Her eyes moved back and forth with the motion of the mop in her hands...watching the suds form lines and patterns that held the secrets of the whole world. Back. Forth. Back. Forth. She began seeing faces in the tiny white bubbles--faces and places and things she hadn't thought about in a long time. Colors and images blurred together until it was not soap and tile any longer--she was smearing the white of her soul on the dark blood-red surface of time. In her mind she put the mop in the bucket and brought it down on the menace of the past with a vengeance, washing away all the ugliness and dirt. And in her mind she knew that someone would come along and track their filth all over her clean intentions and sully all hope of restitution. So it was that when the tips of two sneakers interrupted her beautiful patterns she felt a rage beyond explanation.





Without even looking at the intruder she stepped to the side and clenched her jaw. They didn't move. Those shoes she had instantly came to hate did not move. Her eyes darted upward, immediately giving the stranger an expression of irritation and questioning. 





"Sorry 'bout the floor." 


"What are you doing here?" This familiar and smiling face shocked her out of her saturnine daydreaming. 


"I came to see you." 





She let the mop rest against the coffee bar and folded her arms as if she were protecting herself from the world's prying eyes. "What is it?" The young man pulled his hands from behind his back and presented to her proudly an oddly mixed array of yellow and red flowers. Their colors flashed before her eyes, changing the room with their brightness...and their unmistakable stench of all things gone and forgotten. She let her eyes fix on the petals as they shook slightly in his hand. He was waiting for her to say something--she could smell it. In a matter of two small moments a million thoughts stampeded through her mind. The flowers were angry. They didn't fool her one bit. They were hungry and carnivorous and just waiting to devour her at the first sign of hesitance. Her eyes slid to his with a determination and lack of emotion that made him squirm visibly. And there it went. One small brow arched upwardly and lips pursed, she shifted her weight to one leg and sent out a silent and unambiguous question. 





He took a shaky breath and his words spilled from his lips like overflowing refuge. "I want to be the reason you don't leave." 





"What??" A struggle began inside of her to contain her laughter. But it rumbled loudly from within and demanded release. A soft, lethal chuckle tripped from between her lips and she closed her eyes in a last attempt to hide her amusement. It was a lost battle on her part. Her hand slid up to cover her mouth and for one blessed moment she was silent. It occurred to her that the very world itself was collapsible. Buildings, bridges, mountains...hearts. She knew that inevitably any sense of guilt or sympathy that had built a wall in her heart against the naked ugliness of reality would collapse as well. When the explosion came she wasn't the least bit startled or surprised. She felt it boiling in her stomach, clawing angrily to the top. Her laughter was loud and obnoxious and completely uncontrollable. She turned and stumbled away, clutching her side and shutting her eyes against the tears. Some small part of her saw the flowers hit the floor. The petals scattered, leaving the starkness of dying stems and leaves. The very hearts of the wretched things were shriveled and appeared so very demented in her estimation. A distant and tiny voice screamed that she should run after him. She should smile and beg forgiveness and promise to stay only for him. That she should lie. But the orange blur the flowers had become still clouded her vision and she saw nothing but the world as it really was. The man behind the counter who cloaked his soul with opinions and muscle that no one could challenge simply to hide the extreme self-doubt. The black woman at the register who held herself so high above everyone else even though she was just a twenty-six year old woman living in her mother's house, with no man and a going-nowhere-job. The sickly customers coming and going by rote. Paying too much for too little and going home empty-handed to wonder the next day where their money went. It was all so comical.





She watched his back as he marched angrily through the doors that had spewed him forth to trample over her soul-soap patterns. No. She would not stay. She would not clean up the dying parasites he'd left on the floor to feed on her soul. They were even now squirming and screaming in their agony. No. No. No. The laugher died--cut off as violently as it had began. The air was infected with the fetid breath of a city riddled with disease and secrets. Oh yes. She would go. She would run like hell and never look back. It didn't matter that the rest of the world was blind to her reasons and intentions. They were blind as well to this sickly city. This city that smothered. This city that died a slow death and took all stupid enough to reside there with it. He walked out and with him she sent along all of her tainted memories and heaven-on-earths-gone-wrong. No one was going to breathe for her anymore. 





She picked up the mop handle where she'd left it to witness yet one more charade in her everyday life and dipped it again into the bucket of Super-duper-garaunteed-to-scrub-away-your-soul-or-we'll-go-to-hell-for-you floor cleaner. White on red. Skin on blood. Life before death. Back and forth again went the mop. She swam in a sea of tiny white dots, oblivious to all but her fishbowl plans for the future and the completion of her own private Berlin wall. He was gone and she would think of him no more. 

















