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One

 


Melanie has a new bracelet.

It’s a gift, of course. Melanie has a
lot of nice gifts, and it must be admitted she knows how to get
them. Jewelry, fine clothes, that Lexus she drives. She’s well
taken care of, and I guess some of the others in our little group
envy her.

That’s Melanie, Jackie, Eileen, Angela
and myself. I don’t suppose we’re all that different from any other
group of women; we’ve been friends a long time, and we’ve shared
the usual events of many women’s lives: weddings, divorces,
children. We met through work, through mutual friends, by being
neighbors. Not so unusual, really, and I’m sure you could find a
group like us almost anywhere. And like many others, once every
week we leave all that behind and get together for coffee and
gossip and talk.

Just us, just the girls.

But I wonder how much we don’t ever
tell. How many secrets my friends have, how many I have. There is
at least the one, the thing I’ve sworn not to divulge.

We stare at Melanie’s new bracelet. It
has diamonds, set in white gold, glittering in the light. We are
ogling it as Melanie holds her wrist out, even her fingers
posing.

“That’s lovely,” Eileen says. “And
it’s not even your anniversary. How did you get Jim to part with
the cash?”

“I laid some hints,” Melanie tells
her.

Jackie giggles. We all know what this
means. Melanie is quite forthright about her methods, and I’d be
lying if I told you that none of us have learned things from her,
tried things she suggested with our own husbands and boyfriends.
Jim is no fool, either; he knows what she does and why, so he does
his part and gets his reward. And as long as the investment banking
business keeps afloat, he can afford her.

She’s an expensive thing to have,
though.

I suppose I should feel dowdy as I
examine the bracelet, especially as I try it on for a moment while
Melanie beams. I’ve got some nice jewelry, a real diamond on my
wedding ring, but nothing like this. I don’t have an investment
banker for a husband and my car is a Mazda. I also work part-time,
and then it’s full-time with the boys. But I don’t feel envy,
actually, even if my clothes haven’t got designer labels. Maybe
this is because despite two kids I’ve still got my figure; it takes
more exercise than it used to, time walking and time in the pool,
but it’s worth it.

Really it is.

Because I’ve got something Melanie
hasn’t, something that’s worth a lot more to me than jewelry or a
nice car could ever be. The others don’t know this, of course, or
if they do they keep quiet about it.

It’s something very
private.

* * *

Him.

This is about him, and about
me.

He wasn’t the sort of man who first
catches your eye. They seldom are, the ones like Patrick, and it
isn’t because they can’t but because they don’t need to be. Because
while most men posture to get your attention, he never did and he
never has. He’s never had to. Instead he sat and watched, his eyes
learning, observing, knowing.

Seeing. And it was not just me, that
first night, but all of us, every woman. It was just me that he
singled out, that he saw through.

Just me who was sending the right
signals. We posture too, you know. We advertize what we want from
men without even thinking about it. And sometimes we say what we
want without knowing that we’re doing it. Sometimes it takes a man
like Patrick to tell us.

It was in a club, ten years ago now,
and I was out with some friends. The music was loud and I remember,
even now, what I was wearing: a dark dress and sheer hose, black
pumps. I had my hair up—it was dyed black in those days because
that was my mood—and I, like my friends, wanted to be seen. I
wanted to make men want me, wanted to make them lust and hunger. I
wanted to be told that I was beautiful.

We danced with some of the men there,
each of us keeping an eye out for the others. You had to do that,
even in those days, because of the date-rape drugs and all, but
there was no trouble. One guy ran his hand over my bottom, but I
pulled it back up to my waist where it belonged. He said
nothing.

It grew late. The guy with busy hands
had left, and we were thinking of going, too. The buzz of our
drinks was wearing off and we had each reached our
limit.

That was when the stranger
approached.

Not tall. Not short, either, but not
tall, and not with the ruggedly handsome features most of us are
told to like. An average guy, I thought at first, until I heard his
voice.

“Good evening. Would you care to
dance?”

It was deep, smooth, a
baritone. And something more, something that said:
Come here.

I did. Maybe it was the low light, or
the fact that I had felt his eyes on me as he spoke. Not hostile,
not cold, but warm, like he appreciated what he saw and was
gentleman enough to show it. He held me and danced well, with
practiced moves and the kind of self-confidence that a man needs if
he is to really lead. I don’t remember much beyond that, but he
didn’t get too close, his hands staying polite. His eyes were on
me, locked, and I smiled and he answered with a gentleman’s polite
grin. It was a slow piece of music and as it began to fade he drew
me close, his breath warm in my ear as he spoke.

“Don’t be afraid of it,” I heard. “Let
it happen.”

I looked at him.

“What are you talking
about?”

“You,” he answered.

That was all, that first night. So why
was I trembling when I got home?

 


That should have been it, and to be
honest, apart from remembering him as a good dancer, the whole
thing had pretty much slipped out of my head by the next day.
Because what are the odds of such a thing being more? What are the
chances of a first meeting in a club ever really turning into
something that lasts? And that would have been it, too, if I hadn’t
gone back to the club the next weekend.

I was alone this time, careful, wary.
I don’t know why I went, why I felt I had to. Looking back, I’ve
come to realize that this was the first time he had given me no
choice.

But it would not be the
last.

He was there.

This time I noticed him right away. He
was again at the back, out of the limelight, watching. He saw me
too, and nodded in my direction.

My heart fluttered. Was it fear, or
something more? I still don’t know, honestly. But I didn’t move as
he rose, as he stepped across the club to me. I couldn’t,
paralyzed.

“Good evening.” Again the smooth, deep
voice.

“Good evening,” I answered. I’d
promised myself a long time before that I wasn’t going to be weak,
wasn’t going to be vulnerable. This was important, because I knew
myself just well enough to know how dangerous it could be, to give
in to yourself like that. I knew my feelings, even if I refused to
acknowledge them. I had heard and believed all my life that they
were wrong.

“You’re alone,” he said.

This went deep. For some reason, and I
didn’t get it then, he wasn’t talking about tonight, about here,
about the club.

I nodded.
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