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Kissing the sunrise



Marie came to me as if I had slipped into a fevered dream. 
Had I but known she would leave me as suddenly as the lady disappears from the magic cabinet on the stage. 
Timing. 
One solitary, wonderful year together. 
I had hoped for eternity. 
I had no warning.
Heard no clanging alarm bell. 
No creeping sense of her unhappiness, spawning a gradual premonition of my own doom. Perhaps I had just been too pre-occupied, swimming in my own delirium of happiness. Imagining during that single Christmas together that Marie and I were destined to be with 
each other and share this mortal life. Celebrating our first New Year together, dancing through the Bells at a party in a hotel decked out as a Highland Castle. So full of optimism for the future I could have burst. I thought the lady felt the same as we did the eightsome reel in our restrained style. In retrospect I can recall that she never did affirm or deny my forever prophecy. Perhaps my ignorance was the alarm bell I had missed. 
That final day.
The beach hummed, anticipating the hazy rising of the sun. Not yet six thirty but already people thronged. Emerging from chalets, hotel rooms, houses, tents, motor homes, and campers, they walked barefoot over the sand, paddled in the foaming shallows, turned over shells with naked toes, or picked them up to brush them clean of sand with gentle fingers. A few fished from the shote as shoals of small fish ventured to within casting distance. Ahead of us two souls sat cross-legged upon the sand, eyes closed in benediction as the golden orb crept slowly upwards over the horizon. The thin, meandering trails of sand crab trails drew snaky lines across the undulating surface of the soft, warm sand. Ten thousand miles I had travelled to be with Marie. We had spoken of visiting Bali and marriage wedlock and in my fevered mind I thought we were making tentative plans. Instead, I got deadlock and dismay. My words, not the lady’s. So soon, so soon, our love affair had curdled, and I didn’t know why. Twice, I tried to ask Marie why but balked for fear of the answer I might get. Perhaps most of all that ignorance on my part exposed the cracks in my dreamland perfection. Cracks which appeared to be obvious to Marie. 
 My thoughts tumbled back to a few hours before.
Marie had fled our motel bed whilst the sun was sleeping. I sleep just below the surface of consciousness but still only faintly heard the room door close, with no real awareness of its portent. I knew she liked her ‘Marie time’ and was happy to step back to create the space but she usually signalled thus. As I lay alone in the bed, feeling slightly foolish in my nakedness, I was perplexed. For the very first time I wondered if this were a test? Just this one time should I seek her out or as I would normally do, let her be with her private moments and private thoughts? She would surely know that intuitively, based on my previous actions, I would choose the latter course of action believing that to be her preference. Paradoxically that morning I thought ‘go after her.’ If she needed me to demonstrate what she really meant to me, I would do it. What could I lose? already. 
I could not let it rest. 
Just three weeks to go until the low-key celebration we had discussed over wine. Marie, 
me, a few friends. A ceremony of commitment, before the main event which I anticipated would surely follow. Driving south to the Bay in a different time zone, for the weekend, I had no hint of the trouble yet to come. We had laughed a lot but not all of the way. The rolling of the car over tarmac lulls me into dreamy silence. We spoke again of ‘my problems’ adjusting to a new of life in another country. The Australian way of life as I saw it. So much more relaxed than my own, bound as it was by the chains of Presbyterian tradition. Trying my hardest to fit in. Not enough. I would never be an Aussie no matter how I tried. Perhaps I could be less buttoned up to the chin. Less worried over spiders and snakes and crocodiles and sharks. 
The motel sat only three hundred yards from the beach, across the narrow wooden bridge spanning The Creek. It was rumoured that salt crocs and sharks might be glimpsed in the brown water. We saw neither but on our first night we enjoyed a memorable meal in a famed seafood place by the beach. It had clinched ‘the perfect day.’ 
In my head. In my dreams.
When we returned to the motel room, before we undressed for bed, Marie informed me this weekend would not be the beginning of our rise but would be our ‘goodbye.’ She asked me not to press for an explanation, just accept that we hadn’t worked out. 
Really? No explanation? 
I left the room in a strop, anguish vying with my anger. I felt crushed but did not blame the lady. In the early hours I crept back, expecting the room to be locked. It wasn’t but I sensed that my presence alongside her would not be welcome. I slept in the bucket chair, never designed for sitting on, far less sleeping. I dozed. My action created a window opened for Marie, and she took the chance to tiptoe out in the early morning. It was perhaps an hour later when my phone vibrated with an incoming text. I was just emerging from the shower and contemplating how I would get home if we could not share the car.
<Are you in the room? I am on the beach watching the sunrise. Glorious.>
Statement or invitation? I wanted to believe in the latter. I convinced myself from our previous conversation that she meant the former. Until a second text came through. 
<Are you coming down to the beach?>
Yes, should have been easy to type. I thought about it. Then I lied.
<no, you have the moment to yourself. I’m not really awake yet>
I pulled on yesterday’s clothes (mostly) and set out from the motel room. It was but a short walk down the beach road to the northern end of the beach, by the breakwater. As I gazed towards the southern cliffs, I saw her slim form sitting on the sand, her peacock shawl wrapped around her narrow shoulders. She looked so still, so tranquil I moved not a muscle. A work of Art made of willow stems, swaying ever so gently in the salty breeze. I loved her with every aching fibre of my heart, but I dared not approach her directly for fear of outright rejection. 
My phone vibrated again. 
<You are not coming, are you?>
She rose elegantly in one smooth gliding motion like a ballet dancer. With aching heart, I watched her stroll away from me along the open expanse of the golden beach, so different from the grubby beaches back home where black striations on the sand spoke of the legacy of our coal mines. I gave her fifty yards then followed, matching her pace, a stalker with no evil intent. The relentless tides left wavy lines in damp sand. The cool surf washed over my bare feet which left no lasting imprint. 
Prophetic. 
I saw her stop and start texting again.
<We need to talk.>
I replied.
<happy to. I don’t want to disturb you. where and when. we have to check out by ten.>
<Ok, but sort out your punctuation in texts, please. It drives me mad. >
I was chuckling, a mere ten yards away, as she turned. She saw me immediately. How could she fail to? Ten yards adrift. It might as well have been ten miles. Even so, the lines of tears were clearly visible upon her pallid cheeks. She advanced slowly and halted three feet away. Using a delicate big toe, the crooked one that had been broken and did not reset properly, she drew a wiggly straight line in the sand between us, as if daring me to cross. I didn’t dare move.
“I should have said more,” she admitted. “I don’t agree that I was cruel as you said, but there is always another truth, isn’t there?”
“Someone else?” I said, halfway between a suggestion and a question. “An Australian or perhaps a Parisian. You always talk of them with adoration in your voice.”
“No, not someone else.” Angry again. “I am disappointed you would think that.”
“Why? I am curious and if I don’t voice my thoughts what was the point of this meeting? Your rejection of me was so unexpected. So sudden. Was I just too stupid to read all the signs correctly? Is it any wonder that I wonder now why you invited me to come to Australia. To this place specifically? I wonder now why you had asked me to follow you to Australia? We had one night together in your bed then you told me to sleep in the spare room.”
“I asked you. You snore.”
“I snored when we were together in Greece and in my house in Scotland. Hardly a 
revelation.”
“It seemed louder in my house.”
“The more relaxed I am the louder I snore.”
“Bullshit, mister. “
“If you say so. I didn’t come to argue, just to see you, watch you on the beach. You 
are in your element here, especially in the sunrise.”


“We cannot marry,” she said abruptly. “I should have told you. I am dying. I have known for a little while.”
“Before Greece? Before or after I got on the plane?”
“Does it matter?”
“It does to me funnily enough. I would have got on the plane anyway because I wanted
to be with you. But I might have arrived with a different outlook.”
“I suspected before I boarded the flight for Europe. All the tests were done before I flew out to Europe. I got a note that the results were available while I was with you in Scotland. I said I did not want to know until I was back in Australia. The results were confirmed when I got home before you flew out.”
“You knew before I landed?”
“Yes, of course. I knew then.”
“We were on borrowed Australian time, weren’t we, from then on? You had it in mind to cast me adrift all along, despite all that you said.”
“I tried. Several times. I could not find the words. I just knew that I could not, would not leave you a widower so soon.”
I stepped forward and clasped her fragile hands into mine. I used my bony foot to scratch an X through her line, another demonstration. An X, a kiss, not a barrier like the one she had tried to impose. A kiss for the lady who in my eyes glowed more brightly than any sunrise.
“We can marry,” I stated. “We don’t have to delay. Depending on Australian rules of course. Every precious moment together will be full. I will sign a pre-nuptial agreement. Your family need not fear avarice from me. I want only you, not what you have as possessions in your house. Just you.”
“Can you bear…?”
“I can bear anything for you if I am with you. I cannot bear to be parted from you.” 
“Hug me please.”
“I hoped you would ask.”
Later, not measured in earthly time, we walked away from the open beach along to the track to The Creek and the motel. I knew deep inside that nothing had changed despite her confession and my protestations of eternal fidelity. She would not marry me. We shared that stubbornness. In the year that we had known each other I had never known Marie to go back on a single decision she made. The truce meant only that we might survive the car journey home to the city together. We held hands as we crossed The Creek, ready to cling on to each other lest one slip down between the boards into the waiting maw of a saltie or a shark. We made it over safely and, on her suggestion, walked hand in hand to the small parade of cafes and shops which bordered the green space by The Creek. Marie chose, and we took seats outside “The Bamboo Café” with its slight Asian influence on classic Australian. We ordered what we always ordered, an exotic spiced coffee and a plain breakfast tea. Symbolic perhaps of our different tastes in so many things. Everything Marie saw as a negative point of difference between us I saw as symbols of our individualities which could merge in a partnership. If she would allow it. 
I had no doubt she was telling the truth about her illness, but it wasn’t the whole story. Rejecting any offer of support and help from me had deeper roots than a simple consultation with a doctor. She simply did not love me enough, that much I knew for certain now. We tried to chat as we sipped. If there was any taste to my tea, I could not divine it. It might have been tree bark for all the pleasure I derived from it. Our efforts to talk without mentioning ‘it’ were stilted and awkward., as had been our very first conversation in Greece. Then, it was an awkward prelude. Now, it was the awkward beginning of the end. What do you say to the woman whose love means everything to you, but who no longer loves you? I did not want to talk of endings, so we talked of the weather, The Creek, and the beach and…. anything that meant little or nothing. 
I stared at Marie.
That was all I could do, words frozen on my lips. 
I cocooned her cold hand in my rough hand. 
She did not shirk or reject me.
I thought, perhaps. I hoped. 
Three days later, back in her house, when I awoke, the note was waiting on the kitchen table. An ironic ray of sun cut through the back window, illuminating the note so that it could not be missed. 
“I am visiting my son for a week. Please be gone before I return. I cannot face goodbye. Be happy.”
Devastated, I obeyed. I packed that very morning, changed my flight home, and checked into a city hotel for four days. 
I flew home, over many oceans, still in the dark. The memories should have comforted me, but all they did was torment. For twenty-seven hours I could not sleep. 
Marie and I had kissed the sunrise but now our sun had set. 
What now, my love?
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