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MARK ON THE TOILET



 

Mark sat on the toilet again, pants around his ankles,
watching for the time to change on the small, black, portable, digital alarm
clock seated on the sink to his right. He ran his fingers through his thinning
hair and then firmly rubbed his goatee. He looked at the clock again.


It read 1:57 am. Three minutes to go.


He wondered if pulling his pants down was necessary for the
magic. Not wanting to chance it, he left them around his ankles.


Noise drifted from the neighbor’s yard. The remnants of a
raucous party lingered on the back deck. Mark was nervous. Did he need absolute
silence for the magic to happen? It had been silent the other times. What if
the noise destroyed the moment?


A girl outside let loose a flirtatious giggle. In a panic
Mark lurched up from the porcelain throne, shuffled to his left, raised the
bathroom window, and screamed in anger, “Shut the fuck up already! It’s
two-o-clock in the goddamn morning! Get a room!”


The clock ticked 1:58 am. He returned to his place on the
cold, white chair. He heard the girl giggle again, and then a door closed. They
were gone. He was alone. “Thank God,” he whispered to himself. He tried to
relax by finding the special tile on the wall in front of him. Even though it
looked like every other white bathroom tile on the wall, he didn’t have to
search for it. His eyes went straight to it.


The clock progressed to 1:59 am.


Excited and brimming with anticipation, Mark wondered what
scene the tile would bring tonight. Maybe he would see the time they shared a
bowl of ice cream and Mary got some on her nose? Or maybe it would be the first
time they watched You’ve Got Mail together on the couch? Or maybe the time he
surprised her with dinner, and they made love in the kitchen before they ate?


Mark hadn’t figured out how to control what played. This was
only his twelfth night watching the magic. A few days ago he had tried
meditating on one memory all day, but his concentrated thought didn’t seem to
have an effect on what the tile chose to display. Before that he had attempted
conjuring up a specific image as the ceramic wall tile started to glow, but the
image he dreamed of wasn’t related to the scene he watched. One night he had
placed items from a specific event all around the bathroom hoping they would
guide his journey, but the objects didn’t help either. Finally Mark had
surrendered to the mystery of the moment and learned to appreciate whatever
vision came.


There were a lot of great memories to relive. Two years is a
long time to share a house with another person. No memory replay had been over
five minutes long. Subtracting time they were asleep or not at home, Mark guesstimated
there were at least 52,500 five-minute memories to watch. He would savor each
one. These short daily encounters had become the climax of his life. Night
after night he stayed awake waiting for the moment when the tile on the wall
delivered.


The clock changed to 2:00 am.


It was time. Mark focused intensely on the white ceramic
tile in the center of the wall. He tried to look past it, to direct his gaze
through it.


Mark had discovered the glorious, vision-giving white tile
by accident. He had been drinking alone on the one month anniversary of Mary’s
departure. He had come into the bathroom to pee, but he couldn’t keep his legs
under him, so he had to sit. To his surprise and disgust, instead of relieving
his bladder, Mark involuntarily leaned forward and loosed the contents of his
stomach all over his feet and the floor. The smell of regurgitated bourbon,
stale pizza, and chocolate was horrific. When he sat up he noticed the flicker.
One of the white tiles was haloed with a faint blue glow. Mark looked closely and
reached out to touch it when, suddenly, the tile magically lit up like a flat
screen, high definition television. Mark watched the tile intently. That first
night it played a scene from five years before. He and Mary sat at their
kitchen table with their next door neighbors, engaged in a lively game of
scrabble. There was laughter, conversation, and epic friendship. Mark teased
Mary for having to use the dictionary. Mary playfully pushed him in reply.


After five minutes the tile went white again. Mark pressed
it, yelled at it, banged on it; all to no avail. It was still and cold, as if
nothing special had happened.


Mark awoke the next morning in the bathtub, still smelling
of vomit; sure he had imagined the show. Hoping it hadn’t been a dream, the
next night he sat in the bathroom alone, waiting. To his great delight, it all
happened again. This time the tile revealed him and Mary eating Chinese food
and watching some stupid reality show. From her haircut, Mark deduced the scene
was from around six years ago.


Every night since, at 2 am, Mark watched the life he had
known and lost.


The clock ticked 2:01 am. Mark began to panic. What if the
magic didn’t happen tonight? What if last night had been the tile’s final
performance? What if the wonder had run its course? He didn’t know if he could
live without his five minute replay. He began to sweat with fear. His eyes
stung from the intensity of his stare. His heart raced; but Mark refused to
break his focus. He glared at the tile before him, willing it to glow, demanding
it glow.


Then the blue halo began. At first faintly, then building
strength.


Mark sighed with relief. He leaned in closer for a better
look.


Mary was there in the tile, sitting alone at the kitchen
table, thumbing through a magazine. She glanced nervously at the clock on the
kitchen wall. Mark wondered how he had missed her beauty those two years they
were together. She was wearing a grey tank top and flannel, plaid, pajama
pants. Her short brown hair framed her face. Her deep, sea-blue eyes sparkled.
When she looked up again at the clock and bit her lower lip, Mark’s heart
skipped.


He didn’t recognize this moment. Where was he? What night
was this?


Mary heard someone come in the front door. She stood with a
look of concern. “Where have you been?” she asked gently, forcing her anxiety
down.


“Oh no,” Mark moaned with pain. “Not this moment. Not this.
Not tonight. Not now. Oh no. Oh no.” His eyes began to fill with tears. A knot
formed in the top of his throat. He fought the urge the run. He knew he needed
this. He needed to see it. He needed to watch.


“I’ve been worried sick,” Mary said to an unseen figure.
“Where did you go? You got up to go to the bathroom and never came back. Who
does that? Who just leaves?” Her brow was furrowed and her eyes were confused
and frustrated.


A bleary eyed Mark stumbled into the scene. He pushed past
Mary and fell into a seat at the table. He sat with sprawled apathy, his legs
spread wide. “What? Why do you care?” he challenged aggressively.


Mary sat down across from him. She knit her eyebrows
together and said, “What do you mean ‘why do I care?’ You left me. At dinner. I
thought you had gone to the bathroom but you never came back. I sat and waited
for you for over an hour. I had to call Susan to come and get me. Where did you
go?” she demanded with sorrow.


“I don’t know,” Mark said, pulling a cigarette out of the
box he had retrieved from his pocket. His words were sharp and biting. “I went
to get a drink.” He lit the cigarette with a lighter and exhaled smoke toward
the ceiling.


“What is wrong with you?” Mary pleaded. She put her head in
her hands and began to cry. “Why would you do that to me? Who does that? Who
just leaves someone behind?”


Mark leaned forward close to her ear. “You were having such
a great time laughing with Brad,” he said menacingly. “I didn’t think I was
needed any more. I thought Brad would bring you home.”


Mary looked up, stunned. “That’s what this is about? He just
stopped by the table to say hi. I haven’t seen him in six years.”


Mark leaned back again and took another puff of the
cigarette. “Well, I wanted to give you two some space to catch up.”


A car horn called from out front and Mark stood to go.


“Where in the hell are you going?” Mary questioned, her
mouth gaping with amazement.


“Sarah and Terry are waiting for me,” he said as he crossed
the kitchen and opened a drawer. “I just came in to get another lighter because
this one is old and it sucks.” He tossed the old lighter on the counter for
dramatic effect.


“It’s midnight,” Mary said standing. “Where are you going
now?”


“Why don’t you call Brad and ask him!” Mark screamed with
sudden, terrifying ferociousness.


“Don’t do this,” Mary pleaded quietly looking at the floor.


Mark loomed over her, challenging her. “I don’t need this
shit,” he said at her. Then again, slowly emphasizing each word. “I don’t need
this shit.”


“Don’t go,” Mary replied quietly without looking up, but
Mark didn’t hear. He was already out of the scene moving toward the door. When
it slammed, Mary collapsed onto the hard kitchen floor. She curled into a ball,
pulling her knees to her chest, and softly sobbed. “No, no, no,” she mumbled to
herself. “No, no, no.” Over and over. “No, no, no,” she sobbed.


The clock changed to 2:05am and the tile went white.


Mark wiped the slobber, snot, and tears from his face with
the back of his hand. He stood, pulled his pants up, and moved to look in the
mirror over the sink.


He ran the cold water, cupped his hands under the stream,
and splashed the gathering reservoir into his eyes. Exhaustion attacked him. He
wanted to lie down, to sleep. He wanted a drink. He wanted to forget. He wanted
to deny it all, to deceive himself, to find a way to place the blame on her.


He splashed water on his face a second time and gazed
listlessly into the mirror. His reflection stared back at him. The mirror image
was sad, alone, and disappointed in the man Mark had become.












MARK AND THE MAGIC CIGAR



 

“Is this it?” Mark thought. “This is what it’s come to?
Wasting the day, waiting for my five minute fix at 2 am.”


He clipped the end of his cigar and fell into the brown
leather chair. The cushion embraced him, urging him never to stand again. He
struck a match, touched it to the end of the long stick, and sucked in. The
warm smoke filled his mouth. He held it for a moment before releasing it into
the light.


He marveled at the dance of his exhale. The smoke played
games in the beams of sunlight coming through the cracked back door. Excluding
those small rays, the back room of the cigar shop was dark and empty. In the
center of the room were four large leather couches in a circle. Scattered
against the walls were pairs of recliners separated by end tables with ash
trays.


Mark looked at his watch. 3:17 pm.


“You’re a pathetic douche,” he said to himself, angry he had
looked at his watch again. “A PATHETIC DOUCHE!” he screamed into the air.


A young-looking college student ran into the room. “Is
everything all right, sir?” His employee name tag read, “Hello! My Name is
Philip.”


“Does it look like everything’s all right?” Mark snapped
back. “Do I look all right to you?”


“Um. No sir? I mean… I heard you scream, and I just wanted
to check and make sure you were all right.”


“No. I’m not all right. I’m fucked up, kid. Does a grown man
come into a place like this to smoke alone in the middle of the afternoon on a
Tuesday if he is all right?”


“I wouldn’t know, sir. I just work here.” Philip stood in
silence for a second, uncomfortable and unsure what to say next. “If there is
anything I can get you, please let me know.” Philip left the doorway and
returned to his counter.


“Pathetic douche,” Mark said again, unclear if he was
speaking about himself or Philip.


He stood, walked to the cooler on the floor across the room,
and retrieved one of the complementary Diet Cokes. Returning to his seat, he
took another long puff on the cigar and blew the smoke into the daylight. It
swirled. The waves weaved in and out of themselves.


Tonight would be the magic tile’s forty-first show in the
bathroom. He had seen it all now: joy, tears, laughter, fighting, flirting, and
simply sharing space. He had considered stopping, letting the show go on
without him; but he couldn’t. A few nights he even tried to go to sleep at a
decent hour, but instead he lay in his bed staring at the ceiling until the
clock turned 1:58 am. He needed to watch. He needed it all to play out. He
needed to see their love blossom and wither.


Mark took another drag of the cigar and exhaled into the
light again. He watched the smoke turn and flip, twist and bend. Then,
shockingly, there she was. For a moment, only a brief second, he glimpsed
Mary’s profile in the turning waves of cloudy air.


He blew again. This time slowly, allowing for a longer
stream to hover in the light. There she was again. Her profile smiled at him as
if she were looking over her shoulder. Then, as the smoke dispersed, the image
dissipated.


He blew again and leaned forward for a closer look. The
smoke swirled in meaningless waves, until… there she was, looking at him. This
time she faced him and bit her lip as if in deep thought. He reached forward
with his thumb to caress her cheek, but the smoke gave way to his hand and she
was gone.


He blew again. She was mid-laugh. He imagined something he
said was the cause of her joy. He closed his eyes and tried to picture her
happy.


He blew again. Her eyes were closed. She was asleep. Her face
turned to the side, peaceful. Her mouth was serene. Mark shut his eyes and
leaned back in the chair. He imagined lying next to her.


He blew again. She was crying. Her eyes spoke pain. Mark
didn’t want to see it. He waved his hand furiously through the smoke,
dispersing the image. It vanished at his touch.


He blew again, and again, and again. Each image of her was
different. The happy ones he let linger. The sad ones he erased. Over and over,
he blew. She was eating. She was speaking. She grinned. She yawned. She
smirked. Over and over, he saw her.


The cigar burned down to a nub. It singed his fingers. He
took another drag. The smoky Mary cocked her head to the right and gazed back
at him with curiosity. Mark slowly drew near. He cocked his head to match hers
and came as close as he could without interrupting the smoke. They lingered
there, in the daylight, together for a moment. Then she was gone.


He tried to draw more from the cigar, but it refused. It was
exhausted. Mark tossed the nub into the ash tray and took another from his
black carrying case. He clipped the end, struck a match, and lit the fresh
stick. He leaned back again in his chair and blew into the sun, but there was
nothing. Waves of faceless smoke danced in the light.


He blew again. The waves twirled, but she did not come.


“No, no, no,” he said, panicking.


He blew again and again. The waves twist and turned, but his
hopes were denied.


“Come on, goddamn it!”


He blew again and leaned forward, searching for something,
anything in the exhale. He was again denied.


“NO! DAMN IT! DAMN IT! DAMN IT!” he screamed. He threw the
cigar across the room, grabbed a third from his case, and cut the end.


“Excuse me, sir,” Philip the employee interrupted. “I need
to warn you, we will be closing in two minutes. You should pack up.”


“What the fuck, man?” Mark snapped. “You just opened!”


“You’ve been here for three hours, sir. We closed at six.
It’s six-fifteen. I’m sorry. You can have another few minutes while I lock up
the humidor, but then you are going to have to leave.”


“Yeah, whatever, man!” Mark yelled at Philip’s back as the
young man left him alone again.


Forcing himself back into reality, Mark rubbed his forehead
and wiped his eyes. They stung from the smoke and forty nights of no sleep. He
tossed his cigar case in his backpack and forced himself to stand. He was stiff
all over. Walking to the front door was difficult.


The bright sunlight outside the store hurt. It forced Mark
to squint. He looked left and then right for his car. He couldn’t remember
where he’d parked. He rubbed his neck and then bent his head to the right
stretching the muscles. He looked down the street again.


There she was.


“Oh, shit,” he whispered. Were his delusions following him
in public now?


He stared at her. She walked toward him in an amazing white
sundress which clung to her in all the right places. He noticed the perfect,
athletic sway of her hips. Her short brown hair bounced slightly with each
step. Her face was as he had seen it in the smoke, but better. He lost himself
gazing at her beauty. This vision was the best yet. She wasn’t a fantasy. She
was tangible. Her hair fell around her face as she laughed and playfully leaned
into the person next to her.


“Who the fuck is that guy?” Mark said angrily, realizing
that in this vision of Mary there was a stranger walking next to her. It was
new. Mark’s visions had all been memories, things from their past. This
stranger was an unwelcome intruder.


The man next to her was tall and muscular, with broad
shoulders. His hair was cut tight. He wore cargo shorts and a green t-shirt.
Their fingers were intertwined. He spoke and she laughed. He looked like the
kind of man she deserved.


Mark pinched his eyes closed tight and stretched his neck
again, hoping the image would vanish, but it did not. In fact, they were
closer.


“Mark?” Mary called. She smiled and waved. “Mark! Mark, it’s
me! It’s Mary!” She let go of the big man’s hand and jogged toward him.


“You’re really here?” Mark said, confused. He reached out
and grabbed her arm. “This isn’t a dream?”


She took his hand and squeezed it. “I can’t believe I’m just
running into you like this. What’s it been? Like a year?”


“Fifty-one days,” Mark said, still confused. “I can’t
believe you’re here.”


“I know. I never come to this part of town, but I heard
about this new restaurant up the street and thought I would give it a shot.”


“You look incredible.”


Mary laughed, slightly embarrassed. “I’ve missed you. How
are you? You look thin. Have you been eating?”


“Oh yeah,” Mark said, coming into reality. “Um. I’ve been
working out,” he lied. “You know, just trying to get fit and all.” He didn’t
want to tell her he hadn’t eaten a decent meal since their break up.


“That’s great,” Mary replied. “I was worried about you.”


“Thanks. Um… I’ve missed you a lot.”


“How’s work been going? Have you had any articles published
lately?”


“Yeah. A few. Work’s been fine,” Mark lied.


“That’s so great to hear,” Mary said, smiling. Mark lost
himself in her blue eyes for a moment.


“Are you sure you’re okay?”


“Yeah. Yeah. I’m fine,” Mark said. “How’s your job going?”


Mary grinned. Mark never asked about her job when they were
together. “You know, the shop is the shop. Nothing much changes.” She cocked
her head to the right and said, “You seem different. Has something changed?”


“Hey Mary, who’s this?” the muscular man said, arriving at
her side. He took her hand and laced his fingers with hers. Mark’s heart
pounded with rage. His blood turned hot. He could feel the new Mark slipping
away and the angry Mark returning.


“I’m Mark,” he said forcefully extending his hand for a
shake.


“Oh,” the man said as his grip crushed Mark’s. “You’re Mark.
I’ve heard a lot about you.” Mark was shocked at how powerful the man was. He
was lean, athletic, and a good foot taller than Mark.


“Oh, I’m sorry. Mark, this is Mike. He’s Susan’s little
brother,” Mary explained as she hugged Mike’s arm.


“I always knew Susan was a back-stabbing bitch,” Mark
mumbled.


“Excuse me?” Mike said.


“Aren’t you a little tall to be a little brother?” Mark
snapped.


Mike smiled in reply.


“I mean, come on Mary! How old is this kid?”


“I’m twenty-seven,” Mike said. Mark wanted to beat that
smile off of his face.


“Mary! He’s…what…like six years younger than you. Come on!
When you were a senior in high school he was just coming into junior high.”


“Same old Mark,” she said squeezing his arm again. “It was
great to see you. I’m glad you are doing so well.”


Mark was overcome with regret. He had blown it. He was given
one more chance and he had wasted it. “Great to see you too. You do look
fantastic,” Mark said.


“Nice to meet you Mark,” Mike said.


“Yeah, yeah,” Mark grumbled. He jammed his hands into his
pockets and crossed the street. He could hear them whispering behind him.


He reached the opposite curb and froze. “You’re a pathetic
douche,” he whispered. Then he turned and yelled, “Hey! Mary! Wait a second!”


She looked back. Mark ran across the street to meet her.
Mike stepped forward to intercept him.


“Give us a minute Gigantor!” Mark snapped.


“It’s okay, Mike,” Mary said. “Why don’t you go and get us a
table. I’ll catch up with you in a minute.”


“All right,” Mike said, eyeing Mark. “If you’re sure?”


“It’ll be fine,” Mary replied.


“Yeah, go get a table Gorilla Boy,” Old Mark shot as Mike
walked away.


“What is it, Mark?” Mary asked.


“Listen, Mary. I just wanted to say… I mean, what do you see
in that guy? It isn’t serious is it?”


“It’s early, but things are going in the right direction,”
Mary replied. “Not that it’s any of your business.”


“You’re right. You’re right. You look fantastic by the way.
Did I say that already? You look amazing.”


“You did. Thanks.”


“I fixed that cabinet. You remember? The one with the lose
hinge that used to drive you nuts? I finally fixed it.”


“That’s great, Mark. Is that what you wanted to say?”


“No. I mean, I just thought you’d want to know. Oh! And I
stopped drinking.”


“Wow. That’s great.”


“Yeah. I’ve got twenty-nine days sober. I’m going to
meetings and everything. It’s been great. I feel like a new man.”


“That’s awesome. I’m happy for you. Listen, it was good
bumping into you, but I really need to…”


“No. Wait. I just wanted to say… I mean… I’ve been thinking
a lot about you. About us. I’ve been playing it over and over in my head. We
had some good times right? We were happy…in the beginning at least. Right? You
liked being with me…until I ruined it.”


“I loved you, Mark. I wanted to spend the rest of my life
with you.”


“I know. I’m sorry.”


“You know Mark, it was a different life. I’m trying to move
on.”


“I know. But that’s what I needed to say. That’s it. That’s
why I’ve been thinking about you so much. I just need to tell you, I’m sorry.
I’m sorry for how I treated you. I was an asshole, a self-absorbed asshole. And
I’m sorry. I’m sorry I never saw how beautiful you are. I’m sorry I spoke to
you like I did. I’m sorry I didn’t appreciate you. I’m sorry I never asked
about your job. I’m sorry I didn’t care. I’m sorry for all of it. If I could go
back and fix it, I would. But I know I can’t. So, I’m sorry. I’m sorry is all
I’ve got to give.”


Mary reached up and held Mark’s cheek in her palm. She gazed
into his eyes and said, “I forgive you.”


A wave of release washed over him. He could feel his sorrow
and obsession disperse like smoke in the cigar bar. Anxiety blew from his body.
He breathed deep. “Thank you,” he said. He took her hands in his. “It was good
to see you. You’re amazing. Mike seems like a nice guy. I hope he knows what
he’s found.”


“Thanks,” Mary said.


“Goodbye, Mary.”


“Goodbye, Mark.”


Mark turned to cross the street. 












MARK AND THE MAGIC CANDY HEARTS



 

Mark examined the white package he’d found on his doorstep
that morning. He shook it and listened to its contents rustle around inside. He
sighed, laid it in his lap, and looked at the sign above his head. Three
minutes to the next light rail train. He knew she would call any minute to see
if he’d opened it yet. She always called at this time because she knew he was
on his way to work and she assumed he had nothing better to do but talk to her.



He looked at the box again and then at the sign. Still three
more minutes until the next train. He hoped maybe the train would beat her
call. If he were on the train when his phone buzzed, he could tell her it was
rude to talk on the phone in an enclosed space like a train car. 


His phone buzzed in his pocket. There was no train in sight.


Mark thought about just ignoring it. He could lie and still
use the train car excuse. He looked at his phone and considered it, but the
fear returned, that feeling in his stomach that she saw everything all the
time. She’d worked hard to instill it in him early on. “Don’t you misbehave
when I’m gone because I’ll know. I see everything,” she used to say to him. 


He took his phone out of his pocket and pressed the button
to answer the call. “Hello Mom,” he said into the phone.


“Hello, Mark. This is your mother,” the caller said back.


“I know, mom,” Mark said shaking his head in disbelief.
“That’s why I just said ‘Hello, mom.’ I can see who is calling me on the phone.
I know it’s you.” 


“I don’t really have time for all that, dear. I’ve only got
a second. I was just calling to make sure you got the mail I sent you.”


Mark sighed and looked at the package in his lap. “Yes, Mom.
I got your package.”


“Well, don’t exhaust yourself thanking me for it. I send you
something nice. The least you could do is show some gratitude.” 


“Really, mom? Really?” 


“Your brother Charlie loves it when I send him things, is
all I’m saying. He doesn’t even wait for me to call him. He calls me. That’s
all I’m saying.” 


“God, mom,” Mark said as he rubbed his forehead with his
free hand.


“All I’m saying, dear, is that, I hate to say it, but I’ll
be dead and there won’t be any more mail from me. Not that you would notice.”


“Thank you for the package, mom.” 


“You’re welcome, dear. It doesn’t mean as much because I had
to ask for it, but you’re welcome. I just thought you’d need a little cheering
up. It being Valentine’s Day and all. And you, of course, being single. Again.”


“Of course? Mom, of course?” Mark said with disbelief. “What
is that supposed to mean?”


“What, dear? You’re so touchy today. I know it’s a hard day
to be alone, but you don’t need to take it out on me.”


“Mom, I’m not taking it out on y—.”


“Dear,” Mark’s mom interrupted. “Let’s not fight. Okay? I’ve
got plans with your father tonight. We’re going to that new sushi place on the
corner of Riggles and Park. You know the one. Even though his back is acting
up, he’s still taking me out for a nice night. Isn’t that sweet?”


“That sounds nice, mom,” Mark said looking up at the train
sign. There were still two minutes until the next train. Mark gave the sign an
angry glare. 


“Sarah recommended it. I’ve heard it’s very fancy. Did I say
it’s sushi? That’s raw fish, you know.”


“I know what sushi is, mom.” 



“And Sarah told me that she and Phil go there all the time.
Very romantic she said.”


“Sarah?” Mark said. “Sarah who?” 


“Sarah. Sarah and Phil. You know Sarah and Phil. They’re
Mary’s parents.”


“God, mom,” Mark said with frustration. “Why are you talking
to Mary’s parents?”


“Well, just because you couldn’t make it work with her,
doesn’t mean I have to give up the friendships I’ve built.”


“Yes, mom,” Mark said rubbing his head again. “Yes, it does.
You are not allowed to be friends with my ex-girlfriend’s parents.” He looked
at the sign again. Still two minutes. He gave the sign the middle finger. 


“Sarah said you would be like this. She and Mary talk all
the time. Imagine, having a child that calls you of their own volition just to
talk. I told Sarah that I have no idea what that feels like. And then Sarah
said you weren’t handling the break up well. I told her that I was worried but,
of course, you never talk to me, so I didn’t know for sure.”


“I’m handling it fine, mom. God. What does Sarah know about
it anyway?”


“Well, she said that Mary said that she saw you in the
grocery store last week and that you looked very sad. She said you got in a
fight with the deli manager over some kind of cheese or something.”


“It was meat, okay mom,” Mark said angrily into the phone.
“And I know what a half-pound of meat looks like, alright? And that was not a
half-pound. Not by a long shot.”


“I know how you get when you are lonely, dear. You have such
a temper. But there’s no reason to yell at me about things. All I did was send
you a package in the mail.”


“Listen. New rule, mom. No more telling me about Sarah and
Phil. Okay?” Mark said as he stared down the tracks hoping to catch some
glimpse of the train.


“See, there is it. Just because you couldn’t make it work
with Mary - such a wonderful girl - and now you’re all alone on Valentine’s
Day, doesn’t mean you have to treat me poorly, especially after I went to all
the trouble to mail you a care package on Valentine’s Day so you wouldn’t feel
so bad about being all alone.”


“Could you say that one more time, mom?” Mark said with frustrated
sarcasm. “I’d forgotten there for a second that Mary moved out.”


“I’m just trying to help, dear. Maybe if you could control
this temper, you would have plans tonight.”


Mark smiled at the sight of the train pulling into the
station. “Alright, mom. I’ve got to go. The train is here.”


“Okay, well, enjoy your Valentine’s Day package. I’ll think
about you when your dad and I are out having sushi tonight.” 


“Thank you for the package, mom. Talk to you tomorrow.” Mark
hung up the phone and stuffed it back into the pocket of his jeans before his
mother could get another word in. Slinging his computer bag over his shoulder
and taking his package in his other hand, he stood and filed onto the train
with the other handful of passengers. 


Mark sat in his usual spot. The seats of the train car were
cheap, plastic, and uncomfortable. The other regular commuters took their
places too. Because everyone sat in the same place each morning, the ride
always felt the same. 


Mark tucked his computer bag behind his legs and then shook
the package again, listening to it rattle. He ripped the thin end of the
package open and turned it on its side. A small box of candy hearts slid into
his hand along with a shiny red card. Opening the box of hearts, Mark shook one
into his hand. Written in yellow on the small blue heart was the saying, “Seize
the Day!” Mark popped the candy in his mouth and chewed. As the sugar melted in
his mouth, he closed his eyes and enjoyed the taste. 


“What’s that?” Bernie said, poking with his cane at the
package in Mark’s lap.


“Nothing,” Mark said, not wanting to share.


Bernie was what Mark had named the elderly man who always
sat across from him on the train. Mark had no idea what the man’s real name
was. He just looked like a “Bernie” to Mark. Today, Bernie was wearing a brown
baggy V-neck sweater over a blue button down, brown pants, and, of course, his
brown, tattered Homburg hat. Rain or shine, Bernie was never without his brown
Homburg. 


“What is it?” Bernie said, poking the package again.


“It’s a Valentine’s Day gift,” Mark said.    


“Who’s it from?” Bernie asked. The train jerked forward and
began to roll down the track toward downtown. 


“My mom,” Mark said. 


“Aren’t you a little old to be getting a care package from
your mommy?” Bernie said. 


The woman sitting two seats to the right of Mark, who Mark
had named Sally, giggled. 


Mark glared at her. 


“He has a point,” Sally said. She had a kind smile that Mark
enjoyed. Mark wasn’t sure of her age, but she seemed a little younger than he
was. Today she was wearing a green blouse, a gray skirt, and her black reading
glasses. Open in her lap was a paperback version of The Firm by John Grisham.
Sally always had a paperback with her. 


“First off,” Mark said. “I’m not that old. I’m only
thirty-five. And second, I didn’t ask her to send it. She just sent it, okay?”


“Well,” Bernie said. “What’s in it?”


“Yeah,” Sally said, looking up from her book. “What’d you
get?” 


“It’s nothing really,” Mark said, letting the box of candy
hearts fall into his hand again. He removed another piece of candy and looked
at it. The green candy read, “Share the Love!” Mark popped it in his mouth.
“It’s just a box of those cheap candy hearts and a card.”


“Can I have some?” Bernie said, holding out his hand.


Mark laughed. “No,” he said. He slid another heart into his
palm. The pink candy read, “You should Share!” Mark laughed again to himself
and ate it.


“Come on,” Bernie said, still holding out his wrinkled hand.
“Give me one.”


“No,” Mark said again, this time with a more dismissive
tone. He took a fourth heart from the box. The green words on the red candy
made him look twice. They read, “Don’t be an Ass!” Nervous that candy with such
a strange message might be sour, Mark tentatively put the piece of candy in his
mouth and crunched it between his teeth. It tasted the same as the others.


“I want some,” Bernie said, still holding out his hand.


Mark shrugged. “Well, I don’t want to be an ass,” he said.
Holding out the box, he jiggled it until three candies fell into the old man’s
hand. Bernie ate them all at once.


“You didn’t even read the message on them,” Mark said.


“When you’re as old as I am,” Bernie said, leaning back in
his seat and crossing his arms, “you don’t have time to read stuff. I could
drop dead any second.”


“What’s the card say?” Sally asked. 


Mark sighed and examined the shiny red card. On the front,
in silver script, were the words “Be My Valentine!” He read them aloud and then
showed the card to Sally and Bernie. Then, opening the card up, he read to them
the message on the inside that was in his mother’s handwriting. “Figured you
would need this since you are single, of course. Don’t be sad. Valentines is
only twenty-four hours. Tomorrow no one will care that you are alone. Love,
Mom.”


“Well, that’s sweet,” Bernie said holding out his hand.
“Give me some more candy.” Mark jiggled three more hearts into the old man’s
hand. Again, he ate them all at once. 


“I guess that was sweet,” Sally said.


“That’s my mom,” Mark said, putting the card back in the
package. He took another candy from the box and read it to himself. “Ask Her!”
it said. Puzzling the message, Mark popped it in his mouth.


The light rail train rolled to a slow stop. The doors
opened. No one got on or off. The doors closed and the train began moving
forward again.


“More,” Bernie said, holding out his hand. Mark obliged.
Again, the old man didn’t stop to read them before he devoured them. 


“What did she mean by, ‘of course’?” Sally said, looking up
from her book.


“Right?” Mark said. “That’s what I asked her on the phone.”
He took another heart from the box and read it. “Ask her Out!” it said in pink
lettering. Laughing to himself, Mark popped the candy in his mouth.


The train rolled on in silence. They crossed over a small
lake. The newly risen sun reflected off the water. Mark sighed, wishing he were
still back home in bed. He took another candy from the box and read it. “Ask
Sally Out!” it read. 


“Oh shit,” Mark said to himself with surprise. Looking over
at the woman to his right, Mark began to feel a knot in his throat. Even though
he’d seen her on the train almost every weekday for six months, he’d never
thought of her like that. He’d noticed she was beautiful, but he didn’t really
know anything about her. He didn’t even know her real name. 


Mark looked at the candy heart again. The words had not
changed. 


“More,” Bernie said. Mark jiggled a few more hearts in the
old man’s hand. 


Leaning back into his own seat, Mark read the words a third
time. “Probably a fluke,” he said to himself. “Sally’s a common name.” He ate
the candy and got another. “Not a Fluke!” the new candy said. 


“Oh shit!” Mark said again, louder this time. 


“You okay?” Sally said, smiling at him curiously. 


“Oh, um,” Mark fumbled, trying to hide the candy heart in
his hands. “Um, yeah. I just remembered that I have this thing due at work
today and I forgot about it until just now,” he lied.


“That sucks,” Sally said, turning back to her book. “I hate
it when that happens.”


“Yeah, so, um,” Mark fumbled. He looked at the ceiling of
the train car and exhaled as he weighed his options. Deciding he had nothing to
lose, he continued, “So, um, are you doing anything for Valentine’s Day?” 


“Nope,” Bernie said. 


“Not you,” Mark barked at the old man.


Sally giggled. She closed her book and looked up with a
grin. “I don’t have any plans,” she said. “Just another night. Of course.”


Mark smiled. “Of course,” he said. “Well, you think that
maybe you might want to, like, maybe meet up for a beer or something?” 


“Meet up?” Bernie laughed. “Be a man,” he said. 


“What’d you say?” Mark said. He could feel his blood
pressure rising.


“If you’re going to ask out a beautiful woman,” Bernie said,
poking at Mark with his cane, “do it like a man. Don’t meet up. Ask her out.” 


Sally smiled and looked at the floor. “Things are a little
different now. Meeting up is fine,” she said. 


“Oh,” Mark said. “That’s great. Where do you want to go?”


Sally looked up in surprise. “Oh, no,” she said. “I’m sorry.
That’s not what I meant. I meant meeting up at places, in general, is fine for
people to do. I didn’t mean that I would meet up with you tonight.”


“Oh,” Mark said, looking at the floor. 


“No. No,” Sally said. “It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s
just that, well, that’s not what I meant to say, is all.” 


“You two are the worst,” Bernie said. Poking Mark again with
his cane he said, “Give me more.” 


Mark jiggled more candy into the old man’s hand. 


“Ask her out like a man and she won’t have to fumble around
trying to figure out the answer,” Bernie said before he ate the candy hearts. 


Mark swallowed and turned to face Sally. “Would you like to
get a drink tonight with me?” he asked. 


Sally smiled and looked at the floor. Then looking back up
with a grin, she said, “Tell you what, I’ll meet you for a drink if you can
tell me what my name is.” 


“You’re screwed now,” Bernie laughed. 


Mark glared at him. 


“Don’t look at me like that, Mark,” Bernie said as he leaned
back, folded his arms, and closed his eyes. “I know her name. Maybe I’ll take
her out.”


Mark bit his bottom lip. Then, the solution occurred to him.
Quickly, he jiggled another candy heart into his hand and read it. He popped
the candy into his mouth, looked at the woman next to him, and said, “Your name
is Anne.” 


Anne returned to reading her book. 


Mark looked to the floor again.


With a smile, Anne said, “Meet you at eight at Hamilton
Tavern.”


“Well done,” Bernie said without opening his eyes.


“Great,” Mark said with a smile. “Eight it is.” Then,
waiting a few minutes until he thought no one was looking, he took out his
phone and sent a text that read, “Thanks for the candy mom.”












MARK AND THE MAGIC FIRST DATE



 

Mark open and closed his hands, stretching his fingers. His
palms were sweaty. He didn’t like it. He stopped at an abandoned storefront to
examine himself in the reflective glass. Pulling on his beard with his right
hand, he wished he were better looking. He sighed at the bags under his eyes,
his messy hair, and his wild whiskers. Why had he decided to wear plaid? He
looked like the skinniest lumberjack in the world. “To late to do anything
about it now,” he said to himself and he continued on. 


The bar was crowded for a Tuesday night. The tavern was
small. The bar had room for twelve and then there were the fifteen or so two to
four top tables. Mark scanned the room. All the stools were taken and most of
the tables were filled. There was one open by the door, but Mark knew if he
took it he’d be cold and uncomfortable all night, and he wanted tonight to be
different. He wanted to give Anne his full attention. He considered just
standing at the bar. She would probably be more comfortable there. No
commitment that way. If she didn’t like him, she could just excuse herself and
not have to worry about ordering food or anything.


He heard his name and looked to the back corner. Anne
already had a table. She was smiling and waving to him. Mark swallowed, rubbed
his hands on his pants, and crossed the room to meet her. 


“Hey, um. Thanks for, like, meeting me here tonight,” he
said as he arrived at the table.


“Thanks for asking,” she said. “It’s nice not to be home
alone on Valentine’s Day.” 


“Oh, yeah,” Mark said, remembering. Reaching into his back
pocket, he pulled out a wrinkled and damp envelope. “I got you a card,” he
said, holding it out to her. “Um, sorry it’s so… I put it in my back pocket and
it got a little wrinkled.”


Anne took the card with a smile and smoothed it out. “No
worries,” she said, pulling the card from its envelope.


Mark took a seat at the table. Maybe the card was a bad
idea. He was nervous how she’d take it.  



Anne laughed out loud, held up the card, and said, “This is
hysterical.” 


The card had a picture of President Obama on the front with
the phrase, “I’m glad I’m not Obama-self this Valentine’s Day.”


Mark smiled. “I’m glad you like it,” he said. “Don’t say I
never got you anything.” 


“You’re already setting a pretty high bar for the rest of
the date by bringing me stuff,” she said opening the card. Then she held up the
blank interior to him and said, “Of course, next time you could maybe, sign
it.”


“I didn’t want to raise your expectations too high,” he said
leaning back in his chair. “I need some way surprise you next time I get you a
card. I’m holding back to make it special in the future, you know.”


“Very smart,” Anne said. “Because if you’d signed it this time,
there’s nowhere else to go. I’d totally be like, ‘Not another card.’”


“Right?” Mark said. “You get it.” He noticed how the light
freckles on her cheeks matched her strawberry blond hair and contrasted with
her green eyes. He liked it. 


“What are you looking at?” she said, embarrassed. 


“You look nice, is all,” he said. 


“It’s the same thing I was wearing this morning,” she said. 


“Welcome to VD Night at the Hamilton Tavern,” a nasally
voice said from behind Mark. It made Mark jump, which made Anne laugh. Mark
turned to see a man in a Pac-Man t-shirt and jeans staring at a small black
notepad. “What can I get you?” he said, without looking up. 


“Maybe we could start with some menus?” Mark said. 


The waiter sighed, looked at the ceiling, and passed Mark
two one-page menus. As Mark handed a menu to Anne, he mouthed, “Wow.” 


“I know,” Anne mouthed back. 


Mark skimmed the five items on the menu and asked, “What’s
the VD Cheeseburger?”


“It’s a cheeseburger. But we’re serving it on Valentine’s
Day,” the waiter said, cocking his head to the right as he looked at Mark with
disdain. 


“But like,” Mark said. “What makes it a Valentine’s Day
cheeseburger?” 


“We’re serving it on Valentine’s Day,” the waiter said
again. 


“Oh,” Mark said, turning to smile at Anne.


“And what about the Valentine’s Day house salad?” Anne said.


The waiter sighted. “What about it?” he said, shifting his
weight. 


“Well,” Anne said with a smirk. “What makes it a Valentine’s
Day salad?” 


“Like the cheeseburger,” the waiter said. “The chef is
making it on Valentine’s Day and therefore it is a Valentine’s Day salad.”


“So what about the VD meatloaf?” Mark asked. Anne giggled
and covered her face with her menu.


“I’ll give you a few moments to decide,” the waiter said and
then he walked away. 


“Do you think he’s going to come back?” Mark said. 


“Yeah,” Anne said looking at the menu. “Charlie can be a
jerk, but he’s a good waiter. He’ll be back.” 


“So you come here a lot?” 


“Once or twice a week,” Anne said. “I live alone. Sometimes
it’s just nice to get around people.” 


“Yeah,” Mark said, looking over the menu. “I’m living alone
now.”


“Because you broke up with Mary,” Anne said with a
reassuring smile.


“You know Mary?” Mark said, setting his menu down.


“No,” Anne said with a laugh. 


“How do you know we broke up?” Mark said, crossing his arms.



“You told me,” Anne said.


Mark’s mind raced through his times on the train. He didn’t
remember ever sharing anything about his personal life. “When?” he said.


“Oh god,” Anne said, leaning back in her chair. “You have no
idea who I am?” 


“No,” Mark said. “I know who you are. You’re Anne. From the
morning train.”


“And?” Anne said.


“And you sit next to me and across from Bernie,” Mark said.


Anne laughed. “His name’s Earl.”


“Yeah,” Mark said, looking at the menu again. “That’s what I
said. You sit across from Ernie on the morning train.”


“And?” Anne said, crossing her arms. 


Mark put the menu down and looked at the ceiling. “And
what?” he said. 


“And where else do you know me from?” 


Mark huffed. “What’s with the test? Just tell me.”


Anne buried herself in the one page menu. “I’m just going to
wait for you to figure it out.”


“Have you decided what you want?” the waiter said from
behind Mark, again making Mark jump. 


“I’ll get the VD Cheeseburger and a Loose Cannon Ale,” Anne
said, passing her menu over. 


“Excellent choice ma’am,” Charlie said, taking her menu. 


“I’ll get the baked potato,” Mark said. 


“The Valentine’s Day potato,” the waiter corrected. 


“Yeah,” Mark said, turning in his chair to face the waiter.
“But hold the cheese and sour cream. And no bacon. And light on the salt.”


“So,” the waiter said, looking up from his pad. “You want a
plain potato.”


“Yep,” Mark said. 


“Fascinating,” the waiter said. “And what can I get you to
drink?” 


“I’ll get the same beer that she’s having,” he said. 


“A plain potato and the beer your girlfriend ordered,” the
waiter said, scribbling something on his pad. “Interesting.”


“What’s interesting?” Mark said. “What are you writing
there? Are you writing things about me?” He reached for the pad, but the waiter
pulled it close to his chest before Mark could get his hands on it. 


Giving Mark a look of disapproval, the waiter said to Anne,
“Your drinks will be right out.” 


“You’re the best, Charlie,” Anne called as the waiter walked
away. 


Mark stared at Anne, trying to decide where he knew her
from. “Where’d you grow up?” Mark asked. 


“Pennsylvania,” she said. 


Mark bit his bottom lip. “I’m from Jersey,” he said. 


“Never been,” Anne said. “But I hear it’s nice.”


“It’s not,” Mark said. 


“That’s actually what I heard,” Anne said. 


“Yeah,” Mark said. “I was kind of hoping that’s where I know
you from.”


“Nice try,” she said. “But you are super cold.”


“Cold?” Mark said. “Like the kids game?”


“You are camping in the artic,” Anne said. 


“Okay,” Mark said nodding. “This is helpful.” 


Charlie arrived with their beers. “Food will be right up,”
he said. “The plain potato was difficult for the chef. He said sucking all the
joy and happiness out of food was going to take some time.”


Anne laughed.


“Alright,” Mark said, irritated. “No lip with that potato
either.”


Charlie the waiter snorted as he walked away. 


“College?” Mark asked.


“University of Maryland,” Anne said. 


“What’d you study?” Mark asked. 


“Computer science,” she said, taking a sip of her beer.
“You’re getting warmer.”


Mark found he was excited by the challenge. He asked her
about her classes, the sorority she spent a semester in before she realized
that wasn’t what she wanted. She shared about her first job at a comic book
store and told Mark he was getting warmer. He talked about working at a radio
station as a late night DJ and talk show host. Their food came and they ate as
they chatted. Anne shared about her last boyfriend and about how he had
decided, after a year of living with her, that he needed to find himself. Mark
talked about his years Mary. He admitted to making mistakes and that he’d
messed things up. Time slipped by. Slowly the bar became quiet and less
crowded. Still, Mark never got more than lukewarm in his pursuit of their
connection.


As Charlie brought them their third round, Mark asked, “So
where do you work now?” 


“Now you’re getting hot,” Anne said with a grin.


“All women say that after three beers,” Mark said. 


“Is that what it takes?” Anne said. 


“Yeah,” Mark replied with a smile. “I’m a three beer guy. No
beers, and you wonder why you would say yes to going out with me. One beer and
you’re considering maybe settling. Two beers and you start to imagine I have
some good qualities. At three beers, you just give up and accept that you might
be attracted to me.”


“You’ve got this down to a science,” Anne said, offering a
toast with her glass.


“Years of market research,” Mark replied. 


“I work where you work,” Anne said. 


Mark leaned forward in his chair and looked at here closely.
“I call bullshit,” he said, leaning back again.


“No, really,” Anne said. “We get off the train every day and
walk to the same building.” 


“No,” Mark said. “I would have seen you.” 


“Well,” Anne said. “You run off the train likes it’s on fire
and then walk like someone is chasing you with a cattle prod. I’m not in that
much of a hurry to get there.”


“I don’t do that,” Mark said, knitting his eyebrows. 


Anne took another drink. “Yes,” she said. “Yes you do.”


“Well,” Mark said. “I like my job.” 


Anne laughed. “You hate your job.”


“Jesus,” Mark said throwing his hands in the air. “How do
you know that?” 


“Because you told me,” she said, sipping her beer again.


“When?” Mark said with a challenge. 


Anne sat up in her chair and spoke in a deeper voice, trying
to imitate Mark. “I’m just trying to explain to you that I can’t get this
fucking machine to work because this mouse chord has a fucking kink in it. How
fucking hard is it to get a fucking mouse with a fucking working chord on it? My
fucking girlfriend is with fucking Brad and now my fucking mouse doesn’t work. Fuck.
I hate this fucking job.”


“Oh shit,” Mark said, running his fingers through his hair. 


“You know now, don’t you,” she said. 


“You’re Anne from IT,” Mark said, closing his eyes. 


“Ding! Ding! Ding! Give this man a prize!” Anne said with a
laugh. 


“Why would you go out with me?” Mark said looking at the
floor. “We fight every day.”


“We don’t fight,” Anne said.


“Yes we do,” Mark said. “We fight every day on the phone.”


“No,” Anne said. “You call. You scream. I put you on speaker
phone. Everybody in IT laughs at you. Then we fix your shit and you leave us
alone for a day or two.”


“What?” Mark said. 


Anne sipped her beer. “We hold competitions at lunch to see
who can do the best impression of you.”


Mark rubbed his temples and closed his eyes. “This is too
much. I don’t know that I can handle this.”


“What the fuck did you assholes do with my fucking
keyboard?” Anne said, mimicking Mark again. “Yesterday I had a different
fucking keyboard. Which one of you fucking fuckers changes my keyboard? Fuck.” 


“Oh fuck,” he said, squeezing his eyes together. “That
sounds just like me.”


“What are you fuckers doing down there?” Anne said again,
imitating Mark’s voice. “Trying to see how far you can stick your head up your
ass before you suffocate? Fuck.” 


“You’re way too good at that,” Mark said.


“I usually win the lunch competition,” she said. 


“Jesus,” Mark said again, looking at the ceiling. “I’m a
monster.”


Anne laughed. 


“Why in the hell would you come out with me?” Mark said,
leaning forward and looking at the floor. “You must think I’m a terrible
human.” 


Anne reached forward and squeezed his knee under the table
and he looked up into her green eyes. “Look,” she said. “The job sucks. No one
likes working there. So I get it.”


“So a lot of people call you and cuss at you every day?”
Mark said. There was a tinge of hope in his voice.


“Oh no,” Anne said. “That’s just you. You clearly have anger
issues.”


“Yeah,” Mark said. “I think I need to do something about
that.”


“Sure,” Anne said. “But I also watch you talk to your mom
before you get on the train every morning. And I’ve seen you listen to Earl –
or Bernie to you – as he goes on and on with the stories. And I see you around
the office. You’re sweet to people. You always ask Florence about her flowers
and you always stop and talk to Floyd the security guard about the basketball
game. Plus, I think you’re kind of cute,” she said, picking up her beer and
draining the rest of the glass. 


“Thanks,” Mark said. 


Anne stood and put her purse on her shoulder. “I’ve got to
go. We’ve got work in the morning.”


“Yeah,” Mark said with a sigh. 


“See you tomorrow?” she asked. 


Mark smiled. “I’ll be on the train.”


To Mark’s surprise, Anne leaned in and gave him a soft kiss
on the cheek. Her hair brushed his nose and sent sparks through his chest.
Leaning back she said, “Thank you for a great night. Let’s do it again soon.”


Mark nodded, speechless. He watched her leave. Taking the
last sip of his beer, he thought through the night and it occurred to him that,
even though there were no glowing tiles, or visions in smoke, or candy hearts,
that tonight was the most magical night he’d experienced in a long time.












MARK AND THE MAGIC MEETING



 

Even though he’d never been in this hallway before, Mark was
struck by how similar it was to the hallways on his office’s floor. There was
the same dark purple industrial carpet, the same cream-colored walls, the same
nondescript brown doors. Without the room numbers displayed on the wall next to
each office, it would be impossible to know what floor you were on.


Mark took a left and walked all the way to the end of the
hall. After confirming he was in the right place by checking the room number on
the wall with the one he’d written on his hand, he knocked gently on the door.


There was no answer.


Mark sigh and knocked with more force.


“Come in,” four voices said at once.


Mark pushed open the door and surveyed the room. There was a
desk on each wall. While there were no windows, the wall behind each desk was
littered with various posters that, Mark assumed, had been chosen to fit the
tastes of the desk’s occupant. On each desk were three large computer monitors,
a keyboard or two, and a mouse. Behind each desk sat an IT technician. That’s
what Anne had told him to call her co-workers on the train that morning, “IT Technicians.”
They all swiveled in their chairs to face him.


“What do you need?” the man sitting to the right of the door
said. He was inexplicably thin, and his sharp features contrasted his large
round black-framed glasses. Behind his desk were posters of dragons and female
warriors ready to do battle in tight-fitting, battle inappropriate clothing.


“You don’t have to come up here,” that man to the left of
the door said with nasal irritation. “Next time you can just call us.” He was
heavy-set with a round face. Mark could see his belly peeking out between his belt
and his t-shirt. Above on his wall were ironic motivational posters. Mark
giggled at the picture of a kitten hanging from a tree with the words “Don’t
let go or you’re fucked!” across the top.


“Did you bring my new tablet?” the third man said. He spoke
with an accent Mark couldn’t place, wore suspenders and a bowtie, and had a
bushy beard that looked as if it hadn’t been trimmed in months. Above his desk
were pictures of people from the company. They looked like copies of the
people’s ID badges. Some of the faces had thick red X’s through them, others
had green, blue, or red circles around them. Mark quickly skimmed the faces
until he found his picture. It had three red X’s through it and looked like it
had been stabbed multiple times with a pencil.


“Ignore them,” Anne said with a smile. “We don’t get a lot
of visitors.” Above her desk was a collage of postcards from various cities,
mountain ranges, and ocean views.


“Hey,” Mark said.


“Oh shit,” the man with the dragon posters said. “I know
that voice. You’re the Fuck You guy.”


“Yeah you are,” the one with the kitten poster said. “Hey,
say ‘Why don’t you pull your head out of your ass and try and do something
fucking useful with your miserable life!’” As he quoted Mark, he tried to
imitate his voice. “That’s my favorite.”


“It’s more like this,” the dragon guys said in a lower tone
of voice, “Why don’t you pull your head out of your ass and try and do
something fucking useful with your miserable life!”


The bearded man leaned back in his chair and threw a pencil
at the picture of Mark’s face. He too then tried the line, but with more
gravel. “Why don’t you pull your head out of your ass and try and do something
fucking useful with your miserable life!”


“That’s totally wrong,” the dragon man said. “You do it, A.
You do it the best.”


“Why don’t you pull your head out of your ass and try and do
something fucking useful with your miserable fucking life,” Anne said in a low
voice with a smile of pride.


The other three men looked at Mark expectantly.


Mark sighed and looked at the ground. Then he said, “Why
don’t you pull your head out of your ass and try and do something fucking
useful with your fucking miserable life.”


The three men cheered and agreed that Anne’s impression was
the best as they swiveled in their chairs to face their screens once again.


“Why don’t we talk in the hallway,” Anne said, standing and
walking toward Mark.


Mark took a few steps back to give her space to leave the
office. He loved how her hair was held in a messy bun by two pens. He thought
it was cute. Once they were clear of the door, he said, “That’s quite a crew
you’ve got in there.”


“They’re good guys,” she said looking over her shoulder.
“They take care of me. So what’s up?”


Mark felt suddenly shy. He bit his bottom lip, looked at the
floor, and tried to remember what he’d come to ask. “Um, well,” was all he
could manage.


“Did you come to walk me to the train?” she said.


“Yeah,” Mark said. “That’s it. I was getting ready to leave
and I was wondering if you wanted to walk together.”


“That’s really sweet,” she said with a smile. “But we’re all
staying late tonight.”


“Big project?” Mark said.


“Oh no,” she said shaking her head for emphasis. “It’s Call
of Duty night. Once a month we wait until the building is empty, bust out the
controllers, and play Call of Duty and order pizza.”


“That sounds fun,” Mark said.


“Sorry,” Anne said, holding up both hands. “It’s an IT
thing. IT geeks only.”


“Yeah,” Mark said as he kicked at the carpet. “I totally get
it.”


“Sorry,” Anne said.


“Well,” Mark said. “Maybe we could catch up this weekend? Go
get another beer or something?”


“That’d be great,” she said. “Give me a call tomorrow and
we’ll figure out details.”


“I don’t have your number,” Mark said as if that was the
reason he’d come down the hall.


“Give me your phone,” she said.


Mark pulled the device from his pocket, unlocked it, and
handed it over. Anne quickly typed her name and number in and handed the phone
back. “Perfect,” Mark said, looking at the new contact on the screen.


“See you then,” Anne said, heading back down the hall.


Mark’s heart throbbed with excitement as he walked to the
elevators, took the ride down to the bottom floor, and stepped into the lobby.
“Goodnight, Florence,” Mark said as he passed the receptionist sitting behind
the tall desk covered in flowers.


“Goodnight Hon,” she called back.


“See you tomorrow,” Mark said, extending his hand for a
high-five to the elderly security guard standing watch at the building’s front
door.


Smacking Mark’s hand, the security guard replied, “Not if I
see you first.”


Stepping onto the sidewalk, Mark took a moment to breathe in
the fresh air. Removing his sunglasses from his chest pocket, he put them on.
Then, he retrieved the pack of cigarettes he kept in his back pocket, removed
one with his teeth and he grabbed his lighter with his other hand. Lighting the
small stick, he blew smoke into the air. “What a great day,” he said.


“Hey mister,” a voice said from behind Mark.


Mark flinched with surprise and turned to see who was behind
him. He was unprepared for what he saw. The sight took him a moment to
register. Standing behind him was a Bear – or, a man dressed in a bear
costume.  Mark looked the man up and
down.


“So, I know you don’t know me,” the man said. His voice
echoed from beneath the costume’s head. “But do you have a phone I could
borrow? My friend was supposed to pick me up and he’s like an hour late, and I
just need to give him a call.”


“You’re dressed like a bear,” Mark said, taking another drag
from his cigarette.


“Yes,” the man in the bear suit said. “That’s very
observant. That’s why I don’t have my phone. No pockets in the bear suit.”


“Um,” Mark said, looking left and right, hoping someone else
would step in to help, but the streets were clear. “Um, yeah. I guess so.” Mark
retrieved his phone, typed in his password to unlock it, and handed it to the
man in the bear suit.


“Thanks,” the man said. Then, placing one hand to his mouth
and pointing behind Mark with the other, the man yelled, “What the fuck is
that?”


Without thinking, still thrown off by the bear suit, Mark
turned to see what the man was pointing at, but there was nothing. Just an
empty park across the street. Turning back around, Mark was shocked to see the
man in the bear suit was gone. Looking left and then right, Mark saw the bear
running down the street and turning the corner.


“What the fuck?” Mark mumbled to himself as he scratched his
head. It then occurred to him that the bear still had his phone. “What the
fuck!” Mark screamed and took off after the man.


They ran for four blocks, which felt like three miles to
Mark. The sidewalks were moderately crowded with people leaving work. As Mark
chased the bear, he screamed, “Stop that goddamn bear!” But outside of the
occasionally surprised look, no one paid any attention to his pleas for
help.  


Turning another corner, Mark saw the man in the bear suit
step into a building. “You’re not losing me that easy, fucker!” Mark screamed
as he picked up speed.


Throwing the door of the building open, Mark surveyed the
lobby. Mark was standing in a large atrium with a vaulted ceiling. Open space
stretched from the floor all the way to the roof. In front of Mark was a glass
elevator and a series of five balconies. Glass windows to offices flanked him
on either side.


The elevators began to move and Mark locked eyes with the
bear who was traveling up from the first floor to the second. “Give me back my
phone you asshole!” Mark screamed as he ran for the elevator. He watched as the
lights indicating each floor lit up. The elevator stopped on four. Mark began
banging on the elevator call button as he grumbled, “Oh when I catch you,
you’re going to pay, bear! You’re going to fucking pay!”


When the elevator arrived, Mark jumped in and pressed the
button marked 4 over and over. Slowly the doors closed and the glass box rose.
Mark’s heart was pounding and his head was throbbing. He removed another
cigarette from the box in his pocket, lit it, and took three rapid puffs. His
hands were shaking. “Hurry the fuck up,” he said, stomping his foot.


The doors slid open and Mark rushed into the hallway. He
looked left and right. Both directions seemed identical, stretching for twenty
yards and then making sharp turns. “Arrr,” he yelled, “Which way did you
fucking go!”


To Mark’s complete surprise, the bear poked its head around
the corner on the left and waved Mark’s phone. 



“I’m going to kill you, you fuck!” Mark yelled as he dashed
toward the bear.


Rounding the corner, Mark was shocked to see the bear was
already on the far end of the 100-yard long hallway. “Stay right there,
asshole,” Mark screamed, pointing at the bear with his cigarette.


Again, the man in the bear suit waved the phone at Mark.
Then, opening a door to the left, the bear disappeared into a room.


“Son of a bitch!” Mark screamed as he sprinted down the
hall.


Arriving at the door, he threw it open and stepped inside
the room ready for a fight, but there was no bear. Rather, in the middle of the
room there was a circle of ten chairs and against the near wall there was a small
table with a coffee pot, Styrofoam cups, and plastic containers labeled “sugar”
and “creamer” sitting on it.



 

Mark took a drag from his cigarette and thought through the
scenario. The bear-man had to have come in here. Mark saw him open this door.
Mark crossed the room and examined the windows. They didn’t open. He stepped
back and took another drag from his cigarette.


Mark was startled by a buzzing behind him. He turned and saw
his phone sitting on a chair behind him. Rushing over, he took a seat and read
the text he’d just received. It was a smiley face emoji from a new contact
named “The Bear.”


“I’m going to find you and mount your fucking head on my
wall,” Mark type furiously in reply.


Three dots appeared, indicating that the recipient was
responding. Mark gripped the phone with both hands, waiting.


“Goddamn Styrofoam!” a woman’s voice shouted. Mark looked
up. He’d been so focused on his phone, he didn’t realize the room had been
filling up with people. The angry woman was holding one of the coffee cups
above her head. Her face was beet-red and her eyes blazed. “How many damn
letters do I have to write to the damn building manager before they get it in
their stupid heads that these cups are destroying the goddamn planet?”


“Practice your breathing, Olivia,” a man sitting across from
Mark said. He was balding, overweight, and wearing a V-neck sweater vest.


The woman with the Styrofoam cup snapped back, “Fuck you,
Leslie.”


“Leslie’s right,” a thin man sitting to Mark’s left said. He
was taking notes in a spiral book and didn’t look up when he spoke.


“See,” the man named Leslie said.


Olivia grumbled under her breath as she turned and poured a
cup of coffee.


A fourth person entered the room and took a seat. “Sorry I’m
late,” he said, taking off his blue windbreaker and throwing it over the back
of the chair he was sitting in. “There was an accident at the corner of Charles
and North. You should all be proud of me, though, I didn’t scream or yell or
anything. I did my breathing. I counted. I envisioned my center. It all worked.
I got through the whole thing and only flipped one guy the bird – but that
asshole really deserved it, so that doesn’t count.”


“That’s great, Julio,” the thin man said, looking up from
his notes. “That’s real improvement. I’m excited for you.”


“Thanks, Doctor Chuck. It felt good.”


Olivia took a seat in the circle. Leaning forward, she
furiously stirred her coffee with a thin red straw.


“Now that everyone is here,” Doctor Chuck said, “let’s get
started. Welcome to anger management,” he said. Then motioning to Mark, he
said, “As you can see, we have a new member today whose name is,” Doctor Chuck
looked down at his notepad and then back up. “Mark. Mark was referred by his
friend Ted E. Bear. That’s kind of a funny name. Anyway, Mark, why don’t you
tell us a little about what brought you here?”


Mark looked down at his buzzing phone. The bear’s reply text
read, “You’re welcome, asshole.”


Mark took a drag from his cigarette.


“You know you’re not supposed to smoke in here,” Leslie
said.


“Shut the fuck up, Leslie,” Mark said. “It’s my first day.”


Olivia laughed.


“Well,” Mark said, leaning back in his chair. “I was in a
committed relationship with an amazing woman. And I fucked it up because… because
I was a jealous, rage-filled asshole.


“Been there,” the man with the blue windbreaker said.


“And now the universe has seen fit to magically help me meet
another amazing woman.” Mark paused to take another drag. “And I don’t want to
fuck it up too. So I guess I need to get my shit together.”


“Welcome to the group, Mark,” Doctor Chuck said. “You’re in
the right place.”












MARK BACK ON THE TOILET



 

Mark sat on the toilet again, pants around his ankles,
watching for the time to change on the small, black, portable, digital alarm
clock seated on the sink to his right. He sighed and looked at clock again.


It read 1:57 am. Three minutes to go.


Mark wondered if this would work again. He was tired. It had
been a great night with Anne and her IT buddies at the bar. Once they got bored
with challenging each other to imitate Mark, the evening became enjoyable. They
were surprisingly interesting people. It helped Mark to see them through Anne’s
friendship with them. 


Noise drifted from the neighbor’s yard. The remnants of another
raucous party was lingering on the back deck again. Mark yawned. Did he need
absolute silence for the magic to happen? It had been silent the other times.
What if the noise destroyed the moment?


A girl outside let loose a flirtatious laugh. Mark sighed,
stood, pulled up his pants, raised the bathroom window, and yelled, “Hey, it’s
two in the morning! Do you mind?”


The couple on the deck laughed and called up, “Sorry. We’ll
keep it down.” Then they drifted inside together.


Mark sat back down on the toilet and let his pants fall to
his ankles. The five weeks with Doctor Chuck’s group was helping. He could feel
the difference in himself. He was still explosive, but it took a lot more. He’d
cut back on the booze too, which he was finding helped with the rage. It was
nice having a group around him that he could talk to about things, people who
understood him. 


Marked yawned and looked at the clock again. It read 2:00 am.
Mark breathed deeply. It was time. He looked straight ahead, focusing on the
white tile.


The blue halo began. At first faintly, then building
strength.


Mark bit his bottom lip and leaned in closer for a better
look.


He was there, in his kitchen, sitting at the table. There
were two salad plates and two glasses of red wine in front of him. He was
watching for something in the other room.


Mark racked his brain trying to place the memory he was
seeing. He didn’t recognize it. Staring closer, he noticed gray flakes in his
hair. “Gray hair?” Mark said to the tile as he rubbed his head. “I don’t have
any gray hair.”  


Anne came walking into the scene. She plopped into the chair
with a sigh and rolled her eyes. “I think that’s got it,” she said. 


The graying Mark smiled and took her hand. “You ready for
the main course?” he asked. 


“God, yes,” she said. 


The Mark in the tile jumped up and ran to the stove. Putting
on two oven mittens, he opened the stove, withdrew two plates, closed it, and
then brought the plates to the table. 


“Oh my gosh,” Anne said. “This looks amazing. When did you
learn to do this?”


“Well,” Mark said, taking a seat. “I remembered you talking
about your grandma’s amazing Shepard’s Pie. So I called her.”


“And she answered the phone?” Anne said smiling in a way
that crinkled her nose.


“She found me charming,” Mark said, refilling their wine
glasses. 


“Bullshit,” Anne said, laughing.


“She said anything for her little Annie,” Mark said, sipping
from his wine.


“That sounds more like her,” Anne said. 


Mark held up his glass for a toast. “You are just as
beautiful as our first date. Here’s to five more years.”


Anne picked up her glass and clinked it with his. “To five
more amazing years,” she said, and they sealed the toast with a kiss. 


But the moment was ruined by a faint screaming coming from
some other room. Anne looked down and closed her eyes. “I’m going to kill her,”
she said. 


“My turn,” the graying Mark said as he stood. “Eat up,” he
added. “While it’s hot.” Then he walked from the room.


Anne took a bite and savored the swallow. She chased it with
a drink of wine. Turning in her chair to face the direction Mark had walked,
she called, “Tell your daughter she’s lucky she’s cute.”


The tile went white again.


Mark leaned back and stared at the wall, his mouth hanging
open. After moments of silence, he nodded his head with excitement and said,
“Wow. That’s some strong magic.” Standing, he pulled up his pants and touched
the tile with one hand. Closing his eyes and looking to the sky he said, “Thank
you.”  
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