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My name is Anne Daniels. I’d like to tell you a story—a story about life, about love, and about…well…I don’t want to get ahead of myself. Three summers ago, I started a job in Indianapolis as a secretary for a small law firm that handled insurance cases. Indiana was home for me. While I was born in southern Nevada, I was raised in the Hoosier State. The Midwest was my life, and my new job was something I could handle, something safe. I did the usual mundane office duties—answering the phone, signing for packages, and taking notes. It wasn’t a bad job. In fact, I rather enjoyed it. Two partners ran the firm. My boss was Albert Bernstein, the old Jewish boy. You know, one who smoked those big stogies, talked through his nose, and always called others “kiddo” or “babe,” even if they were only ten years younger. Mr. Bernstein was in his sixties and had the most obnoxious wife who would never even acknowledge my name when she called.
“My husband, please,” she would say whenever I answered the phone.
My life at that time was starting to pick up. While my parents kept pushing me to go to college, I didn’t want to go to school; I wanted to meet a man. You know, one of those new law boys fresh out of an Ivy League school. I was twenty-five and my new job seemed to be the right thing. While it was just a glorified secretary position, perhaps Mr. Bernstein would hire my future husband. But above all, I was a working woman now—a hopelessly available working woman, I might add.
Men and I were like water and oil. I was the water and they were the oil, and I always seemed to find the ones who were extra thick and highly flammable. I did have a boyfriend, one of those chatty computer nerds who always talked about his computer games and Star Wars collectibles. His name was Jeff and he was thick like motor oil.
A month into my job, Mr. Bernstein decided to take a trip to an insurance conference in Tampa, Florida. It wasn’t the first time I saw him go away on business, but it was the first time he asked me to accompany him. Initially, I thought about making up some excuse not to go, but then I realized that I would only be fooling myself. Jeff and I needed some space and I only had my cat, Lucy, to worry about. So, I thought, Sure, what the heck, and gave my mom the kitty litter scooper. I was never in the Sunshine State and what better way to go than on a company paid trip.
We left on a Monday morning at six a.m. from Indianapolis. I overpacked, as if I were staying a week, but I had no idea what to expect. I packed everything from a sundress to a business suit—actually, three of each. Mr. Bernstein’s plan was to stay at the same hotel as the conference. That way we could check-in, make the Monday afternoon sessions, and then prepare for the full day on Tuesday. Then we would catch the Tuesday evening flight back north. He said he’d traveled a million times, and for all I knew, he actually did.
This was the second flight in my life, the first being to Philadelphia when I was seven. While every jostle of the plane made my stomach sink, the tropical paradise underneath us brought it back up. As soon as we landed at the airport, Mr. Bernstein and I shared a cab to the hotel—the Doubletree on Cypress Street. As we made the five minute drive, a new world painted itself outside my cab window. Palm trees swayed; seagulls soared; and tourists marched. Florida was a beautiful state, a state which I had wished one day to visit. Now I was here, breathing the warm and humid July air, but all we were planning to do was stay hidden inside our hotel.
The first day at the conference was filled with mind-numbing seminars on proposed tort reform, new forms of insurance, and embracing technology to better a law practice. Mr. Bernstein had me take notes on everything while he drank coffee and smoked cigars with his old buddies. But I couldn’t complain, this beat sitting in our office in Indianapolis doing the same thing. At least I had a room full of new faces to keep my heavy eyes moving.
At five o’clock, the conference was over. Mr. Bernstein asked me how my note taking went, and then informed me that we were having dinner in the hotel restaurant at six with a couple of attorneys from New York. When I glanced over his shoulder to see the two men, I hoped Pierce Brosnan’s and Clive Owen’s twin would massage my eyes, but all I witnessed was Ben Stein and Woody Allen gumming a stogie. The old men were one thing, but I was not in the mood to have dinner with choking smoke clouding the view of my plate. What could I say to Mr. Bernstein? All I could reply to his proposal was, “See you in the lobby at six.”
I went up to my room, the only place of safety, and looked out the window at paradise. The afternoon sun lowered over the city as water vapor from a recent shower swirled over the macadam like mist over a placid lake. I craved to explore this land of lushness even if my only mode of transportation was my two feet. I needed to come up with an excuse, something to say to Mr. Bernstein to get out of our dull dinner. I looked around my room for an answer. I needed a pair of pliers large enough to remove this thorn in my side. As my eyes searched, I suddenly saw a way out—a bottle of Midol.
I called Mr. Bernstein’s room and told him that I wasn’t feeling well and that I wanted simply to stay in the room for the evening. He still tried to convince me to join him with his nasally rasp, but as soon as I mentioned the word “cramps,” he told me to take care and that he would see me in the morning. With the cigar smoke extinguished for the evening, I finally had time to myself.
I showered and as I stepped from the bathroom with a towel wrapped around myself, I pondered how I should dress—something casual yet sexy, classy yet opportunistic, and local yet out-of-town. I perused my clothes, tossed aside my business suits, and beheld my sundresses—pink, blue, and light green. After contemplating the unknown night, the sun kissed flowers on the pink dress won me over. Shoes were my next issue, but I decided to wear a pair of red flats, stylish yet easy on the feet.
It was just after six o’clock as I left my room and wandered toward the front of the hotel, bypassing the restaurant. For some reason, I felt like I was committing a crime, sneaking out of prison on the lookout for cigar smoke. Finally, I broke free as the warm evening sun bathed me in light. I took a breath of fresh air, air that I craved to breathe since touching down earlier in the day. I could sense a dampness reach my lungs, a scent much different from the deciduous Indiana. I walked to the street and saw hotel after hotel lined on each side of the road. This was the business and tourist district, a district filled with travelers like myself—a district I wanted to break free from. I had two paths to continue my journey. I looked behind me, and then in front. Both distant cross streets looked the same, but I was sure both would lead toward very different locations. After seeing a group of suits crossing the street toward me, I made the decision to drift toward the only signal I had—the setting sun.
I reached the distant block as a whirlwind of activity greeted me. Cars raced on the road in front of a massive mall with shops and restaurants surrounding it. It appeared I had rolled the dice in my favor. Floridians flourished around me. I crossed the street and rested my eyes on a bakery café, JavaHut. It was a small, unimpressive establishment nestled between a tanning parlor and a pet groomer. The place had a local feeling, and at that point, I wanted nothing more than a taste of the local life.
I entered as the smell of fresh bread invigorated my senses. Families out for dinner and individuals savoring a book or newspaper filled the restaurant. This was the perfect place for me to unwind, to sit and listen, and nothing else. I ordered the turkey avocado on three-cheese bread with a baguette for the side.
After I poured some iced tea next to the fountain drinks, I looked for a place to sit. The café was bursting at the seams, but surely, I could find some place to rest my aching bones. Near the window, I saw three occupied tables next to each other, but as I took the first sip of iced tea, the middle couple took their last, leaving me with an empty spot.
I snagged the table and basked in the new world around me as I savored my turkey sandwich. A thirty-something woman bronzed by the sun entered pushing a baby carriage. Then, a few college-aged beach bums sporting board shorts flip-flopped in. I love people watching, studying the seemingly random strangers sharing the same random path as me.
A middle-aged married couple and what appeared to be their adolescent daughter sat to my right. The family was probably out for a night at the mall, but I didn’t know; the only thing I did know was they appeared happy, content. As I indulged in my sandwich, the sound of legal jargon hit my ear. I glanced to my left and saw two men sipping coffee, trading words as if they were worth something. One man wore a loose black dress shirt, opened one too many buttons, and his partner wore a T-shirt plastered with USF on the front. Even though a crowd surrounded me, it seemed I could only focus on the two men’s voices spouting insurance deductibles and proposed court dates. The man in the college shirt explained how he was at a traffic light and the guy in front of him stopped short. It was as if I were back with Mr. Bernstein, taking notes at one of his client’s meetings. The only difference was my pen and steno pad had become a turkey on cheese bread.
I wondered what kind of attorney this was, meeting his client in a coffee shop. Was this to protect the client or the attorney? As their voices overwhelmed me, I knew I had to focus on something else, something around me. I glanced to my right to peek again at the daughter’s cute smile, but she was gone. A void was present where she once was. Then, something hit me. My nose received a blast of something intoxicating. It was a masculine cologne, an aroma that took my breath away. I studied my peripheral vision and saw the silhouette of a man sitting next to me in the same spot as the girl’s parents. They must have snuck away, replaced by this succulently scented man, as the attorney and his client had engulfed me.
I felt something come over me, something that drew me to this man. I wanted to turn and study him like an art historian studies the Mona Lisa, but I couldn’t. I had to do it subtly, tactfully. As I started on the second half of my sandwich, I stole a peek. He wore a nonchalant pink Lacoste shirt and plaid shorts with sandals on his feet. The man seemed as cool as a cool breeze cutting through the moist Florida air.
While my glance lasted less than a second, I painted him in my mind as I turned back to my iced tea. I saw that his focus was on something in his hands, something that my glimpse failed to realize. I wanted to, in fact I needed to, glance again. As I turned slightly, I noticed a cup of coffee sitting in front of him, but the object consuming his attention drew me closer. He was drawing something with colored pencils in a sketchpad. It looked like his hand was creating a bird of some sort standing on a beach. I immediately stopped and focused on nothing other than the sketch his mind and his hands were creating.
Something about an artistic guy intrigued me, his gentle passion for his art in an ungentle world. I immediately wanted to know more about this guy. Who he was, where he lived, and where he came from. But as his hands drew the legs of the bird, I realized my glance had turned into a stare. I lifted my gaze toward his face, and as I did, his green eyes saw through me. I felt a bit embarrassed, but it was worth it. He had a look about him, the kind of look that flowed over you like a hand massaging your sore muscles. The Florida sun had tanned his warm face as just enough stubble coated it to tease me. I smiled as he returned the gesture with his own. I was bizarrely nervous as if I were back in high school in the presence of my crush. As my senses screamed not knowing what to do, what to say, he cut the tension by softly saying, “Hi there.”
I asked him about his drawing as he proudly turned it to me. The sandy beach, the glowing sun, and the basking bird looked so simple yet complex sketched in colored pigment. I wondered whether this sight actually existed beyond his mind, somewhere hidden in the land around us.
He asked my name with his brawny voice and just as he devoted all of his attention to the drawing, he was now devoting all of his attention to me. I felt as if I were a drawing, crafted by the hands of this mysterious man. His name was Alex, and he moved to Clearwater Beach ten years ago on a full scholarship to the University of South Florida for a fine arts degree. He stayed, since the city of Clearwater and its wealthy residents loved his artwork depicting some of Florida’s most beautiful treasures. As he explained his passion, he pointed to a nearby wall where there was a painting of a beautiful palm tree overlooking the beach. Without him even saying a word, I knew it was his.
“So what brings you here?” he asked as I slid a little closer to him.
I explained my situation—attending the conference with my boss, needing some time to get away, and my plan to leave tomorrow evening. Alex had a quality that was absorbing. He looked at me with his green eyes as if I were the only person in that overcrowded room.
“So does that location that you’re drawing actually exist?” I asked as I finished my meal.
He didn’t respond verbally, but he smirked in such a way that I knew, in fact, it did. It was a memory in his mind, a scene of tropical bliss that filled his senses. Suddenly, I too wanted to experience this location, this vivid place that I could escape to whenever I closed my eyes.
“I can take you there,” he offered.
I stopped for a moment, thinking about the simple five words that his vocal cords vibrated. My brain said to keep my guard up, to be cautious of anyone known for less than ten minutes, but there was something telling me to go for it, to take the ticket to see the world that I craved. The things we don’t do today we often regret tomorrow or even for the rest of our lives. Before my brain could fully weigh the pros and cons, my mouth released four simple letters forming a word, a word that would shape my night and my life forever.
“Sure.”
“I have my moped. I’ll show you Florida, and I’ll have you back before your bedtime,” he joked.
We stood up as he collected his drawing kit. Alex had to be at least six feet tall, tall enough to be noticed, but not enough to be mocked. I followed him out of the bustling establishment. He held the door for me as the balmy air surrounded us. I walked out of that café very differently than when I had entered. Alex led me across the parking lot, gripping my hand to scurry as one between the passing cars. His grasp felt warm, felt strong like a man in charge. I wondered how many other women felt the same power as I did. I remember just staring at him as he led me through the parking lot. He was so tall and his hair flowed in the wind. Then we arrived at his ride. It was a small red moped barely big enough for a kid, let alone a fisherman and his catch. But he assured me that this was the only way to travel through the Florida streets. Alex offered me his only helmet so I strapped it on. I was now concealed from being a secretary, replaced by a Florida girl on a bike.
Alex put his supplies in an attached pack, and then fired up the puny engine. The bike was corny, but corny in a good way. He commanded the miniature moped as I sat behind him and held his waist. Then, like a cowboy escorting the sheriff’s daughter on an injured horse, we were off. The bike puttered through the lot as Alex dodged cars left and right. Even though we traversed the traffic with barely any defense, I took a whiff of his masculine scent and knew that I was protected.
We cut through the humid air as my senses overflowed with the life of Florida. Palm trees swayed in the breeze as traffic surged. The homes looked nothing like those in Indiana. Barrel roofs and colored stucco replaced the flat shingles and vinyl siding from the north.
We stopped at a traffic light as three business professionals crossed the street in front of us, a law office behind them at the street corner. The woman in the group wore a suit that was cool and classy. I studied her saunter, and then her face that brightened as she chuckled with the handsome middle-aged men accompanying her. I wondered how it would be working and living in a tropical land hidden away from Old Man Winter. The light turned green as we continued on our adventure. I didn’t exactly know where we were going, but I knew that following the setting sun would eventually lead us somewhere.
After about twenty minutes of riding, signs for Clearwater Beach pointed us onward. Bikini clad women and shirtless men replaced the business professionals and locals navigating the streets. We were in the tourists’ playground, far, far away from my hotel district. For a moment, I wondered what my cigar-puffing boss was doing, but the sight of the beach in front of me quickly removed him from my mind.
“Is that where we’re going?” I shouted through the wind.
“No. That’s where all the tourists go. We’re going to a very special place,” he replied.
He turned the bike northward as we drove away from the crab shacks and vacation motels. Exquisite beachfront homes filled our view as we drove further away from the mainstream. I was getting a tour of the Florida Gulf Coast that not even the tourists received. As the engine droned, Alex turned off the roadway and into a sandy path.
“We’re almost there,” he said, as I instinctively yelped from the abrupt change.
We jostled on the packed sand as more and more space separated the large homes. It was just the seagulls and us as we rode with the rolling ocean to our left. A small sand dune came into our view, and our path. My pupils dilated. There was no way we were going to make it.
“Hold on,” Alex hollered as I gripped his waist even tighter.
He pegged the throttle; we popped over the hill through my girlish laughter. Then we slowed to a stop. I wondered whether something had happened to the moped. I looked around trying to assess the situation, but as I turned to the ocean, I knew exactly why we had stopped. Alex shut off the puny engine as the sound of paradise filled my ears. The picture he drew back at the café was now in front of me, its pencil strokes now full of life. The setting sun, rolling waves, and white sand soothed my sore senses. Seagulls squawked in the distance and landed around us to inspect the new life.
“What do you think?” Alex asked as he stepped off and helped me with my helmet.
“Breathtaking,” I replied.
Alex removed his sandals and tucked them on the bike as I did the same. The white sand tickled my feet. Alex took my hand and led me slowly, softly toward the water in front of us. The image was awesome, one of the most awe-inspiring ever to enter my eyes.
“How did you find this place?” I asked.
His response still rings in my mind. “I love finding beautiful things in this world, including you.”
He grasped both of my hands and looked at me with those eyes. And then, he leaned in and kissed me tenderly. I let go and gave myself to him. The waves pulsed; the seagulls fluttered; the sun burned. And there we were making love surrounded by it all. I felt like I was in a dream, whisked away by a prince sent to me by my subconscious. I couldn’t think; I couldn’t anticipate; I could only be. It felt like this was the real reason for my decision to go to Florida, a reason that would become a part of me so deeply, I couldn’t think of my life without it.
Calmness consumed me, a deep contentment after our lovemaking. Alex grabbed his sketchbook and started to sketch, but all I wanted to do was to hold on to him and to bask in the remaining light. After the ocean finally stole the sun away, Alex offered me a ride back to my hotel, a ride back to reality. I wished I could stay and live a life with him, but I knew I could never do it. All I could do, however, was hold on to him as we rode through the night, hold on to him as tightly as I could.
We pulled into my hotel’s parking lot, as the uneasy feeling returned. I wondered whether Mr. Bernstein was somewhere lurking in the shadows.
“Why don’t you move to Florida?” Alex asked as he stopped near the hotel’s entryway.
“I have a life back north.”
“Life is about living, and I can see that you are alive here with me,” he replied gently.
His words energized my soul. He was right. But could this work? Could I just pick up and move to a place that I had only dreamed of before?
“Will you take a chance with me?” he asked so softly I could barely hear his voice, yet I could hear it louder than anything.
I wanted to tell him that he had opened a side of me that I never knew existed, a side that wanted to move to Florida to become that businesswoman at the traffic light. But before I could reply, I saw thick black smoke spewing from an old car in the parking lot. The whirling pollution reminded me of cigar smoke—cigar smoke from my life in Indiana. I simply smiled at my prince as he took my hand and kissed it. Alex knew that what had happened was special, and just like a completed masterpiece, the artist must leave it untouched after the last brushstroke.
Alex reached into his moped’s pack and handed me his sketch. I realized then what he had been doing as I relaxed on the sand back at the beach. He added me to the picture, lying in paradise. And then like that, he rode away toward the unknown as I simply watched darkness devour him.
I went to bed, and then began the second and last day of the conference bright and early. I saw Mr. Bernstein and he asked if I was feeling better. All I could respond was, “I’m fine.” I continued my note taking over the humdrum insurance presenters. While my body was physically sitting next to my boss in the conference room, my mind was with Alex, back on that beach.
Later that evening we flew back north, and as the plane transcended paradise underneath us, I looked hard to find Alex and that beachfront, but I couldn’t find it or him. The only place they existed now was in my mind.
We arrived back in Indianapolis, back to the status quo. Things were the same, my family, my job, my boyfriend, my monotonous life, but as the weeks went by, I craved more. I craved to return to Florida. As I stared at Alex’s sketch day after day, I thought about his last words—his last question. I realized that I wanted to move to the Sunshine State and become my drawn counterpart. I wanted to live life.
Then, exactly one month after my trip, I decided to take action. I flew back to Tampa, back to the place that I couldn’t get out of my mind. I wanted to search for Alex, to tell him of my aspirations, and to tell him that I wanted to be next to him. The only thing I had was his sketch that I kept close to my heart. I had no plan, no area of town to search, no idea of where to find him. All I could do was go back to the place of our meeting, go back to that café. Something told me that the answer I sought would be in there.
I walked in and looked around at those two tables where we had met, but all I saw was an elderly man and woman barely awake. My prince was nowhere to be found. I suddenly felt lost, defeated, but then I saw something that offered a glimmer of hope. It was Alex’s painting hanging proudly on the wall—the painting of the palm tree. I saw a waitress cleaning a nearby table and I asked her, “Do you know this artist?”
“Alex?” she said.
“Yes, Alex. Do you know where I can find him?”
Her expression suddenly turned sour, as if I had delivered some terrible news. She paused for a moment, and then said something that would forever haunt me and forever change the way I think, the way I act—the way I live.
“He passed away three weeks ago. A truck hit his moped. It was all over the news in town.”
My heart stopped as I filtered out of the store incapable of thinking. I went back to my hotel, packed my things, and then left Florida. As the Sunshine State disappeared from my plane’s window, a part of my heart darkened, choked away from the light.
“How could he be gone? Why?” I asked myself repeatedly.
I felt terrible. If I had answered Alex’s question in that parking lot, would the dice have rolled differently? I realized that I would forever regret that decision, regret not listening to my heart and not taking that chance.
It’s been three years since this experience, and I still think about Alex and that evening on the beach. I still live in Indianapolis and work for Mr. Bernstein. Not much has changed, in fact. While I have accepted my life in Indiana, I often sit back and close my eyes where I can see Alex, see his tanned face, his cool hair, his green eyes, and his sparkling smile. While he is gone from this world, he lives on in my mind…and in my heart.
THE END
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