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ESSAY

GRIEVING

A tightness has settled permanently in my chest. I say settled, but it migrates,
independently, without permission, between throat and chest, sometimes
venturing down to my belly.

We are now in an advanced stage of grieving. Otherwise known as
re-opening. Our mourning commenced with the non-artival of what became
known as “the new normal.” The new was scheduled to spring up in the
shadow of death. We didn’t know the old was gone, lost forevet, until the
newly arrived, itself, failed to show up. Its absence now fills my chest.

I was ecstatic when the President announced that we would be let out
of confinement. Even here in Paris, where the numbers had skyrocketed and
the hospitals had been overwhelmed, May 11 was to be the magical day. Like
many others, I assumed it would be the upward turn following months of
depression. I looked at 2 man sitting on a bench, his hands crossed on his
knees, head down, as another rifled through trash further along the street. We
all yearned for the city to start moving again.

The long-anticipated celebration never took place; the freedom has
never been experienced. Not only did we never go back to anything
resembling before, but we are again watching numbers, stalked by a second
possible confinement. We have been through the denial, anget, frustration,
resignation, guilt. We are meant to be in the hope stage, but we’ve gone back
to grieving for this moment that was meant to be different. It was meant to be
familiar, like before. Or, at least, new. Reality is an enduring uncertainty that
has migrated into our bodies, a sharp anxiety.

Since de-confinement, I have felt guilty for being European. My Ameri-
can friends are still isolating while I go to museums, the movies, and spend my
days at Fhe library. Self-help books tell me that guilt is meant to come before
depressmp. Websites reassure me that the order is irrelevant. Grief doesn’t
progress in predictable, linear stages. I believe the websites. It’s okay to feel

guily.
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16 Lockdown Literature

In Europe, we think of ourselves as survivors. We p
worst of it by obeying the government.orders. Recenﬂy, The New y
gleefully announced that we have more infections per capita than the Unj
States, but that can’t be right. It must be American envy. My guﬂtmted
goodwill towards Americans morphs into spite while I am not looking, -

If it’s not envy, how to explain The New York Times article? Mavbe t
facts and figures read differently on opposite sides of the Atlantic Oce;m? P :
capita infection rates are higher in densely populated areas, more deathg p:
rate of infection means higher death rate, more testing means more cases
Is that according to a linear or logarithmic scale? '

It’s easier to return to identifying as survivors; the alternative is to
into a state of confusion.

Overwhelmed by graphs and data, I look outside my window to gauge
reality. The streets are empty again.Maybe The New York Times s tight. Are we
all self-designating a new isolation?

No. I forgot. It’s August in Paris. Everyone has gone to the
Cote d’Azur. I naively thought that Parisians might work through August this
year. So many months lost to the pandemic and all.

“Are you going on vacation?” I ask the man at the bike store.

“Mais madame,” he responds with incredulity. “It’s August.”

“Yes, of course,” I sigh.

It’s August, and we never made it to a new normal.

I’'m waiting for the President to tell us that it’s over, that we can move
on with our lives, and rekindle hope for the future. We did so well at flattening
the curve in the first place. Surely we deserve to relax for the rest of the year?

“The Russians have officially approved a vaccine,” I excitedly tell the
pharmacist.

“The Russians, the Russians, the Russians are coming,” he chants.
A smile brushes over his face. “They called it Sputnik,” he smirks.

\Y/her.x the new order comes from the French government, it’s in ﬁh;
\fx?;;r?; ias nglimip' It iIS A SPiderWeb gf red coloured streets on ngdcl’zzsﬂ,
et deﬂateg;/lory. afIXIOusl}f wait for the map to download.

- My street is red. I
s leit “‘on:tsrir:;ﬁ;ntsgill}éhrjeassured because my buﬂdipg is on a cornzf-r:; j
needed, The longeryl i z‘%i1 must wear a mask, but if I turn right, D

It doesn’t makE sen:e I; mlap’ B0 il Lbeois an
tWO steps left, then whon I't 0 ‘need a mask to cross the strf:e;jll 0
remove the mask? Do T yyeg urn right onto the bou.levard I am (')oni ol
the police be giving out ﬁners li szhmy 'blke? "‘fhe i e <5 Sutufe i '
Police website for answers Not}?in © Srebcdienit T scour e B S
. g. I look out the

l))]e:

window; no one is W¢
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2 mask.

Here we go again. . :
At least we ar€ not in Ametica where confusion has been elevated to

political ideology. In France, confusion pops up in familiar conversations with
foreigners who eat outside of thc.i designated hour, try €O substitute fries for
greens, Of Want sauce on the side in a restaurant.

writing formal emails to colleagues in America,

1 hesitate before
especially those in states where the virus rages out of control. What do I say?
I hope you are keeping well and ignoring yout government’s instructions to go

about business as usual? Delete.
I could have told you there would b
parties and «socially distanced” walks in the park. Delete.
At least in New York you fattened the curve. Delete.

I settle for: I hope you are keeping well.
No judgment, nO assumptions about political proclivities, of mask
ceference. I don’t want them to think I’m smug. Even though I am.

Guilt, resentment, compassion with 2 touch of conceit, I am losing my
grasp. What am I meant to be feeling? How am I meant to behave towards
others in the middle of a global pandemic? Will someone please write the
manual.

The world as we know it has evaporated. Poof. Disappeared over the
course of a weekend in March. If only I had known the end was coming: i
only I had made the most of my situation, instead of always wanting more,
wishing 1 was somewhere else. If only. If only. I might have prepared for sut-
vival of the oncoming unknown instead of scrolling through drivel on Twitter.

1 may be in Europe, but there are days when I might as well be in
Ameqca. I sit in my apartment — again — alone, imagining that everyone else
has picked up where their lives left off. They’re probably out at dinner, in one
of the restaurants that spills over the sidewalk and onto the street. I listen t0
Z}?ung people in the bar downstairs, talking, laughing, drinking together until
ea;;arly hqu'rs. I follow.frier.lds’ Facebook posts and envy their vacations:
e g gelau in Italy, swimming in the Sardinian sea, hiking through the

arpathians.

Why aren’t they wearing masks? I grumble at the screen.

}‘ sit home, wondering when this will be over and what comes next.

KI\;O one lfnows,” my friend Kate reassures me.
veron, ar::e reminds me of how difficult it is for her cellist husband. “The

closed until May 2021.”

i)fzell? b:ltter temporarily. Until Friday. ;

UK universjn ays, th_e anxiety is higher than usual. It .begxns when I wake. The
ty at which I am employed will be writing to notify me of how

e a price to pay for all those beach
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THE LACEMAKER by JOHANNES VERMEER

WS steadily.
thC linea
e reasons

many million pounds in debt it has fallen this week. The figure gro
There will be too much information about the number of jobs o8
how many colleagues have agreed to take salary reductions, and th
why we should all agtee to a pay freeze. :
There will be details of the ongoing search for 2 Public Relado™
manager, a new Marketing team, a Financial overseert. Academic depmenﬁ
are shrinking, management is bloating. I don’t need to know any of thlS;.I ?n:
employed to teach the next generation, not to carry the management’s gt s

%
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rs of bad investments.
[ ignore the emails, until my mind wanders to the question of what I
no longer offer this or that degree,

will say to parents at Open Day: sotty, we
put do send your child to this university because we have a wortld-class

Marketing team. .
An email from HR informs us of administrators being made redundant.
but it will still come as 2 shock. Be nice to

“They know their jobs are at risk,
them.” It reminds me of a primer: Help yout family in times of grief.
I guess this must be a British thing. The UK government had the same

strategy: you need to take responsibility for our mistakes. The slogan plastered
to the podium at every press conference comes quickly to mind:*“stay home,
protect the NHS.” Translation: Don’t go t0 hospital if you are sick because the
health system is too fragile, thanks to the fact that we have de-funded it.

In Paris, we are privileged. Even when the spread was at its most
virulent, we were not reminded of mortality on a daily basis. There were no
triages on sidewalks. Ambulance sirens didn’t blare around the clock. There
were few tangible signs of the virus spreading, no visible panic in the streets,
no stories of the dead being buried in mass graves. We respect the dead as
much as Fhe living here in Paris, I think. Unlike the university and the British
Prime Minister, the French government didn’t expect us to be nice to those
who suffered as a result of its wrongs.

- Tworry out loud to my friend Mary about W
given that my health relies on the British NHS.

:‘In France, we have a centralized government,” Mary responds.

‘:\What difference does that make?”

I(ﬁz\;g’zu know,” responds Mary. Cleatly, 's/ye doesn’t know.

e pent too long tethered to events in the UK and realize it’s best
g Iack into denial. Or to the Louvre.

i ;Zi:intz: jx:(;liz (ifothe recl:er;ltl}:1 open museums by visit-ing some of my

el e uvre. I shed a tear to be rfeumt§d \_Vith them; we are

et COnﬁnementyanrg ahgrelj:l comfort to me in this time of transition

this madness, the conﬁnemzf to' IOWS i v 'them T t.he}’_COPC ‘With

Reflecting i Vitin ot 1;(; ation, mask wearing, and social dJs-tancmg.
MR e o cer’s The Lacemaker, 1 am assured that her life would
Hatidirost. it nlu in confinement. She would have toiled away at her
de ciinBinics sohey her thoughts for company. In the early stages of
would haye bee,n - rflllay have made more money than she could spend. She
her services. Th ught after to make masks. We would have all lined up for
behind 5 fabric at is, before the heatwave when we realized how hot it is
Then when we anmask, and ‘how often the fabric masks need to be washed.

started using the disposable kind that we could throw on the

the past ten yea

hat T will do if T get sick,
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Street after use, T Lacemaker would hav
nothings for the rest of the summer,

g alone. She probably took the
Opportunity of a room €mpty of tourists to spegk into the celebrations on the

opposite wall in Veronese’s Tpe Wedding Feast a1 Cana. Since the museum

opened for de—conﬁnement it’s a different story. She has been removed from
display on account of her seduction, She d

his audience of followers, worshippers, disciples,
I am reminded that not all the

It’s Friday again. The president of the univ
sion and care for all of us. She knows how it fee]s,
“We are all suffering,” she writes.“Know that you are not alopne

There is so much compassion in her emaj] that T can almost hegy
iolin strings.
tremul}w:e‘r’]l;mzh o pfm of Mantegna’s Suinz Sebastian, his body Jike target
tice for the archers, surrounded by death ang decay. Thaps err;pathy,
prac I hit Reply All and compose the response, COHtinuing 5
platitudes. Facetiously.“Know that somehow you wil] Survive “Allg

ersity is filleq with compas-

mpty

W for

-
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qumbness.” “It’s okay if the pain never goes away.”

I pause before hitting send. This doesn’t need to be said by me. I save
to draft.

I watch a sheep being shorn in a documentary on television. The animal
writhes as the fleece is lifted from its back with an electric razor. One slip of
the blades and it could bleed to death. The shearer turns the sheep over and it
auzzles its head into the man’s legs for safety.

My anxiety continues. There is no way to take control of the future. I

am learning to live with the uncertainty of not knowing. The grief may be here
to stay. [|
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