One side of paradise: the optimist

The following morning, I found myself in the same predicament. I sat in my same chair, with my same drink, and between articles in the newspaper contemplated the same questions against a backdrop of coffee. It seemed now that every morning I continued to go to the coffee shop, and Dolly continued to make me mochas with whipped cream and without those chocolate shavings. And in the company of a lightly buttered sesame seed bagel, café mocha, and a daily paper, I waited. Every morning she walked to the newsstand, browsed the selection, and picked up an occasional publication.

There is a certain give and take there. Some days I do nothing, but stare attentively into my coffee. While I stare, thought resounds throughout my cavernous mind and causes my eyes to sink beneath glaciers of ice. These same glacial eyes project dreams, like a prism, with the thoughts behind them acting as the film. The content is the events about which I could only think. Passing through my eyes, thoughts take the shape of images and play against the light screen of brown coffee. The thoughts of her browsing the newsstand for her selection, the future that I dreamed for the two of us, and the togetherness I wanted and thought she could supply, all were the plot for a daydream. 

In retrospect, I realized she mostly gave without knowing, and I did the taking, nevertheless it was a sort of give and take. It was a meeting without meetings. I felt like a bird watcher observing a rare specimen. Too afraid to move, to even exhale, I sat off in the distance and patiently waited. I might not exhale for moments at a time, but none of that mattered. If I did not exhale for hours at a time, that would not matter either. The mere thought of witnessing a rarity that only a select few take notice to is enough for my body to continue functioning. The oxygen was replaced by thought. I watched, ever wanting to move forward for a closer look, to see the delicate markings that set this bird apart from all the others, yet restrained myself to mere watching. I was too afraid of losing it forever.  

I waited, and I watched.  I watched closely from so far away. I drew back within myself and closed the door on the world.  I did not see her, as I saw other things. I did not see her, as I saw objects, chairs, tables, and my coffee. I saw her, as I saw thoughts and emotions.  I looked ten yards, before I reached the looking glass behind my eyes, through them, feathered by lashes, across the street, and then, then I saw her standing there. Matted in darkness, she was stunning. I longed for the closer look. Somehow, I knew I did not want to risk frightening this rare specimen.

Yet, today the world was in slow motion, and I was sure I could capture a glance, before she realized I was too close. Today was different. Today seemed to be my day. Today was the day I began to think of the wild thoughts I usually stored in silent films, silent films I only played for private viewing. Shyness, modesty, meekness were all words that lacked meaning today. I was a snake; my typical self molted from my body and left only the new, unused, untouched, pure self. I knew no strife of the world, only that possibilities burned like flames in the distance. I was above words and thoughts. Emotions possessed me no longer; I was not composed of blood or skin or bone. I was only a bundle of action, and I was going to let impulse, desire, and longing think for me.

In an uncharacteristically sudden move, I stood from my chair with focused determination. The rot iron legs of the chair remaining sturdy against the tile floor released a shriek, leaned back on its two rear legs as a horse preparing to gallop, before it settled back to the floor.  My mocha settled from the disturbance. The ripples of coffee swam to the outskirts of the mug, and backstroked towards the center. I released my grip from the day’s newspaper and watched it drop to the table. The pages leafed open, looking as the magazines in a waiting room spread open like an Oriental silk fan. 

I wasted no time. I did not even pause to return the chair back beneath its companion table. I walked hurriedly to the door and looked back at Dolly. She peered up from the espresso machine for only a moment, but in that moment I gained the reassurance that I needed to continue with what I had seemed to wait a lifetime for. When she looked up, set a small shining tin cup down on the counter with delicate care, and then feathered her thighs through the green apron to rid her hands of coffee grinds, it was as if to say, “I know why you like that Münch. You don’t have to worry; I won’t tell. Congratulations youngster, today is your day. Be brave and be confident; women like that, you know. Don’t worry about the repercussions. Go on now, carry on with assurance.” It was amazing what the eyes could say in only a single moment, when the mouth could say nothing for so long.

I returned my attention back to the task at hand and continued towards the door. At that point in time it seemed as though my feet acted without my mind telling them to.  They listened to no one now, only driven by adrenaline and anticipation, nervousness and anxiety.  My entire body seemed to follow this trance-inducing feeling. It was as if I was merely watching a horror film. With my hands shielding my eyes, I could not bare to watch what was about to unfold. Human nature created small gaps between my fingers, perfect crannies through which to observe. I could not help, but watch.

Once standing on the sidewalk, among the city and its people, among the cabs, their horns, their drivers’ obscenities and broken English, I began to question myself.  Simply crossing a threshold caused my assurance and certainty to fluctuate between a solid and a liquid state. The comfort of common surroundings painted pictures in which you could lose yourself. The café painted an image of near invincibility, and once back into the world, to the surroundings that made me feel so small, so insignificant, the picture changed. No longer was there a free atmosphere to let thoughts explode into a million others and those to a million more.  Now there must be focus and narrow-mindedness.

I had come this far; and by the time I realized my self-assurance was fading, I was halfway across the street, standing on the gray concrete between the white bars of a crosswalk. Turning back at this point was not an option. Soon the lights would change, and the yellow chariots racing for glory would be released from their starting line, and the crosswalk would not even signal a caution flag. Once on the other side, I turned and looked back towards the café. I realized time was unfair. It seemed so long, since Dolly had prepared the espresso, cleaned her hands and given me the kind, wordless look that told me to carry on. So long ago was the feeling that told me to rise from my chair and “gather my rosebuds.”

Turning my attention away from the café, I peered cautiously down this side of paradise, keeping my eyes focused on her. She was standing at the newsstand, reading headlines, subtitles, and bylines, trying to decide which publication would earn her 50 cents today. My breath drew tighter in my chest, as I again thought of the bird watcher. She stood there, flipping through magazines, unfolding newspapers, then folding them back with careful creases, so they appeared untouched.  Moving closer to the newsstand, I noticed something struck her as amusing. A perfect dimple appeared. It sank into her cheek, relaxed, then disappeared, returning from where it had come.

I found myself the scientist now: the observer of life. Everything was moving too quickly, yet I remembered even the smallest of details. My senses had elevated to a state I had known only once before. I was hiking and came across a natural waterfall. The water, crashing to the bottom, chanted a static that was a symphony itself. The rocks along the side were worn smooth from exposure to the harshness only nature could show. I climbed along the sides of the falls and, upon reaching the top, looked down. Below, the oxygen, churning into the water, turned blue-green to white and back to blue-green again. 

How small I felt, standing atop a waterfall. How helpless and alone I was. And there I noticed everything: the canopy formed by the trees, the spider webs formed between the rocks worn smooth, even the flies tangled among the fine fibers of the web; all seemed clear to me.  Over top of the water, plunging into the deep pool of blue-green below, I could hear every insect singing and telling its own story. The smells of all the wild flowers combined to one scent, and that scent churned into a summer breeze. Atop a waterfall, I reached complete omniscience.

Though the surroundings had changed, the feeling remained the same. I walked closer and noticed everything about her; the streets, the newsstand, the buildings, and in doing so, I noticed myself. She wore charcoal black pants, loose enough for comfort and tight enough for teasing, a light sweater, and her hair was pulled back in a way that one would see on the cover of magazines.  Her makeup was scarce, but what was there appeared natural.  The environment around her seemed lacking in comparison. Crumpled newspaper, carrying old news, somersaulted up the gutter, as does tumbleweed in westerns. Cars rushed by to be first in line at a stoplight. People yelled; horns screamed, “What are you doing,” and other less appropriate phrases.

I now found myself at the same newsstand I watched through the window. I stood at the same newsstand my “daydream” was browsing. I tried to read the headlines and portray the part of a casual man just looking for something to pass the time, when he had a few moments. I am a poor actor.  None of the words had meaning. The headlines, bylines, titles and subtitles merely blurred into a mixture of words that spun like a whirlpool in my mind. Every time they settled to the bottom of the ocean or were washed ashore, they formed the same phrase: talk to her.

“There is a great crossword puzzle in the Times today.” I said this, before I realized what I had said. What was I thinking? I heard the words reverberate in my head, from one side to the other, “great crossword puzzle, great crossword puzzle.” Rebel cool was lost.

“Really? This may sound ridiculous, but I love those!”

I was saved.

The conversation began. Words left the lips in slow motion and floated, like tufts of smoke, casually and with nonchalance, to the other’s ears. Traveling slowly, conversation nearly suspended in mid-air, we peered through the chatter and into each other’s eyes, and over each other’s bodies. The conversation waited patiently, like a fist of moist clay waits to be shaped into life and given meaning. Neither of us was rushing or reaching for the next words, both mutually bound by something yet defined.  

We talked of nothing in particular, and she laughed at my sarcasm. She had a matching dimple on her other cheek that must have originated from the heart. When she laughed or smiled, the dimples showed their eyes from the depths, saying, “Hello. I am here. Are you still there?”  Then, seeing that I was still there, retreated back, shy in their curiosity. She tilted her head slightly to the side when she spoke, pinched strands of hair that fell into her line of sight, and tucked them neatly behind her ear, as if she were picking up a child’s toy and putting back in its place.

We talked, as she walked towards the vendor and reached into her purse for a dollar. Her purse seemed fitting, an interwoven series of a coarse fabric I did not know the name. It closed by means of a simple button at the top that seemed exaggerated in size and was encircled by pastel flowers embroidered by hand. Her purse seemed to say, “Simplicity and cleverness…quaint and elegant, I am amused by the little things,” hopefully, an accurate representation of the woman inside, behind the smile and anxious conversation.  

She took my advice, if only to humor me, and purchased the Times. As she stepped away from the vendor, she nervously bumped into me, not realizing I was standing behind her. I lost count at five, but I am sure she apologized several more times than that.  It was endearing.  She was so self-conscience, nearly as much as I was. I found myself following her down the street, as we continued to talk, exchanging various polite gestures. What do you do in the city? Oh, that sounds interesting; you must enjoy that very much.  Have you been here long? Have you always lived here? The questions that I suppose all people must ask during the initial meeting. 

She had not yet deposited the change from her purchase into her purse, when we passed a homeless man holding a styrofoam cup. It was a styrofoam cup bearing the emblem from the café where I sought refuge daily. The cup had once held a three-dollar and fifty-cent mocha…ironic given the circumstances.  

 The homeless tend to be the cleverest people in the world. This man was no exception. He had done his research, and I realized the prime opportunity that presented itself from where he stood. He knew the cost of a daily paper was fifty cents and most people paid with a dollar. He stood far enough away from the newsstand, as to not draw the attention of the vendor, yet close enough, so that the passing customers would not have put there change away yet.  The woman I escorted down the street was no exception and deposited her money politely in the cup, smiling the entire time. The money made a slight jingle, the man nodded, and we continued.

We had traveled the length of the street and were now at the corner, a crossroads for us. She was to continue her travels on the same heading farther down the street, as I knew she would from observation. I would continue back across the crosswalk and into the café to sit in my usual seat, with my typical coffee, and finish the paper I had only just begun. The stoplights would not yet grant us clearance to cross, and we continued to talk nervously. 

We would look at each other eye to eye; and as if the feeling were too intimate, we turned our heads quickly, pretending something else caught our attention. Perhaps a brightly colored car, or a man that spoke a little too loudly with his business associate, or a woman that laughed a little louder than normal. But all the while, no matter where our eyes found themselves, we thought of each other.

The time was drawing near. The cars were coming to a halt, and we would be able to cross the road to return to our lives again. “Hey, if you get 46 down, maybe you could give me a call.  I’ve been staring at it all morning, and it’s driving me crazy,” I hinted, hoping she might say yes.

“Sure,” she said with a schoolgirl’s smile and a woman’s seduction. She fumbled through her purse for a scrap of paper, and I handed her my pen to exchange phone numbers.  And with that we started a relationship from words. Based on the crossword puzzle in the entertainment section, page nine of the city newspaper, we began a life together.  She handed the pen back to me, smiled, and continued with her day.

I started back across the street to familiarity, paused in the middle of the street, and watched her depart for a moment. I cannot even remember walking back to the café, ordering a fresh coffee, or returning to my seat. My mind became a collage of the thoughts and memories we would share and the life we would live together. The dreams of the two children: one boy and one girl, of course. The dreams of the house, two car garages with his and her BMW’s that have those clever license plates framed in gold chain link. The dreams of a loving family, a pet dog and a pet cat who live together without fighting, a job with endless benefits, 9-5, Monday through Friday, wake up and do it again tomorrow.  The dreams of “will you marry me and together forever.” 

We would share the secrets only one knows about oneself, the secrets that you save for that someone who will not judge you. They are content with whom you are. They are more than content. They are wrapped up in a blanket of happiness so tightly that they feel nothing in the world could come between them and the overwhelming feeling of love and togetherness.

As my mind created a reality I had not yet lived, I flipped to the entertainment section of the Times and began to work on the crossword puzzle. I hated those.  I would be about halfway done and then be stupefied. Sometimes I wonder, if anyone does know what the periodic symbol for Einsteinium is, or if they just know the answers to the clues around it. As it turned out, there wasn’t even a 46 down. It didn’t seem to matter though; there would be plenty of other clues to which I was oblivious. I had conquered the world, made new discoveries, and the bird had not flown away, startled by my boldness.

When she called, my life changed and the dreams came true. The loneliness, emptiness, and insecurities were gone. I confessed my infatuation in talks we had after bouts of love. As we lay there in each other’s arms, nothing seemed to exist save for us, the room, and the quiet hissing and crackling that the fire of our fireplace whispered. In the rainbow of fire, the blue, orange, and red flames that elegantly licked the rock of the chimney and kissed the air wildly, I realized I had everything I dreamed. All of the dreams stored on 8mm film and kept in neatly marked tins projected from my eyes against that brown screen of lightened coffee, had become my everyday life.  

