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    DEDICATION


     


     


    To everyone around the world who believes in love, and its power to take us – just occasionally – into places divine.

  


  
    The Storm


     


    I weep for my loss, for myself, hoping the tears will keep me company and give me comfort. They do not. I cannot call you back into my arms, nor can I drown the longing with my tears. I know people wondered why I didn’t cry at the funeral. We never cried, you and me. Our life together was joyful and loving, a shared unity of thought and reason, purity and passion, the familiar love and hate. Mostly love. . .


    The violent morning magnifies my mood. The sky is a curious blend of clear and sunny to the east, but dark grey, black and foreboding almost, to the west. In between the two, where these contrasts collide, the wind is furious and hard, screaming while it squeezes through the lanai screens. When the sun tries to rise, the color is alarming, frightening almost. A blast of yellow, orange, and red ignites the sky, preceding the wind to its fury. The thunder rolls, claps, and explodes, announcing the rain that will inevitably arrive. Morning is night again. It is black and the sounds of the impending storm are at once loud and silent, rolling and violent, calm and relenting, intense and penetrating, yet forgiving. I feel stifled and overwhelmed as the power of the ebb and flow of the violent noise seems charged with sexuality. It reminds me painfully of your fondness for storms. The rain begins to fall, hidden in darkness, as the sky gives up the bounty of life in exchange, it seems to me, for yours.


    When I woke, I thought it a fine day to stay inside and make love, eat grapes and listen to Johnny Mathis, laugh and drown out the day’s violent awakening with the music of our beating hearts. I think of you, roll to look at you, and am happy my day starts in your arms. It is a love story that begins anew this morning, gaining strength throughout the day, not unlike this storm. I am hot for you, and I stretch my arms toward you.


    But as I roll to face you, to swim in your gaze, the heavy fog in my head begins to lift and I realize with a start that you are not here. You will never be here again. It was always so easy to look toward our tomorrows because our todays were filled with one another. Our lives were interlocked in a love that seemed like it would transcend eternity. And then in an instant, the comfort and security of two hearts beating as one was lost—forever. And this is how the second day of my life without you began: dark, ominous, and foreboding.


    I stare, emptily, out of the hotel window. Black and grey envelopes my world. I cannot feel; I am numb to everything that surrounds me. I feel unanchored and I float in this sea of darkness: lost, alone. Then I remember the events of the past few days, how quickly and disastrously the things unfolded. You were gone to me and everyone who loved you. You left without having the chance to say goodbye; you were snapped out of our lives, as if some payment to the Gods was long overdue. I will never touch your cheek again—not in this lifetime. My heart breaks for the thousandth time and I finally begin to weep.


     


    I stand at the window anxiously, with only my reflection for solace. I cannot bear another moment. As the rain intensifies outside, the waves pound the shoreline. The late night has given way to a bleak and chilly morning. I think of my regular walk and wonder if I have the strength to fall into the comfort of my daily workout. The airline grounded all air traffic and planes because of the storm leaving me with nothing but my regular routine. I put on my spandex knee-hi’s and sports bra, sock less sneakers, windbreaker and grab my room key. I think for a brief moment that perhaps I can outrun my sorrow and I return to the room happy again. Perhaps this is all a bad dream and you will be waking, waiting for me to rejoin you in bed.


    I hit the street in the piercing rain. I have not even pulled my hair back from my face. I start to run against oncoming traffic, which seems sparse for this time of day. The rain stings my face like pellets of pain. At least I feel something other than emptiness. I run and I run and I run until my calves are weak, beginning to tremble, and I have to stop. My breasts heave as my lungs struggle for more air. I am a bit lightheaded and a strange sense of calm euphoria comes over me. I bend over with my hands on my knees, stretching, struggling for breath, yet the breath doesn’t come. The euphoria persists. I lift my head and look to the surf. And then I know what must be done.


    I walk to the surf, heaving for breath, weak from running against the rain, fighting the storm, the sadness, my loss - your death. I walk into the surf and keep walking. It is surprisingly warm and enveloping. I suddenly feel comforted, my heartbreak no longer a penetrating pain. I know you are with me and I seek out your embrace. I cry again, scream at the thunderous surf, and then I am gone. I can’t breathe and I am falling, rolling, tumbling in a hazy grey darkness that is wet, ferocious, demanding. Suddenly my dizzy comfort turns to fear and I struggle against the pounding, relentless waves. What have I done? I am a good swimmer and an athlete, but can I beat this? Instinct overcomes me. My heart pounds. I start to kick wildly. Moving my arms toward the surface, the current catches me again, tumbling me over and over. My lungs burn. I lose my bearing—which way is up, down? I start to get a sickening feeling of death, my own impending death, and, just as I start to give in, I feel the hand of God grab my hair and hood in a fierce grip and yank me to the surface. I feel the sky darken and the surf diminish. Everything tastes salty, gritty, and then my body heaves, relaxed, and my world goes black.


    I awake to pounding on my chest; I am being rattled and something is covering my mouth and nose. I cough, retch, and then vomit the last vestiges of the ocean from my body. My mouth is filled with grit, sand, and the salty taste of taffy. I open my eyes and see God reaching down toward me. He leans over me and the salty ocean water drips from his face to mine. He is big, strong, and gasping; he is surrounded in a glowing aura which intensifies his white hair and white beard. I am frightened. I must be dead. But that cannot be! How foolish I am. He sits me up, tenderly and gently helps me to my feet, all the while holding me securely with large strong hands and then he speaks to me.


    “Are you alright, miss? You scared me near to death when I saw you walk into the surf. Why in the world….Where do you live?”


    I am alive to my senses.


     “Wha. . . ?” My knees weaken and I fall further into his arms. Quickly, he catches my descent and carries me to a bench where he sits me down, moving the errant curls of hair from my cheeks, and speaks to me again.


    “Where are you staying? Shall I call the police?”


    I can feel my heart pounding against his chest.


    “No, please, I’m . . . I’ll be fine. My key, my pocket; it’s in my pocket. Please…”


    I can’t remember my hotel or where I am or why. As he unzips my pocket and removes my hotel key, he pulls my hood up over my head to shelter my face from the pelting rain. Collecting me under his arm, my body firmly in his grip, we walk slowly back to the hotel. The traffic is still sparse, no taxis to be seen. It seems to take forever. The storm is so much worse, the surf so high, sucking the wind into the watery folds as it retreats to the ocean. At once, I am so scared that I begin to tremble and yet, I feel protected.


    As we walk into the hotel lobby, the bell captain approaches us and asks if I need the hotel doctor, whereupon my guardian says, “No, that won’t be necessary, thank you.” We take the elevator to my floor and I am finally in the sanctity of my room, as lonely as it is. My savior, my hero sits me in the desk chair while he goes to the bathroom and starts the shower. He returns. He is saying something to me that I can’t understand, but he starts to take my shoes off. Then he leans me forward, removes my windbreaker and sports bra, and helps me stand while he pulls relentlessly at my wet spandex knee-highs. He kicks off his own running shoes and removes his blazer. He carries me to the shower but I feel as if I’m watching the scene unfold from outside my own body. I am unafraid of this stranger.


    The water is hot and piercing, but he is gentle, loving, and tender. He bathes me and washes my hair, lifting the removable nozzle to rinse the sand, grit, and seaweed from my hair and lithe body. My skin is a deep pink from the intense extreme of the cold grasp of the ocean and the heated comfort of the hot shower. His hands are everywhere, on every curve, gently caressing my skin with his soapy fingertips. He deftly, tenderly, washes my breasts, my taunt stomach and pussy. He controls himself, but I can’t let him stop. I look up at him, and notice he is watching himself bathe me. He seems to caress my buttocks as he cleans the sand from between my rounded cheeks. Unembarrassed, he rinses my body thoroughly, running his fingers though my shoulder-length brown hair. I feel safe, warmed, yet surprisingly aroused, weakened by my ordeal.


    For the first time, it seems, he looks down at me. He takes me in as I look up at him, transfixed by his control. I am naked in my sorrow and my pain; he, fully clothed except for his windbreaker and shoes, smiles, touching my heart. I did not notice his erection in the shower, he is a complete gentleman. My breasts, the curve of my belly to my thigh, my face against his chest glisten in the shower, as I trust him to help me.


    “Everything will be alright now,” he tells me.


    And I believe him; he is so sure of himself. Then, holding my body securely, he leans across me to shut off the water.


    As he reaches for towels, I smell him. His odor is warm, musky, comforting, a manly mix of fragrance and ocean. And just as quickly as I take it in, it is gone. He then gently wraps my body in a towel, and does the same for my hair, tucking a wayward curl under the turban framing my flushed face. I collapse, faint, in his arms, finally losing control of my legs and balance.


    I awake moments later with a cool wet towel on my forehead and securely positioned between the crisp, clean linens of the bed. He is still wearing his wet running shorts and T-shirt. As my eyes sharpen, I notice how handsome and strong he is. His face and body complement each other perfectly. He has a chiseled, rustic appeal. He’s unlike my husband in every way, I think to myself. My husband, oh, God. I am grateful to this man and try to speak. Noting the Valium on the nightstand, he asks when I last took one of the pills.


    “Last night,” I reply, barely breathing.


    We speak briefly of my circumstances. I explain about my husband’s recent death and funeral. The storm preventing travel and how I tried to out run my pain and loss.


    He mentions his plane has been grounded from the storm, too. He tells me that anger and tightness have been grabbing his neck and shoulders, the storm pissing him off, so he’d decided to run to work out the kinks. He’d seen me walking toward the surf, trance-like with a deliberate stride. He said he thought I would stop at the surf’s edge, but when I did not, he ran fast and hard against the wind and rain, against the bellowing storm, and plunged himself into the pounding, beating surf to save me. He didn’t think and didn’t ask ‘Why’; he just knew he had to do it. But, he continues, now he knows. He somehow knows everything—not the details—but he knows he has to help me, to be with me, to ease my pain with his passion. And so he did.


    He returns to the subject of the Valium. Reading the label, he takes one from the bottle and opens a bottle of water from the nightstand. Holding my head and neck gently, he helps me take the pill, as I watch him intently. Returning my head to the pillow, he softly tucks the sheets in around me. Touching my cheek, he smiles and says, “You’ll be fine now. I will let the hotel doctor know you were overcome by a rogue wave as you jogged along the beach. I’ll take care of everything and ask him to check on you by nine o’clock tonight. You should sleep until then.”


     


    I feel the panic of separation and fear engulfs me as the color drains from my face. My heart pounds as my pulse quickens and I reach for my stranger.


    “Please, don’t leave me now. Can’t you just stay until I wake? Please. . .” and I start to sob.


    Gently, he holds me until I calm down. Kneeling beside the bed, wiping the tears from my face, he says he will stay and that he needs to take a shower, wants to warm up. I let him free from my grasp and watch him walk to the bathroom, where I hear the shower start yet again.


    He comes back out of the bathroom and starts to peel off his wet clothes. He moves with the grace and confidence of an athlete. He unbuckles his belt, unbuttons and unzips his pants hooking thumbs between the fabric and the flesh of his trim hips to pull them down. As he does, he steps out of the clinging garments and his cock responds to the motion of his body, swaying between his muscular thighs. He grabbed his shirt behind his head at each shoulder and, like my husband, pulls the shirt over his head inside out. He bends to pick up the pants and underwear he discarded on the floor, unaware I watched in a sleepy haze.


    With each piece of his clothing, a layer of my inhibitions seemed to fall away.


    I was keenly aware of his nakedness, even through my fog, and I was just as keenly aware of my own naked frame beneath the sheets mere feet from him. I continued, unashamed, to watch him. His body was that of a man who had tended it well over the years: strong, chiseled, sculpted. He was broad at the shoulder and narrow at the waist, with a tanned physique that faded at the rise of his robust ass. He moved and with each nuance of muscled masculinity, a tethered subtle seduction began tying me irrevocably to him as if owing him my life was not enough. He enters the bathroom and closes the door quietly behind him.


    I feel safe again. I am alive and I need to feel alive again.


    I’m still dozing peacefully when he emerges from the shower. I can feel the Valium sweetly ease my tension and fear. I roll onto my side as the sheets silently slip away from my body. The towels are lying, untended and damp, beneath me. The storm outside rages on, even worse than before, pounding at the windows of my suite. The rage building within me, struggling against the Valium, is not unlike the screaming storm outside - demanding to be heard, acknowledged, recognized, honored.


    My savior assumes I am sleeping as he walks silently across the room, naked, to the closet looking for something to wear. He finds the complimentary hotel terrycloth robe which he casually slips into and approaches me just as he ties the belt at his midriff. I open my eyes and gaze sleepily at him as he approaches me softly. .I see that he is standing beside me and is aroused. His hand slides against his cock as he attempts to close his robe. He knows I am awake now. As he looks down at me in bed, I should be frightened, I think, but I am not. I welcome the intimacy. I am uncovered in my nakedness before him.


    “No, don’t stop. Please…”


    My sleepy eyes beckon for him and I roll fully onto my back, reaching out to him. I am exposed and vulnerable, begging my stranger to be with me, to take me, to do what the sea had not been able to do—take my life and make me forget.


    That is when I give myself over to the idea of him, the ocean, the storm—my needs and his. I think he feels my pain.


    Nothing is spoken between us; the only sound is the storm continuing fiercely. I feel connected to the storm, and as he slips into bed and begins to touch me, I can feel the storm in my head, beating against my temples, pumping the blood rapidly to my heart and parts of my body deadened by my loss and grief. I feel hot, raging and throbbing, the piercing heat making my skin fluid and almost too sensitive to touch. But I beg him to touch me: my stranger, my hero. And so he does.


    He touches me all over. He runs his hands from my hair to my earlobes as he gently showers my face with hungry kisses. I look at him, knowing my eyes are piercing, demanding, unrelenting. I want him to touch me, kiss me, feel me every inch of my hungry body, now stretched out languishingly like a waiting cat. It strikes me that I’m a widow and I’m hungry to be touched, hungry to be tasted; I yearn to be fucked. I roll into his arms with the same thought I woke with in the morning. I awoke that morning dreaming about a day of music, grapes, and lovemaking with my husband, Johnny Mathis playing in the background. But here there are no grapes, no music—just the storm and two lonely strangers, embraced as one, riding it out together.


    God, I feel beautiful, even as I cry.


    His hands explore my breasts as he kisses my face, neck, and earlobes. He sticks his tongue in my ear, ever so gently, teasing of what’s to come on his breath. I squirm beside him, shocked by my own hot impatient desires. I run my hands from his hair down his shoulders to his back and dig my nails into his flesh. Oh, what a back it is. Oh God, his chiseled rustic good looks are nothing compared to the carefully carved physique he maintained. I feel like I might come just feeling his biceps.
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