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To my husband, Eric.

Thank you for clearing a path

and lighting my way.

You absolutely add richness to my life.
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Introduction



Chocolate and women just go together! I’ve been saying this ever since the publication of my first book, Chocolate for a Woman’s Soul. But when I gathered that first collection of rich and delicious stories, I never imagined that it would begin an entire series of bestselling books, of which Chocolate for a Woman’s Soul Volume II is number twelve.

Now that we have reached an even dozen, I want to pause and acknowledge all the Chocolate sisters who have shared so much with us. I myself feel a deep sense of gratitude for being divinely inspired to create the series, and I have marveled at the joy I’ve gained from listening to the small, still voice that has urged me on. We are all here to learn and grow and discover the things our souls are calling us to do, and for me the Chocolate series has surely been one of those things. I am honored that women from around the country have shared—again and again—their endearing moments and moving true tales that lift the spirit and warm the heart.

In the best Chocolate tradition, the stories in Chocolate for a Woman’s Soul Volume II are poignant, touching, even downright funny. They celebrate a woman’s experiences negotiating the path of love, listening for the divine, discovering meaningful work, cherishing friends and family, believing in oneself, and finding peace while overcoming life’s biggest challenges. All women are gifted with the ability to be both strong and soft, smart and intuitive at the same time. No doubt you’ll smile as you recognize yourself and your friends in these experiences we all share.

I continue to learn a lot about myself while compiling these inspirational stories. My wish for you is that they will affect your life as positively as they have affected mine. May you recognize and appreciate the messages, magic, miracles, and synchronicities that inform the events of your own life.

So, in keeping with the Chocolate tradition, open a box of chocolates, find your favorite quiet place to get cozy, and then savor each story, one by one, knowing that these pages were meant just for you.









I

Love’s Twists

and Turns


When first we fall in love, we feel that we know all there is

to know about life, and perhaps we are right.

MIGNON MCLAUGHLIN












Callie’s Daisies



“So.”

I smiled and hesitated, wanting to pose my question just right.

“Callie, what can you tell me about romance? Specifically about the romance in your life.”

Callie’s blue eyes sparkled. “Oh my goodness. I don’t know.” She looked across the well-worn kitchen table at her husband. “What would you say about romance, John? What can we tell her?”

My assignment was to interview John and Callie, then write the story of their sixty-four years of marriage for our local newspaper. A love story for the Valentine’s Day edition.

John’s voice was soft and quiet as he answered. “Maybe you should tell her about the flowers,” he suggested. Then to me he added, “I always get her flowers on our anniversary.”

“That’s right, he does.” Callie chuckled. “We’ve been married so long he’s just about run out of ideas as to what kind he should get next.”

“I surprised her a couple of years ago,” John said. “You see, we met and fell in love at church so it seemed like a good idea to have her flowers delivered to church. That’s where she got them. Right there in front of everyone before the preacher gave his sermon for the day.”

I listened and smiled as I took notes. Their stories were interesting, but not quite what I hoped for. Romance was my assignment, so I tried again.

“Callie, of all the flowers you’ve received from John, which were your favorites?”

She gave me a gentle smile. “The daisies,” she said as she reached for her husband’s hand. “John knows I love daisies. One day he came in from the pasture with a fresh-picked bouquet. Not because it was our anniversary or anything, just because he saw them and he knew I’d be pleased.”

John’s shoulders lifted a bit higher and he sat taller in his chair as Callie continued to praise him.

“And then do you want to know what he did next? He went back out to that field, dug up some of those flowers, and planted them in a garden bed alongside our back sidewalk. I couldn’t have been more pleased. We tend those daisies together and they mean so much to me.”

I felt like an intruder in a private moment as she patted his hand. Then, almost in unison, they said, “It’s the little things that count, you know. It’s the little, caring things that make a marriage work.”

And I smiled. I knew I had my story.

RUTH LEE










Before we love with our heart,

we already love with our imagination.

LOUISE COLET



My Robert Redford

Moment




On a balmy August afternoon, several years ago, I was stuck in traffic on the way to the airport to pick up Steve. The sun’s rays were so brilliant that I had to shift the visor whenever I changed direction. With traffic at a dead halt, I looked in the rearview mirror. Not bad, I thought…finally a good haircut, free of frizzies, each hair obediently in place. Steve had said he loved my hair, calling me Sister Golden Hair after the song by America. In a few weeks, the two of us would be married.

Now, looking forward to seeing him, I began to feel a surge of joy. I imagined his coy look as he walked toward my car, smoking his pipe, his deep-set brown eyes intent on finding me. I was grinning like a Cheshire when I arrived at the American terminal about fifteen minutes early and begged the security guard to let me stay at curbside. I always get lost looking for the parking lots. Once I’d exited the airport by mistake.

When I stepped out of the car to stretch my legs, the smell of the cars’ exhaust in the stagnant air made me dizzy. I leaned against my old Pontiac and peered at people coming and going through the terminal doors. A young couple wearing matching floral shirts carried straw bags and balanced their suitcases. They looked badly sunburned, but very happy. I guessed they were returning from their honeymoon. Steve and I would grab a weekend away, eventually, if we could manage to find a baby-sitter for the children.

After a few minutes of people gazing, I noticed a tall, serious chauffeur walking quickly, carrying two black bags. A few steps behind him, wearing dark glasses, a powder blue shirt, and a navy blazer, walked a short but strikingly handsome man. Who? Who is that? It finally registered; my hands flew up to my face in total disbelief. I reappeared slowly, like a toddler in a game of peek-aboo, to see the man chuckling, his head tossed back. He seemed amused at my display of shock. Was this a mirage, a dizzy daydream on a hot summer’s day? No, no, I was sure. It was really him. It was Robert Redford!

I felt a sudden surge of adrenaline. “Oh my God,” I shouted to no one in particular.

“You still here lady?” the security guard asked.

Breathlessly, I babbled on, trying to make him my friend. I pointed in the direction of the white stretch limo, sending the guard to investigate, to see for himself. I realized the limo would have to pass me when making its exit from the one-way lane in which I was double-parked. In my mind I did what any normal divorced woman, about to be remarried in three weeks, would do. I reached into my bag and touched up my lipstick. Then I posed against the Pontiac covering the neon graffiti someone had once sprayed on my car door.

I waited, my heart beating relentlessly in my throat. A leading lady in some untitled B movie. But none of that really mattered. As predicted, the vehicle passed in front of me ever so slowly. The window was rolled halfway down, just enough for our eyes to lock in an intense, burning gaze. This was a scene I’d remember, take with me, whenever things got really rough. I saw him gently smile, not mocking at all and, as he passed me, his head turned in my direction, until all that was visible was the black glass of the rear window.

Dazed, I fantasized him suddenly stopping. Then he opened the door, beckoning me to enter. What would I say to this icon of the silver screen? The heartthrob of millions of women just like me. Would I surrender myself completely, then ask him to please get me home in time for my girls’ baths?

“Lady, that was him all right. Tiny little guy, ain’t he? Lady, you gonna move that car now? Yo, lady!”

As the limo descended the exit ramp, someone called out my name. It was Steve grinning from ear to ear, lugging his own heavy bag, no chauffeur, no valet. As we embraced tightly, I felt my flushed cheeks sizzle against Steve’s cool smooth-shaven face. And just the slightest tinge of guilt.

SANDE BORITZ BERGER








A Tale of

Two Weddings



History repeats itself when you least expect it—even family history. I am reminded of this twice each year: on my wedding anniversary in June, and on Valentine’s Day, the anniversary of our oldest daughter and wonderful son-in-law. The repeated events began before this daughter was even born.

It was a beautiful June, and my fiancé and I were anticipating a relaxing summer vacation before returning to college in the fall. Quite unexpectedly, he was offered, and accepted, a job out of state. Did I want to go with him? Of course I did! Separation was unthinkable and unnecessary from our youthful perspective.

We would simply get married and go.

I was not quite twenty and we had known each other less than a year. He was all of twenty-one. However, with two years of college under his belt, we honestly could think of no reason not to marry immediately.

We informed our families and friends of our plans, unleashing a frenzy of activity. Pastoral counseling, blood tests, marriage license, bridal clothes, flowers, photographer, wedding cake, gold bands, a showering of gifts, and even house hunting led up to a lovely wedding and reception—all in a time span of three weeks.

Hindsight provides an amazing picture of our parents at that time. They accepted our impulsive decision with love and support. If they complained or cried, they did it privately and we were blissfully unaware of it. Blinded by love and incurably optimistic, we assumed that they were as happy and excited as we were.

They may not have shared our enthusiasm at the time of the wedding, but they certainly did a year later—at the birth of the prettiest baby anyone had ever seen.

In a few years we returned to our hometown where we welcomed the birth of three more children. We were all sitting around the dinner table one evening when the prettiest baby you ever saw, who was now not quite twenty, announced her engagement to a young man she had known only a few months. They wanted to be married on Valentine’s Day—three weeks away. I reminded them that there would be another February 14 next year, but of course, they could see no reason to wait. We comforted ourselves with the fact they would live only a few miles away.

We began three weeks of wedding preparations for the second time in my life. Pastoral counseling, blood tests, marriage license, bridal clothes, flowers, photographer, wedding cake, gold bands…wait a minute.

We had been here before, but I did not remember it being so stressful the first time around. It was fun and romantic and exciting when I was the bride, but the same events can look quite different when seen from a mother’s perspective. She was too young, they were moving too fast; this was not what we had planned for her life! We were not ready to let her go, but we did. Perhaps we were following the example of love and support set for us by our own parents when we married.

I phoned my mother and apologized profusely for what we had insensitively subjected her to twenty years earlier. She laughed and said something about sowing and reaping, going around and coming around. I think she enjoyed seeing us receive our just desserts.

It was a warm February that year. The Valentine’s Day wedding was beautiful with red roses, red velvet cake, and a glowing bridal couple blinded by love.

And one year later—the birth of the prettiest baby anyone had ever seen!

JANIE M. WEST








Dear John Letter



Iam driving home from work. It is Friday night, and I can’t wait to arrive home and relax for the weekend.

My boyfriend, Larry, is coming to New York from New Jersey next weekend to take me out for my birthday. I smile, reflecting on how we have successfully maintained a long-distance relationship for more than a year! I had received his usual two telephone calls that day. He told me, “I will catch you later.”

The hot bubble bath feels wonderful. I put on my aerobic clothes and have a bite to eat. I am ready to work out for a half hour, then relax and watch television. I will spend the weekend preparing for Larry’s visit in a week.

I decide to check my e-mail first.

It surprises me to see an e-mail from Larry since we have communicated mostly by telephone for the last six months, his choice. The subject is “Us.”

Dear Lynne. It’s been a little over a year now that we have been communicating, and I can’t imagine how difficult it would have been for me during this year if it were not for you. You have been the brightest spot in my life…and truly, a great friend. I do love you very much but, as I have said before, I am not “in love.” And that is a problem, Lynne. After a year of having a relationship with you, I am still not “in love” with you.


I start to shake after reading the first paragraph. In the letter he calls me a “friend” twelve times, which is the most painful word a woman can hear from a man whom she is in love with. Larry is not in love with me! He wants to start looking for another woman to date and informs me this is the most “honest” thing he can do.

I stare at the screen, a deer looking at headlights. Quietly sitting, I catch my breath. I am in trauma. Printing out the e-mail in tears, I call my friend Tony and read the letter to him. There is a rock in my stomach. I cannot function. Having taken my makeup off, I look awful. Tears are streaming down my face.

Tony is very supportive, but he lives in the country forty miles away. I call my other friend, Naomi, and she drops everything and meets me for coffee.

I don’t even remember what she says to me this night.

Larry informs me in his devastating e-mail that he will give me the weekend to recover from the “heartbreak” of losing him! Then, after I process the shock, I can e-mail him back. It will take time to get used to the change, but he hopes that I will adjust and get comfortable with him “just as a friend.”

He adds that after we e-mail each other for a while, he will call me and we can communicate by phone. He has enjoyed all the wonderful times spent with me this past year, but now he wants to see me only “occasionally—just not as often.” Prior to this, we had seen each other once a month.

The next morning feels strange not getting Larry’s usual Saturday phone call. My sister takes me shopping. Mechanically I browse the shops, feeling like a zombie.

Sunday I get another e-mail from Larry. He feels terrible, imagining me in tears and at a loss for words. He misses me and hopes to hear from me soon.

I do not respond.

Taking Larry’s suggestion, I begin to “process” his words.

Reflecting back on his e-mail, he stated he has never been “in love.” He is fifty-one years old, still legally married, although separated and out of the home. I realize I have no business dating a married man.

His whole identity is about “honesty.” I realize that he has not been honest with me and I have not been honest with him. I had ignored the yellow flags in our relationship—the fact that he had not said anything meaningful or intimate to me in months, although he had told me he was very much “in love” with me at the beginning of our relationship.

Larry has never been betrayed, rejected, or heartbroken by a woman in his entire life. He has no idea how it feels, as he is always in control of a relationship and calling the shots.

I receive two other e-mails from him during the week. I don’t respond. On Thursday I receive a third e-mail from Larry informing me that he is still planning to come up for my birthday. I can’t believe it!

Again, I do not respond.

The day before my birthday I receive another e-mail from Larry titled, “I guess I won’t be seeing you this weekend.” He writes that he realizes I must be angry and hurt and that he hopes some day “when I get over this” we can be friends. He informs me there are a lot of decent men out there and he hopes that I will not be like his wife and give up on the thought of finding someone else. He tells me he hopes I enjoy my birthday the next day, although he knows “it will be tough.”

The time has come for me to respond.

On my birthday, I get a “heartwarming” online birthday card from Larry. That evening I send off my response to him, which is a gift I am giving myself for my birthday. I let him know that I have come to a realization that after having been with him, I now know what I do not want in a man. I desire a man who is honest with himself, God, and others. I desire exclusiveness and stability in a relationship. I also let him know that I am not interested in a friendship with him. I end the letter by stating that my birthday was not a tough day for me. It was a celebration.

Larry is furious. I get two responses from him, and a few days later he e-mails me asking if he can call me on the phone.

I do not respond.

Eight weeks have passed since I received my “Dear John” e-mail from Larry. I have no intention of ever interacting with him again.

Hats off to Larry! He may have broken my heart, but his letter allowed me to give myself a wonderful birthday gift. I am giving back to myself dignity, honor, and self-respect. I have come to the realization that I will never again settle for crumbs of affection from any man.

LYNNE BIANGO








First Winter



The well-worn shag carpeting gave me the creeps. The furniture was upholstered in cracked brown plastic. The linoleum was decrepit, not to mention exceptionally ugly. And could I really stand to look at faux-wood trailer paneling for endless days throughout a long New England winter and not go crazy?

For lack of anything better, my husband and I took it.

“Oh, you mean that little shack in the woods?” one of my friends asked when I tried to describe the location of the place we had just rented.

“Yep,” I assured her glumly. “That’s the one.”

It didn’t seem much like the newlywed house of my dreams. How was I supposed to turn a place like that into something that felt like a home? I was so depressed about the way it looked inside, I didn’t even consider the view.

It was a small cabin located halfway up a steep hillside on a country road. It was sheltered by a stand of sugar maples and partially blanketed by hemlocks and ginger. We moved in with the help of my eighty-something-year-old grandparents in the pitch-dark and the pouring rain and were off to a soggy start.

At first I was so busy despising how ugly it was inside that I was blind to the fact that it overlooked a cow pasture cradled by rows of distant mountains. But by the time we got ourselves settled, replaced the ratty curtains, and hung our few wedding-present pictures on the trailer-paneled walls, I was feeling a little better. And once we had seen a few breathtaking sunrises from the strategically placed picture window in the bedroom, I was hardly even noticing the Naugahyde or the linoleum.

We had no television, no children to look after, no lawn to mow, and no homeowner compulsions to maintain, improve, or renovate. So we had time. More time than I can ever remember having before or since. We read our favorite books out loud to each other. Brilliantly colored leaves fell to Tolkien’s The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings trilogy. I made batch after batch of Christmas cookies to chapter after chapter of Anne of Green Gables. The snow blew into glittering drifts to James Herriot, and melted to Orson Scott Card.

We read, played chess, carved pumpkins, strung popcorn and cranberries, and made snowball lanterns and snow angels. We went sledding and skiing. We were frequently awakened by moonlight. We had picnics on the floor in front of the fireplace—and I don’t even recall the awful shag carpet.

And then, too soon, a gorgeous spring came and went, and it was time to move on out of state from the country to the city. I cried with the certain premonition that our lives would never be the same.

We went back to visit a few years ago. So many trees had been cut down. The hemlocks had been hacked away and the ginger uprooted. The pasture, where cows no longer grazed, had been violated by two of the ugliest prefab homes I have ever seen. My grandparents, whom I think I really believed would live forever, were now somehow, impossibly, gone—their own farm looking neglected and tired.

I wished for a long time that we hadn’t gone back. I couldn’t help the feeling that something had been stolen from me, and that the way things had changed somehow totally eclipsed the way they had been. Then I remembered the utterly dark night in late February that my new husband and I stood, holding hands in the heart of our little sugar bush, transfixed by the sound of a million droplets of sap pulsing from the earth, plinking into hooded metal sugaring buckets. There was no wind, no light but starlight, no distant sound of car or plane—only us. It was as if the stars were singing. I stood there in awed wonder, in the dark stillness, feeling the anchoring warmth of my husband’s hand, and in that moment the word “home” was defined for me. It had nothing to do with four walls and nice carpeting, nothing to do with a geographical location, and everything to do with the man whose hand I held and our ability to appreciate as sublime the simple, beautiful moments of life. Together.

It is true that a place I came to love deeply has been totally changed by time. But I look over and smile at my husband rough-housing with our kids. The baby is pulling on his graying hair. Everyone is shrieking with laughter.

Nothing in my life has stayed the same. We have moved six more times since our first winter together. We have had four children. We’ve said more good-byes to places and people than I would have liked. But I have not lost a thing, because home isn’t a place you leave, it’s a place you bring with you.

Our first winter in the country gave us the foundation for something that has been a work in progress ever since. Our Home. It’s not an address, but a word that has been written with the indelible ink of shared experiences across the pages of my heart.

KAREN C. DRISCOLL










I think everybody should have a shrink.

I don’t know how you could get through life without one.

NEVE CAMPBELL



To Tell

The Truth




Ifollowed my husband into the bedroom, forgetting to breathe. The word “trust” rolled over and over in my mind. John was unaware that I was preparing to tell him something that could transform our lives. For me, one of the most exciting things about life is that one decision, one act, one statement, one single word can change your life’s course. But the declaration I was getting ready to make did not excite me. It frightened me. It could end my marriage of seventeen years.

Our new life on five acres, fourteen miles northeast of Colorado Springs, was growing more and more complicated. My hormones raged louder than ever, John’s depression deepened as he battled to find work, all four of us were struggling through the children’s adolescence, and I’d just brought home a new puppy. Our son, fifteen, was being overtaken by acne. The cure the doctor prescribed made the skin on his lips peel off and bleed and caused an alarming rise in his triglyceride levels. Cheyenne, thirteen months younger, was experimenting with starving one week and bingeing the next. Even our home was at risk; it looked like we were going to lose a battle with the IRS, which would mean we’d be moving—again. Just two years before, we’d left an upscale suburb in Southern California for rural Colorado to “simplify” our lives.

I was a wreck. My cheerful, blind, and busy rush across the surface of life was skidding to a halt. I was being forced to stop—and take a deeper look at my life, at my family, and mostly…at myself.

One sunny, superficial morning as I smiled and joked during Cheyenne’s regularly protested visit to her internist, a common miracle occurred: One human being saw fear and pain in another and reacted with insightful compassion. Dr. Norris motioned me out of the exam room. She led me down the hall to her office, jotted something down on a scrap of paper, and handed it to me. “Call her,” she said. “She’s rather unconventional for ‘The Springs,’ but I think she may be just the person to help you.”

Six days later I was sitting with Megan in the basement of a church annex in town. A gold plaque bolted to the bricks outside read “Mercy Center.” The walls were unadorned, soft white. Megan relaxed on a loveseat, barefoot and pretty without makeup, her knees tucked up underneath earth-toned gauze. Pillows of all sizes were placed around the room; some were covered in East Indian prints that reminded me of skirts and dresses I wore as a teenager. A windy instrumental breezed through speakers that rested on the floor. I sat in a well-worn armchair across from her and in no time was rambling rapidly, my whole body helping to tell my story. She was stone quiet, listening to every word I said, and somehow (I knew) hearing every word I didn’t.

During our next visit Megan urged me to talk with my eyes closed, my back comfortably straight, and my feet flat on the floor. She instructed me to keep my hands and arms still by resting them on the arms of the chair. She was teaching me to breathe, and to slow down, and to go within. She was teaching me to communicate without looking for approval. She was teaching me to see the truth, and to tell the truth. She had suggested I start with those I loved and trusted the most.

That morning I shared with Megan that I was distancing myself from John. I told her I questioned the stability of my marriage because of fantasies I was having about an old friend’s husband; our families had recently met for the weekend in Vail. I relayed to Megan that during a Saturday hike Mike and I ended up alone—his wife, Kim, had gone back to their van and when our teenagers sprinted ahead, John took off. I explained how I got winded and Mike surprised me by slowing to a stop. How he turned to face me on the thin dirt path and without asking, slipped my daypack from my back and slid his arms through the straps. I told her how he gave me a sip of water from his bottle even though I had my own. I confessed that when he convinced me to step off the trail to rest on a big rock under the trees, I found myself wishing he would come and sit beside me. Then…I imagined him kissing me. My God—I sat there—his wife (my friend!) waiting in the car, my husband possibly within earshot—and imagined Mike kissing me.

“Megan…I’ve been thinking about him a lot.” My face burned and my stomach churned. “I don’t know why this is happening—I want it to stop.”

“What do you think John would say if you told him?” Megan questioned easily.

“I don’t know.” I was even sicker at the thought.

“What are you afraid of?”

“He’d probably be so hurt he’d want a divorce.”

“Are you interested in staying in a relationship where you’re afraid to be honest? These feelings are separating you unshared. What do you have to lose by opening up and trusting John with the truth?”

I was leery. But I was listening.

My mind screamed all the way home: Being this honest is nuts. But my gut kept insisting: Not only is it sane, it’s essential. It was Trust that walked me into our bedroom that afternoon.

“Honey…I need to tell you something.” My voice quavered—I was quaking inside. John leaned back, stiffening, in one of our seafoam-colored swivel chairs. He looked uncomfortable and it wasn’t only because he hated that chair. Life had not been easy lately and we were both exhausted. He was chasing an elusive light beyond the darkness of his depression. I spent most of my time fighting to keep our daughter healthy. We had little strength left over to listen to and support each other. I stood silent, facing him, but not fully in the room physically or mentally. John waited for me to speak.

I was more scared than ever. I loved this man and now I was going to hurt him. I didn’t know what I was going to say, just that I had to be as honest as possible without spilling unnecessary details. I sat down on top of the crumpled pinstriped sheets at the edge of our king-size bed. My eyes met his, then focused past him through our front window and onto a tall, enduring stand of ponderosas, the green of their needles prominent against the bright blue Colorado sky. After a few deep breaths I looked back into his almost-as-blue eyes.

“B-baby,” I stammered…“I’m attracted to Mike.”

I couldn’t believe I said those words aloud. I held my breath, dreading his response.

He stared at me, squinting…then asked, “Are you in love with him?”

“No!” I said. But I didn’t really know. Could I be in love with two men at the same time?

And then words tumbled out. “I don’t understand what it means…I’m feeling so guilty, but I can’t get him off my mind. I’m afraid of what could happen; I could destroy our lives…I could destroy lots of people’s lives. I’m so confused. I’m sorry. I don’t know what to do….”

“Do you want to split up?”

“No!” shot out again, my word slapping his. Separation did not feel like the answer; our marriage had survived tough times before. I was boosted by my conviction.

Again, silence. A bolt of regret struck. I felt empty and dazed knowing I couldn’t take back what I’d said. I was sure that he was going to want to split up. Then, strangely, I was relieved that I had told him; I was no longer alone, keeping a secret that had cut me off from my best friend—my husband. I basked in the frankness of the moment, still fearing what John might say next.

Finally, he took a deep breath. “Well…” He exhaled. Then he slowly sucked some more air up through his nose. “Let’s see…Mike’s a tall, handsome guy. He’s strong—and he’s tan. He’s kind.”

John paused. I puzzled. He began again….

“He’s great with his kids…and he loves his wife. He works hard and has a successful business, which makes him a good provider. Hell—I’m attracted to Mike!”

I sprayed out a laugh and melted into tears. In a split second my fear and confusion were eliminated. I leaped forward, threw my arms around John’s neck, and buried my face beneath his sandpapery chin. I wept in relief, both of us swiveling in that silly green chair.

I used to think this incident was about honesty; the rewards and freedom it brings. I’ve told friends about John’s reaction, trying to talk them into opening up with their husbands. Thank God none of them took my advice.

When we relocated to Oregon a while later, I wanted to tell John about my latest attraction, Brad. But something always happened to stop me: The phone would ring, the dogs would bark, and I’d chicken out. After several attempts, I finally got it. John doesn’t want to hear about my every crush! Blurting out confession after confession would only hurt him. If there’s nothing to gain but the release of my guilt, I need to deal with these feelings on my own…or with a friend or a counselor.

John and I celebrated our twenty-fifth wedding anniversary this year. We renewed our vows sitting alongside the McKenzie River. Flowing water, moss-covered trees, and tiny yellow flowers bore witness. Tears slipped down my cheeks as I held John’s hand and read, “I take you for this day and for all days as my husband…. I believe in this marriage more strongly than ever. Baby, you were and are my love for life.”

ANDE CARDWELL








Finding The Right Ring



Ours was a whirlwind courtship. We met in November when Alan was visiting New York City for a conference. By May I’d moved to North Dakota, and by October we were engaged. True to the pace we’d kept up thus far, we chose a December wedding in New Jersey since we would be back East for Christmas.

There were some wrinkles on our way to the altar, such as the ice storm on our wedding day, but when the minister pronounced us “husband and wife,” I knew we had done the right thing. The day after our wedding we watched the New Year’s Eve fireworks over Central Park from our bedroom window high in the St. Moritz. It was a fairy tale.

But all fairy tales have challenges. The lore of love seems to require that true love be tested. Alan and I felt as though our marriage was put through the gauntlet immediately.

It occurred during our honeymoon on Isla Mujeres off of Cancún, Mexico. Instead of shipping home all the wedding gifts and Christmas presents we’d received, we hauled thirteen pieces of baggage through airports, customs, cabs, and water taxis. That was the endurance portion of our test. To increase the challenge, I had left my one pair of comfortable shoes at the hotel at which I’d dressed for my wedding. On my feet was a pair of quickly disintegrating, white lace pumps. We recognized, however, what an absurd sight we made and were able to hold on to our sense of humor, laughing as we loaded all our “stuff” into the water taxi that threatened to capsize in the Gulf of Mexico.

Once at the hotel, we began to relax and spent one idyllic day on the beach where we swam in clear, blue water. We dined by candlelight and walked down sandy lanes from which chickens scattered. It seemed like we’d come through the worst of our honeymoon horrors. The next day, however, a cold I’d been battling before we’d left North Dakota descended with a thud. I ran a high fever and needed to seek medication at the local pharmacy. It took some effort on my part to convey it wasn’t Montezuma’s revenge I was battling, but the common cold.

“Die-a-ria,” insisted the pharmacist, trying to be helpful.

“No, sore throat,” I replied, gesturing with a finger to my mouth.

“Si, vomit,” he said, turning toward the stomach medicines.

It wasn’t Vicks VapoRub Alan had imagined smearing on my chest. Yet he never let me feel like I was ruining his honeymoon. Finally, when I was feeling somewhat better we planned a snorkeling expedition at the end of the island. We donned the masks and snorkels and soon the beauty of the sea creatures lured me out beyond my husband. Minutes later I heard him shout to me. From the fear in his voice, I thought he must have seen a shark. It was worse. He’d been holding on to a rock formation when his wedding ring slipped off his finger and disappeared into a crevice below.

“I heard it land,” he said. “I’ll never forget that ‘ding’ sound it made.” Then he asserted, “I’m not moving until I find it.”

He still held firmly to the rock so he wouldn’t be swept away by waves, which tugged at him. We searched for a few minutes, feeling that sick lump of dread in our bellies, and then I decided to run up to the snorkel shop. Maybe one of the staff could help us. I came back with a young man who spoke very little English. I pantomimed the loss of the ring, and he seemed to understand. He took a few dives sans snorkel, but came up empty.

It was time for my new husband and I to walk away. Letting go of that rock meant he’d given up on finding his four-day-old wedding ring. He’d wanted a thick band of gold, and we’d looked at many before he found the one that he knew was his. He said he wanted it to be large enough to announce how proud he was to be married to me. Now it was lost in some recess of the rock.

In a last-ditch gesture of hope, Alan offered to pay the young man two hundred dollars if he found the ring after we left the island and mailed it to him, or three hundred if he found it before we left.

We gave the man our information and grudgingly returned our snorkeling equipment. Back at the hotel we went over the incident, rewinding it between us as though we could press the STOP button and it would never have happened. We waited all day for news from the snorkel shop, and at about eight o’clock that night we went out to dinner, attempting to shake off the feeling that losing one’s wedding ring was a bad omen for a marriage. In Cancún we would shop for a similar ring, but we both knew that the ring blessed during the wedding ceremony would always hold greater significance.

When we returned to the hotel, we got the surprise we’d given up on. The snorkel shop attendant had left us a message. In poor but understandable English, he stated he had found the ring! He had walked the length of the island, had waited for us, but needed to return home. He would be back the next day. It seemed impossible. First that he’d found it; second that he’d return it. We were offering him a reward, but he could so easily have kept it or sold it, or simply not have bothered to look.

The next day my husband met him in the hotel lobby and placed three crisp hundred-dollar bills into the young man’s hand. Both men had tears in their eyes as they made the exchange. For the young man that was more money than he could make in many months at his job. He and his family would live well for a while. As for my husband, the return of the ring felt like a seal on our marriage. All that had occurred on our honeymoon we’d endured as a pair, never resorting to blaming the other.

We recognized we were partners in this thing called life. Loss of the ring hadn’t been an omen, but a test of sorts. Losing the ring would be a minor event in the course of a lifetime together. Nevertheless, the return of it holds great symbolic meaning to us. Accidents will surely happen, but sometimes we get lucky, and it seems the universe works together to return that which is lost to its proper place.

I slipped the gold band back on Alan’s finger for a second time, and there it has stayed for twelve years and counting.

KATHLEEN COUDLE KING








Of Hope and Ski Socks



“You know what a second marriage is?” my friend Mike asked me. “It’s the ultimate triumph of hope over experience.”

An odd response, especially when the question was: Will you marry me?

Actually, I wasn’t asking for Mike’s hand—just his assistance. He’s more than my oldest friend; he’s also an ordained minister, and I had just asked him to perform the ceremony when I would take that leap of faith, once again, down the rabbit hole of marriage.

I tried to form a rebuttal, but stopped myself short of actually speaking. Mike and I fight a lot—we are gold card members of the Devil’s Advocate Club—but this time I couldn’t disagree.

“You know something? You’re absolutely right.”

I guess if I rely on experience alone, I would never dare this second trip into that dark, scary tunnel of marriage. I mean, who would? Marriage is hard, even at the best of times—when the bride is fresh and lovely, the groom is young and strong, and the world seems to be blossoming with posies and possibilities. Even when you fervently believe in love song lyrics, you learn pretty quickly that those crooned tunes are little more than pretty background music to the dirty dishes, the tight budgets, and the daily compromises that have to be made to keep a marriage even relatively healthy.
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