Soul Mates

"Are you a good man?" she said.

How could I have known that with those five words my entire life would change course?

Looking up from my beer my eyes found a petite redhead woman, mascara running down soft white cheeks.

"A good man?", I said.  “Hmmm, is there such a thing?”

Her eyes fell down to the bar and her pain flowed through her tears.

A year ago I would have sat silent and waited for her to move on.  Not now though.  I felt her pain touching me and pulling me toward her.

"Katherine, my name is Katherine" she said, never looking up.

Her hand was trembling, she was broken and scared.  

Leaning in close I lifted her chin with my finger till our eyes met.  "Stuart, Katherine" managing a smile as I whispered our names softly.

In that instant time stood still.  In her eyes there was a lifetime of sadness and despair.  And in that moment she flooded into my heart.

Then, without thought I said "So quickly our tomorrows become yesterdays.  Our nows become thens.  So easy to let our memories define us."  Why did those words exit my mouth?  What was I saying?  Why was I saying it?

Pulling lightly away from our gaze she looked at me puzzled, searching me, piercing me.  I could read her mind.  Was I any different from the other men that have trampled through her life?  Her distrust was strong, her pain even stronger.  

“Must be wonderful to be able to do what you do.”, her eyes disconnecting from mine, hands clutching her drink.  

“Me?” I murmured.  “What is so wonderful about what I do?”  

“I listened to you tonight.  Your so confident, so sure of yourself.”  Her eyes never budging for the bar.

Confident I thought, me who is still pondering why the man in the third row did not laugh at my joke.  Me who was shattered that the woman in the back of the room left after just 10 minutes never to return. 

“You heard my performance tonight?  I don’t recall you in the audience.”

Silence, ruled the moment.  Me wondering who this Katherine is and she just staring despondently into the depths of the oak grain of the bar.

A deep sigh broke the silence.  “Is that what you call it?” she asked.   “A performance?  Do you mean what you say about life and love?”

Her entire affect changed with those words.  As if measuring me, testing me.  The next words out of my mouth seemed immensely important somehow.  My mind locked up.  After 20 years of being on the road alone.  After countless nights of hotels and faces without names, did I believe my own words or was I merely going through the motions, making a living, performing?  

I starred at the ceiling a moment, her eyes still on me.  Deep breath Stuart, think, your not just answering her, your answering yourself.  “Yes” I said, “Yes, every word.”, my eyes coming back to rest in hers.

“I was outside the room, that is why you did not see me.” She said.  Her voice tense and measured as she fought the tears.   “My husband died two weeks ago.   I woke up in this hotel not even knowing where I was or what day it is.  Don’t know why I stopped to listen to you.  Why did he leave me?”  And with that the flood gates opened.  All I could do was hold her as she fell against me and wonder why this woman is passing through my life at this moment.  Or was it I passing through hers?  

I held her there, not a word between us.  Just let her hold on and let her tears fall onto my neatly pressed shirt.  Seemed like an hour before she regained herself.  “I’m sorry” she said. “ Don’t know what’s got into me.”  She managed a slight smile trying to hide her embarrassment as she wiped the tears from her eyes.  “You must think me to be some crazy woman.”

Not a word came from me.  I was totally captivated by her now.  I just starred at her.  

“Well, I should go.” She said.  “I have made fool enough of myself for one night.”

“No, don’t go, please stay”  The words shot out of my mouth as if desperate and in need of her company.

“Really?”, she asked.  

“Yes, please”, my hand reaching out to gently touch her arm.

“What are you doing Stuart?”, my little voice asked.  “Are you nuts?  You know nothing about this woman.  She could be a nut.  Let her just leave.   Don’t get involved!!!!”  

Normally I listen to my little voice but not tonight, not with her.  Maybe it was the first time in ten years that I felt needed.  Maybe it was her eyes, beautiful even behind the tears.  Or maybe it was something deeper, something I could feel and not understand.  All that mattered was that she stay.

“Last call” echoed through the lounge.  “Last call Mr. Clark.”  

“Thank you Daniel”, I said, “Can we sit awhile longer?”

“Sure thing Mr. Clark.  Stay as long as you want.  Where are you headed next?” 

“Looks like Boston Daniel, looks like Boston.”

“Can’t tell you how much I love your stuff Mr. Clark.  You always get me to thinking.” Daniel said.

“Thanks Daniel, see you next trip.”  I signed the bill and left him my customary twenty percent.   

Katherine, just staring at me, chin in her hands, and in her subdued voice asked;  “Are you famous?”

“Lord no.”  Laughing at the thought.  “I just do my thing.  About 3 times a year I do the rubber chicken circuit, pontificate about my take on life, love and things like that.  It pays the bills and keeps me out of mischief I guess.  Famous, oh my no.” 

Looking into her eyes I saw a child, not a day over 30.  She was innocent, delicate and so very pretty.  Katherine was much more composed now.  We had sat there for five hours.  She poured her heart out to me.  So many disappointments and scars and now this.  Married only two years and losing him this way.  As if her life was being siphoned from her one year; one tragedy at a time.  

“Time to call it a night.” I said.  Can I walk you to your room?  

“Room? Oh no!” she exclaimed in barely more than a whisper.  “I checked out this morning.  I have no room.”

“Relax, we will just get you a new room, no worries.”  My voice as gentle as I can ever remember it being. 

With a hesitance that escaped me we made our way to the front desk.

“Cindy, can you give Miss……”, just then realizing I did not know Katherine’ last name.

“Burton”, Katherine blurted out, nervously.  “Katherine Burton.”

“Yes, Cindy, could you give Miss Burton a room please?” I continued.

A few pecks on the keyboard, then a few more and then Cindy the front desk clerk stated very matter of fact like “Sorry, we are sold out for tonight.”

Katherine looked like she would pass out right there.  Her head slowly turning toward the floor, eyes fixed in that broken gaze she had just a few hours earlier.

“Cindy, surely there must be one room, a suite maybe, that is available.  Could you check again?” I asked with all the authority and calmness I could muster.

“Well there is the honeymoon suite but it is $500 a night.” She responded.  

Katherine murmured, “I can’t afford that.” under her breath.

“That will be fine.” I said and before I could stop myself handed Cindy my credit card.

Katherine now looking up at me, almost anger in her eyes said “Is that what this is about?”  

“What are you talking about?” I said, a bit louder than I had intended.  Then it hit me.  Part of me was offended and part of me was saddened.  I could see she thought that my intention was to take advantage of the moment.  With a sigh, I handed Katherine the key and said good night.  I thanked Cindy for her help and turned to go to my room.

“Wait!” Katherine’ hand grabbing my arm as I turned.  “Forgive me, its just …..”

I stopped her mid sentence.  “I understand” I said with a gentle smile.  “Why should I be any different than the others?  Listen, you get a good night sleep and in the morning, if you want to see me, I am in room 742.  Okay?  I leave for Boston in the morning and then I am off to New York.  I do hope we can see each other before I leave.”

The anger melted to gratitude.  I could see she was not use to kindness.  One kiss on my cheek and she was gone.

Morning found me packing for Boston.  My mind replaying last night.  All she wanted was a friend, “a good man” she said.  Someone to listen, to share a morsel of understanding with.  I hoped I gave her that.  I was proud of my self for getting her the room.  Felt wonderful to play the gallant knight rescuing the fair damsel in distress.  Sir Stuart I thought and smiled.

The audience in Boston was a delight.  Full of energy and life.  It is easy to perform to a willing crowd; and Lord knows the ego does get a boost from it all.  That night found me in my family room, the hotel lounge, enjoying a beer with about 10 of the workshop’s attendees.  Usually I take center stage, my subjects all around me.  But not tonight.  Tonight I was on automatic pilot.  All my thoughts traveled to Katherine.  That night, listening to her.  Such a hard life for someone so young;  her abuse as a child, her father leaving when she was only 8 years old; the rape at 18, how terrifying and image destroying.  And yet she was so strong too.  Her eyes lit up when she spoke of meeting her husband, falling in love and getting married.  And she wept at describing the car accident that stole him from her.

Then it hit me.  I did not rescue Katherine.  Katherine rescued me.  In her stories I found my loneliness and selfishness with life.  Katherine triumphed while I skated through life.  Me with all the philosophies and answers but never really being put to the test.  The blood ran from my face.  The chatter at the table drifted into oblivion.  I felt totally and utterly alone.  A huge void erupting from within me.  In that moment of clarity I knew that I had to find Katherine.  I knew that I had let the one perfect soul in my life escape me.

The next morning I was frantic.  All night I became consumed with thoughts of Katherine.  Looking at my calendar I saw that my New York trip was four days away.  Perfect, I will fly back to Denver where I met Katherine and somehow find her. A quick call to the airlines and I was off.

Doubts began to consume me shortly after takeoff.  How foolish, I thought to go chasing across the country after a woman who has probably forgotten that night.  After all, we merely shared a few hours together.  I should have been satisfied that I did a good deed and leave it at that.  And how would I find her anyway?  Denver is a pretty big city, if she is even in Denver.  An hour into the flight and I had talked myself out of the trip.  Where was this self-talk last night?  But I had never been one to back away from a quest and this was one hell of a quest.

The wheels touched down with a jerk waking me from a short nap.  With only carry-on luggage in hand I went directly to the hotel.  Stuart Clark, private eye; has a nice ring to it I chuckled to myself as I entered the hotel.  Need to pick up the scent; find a clue and the hotel seemed as good a place as any to start.  Luckily Cindy was working the front desk and hopefully she would remember me from that night.  I approached her confidently; “Hello Cindy”, I said with my most engaging smile.  “How have you been?”  Cindy looked up from her monitor and responded in kind.  It’s amazing how a friendly greeting and a heart-felt smile can get things started on the right foot.

“Well hello there Mr. Clark, will you be staying with us for a while?”

“Actually Cindy”, I said as I leaned across the counter, “I will be here for just one night.  

Then looking her dead in the eye I asked her if she remembered the woman I was with the other night.  Cindy leaned closer and in a soft whisper acknowledged that she did.  

“That was a nice thing you did for her Mr. Clark,” she said.  “Its nice to know there are some decent men still left in this world.”

With that opening I asked “Cindy, Ms Burton was a guest the previous night here.  I was wondering if you could look up her folio for me.  I misplaced her address and really need to contact her.”  

With a wry smile Cindy quipped, “She got to you eh?”  

And with a sheepish grin I responded, “Yah, she did indeed.”

Cindy starred into my eyes for what seemed to be an eternity then, with a soft smile, said

“Sure, no problem Mr. Clark.  I think your are the kind of guy that can be trusted.”  A few keystrokes later and I heard “2719 Halpen Road, Boulder.”  

“Thank you so much Cindy, I owe you big time.”  “The game is afoot now Stuart”, I thought as I hailed a cab not even thinking what the fare might be.

After a far too long cab ride we pulled up to a nice yellow house.  I told the cab driver to wait and made my way to the front door; each step becoming heavier as I walked.  My heart was pounding, my palms moist with sweat.  

“Well here goes nothing,” I thought.  Three knocks on the door, then three more but no response.  I rang the doorbell twice and finally an elderly lady answered the door.  

“Hello ma’am”, I said in a subdued voice.  “I am looking for Katherine Burton, I am an acquaintance of hers.”  

With a surprisingly firm voice she responded, “Ms Burton is not at home and will not be back until next week.  I am her mother, can I help you?”

“A week?  I can’t wait a week, I have to be back in New York in two days”, I thought.  I just gazed into the ground, lost in a moment of defeat.

“Sir?” She said, “Can I help you?”

Fumbling for words I asked if I could leave a note.  Then realizing I had not introduced myself did so.

“Stuart Clark?  Stuart Clark the author?  My Katy loves your book.”

Slightly amazed I responded “Really?”  

“Oh yes” she replied; now smiling and grabbing my arm to escort me into the house.  

“Of course you can leave her a note.  She will be crushed that she was not here to receive you.  She went to New York on personal business.  Here, see, I have your book right here.  Could you possibly sign it for me?  Katy will be so surprised.”

Now dazed I thought, “New York?  Can’t be.  Did I tell her I would be in New York?”

“Well will you?  Will you sign your book for Katy?”

“Uh, yes, uh, absolutely.” I blurted out.

With that I signed the book and left a note telling Katherine where I would be while in New York.  Hopefully she would call and get the message.

I thanked Katherine’s mom for her kindness and headed back to the hotel.  The next morning I was winging my way to New York; my mind jumping between my workshop and Katherine.  

“Could she be there right now looking for me?  After all she bought my book.  Hope the materials arrived at the hotel okay.  Was there really something between us?  Something felt yet unspoken?  Am I losing it?  I wonder how many people will be attending the workshop?  God, I hope she finds me.”  My mind raced and the flight seemed to take forever.  

That night I settled into my room for dinner.  Usually I would spend some time in the lounge in hopes of meeting some of the workshop’s attendees.  I liked to get to know them a little before I took center stage.  But I was exhausted and found it difficult to focus on tomorrow’s performance.

3am and wide awake I found myself jotting down these words:

Sad this journey into night

Lonely heart trapped by time

No lesson learned without love

No purpose served in being blind

Then I drifted off to sleep.

Morning came way to early for me.  My head was heavy and I was not looking forward to the workshop.  But, the show must go on so I showered, got dressed and headed down to the meeting room to check things out as I always do.  

For the most part I was on automatic pilot during the first day; same old stories, same old jokes.  
As I was bringing my performance to an end my eye caught sight of someone entering the back of the room.  There, no longer looking broken and lost stood an angel bathed in light.  My words ran to silence, my eyes transfixed on her standing, radiant.  One by one the whispers began, then each head in turn looking to see what had caught me so, froze my very motion to utter stillness.  No longer did twenty years separate us; just twenty feet.  Slowly I moved to the back of the room where she stood.  Her eyes and mind transfixed.  Turning to the audience, her hand in mind I said:

“Love is never complete until it is given and returned to us.  Two souls connecting, sharing one heart.  Thank you for sharing this day with me and with each other.”  Then we turned and walked away.  No more lectures, no more books, no more performances.  Just Katherine and I, one heart, together forever.

When you buy a book from Amazon.com they keep track of your preferences and choices.  Over time they begin showing you books and products like those you have purchased in the past every time you log on.  

In life each choice we make is like buying a book from Amazon.  Each choice tells life to offer us more of the same.

And thus we shape life as it conforms to our choices
