MANLY FEET

As he made the turn, there was that cold, uneasy feeling he got every time he walked down one of those long shopping mall corridors on the way to the men’s bathroom. “Why do they have to put them so far away from everything?”  he mumbled, as he marched down the hallway knowing that at the end bad news awaited.  There was always bad news in these shopping mall toilets.  The further away they were from everything, the worse it was going to be.  It was a superstition he had developed based on an early experience in high school choir.

It was the Holidays.  Christmas.  And while he didn’t care for the homosexual innuendo and ribbings he took from his buddies on the wrestling team, he liked singing.  Made him feel good.  Free somehow.  Used to sing with the birds when he was little. Tried to be like them on the farm where he grew up.  Well, come Christmas time, his rural high school choir would schedule annual caroling gigs in downtown shopping malls in the Twin Cites of Minnesota.  Nice place.  Nice towns.

They had just finished rehearsing in some little side room at a mall in White Bear Lake, a northern suburb of St. Paul, and were given an hour in which to do some shopping before their first show of the day.  Skinny adolescent boys in hot red shirts and polyester slacks and heavyset Midwestern girls stuffed into black Lycra skirts.  Together they took on an odd bacon-and-sausage-like appearance.

They needed to be ready to go “on the hour”.  

“Plenty of time.  But first, a leak,” he thought.  He’d been holding it for a good half hour already.  From the room, he made his way directly to one of those kiosk map thingies.  He never had any luck finding a bathroom without a kiosk map thingy because “they always put them so darn far away!”  Quickly studying the map, he found it.  This one was downstairs.  Down away from everything.

As he thought back on it now, there was an ominous feeling even then as made his way past those boring grim gray walls and the sterilized smell of dirty mop bucket water, barely dry on the linoleum floor.  Even then that door seemed heavy.  Too heavy for a boy of sixteen.  Alone.  Far, far away from the chirping birds of his youth.  Dressed in red.  Effeminate red.  “Too red to be manly,” he thought.  And slacks.  Too tight in all the wrong places on an occasion such as this.  In a place such as this.  Away from the cheer above.  Away from his home.  From his farm.  Down under.  Downtown.

He pushed the heavy door with a heave and entered the place.  “To the right.  To the right,” his brain told him as he scoped out the scene, quick to find the urinals and empty his quivering bladder.  But before he could make the turn, his eye caught a clear clean look of a figure dead ahead of him.  There at the last sink.  In an instant, his wrestling instincts took to assessing the situation: “Heavy set.  Thick-boned.  Strong.  Formidable opponent.  Dark, baggy, winter jacket and pants.  Boots.  Snowmobile boots.  Wide open.  Barely hanging on his feet.  But not coming off either.  Yeah, it’s winter.  Yeah, it’s Minnesota.  But this is a mall.  This is downtown.  Why the boots?  That’s weird.”

He unzipped in front of a urinal nearly as far away from the man as he could get.  Second to last.  He didn’t want to unzip at the very last one.  That would be too obvious.  That would say “I’m afraid.”  He set his head in the standard straight ahead position, neither looking left nor right.  It is a practice all men learn, though never taught, at some age, out of courtesy.  Though not all practice it.  No, some men are prone to cross that invisible boundary.  Their meandering eye leading them where their conscience tells them “Don’t!”  It is an occurrence that is no respecter of preference, neither gay nor straight, but simply happens, though seldom spoke of.

From this “straight ahead” vantage he could peripherally keep an eye on his slovenly restroom opponent.  “Perhaps,” he thought.  “I’m being paranoid.  Making it up in my mind.”  Still there was something about him he couldn’t trust.  Something dark.  His hair was blonde and messy  (long before messy became Vogue).  His face, which he was washing now, looked like it had been beaten too many times with someone’s fists.  Puffy and mushy like the face of a journeyman boxer.  He lurked, as he wiped his face and his hands there by the sink. A quick look by the boy, just beyond his periphery, showed the man’s massive back, and high shoulders wrought with tension, as he turned and tossed his paper towels into the metal wall mount trash can.  “No neck,” flashed the boys mind.  He once more sized up his mind’s foe: “A Monster,” he thought, as he pressed on his bladder trying to get the job done and be gone.  But too long a wait and a baa-a-d case of stage fright had jammed the barrel and had him coming up empty.  He kept on the trigger but nothing would come.  He’d wait till “The Monster” was gone.

But the man didn’t leave.  Instead, he trudged his big snowmobile feet over to urinal number two out of six.  While the boy stood frozen at urinal five.  “Why would he pee after washing his hands?” his mind raced.  “You always pee before doing that.”  The implication was too terrible to ponder.  “Oh, well,”  his mind uttered.  And he politely turned his head to the right pushing on his bladder even more.  But the more he pushed, the more it locked up.

“Shit.”  He really had to go. “Push.”

“Mmmn.”

“Push.”

“Mmmn.”

“Push.  Wait.  That’s not me!  I’m not making that sound.”

Silence.  

Then, the quick sickening sound of The Monster touching himself—whackwhackwhackwhack—in a faint, faint echo off the square tiled walls. 

“No.  Maybe that’s not it.  Maybe that’s not what he’s doing.  Push damnit!”

Whackwhackwhackwhack.

“Suck it. Suck it,” The Monster whispered, like some pathetic Quasimodo character desperate for human contact.

“Yep.  That’s what he’s doing.  Think!  Two stalls between you.  He’s closer to the door.  But you’ve got to be faster…”

“Suck it.  Suck it.” 

At that, a voice from deep within raised up and screamed at the boy, “Get out NOW!”

Zip.  Door handle.  Stairs.  Safety.

That’s all he remembered now about leaving that place.  That surprise of a dungeon. That monster’s lair.  There:  Up North.  Downtown.  In the Land of 10,000 Lakes.  

Twenty-five years older, twenty five-years wiser, twenty-five years of it never happening again, he still got that uneasy feeling every time he made a trek down one of these horrid hallways.  “If they just didn’t put them so far away from everything!” he thought to himself again, plodding ahead toward some sure pending doom.

Maybe it was the timing that made this one seem worse for some reason.  Perhaps, being in New York working on a new Sam Shepard play had stirred up the morbid secrets of his past and now, like separate ghosts, each secret would haunt his conscience till he found remedy. 

His inner coaching “This too shall pass,” proved no comfort now, met with those long blank walls and fluorescent lights that went on forever, ending only in the spec of another blank wall, serving as a period in the center of their converging desolation.  

“Men’s is always further,” he grumbled inwardly.

Pushing open the door he was pleased to find it roomy and clean.  New.  “It is the Time Warner Center, after all.  Whaddya expect?… Nice… AND nobody here.  Great.”

As was his custom, he chose second to last.  Stall this time.  And sat down to tend to his affairs.  

Immediately, footsteps.  In the stall to his left.  The last one.  The shadow of feet just under his stall.

“Facing in or facing out?” he wondered,  assessing the grim men’s room possibilities.  

“Facing in is worse.  Facing in could mean… Never mind,” he thought, as he looked up and away minding his own business.  But there, staring him in the face, was a bit of graffiti.  The sole bit of graffiti in the whole stall.  And written there, in faded pink cursive letters were the following words:  ‘I Love Big Manly Feet’.  

Shuffle shuffle.  Went the feet next door.

“Oh, no. Maybe he’s the foot lover.  ‘Big Manly Feet.’  That’s what he wrote.”

Shuffle shuffle, went his own feet now.

“Forward or back?  Which way was he facing?”  He twisted his body slightly leaning forward a little to see if he could catch a glimpse of which way the man’s feet were pointing, nervous that he might be the big foot lover.  No luck.  Couldn’t get his head low enough.  Then the thought occurred to him that maybe that guy might think he was the big foot fiend.

His mind raced.  Maybe some guy had gone around with a pink Sharpie writing the same thing in each stall, laughing at the idea that each guy sitting there taking a crap would be worried about the guy next to him loving his “Big Manly Feet.”

He looked down at his own feet now, which he had never considered to be either big or particularly manly, but raised them up out of eyesight just in case.  

Sitting there with his feet in the air doing his business—images of mall monsters with snowmobile boots and pink Sharpies racing through his mind—he once more thought, “All this friggin’ creepiness could be avoided if they just didn’t put them so damn far away!”
