

[image: ]







WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


COLLECTING FEATHERS


Collecting Feathers transports us to a world where our mental barriers and overly constructed stories no longer reduce our existence. It opens a door to another dimension where imagination and reality collide, liberating us from our self-inflicted limitations. Daniela Norris exposes gracefully in this brief but powerful collection of short stories, how we are all connected, and how without judgement, evaluation, or labels, we are capable of accessing the greatest power of our Universe.


Sophie Parienti, Founder & Editor in Chief, Yogi Times


Like an interesting doorway into a secret inner garden, Daniela Norris’ stories invite you into a rich experience of strange and fascinating personal culture. Before you know it, you find yourself on the other side of familiar boundaries of this life and what is beyond.


Mark Perry, CCHT, C-NLP - educator, healer, life fulfillment coach, and host of “A Matter of the Mind” radio show.


The settings of the eleven stories of Collecting Feathers are scattered around the globe – Africa, the Swiss Alps, Canada, Paris, South America… – but there are no real borders to these tales that cross our planet and stray between this world and the next. “Life is full of cycles,” says the old woman in ‘A Reason to Go On’ and it doesn’t matter that she is addressing a suicidal banker in Paris, as her words would be understood just as well by Iolanda who visits the grave of her nameless firstborn son on the Day of the Dead, Laurent who meets the ancient travelers of Curmilz, or Sarah as she shops at Trader Joe’s. The names may change, the story details differ, but family ties and loyalty remain stronger than death and “truth is beyond words”.


Gwyneth Box, Poet and Poetry coordinator, SWWJ


Most of us know ‘life on the other side’ only as a phrase. Daniela Norris shows considerable experience of this mysterious dimension, and shares it through her characters’ everyday existences. The naturalness of her viewpoint captivates and she never blinks.


Wallis Wilde-Menozzi, author of Toscanelli’s Ray, a novel


Daniela Norris is a writer of subtle intelligence. While her stories seldom have a twist, each tale has the power to wriggle out from under the readers’ expectations.


Jason Donald, author of Choke Chain, a novel







[image: ]






First published by Soul Rocks Books, 2014 
Soul Rocks Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach, 
Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK
office1@jhpbooks.net
www.johnhuntpublishing.com
www.soulrocks-books.com


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Daniela I. Norris 2014


ISBN: 978 1 78279 671 8


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Daniela I. Norris as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, 
Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Stuart Davies
www.stuartdaviesart.com


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY










We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.













CONTENTS


A Reason to Go On


The Day of the Dead


Repent


Train


Recognition


The Café


Clockworks


Gemmi Travelers


The Right Place


The Year Spring Turned into Winter


Collecting Feathers


Acknowledgements










A Reason to Go On


W e saw storms in the eyes of the other patients. They stared at us enviously as we walked away on that grey, miserable morning. Could they have seen us both? We were the ones getting out, they were staying behind. Or was it the other way round?


“Au revoir, Olivier!” said the night-watchman, who was drinking his morning coffee at the nurses’ station. His dark, furry cap looked like a rare animal curled up on his head, winking at me with its beady button eyes. I winked back. The night-watchman winked at me and smiled. Little did he know that the furry animal on his head had thoughts of its own, and they were not happy ones.


“Take care, Olly,” said the blonde nurse who’d just arrived for her morning shift.


I’d been waiting for that day for eleven months, ever since being admitted to Saint Mande’s. Eleven months of reflection, of looking around me and inside me. What did I find, what found me? The dark shadows that lurked in my head when I first arrived now hid in my liver, in my kidneys, in my joints and under my skin. They hid where they could not be seen by others, but I knew they were there. They refused to leave my body; or perhaps it was I who refused to let them go.


It had been a year with no visitors. I watched the winter snow melt into trickles of chocolate-vanilla streams that followed me everywhere. I was careful not to step on them, not to interrupt their flow. Then the bare trees started blooming in delight, bathing in the cold April sun, its teeth as prickly as a puppy’s. It warmed the back of my neck as I sat on my favorite bench, waiting for the guests that never arrived. I watched the others as they strolled in the gardens or shared hot tea and a bun with their visitors in the lounge, which looked as if it belonged to a different era. So did those who sat in it, frozen smiles on their lips, cobwebs in their hair.


Truth be told, I did not mind being on my own. I surrendered to the calming presence that filled the large rooms, swirled around the white walls and brushed the high ceilings with the gentlest touch. I could hear the early summer winds whistling their melancholic tunes, accompanied by the sound of a distant piano. They whistled at me, for me. No one else seemed to hear them. Whoosh, whoosh, they would say, and I whooshed back at them, ignoring the loud protests of the starlings which must have been trying to distract me.


Of course I had hallucinations; it was the medication they insisted I take. They said it would calm me down, sooth my nerves, ease my strain.


It may have soothed my nerves, but it did things to my mind. It made me see patterns on those white walls, shapes forming, growing, taking over; creeping in and out, like the woman in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “Yellow Wallpaper”. Mine, like hers, was a temporary nervous depression. Like her, I was prescribed tonics, and journeys, and air, and exercise. And I was forbidden to work until I was well again.


Only now that I’d been declared healthy and mentally sane, at least sane enough to walk the streets, I started worrying about the future. I would be part of the community again. Would they care for me? Did I care for them when I was an all-mighty banker, drinking my macchiato in a paper cup, walking past those sitting on the sidewalk looking as if their world had just crumbled? I did give them a coin every now and then, feeling that I’d done my good deed for the day. But most of the time I drifted past them without giving them a second thought, and if I did think about why they were sitting there, I always assumed something was wrong with them. Perhaps they’d lost their minds.


I discovered that temporary insanity was indeed a good shield against life’s difficulties and responsibilities – not that I am a man who avoids responsibility. After all, I’d followed the right path to success, the very same path my parents had skillfully laid out for me: a grande école, a well-paying job, marriage to a beautiful woman with perfect skin. And then it all crumbled when she left. Or perhaps it was the sixty-hour work weeks I had spent at my corner office at the Place de Marché St. Honoré, for in my previous life I was a self-importance-filled third-generation banker, wearing stripy suits and drinking chilled champagne to seal multi-million-euro deals.


Perhaps the loneliness was to blame. I had no real friends before, and certainly no real friends after. Of course there were my colleagues who were always happy to go for a drink after work. I can remember nights when we drank ourselves to stupor and stumbled back in the small hours of the morning. I would find her weeping in our bed, and then the bed was empty. I discovered how a stream of wealthy, inflated, stripy-suited executives can turn into a trickle of unhappy souls. Those who had no one to go back to, like myself, stayed out all night, or found an occasional partner. We didn’t want to return to four empty walls. Those walls were always in some chic part of town, but it didn’t make them less desolate.


These were no friends. They drank my chance of happiness on the rocks, with a little colored umbrella. They shrugged in sympathy when I turned to be one of them, and then left me behind in search of their own happiness. That was before; after was worse.


After my suicide-attempt there were only whispers around me, no one courageous enough to tell me I was throwing my life into the recycling bin.


They all seemed to have forgotten I’d ever existed, and my corner office was given to another hotshot who would probably drift in a similar path to mine.


I don’t remember when I had a real friend, if I ever had one. But then I noticed him staring at me from behind a tree in the garden, and I felt he was different. He brought a smile to my face and interest to my soul at a time when nothing else seemed to make a difference.


He made me feel less isolated; he encouraged me with a thin smile or with a wave of a hand. Sometimes I knew he was near me before I even turned to see him. He became a part of my life, as much as the dozen small, round tablets I took every morning, the watery coffee at the canteen and the daily therapy sessions with Dr. Gerard, the resident psychiatrist.


This companion, this improbable friend, was a young man about my age; he followed me silently wherever I went. He never said a thing to me; I never said a thing to him. He was so quiet, so discreet, no one else noticed him.


He used to loiter around the garden; I could see him through the bars on my window when I gazed outside at the meticulous lawn. Gilman’s garden was ‘delicious, full of box-bordered paths, and lined with long grape-covered arbors with seats under them’. Mine was scrupulous. Just the sight of this perfect lawn could drive someone mad, but they didn’t care. In their eyes, we were all crazy anyway. They didn’t care when I walked along the straight, graveled paths, one foot before the other, my arms up to keep my balance. And since they didn’t mind, I didn’t either. It felt good to be childlike, to do things that a respectable man in his thirties would never dream of doing.


He thought it was funny, and I could sometimes see him rolling with laughter at my childish pranks. He understood that I needed to let it all out, let the reins of control loose before I was ready to pick them up again and ride into the sunset.


Sometimes my friend appeared unannounced, peeking from behind bookshelves when I was reading in the small library or waiting patiently for my therapy sessions. He never got very close, which was just as well. It was a time in my life where I didn’t handle closeness well. He must have sensed that, as he always kept his distance, hovering around me in his own invisible pattern.


I did mention my friendly stalker to Dr. Gerard once; the only thing he did was increase my medication. So I never mentioned him again.


After they finally took me off the anti-depressants, he didn’t appear as often. I spent a lot of time walking around in the vast gardens, on my own, looking for him behind every tree, seeking his slender figure in the shadows of the old, glorious buildings.


On those solitary strolls, thoughts of the shame I’d caused my family started trickling into my mind. It is shame, rather than pain that I had caused, as all of their self-indulgent, pretentious friends had heard about my suicide attempt through the Parisian social grapevine, and must have clucked in disbelief over their fois-gras and expensive wine. As much as my parents tried to sweep the incident under their Persian rug, sending me to Saint Mandé in a straitjacket as soon as I was released from hospital, it was no use. Everyone knew.


They visited me twice over the past year – once on my birthday, and once the day before Christmas. Father said Dr. Gerard had told them not to come. That their presence upset me. But neither their presence, nor the lack of it, interfered with my plans.


“Can I take that for you?” asked the taxi driver, pointing to my black suitcase. He threw it in the trunk and shut it with a slam.


“Where to, Monsieur?” he wanted to know, looking at me in the rearview mirror. His eyebrows were like two hairy caterpillars. They made me think of the earthworms I used to collect in a tin can on the summers I’d spent with my grandparents in Brittany, in their old house. The house always smelt of my grandmother’s baking, of sweet butter and almond biscuits that crumbled on the instant they touched my tongue, and turned into a small mash of heaven. I used to hold each bite in my mouth, hold it until I had to swallow only because I needed to open my mouth to breathe and then ate another and another until Grandmother would slap my wrist and take the biscuit tin away from me. Just the thought of those biscuits made me salivate all these years after the last crumb had melted away into a distant memory.


It’s been so many years since I’ve been to that old house, which was renovated by Father to accommodate the distinguished company he invited there, to show off his real ‘deep France’ roots. There was no more place for me in that house, my childhood memories wiped off with a few strokes of a brush. Was there a place for me anywhere now?


I hesitated. There was nowhere in the world I wanted to go. But I didn’t want to remain at the institution either.


The taxi driver shifted uncomfortably in the front seat, looking as if he was having second thoughts about taking this fare. I suppose it wasn’t every day that he was driving a patient from a mental institution, and he probably wasn’t sure about the protocol. He then decided to wait, cleaning the steam our breaths had created on the front windshield with his gloved fingers.


I reluctantly gave him the address of my old apartment, as I could think of nowhere else to go. It was right in the center of the 15th arrondissement, above a Nicolas wine store and an antique furniture boutique. My father had been paying the rent for the past year. He didn’t want me to lose it and end up on the streets, or worse, back at my parents’ house, where I would put them all to shame again.


The driver started the car and I sank back in my seat, taking in the gloomy early winter morning through the tinted window, wishing I were someone else, someone who knew where their life was going. The drive through the busy streets of Paris brought back the longing I was so familiar with before the incident; some of that dangerous, desperate loneliness that got its grip on me just before I had attempted to slash my veins in my parents’ guest bathroom.


They were awfully upset about the mess I’d made of the artisanal sink, a unique piece from the 1930s with golden fish taps that were gasping for air, their mouths wide open and their eyes two black dots staring with rage. They looked at me with such evil eyes, they knew what I was up to, and if they could speak I am sure they would have called my parents in loud fishy squeaks. With a vengeance, I scraped off their golden-plated scales before I proceeded to scrape my own wrists. That would teach them a lesson.


After the incident, everyone whispered around me; they all talked in low voices, as if there was someone dying. My parents didn’t ask why I did it. They just assumed I had gone mad. And I did not have the inclination to correct their assumptions, as that would be as if I was admitting that their assumptions mattered.


Dr. Gerard asked if I really wanted to die, and I said that I supposed that if I really wanted to die I would have been dead by now. There are not many things I wanted in life and did not get, which is why not getting what I wanted had put me off balance, concluded Dr. Gerard. I disagreed.


As we stopped at the red light on Boulevard Diderot, just outside the magnificent Gare de Lyon train station, I saw him. There was no doubt it was him.


He stood at the bus stop, about thirty yards from me. His red scarf was wrapped around his neck to keep him warm; his hands were deep in the pockets of his leather jacket, similar to the one I was wearing. He waved the fringe of his red scarf at me; I felt as if I was the bull and he was the matador, waving the red cloth in front of my eyes. He smiled mischievously.


“Stop!” I hollered, my voice hoarse and unfamiliar. The taxi driver turned around, frightened, and stared at me with horrified eyes. He wanted to make sure I wasn’t about to jump on him from behind and strangle him, or do some other unexplainable act you’d kind of expect from an ex-banker turned madman.


When he saw that my attention was focused on the bus stop outside and not on his throat, he sighed with relief and swung out of the creeping traffic at once, stopping by the sidewalk.


I threw some money at him and sprang out of the car like a cork out of a bottle of champagne, grabbing my suitcase from the trunk even before it was completely open. The driver didn’t dare come out, and after popping the boot from inside the taxi he sat there frozen, staring at the rearview mirror in disbelief.


My mysterious friend was no longer at the bus stop. Was he a figment of my imagination? Perhaps I was as unwell as they all claimed. Was this an omen, maybe some kind of curse? Or was madness clutching me in its velvety claws, trying to tempt me to follow it to the end of reality. Was my mind really playing tricks on me?


But no, now I could see his dark head floating fifty yards ahead, slipping away through the crowd. A low hum, a kind of murmur resonated in my ears. I realized it was the magnified tapping of hundreds of leather soles on the sidewalk, the white noise of mobile phones ringing and people shooting meaningless words into them. It washed over me like a ripple, in slow motion.


I followed the dark head, determined not to lose it in the crowd. But then he disappeared. I strained my eyes, but he was gone.


I collapsed on a seat inside the Gare de Lyon, a splendid edifice built for the World Exposition of 1900. Over my head, giant boards flickered, displaying the comings and goings of trains to different destinations. Lyon, Dijon, Grenoble, Geneva.


I dropped my head in my hands and wept. After the long months of solitude, the prospect of struggling through life alone, was terrifying. I used to have a supporting partner, a loving family. Now I had no one. It was too much to bear.


Someone sat down next to me with a thump, sighing loudly. Something brushed against my sleeve. Was it a pickpocket trying to steal my wallet? What difference would it make if it were? Earthly possessions were the last thing on my mind.


“Are you all right, dear?” whispered a voice in my ear. I didn’t move, didn’t look up. Can’t they see that I’m unwell? Why don’t they just let me be?


Someone tugged at my sleeve. I raised my head and stared straight into the violet eyes of an elderly lady. She looked exhausted. The large bag at her feet touched my shoes, and I moved my feet.


“Pardon,” she said. “Sorry. I just wanted to make sure you are all right.”


Why would she care if I was all right or not? Wasn’t it obvious I wasn’t?


I looked at her silently, brushing my eyes with the back of my hand, to wipe any traces of tears. My eyes were dry. I no longer cried with tears, as if my tear-ducts had dried up.


She smiled at me. I noticed her face was wrinkled and dry, but her eyes clear and warm. I said nothing.


“I am sorry,” she repeated.


I shrugged and dropped my head back in my hands. I felt safe in this position, the cruel world hidden from my eyes.


She sighed again, a deep, slow moan that resonated in my own chest and forced me to look up again.


“It’s not easy to be alone,” she said. “This was my last trip. I am not doing this again.”
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