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    For Ian and Kai, long before you arrived, I began writing these pages for you — a way to hold our story until you were ready to live it with me.

And for David, who supported my dream and my truth, even though sharing this story meant revealing so much of ours.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "What flowers above is only possible because of the roots that once struggled beneath."

      

    


Author’s Note

Disclaimer:

The experiences within are the author’s recollections and may not be shared by others. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals. 

Tenacity. How do you know when this quality is a good thing or a bad thing? In my experience, concerning love, it has the potential to both create and destroy. In some of my past relationships, an abundance of tenacity has been my downfall. This instinctual drive caused me to fight to keep things together when I should have followed my gut, stopped doing what my mind was telling me was “right” and end the relationship. If I were to listen to my instincts in the first place, that little voice that told me not to go down that relationship road to begin with, I could have saved myself mountains of heartache. Over time, I’ve learned to listen to these voices and let them look out for me. Honing the skill of following your inner voice and knowing when to apply tenacity can serve as a powerful combination in life and love, but getting to this point takes a lot of soul searching, patience and sometimes pain. In the end, the long road to happiness is worth every step. 
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CHAPTER 1
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October 13, 2007 

As I was pouring the deep red wine into the outstretched hand of a woman I didn´t know, I glanced across the room to see his smiling face and purpling teeth. He wasn’t a drinker, but tasting was part of his job. I was at the wine tradeshow voluntarily to help pour wine for the attendees in the wine trade. I loved the world of wine and relished the distinct sense of comfort I felt from being a part of it. Derek was a sales representative for one of the largest wine distributors in Hawaii, and he was escorting clients to various wine vendors who were presenting at the event. Although he was spitting after each tasting, his enthusiastic wave and extra-wide grin indicated that the alcohol was taking effect despite his small stature. I discreetly waved back with a feeling of both joy at seeing his goofy, uninhibited antics and a hint of sadness. Why couldn’t I stop thinking about the possibility of leaving this man? Something inside was driving me away from him and I had no idea why. 

Derek was my best friend. We had been together for over two years and shared an apartment. He was the epitome of the word aloha — always friendly and warm, loving and generous. Our families were unusually close. Our mothers were so similar we joked that they had to be related somehow. We had talked of marriage and he had bought me a ring, but never seemed to plan anything. Recently, we had argued because I wanted to move out of his small one-bedroom apartment and buy a new home. He was totally against it, but I was stubborn and when I wanted something, I usually got it. I went out against his wishes and bought a two-bedroom townhome under my name. He agreed to move in with me, just to keep the peace.  

We found each other under rebound circumstances. He had just left his wife and I had left my husband less than a year earlier. At first, this commonality kept us together. We deeply cared for each other and respected the fact that deep down we were both kind and good people. But as the relationship unfolded, it became clear that our lack of common interests was too great to ignore. 

Not long after the night of wine tasting and my epiphany that I was second-guessing my situation with Derek, I found myself ending the relationship, but this time it wasn’t because he was a horrible person or treated me poorly. I had my fair share of those in the past, but this breakup was different. Derek didn’t cheat on me and he was still my best friend, but that voice inside told me he wasn’t the one. There was something missing that I couldn’t explain. He had a son who I had known and loved since birth, an amazing little 2-year-old whom I had always treated as if he were my own. His sweet presence made it even harder to walk away... but I had to take a leap of faith guided only by my intuition that there was someone else out there waiting for me, someone who might be my perfect match. I had no idea who that person was or where I would find him, and at this point it didn’t matter. I felt emotionally drained. I needed time to reconnect with myself, to get away and reestablish my priorities in life, to rediscover who I was and what I truly loved. 

Travel had always fed my soul and I had forgotten to make it a priority over the last few years. I truly believe that if you do what is right (which is often the more difficult path), the universe rewards you. In my case, the universe did just that. As I was making the phone calls to my friends to inform them of the very amicable separation with Derek, my girlfriend Michele invited me to join her on a business trip to Morocco. The timing was perfect, as it was right around my 32nd birthday in April, only four months away. As we made preparations, we decided to extend our layover in Madrid to celebrate. 
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CHAPTER 2
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April 11, 2008

Michele and I arrived in Marrakech, Morocco, after a grueling 32-hour flight from Hawaii. We were staying at one of the newest luxury hotels in the area, thanks to Michele, who had taken on the resort as one of her public relations clients. Morocco was a wonderful surprise that surpassed my expectations with its kind and welcoming people. We had befriended a local taxi driver during our time there, Fatha, who ran a small tourism business on the side. He spoke English very well and turned out to be a valuable resource for us during our stay. Fatha recommended local restaurants and shared the area’s history with enthusiasm; he was our proud local connection. 

The shopping in Morocco was phenomenal and in a sense refreshing, as nothing was made in China, which typically dominates so much of our material goods in the United States. As you walked through the marketplaces, or souks, you could purchase handmade silver goods, oriental rugs, leather goods, spices and foods with brilliant colors and smells that overwhelmed the senses. I had never been to an Islamic country before and found myself in awe at the devotion of the people who would stop what they were doing when they heard the adhan, or call to prayer. It would echo across the land five times a day like clockwork, led by a muezzin who chanted in a haunting, yet mystifying voice over loudspeakers. The people were warm and friendly, and the young men seemed to be enamored with my light eyes and hair. For the first time in my life, I was considered exotic! When I would enter stores, the shopkeepers always had some weird fascination with wrapping me in a hijab, or headscarf. They enjoyed seeing the light-skinned American girl wrapped in their traditional cultural garb. I played along as it made haggling over prices easier. We spent days walking through the souks shopping, people watching and eating the local food. At one point we took a camel ride through the desert, trying to squeeze as many new experiences as we could from our short stay. 

When the time came to depart Morocco, we didn’t want our journey to end. However, what we didn’t know was that for me, a whole different kind of journey was about to begin. We left the Arab culture of Morocco and were transformed into a new cultural landscape upon touchdown in Madrid. The beautiful old world of Europe with its historical buildings, culture, museums and the bustling metropolis of the capital city of Spain made my travel companion and me feel vibrant and invigorated, although we didn’t seem to fold into the culture as we did in Morocco. The people didn’t speak English, and the timing there was hard to grasp. We would read about a fabulous restaurant for lunch, search it out, arrive at the front door and there wouldn’t be a soul in sight. We would arrive later in the afternoon to accommodate their bizarre eating schedule and still no luck. After a while, we tried adding two more hours on to our regular timetable, but all too often we still found ourselves standing out as obvious American tourists sitting in a restaurant alone while the locals trickled in around us. 

Our second night in Madrid was my birthday celebration. Michele knew that besides traveling, two other things made me extremely happy — good food and excellent wine.  She had done some research to find a local place that offered traditional tapas and an extensive Spanish wine list. Wine was practically the only thing I drank, so it was necessary to have a vast selection to choose from, a stark contrast to my roots in Ohio. Growing up, my four food groups were canned veggies, boxed carbohydrates, frozen dinners and Velveeta cheese, and it wasn’t until I went away to college that I began to develop an appreciation for fresh food and fine wine. In college at Ohio State, I worked as a concierge in a local hotel and sampled all the local fare so I could refer guests to the best spots. I developed the habit of spending my menial income on nice dinners and wine that I couldn’t afford and started to fall in love with gastronomy. A wine course in college had piqued my interest in the incredible possibilities of fermenting grapes, and I remember being shocked to discover that there were grape varieties outside of Chardonnay and Cabernet Sauvignon. 

We ventured out for an evening of celebration through the labyrinth streets of Madrid.  After searching for quite some time for what we expected to be a grandiose façade, we finally found the unassuming restaurant Taberneros tucked away into the small side streets close to the Royal Palace. It was a small, dim restaurant with heavy red tones throughout. There were a few small tables scattered around, but most of the seating was bistro style, meaning we’d be seated intimately close to our neighbors. As we stepped inside, the waiter said something in Spanish and it was clear that we could sit at any table we liked — of course we could, because despite our attempts to embrace the culture of locals, we were still the first to arrive. We chose a larger table that could seat four people to the left of the door. I was excited to try a glass of red wine from Rioja, one of only two DOCa regions (Denominación de Origen Calificada or Qualified Designation of Origin) in Spain and perhaps the most famous of the two. The waiter came over to take our drink order and to my disappointment, they were not serving a Rioja by the glass. I took our waiter’s recommendation for an alternative Spanish wine region and we started our evening. The waiter had taken so long to bring our drinks that the restaurant started filling up around us. No sooner did we settle into our surroundings, take a sip of wine and order our food before the waiter interrupted us asking us to move to a smaller table to accommodate a larger group. We were promptly escorted to a very small table just inches away from guests on either side. I was comfortable at our first table and didn’t really feel like squeezing into close quarters, but reluctantly agreed. The only thing that seemed to brighten the situation was the fact that behind my seat was a large wine cellar visible through the glass wall. I walked over to it with curiosity, pressed my hands against the glass and proceeded to make a noise akin to Homer Simpson seeing a Duff beer. There were hundreds of bottles just calling my name.  

Michele and I are both petite in stature, just barely breaking the 5-foot mark, yet we each possess the ability to eat large amounts of food. As plate after plate of tapas arrived, I shared my disappointment with Michele about the fact that Spaniards don't seem to be as friendly as Moroccans. I told her we needed to make friends with some locals so we could get a true feel for the city, similar to our experience in Morocco. She rolled her eyes at me as she shot my comment down: “Melanie, Madrid is a major city. It’s ridiculous to expect to find a complete stranger to show us around the city. That’s about as realistic as visiting New York City and finding a local there who is interested in playing tour guide to two perfect strangers.” I always loved a challenge and told her that anything was possible, but I didn’t argue the point because it certainly was valid. Rather, I’d make a game of looking around the room to see who appeared most normal and would know the city the best, entertaining Michele with my elaborate descriptions of various groups of people and how our evening with them might play out. 

I’m not one to stay out much past 11 p.m., but I wanted to spend my birthday living up to the reputation of a true Spaniard. I entertained the thought of partying at a discothèque until 4 a.m. The idea of having a partner in crime on this mission was quickly stomped out when Michele made it clear that she had no intention of joining me for such debauchery. In all actuality, the chances of my idea coming to fruition were slim to none, as I didn’t have the first clue where to go. While Michele isn’t much of a drinker, I, on the other hand, was already on my third glass of wine and feeling quite pleasant. I noticed that the table next to me seemed to be in good spirits, since the woman and her two male companions were finishing up their second bottle of Champagne. I overheard the man sitting diagonally across from me order a third bottle of Champagne for his table. I joked with Michele that we needed to become friends with our neighbors, as they seemed to drink well and in quantities that I could appreciate. As the waiter dropped off the last bottle to their table, I stared in disbelief. The next thing I knew, my eyes turned to the man who ordered the bottle. I gave him a look as if to say, “Wow, three bottles of bubbly? I’m impressed!” That was the first time our eyes met and, in that very moment, my life changed dramatically. 

There was something different about him. For a fleeting second, I felt a strong indication that I knew this man somehow. He was brawny with wide shoulders, handsome with beautifully shaped eyes and had a distinguished look with salt-and-pepper hair. Suddenly aware that we were engaged in a “moment,” I quickly looked away. Michele and I went on with our dinner, finished up with dessert and were about ready to leave when I overheard salt-and-pepper man, clearly a Spaniard, ask the waiter for two additional glasses. I had been trying to learn some Spanish to get us by on the trip and was able to pick up things here and there. I had told Michele over dinner that my goal over the next year was to learn Spanish as I’ve always hated being the typical American limited to just English. I tried to be nonchalant and whisper to Michele what I think I heard. She rolled her eyes at me, no doubt thinking, “Here we go again.”  I was beside myself that I understood him correctly and asked her to be patient. 

A few minutes later the waiter dropped off two champagne glasses at our table and, in broken English, attempted to explain that the glasses were at the request of the table next to us. The waiter poured Michele and I a glass, and I was delighted to accept the gesture and intrigued by the possibility of getting to know our new friends. In an attempt to engage our new acquaintances, I turned to the man and woman on my immediate right. I assumed them to be a couple and hoped that Mr. Salt-and-Pepper across the table was a single friend. The woman introduced herself as Vanesa and spoke with the clearest English of the three. We quickly learned that they were colleagues finishing up a work meeting and that David (Dah-VEED), salt-and-pepper man, was a winemaker in Rioja and Iñaki, the other gentleman, was a winemaker as well. Vanesa was serving as host of the dinner, as she was employed by their distributor in Spain. 

While the conversation proved challenging, often slow and with a lot of hand gestures, the trio were all very friendly and we ended up hitting it off. They asked us why we were here and, for a brief moment, modesty seemed to escape me and I felt compelled to share that we were celebrating my birthday. They offered to treat us to another cocktail at the restaurant or to take us out to another bar. I wanted to soak up every possible opportunity on my one night celebration in Madrid, so I cleared it with Michele and opted to experience another nightspot. Vanesa was the most familiar with Madrid and recommended a little place only a 10-minute walk away. Buzzing with the excitement of new friends (and expensive Champagne), the five of us headed off through the streets of Madrid. I found myself walking next to David, who was very inquisitive and doing his best to form sentences asking me about my travels and my life. As I spoke, he listened so intently as if he was not only trying to interpret the language, but also attempting to figure out who I am as a person. He watched me so closely as I spoke, seemingly not wanting to miss a word and I found him very endearing. He was so full of questions that it became a difficult task to attempt to turn the conversation to him. When there was a pause in question firing, I started to ask of few of my own in the slowest English I could muster about his work and where he was from. He explained that he lived in northeastern Spain, Rioja, the infamous winemaking region that I knew much about thanks to my love of the drink. He was only in Madrid for one night on business, and the following day he would present his wines at a tasting in Madrid and return home in the evening. When David shared that he was a winemaker and a vine-grower, I made some gestures as if working the soil and made a comment about him being a farmer. It took him a few seconds to translate the word and then, with satisfaction, he looked at me and said, “Sí.” I felt rewarded that we were able to establish that fact... or had we? I still wasn’t entirely sure. Despite the fact that the communication between us was bumpy, I felt extremely comfortable walking next to him that night. He had an energy about him that I had never experienced before, and I couldn’t wait to hear more.  

We arrived at the next spot, but to our dismay, there was no wine to be found. David approached the bar and asked me what I would like to drink. I asked him what he was having, a gin and tonic, and told him to make it two. Even the gin and tonics here were pretty, served in a glass similar to a wine glass with ice cubes that were perfectly square cubes, not chips as I was used to in the States. 

Our conversation continued, and I noticed David being very quiet, yet observant. I could tell that even though we weren’t speaking much to each other, he was as acutely aware of my presence as I was of his. I find it interesting how when you realize you are interested in someone, whether consciously or unconsciously, it can cause you to focus less on them in conversation. Somehow, it felt much easier to speak with everyone other than David. He seemed to do the same and didn’t go out of his way to engage me at that point either. I had no intention of checking in early that night and I was trying to convince the group to continue on with me and make it a late night, especially since I knew my partner in crime had already made it clear it wasn’t on her agenda. I would not go out alone, but I had a feeling that regardless of what the group decided, David would join me until the bitter end. 

My hunch was correct — I couldn’t convince anyone to join me. But when the question was posed to David, his answer was an enthusiastic, “Why not?” When I thought David wasn’t looking, I asked Vanesa if it was safe to go with David alone. With a reassuring smile, she responded, “David is more than safe.” I take this as a very good sign and hope that it doesn’t mean he’s gay. We say our goodbyes, and David and I jump into a taxi headed to a posh discotheque, Gabana 1800, that Vanesa recommended in the Salamanca district. When we arrived, there was a velvet rope to guide people entering the club, however, the only person by the door was the doorman — not the best sign. When we entered, the spot was half empty, which led me to believe that not all of the stereotypes of Spaniards are true and while the people may go out and stay out later, they don't all necessarily party until 4 a.m. on a school night. As we entered the dimly lit club, my eyes focused on an elaborate bar stretched along the entire right wall, filled with liquors and a plethora of what I would soon learn is the Spanish aperitif of choice, gin. We approached the bar, ordered our drinks and began to converse as best as we could with the language barrier. He noticed my camera and asked to see photos from my travels — perfect! — an opportunity for nonverbal communication. I shared pictures of our trip to Morocco and my house in Hawaii that I had just purchased less than one year ago. I found it amusing how carefully he listened to everything I said, observing every movement and gesture. He offered me his business cards in an attempt explain a little more about his work and where I could contact him.  

We decided to move our conversation and take a seat next to the dance floor. The music was loud yet we seemed to communicate despite the distractions, and I managed to sort out that he liked playing rugby, but was dealing with some ongoing injuries that required him to visit a masseuse or physical therapist of some sort. He also told me he was planning a business trip to Chicago in July, and I gave him some pointers on things to do as I had lived there for a few years before moving to Hawaii. His eyes remained so fixed on mine during our conversation, as if he was searching to find something deeper in me. Our eyes connected again, and this time I wasn’t scared to return his gaze as he dropped a bold confession on me: “Melanie, I know I like you when you have no one, no two, but three glass red wine.” We laughed, and inside I was completely amused by this comment because I knew that if he was serious, I was definitely the one for him. Little did he know, my liver had been perfectly pickled over the last few years, just in time for his arrival. 

David had a brawny build that could be intimidating, but his eyes were much more revealing, undeniably soft and kind. Through our language barrier, we were trying to discover our histories and in the midst of a rather tangled interpretation, we kissed finally. Everything about him was sensual: his strong but gentle touch, his soft lips, the taste of his mouth. It felt as if time had stopped and the world around me fell silent. I was like Jell-O in his presence, a little girl who needed rescuing from the harsh world outside.  Did that just happen? I thought to myself as a shockwave seemed to travel through my body spurred by his touch. We were so wrapped up in learning everything we could about each other that time seemed to pass in a flash, and the next thing we knew, the dim candlelight of the club was replaced with bright white light, a clear sign the night had come to an end. I had achieved my goal of 4 a.m. but was nowhere near ready to say goodbye to the surprise twist of events that had unfolded that evening.  

As we exited the discotheque, David planned on hailing a taxi for me and would tell the driver the name of my hotel to ensure a safe delivery. We would keep in touch, hoping to see each other again one day, but I feared that plan was lost in translation. I had given the business card with the hotel address on it to Michele so she could find her way back to the hotel after the bar.  The idea didn’t seem like a bad choice at the time, because I figured I could simply tell the taxi driver the name of the hotel and arrive safely. But when David asked me for the name of the hotel and I replied, “Hotel Laura,” he gave me an odd look and relayed the hotel to the driver, who also gave a blank stare and mentioned that he wasn’t familiar with the hotel. I read a look of concern on David’s face and knew he wasn’t about to send me off in a taxi with no destination. He asked me to move over and joined me for the ride. In transit, he continued to prompt me for the “true” name of the hotel and I continued to repeat, “Hotel Laura” as slowly and clearly as I could. He seemed simply perplexed at such an elusive location, as neither he nor the driver were able to identify the hotel, and I was at a loss as to how I could further clarify the location. I knew it was a newer hotel, yet it seemed odd that despite searching through books and interpretation tactics, no one could identify this hotel. I finally told the driver to drop me at the shopping area next to the Plaza Major. Michele and I had walked so much of the city the day before that I knew the streets would look familiar from there. David and I got out of the taxi and I immediately took off in the direction of the hotel, with him at my heels. The streets were empty at 4 a.m. in the morning and I was delighted to see the signage of the hotel in the distance. As we approached the large banner signifying the name, I pointed to it and victoriously proclaimed, “See, Hotel Laura!” His eyes seemed to bulge for a second in disbelief. He then smacked his forehead with his hand and said, “Melanie, it is not Hotel Lora, it’s Hotel LAU-ra!” in his perfect Spanish accent. I couldn’t believe what I just heard him say... could this misunderstanding be blamed solely on a slight mispronunciation? I defensively responded, “How was I supposed to know how to say it with a Spanish accent?” in a frustrated tone as if we had been married for 20 years. Our faces were both serious as we looked at each other, exasperated by the situation, then we simultaneously paused. As the absurdity of the events that just unfolded started to set in, we both immediately started laughing hysterically at the fumble and our reactions. Had I simply written it out for him, we would have been there an hour ago. 

He walked me to the front door of Hotel LAU-ra and took me into his arms and held me in a tight embrace. His strong arms felt safe and warm, and I could’ve remained there for a lifetime. These were arms that had no agenda other than to hold me close to him. I didn’t want to leave this man that I had just met, a man whose heart appeared as big as his stature. He reminded me about his upcoming trip to Chicago and we decided to keep in touch and make plans to meet there during his visit in July. He gently kissed me good night and turned away. The next day I returned to the U.S. with a head full of amazing memories and high hopes that I would see this man with amazing, calm energy again.
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April 17, 2008

When I left for my trip I never expected to return with such a story. I would jokingly tell my friends that I had met my future husband in Spain — a kind, handsome winemaker with deep eyes — and describe how one day I would live on a vineyard in one of the most famous wine-producing countries in the world. I would add that my liver had been properly pickled for this man, as he loved me because I had not one, not two, but three glasses of red wine. Everyone knew how much I liked wine, so they all agreed that he was my perfect match... in a fantasy world, of course! I thoroughly enjoyed reliving all of the magical details of my short time with David and speaking of how I foresaw a grandiose future with him. The story sounded so dreamlike and I relished in the joy of embellishing the details about our future love affair because, truly, I didn’t really know if we would ever see each other again. I very much wanted to gaze into his eyes again, but I was also aware of how fickle men can be, so I just had a good time verbalizing my dreams with my friends and laughing about the possibility of what was to come... expecting nothing and secretly wanting everything.

A few weeks later, I had an in-home appointment with my massage therapist, Darrell, who is also a close friend. One of his many gifts, besides massage, is his uncanny ability to use intuition on his clients, so I would often chat with him during my massages to see what kind of information was coming through about me. I decided to share the story of meeting David. I spared him no expense and told him the ambitious story that I had been sharing with all of my friends, describing an idyllic life with my future husband. Rather than rolling his eyes at me, which was fully what I was expecting, he seemed intrigued by the story and asked to see a photo. David had recently sent me a picture of himself in his vineyard, so like a giddy child, I quickly ran upstairs to grab it. As I handed it over, his response made me almost jump out of my skin: “Melanie, this man could very well be your match. And look, this is interesting, you have very similar hands.” I had no clue what matching hands had to do with anything, but I couldn’t believe what I was hearing! I continued speaking to Darrell as if he were being obtuse, reminding him that I live in Hawaii and that this man — this stranger — lives in Spain, as if that would change what he was telling me. “Distance doesn’t matter in love,” he responded. “You should keep in touch with him and see what happens.” 

David and I did just that, continuing to communicate over email for the next few months in an attempt to get to know each other further. Our back-and-forth seemed so interesting at times, because while we were from such distinctly different backgrounds, we seemed to think a lot alike.  

While our geography and culture had few similarities, I had a feeling that our childhoods were somewhat similar. He was from a small village called Elvillar in the Basque region of northern Spain with a population of 200 people. I grew up in a small rural village in Prospect, Ohio, where the total population was about 1,000. We both lived very simple lives in our youth; neither of us came from wealth, so we hardly traveled, and agriculture was the driving force of the economies in the areas surrounding us. I grew up around fields of corn and soybeans, and he grew up surrounded by vineyards, so we were both clearly connected to the earth. We were both children of divorced parents, and in Spain 30 years ago, divorce was very uncommon. The one major difference between us was that I came from a very large family of full, half, and step siblings, while David was an only child.

He was always so inquisitive about me and who I was, so I shared a little bit about what I liked in an email before a work trip to Maui. His endearing broken English response reaffirmed that despite our different cultures, we seemed to have a lot in common.

Hola cariño,

I Hope that you enjoy in Maui.

Now, I go to the Jerez de la Frontera (Andalucía) to the horse´s feria. I will send you pictures because is very pretty this region.

I think that you and me have more something in shared;

i love travel (but until today i can’t travel more, because my proyects and my works put the travel for another day) ,

i love to have a laugh whit friends, I love play rugby,

i am passionate wine (is my life), i would like drink a bottle of red wine... or 2... or 3 with you.

i like the dogs (above all my CUTE dog) :)

and of course i love to eat (sure too too much!).

When will you have holidays?

Would be nice to kiss you again

Un beso mi niña,

David

We continued to communicate through emails for a few months. I knew he had plans to go to Chicago, but he still hadn’t invited me to join him, so I started to think he had changed his mind about seeing me. If he really wanted to meet up, wouldn’t he send me the details months in advance so I would have plenty of time to request time off and book airline tickets? Maybe his plans had changed. 

With a little more than a month’s notice, he finally got around to asking if I would join him in Chicago. It was about time! I couldn’t believe what was happening. I happily accepted his invitation and started making travel arrangements for July. I asked him how long I should stay, among other questions, and he always seemed to have the same answer, “As you wish,” which confused me because everything can’t be “as I wish.” I took my best guess and decided to spend seven days with him. He was going to be there longer, but I didn’t want to interfere with his work. As the date drew closer, reality started setting in and I was getting really nervous about what all this meant. I had made so many jokes about my “future husband” because, while my heart found truth in those words and told me I would see him again, my mind couldn’t wrap itself around the idea. It was clear that we are both interested in each other, but what would happen beyond this trip? I was driving myself crazy overthinking the situation and decided to just go, have fun and keep everything light. Plus I had probably freaked Darrel out with all of my future talk, and he gently reminded me to not scare David away with my intense hopes and dreams and suggested I try to stay in the moment and enjoy the ride. I promised myself that I would go in with no expectations and kept repeating, “Keep it light!” out loud in order to solidify the idea in my mind.

The week before my Chicago trip, I traveled to Ohio to get in some family time. My mother was in disbelief that I was about to meet up with a man that I had only spent one evening with. She said I needed to be careful that he might be crazy, and then made a comment questioning my mental state for agreeing to meet him in the first place. I had always been the black sheep in the family, so really none of this should have been such a big shock for her. I sarcastically reminded her that if his aim was to harm or rape me, he would have done so in Madrid instead of spending money to fly to the United States to commit the crime. 

I was getting nervous, as I had asked him multiple times about details of his arrival and where he was staying, only to receive the bare minimum — his flight landing time. I spent the night before his arrival at my friend Anne’s house in Wrigleyville, and since he never asked me to stay with him in his hotel, and I had no idea if I would be invited to do so, or if I would feel comfortable staying with him for that matter. I decided to leave my luggage at Anne’s house just in case. She offered to drop me at the airport so I could greet him when he landed. In addition to the accommodation question, I didn’t know which hotel he had reserved or if he had actually even boarded the flight! It seemed he had a way of only answering select questions, or maybe it was the language issue... I couldn’t be sure. There I stood outside of the international gate waiting for a man that I had spent one night with in Madrid and attempted to get to know over emails. Even though he had sent pictures, would I recognize him? Over an hour had passed and I started to wonder if I was in the right location, or if I had missed him, or if maybe I was losing my mind! Had he walked right by me and I didn’t even notice him? Or perhaps he changed his mind and never got on the flight. My heart and mind were racing. It didn’t seem normal to wait so long for someone to arrive. Then I saw him and my heart leapt out of my chest. He was shorter and stockier than I remembered, but more handsome. We made eye contact and he cracked a smile as if to acknowledge the look of relief on my face. I ran up to him and gave him a long hug. There we stood, two perfect strangers with no idea what was to come over the next week, brimming with anticipation. Would we revel in every moment or count the days until it was over? Both the excitement and tension were practically palpable. 

We jumped into a taxi and were off to his hotel in downtown Chicago. The cab pulled up to The Whitehall Hotel, a smaller hotel with a lot of charm, which was located on Delaware Avenue in the Gold District walking distance from Michigan Avenue. Through nervous chatter, I tried to explain that I grew up in Ohio and that Delaware was a city close to my hometown, and I was just there visiting family. He looked amused but not quite clear as to what I had just said. We checked into the room and he started unpacking, and I thought it strange that he never once asked about my plans or my luggage. I took a seat on the bed and watched him in awe. I was amazed at how perfectly his clothes were folded. Based on his actions, I gathered that he was quite the perfectionist, carefully hanging his shirts and putting everything exactly in its place. I assumed that in his work, the quality of perfectionism was a perfect fit. He told me that he needed new shoes and it was obvious that if we didn’t leave the room at that point, he would have fallen asleep. So apparently, we were going shopping together. 

We decided to walk down to Michigan Avenue and stopped into a Sak’s Fifth Avenue to see what we could find for him. I remember riding the escalator in front of him to the second floor of the store. He gently touched my back and I swear I felt sparks shooting through my body. It reminded me of that night in Madrid, how his touch was exhilarating and made me want more. He gently pulled me closer to him and I knew that as soon as we reached the top of the escalator, the moment would end. I was holding on to each second begging time not to pass. We stepped off and got down to business. He was asking for my opinion on various items, and his quest for shoes quickly turned into shorts and anything else that he could find. As we headed toward the dressing room, I pointed him to one of the changing booths and decided to wait in the hall outside. I heard him call my name, so I began to retrace my steps back. I was startled by the fact that he hadn’t shut the door and was standing there in his underwear as if it were totally normal to be half naked in front of me! He seemed so comfortable with his body. There was just something about this man and the way he carried himself that intrigued me beyond words. 

After we finished our shopping, we walked down Michigan Avenue so I could show him some of the tourist spots in a feeble attempt to keep him awake. We decided to head to the top of the John Hancock building to have a cocktail and enjoy the view. Verbal communication wasn’t easy for us; we had to carry Spanish – English dictionaries around for those times we got stumped, which was often. This was before smartphones and I had a feeling the dictionary would be our best friend over the next week. I could tell he was getting tired and I was too, so we headed back to the room. He still hadn’t asked one question about my luggage or where I planned on staying. And since I am notorious for having my whole entire life practically planned in advance, the uncertainly was killing me. But I was enjoying my time with him and decided I wouldn’t stress about the luggage and just let the night unfold. 

We returned to the room and decided to watch TV in the bed. I curled up in his arms and felt so relaxed, so at home that I fell into a deep sleep. The next thing I knew he was waking me up. I wondered if I had overstayed my welcome and he was ready for me to leave. As I opened my eyes, I saw him standing there with a huge smile on his face and a hanger in hand. In broken English, he asked me if I planned on sleeping in my dress. Like a child with half-open eyes, I lifted my arms above my head and he pulled my dress off and hung it in the closet. The next morning I woke up safely in the arms of a perfect gentleman. 

Now that we had the room situation figured out and I knew that I would be staying with him, the next morning we headed up north to Wrigleyville to retrieve my luggage from Anne’s house. I decided it would be easier to get ready at her place, so I left her to tend to David while I got ready. She knew that David’s English was very limited, plus he was rather shy and quiet when he didn’t know someone, so she asked him if he would like to watch TV and turned it on for him. The next thing I knew I heard Mexican soap operas on Telemundo — her attempt to make him feel comfortable — and I found myself laughing inside. I couldn’t imagine that he was enjoying the program and eventually decided to intervene. I walked into the living room and through uncontained giggles reminded her that for one thing, he knows how to work a remote (regardless of the country of origin, he is a man!) and two, He’s Spanish, not Mexican. He, of course, never complained and offered me look of entertainment. As I headed back to the bathroom to finish getting ready I heard the channel change and giggled again when I heard what he had chosen — cartoons! Apparently, he was a big fan of “Family Guy.” 

David and I left Anne’s house and headed out to explore Lincoln Park and the zoo with a plan to eventually feast on my favorite pizza in Chicago, Pequod’s Pizza. On the long walk to the park, he started to ask me about my age. I told him there are two things you never ask a woman — her weight and how old she is. Pretending not to hear a word I had just said, he repeated, “How old are you?” I groaned and admitted that I was 32. “Oh, older than me,” he stated. I knew this wasn’t the case since I remember him telling me he was one year older and we started to argue over the issue, yet he wouldn’t show me his ID to prove his point. I was self-conscious about the fact that I was getting older and didn’t particularly enjoy him teasing me about my age. He seemed to delight in the banter and I knew he derived some sort of twisted pleasure in getting me amped up. 

It had been a long day of walking and exploring and by the time we arrived at Pequod’s, we were thoroughly exhausted — not only from the walk but also from trying to communicate all day through dictionaries and exploring the basic levels of each other’s native tongue. Thankfully, the language difference didn’t stop us from understanding each other. If certain words proved difficult to translate, we found ways to communicate through intuition, through touch and looking past our surface reactions; we had to look into each other’s soul. When you don't have the connection of language, it’s similar to losing one of your senses, for instance, your sight. Weakness in one will make all of your other senses stronger, more acute and aware. We took a seat opposite each other in a booth and ordered a pizza. There came a point during the dinner when conversation wasn’t needed and the lack of conversation felt completely natural. We simply enjoyed our dinner without words, observing each other without expectations. I looked up at David as if I could read his mind. He seemed surprised that the silence was so comfortable, so finally I broke the silence and said, “There is a term for this in English, it’s called ‘comfortable silence.’” He smiled gently, repeated it out loud and replied, “Yes, I like very much. It is beautiful expression.” We finished our dinner with few words, soaking in every moment, and I felt very connected to him in that moment, with the distinct feeling that the universe had been plotting to bring us together all along.

Prior to his arrival, I had brainstormed with Anne about what I could do to entertain David while we were in Chicago. She recommended riding bikes along the lake, which was something that I really wanted to do, but I figured he would be too macho for that sort of thing so I didn’t even suggest it. Instead, I booked an architectural cruise and tickets to a Cubs game with friends. David had asked me ahead of time what restaurants I wanted to try but I let him choose, and he booked a couple of dinner reservations at two of Chicago’s best restaurants. We seemed to enjoy many of the same things, so it was easy to be together. In our exploration of Chicago, we had run across many signs advertising bike rentals. David noticed them and asked if I was interested in riding. I looked at him in awe and wondered what the odds were of him suggesting the one thing that I wanted to do but never spoke of. I agreed and the next day we had a glorious day riding bikes alongside the lake. David was shameless in his quest to make me laugh. Riding behind him, I teased that I could see a little bit of his butt crack when he leaned forward and suggested he pull his pants up. Let me tell you, translating the words “butt crack” is not easy! Once he finally realized what I said, rather than fixing the problem, he decided to pull his pants down even further, his backside in clear sight for all to see, and proceeded to slow down to ensure that everyone knew I was with the man with the exposed butt crack. At one point, he was so focused on showing off that he almost fell off his bike into a mound of sand! His childish games amused me to no end. As we continued on, he seemed to be constantly snapping photos along the way. We made a stop at Navy Pier, parked our bikes and decided to walk to the end of the point. When we arrived at the end, David pulled me close and looked deeply into my eyes, and we were standing there nose-to-nose. I could feel myself melting inside. We moved forward to kiss when suddenly David quickly pulled out his camera and snapped a photo. I relished in the fact that he wanted to capture every moment of the trip and I, too, wanted to freeze and hold on to every little detail with my mind and, as it turned out, also with my heart.  

The more I learned about David, the more I worried that my plan of “keeping it light” was headed towards disaster. The more time we spent together, the more I was taken by this guy. He was a man of few words, yet his actions spoke volumes — a concept that was foreign to me. In all of my past experiences with men, they would promise the world and skip the most important element, the delivery. David was different. He seemed to read my mind and be more in tune with my emotions than perhaps I was, so much so that at times it made me self-conscious.  

We had found a comfortable pattern in our days, which consisted of awaking early every morning but staying in bed and making love until 10 a.m. or later. He was a passionate and unselfish lover, constantly concerned with my enjoyment. His sensual side was evident in his touch, which can only be described as heavenly. By the time we would emerge from the hotel room, after hours of our morning “exercise,” we were starving. I wasn’t familiar with the downtown breakfast eateries, so my friend Anne had given me the idea of eating at a seasonal restaurant on the beach. One morning, as we were heading out to satiate our hunger, I suggested a breakfast spot that was a good distance from the hotel, so by the time we arrived we were famished. To our chagrin, the restaurant didn’t open for another 45 minutes; it was only open for lunch. I have a tendency to be indecisive and this was definitely one of those times. I couldn’t decide if we should stay and wait or try to search out another restaurant. David asked me to choose our course of action, so after much deliberation (with myself), I decided we should head back from where we came and see if we could find another option for brunch. The only problem was I had no idea where to go and I could feel David’s patience thinning as his hunger grew. I was leading us aimlessly through the side streets of Michigan Avenue, hoping and praying that something would cross our path, and still nothing. David started to ask questions about where we were going and how long it would take us to find a place to eat, and I could sense a shift in his tone and demeanor. He had never been impatient with me and it didn’t sit well. I started to feel very anxious and frustrated, so my pace quickened and my mood changed to mirror his. Rather than enjoying the moment, I was stressed and feeding off of his negative energy. The smile melted off my face and I was on a mission to get to the next destination. After about 10 minutes of no communication other than the obvious nonverbal frustration, he stopped me and asked, “What is this?” looking at the expression on my face. I quickly responded, “You are obviously hungry and I’m trying to find a place to eat!” He stepped in front of me in order to disrupt my focus and I noticed that the impatience in his eyes had been replaced with a soft gaze asking for forgiveness. “I don't want this,” he said apologetically. “I want to see you smile again... please?” He kissed me on my forehead. I never forgot this moment because I had never had anyone act so acutely aware of my emotions. It was so important for him to see me happy that it caused him put his feelings aside. I remember thinking that if I lost him, I would never find anyone so deeply connected to me again.

After breakfast, we walked along Michigan Avenue shopping and getting to know each other more deeply. Every day, we talked about waking up and going running, yet it never happened because we were more interested in sexual exercise than any other physical activity. David seemed to be enamored with this joke, and would occasionally pull me into sports stores to ask if I wanted to run. I never quite understood why he found that so funny until one night later in the week when out to dinner with my friends, my buddy who lived in Spain for a short time made a comment about how the Spanish use the same verb correr to describe both running and having an orgasm. Then it all made sense why he seemed to find such humor in asking me if I like to run.

On the average day, David was always full of questions for me, but this time it was my turn. He wasn’t one to talk about himself, but when I broached the subject of family and asked about his parents, I could feel his energy diminish. He said his father left when he was 13 years old and they haven’t spoken since, and that he only had his mother. Even though his physical appearance didn’t reveal any emotion, I could tell that inside he was hurting. I hugged him and told him I was sorry. In this case, his body didn’t respond to my touch, as if he didn’t want sympathy or to even acknowledge vulnerability. I decided to change the topic to a safer subject, and inquired about his work instead. He explained that he was starting a new project featuring wines from his family vineyards with vines that were almost 100 years old. His connection to the land was undeniable. He spoke of his vineyards and winemaking philosophy as passionately as if he was speaking of his children. He shared that he followed biodynamic principles in his vineyards and explained how the philosophy goes beyond organic and sustainable, encompassing the environment in a holistic manner and incorporating all systems including the cosmos. He explained that he preferred to utilize concrete “eggs” to ferment the wine, since concrete is a form of stone and it allows the wine to breathe. I was amazed by the intricate details of his process, by how he put so much thought into every step. The more I learned about this man, the more he impressed me. He had a boyish charm, and while he was confident, he would gradually reveal insecurities that made him more real to me. As we passed by a window that displayed the character Shrek, David stopped and pulled me back to look at the poster and declared, “I am Shrek,” referring to his burly structure. He turned to look into my eyes, kissed me and continued to say, “and you are my princess Fiona.” I responded, “Not the fairytale I was thinking of, but hey, I’ll take it!” as we both laughed at the silly comparison. 

That night we went to dinner at Alinea, one of the hottest restaurants in Chicago with its art-like nuevo cuisine. The front of the restaurant was so unassuming that if you were to walk by it on the street, you would never know the gem that lies inside. We entered the building and walked down a narrow grey corridor. About halfway down the hallway, I jumped a little as the walls on the left side parted to reveal the restaurant. A host immediately greeted us, as if they were expecting our entrance at that exact moment. To the left sat a small dining room and to the right was a glass wall exposing the kitchen, with a small staircase straight ahead of us. David peered inside and said, “Wow, 11 people in the kitchen!” I wondered how he was able make an accurate count in a matter of seconds, so I counted everyone to see if he had just pulled a number out of the air, but he was correct. David looked at me and stated, “You are nervous?” Without thinking, I defensively responded, “I’m not nervous!” speaking before I actually took the time to connect with my emotions. I loved fine dining and felt that I had been to my fair share of restaurants, but this spot was cutting edge, and suddenly I felt intimidated. I realized that David, once again, was so acutely in tune with me that he processed my emotions before I was even aware of them. It was exhilarating, yet frightening to some extent, and I felt instantly vulnerable. We took our seats at the table and were promptly introduced to a spectacular culinary evening. 
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