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“Love is so short, forgetting is so long.”
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- Pablo Neruda
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Chapter 1
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The Albatross

Alison sat alone on the front steps of the Albatross Hotel watching the sweaty tourists saunter by, all unaware of her blue eyes glazed with tears. It was the middle of August 1922, and Coney Island was busy and loud during the hot summer season. The small but fancy hotel sat on the edge of the boardwalk along the depths of the Atlantic Ocean, and there was a relentless heat spell that had lasted longer than anyone could remember. No reprieve in the evening to cool off, it had been 13 dangerous hot and stifling days, with no break... 

The Albatross Hotel had earned its nickname “The Lover House” for its romantic warmth and class it brought to the rich city dwellers who came to Coney Island - perfect for the people who needed to escape the restless boredom that summer heat can sometimes bring. 

Alison breathed in the humid air filled with the stench of sweat mixed with ocean air, seaweed, and fried food. The crowds walking along the boardwalk were in disbelief at the heat. She envied them for being able to escape to the beaches and pools, but she felt trapped in the swelter, becoming a victim of the sun every day.

Before the summer began, Alison was supposed to be sent away. She was still a teenager, and her parents had planned with her doctor for her to be sent to the sanitarium.  They didn’t understand how she could always be so emotional and erratic. Alison experienced very eccentric highs and low lows. She was a problem in their eyes, and they didn’t know how to deal with her. They were worried about appearances and embarrassed their daughter was considered unstable. Her parents’ friends had started to gossip about the unstable child, and it was becoming an issue for their social circle. They had planned the sanitarium hospital treatments a few months earlier after speaking with the doctor. It was common practice back then and was viewed as a cure for many ailments in young women. Alison wasn’t aware of the true extent of what was going to happen to her, but she knew she didn’t want to find out. So, on the morning of the scheduled intake to the hospital, Alison climbed out her bedroom window and ran as fast and far away as she could.

Somehow, a week later, she found herself on Coney Island, standing in front of the Albatross Hotel staring at a “Musician Wanted" sign on the front door. Her whole body was filled with nerves and excitement.

Alison loved music and was a talented piano player and singer growing up. Music and writing were the only things that made her feel better when the rest of the world felt confusing and cold. 

She had felt as though she struck gold when she applied and got the gig. The audition was just between her and the hotel owner, and it lasted only one minute before he told her she was hired.  She would play piano and sing during dinner time, sometimes going late into the night. Room and board at the hotel were included, which was convenient considering Alison was now homeless.

August, the owner of the hotel, was the one who hired Alison. He was a beam of light in his late thirties, and Alison had unwittingly and quickly fallen in love with him when she realized he truly believed in her. He had become her obsession. August was handsome, kind, and tall, and beamed a sense of security and warmth to Alison.  She had started to develop thoughts and fantasies that completely revolved around him, lingering and languishing, enveloped with the idea of having him love her back.  

By the end of July, August had become like a drug for Alison - a narcotic. When she saw him, her heart raced and it felt like she had been struck with lightning, a cosmic encounter.  Alison knew she had put August on a pedestal - she knew no man was perfect, but she could not get him out of her head or her heart. He made her so nervous, like a rush to the head, the blood flowed violently throughout her body. She felt the most alive anytime he entered the lobby. 

It didn’t take much time for August to figure out that Alison wanted to be with him, which made everything complicated considering he had started to have feelings for her while listening to her sing and play piano every night. He became entranced and hypnotized with her music. The way Alison looked at August was unlike anything he had ever seen before, and he liked it.  Her innocence intrigued him, and he could tell she was lost and alone in the world. He didn’t know where she had come from, she had kept her history vague to him.  Alison believed everything he said to her and listened to him so intently. Her vulnerability and naïvety made August feel powerful and needed. She was like a small puppy who followed him blindly.

The twirl of his gold wedding ring reflected sunlight onto the wine glasses hanging in the hotel bar as he caught himself staring at Alison singing. 

One night, once Alison had finished performing and the majority of the restaurant had cleared, their hands briefly brushed up against one another. It was the start of what would become a short, intense two-week affair in the middle of the nights. Once the hotel was quiet enough, they would spend all night talking. The clandestine meetings felt dangerous and exciting. Eventually, they would sneak away up to Alison’s room. She wished the nights together would never end... 

On the 13th night, August decided that it had to end - and fast. He couldn’t risk losing his wife, Lucy. August had started to become sick with guilt. He had no idea how this had all happened, but he knew Alison now had the potential to blow up his entire life. He was terrified.  He felt like he had become caught up in some kind of spell that Alison had managed to cast upon him. She was a temptress, for only a fortnight, and when that expired, he realized what he had done - as he was overcome with disgust for what he could lose with Lucy. It was clear how strongly Alison had grown to feel for August, and Alison had quickly become a liability. His dreams now consisted of a guilty haunting mixture of Alison and Lucy, their faces blurring together. He would wake up confused, soaked in sweat. 

It should be mentioned that Alison felt things more deeply than those around her, the trauma of her past always haunting her present. Alison had very few friends while growing up, and it felt like no one ever wanted to play with her as a little kid. She had always felt like she lived in a shadow of loneliness, only wanting to escape so she could love and be loved. She felt as though she had been left behind in the world, like a prophecy had already strictly sealed her fate – but with August she had felt like she found a soul mate in the middle of those nights together.

Alison’s thoughts were stuck in an endless cycle of obsession and intrusive images. Her inner monologue ran furiously in circles, the words pounding into her stomach and heartbeat.  Her heart weighed heavily down on her as she still had to face August every night and pretend as though nothing was going on between them. She had started to feel detached from reality, the heat had been getting to her. She felt constantly thirsty and hot. She drifted around Coney Island in a daze during the day, but she continued to sing and play her heart out for the small audiences in the hotel restaurant - and for August. She needed to show him what he might be giving up if he didn’t choose her - and she told herself that she could do it with a broken heart.

The guests at the hotel loved Alison’s voice.  It was sweet and soft, even as the relentless sweat dripped down her neck and long hair. Her cheeks were flushed with blood of nerves and vulnerability. The audience couldn’t tell that on the inside, Alison was being tortured and betrayed by her own mind, her nasty inner monologue screaming at her. The poetry she wrote helped ease the burning sting of her aching heart.  Her fingers would take it all out onto the keys of her beloved typewriter or her pen.  It was the only thing that was truly there for her and loyal to her. She had collected poems, and it had become one of her most prized possessions. Her words meant a lot to her. She knew she was young and had more to experience, but writing made her feel alive and eased her disillusioned thoughts. 
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