
Bård: A er Hours

Imagine my surprise when the first thing I saw a er stepping into the

library was Catherine. Well, it was her throwing a pen away, and

jumping up from her seat in a rather zealous manner. I knew the

feeling, being familiar with it for quite a while now, so I was in no way

judging her. Only, the thing which I had on my mind constantly, and

especially when I met up with her, was that I didn't, and in no attempt

could, understand how she managed to be all over the place. I met

her everywhere, wherever I went, wherever I looked, and I didn't

know if it was just a blunt coincidence or whether my eyes started

separating her from the crowd unconsciously. I was willing to

persistently attempt to convince myself it was the first.

Even though that anger did wonders to her appearance, it was in no

way good and completely out of character for her impeccably calm

demeanor, from what I had gathered in the few moments we have

shared, so I had to approach and check whether everything was

going well. Or, at least that is what I told myself. As I was closing the

distance, she ran her hands through her hair, moving a few strands

away from her eyes, and I was only inches away when I heard one,

small laconic sigh escape her lips. It was one tiny sound which was a

hurricane of feelings, all whirled up in it, disappointment being the

most dominant one.

She didn't seem to notice me at all, not that her peripheral vision

would have been able to detect my tardy movements, because right

a er scratching her neck she sat back in her seat, lowering her head

into her palms which now rested on the table. It was only the hands

which separated her from the table, and I was about to speak up,

when suddenly another more silent exhale echoed in the room, and

her body seemed to slightly relax from the, only now detectable,

pressure.

The certainty to approach her, which I had held only moments ago at

the moment when my gaze first landed on her, was at that point

gone, and I found myself standing right behind her, my gaze fixed on

her, hesitant whether to say something or simply walk away. I did

want to talk to her, engage in any form of conversation whatsoever,

only I felt as though I was standing at a crossroad, undetermined and

without knowledge as to which road to choose, believing that she

might find my approaching, out of the blue, not so much

unnecessary, as odd.

"Helvete," I mumbled under my breath, mu led enough to remain

undetected, realizing that either move was not exactly a life changing

decision, and consequentially decided to simply give it a go. I didn't

know how to call her out, nor did I have any idea as to what to say, so

I placed my hand on the desk, partially for support as I leaned over,

and while looking at the books that laid spread there, doubtfully

uttered: "Miss Fox, is everything okay?"

'How weird that sounded. Miss Fox,' I silently mused, my eyebrows

knitting subconsciously, regretting my choice of words almost

immediately. However, it was done and there was no way back.

Foolishly, I minded for letting it slip in such a hasty way, having

enough time to think of something at least slightly more, well in a

lack of a better word, eloquent.

However, once she looked at me, understandably a bit surprised to

hear someone address her, I forgot what I was thinking, and the

nonsense behind such a lame worry. She fixed her gaze on mine right

away quite decisively, though her warm eyes such as I remembered

them seemed a bit more distant, and a er a short pause and an

intake of breath, she said: "Yeah, just fine."

Hesitation was in no way lacking her expression, but I had no

intention on further insisting upon knowing what the matter was,

when she didn't have the wish to discuss it. Well, with me at least,

and since I had no right to bother her, and it seemed like she has had

enough of being bothered I readied myself to walk away. In most

circumstances I would have insisted, but I didn't know anything

about her which could be a bonus to the situation and gave me much

needed advantage to calm her down. Besides, she was entitled to her

privacy and I was painfully aware that we were not close enough so

that I could have some excuse to continue the conversation.

Just as I was about to leave her all by herself, and return to what my

initial plan was, her gentle, momentarily weak voice stopped me:

"Not really, to speak the truth." She abruptly paused there, as though

considering what to say next, leaving me clueless as to know how to

approach the problem, oblivious of the situation I couldn't help so I

patiently waited for her to continue, which she did a er what

appeared to be an eternity. "I can't understand a single thing. I don't

get any lecture," she whispered, flickering her gaze out of the

window, her eyes radiating distress.

"You have a problem with architecture classes?" I inquired, planning

on o ering help if her reply ended up being a irmative, only to be

astounded by the bitterly sweet chuckle at my words. As sweet as I

found her smile to be, it had me quite confused to say the least. I

pinned her down for a way to serious person, nearly never smiling,

always shy, but her reaction made me think that there might be more

to Catherine than what I initially suspected.

"I wish. If I had a problem there I'd sit down and figure it out. No, it is

Norwegian classes that I don't get. Not a single word the professor

says. I can't understand her. And I don't get your language," she

amplified her voice at the end, giving a reinforcing strength to the last

sentence.

I should have figured that out by myself earlier, and I would have, had

I have not been so focused on her, since it was those very books

which were thrown all around her. The notebook which remained

open in front of her was full with words and incorrect sentences,

some of which she even crossed out herself, proving that she was at

least trying hard to make something out of the rules, even though the

writings were mostly wrong. I titled my head, as my gaze landed on

the bottom of the page, glancing upon the very edge of the notebook,

whereupon the last thing I noticed was written in bold and genuinely

made me laugh.

I started chuckling so ly – havens forbid to ask where that got picked

up from, given that I was entirely sure it wasn't from the classes – as I

grabbed ahold of the chair and sat beside her. It was certainly

something I did without invitation, nevertheless I believed it wasn't

unwelcomed, and so I placed my things to rest on the table, fixing my

gaze on her, still giggling childishly which wasn't the wisest I have

done, but it couldn't be helped. She snapped her head in my

direction, and shot me what seemed to be a both questioning and a

scarily angry look, which luckily didn't discompose me. I simply

returned with a so  glance, as I hovered with my hand over the page,

resting my hand at the border of the notebook, with the intention to

point out the bolded word at the bottom of the page to her teasingly.

I intentionally inclined my head in that direction, eyebrow cocked,

tapping my index finger on the notebook as I said: "You seem to have

gotten one word correctly." Pretentiously, I remained silent, waiting

for her reaction.

The smirk on my face widened even more, if at all such a thing was

possible, as she confusedly gazed upon the bolded 'Faen' engraved in

the paper. As angry or confused about my reaction as she might have

been earlier, it all changed in only a moment. Inference, a light blush

crept up her neck, coloring her cheek in a pinkish shade, which so

perfectly complemented her eyes, suiting every little detail on her

face. The benefit of it was that somehow I gained some partial valour,

as to have the su icient form of encouragement as to, in a teasing

manner, continue: "Don't get me wrong. It is a great start, though I

don't think it will be on the exam."

She turned my way, a complimentary smile directed at me, as she

looked at me shyly, running her fingers on the skin of her neck. It was

that action of nervousness and incommodity again, one she showed

at the most unexpected moments, to have the belief of having it gone

contradicted. My observational wandering of the line of thinking was

broken as she said, plea ringing in her voice: "Don't. Please just don't.

It is not funny. I am desperate."

And, as she spoke those words, her face went back to that steady,

serious expression she carried all the time, the constancy of which

never wavered. It seemed like a good moment, and reasonable

enough a question, to ask her if anyone could help her out with the

studying, and so I did, at which, as a reply, she only shrugged her

shoulders and said: "No, not really. The only person I know here is

Adela, but both of us are busy and I wouldn't want to inconvenience

her. She o ered, but still. Besides, when I am at home she is at

university, and vice versa most of the time. And we both have to study

during the weekends. I can't take out of her time without feeling

remorse, regretting for bothering her with my troubles."

"Can't you sit in on other lectures with some other group?" I

continued the conversation with yet another question.

"I could, but that would mean losing another extra four hours of the

week. A time I can't spare that easily," she blurted out, her look

flickering to rest somewhere in the distance, out of the window once

again. She bit her lip, as a strand of her hair parted from the group to

partially hide her face.

"Well, skip those with your group and go to the others instead," I

suggested, even though I was sure that she had thought of that, as

well. It simply seemed like a nice way for her to continue talking to

me, without me being pushy.

Catherine shot me a glance, directing it without hesitation. It was

new for her, it was the first time for me to see such decisiveness on

her face. The resoluteness would have taken me by surprise, if the

next thing she added wasn't something out of character for her as

well. What caught my attention was the anger in her voice, as she

added: "I would, if Inga Gulbrandsen wasn't the professor."

And then I understood what the problem was. Catherine didn't stop

only at that, in fact, with the same anger in her voice she continued

the explanation. "She just walks in, says 'Hi', shows you the book,

mumbles some stu  in front of the board while you are trying your

best to hear her even though it is complete silence in the room and

then tells you that the next class she is speaking in Norwegian,

because you ought to understand it by now," she mockingly said,

clearly trying to imitate the person that stood behind those words

whilst shooting her eyebrows up high, and then continued: "As if that

is any way possible? What does she think I am – a genius? Well I am

not. And I hate it that she couldn't explain one thing and all of a

sudden expects me to know the whole deal..." And then she stopped

brusquely, her voice breaking in the middle of the line, her eyes

shi ing from my look, getting lost somewhere again and returning

back to fix in my look as she turned her face towards me petrified.

I immediately turned around like a guilty kid who was caught red-

handed while stealing apples from the neighbour's garden, trying to

see whether her professor was somewhere around and has heard

what she said. I thought that such fear in Catherine's look could only

originate from there, being a consequence of such a situation. But I

was entirely wrong, since as I looked around I realized that there was

no one close to us, let alone that there stood the supposed person.

But as I looked back, her gaze was still on my face, her look still

radiating that same amount of fear. Her mouth fell open, as our gazes

once again met, while she was gasping for air, her breathing shallow

and fast. Her skin was paler than what I thought it to be humanly

possible, her breathing unstable and her fingers trembling. Truthfully

it was beginning to scare me, so I immediately asked: "Are you okay?"

"What am I doing?" she whispered, still trying to catch her breath.

"What in the name of God am I doing? She is your colleague... You will

tell her... What?"

I smiled when I became aware of the base of the problem. It seemed

a normal fear, but an unfounded doubt. I would never be capable of

doing what she said, but still she didn't know me enough to be able

to judge that. At least, there was the possibility of calming her down. I

looked straight into her eyes, searching for a connection between our

gazes. Once I established one, I felt comfortable to reassure her of her

believes, by saying: "I would never tell her. You shouldn't worry about

it at all."

She began to calm down, her breaths evening out slowly. That fear

she felt earlier began to disappear and it started being replaced with

what seemed to be warmth. Yet another surprise for me. Of all the

things I expected doubt to be the next emotion, but there was no

trace of any on her features. A so  smile played on her lips, as she

asked with a tremble in her so  voice: "You wouldn't?"

"Never. If it makes you feel better I can join in the insults," I made it

out for a joke, sarcastic tone of voice to make her smile, even though

my statement was more than serious. Her brows furrowed, sending

me a quizzical look, as I went on: "She was an assistant back in the

day I was a student. I have felt the same things on my back so I know

exactly how you feel. And I know why you say what you say. I have

said worse things, believe me."

She started smiling, her smile capturing the better of me. It was the

first time I had seen her smile without restriction. So honest, so real,

so sweet. She addressed me a look, while her so  laughter was still

filling the space around us. I had no idea what the reason for that

outburst was, but I smiled along. My smile was somewhat shy, until

she jokingly said: "You are crazy."

"For trying to cheer you up?" I asked, pretending to be insulted, my

hand immediately hitting my chest. She did smile at it and so did I,

awaiting for her to say something.

"For listening to me. And my nonsense," she exhaled, her expression

returning to her previous state of sadness.

She threw out the discomfort, so she could give it another try at the

language. I meant to help her out, even though she didn't directly ask

for help. She was planning on studying now. I had some spare time,

my work at the library could be postponed and I couldn't do much

work before seeing the plans I needed anyways, so I thought maybe

that trying it out wouldn't hurt. So, I began: "Go on then."

"Go on with what?" She looked at me, her expression blank.

"With that. What is the problem?" I asked, but she still seemed to be

confused given that her face was still contorted into a grimace. She

was definitely not catching up on the fact that I was o ering to help

her out. So I clarified things in a short line. "You need help, I have free

time. Perfect match."

With slight disbelief, she whispered: "Seriously? You are o ering to

help out?"

"I seem to be. Yeah." I nodded, smiling at the innocently confused

face that was in front of me. Her eyes seemed to light up at the

confirmation, a tiny smile visible at corner of her lip. More confidently

I added: "We can give it a try and if I help you - good, if I don't - you

didn't lose anything by trying. Get my point?"

"Yeah, okay. Sure, we can do that," she enthusiastically exclaimed.

She took her notebook and placed it in front of her, deeply exhaling

before saying: "Though technically, we will have to start at the

beginning, since I don't know anything."

I grabbed the book, and replied at her words: "Okay, just don't expect

much. I am an architecture professor and even though I know my

mother tongue I might not be qualified enough to explain it. All I am

saying is don't get your hopes too high."

A er throwing her a quick glance, a smile dancing on my lips, I

lowered my gaze and dedicated my focus as I scanned the first pages

of the book. By the scribbling solutions of the additional exercises, I

was aware that those pages were the ones they have passed. So, it

was me trying to see what it was that they were studying and then I

also checked the notebook to see what they had taken during the

classes.

It was astonishing to see that they have went through that much of

the language in only one class, that I was hoping that my jaw wasn't

going to unconsciously drop at the shock. It was a material that our

students were working on for a month, those that have spoken the

language their entire lives. I was puzzled, but knowing who the

professor behind the lectures was it didn't have me that confused.

I began by explaining her the basics of the language, the way the

verbs worked. I was glad that there was a similarity to English, which I

could use to clarify things for her. She followed me constantly at the

beginning, drinking in every word I said. I liked it, because it meant

that she wanted to learn and was trying to understand it.

At some point she would start writing down something in her

notebook, urging me to continue with the explanations. At first I was

doing just that, not looking down on what she was writing. At some

points her hand would continue moving on the paper, although her

gaze would be fixed on mine. I became curious as to what it was that

made her write down five pages and even turn to the sixth. How

could she write registering what I said along the way?

As much as I wanted to believe she was listening to me, I couldn't

help the intruding nagging sensation that she might be doing just the

opposite. I didn't want my time wasted, even though it was me that

o ered to help. I also didn't understand where the attention she was

placing in my words at the beginning disappeared, so I stopped in the

middle of my sentence and snatched out her notebook from under

her hands a bit rudely, to speak the truth.

She glanced at me as I did that, astonished at my movement, asking

me: "What's wrong? Why did you stop?"

Imagine my surprise when I glanced upon five pages of my exact

words. Everything I said was neatly written, the most important parts

– the ones I emphasized – even underlined. I glanced back at her

again. Her face was serious, her posture indicating that she was still

awaiting my reply.

"I thought you weren't paying attention. How did you manage to

write all this?" I couldn't help the astonishment that rang in my voice,

the voice itself maybe even decorated with tiny a trace of

embarrassment.

"Ten years of practice," she shyly worded out, slightly uncomfortable

by the confession.

I didn't see a reason why she should be. The ability to do something

like that, at that speed was completely impressive. How she managed

to do it was beyond my knowledge, therefore I wanted her to explain

it, making me to all too impatiently ask: "And how did you manage?"

"I am a PhD student. Writing like crazy is sort of a requirement. You

should know, since you were one." A joke was the last thing I

expected her response to consist of, but I found that I actually liked it.

"I used to do it in class all the time. At first I could catch just a few

words, as a slight note. Then I managed to capture a few lines at a

time, soon it all progressed into writing down entire paragraphs."

"But do you manage to always achieve your goal?" I kept insisting on

knowing, the extent of my interest making her smile, as she

continued with her explanation: "Most of the time, yes I do. The thing

is, no matter how fast the lecturer speaks I don't give up. I am

persistent. Always – especially if I am interested in the topic or I like

the class. Eventually it escalated to me being able to write nearly

everything down, pretty much like right now."

Even though I did threw a few glances in her direction during my

classes, I never noticed her to take any kind of notes. In fact her

glance was always addressed to me or was resting on the board,

which had me wondering whether that meant her words regarding

the interest in a class were indicating that my class was not

interesting enough for her.

The answer I was requiring was meant to satisfy my curiosity and

probably heal my secretly wounded ego, but I didn't want to seem

too rude in abruptly asking her, so I simply went about it the best way

I knew – with a joke: "So, I should be insulted then?"

"I don't get it. Why would you be?" she asked, her eyebrows furrowed

in a questioning manner.

"You never write anything down in my class, as far as I have noticed,"

I noted, examining her face expecting some shi  or change in her

expression. I couldn't catch a single thing, therefore let without any

other option except maybe proceeding with a question: "Architecture

not an interesting subject for you, huh?"

Through a chuckle she said, a little defensively: "What? No... I do it in

your class as well, only I am staring at the board and simultaneously

writing. That is probably why you haven't noticed it."

"Maybe," I concluded, kind of blaming myself for saying it even

though I knew she wouldn't hold it against me. She didn't seem to be

one of those people. Or rather, I hoped that it wouldn't be held

against me. I gave her back the notebook, apologetically smiling and

went on with the explaining for just a little while, since we were right

to the end. When I finished I asked her whether I managed to help

and whether I cleared things out for her.

I could detect the enthusiasm in her voice, as she jumped up to

answer me right away.

"You are kidding me right? Of course you did. This," she indicated,

waving around with her notebook. "This will help me with

everything. I remembered half of it already. It is strange, I don't know

how it happened. But thank you."

"You are welcome." I nodded, glad that I managed to be useful. It

would have crossed my mind that she was being nice and saying that

it helped so that she wouldn't insult me, but the honesty behind her

words and the smile on her lips clearly stated that it was in no way

possible.

'It ended up not being such a bad idea a er all,' I thought, before

catching on to her so  voice nearly whispering: "No really. Thank you

so much."

"Anytime."

She smiled at that and so did I. It seemed that ' anytime' was slowly

becoming our word. But, this proved to help her and I had fun, so I

didn't mind if we went on with it.

"So, is this always your free time? A er my class?" I knew it must be

considering that either she was losing a class or she had free time.

But since she had prepared the books to study, it couldn't have been

the first one.

"Yes, it is," she confirmed.

"When is your next class today?"

"I don't have one."

"I don't have one either, so we could use this day to work on your

Norwegian. I mean, that is if you want to continue working on it with

me?" I gave emphasis on the last sentence, so the statement ended

up being more of a question. It was her decision only. I had no

intention of influencing her whatsoever, since it was her that either

benefited or lost from it.

I imagine it would have been much of a blow to my ego and it would

have disappointed me if her reply ended up being a 'no', but I didn't

push her into a decision. So, when she said 'Yeah, I would love to.' the

happiness that within seconds built inside of my abdomen was as

pleasant as much as it was a surprise.

"So, how much by a class?" she asked. It was a question I didn't quite

follow, mostly because I was trying to explain it to myself why I felt so

bloody excited, like a teenager, that she accepted my o er, so I simply

asked: "How much what?"

"Well, you are not going to work with me for two hours for free, are

you?" she looked at me teasingly, but when she noted my expression

her eyes slightly widened in surprise. It seemed that she thought it to

be strange, which I imagine from her perspective was. However,

money was the last thing I needed. I especially didn't want it from a

transfer student who was probably in need to save up money, not

give it away for extra lessons. Anyhow, I wouldn't have o ered if I

didn't plan it to be for free. If it was supposed to be a money issue, I

positively would have waited for her to ask.

I wasn't going to tell her that, but I had to ask what the reason for her

astonishment was: "Why are you so surprised? Why wouldn't I?"

"Because... I don't know." She shrugged her shoulders, cocking her

eyebrows along the way.

"You don't really get the concept of help, do you?" I teased her in

reply.

She chuckled and right a er that I continued: "So, next Thursday

same time and same place. Sounds good?"

"Yeah, sounds great."

I had a plan on asking her something else, something I entirely forgot

about when I heard the ringtone on my phone. As soon as my eyes

landed on the caller's ID, I realized I was in trouble. Huge trouble. I

didn't have time to think. I registered Catherine saying "Are you

okay?" probably noticing the change in my expression.

I didn't however had the composure to decently reply to her more

than polite question, as I grabbed what I thought to be my things

from the table and le  her without so much as I word. ' How in the

name of God could I be so idiotic as to forget the children?' was all I

could think about, when I rushed to my o ice to pick up my jacket

and the car keys and headed to the parking lot.

Continue reading next part 
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