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The Romantic




❤

 

Hadriel Alighieri stared at the fountain through the window. The steady stream reminded him of waterfalls. The tranquility reminded him of his unrequited love.

The ripples on the surface of the pond fanned out towards the shore, ushered by the cool, autumn morning breeze. Bells tolled in the distance. The clouds hung low in the overcast sky, but whether it was midmorning or mid-afternoon, he could not say.

Perhaps heaven hopes to shorten my journey, he thought.

“Better a long trip up than a short trip down.” Azrael said.

“True enough.” Hadriel shrugged. He turned to the mirror. Streaks of white peppered his unruly grey hair. His attendants had preserved his mustache just as they’d promised. He adjusted his coat. Felt for his flask in the inner pocket and nodded.

Hadriel lifted his fedora from the rack. The charcoal colored wool felt familiar in his hands. He placed it slanted on his head and remembered when he first purchased it forty years before.

“Will she remember me?” he muttered under his breath.  “Did she wait for me?” 

Hadriel turned and faced Azrael; he had bartered with the Angel of Death. Not for fear of facing his mortality, for he had already died long ago. He haggled with the angel of death only to fulfill a promise. A vow he once made to the girl who stole his heart. Yet, despite her quandary over love she never gave it back.

In any case, she remained his Juliet. She remained the horizon he would never reach and the whisper lost in the wind, but he loved her with all his heart and now he set out to find her.

Dusk had fallen when they arrived at the abandoned church. A pillar of the earth towered over the countryside. A vast expanse of green fields and scattered trees was all that remained among the ruins of Santa Lucia, a small town just outside of Monterrey. A mile to the west, the Sierra Madre mountain range loomed like a sentinel. The church was a haven for the weary, the lost, and the dead who lingered among the dancing shadows. The orange glow of candles swayed with the breeze of God’s breath.

There were no demons here, but once a soul strayed during the night and had never been seen again. Hadriel saw three tombstones in a withered garden behind the ruins of a house nearby.

They entered the church and glided down the aisle. Pews of petrified wood flanked them on each side. The faint moonlight fell through the faded glass of the high-arched windows. A thin blanket of dust covered the ground and the steps that led to the altar.

“I remember this place.”

Hadriel glanced up at the cross that was suspended above them. The Christ stared back. A thunderous silence echoed between them. Hadriel reminded himself that He was just a man and this was just a relic: the customs of borrowed myth permeated the soul and arrested the imagination.

A cool breeze ushered the church doors open. The Others turned away from the grey light, and glided behind stone pillars and into shadowed corners.

“Why are we here?” Hadriel wondered.

“The corridors of the mind are filled with the memories of the heart.” Azrael said. “We are here because this is where you brought us.”

Hadriel turned to the brazier in the center of the altar. The glow within the coals reminded him of the dying embers of hapless love. He studied it for a moment. The orange glow pulsed. The heat emanating from the coals beckoned him. His heart ached for the affections he felt all his life. His breathing grew shallow. He felt incomplete. 

Hadriel longed for the love that almost was, and the love that defined his life. He knew he had to find her. Despite the pain, he wanted to remember his greatest regret. He needed to relive it, and accept his fate, for a soul cannot rest without love.

“I was a fool,” he blinked away his tears. Then he recomposed himself. “I’ll have plenty of time to rue my decisions later.”

Although he had not seen Sophia Paula for several decades, and not for lack of desire, he had to find her now. He would catch her scent in the breeze and pursue her to the ends of the earth. And when he found her, he would confess to her the truth. The cruel suffering he endured to prove her happiness mattered most to him in the world. He had asked the angel of death for a little more time, and Azrael agreed.

Hadriel promised to do this one thing. A declaration that never escaped the torments of memory was the inevitable truth that he would present to his unrequited love.

 




❤

 

Hadriel had always felt the presence of angels. Perhaps it was due to his Catholic upbringing, or it could have been something else. He did not know, and he never questioned it. He accepted the presence of angels as he accepted the notions of love. Both arrived undetected, and neither the cause of man’s misfortunes.

The morning he first met Sophia Paula the bells tolled in the distance. She walked with her mother toward the church wearing a yellow dress. She displayed a natural haughtiness in her stride, her head high, and her back straight, her gait gave the impression she was impervious to gravity and walked among the clouds.

Her short brown hair swept over her shoulders with bronze glints, thick and wavy. Her momentum remained uninterrupted when she cast Hadriel Alighieri a sidelong glance. It was as if someone whispered in her ear and she noticed him as a result.

From the terrace, he watched her pass. The songs of the girls jumping rope in the plaza and the haggling between merchants and customers in the stalls faded.

Their eyes locked until she disappeared below the leaves of a mango tree. It had been the first time Hadriel raised his eyes from his books. He lived in his books: novels and works of history and mythology alike. Aside from being an avid reader, he possessed a poetic disposition that he occasionally coalesced with his musical inclination. He learned to play the piano by numbers and longed to someday compose music with his poems.

His father worried that Hadriel suffered from a monomaniacal condition, for the boy seldom accepted invitations from the other boys in the village to play ball. That morning he set his books aside. Despite the heat, he dressed in the brown wool suit his grandfather gave him and followed the girl to the church.

The casual glance into her emerald eyes lured him onto the path of unrequited love. Cupid danced in the shadows of their existence. He watched, he listened, and he waited. His arrow struck the unsuspecting boy that day. In the midst of their adolescence, she became the angel condemned to linger inside his heart.

The bells tolled. The congregation bottlenecked at the entrance. The exterior walls of the old basilica were brown with white trim and reached high into the heavens. Padre Carlo Coelho greeted everyone despite their social status in the village. His receding grey hair slicked back with aceite de coco, and his blue eyes friendly. His olive complexion darkened by the sun of the tropical region, spotted with brown moles on his hands and face.

When Hadriel appeared before him, his eyes lit up. He had not seen the boy in church for close to two years. Not since Hadriel had asked him: If God created everything, then who created God?

His reply, “God has always been,” did not suffice for the curious boy. And he never returned. They saw each other often in passing and greeted each other kindly. Padre Carlo Coelho consistently asked Hadriel, “Will we see you in church this Sunday?” Hadriel politely answered that he would not attend. They had continued their dance whenever Padre Carlo Coelho found Hadriel  sitting on a bench in the plaza reading one of his books. Neither relented to the other’s position, nor did they challenge it. For the boy knew to be respectful of his elder.  The cleric maintained his faith that all of God’s children find their path to Him in their own time.

That morning, Padre Carlo Coelho welcomed Hadriel with open arms. When the sun peered over the horizon, he knew this Sunday would be different. The cleric took Hadriel’s hand in his and greeted him kindly. The boy read the sincerity in the cleric’s expression. Hadriel however, would not yet confess that his presence was not because of God, but for one of His angels.

He passed through the arched entryway of the cathedral. Hadriel observed the Doric interior. Marble statues of angels and saints watched him from either side as he followed the procession of believers along the main aisle between the pews. Sunlight fell through the high stained glass windows. Despite his lack of faith in the God of Moses and Abraham, Hadriel felt a familiar comfort as he made his way through the church. He scanned the multitude of familiar, and some unfamiliar faces looking for the girl whom he followed into the house of God. Though his presence had gone largely unnoticed, he felt he was being watched. Not by the people. Not by the girl. But by an unseen entity that hid among the paintings on the ceiling.

“Hadriel, Mijo, I’m surprised you’re here.” His mother, Claudia Alighieri said.

He turned to her, startled. She shifted to make room for him. Her modest orange dress looked elegant with its a-line silhouette design, a fitted top and a pleated skirt that fell just below her knees. Her brown eyes glistened in the same shade as her long locks pulled back into a bun.

Claudia attended church every day and twice on Sundays. She too had tried to get her son to attend church, but had been unsuccessful. When she pleaded with her husband for assistance, Señor Alighieri insisted that she not force him to go. This was as much for his sake as for his son’s, lest he be the minority in his own house and obliged to attend.

Hadriel gazed around and sat beside her. Claudia Alighieri inquired about his presence. She studied him momentarily and grinned when he shrugged. Though he did not reveal his intentions, she knew why he had come. A mother always knows. She patted him gently on the knee and whispered. “God understands.”

Around them the congregation filled the pews. They greeted each other in lowered voices. Elders smiled at infants sleeping in their mother’s arms. Parents instructed their children to take their seats and to behave. Hadriel scanned the sea of faces for the girl. His hope of catching sight of her again was short-lived. He spotted a number of girls with cropped hair, but each turned and revealed a different face.

When he finally found her, he felt confidence and hope. She sat between her parents at the fore of the church. She had not seen him. Sophia Paula, the girl with the green eyes and short brown hair. She did not know he existed. Not as a boy of twelve, and certainly not as the love of her life. Would he approach her after mass? If so, how and when and what would he say?

He sat there in the house of God. Silent!  Hopeful!  Changed. In the presence of an angel, Hadriel discovered the whimsical notion of love.

 

❤

Sophia was in the kitchen helping her mother prepare dinner when the guests began to arrive. After mass, Padre Carlo Coelho announced that la familia Paula would host Sunday dinner, and the invitation had been extended to all. For Dr. Fermin Luis Paula, Sophia’s father, felt it would be a good way to become better acquainted with the people of the village.

They had moved into one of the oldest and largest houses in Santa Lucia. Its white washed walls with blue trim could be seen from beyond the high gates that surrounded the estate. Thin curtains billowed through the second story windows open to the summer breeze.

Immediately after passing through the arches of the passageway, a stone fountain sat in the center of the courtyard. A statue of angels spewed water. The steady stream trickled amid the conversations of the visitors.

Within the home, elegantly carved wooden chairs had been lined up along the walls. Priceless art accentuated the family’s taste and status. Matching carved wood sofas with antiqued gold finish and white upholstery filled the spacious living room, flanked by expensive accent tables.

Amid the clamor of the guests and the servants, Sophia flew through the house like a dove. It was she who imposed order in her mother’s stead when she swiftly excused herself from the kitchen to stand beside her father.

From the moment she greeted the first guests, it was obvious Sophia possessed the refined charm of elegance and status. Her voice, soft and articulate; her curtsies, smooth and graceful; she was every bit the part of nobility without the condescending cordiality common among the privileged class.

She was the apple of her father’s eye, and it showed when he smiled at her. Dr. Paula towered over most men, with broad shoulders and strong arms. His warm smile accentuated his bright green eyes that contrasted his dark skin. That day he wore a white suit with a vest, which he’d had tailor made in La Ciudad prior to leaving for Santa Lucia. His silk bow tie matched his green eyes and complimented his celluloid collar.

Nobles entered, and welcomed the Dominican doctor to Santa Lucia. They were grateful to have a medico again, after the previous physician had met an untimely death when Hurricane Gilbert struck the small city a month before.

The procession of guests continued. Sophia stood in her mother’s stead whilst the lady of the house directed the servants over the final preparations before she joined her husband. As amiable as Padre Carlo Coelho had been at the church that morning, Dr. Paula welcomed the poor into his home. He shook their hands, learned their names, and thanked them for accepting his invitation.

When Hadriel arrived with his parents, he froze in her presence. She raised her eyes to meet his gaze and there it was, the twinkle he often sought in the midnight sky, dancing in those emerald eyes, accentuated by her caramel complexion. Her thick brown hair brushed her shoulders with natural curls unique to her Mulatten descent, but it was her smile that enchanting smile that held him in a trance.

“El gato must have stolen his tongue.” Dr. Paula joked. Streaks of silver peppered his dark coarse hair.

Hadriel father begged the doctor’s pardon. He explained that Hadriel had always been reclusive and shy among crowds. Sophia watched him as Hadriel father led him away. Their eyes locked until he stepped beyond her line of sight.

The afternoon sun sauntered across the sky. Hadriel wandered through the garden. Alone with his thoughts, he reproached himself for his lack of suavity when Sophia introduced herself. The girl with the almond shaped green eyes had hypnotized him.

The adults gathered on the terrace. From the garden, their conversations were imperceptible amid the laughter of children playing, and the music of the mariachis.

He sat alone on a bench when Sophia approached. She sat beside him and handed him a small plate of flan.

“I didn’t know boys liked to read.” Sophia eyed the open book in his lap.

“When you grow up without toys or a television, books are all one has.” Hadriel had found his voice. “Besides, I find books to be infinitely more entertaining than kicking around a ball.”

“What book is that?” Sophia scooped flan off the plate.

“The Divine Comedy,” said Hadriel and closed the book to show her the faded brown leather bound cover with chipped gold lettering.

“Curious.” Sophia ate another spoonful of flan. She stared at the book until Hadriel asked her what she meant.

“I had you pegged as a reader of Jules Verne.” Their eyes met.

“I read him, too.” Hadriel smiled.

They conversed for the remainder of the evening. The sun neared the horizon. The sky bruised between wisps of clouds. The doctor watched his wife, ever the gracious host, float among the crowds. Then he glimpsed his daughter seated beside the silent boy. He could not hear their conversation, but he saw his daughter smile and heard her familiar laugh.

Dr. Paula knew it was a proverbial moment. Sophia reminded him of her mother just then. The way she laughed when they first fell in love. Though he knew Sophia was too young to feel the raindrops of love, he felt she was old enough to recognize the mist of trust and friendship.

Sophia and Hadriel remained on the bench in the garden. It was an anomalous beginning; something only written by fate. But what Hadriel could not see whilst he talked with her about everything under the stars, and she captivated him with those piercing green eyes, was that her humble nature and contagious laugh would lead him beyond the boundaries of affection into a realm he never knew existed. 

 




❤

 

Hadriel had thought about Sophia every moment of every day. When he roamed through the halls of his novels and books of myth, he pictured Sophia as the heroine in the stories, and the goddesses of legend.

He gathered information about her family and had quickly learned that Dr. Paula had once been an understudy of Dr. Juan-Gabriel de la Vega, the town’s previous physician. They worked together in remote villages and in La Ciudad, many years ago. Long before Dr. Juan-Gabriel de la Vega had journeyed north to Santa Lucia to visit his childhood friend, Padre Carlo Coelho. He remained in Santa Lucia; a small town nestled in the foothills of the Sierra Madre mountain range after Padre Carlo Coelho explained the town’s need for a physician.

In the aftermath of the hurricane, however, his body was found floating in the Santa Catarina River. Blue and bloated, it arrived on the banks, his lifeless eyes frozen wide at the unexpected arrival of death. The funeral would have lasted three days had his body not suffered the various stages of decay. After the one day, closed casket funeral, Padre Carlo Coelho had sent word to Dr. Paula to come immediately.

And he did.

Within a matter of weeks, Dr. Paula arrived with his wife, La Señora Keila Paula, and their only daughter, Sophia. Despite the handsome appearance of the doctor, it was evident that Sophia inherited her elegance from her mother. La Señora Keila possessed an ageless beauty. The soul of a goddess lingered behind the brown veil of her almond shaped eyes. She was taller than most of the women in the village. Her smile was elegant and mature with auburn hair that fell in gentle waves just beyond her shoulders.

Swathed in a white alpaca dress, she glided across the cyan colored tile floor when she led Hadriel through the long gallery. Sculptures and frescoes lined the walls. Sunlight fell between the pillars and provided adequate lighting.

“Hadriel, come in,” Dr. Paula beckoned the boy when they arrived at the door to his office in the rear of the mansion. He sat behind a burgundy oak wood desk. A matching hutch and bookshelves lined the walls behind him, filled with numerous volumes of leather bound books.

Hadriel stepped forward. He observed copies of The Iliad and The Odyssey and The Arabian Nights amid medical encyclopedias. La Señora Keila took her leave, but the scent of lilac lingered.

“Do you always carry books with you?” Dr. Paula motioned for Hadriel to take a seat.

“Yes, doctor.” Hadriel’s stomach twisted in knots. The intensity of Dr. Paula’s green eyes gave Hadriel the impression that he could read his mind and hear the secret in his heart.

“May I?” Dr. Paula held out his hand.

Hadriel handed him the brown leather bound book. Dr. Paula turned it over and examined the binding before he glimpsed the title and opened the book.

“The Divine Comedy” and he perused through the pages. With expert hands, he explored its texture and condition. “Have you finished reading it?”

“It has been twice now!  This is my third read.” Hadriel shifted in his seat.

Dr. Paula nodded, impressed. “Which would you say is your favorite verse?”

“And I was told about this torture, that it was the Hell of carnal sins when reasons give way to desire.” Hadriel recited the verse from memory.

“Tell me, young man, do you consider yourself a religious person?”

Hadriel was perplexed by the question. He did not see the relevance. He had come for his check up, and with the hope of seeing Sophia. He had not come to discuss theology. Nevertheless, he answered the question.

“No doctor, I do not.”

“Yet, you attend church every Sunday.”

“I like a good story.” Hadriel shrugged.

Dr. Paula chuckled. He returned the book and asked Hadriel to elaborate while he conducted his examination.

Hadriel confessed that he did not accept the Bible as the word of God, given that many of the parables resembled myths that pre-dated Christianity and Judaism. He expounded his position by citing the inherent flaw in creationism when compared against the evolutionary motif.

“So, you do not believe God created man in His image?” Dr. Paula asked when he placed his stethoscope on Hadriel’s back. “Take a deep breath.”

Hadriel inhaled deeply.

“Exhale,” Dr. Paula instructed. “Good.”

He continued his examination of Hadriel’s eyes and ears.

“If God did create man in his image, are we referring to mankind, or man, the male gender of the human race?” Hadriel continued. “If the former, then isn’t it arrogant to presume God is male given that women bring forth life into the world? If the later, then which ethnicity did God pattern after himself: Caucasian, Native American, Asian or Black? It’s a bit presumptuous either way.”

“Perhaps Genesis wasn’t intended to be taken literally?” Dr. Paula asked as he returned to his desk.

“But if it is believed to be the truth, then a literal rendering it must be.” Hadriel said. “Truth is, after all, absolute. We cannot pick and chose which aspects of Scripture, we will accept as literal, and which we will accept as metaphors. Faith is all or nothing, doctor.”

“Good point.” Dr. Paula took his seat and leaned over his desk. “And how would you describe your faith, Hadriel?”

“If you are asking whether or not I believe in God, I do.” Hadriel said. “I simply don’t accept dogmatic assertions.”

When Dr. Paula asked Hadriel how that was possible, the boy merely quoted Voltaire. “I cannot imagine how the clockwork of the universe can exist without a clockmaker.”

Dr. Paul concluded his examination, and directed Hadriel to wait in the garden. He would send for Sophia momentarily. The boy nodded, and thanked him.

“Your father mentioned that you play the piano.” Dr. Paula said before Hadriel exited the office.

“I know how to play, yes, but the only piano in town is at the church, and I only go there for Sunday mass.” To see Sophia, he thought.

“I have considered buying one for Sophia to learn how to play. Would you be willing to teach her?” Dr. Paula approached. “I will pay you for the lessons.”

“There’s no need for payment, doctor. I will gladly do it for free.” Hadriel heart filled with hope.

“I know you will, but I will pay you anyway. For in the Good Book it says to pay revenue to whomever revenue is owed.”

“Romans thirteen: seven,” Hadriel said.

“You are familiar with the Bible.” Dr. Paula noted.

“I am familiar with many works of fiction.” 

Though they attended different schools, for she studied at the Academy of Santa Lucia, a private school for daughters of noble families, they spent the afternoons together. Now everything was quite different from how it was the day they first met. Beyond the piano lessons, over the years, they had become inseparable.

They shared a passion for books and art. They loved music and dancing to the point of obsession, and went to fiestas together in the various villages throughout the province. One night in particular, Hadriel introduced Sophia to his friend Julia Loren. She attended the same school as he, and until that night, Hadriel was oblivious to her secret crush on him. 

Julia had agreed to meet at San Pedro Garza Garcia, a neighboring province to the west where La Mafia—a multi-Grammy Award winning band—had appeared to perform. When Julia Loren saw Sophia, her lovely smile vanished. Julia’s reddish brown hair fell over her shoulders, and complimented her hazel eyes. Her kindness broke past the toughest barriers of a person, because she genuinely cared about people. Hadriel however, hadn’t gotten close enough to her to discover how sensitive she truly was. 

She had lingered for a while, then Sophia and Hadriel decided to formulate a dance routine on the spot, and after ten minutes of crash-course style rehearsal among the crowded party goers, they took their spontaneous act in the middle of the dance floor. The crowd parted like the Red Sea. Once their set concluded, they fell into each other’s arms, and walked to the refreshment bar where they laughed and talked.

“You know that girl likes you, right?” Sophia said mid-laughter.

“Who, what girl are you talking about?” Hadriel scanned their immediate vicinity.

“Julia!” She answered.

“What? No!” Hadriel waved off her observation. 

“I’m serious!” Her emerald eyes held his gaze.

Hadriel simply shook his head, and smiled.

“Aren’t you going to ask how I know?”

“What if I don’t want to know?”

“But she’s really pretty, Hadriel!”

“I never said she wasn’t pretty.”

Sophia asked, “Then?”  Curiosity swirled in her eyes when she turned her entire body towards him. 

Hadriel asked, “Then what?” 

“Then, if you think she’s pretty, don’t you like her?” 

“Of course I like her. She’s a nice girl, and a good friend, but liking someone, and being interested are two entirely different things.” 

“Enlighten me?” 

“Well, I can fall into like for a pretty smile, everyone does that; but it takes a whole lot more than that to make me fall in love. Friendship, for instance, is rumored to be the foundation for love. As a friendship blossoms, that’s how we find love.” 

“You’ve got it all figured out, huh?” 

“No, not all, but I believe I have a grasp on the fundamentals.” 

She smiled and shook her head before taking a drink from her bottled water, but not once turning away her gaze. “Want to get out of here?” 

“Sure.” He shrugged, and they returned to Santa Lucia.

As they had done for the previous five years, they sat in the garden under the moon. They discussed their styles of prose, and artistry, because they both wrote poetry and shared a propensity for sketching. They talked about their inspiration, their dreams, and how dancing was exercise for the soul.

Over the years, their friends had left for El Norte. The American border merely a few hours away had lured many in search for work. Though their parents had refused to let them attempt the perilous journey, they loved everything about America: the music, the movies, the books and the sports.

Neither could believe how much they had in common. They felt a familiar comfort in each other’s presence. It was as if they had known each other all their lives and shared every breath and every heartbeat to keep pace with one another.

Every morning Hadriel woke and looked forward to seeing Sophia. And when Sophia saw him through her bedroom window, she raced with enthusiasm in her heart to greet him at the front gates.

There was an irresistible force that made them inseparable. Even on Sundays when she attended church with her family. So profound was their bond that Hadriel set aside his differences with God to be close to her.

Though she sat between her parents at the fore and he sat beside his mother in the rear, they always sat within each other’s line of sight. After mass they slipped away to the food stalls and ate carnitas and tortas and taquitos de lengua. She preferred her food spicy, whereas he did not.

Then they always went to the water spring known as Ojos de Agua de Santa Lucia. They sat and talked and Hadriel read a love story to Sophia. Always a different story, always a tragic love; a ritual born between them to honor the urban legend surrounding the water spring after he shared the tale of La Llorona—The Weeping Woman—as it was known in Santa Lucia.

Typically, the legend had been familiar to Latinos in the Americas of a woman named Maria trapped between the realm of the living and the dead. It was said that she appeared near lakes and rivers and springs in the night in search of her missing children.  That version was merely a ruse to scare children, who had disobeyed their parents.

“Some believe that Aztec lore influenced the modern version.” Hadriel had said. “The goddess Coatlicue appeared prior to the arrival of Cortez as an omen of the fall of the Aztec Empire.”

The version of the legend in Santa Lucia spoke of Doña Marina, a Nahua woman from the Mexican Gulf Coast, whose role as interpreter, advisor and lover of Cortez led to her giving birth to the first Mestizo—a child of mixed European and indigenous American ancestry at the foothills of La Sierra Madre. Cortez later renounced his love for her and abandoned his child so that he could marry a Spanish noblewoman, for it was known that Cortez was born to a family of lesser nobility.

Aztec pride drove Doña Marina to acts of violence, which led to the untimely death of her son. He drowned in a river, and Cortez crossed the ocean and returned to Spain.

“They say she weeps for her loss; crying near the water for the loss of her child and for the loss of her true love. Her cries permeate the mortal realm at nightfall, when she appears in white and wanders alone.”

The tale reminded Hadriel of a Greek legend, in which Medea killed her two children fathered by Jason of the Argonauts, after he left her for another woman.

“I’m amazed at how you know these things, and I don’t, yet my parents send me to a private school.” Sophia Paula would often say.

Hadriel merely shrugged. He attested his insight to the books that went beyond the prescribed reading in school. And so it came to pass that he read to Sophia every Sunday at the water spring known as Ojos de Agua de Santa Lucia. In the crepuscular light, Hadriel read to console La Llorona for her loss, and to plant the seeds of love in Sophia’s heart.

Their summers were spent together, from dawn till late into the night when the sky was filled with stars. She taught him how to ride a horse, and he showed her how to pick tomatoes and maize in the fields.

He walked her home every night. Along the way they shared their dreams—his of seeing ancient sites, hers of working with music—and they vowed to share their accomplishments with each other. The promises made during the innocence of youth, which seldom are fulfilled. When they arrived at the front gates to her home, they embraced and agreed to do it all over again the next day.

Despite his desire to kiss her, Hadriel decided against it, for he loved to see her smile and dared not lose that privilege by making her feel uncomfortable. He treasured every moment with Sophia, his best friend, his first love.  He saw her every day and it made him feel complete.

And when La Señora Keila occasionally urged Hadriel to pursue a romantic relationship with her daughter, he simply smiled and pushed the thought from his mind. He loved her in silence. He even kept the secret from himself; only occasionally entertaining the idea in his dreams.

Then it happened. They sat together on the love seat in the living room. They watched Sophia’s favorite movie, “Coming to America,” when La Señora Keila entered the room.  He was followed closely by a servant bringing tacos de lengua topped with cilantro y cebolla. She stopped and smiled at them adoringly.

“Look at you two,” she clapped her hands together.

Sophia and Hadriel exchanged a curious glance.

“The two of you should be a couple.” La Señora Keila declared. “You’re like peas in a pod!”

Until that moment, Sophia and Hadriel hadn’t given the matter much thought. Despite his initial feelings, Hadriel had remained silent, for fear of pushing her away. Though she had been the inspiration of his poetry, he never revealed his romantic notions. He relished his time with her and she enjoyed her time with him. There was no pressure. There was no expectation. There was only the innocence of friendship and the echoes of their laughter.

Though they had heard whispers among the boys and girls throughout the village—about interest in them—most had shied away from pursuing Sophia and Hadriel, because they thought they were a couple. They allowed people to believe what they wanted to believe and carried on as best of friends. It was true that neither had mentioned another romantic interest, but they didn’t need one because they had each other. 

There did exist with dichotomies between them. He ate slowly and neatly; he folded his napkins and set his utensils and drinks in precise positions around his food. Whereas Sophia left the entire table a mess. She devoured food with a sense of urgency like a military trainee, which he found perplexing for a girl from high society. He preferred to have his room organized as opposed to her propensity for disorganization. Yet, that’s how they functioned, that’s how they found a balance. They were Order and Chaos, the Odd Couple without being a couple.

But, in the realm of love, the echo of a broken heart is most thunderous when Order and Chaos collide. 
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When the letter came, Hadriel felt that life, as he knew it, was over. The time for his mandatory military service had come. The selection was made by a lottery system. Each year, the Secretary of National Defense requires every eighteen-year old man and every man who will be eighteen within twelve months of the draft date to report to his municipality’s designated military recruitment center.

There, he is registered in the conscription program, and after the draft lottery and a year of service, he earns full conscript status attesting to his having fulfilled his civic obligation in duty to the nation.

The lottery system determines who will be drafted to serve in the army or with the navy-marines, or who will be exempted from service. White ball means the Army, Blue ball means Navy-Marines, and Black ball denotes exemption. When the White ball had been drawn for him, fate had determined that Hadriel’s time with Sophia would end.

Six years together as best friends allowed them to learn as much as there was to discover about two kids who had yet to truly discover themselves, but as the date of his departure for the military approached, Hadriel was moved by the fear of what would be lost and preemptively reached for her heart. 

On her birthday in mid-July, he presented her with a letter and two poems that confessed his desire to be more than friends. He selfishly ignored that he was leaving in less than sixty-days. 

The entire village was abuzz when it was discovered that Hadriel had revealed his feelings to Sophia, because it wasn’t a secret that could easily be kept. Everyone knew how close they were, and noticed that they had spent a week apart.  It was a peculiarity that raised eyebrows and inspired inquiries about “what happened?”

Even Padre Carlo Coelho weighed in on the matter when he found Hadriel sitting alone on a bench in the plaza. The cleric sat beside him without saying a word. After a while, Hadriel turned to the old man and asked if this is why people pray.

“People pray for many things. God will grant you your request, if you ask Him from the heart.” Padre Carlo Coelho pointed at his chest.

“Matthew seven: seven. Yes, Padre, I’m aware of the verse, but if God holds sway over another’s heart, then is it true love?” Hadriel closed his book.

Padre Carlo Coelho pondered the question and scratched his chin. God’s will, he thought. If whom we love is God’s will, then free will is merely an illusion. And if we love whom we choose to love, then how can God punish us?

Padre Carlo Coelho intuitively understood what Hadriel endured.  He too had once fallen in love in his native Brazil, when he was a boy and love was a hopeless passion. He remembered her still, Maria Ruiz-Gonzalez, the angel that paralyzed his heart. Padre Carlo Coelho reflected on the kindness in her hazel eyes, and the comfort he felt in her embrace. He always loved to see her wear her long wavy brown hair twisted into a braid over her shoulder.

Her heart was restless and her laugh contagious, but it was her smile that he remembered most. For when Carlo Coelho emerged from the ashes of the fire on December 15th, 1961, the Gran Circus Norte-Americano’s premier transformed into a tragedy that claimed five hundred lives.   There lied Maria Ruiz-Gonzalez, and the unborn seed in her womb.

Devastated, Carlo Coelho fell into a deep depression, and there was no power on earth to grant him solace. Within a broken heart lie a realm of impenetrable shadows, and the echo of what could have been. A devout Catholic, he turned to God for answers, but He did not answer. Not at first.

Then, one morning, he awoke in the street. Carlo Coelho had passed out from the excessive consumption of alcohol, and wandered in the night in search of the shadow of death. Instead, Azrael had come to him in a dream.

“Can I tell you a secret?” Azrael leaned in close.

Carlo Coelho gave the angel of death a guarded look.

“You possess the answers that you seek.” Azrael whispered.

Carlo Coelho inched away. The angel of death nodded at Carlo Coelho’s chest. Carlo felt something press against his ribs. He rummaged through his pockets to see what Azrael referred to. He pulled out a flask, and tangled around the lip was a rosary.

How did this get here, he wondered. For Carlo Coelho had not seen his rosary since his First Communion. “You are the devil!” He looked at Azrael, astonished.

“I am not the devil.” Azrael loomed closer. “He is kinder than I.”

Carlo Coelho woke from his drunken dream. The sun peered over the peak of the Corcovado Mountain. A silhouette loomed at its summit. The statue of Christ the Redeemer with outstretched arms was the sign that led Carlo Coelho to take the Cloth. For he had long ago promised Maria Ruiz-Gonzalez that he would never love another woman, and he intended to keep his promise.

Thirty-three years later, he sat on a bench in the plaza beside Hadriel. He knew how the boy felt. He was familiar with the seismic tremor of young love.

At eighteen years of age, Hadriel Alighieri presented young love with the fervor of a man, no longer a boy enthralled by childhood obsessions. 

Padre Carlo Coelho was right: puppy love is all bark, no bite, but young love with its refined romanticism gently caresses a heart, so as to not disturb the rhythm of its beat. Learn it, study it, until the breathing falls in sync and the heart falls in love. 

Hadriel’s error was in his haste, or so he thought. He granted Sophia space to reflect on the words he poured onto the pages. Lyrical, liquid love as strong as ninety-proof alcohol, and she was left with a hangover that lasted a week. Though the permanent intoxication, he’d learn many years later, never truly dissipated. The words of the letter had long since been whisked away by time, but the poems he kept prisoner in his heart. In a realm that remained interlocked with hers. 

When Sophia’s reply arrived in the form of a letter, Hadriel raced home to retrieve it. He entered his home and found La Señora Keila seated beside his mother. She stood and approached. Her eyes shone with the giddiness of a schoolgirl awaiting a letter from her own, first true love. 

“She sent for you.” La Señora Keila embraced him. “What happened?” 

“I was in the plaza.” Hadriel Alighieri answered. “Is she here?” 

“She went out for a walk, but she left you this.” La Señora Keila brandished an envelope with his name written in Sophia’s tight cursive script.

He studied her smile for any indication of the contents of the letter, and asked, “Did she say anything to you?” 

“No, Mijo. She has kept to herself all week. She didn’t come out of her room except to eat, shower, and go to work in Monterrey.”

Hadriel’s blank stare fell to the floor, and he wondered how Sophia felt. 

“Something you should know Hadriel is that despite how beautiful my daughter is, and despite how much attention she gets from the boys, no one has ever approached her in this way. I daresay that no one ever will.” 

La Señora Keila explained that no man had ever taken the time to pen his emotions in a letter; no one had ever given much thought to courting her with romantic poetry inspired by sincere expressions with carefully considered words. She knew that Sophia appreciated Hadriel’s sincerity. 

Sophia had never before secluded herself from the world to consider the prospect of love. She had been moved. Regardless of what she wrote to Hadriel, he needed to know that if it hadn’t affected her then she wouldn’t have responded at all, or she wouldn’t have taken so long to formulate her reply. La Señora Keila believed that by making the effort to consider her own words carefully, it revealed more than one letter from her would ever say. 

La Señora Keila embraced Hadriel, and he fled to the sanctuary of his room. The note within the envelope had merely been a request for a little more time. Without much appetite and with very little sleep, Hadriel clung to hope. A low rapping at the door distracted him from his thoughts. His mother stood beside a servant of the Paula’s with a message that Sophia wished to meet him in the garden.

She sat on a bench beneath a mango tree. Her green eyes were pensive, and glistening in the evening light. Sophia smiled when Hadriel approached. She stood to embrace him and invited him to take a seat. It was the same stone bench where they conversed for the first time. In essence, it was the center of their universe. It was where their friendship began.

She asked him about his reasons and his timing. For it perplexed her that he professed his love on the eve of leaving for the military. He sat with her in silence. His voice escaped him, just as it had when they first met. He tried to say something, but he feared ruining the moment. He feared chasing her away.  He never felt more at ease than when he was in her presence.

La Señora Keila stepped out onto the terrace before he replied. She called out to Sophia and reminded her that they didn’t have much time. Dazed, Hadriel could have sworn he heard La Señora Keila mention packing and the move.

In those few minutes, the sun fell beyond the horizon and destiny and chance were taken with the day. La Señora Keila called out to her again. Sophia stood and waved at her mother before she turned again to Hadriel and said, “Remember me as I am.”

She left him under a tree and under the moon and under the stars. She did not promise to return. She gave him a kiss and a letter. A long letter that was difficult to write: a letter that gave him a glimpse into her heart and revealed her confusion.

He watched her leave with tears
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