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     The cheap blue plastic cut sharply into her wrist as she juggled the basket onto her knee and attempted to swing the utility door open. No such luck. Careful not to spill the contents, she set her laundry down on the wet concrete and gave the door a huge heave, quickly sliding her muddy shoe into the gap before the door shut.

    A twist of her hip and she was just able to slide her basket over the metal door rim. It was only a few awkward shuffles through the doorway and she was enveloped by the smell of dust, dryer sheets, and spilled detergent. There was a twenty-something college guy sitting at one of the bright geometric tables- the kind of table that belonged outside of an old-fashioned ice cream stand on a sunny summer day. 

     Avoiding eye contact, she set over to the large washers. There was a grizzled old man sleeping on one of the chairs in the corner. “Homeless,” she thought, and then immediately kicked herself for judging on first impression. She sized up her three bags and decided to try to fit everything into one washer to save a few quarters.

     A few minutes later, she was unloading the washer and dragging the basket over to the smaller washers across the aisle. She could feel the college kid’s eyes on her and she held up her chin determinedly.

     The last washer barely accepted the quarters, but a few hand pounds into the metal side set them rolling. Now to find a place to sit. She did a quick lap and realized there were only three of those bright, childish tables in the entire place- the one by the too-interested college guy and the two by the “homeless” man. 

    “Can I sit here?”

    “You didn’t want to sit by that guy?”

    “Well, no. There was no light and I wanted to read… I don’t know.”

     She could feel her cheeks heating up from the accusation and turned to focus on the book she was pretending to read. It was a last minute grab from her bookshelf- something smart looking, one of those classics some high school literature class ruined years ago. She was ready to give it a second chance, but her heart wasn’t really in it. 

     Her apartment washing machine was broken. Not broken… just wouldn’t accept quarters. This was the second time in three days, and she couldn’t wait for the landlord to empty the coin bin anymore. She was scheduled to work the following night and wouldn’t have time in the morning to wrestle with the machine again. Her best friend, Brad, had invited her to travel home with him again for the day and she was more than excited. 

     The last time she had gone home with Brad was at the end of the previous summer, right before her last semester of classes started. It was before they had grown so close- they were part of a mutual group of friends and he had been around the day after everything had gone down. He had plans to go home and help with field chores and wanted the company, so he offered her a chance to clear her mind and get away from everything and everyone. They left before the sunrise and drove through the brash and beautiful movements of the crisp autumn morning mist. It had been a perfect day- the leaves were turning brittle but the sun was still begging for an audience, begging not to be pushed away for those awful, monotone, cold nights of winter. The sweet smell of manure mixed with the scent of dead grass and she couldn’t grasp enough of the day in, couldn’t hold all the smells and sounds and memorize all the images quickly enough. 

     He reminded her of how she grew up, how her family had been, and how she wanted her children to grow up. 

     “How do I know what to do? How do I make that decision?” He was talking to her about his future, his career, his family. “Listen to your heart,” she wanted to tell him. She’d be a hypocrite though, and she knew it. All she’d done the last few years was listen to her head, justify and make excuses, plan and re-plan her life and relationships. Brad knew it, too- he met her during her freshman year, knew her first as the long-term girlfriend of Lucas, the English major that lived down the hall from him in their dorm.

     The washer was making a loud, rhythmic banging noise, and she knew that she should probably move her clothes around- her jacket with the metal buttons was probably creating the racket. As if it had been listening to her thoughts, the machine immediately started humming and slowed down to a softer, whirling sound. The banging had stopped. Convenient timing.

     The college kid was looking at her. She could feel his gaze on her face, and she cleared her throat, turning her profile sideways, making him jolt his eyes back down to his magazine. 

     Lucas had grown up in the same town as her before they went to college. He had been her first love and the one she had thought would last. They were best friends, knew each other better than anyone in the world. They were more mature than anyone, closer than anyone… did anyone else even exist in that time of her life?

     They had talked on the phone a few hours earlier, the first time in weeks. None of the conversations she had written and re-written in her head had even been touched, and she knew that analyzing their conversation now would do her no good. They were different people and too close to try and reconcile entirely.

     “We were just kids. Two foolish kids in love.” That excuse worked- for strangers and those few souls that were closest to her. For everyone else, however- it wasn’t enough. They couldn’t understand, couldn’t move past the last five years, couldn’t make sense of how she moved on so quickly, couldn’t see them for any more than the way their two innocent eyes glorified each other.

     It was his final accusation that still stung. “You just can’t feel emotion. You can’t be passionate, and you are never going to listen to your heart again.”

     There was that head versus heart argument again. It always came down to that silly philosophical disagreement and she would always end up quoting Ayn Rand in some form. 

     “That’s the fourth time that guy’s gone to the bathroom in the time that I’ve been here… kinda weird.”

     The college guy was talking. She glanced up quickly, careful not to open her eyes too wide. It was told to her that her stare could be too startling- her eyes too large, too piercing. Pulling the corners of her mouth in, she gave a short nod. He looked back at what he was reading, satisfied with this interaction.

     Back to her former self. Her thoughts had almost taken her completely back before he interrupted. What had happened? How did the whole thing even start? The truth was so hard to pinpoint and she was starting to realize that history was only a suggestion of individual memories and perceptions, stained by the yearnings and defenses of hers’ and others’ self-pity.

     She had been frustrated and felt trapped, that much was clear. Steven offered an escape, a different approach to everything she had ever known. Emotional, moody, artistic, passionate… the polar opposite of what she had grown up with. She was often told that she was unfriendly, cold, thought too much… and she created an antecedent in his personality. 

    “Bipolar,” she thought. Every teenager should be diagnosed with mock bipolar disorder. Everything was either good or bad, passionate or shallow, genuine or artificial, head or heart… there was no sense of simplicity, no sense of reality in that polarization.

    “What are you doing here?!?” 

     A petite voice and a change of color swept through the door. The college kid looked up, smiling, thrilled to be recognized. The two knew each other from a club sport and ran into each other randomly every few months. Or at least that was what the two seemed to allude to in their bubbly and energized conversation. 

     “Is this your girlfriend then?”

     More eyes on her. Startled, she looked up at the short, fashionable, blonde-haired new arrival and realized that the question had been referring to her.

     “Oh, no… hi, I’m just washing my clothes…”.

     The response giggle was loud and relieved. Her guardian instincts were taking over, and she pictured a long timeline of missed chances, first emotions, final realizations between the two strangers. There was so much she wanted to warn them about, so much she wished she had known. 

     “I guess this is regret,” she thought to herself. It was time to put the clothes into the dryer, and the excuse to leave the role of random bystander was more than welcome.

     There was only so long she could string out the actions of shuffling the heavy, wet clothing from one end of the laundromat to the other- shutting the door on the wall dryers left only two options for seating again, and neither were desirable.

     The choices were either third wheel or naptime buddy- and the homeless man had just starting drooling over his unkempt beard onto his mottled gray shirt. 

     Third option. She pushed the door open hesitantly and took a step out into the quiet, drizzling rain. The city lights highlighted the droplets and she thought about what the next day was going to bring. She knew what her answer this time would be. “You need to listen to both- and you need to do what you think is right, because in the end, what you choose is right because that’s what you have to live with”.

     Her advice wouldn’t matter, of course, because she knew that he already had made up his mind. And she knew what her response would be as well. 

     Dave and his future girlfriend were now sitting at the table laughing with each other. The homeless man was still sleeping. And somewhere outside of the laundromat, outside of the rain, and outside of her past life and regrets, she started to feel the real emotion she had been searching for all along starting to pour down around her. It was a simple emotion, not glorified in any way, nothing like the passion she had heard Steven talk about so many times.

     But it was real this time, and it was coming from her.

