ANNA MILLARD
Mary Oliver is Dead and I am Traveling to Paris or How an Atheist Prays

Mary Oliver is dead and I am traveling to Paris, where the dead are
a proper tourist attraction. You can stand close enough to touch
bodies buried one hundred, one thousand, two thousand years ago,
before having a brisk lunch al fresco. Or, at night, if you are feeling
romantic, you can take a bottle of wine and your sweetheart down
to the graveyards to yell declarations of beauty into the night and
have a quick fuck on cold stone.
I don’t mean to be dismissive. It’s just that I’ve been working my
way through a packed airport bar, which always reminds me how
cumbersome the body is—naturally, sex and death come to mind.
I’ve dropped my scarf three times, stepped on a poor waitress’s foot,
and I’m not even through my ﬁrst gin and tonic. Also, I’m getting
older. I’m nearing thirty and already managed a bit of a paunch. I
don’t really mind it. In fact, it would be cute if I was in a relationship.
I can imagine my boyfriend patting my little stomach in bed, soft
and comforting like a stuffed teddy bear. More to love, etcetera. But
I’m a single woman, and still too young to want to fuck anyone who
would want to fuck me. God, I need this vacation.
Mary Oliver would not approve of my pessimism. She was the last
of the shiny people, an earnest voice cutting through the million
daily op-eds about what celebrity is doing ketamine and where you
can buy the hoodie he was wearing when he got caught. I write such
digital feed ﬁllers. It is not quite what I imagined it would look like
to be a writer back in high school when I etched Oliver’s words into
my desk with a pen. Worse than writing, I have often enjoyed
reading these kinds of ‘articles,’ if you can call them that. I bought
the hoodie. Along with a glittery crystal you’re supposed to put up

your hoo-ha to manifest your most actualized self. Sometimes I rub
it for luck before I masturbate, but I never inserted it. Maybe that’s
why I’m still not actual.
I was in the middle of researching an article titled 7 Sex Positive
Resolutions For A Sex-tastic New Year when my Google alert set
for ‘Literature’ pinged me the news that Mary Oliver had died. It’s
important to get Google alerts about cultural topics so I’ll always
have something to talk about; museum exhibit openings, new
treatises from the New Yorker, whatever. I fear the drivel that would
fall out of my mouth otherwise. What I want to eat later, what I
really shouldn’t eat because I’m getting fat, if I should get a taxi
home or take the subway, that I’ve been tired recently and I’m over
or underdressed. These are the kinds of thoughts that occupy the
most space in my brain on any given day. And they could not be
more boring.
My phone pinged twice back-to-back. Once to tell me that
journalists revealed an anonymous Instagram account dedicated to
gossip about the fashion world was run by Danish high school girls
who could not possibly have known about the inner workings of
Italian couture houses; and once to announce Mary Oliver’s death.
My Slack almost crashed with messages about the former. The latter
went unnoticed. I just thought, what am I doing? This doesn’t
matter. The sentence I am typing right now does not matter. And,
of course, I was never disillusioned enough to think my job mattered.
I’m a nihilist, or at least an atheist with nihilistic tendencies, so I
don’t think anything really matters, not in the way my mother
believes getting the family together for honey ham once a year at
Easter keeps the world spinning on its axis. In fact, that was why I
initially loved being a new wave media girl. It let me write for a living
in about as authentic a way as I could imagine while still making rent.
There’s a refreshing lack of subtlety about working for a billiondollar conglomerate that creates and then ﬁlls humanity’s vainest

desires. To be told the metric by which you’re being measured,
clicks, instead of always guessing where you stand. But my high
school self’s idol had just died and somehow, it felt like poetry had
died along with her. I left early, sick.
Once my train crossed over to Brooklyn, I was unsure of where
to go. I thought watching reruns on my laptop alone in my studio
might be more depressing than being at work. So I got off a few
stops early to walk around the well-manicured park where rich
people jog in Williamsburg. It was there I ran into my friend Noah,
who works the kind of ad-hoc jobs that let him routinely drink
White Claw in the park in the middle of the day. Tall and skinny as
always with bleached blonde hair, he was wearing his best art-goth
garb that I think is mostly ironic. A black sweatshirt featuring a
painting of the virgin Mary, topped with a few decorative chains and
oversized safety pins. Nothing with him is ever truly ironic or eager,
like a sort of living art project or a ﬂamboyantly gay Fox News
pundit, and in that way, he is uniquely free. He spotted me from
across the park and screamed at the top of his lungs, which always
makes me laugh. I ran over, feeding oﬀ his energy, scattering
Brooklyn’s pigeons.
“HEEEEEEEEYYYYYYYYYYYY,” We were still hugging,
sort of bear-claw wobbling back and forth to keep balance. I gave
in and closed my eyes like a senior lulled to sleep by a symphony at
Lincoln Center. “What’re you doing here? It’s a weekday, isn’t it?”
“I’m just playing hooky. What are you up to?”
“Just errands before we leave for Paree next week for Horny Castle
Trois.”
“It’s in Paris this year??”
Horny Castle is an experimental art show slash party this girl we
went to college with hosts every year. Her humorous Only Fans
page makes serious money, and she makes a lot of collages and

micro-budget ﬁlms about it. Noah helps her produce the event,
because it’s very on-brand for him and he has the time.
“Yeah, girl, where have you been! It’s all over Instagram. You can
still come if you waaant tooo,” Noah poked me in the ribs playfully.
“You just didn’t come to Tokyo…I mean we didn’t want you to feel
bad or whatever.”
My friends from college were always traveling. I never joined in.
Partly because I never had any money, and despite rich people
constantly saying otherwise, ﬂight miles and credit card points are
still money. But mostly, I just didn’t know if it would be that fun.
My married friends collect places like travel is a personality, or
worse, an accomplishment. My single friends like Noah make fun of
them behind their backs, but do basically the same thing themselves,
just with better parties and funnier social media content. Noah was
right; on any other day, I would have declined. But Mary Oliver had
just died and I was struggling to think of a single thing in my
carefully curated life that meant even half as much to me as her
poetry did way back when. And it’s Paris! Everyone knows you don’t
have to squint to see love in Paris; you’d have to do more work to
avert your eyes.
“You know what, fuck it.”
“Wait, what? Like yes, yes?”
“Yes, yes!”
“We have room at our hostel...Are you serious?”
“YES!!”
“YEEEEEEEEESSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS!” I love the confused look
on tourists’ faces when Noah screams; it makes me feel that the city
belongs to us alone.
Noah and I went to a bar and had a celebratory midday PBR and
whiskey special as I whipped out my credit card and found cheapish tickets on Norwegian Air. They would get me in a day before
everyone else and take me home two days after the gang left, but I

didn’t care. It was the most impulsive thing I had ever done, and it
was thrilling.
Instead of asking how work was going, Noah Googled my name.
“KAYLEY CUOKO ATTENDED THE PANERA BREAD
BEVERAGE STATION LAUNCH PARTY WHAT IS THIS
FUCKING ARTICLE?!”
We read aloud my most oﬀensive posts of the week and laughed
and laughed and felt powerfully in-the-know about the brash
absurdity of the world. My belly was warm from whiskey and
friendship when my phone emitted an unfamiliar note—I was
getting an actual phone call.
“Hello!” I didn’t try to mask my tipsy state; unsaved numbers were
usually spam.
“Alex, this is Jenny Faber,” the alarmingly sober voice of my
Director of Editorial replied.
“Oh!” I clasped a hand over Noah’s mouth, just in case. “I’m out
sick, did Kelly tell you?” I said, mustering my phlegmy-est cough.
“Oh, no, I didn’t know.” I tried to will the bartender to turn down
the music. “Well, I have some news, if you’re up to it. Kelly is leaving
us, so her Editor position is open. She suggested you. We’d like to
keep the transition as smooth as possible, so the job is yours if you
want it.”
I was so excited I forgot to sound sick. Our company started
editors at 20% above what I was making as a writer. I could move
into an apartment with a wall between my bed and kitchen.
“I’m going to take a week off to review the offer and job
description. I’m so excited, but want to be sure I don’t burn out.”
Burn out was a magic phrase around the office ever since a VP lit a
management report on ﬁre in the background of a product
reviewer’s livestream. I got my time off for Paris, and dedicated our
next whiskey shot to my new job.

At home I revisited my favorite Mary Oliver poems from
highschool, the ones about birds I would read over and over again
alone in my bedroom, thinking I too would ﬂy once I had control
of my own life. God, Mary Oliver would be great at travel. She could
have made wanderlust cool again, maybe re-branding it saunterstarve or
roamfuck. No, Mary Oliver never would have said fuck. Much less
gone to Horny Castle. From my internet sleuthing, it seemed she
mostly stayed on her farm upstate. Paying close attention to the
same leaves and bugs and apples. Her work taught me love is the
practice of slowing down, but in the city where I live, things move
so fast that I have once or twice considered killing myself, like taking
up indoor cycling or joining a writer’s workshop, but just didn’t have
the time. What is travel if not time dedicated to paying attention?
To new stuﬀ and things and old stuﬀ and older things. The timing
of this trip did mean something. Sooner or later, something had to.
Now I’m at the airport, numbing myself adequately for the ﬂight
with three gin and tonics and a Xanax, looking at my phone instead
of the fresh Moleskin meant to house all my life-changing travel
observations. I’m staring at the job description Jenny emailed over
this morning. My future laid out in writing: all the things I’m
unhappy doing now, but more of them. The document includes a
list of hundreds of Kardashians and Housewives I’ll have to follow
to check their updates everyday and decide what is newsworthy.
Maybe I’ll take half an Ambien, too. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t
want to be numb all of the time. Just for ﬂying. I hate ﬂying. I fully
plan on looking at the Eiffel Tower covered in snow and feeling my
heart light up with happiness and love for my friends. Just as soon
as I get there. Just as soon as the ﬂight is over and I am on the
ground.


I arrive in Paris before my friends, as planned. The ambien worked
its magic and I slept solidly on the ﬂight. I wipe crumbs from my
eyes, get an airport coffee and walk out into the late French
morning, ready to tackle the day. I drop my bags at the hostel and
check into our private room. I try to empty my mind and just enjoy
the city like a monk on vacation, stepping off a plane as a stewardess
puts a plastic lai over Gregarian robes.
I get lost on my way to Notre Dame and ﬁnd myself in a
bookstore where a man is reading out loud to his lover in a language
I don’t know. The bookstore is like any other in the world, selling
the same books and charging the same money in different colored
bills. But I am glad for this place where people come together to
agree words matter. I ﬁnd my way again. I catch the sunset near
Notre Dame and wander around the cobblestone streets at night,
eating macarons and drinking champagne from a bottle. I get a taxi
back to the hostel. I love taxis; happily drunk I look out the window
at the city and am reminded of when I was in school and my parents
would drive me home from the airport after a late ﬂight back for
Christmas. With more money I could feed my taxi addiction—that’s
another check on my mental pro and con list for taking the
promotion. I feel safe and warm and secretly hope we never arrive,
even as my eyes ﬁght off sleepy visions of the cozy bed waiting for
me at the end of the drive.
I wake up to Noah snuggled in bed next to me. Sophie and Unnati
are both snoring in the single bed next to us. Between jetlag and all
the champagne, I must have slept through them coming in last night.
I start to stir but Noah says, “No,” without opening his eyes and
hugs me tighter. I give in and go back to sleep.
When I wake up the second time, everyone else is already up.
Sophie, a level-headed painter turned graphic designer, fully dressed
in her urban-intellectual-plaid coat, beret and Doc Martens, is

standing on a chair with her phone raised towards the ceiling.
Unnati is neatly unpacking her clothes, and answers the question
my tired brain hasn’t formed yet, “She’s trying to get service to text
Michael.” Unna is a 5”1’ ball of ﬁre. Her height lets her pull off the
fashion-forward ensembles of my dreams, even at her practical PR
job. In Paris she has pulled no punches: her entire outﬁt is
translucent plastic, punctuated by a neon pink, furry bra and panty
set. Her hair is slicked back with a streak of pink running down one
side like a trendy skunk.
Noah walks in the door with a paper cup of coffee from the hostel
canteen, somehow making bed head and sweatpants look
purposeful. “How’s MMMMMMICHAEL??”
“I know, I know,” Sophie says without looking away from the
phone, “I’m just doing this ‘till we’re ready to leave. I can go
whenever. Ashleigh, do you need to get dressed?”
I had been so lost in watching everyone, these gorgeous people I
call friends, that I forgot I was part of the group too. I run to the
bathroom with my suitcase.
“I’ll just be a minute!”
“Take your time!” says Sophie.
“No, hurry up!” screams Noah. “I want BRUNCH!”
In the mirror I look at myself naked. Even without hoo-ha
crystals, my friends are actualized; they have these crisp edges about
them, like characters in a book you can see clear enough to paint
from memory. I look at myself: my body is all soft edges, one part
bleeding into another. My face feels vague too. I pull my wet hair up
into a bun, dress in basic black jeans and a black leather jacket with
a small gold chain. I put on liquid eyeliner to create some sharp lines
on my face, so my eye won’t run right into my nose. I take a deep
breath and close my eyes, then scream before my anxiety has time
to stop me: “IT’S BRUNCHHHH TIME BITCHES!” Even Unnati
smiles and Sophie ﬁnally jumps off her chair. I lead the charge of

laughing friends, walking a little too fast and gesturing a little too
big, hoping they will attribute my blurry lines to motion.
In our early twenties, brunch sort of deﬁned our little family. How
much more millennial does it fucking get? We would go out every
weekend night, usually starting together then breaking apart, and
have 10-15 drinks. If it was a pay week, we’d all throw in for some
terrible coke, too. Then the next day around 1pm, after the ﬁrst
round of Advil and water, someone would send a group text and we
would make our way to one of our Bushwick haunts for Bloody
Marys and eggs. We would dissect the previous night, who stole
what and sexed who and shouted why and slept where. On nights
out, I would lean into my writerly nose for drama, shaping my
experience around the story I would tell the next day. This was
always my favorite part of the week. It didn’t matter who had gotten
in a ﬁght the night before, or what shamefully embarrassing thing
you did; everyone was there, and by the light of day everything was
funny. We were a tribe, with no greater aspirations for our time than
to spend it. And life was worth living.
And then change crept in through the backdoor and we stopped
going to brunch. One or two people moved to warmer cities for
grad school and stayed for the low rent. Couples move in together,
and everyone else is relegated to once-a-month dinner friends. You
are forever “catching up”—reminding you with every happy hour
or coffee date that you have fallen behind. Without realizing it was
happening, I was alone. I ﬁlled my calendar with more people I was
less close to, new friends who still accepted the currency I amassed
during my early twenties: the wild stories, the name dropping and
fun clothes and ability to hold my liquor. I pushed my career
forward until it was something my mother could tell her friends
about without a lot of extraneous explanation (no more freelance, parttime, aspiring). I was sad a lot.
But seven years later here we are again, with no boyfriends waiting

for us to come home to start the next episode of whatever on
Netﬂix, no dogs that need a walk. Just four people sitting around a
table, complaining about a shared headache, and Noah, pushily
explaining to a bartender how to make a Bloody Mary in broken
French. Heaven is worth the hangover.
“We’re celebrating!” Noah exclaims with a loose grip on the
bevvies.
Then Sophie and Noah in quick succession: “Unna, you told
them?” “Wait, no, what?” “About her book deal!” “AAAAH! No, I
meant Ashleigh’s promotion!” “Congratulations Ash!!!” “WHAT
BOOK DEAL?!” “Wait, why didn’t you tell me?” “YOU’RE AN
AUTHOR!!!!” “Are you making more money now?” “Can I throw
your book party?” “Why don’t you look more happy?”
“I actually don’t know if I’m taking it.” A pall falls over the tourists
of le petit bistro. Sophie and Noah look concerned. Unna, who had
been rightfully enjoying the attention, looks annoyed.
“What’s going on, sweetie?” Sophie coos in careful baby-talk.
“I just. I mean, the job has been good to me so far, but do I really
want to be writing about celebrities? Do I even want to keep waking
up every day and going to an office, forever?”
“But reasonably...What else would you, like, do?”
“Let’s not overshadow Unna’s big news!! Unnati, tell us about the
book deal.” Noah signals for another round.
Unnati ﬂips her fuschia hair to one side and tucks into her story.
I ﬂoat above the table and watch my body. I try to tie myself down
with sensory experience like my therapist taught me, chunky tomato
juice and cold vodka. She pitched the idea to a literary agent who is
friends with her boss. She tells everyone how embarrassing it is to
be called “the Joan Didion for the Twitter generation.” The bitter
taste of Worcestershire sauce. I remember how Unna spent our ﬁrst
few years out of college dating DJs and being unemployed. Then
her parents asked their good friend to give her a job, and she started

straight away at Associate level. The cold water condensing on my
glass. She is getting a $50,000 advance from Random House that
she plans on using for a condo down payment, while I have
$5,672.89 in my savings account and $2,860 in credit card debt as of
this morning, not to mention student loans. The dimpled ﬂesh of
olive, gnashing and gnawing of jaw.
After brunch we plan to spend a few hours at the Louvre, which
turns into the whole day. I am ﬂoored by the architecture. Walking
through the regal gardens and pretending to be in a movie about
Versailles, I ease back into the routine of friendship and fun. Once
inside I have less fun. Going through a museum with other people
is actually really hard. You never know how long you’re supposed
to linger on each item, or what to do when you’re done with a room.
Plus, the Louvre is ﬁlled with art you’ve actually heard of. The Mona
Lisa, the Venus de Milo. What face are you supposed to make when
you see the most famous painting in the world? I just try to stay in
the same room as my friends. Sometimes we stop and spend 10
minutes getting a picture for Instagram that looks the right amount
of spontaneous. Or thinking of a funny caption for the statues that
look like they’re eating ass. This is exactly the kind of bored I could
have been at home. Is this why people like travel?
And then I heard myself: I was bored at home. That’s a big check
in the quitting column.
Our third day is dedicated to trying things on at shops in between
large glasses of wine. Sophie amasses shopping bag after shopping
bag. I hate myself for resenting my friends’ money. It’s part of
feeling left behind—during the years I thought we were all in it
together, I thought we were all broke together, too. Money;
promotion; check. I felt deceived, even though of course I wasn’t. I
ﬁnd a gold ring I love and decide it’s worth €150.
“THAT is fantastic!”
“Look how it shines in the light! Is it real? It looks real!”

“MY PRECIOUS,” Noah’s gollum voice startles the shopkeeper.
It’s part of the appeal: like drinking or smoking or sleeping
around, spending money is reckless, which is what makes it
fabulous. I think of my mother, the rigid practicality that ﬁlled her
home and her days; cleaning, grocery lists, a trip to Costco to save
50 cents a roll on bulk toilet paper. I want my life to be ﬁlled with
beautiful and stupid things. Wait, maybe this check belongs in the
quit column after all. Quitting would be a beautiful and stupid thing.
I’m sure that even though she never bothered with fussy feminine
stuff, Mary Oliver would agree in sentiment. I hold Sophie’s hand.
She whispers in my ear, “So, would you stay in your current job,
or look for something else, or...”
High on my purchase, I’m honest: “I think I would just quit.”
“What would you do, like for money?”
“She’ll ﬁgure it out! You can do catering at the hotel with me on
the weekends.” I’ve never loved anyone as much as I love Noah in
this moment.
“I was thinking about really trying to be a writer. To do the thing,
write poems or a book. And eventually teach when I’m known
enough, when I’m older.”
Unnati chimes in without looking away from the rack of vintage
pants. “Have you written a novel?”
Sophie looks at me hopefully, which breaks my heart, “No. I do
not have a novel.” “Do you have an idea, a solid outline?” I shake
my head no.
“Mmm, in my experience, if you’re not just bursting to write, if
you’re not up at night with words just pouring out of you. What I
mean is, if you’re not writing now, you won’t write then.” The worst
part is I can’t argue with her. She’s not pretending to be an expert.
Unna has the book deal. She is the expert now.
On the third day we board a train to the Basilique Sacré-Coeur,
because Sophie grew up Catholic and promised her mom she would

light a candle. By the time I make it up what feels like a million steps
to reach the cathedral perched on top of a hill, I understand why
French women are so thin. I see signs reserving benches for prayer,
and so I sit, happy to be off my feet. This echous, embellished place
seems odd to me, an atheist brought up in the bare wooden pews of
Protestant chapels. At ﬁrst I think about nothing, just watch
everyone else in the space. I remember from somewhere in the
recesses of my mind that Mary Oliver had a lot to say about prayer,
paying attention she called it. I think about the men who built this
cathedral. Imagine what it would be like to love so much that you
need to spend years erecting monuments and giant murals to knock
the breath out of passersby, so they, too, might fall to their knees
and believe in a Divine, even though their life is full to the brim with
dung and death.
If on days when I cannot love myself, I ﬁrst focus on my body,
decorate it in gold and bathe it in sweet oil and drape it in silk to
make a cathedral out of skin and bones, will I later look upon my
handiwork and come to love myself from the practice? Maybe the
wellness rituals of Gwyneth Paltrow and Queer Eye contain more
poetry than I thought. Maybe my ﬁnger scrolling up and up and up
to see another new serum, hair mask, body butter is beating out the
rhythm of a verse, counting the iambs of a sonnet. Yes, it is up to
me to see the meaning in the opportunities given to me. Maybe I
should take the job.
After an hour I search for my friends, who I ﬁnd sitting together
by a shrine to martyrs, heads down. From far away I think they are
praying, but of course they are engrossed in their phones. Sophie is
talking to Michael, Unnati is sending an email to her agent, and
Noah is on Grindr. I’m sad that I don’t have anything better to do
than be with them, when they’ve all moved on to some secret part
of their lives that doesn’t involve me. I don’t want to keep parts of
myself secret. I want to tell them right now about my epiphany at

the pews. Maybe that’s why I should be a writer.
The next day we wake at the crack of noon and head to a
warehouse in the fashion district to help set up Horny Castle. Devon
is pointing and yelling while two young men struggle to put up a
projector. I say young men like a grandmother because at some point
everyone younger than 26 started looking the same to me. Devon
comes over to greet us, hugging Noah around the neck. I don’t
know how old Devon is exactly, but she seems to be squarely from
a different generation. She has lime green dye just in her roots. She
carries herself with purposeful performance, like she grew up
understanding Paris Hilton as a campy femme icon representing
radical self-love and the absurdity of capitalism. Not as that spoiled
girl with the reality TV show who was so skinny that her jeans
physically could not stay on her body, which is what you were
supposed to look like too. Technically, we are both “in our
twenties.” I wonder how old the projector lifters think I am.
The event turns out somehow both bigger and smaller than I
expected. Noah changes into Pikachu ears and a little yellow speedo,
with yellow glitter covering his torso. He grabs my hand and we run
through the warehouse until we get to a small side room. If I had it
my way, I would always be holding someone’s hand, running
towards something. We pass watercolors of Pokémon with penises,
an old TV playing a recording of Devon reading the transcript of
Anthony Weiner’s messages as Carlos Danger, a Putin blow-up doll,
and a lot of people dancing. Devon is on the stage making what
appears to be a large phallic statue out of paper mache, and a few
people are gathered around watching intently. Sophie and Unna
wave us over.
“She’s broadcasting on her Only Fans so people can join in
internationally.” Unna explains, “It’s about the construct of the
barriers we set, nationally and sexually.”
“I think it might be genius.”

Devon stops and I clap because I think it is over. People shush
me. She takes off her baggy pants, and is naked beneath the waist.
She begins to lower herself onto the paper mache penis. It looks,
frankly, uncomfortable. She spins the camera around on the crowd,
“Who is going to help me?”
This may be a commentary on porn, but it is also literally porn.
That my face is now in. And that who-knows-how-many people are
paying Devon to watch on Only Fans. My stomach starts to sour. It
hits me that the reason for this whole trip is to help get Devon more
subscribers. I paid hundreds of dollars and took off work and ﬂew
8 hours and spent the day helping strangers get drunk to create the
realistic party scene she needs for her newest vid.
The room begins to spin. I’m too drunk to remember the sensory
tactics I used at brunch to ground myself. It’s too late for that
anyway: my body is not my own and I may already be dead. I run
outside and put my ghost head between my ghost knees.
Noah runs outside screaming, “CIGGY-POO!!!!”
He steals my cigarettes and lights one.
“What’s wrong?” I’m crying. I don’t know when I started crying.
I itch my nose and my fucking ring is gone. The shots have
obliterated the space between my thoughts and my words. “MY
FUCKING RING IS GONE!!” I cry into his shoulder.
No matter what you might imagine two nearly-thirty-year-old sexy
Pokémon screaming and crying in the middle of the street to look
like, I bet you imagined them American. A couple walking by rolls
their eyes like we’re just more slow-walking tourists in Times Square.
I cannot stop crying. Unnati and Sophie come outside and sit on
the sidewalk with us.
“What the fuck happened?”
“Her ring is gone.” Sophie pats my head empathetically.
Noah pulls out his emergency supply of poppers.
“OK, I think we need these. Just, like one round. Maybe two. It’s

my last bottle.”
I take that ﬁrst hit that smells like paint fumes. Are poppers just
paint fumes? It is physically impossible not to smile. Everyone calms
down. We pass around a second round which is even better than the
ﬁrst. “I have so much glitter in my crotch!” Noah screams and
everyone laughs. “Do you have glitter in your crotch?!” We take
another round and cannot stop laughing. Noah is crying but still
laughing. I think that I may be ridiculous but these people are the
same kind of ridiculous as me. Without our brain cells we are
twenty-one again and in love with each other. “Look where we are!”
Sophie says twirling in the street and I am glad she has someone
nice with no glitter in their crotch waiting for her at home. Earlier I
cried because I spent too much money on this meaningless trip and
thought I would surely end up destitute in the American way, where
you go to the office and return home to watch TV every day until
one day you don’t wake up and the office has to call a temp. But
now I think maybe I will end up destitute in the French way—or at
least what Americans think of the French—where you can trade
money for the pursuit of poetry and mix oil paint with the drip from
your leaking ceiling and kiss your friends because kissing is free.

I wake up in the morning and look around the room. I don’t
remember getting home. My friends are gone. Why can’t anybody
just stay put for once? I forgot it was their last night before
continuing on to Spain. Last night we seemed so happy, but maybe
it was just the drugs designed to make you happy. Every part of my
body hurts. I am absolutely going to throw up. I wish I was back
home so I could have a bagel delivered in anonymity. I have Paris
to myself for two ﬁnal days. I shut the curtains and go back to sleep.
A few hours later, I shower and pull out my laptop to watch West

Wing. I sleep some more. Eventually I pull on sweatpants and ﬁnd
my way to a Starbucks down the street for a coffee and microwaved
panini which tastes the same in every country.
The next morning my body is well enough to let my mind unloose
all the shameful thoughts from the day before. I lay paralyzed in my
hotel room until noon, sitting in a towel unable to dress, as thoughts
layer one on another until they sound like static on a television set.
It is my last day here and I absolutely must do it right. I sit and stare
at myself in the mirror and everything blurs and I can’t breathe and
I wonder if I should call one of those hotlines for Japanese tourists
who experience such bad culture shock that they become delusional
and have to be hospitalized. People have become convinced of crazy
things, like they are Louis XIV, or that there is, or that there is no
God in Paris. The maid opens the door and rushes out apologetic,
and I focus my panic into getting dressed and leaving as fast as
possible.
I leave my luggage at the front and go to the Picasso Museum,
which is understated and enchanting and ﬁlled with natural light.
I’m searching everywhere for meaning, wondering what will make a
good button for this trip. Hoping to ﬁnd something that will make
me understand the poet’s death and my life. A sign to tell me I
should not take this job. Hell, I’ll settle for something to justify the
$642 plane ride. I read a curator’s note describing cubism as
abandoning the illusionary tools of realism, like perspective. Have I ﬂown
thousands of miles in search of perspective, just to be told to
abandon it? There is a group of school children, around 12 or 13
years old, looking at the portraits of women with ﬁve breasts and
laughing. I think about how different their schooling is from mine,
and wonder how you can abandon perspective altogether.
My time in Paris is ending and I didn’t do it right. Did I grasp the
ineffable, foreign thing? What is the point of travel after all? What
is the fucking point? I had imagined gaining the kind of perspective

that paints your life in watercolor so that when you return to home
and work you still feel yourself a part of the painting; so you know,
you know you really grasped the beating heart of a place. When you
are in your cubicle writing listicles or eating dinner by the TV, the
watercolor would bleed around the edges and you would always be
a little bit in Paris. I start packing my suitcase and ﬁnd the ring in
my purse. It’s not glamor, it’s not fun, it’s not a symbol of anything;
it’s just a fucking ring.
I collapse on the bed, looking at the ring glisten in the light. I think
about what Unnati said when we were shopping. She asked if I had
a novel. I haven’t written anything real in a couple years. For that
matter, I haven’t written anything since I’ve been in Paris. I turn on
international data and get a notiﬁcation on my phone saying my
plane is on time. I get a thousand other notiﬁcations, about the cool
things happening in New York I never go to but want to talk about.
I get an email from work conﬁrming whether I’ll be back on
Monday to help make this video where my colleague tries out the
best drugstore shimmer highlighters. I think about Noah covered in
glitter. How badly I want to shine.
I monitor my banking app to see what a life’s work amounts to at
30—I have been saving slowly and steadily. For what? Some of my
friends are buying property. Others are putting together Pokémon
sexhibits. At this rate I might have enough for a downpayment on a
studio by the time I’m 50. I start to cry again. I can’t go on like this
for 20 more years. I ﬁnd the Moleskin notebook in my backpack.
The last things in it are a few Mary Oliver stanzas I scribbled while
crossfaded on Xanax in the airport. You ﬁnally knew what you had to
do. I had also written some stream of consciousness thoughts about
my life while waiting to take off. I didn’t realize how depressed I
sounded until I saw it in writing. Am I really this unhappy?
Determined to save the only life that you could save. My phone vibrates,
asking me to check-in for my ﬂight. It leaves in three hours and I

need to go to the airport soon.
I head down to the check-out desk. “Room 5.”
“Oui, cinq, merci. Checking out?”
“Is it possible to stay longer? I can take a bed in a shared room.”
“Uh, oui madame, let me check.” Their old desktop takes forever
to load.
“Et oui madame, and how long will you be staying?”
“How long do you have?”
I decide to go back to the bistro where we brunched and have
oysters outside for lunch. I love oysters. I’m impressed with my
ability to navigate this ancient city alone. You follow directions,
turning on streets with names on signs, like anywhere. I am
comfortable enough that I can zone out for a bit, turning my
attention away from my Maps app and towards the clear blue sky,
the cobblestones and crisp January air. Once seated, I write a ﬁnal
email to work. I tell them someone else will have to hold the camera
while they test that cheap shimmer makeup, because I am busy
learning how to glow from the inside. Well, I say “Something
personal has come up, and I will have to be out of the oﬃce for the
next two weeks. If that is unacceptable, I understand.” One last
notiﬁcation tells me my ﬂight is taking off in two hours. I turn off
my phone.
Two hours is a perfect amount of time to spend savoring the sea
grit from oysters in Paris in the middle of the day. I open my
notebook and try to pay attention. Like at the cathedral, for two
hours, there is nothing to do but think. But this time, I take out my
pen and notebook and jot down my thoughts: dry mouth, puffy eyes,
nervous my French accent will be bad if I ask for the toilet. For one hour and
twenty-two minutes I try to ascertain what the fuck is true. Cathedral
desires, goosebumps on unshaven legs, weirdly soft knuckles. I want them, I hate
them, I want to be alone, I’m miserable alone. For one hour and thirteen

seconds I consider if Mary Oliver had notebooks full of nonsense
words. Chipped nail polish, small stain on sweater, desire to be good. For
forty-ﬁve minutes and twenty-seven seconds I wonder if this is how
an atheist prays.
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