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Twelve years had passed since their graduation and Alex had barely given her a thought.  Once in a long while she had popped into his consciousness, thinking about a movie and remembering that she had been his companion that night.  Or upon hearing an old song, he recalled her grin of delight, grabbing his hand to dance.  His memory of the afternoon when he had tried to kiss her was all but forgotten, rubbed out by the injured pride of having been rejected.


One glimpse of her visage, however, published in the alumni magazine, halted his fingers from the hasty perusal before the pages were tossed into the recycling bin.  The picture was not very complimentary, her back towards him in a circle of women with drinks in their hands.  Her head—dark hair clipped stylishly short—was turned slightly askew, as if someone had called from across the room and she was too curious to pose.  He had to check the caption to see if it was, in fact, Maria, though then he remembered, looking closer, that neck so sleek was so very familiar.


Her beauty in those days was fair (better now), certainly not his reason for falling in love with her—if love, indeed, it could have been called, as brief and unrequited as the passion had been.  Altogether, she was much too thin for his tastes.  His fingers could encircle her wrists, and affectionate hugs seemed to squeeze the breath out of her.  At certain moments, she could be ravishing, but usually she just missed out of apparent neglect, and paled next to certain others.  

She did not lack for sparkle.  She was fun to be around and cheered him out of a variety of depressions.  Yet, because of this careless attention to her physical appearance, he confided his dreams for the future (that never came true) long before he ever desired to kiss her.  After that was finally admitted, then refused, she faded away.  Vaguely, he recalled noticing in an earlier magazine that she had become a mother—a just fate, he thought.


In comparison to the woman he eventually married, perhaps it was this very absence of effort to be beautiful which had attracted him to Maria.  At least, she was on time for events and ready for action, where Evelyn could spend an hour before the glass and not be satisfied.  Often Alex watched the ministrations of his wife with wonder that she could be so seriously pre-occupied with her lashes that she could not pay attention to his conversation.  Maria had always listened carefully and contributed in kind.


When he found the picture of Maria, Alex and Evelyn had been married five years.  There was no question of disharmony in their relationship, although like most couples, they had their disagreements major and minor.  He respected his wife and was immensely proud of the strong achievements in her career.  Their sexuality intoxicated him better than the lightest, driest wines imported from around the world.


Nevertheless, he decided against showing the picture to his wife.  As innocent as that friendship had been, experience had shown him the jealousy which lurked in females, so he kept the memory to himself.  That he felt such a necessity to be secretive, to not share one friend with his best friend, struck him awkwardly, still he decided this was a stone better left thrown away.  Quietly, he drank the memory in, then tossed the magazine on the pile which was picked up and returned to pulp a few months later.
*               *               *


Regrets have a way of burning holes in vital organs, sucking the breath out of memories and desires.  A moment when one refused to dare is re-enacted over and over in the mind until the circumstances and details are warped to the particular perception, the evidence colored.  The examination of a long gone choice often serves as a good excuse to slack off.  One is here because one did not go there, and since that cannot be changed, it is useless to hope for an improvement in this.  Regret produces idleness and dissatisfaction.  Because one cannot go back, one can be filled with sorrow and unhappiness, unable to go forward as well.


It took Maria a long time to learn this.  Having watched the chance for one love evaporate, she vowed not to jump away from the next.  As if they were not real, the feelings had come over her so subtly the first time, she was afraid to accept them in case they turned out to be false.  The next time she had an inkling, therefore, she opened herself completely.


Not very far out of school, she fell for a fast man who, when he learned she was pregnant, rocketed right out of her life.  Her parents, strict moralists who professed the blood ties of family to be the rocks for building civilizations, turned their backs and would recognize her no more as their own flesh.  She sobbed her heart out, but knowing these tears were real, she learned to cope with her emotional losses.  When Robyn was born, she felt confident that she had a faithful friend at last.


The first love that was never forgotten—though other men came and went in the following years—Alex was the man to whom none could compare.  Her regret for not accepting him nestled into her soul for a lifelong term.  It finally stopped hurting, but it never fully went away.  Dream filled nights when she could view what might have happened if she had accepted his kiss, brought their torments in the morning when she awoke to find her bed still empty.  She could not trust her emotions if they taunted her so.

As acquaintances in the ivied hallways, his smiles had warmed her heart.  Sharing classes together, they began to share their studies.  Eventually, when the books were closed, he was not so eager to be up and off to parties.  Sometimes he invited her along.  His friends became her close friends, a group strongly tied.  Nearly suffocated in her teens by the vision of herself as a wallflower, too gangling and smart to be considered any fun, at last, by the winter of her senior year, she experienced the secure feeling of belonging, of being a part which contributed to the sum.


Although she would have been shocked to know that she was the subject of such speculation, there were some who assumed, by the frequency of their being together, that Alex and Maria were coupled.  From the very first, she had a strong urge towards him, but that was easily repressed by her long history of having been disregarded.  She was ripe, feeling so light in her heart that spring, to take upon herself the weight of another, but face-to-face, she remained the study-mate and good-ol'-pal, sharing cups of coffee between his other liaisons.  A few times he asked for her commiseration on affairs that had gone sour.  She was a receptive ear for his unburdening.  


As the ground softened and the land turned from grey and white to green, she noticed their relationship had also changed.  He came to her dorm more frequently to visit instead of meeting her in the library to study. They strolled together farther across campus after class before he had to change direction and head off with a wave of his hand.  More of his evenings were unscheduled and available to spend with her.

Conversely, and perhaps the most telling sign, their conversations began to lag at critical spots, as if they wanted to say more, or in a different way.  Silences which had been so natural were turning awkward.  His little habits, his clothes and manners, which had never been remarkable, began to irritate her.


Then, like a person awakens suddenly to realize the cold weather is truly gone for another half-year, she knew that she loved him absolutely from the depth of her soul.

*            *              *


More years brought Evelyn and Alex more intimately together.  The puppy they had gotten as lovers was near the end of its life.  He knew she would always use three towels at the end of a bath, and she knew he would never put down the seat when finished with the toilet, but they loved each other all the same.  Their lives, outside of their careers, had melted together: his aunts and uncles were hers, her brothers were his.  His interest in football had subsided and she had tempered her more radical views on feminism.  He could cry with her over an old movie, and she could let him out for a drink with his buddies, having mastered her fear that he might never return.

The only real chink in their marriage was that at thirty-five and well-established, he was ready to have children.  Where his lucrative business practices alone could raise a family comfortably, she would have to quit her work to focus on babies.  Evelyn had fought her way to where she was by promising not to drop out, and even so, she was not as far along as she would like to be.  He sympathized with her dilemma, but his urge to perpetuate the bloodline would not subside.  For a number of years, it was an argument that whirled around them, growing so acute as she neared the dangerous age, it threatened to dissolve the partnership.

In that period, the alumni magazine carried an update on the life of Maria.  Quite involved with fund-raising for the college, she was pictured again—seated this time—as part of a committee.  Amongst her peers who were stiff, successful and dressed accordingly, she smiled at the camera, proudly defiant, he thought in jeans and a sweater, her eyes sharp and clear.  Alex was impressed by how much age had refined her features, a confident and independent woman.


She was a potter now in a small house in a small town, the magazine noted, two thousand miles away.  Alex tried, but could not find it on the map.  Now he envied her status as a parent, her gaining—despite the lack of a mate—what he so desperately desired.  He knew she would be a good mother.  She would raise a sensitive daughter, a peaceful and productive addition to the human race.


She must be a strong woman, he decided, to survive the condemnation of such a rural and isolated people as her neighbors must be.  He admired her willingness to pursue her creative impulses, a single woman with a child in a man’s world.  Alex speculated with a grin that she had probably still not met a man worthy of her spirit.


When it was the worst with Evelyn, Alex wondered what it would be like with Maria.  She had been a girl devoted to her tasks, a trait he believed would never die in her.  She would support his work with enthusiasm where Evelyn was usually distracted by the problems in her own career.  They could raise fine children together, well-mannered and educated.  She would get him out-of-doors more regularly, and they would have a huge kiln in the basement, and all their children would be little potters…

*            *              *


For Maria, there remained a single day of clear sunshine in that spring of long ago, while the rest of her memories were fogged by the passage of time and the difficult years in between.  This one dawned like any other, yet there was a heat in her loins which refused to dissipate.  When she closed her eyes, Alex’s features came to her clearly and she thought she must burst with the fullness of him.  When she came outside, he was waiting for her.


It was a Saturday, still early enough in the term that they were not pressured with studies. They had arranged to take a picnic up the river in a canoe.  Meadow larks trilled as the couple glided past.  He handled the paddle masterfully so she could jokingly lie in the classical pose, watching him, her fingers trailing in the water.

On the bank, they spread a blanket, ate and read.  In the heat of the day, they swam.  She had brought along a book of Wordsworth from which they read selected poems, and thusly moved, they talked of many dreams.  His response to her was so encouraging, she dared to recite some poetry of her own, small pieces she had shared with no one else before.  He was much impressed, flattered her with the opinion that she should write more seriously.  She prayed that he was not just being polite and secretly laughing underneath.


The intimacy of the afternoon indicated that they were very special to each other, but she was petrified that it was only the wine that made it seem so.  Never had she felt so comfortable, especially with a man, yet there lurked such an indescribably terror of the peace being shattered that she could not utterly let go.


One night, when Evelyn was very late at a meeting, Alex wrote Maria a letter.  As he drank more, he concocted some business that could be done in Seattle and wrote her suggesting that they meet.  He had the best intentions of remaining faithful, but the truth was that Evelyn was being awful.  He was no longer positive that a little romance on the side would be a bad thing.


Another drink led him into an intense ramble about the values she had aroused in him long ago which had been compromised in order to achieve his riches.  The rewards for the hard work were distinctly pleasurable, but in actuality, the work was not all that difficult, and not very interesting after dinner or on the weekend.  Remembering the dreams he had once confided to her, he wrote of his longings for a woman who could rekindle them.


Most of his scribbles, he realized afterwards, were flattering lies or delusions.  The letter reeked so of self-pity, reading it over, he burned it.  Evelyn returned shortly after full of excitement over the landing of a new account.  They shared a nightcap and tumbled into bed.

It was weeks before he thought of Maria again, and then prodded by Wordsworth, he remembered how she had flinched from his kiss so violently he was never comfortable with her again.  Not particularly regarded as a player, he had been experienced enough to be confident that the mood on the riverbank that day was ripe.  After insisting that she man the bow paddle all the way upriver, she practically swooned in his arms before he dared to make his move.  No ordinary conquest for him, he had befriended Maria a long time without physical desire, the feeling of love creeping so subtly upon him, he had hesitated to act on it for fear of loosing both a lover and a very good friend.


She had just finished a recitation of her poetry which had quite astounded him with its quality.  Having realized for some time that this will-o’-the-wisp woman was remarkable, still he was stunned by the power of her talent which lay underneath.  In the silence that lay upon them afterwards, he became quite aroused in his heart, fully excited by the love which he had been trying to fight in the last weeks.  He turned towards her, prepared to propose if it came to that, he loved her so.

*              *                *

Those same small alumni magazines were delivered to Maria.  She had barely noticed herself in the first picture.  The end of a three day conference where she had butted her ideas against the established methods of fund-raising without success, the cocktail party was a bore.  The photographer had caught her with an eye on the clock across the room, desperate to get outside and down to the river.  Her commitment to education in general being much stronger than her allegiance to her alma mater, it amazed her that she went back for the second picture.


It requires a great deal of resolve to cut one’s self from one’s past, but that last conference convinced Maria it was time to turn her energies elsewhere.  The politics of Big Money, she realized, counted for a lot more than respect for a broad curriculum.  An exciting philosophy professor was passed over while three positions were added in the economics department to train more capitalists.  She was for Truth, Beauty, and the pursuit of Peace, and understood that she was more liable to further those ideals in her local elementary school.

Meanwhile, Robyn had begun to go to slumber parties and talked all the time about boys.  Maria’s baby girl would soon be a woman herself, leaving her Mama free.  Although there were countless moments when the mother yearned for a life of her own, as the time drew near, she grew terrified of being once more alone.  She did not care to be one of those little old ladies talking to her little white poodle.  Robyn had been her touchstone, her faithful friend; now she needed another.  Her confidence waning that the Right Man would eventually share a home with herm she shopped instead for the right father of her next baby.


The cold-blooded process of appraisal fascinated Maria, seemed quite like a game.  She developed a check-list of qualities in her mind as she took the ferry over to Seattle more frequently, walking the streets and attending events with a focused gaze.  Sure in her own heart about what she was doing and why, she felt no embarrassment; she only hoped Robyn would understand.


The first real test was eye contact.  If a man stared back long and intently enough, she would find a way to meet him and talk.  He had to be sensitive, creatively intelligent, and a peaceful man.  Since the relationship would probably last for only a few passionate nights and lingering mornings, she cared little about blemishes in the flesh, his financial security, or even if he was married.  Surprisingly, she discovered that most of the eligible men balked when they realized just which of them was doing the seducing, or a hint of her purpose.  The more she investigated, in fact, the fewer she found acceptable and willing, until she began to fear for the very life of her new plan.


Then one day, Maria was called home for deathbed reconciliation with her won mother.  On a trip through town for supplies, stopped by a red light—there was no mistaking him—she spied Alex coming out of a store, hands stuffed in the pockets of a three-piece suit.  He turned straight towards her across the street and stopped, waiting now himself for the light to change.


Immediately her love, long withered, fluttered in careful consideration.  He was taller than she remembered, his still slender body shadowed by the store’s canopy, while from a reflection somewhere, his face was brilliantly illuminated, the miracle of a spotlight on a sunny day.  It would not be ideal to mix tall with thin, but he had demonstrated sensitivity in his studies and success in his work.

Through the hectic months prior to their graduation, she had worked hard to gain his forgiveness, her grades suffering from the effort, but he removed himself politely from the reach of her words, eventually from her sight altogether.  Part of her continued support of the school was in the hope that he would some day seek her out again.  She kept track of him through the magazine, gauging the amount of success in his life by his increasing contributions to the class fund.  The announcement of his marriage to a debutante surprised her, yet failed to cut the final bond.  A bitter part of her, knowing that he was childless, had taken solace in watching her own little girl grow brave, proud and strong.  But she had won his heart once—she knew that for certain now—perhaps this was their second chance.


Just as she raised her hand to call, as if forewarned by the light on his face, he looked up and directly at her, her radiant smile.  Immediately, he flinched and looked away with no other sign of recognition, as if repulsed, or perhaps hoping he could slip away unrecognized.


The light changed and he stepped into the street.  She drove past and parked a half-block down, jumped out to chase after him, determined this time to twist a happier ending out of the moment.  By then, of course, he was gone, swallowed back into the small city where they had both once lived.  Back to his pretty wife, she mused, feeling a little foolish.  Too much time had passed; he probably would not have remembered her anyway.
*             *                *

For Evelyn’s birthday one year, Alex bought her a piece of fine jewelry to make her eyes sparkle.  Proud of the selection in his pocket, he turned into the store on the corner to buy some shampoo for his niece who was living with them for a few months while Evelyn’s sister and her husband were uprooted temporarily for business.  The plan had seemed wonderful at first, but that was before Alex was educated in the hassles and responsibilities of a full house, and the irascibility and thoughtlessness of a teens.  


Denise always needed help with her homework.  Her brother Drew kept his room a mess and twanged on an electric guitar one night at midnight.  Little Jean, the eight year old, talked about horses and nothing else ever.  Too settled in his ways, the experience was making Alex glad not to have a brood of his own.


The purchase of shampoo was uneventful except for the jaw of the saleswoman which curiously held his gaze.  Only fairly attractive, he would have paid her no mind but for the sense that her features seemed so familiar.  Then by darkening her hair and straightening the nose, he remembered Maria.  Now he recognized the sleek neck and those lips, and he wondered about the strong emotion which once had urged him so desperately to kiss them.  He wished he had been allowed the chance.  Life might have turned out very differently.


Out on the street, he had to wait for a green light before crossing.  A hot light burned his cheek, though he stood under the shade of a canopy.  Looking up, the bright glare from a windshield hit him squarely in the eyes.  He flinched and looked away.  The light changed and he crossed the street.


There was no doubt he wanted to kiss Maria on the riverbank that day.  Those luscious lips pulled him to her.  But hardly had they touched, then she slapped his cheek so hard, it was till red by the time they got back to campus.  She apologized profusely, begged him immediately to kiss her again, but it was no good.  He just could not bring himself to her.  Whatever that passion was that had moved her hand, it required a commitment better left untouched—and he respected her too much to touch her in any other way.


No, he decided, fingering the box of jewelry in his pocket, all things turn out for the best.  He was just fine where he was.
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