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WE MAY LOVE THE WRONG person or cry for the wrong reason. But one thing is sure, mistakes help us find the right person.


A bachelorette friend of mine in Hollywood is thinking of embroidering that on a pillow. Truth be told, the number of mistakes she admits to making in her quest to find Mr. Right could be embroidered on an entire sectional couch. The closer she nudges to 40, the greater the frustration that she’ll either have to settle for less than what she’s seeking (just so as not to be alone) or consign herself to a solo lifestyle and feel as if everyone is secretly judging her inability to attract a soulmate.

Up until the 21st century, it was instilled in little girls that their quest should be to track down Prince Charming rather than focus on the inner journey of discovering their own worth and potential. Certainly my own parents ascribed to a belief that whatever career I chose should be one that could summarily be dropped outside the altar. And who among Baby Boomers can’t recall when advice columnists of the day urged unhappy couples to stay together “for the sake of the children” despite the fact everyone was thoroughly miserable. The mindset of clinging to a mistake rather than learning from it and moving on has kept many a romantic from realizing that true happiness is often waiting in the wings all along.

In the name of Love, people have spent money they didn’t have, made promises they couldn’t keep, lost friendships they once treasured, and defied families that didn’t approve. They’ve been pushed to break down, break hearts and even break the law. They’ve made smart choices that empowered them to become more than they ever imagined and made mind-numbingly stupid ones that left them with far less than they had before. 

As Shakespeare so aptly put it, “Love makes fools of us all.” It also makes the world go ’round and provides no shortage of inspiration for songs, poems, novels, movies...and anthologies.
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TO CELEBRATE THIS MYSTERY called Love and all the joys, tears and challenges it engenders, an open call was made to essayists across the country and around the world to share their true tales of love at first sight, missed connections, stupid stuff done in the name of romance, and even purposeful decisions to stay single in a society that places so much emphasis on coupledom. 

This collection represents the 20 best of the best that won the hearts of our judges...and will surely win your own hearts as well.
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EVERY TIME I’VE SHARED with acquaintances the magical story of how my own beloved and I got together, they insist that I should write it down. Granted, it’s hard not to get hooked on an opening tease that I actually wished him into existence. But I believe I really did.

This account has already been published in several magazines but it is shared again here as part of the anthology’s thematic motif that Mr. Right can show up anywhere, anytime...and often when you’re least expecting him.
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There is a measure of truth to the adage that good things come to those who wait. What they don’t bother to tell you, of course, is (1) how long, exactly, that wait is going to be, or (2) that it may take so long you will have forgotten what it was you were waiting for when it finally arrives. This is not unlike the variety of vague prophecies found in fortune cookies: it is nice to know that “You will come into a large inheritance” but it would be more helpful if it included the words “next Wednesday” or “on your 34th birthday.”

In a nutshell, I was tired of waiting.

The tumultuous relationship with “Dick” had steadily chipped away at my faith in the dream that I could ever have more than a part-time, wishy-washy paramour. Dick, you see, had a hard time extricating himself from his estranged wife, Estelle. “It’s just not a good time” became his standard reply every time I queried when, exactly, their break would be final.

“You’ll never meet someone new,” a good friend wisely opined, “as long as you’re keeping yourself hopelessly attached to someone else.”  


While I knew she was absolutely right, there still lingered the anxiety of never meeting anyone at all. Thus reconciled to this somewhat drekky half-life until I could find the courage to break free, I decided to take advantage of an especially aggressive airfare war and go to Scotland.

It was my second trip to the U.K. The co-worker who decided to join me - and who shared the popular view that Dick was a jerk - saw it as a opportunity to research her ancestry and maybe even catch a glimpse of the Braveheart film crew. I saw it as an opportunity to not only contemplate the murky future but to give Dick plenty of time to miss me and beg my return.

The first few days had been earmarked for sightseeing around London. “...and then I’ve blocked out all of Tuesday for a side-trip to Stonehenge and Bath,” my traveling companion informed me. 

It was a responsibility at which she excelled—planning every hour of our two week itinerary down to the last angstrom of detail and price. Ordinarily such micro-managing behavior irritates the hell out of me, especially on vacation. Under the circumstances, though, I was content to let someone else do all the thinking and, thus, allow me to save valuable brain-space for thoughts of Dick. The fact she also volunteered to do all the driving and calculate the fluctuating exchange rate was just an added bonus.

Bath, for those of you unfamiliar with English history, dates back to the time of the Romans. What these early warriors may have lacked in terms of educational/literary pursuits was more than made up for by their ability to recognize a good party town when they found one. Bath - with its abundance of steaming mineral springs (rumored to yield strange and magical powers) - fit the bill for the perfect Roman Holiday.

Quicker than you could say “Et tu?”, they had erected what would be the forerunner of Club Med, along with a number of imposing statues of themselves around the perimeter so as to leave no question regarding authorship of the whole idea. Off came the togas, in came the tourists, and Bath today still looks pretty much like the Bath of yore, except that the pool now resembles an Olympic-size petri dish which would probably dissolve anything that, literally, set foot in it.

Still, as South Western English attractions go, it’s not bad.

The point of this story, though - for those of you who were wondering if there was going to be one - involves the power of wishing.

It was just before lunch and our guide had directed us to the final stop on the tour of this ancient spa - an indoor well of water that, in the right light, resembled some giant community hot tub. “The legend,” she explained, “says that anything asked for at this magic pool will come true.”  She also whimsically added the postscript that The Pool Gods tended to favor those wishes accompanied by large denominations of coin. The larger, the better.

As I withdrew £2 from my purse, my traveling companion cautioned me to ‘wish wisely’. Obviously she knew that I was going to wish for Dick to come to his senses and make good on all of his romantic promises. “The problem with putting a specific name on a wish,” she said, “is that it cuts out all the potential candidates who could meet what you think are some specialized criteria.”

Fortunately, I was in a listening mood that day. I closed my eyes and made the request, “May a knight in shining armor be waiting for me when I get home, and may our love and trust in each other be everlasting.”

Kerplunk!

“So what did you wish for?” I asked my friend later on while we were having lunch.

She smiled. “I wished Dick would get exactly what he deserves.


Two Weeks Later...


To my dismay, there were only two messages on my machine from Dick when I got home. The first was to whine about how terribly he missed me and that he and Estelle were definitely going to be thinking of talking about maybe finally getting a divorce. The second was that they were going to Lake Tahoe on vacation but that he’d call when he got back.

I dragged myself into the office on Monday, still suffering the effects of jet lag and yet another punch in the heart. It was raining that day. I remember that because the next person who came through the door was wearing a western-style overcoat and hat that had seen recent sprinkles. What I noticed first, though, was that he had the kindest smile and a pair of blue eyes full of sparkle and life.

Apparently my eyes caught his attention as well and he complimented me on them. “And in that moment you said ‘thank you’,” he later told me, “I felt as if I knew everything there was to know about you.”

‘Later’, of course, is the operative word in this tale of love at first sight. 

For nearly three years after that first hello, he’d stop by for impromptu meetings with the Department’s director and various administrative officers. And each time, he’d linger at my desk a little longer. Oftentimes, he’d also bring a single truffle in a small white box from See’s Candy, having once asked me what it would take to get a meeting with someone and being told, “I can be bribed with chocolate.”

No matter what kind of day I was having, my spirits were always significantly lifted whenever the door opened and he walked in. I’d find myself saving up my funniest stories to share with him, just to prolong his being there. Whether or not anyone else noticed this pattern of flirtation, they didn’t say. 

Certainly from our own respective viewpoints, it was a habit that wasn’t going to develop any further. I simply assumed that a man as nice as this one was probably happily married. He assumed that someone like me was taken as well. In fact, when I once shared with him that I was taking my annual spring trip to Washington DC with a friend, he pictured me tucked away in a quaint B&B in Virginia with an adoring beau who looked like Tom Selleck. Little did he know that I was referring to one of my gal pals.

“So why did he never ask?” you may ask. 

The bottom line is that Mark is a man who possesses more honor and integrity than anyone I have ever known. It wouldn’t have been right, he later explained, to have a personal relationship with someone who worked in an office with which he had official business. The additional fact that I might have said “no” would have made it awkward in his subsequent visits to the office.

Things changed dramatically in February of 1997, owing to two major events.

The first was Valentine’s Day.

I was still seeing Dick and still feeling miserable. “I’m bringing you a surprise at lunch,” he promised. I found myself hoping that it would be Estelle’s head on a platter...or at least her name on divorce papers. Instead, he showed up with a pathetically scraggly bouquet of daisies and carnations in a vase of water which looked like it had come from Bath. My first reaction was that he had my real flowers - preferably roses and a lot of them - behind his back. He didn’t. He also seemed to read my mind. “You know how much they’ve jacked up the price of roses at the store?” he said. “It’s criminal.”

“It’s Valentine’s Day,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, well I’m not gonna pay those kind of prices just for one stupid day that doesn’t mean anything.”

Apparently I didn’t mean very much of anything, either.

And so there I sat all Friday afternoon with my limp-looking bouquet while delivery-after-delivery of breathtaking red roses arrived for all of my female co-workers. I didn’t even have a romantic evening to look forward to. It was, after all, Valentine’s Day which, according to Dick, was not one of those favored times to desert one’s maniacal spouse.

At five minutes to five, the door opened and in walked Mark. “These are for you,” he said, almost sheepishly, and handed me a red box from See’s containing not one but six of my favorite truffles. 

What I didn’t know - but had started to suspect - was that he was handing me more than a box of chocolate that day; he was handing me his heart. I also didn’t know that he, too, was going home to an empty house that evening. All I could really think about at the time was riding in a full elevator with a bunch of women who all had huge sprays of red roses...while I stood clutching my red box and a bouquet of flowers that had already started to die.

The second event that month was that I got a promotion which meant a transfer out of downtown and into a field office. On the one hand, I was glad to escape the high cost of monthly parking; on the other hand, it was a move that put me closer to my favorite mall and the temptation to spend all that money I was supposed to be saving. On yet another hand, I also realized that I was going to miss that weekly truffle fix.

I saw him the day after I had accepted the job and boldly informed him that “choice dates are still available” to take me to lunch to celebrate the promotion. To my delight, he calendared one immediately. What I didn’t know is that he went back to his office, jumped around in glee for a moment, and then went into panic at the prospect of spending an entire hour with this woman he had been secretly in love with since 1994.

Actually, it turned into much more than an hour. Three, to be precise - two hours and 55 minutes of which I spent yakking away out of nervousness. By the time he walked me back to the office, I was thinking, “Geez! Why did I have to talk so much? He’ll never want to take me to lunch again.”  While I was thinking those thoughts, he was thinking, “Wow!  She sure likes to talk about herself a lot. I wonder what it would be like to be married to her and listen to that beautiful voice all the time...”

I had given him my new office number when we parted. “Maybe we can stay in touch,” I said.

No one was more surprised than I was when he called me two weeks later to see how the job was going. “We could get together for a glass of wine sometime,” I suggested.

“How about next week?” he replied.

The wine date proved to be yet another benchmark in our growing attraction, capped by my closing remark that I hoped we’d always be “buddies.”

Buddies????? Arghghghgh!  “I don’t want to be her buddy!” his brain raged during his entire drive home. “I want to be her husband!”

The next time I heard from him was in April. Having remembered that I am one of those people who blocks out the entire month for the purpose of celebrating my birthday, he called to see if “any choice dates” were still available to take me to lunch.


“As a matter of fact,” I replied, “I’m free on The Day itself.”

His first thought was “Yippee!” His second thought was, “I wonder why that clown she’s going with isn’t whisking her off to someplace romantic. What a jerk.”

I agreed to meet him at noon in the courtyard of The Firehouse, a popular restaurant in the historic sector of Sacramento. It’s a good thing I had taken the day off, given that I changed dresses at least nine times that morning until finally settling on just the right one.
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