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TO DREAMS BORN

	 

	
        

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Dedication 

	 

	I dedicate this book to Mom & Dad, Patricia & Leeland ~ my beautiful soulmate parents ~ whose union under the stars at Hidden Valley Camp ~ where they chanted Nam Myoho Renge Kyo daimoku in the woods and led singing in the lodge ~ gave us everything. 

	 

	To our children Marino, Octavia, Corinne Nicolina, Emily Ireland, and the baby under the apple tree ~ our parents' blood flows through your veins, and you complete our world to make life the ultimate blessing.  

	For my husband, John Mario, who, after all these lifetimes of passion and devotion, is a constant. 

	 

	L'Chaim! 

	 

	I also offer deep appreciation to the salt waters, songs, and evergreens of Orkila, Nor'wester, and Cedar Circle, where my tears and laughter formed parts of the same whole, and where Ken McCann taught me about whales. 

	 

	I love you. 

	 

	Sabrina Charlotte 

	 

	Monte San Calogero ~ Reserva Naturale Orientata ~ Sicilia ~ Italia Summer 2021 

	 

	        

	 

	 

	        

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	"If you want to understand something, try to change it." 

	Kurt Lewin (1951) 

	 

	from ‘Beginning With Ourselves’ by David E. Hunt (1987) 

	        

	 

	 

	 

	Introduction 

	 

	This book came from the place where lost sock matches go. Where things that fit, and connect, and feel right - if occasionally misplaced or overlooked in the sweep of daily life - dwell. The pieces of To Dreams Born - its threads and elements - merged into a comprehensive whole grace à the cauldron of time and life experience that cannot be condensed, mingled with the deep knowing of a writer's evolution. My evolution. 

	Its focus is a topic - and tributary topics - that get lost in the busyness of demanding daily lives and conflicting ideals - and plain old hunger. And yet when the ideas explored here hover and intertwine as they are brought forth, between songs sung around the table, or when we slow down and sip tea or a glass of wine at the end of the day - and tune to our highest nature - everything fuses, everything comes naturally together in easy harmony. 

	 

	To Dreams Born also required that I get serious with myself ...that I wasn't writing about bunnies hopping through the meadow.  

	I was writing a story about a topic that is cumbersome in its complexity - difficult. It gets people (people we love and respect) in alternating moments—even through the same conversation—into alignment with their most compassionate, Buddha-nature higher selves, favoring peaceful nurturing and an emphatic commitment never to kill (or pay someone to kill) any species. They might then switch to being defensive - in favor of what they see as 

	"the natural order of things,” their right to choose to participate in ending another being's life before that being is 

	11 

	ready to die, and insistence on the absolute authority and “say” they have about what goes into their own body.  

	I also sometimes get a silent reaction - a refusal to discuss. But I almost never appreciate that route, so it simply fuels my own convictions. 

	 

	This book came from a place in our souls that gets stirred up on camping trips, gets stirred up at the zoo, gets stirred up when we comb the streets looking for a restaurant, as we peruse the menu and confront contradictory pulls …those that mercifully disappear between meals and get lost in the proverbial dryer… or under the bed ...or stuffed between other values. And then they’re found, and we say, “Aha.” 

	I know you’ve had this conversation with yourself, too. Among many others. And now here’s a book about it. For fun and exploration and love. 

	 

	This topic inevitably harbors a grand and essential relationship to our full existence in these physical bodies, which would be incomplete and unsustainable without food, so discussion of it - a story about it - gets to the crux of some of its facets. 

	Let us not fool ourselves about what we’re doing, what we’re NOT doing, and what our real choices are! 

	There are too many layers and truths in food choices to avoid them. So let's not avoid them. That's why I wrote the book. To jump on a hot air balloon and try to overcome. To face it, instead of just saying, “Make an art project out of that yogurt cup, take a cloth bag to the grocery store, it says it's 'free range'” to students and family. 
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	Complete with the nuances of pain, elation, interconnected duties, histories, traditions, the need for more green spaces and gardens, and the serious and personal responsibility put before us when we buy or kill, plant, harvest, prepare, and share food. And animals should get to enjoy their time on Earth, too. Those are some of the considerations unfolding here. Just turn the page. 

	 

	Come on, jump on this hot air balloon with me, get a better view of the lay of the land, rise above what we ever thought was possible—! 

	 

	The back of the book is honest: this can be wonderful fun! 

	 

	I just ask that you read it through and through. Really read it and bond with it. Then share it with everyone you know. That will really get us cruising downstream. But Don't Push the River: It Flows by Itself (1970 Barry Stevens). 

	 

	And, by the way, the setting could have been anywhere - I just love being in France in my mind. Picture smalltown North America, somewhere in Australia, Asia, anywhere in Europe or Africa. Israel, Argentina, the British Isles. You decide. 

	 

	To life & love! To Earthly magnificence! And, of course, To Dreams Born. 

	 

	Shalom, 

	Sabrina
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	In the days before cell phones and the internet, when communications were more  deliberate and perhaps more profound; 

	At a time when most people thought less about how their food choices would affect the future course of all life and resources on Earth 

	        

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 1 

	 

	The wooden staircase held many stories. Feet whispered by, and so did books. 

	 

	§ 

	 

	Madeleine didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but this conversation was one she couldn’t let fall away. They had already said their goodnights, “Bonne nuit, bonne nuit, 

	chérie. Fais de beaux rêves, sweet dreams,” but she had had to run back to the top of the stairs to get her book, and then heard just enough beyond the bedroom door near the landing to compel her to linger. 

	Her grandparents’ voices were soft and comforting, as ever, but the stress in this conversation came through, too. Something with the world was not right. Madeleine could not discern every word, but she could sense the mood, and was able to pull a few sentiments into focus. 

	“His flyer said the slaughterhouse has to be …” Grandmère’s tender voice was swallowed up in the night as she could be heard closing the window. 

	“… seems completely unreasonable; just how much of our community’s forest land is that man … to … before he retires?” Grand-père seethed. 

	“From what I gather, … even be a town hall … room for debate in any …. His … expansion begins …. I thought by law he’d … due process. This is the modern era we’re … about!” 

	Grand-père coughed. “I guess land and animals get even less respect these days than criminals …” 

	Madeleine’s heart suddenly hurt in her chest. The beats rose up in flashing angst. She rubbed her hands across her collarbone and held her breath to catch more of the dialogue. She had to hear where this was going. 

	“What a complicated world,” Grand-mère said, stepping solidly with her heavy lurch about the room. 

	“Should we tell Madeleine? C’est tellement difficile. It’s difficult.” 

	“I don’t see any reason to.” Grand-mère set her glasses on the bedside table with an audible thunk and took a handkerchief to her heart. (Madeleine knew this because this is what Grand-mère always did when covering matters of concern—if she wasn’t futzing about with a household chore, thereby engaging both of her hands, then she was inevitably holding a handkerchief to her heart.) “That said, darling, she’s 12 now, and this is the world she and her friends will inherit. They deserve to know the truth while there is still time to do something about it. We know how we felt in our Peace Volunteer Program days.” 

	“Ah, oui. Mais oui. Tu as raison. You’re right. The power and dreams of youth …” Grand-père looked out at the massive tree that now occupied almost all of the window space, obstructing his view of the river from upstairs. (Madeleine knew this because his voice took on that dreamy quality that it did when he was staring out the window at the forest and river.) Its stout branches knew their places, outreaching firmly from the trunk and the soil of this old tree in this timeless garden. He could see a hearty portion of the river from downstairs, from the kitchen, and that was enough. The tree was the more important gift. It was enough to know what lay beyond it. “Do you think this notice will prompt a flurry of protest in the village? Or will folks simply …?” —but the word got blended with a cough and a fart as he stood up quickly to throw his socks into the laundry bin. 
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	Madeleine giggled a bit, but stifled it. “Oh dear!” she said in the quietest whisper possible. She had to say something! 

	Grand-mère could be heard folding up the card table for use at her next bridge game. “One can hope that passion will be channeled in meaningful directions, and that there will be some form of resolution,” she intoned. “Something positive may come out of it. That is, if the children have their way!” She allowed herself a hopeful little chuckle. 

	Several words vanished through the seasoned walls, but not enough to alter the thread. Madeleine felt compassion for adults: How could they know how much to involve children in the true ways of our complex world? This was 

	her moment in history to influence its course. 

	A pressing loyalty overwhelmed her, a dedication to her community and to her family—a determination to demonstrate that she could do something to educate, empower, and change the world. “This isn’t complicated!” she thought. “This is about a beautiful forest and waters that we need to allow to thrive, to support all life. That is simple. That is fair. Ça c’est juste.” Then she unbound her hair from its tie, scurried to her room, threw her book onto her bed, and got settled at her desk. Ready to write. 

	 

	        

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2 

	 

	It was morning before Madeleine knew it. She was awake and tightening the thick braided laces of her crusty, oily hiking boots before the sun had even risen. 

	“Anyone with a heart would do the same,” she said aloud as she fastened her watch to her wrist. “C’est 

	normal. Et bien, what’s the point of anything if I’m not following my passions?” She believed too fervently in a healthy, green world to give in to her doubts. She wouldn’t recognize herself if she let a forest-destroying monopoly take over and grind the planet into a world without trees, without biodiversity, without oxygen, without life. 

	An old-growth forest leveled to stumps? A vital river so polluted it wouldn’t support any species, a village and world without the protection of health, peace, and true prosperity, into the future? How could she look away? That was how many other people seemed to cope, and that made Madeleine cringe. 

	Had it been a whole year? Plus que ça. More than that. She gathered her things together for the hike (compass, water bottle, granola bar) and considered this. A whole 

	year and then some, since it was now the summer before sixth grade. It had been back in third grade that she had watched her classmates walk past a huge pile of litter and do nothing about it (not even notice it or make a comment). That was when Madeleine had first understood how real the problem of ‘disconnect’ between self and the environment truly was for most people. Even friends she respected couldn’t be trusted to support the most important values of all—the protection of planet Earth and world peace. And if they couldn't be trusted to support those 

	 

	
values, who could? It was Madeleine’s turn to demonstrate what she expected of others: sincerity and activism. 

	It was the fear of giving up on something she believed in, to counter that which she didn’t, that spurred her on. Giving up on what she believed in would mean abandoning a part of her soul and letting the world run even more wildly out of control. Who could cheerfully embrace the future, given that scenario? 

	And now, Mr. Cipolino’s flyer announcing that the local factory farm he owned was to undergo yet another expansion to keep up with demand—even though the nearby river was already polluted, and much of the forest already chopped and burned to the ground from the first expansion. Mr. Cipolino’s factory farm was a concrete, chemical, blundering mass of an operation—destructive in every sense. And, as the flyer foretold, animal families, forests, and waters would not be safe from its guillotine reach. 

	That flyer was what had finally convinced Madeleine of what she had to do. The flyer warned of more pollution and more animal torture to come. 

	She couldn’t bear the thought of another round of baby calves being separated from their mamas—as she had been from her beloved parents—and she couldn’t bear the thought of the forest having another big, haunting gouge in it. Do we really need more autoroutes, parking lots, and warehouses? Non! We need more gardens and trees and clean rivers and oceans. 

	Suddenly, magnificent opportunities were opening up before her—or perhaps Madeleine was just finally responding to the grand invitations (opportunities across the spectrum of life) that had been there all along: 

	Participate!, the proverbial life missive had said. Celebrate beauty!, it implored. Give, give, give!, it sang. La vie est belle. Life is beautiful. We must work for world peace and do our part to sustain it. 

	There, at the wooden kitchen table, under the solid beams that her grandparents had crafted into place in the 1930s when they first fell in love and settled on this land, Madeleine folded her letter, now laced with her delicate handwriting, into its corresponding envelope. Its crisp surfaces hushed whispers in the early sunlight—a subtle poetry of sound—as she folded and tucked everything in just so. 

	Every stage of preparation for this moment felt like the composition of a ballet—the world in deliberate order and beauty. Madeleine was beginning to believe what her parents and grandparents had always told her: that she could make choices and pursue dreams. 

	That she was powerful. 

	 

	As she hiked, she sang the French version of “I love the mountains, I love the rolling hills, I love the flowers, I love the daffodils. I love the fireside when all the lights are low!” 

	She knew the soil and evergreens here, the waters that rushed by in loud fury. She walked towards the trails that led to, and away from, the river in natural incongruity. Heavy drops of rain lashed against her in stinging splatters, but her feet were still dry, and her conviction pronounced. Putting ‘one foot in front of the other’ had taken the pressure off; now that she was doing, she felt irrevocably empowered. 

	The ‘tug’ that had pulled her out of bed and made her heart feel like leaping out of her sternum and flying, was the excitement that comes with intentional participation in something phenomenal. It made her feel happier than she thought possible, to be rising up in song and activism on this beautiful, sopping wet summer morning of her twelfth trip around the sun. 

	At the riverside, morning light gaining strength through the trees, Madeleine knelt down with her basket and held it steadily over the river. 

	A ballet. 

	This moment was a wave of determination sweeping to meet the shore. It was the insistence that we really can take action and pursue dreams. It was a resignation and an offering, woven together in a perfect reflection of humanity: we are fragile, changeable, strong, able. 

	Madeleine extended the basket even farther over the water. She held her breath and whispered her gratitude. Then she let it go. Its release meant that this was final; the world would have to change now, in accordance with the one ideal worth pursuing: peace. 

	On contact with the fast-moving current, the basket tilted and tipped—sending Madeleine’s arms up in a futile involuntary dance, to try to steer it from afar. Then it righted itself and sailed along, following its quest for a destination. 

	She put her hands to her collarbone and let the elements embrace her, pelting her with love and exuberance, as if the rain and wind and trees were collaborating with her in this celebration of activism. 

	En effet, c’était un rêve. It was a dream come true. 

	        

	


Chapter 3 

	 

	Irene knew that it was the first thought she had every morning that revealed what she truly felt about the world. Her intuition spoke most clearly under a rising sun. She could think and perceive best at dawn, without the hindrances and clutter of conflicting tendencies that took over inevitably as the day became a woven tapestry—a complicated, hasty thing in flight, and a mosaic of rhythms wildly turning and spinning—that sometimes challenged her sense of focus and self. 

	“Goodness gracious me!” she sighed. 

	Yesterday, the dandelions and berries had greeted her along the dirt trails, reminding her of her beloved 

	‘Edelweiss’—the song of love and homeland—that her parents had given her as they sang and played guitar over the years, around the kitchen table, around the fire, and at the water’s edge. She’d worked on art projects, messed about in the garden, and read superb literature. She’d gone swimming in the river, she’d strummed her fingers sore, sung age-old folk songs in Pete Seeger’s memory with Maman and Papa. Irene had also written in her journal, and had even had ‘une petite’ sip, or ‘goutte’, of red wine, grown and pressed by the local sommelier at his vineyard on the hillside. All of that followed by a healthy vegan dinner, full of the most delicious foods—butternut squash, artichoke hearts, lentils, grilled zucchini, and eggplant in olive oil and spices. 

	Such bliss! And yet—today there was turmoil in her heart. 

	All this brilliance and bliss and Irene was still yearning for something elusive, something beyond—that extended to others—even though others, for Irene, were not to be fully trusted. She had learned that the hard way. 

	Go to the heart of the matter! Entrer dans le vif du sujet! That’s what she always wished people would do. She, too, had to go to the heart of the matter, the central chord. The 

	do, as in do re mi. Today. Aujourd’hui! 

	She rearranged herself comfortably under the quilt, resting her head on the pillow of her arm folded over her oreiller, and then turned towards the window to fuse with the rain. 

	La pluie! The seeds must have sprouted overnight! 

	In an instant, the state of Irene’s constitution lifted. 

	With the fickleness of youth—or perhaps with the wisdom of giving her attention to that which was in front of her (the excitement we all feel to see if the seeds have sprouted)—Irene was suddenly onto the next thing. 

	She worked herself out of bed, threw on her swimsuit and summer robe, ran her fingers through her hair, rushed downstairs and, barefoot, straight out to the garden. Ses 

	pieds connaissaient le chemin. Her feet knew the way. 

	This morning, as on every morning of summer, Irene was eager to greet the day by following her footsteps to the wild river that ran below her family’s cottage. Through late spring, summer, and the early days of fall, she would dive into its cold waters and swim hard until she reached the bottom. Now that it was vacation and she’d practiced a lot, she could hold her breath just long enough to touch the rocks that settled into the sand at the river’s depths, glance up at the bright surface of the water, and swim towards it with all her might. 

	But first, today, she hurried instead to the garden. Mais d’abord, aujourd’hui, elle courut vers le jardin. The grass was wet and the rain still falling, but Irene didn’t care. She sank to her knees by the wooden periphery of the small plot. Petals blew from the cherry trees and stuck like warm, soft kisses everywhere they landed. 

	As she inhaled the scent of the earth, she looked around and whispered, “Bonjour, mon petit jardin.” She couldn’t yet see any green poking out of the soil, but she knew it soon would. All beautiful things will blossom in time. Toutes les belles choses fleuriront avec le temps. “One day, you will see, your beautiful dreams will be realized. Un jour, tu verras, tu réaliseras tes beaux rêves.” She spoke to herself and to the wind. 

	Irene looked at her hands. There was still dirt in her fingernails and in the swirls of her fingertips from the day before. ‘Messing about’ had actually been hard work: the de la Forêt family had pulled weeds for hours and pared down each plant so that water and nutrients could find their way through every receptive vein, to every vital leaf. 

	Three distinct rainbows took stage around her as Irene studied her garden and considered her life. She held her hands—dirty in the purest sense—out against the backdrop of pristine forest and colorful sky. All of it was comfort and music—the rain, the sun, the soil, the river, the energy, and the color. Her paradise. Her solitude. 

	To the river! 

	What startled Irene every time nowadays as she approached the water, was the pollution gushing from upstream, where there was a factory farm. She tried to ignore the crud—the runoff—the grimy sludge, reminding herself that pollution was just a part of life—what waterway wasn’t polluted these days? Folks basically did the best they could (or pretended to), despite pollution and its causes and consequences. But this dismissal didn’t satisfy Irene’s honest heart, and it was impossible to ignore the runoff. 

	Someone at school had said this was supposed to be a time of innovation and green living, but to Irene, that amounted to nothing. Nothing at all. Rien du tout. 

	She had honestly tried. She had even sent environmental poems and an essay to the local journal. People would be reminded to revere nature and do everything possible to nurture it, she had been sure, if the pieces of writing were accepted for an upcoming printing. 

	To her shock and delight, the pieces were published, right next to the comics and the advertisements for new toasters. Then the comments from the villagers came in: “Tu es très mignonne!” people at the boulangerie had said. “You are very cute!” 

	These were the ‘profound’ and ‘reverberating’ ripple effects from Irene’s heartfelt efforts. The feedback only made her feel embarrassed, and not at all like an activist. 

	In a sense, though, those folks had been right. After all, what was poetry supposed to do besides make people feel momentary awe? Awe without translation into substantive action would be … trite. Furthermore, what was an essay to do but make people feel guilty? 

	Her writing was not at all intended to be quaint or cute, or to prompt guilt, or to get little old ladies to squeeze her cheeks and tuck strands of loose hair behind her ears for her. 

	She meant by writing and publishing—even in a local paper whose circulation did not extend beyond the town postal code—to generate excitement for changing the world. ‘Quaint’ can’t do that. ‘Pain au chocolat’ can’t even do that.  

	What she really wanted to hear someone ask was, “Que pouvons-nous faire pour aider l’environnement? What can we do to help the environment? How can we support your great cause to bring about radical change in the world?” And then, she dreamed, people would come up with collaborative ideas to imagine and create something meaningful together. 

	To imagine—and then work in unity to create—a better world for every species. 

	But most folks sincerely felt that they had no part in this—in the power we all have to create, influence, and affect. The current state of things was not ‘outside of’ anyone, or someone else’s problem, or someone else’s potential; it was all a reflection of ourselves—and our deeply connected hearts and minds! 

	Irene stretched her arms to reach her toes and then up to the sky. She confronted the river and the challenge of diving in. With a hearty count of “Un, deux, et trois!” she dove—hands and head first!—then kicked hard, splashing loudly. 

	The immersion was a consuming, encompassing sound in her ears right through to her spine and absolute center, enveloping her whole body in sudden cold and force. She swam hard against the resistance and pull, and then she was sure she was flying—a fish and a bird all at once. 

	She took strong fast strokes, to stunning depths through the heavy waters, touched the slippery rocks at the bottom of the river, then did a flip so that her feet could push her off again, back towards the light, to swim towards the rainbows, towards the nourishing air and trees. 

	Bright morning sunshine poured through the forest— through the shifting fluttering limbs of trees and across the river’s fitful waters. 

	Blueberries grew here in the soft summer light. Irene plucked a handful and leaned against the trunk of the tree. The bark scratched her back deliciously in all the right places. She squashed handfuls of berries between her teeth. Though not yet perfectly ripe, they held promise of more surprises to come this summer. The promises of adventure, challenge, and change.


Chapter 4

	 

	Under the gentle, wreathing branches of the great big cedar, Irene wondered. She whispered to the grandfatherly tree, she hummed, and she made patterns in the dirt with her hands. 

	She looked up to the boughs that hung above her and caught sight of songbirds flitting about. Their freedom and contentment struck her: theirs was a world of peace, of purpose, the extension of wings, the perfection of common respect. Why can’t humans behave like that? It’s a wonder. Those birds are free, and they bring only song and peace. 

	“Goodness gracious me! There is a world to nurture!” 

	The birds danced and swooped above her, fluttering in and among the branches in their daily rounds to explore this, gather that. 

	“Sweet birds, can I tell you a secret?” They fluttered invitation to continue. 

	“I am going to change the world.” The birds flew about, encouraging her. 

	“Can I tell you another secret?” She looked skyward, pausing and taking in the dynamic tapestry of the forest. “I don’t know how I’m going to do it.” 

	Irene took a deep, contemplative breath. “You see, I’ve been trying to change the world for a long, long time, but nothing I do seems to matter, or to be revolutionary or influential enough. Even my best efforts don’t change anything. I can’t even make changes in myself sometimes—like doing my homework when I’m supposed to, or talking to snobby people in cliques at my school because I should be nice to everyone—so how could I possibly get this problem-riddled world to cooperate?” The sun caught glints of water on the pine boughs around Irene. She was surrounded by a spectacle of natural light and beauty. If only the whole world could experience this! Si seulement le monde entier pouvait ressentir la 

	même chose! 

	“Well, you know,” she said, twisting towards the trunk of the tree to reach for her treasure chest, “I wrote this naïve little list of brainstorms for helping the world. They all sounded good and meaningful at the time, and then I did each one. If you look around, though, you’ll notice that the world is almost exactly the way it was before I started. I mean, it’s beautiful here—except for the polluted river— but if you fly into town, you’ll see. And I feel sad about it today. But not just today. This feeling has been growing in my heart for a long time. C’est une tristesse qui dure.” 

	Irene sighed, stretched her legs out in front of her. “It’ll make more sense when I show you the list—then you’ll understand. They’re nice things, but they’re not fundamental or lasting. Clearly, they don’t reach the 

	source of troubles, because if they did, people would react with irritation (how dare I challenge their way of life, even for the betterment of our planet?) or everyone would join in on the campaign and the result would be a healthy world!” 

	On that note, Irene lifted the small iron latch on the chest at the base of the tree, where she kept stationery she’d made by hand, and some books and writing tools— something for every literary occasion—and pulled out a wrinkled list. 

	She flattened the paper out and lifted it up to the birds. 

	“Maybe I should read it to you; you’re perched high up there, and it might be hard to see.” Irene set the list against her knees. 

	“Alors, I wrote ‘I can’ before each one because these are things that I am capable of doing on my own.” 

	Irene began reading the list aloud. She used a cheerful stage voice, but her heart wasn't in it. What a useless, 

	frustrating list. Turn off the water. Walk to run errands.  

	Pick up litter. Write a cookbook with vegetarian recipes. 

	What else is new? 

	The wind strained the branches, and the birds flew about. Irene held a rapt audience. 

	“You might wonder when I first thought of this idea to change the world. That is a very good question. Une bonne 

	question. I don’t actually remember when this dream was born. Maybe it first dawned on me that I have power and purpose during a family ‘toothbrush party’, as Papa calls them; that’s the time of day when everyone gathers around the sink to brush their teeth just before bed; when everything feels perfect and happy, and everyone is content …. I’ve often wondered, during those happiest moments, how everyone in the whole world might feel that way. 

	How just that could be the beginning of world peace … people feeling confident and happy and loved, pouring those empowering feelings into great pursuits in their daily lives, to extend a quilt of comfort and beauty across the world for a whole lifetime. 

	That moment of love and acceptance could amount to so much in the way of world peace. Even having a toothbrush and clean water in which to rinse it—along with a hug and a kiss from the people who love you most— this alone could be the basis for global understanding. When I see people begging at the train station, I know it isn’t a perfect world, but how might it become a happy and safe place for all living beings? I am convinced that it is simpler than we think. Basic needs met, love and beauty for everyone.” 

	Irene tucked her legs under herself. “Or maybe I first dreamed this dream for world peace when I was out gardening with Maman. She taught me how to pull away the dying parts of plants, so that new life can be fully nourished, so that everything can be nurtured. We are all connected, you know. 

	Sometimes when my parents sing together and lead us all in song—at hootenannies, or just the three of us—I think about it, too. Our global potential. Those peacestirring folk songs give us all these ideals to live up to—to teach the world. Who can have discord when they’re singing songs about peace?” 

	With that, Irene placed the list in the trunk, closed the trusty wooden box with careful emphasis, and ran her left forearm across her chin, to catch the last of the blueberry juice. “Et voilà! That is that! That is what I know. C’est ce que je sais maintenant!” 

	        

	


Chapter 5

	 

	Camille made up new dance steps out in front of the crumbling farmhouse that she and her papa now, quite suddenly, occupied. She sang out the lyrics to a song she’d just learned, and made up steps to go with it. 

	Even though she could find ways to entertain herself in this lonely countryside world, she felt just about as oppressed and constrained here as if she were on a crowded subway. Actually, more so! 

	At least in Paris, you can get out and go someplace interesting. Here, all she could see beneath her feet was dirt. 

	Camille’s heart was full of energy, and the wheels of revolution yearned to turn in her life … but this place didn’t feel like it could imagine revolution. 

	Where she was from, on the outskirts of the capital of France, people went out into the streets in dissent, to alter the direction of history—to challenge injustices and let the government know that something had to change. Justice! Peace! Drama! Intégrité! Paix! Drame! 

	Camille and her community had an insatiable hunger for a healthy society. A society in which action was taken to test its vitality. A health gauge, one might say. How seriously do we take ourselves? Seriously enough to go into the streets and demand and construct everything we dream of? 

	“Let them have their struggle,” her teachers would say. “Don’t deny them that. It is their process and their right to walk that road.” To learn, to grow, to engage. For the individual, sure, and in Paris possibly. But not here in the countryside. Not since the French Revolution. 

	She though of what some famous black activists in their struggles for peace must have been and felt like as young people. Activists filled with hope, anger channeled into love, courage, dedication. Harriet Tubman, Nikki Giovanni, and James Baldwin were all born with something to teach the world. Camille was inspired to share something extraordinary and unique, too. 

	She had seen suffering; people going hungry and scouring the streets; violence borne out of a desperation that the billboards tried to shield: buy this, wear that, washing machines at an unbelievably low price with no monthly payments until next year. But no one had any money. What were those corporate thieves thinking? 

	Black in modern times meant beauty, brilliance, and struggle. 

	Because of the color of her skin, Camille was looked upon with raging suspicion every time she went into a grocery store or even the public library outside of her neighborhood near Paris, as merchants suspected criminal behavior. She had to earn the little money she had by working odd jobs for mere centimes, picking up other people’s bottles and cans from parks and street benches to take to recycling centers, because no one could legally hire a girl of 13 to work. 

	Her life was an exposure of a system that diminished people to the threads of their being. An emotional space where anything could break, and often did. Crimes committed or lack of follow-through because a hot shower and a hot meal were locked-away dreams. 

	She had taken it upon herself to carry the stress of those with neither hope nor possessions, and to contribute to her own family’s foundation. She had had to be a grown-up before her time. Food was hard to come by, so these efforts helped—helped afford a can of beans here, a bag of rice there, vegetables too old and limp to sell. 

	Most kids got to play hopscotch while dinner was cooking. Camille had to help, instead, and not in the way one might think—such as setting out the dishes or folding les serviettes. “Camille! My child, run see what you can find behind the stalls at the farmers’ market as it closes up. I’ll just put this corn mash on, and then you hurry home to supplement,” her mother had said all too often. 

	Many of her friends were far worse-off than she; some lived in shifting government-sponsored temporary housing. Others were evicted after doomed legal battles when the cost of rent rose too high to meet. She knew people who slept under overpasses or tram lines, on mattresses made of newspaper or infested sleeping bags. 
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