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For my beloved sisters — Latifa, Lilia, Faten, and Awatef —


The first cartographers of my heart.


And for the people of Tunis, with whom I shared years that shaped my heart and memory. 


To the city whose streets, scents, and silences breathe like a living soul.










  
  
The city, however, does not tell its past, but contains it like the lines of a hand, written in the corners of the streets, the gratings of the windows, the banisters of the steps, the antennae of the lightning rods, the poles of the flags, every segment marked in turn with scratches, indentations, scrolls.

— Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities


A man sets out to draw the world. As the years go by, he peoples a space with images of provinces, kingdoms, mountains, bays, ships, islands, fishes, rooms, instruments, stars, horses, and individuals. A short time before he dies, he discovers that that patient labyrinth of lines traces the image of his own face.

— Jorge Luis Borges, The Maker
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Whispers of the Past









Tunis. Late 1970s



Karim Mansour sank deeper into the tattered pages of Sufi poetry spread across his small wooden table. Each line resonated with an elegance he could not participate in socially, yet he felt a profound connection to the emotions embedded within the words. The delicate dance of language offered him solace, an escape from his own reality, where attempts at human connection often resulted in a stilted silence. The Sufi poetry, with its profound insights into the human condition, became his refuge, a source of comfort and understanding in his solitary life. As the ink flowed under his fingertips, he felt like a silent translator, an interpreter of souls but never quite one himself.

His translations were meticulous, capturing the essence of mysticism and longing that filled the texts, revealing layers he feared to express in the flesh. 

Late at night, as the moon cast ghostly shadows through his window, illuminating the manuscripts before him, he found himself entwined in the echoes of their sentiments. The verses dripped with a poignant melancholy: a reminder of the warmth of shared humanity, a warmth he clumsily skirted, fearful of the vulnerability that came with genuine connection.

Even as his lips moved to utter the rhymes silently, his heart ached with the realisation that these lines spoke of love and belonging. Concepts he kept behind closed doors. Each stanza felt like a thread tugging at the edges of his solitude, whispering promises of intimacy he instinctively recoiled from. To translate was to control an intangible essence; to communicate was to relinquish that control, and therein lay the chasm he dared not cross, a chasm filled with the fear of vulnerability.

Yet, tonight felt different. As his pen skated across the parchment, he found his mind drifting to a deeply buried memory.  A fleeting encounter with kindness from years past that now beckoned him. The laughter of distant friends reverberated in his consciousness, mingling with the poetry that flowed through his veins. Perhaps he could draw upon these remnants, allow them to spill onto his pages and breathe life back into his desolate heart.

But as the moon dipped toward its zenith, a sound intruded upon his reverie—a whisper maddeningly familiar, weaving through the stillness of his flat. He raised his head, listening intently, the sanctity of his solitude shattered by an echo of a voice he thought long forgotten. The words drifted in and out of his consciousness like a tide, impossible to grasp yet impossible to ignore. Who was it that called to him from the corridors of memory, daring him to unveil the obscured connections of his solitary life, and step into the potential for connection that lay beyond?

Compelled by a mix of curiosity and fear, he placed his translations aside, the scent of aged paper mingling with the faint tang of jasmine wafting through his open window. Those delicate whispers spoke not just of past transgressions, but of paths he had forsaken. The threads connecting him to the world outside those four familiar walls. The poetry lay still before him, yet a burgeoning need to explore beyond the confines of translation surged within him, a need that tugged at his comfort zones. What awaited him outside in the labyrinthine Medina if he dared to step into the unknown?

As he ventured into the night, the weight of his unfinished translations pressed against his heart, and the profound silence of his flat became a distant memory. Each step he took echoed back promises of lost connections and unfulfilled yearnings, hinting that perhaps his silence was not his only companion. The gentle embrace of the evening air hinted that destiny itself was stitched into the very fabric of the night, urging him forward toward what he had long evaded: connection.

Little did he know that the path before him would lead him deeper into the labyrinth, and there, the whispers of the past would become entangled with the currents of fate he had yet to understand, a fate woven from the threads of his memories and present choices.




      ***

The verses danced on the aged pages like spectres conjured from forgotten dreams. Karim leaned closer to the words, allowing the cadences of the Sufi poetry to wrap around him like a gossamer veil, soft and elusive. Each metaphor seeped into the crevices of his mind, breathing life into the solitary existence he led. A life spent retreating from the world, preferring the embrace of ink and parchment over the messy complexities of human connection.

As he translated intricate lines about the divine and the soul's yearning, he felt they resonated with a depth he had long avoided confronting. The poets spoke of love and longing as if they were waves crashing against the shores of their hearts, and in their words, he recognised his own isolation. The rhymes flowed like water, carving channels through the hard rock of his solitude, leaving behind echoes of emotions he had buried deep. With every stroke of his pen, Karim uncovered not just the meaning of the lines but a reflection of his own melancholic journey.

Yet as the poems deepened his emotional landscape, they also conjured a sense of urgency within him. What had once been a sanctuary became a prison of words. Beautiful, yes, but confining.

 Fragments of his life outside the flat seeped into his consciousness, unruly and disruptive. The laughter of children playing in the Halfaouine district, the tantalising aromas wafting from nearby souks, the vibrant colours of the marketplace. These memories resurfaced like distant echoes, drowning beneath the weight of the verses he was translating. 

Karim felt trapped in a paradox; the poetry offered him solace yet drew him closer to the precipice of a world he had forsaken. Were they merely whispers of the past, or did they beckon him towards something more tangible? He pondered whether each translated word was a step towards understanding himself, or an invitation to venture into the lively chaos he had long eluded.

As sunset bathed the city in a golden hue, light filtered through the dust-laden windows of his flat, illuminating the delicate calligraphy that lined the walls. Each ornate phrase glinted like the shifting sands of time, reminding him of both the transience and the permanence of his existence.

 Thunder rumbled in the distance, the sound resembling whispers in a language he could almost understand. A forgotten line from a poem he once learned resounded within him:

 “In every heartbeat lies the pulse of the universe.” 

With an electric thrill coursing through him, Karim realised that the night ahead would not simply be another chapter consumed in solitude. He could sense the arrival of something profound, promising yet fraught with uncertainty.

He closed the books and stood, the weight of unspoken emotions hanging heavily in the air, as shadows stretched toward him like fingers beckoning him forth. He felt the call reverberate, a silent urging to transcend the confines of translation to embrace the living poetry of life itself. As he stepped towards the door, the thought surfaced with haunting clarity: perhaps, hidden within the very fabric of Sufi poetry, lay a map not just of the city of Tunis, but of the uncharted landscapes of his heart.

 


      ***

Karim's apartment symbolised not just his love for literature but also the profound solitude that enveloped him like the thick Tunisian air. Nestled in a corner of the bustling Halfaouine district, his small refuge overlooked the vibrant life below, yet it felt worlds apart. The walls were lined with shelves overflowing with dusty volumes of Sufi poetry, their spines cracked from years of gentle handling. The scent of ageing paper mingled with the faint aroma of oranges from the street vendors, creating a bittersweet atmosphere that completed Karim's isolation.

As he translated the intricate verses of long-forgotten poets, the ink danced beneath his fingers, whispering the language of desire, longing, and unfulfilled connections. Each line became a reminder of his reluctance to engage deeply with the world and the individuals that inhabited it. There was solace in the rhythm of the Sufi couplets—as if they understood his need for distance, yet beckoned him toward human connection all the same. Still, he pressed onward, frequently losing himself in the metaphysical worlds crafted by poets like Ibn Arabi and Rumi, where love transcended physical presence and solitude was celebrated as a divine state.

Throughout his days and late nights, Karim wrestled with conflicting emotions as he isolated himself further from the very essence of life that flowed so freely outside his window. His passion for literature provided a shield, a thick wall that separated him from the noise of human interactions. The residents below animated the streets with laughter, music, and conflict—elements of existence he found both fascinating and painfully out of reach. He held the poetry close, like a talisman, believing that through words and ink, he could understand the nuances of life, even if he never dared to fully embrace them. However, as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across his walls, a creeping sense of urgency began to take hold. The whispers of the past, the resonant voices of Sufi poetry, urged him to forge a connection before the abyss of solitude consumed him whole.

That day, as he sat at the small wooden table illuminated by the flickering candlelight, he felt an anxiety swell within him, a pressure that waxed like the moon in the sky. Each moment without connection, each evening spent amidst the abandoned pages, intensified the weight of his solitude. 

He closed his eyes and listened to the City breathe, the sounds a distant murmur—its life echoing of faded memories and unrealised follies. What, he pondered, would be left of him when he faded away into obscurity? The very thought struck a more resounding chord, sending chills down his spine. Would he be merely a shadow amongst the stories of others, a footnote in the grand narratives woven through his translations? The thought haunted him, intensifying his desire to break free from the chains of isolation that bound him.

With each passing hour, the urgency grew fiercer; cracks in the facade of his literary pursuits widened, revealing the chasm of loneliness that lay beneath. As night settled in and the lanterns flickered to life below, igniting the maze-like streets with scattered sparks, Karim knew this was a decision point. 

His heart raced as he considered the faded text on the scattered papers of Horn strewn across his desk—a tapestry of the unknown, much like the fabric of his own life. He could continue to translate, to hide behind words and manuscripts, or he could dare to step outside, to reach for the living poetry of the world around him. With a final glance at the shadows dancing on his walls, he stood up, heart pounding, ready to confront what lay beyond. The whispers of the past had ignited a flame within, and he could no longer ignore it.

 




      ***







  
  

2

The Forgotten Villa





 





Karim stood at the entrance of the villa, the salty breeze from the sea weaving through the air, carrying with it whispers of the past. He had descended into the heart of forgotten splendour, where the remnants of Dr. Elias Horn’s life lay entangled with dust and memories. As he cautiously stepped inside, the floor creaked beneath him, a muted echo of the once-vibrant life that had thrived here. Thick vines crept along the cracked walls, and shafts of sunlight streamed through shattered windows, illuminating motes of dust that danced like restless spirits.

It was not just the tranquil beauty of the decaying villa that piqued Karim’s interest; it was the extraordinary potential hidden within its neglected corners. He had come searching for Horn’s papers, whispered of in hushed tones, believing they held the keys to something profound—an understanding that transcended mere meteorological observations. As he sifted through old furniture and shifting shadows, his heartbeat quickened with the thrill of discovery.

He spotted an old wooden desk, its surface marred by time but still resolute in its purpose. With careful hands, he wiped away layers of dust, revealing a small stack of dishevelled papers bound by a frayed string. As he pulled them towards him, an unsettling sensation crept along his spine. The notes were not the dry records of weather patterns he had anticipated. Instead, they were a turbulent tapestry of fragmented thoughts. These intricate diagrams twisted and spiralled into one another like the labyrinthine paths of the Medina.

His breath caught as he absorbed the scribbles—wind patterns overlaid with maps, odd references to “Anemoi Mapping,” which Horn proposed could chart not just physical winds, but the very currents of fate and memory within Tunis itself. The ink seemed to pulse beneath his fingertips, resonating with a truth he could scarcely comprehend. The possibilities unfurled within his mind, electrifying him with a sense of mission. Could it be that Horn had not simply vanished, but had perhaps unravelled the very fabric of reality through his explorations?

Karim's hands trembled as he delved deeper into the papers, each word acting as a thread pulling him further away from his mundane life and into a maelstrom of existential questions. As dusk settled, shadows lengthened, and the remnants of day faded into twilight, he felt the weight of secrecy pressing down on him. The scent of sea salt mingled with the mustiness of the villa, creating a sensory tapestry that linked him intimately to Horn’s world. The deeper he plunged into the notes, the more he felt he was not merely an observer, but a participant in Horn’s haunting, enigmatic journey.

Then, a sudden noise shattered the silence. A rustle from the far corner of the room. Karim’s heart raced. Had someone else entered this forgotten space? Or was it merely the echoes of memories awakened by his presence? He stood frozen, body taut, every muscle urged to flee but grounded by insatiable curiosity. A shadow flitted past the doorway, disappearing before he could register its shape. Was it just a figment of his imagination, or something more ethereal? He gripped the papers tightly, feeling their significance coursing through him like an electric charge.

“If Horn’s work is indeed alive,” he murmured under his breath, “then perhaps his fate was intertwined with these very currents.” 

The thought both thrilled and terrified him as a sense of urgency surged within. He needed to understand, to pursue the trail of knowledge that Horn had left behind, and yet, something loomed on the horizon that warned him of the price of such knowledge. The flickering candlelight cast foreboding shadows around him, diluting the fatherly light of understanding with the ambiguity of dark consequence.

As the last vestiges of sunlight bled into the horizon, Karim made the choice before him: continue unravelling Horn’s tangled threads or retreat into the comfort of the known, away from the villa where past and present danced perilously close. The air grew thick with anticipation, urging him toward the enigmatic journey that awaited. A plunge into the unknown that promised enlightenment, yet whispered of madness. The echoes of Horn beckoned, and Karim felt himself teetering on the threshold of discovery, where every choice carved a path into an intricate labyrinth of existence.

 


      ***

The moment Karim crossed the threshold of Horn’s villa, he was enveloped by the familiar yet foreign aroma. The mingled scent of sea salt and dust. It clung to the air like an old secret, whispering forgotten stories soaked in sunlight and decay. Each step further into the villa seemed to reverberate with the echoes of waves crashing against the rocky shore, distant yet ever-present, reminding him of the sea’s relentless passage of time.

His senses heightened with every creak of the wooden floorboards, as if they held the weight of myriad footsteps preceding him, each traced by a story lost to the ether. The sun filtered weakly through the remnants of cracked windowpanes, casting fragmented shadows that danced like spectres of the past. Dust motes hung suspended in the air, swirling lazily, intertwining with the salty breeze that drifted in from the open balcony. It wasn’t just the villa’s physical space that captivated him; it was the essence of Horn himself that seemed to permeate the walls, an invisible thread linking him to the absent figure of the vanished scholar.

As he wandered through the decaying grandeur, the juxtaposition of ocean spray and earthy particles led his mind deeper into contemplation. What mysteries lie beneath the surface of this fading beauty? The very air seemed to breathe a narrative of longing and abandon, a testament to Horn’s obsession with understanding the ‘Anemoi Winds’. The metaphysical currents connecting memory, fate, and the labyrinthine paths of Tunis. 

Karim took a breath, letting the scent fill him, allowing it to sediment in his thoughts like the layers of dust coating the abandoned furniture. Each inhalation felt like an invocation, as if he were daring the villa to disclose its hidden truths. But the more he probed, the more he could sense an unyielding silence, a cautious whisper reminding him that not all questions welcomed an answer.

Nevertheless, intrigue ignited a flame within him, setting him on a path to extract the essence of Horn’s inquiry as he sifted through scattered papers on the ageing oak desk. His fingers brushed against a yellowed manuscript, its contents offering dire hints about mapping not just the city's geography, but the labyrinthine pathways of the human soul. 

Suddenly, an unexpected gust swept through the villa, rattling the shutters and causing a shiver to run down his spine. Was it the wind or something more? The scent shifted, becoming both heavy with urgency and exhilaratingly vibrant, urging him to peel back layers that had long been buried.

His heart raced as the idea emerged that perhaps Horn’s disappearance was linked to a deeper truth, one that lurked just beyond the edge of his understanding. Was he ready to confront what lay buried not only within the dusty confines of this villa, but within his own reluctant heart? The tension thickened in the air like an impending storm. As shadows stretched and shifted, he felt unmoored, teetering on the brink of discovery. Yet, the very thought of unearthing the past set him reeling—what if the knowledge he sought was more than he could bear? As he held the manuscript close, the question loomed larger: Was he seeking the wisdom of Horn or merely inviting the whispers of the abyss to breathe into his soul?




      ***

As Karim sat on the faded velvet settee of the forgotten villa, the echoes of Dr. Horn's life loomed around him like shadows in the flickering candlelight. The musty smell of old paper and sea salt mingled with the dust motes hanging lazily in the afternoon sun. Horn's absence was palpable, an almost living entity that filled the room with an air of despair and wonder. Karim felt it seep into his bones, curling around his thoughts as he carefully unwrapped the stack of papers, each fragment a piece of a puzzle that seemed to breathe with mystery.

In his quest to unravel Horn's fate, Karim found himself entwined with the whispers of knowledge that rippled through the pages. The notes sketched out a labyrinthine map of currents. Not just of air or water, but of human experience, coloured by desire and fear, hope and loss. Each word carried a heavy implication that seeking truth was to risk disappearance, akin to stepping off an edge without knowing where one would land. He considered the price Horn might have paid, the knowledge he gained or lost in his obsession, and whether the pursuit of such understanding was worth the sacrifice of one's existence.








