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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 end. I sigh upon remembering it.”

~Alaskan Book Café

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

~Eva Chau, The Chau Girl book reviews 

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

~Elizabeth Mathis, Book Reviewer-BetwixThePages

“Absolutely beautiful! A cocktail of mystery and intrigue 

filled with longing and hope.”

~ChickLit Café Book Reviews

“A haunting love story! The story is at times poetic, poignant, and engrossing.”

~Katherine McDermott, Amazon Book Reviews

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

~Navika, Szebrabooks Reviews/Germany

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

~Amazon Customer Reviews

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

From the passionate one to the possessive one, 

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

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

~Ashamtly Lopez, Jewel GeekyShelf Reviews

For Keila, my friend 

“Are these words or tears?

Is weeping speech?

What shall I do, my love?”

~Rumi, Persian Poet
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PROLOGUE
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You have not lived if you have not endured a slow death over the agony of love.

Your wounds will not bleed.

Your soul will not sleep.

No liquor will numb the pain.

You could consume the wine of the gods, but you’ll only find yourself haunted by eternity.

Then come the tears.

That is how it unfolds.

When love leads to heartache, you will remember my name.

This is the cold, hard truth.

Your heart will break.

The fact of the matter is love never intends to hurt you.

The nature of love is soothing, healing, and destiny. The problem is that most people find themselves incapable of believing in love because of misconceptions about what love is and is not. Believe me, when I tell you that love can be the most powerful healer, the most inspiring beacon of hope, the only emotion that defines our lives.

Just do not expect love to be what it is not, for it is not what dictates the actions of others. Love is merely an expression of the most serene feeling that sparks the search for something deeper that cannot be found anywhere else.

You live for love.

You die for love.

You sacrifice everything you hold most dear for it,

because to have it all

You must be willing to lose it all in the name of love.

Before I proceed, an introduction is in order.

A glance that precedes words.

A connection.

We could have a proper introduction, but who I am and who you need me to be is irrelevant. You will know who I am and understand my motives when destiny deems it necessary. For now, you need only know that I have always been your companion. My hand is always on your heart. My shadow falls through the cracks where it is broken. My breath brings you back to life.

When I come to you, you will be most vulnerable. You will lie in a puddle of your tears. There might be a revelation and a howl like the wolf at the moon. You might find yourself in denial, praying for a change of fate, asking God for guidance. That is when the sound of my footsteps breaks through the silence.

The question is, how broken will your heart be when I come to you? What words will echo between your broken breaths? How will you ask me to intervene?

Personally, I prefer poetry. Dark, dark like chocolate, dark as a starless night. If you are familiar with my legend, you know the darkness suits me. It is where I exist in my true form. It is where I learned that without trust, there can be no love.

It is in the darkness that I found Armand. He wandered through the house thinking of her. The wooden floors creaked with each step like a ship at sea. Its old-world furniture and design reminded him of an era that time forgot. Yet, he had not forgotten about her.

Sunlight fell through the curtainless windows, giving him an unobstructed view of the countryside. Rolling fields flanked by trees stretched to the horizon in each direction. Two-lane roads ran as slivers of concrete and intersected a mere fifty meters from the red front door. Though he occasionally heard vehicles approaching the intersection and leaving, he rarely had visitors, save for the few relatives who stopped in to check on him periodically and the clients who came to retrieve their letters.

Armand preferred to remain inside the home, hoping the ghost of her memory would cease to haunt him. Whenever he had to step out, he refrained from drawing deep breaths, fearing that her scent would linger on a passing breeze and once again caress his soul.

This is how he lived without Victoria, in the house where he had moved to put as much distance between himself and the past. It did not matter how far he had traveled in the years since they parted ways or how many bottles of scotch he had consumed when he could not sleep because somehow, she found him in his dreams.

Armand did not know anything about her life without him, and he did not want to know, so he avoided social media and the places they once frequented together. Instead, when he did not have to leave his home, he wandered aimlessly through the lonely corridors and vacant rooms, anticipating the solace of sunset. Closing his eyes to dream was how he sought to deal with the absence of her presence at night.

Alas, the darkness was no friend, and sleep offered no solace. He would close his eyes in search of a new life, an alternate reality where she did not exist for him, but to no avail. Victoria returned with the moon and the shadows as the stars fell in love with her again.

Someday, he and Victoria would be nothing but a cautionary tale. Upon their passing from this world, no one would remember the softness in her voice, how she leveled someone with her eyes, or even that Armand had written her countless love letters to capture her heart.

At best, they would remember the girl with eyes the color of honey and the boy who loved her without knowing how. They would remember only that Victoria and Armand had been each other’s Venus and Adonis, a girl and a boy woven into the fabric of precarious passion and consumed by flames.

That was a long time ago, or so it seemed, because time moves slower across the landscape of heartbreak, making years feel like forever when each day felt like a lifetime. The days and nights immediately following her departure, taking with her fragments of his soul, were the most difficult. He spent his days in a catatonic state, lying in bed for hours, thinking of nothing or thinking of her. The splendor of dawn would peer through his bedroom window, yet he dreaded having to endure each day alone. Tears soaked his pillow, and pain filled his heart.

In the quiet moments between broken breaths, he spoke with the angels and talked to the gods. Periodically, he heard their whispers and saw the signs. An image flashed in his dreams, and numbers repeated in patterns. The universe tried talking to him, but he did not know how to listen. He would dismiss the signs as mere coincidence and went about his life, dying slowly from within. On the rare occasion he managed to crawl out of bed, he knelt and prayed. However, he did not beg for her to return. Instead, he asked the Lord of Hosts to give him the strength to trust Him. He would wait until the day after forever if her return were his fate. But if providence so decreed, and he had to live this life without her, then each day, he would die a miniature death.

And he did.

With each tear he shed, his heartbeat slowed.

He poisoned himself with a steady diet of scotch and smokes.

The paradox of passion was that he wallowed in misery but felt nothing of love.

Cynicism had replaced hope. Worry had eclipsed trust. Sadness had quelled desire.

He ached for her.

So much so that it hurt to breathe; the only solace he believed he might find would be cradled in the arms of the Reaper. But death held no authority over him, for as cruel as it had seemed, his destiny had been charged to the god of love. 
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The Temple and the Goddess

Next comes love, or at the very least, the hope that death would not stand in its way. The conundrum is that people only think about love at the beginning and the end, but to me, it passes through myriad phases with each moment. A single glance conveys feelings without words. You look at each other as if you do not know where to begin. You don’t try to be noticed, but you see each other differently without knowing each other’s reality or feeling each other’s pain.

They say a writer’s tears reveal the poems that exist in the volumes of their eyes and become the ink that pens confessions when words just aren’t enough. A single verse consists of words she will forever long to touch, and love letters written to no one with a smile shall be conversations that will linger forever in her heart.

In a cynical world, most people do not recognize the power of words, but she may become intoxicated by how those words touch her. Each syllable is a breath she takes, and she repeats each word the way one pursues kisses in a moment of passion.

Love is the reason her eyes are bright with tears. Love is the reason you lie beside her, reminding her that beauty still exists in our scarred world. Love is the reason you love her harder in the softness of the night.

Love is what you do with time, both hers and yours. Yet, you must be careful not to make her fall in love without you, lest you discover the mire that sucks at you when she leaves, and you fall in love without her.

Armand had all but given up on life when he decided to create distance between himself and his past. To do this, he needed a distraction. Something to preserve his sanity, to help him cope. His loneliness prompted him to make a conscious, deliberate decision to keep his mind off her.

He needed to find the others.

The survivors.

The ones who still believed in love or were on the verge of losing faith.

They were the ones he needed to speak with, the ones with punctured hearts. Their souls were like gardens longing for poetry; every word felt like a drop of warm rain. 

When he finally emerged from the haze of heartache, he realized he needed to step out into the world. A boyhood friend told him of the opportunities afforded to rideshare drivers. The freedom to make his schedule appealed to Armand, who decided that his driving days would be the perfect chance to see where destiny would lead.

When Armand first began to drive for the rideshare companies, he needed to learn how to maximize his earning potential. He initially played it by ear, turning on the rideshare apps when he started his car and waiting for a ride request as he pulled out of his driveway onto the bustling street.

His phone would chime with a request for a ride, and he would accept it immediately without a second thought. He would read the name, then the address. The oddity that perplexed him was the frequency with which the patterns of specific numbers continued to appear.

Occasionally, he drove by the airport and hoped for a ride. Only when he discovered the airport parking lots designated for rideshare drivers did he gain a better understanding of the process.

He was a quick study; before long, he had figured out the basics and enthusiastically took on his new challenge. He picked up and dropped off clients as their needs demanded, occasionally making an extra stop or two upon request. Still, regardless of circumstance, he forged ahead with the belief that everything happened as it was meant to unfold.

This understanding about life came to him as he emerged from the shadows of sorrow. It helped him come to terms with his past and gave him hope as he stepped into the future. Occasionally, a passenger’s replies to his questions were curt, and he received a review that noted: “The driver talks too much.” But he was a personable individual, as his sun sign had described him, and he continued to initiate discourse politely to make his clients feel welcome. He had come to enjoy the pleasantries he exchanged with strangers, banal pleasantries that morphed into deep conversations about life, destiny, and love.

“Good evening! Carla, correct?” Armand asked over his shoulder as the young lady climbed into the backseat of his vehicle.

“Yes,” she smiled. “And you’re Armand, right?”

“Indeed, I am,” he replied as he swiped at the screen of his smartphone and waited for her to fasten her seatbelt before he proceeded to follow the route to her destination.

“How’s your night going so far?” Carla asked. “Are you staying busy?”

“It’s been rather. Some nights are better than others, but I don’t fret over how each one unfolds.”

“Really?” she asked. “And why is that?”

“Life has recently taught me that we’re always where we’re meant to be when we’re meant to be there. You simply have to trust the process.”

“Trust the process,” Carla repeated. “I like that.”

Armand saw her nod pensively in the rear-view mirror. Her permed hair framed her slender face and was the same color as her smiling brown eyes.

“How did life teach you this lesson?” Carla met his gaze in the mirror.

“The best way life teaches us anything,” Armand shrugged, “through heartbreak.”

“I’d have to agree with you there,” Carla said.

The length of each ride varied as much as the personalities, but one underlying truth among them was that everyone had somewhere to be, and not just in the immediate sense because each day is a step in our journey to the moment we were born to experience. 

Chicago’s penchant for violence made many drivers reluctant to enter The City. Some flatly refused to breach its borders.  Some drivers had specific neighborhoods they wouldn’t enter regardless of the fare. Driving in Chi-Raq, as The City had been dubbed, worried driver’s families. Would their loved one be caught up in drive-by shootings? Would they be the victim of an armed robbery or a carjacking, both as commonplace as street-food shops on nearly every corner? Armand, however, had decided to take life as it came, and when asked by clients, “Are you okay with going to where I am headed?” He replied, “I retired early to pursue my passion, and I drive every day to see where destiny leads!”

Early retirement, Armand often thought to himself after he uttered those words. He had just turned forty when he decided to leave a sixteen-year career that paid well despite its demands.

But after collapsing from exhaustion due to working long hours for an employer who could replace him in a heartbeat, he decided that life was too short to be wasted away fulfilling someone else’s vision.

There are those who live for their work and others who live for themselves, but Armand had finally decided he would live to die for love.

He had already made mistakes for it.

He had even made sacrifices for it, too.

Now, he tried to make it something that others could believe in. It seemed to him that it was the only thing left for those who slept through their lives, believing that love was merely a dream they would never have.

Some clients had to be at a business meeting or a social gathering. Others needed to visit sick relatives and retrieve their children from school. No matter how pressing their need, Armand aimed to transport his clients safely and expediently—in that order—with polite conversation and soothing music. Occasionally, however, the conversations led to the deep end of the pool, and what many had thought about but never spoke of became topics that reminded them of why they needed to live.

He had somehow tapped into the deep well of the felt and thought but yet unspoken, a well he shared with his clients as they drove and conversed toward unforeseen and unintended destinations. The more water he drew with those buckets of conversation, the more he quenched our thirst for love.

After a busy day, the last ride that evening was a young man traveling to Jerusalem to visit family for a month.

“A friend and I were talking last night about going to Jerusalem next summer,” Armand said.

“Is that so?” the young man asked. Joshua was a Jewish man in his late twenties who had remained in Chicago after completing his studies a few years ago.

“We both want to visit the Old City and walk in the footsteps of prophets and legends,” Armand said over his shoulder. Their journey was slowed by rush hour traffic, but the client did not seem to mind.

“Where’s the best place to get pita bread in town?” Armand broke the silence.

“There’s a question an Uber driver has never asked me?” Joshua laughed.

“Hey man, I’m a foodie. What can I tell ya?” Armand shrugged. “Plus, now that I’m on the road every day, I need to know where to get a good meal.”

“Fair enough.” Joshua nodded. “I take it you enjoy Middle Eastern and Mediterranean cuisine, then?”

“That is an understatement,” exclaimed Armand with a grin, meeting Joshua’s eyes in the rear-view mirror.

“Go to Sanabel Bakery in Albany Park. Are you familiar with the area?”

“On the Northside, right? Just west of Uptown,” Armand confirmed.

“Yes, right there on Kedzie. Sanabel Bakery has the best pita bread you will ever have, I guarantee it!”

“Good to know.” Armand nodded.

“While you are in the area, be sure to stop in at Noon O Kabob. It’s also on Kedzie, and if you enjoy Persian cuisine, you won’t be disappointed.”

“I’ll be sure to remember the place,” Armand said. He did not realize that the recommendation would someday be tied to his destiny.

Armand arrived home shortly after sunset. Too tired to cook and too hungry to go to bed without eating, he stopped at a local drive-thru for a fast-food meal that he did not even finish. After changing into a t-shirt and pajama pants, he fixed himself a glass of scotch and walked into his art studio. It had been the smallest of the four bedrooms, but since he lived alone now, he decided to use it for sculpting and painting on days he did not feel like writing.

A dozen canvases stood on the floor, propped up against the walls. More than mere paintings of the moon in myriad lunar cycle stages, they were, in essence, the many ways he remembered Victoria. She had been his moon, his guiding light in the darkness. Perhaps it was no surprise that the ocean of his emotions had lost the guiding pull that controlled his tide without her.

The madness that once consumed him had splashed onto each canvas, images of starless skies and deepening shadows where the light of her existence gradually faded from his memory. It was no coincidence that the etymology of lunacy stemmed from the Latin word for moon, Luna. And to him, the words of the Spanish Poet Pedro Calderon de la Barca rang true. “When love is not madness, it is not love.”

Armand looked at the paintings while he sat on the stool near the window. He placed his drink on a table crammed with jars of paintbrushes, rags, and bottles of acrylic paints. An oval plastic palette rested on the far end of the table with a crumpled photograph on its large surface for mixing. He reached for it and pulled it open. It had been the last picture for which he and Victoria had posed. He gazed at it longingly for a moment before he retrieved a lighter from his pocket and allowed his past to be consumed by the flame. Without pause and regret, he watched what remained of his moon disintegrate in the dying embers of hapless love.

I had almost come to him then. 

In the darkest moment before his dawn.

But it wasn’t time for his sunrise. 

Not. Just. Yet.

I needed to remember that because sometimes I arrive too soon. When I pity the broken, I bring them love before they’ve healed from the hurt. And then, of course, there are times when I arrive too late. I find the ones who cling to love longer than they should. They live in a small collection of memories where the flame of love has exhausted itself, and there is nothing left to give.

∞

As the week drew to a close, Armand found himself in Wilmette, an affluent neighborhood about fourteen miles north of downtown Chicago. With its mini-mansions and meticulous landscape, it was the third safest town in Illinois. Vines reached across the outer walls of homes, and a thick canopy of trees offered shade from the sun as it meandered toward the western horizon. He had never seen so much green outside the forest preserves, but here, it coexisted with man-made structures like a secret garden of nature and stone.

Armand had just dropped off a young man and considered turning off the rideshare app to begin returning to the far northwest suburb where he lived when he received another ride request a mile down the road.

“A forty-five-minute drive,” Armand read aloud as he reviewed the route to his pick-up location. “Okay, let’s see where destiny leads.”

He navigated through the peaceful neighborhood, occasionally catching a glimpse of a couple out for a walk and others out for a jog. He had just turned a corner to proceed southbound along Sheridan Road when he saw a stone structure protruding above the trees.

“What the fuck is that?” Armand murmured to himself as he followed the winding road toward his destination. The crown of the domed structure reached for the heavens and appeared to be carved by the gods.

He followed the road as the trees gave way to a clearing that allowed him to catch a better glimpse of the fascinating monument to faith. He turned right onto Linden Avenue and arrived at one of the entrances to the parking lot where his ride request was waiting to be picked up. Small groups of people stood near the base of the colossal temple. It reminded Armand of the Taj Mahal with its ivory-like appearance and intricate carvings on the face of the stone.

Nine pillars flanked nine entrances, with nine fountains and nine gardens sprawled across the nearly seven-acre plot. Armand gaped at the temple's majesty while waiting for his clients to approach. A trio of elders exchanged hugs and kisses with their relatives, and one waved at Armand.

He waved back and then waited as they bid their loved ones farewell. He was admiring the grounds, the temple, and the people when it happened. Just as the day meets the night, and the first pages of a novel reveal secrets to the reader, Armand saw her for the first time, and he knew—without knowing how—that his life had changed irrevocably.

In less time than it took a kiss to reach the soul, the woman, who seemed a goddess among mortals, appeared as a preamble to love. The script written in the stars did not yet mention the pain hiding behind the twinkle in her enchanting brown eyes. Her brown hair fell gently to the small of her back as she strode across the parking lot. Nothing would be known of her velvety voice and soft lips, but her breathtaking beauty had captivated him. 

“If gods dream, then she has to be the one they see,” Armand muttered.

Her name, her purpose for being there at that particular moment, and the reason she seemed to create distance between herself and someone else with a sense of urgency were unknown. That was for a different part of the story...the story that Armand would later tell himself when he reflected on the magic of love at first sight.

The awareness of the impact of such a moment would dawn on another day...a day when the moment for which he had been born would bring him back to life. That day, however, would not be this day. This day merely remained the darkest hour before dawn. The moment Venus pierced the night, she became his: “Once upon a time...”

This part of his story would be ruined without first being trailed by a particular order of events. Only the Fates knew how the story of love would unfold. Only the Fates knew the secret she kept, a secret hidden so deeply inside that to reveal it, one would have to break her heart.

But who would, and why?

A road of tears and rose petals,

always leads the Heart Thief to gentle love.

Armand’s attention was drawn away from the goddess when his clients approached. After they confirmed his identity, they proceeded to climb inside. One elderly gentleman sat in the passenger seat beside Armand. He reminded Armand of his late grandfather, his stout frame draped in a brown suit. He wore a beige flat cap over his balding head with thin wire-frame glasses that rested on his broad nose.

“Good evening, sir. How are you?” The elderly man smiled. He had an accent that reminded Armand of his friend’s parents from the Middle East.

“I’m swell, sir. How about yourself?” Armand replied.

“I am wonderful.” He then turned to the two women in the back seat. “We are wonderful. That is my wife, Amaya, and this is our daughter, Bita. Our grandchildren, Sepi and Kamran, were going to join us but decided to meet with friends for dinner.”

“A pleasure to meet everyone just the same,” Armand turned to his passengers in the back seat.

The women reciprocated Armand’s smile as they fastened their seatbelts.

“Nice tie!” the man said, glancing at Armand’s bow tie. “I like the fedora, too.”

Clients often complimented Armand on his appearance. He had once promised himself that if he could wear a shirt and tie daily, he would, and so he did. With two dozen ties as a part of his wardrobe, he mixed and matched them to coordinate with dress shirts and fedoras. On this day, his grey and pink bow tie went well with his pink dress shirt, grey slacks, and matching fedora. The jazz playing on his car stereo completed the ensemble.

Armand thanked the gentleman for the compliment before confirming their destination, a hotel in the suburb of Schaumburg, which was not only across the street from the popular Woodfield Mall but was also a twenty-minute drive from his home. Talk about destiny, he thought to himself.

“Please forgive my ignorance, but before we proceed, may I ask about the origins of this structure and the faith it is associated with?” Armand motioned at the temple. “I have lived in Chicago my entire life and have studied myriad religions over the past two decades, but I have never heard of this place!”

“It is the Baha’i Temple, associated with the Baha’i faith,” Bita replied. “There is one on every continent except for Antarctica.”

“The Baha’i faith?” Armand mused. “Doesn’t sound familiar.”

“It originated in Iran during the mid-nineteenth century. It primarily teaches peace, charity, and goodwill to others,” Bita continued.

“Ideas universal among the world’s major religions.” Armand nodded. “I like that.”

“It also promotes the idea that every religion should be respected and unity among all people,” Bita added.

“Fascinating,” Armand mused as he proceeded to pull out of the parking lot. “The mid-nineteenth century, huh? It reminds me of the Christian and Muslim ideas of the Promised One expected in 1844.”

Bita and her father nodded, and after she clarified the divergence from that idea, they continued to elaborate on the tenets of the faith and the history of how the temple came to be built in the Chicagoland area. Although the symbolic cornerstone had been donated in 1912, actual construction did not begin until the 1920s.

“What about the nines?” Armand asked. “I noticed the pattern of nines on the property.”

“We, Baha’i, believe the number nine symbolizes perfection and completion because it is the final number in the decimal system. As such, nine is also the value of the word Bahá’, Arabic for ‘glory,’” Bita concluded.

“‘Glory be to God,’ or ‘Alhamdulillah,’ as they say in Islam,” Armand replied.

“You are familiar with Islam and Arabic?” Bita tilted her head.

“I have many Muslim friends,” Armand confirmed. “I tell people I was fortunate to have had the upbringing I had because I grew up in diverse neighborhoods. Being exposed to many cultures and faiths allowed me to see the beauty in diversity.”

“Then you have truly been blessed, my friend,” Bita’s father smiled.

“Indeed, but then again, that’s the great thing about Chicago,” Armand continued. “We have cultures from all over the world, cuisines from all over the world, so for a foodie like me, I get to indulge in a little bit of everything!”

“Do you like Persian food?” Bita asked.

“I love it!” Armand exclaimed. “However, we have a limited selection in the suburbs, so I’m always looking for restaurants in The City. Especially since that’s where I spend most of my days driving.”

“Then you should go to Noon O Kabob, near the intersection of Kedzie and Lawrence,” Bita added.

“You’re the second person this week to mention that place.” Armand met her eyes in the rear-view mirror.

“Really?”

“Yes.” Armand nodded. “A young Jewish man recommended that same place recently.”

“Interesting,” Bita said in a low voice. “What a strange coincidence.”

“But is it a coincidence?” Armand asked.

“How do you mean?” Bita wondered aloud.

“Given the precision with which everything in the universe functions,” Armand began, “The orbits of galaxies, stars, planets, and then there’s the nature of things here on earth with the seasons, the migration patterns of life in the sea, on the land, and in the air. It’s like clockwork!”

“You mean to say that everything set in motion is no accident, but rather it is a consequence of divine plan?” Bita asked.

“Perhaps it is as Voltaire once said, ‘I cannot imagine how the clockwork of the universe can exist without a clockmaker,’” Armand replied. “A notion further elaborated on in the letters between Einstein and Born at the dawn of the twentieth century.”

“I remember reading about those letters,” Bita said. “They discussed the nature of the universe at the quantum level, and while Born believed that nature at the quantum level behaved randomly, Einstein postulated that God does not roll dice with the universe.”

“Precisely my point,” Armand said.

“So, you’re saying that my recommendation of the restaurant to you is an act of God?”

“Well, if it is, as Einstein argued, that there is nothing random about God’s creation, then it stands to reason that something is directing me towards that particular restaurant.”

“It will be most interesting for you to see how your future unfolds according to God’s plan when you go to Noon O Kabob,” Bita said with a mischievous smile.
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The Concert and Destiny

Nadine led Mother down the third aisle of Sanabel Bakery in Albany Park. Mother was on the phone with her friend Bita and no doubt itching to hear what Bita’s son thought about Nadine. Although Nadine wasn’t too keen on meeting him, she acquiesced to her mother’s request because Bita was Mother’s oldest and dearest friend from Iran.

They walked the grounds at the Baha’i Temple for roughly thirty minutes. A brief introduction that—as far as Nadine was concerned—couldn’t end soon enough. He led her to his vehicle, a brand new Tesla Model Y with all the bells and whistles that turned out to be a failed attempt to impress her.

“Well, be safe in your self-driving mode, Doctor.” Nadine saluted sarcastically before she sent him on his way. When Armand first saw her, she strode across the parking lot back to the temple's main entrance. However, she hadn’t noticed him because she was too distracted by the dread of answering Mother’s “Well, how did it go?” questions.

Fortunately, Mother, Bita, and everyone else were so preoccupied with bidding each other farewell that no one noticed when Nadine slipped away quietly. When Mother finally got ahold of her later that evening, Nadine merely told her it went fine, but she didn’t want to talk about it. She sensed that Mother did want to talk about it but had tiptoed around the subject for most of the day, trying to find an opening without upsetting Nadine. She knew how temperamental her daughter could be over such things whenever she’d said things were fine, but she didn’t want to talk about them.

Nadine crouched to retrieve an item from the lowest shelf. Mother continued with her conversation on a phone call. She switched back and forth between English and Persian, and though Nadine was fluent in both, she was only half-listening.

“Here you go.” Nadine placed the item in her mother’s shopping basket.

“All right, I’ll talk with you tomorrow. Give Sepi and Kamran our best,” Mother said with a smile. “I will, thank you.”

“Bita says ‘Hi.’”

“How much longer are they in town for?” Nadine asked as she scanned another shelf.

“Until Monday, Bita and her parents must return to Iran.”

“Hmm,” Nadine replied without meeting her mother’s gaze.

“Kamran and Sepi will continue to remain in Chicago.”

“I know; he told me he completed his residency here and that his sister stays in the burbs.”

What did you think of Kamran?”

“He was nice.”

“Just nice?” Mother asked. “He’s handsome, well-educated, and has his own practice.”

“Mom, I’m just not interested in meeting someone right now.”

“Nadine, you’re almost thirty-five and unmarried. What will people say?”

“Who cares what other people think or say?” Nadine replied. “I certainly don’t.”

“That’s your problem,” Mother said. “You don’t care about what anybody thinks, but I do!”

“That’s what makes it your problem, Mother, because I won’t lose any sleep over it.” Nadine turned and led her down the aisle.

“I just want you to be happy.” Mother trailed behind her.

“I am happy, mother.” Nadine stopped and faced her. “I don’t need a man to be happy. I don’t need a relationship to define my happiness. I’m happy being me. I’m happy doing my own thing.”

“But you’re not happily married and in love.”

“I’m happily in love with myself, and that’s where it begins.”

“You and that new age thinking of yours.” Mother rolled her eyes. “It’s as if all of you young people are trying to convince yourselves into believing this nonsense.”

“Oh lord,” exclaimed Nadine, shaking her head in exasperation. “Let’s get you home.”

“I’m just saying,” Mother responded, following Nadine toward the register.

“I know what you’re saying, but can we please drop it?” Nadine asked. “Let’s see where destiny leads.”

Mother acquiesced as they loaded their items onto the conveyor belt.

“What time should I be expecting you?” Mother asked, abruptly changing the subject.

“I’ll be by to pick you up around four-thirty. We’ll have drinks with the girls before we head to the concert.” Nadine retrieved her debit card from her wallet.

Mother placed a hand on Nadine’s forearm. “You don’t have to pay.”

“It’s okay, Mom. You’re making me dinner. It’s the least I can do.”

“Oh, hogwash. You know I love cooking for you.”

“I know, but don’t worry about it,” Nadine said. “You can pay for groceries when I cook for you at my place.”

Mother gazed at her lovingly. Nadine was her only daughter, the youngest of four children, and the only one who remained unmarried. She tried to understand Nadine’s distrust of men. Even though she knew of the betrayal Nadine had suffered at the hands of her ex-fiancé, she didn’t want her to spend the rest of her life alone and afraid to love.

As it was, Nadine possessed her late father’s heart, full of romantic ideals on the inside but guarded by a shield of ice that not even a thousand suns could melt in the aftermath of heartbreak.

She hoped things might change when her childhood friend, Bita, visited Chicago for the Baha’i conference. The opportunity to introduce Nadine to Bita’s son seemed like fate had finally played a hand. Nadine and Kamran had met at the temple and walked the grounds together while their relatives gathered in one of the nine atriums to give them privacy. Despite Kamran’s attraction to Nadine, she did not feel a connection between them. Nadine’s mother had urged her to give it another chance, but Nadine firmly believed in the initial spark of chemistry that others call love at first sight.

∞

They arrived thirty minutes late at LG’s Bar on the concert night in Old Town. The Irish pub and restaurant with multiple rooms featuring fireplaces and vintage décor had become one of Chicago’s most popular nightlife locales in recent years. Two of Nadine’s girlfriends wanted to meet for drinks before the concert to hear about her meeting with Kamran. Though they knew Nadine had no intention of pursuing any romantic endeavor with the handsome suitor, they still wanted to know how it went.

The hostess led Nadine and her mother through the crowded pub to the table where the girls waited. Each had a mixed drink in hand, eyes glazed over with the effects of jubilation and intoxication. They stood to greet Nadine and her mother with hugs and cheek kisses as one of them waved over their waitress.

“Mother, you remember Michelle and Isabel, right?”

“Yes, it’s nice to see both of you again,” replied Mother with a smile. “It’s been such a long time.”

“I know, right? We hardly see either of you since Nadine moved out to the burbs!” Isabel pouted.

“Hey, it’s not my fault that my career took me beyond the city limits!” Nadine protested.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Isabel rolled her dark brown eyes at Nadine.

“Okay, sit, sit, we want the deets,” Michelle said impatiently. Her hazel eyes beamed excitedly as her long, light brown hair fell over her shoulders.

“The deets?” Mother cast her a perplexed glance.

Nadine turned to her. “That’s slang for details, Mother.”

“I gathered as much, but details of what?” her mother responded.

“About her meeting with the hot guy you and your friend introduced her to,” Isabel interjected.

Mother turned to Nadine with a skeptical glance and crossed her arms.

“Let’s not blow this out of proportion,” Nadine said as their waitress arrived. She ordered a red wine for her mother and a dirty martini with extra olives for herself.

“Okay, so tell us what happened,” Michelle insisted.

“I’ll tell you what happened,” Mother began to say before she saw the look in Nadine’s eyes. “Fine, I won’t say a word.”

“He was just as cute in person, right?” Michelle persisted.

“Yes, he was handsome, I’ll give him that,” Nadine confessed.

“But...” Michelle waited for the other shoe to drop.

“But I’m not going to spend the rest of my life just looking at the guy,” replied Nadine with a shrug.

“What more could you want? He’s a doctor with his own practice!” Michelle argued.

“Oh, I don’t know, how about a conversation that entails him asking about me instead of merely rambling on about his accomplishments and ambitions,” Nadine said. “What did he think our meeting was, a job interview?”

“Maybe he was trying to impress you,” Mother said.

“Then he has the wrong idea about me if he thinks that’s what will impress me,” Nadine shook her head.

“What if he was nervous?” Mother argued.

“I don’t need a nervous man. I need a man who is decisive and knows what he wants. Otherwise, I’m just going to be dealing with another...” Nadine’s words trailed off.

“A man who doesn’t know what he wants is a man who merely keeps playing the field,” Isabel mused.

“Hence, the infidelity,” Nadine said.

Their waitress arrived with the drinks, asked if they needed anything else, and then left with an appetizer order.

“Not all men are the same,” Mother insisted.

“I’m not saying they are,” Nadine replied before taking a sip from her drink. “But if I recognize the red flags, I’m not going to ignore them.”

“What red flags?” Michelle protested. “If he’s so wrapped up in himself, then he’s not going to pay any attention to all the shopping you’re doing with his money!”

“I don’t need his or anyone else’s money, for that matter,” Nadine countered. “I’m perfectly capable of budgeting my finances and paying my way, thank you very much.”

Michelle dropped her head, exasperated.

“What are you going to do now?” Isabel asked.

“I’m just going to keep living my life.” Answered Nadine with a shrug and took another sip of her drink. “It’s not the end of the world. It simply didn’t pan out. Let’s wait and see where destiny leads.”

Michelle was about to slip the straw in her glass between her lips when she noticed the look on Mother’s face. “You don’t look so happy about her decision,” she said to Mother.

“I merely want her to be happy, and if she believes she’ll be happier waiting to see where destiny leads, then so be it,” Mother said as she raised her wine glass. “A toast to destiny!”

The minutes of the evening ticked away, akin to stars falling into place to script a story that remained untold. Nadine enjoyed her evening with her mother and her friends. Something she had forgotten how to do for a time while she healed from the heartache she had once endured.

After the breakup, she immersed herself in her work as a grief counselor, not only because keeping busy distracted her but also because she found it easier to bear other people’s pain than her own. Her daily schedule consisted of consecutive appointments from dawn to dusk. After hours, when her office closed, she volunteered her time at suicide prevention hotlines and at a local bookstore.

In the years that followed, her brothers had children, and her father passed. Nadine made a concerted effort to be more involved with family, but the weight of what she had lost proved most difficult in her endeavor to move on with her life. She visited her mother with increasing frequency on the weekends, more for comfort than for the company, and eventually, she learned how to live again.

Gradually, the effort to maintain the appearance of being fine dissipated and had been replaced with a genuine appreciation for what remained of her life. Her friends, family, and interest in cooking, baking, and books became part of her daily routine. So, when the opportunity to attend a Billy Joel concert at Wrigley Field presented itself, she couldn’t resist attending, especially since she had been a huge fan of Billy Joel for as long as she could recall.

“It’s almost time for the concert,” Isabel said.

“What about Francine and Jessica?” Nadine asked. “Weren’t they supposed to meet us here?”

“They were. They couldn’t be here for dinner and drinks because their hubbies had late meetings,” Michelle said as her smartphone chimed with an incoming message.

“Is that them?” Isabel asked.

“Yes, they’re fifteen minutes away.”

“Do you want to just ride with us?” Nadine asked. “I just ordered a LYFT, and he will be here any minute now.”

“You go ahead,” Michelle pulled Nadine in for a hug. “I’ve got to make a quick stop on the way to the concert, and I don’t want to hold you up.”

“Are you sure?” Nadine asked. “It’s no trouble.”

“Yes, I’m sure, now go, and we’ll see you there,” Michelle insisted.

They exchanged hugs, and Nadine downed the last of her drink when the app informed her of Armand’s arrival.

“Ooh, Armand,” Michelle said. “Sounds French and sexy!”

“Oh lord.” Nadine rolled her eyes. “Come on, Mother.”

Outside, Armand maneuvered carefully through the southbound congestion on Wells Street from North Avenue. A throng of people slowed traffic as the stop-and-go of ride-share drivers made pick-ups and drop-offs in both directions of travel. He pulled over and scanned the signs for LG’s Bar since the street addresses weren’t visible despite the orange glow of city lights.

A gentleman opened the front passenger door and peered inside. “Hi, are you Ben?”

“Negative, sir. I’m Armand,” he replied.

“Sorry.” The gentleman nodded and pushed the door shut.

Armand turned again to the businesses across the street. Based on the grid pattern of Chicago’s layout, he knew odd-numbered addresses were on the east side of the street, as well as the south side of the street, when applicable. He turned to his smartphone when it began to ring. The caller ID indicated it was his passenger calling through the app.

“Hello, this is Armand.”

“Hi, I’m Nadine, your ride request,” her voice echoed through the speaker. “I’m sorry to bother you, but we’re having trouble finding you.”

“My apologies, Nadine, I had to move forward a few meters due to the crowds and to avoid blocking traffic,” Armand said.

“That’s okay,” Nadine said. “Yours is a silver SUV, right?”

“Yes, and I’m stopped in front of Topo Gigio Ristorante with my hazards flashing.”

“Here!” Mother shouted over her shoulder as she pulled the rear driver-side door open. “Hi, are you Armand?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Armand replied, turning to her, smiling. “Are you Nadine?”

“I’m Nadine’s mother,” she said as she slid into the seat behind him.

“I think my mom just found you. I’ll be right there,” Nadine said into her phone.

Armand scanned the scene around him as vehicles honked at each other and passersby. Groups of men and women leaped in and out of vehicles. Some rushed. Others took their time. Couples held hands, or their to-go bags filled with unfinished food.

Nadine opened the rear passenger side door and climbed into the vehicle. Armand turned to greet her, but his attention was drawn to the front of his vehicle when a sedan pulled directly in front of him and honked at a woman as she stumbled into the street.

“Sorry about that,” Nadine said breathlessly as she fastened her seatbelt.

“No worries, I’m here for you,” Armand said. “We’re headed to the Home of the Cubbies, right?”

“Indeed, we are,” Nadine replied cheerfully.

“I didn’t know there was a game tonight?”

“We’re going to the Billy Joel concert,” Nadine corrected.

“Mr. Uptown Girl,” Armand joked. “I still remember the first time I heard that song and saw the video on MTV!”

Nadine caught a glimpse of him through his rear-view mirror, but he turned in the opposite direction to look over his shoulder before he merged into the left lane. “So, you’re a fan?”

“Huge!” Armand smiled.

“Ah, well, I’m his biggest fan,” Nadine countered. “I had a playlist consisting of only Billy Joel’s music all day today. It drove my secretary and clients crazy, but it’s Billy Joel, right?”

Armand agreed, and when he stopped at a red light, he changed the playlist on his Amazon Music app to Billy Joel’s greatest hits.

“You’re awesome!” Nadine exclaimed.

He glanced at her in the rear-view mirror, but her attention was on her smartphone. Mother observed their interaction and saw Armand’s dark brown eyes. He’s wearing a fedora, a dress shirt, and a bow tie, Mother thought to herself. That’s somewhat classy for an Uber-LYFT driver. She thought to herself upon observing both emblems on the dashboard.

“What else do you do besides drive?”

“I primarily work from home as a freelance writer,” Armand answered.

“What do you write?” Mother asked.

“Personalized love letters, poems, and wedding speeches,” Armand replied. “It depends on the needs of my clients.”

“Do you have a website?” she asked.

“Negative. I considered it, but my client list has continued to grow through word of mouth and clients I connect with while driving. I realized that I didn’t need one.”

“Is that what these little books are for advertising?” Mother lifted one from the basket and grabbed a second one for Nadine.

“Yes, ma’am, they are.” Armand slowed at the intersection of Clark and Roscoe as traffic directors motioned for him to take an alternative route due to street closures.

“Hmmm, so, you run your own business, and you’re a romantic,” remarked Mother, glancing at Nadine, who appeared to be distracted by a conversation via text.

“Well, it’s honest work.” Armand shrugged. “After sixteen years in emergency services, I realized that life is too short to be anything but happy.”

“My late husband believed the same as you,” Mother said. “Do you live in the area?”

“I live out in the suburbs, but when I was younger, we used to visit family out here,” Armand said as he turned northbound on Racine Avenue. “I had an aunt who lived a few blocks away on Magnolia, and she was my favorite aunt.”

“What made her your favorite aunt?” Nadine asked without looking up from her phone.

“Honestly, it’s because she always treated me like I was her own and could cook like nobody’s business,” Armand responded.

“Oh yeah, well, you have a couple of women back here who are great cooks!” Nadine said.

“Perhaps I should marry you, then?” Armand asked with a chuckle, glancing at Nadine in the rear-view mirror. She smiled but did not lift her gaze from her smartphone. Armand could just make out her features in the soft glow emitting from the screen, and with a start, he realized that he recognized her.

Mother watched as his eyes widened.

It’s her, the goddess from the temple! Armand thought.

Mother suppressed a smile and cast a sidelong glance at Nadine.

“You are unmarried?” Mother broke the silence.

“Yes, ma’am, I am,” Armand cleared his throat.

“Do you have something against the institution of marriage?”

“Not at all,” Armand protested.

“Mom!” Nadine interrupted.

“Let’s just say I’m still waiting for the one,” Armand answered as he stopped and waited for cars to pass.

Nadine held her Mother’s stare.

“How will you know when you have found her?” Mother asked without turning away from Nadine.

“Let’s just see where destiny leads.”

Nadine turned to him. With those words, she felt his voice in her stomach. Confident, resonant, and a little like caramel. The slow, gentle delivery felt like how one speaks when making love.

The vehicle came to a halt behind a long line of cars.

Armand looked into the rear-view mirror and met her almond-shaped light brown eyes. Her gaze held his attention. It was as if the light of a thousand galaxies shimmered in them, and he had a million chances to make the same wish over and over again.

“Destiny, huh?” Mother studied Nadine’s reaction.

Still looking at Nadine in the mirror, he replied, “It is the one thing the gods have no control over. And in matters of the heart, it grants us immortality in the realm of a timeless dream.” Armand kept looking into Nadine’s eyes. He wanted to keep looking, her magnetic gaze feeling like she was staring into his soul.

His voice, she thought. And those eyes! 

He tried to lower his gaze, but something wouldn’t let him. Their eyes danced together in the mirror, and he wished the music would never stop.

She smiled.

He smiled, too.

She felt a connection.

He wanted to speak.

He wanted to say something clever.

The words caught in his throat.

He forgot to breathe.

She forgot to let him.

Nadine’s smartphone vibrated in her hand and startled her. The trance was broken. She lifted it and typed a reply.

“May I take these books?” Mother held up the two copies.

“Please do!” Armand nodded. He exhaled silently and joined the traffic that had begun to move, turning eastbound onto Addison Street. They stopped behind another line of vehicles heading toward Wrigley Field, now just a block away.

“Are you a religious man, Armand?” Mother asked.

“Mom, enough!” Nadine hissed, nudging her.

Mother shrugged. “What? It’s a perfectly normal question.”

“No, it’s a bit intrusive,” Nadine replied, casting her mother an incredulous glance. “I apologize,” she said to Armand, meeting his gaze again briefly before she turned her attention back to her phone.

“That’s okay. I am not easily perturbed,” Armand said as the car moved toward their destination. “And to answer your question, I don’t consider myself a religious man, but I do believe in God.”

“So, you aren’t restricted to a particular faith?” Mother asked.

“I like to think that all faiths represent the many paths to God, for if one faith represents one book, then it would be a shame to ignore all the other books in the library of our existence.”

“Very well said,” Mother mused, nodding slowly.

“We’re here.” Armand pulled along the curb at the corner.

“Thank you so much for the ride,” quipped Nadine as she leaped out of the vehicle and brought her phone to her ear. “Yeah, we just arrived, but hold on a minute.” She turned to help Mother step out of the vehicle and then met Armand’s gaze.

They stared at each other momentarily. She saw him more clearly now in the luminosity of the nightlife. Oh, my, he is gorgeous! Now seeing more than just his deep, reflective brown eyes, she noticed his neatly trimmed goatee. The hue and roundness of his lips accentuated by the dark hairs with a hint of grey. His dark grey fedora sat tilted on his head and completed his shirt and tie ensemble in a way that reminded her of a jazz musician.

A hint of a smile played on his lips.

And he has dimples? Nadine smiled back at him. 

He didn’t want to leave. He didn’t want the moment to end. He didn’t know what else to say. Something in her demeanor suggested that she didn’t want the moment to end either. I need to hear his voice again.

“Let’s keep it moving!” A female officer shouted behind Nadine.

Nadine turned and nodded in agreement with the officer. 

“Thanks again for the ride,” Nadine turned back to Armand and finally spoke. “I’ll tip you in the app!”

The door closed. The goddess and her mother disappeared into the crowd.

He sat there momentarily, wondering what he had just experienced. It was unlike anything he had ever felt before in his life. The way she looked at him. He had felt the intensity of her gaze when she stared into his eyes. It felt like she had looked into his soul and brought him back to life.

A car honked behind him and jarred him out of his trance. He waved a hand and proceeded to inch forward. The traffic officer blew her whistle and urged him ahead with hand signals.

As he turned the corner, Armand continued to wonder about what he had just experienced, for it went beyond physical attraction. An unfamiliar peace reverberated through his soul, and for the first time in a long time, his heart no longer felt broken.
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Chapter Three
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The Officer and the Gentleman

Armand entered his study two hours after sunrise each morning. Gone were the days when he woke before the sun. Now, he preferred to sleep in and lie in bed to gather his thoughts.

On this day, however, the clients arrived early. An officer and a gentleman, they were brothers and of Irish descent. Despite having the same dirty blonde hair and crystal blue eyes, they shared no other resemblance save for the similarities in the sound of their voices. One tall and lean, the other short and stocky, it wasn't easy to imagine that they were born from the same mother given the dichotomies between them.

The officer seemed the friendlier of the two, with his smiling eyes and pleasant demeanor. Whereas his brother, the lawyer, wore a perpetual scowl accentuated by his low brow and strong jaw. Yet, when Armand had met them a few days prior, they made for pleasant conversation and good laughs as he drove them to the airport.

They followed Armand into his study after he had greeted them at the front door. Despite the early morning hour of their return flight to Chicago, they possessed the energy of youth, eager to begin the day.

“Wow, you got enough books?” The officer asked as he and his brother scanned the three walls lined with bookshelves.

The wall opposite the bay window and behind his cherry oak desk contained leather-bound editions, classics every bibliophile believed they should own. Some he had read, but most he had not yet made time for because he was too busy living, working, and dying.

They followed him to the cherry oak desk at the center of the study as Armand lifted a notebook and sifted through the pages in search of the letters he had written.

Both were married, the officer to a stay-at-home mom and the gentleman to a pediatric surgeon. Their wedding anniversaries were fast approaching. It had been eight years since the date they had joined their wives in holy matrimony, a dual wedding in the middle of June. The bridesmaids and flower girls were resplendent in their pale yellow matching dresses; the groomsmen and ring-bearers regal in their charcoal-colored tuxedos. Everyone gathered on the same day, and three families packed into a colossal cathedral near the heart of downtown Chicago because the mother of the officer and the gentleman was losing her battle with cancer.

“Have a seat.” Armand motioned to the armchairs before the desk.

“And here I thought I had to read a lot for law school,” the gentleman said as he and his brother accepted Armand’s offer and took their seats. “Have you read all these books?”

“Most of those, yes.” Armand motioned at the shelves that lined the wall adjacent to the doorway into the study. Paperback copies in various stages of use filled the shelves. Fantasy, adventure, romance, paranormal, and science fiction novels were organized alphabetically by author, save for the section designated for series collections.

“What about those?” The officer pointed at the hardcover editions shelved against the wall opposite the entryway.

“I’ve read the paperback versions, yes, but those hardcover editions are true collectibles, my favorites,” Armand said without lifting his eyes from the notebook.

“And the leather-bound books?” The officer nodded at the shelves behind their host. “I see you have Dickens, Poe, and Hawthorne up there.”

“I’ve read some,” said Armand, glancing over his shoulder at the books, “I’ve read bits and pieces of others. I believe reading is a lot like our experiences in love. Some only know what they are told because they never open the book. Others skim through the words, merely sampling a page or two. Then, there are those of us who live many lives in our endeavor to find our favorite story. But the lucky ones are those who know there remain stories to be read because hope is the only thing you can have in great abundance without worrying about affording it.”

“Hope you have some of that wisdom in those letters.” The officer smiled.

“Here we are.” Armand pulled the sheets from his notebook, walked around the desk, and handed the pages to his guests.

“Do you mind if we...,” the officer began to ask.

“Please.” Armand nodded. “I’d prefer that you leave here satisfied with your purchase.” He leaned back against the edge of the desk as they read the letters.

He crossed his arms and waited silently, as always with every client. Sometimes, he went to them, but most of the time, they came to him. They were always satisfied with the quality of his work.

Most knew what to expect, and their expectations had consistently been met. 

In the case of the officer and the gentleman, the need to reaffirm their love for their wives had been reignited during their transport to the airport when Armand mentioned the significance of the number eight in matters of the heart.

“Where are you gentlemen headed?” Armand had asked as his SUV pulled away from the curb.

“We’re flying to New York for a funeral,” the officer had said.

“Oh, my! Sorry to hear.” Armand glanced at his passengers through the rear-view mirror.

The funeral had been for a childhood friend, a professional bodybuilder whose passing had been unexpected.

“It’s the kind of thing that makes you reflect on life, eh?” Armand had said.

“That’s for sure,” said the gentleman.

“Makes you wonder if we’re ever really too young to die,” the officer had mused.

“Isn’t that the irony of the adage about death and taxes?” Armand had asked.

“How do you mean?” The gentleman tilted his head.

“They’re considered the only two certainties, yet neither is concerned with your age.” Armand had shrugged.

“Never really looked at it that way,” the gentleman had said.

“So, what do you do besides drive?” the officer asked, changing the subject.

“I worked for twelve




















































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)

“}i\ W





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





