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‘You must sit down,’ says Love, ‘and taste my meat.’

So I did sit and eat.

George Herbert, Love (III)




I



There is nothing I hate more than house-cleaning, but these past three days before Christmas I have hardly done anything else. I spent almost twenty dollars on various kinds of liquids and powders to clean the floors in the kitchen, hall, bedroom and living room, the bathroom tiles, bathtub, toilet and sink. I bought a spray to wash the windows and a paste to clean the brass doorknobs. My diligence was such that I even dipped a damp cloth in Ajax and wiped down the plastic-coated wallpaper in the bedroom. The apartment smells like a hospital. The unpleasant odour of chlorine and ammonia will linger in the corners for days after I am gone. I am sure it has killed off all the cockroaches. I could hardly sleep myself last night, even though, in defiance of the cold, I had left the front window wide open.


The smell reminds me of our apartment in Warsaw the first day or two after Jadwiga had finished with it. Of course, she used to say that you start cleaning an apartment from the table down, not from the floor up. That is probably why she washed the dishes first, which, I must admit, this time I did not do. Once a week she would come all the way from Pawlowice to clean our apartment in Czarnlecklego Street and all day long I would listen to the roll of her heavy peasant body around the apartment, leaving the sour smell of sweat in its wake.


I am afraid neither Jadwiga nor my mother would understand that this time the floors had to be done first. I had to start with the pinewood floorboards in the bedroom which someone long ago had painted a dark brown. Only then came the living room, and after that the hall, the bathroom and finally the kitchen and the table.


The most important thing, I felt, was to decide the order in which to clean the apartment so that I could plan how much time I would need. And since this was going to be a major operation, it could not all be done in one day. I figured that if I organized myself properly, four days should be enough.


Ever since I had started living on my own in the apartment of my late Aunt Ana, my father’s sister, because, as a research assistant at Warsaw University’s Institute for Literature, I could not afford to rent, I had cleaned the place twice a month and tried to be systematic about it. When I cleaned, the same picture often flashed through my mind: at the day’s end, when Jadwiga had already changed back into her street clothes, my mother would walk over to the painting hanging above the piano, run her finger along the frame, look at her finger and then at Jadwiga. Jadwiga would quietly watch the ritual. She knew it by heart. She knew that it would be followed by a displeased frown on that fine face with its frame of blonde hair, but that my mother would then shrug her shoulders, like a child suddenly bored with its game. Jadwiga, however, continued to do things her own way. My mother set great store by cleanliness, discipline, order and control. Sometimes I think I inherited some of that from her.


When my mother died of breast cancer, Jadwiga wept for her like a daughter. The disease must have dragged on for more than the three years we knew about it, but in the end she still went suddenly somehow, in a matter of weeks. Long afterwards the apartment still carried a trace of the perfume my father used to bring her from his trips abroad. He was hardly ever at home – he was a pianist. I say ‘was’ because after my mother’s death he stopped giving concerts. He gives only lessons now, and even those grudgingly, just so as not to be alone. My mother played the cello in her youth. She was talented, their friends say, but when I came along she took a job in a school and that was the end of her musical career. It is hard for me to judge whether she was content with her life; I do not think it was a question she ever asked herself. She was very reserved and did not like to talk about herself. As a child I played the piano, too, of course, and every time my father returned from a long trip I would have to show him the progress I had made. But since he was never particularly enthusiastic about it, I soon realized that I was playing the piano largely to please him, not because my future lay in that direction.


I had two responsibilities as a child: to play the piano and to pray. My mother did not ask me to go to church every day as she did, just on Sundays like my father. I remember when I was very little my father said that there was no point in making me go, that I could decide for myself once I grew up. So I was surprised to learn two years ago that my father had gone back to daily prayer. But when I was a child I knelt down by my bed every evening, shivering – our apartment was never warm enough. And as I prayed, the hardness of the floor would press against my knees and the parquet joinings dug into my flesh. There was no rug on that spot. My mother would not let me pull one over to the bed: she said surely I could stand the floor for a few moments. And I did not find it difficult, because I was not alone when I prayed. She would kneel down beside me and pray for me. That was the only moment in the entire day when we were together, completely alone, just the two of us. Then, and only then, I felt protected, because of the warm nearness of her body, because of the fervour with which she prayed, omitting from the prayer herself, my father, the whole world, everybody except me.


So I drew up a schedule for cleaning the rooms in this New York apartment, only slightly bigger than my place in Warsaw, and tried not to forget such seemingly unimportant details as the knobs and the doors, because you can tell from the doors what condition the house may be in. All the furniture in all the rooms had to be cleaned, the kitchen cupboards washed inside and out, the refrigerator defrosted and the old gas stove restored to some kind of order. Ajax liquid, spray and powder seemed to be the best tools for the job. I also placed my trust in plain vinegar and diluted chlorine. This time I was absolutely positive I could not over-clean. I even took two bedroom rugs to the dry cleaner’s, completely unnecessarily. When I first moved into the apartment I found them rolled up in a corner and decided not to bother with them for my one semester in New York. But there were a few dark brown bloodstains on the floor near the rugs and I could not be sure that there were not any on the rugs themselves. I wanted to eliminate any possibility of doubt. First I washed the stains on the floor, soaking them with plain cold water, and then I scrubbed them out with diluted ammonia, which immediately alleviated the sweetish stench of blood coming from the bathroom, a smell I have had to live with these last four days in New York.


This was not my first encounter with the smell of death.


The three of us were in New York five years ago, when my mother had been admitted to Sloan-Kettering. I remember that my father and I got off two subway stations too soon and had to walk some distance to the hospital. It was summer, the asphalt stuck to our shoes and the entire city smelled of rot and decay. I had been feeling nauseous for days. I refused to leave the air-conditioned apartment until I accepted the fact that this was the smell of the city, the smell of New York in summer. I think that of all New York, the only thing I remembered about that visit was its smell.


Two years later, just a few days before the end, when she was lying in hospital in Warsaw, only occasionally conscious, I think Mama sensed that smell and that it bothered her. But this time it was coming from her, from her skin, her breath. I am decomposing, I can feel myself decomposing, she would say as I wiped the sweat off her brow with a towel. I could feel her dying sweat sticking to me, the stench penetrating my hair, following me everywhere. Later I learned how to put a few drops of plain vinegar in the rinse water after shampooing my hair to completely banish it. Recalling that now, I have been rinsing my hair with vinegar water for the past three nights, but I can still smell the pervasive odour of death in this apartment. It is attenuated, so faint that only I can perceive it, but it will not leave me, not yet.


In the days that remain before my return to Warsaw, apart from cleaning the apartment I still have to take out the garbage, leave the bottles outside – there is always somebody who will take them back to the store for five cents apiece – pay the rest of the bills and have the gas disconnected. The new tenant in this second-floor apartment on St Mark’s Place in the East Village will have nothing but words of praise for my diligent housekeeping. Almost all outgoing tenants leave behind at least some grime, a thin film of grease on the stove, or at the very least a brown ring at the bottom of the toilet bowl. But I wanted to eradicate all traces of me and José in the apartment. As if a drop of strong acid had fallen on a greasy stain and dissolved it.


Among other things, before leaving I had to decide what to do with the two black-and-white enlarged photographs of José. I hesitated to destroy them, because they were all I had left of my lover. I do not want to take anything with me to Warsaw that might remind me of him, not the smallest memento, and least of all a photograph. His two portraits hung on the wall of the deserted bedroom. Outside the December sun shone brightly that afternoon, its light tracing a hazy rectangle on the floor. Suddenly the room assumed an unreal, portentous appearance, as if a mysterious light illuminated it from within. I had closed the bedroom door, for no obvious reason. I was alone in the apartment. It was probably a subconscious precaution, as though if the door were left even slightly ajar, something might slip out. A secret which had to stay sealed in this room forever.


I leaned on the windowsill of a room I would soon be leaving, a room where the most important thing in my life had happened. I was alone with his photographs. How could José ever have lived surrounded by them and not been bothered by constantly running into his own face? The portraits had been my idea, reflections of my own need to have him always present, in whatever way possible. I remember thinking, when putting them up, that the photographs would be my only souvenir of him. Looking at these two remaining photographs, I felt like laughing at my own naïveté in believing that such images could ever be important mementos of our relationship. How could I ever have believed, even briefly, that José would return to Brazil?


I was about to burn them when I stopped. Something kept me from doing it. I recognized the move of his hands, the folds in his trousers, the dirty white sneakers. My inner picture of José overlapped with that of the photograph, and suddenly it was as if he had come alive. It hurt, although I knew that both pain and extreme loneliness were merely the unimportant consequences of my new situation. What was important was the peace, the inner serenity felt by someone who had finally achieved her goal. He was already inside me, I simply had not yet had time to get used to his presence.


The full-length photograph of him standing by the playground fence in front of the basketball court at West Fourth Street was the last one I had taken, and the other portrait was one of the first, right after he had moved in with me. Yet, looking at them, it was the portrait that seemed like the last visual image I had left of him. Those familiar light speckles in his eyes as he looked out of this same window while I snapped him with my idiot box of a camera, using a roll of black-and-white film left over from Poland. And then those same speckles in his eyes three months later, as he lay in bed. In the photograph I thought I detected a trace of fatigue in the circles under his eyes after three sleepless nights in his dormitory room. We had not left his room for three days and three nights, and then we had come here and I had photographed him, already utterly captivated by his face, by his body.


Only the firm line of his upper lip spoiled the relaxed expression of his face. As if etched with a knife, that line, at first glance, gave his face an expression of cruelty and lustfulness, and it made me tremble. It was the same the first time I ever saw him. José’s strange ability to disturb the balance of my being, even in a photograph, to make me react physically, was what stopped me from destroying it immediately. That and the fact that it was clear in the photo graph that he was still not entirely aware of what had happened to him. Because, when that picture was taken, three months ago, José thought his life was an integral whole and that he was still in control of it.


In the other picture he was wearing dark glasses and his face was veiled and silent. His right hand, holding a cigarette, was half raised in what looked like a nervous, defensive gesture. The daylight streamed in from every side – from the edges of the photograph, from the whiteness of the crushed carton, from the billboard in the distance. That encroaching light of the city moved in on him, swathed him, enveloped him and was absorbed into his skin. Although hidden behind dark glasses, his face was caught in a moment of extreme vulnerability and immortalized by the camera.


That shot was taken no more than three weeks ago, and even though I can pinpoint the time, it is of absolutely no relevance to the inner scheme of things. What is important is the picture of that moment that is imprinted on my mind. Those last few days I carried a camera with me everywhere, as if, anticipating our separation, I did not dare rely on my own memory. Then, three weeks ago, when the end was not only quite certain but also in part planned, I still could not shake off the desire to photograph him. Even then, though, I knew that I would later destroy all these images. They were too shallow and paltry to keep as mementos.


It was a milky day, as if coated in cream. I remember we had come out of the West Fourth Street subway station. The stairs reeked of urine and the iron railing was slippery with rain. I slipped and grabbed the hem of his leather jacket. I carried the touch of leather in my hand all the way up to the top of the stairs. To the left were a wire fence and high, graffiti-covered dark brick walls. Behind José’s shoulders, two solid slabs of wall joined to form a right angle. High, high above hung a curdled patch of sky. He walked towards me slowly, one hand in the pocket of his short black jacket, and the other raising a cigarette to his lips. As I clicked the camera, I wished I had a powerful weapon in my hand, a pistol, perhaps a knife, something with which I could at any moment sever all the threads connecting him to life, to this place, to me. And then swallow that still living piece of reality. Keep it for myself, forever. He walked over to me, kissed my face without saying a word and then suddenly turned his eyes away.


I did not realize until I had destroyed all my photographs of him that for me the picture-taking had been a kind of magic, reflecting the desire for total possession, for gaining power over him. As I looked at the photographs, I thought of how José should have been in São Paulo now, walking the streets somewhere near his house, weighed down by the crushing density of the first few days of our separation, which dropped off his back one by one, like rocks. The photographs were so charged with motion that he looked as if he were about to step out of the frame. I had taken a few steps around the room before I realized that the energy in these photographs had shifted; it was now inside me, I was actually lending it my own body. It was not just me walking, but him as well. This feeling of twoness caught me unprepared.


But I know I will have to get used to it, to this feeling of him coming alive inside me, to the power I feel he has over me as a result.


I have no idea why, but as I was walking around the room, I wondered how an outsider would see all this. And then I felt a rush of hatred which surprised me. It was not directed at anyone in particular. I simply felt a kind of abstract, suffocating hatred because I suspected that no one else could understand the way my lover and I had stayed bonded to each other, the way our beings had permeated each other and intermixed, the way we had finally become one. And then the feeling vanished as suddenly as it had appeared.


The light in the room changed. The day was slowly starting to yellow, giving the photographs a sepia colour, the colour of sorrow. I knew that this was the right moment to destroy them. As I tore them up, the fragility of the paper surprised me. I burned them piece by piece over the sink, the curls of black ash slowly disappearing down the drain.


It was hard to clean the whole apartment, but it was even harder to wipe it clean of our presence. I felt as if I were peeling off a thin, transparent foil which had invisible signs of our former life glued on to it. I was peeling it off the walls, the floors, the tiles. Luckily, only a few of José’s things remained, packed in a carrier bag: an address book, documents, spiral-bound writing pads with research notes for his book, a small English–Portuguese dictionary, the keys to his apartment and car in São Paulo. It was not hard for me to get rid of these things. I hesitated only over José’s notes. For all my resolve, after his death I found it hard to part with absolutely everything. José’s notes on cannibalism, for instance, were the key to understanding our relationship and everything that had happened between us. Which is why I decided to hold on to them, just temporarily, so that once I got home to Warsaw, I could read at least those parts written in English. I got rid of everything else. I left some of his books at the Forty-Second Street branch of the Public Library (they check your bags only when you leave, not upon entering – it never occurred to them that someone might visit the library in order to leave books inside) and the rest I left in a nearby second-hand bookstore. Of course, I was careful not to be seen. Who gives books away in this day and age? I suppose I could have paid someone a commission to sell them for me, but then I would have had to have left an address. The clothes were easy: I gave them to the homeless. I sold two suitcases at the flea market around the corner, along with the green Hubertus coat. The only things I regretted disposing of were the toys José had bought for his son, a battery-operated white bunny and a rubber puppy. The rest were odds and ends: a purple lighter of the cheapest variety; an unfinished box of Gitanes; a cassette of Brazilian music; Clarice Inspector’s book Uma aprendizagem ou o livro doz prazeres, which I found thrust in among the newspapers in the kitchen; his grey pullover. He had been wearing it that last evening. I had been tempted to keep it, mostly because of the smell. But I didn’t. Knowing that I would be tempted, I had decided in advance that all this unnecessary paraphernalia, all these clothes, papers, plastic objects, should be disposed of as soon as possible. It is funny how all the evidence of a life together ultimately comes down to the crumbling fragments of a large fresco of faded colours. As if any of these oddments could bring back the softness of his palms, his freckled back, his upper arm with its mole, his stringy wet hair after a shower or his face as he leaned over me. I did not dare be sentimental or unnecessarily self-indulgent; I had no reason to be tearful. But I realized that only after I left New York would I be able to feel, purely and utterly, this union with my internalized, fully attained love.


The other day on Park Avenue, I noticed two people our age with a child. There was something touching about how they bent over the baby carriage and how their faces assumed the same worried expression. So, I thought, it is possible to live like that. To walk down the street on a holiday afternoon, enter a restaurant, hold the child in one’s lap and order a beer. When they sat down the man looked out, past the woman’s face, but keeping it within his range of vision. It takes so much effort to survive, a man has so little time to relax, his gaze told me. And when he finally does have the time to stroll through the park, sit down and order a drink or visit a friend, that must never be the moment when he thinks how his life is as empty as a dead shell. Perhaps he can allow himself a fleeting awareness of this feeling, which will suddenly blow away like the wind. But nothing more than that. And even that should be suppressed, forgotten as soon as possible, washed down with yet another glass to get him through the day.


Yesterday, Christmas Eve, the sky was pale blue, like the finest blue silk. As I was cleaning up around the house, I heard a man shout something outside, down in the street, and then a car door slamming. The street was quiet otherwise, dreamy, like a Sunday afternoon. Again I had a strong sensation of José’s presence.


It was late morning in São Paulo at that moment. If he were there José might be playing with his son on the beach, trickling the fine, dry sand on the child’s feet. Felipe would wriggle his little toes and laugh. He was nine months old. José would cover the boy’s head with a white cotton cap to protect him against the sun, even though in Brazil it was only the beginning of summer. Then he would glance at his watch. Time to put the child down for a sleep. I imagined him picking up the boy, brushing the grains of sand off his little body and walking toward the small wooden beach house. He would feel the child’s warmth and smell his sweat as the boy laid his head on his father’s shoulder and fell asleep. José would enter the house and put the child down in his crib. He would sit in the darkened room for a while, listening to the child breathe. The little boy’s mother would not be back from town until late afternoon – she had gone to buy presents for the friends who would be coming round later. That evening, dressed in a white shirt and trousers, José would drink whisky as the sweat trickled down his back. Leaning against the wall, taking large swigs of his drink, he would answer questions about his stay in New York with a quick yes or no. To a backdrop of loud toasting, taking fresh gulps which scorched the throat, he would suppress the vague unease he felt. I will make the effort, I have to make the effort to live. This is my real life. José would be aware that his life was an extremely delicate paper construction which could be destroyed instantaneously by the merest thoughtless touch.


In the past three days I have noticed that my body has gradually become increasingly hard, as if my skin were turning into metal armour. When I rub my hands, it feels as if the dry rustle of skin is coming from somewhere far away. On the subway to the Bronx, carrying one of the big, tightly tied garbage bags which I had put in a dark blue New Man sports bag, I stared so hard at the man sitting across from me that he had to look away.


Looking at him, I thought of how José had lost nothing.


I shall have to get used to this new presence of his which suddenly seizes me like a fit. Having disposed of yet another ‘package’ – I left it in the garbage bin of a fish restaurant near the East River – I sat down in a small French bakery on East Fourth Street. We had gone there together once. I remembered the three round stone-topped tables the colour of freshly sliced chicken. I ordered a cappuccino. As soon as I took my first sip I felt the anxiety I now recognized as longing, or rather anticipation. As if, by merely turning my head, I would see José sitting in his coat and scarf – he was constantly cold in New York – gazing at the sidewalk across the street. Perhaps at the girl with the sturdy thighs hurrying across the intersection. Then I would see him absently take a sip from his paper cup and put it down on the table, revolted by the taste of the wax on his lips. Shit, I would hear him say in an accusing voice, his eyes searching my face for confirmation of his betrayal by the coffee cup. Or by the cold. Or by the city. The smell of freshly baked rolls wafted in through the open door behind the counter. It was a wet day, but it had stopped raining before I came in. A woman carrying a huge bouquet of white chrysanthemums stopped in front of the shop window. Her face was wreathed in a smile, as if she had found what she had been looking for. I wondered whether José had noticed her smile, as again he lifted the paper cup to his lips, but at that moment I realized that he was not there, that there really was no José; that he did not exist. That he was not next to me as I sat there thinking, observing the street, while the girl in the short skirt and the woman with the chrysanthemums passed by. It was me sipping the cappuccino, me tasting the wax paper on my lips, but now these lips were both mine and his, as was the sense of betrayal, of feeling lost, which was now nestling in my soul. I felt like a lined coat, as if José’s skin lay just inside my own.


As I was putting José’s notes away in my suitcase, a photograph of the two of us, taken in one of those automatic booths, fell out. It was a very small picture, silly really, but I stopped to look at it because it was the only picture of the two of us together. What had brought this strange, roughly attractive man from Brazil and this seemingly frail blonde woman from Poland to this photo booth at Penn Station in the winter of that year? What was the force that had held them together twenty-four hours of each of the seventy-six days they had spent together in this city? And what was the force that had separated them? Could they even be said to have been separated simply because one of them was now dead?


I woke up the other day thinking I was a murderer, but the sounds of the house emerging from its slumber managed to drive the thought away, if only for a while. The three-storey building awoke slowly, like an old lady. First you could hear the squeak of the unoiled door – I wonder how long it has been squeaking like that, and how much longer it will go on doing so? – and Madam Victoria taking her little dog, an old Maltese called Misha, out for a walk. I heard the scratch of its paws on the landing outside my front door. Mack, who sang in a choir, began his morning voice exercises in the bathroom, and at that same moment the actress (or more precisely, waitress) in the apartment above me put on her aerobic exercise tape. The sounds were soothing; they gave me a feeling of safety, a special kind of safety. As though I was protected by the presence of these people, by their very existence and their daily repetition of the same actions, like a ritual. Every day was the same as the day before, as the day I had arrived in New York, the day José had moved in with me and the day he had disappeared. Every morning the man did his voice exercises, the little dog went for its walk, the ceiling shook from the unrelenting jumping of the anorexic waitress and the smell of real Italian espresso coffee wafted up from the ground-floor apartment. Mine was the only apartment in the building being rented out – illegally. They call it subletting here. The leaseholder, Susan, a political scientist at NYU, was away in Europe on a study trip. There had been quite a turnover of subletters, mostly foreign scholarship students from the university.


Perhaps the word ‘murderer’ had been evoked by sounds which had suddenly become too loud, as though echoing through an empty apartment. Nothing moved in this apartment: I heard not a single sound except for the beating of my own heart. That emptiness, that stillness, that immured dead silence. Solitude covered me like a thin blanket of ice, and I wriggled deeper into my bed. There was still so much to do, to tidy up, put in order, clean, I thought despondently. For three solid days now I had been flopping into bed and falling asleep instantaneously. In the morning I would be wrenched from a deep sleep by the ringing of the alarm clock.


But that morning, I woke up in the empty apartment with the word ‘murderer’, like a brick tossed in through the window while I was asleep.


It did not make me think I really was a murderer, but for the first time I realized that this was how people might see me. Perhaps it was not until that morning that I could look at my situation from the outside. If somebody were to confront me right now with the facts of the last three days of my life, that is how it would look, as if I had coldbloodedly, and with premeditation, killed, in fact smothered, my lover José with a pillow while he was asleep, having first plied him with drink and slipped him a large quantity of sleeping pills. That had been on Tuesday evening. Over the days that followed I had disposed not only of his things, but also of his remains, cleaned up the apartment and got ready to leave. On the surface, that is what I did. I took his life, I killed him – although the very word makes me sick, as indeed does the thought of any kind of violence. But that is not at all what this is about: it is about the possibility of prolonging life, about a way of allowing us to stay together. José’s death was merely a necessary detail, an unavoidable step towards achieving union; a means, not an end. Had there been any other way, any other solution to the relationship in which we found ourselves, to that serpentine intertwining of our beings, none of this would have happened. That is why I am not sorry that he had to die. Generally speaking, the word grief, like the word death, like so many other words I could use here, is completely meaningless. None of these words embrace or describe anything, because as categories they simply do not apply to this particular case. Grief is an entirely human category, and the reason for his death totally transcends that.




II


The beginning was very simple and, as always, pure chance was at the heart of it. Or a series of chance happenings which ultimately became fate. I first saw José at the main branch of the New York Public Library on the corner of Fifth Avenue and Forty-Second Street. It was already early October, but the day was hot and I found the reading room refreshingly cool. As soon as I walked in I immediately lost that sense of insecurity that Eastern Europeans carry with them like baggage whenever they step into a system they are not used to. Here everything looked familiar, except for the computerized catalogue system, but I soon mastered that as well. The suffused light from outside, the dark, wood-panelled walls, the old bronze lamps on the long tables and the soft uneven sound of turning pages pleasantly rustling between the fingers. And then something I relished in advance: the smell of old cloth-and leather-bound books, their fragile paper and the invisible layers of dust which, after leafing through the pages, sticks to my fingers as I open some old catalogue.

It was the book that first caught my eye. Bound in black cloth, it was lying on top of a stack of books on the other side of the table. All I saw, embossed in gold letters on the spine, was its title: Divine Hunger. I don’t know why I did it – perhaps because of the beautiful letters which leaped out at me from their dark setting, or the strange title, or the particular moment I noticed the book – but I reached out and pulled it to my side of the table without even looking at the person sitting opposite me. I now think that that must have been the first chance happening which led to all the others. I suppose I expected it to be a book of poetry, maybe because in my hands I was already holding a study of metaphysical poets. According to the contents page, however, this was some sort of specialized anthropological study of cannibalism by a Peggy R. Sanday, published by Cambridge University Press, with classifications and tables of the geographic distribution of exo-cannibalism and endo-cannibalism. At the time, nothing in the world could have interested me less than a study of cannibalism. I closed the book and put it back, but the title still intrigued me. Divine Hunger. God and hunger. I remember repeating to myself those two words, so resonant on my tongue, and deciding that I should use them in a poem. It did cross my mind that the idea that cannibalism brought man closer to the divine was not so strange, but I did not dwell on it. From that moment on, however, these three notions were firmly connected in my subconscious by the thin, steely thread of language.

The man across the way, to whom the book obviously belonged, was writing something in his spiral-bound notebook, his head bowed, looking as if he had not even noticed that I had taken the book from under his nose not a minute earlier. He had a strange way of turning the pages of his notebook, with his fingertips raised. It was as if he were taking care not to let them touch the paper because it would be painful for him. Later, standing on the wide white front steps of the building, unable to decide which way to go – downtown toward the university in the Village or uptown, in the direction of the nearest Barnes & Noble bookstore – my skin still feeling the coolness and protection of the reading room, I caught sight again of the title of the book and the slightly raised fingertips. The man from across the table was now standing next to me, offering me the book. ‘Take a better look if it interests you,’ he said. ‘I can wait.’ I took the book, although I was not really interested in it any more. That, perhaps, was the second, decisive chance happening. Because, though we could not have known it at the time, our future was contained in those two simple gestures of accepted communication, in his offering the book and in my taking it.

As soon as he opened his mouth I knew he was a foreigner. I had already learned how to recognize nuances in English pronunciation. That comes automatically when you are a foreigner yourself, when you are focused on one thing only, on the fear of not understanding or not being understood and, therefore, of missing something important. Of not catching every word, sound and intonation, that fine web of barely detectable shades which denote a joke or irony, for instance. The worst are those ordinary phrases meant to facilitate communication, but whose meaning it takes foreigners a long time to understand. I had studied English language and literature and was familiar with it, but since coming here I had realized that there was a major difference between what was spoken and what was written, between looking at the text as a written language and listening to a living language. I was afraid of that, I am still afraid of the meaning escaping me, as if this foreign language and this foreign city are an ocean which will swallow me up sooner or later.

‘You must be a foreigner, too,’ I said. The word had a magic effect, suddenly dispelling the uncomfortable tension that grips you when you are addressed by a complete stranger. We were both foreigners, and that immediately bonded us. Paradoxically, the fact that we were not each speaking our own language made it easier, rather than more difficult, to strike up a conversation. Even though we both made a conscious and careful effort to express ourselves clearly, using a foreign language was liberating. It allowed us to talk rapidly and impulsively, without weighing every word for its inevitable inadequacy. The very word ‘foreigner’
is redolent of common experience: your first arrival in New York, the young man who takes your suitcase and puts it in the taxi outside the terminal building, charging five dollars for the service; the people who promise to help you find an apartment and then ‘forget’; the coins you have to learn to tell apart; the noise, the wailing sirens, the constant tension in the streets
– this is where they mug, rob and kill, to quote our papers. And all the time the constant effort to leave the opposite impression:
that you are not a foreigner, that you know your way around the subway, the streets and the strange customs of this frenzied city. Then comes the ponderous desire to forget the grant and the doctorate and the wondrous opulence of the department stores, a feeling that grips you after a week, just when you start to relax, when you already have a sure handle on the city, on your lecture schedule at the university; when you are getting to know the shops, restaurants and movie theatres in your neighbourhood. That desire to return to the safety, the familiarity of your shabby everyday life, which from here looks like a refuge slipping farther and farther away.
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