True Love

There is something to be said for Santa Claus and cool weather.   It was one of those walking nights that always had me out and about the campus at one in the morning.  Cool, breezy and clear enough to see all the stars.  Summer nights just aren’t good for walking, too sticky and hot.  No enjoyment could possibly come from exposing yourself to such things.

I’d been spending most of the day thinking about her, the one that broke my heart about six months ago.  I’d reduced the depression to sarcastic bitterness, but there were always days when I couldn’t do anything for the pain and would mope about doing nothing but thinking of her.  I feel I’m justified in this, she was my life before the day she told me she didn’t love me anymore.  I’d even been wacky enough to plan on working for an engagement ring over the summer.  I wanted to propose marriage on her birthday in mid September.  My entire heart, mind, body and soul were wrapped up in her.   I’d been trying not to think about her anymore, but sometimes that just doesn’t work.

It took a cat jumping out of a tree and running across the lawn, scaring the hell out of me in the process, to get me out of my contemplative state.  I held my hand over my heart and twisted around to look about me.  Everything seemed quiet enough, maybe it was time to get back to my room and get some sleep though.  I needed to get some rest if I was going to try and make it to class in the morning.  My attendance rate varied directly with the amount of sleep I managed to get in a given night.  So, I turned around and headed toward Turlington Plaza.  I figured the best way to get home would be to go through the tunnel that ran underneath the main building.  

Dim, yellow lights kept the outside of the building illuminated and almost gave the whole thing a warm appearance.  It made me feel good as I passed through it, even though the building was quite odd.  The vast mazes of Turlington Hall caused many freshmen to be lost for days.  Until you became “one with the building”, as my friend Rusty always said, you could never appreciate it.  After three years of schooling at the University of Florida I finally began to understand just how beautiful the building was and often chose it as the ending stretch of my late night walks.   My thoughts, however, were not on Turlington or its aesthetics.  They were still fogged with images of deceit and betrayal, and as a result it took me by complete surprise when I tripped over the girl painting the mural.

“Whoa!  Didn’t see you there!” I said as I almost fell over her.

I stopped and looked down into one of the cutest smiles I’d ever seen and it answered, “That’s okay! You can make it up to me by helping me with something,” 

The smile was attached to a very pleasant looking face with emerald green eyes, which in turn was attached to a fairly slim body.  It was hard to tell just how tall she was, mostly because she was scrunched down in front of the painting.  If someone were to take an average of all the heights of all of the women in the world, she would probably be slightly taller than that.  She had straight auburn hair that was also quite difficult to determine the length of because of the way she had it tied back to keep it from being in her way.  Every detail about her though, seemed to scream ‘cute’.

“Ummm, OK.  What do you need?” things seemed a bit too confusing for me at this point, my mind was jogging to catch up.

“Take a look at this, which color do you like best for the water?  Teal-35 or Dreamy Ocean?” she held up two almost identical looking shades of light blue and proffered them to me, “Well, what do you think? I want the waves to look just right.”

I stared at the two bottles blankly and then took them both.  I looked from one to the other, trying to make myself artistic enough to solve the problem that came from two almost identical shades.  She watched me and chewed on her lip.

“Neither of them, huh?  I knew it!” she didn’t seem too pleased, “That means another trip to the supply store! Grrrrr…”

I tried desperately to get the words out that that wasn’t necessary but she had already put the box away that she had set up for the water and pulled out her greens, “I have other parts I can do instead now.  Thank you, you’ve been a help.”

“May I ask why you’re doing this?” 

“Huh?  Oh, you mean, why am I painting at 1:30 in the morning instead of at a decent hour?” she said while turning back, making eye contact and holding it for a second, “Its not because I enjoy this kind of thing, even though I do.  Student Government hired me to make this and add some color to the plaza, I just can’t stand to work while everyone is pushing me here and there during class changes.  Usually I pick the evenings, but tonight I guess I was inspired.”

I took a second to examine the mural, which was more than halfway finished and quite impressive.  It depicted a scene including several forms of endangered wildlife in their natural habitats.  The images were swirled out from a half-finished picture of the earth that was in the center.  She really was very talented and I couldn’t help but continue to stare at her as she worked.

“If you’re just going to stand there and watch, you’d better talk to me!  You can start by telling me your name,” she said as she got up and faced me directly.  

Again I was brought out of a mental trance, “Oh!  How rude of me!  I’m Jason.”

“I’m Anne with an ‘e’,” she reached out with a paint covered hand to shake, looked at it with a smile, then offered the other hand which was just as speckled with color. 

Not being able to contain a smile I shook back, “Nice to meet you Anne.”

She took back her hand and turned to the mural to work some more.  Adding a little more color to a particular blade of grass she spoke, “Well, fair is fair, I told you why I was out here so I think you’re obligated to tell me what you’re doing wandering out here all alone.”

I was tempted to say, “looking for you” but I held back.  She intrigued me in a way that no one had managed to do since my previous relationship.  “ I was just going for a walk.  I find it helps me clear my mind, which unfortunately is often quite clouded with thought.”

She stared at me as if she was weighing me without the benefit of a scale.  Catching my eyes and holding them she said, “It was for the best, you know.”

In that instant I felt like she understood everything, all my pain and suffering that had built up for months. A wave of emotion welled up over me and all I could do was answer under my breath,  “I know.”

Another hour or so went by and my new best friend and I talked for the whole time as she applied stroke after stroke to the mural.  After that time she rubbed her forehead and eyes and muttered something about having to get to bed.  I asked if I could walk her home but she refused and instead insisted that I allow her to have my phone number.  Of course, I obliged her.  We gathered up her paints and walked out into the middle of the plaza together.  

“Have a nice night, okay?” I said.

“I will, and I’ll call you soon,” she gave me one more of her smiles before she left, “Bye.”

“Bye.”

We separated, heading off to our residences.  I only turned back twice and each time I caught her eyes as she stared back at me.  The eye contact caused a rush of excited emotions to well up over my heart.  I was beginning to wonder if I could possibly be falling in love all over again.  “That’s silly,” I was telling myself, but on the way home there were no other thoughts in my mind.  There was only Anne.  

I climbed up the stairs and into the door to find that all my suitemates were asleep and the room was very dark.  To be nice I got changed in the outer room so that I wouldn’t wake up my roommate. Then, as quietly as possible, I opened the door to our room.  I closed the door gently and started to head for bed, but one step later, in total defeat of my efforts, the phone rang.  

“Hello.” I said quietly.

“Hi.  Did you have a nice walk home?”

I was about to freak out that my roommate was going to be disturbed by the call when I realized that he wasn’t in bed, or in fact, in Gainesville at all.  He had taken a weekend trip to Atlanta with a friend.  Slipping myself into bed, I started to get comfortable.

“Actually, “ I answered, “I did.  How about you?”

“Oh, good, good.  I was anxious to make sure that the phone number worked though.  You never know if you can trust people you meet at these hours of night!” she laughed into the phone making music for my heart to dance to.

“Were you concerned?”

“Of course I was!  I absolutely had to talk to you again!”

“Well, talk to me Anne.  Tell me everything about you.  I’m so curious you couldn’t possibly understand.  I want to know where you’re from, who you are, what you believe in, everything.”

It almost sounded like she’d heard the very words she had wanted and began to talk.  We told each other about almost everything there was to tell and ended up talking for hours.  I would rub my eyes, close them and keep them shut for a few moments, but no matter what I didn’t want to let myself fall asleep.  

Five o’clock came around and she finally said, “I think maybe we should get some rest.  I need you to be fresh tomorrow for when I take you to the supply store with me.  Someone needs to help me with this color problem I’m having and I think you’re the only one that can do it!”

Without having to think about it I answered, “Anything for you.”

“I’ll call you at around noon.  Have wonderful dreams.  If I could kiss you from here I would.”

“Good night sweetheart.  You know I’d kiss you back.” She hung up and I put down the phone and had those wonderful dreams.

				*		*		*

Morning came and I woke up refreshed and feeling good.  I went through the normal routine to get ready for each day and then sat myself down in front of the computer to play a bit.  I looked at the clock in the corner of the screen and it told me that it was 11.  I decided that I’d just hang out until she called and then we’d see how the day would go from there.  

Exactly one hour later the phone rang, I had to wonder if she was watching the clock or if it was just wonderful timing, “Ready to go?” she asked.

“Yeah, where should I meet you?”

“How about out front by that booth-thing?  I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

“Okay, see you then.  Bye.”

“Bye, “ her voice rang with pure sweetness.

I finished putting on my shoes and casually walked down the stairs to wait for her by the road.  As I emerged from the courtyard I saw her waiting for me.  Her hair was tied back again and she was wearing a navy sweatshirt that hung over her jeans.  I got the feeling that she could make any outfit look gorgeous. 

“The trick with the cellular phone was quite impressive, I liked that,” I smiled.

“Thanks, I thought of that myself. I was too excited about going out together that I figured I’d drive over.  That way, when it got to be noon, I didn’t have to wait long to see you.”

I shook my head and couldn’t help but indulge in another smile, “You have to be one of the cutest people in the world.”

“I know.”

Our day together went well and it included, much to my surprise, a wonderfully exciting trip to the supply store.  We spent a very long time there comparing colors in hundreds of tubes to bits of paint she had on these tiny sheets of paper that she kept in envelopes.  Each envelope was labeled for the part of the painting it was from.  I watched with utter amazement as she went through each envelope and found the color that matched perfectly with it.  Finally, it got to be my turn to shine.  I had to pick the color for the waves under which the killer whales would swim. After a few minutes of deep concentration and staring at her ‘ocean’ envelope I decided on Aqua green-3 and Anne felt that I had made the best possible choice.  At least, she said I had and rewarded me with a kiss on the cheek.  I almost swooned. 

We had lunch together and then dinner.  We spent the evening watching TV in her room and the night together at the mural.  Everything seemed perfect to me, like it was the way things were meant to be.  School the next day was a must so I had to say good-bye a little early and head home.  

“Jason, wait a sec!” she almost yelled as I started to walk away.

“Yeah?” I turned around right into a hug and the next thing I knew our lips were engaged in a soft, sweet kiss.

She pulled away after a second or two and looked at me, licking her lips, “I owed you that from last night.”

Through puppy dog eyes I looked back at her, “Good night sweetie.”

“Good night. I’ll call you in the afternoon sometime after class.”

				*		*		*

She called the next day and every day after that for a month.  We didn’t spend constant time together, but from an outsider’s view it would seem that way.  I found a way to give her a key to my hall, and in effect she found ways to be there with me whenever I needed.  We never made anything official, but slowly but surely I began to think of her as my girlfriend.  

One month and one day after the trip to the paint store I took the morning to sleep late.  It had been a week straight of passionate dreams of Anne and this morning was no exception.  In this latest dream I’d wrapped my arms around her and held her close and it felt so very real to me.  The warmth engulfed my arms and chest and her smell permeated up through my nose.  It was heaven and something I didn’t want to leave.  Soon, however, sleep did fade and I opened my eyes to find her really lying there in my arms.  I was quite confused, but also quite happy at the same time.

“Good morning.  Did you have any passionate dreams about a beautiful woman?” she asked.

“Yeah, and by the grace of God I’m holding her right now.”

“You deserve a kiss for that,” she said, and followed through on that thought.

Passion, bliss, a million different emotions swirling in the confines of my heart and mind; this is what her kiss did to me.  We lay there together for the better part of the morning, finally having to face the day out of sheer dehydration and hunger.  I thought to myself as I crawled into the shower that if every morning started this way, I’d be a happy man.

Later that night I had something very special planned for the two of us, an actual date.  Anne and I had grown very close to each other without the benefit of any of the formalities that most couples experienced.  I thought she deserved to be spoiled though, because she’d become so very important to me so quickly.  For several days I’d been planning things, it had to be special.

My big problem was that I wanted to keep it a secret from her.  We were way too casual around each other, how would I get her to dress up without revealing my true intentions? My only choice was to skip class one morning and plan the whole occasion out with Rusty over breakfast.

				*		*		*

“We have all of the arrangements together, I just don’t know how I’m supposed to get her to dress up for this.  We’re just so casual!” I exclaimed as I dropped my head into my hands and began to rub my forehead in frustration.

“I don’t know dude, maybe you should just tell her someone died or something, she can go to the funeral with you,” he smiled and chuckled, “I’m really drawing a blank on this one.  You two know each other too well now, she knows your whole life.”

“Maybe I can make it school related, an extra credit event or something. “

He shrugged, “That sounds reasonable, tell her you have to go to a business department banquet for extra credit, some important person is giving a speech.  Of course, you’d want her to go with you.”

“What if she doesn’t want to go?”

Rusty stared at me like I was being dumb.  “You’re being dumb.  She’ll do anything for you.”

I smiled dreamily, stared off into the distance and sighed, “You’re right.  She’s just wonderful.  This will work, I know it.”
*		*		*

It was getting close to 7 o’clock when I arrived at the call box outside her dormitory.  I dialed the number and told her I was ready whenever she was.  She sounded very excited and my nervousness was mounting, I wanted the surprise to go well very badly.  The plan I’d told her was that we were expected at a convention hall on the other side of campus.  The true plan involved a short drive downtown to a very elegant restaurant I’d discovered while thumbing through the yellow pages one evening.  

I paced back and forth while she finished up her preparation and came downstairs to meet me.  She was more prompt than I had expected, but that was only a minor part of the surprise I’d gotten when she emerged from the lobby doorway.  Anne was a vision in anything I’d ever seen her in, but dressed up for an evening out she was the reflection of an angel.  

“You look…” the words failed me for a few moments as I stared at her in wonder, “absolutely gorgeous.  I don’t deserve to be your date. “

She just smiled and kissed me on the cheek, “You deserve more than you give yourself credit for, you look pretty darn good yourself.”

We definitely were a picture perfect pair.  She was wearing a black evening gown that accentuated her figure beautifully.  It was as if the gown had been designed for her and her alone.  I was wearing your basic shirt and tie with black pants and shoes.  I looked at the two of us standing together through a reflection in the door and saw a couple, a pair that belonged together.  At that moment I felt that perhaps this night would work out perfectly after all.

Everything did work out perfectly, in every detail.  At the restaurant we were given a cozy, romantic table that was so intimate the whole world seemed to disappear.  I hardly noticed our server, which earned him a very large tip.  The food was wonderful and the company was the best I’d ever had.  From there we walked over to the Hippodrome where we watched a Christmas production that I’d managed to get tickets to.  It was delightful, the kind of story that makes you appreciate what the holiday is all about.  Every few moments I would look over to her and get lost in the sparkle of her eyes and the light of her smile.  The rest of our evening out was spent in the local coffee shop just outside of the theater.  We shared an ice cream dessert and talked for hours and hours.  Once again the whole world seemed to disappear.  This time, however, I don’t think it had anything to do with the table we were given.

Eventually the lateness of the evening overtook us and I had to take her home again.  I led her up to her room and we let ourselves get comfortable by taking turns getting changed.  Soon afterwards we found ourselves cuddling together in each other’s arms on her bed.  We sunk into the pillows and wrapped ourselves up in the covers. 

Anne rested her head on my shoulder and then kissed me on the cheek, “Thank you for the best evening of my life.”

“Thank you for letting me share it with you.  It meant the world to have you with me tonight.”

She slipped her arms around me and gave me a hug, then pulled a bit closer and let herself get completely comfortable.  I was content to lay there like that forever, just knowing that she was with me.  I closed my eyes and breathed a sigh of total bliss.   

Anne nuzzled her chin into me a little more and whispered, “I love you.”

“I love you too, “ I whispered back and held her tightly the rest of the night.

				*		*		*

So, there I was, living a charmed life that I didn’t possibly want to let go of.  Anne and I spent practically every night together.  I always thought that if I’d spent too much time with any one individual that I’d grow tired of them, but all the hours we spent together only made me want more.  It was as though we were no longer two separate people.

Christmas break was coming near and that meant that soon we would have to say good-bye for a few weeks while we went back to our families.  I’d been making a nuisance of myself by constantly hanging around.  I just couldn’t bare the thought of not having her near me to share everything with.  Anne didn’t mind, in fact her eyes seemed to light up even more every time she saw me come home from class or wherever I’d been.  

There was only one more day left before break and I was heading over to her dormitory to take her on a picnic at the lake.  It was a beautiful day, breezy and cool.  Birds were singing and everybody I passed seemed to be in high spirits.  I wasn’t sure if it was just my mood or not, but the day was definitely a winner.  I walked around the corner of the building and found her waiting for me. Anne was wearing her favorite sweatshirt, a grey one with paint speckles all over it.   She said that it made her feel creative and that she tried to wear it every time she painted.  

I walked up and gave her a big hug, “Hi sweetie, having a good day?”

“It’s picnic day!  It has to be a good day! I slept pretty well last night, even though I missed you terribly.  How am I to survive this vacation alone?”

Just then, a voice from the street interrupted, “Anne!  Hey, Anne!”

The voice belonged to a blonde man that was hastily walking toward us.  He had a very large grin on his face and as he got closer his arms were extending out to offer a gigantic bear hug.  Anne held a look of extreme shock and as I watched her, something in my stomach began to feel funny inside.  

His arms wrapped around her and picked her up, squeezing her close to him, “Oh, Anne!  I’d missed you so much,” he put her down and stared into her eyes and continued, “ It’s time to come home though, we don’t have to be alone anymore.”

I looked over to Anne for any kind of reaction to this; she didn’t say a word.  For what seemed like a lifetime she just gazed up into his eyes with tears in hers.  Suddenly the man looked over to me and remembered his manners.

“Sorry, so rude of me.  My name is Todd, I’m Anne’s fiancé,” he said through that very large grin of his and extended a hand.

I accepted the handshake and shot a look at Anne, she turned away her face and continued to cry.  I answered half-heartedly, “Nice to meet you Todd.  I’m Jason, Anne’s…friend.  Are you here to bring her back home?”

“Yes, that’s right.  Her mom asked me to come and get her, she thought that Anne would be surprised to see me.  I’ve been away at school and wasn’t expected back until spring.  I didn’t expect tears though,” he trailed the last line as he wrapped his arms around her and held her against his chest.

I wanted to die, I wanted to scream and kill.  Anne just remained there in his arms, absolutely silent.  The tears continued to stream down her cheeks.  

“Well,” I said, “I guess I should leave you two to get packed.  I’ll be seeing you.  Good-bye Anne.”

With that I turned around and headed back to my room.  Somewhere along the way the tears started and I couldn’t get them to stop.  I made my way into bed as quickly as possible to cry away the day.

Misery, dejection and utter loneliness filled my heart.  As far as I knew she was gone, driving off home with her blonde beauty.  She left me alone, just like everyone else I entrusted my heart with.  I don’t know how long I lay there in bed, but darkness was now descending on the campus and underneath the nagging feelings of emptiness my body was desperately begging for me to feed it.  I was starving, but I don’t think it was possible for me to get down a single morsel of food.  All I knew how to do was cry.  The only thoughts running through my mind were of the sparkling angel I’d fallen in love with that night by the mural.  She lied to me.  Even if she really did love me like she said she did, she lied to me.  Thoughts circled in my mind and wouldn’t let me rest.  

When the morning rays of sunlight filtered through the windows on my body I was finally asleep.  The night of nonstop crying had exhausted me to the point that I had no choice but to sleep.  My dream time lasted all day and every moment of it was filled with images of Anne.

				*		*		*

It must’ve been twelve hours before I finally woke up.  Under normal circumstances I could’ve slept even longer than I already had, but some feeling deep within me told me that I should probably get out of bed.  I think it could’ve been my suitemate pounding on the door that inspired this revelation.

I got up very slowly and tried my best not to stumble as I worked my way over to the door.  He greeted me with a look of annoyance,  “Hey, you have a visitor.  I was about to send her home, but she insisted that I let her in.”

“Huh? Oh…Yeah, I’ll talk to her. “ I motioned with my hand and continued, “Let her in.”

Turning around, I found my way back to my bed and sat down.  I was still rubbing my eyes, trying to get used to the fact that I was supposed to be awake.  When I was finished I looked up and stared into Anne’s eyes.  She was the mirror image of the way I’d left her the other day, tears streaming down her face and totally silent.  

After a couple minutes of standing in the doorway staring at me she said, “Please don’t hate me.  I need you too badly for you to hate me.  I’m so sorry for not telling you anything about this, but I didn’t know how to do that.  Something happened to me this past month or so, I realized how much love my heart could hold for someone.  The only catch is that love wasn’t for my fiancé, it was for you.  I was meant to love you, and no matter what happens nothing could ever change that.”

I sat where I was quietly and just took everything she was saying in.  I didn’t know how to react.  All I knew was that I really didn’t want to be away from her. Something inside of me was moving towards her, slowly but surely.

Anne moved close to me and knelt down on the carpet, looking up into my eyes. “I want to spend my life with you, Jason.  I told Todd to go home, I told him that he didn’t understand me anymore.  I’m supposed to be home right now, but I wanted to make things right with you first.  You’re too important to me, “ she started to cry again, but kept her gaze into my eyes steady, “you can’t abandon me.  I can’t live without you in my life.”

No matter how much pain her actions had caused me, her words melted all the horrible feeling away.  I reached out my hand and caressed her cheek.  Pulling my hand back, the tears welled up in my eyes one more time.

“I love you so much, Anne.”

Time blurred for a few seconds and the next thing I was aware of was that I was holding her in my arms.  I didn’t want to let her go, because having her within my grasp reassured me that everything was going to be fine.  There was no more reason to cry; things could be perfect again. 

				*		*		*

"Happy New Year sweetie!" I exclaimed as I ran over to Anne, who was getting out of her car very gingerly.

She lifted her eyes to meet mine and with a huge smile opened her arms for a hug, "Oh, Jason!  I've missed you so much these past couple weeks!"

We came together and shared a hug that didn't last nearly long enough to satisfy our cravings for each other.  Our eyes met and we shared a nice, long kiss.  I pulled back and looked her over.  She was as beautiful as ever, a sight that I'd been longing for since the moment she drove off home to stay with her parents.   Of course, we'd talked quite a few times over the break, but phone calls could never make up for personal contact.

The situation with Todd worked out better with her parents than I had expected.  Apparently, they'd never liked him too much anyway and were very relieved that Anne had met someone new.  My true test would come in March, over spring break, when I'd have to stay the week with her and her family.  I'd gotten my invite over the phone on Christmas.  

My focus wasn't on that whole situation though; it was only on Anne.  We pulled apart and started walking towards her dormitory.  Our hearts as well as our hands were locked together.

"I'm so exhausted, I simply hate the long ride home!" she exclaimed as we walked.

"Well, you have plenty of time to rest.  Classes don't start for another couple of days and we can put off working on the mural until then too.  You must be excited though, it's almost done!"

"Yeah, I guess so.  Although, I really liked working on it together, I wish it didn't have to end!"

"We'll have other projects we can do together.  Right now, I think you should get some rest though.  Will you be able to sleep?"

Anne stopped and turned to look at me, "Will you be there next to me?"

"Forever and always, Anne." I held a gaze into her eyes and hoped that through it she could see all the love in my heart.

No more words were said or needed, and our bodies moved closer together into an embrace.  Our lips met in one deep, passionate kiss that seemed to last into eternity.  In that moment of perfection our souls became as one, never to be apart again.
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