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   July 2:
 
    
 
   A woman over age 40 has a better chance of being killed by a terrorist than getting married.
 
    
 
   In 1986, that quote was in Newsweek. They reported that at 40 years old, a never-married woman’s chances of ever getting married are really dire. A 40-year-old woman has a 1 in 40 chance of getting married. That sounds downright depressing if you’re a single woman in her thirties looking to walk down the aisle. Getting desperate, ladies?
 
   That said, the chance of being killed by a terrorist is 1 in 20 million. Terrorism is incredibly rare in America. You’re more likely to get struck by lightning, which has a 1 in 6000 chance of happening in your lifetime. But both are much less likely than getting married in your forties no matter how you look at it.
 
   It doesn’t matter though. I’m pretty sure that my chances of getting married are just about zero. Getting struck by lightning while simultaneously being shot at by a terrorist is probably more likely to happen than me tying the proverbial knot.
 
   I turned 33 years old last week. That makes me officially mid-thirties. I suppose I’m still technically early thirties, but I feel like 32 was the last year that is decidedly early thirties. Right now, I’m just in a breakneck countdown to 40.
 
   Remember when birthdays used to be fun? When it was actually part of the enjoyment to be getting one year older? I remember turning eight years old and thinking to myself how amazing it was to finally be eight. That was the best part.
 
   I think 18 was when I decided that I was old enough. I wasn’t especially looking forward to turning 19. There didn’t seem to be anything particularly exciting or more sophisticated about being older than 18. I decided 18 was the perfect age.
 
   Except somehow, I just kept getting older.
 
   I refused to celebrate age 33. It’s amazing I didn’t mourn the day. Actually, people have a 14% higher chance of dying on their birthday than on any other day, so it’s probably a good idea to stay in the house that day. I ended up watching a marathon of Survivor on television. Alone. I also consumed an undisclosed quantity of ice cream.
 
   Here’s the thing. There are plenty of amazing 30-something-year-old women who have a great chance of meeting a perfect guy and spending the rest of her life with him. (Actually, I heard that Newsweek article got discredited.) I’ve seen true love happen to my friends and I believe wholeheartedly that the majority of women who want to get married will end up doing it. 
 
   But I won’t. For one simple reason:    
 
   I’m ugly.
 
   Just to be totally clear, I mean on the outside, not on the inside. On the inside, I’m perfectly nice. I’m talking about my superficial appearance. What you see in a photograph or a mirror. My face, my body, etc. That’s what’s ugly.
 
   I know what you’re going to say. You’ll say it doesn’t matter. You’ll say that the right guy will see my inner beauty. 
 
   (I’m not entirely certain that I have inner beauty. I’m nice, but I’m not exactly Mother Theresa. I don’t volunteer at soup kitchens or anything. When I see a homeless person, I usually try to avoid eye contact and cross the street if possible.) 
 
   Anyway, if you’ve ever met a human man in your life, you probably realize that a guy falling in love with you for your inner beauty is a complete crock.
 
   According to Psychologists at UPenn, most men know within the first three seconds if they would have sex with another person. I have no idea what fun experiment resulted in this discovery, but I suspect it’s probably true. And three seconds is definitely not long enough to perceive any sort of inner beauty.
 
   At this point, you must be getting curious as to what I look like. Maybe you think I’m exaggerating, that I couldn’t possibly be that bad. Do I have a hideously deformed face? Massive cauliflower ears or teeth jutting out at odd angles, threatening to impale my upper lip? Do I have a hump on my back and live at the top of the tower where my only friends are the rats? 
 
   No, I don’t. I’m not fairytale Quasimodo ugly. I mean, little kids don’t look at me and scream in terror. I’m just normal, everyday ugly. None of my features are anything special, and the ones that stand out only do so because they’re veering on the side of unattractive. I could stand to lose 20 pounds. Hell, I could stand to lose 50 pounds.
 
   But if I lost 50 pounds, I still wouldn’t be pretty. So I may as well enjoy my Big Mac at McDonald’s. I love Big Macs. And those french fries… how do they make them so delicious?
 
   Now that you’ve read all this and I’ve made my big confession, I’m hoping you still want to keep reading. After all, people don’t seem incredibly excited to read the innermost thoughts of ugly girls. I know Bridget Jones’s Diary was very popular and she was supposedly overweight, but let’s face it, she was actually gorgeous. She was just movie star ugly. Nobody is all that interested in actual unattractive women. Haven’t you noticed when you read the paper and there’s a story about a woman who went missing, she’s always incredibly hot? Nobody really cares much when ugly girls go missing. 
 
   (Well, except for the police. I hope.)
 
   The reason I’m keeping this diary in the first place is because I want to prove that being ugly and being single is not the end of the world. My life is still good. I don’t need to get married in order to be happy.
 
   Three cheers for the successful single woman!
 
    
 
    
 
   July 3:
 
    
 
   The key to success at being a single female is having a good job. 
 
   The median salary for a woman in this country is $40,000 per year. I don’t want to brag about my salary, but I do quite a bit better than that. I make enough money to cover the rent for my one-bedroom apartment in Silicon Valley, my car expenses, food, entertainment expenses, with enough left over to contribute 10% of my salary to my 401(k) and tuck quite a bit into my savings account. I’m not rolling in it or anything, but I’m very comfortable. Without a man.
 
   You might have noticed my affinity for statistics. I’ve always been obsessed with probability, and it’s something I use all the time at my job. I work as an actuary. 
 
   What the hell is that, right?
 
   Being an actuary is all about calculating risk. You’ve got a 45-year-old healthy man who has never been in a car accident and drives a red Audi... what do you charge him for car insurance in order to make a profit but still be competitive with other insurance companies? Most people could probably make some sort of guess at the answer based on their own insurance rates, but it’s up to me to come up with an exact number, down to the dollar and the cents. I’m pretty good at it, if I do say so myself.
 
   So if you’re pissed off that your insurance rates are too high, it’s probably my fault. Sorry.
 
   My job is perfect for me. I mostly spend my day sitting in front of the computer and about 90% of my interactions occur through email. Occasionally, I’m forced to go to a meeting. If that happens, I just sit in the board room silently and suppress the urge to play a game on my iPhone. 
 
   My desk is inside of a cubicle. I’ve been at this company for ten years, and I’m “in charge” of several people, but apparently that’s not long enough to have earned myself an actual office. I don’t even have one of the cubicles that’s next to a window. If you want one of those, you have to be able to schmooze with whoever it is that assigns cubicles.
 
   (Recently, I’ve noticed that the most attractive women in the office have the window-adjacent cubicles. Just saying.)
 
   The best thing about my cubicle is that I’m right next to my best friend, Donna Matthews. She and I started working at the company the same year, and we bonded right away. The first few years we worked here, we used to go out for drinks or movies or whatever several times a week. Then she met her husband three years ago, and it hasn’t really been the same. But at least she hasn’t had a baby yet. I’m pretty sure that will be the end of our friendship.
 
   When I got to work this morning, Donna was waiting for me, gripping a piping hot styrofoam cup of coffee in her hand. Donna spends the first 30 minutes of every day drinking coffee. Although it’s technically possible to drink coffee and do work simultaneously, Donna appears to devote all of her energy to coffee consumption during this period of time.
 
   Then again, I do the same thing. I’m pretty useless without my coffee.
 
   “Did you get any responses over the weekend?” Donna pressed me.
 
   At first I had no idea what she was talking about. Then I remembered that on Friday afternoon, she got bored and came over to my cubicle to convince me to set up an online dating profile. I was reluctant, to say the least.
 
   Then Donna pointed out that I hadn’t been on a date in at least six months. I responded by telling her that the average single person hasn’t been out on a date in two years, so I am completely normal or even more social than average. (Ha ha.) Then she pointed out that one in four people meet their spouses on an online dating site, and those marriages tend to be less likely to result in divorce.  I told her to leave me alone and let me do my work.
 
   I honestly can’t remember how she wore me down. I think it had something to do with the donuts she brought me from the break room. I can’t say no to Krispy Kreme.
 
   “I got nothing,” I told her. “Nobody’s interested in me. Even guys who have never met me.”
 
   Donna rolled her eyes. “Maybe you would have gotten more responses if you let me take a decent photo of you.”
 
   Armed with the data that men are more likely to respond to women on an online dating services who post a photograph, Donna insisted that we take a picture of me. I tried to explain that the data was probably derived from women who are not ugly, but she wouldn’t listen.
 
   Donna had whipped out her phone and started snapping candid photos of me sitting in my cubicle. She took about 20 photos and they were all terrible. They were even terrible for me. I don’t know if it was the lighting or what, but I looked about 50 years old. Donna told me I had to loosen up, so she suggested I drink my coffee or eat my donuts for the shots. The coffee-and-donut-photos didn’t come out any better than the non-coffee-and-donut photos. 
 
   I even tried taking a few selfies, but I’ve realized that nobody over the age of 16 looks good in a selfie. It just made my nose look gigantic and emphasized the bags under my eyes. 
 
   Donna then suggested taking a picture of me sucking on a lollipop, and I told her I’d really had enough.
 
   We finally settled on a photo where I was halfway turned and shrouded in darkness. It was not a great picture, but I thought it probably wouldn’t make anyone cringe. But apparently, it didn’t get anyone to send me a message either.
 
   “It’s not a big deal, Donna,” I told her. “Like I said, I’m not looking for dates right now.”
 
   Donna sighed dramatically. I don’t know why she’s so interested in my social life anyway. She’s constantly trying to scheme ways to get me dates or set me up. Honestly, she’s worse than my mother.
 
   (No, that was mean. Nobody is worse than my mother.)
 
   “If I could find a decent guy, Millie,” Donna said, “I’m sure you can too.”
 
   It goes without saying that Donna isn’t any kind of beauty queen herself. Ugly girls don’t make friends with gorgeous women. I know there’s that whole theory about “the ugly friend,” but the reality is that the ugly friend is never more than 20% less attractive than the pretty friend. 
 
   The reality is that people tend to befriend other people who are similar in attractiveness to themselves. I could never be friends with a supermodel. That would be like a beaver befriending a lion. Which would be crazy, not just because they’re two different species, but also because a beaver is endemic to North America and lions are found in Africa. Also, the lion would probably eat the beaver.
 
   Do you see what I’m saying?
 
   Donna might not be beautiful, but she’s okay looking. I wouldn’t say she’s ugly. She’s average. Wearing make-up, sometimes she even looks pretty. Also, her husband is sort of an asshole. I think I’d rather be single than have to live with an asshole.
 
   (Don’t tell her I said her husband is an asshole.)
 
   “Maybe I’ll get a response this week,” I said, mostly to appease Donna. The truth is, if I could remember my password, I’d probably delete my profile right now.
 
    
 
    
 
   July 7:
 
    
 
   While I was at work today, my computer exploded.
 
   Not quite, but it did crash quite spectacularly. I was just doing my business in an Excel spreadsheet and all of a sudden… blackness. Not even a blue screen of death. Black screen… then… a single line of hieroglyphics across the screen. And I hadn’t even hit “save” before it happened.
 
   Despite the fact that I have worked with computers for eight hours a day every day for about the last ten years, I have absolutely no idea what to do when they break. That is just outside of the area of my expertise. The only thing I really know how to do is panic. And turn the computer off and then on.
 
   I turned the computer off, waited for it to reboot, and felt my stomach sink when the hieroglyphics reappeared. It looked like my only option was to call the Computer Helpdesk.
 
   I hate the Computer Helpdesk. There are two IT guys who work for our company and they’re both horrible. The first is Todd, a little troll of a man, who talks to the rest of us peons like we’re not meant to walk on the same earth as he does. Every time I ask him for help, he asks me if I tried turning the computer off and on. Granted, the first few times I called him, I hadn’t done that, and it actually ended up working. But it’s been five years since then, and it would be nice if he could talk to me like an intelligent person. We can’t all have Master’s degrees in computer science from MIT. 
 
   The other guy who works at the Computer Helpdesk is Andy. Andy is from China and doesn’t speak a word of intelligible English.
 
   I prefer Andy.
 
   “Donna!” I called out. I stood up and spotted her over the edge of my cubicle. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked. She was chewing on her ball point pen, which is a bad habit of hers that drives me crazy.
 
   I momentarily forgot about the hieroglyphics on my computer. “Are you chewing on that pen?”
 
    Donna removed the pen from her mouth and looked down at the damning gnawed cap. “I guess so,” she admitted.
 
   “You know,” I said, “100 people die every year from choking on a ball point pen.”
 
   Donna stared at me. “Is that what you wanted to tell me? Seriously?”
 
   Well, excuse me for trying to save my best friend from choking to death on a pen. “No,” I said. “Actually, my computer just crashed.”
 
   Donna rounded the corner of her cubicle so that she could get a better look at my screen. She scrunched up her nose. You’d think that between the two of us, since we work on computers nonstop all day, one of us would know what to do when a computer crashes. “Did you try turning it off and on again?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She shrugged. “Why don’t you call the Computer Helpdesk?”
 
   I grimaced. “You know I hate those guys.”
 
   Donna grinned at me. “You know that Todd has like the biggest crush in the world on you. Why don’t you let him have a thrill?”
 
   “He does not,” I said, rolling my eyes. 
 
   (He really doesn’t. I don’t find it at all funny when Donna jokes that he does.)
 
   Finally, I had to give in. I called the operator to get the number for the Computer Helpdesk, although I’ve probably called the number about a million times since I’ve worked here. I guess I mentally blocked it out.
 
   The phone rang at the Helpdesk and I silently prayed that Andy would be the one to pick up. After several rings, I heard an unfamiliar male voice.
 
   “Computer Helpdesk,” the guy answered.
 
   “Um, yeah,” I said, momentarily thrown. “My computer is… broken. I mean, I think it is.”
 
   “Can I have your name?” the computer guy asked.
 
   “Millie,” I told him.
 
   “Your full name?”
 
   I guess he needed that for documentation purposes. Todd and Andy never ask for my name, because they know who I am. But this guy was apparently new.
 
   My full name is Matilda Glockenfeld. I hate my name. So. Much. It’s the ugliest name I can think of. In Jewish tradition, I was named after my recently deceased grandmother, who was also named Matilda. I’m sure Matilda was a super-cute name back in 1920 or whenever she was born, but not so much in the 21st century.
 
   My parents could’ve picked another name that started with the letter M and still honored my grandmother. They could’ve called me Melanie or Mia or something cute like that. But instead they got lazy and just went with Matilda, sticking me with the name of a 90-year-old woman. 
 
   A psychologist might say that I think my name is ugly because I think that I’m ugly, but I’m pretty sure it’s an objectively ugly name. Growing up, my name definitely didn’t do me any favors. It’s not like I would’ve been gorgeous had my name been Noelle LaBelle or something like that, but at least I would’ve had a fighting chance.
 
   Anyway, Matilda Glockenfeld is just awful. Plus, the computer guy chuckled when I said it.
 
   “Is that funny?” I was not in a good mood at this moment and not really liking the new computer guy.
 
   “Not at all,” he said. He chuckled again, and despite the fact that I was pissed off, I had to admit that the new computer guy had kind of a sexy voice. “How do you spell your last name?”
 
   “The way it sounds.”
 
   “It sounds like it’s really hard to spell.” 
 
   I sighed and spelled out all eleven letters of my last name. Seriously, it’s not that hard to spell. It’s pretty phonetic.
 
   “Thank you very much, Miss Glockenfeld,” he said.
 
   “Millie,” I quickly corrected him. “You can call me Millie.”
 
   “Well, Millie,” he said. “You can call me Sam. Spelled the way it sounds.”
 
   He was flirting with me. The cute (voiced) new computer guy Sam was flirting with me. That’s because we were on the phone and he had no idea what I looked like. He probably thought I was adorable. I’ve been told that I do have a cute voice. So I’ve got that going for me. As long as I only speak to prospective husbands on the phone and never actually meet them.
 
   “And what department are you in?”
 
   “Actuarial.”
 
   “An actuary, huh,” he said. “Interesting work.” He laughed again. God, he had a super cute laugh. “So what’s wrong with the computer?”
 
   I explained to him about the black screen and the hieroglyphics, growing more and more hysterical as I described the situation.
 
   Cute Computer Guy Sam thought for a minute. “Did you try turning it off and on?”
 
   Oh, for God’s sake. “Yes, I did.”
 
   “Okay,” he said. “I’d like you to turn off again.”
 
   I waited for the punchline. 
 
   “Really,” he said. “Turn it off. I need to trust me on this, Millie.”
 
   Long story short, I shut the computer off, Sam had me wait for two minutes while he teased me about being an actuary, then he had me turn the whole thing on again. And damned if it wasn’t fixed that time. He explained something about how you can’t just turn it back on again after you shut it down. You have to leave it off for a couple minutes so that the hard drive can reset.
 
   I was incredibly embarrassed about the whole thing, but I was relieved that my computer was at least working again. I was also relieved that Sam the cute computer guy didn’t have to come down here and realize that the girl he was flirting with on the phone wasn’t nearly as attractive as she sounded.     
 
    
 
    
 
   July 14:
 
    
 
   When I was five years old, I remember thinking that I was beautiful. 
 
   Maybe I was beautiful back then. I had baby fat instead of just fat and an adorably round face. My hair fell in soft reddish curls around my face. In about 90% of the photos from my childhood, I was posing in either a ballerina tutu or a princess dress. I looked like I thought I was hot stuff.
 
   When I was about ten years old, I realized that I wasn’t pretty anymore. It was obvious from looking in a mirror, but if I had any delusions otherwise, the boys in my class made it quite clear where I ranked. I was “a dog,” I had too much “junk in the trunk,” you get the idea. One boy creatively demonstrated how looking at me made him lose his erection (with a pencil subbing in for his penis, thank God).
 
   I complained to my mother about how the boys were giving me a hard time at school, although I was too embarrassed to tell her exactly what they were saying. She told me they were just bothering me because they were in love with me or some other mother lying bullshit. 
 
   By high school, the boys had matured enough to stop commenting on how hideous I was. Instead of negative attention, I got no attention. Nobody asked me out on a date. I was unkissed. On prom night, I sat home with my best friend Regina, watching scary movies while we both wished we had a guy to cling onto during the stabby parts.
 
   (My mother informed me that I was a late bloomer.)
 
   College was probably when I realized that I was uglier than your average girl. All my friends, even the ones who weren’t particularly pretty, started dating. Not me. I went to parties, did my best to awkwardly flirt, but most guys took one look at me, and three seconds later, decided they weren’t interested. Thanks to alcohol, I hooked up a few times. But that was about it. 
 
   In my twenties, my friends genuinely tried to help me. Every engagement party, every wedding, every social event was a mission to Find Millie A Guy. I feel bad for all the poor schmucks who were dragged in over the years as potential dating material. There were even a few repeats, after literally every man they knew had already been used up. I remember one tall, skinny guy named Dave who was brought to a party specifically for me on two separate occasions. Needless to say, Dave and I never got hot and heavy.                
 
   You can see why I got sick of it.
 
   When I got home today, I discovered that somebody had replied to the online dating profile I put up. Considering the website guaranteed at least a dozen replies in the first week, it was definitely a testament to how bad the photo I put up was that I only got one reply.
 
   The message was from a guy named Harry that said simply, “Liked your profile! Sam Smith is my favorite singer too.” Then I checked my profile and I discovered that Donna (who wrote my profile) had listed Sam Smith as my favorite singer for some unknown reason. 
 
   Harry’s profile had the headline, “Do you like to collect things?” He went on to talk about all the different things he collects, like baseball cards, superhero action figures, comic books, and concluded by creepily stating that he would like to include a woman in his collection. It makes me seriously worried that he could be a serial killer who is murdering women he meets on the Internet and then putting them in some sort of plastic collector box in his basement.
 
   I once read that women are most worried that every guy they meet online will be a serial killer. That’s really unlikely though. Only 3% of men are psychopaths. And of those, only a really small percentage are serial killers. So it’s pretty unlikely that Harry is going to murder me and put me in a plastic collector box in his basement. Although not impossible.    
 
   (In contrast, men are most worried that the woman they meet online will be fat.)
 
   I ended up replying to Harry, mostly because I was worried that Donna would be really upset if the personal ad she wrote didn’t result in even one date. Of course, she’d probably be more upset if Harry murders me because of a personal ad she wrote. But like I said, that’s pretty unlikely. 
 
   I should probably listen to a Sam Smith song before we go on a date so I at least know who my favorite singer is. 
 
    
 
    
 
   July 15:
 
    
 
   I made the mistake of admitting to Donna today that I found the new computer guy’s voice sexy.
 
   She was so excited. It was actually really embarrassing. She looked him up on the personnel directory, which was surprisingly easy to do considering all we knew was his first name. Within two minutes, we were loading up a photo of Samuel Webber, age 34, of Information Technology.
 
   “Oh my God, Millie, he’s so cute!” Donna squealed when his face appeared on the screen.
 
   Actually, she was right—he was really cute. Despite the sexy voice, I had expected some typical nerdy computer guy: really awkward with thick glasses and probably balding. But Sam Webber was objectively cute. Well, he did have glasses on, but even behind them, I could see he had really nice blue eyes. His brown hair was kind of tousled in an endearing way. And his smile was just the right amount of crooked. 
 
   What’s funny is that I was actually disappointed. He was flirting with me the other day because he was a cute guy, and cute guys flirt with everyone. For him, flirting was probably like breathing.
 
   Even worse, it definitely occurred to me that it was just as easy for him to look up my photo. My ID photo is just awful, even for me. I had just rolled out of the shower, so my hair was sopping wet, and I was having a really bad skin day too. I look at myself in a mirror many times a day, so I’m used to looking at myself, but I always wince when I see that photo. It’s bad.
 
   “Maybe you should give him a call,” Donna suggested.
 
   Yes, calling the Computer Helpdesk and asking for Cute Computer Guy Sam with the intention of asking him out on a date is absolutely something that I would do. And by that, I mean that it’s something that I would never do in a million billion years. (Actually, a million billion years is really a quadrillion years. A “million billion” isn’t a real number.)
 
   “I don’t think so,” I told her.
 
   And then Donna sighed, like she couldn’t believe how difficult I was being. But seriously, was she looking at this guy? A guy that nice-looking would never go out with me in a quadrillion years. He wouldn’t go out with me in a googol years. There was no point in wasting another second thinking about it.
 
    (In case you’re wondering, the proper spelling of the number one with a million zeros after it is “googol,” not “google.” Look it up on Google if you don’t believe me.)
 
    
 
    
 
   July 16:
 
    
 
   The Cute Computer Guy Sam saga came to an interesting conclusion today.
 
   At 4:15, just as I was finishing up for the day, my computer screen went black again and then the stupid hieroglyphics showed up. Remembering what happened last time, I shut it off, waited the requisite two minutes, then turned it back on again. 
 
   The hieroglyphics were still there.
 
   I tried one more time, this time unplugging the computer entirely. I really didn’t feel like getting my computer serviced right now, but it looked like it wasn’t fixing itself. And I couldn’t leave with it in this condition, possibly eating up all my data tonight while I sleep.    
 
   The good news was that it gave me an excuse to try to reach Sam again. Despite the fact that he appeared to be clearly out of my league, I had been thinking about him quite a bit. At night. In my bedroom. Alone. Are you getting the idea here?
 
   (I’m sorry, he just looked really cute in that picture.)
 
   Anyway, I called the Computer Helpdesk, recognizing that I had a one in three chance of reaching Sam, a one in three chance of reaching a total asshole, and a one in three chance of reaching a guy who didn’t speak English. So I was really psyched when I recognized his voice on the other line. And I was even more psyched when it turned out that he recognized me too.
 
   “Millie, right?” he said.
 
   “Yep,” I said. “And you’re Sam. Spelled phonetically.”
 
   He laughed that sexy laugh. Man, I wish I were a cute girl so I could date cute guys. “Right. Glad you remember me. What’s the problem, Millie?” 
 
   I explained to him about the hieroglyphics, how I had tried turning it on and off in every way possible, and it just wasn’t working. How I even got down on my hands and knees and unplugged it, then plugged it back in.
 
   “Down on your hands and knees, huh?” Sam said. “Maybe I better come take a look.”
 
   “Can’t you just tell me what to do on the phone?” I didn’t really want to meet Sam. I had a bad feeling that the second he came down here, our little phone flirtation would come to a disappointing end.
 
   “No, scary hieroglyphics mean I’ve got to take a look,” Sam said.
 
   We hung up and I noticed my heart was racing. I felt so stupid for being as nervous as I was. Over a guy. My palms were actually sweaty.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Donna asked, because I was just standing there hyperventilating.
 
   “You know that computer guy Sam?” I said, if we hadn’t just been staring at his photo for like half an hour yesterday.
 
   Donna grinned. “You mean the cute one?”
 
   “Right,” I mumbled. “Well anyway, he’s coming down here to help me with my computer.”
 
   And now I was blushing, for God’s sake. I hate the fact that my face turns bright red whenever I’m embarrassed. I don’t like people having a window into my thoughts.
 
   “You’re blushing!” Donna pointed out gleefully. She cocked her head at me. “Wow. You really like him.”
 
   “I haven’t even met him,” I pointed out.
 
   “You haven’t even met him and already you’re totally into him!” Donna squealed. I think in her head, she was already planning out the wedding invitations on cream-colored paper. I was beginning to feel sorry I said anything about Sam in the first place. This definitely wasn’t doing anything to help with my sweaty palms. 
 
   Anyway. Get ready for the punchline.
 
   After I spent five minutes pacing across my cubicle, Sam showed up. And he looked just like in the photo, except, get this, he was in a wheelchair. I mean, what the hell? And it wasn’t like he was in a wheelchair because he had a sprained ankle or something. That was really obvious. There was something actually wrong with the guy.
 
   “Millie?” he asked when he saw me.
 
   “Yeah,” I managed. “You must be Sam.”
 
   Some of my nervousness had melted away when I saw him, but it was replaced with an awkwardness that wasn’t really that much better. It didn’t make matters better when I held out my hand for him to shake, and I realized that his fingers were all curled up. (In my defense, he had been using his hands to turn the wheels on his chair, so there was no reason to think there was anything wrong with them.) His hand slid against mine, but it didn’t really move. You’d better believe I yanked my hand back as fast as I could.  
 
   Sam looked like he was going to say something else, but instead he just turned to my computer. It was getting close to five and I assumed he wanted to leave as much as I did. “Wow, you weren’t kidding about the hieroglyphics,” he said.
 
   He tried a few different things, pecking at the keyboard with his claw hands. I wasn’t sure if I should watch him or not. Was it rude to watch? Was that staring? What was wrong with him? Honestly, I’m embarrassed just thinking about it now. The best part was that Donna hung around to see him. I could see her eyes bug out.
 
   We were there about twenty minutes and I was looking at my watch a lot. Sam kept saying things like “hmm” and “that’s not good” and I was thinking this wasn’t going to wrap up any time soon. Finally, a pager went off on Sam’s belt.
 
   “Millie,” he said, “I’m really sorry but I’m going to have to come back tomorrow.”
 
   I was relieved. “Okay,” I said.
 
   “I can’t make it till ten.”
 
   Ten o’clock? Was he kidding me? I can’t do anything without my computer. I’ve got a report due for a big company that recently acquired a life insurance firm. I don’t have an hour to spend twiddling my thumbs 
 
   Sam noticed the expression on my face. “Okay, how about 9:30?” he said.
 
   Okay, 9:30 wouldn’t be too terrible. “Deal,” I agreed.
 
   Now Sam’s coming back tomorrow at 9:30 and I’m going to finally get my damned computer working again. I hope.
 
   Donna and I got drinks after work and we laughed about how we’d both been ogling Sam. It’s funny the way things work out. Oh well.
 
    
 
    
 
   July 17:
 
    
 
   I got to work on the late side this morning because I knew Sam wasn’t showing up till 9:30 and I was completely stuck without my computer. I arrived at a quarter past nine, but Sam was nowhere in sight, so I got about three cups of coffee to kill time. Because I’m an idiot, it didn’t occur to me that all that coffee would make me have to pee like crazy, but I was afraid to move because I didn’t want to miss Sam.
 
   Thank God, he arrived at 9:25. He looked out of breath and I felt bad for making him race over here. For all I knew, he had a heart condition. Obviously, there was something seriously wrong with him. 
 
   “I came as fast as I could,” he said.
 
   “Thanks,” I said.
 
   I noticed he had something on his lap and it turned out to be a little toolbox. I had a sinking feeling. “What are you going to do with those?”
 
   “Three guesses.” Sam started unscrewing the cover of my CPU.
 
   I watched him for a few minutes. The screwdriver he was using wasn’t the plain and simple kind I have tucked away in my drawer at home in case of a screw emergency. It was some sort of power screwdriver that seemed to rotate the screw automatically, which I guess he used because he didn’t have full use of his hands. It still seemed like it wasn’t so easy for him. I felt guilty that I was just watching him struggle when I had two perfectly good hands.
 
   “Do you need any help?” I asked.
 
   “Sure,” Sam said. He handed me a regular screwdriver, which he somehow wedged in his fingers. “I could always use a little helper.”
 
   Okay, so now the embarrassing part: Sam had the whole damn thing unscrewed before I even got my one screw out. I have no idea how I managed to be so incompetent or how he managed to be so fast. So much for my plan of being a ringer in the Special Olympics.
 
   “So I’m guessing woodshop wasn’t your specialty in school,” Sam commented, grinning at me.
 
   “I chose to focus on more important things in school,” I replied. But I was smiling too. Even though I still felt awkward, I was getting used to the fact that Sam was in a wheelchair. He seemed like a pretty nice guy, and I didn’t mind him flirting with me, even though it obviously didn’t mean anything.
 
   As Sam opened the panel on my hard drive, a puff of dust blew out. I sneezed loudly, and thanks to my overfilled bladder, I nearly peed in my pants. “Do you mind if I run to the bathroom?” I asked, desperately hoping he wouldn’t mind.
 
   “Permission for bathroom break granted,” Sam said with a wink.    
 
   The situation was pretty dire right now, but I managed to not break into a jog until I was out of the room. My bladder was so full that emptying it was practically orgasmic (you know what I’m talking about). I felt a lot better after that, but I wasn’t in any hurry to race back, so I lingered by the mirror. 
 
   I can’t imagine what it’s like to be a pretty girl looking at yourself in the mirror. It must be nice. Whenever I look in the mirror, it’s just damage control like picking dandruff out of my hair or making sure there isn’t spinach in my teeth. I never have good hair days. I only have “not awful” hair days.
 
   I don’t like to stare too long at the mirror in a public place though. I don’t want someone to come in and God forbid, think I’m admiring myself. I don’t want people to think I’m deluded enough to believe I look good. Usually when I’m in a public place, I take a quick glance in the mirror to make sure there isn’t toilet paper stuck to my face or something, then head out. The good thing about ugly girls is that we are super fast in the bathroom.
 
   I do wash my hands though. I swear. I read in a magazine that 20% of women don’t wash their hands when they use the bathroom. Ever since then, I haven’t been too keen on shaking hands with people.
 
   When I came back to my desk from the bathroom, I nearly had a heart attack: my computer was in bits all over my desk. I almost cried.
 
   “Don’t freak out, Millie,” Sam said. “I just replaced a part and I’m putting it back together. I promise.”
 
   He made good on his promise. He was pretty fast too. As he did it, he explained to me what he was doing and it seemed like he really knew his stuff. Not that I had any idea what he was talking about—for all I knew, he was making it all up. But I actually think he did know what he was talking about, because when he finished, he pressed the power button, and not only did the machine turn on, the hieroglyphics were gone. “You’re my hero,” I said. Then I blushed.
 
   “I’m sorry it took so long,” Sam said. It was almost eleven by now. I was so behind on my work, it wasn’t even funny. “Let me make it up to you. I’ll take you out to lunch.”
 
   I almost had a second heart attack. Was Sam actually asking me out? I thought that was completely off the table.
 
   He must have seen the look on my face because he added, “A platonic lunch.”
 
   “I really shouldn’t,” I said. “I’ve got a lot of work to catch up on.” 
 
   (That was true. But it wasn’t entirely why I said no.)
 
   “Maybe tomorrow then?”
 
   I felt my face getting really red. I didn’t get this at all. I had never been pressured like this to have lunch with a guy. I didn’t even understand how he had the courage to be so persistent considering... well, you know. But then again, he said it was platonic. He was new to the company and probably just looking for friends.
 
   “I’m really way behind,” I said.
 
   “Well, maybe someday you’ll get caught up,” Sam said. “My offer stays open. You know where to find me.”
 
   I was really relieved when he finally left, but I also felt a teeny bit empty. I really just don’t get asked out… like, almost ever. It’s really rare. I was flattered. He made me feel like I was actually attractive, at least until he insisted his invitation was platonic. 
 
   “I can’t believe you turned him down,” Donna said. She raced over to my cubicle the second Sam was gone. Apparently, she’d heard every word. “He really liked you.”
 
   “What?” The way she was looking at him, I figured she didn’t see him as potential boyfriend material either. “He didn’t ask me out anyway. He said it was platonic.”
 
   “Yeah, except when you were gone, he asked me if you had a boyfriend.”
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   Donna raised her eyebrows at me. “Do you have a boyfriend I don’t know about? I told him no.”
 
   So it wasn’t about him wanting to make friends. He actually wanted to go out with me. I felt my face getting hot all over again.
 
   “You like him too!” Donna exclaimed triumphantly. “You’re blushing!”
 
   Considering practically everything makes me blush, I didn’t think this was a fair assessment. “I don’t like him,” I hissed at her. “My God, what’s wrong with him anyway? Why is he in a wheelchair?”
 
   “I think he’s a quadriplegic,” Donna said. “You know, like Christopher Reeve. Before he died.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   So that was that. Sam saved me by fixing my computer, was really nice to me, but I blew him off just because he’s disabled. 
 
   I told you I wasn’t beautiful on the inside.
 
    
 
    
 
   July 18:
 
    
 
   When I got home from work today, my mail was missing from the mailbox. I assumed that my landlady had taken it. This happens at least once a week.
 
   I live in a one-bedroom apartment on the top floor of a house with my own private entrance. The bottom floor is occupied by my landlady Martha, who is around 70 years old. I’ve lived here for about eight years, and I could definitely afford a better place (in a building where the landlady doesn’t take my mail), but I’m reluctant to leave Martha. She’s not my favorite person in the world, but I’ve become attached. She’s like that annoying relative that you hate seeing during holidays, but you still sort of love her.
 
   I knocked on the front door to the house, and after a lot of shuffling, the door cracked open. Martha never opens the door all the way. She only opens it about six inches and expects you to do the rest. So I pushed the door the rest of the way open.
 
   The second I walked inside, my black work pants and blouse instantly became coated with a fine layer of cat fur. Martha is like this horrible stereotype of a crazy cat lady. She has about eight cats, and I feel bad for saying it, but I’m almost positive that when she eventually dies, I’m going to walk into her apartment and find her cats eating her. And then the cats will inherit the house. I’ll have to pay them rent.
 
   (Actually, at that point, I’m pretty sure I’ll find a new apartment.)
 
   Tiny, rotund Martha was standing in the middle of her living room in her bare feet, wearing a flower-printed nightgown. I’ve literally never seen Martha wearing anything besides a nightgown or any shoes besides slippers. She never leaves the house aside from going out to the mailbox. She gets her groceries delivered, and if there’s anything extra she needs, she can usually persuade me to pick it up.
 
   “Hello, Millie,” she said, like she was surprised to see me. As if she didn’t realize she had taken my mail hostage. 
 
   “Do you have my mail?”
 
   Martha nodded. “It’s in the kitchen.”
 
   She made no move to retrieve my mail for me. I guessed she expected me to go get it.
 
   As I walked through Martha’s living room, my nose started to feel itchy. I don’t have cat allergies, but the sheer amount of cat dander in this room would make anyone itchy. Except for Martha, I guess, who is now immune. 
 
   “Do you have any plans for tonight, Millie?” Martha asked as she followed me to her kitchen.
 
   “Not really,” I replied.
 
   Martha looked pleased with my answer. She’s never been married, and she doesn’t seem to approve of any of the (few) men I’ve brought over here. The last guy I invited over stepped on the grass when he was picking me up, and Martha ran out in her nightgown and bare feet to shoo him off the lawn using her broom.
 
   I have to wonder when Martha got so crazy. It seems like she’s gotten worse during the time I’ve lived here. I wonder if the cats are what makes her crazy or are a symptom of her craziness. Apparently, 50% of cats have evidence of infection with toxoplasmosis, a parasite that’s usually asymptomatic, but can sometimes cause encephalitis, which is inflammation of the brain. Maybe that’s what happened to Martha. Maybe she was totally normal prior to the cat era.        
 
   In any case, it’s pretty much convinced me to never ever get a cat.
 
   “If you’d like,” Martha said to me, “you can come down here for dinner. I’m making chicken pot pie.”
 
   I was tempted. Martha is a really good cook. Everything she makes has at least one entire stick of butter in it. The first year I moved in here, I gained 15 pounds. No kidding. That’s how I learned to say no to Martha’s dinners. I may never be skinny, but I draw the line at being so fat that I have to wear a circus tent to work.
 
   “I’m pretty tired,” I said. “Maybe next time.”
 
   When I got into the kitchen, I saw my mail was on the kitchen table. And on top of my mail was a black-and-white cat who was busy licking himself. 
 
   I looked at Martha, who was making no move to remove the cat. “Um, Martha,” I said. “Peaches is on top of my mail.”
 
   Martha frowned at me. “That’s not Peaches. That’s Muffin.”
 
   (All of Martha’s cats are named after food.)    
 
   “Can I just get my mail, please?” I asked meekly.
 
   Martha sighed and coaxed her cat off my pile of mail. I’m almost positive there was some cat pee on a few of the envelopes, but it was all junk mail anyway. If I ever actually start getting important mail, I’ll definitely have to move.        
 
    
 
    
 
   July 19:
 
    
 
   Every Friday night, Donna and I go to this bar by work for drinks. Not that I expect it, but in the ten years we’ve been going there, not once has either of us ever been hit on. Considering guys go to bars to hit on women, it’s a little sad and maybe insulting. Then again, who’d want to date any of those losers anyway?
 
   Actually, I take that back. The men in that bar aren’t losers. Most of them work at the same company as me and Donna, so they’re guys with good jobs who want to unwind after work, just like us. And a lot of them are young and cute. But still, none of them hit on me.
 
   But tonight I wasn’t thinking about that. You know why? Because I actually have a date tomorrow. With Harry the Collector, who is possibly a serial killer, but probably not. Despite my resolution to be single forever, I’m actually really looking forward to it. Maybe Harry will be great and we’ll really hit it off. He looked moderately cute in his photo.      
 
   Donna always gets a Corona with a lime in it and I always get a Guinness. I don’t love beer, but I love Guinness. I could drink like six of them, although I usually just have one so I don’t smash my car up on the way home and end up in jail. The alcohol makes it so much easier to unwind and forget the week. At least my computer was working again without any sign of hieroglyphics. Thanks, Sam.
 
   Donna was whining about how it was her husband’s turn to do the laundry and he wasn’t doing it. Clearly, Donna has really important problems. I put on my most sympathetic face, but I was only half listening. I do my own damn laundry every week, trudging down two flights of stairs to the basement in Martha’s house with my basket. I think Martha owns the first washer and dryer ever made. Half the time, the dryer stops functioning midway through the cycle and I have to kick it to get it going again. If that doesn’t work, air drying is the only other option.    
 
   Anyway, Donna was in the middle of a spirited rant about skid marks, when the 20-year-old skinny-yet-big-boobed waitress (who, by the way, gets hit on all the freaking time) plopped another Guinness down in front of me.
 
   “I didn’t order that,” I said, rolling my eyes. I know the waitresses here aren’t brilliant, but you’d think they could get my order for one beer correct.
 
   The waitress gave me a look. “It’s from that guy over there.”
 
   The first drink a guy ever bought for me at a bar in my entire life! I’m embarrassed to admit how excited I was. I looked across the room to where the waitress was pointing. And guess who? It was none other than Cute Computer Guy Sam. He was with a couple of other guys who looked vaguely familiar from work and he lifted his bottle of beer to me as a greeting. I waved back while Donna gawked at me.
 
   “Aren’t you going over to talk to him?” she hissed in my ear.
 
   I glared at her. “No. Why?”
 
   I had thought the idea of dating Sam was a nonissue when I found out he was disabled, but now, weirdly enough, it was more of an issue than it was before. I looked at Sam across the bar and tried to figure out how I felt about him. 
 
   I’d been out with some pretty unattractive guys before, and Sam definitely didn’t fall into that category. Not exactly. I’d never dated a guy who used a wheelchair before. I felt awkward about it, but then again, it was incredibly hard not to like him. He was cute. Really cute.
 
   I confess that part of reason I didn’t want to go out with Sam was that I was worried about how it would look. You’d think someone like me wouldn’t care about appearances. But when someone who looks like me is dating a guy in a wheelchair, everyone feels sorry for both of us. Like I’m some loser who can’t get a normal guy and he’s some loser who can’t get an attractive girl. If I were pretty, I could date Sam in peace.
 
   “I know he’s a little different,” Donna said, “but he seems really sweet. What have you got to lose?”
 
   Then I remembered:
 
   “I’ve got a date tomorrow,” I said.
 
   I was immediately sorry I said that because she then proceeded to pump me for all the details, but at least she stopped talking about Sam. I never went over to talk to Sam, but I couldn’t help but glance his way a bunch of times. Once or twice, I caught his eye and he winked at me and smiled. God, he has a really great smile.
 
    
 
    
 
   July 20:
 
    
 
   I just got off the phone with my mother, which always puts me in a bad mood. 
 
   Ugly girls have two kinds of mothers: the kind that are really wonderful and supportive and tell them not to give up, and the kind that tells them that they’re not going to find a man till they drop 20 pounds. 
 
   Three guesses which one my mom is.
 
   My dad is okay. Normal even. My mother is the one who drives me crazy. Nothing I do is ever good enough for her. I know, it’s the oldest story in the world, cry me a river, but let me tell you, it would be nice to call her once and not have her yell at me that I’m too fat. Just once in 33 years. That’s all I ask.
 
   My social life (or lack thereof) is apparently going to give her a stroke, or so she says. I’ve made her old before her time. Every gray hair on her head is my fault. It’s not enough that I have a good job and I don’t do drugs or cause any other sort of trouble or major embarrassment. 
 
   Just to show you how desperate she is for me to get married, she doesn’t even care whether I marry a Jewish guy anymore. When I was younger, this was really important to her. My future husband had to be Jewish. And he had to be a doctor or a lawyer, or something else respectable, like maybe a professor. (A professor of medicine or law.)
 
   Now she just wants me to find someone who is breathing, and hopefully speaks English.
 
   Luckily for my mother, my younger sister Rachel already married a Jewish doctor. Rachel not only lucked out by being named Rachel and not freaking Matilda, but she’s also completely gorgeous. I’m not sure how that happened. She’s so pretty that if she wandered out into the forest, the animals would surround her and start singing. I know since we’re sisters, we must share some genetic material, but it really doesn’t seem that way sometimes. One of us must have been switched at birth.   
 
   It drives my mother crazy that I live on my own even though I’m not married. A single girl should not live on her own. Every day I go into the city unescorted I’m risking my life. Do I want to be raped or murdered?
 
   I feel fairly confident I won’t get raped, at least. Who would want to rape me? I’m sure any would-be rapist in a dark alley would decide to hold out for a more attractive victim.
 
   Lately, my mother has stepped it up and made it her mission to get me a man. I allowed her to set me on a date exactly once, and then decided I would never allow her to do it again. I’m fairly sure that the man that she set me up was mentally retarded or autistic. Sorry if that isn’t PC or whatever, but I don’t want to date a guy who doesn’t look up from his food once through the entire meal and only speaks to me in monosyllabic grunts.
 
   Oh, and now that my mother has figured out how to email, I get daily diet tips emailed to me. Yesterday was Beyoncé’s lemon detox diet, which involves eating nothing but lemons until I die from lemon poisoning. I love getting a daily reminder in my inbox that I’m fat. I’m essentially dieting 100% of the time anyway.
 
   At least this time I was able to tell my mother about my super exciting date tonight. She seemed pleased to hear about it. “What’s his name?” she asked.
 
   “Harry,” I said.
 
   “Does Harry have a last name?”
 
   Obviously, she knew he had a last name—that was her little clever attempt at sarcasm. But I didn’t want to tell her Harry’s surname, lest she try Googling him. That’s another thing my mother learned to do recently, which has been causing me endless grief. I don’t even want to think about what she would do if she stumbled on his email address.
 
   “I can’t remember his last name,” I mumbled evasively.
 
   I hoped my mother would just drop it. No such luck.
 
   “Why can’t you tell me his last name?” she demanded.
 
   “Because.”
 
   “What if you disappear and I have to tell the police his information?”
 
   “Well, if he’s planning to kidnap me, he probably didn’t give me his real last name anyway.” I always dignify her stupid questions with a response. I know I shouldn’t but it’s really hard to resist.
 
   “How do you know him?” she asked me.
 
   “He’s a friend of Donna’s husband,” I lied. I can’t tell her that I met him on the Internet. According to her, everyone on the Internet is a serial killer. 
 
   “Don’t have sex with him,” she warned me.
 
   “Oh my God, Ma…”
 
   “He won’t marry you if you have sex with him!”
 
   Shhh, don’t tell my mother that I’m not still a virgin. Only 29% of women in this country are virgins when they get married, and if I do eventually miraculously get married, I am not going to be one of them. I lost my virginity about a decade ago, after a friend’s wedding. I was pretty drunk at the time, although I do vaguely recall that the guy’s name was Evan. There have been other times since then. I was even in a couple of somewhat long-term relationships where I had semi-regular sex.      
 
   But in my mother’s head, I’m still a virgin and will be one until my wedding night or death, whichever comes first. I absolutely cannot do anything to dispel this notion. I think if she ever started giving me sex tips, that would be the end. They’d find me curled up in a little ball in my bathtub, shaking and rocking back and forth.
 
   Anyway, I have to go get ready for my hot date with Harry.
 
   P.S. I don’t plan on having sex with him tonight.
 
   P.P.S. But you never know…
 
    
 
    
 
   July 21:
 
    
 
   Last night was my date with Harry. I could sum it up in one word: 
 
   Ugh.
 
   I spent a lot of time picking out an outfit. I’m embarrassed how much time I spent in front of my closet. I actually have a lot of clothes, but only about a third of them fit me at any given time. I have my skinny clothes, my normal clothes, and my obese clothes. My obese clothes are all really huge and loose and I wear them when I’m all bloated from PMS or on a horrible upward weight swing. I would never ever wear any of these clothes on a date.
 
   My skinny clothes are from a period four years ago when I managed to keep off some weight for a few months and bought all new clothes in a fit of optimism. Then the weight all came back.
 
   It’s really depressing to try to pull up a pair of pants and not even be able to get them over my hips. They fit me maybe once a year, but I can’t bring myself to get rid of them. I’m still hopeful.
 
   I selected a black blouse and skirt. I looked like I was going to a funeral, but I really do look best in black. Harry had at least some potential and I wanted to look my best, so I spent time styling my hair, trying to make it look less awful. Then I did something that I hate doing but is sadly necessary: got out the tweezers and started plucking. Mostly eyebrows but one or two hairs in a few other places. We don’t need to get into that.
 
   I was meeting Harry at a restaurant. You always have to meet internet dates in public places so they don’t murder you. 
 
   (It’s actually amazing how much energy I’ve devoted so far to wondering if Harry is a murderer. At this point, it seems like it might be disappointing if it turns out that he’s not a murderer.)  
 
   Harry was already at the restaurant when I got there, which was nice because I could check him out from afar. More importantly, it meant that he wasn’t planning to check me out from afar and maybe make a quick getaway. All in all, it was a very auspicious sign.
 
   Harry looked worse than his photo, which wasn’t a big surprise. Nobody looks anything close to as good as their photo. He was a lot balder and fatter, and he had a purple birthmark on his scalp. He looked a little like Mikhail Gorbachev, that guy who used to be President or Czar or whatever of Russia. He wasn’t horribly, terrifyingly ugly or anything like that—like, he didn’t have giant claws instead of fingers or buttocks where his face should be—so I decided to join him for dinner. 
 
   I went over to the table and introduced myself to Harry. I could tell from his expression that he was a little disappointed with me too, but he was a gentleman and hid it well. I appreciated that. “I already ordered some wine for the table,” he told me.
 
   Thank God.
 
   “So you work as an actuary, right?” Harry said, as he dug into one of the rolls at the table. He had a slightly nasal voice that somehow set my nerves on edge.
 
   “That’s right, Harry,” I replied. I made a point of calling him by his name, because I recently read that doing so makes the other person feel like you’re paying attention to him and that you’re connected. 
 
   “Do you enjoy it?” he asked.
 
   “I really do, Harry,” I told him. “It’s really interesting and fun.”
 
   Harry dabbed at his chin with a napkin. His profile said that he’s 39, but he looked older. I would have guessed mid-forties. I wonder if he lied.    
 
   “Sounds pretty boring to me,” he commented.
 
   Gee, thanks, Harry.
 
   (And anyway, he worked as an accountant, according to his profile. Was he really in any position to throw stones?)
 
   I watched as Harry sliced his roll in half. Then he started buttering the roll, but weirdly enough, he used two packages of butter. I mean, I like butter as much as the next person, maybe even more, but I think there’s an unspoken rule that you can’t use more than one package of butter per roll. It’s just decadent. 
 
   For some reason, I couldn’t help but compare him to Sam. Sam, who was so incredibly cute, and also had a great sense of humor. And Sam and I had a chemistry that I knew was never going to develop between me and Harry. Why did I say no when he asked me out? What’s wrong with me?
 
   I spent a lot of time looking at my menu so I didn’t have to talk to Harry. There are three rules for ordering dinner on a date: 
 
    
 
    
    	You can’t order anything that could potentially get stuck in your teeth.
 
    	You have to order a meal that gives the illusion that you eat like a bird.
 
    	You can’t order anything that will make your breath stink.
 
   
 
    
 
   I ended up ordering a chicken caesar salad. As long as it doesn’t have spinach, a salad is usually a good bet. 
 
   Harry apparently was unaware of the three rules for ordering food during a date, or maybe he didn’t care. He ordered a steak with garlic spinach on the side, and within a minute of the food coming, there was spinach stuck in his teeth. 
 
   I can’t believe I’m 33 years old and I still don’t know what to do when the person I’m eating with has spinach stuck in their teeth. Do you tell them or not? It seems rude to tell somebody that they have crap in their teeth, but also seems rude not to.
 
   I ended up not telling Harry, which meant that I had to keep averting my eyes because you obviously can’t look at a person with spinach in their teeth.
 
   “Women always order salads,” Harry said.
 
   “That’s not true, Harry,” I said.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever been on a date where the woman didn’t order a salad.”
 
   “I don’t always order a salad, Harry.”
 
   Harry squinted at me. “Why do you keep doing that?”
 
   I frowned. “Doing what, Harry?”
 
   “You did it again!” He shook his head. “You keep calling me by my name. It’s really weird.”    
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” I said.
 
   I guess I overdid it. I’m not sure why I was even bothering, considering I didn’t really like Harry, and I didn’t particularly care if he liked me or not. Except maybe pride.       
 
   As we ate, Harry told me more about the things he collected. The list included baseball cards, comic books, stamps, bottle caps, coins, action figures, matchboxes, mugs, and several other things that I’m blanking on now. After a while, I started thinking that maybe Harry the Collector was actually Harry the Hoarder. If I ever visited his home, I was scared that I would have to wade through a sea of zippo lighters and potato chips that looked like celebrities.
 
   Luckily, it was seeming more and more unlikely I would ever step inside Harry’s home.  
 
   When the check came, he said we should split it. That’s how I knew the date was a complete bust. Sure, I can afford to pay for dinner and it wasn’t a big deal, but I think if the guy doesn’t offer to pay, it means he doesn’t care what you think of him. Also, we split the check right down the middle, even though he ordered a steak and I ordered a freaking salad.
 
   After dinner, Harry walked me to my car. I was so relieved the date was almost over. I just wanted to go home and eat some ice cream, because I was still starving after my tiny little salad. 
 
   “That’s me,” I said to Harry, pointing out my Honda.
 
   “Okay,” he said. “I guess this is good night then.”
 
   I turned to him and prepared myself for an awkward wave goodbye or possibly an awkward handshake. What I was not prepared for was for Harry to lean forward and press his lips against mine. 
 
   The average couple doesn’t kiss until their second date, and it’s not like Harry and I were having any kind of amazing chemistry, so the whole thing really caught me off-guard. Unsurprisingly, his breath stunk of garlic, especially when the bastard tried to slip me a little tongue. It was one of those kisses which reaffirmed my thinking that being single wasn’t bad at all and it was in no way worth it to have to date someone like Harry.
 
   What really pisses me off though is that as bad as Harry is, he’ll probably get married before I do. Because he’s a man and women are much more understanding about unattractive men. If I were a man, I’d be a great catch. I’m financially stable, I have a good job, and I’m not a complete jerk or serial killer. My X chromosomes totally screwed me over.
 
   “Can I call you?” Harry asked me.
 
   “Okay,” I said. 
 
   I’m not entirely sure why I agreed. I didn’t feel attracted to Harry at all, but I wasn’t going to turn him down. A girl like me is not supposed to turn men down. Anyway, Harry wasn’t that bad. I just had to get over feeling completely repulsed by him.
 
    
 
    
 
   July 22:
 
    
 
   This morning, I had a case of the Mondays, as they say. I had been looking forward to my date Saturday and then it was a complete bust. Well, it could have been worse—he could have murdered me. Half of me was hoping I’d never have to see Harry again and the other half was hurt that he hadn’t called.
 
   First thing when I walked in the door to the office, Donna asked me about my date, even though she should’ve known better. I guess she was just excited.
 
   “It wasn’t great,” I said.
 
   “Maybe you should pay a little visit to the Computer Helpdesk and see Sam,” she suggested with a wink.  
 
   I couldn’t tell her how tempted I’d been to do exactly that. But I had already rejected Sam twice now. It was probably too late. I couldn’t imagine going up to him and telling him that I had decided to go out with him after all.
 
   I drank two cups of coffee and played a couple of games of FreeCell on the computer, trying to get my brain in good enough shape to do some work. After about an hour, I got an email from the boss, saying that there was going to be a talk this afternoon that everyone had to attend. The talk was on “Computer Security.”
 
   Apparently, our company was recently hacked. Information was stolen and data was leaked. It could’ve been worse, but the whole thing was just very embarrassing. So the company is taking extra measures to make sure it doesn’t happen again.
 
   I didn’t realize until I actually got to the conference room that afternoon that the talk was being given by none other than Samuel Webber. He was already in the conference room when I got there, much more dressed up than he had been on the other occasions I had seen him. He was wearing a jacket and a tie this time, and the navy blue color of the tie really brought out his eyes. I had always thought he was cute, but in a suit and tie he looked decidedly handsome. Although I couldn’t help but wonder how he tied a tie with his fingers like that.
 
   “Hi, Millie,” he said to me when I walked into the room. “Nice to see you again.”
 
   “I like your tie,” I blurted out. I blushed after I said it. God, I hate my stupid skin. 
 
   Sam grinned at me. “I only own two ties, so they’d better be good, eh?”
 
   I slipped into a seat that was near the front of the room. Sam was talking to my boss, Rich, but he looked over at me every minute or so. Now that I had permission to look at Sam, since he was the speaker, I was really checking him out. His wheelchair was not one of those clunky ones from the hospital or something—it was compact and sporty looking. I wondered how long he’d used it. I think Donna was right about him being paralyzed, because his legs weren’t moving at all. He was one of those guys who clearly didn’t spend a lot of time and energy trying to look good (going for glasses rather than contacts, hair gel-free), but he somehow looked good anyway.
 
   My boss Rich cleared his throat to get our attention and introduce Sam: “I’d like you to meet the newest member of the Information Technology department, Samuel Webber. He’s got a lot of experience with computer security and we hired him away from a rival company so that he could help us out with some of the issues we’ve been having. So please give him your full attention.”
 
   Everyone looked at Sam. I bet anything that everyone was wondering why he was in a wheelchair and thinking about how weird it was, much more than they cared about computer security. Nobody cared about computer security.
 
   “Please, everyone, call me Sam,” he said. When he smiled at us, I felt a fluttering in my chest. God, he looked good in that suit. “And I’m sure I’ll get to know the rest of you as you call the Helpdesk for your various computer issues. But today we really have to get down to business about security. This is a big deal.” He cleared his throat. “First thing is passwords. I don’t have access to any of your passwords, but this morning, I managed to hack into the files of nearly a quarter of the people in this department by just trying five of the same passwords. The word ‘password’ is not a secure password, people. And for the love of God, don’t make your password ‘love’ or ‘God.’ From now on, all passwords have to be at least seven characters, made up of letters and numbers.”
 
   Everyone in the room looked horrified. “How are we supposed to remember our password?” someone asked.
 
   “Well,” Sam said, “it turns out the human brain is capable of remembering seven characters, like a phone number, fairly easily. And I can tell this is a smart group. So I think you’ll be able to do it.”
 
   Sam talked for almost an hour, giving some examples of computer security breaches at this company (some really mind-boggling), and talked about the changes that were going to be implemented. I was actually really impressed with Sam. He seemed to be a really smart guy. I was also impressed at how he managed to field all the stupid questions everyone kept asking him.
 
   “You can’t give your password out to anyone,” Sam said. “Not your boss, not your coworkers, not your grandmother, nobody.”
 
   “What if it’s an emergency?” Sheila, this pretty but ditzy blonde, asked. “Like if there’s a fire?”
 
   “A fire?” Sam stared at her. “If there’s a fire, you should probably move toward the exits. So no, you should not give your password out if there’s a fire.”
 
   The talk ended and I found myself walking over to Sam. He was talking to Rich so I waited. Rich was thanking him for the talk, and then added, “If there’s anything you need help with, like any accommodations you need, just let me know. I’ll help you out. I’m all about equal rights… or equal opportunities… you know, all that.”
 
   Sam just shook his head. “I don’t think I’ll need anything,” he said tightly.
 
   “Well, you let me know,” Rich said, and clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
   Sam seemed sort of irritated as Rich walked away. But his face relaxed when he saw me standing there. He actually seemed really pleased.
 
   “That was a really helpful talk,” I said. I meant it.
 
   “Gets more fun every time I do it,” Sam said. He slipped his thumb into the neck of his tie to loosen it slightly as he smiled up at me. “So are you caught up with your work yet? Can I take you to lunch?”
 
   “Okay,” I found myself saying.
 
   Sam paused a second, clearly surprised. Then he recovered. “No, wait, it’s too late. You waited too long. The lunch offer’s no good anymore.”
 
   My stomach sunk. Damn, I knew I had rejected him too many times. “Oh…”
 
   He grinned up at me. “Now it has to be dinner.”
 
   My shoulders sagged with relief. It wasn’t too late after all. “Oh, um… okay.”
 
   Now he was full-on beaming at me. “Awesome,” Sam said. “I’m busy tonight, but how about tomorrow night? Seven o’clock? I can pick you up.”
 
   “That sounds good.”
 
   We both stood there for an awkward minute. Finally, Sam said, “You don’t have to give me your address. Since I work in IT, I can just hack into the computer system and get it.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “I’m just kidding. I need your address. That is, unless your password is ‘password.’” 
 
   I found a slip of paper and wrote down my address for him. My hand was actually shaking as I handed him the paper. I’d never felt so nervous about a date before. I was really relieved when he finally left.
 
   When I was walking back to my desk, this guy named Tim who works a few cubicles down from me grabbed my arm. When I first met Tim, I had a mild crush on him, but I soon discovered he was completely full of himself. Either way, he was really out of my league. “Hey, Millie,” Tim said to me. “Did that guy in the wheelchair just ask you out?”
 
   It was none of his business but I shrugged and mumbled, “Yeah. Sort of.”
 
   “Wow,” Tim said.
 
   Wow? What did that mean? Did that mean he was surprised I’d say yes to a guy in a wheelchair? Or that he was surprised a disabled guy would have the chutzpah to ask a girl out? Or that he was surprised that anyone would ask me out? 
 
   None of those options were very flattering. I tried not to obsess over it.
 
    
 
    
 
   July 23:
 
    
 
   My day didn’t start out well. In the parking lot at work, I was passing a construction area and a worker yelled out something about my having too much junk in the trunk. I always hear women complain about getting catcalls or whatever from construction workers—I must be the only woman in the world who gets insulted by the construction workers. What’s the point of telling me I have junk in the trunk? I know it.
 
   I’d been thinking I looked okay before that. I mean, Sam seemed so interested in me, it was helping my self-esteem. I thought maybe I was getting more attractive with age or something like that. Clearly not though. Sam must just be visually impaired.
 
   Actually, I felt like maybe the reason Sam wanted to go out with me was that I wasn’t so attractive. Considering the guy is in a wheelchair, his standards must be pretty low. I’m sure when he sees a really pretty girl, he knows he has no chance, just like I know I have no chance with a very good-looking guy. Somebody like me is probably his only chance for a relationship.
 
   Even so, my goal was to avoid seeing Sam all day. I didn’t want him to see me before the date and suddenly change his mind.
 
   When I got to work, a text popped up on my phone from Sam:
 
   I’ll be at your place at 7. Get ready for the night of your life, babe. 
 
   I texted him back: I thought this was supposed to be platonic?
 
   His reply: I lied. Is that a problem?
 
   Not only was it not a problem, but I’d been scheming the entire day to figure out a way to tell him that I didn’t want our night out to be platonic. I didn’t tell him that though. Instead, I just texted him back a simple: No, not a problem.
 
   I even ate lunch at my desk so that I wouldn’t accidentally run into Sam. I took minimal bathroom breaks. I nearly peed in my pants at one point, but it paid off because I managed to make it home without seeing him once.
 
   At seven o’clock on the dot, I heard a honk outside my window. I peeked outside and saw Sam sitting in his wheelchair outside his car, peering up at the house. I wondered why he didn’t come to the front door and knock.
 
   By the time I got out the front door, I saw that Martha was already standing by Sam’s car in her nightgown and bare feet, holding a broom in her hand. I could tell she was berating him. “What’s wrong with you honking your horn like that!” she snapped at him. “Do you want to wake up the whole neighborhood?”
 
   “I’m really sorry, but…” Sam looked down at his watch. “Um, isn’t it only seven o’clock?”
 
   “So?” Martha retorted.
 
   Sam looked really relieved when he saw me. He started wheeling towards me, which was a dire mistake because his wheels ended up going into the grass. Martha practically screamed and swiped at one of his wheels with her broom.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” she cried. “Get off my grass!”
 
   “I’m really sorry,” Sam said again, grabbing his wheels and backing up so quickly that he smashed right into his car. 
 
   Martha eyed me in my black pencil skirt and navy blue blouse (I still looked like I was going to a funeral) and she frowned. “I hope you’re not staying out too late,” she said to me.
 
   “I won’t,” I promised.
 
   Martha gave Sam the stink eye, then marched back into the house. Sam looked really rattled. “I’m sorry,” he said in a low voice. “I wanted to come to your door but you’ve got all those stairs.”
 
   He gestured in the direction of the front door, which has got about six steps to get inside. Honestly, it never even occurred to me. I had a feeling that my apartment on the second floor was going to pose an even bigger problem.     
 
   “It’s not a big deal,” I assured him.
 
   He looked anxiously back at the house. “Was that your mother?”
 
   I shook my head. “She’s my landlady.”
 
   Sam smiled crookedly. “I have to tell you, my landlady doesn’t get much say on how late I get to stay out on dates.”
 
   I returned the smile. “Lucky you.” 
 
   Sam asked me to give him a minute to get back in the car before I came inside. He transferred into the driver seat first, then popped the wheels off his chair. Then he threw all the pieces in the backseat. I tried not to stare at him as he did it. I had been curious how he got in and out of the car, but it seemed really wrong to watch. 
 
   “Sorry to make you wait,” he told me. “I didn’t want to accidentally bash you in the head with one of my wheels.”
 
   I appreciated that. 
 
   Sam’s car was nothing fancy on the outside, but on the inside, it was rigged up with hand controls. I had been wondering how he was able to drive. Honestly, I was a tiny bit worried about my life being in the hands of a guy who couldn’t move his hands. I was relieved when he didn’t drive too fast.
 
   “You want some music?” he asked me. “I’ve got a CD in.”
 
   “Sure,” I said.
 
   “This is a really important moment in our relationship.” His voice became very serious. “If our music taste isn’t compatible, we should just end the date right now. Really, if one person likes country and the other likes rock and roll, that just won’t work. What kind of music do you like, Millie?”
 
   “Mostly oldies,” I said. “Like the Beatles or the Rolling Stones.”
 
   “Well, let’s see,” Sam said. He pressed a button to turn on the music and the sounds of the Beatles’ Rubber Soul blasted on the speakers.
 
   “Oh my God!” I gasped. “Rubber Soul is my absolute favorite album ever!”
 
   “You’re kidding. Wow, I guess it’s meant to be, huh?”
 
   As I leaned back in my seat, listening to the music, a thought occurred to me. This was an awful coincidence. “Did you ask Donna what kind of music I like?”
 
   Sam grinned. “What a thought.”
 
   I chatted with Sam on the way to the restaurant. It was very nice and relaxed. Without the wheelchair in the picture, there was no awkwardness. He was just a regular guy. And it was really nice that he was paying so much attention to me. I’m not sure if a guy has ever treated me so nicely.
 
   When we got to the restaurant, I could see right away that the lot was completely full. I let out a groan. “Should we go somewhere else?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “No parking,” I said.
 
   Sam winked at me. “You did see the plates on my car, right?”
 
   For a minute, I had no idea what he was talking about. When he pulled into a spot right by the door, I almost yelled at him for parking in a handicapped spot, until I realized that he was the person the spots were actually for. We were totally allowed to park here.   
 
   Pretty good deal.
 
   We went inside together and the pretty hostess saw us and immediately said, “Hi, Sam.” Actually, everyone in the restaurant seemed to know him. It was really weird. I don’t think I’ve ever been to a restaurant where so many people recognized me.
 
   “It’s nice to be in a place where everyone knows your name,” I commented to him after we were seated at a table and had ordered two glasses of white wine.
 
   Sam laughed.
 
   “No seriously,” I said. “How come everyone knows you?”
 
   For the first time since I’d met him, Sam actually looked a little embarrassed. “I didn’t want to tell you this, but this place is my first date restaurant.”
 
   “Your what?”
 
   “You know, it’s the place where I take girls on our first date,” he explained. He wasn’t looking me in the eyes. “If I’m trying to make a good impression, I want to make sure I’m in a place that’s… you know, accessible for me. It’s usually not so good when I get to a restaurant with a date and find out there’s a bunch of steps to get in. It can be… uncomfortable.”
 
   I can’t imagine what it must be like to be in Sam’s situation and constantly having to think about stuff like that. “So you go on a lot of first dates?”
 
   “Well, no, not really,” he laughed. “I’m kind of looking forward to a time when I won’t have to go on first dates at all anymore.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say to that. Obviously, Sam was saying he was looking for a long-term type of relationship. Marriage? He didn’t say it, but he was at the age where he probably wanted to get married. 
 
   A waitress came by and dropped two glasses of wine in front of us. I watched Sam reach over to grab the stem of his glass with his slightly curled fingers. Again, I found myself averting my eyes so it didn’t seem like I was staring. 
 
   Sam took a sip of wine and raised his eyebrows at me. “So is there anything else I can do to make things more awkward?” 
 
   “Uh... what do you mean?”
 
   “Come on, Millie,” he said. “You’re uncomfortable with me being in a wheelchair.” I tried to shake my head, but he gave me a look. “I don’t blame you. A lot of people are at first and I’m used to it by now. It’s okay, Millie. Really.”
 
   “Uh… okay…”
 
   “Ask me whatever you want,” he said. “Anything you want to make you feel more comfortable. How about this—three questions. Three questions and you don’t have to phrase them delicately to spare my feelings. In fact, I want you to ask them as un-PC as you can.”
 
   It was such a weird thing to offer. I didn’t see how Sam could be so open about everything. I didn’t think I could do the same.
 
   He winked. “Don’t worry, Millie, I can handle it.”
 
   “Okay.” I took a deep breath. “Why do you need an, um… you know…”
 
   “A what?” He knew what I meant but he wanted to make me say it.
 
   “A wheelchair.” I let out the breath I’d been holding. “Why do you need a wheelchair?”
 
   “Nice job, Millie,” he said. “That wasn’t too hard to say, was it?” Yeah, only nearly impossible. “When I was 17, I was in a car accident. I had just gotten my license, it was snowing, and I was a shitty driver. Smashed into a tree and broke my neck. So I’m what you’d call a quadriplegic. I need the wheelchair because I’m paralyzed and can’t move my legs. Therefore, walking is not going to happen. What’s question two?”
 
   “Can you move your hands at all?” I blushed as I asked the question.
 
   He held up his hands, with his curled fingers. “I can’t move my fingers per se,” he said. “But I can get a little bit of a grip from extending my wrist. It’s called tenodesis. Watch.”
 
   He demonstrated cocking his wrist back, and showed me how this motion made his fingers flex. I tried it on my own hand and the same thing happened. Still, it wasn’t all that impressive.
 
   “How do you do anything without moving your fingers?” I blurted out. By now, my face was as red as a tomato.
 
   “With much difficulty,” Sam admitted. He shrugged. “It’s been 17 years and I’ve trained myself to pretty much do anything that doesn’t require a lot of dexterity.”
 
   I avoided his eyes. “So in the morning, you can, um...”
 
   Sam raised his eyebrows. “Dress myself?”
 
   I was so mortified by this line of questioning that I could only manage to nod.
 
   Sam appeared to be amused by my flushed cheeks, as evidenced by the smile playing on his lips. I got the feeling he’d had many conversations like this before. “Yes,” he said. “I can dress myself. Things like buttoning my shirt or tying my tie are really hard without help. So I just leave my shirts buttoned and my ties tied. Other than that, I do everything myself.” He paused. “Well, I do have a girl who comes in to cook and clean for me, but that’s mostly because I hate cleaning.”
 
   “Really?” I squeaked. It was honestly very hard to imagine him being able to dress himself and bathe himself or even go to the bathroom without being able to use his hands.
 
   “Yeah, it’s true, I really hate cleaning,” he said with a wink. 
 
   “Sorry,” I mumbled. “It’s just a little hard to imagine…”
 
   He shrugged again. “Listen, Millie, I’ve met people who absolutely insisted that I must have a nurse tucked away at home to help me with everything, that there was no way I could look like I do and still be able to live on my own. But I do. I promise you.” He added, “Scout’s honor.”
 
   “You were a Boy Scout?” I briefly imagined Sam looking adorable in a Boy Scout uniform as a kid. 
 
   Sam grinned. “Hell yeah. For, like, five years. My specialty was archery. But that’s not really your third question, is it?” 
 
   Somehow I thought that I’d run out of questions along the way. “I guess not…”
 
   He nodded at me. “Okay then. Shoot.”
 
   There was one final question that I was dying to ask, but I couldn’t. If he was paralyzed, was he able to have sex? I wanted to know more than anything. I couldn’t ask him that though. He said I could ask anything, but I was sure he didn’t mean that. So I tried to think of a third question.
 
   While I was thinking, Sam leaned in close to me. I could smell his aftershave and it caused a little tingling in my underwear. “Millie, how about if I just go ahead and answer your third question, okay? The answer is yes.”
 
   I stared at him. “What?”
 
   “That’s the answer to your question,” he said. “Yes, I can have sex. That’s what you were wondering, right?” He burst out laughing at the look on my face. “I was right. Come on, it was so obvious. I told you that you could ask me anything.”
 
   My face was so red, I thought that any second I might burst into flames. But I was also relieved. Sam could have sex. Just in case it ever came up, which I was sort of beginning to hope it would.
 
   “Did I make things better or worse?” he asked me.
 
   “Better,” I replied. “Thanks.”
 
   “Good,” he said. “I don’t want you running for the door. I like you.”
 
   Before I could stop myself, I blurted out: “Why?”
 
   I could tell my question took Sam by surprise. I was a little sorry I said it, but I couldn’t help myself. Why? Why was Sam pursuing me? I was the ugliest woman in the office. There were at least half a dozen other single girls who had been in that conference room who were much more attractive than I was. Why did Sam want me? It was driving me crazy. Why? Why?
 
   “I don’t know,” he said finally. “Because you’re nice. And I have a weakness for redheads.”
 
   I looked down at the napkin on my lap.
 
   “Why’d you finally agree to go out with me?” Sam asked. “Since we’re asking the brutally frank questions….”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. “Because you’re nice. And you asked me like a zillion times.”
 
   Sam smiled and I smiled back. We shared a little moment right there and things were easier after that. The conversation was probably the best I’ve ever had on a first date. He was really easy to talk to. And I couldn’t stop thinking about how cute he was.
 
   I got used to his hands over the course of the meal. He actually was pretty good at using them, all things considered. He wedged his fork between two of his fingers, and it seemed to stay there. It wasn’t particularly graceful, but it worked. By the time we finished our dinners, I barely noticed his hands anymore.
 
   I felt sort of bad for Sam. With every person he met or every potential girlfriend, he had to go through forcing them to abandon their awkwardness. Not that things were so great for me, but at least I didn’t make people feel uncomfortable. He’s lucky that he’s so outgoing, at least. 
 
   (I’m not outgoing. In case you hadn’t guessed.)
 
   “So I was just thinking,” Sam said after the waiters took our plates. “How would you feel if I kissed you right now?”
 
   The request surprised me. I couldn’t help but remember how Harry had seized a first date kiss the other night. But this was completely different. Because this was a guy I wanted to kiss me. Very much. “Nobody ever asked my permission before. They just did it.”
 
   “I’m not asking your permission!” Sam said. “I’m just getting your thoughts on the matter.”
 
   “Getting my thoughts on the matter?” I repeated. “What are you—a woman?”
 
   “Oh, that does it…” I was mid-snicker when Sam leaned in and pressed his lips against mine.
 
   I’m not even sure if he meant it to be as intense a kiss as it was. I think he was going for a tasteful peck on the lips, but as soon as we got close, things just took on a life of their own. I’d try to describe it, but I don’t think a description would do it justice. You know the kind of kiss I mean. Like where you want the other person so bad, you just each keep pulling closer and closer and…
 
   I’ve never had a kiss like that in 33 years. I don’t know if it was because I’ve never been kissed by a guy who liked me as much as Sam did. Or maybe it’s that I’ve never kissed a guy I liked as much as I liked Sam. Or maybe none of the other guys knew how to kiss as well as Sam did. Or maybe it was all of the above.
 
   After we pulled apart, Sam looked as breathless as I felt. He whispered in my ear, “You’re so sexy, Millie.” I’m not, but damned if I didn’t at least believe he thought so. I still had no idea why, but I wasn’t going to question it anymore. At least not tonight.
 
   We ordered a dessert to share and Sam went to go to the bathroom. While he was gone, the waitress came and deposited our apple pie on the table. It looked delicious but I had already vowed to let Sam eat most of it. I was going to take one minuscule bite, at most.
 
   “This your first date with Sammy?” the waitress asked me. Her name-tag said “Laura.” She was quite attractive. She had the kind of cute face I had always been really jealous of. 
 
   “Uh, yes.”
 
   “He’s a really good guy,” Laura said. “Aren’t too many like him out there. I’ve known him for years and years.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “I haven’t seen him here in a while though,” she went on. “Sammy would kill me for telling you this, but he got his heart broke real bad last year. I’m glad it looks like he’s finally recovering. Looks like he really likes you.”
 
   I didn’t think Sam would have wanted me to know any of this, if it was in fact true. I mumbled something and Laura told me good luck and left the table. Sam was back a minute later and the first thing he asked me was, “So what did Laura say to you?”
 
   “She, um…” I hadn’t intended to tell him, but somehow it popped out: “She said you just got your heart broken.”
 
   “Did I?” He raised his eyebrows. “Interesting, interesting…”
 
   Of course, I wanted to know if it was true, but it was one thing that he actually seemed reluctant to talk about. Did he get his heart broken just a little bit? Or did some girl completely crush him? From the way Laura was talking, it sounded like the latter.
 
   I’ve never had my heart broken, not really. Maybe because I’ve never been in love before. I’ve had crushes before, but nothing I ever felt was real love. My longest relationship was measured in months. I never developed a strong enough attachment to have a broken heart. 
 
   Should I feel lucky?
 
   I broke my promise to myself and ended up eating about half of the apple pie. Okay, more like three quarters. I figured Sam seemed to like me the way I was, so I may as well enjoy my dessert.
 
   He drove me home after that and I couldn’t invite him up because oh the stairs. He kissed me again before I left the car and it was yet another incredible kiss. I didn’t want to leave the car, though I knew we couldn’t sit there too much longer before Martha came running out with her broom. Half of me wanted to ask him to drive me to his place and have the sex that he assured me he was capable of. 
 
   But I was a lady and he was a gentleman, so I got out of the car, went upstairs, and took a cold shower.
 
    
 
    
 
   July 24:
 
    
 
   This morning when I got to work, there were a dozen red roses on my desk. I’ve come to work to find a lot of crap on my desk: new work for me to do, spilled coffee, one time even a dead cockroach. Never roses. I almost burst into tears when I saw them.
 
   “Sam was here,” Donna told me. “Obviously. I’m extremely jealous, by the way.”
 
   The roses were beautiful. No guy had ever bought me roses before. It was really thoughtful. I found a cup of water and kept them in there for the rest of the day so they’d survive to make it home, but it was such a large bouquet, I knocked them over at least five times, spilling water all over my desk. 
 
   (Note to men: don’t buy a woman roses at the beginning of the work day.)
 
   And then Sam texted me to ask if he could take me to lunch. I said yes, of course. We drove out to this romantic restaurant and it was amazing. I didn’t want to go back to work.
 
   I have to tell you, I think I might actually be falling for this guy.
 
    
 
    
 
   July 30:
 
    
 
   Today I visited the Computer Helpdesk for the first time. It was a little surreal because I’ve been calling them for years but I’ve never been there before. Sam said that he wanted to take me to lunch (again!) but he was a little tied up, so he asked if I could come meet him.
 
   The Computer Helpdesk turned out to be quite literally a desk with a computer on it. I was hoping that Sam would be sitting at the desk, but instead it was Todd. Just my luck.
 
   Todd really does look like a troll. I’m not being mean—it’s just a fact. He’s short and stout, with a brown beard that’s big and round. I can just imagine him standing in front of bridge and demanding people answer riddles before they’re allowed to pass.
 
   “Millie!” Todd exclaimed when he saw me. “Are you having trouble with your computer?”
 
   I guessed Sam didn’t tell the other guys about his lunch date. Was he embarrassed to be going out with me?
 
   “Um, no,” I mumbled.
 
   Todd must not have heard me, because he said, “I can help you, Millie. But before I do, I’m going to need you to answer a riddle.”
 
   I stared at him. Was this some kind of joke?
 
   Todd flashed me one of his superior smiles. “What goes up and down the stairs without moving?” 
 
   I actually knew this one. I was pretty sure the answer was a rug. But that wasn’t the point. The point was, I shouldn’t have to answer a stupid riddle in order to get help with my computer. Todd was taking his assholery a step too far.
 
   “Is Sam here?” I asked.
 
   Todd frowned. “Sam? What do you need him for? I could help you.”      
 
   God, he was actually going to make me say it. I felt my cheeks getting hot. “Sam and I…” I began. I glanced down at my watch. “I’m supposed to meet him here for… you know, lunch.”
 
   Well, at least that wiped the the smile off Todd’s face. His little troll eyes widened. “I didn’t realize that you were the one he was…”
 
   “Yeah,” I mumbled, not really wanting to have a whole discussion about this. 
 
   I hated that all the computer guys were now going to know about me and Sam. They were probably all going to sit around laughing about what a dog Sam was dating. Or worse, they were going to feel sorry for him that I was the only girl he could get to go out with him. I imagined that arrogant asshole Todd ribbing him about me, making snide comments about how my ass was too big or I was too dumb to answer any riddles. I wanted to hide under the table.
 
   Todd cleared his throat loudly. “I guess… you can go in the back and see Sam. He’s still finishing up some stuff.”
 
   I could barely look at him. “Okay, thanks.” 
 
   Todd showed me the door to the main IT office, where all the computer dorks hung out. Sam was at a computer on the far side of the room, staring at the screen through his glasses. His hands were poised over the keyboard—he told me he typed with two fingers. Of the three guys in the room, he was the best looking by far. He glanced up when I came in and smiled. 
 
   “Hi, Millie,” he said. “I’m so sorry I got held up. I’ll just be two more minutes, I promise.”
 
   I sat down next to him and he leaned forward and kissed me, right in front of everyone. He didn’t seem embarrassed about it at all, but I immediately glanced at the other guys. My bet was that they’d pity Sam for dating me. Poor guy in the wheelchair, can’t get anyone but that ugly girl.
 
   I brought it up to him casually at lunch, whether the other guys knew about the two of us. Sam just grinned at me. “I told them I was seeing someone,” he said, “but I didn’t have the heart to tell Todd that it was you. I guess he figured it out now though. Poor guy is probably devastated.” 
 
   I shook my head. “Devastated about what?”
 
   Sam rolled his eyes. “I assume you’re aware that Todd has, like, a massive crush on you. He was going on and on this morning about some riddle he wanted to tell you.”
 
   “Todd does not have a crush on me,” I informed him. How could Sam be so deluded? Honestly. “He’s just being a jerk.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m not judging you for rejecting him,” Sam said with a shrug. “Todd has some social issues. The guy can’t get a girlfriend to save his life, much less one as sexy as you.”
 
   I blushed. “I’m not…”
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “You don’t think you’re sexy? Come on, Millie. You’ve got to be kidding me. You’re the sexiest woman in this room.”
 
   I wasn’t the sexiest woman in this room or any room. And I don’t think there was any way that Sam could possibly have thought that I was the sexiest woman in that room, no matter how much he liked me. It was just… patronizing. I loved everything Sam said to me, but I didn’t love it when he said things like that. It made me uncomfortable because it felt like a lie.
 
   But I didn’t want to say any of that to Sam. I figure if I point out that I’m not pretty or sexy, he’ll realize it’s not true. I spent the rest of the day scared that his buddies at work were going to say something to him and he was going to decide I wasn’t as great as he thought I was. But I called him before leaving for the day and he sounded just as friendly as always, so who knows.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   AUGUST
 
    
 
   August 10:
 
    
 
   I got to see Sam’s apartment today. I don’t think there’s any chance he’s going to ever see mine, considering how many stairs there are to get in. Sam can handle jumping over one small step by doing a wheelie, but he said even that’s pretty hard for him since he doesn’t have much strength in his hands. So unless Martha decides to install an elevator, it’s not going to happen. Sam kind of played it down, but he seemed a little frustrated. I’m definitely frustrated.
 
   But anyway, Sam’s apartment is amazing. He must be making a lot of money to afford it, way more than me, which is good because I read a study that said a woman will up her likelihood of divorce by 5% for every $5000 dollars she earns over her husband’s salary.
 
   (Not that Sam and I are getting married or anything. I’m not even sure why I said that.)
 
   Anyway, like I said, Sam’s place is really nice. It’s a two-bedroom apartment, so he has a huge bedroom and then a whole other room to use as an office. The furniture is simple but functional. I couldn’t help but notice that all his bookcases are half height, probably because anything higher than that would be wasted space.
 
   He’s on the fifteenth floor and has an incredible view. I couldn’t stop staring out the window. “I love your apartment,” I told him. “You just need some carpeting to bring it together.”
 
   Sam shook his head. “Nuh uh. Do you know how hard it is to wheel on carpeting?”
 
   Of course. I never think of stuff like that.
 
   The reason I wanted to come to Sam’s apartment was that I was going to cook him dinner. I’m not the world’s most amazing cook or anything, but we had eaten like every meal out and he never lets me pay, so I wanted to do something for him. I brought a bag of groceries with me and intended to make him some chicken and vegetable pasta. Sam made a big deal out of it, like I was the sweetest person in the world for wanting to make him dinner.
 
   Sam’s kitchen was pristine. He told me he hires someone to clean, but also that he never cooks short of using the microwave. I don’t think my kitchen looked this good the day I first moved in. I almost felt bad getting it dirty.
 
   I started out chopping vegetables and Sam went in the other room. Maybe I was nervous or something (and his knives were ridiculously sharp since they had barely been used) because within thirty seconds, I had sliced my finger. I held it under cold water, wincing at the pain and that annoying sliced-open-finger feeling. It occurred to me that if Sam sliced his finger, he wouldn’t even feel it.
 
   The phone rang and I yelled out to let Sam know. “Let the machine get it!” he yelled back. Like me, he seemed to take most of his important calls on his cell phone. I didn’t even realize he had a landline. It was probably part of his cable package or something. 
 
   As I held pressure on my finger with a piece of paper towel, I heard a woman’s voice come from the answering machine: “Hi, Sam? Sammy, it’s me. I know you’re screening my calls on your cell phone, but I really need to talk to you. Please, Sam. Please, just give me five minutes to talk to you. I know you’re angry at me, but this isn’t fair. I—”
 
   Sam heard the voice from the other room and was racing out to get the phone. I’d never seen him wheel that fast. He tried to grab the phone, but he had to fumble with his hands, more than I’d ever seen him fumble before. His face was bright red. He wasn’t looking at me as he spoke into the phone. “Holly,” he said in a low voice. I’d never heard him sound so angry. He was usually so cool and collected. “I don’t want you to call here again. No, I……. stop. Stop calling me. Yeah…… well, I’m going to change the number. Yeah, I don’t want to see you…… fine, please don’t call again.”
 
   He hung up the phone, looking as upset as I’d ever seen him. He doesn’t blush the way I do, but his ears were bright red. “Who’s Holly?” I asked, trying to sound all casual.
 
   “Nobody,” he said.
 
   I looked at him.
 
   He sighed. “She’s my ex-girlfriend. It didn’t end well.”
 
   “Oh…”
 
   “You don’t want to hear this story, Millie,” he said.
 
   “I thought we were being honest with each other.”
 
   He sighed again. “Fine. We were dating about a year and a half, and… I asked her to move in with me. She told me she didn’t see our relationship being a long term thing and admitted she was seeing someone else. I felt like an idiot. That was six months ago and I’m over it. End of story.”
 
   He was dating her for a year and a half. That’s a really long time. I read that it takes half the time of a relationship to get over the relationship. So if they broke up six months ago, he still needs another three months to be over her.
 
   “Were you in love with her?” I don’t know why I asked that. Apparently, I’m on some sort of mission to jeopardize my relationship. 
 
   He shrugged. “I thought I was, but clearly I was mistaken. I’m definitely not in love with her now. In fact, I don’t want to see her ever again.” He looked at me and frowned with concern. “What happened to your finger?”
 
   “Nice job changing the subject.”
 
   “Millie, you’re dripping blood all over my counter!”
 
   I looked down and saw that he was right. The cut was worse than I’d thought. Sam tried to persuade me to go to the ER to get it stitched up, but I thought he was overreacting. After holding pressure on it for a while, the bleeding stopped and he got me his first aid kit so that I could bandage it up. 
 
   We ended up ordering out Chinese food, then we made out on his couch. It was a lovely evening.
 
    
 
    
 
   August 18:
 
    
 
   Approximately 70% of Americans are unhappy at their jobs.
 
   You might not think so from my work description, but I actually really like my job. It may not be as exciting as, say, being a professional scuba diver. But it’s not like I can see myself in a job like that anyway. It’s nice to come to work, know exactly what you’re going to do that day, and find creative ways to solve problems.
 
   Honestly, there are a lot of parts of my job that don’t require much creativity either. But that’s okay. Sometimes it’s nice to just be able to zone out and do rote work. I find it relaxing.
 
   This week, my job has not been relaxing. We’re putting together a report for a large car insurance company, and I’ve been busy synthesizing the data from my team. The report should’ve been done a week ago but some unexpected problems came up, so at this point, we’re behind. It means I’ve been coming in early, leaving late, and skipping lunch this week. 
 
   I don’t mind so much coming in early or leaving late, but I feel bad that Sam texted me the last two days, asking if I could get lunch with him, and I’ve had to beg off, explaining about the workload. He said he missed me, but he understood. Today he didn’t text me about lunch and I felt a little sad, like maybe he’d given up on me. 
 
   Then at noon, he showed up at my cubicle. “I’m taking you to lunch,” he said. It wasn’t a question.
 
   I wanted to go to lunch with him more than anything. He looked adorable today, even more so than usual, maybe because I hadn’t seen him much lately. We’re still at that phase in the relationship where just looking at him makes me tingle. He was wearing this slightly wrinkled blue shirt that brought out the color in his eyes, even behind his glasses. He wasn’t wearing a tie, as usual, and his top button was open, so I could see the tiniest hint of chest hair. It was really sexy. God, I wanted to see his chest. I hadn’t gone there yet, but I thought about it as I ran my hands over the fabric of his shirt. I could tell he wasn’t muscular under there and he once told me kind of apologetically that he didn’t have much muscle tone due to the paralysis, but it was still sexy because it was Sam.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “I can’t.” I gestured helplessly at my computer.
 
   He frowned. “You can’t take half an hour break the whole day?”
 
   “Rich is going to freak out,” I said.
 
   In fact, I was nervous that my boss Rich was going to see Sam at my cubicle and start prematurely freaking out. He had been hovering over me all damn day.
 
   Sure enough, within 30 seconds, Rich was racing over, looking very pale. I think he’s become balder in the last week and he looked like he was about to drop dead of a coronary. As much pressure as I’ve been under to get this report done, he’s under more.
 
   “Hi, Sam,” he said. He was trying to play it casual. “How are you doing?”
 
   Maybe it was my imagination, but I think Rich was a little patronizing in his interactions with Sam. Sam always seemed mildly annoyed, but took it better than other people would have.
 
   “I’m fine, Rich,” Sam said, using the same patronizing tone. “How are you?”
 
   “Been better,” Rich replied. He turned his attention to me. “What’s going on, Millie? Is your computer broken?”
 
   Right, because why else would Sam Webber, the computer expert, be at my cubicle? “No,” I said.
 
   “Oh,” Rich said, looking relieved. “Good.” He hovered there, waiting for me to answer his next, unspoken question: why the hell was Sam at my desk?
 
   Both men were staring at me, waiting for an answer. The whole office was staring at me. I wracked my brain, trying to think of a plausible excuse. Maybe he was here because he owed me money for Bess’s baby shower gift? No, he’s a man. Maybe he and I were on competing softball teams and he was here to arrange a time for the next game? Totally, Millie. Good one. “Um,” I said brilliantly. Hey, I’m an actuary—we don’t think fast on our feet.
 
   “Actually,” Sam said, “I’m here to take Millie out to lunch. Do you think you can spare her for half an hour?”
 
   Rich looked so confused, I almost laughed through my terror. His brows knitted together, trying to figure this one out. He’s kind of slow. But not that slow. “Oh! Um, yes, of course, Sam. Just try to bring her back in one piece.”
 
   I could have crawled under my desk. Rich didn’t even look as surprised as he could have. The ugliest girl in the office was going out with the crippled guy… guess it made some sense.
 
   I tried not to be, but I was pissed at Sam. Now everyone in the office, including my boss, knew that we were dating. Maybe I don’t think fast on my feet, but Sam does. He could have come up with some reasonable excuse for why he was at my cubicle. He didn’t even try.
 
   Once I was angry, it felt like everything he did was pissing me off. Like why did he always bring me to the same restaurant for lunch? Okay, maybe it was the closest one to work and it was very accessible, which is important, but it was too early in our relationship to be so monotonous. And we’d have a lot more time for lunch if he didn’t take so damn long to transfer in and out of his car. Well, I guess he was pretty fast at it, considering he can’t use his hands. But it takes me like five seconds to get out of the car and it takes him at least… two minutes.
 
   By the time we were in the restaurant, I was good and angry. Sam was trying to make conversation, but I was answering in monosyllables and mostly looking down at my menu. Finally, Sam said, “Okay, Millie, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong.”
 
   “Then why are you sulking?”
 
   “I’m not sulking,” I said sulkily.
 
   “Look,” he sighed. “You know me by now, Millie. I don’t like to play games. Some guys will mess around with you but that’s not me. I’ve been straight with you from the beginning. I like you and I tell you that. And I got the feeling you weren’t the kind of woman who likes to play games. So why don’t we be the kind of couple that doesn’t play games with each other and actually says when something’s wrong so we can talk about it?”
 
   “Okay,” I said. He was right. I don’t like games either. I appreciated the fact that he was always so straightforward with me.
 
   “So what’s wrong?”
 
   “I just…” I felt stupid now, telling him this. “Why did you have to tell my boss we were dating?”
 
   Sam frowned. “People from the company are allowed to date.”
 
   “I know, but…” I was blushing now. “Why does everyone have to know?”
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “Are you embarrassed to be dating me?”
 
   He didn’t sound angry when he said it, just a little hurt. I immediately felt awful. I wasn’t embarrassed about him at all. Just the opposite. I feel like people like me are supposed to keep my private life private. Nobody wants to picture that stuff. “No!” I said.
 
   “You hesitated.”
 
   “I didn’t, I swear.”
 
   “Millie, we’re two adults,” he said. “We’re in a relationship. It’s not a big deal. It’s not something we need to keep secret.”
 
   “I guess so,” I said. He was right. Between the two of us, he had more relationship experience. I’d never had any relationships lasting close to a year and a half. 
 
   “I told everyone at the Computer Helpdesk about you,” he reminded me. “And I told my parents.”
 
   “You told your parents?” I was totally shocked by that revelation. Sure, I tell my mother about almost every date I have, but men aren’t like that. Usually they get around to telling their parents about their girlfriend sometime while they’re walking down the aisle. Donna told me she didn’t even meet her husband’s parents till they were dating for a year and she suspected they didn’t know about her until about a week before that. 
 
   (Then again, her husband is an asshole. But don’t tell her I said that.)
 
   Sam’s ears turned a little red as he tried to play it down. “Well, I talk to my mother every week and she usually asks me if I’m dating someone before she even says hello. So… I told her about you.”
 
   “Wow, that’s really sweet,” I said. He looked relieved. “What did you tell her about me?”
 
   Sam grinned. “I told her that I’m dating an incredibly sexy girl with a horrible landlady.”
 
   “Well, you told her one true thing, at least.”
 
   “You’re right, Martha’s not that horrible,” he said, leaning forward as he teased me. When he was so close, I could smell his aftershave. I love that smell. It always turns me on like crazy. “So did you tell your parents about me?”
 
   “Yes,” I lied. I was exaggerating earlier when I said that my mother was okay with my marrying any man that had a pulse. I’m pretty sure Mama Glockenfeld is not ready to hear about my quadriplegic boyfriend, but Sam doesn’t need to know about that.
 
   The lie seemed to make him happy. He leaned forward and kissed me, right in front of the whole restaurant. He never seems to care who sees us together. “I want you to meet some of my friends,” he said. “I want to show you off.”
 
   “All right,” I said.
 
   “And I want to meet your friends too,” he said.
 
   “You met Donna,” I said.
 
   He rolled his eyes. “Your other friends.”
 
   I mumbled something in agreement. I didn’t want to admit that most of the women I’d been friends with had gotten married in the last few years and I always felt like a third wheel when I hung out with them. Sam wouldn’t have understood that. I didn’t want to burst his bubble. For reasons that I can’t quite wrap my head around, he actually seems really proud to be dating me. He always treats me like I’m gorgeous and it doesn’t even bother me so much anymore because he honestly seems to believe it. 
 
    
 
    
 
   August 27:
 
    
 
   Tonight Sam dragged me out to meet his friends, as promised. I was pretty nervous about it, even though it was just two of his buddies and their wives. It didn’t seem like Sam had a lot of female friends, which is good because I hate it when guys have tons of female friends. The two friends, Dave and Gordon, were pretty nerdy guys, which kind of solidified my impression that Sam is a big geek at heart. Also, they weren’t disabled, which was something I had been wondering about.
 
   Meeting the friends is always scary for me because I feel like they’re judging me, thinking about how Sam could do better. Although to be honest, there weren’t many times when I got to the point in a relationship where I was asked to meet the friends. So this was kind of a big deal.
 
   I was worried over nothing. Dave and Gordon were big dorks, and their wives, Annie and Michelle respectively, were very friendly. They welcomed me so eagerly that I thought back to what that waitress said about Sam getting his heart broken. It looked like his friends had been pretty worried about him.
 
   In fact, it seemed like Annie and Michelle were going out of their way to sell me on Sam. After dinner, we went back to Gordon and Michelle’s apartment, and the guys were watching some sports game in the living room while we girls talked in the kitchen. It was amusingly stereotypical, but I didn’t really want to watch basketball. It was in the kitchen that Annie and Michelle started gushing about Sam.
 
   “He is such a great guy!” Annie said. “He’s just so nice and considerate. I wish Dave were more like him.”
 
   “It’s so true,” Michelle added. “I got stranded when my car broke down once and Gordon was out of town. I called Sam and he came to pick me up and waited with me for the tow truck to come. He’s just so nice.”
 
   “And you don’t even notice the wheelchair after a while,” Annie put in. “It’s just like he’s like everyone else.”
 
   I ate from the bowl of popcorn they made and took it all in. I’d encountered a lot of high-pressured salesmen before, but I’d never experienced salesmen as eager as these women. I like Sam, but clearly these women were going out of their way to make him look good. It then occurred to me that this might be a good way to get information.
 
   “I heard he just had a rough break-up,” I said.
 
   Annie and Michelle exchanged looks. “Holly was awful,” Annie said. “She was totally wrong for him. We all knew it from the start.”
 
   “What was wrong with her?”
 
   “She was just interested in having fun,” Michelle said. “She wasn’t looking for any long term commitment. That’s what Sam wanted and we all told him she wasn’t going to go for it.”
 
   “He would have to be a complete idiot to get back together with her,” Annie added.
 
   My stomach flipped. “She wants to get back together?”
 
   “Oh.” Annie blushed. She stammered something unintelligible.
 
   Michelle glared at Annie. “Whatever. Holly doesn’t know what she wants. She’s just toying with the poor guy. It’s awful.”
 
   I felt uneasy for a while after that. No matter how much Sam denied he still had feelings for Holly, they had been a couple for a very long time. He has to still like her. He barely knows me.
 
   Still, we changed the subject and I forgot about my worries. It was a great night. After it was over, Sam drove me back to his place and we watched television for a while, then he drove me home and now I’m writing this before I drop off to sleep. He offered to let me spend the night, but I’m not ready for him to see what I look like first thing in the morning. I feel like I need to stay one up on Holly.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   SEPTEMBER
 
    
 
   September 3:
 
    
 
   Today I found out how nice it is to have a boyfriend who has connections.
 
   We were eating out for lunch at our usual restaurant. I usually pull off my ID badge and stash it in my pocket before we go out, partially because I don’t want to feel like a five-year-old on a class trip with my name plastered on my chest, but also because my ID photo is just horrible. I may not be pretty, but that photo makes me look like someone that the townspeople would cower from in horror. Years from now, schoolchildren will study it as the worst ID photo in the history of the universe. 
 
   (Seriously, it’s bad.)
 
   As soon as I realized my ID badge was hanging from my front pocket, I immediately ripped it off in what I hoped was a really inconspicuous movement. Unfortunately, it wasn’t.
 
   “Why did you take your ID badge off?” Sam asked.
 
   I mumbled some excuse, hoping he’d let it go, but he didn’t. He bugged me until I admitted how much I hated the photo, at which point he of course insisted on seeing it. I was shocked he’d never seen it before, considering the first thing I did when I heard his name was to look his photo up in the computer. Obviously, he’s less of a stalker than I am.
 
   “Here, you can see mine,” he said. He was still wearing his badge on his chest. Obviously, he’s nowhere near as introspective about ID badges as I am 
 
   “Yeah, but you look adorable in your photo,” I grumbled. Sam is good-looking but he’s also really photogenic. It’s hard not to be jealous.
 
   “Well, sorry,” he said with a smile.
 
   “You really don’t need to see it.”
 
   “I definitely do,” he said. “And you may as well show it to me, because you know the first thing I’ll do when I get back to work is look it up in the computer and then it will be gigantic and filling the entire screen.”
 
   He had a point. I dug out my ID badge from my pocket and handed it to him. He looked at it and shrugged. “What’s wrong? You look fine. Cute as a button.”
 
   I stared at him. I really had to question his judgment if he thought I looked “cute as a button” in that photo. That photo was objectively horrible. I was beginning to wonder how awful-looking his ex-girlfriend Holly must have been if someone like me seemed so attractive to him. Did she weigh 2000 pounds and was confined to bed, only able to wash herself with a rag on a stick? Because that’s the only thing I can think of that would be less attractive than my ID photo. 
 
   “Look, I can tell you hate it,” he said. “So why don’t we go change it?”
 
   “What?”
 
   He shrugged. “I’ve got some friends in security. I’m sure they’d take a new photo for you and make you up a new badge. It’s not a big deal—this isn’t the CIA or something.”
 
   “You can do that?” I was incredulous.
 
   “For you, babe? Anything is possible.”
 
   Sure enough, right after lunch, he took me to the security office. The guy who worked down there was named Paul and it seemed like he and Sam were on a first name basis. Sam explained the situation to a slightly snickering Paul, who was luckily pretty bored and willing to comply. The whole thing was mildly embarrassing, but completely worth it to get rid of that awful ID photo.
 
   “You’re lucky your boyfriend has connections, honey,” Paul said to me.
 
   Sam has connections. There’s something very cool and sexy about that.
 
   What followed was somewhat short of a Vogue fashion shoot, but Sam seemed to be amusing himself by hooting at me and recommending seductive poses. Luckily, Paul was very good-natured about the whole thing. Eventually, we came up with five PG-rated photos that Paul brought up on the computer to let me choose from. I asked Sam which one he liked best.
 
   “They all look good.” Typical Sam.
 
   I finally selected one and Paul printed out a new ID badge for me. I was so happy, I could’ve died. “You’re awesome,” I said to Sam.
 
   “Am I?” he grinned proudly. “I like the sound of that. Maybe I could have that printed on my ID badge. Sam Webber, Information Technology, Awesome. What do you think, Paul?”
 
   “I think you two had too much to drink during lunch,” Paul said.
 
   Sam pulled me into his lap right in front of his friend and kissed me. He’s so affectionate with me. I wish I were better at being affectionate back in public. I want to be the kind of girlfriend he wants me to be, because that’s what he deserves. But at least I’m not confined to bed and washing myself with a rag on a stick 
 
    
 
    
 
   September 9:
 
    
 
   I’m exhausted and don’t have time to write much, but I just want to say that I showed up to work this morning to find that Sam bought me a box of chocolates and a single rose. If he does one more sweet, romantic thing for me, I’m going to start bawling.
 
   There’s a study that suggests that men know when they’re falling for someone as soon as three dates in. Women take longer, reporting the same feelings around date 14. Sam and I have been on at least 14 dates… more if you count all the lunches. 
 
   So yes, I think I’ve officially fallen in love with Sam Webber. I haven’t said it to him yet, but I have a feeling it’s coming.
 
   I’ve never told a guy “I love you” before. There’s something a little scary about it. I’ve thought it before, but only fleetingly, and it never got to the point where I felt a need to say it. I really want to say it to Sam though. I know it’s too soon, but I feel like I’m going to burst.
 
    
 
    
 
   September 14:
 
    
 
   Use #249 for Computer Geek Boyfriend: when your computer crashes on a Sunday morning, you don’t have to have a heart attack.
 
   I was downloading this crossword puzzle game and all of a sudden, my computer was really unhappy. It was opening all these windows, probably publishing all my credit card information and my bra size to that big board in Times Square, and I almost burst into tears. I guessed I had accidentally downloaded some virus.
 
   I attempted to delete the program, but the damage was done. I was freaking out for a good half hour before I decided to call Sam. “My computer went berserk,” I told him.
 
   “Hieroglyphics?” Sam asked.
 
   “No, I think I downloaded a virus.”
 
   “Nice job, Millie,” he laughed. I didn’t think it was funny. “Please let it be a laptop?” The whole problem of him not being able to get into my apartment was really inconvenient.
 
   “It’s a laptop,” I confirmed.
 
   “Great. Bring it over.”
 
   I packed up my poor laptop computer and drove over to Sam’s apartment. He was wearing boxers and a T-shirt and by the look of his hair, he hadn’t been awake very long. I felt a little bad for bothering him, but he was all business. Within a minute of my arrival, he was pecking away at the keyboard and clucking his tongue. “God, Millie, this is nasty. What were you doing? Downloading naked photos of Brad Pitt?”
 
   I snorted. “Brad Pitt is in his fifties by now. Get with the times.”
 
   “Geez, sorry. Was it Justin Bieber then?”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “So can you fix it?”
 
   He nodded and I breathed a sigh of relief. “But it’s going to be a while, so make yourself comfortable.”
 
   First I went to the bathroom. There are times when I really do forget Sam is disabled, but it’s hard to forget when I’m in his bathroom. That bathroom really looks like it was made for a guy in a wheelchair. There are like fifty grab bars and the sink is so low that I get back pain every time I use it. But I love being in there, because it smells like Sam’s aftershave. You know you’re into a guy when just the smell of him turns you on.
 
   After I relieved myself, I went back in the living room and amused myself by perusing his bookcase. All his books were boring. There was Boring Computer Book A and Boring Computer Book B. Sam told me he had majored in computer science, then got a Master’s in it, so that was really all he studied. There were only a handful of books that weren’t about computers and those were all math books. Then I hit one corner of large unlabeled books. “What are these?” I wondered aloud.
 
   “Photo albums,” Sam replied, not taking his eyes off my computer screen. “My mom dumped some extra ones here about a year ago. If you’re looking for photos of me in a diaper, I’m sure you won’t be disappointed.”
 
   That I had to see. I pulled out the oldest of the books and sure enough, there was little Sam. He was about five or six years old in these pictures, but still totally recognizable as himself. “Oh my God, you were so cute!”
 
   “I know, what happened, right?”
 
   I pointed to one of the photos of little Sam kicking a soccer ball. “You played pee wee soccer?”
 
   Sam glanced over. All of a sudden, a sad look came over his face.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing.” He shook his head. “It’s just kind of weird to see photos of myself back when I could still walk. It’s… stupid. Never mind. Keep looking at the pictures.”
 
   My heart ached a little bit for Sam. He never seemed sad or bothered by being in a wheelchair. This was the first time I had seen him react like this. I put away the album and picked out one that looked much newer. Sure enough, the photos seemed like they were maybe a year or two old. Sam looked the same as he did now and was in his wheelchair for all the photos.
 
   “God, you’re really photogenic,” I commented.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I picked out his friends Dave and Gordon in some of the pictures. Apparently, there’d been some sort of ski trip. I wouldn’t have guessed that Sam could go skiing, but there were several pictures of him strapped into a chair on top of what appeared to be a single ski. It looked like he was having a really good time. 
 
   I flipped a few more pages and came across a photo of Sam with his arm around a very attractive girl. Attractive is probably an understatement. She seemed too petite to be a model, but she could’ve easily been an actress. She had blonde hair that was always pulled back into a stylishly messy updo, big blue eyes, and all these sexy curves.
 
   I turned the page and there were more photos of him with that girl. I had a bad feeling I knew who this was.
 
   “Is this Holly?” I asked.
 
   He looked up and saw the photo I was pointing to. “Yeah, that’s her. Sorry, she put that album together after we all went on a ski trip in Colorado.”
 
   I stared at the photo. I felt sick. Holly was gorgeous. She didn’t weigh 2000 pounds or have a hump on her back. I had been going under the assumption that Holly was fairly unattractive or at least average-looking. How the hell was he able to get a girl who looked like that? And how could he possibly settle for someone like me after dating someone like her? How could he even look at someone like me after someone like her?
 
   But all I said was, “Holly’s really pretty.”
 
   He shrugged. “I guess she’s attractive.”
 
   I knew I wasn’t going to be able to keep from saying what I was thinking. “Sam, how could you date a woman who looks like her and then date…”
 
   He looked up from the computer screen, his brow furrowed. “What?”
 
   “I mean, she’s… and I’m…”
 
   “Come on, Millie,” he said. “You’re just as pretty as she is. You really don’t think so?”
 
   Not only did I not think so, but anybody in their right mind wouldn’t think so. Believe me, I don’t have some crazy body dysmorphic disorder or something. I’m ugly. I’ve been rejected by enough guys that I can form a realistic opinion of myself. Also, I have eyes and mirrors. “No, I don’t,” I said.
 
   “You need to have more confidence,” Sam said. “I mean, shit, look at me. That ought to give you a little confidence.”
 
   I looked at the photo album again and felt like crying. I felt like this relationship was never going to last, not if Sam could get a girl who looked like Holly. And now apparently Holly wanted him back. How could he say no? 
 
   Sam sighed. “Do you want me to fix your computer or do you want me to comfort you?”
 
   “Comfort.”
 
   He held out his arms to me. “C’mere, you.”
 
   I sat down on his lap and we kissed. We still have amazing kisses and I’m pretty sure it’s some awesome kissing skill he has. Anyway, I’m not complaining.
 
   “Do you want to go to the bedroom?” he whispered in my ear.
 
   “Do you have condoms?”
 
   He shook his head. “Not that. I want to go down on you.”
 
   I swear, I almost giggled. He said it so matter-of-factly. It was just… amusing, I guess. Amusing and hot. I consented and he wheeled me into the bedroom on his lap, struggling a little bit because of my weight. I felt bad about that. I doubt he ever had that problem with Holly, who didn’t seem to have an ounce of body fat.
 
   (It really wasn’t helping that I kept thinking about Holly.)
 
   I took off my panties to help him out and he stayed in his wheelchair while I lay on the bed. I felt his hands sliding up the inside of my thighs and I tried my best to relax. 
 
   Apparently, 48% of women say that they have faked an orgasm at some point in their lives. And 52% of women are dirty liars. Luckily, I didn’t have to be a dirty liar today. Based on my meager experience, I have to say that Sam must be the best person at oral sex in the entire universe. 
 
   Oh. 
 
   My. 
 
   God. 
 
   I honestly have no idea what he was doing down there, but his tongue was magical. At one point, I felt like I was going to levitate off the bed. I wanted it to last forever, but it was too amazing and I came relatively quickly, screaming like I didn’t think I was capable of screaming. 
 
   (I hope his walls are soundproof.)
 
   “Jesus Christ…” I let my head drop onto the pillow. “Wow.”
 
   He looked very pleased with himself. He wheeled around the side of the bed and stroked my hair with the back of his hand. “You enjoyed yourself, I take it.”
 
   “Jesus Christ,” I muttered again. “Where did you learn how to do that?”
 
   “They had a course at Stanford,” Sam said. “It was a night course. I considered getting my Master’s.”
 
   I smacked him in the shoulder and he laughed. He said he was going to go back to my computer and let me recover. It actually took me a while. Too amazing for words.
 
   After I was lying there for God knows how long, I heard Sam yell: “I fixed it!”
 
   I came running. “You did?” Ordinarily, when I mess up my computer, I have to take it to some store and it doesn’t get back to me for about week.
 
   “Yes, and I deserve a goddamn Nobel Prize or something. This was not easy.”
 
   I kissed him. “You’re my hero.”
 
   He pulled me into his lap again and I started kissing his neck, which he seemed to like. I slid my hand up his thigh and over to his crotch and felt him getting hard. He seemed not to be too interested in it and just kind of tolerating my hand being there. “You don’t like this?” I asked him.
 
   He shrugged. “Can’t feel it. Doesn’t do much for me.”
 
   “But you’re getting hard,” I pointed out.
 
   He shrugged again. “It’s just a reflex.”
 
   “Well, what can I do to make you come?”
 
   “Nothing. I can’t come.”
 
   I stared at him. “You said you could have sex.”
 
   “Right. I can have sex. But I don’t have an orgasm.”
 
   This blew my mind, although more than anything, it was the fact that he was so cavalier about it. I felt myself getting flustered. “Well, what can I do to make you feel good, then?”
 
   Sam grinned at me. “Well, I can feel everything from the shoulders up. So if you stick to that area, you’re in good shape.”
 
   So that’s what I did. I kissed and licked him all over his neck and his ears and his face, and I ran my hands through his hair. He might not have come, but he was definitely enjoying it. I don’t think he was pretending at all because I could see the sweat on his brow and he was pulling me really tight to him with his wrists. At one point, he squeezed his eyes shut and whispered, “Oh God, Millie, I love you.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say to that or if I should say it back. I felt like anything said in the throes of passion was probably to be disregarded. But I had wanted to tell him I loved him so badly that I felt like it was wrong to leave him hanging. I didn’t want him to think I didn’t love him. So I finally whispered back, “I love you, Sam.”
 
   It was the right thing to say. He hugged me tighter and we kissed and it was amazing as usual. This is it. He’s it. He’s the one.
 
   Please, God, don’t let me screw it up.
 
    
 
    
 
   September 16:
 
    
 
   One thing I’ve learned about Sam is that he’s really good about sleeping. He’s one of those people whose head hits the pillow and he’s out like a light, while I end up lying awake for close to an hour some nights. Oh, and he also takes naps. Last Sunday afternoon, around two o’clock, he started yawning and told me he’s going to lie down for a while. Tell me, what 34-year-old man takes naps?
 
   Actually, I’m jealous. I always have trouble sleeping, probably because there’s always so much on my mind. I worry about work, being alone forever, my stupid biological clock, all that crap. Sam’s mind is clearly very uncluttered.
 
   Last night I stayed at his place and he went to bed while I got ready in the bathroom. I expected to get out and find him sound asleep, but instead he was lying in the dark with his eyes wide open. I lay down next to him and looked at him. Considering Sam always wears glasses during the day, he looks kind of vulnerable and sweet without them.
 
   “Millie,” he said. “I want to tell you something.”
 
   I knew he wasn’t married and I didn’t think he was gay, so I couldn’t imagine what he was going to tell me. I just hoped it didn’t involve The Beautiful Holly. 
 
   “What I said to you the other night,” he said. “When I told you I loved you, I meant that. I wasn’t just saying it because you were pleasuring me. I mean, yes, I wasn’t exactly thinking clearly, but I meant it when I said I loved you. In case you were wondering.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, pretending I hadn’t been thinking about it nonstop since he said it.
 
   “I love you,” he said.
 
   “I... I do too.”
 
   He raised his eyebrows. “You do what?”
 
   “I do... love you. I love you. Sheesh.”
 
   Sam laughed and flung his arm around me, hugging me close to him. About five minutes later, we had both fallen asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   September 17:
 
    
 
   I still haven’t told my mother about Sam. 
 
   I’m awful, I know. She called me today and was telling me about this new diet and some story about how this woman she knew who was forty just got married, so there’s still hope for me. “Are you still dating on the interweb?” she asked me. She always calls the Internet something different.
 
   “Not… really,” I replied honestly.
 
   “Why not, Millie?” Recently, she read an article about Internet dating, and how it’s the best way for a woman in her thirties to find a husband. So she’s suddenly changed her mind about the whole “everyone you meet on the Internet is a serial killer” thing. Or maybe she feels like it’s worth the risk of a serial killer if it means I might actually get married. “You know, there’s a dating site called J-date, where the ‘J’ stands for ‘Jewish,’ and everyone who signs up has to be Jewish! Isn’t that amazing?”
 
   “Amazing,” I mumbled.
 
   “So are you going to sign up for J-date?”
 
   “Not right now.”
 
   “Tonight then?”
 
   It was the perfect time to tell her about Sam, but I couldn’t do it. She’s willing to accept a guy who isn’t Jewish, but I don’t think she’ll accept Sam. Maybe Sam is wonderful and everyone acts like he’s such a great catch, but the truth is that he’s a quadriplegic and therefore not a great catch. I’m scared my mother would freak out and try to make me break up with him. And I can’t conceal his disability for even a short time, because if I told her how serious things are, she would definitely want to meet him ASAP.
 
   So instead, I said, “I, um, need a break.”
 
   “A break!” my mother yelled. “You’re 33 years old! You’re only getting older.” 
 
   “Everyone is getting older,” I pointed out.
 
   “Don’t be smart with me, Matilda,” she snapped at me. “I’m just trying to keep you from wasting your life. Don’t you want to have children?”
 
   I closed my eyes and tried to go to my happy place while my mother let loose on me. I was zoned out but somehow I caught the phrases “set you up” and “won’t take no for an answer.”
 
   “What?” I said.
 
   “You’re going to really like him,” my mother was saying. “His name is George and he’s the son of one of the women from temple. He’s Jewish.”
 
   I didn’t know what was wrong with George, but if he was letting his mother set him up, there was guaranteed to be something wrong with him.
 
   “And he’s an accountant, like you!” my mother said.
 
   There was no point in telling my mother yet again than I’m an actuary, not an accountant, and that there’s a difference between the two jobs. All she seems to understand is that I’m not a doctor or a lawyer or a teacher.  
 
   “Ma, can’t you leave me be?”
 
   “So this is what you want,” my mother huffed. “To be single forever? An old maid?”
 
   Eventually, I’m going to tell my mother about Sam. I swear it. I just can’t do it yet. Maybe in a month or two. Or never. We’ll just run off to Argentina and get married.
 
    
 
    
 
   September 20:
 
    
 
   I’ve spent several nights now at Sam’s place, to the point where he suggested last night that he clear some drawer space for me. I was really excited when he said that. I’ve never had a guy make drawer space for me.
 
   Then I got to thinking that maybe he already has a drawer cleaned out from when he was with Holly. That dampened my excitement only slightly.
 
   This morning, I did the walk of shame back to my apartment after spending the night with Sam. Although I’m not entirely sure if it’s a walk of shame if you’re 33 years old and the guy is your boyfriend. Probably not.
 
   Unfortunately, Martha caught me walking down the driveway, and apparently noticed that my hair was disheveled and I was still wearing my dress from last night. The whole thing made me really wish I lived in some anonymous apartment building.
 
   “Did you stay over at that boy’s apartment last night?” Martha asked accusingly.
 
   I’m not sure if Sam, who is in his mid-30s, qualifies as a boy, but I guess it’s all the same to Martha. 
 
   “Yes,” I said, and hung my head.
 
   I braced myself for a lecture about giving away the cow or the milk or something like that, but instead, Martha just shook her head at me like she was so disappointed. Then she stormed back into her house.
 
   Honestly, I’ve got to move. To a place with less stairs.
 
    
 
    
 
   September 23:
 
    
 
   10 things I love about Sam, in no particular order:
 
    
 
   1. He is the funniest guy I’ve ever met.
 
   2. He is singlehandedly supporting the local flower shop. I always say I don’t to sound low maintenance, but I secretly love flowers.
 
   3. He doesn’t seem to be turned off or even care how much I weigh.
 
   4. He is incredibly handsome, more so than any guy I’ve ever dated.
 
   5. I know this is going to come as a surprise, but I love his hands. At first they freaked me out, but now I find them oddly sexy.
 
   6. When my computer breaks, he always fixes it for me. He is a genius. (Although he has installed high powered anti-virus software for me, because he says I am like a magnet for viruses.)
 
   7. He gives the best oral sex of any man alive.
 
   8. I love that he’s a nerd and all his friends are nerdy too.
 
   9. He is an amazing kisser.
 
   10. He loves me.
 
    
 
    
 
   September 26:
 
    
 
   Donna and I still have our Friday evening sessions at the bar together. Sam said he didn’t want to get in the way of that (yet another thing I love about him). We went today to have our girl time, but all we ended up talking about was Sam. Since Donna is married, she now has to experience dating vicariously through me.
 
   “Have you guys had sex yet?” Donna asked me, after our first beers were finished.
 
   “Donna!”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on, prude. Just tell me.”
 
   I felt that familiar heat in my cheeks. “No, we haven’t,” I murmured. “Not yet. Everything else, but not sex.”
 
   “You want to?”
 
   “Of course!” I hesitated. Most couples have sex by date four to six. We’re well past that point. “But he can’t, you know, feel it. So it would just be for me and I don’t want to seem overeager.”
 
   Donna’s brown eyes turned into saucers. “Yikes, he can’t feel it?” she asked, way too loud.
 
   “Keep your voice down!” I hissed. “And yeah, he can’t. I mean, he can’t feel most of his body.”
 
   “Wow, that sucks.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” Although if Sam wasn’t a quadriplegic, he’d be way out of my league.
 
   Sam has gone down on me a bunch more times and each time has been more amazing than the last. But I definitely think about having sex with him a lot. I want to feel him inside me.
 
   We talked about it before. Sam said that he takes a pill to get hard and he doesn’t have a lot of control, but he assured me he could definitely do it. He said he’d just have to lie there and I’d have to do all the thrusting. He sounded really apologetic and said that he prefers oral sex, probably because he knows he’s amazing at it. I think he wants to have sex with me too, but he’s nervous that it won’t be good. Honestly, I don’t know how that’s possible because sex with someone you’re intensely attracted to basically has to be good, but I kind of understand.
 
   It’s going to happen really soon though. We can’t keep our hands off each other, so it’s just a matter of time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   OCTOBER
 
    
 
   October 5:
 
    
 
   Ah so, sex with Sam…
 
   I want to say it was totally romantic and spontaneous, but it just couldn’t be. Sam had to take a pill in order to get ready (thank you, Viagra) and then he had to empty his bladder using a catheter. He explained all that to me in a conversation that was probably more awkward for me than it was for him. I really had no idea about any of this. I keep thinking that he’s a completely normal guy who just can’t walk, but his disability is a lot more involved than that.
 
   He was so matter-of-fact about the whole thing. He’s been a quadriplegic for half his life. But for me, it’s all new and a little awkward. I hope someday we’ll get to a point in our relationship where it won’t be a big deal to me either.
 
   When Sam came out of the bathroom, he transferred into the bed and allowed me to undress him. I find Sam’s body hot, but I know it’s not what you’d call objectively hot. Like, he’s not Playgirl magazine material. None of the muscles work from the chest down, so obviously he doesn’t have rock hard abs or anything like that no matter how much he goes to the gym (which is not at all). 
 
   But even during my somewhat limited experiences with men, I’d had sex with men who had much worse bodies than his. He isn’t obese or abnormally hairy or covered in psoriasis. He just isn’t muscular. Well, so what?
 
   Despite the wheelchair, Sam always seems like the picture of self-confidence, but I saw that waver a little when he was naked. He knew what he looked like. Then again, I still think I was more shy about being naked than he was. I don’t know if there’s anything I like about my body. The best thing I can say is that I have big boobs, although they’re no longer as bouncy as they used to be. Holly looked like she had a perfectly tight little body and I was pretty sure mine suffered by comparison.
 
   “You’re so sexy,” Sam said, raising his arms up to touch me. “I love you so much.”
 
   It wasn’t hard for Sam to get an erection, but it was more difficult to get it to be hard enough to penetrate me. When it was, I wasted no time in slipping on the condom and jumping on top of him. He laughed at my eagerness.
 
   It’s been well over a year since I’ve had sex. I forgot how amazing it felt just to have someone inside me. And the fact that it was someone I loved, who loved me, made it all the better. Sam wasn’t kidding when he said he couldn’t thrust. I had to do all the work. But he made up for it by touching and kissing me nonstop. It took a while, but I eventually climaxed. Not as hard as from oral sex, but just as satisfying. Because it was with Sam.
 
   As I collapsed next to Sam, I could see him studying my face. “Well?” he said.
 
   “Good,” I said.
 
   He smiled. “Good,” he said, although he probably meant “thank God.”
 
    
 
    
 
   October 16:
 
    
 
   You are going to think I am the absolute worst person ever.
 
   My mother called me last night. Surprise! She had arranged a blind date for me with that George guy. I was completely shocked. I told her she should cancel it but obviously, I couldn’t tell her why. Yes, I could have told her about Sam. But then she would have wanted to meet him ASAP and I am just not ready to deal with that.
 
   I wanted to call George directly to cancel, but she wouldn’t give me his phone number! I think she knew what I wanted to do.
 
   So now I’m stuck. He’s coming to my apartment tomorrow night to pick me up and I pretty much have to go out with him. I could tell him I’m sick, but doing that to his face would be too hard. It’ll be easier just to go on the date and be awful company. Or do whatever I do on all the dates I go on that makes guys never want to call me again. Just sit there and look ugly, I guess.
 
   The really awful part is that I had to lie to Sam about it. I told him I’ll be going out with Donna tomorrow night. He was so nice about it—I felt terrible. He smiled at me and said, “That’s great—you need to have your girl time!” 
 
   I want to tell him the truth, but I already lied to him about my mother knowing about him, and I don’t want to hurt him by admitting I never told her we were dating. 
 
   Sam’s never going to find out about this date, and tomorrow night it will be over and my mother will be (temporarily) satisfied.
 
    
 
    
 
   October 17:
 
    
 
   So tonight was a complete disaster. I honestly can’t imagine things having gone any worse. I feel like crying.
 
   George was supposed to pick me up at seven. I was so nervous about the whole thing, I couldn’t eat anything at lunch. Sam and I were having lunch and he kept asking me what was wrong. I wish I could have told him. I should have just told him.
 
   George actually managed to find the side entrance I use, so he didn’t bother Martha when he knocked on my door. It was too bad, because if you’re looking to scare a guy away, a crazy cat lady doesn’t hurt. When I opened the door, I was completely ready to hate the man standing behind it 
 
   When I saw George, I was… shocked. He was actually nice looking. One might even call him handsome. He wasn’t disfigured in any way (note my high standards), he had those kind of dark Semitic good looks, and there was even, I swear to God, a cute little cleft in his chin. 
 
   “Um, hi,” I said, wringing my hands together.
 
   “Hey there,” George said. When he opened his mouth, I completely expected him to have some terrible stutter or have the voice of a 12-year-old girl, but he sounded totally normal. I was taken aback. “You’re Millie, right?”
 
   “That’s right,” I confirmed.
 
   “Good,” George said. “Last time I got halfway through the date before I realized I had the wrong girl.”
 
   And he was funny. How was this possible?
 
   “I brought you something, Millie,” George said, and handed me a rose he’d been holding behind his back.
 
   And he brought me flowers. I couldn’t believe it. No guy aside from Sam has ever brought me flowers. I ended up staring at the rose for a full minute, until George probably thought I was crazy.
 
   He told me that he made reservations at a restaurant and we got into his car, which was a pretty nice car. He must have made good money as an accountant. I was just totally baffled. Why was this great guy letting his mother set him up with ugly girls?
 
   “So do you go on blind dates very much?” I asked him.
 
   “Not really,” George laughed. “I thought it was kind of weird, to be honest. But my mother was so enthusiastic, I thought it was worth a try. Plus there aren’t many Jewish girls in the Bay Area.”
 
   So he actually recognized that it was weird to be set up on a date by his mother. Score another point for George.
 
   As we sat in the car, I couldn’t help but think that this was the kind of guy I would have been thrilled to go out with a few months ago. Hell, I would have died to go out with someone like him. But as I sat there, all I could think about was Sam. I just wanted to see him. I just wanted this date to be over so I could be with him again.
 
   When George pulled into the parking lot of a restaurant, it took a minute for me to register where we were. We were at Sam’s First Date Restaurant. A place where Sam and I had gone at least half a dozen times, where everyone knew him, and by proxy, now knew me. I was completely horrified.
 
   “Um, this is where we’re going?” I asked brilliantly.
 
   “Yeah, I love this place,” George said. “I made a reservation.”
 
   My mouth felt dry. I tried to think of a reason we couldn’t go inside, but I was coming up blank as usual. Of course, ten minutes later, when it was too late, I thought of like a dozen things I could have said. Maybe I found a hair in my soup. Or I noticed the waiters didn’t wash their hands after using the bathroom. But right now, I could only mutely follow George to my certain doom.
 
   The hostess, who I thankfully didn’t recognize, led us to our table. George tried to put his hand on my back to lead me and I jumped away like he had just lit me on fire. I was embarrassed, but oh well. My goal was to screw up this date and I was doing an amazing job, as usual. It’s my specialty.
 
   As we waited to get our orders taken, we made small talk. “So you’re an accountant?” I asked George.
 
   “No, I’m an actuary,” he said. “My mother always tells everyone I’m an accountant. I don’t think she can distinguish. You’re an accountant, right?”
 
   “No, I’m an actuary too,” I said.
 
   George laughed hard at that. He had a very nice laugh. Very pleasant. “Wow, we have a lot in common. Two actuaries whose mothers haven’t the slightest clue what we do. Does she ask you to do the taxes?”
 
   “No,” I said. “She doesn’t trust me, even though she thinks that’s what I do for a living.”
 
   George laughed even harder. Wow, he was really normal and nice too. And he was right—we had stuff in common.
 
   I found out that the reason he was single yet not a total freak was that he just got out of a six-year relationship. Apparently, they were close to marriage, but it ended up not working out. And it didn’t sound like he was bitter about the whole thing either.
 
   So here I was, on a date with a great guy, and the truth was, it was all I could do to keep from racing out of the restaurant and hitching a ride to Sam’s apartment. As George and I talked, I kept imaging Sam’s face, Sam spreading my thighs apart and lowering his lips onto me. Oh God… Sam...
 
   “Millie?”
 
   I blinked, so caught up in my little fantasy about Sam that I had totally zoned out. “Huh?” I said.
 
   George cocked his head at me. “Do you want dessert?”
 
   Actually, I didn’t have much of an appetite right now, and I didn’t want to prolong this date any further. George was a nice guy and he didn’t deserve to have his time wasted. It was clear that I didn’t want to be here, so it was better just to leave.
 
   George excused himself to go to the bathroom and I was left to contemplate my empty dish. I saw a hand reach in front of me to take the plate away and I was horrified to look up and see the face of Laura, the waitress who had talked to me about Sam during our first date, who had served us in this restaurant at least half a dozen times. She was obviously very friendly with Sam. 
 
   “Millie?” Laura frowned at me. I felt like my cheeks were about to burst into flames. “Did you and Sam break up?”
 
   “No,” I mumbled, looking away from her.
 
   “Then who’s that guy?”
 
   “He’s my…” Think fast, Millie! “My cousin.” 
 
   Good one.
 
   “Your cousin?” Laura looked skeptical. “He doesn’t look like your cousin.”
 
   Yeah, the gorgeous dark man who had been sitting across from me all evening didn’t really look like he could be related to me. 
 
   “Second cousin,” I added, even though it was painfully obvious I was on a date.
 
   Laura wandered away and I got a sinking feeling. She and Sam are clearly friends and I even get the sense they might have dated at some point. I wonder if she knows him well enough to tell on me… she definitely might. Ugh.
 
   George drove me back home and when we got to my apartment, he didn’t make a move to kiss me, thank God. I don’t know what I would have done. In fact, he didn’t make a move to come out of the car. “I’m not going to ask to come up,” he said. 
 
   “Oh,” I said. Well, this was what I was used to. 
 
   “I would,” George added, “but obviously, you’re already involved with someone.”
 
   I stared at him, shocked. Smart, funny, handsome, and perceptive.
 
   “Aside from how distracted you were,” he said, “at one point you called me Sam.”
 
   “I did?” I blushed.
 
   George looked a little annoyed, but less than he had a right to be. “Why don’t you tell your mother about Sam? So she doesn’t set you up on any more doomed blind dates.”
 
   “I can’t,” I said. “She wouldn’t approve of him.”
 
   “He’s not Jewish?”
 
   If only that were the worst problem with my boyfriend. “Among other things.”
 
   “Ah,” George said. “Well, good luck with that. Tell him he’s a lucky man.”
 
   I have to admit, George was pretty classy about the whole thing. Part of me wonders if I were single, if things might have worked out between the two of us. Probably not—he was just way too wonderful to go out with someone like me. But honestly, I don’t even care. When I got home, all I could think about was seeing Sam. I called his cell and he didn’t pick up, which made me feel... well, nervous.
 
   I keep wondering if Laura called him up and told him I was with some other guy. I really think she might have. I’m freaking out a little bit because I don’t know how I’m going to explain this. He’s got to be pissed about it and he has a right to be. What kind of lunatic is in a wonderful relationship with a great guy and then goes out on a blind date with someone else?
 
   Maybe I’m freaking out over nothing. Maybe he doesn’t know. Probably he just went to sleep early or something. I’ll call him first thing tomorrow morning.
 
    
 
    
 
   October 18:
 
    
 
   This morning, I called Sam as soon as it was early enough for him to be awake, which is actually kind of late. Sam likes to sleep in. He picked up, which made me feel relieved. I asked him if he was in the mood for some company and he said sure, so I hopped in my car and drove over to his apartment.
 
   I still felt really guilty about last night and the second I saw him, I was overwhelmed by a rush of affection. I was just so relieved to be with him again and not on a stupid date with a stranger. Also, he looked completely adorable. Even though it was almost noon, he still had that “just rolled out of bed” look. His hair was kind of sticking up and he was wearing the shirt he slept in. He had on his boxers and his legs seemed a little off in the footrests. He yawned when he saw me.
 
   “Good morning,” I said.
 
   He smiled. Maybe it was my imagination, but his smile seemed a bit strained.
 
   I wanted to kiss him a million times. I slid into his lap and pressed my lips into his forehead, brushing against this little scar he has just below his hairline. I felt him stiffen and he didn’t kiss me back. He always kisses me back. Suddenly, I felt scared that Laura really did tell Sam about my faux-date last night.
 
   “So did you have fun with Donna last night?” he asked me.
 
   OK, now I was about 99% sure that he knew. And if he did, continuing my lie about Donna was going to make things worse. I needed to come up with a lie, but as usual, I went blank. 
 
   “Um,” I said. “Yes.” 
 
   (God, I better never commit a crime. I’d get caught in like five seconds.)
 
   “Millie,” he said quietly. “Who were you with last night?” When I just stared at him, he added, “Laura told me she saw you with a guy at Mario’s.”
 
   I wanted to confess everything, I really did. But that would involve confessing to not having told my mother about him. And that would have been bad. So I went with the lie I told Laura. “My cousin,” I said. “It turned out he came in suddenly from out of….”
 
   I stopped talking because it was obvious from the way Sam was looking at me that he didn’t believe a word I was saying. He wasn’t dumb enough to fall for this ridiculous cousin story. Nobody would be.
 
   “Okay,” I said, standing up from his lap. “It was a date.”
 
   Sam just stared at me with this really wounded look on his face. If he had been angry, that would’ve been easier to deal with. But he just looked so hurt. It made me feel terrible, especially when I remembered that his last girlfriend had been cheating on him.
 
   “So what then?” he said quietly. “Are we seeing other people or…?”
 
   The way he said it was like a punch in the gut. I felt tears welling up in my eyes and I started talking in a jumble of words, kneeling before him, explaining that yes, it was a date, but it was a set-up, and I just couldn’t cancel it, so I figured I’d just go through with it, and it was a one-time thing that was never going to happen again ever. I didn’t even know what I was saying by the end, it was just babbling. I was so scared he was going to break up with me and honestly, I almost felt like I deserved it. I kept trying to gauge the look on his face and I was also trying to keep from crying. “I swear it will never happen again,” I said. “I swear. It wasn’t anything, but it will never happen again.”
 
   “Okay,” he said after I was done talking. “I believe you.”
 
   I looked at him, shocked. I hadn’t thought I was so convincing. “You do?”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “I don’t know, maybe because you have a truthful face,” Sam said. “Or maybe because I’m a sucker.”
 
   “You’re not a sucker,” I said. I fell back into his lap and kissed him a hundred times. “I love you. I’m so sorry.”
 
   He kissed me finally and I was scared he’d still be stiff and angry, but he wasn’t. “Laura said the guy you were with was really hot,” he said. “It must have been hard to resist that.”
 
   “You’re way hotter.”
 
   “Oh, am I?”
 
   “No contest.”
 
   He smiled. “She also told me you looked miserable.”
 
   “I was,” I assured him. “I missed you.”
 
   “So,” he said. “Who set you up?” I hesitated and he shook his head. “Forget I asked. Let’s just forget the whole thing.”
 
   He said he wasn’t upset about it but a small part of me still thinks he might be. But after we fooled around in bed for a while, the whole thing seemed pretty much forgotten.
 
    
 
    
 
   October 24:
 
    
 
   Sorry I haven’t written in forever. I’ve been spending most of my nights at Sam’s place so I haven’t had a chance to write anything. Funny how I started this journal to talk about being single and how great it is, then immediately I met the greatest guy ever. 
 
   (Good thing, because it honestly wasn’t that great being single.)
 
   The reason I’m home now is that Sam’s parents are visiting and staying at his place, and we thought it would be kind of inappropriate for them to see me spending the night, since we’re not engaged or married or anything. Oh yeah, I met his parents. Isn’t that awesome? It made me feel like Sam is really taking this relationship seriously.
 
   Sam’s parents are great. I know all women hate their in-laws, but I will definitely not have that problem if we end up together. I can see why Sam is such a good guy now that I’ve met his mom and dad. Especially his dad, who is exactly like Sam in both looks and personality. The two of them could have formed a comedy team together. I was jealous that Sam had such a great relationship with his parents and they hadn’t screwed him up like mine did.
 
   And yes, I do feel guilty that I’ve now already met Sam’s parents and I haven’t even told my mother that I’m seeing someone seriously. I think my mother is beginning to suspect something, but she doesn’t even have a name to run with. Also, I’m a dirty liar, because I told Sam that my mother knows about him. This will almost definitely explode in my face pretty soon.
 
   Sam’s parents, Peter and Jean, took us out to dinner. (Actually, it ended up nearly being a fight to the death between Sam and his dad over who would pay, but Peter won out.) I’m embarrassed to admit that when we were first introduced, Jean hugged me. I wasn’t entirely sure what to make of it, but I took it as a good sign. I think she saw me as potential daughter-in-law material. Luckily, I have nice childbearing hips.
 
   Jean Webber was a stay at home mom to Sam and his two brothers (one older, one younger) and it was obvious she doted on them a lot. In addition to hugging me, she probably hugged Sam three times in the course of the evening. Sam said that she was probably the clingiest to him of all his siblings, because she almost lost him in that accident. And also because he wasn’t married yet, while both of his brothers were. “She wants me to get married, like, five years ago,” Sam said.
 
   Over dinner, Jean asked me a lot of questions about my job and made all sorts of noises like she thought my work was really interesting. While I find my work interesting, I have no delusions that it is interesting to anyone else. But the fact that she gasped no less than three times while I described actuarial analysis is a tribute to how nice she was being to me. 
 
   “I always wished I had a great job like that,” she told me. “Not that it wasn’t wonderful staying home with Sam and his brothers. But I think it’s nice to have a life outside the home too.”
 
   “That’s not what you said twenty years ago, Jeannie!” Peter snorted.
 
   Jean ignored her husband. “And it just shows how responsible you are,” she said. “Unlike that awful Holly, who could never hold down a job. She was always borrowing money from Sam.”
 
   “Mom, I don’t think Millie wants to hear about Holly,” Sam said. 
 
   Except I did. I wanted to know everything about Holly in the same way that you can’t look away from a horrible car wreck. I hung on to any tidbit about Holly, especially any stories about how I’m better than she was. Because in looks, there was obviously no competition.
 
   “Well, I’m just saying,” Jean went on, “Holly was so wrong for you. We all knew it.” She looked at me and said conspiratorially, “We all knew it. Sam wouldn’t listen.”
 
   Sam sighed. “Mom…”
 
   “How did you meet her anyway?” Jean asked. “Wasn’t she the waitress in some sleazy bar you went to?”
 
   “She was the waitress at a diner, not a bar.” I didn’t see Sam get angry often, but he looked really close right now. It bothered me that he seemed to be defending her.
 
   “And then didn’t she go to beauty school?” Jean said. “Which you paid for, didn’t you? Until she dropped out. Did she ever pay you back?”
 
   “No.” I could see the red creeping into Sam’s ears. God, he looked pissed.
 
   “You’re lucky, you know that?” Jean said. “You’re so lucky you met Millie. What if Holly had agreed to marry you? Then where would you be?”
 
   Sam looked as horrified as I felt. “Mom!”
 
   Jean got quiet, realizing she had said something wrong. “Oh, you didn’t tell Millie that you asked Holly to…?”
 
   Sam kept shaking his head with a glazed look in his eyes. Jean tried to play it down, like it wasn’t a big deal, but clearly it was. Sam had asked Holly to marry him, not just move in with him. He had wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. 
 
   Clearly, he had really loved her.
 
   I was dying to say something to him, but I couldn’t until his parents excused themselves to go to the bathroom, finally leaving us alone. I think Sam had been waiting for this opportunity too, because the first thing he said when they were gone was, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I asked Holly to marry me.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, even though I sort of knew the answer.
 
   He sighed. “You seemed insecure and I just… I thought it would upset you. I should have been honest. I’m sorry.”
 
   “So you were really in love with her, huh?”
 
   He lowered his eyes. “Yeah, I was,” he admitted.
 
   I appreciated that he was being honest, but the words still felt like a dagger in my chest. I wish he had lied. I probably should’ve dropped the whole thing, but instead I heard myself asking:
 
   “Do you still love her?”
 
   There was a long pause. Too long. “I don’t know,” he finally said. “I guess I still have some feelings for her. We were together so long.”
 
   I felt like crying. That wasn’t the answer I wanted to hear. I wanted him to tell me absolutely not, that he hated her guts. After all, she had broken his heart and cheated on him. Then again, she was really pretty so I couldn’t entirely blame him. 
 
   I took a deep breath and forced myself to ask the most important question of all: “Would you consider getting back together with her?”
 
   “No, never,” Sam said, this time answering instantly. He rubbed my cheek with the back of his hand. “I love you, Millie. You know that.”
 
   I keep thinking about that conversation. I wish that Sam and I could have just met and become each other’s first loves. Instead, I’m dating a guy who had his heart ripped out of him less than a year ago and he’s clearly not over it. I’m beginning to suspect that as much as he plays it down, Sam really adored Holly. I think she was the love of his life. And if she wants him back bad enough, I don’t know if there’s much I can do to stop it. I can’t compete with someone like Holly.
 
   I wish I could talk to Sam about it but his parents are there and I don’t want them to think I’m so clingy that I have to call him during the night. I just have to try not to think about it.
 
    
 
    
 
   October 25:
 
    
 
   Okay, I just went insane and called Sam on his cell phone at two in the morning.
 
   I couldn’t sleep and I kept thinking about him and Holly, and it was driving me totally crazy. And then I reasoned that it was Sam’s fault that I couldn’t sleep because he had kept this secret from me. So I called him.
 
   Amazingly, he wasn’t angry. He sounded tired, but not angry. He said that he had been sleeping badly too and he felt really guilty about what happened that night. He said he should have told me the truth from the start.
 
   Then he reassured me that he felt nothing for Holly and that he loved me. And tomorrow, when his parents were gone, he was going to show me how much he loved me.
 
   He was so sweet that I feel kind of ridiculous for how upset I got. I have no reason to ever doubt that Sam loves me. He’s been nothing but wonderful to me.
 
   On that note, I’m exhausted and am going to sleep.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   NOVEMBER
 
    
 
   November 7:
 
    
 
   Okay: funny story.
 
   I was cooking dinner last night at Sam’s apartment, just as a way to earn my keep. I brought over a bag of groceries because his fridge is generally not very well stocked, except for TV dinners. Sam was messing around with his computer while I was cooking and I approached him from behind. I ran my hands over his shoulders and he sighed contentedly. He actually has pretty nice, tight muscles in his shoulders. “Maybe we could listen to some music?” I suggested.
 
   “Oh,” he said. “You want to hear music?”
 
   “Why don’t you put on something from the Beatles?” I suggested. I figured since he had Rubber Soul, my favorite album, in his car on our first date, he must have had some other Beatles albums.
 
   “Er,” he said, scratching his chin.
 
   “Do you have any other Beatles albums?”
 
   “Um, not really.”
 
   I crossed my arms. “Do you actually even like the Beatles?”
 
   He grinned sheepishly. “Busted. Donna told me you liked them so I bought the album in a foolish attempt to impress you.”
 
   I had to laugh. “Okay, so what sort of music do you like?”
 
   “I don’t really like music.”
 
   I stared at him. “Seriously? You’re so weird.”
 
   He laughed. “Well, you know, when I was in high school I sort of liked the alterna-grunge music, but it seems sort of loser-y to be listening to Nirvana when you’re 34. So all I’ve got is some classical stuff, so I seem cultured. I think I have Bach, if you’re interested. I’ve heard listening to it makes you perform better on exams.”
 
   “Are you planning on giving me a pop quiz?” I teased him.
 
   He wheeled closer to me and slid his hands under my skirt, up the inside of my thighs. I gasped and totally forgot about dinner or Bach or any of that. “I’m planning on giving you something...”
 
   So, um, cooking dinner didn’t end up happening yet again. But man, we sure worked up an appetite for pizza.
 
    
 
    
 
   November 12:
 
    
 
   Sam is taking me out to a fancy dinner and a show tonight.
 
   I’m so lucky. I love him so much. I feel blessed.
 
   That’s all.
 
    
 
    
 
   November 14:
 
    
 
   According to a study, the average man watches 29 hours of television per week and the average woman 34 hours per week. That is a lot of television.
 
   Sam and I aren’t making that problem any better.
 
   But if you think about it, we get out from work around five, are home by 5:30, and then don’t go to bed until midnight. It takes less than an hour to eat dinner, then throw in another hour or so of sexy time, that’s still at least four hours of time that has to be filled. What exactly are we supposed to do during that time? I like Sam a lot, but I don’t want to talk to him for four hours every night. And the weekends are just endless. 
 
   So we do watch television. We watch the usual stuff that everyone likes plus the news, and sometimes we watch a movie. Sam has all the good channels at his apartment, so a lot of the time we’ll just turn on HBO or Showtime and see what movie is playing.
 
   Last night, I turned on the television while Sam was grabbing some snacks from the other room, and that Clint Eastwood/Hilary Swank movie Million Dollar Baby was on. I think in the movie, Hilary Swank becomes a boxer or something. I’d seen it once before and remembered liking it, so I left it on.  
 
   When Sam came back into the room with a bowl of popcorn on his lap, he regarded the television with a frown. “What is this?”
 
   “Million Dollar Baby.”
 
   “Boo!” Sam hissed at the television. He took a few kernels of popcorn and threw them at the screen with surprising accuracy, everything considered. “I hate this movie. Turn it off.”
 
   I clicked the power off as I looked at him in surprise. I’d never seen him have such a strong opinion about a movie that he felt the need to toss food at the television. “How come?” 
 
   “How come?” he repeated. “Have you seen this movie?”
 
   I nodded. “It wasn’t awful or anything.”
 
   “At the end she becomes a quadriplegic,” he said, shaking his head. “And it’s all about how she petitions for the right to die. The movie wouldn’t have been half as popular if that part didn’t happen. Do you know how insulting that is?”  
 
   “Oh.” I guess he had a good point.
 
   “It just pisses me off,” Sam said. “There all these books and movies about quadriplegics who want to be euthanized. It’s like a recipe for critical acclaim. It’s offensive, and more importantly, it’s just not real. Most quadriplegics don’t want to end their lives. Trust me.”
 
   I toyed with a remote control, unable to quite look him in the eyes. “You mean you never…”
 
   “Are you kidding?” Sam sounded shaken by my question. “Never. Millie, I almost died. Every day I’m thankful that I’m still here.”
 
   I don’t know what to say. I believe him, I suppose. But there’s also part of me that feels like after such being injured so badly and knowing his life would be so difficult, I wouldn’t have blamed him for wanting to end it all. Even now, there had to be times when he felt frustrated with his situation.
 
   Sam seemed to recognize the expression on my face. “I have a really good life,” he said. “I have a great job, great friends, and… I’ve got you. I have so much more than so many other people. I’m really grateful for all that.” He grinned crookedly. “So my life isn’t absolutely perfect. So what? It’s pretty damn good.”
 
   I loved how he counted me among his blessings. The truth is, he’s become the best thing in my life too.
 
   “I heard The Hunger Games is on,” he said, nodding towards the remote control my hand. “Come on, this popcorn isn’t going to eat itself.”
 
   The popcorn definitely did not eat itself.
 
    
 
    
 
   November 16:
 
    
 
   Sam and I got into a fight today. It was like our first fight ever and it was completely my fault.
 
   Stupid Thanksgiving is coming up. My parents live down in Southern California and they expect me to come visit them for the holiday every year. They make a huge deal out of Thanksgiving. When I was a kid, I really loved getting to stuff my face every year with turkey, stuffing, mashed potatoes, apple pie, and whatever else my mother made that year. 
 
   Unfortunately, now that I’m an adult, it’s become this horrible obligation and there’s no way to get out of it. I’ve tried, believe me. If I dropped dead, I swear to God, they’d ship me out to Thanksgiving dinner in my coffin.
 
   Sam invited me to his parents’ house for Thanksgiving. It was a casual invitation, while we were lying in bed after having had some very satisfying sex. His parents live out in Ohio, as does one of his brothers, but he moved here because he said he can’t deal with snow in his wheelchair. He used to live there and any moderate storm would completely trap him in his house. Silicon Valley doesn’t get snow ever. Sometimes it gets cold though. Like, fifty degrees. It’s brutal.
 
   When Sam invited me, I told him without thinking that I had to go to my parents’ house for the holiday. I should have told him I had to work or something. “Do you want me to come?” he asked.
 
   “Um, that’s okay,” I said. “I’m sure your parents want to see you and I don’t want you to miss out.”
 
   “No, it’s fine,” he assured me. “They’d understand.”
 
   I was sure the Webbers would understand, but I wasn’t feeling quite so sure that the Glockenfelds would understand that I had a boyfriend who was disabled. 
 
   “No, it’s really okay,” I said. “I know you miss your brothers. Really, go see your parents.”
 
   “But I’d like to meet your parents,” he said. He touched me in this really tender, loving way which made me feel all the worse about my lies.     
 
   “It really isn’t a big deal,” I mumbled. “You’ll meet them next time.”
 
   I think that was when Sam figured it out. “Millie, did you tell them that I’m in a wheelchair?”
 
   I stammered something that sounded like a cross between yes, maybe, and no.
 
   “You didn’t tell them.” He frowned. “Well, what did you tell them about me?”
 
   I didn’t say anything.
 
   “You told them about me, didn’t you?” Sam’s voice rose in volume.
 
   “Um…”
 
   “Oh my God, Millie, I don’t believe this.” He sounded as angry as I’d ever heard him. “We’re practically living together. How could you not tell them?”
 
   I hung my head.
 
   “Are you ashamed of me?” He looked really hurt when he said it.
 
   “No!”
 
   “Then why won’t you tell your parents about me?”
 
   “It’s not about you,” I told him. “My mom just has really high standards.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “That came out wrong,” I said quickly. “You have to understand, nothing I do is ever good enough for my mother. No guy is ever good enough, and it’s just easier not to deal with it.”
 
   Sam raised his eyebrows at me. I knew everything I had just said sounded really lame.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said helplessly.
 
   “You need to learn to deal with your mother,” Sam said. “I’m coming with you to Thanksgiving.”
 
   “Sam…”
 
   “She’ll love me,” Sam said. “Don’t worry. I’m super charming, right?”
 
   Sam is so confident that my mother will like him. I don’t get that. She’s going to freak out when she sees him. I’m used to it by now, but I know that objectively Sam looks very disabled, with his hands and all. My mother has made derogatory remarks before about “the crippled” and I know there’s no chance she’s going to accept him as a potential son-in-law. The only difference is now I’m going to have to hear about it all the time.
 
    
 
    
 
   November 28:
 
    
 
   Well, I knew Thanksgiving was going to be bad, so I shouldn’t feel surprised by what happened.
 
   Sam offered to drive us down to SoCal, which was great because I was really busy having a stroke. He didn’t seem nervous at all. He was playing loud music and making jokes during the entire five-hour trip, broken up by one stop at McDonald’s and one stop at In ‘N Out Burger. 
 
   (Yes, we ate lunch twice. What of it?)
 
   We arrived at our destination by dinnertime, so we got some food (only one dinner) and checked into our hotel. When I told my mother that I was bringing Sam, she offered to put us both up for the night, but I think that was just to make sure we weren’t sleeping in the same bedroom. I lied and told her that Sam and I had separate hotel rooms.
 
   So yes, I told her about Sam. Finally. I would’ve liked to wait another three or four years ideally, but I didn’t have much choice in the matter. I called her the weekend before we were coming to break the news.
 
   “So I’m going to bring someone with me this year,” I told her on the phone.
 
   “Donna?” my mother asked, which shows what she thought of my prospects of having a boyfriend.
 
   “No, it’s a… guy,” I mumbled. 
 
   “You mean a boy?” my mother asked, sounding completely stunned. (Is there a point in your life when your mother starts referring to the men in your life as something other than “boys”?)
 
   “Yes.” I cleared my throat. “Actually, he’s sort of my… boyfriend. That’s why I didn’t want to go out with that guy George.”
 
   “Millie, that’s wonderful!” my mother exclaimed. She really sounded floored. I guess this was the first time I’d ever brought a guy home for Thanksgiving, so it was sort of a big deal. “What’s his name?”
 
   “Sam.”
 
   “Is that short for Samuel?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And what’s his last name?”
 
   “Webber.”
 
   “So he’s not Jewish?” I could hear the twinge of disappointment in my mother’s voice. I didn’t have the heart to tell her this was only the tip of the iceberg.
 
   “No, he’s not.”
 
   “Well, that’s okay,” my mother said thoughtfully. “And what does he do?”
 
   “He works in information technology at my company,” I said. “He’s sort of a computer expert.”
 
   “That sounds nice,” my mother said. She paused for a minute. “So what’s wrong with him?” 
 
   I tried not to be offended by her assumption that obviously any guy I’d date had to be defective. 
 
   (Well, I guess she was right.)
 
   I took a deep breath and braced myself. “He uses a wheelchair,” I said.
 
   My mother snorted. “Very funny, Millie.”
 
   “I’m not being funny.” 
 
   “No, seriously,” she said. “Stop making fun of me.”
 
   “I’m serious!” I said.
 
   “He uses a wheelchair? For God’s sake, why?”
 
   “He’s a quadriplegic.” I added, “Like Christopher Reeve.”
 
   “Oh my God, you mean he’s crippled?” she gasped. “Why would you date someone like that?”
 
   “He’s a really nice guy,” I retorted.
 
   There was a long pause on the other line. “Do you swear you’re not just teasing me?”
 
   “I’m not!”
 
   “So he can’t move his arms or legs?” my mother asked. I guess she was mentally reviewing everything she knew about Christopher Reeve. “Oh my God, is he on a breathing machine?”
 
   “No, he can breathe on his own,” I mumbled.
 
   “Do he use one of those wheelchairs you control with your tongue?”
 
   For some reason, the thought of Sam operating a wheelchair with his tongue made me giggle, in spite of everything. It could be worse, right? I decided maybe I shouldn’t let on that Sam wasn’t as disabled as she thought he was. After what she was picturing, a relatively normal-looking guy in a manual wheelchair would probably be a relief to her.
 
   “I can’t believe you wanted this boy over that nice George,” my mother grumbled. “He’s not even Jewish!”
 
   Yeah, let’s get our priorities straight here.
 
    After all that, I was pretty nervous about how my mother would react to meeting Sam. I wasn’t optimistic. I got the feeling that Sam, despite his confident display, was nervous too. I could tell by the way he kept tossing and turning in bed, instead of falling asleep like a light like he usually does.
 
   Sam and I left the hotel the next afternoon and headed over to my parents’ house. They have a really nice big house, and as we pulled into the driveway, I realized there was a nice big step to get to the front door that I totally forgot about. Sam even asked me if there were any steps and I said no, because who remembers one step? 
 
   I could see him eying the step as he parked the car. “Sorry,” I said.
 
   “It’s fine,” he said. “I can manage.” 
 
   As I’ve said, Sam can usually jump one step, but he was having trouble with this one, for some reason. Just to torture me, maybe. Three tries and he couldn’t do it.
 
   “Do you need help?” I asked.
 
   Sam shook his head. He never ever wants help. The only time he’s ever asked me for help with something was when I unbuttoned his shirt and he couldn’t get it buttoned again. Small buttons elude him.
 
   He made it on the next try, thank God, and I forced myself to knock on the door. My mother answered and I could see her eyes bugging out when she saw Sam, even though he wasn’t on a breathing machine. She didn’t do much to hide her reaction either.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Samuel,” she said.
 
   “Sam,” he corrected her.
 
   Even though I had been silently praying that she wouldn’t, my mother then held out her hand for him to shake. It’s just automatic to do something like that when you’re meeting a new person. Sam took her hand, but I could tell that she was unnerved by the way his fingers didn’t move.
 
   “I got you something, Mrs. Glockenfeld,” Sam said. He reached into the pouch on the back of his chair, and pulled out the small container of pastries he’d taken with him from home. He came close to dropping them as he handed them over, but he didn’t. “It’s apricot hamantaschen.”
 
   Sam said he got them at what was probably the only Jewish bakery in Silicon Valley. He was really proud of himself, and he assured me that my mother would love them. I couldn’t say yet whether my mother would love the hamantaschen, but I could definitely tell that she did not love Sam. 
 
   “Thank you,” my mother said stiffly.
 
   We all stood there in awkward silence for a moment. I’m not sure how long we would have stood there if my younger sister Rachel didn’t walk into the hallway, looking visibly pregnant. I hadn’t seen her in months and I was so shocked that my mouth fell open. I had been dreading Rachel’s inevitable pregnancy for years, but now I was so happy that there was a distraction to take the heat off me. Great timing, Rachel.
 
   As I mentioned before, my sister Rachel is gorgeous. I don’t know how we came from the same genetic material. It’s sort of like that movie where Arnold Schwarzenegger and Danny DeVito are twins. She’s really beautiful and has all the best genes, and I am the leftover crap. And her husband Theo is a freaking surgeon. I could never compete with that. May as well go for broke.
 
   Sam was really great, actually. He’s such an amazing schmoozer. Even though I’m sure he was aware of it, he acted totally oblivious to the fact that the whole family seemed very uncomfortable with the wheelchair, at least initially. My mom was staring really conspicuously. But like he promised, he was incredibly charming. He made a big fuss over how nice the house was, then made a fuss over Rachel’s pregnancy. I think Rachel liked him more than anyone else. At one point, he made her laugh so hard that her apple juice came out of her nose.
 
   The only person who didn’t seem charmed was my mother.
 
   “Do you need any special utensils to eat with, Sam?” she asked him as she started setting the table.
 
   “I’m fine, Mrs. Glockenfeld,” he said politely.
 
   With about half an hour left till dinnertime, my father came out of his office. “Sam,” he said. “Millie tells me you’re good with computers. Do you think you could help me out a little?”
 
   “No problem, sir,” Sam said.
 
   I cringed. My dad has no idea what he’s doing on the internet so he downloads all kinds of weird stuff and his computer is crawling with viruses. It takes like an hour to open a browser window, it’s so damn slow. I didn’t think that there was anything Sam was going to be able to do to fix that computer in half an hour, but it turned out I was wrong. By the time dinner was on the table (which ended up taking an hour), Sam had undone years of damage to that poor computer. My father was beaming ear to ear. “Sam’s a genius!” he declared. “You better not let him go, Millie!”
 
   All in all, dinner went great. I usually end up getting plastered on wine during the meal because it’s the only way I can deal with my family, but this time I only had one glass like everyone else. (Except Sam, who didn’t drink at all because we had a 40-minute drive back to the hotel right after dinner and he wanted to show my mother that he wasn’t the kind of person who would drink and get behind the wheel.) It felt like Sam was accepted into the family. It was great.
 
   After dessert, Sam went out to the car. I tried to follow him, but my mother asked if she could talk to me alone. We stood out in the foyer and she gave me this desperate look. “Why don’t you spend the night here?” she said. “Sam can go back now and Daddy will drive you back tomorrow.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” I said. “We’ll be fine.”
 
   “Matilda, please don’t marry that boy.”
 
   I thought I had heard her wrong. “What? We’re not—”
 
   “I can see that he’s very serious about you,” she said. “And I know he cares about you, but it would just be a huge mistake to marry someone like that. If you can’t see that, then… I just don’t know.”
 
   “Why would it be a mistake?”
 
   “You need a man who can protect you,” she said. “A man who can take care of you.”
 
   “Sam makes a really good living—”
 
   “Millie, you know what I mean.”
 
   I did know what she meant and I was furious. Even with all the times she gave me crap about my weight or dressing sloppily, I had never been this angry at her. “I love Sam,” I said. “And if you can’t accept him into this family, then he and I will start a new family on our own. You don’t have to be a part of it.”
 
   “Millie, stop it. I’m just worried because I love you.”
 
   “If you love me, then you should trust my judgment. For a change.”
 
   My mother looked at me a long time, or at least it felt like a long time to me, then she said in a small voice, “Okay, Millie.”
 
   I let out a breath. Had I just won an argument with my mother? It was almost too easy. I almost expected the sky to open up and frogs to start falling on us. “We’re leaving,” I said.
 
   “Call me when you get home to let me know you arrived safe.”
 
   Sam was already in the car when I got there. He was sitting behind the wheel, looking very energetic considering how much we had just eaten. “Ready to roll?” he asked me with a grin.
 
   I didn’t return his smile. “Let’s go.”
 
   We didn’t talk for the first ten minutes of the trip. All these thoughts were swirling around in my head. I’d never told off my mother before. I felt exhausted from the effort. And a small part of me was scared that she was never ever going to accept Sam and this was going to be an issue forever. Finally, Sam broke the silence by saying, “Well, at least your dad liked me.”
 
   “Yeah,” I mumbled. I didn’t want to tell him what my mother had said to me, but I think he had figured it out.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said quietly. “I tried my best.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “I know, but...”
 
   I bit my lip. “Did Holly’s parents get along with you?”
 
   Sam sighed.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why do we always have to bring up Holly?” he said. “The last thing I want to talk about is my ex. Why are you so interested in her?”
 
   I blushed. He was right—I was way too interested in Holly.
 
   He sighed again. “Her parents liked me, yeah. But her last boyfriend drove a motorcycle and had snake tattoos all over his skull.”
 
   I didn’t say anything.
 
   “Look,” he said. “Sometimes parents can’t deal with the fact that I use a wheelchair. And sometimes it’s a deal-breaker.”
 
   I didn’t say anything and Sam pulled the car over. He looked really sad. My heart ached just looking at him. “Millie, do you want to break up with me?”
 
   This felt like a turning point in our relationship. It was the point where I could either end this relationship because it wasn’t worth the grief from my family, or we could take things to the next level. Did I want to break up with Sam? The answer was very obvious.
 
   “No,” I whispered.
 
   He seemed incredibly relieved. I don’t know why, but all of a sudden, I burst into tears. At that moment, I loved him so much. He took me into his arms and held me till my shoulders stopped shaking.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   DECEMBER
 
    
 
   December 1:
 
    
 
   Some character on Sex and the City (or some other dumb show I’m embarrassed that I used to watch) said that when a man wants to get married, a light goes on in his head, and he marries the next woman he dates. Well, Sam’s “marriage light” is on for sure. He really wants to get married. Everyone knows it. He wanted to marry Holly, but that didn’t happen, and now he’s with me.
 
   Actually, it makes me feel better about the whole Holly thing. It wasn’t that he loved Holly so much that he wanted to marry her. He just wanted to get married and she happened to be his girlfriend.
 
   Yesterday, we were going out to a restaurant and there was a jewelry store next door. Sam said to me, “You never wear jewelry. Do you want me to buy you something?”
 
   “I’m not really into jewelry,” I said, which is true. I must be the only woman in the world who doesn’t wear any jewelry. I just don’t “get” jewelry. Also, each year, more than 50,000 people in this country are injured by jewelry. Seems like a big risk for nothing.
 
   Sam gave me a meaningful look. “What about rings?”
 
   Everyone within a five block radius could hear me swallow. Sam was thinking about buying me a ring. A ring. Amazing, my mother had actually psyched this one out. I couldn’t believe this was happening for me.
 
   “I like rings,” I said in a small voice. 
 
   “Good,” he said.   
 
   I told Donna that I thought Sam was going to propose soon. She was super excited. She said she thought he was going to buy me a gigantic rock because he tended to be pretty generous about spending money and he had a lot of it. Actually, she sounded a little jealous. I know she always wishes her husband had bought her a nicer ring.
 
   (He bought her a crappy ring because he’s kind of an asshole. But don’t tell her I said that.)
 
   I know we haven’t been together that long, but I think if Sam proposes, I will say yes. I mean, I will definitely say yes. But I can’t help having a few reservations—the person you marry is a big deal. Supposedly, I’ll be spending the rest of my life with him. Maybe having kids with him someday. Dealing with Sam’s disability can be difficult sometimes and it would be a huge commitment to deal with it for the rest of our lives. I think about things like how would he help me chase after the kids or get them strapped into their carseats or lift heavy packages or…
 
   I’m getting ahead of myself. First Sam has to ask me to marry him, then I’ll worry about everything else.
 
    
 
    
 
   December 3:
 
    
 
   One thing that’s a little hard to get used to is how much people stare at Sam and me when we’re out together. I mean, they’re staring at him, not me. I don’t tend to get stared at. I may be ugly, but I’m not Elephant Woman ugly where all the townspeople gather ‘round to see.
 
   The wheelchair attracts attention. I probably would have stared too. Especially since it’s a guy in a wheelchair on a date and they want to check out what kind of girl he’s with. But it still makes me incredibly uncomfortable.
 
   Sam isn’t remotely bothered by the stares. He doesn’t even seem to notice. When we go out, he acts like the restaurant is completely empty and we’re the only two people there. He doesn’t seem to care that when he kisses me, all of the eyes in the room are bugging out.
 
   Kids are the worst. Adults will stare, but at least when you look at them, they’ll quickly look away. But kids will just keep on staring. Last night we were out at dinner, and this five-year-old kid at the next table was really gawking at us. I took Sam’s cue and ignored him, but on the way out, the kid stopped at our table.
 
   “Why are you in a wheelchair, mister?” the kid asked.
 
   I felt my face burn, although not as much as the kid’s mom, who was bright red. Sam just smiled good-naturedly and said, “Because my legs don’t work. So I use the wheelchair to get around.”
 
   It would have been fine if that were it, but then the kid said, “What’s wrong with your hands?”
 
   At that point, the kid’s mom started apologizing and pulled the kid away before Sam could answer. If the mom hadn’t been there, Sam would have been happy to answer the kid’s questions for the next hour. He’s so patient about that kind of stuff.
 
   When the kid was gone, Sam turned to me and said, “It really doesn’t bother me anymore. I’m used to it.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say.
 
   “I know people stare a lot,” he said. “But that’s okay. They’re just curious, especially the kids. I know it still makes you a little uncomfortable though.”
 
   “It’s just... hard to have everyone staring,” I admitted.
 
   He laughed. “Yeah, I know. I was a teenager when I got hurt and the last thing I wanted was everyone staring at me every time I went outside. I basically refused to go out in public for about a year.”
 
   “How did you get over it?”
 
   “My older brother Eric pretty much dragged me out kicking and screaming,” he said. He grinned. “He made me try to hit on girls too.”
 
   I was jealous of Sam, having that kind of relationship with his brother. Rachel and I weren’t like that.
 
   “Anyway, you’ll get used to it too.” He looked into my eyes. “If you stick around long enough.”
 
   He kissed me. Everyone in the restaurant was staring, but I knew I was going to get used to it.
 
    
 
    
 
   December 4:
 
    
 
   Sam’s older brother Eric called a few days ago and told him he was driving in for a visit today. I got the sense that there was something wrong. I asked Sam if he wanted me to come along when they went out and Sam said definitely yes. It’s nice that Sam wants to include me in everything, but he’s allowed to have a private night out with his brother. To be honest, I wish I hadn’t gone.
 
   Eric is three years older than Sam and they’re really close. Eric lives up in Oregon with his wife and two kids, and I know Sam’s driven out there at least twice since we’ve been dating, although I didn’t come with him either time. (My choice... he invited me.) My sister Rachel is exactly three years younger than me, and Sam never seems to get why Rachel and I aren’t that close. I tried to explain to him that when you look like I do, being BFFs with your sister The Beauty Queen isn’t really a possibility.
 
   “You’re as pretty as Rachel,” Sam insisted. Of course he’d say that.
 
   I’m actually sort of jealous of the relationship Sam has with his brother. Sam told me that when they were kids, Eric kept the bullies away. And he told me that Eric did a lot for him when he was first injured. “He quit college for a year,” Sam said like he still didn’t totally believe it. Apparently, when Sam first came home after breaking his neck, he couldn’t do much on his own.
 
   “Like what?” I asked him.
 
   Sam shrugged. “You know.”
 
   “I thought I was allowed to ask you anything and you were going to answer me truthfully.”
 
   Sam made a face. “I don’t even know why you want to know about this anyway.”
 
   I wanted to explain to him that when you love a person, you want to know everything about them, even the bad stuff. I wanted to know everything about him. I wanted to know what it was like for him to be a teenager and coming home for the first time from such a big life change. I wanted to understand how he became the person he is right now. “I just do.”
 
   “Well,” Sam said slowly, like if he took long enough to answer, I might change my mind and say forget it. “I just wasn’t adjusted to doing things on my own yet, and my upper arms were weaker than they are now. So I had some trouble with things that the medical folks call activities of daily living. Like, you know... bathing, going to the bathroom, stuff like that.”
 
   He turned away from me then and changed the subject. I was still stuck on the idea of Sam being 17 years old and needing help to go to the bathroom. I can’t even imagine what that must have been like. It must have just about killed him.
 
   We met up with Eric at Sam’s apartment. I can now rest easy knowing that if anything ever happens to Sam, there’s a spare walking around. By that, I mean the two brothers look a lot alike. I think Sam has the cuter face, and Eric has some added lines and gray hairs, and Sam wore glasses while Eric didn’t, but in general, they looked very similar.
 
   “So this is the infamous Millie Glockenfeld,” Eric said as he shook my hand. He was just under six feet tall and as I stood next to him, I got the feeling that this was how it would feel standing next to Sam, if he could stand. For a moment, I wished standing next to my boyfriend and being able to look him in the eyes was something that I could do 
 
   “Infamous?” I made a face at Sam. “What are you telling him about me?”
 
   “Sorry, I let on about your prison rap sheet,” Sam joked, pulling me into his lap so that I could be eye-to-eye with him instead of his brother. And I immediately felt guilty for what I had thought a minute ago.
 
   For the first time in our entire dating relationship, Sam let me drive. He and Eric were planning to get completely plastered, and I got to be the designated driver. I was actually sort of intrigued because Sam rarely has more than one or two drinks and I’d never seen him close to drunk before. I wondered what he’d be like.
 
   We got to the bar and had to park in a non-handicapped spot because we took my car, so I had to let Sam out before pulling into the spot. Parking spots in California are tiny, mostly because there are so damn many cars. I admit, I’ve scratched a few cars while pulling in or out, then made a break for it. 
 
   (Oh, don’t act so shocked. Everyone does it.)
 
   The bar was moderately crowded, but we managed to get a table that didn’t involve being perched on barstools. There were a lot of girls at the bar and they were all really hot. I felt immediately self-conscious, like I shouldn’t even be in the same room as these girls. I half expected a bouncer to tap me on the shoulder and tell me I was too ugly and I’d have to leave.
 
   Even though Eric was married with kids, I noticed him checking out the girls. I was proud of Sam that he didn’t even look vaguely interested and still had all his attention directed at me. “I like this place,” Eric commented.
 
   “I thought you might.” Sam grinned.
 
   Eric turned to me. “Did you know that I was the one who showed Sam how to pick up girls? Everything he learned, he learned it from me.”
 
   Sam groaned, but he was still smiling. “Yeah, yeah...”
 
   “It’s true,” Eric said. “I dragged him out to a bar on his 21st birthday and I told him we weren’t leaving until he had six phone numbers. I swear to god, he had six phone numbers in fifteen minutes. Charming bastard.” Eric laughed. “I’m sure you know what I’m talking about better than anyone, huh, Millie?”
 
   Boy, do I.
 
   Sam wasn’t kidding about the drinking. Before the food arrived, the guys both had two double shots of whiskey each. Sam slowed down after that, but Eric didn’t. He was drinking a lot. Before I even finished my burger, Eric was starting to slur his speech. I knew something big was coming and I could tell Sam knew it too. Despite all the drinks he’d had, Sam looked nervous.
 
   “I lost my job,” Eric said, as he downed another shot. “I’m two months behind on mortgage payments. Goddamn economy.”
 
   Sam told me Eric was a lawyer. I’d heard a lot of lawyers were getting laid off.
 
   “I’ll lend you money,” Sam said instantly.
 
   “No,” Eric said. “I am not taking money from my little brother. No. Way.”
 
   “You’ve lent me money before. I’m paying you back.”
 
   “I said no. What if you lose your job too?”
 
   “No, our company’s doing great, right, Millie?” Sam looked at me. I nodded, not really wanting to get involved in this moment between brothers.
 
   “Dad’s lending me money, it’ll be okay,” Eric said. “But Alicia... she doesn’t respect me anymore. She thinks I’m a loser because I don’t have a job.”
 
   “Alicia is crazy about you!”
 
   “Then how come we haven’t had sex in six months?”
 
   Oh God. I couldn’t be here for this. I mumbled something and got the hell out of there. I went to the bathroom, trying to figure out what I was going to do to kill some time. I checked my hair, my make-up... both terrible, but nothing much to do about it. I paced a few times, back and forth, until some girls came into the bathroom and gave me weird looks.
 
   I went back out into the bar and spotted my table. Now Eric was crying. There was no way I was going over there. Sam seemed really calm and reassuring to his brother. I somehow got the idea that the two of them were used to providing support for each other. I guessed that when Holly dumped Sam, there’d been a similar dinner, except Sam was probably the one getting alcohol poisoning. I wonder if he’d cried. I’ve never seen Sam cry before. I can’t even imagine it.
 
   Finally, I went to the bar counter and sat down. I really wanted a drink. I’ve driven many times before with one beer in me and I’m not exactly a lightweight, so I figured I could still be the designated driver if I had one beer. I ordered a Guinness from the bartender.
 
   “Gotta respect a girl who can order a Guinness,” commented a guy sitting one stool away from me. He was chubby and wearing a little hat that I swear looked like a beret. He definitely had a gay vibe, which made sense if he was talking to me. Only gay men initiate contact with me. 
 
   “It’s a good beer,” I replied.
 
   “See, here’s the problem,” the guy said. “When a girl orders a man’s drink, it’s cool. But a guy can’t order a girl’s drink.”
 
   “What do you want to order?” I asked him.
 
   “A fuzzy navel,” he said. I laughed. Yes, 100% gay. “Don’t laugh. It’s a delicious drink. But if I order it, at best, I’ll feel emasculated. At worst, I might get my ass kicked.”
 
   “Life’s hard.”
 
   “It sure is. I’m Roger, by the way.”
 
   “I’m Millie.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Millie,” Roger said. He got up and sat down in the stool next to mine. “I don’t suppose you could be persuaded to order a fuzzy navel for me? I’d compensate you by paying for your Guinness.”
 
   “I guess so,” I said. I tried to get the attention of the bartender, who was very absorbed by some 20-year-old hottie. Before I could order the drink, I felt a hand on my arm. I turned and was startled to see Sam.
 
   “Millie,” he said. “Come back to the table.”
 
   “Oh.” I blushed. “I was trying to let you guys...”
 
   “I know,” he said. “Come back. It’s okay.”
 
   I gave my new gay friend Roger an apologetic look. “Sorry,” I said. “You’ll have to order your own fuzzy navel.”
 
   “At least you tried,” Roger said with a shrug. He grinned at me. “Let me still pay for your drink.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Sam said quickly. “We’ll have the bartender put it on our tab. Come on, Millie.”
 
   Sam placed one hand on the small of my back and didn’t remove it until I hopped out of my barstool. He actually looked kind of tense until we were back at the table. Eric had stopped crying and had a mildly amused expression on his face.
 
   “Do you believe that?” Sam said to his brother. He put his arm around me possessively. “Two minutes she’s at the bar and some douche in a beret is already trying to pick her up.”
 
   “He wasn’t trying to pick me up,” I protested. “Actually, I’m pretty sure he was gay.”
 
   “Uh huh.” Sam rolled his eyes. It was flattering he didn’t believe me, but I knew he was wrong.
 
   “He wasn’t hitting on me,” I insisted. “I mean, he still wanted to buy me the drink even after you came over.”
 
   Sam laughed and shook his head at me. “Yeah, that’s because he couldn’t believe you were actually dating the guy in the wheelchair. Come on, Millie. Stop being ridiculous.”
 
   Eric, of course, totally backed up his brother’s opinion. Oh well. The good thing was that my little embarrassing ordeal seemed to have perked Eric up a bit. He was still clearly drunk, but a little more optimistic. Well, until about twenty minutes later, when he started barfing. I drove everyone to Sam’s apartment and helped get Eric onto the couch in a prone, vomit-friendly position.
 
   Sam told me I ought to go back to my place because his brother was likely going to be hungover big-time the next morning. I kind of hope that tomorrow Eric doesn’t remember most of the night, because geez, what a way to meet your brother’s girlfriend.
 
    
 
    
 
   December 6:
 
    
 
   I know I’m going to sound crazy saying this, but I’m beginning to think that Sam’s cleaning girl has a crush on him.
 
   Her name is Lucy and she comes to clean every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, plus alternate Saturday mornings. She makes the bed, does laundry, dusts stuff, cleans the floors, and even makes him some meals that he can microwave later. She also does his grocery shopping. She’s a nursing student in college, but I’m fairly sure she doesn’t do anything nursing-related for him. At least, nothing he’ll admit to.
 
   Lucy is maybe 20. She has blond hair and is very cute. Moreover, she is always prancing around in these tight little jeans. She looks great in them. Even I’m a little turned on, so I’m thinking Sam must really appreciate this.
 
   I see her sometimes when I’m over at Sam’s apartment on Saturday mornings. She’s nice, I guess. It just seems like the two of them flirt an awful lot, although I suppose they’re both very flirtatious people. Still. For example, a week ago, she told him that she was interested in buying a new laptop computer and asked if he could give her any advice. When she said that, his eyes completely lit up.
 
   “Oh man, you’re going to be sorry you asked me.” He got on his own computer and started bringing up models for her to look at. They ended up spending at least an hour looking at computers, with him explaining the specs for each one. That just seemed a little beyond the call of duty for a cleaning girl. 
 
   Yesterday Lucy was there at night instead of during the day because she had some exam scheduled in the morning. I came in with Sam and she was just finishing up cleaning his bedroom. “I’m almost done,” she said.
 
   “Bang up job,” he told her. “Got any plans for tonight, Lucy?”
 
   “There’s a big party on campus,” she said. “And I’m running late. Actually, I was wondering if you’d mind if I changed clothes in your bathroom so I don’t have to go back to my dorm?”
 
   Sam approved Lucy changing in the bathroom. We were trying to decide what to order for dinner when she came out wearing the skimpiest, sexiest outfit I’ve ever seen. She was all black leather and bare skin. I was totally shocked. I felt like a 60-year-old prude by comparison. I looked over at Sam and his jaw was on the floor.
 
   She did a little spin. “How do I look?” 
 
   “Christ,” Sam said. “Lucy, do your parents know you dress like that? I’m going to have to give them a call.”
 
   Lucy giggled and touched his shoulder. “Do you want to come to the party? I’m sure it would be cool with my friends.”
 
   Sam shook his head. “No, by the looks of you, I’m way, way too old for this party. I might have a heart attack if I went. But have fun. Remember: liquor before beer, you’re in the clear.”
 
   He was still shaking his head after she had left. He looked over at me, “Hey, Millie, think you could get a copy of that dress for yourself?”
 
   I made a face. “You think she’s pretty?”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “She has a crush on you, you know.”
 
   Sam laughed. “Millie, are you serious? She’s 20. I feel like an old man just looking at her.”
 
   I was little embarrassed that I was making accusations, but I wasn’t about to let this go so easily. I didn’t like the idea of a pretty maid flouncing around my boyfriend in skimpy little outfits. “She was flirting.”
 
   “It’s adorable that you’re jealous,” Sam said. “But trust me, she doesn’t have a crush on me. She thinks of me like an uncool older brother. Or worse, a dad.” I gave him a skeptical look. “Seriously, she’s always telling me about men she dates, asking my advice. Right now, she likes some guy named Quentin who has a blue goatee. How could I make something like that up?”
 
   He spent a good 15 minutes trying to convince me, although he seemed amused that I was jealous. He even said, “I’m flattered you think a hot 20-year-old would want me so badly.” 
 
   He seemed kind of baffled, but, you know, he’s very charming. Maybe Lucy doesn’t want to marry him or anything, but she definitely thinks he’s cute. How could she not?
 
   To be honest, this jealousy thing is kind of new to me. I’ve never been in a relationship long enough to seriously worry about other women. I don’t really like feeling jealous. I need to make an effort to stop. So what if Lucy has a crush on Sam? He doesn’t seem interested in her, so that’s good enough for me. 
 
   There. No more jealousy. 
 
    
 
    
 
   December 7:
 
    
 
   I have to admit something: I love having a boyfriend.
 
   Not that I’ve never had a boyfriend before. I have. Sort of. I’ve dated guys for periods of a few months each. My longest relationship ever was about seven months. It’s sort of embarrassing to admit that I’m 33 years old and I’ve never dated anyone longer than seven months. I don’t think it says anything good about me. 
 
   The guy I dated for seven months was named Mark; he was a banker about eight years older than me. He wasn’t awful looking, but I wasn’t particularly attracted to him either. Especially not compared with Sam. He was also sort of a dick to me through the entire relationship. I could never get him to call me when I wanted him to. If I asked him to call me, it was like he’d make a point to wait a week to call. He was mega commitment-phobic—when I introduced him to Donna as my boyfriend, he completely freaked out and insisted that he wasn’t. Honestly, I’m not sure how it lasted seven months between us.
 
   As I was saying, it’s great having a boyfriend. A real boyfriend, who isn’t embarrassed to say I’m his girlfriend. I have someone to go to dinner with, to see movies with, to go to sleep with at night. I never realized how lonely I was until I found Sam.
 
    
 
    
 
   December 9:
 
    
 
   My mother called me last night. She hasn’t called me since Thanksgiving, which is some kind of record for her. She generally calls me nightly or at least every other night. It’s really strange for her to not call for two weeks. I guess she was pretty upset about me dating Sam.
 
   “How are you doing, Millie?” she asked me in a stiff voice.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “Are you still seeing…?” Apparently, she didn’t want to dignify Sam’s existence by saying his name.
 
   “Yes,” I replied irritably.
 
   “I see,” she murmured. I braced myself, waiting for another lecture. But then my mother burst out with, “Did I tell you that Rachel felt the baby kick?”
 
   And then my mother launched into her favorite topic of all, even better than giving me diet tips: my sister Rachel.
 
   Half of why I don’t like Rachel is that my mother favors her so blatantly. Do you think I loved hearing about my little sister’s engagement when I couldn’t find a boyfriend to save my life? Do you think I loved listening to my mother agonize over what hors d’oeuvres to serve at Rachel’s extravagant wedding? Do you think I wanted to hear all about the beautiful house that Rachel bought, paid for by her rich surgeon husband?
 
   Here’s a hint: I didn’t.
 
   And now it’s obvious I have to hear all about her pregnancy. Every time Rachel picks out a new maternity top, I’m going to have to hear about it. It’s going to be painful. I’ve been dreading Rachel’s pregnancy forever, thinking I was going to feel like such a huge loser when my little sister was having a kid and I didn’t even have a boyfriend. But now that I have Sam, it’s not quite as bad.
 
   I let my mother talk about the pregnancy for a good twenty minutes before telling her that I had to go. Twenty minutes was just about all I could take.
 
   “Where do you have to go?” my mother asked. She’s never been able to get let go of the compulsion to know exactly what I’m doing all the time.
 
   “I have to buy groceries before it gets too late,” I lied.      
 
   “Don’t buy too much, Millie,” my mother admonished me. “When I saw you at Thanksgiving, you looked like you had put on quite a bit of weight. That boy might not care, but other men would.”
 
   I felt my cheeks get hot. The worst thing was that I knew my mother was right. Since Sam and I have been dating, I’ve definitely put on some weight. I’ve been afraid to even get on the scale recently, but I know I’m bigger because the only clothes I can fit into are my “fat clothes.” Sam doesn’t seem to care or even notice.
 
   “I’m on a diet,” I told my mother. Even though I’m not. It’s sort of hard to force yourself to lose weight when the guy you’re dating keeps telling you that you’re perfect the way you are.
 
    
 
    
 
   December 14:
 
    
 
   Sam and I just got back from a weekend in Las Vegas. And you know what they say about Vegas.
 
   We were talking one night and he was completely shocked that I had lived in California my whole life and never gone to Vegas. I didn’t think it was all that shocking, considering I have zero interest in gambling. Actually, it got me wondering how many times Sam had been to Vegas and exactly what he’d been doing there.
 
   “The casinos are really fun,” Sam said.
 
   “Gambling is stupid,” I said. “It’s objectively stupid. If gambling were a good deal for the people who did it, don’t you think the casinos would be bankrupt?”
 
   “I get that,” Sam said. “But I don’t do it to get rich. I do it to have fun. Like buying a lottery ticket.”
 
   I stared at him, aghast. “You buy lottery tickets?”
 
   Sam shrugged. “Sometimes.”
 
   “You know,” I said, “the chances of winning a lottery in which six numbers are drawn from 49 is 1 in 14 million. And in a lottery in which seven numbers are drawn from 49, the odds of winning are 1 in 86 million. Your odds of getting struck by lightning are orders of magnitude better than that.” 
 
   (As you may recall, the odds of getting struck by lightning are 1 in 6000. Getting struck by lightning is a common occurrence compared with winning the lottery.)    
 
   “I get that,” Sam said again. “But it’s fun. I’m paying for the fun.”
 
   “It doesn’t seem fun to me,” I grumbled. I knew I was sounding like a bitch, but it’s hard to turn off the actuary in me.
 
   Sam leaned forward and kissed me on the nose. “Well, maybe I need to show you why it’s fun.”
 
   I doubted I’d ever be able to find fun in something as pointless as gambling, but then again, everything I did with Sam was pretty fun.
 
   We made arrangements to fly to Vegas. Sam really wanted to drive, but it was just way too far for a weekend trip. He told me when he gambles, he usually goes to Reno, which is closer, but he really wanted me to see Vegas. I found it mildly disturbing when he said how often he’d been to Reno. I had no idea Sam gambled so much. Among the pack of losers I dated in the last ten years or so, several of them appeared to have gambling problems. One of them was calling up his bookie in the middle of our second date. If you can’t get through a two-hour date without placing a bet, that’s a problem.
 
   We booked tickets to fly to Vegas after Sam looked at a map and couldn’t figure out any way to drive there in a reasonable amount of time. He loves to drive, which is weird to me, since that’s how he got hurt, but I also sort of understand. California is so accessible to cars, but not so much to guys in wheelchairs, so when he’s driving, he doesn’t have to worry about looking for ramps or little blue wheelchair signs. I kind of feel the same way about driving, since nobody can really see me or knows what I look like. 
 
   (Yet I still don’t love to drive. I think it’s because I have terrible hand-eye coordination.)
 
   I convinced Sam to let me pay for my own plane ticket. It wasn’t easy because he really wants to pay for everything. I think he dated a lot of girls who didn’t have much money, but I can pay for my plane ticket and my food and it’s not a big deal. I make good money.
 
   When we got to the airport, I found out why Sam hates to fly so much. He basically has to check his wheelchair like luggage. The stewardess ended up having to wheel him to his seat in this narrow little chair called an aisle chair. I asked Sam if they ever lost his wheelchair during a flight, because I’ve lost my bags a bunch of times, and he just made a face at me. Finally, he admitted that a few years ago when he was coming back from Ohio to visit his parents, his wheelchair went to Alaska. “That really sucked,” he added. 
 
   Sam was stuck in his seat through the plane ride, but luckily, it was a very short ride. We caught a cab to our hotel and I almost died when I saw the room. Whatever money Sam had saved by not paying for my plane ticket was clearly sunk into this hotel room. It was amazing. Sam grinned when he saw my face. “Nice, right?”
 
   “Oh God. What did this cost?”
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said, “if I lose enough money at the poker tables, I’m sure they’ll comp us the room.”
 
   It was time for dinner, but I had to go around and admire the room for a little while. It was gigantic, with a view of the entire Vegas strip from the window, and there was a Jacuzzi in the bathroom. I’ve never been in a Jacuzzi and the thought of going in there with Sam made me all tingly.
 
   We skipped past the buffet dinners and Sam took me to a fancy restaurant, which was also achingly expensive. Sam doesn’t take me to cheap restaurants most of the time, but these prices literally made me gasp. But it was so romantic, getting a little private table with candles on it. Sam looked so cute in the candlelight, all pleased with himself for picking the place.
 
   “You should get the lobster,” he told me. “I read the reviews for this place and they said it’s unparalleled.”
 
   “Are you getting a lobster?”
 
   “Me?” Sam snorted and held up his hands. “You really want to see me attempt to crack open a lobster? I don’t think so. Besides, I’m a man. I have to get a steak or else you won’t respect me.”
 
   I looked around the restaurant, at all the candles and couples slobbering all over each other. And a thought hit me: is Sam going to propose? 
 
   He’d been making so many hints about the future and now we were here in romantic Vegas in this super romantic restaurant. What if he was planning to ask me to marry him? This was definitely the place to do it. My stomach turned into a little knot.
 
   The lobster was delicious. And Sam declared that his steak was pretty good as well. But it was hard to enjoy the food when I kept wondering if my boyfriend had a ring tucked away somewhere. He was looking at me like maybe he did.
 
   After the waiter took away our plates, Sam smiled at me. “Millie,” he said. “Would you...”
 
   My heart started to pound. My mouth felt dry. I could almost hear him saying the words. If he asked me, would I say yes? I think so. But there was still a small part of me that wasn’t completely certain.
 
   “Would you like to get another glass of wine?” he said.
 
   Relief flooded through me. “Yes,” I said. “Definitely.” 
 
   One more glass of wine turned into two. When we got to the hotel room, Sam and I were both pretty buzzed, and we couldn’t keep our hands off each other, even more than usual. I rode in his lap down the hall and he was so anxious, he couldn’t get the keycard to open the door to the room. He kept dropping it. I gave it a try and finally, on my fourth attempt, we got in.
 
   We ended up having the most intense sex of our entire relationship. Sam wanted me so bad that when he was faced with the buttons on my shirt, he ripped through them with his teeth. That was a first. He laughed and told me sorry, but then went back to licking and sucking on my skin and getting under my bra. On my part, I focused on the things Sam loves, like sucking on his earlobes. Sam goes totally wild when I suck on his earlobes.
 
   When I say we had sex, I mean he went down on me and I did things for him. We do have regular P-in-V intercourse, but not as much as the other stuff. It seems to frustrate Sam a little bit that he doesn’t have much control, and as I’ve said before, he gives amazing oral sex. I came harder than I’ve ever come in my entire life.
 
   “You want to go again?” Sam asked me afterwards, as he lay beside me. “I think there are a few old deaf people in the casino who might not have heard you.”
 
   I smacked him and he laughed at me. Then I took him up on his offer.
 
   The next day, Sam did a little gambling. He played poker in the casino of our hotel and I hung around and watched. I was worried that I might cramp his style, but he assured me he wanted me to stay. “You’re my eye candy,” he said.
 
   He seemed pretty good. I don’t know anything about poker, but he looked like he was winning money. As far as I know, he hadn’t been to a casino while we were dating, but he seemed pretty experienced at the game. I suspected he’d played a lot. “You ever lose your shirt?” I asked him.
 
   “No, believe me, nobody wants to see me with my shirt off,” he replied with a grin. More seriously, he said, “I don’t bet what I can’t afford.”
 
   It seemed like Sam was more interested in having fun than anything, so I concluded he probably didn’t have a gambling problem. Actually, what he was even better at than poker was flirting with the waitresses. I wouldn’t say that Sam is a huge flirt or anything, but he always flirts with waitresses and they always flirt back. It’s like his biggest weakness. I remember him saying that Holly was a waitress and that doesn’t surprise me at all. I tried not to let it bother me, even though the waitresses at the casino were really attractive.
 
   That night, Sam suggested we give the Jacuzzi a go. I’ve never been in a Jacuzzi before. I was psyched, but I was also kind of nervous. I had been fiddling with the light switch in the bathroom and I couldn’t get it to dim. So there were only two options: bright lights or complete darkness. We couldn’t exactly be in the Jacuzzi in complete darkness, so we were stuck with bright lights.
 
   It’s not like Sam and I hadn’t seen each other naked a hundred times before, but not in that kind of harsh light. It made me nervous. When I look at myself naked in the light of my bedroom, it’s not flattering. I didn’t want Sam to see me like that.
 
   Also, I have put on so much weight recently. When I think about it, I honestly want to cry. I actually bought my first pair of plus-size jeans last week. It’s getting harder and harder to believe his story about how he thinks my body is beautiful. 
 
   My solution was to get undressed really quickly while Sam was in the other room and lower myself into the water before he got in. Even with the harsh lights, most of my body was concealed and distorted by the water. “The water’s ready,” I called to Sam.
 
   He wheeled into the bathroom and he was naked too. As I said, I’ve seen Sam naked a hundred times before, but never in this kind of light. When he’s sitting in his wheelchair, fully dressed, he more or less just looks like a normal guy in a wheelchair. But sitting there naked, his body completely exposed from his curled hands to his atrophied legs, he really looked crippled. I remember in grade school, there were some kids in the special classes who had cerebral palsy, and I couldn’t help but think of that. I had to look away.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Sam asked.
 
   “Um,” I said. I couldn’t tell him the truth.
 
   I think he knew, though. He had an idea what he looked like. “Do you want me to get dressed?” he asked. “We don’t have to do this.”
 
   I instantly felt really guilty. Sam is always going on and on about how sexy I am, even though I obviously am not sexy at all. What would it say about me if I couldn’t overlook some flaws in his body?
 
   “No, come on in,” I said.
 
   Sam grinned at me and carefully lowered himself into the water, feet first. Submerged in the water, he looked like his usual very adorable self again. I crawled across the Jacuzzi and lowered myself on top of him. And let’s just say, I can cross “sexy time in a Jacuzzi” off my list of things I’ve never done.
 
   On our last day in Vegas, Sam and I went to the wax museum. I don’t remember too much of it, considering Sam kept pulling me into his lap to make out. Honestly, I’ve never dated a guy who couldn’t keep his hands off me like this. He’s so affectionate. It’s really flattering.
 
   The crazy thing about Vegas is the number of wedding chapels. It’s almost hard to get out of Vegas without getting married. Sam noticed me eying the chapels. “Getting any ideas?”
 
   “No,” I lied.
 
   “Too bad,” he said. He was smiling, but there was also something serious about him. Despite my reservations, it made me feel warm and fuzzy inside that he actually was thinking about marrying me and sharing a future with me. This was all a first for me. All the guys I’d been out with before just acted like they were killing time with me, trying to get laid on the way. Sam isn’t like that. Even from the beginning, he always let me know that he was very serious about me. About us.
 
   Sam drove me to my apartment from the San Francisco airport and here I am, gushing about my trip instead of getting a good night’s sleep. 
 
    
 
    
 
   December 27:
 
    
 
   I couldn’t tolerate another holiday with my parents so I let Sam talk me into coming to Ohio to see his parents for Christmas (plus I’m Jewish so it’s not like Christmas is a big deal). I’ve never been to Ohio before. In fact, I’ve never been anywhere in the Midwest. I’ve been to New York and once to Boston and then DC, but other than that, I’ve stayed around California. Most people think it’s weird that I’ve traveled so little, but I just don’t get that excited about traveling. However, even if I did travel a lot, I don’t think Ohio would have been high up there on my list of places to visit. Sorry, Ohio.
 
   We flew in together and Sam rented a car, but he couldn’t get one with hand controls. I get this feeling that they don’t make cars with hand controls in Cleveland. (Okay, I’ll stop bashing Ohio now.) Don’t laugh at me but I’d never driven in snow before and I was terrified. At one point, I attempted to stop at a light and the car just kept going. Sam tried to reassure me, but he seemed nervous too. Thank God we got in really early and there wasn’t much traffic.
 
   When we made it to Sam’s parents’ house alive, we made a pact not to drive again for the rest of the trip. We were only going to be there for two days, so we decided we’d just stay at the house.
 
   The Webbers’ house was huge. In Silicon Valley, it would cost a fortune to get a house like that, but around here it was probably pretty reasonable. I don’t think they’re rich or anything. There was a ramp installed to get to the front door, and there were little white pellets on the ramp which Sam explained to me was salt to melt the ice. I read once that more than 10% of the world’s salt is used to de-ice American roads, but I’d never actually seen it in action.
 
   Sam was amused I knew so little about snow. He made a few cracks about California girls. Hey, at least I’d seen snow before and I know what it is. I didn’t say to him, “Hey Sam, why are there mashed potatoes all over your parents’ yard?”
 
   Sam’s mom Jean looked so incredibly happy to see me. She hugged me and kissed me, and gushed about my outfit, which was nothing special. She asked me if I had lost weight, which was so untrue it was almost embarrassing. Still, it was nice of her to make me feel so welcome.
 
   The other thing I found interesting is that when we got there, Sam’s dad just led us to “our” room. He didn’t ask if it was okay for us to share or look worried about it... he just assumed we wanted to share a room and that was that. Yes, Sam is 34 and obviously an adult, but my mother would rather slit her wrists than let the two of us share a room in her house.
 
   “I love your parents,” I said to Sam, as we unpacked. “No wonder you’re so normal.”
 
   “They’re weird in their own unique ways,” he assured me.
 
   “Not like my mother though.”
 
   Sam couldn’t say much to that. I never confessed what my mother said to me while he was waiting in the car, but obviously he guessed she didn’t approve.
 
   I was amazed by Sam’s room. It was his old room from when he was in high school and college, and it was really well preserved. It felt scandalous being in here, as if we were two teenagers sneaking around. I walked over to one of the bookcases and fingered some trophies that were perched on top.
 
   “Oh God, please don’t look at those,” Sam said. “I don’t want you to know how big a geek I was in high school.”
 
   “Hey, you’re the one who has them on display!”
 
   “Do you see how high up they are?” Sam said. “You think I put them there? No, my mother did.”
 
   I looked at the first one. “Math team, high scorer. Wow, nice job.”
 
   “Jesus.”
 
   “Chess team, first place. Oh wow, impressive.”
 
   Sam’s ears were bright red. It was adorable. “So what do you think? Are you too cool to hang out with me now?”
 
   “Oh, I was just as bad.”
 
   “I don’t know if it gets any worse than chess team, first place.”
 
   I looked at the next trophy. “Basketball. Hey, I didn’t know you played basketball.”
 
   “Not anymore, just in high school. I don’t play chess anymore, either.”
 
   I tried to imagine 16-year-old Sam dribbling a basketball down the court. It was hard. “You know, there’s wheelchair basketball...”
 
   Sam crossed his arms. “Really? Wheelchair basketball, huh? Tell me more, Millie. Also, can you tell me more about this thing called the Internet that all the kids have been talking about?”
 
   “You’re making fun of me.”
 
   “You deserve it. I’ve been in a wheelchair for 17 years. I know about wheelchair basketball.”
 
   “So how come you don’t play?”
 
   Sam gave me an exasperated look. “My God, woman. Can’t you just let me get fat and out of shape in peace?”
 
   I laughed and kissed him. I don’t know why I started nagging him about the basketball thing. I just hated the thought of him giving something up because of his disability, but then again, it wasn’t like I was any kind of athlete myself.
 
   We were exhausted from the redeye so we napped together, before waking up to a full house. Sam’s younger brother Brad was there with his wife Nina and their older brother Eric brought his wife Alicia and their two kids. If I ever had doubts about Sam being a good dad, they were totally gone after I saw him with his nephews. Those kids adored Sam, and he obviously spoiled them. I could see Alicia clucking her tongue as Sam whipped out some pre-Christmas presents (toy cars) he’d brought for them.
 
   I always feel a little awkward around kids. Sure, I want to have children of my own, but I feel awkward around other people’s kids. Sam introduced me to the boys as his girlfriend, which was sort of embarrassing. To make matters worse, the older one (I swear I knew his name at the time) said, “Where’s Holly?”
 
   “Holly and I aren’t together anymore,” Sam explained.
 
   “I liked Holly,” the younger one said, right to my face. “She was pretty.” 
 
   (You can’t make this stuff up.)
 
   “Well, you’ll like Millie too,” Sam told his nephew. I’m glad he didn’t tell them I was pretty too, because I had a bad feeling they might have openly disagreed with him. 
 
   Jean was making a turkey and the entire house smelled amazing. I sat on the couch in the living room, just smiling politely and waiting for dinner to start. Eric and Alicia seemed to be getting along okay and I wondered if the sex drought was over. I also wondered if Eric remembered that night when he got piss drunk right in front of me.
 
   Alicia intimidated me. She was tall and slender with white-blond hair piled up on her head. She was actually very beautiful in a severe kind of way. She looked like she could eat me up. Sam warned me that she was very blunt. “If you gained ten pounds, Alicia would tell you the second you walked in the door,” Sam said. That didn’t sound appealing to me. I have a lot of flaws and I wasn’t excited about having them pointed out.
 
   The kids were making a lot of noise and the stress of everything was giving me a headache. Sam suggested I go sit on the porch, so I grabbed my jacket. I almost made an about-face when I saw Nina and Alicia smoking cigarettes out on the porch. I don’t smoke and I really didn’t want to hang out with the two of them. But since I had my jacket on, my intentions were obvious.
 
   “It’s okay,” Alicia said. “We don’t bite.” 
 
   I laughed nervously. Alicia and Nina made me nervous, especially Alicia. Unlike me, the two of them were both very attractive, which I guess is a tribute to how attractive the Webber men were. Even Sam’s mother was pretty in a matronly sort of way, like Martha Stewart. I couldn’t help but feel like Holly would have fit in here better than I did. I wondered if the two women were thinking the same thing.
 
   Nina held out her pack of cigarettes. “Want one?”
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t smoke.”
 
   Alicia laughed. “Of course she doesn’t smoke. Millie is a good girl.”
 
   I decided to withhold the statistic that one in every five people dies from a disease related to smoking.
 
   “I don’t smoke either,” said Alicia, taking a drag. “I gave it up when I got pregnant for the first time, but I always need a smoke when I’m here for the holidays. Jean stresses me out.”
 
   Nina laughed. I didn’t feel like I knew any of them well enough to partake in this little joke.
 
   “So you and Sam, huh?” Alicia said. “Eric says Sam is crazy about you. With a capital C.”
 
   “Um.” I blushed, remembering what Sam had said about Alicia’s bluntness.
 
   “I hope you know Sam’s going to ask you to marry him soon,” Alicia said. “Be warned. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s already got the ring.”
 
   “I... uh, I don’t know.”
 
   “Right. Well, I’m telling you.” Alicia blew a ring of smoke. I’d never actually seen anyone do that in real life before. “What do you do again?”
 
   “I’m an actuary,” I said, grateful for a question I could answer.
 
   “Whatever that is,” Alicia said with a smile. “At least you’re not a waitress. I swear to god, Sam and his waitresses...”
 
   Nina laughed. “I know. What’s up with that?”
 
   “They were all so....” Alicia shook her head. “Some of them were okay. But others... yeesh. Like that last one, Holly.”
 
   Holly. How many times did I have to hear about Holly during this trip?
 
   “I didn’t like her,” Nina said, crinkling her pert little nose. 
 
   “She was here last year, you know,” Alicia said. “Now she was a smoker. She came out here on the porch and chain-smoked an entire pack.” She snickered. “I think Sam had been trying to get her to quit and it wasn’t going well. I’m sympathetic because Eric tried to get me to quit for years and it made me want to wring his neck.”  
 
   “Brad is on my case too,” Nina sighed.
 
   “The fact that she came out here to sneak a smoke was probably the only thing I liked about her,” Alicia said. “She was just toxic, and everyone knew it but Sam. I knew he was going to ask her to marry him and I told him not to do it. I’ve known Sam since he was, like, 20, and I knew that was a big mistake. I also knew she was cheating on him. Didn’t I tell you, Nina?”
 
   Nina nodded.
 
   Alicia shrugged. “He didn’t listen. He wanted so bad to make that relationship work.”
 
   “He... he did?” I stammered.
 
   “Well, she was really pretty,” Alicia said. “He was completely infatuated. And it got to the point where she was so dependent on him for everything. He was pretty much bankrolling her. Like, he was even paying her rent at one point. God, I still get angry thinking about it. That bitch.”
 
   Nina nodded in agreement. So far, I don’t think I’ve met one person who liked Holly. Except Sam, of course.
 
   “I thought she was going to say yes,” Nina said.
 
   “It was pretty obvious she wasn’t,” retorted Alicia.
 
   “Why did she say no?” I asked, feeling nosy. 
 
   (Yes, I’m obsessed with Holly. I can’t help myself.)
 
   “Hmm, let’s think,” Alicia said, rolling her eyes. “Holly’s in her early thirties, unemployed, and has no prospects. A nice, good-looking guy with a good job who treats her like gold asks her to marry him. Why oh why might she say no?” I looked at her blankly. “Could it be because he’s disabled? Because she didn’t want to spend her life with a guy in a wheelchair?”
 
   “Oh,” I mumbled.
 
   Alicia shook her head angrily. “He was good enough for her to date and good enough for her to take his money, but not good enough to marry.”
 
   At that moment, I really hated Holly too. 
 
   Alicia blew out smoke, half of which went right in my face. “Then, of course, she realized she made a huge mistake and wanted him back. I predicted that too, didn’t I?”
 
   Nina nodded.
 
   Alicia smiled. “Don’t look so worried, Millie. Sam was at our house for a few days after she dumped him. Believe me, he wouldn’t take her back so fast. She wrecked him. I’ve known Sam forever and he holds a hell of a grudge. He would never take her back, unless... oh my God, what is going on over there?”
 
   I followed Alicia’s gaze towards her youngest kid, who was precariously balanced on a stool. “Eric!” she hollered. “Could you please watch our son?”
 
   I really wanted Alicia to finish that sentence. “He would never take her back, unless...” Unless what? How could she leave me hanging like that?
 
   Unfortunately, Alicia’s yelling called attention to our gossip session and Sam wheeled himself to the porch door, looking worried. “Alicia, what are you telling Millie?”
 
   “Nothing but the truth, Your Honor.” Alicia stubbed out her cigarette.
 
   Sam shook his head. “The truth? Yikes, please stop it.”
 
   Sam dragged me back into the house. To my dismay, I never got to hear the “unless.” It drove me completely crazy. Unless what? Sam wouldn’t get back together with Holly, unless... she showed up at his door completely naked? Unless she batted her eyes and said “pretty please”? Unless what?
 
   I was distracted about it all through dinner, which was fantastic, by the way. Jean made an amazing turkey. I am shocked all the Webber men are so thin and don’t weight 300 pounds a piece. There was also stuffing, mashed potatoes, like three casseroles. It was crazy. I had one glass of wine and I thought I was going to pass out before I got up from the table. Even my plus-size pants were starting to feel tight.
 
   After dinner was over, I set out trying to get Alicia alone, to figure out the end of that sentence. Unless what, Goddamnit? I couldn’t bear knowing that Alicia (who was apparently always right) thought there was a way that Holly could get Sam back.
 
   Finally, I found Alicia in the guest bedroom, reading a book. She seemed glad her in-laws could keep an eye on the kids for a change. I knocked on her door, even though it was open. She gave me a funny look. “Hi, Millie,” she said. “What’s up? Did the little monsters break something?”
 
   “No,” I said. I came into the room and shut the door behind me. Now Alicia was looking at me really weirdly. I knew I was being insane, but I couldn’t help myself. I was going out of my mind obsessing over this. “I just wanted to ask you something...”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I coughed. “Well, you said that Sam wouldn’t take Holly back, unless... and then you didn’t say unless what. So I was just wondering what you thought Holly was going to do to try to get him back.”
 
   Alicia just stared at me for a minute, looking confused. Then she started laughing uncontrollably. “Oh my God, Millie,” she gasped. She wiped a tear from her eye. I didn’t think it was that funny. “Wow. You really like him, huh?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Don’t worry,” she said. “He’s not going back to Holly, believe me.”
 
   “But you said...”
 
   She shook her head. “You know, Sam was in here half an hour ago, grilling me on what I might have told you. He thought he had to do damage control. Seriously, you two are disgustingly in love with each other. Go get married and make my boys some cousins.”
 
   I smiled despite myself. I was glad that Alicia thought we were destined for one another. But even though I really wanted to be satisfied with Alicia’s comment, I couldn’t. I still had to know.
 
   “What were you going to say though?” I pressed her. “When you said he wouldn’t get back together with Holly unless…”
 
   Alicia narrowed her eyes at me. “Millie...”
 
   “Just tell me,” I said. I added, “Please.”
 
   After an endless pause, Alicia said, “Unless he didn’t have you.”
 
   Something about her words made me uneasy. Because it made me feel like the only thing keeping Sam and The Beautiful Holly from finding true love was an ugly girl being in the way. 
 
   But that’s silly. Sam loves me. If he didn’t want to be with me, he wouldn’t.
 
   Anyway, the next morning was Christmas and presents. Am I the only 33-year-old in the world who gets extremely excited by the idea of presents? It’s especially perplexing considering I never get any good presents. Somehow, I manage to keep the hope alive.
 
   There were tons of presents under the tree. Sam had bought presents for everyone and just put my name on them, reasoning that I would have no idea what to get anyone. I wished he’d let me chip in, but naturally, he didn’t. “They’re my family,” he said.
 
   What was really touching is that everyone bought presents for me—not stuff for Sam that was labeled “Sam and Millie,” but actual presents under the tree with my name on them. Brad and Nina got me a really lovely scarf... not the warm kind that’s useless in California, but something silky and pretty. Eric and Alicia got me a gift certificate for Amazon, which they were slightly apologetic about, but Eric said he didn’t know what I’d like and he didn’t want me to have to lug some heavy statue across the country. And Sam’s parents got me this really pretty and expensive-looking blank book to use as a diary. It spooked me. Sam doesn’t know about this journal, but for a minute I worried maybe he did.
 
   Sam didn’t leave his present for me under the tree, which of course, meant that it was small and expensive. When Sam went to get it, his mother’s eyes shone and she whispered, “I bet it’s a ring!” 
 
   She looked more excited than I did.
 
   Alicia said, “It’s not a ring, Mom. He’s not going to give her a ring in front of everyone.” She added in a meaningful voice that made everyone feel awkward, “What if she says no?”
 
   Alicia, of course, was right. When Sam came back with a wrapped package that was too big to contain a ring, I could see Jean’s face fall. Once again, I felt that same mixture of relief and disappointment. The present ended up being a white gold bracelet with diamonds on it that looked so expensive, I was scared bandits would chop my hand off immediately if I wore it on the street.
 
   “I know you don’t wear much jewelry,” he said. “But I thought you’d like this. For special occasions, okay?”
 
   Sam’s sisters-in-law both looked really jealous as I put the bracelet on my wrist. (He looked like he wanted to put it on me but there’s no way he could have managed that tiny clasp.) I have to admit, I’m not into jewelry, but that bracelet was really beautiful. It made my whole arm look pretty. I know I said that 50,000 people are injured each year by jewelry, but I’m willing to take the risk.  
 
   It was snowing a lot that day, so everyone stayed inside and we did fun indoor activities like roasting marshmallows. I’ve never roasted marshmallows before. I don’t think any marshmallows have ever been roasted in California.
 
   This morning we headed out early to catch our flight. There was a lot of snow on the ground, and it was all wet and slippery, which made me terrified about driving. Sam seemed equally terrified. He kept looking quickly from the window to my hands on the steering wheel, as if he wasn’t sure where his attention was needed most. “You’re doing fine, Millie,” he said, not sounding like he believed it.
 
   “This is really hard,” I said, as the car skidded into a stoplight.
 
   “Yeah, well, now you know how I broke my neck,” he said.
 
   I looked at him in surprise. “Is that how it happened? Snow?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “I skidded off the highway and slammed into a tree.”
 
   “Wow,” I gasped. “You could’ve died…”
 
   “I almost did,” he said quietly. “I remember waking up with a tube down my throat, and my mother was sitting by my bed and sobbing. I really thought it was the end.”
 
   If he had died that night, where would I be now? I’d still just be an ugly girl, destined to be alone forever. I wouldn’t have anyone to kiss good night or curl up next to when I sleep. I’d have nothing. 
 
   I felt a sudden overpowering rush of affection for Sam. I reached over to put my hand on his shoulder, but then he yelled, “Millie, the light’s green! Eyes on the road!” 
 
   I did my best to keep the wheels on the road. I figured after all he had been through, I could at least try to spare him another horrible car wreck.
 
   When I saw the signs for the airport, I felt intense relief. I managed to make it to the car rental place and Sam had to pretty much pry my fingers off the steering wheel. He joked about it, but he was shaking too. He kissed me on the mouth. “You did great, Millie,” he said. “Now let’s never let you drive in the snow again.”
 
   I laughed and hugged him. His body felt so warm and comforting in the cold car. Every day, I love him a little bit more.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   JANUARY
 
    
 
   January 1:
 
    
 
   Happy New Year everybody! But please, be quiet... I am majorly hungover. I haven’t felt this terrible since college.
 
   We went to a party last night. It was thrown by a guy from our company named Stephen. I’ve been at the company ten years longer than Sam, but somehow he already knows more people than I do. He said that he sometimes plays poker with Stephen and some other guys on the nights when I go out with Donna. “He’s a huge nerd,” Sam warned me.
 
   “More than you?” I teased.
 
   Sam made a face at me. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. At least I’ve never dressed up like an elf.”
 
   (I didn’t know what he was talking about. And I didn’t think I wanted to.) 
 
   Sam’s friends Dave and Annie picked us up so that we could drink recklessly. Annie was going to be the designated driver of the night, since she was apparently pregnant. (Why is everyone freaking pregnant?) Sam and I had dinner beforehand, and he was dressed up nice and looked, I must admit, incredibly handsome. Part of me wanted to tell him to forget the party and go back to his place to just fool around.
 
   On the ride to the party, we got to talking about New Year’s resolutions. Annie said her New Year’s resolution was to eat healthier. Dave said his New Year’s resolution was to go to the gym once a week. Sam said that New Year’s resolutions were dumb and refused to come up with one.
 
   I sort of agreed with Sam. I read a study that only 12% of people stick to their New Year’s resolutions. But the New Year’s resolution with the greatest chance of success was “to enjoy life more.” So when it was my turn, I said, “My New Year’s resolution is to enjoy life more.”
 
   Sam beamed at me. “I like that. That’s my New Year’s resolution too.”
 
   I guess the two of us are going to enjoy life this year. 
 
   Stephen lived on the second floor of a three-story building, which thankfully looked like it had an elevator. Dave and Annie took the stairs while I waited with Sam. It was one of those old elevators that seemed like it was mostly just for deliveries, where you had to manually open the outer door in order to get inside. Everybody was going past us to take the stairs, but we didn’t have much of a choice. The door looked like it weighed a thousand pounds, and Sam was having a lot of trouble getting a good enough grip on the handle. He laced his fingers into the handle and he just couldn’t get it open more than a couple of inches. “Goddamn it,” he said after his fifth unsuccessful try.
 
   Finally, I grabbed the door and opened it. I know Sam hates it when I help him, but it was just hard to watch him struggling with the door like that. I wasn’t sure what was worse: watching him struggle or the look he gave me when I helped him.
 
   We made it upstairs in one piece (barely—that elevator was sketchy). We could tell where the party was by all the noise coming from inside and the empty beer bottles stacked outside. It really did remind me of a college party. A guy opened the door for us and immediately recognized Sam, “Hey Sammy, you made it!”
 
   “Hey, Stephen,” Sam said. “Do you know Millie?”
 
   “Of course!” Stephen said, even though I was pretty sure I’d never seen him in my entire life. “Hey, Millie!” He winked at Sam. “Nice job, man.”
 
   I shook Stephen’s sweaty hand. I have to admit, Stephen was what I’d think of when I’d imagine a stereotypical nerd. First, he was really overweight. Yeah, I’m overweight, but this guy was definitely obese. And the stained T-shirt with some horrible programming language joke on it wasn’t doing him any favors either. Also, he had long hair that was tied in a ponytail. I absolutely hate long hair in men and I’m grateful that Sam keeps his hair cut very short. The long hair would have been bad enough, but he was also balding. Long hair plus balding... such a bad combination.
 
   We went over to the punch bowl to get a drink. After interacting with Stephen, Sam was looking all that much cuter. I couldn’t believe we were going to be stuck at this party for at least another two hours until midnight. 
 
   I glanced around the room, seeing if I recognized anyone. A few faces seemed familiar from the office, but there were very few names I could attach to the faces. The only person I recognized for sure was Todd the Troll from the Computer Helpdesk. He was standing in the corner, wearing a black T-shirt and jeans that were falling down, drinking a beer. I could see droplets of beer glistening in his round beard.
 
   “Todd is here,” I blurted out.
 
   Sam glanced in the direction of his colleague from the Helpdesk. He waved at him, and Todd waved back, but thankfully didn’t come over
 
   “I hope Todd hooks up tonight,” Sam said, glancing at his friend. “He’s had a rough year. Poor guy.”
 
   I wondered if there was any chance of that. Probably about as good as my chances if I hadn’t been here with Sam. 
 
   We each poured ourselves a glass of the punch. I took one sip and my entire throat burned. This punch was at least 90% vodka. I looked at Sam, who was coughing. “Jesus,” he said. “This stuff is high octane.”
 
   “If we drink one glass of this, we’re going to be wasted,” I said.
 
   He grinned. “Bottoms up.”
 
   At any given time, 7% of the world’s population is drunk. Two glasses of punch later, we were both solidly within that 7%. Neither of us are big drinkers and this was the first time we’d ever been really drunk together. It was... interesting. Sam gets horny when he’s drunk. We went into a far corner of the room and he pulled me into his lap and started kissing me and touching me like we were the only people in the room. He had his hands in places they definitely should not have been in public, but I was drunk too and wanted him just as bad. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other. We were making out like the ship was going down.
 
   It didn’t even occur to me what a spectacle we were until I noticed a couple of guys next to us staring and snickering. I heard one of them say, “Hey, look at that.”
 
   Even though I was drunk, I felt embarrassed. We were kind of a freak show: the really ugly girl and the cripple making out. I felt self-conscious all of a sudden and pulled away.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Sam asked, looking up at me with bleary eyes.
 
   “Um,” I said. “Maybe we shouldn’t be doing this with... you know, so many people around.”
 
   “Oh,” he said. He thought for a second. “Do you want to find a room?”
 
   We found the coat room. I sat down on the coat-covered bed and Sam wasted no time spreading my legs apart under my dress. He lowered his head and started pulling my panties down with his teeth. I couldn’t believe he was about to go down on me in the coat room of a big party. Any second, someone could have walked in. It was so hot, it was unbelievable.
 
   I only had about a minute of bliss before we heard the doorknob turning. I quickly sat up and covered my bare bottom with my dress, just in the nick of time.
 
   It turned out to be Stephen. “Hey, you guys,” he said in a mischievous voice. “What are you up to in here?”
 
   “What is it?” Sam asked, a little irritably.
 
   “We’re all watching the ball drop in Times Square,” Stephen said. “I’m rounding people up.”
 
   “That already happened like three hours ago,” Sam pointed out.
 
   “You coming or not?”
 
   Actually, the truth was, I was really excited about having someone to kiss at midnight. I don’t think I’ve ever had a boyfriend at New Year’s before. It seems so romantic to kiss someone at the end of the countdown. So even though Sam wanted to stay in the bedroom, I convinced him to go out to watch the ball drop. Even though it already happened like three hours ago.
 
   The second we got into the living room though, Sam winced and touched his forehead. I frowned at him in concern. “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
   “Yeah,” he mumbled. “Just… I think I had a little too much to drink. Give me a minute, okay, Millie?”
 
   He wheeled off in the direction of the bathroom. I was worried, but even more than that, I recognized there were only five minutes left until midnight. So much for my New Year’s kiss. Maybe next year.
 
   I grabbed another beer and sat on the windowsill. Maybe Sam really just needed a minute and he’d be out before midnight. I kept my fingers crossed. 
 
   When there were about two minutes left to go, I noticed somebody sit down next to me on the windowsill. I looked over and saw none other than Todd the Troll. I cringed internally.
 
   “Hi, Millie,” he said.
 
   “Hey,” I mumbled.
 
   Todd squinted at me. I had a feeling he’d had a little too much of the high-octane punch as well. “Where’s Sam?”
 
   “Bathroom.”
 
   Todd looked in the direction of the bathroom to confirm that there was no sign of him. “Good,” he said. “I wanted to talk to you.”
 
   “About what?” 
 
   (If he had another riddle for me, I swear I was going to push him out the window. 
 
   “I made a huge mistake, Millie,” he said in a low voice.
 
   I glanced down at my watch. There was no way Sam was going to make it out in time. “What mistake?”
 
   Todd didn’t say anything. I heard on the TV that they had started counting down from ten. I was officially not going to have anyone to kiss at midnight. Oh well. 
 
   Ten, nine, eight...  
 
   “Millie…” Todd said as I took another swig of my beer.
 
   Seven, six, five, four…
 
   I felt Todd tug the beer out of my hand. I didn’t want to give up my beer, but the whole thing was so weird that I just let him do it. He took a quick drink from my bottle, then put the beer down on the windowsill.
 
   Three, two, one…
 
   And then Todd was kissing me. I felt the bristles of his round beard scraping against my face, and oh my God, even a little bit of tongue. I allowed it to happen for about five seconds before the horrible realization of what he was doing hit me and I shoved him away.
 
   “Todd, what the hell?” I almost screamed at him. 
 
   “Millie,” he murmured. “I had to do that. I’ve been wanting to do it for five years, and I was too scared or too stupid to ask you out. I deserved to lose you to Sam.”
 
   “Oh my God,” I muttered, shaking my head. I felt like I needed to disinfect my mouth with bleach. I took another drink from my beer, then remembered that Todd had drunk from it too and almost spit the beer out. 
 
   Todd looked up at me with sad brown eyes. “I just had to take a chance tonight. I never would’ve forgiven myself if I didn’t.”
 
   I looked up at Todd. I wasn’t attracted to him the way I was to Sam, but on the other hand, he wasn’t awful. If this had happened a year ago, I might have agreed to go out with him. In any case, it was flattering that a guy, any guy, had pined over me for five years. It seemed a little hard to believe, like maybe this was all some elaborate joke he was playing on me.
 
   “Hey, Millie.” I looked up at the sound of Sam’s voice. He was out of the bathroom and seemed a lot better. His face wasn’t flushed anymore and his eyes were clearer.
 
   “Hey,” I said. I glanced over at Todd, who was intently reading the label on his beer bottle.
 
   “Hey, Todd,” Sam said. He smiled benignly. “Not trying to steal my girl, are you?”
 
   He said it like it was a joke, but there was an undertone to his voice. Obviously, he already knew that Todd had a thing for me. But he had to know that I would never leave him for Todd. That would be crazy. Todd was so... ugh.
 
   Then again, Todd could walk and Sam couldn’t. Some girls might be tempted to make a different choice.
 
   “Of course not!” Todd sniffed. 
 
   He grabbed his beer and stalked off to another corner of the room, where people were still gathered around the TV. Sam gave me a weird look, but I just shrugged. I wasn’t about to tell him what happened when he was in the bathroom.
 
   In any case, I didn’t get a kiss at midnight. But I did get to make out for about 15 minutes after midnight. And that was very nice indeed.
 
    
 
    
 
   January 8:
 
    
 
   I’ve mentioned before that my computer skills are not exactly stellar. These days, when my computer breaks, I don’t even attempt to fix it anymore because I know Sam likes helping me.
 
   He still works at the Computer Helpdesk, although his primary job is to tighten up the company’s security systems. That’s what they pay him the big bucks for. But I think he actually likes working at the Helpdesk. I asked him once how he could tolerate so many stupid questions all day and he teased me with some of the stupid questions I’ve asked him over the last few months. Hey, I never said I was any kind of computer genius.
 
   Today, my boss Rich called me into his office. I thought it had something to do with the project I was working on, but instead he had a laptop sitting on his desk and a frustrated look on his face. He asked me how I was doing and I knew he was somehow leading into something, although I wasn’t sure what. I told him I was fine and asked him how he was doing.
 
   “Not good,” he told me. “I just bought this laptop for home and I’m having some issues with it.”
 
   “Oh,” I said. I had a bad feeling.
 
   “Millie,” he said. “Are you still… um, seeing Sam?”
 
   Awkward, so awkward. “Yes…”
 
   “Do you think he might be able to take a look at my computer?” Rich asked. “As a personal favor?”
 
   The Computer Helpdesk guys are not supposed to help with personal computers and Rich knows it. But of course, Sam has helped me out with my own laptop a bunch of times and once he fixed Donna’s. Although that was at his home, not at work. And the truth was, I knew he wouldn’t mind.
 
   “I could ask him,” I said.
 
   Rich acted really happy and grateful. I don’t think saying no was an option. I hoped Sam wasn’t too busy.
 
   I called the Helpdesk and naturally, Todd answered. I immediately felt my throat close up. I hadn’t exchanged any words with him since our awkward New Year’s kiss. I had hoped he’d somehow just disappear.
 
   “Hey,” I said. I cleared my throat. “Is Sam around?”
 
   I didn’t say my name, but I was pretty sure he recognized me. Luckily, he decided not to make things more awkward. “Sure,” Todd said. “I’ll go get him.”
 
   I waited on the other line for a minute, humming the Beatles’s “Help!” to myself. I tried to hum quietly, considering my voice is embarrassingly out of tune. 
 
   “Computer Helpdesk,” Sam finally answered.
 
   “Hey, it’s Millie.”
 
   “Millie!” I love calling Sam because he always sounds so completely excited to hear from me. He’s friendly enough when he answers the phone, unlike some of the other guys who sound like they want to kill you just for calling, but he always sounds so elated to hear my voice. “What’s up?”
 
   “Don’t kill me,” I said. “My boss brought his laptop from home and needs help.”
 
   Sam didn’t hesitate. “I’ll come up during my lunch break.”
 
   I felt all warm and fuzzy. Here he was, giving up his lunch so that he could make me look good in front of my boss. I’m so lucky.
 
   I told my boss, who acted happy and grateful all over again. Honestly, I love having a boyfriend who’s a computer expert. In this day and age, it’s almost like dating Superman. Except when I’m a damsel in distress, it’s not so much that some super-villain has kidnapped me, but rather my internet connection has spontaneously refused to work. I know that sounds a little melodramatic, but I know I’m not the only one who’s been reduced to tears by a malfunctioning computer.
 
   Sam came up to our floor and worked his magic on Rich’s computer. I don’t know what was wrong with the machine, but he was here for his whole lunch break, which I felt guilty about. Like I said, it isn’t his job to fix people’s personal computers. Rich bought him a ham sandwich from the cafeteria to thank him, which Sam looked slightly annoyed by. When you’re making a solid six figures, it’s worth a little more than a ham sandwich to give up your lunch break.
 
   Sam made me promise that I’d go out to dinner tonight to make up for it. I offered to pay, but as usual, he refused. 
 
   (Don’t worry, I’ll pay him back after dinner. Wink, wink.)
 
    
 
    
 
   January 12:
 
    
 
   I’ve never posted about this, but I think about it all the time: Sam’s scars.
 
   I have no scars. Well, there’s this faint scar on my knee from some glass that cut me when I was about 12. And I had my tonsils out, so theoretically there are scars there. But other than that, I don’t really have much in the way of scars. No huge slices across my chest or anything like that.
 
   Sam, on the other hand, has a lot of scars. One is really old, from an appendectomy when he was ten. The rest are from when he got hurt when he was 17. I’ve asked him what they were at various times or he told me when he saw me examining them curiously. This is my count of his scars:
 
    
 
   1) A pretty long one on the back of his neck from when they did some kind of fusion or something back there.
 
   2) One on the back of his hip, from where they took some bone to put in his neck. (I don’t quite understand this, but nevertheless, there’s a small scar there.)
 
   3) A pretty nice sized scar from when they cut open his belly. He said that’s something they do when you come into the hospital bleeding from somewhere and they can’t figure out where.
 
   4) There’s a long scar along his right thigh, which was apparently broken and had to be operated on to fix it.
 
   5) Also on his belly, a scar from a feeding tube he had early in his injury.
 
   6) On his neck, he has a scar from a breathing tube he used to have.
 
   7) Just barely below his hairline there are two little circular scars. I didn’t even notice them for a while, but apparently they’re from a halo brace that was screwed into his skull. Ouch.
 
    
 
   To be honest, I find the scars very sexy. I’ve never dated a guy with so many scars before. When I look at them, I feel affection for him because he’s been through something terrible and he survived. He’s a better man for it.
 
    
 
    
 
   January 16:
 
    
 
   Donna and I have been skipping a lot of our Friday trips to the bar. I’ve been with Sam a lot and she keeps saying she’s tired. I miss hanging out with Donna, but when I’m with her, I miss Sam. Especially since he’s practically all we talk about when we’re out.
 
   Donna and I decided we were definitely going to go out tonight, and Sam made plans to play poker with some of his friends. We got to the bar by around six and it was fairly empty, so we got our usual table. I ordered a Guinness and Donna ordered a Coke.
 
   In the past, sometimes Donna has said she didn’t want to have a drink, but it occurred to me that the last couple of times we’d been here, she’d ordered a Coke. Not only that, but she ordered nachos, which is reportedly the food most craved for by pregnant women.  
 
   “Are you pregnant?” I asked her.
 
   “What?” Donna looked at me, startled.
 
   “Why did you order a Coke?”
 
   She didn’t even have to tell me. I felt completely sure. Finally, she admitted, “Okay, I’m pregnant.”
 
   I feel bad saying so, but I was bummed. I’d been dreading Donna getting pregnant for a long time. She’s almost 35 though, so I knew it was coming soon. I want her to have a happy, healthy baby. I’m just worried that once she gets into the whole pregnancy thing, we’re not going to be able to be friends like we used to be.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   I felt like a loser. Who has to apologize to their friend for being pregnant? “Why are you apologizing? It’s great news. Congratulations.”
 
   “Thank you.” Donna looked really guilty.
 
   “How far along are you?”
 
   “Eight weeks.”
 
   Okay, eight weeks. So there would be seven months or so of Normal Donna before she had the baby and that was all she could think about anymore. Although I get the feeling that as she gets closer and closer to delivering, she’s going to become more and more baby-obsessed. “Great!” I said with what I thought was really realistic enthusiasm.
 
   “I didn’t want to tell you because I knew how upset you were that your sister was pregnant,” Donna said.
 
   Whoops. I forgot about how I had whined to Donna about Rachel’s pregnancy. Rachel being pregnant is more annoying though because now I have to hear about how wonderful it is every time I talk to my mother. Donna being pregnant... well, I could be happy for her. I could work on it, at least.
 
   “I’m sure you and Sam will have kids soon,” Donna said.
 
   “Donna, we’re not even engaged.” I have to admit, I’m glad that I have Sam. If she got pregnant and I were single, it would have practically killed me.
 
   “Yes, but you know you will be soon,” she said. “I bet by this time next year, you’ll be pregnant.”
 
   I was cheered by the thought of that. Of course, I try not to think about the fact that I’m not even sure Sam can have kids. Even if I didn’t use birth control, nothing Sam and I have done so far could potentially make a baby. The guy has to ejaculate in order to make a baby and Sam doesn’t do that. So I’m thinking getting knocked up might be a problem. That’s definitely not something I’m going to say to Donna though. 
 
   I’m afraid to ask Sam about it. What if he tells me he can’t have kids? Then what? I love him but I really want kids. My own, not adopted. I’d still stay with him, but it would definitely be a blow. Maybe I should just ask.
 
    
 
    
 
   January 17:
 
    
 
   I feel really guilty saying so, but I feel bad about Donna being pregnant. I’ve been bummed about it all day.
 
   I haven’t written about having kids before, because it’s a sore subject for me. Even when I was fine with being single, I wasn’t able to be entirely fine with never being a mom. Now that Rachel is pregnant, my mother has been calling with daily updates on the baby kicking or having womb hiccups or whatever. I act cavalier about it, but suddenly I desperately want to be a mom. When I see a newborn baby, it’s almost unbearable.
 
   I never wanted to be one of those women who got impregnated from a sperm bank, so back when I was single, I felt like I was never going to have a child. I acted all cheerful over the idea of being an aunt, but that was all a lie. I want to have a baby. I don’t need to have a zillion kids, but I want one of my own. One. Is that too much to ask for?
 
   The fact that I want it so bad is one of the reasons I never brought it up to Sam. That, and he’s a man, so I figure it will scare him. If he’s unable to ejaculate, though, I don’t see how it’s possible for me to ever get pregnant. Unless he knows some secret I don’t know about, which is possible.
 
   I know Sam loves kids. I saw how he was with his nephews. And he’d make such a great dad. He’s patient, he never yells, and he’s very affectionate. Don’t laugh, but I’ve fantasized a bunch of times about having a baby with him. I had a dream about being pregnant and him lovingly hugging my big belly. 
 
   (Yes, I am weird.)
 
   I’m being ridiculous. I just need to ask Sam about this. We’re supposed to be open with each other, so I’ll just ask. That’s all. 
 
   Simple.
 
    
 
    
 
   January 18:
 
    
 
   I wasn’t sure how to ask Sam if he thought he could have kids. It’s an odd thing to say. We were lying in bed after dinner tonight, talking about the movie we’d just watched. There was no natural lead-in. How do you go from talking about a movie with pirates to asking your boyfriend if he’s infertile?
 
   When there was a pause in the conversation, I said, “By the way, my friend Donna is pregnant.”
 
   “Hey, that’s great,” Sam said. “Tell her congratulations from me. Unless she doesn’t want anyone to know yet?”
 
   “Um,” I said. “It’s not a secret or anything.”
 
   “Wonderful,” he said. “Or mazel tov, as your people say.” He grinned adorably. “Right?” 
 
   Okay, I couldn’t stand it another minute.
 
   “Sam, can you have kids?”
 
   He looked surprised. “What?”
 
   I wished I could take back the question, but it was too late. Time to just go for it. “I mean, you can’t... ejaculate. So...”
 
   Sam raised his eyebrows at me. “I don’t ejaculate, but that doesn’t mean I can’t.”
 
   “You can?” Why didn’t I know that until this minute?
 
   “In a doctor’s office, yeah,” he said, his ears growing red. “With electrical stimulation. I got myself checked out a little while ago, to see if I could ever have kids. My sperm count is still in the normal range.”
 
   “Oh,” I said.
 
   “So in answer to your question,” he said. “Yes, I could get a woman pregnant. Maybe not the traditional way, but I could do it.”
 
   “Oh,” I said again. I was embarrassed, but also relieved and glad that I asked.
 
   “Why do you ask?” he said playfully. He rolled over to face me.
 
   “Um, well,” I said. “I think it’s good that you can have children with... you know, whoever you...” Ugh, I’m so not smooth. Sam looked at me like he was about to burst out laughing. “Anyway,” I summed up. “You know.”
 
   Sam laughed but then wiped the smile off his face and got very serious all of a sudden. “Millie,” he said. “You know I want to marry you, right?” I started to say something and he wouldn’t let me. “I’m not proposing, I’m just making sure you’re aware of that fact.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I don’t want to rush you though,” he said. “If you say yes to me, I don’t want there to be a doubt in your mind. Because there isn’t a doubt in mine.”
 
   I wanted to tell him there wasn’t a doubt in my mind either, but somehow I couldn’t. I love him, but getting married is a big deal and Sam is... well, there are issues. Obviously. In the back of my mind, maybe I’m not 100% sure. And I know the last time Sam bought a ring for a woman, he had to return it. So I don’t blame him for wanting to be sure I’m sure. It must have been awful for him to put himself out there like that and then get shot down. I’m guessing he doesn’t want to go through that again.
 
   “Come here,” Sam said to me. I rolled over to face him and he kissed me. “I love you,” he said. I told him I loved him too and we kissed until we both fell asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   January 20:
 
    
 
   I just got off the phone with my sister Rachel.
 
   Rachel and I have a weird relationship. Unfortunately, we don’t really talk much anymore. I’m three years older than she is and we used to be friends when we were kids. We used to dress up together and put on elaborate fashion shows for our parents, and Rachel would follow me around like I was her greatest hero. But sometime when we were teenagers, we started to grow apart. 
 
   Actually, I should be honest: I know the exact moment when my relationship with Rachel fell apart.
 
   I was 17, a senior in high school, and she was 14 and a freshman. I was feeling pretty depressed because I desperately wanted a boyfriend, yet no boy would even look at me. It was something I thought about constantly and was extremely frustrated. I feel kind of bad whining about it now, considering that when Sam was 17, he was getting used to living the rest of his life as a quadriplegic. Makes my problems feel a little small, in retrospect.
 
   My aunt Maxine was visiting us, and the second she saw Rachel, she made a huge fuss over her. She started talking about how Rachel had blossomed and how beautiful she looked… and I started to realize she was right. And as ugly as I had felt, I felt a million times uglier at that moment. Maxine didn’t even give me a cursory, “Nice socks,” or whatever.
 
   Then Maxine started teasing Rachel about boys and how they must have been going crazy over her. Rachel initially was shy about it and didn’t say anything, but then she finally admitted, to my horror, that she had a boyfriend at school. My baby sister had a boyfriend before I did! I wanted to die.
 
   Of course, since my mom didn’t want us to actually date, Rachel’s relationship was pretty limited. But we went to the same high school and I had to watch Rachel stare lovingly into her cute boyfriend’s eyes in the hallway all year. It was miserable.
 
   And then when Rachel started dating The Wonderful Theo, it just got worse. My mother used to constantly gush about him. By that point, I pretty much expected Rachel to get married before I did. But that didn’t mean it was any less painful.
 
   Her wedding was probably the last straw for me. I suspected Rachel must have chosen bridesmaids’ dresses specifically based on what would flatter me the least. The frilly purple frock with the short sleeves definitely didn’t do me any favors. Of course, I know Rachel didn’t actually want me to be one of her bridesmaids and our mother just forced her to ask me. After all, we may have been sisters, but we weren’t friends. Not anymore.
 
   I spent most of Rachel’s wedding sitting alone at a table while relatives came up to me and made comments about how funny it was that my little sister was getting married before I was. Ha ha, that’s just so funny! Yes, I’m sure I’ll be next too. Yes, I really should hurry up and get married before it’s too late. Thanks for the advice.   
 
   After that wedding, I basically never called Rachel again. And she never called me.
 
   That’s why I was so surprised when I picked up the phone just now and it was her. I had been waiting for Sam to call and I didn’t have Rachel’s number even programmed into my cell phone, so I thought it might have been him calling from a phone at work or something, even though the area code was wrong. When I heard Rachel’s voice on the other line, I was almost speechless.
 
   “Hi, Millie,” Rachel said. She sounded very quiet and reserved on the other line. She’s actually very shy, even though she’s so pretty. “How are you?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said. “How are you doing?”
 
   “I found out I’m having a boy,” she said.
 
   “Oh,” I said. A boy. My mother was going to be so happy. She always wanted a boy, even though she won’t admit it. I bit my lip and forced myself to sound happy. “That’s wonderful, Rachel.”
 
   “Theo wanted a boy,” Rachel said thoughtfully. “I sort of wanted a girl, but… well, I just want the baby to be healthy.”
 
   (I don’t understand why when you ask a pregnant lady if they want a girl or a boy, they must respond that they just want the baby to be healthy. How are those things even related? “Healthy” is not a gender.)
 
   “Boys are great,” I said. I didn’t want to talk about the baby. I didn’t even want to talk to my best friend Donna about her baby so I certainly didn’t want to talk to Rachel about it.
 
   “Um, so… my friend Gloria is making me a baby shower and I was wondering if you’d like to come.”
 
   I wondered if my mother had told Rachel to invite me. “Uh, sure,” I said. I definitely did not want to come, but I figured I was stuck. How could I say no to my own sister’s baby shower?
 
   “Also,” she said, “we’re inviting couples, not just women, so you should invite Sam too.”
 
   That was definitely not what I expected Rachel to say. 
 
   “Theo and I really liked him,” she went on. “Daddy liked him too. He seems wonderful.”
 
   She didn’t sound patronizing at all. It sounded like she meant it. The thing is, Rachel is a really nice person. She doesn’t rub my nose in how great her life is, but that still doesn’t make it any easier for me to swallow. I wonder if maybe now that things are better for me, we could restart our relationship. For a moment, I allowed myself to fantasize about my sister and I being friends again like Sam is with his brothers. 
 
   I mean, Rachel is my sister. I only have one sister.
 
   “Also,” she added, “he’s really cute.”
 
   That got me to laugh. Rachel and I talked for about twenty minutes after that and the whole thing really made me happy. I’m actually in a wonderful mood right now. Which is good because my phone is ringing now and it’s probably Sam, and we’re going to have a great night together.
 
    
 
    
 
   January 21:
 
    
 
   I just had the weirdest interaction with Martha.
 
   I came home from work today and found her outside the house with a man I didn’t recognize. For a moment, I thought Martha was hooking up. I think that would’ve completely blown my mind. Especially since the man seemed about 20 years younger than she was. 
 
   But when I got closer, I could tell that they were involved in some sort of business interaction. They were standing in front of the steps to the front door, Martha was talking, and the guy was nodding. I heard him say, “Yeah, I could do that.”
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked Martha. Was she doing renovations? That would’ve blown my mind almost as much as her hooking up. Ooh, maybe we were getting a new washer and dryer!
 
   “I’m going to be installing a ramp to the front door,” the man informed me as he pulled a tape measure from his tool belt.
 
   I stared at Martha in surprise. She looked away and started stroking a orange cat that had suddenly appeared in her arms.
 
   “Why are you installing a ramp?” I asked her.
 
   “Well, for your friend,” she said. “He can’t get in without it, can he?”
 
   I didn’t point out to her that he still wouldn’t be able to get into my apartment on the second floor. I don’t know if Martha envisioned the two of us hanging out at her place. Presumably she did.
 
   “The thing is,” I said to her in low voice while the handyman took some measurements, “I may be… moving to his place sometime. Sometimes soon. So I’m not sure if you need to build a ramp.”
 
   I expected Martha to go completely berserk at the news that I was moving out, and possibly start throwing cats at me. But she didn’t. She just nodded her head thoughtfully. “Well,” she said. “The two of you could still come visit. That boy looks like he could use a good meal.”
 
   “We’ll visit all the time,” I promised her. I meant it.
 
   Hopefully, Sam doesn’t have cat allergies.
 
    
 
    
 
   January 22:
 
    
 
   I’m sick. It’s like someone blew up a balloon inside my nose and just left it there. I actually called in sick to work, which I almost never do because I’m such a diligent little worker bee, but I just feel so crappy.
 
   This is a quickie post because Sam is on his way over. Obviously, he can’t come into my apartment (damn stairs), but he’s taking me to his place so that he can pamper me. He made his housekeeper Lucy cook me up some soup. This is going to be sweet.
 
   I feel a little guilty exposing Sam to my cold, but then again, I think I’ve already done that. I still worry a little bit, because I figure in the category of people extra vulnerable to colds, like asthmatics or diabetics, quadriplegics are probably in there somewhere too. He even admitted to me that he had trouble breathing after his injury and he’s got that scar on his neck from having a trach, which freaks me out a little. But Sam swears he never gets sick.
 
   Ah well, he’s calling. If he gets my cold, it’s his own damn fault. I’m off to be pampered!
 
    
 
    
 
   January 24:
 
    
 
   This morning I was feeling a little better, but still sick enough that Sam was able to talk me into calling in sick yet again. He, on the other hand, had to go in to work. He still hasn’t caught my cold and he swears it’s not going to happen.
 
   I was walking around the apartment in one of Sam’s shirts, which was nice and big and cozy on me, when I ran into Lucy, Sam’s cleaning woman. I was really embarrassed to be in just a shirt, but at least my legs were shaved. Lucy gave me a bright hello and asked me if I’d like breakfast.
 
   “Uh, you don’t have to,” I said. I felt kind of awkward having someone in my home to cook and clean for me. We never had that growing up. It makes me feel all bourgeoisie. Of course, I know Sam only has a housekeeper because it’s hard for him to do a lot of that stuff himself.
 
   “It’s no problem!” Lucy chirped. “Would you like some oatmeal?”
 
   I must have been really sick because oatmeal sounded incredibly good, so I agreed to let her make it for me while I got dressed. I guess Lucy cooks for Sam a lot, so it’s not a big deal to her.
 
   When I came out of the bedroom after showering, there was a nice hot bowl of oatmeal waiting for me. At that moment, I completely loved Lucy. I forgot everything I had been feeling in the way of jealousy and I wanted to give Lucy a great big kiss. Mmm... oatmeal.
 
   I dug into the food while Lucy cleaned around me. Again, this made me feel a little awkward, but I was too hungry to care. Lucy was humming some song from the radio, but kept pausing to make comments when she watered Sam’s plants, like, “Oh, hello, Mr. Plant. How are you today?” I thought back to what Sam said about feeling much much older than she was and I could now see what he meant.
 
   “By the way,” Lucy said. At first I thought she was talking to a plant, then I realized she was talking to me. “I hope I’m not out of place saying this, but I just wanted to tell you that Sam seems so happy since you two have been dating.”
 
   I looked up from my oatmeal. “Yeah?”
 
   “Oh yes!” Lucy nodded vigorously. “He’s always in such a good mood these days. I’ve been working here for almost two years and I’ve never seen him so happy.”
 
   Two years. I did a quick mental calculation and realized that Lucy was implying that he was happier with me than he was with Holly. And presumably happier than after Holly dumped him.
 
   “Sam is so sweet,” Lucy said. “You guys make such a great couple.” Her eyes lit up. “Hey, maybe you’ll get married?”
 
   “We’ll see,” I mumbled, not wanting to let on how much I’d thought about it.
 
   “I told Sam he should propose to you,” Lucy said. “I totally think he’s going to. That would be awesome.”
 
   Lucy was making my head spin a little bit. Or maybe that was my cold. I finished my oatmeal and told her I was going to lie down again. But when I got to the bed, I kept thinking about how she said I was making Sam really happy and it made it hard for me to sleep. 
 
   I want to make him happy. He deserves to be happy.
 
    
 
    
 
   January 29:
 
    
 
   After all Sam’s big talk about never getting sick, I just drove him to the doctor yesterday.
 
   Actually, I’m being melodramatic. I drove him to the podiatrist for an appointment. He was having a little procedure and I talked him into letting me drive. It wasn’t a big deal or anything, but he apparently had an ingrown toenail that was a bit infected and he needed it pulled.
 
   Okay, that was gross. But it was gross in a good way, if that makes any sense. Like when an old woman wipes the drool off the face of her husband of fifty years, and everybody goes “aw.” I’ve never been close enough to a man to get involved in his medical care in any way. I felt closer to him that he was including me in this, even though I actually think he would have preferred if I didn’t know about any of it. I only found out about it accidentally when I caught him making the appointment.  
 
   Because we took my car, we didn’t have the advantage of handicapped parking, but the lot was not that full so it was fine. Sam looked totally calm during the drive, even though he was about to go through a painful procedure. Then again, he wasn’t going to be able to feel the painful procedure, so maybe that’s why he wasn’t nervous.
 
   I didn’t go into the room with him. I’m not good around blood and gore and stuff like that. Hence the career as an actuary and not as a cardiothoracic surgeon. He seemed relieved that I didn’t want to go in, to be honest.
 
   He was in the room maybe half an hour and came out minus one toenail and with a prescription for antibiotics. He looked slightly pale when he came out, but maybe that was my imagination. I have to admit, I was a little worried about him. He said it was just a minor infection, but what if the infection got out of hand? What if his whole body got infected and he died? Yes, that seemed unlikely, but not impossible.
 
   On the ride back, Sam’s leg kept jumping up and down—he had to keep grabbing his knee to get it to stop. He told me that was a reaction to pain he can’t feel. I’ve seen his legs jump before and he just calls them “spasms” and apparently a lot of guys with spinal cord injuries have them a lot worse than he does. He just gets them occasionally. It still seems really weird to me, like there’s no way his leg could possibly be moving like that on its own. 
 
   (The first time I saw it moving like that, I was convinced he must have been doing it on purpose. Maybe the whole wheelchair deal was a fake, ha ha.)
 
   The podiatrist gave him some bandages and told him to change them twice a day. I stayed over last night and offered to do it for him. It seemed like dressing a wound would be difficult without the use of your fingers 
 
   “No, I don’t want you to do it,” he said.
 
   “I don’t mind.”
 
   “No, you really don’t need to see my disgusting bloody toe.”
 
   I folded my arms across my chest. “I’m sure when we’re married, I’ll see my share of bloody toes and worse.”
 
   Sam was staring at me and I just realized what I had said. I turned bright red. I know Sam had expressed his intentions to me, but I felt like I was being really presumptuous saying “when we’re married.” But a second later Sam was grinning at me like I just told him he won the lottery (which as I’ve said, is nearly impossible).
 
   “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “But for now, I’m still courting you. So no bloody toes.”
 
   It just goes to show you that you can think you said the wrong thing when actually you said the exact right thing. Sam couldn’t stop kissing me after that and things got a little intense, if you know what I mean. Then afterwards, he changed the bandage on his toe by himself and it took him a freaking hour.
 
    
 
    
 
   January 31:
 
    
 
   You know what is awesome?
 
   When Sam and I get married, my name will be Millie Webber. Well, Matilda Webber. That is such a nice, normal name... except for the Matilda part. But the last name is so much better. I won’t have to repeat it five times and spell it ten times. Nobody will laugh at me. 
 
   I can see why some women keep their maiden names, but I am definitely 100% changing my name. I’m sure Sam will be happy about that too, because he’s kind of a traditional guy.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   FEBRUARY
 
    
 
   February 5:
 
    
 
   Next Saturday is Valentine’s Day.
 
   I know this is going to sound pathetic, but this is the first Valentine’s Day when I’ve ever had a boyfriend. Or a date. I remember in high school, you could purchase a rose for your significant other and it would be delivered to their homeroom. Every time Valentine’s Day came around, I’d hold out the stupid hope that maybe there’d be some guy who had a secret crush on me and would buy me a rose to finally declare his love. Then the day would come, and of course, nobody bought me a rose, and I’d end up getting really depressed, looking at all the pretty girls in my homeroom with their roses.
 
   By college, I knew better. I knew I was going to end up alone on Valentine’s Day and no random guy was going to miraculously show up at my door and tell me he was in love with me. But I admit, there was still a teeny part of me that believed that something romantic would still happen.
 
   It never did.
 
   As my twenties dwindled down, that optimistic part of me died. Last year, I spent Valentine’s Day alone in my apartment, eating chocolate ice cream. I felt like this horrible cliché: fat ugly girl alone in her apartment on Valentine’s Day pigging out on ice cream. But then, what else was I supposed to do? Hang myself? That would have been even more of a cliché.
 
   That’s behind me. This year, Sam has something really romantic planned. I don’t know what exactly, but I’ll let you in on a little secret: I’m 99% sure he’s planning to propose.
 
   Here’s my evidence:
 
    
 
   1. He’s been dropping hints nonstop about rings.
 
   2. Everyone who knows him has been telling me they think he’s going to propose soon.
 
   3. We’ve been dating for over six months, which he said once was long enough to “know” about another person.
 
   4. He’s a sucker for romance. What more romantic day is there to propose than on Valentine’s Day?
 
   5. I’ve been dropping hints to him that I would say yes.
 
    
 
   Sam was telling me he didn’t want there to be a doubt in my mind when I said yes to him. There honestly isn’t right now. I love him so much. When I look at him, I think about how I want to watch his hair go gray and his face get lined with age. I want us to grow old together. I want to spend every Valentine’s Day with him for the rest of my life.
 
    
 
    
 
   February 8:
 
    
 
   It’s over between me and Sam. I can’t talk about this now but this sucks so much. I can’t stop crying. Goddamn fucking Holly.
 
    
 
    
 
   February 9:
 
    
 
   I called in sick at work today. I’m sitting at home, eating and crying. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to go back to work, because Sam is there. I’ll have to quit and find something new.
 
   You probably want to know what happened.
 
   Yesterday was Sunday, so Sam and I spent the day together. We saw a movie and then came back in the evening and had great sex. We had been planning to go out to dinner, but Sam was tired, so we decided to order in pizza. Actually, I hate eating out with Sam on the weekend because everything is so crowded and he has trouble steering his chair through restaurants. 
 
   (I’m trying to think of things about Sam that I don’t like to make this easier on myself.)
 
   We were lying in bed together when the pizza guy rang. Sam said we should eat in bed, crumbs be damned, so he stayed there while I buzzed up the delivery guy. I threw on my shirt and pants, and went to open the door. I looked like a mess with my shirt half unbuttoned and my hair all over the place, but Sam didn’t seem to mind and the pizza guy certainly wasn’t going to mind.
 
   Except it wasn’t the pizza guy at the door.
 
   I recognized Holly immediately from her photos. A lot of people are very photogenic and don’t look as good in real life as in photos, but Holly didn’t have that problem. She was a hundred times prettier in person than she was in the pictures. She was really, really beautiful. She had these gigantic blue eyes and pouting pink lips, and thick blond hair. She smelled like cigarettes and tequila in the best possible way.
 
   I can’t look a millionth as good as Holly at my very best, and definitely not when I was all disheveled from rolling around in bed with Sam. I felt like some sort of hideous monster standing next to her. Like I was another species. 
 
   I just stared at her awkwardly and she stared back equally awkwardly. Finally, she said, “Is Sam there?”
 
   “Um,” I said.
 
   Then she said, “Are you the cleaning woman?”
 
   Ha, nice try. That was great, how she managed to insult me. I don’t think I looked like the cleaning woman. The cleaning woman doesn’t come on a Sunday night and walk around barefoot with her shirt half buttoned. But it was a nice reminder that I was so far off in looks from the kind of girl Sam was capable of dating that I could only be the cleaning woman, no matter how ridiculous that was.
 
   I didn’t know what to do. We both stood there for what felt like forever. We might have stood there for an hour or longer if Sam didn’t roll in to see what was going on. When he saw Holly at his door, his eyes widened. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” he asked angrily. He looked at me. “Why did you let her in?”
 
   “I thought she was pizza,” I said. Yes, Sam’s new squeeze was beautiful and smart.
 
   “Sam.” Holly spoke quietly, like she thought maybe I wouldn’t be able to hear. “I need to talk to you. You won’t talk to me on the phone so I decided to come here.”
 
   “What do you want?” He still sounded really angry. “Do you want to pay me back for beauty school? I’ll take a check, if that’s what you want.”
 
   “I’ll write you a check right now.” Holly reached into her purse and pulled out her checkbook.
 
   I could see Sam’s anger dissolve a little as he watched her write the check. “You don’t have to pay me back,” he said. “I know you need the money. It’s okay.”
 
   I cringed inside. He was being nice to her.
 
   Holly pulled the check out of the checkbook and held it out to him. He shook his head, “No, Holly… it’s okay. You don’t have to.”
 
   She blinked. I could see she was teary-eyed. She put the check back in her purse. “Can I talk to you outside, Sam? Please? Just for a minute?”
 
   Sam didn’t look angry anymore at all. He looked at me, as if asking for permission. I really wished I could say no, but how could I? She was crying, for God’s sake. What kind of mean, awful person would say no? “It’s okay.”
 
   “I’ll just be right outside,” he reassured me.
 
   He kept his promise—they stayed right outside the door, but I was still agitated about it. Also, he wasn’t even fully dressed—he was just wearing boxer shorts and an undershirt, so she was basically talking to him while he was in his underwear. I wished there were more clothing between the two of them.
 
   I could hear the muffled sounds of them talking. I would have given anything to hear their conversation. I pressed my ear against the door and I could sort of make it out, but not very well. Then I remembered what they always do in books: take a cup and press one end to your ear and the other end against the door. I figured it was worth a shot. I got a glass out of Sam’s kitchen and put my ear against it. I felt like Nancy Drew. 
 
   (Actually, I mostly felt like an idiot.)
 
   It sort of worked. I could hear them talking and could make out most of the words if I listened carefully. Sam was saying something that sounded like my name.
 
   “You know it’s just a rebound relationship,” Holly was saying.
 
   “It’s not,” Sam said. “I love her.”
 
   “Right, you love her. I believe that.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Holly said. “But I know she’s not the one you want to be with. We have almost two years of history together.”
 
   “You dumped me, Holly, not the other way around.”
 
   “It was the biggest mistake I ever made,” she said. I felt so sick, I almost dropped the glass. “I got scared when you showed up with that ring. Haven’t you ever made a mistake, Sam? One you wish you could take back?”
 
   I couldn’t make out his reply.
 
   “Please, Sammy.” Holly sounded like she was crying. “Give me another chance. You owe it to us. I know you still love me. I can see it in your face.”
 
   I wanted him to tell her to go fuck herself again, but I didn’t hear him say that. I lifted my ear from the glass and looked through the peephole. Holly was crouched in front of Sam’s wheelchair. She ran her hand through his hair and he didn’t stop her. Then, to my horror, she leaned forward and kissed him. I expected him to push her away, but he didn’t. He just let her kiss him.
 
   I stumbled away from the door. I felt like throwing up, except of course, I didn’t have anything in me to throw up because our pizza guy never showed. All I could do was cry. 
 
   A few minutes later, Sam came back inside and found me with hysterical tears running down my cheeks, my eyes red and bloodshot, and my nose running everywhere. I was making it almost too easy for him to leave me.
 
   “Millie?” He looked shocked to see me crying.
 
   “I can’t believe you kissed her,” I hiccuped.
 
   Sam’s face got really pale. “Oh God, you saw that? Millie, I’m so sorry.”
 
   I turned away. At least he wasn’t denying it.
 
   “Look, she kissed me. I didn’t…”
 
   He seemed really guilty, so that was good. But not good enough.
 
   “So are you back together with her?”
 
   “Of course not!” he said. “How could you think that?”
 
   “Because you were kissing her!”
 
   “Millie, please believe me,” he said. “I feel nothing for her. She kissed me and I pulled away.”
 
   “You didn’t pull away. You let her kiss you. I saw it.”
 
   He couldn’t deny it. He knew I was right. He still had feelings for Holly.
 
   I remembered what Alicia had said the other night. That he wouldn’t go back to Holly unless he didn’t have me. I was the only thing keeping them from being together. I was the one keeping Sam from being with the woman he loved, the one he really wanted.
 
   “I’m leaving,” I said.
 
   “Millie, don’t!”
 
   Still sobbing, I went to his bedroom and gathered up my things. I had a bunch of crap in his bathroom so I grabbed a plastic bag and started throwing my stuff inside. I even had tampons in his closet. No wonder he likes Holly better. Holly probably doesn’t even menstruate or take a crap.
 
   When I came out with my feet stuffed barefoot into my sneakers and a big plastic bag filled with my junk, Sam was waiting by the door. He was actually crying. I’d never seen him cry before—not even close. 
 
   “Millie, don’t leave.” He wheeled over to me and tried to grab onto my arms but his grip strength wasn’t good enough. “Please, Millie, I love you.”
 
   “Bullshit,” I said.
 
   How could I ever trust him again? How could I ever get the image of him kissing Holly out of my head? Breaking up was the best thing. He might be sad over me for a few days, but then he’ll realize he’s better off with pretty little Holly. He’ll give her a call just for comfort and she’ll come over and they’ll end up hooking up. They’ll get married just like they were supposed to all along. 
 
   It’s better this way.
 
   I left the apartment with Sam crying and begging me to stay. In the lobby as I was leaving, I passed the pizza guy.
 
    
 
    
 
   February 9:
 
    
 
   Well, I spent half the day eating and crying and the other half sleeping. My eyes are really puffy. I look like I’m 45 years old. I need to start dolling myself up if I’m going to go start dating again. 
 
   (Oh God. I can’t believe I have to start dating again. I’m going to kill myself.)
 
   I know I’m weird but after I woke up from my last nap, I stripped off all my clothes and stared at myself in the mirror. My ugliness is fascinating sometimes. I grabbed various folds of fat, trying to picture what I’d look like without them. I wonder if I should get liposuction. I have the money to pay for it and it might make a difference. Right now, I just can’t even imagine showing another man my body. I am honestly shocked that Sam was able to tolerate me looking this way. He must have had to picture Holly when we were together.
 
   Who am I kidding? I’d never have the guts to have liposuction. They’d probably just screw it up and I’d be left deformed. And let’s face it, suctioning off a little fat isn’t going to make me pretty. I’d need massive plastic surgery for that.
 
   My mirror session got interrupted by a call from Donna. She wanted to know what happened with Sam. “He brought you a zillion flowers this morning,” she told me. “I think he bought out an entire flower store.”
 
   “Did he say anything to you?”
 
   “No, but he told me that if I talked to you, I should tell you to call him.”
 
   “I caught him making out with his ex-girlfriend.”
 
   Donna gasped. “Not Sam! I don’t believe it.”
 
   “She came to his apartment and begged him to get back together.”
 
   I may have blown Donna’s mind. “I just can’t believe this,” she mused. “Sam was so crazy about you. He’d sometimes come by my cubicle when you weren’t there to pump me for information on things you like so he could surprise you.”
 
   Yeah, that sounded like my boyfriend. Well, ex-boyfriend. A new wave of tears erupted. “Every time I close my eyes, I can see him kissing that girl… I don’t know if I can ever forgive him…”
 
   “Well, who needs him?” Donna said. “Look, I didn’t want to say anything at the time, but it would have been hard spending your life with a guy in a wheelchair, right? There was a lot he couldn’t do. He couldn’t even get into your apartment!”
 
   I remembered how frustrated Sam was by my apartment. More than anything, he wanted to be able to come upstairs with me.
 
   Donna continued to talk trash about Sam. She was right about a lot of things. Life with a quadriplegic wouldn’t have been ideal. Things would have been harder for me in a lot of ways. And everyone was always staring at him and uncomfortable around him. It would have been a difficult life.
 
   But it was a life I had wanted.
 
    
 
    
 
   February 10:
 
    
 
   I called in sick again today and worked on purging Sam from my life.
 
   I turned my cell phone off yesterday and when I got up this morning, I had 12 new voice messages from Sam as well as 32 text messages. I was tempted to at least read some of the text messages, but I knew it would be too painful. After all, everything he said would be a lie. I deleted all the texts without looking at them and erased the voice messages.
 
   Of course, I knew he’d just keep calling and texting me. So I did something drastic: I drove to the nearest Verizon store and paid to get a new phone number. That’s what Sam would have done if he had been honest about not wanting Holly to contact him.
 
   Of course, now there are dozens of people who can’t call me because they don’t have my new number. But actually, that’s a bonus. I’d rather not talk to anyone right now. I was happy when I got my new number. It was a relief. Also, I got a good deal on a new iPhone.
 
   Step two was email. I checked my email and I don’t even want to say how many were from Sam. Let’s just say there were a lot. They filled the entire screen. I deleted them all without looking. Then I set up a filter so his emails would go directly to the trash bin.
 
   There were also a bunch of packages for me left on the front steps. Flowers he had ordered and a box of candy. I grabbed a garbage bag and stuffed all the flowers and candy inside, then walked it to the curb.
 
   The whole cleansing process made me feel a lot better. Maybe it will be possible to try to forget about Sam. It’s not going to happen today, but eventually I’ll get over him.
 
   I spent a little time today looking through some dating sites. I felt sick to my stomach as I did it. I thought I was done with that bullshit forever.
 
   I also started looking for new jobs. Donna is going to freak out when I tell her, but I can’t work there anymore. I’m sure someone will be willing to hire me. I may be ugly, but I’m a good actuary.
 
    
 
    
 
   February 11:
 
    
 
   The world is made up of two kinds of people: those who eat when they’re upset and those who don’t. Three guesses which kind I am. Today I ate pretty much everything in the refrigerator. Luckily for me, there wasn’t that much food in the fridge because I’d been spending most of my time at Sam’s place, but that also resulted in a few not-so-proud moments, like when I was eating barbecue sauce out of a bottle. 
 
   (The average person eats almost 1500 pounds of food a year. I think I might eat about 3000 pounds. Maybe more.)
 
   After eating all that food, I really wanted to vomit. I went to the bathroom, bent down in front of the toilet, and stuck my finger down my throat. I gagged pretty severely, but I failed to actually vomit. So much for becoming bulimic.
 
   Eventually I went to the grocery store to restock my fridge. I checked the streets carefully before I ventured from the front door to my car. I feel safe in my apartment because I know Sam can’t show up at my door with all those stairs in the way. But on the street, I’m fair game. Maybe he’s not trying as hard as I thought though, because I managed to get back and forth from the grocery store without a problem.
 
   Once I got home, I polished off a pie I had bought from the grocery store. I was wearing my fat clothes today and I’m embarrassed to admit that I had to unbutton them for comfort. Having to unbutton my fat clothes was kind of horrifying to me. I stepped on my scale, afraid to look at the numbers I saw. When I looked, it was as bad as I had feared. Since I started dating Sam, I’ve gained over 20 pounds. I don’t think it was anything I ate in the last few days, but we’d been having a lot of meals out and he acted like he didn’t care about my weight, so I just ate whatever. 
 
   No wonder he had kissed Holly. I’m disgusting. I can’t even blame him.
 
   I went back to the mirror to look at myself, although this time I left my clothes on. As I looked at myself, I imagined being a guy out on a date and seeing this image before me. I remembered all the disappointed looks I used to get before Sam came along. 
 
   It was then that I made a momentous decision: 
 
   I’m not dating anymore. 
 
   I started this diary as a way to show the world that being a single girl is okay and that’s how I’m going to end it. We don’t need men to be happy! Arguably, we’re happier without men. Here I had this guy who I thought was the greatest, and look what he did to me. I don’t want a husband or even a boyfriend. I can certainly support myself financially. I’ll be an aunt to my sister’s kids and that’s good enough. I just don’t want to deal with dating again. 
 
   That’s it. I’ve had it. I’m done.
 
   Maybe I’ll go buy a cat. Hell, maybe I’ll get two cats. I’ll ask Martha to tell me where she got hers. Toxoplasmosis be damned. 
 
   Actually, losing my mind might be a blessing.
 
    
 
    
 
   February 12:
 
    
 
   My fourth sick day. I haven’t told my boss yet that I’m planning on quitting.
 
   My mother had my father email me because she figured out my phone number got changed and was freaking out. I didn’t really want to talk to her, but I reluctantly gave my father the new number. She called me like five minutes later, demanding to know what was wrong.
 
   “Sam and I broke up,” I said.
 
   She couldn’t conceal her happiness, which made me feel even worse. “Oh, Millie. This is really for the best.” She didn’t even ask me what happened.
 
   “Yeah,” I muttered.
 
   “You could do so much better than him,” she said. “In fact...”
 
   I zoned out while she told me about yet another guy she met for me at temple. I didn’t tell her my new resolution not to date anymore. I don’t think she’s going to like it. I don’t care though.
 
   Donna was also apparently worried enough about me to stop by my apartment after work today. I didn’t really feel like seeing her, especially since she’s pregnant, but I felt bad not letting her in when she showed up at my door. When she saw me in my barbecue sauce-stained fat clothes, she reached out and gave me a hug.
 
   “Oh, Millie…” she murmured. I’m embarrassed to admit that I started to tear up.
 
   “I’m fine,” I said as I pulled away from her embrace. I think we both knew that was a lie.
 
   “Rich is freaking out,” Donna said, biting her lip. “When do you think you’re coming back to work?”
 
   “Never,” I said. “I’m quitting.”
 
   Donna looked horrified. “Millie, you can’t!” she cried. “What will I do without you?”
 
   I wanted to tell her that my heart had been broken and I didn’t give a shit that she didn’t have someone to gossip with during coffee breaks. Now that she was having a baby, she could just be friends with all the moms at work anyway. 
 
   But I couldn’t say that. It would have been mean. Donna had been a good friend to me. 
 
   “I just can’t go back there, Donna,” I said.
 
   Donna bit her lip. “Maybe you’re… overreacting a little bit.”
 
   What a shock. Donna was taking his side. He kissed another woman right in front of me and I’m the bad guy for not forgiving him. 
 
   “I can’t work in the same building with him,” I said. “Not if he’s with Holly.”
 
   “But he doesn’t want Holly,” she said. “He wants to be with you.”
 
   “Is that what he told you?”
 
   “Yes,” she said. “He told me everything that happened. Honestly, I don’t think it’s as bad as you’re making it out to be.”
 
   “He kissed her. That’s a fact!” My boyfriend kissed another woman. How could I make that any worse? 
 
   “He told me that she was the one who kissed him,” Donna said. “And he said he sent her packing right after pushing her away.”
 
   “I didn’t see any of that. I just saw them making out.”
 
   “I believe him,” Donna said. “Sam is a great guy and he would never do anything to hurt you. He’s been to your cubicle every day looking for you. He looks awful, like he hasn’t slept all week. He keeps asking me if I’ve heard anything from you.”
 
   “He just feels guilty,” I said. “Holly wants him back and I know he wants that too. I realized it when I saw them kiss. Holly is… Donna, she’s gorgeous. Really, she’s so beautiful. They should be together. He just feels guilty about what he did to me, but I know she’s the one he wants. I’m doing him a favor. Seriously, if you compare me to her, it’s a joke.”
 
   Donna huffed. She actually sounded angry, even though I was the one who had just been basically dumped. I couldn’t believe she was actually taking Sam’s side over mine. “Millie, you’re ridiculous.”
 
   “I’m ridiculous?”
 
   “For years, I listened to your self-deprecating crap,” she said. “About how every guy was eventually going to dump you because you’re so ugly. Until the guy finally believed you deserved to be treated the way you thought you should be treated. I never said anything because I didn’t think you’d listen to me and those guys were all jerks anyway. But now you’re screwing up the best relationship you’ve ever had. I won’t let you ruin your life just because you have low self-esteem.”
 
   “It’s not low self-esteem if I’m right,” I said.
 
   “Oh God, shut up, Millie!” Donna said. “You’re not ugly! I don’t know why you think that.”
 
   “Because I am? Because no guy wants to go out with me?”
 
   “No guy wants to go out with you?” Donna shook her head. “Sam was asking you out for a week before you told him yes! You’re oblivious whenever a guy is hitting on you. You never believe anyone really likes you. It’s really, really frustrating.”
 
   “You’re just saying all that because you’re my best friend.”
 
   “Maybe I’m your best friend,” Donna said, “but Sam is in love with you and he thinks you’re beautiful.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t believe anything Donna said to me, but she seemed so convinced of what she was saying. It didn’t sound like she was saying it just to make me feel good.
 
   I keep thinking about what she said about Sam looking awful. Is it possible he’s really suffering over this? If he wants to just move on and go out with Holly, I wish he’d just go ahead and do it. I mean, I don’t want him to go out with Holly. I want him back. But I don’t want him to be with me out of guilt and I feel so sure that’s the only reason he’d do it. 
 
   I wish I’d never met him.
 
    
 
    
 
   February 13:
 
    
 
   This morning, I came very close to telling my boss I was quitting. Something held me back though. This was a big deal. I love my job. At least, I did until Sam came along. Well, at least until he kissed Holly. 
 
   Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day. All morning, I kept thinking about the plans we had and how excited I had been. I feel like an idiot for getting my hopes up. I should have known the universe wouldn’t let me be in love. Another Valentine’s Day spent alone. I can’t believe it. Time to stock up on ice cream early.
 
   I spent most of the day sleeping and trying not to think about Sam. It was hard. Everything reminded me of him, despite the fact that he’d never even been in this apartment. It was a relief that he didn’t have my new phone number so I wouldn’t have to worry about filtering out his calls. During one moment of weakness, I actually thought about calling him. But then I imagined that maybe Holly was there and the two of them were finally talking, getting reacquainted and cozy together. That image kept me from reaching for the phone.
 
   I bet they’ll be back together by Valentine’s Day. It’ll be a great story to tell their children.
 
   I’ve been trying to read some of the books in my bookcase that I’d never gotten around to looking at. I realized something: a lot of books have romance in them. When I was in college and seeing all my friends with boyfriends, while I grew more and more lonely, I stopped reading and going to movies, because I felt like everything I saw showed people in relationships and it was painful for me. I eventually got over it but now it’s painful all over again. 
 
   Well, if I live a life of solitude long enough, I’m sure I’ll get used to it.
 
   In any case, I’ve been reading the one book in my apartment that doesn’t have any romance in it. It’s a manual on how to fix the DVD player. It’s not exactly a page-turner, so I figured I might as well update here.
 
   And now some of the bratty kids in the neighborhood are throwing pebbles at my window. I’m going to go yell at them to stop. That’s the sort of thing that Martha would do. I’m totally turning into a crabby old maid. 
 
   Maybe I’ll go chase them away with a broom. 
 
    
 
    
 
   February 14:
 
    
 
   It wasn’t kids throwing rocks at my window. It was Sam. 
 
   As I came to look, he hurled a pebble at the window and I ducked instinctively. He had pretty good aim for a guy with no hand function. I opened the window and stuck my head out. Thankfully, Sam stopped throwing pebbles at that point. He was right at the foot of the front stairs, looking frustrated. Actually, he looked awful. 
 
   (Okay, Sam never looks awful, but he definitely looked tired and unshaven. “Haggard” would be the proper word.)
 
   “Stop throwing rocks at me,” I said.
 
   “How else am I going to get your attention?” He leaned his head back to look up at me. “You changed your phone number. You won’t answer my emails. You haven’t been to work all week.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk to you.”
 
   “Please, Millie,” he said. “Just come down for five minutes. I want to talk to you.”
 
   The truth was, I wanted to talk to him. I missed him so much it hurt. But I was still really angry about what happened—I couldn’t stop thinking about it. 
 
   “No.” I started to close the window.
 
   “If you don’t come down,” Sam said, “I’m coming up there.”
 
   “Oh yeah? How are you going to do that?”
 
   “I’ll crawl.”
 
   I thought for sure he was messing with me. I almost fell out the window when I saw him lower himself onto the steps of the house. As I watched in shock, he started struggling to pull himself up to the next step. “Sam…”
 
   “You can’t stop me,” he said as his butt landed on the next step.
 
   In about five minutes, Martha would catch wind of this. I had no idea what she’d do, but I was worried it would involve cats and broomsticks. In any case, it wouldn’t be good. So I ran down the stairs as fast as I could. Damn Sam, outsmarting me like that. By the time I got to him, he was on the fourth step and I honestly don’t think he could have made it much further. His face was pink and he had a line of sweat on his brow.
 
   I sat down next to him. “I’m here. You win.”
 
   He leaned back, having a lot of trouble even sitting up straight on the uneven steps. He looked like he was going to start crying again. “Millie, why are you doing this?” he said. “You know I’m sorry. You’re killing me.”
 
   “You kissed your ex-girlfriend,” I reminded him. “And now you’ve got what you want: you’re free to get back together with her.”
 
   “You know that’s not what I want!” he cried. “That’s not what Holly wants either. She was just lonely.”
 
   “Could’ve fooled me…”
 
   “Holly and I were wrong for each other,” Sam said. “Everyone knew it. My parents knew it, my friends knew it, and Holly knew it. She couldn’t even stay faithful to me. The best thing she ever did for me was turn me down. It would’ve been a huge mistake if we had gotten married. And…” He caught his breath. “I never would have met you.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say to that.
 
   “With you, it was different,” he said. “The moment I saw you, I thought, ‘I want to spend the rest of my life with this woman.’ I know it sounds crazy. I never believed in love at first sight, but you were exactly the person I’d been looking for my whole life. You were the one. I knew I had to be with you, no matter what it took.”
 
   I frowned at him. It all sounded so hard to believe. How could somebody look at me and think that? But he sounded so earnest when he said it.
 
   “I was just hoping you weren’t already married or engaged.” He paused. “Of course, when I saw the look on your face when you first realized I used a wheelchair, I wasn’t sure if I had a chance with you.”
 
   I blushed. “I didn’t…”
 
   “It’s okay, I’m used to that kind of reaction,” he said. “And you warmed up during our first date. That’s when I knew for sure.”
 
   I shook my head. It seemed so insane... yet he was so sincere.
 
   “I love you, Millie,” he said, his eyes filling with tears. “I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”
 
   Looking into his eyes, I realized he meant what he was saying. He didn’t want Holly. For some reason, he only wanted me. “I love you too,” I said, feeling my own tears well up.
 
   He reached into his pocket and pulled out a little blue velvet box. He didn’t open it, just held it in his palm. “I was so scared I’d never have a chance to give this to you.”
 
   I stared at the box. I didn’t think I could open it. If I picked it up, I thought my hands would shake so badly that the box and its precious contents would break into pieces and float away. I looked at Sam and saw that his hands were shaking too.
 
   I fell into his arms as he kissed me. It was the best kiss we’ve ever had.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   Happy Valentine’s Day!
 
   This is Sam, filling in for The Beautiful Matilda. She can’t quite get out of bed, if you know what I mean. Heh.
 
   Millie is attempting to forcibly grab the computer from me, so I’m going to keep this brief, folks. She showed me this journal, and I’ve convinced her that now that she’s moving out of the cat lady’s house and into my awesome pad, she needs a fresh start. Her new journal is going to be titled “Confessions of a Sexy Actuary Engaged to an Incredibly Hot Computer Genius.” 
 
   I think her fans will follow.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   A letter from the author: 
 
    
 
   Dear readers,
 
   
Thank you so much for reading my story! I would love to get feedback from readers, both good and bad (although I would prefer good!). Please consider either leaving a review on Amazon or you may contact me at alicewasser36@gmail.com.
 
    
 
   Thank you once again.
 
   Alice Wasser
 
   http://confessionsuglygirl.blogspot.com/
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