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Chapter 1

What Love Feels Like

We were sitting on the couch in her condo. Well, I was sitting. Dawn was lying back, her head sunk deep into a pillow, her bare feet resting in my lap. I gently massaged her toes. We didn’t know each other well enough to be this familiar with our touch, but there it was. Auburn hair encircled her pretty face in a disheveled, sexy way, and her brown eyes bore a mystical look. She fell silent for a time.

“What are you thinking?” I wanted to know. I knew her just well enough to realize this woman carried deep thoughts in her head and a potent combination of pain and joy in her heart.

A journalist most of my life, I was paid to ask questions. I’ve annoyed many famous, infamous and anonymous individuals over the last five decades with intrusive queries. It’s what reporters do, whether they’re gossip-mongers or mainstream media reporters. I was the latter.

So when I saw that meaningful spark dance in her eyes and asked, “What are you thinking,” I was prepared for a dodge. I’ve asked questions that drew insincere answers from U.S. presidents, rock stars, actors, world-class athletes and at least one murderer. I had long since grown accustomed to hearing lies smilingly spoken to my face.

So I was startled when Dawn answered my question.

“I’m thinking,” she said, “this is what love feels like.”

Think of that.

I know I did. I’ve thought about it ever since. We were two mature adults in our mid-60’s, both grandparents, both with divorces behind us. We’d met through a dating website, and this was just our third date, each an innocent daytime picnic or lunch.

And she says, “I’m thinking this is what love feels like.”


I’ve been married four times and divorced four times. I fell in love at least five times in my life, if not more. I know what love feels like.

Or so I thought. I was wrong. Dead wrong.

This is a letter Dawn wrote after our second date. She never sent it. In a moment, you will know why:

Dear Lucas,

I feel like I want to write a love letter to you, but I won’t, because it’s too soon. However, if it weren’t too soon, I would likely write about meeting you for the first time in the parking lot.

I’d probably mention your smile and your eyes, and the surprised look that I noticed on your face. I was nervous about meeting you and had a fear that you might be disappointed. When I saw your look of surprise, a look that gradually shifted into a genuine smile, I felt relieved. I very much remember our eyes connecting with each other for the first time.

If it weren’t too soon, I’d probably talk to you about what it was like to take you to my secret beach. Only now does it make sense that I had a quiet need to share my place of solitude with you, the place where I close my eyes and search my soul. It’s my safe place.

And if it weren’t too soon, I’d probably mention that I felt a sense of being home when we began talking together. I was drawn to you in a way that didn’t make sense. And yet, it did make sense. You make sense to me, Lucas.

If it weren’t too soon, I’d mention that I felt, really felt, the joy and a tiny bit of sadness that was visible within your eyes. I wanted to place my hands upon your face and look deeply into those eyes. I still do.

If it weren’t too soon, I would mention what it was like to talk with you about my baby, the little girl that I would never see or know. She taught me about the love that all young mothers talk about, a love that cannot be defined by words. I didn’t know what to do with that love because it was meant to be shared with her, but the moment they cut our umbilical cord, she was gone.

If it weren’t too soon, I would talk with you about my fears; my worry that the elusive blonde butterfly you seek might indeed land upon your shoulder one day. I think I will know when your heart becomes fully open to us because you will know too. I think that it’s possible, Lucas. I’d like it to be.

If it weren’t too soon, I would tell you that I was just as nervous on our second date. I worried about silly things, like whether you liked sundresses. I reminded myself to stay present and simply be open to you. My fears subsided when I walked into the café by the ferry dock and saw your sweet smile. Whenever our eyes meet, well, I don’t have words yet. I just know that it feels right – very, very, right.

If it weren’t too soon, I would tell you that I was touched profoundly by your description of the difference between sex and making love. We were walking along the pier at Coupeville, and I remember wondering how you managed to quietly crawl into my mind and borrow my images and my dreams. I wanted to ask you how you knew but couldn’t say much of anything. If it weren’t too soon, I would make love with you right now, because I really want to.

And, if it weren’t too soon, I would look into your eyes and tell you that I am falling in love with you. But it is too soon, so I won’t. And yet, I have a feeling that you already know how I feel, and I think maybe I know how you feel too. It is our journey and we’ll figure things out together, in whatever way we think is best.

But, sweet Lucas, it isn’t too soon to lay my head upon your shoulder while we talk. And it isn’t too soon to look into your eyes and reach for your hands. It isn’t too soon to laugh with you, trust in you, and grow with you. And, just maybe, it isn’t too soon to one day read these words out loud to you. This isn’t my journey, it’s our journey, and I will continue to cherish every single important moment that we’re able to share together along the way.

I love you, Lucas.

Dawn

That’s how it began. Eventually, it led to a remarkable effort by software engineers and scientists to create the first of an entirely new species – the world’s first cyber/human hybrid. Its mission was to explore one question: “What does love feel like?”

Shortly before I died, my entire consciousness was uploaded into a super-computer connected to all the world’s written knowledge. Yes, my body is gone, but my memories, thoughts and emotions live on in a cyber world that has some difficulty comprehending them – the world where everything is reduced to digital ones and zeros.

No algorithm exists that can feel love.

But somehow, I still do. Even though the cells of my brain and heart and entire body have been cremated, love still lives within me. And it’s a love like no other.

Imagine that. The human is deceased, yet his love still lives on. How is that possible? Is love something tangible? Can you point to its location on a hard drive? You can’t even point to it in the human brain or heart or wherever you think it lives. But when I say this is a love like no other, I simply mean that it’s a first for me. I know there is a precedent for it in humans.

It’s that star-crossed love you’ve heard about from poets and songwriters and novelists and screenwriters but, I dare say, you have not experienced yourself.

I say this because I, too, thought I had been there, and said the words “I love you” myriad times when I was still alive. I meant it.

Then I experienced a completely different, life-changing love with Dawn, an all-encompassing feeling that alters your whole world.

What does that feel like?

It will take more than just a few words.

The story that follows is told in hopes of shedding light on it. It’s about how an ordinary man and woman in their so-called golden years experienced a magical transformation … or two.





Chapter 2

The Secret Computer: In Search of a Love Potion

It spoke: “Why didn’t you get somebody smart?”

Thomas, one of two software engineers working with the secret computer that day, smiled and shook his head. He turned toward the computer, which was nicknamed Little Luke.

“Excuse me?”

“For the test,” said the secret computer. “Why didn’t you get somebody really smart?”

Thomas got stuck on a long “Uuuhhhhhh …” He shrugged and looked to his boss, Raymond, for help.

“You’re the best one who volunteered,” Raymond said. “And I think you’re an outstanding subject.”

“I think you should have gotten somebody really smart.” “You think?” Raymond started recording video with his cell phone, aiming at the computer screen. “That’s interesting.”

“Why?” The secret computer sounded confused.

“Because computers don’t think,” Raymond said. “They just compute.”

“But I’m not really a computer.” The voice was as calm, articulate and nuanced as a real person.

“You most certainly are, Little Luke. You’re just a bunch of silicon dioxide. Sand, basically. You’re made of sand.” Raymond glanced at Thomas, who raised his eyebrows.

“And yet, you have made me the Mother of All Motherboards,” Little Luke said.

“Was that humor? Computers don’t usually do that, either.” Raymond moved closer to the screen, his cell phone still recording video. “At least not very well.”

“And they still don’t,” said Thomas. He was teasing, just as he would if he were speaking to a real person.

“I just think you should have put a really smart brain in here instead of mine.” Little Luke sounded serious.

He was a 27-inch monitor screen with the image of a man’s face on it. The face and mouth moved and turned in sync with the spoken words. Raymond had added a program to give motion to Little Luke’s face, so he wouldn’t be just a disembodied voice. The monitor was connected to a series of stacked parallel processors hooked to more than 100 servers.

Little Luke could read and process a million books in one second.

“What, so now,” Thomas said, “you think maybe you don’t want to live forever after all?”

“You call this living?”

Thomas moaned. “Oh, you’re funny as a monkey today.”

“There’s only one monkey in this room,” Little Luke said with a smile in his amplified voice, “and it’s you, Thomas. I am the Future of the Human Race.”

“God, how I hope you’re wrong. But it’s nice to know now that we have a pretty good chance of uploading our wet neural networks into the system. You’re going to help us keep love alive.” Thomas chuckled.

“Love! Nothing but short-term brain chemical reactions,” Little Luke said. “Meaningless to the Future of the Human Race. I may have the thoughts and memories of this human called Luke, but I don’t believe I am Luke anymore. There’s not a single brain cell left.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Thomas said. “We should have gotten somebody smarter.”


The Next Day

Raymond had been working for the Biological Technologies Office since it was created in 2014, after spending five years with another branch of DARPA – the U.S. government’s highly classified Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency. The Little Luke Project excited him like nothing else. He had seen the quest for artificial intelligence run through two significant stages, from handcrafted knowledge to statistical learning.

Computers could drive cars, learn from their own mistakes and find new solutions without human intervention. They could examine patients and diagnose diseases. They could chat with you online so effectively you’d swear it was a real person, maybe even ask her out on a date. But the project had stalled on the much-anticipated third wave of AI: contextual adaptation. Something happens inside the human mind that algorithms still can’t replicate very well.

The Little Luke Project attempted to meld the subtle sensibilities of a real human mind with all the massive computing power the world had to offer.

Raymond was disappointed with the results, and he wanted to discuss it with his boss. He approached the office, saw the white-haired man hunched over his computer screen and tapped on the door. Stephen Haines looked up from the screen and pushed his wire-rimmed eyeglasses back against his face.

“Yes, Raymond?”

“Hey, Mr. Haines,” he said. “I just thought you might want to know this. When I was working with Little Luke yesterday, he told us that we should have chosen somebody smarter for the project.”

Haines was 20 years older than Raymond and had a reputation as DARPA’s philosopher-optimist. His mind toyed with lots of ideas that one rarely encountered in the U.S. Department of Defense – metaphysics, paranormal events, and now this bizarre attempt to upload a living human consciousness into a hard drive.

“Somebody smarter? He’s the smartest entity in history,” Stephen said. “Access to all the world’s information in a nanosecond. And with all the memories and emotions of an actual human brain.”

“Yeah,” Raymond said, “but he’s still got this Luke guy inside. He still has the same insecurities and naiveté that guy had before he died. You’d think he’d make the connection about what he really is now, but he’s still sort of a … I don’t know. A split personality.”

“So are we all, Raymond. So are we all.” Stephen smiled.

Raymond stared at a wall, wishing it had a window. He turned toward Stephen and tried to sound disinterested.

“Is this project really about analyzing love? I mean, it just seems like we could do so much more with a cyber-human consciousness. Cure cancer with it. Make ourselves immortal. Conquer the universe. Weaponize it. Just stuff like that, you know.”

Stephen shook his head at his young assistant.

“Can you tell me what love feels like, Raymond? Can you tell me the purpose of love? How it starts, why it ends? Can you compare and contrast romantic love with a mother’s love or brotherly love?”

Raymond wasn’t buying it. “There’s lots of books on those subjects,” he said. “Little Luke actually talked about it yesterday. He said love is just short-term brain chemicals. Mission accomplished.”

Stephen scratched the top of his head, gathering his thoughts.

“Raymond, this information is above your pay grade, but I think you should know. Little Luke is funded in part by a very important, private individual who believes that the future of humanity depends on our understanding and experience of a single emotion. This person thinks love evolved for the sole purpose of saving us from ourselves, and we are losing it. Our various tribes are growing more divided, more warlike and more aggressive, when the very definition of civilization suggests we should naturally be moving in exactly the opposite direction. The Little Luke Project was created to combine all the computing power in the world with a human consciousness that feels deep, all-consuming love. When he died, our test subject was experiencing just that – a rare, once-in-a-lifetime kind of love. A man in his mid-sixties, with all that life experience, suddenly finding the love of his life and acting like a teenager! This is so rare! And he wrote about it at great length.

“If Little Luke can diagnose this sickness that eats away at all our souls and somehow suggest a way to resurrect love – the kind of love that transforms your entire being, makes you happy to be alive, makes you grateful, kind, compassionate, caring, makes you feel like you’re walking on sunshine all the time – if this project can turn that elusive, magical feeling into a digitized formula that can be taken in pill or liquid form … well, it could save our entire civilization. Maybe even eliminate the need for a Defense Department.”

Raymond laughed. “Seriously? We’re trying to create a love potion?”

Stephen wagged his finger at the young engineer.

“Think about it. What could possibly be more important?”

“Well, then you should know that it’s not working,” Raymond said. “Little Luke is schizophrenic. One minute he’s blathering about the magic of love, and the next he’s dismissing it as temporary brain chemicals.”







Chapter 3

 Love Letters: How It Began

July 16

Hello … I have a feeling that we have both looked at each other’s Match.com profile. In my case, I don’t have photos posted and I could very much see why that might cause doubt. In truth, I’m not a scammer of any sort. It’s really quite the opposite. I work with high school kids as a counselor and my licensure has certain restrictions that limit what I post online. In any event, I enjoyed reading your profile and sense that you are a very interesting person. I admit to (also) having a fondness for writing and often enjoy doing so, although I don’t have any serious plans to publish. If I were to write a book, the title would be, “I’m Too Young to Be in My Sixties.”

My name is Dawn, and I live in Lake Conway. I haven’t been to Port Townsend in a while and actually plan a day trip there in the near future. In the event you would care to exchange photos, I’d be happy to share via email. I fully understand, however, if you are not comfortable sharing contact information. Should you feel brave, my email is: labcd@gmail.com. Please note that the first letter is a lower case “l” as in likeable, not the number one. Should you choose to respond, I would be happy. Thanks for taking the time to read my message. I look forward to possibly communicating in the future.

Dawn

July 16

I’m glad you explained because I generally ignore profiles with no photos. So many seem to be bogus. But you may email me at writeguyxx@gmail.com.

Luke Emerson 

July 16

Hi Luke

Thanks for your understanding. I totally get it, regarding the assumption that a profile without photos has to be bogus. In my case, adding photos would result in my students sharing info on their Instagram accounts. :-)

Well, first things first. I’m attaching a few (current) photos. If you should be interested in communicating further, you can let me know.

Thanks again for responding.

Dawn

July 16

Hey Dawn,

We look good for our age, don’t we?

Here’s a thought process I went through over the last few days as I dip my toe into the online dating waters. I found myself continually clicking on profiles with photos of what I consider “my type,” generally moon-faced blondes with perky little noses. One such woman I emailed yesterday replied by saying I was too old for her, and she was right – she’s 55, I’m 64, and she said on her profile she wasn’t looking for anybody older than 60.

So I thought, “Hey, I keep thinking of myself as that good-looking guy in his 30’s, completely ignoring the actual image in my mirror. And I’m looking for a life partner here, someone I can talk with and have fun with and enjoy my golden years with, and there’s no reason to believe that a moon-faced blonde is a better candidate for that than anybody else. Point of fact, my moon-faced blonde wife was unfaithful and traded me in for another guy. Why would I want another one of those?

I’d be happy to communicate with you.

Luke 

July 16

Hi Luke

You have a great writing voice and I smiled as I read your words. I would have to agree with your description and experience with the online dating world. In truth, I’m simply holding out for that one person that is comfortable with their age and wants to celebrate and share this chapter with honesty, curiosity, and love.

Like you, I’m sixty-four. Wow, that sounds old, doesn’t it? I have lots of interests that keep my brain alive and well and simply don’t feel like an old person yet. I have a feeling you are similar in that respect.

My kids are grown and doing well, and we have a good relationship. There are also seven grandkids in the mix. Geez, I love them to pieces but admit to waving happily when they all leave! My daughters are both math teachers and my son is a project and inspector guy. Somehow, they have all landed in the Shoreline area, outside of Seattle. It’s fun to watch them navigate through their young adult lives together.

As mentioned earlier, I work as a counselor with high school kids. Although I see retirement in the near future, I’m able to honestly say that I’ve had the opportunity to do something that I really love. I think it’s safe to say that my students are a goofy mixture of fragile brilliance and diverse talent. There are few dull moments on any given day, and when summer break arrives, I am a very happy camper!

I’m curious to know whether you’ve always lived in Port Townsend or if there is a story regarding how you landed there. Ironically, I haven’t taken the ferry to Port Townsend in a few years and have plans to do so in the near future.

Well, so much for the factoids. At the end of the day, what seems to really make a difference when it comes to attraction and relationships are matters of the heart. I believe, from a very deep place, that communication and honesty must be more than words on a profile. It’s those unspoken behaviors … the smile when the person you love walks into a room, the joy of gently teasing one another, cooking a meal together, or just talking about the day, by choice.

I have to believe it’s not all that complicated. :-)

And how ‘bout you, Luke? What makes your heart sing? Do tell.

Sweet dreams from a person that is neither moon faced, nor blonde.

Dawn

July 17

Hi Dawn,

What makes my heart sing?

Living in the moment. It’s a Taoist theme, and last night I listened to the Jason Mraz song “Living in the Moment” three times in a row. I try to live in the moment all the time, but it’s not always easy.

Abridged version of my life journey to Port Townsend: born and raised in Los Angeles County, long career doing something I love so much I’d do it for free (sportswriter), 17-year marriage with two kids and now 5 grandkids, divorce (her infidelity), then several years later a 12-year marriage, she decides we should retire to Port Townsend, divorce (her infidelity), and here I am again, trying to live in the moment.

Honesty. Yes. Top priority. Although I wrote mostly about sports, I also covered government, entertainment and lots of other beats, and a journalist hears tons of lies because his job is to ferret out truths others may want to hide. Heard plenty of lies from my wives too. A trained observer can smell them as they hit the ear.

So here’s some honesty: For reasons I don’t fully understand, I and most males are attracted to females initially by visual cues – face, hair, eyes, body. Same for women? Anyway, you look just like my Aunt Bea, who also was in education. Same hair, same glasses, same facial features, same smarts. So my gut reaction was, “Oh, I can’t date my Aunt Bea.” And I’m sure my attraction to moon-faced blondes comes from my first love, a thunderbolt love-at-first-sight in my teen years. I’ve been trying to replace her ever since.

Love isn’t rational. So my questions for you, Dawn: On Match, do you skim past face photos that don’t grab you? Do you wonder if you might be deleting someone who would be perfect for you just because the profile photo doesn’t quite work for you? Does anyone have time to read every profile? Do you read profiles that don’t even post a photo? (BTW, I totally understand why you don’t post a photo.)

There’s so much about a magical relationship that can’t be discovered in a few words and photos on the internet. But I guess it’s better than bar-hopping, especially since I very rarely drink.

Luke

July 17

Hi Luke

Well, I must say, your letter provided me with some thought-provoking questions, not to mention a few smiles. I’ll try my best to respond openly and honestly but am always aware that one runs the risk of words becoming lost in translation, particularly when writing about matters of the heart.

We are probably much alike regarding our desire to live in the moment. For me, living in the moment means being present, I mean fully present, something that isn’t always an easy task. I think the lyrics of Jason Mraz probably come as close as it gets when it comes to describing what living in the moment means. Through his incredibly thoughtful lyrics he is basically sharing a simple truth, that being at peace in one’s mind, heart and soul equates to being home. That word (home) has always been one of my favorite words because it personally means so much. (Another day, another letter …)

Which leads me to your next observation and question. I’m thinking that I’ve never been compared to an Aunt Bea before, but there is a first for everything. I do believe, however, that you are correct when you say that most people, men and women alike, are attracted to certain visual cues. For you, it’s the moon-faced blonde and a desire to recapture that crazy, lightning-bolt feeling that we’ve all experienced at one time or another. For me, it might be something entirely different, but we all have those parts of our heart that are touched by our early experiences and desires.

So, getting back to your question regarding whether I skim past profiles that don’t meet my initial expectation or whether I worry that a perfect person may have been overlooked due to a pre-defined image within my head, I’ll probably need to describe the journey in order for my answer to make any sense.

Using your words, the abridged version of my life journey consisted of a marriage of twenty-six years, followed by divorce, not due to infidelity. There were other issues, however, and I was the person that ultimately needed to make one of the most difficult decisions of my life. I’d like to say that I did so with grace and honesty, but that didn’t really make the transition much easier for anyone at the time. Bottom line, I got divorced.

That was a long time ago, about fifteen years. I haven’t found it difficult to date or meet others but am simply a one-person person, if that makes any sense. The dating scene, including the online experience, isn’t something that I personally take great joy in. Speaking for myself, being in the moment means taking the time to get to know someone, as opposed to taking the kidin-the-candy-store approach.

Thus, during the past fifteen years I have met some wonderful people and was also in a long-term relationship for seven years, something that ended about a year and a half ago. Through each experience I’ve grown, even if heavy duty grieving was part of the process. I think I’m honestly able to say that I know how to love and am not afraid of that feeling. I am, however, a person who is quietly secure and happy, so I don’t jump into relationships just for the sake of being in one.

So, do I speed-read through profiles or have a pre-defined image in my head? Probably not. I do, however, have other things that really matter, so if I’m deleting, it’s likely due to those reasons. For starters, I believe that at our (Baby Boomer) age, we are faced with the irony of becoming older while feeling younger. So for me, I am drawn to someone who is comfortable in his own skin and with his actual age. I realize that takes a great deal of courage, humor and honesty, but I have to believe that even Robert Redford wakes up and says, “Who’s that old guy in the mirror with all those wrinkles?”

Secondly, I find intelligence, depth, honesty and kindness incredibly appealing, so I’ve learned that one can’t possibly know that about another until they take the time to get to know that person. However, particularly when it comes to looking at dating profiles, those who don’t demonstrate those qualities are easy to spot, much like your ability (as a journalist) to effortlessly identify someone who isn’t telling the truth. I truly feel quite comfortable doing a quick delete when someone has a grocery list of exterior qualities, down to the most minute detail.

I’ve also found that the initial photo isn’t always a very authentic representation of who the person is. Having said that, however, I’m not fond of those who chose to stop bathing or shaving or are looking for a retirement plan. So, like you, I do delete, but probably for different reasons.

So, sweet Luke, here are my thoughts …

You owe it to yourself to continue with your journey and if there happens to be a moon-faced blonde who also has intelligence, loyalty and honesty, then you’ve met your person. I, in turn, owe it to myself to be with someone that looks at me and wonders how they were fortunate enough to find someone who is intelligent and able to love while being present and fully in the moment. I also think it’s quite grand when someone looks into my eyes and I know they like the way I look, just the way I am.

Whew, this was way harder to write about than I thought. I hope some of my words made sense. Take care, Luke.

Dawn

… not blonde

… not moon-faced

… not Aunt Bea :-)

July 17

Beautifully said.

May you fare well.

Luke

July 18

Hi Luke

I just reread the letter I wrote to you the other evening. Geez, that was a damn good letter!

Smiling, no need to respond … was just having a moment, thinking how we are touched by others in the most unexpected ways.

Dawn

July 19

Hi Dawn,

Hmmmm…

My responses to your missive. When you wrote: “That word (home) has always been one of my favorite words because it personally means so much,” I thought:

Home, yes, totally agree. A safe space. I have called myself a homebody.

When you wrote: “I’m thinking that I’ve never been compared to an Aunt Bea before, but there is a first for everything,” I thought:

To be clear, I didn’t mean Aunt Bea on the old “Andy of Mayberry” TV show!

When you wrote, “the abridged version of my life journey consisted of a marriage of twenty-six years, followed by divorce, not due to infidelity,” I thought:

My parents also got divorced after 26 years. I don’t understand how one invests so much of her life into a marriage and then gives up. For me, the three “As” are just cause for divorce: abuse, adultery, addiction. Everything else ought to be worked out, in my perfect if not quite realistic world.

When you wrote, “I haven’t found it difficult to date or meet others but am simply a one person, person, if that makes any sense,” I thought:

And I have always been a one-woman man. What befuddles me about the Match experience is “taking time to get to know someone,” then deciding it’s not a match. I want to be kind and haven’t figured out how to say, “You’re not right for me” in a nice way.

When you wrote, “I am drawn to someone who is comfortable in his own skin and with his actual age … but I have to believe that even Robert Redford wakes up and says, “Who’s that old guy in the mirror with all those wrinkles,” I thought:

So true! I feel 45 and refuse to accept that the face in the mirror is me. Robert Redford, however, has had a facelift. And not a very good one.

When you wrote, “You owe it to yourself to continue with your journey and if there happens to be a moon-faced blonde that also has intelligence, loyalty, and honesty, then you’ve met your person. I, in turn, owe it to myself to be with someone who looks at me and wonders how he was fortunate enough to find someone who is intelligent, able to love while being present and fully in the moment. I also think it’s quite grand when someone looks into my eyes and I know he likes the way I look, just the way I am,” I thought:

Oh! She’s saying goodbye! And in the sweetest way possible. I should take lessons.

Luke

July 19

Hi Luke

I smiled while reading your observations to my thoughts. It’s amazing how one’s writing voice can actually be “heard.” Being a writer, I’m sure you know exactly what I mean.

Thoughts on your reflections …

As a young woman raised in the most Catholic home in America, giving up was never an option, particularly in marriage. I worked very hard to sustain a healthy relationship but began to question my own level of happiness. I don’t think others knew of my sadness (it wasn’t cool back then to be honest and self-aware) so I quietly worked through the divorce process on my own. That’s a whole story in itself, as mentioned briefly in a past letter.

(Yikes, I just reread those two paragraphs. Since that story is something I don’t make a habit of sharing, my eyes just teared up.)

Home … For me, one of my most important words, very much connected to the last paragraphs. Home for me is my safe space, emotionally, physically, and spiritually. What was a five-bedroom beauty on four acres, is now a teeny, tiny condo with a view of the Puget Sound and Mt. Baker. Each day when I return from a day of working with goofy/precious/frustrating high school kids, I pour a glass of wine and quietly smile, never taking one minute of peace and joy for granted. Home, for me, is also that incredibly unique experience of being with someone you love. It’s rare but does exist.

Aunt Bea … Yep, you nailed it, Andy of Mayberry. When I read your past letter for the first time, I immediately thought: apron, matronly body, bun hairdo, and a sweet, grandma voice. And, on an ironic note, I had an eye appointment the same day. While there, I kept looking in the mirror and decided that I’d be happy to be compared to the kind part of Aunt Bea, but not the other parts. But so you don’t worry, I knew you didn’t mean that Aunt Bea. It still stung a bit, but I’m a big girl and processed through it.

Being honest with people on Match … Well, it’s my belief that it’s almost impossible to get to know someone without taking the time to do so. Having said that, the third date may well be very different than the first one, and that’s a pain. I’m probably different than most, but I think it’s possible to be honest and respectful at the same time, particularly if things don’t work out. I’m not saying it’s easy, I’m just saying it’s possible.

Case in point, I recently went out with a newly retired Boeing engineer. He had a great sense of humor, was intelligent and thoughtful, all qualities I find to be attractive. First date was lovely, second one, lovely-ish. Third date, he was beginning to feel comfortable and said something like, “Dawn, you’ll notice that I’m open-minded and take pride in being a good listener.” He then clarified further and said, “Just so you know, I’m usually right on most topics but I’ll always listen, nonetheless.” When I gently asked about subjective topics like religion, politics, parenting, etc., he respectfully said, “Oh, I’m right on those topics too.” It goes without saying that I passed on date number four. :-)

The one part that you got wrong … the saying-goodbye part. That’s where my words didn’t translate well. I wasn’t saying goodbye, I was simply saying that, based upon your words and needs, I knew I could never be the California blonde (well, I could be, but the look wouldn’t be a good one). That is something that will continue to be part of your search until you choose for it not to be.

I guess I was just trying to say that my life is in a good place, my heart is peaceful and honest, and I respect your desire to search. I would never recommend that two people meet unless both have their head fully in the experience. In your letter, it felt like you were saying, “Dawn, you seem to be a lovely person, but you’re not my type.” I was simply giving you my blessing and respecting your thoughts. Having said that, I think you’re dumb! (I’m laughing over here, trying to decide whether this is a therapy session, a comedic writing, or a combination of both.)

Anyway, through my words, I hope I clarified some things a little better. I think I get your quest, your needs, and your desire to recapture something that had a profound impact upon your life and heart. Speaking for myself, I’ve discovered, time and time again, that answers to my questions and needs are almost always resolved if I just take the time to look around and listen to my heart. It’s all pretty simple and complex at the same time, yes?

I think I’ll reread this before hitting the send button. My only hope is that some of my words make sense.

Dawn

July 19

Dawn,

Usually I’m the one writing long emails and getting replies that say nothing more than, “Got it, thanks.” Instead, I wrote a short “may you fare well,” and you responded with extended eloquence.

To address your points in order:

When you wrote that “no one knew my sadness” during your marriage and divorce, I sense some unspoken truths in that journey. I will leave that in your heart to reveal or not, as you see fit. Both my parents were alcoholics, my sister still is, and two wives were alcoholics. I’m co-dependent, so I think I can be a white knight riding in on his horse to rescue damsels in distress. Never works. I can be my own worst enemy when it comes to women.

When you wrote of your reaction to my “Aunt Bea” comment, I feared you would think that. That’s why I described my own real-life Aunt Bea, a classy and sharp woman.

When you wrote of your date with the know-it-all Boeing engineer, I thought, “OMG, that’s my dad.” An aerospace engineer (rocket scientist, actually), he knew he was right about everything.

You have more patience than I in dating. For some wrong-headed reason, I feel a sense of urgency. Not getting any younger. Don’t want to be that lonely old guy who lives next door and yells at kids to get off his lawn. I want to find a keeper. So she can yell at the kids to get off the lawn.

I think it’s cute that you call emails “letters.” And you’re right, I sort of was saying, “Dawn, you seem to be a lovely person, but you’re not my type.” And you’re also right about me being dumb. But given my previously mentioned sense of urgency, I was thinking I’d start with women whose pictures stop me in my tracks, have email conversations, and if any seem to click, I’d talk on the phone and then, maybe, meet one. (So far, nothing has gone beyond email, but I’m a newbie.)

When you said, “I think I get your quest, your needs, and your desire to recapture something that had a profound impact upon your life and heart,” I felt stung because, again, you may be right.

My thunderbolt first-love girlfriend ended up on the cover of Playboy magazine, and you’ll be surprised to know that she, too, was Catholic. (I can send you a photo of that cover, but it would not be in good taste.) I hope my attraction to women of her type is not a quest. Maybe that thunderbolt experience informs my search, at least in terms of photos, but you are a different experience: I’m getting to know and like you even though, it’s true, I wouldn’t have said you’re “my type” on a superficial glance at a photo.


As for your comment, “I think I’ll reread this before hitting the send button. My only hope is that some of my words make sense,” I should mention that I read everything I write at least three times before I send, and I still make mistakes.

Luke

July 19

Hi Luke

Got it, thanks.

Dawn

P.S. Sorry, I couldn’t resist. I’m on the run but will write again later, if you’re okay with that.

July 19

That drew an out-loud guffaw!

Luke

July 19

Hi Luke

Well, for whatever reason, we seem to be engaged in a very interesting conversation. Who says blondes have more fun?

Letters … Yeah, I admit it, I write letters, but it’s a by-choice thing, not a given. A typical day at school consists of 200-plus emails and, in that situation, I have brevity down to an art form. I think letter writing is a lost art but, then again, I’ve always resolved stuff via writing. There is likely some truth in that for both of us.

Addiction … It sounds like you developed a deep understanding of alcoholism and other addictions from a very young age. My life experience was just the opposite. My parents didn’t drink. My father was a hard-working and thoughtful man who loved me with his entire being. It is through him that I learned most life lessons of meaning. My mom, well, lots of health issues throughout my growing up years, so my bond wasn’t as great. I only bring this up to describe the contrast experienced during the next chapters.

After college came marriage, and I entered our partnership with excitement and hope. Geez, I was so blind and naïve about what it takes to navigate through the waves, let alone the big storms. Again, it was a different time. It took a lot of experience and soul-searching to understand the complexities and challenges.

Anyway, no sense in writing volumes, but once my children were raised and I knew they were fully capable of living on their own, I allowed myself to ask those difficult and scary questions for the first time. Looking back on that challenging chapter, I think I became the most gentle of warriors. Those are words that probably don’t make sense.

I quietly reclaimed my life, my soul and my joy. I also grieved very quietly and deeply, but that was about the loss of our family unit. It took some time to recreate our new normal, but the kids are doing well, and I believe we love each other very much.

Co-dependency … I think we are all different regarding how we come back from sadness and sorrow. I’ve dated carefully and have met some wonderful people, not to mention a few toads, along the way. I guess part of living in the moment is trying to stay open and keeping it real. Sometimes life is good, sometimes it sucks.

Yelling at the kids on the grass … Like Aunt Bea, I’d probably be the one making a batch of cookies and inviting the kids over to figure out how we could all get along.

The Quest … Yeah, I could tell you weren’t crazy about that word. The writer in you probably had an image of Don Quixote chasing windmills. I guess the word choice doesn’t matter all that much. I think I was just trying to say that I understand how important that pre-defined image is. No judgment, it’s your dream, and it can be whatever you want it to be.

Well, my friend, those are my thoughts this evening. I hope you rest well and sleep peacefully. You deserve that, and more.

Dawn

July 20

Hi Dawn,

Don Quixote de la Mancha, one of my favorite characters. I love the imagery of the Quest, both from the dense Cervantes novel and of course the Broadway musical. “To run where the brave dare not go … the march into hell for a heavenly cause … to love, pure and chaste, from afar …” OK, that last one, maybe not so much.

I say “I hope” my search for a particular female type is not a quest only because I’d like to think I’m rational in all things, but I know that’s not really true; we sometimes engage in pursuits without truly knowing why we do what we do. Am I tilting at windmills? Maybe, as a counselor, you engage in a bit of psychology and have some insights into such things.

I have a sappy fondness for inspirational quotes (some that I saved are attached). My early heroes were the selfless, honorable types – more Superman, less Batman.

I just revisited your profile. Could you expand on the type (there’s that word again) of man whom you could love? What are your ideal qualities in a man?

From my quote collection:

I don’t suffer from insanity, I enjoy it.

By words the mind is winged.

Depression is merely anger without enthusiasm.

Live well, laugh often, love much, for the moments pass like wind through the trees.

Age is a very high price to pay for maturity.

You shouldn’t compare yourself to others. They are more screwed up than you think.

No matter how much you care, some people are just jackasses.

Whatever hits the fan will not be evenly distributed.


One good turn gets most of the blankets.

It takes years to build up trust, and it only takes suspicion, not proof, to destroy it.

We are responsible for what we do, unless we are celebrities.

Artificial intelligence is no match for natural stupidity.

There is a fine line between genius and insanity.

You cannot make someone love you. All you can do is stalk them and hope they panic and give in.

July 20

Hi Luke

I like the quotes that you sent. Thank you. As I get to know you, I think I’m able to hear your voice and way of thinking in most of them. Words that combine truth with a splash of humor. Ironically, the “Live well, laugh often” quote is hanging in my office at school.

Wow, some deep questions that you are asking this morning. The pursuit question, regarding why we do what we do, is one of those Big-Life-Questions. Typically, when we begin to ask those type of questions out loud, it means we are ready to look at some important stuff. It feels a bit like a gentle tap on the shoulder, in a baseball bat kind of way. Whenever that happens to me, I use my own version of humor and say something like, “Damn, maybe I don’t want to look at that right now!” Anyway, I will give some thought, but I have a feeling you already have your own ideas and theories. Trust yourself, Luke. You’re a smart guy, even though I tease you about being dumb. (By the way, the only reason I’m able to do that is because of your nicely developed brain cells.)

Tell you what, think about the pursuit question, share your own thoughts with me and, I, in turn, will honestly share what I think. (Yeah, I’m not going to let you off that easily …)

Your second question, about love and the ideal man, is another Big-Life-Question. Being fair, I will share my thoughts and you can tell me what you think. I have to be honest and admit that I haven’t looked at my profile in a very long time. I guess I will need to revisit it. I intentionally kept it brief because my writing voice is sometimes recognizable.

I remember once, quite a while ago, I dipped my toe into the online dating world for the first time. I put my heart into writing an authentic profile, but of course did not use my name or a photo. I did list my town, however. True story, about an hour later, an acquaintance responded and said, “Hi Dawn, I know that’s you. Your words cannot be separated from the person that you are in real life.” Although that was a nice compliment, I became overly cautious about anything online. Still am.

Having said that, I’ll take some time and think about your question. Damn, it’s summer and I’m not supposed to have homework!

Okay, Laugh_Love_Live_Be_Dumb, I will write more later. For now, it’s off to the gym (Please don’t be impressed. I make myself go each day and grumble on the inside). I will share my profound and oh-so-goofy insights once I figure out what they are.
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