The Girl in the Painting

by Richard Sparks

I remember being at Mount Vernon High School for a rainy night football game. Since I didn’t have a car in my high school days, I must have come with friends. On the field, GW was doing poorly, which was not unusual, but Mount Vernon was also struggling, so there was rare hope for a win by the Prexies. The two teams were battling the weather as much as each other; there was a drizzle, breaking periodically into rain. Since my purpose there was not necessarily football, but mostly to see and be seen, the prevailing conditions were causing me to reconsider my priorities; hanging around to the end was pretty much losing its appeal.
Wandering toward the parking lot, planning to start the tricky job of hooking up with someone for a lift back to town, I passed a group of people walking the opposite way. For some reason I zeroed in on a girl in a white trench coat among them. Gifted with the testosterone-heightened powers of telescopic vision and the primitive thought process that nature provides a young man, everything else became invisible. Immediately I perceived that she was tiny; her head coming only up to my mid-chest, she had a great figure, blond hair and big brown eyes. She was beautiful. Instantly in lust, but with some analytical ability still functioning, I briefly considered that her hair was probably dyed; then quickly filed that away as irrelevant.
The weather forgotten, I turned around and followed her back to the stands. Miraculously, because people were now leaving in numbers, I was able to sit next to her, and spent the next 15 minutes or so trying to engage her in conversation. I got nowhere. On closer inspection; I could tell that I was three or four years older than she was. Maybe that was the deal-killer. Clearly shot down, I found it possible to again focus on finding a ride back to Alexandria.

A year later, now a college man, I was walking down Mount Vernon Avenue, passing GW on my way downtown. The final bell had rung, ending classes for the day, and a mob of students was flowing down the front steps toward the lineup of city busses waiting to take them home. I was picking my way through the herd when suddenly, I saw her!

In the last year, I had started routinely carrying a camera, and this day was no exception. With the trench coat draped over her arm, she looked even more beautiful than she had at the game. Our eyes locked; I pointed at her and said, “Stop; I’ll make you a star.” Incredibly, she did. She posed and smiled gorgeously; then said she had to catch her bus and hurried away. I was already thinking about how I could meet her in a few days and give her prints of the photo. The fact that I had no idea what her name was or where she lived seemed minor impediments.

When I got the film back, I was devastated. The photo was slightly out of focus – it was certainly no ice-breaker. I almost trashed it, but couldn’t. I filed the slide away in deep storage instead. Then, almost 30 years later, as part of our high school reunion “tradition,” I was prevailed upon to create a painting for the raffle to be held as part of the program. Reflecting on possible subjects, I eventually thought about the iconic stampede to the busses in front of the school. This led me to dredge up the old slide. It hadn’t been good enough to impress that young lady, but it certainly would help me recreate the details of the scene in front of the school as they had been, decades before.
At the start, I never intended to put her in the painting, but as I got into it, I couldn’t leave her out. It was as if some force was making me correct the careless mistake I’d made way back then. I was compelled to finish the job, do it right, for my own satisfaction – perhaps metaphorically it was a postponed salute to a beautiful ship that passed me on a strange rainy night.

At the reunion, people responded well to the painting, especially to the mystery of the central figure. They asked, of course, who the girl was. I told them, “A painting needs an untold back story. You don’t know her; she was not in our class, just one of the anonymous people in the painting.” They liked that. The winner of the raffle, happily, a good friend from our high school days, seemed very pleased. He has long since passed, and I have no idea what became of the painting. I like to think she’s still out there, anonymous, but beautiful and radiant in perennial youth.
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