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Bearing Witness



This is not my story to tell.

It belongs to Eleanor, Eliza, Maria, Daniel, and most of all, Kenan. It is not mine— the host student who lived with them for eleven weeks, a temporary addition to the family, who sat around and ate dinners with parents Daniel and Maria, who braided 14-year-old Eleanor’s hair and played cards with 11-year-old Eliza. The person who joined them to visit relatives for the holiday weekend after hardly managing the language barrier.
It was never my story because it was never my loss.

#

We began driving Wednesday afternoon from Paris to rural Brittany. The arm of France that juts out to separate the English Channel from the Bay of Biscay, Brittany is more Celtic than French—its coastline riddled with craggy rocks continuously accosted by the churning waves.
We piled into the small Renault, a popular car among Parisians. Eleanor, Eliza, and I squeezed three across in the backseat. I listened to music, taking out my AirPod now and then to pay attention to the French rap song that Eleanor, in all her teenage authority, insisted was amazing. Eliza, smushed between us, begged to play on her mom’s phone and cried when it was needed for directions. As we ventured further and further from Paris and deeper into the green moodiness that is Brittany, the road signs changed from being all in French to having Breton


translations. The sign pointing to the familiar Rennes, Brittany’s capital, now had Roazhon written beneath it. The Celtic syllables felt strange—a solemn testament to the region’s fight for independence.
Eleanor lectured me in hurried French about the family we were going to be seeing. Daniel’s mother, his mother’s mother, siblings, cousins, and cousins of cousins. Their names, unconnected to faces or personalities, swirled in my head. All had been raised and stayed close to home in Brittany. One name did stick out. Or at least in hindsight, it does. Kenan.
He was the only family member close to my age that I would be meeting. Kenan was Eleanor and Eliza’s first cousin. Everyone else was years older or years younger than me.
Nineteen that spring, the idea of meeting a peer felt intimidating. French young adults always seemed more mature than their American counterparts, and my halting French could only enforce this. Shyness seeped through me, reminding me that I would be meeting family, but not my family.
We arrived late that night at their grandmother’s small cobbled house. It was difficult to tell if Daniel was more eager to see his mother or finally finish the long drive. Fondly deemed their Mamie, Eleanor and Eliza raced to hug her. Barely seventy, she looked like the kind of grandmother who eagerly jumps into any activity her grandchildren propose, no matter how physical. She gave me a quick tour of her home before sending us off to bed— we would need to be rested for the reunion tomorrow. I climbed the rickety spiral stairs up to the uneven second floor and found my assigned bedroom. I fell asleep trying to memorize all the family members Eleanor had mentioned, their names and relations on a loop in my head. Kenan, Youen, Mamie…
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The following day we woke up early to make the short drive to their great-grandmother’s house. She was over a hundred now, and everyone was gathering one last time before she moved into a nursing home. Three cars were already in the driveway when we pulled in, our tires crunching on the gravel. Shuffling into the stately stone house and into the crowded kitchen— the only room where the furniture had not been taken away by the moving van— we began to greet the dozens of family members. All the adults gave and received a kiss on each cheek.
Having faces connected to names did not make them any less scrambled in my brain. The family gathered around a massive kitchen table, gossiping about people I didn’t know in accents I couldn’t understand. Through all of the chatter, I sat and watched, trying to find my place.
Maria quietly fell in with the other in-laws, and Daniel hugged his grandmother as she sat at the head of the table, and then went and joked with his brothers. I saw Eliza run off with the younger kids, eager to explore the house in its newfound emptiness. And I recognized Kenan and Eleanor talking.
Kenan, I’d been told, was 21, but he seemed much older to me. He worked on his family’s farm. He had a short but full beard and was a few inches taller than any of the uncles. He wore a sweater and khakis— it seemed like he was trying to make a good impression at the reunion. I met his mom. We didn’t exchange more than pleasantries, but she was one of the few family members who slowed down her French for me. I clung to the enunciated words like a lifeline.
Eleanor waved me over and introduced the two of us. Suddenly feeling much younger with my infantile French, I didn’t say much. He asked me if I liked Paris. Oui. Better than Brittany? I’m not sure. Just got here. He scoffed and claimed that Brittany was clearly better than Paris. Parisians were stuck up. He didn’t attempt to further the conversation.


The three of us went outside and sat on the stone wall that lined the driveway. I watched while Eleanor took pictures of him—showing off portrait mode on her new iPhone. Kenan grew restless and tried to steal her phone, holding it high out of her reach. She jumped attempting to grab it. The game ended abruptly when the phone clattered onto the gravel. We all froze. After a detailed inspection, Eleanor determined that no damage had been done. We continued to sit on the wall. Out of view of the parents, every now and then Kenan would take a hit from his vape. I shifted to lie out along the smooth top of the wall, spine pressed into the knobby stones and knees bent to not take up too much room. I watched the clouds pass overhead as I tuned in and out of Eleanor and Kenan’s conversation, occasionally catching the garbled French. Something about Kendrick Lamar. Something about new phones.
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It was late afternoon now and everyone had grown tired of staying inside and talking. Outside with the younger cousins, I had played Duck, Duck, Goose, and another lawn game I didn’t know the English name of. Eventually, Daniel and Kenan’s dad joined in, affectionately roughhousing with the younger kids. Kenan joined in, picking Eliza up and throwing her over his shoulder.
Eventually, I took a nap on the lawn. Hours of processing and speaking in another language made my brain a puddle. I woke up, chilled and disoriented. Everyone, it seemed, had gone back into the house, and I walked the perimeter of the yard. Coming around a large hedge, Kenan squatted next to Youen, the youngest cousin, in the field next to the house. Kenan was pointing to the little green sprouts in the ground, explaining to Youen how, with water and sun, those little green leaves would grow strong and tall.
And then Kenan would harvest them.
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A month later, living in my own apartment in Paris, I receive a text from Eleanor. She is in England for the week doing an English immersion program. I am excited to hear what she thinks about being hosted, instead of hosting.
Sonya

Rappelle-moi —Call me.

An uneasiness settles in my stomach. Nothing good ever comes from this kind of abrupt demand. My SIM card won’t let me make the call. Over text, I ask what’s going on. She asks if I remember Kenan.
Il est mort ce matin—He died this morning. I don’t know what to say.
I don’t even know how to say it in English. How do you say I am grieving for you? That I never knew this person well enough to grieve for him myself, but that I met his mother. And his father. I had seen the portraits of him hanging in his grandmother’s house. I saw how his little cousins looked up to him. I saw his life. They don’t put this on French vocabulary lists.
Instead, I just type that I am sorry. It’s not enough. I try to ask what happened.

He left to work on the farm this morning And he was in his tractor
And he ran into a tree

I don’t understand. I think about who found him. I hope it wasn’t his parents. These aren’t the kinds of questions you are allowed to ask, though. I quietly grieve for his family. Twenty-one years old. His great-grandmother outlived him. I think about how the lives of everyone I met in Brittany are now irreparably altered, and how unchanged mine is.


I wonder who will harvest the sprouts when they grow strong and tall.
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