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1. The Accident

	 


Alison stepped out of the elevator and headed toward the hospital exit. She walked slowly, her mind trapped in a thick fog that kept her from grasping what was happening around her. People were coming and going. Patients in wheelchairs were being pushed by relatives or nurses, but none of that existed for Alison. She was alone, at the center of the vast emptiness that had opened up inside her since Dr. Smith had given her the diagnosis.

	The glass doors slid open gently, and she barely felt the sun on her face. She moved forward like a zombie toward her car, which she had parked a few streets away to avoid paying the hospital’s outrageous parking fees. It infuriated her to know that a hospital made patients and their families pay to go to a place no one ever went to for pleasure, only out of necessity. As if illness weren’t enough of a burden! On top of that, you had to pay just to walk into the place you wanted to avoid at all costs.

	She reached the corner of the street. Her car was just on the other side, and she began to cross.

	Hugo was driving fast. He was already seriously late and knew he’d need to come up with a good excuse this time to smooth things over with his boss. It was the second time this week that he’d been late for work—if you could even call it work. He started at 11 a.m. and finished at 9 p.m., three times a week.

	For a measly salary, he had taken the job because he realized he absolutely needed to get out of the house. For several years, he had been languishing alone in his apartment, trying to get his life back on track. He rarely went out and had virtually no friends. He was afraid of meeting people who would get too curious and ask too many questions about his life. He had gone through a tragedy in 2020 and didn’t want to talk about it with anyone. He used to be very outgoing. He loved sports and had lots of friends with whom he’d spend evenings around a meal, at the movies, or watching a game together.

	After the tragedy, each of his friends had tried, in their own way, to help him through it, but the only thing Hugo wanted was to be left alone. His wife hated him. No one understood him, and everyone wanted to distract him, while he was trying to face reality head-on so he could confront it and take control. He didn’t want to run away, because that would only delay the moment he’d have to face his memories. Since no one in his family or among his friends could understand his needs or reactions, he had decided to leave, to change locations and go somewhere he could start a new life. He had set his sights on Namur because he loved that city. It was crossed by the Meuse and the Sambre rivers and had a magnificent, imposing citadel from which you could admire the entire charming city and the surrounding hills.

	He didn’t want to fall into the trap of joining a gym or starting to make new friends again. The neighbors had invited him several times when they organized birthday parties or summer barbecues, but he had politely declined every invitation. People are far too curious by nature, he told himself. Since he disliked lying, he didn’t want to answer any questions about his past. As soon as he got too close to someone, questions like “What do you do for a living?”, “Are you married?”, “Do you have kids?” became inevitable, as if that’s what defines who we are. To avoid hurting anyone, he had decided to isolate himself, but that isolation slowly wrapped him in a cocoon of loneliness.

	From time to time, he visited his parents, but he never stayed more than an hour or two, which saddened his mother. She made a great effort not to ask him any questions, because he had asked her repeatedly not to, but generally, after an hour, she just couldn’t help herself. She had to know what he was up to, how he spent his days, and whether he had made any new friends. Of course, she didn’t ask directly, knowing he wouldn’t answer, but he saw the roundabout way she approached things, and that was enough for him to come up with the first excuse that came to mind and head back home to Namur, where no one bothered him.

	After a while, he realized that even though loneliness didn’t really cause him pain, his personality was changing. He was becoming antisocial and, at times, very withdrawn. So, he started looking for a job that would allow him to be around people, while still keeping them at a distance.

	When he saw the ad posted by a dentist, he thought it was the perfect solution. He could see people come and go, exchange a few words with them, all while avoiding personal questions. His job was to greet patients, answer the phone, and manage the schedule for Dr. Servin, the dentist in Namur. The dentist and his assistant—who was also his wife—only worked three days a week. They had decided on that arrangement so they could enjoy life with the money they had accumulated over the years. Being a dentist pays well!

	At first, Hugo liked the job, but very quickly he began to get seriously bored. Patients often spent nearly an hour with the dentist, and the waiting room would remain empty for more than 45 minutes between each appointment. During all that time, aside from answering the phone, he had absolutely nothing to do. Since the chairs where the patients waited were located near the reception desk where he worked, he couldn’t even read a book or watch a movie on his laptop—it wouldn’t have looked professional. The days dragged on, and Hugo knew he wouldn’t keep the job much longer. It left him way too much time to think, and that was something he avoided at all costs, so he wouldn’t become a target of his own bad memories.

	Starting at 11 a.m. was hard for Hugo. Not because he liked to sleep in, but because he had trouble stopping whatever he was doing. It would’ve been easier for him to start work at 8:30 a.m. like everyone else, because once he got up, he would’ve only needed to get ready and leave. Instead, he had way too much free time in the morning, so he’d get caught up in activities that distracted him to the point he’d forget to check the time. Usually, he checked his emails, then read the news on several international websites he trusted. After that, he’d prepare himself a nice, hearty breakfast, which allowed him to skip lunch. While eating, he often turned on the TV, and that’s when time completely lost its grip on him. He’d flip from one program to another, and if he happened to stumble on something interesting, being late was guaranteed. He’d jump up after checking his watch, grab his things, race down the stairs, and hop on his bike to get to the dental office.

	It was exactly what had happened that morning. Fortunately, the road was clear, and the wind was blowing in the right direction, so it wouldn’t delay him even more. He had exactly 9 minutes left to get to the office, park his bike, and sit at his desk. Impossible! He pedaled even faster, as if desperately trying to make up for lost time.

	He reached the intersection at Hospital Street, and the collision was inevitable. Out of the corner of his eye, he had noticed a young woman approaching the crossroads, but she kept moving straight ahead, looking only in front of her—neither to the right nor to the left—and bam.

	They both ended up sprawled on the ground in a tangle of arms, legs, bags, tires, and a completely mangled bike frame.

	Alison quickly came to her senses. The shock had jolted her awake, as if a fog had suddenly lifted, but it was mainly the intense pain that snapped her out of her daze. She looked at her hand and saw that her thumb was completely deformed. Her head began to spin, and she gently rested it back on the ground. Just inches from her face was the face of a young man she didn’t recognize. She might have found him attractive if not for the thin trickle of blood running from his eyebrow down to his chin.

	“Are you okay?” Hugo asked softly.

	She didn’t have time to answer, as several people were already rushing over to help.

	“At least we won’t have to go far to get treated,” Hugo said with a slight smile.

	The pain kept Alison from returning the smile. The situation was almost comical. Their faces were just inches apart, while the rest of their bodies were tangled together.

	Bystanders managed to retrieve what was left of the bike and helped Hugo and Alison sit up on the curb. A woman began gathering everything that had spilled from Alison’s bag. She zipped it up, handed it back to the young woman, and gently brushed her hair.

	“You’re going to be fine,” she said. “I’m sure they’ll take good care of you.”

	A nurse was already bringing over a wheelchair and gently helping Alison into it before heading toward the emergency ward. He had also taken the time to apply gauze to the wound on Hugo’s face. A man helped Hugo to his feet and accompanied him to the ER entrance, making sure he would be seen quickly.

	Two hours later, Hugo was waiting in the waiting room. A doctor had seen him, and the cut on his forehead had been closed with adhesive sutures. Nothing serious, really. The X-ray hadn’t shown any signs of a concussion, and he only had a few bruises on his arms and legs. All of that would serve to justify his absence to the dentist, whom he had already texted.

	 

	I HAD AN ACCIDENT. AT THE ER IN NAMUR.

	 

	He didn’t think it necessary to add more details. Anyway, he knew he wouldn’t be working there much longer. The projects he was currently working on were far more exciting than spending his days waiting for the phone to ring, while the sound of the dentist’s drill reminded him just how unpleasant those treatments were.

	He hadn’t been allowed to go home yet, as the police needed to file a report on the accident, and the officer in charge hadn’t arrived.

	The emergency waiting room at the Namur hospital was a place where tension, impatience, and weariness blended. The harsh neon lighting accentuated the paleness of the white walls, barely brightened by a few informational posters on disease prevention and emergency procedures.

	Rows of blue plastic chairs with cold metal armrests were lined up against the walls. That morning, quite a few of them were empty. A few silent patients, eyes glued to their phones, were hoping to see their number flash on the overhead screen. A wall clock ticked slowly, seeming to mock those who had been waiting for hours.

	In one corner, a child was softly crying in his mother’s arms, his forehead beaded with sweat. An elderly man, hunched over, clutched a medical file to his chest, his tired gaze lost in the distance. A woman, visibly in pain, was trying to find a comfortable position on her uncomfortable chair. It really wasn’t the kind of place one wanted to linger.

	The police officer finally showed up and asked Hugo to recount the circumstances of the accident.

	“I saw her, you know. I really thought she was going to stop. The light was red for her, but she was staring straight ahead and just kept going. If I had been in a car, it would’ve been a lot worse!”

	The officer finished writing down everything Hugo had told him. He asked a few more questions, and Hugo answered as precisely as he could.

	“Would it be possible for you to come with me to where it happened? Are you able to walk there?”

	“Yeah, of course,” Hugo replied. “It’s just a scratch, I’m fine.”

	They went outside and walked to the intersection. Hugo showed him where the accident had happened. He pointed out where he’d been coming from, and where the young woman had come from. It was simple—a routine accident. When they returned to the ER, Hugo overheard the officer at the reception desk asking about the second victim. That’s how he learned she was about to be discharged, and he decided to wait for her. This young woman intrigued him. Why had she kept going? Being distracted was one thing, but this… there had to be more to it.

	He didn’t have to wait long. Alison walked through the double doors and headed for the reception desk. The officer immediately approached her for her side of the story. She was still pale and wore a kind of white plastic splint around her thumb, extending up to her wrist.

	As they moved to a corner of the room, she spotted Hugo and recognized him instantly.

	“How are you?” she asked in a soft voice.

	“Probably better than you. Nothing’s broken, just a little cut,” he said, pointing to his forehead, now patched with adhesive sutures.

	“I’m really sorry. I’ll pay for your bike… I’m so embarrassed.”

	He felt sorry for her. She looked truly sad and lost.

	“Don’t worry about that,” he said. “One thing at a time. I’ve got good insurance. The most important thing is that you get better.”

	“Thank you, that’s really kind.” She managed a faint smile.

	“That must hurt like hell!” he went on.

	“I got some painkillers, and they did a local anesthetic to set it… thank goodness. I didn’t dare look, but the sound…”

	She didn’t say anything else, but her eyes spoke volumes. The officer found the two of them rather cute together, but he was starting to get impatient—he wanted to finish his report.

	“I suppose you’ll need an accident report, since you’ve got insurance,” he said to Hugo.

	“Uh, yeah, probably.”

	“You can come by the Namur precinct to pick up a copy, starting tomorrow morning.”

	“Alright. Thank you very much.”

	Hugo really wanted to keep talking to Alison, but he didn’t know how to ask for her address or her phone number.

	“Uh… my name’s Hugo.”

	“Alison.”

	“Goodbye!” he said reluctantly and walked away.

	 


 

	2. Who Is Alison?

	 


Hugo couldn’t sleep. It was past midnight, but his mind was still running at full speed. After the tragedy that had shaken his life five years earlier, he had left Seraing, his hometown. Living in Namur helped. Getting a job had helped too—at least at first—but he had come to realize that he needed to find something else so the past wouldn’t catch up with him. He had made two big decisions. The first was never to get married again, and above all, never to have children. The second was to build himself a dream, an escape route for the hard days—those days when he couldn’t manage to push the memories deep into his mind, because they kept resurfacing like cruel flashes.

	That dream, he had built little by little. He would focus and try to define ten things he wanted to do before he died—things to see or things to experience. He called it his “Bucket List.” Why an English term? He thought it sounded cool, and besides, in every movie about doing things before you die, it’s called a bucket list. Everyone knows what a bucket list is, right? He didn’t plan on dying right after completing the items on his list, but he didn’t want to die without completing them either. He had already defined the first six things, like six initial dreams, and each had taken him several months to pin down. At this point, he hadn’t made much progress on how to actually accomplish them, but at least they had names.

	There was the parachute jump, which was the first on the list. He thought it was a rite of passage for any self-respecting man.

	Next was visiting a coffee plantation in Central America. He was a big fan of coffee and chocolate and wanted to learn and understand how coffee plants were cultivated and the whole roasting process. What made one coffee better than another? What made it more bitter or smoother, and so on?

	The third thing on his list was more of a package deal. It included a trip to Italy to visit the Cinque Terre region—those tiny fishing villages clinging to the cliffs above the Mediterranean. Then a visit to Florence, followed by enrolling in a cooking class in Tuscany.

	The fourth dream was still uncertain, but he had two options: either bungee jumping or cliff diving. If it was going to be bungee jumping, it had to be from a bridge, not a crane. He needed something natural, something grand, something that would truly deliver a rush of adrenaline. For the cliff dive, he’d need to do serious research. He didn’t want to jump into a spot that was too shallow and end up paralyzed for the rest of his life.

	His fifth dream was more about relaxation and unwinding. He wanted to find a place where he could swim in natural hot springs. Besides the obvious benefits for the skin and the general therapeutic properties, the psychologist who had been seeing him after the tragedy had strongly recommended it for its calming and soothing effects. There were quite a few places in France and Italy, but Hugo wanted to find something more original, more off the beaten path. His research hadn’t led anywhere yet, since he was still focused on identifying all ten dreams before diving into the details of each one. There would be time to fine-tune everything later.

	The sixth thing he dreamed of doing was watching the sunset in the desert. One of his friends had told him about it after coming back from a trip to Egypt, and it had made such an impression on him that he kept talking about it.

	The order in which he planned to complete his bucket list didn’t matter. Once he’d done one thing, he would move on to the next, depending on how his research was going.

	Now, he needed to figure out the last four things to make his bucket list complete. Then he could start working on it.
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