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Still Lives

My grandmother died in 2020. She was a powerful matriarch. Joan Behan had 7 kids, red leather shoes, and the Virgin Mary watching her from all angles of her home. Now thats MOTHERRR all caps, 3 Rs. When I was very small she would feed me ‘Nana’s soup’ -irish vegetable soup with marrow fat peas and barley and white bread and butter. I always ate the crusts but I tried not to when she told me they would put hair on my chest, which I still don’t want despite journeys with testosterone, wondering if sheer willpower could motivate the hormones to give me a better thicker snail trail. I would sit watching the Wizard of Oz VHS in her living room, transfixed the first few times, clomping around in those red leather shoes. My aunties would laugh at me because I would count to myself when I was vogueing. Once I knew all the words I would make toys and odd sculptures out of recycling scraps and endless amounts of sellotape while it played in the background. I was so scared to come out to her, to tell her I’d changed my name but it had been years. When she found out just before my birthday, she presented me with a card. Her memory at that point was not what it used to be, she was 92 and doting. Rather than a birthday card she had handed me a ‘Thank You’ card and rather than being in an envelope it was folded in half, creased in the middle like she had clutched it in her pocket for a while. Inside it she had written ‘Indi, whoever you are and whatever you believe in, I love you, Nana’. Tears streamed down my face but I kept my chest from moving so she wouldn’t know when I hugged her. I was almost glad her eyesight was shot, because she would be sad to know I was crying. I’ve never been so glad to get a card without a fiver in it. 

After she died I went straight to her house and showered. It was empty, and the same, and I went around it with a camera and took a picture of everything. The way she had left the drawers in the kitchen. The way she kept her toothbrush. Nana's house was safe and I spent a lot of time there. I try not to revisit the memories of the sounds and smells too often because I’ve heard that each time you revisit a memory it changes slightly. When I took the pictures I could at least freeze what it looked like. I’ve been building this body of work over what feels like a long time. But it was only after going to visit the Vivian Maier show that I realised what I was doing. Maier captured mundane moments like they had to be, like they held the utmost significance. She did this with beautiful photographs but also with everything at all, her final years taken by hoarding. I am for the most part quite a disconnected person. I’m an autistic person with CPTSD I struggle to be present and I struggle to want to be. I hate change I hate the unpredictability and chaos of everything that changes. I find pivotal comfort in objects which are still or whose movements and sounds are completely predictable and I can emotionally perch on them and experience a less intimidating version of presence through their stability. I have been facing off with presence and impermanence. Drawing how it feels to be in a moment to connect with it through only the colours and shapes in front of me. I love my friend Emma. A ‘mindful’ snack platter. Fucking the wrong person after my cat died. Objects I can show my friends when I don’t know what to say, passively love myself through, temporarily tether myself, look back and wish I could have held myself. Making tangible physical objects out of snapshots and memories so I can stay there, in forever, before I eat the banana. My still lifes. I am scared of giving myself to a moment because I know it will leave me. 

By Indigo Azidahaka
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