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Like That


There is a reason why BF stands for best friend and boyfriend, as they should be one and the same.


~Author Unknown


The first time Adam asked me out I explained I didn’t like him “like that.” Even worse, I asked him if we could just be friends. Every other guy who I’d told “let’s just be friends” had promptly disappeared from my life. So, you can imagine my shock when Adam took me at my word.


Adam was a tall guy with hair bleached blond by the sun. He had a goofy smile. He liked books, rugby and juggling. He was clever at making puns and graceful when he moved, whether he was walking, running, or climbing a tree. We’d known each other for a while, and I knew it had taken a lot of guts for him to tell me he liked me. I respected that courage. I’ve never thought guys have it easy when it comes to romance — I knew I’d hate to be the one who had to ask.


But my respect only grew when he took me seriously: He actually stuck around. He became my friend.


We hung out together in groups, and that was fine. We went to a movie together, and I made my little brother sit between us so Adam wouldn’t get the wrong idea. We were both guests at the same wedding. I looked at him with his suit coat off and his sleeves rolled up, and I felt wistful that there wasn’t going to be any dancing. I would’ve liked to dance with Adam, I thought.


I should have known.


Once, we found ourselves on the same retreat for a university club we both belonged to. At the end of the retreat, everyone in the group helped clean out the cabin, and Adam and I volunteered to clean out a particularly filthy fridge in a small room off the kitchen. I mean, there was dark, sticky stuff clinging to the bottom shelf that had been there long enough that it might have qualified as a new life form.


It was smelly. It was gross… and it was surprisingly fun.


I was beginning to notice that everything I did with Adam was surprisingly fun — even stuff that really shouldn’t have been. Like cleaning out disgustingly dirty fridges.


It wasn’t what we were doing that I enjoyed so much. It was that I was doing it with Adam. He’s such a good friend! I thought.


I was so clueless that I started dating someone else. And even then, Adam kept being my friend.


We still hung out in the same group. We still saw each other at church and at the university, concerts and rugby games. He kept on being my friend.


I broke up with the guy I was dating that spring.


Summer came around, and one day, between work shifts, I found myself at home, complaining to my sister about boys. “There aren’t any!” I moaned. “Why are there no good guys around?”


My sister just looked at me.


Then she glared at me.


And then she yelled at me. “JESSICA! What are you talking about? There’s ADAM.”


“Adam?”


“Yes, ADAM. He is absolutely everything you’ve ever said you wanted,” and she named all of the requirements she’d heard me talk about again and again. “He is everything you’ve ever said you wanted. And he’s just standing there. BEING YOUR FRIEND.”


Now, I wasn’t going to take this sitting down. I opened my mouth wide, ready to argue with her (What are sisters for except to argue with?) and… nothing.


Nothing came out of my mouth. Why? Because I couldn’t think of a single thing to say to her.


She was right. She was completely right, and I hadn’t seen it.


I swallowed hard. Now that I saw it, what was I going to do?


In the end, what made it simple was the friendship itself. I would have felt like a jerk if I treated him with anything less than honesty.


But, oh my goodness, that was harder than it sounded.


I had no idea if he still liked me… like that. It had been almost a year since he’d said anything romantic to me, and I knew people’s feelings changed. After all, mine had.


But he was my friend, and I wasn’t going to lie to him. I wasn’t going to hide this from him.


So I asked him if we could have lunch together. I went to that lunch, and I couldn’t eat a thing. My stomach was in knots. What would he say when I told him? What even were the right words to use?


The truth. This was my friend. I could tell him the truth. I knew he would tell me the truth.


Even if the truth was that he no longer liked me… like that.


“Adam,” I said, “I’ve realized recently that, well…” I took a breath. He was looking at me so seriously. “Adam,” I said, “I’ve realized that every time I see you… I’m really, really glad to see you.”


I winced. That was the best I could do? Seriously? Was it enough? Did he understand what I was saying?


Slowly, he began to smile.


And then his smile got so big that it was hard to see anything else but the smile on his face and the way his eyes suddenly lit up like he was a kid on Christmas morning.


“Well,” he said. “Well. I’m… very glad to hear that.”


That turned out to be an understatement.


One marriage, four kids, and many years later, we’re still friends. And we’re still happy to see each other whenever we see each other.


And we still like each other… like that.


~Jessica Snell
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Surprise


When two people are meant to be together, they will be together. It’s fate.


~Sara Gruen, Water for Elephants


I didn’t tell my sisters that I was dating — until I told them I was getting married. You see, my husband-to-be had been a monk. I had met him when I showed up for work at the church where he volunteered.


I didn’t see Scott for a few months after we met, because I was working off site at the church’s summer camp. When I returned to the office at the end of the summer, life proceeded predictably. We each kept busy with our duties. In the morning, Scott usually worked in the office. No matter who came in the door — a homeless person looking for work or money, a parishioner on an errand, a visitor wanting a tour of our historic building, or the secretary and me — he showed compassion, caring, and interest in our lives.


Scott was easy to talk to and had a great sense of humor, as did the secretary, so there was a lot of laughter in the office. When he wasn’t working in the office, he did anything that was needed — as long as the “order” came from one boss, our priest. Since the priest was easygoing and our church was small, Scott assisted parishioners with computer issues, tended the garden borders around the church, polished the brass candlesticks, and helped at worship. Eventually, I even requested some of his time for setting up activities for the children’s programs.


One day, I told Scott I needed a dance partner for some lessons. Suddenly, there was serious silence. Scott got a deer-in-the-headlights look and said, “I’ll have to get back to you on that.” He disappeared to his cell above the church offices.


I looked at the secretary and shrugged. “Stupid question, but the answer is obviously no. What’s the problem?” She shrugged, too, and we both turned to our work.


Soon, I had my own deer-in-the-headlights moment. A day later, Scott told me, “I had to figure out why I couldn’t answer your question right away. I didn’t sleep all night. I realized I’ve fallen in love with you. If I put my arms around you to dance, I wouldn’t be a monk anymore.”


He assured me there were no strings attached, but I didn’t know what to do with his revelation. Scott was a monk, and I was living like a monk myself after a rough ending to a long marriage. We were just friends. At least that was what I had convinced myself. Mostly, I avoided thinking about it. But I couldn’t avoid him — we worked and worshiped together. He didn’t make me uncomfortable; true to his word, he didn’t mention it again.


But he did invite me to see where he called home. I thought that would settle things — I grew up in the suburbs, and he loved ranch life. I’m a tree hugger, and he loved the wide-open plains. Yet I found beauty in the place he loved. I invited him on a picnic. He took care of my dog. I wrote him poems. He wrote me poems. We started taking walks together, and then shared dinners at my home. After more conversation and time together, I realized that I had also fallen in love. Before much longer, we were engaged.


Our first “real” date was the night he asked me to marry him, so I hadn’t even mentioned him to my family. We chose our wedding date about halfway between the weddings of two of my sons. Since one had occurred in August and the other was scheduled for May, we didn’t expect many members of my family to attend a third wedding, especially on such short notice. But first, I needed to let them know about Scott.


I’d told my parents that I had a special friend, so their surprise when I asked them to our wedding lasted only a moment. “Yes, we’ll be there!” Now to tell my siblings, who didn’t know about Scott. I decided to send an e-mail because I usually express myself better in writing. Maybe not this time, though.


One of my sisters read the e-mail at work and screamed, “What?” Her friends came running to the teachers’ lounge. She explained, “My sister just sent this e-mail:


Hi, I’ve been so busy that I haven’t had time to tell you that I’ve started dating. He’s a great guy, loves me and my dog, treats me wonderfully, and we’re getting married in a month and a half.


After her friends stopped gasping and laughing, they left, and she called to hear more of our story.


Another sister called to ask, “What’s the closest airport to you?” When I told her I didn’t expect her to use precious vacation days, especially on such short notice, she said, “Holly, we haven’t heard you this happy in a long time. Of course, we’re coming to celebrate with you!”


And, God bless them, celebrate we did. They came early, before the blizzard that socked in our area. They stayed to share a New Year’s meal with us. And when the blizzard left, so did they. Some of our guests remember that weekend as the one when “we came for your wedding and got snowed in,” but not my family. They remember hanging out with their sister again, gaining a new friend in my husband, and sharing in the beginning of our happily ever after.


~Holly L. Moseley
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Thor at the Door


Also love can always find a way. It was impossible that these two whose hearts were on fire should be kept apart.


~Edith Hamilton, Mythology: Timeless Tales of Gods and Heroes


The judge banged his gavel, and I followed my lawyer out of the courtroom, past my now ex-husband. My steps echoed down the polished marble corridor. Each footfall took me further from the pain of betrayal, infidelity, and alcohol abuse. I almost danced with elation. The attorney eyed me strangely. “Most people are distraught when they get divorced.”


Distraught? I felt like I’d escaped from a horrible prison. Caring for my fifteen-month-old daughter Patty was my top priority. Now she wouldn’t have to grow up in a dysfunctional, abusive home. We’d been set free.


A few weeks after the divorce, my best friend Debbi asked, “When will you start dating again?”


“Never,” I replied. “My new mantra is, ‘Every man on the planet is a conniving sneak, existing only to wreak havoc on unsuspecting women’s hearts.’ ”


Debbi laughed at my irrational words. “You don’t mean that. Someday, you’ll find true love.”


Love? No, thank you. I didn’t want a new relationship. I didn’t even want to look at a man.


Until a Norse god walked out of my neighbor’s home.


Tall. Tan. Fit. Gorgeous.


A modern-day Thor was visiting Frank, my middle-aged neighbor? I looked away from the enticing vision and repeated my “all males are evil” mantra.


A few days later, Frank stopped by while I weeded the lawn. “Hey, Jeanie, I’m letting the neighbors know my buddy is staying with me for a while. He works night shift. He’s a super guy.” Okay, Thor was a super guy staying with Frank. Fine. It had nothing to do with me.


The next day, I glanced out my bedroom window and spotted Thor standing next to a black pickup. He looked up and down the empty street, and then hopped into the truck bed. What was this guy up to? Thor removed his shirt and stretched out to nap in the summer sun. His muscles seemed to reflect the light. I stared open-mouthed. Whoa, I thought, does this guy pose for romance book covers? Yeesh.


I dragged my hormones away from the window and practiced my man-hating mantra. Perhaps I went a bit overboard since this guy was way out of my league anyway.


Still, there was no harm in looking. Spying on Thor’s afternoon tanning sessions became a daily ritual. I’d climb onto my mattress and peer out the small rectangular transom window above my bed.


After a week, guilt forced me to stop. I established Commandment Number Eleven: Thou shalt not ogle thy neighbor’s guest. A round of intense house cleaning would take my mind — and hormones — off my neighbor’s virile friend. While Patty napped, I threw on a ragged sundress and pushed my hair into a messy ponytail. No sense putting in my contacts or using make-up.


An hour of scrubbing later, I grabbed the window cleaner and headed toward the bedroom. Just to tidy up, I told myself, not to peek at Thor. Sure. Even I didn’t believe myself. But Thor wasn’t in his usual spot. A knock on the door interrupted my spying attempt.


Thor stood at the door. Had he spotted me ogling him? Fresh sweat beaded on my upper lip. I wiped it with a sudsy glove and stammered, “Oh. Yes. Hi, um…”


When I fell silent, Thor gave me a shy, easy smile. Wow, this guy puts toothpaste-commercial actors to shame. “Hi, I’m Jake.” He pointed over his shoulder at my neighbor’s house. “I’m staying with Frank.”


“Uh, that’s nice.” Inwardly, I cringed at my inane response.


“Frank talks about what a nice lady you are.”


“Um… thanks,” I said.


He looked down for a moment, lifted his head, and blurted, “Would you maybe go out with me sometime?”


I stared into his electric blue eyes. It felt like I’d touched a high-voltage line. I glanced at his wide shoulders. Too tempting. I lowered my eyes. Bad move. His shorts revealed his long, muscular legs. I blinked hard and admitted, “Look, I just ended a bad marriage. I’m not interested in dating.”


Thor — Jake — blew out a relieved sigh. “Same here. My girlfriend and I broke up last month. I’m not ready for a relationship. I hoped we could go to the movies or something. Just friends.”


“I’ll go out with you if my babysitter is available. But remember, just friendship. Nothing more.”


Jake lit up like the Christmas tree in Rockefeller Center. “Great! Here’s my number. Call whenever it’s convenient for you.” He waved goodbye. I closed the door and wondered why such an attractive man would invite me out. A glance in the mirror revealed me in all my bedraggled glory, complete with rubber gloves. Yep, his line about “just friends” made sense.


That weekend, Jake treated me to a movie and dinner, even though it wasn’t a date. “Hey, I appreciate you going out with me. I’m glad to pay,” he said.


Despite his handsome appearance, Jake was endearingly humble. We talked non-stop. During dinner, Jake said, “You’ve only eaten a few bites. Is the food okay?”


“It’s great. I’ll take it home in a doggy bag.” Paying the sitter would bite into my limited budget. My leftovers would provide three delectable meals for Patty. Since I wasn’t eating much, Jake politely stopped eating, too.


He drove me home, and I invited him in. “Patty’s been asleep for an hour,” the sitter said. She grabbed her pay and left. Patty awoke just as Jake and I sat down on the couch. I went to get her and when I brought her in I warned Jake. “Don’t be offended. Patty shies away from men.”


Patty pulled her tiny hand from mine and toddled straight to Jake. He patted the sofa and asked, “Want to sit with us?” She held up her arms. I froze, shocked.


Jake scooped up Patty and sat her on the couch. She snuggled against him. Jake grinned at me and patted the cushion again. “Are you joining us?”


We spent the evening chatting and laughing. When Patty grew sleepy, I tucked her in bed and returned to Jake. “I had a great time tonight.”


“Me, too,” he said.


I scooted closer. “Just to remind you, I’m not looking for a relationship.”


“Me neither.” He laid his arm across the back of the sofa.


I leaned toward him, “Just friends.”


He brushed my cheek softly with his thumb. “Friends.”


We gazed into each other’s eyes. He cupped my face like precious porcelain as I lifted it toward his. Our lips met for a heartbeat of eternity.


The next day, Jake knocked at the door, his arms laden with bags. “You seemed to like the restaurant’s food last night. I wondered why you didn’t eat much. When you tucked in Patty, I checked your fridge.” His gentle kiss eased my embarrassment over the empty refrigerator.


Jake spent the next months proving his trustworthiness. His honesty, generosity, and love silenced my man-hating mantra. When Jake proposed the following year, I don’t know who was more ecstatic — me or Patty.


After thirty-three years of friendship, love and unabashed ogling, I still thank God that “Thor” came to my door.


~Jeanie Jacobson
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The Project


Nobody is perfect until you fall in love with them.


~Author Unknown


When our government teacher assigned us as project partners our senior year of high school, I wanted to groan and drop my head on my desk. I was not a “group-work” kind of student, and he… well, he wasn’t a “work” kind of student.


I tried to encourage him to participate — for about twenty minutes — before deciding I would be better off handling the project alone if I didn’t want an F. We were assigned to design a small replica of the Pentagon, and I spent most of my weekend in the basement, designing it out of cardboard, papier-mâché, and paint.


On presentation day, all of our projects were lined up under the chalkboard. My partner, Warren, came in and shouted oh-so-covertly, “Hey, Crystal, which one’s ours?” I had another head-on-the-desk moment. Then he decided to further insult me by asking if the hideous green Pentagon — which looked like a baby had upchucked spinach all over it — was ours.


We got a B. A B! Simply because Warren couldn’t keep himself from announcing that we hadn’t worked together to make it. I was furious with him.


Fast-forward five years…


My parents stopped by a Verizon store to have their phone repaired, and the manager informed them that they were hiring. My parents passed the message along, and I brought in an application. And there, sitting behind the desk, was Warren. He says that it was instant attraction for him. For me, it was instant flashback to that project.


After we began working together, we quickly became friends. We went for walks, went out for ice cream, and even played putt-putt golf. I had never dated anyone before, and at twenty-three, I had no desire to. I simply enjoyed having a guy friend to hang out with.


So when we were sitting on the couch at his house watching a movie, and he kept inhaling like he was having an asthma attack, I thought there was something wrong. I had no idea he was trying to work up the nerve to ask me out.


My first instinct was to say “no.” That was my default answer for every other guy who had asked me out over the years, but I hesitated and said, “Um, sure?”


He drove me home that night, unsure whether or not he had a girlfriend. I spent the next six months trying to find a polite way to break up with him. Not because he had done anything wrong — he was amazingly sweet and thoughtful — but because being in a relationship with a man was terrifying for me. But Warren was nothing but a gentleman, which was yet another surprise for me.


After those six months passed, our relationship really began to blossom. We did goofy things like scrapbooking and pumpkin bowling (although he cheats at any kind of bowling, and I have to keep a close eye on him), and I felt a connection I had never felt before.


I couldn’t tell him that I loved him. I just couldn’t make my tongue say that L word, so I chose a different L word. “I like you… a lot.”


Sometime the next year, as we were eating at Cici’s pizza buffet, I realized something: I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him. I began hinting about the idea of getting engaged. Eventually, I started to get impatient and asked him what he would do if I proposed to him. He said he would say “no” because he wanted to be the one to propose.


And then came the day. He arranged everything — a trip to the zoo to see the elephants (which are amazingly beautiful creatures), feed a giraffe named Grace, and then back to my apartment. I had told him once that I wanted a fluffy, white dog. Unfortunately, my apartment didn’t allow pets. Instead of a real dog, he set a white, automated one down on the patio and sent it trotting my way. Around its neck was a ring.


He told me I better not say “sure” when he asked me to marry him.


I thought about it, just for kicks, but he was so nervous that I just couldn’t do it.


We got married the next October in a pumpkin-filled autumn wedding under an arbor that my father built for us. And then we climbed into a Cinderella carriage, drawn by a stunning, white horse, and were whisked away to the reception.


To this day, five years later, when people ask how we met, we look at each other and laugh before telling them the story about the papier-mâché Pentagon.


~C.C. Warrens
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Not Too Big After All


More than kisses, letters mingle souls.


~John Donne, English poet


The words hung in the air. “Oh, he’s big…” My wide-eyed stare captured the view of the guy from a distance — the man I came to meet.


Headphones hugged his thick neck. The young man’s shoulders, biceps, and legs appeared more like tree trunks than human appendages. Everything about him, my pen pal, was body-builder big — and nothing I typically looked for in a potential husband.


Just weeks earlier, a co-worker tacked a newspaper article onto my cubicle wall. Ginny scribbled: “This could happen to you, too!” at the top. The article noted Desert Storm pen pals who had married.


At the time, I chuckled and entertained the notion briefly. After all, Tony and I were pen pals from Desert Storm, just like the couple in the article. A quick rush of reality, however, assured me my friend was crazy. Surely nothing would come of my upcoming trek to the airport. After all, my sailor and I were simply friends who met through a Dear Abby “Any Serviceperson” letter. That’s all — or so I tried to tell myself.


Rewind two years earlier to a time when I sat at my college drafting table, scribbling letters to unknown military members. Several landed in the hands of sailors and airmen serving during Desert Storm. One made it to Tony’s ship. His letters and mine began crisscrossing the United States and various oceans. Our friendship grew with each stamped envelope.


Those scribbled letters were our sole interaction during the first year. I tucked a picture of myself into one of those initial letters, too. Tony, however, waited for several months before offering me one in return. And so I continued writing to an unknown face.


After a year of letters and a growing ease in our relationship, Tony managed to call me. We continued our letters anyway. And then two years later, there I stood — ready to come face-to-face with my pen pal at the Atlanta airport.


That’s when I saw the big guy coming toward me.


“Hi,” he said.


I gulped. “Hi. Are you Tony?”


He nodded slightly.


A short, military-style haircut framed his light blue eyes nicely. He looked like the man in the sole photo I had received, but so much larger. I’d never met another man near his size.


We talked during the hour he had before his connecting flight to Charleston. Tony was quiet, and the whole situation was awkward.


For weeks, a fairy-tale daydream had flitted in my mind — a play-by-play on how our real-life, face-to-face introduction would flow. This was not it!


As Tony prepared to board his final flight, I waved goodbye. I was so disappointed. Clearly, he didn’t like me.


A few days later, however, my phone rang. It was Tony. My pen pal remained interested.


Our southern cities were four hours apart. After that phone call, our cars raced back and forth with regular visits. Tony bathed me in kindness, generosity, thoughtfulness, and love. And eventually, he placed a wedding ring on my finger. That was three kids and twenty-three years ago.


~Kristi Woods


[image: image]




[image: image]


Love Restored


To be fully seen by somebody, then, and be loved anyhow — this is a human offering that can border on miraculous.


~Elizabeth Gilbert


Recently, my friend and I were having lunch and discussing our families. She talked about how great her older children were doing, and my heart sank. Her children had had the best upbringing possible. They had two parents, two sets of grandparents, a lot of love and encouragement — everything that makes for well-adjusted adults.


My three children had not had the same advantages. My parents had both died before they were born, and their father’s parents rarely made the effort to see them. Their father had left me for another woman. We were left with little money and had to move every two years. At one point, I was working three to four jobs to compensate for the lack of child support.


I was so busy trying to survive that I didn’t have time to relax and enjoy my children. I had often felt like a failure because no matter how hard I tried, I never had enough money, energy, and patience for my children. But, somehow, we always made ends meet, and things turned out all right.


As if reading my mind, my friend stopped and said, “You are my hero, you know. I tell people about you all the time.” That snapped me back to the present. Hero? Me? Why? She then proceeded to tell me how much of an inspiration I’d been, how she admired my courage and the way I’d raised my children. I could hardly believe my ears. Here she was, in my opinion, the epitome of an excellent mother, wife, homemaker and all I hoped to be, and she was saying how much she admired me?


Later on, as I recalled our conversation, I began to take inventory of my life. My children were now adults. My two daughters were married to wonderful spouses. They were accomplished in many ways. They were good mothers to my three beautiful grandchildren and lived in lovely homes. My son, though still finding his way in life, was a true survivor and had many skills.


My mind drifted back to when they were still young, and I was a struggling single parent, doing my best to stay afloat. With three teenagers, I was in way over my head, and I knew it. I prayed a lot and trusted that God had the stomach for all my bellyaching. I recalled one day when I was helping with an outreach event at my church. I’d been cutting up some paper for a fall carnival and made a bit of a mess on the gym floor. I asked my son to vacuum it up for me. He tossed the handle aside and said he wouldn’t do it. I guess it was embarrassing for him to be vacuuming in front of his peers. A man whom I’d seen a few times at church came over and asked if he could take my son to the other side of the gym to shoot some hoops. I was relieved, as the “scene” had been quite humiliating.


The next day, we were there helping again, and the same man came up. He put his arm around my shoulder and said that he hated to vacuum when he was my son’s age. His kindness caught my attention, although I didn’t know if I could ever trust a man again.


The more I observed this man, though, the more I felt at ease. Every time I turned around, he was beside me. Literally! When a basement suite came up for rent behind my house, John moved in and became my neighbor. He offered to drive my son to school on his way to work, which saved me a lot of time.


For the next nine years, John and I hung out with our church friends. One day, my younger daughter noticed that I was smiling for no reason and asked if I was thinking about John. I asked her what she thought about John and me dating. She laughed and said, “You and John are in denial.”


I went to my son and all I said was, “What do you think of…” He finished my sentence with, “if you and John start dating? It’s about time.” My elder daughter agreed.


We started officially dating in October. He decided to wait until Valentine’s Day to propose. He took me to a beautiful restaurant in Vancouver. After dinner, when he got up, I assumed he was getting my coat, but instead he got down on one knee and proposed. We then went for a walk in a nearby park. It was all lit up with the words “I Love You” embedded in the gardens. After a romantic walk in the moonlight, we walked across the parking lot and looked out over the twinkling lights of the city. Suddenly, in plain view of any passerby, John took me in his arms and began to waltz me around the parking lot, singing in my ear. With the city lights in the background, and his tall frame holding me so tenderly, it felt like a scene from a Hallmark movie.


Eight months later, I had the wedding of my dreams. My son walked me down the aisle, and my two daughters were my bridesmaids. It was magical. One year later, we bought out first house. Within the past fourteen years, everything I lost has been restored. Our three grandchildren have a Papa they adore.


In retrospect, I finally saw what my friend saw. I had been through a lot of heartache and hardship, and had endured a lot of losses, but the strength she saw was my faith. I was quick to point that out to her. Without my faith, I’d have let my circumstances dictate my future. But I kept my faith, and I trusted that my story would end well.


~Carol Marks
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Fast Friends


We are spontaneous when we are at our genuine best.


~Hilary Thayer Hamann


The “D word” can be almost as frightening as telling someone you have a dreaded disease. Divorce is such an ugly word. I worried that I’d be branded for life when it happened to me: a failure, someone who just couldn’t get this marriage thing right. I was forty-four and made a vow to never marry again. I would be perfectly happy in my own skin and in my own little world.


Then I met Ray through a mutual friend in the glorious, cool green pines of Lake Tahoe. He was visiting my friend at the same time I chose to visit her. I’d left the dry desert of Arizona to find some solace. I had no idea that I’d find my soul mate, instead.


It started as an honest friendship, the likes of which I had never experienced before. We had so much in common. The first coincidence came when I learned he was also an Arizonan. During conversation, we realized we moved in somewhat the same circles. Both of us loved and owned horses. We were both represented by the same agency in Phoenix for radio, movie and commercial gigs. I kept my horse at the same place he frequented, and we actually had some mutual friends. Dancing was our favorite pastime, and singing was a crazy passion we both enjoyed.


For almost an entire year, we spent time with each other in friendship. I dated other guys and Ray became the one I complained to about my dates. He always gave genuine and compassionate advice. We went to movies, dinner and dances, and most of the time we went Dutch on the expenses. Ray supported me more than my girlfriends, and he listened intently. He let me cry on his shoulder in the wee hours of the morning. He never judged me.


One evening, while eating pizza, I complained about one of my dates when Ray said, “You know, don’t you, that whenever you get fed up with this dating thing, I’ll be waiting for you?”


I was shocked. After he went home, I pondered his words. Really? Does Ray really have those kinds of feelings for me?


Sometime later, Ray asked, “Hey, do you want to take a trip back to Tahoe to see Livia? I’m going for a few days, and if you can get off work, it might be fun. What do you say?”


We took off in his Trans Am, opened up the sky roof, and laughed and sang along with cassette tapes the entire trip. Thrilled to see us, our mutual friend constantly queried me with questions like, “Are you guys together? What’s going on?”


She had no idea what Ray had asked me the day before while we were driving: “Do you want to get married?”


I had laughed. “No, not really.”


“Me, neither,” he said. But when we stopped in Carson City at a jewelry store, we bought his-and-hers wedding bands for less than two hundred dollars and tucked them into the glove compartment of the car.


We married in a quaint chapel in the Tahoe area with Livia and her husband as our witnesses. I can actually say I never looked back. I never questioned our quick decision to marry. Instead, I embraced having married my best friend, who became my soul mate, protector, and father of our late-in-life child. She weighed only one pound, nine ounces at birth, and it was our strong friendship that helped us through that trial.


We’ve been together thirty-one years and our daughter has grown into a beautiful, young woman who seems to make lots of quick decisions. We think that’s just fine.


~Alice Klies
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Ditto


Love recognizes no barriers. It jumps hurdles, leaps fences, penetrates walls to arrive at its destination full of hope.


~Maya Angelou


By my mid-forties, I had given up on love. With a long history of bad relationships, I concluded love wasn’t in the cards for me. Having decided to remain single, I broke up with my latest beau, sold my apartment, bought a house in another state, and moved on.


I loved my new home and new life. After getting to know the lay of the land, I worked on getting to know my neighbors, who were friendly and welcoming. But as the first winter in my new home ended, and the trees started to show signs of life, my happiness faded. I missed my family and friends terribly.


To cheer myself up, I went to my favorite bookstore. Reading had always been my favorite hobby, and a good book would help bring me out of my doldrums. While there, I noticed a man following me. He never said a word but watched me intently as I picked up one book after the other. Hoping to prove myself wrong, I walked to the opposite side of the bookstore and waited. Moments later, he rounded the corner and stopped a few feet away, pretending to look at a book. I didn’t know whether to be alarmed or flattered, so I took careful note of his appearance. He was just over six feet tall and had dark hair and blue eyes. He was dressed in jeans, a plaid shirt, and work boots. I thought, He’s ruggedly handsome and probably works outside — definitely not my type. But I was mildly intrigued.


“Having trouble finding something good to read?” I asked him.


“No,” he said. “Actually, I’ve been sort of following you. I want to buy a book for my daughter, but I have no idea what she likes. I thought if I followed you and saw what you picked out, I might get some ideas.”


“I’m probably the wrong person to follow. I like many different subjects. What kinds of books have you seen her reading?”


“All I know is that the covers usually have some half-naked man with long hair on them, and he’s holding a woman in a long, flowing dress.”


Laughing, I said, “Those are romance novels.” On our way over to the romance section, I introduced myself. His name was Brad. Together, we picked out several novels, and then he asked me out on a quasi-date — coffee at the café inside the bookstore.


After getting our coffee, we sat down and talked for hours. Fairly quickly, I learned Brad was a little unconventional, opinionated, and rough around the edges. But he was also down-to-earth, warm and friendly — and rather charming. I was beginning to find his earthy good looks appealing, and I was captivated by his gorgeous blue eyes. In spite of the fact that we had nothing in common, and he had no fashion sense whatsoever, I liked him. He made me laugh. So I agreed to have dinner with him the following night.


Brad was soon at my house several times a week. We took things slowly and spent a great deal of time getting to know one another. We became friends first — something I had never done in my previous relationships. It was refreshing. Brad loved to build and fix things — something we had in common. He worked in construction and had recently finished renovating his home. I had just started the renovation of my own home, but was putting off two easy projects due to some uncertainties. One of them was the paneling in my bedroom. So I asked Brad, “Do you think the paneling in the bedroom was installed directly over the studs?”


“I don’t know,” he said. “But there’s only one way to find out.” He went into the bedroom and tore down a strip of paneling — a plaster wall was behind it. So he ripped off the rest of the paneling and threw it in the corner for me to throw out. (I never could get him to take out the garbage.) When it was done being remodeled, I gazed at my beautiful new bedroom and recalled a book I once read about the five languages of love. I never did learn which of the languages was mine — all the men I dated spoke the same language. But Brad had just discovered it. And, as luck would have it, our love language was the same — acts of service. We enjoyed doing things for one another because it made the other person happy. But more important to Brad than my happiness was my safety, which included the dogs.


One of my dogs had escaped from the house and run away. For three nights, I lay awake praying she’d come home. On the fourth day, the woman who had found her saw my ad in the newspaper and called. My next date with Brad was a trip to Home Depot. He took me to the outdoor department, and together we picked out a fence that would secure the dogs in the yard. We installed it together. Afterward, we sat by the fire pit, drank a bottle of wine, and watched the dogs chase each other around the yard. It was then that I realized I had fallen in love with Brad — hook, line, and sinker. But because of all the bad relationships I had had over the years, I kept my feelings hidden from Brad for more than a year.


The stairs to the second floor of my house were steep and narrow. One cold morning, I attempted to move a table from the office upstairs to the music room downstairs. I had on my favorite fuzzy socks, and as I stepped down onto the first step, my foot slipped. While holding onto the table, I fell down the remaining thirteen steps. There were no broken bones, but I was bruised from head to toe and couldn’t walk for weeks. When I was able to climb the stairs, I saw that Brad had installed a handrail, which went all the way to the top of the stairs. It was the most beautiful thing I ever saw. And like a fool, I stood there and sobbed uncontrollably. Brad came running in to see what was wrong, and with tears streaming down my face, I said, “I love you.”


“Yeah, I know,” he said. “Ditto.” And with that, he walked away. I wanted to slug him.


That was how Brad communicated — not with a lot of words, but through acts of service and kindness. It took some getting used to, but we got along well and seldom fought. While he wasn’t big on talking, he hated arguing more. In all the years we’ve been together, I recall having only three arguments — and they were doozies. During one, I was sure our relationship was over. He stormed out of the house, vowing never to return. But he came back hours later. I was working in my office and refused to come out. So he slid a folded piece of paper under the door and left. I opened it — in big bold letters, he had written only one word “Ditto.” That’s when I decided Brad was a keeper.


~L.M. Lush
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Worth the Wait
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Haven’t We Met Somewhere Before?


When deep down in the core of your being you believe that your soul mate exists, there is no limit to the ways he or she can enter your life.


~Arielle Ford


The first time I remember meeting him, I was dripping with sweat as I turned away yet another customer. “The freezer is broken,” I said over and over to the overheated patrons who approached my snow-cone cart at Worlds of Fun, a big amusement park in northwest Missouri. The only good thing about my shift was that I made the same measly minimum wage whether I was serving overpriced flavored ice in paper cones or just standing under the cart’s gigantic yellow umbrella receiving ice-cold stares.


“Why don’t you just put up a ‘Closed’ sign and come catch some rides with us?” The boy who posed the question leaned into the cart, careful to duck so he wouldn’t bump his head on the umbrella. I laughed at the thought of ditching work so I could go ride roller coasters with this good-looking guy and his goofy friends, whom I guessed to be about sixteen like me. “I promise you that we’d have ‘worlds of fun,’ ” he added.


“Sorry, I’ve got to stay put. Boss’s orders,” I said, even though his invitation was as cute as he was, and I didn’t want to say “no.” Our eyes locked for a mere moment, and my heart skipped a beat.


“Have it your way,” he said. “But if you’re ever in Somewhere, Kansas, look me up.” And then he was gone.


He really did not say “Somewhere,” but for the life of me, I couldn’t remember the town he said or if he’d even mentioned his name. I also couldn’t forget the adorable look in his big brown eyes or the fact that it had been the closest I’d gotten to being asked on a date all summer long.


Two years later, in 1981, I was with my church youth group in Estes Park, Colorado. My friends and I tossed a Frisbee in a grassy area near where we would soon be boarding our bus. The Frisbee soared past me and into the midst of a family gathered around a picnic table.


“I guess you want this back,” a brawny boy teased as he stood up while holding the Frisbee high over his head. “How about I join your game?”


The bus horn blared before I could agree. I shrugged and said, “Sorry, I’ve got to go.” I didn’t want to, though.


“That’s too bad,” he said, smiling as his brown eyes seemed to look right through mine. He leaned forward in a gentlemanly bow and handed me the Frisbee. Our fingertips touched, and then away I went, feeling all tingly. His eyes and smile reminded me of the boy from the amusement park. My friends teased me on the bus when I asked them if they thought he could have been the same guy. They’d already tired of hearing how I’d lost my one true chance at love at the broken-down snow-cone cart.


Thirty years passed, along with two failed marriages. I had no interest in getting involved in another relationship. I focused my energies on raising my kids in a small southern Colorado town where I’d bought a house and enjoyed my marketing job with the local hospital.


Then one day a deep voice came from the direction of my office doorway. “Can you help me with the printer?” I glanced up to see a nice-looking, middle-aged man leaning inside. He explained that he was doing some contract work for our information services department and had been set up temporarily in the office across the hallway, but he didn’t have a code for the printer.


As he spoke, I couldn’t help but notice his kind, brown eyes. It was January, and my office was cold, but it suddenly felt as warm and muggy as a summer day.


“Only if you have time,” he said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt what you’re doing.”


“No, it’s okay, I’ve got time for you, I mean, to help you.”


“Thanks, I really appreciate it,” he said, flashing a smile that took me back to my youth.


“This may sound ridiculous, but I’m curious,” I said. “Where did you live during high school?”


“Somewhere in Kansas that you’ve probably never heard of. A tiny town called Gridley. How about you?”


“I grew up in St. Joe, Missouri,” I answered. “But I worked at Worlds of Fun over the summer, and there were always kids from Kansas there.”


“You can bet I was one of them,” he said.


“Did you ever happen to vacation in Estes Park?” I asked, my heart pounding.


“As a matter of fact, my first trip there was with my family right before my freshman year of college, so it must have been 1981,” he said, looking quizzically at me. “Then I moved to Colorado after college. My work has me traveling all over the state, but I live in Denver now.”


“I’m planning on moving to Denver soon,” I said, pledging silently to myself to get my résumé together so I could begin looking for jobs in the Mile High City two hundred miles away.


“That’s great,” he said. “When you do, be sure to look me up.”


After giving him the code to the printer, we exchanged names and phone numbers. This led to a year of long-distance dating and then to this Missouri-born girl and her boy from somewhere in Kansas finally settling down in the same Colorado home.


His memories of our possible teenage meetings have yet to meld with mine. He assures me, though, while my remembrances seem wildly crazy, he’s crazy in love with me now. I feel the same way. I’m also happily thankful that even though he can’t remember it, he’s managed to keep his first-ever promise to me. Being together truly has been worlds of fun.


~Lisa Marlin
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June 15


True love stories never have endings.


~Richard Bach


June 15, 1973: Our birthday. I was born on the East Coast. Alex was born on the West Coast.


June 15, 1986: Our thirteenth birthday. We’d met that school year, in seventh grade, in Southern California — where his family had moved when he was two and mine when I was ten. We’d become friends (with a spark, and a bit of young flirting). One day in P.E. class, standing on the blacktop numbers, I saw on his student I.D. card that his birthday was June 15. “That’s my birthday!” I said. He didn’t believe me, but it was true.


June 15, 1990: Our seventeenth birthday. Alex left a birthday card in my locker at our high school, and I felt my stomach flip. We hadn’t talked much for a couple of years. Freshman year, our flirting had turned into hours on the phone together, then my first kiss. We dated for a few weeks. Though our feelings for each other were strong (probably too strong for our age), I hadn’t been as ready for dating as he was, so I broke it off. He moved on, found a girlfriend more ready than me, and hung with the jock-surfer crowd. I hung with the theater people and didn’t date seriously in high school. But our eyes often met across campus (and the spark was still there).


June 15, 1993: Our twentieth birthday. I was home from college back East. Alex was home from college in Colorado. We’d become friends again senior year, then pen pals, writing each other about college and life and dreams. I had a serious boyfriend and serious studies. Alex was enjoying the single college life. He called my house on our birthday afternoon. My mom told him I’d just found out my grandfather had died that morning, and I wasn’t up for talking. It was the first time that we didn’t speak on our birthday.


June 15, 1999: Our twenty-sixth birthday. I had an apartment and a full-time office job in our Southern California hometown. He had a room and seasonal jobs a couple hours up the coast (so he could take off for months-long surf trips around the globe). We’d been writing letters and talking on the phone for years, both single and dating people in our respective cities, and both harboring bigger feelings for each other that we wouldn’t come out and say. We chatted on the phone on our birthday (the spark hanging in the air). When he came into town to see his dad, we’d go out to dinner, see a movie, walk on the beach, and maybe kiss goodnight. They were sort of dates, but we definitely weren’t dating. Missing each other once again.


June 15, 2001: Our twenty-eighth birthday. I’d gone off to grad school in the Midwest. He was starting grad school in San Diego. He’d bought a couch, and I realized that maybe he was actually settling down. So we finally shared our long-held feelings and tried dating for real — long distance. I came to San Diego to spend my summer break with him, and it was our first birthday as a couple. We were in love, finally together after sixteen years of wondering. We toasted with champagne and carrot cake (a mutual favorite), and the future looked bright.


June 15, 2002: Our twenty-ninth birthday. It was the second time we didn’t speak on our birthday, and it felt awful. We’d broken up right after that last summer. It hadn’t worked for me to move into his apartment and his world, and things had crumbled between us on a disastrous trip to South America. Alex was in San Diego, I was in the Midwest, and we were both heartbroken. It hurt me too much to remain friends, so I had asked him to let me go for good.


June 15, 2003: Our thirtieth birthday. We gathered our respective friends at a beachside pub and celebrated together, with a huge carrot cake on the bar. He’d called me a few months earlier to see if I missed him as much as he missed me. I did. And I’d actually started a doctoral program while we were apart… in San Diego. We’d decided to meet for lunch, and that was it. We both knew we didn’t want to lose what we had again. We were finally ready.


June 15, 2017: Our forty-fourth birthday. We celebrated with our two kids, ages eight and eleven, in our beachy townhouse of thirteen years. After those many seasons of letters and phone calls, laughs and tears, near-misses and disasters, here we were: eating carrot cake with our growing children, doing life together. We looked at each other and silently marveled that we had actually made it to this.


All that our kids really know about our love story is that we met when we were twelve, were friends for years, and married when we were thirty — and don’t all parents have the same birthday?


~Megan Pincus Kajitani
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My Bloody Lip


The simple act of caring is heroic.


~Edward Albert


I was thirty-eight and unmarried. My pastor said, “Every family needs an unmarried aunt to spoil the kids.” That didn’t make me feel better.


I am one of eight children, so I did have seventeen nieces and nephews. As the sibling without children, I flew in to babysit so the parents could have a weekend off. Every year, I flew home to help my mom host the extended family — eighty people — for Thanksgiving dinner. I came at Christmas and wrapped a mountain of gifts (hard for my siblings to do with their children around) and fed the hordes. My church had an active single adults’ group that I coordinated. I started a business and had clients who depended on me.


My life was rich with people, events, friends, family, work, and church. Everyone counted on me, and I delivered. Singleness didn’t bother me. Not that much, anyway.


When commiserating with friends, I always said, “There’s one thing that’s true in the history of every relationship in the world. One day, those two people didn’t know each other, and the next day they did. Tomorrow could be the next day for you.”


Not long before Christmas, I sat on the couch in my cozy little Washington, D.C., rowhouse, drinking coffee. My friend Steven called. Without preamble, he said, “I gave someone your phone number.”


That someone was Tom, who had been living in a religious community. At a Christmas party, Tom announced that religious life was not his calling. He was starting graduate school to become a psychotherapist.


“So, I told him,” Steven said, “I always thought that if he left his community, I’d introduce him to you.”


Tom and I met in February and dated for seven months. Business was slow for me that summer, and he was between semesters. We hiked, went to the beach, lay in the grass on the National Mall, and talked about our dreams. Sometimes literally. For years, Tom, once a land surveyor, had had a recurring dream. In his dream, he surveyed an empty field and could find three property corners, but not the fourth.


My sister and her family came to visit, and Tom put netting on my open banisters so the kids wouldn’t fall through. I cooked dinners. We watched movies and ate hot-fudge sundaes. We fell in love.


In September, Tom got nervous. People kept telling him that he shouldn’t get serious with the first person he dated after leaving religious life. He said he wanted a “time out.” I agreed. (A veteran of the D.C. dating scene, I knew we had something special, but I also knew he had to learn that for himself.)


We still saw each other. He told me about his dates. (He seemed miserable.) I bided my time. He decided to stay in D.C. for Christmas, not go to his family or come to mine. I worried about him.


Christmas Eve, he called. “I’m lonely,” he said. “But I’m not lonely for just anyone; I’m lonely for you.”


New Year’s Eve, we discussed getting married. Tom was leaving the next day for a weeklong silent retreat. He was “almost positive” that he was ready for marriage. He wanted the retreat to meditate about it, to be sure.
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