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Author’s Note
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This long novella is an expansion (really, more of a massive overhaul) of a previously published shorter work, which I released in 2015. I’ve always thought Adam’s story needed a more detailed and better developed treatment, hence this longer version. The erotic epilogue was preserved (but shortened) as well as the final scene in the church between Adam and his (other) father. 
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Chapter 1
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I watched the cheap black beads catch and reflect light between my fingers. My rosary was something like my security blanket which I carried around with me but never showed to anyone. Old habits die hard, as they say, and these prayer beads had been mine since my First Communion—a gift from my Irish grandparents. Did they bring me luck? Couldn’t really say since life still happened to me, I guess.

I loved the old San Tadeo mission church. I’d always loved how the sunlight streamed through the windows of this old building, bathing the interior in this warm glow that always inspired me to meditate. Not necessarily pray outright as I’d been taught, but just sit there and take in the silence and the quietly praying devotees scattered around me.

It was also the day of the week when Socorro Garza practiced on the old-fashioned pipe organ in the balcony, adding to the atmosphere of the church. Listening to her play my favorite of her practice pieces—also a pretty popular one used in weddings, apparently—would have to be the highlight of my non-praying visits to San Tadeo church. 

I asked her once, and she said it was by Bach, and it was called “Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring”. It always calmed me, listening to this specific piece of music. It also sounded the best when played on a gigantic pipe organ that, according to Ms. Garza, was a musical instrument that actually came from Mexico and was over a hundred years old. It was meant to be a replica of the original pipe organ that had been used in the church centuries ago.

Pretty cool, I’d said when she told me, and she grinned, nodded, and gently patted my cheek. 

“Yes, it’s pretty cool. You love it so much, so maybe you should take lessons?” she said.

“I’m worse than useless when it comes to musical instruments. Besides, shouldn’t I be something like a prodigy and start really young to be good at it?”

She snorted. “You love music, right? Okay, then—it’s never too late to learn.”

I just laughed. Easier said than done, I thought, when it was someone who’d devoted their entire life to music. Ms. Garza said she hung around her local church in Tlaquepaque “forever” as a little girl and befriended the church organist who’d become her instructor. I always thought she never married because, like a nun, she’d entered a holy covenant with the pipe organ—especially one that came from Mexico and was a hundred years old.

That day, though, I was in the restored old mission church because I was just fired from my job at the theater. Too many fuck-ups, I guess, because my head hadn’t been on straight for a while now—ever since I turned nineteen. Too many bad nights in bed, waking up from dreams or nightmares I couldn’t even remember, and all those really showed in the way I performed at work. 

I’d left the candy cart out in the lobby because I completely spaced out—more than once. Naturally, people took advantage of that and swiped a bunch of the stuff on their way in and out of the theater—more than once.

“You’re such a fucking retard,” Brittany, one of the girls I worked with at the snack counter would say every time while I scrambled to save whatever was left of the candy and take the cart back to the storage room. 

“Bitch, you haven’t looked in a mirror, have you?” someone else had said the last day I worked with a full crew—I couldn’t remember who. 

I was already off and running, red-faced and humiliated, my blood pounding in my ears and blocking out nearly every sound. I’d like to think it was Kiki, my best girl buddy at work. She also didn’t give a fuck.

On this day, I’d left the candy cart out one too many times, and my boss fired me halfway through my shift. I was just glad it was a weekday, the theater was barely alive with a handful of seniors and mothers with their kids, and Brittany was in school. I was still wearing my stupid uniform, too, but at least I had my hoodie on as well, which made me look a little less like an idiot. 

I really should be praying the rosary and meditating and all that given what’d just happened. But I found I couldn’t. I’d whipped out my rosary beads and took to just feeling them between my fingers, completely blanking out and letting Ms. Garza’s music flow around me and calm me down. 

Should I tell my parents about my dreams? They’d probably tell me to pray it all away; otherwise, it’d be therapy. Dad would likely say it was a phase and that I was just adjusting to life after high school. Then he would launch into a passive-aggressive lecture about my life choices at nineteen and the fact that I’d decided to go to a community college and not straight to a four-year university. Oh, and why the hell would I choose English Lit for a major with a minor in Art History when the money and job security nowadays came from STEM? 

Mom would just cry and blame my recent coming out before taking it all back and then telling me it was okay for me to be gay. It was okay as long as I was at peace with being a practicing Catholic and that I wasn’t throwing myself into my “lifestyle” with blinders on. I’d realized eventually she believed it was a choice, and I was also going through a phase. That it was best for her to give me space and let me find my way—preferably back to God and eventually blessing her and Dad with a wife and five kids.

Now and then a worshipper would leave or enter the church while I continued to sit on one of the rear pews directly under the balcony where Ms. Garza played the most beautiful music I’d ever heard.

I closed my eyes and just let the rest of the world fall away and fill the void with Bach’s music. In the darkness behind my eyelids, I noticed a few other sounds working their way into my head. Subtle sounds, barely audible, and not at all a part of the present world.

Stronger! With more feeling! Like this: dum-dum-DUM-DAH! Presto, son! Presto! Good!

“Wow, that must be some fun stuff in your head.”

I gave a start and blinked my eyes open. Ms. Garza stood just outside the narrow iron gate that blocked people from going up the stairs to the balcony. She carried her music books and a set of keys, which she’d already used to lock the gate. I didn’t even realize she’d already finished her practice.

“Oh! I was just thinking—meditating, I guess.” I shrugged weakly. How long did I space out?

“Sure. Must’ve been a real hottie to make you lose track of time while ‘meditating’ inside a holy church.”

There was nothing more embarrassing than being teased by a sixty-something Catholic lady who, like Kiki, clearly didn’t give a fuck. Ms. Garza was the one who caught on first that I was gay, and she was the first person I came out to. She also just smiled, said a few words in Spanish, and then winked at me. I figured she was cool with me being gay and Catholic since I didn’t burn San Tadeo down just by walking through the entrance. 

“It wasn’t like that!”

“Sure.”

She was also pretty fond of saying “Sure” when I fumbled because I was obviously pretty bad at hiding behind almost-lies and even truths. She did admit she liked seeing me blush because my complexion was “vampire-white” according to her, which looked even more undead against my brown-black hair and light gray eyes. I couldn’t help my genetics, I used to argue, but that only made me blush even more and draw a triumphant coo from her. 

“Well,” I said with whatever dignity I could scrape up, “I was listening to your music. I mean it’s pretty obvious I like the stuff.”

She softened then and sat down beside me. I smelled the familiar lingering smell of medicated pain ointment and baby powder on her—a combination that would likely sicken other people, but its strong connection to Socorro Garza only made it second in comfort levels to my rosary beads. We didn’t talk for a few seconds and simply watched the worshippers come and go in reverential silence while the sunlight blessed them. 

“You’re wearing your uniform,” she said under her breath. “What happened?”

I sighed and dropped my gaze back to the rosary beads still tangled with my fingers. “I got fired. Too many fuck-ups. Oh, sorry. Too many mistakes.”

“Ah. Another bad night, Adam?”

“Yeah. I don’t know how many hours I managed to get, but—last night would have to be the worst so far. I couldn’t function at work and—messed up big time. Well, messed up big time for the last time, I guess.”

I laughed weakly and shrugged, suddenly feeling the weight of failure and dreading the fallout when I told my parents about what happened. I was sure Dad would just give off that barest hint of justified smugness like he always did whenever I proved him right by making bad choices. 

He thought the theater was beneath me, and I should’ve aimed for something more meaningful and productive even if it had been just a part-time job while I went to school. Mom would take my side, but her heart would likely be breaking all the same because my lifestyle was affecting my chance at success—a punishment from God, very likely. 

Ms. Garza nodded, her gaze thoughtful and probing as she watched me until I squirmed. 

“I bought a box of Earl Grey tea yesterday,” she said at length. “I also made empanadas de fruta. Come along. I’d hate to waste all that good shit.”

“We’re in a church!”

“I know. And God blessed us with the ability to make good shit. Amen.”

I laughed quietly, shaking my head, while she stood up and shuffled off to the side aisle while waving me over with a weird mix of impatience and indulgence. I followed her all the same because I might be a loser, but I knew better than to turn down hot tea and homemade Mexican pastries. 

As I followed Ms. Garza to her home—just two blocks away from San Tadeo church—my thoughts kept wandering to the strange voice I’d somehow made up in my head back there. What a bizarre thing to pull out of thin air, especially when I didn’t even know what the context was. It sounded like a teacher, anyway, but I’d no idea what this teacher would be going on about with all that stuff about feeling and strength and something about presto. I guess I must have been a hell of a lot more messed up in the head from so many bad nights than I’d first thought.
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Chapter 2
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1 January, 17—Mamma breathed her last today. She could barely speak when I sat at her bedside, but she had strength enough to open her eyes and look at me, smiling. 

“You take care of your poor father,” she said in a half-whisper, and I held her hand in both of mine. She was too thin and too cold. It took me all the strength I had not to break down in front of her now that I’m the only pair of shoulders Papà could lean on. 

She saw right through me in spite of everything. She’d always said I was too open and guileless for my own good. Mamma shook her head and added, “It’s perfectly all right to cry, my love. Even angels weep in heaven, don’t you know?”

I burst into tears then and shook my head. I didn’t want to. Once I started, I wouldn’t be able to stop, and I wanted my final moments with my mother to be coherent. Who says goodbye to a parent with nonsensical stutters? I was determined not to be that person, but I failed myself and Mamma. 

“Work hard on your music,” she said despite my blubbering. Her voice took on a hint of strength then as though she knew she was only seconds away from death. “You were born with a rare gift. It’s a terrible sin to ignore or trivialize it, Paolo. And it’s even worse if it’s abused for selfish purposes. Do you hear me?”

I could only nod. 

I write what I can remember of our final conversation, but grief’s still too heavy for me to keep a clear enough head for this. Mamma went on about my talent in music, how my gifts showed unnaturally early. How I took to a distant cousin’s harpsichord at five, climbing the instrument and pounding my fists up and down the keyboard before testing it with restlessly moving fingers. How our next visit the year after showed me playing nursery songs from memory and somehow managing to find the right key for each note. 

Mamma ordered me to work doubly hard once she’s gone because Papà would need all the financial help he could get. She’d watch over us both in heaven, she said. She’d make sure neither of us would put a foot wrong. She’d guide me as sure as the sun rises and sets each day. I bent down to kiss her sunken cheek, and she kissed mine back. Her last words were “Sing freely, boldly, and lovingly—my beautiful nightingale!”

The house is silent, and I still haven’t dressed for bed. I must look like an absolute disaster, weeping on and off all day. I’d seen to Papà some hours ago, and he now sleeps alone for the first time in over twenty years though he required a bit of help from the doctor’s sleeping tonic. He spent a good deal of time in church, praying to the Virgin in the side chapel. I was only able to pray for a few minutes before grief and exhaustion broke me once again, but Papà gently urged me to see to my needs while he carried on with his task.

“Give me time, Paolo. I need more time.” 

It’s too bad time is never guaranteed to anyone, but knowing my father, he’ll move heaven and earth to defy that fact. I learned early on to allow him his impossible dreams, which he spins endlessly in that mind of his when it comes to me and Mamma. But he only has me now to defy time for, and I hope I’m deserving of his dreams, fantastical or no.

*
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7 March, 17—Signora Salvaggio and her family are moving to Seville. The poor lady was quite distraught over the mere act of breaking the bad news to me that she actually forgot herself completely and cried. I reassured her it was all right (it wasn’t, really) and that opportunities for her husband ought to be pursued for the sake of her children. I’m going to miss teaching Beppe and Cecilio, but the twins will find another music teacher at their new home. I extracted a promise from poor Signora Salvaggio regarding the boys’ music education though she complained she’d likely fail to find another prodigy. 

Prodigy, hardly! I might be lucky enough to be gifted in music, but a prodigy? Surely I’d be performing before kings and queens by now, not to mention composing and publishing operas or something if that were so! Isn’t that how these things go, anyway? 

I’ve been told, though, that such luck is rare for someone in my shoes, and money talks. As things stand, I’m rather poor and can only go so far even with my talent, but I know better than to overreach. At least Papà continues to remind me to be humble despite my constant itching for something bigger and—dare I say it—better. 

Poor Papà. I broke the news to him over dinner, when he was dreadfully tired from another long day working on what he calls a “vanity fresco” for a gentleman with more money than sense. At least the pay’s good, but new work’s awfully difficult to come by once the current job’s done. 

He took the news well enough, I think, but I saw the light in his eyes dimming. We live practically hand-to-mouth with Mamma no longer adding to the pot with her sewing. This is a great blow, and I hope to find something new quickly. At least the Salvaggio family won’t be leaving till the end of the month, and I’m still employed till then. That ought to give me some time to look around.

*
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19 March, 17—Signorina Amatore’s showing progress. Slowly but surely, her confidence grows now that she’s no longer so self-conscious about her “tentacle fingers” as she often calls them because they’re long and thin. The child’s only ten, but she’ll surely bloom in music and may even be a proper wife and hostess and entertain friends and guests with impeccable playing someday. It’s too bad her father never thought to have her taught sooner despite her keen interest in music. 

The family even owns a harpsichord my pupil admits to sneaking a bit of time on whenever her father was out on business before I was hired. The servants have learned to turn a blind eye to the lonely little thing since her mother—like mine—has “been reclaimed by the angels”—and, like me, she’s the only child. Signor Amatore never remarried and has been far too busy making money to think about finding another wife. Young Maddalena is taught by a lady who doesn’t stay with the family, strangely enough, though I understand she used to. 

“She lived with us for a year,” Maddalena said during a break in lessons, “but she suddenly decided to pack up and leave while keeping her position as my governess. Though—does that make her my governess still since she’s no longer here all day, every day?”

“I think so. You might be confusing her for a nurse, which you really don’t need anymore,” I replied. “As long as the lady still teaches you, she’s a governess.”

The child still requires a female companion, however, and a servant is always in the room with us when I come for our lessons. We do talk openly before the servant, but I noticed Maddalena always took to low whispers when she talked about her governess. I suspect she didn’t want the servant to hear and perhaps report back to the father. I wonder now if there’s something more to the story, but my pupil’s at that age where theatrics are quite common, and I’m likely just overblowing things. 

Papà’s fresco project’s nearing its conclusion, and he did say he’d like to take a bit of a break before accepting another commission. He’s been working non-stop since Mamma died, and I know he did so to distract himself from the loss. I hope this is a sign he’s doing better and is willing to take care of himself with some much-deserved rest. 

*
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22 March, 17—Beppe and Cecilio were unmanageable today! The boys aren’t happy about the move to Seville, and I couldn’t get them both to settle down. I had to threaten calling their mother into the room, but that didn’t seem to deter them. In fact, things only got worse. 

A botched day still meant I get paid for it, but I can’t sleep with the thought that I got paid for nothing. Papà always told me to keep trying when something like this happens. So I threatened, I begged, I cajoled, and if I had the means for it, I’d have bribed the children, but nothing worked. 

A good deal of sulking and half-hearted playing rewarded my pains, and I’d have torn my hair out had Cecilio not attached himself to me in a tight and awkward embrace when I prepared to leave. 

“Can you not come with us?” he asked before bursting into tears. At that point a red-faced and flustered nurse had to pry him off me and carry him away. I thought the walls of the house would come down around me with Cecilio’s piercing shrieks while Beppe, red-eyed, shadowed them like a silent ghost. Signora Salvaggio was very apologetic and even offered an increase in my pay for the rest of the month. I had to decline in the end since my last lesson with the boys was in a week.

I ended my day with a terrible headache. I’m also heartbroken over the loss of my little pupils. I’ll miss them, to be sure, and I sincerely hope they continue their lessons with another. Surely there’s someone in Seville who’s just as desperate as I am in finding work as a private music teacher.

*
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25 March, 17—Signor Amatore surprised me and Maddalena with a visit during the last hour of today’s lessons. No one knew he was planning to return home early, but the gentleman assured me he’d meant it to be a special surprise for his daughter.

“I know I haven’t been there for her as often as I should have,” he confessed when we took a break before the last half hour. Maddalena had to withdraw for a few minutes in the company of a servant, and I was left alone with her father. “Thank you, signore, for helping my daughter. Truly, I’ve never seen her so happy and so proud of herself.”

A shadow crossed his features then, and he spoke at length about his late wife. I thought it was rather odd, but while he said all the right words one expects from a grieving widower, I saw no real passion in his face. No physical expression of grief and love that felt convincing. 

Then again, I also wondered if I was being unfair because given my own loss, I’m now judging how others deal with theirs. It isn’t right, is it? I, of all people, should know better and be more charitable toward my employer. Next time I’ll do better and be more sympathetic. He did promise to be there for the entire lesson now that he’s seen what I can do, he said. I’m very pleased!
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Chapter 3
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The fallout never happened, to my surprise, but I did take full advantage of the bag of empanadas de fruta that Ms. Garza gave me. 

“Trust me, they’ll help you. Serve them while working the bad news into the conversation. Your parents will never know what hit them,” she’d said, shoving the bag into my hands. She’d also tossed them all into a paper grocery bag and filled it halfway, so one could only imagine how loaded I was with delicious bribes. 

And she was right. A quick warm-up in the microwave, and I was golden. 

“The college should have some part-time positions you can look into,” Dad said, practically cooing over the warm pastries. We still had a couple of hours till dinner, and the pastries would surely ruin our appetites, but nobody cared because we were all big fans of Ms. Garza’s baking. “Mike—remember Mike, honey?—his daughter’s a lab assistant at her community college. The Chemistry Department, I think, hired her.”

“It doesn’t have to be something related to your major if your department isn’t hiring at the moment,” Mom added with a pleased nod. “Talk to someone—even your adviser if he’s available—and be really proactive about this. We want to see you succeed.”

I didn’t look at Dad at that moment as I’d hate to see whatever look he might have had at the mention of success. If there was something there, it was obviously tempered by Ms. Garza’s pastry distraction. By the end of our group gluttony hour, we couldn’t think of dinner without gagging, but we at least made sure to leave ourselves half of what I’d brought home. For tomorrow’s lunch packs—or Mom and Dad’s. I was going to be stuck at home, sorting through job postings online after school if things didn’t pan out there.
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