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Praise


Ece Temelkuran is one of the Turkey’s best known novelists and political commentators. She has contributed to the Guardian, Newstatesman, New Left Review, Le Monde Diplomatique, Frankfurter Rundschau, Der Spiegel,The New York Times and Berliner Zeitung.


Her books of investigative journalism broach subjects that are highly controversial in Turkey, such as the Kurdish and Armenian issues and freedom of expression.


Her novel Düğümlere Üfleyen Kadınlar (Women Who Blow on Knots) won a PEN Translates award, sold over 120,000 copies in Turkey and has been published in translation in Germany, Croatia, Poland, Bosnia and France with editions also forthcoming in China, Italy and the USA.


Temelkuran was born into a political family in Izmir, known to be the most liberal city in the country. Educated as a lawyer in the capital city Ankara, she never practiced the profession except once to defend Kurdish children in a political class action as a symbolic act. Bored by Law School, she started to work for the newspaper Cumhuriyet during her second year at the university in 1993.


Her first novel, Women Are All Confused, was published in 1996, while she was working as a journalist. 20 years later the book is a touring stage play and performed in several cities in Turkey.


Then, as her journalism at the time was focusing on political prisoners and the Kurdish issue, she wrote My Son My Daughter My State – Mothers of Political Prisoners (1997). Afterwards, she moved to Istanbul to work for CNN International and carried on publishing her literary work including The Book of Inside (2000) and The Book of Edge (2010).


When she became a columnist for Milliyet, reality occupied her life, prevailing over literary truth. She started publishing her collection of articles and reportage, The Words from the Edge. She travelled to Venezuela when Chavez came to power in order to write, We are Making a Revolution Here, Señorita! which became a bestseller. She followed the piqueteros movement in Buenos Aires after the economic crisis and World Social Forums in Brazil and in India.


In 2006, while she was travelling to report from Malaysian, Russian, Iranian, Lebanese and European cities, her friend Hrant Dink encouraged her to travel to Armenia for reportage on the Armenian dispute, considered to be the toughest taboo in Turkey. After Armenia she travelled to France and to the US to meet the Armenian diaspora. The Armenian journalist Dink was assassinated in 2007. To fulfil her promise to him she wrote The Deep Mountain – Across the Turkish-Armenian Divide. The book is dedicated to Dink and she spent a year in Oxford as a visiting fellow of Saint Anthony’s College to write it.


Temelkuran went to Beirut in 2008, a city she fell in love with while she was reporting from Lebanon after the 2006 Israel attack. She was planning to write a non-fiction book on Hezbollah but then, realising that it was time to turn back to literature, she started writing Banana Sounds, a love story combined with the unmentionable love of war, as romantic as it sounds.


She stayed in Beirut for almost a year to finish the novel, which has now been published in several languages. Due to political reasons, continuing with journalism became harder in the country. In 2012 she was fired from her job because of two articles she wrote about a massacre that left dozens of Kurdish children dead on the Turkish-Iraqi border, and the story was covered by the international media including The Wall Street Journal.


By then she had moved to Tunisia to write her novel, Women Who Blow on Knots. The novel has been published in several countries with the title What good is a revolution if I cannot dance to it. The original title is taken from the Koran and refers to witches practising witchcraft by blowing on knots.


Although she decided not to go back to journalism after the Gezi uprising in 2013, she edited the socialist newspaper Birgün for several months as a supportive act. She gave speeches about the Gezi uprising in the House of Commons and at the Geneva Film Festival among several other venues. Since then her articles have appeared in several international media platforms including the Guardian and Der Spiegel. She was invited to Amsterdam as a writer in residence and gave the Freedom Lecture for the year 2013.


The lively political climate in the country stimulated her to write her political novel on Turkey, Time of Mute Swans, set in Ankara in the summer of 1980. It has been published in Germany and the US. Her political narrative non-fiction on Turkey – Turkey: The Insane and Melancholy (Euphorie und Wehmut / Zed Books) – has been reviewed widely in the German and British media.


She divides her time between Istanbul and Zagreb.





Praise for Ece Temelkuran:


‘Temelkuran opens a battle against uniformed Muslim literary female characters.’ – Özlem Ezer, Professor of Literature, Literary Critic


‘This is an extraordinary novel, a stunning road story, a bitter fairytale and an awakening dream.’ – Gülenay Börekçi – Literary Critic


‘I applaud Temelkuran for creating this piece of world literature which is ultimate magic.’ – Onur Bilge Kula – Professor of Literature


“Ece Temelkuran’s second novel is like a firework. It is the book where Twitter and the Thousand and One Nights fairy tales meet.” – Professor Hannes Kraus, KulturWest, 2014 (Germany)


“Women Who Blow On Knots is an extremely inspiring novel and it is the resistance of an independent intellectual” – Jean Baptiste Hamelin, Pages des Libraries, France


“A loving, feminist and fairytale-like ‘partners in crime’ novel which is a breathtaking thriller at the same time.” – Le Progres Social, France





"If you cannot think of a better road story with heroines other than Thelma & Louise, you should read this novel. Temelkuran opens a battle against uniformed Muslim literary female characters." – Özlem Ezer – Professor of Literature


"This is an extraordinary novel, a stunning road story, a bitter fairytale and an awakening dream." – Gülenay Börekçi


“The novel seems like a fairytale but actually it is also a first-class geopolitical analysis of today’s world.” – L’Alsace, Switzerland


“Ece Temelkuran has ten thousand eyes to look at the world.” – Sabit Fikir,


Author website: www.ecetemelkuran.com


Twitter: @ETemelkuran
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Women Who Blow on Knots


Translated by Alexander Dawe
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About the Translator:


Alexander Dawe studied French and Classical Guitar Performance at Oberlin College and Conservatory. He has translated several contemporary Turkish novels, including Endgame by Ahmet Altan. In collaboration with Maureen Freely he has translated A Useless Man by Sait Faik Abasıyanık, The Time Regulation Institute by Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar and The Madonna in a Fur Coat by Sabahattin Ali. In 2010, he received a PEN/Heim Translation Fund grant to translate the short stories of Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar. Currently he is translating a collection of short stories by Ercan Kesal. He lives and works in Turkey, on the Prince Islands Archipelago, in the sea of Marmara near Istanbul.




“Say, I seek refuge in the Lord at daybreak. From the evil of that which He created. And from the evil of darkness when it settles. And from the evil in the blowers of knots. And from the evil of an envier when he envies.”


Al-Falaq Verse 1-5


(The Holy Koran, Sahih International)


“But audiences no longer react well to heavy historical self-ironisation. They might at a pinch accept it from a man, but not from a woman.


Elizabeth Costello, J.M. Coetzee


“Tell all the truth but tell it slant.”


Emily Dickinson




Women Who Blow On Knots




Tunisia


We are on the run. Barrelling south in a white car at a hundred and forty kilometres an hour. I’m in the back. On my left a woman with a yellow wig aslant on her head, as still as stone. On my right a bald woman wearing a white headscarf, her leg bouncing up and down. An old one-eyed man is at the wheel. An old grey-haired woman dressed in lilac silk is riding shotgun with her face to the wind, without a care in the world.


The bald woman says, “Where are we going?”


The old woman says, “South.”


Angry, the bald woman digs in. “Just how far south?”


The old woman replies, “Way down south.”


Not long ago I was about to make my way back to Istanbul. Now I am on the brink of the most terrifying and wonderful trip I have ever taken. I remember how it all began but to this day I still have a hard time believing it ever really happened.




1


I was trying to fall asleep when I heard slippers on the stone steps in the hotel. I heard footsteps. Even over all the noise from the wedding. The howling and fireworks. It had to be a woman’s step. Light and young. Then another woman climbed the stairs. I heard her, too. I heard her little feet. I heard her nightdress, the sound of cloth. Thin cotton cloth. From her small steps I could even hear how tightly it clung to her body – and I knew the dress was white. But that night I wanted to be alone. Fired from my job at the paper I had no desire for life.


I was hungry and exhausted. After I’d complained to the receptionist for mixing up my registration, she’d got her own back and by the time I realized what was happening it was too late. It was the middle of the night but she’d said, “Of course” and only later would I understand that blank look in her eyes: she was a little devil.


After an awkward silence I’d asked her if the restaurants were open in the old city. “Of course,” she’d said and I’d slipped into a dark labyrinth, shadows swirling out of every corner. Shadows you always see when you arrive in a city for the first time and wander off in the wrong direction. In the morning I knew I would wake up to realize that if I’d only walked the other way I would have ended up in the heart of town. But a traveller at night is no match for misfortune. Hunted down by all kinds of shadows, I made it back to my room at the Dar el-Medina, the window looking inwards. I skimmed hopelessly through Saudi channels brimming with discussions about the Koran. I struggled in vain to get online and I resigned myself to the fact that I would never kill the lone mosquito buzzing about the room … so I tried falling asleep. That’s when I heard the slippers.


Laughter: I started, as if a deer had just darted across my path. I heard a woman press her foot against her thigh, like a stork. I heard her slipper drop. I heard broken conversation. Then fingers over the jasmine blooming in the courtyard. I heard a flower being picked, branches bending. I suppose you only listen carefully to the sounds of the night when you’re looking for adventure. Grabbing the bottle of whisky I’d bought last minute at the airport, I pinched three glasses between my fingers.


They stopped talking when they heard me coming. Two women leaning against the low white terrace walls of an old Tunisian villa now the Dar el-Medina Hotel, elbows on the low walls, hips pushed out. On our faces that stupid smile a tourist gets when she asks for her differences to be forgiven.


Their nightgowns really were white. And yes, the one with bigger hips had pressed her alluring foot against her thigh, just like a stork – she was more confident and more flirtatious than the other woman. “I can’t sleep with all this noise,” I said in English. Clearly we were all from the lower hemisphere but I didn’t want to make things difficult by choosing one Arabic dialect over another. “The wedding, right? Come join us,” said the one with the hips. “Come,” echoed the other. They both spoke in Arabic. A word was enough to tip me off as to where they were from. The bubbly little one with the big hips was Tunisian – she hadn’t used the feminine ending on her invitation. The other spoke with a stronger accent; she was a bold, shadowy, mysterious Egyptian, with the taut, tall body of a man. The Tunisian was the perfect little lady, sweet and more womanly. Then a firework cracked over our heads and we suddenly felt freed from the usual social niceties. I moved closer, putting the glasses on the low white wall. I looked at them to be sure … yes, everyone was drinking.


“You can’t really see the wedding from here,” said the bold Egyptian.


“Look from here,” said the Tunisian, pointing to one side.


Searching for the wedding, I said, “So this must be one of the wonders of Tunis. All the terraces are hidden from each other, no?”


“That’s right,” said the Tunisian with the hips. “The genius of the our country’s architecture. Somehow we found a way to live side by side without actually seeing each other.”


I turned away to look for the wedding and give the two women the chance to study my face. Bending over the wall, I finally spotted the celebration on a terrace below, in a cluster of rectangles and squares. The terrace was sliced into triangles by strings of colourful bulbs; old women were dancing and young girls were giggling with shame after every cry, covering their faces with hennaed hands. In her billowing gown the bride looked like she had parachuted into enemy lines with no hope but to surrender. The guests all danced around her like savages who’d stumbled on a tasty dinner.


“The bride looks miserable. I suppose it’s the fear of the first night,” I said, just making small talk.


The Tunisian burst out laughing. The same peal of laughter I’d heard from my room.


“That’s what I was saying. She’s in trouble tonight. Shock treatment!”


The Egyptian cracked an awkward smile.


“Maybe there is something to that old tradition among Tunisian Jews. You keep the bride absolutely still for twenty days, feeding her to fatten her up before consummation. Helps her withstand the brutal conditions of the first night.” To downplay the sudden confidence with her new friend, she added, “We just met.” A pause. Maybe she’d already forgotten the Tunisian’s name.


“Where are you from?” said the Egyptian, adopting a serious tone. But the Tunisian steamrolled over the sudden formality: “It feels like we’ve known each other for years.”


Ignoring her comment, the Egyptian turned to me. “You’re a journalist, right?”


“You can tell in the dark?” I said.


Letting out an exaggerated laugh, the Tunisian said, “No, but I get a sense of your taste in underwear.”


I was quiet. A subtle tension crackled in the air. I didn’t appreciate the intimacy. But the Tunisian didn’t seem particularly bothered. Turning to the Egyptian in the hope of encouraging a little decorum, I said, “I was. Now I’m out of a job. So I thought I’d come here to write a book about the Arab Spring.”


Then I asked, “And I suppose you’re an academic?”


All of sudden the Egyptian was a little girl laughing at something funny that had happened to her on the way home from school. Her tough-guy persona retreated a little.


“I’m Maryam,” she said. “I came to Tunisia today. And yes, Cairo American University History Department, at your service.”


Although I was unimpressed by how freely the Tunisian was flashing her curves, I decided to give her a chance.


“I don’t take you for an academic.”


“I came here tonight. From New York.” Pressing her glass of whisky to her lips, she smiled, drawing out the silence to set the stage for her opening act. And in neon lights, she said, “I’m Amira.” And nothing more.


Another burst of fireworks exploded in the sky. We looked up. From up there the city must have looked like a giant dark crossword puzzle of terraces in the shapes of rectangles and squares. On one of the illuminated pieces was the first letter of the word for wedding and to finish the word you would have to switch on the lights of the surrounding terraces. We were three women standing on one of those dark squares, hidden from the naked eye. And only when the brightest firework burst open in the sky did we see each other’s faces for a moment in that drunken square; from the sky to our faces and from our faces to our bellies, we could make out our shoulders, breasts, arms and wrists in the cascading light. If it weren’t for her nightgown, Egyptian Maryam might have been mistaken for a boy. When she spoke you could feel the strength of her voice. Amira was shimmering in her nightgown like a fish. And when she shivered in a cool breeze it was like she was being kissed. Before I arrived it would have seemed like Maryam was the man and Amira the woman. Their opposing features highlighting their roles even more. We had stepped out onto this dark square of a giant puzzle to take refuge and watch the world from the dark.


When the fireworks ended, curiosity drove me to ask Amira, “Why are you staying here?”


Flashing me a wry smile she turned to the wedding, and in a voice stripped of any emotion, with no sign of the previous laughter, she said, “There was a revolution and my dad died. I’m in no mood to go home.”


Maryam expressed her condolences in Arabic and I was silent. Looking up, Amira nodded at Maryam, and, unwinding the silence, she said.


“It’s weird being a tourist in your own city. When you leave home and stay in a hotel, you become someone else. Like walking into your own life through another door … it’s nice in that way…” Nodding her head, she muttered under her breath, “…nice that way, nice that way.”


Amira was getting through her whisky fast when Maryam said, “It’s like the movie suddenly stops and you step inside.” The Purple Rose of Tunisia, I thought to myself. This is just that kind of night. I would have been scared at the thought of suddenly meeting a group of interesting men, a meeting which might have led to the bombing of Paris. But this felt more like the curtain at La Scala was rising and I was just getting to know some very interesting women. I was grateful. It was happening again…


Amira turned to Maryam as if to say, what are you doing here?


With little coloured lightbulbs flickering in her eyes, Maryam said, “Ostensibly I’m here for my research on Queen Dido, founder of Carthage. But I admit I’m also running away from my own movie, which is showing right now in Cairo.”


Both of them stopped talking just when their stories were getting interesting – I wondered if this was because Arab women knew Scheherazade by heart.


With that we sat down at a wrought-iron table in the darkest corner of the square terrace, the moonlight falling in bands across our faces, the straps of our white dresses repeatedly falling off our damp shoulders, and we laughed together as we inspected our legs, stretched out drunkenly before us. We laughed about the hotel receptionist, laughed about the hotel rooms that looked more like prison cells, at the women dancing at the wedding… Amira imitated Tunisian men and her impersonations had us bent double. Then we had a go at Egyptian and Turkish men. If we could have decoded the banter, put it all down on paper, we might have ended up with a Whimsical Encyclopedia of Middle Eastern Men. Then we were quiet for a while. Amira still hadn’t told us what she did for a living. I was curious.


“So?” said Amira to Maryam, “why did you leave Egypt?” For a moment it seemed Maryam was going to tell her story. Adjusting her dry academic tone to fit Amira’s laidback style, she seemed to be drawing on a vocabulary she’d never used before.


“Sweetie, I messed up. I slept with someone. And so now you’re graced with my presence.”


Like a plump chicken, Amira clucked, “Go get ’em sister!”


As she spoke Maryam’s body language switched from the male to female, but occasionally there was a blip and she got caught somewhere in between. One of her shoulders would jut out like a tough guy, but then suddenly she would throw her shoulders back like a woman. When Amira brought her breasts close to the table, Maryam leaned forward, and when Amira leaned back Maryam did so too. Inspired by the game, Maryam’s voice grew husky.


“Till not so long ago your sister here was holding onto her innocence… I mean for that first night with that lucky man… But all bets are off now.” She laughed.


The puffed-up street talk did her no favours, and neither did the attempt to sweep away her sadness. It was awkward to hear a proud, virile woman like Maryam resort to such loose talk. But Amira was compassionate and she quickly came to the rescue, scattering the sour taste in the air.


“Oh! So that means we have our own bride!”


With a finger Amira traced the curve of her smile up to her ear then raised her glass. The loud clink dispelled the lingering sadness that Maryam had failed to conceal beneath her words. She was clearly a woman who had a handle on the world but not on her heart. With visible good cheer, Amira jumped into a brighter mood. Maryam, however, still fumbled with the same forced slang.


“I’m thirty-six years old, buddy! Studied at Cambridge. Got my Masters and PHD at Princeton. I’m a Muslim. And I mean the praying kind. So what I’m saying, honey, is that I never had time for that sort of stuff. And then … of course … you know how conservative Egypt is. Nothing like Tunisia.”


Amira laughed.


“Don’t go there!” she said, still laughing. A bitter laugh. Which made the game of lightening the mood more difficult. Obviously there was something else Amira couldn’t sweep away and it most likely had to do with Tunisia, and certainly with conservatism. Maryam suddenly pushed back from the table with a grim look on her face.


“Then there was Tahrir Square…”


Pulling a pack of cigarettes from her pocket, she went on. “When Tahrir happened … how can I put this? It was something else. Like magic … something like that…”


Amira leaned back. She didn’t seem especially interested in hearing about magic and what actually happened at Tahrir Square. When people don’t pay attention to a story that’s being told for the first time I always get a terrible feeling, like someone might die.


“A feeling of solidarity?” I asked.


“Exactly. We were one. When people step out of themselves… It’s like women, men, together, they become brothers and sisters in prayer. Like we were washing together, praying together. Taking refuge,” Maryam said. An enchanted fairy-tale lantern was taking shape over her head.


“Of course no more fear, no more sin… And in such a setting, one night in Tahrir, I…”


“No way!” blurted Amira, anticipating the juicy details.


“That’s right, mademoiselle,” said Maryam, coolly nodding her head.


“You mean you did it in a tent?” I said, as if I had done the same and I wanted to give the impression that I fully understood how it happened. The truth was that Maryam didn’t look like the kind of woman that would do anything so bold. You could take off all her clothes but you wouldn’t find the woman inside. Still bent on teasing, Amira continued to make light of it all, deliberately shooting low.


“Well? Was he any good?”


Put off by the impertinence, Maryam didn’t answer. She forced a smile, and kept up the tough-guy style. I had no choice but to try to smooth things over.


“A few years back I spent a year in Beirut. My mother was a little worried, and curious too. I went to see her in Turkey and we were talking in the kitchen. She wanted to know what I was doing in Beirut and what the Arabs were like. She wanted to know if they were all super religious, that sort of thing. Because when people in Turkey talk about Arabs they only think of the Gulf states or black Africa.”


“Black Africa?” said Maryam.


“That’s just the way it is, mademoiselle. Anyway, so then I tell my mum. I say, Mum, look, Beirut is more or less just like Turkey. Arabs aren’t what you think. You don’t just pray in Arabic. You make love in Arabic, talk politics in Arabic, and everything else. I talked to her about politics, starting in the sixties with the history of the Arab left and all that, and then my dad comes in, munching on sunflower seeds, and he says, ‘Of course, sweetie, you know there are modern Arabs!’”


They both laughed. “And you two are certainly modern Arabs,” I said and they laughed even harder. Despite the posturing, loose talk and flirting – trying to work each other out – we were all trying to meet on common ground, that much was clear.


When our laughter died down, Amira suddenly tilted her head, like a poppy by the roadside.


“What’s that!?”


We held our breath. Silence. The wedding was over, and then … faint music. Amira stood up, searching for the source, and as if catching the scent of the sound she tiptoed to other side of the terrace in her slippers. We shuffled after her. Amira leaned over and looked down at the neighbouring terrace to the left of the hotel entrance, and, draped over the wall, she said, “Yes, it’s coming from down there.”


On a sliver of the terrace below an old woman’s hand reached out for a glass of wine. She wore a large emerald ring. Beside her glass was an old record player, playing The Bridge of Love by Oum Kalthoum. After every sip of wine she slowly, tremulously, placed her glass back down on the table, and, still holding the glass, she tapped out the rhythm of the song with her ring.


Under her breath Amira translated the words into English, as if she were savouring the remnants of marzipan on her tongue.





I have seen lovers… I have seen what will happen to them and that which they cannot see… / I have seen how they have fallen in love… I did not understand / could not understand / Then you suddenly came along… And then you…


We could only see the lower half of her arm, red nail polish on her fingers. Her emerald ring stopped clinking against her glass every time the man in the song ‘suddenly came along’. And we watched from above, in the puzzle of the Old City. From one dark square to another dark square. Amira kept translating under her breath:


I have seen the lovers / they were naïve / I said, I can’t be that way / And then you suddenly came along … and then you…


Amira suddenly stopped translating and let out a deep sigh: “Ahhh… Oum Kalthoum… How many hearts has this woman broken? Asmahan, she’s the one that gets me the most. What a woman! You just have to tip your cap to such beauty. But such grace can’t command the kind of respect of a mannish woman like Oum Kalthoum.”


Maryam was watching the wedding guests dramatically bid each other farewell, studying their hen-like gestures, so unlike her style, when she said, “Oum Kalthoum had no other choice. They left her no other choice but to become a man.”


“I hate Oum Kalthoum!” said Amira but she was obviously referring to something else. Maryam laughed, trampling over Amira’s heart that had just cracked open.


“There was this fervent Egyptian Imam,” she said. “He used to say that Egypt had lost the Six Day War with Israel because of Oum Kalthoum. In a speech, he said, ‘How could we expect our men to fight when her songs had softened their hearts.’ As if that thick voice of hers could actually soften anyone’s heart!”


I laughed and Amira’s mood shifted. She was no longer a woman who had been through hard times, but a child thirsting for attention.


“I’m for Asmahan … I like her. No reason to love someone just because she wins.”


Maryam forced a smile.


“Sweetie, do you really think manly women can ever win?”


Our conversation and the song finished so abruptly that I thought we could hear the clouds drifting through the moonlight. And that might have been the end of our night – we were already out of whisky. But turning tough again, Maryam suddenly cried out in a young, rugged voice, “Madam! Madam! Good night! And bon appétit!”


The woman’s hand quivered then clutched her glass. Her hand seemed to be thinking, surprised, sensing the surroundings. Then her face came into view, searching for Maryam’s voice. The old woman looked up at us. Three women in white nightgowns, holding empty glasses. Slowly she rose to her feet, as if she had all the time in the world. Maybe she was smiling but we couldn’t tell through all the wrinkles. She raised her glass. We did the same. With the intimacy of intoxication, we twirled our hands in salute to the old woman, La Scala-style. Then with her trembling hand she gestured, ‘just a minute’, and again, ‘just a minute’. She put on a new record. We sensed what was coming: we had heard the sweet, dark, intimate, whimsical idea flutter through her mind. Then the song started. It was Warda.


Oh time… so much time without love!


We laughed, we laughed out loud to show that we had understood she was making light of the situation.


And that is how it all began. We were three women fated to take refuge in a story, looking out for each other as we moved forwards, three women soon to become four. We had no idea that the cure to all our problems was present in each other and that the balm we would blend together could protect humankind from evil. Indeed the strange events I am about to recount are entirely true. It’s just that I have trouble believing it all really happened.




2
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I am holding the torn wing of an angel in one hand and in the other a magic wand, a pink-white fuzzy ball on the top. Waving the wand wildly in the air, I am shouting at a woman in a black chador.


“Why in the world would you hit a kid like that? Why are you hitting her?”


With the wand I point out the barbed wire to Amira and Maryam and I say, “Wasn’t there just a revolution in this country? The Arab Spring and all that? What’s all the barbed wire for? I mean who’s it supposed to protect?”


Amira and Maryam are trying not to laugh. Shopkeepers are milling outside their shops close to the government building, which is surrounded by barbed wire. They are laughing with soldiers standing guard on the other side of the fence. The one-winged little girl is tugging at my leg while her mother shouts at me in Tunisian, which I can’t understand. The situation is desperate. With nothing to do but keep my cool, I say, “I’m talking to you, Amira! Wasn’t there a revolution in this country?”


I have a good reason to be this wound up so early in the morning…


*


In a morning daze, Amira, Maryam and I are walking through the square at the entrance to the maze of the Old City, looking for a quiet coffeehouse. Barbed wire circles the Government Palace. This is the famous Kasbah Square, where the revolution started. Strolling about, we suddenly find ourselves in the middle of a situation.


“Hold on. Let me try it this way,” I say, turning the child whose little angel wing has got caught in the barbed wire. The more she struggles to be free the more entangled she becomes. I look at her mother. She’s useless. So worried about keeping her chador from slipping that she can’t take care of her own daughter’s wings. Clearly she thinks this matter of her little girl’s wings is nothing more than an indulgence. When the girl sees that her wing is being torn, she starts to cry. And the silvery, feathery halo over her head slips down over her face; the feathers are now in her eyes, and she begins to sob. Then she starts whacking my back with her magic wand, a little wisp that couldn’t hurt a fly. Then her mother is suddenly gripped by a desire to educate her child. She slaps her daughter harshly for hitting a stranger with a magic wand. The blow brings the halo down to her lips and the poor girls starts chewing on the ring, spittle dripping from the corners of her mouth. Now my scarf gets caught in the wire and starts to choke me. Now the mother’s chador gets snared and suddenly we are two women and an angel caught in a web, flailing about and shouting. Springing out of their morning stupor, Maryam and Amira race over to help while I am yelling at the mother.


“Why do you need to go and hit your kid like that?”


We are three sea urchins trapped in a fisherman’s net in front of the Government Palace, soldiers standing guard beyond the wire, shopkeepers on the other side delighting in the spectacle.


That’s when I grab the kid’s magic wand and wave it about in the air, crying out.


“Wasn’t there a revolution in this country? The Arab Spring or whatever you call it?”


Maryam starts gently tugging at my arm while Amira says something in Tunisian to the mother who looks back at her defiantly to show she knows exactly what she is doing. Now the soldiers on the other side of the fence are cracking up with laughter. Maryam whips the magic wand out of my hand and gives it to the one-winged little girl. The woman behind me is still screaming. Amira spins round and screams back at her even more loudly. Now a furious trio, bringing a whole new meaning to the concept of rage, we dive into the maze of the Old City. A smiling shopkeeper is selling T-shirts, souvenirs from the revolutions. One of them reads: Game Over.


We are out of breath as we vent our exasperation and frustration at the needless beating of an anxious child and a crowd of men having such a good time looking on. Raising her arm high in the air, Amira says loudly, “What they should do is set up special units to deal with people who treat kids like that. Without any messing around they should say to offenders, ‘Thanks for everything you have done till now but that will be all,’ and take the kid away. If the revolution can’t change this sort of behaviour then what’s the point?”


A little more calmly Maryam mumbles something like, “When everyone started laughing the woman felt ashamed and so…” But tying up the torn end of my scarf, I carry on in my rebellious mood. “I mean no way, I just don’t get the need for the barbed wire. I don’t get it. Isn’t this Kasbah Square? Weren’t you guys the ones who kicked everything off here? I mean who is the State still afraid of?”


“That’s just the way it is,” says Amira, despondently. That was enough analysis for one morning.


We walk single file into the labyrinthine maze of shops that is the Old City, keeping an eye on Amira’s heels until we come to a coffee shop. Still rattled by the episode in the square, my voice is harsh when I order.


“Three coffees!”


Responding in a voice that sounded like he wouldn’t care if the world came crumbling down, the proprietor says:


“Lavazza? Normal?”


“Normal,” I say. Whatever that means. He clearly doesn’t understand my quick reply and he snaps back, “Express? Amerikan?”


I look at his face to see if he’s making fun of me. Then I snap.


“Express!” And I can’t hold it back: “The Orient Express, Habibi!”


Laughing, Amira takes me by the arm and whispers in my ear, “This isn’t Beirut, hanimefendi. You can’t go around calling these guys habibi and that sort of thing!”


Maryam smiles and we feel the stress begin to slip away. Of course the ‘express’ refuses to come on time and the proprietor keeps wandering around us, nervous and threatening.


The coffee shop is like a cave. To get there you leave the lobby in the Dar el-Medina Hotel, go past the Zeytuna Mosque and slip into the narrow passageway where they sell the souvenirs. Then take the passageway that leads downtown and it’s the shop just a little ways ahead, the only coffee shop that allows women. To get inside you have to squeeze past all those other little shops selling spices, perfumes, soap and leather, making a narrow passageway even narrower. And when you finally burst through the fragrant clouds and wiggle through the cumbersome intimacy that goes with a bazaar, you suddenly realize you are inside.


“This coffee guy is really annoying, azizi,” I say. Amira swiftly lets out a soft sigh, fans her face with her hand, sits up, puffs out her chest and flashes the man a coy smile. Maryam seems a little put off by the flirtatious display. Loudly she clears her sinuses, leans back in her chair, hikes up her trousers, spreads her legs wide and nervously bounces a leg up and down. Thanks to Amira’s smile the Orient Express is already on the way. With the first sip of coffee my head must have cranked into gear. First I realized how right I was about my adventure the night before – if I had walked in the other direction I would have ended up in the centre of town. Then there were the fragments and shades of Amira and Maryam (and the dynamic between them) that I’d only just begun to make out in the light of the fireworks last night. They were much clearer in daylight. Amira had a body that seemed designed to support breasts. Her black eyes were almost too large for her face that always seemed to be smiling. Over her eyes were thin, striking eyebrows that looked like they were painted by a master artist in a single, deft stroke of his brush on the smooth, milk-chocolate canvas of her skin. That mysterious and enticing energy particular to small women turned her body into a kind of enticing treasure chest. She had bony feet but her hands were incredibly delicate. And she held herself in such a way that you felt she might suddenly spring into action, leaping to her feet in a flurry of motion. In her company you always felt a little on guard. She was a woman that gave you the feeling something big was about to happen.


Maryam was tall and her body was firm. Like well-mixed concrete, you could pull out all the supporting rods and she would still be standing. The features in her face were well balanced but she had a stony gaze like a sign that read ‘Closed for Business’. But that body made you think long and hard: had she drifted away from the more usual feminine airs because she was born like that or had her body changed over time as she consciously grew more androgynous? When she looked at you she would narrow her eyes, and her chin and her nose would lift. But she possessed a rare warmth and intensity that poured out of her at unexpected moments, which wasn’t common in women like her. This involuntary rush of compassion was directed more at Amira than me. Which is why she quickly tore open the oversized sugar sachet that came with Amira’s coffee. Absently she popped the sugar into her coffee and started stirring. The tiniest details served to solidify their relationship. It blossomed before my eyes: Amira stirring Maryam’s coffee with her spoon; Maryam trying to light Amira’s cigarette and Amira saying ‘you first’; Maryam checking to see if Amira’s bag was safe and Amira saying, as if going through an old routine, ‘just hang it there on the back of your chair’; Maryam taking four packs of cigarettes out of her bag and trying to squeeze them all on the table only for Amira to say, ‘why don’t I just keep this one pack in my bag?’ And when the coffeehouse proprietor comes over with the pretext of emptying an ashtray, trying to get a closer look at Amira, tough guy Maryam holds it out for him before he can get too close.


In this way they both favour the roles they feel comfortable playing, like a couple sitting across from each other in a Ferris wheel compartment, trying to synchronize movements as they sway back and forth in the air before the wheel starts spinning, making little adjustments to get just the right balance. I could watch these two women for hours, marvelling at the way they worked off each other; they seemed far more interesting than anything in the bigger world, more interesting than the Arab Spring, or the political problems of any other country.


Observing my two new friends, I hear the word ‘chai’ in a strange accent, and then suddenly a glass of tea is under my nose. One of three older women at a neighbouring table want me to drink it. We are speaking English so she must think we’re tourists. The big smiles on their faces make it clear they want to have a little fun with us. They want to see if I am willing to drink tea out of one of their glasses. Amira and Maryam stop and let the old ladies have a go at me just when the Ferris wheel starts turning. In the face of the male coffeehouse proprietor, I settle for an alliance with this troika of older ladies, plastering one of those silly tourist smiles on my face.


I pick up the glass of mint tea without a word of protest. Whose was it? Did it come from the one who was drooling because she hardly has any teeth? Shards of white nuts are floating on the surface of the tea. Nodding and arching their eyebrows, their lips opening like mothers trying to get a child to take her medicine, they encourage me to drink. I pretend I’m deathly ill and that if I just down the elixir I’ll be miraculously cured. And it’s gone in one gulp! Ouch! And there is a fresh wave of laughter. When they find out I’m from Istanbul we have a little chat about Turkish TV serials in a mixture of Arabic and English, peppered with ‘ohs’ and ‘ahs’. And so we become an even stronger alliance in the face of the coffeehouse proprietor and I ask our group, shall we have more coffee? And they say, but of course. So I order three more expressos! It’s clear Maryam and Amira are having a hard time coming to their senses in the morning. We are going to be sitting here for a little longer.


Two shadows appear in a doorway opening onto a sun-drenched street. A hunch-backed old man is holding the hand of a little boy with a bald, round head. In his other hand the man has an ice cream. The boy is reaching out for it, tugging on the old man, who raises the ice cream higher and higher as the boy lunges for it. They sit down directly across from us.


The boy jumps for the ice cream and nearly gets a hold of it. Greedily trying to finish, the old man says, ‘Stop it, you’re going to spill it,’ as a little more disappears between his toothless gums. Finally he lets the boy have the cone, but the man is still devouring what’s left with his eyes: the boy doesn’t have any idea how precious a treat like that is for them as the old man’s heart seems to drool with the ice cream. The boy is in heaven with every bite into the sweet coolness. There is a big smile stretching across his face, but then the old man snatches the ice cream out of his hand. The boy begins to cry while the old man licks the ice cream that has dribbled out of the cone and onto his hand. But before the boy really starts sobbing, the old man shoves the ice cream back in his hand. And the boy prepares for another trip back to heaven as if nothing has happened. But he’s restless, one eye fixed on the heavenly delight and the other on the old man, watching his every movement: a potential threat. If he just goes fast enough this time he’ll finish… But no luck. The old man’s eyes are still locked on the cone; he’ll find no peace as long as it remains in the boy’s hand. The boy is eating all the ice cream the old man never had when he was a child. His nerves get the better of him and he cracks, swiping away the cone from the boy and gobbling up what’s left. The boy starts to wail. Without an ounce of shame, the old man smacks his lips and hands the last bit of cone back to the child. A gooey lump in the bottom. In a fit the boy crushes the cone in the palm of his hand. He wants to shame the old man and make him angry. But instead he gets a beating, leaving ice-cream stains on a table. The boy is like an octopus fighting for his life when his granddad swoops down on him and they are gone.


Maryam, Amira and I turn our heads away to avoid making eye contact as we take deep drags on our cigarettes. “What is it with today, azizi?” I say. As if right on cue, Maryam, says, “Tunisia’s National Oppress the Children Day.”


Suddenly a jasmine peddler in a white robe shoves a handful of little bouquets under my nose. “Maşmuum! Maşmuum!” he says. Amira politely declines in Tunisian and shoos him away but with no luck. He has that serene Northern-African face of an itinerant peddler, pious, crinkled, compassionate, hopeless, loveable. He is pushing his jasmine, stuffed into large green shells, onto potential customers. Turning to me, Amira says, “Give me a dinar”. I hand her one and she saves me. Taking after the peddler, I stick the maşuum behind my ear. Amira smiles.


“Woman don’t wear maşuum. Those who do are considered ‘loose’ or ‘easy’. Men wear them.”


“Oh dear!” I say, putting the flowers on the table. Picking up the little bouquet, Mayram twirls it between her fingers. Very much the opposite of a ‘loose’ or ‘easy’ woman, she flicks it behind her ear and flashes a plucky smile.


The jasmine peddler takes off his traditional dark red fez, which he clearly only sports for the tourists, and, kicking off his sandals, he sits down on the doorstep, his fat feet and thick toenails dangling over the street. His coffee comes straightaway. Maryam and Amira can’t see him from behind a pillar but I can see his profile. Without his fez his face no longer has that sweet folkloric look and he just looks glum. Two kids come and stand over him. Their hands are stuffed in their pockets. Probably brother and sister. The boy, who must be about ten, stands in front of his sister, who could be no more than twelve. Two hungry workers. Whatever it was they were doing yesterday they aren’t doing it today but no doubt they have to hand over money when they get home. They say something to each other and with the grave expression of a grown man the boy approaches the jasmine peddler. Gazing into the distance, the peddler tries to brush them away, as if these two are poor featherweight fighters in the free market.


“How much do you sell those for?” asks the kid with a surprising level of seriousness, which suggests he’s been around a while and knows the business as well as anyone. The old man doesn’t even look at him. The boy looks at his sister. Her silence speaks of their desperation. Puffing up his chest, he puts on a sour face that he has probably picked up from his dad, because that’s just how you look if you’re a man, and he says, “How much do you sell those for, uncle?”


After wallowing in a long silence, the man says, “A dinar”. Like a codebreaker catching the right frequency on the front line, the kid shoots back the next question.


“How much you buy them for?”


The peddler doesn’t need more competition; he sees a man in the child, but a man who does not yet pose a threat. He is still a boy holding the anger of a dozen men and the peddler only pities him. But the more the boy is rejected and pushed away the more he becomes a man.


“You get them from the flower sellers over at the station?”


All of a sudden the peddler half-heartedly kicks the boy right in his kidney. He falls to the ground. No one moves. I turn to Maryam and Amira and I say, “That man just kicked that kid!” Maryam leaps to her feet and Amira swivels on her stool, her legs still crossed. They still can’t see anything from behind the pillar. The old man looks as peaceful as a cow swatting flies. The boy’s face flushes bright red with rage. His sister gathers him up off the ground before the passers-by can step on him. Drawing on everything she’s learned at home, she’s now acting like his mother. As they run off a few men give the boy a tousle or two on his head – because he’s such a cute little kid of course – and a couple of minutes later the two siblings have pulled themselves together, walking along like two normal kids. Shaking his head, the peddler rearranges his jasmine in his basket. His movements show that he was once beaten as a child so now he has every right to do the same. Shaking his head again, he forgives himself. The way a tyrant might forgive himself with overwhelming compassion.


“I can’t take it anymore. This is just too much. Let’s ask for the bill,” I say. Of course Maryam handles it before Amira even looks up. The bill comes right away: express! Getting up at the same pace, I stick my jasmine back into the peddler’s basket, just to make a point. He doesn’t even blink. Maryam and Amira both flash him an evil glare in their own ways and hiss in solidarity: “How rude!” I see the boy a little further up the road, he sees us, and how we returned the jasmine to make a point to the peddler. He looks over his shoulder again before he races into the crowd and disappears.


Off we go jostling through the crowd, a dark cloud over our heads, feeling increasingly suffocated. We arrive at the exit to the Old City and stop under the Bab Baher Gate at the top of the bustling, sun-drenched, broad Habib Bourguiba Boulevard that runs down to the new city. There’s a sea of people in front of the gate, a burning light, and a struggle. Frustrated, Maryam says, “I’ve got things to do. I suppose we’ll see each other later on in the hotel.” Nothing more. Amira says: “Me, too. See you later.” I have nothing to do – which is why I am in this country – and so I keep quiet and as they both disappear into the crowd I slip back into the passageway to make my way back to the hotel.


I see the siblings walking ahead of me in slow motion … the same boy and the girl bouncing like two tangerines in the skirt of a woman hurrying down a hill. It feels like my forehead has the mark of compassion. For Arab Muslims, the mark is left by a round, grey leather prayer tablet, which is made of mud from Kerbala, and comes after prostrating before God. Somehow hungry children and beggars can always recognize the mark. The little girl is holding one of those three-fingered Hand of Fatima prayer talismans. No doubt they have decided to try selling those after ruling out the jasmine. Feeling for them, I buy three talismans from the girl. When I get back to Istanbul, I’ll give one to Ayşe. Casually I give the girl what turns out to be far too much money. The boy seems guilty about it and says, “Sister, why did you come to Tunis? Are you another journalist?”


“No,” I say.


“Then why are you here?”


“Because they don’t think much of kids in my country either.”


His sister tugs on his arm and they disappear into the dim alleyways of the bazaar so quickly it seems like they were never there.


As I am stepping inside the hotel two street dogs start growling at my feet, the hair on their backs bristling. But they suddenly stop before pouncing. As if they both have a sudden and deep moment of clarity, they understand the futility of the fight and they back off. I watch them slink away, feeling the deep sense of relief that comes when you back out of a fight. Having left behind the growing conflict over political corruption in my home country, I feel like a child who has just got her first taste of her own snot; I am a slug holed up in a hotel room in a country I hardly know, a place that doesn’t really interest me. I am a street dog that has pulled out of a fight, without any knowledge of what might have happened.


When I go into my room I find a jasmine-scented envelope with an invitation inside. I don’t know this invitation is for three and that it will unlock all our secrets. Perhaps the scent of jasmine gives me the slightest premonition of the adventure that is to come. But when I tell you how it happens you’ll see how it took us by surprise.
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Night. We are in some kind of forest. Trees all around us. We see the feet of a woman. Running. A mature woman. My own two feet. The camera pans out and we see her running away from something or someone. Panicked breathing. There is the sound of other feet beside her but we only see hers. They are running together. Every now and then she turns to look over her shoulder. There’s a howling behind her. A crowd is chasing them. She starts running again. She runs on and on. Then a close up of her feet again and suddenly they stop. The sound of heavy breathing. Desperation. The camera pans out just a little and we see her up against a wall! Slowly the camera rises and we see her completely surrounded. There’s no way out. We see her slowly step back, then turn to face the crowd. The camera now directly overhead, we see the crowd from her point of view. Getting closer and closer and then they stop. The camera swings up even higher and we hear clicking. A volley of clicks. People in the crowd are cocking their guns. They take aim and wait. The camera slowly rises again. Looking from behind the woman, we see who is with her: a pelican and a baby bear! We see her confused, panting face, drenched in sweat. Reluctantly she raises her hands and says, “I’m sure your story is more interesting than mine. But now it’s my turn to tell!”


A short pause. Opening her eyes like someone at least fifty years young, she asks, “What do you think? Gripping?”


Maryam, Amira and I are sitting on the other side of the dinner table, our mouths open in surprise. We could have stayed like that for hours. And we did. Well, we stayed like that for a while.


And then she let out a laugh that stampeded across the room. A long, hearty laugh. A caravan of laughter. She laughed at the sight of our open mouths and the more she laughed the more we stared in wonder. And that was how Amira, Maryam and I came to know the magnificent, one-and-only Madam Lilla.


We were shocked. When we had spotted the woman the night before drinking wine and listening to Oum Kalthoum, we were startled when she suddenly raised her glass to a toast in our honour, but this had now become more than we’d expected: she was, after all, the esteemed Madam Lilla. But we didn’t know that yet. The jasmine-scented invitations had certainly piqued our curiosity but nothing could have prepared us for the one-woman wonderland this altogether magnificent personality presented to us. Besides, none of us were in any position to judge because earlier that evening things developed far too quickly.


*


“I’m not going anywhere,” said Amira, holding her invitation. We were sitting on the hotel terrace, where we had met and drunk together the night before. Our eyes were swollen from the humidity, not tears! That’s just what happens when you travel, she said. Amira’s verve seemed to have died down and I didn’t push her – eventually she’d come out and tell us whatever it was that was bothering her. I said, “What kind of invitation is this anyway? I don’t get it.”


My dear ladies, I would be delighted if you were to honour my residence this evening


Menu


Mint turkey marinated in distilled jasmine


Rice with prunes and almonds cooked in tangerine juice


Blended powdered thyme salad with apple and sumac


Semolina halva with currants and mastic


Food served with homemade rose wine


“What I don’t get is this: how do you do rice in tangerine juice?”


Amira smiled. “That was actually the only one I liked the sound of.”


Suddenly smiling, her long face disappeared and so I asked:


“Or did you go home then?”


Her face fell again, almost into the palm of her open hand. She clearly had something very important to say but she couldn’t come out and say it.


“Shall we order beer?” I asked. Amira’s face now in her hands, she shook her head, her hair fluttering. “Yes,” she said. By the time the beer arrived the sun was even lower. A touch of neon in the sky. With the sun low on the horizon the terrace seemed like an eye no longer squinting under the glare. Soon the young, spirited waiter, Kamal, who looked after almost everything in the hotel, wobbled up with our beers, a broad grin on his face. Sensing our sadness almost immediately, he quickly left the stage. As I poured beer into glasses, Amira came out with it as if leaping directly out of an interior monologue:


“What’s a revolution if you can’t dance!”


“Ah, Emma Goldman!”


“Huh?”


“That’s Emma Goldman. The American anarchist. In the 1920s…”


“I don’t know her. I’m just saying. I mean, I’m just saying.”


I kept silent. Shaking her head and trying to calm down, Amira went on:


“You know it’s about respect. Do you understand? They don’t respect me. I thought that…”


“Did you think that things would change after the revolution?”


“Oh come on, what revolution? When my dad died … I mean … I thought the family oppression would end.”


“Hmm…”


Now she was fuming, and at me. She assumed I didn’t understand and she was so sure that it was making her really angry. She started to tear up. Just a little. Then it passed and she went on. “I couldn’t tell you last night. I’m a dancer.”


“No way. Really? That’s great!”


“Yeah, really great. I’m also a journalist, of a sort … more like an internet activist.”


“Are you serious?”


In no mood to indulge my surprise she nevertheless forced herself to give an explanation.


“Before our dear dictator Ben Ali fell from power and when there was still all sorts of censorship in the country, Tunisians living abroad were hard at work. I was also pretty busy then. You know the Anonymous group? Well, working with them we were able to bring down government websites, that sort of thing, then…”


“Wait up! Just a minute! You did what? Sister, you can’t just breeze over something like that. You did what?”


She flashed me a wicked look and I covered my mouth with my hands to show that I would keep quiet. She continued, “I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Because after the revolution everyone was a revolutionary. Oh, it seems we had no idea just how heroic the entire nation had been! But we were just a handful of people. Now I look and see the public squares packed with all these ‘revolutionaries’. I waited, tried to stay patient… But dad died before I could tell him. Now it’s gnawing away at me. I’d told myself I should say it to his face – I didn’t want to write to him about it. I mean, face to face! So I was going to say, ‘your call girl, your dancing floozy of a daughter made this revolution, you beast!’ But the bastard went and died!”


“So you beat Ben Ali but your dad had already kicked the ball out of bounds!”


She wasn’t at all interested in the ‘depth’ of my observation.


“And yesterday, mum…”


She was overcome by more tears. Pulling herself together, she went on.


“They are deceiving people, you know? Total deceit. For years you think your dad is the bad guy and your mum is the miserable victim. But they actually have a secret pact. There you are struggling to protect your mum. And you suffer for her. In fact you become a mother to her in this weird way. Then … then when your dad leaves the scene you see her real face, the face of someone who’s always played the good cop. Check it out, she says to me, ‘the way you’re behaving doesn’t do our family any favours.’ You’d think we were the Trabelsi family!”


“Who’s the Trabelsi family?”


She flashed me an infinitely humiliating look:


“What sort of journalist are you, buddy? Ben Ali’s wife’s family. Before the revolution they owned more than half the country. Something like the mafia. You came here without reading up on this?”


“I came in a hurry. You see, the thing is, I was fired from my job…”


“Ah…” she said, looking at me out of the corner of her eye. Like it was the most natural thing to do. For some reason I was still feeling really good. Her trivializing the fact that I got fired gave me this feeling of relief. Amira went on:


“So she had to go and say, ‘let’s get you married and not suffer any more shame.’ That was when I got the letter and left home.”


“What letter?”


“Now that’s the real story. I mean, that’s why I’m crying.”


“So you’re saying everything you’ve just said isn’t the real story.”


“No. It actually has to do with Muhammed’s letters.”


We heard footsteps on the stairs leading up to the terrace.


A young man appeared in the twilight, hands in his pockets. Coming over to us, he said, “Hurry up and order me a beer!”


“Oh my God,” I cried.


In a hushed voice Amira only managed to say, “What have you done?” Maryam was standing across us with a military buzz cut. Leaning over the wall, she smiled and called down to the lower courtyard.


“One more beer up here on the terrace, please!”


She came and sat down, leaning back in her chair like a bloke. With a Casanova smile beaming on her face, she jiggled her leg up and down.


“Just too hot. And they told me it was only going to get hotter. So I cut it off.”


She ran her hand over her head from front to back.


“What do you think?” she asked. “Look good?”


“Oh yeah,” I said both startled and amused, and then Amira started to cry.


“Whoa! What’s with you?” Maryam said, taking her hand.


“How should I know?” Amira said, sniffing.


“Did you think I was someone else? Your lover or something?” said Mayram, laughing. Amira let out another sob. Puzzled, Maryam looked at me and then winked. I raised my eyebrows to say that I would tell her later. With Maryam now swaggering, Amira seemed nothing more than the stereotypical hypersensitive woman with nothing left to do but cry. Still holding Amira’s hand, Maryam looked at the invitation on the table then turned to me.


“So you got one too. I say we go. Looks interesting. I’m especially curious about the rice in tangerine juice.”


Amira laughed through the snot in her nose.


“Me too!”


Dressed and all done up, we knocked on Madam Lilla’s blue door draped in jasmine, right next to the hotel. Waiting, I whispered to Maryam, “Why did you cut it?”


“I told you,” she said. “It’s hot.”


“Interesting.”


“That’s right! Interesting,” she answered.


Without any hair she no longer looked like a movie extra squirming because she was stuck with the wrong outfit. Now she was oddly at ease, even cheerful. The door swung open and an old man with one blind eye said, “Do come in ladies.” He was dark and elegantly dressed in a suit. He wore patent leather shoes. The image of a perfect African gentleman. When he spoke, words came out one by one, like the counting of prayer beads: “Welcome and wonderful to have you with us, ladies. I am Eyüp, Madam Lilla’s assistant. She is expecting you on the terrace.”


As we climbed the stairs, we heard Oum Kalthoum’s He’s Thinking of Me. Moving as slowly as I could, I looked around the house. Everywhere there were mirrors, cracked and conspiratorial. It was impossible to see yourself completely in them. Maybe a natural choice for an old woman who wanted to remember her face as it once was. A jasmine vine grew straight up through the middle of the house, its branches winding around the stairwell and up to the terrace. A dark green velvet armchair was placed facing the door. An ugly cat with spindly legs moved away from us. There were colourful birds in a gigantic cage in the middle of the room and countless lanterns of coloured glass. There was a whip on the top of a cabinet. There were original paintings and piles of black and white photographs inside an open commode beside the armchair. Eyüp Bey seemed like a character out of a haunted house tour when he flashed me a razor-sharp look out of his good eye. He might have been imploring us to help him, or trying to tell us to get out now. It was difficult to know which with just that one eye. A cheerful woman’s voice echoed through the room. “Welcome! Welcome!”


Stepping through the terrace door covered in jasmine, we came to meet the woman whose voice had bounced down the stairs like a marble. She was standing in the middle of the terrace, her arms flung open. She was a tiny woman who seemed taller than she really was. The kind of woman who seemed like she was in her late sixties but who had to be in her late seventies. You got the feeling her thin grey hair had been deftly pulled up into a bun years ago and had been like that ever since. She was a woman whose beautiful traits remained even after her beauty was gone. No doubt she could have starred in The Lady of the Camellias if they made a sequel to the film – she was that sort of lady. Her dark blue, gold-enamelled vintage belt draped down over her lilac-coloured dress with green patterns, nearly touching the floor. She stood with the patience of a lady of the salon who knew the weight of every moment. Her gestures seemed slow or rather she avoided the superfluous movements her younger counterparts might deploy to fill space. She was like a poem made plain with patience. Draped around her neck was a Hand of Fatima, a kind I had never seen before. Bracelets dangled from her wrist and her thin silvery hands were covered with rings adorned with diamonds and rubies. And there we were standing across from her like bums with shoulders slumped, one of us bald, one with swollen eyes and me a little drunk. Our modern day clothes fringed and frayed, we looked meek in the face of this black and white prima donna. We were steeped in the indifference of a decisive defeat. In the face of her womanhood, we looked like three young boys who had just finished a game of football.


“Please come in, ladies,” she said. “Do make yourselves comfortable. Dinner will be ready soon! A glass of rosé wine?”


As the perfect cross between a gentleman and a lady, Maryam pulled a maşmuum bouquet from her pocket: jasmine about to bloom.


“Ah,” said Madam Lilla, “you are so very kind!” She stopped and flashed a coy smile, a throwback to her thirties. “Do you know why they collect the jasmine early in the morning and make these maşmuum bouquets before the flowers have bloomed?”


With the flirtatious lilt of a baroness, every word she said flared up like a match.


“For then the jasmine will always remember their dreams. If you bring them home and place them on a silver tray they bloom slowly, remembering the night, whispering to you of their white dreams.”


I hadn’t brought my notebook. Sentences like that always slip away.


“Oh! But I am speaking English. I just assumed it was our common language,” she said, embracing wholeheartedly the humility of her lead role. We sat down, keeping with our finest family dinner posture. Though we clearly looked like a second-league team, she must have taken us for women worthy of her social hours. Overlooking a pervasive anxiety and mistrust, she chose the momentary sadness of disappointment.


“I assume Kamal has already told you. They call me Madam Lilla around here. You can call me the same.” Leaning over the table, we expected her to ask for our names.


“Last night … when I raised a glass to you on the terrace … as you might imagine such grand gestures don’t happen in Tunis … I wanted to meet you. And I hope that sending you an invitation was not strange. I thought that instead of wasting my time trying to tell that curious hotel waiter, Kemal, about my tangerine rice I would…”


We laughted loudly, with a dash of frustration.


“You have so much jasmine here. I wish I had brought you something else,” said Maryam. Playing the role of offended child, Amira frowned and pouted and then said, “Forgive us for not really bringing anything.”


“You have a wonderful home,” I said, only to make small talk.


Choosing the line that best fit the unfolding play as she poured wine into antique crystal glasses, her frail hand trembling, Madam Lilla said, “The jasmine … yes… I love the one by the front door especially. It took root there all on its own.”


Amira had opened her mouth and was about to say something when Madam Lilla continued, “Ah! So here’s the food. I can serve, Eyüp Bey. You have a rest.”


Looking at Madam Lilla in the same way a fallen leaf might look up at a tree, Eyüp Bey quickly vanished. Then she served us rice as if that very morning she had travelled by phoenix over the hills of China to the mythical Mount Qaf to handpick each and every grain. Wafting out of the silver-lidded copper pots were bewildering smells. The faint scent of burnt almonds and, even fainter, the scent of tangerine swirled over the soft smell of rice. Then mint made a hairpin turn and lingered on the outskirts, as the sweet fragrance of prunes gathered in our noses and jasmine fluttered like a white paper airplane. To the naked nose it was a saturnalia of scents that was impossible to follow. And as for the taste…


“More than eating tangerines this is like wandering blindfolded through a tangerine grove,” I said out loud. Madam Lilla let out a laugh as joyous as a queen.


“How well you put it! Are you a writer?”


“Not quite. But that’s the plan,” I said.


“And you?” I asked. But Amira leapt in.


“An actress! No?”


After much wiggling, pouting, frowning, jangling of her bracelets and twisting her neck there came an inviting pause – all to ratchet up the tension – and she said, “Ah, I don’t want our first conversation to be like this.”


How did she want it to be?


“What I mean is that seeing how we met under such curious circumstances, it’s a little… How should I put this? Let’s not be like everyone else. And to be honest I have already given our first encounter some thought… So I say that each of us should describe a scene from a film. Imagine your life as a motion picture and you want it to start in the most riveting way. What would that scene be like?”


She ran her eyes over the three of us. And then she began to explain her opening scene.


Night. We are in some kind of forest…”


…


When we finally closed our mouths we looked at each other, hoping to find a flicker of enlightenment. “Did that really happen?” I asked. Madam Lilla let out another peal of laughter.


“Not quite! But that’s the plan!”


We had surrendered ourselves to the astonishing storytelling of this phoenix hunter, jasmine grower, wily goddess – call her what you will – because for the time being we were convinced she wasn’t normal.


With a voice like a pearl from the bottom of the sea, Maryam said, “Tahrir,” and she went on:


“Tahrir Square. Yellow lights. The day Mubarak fell. Night is falling. The camera shows the interior of a car. A man is sitting next to me. A friend… We’re in the car. We’ve been drinking, we’re in a good mood. We want nothing else but to be in Tahrir. It’s addictive. We’re hurrying to get there. Our blood can’t run freely through our veins until we do. Every moment away we’re afraid we might suddenly slip into space. As long as there’s Tahrir we can keep a hold on the world around us. That’s why everyone’s going. In fact the revolution is already over, but if we leave it means we have accepted the fact. I’m hiding something. Nobody knows about it. I won’t tell. Only when I am in Tahrir do I feel some release from the burden; you can understand that much from the look on my face. A close up. We reach the square. We’re so happy. Elated. Singing. The camera pans out over all the people hugging. But I’m not hugging anyone. I’m on the brink of tears. Sadness and joy both at the same time. Cut to the top of a street leading into the square; we see a street dog. Oblivious to what’s going on around him, he’s startled and terribly afraid. Under a yellow light he looks like a stray. Everyone is so happy but no one has told him why. He’s alone. I start running. From above the camera follows me darting through a crowd. My lungs expand. Fill with air. I run faster. I make it to the dog. I stop. He looks at me so calmly, as if Egypt isn’t falling to pieces. He’s filthy, thin as a rail, and covered in mange. But his tail is still wagging reluctantly. I start to cry. I sit down on the pavement. The dog is just standing there. I wrap my arms around him. It feels like this mangy dog is the only living thing that will still love me if I tell him my secret. He leans his head against mine. Then a man comes over. An old man in a grey robe, a very poor man. A dirty rag is wrapped around his head, an olive branch sticking out of it. Around his neck is a sign that reads: Justice. He walks as if he’s walking on water. He puts one hand on my head and the other on the dog. I look. His eyes are shut. ‘It’s time for you to go,’ he says, ‘your secret is too much for this place.’ The film ends with me buying a ticket to Lebanon the next day.”


“Did that really happen?” I ask instinctively. Describing the scene Maryam seemed to shed layers of her outward appearance. But now she is sitting there like a tough guy again, all bottled up. Only a smile on her face.


Pushing grains of rice across her plate, Amira suddenly leaps into her scene as if she’s lost her mind.


“They are beating me. The camera doesn’t show their faces. But I won’t die. I’m so surprised I’m still alive I don’t even feel the pain any more. They are mostly hitting me in the stomach. I guess they think I’m pregnant. You know I dance, I’m a dancer… Flashback: Images of dance, me being taken off the stage, pushed into a room. But I’m not pregnant or anything like that. We see faces. My dad, my two uncles. The camera turns to my mum. From behind a locked door, she shouts, ‘Don’t do it.’ For some reason I’m counting. She shouts four times. I mean, ‘not even five’ is what I think at the time. My lips are fluttering and you see me counting between the blows. Why not five times for example? Why doesn’t she try to break down the door, I’m thinking. Instead of feeling any pain I feel disappointment. I’m not crying, I’m not shouting. A close up of my hand. I’m pulling up my trousers. I’m wearing a G-string and I’m afraid they’ll see. Your body feels bigger when you are being beaten. Not smaller but bigger. Till then I didn’t know I had so many places for them to hit… Anyway… They leave me. Then a long, slow creaking of the door. It’s been left open. Some time passes. I don’t know how long. I am breathing like an animal. I stand up. A close up of my mother’s face, crying, crumpled up at the foot of the door. Touching her head, I step outside. I leave the room. Cut scene. I am on a boat bound for Italy. They are trying to kill me and I’m running away. Cut scene. I am in France. Cut scene. I’m in England. Longing to be home. So homesick. I get news. ‘There’s a revolution,’ he says, ‘this couldn’t be a better opportunity. I’m fleeing the country. Crossing the Mediterranean with refugees. I am leaving you letters here, in Tunisia, so that I can find them when you get back.’ Then… Cut scene. I’m coming back to Tunis. I ask around. The man is missing. He was one of the many lost at sea … that’s it.”


“Now that’s for real,” I whisper, leaning over to Maryam. Now she has understood why Amira was crying on the terrace earlier that evening.


Madam Lilla lets out a deep sigh. “Ladies,” she says. From then on that’s how she would address us. “My dear ladies… In life you only get one chance to see your whole life in a scene, if you happen to be so lucky. And the rest of your life you spend either trying to recapture that scene or running away from it. You seem like women who have been through some profound scenes. You must understand what I’m talking about?”


With her lips pinched in a smile she turns to me. Clearly she is about to ask me for my story. Thinking quickly on my feet, I counter with a question. It comes with the trade.


“And you Madam Lilla. Which one are you? Are you running away or trying to reconnect?”


Instead of answering, she looks at Amira so intently she has no choice but to look back. For some reason she has her in the crosshairs.


“My dear Amira, it seems that we are going to get along just swimmingly. And of course with you two as well…”


She hasn’t answered my question and now senses it might be dangerous to completely cut me out, so she offers an explanation: “But as her matter pertains to dance, things are different!”


Amira tries to look away but this only brings her back to the table.


She is so young. How many times would life call her back into the ring? First the centrifuge throws her out and then sucks her back in and, now flashing a smile, she says, why not? But Maryam isn’t all that pleased – or so it seems – with this extra interest Madam Lilla is taking in Amira. She’s jealous, and, like a man, she’s tense and ashamed of the emotion. She feels she’s slipping out of the game. Amira sends Madam Lilla a sparkling gaze while Maryam has her eyes fixed on Amira, who still isn’t aware of the dynamic, but I can see everything from where I am sitting. And Madam Lilla is in her element.


“Given our situation, there are a few things I should explain,” she says, handing us three separate envelopes. A new menu:


Pastry with violet thorns – cabbage cake with peanuts


Dessert


Pear cooked with chocolate and red pepper


Violet thorns?!


“Of course we won’t be able to discuss everything tonight. But I do hope you will enjoy the thorns?”


More than an extraordinary and elegant character out of a novel, Madam Lilla was in her own way drawing us into a play in which it was clear not entirely good things would come to pass. The meal didn’t last long. And she practically hurried us out of the house, successfully leaving the most elegant part of the night in our hearts.


Eyüp Bey showed us to the door. There was something about the look in his eye that I didn’t like one bit – I couldn’t quite place him. He was like an oarsman who had willingly signed up to row on Madam Lilla’s vessel but then exhausted himself because he was the only one. Eyüp Bey was the backstage of the Scala Opera, its warehouse and the vast open maze beneath the stage: echoes, dust, silent ropes and pulleys. You always are a little suspicious of those people who downplay themselves to such a degree. Before he closes the door, he says, “So we will be seeing you the day after tomorrow.” He has the patient elegance typical of the butler, who, with a self-confidence honed over time, knows everything but is never part of anything, until, eventually, he reveals that he is the killer after all.


Stepping through the front door of the hotel, Amira stops as if she has something important to say. “The jasmine. It’s not like Madam Lilla says. It doesn’t grow on its own.” We stand and wait. As if this was the only odd moment out in an otherwise very odd evening; and, with the severity of a critic who has found a crucial error of continuity in a cinematic masterpiece, she says, “If you take a jasmine branch and plant it in the earth without breaking it, pulling the end out of the other side…”


Bending her arm at the elbow, she demonstrates the angle.


“Later when the branch gives root, you cut it off from the main branch. In other words jasmine doesn’t grow on its own. Like a mother and child.”


She whispers the last sentence under her breath.


It becomes clear Amira will need a little more time before she is herself again. Returning to our rooms, we feel utterly helpless, not knowing what will happen next, wondering what we would be eating the day after tomorrow. Like three armadillos flat on their backs we had no idea who was going to come round and kick us back over onto our feet.




4


Crash! Bang! Clang! Boom!


A Renault had crashed into a Mercedes, which had climbed up on a blue Peugeot 406 when the driver suddenly slammed on the brakes. Then a motorcycle swerved in from behind, clipped the Renault’s bumper, wobbled and toppled over. All the drivers jumped out onto the street. Leading the group was a young hipster in a pair of loud sunglasses, then a well-heeled woman, a middle-aged man in a trim suit and skullcap, and finally a loose-robed Salafi1 who had tumbled off his bike. The sudden three-car pile-up had happened right in front of us and in the blink of an eye had caused three busted fenders, the emotional breakdown of a motorcyclist, seven crying children, seventeen adults screaming at the top of their lungs and a street festival that would last the entire day. The police took their time in getting to the scene but soon the military took an interest. And as it all happened near the Ministry of Justice and courthouses on Bab Binet Street, lawyers, men and women in crumpled white ties who looked like children after an impromptu game of football, were already at the scene. And like anywhere else in the Middle East, coffeehouse proprietors, working in the best interest of their customers, had instantly set up an Inspection and Evaluation Board to keep tabs on the affair. With our eyebrows raised, we squeezed along the edge of the crowd, clutching paper cups full of coffee, pretending not to show the slightest interest in what was going on. The fact is the three of us were the real cause of the accident. But, you see, earlier that morning everything was completely under control.


*


When I went down to the courtyard in the morning Amira and Maryam were having breakfast. Amira seemed in a rush while Maryam was taking her time, lingering over her food. I didn’t ask them what they had done the day before because I didn’t want to admit I had spent the entire day snoozing, hoping a phone call wouldn’t nudge me out of my daze. In her necklace, lipstick and a slightly low-necked shirt, Amira seemed ready for a big day.


“What are you up to today?” Maryam asked her.


As I stared into my cup of coffee, Amira explained, the words bubbling off her tongue.


She was going to Nawaat. She had friends who worked there for a news site that had contributed a lot to the revolution. Maybe she’d find work as a journalist, and she’d be much better off if she did or else … and in any case there was something she needed to pick up from someone. Later she planned to stop by the hamam. Not for a soak or a scrub, but for work. Maybe she could dance for tourists, that sort of thing. When she asked us what we had planned for the day, Maryam and I sat there like the last scrawny, tongue-tied old farts to be picked in the workers’ market. “Then come along with me,” she said, and we were off. As we passed the Government Palace in Kasbah Square, Amira suggested we get coffee on the road to Nawaat and we went into a coffeehouse. Amira had made a point of choosing the one along the road that only served men and once we stepped inside tension filled the room as men shifted in their chairs. Deploying her breasts as a kind of shield in the face of an abundance of male anxiety, Amira called out to the proprietor:


“Three express!”


So there we are: three women standing in the middle of the coffeehouse, our entrance causing a perfect horror-film style silence. Her hands stuffed in her pockets, Maryam is the picture of a strapping lad. Amira is more and more the quintessential woman. Like a statue of Venus, she coolly takes in the scene. I am searching for a safe place to rest my eyes: clocks on the wall that show all the different times around the world. What in the world are those clocks doing here in an old coffeehouse like this? Why would men who could fritter away all the time in the world in a coffeehouse need to know all the different times of the world? But they aren’t ticking. I run my eyes over this vestige of French colonialism. London, Paris, New York… Men with the history of Western exploitation at their backs leered at us with Eastern indifference. The sons of a nation that once had its gaze fixed on the West were now glaring at women because they no longer have the slightest interest in the West. Then a middle-aged Salafi in a thick-clothed gown marches over to us. He stands there for a few seconds. Glaring. He’s going to say something but which one of us will he choose? Amira is too much of a woman for him so he picks me.
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