DOING HARD TIME IN SAN FRANCISCO

A SHORT STORY BY MIKE D. MCNALLY
ROUGH DRAFT

Not long ago, I did some hard time in San Francisco.  It was less than two years ago, but in retrospect; it seemed like a lot longer. And like most of those first-time experiences in our young adult lives, we usually remember in crystal clarity, all the details.  Sometimes, these might be good memories, and sometimes they might not.  During that short, three-month stay in San Francisco I could recall many of those memories that were somewhere in-between those two extremes.

So, after an absence of almost two years, business had brought me back to the city for a short three days and nights.  After arriving at my hotel downtown, I checked into my room, tipped the bellboy and flopped on the bed to stretch and unwind.  As I lay there that Thursday afternoon, many of those old memories came rushing back.  It was then that I finally decided how I would spend my first evening back in San Francisco.  For reasons you will soon learn, I had found myself strangely compelled to go back and try and recover some of that past and those fondly remembered memories.
____

Before I tell you the rest of my story, I must begin your brief education about me, by starting with the summer before I left home, for college.  During the last two years of high school, I thought I had a serious relationship with a girl – a girl I knew nearly my entire life.  I’m sorry to say, that relationship was doomed to failure and ended miserably at the end of that summer.  She was planning on leaving when I did and attending the same school as I was, but with a different major.  Late one summer night and right before we were to head off, she dramatically changed her mind, accusing me of being non-committal; challenging my feelings, questioning our future together and downplaying the seriousness of our relationship.  I suppose we could argue that a young boy of eighteen doesn’t really know what love is at that age, in the first place and really has no business getting that serious about a girl at that age, in the second place.  
That having been said, I suppose we could say that everything ended as it should have.  Right?  Well, that’s exactly what I tried to convince myself, seething with anger at being the “dumpee”. However, the truth of the matter was that it wasn’t until after she had so tactlessly pointed this out to me, that I was finally able to see this ugly flaw in my character.  So, it was then that I first realized that I really did have a commitment problem.  As I looked back on my young adult years and all my past relationships, I could easily see that I was never able to commit to anyone that required of me, serious emotions.   Instead, I can now plainly see that I channeled all of those emotions, towards academics and sports.  Yes, my girlfriend was right about me.  Where that defect in my personality came from, I think, should be left to the shrinks for another day.  But, in all honesty, I’m glad she broke it off, because, as I look back on it all now, from the perspective of two years - I suspect she probably wasn’t the one.  I must tell you though – knowing about one’s problems and doing something about it, are not always as easy as it may seem, as you will soon see. 
Just before my first job and those three months I was to later do in San Francisco, I had spent four grueling years all alone at the university in San Luis Obispo – Cal-Poly.  It was a pretty cool school; known best perhaps, as one of the country’s premier agricultural and architectural schools.  To most college-bound students though, it was known as a great party school in a lively little coastal town.  Architectural students however, weren’t normally remembered as being part of that party-going crowd, I’m sad to admit.  Being a highly competitive bunch, we spent most of our nights during those four, long years in the dorms studying or in the labs, cranking out projects that professors endlessly heaped upon us.  Since my breakup and revelation with my old girlfriend, I really did try to improve that part of me.  However, since our socializing was mostly limited to breaks over delivered pizza and discussions about coming exams and architecture, I failed to improve much along those lines, so my resulting grade for social skills 101 by the time I graduated was probably no better than a C- or a D+.  

I tell you all of this, because it has a significant bearing, I think, on what kind of person I was by the time I arrived in San Francisco, a little over a year later.  I was still pretty much, what you would call the typical engineering nerd, as it pertained to dealing with women.   It wasn’t that I was geeky looking, had a pocket protector, or anything like that, but endless years, spent mostly with male colleagues, had made me a little shy – especially around those of the opposite sex.  Yes, I admit it.  I had become a dweeb.  I started to acquire some of those social skills, while employed at my first job – but obviously, not enough. There were plenty of attractive females there, and I interacted with them daily.  Some, I even dated on occasion, but I was still having commitment problems, even though I was conscientiously working hard on improving myself.  Despite any serious relationships during that time, I still felt I was doing fairly well in these regards.  That is, until I went to San Francisco, where I learned better.
I was just starting my second year as an apprentice architect for a large architectural and engineering firm in San Dimas, California, and my supervisor felt that I was the best qualified employee at the time, to do a three-month stint in San Francisco.    He wanted me to go up there and do preliminary research for a new high-rise building we had just been commissioned.  In retrospect, I now see that my qualifications had less to do with his selection, than the fact that I was the only apprentice in the office, who was unattached and also amenable to spending that much time away from home and friends.  Fortunately for me, at the time, everything was still an adventure, having been raised in the Midwest, and having never seen San Francisco, I had willingly agreed to go.

So there I was a few days later, standing on a curb just outside the main terminal in San Francisco International with bags of personal and business belongings at my feet, ready to embark on an important three month stay, while deciding my next move. Being ill-equipped, as I was, at being the seasoned businessman or traveler, I recall that at that moment, I felt like a fish out of water.   Having a generous expense account and a company credit card, definitely helped to ease my concerns and made me feel more omnipotent than I really was.  So, I decided a rental car with a navigational aid would better speed my immersion into the San Francisco experience than a taxi would.  Also, instead of isolating myself in a hotel, I decided I would try and find a small furnished apartment; which, I reckoned, would also better suit my indoctrination to the city.  Getting to know the city well, I reasoned, was part of the purpose of my being here for three months.  I might add, finding an apartment of that description wasn’t an easy task, in a city that is ranked as the second most densely populated city in the United States.
I was lucky though, and found a little, furnished, month-to-month efficiency rental on the third day, and the new digs perfectly suited my needs for the relatively short time I would be there.  The apartment was in a three-story, white stucco walk-up building, located in the Pacific Heights area in the northern part of the peninsula, and was about sixty years old, as near as I could determine.  It was situated on a corner of two quiet back streets that sloped uphill at severe angles, where the concrete walks came together at the corner.  My little five-hundred square foot unit was on the second floor at the top of a white plastered, narrow stairway.  Like most buildings of that vintage, the walls and furniture were deeply impregnated with the smells of the apartment’s history of ancient woods, international foods, people, animals and a million coats of paint – some apparently freshly applied.  
What I remembered I liked best about the place were; the south-facing bay window that allowed no view, except of the building across the street, but gave plenty of bright light, the large claw-foot tub in the old bathroom and the two good friends I made while there.  
What I disliked most about the place initially, was the noise.  The ever-present cacophony of muted voices, rattling, banging and endless thumps; all became a constant annoyance.  With my front door opening directly on to the second floor landing, it was impossible to ignore the noise of those many tenants that used the hall and stairway - seemingly at all hours of the day and night. However, as I was to discover, I soon got used to the noises and found that my proximity to the stairs was advantageous.  Before long, I managed to meet nearly all of the occupants, who used that set of stairs.  I even managed to make a few good friendships this way – some male, some female.  This was something that I considered, was nearly impossible, with my bigger and totally impersonal apartment down south.  That building had been designed more for economy and function than as a place for people to interact, and who liked being part of the larger community.  What made this old building work so well as a “people- place”, was more a result of accidental design, rather than good planning. And, lucky for me that it was. Except for the lack of street side parking, I truly loved everything about the place.
Those three months passed me by all too quickly.  My research project was thoroughly completed and it was time to return to southern California. I hated emotional goodbyes and I just left sort of cowardly like, early one morning, and without a word.  Sadly, I found that I was once again back in southern California and my humdrum daily routines.  The days and months came and went during those next two years, and there was hardly a day that went by, where I didn’t fondly remember someone or something from my “hard time”, as I like to call it, in San Francisco.
___

The two years it took to get plans and approvals had passed and it was finally time for another business trip, albeit short, to San Francisco to observe laying the crucial foundation of the new high rise building.  Naturally I looked forward to being there with great enthusiasm.  This time, I was already booked into a hotel downtown in the financial district by our secretary, where I dutifully became an unwilling occupant.  After a lengthy spell in my hotel room reminiscing about my old apartment and convincing myself to visit my old neighborhood, I changed into comfortable clothes and eagerly headed downstairs to begin my quest.  I retrieved my rental car from the hotel’s underground garage, gave the valet $5 and edged the car into the late afternoon traffic of the financial district, pointing the nose of the blue compact in the general direction of my old neighborhood.  Headed west on California Avenue, I noticed the main streets looked familiar, while some of the smaller streets names, had already begun fading in my memory.  So I let my mind drift into a sort of auto-pilot mode, and before too long, I was driving down the narrow streets of my old neighborhood, looking, as I always did back then, for a place to park.
My calves and upper thigh muscles now used to flat land, protested the two block walk up the steep hill to my old home.  At the corner, I stopped to catch my breath and to reacquaint myself with the old neighborhood and the friendly façade of my old apartment building, now towering over me.  I felt oddly at home and pleased with my decision, to visit the old place.  I walked a few more feet up the hill and found, to both my surprise and delight, a woman rushing out the building through the metal security gate.  The woman looked somewhat familiar, but I quickly brushed past her, instead, hastily taking the opportunity to quickly grab the electrically secured entry door and enter the building unopposed.  The gate clanked behind me and I opened the heavy walnut and beveled-glass inner door and bounded up the narrow stairs, eager to see my old apartment door.

Standing on the second floor landing, outside my old door, I noticed, nothing had changed in my two years absence.  The color of the walls and door numbers were exactly as they were.  The ever-present smells of the old building and the evening cooking odors, wafted recognizably past my nose.  It was uncanny how it all seemed so comfortable and good to be back, standing here, in this spot and in this rather non-descript, old building once again.  
Something clicked inside of me that I would have found hard to explain to anyone or to even try and understand for myself.  Simply put, I felt that I had returned to a very comfortable place in my past.  It was an odd but good feeling – something like seeing your old bedroom in your parent’s home after a prolonged absence.  Then it suddenly occurred to me that it wasn’t necessarily the familiarity of the building or the old neighborhood that I had unconsciously longed for, though the re-association was pleasant.  It was the friendships I had made way back then.  Those memories I quickly realized, were the most important part of my past, and the real reason why I had decided subconsciously to return. ”Wasn’t it just one special person that was the real motivation you came back here?” I suddenly asked myself.  “After being away for two long years…” I told myself “…I would be lucky to find anyone I knew, still living here.”   So I quickly dismissed that wishful notion.
The door at the bottom of the stairs opened on the lower landing and with the bottom light out, only a silhouette of a woman’s figure could be seen entering.  Instantly, I felt I recognized the woman’s familiar shape and my heart raced as I held my breath in anticipation of who I thought or hoped it might be.  I waited anxiously for the woman to ascend the bare wood treads, and, as her face came into the light of the upper landing, I grinned and said apprehensively, “Cathy?  Of all people…I sure didn’t expect to see you still here.”  Then it clicked in my head – “she was the reason I came back here.”  As she stopped at the landing in front of me, with my heart now racing and anxiously looking for acceptance, I nervously added, “How are you?”
Her frown instantly turned to a smile of recognition and we hugged each other apprehensively at the top of the stairs.  Pulling herself away and examining me closer, she said, “I thought you were some stranger, trying to slip into the building and I was going to come “bounce” you.  I didn’t see who it was when you quickly slipped past me outside.  But damn, it is really good to see you Tim.”  Pausing for a moment, we both looked each other in the eyes and I could see, she beamed her approval of my being there.  That felt very good to me and necessary for some strange reason and my heart rate slowed down about 20 beats per minute.  The thing that is most difficult for me to explain is this;  In the same way the neighborhood and building felt familiar and good to return to, so did this woman, but in more of an intensely felt emotional sensation.  It was as if she had always been a part of me – a part of my past in another life.  Something or someone I had wrongly abandoned eons ago.
She went on, “What are you doing here?  I never expected to see you here again.  Last I heard from the building’s rumor mill, was that you had moved back home to the Midwest and got married to your old boyhood sweetheart.”  Funny, how that sounded like sarcasm to me, the way she said it   “For the record, Tim, you never said goodbye to me properly, when you left.  You just sort of disappeared one day.  Why?”  
I’m not sure why, but I hugged her a second time but without answering the question.   As we separated, she had a perplexed look on her face.  I wasn’t sure if the expression was due to my sudden impulse to hug her a second time, or because she was so clueless why I was there.  Probably both.  So I chose to answer all her questions as best I could – having left out intentionally, the answer as to why I left the way I did.  I now knew what that reason was and it was sufficient for the time being, I felt, to avoid the complex response to that rather probing question.  Having most of her other questions answered, however, seemed to make her relax for the time being.  
As we stood at the top of the stairs, it took us no time, catching-up on the major points of the past year or so of our lives.  When she talked, I found myself admiring her as if she was an entirely new person to me – someone I was meeting or seeing for the very first time, but known through all time.  Outwardly, nothing much seemed to have changed with her.  She didn’t look any older or heavier and to my sudden discovery and hidden delight, there was no wedding band on her finger.  The only difference in her that I could discern, was that her clothing looked in someway, more expensive and she seemed, somehow more elegant and beautiful than she did two years before.  I didn’t think it was all my imagination alone that made me think this way.  As I was to find out later, she had been recently successful in her old job.  She had spent a long time struggling with that job I recalled, and it was good to find out later and for her sake, that she had finally made significant advances.
“I was on my way out to dinner Tim.  I would sure like to have you join me if you haven’t already eaten?  My treat.”

Those words spoke volumes about her present life, as Cathy was always pinching pennies, trying to make ends meet and rarely, if ever, picked up a check or bought anything extravagant for herself, during the whole time I knew her.  I quickly accepted her invitation to dinner, provided she agreed that I got to buy.  “Afterall…”  I told her, “…I’m the one with the business credit card and generous expense account.”  We walked a short two blocks to the family-owned, Italian restaurant, we knew all too well, around the corner.  She had put her arm in mine, as was her previous custom, and we pleasantly walked closely, side-by-side, enjoying each other’s company – just like we had before, with nothing noticeably changing to the worse for my long absence.
Cathy was dressed in a light tan wool overcoat that when I removed it in the restaurant, revealed an expensive-looking business suit that she had apparently worn directly from work.  Her sexy figure I could see, hadn’t changed a bit and her smile was now more alluring to me than I had remembered.   Joseph, the aging, stereotypical Italian owner remembered my last name and Cathy’s first and seated us in a quiet booth, away from the few local families already seated.  I ordered a bottle of D’Aquino Italian Chianti and we slowly sipped the sweet red wine, while Joseph’s wife Maria lit the centerpiece candle.   Like we needed any more atmosphere.

All through anti-pasta and into our dinner, we talked, totally at ease with each other, about our recent pasts and naturally, laughed about many of our old experiences together.  Halfway through our homemade lasagna we finished the first bottle of Chianti and ordered a second.  By the time our Canollis were served, I was intoxicated.  Not from the generous amount of wine I had consumed, but from the strong attraction Cathy’s presence was having on me.  “Why hadn’t I thought about her this way, when I lived here?” I asked myself for no good reason and to no avail.
“Do you remember Cindy?” she asked me out of the blue, interrupting my thought.  I nodded that I did.  “Well she’s now working as a dental hygienist over in Oakland and we see each other from time to time.  How bout I call her and the three of us can get together Saturday, just like old times?”

Cynthia was part of our threesome, who lived on the third floor, with Cathy on the first and me sandwiched in-between the two women.  As my two closest friends back then, we often spent the evenings and weekends together.  Cynie as we both liked to call her - was the antithesis of Cathy.  Where Cathy was slightly tallish and average anatomy, Cynie was short and extremely plump – to be polite.  Where Cathy was reserved and shy, Cynie was outgoing and always the life of the party.  I couldn’t recall one time, where the three of us had ever had a cross word or a bad time hanging out together as we so often like to do.  However, I told Cathy that perhaps we could do the threesome thing on a return trip, when the new building started construction and I had more time here in San Francisco.  At the moment, all I wanted to do was to secretly spend whatever time I had on this trip, alone with Cathy.  And, hadn’t she just admitted she was available this coming Saturday?  “How lucky was that?”  I asked myself.
“That’s too bad, Tim, because I think Cynie would want to see you again.  You do know she had a serious crush on you, don’t you?”

I sat there, flabbergasted and becoming somewhat perturbed at this disclosure, poking at my Canolli with my fork and trying hard to recall any signals to that effect I may have given her back then.  None came to mind.  “No.” I blurted.  “I sure as Hell didn’t know that.  She and I….I mean…I never said or did anything to her to give her that impression.  For Christ’s sake, what makes you think that Cathy?”  I guess I had said all of that a little too brusquely, as Cathy seemed perplexed by my verbal outburst.
Returning to her cool disposition, she said, “Well, she told me she was interested in you, shortly after you moved in.  I just naturally assumed you were somehow interested in her as well, since you knew her first and the two of you were always together before I entered the scene.  Naturally, I kept my distance as any good girlfriend would do under the same circumstances, and I sure as Hell didn’t want to intrude on her territory if that were the case.  She cried her eyes out for days and weeks after you left.”
“My God.  You’re kidding me right?” I asked.  “I sure as Hell didn’t get any clue that was going on with her.  I just thought the three of us were good friends and we simply enjoyed each other’s company.  At the time, I wasn’t thinking about girlfriends or any of that stuff.  I was just here to do my job and by some good fortune, found some really good companions along the way.  That’s all.  If I had been in the market for a serious relationship Cathy, you would be the type I would have been looking for.  Not Cynie.”  Oops.  Did I just say that? Mysteriously, the words just slipped out of my mouth before I had a chance to think about their impact.  Blame it on the wine.  “Sorry.  I shouldn’t have said that last part, but I certainly didn’t do anything to deceive Cynie and I feel bad now that somehow, I was responsible for hurting her feelings.”

Cathy blushed and smiled sheepishly, as I tried to obscure my slip of the tongue by clumsily gesturing for the check.  As a way of finally ending the subject, Cathy thankfully added, “Since you didn’t do anything to encourage Cynie’s interests as you say, then we must assume it was a one-sided attraction that she alone fantasized about your relationship.  So I guess I really don’t think you should feel guilty about what she went through, Tim.”  I noticed that Cathy hadn’t chosen to respond to my last comment.  Was that a good thing?  If so, why hadn’t she responded? I decided to let it go for now.
I left a very generous cash tip on the table and paid the bill with my business credit card at the tiny counter near the exit on the way out.  After donning our coats, we decided a long walk around the old neighborhood was in order to help work off the calories.  By now, it was around nine and a heavy fog had settled in and permeated the narrow streets between the tall buildings. Since it was Thursday and a weeknight, the streets were mostly abandoned at that hour, leaving us to walk the wet sidewalks alone in the surrealistic hush, caused by the dense mist.  We walked arm and arm again, this time north, many blocks downhill toward the Marina.  Neither she nor I felt like talking, and I was personally enjoying the glow of a good dinner, good wine and this beautiful and familiar woman close by my side.  Before long, the moisture-laden fog had soaked our hair and trickled down our faces, refreshing our senses from too much of that wine and food.
As we reached the expansive lawn of the Marina, Cathy jerked my arm to a stop and wheeled me around to face her.  There we were; two people standing in the middle of a large open space, with heavy fog swirling around us, the familiar ding-dong of distant buoys and the nearby sounds of seals barking - all seeming peculiarly strange, yet somehow magical.  In the dim light, I thought I recognized an expectant look on Cathy’s face.  Needing no further encouragement from her, I edged inward, closing the small gap remaining and leaned my head in slightly, wanting to kiss her.  Gratefully, she kissed me back.  Gently at first.  Then eagerly.  
After some time, we stopped for a breath.  “Time we headed back.” Cathy timidly prompted.  I dutifully followed her queue, not wanting to break the magical spell.  If someone had told me only hours ago, standing at the curb at S.F. International, this would have been happening to me, I would have thought them crazy.  My luck just never ran that way.  But then again, I had never allowed myself to follow this course of action before.  This was probably the first time in my life; my practical self let my heart lead the way.  My body trembled at the thoughts of the possible ramifications that I wanted to happen.  That is, if I could just let go of my inhibitions completely.
Back at her apartment building, Cathy invited me to come in.  I reluctantly begged-off, excusing my racing emotions for my need to get organized for work the next day.  That answered that question; Seems I couldn’t totally escape my own demons.  She accepted my reasoning somewhat begrudgingly, but I did have the presence of mind to ask her out the following night at seven.  One thing was for certain; I wasn’t about to blow my second opportunity with this woman.   She accepted, and I headed off to my rental car two blocks down the steep hill, after first securing a very passionate goodnight kiss.  My heart was racing once again and I was giddy with newfound happiness.
As I entered the rental car, my head was swimming with many complicated thoughts.  “How could this be happening so fast?’ I asked myself as the joyous trembling began to subside.  “True, Cathy and I weren’t exactly strangers.  Sure.  I got to know her very well during my last three month stay.  But, why didn’t I see her this way before?  Because you weren’t ready for this back then.”  My mind answered back.  “Was I ready now?”  I further questioned myself.  “Yes.  You really came back here to find her - didn’t you?” was my brain’s reply.  “Life is always about timing, so just let it happen this time round, Tim.  Let your heart guide you for once in your life instead of your brain.  Take a chance.  She obviously likes you and you both get along together well.  You always have, haven’t you?”  I told myself. “Geeze, what a psychologists’ dream patient I was - a real mess of convoluted thoughts and emotions.”
The next night, we got together and spent a fantastic evening, eating, talking, laughing, drinking, and dancing in the same places we used to go, when we were only “just friends”.  Again, Cathy asked me up to her apartment afterwards and again, I found some lame reason why I couldn’t stay.  I was now afraid my heart was leading me too fast and I tried nobly to slow the process down.  I was hopelessly in love with this woman - of that, I had no doubt.  Just the sight of seeing her for the first time earlier, that evening outside her apartment, sent me into a state of instant euphoria.  I could tell she was puzzled over my rejection of her second invitation to stay, but I reasoned we had all weekend to see if this was real or not.

Saturday morning, as agreed, I picked Cathy up at eight in front of her apartment and we began with breakfast in a little diner on the Embarcadero I had remembered.  Afterwards, we decided on a nice drive across the Golden Gate Bridge to Sausalito and Tiburon for the day.  The weather was absolutely perfect, and to top it off, it was Fleet Week in the Bay Area, which seemed to prompt the entire population of the peninsula outdoors, with most heading like we were, to Marin County and across the famous bridge.  The traffic crept along on Highway-1 as we crossed over to the north end of the bridge and onto the Marin headlands.  Just before the tunnel, as traffic slowed to a stop, the Navy’s Blue Angels flew over our heads several times, displaying their amazing skills.   Later, in Sausalito, we had lunch upstairs in a restaurant overlooking the marina there, where it was warm enough to open all the windows, allowing the salt water smells of the bay and the screams of seagulls to enter.
It had been “the perfect day” and I could never recall when I had been so comfortable and so happy with another person.  I had only one beer over lunch, but I was once again drunk with affection for the woman across the table from me. We held hands while waiting for the check and I nearly cried with happiness.  The remainder of the day was spent in this fashion, merrily going and doing whatever came to us – window shopping, gallery browsing, wine tasting, etc.  The return trip was equally slow, but we didn’t seem to mind.  Time was something meant for other people and other times as the unusual warmth of the day and the purplish tinge of twilight on the city across the bay, cast its spell over us.  
Back at Cathy’s apartment that evening, while she fumbled with her keys, I could tell she was hesitant to ask me in - obviously afraid to be rejected a third time.  This time, I asked, “After two rejections, I’m hoping that on this third date, you will give me one last chance to come in Cathy?”  Her worried look changed to a wide grin and she handed me the key to the front gate.  
Neither one of us slept that night, as we got to know each other as well as two people possibly could.  We made love more times than I can remember and we talked about anything and everything in-between, refusing sleep and wanting the magic of the moment to never end.  She was an insatiable, sexual animal that aroused unknown desires and passions within me that had been suppressed for far too long.  I let my self go completely and enjoyed every moment of that night.  Resting between sessions of love-making, we talked about many things.  Chief among our conversations was the revelation of her last, four-month relationship, where she had come close to marrying a man named David.  She confided to me that she realized he simply wasn’t her type and ended the affair rather emotionally, but was almost totally over it.  Fortunately for me, my timing was impeccable.  Arriving a week sooner or later, would likely have precluded our chance encounter earlier and the situation we now found ourselves.   It felt good being here and I think she felt the same in some reserved sort of way.  Much later that night, we watched the sky lighten to gray outside her window, and we talked more, before exhaustion and sleep finally overcame us.  Before we fell asleep, Cathy told me that this was the best medicine for a broken heart she could think of.  David now was a fading memory as far as I could ascertain and I allowed myself to rest peacefully.
Near noon on Sunday morning, I woke to find Cathy still sleeping and laying on her stomach while facing me.  She had a small smile on her face and the plain white sheet covered only her lower legs, leaving the upper half exposed.  As I enjoyed the view, I let my free hand stray to the small of her back, caressing it and then allowing it to wander elsewhere.  I leaned down and kissed the back of her neck.   The fine hairs on her neck, to my surprise, instantly stood at attention in response to the stimulus.   The tiny smile grew to a large one as she slowly woke, opening her eyes and letting out a barely audible “Hmm”.  She began to squirm under my gentle touch, and before long, she rolled over and pulled me to her.  “I love being woken that way.”  She said.  We made love again.  My body screamed a protest from all the physical exertion, but endorphins quickly smothered them into silence.  I was falling in love.
Afterwards, I got up and fixed her my specialty omelet, serving her in bed, complete with a small daisy she had placed near her kitchen window.  When we finished eating, she suddenly began crying quietly, with large tears streaming down her face.  After much coaxing, worried that I had done something wrong, Cathy finally said, “I’ve never been treated this way before, Tim and I have never felt as much love for anyone, as I do for you.  Truthfully, I suppose I have always felt that way about you, from the first night I got to know you. I also am aware that this is now Sunday and you need to be headed back for southern California later this afternoon.  I don’t want this feeling or time with you to ever end.”  After a lengthy period of silence, while I digested what she had said, she added, “I don’t want you to go and I sure don’t want to loose you again.  The last time you left, I expected you to be coming back often to build that skyscraper, but you never did.”  Her tears flowed like a river this time and whether, from empathy or because my emotions were the same as hers, I cried also.
“I was planning on many return trips to San Francisco Cathy, but the boss put me on another project and gave that one to someone else until now.  Sorry.”  A long silence ensued.

“There’s something else that I haven’t told you yet.”  Cathy said, breaking the quiet with the insinuation of pending bad news.  “My company has promoted me, and I have been asked to take over a regional managerial position in another city very soon.  I have my choice of a number of places from a long list they gave me, but I can tell you, it won’t be here in San Francisco anymore.  You see, you’ll be back in San Francisco, doing whatever it is you’ve come to do here, and I will be somewhere else, far away.  I’m so afraid we’ll loose each other again.”  

The tears renewed their flow and I gently tried to calm her concerns with a, “Sshh” and a reassuring smile.   I hesitated in going any further as was my old custom to do, but finally, I asked, “Tell me where some of your options might be Cathy.  Maybe we can work this out, cause I sure don’t want to loose you either.  Come on…show me the list”
She had a rather large list of cities in the western United States and luckily, many of them were in Southern California.  One of those on the list, was the town of Claremont, California.  My finger stopped on that city and I asked, “What about this town Cathy?  That’s right next to where I work and a very short distance to where I live in Glendora.  It’s a beautiful college town and I thick you’d love it there.  If you took a position there, and with you living nearby, we could continue to see each other as often as we liked.   And…”  

I stopped myself from saying the next thing that had just popped into my head.  I reasoned with myself that I needed to be very careful and certain this is what I was truly prepared to do next.  Was I just about to make an invitation for a woman to come live with me? My practical side wrestled with my emotional side and I decided once again, to let my heart do the talking for once.  “…if you felt comfortable with this…you could come live with me.”  There, I said it.
The tears stopped, her face brightened and she asked, “Really?  I had no idea where my list of towns was or even where it was you worked.  You never told me that or I would have tried calling you.  Do you think that would work, Tim?  I mean, us living together?  That’s a big step for both of us, Tim.  Are you quite sure you want to do that?” 

After another long hesitation and soul-searching, I took the tray of empty plates from her lap and set them on the adjacent nightstand.  Turning back to face her and the optimistic expression she now wore, I was suddenly overcome by a huge wave of true love and emotions that washed over me like some great cleansing hand.    I surrounded Cathy with my arms and smothered her with kisses.  “Yes” I whispered in her ear, and we hugged and kissed for the longest time. 
Spent from our emotions once again, we laid motionless on the bed for the longest time, neither one saying anything further.  Finally, I let out a long breath, heard only to myself and with absolute conviction this time around, said, “Not only is it a practical solution to our current problem, but I think it wise that we give it a try.  I think we should try living together, because I want to ask you to marry me Cathy.”  If that wasn’t letting your heart lead the way and making a serious commitment, I don’t know what was.  In one fell swoop, I had asked Cathy to both live together with me and to marry me.  Had I lost my mind?  Nope.  It felt as good as rain and exactly like it should once I had said it – like something I should have allowed myself to do a long time ago.  Cathy hugged me so hard afterwards that I thought our bodies would quite literally merge into one.  The tears flowed again from her blue eyes - this time, not from worry, but from an overwhelming joy.

I called my supervisor later that day and told him I wouldn’t be returning until sometime the next day.  “Oh!  By the way.”  I told my boss over the phone, “I’m engaged to be married to a wonderful woman I have known all my life.  Thanks for sending me back to do some time in San Francisco.”
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