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			Prologue
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			Some moments don’t announce themselves. They arrive quietly—without ceremony, without warning. A glance across a crowded room. A voice that lingers longer than it should. A smile that feels like recognition, though you’ve never met. It’s not logical. It’s recognition of the soul. A moment that doesn’t ask for understanding—only presence. It’s the quiet arrival of destiny. Moments like these don’t seek permission. They slip in quietly, rearrange something essential—and, on rare occasions, happen twice in a lifetime. And when they do, they rarely look the same.

			David Ortiz didn’t believe in second chances. Not after Elena. Not after the silence that followed her absence. He had made peace with solitude—not out of strength, but necessity. He had learned to live with the ache, to fold it into routine. But grief has a way of softening the edges of caution. And loneliness—when dressed in hope—can look a lot like love.

			Elena’s image still lingered. Her gaze was steady, her smile unposed—the kind of joy that lived in her eyes, not in ornament. She was a woman who knew herself and chose him without hesitation. Their love had been quiet, but it had depth. It lived in small rituals: the way she folded his sweaters, the way she touched his wrist when she wanted his attention. Even their silences spoke fluently. She didn’t declare love. She lived it—in gestures, in stillness, in the way she made space for him without asking for anything in return.

			And when she died, the world didn’t shatter. It hollowed.

			

			Grief didn’t arrive with thunder—it settled like dust. David carried it in his spine, in his calendar, in the quiet decision to stop buying fresh flowers for the kitchen table. He didn’t speak of her often, but she was everywhere: in the warmth of the house, the softness of his voice, the gold band tucked in the drawer beneath the mantle. Her scent still lingered in the folds of the blanket he never washed.

			Loss didn’t erase love. It repurposed it—into memory, into quiet rituals, into the space he kept open without knowing why.

			He hadn’t expected the ache to soften. But it did. Just enough to let someone in.

			Not every arrival is destiny. Some are detours dressed in light.

			Then came Cassandra.

			She was light where Elena had been earth. Dazzling, attentive, full of stories and spark. She laughed easily, touched his arm when she spoke, remembered the names of his colleagues and the wine he preferred. She was different—brighter, bolder. And David, still aching but open, let himself believe.

			He hadn’t been searching for love. But then Cassandra appeared—bright, reflective, offering what felt like a second chance. And for a time, he believed her. Not because it was love. But because the performance was convincing.

			She asked about his dreams. His legacy. His plans for retirement. She said she admired his discipline, his devotion. She made him feel seen again—not as a widower, but as a man still capable of building something new.

			She mirrored the absence, not the essence. And he mistook that echo for connection.
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			When Love was Golden

			“True love doesn’t vanish. It settles into silence and stays.”
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			Chapter 1

			The Girl in Bell-Bottoms

			At eighteen, David Ortiz knew two things with certainty: mangoes bruised easily, and girls in hoop earrings and bell-bottoms could bruise your heart just as easily—with nothing more than a glance.

			Reina Ortiz—David’s eldest sister—arrived in New York in 1967, just nineteen and carrying more resolve than belongings. She wasn’t chasing adventure; she was laying foundation. Within two years, she married a quiet man from East Harlem, secured permanent residency, and petitioned for her parents and siblings to join her. She had come first, but never alone, every step she took was tethered to the names she carried in her heart.

			The Ortiz family arrived in 1969 with two suitcases, four dreams, and a silence stitched with sacrifice. They weren’t adventurers—they were immigrants, hoping to forge a better life. At JFK, Reina’s parents—Julio and Carmen—stepped off the plane first, blinking into air that smelled of metal, snow, and bus exhaust. Behind them came the children: Teresa, Luz, and David. Disoriented, yes—but not lost.

			Reina had secured a small apartment in Washington Heights—two bedrooms, just enough space to touch both walls with outstretched arms. David slept beside the radiator on the floor, a thin quilt folded twice over a foam pad—more gesture than comfort. The makeshift mattress sagged in the middle, but he didn’t mind. His parents shared a creaking bed wedged against the wall. Luz and Teresa turned the couch into a battleground of blankets and bobby pins.

			No one complained. They were immigrants, and complaints didn’t pay the rent.

			For them, hardship wasn’t failure—it was passage. The crowded rooms, the shared beds, the borrowed quiet weren’t signs of struggle to be pitied. They were proof of movement, of arrival, of a future being shaped one paycheck, one prayer, one sacrifice at a time. Gratitude lived in the walls—not for the discomfort, but for the chance to endure it together.

			They were grateful—for the chance to build something better, not just for themselves, but for each other. Every sibling carried part of the weight. Each parent gave more than they had. They worked long hours, shared meals, passed down hope like heirlooms. The apartment wasn’t spacious, but it held ambition, love, and a quiet understanding that this was temporary—and that the future, if built together, would be wide enough for all of them.

			Jobs came piecemeal. Teresa bagged groceries, picking up English through register prompts and customer chatter. Luz washed hair at a salon, handing half her tips to their mother, Carmen, who ironed shirts in the kitchen while humming boleros. And every morning, Julio—their father—walked to the temp agency, full of hope that today might bring something permanent.

			Six months after arriving, the Ortiz family had saved enough to rent their own apartment. In 1971, they moved to the Bronx—grateful to return Reina and her husband the privacy they had so graciously set aside. In their new space, picture frames adorned the walls, and room to breathe no longer felt like a luxury.

			But David stayed behind—by choice. He remained in Manhattan with his older sister Reina, drawn to the West Side’s pulse and poetry. Merengue and salsa spilled from stoops, mingling with the scent of fried plantains and the rhythm of subway trains. Bookstores shelved Latin American poets beside rising Black voices of resistance.

			

			David was sixteen when he stepped off the plane. Old enough to understand distance, young enough to carry hope without hesitation. 

			At home, he studied his parents’ movements—careful, quiet, like guests in a country that hadn’t yet decided whether to welcome them. They spoke softly in Spanish, folding their hopes into routines. David did the same.

			Outside their Spanish-speaking environment, the world moved faster.

			He arrived at Brandeis, the public high school closest to his apartment, carrying secondhand notebooks—and an accent too thick for hallway conversation, too tender for mockery. Freshly uprooted from Santo Domingo, his tongue tangled with English. But his resolve held.

			He didn’t understand the slang, the speed, the laughter that ricocheted off lockers. Teachers spoke too quickly. Classmates moved like currents. He barely caught every word but grasped enough to keep up—and not fall behind.

			He learned through rhythm, books, and silence—watching, absorbing, translating the world one phrase at a time. He didn’t raise his hand. He memorized instead, surviving by listening harder than anyone else.

			But there was one language he understood without translation: numbers. Math made sense when nothing else did. Equations didn’t rush or ridicule. They waited.

			David could solve problems in his head faster than most could reach for a pencil. He was a math whiz—precise, composed, quietly confident. It became his anchor, the subject that lifted his GPA and gave him confidence when words failed. Years later, he would major in finance—not because it was practical, but because it felt like clarity.

			But numbers couldn’t fill the silence between classes.

			In time, he drifted toward the other Spanish-speaking kids—fellow outsiders who carried the same quiet ache, the same hunger to belong. They shared cafeteria tables, passed whispered translations, and traded stories of home, heartbreak, and hope. What began as survival became solidarity. Over time, they became his allies, his mirror, his chosen family.

			Years later, they would still call each other brother—not because of blood, but because of what they endured together.

			By 1974, he’d been in the U.S. for four years. He’d finished high school and enrolled in community college. By day, he studied. By night, he stacked fruit at a local supermarket with precision, chasing upward mobility. While others clocked out or chased distractions, David practiced pronunciation, read market trends, folded finance terms into the quiet blueprint of his future.

			Love, though—love was a different currency. And aisle ten offered no warning.

			Manhattan smelled of hot pavement, spilled beer, and ripe fruit. David built mango pyramids—firm, fragrant, fragile.

			It was a Thursday, early evening, when the automatic doors whooshed open—and in walked trouble in hip-hugger bell-bottom jeans. The waistline sat low beneath a cranberry leotard, long-sleeved with a scooped neckline. Not provocative—just poised. A quiet statement wrapped in trend. Leotards had leaped from dance studios into street fashion, and Elena’s wasn’t worn for flash—it hugged her with intent, punctuation to her stride.

			She moved like someone accustomed to being seen, but unconcerned with being understood. Her scarf-tied hair bounced in rhythm. Hoop earrings caught the light. From behind the mango stand, David felt time slow.

			She didn’t look at him. Offense one.

			“Fifteen,” he guessed. Too young. Too Americanized. Not like the girls back home—who walked beside their mothers, not ahead of them. Who spoke softly, eyes lowered when addressed. His sisters wore sandals, not platforms.

			Elena’s stride was too confident, her earrings too bold, her leotard too exacting. She was too much—too vivid, too unapologetic, too everything he wasn’t used to.

			

			And yet, that excess intrigued him. He wasn’t sure they’d be compatible—night and day—but something about her unsettled the part of him that believed women should wait to be seen. He didn’t dislike it. But it startled him. She moved as if she didn’t need permission. Like she’d rewritten the rules, others were still trying to learn.

			He leaned slightly, offering a smile. “You like mangoes?”

			She barely glanced. “I like not being spoken to by strangers in supermarkets.”

			Offense two.

			David laughed, warm and undeterred. “Fair enough. Just the produce guy—consider me invisible.”

			She rolled her eyes and disappeared into the cereal aisle, her mother chatting in Spanish beside her. He knew better than to follow. She was too everything. But it was her refusal that intrigued him.

			She kept appearing—always Thursdays, always beside her mother. He began timing his shifts to her rhythm. Not pursuit—just proximity. Sometimes she glanced. Sometimes not. David began waiting. He shaved closer. Stacked melons cleaner. Rehearsed five-syllable openers. 

			What he didn’t know: she was the daughter of the guy from the barbershop who’d once asked him to help repair his Buick. The neighborhood was a net of names and glances. Her mother’s hairdresser—his own sister—had mentioned her more than once. Elena had even dropped off her mother’s wig for styling.

			One afternoon, while chatting with his best friend Luis Delgado—Junior, as everyone called him—and Marisol, Junior’s girlfriend, David described the girl who came in on Thursdays. She always wore bell-bottoms that swayed with intention, and hoop earrings that caught the light like they belonged to someone older, someone already sure of herself.

			“She moves like she’s got somewhere better to be,” he said. “Like the aisles are too small for her.”

			Junior laughed, but David wasn’t joking. Marisol tilted her head, watching him with quiet amusement. He spoke not like someone nursing a crush, but like someone baffled by awe. He didn’t know her name. Just fleeting glimpses. Failed conversations. A handful of moments that made everything else go dim.

			Still, the way he spoke—half wonder, half confession—made Marisol smile. She’d seen it before: a boy circling something unnamed.

			“I think you’re describing my cousin Elena,” she said. “She mentioned some annoying guy in the produce section near the mangos. Said he kept staring at her. Kept trying to talk to her.”

			David froze. Now he had a name. Elena.

			The following Thursday, he tried again—this time with ammunition.

			“Hola, Elena.”

			She looked startled. “How do you know my name?”

			He grinned. “Your cousin Marisol is my best friend’s girlfriend.”

			She blinked. “Good for you. Glad to see you have friends. I’m not one of them. Stop bothering me.”

			David just smiled. He didn’t push. Not yet. He kept to the fruit. Kept to the rhythm. And waited. Because the girl who stormed past him like thunder might just be lightning worth catching.

			The following week, during a visit with Junior, David pulled Marisol aside. His voice was low, almost sheepish. The words had been simmering.

			“Would you tell Elena something for me?”

			Marisol gave him a look. “Why don’t you tell her yourself?”

			He sighed. “I would—if she gave me the time of day. She won’t even look at me.”

			She tilted her head. “You sure you want to go down that road? She’s not exactly sugar and sunshine.”

			David smiled, soft and steady. “I know. I’m not chasing her. I just think she’s worth knowing.”

			“She’s fire, David. She doesn’t do small talk. One look, and you’re toast.”

			

			“I’ve experienced the look,” he said, half in jest, half in hope. “Guess I’ll have to speak slowly.”

			That night, Marisol passed the message casually.

			“That Dominican guy at the supermarket—the one with the mangoes—he said he’d really like to get to know you. No pressure. Just a conversation. His name’s David.”

			Elena didn’t hesitate. “Doesn’t he get the hint? Is he slow? I’ve ignored him every single week. If he thinks I’ll ever talk to him, he’s more delusional than he looks.”

			When Marisol repeated the response, David just smiled.

			“She speaks with conviction. I like that,” he said. “It’s a start.”

			Later, alone with the echo of her voice—sharp, unyielding, unforgettable—David stood in the produce aisle where she’d once passed him without pause. He didn’t need her to like him. Not yet. He just needed to stay near the spark long enough to learn its language. Because if she ever let him in, even an inch, he wanted to be ready. Ready to meet fire with grace—and not flinch.
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			Chapter 2

			Relentless Persistence

			Months passed. David and Elena still hadn’t had a real conversation—just one-liners tossed across the produce aisle on Thursdays, like coins into a wishing well. Marisol became the unofficial courier: another message, another plea for her attention. This time, she delivered it with gum snapping and a grin so smug Elena nearly slammed the bedroom door.

			“He said,” Marisol smirked, “that if he doesn’t marry you, he’ll never marry anyone.”

			Elena rolled her eyes so hard it gave her a headache. “Tell him to get comfortable with bachelorhood. I will never marry him.”

			They sat cross-legged on Elena’s carpet, sifting through cassette tapes and vinyl while their mothers gossiped in the kitchen. Marisol leaned against the dresser, twirling her gum like she was directing a telenovela.

			“You sure?” she teased. “He’s kind of cute. Got that quiet–mango-seller–turned–mechanic vibe now.”

			Elena scoffed. “He looks four or five years older, talks like he just got off the boat, and smells like engine grease and mangoes.”

			She said it like a math problem that refused to solve—David Ortiz: too earnest, too accented, too fresh off the boat.

			

			“He’s a time capsule in work boots,” she added. “Probably thinks romance means walking behind a woman in case she trips on her own heels.”

			Marisol cackled.

			“I’m just saying,” Elena shrugged. “He’s too everything. Too polite. Too serious. Probably folds his socks with military precision.”

			Still, the words felt rehearsed. She pressed play on a bolero—not out of curiosity, but to drown out the possibility that he’d gotten under her skin.

			She paused. “And he’s always trying to get my attention. Every Thursday—one-liners, weird smiles, loitering by the mangoes like it’s romantic. I swear, he’s allergic to boundaries.”

			“You’re dramatic,” Marisol said, grinning.

			“No. I’m strategic,” Elena snapped, clicking a lip gloss shut. “You know how many times I’ve detoured through the bread aisle just to avoid him?”

			The memory was immediate: cereal boxes she never meant to buy, fake cramps, volunteering to stand in line while her mother fetched cilantro. But it never worked. Her mother always had a list. And David? Always there among the produce, composing still lifes out of apples and mangoes like it was an art exhibition.

			Elena groaned. “You know the worst part? My mom always sends me to ask him something—‘Are the mangoes ripe?’ ‘Do these look fresh?’ Every time she says, ‘Go ask the produce guy,’ I want to sink into the tile.”

			Marisol tilted her head. “But you still go.”

			Elena rolled her eyes. “Because I’m a good daughter. Not because I want to talk to the fruit guy. Honestly, sometimes I just wander off and come back with a made-up answer.”

			Still, she could feel it—that look. Unhurried. Quiet. Unshakable. Like he was waiting for something she hadn’t given permission to offer. And she hated that.

			

			Marisol raised an eyebrow. “You really think it wouldn’t work? You’re both Dominican. You speak the same language.”

			Elena snorted. “Barely. He speaks English like it’s borrowed—careful, deliberate, always reaching for the right word. I live and think in English. It’s the language of school, of survival, of sharp comebacks and subway announcements.”

			She didn’t say the rest aloud: He reminded her of everything she’d had to outgrow. Too Dominican—too rooted in old-school manners and Santo Domingo nostalgia. He stood too straight. Smiled too gently. Like someone raised to ask permission before breathing. Elena had grown up in a city that didn’t wait for politeness. You moved fast or got left behind.

			She’d learned to talk sharp, move quicker, and keep her guard up. He probably thought she was too Americanized. She thought he was stuck in a time capsule. They weren’t opposites, exactly—but they were raised on different sides of the bridge.

			And then there was the age gap. Not dramatic, but enough to keep their worlds on different tracks. They moved in separate circles, which is why—despite living half a city block apart—they’d never met. Elena’s friends were younger, fast-talking, Americanized—girls who lived in English, flirted in slang, and danced to disco remixes. David’s crowd was older, quieter, Spanish-speaking men who lingered outside bodegas, played dominoes, and talked about car parts. She didn’t see herself in his circle. Didn’t want to. It wasn’t just the years—it was the rhythm.

			The only place their worlds collided was on Thursdays at the supermarket—in the produce section beneath fluorescent lights, where routine masked coincidence and glances lingered longer than they should.

			No matter how she zigzagged through the store, he was always there. Polishing apples. Stacking oranges. Arranging basil like it deserved center stage.

			Her mother, oblivious, would call: “Elena, get cilantro. No, the fresh kind—smell it first.” Or: “Ask the produce guy about the mangoes.”

			

			She’d groan, approach like marching into battle—eyes averted, steps deliberate. If he said hello, she nodded. If he smiled, she stared past him like she was searching for papayas that didn’t exist.

			She didn’t like attention—especially the kind that lingered.

			Although he was always there, he never pushed. Every Thursday, she found herself scanning the produce section, eyes darting between citrus bins and stacked greens, mapping escape routes before she even picked up a basket. If he was there, she needed a plan—how to pivot, how to vanish, how to limit the time she’d have to face him. But he never took Thursdays off. No matter how much she planned, he was always there, a steady presence she couldn’t shake.

			And yet, he never pushed. Never followed. But somehow, that made it worse. His restraint had gravity—quiet, constant, impossible to ignore.
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			Chapter 3

			Destined to Cross Paths

			Elena Fernández remembered the smell of linoleum before she remembered the flight from Santo Domingo. She was four when they landed at JFK in 1963—small enough to be carried, just old enough to feel her mother’s grip tighten. The buildings looked like stacked shoeboxes. The air stung her nose. Nothing sounded like home.

			Their apartment in Manhattan sat on the fifth floor of a brownstone built for many but made for none. Three bedrooms. One bathroom. A space of necessity, not comfort—walls thin enough to hear arguments above, lullabies below, and televisions to their left and right. Privacy was a luxury. Silence, a negotiation.

			They adapted—not just to square footage, but to proximity. Other families lived stacked around them, each carrying their own noise, their own grief, their own version of survival. The Fernández family learned to move carefully, speak softly, and sync to the rhythms of shared living. The building didn’t offer solitude, but it offered shelter. And that, for now, was enough.

			Her parents—Ramón and Miranda—held the household together with exhaustion. Carla, the eldest, charmed teachers. Jorge, the youngest, broke rules. Elena lived in between—emotionally and literally.

			She didn’t speak unless asked, didn’t laugh unless prompted. Her voice felt foreign—slow, uncertain, dragging two languages that never quite fit. In family photos, she rarely smiled. Not out of defiance, but because something always felt missing.

			Her aunt Silvia visited once a month—loud heels, louder advice. “You’re too serious,” she’d say. “You gotta laugh at this world or it’ll eat you alive.” Elena nodded but didn’t change. She believed the world needed more witnesses than performers.

			Books became her refuge. Language, her armor. She copied poems into notebooks, memorized words that tasted like home: soledad, ternura, sombra. Commercial jingles and song lyrics stuck easily. They had rhythm. Structure.

			By fourteen, Elena had mastered how to fade into a room while still seeing everyone. She knew how to want quietly.

			So when David first looked at her—mango in hand, smile uncertain—she didn’t flinch from fear. She flinched because she recognized something. Someone who understood quiet. Who didn’t need her noise—just her presence.

			Elena Fernández was destined to walk into David Ortiz’s life—even when she tried not to. Even when she buried herself in routine and reason. Their paths curved relentlessly toward each other, like magnets under glass—pulled close long before either could name the force.

			David worked diligently at the supermarket, patiently waiting for Thursdays. Six months of stolen glances and whispered messages—delivered by Marisol, the ever-glittering courier of gossip. He had exchanged only a handful of real sentences with Elena. A few near the fruit stand. No words, just rhythm. Still, she lingered in his mind.

			Most days, he considered giving up. He knew when fruit had passed its prime. Maybe hope had, too. She would likely never say yes.

			Still, he remembered the first time he saw her—fourteen, composed, standing beside her mother in the produce aisle. He might have smiled. Might have lifted a mango like a question. She rolled her eyes and disappeared behind the avocados. He tried to forget. But she stayed.

			He meant it when he told Marisol, “If I don’t marry her, I’ll never marry at all.”

			

			So he kept stacking mangoes. Kept watching on Thursdays. Kept wondering why he wanted someone who only said no.

			Elena didn’t know David was her father’s “car guy”—the one who lent tools and talked baseball. Or that her mother’s trusted hairdresser was David’s sister. They lived half a city block apart. Shared streets. Shared air. Shared the soundtrack of merengue wafting from second-floor windows. And yet, for months, they remained strangers.

			Looking back, Elena would say the universe had tried everything—grocery stores, broken-down Toyotas, Dominican beauty salons—not for flirtation, but for recognition. Paths bent, errands rerouted, glances mistimed. Still, they kept finding themselves within reach, like destinies folded into routine.

			Fate had already chosen them. No drama. No rain-soaked confessions. Their beginning wouldn’t be fireworks—it would be familiarity. A glance held too long. A quiet, nameless feeling. The sense of I know you—before anyone said a word.

			Because some lives don’t collide. They braid slowly—thread by thread, moment by mundane moment. Until one day, it’s clear: they were always heading in the same direction.
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