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Praise for Felix Alexander’s

The Last Valentine

“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
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PROLOGUE
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What does a woman think about in the absence of love? Does she reflect on what once was and could have been? Perhaps she turns her back on the past and looks to the future. Any man who has studied her behavior and broken her heart will confess that she will forever remain as mysterious as the origins of the universe and as lovely as the idiom of God. 

It is in this innocent intrigue that men are inspired to pursue a woman’s heart, to kiss her lips, and to taste ambrosia. Aurelio Valentino embarked on this endeavor the moment he saw Arabella. Her light brown hair pulled up in a bun revealed the caramel complexion of her slender neck. She had a smile that could stop time, and the honey in her eyes leveled him. He approached the way one comes to the sea and introduced himself with an extended hand.

She observed him with indifference and turned away. But he persisted with the hope of learning her name, hearing her voice, and memorizing her smile. Her silence intended to dissuade him but had the opposite effect. For it is known that men want what they cannot have. He knelt before her as she remained seated on the bench and asked her name, but she did not reply. The two girls seated on either side of her watched, amused. It wasn’t that they doubted his intentions, because they were familiar with the handsome suitor. 

Aurelio Valentino, no stranger to the preambles of love had been popular among the girls in his social circle. A bolero who recited romantic poetry from memory and played matchmaker among his friends, because he believed destiny placed soul mates close enough to find each other, but just far enough to require assistance being guided to love. 

And she, with her nineteen years behind her recognized the initial raindrops of courtly love. His persistence and his poetry impressed her, but it did not convince her of the genuineness of his intentions. Men, as she had observed both young and old, had a penchant for beginning their pursuits at a sprint without ever learning that they merely needed to proceed with patience. Though they hope to be granted access to a woman’s heart, they innately crave the thrill of the chase. 

In the case of Aurelio Valentino, his desire to win Arabella’s affection was not an endeavor undertaken in vain. She carried herself with a natural haughtiness, her chin up, her hazel eyes keen, her steps confident as her arms swayed elegantly. Everything about her presence the form of her full lips, her arched eyebrows, and her high cheekbones that she inherited from her mother, and the softness in her voice epitomized what it meant to be a woman. 

She had met the two young ladies at her side shortly after arriving on the island two months ago. Though they encouraged Arabella to leave herself open to the possibilities of love, she remained apprehensive about the stranger. She stood without revealing her name. Her accomplices followed suit. She led her companions through the crowd, and Aurelio followed. She quickened her pace around the parade, the tables of merchants selling trinkets, the carts carrying fruits, and the sound of sizzling meats—the scent of seasoning intermingled with smoke—and the carnival rides flooded with children, still, he followed. 

Then, as the sun faded to the other side of the world, she joined her companions for the nightly walk during the festivities around the plaza. Women walked in groups of twos and threes, sometimes arm and arm, while men lined the perimeter of the walkway on both sides. Upon establishing eye contact, the men waited for another pass to approach. Aside from perpetuating the Old World custom of letting men make the first move, his action became a public declaration of his intentions. For women, it became an opportunity to reveal their receptiveness of a suitor’s interest with conversation, or to politely decline with silence. 

When Aurelio saw her disappear into the crowd of women circling the plaza with her companions on either side of her, he formulated a plan to get her attention in a unique fashion. He turned back and raced to the merchants. He found a woman selling flowers and quickly decided on a red Chrysanthemum. Though it symbolizes fidelity and optimism, the red one does convey love, he thought to himself as he handed the merchant a few coins. He returned to the plaza hoping to arrive at the same time she circled back around. He searched for her among the crowd of passing and approaching women, but she was nowhere in sight. Guessing that he must have missed her, he turned to the groups of women whose backs were to him, and he recognized her hair, her open-shouldered top, and her doe’s gait.  

Aurelio shouldered past the men beside him to get a clear shot, and like an expert dartsman, he steadied his aim before launching the flower—stem first—at his target. He threw it past three rows of women, and it found its mark in Arabella’s hair. The men cheered. It landed just above her ear, nestled like a decorative piece he once described in a poem: I saw her once when she was standing there; she had the loveliest smile with flowers in her hair. 

She glanced over her shoulder upon retrieving the flower and smiled. 

Aurelio waited for her again, his anticipation building with each passing second. His heart skipped a beat when she turned the corner again. This time she stood on the far right side of her companions. She held the flower with both hands and pretended not to see him. He stepped forward into the flow of women, a river of femininity carrying the hopes of men beneath the moon. Aurelio bowed and introduced himself again. She smiled without reply and continued past him. He turned on his heel with the deftness of a dancer and fell in step beside her. 

“May I accompany you on your stroll this lovely evening señorita?” Aurelio gazed into her hazel eyes, but she stared straight ahead. 

“No one is preventing you.” Her heart pounded against her breasts. A gentle breeze played with the loose strands of her hair. It was a peaceful night, the twelfth of December. Aurelio walked beside her, cleared his throat, and began to sing a song. He loved ballads as much as he loved books. 

“Are you auditioning for a talent contest?” Arabella asked as she finally turned to meet his gaze. 

Beside her, Aurelio saw her companions smiling, mischievous glints in their eyes. 

“I am auditioning for your heart,” Aurelio interrupted his singing. 

“I assure you I am not a contest.” She turned her chin up and followed the procession as it turned a corner. 

“Ah, but would you kindly accept the compliment that your beauty is worth the effort of winning over?” 

“I am more than just my appearance,” Arabella met his gaze. 

“Indeed, you are,” he agreed, “and I want to learn everything about you before it’s too late.” 

“Too late for what?” She cast him a perplexed glance. 

“Before it’s too late to begin forever in this lifetime.” 

He had never felt as nervous and excited as he did that night and would remember it always: his heart raced, his sight cleared, his stomach twisted in knots. The moon seemed larger and closer than it did on any other night in the history of the world. And there were more stars in the sky. He believed they emerged from behind the dark veil of distance to witness the love story they wrote centuries ago.  

Later that night, despite her attempts to elude Aurelio when they first met, Arabella let her mind wander with her head against the pillow. Sleep waited for her to stage the events in her dreams. She recognized him in the realm of fantasy reading under the trees, singing in the dark, and writing in his notebook. Then, as if she possessed mysterious, magical powers, he appeared before her at various places doing just what she had imagined him doing. He sat on a bench in the plaza on Sundays reading beneath an apple tree, and he serenaded her in the evenings singing from an unseen location in the park so as not to draw the ire of her father, at random times she spotted him writing in his notebook when she went to the market, or the pharmacy, or anywhere else he was not supposed to be. 

Except on Sunday evenings when they met in the plaza during the weekly fiestas that commenced after sunset. Their courtship began as a ballad played on the piano, gentle, slow, and inspiring. Her eyes glazed with happiness, and his with love. It was there—during their courtship—that he did not belong to the realm of her dreams, but to her and her alone. The promise of eternal fidelity he declared on the night they first met seemed as inevitable as a sunrise and a sunset. It was a dance to be rehearsed and perfected for the remainder of their natural lives. 
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Seldom does a man love in silence, but when he does it’s for a lifetime, and the whisper of it even escapes death. Inspector Francisco de Leon discovered this when he entered the still dark room of the brothel where he responded to a call for the murder of one of the city’s elite. The wealthy banker, Leonardo Dominici, had migrated from the Dominican Republic in 1935, lived alone with a cat and a dog, and died with the tormented memory of his unrequited love. 

The corpse remained untouched and fully clothed with a curved eight-inch Damascus steel blade with a crown stag bone handle in his heart and a letter in his hand. A blotch of blood surrounded the still-bleeding wound like a target. His white suit, vest, shirt, and shoes were stained by lines and drops of splattered blood. The bed sheets, pillows, and nightstand also marked by death. The proprietor Rosa Guzman was the only one who had entered the room after one of her girls found him lying on the bed. 

“He always arrives early, and always alone,” she assured the inspector as she rubbed her fingers nervously. “If word of this gets out— ” 

“Then perhaps you had better instruct the spectators to return to their rooms.” He motioned with a flick of his head at the gathering near the door. “The fewer the witnesses found when the cavalry arrives, the less likely a large crowd will be dragged to police headquarters for questioning.” 

Inspector Francisco approached the body as Rosa neared the door and shooed everyone away. A strange item to be left with when you’re murdered, he thought as he observed a neatly folded letter in the man’s grip. He snatched the letter when he heard a familiar voice in the hallway behind him. He slipped the letter into the inner pocket of his jacket before he turned around. 

“Why aren’t these people being interviewed?” Chief Inspector Juarez barked as he shouldered his way into the room. 

“I only just arrived and wanted to secure the crime scene until additional units came.” He lied, and immediately averted his gaze, lest his eyes reveal his guilt for stealing evidence from the scene of a murder. 

“Well, what have we got here?” The chief inspector placed his hands on his hips. His protruding gut even more pronounced when his suit jacket opened. 

“Unless I’m mistaken, this is Leonardo Dominici,” Inspector Francisco nodded at the body. Lifeless eyes looked to heaven, pleading for entrance with Saint Peter at the gate. 

“The banker?” The chief inspector cast an incredulous glance. “What was he doing here?” 

“Isn’t it pretty obvious?” Francisco glanced around the room. 

“Don’t be a smart ass, Francisco. What I mean is, wasn’t he a queer?” Juarez turned his attention back to the corpse. The body of Leonardo Dominici was as robust as a bull, even when on his back. His silver hair slicked back. The same color as his thin, waxed mustache. His gallantry and effeminate manner, both charming qualities were considered suspect virtues in the rumors of his bachelorhood. He spent a great deal of money creating his public image, and regardless of what it led people to speculate about him, he felt he kept his vow of eternal fidelity to the only woman he had ever loved. Leonardo Dominici literally took his secret to the grave. 

“If the rumors were true, then yes, but I doubt the proprietor employs men for the service of other men.” 

“A place like this caters to all sorts of deviant fetishes, Francisco. Don’t be so naïve as to think the desires of the flesh are limited to what a man wants from a woman.” Chief Inspector Juarez circled the room. He studied the corpse, the bed, and the patterns left by blood. “Rosa Guzman stays in business because of the services she provides to her clients, not for what she doesn’t.” 

Francisco glanced over his shoulder. She stood in the doorway and raised her chin in silent defiance. 

“And you’re certain you do not know who was with him this evening?” Inspector Francisco stared into her eyes. 

“It’s as I said before,” she shrugged. “He always arrives early, and always alone. He only pays for the room, not for my girls.” 

“Why would a wealthy banker rent a room in a brothel for a few hours?” Chief Inspector Juarez turned to Rosa and studied her too. Her eyes, her body language, and the inflections in her voice revealed her guilt or innocence. 

“Why does anyone do anything? It is not my place to inquire about the motives of my clients, just their needs.” 

Francisco and Juarez exchanged a knowing glance. A voiceless acknowledgment of her logic. 

“Wait a minute,” Chief Inspector Juarez focused his attention on the blotch of blood. “There’s more than one wound here.” 

At first unnoticed due to the profuse bleeding, the tears in Leonardo’s clothing clung to his body and remained hidden by the pool of blood, but upon closer inspection, it became clear he had been stabbed repeatedly around his heart. The final blow had been through his heart, where the blade remained. 

“That explains the amount of blood and the splatter,” Francisco approached the bed and leaned over the body. 

“There’s something missing.” Juarez studied the patterns of blood splatter for consistency to gauge the position, height, and even potential body frame of the murderer. It was then that he discovered an inconsistency that led to the next clue. “There was something in his hand that isn’t there any longer.” 

“Where?” Francisco feigned shock. His heartbeat raced and his stomach twisted in knots.  

“See how the line of blood on the back of his hand runs to the cleft between his thumb and index finger? It stops and does not continue over his thumb, which means he was holding something at the moment he was stabbed. By the way his thumb and index finger remained closed, it appears he clung to whatever he was holding.” 

A breeze caused the red sheer curtains to swirl. The obvious conclusion was that the murderer entered and fled through an open window. 

“What could Leonardo have been holding at the time of his death?” Francisco wondered. “Money, perhaps?” 

“It’s plausible,” Juarez shrugged. “The suspect could have decided against performing whatever vile act was requested of him, or her.” 

“He had to know his killer, too,” Francisco speculated. 

“Yes, based on the position of the body, that is a correct assumption,” Juarez agreed. 

A commotion in the hallway drew their attention away from the corpse. The coroner had arrived with a contingent of officers sent by the chief of police. The coroner entered the room with a young medical student completing his forensic training. They greeted the inspectors with the professional courtesy the circumstance called for and immediately set to secure the scene to be processed. 

“Stabbed through the heart,” the coroner noted. He was an aged man, slim and serious in his demeanor with sagging skin around his neck and strands of gray hair plastered with brilliantine. His brown eyes appeared larger behind his round spectacles that rested on his long crooked nose. 

“A crime of passion,” Juarez added. 

“Perhaps, but that will prevent us from determining if heartbreak hadn’t already killed him.” The coroner placed his black medical examiner’s bag on the table against the opposite wall. 

Juarez and Francisco exchanged furtive glances with each other and the coroner’s pupil. 

“How can a man possibly be alive if he has already died from heartbreak?” Juarez asked as he watched the coroner rummage through his bag. 

“Heartbreak can fracture a man’s soul, chief inspector. It will rob him of his desire to achieve great things or inspire him to do so out of spite for his loss, but inside he will be dead even if his body refuses to agree.” The corner replied with his back to everyone in the room. “In rare cases, a man hopes to outlive his heartbreak and be reunited with his unrequited love.” 

He turned and approached the corpse, waving his pupil over to him. 

“I doubt this man had any such hope,” Juarez scoffed. 

“Are you basing your statement on a supposition chief inspector, or do you possess facts to substantiate your theory?” The coroner stopped and looked at Juarez over his wireframe glasses. 

“The fact that he arrived alone in Old Sienna, has lived alone for over twenty years, and died alone without the company of a woman—as clarified by the proprietor of this establishment is evidence enough of the facts,” Juarez snapped back. 

“Perhaps,” the coroner shrugged. “Yet, your list of facts can also be evidence to the contrary. A man so devoted to the phantom of his heart that he would not betray her, or his love for her with anyone else is also a possibility.” 

“In a brothel?” Francisco chimed in. 

The coroner leaned over the corpse and commenced his examination of the wounds. Without looking up at Francisco he said, “Even clerics have betrayed their faith in the house of God. It matters not where a man is, but what he does with what is in his heart that counts.” 

Juarez rolled his eyes and motioned for Francisco to follow him out of the room. The coroner continued with his examination. He provided instructions to his student as the inspectors crossed the threshold into the hallway. 

“I don’t care what that crackpot says,” Juarez thumbed at the coroner over his shoulder. “We need to find the man who did this, and I’m inclined to believe it was someone who defaulted on a loan.” 

“You think so?” Francisco asked. Doubt had crept into his mind about the chief inspector’s theory. “A blade through the heart is more than mere symbolism. Repeated stabs are indicative of a crime of passion as you suggested.” 

“Yes, but the more I think about it, a man with no lover eliminates the motive of passion. Money, however, is incentive enough for anyone to kill over. The symbolism of a blade through the heart could be the perpetrator’s way of throwing us off. Leading us to chase our tails for a love that never existed to buy himself enough time to create some space between us and him.” 

“You’re sure it’s a him?” Francisco turned to glance at the body. 

“No woman I know of possesses the kind of strength needed to subdue a man of his size and inflict those wounds.” 

“Unless she used poison,” Francisco turned back to his superior. 

“Of which we have no proof,” Juarez replied. “For now, we follow the evidence. We process the blade for fingerprints. It could be the key to this entire investigation, but the results will take weeks to return. In the interim, we go through the banker’s files with a fine-toothed comb and question anyone who has defaulted or was in danger of defaulting on their loans.” 

Francisco nodded; uncertainty evident in his eyes. 

“Listen to me carefully, Francisco,” Juarez held a finger to the inspector’s face. “I don’t want you deviating resources away from this investigation on some fallacy about love. I expect to see you at the bank in the morning, and don’t be late.”
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Inspector Francisco de Leon stepped into the cool night air. The sounds of the brothel pushed back inside when the door slammed shut behind him. The flash of photography flickered through the window on the top floor where the body had been found. He retrieved a cigarette from his inner pocket and lit a match. He scanned the darkness of the cobbled roadway and saw a boy sitting on the steps across the way. He walked over to the boy as he took a drag. 

The boy eyed the inspector as he sat with his arms around his knees. He was small for his age, and slim. His dark hair cut short to prevent lice, no doubt. His eyes and ears appeared too large for his head, but perhaps the boy made good use of them. 

“Do you live here?” Francisco loomed over the boy. His silhouette pushed the moonlight away from the boy. His pale skin darkened by the inspector’s shadow. 

“I live there,” the boy pointed at the brothel. 

The inspector glanced over his shoulder. He concluded that the boy was the product of illicit love. He most assuredly must have spent his evenings wandering the streets, or on this occasion simply seated on the steps of an abandoned building across from the brothel. 

“How would you like to earn a little cash?” Francisco reached into his back pocket. 

The boy shook his head timidly. 

“I don’t mean that kind of work, boy.” Francisco brandished his brown leather wallet and shook his head. “He retrieved an American one-dollar bill.” 

The boy reached for it. 

Francisco pulled back. “Did you see anyone leave this establishment in a hurry within the past half hour?” 

The boy nodded. 

“Did you get a good look at this individual?” He took a long drag from his cigarette. 

The boy gave the inspector a blank stare. 

“I see you have already learned the ways of the world.” Francisco retrieved another dollar from his wallet.” 

The boy nodded again. 

“Can you provide me with a thorough description of the individual?” He exhaled a cloud of smoke. 

The boy’s eyes blinked, but otherwise, he did not indicate yes or no. 

“You’re going to force me to break the bank, huh?” Francisco shoved the two singles back into his wallet and flashed a five-dollar note. “Don’t get too cocky, kid.” 

The boy provided an adequate description of the man who was not familiar to him. A tall, slim man with slicked-back grey hair and a receding hairline. He wore a brown suit, had a long crooked nose, and walked in such a way that it made the boy think of a vulture. 

“You saw all that in this darkness?” Francisco scanned the street and looked at the boy askance. 

“I spend a lot of time out here,” the boy shrugged. 

A trained eye, the inspector thought to himself. He handed the money over. “Keep your eyes peeled, and there will be more where that came from, mi entiendes Mendez?” 

“My name is Perez, Carlito Perez,” the boy offered. 

“It was a figure of speech, but okay Carlito Perez.” Francisco chuckled and took another drag. “If you see this man again, or if you procure any other information helpful to my investigation, you will be compensated accordingly.” 

“Will they offer a reward for his capture?” Carlito titled his head. 

“I do not know but don’t fret. I’ll make sure you are rewarded for your efforts. Just keep this between you and me.” 

Carlito cast the inspector a curious glance. He knew not to trust men with their words. Especially when money accompanied their motives. 

“Are you familiar with La Cantina de Las Botellas?” Francisco finally asked. 

Carlito nodded. 

“You may contact me through the owner, Umberto. He tends the bar. This way your identity is protected.” 

Carlito nodded again. 

“You’re not a man of many words, are you?” Francisco flicked his cigarette into the shadows 

The boy shook his head. 

“Good. The world seldom listens to anyone who doesn’t tell them what they want to hear anyway.” 

“Carlito!” The boy’s mother called to him through an open window on the second floor. 

“Go,” Francisco motioned to the boy with a flick of his head toward the brothel. “And remember our agreement.” 

Carlito leaped from the stoop and disappeared into the night. 

Francisco turned and strolled down the empty cobbled street to La Cantina. After the night he’d had, he needed a drink, and rum was the perfect solution. He pushed through the double doors and entered La Cantina de Las Botellas. The establishment smelled of tobacco and was submerged in a gloom thick with the smoke of a thousand Cuban cigars. The inspector scanned the faces that turned toward him in the mist of blue lighting. They returned to their conversations as he made his way to the bar. 

“The usual, inspector?” Umberto asked as he finished drying a glass with a towel and tossed the white rag over his shoulder. 

Francisco nodded and tossed a few coins into the tip jar. “Keep them coming, Umberto, and you’ll find this jar full by the end of the night.” 

“Then I’m grateful the night is young,” Umberto smiled. 

“I’d say you chose the perfect profession, Umberto,” Francisco settled into his stool. 

“Why is that inspector?” He poured rum into a small drinking glass. 

“When you make more money in the glass than you do from the bottle, you know business is good.” 

“Not everyone tips as well as you do, inspector.” Umberto slid the glass across the bar. 

“True, but the reality of the world is that regardless of how broke a man is, he will starve before he dies of thirst.” Francisco raised his glass above his head and nodded before he threw the shot back. 

“You make me sound like an opportunist, inspector.” Umberto refilled the glass. 

“Capitalism is the way to the top. No man ever achieved anything in this world by watching others capitalize on an opportunity.” Francisco raised his glass again, nodded, and threw the shot back. 

“Then why did you choose to become a civil servant?” Umberto asked as he refilled the glass again. 

“My life is not fueled by monetary ambitions, Umberto. I merely wish to prevent a murderer from killing again.” This time Francisco did not immediately consume his drink. He turned the shot glass with his fingers and a pensive look in his eyes. 

“Perhaps yours is a noble cause, inspector, but in truth, life is to be lived, for it is known that none of us make it out alive.” 

“I’ll drink to that!” Francisco raised his glass a third time and downed the rum before he slammed the glass down on the bar in one fell swoop. “Another, Umberto!” 

The bartender obliged as a younger man approached the bar and sat beside the inspector. 

“Well, if it isn’t the bloodhound of Old Sienna,” Francisco smirked at the younger man. “How is it that you always know to find me immediately after a murder, but before it is reported?” 

“You forget, Inspector de Leon, that it is my job to report the news, and in order to do that I must be privy to certain bits of information.” 

“You’re so full of shit, Gabriel, your eyes are turning brown.” Francisco lifted his glass off the bar and threw back another shot. “I don’t see why you keep hounding me when you make up half the shit you write anyway.” 

“If you’re referring to my serialized stories in the Sunday edition, I assure you I make it all up,” Gabriel turned to Umberto and signed for a drink. 

Umberto obliged Gabriel with his usual, Anisette.  

“Ah, yes, your literary ambitions where success continues to elude you,” Francisco jabbed. 

“There isn’t a journalist who didn’t have literary ambitions at one time or another,” Gabriel responded. 

“Isn’t it enough that you people muddy the facts in your reports?” Francisco motioned for Umberto to refill his glass. 

“The facts we keep straight. It’s the minute details you people withhold from us that lead us to conjure up a good story.” Gabriel said as he watched Umberto refill the shot glass. 

“To what end?” 

“We have to give the people what they want,” Gabriel shrugged. “The truth is people want to feel like they are in the know. It’s the reason the world will never rid itself of the gossips.” 

Francisco eyed the journalist. 

“The man has a point, Francisco?” Umberto interjected. 

“Whose side are you on?” The inspector cast Umberto an incredulous glance. 

“A wise bartender takes no sides. Especially in a room full of men consuming alcohol,” Umberto joked. 

“Here, here!” Gabriel raised his glass and took a sip from his drink. He turned to Francisco and asked, “What have you got for me, inspector?” 

“I have a
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