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The Proposal



Come live with me and be my love,
And we will some new pleasures prove
Of golden sands and crystal brooks,
With silken lines and silver hooks.


~John Donne
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The Perfect Proposal



You know you’re in love when you don’t want to fall asleep because reality is finally better than your dreams.


~Dr. Seuss


Growing up, I always wished my parents had a more romantic proposal story. Candles, roses, a serenade, an ocean sunset. My dad on bended knee with nervous, hopeful eyes; my mom gazing down at him, surprised and ecstatic, speechlessly nodding yes. But that is not their proposal story.


My parents met in college when my dad was a junior and my mom was a senior. After my mom graduated, she worked at a bookstore in town while my dad finished up school. When summer rolled around, they had a talk about what they would do next. And, as the story goes, my dad looked over at my mom and said, “We could get married.”


And what was my mom’s response? A gasp? Tears of joy? No, nothing like that. My mom burst out laughing. “I thought he was joking!” she would explain later when telling me the story. “You know your father. He’s a kidder.”


“And then what happened?” I would prod.


She would smile. “Then we got married and lived happier ever after.”


It’s true — my parents are amazingly happy, and they will have been married thirty years this September. They are a real-life love story, a guiding example for me of the comfort and joy that comes from building a life with the person you love. And yet, I also grew up on a steady diet of Disney songs and chick flicks. I’d ask my parents to tell the story again and again, hoping to bring out a new angle, discover a previously forgotten detail that might cast the whole thing in a new, more romantic light.


“You mean you didn’t have it planned beforehand?” I would ask my dad.


“No, not specifically.”


“Did you have a ring at least?”


“We picked it out together afterward.”


“You didn’t even get down on one knee?”


My dad would smile, his eyes far away, remembering. “Nope. I just asked her.”


I would sigh, disappointed. How unromantic.


My grandparents were no better. “How did you propose to Grandma Auden?” I asked Gramps one Christmas as we spooned dinner leftovers into plastic containers. I was thinking of the romantic black-and-white movies we’d watched together over the years — Casablanca, The Philadelphia Story, Meet Me in St. Louis. Murmured voices, stolen kisses, three-piece suits and fancy dresses, and impassioned declarations of love.


“Oh, I don’t really remember,” Gramps said.


“What?” I paused my mashed-potato scooping and looked at him. “You don’t remember?”


“Well, I didn’t formally propose. We loved each other, and when she graduated college we decided to get married.”


“You just decided?”


He met my eyes and smiled. “You know, I think it was kind of assumed between us from the very first time we met. There’s an old saying, ‘When you know, you know.’ It was certainly true for me, and I think it was true for your grandma, too. When I met her, I just knew.”


When you know, you know. I had to admit, it sounded pretty romantic. It could be a line from one of those black-and-white movies I loved. Still, I knew when it came to my own proposal one day in the hazy future that I wanted the works: an elaborate plan, a diamond ring in a small cushioned box, a man on one knee.


Throughout high school and college, I dated off and on, but never anyone serious. Never anyone I saw myself marrying. In some ways, that made it easier to daydream: I pictured a generic Prince Charming, who would soar into my life, sweep me off my feet, and take my breath away when he asked me to be his wife.


My friends only fueled the flames. We talked for hours about our dreams and hopes for the future. We shared extravagant proposal videos online: an artist painting a mural to pop the question, an amateur filmmaker creating a movie trailer to propose to his girlfriend, a flash mob surprising one woman at what she thought was a routine outing to the mall.


Then, one of my friends got engaged. It was the proposal of her dreams — a surprise in front of a gorgeous fountain in the park where they first met. But that didn’t change the fact that they fought constantly, and she confessed to me at her bridal shower that she often got jealous because she “didn’t really trust him.” I saw that the “perfect” proposal didn’t guarantee happiness or true love. In fact, my idea of “perfect” shifted completely. What makes a proposal truly perfect, I realized, is that it is genuine and filled with love, and built upon a strong foundation of a relationship that is similarly honest, open, and caring.


Flash forward two years to my first year of graduate school. At a luncheon for volunteers at the local senior center, I was seated across the table from Mike, a fellow graduate student in the English department whom I somehow had never met in the hallways at school. He was certainly handsome, with thick dark hair, glasses that framed his green eyes, and a contagious smile. But more than that, he seemed familiar to me in a way that no one had ever felt before. We spent the entire luncheon chatting over pizza and smiling at each other. And even though we were in a huge room with hundreds of other people, it seemed as if we were the only two people there.


We went out for coffee the next day, and dinner the day after that. Within a week, we were spending every waking moment together. I had discovered a new level of happiness, a deep contentment that came from finding the person who truly understands me, supports me, and loves me for exactly who I am — just as I love every part of him.


“I feel like I’ve known you my whole life,” Mike told me. “I never used to believe in love at first sight, but I was in love with you from the moment we met.” I felt the same way. When you know, you know. I finally understood what Gramps meant.


That summer, I went home for a month to visit my family, and Mike came with me. One evening, as we walked along the boardwalk beside the ocean, we stopped for a few minutes to watch the waves crashing onto the beach. Seagulls wheeled overhead. The clouds were tinged with pink, the sun just beginning to set. Mike’s hand squeezed mine.


“Dallas,” he said. I turned and looked into his warm green eyes. “Will you marry me?”


There was no bended knee, no rose petals or marching band or movie cameras. And yet, as tears sprang to my eyes, I no longer wanted any of that.


It was the perfect proposal, more romantic than anything I had envisioned in my years of daydreams. What made it perfect was the man standing there before me, looking at me with love filling his eyes.


“Yes,” I said. And I kissed my future husband, the love of my life, happier and more excited than I ever dreamed possible.


~Dallas Nicole Woodburn
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A Case of Cold Feet



We learn more by looking for the answer to a question and not finding it than we do from learning the answer itself.


~Lloyd Alexander


You’ve heard the old saying that if at first you don’t succeed, try, try again. Well, that pretty much applied to how I proposed to the woman who would eventually become my wife. I tried and tried, and again and again she told me no. In fact, she told me no so many different times that any ordinary person would have gotten the idea she didn’t want to marry me!


I had known Ann for two years. We’d met on the job, and had been first co-workers, then close friends, and finally, in a relationship. What began as shy glances at each other became spending every moment together at work and then finally dating.


Ann told me on that first date that she was not anxious to get married. She’d gone down that road, and the heartache and misery it had brought to her and her children was not something she was willing to risk again. I told her I wasn’t interested in a serious relationship either, and, for a while, that was the truth.


But feelings deepen, and after growing closer to her and the kids, I knew I wanted to be part of such a wonderful family. I loved Ann, and I couldn’t envision my life without her. But the shadow of her previous marriage was a long one, and every time I turned our conversation in the direction of marriage, she changed the subject or cut short our date. One day, I just came right out and asked her to marry me.


“I can’t marry you,” she said, tears in her eyes. “I’m too afraid of marriage. But I do love you. Please don’t leave me.”


I sighed and took her hand. “I’m here to stay.”


That seemed to settle it for a while, but then one day I blurted out the question again. This time, she smiled and said, “I’m sorry, darling, but you know the answer is no.”


So began a scene that was played out over the next days, weeks, and months. Time would pass, and then I’d be overcome with love for this woman and ask her to marry me, and she’d say no. She never said it angrily, but with the understanding that she loved me deeply and wanted me in her life. It made me want to marry her even more.


And so I kept asking her. I asked her while we danced, while we hiked, and while we shared a fine meal at a French restaurant. She told me, “No, no, and non.” I proposed to her while we stood on the roof of an elegant hotel and counted down the seconds to the New Year, while we watched a close friend and his fiancée exchange vows at their wedding, and as we waved goodbye to her daughter and her boyfriend as she went out to enjoy her prom. Her answers were “Sorry, no, but Happy New Year!” and “No, now sshh, you’ll spoil the wedding,” and “Nuh-uh. Did her boyfriend say he was nineteen?”


Then one day when I was getting ready to ask her in the parking lot on our way to our cars, Ann turned and stopped me. I realized she had the saddest expression on her face. She took me by the hand and shook her head.


“I love you more than life itself. You know that. But I can’t marry you. It isn’t fair to keep giving you hope for something that will never happen. Maybe it’s time we moved on with our lives.” Then she took a deep breath and added, “Without each other.”


I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to argue the point, to make her see we could be great together, but the fear and sadness in her face were so great that I knew I’d be pushing her farther away. I released her hand, and the two of us walked away from each other.


A couple of months went by. Working together was heartbreaking, but I gave her the space she needed and pretended everything was all right. She seemed less stressed, a little happier. Life for me was an empty, yawning chasm that I couldn’t fill. I went home each night numb from the pain. I told myself this was the price you sometimes paid for love. I would love Ann forever, but from a distance, far from her life.


Then one day I saw a note on my desk. It read, “Meet me at the café on the corner after work.” There was no signature, and I figured it was one of the guys who wanted to grab dinner or just hang out at the end of a long day. I didn’t feel like going, but I didn’t want to go home to my empty apartment. So I went.


It was hard to be in that particular café. Ann and I had spent a lot of time there. As I went in, I wondered if this was a good idea. Then I looked at the table where the two of us usually sat. There was Ann, smiling and waving at me to join her. I nearly stumbled over a waiter getting to her.


“Ask me,” she said softly as she reached out and took my hand.


“What?” was all I could manage. I took a drink of water. “Ask you what?”


Her eyes were big and bright and full of love. “All I needed was to know what it felt like to not have you in my life. It’s not a feeling I ever want to feel again. Ask me.”


I almost broke my kneecap dropping to the floor. “Will you marry me?”


She nodded, and then she started to cry. I pulled her into my arms.


“Of course, I will,” she whispered, holding me tight. “What took you so long?”


~John P. Buentello
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The Bridge of Saint Mary’s



When the one man loves the one woman and the one woman loves the one man, the very angels desert heaven and come and sit in that house and sing for joy.


~The Brahma Sutras


It started with an acceptance letter from Saint Mary’s College, Notre Dame, in the early spring of 2007. My sister and I were both happily admitted into the all-women’s college and, upon receiving the good news in the mail, our family decided to make the forty-five-minute drive to visit our new college on a warm spring afternoon. I do not believe there is any college more beautiful in the springtime than Saint Mary’s, and I will never forget our first stroll around the campus. We marveled at the secluded tranquility of the environment, the archaic charm of the 167-year-old architecture, and all around us, trees blossomed with little white flowers that filled the air with a delicately sweet aroma.


Its best feature of all was the small lake situated at the heart of the campus. Stretching over this small body of water was a narrow wooden bridge that connected to an even smaller island, with flowers and trees that grew thick all around. Benches were scattered here and there around the lake, and I remember seeing a young woman — a student, I supposed — seated on one of those wooden benches with a book in her lap. The girl caught sight of us and began to inquire if we were new to campus. After exchanging a few friendly words with my parents, she asked, “Have you heard the legend about the Saint Mary’s bridge yet?” Of course, we hadn’t, so she proceeded to regale us with the legend of the bridge over the lake: The first gentleman with whom you cross the bridge, she said, is the man you will marry.


More than a year later, I was still making a solo trek across the bridge, all the while thinking about that silly legend and doubting that such a thing could ever happen to me. The island, however, became my quiet refuge for reading and writing. I would spend hours studying or writing short stories in this peaceful hideaway. Only the wild geese that inhabited the island would accompany me.


It wasn’t until late July the following year that I suddenly received three new online messages from a gentleman I had never met, complimenting my web page and, in his third message, adding flattery to my profile picture by writing, “You have a cute smile.” I succumbed to curiosity and responded to this stranger’s comments. That simple response soon turned into frequent e-mail and phone conversations.


His name was Dinesh Rajan, a handsome, dark-haired, dark-eyed native of southern India. I learned that he was a recent graduate from the University of Notre Dame and worked as a software engineer in California. He later admitted to reading my online blogs for two weeks, in which he found himself intrigued by the girl behind the writings. After about a month of e-mail and instant messaging correspondence, we decided to meet. My father, however, proved more reluctant and wanted no part in my “meeting with a strange man from India we know nothing about.”


Against my father’s somewhat scornful protests, Dinesh purchased a plane ticket back to South Bend, Indiana, and we met for the first time at a bench by the Notre Dame basilica during fall break in 2008. I presented him with a batch of two-dozen homemade macadamia nut cookies, which I had carefully packed in a decorative box. We then exchanged a few nice-to-meet-yous before deciding to walk between the Notre Dame and Saint Mary’s campuses.


Suddenly, I began thinking about the bridge. Would we cross it? Did I want to cross it? Should I wait? What if there was truth to the legend? But it was too late. Side by side, we crossed the bridge. Did this mean I would marry Dinesh?


We sat on a bench on the island for an hour, talking about our respective childhoods, families, religions, and beliefs. I felt I had known Dinesh my whole life. I somehow felt natural with him. Safe. We planned to meet again two days later for our first official date and, later that week, he would take me to see Manon at the Lyric Opera of Chicago.


Our first kiss took place two months later at an oceanfront pool-side in Florida, where we were vacationing with my family. I was twenty-two and had never even kissed a man up to that point! It was late evening, and we were counting shooting stars over the ocean while reclining in the lounge chairs. The air was cool and still, and the only sound came from the crashing of the waves. The kiss we shared was better than any romantic scene from a Hollywood motion picture, and when he flew back home later that week, I realized I was falling in love with him.


For two years, we endured a long-distance relationship; however, he would fly out once a month to visit. Sometimes, he’d even purchase a plane ticket for me, and we would spend a day sightseeing in various cities: wine tasting in Napa Valley, strolling the town of Sausalito, resting our feet in the refreshing tide pools of San Diego, crossing the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco, and even exploring Las Vegas. Each trip would last about eleven hours before I would fly back home that same night! It’s true that some girls are treated like princesses, but Dinesh treated me like a queen.


In the spring of 2010, Dinesh made the decision to return to South Bend and finish his Ph.D. at Notre Dame, eliminating the thousands of miles that separated us. The talk of marriage became more frequent in our conversations. On October 1, 2010, he showed up on my doorstep with a bouquet of red roses. He said he wanted to walk each campus again for old times’ sake. During our walk, he recounted all of the memories of our time together: our first date, the first time we held hands on the trails of a state park, our first kiss at the poolside, and the dreams we started building together.


When we finally reached the Saint Mary’s campus, he said he wanted to cross the bridge just one more time. It was growing dark and chilly by then, but he took my hand anyway, and together we crossed the old wooden bridge just as we had done two years earlier. When we stepped onto the island, Dinesh dropped down on one knee. My heart leaped. From the pocket of his coat, he extracted a blue box. I felt dazed, like I was floating, when he proposed.


“Yes!” I said happily, fighting back the tears as we tightly embraced.


I guess there is magic in that old Saint Mary’s bridge, after all.


~Sara R. Rajan
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Hello, My Name Is Clueless



Some folks are wise and some are otherwise.


~Tobias Smollett


Not many people can boast that complete strangers come up to them in the grocery store and say, “I was there when you got engaged.” I can.


I’m getting ahead of myself. First, let me introduce myself. Hello. My name is Clueless.


On that gorgeous Sunday morning in August 1998, I had a wretched cold — and I was mad at my boyfriend. His family was in town, and although I thought the visit had passed very pleasantly, Christian had been short-tempered the whole weekend.


He picked me up for church that morning, his manner edgy and uptight as we zigged and zagged around campus to the Newman Center for choir warm-up. The air inside the church hummed with excitement. A fellow choir member was celebrating her fortieth wedding anniversary with a renewal of vows. Everyone anticipated a great morning with great music.


But my nose was running, my throat was sore, and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to sing the two solos for which I was slated. Meanwhile, Christian’s emotional state was deteriorating. Rapidly.


He pounded the piano keys with more than his usual energy, then leaped off the bench. “What is he doing?” asked a fellow alto, watching bemusedly as he dashed away from the piano hauling a clunky, hard plastic case.


I rolled my eyes. “Setting up a video camera,” I said. “He promised he’d record the renewal of vows.” His mood was rubbing off on me. This was turning into one of those days when I had to remind myself that love is a choice. My medicated brain felt fuzzy, and my throat hurt. And I had so wanted to sing well!


Christian darted moth-like around the church, worrying whether there was enough room on the videotape, whether his mom and his brother knew where they were going, and whether they would get to church before Mass started. He barely made it back to the piano in time for the opening song. “You okay?” he mouthed at me over the last chord. I gave him a look. Considering his mood, wasn’t it kind of backward for him to be asking me that?


My obvious annoyance did little to settle his behavior. But church has a way of moderating bad feelings. By the time I had cantored the psalm without my voice cracking, both of us were feeling better. After the homily and the renewal of vows, the service progressed as usual. I was standing beside the piano, playing flute over Christian’s shoulder as Communion wound down, when I glanced out over the congregation and saw my mother sitting in the back row. I was so surprised that I stopped playing. My mother lived forty-five minutes away.


“Christian,” I hissed. “My mom’s back there. What’s she doing here?”


He shrugged and kept playing.


(In-laws in town. Video camera set up. Boyfriend freaking out. Like I said: Clueless.)


Communion ended, and I perched on the step beside the piano while Father read the announcements. Christian reached for my hand. His palms were ice cold and clammy.


“That’s all I have,” Father said, “but… I think Christian has an announcement?”


This was not on the agenda. Bewildered, I helped him disentangle a microphone from its stand. He stepped up onto the platform and promptly dissolved into a gibbering, incoherent mess.


All thought of being mad at him fled. It was agonizing to watch; he sounded so awkward, and he’s usually so well spoken. I wanted desperately to get up and comfort him, because I knew that whenever he got to the point — whatever it was — he was going to be kicking himself for his blithering performance. Clearly, he needed moral support. But what was that he was saying?


“When I came to Newman,” he said, “my life changed… because I met Kate.”


Blame it on the cold medicine: My only thought was, Now what is he up to?


“Come up here, Kate,” he said. I obeyed, and he rambled on while I stood beside him, holding his hand, offering mute encouragement while I tried to figure out where this whole monologue was headed, and what it had to do with me.


“And, um, Newman Center’s been really special to us, because you all are kind of like a big family to us, so I kind of wanted to ask this in front of all of you….”


And that’s when I figured it out.


Did I mention my name was Clueless?


He went down on one knee, and the whole community of people, 800 strong, rose up whooping amid a roar of applause.


I wish I could say that every moment since then has matched the romance and euphoria of that day at church. It hasn’t. But any time a random stranger approaches me on the city bus, in the grocery store, or on the street and says, “I was there when you got engaged!” I realize all over again: I got a good one. And if I ever need proof, all I have to do is pull out the video.


~Kathleen M. Basi
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Liftoff



Shoot for the moon. Even if you miss, you’ll land among the stars.


~Les Brown


Ever since I was a little girl, I have dreamed about going into space.


I grew up in Houston, Texas, about a mile from NASA. On an elementary school field trip, we visited Mission Control and ate lunch in the enormous shadow of the Saturn V rocket lying on its side in a field of grass. A rocket like this one, our teacher told us, had taken Apollo 11 to the moon.


Since that day, I had wanted to be an astronaut. I would imagine myself sitting in a capsule at the top of that huge rocket pointed toward the heavens. The massive thrusters would fire on the launch pad in Cape Canaveral, and the countdown would begin in my head.


“10... 9... 8... “


I would flip some imaginary switches in front of me, legs up on the sofa in my living room, ready to head to the moon.


“3... 2... 1... Liftoff!”


Then my imagination would shift perspective, and I’d be looking out a window at all the people I loved. They would be cheering and waving, shrinking below me as I climbed higher and higher until the world became a swirl of clouds around a blue sphere, like in the pictures I’d seen taken from space.


Finally, I would be floating among the stars. That was the favorite part of my daydreams, I would later tell my boyfriend, Drex. Of course, I didn’t believe it would actually happen. Going into space had become a childhood fantasy.


Although on some deep level, I still wanted to be an astronaut, by the time I met Drex my freshman year of college, my career aspirations had become more down-to-earth. As an undergrad, I was premed, and he was a computer science major who lived in the dorm room right below mine. It wasn’t love at first sight, but we got to know each other and then realized, to our mutual amazement about a year later, that we were actually soul mates.


We dated for five years. I started medical school, and he started graduate school. My second year, I got an opportunity to spend a month at a rural clinic in Honduras. Drex said that he would fly down after I was done with my work at the clinic so that we could have a long weekend together. Drex and I decided to go to the island of Roatan in the Caribbean Sea off the coast of Honduras. Since I was busy preparing for my clinic rotation and brushing up on medical Spanish phrases, Drex offered to make the arrangements for our getaway.


I felt comfortable leaving all the vacation preparations to him. On his apartment wall, Drex and I had a map studded with pins to mark all the places we’d been together. Through these trips and all the misadventures that came with them, we discovered that we had the same easygoing travel style, which involved minimal packing and planning. I knew we would have a good time no matter what.


We arrived at La Pura Vida Resort on the west end of Roatan. I took a shower and changed into my bathing suit, and then we headed out to enjoy an afternoon at the beach. Drex said that we only had one thing on our itinerary — he had planned it for after dinner that night. I tried to hold off plying him with questions because I have an intuitive knack for guessing his surprises.


After swimming in the turquoise water of Half Moon Bay, followed by lying on the sand doing absolutely nothing, we walked to a thatched-roof restaurant on the beachfront and had bowls of conch soup and plates of fried fish with spicy mayo. Then Drex steered us farther along the water to a wooden dock. On a post, it said: Roatan Institute of Deepsea Exploration.


Drex explained casually that he had chartered a submarine to take us into the Cayman Trench, a long and narrow depression in the floor of the Caribbean Sea. He had read about Karl Stanley, featured in National Geographic Adventure magazine, who had built his own submarine and now offered underwater adventures to a depth of about 2,000 feet below sea level off the coast of Honduras.


Needless to say, I was very excited when I saw the yellow submarine. It was round with a large Plexiglas viewing bubble in the front, like a giant fishbowl eye where we would sit. We climbed into the hatch on top of the submarine. Drex and I got strapped into our seats behind the Plexiglas bubble, and it briefly crossed my mind that the submarine was somewhat like a spaceship. We were going to be taken into another world. Karl would do the steering behind us.


As we started our descent, I noticed that Drex looked anxious. We were holding hands, and I could feel his racing pulse and sweaty palms. I asked him if he was nervous about the dive, but he shook his head.


Through our viewing bubble, in the bright submarine headlights, we saw unusual creatures like blood-red starfish and walking sea lilies. Karl started playing music — a CD of favorite songs Drex had made for our submarine adventure. Still, I didn’t suspect anything. I was totally engrossed, like Jacques Cousteau, taking in this alien underwater world. It was vivid and surreal.


After about twenty minutes, we began our ascent to the surface. Karl turned off the submarine lights, and everything outside our bubble turned inky black. Then, all of a sudden, we were in a field of stars.


We were crossing a bioluminescent layer of tiny fish and squid that live in the Cayman Trench. They glow in response to the light from the submarine. Staring out from the capsule, I was in my girlhood dream, surrounded by a galaxy of creatures swimming around us. It actually felt like I was suspended and weightless in the darkness, an astronaut flying through space.


Overwhelmed, I barely heard the romantic speech Drex made, but when I saw the ring and heard him ask me to marry him, I said yes immediately. This incredible proposal made me realize that, no matter how ridiculous, unlikely, or out-of-reach they might seem, Drex would always, to the best of his abilities, help make my dreams come true.


~Mitali Ruths
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A Month to Change Your Mind



There is no more lovely, friendly and charming relationship, communion or company than a good marriage.


~Martin Luther


Walter and I had been seeing each other for about a year and a half when his father, Gus, became very ill. Gus was in his eighties, and although he was a tall, skinny drink of water like his son, he was also an insulin-dependent diabetic. The very first time Walter took me to meet Gus, he had a low blood sugar “incident,” and I found myself calling 911 while Walter tried to revive him. So it was not really a shock when Walter got the call that his father had once again had an “incident” and was in the hospital. I requested some time off work, and we drove the hundred miles south from Boulder to Cañon City, Colorado, where Gus had moved when he retired. It was the last day of March 2002.


It turned out that this time the “incident” was very serious. Gus had been found on the floor of his house by a friend who’d stopped by. The doctors guessed that the night before, he’d accidentally taken a double dose of insulin. By the time he was found, he was in a coma. Although his numbers got better for a few days, by the end of the week he was slipping away from us.


Just after 6:00 A.M. on Saturday, we got the call from the hospital: Gus had died around 5:00. Walter and I had been staying in his father’s house all week, looking after his dog and visiting the hospital daily. Walter’s parents had separated when he was a child. His mother had died several years before, and his father had never remarried or even dated anyone, as far as we knew. He just lived with his dog, saw a few friends, and enjoyed fishing and hunting until the diabetes destroyed his eyesight.


We dressed quickly and went to the hospital. There, Walter spent a long time sitting beside his father’s body. Finally, he said he was ready to go. Back at the house, he suggested that we change into hiking clothes. We took the dog, Molly, with us, and drove into the Rocky Mountains, up to Marshall Pass, one of the last places Walter had gone with his father.


There was still plenty of snow on the pass in early April, and I was glad I’d dressed warmly. We parked on the side of the road just before where the snow got deep, and I walked down the road a bit with Molly, exploring. When we returned, Walter said, “Let’s climb up on this rock here so we can sit and talk.”


This was unlike him, since he normally preferred hiking to talking. A Ph.D. engineer, Walter is typically stoic and no-nonsense. But it was a strange day, so I climbed up on the rock and prepared myself for a talk, perhaps about life and death and his relationship with his father.


Instead, Walter knelt down on the rock and said, “Margaret, will you marry me?” My heart sank.


I had been teasing him about the possibility of marriage for several months, but he had always rolled his eyes or changed the subject. Under any other circumstance, I would have been thrilled to finally hear those words. But not then. His father had just died. I was deeply afraid that Walter was asking me because he was in shock, not because he loved me. But on the other hand, how could I say no?


“Y-yes,” I stammered. “But I don’t think you should be asking me now. How about if we say you have a month to change your mind?”


“I’m not going to change my mind,” he said, clearly offended.


“No, but you can, okay? Let’s wait a month before we tell anyone, just in case,” I went on.


“Don’t you want to marry me?” he asked.


“Of course, I do,” I said, feeling desperate. I so badly didn’t want to hurt him on this sad day.


We drove back to Cañon City a little subdued. The next day, we returned to Boulder and our respective homes. I was very worried about what we’d gotten ourselves into. I didn’t tell a soul about the proposal, not even my mother.


The next weekend found us back in Cañon City for the memorial service, and we were to go back many more times over the course of the next year as we cleaned out Gus’s house. At the lunch we hosted for his family and friends, I wanted to mention our engagement, but I didn’t because I was still waiting to see if Walter would change his mind.


The weekend after that, we stayed in Boulder. It was a quiet time for a change. We hung around his house, doing some cleaning and just relaxing. In the evening, as we snuggled up on the couch, I felt brave enough to bring up the subject again.


“Why did you ask me to marry you the day Gus died?” I said, trying to speak gently. “Why then?”


Walter sighed. “I just thought, I don’t want my life to be like his,” he said.


“In what way not like his?”


I thought Gus had had a rather pleasant life, with his dog and his friends and his hobbies. His house was full of books and music.


“Just living alone all those years, no family, no love. It’s how I’ve lived my life up till now, but it’s not how I want to live the rest of it. I don’t want to die alone. I want to have a family. With you.”


The month wasn’t up. It was only April 21st. But I didn’t need to wait any longer.


“How about next weekend we look for a ring?” I suggested.


I knew he wasn’t going to change his mind.


~Margaret Luebs
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Scrabble Surprise



Love is a game that two can play and both win.


~Eva Gabor


We met at a ball — I was in an indigo blue gown, he in a dazzling tuxedo. The moment we locked eyes, it was magical. We sipped champagne, giddy as we listened to David Benoit play “The Way You Look Tonight.” The evening flew by as if we were in a dream, and by the end of the event, I felt hope for the first time in years.


Ours was a whirlwind romance. Everyone cautioned us to go slowly — we had both been through so much. And, despite my insistence that I really had no intention of anything serious, we quickly became inseparable. By the end of the summer, we had moved in together and achieved a peaceful harmony. Well, except in one department: marriage.


We had both been married before: he to his childhood sweetheart, who passed after twenty-one years of sweet union, and I to the father of my two children. Despite his desire to eventually marry again, he was in no hurry. I had professed for years that I would not remarry. Then, when faced with the idea of sharing my home, my life, and my children with another man, my traditional values pushed marriage to the surface of my mind once again.


I remember that first Valentine’s Day: I was getting ready for work when my man walked into the master bath with a little velvet box. My heart leapt into my throat, I started to tear up, and suddenly I just knew that life was about to be PERFECT! That is, until I opened the box. Staring back at me was a pair of the most beautiful diamond earrings. He looked at me with a grin from ear to ear, and I quickly tried to hide my disappointment. And, while I’m a fairly good actress, he quickly grasped the emotion I was trying to hide. “Hoping it was going to be a ring, huh?” he said. I nodded, putting the lovely gems in my ears. “It hasn’t even been a year!” he laughed. I nodded again, and thanked him for the earrings as I darted into my closet to get dressed, desperate to hide my tears.


Two months later, we moved our home south when he joined a new firm. I had vowed I wouldn’t move my children unless I was wearing a ring, but by then my heart was his. I just couldn’t stomach the idea of ending the relationship just because he hadn’t yet proposed. We created a new nest together and settled into our loft by the sea. We worked, played, and grew together as a couple and as a family.


As my thirty-eighth birthday approached, we began to talk more about further additions to our little family. I told him that I wouldn’t even consider having children after my fortieth, and that marriage was an absolute requirement if we were going to have a child together.


Our second Valentine’s Day arrived. That morning, I pulled on a beautiful red dress and heels as I prepared for the workday. I asked him if he needed me to come home early for any reason, and he just shook his head and told me he’d see me after work. Confused, and a little frustrated that he might not even have made dinner plans, I left for the office.


The day flew by, and I headed back home, eager to see what awaited me. I had always been a hopeless romantic, so I had gotten him a card and made him a beautiful scrapbook. I arrived home to find him in jeans and a T-shirt in the kitchen. I headed to our bedroom and asked him if I needed to change into anything special. He nonchalantly told me to throw on a pair of jeans and join him. I asked if we were going out to dinner, and he replied with a simple “no.” As I pulled off my beautiful red dress and grabbed my jeans, my confusion and frustration turned to disappointment and resentment. He walked into our bedroom, once again aware of the Valentine’s Day Disappointment Look, and smiled. “Throw a few things in a bag. We’re not going to dinner; we’re going to Mexico!”


For the truly mentally healthy gal, this is the point at which she throws her arms around her lover’s neck and screams, “Whoohoo!” and grabs her gear. And, while I like to think of myself as pretty together, his announcement was met by more of a glare. I packed my overnight bag, helped him grab a few things from the kitchen, and then climbed into the car. I sulked most of the way there, and didn’t even bother to hide my disdainful disappointment in the “quaint” little home he’d rented for the weekend (one step up from a trailer, and not nearly as nice as the other places we’d visited in the past).


Despite my foul mood, his smile didn’t leave his face. He offered me a glass of wine, threw dinner on the grill, and fed me Brie cheese from the cooler he’d packed. It may not have been what I was hoping for, but I softened with every kindness he showed me.


He suggested that we slip into more comfortable attire after dinner, and as I slipped on a red negligee (Hopeless Romantic again) in our bedroom, he prepared a beautiful fire and lounging area in the living room. He’d pulled a futon onto the ground, placed a Scrabble board in the middle of it, and poured us each a glass of champagne. To someone who didn’t know us, this might have looked disastrous — Scrabble on Valentine’s Day? But, to me, it looked like the perfect way to spend what could have been a nightmare of a day.


We shook the bag of letters and started the game as we had so many times in the past. Things started a bit slow, but soon gained speed. I was enjoying the competition, but also aware that the clock was heading toward midnight, and I was exhausted from the long day. I nearly emptied my deck and reached into the bag for more letters. I laughed to myself as I stared at the letters looking back at me. I spelled the word W-E-D, and he laughed as he took his turn. I pulled more tiles from the bag and laughed again, this time aloud. In the triple word space, I spelled the word V-O-W. Amazed, he pulled out tiles to complete a word of his own as I turned to grab my glass from the hearth. As I turned back around, I saw a little red leather box lying in the middle of the Scrabble board. I looked up at him, and he asked mischievously, “Where’d that come from?”


I gingerly picked up the box from the board and opened it to find the most extraordinary ring within. Tears ran down my face as my man offered the sweetest proposal a girl could receive. He kissed me tenderly, then as we separated, I glanced down at the tiles remaining in my deck: D-O-I-I. A warm smile crossed my face as I reorganized the letters and turned the deck to my fiancé. He laughed, eyes glistening, as he read them: I, I Do.


~Sage de Beixedon Breslin, Ph.D.
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A Simple Proposition



What a distressing contrast there is between the radiant intelligence of the child and the feeble mentality of the average adult.


~Sigmund Freud


“I need to see you tonight.” The urgency in the voice on the other end of the phone sent a cold chill curling up my spine. Why the man I was dating insisted on traveling thirty miles to see me on a weeknight, I wasn’t sure. I’d worked all day, taught at a nearby university that evening, and my only plans had to do with peanut butter and jelly and a flannel nightgown. But something in his voice was compelling. So I pulled on an old pair of jeans and a sweater and agreed to see him.


Ernie arrived looking worried. Something was up. As we drove in silence to a nearby sports bar, my mind raced.


Perhaps, I speculated, he wanted to break off our relationship. After all, I had been less attentive lately, consumed by the demands of my new business and my son. Maybe he had met someone else and was a good enough guy to sit down one-on-one and tell me the news. Whatever it was, one thing was clear: This was the night I was going to hear about it.


As we slid into a booth, and ordered two beers and a platter of nachos, I found myself chattering to fill the silence.


“So, how about those Celtics?”


“Can you believe how windy it is?”


“Tom Hanks, you gotta love the guy.”


Nothing I said seemed to warm him up.


Then, in a flash, he pulled a tiny box from his pocket. He placed it gingerly on the table in front of me without saying a word. For a moment, I hesitated. I looked around. The basketball game blared on the phalanx of television sets strategically placed throughout the smoky room. I glanced down at the salsa I had spilled on my faded jeans and smiled. Sometimes, life catches you when you least expect it.


Suddenly, I was the one who didn’t know what to say. I picked up the box and opened the lid. This was it. The moment that could last a lifetime.


I knew he was hanging on my every word. And the only word he wanted to hear was “yes.” But how could I say that? The commitment to marry someone isn’t that simple. In fact, at that moment, nothing in my life seemed simple.


Refinancing my house, for instance. Same house. Same bank. Just a better rate. But after the application, credit checks and reappraisal, there was still a mountain of documents to sign. All for something that seemed so simple.


Even buying toothpaste, at times, seemed mind-boggling. Did I want to whiten or brighten? Should I add fluoride or remove plaque? Did I want the kind more dentists use or was Big Bird’s endorsement good enough for me?


There I sat on the precipitous brink of what could be the rest of my life, face-to-face with the man who could be the one, if only I could say that little, three-letter word. So simple. Yet, so hard.


Disappointed by my silence, he drove me home. For the rest of that night, I dissected his proposal from every angle. Did I know him? I mean, did I really know him? What would it be like to live with him? Did his face turn red when he was angry? Did he snore? Where would we live? How could I trust in marriage again when it had failed me the first time? What would my family think? What would my friends say? Above all, what about my son?


For me, my little boy was the biggest question of all. In recent years, Geoff had grown accustomed to having me all to himself. What would he say? How would he feel?


From my purse, I pulled out the tiny box and showed him the ring. The look of doubt on my face must have been wildly evident even to a five-year-old.


“Mom, do you love him?”


“Yes.”


“Then you should marry him.”


In one quick exchange, my son had brought me back to the heart of the matter. Literally. With a child’s clarity, he reminded me that some things really are quite simple. Not nearly as complicated as we grown-ups sometimes choose to believe.


“Do you love him?”


In my complex world, I had almost forgotten that there are some things in nature that are elemental. Primal, really. Love is like that. If you truly love someone, then all the rest will fall into place.


And as I write this on the occasion of our tenth wedding anniversary, I have to say it did. And it does.


~Rita Lussier
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Mother Knew Best



One good mother is worth a hundred schoolmasters.


~George Herbert


When the phone rang, we were nestled under the covers. The double bed sat on a low wooden frame, and the sheets were dark and masculine with swirls of midnight black and forest green, a constant reminder that I had moved into his bachelor pad nine months earlier. Neither the pillowcases nor the duvet cover matched, but we didn’t care. The smudges of dirt on the old graying walls didn’t bother us either. As twenty-four-year-old new immigrants to Israel, Philippe and I were blissfully unconcerned with domestic details.


The shrill sound of the phone startled us out of our Sunday morning slumber. I fumbled for the receiver and said a groggy hello.


“Oh, good, you’re up,” my mom said. Even though it was late at night back in California, her voice was full of its usual vigor. “Quick, I need to know something.” I was quiet, still wiping sleep out of my eyes. “I had an orthodontist appointment last week and was told I have to get braces — again. And I don’t want them on for the pictures.” I remained silent. “Can you please give me a date for the wedding so I can arrange to have them put on afterward?”


When my mom’s words finally registered, I opened my mouth wide and rolled my eyes at Philippe. The queen of chutzpah, my mom had a ton of nerve and very blurred boundaries. Since there was only one phone and it didn’t have a speaker, I asked her to hold.


“C’est ma mère,” I whispered to Philippe, covering the receiver to tell him it was her. “Elle veut savoir la date — for the wedding. Hahatonah shelanu.” We spoke in a mish-mosh of languages — Hebrish, Fringlish — depending on our mood. I quickly told him about her orthodontic dilemma.


“Attends,” Philippe said, turning his palm up and touching his fingertips together to indicate savlanoot or “wait a minute” in Hebrew. “I need mon agenda,” he grinned.


Over the past few months, we had each landed jobs. I was working as an editor for a University of Haifa professor in the field of Arab-Jewish co-existence, and Philippe was a chemical engineer for the Israel Electric Corporation. Prior to this position, he had never owned an appointment book, planned ahead or written down dates. He reached across me to grab the book from his backpack on the floor.


Until this moment, we hadn’t discussed the big “it” — getting married, spending our future together, starting a family — and I certainly had never mentioned anything about “it” to my mother. Not only had I arrived in the country with no more than a duffle to my name, never intending to make Israel my home, but I had also moved in with this man after an intense two-month courtship. My grandparents thought we were living in sin, but my perceptive parents had rented a car on their last visit to help me move in with him, transporting my worldly possessions from Jerusalem to Haifa.
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