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“Felix Alexander writes about love 

as if he’s been in it most of his life!”

~Courtney, Stories to Live By

“Unique love tale of tragedy and mystery...several love stories woven together by a single love letter!”

~Iris Sweetwater, Author and Blogger

“This is a book for the true romantic. I felt as if I were the ghost...haunting the characters. 

I sighed while reading, I sighed at the ending. I sigh upon remembering it.”

~Alaskan Book Café

“A story you will fall in love for, a story you will read with a full heart and crave every word of it. A book I will re-read anytime I want to feel that deep love that brought me to tears in the end.”

~Eva Chau, The Chau Girl book reviews 

“I recommend this to lovers of old-world secrets, the consequences of forbidden love affairs, and murder/mysteries that feel more like long-winded romances. Felix Alexander penned a love letter around his readers!”

~Elizabeth Mathis, Book Reviewer-BetwixThePages

“Absolutely beautiful! A cocktail of mystery and intrigue 

filled with longing and hope.”

~ChickLit Café Book Reviews

“A haunting love story! The story is at times poetic, 

poignant, and engrossing.”

~Katherine McDermott, Amazon Book Reviews

“The writing style of Felix Alexander has something special that kept me reading the book.”

~Navika, Szebrabooks Reviews/Germany

“I always thought the French and the Italians knew about the intricacies of love. Now I know it is the Spanish too. Felix Alexander is in love with love. There is no way to read his words without falling in love with love!”

~Amazon Customer Reviews

“The Last Valentine is an ode to love and romance. 

From the passionate one to the possessive one, 

the obsessive one; the love born of patience and understanding, the one that is everlasting, 

the one that’s meant to be and the one that’s forbidden.” 

~Ashamtly Lopez, Jewel GeekyShelf Reviews

For my dad, Miguel Chavez-Garcia

“the greatest man I’ve ever known”
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During the first spring after the turn of the century, Isaac rediscovered the torments of true love when a flash of memory returned and he disappeared from the world the night before he died. 

The scent of amber lingered when Olivia first whispered: the only true love is unrequited love. Isaac noticed it again when he walked through the garden of the retirement community where he had been left by relatives, too busy to care for his needs. The war veteran and unheralded writer had lost his home, his love, and his memory. All that remained in the slowing beat of his fading heart was the desire to understand what those words meant. For love is not measured by a beginning and an end but rather by the depth of its sorrow and the height of its passion.

He vanished from the garden just before dawn, its fountains, ponds, and neatly trimmed pines elaborately sprawled to inspire peace. The majestic façade and stunning architecture were more reminiscent of a country club than a retirement community. The towers, arches, and wings of the metropolis—where the elderly go to be forgotten—faded behind him. The search for him ran well past midnight. Friends, staff, neighbors, and even the police embarked on a futile effort to find the lonely soul, whom they figured had wandered into purgatory suffering from the purest of pain.

By the time anyone had noticed he was missing, Isaac had walked through the streets of Patillas, Puerto Rico, and ventured into the historic quarter to the south, known as Old Sienna, beneath overcast skies where fog and mist lingered like a heavy blanket. The Cathedral of Santa Maria towered over the church square, the last remnants of a forgotten era in a vacant quadrant where its misty cobbled streets had been abandoned in favor of the progressive city that had emerged around it.

When he reached Calle de Los Santos, he continued until he arrived at the archway formed by overhanging branches and stepped onto an old stone bridge. A stream ran peacefully beneath it with a stone shore covered in moss.

Isaac froze when he saw her. He felt as though he was seeing her for the first time and he watched as the young lady approached. Time stood still when he gazed into her almond-shaped, dark brown eyes and he wondered about the strange sensation swirling at his core. He didn’t recognize her. But he knew he had seen her breathtaking beauty in a lifetime before. Her smile was warm and her movements graceful. Her presence calmed him and her scent reminded him of why he had come. Her long hair fell over her shoulders in gentle waves. She was untouchable in her floor-length red dress that revealed nothing intended to inspire lust with its A-line silhouette and long sleeves. 

The brightness of dawn broke through the clouds and cast its golden glow of slanting light on the green leaves of early spring. Her soft and gentle voice broke the silence.

“I wondered if you would return.”

He closed his eyes and fell into the ocean of time where his sweetest memory lay hidden like a sunken treasure. The memory of that day returned to him. The ghost of a forgotten love that haunted his heart and inspired his dreams. He had buried that secret, but it reemerged from the shadows of his soul to reveal the truth he had vowed to take with him to the grave.
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When the corpse of an unidentified man was found in a darkened alley, his eyes had already been eaten by alley cats before the rats emerged to gnaw at his skin. The details surrounding his death had not been revealed to the newspapers for fear of encouraging a copycat amidst the string of unsolved murders in Old Sienna.

This led to rumors about the middle-aged man’s untimely death. They ranged from a drunken brawl and an unpaid gambling debt to a robbery gone wrong and a crime of passion. The latter seemed most likely because in a drunken tirade at La Cantina de Las Botellas an investigator let slip that the man had a love letter in his possession, which he had written to a woman whose identity remained unknown.

Given the contents of the letter, some said the man was a lonely romantic who lived only for his secret love. The police assumed he had no family because no one had come forward to report any relatives missing who fit his description. Most assumed he was homeless since there were no reports by landlords of missing tenants and unpaid rent. They were entirely mistaken.

Chief Inspector Guillermo Sedeño logged the dead man’s belongings in his report: a navy-blue suit jacket with matching pants and tie, a white dress shirt stained with blood where he had been stabbed, black leather shoes, socks, an expensive gold watch with matching cuff links, and the bloodstained letter; and placed them into an evidence locker. The quality of his clothing indicated he was a man of means, but Guillermo Sedeño knew better than to immediately draw that conclusion.

“Too often it is the people who wear the nicest clothes that squander their money on appearance rather than save it for an emergency.” Guillermo’s father used to say.

The Chief Inspector led the murder investigation; it bothered him that the homicide occurred on his watch. If the unidentified man had any wealth then it was safe to say he didn’t have any family, for it is known that where a rich man dies even his distant relations will find him. After several weeks without any new leads, the investigation was classified as an unsolved murder and the case was closed. The man’s secret would have been lost to the shadows of time had the love letter not been stolen from police evidence a few days later.

Chief Inspector Guillermo Sedeño stormed into the heart of police headquarters when he received the call about the missing letter. His deep-set brown eyes darted around at the array of desks. Plain-clothed and uniformed officers cast each other furtive glances when the Chief Inspector demanded everyone’s attention. His thunderous voice echoed off the high ceilings of the station, a cathedral of iron and stone built to withstand the wrath of an angry god.

Light filtered in through the windows near the domed ceiling, illuminating the crowded room. Chief Inspector Sedeño searched the eyes of his subordinates for the familiar glance of betrayal he recognized in the eyes of suspects during previous investigations.

He towered over most men. A long brown coat draped over his broad shoulders and wide chest, the same color as his wide-brim fedora that cast a shadow over his thick brow and strong chin. He lit a cigarette and took his time to inhale deeply before he spoke. The smoke lingered momentarily and followed him as he walked between the desks.

Thunderous silence echoed, save for his heavy footsteps on the hardwood floor. The arrays of desks were filled with papers, files, and jars brimming with pencils. Filing cabinets lined the dark walls and trash bins overflowed with crumpled paper, torn folders, and yesterday’s tabloids. Chief Inspector Sedeño often felt that the disorganized appearance deceived suspects—who had been brought in for questioning—into thinking the truth would never be found amid the chaos. But he knew it was an effective technique that inspired overconfidence in the guilty.

He took a drag from his cigarette before he informed them about the missing letter from the evidence locker for which the culprit had better have a good reason for stealing. Then he looked Inspector Javier Villalobos straight in the eye from across the room, scrutinizing the alcoholic who had no qualms about voicing his resentment over Guillermo’s promotion and said, “I will bury the man who tries to sabotage this investigation.”

Inspector Villalobos met Sedeño’s glare. Tension filled the room; for it was common knowledge the two men despised each other. In the presence of their superiors, they greeted each other with a curt nod, but mostly they avoided one another to prevent stirring up old memories.

Javier’s thin sharp eyes were as dark as his pupils, keen and perceptive when he was sober, but in recent years his sobriety had been rare. He survived on a steady diet of coffee and cigarettes, which explained why his clothes appeared to drape over his slim frame like a heavy suit on a wire hanger. His black hair was slicked to one side with streaks of grey above the ears. He was surprisingly clean-shaven, save for the thin mustache that accentuated the natural hue of his lips.

Inspector Villalobos smirked before he lifted his coat from the back of his chair when he stood. Chief Inspector Guillermo Sedeño studied him for a moment, rage swelled within him as it had years ago in his futile struggle against fate.

“Is it happy hour already?” Guillermo said.

A few of the men snickered.

“Perhaps you should consider a ‘happy minute’,” Javier said over his shoulder. “Rumor has it you couldn’t provide one for the ladies.”

He pushed through the black wooden doors as the room fell silent. Outside the sun sauntered toward the western horizon and cast its golden glow against thin wisps of clouds over Old Sienna. Javier took a taxi to la cantina, where he expected to meet someone in a place no one would expect.

When he entered la cantina and the doors closed behind him, his eyes took a moment to adjust to the low lighting. A fog of cigarette smoke hung in the air and obscured the few faces that turned toward him.

A large man in a dark suit sat in the corner and eyed Javier Villalobos with keen interest. He puffed on his cigarette as he waved the inspector over. Javier turned to the barkeep and signaled for a double of his usual order. The bartender nodded as he threw a white cloth onto his shoulder.

“Inspector Villalobos, I presume?” The stranger motioned for Javier to join him.

“And you are?” Javier tilted his head before he took a seat across the table.

“My name is not as important as who I work for,” the large man coughed. “I have been sent here to procure something you were charged with retrieving for Señor de la Vega.”

“We agreed that he would meet me in person. Instead, he sends an errand boy?”

The stranger shifted in his seat. He raised his chin before he spoke. “Señor de la Vega is a busy man.”

“As am I.” Javier moved his arm off the table when the bartender set the drink before him. “Gracias Umberto.”

Umberto nodded with a tense smile beneath his thick grey mustache. His dark grey hair with streaks of black and white complemented his white dress shirt, black vest, and matching bow tie.

“Another rum for you, Señor?” Umberto turned to the stranger. His round droopy eyes beneath bushy eyebrows met the stranger’s gaze.

“No thank you.”

Umberto returned to his place behind the bar.

“In any case, I don’t have it with me.” Javier took a sip from his drink. “I wouldn’t carry an item of such importance with me to a bar.”

“Where is it?”

“In a place only I know.”

After studying Inspector Villalobos for a while, he replied, “People only keep secrets when they have something to hide.”

“A philosopher and an errand boy,” Javier smirked. “De la Vega must have acquired you at a bargain.”

“We will be in touch, Inspector.” The stranger downed the remainder of his rum and left.

After the stranger exited la cantina, Umberto returned to Javier’s table with another drink. “A friend of yours, Inspector?”

Javier Villalobos scoffed. “You know the only company I keep resides on the shelves behind your bar, Umberto.”

The barkeep glanced over his shoulder at the bottles of liquor lining the shelves. It was a sad truth; Javier Villalobos frequently joked that his best friends were Ron Bacardi, Jack Daniels, Jim Beam, and Johnnie Walker. Too often the inspector wasted his nights drinking himself to the brink of consciousness. Then he’d miraculously stumble into a taxi and make his way home, but not before he’d spent hours rambling in drunken tirades about Chief Inspector Guillermo Sedeño and the politics behind his recent promotion.

The bad blood between the two inspectors ran like a river nearly twenty years in the making. Back when they were cadets in the police academy, they pursued the heart of the same girl, Angelica Montana de las Fuentes.

They had seen her for the first time on the afternoon of April 16th, 1916, during the annual parade celebrating the birthday of Jose de Diego, the revered poet and political leader known as “The Father of the Puerto Rican Independence Movement.”

Angelica sat beside her father on the float of the founding fathers of Old Sienna. Little was known about Don Enrique Montana de las Fuentes when he arrived in Patillas, also known as the emerald of the south because of its green mountains along the southeastern coast of the island, ten years earlier with a young daughter and an unmarried sister.

His wife had died during the sixth cholera pandemic in South America, so he returned to his native Puerto Rico as an investor. With the small fortune he amassed on the mainland, he became one of the founding fathers of the port city known as Old Sienna. Later, he capitalized on the triple tax exemptions afforded to Puerto Rican bondholders under the Jones-Sharfroth Act of 1917 and helped expand the region’s booming sugar cane industry.

Despite his commanding presence and distinguished features—clear blue eyes, white hair, and thick mustache—all eyes focused on the beautiful young lady with almond-shaped eyes. She wore a long red dress and sat like a queen on a moving throne. A single thick braid fell over her shoulder with a bow.

Javier and Guillermo were formally introduced to Angelica at her family’s estate during the dinner Don Enrique hosted after the parade. The police commissioner had extended his invitation to his officers and cadets. Naturally, he did this to win their favor and obtain their services off the books for a later time.

Don Enrique had not anticipated how the events of that night would lead his legacy to be lost to the shadows of memory. For it was a defining moment in all their lives. The fates of Angelica, Guillermo, and Javier changed; if their destiny had been written in the stars before that night, it was a destiny erased by God and rewritten in the form of a love letter.

A cruel fate challenged their resolve, for it is said that obstacles define true love. In the years that followed, neither man allowed Angelica's memory to fade from the world, and neither man forgave the other for her disappearance.

Umberto concluded that perhaps Javier Villalobos blamed himself for her untimely fate. The inspector's once-promising career, whose family name had been among the most respected in Old Sienna, faltered in the years after his wife had gone missing. Whether he sought comfort at the bottom of a bottle or attempted to drown his guilt, no one could say, for he seldom spoke of Angelica or the circumstances surrounding her disappearance.

All that remained of the union was a daughter. Now a young lady, Olivia Esperanza Villalobos, was the lovely heirloom of a loveless marriage. To help raise her, Javier invited his divorced sister, Katarina Villalobos, to live with them. After three stillborn births, the Church granted Katarina’s husband his request for a divorce on the grounds that he was the last of his line and needed to preserve his family name. Unable to bear her own children, Tia Katarina welcomed the opportunity to help raise her niece, and she treated her as if she was her own. Even if her brother seldom expressed any form of love for his daughter.

Regardless of his emotional detachment, Olivia strived to please her father and win over his affection. Be it through academic accomplishment or the authority with which she ran the house and all its servants. She made every effort to live up to the nobility of the family name.

Even on nights like tonight when her father arrived too inebriated to stand on his own. As he always had, the taxi driver pulled up to the front gates and summoned the male servants to help Javier into the home.

After climbing the flight of stairs to his bedroom and placing him on the bed, the servants left Tia Katarina, and Olivia to remove his shoes, coat, shirt, and tie. Tia Katarina instructed Olivia to leave the room when she prepared to remove his trousers, but not before she remarked that no daughter should see her father in this condition.

“He is my father regardless of his condition.” Olivia emptied out his coat pockets. She placed the loose change on the dresser along with a watch chain, wallet, tiepin, cuff links, collar button, and a handgun.

She was about to hang the jacket in the Italian Venetian Bombe Armoire when she felt a piece of paper through the folds. Perplexed, she searched the coat for a hidden compartment.

“Psst!” Tia Katarina waved Olivia out of the room.

Olivia nodded and closed the door behind her as she stepped into the hallway. She unfolded the paper carefully and felt the unfamiliar material between her fingers.

Is this blood? She studied the dry, dark red smudges on the edge of the page.

The cursive script was short and tight and slanted to the right. It was a man’s handwriting, to be sure, but she did not recognize the penmanship. She concluded that the letter had not been penned by her father’s hand. Not only because she knew his handwriting, but also because the words contained an elegance and romanticism her father did not possess.

“You know better than to pry into your father’s private affairs,” Tia Katarina said as she lifted Javier’s jacket from Olivia’s arm.

Startled, Olivia raised her eyes from the letter. “I don’t believe this letter belongs to my father.”

“How can you be sure?” Tia Katarina examined the letter when Olivia handed it to her. “Is this blood?”

“I believe so, but it isn’t father’s blood. You see, he doesn’t have a scratch on his body.”

Tia Katarina glanced over her shoulder at her sleeping brother as he lay on his back, snoring. She pulled the door closed and ushered her niece into another room. Tia Katarina recognized the texture and the watermark embedded into the paper. She had first seen it years ago when her dearest friend, Veronica Castro de Garcia, had fallen into an impossible love with a married man.

They fell in love before he married, at a time when the hope that tomorrow belonged to them lived strongly within them. It was a love that would not be, for he had been betrothed to another in a period when marriage among the aristocrats was a social contract between families and not a matter of the heart. The circumstances, however, did not sway their desire to be together.

He promised to convince his father to break off the engagement, and she promised to wait until that day came. Over the following months, they exchanged clandestine smiles and knowing glances. But that only intensified their longing and led them to search for ways to express their love beyond the watchful eye of their parents and the gossips.

Then it happened. A shadow moved among the cobbled streets of Old Sienna. Some said it was the spirit of Saint Valentine, and others speculated it was the spirit of Lorenzo Valentino himself, the Last Valentine, as they would say. For it is said, that the shadow appears before those who have fallen ill to the madness of love.

“According to legend, the shadow reveals the location of the Labyrinth of Love Letters to give the victims of true love a place to express the secret in their hearts,” Tia Katarina said.

“How?” Olivia lifted her eyes from the bloodstained letter.

“They write each other love letters and hide them in the labyrinth for the other to find. By alternating their trips to the labyrinth, lovers avoid being seen together.”

“Don’t they ever see each other?” Olivia’s brow furrowed. “When do they kiss and embrace each other?”

“Oh mija, you have plenty to learn about true love,” Tia Katarina smiled ruefully. “Physical love requires the feeling of a caress, but true love is felt in the heart from a distance. That is when it remains pure.”

Olivia glanced at the letter once more.

“Do you think your friend went to the labyrinth?”

“It’s difficult to say.” Tia Katarina held the letter up against the light. It was the same paper with the same watermark Veronica had used all those years ago. Tia Katarina shrugged as she stood. “Who knows? I think it’s merely a local legend of a place that doesn’t exist.”

“What if it does exist? What if this letter belongs in the labyrinth?”

“That doesn’t explain how it came into your father’s possession. What is even more disturbing is that it doesn’t explain the bloodstains. You had best return that letter to where you found it. Nothing good ever comes from discovering a secret that is not yours to keep.”

“Didn’t Veronica take you with her to see the labyrinth?”

“Heavens, no!” Tia Katarina pulled her house robe closed at the collar. She declared herself a good Christian woman who didn’t meddle in such scandalous affairs.

Olivia suppressed a smile. Her aunt walked over to the bedroom door. Before she pulled it open, she instructed her niece to return the letter immediately. Olivia nodded as she stood and stepped out of the room.

In the lingering echo of silence between two women who shared the bond of mother and daughter—in a home where neither felt she belonged—destiny and love conspired to lead them down a path that revealed the dangers of passion and secret love.

That night, Olivia lay on her bed and read the letter repeatedly. Captivated as much by its contents as by the mystery behind the writer and the intended recipient, she wondered where they met and the circumstances surrounding their forbidden affair.

The words dripped with the desire and longing inherent in unrequited love, an unparalleled devotion. It was as if the pen had punctured a passionate heart and the ink bled into the fibers of the page. Etched into eternity where the gift and the curse of love became a narrative of secrets whispered among the shadows, and only God was a witness. Word by word, carefully selected to convey a confession intended to be a reflection between hearts reminded Olivia of poetry that echoed through time.

In the darkest hour, just before dawn peered in through the window, she felt her eyes begin to close. As she tried to resist the sleepiness that beckoned her to fall into the sleeping city of dreams, she thought about her best friend, Isaac Quintero.

She wondered what he would make of the letter. The echo of words left behind in the valleys of a broken heart reminded her of when he said, “The key to sharing a heart worth loving, is to share a love worth remembering.” He fancied himself a writer despite never having published anything beyond a few poems in the local paper. But Isaac was a hopeless romantic with avid notions of love.

He believed the image of love at first sight lingered in the palace of our memories. Regardless of how many smiles captivate our eyes, how many kisses steal our breath, or how many times our hearts break, we will never forget our love at first sight. For a romantic, the enchantment of that moment will always emerge from the shadows of memory the way light breaks through heavy fog to guide us safely to the shores of our hearts. Perhaps Isaac would be inclined to help her find the labyrinth and ensure the love professed in the letter would always be remembered.
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The only thing worth dying for is love. When Olivia woke, her first thought was of the bloodstained letter. It dawned on her that perhaps it was a piece of evidence from one of her father’s investigations.

That doesn’t explain why he had it hidden in his coat.

Despite his reputation for being a drunk, Inspector Javier Villalobos had a reputation for being a skilled investigator. He knew better than to keep a valuable piece of evidence on his person. Olivia’s mind raced with wild ideas and questions. Did he forget he had it? Was he somehow involved in a crime and hiding evidence from his superiors? Was he being framed, and the letter was the only piece of evidence to prove his innocence? Or did he plan on finding the labyrinth to deliver the letter for its intended purpose?

A knock on her bedroom door interrupted her train of thought. She threw her house robe over her shoulders and answered the door. The servant, Clara Ruiz, a Dominican immigrant around Olivia’s age, informed her that Chief Inspector Guillermo Sedeño waited in the greeting room.

“Where’s my father?”

“He left shortly after dawn.”

“What about Tia Katarina?”

“She is at the market.”

Olivia’s blank stare fell to the floor. Could the Chief Inspector be here about the letter? She met Clara’s expectant gaze. “Tell him I am not prepared to entertain company.”

“I did, but he said this is an urgent matter and he will wait until either you come down, or your aunt or father return.”

“Coño!” Olivia cursed under her breath and rolled her eyes. “Fine. Inform him that I will be down momentarily.”

Clara nodded, turned, and raced down the wide staircase. She froze at the foot of the stairs when she found the Chief Inspector pacing in the greeting room. He held his wide-brim fedora with his hands behind his back. When she saw him still wearing his long trench coat, she surmised that he declined the other servant’s offer to take it.

He studied the oil paintings hanging on the walls. Each portrait was of the husbands and wives of the Villalobos family going back several generations. Guillermo stopped before the painting of Javier and Angelica. It was a replica of the photo taken on their wedding day, which he had seen in the local paper announcing their marriage eighteen years ago.

Javier stood proud and triumphant like his Conquistador ancestors, laying claim to that which did not belong to them. In his youth, he possessed an air of nobility that had been lost in the years following Angelica’s disappearance. His good posture in the photo reminded Guillermo of their time together at the Policeman’s Academy. Javier excelled, both physically and academically, without much effort in contrast to his fellow cadets. Envious of his high marks, they believed that having been born with a silver spoon in his mouth made everything in life easier for Javier.

Guillermo never bought into that philosophy. He acknowledged Javier’s performance as a result of his natural talents and intellect. An advantage he inherited through his genetic pedigree and competitive nature, which motivated Guillermo’s assiduity to eclipse Javier’s accomplishments.

Though their rivalry extended beyond the academy and later their vocation as officers of the law, it was in their attempt to win Angelica’s heart that their disdain for each other grew fiercest. Despite Guillermo’s ascension through the ranks, he never recovered from the heartbreak he endured when Angelica married the son of an aristocrat. She had been his only need, his only love, but seeing the sadness in her eyes as depicted in the painting made him wonder if she regretted her decision.

He remembered their last conversation as if it was only yesterday. In the atrium of the cathedral of Santa Maria, where she asked him to meet her just before sunset, they held each other’s gaze without touching for what felt like an eternity. A thunderous silence hung in the space between them. It wasn’t until the sun kissed the horizon—a long beautiful kiss that illuminated the sky for a brief instant—that she finally said, “I have always loved you, and I always will.” Then she fled into the night. She did not wait for his reaction. She did not let him fight for her love one last time. The sadness in her eyes remained from that night, captured forever in a photo and a painting, a truth hidden in the darkest corner of his heart.

Clara Ruiz cleared her throat and interrupted the Chief Inspector’s train of thought. She felt his intense gaze scrutinize her when she informed him that la Señorita Olivia would be down momentarily. Guillermo eyed her briefly before he nodded. She spoke Spanish with a slight variation in the syntax, which he identified as Dominican Spanish. He heard it spoken in the Dominican quarter where the influx of immigrants resided when they arrived from the neighboring island.

The young woman wore a long white nagua-style dress common among the Taínos, which explained her African features and humble status. She offered the Chief Inspector refreshments, but he politely declined. Clara Ruiz bowed and took her leave.

When Olivia finally appeared on the staircase she descended with an air of elegance that reminded Guillermo of her mother. “Good morning Chief Inspector Sedeño. To what does our home owe the pleasure of your company?”

“Señorita Olivia,” the Chief Inspector bowed his head. “Please accept my apologies for the intrusion. As I’m afraid the purpose of my visit is for business and not pleasure.”

Olivia motioned for him to have a seat. The Chief Inspector politely declined and said he only needed a moment of her time. At this, Olivia did not know whether to sit or remain standing. She wondered what could be so urgent that required her immediate presence, yet so short that he didn’t need to sit even though he had been willing to wait several hours for her father to return.

Guillermo observed her uneasiness. He smiled inwardly, for he knew she had to be hiding something if she suddenly felt uncomfortable in her own home. Does she know Javier took the letter? He studied her in silence. He couldn’t believe the striking resemblance to her mother. It was as if Angelica Montana de las Fuentes had been reborn. Her hair fell in the same gentle waves to the small of her back with the same features of her mother’s smile. Although her eyes were the same shade as her mother’s, she did not inherit the shape of her eyes and her brow from Angelica, or Javier.

Olivia cleared her throat. She avoided his eyes as she walked around him. She looked at the oil paintings, which she had seen her entire life as she circled the room with her hands behind her back. “How may I be of service, Chief Inspector?”

“A man was murdered recently.” Guillermo’s gaze followed the young woman.

“Yes, I’ve heard. The latest in a string of many recently, such a shame, really.” She did not turn to face him. “And his identity remains a mystery, correct?”

“Indeed, it is.” Guillermo turned as his eyes followed her movements. “Though he did leave a clue, which may reveal his identity.”

“Is that so?” Olivia feigned indifference. She continued to circle the welcoming room. Her heart pounded against her chest and her mind raced with ideas about the man’s identity, and if the Chief Inspector knew she had the letter.

“My quandary, however, is that someone stole that valuable piece of evidence.” Guillermo paused and watched, as Olivia grew stiff. “Without it, I cannot identify the man whose life was taken in such a violent manner, and unless I can do that I will be unable to bring his killer to justice.”

“What does any of this have to do with your visit to our home?” Olivia said over her shoulder without meeting the Chief Inspector’s gaze.

“Nothing, if you don’t have that piece of evidence in your possession.”

“How could I possibly come to possess such a valuable piece of evidence, Chief Inspector?”

“How, indeed, Señorita?”

She turned and met his intense gaze. His eyes and brow looked familiar just then as if she had recognized their shape her entire life. Before she could say anything to him, or he could say anything to her, Tia Katarina returned home from the market with two servants at her side. She froze when she saw the Chief Inspector upon passing through the door. She wore a blue dress that fell just below her knees and accentuated her blue eyes. Her light brown hair fell past her shoulders with a yellow flower tucked within the gentle waves. Chief Inspector Guillermo Sedeño greeted her kindly before he thanked Olivia for her time and excused himself.

After the door closed behind him, Tia Katarina instructed the servants to take the groceries into the kitchen. She rushed to her niece’s side and demanded to know what he wanted as they sat together on one of the couches.

“He’s investigating the murder of an unidentified man, but someone stole a piece of evidence that could help him find the killer.”

“Why would he come here?” Tia Katarina wondered. “God knows Guillermo would never seek your father’s help.”

“Do you think he suspects father of stealing the piece of evidence in question?”

“Your father would never do such a thing,” Tia Katarina reproached her.

“What about the bloodstained letter?”

Tia Katarina’s blank stare fell to the cyan-tiled floor. “Aye, Dios mio.” Her head fell into her hands. “If your father—”

“I know,” Olivia stood.

“Where are you going?” Tia Katarina watched her niece approach the front door.

“Wherever the wind takes me,” Olivia said over her shoulder.
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Isaac Quintero was at his uncle’s house for his daily lessons when Olivia arrived. His eccentric uncle, Gabriel Aquino, lived alone in a small boathouse near the beach. He purchased it with his earnings from his time as a schoolteacher in America. When he returned to Puerto Rico, he preferred to live as far away from Old Sienna as his feet could take him; he loved his privacy and distance from the town gossips.

“Old Sienna didn’t exist when I left for America. Why should I want to live there in my old age with a bunch of people whom I don’t know?” Gabriel had said to his nephew when Isaac complained about the long walk.

Olivia sympathized with Señor Gabriel Aquino. He resented the fact that the small town he called home had been stomped out of existence when Old Sienna was founded.

“Why do they call it ‘Old Sienna,’ when it’s a new city?” He’d gripe when his bottle of rum ran empty.

Aside from his rantings about the city, he was a cheerful man who loved to talk about literature and history. His unruly grey hair framed his oval face with beady brown eyes and a long broad nose. His friends called him “El Prieto,” a nickname his late wife—Ariana Aquino—gave him because of his dark skin, which accentuated the perpetual stubble of silver hair that grew around his full lips.

He stood knee-deep in the water with his white pants rolled up. The sea sprayed its mist of salt water as he stared at the horizon where the blue-green water met the clear blue sky. His white button-down shirt billowed in the breeze. He was a slim man, nearly two meters tall with a body as sharp as his mind despite his grey hair.

Three times a day he stood in the water with a pensive look in his eye. At dawn, at noon, and at sunset he stepped into the cool refreshing sea.

“You are always out here, without fail, Señor Gabriel Aquino,” Olivia said as she approached the shore.

“God’s gift is the world, and life is merely a consequence of that gift. To show appreciation for what God has given us, we should endeavor to admire the beauty of His creation.” Gabriel turned to face her.

Truth be told he always claimed God’s favorite creation was rum. He once told Isaac, “When it comes to the ladies, always have a glass of rum at the ready. Aside from being liquid candy, it will provide you with the courage God didn’t give you when he made you.”

“Is Isaac still completing his studies?” Olivia asked. She knew that his uncle gave him a quiz at the end of each session to ensure he retained the information.

“The boy moves at a snail’s pace. Whether it’s with his schoolwork, or with the ladies. I keep telling him if he waits any
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