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It all started with a heart.

A single heart drawn in the condensation of the train’s window. I first saw the heart the second day of January. It greeted me after a long night at the world’s most boring job. When I first saw the heart, I wondered if someone was pledging their true love, or simply bored out of their mind during a long train ride to work in the cold, grey morning of the New Year.

The hearts continued for a week, and I grew to anticipate my heart waiting for me every morning. Well, maybe the heart wasn’t for me. After all, who knew just how many people might have occupied the very seat I sit in every weekday morning?

Then a few days ago, everything changed.

I saw him.

Call it a woman’s intuition, but I just knew for certain it was the man who left behind the mysterious hearts on the train’s window.

The train was absolutely heaving that morning, and I wondered as I pressed through countless bodies exiting the train, if I would have to stand for the entire forty minute ride home.

As I made my way to my usual seat, the man stood, and waited—as if he was holding the seat open for me.

Instantly, I was in love. Well, maybe that’s an exaggeration…just a bit.

He was tall, probably close to six-foot- four inches, his body shrouded in a heavy leather jacket. His hair was dark blond, and wavy. His skin a deep, deep tan, like a bronze California surfer boy, but his looks were exotic—like a mysterious foreign spy.

Well, maybe not a spy. This girl has an active imagination.

His smile was mesmerizing, sending a pleasant warmth through my cold, tired bones. Yet he passed me without a single word.

He did leave a message.

As I slid into my seat, instead of the usual heart, written in the condensation were the words, My name is Gabriel.

I pondered the man, and his message. Maybe it really was my imagination, and not some subtle flirting between two strangers passing each other on a morning train. 

One coming…one going.

Only I needed to make a move…fast. This one was going permanently. My job at the hospital was soon coming to an end.

Yesterday morning, I took action.

As I passed my mystery man on the train, I pressed a note written on pastel pink paper, and spritzed with my favorite perfume into his gloved hand, and did not look back. The note read, My name is Anissa.

I didn’t have the nerve to leave my phone number.

I was pretty pleased with myself as I sat on the train, but as the morning wore on, and my heady buzz wore off, I started to doubt myself. Things like mysterious romances don’t happen to me. I’m twenty-four, and have had a handful of relationships, none which I’d call serious. More like, run of the mill, really. It’s funny, because I was always that girl who wanted nothing more than to be a wife and a mother. Not every girls cup of tea these days, but I knew from the time I was about eight years old and cuddling baby dolls in my arms, I wanted to be a mom.

I certainly don’t want to be married to Mr. Run of the Mill, or worse…Mr. Wrong. I’d rather be the spinster in the corner, alone at holiday parties, than trapped in a relationship doomed to fail just because I want to be married.

I sit alone in my cavernous, yet windowless room in the bowels of the hospital’s main building. I alternate watching the clock on the wall edge closer to eight o’clock, and knitting tiny hats for the hospital’s Newborn Intensive Care Unit.My job is to wait for the telephone to ring, and then search down ancient patient files from row after row of dusty shelves. These are the files that never made it to a computer, and probably never will. Soon, I’ll be free from this boring, stifling environment. Not just today, but permanently.

You see, my boring, stifling job is going away. Some efficiency expert decided that the hospital did not need to employ people on a full-time basis just to pull an occasional file, and deliver it to the appropriate unit who request it. They believe that a nurse, or an assistant on the unit, can perform the same duty.

So, I am gone in a few days. On the upside, I have a killer severance package coming to me, that just might allow me to expand a business that I only do part time—hand sewing custom corsets and lingerie. Sewing has always been a passion of mine, and I’ve always loved corsets, and that whole bygone era. I really think I was born at the wrong time. I should have been one of those uppity Victorian ladies decked out in the utmost finery, and married to some rich, successful man who showered me with love and attention.

I’ve tried all night to keep my mind off that heart-tracing, exotically-handsome-train passenger, who saves my seat for me.

Gabriel.

His note to me, written in bold, masculine script in the condensation of the train’s window, told me his name is Gabriel.

It’s just so romantic, that the mere thought of it causes a light sigh to escape my lips. In the next instant, I wonder if this entire flirtation between the mystery man and myself is all in my head.

And just like that, my fantasy fizzles and fades away, leaving me hollow, and slightly depressed.

Grandma always tells me, Get your head out of the clouds. There’s nothing above but disappointment. Well, Grandma says it in a much cruder way, but maybe she’s right. Nothing but a fleeting few moments of distraction is all that can be gained from fantasy.

The sound of a hollow echo gets closer to the office. It’s the dayshift girl, Maria. I put away all my yarn and knitting needles into my oversized handbag, along with the baby hats I managed to produce overnight. They are adorable. White, with red hearts for Valentine’s Day next month. The Valentine babies will look so adorable! 

Maria walks into the office bleary-eyed, and hung over. She drops her handbag on the desk with a thud, and removes a stocking cap from her hair, releasing a tumble of unruly strawberry blonde curls, that look like they’ve not seen a hairbrush for quite a while. Her clothes are rumbled, like she just rolled out of bed after wearing them all night, and her face is devoid of makeup. 

I’m not saying she needs to be made up like a fashion model or a Vegas showgirl, but she could at least make a small effort. Would it hurt to put on a little mascara, and a tab of lip gloss? I mean, I work all night, and sometimes I never see or speak to anyone for more than eight hours. I still make sure I don’t look like something that came out of a drain.

“Good morning, Sunshine,” I say brightly, and turn on my most dazzling smile. I know it will irritate her to no end.

“Yeah…a good morning all right. I should still be in bed,” she grumbles a reply.

I grab my bright red wool coat, and slip it over my shoulders. “Well, you better get used to it. When you start that new job on the cardiac unit, there will be no stopping from eight to five.” 

I’m sorry, but I doubt she’ll last a month in a pressure-packed environment, where they actually expect the staff to work, not sleep or daydream all day.

She grumbles again, but this time it’s incoherent. Never mind. I just want to see the inside of a warm train, heading toward my home, where my nice soft bed, and fluffy pillows await me. I loop my handbag over my arm, and give Maria a small wave.As I walk the hall, I purposely push out from my mind any thoughts or anticipation of my mystery man. I mean, looking at the situation practically, what did the mystery man and I share? A few doodles on a steamy window, and what may, or may not be his name.

And of course, I forced a piece of paper with my name on it into his hand.

Regret washes over me, and maybe a twinge or two of embarrassment. 

Why? Why was I so bold?

I finally make it to the main lobby of the hospital with a few minutes to spare before my train is due. People are already pouring into the building, and it’s not quite eight yet, everybody in a big hurry to get wherever it is they’re going. I can’t say I’ll miss this place when my job is over at the end of this week. My only affection is the paycheck, and the satisfaction of volunteering my time and effort knitting baby hats, booties, and a variety of other useful items. I’ll still keep up my volunteering, but I’ll likely only come around once a month or so, to drop off my latest donations.

Outside the huge glass doors, the biting January wind hits me full force, and my hair takes on a life of its own, blowing all around my face. I use my free hand to push it back. The skies above are a solid grey, and suddenly, I am very weary.

I walk to the train shelter, and huddle against a back corner, out of the wind. I juggle my bag from arm to arm, as I slide mittens over my ice cold fingers. I close my eyes, until I hear the familiar sound of the train pulling up.

A sudden excitement bubbles up inside me. As cool as I try to play it, I am secretly thrilled to see my mystery man once again. My thoughts sober as I make my way to the train. If all I can derive excitement from is some mystery man, and an infatuation that is all in my head, I’m pretty pathetic.

That’s enough to bring me crashing back to reality.

The train is absolutely packed full again this morning. Maybe it’s because it’s so cold that no one wants to drive. More likely, it’s because the hospital once again raised rates for parking. It’s one of the reasons I never bothered to buy a car—parking at work would cost me a big chunk of my pay. That, and I could never be certain I would find a parking space, or the only space available would be a half mile walk to the hospital, or in a dark, dangerous area. The hospital purposely built a limited amount of parking to encourage staff, patients, and visitors to use public transportation. In theory, it sounds like a great idea—less cars on the road, less pollution. Yet I often wonder if the people who planned it all out, ever considered that a lot of people coming to the hospital are too ill to take public transportation.

I make my way onto the train, waiting patiently behind hospital employees getting off late shift. The line inches bit by bit, and I finally see him—his tan skin stands out in the sea of pale and pasty winter complexions.

He’s in his usual spot and saving me a seat—at least I hope so. I don’t think my tired legs will support me standing during the forty-minute train ride, followed by a ten minute walk home.

He looks as good as I remember. This time he has a black knit hat pulled down low on his forehead, covering most of the dark blond hair I remember. When I get near him, he slides from the seat, and we manage to change positions, and our bodies graze in the process, causing a delightful friction.

I’m so close now, that before I sink into the seat, I look up into his eyes. They are an unusual honey shade of brown. Gorgeous, and absolutely mesmerizing. I want to say something…anything, even just a simple hello, but my throat closes, and all I manage is to move my lips into a silent, “Hi.” I’m rewarded with a sexy smile, but all too soon, he turns, and hurries off the train.

I sit down in a happy daze, and turn my attention out the window, and watch him walk toward the main entrance of the hospital. 

Then I feel something poke my thigh.

I get up, and see a very pricy cell phone on the seat. It has to be Gabriel’s. My first instinct is to get off the train, and chase him down. If I do, it will be almost an hour before the next train. Almost everyone is sitting now; the train’s departure is in minutes.

There really isn’t a choice. I grab the phone, clutch my handbag to my side, and hurry off the train. I hope beyond hope, that I can catch up with him, hand him back his phone, and maybe if I’m fast enough, make it back to the train before it leaves.

Almost as soon as my feet hit the pavement, the doors close, and the train pulls away. It’s only an hour out of my life. I’ve missed trains before, and this time it’s for a good cause.

I sprint toward the hospital entrance, phone in hand, and enter through the massive glass doors. I survey the bustling crowd, while I thread my way through the lobby. He could be anywhere by now. He’s so tall, and his legs are so long, it wouldn’t take much time for him to cover a lot of ground. I, on the other hand, barely clear five feet. The lobby splits off into multiple directions, all leading to different departments. If I don’t find him soon, I’ll have to give up, and hold on to the phone until tomorrow.

Then I spot him near the main bank of elevators, and relief floods over me. I hurry before I lose him again in the crowd.

When I’m within shouting distance, I call out his name. “Gabriel!”

If Gabriel really is his name.

He turns, and looks into my direction. There is instant recognition on his face when he sees me. I hold up the phone, and give it a little shake. I just wait where I am while he makes his way through the crowd.

Now he’s finally standing in front of me. “Did you forget something?” I ask as I hand the phone to him.

He grimaces, and palms his forehead. “Stupid, stupid me,” he replies.

His accent, although light, is exotic and dreamy. I can only imagine what that accent, that voice, could do to me in the dark.

“I know what a pain it would be if you had to call and cancel your service…or worse, someone jacked your identity.”

“Thank you, I’m very grateful,” he says. 

There’s an awkward moment of silence. Is this all there is after all of the hearts, and messages on a train window? It hits me now—hard. This really was all a figment of my imagination. 

“Well…I…” I take a few steps backwards, and silently curse my stammering. “Goodbye then.”

I turn away and start to walk towards the exit, anxious to escape this embarrassment of a lifetime. At the very least, I did a good deed by reuniting the guy with his phone. I can come back down to earth now.

“Anissa! Wait!”

I stop dead, and turn back. Maybe our interaction isn’t over just yet. 

“Anissa…are you in a hurry to go?” he asks.

“Not really…but—”

“You missed your train because of me, and my stupidity at losing my phone. Can I at least buy you breakfast?”

I check my watch. Not because I’m in any hurry to leave. I’m far too curious about this mystery man. But I don’t want him thinking I have nowhere to be except my bed—alone.

“I’d love a cup of coffee.”

“Great.”

He turns on a smile that would weaken any woman’s knees—especially mine.

I turn in the direction of the cafeteria. Before I can take a step, he takes my hand. 

“This way, Ani.”

Well, this is a surprise. Just where is my mystery man taking me? I’m intrigued at his calling me Ani. No one ever called me that before. And, I think I like it. Also, I can’t resist a handsome man holding my hand.

We walk in silence down an empty hallway. Just basic bleached white walls, and matching linoleum on the floor. Even after working for years at this hospital, I’ve never been in this section. 

I decide to take this moment to ask him one question I’m curious about.

“You have an unusual accent. Where are you from?”

“Brazil,” he answers.

Immediate thoughts of a warm, exotic South American country come to mind. “How long have you been in this country?

“Since I was a teenager.”

I want to know more, but he stops at a door, and swipes his identification card over the sensor. I try to take a look, to find out which department he works in, but he’s too quick.

He opens the door, and I immediately know what this place is, even though I’ve never had the privilege of an invitation before.

It’s the private dining room for doctors, and other high-level employees. The place forbidden to the low-level peons like myself.

“I’m allowed in here?”

“Of course. You are my guest,” he says with a laugh.

If it’s at all possible, he just became even more handsome.

To my surprise, he retakes my hand, and leads me to a small table for two near a window. The seats are padded and look comfortable, and the table appears to be real wood. A far cry from the chipped formica table tops, and uncomfortable mismatched chairs in the cafeteria I’m used to frequenting. The kind you can only sit in long enough to choke down an unappetizing meal, and be on your way again.
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