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        So much there is to see, but our morning eyes describe a different world than do our afternoon eyes, and surely our wearied evening eyes can report only a weary evening world.

        JOHN STEINBECK
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      On New Year’s Eve, in 2019, my wife Rachael and I received an offer. We were speaking via video call with the director of an international school who was bald and had a wide, welcoming smile. “I think I’m going to offer you a job,” he said. I can still hear the words in my mind.

      Idara was four. Oren had just turned three months old. We were scheduled to arrive the following August, but the pandemic pushed back our departure a couple months, and then war between Azerbaijan and Armenia delayed it further. In the end our plane landed in Baku on January 9th, 2021. It was a Saturday.

      Now it’s 2025, and we’ll soon board another plane to take us out of Azerbaijan for good. The apartment we’ve called home is now just as disorganized as it was when we arrived. There are stacks of books covering the floor of our spare bedroom, half-filled suitcases in the living room, and a closet full of things we hope we’ll have room for, but probably won’t.

      I didn’t take to Azerbaijan immediately. I remember talking to my sister on the phone during the winter of our second year and telling her all the reasons why she shouldn’t visit.

      Over time I lowered my shoulders and opened my mind. I stopped looking for things to be upset about. Eventually my sister booked a plane ticket, along with her daughter, my brother and his wife, and my mom.

      I brought them to what had become my favorite parts of the country, like Griz and Lahij and Baku’s Old City. In the process I showed myself that many of the things that challenged and frustrated me when I first arrived were no longer challenging or frustrating. I had found myself at home in a place that I used to want to get out of as soon as possible.

      I wish I could show you. I would take you along in a Lada Niva as it bounces over dirt roads below Mount Shahdag, or walk along cow paths in the woods above Sim. We’d eat qutab and drink tea from a samovar. We’d get hassled by the police, and watch sheep and cows butchered on the sidewalk. I can’t show you, so I wrote these essays instead.

      Call them love letters. But remember that love is difficult and complicated, and not easily won. This is why it matters.
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            TAKE ANOTHER LOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      I was waiting for my bags at Heydar Aliyev International Airport, staring up at an enormous screen which stretches from one side of the concourse to the other. An advertisement playing on the screen invited me to ”take another look” at Azerbaijan. It showed impossibly beautiful images of mosques and castles, glaciated peaks, bright green hills, and an impeccably dressed shepherd who smiled at the camera as he led his donkey down a dirt road.

      The first time I saw the ad I laughed quietly to myself. Not only because I'd seen many of the places it celebrates with my own eyes, none of which are nearly as bright or colorful in real life as they are shown in the video, but because of the tagline itself: "Take Another Look." As in, "You may have missed us the first time around, or were too distracted by the oil and pollution and war, but maybe give us one more try? Please?"

      The ad is strangely pitiful, which is not only odd for campaigns meant to drum up tourism, but particularly for Azerbaijan, which has more national pride than any country I've ever visited. Perhaps part of that national pride comes from feeling like they’ve been looked over, like they really do deserve a second chance.

      The reason the ad in the airport sticks with me, though, is not because it's funny, or because it speaks to the national mindset, if there is such a thing. It sticks because it's true. Azerbaijan doesn't demand a second look. How could it? But in order to see its natural and cultural beauty, it often requires one.

      Look once and you'll see stern, unsmiling faces on men dressed completely in black. You’ll see brown, neglected earth, dotted with pumpjacks and natural gas pipes and pools of oil. Look again and you'll see those same men laughing as they take turns jumping over a scrap wood bonfire in the Old City during the spring festival of Novruz. You’ll see some of that oil wealth translated into smoother roads and new electric cars. Look once at Azerbaijan and you may miss it. Look again and see something else entirely.
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            CHILDREN BELONG TO THE COMMUNITY

          

        

      

    

    
      One of the first interactions I had in Azerbaijan was to be chastised by a woman who was a foot shorter than me and at least 30 years older, in a language I didn't understand. You might wonder how I knew I was being chastised, to which I say that reproach is, like mathematics and capitalism, a universal language.

      We had just finished two weeks of mandatory, apartment-based quarantine and Oren and Idara, then two and five, were rejoicing at a visit to a park and the opportunity to run for more than five seconds in a straight line. Each breath was visible, which meant heavy coats, but then Idara shed hers, red-faced and sweaty from all the running.

      A moment later and the woman was standing in front of us. Her hair was covered with a thick brown hat, and she was wearing a couple coats herself. She was saying a lot of things very quickly and emphatically in Russian, gesturing toward Idara and then pulling her arms into her chest in a bundling up motion. The only thing I know how to say in Russian is that I don't speak Russian. She might have been saying "Welcome to Azerbaijan, it's a wonderful country, and what a pretty coat she left on the ground over there." Except for the furrowed brows, and the sharp gaze, and the finger wagging. None of those things said welcome.

      Rachael and I laughed as soon as she said her piece and walked away, but the laughter was tinged with embarrassment. Idara was in no danger of frostbite, but Rachael and I were in danger of something nearly as bad: being judged neglectful parents. That may not mean much where we come from, but it certainly means something here. Maybe more than anything else.
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            CAN-FIX ATTITUDE

          

        

      

    

    
      The word in Azerbaijani for repair is təmeri, and I see it everywhere. Within two blocks of where I work there's a tailor, a watch repair shop, a man who fixes flat tires on the sidewalk, and a cobbler with row after row of shiny black leather shoes, resoled and waiting to be collected. Further down the road there's a luggage repair shop with an old suitcase strapped to the wall out front. That's how I knew to bring in our red canvas bag when it burst a seam on our way from Oregon back to Baku. He patched it and restitched it with the type of thread you might use to repair the sails of an 18th century schooner. The bill? About six dollars.

      I’ve had many other things repaired here: tablets with shattered screens, laptops and phones with dwindling batteries, and dishwashers and washing machines that wouldn’t turn on at all. Shortly after we moved we found a carpenter to build a small wooden climbing triangle for Oren, who was just over a year old. Then Rachael stood on it to hang a painting and broke it in two. A few days later we found another carpenter to fix it. We know a tailor, too, and whenever my shirts or pants sprout new holes we pass them off to her for repair. Even my patches have patches. I've been tempted to give up on them, but it's difficult to say no when a couple bucks buys a few more months of wear.

      None of this is to say that the repairs always go perfectly. Last year I split the crotch of a pair of khaki pants. The tailor brought them back with a dark brown panel sewn in place. When I tried them on it looked like I'd pooped myself.

      A couple months ago I tried to have my hiking boots repaired at the cobbler up the street. I picked them up a week later and stood in his shop to try them on (the entire floor was covered in shoes, supplies, and equipment, leaving nowhere to sit down). One boot now felt a size larger while the other one had shrunk. Even worse, they now felt less like boots and more like lace-up house slippers. I walked in them for a couple blocks and then, when it was clear they'd been reduced to misshapen shadows of their former selves, I changed back into my other shoes and left the boots by the side of the street. I hoped that someone else might see value in them, or at least think them worthy of another repair.

      Sometimes it seems like the only consideration of the Azerbaijani repair ethos is simply: Does it work? Do the shoes cover the feet? Do the pants cover the skin? Does the suitcase contain the clothes? Then we're done. Never mind aesthetics, or longevity. Just get the damn thing working again.

      This mindset and the frankenboots it leads to sometimes annoys me, but other times, when I feel more charitable, it reminds me what a privilege it is to worry about aesthetics.

      Given the opportunity to magically spread one aspect of Azerbaijani culture to the rest of the world, especially the West, I’d choose this culture of repair (and repair, and repair). Is there any aspect of my own culture more reprehensible than the ease with which we throw things away? And not just clothes that could be patched or phones that could be repaired, but people, too.

      I don't want to romanticize what I see when I walk down the streets of Azerbaijan. I know that many Azerbaijanis, given the chance, would gladly move to a place like America. They’ve told me. They’d move to a place where it would be far easier to throw things away, to not repair, to just go out and buy something new. But follow this mindset to its conclusion and we’ll find that at a certain point there will be nothing left. Which means we'll have to figure out, like the Azeris, how to repair what's broken.
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