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          Love is the history of a woman's life.”
        
      

      
        
          — Germaine De Stael
        
      

      The sixteenth-century French poet Louise Labé wrote that “the next greatest pleasure to love is to talk of love.” So it is that some of the greatest stories of all time — in mythology, literature, film, and song — are love stories. Such pleasure is there in talking of love that women, in particular, so often share their own love stories with their female “familiars.” Indeed, whenever and wherever women are engaged in intimate conversation, the talk usually, and naturally, turns to love. How could it be otherwise, when love is so central to women's lives, so integral a part of a woman's personal history?

      Though romantic love alone certainly is not “all you need” (as the song goes) or “all there is” (as Emily Dickinson wrote), it can, and usually does, greatly impact a woman's life. And when women trade stories of love — whether the real deal or romanticized, whether delightful or disastrous, whether experienced or observed — it is always fascinating.

      It is not, however, always easy to talk of love, to expose our deepest longings, our painful losses, our fears, our foibles, our failures in the name of love. Nor is it always pleasant to hear a beloved friend, sister, daughter, niece, aunt, mother, or grandmother talk of her heart's desire, or disaster, or disappointment, or despair. But in sharing our personal love stories — even, perhaps especially, the hard-to-tell-and-hear ones — women comfort and encourage and rejoice and learn from one another. And when women talk of love that satisfies and stimulates, that lifts the spirit and touches the soul, that makes a heart sing and horizons expand, that is returned as it is given, it fills both the storyteller and the listener with hope and gladness.

      Never is a woman more beautiful, more charming more interesting, and more alive than when she is in love — and never are her personal stories more engaging, enlightening, and entertaining. And when a woman's hopes are dashed or her heart broken, never is she more in need of a sister-friend to listen compassionately to her tale of perfect love lost or love gone wrong, to assure her that she is still lovable, to encourage her to dare to love again. I have been blessed with many such close confidantes in my life, women I can trust with my love stories, women who've entrusted me with theirs.

      Just as I can trace the chapters of my life by the loves, or lack of, in my life, so too can I associate the major movements in the lives of my gal pals with their love lives. Over wine, over tea, over dinner, in e-mail and letters and phone conversations, and during those rare and cherished gal-pal retreats, we've shared the secrets of our hearts and the endearing, amusing, painful, and thrilling particulars of our love life, right along with all the other dreams, disappointments, and nitty-gritty details of our lives. So, when a certain dear friend speaks of her Tom or Dick or Harry phase, or her sworn-off-men or looking-for-Mr.-Right stage, it immediately brings to my mind the aggregate of her life during that period. By the same token, at the mention of a past (or, for that matter, unrequited or current) romantic interest of mine, my close confidantes could easily fill you in on where I was — physically, mentally, emotionally, spiritually — during that specific period in time. Yes, women can fly just fine solo; we can live happily and fully without romantic love. But there is no denying that love is a powerful and integral part of our personal histories. So, naturally, when women talk, we talk of the loves in our lives.

      Then there are those great loves that we observe in others, rather than experience firsthand — those extraordinary romances that intrigue, inform, and inspire us, that we learn from and aspire to, dream of and hope for. When you bear witness to such a love, you can believe in its possibility for yourself and you can hold it up to the women you hold dear as evidence that it is possible for them too.

      My parents have shared such a love, lived such a love story, for fifty-five years. They're as truly, madly, and deeply in love today as they were the day they met, as two wide-eyed teens fresh out of high school, all those years ago. Their passion, attraction, affection, devotion, loyalty, respect, friendship, trust, lust, and love for one another is so apparent, so unshakable, and so powerful it sometimes embarrassed my siblings and me when we were kids. It also set the bar extremely high when it came to my own love life.

      Like most young girls I dreamed of finding my prince charming and living happily ever after. Though my imagined prince didn't look much like my dad and our castle bore no resemblance to the small suburban homes that housed my childhood family of eight, the romance of my dreams oddly resembled the one I'd seen every day of my life in my parents' home. My prince and I were to waltz around the house, hold hands, smooch, snuggle, laugh often, gaze lovingly into each other's eyes, go everywhere and share everything together, talk things over calmly and courteously, and work as a team in raising our children and caring for our home — just like my parents.

      At first (actually, for a long time), the reality of my love story (make that love stories) wasn't quite (okay, anything) like that. Oh, there was love and romance and good times, even marriage and great kids and lovely homes. But it took some time, and a lot of soul-searching, and not a little heartache for me to find true love and create my own (mostly) happily-ever-after love story. Someday, I might even write about it. For now, I'm happy to be living it.

      And I'm delighted to present this enchanting collection of love stories, taken straight from the lives and written straight from the hearts of real women, gathered here for your pleasure in A Cup of Comfort for Women in Love.

      Here's to love.

      
        Colleen S.
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      Hiking in the Adirondacks was one of our favorite dates, and since the five-year anniversary of our first date fell on a Saturday that year (and during peak foliage season), we decided we'd celebrate by climbing Giant Mountain, a relatively quick hike with a beautiful view. I kept thinking on the car ride up that this would be the perfect day to get engaged.

      We'd had a long-distance relationship from the beginning, and we were both tired of always being apart. We'd discussed getting married over the summer. Now it was early fall, and still nothing was official. I was starting to feel impatient. Being a goal-oriented type, I wanted to set a date and start planning. I'd learned, though, that Mark's idea of planning ahead involved somewhat less planning than mine did.

      So, here it was, halfway through September, and still no Big Question. But I had the whole scenario mapped out in my mind. And today would be perfect. The weather would be sparkling — cool and crisp, the sky the unbelievable blue of autumn. I'd say yes, tearfully, against a backdrop of scarlet and saffron leaves.

      I directed this lovely stage play in my head even as I watched the blue sky cloud over and turn a steely gray. Soon, the darkening clouds gave birth to billions of raindrops. I slumped in my car seat. The closer we got to the Adirondacks, the more the weather — and my mood — deteriorated. Things were not turning out like they were supposed to. And who was I fooling? Mark probably didn't even remember it was our anniversary.

      In the parking lot, we decided we might as well hike, since we'd driven so far. On the way up, my wet socks bunched in my boots and gave me a blister. At the top, it finally stopped raining. Not that it really made a difference; by then we were as wet as anyone could get. And as if being soaked to the bone were not enough, the summit was overrun with what looked to be an entire middle school of cavorting twelve-year-olds horsing around, doing Beavis and Butthead imitations, and pretending to push each other over the rock face. Definitely not the romantic backdrop I had envisioned. Of course, there wasn't a view. At all.

      We found a spot out of the wind and relatively far away from the pre-teen horde. While I complained about the weather and my aching feet and how unfair it was that we'd hiked all this way only to look at a herd of dank, dark clouds, Mark calmly reached over and started to unlace my muddy, saturated boots. He pulled his only pair of dry socks out of his pack, pulled off my boots, rubbed my arches, put a bandage on my heel, and slipped his clean, dry socks on my feet. I felt absurdly like crying, because nothing was going according to my plan.

      “It's just —” “It's just,” I continued whiningly, “that I thought this was going to be the perfect day to get engaged, and now everything's ruined, and you probably weren't even planning to ask me, anyway.”

      I couldn't look at him. I sat staring out into the impenetrable gray, where our stunning view should have been. It took less than two seconds to wish back my words. He didn't say anything for those few seconds. I could hear him rummaging around in his pack, probably looking for something — anything — dry, and probably regretting he'd given his last dry thing to me.

      Yep. I just blew it, I thought. This is where he calls the whole thing off.

      “You're right,” he said finally. “It might have been a perfect day. But then it rained. And there wasn't a view. And now you're mad. I know how much you wanted it to be perfect.”

      He reached out and took my hand. When I finally turned toward him, he was down on one knee and had a little black velvet box in the hand that wasn't holding mine.

      “Will you marry me, anyway?” he asked, and opened the box.

      Anyway.

      I don't think I could ever really explain how I felt at that moment. It was as if a massive sponge soaked all the soggy miserableness out of the day, and through some alchemy of unexpected magic, everything was wrung out and instantly transformed into sparkling perfection.

      I stood up, and he put the ring on my finger. Just then, a big tattered cloud blew up over the rocks, totally cloaking us in a dripping lace of mist. Inside the cloud, I literally could see nothing but Mark. And at last, as it should have all along, nothing else mattered. Not the weather. Not the view. Not my wet hair and runny nose. The only thing that mattered was the two of us, standing face-to-face in a cloudbank and agreeing to spend the rest of our lives together. Not for perfection, but for “anyway.”

      I was shaking, crying, laughing. How did I ever think anything could be more perfect or appropriate than that? I yelled “Yes!” into the obscuring fog, and I knew I was saying yes not only to this man, but to our future life that was, at that moment, as obscured and unseen as the view from Giant. Looking back, I realize it was the best view I never saw.

      — Karen Crafts Driscoll
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      Cool air whirs past as I hurtle forward.

      “Slow down,” my husband grumbles. “What's your problem?”

      Swans float on a nearby lake, reminders of the morning I'd foolishly envisioned: rekindling romance, strolling hand in hand, previewing a just-the-two-of-us, empty-nest future. Our youngest is at her SAT exam, and after devoting most of my lifetime to motherhood, I'm uneasy imagining life after she flies the nest. I'd suggested to my husband that after driving her to the out-of-town test center, we walk a nearby trail that we've wanted to explore.

      To spend time with him, I gave up my monthly coffee with friends as well as the hours I'd planned to spend tackling yard work in what was likely to be the last cool spring morning, sacrifices I now regret.

      “Think about it,” I snap, dismayed at my tone, less like a lover than a scold.

      Driving to the test center, he took offense at every other thing I said and cut me off when I tried to explain. “Riiigh … t,” he said each time, stretching the word, which he tinged with long-suffering in a way that tempted me to put him out of his misery. Irked by his ill-timed determination to pick a fight but reluctant to cause a stir, I bit back my frustration and stapled on a smile.

      After we dropped her off, I attempted to point out a scenic old schoolhouse along the road, but he interrupted to point out a hawk on a fence post, which I acknowledged with a modicum of interest. Immediately interrupting again, he pointed out a tree and then read aloud a road sign — my response now strained and the old schoolhouse behind us. Irritated, I waited for him to ask, “What were you saying?” But he simply resumed driving, forgetting I'd been speaking. Too angry to speak, I left my sentence dangling.

      Now, my strides are long and swift. I don't trust myself to utter a sound, afraid I'll unleash a vengeful barrage. Perhaps the cover of silence can limit the damage we'll inflict on each other. I hear his breath quicken as he hurries to keep pace.

      “You're in a mood,” he puffs, “and spoiling our morning.”

      I'm in a mood? I'm spoiling our morning? Bug-eyed and speechless, I stop and gape, my temper swelling. “Leave me alone,” I growl.

      He stops, too, and faces me. “Clue me in, because I have no idea — none — why you're ruining our time together. Could be anything, God knows.”Intent on provoking me, he's gone too far.

      “What? You're saying I'm hard to get along with?”

      He raises his eyebrows, tips his head and shrugs, palms up, meaning, I'm too nice to say so, but … actually… yes.

      Anger shoots me uphill.

      “Spell it out for me,” he huffs, catching up.

      Y-O-U! I want to hiss. Instead, I clench my jaw and steam forward.

      He draws in a deep, audible breath — holds, then releases it — to let me know that I'm exasperating, that he's monumentally self-restrained. “Have it your way.” He chips the words with stony lips.

      My way? My way? I want to punch his lights out, baffled at how the morning has turned all wrong.

      I glean from his silence that he's giving me an icy dose of my own medicine. That's fine with me; I never want to speak to him again. I must have been an idiot to have imagined romance. Our future, I see now, holds nothing but bleakness.

      At the top of a rise, the parking lot comes into view, and I'm relieved, yet anxious. Relieved because I'm out of breath; anxious because I loathe having to sit in the same car with him, breathe the same air as him, share the same planet with him. He pulls ahead of me, his stride stiff and jerky — like him.

      When I open my door, he guns the engine. Charming. We're miles from home, or I'd gladly walk. He's a dunderhead, an insensitive boor. I'm sick of overlooking it, tired of the struggle.

      At the test center, our daughter spots us and glides over. As soon as she opens the door, her second of hesitation tells me she smells the singe of tension. She's a sensitive observer and must have detected our discord this morning — which undoubtedly cost her points on her test. We're failures as parents, terrible role models, immature grownups. What was I thinking to have married so young? I've wasted my life on a clod.

      “How'd it go?” I smile.

      He cocks his head slightly toward the back seat to better hear her answer. He may be a dud of a husband, but he loves our daughter; I have to give him that. We take turns asking her questions.

      Afterward, there's silence.

      “How was your walk?”

      Her cheer sounds forced, like a nanny with truculent toddlers. I suspect she's handling us, trying to smooth feathers and nudge us toward peace. Lately she's matured rapidly, growing wonderfully into herself, a young woman I'm honored to know. I'm excited to see her launch into life, but I'll miss her when she's gone.

      “Fine,” we answer in stereo.

      When she goes, it'll be just the two of us, the same as we began … only, not the same. Friday nights changed decades ago from dinner and dancing to pizza and a video. Dental appointments have been known to outnumber our frequency of sex.

      It's all his fault, I fume. If only I could believe it.

      Greeting us, the dog stops short, retreats to her corner, nose on paws, eyes on us, watching to see what's up. In case of divorce, who gets the pooch? He rubs behind her ears whenever he gets home, a kindness I've always admired, but I do everything else; the smart money, I figure, is on me. Today he gives her one perfunctory pat and, without a word, beelines to his study and shuts the door. To console us both, I lean over and give her a scratch.

      Our daughter asks to walk to a friend's, probably evading the storm she sees brewing.

      “Have fun,” I say, shoring up a smile.

      No one, apparently, wants lunch.

      I glance at the phone in the kitchen, and, as I predicted, the red light glows on the machine. He has dialed into his e-mail, tuned me out.

      Dishes from breakfast — bacon, pancakes, and eggs to start the weekend right — clutter the counter. I'd like to slink back to bed and cry, but the bed's unmade and I refuse to wallow in self-pity and rumpled sheets.

      Besides, the kitchen needs cleaning. The carpet needs vacuuming. The yard needs weeding. The work never ends. Life is a mess. Do I have to face it alone?

      So, he chooses to tune me out, does he? Not participate in saving this marriage? Fine, I don't need him. I can be even crankier than he is.

      I dump dishes into the dishwasher, stomp to the bedroom, yank up bedcovers, and punch down pillows. From the closet, I wrench out the vacuum and — minus the study — roar through the house.

      Outside, I ruthlessly uproot weeds amid the once-tiny violets, Gerber daisies, petunias, and sweet Williams that I've nurtured to lushness. My neck begins to itch where my hair lies damp against it. The one- and five-gallon roses and azaleas required larger holes made with a pickax in our rock-hard soil, and he planted those, along with trees, vines, shrubs. But where is he now? What kind of man sits indoors and lets his wife do all the work?

      His relationship with the yard baffles me. He's dug holes, built fences, erected arbors, set pavers, laid brick, sunk sprinklers, shoveled tons of mulch. Yet, he won't pull a weed to save his soul. It's woman's work, I suppose. Boring, repetitive, beneath him. His obliviousness enrages me. He's taken advantage of my love and devotion. He's grown accustomed to being treated like a king. Furious, I toss weeds into a bin, shoving aside two rickety sawhorses slumped in my way, eyesores I've repeatedly asked him to repair or replace. Fed up, I stifle second thoughts, rip the sawhorses apart, and stuff their dismembered limbs into the trash.

      Next, I pull out the tree trimmer. How many times have I asked him to cull deadwood? Like a lumberjack on espresso, I fell branches, drag my cuttings to the green-waste bin, and cram it full. A heap of wood remains in the driveway, which he'll hate. He believes in letting nature take its course, that people make unnecessary work for themselves by weeding and trimming and such. He won't appreciate the mess I've made of the driveway. Well, I don't appreciate the mess he's made of our lives.

      Sawdust clings to my face and arms, and rising heat threatens to break a record, while he's comfortably encamped in the air conditioning. He doesn't care a lick about our home, our family, our marriage, or me. I'm only the underling, the drone, the nag, the killjoy, the old ball and chain.

      As I shove a stick into the bin, splinters pierce my finger, sparking fresh rage. I burst into the kitchen and hold my hand under gushing water.

      Midafternoon, no dirty dishes are in sight. Usually, when lunch doesn't magically appear, hunger forces him to make it for himself. (It wouldn't occur to him to make lunch for the two of us.)

      From the corner of my eye, I see him appear in the doorway. Pretending not to notice him, I squirt a dollop of soap into my palm.

      “Are you hurt?”

      I slowly swivel my head and blink once at him hard, meaning, And this concerns you … how?

      He seems to get my drift and disappears.

      As I dry my hands, he returns holding tweezers and extends his palm. “May I?”Ignoring him, I rub my fingertip and wince.

      He gently grasps my hand and pulls it into a shaft of light.

      I consider pulling back, but instead I watch him inspecting my hand. Working minutely, he extracts one splinter after another.

      “How's that?” he finally asks. “Any left?”

      I run my thumb over my fingertip, now pain- and splinter-free, then merely shrug, too stubborn to say thank you. From the refrigerator I pull out fixings for an early dinner.

      “Let me,” he says, reaching for the mustard jar I hold. Maintaining my grip on it, I stare at him, momentarily suspended, unsure whether to glower or grin. The dog lifts her head in anticipation of food or love, equally receptive to either. The front door slams.

      “I'm starved,” our daughter's voice announces before she appears in the kitchen.

      “Sandwiches in five minutes. Pour drinks,” I tell her, wresting the jar free.

      “What can I do?” her sly father asks, knowing that in her presence I'll answer.

      Rolling my eyes, I concede: “Get out bread.”

      He whistles happily. Sure, now he'll pretend everything's okay, and I'm too tired to throttle him. When our daughter carries glasses to the table, he sidles up to me, bumping his hip to mine.

      “I guess you don't feel like talking” — his voice so low she can't overhear — “because of my grumpiness this morning. I don't know what got into me; I'm sorry.”

      I'm sorry too. When I feel hurt, I tend to withdraw. When he feels threatened, he tends to attack. We've worked on this for years, but we still have a long way to go. It hits me that he probably feels as unsettled as I about what the upcoming changes portend. It will take food and a shower before I feel like talking, but then I'll ask how he pictures our future. I'll bet my life (literally) that he wants, as much as I do, to seek new adventures together. Perhaps salsa dance lessons to start? And after each lesson, a candlelit supper? My husband, who likes to let nature take its course, will also no doubt have an idea or two. Life as empty nesters now dangles enticingly with new possibility.

      I glance up and smile. “Want pickles?”

      He grins, and I know we're both looking forward to the rest of the day.

      — Marla Doherty
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      “Sarah, where are my teeth?”

      Believe me, that's the last sentence I'd have imagined coming out of this man's mouth fifty-one years ago. Ever read those romance novels? Know the tall, dark, silent type? That was Earl. He was like a James Dean — no, not James Dean. That fellow was disturbed. Earl just didn't talk unless he had something to say. But he was broodingly handsome; the kind of fellow a girl just had to know.

      “Sarah?” My husband of fifty years rounds the corner, stumbles, bumps into the wall, and then stares at the ground, looking momentarily disoriented.

      “The bathroom.” That's all I ever need to say. He'll shuffle off to get whatever he's misplaced.

      Only this time he's not going.

      “Sarah?” he asks, with a lilt to his voice. “Don't you look fetching.”

      For the record, I'm in my velour sweatsuit, my feet outfitted in thick wool socks and fat shearling slippers. “You got something in mind, Earl?” I scowl at him, letting him know I'm in no mood for his shenanigans.

      He shrugs his bushy white eyebrows, only it happens in slow motion. Ambling over to me, Earl wraps his arms around my waist.

      “Don't start something you can't finish, old man.”

      His feet start moving. He's trying to dance with me. I humor him, an eye on the stove. The chocolate pudding is starting to bubble.

      He grasps my hand, lifts it to his chest. Now, we're dancing. Slow. Really slow.

      “You ready for that pudding now?” I don't want a reenactment of the last time we tried to make love. The shapes of our bodies haven't changed overmuch, but somehow the parts don't fit the same. Besides, Earl doesn't have the strength to … well, let's just say he tuckers out quickly.

      He doesn't answer, but leads me out of the kitchen. Frankly, all I really want is a bowl of warm pudding. That's about as much excitement as I can stand these days.

      “Okay, Earl.” I pat his back in annoyance. The scent of warm chocolate floats along beside me. My stomach tightens in anticipation. He's leading me toward the stairs. “Come on, Earl. Let me go.”

      He's humming in my ear now. “Take the A Train,” what we used to call our song.

      “Oh, Earl, quit,” I say, but he only cinches me tighter.

      “Do you know, Miss Sarah May, that I love you as much today as I did the day I proposed to you?”

      My head pulls back. “Well, that's just sad. You'd think after fifty-odd years, you could work up a little more emotion 'n that.”His lips spread into a smile; I feel it on my cheek.

      His hand slides down to my bottom, and he gives it a squeeze.

      “Earl, darn you.” I pull out of his embrace. Anger sweeps over me, hot and mean. As I whirl away from him, bound and determined to get to my pudding before it scorches, I catch his expression out the corner of my eye. “Earl?”

      He's looking like he bit into something rancid. Adrenaline starts pumping in my veins. “Earl? … Earl!” I holler. He's staring at his left hand, trying to flex the fingers, looking at it like he can't imagine where the appendage came from. His other hand lifts to his heart, fisting with a handful of clean white shirt.

      I'm at his side, wrapping an arm around him, walking him to the bench against the wall. My muscles tighten; my brain cramps. I can't think. What do I do? What do I do? My husband. My Earl.

      I try to lower him to the bench, but his legs won't bend. His feet slide out from under him. His mouth forms an O. I can see his tongue quivering inside. I have to get to the phone, but I can't leave him here. If I let him go, he'll crack his head on the hard tile floor.

      “Oh, Earl.” His eyelids sag. I kick the bench away and then slide him all the way down, pillowing his head with my hand. “I'll be right back, sweetheart. Right back.”

      I tear into the kitchen. My heart leaps into my throat when I see the receiver is not in the cradle. Tears blur my vision. Panic rages through me. My Earl is out there. He needs help. And I can't locate the blasted phone.

      There it is. On the counter beside the stove. I snatch it, clutching it in two hands, stabbing at the buttons. Every cell in my body vibrates and shudders.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      I've got his leather slippers, his toothbrush, the stack of reading material he keeps on his nightstand. As I make my way down the hall, I glance at the family photographs: our two sons and daughter, our wedding day, vacations, grandchildren, and family reunions. It's all right there, our life chronicled down the length of the hallway.

      I look closely at him on our wedding day, at the wry smile, the intensity in those dark eyes, the clear, smooth complexion, and my heart squeezes tight. For a moment the blood stops pumping. I want the world to stop right now. Just give me a moment without the Earth spinning to really feel my husband. In here. Deep in here. Where he lives. I take in a sudden harsh breath — the ferocity of my love for him.

      I am too hard on my husband. I don't think I've ever let him be the man he truly is. I am forever forcing him to conform to my moods, my code of conduct, my desires. I have been unfair that way.

      I think now of all the times I rejected his amorous advances, tuned out when he was describing an event from his day or a detail about a job. Don't get me wrong. I've been a good wife, I know that. I've taken care of him, and I have listened to him. But now I wish I'd listened more. Loved him more. I wish my quarrels with him hadn't been so petty and frequent. He's always been a good father, a good husband. Why couldn't I have let him feel my acceptance instead of my constant disapproval?

      I move on, clutching his belongings tighter to me, overcome with a fierce determination to do just that from now on. He's had a heart attack, but he hasn't been taken from me. Not yet. I've been given another chance with my husband.

      When I get to the hospital, I will hold his hand, press my lips to his palm, and tell him how dearly I love him. I will remind him of all the courageous choices he's made in his life — especially the one to love me.

      And the next time he wants to get frisky, I will turn off the stove.

      — Suzanne Kaufman Kalb
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      Our ads appeared in the city newspaper, one below the other. His read: Wanted: one single female, 20 to 30, vegetarian. Mine read: Wanted: one single male, 25 to 35, vegetarian. There were other details about foreign films and nature walks, the usual stuff. But there we were, my ex-fiancé and I, with me on top.

      Our deposit on an old Tudor mansion outside of Cleveland for the wedding reception would not be refunded. Nor would the fee we'd given the “ecumenical minister” (who just happened to be Jewish). We'd tried going to the Unitarian church together, a middle ground of sorts. Too Christian, I'd decided. Pat had no interest in religion of any kind.

      “But what will your children be?” my mother implored almost daily. “They'll be nothing! Or worse, they'll be heathens! I can't take it!”

      “They'll be good people, God willing,” I replied calmly.

      But that didn't satisfy her. She wanted Jewish grandchildren. No other flavor would do. Her final desperation move was to “disown” me, as if she'd ever owned me in the first place. I was banned from my brother's graduation party. I was shunned, cast out like a flat tire at the side of my mother's straight and narrow road. It hurt. A lot. It was meant to. She was playing her very last card, and to her the stakes had never been higher.

      So, when I finally did break off the engagement, I told myself that my mother and her antics were not the reason. There were other things: incompatibilities. He was content to mow the lawn, bake cookies, and run 10 miles a day. So what if he was great-looking, physically fit, hard-working, and a loyal companion with a good income. I wanted more. I wanted intellect, literature, politics. I wanted poetry and gallantry, renaissance art and symphonies.

      When he started seeing Leslie, I became disoriented, seasick. What had I done? He was a catch; anyone in her right mind could see that. I pressed the one-third-carat diamond ring into his reluctant hand, kissed him goodbye, and crawled back into bed.

      Forty-eight hours later, in a stupor of loneliness and self-pity, I crawled out again. That was the day I drove home from the food co-op with a grocery bag on the roof of my car. In my paranoia, I couldn't understand why everyone was beeping at me. Then came the crash and the humiliating display of tofu and avocados splattered in the road.

      Well, that's one way to hit bottom. It was time to pick myself up and get back in the game.

      My first blind date was with a tall, dark, and not-all-that-handsome guy named Steve. Okay, he was Jewish, too. That was the other little requirement I'd listed in my ad, just in case Mom was right. We had dinner at Aladdin's restaurant, the conversation predictably stiff. No sparks flew or even appeared. But I was willing to give him a chance … right up to the moment he practically squealed with glee at having gotten away with not paying for one of our dinner entrées. Regrettably, the stereotype is still alive and well, at least with that schmoe. I was ashamed for my people. So far, Mom was zero for one.

      Unbelievably, the second blind date was worse. This one came bursting into the café in a sweat, raking his fingers through his silver mane and announcing too loudly, “I apologize for being late, but there was a crisis on the home front. JoJo, my Pomeranian, is acutely uncomfortable with the new sofa I just purchased. She freaks out over things like this. I should have known the timing would be problematic. I never should have scheduled the delivery for today. It'll be okay, though. I can't stay long. You understand.” Then he whipped out a picture of the pooch from his wallet. The man was obsessed, possibly possessed, and the master-to-dog resemblance was creepy.

      After the dog-date experience, I declared a personal moratorium on blind dating — right up until the day I was browsing at the Village Green bookstore and something caught my eye: little colored tabs placed discreetly along the book shelves, some pink, some blue. Upon closer examination, I discovered that they were personal ads with a twist. People (who actually read!) were seeking to meet like-minded people by listing their favorite books. I could shop for a literate blue person while picking out a book!

      I began to glance casually from one blue tab to the next. I turned up my nose at the John Grisham fans. I scooted past the dress-for-success guys. And then I found him. Here was the list that captured my heart:

      
        	
The Road Less Traveled (He was introspective.)

        	
The Invisible Man (He was compassionate.)

        	
One Hundred Years of Solitude (He was poetic.)

      

      When I'd finished reading that last book, it had been like waking from a long and wonderful dream. Any man who could appreciate that was a man worth knowing. And so I wrote on a little pink tab:

      
        Dear Invisible Man,
      

      
        Your book list at the Village Green has captured my attention. Who are you? And where have you been hiding? My own list of favorites is a near-perfect match with yours. A near-perfect match — can it be that my one hundred years of solitude are finally at an end? I will gladly take the road less traveled, hell, any road, to meet you. Who knows, maybe that will indeed make all the difference.
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