
SWEET BRIAR

I  remember my last days at Sweet Briar as being among the most poignant moments in my life.

Sweet Briar is an American college where I worked for one year as a French teaching assistant. That was back in 2001. What made my experience at Briar’s so challenging was that it was unlike any other regular university I had attended. It was an all-female college, and hence crowded with women (of course !).  The rare sighting of a man working on the college grounds was that he either belonged to the faculty of the campus or to the security staff. 

The principal memory I kept from that period was my constant whining and complaints about the college whenever I had one of my relatives on the phone :

"Mum, it’s so awful  to be locked up with  all these frustrated girls ! We keep having a go at each other !"

"Just be patient", my mother would tell me. She would also add that a year spent in America would be an ‘extremely valuable asset’ back in France and that I was extremely lucky to have the opportunity to work there.

The truth was that none of my family members could understand the frustration of living in an exclusively single-sex environment. I felt trapped in a pink bubble surrounded by exaggerated smiles and feigned attitudes, of brick buildings enclosed by the giant hills of the Virginian countryside… What really was the real name of that place, I wondered: Sweet Briar  or Sweet Hell ?

Surprising though, my time there passed by very quickly, and soon we were at the end of the academic year. Over the months, I had been lucky enough to meet several amazing people– mostly women, of course. Among them were Julia, the German assistant, the very Spanish Regina, the Italian Eleonora,the Scottish Pauline and the Japanese Rie. Together, we were an inseparable group of friends, as our solidarity sheltered us from the pressures campus life. 

Not that we saw Sweet Briar as a hostile or threatening place. In retrospect, I guess that, being inexperienced, the unease and frustration we felt were part of the culture shock of living in a country which was so similar in appearance to other European nations, yet, the customs of the place turned out to be so strikingly different. 

Eleonora, the Italian assistant, left the program earlier than expected. She had found a job as a tour guide in Pesaro, her native Italian hometown and was to start her new post in early May. 

Upon recalling the day of her departure, I can still picture her standing in the lobby of the dormitory, with all her luggage on the floor. She had put up her sunglasses over her hair, with the sleeves of her sweater wrapped round her neck, like an Italian actress about to jet set to some distant country for a new shooting.

Pauline, Regina, Rie and Julia, and I had gathered around her to give our farewells. 

I could not refrain from making a last joke :

"Ele, why do you care to be dressed up like a model, even on your last day! There’s no one to look at you !"

"Gaelle, stop teasing me, although I think I will miss your wisecracks back in Italy ! " giggled Ele. 

From the window, we noticed a red cab which had arrived at the front of our building. Ele cut the conversation short.

"Well girls, I think that this is my ride!"

She grasped the handles of her bags and lugged them over to the taxi with our help. 

Only Rie, the Japanese girl, was standing apart from us. She was rubbing her face and whimpering discreetly. No sooner had Pauline, Regina and Julia noticed Rie’s reaction that their eyes too instantly filled with tears. I myself finally felt my own vision blurring, and, after a few seconds, I was no longer able to maintain Ele’s gaze.

"Don’t cry, girls, I swear that we will see each other again. When I get married, I’ll invite you all to Pesaro, my native city. You’ll see, it’s beautiful…" Ele said.  

She was the only one smiling.

Ele hugged each of us while the taxi driver placed her bags in the luggage compartment. When he came back to start the engine, Ele sat herself at the back of the car and closed the door. As the vehicle pulled away, we could still see her waving goodbye to us from behind the dark glass. 

And then, she was gone.

"How about taking a walk ?" Pauline suggested in an attempt to break the deep silence among us.

We agreed to her proposal and proceeded in the direction of the lake.

On our way there, I found myself noticing that the crab apple trees in front of Benedict building were covered with blossoms. My attention was suddenly drawn to the landscape around me. I admired the juxtaposition of colours formed by the pure bright blue of the sky and the stratifications of pale, vivid and dark shades of greens of the scenery. 

For the first time in nine months, I was finally receptive to the experience before me- the unique beauty of the Southern Virginian hills, the quiet company of friends. I also realized then that I would not be able to appreciate a similar view or experience once I was back in France.

It was then that I sensed that a part of me was part of red soil of Briar, no matter how much I had resisted it. And in this bittersweet melancholy, I recalled a French epitaph by Edmond Haraucourt:

Partir c'est mourir un peut,

C'est mourir à ce que l'on aime :

On laisse un peut de soi-même

En toute heure et dans tout lieu.
As I finish writing this, I find that I’ve missed the pink bubble, after all.

