© 2005 P.J. Stewart

Sunlight

Tears brimmed at the edges of my eyelids.  I hadn’t been aware of them until I blinked and they began to roll down my cheeks.  The incredibly bright fall sunlight flooded the room.  That’s part of what made me cry.

A slash of this light ripped through the French-door panes painting a halo on his head and emphasizing the planes of his cheeks.  He was cherubic.  Otherworldly.  He was not asleep, but very still.  Reading. The unusually long eyelashes fluttered sporadically with the infrequent eye blinks.

I wasn’t brought to tears by sadness.  Not by happiness.  But by many things.  By the wondrous light of the sun mingling with his own personal light, a light that struggled against the darkness inside and had emerged, triumphant.  By some connection with this man, some recognition of camaraderie with him.  It seemed both three seconds and three years since we’d been together, and it was neither.  My acute awareness that the benignly beautiful form before me belied something treacherous within also brought forth the tears.  So much in there.  So much that would stay in there.  And nothing I could do would change that.

I’d been at the Marine Corps Air Ground Combat Center in Twentynine Palms, CA, for two weeks.  As an employee of the  DoD, my permanent duty station was MacDill AFB, Headquarters, United States Special Operations Command.  I’m frequently called on to travel when my expertise as a small arms specialist is required.  I love my work.  I love the subject of my work.  It keeps me busy, interested, sharp.  It had been over a decade since my brief marriage failed.  My former husband didn’t understand.  Didn’t understand my psyche, my work, my commitment, my obsession.  I've often wondered if he knows what he missed.  Small man.  Unadaptable, unseeing man.

Oh, but this one.  This cherub.  This demon.  This lightness and this darkness.  How could it be that we had not come together before?  Not been inextricably entwined?  Were we not ancient lovers and friends of old?

My GS rating allowed me entrance into the Officers’ Club.  Generally, though, I chose the NCO Club over the O Club.  This is where I’d met him – only last evening.  One night, one lifetime, one eternity ago.  When I walked into the club last night, I had expected to have a few laughs and a few beers with some of the men I’d been working with the past couple of weeks.  My position as a weapons expert instilled suspicion in many, and some students, mostly men, took some hard and fast convincing before they would listen to anything I had to say.  But I was safe now.  Had passed their tests.

I watched carefully as the hands of the man shifted to turn the page of the newspaper he held.  Had I passed his test?  Or did he give one?  I continued to stare at the ethereal being before me.  I studied the angle of the shoulder, the curl-pattern of the ample chest hair, and those oh-so-long eyelashes.  One leg was bent at the knee, the bare foot resting on the edge of the sofa.  The other stretched forward, heel resting on the low table in front of the sofa.  There was grace in the form.  Ease.  He was comfortable with his body.

This morning, there were two things for which I was thankful to my daddy.  One, the early love of and respect for weapons he’d instilled in me.  Two, the old pool table stuck in the back of the garage.  The weapons expertise had brought me here to Twentynine Palms and the pool-playing had gotten me where I was this morning.  Maybe.  Or maybe it was simply fate.

I’d been at the club for half an hour last evening.  Returning from the ladies’ room to the bar where I’d been sitting and chatting with a few guys, he intercepted me about ten feet from my destination.  He wore a black turtleneck sweater and black chinos.  Motorcycle boots.  Lopsided grin.  He held two beers, one dark, one light.  As he stepped into my path, he proffered the dark beer and I stopped my forward movement.

“The bartender told me this is what you’re drinking.”

I reached for the beer and eyeballed the man who’d handed it to me.  About 5’10” or less.  Streaked blondish hair.  Blue, sort of, eyes.  Slight but sinewy build.  Graceful, compact movements.

“Do you play pool?”  He took a sip of beer after finishing the question, his eyes continuing to fix on mine over the rim of the mug.

“Yesssssss.  Do you?”

“Um hum.”  His right hand extended to take hold of my upper right arm and he guided me around and toward the back area where four pool tables resided.  All of the tables were occupied, but all nine of the men playing stood back when we entered the arched entryway.  They looked at the man who’d given me the beer.  They looked at him with an odd mixture of feelings written on their faces.  Respect.  Fear.  Envy.  And something else I couldn’t name.  So, the man is a dangerous one.  And more.

“Any of you almost through?”  His head bobbed up when he inquired.

“Yes.  Yessir.  We can stop now if . . . ”

“No, no.  We’re havin’ a beer.  We’ll sit over here,” he nodded to a small table in the corner, “and wait until you’re done.”

With this, he again took my arm and guided me to the small table.  When we reached it, he placed his beer on its surface and used both hands to pull out the chair for me.  As I sat and he moved the chair forward, he leaned over my left shoulder to gauge how far he was pushing me under the edge of the table.  His nearness afforded me an opportunity to catch his scent.  He smelled different.  Very good, but different.  No popular cologne here.  No identifiable soap.  He smelled of ocean and fresh air and cinnamon.

As he settled into his chair directly across from me, he asked how long I’d be here, evidently already aware that this was not my home. 

“Day after tomorrow. That’s when I leave.”  I took a sip of beer, waiting for him to follow up, but he didn’t.

“What about you?  Here for long?”

He shook his head negatively.  That was it.  The only response.

We were silent.  It was okay.  I wasn’t embarrassed by his staring and apparently he wasn’t embarrassed by mine.  We blinked.  And studied one another.  And blinked.  And sipped.

“Sir,” came a call from several feet away.  “We’re through with the table now.”

He looked up at the man.  Again the head bobbed up.  “Thanks.”

“Ready?”  He stood as he asked.

“Uh huh.”  I pushed back the chair and stood before he could reach my side of the table.  I finished the beer and placed the mug down.  He did the same.

“Another?”

“Uh uh.” And I shook my head.

“You any good?”

“Good enough.”

And so I was.  But barely.  I concentrated fiercely.  I was a decent player, but I’d always played for fun, not blood.  This man didn’t just play – he was serious.  I got the feeling that he could lighten up if he had to, or if he felt comfortable.  But tonight he would win.  He knew it.  I knew it.  I simply had to keep from being a complete ninny.  I did my daddy proud.  Three of my shots drew whistles from onlookers.  One drew a whistle from my opponent.

We played three games.  We had two more beers.  There was never any discussion.  Discussion about what we’d be doing after we left.  It had been understood since before we were born.  Since the beginning of time.  I had a base-issued vehicle.  He had apparently walked.  I had been housed in one of the few remaining dwellings left on base termed as officer’s quarters.  It was well-furnished and decent looking.  I don’t know where he was quartered.

When we walked out of the club, he seemed to intuit which vehicle I’d driven.  I placed my hand in my pocket, fished out the key ring, and hit the unlock button.  I slid behind the wheel and started the engine, fastening my seatbelt as I glanced his way to see if he, too, were fastened in.  It took less than two minutes to reach my quarters. 

I live in a world comprised mostly of men.  I like them.  Most of them.  I don’t take their crap.  I don’t allow disrespect.  I don’t pretend innocence.  I don’t pretend a lack of experience.  I have a healthy, and varied, sex life.  I’ve made a point of trying what I want to try.  And repeating what I like.  I’ve had good sex.  Great sex.  Mindblowing-don’t-you-ever-leave-this-bed-sex.  But I wasn’t prepared for what transpired last night.

And here I am, this morning, staring at this man who’d made me do, say, and feel things that I’d never done, said, or felt before.  So nonchalantly he sits.  So quietly he reads.  Doesn’t he know that my world is different now?  Know that I will never be the same?  How is it that the lightness of his being brought out the darkness in mine?  And what a wonder that I had not only withstood but also welcomed his own darkness into my light.

No one will ever draw a deadly finger so softly down my thigh again.  No one will ever employ such lethal hands so tenderly on my skin as did he, or use them to explore me literally and figuratively to the depths he probed.  No one will ever wring such music from me – use human appendages and voice to coax the strings of my instrument to play notes it didn’t know existed.  Had he done that to me?  This composer of unknown song?  Had he recognized, accepted, and drawn out the ugliness in me?  And not minded?  And did he, after I did those things to him that I’d never done to a man before, look at me with gratitude and satisfaction?

And I doubt that anyone’s body will ever present to me so many scars that beckon my lips to kiss them away.  Those scars.  Those Sirens calling me and telling me something of this man’s life.  That human flesh roadmap.  How long did I lie on my side contemplating the hardness of his left thigh?  The curve of his waist below the bottom rib?  The fleshy earlobes?  

This is why the tears roll down my cheeks and continue to well-up in my eyes.  Ah, yes.  The connection.  But not just so.  I cry for the wonder of that before me, the paradox.  The tenderness and brutality.  The placid being before me that houses the maelstrom within.  Fire and ice.  Ice and fire.  Holding the maelstrom so greedily, so deeply.  As if coveting the turmoil inside.

And it struck me.  As suddenly as a lightning strike.  The sun was not just shining through the window panes as any normal human would conclude.  No.  The rays of light sought him.  Wished to be with him, illuminate him.  I had not moved, I knew, for some time.  Perhaps I hadn’t breathed either.  I didn’t want to disturb the image.  Thought it might help me keep the vision before me locked in my memory.

Abruptly, the universe shook.  Why?  His eyes looked up at me.  He saw.  Saw all.  Read it on my face and in my eyes.  His fingers and thumbs extended, and the newspaper he’d been reading fell to his lap.  The palms of his hands turned up, beckoning me.  I went to him instantly.  The paper floated to the floor and his body shifted to embrace mine.  Momentarily, his hand lifted my head.  He kissed my closed eyelids, and then his tongue gently lapped at the tears on my face.  When I finally looked up, I saw in his eyes a glimmer of something of the connection I’d been feeling for the past hour or so.  I also saw that it was time for him to go.

With unpracticed elegance, he extricated himself from my embrace and moved to the bedroom.  In what seemed only seconds he returned fully dressed.  He simply looked at me as he headed to the front door.  There were no goodbyes.  No words of departure.  I chose to take this as a sign that I would see him again someday.  Of course, it could mean something much different, too.  As he stepped out onto the porch, I followed him.  He turned to me and placed his left hand on my right cheek.  He held it there briefly, just as he held my eyes with his own.  When his hand dropped back to his side, he pivoted, descended the steps, and strode across the lawn.  When he reached the sidewalk he headed left, and my eyes were riveted to his lithe form as he glided away from me.  The sunlight rode on his shoulders all the way to the end of the block and turned – again left – with him.  Him.  Jack Bauer.

The End

