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It was my freshman year in college. Green signals led the way, and I just couldn’t wait to walk through the gates of higher learning.


I had decided to stay at my parents' house for the first couple of years at least, because I wanted to spend my money on books instead of accommodation. Besides, I didn’t want the distraction of roommates coming in and out at all hours. I had taken a full time job at a boutique in town; it gave me enough money for essential college supplies, as well as something over to save for the next semester’s tuition.


“Oh, c’mon,” my friend Sandy argued. “You’ll make friends. That’s what college is for.”


“College is for learning,” I replied. Her statement had surprised me. She was a political science major. I would have thought her to be more serious minded.


“Well, of course it’s for learning, but what’s wrong with a little social interaction?”


I wasn’t antisocial, but I was making a big sacrifice to pay for my studies; I just couldn’t risk wasting time making friends.

Summer went by slower than molasses. I never thought I’d be in such a hurry to start school again; but this was different. I had been accepted to the college of my choice, passed the entrance exam with flying colors, and I was full of great expectations. I just couldn’t wait.


Dry autumn leaves scurried across the red brick path to the administration building. I liked hearing them crinkle under my feet, but today I would suppress the need to clomp on them on purpose. I was a college student now.


The marble stairs smelled of wisdom. I made it to the first floor to discover a line of other students, snaking to a counter window where a young woman stood repeating herself like a broken record:


“Name,” she said abruptly when my turn came.


“Martha…” I gasped.


She stared at me.


“I’m sorry … Martha Wilson …” I was about to start my well-practiced speech: I am a freshman majoring in English Literature – I want to be a writer, some day…

But she turned her back, leaving my words stuck between my teeth. She returned after a minute, slapped my schedule of classes on the counter.


I started to say: “thank y…”


“Next!” she yelled over shoulder.

My first day in class approximated that famous tea party in Alice in Wonderland. If confusion had a middle name, it would have been History-101. The class took place in this huge auditorium, instead of a classroom. High school amenities seemed lost forever – no paper airplanes carrying love notes would be seen flying around here, that’s for sure. And way out there, and about as small as Jiminy Cricket, behind a big podium, sat Dr Muller reading our chapter straight out of the book – he just about put me to sleep. My head had started bobbing when out of the corner of my eye I noticed that two rows ahead of me and across the aisle, someone was smiling at me. He had green eyes. I waved, he waved back; I swallowed.


Well, that first lecture, apart from being boring, didn’t hurt one bit. The benefit of a prof who reads the chapter instead of lecturing eliminates the need to take, and later decipher, notes. Piece of pie, I thought. The first class of my first day in college was a breeze, and I met a pair of green eyes, to boot.


I stood outside the auditorium; didn’t want to appear to be looking for him, but I was. I didn’t see him at first. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I caught him coming down the steps. He looked into the distance, smiling. I followed the trajectory of his gaze. There was Sandy; tall, blonde, wearing skin-tight jeans. He noticed me as he passed by. My gaze traveled from her jeans to my shirtwaist dress. I stood out like a sore thumb. She walked up to him, took his hand, and led the way across the street. He turned his head slightly as he followed her off the curb, and found my face in the crowd. He winked. Oh well, the class met every first day of the week. I knew I’d see him again.

I wasn’t taking a full load of classes. My day job, serving in the shop, paid my education bills -- not complaining, but I was always cramming, burning the midnight oil to meet my requirements. And now, adding to everything else, there was a new preoccupation in my life. It was beginning to drive me nuts. Mondays had become the high point of my week. Green Eyes would be there, occupying the same seat he had on that first day, and so would I. I never missed a Monday, even though I’d stayed up late to study all weekend, and I knew Mr Muller would bore me into slumber.


Green Eyes never spoke to me. He would look for my face, smile, and wink, but would never speak. Perhaps we needed and introduction. But who? I didn’t think I should ask Sandy. She had turned into a snob, anyway – we weren’t really talking that much. We had been good friends through high school, saw eye-to-eye in everything. She was going to make political history and become the first woman senator; I was going to write the great American novel and win the Nobel prize in literature. Some dreams we had. But something changed during that first semester in college. She became brassy, almost crude – angry most of the time. We grew distant.  


One day I noticed his seat was empty. I felt his absence, though I didn’t even know his name. He must be sick, I thought. That day I went to sleep in class losing Mr Muller somewhere in the middle of 1776, yawning through Red Coat battles and saltpeter blasts.


My object of adoration never came back to class. I was hesitant to ask Sandy -- I thought they still dated. I didn’t want her to know about the incurable crush I had on him -- Green Eyes -- no name. She would only laugh. I just kept it to myself.


It was a youthful obsession, and as deep a mystery as the ocean. Astrological charts made better sense. How could I have been so insane about someone I didn’t even know? But just his presence stirred me – made me dizzy with a brand of desire I couldn’t yet verbalize. In love with love, that’s what I was, but love had a beautiful face, and a pair of green eyes to make Greek gods roll over and dye with envy.


I had heard it said through Sandy’s grapevine, that Green Eyes had to drop out of school. He had to go home and take on a job. No one knew if he was ever coming back. That left me a little empty, and in a terrible dilemma: How was I going to overcome something that never took place, except in my adolescent dreams?


And so I continued to sleep in Mr Muller’s class – nothing there to keep my interest. Got an A on my first quarter exam. Not bad.
Thanksgiving went past us in a flash. Turkey and trimmings were nothing but a vague memory of blissful indigestion, when December 10, came about, and with it, the Christmas school break. No more classes till the first of the year.


I went to work that Saturday morning, and was stocking our new line of lingerie, getting ready for the holiday rush, when I looked past the window and just across the street … there he was; Green Eyes. My heart skipped a beat. He was walking in the direction of the boutique. Was he looking for me? Oh hush you idiot, he didn’t even know my name, where I worked, or anything at all. How could he be looking for me? What a youthful romantic delusion. Oh yes. He stood in the middle of our town square, raised his arms to the gods and yelled: “Oh, Martha, Martha, where art thou, Martha?”


And the northern star answered: “She works in a boutique on Highland and fifth, near campus.”


But never mind my daydreaming. He was by the door now. He set foot inside, looked at me and smiled. Oh dear, what am I going to do? Stop shaking and talk to him. That’s all I could do, no question about it.


“Hello,” he smiled.


“Hello, how may I help you?” That was a dumb thing to say.  

“You were in my …”


“History class,” I agreed in a hurry.


“That’s right, I remember you.”


“You do?” My heart was beating so hard, it was drilling holes through my chest.


“Yes, of course, I do.


“So, what brings you here today?”


“I’m looking for a Christmas gift for my mother.”


“Oh, does she like jewelry? perhaps a nice gold chain? 


“I was thinking along the lines of … lingerie.”


“For your mother?”


“Yes,” he smiled, “she’s fond of satin.”


I swallowed.


“How about …”


“The nightgown you’re holding,” and he touched my hand as he reached for the item in question. “I’ll take this one,” he whispered.


I could hardly breathe. I made my way to the back of the shop and wrapped the nightgown for him; all pretty, feminine, and Christmassy. He was about to leave when, as in an afterthought, he turned and spoke to me again: “Oh, Sandy’s sorority is throwing a Christmas bash this coming Saturday. Are you coming?”


“Will you be there?”


“Of course,” he smiled as he closed the door behind him.


“Yes …” I heard myself whisper.


Had he asked me out? I still didn’t know his name. But he had a voice now; I would hear it in my dreams. I held the hand he had touched wanting to preserve the feel of his skin.

I got myself dressed for the party. Never mind Sandy. It wasn’t her house, just her sorority, and anyone could come. Wore my pink wool dress, and my camel hair coat -- light on the makeup, I looked pretty, I thought.


I arrived early. I was too anxious to make a deliberate late entrance. 


“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Sandy welcomed me with a forced smile. “Come in; have some punch.”


She and I made small conversation. I learned she’d dropped out of school.


“Why?”


“Hey, this is a party; never mind why.”


Several people had filtered in; the room was beginning to assume an air of festivity despite the hostile vibrations I felt coming from Sandy. I never could understand what had turned her around, but we had gone beyond a tête-à-tête.


Suddenly, the front door opened. I could see his silhouette through the cut glass top. I didn’t know I was smiling, till Sandy spoke:


“Here, have some Johnny Walker. Nothing but the best in this house.”

He walked into the room; his arm was wrapped around a beautiful brunette. Not his mother, I’m sure, I thought.


Sandy caught my disappointment: “Oh, by the way, that’s his wife.” 


Prickling heat covered my body. I tried to remain calm, but was failing miserably -- I couldn’t understand such strong feelings for someone I barely knew. I had never fallen in love before and so far, it carried too much hurt.


“I thought you and him were …”


“No honey, I just kept him warm in her absence.”


“I thought you … well … he always gave me the impression …”


“That he liked you …” she laughed, and her laughter sounded like a feline hiss. “Yeah, he did, he spoke about that ‘nice girl’ in history class all the time he was screwing me. But honey, you need to drop that Cinderella act.”


“What are you talking about?” I began to cry – I sure didn’t want to, but tears began to burn my eyes despite my efforts to stay calm.


“Look at the way you’re dressed – a guy like him? come on; you reek of virginity. Why don’t you just go home and grow up.”


The words rolled out of her mouth like a pound of rusty nails. I put down my drink, took my coat, and started toward the door. Green Eyes was talking to a group of people, still had an arm around the brunette, his head followed my steps. He didn’t smile.


It had started to snow, it was very gentle kind of snow, but the night wasn’t peaceful, and Christmas was not supposed to feel like that. Christmas had always been a time for building bridges, not tearing them down. Sandy and I had been friends; we’d always exchanged love, trinkets, and well wishes at Christmas time.


I walked home. Didn’t bother to call for a ride. I stood in front of my parents’ house, and it looked warm inside, but I didn’t want to go in. I felt I belonged to the night and the coldness. I sat on my front porch for a while – couldn’t move in any direction. The front door opened, and Mom came out.


“What are you doing here party girl?”


“Just sitting.”


“Well c’mon; we’re putting up the tree; getting ready for Santa Clause.”


I smiled faintly: “You mean Sandy Claws.”


“What’s that? Do I detect sarcasm?”


“Oh … no … this poetry class I’m taking. We’re learning to apply metaphors.”


“You mean speak in riddles?”


“Something like that.”


“Well,” Mom sat beside me, “whatever is hurting you, get rid of the riddle and address the truth. I promise you, the hurt will stop.”


Funny, Mom didn’t know anything about Sandy, or Green Eyes, the satin negligee, or my youthful fantasy crush, though she was right. It took another semester of higher learning, and a few emotional confusions to understand that it was Sandy’s pain, not mine, I’d taken home with me that night.


Sandy and I never spoke again. Christmases were not the same without my friend. They were not good, they were not bad, they were just different.

The End
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