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"Black card," thinks Langwell, staring at the worn green felt and at the row of four cards in its center.  "Black card, black card, any black card."  

He's just made a pot-sized bet, doing everything he can to protect his three jacks from the heart flush that could still come.  The other player pondered the bet for a moment,  although "pondered" might be too generous a word.  All night long this donkey has made terrible bets, and all night long the dealer has saved him again and again from the beating he so richly deserves. He's been the ultimate calling station, the kind of player that veterans shruggingly call a "luck-box," hand after hand, and now, with what can't be anything but a flush draw, the donkey tosses a small stack of chips into the pot, the warm clink underscoring his maddeningly cheerful "Okay, I call."

Langwell now closes his eyes against the future, but opens them a heartbeat later, unable to resist.  Black card, he thinks, his heart pounding.  Black card, any black card, diamonds even, three-fourths of the deck is friendly, one time, just one time, black card, black card…..

The dealer slides the nine of hearts into place on the table.  

Langwell's head shakes, fractionally, a tiny back-and-forth motion which somehow encompasses all the injustice in the world.  He taps the felt hard enough to make his chips jump.  "Check," he mutters through clenched teeth.  The luck-box smiles broadly and says "Why not, friendly game, check back," and then without waiting, turns over the seven and two of hearts.  Langwell's headshake is getting more pronounced, like the needle on a seismograph waving more and more wildly before the big one hits.  He pushes away from the table, scooping up his remaining chips and walking quickly away, toward the cashier's cage and into the cold December night.

*******************

Outside, Langwell elects to walk half-mile home.  He scarcely feels the frigid wind off the Atlantic, his head lowered, staring at the sidewalk passing quickly beneath his short, angry strides.  He is not thinking about whether Doris has dinner waiting, or whether she'll be upset at him for spending still more time at the casino after work.  He's not thinking about what kind of day his kids had, or whether they've noticed the bad mood he's been in ever since the cards turned mean on him sometime last month.  In fact, he's not thinking about anything at all…. or rather, he's stuck on one thought, like a record skipping:  Bad luck.  Bad Luck. Bad Luck.  Over and over again, like some evil echo but not fading the way an echo does; instead, gaining strength with every iteration.  Bad Luck.  Bad Luck.   He recalls that some smarty-pants math whiz had once been quoted as saying "Luck is probability taken personally," but that fellow had obviously never played poker.   Bad luck… bad luck…  As if on cue, he feels a sudden loosening in his left shoe, and looks down to see that the lace has snapped.  Perfect.  Oh well. Only another block or so, double time, let's hoof it…

He is startled by a sudden collision with a very short fellow wearing a bright red jacket, whose shoulder catches Langwell squarely in the chest, nearly lifting him off his feet. Langwell turns to call out after the hurrying figure "Watch where you're going, pal!" and receives only a wave of the hand and a fading "Merry Christmas to you, too, friend!" in response.   Langwell shakes his head, and then notices for the first time the large store window in front of which he's stopped. 

He's never looked at it before, but it's surely been here a long time.  It's got that long-timer's look, the streaks and smears and imperfections over which, in gilt letters, is the proud name of "Bittle Brothers Assorted Sundries and Notions."  Langwell stares for a moment.  It looks like the sort of place that might have those things that Doris likes so much-- antique cameos and yellowing combs made of ancient mother-of-pearl-- and it is getting toward Christmas.  Why not?

He enters, noting the singular jingle of the small, solitary bell mounted about the door.  Along both walls are long, low showcases, such as you'd see in a jeweler's shop… and behind the showcases, rows upon rows of shelves, all the way up to the twelve-foot ceiling, overflowing with every possible kind of knick-knack.  GI Joe lunchboxes alongside nested Russian dolls alongside three boxes of ammunition for a Winchester rifle.  A fine brass telescope (wouldn't his boy Jerry like that!) swans crafted from pinecones,  authentic wild-west lariats, an apron that says "Don't Mess With Da Chef!" and a set of beautifully painted porcelain horses (their daughter Ellen loves horses more than breathing) and on and on and on, receding into the shadows of the long, narrow shop.  

"Rather like every grandmother's attic in the entire world emptied into one place, eh?"

Langwell turns to find the source of the voice, a beaming fellow who waited patiently behind one of the showcases.  "Mr. Bittle, I presume?" he asks drily.

The fellow nods quickly, absurdly pleased.  "Indeed sir, yes sir, happy to be of service, are you in search of a Christmas gift for that impossible-to-shop-for someone? It's good you stepped in, in about five more minutes I'd've been closed up for the night!"

Langwell grunts.  "The way my luck's been going, I'll probably spend two hours in here and not find anything and I'll be out two hours instead of five minutes."

Bittle chuckles warmly.  "Ohhh, sir, time spent among lovely things is never wasted, sir, never wasted, I see that you're married sir, perhaps you're hoping to find something for the missus?"

"Could be.  Maybe.  It's a long shot, but hey, everybody else gets to hit longshots, maybe I can too, right?"  Langwell expects a pat reply, but Bittle is only staring at him.  "Hello? Something wrong?"

Bittle shakes his head as though clearing it, and says "No, no sir, nothing wrong, I was just remembering something the last fellow in here was telling me."

Langwell doesn't know why, but he's suddenly sure of it. "You mean that little fellow? About so high, bright red coat?"  Bittle is nodding and smiling, until he sees the look on Langwell's face.  "Listen, Mr. Bittle, I don’t know if he's a friend of yours or what, but that's a rude little guy, he nearly bowled me into the street, the kind of luck I'm having I'm gonna have a bruise the size of a melon where he plowed into me."

Bittle says, quite clearly, "That's three," and he turns away, rummaging behind him.

Langwell doesn't know what to make of this.  "Three what?"

Bittle speaks without looking at Langwell, busily unwrapping some sort of parcel.  "He said it would happen, that someone would come in here and complain about his luck three times in as many minutes, and you've done exactly that."  Langwell is about to argue the point, but Bittle turns to face him again, cutting him off.  "Three times, sir, 'luck,' then 'longshots,' then 'luck' again, three times, no question.  And that means that I'm to give you this."  He holds out a small wooden box, polished and gleaming. "Take it," he says. "It's for you."

Langwell can see that the fellow isn't going to take no for an answer, and if it's some kind of salesman's con game, at least it's interesting.  He accepts the box gingerly; it seems to be nothing more or less than a small jewelry box, tiny hinges set cleverly into the dark, gleaming wood.   He opens it, and set on the inside of the lid is a small mirror… and inside the box is a scrap of paper. He lifts it, looks at Bittle to see how much he might know about any of this, and sees only polite curiosity.  There are a few elegantly-penned lines on the scrap, and Langwell reads them aloud:

You wonder where your luck has hidden

but luck frets not and moves unbidden

What may seem wrong is often right,

a moment's loss could mean delight.

See your fortune's strange direction!

Gaze into your own reflection!

Behold the way things might have turned

and one of luck's lessons might be learned.

"What's it mean?" Langwell murmurs to himself.  

Mr. Bittle has come from behind the showcase and is now standing behind Langwell, eager to have his own look at the mystery.  "Couldn't say.  Sounds like it means that if you look in the mirror, you'll see something lucky."

"Well, I'm looking in the mirror and all I see is my ugly mug staring back at-- hang on, what's this…"  Langwell peers closer and sees two circles stitched into the bottom cushion of the box. One of the circles bears the image of a smiling sun; the other, of a stormcloud surrounded by forked lightning.  Both images look old and arcane, like something one might see on an old tarot deck.  "Weird," Langwell murmurs, his thumb absently rubbing the image of the sun…

… and the mirror instantly clouds, and then clears, but with the moving image of a lonely street.  It only takes Langwell a second to recognize himself walking briskly up the sidewalk. "Hey, that's tonight!" he exclaims…. and sure enough, he can see the little man in red coming out of the shop, he sees his pause when he notices his broken shoelace, and then he sees the little man plow right into him, and the brief exchange which follows…. and then he sees himself noticing the shop and deciding to enter.  

The mirror then clouds again, and returns to being a simple reflection.  

Langwell and Bittle look at one another.  Langwell is exasperated.  "What's that to do with luck?  It's not showing me anything except what happened, which was me getting jostled by a rude little man!"  Bittle shrugs: "I don't know anything about it, sir."

Langwell snorts and then returns his attention to the box.  He had rubbed the sun, okay, so let's see what happens when you rub the storm…..

… and the mirror clouds and clears again, showing what appears to be the same view as before: Langwell, walking briskly, angrily, replaying the wretched loss of his three jacks to the donkey's heart flush…. but wait, this is different-- there's the pause when he notices his shoelace, but in this version, he stops to bend down and retie the shoe with the shortened lace…

"I get it!" Langwell says excitedly.  "See, look, it's showing me where my luck went wrong, if I had only bothered to tie my shoe, then the little guy wouldn't have hit me, see, look! We miss each other!"

Bittle nods.  "It seems so, sir, but if this is meant to be the good luck, then why was it summoned by rubbing the storm?"

Langwell shakes his head impatiently.  "Who cares, this is amazing, how on earth is this even happening, this doesn't feel like anything more than an empty wooden box, how--"

"Oh sir, do look…" and Bittle's hand has lifted, as though to stop Langwell's questions, and they both stare, rapt, at the mirror….

…because in the mirror, Langwell has not been jostled, and he has not stopped to scold the little man, and so he has not noticed the shop and has instead continued on his way, walking briskly with his head down against the cold, his eyes down as he walks into an intersection….

… whereupon he has an extremely nasty and terminal collision with a city bus. 

The mirror again clouds and clears, showing Langwell himself once more, intact and un-squashed, and suddenly quite pale.  "I don't get this," he mutters….. then he looks at Bittle, his eyes angry. "What kind of game are you playing here, pal?   Have you got cameras hidden?  Some kind of joke, ha-ha, let's scare someone to death?"

Bittle is not at all frightened and speaks in the soothing voice of kindergarten teachers and psychiatric nurses.  "Now sir, let's just think for a moment.  The poem indicates that this mirror will teach you lessons about luck.  You've seen two versions of your recent past, two branches of the same tree if you will, is that right?"

Langwell is impatient, and nervous, and fascinated.  "Maybe so, I don't know, you saw it too!"

"Quite right, sir.  Each vision was connected to the images in the box-- in both versions, there were events which seemed unlucky, but it became clear that what seemed unlucky while it was happening to you may in fact have saved your life.  Perhaps the mirror reveals that one can never predict how one moment will affect the next?"

"Well, I knew that already…" Langwell glances at his watch, which has stopped; he meant to get a new battery on his lunch hour, but the jeweler's had been too crowded…. well, stopped watch or not, he knew he was running late, but he couldn't just walk away from something like this.  "Let's try it again," he breathes, and rubs the sunny face once more….

… and the mirror clouds and clears again, now showing him walking up the jeweler's shop, standing aside as two burly men push past him, deciding that the shop is too crowded, and turning to return to his office. Bittle looks at him curiously.  "Do you recognize anything significant sir?"  

Langwell is both puzzled and excited.  "I was just thinking about that exact shop the moment before I rubbed the sun, so that must be why it showed it to me…. but it's just a place I decided not to go into, that's all."

"I doubt that's all, sir.  Rub the storm and see what the box reveals."  Langwell notes the odd shopkeeper's brightly shining eyes and then does as he suggests….

… and once more the mirror clouds and then clears…. and in this version of things, Langwell again sees himself look into the shop, again sees the two burly men push past him, but now he sees himself shrug and then enter…. and now he sees himself inside the shop and the two burly men suddenly produce pistols.  The fire shots into the air, they yell at the customers, who fearfully lie down on the floor… one of the men moves quickly among the prone customers, taking everyone's wallet while the other moves through the store grabbing the most expensive pieces…. 

The mirror clouds and then is just a mirror once more.  Langwell looks at Bittle, whose eyes are wide.  "Oh, sir, that's extraordinary.  Not ten minutes ago I was watching the news, and they showed photos from a security camera of this exact robbery!"

Langwell's mind is racing, and he murmurs "But I wasn't in any of those pictures…."

"No sir! Exactly!  You made a decision which didn't seem very important at all, and yet it was a stroke of enormously good luck, wouldn't you say?"

Langwell is nodding. "It seems that way…."

Bittle round head is bobbing up and down, and he grips Langwell's arm.  "Exactly sir, it must be!  This box is made to reveal that we can't always tell good luck from bad,  it says so right there, 'What may seem wrong is often right, a moment's loss can mean delight!'  Don't you see it, sir?"

Langwell is shaking his head, resistant to both the idea and to Bittle's high-pitched enthusiasm.  He pulls free of Bittle, saying "Okay, fine, it wants to show me how luck works, great, let it show me what's so great about that donkey hitting that flush, lemme see how it would've been if the last card hadn't been a heart!"  He jabs one finger into the sunny face and the mirror clouds obediently…

… and he sees the table, with the same cards out and one card to come, sees himself bet and sees the luck-box call so cheerfully and he sees the nine of hearts fall into place.  "No!" he snaps in irritation, "that's the way it did happen, I don't wanna see his luck, I wanna see mine!" and he pokes angrily at the storm.  

The mirror clouds again and then begins again, with the same image, the same cards…. only this time, the final card is a seven of clubs.  He pushes all of his chips into the center of the table…. and the donkey, who must actually believe that a pair of sevens could win, calls the bet, every bit as cheerfully as the first time… and Langwell turns over his three jacks and the table erupts into applause.  He scoops all the chips from the center of the table and begins stacking them as his fellow players smile and slap his back.  Even the luck-box, who ought to be ashamed and suicidally depressed, is grinning and nodding.  A huge win.  The mirror then blurs…. and it's hours later, the casino is much less crowded, but he remains at the table, his stack of chips nearly triple what it had been.  He had won the critical hand and then, clearly, he had continued through the night.

"Look!" says Langwell triumphantly.  "You see?  Look how good things could have gone."

"You touched the storm, sir," says Bittle softly.  "I think you should keep watching."

Again the mirror blurs and now Langwell is in an all-night shopping center, spending his new wealth on extravagant Christmas gifts for his family.  Watching this happen, he smiles, pleased with his selections.  He's never amounted to much in his life, but now they'll see, they'll see him come in loaded with presents and they'll know that he can be a big-shot too.

The mirror blurs again, it's very late at night, he's opening his front door, his arms overflowing with all the splendid gifts he's bought….. but something is wrong.  All the lights are on, but no one is there.  The image in the mirror follows him, moving from room to room… lights on, beds made…. he opens the closet in the master bedroom, and a lot of Doris' clothes are gone…. and so is the suitcase which is always tucked in the back.  The mirror follows him as he runs, until at last he is in the kitchen, opening a note on which he recognizes Doris' handwriting…. and he watches himself sag into a chair and the note falls from his hand….and then the mirror clouds and clears now showing him only his own confused, haggard expression.  "They-- I don't get it, they're gone? They left?"

Bittle gazes at him evenly.  "It would seem so, sir.  Perhaps when you didn't return….."

"But they left¸ she'd take the kids and just leave?!?"
Bittle remains calm.  "I couldn't say for certain sir.  Your domestic circumstances are, of course, quite unknown to me."

Langwell is barely listening, thinking back frantically.  It's true that Doris has seemed a little distant…. and okay, it's true, Langwell himself hadn't been much fun to be around lately, he's been going through a pretty bad cold streak at the tables, and she'd asked him if he shouldn't maybe take a break from it and he'd nearly bitten her head off… and the kids have seemed a little skittish around him too, now that he thinks about it…. but could she really, was it really possible, could--

"Sir?"  The voice seems to come from a great distance, and it's only with effort that Langwell turns toward Bittle, who is looking at him with paternal concern.  "Perhaps you should give the other view a bit more time?"  Langwell understands that yes, yes, he must do this, and he quickly pushes his finger into the smiling sun again….

… and again sees the nine of hearts falls, sees himself lose the hand… and then the mirror blurs and he sees himself at his own front door again, no presents in hand this time, and he opens the door….

… and into his arms rush Jerry and Ellen, and even though the image is silent he can see them mouthing "Daddy!" quite clearly, and behind them smiles Doris, with a look of pleased surprise on her face.  He realizes, watching her, that she has not expected him home so early… and he sees her surprise deepen as he goes to her and kisses her, then turns back to his two children… and it's quite clear to him that to them, he already is a big shot, that he only need to be there to impress them and to win them.  When he thinks back to the notion that he was willing to buy their admiration, to win it with gifts, with things, he feels shame… and as he watches them giggling and grappling with him, his lovely Doris smiling in the background, he wonders how one man ever got so lucky….

… and the mirror clouds and goes blank.  Not even a reflection anymore.  "I did win," breathes Langwell softly.   He looks over to Bittle's questioning eyes.  "I did win, I'm already a winner, it doesn't matter what card falls in some game, did you see it?"

"I did, sir," Bittle says simply.

"I am lucky…." Langwell says, this new idea testing his heart, finding it suitable and settling in.  He smiles, his first real smile in a long time, and he says "Keep your box, Mr. Bittle.  Someone else is going to need it, I think.  And thank you!"  He makes his way quickly toward the door, and then turns back and calls out "Merry Christmas to you and yours, Bittle!" and then he vanishes into the crisp, cold evening.  

Bittle smiles after him.  "To you and yours and all of us, every one, sir," he says softly, and then he begins packing the luck-box away.

