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“You may feel exactly the same way, but I feel it's very important to say that I consider myself the luckiest person still walking this little planet of ours. I couldn't imagine spending my time in any other way than I did just tonight. Each day should bring an exchange of smiles and laughter, of love. At the end, just before you fall into a deep, peaceful sleep, your heart should be carried away with love; a love that you gave to others and that you felt through others. Love is closing your eyes to flashes of the faces of those in your life, and your heart swells with pride at the opportunity to personally know each one. However intense that might be, it cannot compare to the sadness of knowing they will one day no longer be, and that even the flash of their face will fade. When tears leak from those closed eyes, the love you feel for them cannot be misunderstood. It's not so selfish to miss them before they've actually gone, it's understanding the importance they hold in your life. Appreciate every minute you have together. And, I love you.” December 3rd , 2013.


E.LT.





Introduction


Three hundred empty pages, about thirty possible beginnings, and around thousands, if not millions, of authors who are probably stuck on their own work so much that the jacket is a large picture of their own face, irrelevant to the story they’ve written.


Tears are building up and banging against the inner lining of my body all the way up to my forehead as I think of these empty pages, as well as the half-read Voltaire book Candide, whose every gruesome page deters me from actually wanting to finish it. The story took place around the mid-1700s, evoking another debate between good and evil. The Bulgarians were hungry and there was no longer any food. The Bulgarians held captive a large group of women, and among them was one beautiful lady. Each woman had one of her butt cheeks sliced off and eaten by the Bulgarians. Nice fellows. They were, however, kind enough to have the selected beauty operated on as to not leave an open wound. The remaining women lost their lives due to infection. A beautiful face can indeed save your life. L’injustice de la vie!


The fact that I’m sick with something seemingly straight out of Voltaire’s time which should no longer be experienced in our day and age or at least not in a first world country—France is considered a first world country although some of the bars do not have toilets, only flushable holes in the floor—slices my ability to think correctly. I watch as that ability bleeds onto my round, green foldable table for two.


Now it’s, “What the hell am I even doing here? What happened to all of my hopes and dreams, and what’s to come of my projects? What was my story? What did you need to know?”


Let’s face it. Even the most cultured individual on the planet can bore you. The most advanced teacher or professor might find it difficult at times to apply what he or she’s learned to an off-the-charts student; or, he or she may just lose it. The handsome, well-built, sporty, energetic, and totally exciting guy, while also intelligent, might love the sound of his own voice and talk for three hours straight and not allow you a single word. The intellectual babe, or the know-it-all as we’d like to call her but don’t, might throw around her erroneous knowledge, refusing anyone’s counterargument, and never apologize or own up to her lack of connaissance. The sweet, considerate, and always-present lady, of beautiful and internationally known voice, might flip a lid at the buildup of tension she usually puts off as an impossible existence in a world where everything’s all right. The one of varied interest, whose goal is to be available to all those close in heart and in need, might never finish a single long-term project.


The bottom line is that we’re all just trying to get by, to find our way. Is that why you are where you are? You probably don’t know. Does it bother you, me telling you that you don’t know? I’ll admit that I don’t know. Can you?


“You don’t know everything!” a familiar sentence pointed right in my direction from the all-knowing.


That’s new information. How interesting to be informed of something that already resides in the back left corner of my little brain.


“I might not know everything, but I know that I don’t know everything. That should make up for it.” If it had been a different situation, I may have smiled saying this. When we know each other so well, we figure out exactly what to do in order to drive each other up the wall. My parents are still doing that to each other but they remain married, happy, and in love.


Yesterday’s mid-spring sun got snowballed by April’s layer of clouds. It’s cold. The light wind... and there it is again; it’s not enough. It’s never enough. How I’d kill to have Carlos Zafon’s pen and thick mental book of vocabulary. Instead, I’m stuck here watching yet another episode of Gilmore Girls and staring across at my latest painting of an Audrey Hepburn “wannabe,” just a portrait. She was so gorgeous as a drawing and then I had to paint her. It’s now ruined. I’ve ruined it. How shocking. And she’s placed next to my other painting of a young girl, reeking of sadness, englobed by flowers dipped in red, yellow, and orange. The worst part is they’re both neglecting the empty canvases—there are at least three by the way—to their right. Who knows what they’ll end up housing, and who cares.


This time that I’ve been spending alone to “cultivate” myself and my talents is really panning out. In addition, I’ve also been investing in my future. You’d say it’s about time. I’m already 27 years old. It’s definitely time to think about the future. Well, I’ve saved a few hundred euros now. Not bad, hein? That’s not to mention the 200 euro taxes I owe for last year that I’ve yet to be able to pay. And, I’ve been driving my motorcycle without insurance since November. That, too, is generally around 200 euros. It’d cover me for the whole year, so it seems right. I’m in good health though, mostly, except for a few things, but there’s no need to talk about that now.


A few years ago I began organizing trips to the states for my French students. It all began with Victoria, one of my students. With a little push from my mom, I gathered a group of fourteen students and took them to the states with me for a whole month. Luckily my parents, my grandmother, my brother and his wife, and two friends were able to house the students. It saved the students a lot of money and turned out to be a great experience for everyone. My brother’s Baptist church allowed me to use their fifteen passenger van so I could take the students to and from ELI, the English Language Institute they were attending in Newark, Delaware. They’d play music in the van, sing, talk, and be silly. We bonded. I miss them every once in a while, some more than others. It was the summer of 2010. They might not realize how much it meant to me to have them there. I was a bit on edge from time to time, and it was also the summer when I took my motorcycle course at the Cecil Community College and the last summer in our house on Carter Road.


The lonely house is now boarded up and surrounded by weeds up to your waist. The image of its past remains vivid in my mind; Gus, a Siberian husky with blue eyes, is licking the sliding kitchen door made of glass and making funny faces while staring at us, hoping we’ll open up and let him in to join us. There’s Lucy now, a black German shepherd, and she’s sweet. But, gaining one doesn’t necessarily mean you forget the other after it’s lost or gone.


They aren’t looking for nostalgic writers. They don’t want to be stabbed in the heart with feelings of despair and fear. They want to feel hopeful every single day, to give encouragement to others, and stay positive. What’s wrong with them? Things can’t be fantastic every minute of every day. Be more realistic. It’s annoying having someone tell you that everything’s all right, that there’s no problem.


“Your problem isn’t as bad as the boy who’s got no food.”


Who’s to say that your problem, little as it may seem, isn’t worthy of fretting over? Maxence and Vanessa would say that it’s all relative. I would agree. Then we can agree on the fact that one needs to focus on his or her own problems and finding a solution before one can help others with their issues, right? Then that is what I will do.


What’s my problem? Am I just looking for a problem without actually having one? Let’s see if you can figure it out.


It all started at age five when there was talk of one of the Erins getting held back. The kids murmured about the poor retarded girl who’d have to repeat kindergarten. Fear built up in my fast beating heart as I walked the brick-walled elementary school halls worrying about what was to become of me. No assurance came from anyone familiar that I remember. They allowed the teachers to keep it a secret out of niceness for the one who would repeat the year.


That’s not the first memory I have of that year though. It would simply shape the following years to come. My very first memory was sweet. A young girl welcomed me as I entered the classroom, befriending me immediately. Heather, I think.


If you didn’t catch on, since I haven’t really given you enough information, I continued on to the next grade along with all of my classmates except for the other Erin. Oddly enough, this didn’t help create a bond between me and the other students. I remember disliking almost all of them. I mean, I never yelled or fought, but I just didn’t find them very caring. I was different, or I felt different. They didn’t understand me and I didn’t understand them.


Surely my own family doesn’t completely understand me. A specific moment rushes back to me. It was Thanksgiving and it was to be a rather special one. One of my aunts had access to this beautiful mansion atop a cliff, higher than the Falaise de Cassis I’m sure, where she was working as a chef.


“Erin! ERRRRINNNNNNN!”


I turned my head and looked up from below the cliff where I’d been sitting as my mother screamed out my name frantically. Just prior to this I’d contemplated how I would catch my fall if it were to come. It never dazed me. At the end of it all, there was a nice, slightly fluffy tree just a bit underneath, and if I fell, I could always grab a branch on my way down. Or, of course, there were a few bushes and I had recently learned how to position my body when falling from horseback so it’d be about the same thing, right?


It had been getting as it always was: loud. Everyone would fight to be the center of attention. There were about twenty or so of us and the volume had reached an extremely high level of annoying. It remains quite impressive though, that beautiful house situated up high on the cliff overlooking either the Chesapeake Bay or the Susquehanna River. I was about twelve-years-old, so it’s difficult to remember which it was; mostly because I was constantly escaping reality to live in my imagination.


I don’t remember the food, although it was no doubt scrumptious. However, climbing over and down the cliff, from one rock to another, until finding the perfect spot for my little twelve-year-old butt, is vivid in my mind. That and the large pool in the backyard that, had it not been empty and caked with years’ worth of gunk, wouldn’t have served much good on a November day in Maryland anyway. But summer at this place would be fun.


No book, no music, and completely alone, I sat contemplating my fall, as mentioned earlier while looking down at the river, feeling the nice, brisk fall wind. You know when you close your eyes and feel the sun hit your eyeballs like a laser, and it’s warm and relaxing? That’s how it felt, like someone massaging your temples when your contact lenses are a year old and you’ve been straining to see for months. Fabulous.


Oddly, some of my most favorite memories are those I shared alone. For instance, the time I laid down, back to fluffy grass, on a small hill next to the paddock where my thoroughbred mare, SweeTart, was grazing. Sun beams to my eyes. Another fall day, not cold, not hot, just perfect! A racetrack, which was always well-kept and used for sulky racing, circled around her paddock and another. One of the boarders had offered to teach me once, and it was really unfortunate that I didn’t take advantage of that opportunity.


A more recent, out of childhood memory of alone time would end up being one of the best Sundays I’ve ever had. It was the summer of 2011 and I had already returned to France. As for the weather, because if you haven’t noticed it’s one of the most important aspects of the day, it was hands down one of the most gorgeous sunny days ever. So, I grabbed my bicycle and went for an hour or so ride to Sugiton, about 13.8 km from my studio, one of the calanques by Luminy University. That’s a story for another time.


Well, I’ll just make it quick. After arriving at the university and locking up my bicycle, I bought and ate a sandwich from the snack, a sort of portable snack shop in France, set up in front of the school. Then I hiked down to the sea, about thirty-five minutes, laid out my towel on a perfectly flat rock, sat down, took a book out, and began reading with the view of the sea directly before my eyes. The intense heat pushed me to take a dive into the sea. Like an incredibly handsome man eyeing you, enticing you, the sea called me to it. While floating around and looking up at the sky, I noticed a boy walking around my things, more just passing by to get back to his spot. That worried me so I left the water to reclaim my turf.


Later, I hiked back up, grabbed my bike, and rode home. It was around nine at night when I arrived. Looking in my brown leather book bag, I noticed my Fendi wallet was missing. I shook the bag, turned it upside down, used my fingers to touch every crevice, and came to the conclusion that someone must have stolen my wallet. I canceled all of my cards that night and went to the police department the next day to file a report. Two weeks later, I found my wallet in that same book bag.


That’s more recent though. Some of my most cherished childhood memories are of my mom reading a children’s version of Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist. Who knew he was born in 1812? I always had this feeling that Dickens was more ancient. Parents don’t read to their children enough. They don’t have their children read to them enough either. There’s a serious cultural exchange lacking in our relationships. People debate topics without having constructive thought or concrete evidence. I would consider myself a sad soul if I hadn’t had the opportunity to learn how to read and write, so I could jump through J.D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye and almost drown from depression from Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights.


I refuse, my dear friend, to stop living through these stories that touch more aspects of my life and your life than you could ever imagine. It’s a part of me, as music is a part of you. Your Bob Marley, who deserves being mentioned, and company are to you what Fitzgerald, Hemingway, Zafon, and others are to me; they touch your heart, soul, and mind as do mine.


The first time I remember really liking a boy was in the third grade. Everyone called him Watermelon Head, including my brother, who’s about to have a baby boy with his wife. They’ll call him Zekial, I think, and Zeke for short. The expression “what goes around comes around” could lead to little Zeke being teased with “Zeke the Geek.” Let’s hope he doesn’t take after my father, my sister, and I and need eyeglasses. He’ll be a funny lad and will no doubt be able to withstand any comic teasing. Perhaps in twenty years he’ll be able to write a counter-comment to my previous one.


Anyway, Watermelon Head wasn’t interested in me, although we got along very well. It’s funny because at such a young age one had to take part in the “in” crowd, otherwise no one noticed you existed. Did you notice my use of otherwise? That was for you. At such a young age I’d already decided that the “in” crowd was ridiculous and a total waste of time. I’ve somewhat altered my feelings there, although hatred for “in” crowds still lingers on in my lungs. What else still lingers on in my lungs, and elsewhere? I do wonder...


It’s about two in the morning here in my little flat au Vallon des Auffes in Marseille, France. Light’s glowing in my windows from the street lamps. There’s absolutely no noise coming from outside, only from my laptop which sounds tired. Since my flat backs to Rue d’Endoume, a pretty busy street that leads down to the Corniche in front of the serene neighborhood of Malmousque. I often hear cars and motorcycles flying by.


I took to the sea, or to the edge anyway. The sweet, gentle breeze remains the beginning of every beautiful moment because it’s what you feel. Here I am once again looking out at the deep blue Mediterranean Sea, feeling from time to time the motion of someone special caressing my hair, but no one is there. There’s something complete, whole, in the sky giving off the most radiant, natural light that man cannot comprehend. It is not only beautiful... it is real. Encircling the moon glows a lighter shade of the blue previously darkened by the sun’s departure. You don’t know how it came to be really, not really, but it’s one of the few sure things you can count on.


Can you see it? A clear night sky mimicked by the sea below. It didn’t ask to be admired or questioned but it’s done just the same. And there, in the silent of this late hour, I’m fulfilled with the desire to reach up, as if I were reaching for a glass from the kitchen cupboard, and pinch the moon between my index and my thumb to bring it down to my level, right to my tender lips, kiss it, and place it in my heart for just a second before putting it back where it belongs. Maybe it’s silly... maybe it’s even ridiculously stupid, but it’s there, that longing for the impossible. Perhaps if it were possible it would no longer be desired.


This means it’s Friday morning and the beginning of yet another weekend. Tonight should be calm since there’s nothing really planned, but Saturday night should prove itself worthy to be called Saturday night. We’ll be barbecuing at a friend’s place just outside of Aix-en-Provence. There’ll be about twenty of us and we’ll surely end up going out dancing in the city center afterwards. The boy I was seeing for the last few weeks has relieved me of any commitment, as I unconsciously or consciously hoped, and I will be free and open for business. However, the only thing I can hope for is to enjoy my time with all of my friends and let go of all the stress and anger built up from over the last few months.


And thus the story begins.





Chapter One


Repentance and Acceptance


Silence lurked in each corner of the room. The shutters were closed to their full potential, yet she could perceive a hint of light through the cracks. Laying half naked next to the host, a handsome man of twenty-five whose own pain had prevented him from acting as a worldly man would, she heard her alarm clock go off in the other room at half past eight.


She lifted herself in a brisk, thoughtless motion, ran tiptoeing to where her bag was, and turned off the alarm in fear of waking those whose drunken bodies remained dispersed around the house. She ran around covered only in Victoria’s Secret elastic bottoms. For a moment she’d forgotten where she was and what she was doing. His simple and slightly harmful question from the night before as to why she was still there came back to haunt her pounding head and dry lips. Her friends had already gone home, leaving only those she’d just met the night before.


What was she still doing there? Why had she stayed?


After turning off the alarm, she snuggled back under the covers next to him; a him that wasn’t hers, a him who was hurting, and a him who hadn’t particularly wanted her company there, where her company seemed to be.


Things appeared to be in place. They all set aside ten June days that they would toss away in Corsica. Eight to ten friends would pack a bag, hop in a car, and take off by boat. And she would inevitably follow by motorcycle. They would then head toward the awaiting island glistening with anticipation and summer joy. That was the plan.


A few minutes later, unable to feel at ease and seeing the appealing weather, she wiggled back out of bed, careful not to wake him, and got dressed. The entire house sat in a voiceless array of calm, as did its occupants, and once having struggled open the door, she left behind the night residue mopped all over the floor and slapped against the walls.


Her mind wasn’t able to comprehend how the others could remain in somnia, missing the sight of the morning air painted overtop the scenery of this country domain. Her body, however, could very well relate to the physical need to remain stationary.


Her alcohol content level swished from one foot to the other and her MP3-player blasted Everyone Wants to Rule the World as she chipped away the first few feet of the two-mile walk back to the center of Aix-en-Provence. Following the same path they’d taken the night before, she treaded along the Chemin de Repentance while dragging her large, five-pound motorcycle jacket in her left hand and swinging around her night bag in the other. The sun sliced into her temples, but she barely noticed. At some point she felt the extreme urge to drink something, anything! She continued trucking along until finally hitting the bull’s eye.


She trotted down Rue Portalis, the street where she’d lived in 2007 with one of her closest friends from California. Ofir, originally from El Salvador, had gone through the steps of becoming an American citizen. She sent a quick text to Ofir so she’d know there was a thought for her, and she pressed on. There was no market set up in front of the Palais de Justice that morning, being a Sunday, which was slightly disappointing but surely for the better. Markets tend to house large numbers of people all excitedly chatting with kids screaming, yelling, or just playing together; a comfort that would turn sour on a morning such as this.


Although it’s unnecessary, she passed through the tunnel-like passage that leads out to Cours Mirabeau, the bustling main street of Aix. She should have grabbed a slice of pizza from Pizza Capri; they would have. But then that too was a guarded moment iced in the past; the taste was just as good as it had been, but the original company was no longer present.


A quick sigh and she was off again. This time it was pertinent that she buy a soda, and she felt a little bit hungry. She took a street known for having several snack shops that sell excellent and surely week-old sandwiches. On the entire street there was only one snack open, which screamed of floor-swept chicken kebabs, and then a Subway. The latter tempted her. She glanced into the window and locked eyes for a few seconds with the worker. His dark hair and stern, handsome face threw her into questioning her motives. She walked on. But the inevitable need would come back two minutes later and she couldn’t resist. Down a perpendicular street, the bakery already had a customer when she crossed the threshold. She then ordered a coke and a pre-made sandwich that wouldn’t leave her clothes smelling of fast food’s artificial odor.


The very moment she paid, she heard an odd noise of metal clank against the floor as she set down her night bag. She paid, left, and out in the street she set down all her things. She heard the noise of metal once again. After taking a gulp of coke, she peaked into her night bag and saw the antitheft lock she’d forgotten to attach to her motorcycle the night before. She gasped.


At this point the alcohol began catching up to time, and she felt weak, shaky. She thought of the others repairing the damage they’d inflicted upon themselves and thought it wasn’t such a bad idea. Since she’d parked her grey YBR 125 at her friend Kelly’s, she sent Kelly a text message. Then she came to the conclusion that she’d better stay calm. People seemed particularly happy that morning so she hoped for the best.


The bus ride back on the Aix-Marseille navette, number 50, gave her the impression that she’d been dreaming and had just returned to reality, which of course was not at all the case. It was the first Sunday in April and it felt like summer. Then she smiled and laughed to herself as she sat alone on the stiff seat; another sun dazzling day, alone.


She thought of him, as she always did, unable to break away; the him who had been hers, the him she’d observed from baby adulthood, with his youth-like body, to later, with his very strong manly features; the him who had decided it best to hurt her over and over again, the him who was there and then gone. It was the kind of day that they’d have spent barbecuing by the sea at the bottom of a cliff, just the two of them, listening to music, talking, drinking, smoking, and making love. Those were the moments that she missed. He would surely be there, at “his” spot, which she’d come to call “their” place, and he wouldn’t be alone. He was rarely ever alone.


Maybe I should eat, she thought. Although she’d lost her appetite, she ate the bakery-prepared sandwich; a ham, egg, and cheese sandwich with lettuce and tomato, double-sided in pita bread. As soon as the navette rolled into Gare St. Charles, she bounced off with only the “sun-caused excitement to go somewhere” left, and set out walking to her friend Kelly’s in serious hopes of seeing her moto once more.


Atop the big escalier de la Gare, a pretty impressive sight to see as well, she glanced down at all the stairs and at the people, then looked up at the clear blue sky beaming with heat, smiled, and skipped down the stairs. Everything and everyone, for just a moment, brought a smile to her face, and seemed so incredibly wonderful. She chuckled by two pieces of Barbie hair, clearly removed from their owner. The city was bustling down in the port and in every direction. Her body still trembled. She thought it strange to feel dirty when she’d done nothing so terribly wrong. Where did that sense of guilt come from? Oh she knew!


Approaching the square parking lot, she spotted her moto, whose color hadn’t changed and no further damage had been attributed.


“Perfect,” she said aloud and she took off, her things in the top case and her brown leather Pepe Jeans jacket unzipped. That too was a gift from him, properly lifted from its oblivious owner who’d been careless enough to leave it behind. She made a quick stop home to drop off her heavy motorcycle jacket and night bag, and then went to the nearest supermarket to grab a bottle of red Orangina that she’d never tried.


From the A51, she swung off at I’Estaque and moved on towards le Rove, then took the direction to Niolon, and kept riding until Carrey le Rouet. She’d decided to go somewhere where she hadn’t gone very often with him. And in fact, she’d never gone to the actual plage—to the other side, yes, but not the plage même. So she locked up her moto and set off for le Beach Café, directly under the sun. Her trembling body had the sudden urge to burst into tears, but instead she sat and ordered a coffee. Then she took to reading Agnes Grey. It was her Bronte moment; a time she’d feel her own life destined to a slightly less dramatic Wuthering Heights end.


Her eyes were glossy, not from sadness so much as the lack of lensless sleep, and yet she could still see the line of cars thirty feet away. On top a typically modern, dirty-grayish, two-door car laid a yellow kayak with faded green edges. Her mind again flickered to him, and finally the sadness poured out. Her uneasy hands took to shaking insignificantly. Transparent steam coming from the moules frites from the neighboring table floated over, and a queasiness aroused in her which she’d have to overcome.


Every single Bronte child died young. She understood that the 1800s was a period where dying young was normal, but she couldn’t help feeling sad for them. And at the same time, while listening to Dido’s White Flag, she came to the conclusion that their short-lived lives had been so complete and accomplished that it really was okay. Once you’ve done so much, there’s surely no reason to stay around long enough to become a bother.


“Nursing homes may create jobs,” she thought, continuing her solitary speech, “but the elderly residents have basically nothing to do. They live and breathe in a confined area that smells like the interior of a hospital, and it looks the same too. They’ve either no children or other family members, or they are just left alone almost every day without many visitors. At least the Bronte girls didn’t have to experience that. What a shame for Anne, whose work was overlooked because of Emily’s success. And really, you can’t do anything but admire Emily’s work and look at Anne’s as child’s play. However, Emily died without ever knowing what a success her work actually turned out to be. I suppose that didn’t matter too much to her, though.”


The two men with their doll-faced, button-eyed dog, a Steiff terrier with an exceptionally long face, sitting at a distance of about fifteen feet, had somehow parted without a trace of them having been there at all; and there were now many more people at the café, some ordering and others being served their moules frites, carpaccio, tartar, and the like. As the waitress ran left and right, the pensive girl looked down at her left index finger whose knuckle ached from another cut, having been sliced by a bone or a steak knife during last night’s barbecue. Then she overheard the four French friends seated to her right say something.


“Oui, mais bon! ll faut demander en premier. C’est quand-même un restaurant.”


Of course, she immediately thought they were referring to her, having plunged into a sea of questioning and contemplation. She sat behind her empty coffee cup and the bottle of Orangina Loca, a bubbly strawberry-flavored drink filled with delicious pulp, completely and utterly mouthwatering. It was a new addition to the Orangina family and wasn’t easily found. Its very label remained foreign to cafés and restaurants. So it had evidently been purchased elsewhere. Suddenly she felt an uncomfortable need to order more. She signaled the waitress.


“Excuse me ma’am. I’d very much like to eat,” she said in French, sure that she’d hit every correct pronunciation, and if she hadn’t, she really didn’t care.


It was already half past two, but she really wasn’t very hungry so she patiently waited while reading. About twenty minutes later the waitress freed herself and prepared the table with cutlery and jotted down the order; une pizza Corsica, one of the very best pizzas with figatelli sausage, mozzarella, and goat cheese on top of homemade tomato sauce. She devoured her Corsica pizza in five minutes.


A quick episode of fatigue washed over her, and her body had given in to the wind’s relaxing touch for a while now. She momentarily pondered on whether or not to actually go down to the beach and sit on the sand. There must be sand. She had a glimpse before reaching the café earlier and couldn’t remember.


“Quelle fatigue épouvantable,” she muttered. “It’s now or never. Something’s gotta give. This lifestyle’s no good. Last night was fun. There were so many people and all of them interesting, nice, and cool. But still...”


During the past five years of living in Marseille, she’d found it quite difficult to form strong bonds with the French people she’d met. Most of them stayed in their little groups and didn’t share her interest in exchanging culture through talking, and they were very skeptical. She could later understand why.


She refused such negative thoughts, totally and completely. Nothing would ever again block her from welcoming each new day with excitement and fulfillment. Awaking with the feeling of satisfaction for a day that has yet to begin must be possible.


The cigarette smoke from the man to her right polluted her table, leaving her a bit nauseous. It was perhaps time to let Agnes Grey rest, finish the last sips of her cold coffee, and head home. A feeling of emptiness flooded her heart. She could think of no good reason to return to an empty studio containing nothing but material goods. But then the breeze again encircled her heavy head.


“Maybe a quick siesta on the beach then!” she said to herself.


“I’d like to go ahead and pay,” she told the man behind the counter, who was drying freshly cleaned glasses with a towel.


“The Corsica and a coffee, no?”


“Two coffees,” she corrected him.


He punched in the amount on the debit card machine and then slid it toward her to the other side of the counter. She put in her card and tapped her personal code.


“Code bon,” written on the screen, meant all was well, so he passed back her card. They said au revoir and she wobbled out the door more exhausted than before.


“Au revoir jeune fille,” the waitress calmly called out to her. She responded with an equally kind goodbye and left. Hemmingway should have come over to this side of France. He surely would have had a different opinion about French hospitality concerning money. The young girl had left not one centime more than what was asked of her and was still treated with kindness.


On the other hand, it never hurts being a woman in this world. It made her recall a moment from the year before when she’d gone up to Paris with her Thai friend Puy. Puy hadn’t seen her father in years so she went off to spend the day with him. While Puy was absent, she went to a café around the corner from their friend Maxence’s apartment.


The memory of that café in Paris brought about the image of the four empty “café Richard” coffee cups she’d consumed there, stacked neatly and pushed to the side. Coffee supposedly energized; however, after the previous night’s alcohol intake, its effect evaporated as soon as the hot liquid hit her light tongue.


Oh, that previous night. It was a night like any other and could have turned out in the habitual manner. The apartment, not so small for an apartment in Paris, but not a country house either, had an amazing view of some kind of mini-canal, empty of course, that resembled the blue lining of a waterless swimming pool. It was surrounded by several bushes, trees, and plants, and was situated like a courtyard. Perhaps it wasn’t quite in the center. It was late, or early depending on how one views things, and the evening had entailed a lot of drinking, walking, talking, and waiting in line at club Java. The music heard from inside the club as they waited in line set the tone and created conversation. It all began in the line at Java with the oh-so-philosophical question, “What’s life?”


She, her friend Puy, and the two boys they’d met at the last bar, were not yet ready to give up hope on entering the club. So she asked each of them what life was to them. She said they were only allowed to give a single-sentence answer; life’s short, life’s but a shopping mall, life’s about going out and enjoying one’s time, and life’s about meeting as many people as possible for a cultural and philosophical exchange. The conversation continued later on at the boys’ apartment. As the half-full bottle of chardonnay glared at the new friends, she asked if anyone could remember what she’d said life was. One of the boys proceeded to give his own answer, altered from before. There she verbally and amicably attacked, pointing out that he’d mixed together her definition with his without actually answering her question. His friend supported her statement and Puy was seen head down, eyes closed.


When someone asks, “What did I say?” why does one answer with one’s own opinion? It should be answered with, “You said...” How is it possible that people can be so focused on their own thoughts that they, not out of corrupt intentions, completely ignore what the other has said? An exchange isn’t really an exchange if all that’s heard is one’s own voice. Three hours where only one is speaking is hardly an ideal situation.


And as she sat at the café in Paris thinking over all that had happened the night before the four coffee cups, the breeze swept over her mind and brushed a little smile onto her face as a simple, sweet message was secretly placed under a fifth ‘café Richard’ coffee cup.


“Un café offert car vous avez de très jolis pieds.”


An adorable waiter had offered her a coffee while she sat writing, occupying one of his tables for hours, wearing a simple top, a jean skirt, and sandals. What’s life if it isn’t that? To be the one who’s affected someone else’s life for the better, offering them a moment of tenderness they’ll cherish forever.


She was on her way to the beach. It was in the same direction where she’d parked her motorcycle. Charming children were playing together in the sand, in the water, and on a large tree branch oddly placed on a beach with no trees. A twenty-three-year-old girl was laying parallel to her half-naked man, with one arm over his chest and her eyes locked to his.


She smiled and continued.


At the edge of swimming boundaries, wind surfers, whose boards were extraordinarily large for the occasion, could be seen gliding back and forth from one side of the beach to the other. Their sole objective was to attract attention. The sails had letters or words printed on them, but they were too far out for her worn eyes to read.


She descended a small set of stairs that led to the less populated side of the beach, climbed on top one of the rocks, and plopped down. There was a man with long dirty-blond hair like hers sitting not far off to her left with whom she’d share a few glances. A woman then came down the stairs with her daughter and sat down at the bottom, neglecting the existence of the beach’s vast land. She would tell her daughter to stop climbing rocks and throwing pebbles. This mother may have found it odd to see her sitting atop a large rock in her boots, tights, and skirt. During the moments of reprimand, she would glance over at the harping mother to show her disapproval in forbidding such a thing, and she’d find the long-haired man doing the same. At one moment they smiled at each other knowingly.


Another couple of minutes passed by. She looked out to sea and down at her boots, when she noticed a perfectly shaped heart carved by natural elements in the rock where she sat. This sent warm chills up her arms and she thought, for only a second or two, that maybe someone was protecting her after all. Perhaps one day she would truly find love again.


A sigh rushed out through her sun-warmed lips. She nonchalantly ventured back to her motorcycle to head home. There was no science to it; she unlocked the antitheft lock, put all of her things in the top case, put on her helmet, started the engine, and took off without setting up her MP3-player. She rode silently and thoughtlessly while the afternoon’s end demanded a stronger heat. It felt good. It felt right.


Before heading home, she stopped at her friend Kelly’s. Kelly had called her while she was at Carrey le Rouet and they planned to enjoy more of the spring weather together. A call from a friend can become so normal that its value is at times lost. She was entirely grateful for the call and for the thought.


Time is incredibly capable of making one unaware of its distance, whether it be close or far. She quivered under its outstretched body which gave her the impression that all prior events had unrolled such a long time ago, so that the unspoken words between her and another came to her as a closing chapter, or the end of a really good read where you’re left thinking, “and then?” or “but why?”


Finally home, she put on an episode of Gilmore Girls. The story highlights not only a woman’s struggle through her late teens to find a job in order to raise her child, but family struggles and a need to keep the ties strong through disagreement. She thought this television series must have been written by one of the most intelligent women of her time. While it reminded her of home, her family, and her youth, she mostly used it as a tool and a guidepost to improve her mind. It was a time she would need to be as cultivated as possible. The show was filled with cultural and political references, and the actors spoke naturally while throwing in advanced language when possible.


She declined invitations on account of sickness and tiredness. While mostly true, she felt there was no use to partake in the parties going on. On the other hand, she did enjoy her friends’ company and knew that once her self-inflicted seclusion to learn ceased, she would desire to see them again.


She had taken the medicine before that weekend and she had stopped her relationship of three weeks four days prior to that; all of which meant she hadn’t seen him since 15 March, with the exception of one visit to recuperate her long, red knit sweater in the form of a dress. It was now mid-April and the urge to yell and scream burned her ears and tightened her throat.


They say all things stem from family and childhood. Tolstoy described, in depth, behavioral attributes between family members that he’d personally observed. She sat on her couch, pondering how to ward off such atrocious sentiments of jealousy, anger, and fear. Although he’d always come back, he wasn’t coming back this time. She didn’t know that she necessarily wanted him to. All that remained was the anger he’d instilled in her after exhibiting the extreme capacity that a man has to be malicious and destructive; the fear that flushed her with the thought of being emotionally unable to ever love again, which would leave her alone to her dying days; and the jealousy that boiled her blood in her daily encounters with other women, wondering why she’d never been enough.


Through all the miserable thoughts of perished happiness and incorrigible mistakes remained a flickering hope and tiring despair. She’d allow herself to be angry at him for having done so much—he’d bought her a motorcycle for her birthday years back, he’d given her a washing machine when she’d moved out, he paid her motorcycle insurance several times, and more—when he could disappear without the simplest worry. She had been holding on to this anger of all the unthinkable wrongs he’d committed against her. Certain days she’d find herself wishing him eternal unhappiness. Other moments she’d accept compassion into her heart, and she would only wish him well.


Then that scene from the summer of 2011 would return, and a tsunami of anger would drown her compassion. All that led up to that summer was generally left aside, but that last episode would haunt on. It was the summer she had taken twenty-four of her French students to the states for their linguistic trip. The catastrophic summer began by not finding enough housing for all of the students. She had to stay in the INNternationale Inn with about eight of the girls. She’d cook breakfast and dinner every day and do the cleaning up. She wasn’t able to stay with her family, let alone see them for more than to do the girls’ laundry. They rarely showed her any appreciation.


Then she had difficulties in obtaining her visa since the consulate was asking her to prove she had over 8,000 euros in her bank account—this was the result of her attempting to use her new home address in France, and not his. His silence marked the end of their relationship, and she considered it only right to use her new address. Certain couldn’t help, others wouldn’t. In her desperate state, she didn’t expect that those who could help would, but a certain refusal subconsciously reinforced her feeling of rejection.


While growing up, she used to ride her bicycle to her grandmother’s before going to care for her thoroughbred. She stopped by to say hello to her grandmother. She would help her aunt, living there at the time, pull weeds in the garden for hours. They designated her sister the fashionable one and her the kind one, a title she grew to despise.


Did that kindness not amount to anything? Was it supposed to? She hated asking for help from anyone. When a person helps another, they often feel that the other owes them. They have this feeling of superiority that may come out later on when the relationship turns sour. Or it’s the idea of control. They think the person they’ve helped should do exactly what they want.


Her personal dismay did not cloud her reasoning. She knew very well that many people were having difficult financial problems. Those who were doing fine clutched their wallets tight in fear of their current positive status failing. She did not ask for money. She did not want money from anyone. She simply needed a “sponsor” to sign a statement declaring she was under their care. She had enough money to pay for school and a few months’ rent, and she had a job lined up for the school year, and would not need any financial help.


“If you don’t have your visa, don’t leave the country to go to France,” said the man behind the counter at the French consulate when eyeing her return ticket to France. “If you do, you will be made to leave with no further permission to enter France.”


“But I'm supposed to return with my twenty-four students!”


“I'm telling you. Do not leave without your visa.”


At the end of their trip, the twenty-four kids were taken to the Washington D.C. airport. She bid them farewell, watched them head toward the customs line, and stood with tears streaming down her face.


About a week later it was official. Her sister had received her monthly salary and was able to sign off as her sponsor. The French consulate accepted the signed papers and bank statement that her sister faxed to them. And the visa could be picked up.


Her ticket back to France was bought, another $750 deducted from her account, as if she wouldn’t need this money to pay rent. In a few days she went back to Washington D.C. for her last appointment at the French Consulate to retrieve her passport containing the phone-throwing, hair-pulling, hell-screaming visa which was only part of her sanity loss. Luckily her friend Megan, living in D.C. at the time, allowed her to crash for the night so she could get in one last girls' night.


They had some wine and watched a movie after running ten minutes to the store in the pouring rain. All they could do was laugh and take refuge in a small, slightly underground special-products grocery store. The handsome, kind-faced boy working that evening offered a few free samples of what he'd hoped to sell. He seemed content to have someone to talk to, and two pretty girls so much the better.


Back at Megan's, the girls had a long, heartfelt conversation and came to the conclusion that Megan should come to France for Christmas and New Year's Eve. Once the plans were outlined, they put on the movie and fell asleep.


After the visit to pick up her passport, the rest of the day seemed like a dream. It was as if she were walking through the streets and shops unnoticed. The sun was high, the storm disappeared during the night, and she wandered into a café awaiting her friend Andrew. They'd met in France as English assistants the year before. A man with dark hair wearing a blue T-shirt walked by, and for some reason after this she had a feeling Andrew would be wearing blue.


Suddenly her cheap ten dollar, pay-as-you-go AT&T cell phone rang. Lo and behold, the unmentionable, whose call she'd been expecting unconsciously. It was a bit over a week since she should have taken the flight back to France with her students. She wondered how this call would go because he had refused her calls for three weeks.
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