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  Proposal at the Pond



      [image: image-placeholder]Jackie sat in a wooden boat in the middle of a small pond and looked thoughtfully at the circles that diverged on the water. Drops of water fell on the smooth, mirror-like surface of the pond water from the blades of her paddles, which she pulled out of the water and held raised above its surface.  
The girl brought the oars to her knees by crossing the handles before her. The old wooden boat no longer tried to sway as if it dared not return its passenger to reality. Next to it floated large, plate-like green leaves of lilies. Their bright yellow flowers, on funny stalks sticking out of the water, contrasted with the dark water of the pond. They shone like little suns.
Jackie, out on this boat ride across the pond, tried to forget what had happened yesterday. Her fiancé, Maury, had never asked her to marry him. Oh, how Jacky had been looking forward to it! All their communication over the past couple of weeks had told her he was about to propose. Jacky was sure they would happily exchange rings and go to the church to be married. It would be just like all her friends. Or the way they described it in romance novels and romantic movies.
Jackie did not differ from those girls who had read such romantic stories or watched such romantic movies.
Jackie knew Maury was supposed to propose to her yesterday. They had been eating out at cafes and inexpensive restaurants lately. Still, yesterday, he had suddenly asked her to dinner at one of the best restaurants in town. There could have been no other reason than her willingness to propose. In Jackie’s opinion, of course.
And now she has no choice but to sit alone and regret that she imagined something that did not happen. Maury had a wonderful evening with her last night but never proposed. How would she live now that she had already told all her friends that she expected to marry this handsome man who could easily win over any of her friends if he wanted to?
Jackie sighed heavily, lowered her oars into the water, and rowed slowly toward one of the wooden docks on the side of the pond. The boat moved toward the shore slowly, as if reluctantly. Jackie did not want to go back not only to the coast but also back to her ordinary life - with its problems that were unclear how to solve.
Suddenly, the girl noticed two people on the pond's shore: a man and a woman. Against the sun, Jackie could not see who the young woman holding Maury’s hand was. It was her Maury!
How dare he show up with some new girlfriend like that, as if they had not parted yesterday, as if they would never meet again? Full of frustration at her dreams of an engagement ring to show to everyone - family, friends, and the world - Jackie suddenly became extremely irritable at dinner last night and interrupted Maury’s attempts to get her to talk. Any other ordinary man would have taken severe offense at her for such “performance” and caprice and would indeed never have approached her again. But Maury tried to make her talk and could not figure out what it was with her. Such a sudden change of mood was not her style.
Yeah, Maury will not approach her, Jackie. He is spending time with a new girlfriend. That is why he brought this young woman with him to the shore of this pond, where she and Maury had met and spent much time together since then.
Tears of anger spurted from Jackie’s eyes. How could he do this to her? They had just broken up. At least, that is what Jackie had decided yesterday when she realized that Maury genuinely did not understand the reason for her irritation and crankiness. They had nothing to talk about after that, and he certainly would not think about her anymore. Neither would she.
But Maury still really bothered her. She still cared about him to the where Jackie was ready to claw her hands into the hair of this hottie standing next to him.
The girl rowed furiously away from that shore where the figure of Maury and his companion could be seen. Tears welled up in Jackie’s eyes, and she could hardly see anything. But she paddled on and on, desperately paddling.
Jackie rowed so quickly, without looking back to check where she needed to dock, that the boat smashed against the dock pole rather than being moored softly against its edge. Trying to balance the boat’s rocking, Jackie lowered her oars sharply into the water but unsuccessfully. Instead, the boat rocked even more and scooped up water with one side. A light summer dress with a long skirt finished with a large ruffle, which Jackie was wearing on this warm summer day, was wet and hung like a rag over the girl’s body and legs.
Jackie was in utter despair that she would have to appear like this in front of Maury and his new girlfriend. The girl struck the water with her oars once more, trying to bring the boat back into balance or just “letting off steam” of the emotions that were running wild. 
The boat had already tilted sharply and dangerously and, almost losing stability, scooped up the water a second time. This time, the wave pelted Jackie over her head, and her hair was as wet as her dress. Now, there was a splash of water at the bottom of the boat. The boat’s sides seemed to have become noticeably lower than the water’s surface, and the boat was still rocking with great amplitude.
Jackie cried out in fright and, once again placing the oars more cautiously on the water, straightened the boat. But the light-colored dress was hopelessly ruined by the green algae that floated on the water’s surface near the shore. The airy, light summer dress had turned from cream-colored to dirty yellow with green streaks.
Turning the boat’s bow toward the pier, Jackie could finally grasp its railing with one hand and calm the boat’s rocking. The girl cautiously rose to her feet, holding on to the edge of the dock with her hand. Jacky used her free hand to adjust the hem of her dress so that it would not get in the way when she went down the boat’s stairs onto the dock. Finally, she put one foot on the dock while the other was still resting on the bottom of the rocking boat and had no way of daring to push off the boat to get fully out on the dock.
Jackie felt she could no longer endure this posture stretching over the water between the dock and the boat. The girl tried to jerk out of the boat, but it rocked dangerously again. Jackie froze again in that uncomfortable position, feeling her utter helplessness. She wanted to scream in despair. She had to get out of the boat at any cost and run away somewhere where she could cry her eyes out.
Almost out of balance, with one foot in the boat and the other on the dock, Jacky knew the boat would fall out from under her in a second. Then, she would most likely fall into the water and embarrass herself in front of Maury and all the other people walking along the beach or drinking summer refreshments in the café next to the dock.
Suddenly, someone grabbed Jackie by the forearm with a firm hand and yanked her out of the boat onto the dock boards. The man put his other arm around her waist, restraining her from falling back into the water.
The girl turned to look at her savior and noticed Maury standing before her, no longer holding her arm but hugging her by the shoulders. His eyes glowed with tenderness, trickery, and a little guilt.
“Oh, God, what a shame! I needed to get away from him, and I got myself in this situation right before him and his girlfriend. And lo and behold, it was Maury who saved me!”
“But why does not he feel guilty?” Jackie continued to torment herself with thoughts. “So, what, a ‘rescuer.’ Nobody could have helped me. There are so many people around.”
Irritation at herself and Maury boiled over in her soul.
Meanwhile, the young guy had already let go of Jackie and was standing on the other side of the pier with his hands in his pockets and resting against the railing. A gentle and slightly mocking smile wandered across his face.
“Hello,” He began the conversation. “What are you doing here, alone?”
“What do you care?” Jackie replied in a squashed voice of anger, trying not to look him in the eye.
“Now, keep your voice down!” He replied a little mockingly, looking at Jackie affectionately. “I am here on business.”
No sooner had Jackie answered him with something caustic that was about to come off her lips than the same young woman with whom Maury had just been walking along the pond shore approached them. The woman stopped a few feet away and waited patiently for them to notice her. She held a beautiful wicker basket with a bouquet of wildflowers peeking out.
Jackie glanced indignantly at the woman, then shifted her indignant-questioning gaze to Maury. How dare this girlfriend of his even come near them when they were figuring things out! If that look could burn through, there would be nothing left of them but ashes, Maury and his girlfriend.
After Jackie turned to the lady and opened her lips to tell her how she felt, her ex-fiancé strolled up to his new girlfriend and, with no reluctance, wrapped an arm over her shoulders. Maury nudged her slightly toward Jackie, saying,
“Jackie, meet Nancy. Nancy is my cousin.”
Jackie remained with her mouth open. Then she covered her mouth with her palm, stunned, and backed up a little. It was as if she had been doused again with chilly water from the pond. All her anger disappeared somewhere.
“My God, what an idiot I am... That is the way things are! I made a dramatic story, and he just introduced me to his cousin.”
Jackie shook her head negatively, pressed her lips together, and looked at Maury’s cousin incomprehensibly.
Nancy stepped toward Jackie and held her hand to greet her, but she nodded. Clenching her hands into fists, Jackie hid her hands behind her back as if refusing to say hello or hug her. No words came out of Jacky’s mouth. The girl lowered her head, embarrassed that she was not ready to say hello correctly. Jacky was not prepared for anything like this. Desperate thoughts raced through her head.
“Maury will never forgive me for this behavior! How am I going to apologize to him now?”
Maury’s sister said in a calm, melodious voice,
“Hi, I am Nancy. And you, of course, are Jackie. Nice to meet you! My cousin has told me so much about you I almost know you - in absentia, of course...”
The sensitive woman noticed the electrified atmosphere around the pair of young men, and without waiting for Jackie to respond, she immediately added tactfully,
“I assume you have something to talk about... we will meet another time; we still have a long way to go!”
With these words, Nancy turned, smiled goodbye at Maury, glanced slyly at Jackie, and walked away. She looked back at the pair of lovers a couple more times as she decided whether to go back and talk to them or whether she had made the right decision to leave them alone.
But Jackie did not feel in love. Jackie was still thinking moments ago that Maury no longer remembered her Jackie. She was ashamed of what she had recently thought of Maury. It was only his cousin, and Jackie thought it was his new girlfriend, and she was the reason Maury had not proposed to Jackie.
The girl finally looked up at Maury. He stood in front of her and seemed to admire her even though she had almost screamed at him. However, her hair was blinded by water even though she was wearing wet clothes that clung tightly to her body. Or maybe that was why...
Maury broke the silence by asking,
“Jackie, shall we go get warm and have coffee at the cafe, or that you home?”
Jackie, finally removing a strand of wet hair from her face, which was just now becoming annoying to her, struggled to part her lips and quietly replied,
“Let us go get some coffee. I do not want to go home...”
She should have added that she wanted to see and talk to him. Jacky felt so guilty for him! Her recent thoughts about Maury never proposing to her now seemed somehow insignificant. The belief that she had been in a hurry to make concrete plans for her and Maury’s future together had haunted her mind. Her fiancé, or now ex-fiancé, certainly did not see their future the way she, Jackie, saw it. She had never tried to talk to Maury about plans for their future together. Jacky was putting all the initiative in his hands and planning their future only in her imagination.
The young people strolled toward the café, visible on the pond shore. Maury opened the cafe’s terrace door and gallantly let Jackie in.
The cafe’s terrace was unoccupied, but the croissants and the aromatic coffee smell were delicious. The waiter approached a couple of young men and greeted them courteously.
“Good afternoon! Please come in and choose a table.”
Jackie thought he was too polite. Her senses were focused on Maury, though. She could feel his warmth against her skin, though he was standing arm’s length from her. Jackie came impetuously up to him and hugged him around the waist with both arms.
Out of surprise, Maury exhaled sharply and, stretching the words, put his arm around her shoulders and stroked her wet hair. Then he rubbed her hands with his big, warm palms.
“Come on, baby… Are you cold?” He asked. “We will get you all set up now. Do not worry.”
He gently loosened the ring of her hands.
“Go on over there,” Maury nodded to the table at the veranda’s edge. Jackie looked at the table and her lover in surprise, but Maury gently nudged her toward the table and added,
“Come on in. This table is for us.”
Jackie’s stomach felt warm and ticklish as if butterflies had fluttered in it from some unusually joyful foreboding. Without saying a word, she walked under the awning and sank happily onto the cushion of one of the vast, low rattan chairs. Jackie crossed her legs elegantly, placed her hands on the chair’s armrests, and leaned back in the chair.
The girl felt that some pleasant surprise awaited her. She could not mistake the sweet anticipation of happiness for anything else. That feeling of impending wonder enveloped her; not even a warm blanket would have warmed Jackie as much as that feeling of upcoming happiness. But she dared not even utter what was about to happen to her. She feared frightening the event with insistent expectations, as had happened recently.
Maury disappeared for a moment behind the curtains of the awning, then reappeared before her with a luxuriously warm plaid. He carefully wrapped the plaid around Jackie’s legs and adjusted the pillow behind her back so she could sit comfortably.
Ensuring his beloved was well settled, Maury took a step back from her, admiring the girl as if she were a beautiful work of art.
Indeed, Jackie looked like a rosebud: rosy cheeks, scarlet lips, dark eyebrows spread like birds in the sky, and beautiful blue eyes.
Maury slipped his hand into the back pocket of his pants and pulled out a small, dark blue case. Then, looking at Jackie, who was also happily surprised, looking back and forth between him and the patient, Maury slowly opened the box.
In the sunlight that streamed through the patio canopy, something tiny glowed in the middle of the box, giving off so many incredibly bright white-blue-yellow sparks of light. Suddenly, Jackie realized this was the moment she had been waiting for.
Meanwhile, Maury got down on one knee in front of Jackie, held out an open box to her with a fountain of sparks of light splashing out of it with every movement he made, and said,
“Jackie, honey, I love you. Will you marry me?”
The look and tone of his voice were both pleading for her indulgence and full of his dignity. He was sure of what he was doing.
Jackie wanted to see him now asking for her hand in marriage, just like that. Her Maury is her knight!
“Maury, my love... I love you, and of course, I will marry you!” She replied, covering his boxed hands with both palms and squeezing them lightly.
Maury sighed with relief, smiled, and, gently releasing his hands from hers, took a small diamond ring from the box and placed it on Jackie’s finger. Jackie did not know which finger would fit better, spreading them like a little girl showing her friends and mother her first manicure.
Maury did an excellent job. He slipped the wedding ring onto her ring finger in a confident motion. Jackie was amazed that the ring fit as if it had a fit. It did not twist on her finger, but it stung neither. It was as if it had been made just for her.
Jackie did not know that Maury had long been preparing for how and when he would ask her to marry him. First, he had
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