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COCKROACHES, TEA, AND POWDERED SNOW
Cockroaches are a very intriguing insect, if I do say so myself. While they are far less sanitary than I am, those minuscule bugs have many redeeming qualities that declare them noteworthy. For Example, the way that they scatter to and fro in the newly discovered rooms, sometimes seen, sometimes not, doing whatever they please. People construct their rooms around the insects by laying traps and things, but cockroaches are typically too intelligent for them. For every one humans kill, a million more remain in their walls. Not only that, but they are virtually indestructible, their tough outer shell prevents much damage, not limited the harm from being stepped on. The only way to really get rid of a cockroach is to poison it. In a lot of ways, I am like a cockroach, but I need to train to become better than even them.
#

I sat in the darkest corner of the Latte Café. The black wood table in which I sat at was small, perfect for two, and when I gently felt the sides with my index fingers, I discovered it was engraved. I wasn’t quite sure what it was, and thought it would be a great way to bide my time to guess. I imagined it was an elaborate rose… in the dim candle light, that would look best, and it would mach the deep maroon walls of the café perfectly.

The poet on the stage, who went by the name Miss Carla, no doubt a pen name, spoke of intercourse in such a lyrical way that the scarcely populated room cohered to every word. The audience seemed to crave each word like butter for their bread, and were utterly mesmerized by her words. I tuned in and out to the poems, some I listened ever closely, taking in each word and each syllable as it warmed my soul. Her tone changed greatly with each poem, making some, the ones I liked best, match the warmness the café possessed.

Looking at the Earl Gray in my black porcelain cup, I tried to deduce what it needed to make it perfect. The lemon wedge on the side was nearly squeezed, a droplet occasionally falling and rippling the surface of the tea, just the way I liked it. Adding a packet of the sweet-bitter I tasted it again. It became perfect as the bitter flowed through my drink. 

He should have been there.
#

It had been nearly a week since I quit my job as a home designer, over an argument with Millie, my boss. Too many small projects for small wages, it was a basic business decision I think. 

I remember sitting in that starkly colored room, the hideous one Jan had designed, sitting there with our cups of tea on luncheon, well, as much of a luncheon as a designer would get. We were still stuck in the office, and in between sips of tea and bits of ham and cheese sandwich, we discussed our business.
Millie was an upscale New Yorker, and it showed. She always wore beautiful office wear and pearls, she really loved pearls. If I had the money, like she did, I’d buy some diamonds or rubies. Her heels, no matter what she wore, no matter what color her suit was, matched. She must have had a big closet at home. 

That particular day she was sitting there with Jan and me, drinking a cup of oolong, and Jan a cup of white peach. Millie had looked at me with her big, grey eyes, and said to “I think I may have a new job for you, Betty, that is if you’re willing to take it, and I hope you do, Lord knows you’re the best designer we have.”

Jan sneered and crinkled her tiny face up. “Yea, Betty, you’re great.” I could see right through her act. She always agreed with what Millie said, she was like a parrot.

“Thank you,” I said pleasantly, trying to ignore Millie’s pet. “Let me hear about it.”

Millie smiled, “I know it’s your lunch break, but I just couldn’t wait to ask, sorry that’s not very professional of me. But, listen now, Betty, your designs for the Carlton’s place was pure genius, I loved em’… they loved em’… hell, we all loved ‘em.” She paused, adding another Sweet-N-Low to her already sweetened tea, put the cup up to her wrinkly red lips and sipped it, then gracefully set it back on the table. “Anyways, they loved you so much they recommended ya… you to a newlywed couple, the something-or-others, got the name written on my desk… anyway, thought you might want their file.”

I smiled, despite me knowing it wouldn’t be worth much, “How much do they want done?”

“Their closet and living room. They said they would pay you $100 plus the expenses, so it’s not a lot, unfortunately, more than the Carlton’s anyway.”

Jan tossed her long, blond hair, “The job sounds promising.” 
“Oh it is! It is!” Millie said, bobbing up and down with false excitement, her excess areas jiggling through her suit, and stopped when she added more Sweet-N-Low to her tea, “How ‘bout…about it?”

Of course, I couldn’t take another small job like that! “Give it to Jan.”

“Oh, no, Jan is working on the Castleburg Estate. She’ll be busy with that for a few months.” 

“Yes, they need a lot done on the place,” Jan added, seeming to exacerbate the fact she obtained that file and not me. 

“I can’t keep taking these small jobs, Millie. I just can’t”

“But that’s what your best at.” She said turning her smile into a frown. She hated rebels.

“But I get no pay for it. I need to be doing bigger jobs or… I’ll have to leave and find another job.”

“Are you serious?” Jan inquired in her sarcastic tone. Millie’s face had dropped at this point. I nodded.

“You ungrateful…” she muttered under her breath, but everyone could hear her, “Just leave. Clear your office.”

#

I sipped my tea and smirked as it touched my lips. It warmed me rather quickly, and I loved it. Wishing I could come here every night, I finished it off rather quickly and headed for the door just as the poet was saying something about an “unintentional internal inferno” and taking a bow. I pushed the plain black door gently and exited.  He never showed up tonight, but I was still happy I got to come.
#


It was strange how even when I first met him I knew I would need him forever. We met in the Latte Café about a month after I first started working with Millie. I was, he would say, out of his league.  

When I first laid my eyes on him, sitting in the darkest corner of the café that he could find, I was quite surprised. He let out this scary, bad-boy vibe, and I knew he would be trouble. I was, however, most intrigued as to why a man of his stature would be listening to poetry.


I later found out; when I approached him out of my own curiosity, that poetry was one of his many weaknesses. Especially Miss Carla’s.  At first I thought this was simply a way for him to pick up chicks, but now I know, he is truly a passionate writer, despite his looks. And I was drawn to him like a fly drawn to an electric trap, I needed him. And, at the time, he needed me too, for only I knew all of his secrets.
#

Passing through the door, I began to head home, the city lights illuminating my way. The cool near-winter breeze chilled me, and as I walked, I missed the warmth of the café and my cup of hot Earl Grey tea; I wished I brought some with me. When I got home, I will have to call him, but until then it seemed loneliness consumed me.


As I walked by 3rd Street and Park Road, that’s the corner the public park is on,

I felt more of a freeze. It no longer felt like near-winter as I zipped my jacket up and put on my burgundy fuzz-covered gloves from my right pocket. It wasn’t this cold when I left earlier but I guess winter was here now, and I should get used to it, so long as it doesn’t snow. Actually, I might like it to.
#


In my college days, I wasn’t nearly as lonely as I am today, despite having him. When I first went to college, I had three roommates, Sam, Cali, and my best friend at the time, Jan, the same one I work with today. Actually, they are the whole reason I became a designer in the first place.


I used to sit in my room (Jan and I shared) when nobody was home and doodle in my sketchbook. Well, doodle isn’t quite the word. I would draw elegant houses, and equally exquisite rooms to go inside them. I was always eagerly showed them off to the girls when they came home, until one day, when I made my design a reality.


I had bought a number of dollar-store art works, a few pieces of cheap furniture I selected from Goodwill, a small number of blankets with red and gold trim, and gorgeous golden curtains with red trim to match. With all of them together, I had themed our living room.

At the time, I had been in the crossroads of my education. I was a junior aiming to obtain a sociology and literature degree in just one years time. Unfortunately, I was losing interest in my studies. I wanted additional education but not in those fields, and my passions where overcoming me on a regular basis. This means that instead of studying, I obsessed over the perfection of my designs and learning several foreign languages that were not part of the curriculum.

Jan was the first one to see my living room design, and she swore loudly when she saw it, in a good way. Walking past our new lamp with the kanji symbols on it (I eventually took a Japanese Online Coarse and was soon able to understand them, and the ones I couldn’t I used a dictionary for. Increasing my vocabulary always made me appreciate things more.) Jan proclaimed “Betty, I’m so impressed! You, you did this by yourself, right?”

I nodded with a big grin on my face “It didn’t take long, and it was fun.”


That’s when Jan planted the idea in my head. “You should be a designer! I’ve seen your sketches.” I blushed as she continued, “A designer job would be perfect for you!”

“I’ll give it some thought,” I had said.


That night, I looked over my sketches, and dreamed of making them all a reality.

#

I hurried towards my 10th Street apartment, not paying attention to the mundane details of the streets. Too many times since I lost my little Bug I’ve seen them, and now they were just vague reminders that I was afoot and alone in the cold darkness. How I missed my Bug, I wish I hadn’t had gotten in that accident and sold it when it was beyond repair.
#


Jan and me both decided to switch from a four year university to a design school. We would graduate in just two years. Jan said that I inspired her, and that’s why she wanted to do it too. 


After we graduated, Jan was the first of us to find a job. Her new boss’s name was Millie, and Jan eventually referred me to her when I couldn’t find a job right away. Since we lived in separate apartments by then, we were excited to see each other ever day.


My life was complete after I met him, and I was truly happy. Yet, something was missing, I needed to be stronger.

#

For awhile, while I was hurried, I stopped paying attention and, in my clumsiness, bumped right into him.


He stood firmly in front of me, his blue mystical eyes illuminating my soul, his chin-length dark blond fluffy hair blowing in the cool breeze, the tips caressing the perfect lips that I longed to reunite with, and his unflawed body that I hungered to touch. He wore a tight green sweater that stretched just below the waist, to the groin level. Further down were grey baggy jeans and the old dusty sneakers he had since forever. He carried a white plastic bag tattooed with a smiley face and the phrase “Thank you for shopping at 3rd Street Convenience Point.” I could see many bottles filled with various colored liquids. One was a big, glass bottle of a purple liquid; I couldn’t see the label even though the bag was very thin. I didn’t know that the stores would let him buy that much.

I didn’t want to speak first. Not now, and probably not ever. I fiddled with my fingers and felt my face redden. I must have looked ridiculous.


After a long pause, I muttered, “Could you please give me a ride? Since, well, you know…” He nodded.


I wish I had the nerve to tell him how I really felt as we walked to his blue ‘99 Honda parallel parked along the road. I wish I had the nerve to tell him “You should show up when you say your going to, Earl.” But that’s okay, we can skip that tonight, it gets old after awhile.
#


Every time I told Earl how I felt I didn’t know what to expect. Sometimes, he was understanding, caring, and agreed with me. Other times, when he disagreed, I was sorry. This was usually when he didn’t show up, and then the next day I wonder why my cheeks are blue and my chest hurts so badly.

#

“Yeah… sorry about like, not showing up.” He said as he clicked the door unlock button and I hopped in. He turned his lips into a crooked smile then twisted to put the key in the ignition, “Guess the ride makes up for it, right?”


I felt nauseated by him saying that, at least I think that’s why my stomach was turning, but I only sighed, watching the puff of white escape my mouth and float away… drifting upwards… how I wanted to be that breath, to escape and be free.

The engine made a loud, angry growl when it was united with the key. Earl swore under his breath and turned the car off. “Back in a sec, Hun, I gotta check this out.”


I tilted my head to the left and watched him walk around to the front of the ’99 and pop the hood. Knowing this might take awhile, I amused myself by looking about his tidy car. The memories I had in this car- that we had- it never ceased to amaze me and tantalize my senses, the plug-in that immersed a new car smell when he drove, the blue fuzzy steering wheel cover, the cross hanging from the review mirror, the blue mats with the Kanji symbol for ai, not that he knows what that means, he inherited it from me after I sold the Bug, the plush leather seats that disbursed small snippets of air with our every move. The backseat.

#


He told me once that he loved me, right before. Then he said he didn’t understand anymore, that he wanted to date, but keep open for others. I remembered that it snowed that day, a light powdered snow. That was almost a year ago.

For awhile, it was great. Except now, he doesn’t say anything right before. 

We respectively saw others, well, mostly he did. I guess I couldn’t provide everything he wanted, but he could provide the only want I had. I loved him, and all I ask is to be with him, now the feeling grows inside me, but I question why. He still doesn’t know I do that, and my guess is he never will. He’ll find someone else again soon… it happens a lot, but he always seems to come back to me. That’s why I love him. 

#

Swearing boisterously like he was in college again, Earl slammed down the hood of the car and muttered “stupid…. Stupid…stupid….”


I got out quickly and rushed over to him, placing my tiny hand on his broad, muscular shoulder and said in a low whisper as the wind blew my red hair about, “Sweetie, what is it?”


“Aw, Bet, you wouldn’t get it. It’s a car thing. I’ll need a tow.”


I knew perfectly well he would need a tow if he had been that angry about it. Just because I don’t have the Bug anymore doesn’t mean I don’t understand that when a car makes a funny noise something’s wrong with it. Damn him, I couldn’t tell him that.


“Would you like me to wait with you sweetie?” I asked as politely as I could, envying my breath as it floated upward… freedom from this life… I craved it even more then.


“Naw, ya should probably mosey,” he smirked in a joking tone before adding “Seriously though. I understand if you can’t stay. Didn’t you say you had a roach problem to take care of tonight?”

I glared. Why did he have to bring that up now? I had mentioned that I had cockroaches once or twice, and that soon they will be gone, because they are weak. “You’re right, I’ll mosey” I said with a fake giggle as I waved goodbye and walked away. That was our word, mosey. He always said it to mock the fact that I was much more articulate and educated than he was. 

Something that night, however, didn’t seem quite right. Roaches, honestly! I knew he wanted to get rid of me when he said it. 
#


I’ve had cockroaches in my apartment for awhile now. I admired them at first, they where strong, and no matter how I pushed them, they came back for more. I want to be just like them, only stronger. A little bit of bitter, that sweet bitter that perfects my Earl Grey, will make me more indestructible than they are. I told Earl that and I know he secretly laughs at me now.
#

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him pull out his cell with a smile as he dialed. I couldn’t hear him, but he looked really happy as he talked. He hung up, got back in his car.

I’m glad he is thinking about me more. He knew that I needed to get home, and that this would take awhile. Despite his attitude, he really does love me, and its my fault that I don’t remember that often enough. No wonder he gets so mad at me when I argue with him. God, I love him.

I regretted my next step. With a slight stumble, I turned the corner and heard the sound that made my heart sink to my heels. It was that angry grumble as he started the car, and the putting of his car as he began to drive it.


I stopped. I heard it get quieter as he drove away. He had staged it… The warm tears fell down my cheek, flowing gently as I shook. Damn him…

#

I think it was about a month ago when I first added the bitter to my tea. After that I began to see things as they really were. Millie was a bitch; Jan was nothing but a parrot now; and Earl, well… I love him, despite all the things he does, but I am beginning to see him for what he really is, and that scares me. Now that I think of it, if I never become as indestructible as a cockroach, or more so, that is, if I fail and close my eyes for a final time, I will still gain my freedom. 
#

The street began to blur when I finally started to walk again. Everything about my world spun about my head like a droplet of blood swirling in the pool of water I proclaimed as my imagination.  Maybe all this was my imagination right…? I felt another tear fall, my imagination right?


I remembered my cup of Earl Gray… the bitterness of my special ingredient, the one that made my Earl Gray mine. It was the best taste in the world. I felt that failure craving; I needed that warm comfort to flow through me yet again tonight. Damn him.


Stumbling about, I felt my stomach turn. I knew I should skip the tea upon my arrival to my apartment… but I’ll need it. 

#


White puffs escaped my mouth and floated away rapidly as I approached 9th Avenue, at least I thought that’s what it said. I didn’t understand it. I just had a little at the café, I shouldn’t feel like this. I didn’t know what was wrong with me.


I felt my flesh against the cool cement of the sidewalk. For a moment, I watched my breath float away in the wind… finally I’d be able to be free too.


My eyelids grew heavy with sweat; I could no longer keep them open. Right before I lost all the feeling in my body, I thought I felt powdered snow.
