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INTRODUCTION

Love stories give us hope, make us feel whole, and allow us to see a reflection of ourselves in someone else’s eyes. When I collected the love stories in this volume, I intentionally sought out a rich variety of experiences. And so Chocolate for a Lover’s Heart offers up a bounty of all kinds of love: finding that perfect mate, loving ourselves enough to go after our dreams, endless love and unforgettable passion, sweet—and bittersweet—love.

Just as women and chocolate go together, so do chocolate and love! That sigh of satisfaction you make after savoring a delicious piece of chocolate is akin to that feeling of wholeness when you experience a great, encircling love. The power of love—whether for another person or for ourselves—is what moves mountains, lets us soar to new heights, and adds richness to our lives.

I am grateful that forty-nine women—including motivational speakers, therapists, bestselling authors, entrepreneurs, and homemakers—have shared their favorite true-life love stories in Chocolate for a Lover’s Heart. These contributors reveal all ages and stages of love, from that first important kiss, to passion still burning brightly into the twilight years, from divine messages of love that change your life, to seeing the beauty within yourself for the very first time. You will laugh, cry, and always remember these stories, stories with surprise endings and interesting twists and turns—all offered in love to warm your heart.

Virtually all these stories remind us of a woman’s unique, enormous capacity to love, especially when it’s hard to, when it’s unexpected, and even when it’s meant to be.

Chocolate for a Lover’s Heart is my heartfelt response to readers who demanded more “chocolate” after consuming Chocolate for a Woman’s Soul and Chocolate for a Woman’s Heart. If you’re like me, you might take great pleasure from treating yourself to as much chocolate as you can get your hands on and devouring all these stories in one sitting! But you can also savor them, one at a time, and prolong what I hope will be a very satisfying experience. Read these stories in sequence, or randomly select a story title that speaks to you that day, knowing you will always hear the perfect message when you need it most.

I hope you enjoy these tales of inspiration as much as I enjoyed collecting them and getting to know the wonderful women behind each story. Chocolate for a Lover’s Heart is proof positive that if we nurture that part of ourselves that believes we deserve meaningful love, then love is truly available to us all.


I
HEAVENLY SENT


What is important is that one is capable of love. It is perhaps the only glimpse we are permitted of eternity.

—HELEN HAYES
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It’s in being known that we flourish.

—JAN CAROTHERS


REVERENCE
 [image: Image]


His advertisement in the New York Times took me by surprise; I hadn’t thought of him or Missouri for such a long time. “The Muse’s Refuge: Fine and Rare Books.” Underneath a drawing of an overstuffed chair was a phone number and an address. As I remember, that street defined a very exclusive part of downtown St. Louis. Apparently, he’d done well.

I first saw Daniel after he moved into his newly purchased used-book store in a run-down section of St. Louis. I had just started working at the First National Bank, a few blocks away, and had walked past on my lunch hour. He stacked books on shelves two, sometimes three, deep, and boxes overflowing with old books crowded the aisles. History, music, poetry, literature, romance, biographies, were all mixed together. A beautiful old copy of The Secret Garden sat on the shelf right next to a tawdry romance paperback.

I wandered between the aisles, breathing deep that wonderful rich musty old-book smell. I’ve always loved used-book stores. I love to browse and run my fingers along the spines and wonder about the people who once held and read and loved these books. I must have closed my eyes and been dreaming, because I walked right into him and very nearly stumbled into the box he was emptying. I remember he laughed a kind, quiet laugh. Too embarrassed to say much, I didn’t even look directly at him. I used to be so afraid of people then!

I went back. At least once a week, usually more. The Muse’s Refuge began to look like a “real” bookstore. Daniel told me his dream: He wanted to sell fine, very rare books. Someday. He had to start somewhere. Daniel called me by my name now, and he always looked up when I came in. I liked it that he always seemed pleased to see me.

And I liked to watch him work. Organizing, putting away. He touched his books with such reverence. “If you have the choice and can afford it, always buy the first edition,” he instructed. I started paying attention to the copyright pages of used books.

One day, I asked him if he had ever seen a copy of Jane Eyre with very unusual illustrations. I had seen one as a child and had been fascinated by the pictures. I’d never forgotten the mysterious allure of the artwork even after all these years.

“The Eichenberg set,” he answered without hesitation. “Woodcut engravings. I don’t have a copy, but I’ll look for one.” The next week, he had a boxed set of Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights with the Eichenberg engravings waiting for me. He wouldn’t let me pay for them. “It’s a necessity,” he explained. “If you love a book, you should have it.”

One snowy day, I braved the icy walk on my lunch hour and found him sitting in his worn overstaffed chair, gently cleaning an old leather-bound book. I thought, This is what I would want for my life: to sit in an old comfortable chair, watching the world move by slowly through the snow, caressing a book, drinking a cup of hot tea.

On that day, he kissed me. Daniel made me a cup of tea, and when he brought it to me, he leaned down and kissed the top of my head. His lips stayed there, tender and warm, for a good long minute. Then he straightened up and went to his chair and we sat together in silence. I felt that kiss throughout every pore of my body.

We never talked about our lives. Only books and ideas. I knew he wasn’t married, but he must have known that I was, because of my wedding ring. I didn’t tell him I had a four-year-old son. And of course I didn’t tell him about my husband and his violence. I was too ashamed.

We made love only once. Not long after that kiss on my head. In the thick of a conversation he got up to make tea, and I followed him up the stairs to his small apartment, talking all the while. That sun-filled bright room, the white snow outside reflecting through the heavy old window glass, silenced me. The room was so bright, so unlike, yet exactly like, the friendly dark of the bookstore below. Books were piled everywhere. Bright, modern art prints papered the walls. I stood still in that golden light that exists in St. Louis in the wintertime and thought: This is where Daniel lives. I looked over at him standing there by his stove. He was watching me. “Yes,” I whispered.

I didn’t go back to work that afternoon and Daniel kept his shop closed. No one had ever touched me with such reverence before.

I never went back to The Muse’s Refuge after that day. I don’t know why. Everything I had ever wanted existed in that room. I left my job the next week and didn’t venture downtown again.

Years later, after I finally left my husband, I did go back to the store. Leaving the state and having no intention of ever returning to Missouri, I visited some of my past. The Muse’s Refuge wasn’t where I had remembered, so I looked it up in the phone book and found it a few blocks over in a slightly better area.

The new shop featured mostly rare books. I found a copy of Mistress Masham’s Repose by T. H. White that I’d been looking for. I checked to see if I’d selected a first edition and then went to pay for it. I hadn’t seen him when I first came in, but now saw his worn overstaffed chair behind the counter. He had been sitting there, reading. He wrote out my receipt and put my book in a smart dark brown sack that said, “The Muse’s Refuge” in silver letters. He didn’t recognize me. Or maybe he did. I thanked him, put the package under my arm, and left the shop’s cozy darkness into the October crisp city air.

This morning, before I put the Times out for recycling, I clipped out Daniel’s ad and stuck it between the pages of Jane Eyre. The Eichenberg set of Brontë books aren’t the finest or the rarest books I own, but they are my most dear.

MARY ZELINKA
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WATCHING OVER ERIC
 [image: Image]


On a scorching summer day in Arizona, I hurried to get to an appointment on time. Halfway there, I noticed the arrow on my car’s gas gauge sitting on empty. As I scanned the street in search of a gas station, I saw him. Head down, thumb out, he moved ahead. He appeared to be in his early twenties, unkempt and sweating from the heat. I gave him but a glance as I passed, and then I heard the voice. As clearly as if spoken by someone seated in the back of my van came the words, “Stop, Eric needs a friend today.” Many thoughts ran quickly through my mind, including the very real danger of picking up hitchhikers. Even though Eric is my oldest son’s name and this young man looked quite weary, I passed him by and turned into the next gas station.

It seems that everything takes much longer when you are already late and so it was at the gas station. Finally fueled up after waiting in line at the pumps, I proceeded toward my appointment. I looked up ahead, and saw the young man again. His persistent stride and my delay in getting the gasoline were causing our paths to cross again.

I wondered about my own son, Eric. I wondered if a kind stranger would someday be there for him. Fear prevailed, though, and I decided to pass him by once more. This time, the voice spoke with more urgency: “Please trust me and stop. Eric needs a friend today.” I took a deep breath, said a little prayer, and pulled over to offer the young man a ride.

A broad smile creased his dirty face as he scrambled into my van. “Gee, thanks, ma’am,” he said cheerfully. “It sure is hot here in Arizona, and I really appreciate the ride.” He was going in my direction and he talked quietly as I drove. He told me of coming to Arizona two years ago and of how much trouble he had encountered. Jobs fell through as he lived with one friend after another and now his car was finally beyond repair. At the end of his rope and not sure where he would spend the night, he asked me to pull over so that he could get out. He claimed to have a friend within walking distance who might put him up for a few days. His sadness tugged at my heart and I offered him my hand in friendship. As he placed his hand in mine, he smiled and said, “Oh, I forgot to introduce myself, my name is Eric.”

As I held his hand, I felt her presence filling the van, and I heard myself speaking. “Eric, your wife loves you very much. She wants me to tell you that she’s at peace and that it is time for you to forgive and go home.” He held my hand tightly and stared at me in disbelief and burst into tears. I held him and stroked his hair while he cried from the depths of his soul.

He grew quiet, thanked me, and said, “My wife was killed two years ago in an automobile accident. She was pregnant with our first child. A drunk driver ran a red light and she and the baby were killed instantly. We were childhood sweethearts.” He had been unable to stay in the city where they had grown up together. Each place he saw held a precious memory of her and aroused his uncontrollable rage at their senseless deaths. He spoke of how he hated the driver who had taken his wife and child from him and so he had left town and headed to Arizona. He had attempted to run from the pain only to find that it had followed him. He had turned his back on his own parents and friends, abandoning their support as he fled to Arizona.

It seemed as if I were watching a movie as I described his pretty wife to him and explained that I could see her standing contentedly with a brown-haired little boy who looked to be about two years old. Again, I felt her encouraging me to speak and I said, “She wants you to go home, Eric. Now I know it was her voice I heard telling me to stop and give you a ride.” Eric then admitted he had just received a letter that morning from his parents begging him to come home. He showed me the airline ticket that they had included. He whispered, “I wasn’t going to go. I stopped praying when she died, but then this morning I did ask for help. I did ask for direction to know what to do.”

Again, her words flowed from me. “She wants me to tell you she is always with you and that you will see her and your son someday. She wants you to get on with your life. She says that she loves you, always has and always will.”

I could see the change come over him, like a burden had been lifted from his heart. He held onto the airline ticket: “It looks like I’m going home.” He smiled. He kissed my cheek softly and got out of the van. “Thank you, ma’am, thank you so much!” As he walked away, I smiled to myself and thought, Don’t thank me, Erie, thank your angels. I know I do.

DEBRALEE JAMES
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Expect your every need to be met, expect the answer to every problem, expect abundance on every level, expect to grow spintually.

—EILEEN CADDY



EXPECT A MIRACLE
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After years of infertility treatments, miscarriage, and heartbreak, my husband and I decided our third in vitro fertilization attempt would be our last. Already emotionally devastated, we determined that if it wasn’t meant to be, we would close this chapter of our lives and move on, no matter how painful it might be. Since we both agreed adoption was not an option for us, I knew that if this last procedure didn’t work, my hope of being a mother would be forever dashed.

After surrendering myself to the arduous round of medical procedures—the necessary drugs, and shots, and going through the outpatient surgery procedures—I finally got to the big day. I took the pregnancy test in the morning at the clinic before going to my job as a court reporter. I knew that at 4:00 P.M. the nurse would call with the results and dramatically change my life one way or the other.

When I got to work, the courtroom was empty, and we weren’t expecting the next case for at least an hour. As I sat at my desk and reviewed some files, an older woman I’d never seen before entered and took a seat.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

“No,” she said, “I’m here to observe the cases today.”

“Nothing will be happening for at least an hour,” I explained.

She didn’t respond.

I continued to work, but every time I glanced up, I found her staring at me. Finally, I told her she would probably be more comfortable in a courtroom where a case was in progress. Beginning to feel really distracted by her presence, I picked up my papers and left.

When I returned in about ten minutes, she was gone, but a business-sized card lay on my desk. I was busily preparing for a new trial, and I didn’t stop to read it.

At 4:00 P.M., I nervously waited for the nurse’s call. Yet, as soon as the phone rang, a warm, loving feeling washed over me and my anxiety vanished. I knew the news would be good.

“Congratulations,” the nurse said. “You’re pregnant!” She rattled on about what vitamins to take and what foods to avoid, but I paid little attention. Instead, I stared at the card I now grasped in my hand left by the stranger in the courtroom. It simply read, “Expect a miracle.”

Although I’ve never seen her again, I’ll forever carry the card she left me in my wallet, right next to the picture of my beautiful little girl.

PATTI SCHECHTER
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Experiencing new growth means having a willingness to feel and share our feelings.

—THE REVEREND DEB OLIVE



A HAND TO HOLD
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I first smoked crack cocaine at eighteen while living in a house I rented with four other women during my first t semester of college. The parties never seemed to end. I found myself immediately addicted, but managed to get off of it after a month or two, and moved into my own apartment.

Two years went by. Then, one night, a friend of mine took me to a party to meet some friends of hers who happened to live in the same apartment complex as I did. When we arrived, almost immediately I knew people were smoking crack in the bathroom. I could just sense it. Soon, I lit up, too.

I began seeing my friend’s friend every night. We became lovers, and he supported my drug habit. January, February, March, and half of April passed by. Haggard, skinny, and pale—I looked like death, and felt like it, too. Nothing else mattered to me except how to get some more. Wasting along with me were my dreams to become a writer and to meet and marry a very special man. Instead, I spent all of my money on crack. Completely eaten up with my addiction, I didn’t pay my bills, didn’t call my family, didn’t do my homework, didn’t eat, didn’t sleep, didn’t clean my house, or do my laundry.

One day, I went to do drugs at a stranger’s house, which wasn’t unusual. He was shooting up coke, and since he didn’t have any to smoke, I decided to try shooting up, too. Luckily, I didn’t overdose. But he did. I stood there in horror with another stranger watching this man have a seizure.

When he stopped moving, I thought he’d died. I asked his friend if we should call an ambulance. “No,” she said, “he’ll be okay.” She didn’t want the cops involved. When he came to, the first thing he wanted to know was how to get some more! I ran from the apartment, horrified. I went straight to a friend’s apartment to find solace. He offered me an empty crack pipe—the drug was gone, but he still tried to smoke it. I ran from that apartment and went to my own, where I called another friend. He came over in the middle of the night and gave me some books about addiction and the support group Narcotics Anonymous. He had been there, too. He’d watched his best friend die from an overdose of crack.

Now, I had to help myself. For a few weeks, I attended the meetings and tried to stay away from all the people who were doing drugs. Sometimes, I would even go to my parents’ house for the night to avoid the pushers. But one night, I answered a knock on my door. I let them in and traded a ring for some crack. I stayed up all night doing crack, running to and from the door and window, peering out in a paranoid state. With no crack left, I spent hours looking for more, searching the floor, picking up little white objects that I thought were “rocks”—even trying to smoke them.

The next morning, I walked into a Narcotics Anonymous meeting and heard that 99 percent of the people who are addicted to crack never get off it. I wanted desperately to be in that successful 1 percent. I got down on my knees and pleaded with God for the strength to control my addiction.

That afternoon, I went out to the apartment pool hoping the sun would lift my spirits. I noticed a man watching me, and realized I knew him from school. We started talking, the afternoon slipped away, and that night we ate dinner together. We discovered our mutual attraction for each other.

I confided in him about my addiction, and he said, “If you ever do crack again, you can go your own way without me.” His words didn’t sting, and I didn’t feel defensive. I just looked deeply into his eyes and knew he had entered my life for a reason. At that moment, I felt I’d been given the gift of resolve. The fear of losing him inspired me and gave me strength to overcome the strong urges that haunted me so many times.

My nightmares continued for a while, yet as time went by, they disappeared. Now and then, we all need someone to lean on. This special man showed me such devotion that for the first time I began to love myself. I didn’t want to do anything that I knew would ruin my life. We married, built a house, and I finished my B.A. degree. We recently celebrated ten glorious years together.

Only when I hit rock bottom so many years ago, and claimed my destiny to be in that 1 percent, were my pleas heard. It is in the asking that our prayers can be answered. And like icing on a cake, my angel also “miraculously” appeared—offering me a hand to hold.
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