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For Maks and for my grandfather




Beginnings and Endings

In a moment of panic, we decided to look for a home. We’d been in the city for several years by then, and from time to time we worried that we weren’t living by the correct set of rules, that we should be making our lives sturdy. I worried more than Manu did, but he often acquiesced to my apprehensions.




Cosmology

For many years, it had been just the two of us. When we met, the world expanded and it also contracted: it stretched large enough for the two of us—a whole universe—and it left everything else behind a curtain.

We were so young then, barely out of childhood. On weekends, we’d walk off the university campus to spend the day in town, among older people whose lives seemed at once real and unreal. Real, because that was how we imagined actual life in the abstract; unreal, because it did not seem we would ever be like them.

We went to the town bookshop, to the coffee shop, to the record store, even if neither of us knew anything about the type of music sold there: cool and stylish and, to us, exotic.

We were scholarship students in a foreign country, which is to say that we recognized something in each other. We’d been raised by similar types of people—their worries, their discipline, their affection, their means—even though we had grown up on opposite ends of the world. We accepted, children that we were, that we would remain foreigners for the rest of our lives, wherever we lived, and we were delighted by the prospect. Back then, it didn’t seem to us that we’d ever need anyone else, in our small world that was also a universe.




Rough Drafts

We’d arrived in the city on a whim. We had lived in small towns after university, and the city seemed alluring; the start of something else. We had an idea that we would live in other places afterward. For a while, we wouldn’t worry about making things sturdy.

We found an apartment for rent on an unremarkable street, in an unremarkable part of town, and we decided on it without much thought. Back then, we were only playing out our adulthoods rather than committing to them.

Our apartment was small and a little dark, the kitchen not much more than a sink and stove. But we loved it all the same, and for a reason we didn’t clearly articulate, we stayed in the city. Instead of the framed posters we’d had since university, we hung paintings we’d bought at the flea market: a plate of fruits, a port scene at sunset. We liked the paintings, yes, but we also liked what they might mean about us—people with real paintings on their walls.

We had a routine; we grew fond of it. Perhaps we were tired of that first rush of excitement in a new setting, and the gradual draining away of color.

Now it was time to expand. To make a life, as some people called it. We wouldn’t have called it that, but we agreed that we had to make things a bit more solid.




Daily Life

Manu left home early to go to work at the nonprofit organization on the other side of the city. While he made breakfast, I made a pot of coffee and sat with him at the table in pajamas. It was a ritual of sorts, sitting across from each other, face-to-face. There were few rituals to our lives, certainly none that carried any history, at least not the history of traditions, of nations and faiths. So these small things mattered. I would make sure to sit with him at the table.

Before he left, we kissed in the hallway.

Okay, Manu said, back in my shoes.

Afterward, I lay on the couch and read. I made tea once the coffeepot was empty.

I had just received a grant to make a documentary, though the funding was flexible enough that I could use it for many other things. We wouldn’t need to worry about paying rent for the coming year. The money we saved would help toward a down payment for a small apartment. We had a little more, a wedding present from our parents, though their earnings were modest and the currencies of our native countries were constantly losing value. Still, they considered it their duty; and they were sad, they said, that they couldn’t afford to give us more.

Whenever I introduced myself as a documentary maker, people assumed that I was a sort of journalist, that I was drawn to investigation. This hadn’t been my impulse when I started filming years ago, when I recorded my parents and grandparents, walks around our neighborhood, late-night conversations. Back then it was just an itch, something I did without thinking very hard about it. I didn’t worry about the outcome, what to do with the hours of footage I accumulated, about giving shape to anything. I put together bits and pieces to show Manu, stitching together scenes in our particular humor, our shared logic. There was a film about my mother, or rather, about my mother’s wardrobe. Another about the grocer in the neighborhood where I’d grown up, from the vantage point of the owner’s father, who sat all day at the shop. Now that these seemed to me like the work of another person, I could say that they were good films: joyful and naïve. For later projects I traveled to countries I knew little about. I filmed a school for refugee children; a group of migrant women running a soup kitchen from a bus. Sometimes, I believed that making a documentary was a process of empathy, an education. Other times, I thought bitterly that this was simply what documentarians wanted to believe, leaving their subjects as soon as they accumulated the necessary footage. Still, these films taken together gave a sense of social critique, and it was for this reason that I had received the grant, allowing me freedom for the first time in my career.

For now, I knew little beyond the fact that I wanted to film daily life, and to praise its unremarkable grace. I didn’t want to travel anywhere, to investigate the ways of other places, but to remain in the city, and establish some rules.




Future Selves

During our first weeks of searching, we viewed an apartment that was even smaller than ours but impeccably restored, with an open kitchen fitted tastefully and resourcefully, and a bathroom that gave the feeling of being in a luxurious setting.

Each time we visited a place for sale, we were intrigued by all the different lives happening in the city, the arrangement of space to work and rest, to store and display; the priorities of strangers that were so different from our own.

The owner was a flamboyant man in his fifties, whose exquisite belongings seemed to have been bought to fit the shelves of his home. After showing us in, he took his place on a leather armchair and let us walk through the apartment ourselves, aware that it needed no explanation. Afterward, we sat at the café down the street, with a red lacquered façade and marble tables. If we were to live there, we said, we’d come to this café for lunch and late-night drinks, would know the waiters by name. The thought was pleasing though somewhat foreign, as if we’d put on very expensive clothing that didn’t belong to us.

A few days after seeing the apartment, we met up with our friend Ravi at a bar in our neighborhood. We met there whenever we thought we’d have a quick drink, and almost always ended up ordering the platter of fried onions and sweet potatoes and mozzarella sticks, which made us feel sick a few hours later.

We sat at the bar drinking pints of lager and showed Ravi pictures of the apartment from the real estate website. In the photographs, the apartment looked even more like a museum.

Ravi took the phone from Manu. He zoomed in on the round window above a reading nook.

Damn, he said. The Royal Navy.

He then said that it seemed ideal for a couple who received no guests and had no children. That part, he added, was something for us to decide.

So you like it? I asked.

Sure, he said, it’s great. I mean, it is what it is.

Ravi was always throwing things out there, not quite committing to them, not quite letting us know what he really thought.




Principles of Kinship

We’d met Ravi our first year in the city. We recognized in him something we recognized in each other: the mix of openness and suspicion; a desire to establish rules by which to live, and only a vague idea about what those rules should be.

For a while, Ravi was our only friend in the city, and that suited us well. We would meet up every few days and spend hours doing very little. Sit by the river eating peanuts. Walk the whole city, picking out apartments we’d like to live in. Hang out on a square with a bottle of wine. Ravi and Manu liked coming up with setups for comedy skits. Ravi and I liked to discuss traits that made a person alluring and how to do work that interested us. It wasn’t so easy, we said, to know your true passions. Many things seemed appealing on the surface but after a while, they felt oppressive.

For a living, Ravi tutored high school students and also managed online advertisements for a retailer on the other side of the world. It had taken us months to find out how he made money, because he always skirted the topic, perhaps embarrassed that he wasn’t doing work he truly loved. It was often the case, for people our age, that an interesting job was tantamount to being an interesting person.

Whenever we went over to Ravi’s studio, Manu and I would look through his collection of photographs, posters, old manuals, journals, and textbooks. He found them at flea markets and on the street, always with an idea of ways he would put them to use, though he never did. His true passion was collection, the accumulation of expired things, their foggy poetry.

This stuff is so cool, we always told him. You should really do something with it.

Yeah, Ravi said, I will.

This was the other thing: it seemed that our interests could be legitimized only if we made something of them—a book, an exhibit. We often said what a shame this was; we romanticized artists of past decades, doing work with great joy and creativity without turning it into a product.

Still, we belonged to our own times.




Ways to Live

For the documentary, I considered places that I could get to know with time, places that received outsiders without judgment.

There was the cemetery not far from our home, where we went on walks in the early evenings and befriended the deceased whose names and tombstones appealed to us. There were the city buses with their changing tempers—the leisurely afternoon emptiness, the evening crowds, the late-night drunks. Finally, I settled on a park north of where we lived, which Ravi had introduced us to. It had a different atmosphere to the rest of the city—more relaxed, perhaps, more welcoming. Elsewhere there was a sense of precarity, as if our belonging might dissipate from one day to the next. Ravi felt it, too, I think, but he was not the type of person to express such things, because he had a horror of seeming needy.

A few days after I settled on my topic, Ravi, Manu, and I went to the park for a picnic. It was still warm, too warm for September. We didn’t know whether to be delighted or worried. We bought chips and beers. We packed a ball, a blanket, our books. We lounged on the grass all day long, going to the kiosk every few hours to get more beers. We left at closing time, when the guards began whistling from every direction.

I love a good day of rotting, Ravi said.

That’s what I wanted to film. The slow and leisurely rot of a day.




Perspective

On the phone, my grandmother asked me if I had planted anything in our window boxes. She always phoned too early, when I was barely out of bed, forgetting about the time difference. She would begin each call with something she had thought of during the night.

If you want, she said, I can get you some seeds and your mother can send them to you by post.

My grandmother had a way of confusing perspectives during conversations, the small and the big, the faraway and close by. She might not know the new developments in our lives—that I had received a grant, that we were looking for an apartment to buy—but she would ask what we’d made for dinner the previous day or whether I had taken down my winter clothes already, with the cooling weather.

It hadn’t occurred to me to plant anything in the window boxes. Sometimes I bought potted flowers, which wilted in a matter of weeks. Then I would replace them with other pots, their flowers blooming, their leaves healthy, hoping naïvely each time that they would remain that way.

I asked my grandmother what I should plant. She looked very intently at the screen. My mother had recently bought her a smartphone so that she could call me on video as well, instead of poking her head into the frame whenever my mother and I talked. I was expecting her to say geraniums or roses. My grandmother told me parsley, oregano, and chives.

She went on to list combinations of foods I could eat with the herbs: chives and cheese, parsley and walnuts, oregano and tomatoes, tomatoes and chives and cheese.

Mano will appreciate it, too, she said. She often called Manu different names than his own and I didn’t correct her.

What else? my grandmother asked. I told her I was trying to bring my new project into focus, and about our picnic at the park the previous weekend. Daily life, I said, was a difficult story to tell.

Forget about daily life, my grandmother said. No one cares about that.

Moreover, she continued, you should always include a historical episode—the Roman times, for example—so we have an opportunity to learn something new.

What if you only learned something emotionally new?

Asya, my grandmother said, don’t complicate the point. We named you after a whole continent and you’re filming a park.

I mumbled in agreement, because I didn’t want her to think I was strange. This was a fear of mine: that my family would think I was becoming a stranger.

Instead, I told my grandmother I had a photograph of her on my desk. The one of her reading under a tree.

I was sixteen years old, she said. I was the best writer in class. No one could write an essay like I did. And I was awarded a prize for my singing.

She sighed, meaning that she had wasted her life.




The City

Manu and I had lived in other places together. But something about this city reflected the cadences and proportions we wanted from life. Its hours ticked alongside our own; we admired its colors and edges and embellishments, the organization of its neighborhoods. I cannot say that we felt familiar, only that we wanted to become familiar, and so we accepted the city’s ways.

Besides, we’d always known that wherever we lived would require us to change. There was no place where we could feel at ease, no language that, after so many years, we could sink into like a deep sleep. And we hadn’t even begun to consider the greater issues of being rootless yet, such as where we might be buried, what words of which language we might begin to lose when old age chipped at the reserves of our minds.




Natives

Lena was my only native friend in the city. Manu and I were a little embarrassed by the fact that all the people we knew were foreigners, as if this were a judgment about us. When we went to lively plazas, we had the sense of a joyful world evading us. It wasn’t as if everyone at the plaza knew one another—people would be gathered in groups of two or three, but it seemed that they were there on greater authority.

I had met Lena at the birthday picnic of a woman named Sharon. She and her husband, Paul, organized a monthly gathering of expatriates, which I went to mostly without Manu, because he objected to the formal pursuit of friendship. Sharon often expressed her dissatisfaction with the city, its snobbery, its reluctance to befriend foreigners. But she also liked to commend herself on her decision to move abroad: the great courage it had taken and the many rewards it brought.

I arrived at the party with a bottle of wine, a log of cheese, and a novel in translation by a writer whose books I’d seen on bookshop displays. There were so many bookshops in the city, beautiful ones crammed with unusual selections. It was difficult for me to read entire novels in the language of this city, and the book-shops, like the sight of crowded plazas, gave me a pang of being left out. Manu was feeling sick, and glad to have a reason to skip. Ravi hadn’t come either, in Manu’s absence. Whereas I felt that we should make an effort, even if we didn’t really like these people.

I placed my present on the stack forming next to Sharon, who looked queenly on a quilt. She was wearing a long coral dress. Sharon’s closest friends, three women who organized a wine-tasting club, also wore bright outfits like bridesmaids. One of them was running after Sharon’s daughter, Izzy.

We must catch up! Sharon said to me, her attention drifting to the people waiting to greet her. I went to the table to drop off the wine and cheese. It was filled with food: a heaped basket of cherries, pastel-colored pastries, a tray of oysters. I was glad Manu and Ravi weren’t there to take offense or be sarcastic. They would claim it was insincere, a show of wealth and taste.

Lena was standing by the table, hands in her pockets, surveying the food. She was tall and spectacularly cool. Her clothes looked just a bit too big for her. I was studying her when she turned to speak to me.

Still life with oysters and cake, she said.

Homo sapiens gathered for ritual, I offered.

Lena didn’t switch to English, as natives often did upon hearing my accent, or some error in conjugation.

We talked the entire picnic, relieved not to be socializing with the rest of the group, while trying to decipher people’s connections to one another. Lena said that she was embarrassed to have landed at the picnic of someone she didn’t even know—she had come along with one of the other guests, who’d abandoned her to join his close friends. But she said it so cheerfully, and I was intoxicated by her clarity.

When the picnic ended, she held out her phone and I tapped in my number. By the time I got home, I had a text from her, proposing to get together in a few days. I thought happily that our life in the city was finally taking shape. But it had been over a year since the picnic and Lena remained my only native friend.




The Foreigners

That’s what we called them, though we weren’t blind enough to think that we were any closer to the city people. Still, there was something that set the foreigners apart, a confidence with which they claimed their place in the city. Perhaps this was because we’d first encountered the foreigners that Sharon gathered into her fold, all of them groomed and accomplished. As a group, they seemed indistinguishable from one another—in their cheer, their well-rounded lives, the hobbies they tended to like delicate gardens. They talked about their secondary pursuits with modesty and eagerness: amateur marathon runners, potters, rock climbers, opera enthusiasts. It was not quite passion, because they didn’t abandon themselves to their enthusiasms, but remained contained at all times.

The foreigners gathered regularly, but were careful not to overstep the rules of the group: the meetings and the friendships didn’t evolve in frequency or intimacy. Perhaps this was why we felt foreign to the foreigners—Ravi, Manu, and I—because we were constantly tipping beyond the rules we’d set for ourselves. We would agree to meet for a drink, then stay at the bar all night. We would be determined to see a museum show, then spend all day sitting around. We had no hobbies to speak of, only ideas that we bounced back and forth. And what we wanted above all, what we wanted to find in the city, were people with whom we could abandon the rules even as we were establishing them, those people who could become our family.
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