
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Be.


To Mom and Dad, for showing me what it looks like to really see the broken, flawed human in front of you, and still try and love them as they are.

And to Stephen Colbert. Thank you for being awesome. Please be my friend.
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“And the one truth we know, it held true one more time... That love, true love, the really, really good kind of love never dies.”

-La Muerte

(The Book of Life, Guillermo del Toro, 2014)
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“I wandered lonely as a cloud.”
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I read that in a poem a few months ago. I don’t think William Wordsworth really understood how it feels to be lonely. There are no dancing daffodils beside bubbling brooks. There is only me. And that is most certainly not a pleasant thing. Because being lonely is thinking thoughts and having no one that cares enough to listen to them. It is breaking inside, wishing just one person would take a moment to care, but knowing deep down that no one would dare.

I feel the weight bear down on my heart, as it has done so many times before, and I can’t keep going. I look around me and am immediately glad I decided to walk in this park when I see a vacant bench nearby. I run to get to it before someone else does, despite the fact that there is no one around.

Grounded on what little safety this foundation offers, I bring my knees up to my chin and curl up into myself. I finally allow myself to really think over everything that’s happened over the past year. The fear. The pain. The rejection. Every memory is like a punch to my heart, making me cave into myself.

Each word spoken in my mind has taken on a new meaning: “You are not worth loving. All you want is attention, and you won’t get it. You’re not worth the trouble.”

All my life I’ve been accused of being overly dramatic. That’s caused me to close myself off, and not share anything with anyone. Not even the people I’m supposed to be closest to. In short, I feel too much, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to fix it. So, instead I’ve learned to keep it all locked up.

But now, embracing the flood inside me, I let my soul escape. It’s been trapped for far too long. I know that crying in public, in broad daylight no less, won’t make anything better. But I haven’t been to a safer place in months. It’s not even safe to cry in my own home now. That’s probably the very last place I would go to cry.

The sudden sound of a throat being cleared startles me out of my thoughts. I nearly fall on my face as I stand up. I have no doubt that I’m the very definition of an absolute mess right now. The young man standing in front of me looks just about as surprised as I feel. His eyes are wide and he’s making a conscious effort to keep his mouth from popping open and betraying his shock at witnessing the wreckage in front of him.

He stands silently, clearly feeling very awkward about it all, for what seems like an eternity. With every moment that passes in silence, I become more painfully aware of the completely unkempt state I’m in. My hair feels like a black sheep’s ungroomed wool on top of my head. And I just know that the bags under my eyes from all this crying must be every bit as puffy.

Suddenly seeming to compute what’s going on, he starts blabbering, trying to fill the quiet and apologize all at once. “Oh goodness, I... I did not realize... No, no. Please, sit down... I apologize... I did not see that you...” He pauses for a moment and takes a breath. Looking directly at me with an expression I don’t know how to comprehend, he asks, gently, “Are you alright, miss?” 

My mind snaps into reality, and I start playing the same game as I do with every stranger. “Oh, yes. I’m alright. Thank you very...” I stop myself. I won’t do this. I won’t hide. I won’t pretend. I refuse to play this game. 

I make myself look up and look this man in the eye. As I open my mouth, resolved and ready to speak, my mind begins to scream. It tells me not to say a word. It tells me that this man doesn’t deserve to be dragged into my miserable, messy, mangled life. I shouldn’t reach out, expecting to be saved. I can’t be saved. But I can save him by saying nothing. 

I start to nod my head, my cheeks flooding with warmth, when a single thought shoots through all the others and brings a small glimmer of Light with it. I have to tell him. He may be the only one who I have a chance to tell the truth to. In that same moment, I understand the look on his face. He already knows that I’m not alright, but he’s giving me the chance to speak for myself. “No.” I breathe quickly, releasing the truth out into the Light before anything can stop me. “No, I’m really not alright.”

This stranger now holds the truth. I keep my eyes away from his, expecting him to walk away and leave me, the insane, attention-seeking lady in the park, far behind. But his response is so contrary that I’m knocked breathless. He kneels on the pavement beside me and looks long and hard into my eyes with a gaze so blue and turbulent that it reminds me of the ocean in the morning after a stormy night, when the fog is still settled over the water.

I stare back, and for a moment I’m struck by the thought that this man is a Jane Austen hero that must have been torn from the pages of a book. His voice and the way he speaks seem to belong somewhere in London, back in 1813. And yet he still fits perfectly into the present with his shoulder-length, coffee brown hair, and his superhero t-shirt under a black vest. He no longer looks embarrassed. He looks genuinely concerned.

He speaks again, and his voice carries all the softness and strength of waves washing up on the seashore. “Please, tell me how I can help you.” The ocean in his gaze overflows with the kind of care, worry, and softness that I’ve only ever dreamed of seeing in any human being, much less a stranger.

Without thinking, my mouth blurts out something I would be far too scared to ask for in my right mind. “Please, just tell me your name?” I drop my gaze and feel heat rush to my cheeks. “Sorry, that was silly of me. It’s just...It’s been so long since I’ve actually talked to someone.” He stays silent until I lift my eyes back to him. Smiling gently, he extends his hand. “My name is Jasper. Jasper Alexander Hayes. May I ask what your name is, miss?”

I feel my cheeks burst into flames; partly at being addressed so properly and kindly, partly at the thought that this couldn’t possibly be real. Real life doesn’t rip pages directly from Austen or Brontë. And where else than in those outdated, no longer realistic classics do perfectly amiable gentlemen appear and give you their full name when introducing themselves?

As I think this, everything in me seems to split in two. Half of me shrinking away from this smiling stranger who seems too good to be true, the other half standing her ground, looking this Light in the face, and daring to believe that it is true. Finally taking his hand, I find the courage to speak as a slight smirk forms on my lips. “Well then, I’m Scarlette. Scarlette Alice Bailey.”

His smile broadens and his eyes begin to sparkle. “It is very nice to meet you, Scarlette Alice Bailey."

I’ve always tried, as much as I can help it, never to be by myself. I’ve tried especially hard in the last few months. Because when I’m alone, all the merciless thoughts in my head raise their vengeful voices against me, and there’s nothing I can do to silence them. And yet, here I am again, alone in my room, staring at the floor. But I don’t mind so much this time. The thoughts are more complacent. They seem to have decided to leave me in peace today. At least, that’s what I’m hoping.

Everything that’s happened today flashes before my eyes. I started the day feeling lonely. Unseen. Unworthy. Unwanted. But then, out of nowhere, someone came along. This man, a complete stranger, didn’t know me. For all he knew, I could have been a tramp or a criminal. But who I was outside of that moment was of no concern. Because, somehow, he could see that I was hurting and alone, so he reached out without a question. Even if he was a stranger, I have never felt so acknowledged by anyone in my life.

I think back to the last moments before he walked away. We had been talking for a long time, and though I very consciously was not telling him every intimate, painful detail of my life, he had a fairly good idea that life had been no easy thing. And, though he never did say it outright, he seemed to know even more than I chose to tell him. When he’d spared every possible moment that he could, he slowly stood up and looked as if he was about to walk away, but something held him back. After a moment of silence, he looked back at me with gleaming eyes, smiled sheepishly, and mumbled, “I do not suppose it would be at all appropriate to ask for your phone number, would it, Miss Bailey?”

I didn’t know whether to scream, run away, or blush in that moment. Not because I didn’t want him to have my number, but because I just didn’t know how to respond to someone that showed such genuine interest in knowing me. 

Ultimately, I did the latter while stumbling ridiculously over my words. “Oh! No, of course not! Wait, I mean... no, that’s not what I meant! I meant yes... wait, no! Wait... let me start over.” My cheeks blazing with embarrassment, I looked down at my hands for a moment, as the thoughts in my head raged against me, throwing every reason at me why giving this man my number was a bad idea, not for my sake, but for his. And yet, for all the fear that tried to keep me quiet, I knew I couldn’t ignore the small voice in my heart. The one nudging me ever so carefully back toward the warmth of trusting. “Maybe we can try,” it sighed. “Maybe we can believe again.”

Squeezing my eyes shut, I took a deep breath. When my heart was beating, more or less, at the normal rate, I smiled calmly and lifted my eyes back to his. “I’d be happy to, Jasper. And, please, call me Scarlette.”

I feel a buzz on my hip that jolts me back to the present. I take my phone from my pocket. I’m surprised and delighted to see that I already have a text from Jasper Hayes. “Hello, Scarlette,” it reads, “I was wondering if your schedule is open this Friday, and if you would allow me the privilege of escorting you to dinner. I would very much like to take you, if you would like to come.”

I read and reread the message on my phone screen at least a hundred times. Each time, the smile on my face grows wider, and the warmness in my heart grows hotter. The thoughts in my head can’t reason otherwise, because I have evidence now: however irrational this may seem, it really is true.

When I finally muster the courage to reply, I stare at the blank message box for a full five minutes, trying to come up with the absolute perfect way to answer. And then it hits me: I don’t have to be someone I’m not. I can answer as myself. In the end, I simply say, “I’d really like that, Jasper.”

There is complete silence. The words in my head once again begin to whisper darkness in place of the Light. Just as I’m about to check that my message really sent, I hear a buzz again, and breathe a sigh of relief. But I don’t expect the tears that begin to flow when I read his reply, washing away the shadows lurking in my mind. “Until Friday, then, remember this, dear Scarlette: you are who you are. And that is utterly stunning. Goodnight.”
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My hands freeze in mid-air when I hear a knock at the front door. I stare at my reflection for a moment, the nervousness igniting in the pit of my stomach as I hear my mom turn the handle and open the door. When I make my way into the room, the first thing to catch my eye is my mom, leaning against the sofa, her back turned to me.

She’s listening very seriously as someone, whom I can only assume is Jasper, talks to her from the chair in the far corner of the room. I can’t see him from where I’m standing, and they speak in such hushed tones that the only thing I can understand is that they both are very passionate about whatever they’re talking about. Pausing at the end of the hallway, I look down at the floor and wait.

I don’t notice the talking has stopped until I hear the slightest cough from my mom. I look in her direction to see her facing me, her eyes squinting suspiciously, as if she knows I’m not telling this person who I really am and what I’ve done. I’ve been on the receiving end of this look from her many, many times before. Every single time, it hurts like an arrow to the heart.

I meet her gaze, until she looks away, shaking her head sadly. I keep my eyes on her, silently begging her to look back and to see me. But she doesn’t look back, and she doesn’t see me. She doesn’t want to.

My gaze is finally pulled to the corner, where Jasper waits, his eyes already on me, smiling silently. The suit jacket and tie he wears, along with the smooth and yet delightfully bumbling way he carries himself, look almost comically out of place in this very disheveled house that’s drowning in fake smiles and unbelief.

A relieved sigh floats from my lips. I tell myself that there’s no way he noticed the silent exchange that just occurred. He quickly walks across the room to where I’ve been standing, and holds out his hand. “Hello again, Miss Scarlette.” As he speaks, a smile spreads across his face and eyes, seeming to radiate out from deep inside him.
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The complete and utter sincerity in his voice makes heat rush to my cheeks. Taking his hand, I try my best to return his smile. “Hi, Jasper.”

Instead of shaking my hand as he did when we met, he quickly brings it up to his lips and places a kiss on it, again making me wonder where this man found the time machine that took him forward in time and halfway across the world. Or if he is even a human being at all.

Standing back up, he glances in my mom’s direction and nods stiffly. Squeezing my fingers gently for a moment, Jasper lets go and turns toward the door. Opening it, he gestures grandly to the free air, and the expression on his face quickly lightens. “Shall we?”

I can’t keep a giggle from escaping my lips as I pass him and step out into the dwindling daylight. Quickly passing me again, he opens the passenger door of the car and, in true Austenian gentleman fashion, waits there for me as I slide in. Pausing for a moment, he smiles down at me. Just as I’m about to ask what it is he’s smiling about, he shakes his head slightly, closes the door, and crosses over to the driver’s side of the car. He gets in, still smiling, and I can’t keep quiet anymore. “What are you smiling about, if you don’t mind my asking? Is there something I missed?”

As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I blush and lower my eyes, sure that I have done something wrong by speaking. We sit in silence, and I start to doubt that he’ll answer at all. And then I hear the last sound I would ever expect. I look over at Jasper and find him chuckling to himself. A second later he goes quiet, but the laughter still glitters in his eyes. “As a matter of fact, yes. I think you did miss something.”

I jump slightly at his response, my eyes widening and my cheeks blazing. “Oh, I... I did? What was it?”

He suddenly becomes very serious, all the laughter draining from his face. He gazes at me, and there’s something in the depths of his eyes that I can’t explain. After a long silence, he finally speaks, and all the earnestness in his eyes is reflected in his words. “Miss Scarlette,” he whispers, “you are absolutely, utterly, and completely breathtaking. And you do not even know it.”

Turning back to face the wheel, he smiles. “If we are going at all, we had better go now, before anything else keeps us here in this driveway. Not that I would be at all opposed to just sitting here, talking to you, but my stomach may be protesting after a while, I think.” Glancing sideways at me, he winks.
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I smile back, and look down. Something catches my eye, and I gasp in horror as I see that I’ve grabbed his hand and our fingers are interlocked. Shaking my head furiously at my own audacity, I start to pull away, tears in my eyes. “Oh! Oh, I’m sorry! So sorry. Jasper, I swear I didn’t mean to. Oh my gosh, please forgive me. I’ve ruined everything...”

His grip on my hand tightens for a moment, and my apologies fade away when I look up and see the soft, warm look in his eye. “No, no. You ruined nothing, Scarlette. It is okay. You do not have anything to apologize for, because you did nothing wrong.” Looking down at my hand in his, he smiles. “This is quite nice, actually.”

Looking back at the road, he finally pulls out of the driveway. And I really can’t do anything but agree with him. This is nice.

It’s good to go to dinner and talk with a man who honestly is interested in me as a human being. The way he listens to my endless ramblings without judgement seems to lull my fears to sleep, wordlessly assuring me that what I say isn’t going to scare him away. Even so, I find myself avoiding some topics, either changing the subject when they come up or just steering the conversation far away when I feel something too personal coming.
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