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   Chapter One: Alice
 
   “What am I going to wear now?” I complain to no one but myself as I pull the pink housecoat out of my shopping bag.  It’s made of a terrycloth material and has little flowers adorning the collar where the zipper ends. I didn’t even know people still wore housecoats, trying to think back to the last time I saw someone actually wear something like this.  I believe it was from an old episode of the Brady Bunch where Alice the housekeeper was awaken in the middle of  the night by Mr. Brady because Jan ran away yet again, possibly for the fifteenth time.  
 
   This is not going to do, not at all.  Richard is going to be here in less than two hours and I don’t have the sexy lingerie I was planning to wear.  The one I carefully picked out at the upscale Crandall’s Department store.  The one with the black lace and leather ties that barely covers up anything that should normally be left to the imagination.  The one that cost me a fortune to buy-practically a month’s paycheck as a New York City public school teacher.
 
   I turn the coat over and frown.  Maybe if I leave the zipper all the way down, showing some cleavage and tell Richard it’s some kinky foreplay, he’d buy it.  Maybe, if I tell him we are role playing and I am supposed to be the bored 1950’s housewife being seduced by Dick, the mailman, in the middle of the day while her husband is at work, he’d be totally turned on and rip this awful looking thing off my body?  
 
   Turning the housecoat back over to the front, I sigh, knowing that there are several problems with my plan.  First, I don’t have the cleavage to make this work and secondly, not even Richard is that kinky.  I’m sure that if he walked in and saw me sprawled out on the bed wearing this housecoat, he’d feel as if he was seducing a geriatric cougar rather than his still young and, for the most part, wrinkle free but not completely cellulite free girlfriend. Suddenly, I swear I can smell the distinct odor of Bengay and denture crème.
 
   How did this happen?  My mind is working overtime as I retrace my steps from last night.  I had gotten home from work after a long day of teaching bored middle school kids about the excitement of prepositions and hanging participles.  I quickly got dressed and caught the subway into Manhattan from my home in Queens.  It was around seven o’clock on a crisp fall evening in mid-September and I had just said good-bye to my sister, Janie, whom I met for a nice dinner in one of our regular NYC spots.  I walked over to Crandalls, just a few blocks away and I first stopped off at the perfume counter to buy ‘Desiring’, which is one of Richard’s favorites for me to wear. Then, I headed straight to the Intimate Apparel section to buy the lingerie.  Well, not exactly straight away.  I did stop at Jewelry and I might have spent some time perusing the diamond counters -diamond earrings, diamond tennis bracelets, and well, maybe, lingering by the diamond engagement rings.  Possibly wincing at the fact that it has been five years since I met Richard and he has not once talked about marriage or a future involving more than weekend sleepovers and mini-getaways.  Not even the talk about getting a dog together. If I sound bitter, I really am not, but were I forced to admit it under oath before a jury of my peer, I would say that these last few years with my boyfriend have been somewhat frustrating.  I would never, of course, admit this to him or to anyone else, not even my friends or my sister, Janie.  I mean, how could I?  I don’t want to look desperate and I certainly don’t want to be that “girlfriend”; you know the type.  Everyone knows the type.  It’s the girl who pressures her boyfriend to make a commitment before he’s ready.  I’ve seen enough movies, read tons of Cosmo magazine articles and taken six hundred and twenty seven relationship quizzes to know that in the end, those girls never get the guy.  No, I need to be the cool one, the laid back woman, the one not in any rush to make my way to the alter.  Those are the girls that get the guy.  And those are the qualities Richard loves the most about me.  
 
   When I first met Richard, it was at a bar.  We were there with mutual friends and we bonded over our shared love of Belgium beer, boneless buffalo wings and retro 80s music.  The fact that he loved Wham and Madonna (after ‘Like a Virgin’ but before ‘Vogue’) just as much as I did made me realize we might have the beginning of something here.  It also didn’t hurt that he was cute, not living with his parents and had a life plan that did not involve moving to California to pursue his passion for music, acting, surfing or finding himself.  I know, I certainly set the bar high, didn’t I?  But the fact that he knew exactly what he wanted to do with his life was a major turn on and still is.  When we first started dating, he was a second year law student aiming to be a very successful and wealthy attorney after he graduated and passed the bar.  For someone who was studying to get her Masters Degree in Education while working as a public school teacher, I was impressed with his ambition and I think I fell in love with him because of it.  
 
   We talked, we laughed, we drank and by the end of the night, he went home with me to my small apartment in Queens where he woke up the next morning and made me pancakes in bed.  Although we never made it “official,” we were living, working and playing like a couple in love.  
 
   Fast forward two years later and Richard did graduate from law school and did pass the bar and was hired at a big law firm in Manhattan in their litigation department, which I’ve since found out is a code word for people who love to argue for a living.  He started working crazy hours, trying to build a name for himself.  He was stressed and tired all the time so, although I was thinking about it, I couldn’t exactly bring up something as weighty as marriage to him.  Not when he was busy working on important stuff, like bringing justice to the poor unfortunate woman whose boob job was botched by an overzealous doctor or to the man who suffered third degree burns from holding a plastic cup of hot steaming coffee in between his legs while ordering it at the Quickie Fast Food drive-thru.  Here, he was working on life changing cases and I didn’t want to seem petty.  Especially since he kept repeating over and over again how much he loved me because of it.  The fact that I was not concerned about, what did he say again? Oh yes- “conventional” and “traditional" stereotypes that the media and television talk show personalities pretending to be doctors were feeding us.  Richard always had a way with words.
 
   Even now, three more years passed and he still brings it up.  I remember the conversation we had just a month ago after we had come home from a beautiful wedding of one of his law firm colleagues.  Wrapping his arm around me as we were sitting on his white leather sofa in the living room of his new modern apartment in the trendiest building in lower Manhattan (check the “being wealthy” part of his life plan off the list), he nuzzled his nose into my neck and whispered, “you are the best, Mags.”
 
   I cringed my neck, giggling at the sensation his five o’clock shadow was causing, managing to ask the question without bursting into a fit of laughter, “why?”
 
   He stopped the nuzzling and instead leaned his chin against my shoulder as he spoke, “because you are not like any of those girls today.  I saw the look in their eyes.  The way they practically jumped in the air diving for that bouquet.  They were like a bunch of scavengers.  I pity their boyfriends.  Poor saps don’t know what’s coming.”
 
   I didn’t say a word.  Instead, I looked over at him with a proud smile.  He thinks I’m special and that makes me feel good.  As I took him in-loose tie, buttoned down shirt, his dark brown eyes so intense and the strands of his wavy brown hair falling over  his eyes-I was in awe.  No one this good-looking and smart has ever thought of me as special.
 
   He continued to say, “but you, you don’t seem to care.”
 
   He pulled his face away and put his hand on both of my cheeks to draw me in closer to him.  We were practically inches away from each other. “You accept me for who I am.  You’re not tied down to traditional norms of what defines a relationship.”
 
   I beamed at him and piped in, letting him know that I agreed. “We’re together and that’s all that matters.”
 
   He smiled back.  “Exactly! You see?  Me and you.  Same page. “ Richard said this as he pointed to himself and then to me with the index finger of his hand.   
 
   “I am so lucky to have met you, Margaret Andrews. We make a good team.”
 
   And there it is, the closest thing to an “I love you” declaration as someone like Richard can give.  He then leaned over and gave me a soft kiss on my lips, parting them with his tongue while sliding his hand down the front of my cleavage brimming dress (thanks to my wonderful push up bra), stopping right at the beginning of said cleavage.  We slid down the sofa and began undressing each other’s Sunday best, working in unison like only a good team can, hoping to go for a win. 
 
   Which brings us to now and how I lost that lingerie, which is integral to my plan.  What plan? The plan of persuading Richard to consider marriage. Now don’t get me wrong.  I certainly don’t sit around all day wondering whether Richard will ever ask me to spend the rest of his life with him.  After all, my life is not some sort of reality show where I lounge around all day in my kitchen or living room or game room of my multi-million dollar mansion talking about nothing else than Richard’s commitment phobia with my friends and family. And for the record, I do have a life, one that includes a very fulfilling career that I absolutely love.  I love being a teacher and I love my students.  In fact, I love everything about the middle school where I work and teach English.  I also have my own place in Queens in a lovely neighborhood within walking distance from my job.  And I have Richard.  
 
   But lately, I would be lying if I didn’t say that the thought of settling down has been on my mind. Now that Richard is established in his job and things are moving along with our careers, I’d like to eventually talk about getting married, sometime, someday, somewhere in the future.  I mean I’d even settle for a promise ring even though I know it is so high-schoolish. Hell, I’d take a letter sweater with a big capital R on the front.  Anything.  
 
   So, after thinking about it for a few weeks now, I decide that tonight is the night to set my plan in motion.  I’ve invited Richard over for a home cooked candle lit dinner.  I happen to be a great cook and I figure it wouldn’t hurt to remind him that he can be having filet mignon, chicken cordon bleu or rack of lamb anytime he wants for the rest of his life if he just says “I do.”  I have one his favorite bottles of red wine chilling in the refrigerator, soft romantic music playing in the background, dimmed lighting and for dessert, me!  It’s perfect. Just the right setting to have a thoughtful discussion about our future, possibly even proposing to him.
 
   Now, I know what some might be thinking.  That I can’t seduce my way into a wedding, and if I did, it looks like I’d be begging for a husband.  At least those are the exact words my best friend and older sister, Janie told me when I let her in on my subtle plan. 
 
   “Maggie, grow a spine and tell Richard what you really want.  Stop with all of this nonsense about setting the right mood.” 
 
   Leave it to my sister to get right to the point. But that’s her.  She’d rip a band-aid off of my skin with one tug, not caring about the incredible pain that would follow and the strip of hair that may come off with it.  Janie is all about results and has no patience for procrastination.  She’s all for getting it over with. I am so the opposite of her. It once took me eighteen months to kick out a roommate of mine who stopped paying rent.  Even then, I let her leave with her security deposit despite the fact that she left her room in shambles and I had to repaint it. 
 
   “He knows what I want” is my defensive reply.
 
   “No, Richard only knows what he wants.  He thinks you want the same thing,” she argues.
 
   “I do,” I answer, cringing at the sound of my own whiney voice.
 
   “So you both want to get married? He wants to have kids?” she challenges me and I can hear her smugness through the phone.  It is irritating and one of things I hate most about having an older “know it all” sister like Janie.
 
   “Not right now,” I say, emphasizing the word “right.”
 
   “And he told you this?” 
 
   Damn, why does she have to keep asking me these questions.  I feel like I’m being interrogated by the FBI.  You’d think I’ve committed a murder or something. 
 
   “Not in so many words.” I try to avoid answering directly.  Two can play at this game. If she’s good at confrontations, I’m an expert at evading.
 
   “I knew it, Maggie.  Just tell him what you want and stop with the schemes and traps.  It won’t work. Just tell him you want the husband and the white picket fence.  You want the family and the big old dog. Tell him before you waste any more time.”
 
   “But Janie, I love him.”
 
   I can hear her sigh on the other end of the line, “Maggie, love is not always enough if you want different things.  Just tell him.”
 
   I hang up with her and for a moment, feel a rush of panic.  Maybe, she’s right.  She is, after all, happily married for eight years with two beautiful children.  She’s got experience in actually getting a man to ask her to marry her. But as quickly as it comes, the panic ebbs and I shake it off.  I know Richard, Janie doesn’t and I know that I can’t just spring this on him.  I need to slowly work the conversation in.  He needs hints and prompts.  Deep down, we both want the same thing, I just know it.  He just needs me to lead him to admit.  It’s like that time, he wanted to go to Hawaii on our vacation and I wanted Paris.  All it took was some strategically placed brochures, a visit to a five star French restaurant and me in bed -wearing just a beret-next thing I know we’re in France shopping at Chanel.  
 
   Nope, Janie is wrong.  All Richard needs is to see how great marriage can be and tonight is going to be the night I show him.  Except now, part of the plan is completely ruined because he won’t possibly find me sexy wearing this housecoat.  
 
   I’m still glaring at the ugly eye soar when the phone rings.  I pick it up absentmindedly, not really paying attention to the caller ID, still entranced by the item in my hand.
 
   “Hello,” I answer in a daze.  This coat has quite the hypnotizing effect.
 
   “Hi, Mags.”  I immediately recognize the deep voice on the other end.
 
   “Richard!”  The fact that he is calling me takes me by surprise but then I look at the clock on the kitchen wall and see that it’s 7:45pm.  He is supposed to be here at 8:00pm.  Immediately, I know why he is calling and I close my eyes in disappointment.
 
   “Are you OK?  You sound strange,” he asks with a concerned but distracted voice.  I hear the clicking of the keys and I know that he is talking to me while typing out some sort of legal document or email on his computer while sitting at his desk.  That means he hasn’t left work yet, which also means he’s not coming.
 
   “I’m fine,”  I answer cheerfully to try to convince him that everything is fine on my end.  All the while though, I’m still staring at the coat in my hand.
 
   “I’m sorry to have to do this to you, hon’, but…”
 
   And I don’t need to hear the rest of what he has to say because I have it memorized by heart at this point.  Working late, can’t get away, need to make a good impression, bring in billable hours, maybe tomorrow, you’re the best, call you in the morning and then bye.  From start to finish, the call takes less than two minutes, whereas I have just spent the last two hours cooking and making everything perfect for our dinner.
 
   I hang up the phone, walk over to the bar stools by the kitchen island and lay the housecoat over one of the stools.  I then open the refrigerator door and take out the chilled wine, pop it open and pour myself a glass.  No sense in letting a good bottle of Chardonnay go to waste, right?
 
   I sit down on the stool next to the housecoat, look over to it as it lies there all new, terry cloth and flowery and raise a glass to it. “Well, it looks like it’s just you and me, Alice.”
 
   One hour later and I am officially buzzed after almost polishing off the bottle of wine all by myself.  Alice and I have moved our little party to the living room.  Whether it’s because I am lonely, hurt or completely drunk, I begin a conversation with the housecoat.  The idea that it can’t talk back is quite appealing to me, so unlike my sister, who never lets me get a word in edgewise.
 
   I turn to it and complain, “now everything is ruined.  I don’t have my lingerie and the mood is gone because who can seriously get into the mood with this thing.”
 
   I utter under my breath, “no offense, Alice.” 
 
   Who knew Alice could be such a great listener?  And I keep going because talking about it out loud is actually quite cathartic, better than talking with a therapist.  At least, I’m saving an hourly rate and I don’t have to hear that annoying “mmm, that’s interesting” sound coming from Alice.
 
   “I’m just disappointed.  This is so not how I thought the evening would end. “
 
   I lean over to pour the last drops of wine from the bottle to my glass.  I take a sip and then move closer to the housecoat and whisper, “I have a confession to make.  I’ve never been one to buy the whole lingerie thing, even though Richard has been begging me for years.  I’m more of a sweatpants and t-shirt kind of a girl. I’m sure you can appreciate comfort, right, Alice?”
 
   I nudge the housecoat as if we are in on our own little secret; Alice seems to be smirking  at me.  
 
   “But Richard tells me all the time how he wants to spice up our love life, start with something small like lingerie and build from there.  I’m almost afraid to ask him exactly what those ‘build from there’ items might be.  I mean, I think I can handle handcuffs but I draw the line with whips and paddles.“ 
 
   I sigh loudly and slouch down on my couch. 
 
   “But it doesn’t matter now because he’s not coming.  He’s not coming and I am left here with a cold dinner, an empty bottle of wine and a frumpy housecoat.  Nothing personal, Alice.”
 
   After a few more minutes of this imaginary conversation, I am still nowhere near to feeling better.  A few minutes after that, I am still on the couch, still sipping the wine but am now wearing the housecoat.  I have to admit that the housecoat is cozy, rather comfortable in fact.  Who knew?  It’s actually better than t-shirt and sweatpants, not as restrictive and it matches the mood I’m in.  I can’t believe my luck.  I finally get up the courage to ask Richard about our relationship and have the “talk” of where we’re going with our future and he doesn’t show up.    
 
   But I can’t give up now though, not when I’m so close.  I just have to regroup, that’s all.  I’ll call him tomorrow morning and reschedule our dinner.  I’ll make sure his calendar is cleared with his secretary, that none of his friends invite him out for  drinks and I’ll screen all calls from his mother.  I will get him alone and settle this once and for all.
 
   And there is one silver lining in this whole mess.  I can go straight to Crandall’s after work tomorrow and return Alice and hope that I can convince the salesperson that there was some sort of mix up, a switch of shopping bags and that someone else walked away with my black lingerie.  I need to get it back and I can’t afford to buy another one.  So she is just going to have to take my word for it. I mean, if I’m going to convince Richard to give marriage a whirl, being half naked while I do it can’t hurt.
 
   So with a game plan in mind, I spend the rest of the evening snuggled into Alice as we both watch classic old romantic comedies on my DVR.
 
    
 
   Chapter Two: Funny Bumping Into You Here
 
   “Excuse me, Miss.”  
 
   I am standing in front of the counter of the Intimate Apparels department at Crandalls.  I am wearing the only designer outfit that I own: a navy blue Ralph Lauren cashmere sweater with Armani blue slacks and crème colored Marc Jacobs pumps.  I spent an hour blowing out my hair and applying my makeup.  I am wearing my best jewelry-which includes sapphire earrings and matching necklace that was a fifth year anniversary gift from Richard.  Of course, when I first saw the small black box he placed on the table at dinner that night, I had images of something ‘blingy’ and exactly 2 carat flashing before my eyes, but that’s neither here nor there.
 
   Before I left my apartment this afternoon to head into the city, I did a once over in front of the full-length mirror in my bedroom and I have to admit, I really look good, very sophisticated and polished, just the impression I’m shooting for.  I need to look like I’m the kind of person that buys very expensive lingerie and wears it around the house as loungewear while my staff of hundreds takes care of my penthouse apartment on Fifth Avenue.  I have to look like I would drop hundreds of dollars on a piece of cloth that barely covers my hand.  I can’t look like a public school teacher that lives in a one-bedroom apartment rental in Queens and who rides the subway, instead of a limo, to travel through Manhattan.  That just won’t do for this to work. 
 
   And now that I am finally at Crandalls, I take a deep breath to steady my nerves as the salesperson turns around to face me.  Here goes nothing.  But when she finally faces me, my mouth drops and it takes all of my energy to look like a bored unimpressed millionaire heiress.  Why?  Because the woman in front of me looks like she really belongs in the pages of those socialite magazines, in that world I’m trying to pretend to be a part of.  She looks like she’s been born to hobnob with the rich and famous.  Next to her, I look like the hired help. In fact, I really should be the one behind the counter and she should be the one asking for the expensive lingerie. Suddenly, I have the image in my mind of her lounging around in my penthouse apartment with a staff of hundreds.  She so belongs there.  She certainly can pull off wearing the lingerie better than me, that’s for sure. She’s gorgeous, stunning and every other adjective to describe beautiful that comes to mind. Her highlighted blonde hair is pulled back into a ponytail accentuating her porcelain perfect skin.  Her blue eyes practically pop out at me with the dark purple eyeliner she has on.  Her black Vera Wang suit is impeccably tailored and accentuates all of her best features (as if she has any bad ones), including the tiniest waist I have ever seen and the v-neck dip of her neckline, where she shows off what God, nature or a really good plastic surgeon has bestowed upon her.  The nametag reads, Susan Hadley.  Even her name sounds classy and rich.  
 
   She smiles pleasantly, as her eyes scan me from top to bottom and I know she’s judging me.  She is judging all of me-my long brown hair, my hazel eyes, my fair complexion, even my posture.  I know she has me figured out all in under a minute.  Despite my designer clothes, she’s already sized me up as a fraud- the pauper dressed in fine clothes, Cinderella sneaking into the ball from a back entrance.  In fact, the way she’s looking at me makes me feel like I’m naked and her nose wrinkles as if I’m carrying around a bad aroma.  
 
   Her expression changes so much that I want to say to her, “you’re right, I’m not rich. Yes, I don’t regularly shop here.  You will most likely not be seeing me again until the Christmas holidays when you have your sales and no, you will not be making a big commission on me today.”  But I don’t.  Instead, I wait for her to speak.  I can’t afford to get on her bad side.
 
   “May I help you?” 
 
   Her voice sounds as beautiful as she looks.  And even though she asks nicely enough, there is an underlying annoyance in her tone.  Like, I am wasting her time. Wow, I now know how Julia Roberts felt in Pretty Woman when the mean salesperson told her to get out of her Rodeo Drive store.  I may not be a prostitute, but I have feelings too!
 
   I prop up the shopping bag with Alice folded neatly inside on the counter and despite the fact that she is making me feel so inferior at this moment, flash her my biggest and friendliest smile and say, “I hope you can.”
 
   Again, I see the fleeting look of annoyance and a quick roll of the eyes.   Although I can feel myself crumble under her stare, I will not be deterred.  If Julia Roberts can do it, so can I!
 
   “You see I was here yesterday buying lingerie for myself and I think there may have been a mix up with the bags.” 
 
   I place my hands on the counter to keep them from shaking.  Stop this, Maggie.  You are an educator.  You hold a graduate degree.  You are a role model for young children and respected by parents. Why are you letting her intimidate you?
 
   “Mix up?” And she says this in the form of a question and the way she asks, I know she doesn’t believe one word I’m saying.  I cringe because I know she is enjoying this.  She is enjoying watching me squirm. 
 
   “Yes…well…you see, what I bought was black and lacey and…” I stop there because my Catholic schoolgirl upbringing won’t let me go more into details.  I just can’t say words like thong and transparent to this woman who already thinks I’m too beneath her to be in the store, let alone speak to her.
 
   Instead, I pull out the pink housecoat and let it speak for itself.  I look down at it and then back up at her and I swear I see a faint hint of a smile.  She’s laughing at me.  I can’t believe this.  She’s laughing at me and she’s laughing at Alice.  She can’t laugh at Alice. Me? I don’t care about but I draw the line at Alice.
 
   “That definitely isn’t black.” She says this as she tries to stifle a giggle, covering her mouth with her hand.
 
   “No, it isn’t,” I say, giving her a deadpan look, hoping that it will stop her very juvenile behavior.  
 
   “And it’s not lacey,” she adds, as she tries to hold in her laugh.  Apparently, she doesn’t find me scary at all. 
 
   “No, not really,” I mumble, feeling the pink rise to my cheeks.  I have to do something to stop this before she collapses into a fit of hysterics.  I pull out the receipt from the bag. 
 
   “You see, this isn’t my receipt.  I think I may have grabbed the wrong bag when I was in here last night.” 
 
   I hand her the receipt and she looks at it, nodding her head. Finally! She understands my problem.  She looks sympathetic and her smile is gone.  I think she’s going to help me.  OK, so maybe she’s not so bad after all.
 
   Then she looks up at me and says, “well, it would be impossible for me to track this down for you.” 
 
   She hands me back the receipt with the tips of her fingers as if it carried some sort of a disease.  I take back what I said-she’s horrible.
 
   I grab the receipt from her hands and point to the register in front of her. “But can’t you look it up on your computer system?”
 
   She doesn’t even look at the register but instead glares at me. “I’m sorry but I can’t help you.” Her tone is stern and she’s not even pretending to be nice.  Can’t help me-more like won’t help me. Really, I bet this never happens to celebrities or the ultra-wealthy?  
 
   I sigh and know that this isn’t going to get me anywhere.  It’s a power of the wills and she is holding all the cards with those one hundred dollar salon kept manicured hands.  I need to change directions here.  
 
   I give her a thoughtful look and say, “I completely understand but do you think I can give this back to you with the receipt and I’ll just grab the item I did buy and we can call it even?”
 
   I don’t wait for her to reply. Instead, I walk over to the black lacey undergarment I had bought yesterday and bring it over to her.  My eyes are hopeful as I suggest, “a clean swap.  This housecoat for the lingerie.”
 
   She takes my black lacy lingerie and fingers the price tag.  She then takes a look at Alice and her price tag.  And I know I am doomed.
 
   Her voice is dripping with sarcasm now. 
 
   “You want me to exchange a thirty-five dollar item for this item that costs…”
 
   I cut her off right there.  She has made it a point of talking much louder than necessary and I don’t need to have the other shoppers around us hear exactly how much I did spend on a lacey piece of cloth that fits my pinkie finger.  I wince, knowing exactly what my father would say if he were here with me right now.  I can almost hear the lecture going on in my own head.  I grew up with frugal parents who dressed me in hand-me downs and anything they could buy on consignment.  They believed that clothes served one purpose, to cover not decorate.  Because of them, designer labels were never really my thing.  In fact, this has been my one big splurge since I started working as a teacher. So I’m suddenly self-conscious about the cost and embarrassed even to have it said out loud and by this woman who probably has a whole walk-in-closet filled with pricey black lace.  
 
   I lean over to her and say in a low voice, “I know how this looks but I’m telling you the truth.  I did buy this.” She doesn’t move.  I don’t even think she blinked.  She’s as still as a statute and as cold as one too. 
 
   Just great!  Now what?  Why did I have to pay cash for it? This would not be happening if I charged it on my credit card.  If I had, I would have just shown her my receipt and be done with it. Instead, I am standing here begging a Barbie doll look-a-like to believe me in this three-ring circus that is my life.
 
   After staring at me for a few seconds, she says in a tone that sounds as if everything she is saying should be obvious to me, “you do understand why I can’t just take your word for this?”
 
   Although I want to shout at her and call her names like I’m in some kind of bad reality TV show, I don’t.  Instead, I simply nod my head in agreement like a five-year old little girl being disciplined by her mother.  And just like that, she turns back around and ignores me as if I’m not even there.  Great! So now I’m a figment of her imagination, someone to look right through. 
 
   Feeling deflated, I leave the department and wander around the store, thinking about what I have to do next.  You see, a normal person would just walk away from this and admit defeat.  A normal person would cut her losses and call it a day.  But I just can’t do it.  I spent a fortune on that lingerie and I have every intention of getting it back.  My future with Richard depends on it.  Alright, so I know I’m being overly melodramatic about this but still.  I didn’t spend half of my month’s paycheck on a housecoat, even if Alice is very comfy.  And since I’ve already established with my family, friends and anyone that knows me that I am so far from normal, I’ve got nothing else to lose.  I’ve got to try again.
 
   So, I pace through the aisles of Crandalls and wander the floor, holding the shopping bag with Alice still hanging in there.  I try to think of how I can get around Susan Hadley and her annoying habit of thinking she’s better than me.  Maybe, I should just wait for her shift to end.  She can’t work all night long, can she?  Doesn’t she have a debutante ball or some benefit to attend?  Doesn’t she have a rich husband to snag? She’s got to stop working at some point.  
 
   As my wheels are turning, I find myself back in the lingerie department and I can see Susan Hadley eyeing me as she rearranges the displays, putting away a pair of silky pajama pants on the shelf next to the other pairs that are neatly folded.  She has that look like I’m actually going to steal something. Some nerves!  Would someone wearing Ralph Lauren be a shoplifter? I decide to saunter slowly around the department, looking at items, checking on price tags, just to annoy her.   All the while, I am still thinking of what I can do to get my lingerie back.
 
   I am so lost in my thoughts that I neither notice the person in front of me nor feel the bump and the force of that person knocking me down to the floor.  The shopping bag with Alice in it flies out of my hands and lands a few inches away from me.  Ouch, that hurt!  I am laid out on the floor, holding my injured arm with my other hand and my legs are spread out in front of me in complete humiliation.  My butt hurts too but I’m in public and I can’t actually rub that with people watching, especially with Miss Snobby saleswoman a few feet away, probably loving every minute of this.
 
   I look up, ready to tell the person off-the one who has so carelessly ran into me so hard you’d think we were on the fifty yard line of a football game or standing in line at midnight on Black Friday to get into Crandalls-when my mouth automatically drops by what I see.  Towering over me is a man who seems to be over 6 feet tall or maybe even taller.  It’s so hard to tell when you are lying on the ground at eye level with people’s shoes.  He kneels down beside me, bringing his face into focus. Wow is the only word that comes to mind to describe him either because I am speechless by how handsome he is or because I may have a slight concussion from the fall.  It’s a toss-up.  All I know is that he looks like someone who stepped right out of the movies.  His hair is pitch black and he has a slightly tanned complexion.  His face looks like it’s been chiseled out of stone and he has the most amazing blue eyes I’ve ever seen.  I could easily get lost in those eyes if I weren’t in such pain.  
 
   His eyebrows are arched with concern, making the gorgeous features of his face stand out even more, like some 3D videogame.  I look down, pretending to get my bearings when in reality I am trying to sneak a peek at the rest of him.  He is wearing a dark navy suit and his shoes are Gucci.  Everything about him screams expensive and VIP.  He must be a businessman or as Richard would call him, a “Suit.”  
 
   The “Suit” finally speaks to me. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there.  Are you alright?”
 
   Unless the fall did damage to my ears, I hear a faint British accent and all of a sudden, a million images of Pierce Brosnan as my favorite James Bond runs through my mind.  Foreign accents and ice cream sundaes are my weaknesses.  In fact, I would strip down naked for a man with an accent of any kind holding out an ice cream sundae for me.  What can I say?  It doesn’t take much to impress me.
 
   I am lost in my little fantasyland with Pierce when I realize that he’s still looking at me with concern, waiting patiently for an answer.  This is embarrassing.  The poor guy must think he’s knocked the sense out of me.
 
   “I think so,” I finally croak out, unable to say anything more.  I realize my mouth is dry and my heart is pounding a mile a minute.  What is wrong with me?
 
   He gets up and holds out his hand for me to take.  I gladly give mine to him and he gently pulls me up to my feet.  I wobble a little bit, feeling woozy from getting up so fast.  The room is spinning and I take a step back.  He quickly puts his arms around me while I gain my balance.  I can’t help but notice how strong his arm feels as he holds me in place.  
 
   I look at up at him and smile, letting him know I’m fine.  And when I say “look up”, I do mean this literally.  He stands at what must be 6’2 to my 5’6 frame, which means I can look straight into his chest (which by the way feels just as rock solid as his arms).  Whoever came up with the phrase “tall, dark and handsome” obviously had this guy in mind.  
 
   “I really am sorry again.  I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going,” he offers.
 
   I don’t know if it’s the fall or his accent that is making my legs shaky. 
 
   “It was partly my fault.  I wasn’t watching where I was going either.”
 
   “Should we call it even then?” He’s smiling as he says this, flashing an even more amazing smile with dimples on each side of his mouth that can definitely give his eyes a run for their money.
 
   “I think that’s only fair,” I reply back as a peace offering, brushing away any dirt off my clothes-grateful that words are finally coming back to me.
 
   “Are you sure you’re alright?  No broken bones?” 
 
   I notice that I’m still in his arms.  I know I should move but I can’t.  It’s like I’m happily paralyzed in place.
 
   “Other than a slightly broken ego, I’m fine,” I answer.
 
   “Should I take you to a doctor or hospital?” His look of concern is still etched there across his face.  Either he’s a gentleman or he’s the greatest actor on earth because I get the sense that he is genuinely worried.
 
   “No, that’s not necessary unless you’ve heard of anyone dying from embarrassment?”
 
   “Can’t say that I have, although I’ve come close a few times myself.” 
 
   I let out a giggle as he joins in.  His laugh is deep and even more attractive than his looks.  That’s another weakness of mine- a man with a good laugh.  I’m suddenly feeling flustered and realize I have to move away from him before I faint from the heat rising to my cheeks.  I close my eyes to bring up a mental picture of Richard.  Silently, I utter, “I have a boyfriend, I have a boyfriend.”  That does the trick and I finally take a few steps back, releasing myself from his hold.  I reach down to grab my shopping bag as he does the same with his.  
 
   When we both come up, we stand facing each other for a few seconds without saying a word. Finally, he breaks the silence. “Well, it was a pleasure bumping into you.” 
 
   “Likewise,” I offer, smiling back at him.
 
   “I’m glad you’re fine.”
 
   “Yep. No damage done.”
 
   “Good.”
 
    We are still staring at each other.  Finally, I say, while holding up my bag, “I guess I should go back to shopping.”     
 
   He smiles again and replies, “yes, I should too.  Enjoy your day.”
 
   And I don’t know what possesses me to do this but I don’t move. Instead, I watch him as he walks away.  I have to admit that the view from the back is even better than the front.  I continue to watch him as he heads straight to the Intimate Apparel department and to the most unhelpful saleswoman I have ever met before, Susan Hadley.
 
   Like I’m some sort of an undercover spy, I instinctively move closer to the counter where he is standing, pretending to peruse the flannel pajamas section but in reality, wanting to get close enough to hear the exchange between James Bond and Ms. Snobby. 
 
   Immediately, upon seeing the international man of mystery, Ms. Snobby smiles broadly and offers him a warm welcome to the store.  Hey, she didn’t do that with me! In fact, she was anything but warm, more like ice cold.  
 
   “May I help you, sir?” she asks in the sweetest voice possible. Is this the same woman?  Does she have a twin sister that also works at Crandalls?  You know, just like in soap operas, where there is a good twin/evil twin.  And wait!  Sir? She just called him sir?   I didn’t get that.  I don’t think she even called me ma’am.  Where was my ma’am? I want my ma’am.  No, I demand my ma’am!
 
   He pulls up his shopping bag onto the counter as he returns her smile with his own full wattage grin and I can see her take a step back and I know why too.  She is having the same reaction I had when I first saw it.  His dimples are blinding.  He really has an effect on women.  
 
   He proceeds to explain to her. “Yes, I hope so.  You see, I may have taken the wrong shopping bag when I was here yesterday.”
 
   As soon as he says those words, I know.  He’s holding my missing shopping bag! He has my lingerie and I’ve got his housecoat.  Wait, a housecoat?  What is a man looking like that doing with a housecoat? I imagine James Bond with a sexy, tall, supermodel secret agent, not somebody who needs a walker and an oxygen tank to get around.
 
   “All I have is this receipt.  Do you think I can exchange it for the item I actually bought?” Again, he flashes that brilliant smile and Ms. Snobby just melts.
 
   “Of course, sir-not a problem. It would be my pleasure,” she responses with a wave of her hand, as if it’s no trouble at all.
 
   My pleasure?  Are you kidding me?  I can’t believe what I’m hearing.  She told me it was impossible to trace receipts, that it couldn’t be done but one flash of teeth from Mr. Dimples here and she’s clicking away on that computer as if it’s the easiest thing in the world for her to do.  When I asked, she acted like I was asking her to do something impossible like end world hunger or cure cancer.  But I guess when you don’t have the face of a movie star and broad shoulders like a Greek god, you can’t expect to have everything handed to you, no questions asked. I wonder if I can hire him to bring with me on my annual review at work or when I’m spending the weekend with Richard’s mom?  I mean, who can say no to anything when he asks it?
 
   Snap out of it, Maggie.  This is unfair treatment!  This is sexist!  And with each click of her nails, I feel my anger rise up until I can’t take it anymore. I just can’t stand here watching this happen.  This is just not fair.  So I move right next to him alongside the counter.  I cough loud enough for him to look over at me and when he does, I smile warmly.  He smiles back with those magnificent dimples and I get the feeling that despite how handsome he is-he’s not pretentious or stuck up.  He seems like a really nice guy.  
 
   “Hi there again,” I say him as I place my shopping bag on the counter right besides his.  When Ms. Snobby looks up and sees me standing there, she shoots me a frown that would honestly make small children cry with how scary she looks.  I feel my resolve crumble a little bit but I take a deep breath and don’t move.  Wow, it’s amazing how she can turn it on and off in three seconds flat, from smiling and helpful to cold and uncooperative.
 
   Although she is shooting sharp daggers in my direction, I ignore her and turn to James who returns my greeting. “We really have to stop bumping into each other like this.” 
 
   I laugh and I can see from the corner of my eyes, Ms. Snobby seething from the obvious playful banter going on between me and “tall, dark and handsome.”  My smile broadens, playing into her jealousy.  It serves her right to treat me so badly.
 
   “I’m sorry for interrupting but I couldn’t help but overhear that you may have taken the wrong shopping bag?” I ask innocently.
 
   “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
   His accent really makes every word that comes out of his mouth sound so sexy.  I may have to get Richard some voice lessons for his birthday or Christmas.  
 
   “Well, I think I may have solved the mystery,” I say cryptically.
 
   “The mystery?” he asks with an amused look on his face.  
 
   I move closer to him and say in a low voice,  “Yes-the mystery of the missing shopping bag?”
 
   “You have, have you?” he asks teasingly, definitely playing along with my game. Damn, that accent is irresistible! I can’t concentrate. 
 
   Focus, Maggie.  Think of the objective.  The mission: to get back lingerie.  The plan: by using any means possible.  It may be a sacrifice but I think I can handle it.
 
   “Yes.  You see I was in here last night shopping for…” I pause, realizing what I’m about to say and all of a sudden my face is burning red.  I’m embarrassed to let this incredibly handsome stranger know that I was shopping for sexy lingerie so that I can seduce my boyfriend and persuade him to finally make a commitment to me.  Instead, I focus my eyes in the direction of his bag and nod. “I bought the item that’s in your bag.”
 
   He looks down at the counter, looks back up at me, sees my embarrassed face and nods in understanding, “Ah, I see.”
 
   “Yes, well, I’m pretty sure I have what you’re looking for in my bag.” And I point to my shopping bag on the counter.
 
   “Really? Because I think I may be more interested now in what you bought,” he replies in an exaggerated tone of voice, making my face turn even a darker shade of red, as if that is possible.
 
   This conversation is getting a bit personal and I can feel his blue eyes bearing down on me and I suddenly feel very hot.  And I know it’s not hormones because at twenty-six, I’m pretty sure I’m too young to be going through menopause.  Then for some reason, I get a mental image in my mind of him in just his boxers on my bed with me right beside him wearing that black lingerie.  
 
   I have to shake it off.  Come on, Mags.  You are spoken for.  You’re practically an engaged woman.  Well, at least you will be, once you take this lingerie home with you.
 
   I regroup and say innocently, “I just heard you talking to this very helpful and friendly sales women.”  I shoot Ms. Snobby a look that lets her know exactly how I feel about her.  She’s not the only one who can play that game.  If James wasn’t watching me, I would stick my tongue out at her too but I don’t want him to think I’m being immature and childish. 
 
   I go on to say as I pull Alice out of my bag, “and I believe you bought this beautiful pink housecoat?” 
 
   His smile broadens at the sight of Alice and agrees. “Yes, that’s it!”
 
   He then adds with a mischievous tone to his voice, “do you want me to pull out what you bought?” 
 
   He places his hand inside his shopping bag ready to pull out my lingerie and I immediately reach out my hand and place it on top of his, stopping him. 
 
   “No, that won’t be necessary!” I nearly shout.  
 
   Looking around to notice a few customers staring at me, I lower my voice and gain my composure.  “You can just leave it in the bag for me.”
 
   “Are you sure? I wouldn’t want you to walk away unsatisfied.”
 
   From the look on his face, he is definitely enjoying watching me squirm.  
 
   I mumble in reply, “No, that’s fine.”
 
   “You don’t want to inspect it, make sure everything is in place?” 
 
   He’s like a pitbull who has broken skin, isn’t he?  He just won’t let go of this, will he?
 
   “I’ll take my chances.” I give him a tight-lipped smile, hopeful that he gets the hint to move on. 
 
   “If you say so.” He nods, still smiling like a cat that has just swallowed the canary.
 
   He then looks down at my hand as I suddenly realize that it is still on top of his.  All at once, I am aware of his skin against mine-how soft and warm he feels and I pull away.  I give him the shopping bag with the housecoat and I take my shopping bag back, peering in to make sure that black and lacey is safely in there.   When I look up again, I see an amused look and something else that crosses his face but disappears quickly.  I’ve seen that look before with Richard when we first met at the bar and realized we were clicking.  Could it be that he’s interested?  No, I convince myself-that can’t be.  Someone like “tall, dark and handsome” wouldn’t be interested in someone like me.  He looks like the kind of guy that runs in Susan Hadley’s circles.
 
   I notice that he is still staring at me.  To fill the awkward silence, I blurt out, “I hope you don’t mind me saying this but you don’t look like the housecoat type?”
 
   He lets out that deep laugh again, which elicits a dirty look from Ms. Snobby directed right at me.  I smile smugly, satisfied that I have taken his attention aware from her.  Maybe, he doesn’t run in her circle after all. 
 
   “Is it the color?” he asks.
 
   “No, that’s not it.  I can see you in pink,” I tease.
 
   What am I doing?  Am I really flirting with him?  It can’t be.  I have a boyfriend.  A boyfriend I plan on putting this lingerie on for.  Still, I can’t help getting caught up in the moment of having this sophisticated and attractive man paying attention to me.  What can I say? It’s heady. 
 
   I can just see Janie’s expression when I tell her.  As someone who has played the field a lot before settling down with a family of her own, I know Janie would thoroughly approve of this.  
 
   She’s always lecturing me on this, saying, “Maggie, you need to explore your options.  You can’t be the person at a 5 star restaurant who has only ever tried steak.  You need to order everything on the menu.  How else are you going to know what you like?” I’ve never understood her reasoning until now.  I mean, I like steak.  What’s wrong with steak? Especially when you have it with those yummy red onion potatoes. 
 
   He interrupts my thoughts.  “Then it’s the flowers that’s the problem?  Am I right?”
 
   I nod my head very seriously.  “Yes, I must confess, I don’t quite think pink flowers are a good look for you.”
 
   And we both laugh together in unison as I peek over and just know Ms. Snobby is having a fit of fury.  Serves her right.  This wouldn’t be happening if she just did what I asked her to do in the first place.  Seeing that ‘dark and handsome’ is no longer directing his attention to her, Ms. Snobby gives up and leaves the counter, going back to folding pajama tops by a nearby shelf.  We are the only ones standing by the counter now. As a way of an explanation, “handsome stranger” adds, “it’s a gift for my nan.“
 
   “For your grandmother?”  I ask surprised.  Now, I have a vision of him in a sweater vest and khakis visiting a sweet dear old blue haired lady in a nursing home and I sigh.  I have to stop doing this. 
 
   He mistakes the silence for disapproval because he asks anxiously, “why?  Don’t you think she’ll like it?”
 
   “No it’s fine. A really nice gift.  I think she’ll love it,” I say, trying to convince him of that.  
 
   “She turns eighty-five in two days,” he adds proudly.  It’s clear that he is close to his grandmother.  It’s sweet to see.  Either he is a very devoted grandson or some sort of a loser who still lives at home with his nan.  Judging from his clothes and where he shops, I’d rather go with choice number one.
 
   “Eighty-five!  That’s wonderful.  Does she live in New York?” I ask, knowing perfectly well that I am fishing for information.  With his accent, if she isn’t living here, then she is living somewhere in England.
 
   “She lives in Gerrards Cross, outside of London,” he answers.  And from the expression on his face, he’s expecting some sort of a reaction from me.  
 
   I nod, not sure how I should be reacting and instead say, “that’s nice that you’re so close to your grandmother like that.” And I mean it.  Both of my grandmothers have long since passed away and I wish I still had them with me.  
 
   He shakes his head in amused disbelief and I’m left to wonder what I did or said that was so funny to him.  After a few seconds of silence, I look down to his shopping bag and say confidently, “well, I am sure she’ll love Alice.”
 
   “Alice?”  He looks utterly confused now. 
 
   Oh no! Did I just say that out loud? I close my eyes and sigh, knowing there is no way I can turn back now. I have to explain the name to him.  This is more embarrassing than the fall.  In fact, I wish he would just run into me again so he can forget I just uttered those words.  Maybe, I can bump into him.  I shake my head, knowing I can’t do that without the danger of falling unconscious or getting a brain hemorrhage. I mean, the man is solid like a brick.  No, I have to fess up on the name. I have to tell him about Alice.  
 
   I clear my throat and proceed.  “Yes.  I’ve had a chance to spend some time with it.”  
 
   “It?” he asks, prompting me to explain.
 
   “Your grandmother’s gift,” I reply, cringing at his reaction.  
 
   “You mean this?”  
 
   And he lifts the coat up from the bag as I nod in complete embarrassment.
 
   “Alice? You’ve named my grandmother’s gift?” he asks incredulously.
 
   “Yes, I guess I did.”  I hold my chin up high as I say this, making it seem like it is the most normal thing in the world to name an inanimate object.  I’m so glad I didn’t tell him I was actually wearing Alice last night when I drank myself into a stupor over Richard.
 
   “Why would you do that?” 
 
   Of course no matter how confident I sound, the way he asks the question and looks at me, makes me seem completely crazy, which I’m not.   I just have an active imagination.  
 
   Now I am on the defensive and ask, “why not?  People put names on things all the time.”
 
   “Really? Like what?” He challenges me, with an arch of his brow and a twinkle in his eye.
 
   Oh great, now he wants me to name examples.  I’m lousy thinking on my feet, especially with those amazing blue eyes staring intently at me, trying to throw me off.  I would never survive on those television game shows where you have to buzz in your answers to rapid-fire questions, especially if the game show host is as hot as this guy.  I’m much better at crossword puzzles or sudoku where I have all the time in the world to think of the solutions and I can work alone in the privacy of my own bathroom. 
 
   “Well, there’s cars, boats.” I smile smugly.  I’m on a roll.  Maybe, I’m not so bad with thinking on my feet after all. I look over to him and he’s still waiting for more examples. OK, let me think here…
 
   “Body parts, dogs.” So the last one was a stretch because of course, that is a living thing and Alice certainly isn’t going to be jumping on my lap and licking my face anytime soon.  At least, not while I’m sober.
 
   “Body parts?” he asks, as he stretches out the word ‘parts’ to make it sound obscene, which is certainly not my intention. Of course, he would focus on that example even though I gave several.  I hear the playfulness in his voice and again, I can feel my face flush but I refuse to cave.
 
   “Yes, you know arms and tummies and such.”
 
   “And such.” Again, he lingers on the word ‘such’ as if he’s imagining the body part I am referring to with my comment.  He really needs to stop putting dirty words in my mouth.  That is not what I meant at all.
 
   I try to steer the conversation towards a more PG-rated topic because we are, after all, in a public place with mothers and small children shopping all around us.  
 
   “Well, thank you again for returning this to me.” I lift up the shopping bag with a smile.  
 
   He obviously gets the hint because he reciprocates. “Thank you too.  My grandmother will be very happy with… Alice, is it?” He knows full well that’s the name I gave it. 
 
   Again, not caving in, I reply, “yes, and you’re welcome.”
 
   “Alice doesn’t have a last name, does she?” he asks, getting in one last shot at my expense.
 
   “No, just Alice,” I answer, realizing how silly I must sound.
 
   He raises his hands up and shrugs. “Just checking.”
 
   He looks at me intently and I am flustered; flustered by his banter, flustered by his accent, and flustered by how adorable he looks in that suit.  And, all of a sudden, I feel guilty for even talking to this man and I know I have to leave before this goes further.  
 
   I look down at my watch and mumble, “I really should get going.”
 
   “Of course.  Sorry to have kept you.”  His expression changes and I see disappointment flash across his eyes as he apologizes and scrambles to gather his shopping bag.  
 
   “Good-bye again.” 
 
   He nods and I smile one last time and turn away, feeling rather sad that our exchange has to end.  What is wrong with me?  I feel all out of sorts. In less than five minutes, this stranger has made me feel emotions that Richard hasn’t been able to bring out in me for quite some time now.
 
   I shake the thought out of my head.  As I make my way towards the exit of the department store, I hear a distinct voice with a slight British accent calling out to me from behind.  I turn around and see that ‘tall, dark and handsome’ has caught up to me and is standing by my side.  As he stops to catch his breath, I notice his voice is raspy and labored.  He even makes gasping for air sound so sexy.  
 
   He finally composes himself enough to ask, “I was just thinking how unfair it is that I know my housecoat’s name but I didn’t have the pleasure of catching your name back there?” 
 
   My stomach flutters and I can’t help but grin widely. “Do you mean Alice didn’t tell you?”
 
   “No, I’m afraid she’s not talking.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “So, can I know what your name is?”
 
   I am about to tell him when I draw a blank.  It’s like all thoughts have escaped my brain from an open window. What’s my name?  Oh God, this can’t be happening.  He’s going to think I’m a complete idiot, if he doesn’t think so already.  I’m so not good with answering questions under pressure.  Why can’t he phrase his question in the form of a crossword puzzle?  You know, something like; “What is an eight-letter word that is also the first name of former English Prime Minister Thatcher?”  I’d so be able to answer that. But a direct question?  Oh God, I need to gather my thoughts. Think! It takes me a few seconds and a little bit of stalling when it finally comes to me. 
 
   “It’s Margaret Andrews but everyone calls me Maggie.”
 
   He extends his hand out for me to shake and as I do, I’m again reminded of how strong and soft his touch is.  Immediately, another mental image of his hands sliding down my body pops into my mind.  This has seriously got to stop.  I feel like I’m cheating on Richard, although my sister would disagree with me.  
 
   Janie has told me many times. “Imagination is not cheating.  If that’s the case, every couple is guilty of being unfaithful.  I dreamt I rode away with the incredibly hot UPS mailman to Mexico last night.  Should John file divorce papers?”   She may be annoying but sometimes, she has a good point.  It’s during those times that I love my sister.
 
   His voice brings me back to earth. “Nice to meet you, Maggie.  I’m Benjamin Sanders but please call me Ben.”
 
   Sanders?  Why does that name sound so familiar?  Where have I heard it before? I look over to Mr. Sanders who appears uncomfortable waiting for a reaction from me.  When I don’t react, he seems visibly relieved.
 
   “Ben, it’s nice to meet you too.”
 
   He clears his throat and then asks, “Maggie, I was wondering if you would be interested in joining me and Alice for a cup of tea?”
 
   “Right now?”  I ask barely getting the words out.  Is he? Could he?  No. He can’t possibly be asking me out?  
 
   “Yes, if you’re not busy.  To be honest, it’s really for Alice’s sake.  She’s rather parched after this ordeal.”
 
   Again, because I am not good with thinking on my feet, I blurt out, “I’m actually a coffee drinker.” 
 
   What is wrong with me?  He’s English.  He might be offended.  After all, isn’t tea the official drink of England or something close to that?
 
   He doesn’t seem insulted by my response.  Instead, he glances at his shopping bag and says, “I’m a coffee drinker myself.” He leans over and whispers, “it’s Alice that likes tea but I think I can persuade her to drink a cup of coffee if it means you can join us.”
 
   And whether it’s his smile or the mess that happened last night with Richard or the fact that I feel that it’s my obligation to maintain good relations with America’s closest ally, I find myself accepting his invitation.  After all, what would be the harm in having just one cup of coffee with a handsome James Bond look-alike?
 
   As he smiles back and his dimples re-emerge, I know the answer to the question.  Oh boy, I may be in trouble.
 
   Chapter Three: I’ll Take Two Packs of Sugar 
 
   “How’s the coffee?”  Ben asks as I find myself sitting across from him at Coffee Grinds, a small chain store that can only be found in New York City, a few blocks away from Crandalls.  
 
   It is one of my favorite places to hang out when I’m in Manhattan and apparently, one of Ben’s too because he immediately asks if I wouldn’t mind going there for our coffee run when we were leaving Crandalls.  Mind?  Is he kidding me? Why, I would live there if they let me.  Not only do I love the aroma of the most delicious coffee I have ever tasted but the décor is fabulous as well.  The entire store looks like a library with wall to ceiling shelves filled to the brim with books.  As an English teacher, I could spend hours in the shop and actually have, sipping my coffee and getting lost in a good book. 
 
   “This hits the spot, ” I murmur, as I am holding a steaming coffee that has been poured into a white porcelain cup by one of the attendants.  Another great thing about this place is that, if you decide to sit in the shop to savor your drink, the coffee and tea are not served in ugly styrofoam cups but rather in pretty china.  It’s all so civilized and charming, very Pride and Prejudice.  
 
   Ben is nursing a cup of tea in his hands, blowing into it, while stirring his spoon over the liquid.  Add a morning coat with top hat for him and a flowery empire dress for me and we could be in one of Jane Austen’s books.
 
   “How’s your tea?” I ask.
 
   “Quite good,” he replies.
 
   I wait for him to continue the conversation.  After all, it was his invitation that brought us here.  I won’t lie.  I am slightly nervous.  It is the first time in a while that I have been alone with a man who wasn’t a friend of Richard, a work colleague or a relative of mine. 
 
   “Thank you again for bringing Alice back to me.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” I smile broadly, justified in giving a name to the housecoat. Not so crazy now, is it?
 
   “Do you shop at Crandalls often?” he asks, as a way to break the ice.
 
   “Not often but I’ll treat myself every once in a while.” Which is true.  It’s a bit upscale…for my checkbook. 
 
   “And you?” I ask.
 
   He looks a bit uncomfortable by the question. “The location comes in very handy.  I work not too far from there and so I often pop in to pick up a gift or anything I need.”
 
   “Like Alice?”  
 
   “Exactly.” 
 
   I casually glance down at his suit again and now play the game I love to play whenever I am in public and am people watching.  I play the “What Does He Do For A Living?” game, which is a spin off from the widely popular game of, “I Wonder If He’s Married?” and “Are They On A Date?”  I especially love to play that game when I’m out to dinner with Richard and spot a couple in deep conversation at the table next to mine, heads close together and with the occasional exchange of shy smiles.  
 
   I’ve been called rude and nosey by a few of my friends when I play that game with them but I really can’t help it.  I’m not nosey or rude, I’m just curious.  It’s so much fun to build an entire story around the couple.  I like to think up romantic plotlines filled with juicy bits like amnesia, long lost family members, and star-crossed lovers.    Janie thinks I should just stick to soap operas but this is much more fun.
 
   So, here goes.  He has a dark blue pin stripe; definitely designer, definitely tailored.  I saw his shoes when I was sprawled on the floor after he knocked me down and it was shiny brown and Gucci.  I’m guessing an attorney but I usually say that as a first choice, because of Richard.  I’ve only ever met attorneys in suits.  As a teacher, all of the people I work with don’t wear suits.  I highly doubt they even own one unless they have one saved for weddings and funerals.
 
   “What do you do for a living?” I ask, waiting for him to say he’s an attorney and the game show host in my mind will declare me the winner and rattle off the prize that’s mine.  Usually, I win a Caribbean vacation or a brand new Mustang convertible.  Hey, if I’m going to imagine winning a game show, I might as well imagine a fabulous prize as well.
 
   “I’m in the telecommunications field,” he answers but again, he seems uncomfortable by the question.
 
   I frown, the game show host within me sighing from disappointment and shaking his head, muttering, “so sorry, Ms. Andrews.  The correct answer is telecommunications.”  Bye, bye vacation and brand new car.  Oh well. You win some, you lose some.
 
   “That sounds interesting,” I say and then ask, “what do you do exactly?” 
 
   I can see a shift in his composure.  He avoids eye contact and is focusing on stirring the spoon in his tea.  If my radar is right, he is definitely trying to avoid the question.  Why, I wonder?  Is his telecommunications job a cover for his real job.  Could it be that he is a real life spy working for the government.  That would be a quite the coincidence.  He certainly looks the part! Yes, I realize my imagination can be a bit much at times.
 
   “It can be interesting,” he answers in a low voice.  I can barely hear him with the bustle of the shop all around us.  If I had doubts before, I don’t now. He’s definitely avoiding the question.  Before I can open my mouth to ask him again about his job, he beats me to it by changing the topic completely. 
 
   “So you have a boyfriend?” 
 
   Now, it’s my turn to feel uncomfortable.  Although Richard has been in the corner of my mind; way, way back in a corner like a child in school being punished, I wasn’t planning on mentioning him to Ben.  Why, I wonder?  And why is he interested?
 
   “What makes you say that?” I throw the question back in his direction, refusing to answer right away.  I’m not evading, I just don’t see how this is any of his business.  OK, let’s be honest. Maybe I just don’t want to have to answer that!
 
   “Well, no one buys lingerie like the one I found in my bag unless they have a boyfriend,” he says with a mischievous tone.  If he’s trying to make me blush, he has succeeded.  
 
   I need a sip of coffee from my civilized porcelain cup.  My mouth is suddenly dry.  I wonder if this has ever happened to the Bennett sisters?
 
   “Unless, of course, you have a …girlfriend?” he adds and I can see his mind processing that possibility as a faint smile crosses his lips.
 
   “No, nothing like that,” I immediately jump in, not because I mind it but because for some reason, I want him to know I’m into men… like him… and, of course Richard.  
 
   “So no boyfriend or girlfriend?”
 
    “I didn’t say that either.”  Now, it is my turn to smile.  
 
   “So which one is it exactly?” 
 
   I know I have to answer him and stop tiptoeing around it before his imagination gets the better of him and he envisions me in that lingerie with a harem of both men and women.  I can just see the mental picture in his head now.
 
   “I have a boyfriend,” I confess.
 
   “And the lingerie?”
 
   “A special date.” I’m embarrassed and avoid eye contact.  
 
   “Lucky man.” He sounds envious and as I look up from the corner of my eye, I see an expression of admiration on his face. 
 
   And I don’t know why but I suddenly think about Richard and how it’s been too long since he’s looked at me like Ben is now.  But it’s not a fair comparison, is it?  Ben is new and exotic.  Richard is safe and comfortable.  It’s just the way relationships fall when you’ve been together as long as Richard and I’ve been.
 
   As if reading my mind, he asks, “how long have you been with him?”
 
   “Over five years now.”
 
   He whistles, looking very impressed. “That’s a long time and you’re still wearing lingerie like that? I take that back, he’s not just a lucky man, he’s hit the lottery!”
 
   “We’ve hit a rough patch lately and this is my way of trying to bring it back.”  
 
   Did I just confess this to a total stranger?  A stranger that probably has no problems with seducing women in the bedroom.
 
   “Every relationship goes through that.  It’s normal,” he offers very matter-of-factly as he waves his hand.  Apparently, the stranger moonlights as a psychotherapist. 
 
   “Are you in one yourself?” I ask, curious as to his own history, which can easily be a one-hour game show in my mind.  And I would win too because I know the answer to that question. Of course, he’s dating someone!  He’s gorgeous, has a job, seems really nice, is funny, and -let’s not forget- has killer arms.  Those kinds of guys are the first ones off the market. 
 
   “If you mean a relationship, no, not right now.  I guess you can say I’m married to my job.”
 
   Oh.  I am not doing well as a contestant on my game shows today, am I?  I’m so far zero for two. I’d be lucky if I walk away with a lifetime supply of macaroni and cheese as a consolation prize.
 
   “Just like Richard,” I blurt out.  
 
   What is it with me?  He can say anything and words just spill out of my mouth. I secretly pray he doesn’t ask me for my social security number and bank account information.
 
   “And Richard would be the lucky man, I presume?”
 
   “Yes, he would be,” I admit.
 
   “And what does Mr. Lucky do for a living?”  If I’m not mistaken, there is just a hint of sarcasm in his voice. Very subtle.
 
   “He’s a litigation attorney at a major law firm.”
 
   “He must work long hours, I take it?”
 
   “I guess.”  I shrug my shoulders, embarrassed at the fact that I’ve been giving Richard such a hard time about never seeing him anymore when he’s been working so hard.  I’m certainly not in the same spot as some of my girlfriends who complain about their boyfriends staying out all night with friends, coming home drunk, flirting with girls. Thinking about it that way, I must sound like such an ungrateful and mean girlfriend.
 
   Ben interrupts my thoughts. “All I know is if I had someone like you wearing lingerie to come home to, it’d be no contest.  You’d win every time.” 
 
   Wow, what a line!  There is no mistaking it now.  He’s definitely a flirt.  What do I say back that won’t be taken as flirty too?  I don’t want to give this guy the wrong impression.  I’m not unhappy with Richard, just with the situation between us at the moment.  But before I have time to fight my subconscious over my questionable faithfulness to my boyfriend, Ben starts up again from where he left off.
 
   “Don’t get me wrong. Mr. Lucky there sounds like a good guy and all but I’m having coffee with you and I want to know more about you, not him.”
 
   “Oh really?”  He really is a smooth operator.
 
   “Yes and I’m sure Alice would agree with me.”
 
   I laugh as I give in. “OK, go ahead.  Ask me a question.”  Far be it for me to argue with a guy who wants to make me the center of attention.
 
    “So let’s start with what do you do for a living?”
 
   Now this is a topic I feel comfortable talking about. Before I have time to answer though, he interrupts again, “wait, let me guess?”
 
   Oh goody, a new game!  I smile, happy that I’m not the only one who plays game shows in her head.  This should be fun. 
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   He closes his eyes as if to concentrate and then opens them up just as quickly.  “You’re a lingerie model?”
 
   “No,” I answer, mortified and laughing at the same time.
 
   “You run an escort service and desperately needed the black lacey item in your bag for a client.” He says this as he points his finger in my direction like a good game show host would.
 
   “So far from the truth.” I nod my head firmly.  Apparently, I’m not the only one on a losing streak.
 
   “Not even close, huh?” He pouts like a child, making him look even more handsome, as if that’s even possible.
 
   “If we were playing hot and cold, you’d be in Antarctica right now with the penguins. Give me a serious guess.”
 
   “Alright then, a serious guess.”  
 
   After a few seconds of silence, he shoots up his hand and points to me again.  “I got it!  Nothing says serious than a librarian.  You’re a librarian, am I right?”
 
   “Nope but you are getting warmer.”
 
   “A ventriloquist?“
 
   I burst out laughing, almost spitting out the coffee that is in my mouth. “Where did that come from?”
 
   “Thought I’d make it interesting.”
 
   He grabs the white napkin from the table and waves it in his hand. “I give up.  I wave the white flag of surrender.”
 
   “You’d be a lousy interrogator, you know?” I tease.
 
   “The worst. Now tell me, what is it you do?” 
 
   “Nothing as exciting as a model, escort owner or a ventriloquist.  I’m a teacher.”
 
   “A teacher?” He repeats the words, looking surprised.
 
   “Yes I teach sixth grade English at P.S. 152 Hartman Middle School in Queens.”
 
   “Now that’s not fair!” he exclaims and I jump a little by the excited tone of his voice.
 
   “Why?” I ask.
 
   “None of my teachers looked anything like you when I went to school.” He is smiling again, obviously enjoying the fact that he has made me blush for the sixth time today.
 
   I laugh, despite myself, offering only, “I guess you were born in the wrong generation.”
 
   “Don’t tell me there are more like you out there?” he asks incredulously.
 
   I confess, “my school has tons and much prettier than me.”
 
   “That would be impossible.”
 
   Without realizing it, I find myself enjoying his company and the ease with which we are talking.  He is so much fun to be with and I feel as if I don’t have to pretend with Ben.  I can just be myself.
 
   “You should come by one day and see for yourself.”  Before I can stop my tongue, I hear the words coming out of my mouth.  What? He can’t! Richard would kill me if he knew.
 
   “Maybe...I’ll take you up on that.  Just to prove you’re wrong.”
 
   I quickly change directions back to my teaching before he makes good on the invitation.  Remember, Maggie, you are not single.  You are with Richard and he loves you and you love him.  The gorgeous man in front of you will only lead you into trouble.  I may do lots of things but trouble isn’t one of them. Stay on a safe topic.  Talk about your class and your kids.  
 
   “I love my job.  It doesn’t pay enough for me to shop at Crandalls but it’s rewarding in other ways,” I admit.
 
   “Molding the minds of the next generation?” he asks.
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “It’s certainly admirable.” 
 
   “Thank you.  It’s really not a job to me:  It’s a passion.” I beam, which happens every time I start talking about my line of work.
 
   “Well, Ms. Andrews, I can see you are a passionate woman. And judging from your choice of sleepwear, I’d say very passionate indeed.”  His eyes are twinkling in mischief. I blush yet again and now the count is up to seven.  He continues, “but seriously, I’m impressed.  Not many people go into a profession for reasons other than money and power.  At least not in my world.” 
 
   By the expression on his face, I can tell he’s genuine.  There is not a trace of humor or teasing in his voice.  His eyes soften as I lower mine to take a sip from my coffee.
 
   He looks at his watch and suddenly jumps up from out of his chair.  “Damn, I didn’t realize the time.  I have a business meeting in less than fifteen minutes back at my office.”
 
   Despite the embarrassment and the awkward conversation about Richard, I am disappointed that our coffee run has been cut short.  I was really starting to enjoy myself.
 
   “Please accept my apologies,” he offers and with that accent, how could I not? 
 
   I smile back and dismiss him with a wave of my hand. “Of course, I understand.  Thank you for the coffee and the company.”
 
   “I really hope we can do this again sometime, Ms. Andrews.” And he really does look like he means it.
 
   “Oh…well…I’m not…I don’t think it would be a good idea.” I’m fumbling for the words to say ‘no’ politely even though part of me is screaming ‘yes.’ 
 
   
“I understand. You have Richard.” 
 
   I nod, confirming his remark and add, “and you have Alice.”
 
   “So it seems.” 
 
   There is something in the way that he looks at me that makes me get the sense that I’m not the only one disappointed that he is leaving.
 
   “I really hope your grandmother likes her birthday gift,” I add.
 
   “I’m sure she will.” He says the words and lingers, looking down at me with an expression on his face as if he wants to say more but he doesn’t.  So I break the silence by reminding him of his meeting. “I don’t want to hold you up.” 
 
   “Yes, you’re right.  I should be going.” He shakes his head as if shaking off some thought running through his mind. “Thanks for the company.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   I watch as he walks toward the door, after throwing down a twenty-dollar bill on the table to cover the tab.  I take another sip of my coffee, lost in thought, replaying the conversation that just took place with Ben.  It felt good, laughing and talking.  I can’t remember the last time I laughed so much! And just as I am about to get up to go, I hear his voice again.  Startled, I look up and there he is.  How does he do that?  How does he manage to sneak up on me like that for the second time today? 
 
   I look down at his hand and he’s holding out a business card, urging me to take it from his fingers. “Listen, I know you have a boyfriend but I really did have a good time with you.  It’s not often I get to bump into a nice girl.” I wince at the obvious pun but am touched by the compliment.
 
   He clears his throat and continues, “so if you find yourself free and would like to go out to dinner sometime or even drinks, give me a call.”
 
   “I’m not sure about that, Ben.” I say this as I’m thinking in my mind of all the ways this can go so wrong so fast.  
 
   You see, I’ve been known to get a bit carried away when I drink, doing things that I normally wouldn’t do when I’m sober.  I once woke up face down in my cat’s water dish after drinking too much the night before with my work colleagues.  I’ve also been known to sing at the top of my lungs corny Top 40 hits, dance without a care in the world on top of tables at  family restaurants and stop random people on the street to chat as if we were best friends.  So you can see why I don’t quite trust myself with a drink around Mr. Bond-even if the drink is a martini stirred, not shaken.
 
   He must notice how uncomfortable I’m feeling because he shrugs his shoulders as if it’s no big deal and says, “Maggie, don’t worry.  No strings attached.  Just call if you’re in the mood to talk or if you need someone to listen.  I promise I’ll watch where I’m going next time.”
 
   I look down at the card again.  It’s not like he’s asking me to choose him over Richard, I reason.  He’s just being friendly.  Besides, who would it hurt if I just took it.  It’s not like I’m going to actually call him.  So, I smile and take the card from his hand and place it into my bag.  
 
   “Take care of Alice for me.”
 
   “I will and you take care of yourself.”
 
   And just like that, he’s gone and I’m left to wonder if I didn’t just dream this entire day.
 
    
 
   Chapter Four: To Call Or Not To Call?
 
   So I have decided that Janie is no help.  What is the purpose of big sisters anyway?  Here I thought older sisters were supposed to be your moral compass, guiding you towards the right path; the one person, besides your mother, who should be your voice of reason and tell you things you don’t want to hear, but for your own good. I guess my sister didn’t exactly get the memo or read the definition on Wikipedia.  Either that, or her moral compass is broken because she is so far from leading me towards the right path.  Let’s face it, if she were a GPS system, I would be hopelessly lost, wandering the streets of sin forever.
 
   Before heading off to work and with my lingerie safely tucked away in my bedroom dresser drawer, I call Janie the very next morning to tell her about what happened with Ben.  I’ve been dying to tell someone about it and, for obvious reasons, I can’t exactly tell Richard, can I?  I mean, how would that conversation go? I can see it now.  Both of us sitting down for an intimate dinner. Richard, staring deeply into my eyes, marveling at how beautiful I am (alright, so I’m getting carried away here but since it’s my imaginary conversation, I can do whatever I want).  
 
   Me: “Oh by the way, Richard, guess what happened to me yesterday?”
 
   Richard: “What?”
 
   Me: “A very handsome man literally bumped into me at Crandalls, then took me out to coffee to apologize, told me you were a fool to take me for granted, called me hot (well, not in so many words but he implied it) and then asked me out on a date, giving me his business card to call him.”
 
   Richard: “I see. Pass me the bread, please honey…”
 
    Not even in my imaginary conversation would it go that well. So I call Janie because I haven’t been able to sleep.  I spent hours tossing and turning, thinking about Ben and his business card, which is burning a hole in my bag as we speak.  He’s even managed to find his way into my dreams with those beautiful blue eyes and mischievous smile and other…attributes.  
 
   But instead of Janie talking me off the ledge, she practically pushed me off of it.  Instead of telling me I’m being stupid to even consider calling Ben and reminding me that I’m with Richard who is a caring and wonderful guy-what does she do?  She tells me to break up with Richard and go out with Ben.
 
   Janie:  “So let me get this straight.  You’re telling me that a guy who is beautiful, as in David Beckham beautiful, and funny and has a job is interested in you?”
 
                 Me: “Yes.”
 
                 Janie: “And your problem is?”
 
                 Me: “Janie!  I’m with Richard.”  
 
                 Janie: “But you’re not married to him.”
 
                 Me: “Thanks for rubbing salt into that open wound.”
 
   Janie: “I’m sorry, Mags but it’s Richard’s fault for being such a commitment phobic.”
 
                 Me: “He is not!”
 
   Janie: “When his girlfriend is trying to seduce him into marrying her, I would say there’s a problem here.”
 
   Me: “I’m not trying to seduce anyone.  Besides, you’re missing the point here.”  
 
   Janie: “No, I think I see it very clear.  Go out with the hot guy.  Give it a whirl.  What Richard doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”
 
   Me: “I can’t believe what I’m hearing here.  How would you like it if John went behind your back and cheated on you?”
 
                 Janie: “Depends.  Is she filthy rich?”
 
                 Me: “Janie, be serious!”
 
                 Janie: “I am and besides, John is different.”
 
   Me: “No, not really.  You’ve been with him for eight years; only three more than me and Richard.”
 
   Janie: “But I have a gold band on my left finger and a huge credit card balance that I’m still trying to pay off from my big wedding.  You remember you were the maid of honor.” 
 
   Me: “That’s not nice, Janie.”
 
   Janie: (I can hear her sigh wearily through the phone line) “Listen, I believe that relationships should come with expiration dates, just like milk, because after a certain date, either you marry it or it spoils.”
 
   Me: “That’s pretty deep.”
 
   Janie: “Your sister can come up with some pearls of wisdom from time to time.”
 
   Me: “On occasion. That’s not one of them.”
 
   Janie: “If I were you, I’d go out with Ben.  See what that’s all about.  You owe it to yourself.  Hell, you owe it to me.  I haven’t gone out with a hot super model guy since… Who am I kidding-never.  Just go, Mags.  You’ve got nothing to lose.  But I want details and sassy pictures when you get home.”
 
   I hang up the phone thinking-“Is she right?”  Do I have anything to lose by going out with Ben? I know my sister can be rather direct and somewhat crude, but she’s the only family I’ve got and I know she’s only looking out for what’s best for me.
 
   She’s had it tough for so long.  She’s been both my mother and father ever since our parents died in a car accident ten years ago.  Even though she is only six years older than me, she raised me and I’ve never forgotten how she went from a carefree party girl to a responsible parent dealing with a hormonal 16-year-old teenager practically overnight. I also haven’t forgotten how that year was one of the worst of my life and I wouldn’t have been able to get through it in one piece without being heavily medicated or in a straight jacket if it were not for Janie.  
 
   So I know her heart is in the right place and she would never intentionally steer me wrong but if Richard ever found out, it would ruin the best thing that I’ve had since they invented latex girdles; and for what? A cute face and a British accent?  I don’t even know Ben.  For all I know, he may be a pathological liar, schizophrenic or a swindler who spends his time trolling expensive department stores targeting wealthy bored housewives who wouldn’t mind a romp in the bed with him in exchange for some serious financial perks. 
 
   What I have with Richard is solid, real, stable, predictable and boring.  Wow!  I can’t believe I just said that.  I’m sure my sister would have something to say about my slip of the tongue as I’m sure a psychiatrist would too.  I really have to stop this.  I love Richard and that’s all that matters.
 
   And speaking of Richard, shortly after I get off the phone with Janie, he calls me from work.  I pick up the phone, anxious to hear his voice.
 
   “Hey Mags.”  Even though I know he’s happy to talk to me, I can tell that he’s exhausted. He sounds spent, poor thing!
 
   “Hi, honey.  How’s work going?”  I ask, always starting off every conversation we  have with that particular question.  
 
   He sighs as he always does and says the usual, “you have no idea, Mags.  It’s never ending.”
 
   I can hear Janie in my head smirking while casually mentioning, “see, what did I tell you?  Predictable and boring.”  I shake her image from my head.  She has no business intruding in my conversation with my boyfriend.
 
    He interrupts the internal struggle I’m having with my sister. “I’m really sorry about last night.”
 
   Now I really feel bad.  He feels sorry about what happened and what do I do?  I have coffee with the first handsome man that turns the corner when I should have been at home by myself like any self-respecting girlfriend.  Wanting so much to be the understanding girlfriend and feeling completely guilty about my coffee break with Ben, I downplay the whole thing. 
 
   “No apologies needed.  You had to work.  I completely get it.”
 
   “Rain check?” he asks eagerly.
 
   I perk up at the mention of another go at our unforgettable special night, especially since I have my lingerie back where it belongs. 
 
   “I was thinking tomorrow night?”  I say this knowing, after already speaking to his secretary, that he has nothing scheduled after five.  I close my eyes, waiting for the answer, saying a little prayer that all of the stars are aligned in my favor.
 
   “That would be great.  Tomorrow, it is.  Around seven?” he asks.
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief, not realizing that I had been holding my breath waiting for his reply. I’m so glad he is on the phone so that he can’t see me looking like a fool, jumping up and down on the sofa, like I’m some kind of celebrity in love. 
 
   I collect myself and calm my voice down to finally say in an even tone, “perfect.”
 
   “Can’t wait.  And Mags?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   There’s a few seconds of silence between us before he finally says in a low husky voice, “I miss you.”
 
   I hang up the phone, feeling like I’m floating on air.  If Janie were here right now, I would be in her face and saying, “Ha!”  She’s wrong about Richard, so wrong.  This is going to work.  I just feel it.  I’m going to cook the most amazing meal, sit across from the man I love while I gaze into his eyes and hear all about his day.  After desert and a glass of wine, I will head into the bedroom and slip on my sexy and lacey lingerie, wait for him on my bed with a dozen candles all around and make love to Richard like it’s our first time.  Well, maybe not the first time, since that was kind of quick and he fell right asleep afterwards.  But it will be like our fourth time, which was, after some practice, quite amazing. Then before he drifts off to sleep, I’ll ask him to marry me. That’s the plan.
 
   I walk over to my bag and take out Ben’s business card.  I don’t even look at it.  Instead, I crumble it into a ball and aim a perfect dunk shot into the waste paper basket that is standing right besides my computer desk in the corner of the living room.  I won’t be needing his card anymore.  I have Richard and he is coming over tomorrow night and before the weekend is over, we will most likely be engaged.
 
   What can possibly go wrong?
 
    
 
   Chapter Five: Murphy’s Law
 
   Everything’s gone wrong.  I overcooked (actually charred would be more like it) Richard’s favorite filet mignon steak meal.   I was so distracted with getting myself ready for our date (showering, shaving, blow-drying, makeup) and with screening (ignoring would be the right word) phone calls from Janie about Ben, that I completely forgot about the steak.
 
   But I’m a problem solver.  I am an optimist.  I am the girl who sees the glass half full rather than half empty. Unless, of course, it’s filled with red wine and then I’m constantly emptying it.  The point being is I don’t panic about the meal.  I dump the steak and call over to Martin’s.  Martin’s is one of our favorite restaurants in all of NYC because (1) it’s a steakhouse and Richard is big on red meat and (2) the décor is something to be seen to be believed.  It’s really romantic and intimate with low lighting and candles (which I am a big fan of as it hides any imperfections on my face and gives me a warm angelic glow).  It is also a perfect date night place. In fact, it takes weeks to get a reservation because it’s where couples go on first dates, on Valentine’s Day, to get engaged and to celebrate anniversaries.  But we’re lucky because we never have to wait for a table.  Since his law firm plunks down a lot of money to entertain clients there, Richard can basically call in at any time and there will always be room for us to eat.   
 
   So I have avoided a possible catastrophe by ordering two filet mignon dishes from Martins.  When it arrives, I will decorate the plates so that Richard will think I cooked it.  I know it’s a bit dishonest but in the grand scheme of things (coffee with a gorgeous male model type), this is a tiny white lie that will not hurt anyone, least of all Richard.  
 
   As far as the primping is concerned, I’ve nicked myself with the razor four times now and my legs look like they’ve been to a war zone and back.  I’ve applied lotion to them but it still is not helping with the red scars.  I won’t even talk about the bikini line area.  I wish I weren’t so afraid of a Brazilian wax.  I would have smooth hairless skin right now if I wasn’t such a baby.  However, in my defense, pulling out hair from its root while someone is staring closely at your “you know what” can really hurt. 
 
   Even with all of the little hiccups taken care of, I’m so nervous about tonight that I’ve actually had a couple glasses of red wine to dull my senses.  Well ... fine.. more than a couple. Truth be told, I may have actually finished an entire bottle but, in my defense, I needed something to calm my anxiety.  So to recap, I have a burnt meal, scarred legs and I think I may be drunk.  And the night hasn’t even started!
 
   But who can blame me? It’s not every day that I ask someone to marry me. I honestly don’t know how men do it.  It’s rather nerve racking. Thank goodness, I have two hours before Richard is scheduled to arrive.   I think I’ll lie down and try to take a nap and sleep some of the haze away. 
 
   I make my way to my bedroom or rather feel my way to my bed.  Wow, that wine went right to my head.  I should know better than to drink without eating something first.  Just as I put my feet up on the mattress and get comfy, I hear my cell phone ring.  Now where did I put that thing?  I scramble, hurrying to my bag as I hear the ring tone that I gave to Richard chirping away.  It’s the theme song to ‘Law and Order.’  I know he’s not a district attorney but I love that show and besides, he is an attorney.  Civil or criminal?  Who cares! They both argue on the side of justice, don’t they?
 
   I finally find the phone and answer it, practically singing my hello to Richard.
 
   “Mags?” he asks, not sure if he’s got the right number.
 
   “Yes,” sounding more like Julie Andrews than Maggie Andrews.
 
   “You sound different.  Are you losing your voice?”
 
   “No, of course not.” 
 
   Oh no, he knows something is not quite right. I cough and bring my voice down an octave back to the way I normally sound. I don’t want him to know I’ve been drinking.  It would set the wrong tone for the evening and this is too important for anything to go wrong, such as having an argument with my boyfriend before I pop the question. That would kill the mood completely.
 
   “I’m fine, Richard.  Just getting ready for our dinner. I can’t wait for you to get here.” I’m trying desperately to sound sexy and breathy but instead I sound like I’ve just ran a mile at the gym.  How did Marilyn Monroe do it.? She made it look so easy.
 
   “Mags-about tonight…”
 
   Oh no! Not again.  Please, Richard, don’t cancel on me.  Not tonight.  I look over to the corner of my bedroom where the lacey lingerie is draped over my chair.
 
   “Richard, please don’t say it, “ I beg him.
 
   “It’s just that there’s this really important trial coming up in a week and the partners have asked me to give the opening statement. I can’t say no.”  
 
   He starts rattling off all the specifics of the case, as if I can follow lawyer speak.  After five minutes of this, he finally brings it down to my level. “This could mean the promotion I’ve been waiting for.  This could be huge, Mags.”
 
   “But I thought your schedule was clear tonight?”
 
   “It was…but the client wants to meet with us tomorrow morning to go over strategy and I need to be prepared...”
 
   “So come by after you’re done or better yet, come by now for a quick bite and then leave.   You have to eat something,” I reason with him.
 
   There is a hesitation, a heavy sigh and a few seconds of silence before he speaks again. “I’m sorry, Mags, I want to but I can’t.  It’ll be an all-nighter as it is.”
 
   My eyes close and I can feel the tears springing from them, all hot and stinging.  I’m sure my mascara is running but I don’t care.  There will be no one here to see it anyway.  Let me look like a raccoon.
 
   “Mags?” he asks.
 
   I know I should say something understanding but I can’t speak. There is a knot in the back of my throat that won’t let me.  Instead, Richard speaks for me. “I’ll make it up to you.  I promise. This weekend, you and me-Martins.”
 
   He did not just say Martins?  At the words, I cringe, knowing that in an hour I will have the most amazing dinner delivered to my apartment from there. So far, this date has cost me more than I spend on holiday shopping for my entire family.
 
   “Is it a date?” he asks hopeful.
 
   “Sure,” I agree, shrugging my shoulders in disappointment.
 
   “Great.  Love you. Mags.”
 
   “Me too,” I answer, completely deflated. 
 
   And there it is, the silence of the call as he hangs up the phone.  I can hear the dial tone and my heart breaking in half.  I know I should be understanding.  He is, after all, at work.  It’s not his fault that he has a demanding job.  In fact, I knew that going into the relationship.  I knew this was his dream and that he would be working  non-stop to get there and I accepted it.  And normally I am understanding.  But tonight isn’t one of those nights.  I was supposed to get engaged tonight. 
 
   I walk over to the lingerie and finger the lace in my hands.  Despite myself, I smile, recalling what happened the day before, how Ben and I made the exchange at the store and how Ms. Snobby almost had a heart attack over the shock of him paying attention to me and not her.  I can almost smell the aroma of the coffee as we sat and talked. I really did have a good time.
 
   And I don’t know if it’s the alcohol or the fact that I’ve just been stood up twice in less than a week by my boyfriend or maybe because I can hear Janie’s voice in my head cheering me on, but I walk over to the wastepaper basket, lean down and grab the crumbled business card in my hands.
 
   I lay it on my computer desk and open it up, ironing out all of the crinkles in the process.  With the cell phone still in my hands, I dial Ben’s work number, wait for the phone to ring and for him to pick up.  
 
   “Benjamin Sanders speaking.”
 
   I take a deep breath and go for it.
 
   “Hello Ben.  I don’t know if you remember me but this is Maggie Andrews from Crandalls.”
 
    I wait to hear if he remembers and when he does, I ask,  “I’m just calling to see how Alice is doing?” 
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six: Let’s Just Be Friends
 
   It’s not too late to turn back.  I can still call Ben and tell him something came up-an emergency-and I have to cancel our lunch.  I look at my watch and cringe.  So cancelling fifteen minutes beforehand may be a bit rude.  I should have done it when we first made plans two days ago or, perhaps, yesterday.  I even had all of this morning to do it.  What is wrong with me?  I’m standing outside of The Grand Café, which is a five- minute drive from my school, and suddenly have an attack of conscience.
 
   Everything from the night Richard stood me up is just so foggy.  I was hurt, angry, disappointed and slightly intoxicated.  Calling Ben at the time seemed like a good idea but was it really?  I have to make a mental note to myself.  I must remember never ever again to do anything impulsive while drinking.  It never leads to good results.  And never, ever drink while watching infomercials.  Before you know it, you’re stuck with a house filled with useless crap and an enormous credit card bill.  
 
   It’s just that Ben was so sweet and excited when we spoke, even suggesting we meet by my work, instead of Manhattan, and my defenses were low, very low.  But then Richard called the next morning to see how I was holding up and apologized again for missing our date.  He even sent me a bouquet of flowers to ease the sting.  He said he couldn’t meet for dinner this weekend but that we would definitely spend time together next week once the trial was over. With my head throbbing and my conscience back, I realize what a mess I’ve just made.  I never figured me for a two-timing hussy.  
 
   I pull out my phone ready to dial his number to cancel when I hear Ben’s voice right behind me.  He’s fifteen minutes early.  I turn around and plaster a big smile on my face, carefully sliding my phone back in my bag.  
 
   As if it’s even possible, Ben looks better today than the first day we meet.  He’s definitely dressed more informal, wearing a light blue button down shirt, a light brown sports jacket and jeans.  He must have noticed the “once over” I just gave him because he tells me as way of an explanation, “casual Fridays at work.”
 
   I nod and now it’s his turn to look me over.  Although I keep telling myself this is not a date, I can’t help but care about what he thinks. I agonized over the choice of what to wear all last night, not wanting to give him the wrong signals but still wanting to look good.  So I went for a casual look too.  It’s obviously paid off because he looks impressed by my choices, which include a navy blue skirt that comes down to my knees and a canary yellow sweater over a white tank top.  I have my long brown hair in a soft ponytail and I’m wearing very little makeup except for blush and pink lip- gloss.  I was trying to go for the “girl next door” look instead of the harlot who is on a date behind her boyfriend’s back. 
 
   Ben places his hand on my lower back as he directs me to the front door of the café and just that simple touch makes my insides melt a little.  It’s like my body is having an involuntary reaction to his touch.  It doesn’t matter what my mind says, my body tells me otherwise. 
 
   He opens the door and motions for me to walk through first.  “I know you only have an hour, so shall we?”
 
   And as we head inside, I scan the room to make sure none of my work colleagues are here.  I purposely choose the cafe because it’s close enough to get back to work within an hour but far enough away that I’m certain no one from work will spot me.  Look at me!  I’m already thinking like the cheating girlfriend.
 
   The hostess standing in the front of the restaurant takes one look at Ben and starts drooling.  Suddenly, she’s flipping her hair and shimming her hips as she escorts us to our table.  Ben, on the other hand, is not even paying attention to her.  I am amazed. If I were single, his stock would have been rising high at this moment.
 
   We sit down and I have to listen to ten more minutes of the hostess as she runs through the specials, making sure Ben has enough water, making sure Ben is comfortable, making sure Ben knows she’s single and available.  Ben sits through it all patiently and smiles as the hostess leaves.  
 
   Once she does, he turns to me. “I’m glad you called.”
 
   I nervously fidget with my napkin.  “How’s Alice?”
 
   He laughs, shaking his head.  I wonder if he sees right through my charade. 
 
   “She’s fine.”  
 
   If he does, he doesn’t let on. 
 
   “Actually, she’s on an airplane right now going to England.”
 
   “Really? To your grandmother, then?” I ask, glad to hear that Alice is going to a nice home.  She certainly deserves it.
 
   “Yes, but don’t worry, I told her to text me when she got to nan’s safely.”
 
   “Glad to hear it.”
 
   “So this is where you live?” He looks around at the restaurant as if we are in the middle of my living room.  
 
   I know what he means though and nod, “Pretty much.  I don’t live too far from here.”
 
   “It’s a nice neighborhood,” he offers.
 
   “You’ve never been to Queens?” I ask, surprised.
 
   “No, can’t say as I have.  I’ve been to Long Island, out to the Hamptons.  Have you been there?” he asks casually.
 
   “No but I hear it’s beautiful.”
 
   Does he know how much teachers get paid? I could never afford to stay there during the peak summer months and it’s too cold to go any other time of the year.  It’s the playground of the rich and famous and I am not rich and definitely not famous.  
 
   He continues. “The beaches are amazing.  But I’ve never been here to Queens.”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re missing.  We have the Mets, the US Open, and our own Rockaway beaches.  We also have one of the two largest airports in the country,” I say proudly. 
 
   “I’m quite familiar with the airports. I’ve spent many hours waiting for flights in their terminals.”
 
   “Do you travel a lot?” I ask.
 
   “At least a few times a month on business.”
 
   “And personal?” And as I ask, I wonder if he travels alone or has a companion.
 
   “I try to get to England a few times a year.”
 
   “You’re from England?” As the words come out, I know I’ve stated the obvious.
 
   “What gives you that impression?” he asks, with a deadpan expression on his face and I suddenly feel foolish assuming from his accent that he is.  But then he breaks into a smile and I know he’s teasing me again.  I am so gullible.
 
   “Is it the way I talk?” he asks.
 
   “Could be.”
 
   “Yes, I’m from England.  I was born and raised in London.  Lived there until I was 15 before I moved to the States,” he explains.
 
   I suddenly have images of him growing up as a kid, playing football in Hyde Park, going to school and having tea and crumpets with the Queen at Buckingham Palace.  OK, so I’m mixing my dreams with his reality.  
 
   “And your grandmother still lives there?”
 
   “Yes, that’s right.  I actually grew up living with my mum and nan.”
 
   Mum and nan?  It sounds so exotic when he says it.  Much more sophisticated than   mom and grandma.  I can listen to him speak all day long.  But I notice he hasn’t mentioned his dad once in our conversation.  So the curious side of me has to ask, “And your dad?”
 
   There is a noticeable shift in his expression as he hurriedly says, “he’s a busy man, travels a lot himself. Didn’t get to see him much growing up.”
 
   Absentee dad?  I know there’s more to the story but do I have the right to pry?  The nosey side of me says yes. “What does your dad do for a living?”
 
   “He owns a company,” he says evasively.
 
   A company?  The only people I know that own their own business usually run the ‘mom and pop’ shops around my neighborhood-the local bagel shop or deli.  That is what I picture Ben’s dad doing when I ask, “what kind of a company?”
 
   Again, his eyes evade mine and he definitely looks uncomfortable. “A telecommunications company.”  
 
   His eyes look down as if embarrassed.  I know I should back down but I can’t.  It’s the private investigator in me.  Once I smell a good story, I can’t let it go.  I know it’s none of my business but I’m dying to know more.“
 
   Wow, a telecommunications company?” 
 
   I remember the first time we met and how he said he worked in telecommunications.  Even his card said something about that but to be honest, I wasn’t paying attention to anything but the phone number when I called him after Richard’s no-show.  Everything was so fuzzy to me that night that I doubt I’d remember it now. 
 
   “Do you work for your dad?”  I’m picturing one of those small retail cellular phone store in some nondescript street. 
 
   “Yes, I work for his company.”  
 
   How sweet, he helps out at his dad’s store, keeping it in the family.
 
   “What’s the company’s name?” I ask with interest.
 
   “The name?” he repeats my question as if he’s stalling.
 
   “You do know your own father’s company’s name?” I say slowly.
 
   “Of course, I do.” 
 
   There is definitely a sharp tone to his voice.  He’s getting defensive. I’ve touched a nerve. I’m apparently onto something.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to pry.  I’m making you feel uncomfortable.” 
 
   “No, Maggie, it’s fine. You asked a simple question.  It’s just that…well…I’m surprised you don’t know the answer by now.”
 
   Why would I know the answer?  
 
   “I really don’t know what you’re talking about,” I reply honestly. 
 
   He eyes me suspiciously as if he’s trying to figure out whether he should believe me or not. “You mean you honestly don’t know?”
 
   Again, should I?  Is it that obvious?  
 
   I shrug and say, “I’m drawing a blank here, Ben.”
 
   “My name is Benjamin Sanders.” And he emphasizes the word Sanders.
 
   “And it’s a really nice name, “ I say, talking to him like he is a five year old boy asking me whether I liked the color blue.
 
   “Maggie, my father is William Sanders as in founder and CEO of Sanders Communications.” 
 
   “Sanders?”  The word circles in my head until suddenly, the light bulb goes on and my mouth drops open. “As in major cell phone company Sanders?”
 
   He nods his head in agreement.
 
   “As in the third biggest provider of cellular service in the world Sanders?”
 
   Again, the nod. “One and the same.”
 
   “As in fewest drop calls and cheapest data service packages around.”
 
   “You’ve seen our commercials?”
 
   Seen them? They’re everywhere.  Then it hits me. Oh My God, I am having lunch with the son of a multi-millionaire.  He can afford to hop a flight on his private jet to Paris to have lunch and instead he is sitting across from me in some café in Queens that advertises ‘two for the price of one’ buffet specials. All of a sudden, I am embarrassed by the frayed tablecloths and the two glasses of tab water in front of us.  No doubt this man is used to having sparkling water in fine crystal.  
 
    I know I should say something more eloquent or witty but all I can say is “Crickey!” His English accent is rubbing off on me.
 
   “I hope this doesn’t change anything between us,” he asks rather shyly.
 
   Us? Change? I’m not sure what to think at this moment.  I do know what Janie would say. “Grab him, don’t let him go. Handcuff him to you if you have to. Right now!” Again, not much of a moral compass.
 
   “No, of course not,” I finally say reassuringly after catching my breath
 
   “Good.  I’m glad.”  He lets out a sigh of relief.  
 
   Is he kidding?  He’s worried about what I think?
 
   “It’s just intimidating,” I confess.
 
   “I’m still the same Ben you met at Crandalls buying his nan a housecoat.”
 
   That may be true but the Ben sitting across from me now can probably afford to buy Crandalls as a gift for his nan if he wanted to.  The fact that he didn’t is baffling.   Apparently there is more to Ben Sanders than meets the eye.  He’s like an onion with many layers to him.  Too bad I cry like a baby whenever I try to slice one open.
 
   “Where does your grandmother live again? I ask.
 
   “Gerrards Cross.” 
 
   Gerrards Cross? 
 
   Finally all of the pieces of the puzzle are fitting together-his expensive designer suits, shopping regularly at Crandalls, Susan Hadley fawning all over herself when she met him, his last name, and finally his nan living in one of the most exclusive areas of London.  Why didn’t I see this all before? All of the clues were there. I’d make a lousy private investigator.  
 
   And his nan?  Here I was picturing her as sweet little old blue haired lady sitting on a rocking chair in a nursing home knitting socks for Ben.  When, she’s probably a stunning Botox-infused, silver gray haired, tennis at the club, cocktails with the Duke, sophisticated socialite who apparently likes to wear housecoats around her twenty-bedroom mansion.
 
   “Crickey!”  I know I should stop saying that but I just can’t help it.  Being around him makes me want to use all sorts of English slang. Words such as brilliant, bullocks, and shag.  Well, maybe not shag… not to him.
 
   As a way of a defense, Ben explains, “my family worked very hard to get where we are.  My dad worked hours on end to build his company up from scratch and my mom was right there besides him.”
 
   “Sounds like a great team,” I offer, still in shock that I am actually sitting across from a millionaire. 
 
   “They were. They met in college and got married right after that.  They lived in a one bedroom flat and my mom worked all sorts of odd jobs to make ends meet while my dad started up the company  She helped him with anything and everything.  From being his secretary, bookkeeper, customer service, you name it.”
 
   I see the admiration in his eyes when he talks about his parents and it is very touching.  Suddenly, I feel an ache in my own heart because hearing him talk about his mom and dad, makes me miss mine so much.  
 
   “You really love your mom?” I ask, trying to hold back my own tears.
 
   “She’s an amazing woman. She raised me all by herself because my dad was never around.  Well, her and my nan.”
 
   “And so I have to ask because you brought up your grandmother-a housecoat?”
 
   “Yes,”  he laughs.  “I know it’s not fashionable but she really loves to wear them.  It’s very comfortable.” 
 
   I nod in agreement. After wearing it for an evening, I can’t argue with him on that point.
 
   He explains, “my nan is a no non-sense kind of a woman.  She grew up during World World II so she’s used to the food rationing, living with no electricity and the air raids. She’s never believed in the fancy stuff and has never wanted it.  She’s returned anything I’ve ever bought her that is remotely expensive.”
 
   “Ahh” 
 
   The image of a Joan Crawford look-a-like fades away, replaced by that sweet old blue haired woman again.  I have a feeling I would love his grandmother if I met her.  What am I talking about?  Who says you’re meeting anyone?  Maggie, you are taken!  You have to stop thinking this way, even if you can now add rich to go along with the “tall, dark and handsome” description of this fellow sitting in front of you.
 
   “And your dad?  Are you close to him?” I ask, with a straight face but getting the feeling that I already know the answer to that question.
 
   “I am now.  My parents divorced when I was five and I didn’t get a chance to see much of him.  He traveled a lot and they both thought it was best that I’d stay put and have a normal childhood.”
 
   That makes sense, I realize. It would certainly explain why he seems so down to earth.
 
   “I would see him during the holidays and birthdays, sometimes during summer break.” He sounds very unaffected but underneath the words, I can hear pain.
 
   “It must have been tough for him too,” I say with a tentative smile, realizing that I may be sounding a bit preachy.
 
   “Yes, I realize that now.  It’s hard to understand when you’re a ten-year old boy who just wants to play ball with his father.  Let’s just say that I put him through hell during my teen years.” He gives me a small smile.
 
   “You can’t blame yourself for it. You were young and you wanted him around,” I say sympathetically, knowing how much I’d give to have my own parents with me, right now.
 
   “I suppose…but then when I was fifteen, everything changed. He remarried and settled in New York.  As his only child, he wanted me to take over the business eventually so my mom and dad both agreed that I should move in with him and go to high school and college in America.”
 
   “The heir apparent?” I assume.
 
   “Exactly.  Although I wasn’t quite on board with them at first.” He nods and then continues, “but looking at it now, I realize it was a good decision because I got to spend more time with my dad and reconnect with him.  And now I am slowly working my way up the ranks in the company so that when he retires in about ten years, I will be ready to take over at the ripe old age of forty.”
 
   I quickly do the math in my head.  If in ten year he’ll be forty, that means he’s thirty now.  Only a three year difference from me.  
 
   “Ten years? That’s pretty exciting.”
 
   “It is.  Frightening  too.  I still have a lot to learn but with hard work, I’ll hopefully make both my parents proud.” 
 
   “I somehow get the feeling that you will.”
 
   He smiles broadly at me, his dimples on full display.  Before I have time to say anything else, the hostess, who most likely saw his smile from across the room, sprints over to us to take our order.   We spend the next twenty minutes enjoying our food and making small talk.  
 
   After the hostess clears our table away, lingering longer than she really has to, hoping to score a phone number from Ben, he turns to me and asks, “so what about you?”
 
   “What about me?” I repeat the question, feeling uncomfortable whenever anyone asks me this question-even on job interviews.
 
   “You know everything there is to know about me.  Now it’s your turn. Who is Maggie Andrews?” He says this in a mock serious voice that makes me giggle. “Seriously,  tell me about you.”
 
   “Not much to tell other than what you already know.” I try short and sweet, hoping he’ll move on.
 
   “I know you’re a teacher.”
 
   “Check ” I make a motion with my hand to suggest I’m checking off an imaginary list from my imaginary clipboard.
 
   “I know you have a boyfriend.”
 
   I cringe.  Throughout our whole lunch, I had not thought of Richard once.  
 
   “Check,” I say in a much lower voice, hoping he won’t notice. 
 
   “I know you have excellent taste in lingerie.” 
 
   “Check.” I can feel a blush rising to my cheeks.
 
   “And I know that you’re very attractive and that I like you a lot.”  Now I’m certain my cheeks are burning red as I can practically feel his stare on me. 
 
   “Oh.” I wasn’t expecting that.
 
   “You forget to check that off your list,” he says, pointing to my imaginary clipboard.
 
   I shift nervously in my seat as his eyes continue to bear down on me.  In a panic, I quickly blurt out, “I have an older sister, Janie.”
 
   Out of all of the things I could have said, Janie is what pops up first.  Really?
 
   “That must be nice.  Always been jealous of that.  Wished I had a sibling. Are you close with Janie?”
 
   “We are.  Too close sometimes, if you ask me.”
 
   “I smell sisterly friction,” he teases.
 
   “No, nothing like that,” I nod in disagreement.  “She’s actually very overprotective of me.”
 
   “More like a mom than a sister?”
 
   “Well truth is she’s been both my mom and sister for a long time now, “ I confess as I cringe, knowing what’s coming next.
 
   “And your mom?” 
 
   There it is-the question I’ve been waiting for.
 
   “She passed away in a car accident with my dad.” 
 
   I lower my eyes, feeling the sting of tears coming up.  Even though it’s been ten years, every time I mention them, it feels as if they died only a short time ago.
 
   “I am so sorry,” he offers as he reaches across the table and places his hand over mine.  I look up and see his eyes, so full of concern. I can’t believe I’m talking to Ben about my parents.  Other than with my sister, I’ve never really talked about them with anyone, not even Richard.  
 
   “Thank you.”
“No, really. I’m being so insensitive here, going on and on about my parents and…”
 
   “Ben,” I interrupt,  “It’s fine, really.  You didn’t know.  Besides, I like hearing about your family and it’s not like I have no one. I have Janie.  She’s my family.  And she’s married and I have a wonderful brother-in-law and two amazing niece and nephew. So, I’m very lucky that way.” 
 
   It is true. I am fortunate.
 
   “And you have Richard,” he reminds me.
 
   “Yes… I do,” I say in a whisper. I almost forgot about Richard.
 
   “Doesn’t sound too convincing, though. Still having that rough patch?” he asks.  His radar for spotting trouble is good, too good.
 
   “Yes,” I answer, deciding that I’m going to be honest.
 
   “I can’t believe I’m saying this but if you love him, talk to him about it,” he suggests.
 
   “I would if I can ever get him alone.” My voice is dripping with sarcasm.  
 
   “Work?” he guesses.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Well you know what they say? If he can’t come to you, then you go to him.” 
 
   He does have a point.  I can always pop into his office to say hello, maybe bring him dinner, set up a picnic in his office.  How romantic would that be? 
 
   “That makes a lot of sense. I just might do that,” I smile warmly at him.  
 
   Looking at him sitting across from me, I know this sounds unbelievable but I don’t see Ben as being rich.  I don’t even see him as being handsome.  I see him from the inside.  I see Ben, the man with a kind and caring soul.  
 
   We finish up with dessert and coffee and Ben insists on paying the bill, which I object to but am ignored.  I am not happy about this.  He may be a millionaire but this is not a date and I really want to go Dutch. I make a mental note to send him a fruit basket or something to his office as thanks. We head out the door, walking by the hostess who gives Ben a gesture with her hand as if she is picking up a phone, mouthing the words “call me” as we pass by.  
 
   I turn to Ben and ask, “what was that all about?”  
 
   He answers with a mischievous smile. “She wrote down her phone number on the back of the bill.”
 
   “Looks like someone has an admirer,” I tease, knowing full well that she is probably one in a long list of admirers.
 
   We are now standing on the sidewalk outside of the cafe and I look down at my watch, knowing I only have ten minutes to get to work. 
 
   “Thanks for lunch,” I say.
 
   “Thanks for calling me.”  
 
   We both look at each other in silence and then he finally speaks. “Look, Maggie.  I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable.  It’s no secret by now that I like you and would like to see more of you but I understand that you’re with Richard.”
 
   I am about to open my mouth when he places his finger on my lips to stop me.  It’s a pretty effective technique because I am rendered speechless. “But I like your company and I’d still like to spend more time getting to know you so why don’t we just agree to be friends.”
 
   “Friends?” I repeat the word to make sure I heard right.
 
   He smiles playfully. “Yes, contrary to what they say in the movies, men and women can be just friends.  I’ve seen it happen.  In fact, I have a few female friends myself.”
 
   “Friends?” I repeat the word as if I’m trying it on for size, just like I would a coat.
 
   “Yes, as in you and me.” He points his finger at my chest and then at his own chest.
 
   I smile with relief as the words sink in.  
 
   Now friends I can do.  
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven: Surprise! 
 
   So I’ve decided to take Ben’s advice and surprise Richard at work.  Today is a school holiday and with the whole day free, I will be proactive and instead of Richard coming to me, I’m going to go to him.  It’s been a few days and a weekend later since I met up with Ben and, although Richard and I have talked on the phone a few times, we haven’t actually seen each other.  This trial he’s on has consumed all of his time and he’s been putting in fourteen-hour days.  
 
   I know we’ve hit a lull in our relationship and I’m hoping that stopping by will help us get back on track.  I mean, isn’t this what marriage is going to about? I might as well prepare for it.  I have to learn to support Richard in his career like he supports me, like Ben’s mom supported his dad-although that’s not really a good example because they’re divorced now.  More like Janie and John.  Yes, that’s more like it. This is what it’s all about, isn’t it?  And now that Ben and I are “officially” on the record as being just friends, I have no reason to feel guilty about that whole lunch date.  Friends get together for lunch all the time.  They share a cup of coffee.  They talk. They make each other feel good with no strings attached.  Of course, when Janie asked if I’ve told Richard yet about my new friend, I quickly changed the subject.  Richard doesn’t have to know who all of my friends are, does he?
 
   So here I am, standing in front of Richard’s building on Park Avenue and 53rd Street, a picnic basket in my hand filled to the brim with assorted cheeses, meats, a loaf of bread and two bottles of root beer.  I thought twice about bringing wine as I’m sure Richard’s partners would frown on drinking while on the job.  I’m not sure why.  Every single movie or TV show about lawyers that I’ve seen includes at least one scene at a bar where they all meet to drink and drown their sorrows after losing a case.  Anyway, I haven’t exactly been good lately with handling my liquor so I nix that idea.
 
   I walk into the lobby with an air of confidence dressed in a very smart navy blue mid-quarter sleeve dress and blue high heel pumps, an outfit reminiscent of the 1950s.  My hair is pushed back into a stylish bun that I often wear to school when I want the kids in my class to know I mean business.  I have dark red lipstick on.  I know, I know.  I’m taking this whole ‘little woman’ analogy a little bit too far but, to be honest, it’s one of my definitely nicer outfits and since my Ralph Lauren is at the cleaners after wearing it to Crandalls, I have no choice but to go with this one.  I give Richard’s name at the reception desk and the woman signing me in arches her eyebrow in surprise when I tell her I’m here to see my boyfriend.  Never mind, I’m too excited at the idea of seeing Richard to care.  I head to the elevator bank and press his floor and I can’t seem to hide my smile nor do I want to.  Because if all goes well here, I can move on to that special dinner I have in mind, the lingerie and the proposal.
 
   The elevator opens up and I head over to the secretary’s desk directly in front of me.  Sitting there behind the desk is a young and pretty girl with headsets on.  She is pressing buttons on a phone that is ringing nonstop and blinking like a Christmas tree in December.  I am quite impressed.  She is artfully maneuvering callers, placing them on hold or directing them to an extension or taking messages.  I can never in a million years multitask like she’s doing now.  She quickly looks up and smiles, holding her finger up to let me know she will be with me in a minute.  
 
   While waiting, I look around and I am equally impressed with the surroundings.  Everything looks and feels expensive.  This is so far removed from my world of education.  Here, everything is polished, shiny and new.  The floor is made of a dark mahogany hardwood and covered with Persian carpets.  On the walls, there are windows that offer the most amazing views of the New York City skyline.  Everyone is quiet and respectful, talking in whispers.  Where I work, everything is dated, worn and about ready to break.  We have linoleum floors and creaking chalkboards.  Everyone is loud and rambunctious and the halls filled with laughter. However rich Richard law firm looks and feels, I wouldn’t trade my world for anything.  
 
   Finally the young woman looks up and asks politely, “I’m sorry about that.  May I help you?”
 
   When I tell her that I’m here to see Richard, I see the same brief flash of surprise  cross her face as it did with the lady in the lobby.  She is about to reach for the phone to call his extension when I stop her.
 
   “Please, don’t call him.  He doesn’t know I’m coming.  I was hoping I could surprise him,” I plead.
 
   “He may not be in his office,” she responds.
 
   “Do you think you can just direct me to where his office is and if he’s not there, I’ll just leave and be on my way,” I suggest innocently.
 
   She hesitates and I know she’s wondering whether she should let me wander the floor of the law firm alone.  I bet she took one look at my retro 50’s look and figured me for some sort of a psycho.  She may not even believe my story about being Richard’s girlfriend.  That could be the reason for that strange look before.
 
   I smile back at her sweetly and plead with her one more time. “He’s been working so hard on the Harvey case and I know he’s set to give opening statements tomorrow. I doubt he’s had any lunch.”
 
   I throw out the name of the case and the fact that he is going to be at trial tomorrow to convince her that I am not some sort of a deranged lunatic.  Would a deranged lunatic have access to that information?
 
   It seems to work because her expression changes and she is no longer concerned, uttering in a low voice, “I guess there would be no harm, Ms…” and her eyes scan my nametag, “Ms. Andrews.”
 
   “Thank you so much.  I really appreciate it.”  And for good measure, I place my hand over her hand and pat it as I give her my most gracious smile.
 
   She directs me to a long hallway where Richard’s office is supposedly the last one on the left.  I walk down and see his name on the door, knock and when no one answers, open it.  I am stunned.  His office is huge.  So unlike my little tiny desk at the front corner of my classroom.  He has a beautiful view too.  Again, so unlike my view of the school parking lot.  I run my hand across his desk which is made of real cherry wood and is so shiny I can almost see my reflection.  My desk is made of formica and is already all scratched up.  
 
   Richard is nowhere to be found and so I sit down on the leather sofa that occupies one side of the room and plop down my basket on the coffee table in front of me.  I lie back on the plush cushion and place my hands behind my head.  I can really get used to this.  No wonder, Richard doesn’t leave his office.  Why would he?  He has everything he’d want here.  Oh, I wonder if he has a bathroom too?  I shoot up out of my seat to do some snooping and low and behold, I find a full bathroom with a shower behind a closed door right next to his desk.  
 
   And what a bathroom it is.  The room is outfitted with beige natural stone tiles on the floor, a toilet that flushes by itself when you get up and a shower equipped with one of those nozzles that make you feel like you’re standing in the middle of a rainforest.   Unable to resist and because I am a sucker for luxury spa-styled baths, I open up the door to the shower and stand in the middle of it.  There’s room for me and about ten more people.  I am not exaggerating and there is a little ledge where you can sit down if you get tired from all that scrubbing and shampooing.  This is amazing.  I turn around and keep turning, admiring the details in the faucets and drain when I come face to face with Richard.  He’s standing on the other side of the glass door, looking at me like I’ve just lost my mind.  Uh oh! He doesn’t look happy to see me.  This is not how I wanted to greet him.
 
   I extend my hands up over my head and softly shout, “surprise!”
 
   Again, not even a smile. 
 
   “What are you doing, Mags?” His voice is low and eerie.
 
   Think, Mags. Quick. “I’m checking to see if there is enough proper ventilation in here.”  
 
   I step out of the shower and am standing right in front of Richard now. “You can never be too careful.”
 
   He shakes his head.  “I mean, what are you doing in my office…here at my work?” There is definitely an edge to his voice.
 
   Oh, that. 
 
   “You’ve been working so hard and I thought you could use a break.”
 
   He runs his hand through his hair and for the first time, I see Richard.  He looks disheveled, with his tie loosely hanging from his neck collar and his shirt half tucked into his pants.  I had no idea how much stress he’s been under.  He looks at me and his eyes even look tired.
 
   “I can’t take a break right now. I have tons of work to get through.”  He guides me out of the bathroom with his arm around my shoulder.  I can smell the faint aroma of his cologne and it smells good.  How long has it been since I’ve actually been this close to his neck?  Wait.  How long has it been since I’ve actually been with Richard?
 
   I argue, hoping to change his mind. “But I brought us some lunch and I thought we could just spend some time together.  It wouldn’t take long.  Fifteen, twenty minutes tops,” And as I say the words, I can hear my own voice and I cringe at how whiny I actually sound.
 
   Richard speaks in tones that I’ve seen teachers in my school use whenever they are dealing with an unhinged student. “Maggie, sweetheart.  I would love to spend time with you.  I really would but this trial is too important and I need to prepare. I told you this but it seems you weren’t listening.”
 
   Now that sounds a bit condescending and there is still that edge of annoyance to his voice.  Should I push the issue or leave it alone?  Taking a page from Janie, I decide to push because I don’t know when exactly I will have a chance to see Richard again until after this trial is over.
 
   “Richard, I don’t mean to bother you but it has been almost two weeks since we’ve spent any time together.  Don’t you miss me?” I ask.
 
   He sighs deeply and slumps his shoulder.  He places both his hands on my arms and rubs it up and down. “Of course, I miss you but I can’t focus on anything right now except this trial.  The firm stands to earn a lot of money if we win this.  And you know what that means?” His voice rises in excitement.
 
   We get to spend more time together?  We can start to plan for our future?  
 
   “A huge bonus at the end of the year for me!”
 
   Oh. That’s not exactly what I had in mind.
 
   He now moves his hand back to my shoulder and he is walking me towards the door. “Which means I need to eat, sleep and breathe this case for the next week.  Can you help me with this?” he asks carefully.
 
   “Of course, Richard,” I answer just as carefully.  What else can I say?  
 
   “Good!  So you’ll go home now? I promise I’ll call you the minute I’m free from all of this.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Good girl.” He smiles brightly.  
 
   Good girl?  I’m almost expecting him to pat my head and give me a bone for not peeing on the carpet.
 
   I turn to him as we near the door and he leans over to give me a kiss on the lips, closed mouth with not even a hint of tongue.  I point to the basket on the coffee table. “I’ve packed lunch. Please eat.  You need your strength.”
 
   “I will,” he says solemnly.
 
   “Take care of yourself, OK?” I ask, concerned.
 
   “Of course.  I’ll call you soon.”
 
   And just like that, he closes the door and I’m left in the hallway without my basket and without spending any time with Richard.  So much for bringing me to him.  I walk past the secretary without even acknowledging her, ride the elevator in silence and make the long ride back home.  
 
   I know I should be patient but something inside of me is ringing an alarm.  Is it me or is something definitely wrong with this picture?  I’ve seen Richard stressed before with work but never like this.  He’s also worked long hours but he’s always made time for me.  The rational side of me argues that I’m being silly.  It’s a big case, the biggest one of his life and he needs to make this work.  It is, after all, his career.  It has nothing to do with me and I shouldn’t make it personal.
 
 
   I walk through the door of my apartment, kicking off my pumps and dropping the house keys on the kitchen counter.  I know I said no wine, but I’m not at Richard’s work, am I?  There is no one here to judge me but me and I am not the judgmental type.  So I head over to the refrigerator and pour myself a glass.  
 
   I go over to the answering machine and see the red light flashing.  I press play and wait for the sound of my sister’s voice, asking me how this afternoon went with Richard.  Instead, I hear a familiar voice that sounds an awful lot like British royalty.
 
   “Hi there, Ms. Andrews.  Is that what your students call you?” he asks in a low seductive voice.
 
   It’s Ben and despite myself, I break out into a huge smile.  
 
   “I imagine they do.  Good God, I have to stop this school teacher fantasy that’s going on in my head.”
 
   I laugh out loud and take another sip of my wine as I lean forward to make sure I catch every word of his message.
 
   “Anyway, that is not why I’m calling my dear friend who I’ve only just met.”
 
   I lean back in my chair again with my face scrunched up in a frown.  Friend?  Of course, that’s exactly what we are.  Even as I say this, I should be relieved but why am I stifling a feeling of disappointment?
 
   “I have a favor to ask you.  You see, I am holding in my hand right now an invitation to a charity ball for this Saturday evening.  It’s at the Waters International Hotel and Sanders Communications is a major benefactor. Apparently, my secretary reminded me of this months ago but I completely forgot about it.”
 
   Oh, a ball!  That sounds so nice.  I can just picture the gowns and tuxedos, the glamour and the slow dancing.  The closest thing that I’ve ever come to a ball was my senior prom and that was held at the school gymnasium and the theme was Hawaiian dreams.  Unlike a real ball though, that one included tons of overactive hormone-charged teenagers trying to spike the fruit punch.
 
   “And you see, it says on the invitation I can bring a guest.”
 
   A guest?  
 
   “Since I’m not really interested in bringing anyone as a ‘romantic date’ and it’s too late to call an escort service.  They’ll just charge me a small fortune,” he teases.  I almost spit out my wine in laughter.  
 
   The message continues, “I thought I could ask a friend to come along and keep me company.”
 
   I stop mid spit.  Is he saying what I think he’s saying?
 
   “So what do you say, Ms. Andrews?  Will you come with me?”
 
   He’s asking me to a ball?  Wow, I feel just like Cinderella but instead of a handsome prince, I’m the Cinderella that’s going to the ball with her platonic hot English accent James Bond look-alike friend.
 
   “Call me when you get this message.” 
 
   He hangs up and all that is left is the dial tone.
 
   What do I do now?
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight: To The Ball, Cinderella
 
   “Go to the ball, Maggie!”
 
   I am sitting next to Jamie as we linger at her kitchen table having a cup of coffee.  It’s almost seven in the evening and the kids are running around the adjacent living room, making as much noise as humanly possible. Actually, some of it doesn’t even seem human.  For such small bodies, they sure pack a lot of noise; even louder than a surround system.  My nephew, Scott, is five years old and my niece, Sarah, is three. Of course, they are the most adorable kids in the world.  Even though my biological clock is nowhere near ticking, if I were to ever have children, I would want ones exactly like Scott and Sarah, except I would adjust their volume to mute whenever possible.
 
   I look over at Janie and I marvel.  Even with all of the noise and madness, she remains unfazed and completely focused on my problem.  How does she do that? How can she tune everything around her out? I guess it’s a mom thing.
 
   “What about Richard?” I ask, practically shouting out my question.
 
   This doesn’t bother Janie at all. “What about him?  He already told you he won’t have time to spend with you for a while and Ben is just a friend. You told me that yourself.” She smiles defiantly, almost challenging me to contradict her.
 
   “You’re right,” I agree, even though a tiny, itsy bitsy part of me wants Ben to like me as something more. But I would never admit this to Janie because I know I would never hear the end of it.  Besides, Ben would never be interested in me even if I was free to date.  After our last lunch when he dropped the bombshell about his family, I went home after work and looked Ben up on the Internet.  
 
   Besides learning all about the family business, I learned a lot about Ben himself and his dating history.  Let’s just say he’s got a long history of dating gorgeous, supermodel thin women.  He’s been named “Most Eligible Bachelor” in at least two business magazines and in one interview; he talked about not wanting to settle down with just anyone, preferring to wait until he found the right person to help him carry on the success of the family business.  That means he probably has to marry the daughter of a rich oil tycoon or something.
 
   “You see! You’re doing nothing wrong.  You’re just helping a friend in need.” Janie says this loudly over the noise of her children, as if proving her point, but with a smirk on her face.
 
   “True,” I reason.  It’s scary how much I do want her to make sense.
 
   “You’re a good Samaritan, Maggie. Nothing more.” 
 
   Then she adds, “besides, how much fun will it be to go to an actual ball.  If you don’t go, I will,” she threatens.
 
   “But this is a big social event with very important and wealthy people.  I won’t know how to act.”  
 
   I’m not exaggerating either.  Part of the reason I am so terrified of going, besides my minuscule attraction to Ben, is the fact that I won’t know what utensil to use with which particular dish.
 
   “Be yourself.  That’s exactly what Ben likes about you.”
 
   I can’t help but smile. “He does, doesn’t he?” And that tiny part of me that likes Ben back is doing a little happy dance at this very moment.  Still, doubt crosses my mind, “I don’t know if it’s such a good idea,” I say, shaking my head.
 
   “Come on, Maggie.  Live a little.  If not for yourself, at least do it for me.” 
 
   Janie turns to face me and places her hands on my arms and gives me a little nudge.
 
   “You?” I ask.  I can’t believe what I’m hearing.
 
   “Yes, me! I’m the frazzled mother of two toddlers.  My days are spent singing silly nursery rhymes about an egg that falls off a wall, watching animated characters that blow each other up and scrapping food particles from the floor, the television, the ceiling and sometimes from the seat of my pants.”
 
   She looks me straight in the eyes as she pulls me closer with her hands now holding tightly onto my collar and practically strangling me, “I need this.”
 
   Her voice is low and terrifying.  I am afraid to say the word ‘no’ to her for fear that she will, indeed strangle me, bury me in the back yard and go in my place.  Instead, I gently say, “There’s only one small problem.”
 
   “What’s that?” she asks in a voice that is still low and still very menacing.  
 
   “I have nothing to wear,” I utter softly almost underneath my breath, closing my eyes as I ready for the blow.  My sister can be really scary when she’s on edge.
 
   All at once, she lets go of my collar and I open my eyes to see her smiling as if everything is right with the world again.  With a sweet voice that is almost unrecognizable, she says, “well that’s a problem, my dear sister, that is fixable.  We are going shopping.”
 
   I nod my head, afraid of contradicting anything she has to say at this point. “Shopping it is.  I can’t wait.”  
 
   And that’s exactly what we do.   After I call Ben back and accept his invitation, Janie takes me to a small boutique near her home. The shop carries well-known designer brands and some creations from very talented but unheard of designers at affordable prices. She’s so happy that I have decided to go that she’s offered to go half on my dress.  She really is living vicariously through me.  I’m almost tempted to suggest that she go in my place but I know better.  She would have no problem accepting. 
 
   We scour through racks and racks of dresses, of all lengths and colors, including some transparent ones.  We pick out our favorites and I take them with me into the dressing room; from then on, it’s like we’re at Bryant Park during Fashion Week.  I pose in each and every one of them for Janie as if I’m a super model strutting my stuff on the runway.  As I try them all on, Janie comments on the ones she likes and the reasons why she hates others. Some are too short, too long, not enough cleavage, too much cleavage, too trashy, too expensive and on and on until we finally hit on the one.
 
   It’s the last one in my pile and if I say so myself, it’s spectacular.  It’s pale, purple, long and flowing.  It’s strapless and has the right amount of cleavage-not too trashy but provocative enough. It reveals just enough of my best assets without giving them away.  Although, I’m not sure why I should care so much about how I’m going to look since I’m going with Ben as friends and friends don’t show cleavage.  But then I reason that even friends care about looking nice for each other and Ben’s company is the main sponsor of this event.  I need to look fabulous for Ben-for public relations, of course.  I can’t have people think that the future CEO of Sanders Communication is escorted by some sort of a train wreck to the benefit.
 
   I’m sure there will be reporters and I can’t be photographed looking bad.   I have Bens’ reputation to think of, after all.
 
   So, after we buy the dress and, of course, matching shoes, Janie calls into her salon for an appointment to have my hair and makeup done.  I must admit, I started off with this whole thing humoring Janie but now I’m really having fun getting ready for it and am actually looking forward to going with Ben, press or no press.    
 
   The day of the benefit I call Richard in the morning to see how he is doing.  He’s heading into the office once again and won’t be home until late.  I tell him about going to an event with a friend and he is not the least bit upset about it.  He doesn’t even ask any follow-up questions. In fact, he’s giving me his blessing to go.  The fact that I didn’t tell him I was going with a male friend is not a big deal, I suppose; just a minor technicality really. But the fact that he didn’t care gives me pause.  I know I should be asking why but I won’t-not right now.  Instead, I quickly put it out of my head because I’m so excited.  I’m going to a ball!
 
   So now it’s six in the evening and Ben did say the limo would pick me up at exactly six thirty.  I’ve spent the entire day primping, soaking myself in baths, mud masks, plucking away and I’m ready.  At least, I think I am.  To tell you the truth, I am a bundle of nerves.  Is this what Cinderella felt before going to the ball?  
 
   I hear my sister shouting at me from the other room.  “Come on Maggie.  Let me have a look. Get your ass out here.” I’m pretty sure Cinderella’s fairy godmother did not yell at her to get her behind moving.
 
   I emerge from my bedroom with my dream dress on, my hair up in a sophisticated French twist and my makeup flawlessly put on.  Janie takes one look at me and starts to cry.  You’d think I was getting married.
 
   “Oh Mags, you look so beautiful!” Her bossy demeanor has melted away.
 
   I wave her off.  “You’re just saying that because you’re my sister.”
 
   “This is me, Maggie.  Have I ever lied to you about anything?”
 
   She makes a good point.  She is brutally honest.  I look down at myself and I have to admit, I don’t look half bad.  This dress is stunning-pale lavender with pleats of silky material hanging down to the floor.  Thanks to my sister, I am wearing a diamond tear drop on a simple platinum chain that is hanging from my neck and matching earrings.  But my favorite are the shoes.  I love my shoes!  Four inch crystal heel, open toed, revealing my perfectly pedicure toes.  I can live in these shoes and die in them too.
 
   “Ben won’t know what hit him when he sees you,” she says admiringly as she circles around me to make sure everything is in the right place.
 
   “Janie,” I remind her, “we are just friends.”
 
   “Not after tonight,” she whispers underneath her breath from behind me. But I can still hear her.
 
   The buzz of the ringer brings me back to reality and I know that it’s my cue to get into my pumpkin carriage waiting downstairs. I head down and open up the front door to my apartment building. Standing right in front of me is a black stretch limo.  Wow, that is quite a pumpkin!  Cinderella had a fairy godmother.  I have Benjamin Sanders. This is what celebrities must feel like.  Standing right next to the monstrous car, by the open back door is my own personal footman. It’s exactly like in the movies.  He’s wearing the black suit and the matching black hat and he smiles at me, signaling me to go inside the limo, closing the door behind me.   
 
   Janie’s words ring through my head-just friends? Yes, we are friends and if this is what friends do for each other, I need to find me more friends like Ben.
 
   After a thirty-minute drive into the city, we arrive at the Waters International Hotel and I am so excited and nervous I can barely contain myself.  Nervous because it’s the first social event that I have been to where they will not be serving chips, buffalo wings and draft beer.  I will be hobnobbing with the rich and famous.  If I’m lucky, I might even meet some celebrities (A, B or D list-I’m not picky)!  I am also excited because I have never been inside the Waters International.  All of my life, since I was a little girl and can remember my trips into the city, I always passed by that magnificent building, filled with awe.  I was in awe of the gold trimming and the grand awning and all of the glamorous people walking through it.  I wondered about the people who could afford to visit such a beautiful place and tonight, I will actually be one of those people.  
 
   I head to the front door and find myself standing in line, waiting behind a few other  couples who, by the way they are dressed, are also going to the benefit. I’ve never in my life seen so many designer dresses and diamond jewelry in one place. It makes my diamond teardrop seem like a period at the end of a very, very long sentence.
 
   Once inside, I glance around nervously, looking for Ben.  The last time we spoke, we agreed to meet right in front of the main lobby.  And now that I am here, I don’t see him and I’m starting to panic, afraid someone will call me out for the fraud I am and know that I don’t belong here.  I pull out my cell phone and try calling him but no answer. Where is he?
 
   Just when I am about to head back out and into the limo to go back home, I see him walking towards me.  This is probably something a girl doesn’t often say about a guy but Ben takes my breath away.  And I know it sounds corny and something that would come right out of the romance novels my sister reads in her bathtub when she’s put the kids to sleep at night but he really is that gorgeous. He has on a black tailored tuxedo with the box tie just like any self-respecting international man of mystery would.  His black hair is combed back and his blue eyes jump out even more with the dark contrast of the suit.
 
   He walks towards me and I can tell from the way he is looking at me that the feeling is mutual.  He is smiling at me and I look down shyly, not able to handle the intense stare.  I am certain that I’m blushing. Is this how friends greet each other?
 
   As soon as he gets close enough, he leans over and whispers by my ear, “you look amazing.”
 
   His breath on my neck causes tiny shivers to shoot through my spine.  He then kisses me lightly on the cheek and I’m pretty sure my body does not react the same way when my good friend, Samantha, from work kisses me hello at a party.
 
   He then grabs my hand in his and leads me to the main ballroom. “Thanks for coming again. You saved me-at least from the wrath of my secretary.”
 
   “Thanks for inviting me. I actually moonlight as a superhero,” I playfully mention.
 
   “Good to know.  Where’s the cape?”
 
   “I left it at the office.  I never mix business with pleasure,” I offer with a mock serious look on my face. 
 
   “What a shame.  Maybe next time?” he asks.
 
   “Maybe.” I deadpan and then smile. 
 
   He smiles back and asks, “are you ready to have fun?”
 
   I nod.  This is actually so overwhelming that I hold on tight to him, convinced that my legs will buckle beneath me at any moment.  We head into the main ballroom and I don’t know where to look first.  Everything in there is grand, from the chandeliers to the massive floral displays to the big band on the other side of the room playing a Cole Porter song.  We head over to the bar and Ben hands me a flute of champagne and clinks his glass against mine as it’s the most natural thing in the world to do.
 
   “Here’s to tonight.”
 
   I smile and take a sip. “Here’s to good friends.”
 
   He smirks as he takes a sip of champagne himself.  He eyes the dance floor and asks, “would you like to dance?”
 
   I stand frozen for a moment, not sure what to do.  Dancing can be very intimate. I look up at him, hesitating.  “Ben, I’m not sure about this?”  
 
   And I’m not. They are playing a slow song which means bodies close together, the contact of skin on skin.  It’s bad enough that my body reacts to him whenever we are a few feet away; I can’t imagine what a few inches would do.  
 
   But then he speaks again and tries to reason with me, “Maggie, it’s just a dance. It’s not like I’ve reserved a hotel room for us.”
 
   When he puts it that way I realize how silly I am acting.  Of course, I’m reading too much into this.  It’s just a dance.  I can do this.  I mean, friends dance all the time, don’t they? 
 
   I look over at the dozen of couples that are moving in unison together in the middle of the room and they look like they’re having a good time.  Isn’t that what I’m supposed to be doing here?  Isn’t that what I promised Jamie I would do.  She would want a full report and kill me if I didn’t do just that.  Remembering the look on her face a few days ago, do I want to take the risk?  She is, after all, an overtired mom on edge. I look over to the handsome man standing right next to me and suddenly the answer is clear.  There are worse ways to spend a Saturday night.  I could be at home watching mindless TV while polishing off a container of ice cream as my boyfriend works late again.  Dancing with a rich, handsome and incredibly amazing guy is not one of them.  
 
   Tonight, I’m not going to think about Richard or engagements or even that little black lingerie.  Tonight, I want to feel pretty and dance, dance, dance, just like Cinderella or Scarlet O’Hara.  I can think about everything else tomorrow or even later on tonight, when the clock strikes twelve.  I mean, isn’t that exactly what Cinderella did?
 
   So I smile back and answer confidently, pushing back my nerves, “sure, why not.” 
 
   “That’s the spirit.”
 
   Ben takes the glass out of my hand and moves me to the center of the room, weaving in and around people as we proceed.  We finally reach a clearing and he stands before me with his hand outstretched.  I take it into mine and he pulls me to him.  My head nuzzles his shoulder and I can feel his other hand pull me closer from my waist. I slide my hands up to his shoulders and it feels like the most natural thing in the world to do.  We start moving slowly together and I close my eyes, enjoying the moment.
 
   “You see?  Nothing to fear? I’m quite harmless,” he whispers in my ear.
 
   Well, I wouldn’t say harmless.  If only he knew what he was doing to my insides right about… now.
 
   “Mmmm,” is all I can utter.  I am enjoying the moment with him.  His arms are strong around me and I can feel his cheek resting against my forehead. 
 
   “Did I mention that you look beautiful?” he whispers softly.  Damn, that accent.  My legs weaken every time he opens his mouth.
 
   “You did happen to mention that already.”  I barely get the words out as I am suddenly very aware of how close we actually are.
 
   “Well, it’s worth repeating.”
 
   “Well, it’s worth hearing.” Again and again.  I don’t mind.
 
   I look up at him and can see how close his lips are to mine.  In fact, I can’t help staring at them.  
 
   “So I’ll say it again.  Maggie Andrews, you are one stunningly beautiful woman.” 
 
   I see him hesitate as he stares down at me.  I can feel my heart hammering through the gauze of the dress and my fingers trembling as he moves into me and I can feel his arms pulling me closer. While my reasonable self knows that I should push away, I can’t and part of me-the emotional side-doesn’t want to.  I close my eyes again, waiting for the touch of his lips on mine when I hear someone call Ben from behind.  I can feel his arms loosen and I turn around to see an elderly couple practically beaming at us.  
 
   I should be relieved at the interruption but instead, I am very annoyed at this seemingly sweet old couple.  Don’t they have a bingo game to get to.
 
   “Benjamin?  Is that you?” the woman exclaims in delight.  Despite my anger, I notice that she has a pleasant face.  She is heavy set and is wearing a maroon gown beaded from top to bottom.  The man holding her in his arms is tall and lanky and wearing a black suit with a red power tie.  He is in sharp contrast to the woman but somehow seeing the both of them together, the picture fits and they look like they’ve spent a lifetime in each other’s arms.
 
   “Ellie and Tom.  So good to see you!” Ben returns the warm greeting.
 
   We stop dancing to shake hands with Ellie and Tom.  Ben reaches over and gives Ellie a big hug and a kiss on the check.  I can’t help noticing the amount of jewelry she has on.  The woman could be a walking billboard for Cartier.  She is unlike any of the seniors in my neighborhood, whose only jewelry includes medical alert bracelets.  
 
   Ben turns towards me to make introductions. “This is Margaret Andrews.  Maggie, may I introduce you to Mr. and Mrs. Thornwood”
 
   Thornwood?  It’s definitely a third generational kind of name.
 
   “A pleasure to meet you both.” I smile graciously and extend my hand.  Am I supposed to curtsey too or is that just in the presence of royalty?  I’m not sure, as I try to remember all of the movies I’ve watched and how the ultra-rich are to be greeted.
 
   “Andrews?  You wouldn’t be the East Side Andrews?” she asks with a singsong voice.
 
   “No, more like the Astoria Queens Andrews,” I reply and I can hear Ben chuckling to himself.  I look at him horrified.  I wasn’t going for funny here.  Am I doing this all wrong?  They really should have a manual for dealing with high society.  I wonder if Cinderella had gone through the same thing?  
 
   Ben jumps in to save me, “Ellie, Margaret is an educator.  She teaches middle school children.”
 
   Mrs. Thornwood smiles warmly at me. “Oh, how lovely dear.  Do you teach at the Traylor Academy for Girls?”
 
   What is she talking about?  It’s like I need a translator.  
 
   “No, I don’t.” I look over to Ben for help.
 
   “Then it must be Strathmore School. I hear their equestrian team is the finest in the state. Do you ride horses?” 
 
   “No, I ride the subway.” Again, I can hear Ben chuckle.  The anger is rising up inside of me.  I can’t believe he is laughing at my expense.  I am a fish out of water here. I look over to Ellie who has a look of utter confusion.  At least she looks as lost as I do which gives me comfort.
 
   “Oh,” is all she can say to me.
 
   Again, Ben steps in to explain.  “Margaret teaches at Hartman Middle School.”
 
   It’s at this time that Mr. Thornwood chimes in, “can’t say I’ve heard of it.  Is it one of those new charter schools I keep reading about? An innovative approach to educating our youth?”
 
   He’s looking directly at me for an answer.
 
   “No, more like P.S. 152 of the New York public school system.”
 
   Now they both looked confused and Ben can barely contain himself.  Remind me to kill him after all of this is done.
 
   Ben turns to me and explains, “Maggie, Mr. and Mrs. Thornwood are philanthropists who have donated very generously to the cause tonight.”
 
   I look at him and Ben gives me a wink.  I see what he’s doing.  He’s moving the conversation back to him and away from me.  I’m suddenly feeling very grateful. Maybe, I won’t kill him off just yet.
 
   “And a very good cause indeed.  We can never raise enough money to fight juvenile diabetes.” Ellie announces in grand fashion, spreading her arms out in front of her as if to show how much money was raised.
 
   Mr. Thornwood places his hand on Ben’s shoulder and says, “now don’t be modest Benjamin, your father and Sanders Communications are also very involved with this charity.   We are very fortunate to have you here in New York with us.  Speaking of William, where is your father?”
 
   “That’s very kind of you, Tom.  My father is away on business in Tokyo but I’ll be sure to send him your regards.”
 
   And off they go, talking about business and satellites and investments.  I try to follow the conversation but it’s too much for me to take in all at once. I glance over to Ellie who has a glazed semi-comatose look on her face.  It makes me feel better to know I’m not the only one who’s feeling that way.  In fact, all of this small talk and  questioning about where I live and work and which society I belong to have made my head spin.  I need to get out of here to catch my breath.
 
   Finally, I find a lull in the conversation to speak up, “I’m sorry to interrupt.”  I turn to Ben, “I need to use the restroom.  Would you excuse me for a moment?”
 
   Ben looks concerned and asks, “are you feeling alright? Do you want me to come with you?”
 
   He must see the panic in my eyes, which I try to hide with a bright smile.  After all, I’m here tonight for Ben and his company.  This is not about me.  I suddenly feel so lucky that I don’t have to live in this world all of the time.  It’s exhausting.
 
   “No, that’s fine.  I’m fine.  Just stay and enjoy yourself. I’ll be right back.”  
 
   I turn to the Thornwoods, smile graciously again and give them a small curtsey before excusing myself.
 
   I head out of the ballroom in the direction of the restrooms, making sure to hold on to the end of my dress.  It would be embarrassing to say the least if I were to trip on my own train.  That is definitely something I can’t have appearing on Page Six in tomorrow’s newspapers.  I never thought being a socialite would be so much work.  I’d much rather stay in my own life.  It may be boring but it’s simple and I don’t have to follow so many rules.  
 
   I’m moving towards the hall, walking very carefully to avoid stepping on my dress, when I hear a group of young ladies speaking Ben’s name.  I stop dead in my tracks and pretend to fumble through my bag so that I can stay in place and listen to the conversation.
 
   “Did you see Benjamin tonight?” asks a pretty blond with a short green cocktail dress.
 
   “He’s here?  Why didn’t anyone tell me?” A brunette with long flowing hair and a killer body wrapped tightly in a mermaid dress looks around frantically.
 
   “He’s here alright but he’s brought someone,” drones a woman with red hair sporting a bob and wearing a matching flaming red gown.
 
   “Well, he didn’t waste any time did he?” the brunette sighs.
 
   “Oh, don’t you worry too much, Brooke.  You know it won’t last long.”  The redhead consoles her.  
 
   Brooke? Why does that name sound so familiar?
 
   “But he couldn’t wait not even a month after we broke up,” the brunette whines. Now, I remember.  Brooke Hills, daughter of a very influential and well-known hedge fund manager and Ben’s most recent girlfriend.  As I remember reading online in Celebrity Reporter, the romance didn’t last very long and she was dumped.  The Internet can be such a wealth of valuable information.  
 
   “You know he never waits for the body to cool,” pipes in the blonde.
 
   “I’m sure she’s just the flavor of the month for Ben.” The redhead waves her hand as she says this.
 
   “Besides, did you see what she was wearing?” asks the blonde while smiling deviously.
 
   “So last season.  Who is her stylist?” gleefully asks the brunette with a mischievous smirk.
 
   My sister, I think as I silently answer her question. I look down in shame at my dress.  Just a few hours ago, I thought it was the most beautiful dress I’d ever seen.  Funny, how a few words can change my entire perspective on it now.
 
   “I know, right? I would fire her in a heartbeat. I mean…lavender?  What was she thinking?”
 
   And they all laugh in unison as my heart suddenly drops to my stomach. These women are evil.  They’re more than evil.  They’re the mean girls I used to know in high school, except now they’re wearing designer labels and have had a dozen nose and boob jobs between the three of them.  
 
   I can’t breathe.  I have to get out of here.  I don’t belong here.  What was I thinking?  It serves me right!  This is what I get for going out without Richard. I need fresh air.  I start walking quickly out the front door when I run into Ben, who is looking for me.  
 
   I am about to walk away when he grabs my arm and stops me. “Hey there.  Where are you going?” he asks gently.
 
   “It’s hot in here.  I need some air,” I mumble, not able to look him in the eye.  I don’t want him to see me tearing up. I need time to recover. I don’t want to seem like a woman scorned.
 
   “I’ll go with you,” he offers, still holding on to my arm.   
 
   “That won’t be necessary,” I say more forcefully as I pull my arm away from his grasp and start to walk again towards the entrance.
 
   I can hear him following me from behind. “Maggie, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.” I say but I know I don’t sound too convincing.  How can I when I still hear them talking about me?
 
   He grabs my arm again and I stop. “Then why do you look so upset?”
 
   I turn to look at him in disgust and I am ready to lay into him. I’m about to accuse him of being a serial dater and ask him if I’m just a passing fancy when I stop dead in my tracks.   Why am I so upset?  We’re not on a date.  He isn’t my boyfriend.  He’s a friend, nothing more.  We’ve made that perfectly clear.  In fact, that’s why I’m here in the first place.  I would never go out on a date when I’m still with Richard. What’s wrong with me?  I’m reacting like I care who he dates.  It’s none of my business if he’s left a string of broken hearts behind him.  I’m just here for the free food, the open bar and the Cinderella experience minus the handsome prince. 
 
   I shrug my shoulders and apologize. “I’m sorry, Ben.  I’m not upset, I just can’t go inside.” And I look back over my shoulders and I see the three Witches of Salem looking over at me.  They’ve apparently spotted us and are now whispering back and forth.  I can only imagine what they’re saying-that my shoes don’t match my bag. Oh, the horror!
 
   “You’re not having a good time?” he asks with a hurt expression in his eyes. I am such a horrible person.  Here he is inviting me out to a very important benefit and what do I do?  I make a scene. At least Cinderella had the good sense to leave before making a big scene with Prince Charming in front of her ugly stepsisters and his royal subjects.
 
   “I am…I was…I just don’t belong here, Ben.  This is your world, not mine,” I offer by way of an excuse.
 
   I can feel the witches’ eyes bearing down on me, making a hole in the back of my head.
 
   “My world is no different than yours,” he reasons.
 
   I beg to differ on that point.  Somehow my friends don’t spend thousands of dollars for a night out on the town and they definitely don’t travel around in limousines with uniformed drivers.  They also don’t judge someone based on her zip code or color palette. But I don’t say that out loud, not wanting to hurt Ben’s feelings.
 
   “I’m sure your world can be intimidating too,” he points out.  
 
   I smile slightly, remembering the first time Richard met Janie and what a hard time she gave him.  Poor Richard, I don’t think he’s recovered from that.  OK, so Ben may have a point here but still, it’s nowhere near to what I’m feeling now.
 
   I shrug my shoulders in agreement. “I guess but it’s hard enough meeting them with all of this going on around you.”  And I reach out my hands to point to the grandeur of this place. 
 
   “And wearing this,” I offer as I point to my dress.
 
   He leans in and whispers, “let’s not get started on that dress, Ms. Andrews.  It’s been having quite the effect on me all night long.”
 
   It has?  Before I know it, I’m blushing again and have almost forgotten my train of thought.  My emotional side whispers to me, “you heard what those women said about him.  He’s a player and he’s playing you right now.”  But my rational side quickly defends him. “No, Maggie, he’s a friend and he just wants to have a good time with you. We are strictly platonic.  I’m not auditioning for his wife.  I’ll leave that to Brooke.”
 
   I am so confused and I need to get out of here to clear my head. “I have a headache, Ben. I think I should just go home and let you have a good time here.”
 
   He protests. “But I am having a good time… with you.” 
 
   He reaches his hand out and grabs mine, caressing the back of my hand with his thumb.  His touch feels so good that it’s making me lose all of my resolve.
 
   “I just can’t go back in there,” I shake my head.  Even though I know I am being completely irrational, I refuse to be his latest ice cream flavor.
 
   “Alright then. I’ll make you a deal.  We won’t go back in there. Instead, you take me somewhere you feel comfortable going.”
 
   He doesn’t want to stay?  He really wants to spend time with me?
 
   I shake the elated feeling and instead protest, “I don’t want to take you away from this.  Didn’t you say this night was important for Sanders Communications?” 
 
   I feel guilty.  This is a charity event and I’m being very selfish right now.  Think of all of those sick children, Maggie.
 
   He waves it off as if it is nothing. “There are plenty of people who work at Sanders at this event who can hold down the fort.  Besides, I showed my face, made a rather sizable donation, took some publicity pictures and done my job.”
 
   He pulls my chin up with his hand, forcing me to look into his eyes. “I’d much rather be spending the rest of the night with you.”
 
   He may be a player but he knows exactly what to say to make me feel better, talking me off the ledge.  Besides, I really believe what he says.  He has nothing to gain otherwise.  A man like Ben can spend his time with any woman he wants.  He can choose to go back to the party without me; back to the witches who would fall all over him despite all of their complaining. Yet, he’s here with me.
 
   So I move my head slightly and out of the corner of my eye, I can see the three former flavors of the month gasping in shock, pressing their heads together in gossip.  I smile and lean over to give him a kiss on the check. Ben looks utterly confused. “What was that for?”
 
   “For understanding,” I say sweetly. 
 
   “What do you say we get out of here, Ms. Andrews?” he suggests as he smiles broadly.  
 
   I extend my hand out in front of me. “Lead the way, Mr. Sanders.”
 
   And knowing that they are still watching, I wrap my arm around his waist and walk with him to the entrance as I place my head on his shoulder.  I take one look back and give the girls a little good-bye wave with my hand.  Serves them right.  I may be wearing last season but I am going home with the prize.
 
   Ben leads me to the limo and opens the door for me as any gentleman would as I get in first. He follows and turns to me. “Where to, Ms. Andrews?”
 
   I smile. 
 
   “To the beach.”
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine: It Takes One To Know One 
 
   I am sitting on a bench, my legs stretched out in front of me and hanging over the railing; my dress is hitched up to above my knees.  My high heel pumps are on the wooden boardwalk and I am barefoot.  I can feel the cool wind through the toes of my feet.  Ben is sitting right next to me, leaning into his seat with his hands up above his head; looking up into the clear night sky.  His jacket and shoes are off and his tie is undone.  Although we are at the end of September, it is an unseasonably warm evening; typical of the Indian summer we have been having these last few weeks in New York.  
 
   While standing in front of the Waters International Hotel, when Ben asked me where I wanted to go next, one place immediately popped into my head.  I wanted to take him to one of my favorite spots in Queens-Rockaway Beach.  When we got here, we asked the limo driver to drop us off at the boardwalk and come back to pick us up an hour later.  I stifle a giggle now, thinking about all of the looks we got from the scattered local residents walking their dogs or going for a run.  With our evening attire, they must have thought we had just come from a wedding.  Definitely, too late in the season and too old to be coming from a prom.
 
   “I know it’s not the Hampton,” I say, looking over at him.  He may be in charge of one of the biggest companies in the country but he looks so boyish in the moonlight.  
 
   “It’s really nice,” he says absent mindedly as he closes his eyes for a moment.  It makes me wonder just how much stress he must be under on a daily basis and how often does he get to just relax.
 
   “See, there’s more to Queens than meets the eye.”
 
   He opens his eyes again and looks over to me, giving me a knowing smile. “Yes, there certainly is.” 
 
   I look away, embarrassed by the innuendo and instead, try to steer the conversation away to a safer topic. “I come here all the time during the summer months with my sister and her kids.  I love the feel of the sun on my face and making castles in the sand.” 
 
   “I presume with your niece and nephew and not by yourself?” he asks jokingly.
 
   “What’s wrong with playing in the sand by yourself?” I ask in a mocked tone of dismay.
 
   “Nothing wrong with rolling around in the sand.  Could be fun.” He then adds with an arch of his brow, “mind if I join you sometime?” 
 
   I hit him in the arm playfully. “Get your mind out of the gutter.”
 
   “Not my fault.  You lead me there.” 
 
   And then out of the blue, he asks, “have you ever taken Richard here?”
 
   I didn’t see that coming. I answer honestly. “No, I haven’t,” 
 
   And as I say it, the words actually surprise me.  Thinking back over our entire relationship, I’m not sure why I never brought Richard here.  I guess I can say it had to do with Richard’s busy schedule but the truth is, anytime I mentioned going to the beach with my family, he always had an excuse.  Come to think of it, many of our weekends and evening plans involved things that he wanted to do.  
 
   “That’s interesting,” he mumbles underneath his breathe in a sarcastic tone but loud enough for me to hear it.  Even though I’m thinking it too, I am protective of my relationship with Richard.  If anyone is going to put it down, it’s going to be me and only me, not Ben.  Well, me and my sister Janie.
 
   “What is?” I ask in an annoyed voice.
 
   “Nothing.” He shrugs his head as if he wants me to forget about his comment. But I can’t and press him for an explanation.
 
   “You meant something by that, so just say it.”
 
   He finally speaks. “It’s just funny how you never brought him here before and you’ve been dating how long?” he asks, driving his question home.
 
   “That’s really not the point,” I answer back defensively.
 
   “What is the point?” he asks, knowing full well he is pushing my buttons.
 
   “The point is I may not have taken him here but there are tons of other places I’ve been with him,” I say defiantly.
 
   “I’m sure you’re right.”  
 
   Now he’s just being condescending.  I can’t believe he’s judging me and what I have with Richard.  This is certainly rich coming from a man who has problems with keeping any relationship together from what I can tell from the idle chatter of his groupies at the ball and the hundreds of blog postings, discussions and articles online about his love life.
 
   He interrupts my thoughts with a peace offering. “I’m sorry,” he says. His voice is gentle as he leans over to put his arm around my shoulder.  “I just don’t get him, that’s all.”
 
   “What don’t you get?” I ask, hearing my voice catch as I feel the tears welling up in my eyes.  I look up to try to prevent them from falling down my face. Why is this conversation making me so upset?  Could it be that Ben has a point?  Could it be I’ve known all along but have been afraid to confront my own suspicions? 
 
   “How he can stay away from you.” His words should be comforting but they make me more upset.
 
   He then says quietly, “he has no idea about what he has.”
 
   “Well, he’s…” I stop, finding myself at a loss for words. Ben finishes the sentence for me, “working-yes, I got that.  It just doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
   His hand is moving from my shoulder up my neck as his fingers trace down to my collarbone, back over to my shoulder and down my arm.  I am paralyzed by his touch. I look down at my own hands neatly folded in front of me.  I don’t dare move them, afraid of where they would go if I set them free.
 
   Finding my voice again, I tell Ben about my visit with Richard. “I went to see him the other day on your advice.”
 
   His hand stops and he looks up at me. “And?”
 
   “He wasn’t so happy to see me.”  My eyes avoid his. I don’t think I can stand seeing a look of pity from Ben.
 
   He’s silent for a few seconds and I know he’s afraid to tell me something.  Finally, when I can’t take it anymore, I burst out, “I know you want to tell me something.  What is it?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Maggie. You shouldn’t be listening to me anyway,” he says dismissively.
 
   “Why not?  Aren’t we friends?” I ask rather harshly.
 
   “Yes, of course.” 
 
   But his words don’t sound too convincing.  He looks conflicted, as if he’s having a battle with himself.  I don’t want to let it go, though.  I don’t know why it is suddenly so important to me but I want to hear what Ben thinks; so I push the issue. “And aren’t friends supposed to tell each other what’s on their mind?”
 
   He finally confesses. “I don’t think you want to hear what I have to tell you.”
 
   “Yes, I do.  Please tell me?” I plead.  
 
   He moves his hand away from my shoulder and sits Indian style facing me.  His face looks resolved, as if he’s made up his mind to tell me everything, the good and the bad.  Why do I have a feeling it’s going to be bad?
 
   “OK, since you asked for it,” he warns.
 
   “Yes, I did.” I swallow and take a deep breath, bracing for the truth I am about to hear from Ben.
 
   “He’s a player, you know that, right?” 
 
   “Richard?” I ask, shell-shocked by what Ben is saying.  I was expecting to hear that Richard doesn’t love me anymore and that we’ve outgrown each other.  I was expecting to hear that Richard doesn’t treat me right and that I deserve better.  I was not expecting to hear that Richard is a two-timer.
 
   He nods his head in agreement as I shake mine in denial.  
 
   “No, not my Richard. You’ve got it all wrong.”
 
   “No, I think I got it just right.” 
 
   He looks so smug about it, so convinced of what he is saying! It’s driving me mad-to the point of distraction.
 
   “Ben, you don’t know a thing about it.  Richard is not cheating,” I say firmly.
 
   “Are you so sure?” he asks accusingly.
 
   “He’s just very busy at work and doesn’t really have time right now.” 
 
   The anger is rising up inside of me like a volcano as I prepare to throw a million excuses out at him.  
 
   Ben turns to me and asks, “then you won’t mind if I ask you some questions?”
 
   “Questions?” Where is he going with this?
 
   “Yes, just a few quick questions and if I’m wrong about Richard, I’ll apologize and never mention it again.  We can go back to being friends.”  
 
   Sounds reasonable.  
 
   Then he says, “but if I’m right, you’ll agree to give me a chance.”
 
   “A chance?” I repeat his words back to him.  
 
   He looks me straight in the eyes with that same intense stare I saw when I first came out of the limo, the same stare I saw while having coffee with him at Coffee Grinds. “Yes, a chance to be with you.”
 
   “But you are with me, right now,” I argue.
 
   “Maggie, I don’t want to be your friend.  If I’m right, you’ll go out with me on a real date,” he proposes.
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   My head is spinning at the thought.  
 
   “Agreed?” 
 
   He holds out his hand for me to shake.  I look down, dumbfounded.  I can’t agree to this.  I’m with Richard.  But wait! If Ben’s right and Richard is cheating, I’ll soon find myself single again.  What would be the harm?  Besides, I’m going to win this bet anyway. So it’s a win-win situation.
 
   “Agreed.” 
 
   I offer my hand in return and we shake on it.  
 
   He then sits with his back straight up against the bench and smiles. “OK then, let’s start.”
 
   “I’m ready when you are!”  
 
   I pull my chin up high, resolved to take the high road and prove him wrong. To think of Richard as a playboy seems absolutely ridiculous.  I mean he’s handsome if you like that serious lawyerly look, but girls dropping themselves at his feet?  Impossible.  Ben is so wrong on this one.  I sure hope he runs his company better than his intuitions.
 
   “Do you live together?” He asks the question as if he were an attorney and I a witness he is cross-examining at a trial.
 
   “No,” I answer simply. If anything I’ve learned from Richard is to just answer the question as asked and not offer anything more.
 
   “And you’ve been together for five years?” He definitely stretches out the word ‘five.’ 
 
   “Yes,” I answer, ignoring the implied meaning of the question.
 
    “Any mention of moving in?” he asks. 
 
   Hey, what’s with that question? That’s kind of personal. 
 
   “Why is this that important?” I interrupt.  
 
   He just shakes his head and says, “just answer the question.”
 
   “We did talk about it once but Richard thought it was best if we kept our own place, our own individual space.” So when Richard said it, it made sense. When I say it, it does sound rather ridiculous.
 
   “So you were the one who suggested moving in?” he asks.
 
   Again, how does he know that?
 
   “Yes” I answer, shyly.  It does make me sound pushy.
 
   “And not him?” he repeats. 
 
   Didn’t I just say that?
 
   “No, not exactly,”  I respond. I feel like I’m at a Congressional hearing being questioned about my misuse of federal funds.
 
   “Interesting,” he utters.  What was that comment about?  He’s nodding his head as if he has anticipated every one of my answers. I just know he’s taking mental notes. I only wish I had a copy of his notes.
 
   “Do you ever get to sleep over his place?” he continues. 
 
   So, now he’s just crossing the line.  I should stop him but I want to prove him wrong so I answer the question. “Mostly he’s at my apartment but I’ve stayed over his place before.” 
 
   I look over and he’s smiling at me with that same smug expression as before so I have to explain.  “He likes staying at my place.  It gets him out of Manhattan.”
 
   “Uh huh.” 
 
   He doesn’t believe me.
 
   “It’s an escape for him,” I say defensively
 
   “And how often does he get to escape?” He puts his two arms up, bending two fingers on each hand as if to put quotation marks around the word escape.
 
   “Most weekends unless he has to work.”
 
   “And how many weekends has this been?” he asks.  
 
   Does he have to be so specific?
 
   “Well, lately it’s been almost every weekend that he’s working.” 
 
   Why is this sounding so bad?  I’m about ready to hear Ben throw down the gavel and declare Richard guilty as charged.
 
   “Interesting…” he mutters yet again.  
 
   I wish he would stop saying that.  He’s making me nervous.  So nervous that I find myself making excuses for Richard.
 
   “But in his defense, he’s been really…” As I say it, he interrupts me, “busy, I know, you’ve said that before.”
 
   “ Well, it’s true. He’s just a law associate trying to build up a name for himself,” I say with an angry tone.
 
   “And then you went to visit him at his office and his reaction?” He has a firm tone to his voice, just like a prosecutor would.
 
   He knows the reaction.  I just told him. 
 
   “He was not happy,” I mutter.
 
   “Did he ask you to stay?” he questions.
 
   “No but he had work to do.”
 
   Now he closes in on the kill. “So let me get this straight.  You’ve been with him for five years with no talk of moving in or marriage.  You hardly stay at his apartment, probably don’t even have a drawer to call your own.  He instead comes to stay at your place which, lately, hasn’t been much because he’s working.”
 
   Well, of course, if you say it that way, it looks suspicious.
 
   He nods his head firmly. “Trust me, he’s not being honest with you.”
 
   “This proves nothing,” I say stubbornly.
 
   “If you say so.”  He shakes his head with that self-righteous smile on his face I wish I could erase.  He’s acting so full of himself.  I have to bring him down a peg or two.
 
   “Besides, what experience do you have with this?” I demand.
 
   “Experience?  Maggie, you are looking at the King of Non-commitment.”
 
   That was disarmingly honest.  I wasn’t expecting it.  But remembering what those girls said at the Waters Hotel and my internet research, I have no reason to doubt him.
 
   He quickly adds, “not anymore though.  I’ve since changed my ways.”
 
   I think about his words for a minute, letting them settle in my mind. Is that why he broke up with Brooke?  Well at least he has standards.  I have to give him that.  
 
   I turn to him and ask again, “so you’re saying he’s cheating on me?”
 
   “I’m saying that as a former reformed playboy myself, he’s hiding something.”
 
   “How can you tell?” I ask, now curious to know.
 
   “All the signs are there.”
 
   “What signs?”
 
   “The telltale signs of a player. Besides what I said before, don’t you think it’s a little strange that he never spends time with your family?  You’ve been to his place how many times and not once did he come with you?  He uses his work as an excuse not to see you.”
 
   “That’s not fair, Ben,” I protest.
 
   “You buy expensive lingerie in a last ditch effort to save your relationship?” he accuses.
 
   Ouch, that really hurts.  I am stunned into silence and can feel the tears springing back up again.  This time, though, I let them fall.  He reaches over to brush the tears away from my eyes and says gently, “I’m so sorry to say this to you, Maggie but you need to know that you deserve better than this.”
 
   I am now sobbing and stumble out words in between breathes. “I don’t believe you.  I’m going to need more than just your words to believe that about Richard.”
 
   “I understand, Maggie.  I wasn’t expecting you to believe it-not now anyway. It’s a lot to take in.”
 
   I catch my breath and spend the next few minutes calming myself down.  Ben sits there patiently, without saying another word, comforting me with his arm gently caressing my arm.
 
   Finally, I speak quietly. “This doesn’t prove you’ve won the bet.”
 
   Ben lets out a laugh and it catches me off guard.  Despite myself, I feel the edges of my mouth go up in a grin.
 
   “Stubborn woman,” he mutters playfully. “That’s fine though.  I’m a patient man. I can wait to collect on my bet. You know why?”
 
   I look at him, waiting for his answer. 
 
   “Because you’re worth waiting for.” 
 
   Is he for real?  My mind is spinning, reeling.  I’m trying to get a handle over everything that has just happened.  Even though I’m angry, I can’t be angry at him. Everything Ben’s said so far has been true except for the cheating part.  That, I will have to find out for myself.  
 
   Yet, Ben is convinced he has Richard figured out, says he knows the signs because he was once a playboy.  I wonder…
 
   “So you said you were a player?” I start the conversation, placing the spotlight away from Richard and on him.
 
   “Reformed,” he corrects me.
 
   “It seems to me you have the life most men would kill to have. Why did you change?” I ask, curious to hear what he has to say.
 
   “You want an honest answer?” he questions.
 
   “Of course,” I exclaim.
 
   No, please lie to me.  Apparently, Richard is; so why stop with him.
 
   “I got tired of playing the game.”
 
   “Playing the game?” I repeat his words.
 
   “The game of dating as many women as possible. It can be exhausting playing the field.”
 
   “Exhausting?” I ask, puzzled. Somehow, I find that hard to believe.  Tired of having beautiful women throw themselves at you. How horrible can that be?
 
   “You’d be surprised. You have to keep track of whom you’re seeing, making sure to keep names straight, lies straight.  Nothing is worse in a relationship than when you call someone else’s name out during… well, let’s just say, a very intimate moment.”
 
   “And you’ve done that?” I am shocked.
 
   “That and more, I am ashamed to say.” 
 
   The girls were right about him and his flavor of the week.
 
   “And you expect me to believe you’ve changed?” I ask incredulously, remembering how stunning the redhead, brunette and blonde were at the ball.
 
   “I don’t expect anyone to believe it.  I know who I am now.” 
 
   Another brutally honest answer.
 
   “But why change?” I ask.
 
   “I’m getting older, Maggie.  In a few short years, I’ll be taking over my father’s business.  I’m not that young kid anymore who has no worries in the world other than who I’ll be waking up with in the morning.”
 
   “The thrill is gone, huh?” I comment, jokingly.
 
   “Yes. I couldn’t have said it better myself,” he responds seriously.
 
   “And now that you’re older and wiser…” I linger on the last word.
 
   He finishes that sentence for me.  “I want someone to settle down with.”  
 
   Those are the exact words I’ve been wishing Richard would say and here is Ben instead, pouring his heart out.  The irony is not lost on me.
 
   “So why don’t you?” I ask.
 
   “It’s hard to find that someone.”
 
   Is he serious?  He’s rich, handsome and charming.  I can find him about twenty women walking this same boardwalk tonight that would go out with him.  Hell, I can probably find ten who would marry him on the spot.
 
   “Someone like you must have no problems getting women. I’m sure you have them throwing themselves at your feet on their hands and knees,” I offer.  And while they’re on their knees, I’m sure they’ll do anything he’d ask them to do.
 
   He explains, “getting them is easy, keeping them is another story.  I want someone who isn’t after my money or the fame or both.”
 
   And I look over and for the first time, I see Ben, not as this cocky, self-assured man, but rather as an insecure little boy.  And my heart flutters, despite myself.
 
   He keeps going. “I’m looking for someone like my mom who loved my father when he had nothing and helped him become the man he is now.  I want that same thing.  To know that when the chips are down, that someone will still be there for me.”
 
   And I have to look away because that is exactly what I want with Richard.  At least, I think I want that with Richard.  Sitting next to Ben, I’m not so sure anymore.  It’s like every time I’m around him, I forget who I am.
 
   His voice brings me back to earth. “Richard doesn’t know a good thing when he sees one because if I had someone like you in my life, I would never let her go. You’re funny, beautiful and have great taste in lingerie.”
 
   I’m not sure if it’s because I’m still reeling about Richard or the fact that Ben is pouring his heart out to me, but I can feel the tears coming down my face again.  I have got to stop crying like a water faucet or else he’ll add “basket case” to that list of his. 
 
   Ben leans over to wipe the tears with his hand and softly caresses my cheeks with his fingers.  Slowly his hands trail down my neck and through my hair as he leans forward within inches of my face.  Just like at the ball, when we were dancing, I can feel his lips so close and his breath on my skin.  Before I know it, his lips brush against mine, feathery and light.  I close my eyes, giving into the sensation.  His other hand moves up my arm, caressing my shoulders and I am lost in the moment.  My lips respond in kind and my hands start to move up his chest to his neck, my fingers playing with the hair on the back of his head.  This feels so right and yet so wrong.  Wait! This is wrong-I can’t kiss Ben.  I can’t do this to Richard. I quickly push him away and I get up from the bench, standing over Ben who looks like he’s still catching his breath from what just happened.
 
   “I’m sorry, Ben but I can’t do this,” I finally speak as I see him brushing strands of loose hair away from his face with his hand. 
 
   “I understand, Maggie,” he replies, his voice ragged and I know he’s trying to control his emotions.
 
   “I need to resolve this thing with Richard.  I need to take care of that first.”
 
   “You don’t have to explain,” he says.
 
   “Yes, I do.  If what you say is true about Richard, then we’ll have time to figure things out between us.”
 
   “And if I’m wrong?” he asks and for the first time, I hear uncertainty in his voice.
 
   “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” I answer honestly. 
 
   I don’t want to think about that just now.  
 
   He nods in understanding.  “Do you want me to take you home?” He gets up from his seat and reaches down for my pumps and hands them to me.
 
   “I think I should call a cab,” I say, as my fingers brush against his as I take the shoes from his hand.
 
   “Maggie, don’t be ridiculous,” he protests.
 
   But I know I’m not being ridiculous. I just can’t trust myself alone with Ben, not yet, not without knowing about Richard first.
 
   “I’m sorry, Ben but I need to go home, alone,” I say firmly.
 
   He nods, knowing that I’ve made up my mind and offers, “You take the limo.  I’ll wait for a cab.”
 
   Before I can argue, he places his index finger on my lips and whispers, “please, Maggie.  Take the limo home.”
 
   I give him a small smile and reach for the ends of my dress as we walk towards the parking lot from the boardwalk in silence.  So much for Cinderella and her ball.  I’m starting to think this whole fairytale business is highly overrated.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten: I Spy A Cheater
 
   It’s Wednesday evening, four days after my date with Ben and I am standing across the street from Richard’s office, dressed in a very smart black suit with black leather pumps.   I have on dark sunglasses and am wearing a fedora hat.  My hair is away from my face, pulled back into a ponytail. I am peering over a magazine, eyeing the entrance of the building in front of me.  I feel so covert, just like an undercover cop on assignment or a spy about ready to bust an international human trafficking ring.  Well, OK, cops or spies wouldn’t be wearing heels or a fedora but just because I am undercover, doesn’t mean I have to sacrifice style, do I?
 
   I’ve been waiting for over an hour now, nursing the same café latte from Coffee Grinds and reading the same article in my fashion magazine.  Maybe Ben and Janie are both wrong, maybe Richard isn’t cheating on me.  Maybe, it’s always been about his court case and how important it is to his career. And suddenly, I feel silly and guilty for even having suspicions.  How do I let myself be talked into these things?
 
   But I can’t ignore the signs anymore.  After the limo dropped me off on Saturday, I woke up the next morning and called Richard on his cell.  Although he seemed happy to hear from me, he again made excuses as to why we couldn’t see each other.  Yet, as we made plans for dinner at Martins for this Thursday night, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off.   But then he reassured me that once the trial was over, in less than two weeks, he’d be all mine again.  His words eased my fears until Janie called to hear all of the details about my date with Ben.  When I told her everything that Ben said about Richard, she completely agreed with him.  I can’t believe my own sister taking someone else’s side.  So here I am, back to doubting Richard.  
 
   Which brings me to now and why I’m in a fedora hat casing Richard’s office like he’s a common criminal.  I decide that once and for all, I need answers.  I can’t keep riding this seesaw of uncertainty.  I can’t keep plucking the petals off of a flower, muttering with each pluck, “he’s cheating on me, he’s not cheating on me.” 
 
   
So what do I decide to do? I do what any rational woman in my position would do.  I don’t confront him.  I don’t ask him point blank whether he’s having an affair.  No, I decide to follow him myself to see what he’s really up to.  I know it’s completely nuts but in my defense, it sounded like quite a reasonable decision at one o’clock in the morning when I woke up in a pool of sweat after having a nightmare of watching Richard surrounded by Ben’s groupies from the ball.  
 
   But now that I’m standing here, I feel silly and guilty.  I need to have more trust in Richard and instead, have a conversation with him about our future once this trial of his is over. Then I’ll know where I stand with him and will also be able to think about how I feel about Ben. 
 
   I’m about to call off the tail when I spot Richard walking out of the building.  I look at my watch. It’s about a quarter to six.  What’s he doing outside of his office? I try to shake the suspicions off my mind.  It’s probably nothing.  He’s most likely going to grab a bite to eat before he goes back to work. Richard looks both ways and casually walks the block, heading towards the Upper East Side.  Despite myself, I follow him on the other side of the street, making sure to keep two steps behind him- a trick I learned in one of the spy movies I watched to get myself prepared for this assignment.  
 
   He crosses the street and is now on the same side of the street as me, so I hang back further, just in case he turns around.  I see him pulling his cell phone out of his pocket and dialing a number.  All of a sudden, I hear my phone ring with Richard’s ring tone. Damn it!  Thank goodness, he can’t hear my phone ring with all of the noise of the street around him. I’m suddenly grateful that we live in crowded and noisy New York City.  
 
   I should answer it.  I don’t want him wondering where I am.  He thinks I’m home.  But I can’t have him hearing the background noise because he’ll ask where I am.  So I duck into a nearby electronics store and answer the phone on the fourth ring, trying to collect myself. 
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “Hi, hon.” He sounds casual, certainly not the voice of someone who is hiding something.
 
   “Hey, Richard.” I keep the hand over the receiver to block the noise. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a salesman heading my way, no doubt thinking that he can get me to buy a computer or surround sound system or something.  I wave him off as soon as he gets closer but he doesn’t seem to be deterred.  I place my hand over the receiver as I direct my comments to him. “I’m not interested.”
 
   I get back to Richard and my cell phone.  I can hear Richard over the line ask, “what’s going on, Mags?” I peer over to my side, and the salesperson is still waiting for me.
 
   “What do you mean?”  I am now moving around the store so this guy gets the hint to stay away from me.  He doesn’t and instead, starts following me around the store like a puppy who desperately wants his owner’s attention. He must really need a commission badly. 
 
   I place the receiver closer to my ear as Richard says, “I can barely hear you.”
 
   “Really?  It must be a bad connection or the TV.  I have it on. Give me a minute.  I’ll go and turn down the volume.” 
 
   The salesman is now trailing me, right on my heels.  I know I have no chance of making him go away unless I buy something so I reach over to the nearest item on the shelve, pull it down and wave it in my hands at him.  He smiles, takes it and walks over to the register.  I pull out my credit card from my bag and hand it over to him without really thinking too much about it.  At this point, I’d hand over my first-born child so that I can talk to Richard in peace.
 
   As he rings up the sale, Richard continues talking to me on the phone.  “Mags, I have to stay late again tonight.  This case just won’t quit.”
 
   I roll my eyes and I can feel an unsettling pit at the bottom of my stomach but my voice remains calm. “Still at the office?”
 
   “Yes, unfortunately.  The partners just dumped another bunch of files I have to go through for discovery.  I haven’t even seen the light of day today.  Don’t know whether it’s sunny or raining buckets.”
 
   Really?  Did he have to go that far?  What did Ben say about telling so many lies? It gets harder to keep track of them. 
 
   The salesman hands me the receipt and a pen to sign on the line. I absentmindedly scribble my name on the paper, take the bag and head back outside to see if I can still see Richard.  He’s gone.
 
   “Mags?  Are you still there? I still hear those noises?” he mutters.
 
   “Must be static.”
 
   “You should think about changing phone providers,” Richard suggests and immediately, Ben pops up into my head.  It occurs to me that Richard has no idea what he’s implying.   
 
   “Maybe I will, “ I say and then add, “Don’t worry about me.  I’ll see you tomorrow night at Martins.”
 
   “OK, honey. Talk to you tomorrow.”
 
   “Don’t work too hard,” I say as cheerful as possible.
 
   And just like that, he hangs up.  Work hard, ha! Hasn’t seen the light of day, double ha!
 
   I start to walk as quickly as possible in the direction Richard was heading, expecting beyond hope that I can still catch up to him.  After several minutes of walking and several blocks later, still no sight of him.  I grab a seat on a window ledge of a nearby building, feeling deflated and utterly hopeless.  One part of me knows he’s lying.  That part of me is whispering in my ear, “he lied to you.  Richard has been lying to you all this time.  Five years of lies!”  But there is the other voice that is whispering something completely different in my other ear, “don’t jump to conclusions, Maggie.  For all you know, he may be getting some air and grabbing a bite to eat before he goes back to work.  You haven’t seen anything to think differently.”
 
   I get up from the ledge with my head in a fog and my hands covering both my ears.  I don’t want to listen to any internal voices right now.  I just want to find Richard and know, once and for all.
 
   I start walking again and before I realize it, I am standing right in front of Martins.  Of course, it would be here.  I look at the street sign and realize that I have walked almost twenty blocks.  Despite the mood I am in, I smile, thinking back to all of the wonderful times I’ve shared with Richard here; anniversaries, birthdays, corporate parties.  I know I’m having dinner with him tomorrow at this exact same place but something comes over me and I find myself opening the door and walking right in to the foyer of one of my favorite restaurants.  It’s like comfort food for me.  It’s my happy place.  
 
   I remove my fedora and sunglasses as a beautiful brunette with a black fitted tank top and matching skirt walks over to me and smiles. “May I help you?”
 
   And then just because I feel so down and can use a pick me up, I smile back and say, “yes, I’d like a table for dinner please.”
 
   “Do you have a reservation?”
 
   Should I tell her I didn’t bother calling in a reservation because I have been too busy playing the part of the crazy psychotic girlfriend who thinks her boyfriend is cheating on her?  I decide against it, preferring to have one person in my life not think that I’ve completely lost it.  
 
   Instead I say politely, “no I don’t.”
 
   “I’ll check to see if I can fit you in. Will someone be joining you?”
 
   There it is.  The question that no single girl wants to hear at a five star restaurant.  I answer her back, barely in a whisper. “No, just me.”
 
   And I can see a look of pity cross her face as she turns to check on my table. Within a few minutes, she is back and tells me that they can squeeze me in at the bar. I agree and follow her into the main dining hall. 
 
   I look over to all of the tables, covered in beautiful white linen tablecloth.  On each of them, there are several candles in the center, giving the entire room a romantic glow.  Most are occupied by couples talking, holding hands, looking into each other’s eyes.  I scan the room, observing the interaction, wishing I was sitting down with Richard, holding his hand, looking into his eyes, talking about….Wait, just a minute.  And before my mind has time to process it, my eyes lock on a table and right there, right in my line of vision is Richard. He’s sitting down in one of those tables.  He’s holding someone’s hand and he’s gazing into someone else’s eyes.  From where I am standing, I can’t see the woman because her back is towards me.  All I see is a mane of blonde hair cascading over her shoulders.  From the way they are acting, this is most definitely not dinner with a client. 
 
   Like a bull in front of a matador holding a cape, all I see is red and I am practically seething by the time the brunette hostess seats me at the bar.  How could he?  And of all places, why here?
 
   I need to find out who that woman with Richard is, but how?  The only way to do it is to go into the main dining room.  How do I do that without actually being seen by Richard?  I place my fedora and shopping bag on the empty barstool besides me and try to catch the bartender’s attention.  The bartender who looks like an aspiring actor waiting for his first big break takes my order of a Bloody Mary, the best drink to match my mood.  Hey, desperate times call for desperate measures and right now, I’m desperate.  He brings me my drink which I gulp down in rapid pace and ask for another one.  He looks at me with concern and I know he wants to ask me if I’m OK but I quickly turn my stool around, not needing a therapist for a bartender.  I just want my drinks and I want them fast.  I need courage and Bloody Marys will do just that.  The bartender approaches me again, this time for a food order and I look down and point to a fish dish on the menu.  Honestly, I don’t care about what I eat.  I just need for him to go away so I can think.  
 
   I look over to Richard and he is in full charm mode.  I know that mode very well.  He’s throwing his head back in a laugh, leaning over to mystery woman, whispering comments in her direction.  I need another drink.  Where is that bartender?
 
   After the third round of Bloody Marys, the edge is off and I feel myself relaxing.  I look over and Richard is now sharing an appetizer with his date.  I can’t stand to watch this anymore. I need to act now.  I call the bartender over once more; he is most likely thinking in his head that he doesn’t get paid enough to deal with crazy customers like me. 
 
   “Yes, may I help you Miss?” he asks pleasantly enough. Getting a closer look at his face, I notice now how attractive he really is.  Yep, he’s definitely an aspiring actor.   
 
   I smile warmly at him, trying to appear normal.  “I was wondering.  How does one actually get into the main dining room?”
 
   
“Do you have a reservation?” he asks.
 
   Again, that question! 
 
   “No,” I answer firmly, annoyed that everyone seems to want me to make a reservation.  Not everything in life is planned, you know?
 
   “Then, I’m sorry miss but unless you are a server or a greeter, you won’t be able to get in there without a reservation.”
 
   “A greeter?” I ask, innocently.  “I never heard of such a thing. How interesting! What do they do exactly”  What a liar I am!
 
   “They go around the room asking the patrons if they are satisfied with their meal, if they need anything else. They’re like the restaurant version of a concierge.” He looks over to across the bar where someone else seems to be flagging him down and he leaves my side with an apology.
 
   A greeter, huh? I look down at my black suit and smile deviously.  Well, I’m certainly dressed for the part.
 
   I slide down off my stool and look around, making sure that the bartender and the brunette hostess are occupied with other customers.  I make my way to the restroom and adjust my look in the mirror.  I comb out my hair and open the first two buttons of my blouse.  I apply some lipstick and mascara.  I take another look at myself in the mirror.  I don’t look so bad.  Comparing myself to the blonde woman sitting with Richard, I may look ordinary, with my long brown hair and hazel eyes, but I’m cute.  Ben thinks I’m attractive.  He’s even said I’m beautiful.  In fact, Ben always makes me feel so good about myself.  The two times I’ve been with him, he’s made me feel like I am the only one in the room.   I blink back the tears.  I can’t fall apart now.  I’m too close to the truth now.
 
   I exit the restroom, keeping my head down so as not to make eye contact with the bartender.  I make my way to the main dining hall, hold my chin up high and plaster a huge smile across my face.  I make my way to the first table where an elderly couple is sitting.
 
   I clear my throat and begin. “Hello and welcome to Martins.  I just wanted to see if everything is to your liking?”
 
   Neither the woman or the man look up from their menus, instead grunting their approval.  Alright then, moving on.  I spot another couple sitting at the table next to theirs and make my way over, careful to keep my back towards Richard.
 
   I look down and the woman is quite attractive and her hand is holding the hand of the man sitting across from her.  I follow his hand to his face and gasp.  Why he’s old enough to be her father!  In fact, the wrinkle lines on his face are deep enough to slide pennies through.  They both look up at me and smile.  She has perfectly gleaming white teeth and he’s got dentures on. The young girl is beaming up at me.  She looks like someone madly in love.  I don’t know whether to smile back or report them to child services.
 
   I stutter my way through the greeting. “Are you enjoying your evening?”
 
   The young woman, more like a girl (seriously, they should start carding people here), squeals, “I’m having a fabulous time!  I’ve always wanted to come here and well, here I am! Isn’t he the most amazing man you’ve ever met?”
 
   Considering I’ve only met him just this minute, I don’t have a lot to offer in terms of an answer.  The man looks at her with pride though and coos, “no sweetie, you’re the prize.” 
 
   Why is it that when a much older man is out with a much younger woman  he starts speaking in baby talk.  Is there a whole father and daughter sick dynamics going on here?  I don’t get it. 
 
   As if I’m not even there, he tells her, “now you go and order anything on the menu, sweetie.  Nothing is off limits.” She leans over the table and right in front of me, gives him a full-on kiss, tongue and all.  I really don’t need to see that.  I’m feeling a bit nauseated. I have to admit this greeting job is harder than it looks. 
 
   I slowly move away and walk over to the other end of the room.  I can see from the corner of my eye that the bartender is looking around for me with a plate of food in his hand, probably wondering where I went.  I know I don’t have much time so I move a few steps to the side and am finally within view of Richard’s table and his dinner guest.
 
   I run my hand across my hair to shield my face and take a glance at the table.  Her blonde hair frames her face with soft curls and as I adjust my eyes, her face comes into focus.   There is no mistaking the eyes-the steely look.  There is also no mistaking those lips and the stern words that came out of them just a few weeks ago.  The same lips that are now doing a number on my boyfriend’s neck, ear and mouth.
 
   My own mouth drops as I realize who is sitting with Richard, enjoying his company, sucking his face off and trying to steal my boyfriend away from me.  I feel my throat tighten up and the tears start to fall from my eyes.  I need to get out of here.  I quickly move away from his table and fumble my way past the ‘father and daughter’ couple and the ‘grunting’ couple.  Everything is such a blur, I don’t know how I make it out of the dining hall without Richard seeing me. I head over to the bar and throw some money on the table to cover my drink tab.  I grab my stuff and run outside, stopping to catch my breath when I’m finally standing on the sidewalk outside of the restaurant. 
 
   Why is this happening to me?  Why? And with her, of all people!  And suddenly my mind flashes back to when I first laid eyes on her.  The way she looked down on me and refused to help me when I asked.  And then all at once, it hits me like a brick.  I may have gotten back my black lingerie -no thanks to her, but she’s got Richard!
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven: You Win Some, You Lose Some
 
   After I realize that Ms. Snobby from Crandalls is the other woman in Richard’s life, I black out.  And it’s not from the three Bloody Marys I drank at Martins but rather from the shock of seeing that woman with my almost fiancé.  
 
   I am so blinded with rage and grief that I don’t remember exactly how I get home.  I just remember running out of the restaurant and the next thing I know, I’m laying on my bed, face down, crying my eyes out.   When I finally compose myself enough to think straight (more like four hours of nonstop crying), I try to piece together all of the events leading up to my horrible discovery.  I remember following Richard out of the office, him calling me about working late and I remember buying something from an electronic store.  I see the shopping bag right by my feet and open it up, more out of curiosity than anything else. I pull out the box and read the front.  What is this?  I look at the receipt and I nearly pass out.  This day just keeps getting better and better.  First I find out my boyfriend is cheating on me and now I own a.. what was it? An electronic pet fencing system. And I don’t even own a dog!
 
   Think rationally, Maggie.  Ms. Snobby might be a client.  Maybe she’s suing the store for sexual discrimination.  I hope she loses.  I can’t help it.  I don’t like her.  She was too close to Richard for this to be just a business meeting and her mouth was on his!  I don’t think attorneys kiss their clients. Beside, why wouldn’t he mention it to me?  I mean, what’s so bad about hiding a business meeting.  
 
   No, I have to stop making excuses.  Ben’s right. He’s cheating on me.  And I don’t know what hurts more-that he’s cheating on me or that he’s cheating on me with that woman.  Out of all of the whores in the world he could pick, he had to choose her. Now I know it’s not nice to call people names but they keep popping up in my head and I can’t seem to stop myself.
 
   Part of me wants to call Janie and vent but I don’t really feel like talking to her about it.  I know she would never say it to me in the state I’m in, especially if she sees that I’m in so much pain, but I know she’ll be thinking it.  She’ll be thinking that I should have listened to her. I should have had that talk with Richard right from the beginning and this never would have happened.  She’s right.  I know she’s right.  I’m just really not in the mood to face it.
 
   But I need to talk to someone and the first person that pops into my mind is Ben.  I look over at the clock on my bedside table.  It’s past midnight.  I can’t call him so late.  He’s probably sleeping or worse, what if he’s with someone? Maybe one of those witches from the ball.  I don’t think I can stand another surprise.  But I’m in such a bad state and literally feel like I am going mad, that I take my chances and I reach for the phone and dial his number.  I hear his familiar voice on the second ring,
 
   “Hello?” he answers, his voice groggy.  I close my eyes, relieved that he’s alone.   He must have glanced at the caller id because he then asks, “Maggie?”
 
   I can’t talk.  Hearing him say my name brings a new wave of tears and sobs.
 
   “What’s wrong?”  His voice is full of concern.  I know I should answer him but I just can’t.
 
   “Are you hurt?”
 
   I nod my head “no”, unable to speak but realizing how stupid this is.  He can’t see me.  I wish I had video called him instead so he can see what a mess I am.
 
   “Do you want to me to come over?” he asks, going along with my version of phone charades.
 
   I nod “yes” this time.  Damn, this phone.
 
   After another sob, he says, “I’ll take that as a yes.   Just tell me what this is all about because I’m really concerned here and thinking all sorts of crazy things.” 
 
   “Richard,” is all I can push out.
 
   “Oh fuck,” he sighs.
 
   Yes, the fact is Richard is fucking Ms. Snobby which is why I’m crying and a total wreck in the first place.
 
   “I’ll be there in less than an hour.  Just text me your home address again. Don’t move.”
 
   I cry out a high-pitched “OK” and he hangs up the phone.  With trembling fingers I type out my address and send it to him.   
 
   Don’t move, he tells me.  That won’t be a problem.  I can’t.  I’m paralyzed with grief.  Instead, I lay back down on the bed and wait for Ben, crying every few minutes, as I relive the moment I first saw Ms. Snobby with Richard, replaying it over and over again in my mind. 
 
   What seems like hours pass before I hear the buzz of the downstairs ringer.  I look over to my clock again and realize that it’s only been twenty-five minutes.  Even though I’m very close to Manhattan, I know that Ben must have been driving like a crazy madman to get here within such a short time.  
 
   I get up from bed and walk over to the full-length mirror.  I’m still dressed in my black suit from this afternoon, now wrinkly and disheveled from all of the pacing, lying down and thrashing I’ve done in the past few hours.  I look at my face and see that it’s blotchy, my eyes are swollen and my nose is running.  I am a complete mess. I know I should care about how I look in front of Ben but I really don’t.  I reach for a tissue as I walk over to the front door to buzz him in. I open the door and wait for him to appear.  Within a few seconds, he is there, leaning on the doorframe, looking at me with sympathy.  He’s wearing grey track pants, a grey fitted t-shirt over a blue hooded jacket and sneakers.  He must have just rolled out of bed and into his car.
 
   Just the idea that Ben cares enough to come straight over without any questions asked brings up a new wave of tears.  I take the tissue and dab it against my eyes as he moves into me with his arms outstretched, pulling me into a hug.
 
   “Shhh, it’s alright.  Everything’s going to be fine.”
 
   My face is pressed into his chest and he feels so warm.  I’m sure I’ve gotten some of my snot on his shirt and under normal circumstances, I would be utterly embarrassed but not tonight.  Tonight, I could drool and I wouldn’t care.  After a few minutes, he gently moves me into the apartment as he closes the door behind him, guides me into the living room and has me sitting down on the sofa.  He does this all without ever letting go of me.  I lean against his shoulder and begin another round of crying. Ben doesn’t say a word.  He lets me get it out of my system as he pulls me closer to him.
 
   Finally, when I think that I’m done with all of the tears, I look up at him grateful. “Thank you for being here.”
 
   “Are you alright?” he asks gently.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I cry out. 
 
   If having an incredible hole in your heart is an indication, then no, I’m not alright.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “You’ll be happy to know that you’ve won the bet,” I announce sarcastically.
 
   He gives me a serious look.  Uh oh, I don’t think he found that amusing.
 
   “I don’t like to win like this,” he says softly.
 
   I nod my head because I know he’s telling the truth.  
 
   I wave his comment away. “It doesn’t matter because I caught Richard cheating on me.”
 
   “Are you sure, Maggie? Because it might be a misunderstanding.”
 
   This man is so confusing. One minute he is spending all his energy convincing me that Richard is a snake and the next, he’s giving him the benefit of the doubt. I wish he would just make up his mind on this.
 
   “I saw it with my own two eyes.” I point to my eyes for effect.
 
   “How?” he asks.
 
   “I followed him last night.” I look down and say sheepishly.
 
   “You did what?” he asks incredulously.
 
   “Well, I needed to know and I wasn’t going to wait around for him to come home and introduce me to his mistress,” I explain.
 
   I can see the sides of his mouth curling up in a smile and a look of admiration cross his face.  “I would think not.”
 
   “And he was having dinner with another woman at our restaurant. He took her to our place,” I cry out in dismay.
 
   “Maybe it was a client.”
 
   I shake my head rigorously, “Lawyers don’t hold clients’ hands.  Lawyers don’t caress clients’ fingers.  Lawyers don’t whisper into said clients’ ears while they giggle! And lawyers don’t kiss clients, ramming their tongues down their throats!!” 
 
   At least never any of the ones I’ve retained professionally.
 
   “I guess you’re right,” he agrees.
 
   “And what’s worse, I know her!” 
 
   I’m about to say her name but I stop myself.  I don’t want Ben to know who she is.  I’m afraid he would go over to Crandalls tomorrow and give her a piece of his mind and this is my battle to fight, not his. 
 
   “You know who she is?” he jumps in.
 
   “Not exactly.  I know women like her,” I back track.  “She’s the type of woman who will flirt with a handsome man shamelessly but won’t help a customer return an item she didn’t purchase just because she doesn’t have a receipt!”
 
   He looks at me as if he’s not sure whether I’ve finally lost my mind.  My head crashes back down to his chest and I start to sob again.  His hand caresses the back of my hair.
 
   “I know you don’t want to hear this right now but it is a good thing,” he says, emphasizing the word ‘good.’ 
 
   I lift my head up again and now it’s my turn to look at him like he’s nuts. “A good thing?”
 
   “Yes because at least now you know and you can have closure.”  He continues, “before tonight, you had your suspicions but could never prove it and it was driving you crazy.”
 
   He’s making sense.  I’ve been having this internal struggle with myself, convincing myself that I was such a bad girlfriend, unsupportive and mean, when in reality I had every right to be mean!  I had every right to be unsupportive!    
 
   “I just feel so stupid. I mean you saw it coming. My sister saw it coming!  Why didn’t I?”
 
   “You’re not stupid.  You were way in too deep.  I think I would have done the same thing if I were you.” He pauses and then says,  “You’ve been with Richard for five years and that just doesn’t go away from just a few weeks of not being together.”
 
   Everything he’s saying is exactly what I need to hear.  How does he do that?
 
   “And you’re forgetting, I knew because I was a Richard.”
 
   “But my sister knew and she didn’t play the field?  I’m a complete idiot!” I yell out.
 
   “You stop that!”  His voice is strong and assertive.  My eyes widen at how serious he’s being.  He grabs both my arms and moves his face within inches of mine, “You are not stupid.  You are trusting and kind and understanding. Those are not faults, Maggie.  They are assets. What every decent guy would want in a girl.”
 
   Again, I wasn’t expecting that.  
 
   He doesn’t stop there. “And you happen to be one of the nicest people I know.”
 
   “Who happens to be a doormat,” I mutter unhappily.
 
   “Not anymore,” he adds. “Believe me.  I’ve dated my fair share of women to know that there is nothing wrong with you. You are an amazingly beautiful woman.”
 
   “How can you say that when I look like a mess?” I scan myself from head to toe with my hands.
 
   He moves his face so close to mine that our noses are practically touching.“I don’t see a mess.”
 
   “Now who’s lying?” I sniffle.
 
   
“Maybe a bit of a mess but even with all that, it doesn’t change the fact that you are beautiful,” He moves closer still so now our noses are touching.  I’m glad I blew it beforehand.
 
   I’ve heard of love being blind but this is extreme.  Wait.  Could he be in love with me?  And as I look into his eyes so caring and full of concern, I can’t help myself.  I’m broken down from what Richard did and Ben’s here, by my side consoling me.  He’s saying all the right things and he’s right in front of me.  Now that it’s over between Richard and me, I don’t have the guilt that’s been following me around.  I don’t have to pretend anymore that Ben is just a friend.
 
   I close my eyes and lean forward to kiss him.  I open my eyes and see a momentary look of surprise on his face and then I feel his arms around me, pushing me closer into him.  The kiss is at first soft and gentle and then intense and passionate as his mouth opens and his tongue intertwines with mine.  We slide down the sofa and I find myself looking up at him as he uses his arms to balance himself on top of me.  He smiles slightly and then moves in to kiss me again.  For the next few minutes, we are a tangle of moving hands and urgent kisses.  It’s as if all of our pent up desire has finally been released and it can’t be contained again.  If I’m being truthful with myself, I’ve been wanting to do this since the first time I saw him at Crandalls.  I run my hands over his chest and down to his pants, gently tugging them down.  He stops kissing me and moves his hand over mine to stop me from going any further.
 
   “Don’t,” he whispers.  His breath ragged.  He moves back into a sitting position on the sofa.  He leans back as he tries to catch his breath and his hand runs through his hair.  From the look on his face, something is definitely wrong.  I am still lying the full length of the sofa.  This is great.  I’m being rejected twice in a day.  I don’t think my fragile ego can take much more of this. Does this happen to anyone else but me? 
 
   He finally speaks, his voice still shaky. “I can’t do this.”
 
   “Why not?” I demand.
 
   “I want you, Maggie,” he says intensely.
 
   He does?  Then why did he stop.  I don’t say this out loud though, waiting, instead for him to finish.
 
   “But I don’t want it this way, not this way,” he mutters, shaking his head.  I can see conflicting emotions run across his face.  I imagine that he is having a war of words inside of his head-should he, shouldn’t he?
 
   “But you won the bet. Fair is fair,” I explain.
 
   “This is not some sort of a game for me,” he says firmly.
 
   “But the other night, at the beach, you said…”
 
   
“I know what I said but I was playing around.  I never thought you’d find out this way. I never wanted you to get hurt, Maggie.”
 
   He grabs my feet and places them on his lap.  “I don’t want to be the rebound guy.  I want to be the guy.”
 
   Tears again well up in my eyes but this time, it’s not because of sadness.
 
   “Do you really mean that?” I ask, unsure if I believe anyone anymore after what Richard has done.
 
   “If I didn’t, would I be crazy enough to stop you? Hell, I’m only human, Maggie. I’m not a saint. The old me would have pounced but not now; not with you.”
 
   That’s true.  He would have taken advantage of my fragile state of mind and slept with me. Then it would have been good-bye in the morning. Maybe he would have left me a free cell phone as a parting gift.
 
   As if reading my mind, he says, “you need to end things with Richard first and you need some time to clear your mind. I need to give you that space.”
 
   “And when I do end things?” I ask quietly.
 
   He smiles. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”
 
   “Will you stay with me tonight?” I do not want to be alone.
 
   He nods his head. “Of course I will. I’m not going anywhere.” And as he says this, I know he means more than just tonight.  He takes my feet in his hands and starts massaging them. 
 
   Mmm, that feels so good. We sit in silence together and I close my eyes, enjoying the feel of his fingers on my skin.  Slowly, I drift off to sleep.  What is it that they say-When one door closes, something about a window…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    Chapter Twelve: Leave A Message At the Sound of the Beep 
 
   The next day, I wake up on the sofa with no Ben in sight.  Where is he?  I get up, rub my eyes swollen from the dried tears and look around.  No he’s definitely not here. Was last night all a dream?  It would be just my luck if I did dream it and Ben never came over and never said those words to me.  Maybe I dreamt it all like Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz.
 
   But as I make my way to the kitchen, I spot a note on the coffee table.
 
   Maggie,
 
   I had an early morning meeting I couldn’t cancel.  You looked so peaceful sleeping that I didn’t have the heart to wake you.
 
   I’m going to give you the space I said I would.  Call me when the dust settles.
 
   I know you can do this!
 
   Ben
 
   I smile and tuck the note away in my worn copy of Pride and Prejudice that is laying on my computer desk in preparation for my class lecture. My class?  I look at the clock and see that it is seven in the morning.  I look at myself again and panic.  I can’t go into work today.  I just can’t!  I need to clean myself up and put my head back together again.  I head over to my cell and quickly call my principal and tell him I’m sick.  Since this is the first sick day I’ve called into in like forever, I don’t feel guilty doing it. I need today to take care of myself.  
 
   And that is exactly what I do.  I spend the rest of the morning sleeping and the   afternoon showering, eating and thinking.  Richard has called twice to confirm our dinner date tonight but I don’t answer his phone calls.  I don’t return his messages.  In fact, I have placed any frames in my apartment with his picture in them face down, which as it turns out, are quite a few.  I’m not ready to confront him as of yet.  I don’t want to break down in front of him when I do.  This needs to be on my terms.  For once, he’s going to have to follow my schedule.
 
   Janie called and left several messages while I was asleep.  Not wanting her to worry, I call her back.  When I tell her about Richard, she surprisingly doesn’t act smug or laughs or even gives me a well-deserved “I told you so.” She’s actually very supportive and nurturing.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Maggie.” Janie sounds so sympathetic.  “What can I say?  Men are horrible creatures.”
 
   “Even John?” I ask, finding it hard to believe that Janie’s husband is anything but a saint for having to deal with my big sister and her mood swings.
 
   “He can be at times, yes.” 
 
   I can’t help but giggle at this admission.  Janie joins in and I’m actually starting to feel better.  
 
   After a few seconds, she says, “you deserve better than this, Margaret.”
 
   At the mention of those words, I find myself thinking about Ben.  She’s right.  For once, I don’t mind saying that my sister is absolutely 100% right.  I do deserve better.
 
   By evening, Richard has left several messages, one more frantic than the next, wondering where I am and if I’ve forgotten about our dinner.  I’m not sure which I’m more shocked at-(1) that he’s called me five times by now or (2) that he wasn’t planning on cancelling our date this time.  The irony is not lost on me.  The one time he decides to follow through, I’ve already decided to move on. 
 
   By nine o’clock, I am exhausted and decide to call it a night, shutting off my cell and home phone so as not to be disturbed.  Let Richard worry.  Let him think I was in some horrible car accident.  Let him call every hospital in the tri-state area.  Maybe Susan Hadley can go over and console him. 
 
   The next morning, I am up early and grab a cup of coffee at the local deli before heading over to my school for a full day of classes.  Remembering what Ben said, I realize that what I need in order to clear my head is to teach.  My release from any stress has always been the classroom.  My kids have the magical gift of making me smile and forget any problems I have-however big they are.  So I walk over to my class, determined to forget about Richard and Ms. Snobby-at least until the end of the day.  After that, I resolve to call my cheating boyfriend and confront him, putting an end to this nightmare once and for all.  
 
   I am sitting down on the edge of my desk in front of twenty-five sixth graders about to start my lesson on Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice when I hear a knock on my door.  I look over with a smile, ready to wave to Principal Carter who often walks the halls to make sure everyone is where they are supposed to be.  Instead, I see Richard’s face squeezed into the little window on the door.  I look away and my heart is now beating a hundred miles a minute. What is he doing here?  I thought for sure he’d get the hint that I don’t want to talk to him right now, maybe not ever.  Besides, doesn’t he have that important trial he should be working on?
 
   I look out at the students who are now curious as to who the stranger knocking on the door might be and why I have this panicked look on my face.  Eleven year olds are not easily fooled.  They catch on quickly.  So quickly that I can see a few of them already leaning over to whisper to each other about what this could all be about.  If only they’d show the same enthusiasm for reading!
 
   I need to stay calm and not lose it in front of my class.  As a teacher, I know that if I lose my cool just once, I’ll never be able to get the students back.  I still remember Ms. Miller who had a complete nervous breakdown in her fourth grade class a few years ago.  She just started to bawl, crying bucket of tears, while she was showing the class how to find the fractional equivalent of 3.75.   When she came back, after a few weeks stay at a vacation “resort” (code word for psychiatric ward), the students teased her mercilessly.  Once they smell weakness, they attack like hungry dogs.  I can’t let my students eat me alive.  I’ll never get through the year if I do.  
 
   So I plaster a big smile on my face and say in a singsong tone, “class, I’ll be right back.  Why don’t you start on Chapter Two and then we can talk about the Bennett family when I get back.”  
 
   And just so that the class doesn’t go completely out-of-control, I assign Mindy, the ‘unofficial’ teacher’s favorite (code word: teacher’s pet) to mind the class, making sure to take names of anyone that is out of line, threatening detention for anyone who does. 
 
   I head over to the door and go out into the hall just as I hear Mindy reprimanding a classmate for looking out the window.  I quietly close the door behind me. I take a deep breath. I can do this.  I’m going to be composed and handle this like any reasonable adult would.
 
   In a whispered voice, I let Richard have it. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m sorry but you really left me no choice.  I was worried sick about you.  We were supposed to have dinner last night and then you didn’t show.”
 
   He pauses, looking into my eyes, searching for some kind of a reaction.  I am stone faced.  Instead, I roll my eyes.  
 
   He continues. “You won’t answer my calls or texts.  What’s going on Mags?” he asks.  
 
   How dare he even ask. He’s a smart boy, he should have figured it all out already.  
 
   “Really, Richard? You have no idea what’s going on?” I ask accusingly.  So much for being a reasonable adult about all of this.
 
   “I’m not a mind reader, Maggie,” he says sarcastically.  
 
   Oh, do I wish he were a mind reader because then he would be able to read exactly all of the four letter words I am thinking about right at this moment, words I can’t say out loud in a grammar school filled with young children.
 
   Frustrated that he is not getting any answers from me, he asks, “why don’t you give me a hint here?” 
 
   Now that he knows I’m fine and I’m not on my deathbed, he is clearly annoyed. Probably upset that I took him away from work, or worse, Ms. Snobby.
 
   Through clinched teeth, I spit out, “I’m in the middle of my class and you’re interrupting.  This is my work, Richard, which is just as important as yours.”  
 
   I add that in for good measure.  I wonder how Richard feels now with the foot on the other leg.  Only difference is my leg is attached to a lovely four-inch heeled pump.  
 
   “I never said it wasn’t,” he answers exasperated at my accusation.  He looks surprised at the new and improved Maggie.  I guess he never expected that I would grow a spine so fast.
 
   “Then let me get back to it.”
 
   I turn around to head into the classroom and see two heads that were peeping through the door window quickly disappear as soon as I face them.  I am about to open up the door, when I feel his hand on my arm, stopping me.
 
   “Maggie, you can’t just leave it at this.  If you don’t tell me what’s going on right now, I will sit down on the floor of this hallway and wait for you to finish.” He points to the floor and is about to get down when I stop him.
 
   “Are you crazy, Richard?  Do you want me to get fired?” I hiss back at him. Wow, I’ve watched soap operas all my life and have seen this same dialogue played over and over again but never thought in a million years, I would be saying the words.  It’s as if some writer is typing them out for me to say to Richard as I go along.  I only wish I had the dramatic background music to go with the dialogue.
 
   “Then tell me what’s wrong and I’ll go,” he offers.
 
   OK, he wants to know. Here it goes.  I channel the melodramatic soap opera actress in me and let him have it.
 
   “Wrong? I don’t know what could possibly be wrong?” I ask.  Cue music. 
 
   I take a deep breath, flip my hair back and give him my best ‘if looks could kill’ stare, “Could it be that my boyfriend who claims is working all sorts of crazy hours and doesn’t have time to see me may really be hiding a secret.” 
 
   I can hear the music get louder, the organ playing, building up to my revelation. The camera pans to Richard as his eyes shift from side to side.
 
   I keep going. “Maybe I’m angry because my boyfriend was having dinner at Martins on Wednesday with a beautiful blond woman and that woman wasn’t me?”  There it is!  The music reaches its crescendo and I give him my best woman scorned look.
 
   I can see his expression change.  He has the look of a man who has just been caught.  I’ve seen it many times with my students who I’ve: (1) caught cheating on their exams; (2) caught making out in the restrooms or (3) caught skipping out on class.  He tries to hide and cover his tracks but it’s no use.  His face gives it away. 
 
   “Mags, I don’t know what you’re talking about, I was at work and…” 
 
   I interrupt him because (1) I can’t hear his lies anymore and (2) I really need to get back to my class before they start a fire or something.
 
   “I saw you, Richard.  I was there at Martins and I saw you with her.” I can’t even say her name. It’s just too painful.
 
   “You were there?” he asks more to himself than to me. 
 
   “Yes.” I whisper.  I look down because I can’t bear to look into his eyes.
 
   “But I spoke to you on the phone and….wait! Were you spying on me?” he accuses me in an annoyed voice.  And I can’t believe that he’s trying to turn the tables.  
 
   “No, yes, maybe.”
 
   “I can’t believe this! You don’t trust me. That’s great, Mags.” He throws his hands up in the air as if to say he’s given up.  The reality is that it’s me that’s given up.
 
   “No, Richard.  You’re not going to do this.  This is not my fault!” I raise my voice, looking around to make sure no one has heard. His distraction tactics may work in a courtroom but not with me.
 
   He is about to speak again but I wave my hands in his face and interrupt him before he has a chance to open his mouth,  “What I can’t believe is that you lied to me.  I’ve been home preparing home cooked meals for my hardworking boyfriend.  A boyfriend who has stood me up more times than I care to count this month, not because of work but because you’ve been with someone else.”
 
   And because I’m on a roll, I add, “someone who, might I add, has very bad highlights and is not a very nice person”
 
   “How can you say that?” he says accusingly. 
 
   Is he defending her? To me?
 
   “Believe me, I have every right to say that. You lied and cheated and you broke my heart.”
 
   Realizing that he can’t argue his way out of this one, he changes tactics. “I can explain.”  
 
   Damn him for not being original.  That is the line almost every male lead in a soap opera says when he is caught cheating, except in a soap opera, there is a plethora of exciting reasons given, such as “I had amnesia and didn’t remember who I was”, “I was being blackmailed and needed to sleep with her to avoid losing my entire family’s fortune” or my personal favorite, “I was drugged and didn’t know it was happening.”  None of those comes out of Richard’s mouth.  
 
   Instead, I wait for him to give me a good reason, staring him down in the process. “Go ahead, explain.”  
 
   After a few minutes of silence, he bows his head down and simply says, “I’m sorry, Mags.”
 
   I’m sorry?  Did I just hear him say that? What exactly is he sorry for?  That it happened or that he got caught. 
 
   “Sorry for what?  That you kissed her?  That you took her to Martins?  That you lied to me?” I give him so many choices to choose from.
 
   “All of the above,” he quietly answers.
 
   “Are you sleeping with her?”
 
   I look at him and he has his head down.  There is no answer from him and it’s as good as a yes.
 
   “Why?”  I don’t know what possessed me to ask but now that I’ve asked, I need to have the answer.
 
   “I don’t know, Mags.  Susan is exciting and assertive.” He shakes his head. 
 
   Oh that name!  I can’t bear to hear him say it.
 
   “And I’m not?” I point to my chest for emphasis.
 
   “You’re sweet and nurturing.”
 
   Ouch, that doesn’t exactly sound like a ringing endorsement for a girlfriend.  Those sound like qualities of a good mom.
 
   “Susan shares the same goals I do.  She gets the whole ‘climbing up the corporate ladder’ business.” 
 
   Yeah, she sure does, sleeping her way up, more like it.
 
   “What I’m trying to say is that I’ve changed,” he says.
 
   “Changed?” I repeat the words underneath my breath.
 
   “You’ve had to see it too, Mags.  Don’t pretend you haven’t.  We want different things out of life.  I don’t want to get married and have kids.  You do.  I want more out of my career and you’re happy the way things are.”
 
   I look into my classroom and see that Mindy is trying to rein in a group of boys who are gathered together in the back, throwing a crumpled up piece of paper around like a football.  I smile at them.  I am happy with the way things are. 
 
   I turn back to Richard and ask quietly, “why didn’t you say anything before?”
 
 
   He closes his eyes and quickly opens them, as if working up the courage to speak. “I was afraid to admit it.  Listen, Maggie, you’re great.  There isn’t a thing about you that I can point to as a flaw and that was the problem.  You kept making it harder and harder for me to tell you.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “I thought you’d get the hint these last few weeks but you accepted all of my excuses without an attitude.  You were so understanding. You even brought me a picnic lunch to work.” He runs his hand through his hair afraid to look me in the eyes.
 
   “Who breaks up with someone like that?” he pleads.
 
   “You could have just told me the truth, Richard.  That would have helped,” I reply.
 
   “I know you’re right but I…just didn’t want to break your heart,” he explains.
 
   “Too late for that,” I say coldly.
 
   “Look, I can’t explain it. I think we’ve outgrown each other. Maggie, I think I’ve outgrown you.”
 
   Outgrown me?  That word slaps me across my face harder than anything else he could have said.  I would have much preferred him say that she had big boobs or a nice ass or puts out or anything else other than that.  And I know what he means.  He means he’s grown too important to be with me.  He’s now become some big shot attorney with a fancy shiny apartment and a comfortable bank account and I don’t fit into his new life. 
 
   “And she fits?” I ask sarcastically.
 
   “Who?”
 
   As much as it pains me to say the name, I do, “Susan Hadley.”
 
   “For the person I want to be, yes.” He nods his head and looks down again.
 
   And all of a sudden, I picture Ms. Snobby wearing a designer black cocktail dress with her arm draped over Richards at a law firm function.  I see them in matching outfits as they stroll down the beach in the Hampton.  I see her wearing that lingerie for him and him not cancelling on a single one of her dinners.  Maybe, he’s right. I don’t belong in his world anymore.  And even though I know it’s for the best, I am still in danger of crying right in front of him and that is the last thing I want him to see.  
 
    
 
   Before the tears stop me from speaking, I utter, “well, you certainly deserve one another.”  
 
   I turn around and head back to the classroom but before I do,  I look back and say one last thing, “I don’t ever want to see you again.  I’ll send your stuff over to your apartment and if you can do the same, that would be great.”
 
   “Mags, please don’t leave it like this.  No one is at fault here.  It’s just life.  We can still be friends”
 
   Urghh, another phrase I abhor.  They really should right a manual on what not to say when breaking up with someone because friends is the last thing I want to be with Richard.  But now that’s he mentioned it, there is someone who’s been a friend, a real friend, and who I want so much more with.  
 
   At the thought of Ben, I stop dead in my tracks. As long as Richard is being honest, I should too.  I don’t want to be like him.  I don’t want to hide anything anymore.  I turn back around and walk towards Richard who is still standing in the place that I left him a few seconds ago.
 
   “Since we’re being honest, I have to tell you something too.”
 
   His expression is one of relief.  He probably thinks I’m going to forgive him or apologize for my part in all of this mess.  He has no idea what’s coming.  
 
   “I’ve met someone,” I say. 
 
   He looks confused and I know, just like Janie and the way she takes off a band-aid, I have to come out with it once and for all.
 
   “His name is Ben Sanders.  He’s a really great guy.  He’s handsome and funny and successful and the thing is, he likes me just the way I am.”
 
   “You’ve been seeing someone behind my back?” he hisses in shock.
 
   “He’s my friend or at least, was my friend.” I smile at the thought of him.
 
   “Maggie?” 
 
   But before he can speak, I cut him off. “Good-bye, Richard.”
 
   And this time when I turn around, I don’t look back.  I find myself in my classroom, with my back up against the door, feeling relieved.  Just like that band-aid, it may have hurt a lot at first, but now that it’s off, I’m feeling a lot better.  
 
   I take control of my class again, thanking Mindy for doing such a great job as a substitute teacher.  I reach for my Pride and Prejudice book and ask the class to turn to Chapter Two.  As I open the book, Ben’s note slips out in between the pages onto the floor.  I reach over to pick it and scan his words.  When I reach the last sentence, I smile.  
 
   Yes, Ben, I finally did it and it’s all thanks to you.
 
   Chapter Thirteen: Returns and Exchanges
 
   I take a deep breath in and let it out slowly, making my way towards the Intimate Apparel department at Crandalls.  I linger in the Juniors department, right next to it, trying to get up my courage to face Susan Hadley and make the return that is in my shopping bag.  
 
   It’s been a week since I broke it off with Richard.  Just like Ben suggested, I spent  that time clearing my mind and finding closure;  which is one of the reasons why I’m at Crandalls.  But now that I’m here, I can’t seem to move my feet passed the jeans section.  It was Janie who finally convinced me to do this when we spoke this afternoon as she helped me pack up all of Richard’s stuff to send back. She thought it would be therapeutic for me to get rid of the black lingerie and move on with my life.  She made a good argument.  It’s hard to argue with Janie when she makes sense.
 
   But now, my legs feel like Jell-O and I can’t move.  I just can’t do it.   This is a bad idea.  I’ll just go home and donate the lingerie to a charity.  I’m sure there is some homeless person in need of thongs. 
 
   But as I turn to leave, I see him standing right in front of me.  It’s like déjà vu.  It takes me back to the first day I met him.  In fact, he looks almost exactly the same with his dark suit and mischievous smile.  But this time, instead of bumping into him, I walk right up to him.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I ask, closing my eyes and opening them again, making sure that it is not some sort of a mirage that is making me see Ben standing there.
 
   “I know I said I’d give you some space but I couldn’t stay away anymore,” he says as he places his hands in his pants pockets. 
 
   “But how did you know I was here?” I ask.
 
   “I tried calling your cell and when you didn’t answer, I called your home number and your sister picked up.”
 
   “You called?” I am incredibly touched.
 
   “I was worried about you. How are you?”  He looks so concerned as he says this, searching my face for any signs of distress.
 
   “I guess you heard from my sister that I broke up with Richard?” I ask quietly.
 
   “Yes, she did say something about that,” He give me a tiny smile and adds, “how did it go?”
 
   “As good as break ups can go. Did she also tell you why I’m here?”
 
   “She mentioned it.” 
 
   I nod my head in understanding.  
 
   Now with Ben by my side, I have the courage to do this.  I straighten up my back and lift up my chin in the air. “Well, here goes nothing.”
 
   I am about to turn towards Intimate Apparel Department when Ben catches my arm. “Don’t do it.  Don’t exchange it,” he pleads.
 
   “What? Why?” I ask confused.
 
   “I know you think it reminds you of Richard and that by giving it back, you put him behind you but…”  
 
   He stops for a moment and grabs my hands and holds them in his hands before continuing. “If you never bought that lingerie, we would have never switched shopping bags and I never would have met you.”
 
   He’s on to something here.
 
   “Instead of the lingerie being an ending, I see it as a beginning.” 
 
   “A beginning?” I ask, allowing the words to swirl around in my mind.
 
   “Yes, our beginning.” And then he breaks out into a playful smile. “As I recall Margaret Andrews, someone lost a bet.”
 
   I see where he’s going with this and I gladly follow, smiling playfully back at him “Yes, I seem to recall a wager being made.”
 
   “And I’ve come here to collect on that wager.”  He pulls my hands closer to him.
 
   “You’re not a loan shark, are you?” I tease.
 
   “Definitely a shark, not sure about the loan.” 
 
   “So I was thinking you could make good on the bet with what’s in that bag.”  He looks down and arches his eyebrow.  
 
   I laugh out loud and wrap my arms around him. “Well, a bet is a bet.  I don’t want to be accused of reneging on a promise.”
 
   He leans over me and is about to kiss me when I stop him by placing my index finger in between us.  His expression changes and he looks confused.
 
   “Can you hold that thought for just a minute?  Wait here for one moment?” I ask him.  I point to the spot where we are standing, letting him know I do not want him to move.  He nods in agreement with a puzzled smile on his face. “Sure.”
 
   “There’s just some unfinished business I have to take care of.”  
 
   I turn around and walk with renewed confidence to the Intimate Apparel department and make my way straight to the cash register where I see Ms. Snobby hard at work, looking her usual bitchy self.  
 
   As I approach her, I can see a look of disdain and a roll of the eyes. “Let me guess, it doesn’t fit.  It’s way too small and you’ve come to ask for a refund?”
 
   I smile smugly. “No it fits just fine, perfect actually.  In fact, I plan to wear it tonight for that man standing right over there.”  I point my finger towards Ben, who gives me a small wave, still confused as to what I’m doing .  I wave back to him and then turn to Susan.  I can see her eyes following my arm and the look of surprise at who she sees at the end of it. 
 
   I explain further. “That’s Ben Sanders, of Sanders Communications, as in one of the largest telecommunications firm in the world.  He’s rich, smart, handsome and out of all the women in the world that he can have, you included, he wants me. Can you believe it?”  I say mockingly.
 
   Her mouth drops and I have to work hard not to giggle right in her face.  This is so much fun. I wish I would have asked Ben to record it on his cell so I can post it online later.
 
   I give her an indifferent look. “But you know what?  That’s not the reason why I really like Ben.” 
 
   Although those things help.
 
   I continue. “You see, he’s also kind and understanding and he’s interested in me for me. He wouldn’t care what I wore. I can walk around in a paper bag and he would still find me attractive.”  
 
   OK, I know I’m stretching it but she doesn’t need to know that. 
 
   And just as she’s getting used to the shock of me landing a guy like Ben, I lower the boom. “I almost forgot why I’m really here. Can you let Richard know that I’ve packed up his stuff from my apartment, including the crème in my medicine cabinet for that rash he’s had on his . . .”
 
   My eyes lower to her mid-section so she knows what I’m hinting at.  I shutter as I add, “that thing sometimes has a mind of its  own.” 
 
   This time the look on her face is priceless and I have to place my hand over my mouth to hide my glee.  
 
   I reach out to pat her hand which is resting on the counter. “Thanks so much. You’re a doll.”  
 
   Before I turn to walk away, I hesitate one more time, not being able to resist the urge to add, “good luck with him. He’s quite the catch.  As long as you can deal with his commitment phobia. But I’m sure a woman of your caliber and standing will be able to handle that and his mommy issues.” I make a face of disgust before walking back to Ben.
 
   Within a few seconds, I am at Ben’s side and I wrap my arms around his back, pulling him close to me so that our faces are practically touching. 
 
   In a whisper, he asks, “what did you say to her?”
 
   “Oh, you know, girl talk, nothing to worry about,” I casually answer.
 
   “She looked like she had seen a ghost.”  He glances over my shoulder towards Ms. Snobby.
 
   “I think she has some surprises in store for her.”  
 
   I look down to the hand that is still holding my shopping bag and change the subject, not wanting to spend any more of my time on Richard or Ms. Snobby. I’ve done enough of that already.
 
   “Why don’t we go back to your place and I can finally try on what’s in that bag?” I tease.
 
   He moves his hands to my face, brushing his fingers through my hair, inching close to my right ear with his lips, so close that I can feel a shiver run across my back. “Do you mean Ms. Andrews to give me a private fashion show?”
 
   “It’s about time I break it in, don’t you think?”
 
   His voice is rough. “I’m warning you though, it won’t stay on for long.”
 
   “Mr. Sanders, that is exactly what I hope you’d say,” I whisper seductively.
 
   His lips find mine and he kisses me softly, pressing his body against mine.  After a few minutes of this, he breaks away. “We better go before we make a spectacle of ourselves.”
 
   Agreeing, I take him by the arm and suggest, “I think you’re right. Let’s get out of here.”
 
   And despite my temptation to do so, I don’t look back at Ms. Snobby.  I really don’t care anymore about her or about Richard or what happens to either one of them.  Whether they’ll stay together or whether Richard will cheat on her as well.  That’s in the past and Ben is my future.  
 
   I walk out of Crandalls, knowing that the best thing that ever happened to me was finding Alice in my bag.
 
    
 
    
 
   Six Months Later
 
   He hands me a shopping bag and I smile uncontrollably.  He leans in and whispers in my ear softly.  His breath on my skin causes me to lose all focus on my present. “I think you’ll like it.  Open it up and see.”
 
   And just like a five-year old opening up presents on Christmas day, I peer into the shopping bag, unable to control my anticipation.  I look up at his grinning face and pull out what is in the bag.  
 
   “Do you like it?” he asks teasingly.
 
   It’s pink, shapeless, made of terry cloth with a zipper right down the middle and little flowers on the collar.  
 
   “Alice!” I yell out.  I can’t help it.  I’m so excited to see her again.
 
   “She missed you.”
 
   “I missed her too.”  I run my hand softly across his cheek, “I love it.”
 
   He places his hand on top of my hand holding it in place on his cheek and then moves it to his lips, where he kisses my fingers gently.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   Those words and the sensation of his touch on my skin send a shiver running through my body.
 
   “I love you too, Ben.”
 
   And as I say this, I can’t believe there was ever a time when I was fine with never hearing those words said to me.  I look up with a twinkle in my eye.
 
   “Let me go and slip this on.” I turn towards the bedroom, practically skipping as I go, holding the coat in one hand and the shopping bag in the other.  After all, Alice and I have a lot to catch up on.
 
   I squeal at it like a lovesick teenager. “My dear Alice.  I am so happy!”  
 
   And I am-as happy as I’ve ever been and I owe it all to this wonderful, comfortable, incredibly ugly housecoat.  If it wasn’t for her, I might still be with Richard.  Instead, I am with Ben who, by the way, I’ve moved in with.  He may work late a few nights a week but I know that I can pop into his office at any time with a picnic lunch or dinner or late night cocktails. And I may not have a wedding ring right at this moment, but I’m not worried.  In fact, Janie just called a few days ago to let me know that Ben called her about doing some shopping in the diamond district.  
 
   I slip on Alice and zip her up as I hear Ben calling me from the other room.  I leave the shopping bag, with the receipt, in the corner although I know there’s no need for it.  This is one purchase I won’t be returning.
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