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For my mother
and her mother









I mean negative capability, that is when man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason – Coleridge, for instance, would let go by a fine isolated verisimilitude caught from the penetralium of mystery, from being incapable of remaining content with half-knowledge.


John Keats


 


 


Everything is copy.


Nora Ephron’s mom









__________


Dear Eve (3) —


Do you remember when we went on holiday together, last year? You were in town for a short while and you arranged it, four of us girls, the gang back together again for a weekend in the Welsh countryside. We sat in pubs, spoke about our lives, tramped through fields in borrowed boots. We sang karaoke, dreamed up a line of literary lipsticks. Lizzy Bennet’s Burgundy. Hester Prynne’s Scarlet.


This little indignity, the quiet humiliation of this cosy cottage weekend, is almost more than I can bear.









__________


Dear Noa Lynn —


There is a boy at school who your sister likes. She writes him love letters – Will you be my boyfriend? Check yes or no. She draws pictures of wedding dresses. P.S., she says, promise you will not marry Isobel or Emma.


She asks me how I knew that I wanted to marry your father. I start to tell her, but soon she is bored, and she wants to play tickle attack instead. I am left needing to share the story with someone, and I tell myself you would have been interested. This is not straight-forward: I am, increasingly, troubled by stories. There is a fine line, not to be ignored, between the safety of wrapping yourself up in someone else’s words, and the violence of submitting to them.


This shouldn’t bother you, though, all things considered. So here it is.


I had recently graduated from university, had been living at home for more months than palatable, and was due to start business school nearby at the behest of my mother. She could no longer stomach my sleeping in her basement and making bad decisions about life, and men.


The term was due to begin in the autumn, and so I spent the summer making a few more bad decisions (men) and some better ones. By August I was uncharacteristically clear that instead of business school I needed to go to France, with no money and no fixed plans. I hope when your sister inevitably makes a ridiculous decision like this that I will be more understanding than my parents were. I like to think I will. Probably I will not.


I promised that I would be back soon, that I would start studying in the spring. I flew out via San Francisco, to visit my mother’s parents before I left. I think this might have been a practicality at the time – no direct flights from Denver to Paris – but it feels strange to have flown west in order to move east. I loved them desperately. I wonder if part of me knew that I wouldn’t be coming back.


In the San Francisco airport bar I ordered a Bloody Mary, and a grizzled veteran drinking a pint at 10 a.m. asked me where I was going.


Be sure to remind those Frenchies, he said when I told him, why it is they ain’t speaking German.


In Paris I moved into an overpriced apartment with a man whose details I found on Craigslist. His parents – some sort of high-ranking clergy, if I remember correctly – were wealthy but constantly threatening to cut off his allowance. He spent half of his time in nightclubs off the Champs-Élysées, and the other half screaming at his phone provider’s customer service department in bad French about his bill. He overcharged me for a tiny room and slept on the sofa near the kitchen, often with men he brought home. I was broke, and bored, full of the particular agitation of someone with little capacity to do nothing and yet no idea what there was to be done.


Around Thanksgiving I found an oasis, an English-language bookshop by the Seine (your sister knows it well by now, we have brought her many times and I’ve betrothed her to the owner’s son) where I lived for a while. I ditched a suitcase full of clothes and slept on a diminutive mattress in the children’s section, in exchange for several hours of work a day.


The shop is small, its front entrance lined with Hemingway and Fitzgerald, Anaïs Nin and Henry Miller. I kept a notebook when I first arrived.


Resolved, I wrote in it, to live like Hemingway.


One day I found two other people who worked there reading the notebook, laughing.


Who wrote this? they said, giggling.


No clue, I said. Weird.


A few months later I moved out of the shop and in with a friend – a young Australian man with a love of storytelling and superhuman patience – but I kept my job in the shop on the weekends. He and I looked after a friend’s flat in Château d’Eau, where we stored our cheese and milk on the freezing windowsill because she had no refrigerator. I lived on a friend’s sofa in the Marais, in a flatshare in Montorgueil, on someone’s floor in Oberkampf. I spent days making what money I could and nights wandering the streets, sitting in cafés, smoking in wine caves, looking for the signs that would point me to a new life. I kissed a woman named Princess for €25 in La Défense, shattered my champagne glass all over the floor of Paris’s trendiest bar.


I dated a lot in those early months – had decided, almost certainly on the advice of a self-help book, to say yes to everything. And everyone. I went out with a French guitarist, an Irish editor, an Australian painter, and an American B-list actor who bought me boxes of d’Orée macarons and cried when I would not return to Chicago with him.


One day I arrived for work, and your father was there.


Meet Ravi, said a friend.


His name is not Ravi. The friend got it wrong. Swapped one Asian man for another. He took it well, introduced himself properly. I was still smitten by British accents then, and his voice made its way deep into me. When he and two friends asked me to join them for a jazz concert at Châtelet that evening, my answer, of course, was yes.


The moment – perhaps not the moment I knew I would marry him, but the moment I awoke to his presence – was tiny. So tiny, in fact, and lacking in detail that there is almost no story here, and yet I don’t think there could have been the story of us without this. The four of us were leaving the bookshop. We walked up a few stone steps, ready to cross over onto Île de la Cité (C’est juste en face de Notre Dame, I would tell the rare French person who could not locate the shop). He said something, something infinitesimal but desperately familiar, that made me laugh. It was the kind of laugh that takes you by surprise, that shakes your shoulders before your mind has fully caught up to the joke. I couldn’t unsee him after that.


I don’t remember the joke, but I remember the laugh.









__________


He says, You’re always forgetting things.









__________


Dear Ravi —


This is what I will call you. You are a stranger to me now, as you were a stranger to me then.









__________


Dear Noa Lynn —


Near Stalingrad metro, where the Canal Saint-Martin runs beneath a freeway and empties out into the Bassin de la Villette, where the hip cafés off Bastille and République fade into the grim concrete that is most of Paris outside the centre, there is an unmarked building where federal investigations happen. I know this now. Your father knows this too, because he came with me. He would not let me go alone.


That morning, the morning of my twenty-fifth birthday, I had awoken to a room full of multi-coloured balloons. He was visiting me from London, and the night before he had blown them up and scattered them around my bed while I slept. He does love a grand gesture, your father. He did it again on my birthday this year – an attempt, I think, to stir nostalgia in me, or in us both. He enlisted your sister’s help. We spent the day bopping balloons around the kitchen.


When the police phoned, we were still in bed and, assuming the caller was my mother, I did not pick up. It could not actually have been her – it was 2 a.m. where she was – but then new love does these things to our brains. The caller continued to ring and when I finally answered, the police on the other end had to explain themselves slowly, repeatedly. That I had done something wrong was clear. Exactly what it was I couldn’t determine, but I had enough French to know that I was to go to the station for questioning.


In my memory, the police building was a grey slab. Cold, and Stasi-like. When we knocked, the door was opened by a youngish officer in a grey suit, who walked us down a long corridor, into a room where more officers in grey suits sat behind grey desks, piled with stacks of grey paper.


(This cannot possibly be what it looked like. Someone somewhere must have had a blue tie, or a red pen. But I cannot locate the colour.)


The officer pointed to a corner of the room, where a small man sat handcuffed to a wheely chair. The officer asked:


Vous connaissez cet homme?


The officer looked accusing. The man looked angry. Do I know this man? Of course I did not know him. And yet the way the officer asked the question, it was not a question at all. It was a statement of fact that simply required my corroboration.


The response he wanted was so clear, I almost doubted my own answer.


Maybe I did know him and had simply forgotten. Maybe I not only knew this man, but had conspired with him on whatever crime he had committed.


If I was a criminal, did your father know? Could he see it on me?


In Paris, I had many jobs. I sold books in the bookshop. I cooked, badly, for a wealthy American architect with a newborn baby and a sliding gold library ladder. I tried and failed to sell jewellery to boutiques. I had an internship in newspaper syndication sales, around the corner from the wide boulevards and macaron-filled patisseries of l’Opéra.


One day, while I was at work, a man called the switchboard, said he knew my boss, and that he needed a favour. Could I pop down to the hotel below our offices to grab an envelope with some plane tickets in it? He was running late, and the hotel wouldn’t hold them for him any more. They were so rude, the French, he said in an accent that was decidedly not French. My boss was not there that day. I went to pick up the tickets and came back upstairs. Later, someone came to get them from me, and I went home.


In the federal building, as the officer explained to me that in transferring those tickets I had involved myself in an international counterfeiting scheme, I had the distinct sense that I would, somehow, say the wrong thing. Not just the wrong words, but something that would give me away. That somewhere deep down I was as guilty as the officer believed me to be, and that this guilt would well up within me and make itself known to all of us, right there in that moment.


This is what I cannot forget: that I came so close to accepting something about myself as true, when I knew it to be false.


Vous connaissez cet homme?


What if I had simply said yes?


What if I had said, I know this man, and held out my hands for the cuffs?









__________


Note to self —


The funny thing about time is that it is always moving. And the funny thing about time always moving is that it is impossible, as with the flow of a river, to pinpoint cause and effect.


Trite, he would write in the margin, underlining twice in pencil, What do you want to say?


Note to self (2) –


The funny thing about time is that I do not understand it, cannot get on top of it and feel at its mercy. The funny thing about time is that it keeps moving forwards, even when everything else regresses, loops and circles.


Slow down, circling the circles. This doesn’t mean anything.


Okay.


Note –


Probably I do not mean to speak about time at all. Probably what I mean to say is this: I cannot identify when or where this story began. I cannot say if it was this year, when we lived for six months in Switzerland, or before that, at home in London, or before that, when our daughter Annie was born, or before that, when the sky went red over Paris. It might have been before that, when they bulldozed Colorado prairie land to make the Denver suburbs, or before that, when England drew a ragged line through Pakistan and India, or before that, with the killing of the Jews (Which killing? Be specific), or before that, with all the killings of all the Jews. Perhaps it was even before that, when Eve plucked the apple from the tree, or before that, when Miriam and her mother sent Moses downriver in a reed basket, or before that, with the flood. I cannot find the starting line. It is too difficult to say.


Decisions are hard for you. Just make one.


This is true. One cannot prevaricate forever. I cannot begin with the flood. Not in any serious way.


Maybe it is better to think in chapters.


If I think in chapters, then I can say: This chapter began when Annie’s sister died. Not: when my baby died. Certainly not: when our baby died. No, this baby was destined for sisterhood. She was the answer to: What do you get the little girl who has everything? Noa was for Annie. And she died.


So. This chapter began when Noa died. She was only a little thing. Not even a thing. Not even, necessarily, a sister. The doctor said she had probably been dead inside me for one or two weeks and I hadn’t noticed. I realise now that the lack of symptoms should have been a red flag – at least as much of a red flag as the absence of something can be. No nausea, no fatigue. On the contrary, I’d held my womb just a few nights prior and thought, What a peaceful baby she is. So Zen, I told a friend, in the way that one tends to borrow these words from other cultures without context, to replace actual meaning with desired meaning. I can feel her, I said, she is making me Zen too.


In reality she wasn’t my or anyone’s definition of Zen. She wasn’t even there.


I asked the doctor what to tell Annie. She was four then. When we told her she was going to be a big sister, she ran screaming around the dining room table in the house where we were living, temporarily, in the Zurich suburbs. We filmed her, in her excitement. We sent the video to our mothers. She wet the bed for five nights in a row.


Tell her, the doctor said, working hard to make herself understood in English, that babies must be perfect. This baby, it was not perfect, and so your body let it go.


I told my mother this when I called her, as soon as it was morning in Colorado.


What a bunch of Nazi master race propaganda, she said.









__________


Dear Noa Lynn —


Some time last autumn, your sister started asking me to tell her stories. Not stories from a book – we already did this. I don’t think there’s been a night since she could hold her head up that your father or I didn’t read to her before bed. So much of early parenting is building scaffolding – something solid and reliable to contain new growth, to make manageable the sheer scale of the world. Your father loves routine and insisted she’d thrive within it, and so her scaffolding was made from bedtime stories right after her bath, and regular meal times and a strict lights-out too.


I strained against the routines at first. I found it hard to insist, to be so sure that 7 p.m. was better than 8. That saying a hard no was better than saying a maybe yes. It was too anxiety-provoking, all that certainty. But I came around, began to see that for children limits are not a cage but a comfort. I hope this is right and that she has felt safe. I’ve lived in fear of getting it wrong.


When her requests for stories began, I should have welcomed them. But she wanted originality, fresh narrative spun from my head when we walked to and from her nursery. I did not want to conceive of anything new. I wanted to walk silently to school and drop her off, and then return home feeling guilty for having walked silently. But she insisted, and I complied.


Do ‘Rapunzel’, she said, and I could do that, I knew that one, we’d watched the Disney version a thousand times. Tell me ‘Sleeping Beauty’. From there came requests for new princesses, all named Annie, of course, though sometimes Princess Annie had to have blonde hair and superpowers. She also wanted ponies and unicorns and rainbows and fairies. I tried to get the messaging right – fairies, yes, but independent fairies. Strong unicorns. Princesses in combat boots.


High heels, she’d say.


She’s not wearing high heels. She has to climb a wall to slay the ogre.


Pink high heels. With sparkles.


It’s hard to imagine that Annie’s preferences were formed in isolation. I would look at my tattered black flats as we walked – I could manage only the most basic attempts at presentability then, and craved comfort above all else – and assume that this love of girly fashion was her first act of rebellion against me. I see this now for the narcissism it was. She was not pushing away from me, but towards the rainbow of colour that awaited her in the world. At four years old her rainbow was all pink and glitter.


This was, for me, a bad time. I was depleted and scattered. I had been working on a novel, a collection of narrative portraits based loosely on my father’s side of the family, and I had lost the thread among them. I am not an artist. I sold books then, I did not think I was meant to write them. But an idea had hooked me just before Annie was born, and I had been unable to let it go.


It’s possible that when she asked for stories it was, in some way, because she knew how far away I’d gone. Stay here with me, she seemed to say. Stay on the page. If you can’t write for yourself, write for me. It’s funny the powers we ascribe to children – the power I ascribed to her. I don’t know how else to think about it. As hard as it was to find the words, I wonder if I would have disappeared entirely had she not forced me to be there with her, had she not insisted I dredge the stories up from what felt like an empty well.


(They’re funny, aren’t they, analogies like that? An empty well. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen a functioning well. There was a dried-up one at a house in the countryside your father wanted to buy. He always wanted a bigger house: more remote, closer to nature. I’ve always preferred the city. And even though the well was covered over with an iron grate I knew I could never live there, that I would always worry over the impossible possibility of Annie falling in.)


There was also the issue with me and your father. After ten years of marriage we were at odds, dramatically so. We had both retreated deep into ourselves, unable to hear each other. I wonder how much of this Annie knew, or whether we managed to hide it from her. I have come to believe that on some level – intuitive, maybe, or cellular – our bodies know these things before our minds do. That the agitation of this period will have made its way into her. Our tension will have strained her tiny shoulders. Our incompetence will have landed squarely in her hips.


Eventually she tired of princess stories and needed something new. I reached back. When I was the age she was then, my parents divorced, and on our alternating weekends at my father’s place, a two-bed apartment he’d rented near the university, he would tell my brother and me a series of made-up tales about the adventures of a boy named Ethan, his sister Esther, and their pet eagle, named Eagle. Don’t ask me where their parents were.


The stories were set in the New Mexico or Arizona desert somewhere, and my father pulled details from our own lives – a trip we’d been on, our own accounts of the day at school – to populate the unfamiliar landscape of the tales. I like to think this was his way of helping us understand something more immediate about our family splitting in two; that eventually we’d come to recognise our new lives, to feel something old and safe in the space where home had been.


Any parent can tell you that there’s a chasm between what you try to do for your child and what you actually accomplish, a gap between intention and reception. I don’t know if his stories accomplished that sense of safety for us, though I do remember feeling safe in that apartment, in those early years. It’s hard to say. My memories from that period are spotty at best, something your father will remind me of when we argue over parenting.


You don’t remember being parented, he’ll say. It’s not surprising you don’t know how to do it now.


But I did remember the basics of those desert stories, and I used them to make new ones for her: Ethan and Esther go on a school trip, Ethan and Esther visit the sea, Ethan and Esther celebrate Christmas. This last one should have been Chanukkah, I should have been trying to introduce her to her roots. But snow and pine trees in the desert make for a better contrast than menorahs and latkes, and there was only so much I had capacity to explain.


At the beginning of this year, in the middle of the two-week Europe-wide blizzard that the papers were calling the Beast from the East, we moved here, to Zurich. Your father’s job had changed and we saw an opportunity for something fresh, a chance to clear the air. It was temporary, just six months while he learned the ropes in this new role, and we swapped homes with a Swiss family for the duration. They had three children, and we rattled around in their house, spacious enough to accommodate the five of them. We laughed to think of them, with their big Aryan bones, crammed into our little London terrace.


In tandem with the move, both the landscape for Annie’s stories and what she needed from them changed. She started a new school, not far from either the lake or the mountains, where the rules were strange. She had to take off her shoes at the door and replace them with ill-fitting slippers, and everyone brushed their teeth after lunch. Soon an older girl – the American, of course, as if I haven’t had enough opportunities to lament my birth country – was bullying her. She dictated the terms of Annie’s friendship with her and others, telling her that she needed to pass a test in order to be a part of her group of friends. Whatever the test was – Annie never told me – she failed, and was left playing on her own. She came home confused, convinced there was some rule she needed to learn or phrase she needed to say but couldn’t quite grasp. We discussed this girl’s behaviour often, at home and also on the sleek, efficient trams we took from our house to school.


When she tired of discussing it – or, more specifically, tired of my pained attempts to produce useful advice – we turned to stories. She no longer wanted them fanciful and full of plot twists. Now they took the form of dialogues, in which she was the sole scriptwriter; I was merely drafted in to deliver the lines.


Pretend you’re Jana, and I’m Jamila, and you scratch me, and then you pretend you didn’t do it.


Her choice of names was so specific. Your father is Indian. I am American, like her bully.


It is possible this was coincidental. It is also possible that she wanted to know: who is at fault here?


Now say, ‘Ow, ow, you’ve scratched me,’ because you’re pretending that I scratched you to get me in trouble.


Ow, ow, I’m wounded!


No, you did it wrong!


I often did it wrong. I often checked out, missed a beat, and had to ask where we’d left off. This infuriated your sister. I should have just tried to play another game – this one often ended badly, with Annie upset with me. The repetition was annihilating, like water torture.


Because I felt like she was using the narrative to understand something, I didn’t want to interrupt or stop these stories until they’d run their course. But her rigidity with the script was brutal, and it left me numb and blank, unable to think an original thought for hours after. I couldn’t help feeling that she was bullying me, that the stories were a way to punish me – to revisit her bully’s treatment on someone else, someone who had moved her from a place of relative comfort to this foreign environment with strange new rules.


Eventually I was so worn out by the Jana-scratches-Jamila exchange that I begged your father to help me.


I shouldn’t have been so tired. This period was meant to be easy. Every day in Zurich I rode the trams with her and dropped her at nursery, then walked to a white box of an office we had rented by the lake and attempted to write my book. We decided that I would not work while we were there, that I would focus on my writing and looking after Annie.


You’ll never be a proper writer, he’d say, if you spend more time selling other people’s books than you do writing your own.


I wanted to believe him. I want very much to be a proper (what does that mean?!) writer. And yet the financial imbalance has not sat well with me. I have been hesitant, until now, to lean this much on him.


Still, with time and space like this, it should have been easy. I had defined the book’s structure years ago, long before I began to populate it with words: ten short narratives, each told from the point of view of a different character from three generations of a family, and each linked by a portrait of twin sisters in the 1920s. The narratives moved in reverse order, beginning with the sale of the portrait at Christie’s New York in the present day and making their way back, decade by decade, to the painting of the portrait by a Russian émigré in an apartment on the Upper West Side. This was no great act of imagination. My father’s mother and her twin sister were, in fact, painted just like this in the 1920s, and the portrait had recently been sold at Christie’s. But I was interested in what stories could come from those intervening years, in creating the thread across generational lines that linked start and finish. I wanted cause and effect, on repeat, ten times over. That was where I turned to fiction. The structure was soothing – the wall between the end of one story and the beginning of the next provided a boundary for the work I had to do, a knowledge that I never had too far to go. The twins seemed to me an excellent symbol of duality, both my own and the world’s, with Brexit and Trump and communities everywhere splitting violently down the middle. It all felt exceedingly clever.


And yet I was stuck. I spent whole days on a single paragraph. I made character charts and tacked them to walls, adding new narrative flourishes – a stranger on a beach, a recurring dog motif, a suicide – which fit nowhere and did nothing to progress the plot, which itself seemed increasingly ill-defined. I wanted to create drama – to move towards a moment where lives, loves, entire worlds change. Instead I moved details and descriptors around from decade to decade, character to character. I rearranged ornate furniture in a white padded room. Maddening, but safe, I suppose.


Around lunchtime, frustrated, I often walked the two blocks down to Lake Zurich, a swab of unimpeded blue leading to the cloudy silhouette of the Alps. Swans and bankers swam together in pristine water. Tall, square-jawed people ate gelato. We went there many times, as a family. Annie had no fear, no sense of the cold as she jumped in and swam alongside us to the floating deck one hundred metres from the shore. I would sit and sun myself while she and your father cannonballed into the water. I was grateful to him, for encouraging this bravery.


When I had finished each day of writing and not-writing, I walked a mile up a hill to retrieve Annie. Zurich is not a mountain town per se, but its streets – lined with white houses and short buildings that are so bland they repel description – are steep, and ascending them was my daily exercise. As the months went on and the sun grew hotter the climb began to feel like penance for something, and I would arrive at her kindergarten sweaty, chastened. On the tram ride home we would have the same exchange about Jana scratching Jamila and I would fret that I was ruining her, and then we would get home and she would want to watch TV and I would cook us dinner. It should have been manageable. And yet by the time we sat down to eat I felt eviscerated. At least help me at the dinner table, I asked your father. At least before bedtime, when the hour and a half between dinner and bath yawned ahead.
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