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A SEA oF WORDS 9TH YEAR

Foreword

Senén Florensa. Executive President,
European Institute of the Mediterranean

In 2016 we are celebrating the ninth year of the project “A Sea of Words”, jointly promoted by
the European Institute of the Mediterranean and the Anna Lindh Foundation. The objective of the
contest over this period has been to help foster dialogue between European and Mediterranean
countries through exchange of experiences and knowledge between youths. On this occasion, we
have sought to participate in the initiative that declared 2016 the European Year on Combating
Violence Against Women, an issue that for us is of special interest because for many years the
IEMed has participated in several initiatives and projects to fight against gender inequalities and
foster women’s visibility in the Euro-Mediterranean area. In this respect, we should note the
work of the FFEM (Euro-Mediterranean Women’s Foundation, in its French acronym).

Thus, yet another year, the European Institute of the Mediterranean wishes to promote
exchange of experiences and cultural dialogue through writing in a contest aimed at young
writers who, under the motto “Combating All Forms of Violence Against Women”, have created
deeply moving stories. Undoubtedly, reflection stimulated by writing can improve awareness
based on the need, in the first place, to question our own prejudices and stereotypes and those of
people surrounding us to change our view of women and their role in current societies.

We have received over 300 texts by youths (an excellent level of participation) from 32
countries who in very different ways have explored how women are seen and their problems,
their lack of a voice and empowerment, and discrimination against them, all aspects that show
the violence encapsulated by the contest motto. The response of the participating young writers
is characterised by its quality and, very particularly, the emotive nature and harshness of their
stories. Indeed, we have been able to read very painful stories, many of them inspired by real
events, that through literary language and calling on our conscience and empathy tell us about the
difficulties and injustices many women endure in their daily lives. The perspectives are highly
diverse, as are the settings of the stories (from developed areas to very deprived environments),
but they are all a cry for help that seeks to raise awareness about the injustice and harassment
that women face simply for being women.

The diversity of the stories echoes the richness brought about by the existence of different
cultures and traditions in the Euro-Mediterranean area. Women are traditionally the depository
of this cultural richness passed from generation to generation and that on many occasions is not
visible or appreciated but highly vulnerable. Women’s empowerment and the fight for equality
and an end to violence are therefore necessary for the development of strong and healthy societies.

The three winning young women in this year’s “A Sea of Words” have convincingly
expressed the fighting spirit that we wanted to encourage at the [EMed. The story “Reasons and
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Names”, by the Syrian Noor Hariri, set in a small nameless village, features a play of voices
speculating about the reasons for the death of a woman. The second winning story, “And Then
Smiled the Almond Tree”, by the Tunisian Souha Bakhta, also set in a small village, depicts
the struggle of a girl in search of her identity, and the very bitter clash with her society, which
expects her to fit in. The third award was for the story “Chicca Is Running” by the Italian Valeria
Mingolla, which describes the desperate flight of a young fugitive.

The 16 stories selected in this year’s “A Sea of Words” therefore show the need to combat
all forms of violence, even the most subtle, which are entrenched in Mediterranean societies and
are sometimes so much the norm that we do not see them. Hence the relevance of literature as a
medium of condemnation and a call for reflection.

The enthusiastic response to this year’s “A Sea of Words” renews our faith in the usefulness
of and interest in a project that will soon be ten years old and that, year after year, confirms that
Euro-Mediterranean youths want to get involved in improving their societies and, above all, to
contact and learn from other restless young people like them. In total, since its creation, over
2,000 young writers from Euro-Mediterranean countries have participated in the contest “A Sea
of Words” and around 60% have been women. And this growing trend has continued this year:
almost 65% of the stories have been written by women.

This shows that we must continue working at the [EMed and the Anna Lindh Foundation,
with all the instruments within our reach, to offer young people in the Euro-Mediterranean
region a society free from violence, where women can develop freely alongside men.

IEB/[ed i% Anna Lindh
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Award Ceremony of the 2016 Contest “A Sea of Words”
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Nour Bassam HARIRI
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Reasons and Names

Nour Bassam Hariri. Syria

Some said that Karim, the headmaster, killed
her after he raped her. He raped her, they
said, after she spat in his face when he tried
to cozy up to her in his office. Some said
that Doha, the headmaster’s wife, killed her
because she had an affair with her husband.
Some said that Madar, one of her students,
killed her because she had him expelled. She
had him expelled, they said, because he put
glue on her seat, making her skirt rip.

Some said that Nirmin, another teacher,
killed her because she ruined her standing in
the village as a professional and as a woman.
Nirmin’s fiancé Raid left her two days before
their wedding, and Karim the headmaster re-
neged on his decision to promote her to assis-
tant headmaster. It was no coincidence, they
said, that both things happened only two and
a half weeks after the new teacher arrived in
the village.

Some said that Raid killed her because
she seduced him, flirting with him constant-
ly until he left Nirmin for her, only to have
her snub him when he came offering the ring
he’d somehow gotten back from Nirmin.

Some said that Idriss, the mayor, killed
her to stop her from marrying his son Taysir.
Taysir insisted on marrying her, they said,
but the mayor couldn’t accept his son mar-
rying a woman he himself had slept with.
Some said that the mayor hadn’t actually
slept with her; that because of a diabetic re-
action, his virility had failed just as he low-
ered himself onto her. Some said that Taysir
killed her because he couldn’t kill his rival
for her affections, because his rival was his
father, the mayor.

A SEA oF WORDS 9TH YEAR

Some said that Dibo, the police chief,
killed her because she was sticking her nose
into matters that didn’t concern her. They said
she asked questions about why the younger
pupils were constantly being detained and
arriving home the next day in a worrying
state, their eyes puffy as if they hadn’t slept
in a week, or maybe as if they’d been sleep-
ing for a whole week. The children used to
look, they said, as if someone had given them
sleeping pills. As if that someone had perhaps
detained them, and given them sleeping pills,
and then raped them.

Some said that Yusuf, the doctor at the
village clinic, killed her after she took his son
to be tested to find out if the story about the
sleeping pills was true. Some said that the
heavily misshapen and bearded nurse, Nisrin,
killed her after she saw the results of the test.
They said that Nisrin was the police chief’s
lover, or maybe she became his lover after
that.

Some said that the reverend sheikh Ja-
mil killed her after she caught him coming
out of Dibo’s house while the police chief
was on duty. Some said that Huda, the po-
lice chief’s wife, killed her after the teacher
caught her coming out of the sheikh’s house
while his wife was in town. Some said that
Nahla, the reverend’s wife, killed her after
the teacher caught her going to the school at
night. They said Nahla hadn’t gone to town
at all: she’d spent the night with Majid, the
school’s dumb caretaker. Some said that Ma-
jid killed her so he would go to heaven for
saving the reverend’s reputation and the pri-
vacy of his household.

IEMed.
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Some said that the village gang — Yahya,
Thair, Samir, Ziad, Tarig, Wael, Salim and
Ibrahim — killed her after they raped her. They
raped her, they said, after she caught them
robbing the village council’s safe. Some said
that Dergham, the head of the village council,
killed her because she had caught him rob-
bing the safe after he phoned the gang and
pleaded with them to rescue him from a fire
in the council building. He then set the build-
ing on fire himself so that the gang would be
blamed for the theft, they said.

Some said that Atif the beggar killed
her because he lost the upstairs room he was
lodging in when his landlady, the widow
Wafiga, decided to rent it to her. Some said
that Wafiqa killed her because she turned
the upstairs room into a whorehouse. Some

A SEA oF WORDS 9TH YEAR

said that her pupils ganged up on her in the
forest during their school trip and killed her
because her lessons were tough, and she was
too strict. Some said that Samir, the curious
pupil, was the one who pushed her into the
valley to see if she would die.

Some said that she had committed sui-
cide after every man and youth in the village
had slept with her and every pensioner and
boy had hit on her.

These were just some of the stories
the children told when their new teacher, a
beautiful young woman from outside the vil-
lage, whose name I can’t remember, asked
them what had happened to her predecessor,
a beautiful young woman from outside the
village, whose name the children couldn’t
remember.

&% Anna Lindh
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Then the Almond Tree Smiled

Souha Bakhta. Tunisia

I am a girl. I am an almond tree blooming in
early spring, whose small downy white wings,
flutter as they may, cannot bear it away.

There are seven trees in our house and
one bird — my twin brother. He and I were the
last children my mother bore, or to be more
precise, he was the last. Our birthday is his.
He was the first to take a step, the first to have
a tooth come in, and the first to utter a word
that filled the house with joy. I was invisible
all along.

He had that little organ between his legs
that allowed him to go to school. I didn’t have
one, so I couldn’t go. My mind fixed on that
organ as the center of learning, where knowl-
edge and intelligence were stored. I could
never learn or understand anything because
I didn’t have the organ my father and brother
had. That was why they were so clever, why
they could tell us what they wanted done, and
why the rest of us would do it.

I didn’t go to school, but I was forever
on the lookout for opportunities to sneak out
of the house and run to the fields. I loved run-
ning, and I found out how fast I was the time
I ran away from my father when he wanted to
beat me. He had caught me playing goalkeep-
er when the boys were one player short. After
I ran away from my father, the whole neigh-
borhood realized how fast I was too, and
from then on I played striker. When I scored,
I would raise my arms in the air and the boys
would gather around and hug me. Sometimes
[ would take my shirt off and run some more.

Every time I did that my father would
try to beat me, but he could never catch me.
I was light on my feet, so I could run faster

than anyone else and hide in one of the far-off
fields, among the almond trees. That was as
far as I could go. I would reach it exhaust-
ed and fall asleep, only to have the terrify-
ing dream come again. In the dream, strange
scarecrows sprang up beside every almond
tree, giant scarecrows that frightened the
birds away. Then my father would appear. He
couldn’t catch up with me because I was too
fast, but he would take out his male organ and
it would get longer and longer, like a snake,
and he would catch me with that.

I would wake up feeling smothered, my
heart pounding. I’d creep home as slowly as
the setting sun, only to arrive as fast as the
setting sun as well. My mother would quick-
ly wash my hands and change my clothes,
hiding all clues so that my father wouldn’t
get angry when he arrived home. The only
thing that made me sad, after those happy
days filled with running, sweating, scoring,
and shouting, was my mother’s still face.
She didn’t look angry or reproachful, she
just didn’t have any expression at all. Hers
was the eternal face of the passing days. It
never changed. No spark ever brightened her
somber eyes. I always thought it was because
of all the smoke from the bread she baked to
sell to the neighbors. She would sit out on
the terrace, open the door of the yard and
spread her legs to kindle a fire between them,
where she would make bread for everyone to
eat. My mother was always slapping dough
in her big wooden bowl. She would shape
a roll of dough, slap it back into the main
ball and round it out again. That was what
she would do to me and my sisters as well.
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She would give us a light but firm slap on
our backsides to bring us back to our sens-
es and make us obey each and every rule, no
matter how small. It never occurred to us to
question their logic. One rule was to heat the
water for our father’s bath. Another was to
wash our brother’s clothes, hang them out to
dry, and take them in again before sunset. It’s
not good for boys’ clothes to be left out on the
line at sunset.

My mother was forever making dough.
She would moisten her hands, moisten the
dough, and remain silent all the while. Her
eternal silence was what I found scary, even
scarier than my father chasing after me. De-
spite all this, there were still days when we
all made outings to the edge of the village to-
gether. We would go there on the first day of
spring to welcome it in, as custom demand-
ed. We would stand still and feel the sweet
breeze rustle our dresses. I’d look around to
see whether my mother’s dress was stirred by
the wind or not. I don’t know why I thought
she was so different, as if her dress were sol-
id, but I’d look around to see her dress rus-
tling, and her face would change. The somb-
er expression shrouding her eyes would lift,
and a smile would appear, making me think
of trees that stand ever patient yet are happy
to shake merrily when the wind stirs them.
My sisters and my brother would stand there
gazing at the horizon and singing to spring,
but I’d stand watching my mother’s face. On
the way back, when she bent down to pick
up some dry twigs that would burn well in
her fire, I realized that she was still thinking
about her bread, and that tomorrow her face
would return to normal.

I well remember the day my brother
passed his elementary school exams. Every-
body was happy except me. I was sad be-
cause it meant that he would leave our village
to continue his studies. I would hardly ever
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see him, and he wouldn’t be able to tell me
about all the magical things that happened in
school. It also meant that his organ of knowl-
edge would get bigger and bigger, while
I would know nothing of all the exciting
things he was to learn.

“If T had that organ, I"d be going to
school in the city,” I told my mother. She
laughed hysterically, in a way I saw no rea-
son for. “Yes, you would,” she said as she
wiped the tears from her eyes. I thought for a
long time about my brother and all the things
he would learn in the city. It would certainly
make his organ bigger, thicker and heavier.
He would have to hide it inside his trousers
and it would hamper his movements. Maybe
he’d have to play goalkeeper for the rest of
his life. All because he was going to study
in the city! On second thought, I was glad
I didn’t have that organ. I went out and ran
and ran all around the village.

Despite the scarecrows springing up
around me, a bird finally managed to land
on one of my branches. I found I could no
longer take my shirt off after scoring a goal
because my breasts had grown, and I knew
they were attractive. It seemed I wasn’t the
only one who knew it, because one day my
mother took me to where we kept the clean
clothes, and tried my sisters’ bras on me. She
told me that from then on I would have to be
careful. I didn’t know how I was meant to be
careful, or of what. Besides, how could she
expect me to understand what she said, when
my whole life she had barely spoken to me
more than a couple of times? I was the free
prize that had been delivered along with my
brother, and like most such prizes, I had been
tucked away on a shelf because nobody could
see any use for me.

I began to like the other team’s goal-
keeper. I didn’t know what it meant, but
I knew he kept looking at my breasts, and
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I knew I liked that. When I look back on it
now, my reasons for having sex the first
time were pretty funny. It was strange, but
not scary. Nobody had ever told me to be
scared of it; I had only been told to be care-
ful. T couldn’t have realized what they meant
by being careful, not ever having been told.
I wanted to see what happened inside the
trousers, how that organ would swell with
knowledge and intelligence. I grasped it in
my hands, thinking that all the knowledge
and intelligence would pass to me just by
holding it. Then I felt something strange and
new: it was invigorating and at the same time
frustrating; expected yet surprising. I was ut-
terly convinced that I’d been infected with
boyhood, something no one had ever under-
stood before me. If my sisters and my moth-
er had known, they would have all become
boys, given up their endless tasks, and gone
to that faraway school in the city beyond the
almond grove.

I was able to confirm my theory when
the horrible time of the month stopped com-
ing. I was delighted to be rid of my period
bleeding, which for a long time I thought was
some fearsome disease that would eventually
carry me off. I was so pleased I wanted to tell
them about it, but I knew it would be hard to
so suddenly have a second boy in the family.
I decided to wait until my breasts went away,
so they’d believe me and wouldn’t think I’d
gone mad. But then, for some unknown rea-
son, I became pregnant. I couldn’t make sense
of that. How could I have gotten pregnant?
How could that happen to me? To me, the goal
scorer? To me, who wanted to be a man when
I grew up? How could this have happened?

My mother cursed her luck when I told
her that I had turned into a boy, that my pe-
riod had gone away and now I was storing
up food in my swelling belly just like my fa-
ther. I said now she would have to let me go
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to middle school. She started hitting me and
asking me who the father was. The truth was
that I didn’t know. Maybe it was God. May-
be He had afflicted me with this so I would
behave better. I’d been naughty and hadn’t
wanted to remain a girl forever. It didn’t cross
my mind that the other team’s fat, slow-mov-
ing goalkeeper could be a father of anything,
least of all my child. Nobody had explained
to me how these things worked.

When I saw how everyone was taking
the news, I decided to keep quiet and pretend
they were all invisible. I ran and ran and ran,
but this time I couldn’t make it to the almond
grove. My father caught me. He took off his
leather belt, which turned into a snake, and
began to beat me and ask who the father was.
But of course I didn’t tell him, because He
was invisible.

I think my father stopped beating me
only because his hand got very sore. My
brother came home and took over for him.
That was just as well, because he didn’t hurt
me as much. He even talked to me as if I was
actually there and not invisible. I told him
that God was the child’s father and that He
might punish them if they kept on treating me
that way. I think he believed me, because as
soon as I said it, he stopped beating me.

The next day, my father decided to take
me to a psychiatrist at the city hospital. I was
very happy to see my mother wearing makeup
and a silk scarf. She whispered in my ear that
it was the first time she’d been to the city. She
was delighted, and I thought I’d finally done
something good in my life. My father, though,
was despondent. He kept looking at me with
regret, and eventually said: “We didn’t look
after the girl properly. Maybe it really is
God’s child and He wants to punish us.”

The psychiatrist turned out to be a wom-
an. It occurred to me that if this woman had
been able to turn into a man, I should find out
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how she did it. I had tried everything: running,
wearing my brother’s shirt, taking it off, and
even sticking a male organ inside me, yet none
of it had worked. I asked her questions, rather
than the other way around, and she laughed
shyly at them, taken aback by how impressed
I was with her. Once I’d finished, she asked
me if I liked boys. I told her that I had liked
the goalkeeper, but he couldn’t be the father
of my child, because he was young himself.
She laughed again when I told her about the
infection I had caught, and how I had seen his
knowledge leaping from his male organ. “That
organ is about the farthest thing in the world
from knowledge and intelligence,” she told
me to my great amazement.

The psychiatrist was very nice. We
laughed together and I began to think it might
not be such a bad thing to be a woman after
all. She was prettier than my mother, in spite
of the silk scarf. She even patted my head,
which nobody had ever done before. “Here,”
she said, “this is where intelligence comes
from, and you’re a very intelligent girl.”
Then she explained many other things to me.

She told my father that some kind of ge-
nie or spirit had touched me, and that was the
reason for my pregnancy. I don’t know why
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my father was happy about that. He’d been
very upset when he thought God had caused
my pregnancy, yet when he found out a ge-
nie had fathered his grandchild, he hugged
me and asked me to forgive him for the beat-
ing he’d given me. The psychiatrist warned
them that an abortion would be extremely
dangerous this far into the pregnancy. My
mother began to cry and to say that it would
be wonderful to have a child in the family.
I felt a profound happiness flow through me.
I would be the mother of a little genie. I just
hoped it would have a little satanic organ.

When we got back to the village, no-
body was surprised to hear about the genie.
It had happened before, they said. I realized
that the scarecrows were the ones to be pitied.
They’re staked to the ground, and have plain,
ugly faces. But an almond tree can send forth
beautiful fruit without ever moving from its
place, and every so often the wind, or a genie
of the wind, will come visit it. I stood looking
at the countless green wings as they fluttered
joyfully. Maybe the tree doesn’t want to go
anywhere.

When the sun starts to set, I run back.
My son’s clothes mustn’t be left out on the
line when it goes down!
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Chicca sta correndo

Valeria Mingolla. Italia

Tra le bianche distese di margherite affamate di sole, appena oltre la periferia della citta, Chicca
sta correndo.

Le braccia rigide. I pugni serrati.

La sbircia un poco la luna, facendosi largo, a fatica, tra le folte chiome degli ulivi.

Chicca sta correndo e non puo fermarsi.

Piccoli solchi, imprecisi come pennellate furtive, marchiano la terra umida al suo passag-
gio.

Il sudore le bagna la fronte. Innumerevoli piccolissimi cristalli di sale sporgono dai sui
occhi, piu neri che mai, per precipitare fino agli angoli delle labbra e poi ancora piu giu, lungo
il collo innervato.

Raccolti malamente in una coda di cavallo, i crespi capelli castani, seguendo I’ondeggiare
del suo corpo le frustano le spalle coperte solo da una leggera camicetta di cotone.

E stanca Chicca.

Corre e continuamente si volta a guardare indietro. Lui ¢’¢ ancora, lo vede perfettamente.
E troppo veloce.

I seni cominciano a farle male e allora con un braccio cerca di sostenerli mentre con 1’altro
continua a darsi la spinta.

Il respiro ¢ affannoso, ¢ stanco quanto lei. L’aria arriva dritta nei polmoni passando per la
bocca dischiusa e il cuore batte talmente forte che per un brevissimo istante Chicca teme che
possa essersi fermato.

Domani c’¢ scuola. E non ha nemmeno ripetuto bene chimica perché la domenica sera non
si studia; si va in centro a passeggiare e poi non si sa mai che becca finalmente quel tipo che le
piace e comunque a lei della chimica non gliene frega niente. Vuole fare la hostess.

Chicca ha 15 anni e tra pochi minuti le resteranno solo quelli.

sfeskesieskeosk

Tra le bianche distese di margherite assetate di pioggia, appena oltre la periferia della citta,
Paolo sta correndo.

Le braccia rigide. I pugni serrati.

Incerti i suoi movimenti, disarmonici: calza una sola scarpa. L’altra, la destra, deve averla
perduta. Tornera a cercarla dopo.

Paolo sta correndo e non vuole fermarsi.

Il calzino di cotone fatica ad avvolgergli il piede: ha rapito i colori al terreno e del terreno
ha assunto gli odori.

Nemmeno una nuvola a sbiadire il sole cocente. Con una mano, rapidamente, tira giu la
cerniera della felpa e senza fermarsi la sfila, lasciandola cadere: non fa rumore.

La fronte corrugata separa i folti capelli ricci e scuri dagli occhi color cielo.

E alto Paolo. Alto e magro. E uno di quelli belli e intelligenti lui. Uno di quelli che dopo
il liceo andra per certo all’Universita e dopo la laurea lavorera in uno di quegli ospedali che si
vedono solo in tv.

Anna Lindh
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E stanco Paolo ma con il poco fiato che gli resta in corpo urla, svegliando le margherite
al suo passaggio.

sfeskeoskoskosk

Ferma ai piedi di un grande ulivo Chicca ¢ sfinita. La mano destra preme sulla corteccia, la
sinistra ¢ sul cuore, a contenere i battiti impazziti. Le cosce, i polpacci, i piedi tremano come
giovani foglie esposte ai venti del nord.

S’accascia e il suolo accogliente I’abbraccia. Chiude gli occhi, piange.

Mi staranno aspettando a casa, spera.

Verranno a cercarmi, prega.

Poi una mano le afferra i capelli e in quell’istante per Chicca non ci sono piu colori, luci,
contorni. Non ci sono piu le stagioni o il Natale o le cene del venerdi sera.

C’¢ solo un uomo che sta violentando una piccola donna.

Fiato s’impossessa d’altro fiato.

Chicca graffia, morde, piange. Le mani, sporche di terra e sangue, disegnano forme astrat-
te sul corpo umido di quell’'uomo senza nome. E non puo piu urlare perché lui le ha detto che
se ci provera di nuovo allora sara costretto a ucciderla. E Chicca non vuole morire. Vuole solo
tornare a casa.

Gli occhi sbarrati, sempre piu neri, si riflettono in quelli di lui: ci ¢ rimasta intrappolata
dentro. Non ci sono vie di fuga.

Il peso dell’uomo le comprime i polmoni fino a lacerarne 1’anima.

E troppo grande e forte. Le mani callose, ruvide, s’intrecciano attorno al suo minuscolo
collo. Lo guarda Chicca. Fissa le rughe profonde sulla fronte, quelle attorno agli occhi. I pochi
capelli ingrigiti dal tempo. I denti, serrati. La barba pungente.

Lurlo.

A Chicca non resta nulla. Nemmeno se stessa. Solo qualche ciuffo d’erba tra le mani e la
luce della luna a rischiararne il volto pallido. Dalla camicetta glicine ¢ caduto un bottone. Chissa
se qualcuno se ne accorgera. Chissa se qualcuno si preoccupera di ricucirlo.

L’elastico che le legava i capelli si deve essere perso da qualche parte. Tutto ciod che aveva
a dosso ora, caoticamente sparso nel campo, altera I’armonia del paesaggio.

Chicca ¢ immobile. I collo livido. Gli occhi, sbiaditi, fissano un punto impreciso nel cielo
stellato e tra le labbra sottili resta intrappolato un ultimo impercettibile suono.

sfeskeoskoskosk

A Paolo gli hanno telefonato.

I suoi.

Piangendo. No, urlando. Urlando qualcosa che avesse a che fare con Dio, con Chicca. C’¢
un campo. Un mostro. E ancora Dio e Chicca.

Poi, ha cominciato a correre.

Le braccia rigide. I pugni serrati.

sfeskeoskoskosk

Tra le bianche distese di margherite, appena oltre la periferia della citta, c¢’¢ una piccola area
sulla quale non cresce piu nulla.
Poco piu un 1a, sporco di terra, giace, lucido, un piccolissimo bottone.

Anna Lindh
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Chicca Is Running

Valeria Mingolla. Italy

Just outside town, through a white carpet of
daisies hungry for sunshine, Chicca is running.

Arms stiff. Fists clenched.

The moon catches glimpses of her in
hard-won peeks between thick olive branches.
Chicca is running and can’t stop.

Tiny dents, as careless as hurried brush-
strokes, are pressed into the damp soil as she
passes.

Sweat prickles her forehead. Countless
salty droplets spring like miniature crystals
from her eyes — now darker than ever — to
trickle down to the corners of her mouth and
along her tensed neck.

Her frizzy brown hair is pulled back in-
to an untidy ponytail that bounces in time to
her moving body, slapping against shoulders
covered only by a light cotton shirt.

Chicca is tired.

She continually looks behind her as she
runs. He is still there; she can see him per-
fectly. He’s too fast.

Her breasts start to hurt and she tries to
hold them with one arm. She uses the other to
pick up her pace.

Her breath is labored, as tired as she is.
She sucks air directly into her lungs through
open lips, and her heart is beating so hard that
for a split second Chicca fears it may have
stopped.

Tomorrow is a school day. She hasn’t
even properly revised chemistry because Sun-
day evenings are not for homework, they’re
for going into the center. Who knows if she
might bump into that boy she likes? Anyway,
she really doesn’t care about chemistry. She
wants to be a flight attendant.
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Chicca is fifteen years old, and in a few
minutes’ time that’s as old as she will ever be.
skskeoskeoskosk
Just outside town, through a white carpet of

daisies hungry for rain, Paolo is running.

Arms stiff. Fists clenched.

His movements are uncertain, clumsy:
he’s got only one shoe. He must have lost the
other one, the right one.

He’ll come back and look for it later.

Paolo is running and doesn’t want to
stop.

His cotton sock is starting to come off,
having soaked up the colors and smells of the
earth.

Not a single cloud shades the baking
sun. With one hand, he quickly unzips his
hoodie and, without breaking stride, he pulls
it off and lets it fall noiselessly to the ground.

His furrowed brow keeps his thick and
curly dark hair out of eyes the color of the
sky.

Paolo is tall. Tall and thin. He’s one of
those handsome, clever types that are bound
to go to university straight out of high school.
After graduating, he’ll work in one of those
hospitals you see only on TV.

Paolo is tired, but he uses the little
breath he has left in his body to scream, wak-
ing up the daisies as he runs past.

skskoskoskook
Chicca has stopped under a huge olive tree,
exhausted. Her right hand presses against
the bark, her left against her heart, trying to
calm its mad beating. Her thighs, calves and
feet tremble like young leaves in the northern
wind.
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She sinks to the ground, giving in to its
embrace, then closes her eyes and cries.

They’ll be waiting for me at home, she
hopes.

They will come and look for me, she
prays.

Then a hand grabs her hair and for Chic-
ca there are no more colors, lights, shapes.

No more seasons, Christmases or Fri-
day night dinners.

There is only a man raping a small
woman.

Breath possessing other breath.

Chicca scratches, bites, cries. Dirtied
with soil and blood, her hands trace abstract
shapes on the sweaty body of that nameless
man. She has stopped screaming because he
told her that if she does it again he will be
forced to kill her. And Chicca doesn’t want to
die. All she wants is to go home.

Her eyes are wider and darker than ev-
er. They are reflected in his. She is trapped
inside him. There is no escape.

The man’s weight presses her lungs
apart, rips out her soul.

He is too big, too strong. His rough,
calloused hands squeeze around her tiny
neck. Chicca looks at him. She stares at the
deep lines on his forehead, around his eyes.
His sparse hair, grey with age. His clenched
teeth. Prickly beard.
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A scream.

Chicca has nothing now, not even her-
self. Just a few blades of grass in her hands
and the moonlight on her pale face. A button
has fallen off her lilac shirt. Who knows if
anyone will notice? Who knows if anyone
will bother to sew it back on?

The elastic band from her ponytail must
have come off at some point. Everything she
was wearing is now strewn willy-nilly over
the field, disturbing the quite order of na-
ture.

Chicca lies quite still, her neck bruised.
Her eyes — dulled — stare at nothing in the
starry sky, though a final, indiscernible sound
remains trapped between her lips.

skskoskoskook
Paolo receives a phone call.

From his parents.

Crying. No: screaming. Screaming
something about God, about Chicca. There’s
a field. A monster. More about God, and
Chicca.

That’s when he starts to run.

Arms stiff. Fists clenched.

skskoskoskosk
Just outside town, through the white carpet of
daisies, runs a small patch of ground where
nothing grows anymore.

In the dirt nearby glints a tiny button.
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Do You Blame the Creature or its Creator?

(Innocent of all charges)

Djellal Eddine Semaane. Algeria

Dedicated to Nafissatou Diallo and
the many who have suffered what

she suffered

And to my brother Mohieddine,

who allowed me to miss his graduation
just to finish this story:

[ love you!

Innocent of all charges!
“Not guilty!”

As soon as the judge uttered the words,
a terrible silence fell in the courtroom. It
snaked its way across the faces of all those
present for a few seconds that felt like cen-
turies. They stared at each other in astonish-
ment. The defendant’s own lawyer thought
that the judge had got mixed up and pro-
nounced the verdict from another case. Mu-
tayisha,' the defendant, muttered to herself:
“Even the prison won’t have me!” She stood
dazed, not sure whether she could feel hap-
py or should wait to see if the judge excused
himself and said something eclse instead of
“Not guilty!”

When it became clear that the judge
wasn’t going to say anything more, the silence
was broken by a trill of joy from Mutayisha’s
mother that quickly collapsed into hysterical
tears before the woman passed out in her seat.
But Mutayisha herself knew that her mother
just wanted to be seen to defend herself, not

1 Mutayisha: a repulsive name that until recently was
given to girls in some rural areas of Algeria as a sign
that the parents were not happy to have a female child. It
means “cast aside, undesired.”

her daughter. “Everybody here was surprised
by the verdict,” she thought, “myself included.
Yes, dear brothers Karamazov, God is indeed
dead, for everything is now permissible!”

Many years earlier

We have to arrive at the age of shock, the
age when we realise that life is not just about
us, but also, sometimes, about leaving us
aside. The child was four years old when
she began to realise that she was unwanted.
She couldn’t recall her father ever lifting her
onto her shoulders to touch the lamp in the
ceiling, or getting down on his knees to be-
come a horse she could mount without fear.
Even the one time that he hugged her was
after he had left her alone outside a shop for
several hours. She would later find out that
the hug was just for show: he had intended
to abandon her there and be rid of her for
good. She didn’t know why exactly he had
changed his mind and come back for her.
She couldn’t recall her mother ever hugging
her and showering her with kisses. She never
tasted the maternal affection that gives chil-
dren an appetite for the world and arms them
for it at the same time.

They seemed to be trying to avoid this
deformed creature. Like any child, she want-
ed to know why, so she tried to confront their
love with tears. But in the end, she had to
confront herself — she had to confront her re-
flection. Their behaviour was mirror enough
to show that there was something wrong. But
that wasn’t enough to resign her to being a
freak, until she steeled herself and stood like
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a ramrod in front of her reflection in the win-
dow. She didn’t stand there long, but leapt
away to hide against the wall. “My God, is all
that ugliness for me? Could I not have spared
some for the devil?”

She became suddenly incapable of be-
ing loved. She was prepared to be rejected,
and so rejected she was. Hell, as Sartre said,
is other people. Indeed! All those people who
every time they came across you reminded
you how awful you were or how you spoiled
the look of the place! As you’ve realised how
they’re all reducing you to nothing, you have
to keep trying in every way possible to rein-
vent the world, a world that would suit your
torn features. It wasn’t you who tore them
but, strange to say, the fact that they’re torn
has become your sole responsibility. So you
search for a people you can take refuge with,
somewhere the others can’t see you.

Mutayisha, as bereft as an uprooted tree
seeking somewhere to lay down new roots,
found a hideaway: the books her father had
bought and her mother had packed away into
a cardboard box. They were a quiet people:
she could listen to them without them staring
at her. She could survey their happenings and
their conversations from on high, like a god,
without making any noise among them. Even
though she was constantly going in and out
of the room, none of them ever turned to look
at her. Mutayisha became at ease between the
leaves of the books, like one who renounces
the people around him because he has found
new friends to replace them.

A few days before the incident

Then Mutayisha grew up, and she wrote:
“You who brought me here without

asking my consent, I was a night of pleasure

for you then. I was a pleasure for which all

veins in your bodies stiffened, and the vora-

cious beasts in each of you roared with all
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their might. And when you had grown still
you left me alone on the edge of this jungle.
All those here appear at their most savage
because they are realising their Freudian
nature. [ forgive them their crowd-pleas-
ing voracious appearance. But their feigned
kindness to strangers is like trying to con-
ceal the mountains with a line of washing,
and believing that it will work. Those of you
who are tormenting the truth, I forgive you
your deceitful victories. But God alone did
not give me a beautiful face so that I could
stand before Him and beg forgiveness for
my sins. Was it perhaps He who committed
all these sins against me? To this day He has
not come to me, even in a dream, to explain
all this so that I could decide whether or not
to forgive Him. Far away though He is, He
could have done that, yet He did not. How
can the Merciful be cruel? How can the
Beautiful, who loves beauty, not be just to
me? In His arrogance, He listens to me but
does not aid me. Why me?”

It was early in the morning when she
was woken by shouting in the corridor, as if
someone was trying to break into her room
and someone else was holding them back.
Barely awake, she couldn’t immediately
make sense of the conversation. She quickly
sat up in bed and strained her ears to catch it.

“Let me show her what happens when
a girl, a mere girl, commits blasphemy like
that!”

“She’s just anxious. She wasn’t in her
right mind when she wrote it.”

The argument got louder. She conclud-
ed that the piece of paper must have found
its way to her father, but the yelling and even
the prospect of a beating didn’t bother her.
Her whole body had given up feeling pain.
Enough pain can toughen the skin: “As long
as my inner pain still grows, all bodily vio-
lence seems no more than a caress.”
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Looking in the opposite direction, she
saw Siham throwing a ball to the boys in the
street. The ball went onto Mutayisha’s balco-
ny. The two girls looked at each other and ex-
changed a naive smile that could have meant
“Good morning,” or “How ugly you are!” or
any number of other things. If one day she
didn’t greet her in the street, she would at
least be spared a smile. Outside her room, the
argument was still going on. Eventually, it
began to fade, as if a third party had taken her
father by the arm and drawn him away. The
two voices grew distant, but her father’s an-
ger still possessed the house until he left for
the day. So Mutayisha stayed in bed until her
mother came into the room and then sudden-
ly stopped in the middle of it as if halted at a
red light. She looked at the strangled creature
that didn’t turn its head towards her, as if try-
ing to send a single message: “I’ll never for-
give you.” Mutayisha was absent-mindedly
shifting her gaze between the street outside,
where Siham stood, and the sky, where she
seemed to be carrying on a conversation with
some invisible party, or perhaps castigating
them.

“God sends us troubles to test us. If we
succeed we’ll win the prize,” her mother said.

“There wasn’t any prize to begin with.
Unfair tests are no more than a punishment,”
the girl replied.

She finally turned towards her and her
mother saw her tears flowing down.

“Believe me, mother, this face has done
for me. I’ve received a suspended sentence to
live in a society that only values the body. Do
you remember the day my brother told you
about the girl he liked? Without any hesita-
tion you asked him: ‘Is she beautiful?” And
he waxed lyrical about all her features... Do
you know what is most painful, mother? That
there’s nobody, anywhere, waiting for you to
come into his life.”
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Their conversation halted. Mutayisha
turned back in the direction of Siham, who
was now exchanging smiles with someone
who must have just come into sight near the
big beech tree. It was as if she suddenly real-
ised that nobody could be bothered smiling at
her, even from mere kindness. She had smiled
for something that hadn’t happened.

She left her room in the evening, once
she knew for sure that her father was attend-
ing an urgent meeting in another city and
would spend the night there. Somewhere far
away her mother was drowned in slumber in
front of the television. She caught the eyes
of her brothers but they quickly looked away
as if there was nobody there. “Well, neither
of their faces are going to launch any ships
either,” she thought in disgust. Anyway, that
night she was expecting a phone call from her
aunt Nafisa about a job she had recommend-
ed her for.

“I’ll put up with being a cleaner to get
away from this suffocating environment,” she
thought. “I may have thought that the univer-
sity degrees I worked so hard for would be
the only salvation for a face that looks like
original sin, but they haven’t got me a good
job. The good jobs go to women with shape-
ly bodies and beautiful faces or people with
good connections. Since I don’t have any of
those qualifications I won’t worry myself
about comparing what I’'m entitled to with
what I’ve got.”

At precisely ten o’clock in the evening
the telephone rang. It was the only entity in the
house that ever brought her good news. The
news this time was that she could start her new
job in the morning. Then her aunt added:

“You mustn’t be late. It’s very impor-
tant to be on time the first day.”

“Yes, of course. I’ll be there exactly on
time.”

“Good night so, Mu...”
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But her aunt didn’t want to pronounce
the loathsome name, and put the phone down
instead. Mutayisha smiled at how her aunt re-
acted to her name. It no longer caused her any
psychological difficulty: in fact, she found it
extremely fitting for how she had been created.

At eight o’clock the following morn-
ing, Mutayisha stood beside Aunt Nafisa and
listened to all the instructions about cleaning
fluids and the various offices and bathrooms
and the places that she should only enter if her
aunt was with her, such as the manager’s of-
fice. Mutayisha didn’t pay much attention to
that particular instruction, which she assumed
was because they kept important documents in
those offices. But her aunt repeated it several
times. Then the two women set to work.

The days went by fast and, as is its cus-
tom, doom came quickly, like a train speed-
ing towards its final destination. She was
bending over slightly one day, the polishing
cloth in her hand, when she found him stand-
ing in front of her as if he had come in on
his tiptoes. Taken by alarm, she straightened
up and in embarrassment tried to cover her
chest. For a moment she thought it was an
accident. But accidents don’t happen repeat-
edly, so she told Nafisa about it.

“Nobody stays here long unless they’ve
nothing left to lose,” her aunt replied. “You
won’t find any honourable people outside
their own houses these days. I warned you
right from the start.”

She took a step back and replied:
“Could any sane man want to have sex with a
creature like me?”

Her aunt calmly informed her that such
people weren’t looking for faces, but for
what’s hidden: the holes.

In the court once more
She was invisible, and all those who had
crossed paths with her had now come to see
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a strange sight. The girl who couldn’t protect
her own face yet dared to kill a man! Now
they were looking at her and talking loudly.
She could read the dirty jokes on their lips.
She was expected to leave the courtroom in a
bad way, like a rabbit that’s tried to jump too
high. But none of them could stand the test.
Her mother became more and more boastful,
while her father was immersed in thought. He
was trying to break her heart again. He gave
her a violent shove towards the exit. She tried
to tell him silently, with a look, that it wasn’t
the first time. The judge stopped her with a
request to go with him to his office. Mutay-
isha going anywhere could raise suspicions
now, so her mother accompanied her to the
end of the corridor.

In which we discover that inside

each one of us is an unannounced killer
Those who are born with a silver spoon in
their mouth can go wherever they like when-
ever they like, but those who have experi-
enced deprivation won’t be able to get even
a tin spoon inside their mouths if they miss
their scheduled appointments.

She counted her fingers under the bed-
clothes and repeated her phrases: “I have to
get up now... It’s time to get ready... I can’t
drink coffee, I’ve spent ten minutes watch-
ing the street and Siham has secretly sneaked
home early... It’s time to go to work.”

Then the judge turned back towards
her and started speaking again: “Your ver-
dict is simply justice for all the women who,
at this moment when I pronounce it, not far
from here, are suffering due to what their
circumstances have forced on them. At this
very moment, there’s a woman somewhere
who’s not able to defend herself.” Mutayisha
sighed as if a whole load of things had fall-
en from somewhere overhead, landed on her
breast and smashed to pieces. He was com-
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ing towards her as she tried to reach for the
cleaning fluid. When he was two steps away,
his trousers snagged on her bucket and it fell
over, raising a din that made her turn around
as if she was turning towards her doom. He
carried on towards her and she stepped back,
trembling. She was pleading with him with
her eyes but he seemed to see only a breast
that was trembling with passion, not with
fear. He kept coming until he was right up
against her. She screamed, but screams don’t
carry far in a basement. Now that he could
touch her he didn’t hold back, but pulled
at her without mercy. He bit her neck like
a vampire seeking sustenance. Despite his
powerful build, she didn’t give in. She twist-
ed from between his arms like water flowing
out between the fingers. The place had been
covered in cleaning fluid after she dropped
the bottle while trying to fend him off. He
stretched out his hand to try and lift her dress,
and she gave him a kick. The slippery floor
foiled his efforts to right himself, and down
he went with all his weight. Their struggle
had taken place right beside the steps leading
to the back door, and his head hit somewhere
it wouldn’t come back from. Blood spread
across the floor.

After the hearing

The judge watched her intensely as she left
his office. She looked to him like a bird
whose wings had been clipped. It would nev-
er fly again, yet people still called it a bird,
and every time it saw a flock of its fellows
in the skies it would be reminded that it was
crippled.

In the short distance between the court-
room and the street, the sense of being crip-
pled swelled.

It didn’t make sense to stop with every-
body else on the corner waiting for the green
light. She no longer resembled them in any
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way, so what was the use of acting the same
as them? She seemed to be crossing from one
world to another. She was passing her barri-
er. Taking her mother unawares, she kept on
walking to a point of no return.

It was a horrible sight. The lorry crushed
her in an instant, like a balloon burst by sor-
rows. When the driver got out and, overcome
by what he could see, sank to his knees put-
ting his hands on his head, a passer-by said:
“What’s that stranger done wrong?”” Another
replied: “Fate strikes whoever it wishes when
it decides to free someone else!”

An old woman sitting at the bus stop
watched from a distance and asked the peo-
ple running towards the scene: “What’s hap-
pened?” They were whispering to each other,
but she couldn’t understand anything, so she
returned to staring at her fingers for a live-
long age.

“You’ve killed my daughter!” Mutayi-
sha’s mother shrieked, hugging her tightly to
her breast. But then she saw something on her
daughter’s bra that made her stop trembling.
Her conscience spelled the letters out as if
they were written in blood. It could just about
make them out: “My mother killed me.”

The judge, watching from his office
window on an upper floor of the court build-
ing, discovered that in this world it’s not
enough to be innocent. But her father, sitting
in the middle of the street and receiving looks
like knives from all around, was plunged in a
distant silence. Maybe he was only thinking
of the shame of it, and not that a life had been
extinguished — his daughter’s life.

She was stretched out now in the mid-
dle of all that crowd, as if finally she had been
able to do something that made people pay
attention to her. And she had left her words
on the wall of the holding cell, where an-
other woman read them five years and a few
months later.
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“If death is another way to be saved,
then let us try it, since there’s no lifeboat to
take us far away from it. Here I am, ready
for it, despite all these religious handicaps,
as if 1 was preparing for prayer. For prayer
may save us from sins, but the prayer of death
saves us from all sins forever. And if, O God,
I was to meet you later, here I am hastening
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towards you. And if you ordered me to come,
here I am taking away your right to decide
when you should take me.”

The woman drew a circle around her
words on the cell wall: “Innocent of all charg-
es.” Then she slept, as if she had at last found
the only way of telling Mutayisha that her aunt
Nafisa too had been freed... by being jailed.
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Lice

Mira Petrovi¢. Hrvatska

Odmabh pri ulasku u bolni¢ku sobu rukama prekrivaju usta, Linda ne zna zasto. Kazu:

»Sve ¢e biti u redu.”

,,Gad c¢e platiti za to.*

,Moze se i bez baleta.*

Kazu, lice se moze rekonstruirati, medicina je napredovala, sve se da popraviti. Evo, Mari-
ja sad ima bujnije usne, a Evina majka si je ugradila bolju straznjicu. Ovo je ipak doba Zena, sve
to potvrduje — glazbeni spotovi, novine, plakati, showbiz politika. Novo tijelo moZe se naruciti
kao u restoranu, samo biraj; po zakonima ljepote medijskih manipulacija. Zato ne brini, Linda;
opet ¢es biti lijepa. Brige nemas, identitet ti je siguran.

Linda ih svo to vrijeme gleda u ¢udu; ne razumije o ¢emu pric¢aju. To su njezine kolegice
iz kazali$ta — ne poznaju se dovoljno dugo da bi jedna drugoj davale opskurne savjete koje
uostalom nitko ne trazi. Zajedno su pripremile balet 7ramvaj zvan cezZnja 1 to im je jedina po-
veznica, ishodiSte medusobne netrpeljivosti. Ona ima ulogu razmazene neuroticarke DuBois,
na kojoj joj sve zavide i zato je i mrze, zato govore takve pizdarije o izgubljenoj ljepoti, samo
da bi je uznemirile. Sve su one htjele biti glavne; iako su pred njom na audiciji glumile da im
je drago, prijateljski su se smjeskale i ljubile obraze. A tek sad im je drago, Lindi je jedino
to jasno; drago im je tek sad kad je u bolnici i noga joj je u gipsu, ruka je slomljena, a one
govore o unistenoj ljepoti — kakva ljepota? Za par mjeseci, eto je opet u baletnim papucicama
i u glavnim ulogama koja ¢e ih sve pomesti poput vihora. Zasto je onda gledaju s takvim
sazaljenjem u o¢ima?

,»Tko je to napravio?“, pitaju je milo, pravi je to baby talk, a Linda govori ,,5to?* ,,Pala
sam®, kaZe, ,,nesretan slu¢aj, zar niste vidjele?*

Tisina je sve samo ne ugodna. U vazama je cvijece, na krevetu bombonijera. Zeli uzeti
jednu pralinu, ali ima osjecaj da ne moze otvoriti usta. Usna joj je otecena i svaka rijec je napor,
bori se da ne frflja, jos joj samo to treba. A premijera je veceras i najradije bi se ubila. Njezina
zamjena je tu u sobi, medu njima, i ve¢ likuje; tko bi joj i zamjerio — i Linda bi se tako ponasala
da su uloge obrnute, sakrila bi sre¢u u pogledu lazne samilosti, potapsala bi je po ramenu kao Sto
ova i radi i usput govori, ,,sve ¢e se srediti; ako niSta drugo, uvijek mozes raditi koreografije.

,All vjezbat ¢u”, kaze Linda. ,,Opet ¢u biti ona stara.” Nitko niSta ne odgovara. Samo
najhrabrija medu njima kaze, ,,jedino ako budes§ drzala masku na licu, Linda.*

»Ma o ¢emu vi?“, pita Linda jer ve¢ joj je dozlogrdila ta Sarada. ,,Koja maska?*

,»Zar se stvarno ne sjecas?*, kaze jedna.

,.Zar ga nisi prijavila?*, kaze druga.

,Nisam imala koga®“, kaze Linda. Sad je ve¢ vidno uznemirena. Ovo je neka paralelna
stvarnost u kojoj je zapela. Zove medicinsku sestru, pita je da joj donese ogledalo; ,,donesite
mi ogledalo, moze i neko malo, odmah, molim vas* — §to je to tako strasno da se svima oko nje
lice trza?
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,,Polako, dijete®, govori medicinska sestra kao da je maloumna. ,,JJos nisi spremna.* U
kojem se hororu ona ovo nasla? Kad je opet postala dijete koje svi tetose i pred njim negiraju
Sto je istina?

,Recite mi §to se dogada!®, vice. ,,Sto se dogada, jebem vam mater?, vi¢e i pipa lice, a
osjeca samo zavoje, samo zavoji na njezinome licu, licu koje je uvijek bilo najljepse, svi su joj to
govorili — tvoje lice, nije samo tvoj pokret, tvoje lice. Jos kad je bila mala, pristupili su joj neki
ljudi iz modne agencije, rekli su joj da je savrSen proizvod, che bella roba, rekli su joj jer su bili
Talijani, iz Milana, i njezina majka koja je bila s njom dok su kupovale haljinicu za ljeto one
godine kad je tek navrsila Sesnaest, odusevljeno je to prihvatila; poslala je s njima neka ide, neka
zivi — neka zaraduje na tome licu koje je Bog isklesao u zabranjenom savrSenstvu. Ali Linda je
rekla ne nakon samo par pokusaja. Linda je odabrala balet, a lice ni tu nije bilo naodmet. Lice
nigdje nije naodmet. Pa kad te zaustavi policija zbog prebrze voznje, malo se nasmijes i kazna
izostane. Kad udes u banku, dobijes kavu i osobnog bankara koji ¢e ti na kuénu adresu donijeti
novu karticu, samo da se ne gnjavis i da te jo$ jednom taj bankar vidi. Da te pocasti picem. Da
ti napravi uslugu, koju god hoces. Druge su govorile da se Sevi za uloge, ali njoj to nije trebalo;
lice je sva vrata otvaralo i to je bilo dovoljno, poveéavalo je gledanost u Splitu u kojem kultura
ne vrijedi nimalo. A sad odjednom svi hrle u kazaliste uzivati u baletima jer to je tehnika, to je
tijelo, to je — lice.

,Kazite, preklinjem vas!, vi¢e Linda gledaju¢i uzas na licima svojim kolegica, na licu
medicinske sestre; neko gadenje i samilost izmijeSane kao u losem koktelu koji ostavi samo
gorak okus u ustima, i srce joj strasno lupa pa misli da ¢e umrijeti, a onda odjednom osjeéa mir,
stupor; netko joj ruku polaze na krevet drze¢i upravo upotrebljenu injekciju, kapci su joj otezali
i sve nestaje u magli. Zastor je pao, aplauz izostao; sjecanja su samo manipulacija, negiranje,
iluzija koja je sakrila strahote koje su se dogodile sino¢ na proslavi rodendana jedne od kolegica,
iako su proslave nesto veselo, jucer su bile sprovod, na napustenoj farmi u kojoj je bilo svega
i za jesti i za popiti a prostor je dusu dao i za plesanje i za skakanje i za ludi zivot u kojem se
nitko ni za §to ne mora brinuti, sve se raspalo. Don t worry about a thing. Stay up all night to
get lucky. Osjeéala se dobro tu vecer. Pripreme za predstavu su bile gotove i zasluzila je provod.

I njezin partner je bio s njom te veceri. Ipak se radilo o drustvu s posla te on nije mogao
izostati. No drustvo je bilo Saroliko, mogla se izgubiti u masi. Nije joj smetao, ali bilo bi joj
draze da se nije pojavio. Kao kad te iritira zanoktica. Ne osjecas je a opet je vidis. Znao je s njom
koketirati od dana kad ga je upoznala. Bio joj je dosadan. Mozda ¢ak problem nije bio u njemu
kao njemu, kad bi otisla malo dublje u analizu. Jednostavno u zadnje vrijeme nije htjela biti s
muskarcima. Posvetila se plesu i u njemu je pronalazila odgovor svojih Zudnji. Mozda je bas
zato tako dobro glumila ovu ulogu — hiperseksualnu neuroti¢arku koja se gubi izmedu maste i
realnosti, potpuno nezadovoljenu. Linda nije dozivjela orgazam tko zna otkad, a osjecala se, kao
nikad prije, u dosluhu sa svojom seksualnos¢u — hiperosjetljiva. Pomislila je ¢ak da taj njezin
osjecaj nema veze sa seksom, ve¢ s ¢injenicom da sebe prihvaca takvu kakva jest i da je to is-
punjava. Postala je Narcis zapravo. Ujutro bi se pogledala u ogledalo i vidjela lice s naslovnice.
Bilo je to nesto predivno; davalo je krila, raspupavalo snove.

Vecer je protjecala sporo. Mjesto je bilo zapusteno i ta zivost koju su sa sobom donijeli
nije mogla dokinuti depresiju Citavog mjesta. Pekli su meso i gutali ga poput prozdrljivih Zivo-
tinja. Linda nikad nije bila narociti fan hrane. Jela je da bi prezivjela, a ne da bi se natovila. Na-
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stojala je sakriti gadenje pred tolikim natrpavanjem preko svake mjere. Ali zato je previse pila
da to nadoknadi, jer neki oblik neumjerenosti danas nikoga nece preskociti. Stalno je plesala,
zavodeci sve oko sebe, toliko da je sve Zenske osobe pocela nervirati svojom lascivno$céu koja
je iz nje izbijala poput svjetlosti, zasljepljujuéi i privlaceci pozornost u isto vrijeme.

Njezin partner iz predstave stalno se motao oko nje. Plesali su zajedno na zadovoljstvo i
ljubomoru publike, napravili su jednu malu pretpremijeru. Pred svima su odradili scenu silova-
nja, a pljesak je bio zaglusujuci. Kasnije su otisli proSetati, on je pozvao. Hodali su po farmi,
a svjetla skoro pa i nije bilo. Pitao je je li lezba, iz Cista mira, dok je ona udisala miris nekog
drveta i razmisljala o tome kako je izgubila doticaj s prirodom. Rekla je da se ne mora svaka na
njega baciti pa eto, ona je ta koja neée i to se ne treba propitkivati. Ali ¢ovjek je navikao osvajati
i nailaziti na dobar odjek; takvima kao da je nekad nemogucée prihvatiti negativne odgovore.

,,Z:asto mi se toliko odupires?*, upitao je i pokusao je poljubiti. Ona se odmaknula. Nasmi-
jala se poput vragolaste djevojke i to ga je zaskakljalo u preponama. Potr¢ao je za njom i bacio
je na pod, kao u nekoj djecjoj igri koja se iz nevinosti najednom transformira u najveci zlocin,
bez predumisljaja. Ona ga je odgurivala. ,,Ej, ¢ekaj! Cekaj!* Stavila je ruku na njegova usta i
rekla: ,,Bilo bi to previse stereotipno da me sad silujes, zar ne?*, a on je usporio svoje pokrete,
zaustavio je ruku na njezinome bedru iako je njezinu pi¢ku dotaknuo ve¢ tko zna koliko puta, i
grudi takoder. Sve su u predstavi ve¢ odradili, medu njima nije bilo tajni. Pa i ta scena silovanja,
svi su je nahvalili — to nasilje, tu silovitost, tu snagu kojom su muziku razbili u Cestice, preguste
da osiguraju dotok zraka pa gledatelji pomalo uzdiSu, srce im lupa, otvaraju usta refleksno i
cude se — toj brutalnosti koja je zapravo ljepota.

,»Sve smo ve¢ napravili®, ponovila je Linda, ne bez straha, ali sakrila ga je iza maske da je
prezivljavanje imperativ, a hrabrost jedini mogu¢i iskaz osobnosti. Ni sama sebi nije vjerovala,
ali rekla je: ,,moramo smisliti neki drugi scenarij.* Makla je ruku s njegovih usta, a on se odma-
knuo, rekao je oprosti i gotovo zaplakao. Bilo je to toliko apsurdno da se jedva suzdrzala da ne
prasne u smijeh. Ispunio je neki cudan ponos $to ga je tako lako uspjela uvjeriti u iracionalnost
njegove namjere, ali uspjela je. Uputili su se polako, u Setnji, gotovo kao zaljubljeni par. Pricali
su o ulogama koje su odradili i onima za koje bi voljeli da tek dodu, te potom oboje upali u
provaliju, §to nije neuobicajen dogadaj u selendrama takvog tipa bogu iza nogu. Bilo je mra¢no;
nista ispred sebe nisu vidjeli osim vlastite muke. Njemu je stradala samo noga, njoj i noga i ruka,
zbog Cega je i zavrSila u bolnici. I §to su onda one ludakinje jucer pricale o licu i prijavama i
koreografijama bez plesa kad je jasno §to se dogodilo i nitko nije kriv?

Jedini problem je $to se to nije odigralo tako kako ona misli i $to njega rijeci ipak nisu za-
ustavile. Ponijela ga je uloga, pi¢e, njezina otvorenost, mozda prekratka haljina, zaigranost. Tko
trazi opravdanje, taj ga i pronade. Nije shvatio da ne znaéi ne, kao da je te stvari lako pobrkati.
Ostao je u predstavi; osjetio je njezino nasilje u sebi. A Linda je u glavi izmislila sasvim drugu
pricu. Iz sebe je izbacila to da je on uzeo noz u napustenoj Stali i razderao joj pola koze s lica
i svrsio joj po ranama. Da je iz razli¢itih baletnih drustava izbacen upravo zato $to je nasilan
prema zenama. Da ima tu mracnu stranu koja sve Zene strasi i1 oca politi¢ara koji sve moze za-
taskati. Da joj je unakazio lice i unistio karijeru. Strasne su to pri¢e. Neprobavljive.

Kad je bila mala, isto je tako sebi pricala pri¢e. U osnovnoj $koli su je zvali mjesec jer
je bila puna pristeva koje je stiskala pod slabim svjetlom u kupaonici, osjec¢ajuci neko ¢udno
uzbudenje kad bi ugledala gnoj i krv koji su iz njih izlazili. Svi su joj se rugali, nazivajuci je
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rugobom stoljeca. Kad je prvi put obula Adidas tenisice jer su takve svi nosili, govorili su da §to
¢e njoj takve patike, da takve vise nitko ne Zeli. A ona bi ih ¢ula drugacije i postala bi dio grupe,
dok bi je svi hvalili kako joj najbolje stoje, bas njoj.

Balet je bio njezin jedini spas u to vrijeme, ono u ¢emu je bila dobra, vrhunska; divili su
se njezinim pokretima — to je bila realnost koja je spasavala. Ali unato¢ njezinim bravurama, na
predstavama bi joj davali sporedne uloge, stavljali bi je u zadnji red gdje je nitko nije mogao
ni vidjeti ni dozivjeti. Lice je bilo prepreka, bilo je to jasno kao dan. Lice je bilo strasilo koje
je sputavalo i kocilo njezine snove. Svejedno, ustrajala je u vjezbi. A onda je u srednjoj skoli
procvjetala bez ikakve najave. Lice se rascistilo. Nakon toga, kad god bi imala neki problem,
samo bi se pogledala u zrcalo. Ljepota je postala lijek, neprijatelj, najbolji prijatelj; neporecivi
izraz tastine.

Kad se to jutro probudi nakon induciranog sna, nikoga nema kraj nje. Mozda je tako i
bolje; to joj ostavlja vremena za istrazivanje. Trazi torbicu kraj kreveta i prebire po njoj jednom
rukom da pronade ogledalo. Ali ogledala nema, netko ga je ukrao. Netko je ukrao njezin odraz
u njemu, ¢emu to? To je samo ¢ini nervoznom. Da moze, izjurila bi iz te sobe. Tijelo je zatvor,
gusi je. Zove medicinsku sestru objasnjavajuéi da mora na vece, kaze da se Zeli osloniti na dobru
nogu da i ona ne propadne. U zahodu drzi glavu visoko, da joj nista ne promakne. Zrcalo je na
zidu, a lice u njemu je i dalje isto i to je olakSanje — njezino prekrasno lice smijesi se. Ne vidi na
njemu zavoj, niti vidi da se oziljak proteze s jednog obraza na drugi, da je lice razrovano poput
zemlje i da ga malo koja operacija moze spasiti. Da je ranjena iznutra; da pisa krv i da je netko
sebi uzeo za pravo da joj osakati utrobu.

U meduvremenu njezin partner ubire pohvale. Premijera je prosla odli¢no, svi ga hvale.
Vidi ga cak i na televiziji, pozdravlja je preko malog ekrana; govori da mu je zao Sto nije bila s
njim jer je vrhunska, ali raduje se nekom budué¢em zajedni¢kom projektu koje se dogoditi mora.
Znaci, kod njega nista nije slomljeno. Znaci, on se oporavio. Njezino lice se trza, gasi televizor.
Sjecanja su poplavna stihija koja rusi sve brizno postavljene brane. A on se smijesi, bijeli zubi
sjaje. Mozda se osjeca kao da je osvojio cijeli svijet — sve je prevario jer nitko mu leda okre-
nuo nije, a njoj nitko nije pomogao da se trgne i da nesto poduzme. Dosli su s bombonijerom
i fiktivnom tugom u o¢ima i onda pokupili prnje. Ali to tako ne ide. Mozda je sama i mozda je
u zavojima; svejedno, zove policiju jer vise nema deset godina, a masta nije dovoljna utjeha.
Ulozi su vedi, a iluzija tesko odrziva. Puna je rupa. Puna bijesa.
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The Face

Mira Petrovi¢. Croatia

As they enter the hospital room, their hands
rush to cover their mouth, and Linda doesn’t
know why. They say:

“Everything will be alright.”

“The bastard will pay for it.”

“You can do without ballet.”

They say a face can be reconstructed,
medicine has advanced, everything can be
fixed. Look, Marija has fuller lips now, and
Eva’s mother got herself better buttocks im-
planted. After all, this is the age of women,
you can see it everywhere — music videos,
newspapers, posters, showbiz politics. You
can order a new body, like in a restaurant,
just choose; by the beauty laws of media ma-
nipulation. So don’t worry, Linda, you’ll be
beautiful again. No worries, your identity is
safe.

All the while Linda is watching them,
wondering; she doesn’t understand what
they’re talking about. These are her col-
leagues from the theater — they don’t know
each other well enough to offer obscure piec-
es of advice which, by the way, no one has
asked for. They were preparing together the
ballet A Streetcar Named Desire and that is
their only connection, the source of mutual
antipathy. She has the role of the spoiled neu-
rotic DuBois, which has brought upon her
everyone’s envy and hatred, and that’s why
they’re saying all that crap about lost beauty,
just to upset her. They all wanted to be in the
lead; although at the audition they pretend-
ed to be glad in front of her, and flashed her
friendly smiles, and kissed her cheeks. And
it’s only now that they’re glad, that’s the only
thing clear to Linda; only now are they glad,
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when she’s in hospital and her leg is in a cast,
her arm is broken, and they’re talking about
destroyed beauty — what beauty? In a few
months, she’ll be back in her ballet slippers
and in leading roles which will sweep them
all away like a hurricane. Why, then, are they
looking at her with such pity in their eyes?

“Who did this?” they ask her sweet-
ly, regular baby talk, and Linda is saying
“What? I fell,” she says. “An accident, didn’t
you see?”

The silence is all but pleasant. There
are flowers in the vases, and a box of choc-
olates on the bed. She wants to take a pra-
line, but she has a feeling she can’t open her
mouth. Her lip is swollen and every word is a
strain, she struggles not to slur, because that’s
the last thing she needs. And the premiere is
tonight and she could just kill herself. Her
understudy is here in the room, among them,
and she’s already gloating; who could blame
her — Linda would be acting the same way
had the roles been reversed, she would hide
her happiness in the look of false compas-
sion, pat her on the shoulder like this one is
doing, while saying, “Everything will work
out; if nothing else, you can always do cho-
reographies.”

“But I’ll practice,” says Linda. “T’ll
be my old self again.” Nobody says a word.
Only the bravest among them says, “Only if
you wear a mask on your face, Linda.”

“What are you on about?” asks Linda
because she’s grown tired of the charade.
“What mask?”

“You really don’t remember?” asks one
of them.
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“Didn’t you file charges against him?”
asks another.

“I had nobody to file charges against,”
says Linda. Now she’s visibly upset. This is
some parallel reality in which she is stuck.
She calls for the nurse, asks her to bring her
a mirror. “Bring me a mirror, a small one will
do, right now, please” — what is so awful that
everybody’s face around her flinches?

“Easy, child,” the nurse tells her as if
she were retarded. “You’re not ready yet.”
In what horror movie has she found herself?
Since when has she become a child again, pa-
tronized and having the truth denied to her
face?

“Tell me what’s going on!” she yells.
“What’s going on, for fuck’s sake?” she yells
and feels her face, but she can only feel band-
ages, only bandages on her face, the face
which was always the most beautiful, every-
body told her that — your face, it’s not just
how you move, it’s your face. When she was
still a kid, she was approached by some peo-
ple from a fashion agency, they told her that
she was the perfect product, che bella roba,
they said that because they were Italian, from
Milan, and her mother, who was with her
while they were buying a dress for the sum-
mer that year she turned sixteen, accepted it
enthusiastically; she sent her with them to go,
to live — to make a living off that face that
God had sculpted in forbidden perfection. But
Linda said no after only a few attempts. Lin-
da chose ballet, and the face came in handy.
A face always comes in handy. So when the
police pull you over for speeding, you put on
a smile and there’s no fine. When you go to
the bank, you get coffee and your personal
banker who will deliver the new card to your
address, just to spare you the trouble and to
be able to see you again. Buy you a drink. Do
you a favor, whatever you want. Other girls
said that she screwed for parts, but she didn’t
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need to do that; her face opened all doors and
that was enough, even to increase the view-
ing figures in Split where culture isn’t worth
a dime. And now all of a sudden everybody is
rushing to the theater to enjoy ballet because
it’s the technique, it’s the body, it’s the — face.

“Tell me, I beg you!” screams Linda,
watching the terror on the faces of her col-
leagues, on the nurse’s face; some disgust
and pity mixed like a bad cocktail that leaves
but a bitter taste in the mouth, and her heart is
pounding so terribly she thinks she is going to
die, and then all of a sudden she feels peace,
stupor; somebody is laying her arm on the
bed, holding the injection they’ve just used,
her eyelids have grown heavy and everything
disappears in a haze. The curtain has fall-
en, there is no applause; memories are only
manipulation, denial, an illusion concealing
the horrors that happened the night before at
the birthday party of one of the colleagues.
Although parties are something cheerful,
yesterday they were a funeral. At an aban-
doned farm with plenty to eat and drink, and
the place just made for dancing and jumping
and for the crazy life in which nobody has
to worry about a thing, everything fell apart.
Don 't worry about a thing. Stay up all night
to get lucky. She felt good that night. The
preparations for the show were over and she
deserved to have a good time.

And her partner was with her that night.
After all, it was a party for friends from work
and he couldn’t miss it. But it was a color-
ful group of people, she could get lost in the
crowd. He didn’t bother her, but she would
have preferred it if he hadn’t shown up. Like
a hangnail that irritates you. You can’t feel
it, but you can still see it. He would flirt with
her on occasion since the day she met him.
He bored her. Maybe it wasn’t even about
him, if she were to analyze a little deep-
er. She simply didn’t want to be with men
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lately. She dedicated herself to dancing and
there she found the answer to all of her de-
sires. Maybe that’s why she was so good in
this role — a hypersexual neurotic drifting
between imagination and reality, completely
unsatisfied. Linda hadn’t had an orgasm since
who knows when, and she felt, like never be-
fore, in tune with her sexuality — hypersen-
sitive. She even thought that the feeling had
nothing to do with sex, but with the fact that
she accepts herself the way she is and that it
fulfills her. Actually, she became a Narcissus.
In the morning she would look at herself and
see a face from the cover. It was something
wonderful; it gave one wings, it made dreams
blossom.

The evening was slow. The place was
squalid and the liveliness which they brought
with them couldn’t abate the depression of
the whole place. They fried meat and swal-
lowed it like greedy animals. Linda had never
been a particular fan of food. She ate to sur-
vive, not to stuff herself. She was trying to
hide her disgust for all that gorging beyond
measure. But she drank too much to make up
for it, because some form of intemperance
was bound to get you today. She danced all
the time, seducing everyone around her, so
much so that she started to annoy every fe-
male person with her lasciviousness radiating
from her like light, blinding and drawing at-
tention at the same time.

Her partner from the show kept prowl-
ing around her. They danced together to the
delight and envy of the audience, staging a
little pre-premiere. They did the rape scene
in front of everybody, and the applause was
deafening. Later they went for a walk, as he
invited her. They walked around the farm,
with almost no light. He asked her if she was
alesbo, out of nowhere, while she was breath-
ing in the scent of a tree and thinking about
how she had lost touch with nature. She said
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that not every girl had to throw herself at him
and so she’d be the one who wouldn’t and
there was no need to question it. But the man
was used to conquering and getting a good
response; such people can find it impossible
to take no for an answer.

“Why do you resist me so much?” he
asked and tried to kiss her. She backed away.
She laughed like a mischievous girl and that
tickled his groin. He ran after her and threw
her down, like in a child’s play that sudden-
ly turns from innocence into the heaviest of
crimes, without intent. She tried to push him
off. “Hey, wait! Wait!” She put her hand on
his mouth and said: “It would be too ste-
reotypical if you raped me now, wouldn’t
it?” and he slowed down his movements,
stopped his hand on her thigh although he
had touched her cunt who knows how many
times, and her breasts, too. They had done
it all in the show, so there were no secrets
between them. Even the rape scene, which
everybody lauded — that violence, that vehe-
mence, that strength with which they tore the
music into particles, too thick to allow for
the flow of air so the spectators gasp a bit,
their hearts pounding, their mouth opening
out of reflex and wonder — at the brutality
which is actually beauty.

“We’ve done it all already,” repeated
Linda, not without fear, but hiding it behind
the mask that survival is the imperative, and
courage is the only possible expression of
personality. She could hardly believe it but
she said, “We have to come up with anoth-
er scenario.” She moved her hand from his
mouth, and he stepped back, said he was sor-
ry and almost cried. It was so absurd that she
could barely refrain from laughing. She was
filled with some strange pride for managing
so easily to convince him of the irrational-
ity of his intent, but she did. They walked
on slowly, strolling, almost like a couple in
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love. They talked about the parts they’d done
and the ones they wish would come, and then
they both fell over a precipice, which isn’t
so uncommon in such godforsaken places. It
was dark, they couldn’t see anything around
them except their own suffering. He only hurt
his leg, she a leg and an arm, which is why
she ended up in hospital. So what were all
those nuts yesterday going on about her face
and filing charges and choreographies with-
out dancing, when it’s clear what happened
and it was nobody’s fault?

The only problem is that it didn’t hap-
pen the way she thought and that words
didn’t stop him after all. He got carried away
by the part, the drinks, her openness, maybe
the dress that was too short, playfulness. He
who looks for an excuse, finds one. He didn’t
understand that no means no, as if these
things were easy to confuse. He was still in
the show, feeling its violence inside him. And
Linda conjured up an entirely different story
in her mind. She forgot that he had taken a
knife in an abandoned barn and cut open half
of her skin and come all over her wounds.
That he’d been thrown out of different ballet
companies exactly because of his violence to-
wards women. That he had a dark side which
frightened all women, and a father politician
who could hush it all up. That he mutilated
her face and ruined her career. These are ter-
rible stories. Indigestible.

When she was little, she also told her-
self stories. In primary school they called her
the moon because she was full of pimples
which she tried to pop under the faint bath-
room light, feeling a strange thrill when she
saw the pus and the blood that would come
out of them. Everybody made fun of her, call-
ing her the freak of the century. The first time
she put on Adidas shoes because everybody
wore them, they said what do you need shoes
like that for, nobody wants those any more.
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And she would hear otherwise and she would
become part of the group, while everybody
admired how they looked best on her, her of
all people.

Ballet was her only escape at that
time, the thing she was good at, first-rate;
they admired her movements — that was the
redeeming reality. But despite her bravura,
they kept only giving her supporting roles
in shows, they would put her in the last row
where nobody could see her or experience
her. The face was the obstacle, that was as
clear as day. The face was the scarecrow that
hampered and hindered her dreams. Still, she
persevered in practicing. And then, in high
school, she blossomed without any warning.
The face cleared up. After that, whenever she
had a problem, she would just look in the
mirror. Beauty became the medicine, the en-
emy, the best friend, the undeniable expres-
sion of vanity.

When she wakes up from the induced
sleep in the morning, there is no one beside
her. Maybe that’s better; it leaves her time for
investigation. She looks for the purse next to
the bed and rummages through it with one
hand to find the mirror. But there is no mirror,
someone has stolen it. Someone has stolen
her reflection in it, why? It only makes her
nervous. If she could, she would rush out of
that room. The body is a prison, it suffocates
her. She calls for the nurse, explaining that
she needs to use the bathroom, saying that
she wants to lean on the good leg so that it,
too, doesn’t go to waste. In the bathroom she
keeps her head high, trying not to miss any-
thing. The mirror is on the wall, and the face
in it is still the same and that’s a relief — her
beautiful face is smiling. She doesn’t see the
bandages on it, nor does she see the scar that
stretches from one cheek to the other, or that
the face has been ploughed through like dirt
and that no amount of surgery could save it.
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That she has been wounded inside, that she
pees blood and that somebody gave himself
the right to mutilate her womb.

In the meantime, her partner is reaping
accolades. The premiere went great, prais-
es all around. She even sees him on TV,
greeting her over the small screen, saying
that he’s sorry she wasn’t with him because
she’s top-notch, but he’s looking forward to
some future joint project which is bound to
happen. So, he has nothing broken. It means
he’s recovered. Her face twitches, and she
turns off the TV. Memories are a flood force
tearing down all of her carefully constructed
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dams. And he is smiling, white teeth shin-
ing. Maybe he feels like he’s conquered the
whole world — he has fooled everybody be-
cause nobody’s turned their backs on him,
and nobody has helped her to snap out of
it and do something. They came with a box
of chocolates and fake sorrow in their eyes,
and then they packed up. But that’s not how
it goes. She may be alone and she may be in
bandages; but she still calls the police be-
cause she’s not ten anymore, and imagina-
tion is not enough of a solace. The stakes are
higher, and the illusion is hard to maintain.
It’s full of holes. Full of rage.
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Soul

Asmaa Ramadan Mohamed Ali. Egypt

Night descended, the animals grew still, and
men slept. All was silent but for the croak-
ing of the frogs and the soft rustling of the
trees. I went up to the roof of the house and
let the breeze caress me and raise me aloft.
The air smelled sweet and the stars seemed
dimmer and further away. Why do I feel that
as time goes by we grow more distant from
the heavens and more tied to the earth? The
question occurred to me as I roved the skies
over the village. For a while now I had been
one of the few souls still roaming about. Most
of the villagers’ souls were weighed down by
their bodies’ concerns and barely left them
until morning. Even the soul of my sister
Aziza, which used to accompany me nightly,
no longer joined me on the roof but stayed
below close by her body. I remembered how
long ago, when we were very young, we used
to soar high up and even leave our own skies
to fly over neighbouring villages. We shone
more brightly then. We used to gather around
the river and play in the water, or rise high
above the clouds. But with the passing of time
we were no longer able to do that, or rather,
we lost what we had once had: freedom.

I wandered from place to place over
the village, looking for my classmates, but
I couldn’t find them either. I turned to head
home, and then it was that I saw her: the soul
of Sanaa, the mother of my friend Najla who
used to live next to us. She was radiating light
as she soared far above me. I tried to catch
up with her, to speak to her for a while, but
I couldn’t fly that high. She was dancing as
if listening to some bright melody that was
playing for her alone. I strained my hearing,
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trying to capture some of her ecstasy, but it
escaped me. I returned home sorrowfully
and slipped into my body’s bed, but made no
move that might waken it. I found Aziza’s
soul beside me, looking pale and faded.

“Where were you all night? I wanted to
talk to you.”

“I went out to fly for a while. You know
I can’t stay like this all the time.”

“I can’t fly far anymore.”

“Why not? All souls can fly. We were
created that way.”

“Since when have we all behaved ac-
cording to how we were created?”

“We have to try, at least.”

It was almost sunrise, and time for us to
return to our sleeping bodies. I turned to look
at Aziza’s soul as she went back and caught a
glimpse of her looking lifeless and sad.

“Are you going to sleep there till noon,
lazybones? Get up, we’ve a lot of work
ahead of us!” My mother’s voice woke us in
the morning. I don’t know why exactly she
thought that six o’clock was close to noon.
I got up hurriedly. Aziza, still in bed, grum-
bled her daily request that my mother denied
every day: “Just another ten minutes, mother,
please!”

I went to the cattle pen, milked the
cows, and took the eggs out of the chick-
en coop. I got the breakfast ready and ate
quickly to be ready for school. School was
the one place I loved to go. That day our sci-
ence teacher was going to tell us about the
moon and the men who went and stood on
its surface. When I was very young I once
dreamt that I had gone there myself. As
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I was getting ready, my mother said: “You’re
not going to school today. We’ve a long day
ahead of us in the fields. Have you forgotten
the wheat harvest?”

“No, mother, but...”

“I’ll have no buts. Hurry up and clean
out the cattle pen and then go and help your
father out in the fields.”

“But mother... Aziza...”

“Don’t bring Aziza into it! Your sister’s
getting married after the harvest and she’s got
a lot to do.”

My sister shot me a triumphant look
and headed back to her room to resume her
never-ending task of standing in front of the
mirror trying on her new clothes, each item at
least a hundred times.

I bowed my head in submission and
went to the cattle pen. I cleared out the dung
and laid down a thick layer of soil. I brought
the animals water and food: chaff and fodder
for the cattle and the buffalos, grass for the
sheep, and grain for the poultry. When I was
finished it was time for the housework. I start-
ed with our room, if you could call it a room
considering how it was filled up with Aziza’s
trousseau. I tripped over one item after anoth-
er before I reached her.

“What’s all this stuff? Are you getting
married or setting up a clothes and furniture
store?”

“Do you think this is a lot? You wouldn’t
say that if you’d come with us to help get
your cousin Farida’s apartment ready! Her
mother got her the best of everything. More
than two hundred and fifty bedcovers, a hun-
dred and eighty hand towels, and ninety party
gowns! But our mother...”

At that point my mother came in, cut-
ting Aziza’s prattle short. And thank God she
arrived right then, because I knew exactly
where my sister was going. She thought our
mother had been stingy with her trousseau,
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because it wasn’t as good as Fadia’s. And
no doubt Fadia thought the same about her
mother, because her trousseau wasn’t up to
the standard of Wafaa’s, and so on.

I was jolted back to reality by my moth-
er’s voice scolding me for not having gone to
the fields yet. Of all her daily chores, scream-
ing in my face was what my mother really
excelled at these days. I told her I was on my
way and out I went. It was unbearably hot
out but I still preferred the fields to staying
inside listening to my mother screaming and
my sister complaining.

On my way to the wheatfield, I thought
about Aziza, who would be married after the
harvest, before she saw her sixteenth sum-
mer. She was three years older than me, and
we had always been friends, but now I had
a feeling that all of a sudden she had grown
up on me. When had the Aziza who had
played with me high above the roof become
a bride? Was I sad because she was leaving
the house and I would be alone, or because
she was still a child and I didn’t want to see
her like Fadia? The whole village had talked
of Fadia’s epic wedding, and of her trous-
seau that had to be loaded into no less than
six big vans, not to mention the more than
forty thousand pounds’ worth of gold that her
husband bought her. But Fadia wasn’t happy.
I had seen her in my dream. I was standing
on the roof of our house and suddenly I saw
her on her roof, sobbing and moaning in pain.
In the morning I told my mother about the
dream. She accused me of lying because the
roof of our house was a long way from the
roof of Fadia’s. My mother was right, the two
houses were far apart, but I had seen her all
the same. That same day I decided to go with
my mother and my sister Sabah to congratu-
late her on her wedding. The apartment was
the height of luxury, with a quantity of fur-
niture that we sat gaping at while we waited

IEMed.

53



AsMAA RAMADAN MOHAMED ALI

for her in the living room. She came in wear-
ing her most expensive gown, with her face
plastered with make-up. She was trying far
too hard to look happy and that convinced me
that she was truly miserable.

I got to the wheatfield and found my
father deep in conversation with the driv-
er of the threshing machine. He was trying
to persuade him to thresh his wheat at night
because the machine was booked up all day.
I don’t know what they decided on, because
just then I saw my friend Najla coming back
from school. I called out to her at once: “Na-
jla! Najlaaaaaa!”

“Oh, it’s the girl who skips class right
before the exams!”

“I couldn’t help it, my mother made me
stay and help my father with the harvest. Did
you learn about the moon today?”

“Yes, but we didn’t finish the lesson.
And there were a lot of difficult lessons to-
day. You’d better come tomorrow!”

“I’ll try. You know my mother,” I said,
thinking nothing of giving out about my
mother to Najlaa, whose grandfather had
forbidden her from seeing her own mother.
Then I looked at her and saw the sadness in
her eyes.

“I’m going home. I’ve got a lot of home-
work. If you need any help let me know.”

“Najla, how’s your mother?”

“I don’t know.”

She hung her head and fled. I don’t
know whether she was fleeing my question
or the eyes of the villagers, who had never
let her alone since the notorious incident with
her mother that had convulsed the village two
years earlier.

Najla’s mother had been married to our
neighbour Salah Tantawi. He was extremely
wealthy, having spent half his life in Kuwait
before returning laden down with money.
He married Sanaa, the most beautiful girl in
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the village, but after a few years he began to
beat her violently and humiliate her in front
of everyone. Every time, she would forgive
him and try to appease him. But one night,
we were astonished to see him dragging Sa-
naa, still dressed in her nightgown, down the
village street by her hair and raining blows
on her. That night her screams woke us all up
and rang through every inch of the village,
except the hearts of its men, who were busy
violating her body with their looks.

Word of what had happened went
through the village like fire through straw.
Sanaa decided to divorce her husband, and
then came the second surprise. Her father re-
jected the idea, telling her that a good wife
only leaves her husband’s house when she
goes to her grave. Sanaa insisted, raising her
voice, and Salah agreed, convinced that her
father would send her back to him beaten into
submission. When Sanaa refused to change
her mind, her father tried to scare her. He put
her in his abandoned old house, locked the
door on her, and forbade her from seeing Na-
jla, her only child. He would slide some food
and drink in under the door every day. It was
two years now since the affair, and Sanaa was
still locked inside the abandoned house. But
I had seen her in my dream the night before,
and she had been happy. How could anyone
be happy in such a place? I wanted to tell
Najlaa about my dream, but she wouldn’t be-
lieve me any more than my mother did.

I finished my share of the reaping and
left my father drinking tea with the thresher.
They had agreed that he would come at dawn
the next day. We would have a long day of
it, but that wasn’t what upset me. What upset
me was that [ would miss school the next day
too, and wouldn’t be there for the rest of the
lesson about the moon. I wanted to know if
the moon the men in the book had gone to
was like the one I had visited in my dream.
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When I got back to the house Aziza was
still in front of the mirror.

“We want you to get married after the
harvest, not to lose your senses, silly!”

“Do you think my wedding will be as
good as Fadia’s?”

“Aziza, don’t you miss school?”

“Of course not.”

“Why not? How could you give up on
your education so easily?”’

“Because girls belong in their hus-
band’s house in the end, as mother says. So
I’d sooner not waste time.”

“You’d sooner not, or our mother de-
cided you shouldn’t? Like her mother decid-
ed she shouldn’t?”

“Why don’t you go and get the dinner
ready instead of asking stupid questions?”

I got the dinner ready. There was no
point talking to my sister. The four of us sat
around the low table. There was no sound but
the spoons scraping the dishes and the tedi-
ous chewing of our jaws. Suddenly, my father
spoke.

“When I was busy with the thresher to-
day I saw you talking to that slut’s daughter.”

“Najla’s my friend, father.”

“Don’t speak to her again. We don’t
want any scandals.”

My mother started screaming again.
“Don’t tell me you’re still friends with her!
What did I say to you before? Do you want
to make sure nobody will marry you? Don’t
speak to that girl one more time, or I’ll take
you out of school for good!”
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“But what did she do..” Before I
could finish the sentence, the flat of my
mother’s hand landed on my face like a
bolt of lightning. Blood ran from my mouth
and mixed with the food I was chewing.
I gulped down a mouthful mixed with blood
and pain, went to bed crying and fell asleep
immediately.

The air over the house was oppressive.
I wasn’t sure whether that was because of
the dust from the threshing machine or be-
cause of the pain of the day’s humiliation.
I couldn’t make out any of the usual roam-
ing souls: the thick dust limited my vision. I
thought of my mother and how she had treat-
ed my body that day. I thought of my sister
and how she hadn’t stood by me. Why did
they hate me? And then suddenly I saw a soul
that shone brightly, sometimes soaring high
and sometimes swooping low. I wanted to go
and talk to her, but I was weighed down with
care that day and couldn’t take off at all. All
at once her colour changed to a golden hue
that spread across the sky. Her light shone
over the whole village and overwhelmed the
lingering dust. I wished I could join her, but
I couldn’t. And then she was gone. I went
down to the ground floor and lingered beside
my body. I didn’t want to talk to Aziza’s soul,
which was still caught in front of the mirror,
unable to leave it.

The next morning, it wasn’t my moth-
er’s voice that woke me, but shouts and loud
screams from outside.

Sanaa had died.
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2:24 Uhr

Maria Tramountani. Deutschland

23:36 Uhr

Thomas Henke hatte gerade seine Zdhne geputzt und wollte ins Bett gehen, als sein Handy klin-
gelte. Eine unbekannte Nummer. Ein mulmiges Gefiihl beschlich ihn. Anrufe um diese Uhrzeit
bedeuteten gewohnlich nichts Gutes. Er nahm an und hielt sich das Telefon ans Ohr.

,,Henke.*

,.Hier Rossmann. Entschuldigen Sie bitte, dass ich Sie store, aber es ist etwas vorgefallen.*

Rossmann leitete die Sicherheitsfirma, die nachts fiir die Unterkunft zusténdig war, in der
er arbeitete.

,,Das Paar, das seit letztem Monat hier ist, das mit der schwangeren Frau. Die zwei aus
Afghanistan.*

., Was ist mit thnen?“

,»Taub, mein Kollege, hat den Notdienst gerufen. Die junge Frau lag bewusstlos vor der
Zimmertiir. [hr Gesicht war blutiiberstromt.*

Henke wurde kalt.

,,Die Polizei ist hier. Ich dachte, dass das Sie das gern wissen wiirden.*

,,Ja, danke. Haben Sie Frau Stein angerufen?*

,,Nein, noch nicht.“

Uberlassen Sie sie mir.*

,,Okay.*

,,JIch bin in 15 Minuten da.“

Henke legte auf. Er suchte schnell in seinem Handy nach dem Kontakt seiner Kollegin. Er
tippte auf ihren Namen, das Wéhlzeichen ertonte.

,,Komm schon, geh ran...*

Die Mailbox meldet sich. Vielleicht war sie schon schlafen gegangen. Kurz tippte er eine
Nachricht, sie solle ihn so schnell wie mdglich zuriickrufen und dann zog er sich die Schuhe an,
zog sich seine Jacke tliber, griff nach dem Schliissel und verlie3 die Wohnung.

Keine zehn Gehminuten trennte seine Wohnung von dem vergleichsweise kleinen Wohn-
heim, in dem die 80 Gefliichtete untergebracht waren, fiir die Henke zustidndig war. Sie hatten
sich alle problemlos in das Viertel integriert, es gab kaum Vorfalle und nur wenige dltere Damen
beschwerten sich tiber die ,,Ausldnder”. Auch in der Unterkunft war die Atmosphédre gut. Es
handelte sich um ein altes Studentenwohnheim, nicht um einen vorriibergehenden Systembau,
wie sie mittlerweile iiberall in der Stadt verteilt standen. Henke hatte Gliick mit dieser Unter-
kunft. Davor hatte er in einer Notunterkunft gearbeitet, in der Zwischenfille an der Tagesord-
nung waren.

Das afghanische Paar lebte noch nicht sehr lange in der Unterkunft, jedoch schon seit acht
Monaten in Deutschland. Henke bekam die junge Frau nur selten zu Gesicht, sie war zuriick-
haltend, sah ihm nie in die Augen und machte keine Anstalt, Deutsch zu sprechen. IThr Mann

. Anna Lindh
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war das komplette Gegenteil. Er besuchte sowohl den angeordneten Sprachkurs als auch die in-
formellen, die von den Ehrenamtlichen angeboten wurde. Er konnte sich sehr gut verstdndigen
und diente sogar manchmal als Dolmetscher fiir die Sozialarbeiter. Er hatte eine angenehme Art,
verstand sich mit jedem gut.

Henke néherte sich der Unterkunft und sah nun das Blaulicht des Polizeiwagens zwischen
den Béumen vor dem Heim leuchten. In diesem Moment vibrierte das Telefon in seiner Tasche.

,,Thomas, ist alles in Ordnung?*, meldete sich Ulrike, seine Kollegin, mit besorgter
Stimmte.

,,Der Sicherheitsdienst hat mich eben angerufen, eine schwangere Frau wurde von ihrem
Mann krankenhausreif gepriigelt.*

Er horte, wie Ulrike scharf die Luft einsog.

,».Sag nicht, dass es...?"

,,Doch, es ist das neue Paar.*

»Scheile. Ist sie okay?*

,.Ich weill noch nichts.*

,,Was sollen wir jetzt machen? Wir miissen...”

Thomas unterbrach sie.

,,Wir miissen gar nichts. Ein Mann hat seine Frau geschlagen, das kommt tagtéglich vor.“

Sie schwieg.

Henke stand nun fast vor der Unterkunft.

,Kommst du? Ich bin jetzt da und muss auflegen. Die Polizei ist hier.*

,,Die Polizei?*, fliisterte Ulrike.

,,Sie werden mit uns reden wollen.

,,Ich bin unterwegs.*

Henke legte mit zitternden Fingern auf. Er musste versuchen, sie abzufangen, bevor sie
die Moglichkeit hatte, mit der Polizei zu sprechen. Er erblickte Rossmann vom Sicherheits-
dienst und seinen Mitarbeiter, die im Eingangsbereich vor der offenen Tiir standen. Sie sprachen
mit drei Bewohnern, die ziemlich aufgebracht wirkten.

00:30 Uhr
Henke hatte es irgendwie geschafft, die Bewohner wieder dazu bewegen, in ihre Zimmer zu ge-
hen und ihre Familien zu beruhigen. Er sall nun im Biiro der Sozialarbeiter und wartete. Ulrike
war immer noch nicht da. Sie wohnte weiter von der Unterkunft entfernt und da sie kein Auto
hatte, war sie auf die 6ffentlichen Verkehrsmittel angewiesen, die um diese Zeit nicht mehr re-
gelméBig fuhren. Die Polizei sprach gerade mit dem Sicherheitsmann, der den Vorfall gemeldet
hatte. Als néchstes wiirde er an der Reihe sein.

,,Thomas!*

Ulrike kam durch die Tiir, verschwitzt und au3er Atem.

., Weilit du was Neues?*

,Nein. Das Krankenhaus wollte sich melden, sobald sie aus der OP raus ist.

,,Sie musste operiert werden?*

Ulrike lieB sich auf ihren Biirostuhl fallen und schloss die Augen.
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., Was ist mit dem Kind?*

,,Es muss raus.

,,Es ist viel zu friih.

Ich weil}.

Kurz hingen sie schweigend ihren Gedanken nach, dann ergriff Henke weder das Wort.

,,Ulrike, die Polizei wird jeden Moment hier sein.*

Sie nickte.

,,Was willst du ihnen sagen?“, fragte sie ihn.

,,Dass wir die Bewohner fragen sollten, ob sie etwas mitbekommen haben.*

,,Und wenn sie dich direkt fragen, ob du etwas gehdrt hast?*

,,Dann sage ich die Wahrheit, dass nichts Ungewdhnliches vorgefallen ist.*

,,Das ist nicht die Wahrheit.*

,,Doch.“

,,Thomas, du weilit ganz genau, dass...“

,,Frau Stein? Herr Henke?*

Ein Polizist unterbrach die beiden. Hinter ihm stand ein weiterer Beamter und Rossmanns
Mitarbeiter, der eben befragt worden war.

,,Haben Sie einen Moment fiir uns?*

Henke setzte sich auf.

,.Natiirlich. Sollen wir hier sprechen?*

,,Gern. Es stort Sie nicht, wenn Herr Taub anwesend ist?*

Mit einer Handbewegung zeigte er auf den Sicherheitsmann.

,Natiirlich nicht. Bitte.*

Die beiden Polizisten und der Sicherheitsmann setzten sich auf die Stiihle, auf denen nor-
malerweise die Bewohner saflen, wenn sie ihre Anliegen mit den Sozialarbeitern besprachen.

,.Herr Taub hat berichtet, dass es ein ruhiger Abend war, bis er Schreie im zweiten Stock
gehort hat. Als er dort ankam, lag die junge Frau bewusstlos vor der Tiir.*

Ulrike schluckte horbar, Henke nickte.

,,Es scheint ein einmaliger Fall zu sein®, fuhr der Beamte fort, wéhrend sein Kollege No-
tizen machte. ,,Zumindest hat Herr Taub das berichtet.*

Taub nickte bestétigend.

,,Ich bin ab 8 Uhr abends da und in den letzte Wochen war alles ruhig. Wie ich Thnen ja
schon gesagt habe.*

Der Polizist nickte.

,,Dann stellt sich nur noch die Frage, ob Sie etwas tagsiiber mitbekommen haben.* Der
Polizist sah von Henke zu Ulrike und dann wieder zuriick.

Bevor Ulrike etwas sagen konnte, ergriftf Henke das Wort.

,,Wir sollten am besten mit den Bewohnern sprechen. Vor allem mit den Nachbarn des
Paars. Die werden am ehesten etwas gehdrt haben. Ich helfe Thnen gern beim Fragen, die meis-
ten konnen nicht sehr gut Deutsch.*

Der Polizist nickte wieder.

,Da wiren wir Thnen sehr dankbar, eventuell konnen wir auch einen Dolmetscher orga-
nisieren.
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,,Dolmetscher konnen wir Thnen auch sehr gute vorschlagen, wenn es Bedarf gibt“, sagte
Henke.

,,Vielen Dank®, antwortete der Polizist. ,,Aber nun zuriick zu meiner Frage: Haben Sie
etwas mitbekommen?*

,Nichts Ungewohnliches, sagte Henke ruhig und vermied es, in Ulrikes Richtung zu
sehen.

,,Keine Indizien dafiir, dass eine Frau geschlagen wird?*

,»Wissen Sie, der Ehemann ist ein sehr respektierter Mann hier. Man hétte nicht ahnen
konnen, dass so etwas passiert.*

Der andere Polizist sah nun von seinem Notizblock auf und fixierte ihn.

,,Das sagt man immer im Nachhinein iiber den Moérder®, sagte er trocken. ,,Dass keiner
jemals damit gerechnet hatte.*

wMorder? “Ulrike starrte den Polizisten an.

,,Das ist nur eine Redewendung*, sagte der erste Polizist schnell und warf seinem Kolle-
gen einen strengen Blick zu. Dieser vertiefte sich wieder in sein Notizbuch.

,,Was ist mir Thnen?*, wandte er sich nun Ulrike zu. ,,Haben sie etwas gehdrt oder gese-
hen?*

Die Pause die nun folgte, kam Henke endlos vor.

,,Nein®, antwortete sie schlieBlich. ,,Nichts Ungewohnliches.*

1:48 Uhr
Die Polizei war gegangen. Sie hatte beschlossen am nichsten Morgen wiederzukommen, um
mit den Bewohnern zu sprechen, es war heute Abend zu spit. Der Ehemann wiirde die néchste
Zeit in Untersuchungshaft verbringen und was mit ihm geschehen wiirde, hing sehr davon ab,
wie die Operation seiner Frau verlaufen wiirde.

Immer noch keine Nachricht aus dem Krankenhaus.

Henke und Ulrike salen schweigend im Biiro.

,,Wir sollten nach Hause gehen®, sagte Henke irgendwann. ,,Morgen wird ein langer Tag,
wir miissen mit den Bewohnern sprechen und die Polizei bei den Befragungen unterstiitzen.*

,Ich kann jetzt nicht schlafen®, sagte Ulrike. ,,Nicht, wenn ich nicht weil3, was mit der
Frau und dem Kind ist. Du etwa?*

Henke erwiderte nichts. Natiirlich konnte er nicht schlafen.

,.Es war nicht richtig, dass wir die Polizei angelogen haben®, sagte Ulrike leise.

,,Das Privatleben unserer Bewohner geht die Polizei nichts an.*

Ulrike fixierte ihn.

,,Das Privatleben? Er hat seine schwangere Frau fast zu Tode gepriigelt!*

,,Das hétten wir nicht ahnen kénnen.*

,,Du hast die blauen Flecken genauso gesehen wie ich. Und die Wunden.*

,,Was sagen die schon aus?*

,,Dass er seine Frau fast zu Tode priigeln wird.*

Henke schlug nun auf den Tisch.

., Verdammt, das héitten wir nicht wissen konnen.*

IEB/[ed i% Anna Lindh



MARIA TRAMOUNTANI

A SEA oF WORDS 9TH YEAR

Er merkte, dass er lauter geworden war und versuchte seine Stimme zu senken.

,,Ulrike, diese Menschen kommen aus einer anderen Kultur. Du kennst die Stellung der
Frau dort. Es ist normal, dass die Frau hin und wieder... geziichtig wird. Das kannst du nicht mit
Deutschland vergleichen.*

Sie sah ihn ungldubig an.

,,Geziichtigt?*

Henke merkte, dass er zu weit gegangen war.

,,Du hast doch die ganzen Fortbildungen auch gemacht®, sagte er nun beschwichtigend
und versuchte seiner Stimme einen sanften Ton zu geben. ,,Natiirlich ist es nicht toll, dass der
Mann seine Frau schlégt, aber es ist auch nicht unsere Aufgabe, ihnen ihre Sitten und Bréuche
auszureden. Wir bemiihen uns doch so, dass sie Kontakt zu ihren Landleuten haben, dass sie die
Moglichkeit haben, ihr Essen zu kochen und ihre Feiertage zu feiern. Wir konnen ihnen nicht
einfach unsere Kultur aufschwatzen, nur weil das, was sie tun, in unseren Augen falsch ist. Das
nennt sich interkulturelle Sensibilitat.

,,Es nennt sich interkulturelle Sensibilitdt, wenn wir zulassen, dass ein Mann seine Frau
und seine ungeborenes Kind ins Krankenhaus priigelt?*

Henke seufzte.

,,Natiirlich nicht. Nochmal: Das konnten wir doch nicht ahnen.*

Ulrike lehnte sich zuriick, ihr Gesicht war nun wie versteinert. Henke bekam es mit der
Angst zu tun. Was, wenn sie nochmal mit der Polizei sprach?

»Wenn wir gewusst hdtten, dass das hier passiert, hétten wir natiirlich gehandelt.*

Ulrike schwieg.

,Das weillt du doch?*

Wieder sagte sie nichts.

,,Ulrike, du weif3t, dass wir beide unseren Job verlieren, wenn wir der Polizei sagen, dass
es Anzeichen gab, dass das hier passiert? Wir machen uns zu Mittitern. Wer weil3, was das fiir
juristische Folgen fiir uns haben kann. Ob wir jemals wieder irgendwo einen Job bekommen.
AuBerdem konnen wir es so auch nicht riickgéngig machen. Ulrike?*

Sie starrte einen Moment lang ins Leere und dann seufzte sie.

,,Du hast recht. Wir konnte es nicht ahnen und wir kdnnen es nicht riickgéingig machen.
Lass uns nach Hause gehen.*

Henke atmete auf.

,,Okay. Ich sage Rossmann, dass wir gehen.*

,,Okay.*

2:24 Uhr
Henke ging zuriick ins Biiro, nachdem er mit Rossmann gesprochen hatte. Dieser hatte sein
Bedauern iiber die Situation gedufBlert und die beiden hatten kurz dariiber gesprochen, dass die
anderen Bewohner iiberraschend ruhig gewesen waren trotz der Geschehnisse der Nacht.

,.Sie machen das gut hier®, hatte Rossmann gesagt und ihm auf die Schulter geklopft. ,,Wir
sehen ganz andere Sachen an den anderen Unterkiinften. Sie wissen, dass das was passiert ist,
nicht ihr Schuld war, richtig?*
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Henke wusste das. Er hétte es nicht wissen konnen und er hétte es nicht verhindern kon-
nen. Er war sich sicher. Trotzdem musste er schlucken, als er an dem Zimmer des jungen Ehe-
paares vorbeiging.

Als er die Tiir des Biiros 6ffnete, erblickte er Ulrike, wie sie mit dem Telefon in der Hand
am Schreibtisch stand.

,,Danke", fliisterte sie ins Telefon. ,,Danke, dass Sie uns benachrichtigen. Gute Nacht.*

Sie legte auf. Henke sah sie fragend an, fiirchtete sich jedoch vor dem, was sie sagen
wiirde.

,,Das Krankenhaus. Die Frau wird es schaffen.”

Ulrikes Gesichtsausdruck war alles andere als erfreut.

,,Das Kind“, sagte Henke mit rauer Stimme. Es war keine Frage.

Ulrike nickte mit Tridnen in den Augen.

Er senke den Kopf. Ulrike lieB sich wieder auf ihren Stuhl fallen und vergrub ihr Gesicht
in den Hénden. Sie begann leise zu schluchzen, wihrend er hilflos an der Tiir stand.

,,Lass uns nach Hause gehen*, sagte er dann sanft und machte einen Schritt auf sie zu, um
ihr seine Hand auf die Schulter zu legen. Bevor er das jedoch tun konnte, hatte sie sich ruckartig
aufgesetzt und funkelte ihn mit trinennassen Augen wiitend an.

,,Ich gehe zur Polizei und sage die Wahrheit. Es ist mir egal, was du sagst.*

,»Sei doch verniinftig. Das dndert doch jetzt auch nichts.*

,,Das ist mir egal. Thomas, ein Kind ist tot.*

,,Ulrike...

,,Nein!“ Sie unterbrach ihn und sprang auf. ,Es ist das Richtige. Ich werde nicht ein unge-
borenes Kind auf meinem Gewissen haben.*

,-Auf deinem Gewissen? Du hast es doch nicht umgebracht.*

,,Ich hitte es retten konnen.* Ulrike griff nach ihrer Handtasche und ging auf Henke zu.
Er rithrte sich nicht.

,,Lass mich durch, Thomas.*

,,UIrike, lass uns doch erstmal reden.*

,,Lass mich durch. Ich werde morgen mit der Polizei sprechen, du kannst mich nicht davon
abbringen.*

Sie machte einen Schritt zur Seite, um an ihm vorbeizugehen. Er bewegte sich schnell und
versperrte ihr erneut den Weg. Unglaubig sah sie an ihm hoch. Er war mindestens einen Kopf
grofer als sie.

,,Ich lasse nicht zu, dass du meine Karriere zerstorst, sagte er fest.

Ulrike sah ihm in die Augen.

,,Lass mich durch.*

,Nein.*

Sie bewegte sich wieder zur Seite, doch jetzt griff er nach ihrem Handgelenk und hielt sie
fest. Sie schrie auf vor Uberraschung und Schmerz.

,,Thomas, du tust mir weh, lass mich los!*

,,Erst wenn du versprichst, dass du nichts sagst.

Ulrike beschlich Panik. Thr wurde bewusst, dass sie kaum etwas iiber ihren Kollegen
wusste. Zu was war er zustande?
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., Was tust du da?“, fliisterte sie.

Henke starrte sie an, in seinen Augen flackerte etwas. ,,Du wirst mir nicht mein Leben
zerstoren, nur weil du meinst, ein paar blaue Flecken gesehen zu haben.*

,,Thomas, ich schreie, wenn du mich nicht loslasst.*

Henkes Griff wurde fester. ,,Es tut mir leid, Ulrike. Das kann ich nicht zulassen.*

Dann passierte alles ganz schnell. Henke hob die Hand, um ihr den Mund zuzuhalten,
doch Ulrike hatte schon instinktiv gehandelt und ihm das Knie mit aller Kraft zwischen die Bei-
ne gerammt. Sein Gesicht nahm einen seltsamen Ausdruck an und der Griff um ihr Handgelenk
lockerte sich augenblicklich. Ulrike riss sich los, stie} ihn zur Seite und rannte los. Henke sank
wimmernd gegen die Wand.

3:15 Uhr

Der pochende Schmerz hatte nachgelassen, doch Henke stand immer noch gegen die Wand
gelehnt im Biiro, dort wo Ulrike ihn zuriickgelassen hatte. Als er wieder klar denken konnte,
war ihm klar geworden, was er getan hatte und mit der Klarheit kam das Bewusstsein, dass
Weglaufen nicht viel Sinn machen wiirde. Die Tiir war bei Ulrikes Flucht zugefallen, doch er
hoérte trotzdem Stimmen von drauflen. Er erkannte Rossmann und Taub. Das Wort ,,Polizei* fiel
und fast war ihm, also konnte er das Blaulicht des Polizeiautos sehen, das zum zweiten Mal in
dieser Nacht den Weg zur Unterkunft fand. Er schloss die Augen.
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2:24 a.m.

Maria Tramountani. Germany

11:36 p.m.

Thomas Henke had just brushed his teeth
and was about to go to bed when his mobile
phone rang. An unknown number. He got a
funny feeling. Calls at this hour normally
meant nothing good. He answered the phone.

“Henke.”

“This is Rossmann. Sorry for bothering
you but something’s happened.”

Rossmann directed the security com-
pany responsible for night surveillance at the
residence where he worked.

“The couple that’s been here since last
month, the one with the pregnant woman.
The ones from Afghanistan.”

“What about them?”

“My colleague Taub called the ambu-
lance. The young woman was lying uncon-
scious at the doorstep to her room. Her face
was all bloody.”

Henke went cold.

“The police are here. I thought you’d
like to know.”

“Yes, thank you. Have you called Ms.
Stein yet?”

“No, not yet.”

“I’ll take care of that.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll be there in 15 minutes.”

Henke hung up. He quickly looked up
his colleague’s contact number on his mobile
phone, tapped her name and heard the ring
tone start.

“Come on, pick up...”

He was sent to voicemail. Maybe she
was already in bed. He sent her a brief mes-
sage telling her to call him back as soon as
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possible and then put on his shoes, grabbed
his jacket and the keys and left his flat.

His place was a mere ten minutes on
foot from the comparatively small residence
hall where the 80 refugees that Henke was
responsible for were housed. They had all
integrated into the neighbourhood without
a problem, there were hardly any incidents
and only a few old ladies complained about
the “foreigners”. The atmosphere was good
in the residence hall as well. It was a former
student residence, not a temporary modular
building like the ones that had sprung up all
over the city. Henke had had luck with this
residence. Before this he had worked at a
shelter where incidents had been common-
place.

The Afghan couple had not lived long
in this residence, but had already been in
Germany for eight months. Henke seldom
saw the young woman but, when he did,
she was reserved, never looked him in the
eye and made no attempt to speak German.
Her husband was the complete opposite. He
took both the official language courses and
the informal ones offered by volunteers. He
could speak quite well and was even used as
an interpreter by the social workers at times.
He was very pleasant and got on well with
everyone.

Henke was approaching the residence
and could now see the police car’s blue lights
flashing between the trees in front of the
building. At this point his telephone vibrated
in his pocket.

“Thomas, is everything alright?” his
colleague Ulrike asked in a concerned voice.
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“Security just called me — a pregnant
woman’s been beaten by her husband to the
point of hospitalisation.”

He heard Ulrike draw a sharp breath.

“Don’t tell me it’s...?”

“Yes, it’s the new couple.”

“Shit. Is she okay?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“What should we do now? We should...”

Thomas interrupted her.

“We don’t have to do anything. A man
beat his wife — it happens every day.”

She was quiet.

By now Henke had nearly reached the
residence.

“Are you coming? I just got here; I
have to hang up now. The police are here.”

“The police?” Ulrike whispered.

“They’re going to want to talk to us.”

“I’'m on my way.”

Henke hung up, his fingers trembling.
He must try to catch her before she had the
opportunity to talk to the police. He saw
Rossmann from the security firm and his col-
league, who were standing at the entrance in
front of the open door. They were talking to
three residents, who looked quite upset.

12:30 p.m.
Henke had somehow managed to get the
residents to go back to their rooms and calm
their families down. He now sat in the social
worker’s office and waited. Ulrike still hadn’t
arrived. She lived further from the residence
and since she didn’t have a car, she had to
rely on public transport, which at this time
of night did not run so often. The police were
now speaking to the security guard who had
called the incident in. Henke was next.

“Thomas!”

Ulrike entered the room, perspiring and
out of breath.

“Any news?”’
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“No. The hospital said they would call
as soon as she was out of the OR.

“She needed an operation?”

Ulrike collapsed onto her chair and
closed her eyes.

“What about the child?”

“It has to be taken out.”

“It’s much too early.”

“I know.”

They briefly dwelled on their thoughts,
then Henke continued to speak.

“Ulrike, the police will be with us any
minute.”

She nodded.

“What are you going to tell them?” she
asked.

“That we should ask the residents if
they know anything about this.”

“What if they ask you directly if you’ve
heard anything?”

“Then I'll tell them the truth — that
nothing out of the ordinary has happened.”

“That is not the truth.”

“Yes it is.”

“Thomas, you know very well that...”

“Ms. Stein? Mr. Henke?”

Apolice officer interrupted them. Behind
him was another officer and Rossmann’s col-
league, who had just been questioned.

“Do you have a minute?”

Henke sat down.

“Of course. Shall we speak here?”

“That’s fine. Do you mind if Mr. Taub
sits in?”

He gestured towards the security guard.

“Of course not. Please sit down.”

The two officers and the security guard
sat down in the chairs where the residents
normally sat when they had to discuss their
issues with the social worker.

“Mr. Taub reported that it was a quiet
evening until he heard screaming coming
from the second floor. When he got there, the
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young woman was lying unconscious in front
of her door.”

Ulrike gave an audible gulp, Henke
nodded.

“It seems to be an isolated incident,”
continued the officer while his colleague
took notes. “At least that’s what Mr. Taub
stated.”

Taub nodded agreement.

“I’'m here from 8 p.m and in the past
few weeks everything has been quiet. As I
said before.”

The officer nodded.

“Then we need to ask whether you’ve
noticed anything during the day.” The officer
looked from Henke to Ulrike and back.

Before Ulrike could say anything,
Henke started talking.

“The best thing would probably be to
talk to the residents. Above all with the cou-
ple’s neighbours. They’ll be the ones most
likely to have heard anything. I’d be glad to
help you question them, since most of them
don’t speak very good German.” The officer
nodded again.

“We would appreciate that, though we
might get an interpreter to come.”

“We could also give you some very
good interpreters’ contacts, if you’d like,”
stated Henke.

“Thank you very much,” replied the of-
ficer. “But now, back to my question. Have
you noticed anything?”

“Nothing unusual,” Henke said calmly
while he avoided looking in Ulrike’s direc-
tion.

“No signs that a woman was being
beaten?”’

“You know, the husband is a very re-
spected man here. No one could have imag-
ined something like this happening.”

The other officer now looked up from
his notebook and stared at him.
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“That’s what everyone says in hindsight
about the murderer,” he said dryly. “That no
one could ever have imagined such a thing.”

“Murderer?” Ulrike stared at the po-
liceman.

“It’s only a manner of speaking,” said
the first officer quickly, casting his colleague
a stern look. The latter immersed himself
again in his notebook.

“What about you?” he now turned to
Ulrike. “Have you heard or seen anything?”

The pause that followed felt eternal to
Henke.

“No,” she finally answered, “nothing
out of the ordinary.”

1:48 a.m.

The officers had gone. They had decided to
come back in the morning to question the
residents, since it was so late. The husband
would be taken into custody for the time be-
ing and what would happen to him depended
greatly on how his wife’s operation went.

Still no news from the hospital.

Henke and Ulrike sat silently in the of-
fice.

“We should go home,” said Henke at
some point. “Tomorrow will be a long day;
we have to speak with the residents and help
the police with their inquiries.”

“I can’t sleep now,” said Ulrike. “Not
when I don’t know what’s happened to the
mother and child. What about you?”

Henke didn’t answer. Of course he
couldn’t sleep.

“It wasn’t right to lie to the police,”
Ulrike said softly.

“Our residents’ private lives are none of
the police’s business.

Ulrike stared at him.

“Private lives? He nearly beat his preg-
nant wife to death!”

“We couldn’t have foreseen that.”
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“You saw the black and blue marks just
as well as I did. And the wounds.”

“What were they supposed to mean?”

“That he was going to beat his wife half
to death.”

Henke hammered his fist against the
table.

“Damn it, we couldn’t have known
that.”

He noticed he had gotten louder and
tried to lower his voice.

“Ulrike, these people come from an-
other culture. You know the status of wom-
en there. It’s normal that wives are... chas-
tised now and then. You can’t compare it to
Germany.”

She looked at him incredulously.

“Chastised?”

Henke realised he had gone too far.

“You went through the whole training
too,” he now said in a conciliatory tone, try-
ing to make his voice sound soothing. “Of
course it’s not great that a husband beats his
wife, but it’s also not our job to talk them out
of their customs and traditions. We strive to
ensure they can have contact with their fel-
low countrymen, that they can cook their
dishes and celebrate their holidays. We can’t
just push our culture on them just because we
consider what they do wrong. It’s called in-
tercultural sensitivity.”

“It’s called intercultural sensitivity to
allow a man to hospitalise his wife and un-
born child?”

Henke sighed.

“Of course not. Again, there was no way
we could have imagined something like this.”

Ulrike leaned back, her face now stone
cold. Henke started getting scared. What if
she spoke to the police again?

“If we had known that this was going to
happen, we would naturally have done some-
thing.”
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Ulrike remained silent.

“You know that, right?”

Again she said nothing.

“Ulrike, you know that we’ll both
lose our jobs if we tell the police there were
signs of that happening here? We’ll become
accomplices. Who knows what legal conse-
quences that could have for us. Whether we
could ever even get a job again. Besides, we
can’t exactly undo what’s done. Ulrike?”

She stared off into space for a minute
and then sighed.

“You’re right. There was no way we
could have known, and we can’t undo it.
Let’s go home.”

Henke breathed a sigh of relief.

“Okay. I’ll tell Rossmann we’re going.”

“Okay.”

2:24 a.m.

Henke went back into the office after speak-
ing with Rossmann. The latter had expressed
his regret about the situation and they had
briefly talked about how the other residents
had been surprisingly calm despite the night’s
events.

“You’re doing a good job here,”
Rossmann had said, patting him on the shoul-
der. “It’s completely different at the other
residences. You know what happened wasn’t
your fault, don’t you?”

Henke knew. There was no way he
could have known or prevented it. He was
certain. Nonetheless, he still swallowed hard
as he passed the young couple’s door. When
he opened the office door, he saw Ulrike
standing at the desk with the telephone in her
hand.

“Thank you,” she whispered into the
phone. “Thanks for informing us. Good
night.”

She hung up. Henke looked at her in-
quiringly, fearing what she had to say.
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“The hospital. The woman’s going to
make it.”

Ulrike’s expression was anything but
overjoyed.

“The child,” said Henke in a husky
voice. It was not a question.

Ulrike nodded with tears in her eyes.

His head sank. Ulrike again slumped
down in her chair and buried her face in her
hands. She began to sob softly while he stood
helplessly at the door.

“Let’s go home,” he said softly and
took a step towards her in order to put his
hand on her shoulder. Before he managed,
however, she sat up abruptly and furiously
glared at him through tearful eyes.

“I’'m going to the police and telling
them the truth. I don’t care what you say.”

“Be reasonable. It won’t change any-
thing anyway.”

“I don’t care, Thomas, a child is dead.”

“Ulrike...”

“No!” she interrupted him and jumped
up. “It’s what’s right. I won’t have an unborn
child on my conscience.”

“On your conscience? But you didn’t
kill it.”

“I could have saved it.” Ulrike grabbed
her handbag and went towards Henke. He
didn’t move.

“Let me by, Thomas.”

“Ulrike, let’s talk about this first.”

“Let me through. I’'m going to speak to
the police tomorrow; you can’t talk me out
ofit.”

She stepped to the side to go around
him. He moved quickly and blocked her way
again. She looked up at him incredulously.
He was at least a head higher than her.

“I won’t allow you to destroy my ca-
reer,” he said firmly.

Ulrike looked him in the eyes.

“Let me through.”
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“No.”

She again moved to one side, but now
he seized her wrist, holding her back. She
cried out in surprise and pain.

“Thomas, you’re hurting me! Let me go!”

“Only if you promise you won’t say an-
ything.”

Panic crept over Ulrike. She realised
she hardly knew anything about her col-
league. What was he capable of?

“What are you doing?”” she whispered.

Henke stared at her. Something flick-
ered in his eyes. “You are not going to ruin
my life just because you think you saw a few
black and blue marks.”

“Thomas, I’ll scream if you don’t let
me go.”

Henke’s grip grew tighter. “I’m sorry,
Ulrike, I can’t allow that.”

Then everything happened very quick-
ly. Henke raised his hand to cover her mouth,
but Ulrike had already reacted instinctively
and hit him between the legs with her knee
with all of her strength. A strange expression
crossed his face and his grip on her wrist
loosened momentarily. Ulrike tore herself
free, shoved him aside and ran away. Henke
sank whimpering against the wall.

3:15 a.m.

The throbbing pain had eased, but Henke was
still leaning against the wall in the office, right
where Ulrike had left him. When he could
think straight again, he realised what he had
done, and with this realisation came the knowl-
edge that running away wouldn’t make much
sense. The door had closed behind Ulrike as
she fled, but he could still hear the voices out-
side. He recognised Rossmann and Taub. The
word “police” was pronounced and he could
almost see the police car’s blue lights flashing
as they made their way to the residence for the
second time tonight. He closed his eyes.
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Alex / Alexandra

Mirsini Tramountani. Deutschland

Sie war eine Erscheinung.

Jeden Abend, bevor er sich aus seiner leeren, verdreckten Wohnung schleppte und bis zur
Besinnungslosigkeit betrank, musste er an sie denken. Jedes Mal redete er sich aufs Neue ein,
dass der Absinth verantwortlich fiir die gottgleichen Bilder war, die ihm nach jeder Nacht ins
Gedéchtnis gebrannt waren. Dass solch ein Mensch nicht in der Realitét existiert.

Jedes Mal musste er sich eingestehen, dass er sich getduscht hatte.

Thre Haut hatte die Farbe von cremigem Milchkaffee. Die widerspenstigen Haare waren
stets zu einem Knoten nach hinten gebunden und sie trug auch heute ein hautenges, kurzes
Kleid. Figurbetont, als miisste sie beweisen, dass keine Fantasie an die Wirklichkeit herankam.
Thre Augen funkelten wie ein loderndes Feuer in der spérlich beleuchteten Bar, wenn sie ihn
fragte, ob er das Ubliche trinken wollte.

Er war sich sicher, dass sie ihn absichtlich reizte. Es war ihm egal, ob sie deutlich jiinger
war als er. Sie gehdrte ihm schon von Anfang an, als er sie das erste Mal hinter dem Tresen
entdeckt hatte. Es drgerte ihn nur ein wenig, dass sie so viel Macht {iber ihn zu haben schien.
Seit sie hier zu arbeiten begonnen hatte, waren seine Besuche immer haufiger und immer ldnger
geworden. Er schlief inzwischen kaum mehr als zwei Stunden, bevor er in dem einténigen Bii-
rogebaude am Ende der Stadt seine Schicht antrat.

Sein Vater hatte ihn schon von friith an gewarnt. ,,Nimm dich vor ihnen in Acht®, hatte er
ihm eingebléut. ,,Sie treiben dich mit ihrem AuBeren in den Wahnsinn, aber im Grunde steckt
nie mehr dahinter. Du musst sie erzichen, ihnen zeigen, dass sie ihre Spielchen mit dir nicht
abziehen konnen, sonst wickeln sie dich um den Finger und ehe du dich versiehst, bist du blind
vor Begehren und liest ihnen jeden Wunsch von den Lippen ab.*

Sein Vater hatte natiirlich Recht behalten. Keine Frau war zu mehr als zu seinem korperli-
chen Vergniigen zu gebrauchen. Alles, was sie beherrschten, war Manipulation und den schénen
Schein zu wahren. Frither hatte er sich noch bemiiht, sic mit Komplimenten und Geschenken
tiberhduft, aber diese Zeiten waren langst vorbei. Sie waren sich inzwischen zu gut fiir ihn. Sie
betrachteten ihn nur noch mit einer Mischung aus Mitleid und Spott, wenn er sie einladen wollte.

Es war unbedeutend. Die Miihe war es sowieso nie wirklich wert. Die meisten hatten erst
nach unzéhligen Treffen mit ihm geschlafen, nachdem er sich durch ermiidende, stumpfsinnige
Gespriche gequilt hatte.

Er lieB sich schwerfillig auf dem Barhocker in der hintersten Ecke fallen. Der Laden war
gut gefiillt, doch trotzdem dauerte es keine Minute, bis sie vor ihm auftauchte. Sie schenkte ihm
ein strahlendes Lécheln und er bemiihte sich darum, seine Fassung zu bewahren.

,,Einen Absinth?*, rief sie thm zwinkernd tiber die Lautstarke der Musik und der lebendi-
gen Gespriche hinweg zu.

Er nickte lediglich und leckte sich tiber die Lippen, wihrend er sie dabei beobachtete, wie
sie die Fliissigkeit in ein Glas goss und bereits den ndchsten Kunden ansprach. Thr Lacheln war
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ebenso einladend wie bei ihm vor wenigen Augenblicken und es machte ihn wiitend. Sie waren
alle gleich.

,,Bitteschon!“

Sie stellte ihm sein Getrdnk auf den Tresen und er sah die Schweiltropfchen, die sich auf
ihrem Dekolletee gebildet hatten, als sie sich ein wenig vorbeugte, um weitere Gléser hervor-
zuholen.

Er nickte knapp, wihrend seine Gedanken verriicktspielten. Was er alles mit ihr anstellen
konnte ... Sie gehorte ihm. Und wenn es sein musste, wiirde er es ihr beweisen.

Er war schlieBlich ein Mann. Das Stérkste, was die Schopfung je hervorgebracht hatte.

Was war sie schon im Vergleich zu ihm?

Fkkxk

Ich liebte diese Stadt. Ich liebte das Gefiihl, durch die belebten Stralen zu laufen, das Meer zu
riechen, die Blicke auf mir zu spiiren und zu wissen, dass ich endlich so gesehen wurde, wie ich
mich fiihlte.

Aber vor allem liebte ich die Anonymitét. Niemand stellte meine Feminitit in Frage. Oder
fragte meine Eltern, was bei meiner Erziehung falsch gelaufen war. Niemand kannte mein Ge-
sicht und rief mir Beleidigungen hinterher, wenn ich lediglich in den Supermarkt eine Strafle
weiter wollte.

Hier wurde mir natiirlich auch hinterhergerufen, aber es war die Art, die mein Inneres
vor Stolz explodieren lie8. Die mich stérkte und mir dazu verholfen hatte, selbstbewusster zu
werden. Mich in meiner eigenen Haut wohlzufiihlen, auch wenn es noch ein paar Jahre dauern
wiirde, bis ich vollstdndig zufrieden sein konnte.

Es war ein Neustart fiir mich und auch wenn mein Alltag alles anderes als entspannt war
— meine zwei Jobs hielten mich rund um die Uhr auf Trab —, wusste ich, dass es das Richtige
war. Ich hatte ein Ziel vor Augen und ich war ich selbst. Zum ersten Mal in meinen fiinfund-
zwanzig Jahren hatte ich diese vollkommene Gewissheit.

Ich liebte selbst die Nachtschichten in dieser verrauchten Bar.

~Zwei Kurze bitte*, wurde ich aus meinen Gedanken gerissen und schaute lichelnd auf.

., Welche Sorte?*, rief ich zuriick und mein Léicheln vertiefte sich, als ich sah, wie die zwei
jungen Ménner vor mir mich eindeutig von oben bis unten musterten.

., Uberrasch uns®, kam es als Antwort.

Thre Blicke zeigten mir, dass ihnen gefiel, was sie sahen.

Ich wusste, dass diese Aufmerksamkeit nicht alles war. Mir war durchaus bewusst, dass
ich mein Selbstwertgefiihl nicht davon abhéngig machen sollte und dass ich schon vollkommen
gewesen war, bevor ich so ausgesehen hatte wie jetzt. Aber ich konnte nicht leugnen, dass das
Verlangen in ihren Augen mich gliicklich machte. Wenn man sich jahrelang nicht einmal getraut
hatte, sexuelles Interesse an einem anderen Menschen vor sich selbst einzugestehen, war diese
Aufmerksamkeit ein Geschenk.

Von meiner besten Freundin hatte ich mir mehrfach anhéren miissen, wie entwiirdigend es
war, wenn einem andauernd hinterhergepfiffen wurde oder die Méanner ihr im Gespréch standig
auf die Oberweite starrten. Ich hatte ihr immer beigepflichtet, aber ich hatte es nie verstanden.
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Ich war jahrelang so eifersiichtig auf sie gewesen. Diese weiche Haut. Thr blumiger Duft.
Die Kurven und die glockenhelle Stimme. Ich hétte alles dafiir gegeben, sie zu sein.

,,Ich bin {ibrigens Finn®, rief mir einer der beiden zu, als er mir ein paar Scheine in die
Hand driickte. ,,Das stimmt so.

,,Danke®, erwiderte ich und stellte die Shots vor ihnen ab. Er musste ungeféhr in meinem
Alter sein. Seine Augen hatten die Farbe von fliissigem Karamell.

,.Dirfen wir dich auf unsere WG-Party einladen? Sie wird die ganze Nacht gehen, also du
darfst gerne kommen, sobald du fertig bist.*

Ich lachte geschmeichelt. ,,Ihr kdnnt mir ja mal eure Adresse geben.*

Das Angebot war verlockend, aber ich wusste, dass es unmoglich war. Ich musste nach
meiner Schicht unbedingt nach Hause, um ein wenig Schlaf abzubekommen, bevor ich weiter-
arbeiten musste.

Es passierte nicht zum ersten Mal, dass ich eingeladen wurde. Es versetzte mir immer
einen kleinen Stich, wenn ich absagte, aber ich wusste, meine Geduld wiirde sich auszahlen.
Wenn ich genug Geld angespart und die Operation hinter mir hatte, hatte ich alle Zeit der Welt
fiir die schonen Dinge des Lebens. Bis dahin wiirde ich mich mit ihrem Interesse begniigen. Und
mit dem Gefiihl, das diese neue Freiheit in mir ausldste.

Die Stunden vergingen an diesem Abend noch schneller als gewohnlich. Ich hatte mich in
nur einem Monat an diesen Rhythmus gewohnt und es machte mir weniger aus, als ich erwartet
hatte. Als meine Kollegen und ich um kurz nach vier die letzten Barbesucher rausgeschmissen
und alle Tische geputzt hatten, holte ich meine Tasche aus der Umkleide und rief ihnen einen
Abschiedsgrufl zu, bevor ich aus dem Hintereingang in die Dunkelheit lief. Ich 6ffnete mei-
ne Haare und schiittelte sie im angenehm kiihlen Nachtwind. Erneut erschien ein Lacheln auf
meinen Lippen, als ich an die Einladung heute denken musste. Finn hatte mir, bevor er und
sein Freund den Laden verlassen hatten, noch einen Zettel mit der Adresse und seiner Nummer
zugesteckt. Ich wiirde den Fetzen aufbewahren. Fiir danach.

Ich war fast am Ende der Stra3e angelangt, als ich Schritte hinter mir wahrnahm. Der Weg
war eben noch wie ausgestorben gewesen und die Schritte klangen verdéchtig nah. Bisher hatte
ich mir nie Gedanken gemacht, wenn ich nach einer weiteren Nachtschicht nach Hause gelaufen
war. Ich fithlte mich in dieser Metropole so viel sicherer als in der beengenden Kleinstadt, die
ich vor langer Zeit einmal mein Zuhause genannt hatte.

Automatisch drehte ich meinen Kopf, um mich umzusehen. Ich konnte den Reflex noch
immer nicht ganz unterdriicken. Das Misstrauen.

Die Umsténde hatten mir beigebracht, immer wachsam zu sein, wenn ich vor die Tiir ging.

Es passierte alles in Sekundenschnelle. Ich nahm die dunkle Gestalt nur wenige Augen-
blicke wahr, bevor ich mit voller Wucht nach hinten gepresst wurde. Ich spiirte am Rande,
wie ich vor Schreck meine Tasche fallen lieB. Ein iiberraschter Schrei entwich meinen Lip-
pen, aber er wurde sogleich von einer kalten Hand geddmpft, die mir auf den Mund gedriickt
wurde.

Mit aufgerissenen Augen starrte ich in ein entfernt bekanntes Gesicht. Es war einer der
Stammgéste aus der Bar. Er kam jedes Mal, wenn ich arbeitete und verliel die Bar nicht, ohne
mindestens sechs Drinks bestellt zu haben. Sein heruntergekommenes Aussehen hatte sofort
mein Mitleid erregt. Er hatte immer einsam ausgesehen. Hilflos.
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Eine starke Alkoholfahne stieg mir in die Nase und mir wurde iibel, wiahrend mein Herz
heftig zu rasen begann.

,,Hallo, Schonheit. Du weif3t nicht, w-wie lange ich auf diesen Moment ...* Seine Stimme
verlor sich im Nichts.

Seine freie Hand wanderte iiber meinen Korper abwarts und ich fiihlte, wie ich augen-
blicklich erstarrte.

Es dauerte einen Moment, bis ich realisierte, weshalb ich mich nicht wehrte.

Der Grund dafiir war nicht etwa, dass ich so erschrocken dariiber war, auf offener Strafle
belastigt zu werden.

Ich hatte lingst den Uberblick dariiber verloren, wie oft ich in meinem Leben Schlige
eingesteckt hatte. Ein blaues Auge war noch das Harmloseste gewesen, zwei Mal war ich bereits
mit einer Gehirnerschiitterung und Prellungen ins Krankenhaus eingeliefert worden.

Nein, der Grund fiir meine Passivitit war ein anderer.

Ich war noch nie in solch einer Situation gewesen. Ich wusste genau, was hier gerade ge-
schah. Was dieser Widerling im Begriff war zu tun.

Ich hitte nur niemals gedacht, dass ich auf diese Weise zu einem Opfer werden konnte.

Seine ekelhaft fordernde Hand war bei meinem Bauch angelangt und trotz seines Alkohol-
pegels hielt er mich mit stdhlernem Griff gegen die Hauswand hinter uns gedriickt.

Doch er spiirte nicht den Zorn, der mich mit einem Mal durchfloss und mir einen klaren
Kopf verschaffte. Er konnte nicht wissen, dass ich mir geschworen hatte, nie wieder die Kont-
rolle zu verlieren. Mich nie wieder aufgrund meines Korpers in die Opferrolle stecken zu lassen.

Und was er auch nicht ahnen konnte, war, dass ich genau deswegen drei Selbstverteidi-
gungskurse hinter mir hatte.

Einen kurzen Moment iiberlegte ich, ob ich ihn weitermachen lassen sollte. Es konnte
nicht mehr lange dauern, bis ihm trotz seiner Betrunkenheit auffiel, dass etwas an dem Korper
der zierlichen Schonheit nicht stimmte.

Doch dann siegte die namenlose Wut in mir, die Adrenalinstofe durch mein gesamtes
Inneres schickte.

Ich wusste nicht, ob es daran lag, dass ich so oft schon gepeinigt worden war und er der
Tropfen war, der das Fass zum Uberlaufen gebracht hatte, oder ob ich zum ersten Mal das
Gefiihl hatte, dass ich meine Weiblichkeit vor jemandem verteidigen musste, der mich nur als
Mittel zum Zweck betrachtete.

Aber in diesem Moment sah rot.

Fkkkk

Er gab kaum mehr ein Wimmern von sich, als ich mit ihm fertig war.

Als ich in dieser Nacht in meinen Schlafanzug schliipfte und mich im Badezimmer vor
den Spiegel stellte, wurde mir langsam bewusst, dass ich nie ganz verstanden hatte, was es be-
deutete, eine Frau zu sein. Ich war so fixiert auf die AuBerlichkeiten gewesen, die bei mir immer
eindeutig falsch waren, dass ich nicht hinter die Fassade geblickt hatte.

Es waren weder die Geschlechtsteile noch die fehlende Korperbehaarung. Es war nicht die
Anmut oder die Verletzlichkeit.
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Es war das Wissen jahrhundertelanger Unterdriickung. Es war ein niemals endender
Kampf.

Und es war nun auch meine Verantwortung.

Denn egal in welcher Hiille ich auf die Welt gekommen war, eine Frau war ich immer
gewesen.
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Alex / Alexandra

Mirsini Tramountani. Germany

She was a vision.

Every evening before he dragged him-
self out of his empty, filthy flat and drank
himself senseless, he thought of her. Every
time, he convinced himself that the absinthe
was responsible for the goddess-like image
that was etched into his memory after every
night. That such a person could not really
exist.

And every time, he had to admit he was
mistaken. Her skin was the colour of creamy
milk coffee. Her unruly hair was always gath-
ered in a bun and today, as usual, she wore a
short, skin-tight dress. Slinky, as if she were
trying to prove that no fantasy could match
reality. Her eyes sparkled like a blazing fire
in the dimly lit bar when she asked him if he
wanted his usual drink.

He was certain that she was deliber-
ately provoking him. He didn’t care if she
was much younger than him. She belonged
to him from the very beginning, when he
discovered her behind the bar for the first
time. It only made him slightly angry that
she seemed to have so much power over him.
Since she had begun working there, his vis-
its had become more and more frequent and
longer. Eventually, he was only sleeping just
over two hours before his shift started in the
dreary office building at the city outskirts.

His father had warned him early.
“Watch out for them,” he had drummed into
him. “They drive you mad with their looks,
but there’s basically nothing else there. You
have to teach them, show them that their lit-
tle games don’t work on you, otherwise they
wrap you around their little finger and before
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you know it, you’re blind with desire and an-
ticipating their every wish.”

His father was right, of course. No
woman was good for anything other than
providing physical pleasure. All they knew
was manipulation and keeping up their good
looks. Earlier he had made an effort to show-
er them with compliments and gifts, but these
times were long since over. They were too
good for him, looking at him with a mixture
of pity and scorn when he asked them out.

It didn’t matter. It was never really
worth the effort anyway. Most of them had
only slept with him after countless dates, af-
ter they tortured him with tedious, mindless
conversation.

He plumped down onto a barstool in the
farthest corner. The place was quite full but,
nonetheless, it was just a minute before she
popped up in front of him. She gave him a daz-
zling smile and he made an effort to keep his
composure. “An absinthe?” she yelled over the
loud music and the sound of lively conversa-
tion, winking. He merely nodded and licked his
lips while he observed her pouring the liquid in
a glass and taking the next customer’s order.
Her smile was just as inviting as it had been for
him a few seconds ago, which infuriated him.
They were all the same.

“Here you are.” She placed his drink
on the counter and he could see the drops of
sweat that had accumulated on her cleavage
as she leaned forward slightly to get more
glasses. He nodded curtly while his thoughts
ran wild. What he could do to her... She be-
longed to him. And if he had to, he would
prove it to her.
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He was a man, after all. The strongest
thing that creation had ever produced. What
was she in comparison?

seskeskoskosk

I loved this city. I loved the sensation of
walking through the streets, smelling the sea,
feeling people’s gazes on me and knowing
that I would finally be seen as I felt myself
to be. But above all, I loved the anonymity.
No one questioned my femininity. Or asked
my parents what had gone wrong with my
upbringing. No one knew my face or shout-
ed insults after me when I simply wanted to
walk a block away to the supermarket.

Here people still shouted things af-
ter me, of course, but they were the type of
things that made me burst with pride. That
made me stronger and helped me become
more self-assured. Feel good in my own
skin, even though it would still be a couple of
years before I could be completely satisfied.

It was a new beginning for me, and even
if my day-to-day was anything but relaxed
— my two jobs kept me busy round the
clock —, T knew it was the right thing to do. I had
a goal and I was myself. For the first time in
my twenty-five years, | was perfectly certain.

I even loved the night shifts at this
smoky bar. “Two shots, please,” I was torn
from my thoughts and looked up with a smile.
“What of?” I shouted back and my smile grew
wider as I saw how the two young men in front
of me were clearly looking me up and down.
“Surprise us,” came the answer. Their looks
showed me that they liked what they saw.

I knew that such attention wasn’t
everything. I was well aware that I couldn’t
let my self-esteem depend on that and that I
was already whole before I looked like I do
now. But I couldn’t deny that the desire in
their eyes made me happy. When for years,
you haven’t dared acknowledge having a
sexual interest in another person, this atten-
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tion was a gift. I had had to listen to my best
friend telling me repeatedly how degrading it
was to be constantly whistled at or when men
constantly stared at her bust when talking to
her. I had always agreed, but I’d never under-
stood it. I had been so jealous of her for years.
That smooth skin. That floral scent. Those
curves and that melodious voice. I would’ve
given anything to be her.

“I’m Finn, by the way,” one of them
shouted as he pressed a few notes in my hand.
“Keep the change.” “Thanks,” I replied and
placed the shots on the counter. He must have
been about my age. His eyes were the colour
of liquid caramel. “Can we invite you to our
flat party? It’ll last all night, so you’re wel-
come to come as soon as you’re done here.”
I smiled, flattered. “You could give me your
address.” The invitation was enticing, but I
knew it was impossible. [ really had to go home
after my shift to get in some sleep before I had
to go to work again. It wasn’t the first time [
had been invited. It always gave me a small
twinge to refuse an invitation, but I knew that
my patience would pay off. When I’d saved up
enough money and had the operation behind
me, I’d have all the time in the world for the
nice things in life. Until then I would have to
settle for their interest. And with the feeling
that this new freedom gave me.

The hours went by even quicker than
usual this evening. I had gotten used to this
rhythm in just a month and it bothered me
less than I expected. As my colleagues and
I threw out the last barflies and cleaned all the
tables just after four, I got my bag from the
staff room and shouted goodbye before walk-
ing into the dark through the back door. I let
my hair loose and shook it in the pleasantly
cool night breeze. Again a smile crept over
my lips as [ remembered today’s invitation.
Before he and his friend had left the bar, Finn
had slipped me a piece of paper with his ad-
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dress and phone number. I’d keep that scrap
of paper. For later.

I had nearly reached the end of the street
when I heard steps behind me. The streets were
deserted and the footsteps sounded suspicious-
ly close. Until now I had never had any mis-
givings about walking home after a night shift.
I felt so much safer in this big city than in the
stifling small town I had called home until re-
cently. I automatically turned my head to look
around. [ still couldn’t quite repress the reflex.
The mistrust. Circumstances had taught me to
always be wary when I went out the door.

Everything happened in a matter of sec-
onds. [ had only just discerned the dark figure
seconds before I was pushed backwards with
full force. I felt myself drop my bag from the
fright. A scream of shock escaped my lips,
but it was immediately smothered by a cold
hand over my mouth.

Eyes wide, I was looking straight at a
faintly familiar face. It was one of the regu-
lars from the bar. He came every time I was
working and didn’t leave until he’d ordered
at least six drinks. His shabby appearance had
immediately elicited pity in me. He always
looked lonely. Helpless. His overwhelming
alcohol breath hit me, nauseating me while
my heart started racing.

“Hello, gorgeous. You have no idea
h-how long I’ve waited for...” His voice
trailed off. His free hand was wandering
down over my body and I felt myself freeze
up momentarily. It was only a second before I
realised why I was not defending myself. The
reason was not that I was so shocked at being
attacked on the street. I had long lost track of
how often I had taken a beating. A black eye
was the least of those; twice I had been taken
to the hospital with a concussion and bruises.

No, the reason for my passivity was
another. I had never been in quite such a sit-
uation. I knew exactly what was happening
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here. What this repulsive creep was about to
do. I had simply never imagined I could be-
come this manner of victim. His revolting ex-
ploratory hand had reached my stomach and
despite his alcohol level, he pressed me with
iron force against the wall behind me.

But he did not notice the rage that sud-
denly flooded me, clearing my mind. He
couldn’t have known that I had sworn never
again to lose control. Never again to let my-
self become a victim because of my body.
And what he also couldn’t possibly know
was that, precisely because of this, I had al-
ready completed three self-defence courses.

For a brief minute, I considered letting
him go on. It couldn’t be long now before he re-
alised, despite his drunkenness, that something
about this gracefully gorgeous body wasn’t
right. But then an indescribable rage took me
over, sending an adrenaline rush through my
body. I don’t know if it was because I had been
tormented so often and this was the last straw,
or because it was the first time I had the feeling
I had to defend my femininity from someone
who only saw me as a means to an end.

But at that moment, I saw red.

shesleskoskeosk
He was hardly even whimpering when I was
through with him.

That night, when I slipped into my py-
jamas and stood in front of the mirror in the
bathroom, I slowly realised that I had never
fully understood what it meant to be a woman.
I was so obsessed with the outer appearance,
which in my case was clearly always wrong,
that I had never looked behind that facade. It
was neither the genitals nor the lack of body
hair. Nor was it the elegance or fragility.

It was the awareness of centuries of
repression. It was a never-ending struggle.
And it was now also my responsibility. For
regardless of what shell I had come into the
world in, I had always been a woman.
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Di madre in figlia

Federica Ponza. Italia

La prima volta che ho scoperto cosa fosse il dolore avevo poco piu di cinque anni.

Difficile credere che a quell’eta si possa davvero capire una cosa “da grandi” come la
sofferenza, eppure ne ho un ricordo preciso. Un attimo di consapevolezza, di lucidita. Uno solo
e gia ti senti un po’ meno bambina.

In realta a rivelarmelo sono stati gli occhi di mia madre.

Sapete, il dolore ¢ cosi a volte. Si nasconde negli angoli degli occhi, come una lacrima che
non ¢ ancora caduta, e rimane li: immobile, pesante, appena visibile.

Alcune volte li riempie quegli occhi. Come un’ombra che li rende opachi, scuri, vuoti. Ed
¢ gia un po’ piu facile riconoscerlo.

Quando, pero, ¢ una lacrima agli angoli degli occhi ci vuole molto pit impegno. Devi
essere allenato, al dolore. A vederlo negli occhi dell’altro anche quando ¢ solo una lacrima
nell’angolo o un’ombra.

Io non lo ero. Ma si sa che ai bambini le cose davvero importanti devi spiegarle raramente.

Alcuni adulti, invece, non riescono proprio a capirle, neppure quando gliele spieghi.

Neanche quando quelle lacrime rigano le guance ¢ quell’ombra rabbuia tutto il viso in
un’espressione di disperazione. Neppure quando quella disperazione 1’hanno causata loro.

E cosi, quel giorno in cui ho visto una lacrima non caduta agli angoli degli occhi di mia
madre, non conoscevo neppure la parola per esprimere cosa fosse, ma dentro di me, in qualche
modo, lo sapevo.

“Mamma, perché non ho un papa? lo voglio un papa. Credi che se lo chiedo a Babbo
Natale me lo portera?”

Un attimo di lucidita e gia ti senti un po’ meno bambina.

La seconda volta che ho incontrato il dolore ¢ stato qualche anno dopo, a scuola.

Uno spintone, lo sguardo di un bambino su di me.

“Sei solo una puttana, proprio come tua madre!”

Una fitta al centro dello stomaco, come un pugno.

Per tutto il resto della giornata quella parola ¢ rimasta dentro la mia testa.

Ronzava, girava, sbatteva. Si insinuava fra una sottrazione ed un predicato verbale.

Puttana. Sapevo vagamente il significato di quella parola. Mi era stato spiegato che era
una donna che vendeva il proprio corpo in cambio di denaro.

Ma come si vende un corpo?

kokkokok
“Buongiorno, come posso aiutarla?”’

“Salve, cercavo un braccio ... Sa com’¢, no? Fa sempre comodo un braccio in piu. Oh si,
quello mi sembra perfetto. Per favore, mi dia uno di quelli di quella bambina laggiu.

Anna Lindh
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Ottima scelta, signore. Glielo faccio subito incartare. La volevo anche informare che
oggi ¢’¢ un’offerta speciale. Due occhi al prezzo di uno. Guardi che belli quelli di questa
bambina! Un vero gioiello, non trova? La sua signora li apprezzerebbe molto ... a proposito,
come sta?”

“A meraviglia, grazie. In effetti, questi occhi sono un vero splendore! Massi, con un’offer-
ta cosi ... me li dia! Ogni tanto queste donne bisogna anche viziarle!”

“Assolutamente d’accordo. Bene, mi dia un secondo e torno da lei”.

sfeskeskeoskosk

Ma io di negozi cosi non ne avevo mai visti.

Dunque, come potevo essere una puttana? E mia madre, la mia mamma ... No, non capivo.

Puttana. Pu-tta-na. No, non si sillaba in questo modo. Put-ta-na. Ecco, adesso ¢ giusto.

Tornando a casa, durante tutto il viaggio in macchina, mi sono domandata se avessi dovuto
chiedere a mia mamma cosa significasse quella frase. Per quanto ci rimuginassi, non riuscivo a
darmi una risposta.

Io, pero, sapevo di non poterla dire quella parola. Come potevo dire a mia madre che un
bambino mi aveva detto quella parola se io non potevo pronunciarla?

Era una brutta parola, una di quelle che i bambini non dovrebbero mai dire. Tutte le bam-
bine lo sanno, ad un certo punto. Non devi permettere ai maschietti di dirti quella parola, mai.
Lo senti come un monito interiore, come una consapevolezza che arriva da sé e che non se ne
va piu.

Una parola che sembra insozzare tutto cio che tocca. Quindi adesso, forse, ero sporca
anche io.

Io, perd, non avevo fatto nulla di male. Avevo tirato un calcio ad una palla che aveva col-
pito proprio la testa di quel bambino. Non lo avevo fatto di proposito, non volevo che gli altri
ridessero di Iui.

Stavo per chiedergli scusa, ma era arrivata prima la spinta. Le parole erano rimaste ferme
in gola, insieme ad un misto di umiliazione, lacrime e rabbia.

Non dovevo permettere a nessuno di dirmi quella parola. Lo sapevo. Eppure lo avevo per-
messo e non avevo fatto nulla per difendermi. Mi sentivo impotente e, in qualche strano modo,
sbagliata.

Crescendo ho cominciato a capire davvero. Una ragazza fa i conti presto con quella parola
e li continua a fare per tutta la vita. Non solo con quella. Anche con tutte le molteplici sfumature
di significato che puo assumere.

“Chissa con chi avra fatto sesso per arrivare dov’e ...

“Ho sentito dire che fa sesso ogni volta con un uomo diverso ... una troia

“Devi avere rispetto del tuo corpo ... sei una ragazza.”

“La picchiava e lei non ¢ andata via ... in fondo ¢ anche colpa sua.”

“Era ad una festa da sola, chissa cosa avra bevuto e si lamenta che 1’abbiano stuprata.”

“E lei cosa indossava? Cosa ha fatto per provocarlo?”

“Certo, le persone dovrebbero essere libere di andare dove vogliono, ma questo ¢ un mon-
do brutto, avrebbe dovuto saperlo e non uscire da sola la sera tardi.”

2
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Finché ti sembra quasi normale.

Finché non ti offendi di piu.

Finché fai solo finta di nulla.

Finché a quell’apprezzamento volgare non reagisci, ma semplicemente tiri dritto.

Perché forse, in fondo, ¢ meglio cosi.

Ingoi I’'umiliazione, la rabbia, I’orgoglio, cerchi di non incrociare il loro sguardo e tiri dritto.

E tutto ¢ esattamente come quella volta da bambina. Ti senti altrettanto fragile e piccola.

Non devi permettere ai maschietti di dirti quella parola, mai.

Ti insegnano ad evitare la catastrofe, a prevederla per giunta, a stare attenta, ad essere
sempre pronta, a non andare in certi posti, a comportarti in certi modi, a non comportarti in altri,
a non vestirti in certi modi.

Perché sei una ragazza ... devi avere cura del tuo corpo.

Cosl, la sera, quando cammini da sola in un luogo isolato, ti sorprendi ad accelerare il
passo ¢ a stringere tra le dita le chiavi della macchina.

E quel presagio di catastrofe imminente ti accompagna, latente, per tutta la vita. Ogni tanto
riemerge e si impone prepotente alla tua attenzione. E tu, per quanto ti sia sempre reputata una
donna forte, devi abbandonarti ad esso.

Perché sei il sesso debole e non devi mai, mai dimenticarlo.

Il prezzo da pagare potrebbe essere piu caro del previsto, potrebbe anche essere la tua vita
e non solo quella biologicamente intesa.

Si, perché per una ragazza ci sono tanti modi di morire.

E anche questo me I’hanno rivelato gli occhi di mia madre.

Quando dentro di essi ho letto chiaramente che un giorno, molti anni prima, le era capitato
di morire.

Un attimo di lucidita e non sarai mai pit bambina.

Fkokkk

A vent’anni credi di sapere tutto sulla vita.

Ti senti straordinariamente forte, straordinariamente vivo, straordinariamente giovane.

Quanti progetti, quante cose belle pensi ti riservi la vita. Alle cose brutte, invece, pensi
raramente.

O almeno io non ci pensavo molto. Pensavo che la mia vita sarebbe stata piena di scoperte
e che ognuna di esse sarebbe stata un’esperienza unica, una di quelle che poi sarebbe valsa la
pena raccontare.

Poi, un giorno, capita qualcosa di brutto. E capisci in un attimo che ci sono alcune espe-
rienze che, invece, non avrai mai voglia di raccontare.

Ti ricordi quella volta che mi hai detto di volere un padre?

lo la ricordo bene. Avevi poco piu di cinque anni e quella domanda é stata una doccia

fredda per me.

Non fraintendere, amore mio, tu ne avevi tutto il diritto.
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1l diritto di chiedere, di essere curiosa, di conoscere.

Da parte mia sapevo benissimo che prima o poi me lo avresti domandato e ho passato
tutti gli anni precedenti a quella domanda a chiedermi come avrei potuto risponderti, cosa avrei
potuto dirti, quali parole scegliere.

1l giorno che ¢ arrivata, quella domanda, io ancora non le avevo trovate le parole. E cosi
e stato per gran parte della mia vita.

Sai, mi é capitato spesso di fermarmi a riflettere proprio sulle parole. Quanto possano
essere ambivalenti.

Come a volte ti sembrino troppe e invece altre mai abbastanza. Come in certi momenti
esse si nascondano e per quanto tu possa cercarle, proprio non riesci a trovarle.

Ma la cosa che piu di tutto mi ha tormentato nella vita é la potenza delle parole.

Prima di quello che sto per raccontarti, io credevo fermamente nella potenza delle parole.

Credevo nella potenza di un “NO” per esprimere cio che non vuoi, per far capire agli altri
dove debbano fermarsi. Credevo che le persone non potessero violare i “NO”, quelli espliciti,
quelli chiari, pronunciati con convinzione e ben scanditi.

Piu di tutto, pero, credevo nelle persone. In seguito sono riuscita a crederci ancora, ¢
vero. Ma con gran fatica e molto impegno.

Vent’anni quindi. I miei vent’anni.

Era primavera inoltrata e le giornate cominciavano ad essere piu lunghe.

lo amavo le ultime giornate della primavera. Quel tepore che comincia a somigliare a
quello estivo, ma non ne ha la aggressivita. No, il tepore primaverile é delicato, dolce e ogni
volta sembra prenderti per mano ed accompagnarti passo dopo passo verso l’estate.

lo, all’epoca, ero iscritta all 'universita e avevo appena chiuso una storia.

Circa un anno e mezzo prima avevo conosciuto un ragazzo. Era qualche anno piu grande
di me e la sera che I’ho conosciuto tutto mi era sembrato perfetto e, a fine serata, ci eravamo
scambiati i numeri per vederci ancora.

Poi, il primo appuntamento. 1l primo bacio. La prima volta che abbiamo fatto ['amore. Il
primo ti amo.

Un anno insieme.

Ad un certo punto i litigi, sempre piu frequenti. Le sue gelosie, le mie insicurezze. La sua
presunzione, la mia testardaggine. Finché, un giorno, ti accorgi che non lo ami piu. E cosi fini-
sce. Il dolore, certo, ma dentro di te sai che e la cosa giusta.

Pensi sia la fine, e solo l'inizio.

Lui che si fa trovare spesso nei posti che frequenti abitualmente: sotto casa, all universi-
ta, nei locali in cui vai di sera. All’inizio non pensi nulla, solo che non riesca a rassegnarsi. Poi
le chiamate, i messaggi. Sempre piu frequenti, sempre piti aggressivi.

Tu non capisci. In cuor tuo, pero, ti dici che forse é solo arrabbiato, che gli passera, che
ti ha amato molto e non ti farebbe mai del male.

Finché un giorno ti ferma per strada. Tu hai appena salutato un amico. Lui non vuol sentir
ragioni.

“Chi cazzo era quello? Non sei altro che una troia!”. Uno schiaffo.

1l mondo intorno a te si ferma. La guancia pulsa forte e brucia, ma a bruciare di piu é una

zona non ben precisata nel tuo petto.
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Lui piange, si scusa, ti implora. Pensi che tutti possano sbagliare, che in fondo vi siete
amati tanto, non ti farebbe mai del male.

Infine un messaggio.

“Devo parlarti. Ho bisogno di te.’

Lo incontri. Sali a casa sua. Gli chiedi quale sia il problema.

Lui ti implora, ancora. Vuole stare con te. Vuole solo te.

Ma tu non lo ami. Non piu. E gli dici che, per quanto gli vorrai sempre bene, non puoi

>

stare con lui.

Crack.

Qualcosa si rompe. [ suoi occhi cambiano. Un lampo li attraversa. Ti prende per un brac-
cio e lo stringe con forza.

“Mi fai male! Ti prego, lasciami!”.

Non lo fa. Si getta sopra di te. Il suo peso non ti permette di muoverti. “NO, lasciami!”.

Con una mano ti chiude la bocca, con [’altra ti sbottona i pantaloni.

Provi a dimenarti. Non riesci a muoverti. Ti senti fragile come non lo sei mai stata. I tuoi
occhi lo implorano. Non farlo, ti prego. Ci siamo amati cosi tanto.

Crack.

Qualcosa si rompe. Stavolta é il tuo cuore. Perde un battito. Poi due. Poi vorresti li per-
desse tutti.

Chiudi gli occhi. La testa all’indietro. Voglio solo che finisca. Lui dentro te. Un corpo
estraneo in un altro che cominci a non sentire piu tuo.

Ti alzi, raccogli i brandelli della tua anima e te ne vai senza dire una parola.

E poi il vuoto. Dentro e fuori. La testa ronza. Vorresti che si aprisse un cratere sotto i tuoi
piedi e ti inghiottisse per sempre. Ti siedi in macchina. Gli occhi vacui, pieni di lacrime.

Fissi un punto lontano, ma non ci sei.

Non ci sei e non ci sarai per molto tempo.

Non ci sarai e non vuoi nemmeno esserci. Vuoi solo dimenticare.

Ed ora? Cosa faccio? Chi mi credera? Se lo denuncio ... domande, giudizi, dover riper-
correre tutto. Ancora e ancora.

“Se é andata a casa sua evidentemente lo voleva. Prima fa la puttana in giro e poi si
lamenta se la stuprano.”

E poi la vergogna. Sono sporca, sono debole.

Sono stata stupida, sono stata ingenua.

E stata tutta colpa mia.

Voglio solo dimenticare tutto.

Ma si puo davvero dimenticare?

Come una ferita che brucia continuamente, cosi quel ricordo.

Lo ripercorro nei minimi dettagli. Domandandomi se avrei potuto evitarlo, se in qualche
modo I’ho spinto a fare cio che ha fatto.

A volte il ricordo arriva all improvviso e si insinuava nella mia testa come un parassita,
fino a coprire tutto il resto. Allora mi blocco, incapace perfino di respirare.

11 suo corpo che continua a schiacciare il mio, come se non fosse passato un giorno.
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1l tuo di corpo che e diventato quasi un peso ormai. Un corpo che vorresti prendere e
buttare via.

Per cancellare i segni. Per non sentire piu quel vuoto allo stomaco. Per non avere piu
gli incubi la notte. Per quei momenti in cui ti manca il respiro e ti senti paralizzata dal terrore.

Pochi mesi dopo un test di gravidanza.

1l mondo si ferma, di nuovo. Ancora il vuoto. Dentro e fuori. La testa ronza. Le lacrime
sul viso.

Lasci andare le braccia su un corpo che non é piu tuo da tempo.

Hai paura. Di nuovo.

Pensi di abortire. E ti senti in colpa. Il respiro manca. La testa gira. Di nuovo le lacrime.

La pancia cresce e gli occhi puntati costantemente addosso. Di chi si domanda dove sia
il padre.

Ma mentre crescevi dentro me, in qualche modo riempivi anche il vuoto nella mia anima.
Rimettevi a posto i pezzi.

L’odio diventava amore. La paura, coraggio. E poi sei nata e non ho piu smesso di amarti.

Cosi, quando mi hai chiesto” perché non ho un papa”, avrei voluto dirti che tuo padre
non esiste.

Avrei voluto dirti che grazie a te sono rinata, ma che tuo padre mi aveva uccisa.

Avrei voluto solo dirti che non tutti gli uomini sono esseri umani. Non tutti gli uomini
sanno essere umani.

Mamma ... e il dolore agli angoli degli occhi diventa lacrime sul viso.

Anna Lindh
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From Mother to Daughter

Federica Ponza. Italy

My first encounter with pain came when I
was not much older than five.

Difficult to believe that at that age you
can really understand something “grown-up”
like suffering, and yet I have a very clear
memory. An instant of awareness, lucidity.
Just one and you have already lost some of
your childhood innocence.

In actual fact the revelation came to me
from my mother’s eyes.

Pain is like that at times. It hides in the
corners of eyes, like a tear that has not yet
fallen and stays there, not moving, heavy, just
visible.

Sometimes it fills those eyes. Like a
shadow that makes them dull, dark, empty.
Then it’s a little easier to recognise.

However, when it is a tear in the cor-
ner of the eyes it takes much more effort. You
must be trained to recognise pain. To see it in
the other person’s eye, even when it is just a
tear in the corner or a shadow.

I wasn’t. But everyone knows little
children rarely need an explanation when it
comes to really important things.

Some adults, on the other hand, just
can’t understand this, even when you explain
it to them.

Not even when those tears roll down
cheeks and that shadow darkens all the face
in desperation. Not even when they were the
cause of all that despair.

And so, that day when I saw that un-
wept tear in the corner of my mother’s eyes,
I didn’t even know the word to express what
it was, but inside me, somehow, I knew an-

yway.
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“Mummy, why don’t I have a daddy? I
want a daddy. Do you think that if I ask Fa-
ther Christmas, he’ll bring me one?”

A moment of lucidity and already you
feel your childhood slipping away.

The second time I met pain was a few
years later, at school.

A push and the eyes of a boy towering
over me.

“You’re nothing but a whore, just like
your mother!”

A blow to my stomach, as if he’d
punched me.

For the rest of the day that word echoed
in my head.

It buzzed, flipped and crashed. It
wormed its way between a subtraction and a
predicate.

Whore. 1 vaguely knew what it meant. |
had been told that it meant a woman who sold
her body for money.

But how do you sell a body?

skeskeoskeoskosk
“Good morning, how can I help you?”

“Oh, hello. Yes, I was looking for an
arm... you know... An extra arm is always
useful. Yes, that looks perfect. Give me one
from that little girl down there, please.”

“Excellent choice, sir. I’ll have it
wrapped for you right away. You might also
be interested in today’s special offer. Two
eyes for the price of one. Look how lovely
this little girl’s eyes are! Real gems, don’t you
agree? Your wife would really like them...
how is she, by the way?”

“Wonderful, thank you. You’re right,
these eyes are lovely. Oh go on then, it’s a

. Anna Lindh
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good offer... I’ll take them! We need to spoil
these ladies every now and again!”

“I couldn’t agree more. Ok, give me a
second and I’ll be right with you.”

skskoskoskok
But I had never seen any shops like that.

So, how could I be a whore? And my
mum, my mum... No, I didn’t understand.

Whore... hore? hoor? 1 didn’t even
know how to spell it. Whore. That’s it, that’s
how you spell it.

On the way home, all the way home in
the car, I wondered if I should ask my mum
what it meant. Because as much as I tried,
I couldn’t work it out.

What I did know, however, was that
I shouldn’t use that word. How could 1 tell
my mum that a boy had said a word to me if
I wasn’t allowed to say the word?

It was a bad word, one of those that
children should never say. All little girls
know it, sooner or later. You mustnt ever let
boys say that word to you. You hear it like an
inner warning, like an awareness that arrives
on its own and never goes away.

A word that seems to dirty everything
it touches. So now, perhaps [ was dirty too.

I hadn’t done anything wrong though. I
had kicked a ball that had hit that boy’s head.
I hadn’t done it on purpose, I didn’t want
them to laugh at him.

I was about to say sorry, but he pushed
me before I could. The words stuck in my
throat, together with a mixture of humilia-
tion, tears and anger.

I wasn’t to let anyone say that word to
me. [ knew. And yet I had let him say it and
I hadn’t done anything to defend myself.
I felt powerless and in some strange way,
wrong.

As 1 grew up, I started to really under-
stand. A girl soon has to deal with that par-
ticular word and that’s how it is for the rest of
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her life. Not just that one, either. Also with all
its many other implied meanings.

skeskeoskeoskosk
“Who knows who she slept with to get where
she is...”

“I’ve heard that she has sex with a dif-
ferent man each time... slut!”

“You must respect your body... you’re
agirl.”

“He beat her and she wouldn’t leave
him... she was just as much to blame.”

“She was at a party on her own, good-
ness knows what she must have drunk and
then she complains that she was raped.”

“And what was she wearing? What did
she do to provoke him?”

“People should be free to go where they
want, but this is an ugly world, she should
have known that and not go out on her own
late at night.”

skeskeoskeoskosk
Until it almost seems normal.

Until you aren’t even offended any more.

Until you just pretend nothing is wrong.

Until you don’t react to that vulgar
comment, you just keep walking.

Because maybe, really, it’s just better
like that.

You swallow your humiliation, your
anger and pride and try not to look them in
the eye and just keep going.

And it is all exactly like that time when
you were a little girl. You feel just as fragile
and small.

“You mustn’t let boys say that word to
you, ever.”

They teach you to avoid catastrophe, to
foresee it even, to be careful, to always be
ready, to not go to certain places, to behave
in a certain way, and not in others, and not to
wear certain clothes.

“Because you are a girl... you have to
look after your body.”
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So, at night, when you walk alone in
an isolated area, you find yourself walking
faster and clenching your car keys in your
hand.

And that sense of imminent catastro-
phe accompanies you, dormant throughout
your life. Every now and again it awakens
and rudely calls for your attention. And, al-
though you have always thought yourself to
be a strong woman, you have to give in to it.

Because you are the weaker sex and
you must never, never forget it.

There could be a higher price to pay
than you expected, it could even be your life
and not in a strict biological sense.

Yes, because there are lots of ways a
girl can die.

And this too was revealed to me by my
mother’s eyes.

When I clearly read in them that one
day, many years before, she had died.

A moment of lucidity and you will nev-
er be a little girl again.

shoskoskoskok
At the age of twenty you think you know
everything about life.

You feel so strong, so alive, so young.

How many projects, how many won-
derful things you think life holds for you. You
rarely think about the bad things.

Or at least I didn't think about them
much. I thought that my life would be full
of discoveries and each of them would be a
unique experience, a tale worth telling.

Then, one day, something horrible hap-
pens. And you understand in an instant that
there are some experiences that you will nev-
er want to talk about.

Do you remember that time you told me
you wanted a daddy?

1 remember it well. You were not much
older than five and that question was a real
cold shower for me.
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Don't misunderstand me, darling. You
had every right to ask.

The right to ask, to be curious, to know.

On my part, 1 knew all too well that
sooner or later you would ask me and I had
spent all the years before you asked wonder-
ing how I would answer, what I could say,
what words to choose.

The day the question came, I still hadn 't
found the right words. And that was how it
went for most of my life.

You know, I have often stopped to reflect
on words. On how ambivalent they can be.

How at times they seem to be too many
and other times hardly enough. How some-
times they hide and no matter how much you
look for them, you just can't find them.

But what has tormented me more than
anything in my life has been the power of
words.

Before what I am about to tell you
happened, I firmly believed in the power of
words.

I believed in the power of a “NO” to
express what you didn t want, to make others
understand when they should stop. I believed
that people couldn't violate your “NOs”,
those explicit, obvious ones, pronounced
clearly and with conviction.

More than anything though, I believed
in people. Later I managed to believe again,
it’s true. But it took a lot of effort and strong
will.

Twenty years of age. Me at twenty.

It was late spring and the days were
starting to get longer.

I loved the last days of spring. That
warmth that starts to feel like summer, but
has none of the aggressiveness of summer
heat. No, spring warmth is delicate, gen-
tle, and each time seems to take you by the
hand, leading you step by step towards the
summer.

. Anna Lindh
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At the time I was at university and had
Just finished with a boy.

I had met him about a year and a half
before. He was a few years older than me and
the evening I met him everything seemed per-

fect and, by the end of the evening, we had
swopped phone numbers so we could see
each other again.

Then our first date. Our first kiss. The
first time we made love. The first “I love you ™.

A year together.

At a certain point we started to argue
more and more often. His jealousy, my uncer-
tainties. His presumption, my stubbornness.
Until, one day, I realised I didn't love him
anymore. And that's how it finishes. Painful,
yes, but inside you know it is right.

You think it’s the end, but it’s only the
beginning.

You often bump into him in the places
you normally hang out: outside your home,
at university, in nightclubs. To start with, you
think nothing of it, just that hes finding it
hard to let go. Then the phone calls, the texts.
More and more frequent, more and more ag-
gressive.

You don't understand. In your heart,
however, you tell yourself that perhaps he is

Just cross, that he’ll get over it, that he loved
you a lot and would never hurt you.

Until one day he stops you in the street.
You have just said goodbye to a friend. He
won t listen to reason.

“Who the fuck was that? You're noth-
ing but a slut!” A slap.

Everything around grinds to a halt.
Your cheek really stings and throbs, but there
is something somewhere in your breast that
burns even more.

He cries, apologises, begs you. You
think, we can all make mistakes, that when
it comes down to it, you loved each other so
much and he would never hurt you.
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Then, finally, a text.

“I have to speak to you. I need you.”

You meet him. You go to his house. You
ask him what the problem is.

He begs you again. He wants to be with
you. All he wants is you.

But you don't love him. Not anymore.
And you tell him that, although you will al-
ways be fond of him, you don't want to be
with him.

Crack.

Something breaks. His eyes change.
You see a flash in them. He grabs you by the
arm and squeezes it tight.

“You’re hurting me! Let go, please!”

He won't. He throws himself on top of
you. He is too heavy for you to get up. “NO,
leave me”!

With one hand he shuts your mouth,
with the other he undoes your trousers.

You try to struggle. You can 't move. You
feel more fragile than you have ever done.
Your eyes plead with him. Don't do, I beg
you. We loved each other so much.

Crack.

Something breaks. This time it’s your
heart. It misses a beat. Then two. Then you
want it to miss all of them.

You shut your eyes. Throw your head
back. All you want is for it to be over. He is
inside you. A foreign body inside another that
you are starting to feel is no longer yours.

You get up, gather the shreds of your
soul and leave without saying a word.

And then the emptiness. Inside and out.
Your head buzzes. You want the earth beneath
your feet to open up and swallow you whole,
forever. You sit in your car. Your vacant eyes
full of tears.

You stare at a point in the distance, but
you 're not really there.

You're not there and you won 't be for a
long time.
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You won t be and you don t even want to
be. You just want to forget.

And now? What do I do? Who will be-
lieve me? If I report him... questions, judge-
ment, having to go through it all again. Again
and again.

“She went to his house, she was obvi-
ously up for it. First she screws around and
then she complains that she was raped.”

And then the shame. I am dirty, I am
weatk.

I was stupid, I was naive.

It was all my fault.

All I want to do is forget.

But can you really forget?

The memory is like a wound that burns
continually.

1 go over and over it, even the smallest
details. Asking myself if I could have avoid-
ed it, if in some way I encouraged him to do
what he did.

At times the memory arrives unexpect-
edly, creeping into my head like a parasite
until it covers all the rest. Then it paralyses
me, leaving me incapable even of breathing.

His body continuing to squash mine, as
if it were yesterday.

Your body that has become almost a
burden now. A body you would like to take
and throw away.

To cancel the signs. To not feel that
emptiness in your stomach anymore. To not
have nightmares any more. For those mo-
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ments when you can't breathe and you are
paralysed by terror.

Just a few months later, a pregnancy
test.

The world stops turning, again. That
emptiness, again. Inside and out. A buzzing
head. Tears on your face.

You place your hands on a body that
has not been yours for a while.

You are scared. Again.

You consider abortion. And you feel
guilty. You can't breathe. Your head spins.
Tears again.

Your tummy grows and everyone looks
at you. They are all asking themselves who
the father is.

But while you were growing inside me,
you somehow also filled the emptiness in my
soul. You put the pieces back together again.

Hate became love. Fear, courage. And
then you were born and I have never stopped
loving you.

So, when you asked me “why don't I
have a daddy,” I wanted to tell you that your
father doesn t exist.

I wanted to tell you that thanks to you
1 was reborn, but that your daddy had killed
me.

1 just wanted to tell you that not all men
are human beings. Not all men know how to
be human.

Mummy... and the pain in the corner of
her eyes becomes tears on her face.
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Jamila
Linda Ahmad Obeidat. Jordan

The bombing got heavier and we no longer
had any choice but to leave the house. After
a day that saw many houses in our district
destroyed, we waited for dawn like prison-
ers confined for ages underground. Then we
picked up the suitcases we had packed with
our most important items. There was no ex-
tra time; in fact there had been no normal
time. We left, my father, my mother, my little
brother and I, on a journey that, little though
we knew it, would be madder still than the
bombing of the night before.

We were near the border of a neigh-
bouring country, so we headed there without
hesitating. When you cannot taste safety, you
lose your appetite for rest or even food. The
worsening situation meant that there were
many security checkpoints, and we were
extorted many times along the way. Fearing
for our safety, my father paid the money as if
he was in the hands of blackmailers. I felt a
creeping sense that he was afraid, above all,
for me. We reached the border. I won’t talk
about the long wait in the fraying tents for the
paperwork to be concluded. My father came
back two days later with our entry papers, as
delighted as if he had won a tour to London.

So we entered the new country, where
our new neighbours were separated from us
only by the walls of the tents. The tent be-
came our refuge and our residence, replacing
our beautiful house in the beautiful village
surrounded by roses and pomegranate and
pear trees that the children would steal from
without any reproof from me. There had been
an ancient fountain in the middle of the court-
yard, and my mother’s flowers that she wa-
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tered every morning. Nostalgia for our house
stabbed me as I watched my family sleeping
side by side in the tight space.

I was called back to the moment by my
mother waking up and calling me.

“Jamila, why haven’t you gone to sleep
yet?”

I replied at once: “I will now. Good-
night.”

Then the money my father had brought
— all his savings from our own country — ran
out. He became more and more highly strung,
sucking greedily on cigarette after cigarette.
We no longer dared to ask him for anything
or broach any topic with him for fear of the
rage that would overcome him. Eventually
I was forced to say: “Father, I want some new
clothes. We’ve been here for more than a year
and the clothes I have are worn out.”

I hadn’t intended to increase the pres-
sure he was already under in the straitened
conditions we were all suffering. But [ was
taken aback by his reply, so much harsher
than I had expected: “Get out of my sight at
once!”

Believe me, those words pierced my
chest and I spent the rest of the day choked
by tears.

Yet things got even worse, and the cri-
sis in our country looked destined to continue
for a long time. By now it took longer to go
back than it had taken us to leave on that long
unforgettable journey. Surreptitiously listen-
ing to my father and his friends from behind
the door of the tent as they complained about
how bad the situation was, | was terrified by
one phrase even though I couldn’t be sure it
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referred to me: “I don’t know what I’'m going
to do with that one inside!” I felt as if [ was
some awkward piece of furniture, and I had
a feeling that flocks of crows were beginning
to circle over our camp.

One morning, a man in his forties, from
the country where we were staying, came
into our tent. My father looked pleased to see
him. He welcomed him and asked him to sit
down. It was plain from my father’s face that
they had met before and he knew what the
man wanted. The man began speaking, with
me, my mother and Jamil all sitting there:
there was nowhere else we could all go. Have
you seen how wide the earth is and how high
the sky! But there was no space for us except
this one tent!

He said: “Abu Jamil, I"d like to ask
for your daughter’s hand in marriage. I hope
you’ll agree.”

My mother immediately said: “It’s
agreed!”

I felt a knot in my tongue and a chill on
my face. In my shock, I didn’t say a word.
Marriage? When and where? I, the beautiful
Jamila, was to be married? But I loved Nadir
and he loved me. He had promised to marry
me, but circumstances drove us apart. Who
said I was in a hurry to get married? And to
this man, who was more than fifteen years
older than me? A storm of questions assailed
my mind, like the bombs dropped from the
planes on that ill-fated day. I came back to
the present to find that our guest had left. My
mother, in delight, was fervently praying that
the marriage would come to pass. I burst out
in tears at once.

“I don’t want to get married! Who’s this
man you want me to marry?”’

My father grabbed me and shook me
roughly. He was shaking with anger, his low-
er lip dangling and trembling like a diving
board in a swimming pool.
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“I can’t do my duty to you anymore!
And what’s wrong with getting married?
What’s wrong with the man who asked for
your hand?”

I summoned my courage and quickly
replied: “There’s nothing wrong with getting
married. What’s wrong is marrying me to
someone who’s more than fifteen years old-
er than me. What’s wrong is marrying me to
someone you don’t know. What’s wrong is
marrying me to someone because we’ve run
out of money. That’s selling me, not marrying
me!”

My father beat me fiercely and threat-
ened me until at last Jamil and my mother in-
tervened, like the theatre curtain closing on a
day of blows and curses.

There was a simple wedding and I
moved to my new husband’s house. It was in
a middle-class area. The neighbours looked
at me curiously as we went inside. I noticed
my husband’s rough voice and the reek of
cigarettes as he said to me: “There’s a basin
in the kitchen. Fill it with warm water and
bring it here.”

I did as he said at once. His sharp-fea-
tured face was covered in lines, as if someone
had drawn a plough at random across a field
of red soil after heavy rain.

“Take off my shoes and massage my
feet,” he said.

I had no choice but to obey. The steam
from the water mixed with my tears and sobs.
I remembered Nadir’s smiling face, and how
when we were in university he couldn’t bear
to see anything tire me. He broke into my
memories, looming towards me like a slav-
ering wolf. He bore me as his prey to the
bedroom where I passed a night of blood and
tears.

It didn’t last for long. Two months later
I went back to my father’s house with a blue
circle around my eye and the marks of blows
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all over my body, which had lost weight as if
to compensate for the spite and hatred it had
been loaded down with.

My father at once asked me: “What
brought you here?”

In a voice worn out by sobs, I replied:
“He divorced me.”

“What do you mean? Answer me! What
did you do?”

I began to weep and he began to hit me,
until Jamil appeared, the only one who could
comfort me and come between me and my
father, like a wave coming between the ship
and the drowning man as he breathes his last.

I noticed the mixture of roughness and
tenderness in his voice as he said: “Leave her
alone!”

My father left, carrying his pack of cig-
arettes and his towering rage. My mother, her
questions mingling with tears, began to ask
me what had happened.

I boldly replied: “Nothing happened,
mother! He didn’t take me as a wife, he want-
ed me as a slave. I hit him. Yes, I hit him! My
honour wouldn’t let me accept such a life of
humiliation.”

My mother immediately started crying
again.

I have no regrets, and if time could be
turned back, I would refuse to go with him
against my will even if they cut my throat for
it. I decided then that I would teach in the
camp school, despite the paltry salary. My
university degree meant that I was qualified,
and indeed not long after I applied, the head
of the school called me for an interview.

“Sit down,” he said, and I sat down.

“Jamila, your name is as beautiful as
you are,” he said.

I said nothing in reply. Never respond
to complements from someone you suspect
of trying to exploit you or insult your intel-
ligence!
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After some routine questions, he told
me to come back in a week to find out wheth-
er my application had been accepted. It was
a primitive way of communicating the de-
cision, but we had no landlines or mobile
phones or computers.

I went there on the appointed day and
found to my joy that I had been accepted. I
went back to tell my family the good news.
My father and mother were delighted be-
cause of the meagre sum I would earn, but
Jamil was as delighted as I was, with all his
heart, just because he saw how happy I was.

Before the first day of class, I stood in
front of the mirror and observed my face,
which I had forgotten for so long: my green
eyes, my freckled white nose, my round face,
my long eyelashes, my hair that was blond
shading to the colour of the bracelet my
mother had kept hidden and my father didn’t
know about. I began an undistinguished re-
hearsal of the science lesson I would give to
the sixth class. It was about adaptation and
animal relationships, co-dependence and
symbiosis, but the only one that caught my
attention was predation. It brought back a
dark period of my life that | had determined
to forget. I choked on my tears, then smiled
and began acting in front of the mirror again.

My first day was full of adventures
and beautiful experiences. I felt I had made
a good impression on the students. One boy
came up to me to say: “Miss Jamila, I love
you because you look like my sister Samia
who died in the war.” Lost for words, I
hugged him tightly with all my soul. We cried
in each others’ arms for a long time.

After three months, the headmaster
called me to his office, where he met me
with searching looks at my face and body ac-
companied by vague requests. | realised that
all he really wanted was to stare at me. The
scene began to repeat itself every week or
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two. There would be vague questions and re-
quests; he might ask about the standard of the
students. I would reply, and he would look
at my body and say: “Have you handed the
marks in to the office?” “I handed them in
to you two days ago.” And he would tell me
to leave.

At the end of the school year, after the
final meeting of the teachers and adminis-
trators, the headmaster ordered me to stay
behind. Everybody else left. He came over,
sat beside me, and said: “Miss Jamila, all the
student feedback confirms that your perfor-
mance has been excellent. I am going to send
a memo to the camp’s educational committee
to raise your salary next year.”

Then he stretched his hand slowly to-
wards my breast. I intercepted him with a
punch to his nose that sent cascades of blood
flowing down. Then I ran out the door and
fled home. I arrived out of breath and my fa-
ther asked: “What happened?”

Without any fear — for you have to learn
not to be afraid, even if it costs you your life
— I told him, and he put his hand to his head.
“The police are bound to come now! That
man is from here and the law here won’t treat
us fairly.” Then he screamed at me: “What do
you want from us? Get out of my sight!”

The police car came into the heart of
the camp. They took me and my father to the
station, and their investigations ended with
my father paying bail. I had to sign an un-
dertaking not to seek any employment in that
country, and I signed it without any regret,
without even paying attention, because my
honour was worth more than any country or
any man.

Under cover of darkness and without
telling anyone, I fled with my friend from
the school, Miss Rama, who had booked
and paid for our transport to the coast with
all my year’s savings. We had finally got an
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answer after months seeking a place on the
fateful voyage, and we were to board a boat
that would carry us towards a better future. I
was held captive by astonishment and regret
all the way. What might happen to us? Would
we make it there safely? The thread of my
thoughts was cut short by the line of boats on
the shore — I thought at first they were fish-
ing boats, before I found that we were to sail
in one of them! What had come over them
— did they think we were sardines? Then the
middleman who had brought us there yelled
out that there was no time to waste: we had
to board the ship at once because we would
leave under cover of darkness. I hesitated for
a long time, but then I thought of the camp,
the tent, my father, my ex-husband, the
sighs of the refugees... and with each mem-
ory I took another step forwards, until with
my friend Rama we were among the first to
board. The ship could only fit a few hundred,
but many more rushed on board, and we
soon realised that the rusting old vessel was
full several times over. But I kept my mind
occupied with my hopes for a better future,
steeled my resolution and placed my trust in
God. There were only a few dozen life jack-
ets for the hundreds on board.

The ship set sail and with it thousands
of dreams, of hopes for a brighter dawn to-
morrow. As it pressed on across the breast of
the turbulent sea, fear stole into all our hearts.
The waves rose madly and crashed around us
and the ship rocked from side to side. I closed
my eyes and started praying, and at that mo-
ment a wave hit us with a blow like a boxer’s
punch. The ship shook and everyone on it
trembled. The crying of the women and chil-
dren and the shouts of the men mixed togeth-
er like sugar dissolving fast in a glass of tea.
They rushed about at random, and that made
matters worse. Rama’s hand slipped from
mine. The ship turned over on our heads like
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the houses had collapsed on the heads of their
owners during the bombing. I fell into the
water. | tried in vain to swim but could not.
My hands grew numb. The salt water slipped
down my throat. But who is this? Aylan in his
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red jumper has risen up from his slumber on
the beach. He has shaken the sand from his
trousers and he is smiling at me. He calls me
and holds out his arms. I cover him in warmth
and peace is all around us.
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Wolves Do Not Hate Meat

Maram Obeidat. Jordan

“Give me what you will; my only
wish has been to utter my contradictions,
my defeat and the pangs of my sorrow in

my own words. Everything written here is

a story of pain that I offer to you. Perhaps

it will be a beginning for me, or perhaps yet
another of the failed attempts I have become
accustomed to and that have made me an
expert on starting my life again. I will persist
until I achieve what I want.”

(From my collection Graffiti in a Time

of Love and War, 2014)

She did not realise that her new life was be-
ginning, but I can tell you exactly how happy
she felt. I was that distant observer who will
relate every detail as it appears to those of
pure heart.

It was the first of April. Her wedding
day coincided with April Fool’s Day, a day
for simple pranks or hurtful jokes. I don’t re-
member what my first April Fool’s joke was,
nor even my last one. I’ve asked my mother
many times whether I used to play jokes on
that day, but she can never remember. Our
bad memories take root in our minds while
the good ones are driven out with the first
setback.

She combed her long black her and let
some of it fall over her forehead. Then she
lowered her white veil over her face, to raise
it later in a closed dark room on their first
night together.

I had not believed that there were chil-
dren whose families were driven by poverty
to hand them over in return for a plain crust

A SEA oF WORDS 9TH YEAR

of bread robbed of honour. Families who had
protected themselves with a wall of honour
that crumbled brick by brick in the face of a
dowry that started with a silver dirham and
kept increasing. I was not from a rich family
myself: we were merely comfortable, with
modest wishes. | knew that my father could
get us everything we wished for, but at the
same time I realised that you can’t always
have everything you want.

I was thirty-five and she was fifteen.
Names are not important in this story. Our
wounds are not related to our names, but
they are mixed up with our ages and they can
rob us of our childhood smile or of a heart
drowning in love.

The father is not always to blame.
There’s also a class system that makes his
honour an easy target. And so the father
shakes off the cloak of dignity that had shield-
ed his fragile body. He ignores the reproofs
that his heart directs at his head and all its
failed attempts to make him reconsider. The
wall falls, brick after brick. Even the moth-
er does not reprove her husband’s deed. For
they wed in a different time, and obedience
was her portion in a moody and demanding
marriage.

That demanding marriage was in 1990.
Back then, the choice was between marry-
ing your first cousin or staying a spinster:
you would always be needed in your father’s
house. She chose him because he was the
only one. He was ten years older than her,
though those ten years barely hinted at the
gap between them given how young she was
at puberty.
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Hamida grew up in her husband’s
house. He raised her and taught her how to
excel in satisfying all his desires. He wanted
to mould her to his thoughts so that she could
raise sons in his image, sons that passers-by
would point to, whispering: you can see
they’re his. The succession of pregnancies
began in the second month of their marriage.
Hamida was pregnant; Hamida gave birth to
her first child.

Ali became the father of a son, the fa-
ther of Ahmad, a spoilt child who spent all
day crying. Hamida cried too, and who knows
if it was the weeping of an exhausted mother
or of a child? But I think it was the latter.

Ahmad was not the only child. He and
his mother grew up side by side. For every
year that he grew, she grew by ten. That small
child bore five sons after Ahmad, and a ten-
der daughter.

The last scream came in 2001. It was
the scream that brought Lama into the world.
She was born at home, just like all the babies
since 1990. Maybe I should describe the birth
in detail, but I have no words for the pain that
overwhelmed Hamida. Ali had refused to
even consider taking her to hospital on the
grounds that his mother was the midwife. He
did not realise how times had changed, or
how necessary the hospital was. He did not
realise the mortal risk from inversion of the
womb and his own aged mother’s exhaus-
tion. In his habitual arrogance he did as he
wished, without compassion for his wife.

Was it the land that had planted that ar-
rogance and lack of compassion in his heart?
But the land has always given us love and
goodness along with its fruits, so why such
arrogance? Maybe it was because Ali had
inherited the smallholding at the expense of
his sisters. His father had not considered that
inheritances should be dealt out fairly, or that
dispossessing his daughters was any kind of
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violation of their rights as women. Holding
the land means constant work to bring forth
its fruits, just like relations between humans
or among animals. Every relationship needs
its special chemistry. If a peasant is taken
away from his land, the whole season’s har-
vest is at risk. Ali was well aware of that and
it made him forget Hamida’s need for him at
times. He would give her a list of orders and
leave the house until sunset.

The land had provided for Ali since he
was in the cradle and it kept giving until 2013,
the year the harvests burned. When the land
is sick or thirsty, it sends its owner warnings
from every inch, seeking to save itself from
collapse. But it cannot forewarn him of fire.
On the first of May the village woke to cries
of pain. Half the fields and plantations of the
district were in flames. Looking at the scene
from a distance, you cannot feel the pain that
wracked the peasants. That fire meant begin-
ning again in a life that had not accustomed
them to easy starts.

Women are just like the land: if they
are burnt, they need a new beginning to make
them bear fruit again. Lama was fifteen years
old. It was two years since the fire. Ali was still
working the land from time to time, but there
were not many crops yet and it was bringing
no money in. The rest of the time, like most of
the other peasants in the district these days, he
worked for a big local landowner. The myste-
rious fire was still under investigation. It had
robbed the village of young men in the prime
of their life who had been sleeping out in the
fields to guard the harvest. Ahmad had been
one of them. One loss almost lessened the pain
of the other, yet the moment you recovered a
little from the first the second would strike you
down again. The village’s funeral hall had yet
to shut its doors.

Death struck without warning and pov-
erty took them unawares. Ali had not known
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how painful sudden endings were. Their
grinding poverty took root in his innards. He
would start the day by searching for solu-
tions and end it in tears that brought him to
the edge of an abyss. There was no way out
except by sacrificing either a boy or a girl.
At seven in the evening preparations were
well afoot amid an atmosphere of high alert.
Lama unwillingly put on a short dress in ac-
cordance with her instructions. She combed
her hair and went out into the big room full
of women who were staring at her. She would
not know the meaning of the stares for dec-
ades, or at any rate until she grasped the scale
of the catastrophe. I was still watching, to
narrate what I could see, and my fear for my
girl was growing ever greater.

The women'’s stares were a comprehen-
sive examination of how far she complied
with the desired specifications for their son’s
bride. His mother stared even more intense-
ly and launched a barrage of pointed and
unexpected questions — “How old are you?
What class are you in? What’s your birthday?
What’s your zodiac sign?” — as if her zodiac
sign might help her meet the specifications.
Stupid though the questions were, Lama and
her mother had to answer them all, until fi-
nally the strangest question of all left them
stumbling for words: “When did you reach
puberty, my dear?”’

Our girl blushed and Hamida replied:
“Three months ago...”

Lama was fifteen, and we were in the
twenty-first century.

I’ve become convinced that time
doesn’t matter. There will always be enough
of it to tell the story our inner voice is think-
ing of, and the turn of a century doesn’t mean
progress. Lama felt determined. Halima was
dying of heartbreak over him, who at the
age of forty was working as a trader and had
enough money to protect himself and his
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family for the rest of their lives. It was fine
that Lama didn’t want him, but her father re-
fused to accept her decision. The dowry was
a golden sovereign, fifty thousand Jordanian
dinars along with a house and a car at the
time of the marriage, and another fifty thou-
sand dinars in case of divorce.

After two years of mourning, the vil-
lage would celebrate again. The women put
kohl on their eyes and the girls sprayed per-
fume on their dresses. Cheers rang out all
around and the procession went on and on,
as if everyone wanted the wedding to last
as long as possible before it ended with the
inevitable tears of the mothers for their lost
sons. The women sang an old folk song:

“Come here with the henna, Haniya,
and God preserve the bridegroom,
And his fair round face.

I said to him, o bridegroom, son of
honour,

Lend me your sword for a day.

My sword I’ve vowed will not be
borrowed,

My keen sword is from the land

of Yemen,

Come here with the henna, Haniya,
Tell his cousins to come to him,
Saddle the mare and put on her bridle,
for Zakaria to come and ride her,
Saddle the mare and bring the dagger
to bring Zakaria to the bridal chamber,
to bring Zakaria to the Damascus Gate,
aywayhaaa... to a lucky wedding!”

They entered their room and he raised the
white veil from her face. Her breath trembled
from fear and she suddenly began to sweat.
She was a little underage girl who did not
yet know what would now happen to her.
He was a grim man who had been with as
many women as he had hairs on his head.
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She shrank away from him and went to the
bathroom to change her clothes, in strict
compliance with all her mother’s detailed in-
structions. When she came out he was lying
waiting for her on their white bed. She asked
him what he would like to eat. He guffawed
at his little girl.

He drew closer to her and grasped her
hand to pull her towards him. Her breath-
ing got louder and unconsciously she began
to cry. His indifference told me how tragic
the moment was. He threw her down on the
bed, exploiting her youth and femininity to
sate his masculine lusts. That was the end of
her childhood. All the sacrifices are offered
on the Feast of the Immolation, except Lama
who was sacrificed on the first of April. It
was no feast for her, but it was a feast for the
rest of the village — and for him.

It seemed to me that Lama would live
her life like all the women of the district. But
I kept on observing her from a distance and
recounting what I saw. Sometimes 1 would
feel my anger rising and start cursing him;
sometimes I would start crying for her and
what I saw would make me run to my daugh-
ter’s bed to make sure she was still there with
me. With every passing day I feared for her
more. | began to worry that I was stifling her
freedom, but I knew nothing more powerful
than my maternal instinct and 1 was deter-
mined no one should take my little girl from
me. My screams for Lama, my attempts to
save her, were all in vain, as if [ were a mere
character on paper and not a living, speaking
reality.

He had carried his daughter to an abyss
he had never imagined. Lama’s house was
a two hour walk from the village, and there
were no busses. Hamida rarely if ever visited
her daughter. Lama’s weekly visits to Ham-
ida mostly consisted of smiles and grating
silence. When she spoke it was merely to
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give short answers that started with no and
ended with yes. Of course, the visit would
end with Lama responding to her family’s
need for money. Each time she would leave
them a few dinars that amounted to more than
Ali had earned in the entire week. Then she
would return home bearing with her the dis-
appointments of childhood.

Zakaria had not run out of surprises for
her. Every night he would go out of the house,
leaving the door open for some passer-by he
had agreed to let into his wife’s room. He of-
fered her body as if it was goods he had for
sale and would return after midnight to treat
the wounds left in her by the savagery of the
passers-by. I should not have said “as if.” She
was a child for sale: body, limb and beauty.

A woman is not a sculpted body and a
story of lust. A woman is a story of childhood
and the soul of a bird that loves freedom.
Every night Zakaria would bring her a glass
of juice and two pills: a sleeping pill and a
contraceptive. He sold her body according to
a careful plan that meant he was never caught
out. As soon as she fell asleep he would put
her in a dress calculated to arouse the de-
sire of any male who came in, tie her hands,
and leave the house. Every night she would
wake up to find a strange man beside her,
blood on her mouth and her dress torn. She
would start to weep and scream and inevita-
bly the stranger would wake up terrified and
start beating her until she fell silent or un-
conscious. Then he would get dressed, leave
the agreed price, and go out. Within half an
hour Zakaria would return and throw cold
water on her face to make her come around
or stop weeping. The look of happiness on
his face in those moments was enough for
her to understand how vile the situation was.
The strangers usually left more money than
they had promised. He would treat her inju-
ries and then untie her hands, and she would
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run cowering to the bathroom, lock the door
and begin to scream and torment herself after
the unfelt rape. If it had been unfelt: for often
enough the strangers would not wait for her
to wake up before they started sating their
base desires.

I have not been paying attention to the
words I have written. I really can’t describe
in detail what was happening, whether she
was sleeping or awake, so I have resorted to
vague expressions. I am a woman too, and |
know exactly how much Lama was suffering.
But why didn’t she go to her family much
earlier? Why didn’t she tell them that he was
doing unbelievable things to her? Would they
have believed her? Did she try to tell him that
he must stop selling her body?

I was convinced she would find a way
out.

Their first night together in detail: a
dark room with the windows shut. He pulls
her towards him; she begins weeping and
screaming. He throws her onto the bed. She
tries to push him away but he’s the stronger
party. Zakaria didn’t try to create any close-
ness between him and Lama or to make her
love him. He didn’t care about that detail,
which he considered minimal and I consider
vital. She lost her virginity and her childhood
to a violent spasm of male lust accompanied
by his arbitrary behaviour and calculated
masculinity. He gave her no opportunity to
understand what had happened. Yet we have
to understand everything we live through; we
have to plunge into its details and not let it be
a mere passing incident. Not everything we
live through is a frivolity: it can bury its roots
deep in our heart and seize control of us in
our final struggle to hang on to life.

What had happened was just the begin-
ning of a story that would continue, in all its
details, from the first day until the last day
when the solution came.
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She began to think about the end and
to trace in her imagination all the events that
had brought her to this. Zakaria’s house, her
father’s new house and car and his newly
blooming field; Ahmad’s death and her moth-
er’s tears; and her own courage, because de-
spite having been forced to leave school, she
was not a weak person.

She got a few things together, put them
in her handbag, called a taxi and went to her
parents’ house. She made them laugh and
smile. She pinched her mother’s cheeks. I
won’t deny that Hamida tried to find out why
Lama wasn’t pregnant yet and why Zakaria
never came with her when she visited. Lama
avoided the subject with a smile that hinted at
depths of sorrow. Hamida’s concern did not
seem foolish to me, bearing in mind that she
knew nothing of her daughter’s torments or
of how she longed for the release of death.
How we are surrounded by death! Why does
it never come when we need it? Have we not
lived through all of life’s defeats and disap-
pointments and, each time, death brought us
together?

After a while Lama decided to return
home. As usual she gave her mother some
money, but this time it was twice as much
as usual. Hamida asked why. Lama evaded
the question: she was certain it would be the
last time she gave them money. She also gave
her mother the gold that Zakaria had put on
the bedside table for her on their first and last
night together.

She set off, convinced that leaving was
the right solution, the one that would banish
her bloodstained memories for ever. It was her
new beginning. After two hours she reached
the police headquarters in the city. Gathering
all her courage and all her desire to escape,
she went up to the office of the chief of po-
lice. Salim, the chief of police, greeted her
like a father. To tell the truth, he was alarmed
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by the appearance of this beautiful child, pale
and upset, in his office. She began to tell him
her story, her head bowed towards the floor
and tears streaming from her eyes. He didn’t
show any reaction to what she was saying.
He asked her to be calm and wait for him,
saying he would be back within the hour.

In the waiting room, four walls and no
windows, she rested her head on the circular
table. She imagined her characters sitting in
the four chairs: Hamida and Ali, Zakaria, her-
self, and Chief Salim. Inventing the characters
was a rough start on a mountain road. Lama
did not see me in her imagination, but I found
myself standing in the right hand corner of
the room with my eyes swimming with tears.
What if I had been permitted to speak? How
could I defend her? Who would listen to me?
Who am I, even, amongst them? Overpowered
by the torrent of questions that assailed me,
by my growing misgivings about myself and
about my concern for my daughter and for the
other Lama, I found myself listening more and
more to my internal questions that nobody but
myself could hear. I stopped paying attention
to Lama, who was also thinking that nobody
would listen to her and that she had committed
a crime by going to the police.

There was a knock on the door. Hamida
would be first to open it this time. She would
receive the first slap, the fond mother who had
fled from her own wounds using the wounds
of her daughter, who had embarked on a life
of luxury paid for, unbeknown to her, with a
female body. The police asked where Ali and
Zakaria were. Hamida stood transfixed. She
realised that something had happened to her
daughter. Then she began wailing and slap-
ping her face; she could do that well, even if
she could not manage a confrontation.

They all met in the security headquar-
ters. Ali swore loyalty to Zakaria, who threat-
ened to divorce Lama. They went into the
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waiting room, but this time it was not empty.
Waiting to meet the new arrivals were repre-
sentatives from the Children’s Rights Organi-
zation and the Women'’s Rights Organization.

Chief Salim came in and told them the
story he had heard from Lama, the story I
have told you in all its details. As for me, my
voice failed me. All my remarks and interjec-
tions went unheard. For I am only a distant
observer.

Hamida was silent, Zakaria denied
everything, and Ali slapped his own face. He
was lamenting the scandal of a divorce. The
two representatives were allowed to speak.
They told Zakaria what would happen if
proof was found.

Where was Lama?

After her wait, Chief Salim had sent
her to hospital to have her story confirmed by
tests on her torn body, tests for the presence
of DNA inside her and evidence of the repeat-
ed rapes she had suffered. She had agreed and
at that point he felt confident enough to send
his men for her family.

Lama is free now. She has overcome
her wounds. It did not take her years to decide
on a solution: the whole story involved two
months of pain. Now she is back in school, but
in the city. The society that can forgive any-
thing a young man does cannot accept that a
girl can win a victory. It tries with all its power
to break her again. But Lama’s family did not
allow this. Zakaria is paying the price for his
violations of a girl’s body with years in prison.
I have told you that names are not important in
my story, because our wounds are not related
to our names, but are mixed up with our ages
and rob us of our childhood smile or of a heart
drowning in love. What I have not told you is
that every case has a solution. So let us search
in the recesses of our minds and the depths of
our hearts for the solution that can plant the
seeds of a smile where we are now.
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No Plans for Tonight

Maryam Tarhini. Lebanon

I felt upset as he ran his hand all over my
clothes, feeling every curve of my body, run-
ning up its slopes and down into its hollows. I
wanted to run away but I couldn’t. He carried
on trying to squeeze his body into mine in
narrow places. He pulled me out from among
the group of boys playing hide and seek, as if
I was no more than a hair. I knew that some-
thing wrong was taking place but I didn’t tell
anyone.

My name is Alia. My mother had been
expecting a boy. I broke all the rules of the
puzzle that’s meant to tell women whether
they have a male in their womb. I liked cit-
rus fruits and I kept kicking her all through
her pregnancy. But in the end I turned out to
be the fifth daughter. “More girls!” my father
said to the midwife who was helping with the
difficult birth. My mother told me that my
screams rang through the whole neighbour-
hood and drove a couple of families out. “A
girl, and a crying one too!” he would shout as
he slammed the door behind him on the way
to his nightly gathering.

I never learnt where my father used to
go, or what happened to all the money he
earned from his shops in the market. I heard
my mother tell her brother once: “That man’s
out every night until the sun comes up, I
swear to God! And then he comes back reek-
ing of drink and not a penny in his pocket!”

He replied: “Well, you wanted him. He’s
your husband and you’ll have to put up with
him.”

“You’ll have to put up with him” — the
guiding phrase in our women’s lives! We
have to put up with cheating, misbehaviour,
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violence and disturbed husbands. We have to
put up with them lest the temple collapses on
our heads, as if living in an unstable temple is
the only choice.

My mother kept weeping silently. She
would have done anything to have a decent
family home, as she thought of it. She never
talked about my father. She would carry out
her tasks as dutifully as if they were her daily
prayers. He never had to ask: everything was
at his command. She would massage his feet
and try not to make any mistakes in his pres-
ence, as if he was the master and she a slave
girl. She never objected to her role. All she
objected to was his nightly drunken outings
from which he would return barely conscious
and unable to tell his wife from his daughter.

A small lump of flesh put an end to her
suffering. My mother faded away in the blink
of an eye. Cancer finished off her body after
my father had done for her spirit. He put the
bones in their leathery covering into a wood-
en box and headed off for his hometown. He
heaped the earth over her and, along with
the box, he buried a phase in his life that he
would describe as monotonous. For us, the
curtain came down on what we had called our
family.

Our father set about enjoying life. The
nights out went on for longer and, more and
more often, he would come back senseless if
he came back at all. Then the day came when
he brought that woman into our lives. She
was supposed to be our aunt, although she
was the same age as us. His new wife, with
her dyed hair and her sensual movements,
stole my father’s senses and never returned
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them. He was as a child in her hands. Maybe
all the drunken nights had robbed him of the
willpower and dignity he had enjoyed while
my mother lived. With the coming of that
woman, everything changed. Her word was
final and she took charge of everything to do
with the house and our finances.

We five girls became private soldiers
sworn to blindly obey their officer. One day,
I heard her say to him: “The income from the
shops isn’t enough anymore. The girls will
have to work.”

“What kind of work are they going to
do? They can’t leave the house.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll sort some-
thing out for them.”

And indeed, she sorted something out
for us, a kind of work that would keep the
family in funds for another two generations.
She wanted us to sell our bodies. We were an
attractive prospect: five beautiful girls who
had never before been touched by a man’s
hand. A bit of touching up and a single night
with us would bring in a respectable sum.
She brought in a man who would become
our business director. We knew him as Jamal.
He was heavily-built with harsh features, and
could have lifted the five of us up with one
hand.

She bought us revealing clothes, showed
us how to rub our bodies with various
creams, and taught us to be constantly at the
ready for any summons. She taught us the
fundamentals of the profession: how to come
and go like a perfumed breeze so as to keep
the customer pleased and garner some extra
tips. She didn’t want us to be cheap sluts: she
wanted VIP girls.

My oldest sister, Fatin, couldn’t handle
it. My mother had brought her up to fear for
her reputation and value her honour, the un-
sullied honour of a woman that depends on
her virginity remaining untouched until it
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is taken with divine blessings. She decided
to run away from this brothel. She gathered
her things together and told us not to expect
to see her again: “I’ll be all right.” But she
wasn’t all right. Two days later Jamal brought
her back, threatening dire consequences if
she tried it again. “Where do you imagine
you’re living?” Fatin tried it again, and this
time she went somewhere Jamal couldn’t fol-
low her. She put an end to her life. We found
her lying motionless in a pool of blood that
had flowed from her wrists, a pale lifeless
corpse. Once again, my father had to drive
back to his hometown to bury his daughter
beside his former wife. But this time, when
he came back he was no longer the same
man. He had buried his spirit beside Fatin, his
eldest daughter and his heart’s delight. My
father came back, yet he didn’t come back.
And before long, we had to go to the family
grave a third time and heap the soil over him.

Now there were four of us, along with
my father’s wife and the constant presence of
Jamal. The business became more obvious,
as if my father’s death had paved the way
for a new phase. We became whores, in the
popular sense of the word. We were working
under pressure, available to anyone looking
for some pleasure. We had to open our thighs
maybe ten times daily, and more at nights
and at the weekend. Our madam brought new
girls. Demand was rocketing, the customer
base was growing, and she had to meet the
needs of the market.

Suha was from Damascus. Her husband
had sent her to Lebanon to work as a cleaner,
and had got a down payment from the man
who was to arrange the houses she would
work in. But the houses turned out not to be
dirty homes, but dens where women sated
men’s desires, where they did as the men said
without causing problems, on pain of going
hungry. She had been paid for up front.
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Suha didn’t know what to do after her
husband sold her and she ended up stuck in
this house. She didn’t know how to escape
from this world, so she decided to stay, nur-
turing a faint hope that some client would fall
in love with her and take her away from the
place. I, too, felt the prison close ever tighter
around me. [ began to feel dirty, like a big
piece of rubbish that more and more flies
were constantly circling. We became more
afraid every day, especially when we lost
Rama to an abortion that a doctor brought in
by Jamal carried out in the little room beside
the kitchen. The doctor wrote her a prescrip-
tion and ordered her to rest. But Rama had a
lovely slender body, green eyes, and a face
burnished by the sun of Mount Sinjar. None
of the other girls could satisfy her clients.
She had to get back to work two days after
the operation. If blood ended up mixed with
the semen, it wouldn’t bother the client too
much as long as that radiant face was gazing
at him. After two days of persistent haemor-
rhaging that couldn’t be cured by rest, Rama
passed out. My father’s wife left her to moan
and bleed. A few hours sufficed to quench the
spirit that had fled from terror to another kind
of fear. Jamal covered her in a filthy blanket
and tossed her in the shallow stream that ran
through the city.

Did it ever occur to those men that we
weren’t machines? That was how they treated
us. Jamal set up my sisters Marwa and Sabah
in a new house. Our apartment had begun to
attract too much attention, he said, and we
would have to reduce the flow of customers.
I stayed there with my sister Ibtisam, my fa-
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ther’s wife, and Suha. The work got so boring
that you turned into a corpse that men stuck a
piece of rubber into, nothing more.

I wanted to go out. I wanted to root out
the foulness that had permeated the house. I
wanted to cast off my very skin to be rid of
men’s touches and smells. I could hear the
whispers behind my back and the looks of the
local women who blamed me for choosing
this life. “If she hadn’t wanted to do that she
would have run away... She was born to be a
prostitute... She chose that path... She chose
to drag her name and the name of her dead
parents in the dirt.

“May God damn such ungrateful chil-
dren!”

I got back to the house to find my hus-
band’s wife in a state of terror. “Get your
things together and get out of here,” she said.
“They’ve rounded up your sisters.”

My sisters ended up in prison on charg-
es of illegal prostitution. My luck was in: if
Jamal had chosen me for his new enterprise,
I’d be in prison now. It was my opportunity
to get away. | wanted to escape to somewhere
I wouldn’t be held captive by a word. It was
my chance to prove that I never wanted this
life. I gathered my things together and left
without any goodbyes. I didn’t look back at
the house or any of its occupants. I wanted
to lose my memory, to get rid of all this foul-
ness, to be free of the looks of the local wom-
en who cursed me for being an instrument of
pleasure for their sons. I picked up my small
bag and went out slamming the door like my
father used to. The last that anyone saw of me
was my shadow on the footpath.
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Odjednom niSta

Jelena Purovi¢. Crna Gora

Kidali bi se kilometri i daljina bi stala na dlan. Iscrtane mape bi bile ljubomorne na duboke linije
njenih bedara. Teske su ruke. Rade za druge, zaboravljaju na sebe. Cijepala bi svoju postavu,
ispod vunene suknje koja je grijala ranjena koljena. Sila je od njih dZzepove svojoj djeci. Koliko
pukotina je ispunjavalo njen zivot. Izniklo na odjec¢i prodrlo na dusi. Ona je jedna pukotina, bez
dna. A bolest je ispunila, vukla je na zaborav. Nije se sjecala proslosti, a u proslosti je zivjela.

Govorila bi: “Rodila sam se za vas, a vi za mene.” Nego ko jos slusa tiho trabunjanje mir-
ne zene? A bila je sve osim Zena, tako se i osjecala. Drzale su se slabe konture nekad nebeskog
lica. Amaterski poluofarbana kosa, krupne ali upale i zvjerski otvorene oc¢i, tanak vrat, odli¢an
za vjeSanje, usne napukle od vjetra. Visoka sijenka se lomila od struka ka gore. Ki¢ma je padala
pod teretom. Dugi prsti zavuceni u vodu i prsten, jedino $to je sijalo na njoj. Prosto je grijeh
kako nesto tako dopadljivo oku podere vrijeme, na¢ini sliku o¢ima ruznu. Sirila je usne vjesta¢-
ki svaki put kad bi lukavi gazda dotrcao. Dolazio je, kako je on govorio, “po kola¢”. Prastajte
joj, znala je Sto ¢ini. Tacno u pet, svakog petka doSepala bi gadna zvijer, Zzedna slatke krvi, da
se napije sa izvora, utoli glad. Odvodila bi djecu u sobu za igru. A I tesko da se to sobom moglo
nazvati. Poveca drvena daska, postavljena u uglu, oblozena prljavom zavjesom. Dok bi se djeca
igrala SiSarkama po sobi brojeci nekoliko ostalih plocica, stiskala je usne zubima, a ukus “kola-
¢a” bi postajao sve gor¢i. Dok suvo tijelo je lebdilo iznad mesnate mase koja je gotovo pojela
kosti, samo jedno joj je bilo na umu, sjecala se njene pjesme I djece Cije je gukanje nadjacalo
bol. A I sama je bila djete. Bilo joj je svega 23 godine. A mrzjela ih je, sanjala je ¢esto kako ih
davi pokraj rijeke. Sjecala se svoje majke I prizora iz djetinjstva. Ruka, omca i batine, njene
majke kraj. Bol pa pjesma, pjesma pa bol. Uzdah, njegov, ¢ini se da ona i nije disala.

“Ranjiva ptica, podrezana joj krila,

Mrvice kupi, malo joj treba,

Sanja da odleti, dodirne mirise neba.”

“Evo, da peskoc¢im ljubav. Drzi. Stvorenju kao $to si ti i ne treba”, govorio bi svaki put dok
je zamisljala kako ga ubada.

Drzala ga je pored kreveta ali ni za to nije snage imala, budala. I ¢im bi se tromo tijelo
izgubilo, prestala bi i pjesma. Progutala je suze odavno, sada joj ne trebaju. Uzimala bi pare
pokraj jastuka, navlacila haljinu i tr¢ala bi kod svojih. Istog trena je odlazila do prodavnice iza
ugla po rucak. Gledala ih je u o¢i, bezobrazno je pruzala novac a svi su znali odakle, samo se ona
pravila da ne zna. Nije hrana bila dovoljna za njenu glad, a i onako nije mnogo jela. Trebala je
vazduha, da joj otvori tudim dlanovima zatvorene pore. Minute tiSine bi uskladila sa otkucajima
izmucenog srca. Pokusala je, pokusavala je I pokuSavace, ali zar njih da ostavi? Ostavi sebi
bolje mjesto a njima obezbjedi siguran kraj?

Masnocu znojavog tijela je zamijenila prljavim tanjirima. Gledala je kroz poluoskrnuti
prozor lica ljudi koja su dolazila u gostinicu. Sunderom je prelazila brzo, rezuéi se po prstima.
Voljela je svoje rane, jedino joj je to bojilo njenu bjelinu. Tupe misli su podrezivale hodnike
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zakrzjale lijeve strane, letjele su udarajuci pamet. Sve manje je i ostajalo od nje, sve vise je bilo
nicega.

“Gde su sve te note obojene sre¢om?

Zasto ste pobjegle tako daleko?

Ostavile me pokorenu dok okrenula sam njemu leda.

Hocu i ja zalogaj da sklizne u stomak, ozivi dusu, kad tijelo je ve¢ nijemo.”

Kroz prozor je dopirao miris baruta I dima. Sagnula se da dohvati novu turu tanjira kad je
obuze strah. Zakoraknu unazad, a sa sobom ponese tanjire, zadrza je gvozdeni sto dok napusti
je dah. Ponovo je ostala bez glasa, ponovo je nastupio tutanj u usima, poput teskih bubnjeva,
vriskala je utroba, ¢upala snagu. Zatvorila je o¢i. Nije htjela da udovolji, da pusti bijesnilu da
je dotuce. Bol, pjesma, pjesma pa bol. Sjetila se ovog prizora, Cetvrti put, Cetvrti gad na putu da
presjekne jos jedan konac koji je drzao za zemlju. Napokon otvori o€i a ispred vrata se ukaza
mladi¢ koji je drzao pistolj u ruci. Ali nije pogodena, pomisli, hica nije ni bilo. Opipala se i
shvatila da je s njom sve u redu, makar se tako ¢inilo. Nosio je nespretno izrezanu masku koja je
krotila nemirnu kosu i drze¢i o¢i na rastojanju koje su izgledale kao da ¢e se svakog trena potuci.
Gledala ih je ¢udno, nekako s nevjericom. Voljela je boje, nisu joj mogle umaci nijanse ali ovu
nije mogla nikako sebi da objasni. Nisu ni tamne a ni svijetle, noj nekako pitome i ¢ak su joj se
u tom ludilu ¢inile lijepe. Promrmljao je nesto ali od mucnine i bubnjeva nije razumijela ni rijec.

Kao dijete, ni najmanje bojazljivo je prosaputala: “Koralno sive”.

On je pokosi pogledom ali ga iznenadi njen pokret ruke koja kao da pokri usta, kazni se i lupi
po gubici. Ba§ kao malo dijete. Cinilo se da ga je to jo$ vise razljutilo. PodiZze oruzje, nasloni toplu
cijev na hladno lice. Prijala joj je ta toplina. Ponovo pjesma. Pjesma pa...nema bola, samo pjesma.
Odjednom se zakikota. Nevino, iz dna duse, kao labud kad ispusta svoj krik , kad doziva pjesmom
kraj. Nije shvatao Sta se desava. Umjesto da place, Zena se smije, znaci hrabra je, nije je briga. Ali,
zasto? Toliko se tresla od smijeha da joj izmaknu groktaj. To je bio njegov okida¢. Poceo je da se
smije i sklonio je oruzje. Pune usne su otkrile ne tako lijepe zube ispod gustih brkova $to grilli su
urednu bradu. Kvarili su tu sliku. Kad ih ugleda ona nesvjesno pokri svoje i nastavi smijeh. Ali
ovaj nije bio ludacki, nije se smijala smrti, ve¢ tudem zivotu. Bice da ga je to uvrijedilo jer je istr-
¢ao. Vidjela je krupna, muzevna leda, sjetila se gazde i mirisa pokvarene duse Sto kidala je njenu.
Vidjela je kosu, svezanu u rep, a pored lijepo oblikovane ruke i uz venu tetovazu. Mahinalno je
uzela papir i noZzem je precrtala. Znak vjecnosti upleten u trnje priljubljen uz lice lobanje. I ona
je bila siva, koralno siva. Negdje je to prije vidjela, mozda sanjala ali sigurno da joj se urezalo
zajedno sa poljuljanim zubima i ludackim osmjehom. Dok je drzala noz udose i odvedose je kuci.
Cijelim putem je zurila u trake na prozoru koje su poput pruge ostajale pod stopalima kise. Taj
voz, njegov odlazak, i sudbine Samar. Stiskala je papir i pokusavala da se sjeti odakle zna taj znak.

Cim je stigla kuéi, sjela je i zaspala. Trebala joj je snaga, da se pripremi za njega. Mritilo
se lice a vena na vratu se tresla. Izgledala je kao da ¢e svakog trena puéi, umiti je necim slatkim,
naliti malokrvne zenice, dati im boju. Nije podnosila svoj lik u ogledalu ali je nesto promijenilo
tog dana. Pogresni neznanac, slika poznatog, mozda, nije mogla da se sjeti. Znala je jedno. Po-
novo ¢e ga sresti, mora. Hjela je da izazove svoju karmu, da joj proslost podmetne nogu, obali |
podnese pred njim. Ali zasto? Zasto se osjeca kao da ga zna, kao da zna taj urezani trag u kozi |
slike njene neosanjane buduénosti-lobanje. Sjeti se u neko doba djece i shvati da je ¢ak uspjela
da ne misli na njih.

IEMed.

117



JELENA Durovic

A SEA oF WORDS 9TH YEAR

“A 1 ne trebaju mi, ni najmanje, mozda su se izgubila. Mozda, nadam se. Ipak spavaju,
ljepotani moji.”

Kako se nagnula da poljubi svog jedinca (imala ih je troje, ali jedino je mali David bio
stvarno njen, jedino je on nahranjen njenom ljubavlju, ostale hrani, da eto ne umru od gladi) na-
glo se dijete trgnu i izbeci o¢i. Mrtvi mozak proradi, pregrize je misao, uhvati nespremnu trzaj,
obali je na pod. Slika, crtez, koralno plave, on, njegov on. Kao napad pcela zakopana sje¢anja
su pocela da nalijecu, ujedale su kosti glave, busile joj nozdrve, pustajuci nagli udar vazduha.
Zagrljaj pored voza i poljubac za kraj. Ali kako je mogla da zaboravi? Da se ne sjeti jedine tacke
na pustom horizontu $to uklapala se u perspektivu svijeta poleglom pod prazninom papira. Nije
jedina koju je vrijeme dotuklo, nije je ni prepoznao. A ne moZe ga ni kriviti. Cesto se i sama
pitala ko je podmetnuo sliku iza ogledala? Hoce da je zbune, da u¢ine da pomisli da je to nebice
ona. A I nije bila, bila je gora, to je znala.

Prosla je godina a bolnicki krevet i drzanje u naru¢ju novorodenceta je zamjenila ludacka
kosulja. Kuc¢a u kojoj je dojila dijete je postajala njen kavez. Kupile su se gladne zvijeri, Sirile
su usta da se nahrane. Na nagovor njenog gazed, odveli su djecu.

“Mama, obecaj da ¢e$ doci da mi zasije§ ponovo desni dzep, obecaj”, pri odlasku iz kuce
viknuo joj je David, njen David.

Od svog tog haosa koji je vabio iz tame, zaboravila je na njih. Jedino cega se sjecala je bio
on, Davidov on i njegova tetovaza. Osjecala je prazninu ali nije mogla sebi da objasni taj nedo-
statak. Stizao je zaborav. Ista Zivotinja koja se hranila njenim tijelom je potkupila doktore da je
ne odvedu na lijec¢enje. Koristio je njenu nemoc¢ da dokaze svoju mo¢. Kako zalosno stvorenje,
necovjek, treba covjek da bude da bi osobi nanio bol kojeg ni sama nije bila svjestna. Da nebo
moze da cilja i pogodi, ve¢ bi stotine puta ustrijelilo pokvarenjaka. No mozda bi mu i smrt bila
nagrada.

“Prekini da drhti$ I pusti me da dovrSim. Prokleta da si, ne zasluzujes$ ovaj zivot!”

Ovog puta su kona¢no zamijenili uloge. Nije bio svjestan da je postao plijen. Podigla je
pogled i zaustavila se na njemu. Zurila je tako nekoliko minuta. Zaletio se rukom da je ponovo
udari ali do¢ekala ga je spremno. Zamahnuvsi mu odsjece prst. On se odgurnu I priljubi uz zid.

“Nemoj. Zar ne zna$ da sam ti bio sve? Nemoj...molim te!”

Plakao je ali o¢i su drugo govorile. Nije osje¢ao ni bol ni strah, a kako da ga i osjeti.

“Evo da ti vratim kad si mi ve¢ sve dao. Nikom nisam ostala duzna pa necu ni tebi. A to
izvini sacuvaj za nikad, evo brzo ¢e ti do¢i.”

Vidjela je samo jednu tacku, na njegovom vratu. Pocela je da pjeva. To je vise licilo
na vrisak koji je odzvanjao u Supljini lobanje. Htjela je da mu ponovo vrati, da ga pocasti
jo$ jednim rezom. Nije joj dozvolio, prokleti gad. Ponovo je uspio da je prevari, da je ostavi
nepomicnu. Brzim prelazom zario joj britvu u srce. Stade pjesma, ponovo. Poput paucine na
vjetru, izlomi se krhka sijenka i pade na pod. Disanje je kupovalo minute. Zbuni se na tren i
htjede da joj se izvini ali istr¢a iz kuce I ostavi je samu. Dok je lezala omamljena, krhotina od
srca je pocela da tone. Spustalo se niz rebra, grizlo je po grlu. Sjetila se Davida a i njegovog
oca. Konaéno je smrt podsjeti da je on umro, bas kao i njena majka. Cudno ali nije je zanima-
lo ni to. Postala je sebi¢na. Ali kasno, previse kasno da izvuce taj ubod, da ozivi, da ode pa
se ponovo vrati. | ne ista, ve¢ sama. Uhvati je pjesma. Nije je mogla pratiti, previse brzo su
stihovi skakali da bi ih stigla.
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Porozjele su ocne jabucice. Pokupile su svo crvenilo sa jagodica i usana. Bjezale su linije
ostavljajuéi bijeli dlan da stoji na crnom tijelu. Postade lijepa. Da sad sebe moze vidjeti. Steta.
Bice da smrt pomladi, uljepsa, i to ne zbog samog otpisanog, ve¢ zbog drugih. Da ga zapamte
tako, boljeg nego ikad. A takva je ona sad bila. Pjesma pa bol. Bol pa pjesma. Samo bol. Samo
pjesma. Odjednom nista.
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(The Long Shadow of a Short Life)

Jelena Durovi¢. Montenegro

Kilometers would be shredded and distances
would fit into a palm. Drawn maps would be
jealous of the deep lines of her thighs. Her
hands were heavy. They worked for others,
forgetting one. She would tear the lining of
her woolen skirts which warmed her bruised
knees. Sewing pockets for her children’s
clothes. So many cracks filled her life. Grew
out from her clothes, penetrated her soul. She
was a crack herself, a bottomless one. Dis-
ease filled her, dragged her towards oblivion.
She did not remember the past, yet she used
to live in it.

She used to say: “I was born for you
and you for me.” But who listens to the qui-
et ramblings of a restrained woman. And she
was everything but a woman, that’s how she
felt. The faded contours of the once heaven-
ly face were still visible. The amateurishly
half-dyed hair, large but sunken and brutally
open eyes, a thin neck, excellent for hanging,
wind-cracked lips. A tall shadow broke from
the hips upwards. The spine fell under its bur-
den. Long fingers clad in water and a ring,
the only thing that shone on her. It’s really
a sin how something so pleasing to the eye
gets ripped apart by time, making the picture
ugly to the eyes. She artificially spread her
lips every time the wily boss came running.
He came, as he used to say, for “the cake.”
May she be forgiven; she knew what she
was doing. Exactly at five o’clock, each Fri-
day, the nasty beast limped in, thirsty for the
sweet blood, to drink from the spring, to sat-
isfy his hunger. She would take the children
to the play room. Well, barely a room. A large
wooden board, set in a corner, covered by a

dirty curtain. While the children played with
cones around the room, counting the few re-
maining tiles, she kept her lips shut with her
teeth, while “the cake” became bitterer and
bitterer. While the dried body hovered above
the fleshy mass which almost ate away at the
bones, there was only one thing on her mind
— she remembered her song and the children
whose cooing overcame the pain. And she
was a child herself. She was only 23. And
she hated them, she often dreamt of stran-
gling them by the river. She remembered her
mother and the scenes from her childhood.
A hand, a noose and the beatings, the end of
her mother. Pain, then the song, the song then
pain. A sigh, his sigh, it was as if she wasn’t
breathing at all.

“Vulnerable little bird, her wings clipped,

Gathers the crumbs, doesn’t need much,

Dreams of flying away, of touching the
scents of the sky.”

“There, I’ll skip the love. Take this. A
creature like you does not need it anyway,”
he’d say every time, while she dreamt of
stabbing him.

She kept it next to the bed, but did not
have the strength to do it, the fool she was.
And the moment the bulky body went away,
the song would stop. She had swallowed her
tears long ago, no use for them now. She
would take the money lying next to the pillow,
pull on her dress and run to her people. She
would immediately go to the shop around the
corner to get some lunch. She looked them in
the eye, brazenly handing them the money,
and everyone knew where it came from, only
she pretended not to. The food wasn’t enough
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to satisfy her hunger; she didn’t eat much an-
yway. She needed air, the unknown palms to
open her clogged pores. Minutes of silence to
align with the beats of her tormented heart.
She tried, she kept trying and she will keep
trying, but how could she leave them? Find a
better place for herself and provide them with
a safe ending?

She replaced the sweaty fat body with
dirty plates. She looked through the half
opened window at the faces of people who
came to the pub. She made quick swoops
with the sponge, cutting her fingers. She liked
her wounds; they were the only color to her
paleness. Dull thoughts ate away at the halls
of the atrophied left hemisphere, flying about
and going to her head. Less and less of her
was left, nothingness was ever increasing.

“Where are those notes colored with
happiness?

Why did you run away so far?

Leaving me subdued until I turned my
back to him,

I, too, want a bite to fill my stomach,
revive my soul, if the body is silent.”

The smell of gunpowder and smoke
came through the window. She reached down
for the new round of plates when the fear
took over. She took a step back, taking the
plates with her, and her breath escaped her
as the iron surface supported her. She lost
her voice once again, again her ears started
roaring, her insides screamed, taking away
her strength. She closed her eyes. She didn’t
want to let herself go, to let the raving mad-
ness finish her off. Pain, song, song then pain.
She remembered this scene, the fourth time,
the fourth son of a bitch on his way to cut
another string that bound her to earth. Final-
ly, she opened her eyes, and in front of the
door a young man appeared, holding a gun.
But she wasn’t hit, there was no shot. She felt
herself over and realized she was ok, or so
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it seemed. He wore an awkwardly cropped
mask which tamed the unruly hair and kept
the distance between his eyes, which looked
like they were about to start a fight. She was
looking at them strangely, as if incredulously.
She liked colors; she never missed a nuance,
but this one she couldn’t explain to herself.
Neither dark nor bright, his eyes seemed to
her somehow tame and beautiful even in that
madness. He mumbled something, but nau-
sea and drumming prevented her from under-
standing a word.

Like a child, without any fear she whis-
pered: “Coral grey.”

His look cut through her but she sur-
prised him by a gesture — her hand seemed
to cover her mouth to punish it, to shut the
trap. Just like a child. This appeared to anger
him even more. He raised his weapon, laying
the hot pipe on the cold face. The heat felt
good. The song again. The song then... no
pain, only the song. Suddenly, she chuckled.
Innocently, from the depths of her soul, like
a swan song calling for the end. He didn’t
understand what was happening. Instead of
crying, the woman is laughing, so she must
be brave, she does not care. But why? She
was laughing so hard that a grunt escaped
her. That triggered him. He started laughing
and put down the gun. Full lips revealed not
so great teeth beneath his thick mustache
which hugged the neat beard. They ruined the
picture for her. When she saw them, she un-
consciously covered her own teeth with her
hand and continued laughing. But this laugh-
ter was not hysterical, she was no longer
laughing at death, but at someone else’s life.
He must have been offended by it. She saw a
large, masculine back, and remembered the
boss and the smell of the putrid soul which
ripped apart her own. She saw his hair, tied
in a ponytail, and next to it, the nicely shaped
arms and a tattoo traced by a vein. Mechan-
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ically, she took a piece of paper and drew it
with a knife. The eternity symbol intertwined
with thorns and pressed onto a skull. It was
grey too, coral grey. She had already seen it
somewhere, maybe dreamt of it, but it was
etched into her mind, together with cracked
teeth and the big, crazy smile. She was still
holding the knife when they came in and took
her home. The whole ride back, she stared at
the trails on the window which stayed be-
hind like railways under the feet of rain. That
train, his departure, and the slap of the desti-
ny. She clutched the piece of paper, trying to
remember why she knew that symbol.

As soon as she got home, she sat down
and fell asleep. She needed strength to pre-
pare for him. Her face grimaced and the vein
on her neck trembled. It looked like it would
burst any moment, washing her face with
something sweet, coloring her poor anemic
pupils. She couldn’t stand her own reflection
in the mirror, but something changed that
day. The wrong stranger, a familiar image,
maybe, she couldn’t remember. One thing
she knew. She’ll meet him again, she must.
She wanted to provoke her karma, to let the
past plant a foot in front of her, making her
fall before him. But why? Why does she feel
as if she knew him, as if she knew that trace
etched on his skin and the image of the future
she never stopped dreaming — the skull. At
one point she remembered the kids, realizing
she even managed to not think about them.

“And I don’t need them, not in the least,
they might have got lost. Maybe, I hope so.
No, they are sleeping, my pretties.”

As she leaned over to kiss her only child
(she had three, but only little David was real-
ly hers, he was the only one fed by her love,
others were fed so as not to die of hunger), he
suddenly jerked and fiercely opened his eyes.
A jumpstart to the deadened brain, a thought
bit through her, the jerk caught her off guard,
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throwing her to the floor. An image, a draw-
ing, coral blue, he, his he. Like a bee attack,
the buried memories started to flock together,
biting at her skull, piercing her nostrils, letting
in a sudden shock of air. An embrace next to
a train and a kiss goodbye. But how could she
forget? To not remember the only bright spot
on the desert horizon that fit in the perspec-
tive of a world flattened under the blankness
of paper. She wasn’t the only one run down by
time; he did not recognize her either. Well, it’s
not as if she could blame him. Even she often
wondered who substituted the image behind
the mirror. They want to confuse her, make
her think that that non-being was her. And it
was not, she was much worse, she knew that.

A year passed and the hospital bed, and
holding a newborn in her arms, was replaced
by a straitjacket. The house in which she
breastfed the child was becoming her cage.
Hungry beasts gathered around, opening
their mouths for feeding. At the insistence of
her boss, they took away the children.

“Mama, promise me you’ll come sew
back my right pocket, promise,” David, her
David called out to her while leaving the
house.

All that chaos preying from the dark-
ness made her forget about them. The only
thing she remembered was him; David’s he
and his tattoo. She felt emptiness but could
not explain the feeling. Oblivion was catch-
ing up. The beast that fed on her body bribed
the doctors not to take her away for treatment.
He used her weakness to prove his power.
How sad, how brute, does someone have to
be to inflict pain on someone who was not
even aware of it. If heaven could take an aim
and shoot, it would have already shot the foul
man a hundred times. But maybe his death
would be a reward.

“Stop shivering and let me finish. Damn
you, you don’t deserve this life!”
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This time, they finally switched roles.
He wasn’t aware he had become prey. She
raised her eyes and kept them on him. She
stared at him for a few minutes. He raised
his hand to hit her again but she was ready
when he tried. Swinging the blade, she cut his
finger off. He jumped away, pushing himself
against the wall.

“Don’t. Don’t you know I was your
everything? Don’t... please!”

He was crying, but his eyes were saying
something else. He felt no pain or fear, and
how could he have.

“Please, let me give it all back, if you’d
already given me everything. I never owed
anyone anything, [ won’t owe you. And save
your sorries for the never-after, here, it will
come to you soon.”

She saw only the one point on his neck.
She started singing. It was like a scream ech-
oing in the cavity of a skull. She wanted to
get back at him, to honor him with another
cut. He did not let her, son of a bitch. Once
again he managed to trick her, to leave her
motionless. With a swift move, he thrust the
razor in her heart. The singing stopped, again.
Like cobweb in the wind, the fragile shadow
broke and fell to the floor.
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The breaths were buying seconds. Con-
fused for a moment, he wanted to apologize
to her, but instead ran away, leaving her
alone. As she laid there all dazed, the shard
that was her heart began to sink. It sank down
her ribs, biting at her throat. She remembered
David and his father. Finally, death remind-
ed her he had died, just like her mother.
Strange, but not even that interested her. She
became selfish. But late, too late to cancel
out that stabbing, to liven, leave and come
back again. And not as the same person, but
as someone on their own. The song caught
up with her. She wasn’t able to follow it, the
verses jumped about too quickly for her to
catch their meaning.

Her eyeballs got pink. They collected
all the red from her cheeks and lips. The lines
were running away, leaving a white palm on
a black body. She became beautiful. If she
could’ve just seen herself like that. A pity.
Death beautifies, makes you young again,
and not for your sake but for other’s sake. So
that you can be remembered like that, better
than ever. And so she was now. The song,
then pain. Pain, then the song. Only pain.
Suddenly nothing.
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Pierwszy lot

Alicja Wojciechowska. Polska

To byt jej pierwszy lot 1 bez watpienia ostatni.

Wszystko przez tego jej durnego szefa. Mowita mu, ze tego nie chee, ale on nie shuchat.
Nigdy jej nie stuchat z tym swoim kpigcym, protekcjonalnym usmieszkiem i niebezpiecznym,
drapieznym btyskiem w oku. Powtarzata, ze ma chlopaka, Zze ma inne zobowigzania, ale on miat
to gdzie$. Moze potrafit przejrze¢ jej klamstwa, moze byla za staba, zeby postawi¢ miedzy nimi
mur. A moze zdawala sobie doskonale sprawe, ze na jej posade¢ sekretarki w prestizowej firmie
czyha caty tabun innych kobiet i musi spusci¢ uszy po sobie? Nie stawala si¢ w koncu coraz
mlodsza. Robita, co szef jej kazat, bo bata si¢ utraty takiej dobrej pracy. Nie byta niezastapiona,
wiedziata o tym. Czasami protestowata, oczywiScie, ale on jej nie stuchat. I pozwalat sobie cia-
gle na wigcej. Aluzje, poklepywania, powtdczyste spojrzenia, ktore mrozily jej skorg. Kazat jej
zostawac po godzinach, a ona zgadzata si¢ na to z uSmiechem, chociaz si¢ bata. No i wreszcie
stato si¢. W jego biurze. Zatowala, ze zostawila gaz pieprzowy w torebce, lecz z drugiej strony
wiedziala, Ze nie odwazylaby si¢ go w ogodle uzy¢. Ona byta nikim, on mial miliony na koncie.
Kto by jej uwierzyl? Przeciez to zawsze wina kobiety, jej ubioru, jej usmiechu, jej catej. A wiec
stato si¢ raz. I drugi. I trzeci. I czwarty, piaty, szosty, dziesiaty...

Ludzie faktycznie wygladaja z tej wysokosci jak mrowki.

Mate problemy matych ludzi. O, tam na przyktad dalej. Jaki§ me¢zczyzna szarpie za ramie
zaptakang dziewczynke. Chyba tez co$ krzyczy, ale ona oczywiscie nie moze ustysze¢ stow. Nie
musi, sfowa jej wlasnego ojca wciaz brzmia jej w uszach nawet po tylu latach. ,, Ty niewdzigcz-
na cholero”, ,,Daj tatusiowi buziaczka”, ,,Stul pysk, boli mnie glowa”. No i ten oddech cuchnacy
piwskiem. Wyrwala si¢ stamtad, jak tylko mogta. Poszla na studia do wielkiego miasta, chociaz
ojciec $miat sig, ze po co jej to wszystko, skoro i tak bedzie tylko smazy¢ jajecznice mezowi i
rodzi¢ bachory.

Kto by pomyslat, Ze stonice moze tak pigknie odbija¢ si¢ od szyb?

Ach, no i tak, oczywiScie pozostawata jeszcze kwestia jej bytego narzeczonego. Proroc-
two ojca o maty wilos si¢ nie ziScito. Byt czas, gdy naprawde chciata rodzi¢ wybrankowi dzieci i
gotowac mu obiadki. Ale jej przywigzanie pozostato nicodwzajemnione. Nie doé¢, ze podkradat
jej pieniadze z portfela, to jeszcze dowiedziata si¢, ze zdradzal ja na prawo i lewo. Najpierw
btagal ja o wybaczenie, lecz gdy jego krokodyle tzy jej nie wzruszyly, ustyszala od niego na
odchodnym, ze jest paskudna, gruba i ozigbta jak zdechla ryba. Przegnata go na cztery wiatry,
ale ta rana nie zaleczyta si¢ nigdy.

Jaki pigkny zachod stonca.

Nie tylko ta rana si¢ jatrzyta. Par¢ dni po rozstaniu dopadly ja nudnosci. Przeczuwata
swoja zgube, ale dla pewnosci zrobila test. Rezultat brzmiat jak wyrok. Nie byta gotowa, nie
byla przygotowana, nie mogtaby poradzi¢ sobie z tym wszystkim sama. Nie potrafilaby si¢
nim zaopiekowac, skoro ona sama wymagala opieki. Pojechata za granice i zatatwita sprawe.
Odetchneta z ulga, starajac si¢ wroci¢ do rownowagi. Nie mogla. Zewszad dobiegaty ja glosy,
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czasami wprost, czasami podprogowo: ,,Twoje ciato nie nalezy do ciebie”, ,,nie masz prawa do
decyzji”, ,,wiemy, co stuszne, wiemy, co najlepsze, ty si¢ mylisz”, ,,zbrodnia”, ,,p6jdziesz do
pickta”. Nie wierzyta w to, odpychata od siebie te mysli. Ludzie byli okrutni, ale Bog nigdy by
jej nie opuscil, Bog byt sprawiedliwy i mitosierny, tak ja uczono.

Dlaczego wlasciwie zdecydowala si¢ na ten lot? Na ten bilet w jedng stron¢ w nieznane?
Impuls chwili, jak jej si¢ wydawato. Wreszcie doszta do glosu ta jej czg$¢, ktora cheiata wy-
rwac si¢ na wolnos¢, chceiata zrzuci¢ kajdany przesztosci, wymazaé wszystkie krzywdy, ktorych
doznala, i caly smutek, jaki przypadt jej w udziale. Ostateczna wolno$¢ od obelg, uprzedmioto-
wienia, braku kontroli nad swoim zyciem, swoim ciatem, braku mozliwosci powiedzenia ,tak”
albo ,,nie”. Nikt nie szanowat jej wybordw, nikt nie stuchal, nikt nie rozumiat, a nawet nie starat
si¢ zrozumiec.

Miata do$¢ zycia w §wiecie skrojonym pod me¢zczyzn, ktory tylko utwierdzat ich w prze-
konaniu, ze sg wspaniali i bezkarni. Teraz bedzie wolna, rozwinie skrzydta niczym aniol. Odleci
do lepszego miejsca. Miejsca, z ktorego si¢ nie wraca.

Jej serce Scisngto si¢, gdy uswiadomita sobie pewng rzecz.

Przeciez Bog takze byt mezczyzna.

Ciato uderzyto o beton z przerazliwym hukiem.

. Anna Lindh
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Her First Flight
Alicja Wojciechowska. Poland

It was her first flight, and without doubt her
last.

All because of that stupid boss of hers.
She’d told him she didn’t want to, but he
wouldn’t listen. He never listened to her, with
that mocking, condescending little smirk of
his and that dangerous, predatory glint in his
eye. She’d said again and again that she had
a boyfriend, that she had other priorities, but
he didn’t care. Perhaps he could see through
her lies, perhaps she was too weak to put up
a wall between them. Or perhaps it was be-
cause she was only too aware that there was
a whole herd of other women hungry for her
position as secretary in a prestigious compa-
ny and she had to put up and shut up. After all,
she wasn’t getting any younger. She did what
her boss said because she was frightened of
losing such a good job. She wasn’t irreplace-
able, she was conscious of that. Sometimes
she protested, but he didn’t take any notice.
And he took more and more liberties. Allu-
sions, wandering hands, languid stares that
made her skin crawl. He’d tell her to stay be-
hind after hours, and she would agree with
a smile, though she was scared. And then
it happened. In his office. She wished she
hadn’t left her pepper spray in her handbag,
but then again she knew she’d never have
dared to use it anyway. She was a nobody;
he had millions in his bank account. Who’d
have believed her? It’s always the woman’s
fault — because of how she dresses, because
of her smile, because of everything about her.
And so it happened. Once. And then again.
And a third time. And a fourth and a fifth and
a sixth and a tenth...

A SEA oF WORDS 9TH YEAR

People really do look like ants from up
there.

Little people and their little problems.
Oh, there, over there, for instance. Some
bloke grabbing a tear-stained little girl by the
shoulder. He looks like he’s shouting some-
thing at her as well but she can’t hear what, of
course. She doesn’t have to —her own father’s
words still ring in her ears even after so many
years. “You ungrateful little bitch,” “Give
daddy a kiss,” “Shut up, you’re giving me a
headache.” And his disgusting beery breath.
She got out as soon as she could. Went to uni-
versity in the city, though her father laughed
at her and asked her why, since all she was
ever going to do was serve up scrambled eggs
to her husband and push out more brats.

Who’d have thought the sun could
glance so exquisitely off the window panes?

Oh yes, and then there was the question
of her ex-boyfriend, of course. Her father’s
prediction had very nearly come true. There
had been a time when she really had wanted
to bear her beloved children and cook him
dinners. But her loyalty had not been mutual.
Not only had he regularly helped himself to
money from her purse, but she’d also found
out he’d been two-timing her left and right.
At first he’d begged her to forgive him, but
when his crocodile tears failed to move her,
the last thing she’d heard was that she was
ugly, fat, and as frigid as a dead fish. She’d
sent him packing, all right, but the wound had
never healed.

What a beautiful sunset.

And that wasn’t the only festering
wound. A few days after the break-up, she’d
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started feeling nauseous. She’d sensed her
downfall, but she’d done a test to be certain.
The result came like a sentence. She wasn’t
ready, she wasn’t prepared, she couldn’t have
coped with it all alone. She couldn’t have
looked after it when she herself was in need
of looking after. She went abroad and got rid.
After that she breathed a sigh of relief and
tried to get back on an even keel, but she
couldn’t. From every side she was bombard-
ed by voices, sometimes directly, other times
more subtly: “Your body doesn’t belong to
you,” “the decision isn’t yours to take,” “we
know what’s right, we know what’s best,
you’re wrong,” “it’s a crime,” “you’ll go to
hell.” She didn’t believe that; she repulsed
that thought. People were cruel, but God
wouldn’t abandon her. God was just and mer-
ciful, that was what she’d been taught.

Why exactly had she decided to take
this flight? This one-way ticket into the un-
known? It had seemed like an impulse. At

EEINT3
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last that part of her that wanted to break free
was getting its say, the part of her that want-
ed to break the chains of the past, erase all
the wrongs she had experienced and all the
sadness she’d had to bear. Finally — freedom
from the insults, the objectivisation, the lack
of control over her own life, her own body,
her lack of agency to say “yes” or “no”. No
one had ever respected her choices, no one
had ever listened, ever understood; no one
had ever even tried to understand.

She’d had enough of life in a world tai-
lored to men, a world which only reinforced
their conviction that they were wonderful and
untouchable. Now she would be free, she’d
spread her wings like an angel. She’d fly
away to a better place. A place of no returns.

Her heart gave a lurch when she real-
ised one thing.

God was a man too.

The body landed on the concrete with a
sickening thud.
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Menstruation

Hazem Raad. Syria

Death is not a right. Death is the duty every-
one owes their God, and his worshippers must
discharge their duty even if in life they have
tasted nothing but torment, loneliness, and
three wars. Do you think you can announce
the coming of autumn with songs of sad lov-
ers? God announces autumn with death, one
leaf after another, one dream after another.

My grandmother died illiterate. Her
sons graduated from university, and some
of them went on to postgraduate studies.
My grandmother died a model grandmother.
She wove wool for our clothes, she cooked
on family occasions, and during one holiday
she grumbled about how many grandchildren
there were and what a headache it was. Not
this holiday.

My grandmother died days before her
daughter’s first granddaughter was born. She
had always told us how God never closes a
door but he opens a window. My grandmoth-
er died and there were no words to describe
the weight of my sorrow.

But let’s make an attempt: it was a bul-
let in the storyteller’s heart. A murderous
wisdom.

The twentieth of September. Autumn
had not yet begun; it did not even seem near
at hand. The soil was cracking in the vegeta-
ble patch that had become my grandmother’s
last refuge from the war. Nobody could do
more than moisten themselves with a dribble
of water. There was no air conditioning, no
electric fans, and no electricity to run them
if they had been there. A grimly normal day,
except that grandmother had had no appetite
for several days. Anyone who cared to look
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would have seen everyone about them under
the yoke of frustration.

The people of Damascus think that the
war has not yet crept into their city, but ac-
tually you can see the war more clearly in
Damascus than in any of the places where
they are now used to daily battles. The crows
may not be circling over Damascus, and
maybe the people do not feel that they may
suffer an unnatural death at any moment. But
how much the Damascene has conceded as
the price of remaining far away from those
fighting over the geography of an unbearably
big country! And yet he sees nothing wrong
with his concessions. It’s all right if you eat
one slice of his bread after another; the only
problem is if you take the whole loaf away
in one go.

The girl, then a child, had lost her vir-
ginity when she was raped during the chaot-
ic early days of the war. Already then there
were two opposing camps: one side said that
happiness was a betrayal of all those who had
died, and the other held that to be happy was
to continue their struggle. The child liked to
be happy, and didn’t consider it an act of loy-
alty to anybody. Neither did she have time to
lament all the dead. So let’s go to the beach,
where we can party every night until morn-
ing, and we have alcohol and drugs and the
waves of the sea as a refuge. We will stand
in front of a wave and resist it until we are
worn out, then weep, then live out a year of
our lives without any clear reason for staying
alive.

It’s three years since the girl was raped,
and the question now is the beautiful grand-
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mother, who has lost most of her weight in
keeping with the destiny decreed for her by a
God who would have her grandson bring her
adult diapers in her last days. The question
now is the grandmother’s burning wish — like
all elderly people — to be buried in the family
grave in her hometown. The question is that
the grandmother’s movements are now con-
fined to her eyes, swallowing her food, and
other, unconscious, movements. Bringing her
down the stairs to the waiting car was not the
cruellest moment that day. That came when
I heard my mother, her daughter, asking me
not to bump my grandmother into anything
as we carried her downstairs an all but life-
less corpse — and then bursting out crying.

We couldn’t wait for the electricity to
come back to bring her down in the lift. The
car had the permits it needed to pass through
all the checkpoints on the way to my grand-
mother’s besieged hometown, but it still
could not enter the city after a given time
in the afternoon. Neither could it carry an
immobile patient without an escort. And, of
course, the driver had to unquestioningly pay
bribes to whoever demanded them. Above
all, the escort had to be female not male, and
an adult woman not a child. As time went on
the conditions became more and more impos-
sible to comply with. In besieged Damascus,
there truly was another kind of siege, more
choking, more humiliating, more capable yet
of turning whole cities into enormous pris-
ons. My grandmother had not understood the
situation, because she was one of those who
can happily live in the prisons until the con-
flict harms them directly. And so she asked us
to bury her where my handsome grandfather
was buried.

The young girl had become a woman
when she suffered what she suffered. But
in this place, rape does not mean just rape.
Every male in her life now saw her as a mere
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receptacle for his sperm, ever since the first
time she confided the details of the painful
incident to a male outside her family. Her
family’s anger, then, counted for nothing;
her tears counted for nothing; all the pats on
her shoulder counted for nothing. No sup-
port was enough to help her stand on her feet
and face what happened. Maybe the solution
was to find a male who could empty his lust
into her and afterwards whisper any random
phrase into her ear, as long as it was some-
thing affectionate. And as long as he didn’t
whisper into her ear that he loved her. The
girl found that male. He kept her in his house
and she sought her place in the world with
him, not with her family.

It didn’t avail grandmother that she had
taught her children from the cradle that obe-
dience to your parents is next to godliness. It
didn’t even matter that she had her two daugh-
ters by her side as she drew her last breaths.
In the eyes of the world, she was alone. They
all asked where her sons were while she was
dying. They lamented her coming death less,
perhaps, than the fact that she was facing it
without a man of the family beside her; less
than they lamented that her daughters were
forced to make that journey without any of
their brothers to accompany them. I do not
know — nobody knows — how many of them
felt more sorrow for the daughters than for
my beautiful grandmother’s illness, but were
unable to justify that sorrow even by pretend-
ing that it was over their mother’s approach-
ing death.

Damascus is alluring in every way. It
may kill you three times every day, and mock
your death too if you give it the chance, but
you’ll forget. You’ll blame everyone for what
you suffer, sparing only this place, because
you have forgotten that Satan was once an an-
gel. You also forget, every morning, that God
promised in the Koran that the sun will, one
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day, rise in the west, and that life will be bet-
ter on that day. But He is busy anyway with
famines on another continent. You will spare
Damascus and your spine will tingle at every
song in its praise. Your masochism will come
to the surface when, one day, you are forced
to cross one of its squares because the under-
pass is stuffed with explosives. You’ll look
at the statue, whoever it commemorates, and
praise God for making you pass this way and
remember how beautiful life was back when
they were singing praises at its pedestal.

The child who became a woman loves
Damascus; she loves staying up late, getting
drunk, and sinning. In this place the three
persons of the forbidden trinity are religion,
whose basic doctrines are unknown to her;
sex, which she practised with a lust like the
lust of a hurricane for destruction; and pol-
itics, which she has given up for fear of the
consequences for herself and what remains of
her family. Yes, the woman loved her fami-
ly despite every fucking thing they had been
through together. The child had been sent
away from her family, then raped, then forced
from her house. Her father had been exposed
to the dangers of wartime and again. Yet the
woman was still a child when she was with her
family. That was measured by her ability to
bring a smile to her father’s ever-serious face
with her childishness. The child still meets that
measure and all the other measures.

The early hours of the twenty-first of
September. The day after tomorrow, autumn
will have begun for everyone. But for my
mother and her sister, another autumn has be-
gun, one that may last for years. The baby is
due but no number of babies can make you
smile in the face of your mother’s death. So
says the mother — my mother — and so says
everyone.

The friends commemorate the passing
outside a historic mosque in Damascus. They
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slurp alcohol, not knowing that the clouds are
growing dark and scudding past in mourning
for my beautiful grandmother. We console
ourselves with poetry, even if it’s in mockery.
In the face of death, everything is permissible.

The girl found out that the man who
had sinned with her was himself a sin, and
she went back to praising living without a
reason for staying alive.

skskoskoskook

The tenth of December. Perhaps half'the city’s
residents spend more than half the day with-
out electricity. In the besieged areas, the cuts
can reach twenty hours a day. But the other
girl’s excuse for being late to meet me is that
she had waited until the end of her favour-
ite film to leave the hairdresser’s. She hadn’t
imagined how long the military queue at the
checkpoint could be. “There were seven cars
in front of me,” she says, “and the soldier at
the checkpoint began chatting with one of
the drivers, can you imagine!” I remember
the time we had to rush my mother to hos-
pital after she was injured by broken glass.
The soldiers almost opened fire on my father
because he had gone into the line where they
had put a sign clearly saying “Military and
Emergencies”.

Evenings on the rooftops in the old
city of Damascus are not complete until the
sun has come up. The habit may have been
broken for a while when the people of the
city realised that the war was only three
kilometres from where they were spending
their night. They still haven’t forgotten, but
sipping whisky under a sky empty save for
the stars and the tails of tracer bullets has too
much of a Syrian kind of divinity to be re-
nounced. So let’s get drunk, on rooftops as
old as time, in the courtyards of the houses,
on paving stones laid by slaves where slave
girls shed blood and tears. Let’s get drunk,
let’s get drunk in the basements if we’re up-
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set because the sound of the clashes is over-
powering our speakers. The sound of fighting
is louder than the sound of singing, but not
if you’re singing in a basement whose four
walls are surrounded by clay.

My aunt is less than a metre tall and
more than seventy years old, with cheeks
more cracked than my mother’s vegetable
patches were that day. My aunt doesn’t just
sow decorative plants. She sows everything
she can in her house’s little vegetable patch.
It’s not for pleasure, nor for love of green
things as everybody thinks, but out of an ur-
gent need to make sure she can provide what-
ever the family needs to keep hunger at bay
despite the collapse in the value of money.
The seeds are from her own plants, the ma-
nure is the dung from the neighbour’s live-
stock, and the water is from the well. There
are no men to help her sow, water or harvest:
all the young men in her forgotten country
district have been hauled off by force to the
war or are so carefully hidden they will not
even venture into their own gardens.

In any case, this talk is of no interest
to the other girl. Far from it: she would be
happy to spend as much on petrol to go and
eat the best salad in Damascus as my aunt’s
family lives on in a whole week. Indeed, she
would spend as much as it would cost me
to leave the country, in order to eat another
dish with the salad and avoid the feeling of
disappointment after going all that distance
to eat a bowl of salad that left her hungry.
The only people who can eat their fill on sal-
ad are those in the besieged farmland on the
outskirts; that’s a fact no one can deny. There
was nothing odd about her surprise when
she saw beggars outside one of those restau-
rants, nor about her being too soft-hearted
to haughtily ignore them. She would talk to
them a bit and then give them some money
that wouldn’t pay for a box of matches from
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the kiosk across the street. Then she would
go home, after all the money she had spent on
petrol and food and films for the evening, and
close her eyes with an easy mind because she
had fed a hungry boy that day. And as always
she would blame the war for how members
of the public did not show sufficient love for
one another, or how strangers no longer said
hello to each other, or even removed nuisanc-
es from the roadway. And then she would
sleep comfortably, like every night.

Not far from where we are, dozens died
of hunger. Not far from where we are, they
no longer remember what life was like when
there were safe places. How can any place
be safe between a merciless hammer and
anvil, the hammer of warplanes and artillery
and tanks that make sure the smoke of death
still rises to greet the sunrise every day, and
the anvil of those who believe that God will
send them divine assistance as long as they
stone adulteresses, flog drinkers, make wom-
en wear a face veil and have a male escort,
and make men wear baggy trousers and grow
their beards? That lot are not far away, every-
body knows it, but getting drunk is a way for
us all to confess that we are all impotent to
help anyone. The uproar is an escape from
the monotony of days that repeat themselves
in the shadow of impotence. Dancing is a re-
jection, if only poetically, of impotence’s un-
contested mastery over all aspects of all our
lives.

My aunt only danced once, at her son’s
wedding. The females of the family insist-
ed that the wedding would not be complete
without the mother of the bridegroom danc-
ing. The females of the family didn’t ex-
change stories about her mastery of the rite
afterwards. Perhaps it was a breach of her
daily routine, but it was part of the greatest
of events, her son’s wedding, and everything
that happened after that event was alike. She

IEMed.

137



Hazem Raap

would wake up when the cock crowed, water
and prune her plants, and dig the earth. Her
duties might vary from time to time if she had
to harvest one particular crop, breaking the
routine of the days with a different kind of
monotony. In her forgotten countryside area,
there was no entertainment but dealing with
the crops every so often after their harvesting
time came around. There was no room for
any luxury except praying to God against the
oppression of wrongdoers.

On the twenty-first of December, my
friend told me that her brother was about to
leave the country. That started a new autumn
and I still do not know where I stand in rela-
tion to it. She cried when she told me how her
father had promised to use his connections
to have his military service postponed. In a
few days her brother would cross the border;
meanwhile they would make arrangements
for him to travel on to Europe. You have to
show sympathy in such circumstances. And
with her brother gone, she would be left
alone among the sons of the war profiteers.
The behaviour of the war profiteers may be
nauseating, but they’re angels compared to
most of their sons. In times of war, the profi-
teers arm their sons as a precaution; they call
up bodyguards for them, most often from
those who have the ill fortune to perform
their military service in their country’s army
by protecting those sons. In war, sons wield
their fathers’ power without having had the
trouble of earning it for themselves. And my
friend was stuck among these people. I might
not be able to justify the extent to which she
detached herself from the reality of war, but
to live among the sons of the war profiteers is
a punishment no one deserves.

My friend lives a few kilometres north
of the old city, where most of the remaining
middle class live in amongst the wealthy,
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where most of the residents still walk their
dogs every day despite all the death this
place has seen. Perhaps her detachment from
the war reflected the city’s alienation from
itself. Even on the smallest scale, no objec-
tive look can fail to see the tear that rends this
city. The most luxurious shopping centres are
only metres from where the starkest poverty
haunts those driven from their homes. In the
shopping centres they grumble about a cus-
tomer who eats sushi with a fork instead of
chopsticks. And close at hand people cannot
grumble if ten of them share a single room
divided only by curtains and by the suitcas-
es containing whatever memories they were
able to carry.

My aunt kept sowing until one day the
soldiers burst in during one of their cam-
paigns to arrest those shirking war in the
villages. Away went the bridegroom, and my
aunt struck her cheeks in grief. She struck her
cheeks for days, then took to staying up all
night praying, and then she joined my hand-
some grandfather in the family grave.

In wartime cities turn into urban com-
pounds more rigidly divided than those who
live in peace can imagine: miniature states
separated by checkpoints and barricades that
you can only pass if your destination is also
written on your identity card. The only excep-
tions are for army officers and military staff,
the eternal diplomats of war. This city will
never die as long as the two girls dance under
this rain of fire, but it will kill them some day,
because it has the habit of assassinating every-
one, whether by bullets or rape or abduction,
or by any of Damascus’ other ways of assassi-
nating those who cross between its miniature
states since this bleeding started.

And Damascus remains, betraying
everyone, except those who left it with an un-
dying wound.

i% Anna Lindh
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Leyla
Lara Bulut. Turkey

Her insan topraktan yaratilirmis; yaratan kendi ruhundan ruh tifleyip insana can verirmis. Vakti
geldiginde ise yaraticinin verdigi nefesi almasiyla insanin ruhu bedeninden ¢ikar; bedeni ise
topraga geri donermis.

Ben Leyla; yirmi iki yasinda, ruhunun ¢ikip da bedeninin topraga karigsmasini yalvara-
rak bekleyen Leyla. Olmeyi bdylesine siddetli bir arzuyla ister miymis insan? Ben istedim. Ne
zamandir yatiyorum burada? Bir saattir mi, bir giindiir mii, bir haftadir m1? Bu gece benim en
uzun gecem; hatta bu geceden 6nce hi¢ var olmadi sanki bu ruh, bu beden. Benim gézlerim
mi bunlar? Kime ait bu eller, bu dudaklar; kimin bu bedenin i¢inde ¢aresizce ¢irpinan ruh?
Ah benim bitmek bilmeyen karanligim; giinesin dogusuna bir daha taniklik edemeyecek, ilk
defa gordiigi bu karanlik gozlerde kendi cenazesini seyreden zavalli gdzlerim; ben once sizi
kaybettim. Gozlerimden ummazdim bunu ya; o siritist gérmekten iyiydi belki. Sonra, her
sabah annemin sesiyle giine baslamama vesile olan kulaklarimi kaybettim. Kendi ¢igliklarimi
isitmez oldum; yoksa hi¢ ¢ikmiyor muydu sesim, bilmiyorum. Onceleri kagarim sandigim,
sanki bir Omiir altinda debelenip durdugum tizerimdeki o tonlarca agirligt; biitiin giiciimle o
yapis yapis boyna, saglara gecirdigim tirnaklarimi, defalarca parga parga edilmis, kana bulan-
mis gdgiis uglarimi, kasiklarimi, kadinligimi hissetmez oldum. Nefes alip veriglerim yavas-
larken artik biliyordum, kurtulus ¢ok yakindi. Demek 6liim boyle bir seydi. Son defa i¢cime
cektigim nefeste babamin sefkat dolu kokusu; kapanan gozlerimin dniinde annemin her derdi
unutturan sicacik giilimsemesi vardi. Keske son bir defa gdrebilseydim onlari, kardesimi,
Selguk’u, arkadaslarimi... Hani hi¢ birakmayacaklardi beni; yapayalnizdim simdi, en zoru
bu kimsesizlikmis.

seskeoskoskosk

Bardaktan bosalircasina yagan yagmurun altinda semsiyeleriyle uzaktan simsiyah biiyiik bir
bulutu andiran insanlara yaklastim. Bu insanlar kimdi, ni¢in burada toplanmislardi? Kalabaligin
ugultusunu bigak gibi kesen ¢ok tanidik bir ses duydum. Etrafindaki onlarca insanin gabalari-
na ragmen yiiziikoyun kapaklandig: topraktan kafasini kaldirmayan bu kadin, annem miydi?
Yerden kalkmasiyla kendini iki adim &tesinde kazilmig topragin igine birakmasi bir oldu. O,
cukurun i¢indeki tahtalar1 delicesine sokiip firlattikca bembeyaz bir surat ¢ikti ortaya. Aynada
her giin defalarca karsilastigim bu ¢ehre hep soluk muydu boylesine? Demek, biitiin bu insanla-
rin goéziinden dokiilen yaslar benim igindi. Bir eliyle kafami gogsiine bastirip digeriyle dizlerine
vuran annem yalvarircasina bagiriyordu; “Beni de gémiin.”

Kardesim benden on yas kiicliktii. Ameliyathaneden ¢ikan doktor, annemin nur topu gibi
bir kiz ¢ocugu diinyaya getirdigini sdyleyince babam beni sevingle kucaklayip annemin yanina
girmisti. Hastanede halamin yaninda oturmus sabirsizlikla siranin bana gelmesini beklerken;
koridorun ucundan uzaktan akrabamiz Ayse teyze goriindii. Bir hayli iri cilissesini tasimakta
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zorlanan kisa bacaklarindan olsa gerek, telasl yiiriiyiisle, izerimize dogru yuvarlanmakta olan
bir topa benziyordu. Nefes nefese kalmis yash kadin halama donerek sordu.

“Oglan mi, kiz m1?”

“Hig sorma, bu da kizmis! Ben bastan Adem’e bu kizi almayalim demistim ama dinleyen
olmad. Iste kadin boyle vezir de eder erkegi rezil de.”

“Ay sen niye liziiyorsun kendini, aslan gibi iki ogul dogurmadin mi1? Oglan doguran viin-
stin, kiz doguran doviinsiin.”

Herhalde soylediklerini ¢ocuk aklimla anlamayacagimi diisiindiiklerinden yanimda rahat-
¢a konusmuslardi ama ben ¢oktan ikisini de hi¢ sevmedigime karar vermistim. Bundan yillar
sonra, iiniversite sinavini kazandigim zaman, “Bu kadar okudugu yetmedi mi Adem, bak basi-
niza is a¢acak bu kiz. Evlendirelim hayirli bir kismetle, kimse akli ¢ok ¢alisan kizla evlenmek
istemez, basiniza kalir valla!” diyerek tiniversiteye gitmeme engel olmaya ¢alisan da halam
degil miydi zaten? Gergi benimle yasit oglu da ayn1 yil iiniversite sinavina girip kazanamamaisti.
Bana olan biitiin garezinin sebebi siiphesiz buydu. Yoksa kendi de kadin degil miydi, baska
ni¢in olabilirdi ki kadinlar1 bdyle hor goriisiiniin sebebi?

Cesedime sarilmis sayiklayan annemle, onu oradan ¢ikarmaya caligan babama baktim.
Kiigiikliigiimden beri bana dag gibi heybetli gbziiken babacigim adeta kiigiiciik kalmisti. Zavallt
annecigim diye diigiindiim, haklilarmis; kiz doguran doviiniirmis, bu halde olmanizin tek nede-
ni benim; benim kadin olmam. Keske erkek olsaydim!

sfeskeskeoskosk

Kelepgeli elleri birbirine kenetlenmis, lizerinde egreti duran takim elbisesiyle basi 6niinde, agir
adimlarla kiirsiiye yaklasti.

“Admiz?”

“Ha, Ha-san efendim.”

Demek adi Hasan’d1. O gece bana canavarlarin en biiyligii gibi goriinen o kapkaranlik
adam, soluk beyaz teniyle, ¢celimsiz viicuduyla ne kadar da siradan bir insana benziyordu. Hatta
sorulara ezile biiziile, kekeleyerek verdigi cevaplarla mahcup bakislar: da hesaba katilacak olur-
sa canavardan ¢ok tirkek bir kusa benzetilebilirdi bu Hasan!

“Maktul Leyla Ataman’1 tanir miydiniz?”

“E, e-vet efendim.*

O an, annemle babamin arasinda oturup ellerini siki sikiya tutan avukat ayagi kalkti.

“Itiraz ediyoruz Hakim Bey, yalan soyliiyor.”

Hakim, avukati s6z sirasinin kendine olmadigryla ilgili uyarip Hasan’a beni tanigina dair
yemin edip edemeyecegini sorunca disiinmeye basladim; tanissaydik ne degisirdi ki? Hasan’in
hickirarak aglamaya baslamasiyla, miivekkilinin psikolojik durumunun konugmaya elvermeye-
cegini belirten avukati, s6zii devraldi. Bunun sadece basit bir tanisiklik olmadigini, evli ve bir
cocuk babasi miivekkilinin, geng ve giizel bir kizin kigkirtmalarina dayanamayarak igine girdigi
bu iliskiden ¢ikmak istemesi lizerine, gen¢ kizin bu durumu kabullenemeyerek miivekkilinin
erkekligine dokunacak sozler sarf ettiginden bahsediyordu. Mahkeme salonundaki ugultular
iyice artmis; izleyiciler avukatin sozlerini ayaklarini yere vurarak protesto ediyorlardi. Avukat
aldirmadan devam etti:
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“Maktuliin miivekkilimin erkekligine hakaret ettigi ve hakaretin cinsel suclarda cezay1
hafifletici bir unsur olarak kabul edildigi asikardir. Ayrica, daha 6nce cinsel tecriibesi bulunan
bir kizin tecaviize ugradigmin iddia edilemeyecegini belirtmek isterim. Oniiniizdeki dosyaya
sunulmus 6rnek mahkeme ve Yargitay kararlart bu sdylemimi dogrular niteliktedir. Miivek-
kilimin durusmadaki saygin tutumunun g6z 6niinde bulundurularak, haksiz tahrik ve iyi hal
indiriminden yararlanmasini talep ediyorum.”

Donmus gozlerle avukati izleyen babama baktim. Ah yanina gelebilsem, “Ben dyle bir sey
yapmadim babacim, tanimiyorum bile bu adami, kimseyi kiskirtmadim.” diyerek seni teselli
edebilsem. Hatta koluna girebilsem, ¢gikarsam seni buradan, giizel bir sahil kiyisina gotiirsem,
bu adam yerine benim agzimdan dinlesen yasadiklarimi. Bugiine kadar ayiptir diye seninle hig
konusamadigimiz seyleri anlatabilsem, cinselligi ilk defa sevdigim erkekle yasadigimi, bundan
Leyla olarak hi¢ pismanlik duymadigimi ama yine de senin kizin olarak benligimi kaplayan
sugluluk duygusuyla yiiziine nasil haftalarca bakmaya utandigimi anlatabilsem. O zaman beni
anlar mrydin baba, yoksa kizar miydin? Acaba bu konusan avukat gibi daha once cinselligi de-
neyimleyen kizinin biitiin bu basina gelenleri hak ettigini diisliniir, benimle bir daha konusmaz
miydin? Sanki bu sdylediklerimi isitmis gibi yerinden kalkan babam avukata donerek, “Kizimin
bugiine dek ne yasadigi birak senin gibi insan miisveddelerini beni bile ilgilendirmez. Simdi
sen; kizin daha 6nce bunu yasadig1 i¢in 1rzina gegilmeyi, pargalanip dldiiriilmeyi hak etti diyor-
sun ya, kizimi bir kez daha 6ldiriiyorsun.” diyerek kosar adimlarla mahkeme salonunu terk etti.

Kapidan c¢ikigiyla etrafi bir insan seli tarafindan kusatilan babama; tanidigi, tanimadigi
insanlar sariliyor, aglayarak bas sagligi diliyorlardi. O kalabalig1 yarmayi1 basaran bir muhabir,
belki de perisan haldeki adamcagizi bir nebze sevindirecegini diisiindiigiinden, davaya Aile ve
Sosyal Politikalar Bakanligi’nin miidahil oldugunu, siyasilerin davanin takipgisi olacaklarina
dair aciklamalarda bulunduklarint miijdeliyordu. Demek, ben bdylesine 6nemli bir insandim ya
da Bakanlik, eli mahk{im, basinin bu kadar ilgilendigi bir davaya kayitsiz kalamamust. Ifadesiz
surati, i¢ine ¢okmiis gozleri ve diismiis omuzlari ile mecali kalmadig: her halinden anlagilan
babamin tek yapabildigi zor da olsa ayakta durmakti. Hakimin durusmayi ertelemesiyle annem
ve koluna giren avukat arkalarindaki onlarca insanin tezahiiratlart esliginde disart ¢ikinca, ka-
meralar o tarafa yonelmisti. Avukat, basindan acili aile bireylerini rahat birakmalarini isterken
bir yaygara koptu, “Adem Bey bayildi!”. Apar topar ¢agirilan ambulansa taginan babamin yasl
kalbi, yasadiklarini kaldiramamusti.

Kimse varligimi hissetmedigi gibi, bir de ailemin benden sonra yasadiklarina tanik olmak,
bedenimin ¢ektigi biitiin acilardan daha agirdi. Baygin, tek basina yattig1 o hastane odasinda
sessizce kulagina fisildadim, “Baba”.

seskeoskoskosk

Yargilamanin gizliligi ilkesini ihlal ederek meslekten men edilme riskine aldirmayan avukatim,
canli yaninda ‘ahlaksiz’ olarak tanimladig: karsi tarafin savunmasini anlatiyordu. “Yalvartyo-
rum” diye devam etti sozlerine:

“Bu topraklarda yasayan milyonlarca kadin; sizlere yalvartyorum, bugiin bir milat olsun.
Hepiniz Leyla olabilirsiniz, her giin, her an olabilirsiniz. Bu iilkede son on yilda kadina yonelik
siddet, taciz, tecaviiz ve kadin cinayetleri yiizde bin dort yiliz artmisken, siz erkekler, bilebilir
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misiniz bir sonraki Leyla’ni sizin kiziniz, sevdiginiz veya kardesiniz olmayacagmi? Ustelik
cogu kadin, kendi kabahatiymisgesine yasadiklarini dillendiremediginden, a¢iklanan rakamlar
gercegi yansitmiyor. Bu insanlar ya hicbir sey olmamus gibi aramizda dolagmaya devam ediyor
ya da davasi goriilebilenler mahkemelerce ‘cezanin sanik {izerindeki olumsuz etkisi’ diisiiniile-
rek iyi hal indiriminden yararlaniyor. Simdi sizlere soruyorum; vicdanlariniz rahat mi? Yillarca
bizi ataerkil toplum olarak nitelendiren tarihgilerimiz, kadinin sirtindan sopayi1 karnindan sipa-
y1 eksik etmeyeceksin diyen atalarimiz, “Anasi tecaviize ugruyorsa neden ¢ocuk 6lsiin? Anasi
0lslin.” seklinde agiklamalar yapan siyasetcilerimiz, 2016 yilinda bu iilkede kadin hala ikinci
sinif insan muamelesi goriiyorsa maalesef sorumlusu sadece sizler degil ayn1 zamanda bizleriz.
Sorumlusu, tacize ugrayip utandigi i¢in dile getiremeyen kizlarimiz, aman namusumuzun elden
gittigi duyulmasin diyen analarimiz, yagamimi hayatindaki erkeklerin uygun buldugu simirlar
icerisinde yasayan biitlin kadinlarimiz; bu zulme, bu baskiya bir dur demenin vakti gelmedi mi
artik? Ne olur anlayn, ates diistiigii yeri yakmiyor; ates her yerde, her yerimizde... Leyla icin
sesinizi ¢ikartmiyorsaniz; ¢ocuklariniz, torunlariniz ayni seyi yasamasin diye sesinizi ¢ikartin.”

skoskokoskosk

Bu olaylarin iilkenin giindemine oturmastyla, siyasiler de televizyonlarda bir bir boy gosterip
kadinlara yine bitmek tiikenmek bitmeyen nasihatler vermeye baslamislardi. Kadinla erkegin
esit yaratilmadigindan, erkeklerin kadinlar okudugu i¢in evlenecek kiz bulamadigindan, toplu-
luk i¢inde kadinin kahkaha atmasinin bizim kiiltiiriimiize uygun olmadigindan bahsediyorlardi.
Hatta bir tanesi bas1 ortiilii olmayan kadinin perdesiz bir eve benzeyip bu evin ya satilik ya da
kiralik oldugunu sdyleyecek kadar ileri gitmisti. Bunlari dinlerken aklima hep ¢ocukluk anila-
rim geliyordu, sahi neydi bizim kiiltiirimiizin kadina bigtigi rol?

Herhalde alt1 yaslarindayken bir giin, annemle yapilan hazirliklara yardim etmek {izere
komsumuza gitmistik. Evdeki herkes telas i¢indeydi ama en ¢ok da giizeller giizeli Zeynep
ablam. Ona ni¢in bu kadar siislendigini sordugumda aksam kendisini istemeye geleceklerini
sOylemisti.

“Istemek ne demek Zeynep abla?”

“Evlenecegim iste Leyla, tabi babam verirse.”

Dolu dolu gozlerle kosarak Zeynep ablamin babasina gitmis “Ne olur verme Zeynep ab-
lamu, bizimle kalsin.” dedigimde tonton adam bir kahkaha patlatarak, “Leyla, biitiin gen¢ kizlar
bir giin evlenirler, sen de o yasa gelince seni de babandan isteyecekler.” demisti. Ulkemizde
adet oldugu tizere bir kizla erkek evlenmek isterlerse, ¢ocugun ailesi kizin evine gelir ve igilen
o meshur Tiirk kahvesi esnasinda ¢ocugun babasi, kizi babasindan isterdi. Bu gelenek dylesine
sorgulanmadan kaniksanmisti ki; aslinda bu merasimle, o giine dek babasinin himayesi altinda
olan kizin hakimiyetinin ¢gocuk ve dolayisiyla ailesine gectigini ancak simdi anlayabiliyordum.
Neden kadinlar bir esya muamelesi goriiyorlardi, ni¢in hayatlarindaki bir erkek tarafindan 6bii-
riine veriliyorlar ve hatta Anadolu’da bu istemeye bir de baslik parasi ekleniyor ve gocugun ai-
lesi kiz1 resmen satin aliyordu? Eger kendi ailemiz bile bize esya muamelesi yaparsa, erkeklerin
kadmligimiza, sadece insan oldugumuz i¢in bize saygi duymasini bekleyebilir miydik?

kkxk
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Gecenin karanliginda, mezarin basinda yalniz bagina aglayan bu adam; sisen yiiziine, géziine ve
karmakarisik saclara ragmen ne kadar yakisikliydi. Selguk’la iiniversitenin ilk giinii tanismus,
onu gordiigiim ilk an, agkin ne demek oldugunu anlamigtim. Simdi mezarimin basinda kahrolan
bu adama bir kez dokunabilsem sanki biitlin yaralarimiz kapanacakti. Hasan’1in hoyrat dokunus-
lar1 hi¢ Selguk’unkine benzemiyordu; Selguk bana her dokundugunda, kendimi dylesine 6zel
hissederdim ki, sanki bu diinyada bir o, bir de ben kalmisiz gibi... Bu duyguyu benden kim
alabilirdi?

Bir giin televizyonda bir siyasetcinin “Hamile kadinlarin sokakta dolagsmasi dogru degil-
dir, zaten Tiirk kadini evinin siisiidiir” demesiyle bir hisimla televizyonu kapatip ellerimi tut-
mus, “Sevgilim, sen hi¢bir yerin siisli olamayacak kadar degerlisin, sen benim sevdigim, benim
aklim, fikrimsin. Hamile kaldiginda birlikte biitiin diinyay1 gezelim mi?” diye sormustu. Yii-
ziimde kocaman bir giilimseme ile sevdigim adama sarilmigtim. Onun bu tepkisinden duydu-
gum gurur mu yoksa ¢gocugumuza hamile kalma fikri mi daha ¢ok hosuma gitmisti bilmiyorum.

“Sevgilim, bizim bir gocugumuzun olmasi artik miimkiin degil ama sen baba olmalisin.
Ikimiz i¢in, hayallerimiz igin iyilesmek zorundasin. Kendin gibi insanlara, kadinlara deger ve-
ren glizel gocuklar yetistirmelisin. Seni ¢ok seviyorum, ne olur hayata kiisme sevgilim; hem kim
bilir, belki sdyledikleri gibi 6biir diilnyada kavusuruz.”

sk kxk

Babamin kameralar dniinde gegirdigi kalp krizi ve avukatin yaptig1 duygusal konugsmaya bir de
siyasilerin kadinlarin ne yapmalari ve yapmamalarina dair verdigi demegler eklenince ortam iyi-
ce gerilmisti. Once mezarlikta sonra mahkemede duydugum o ugultu, artik sanki biitiin evlerden
yiikseliyordu. Gecenin karanliginda 1siklari agik her bir evden ismimi isitiyordum. O uyumayan
insanlar, sabahleyin tiim Tiirkiye’yi “Susma Haykir”, “Yasta Degil isyanday1z”, “Susmak Neyi
Halleder Sen de Anlat” basliklarinin altina yazilan hikayelere, serzenislere, isyanlara uyandirdi-
lar. Bu sefer soz siras1 ahlak bekgilerinde degil, gergek hikayelerin gergek kahramanlarindaydi.
S6z, otobiiste babasi yagindaki adamin tacizine maruz kalip sesini ¢ikartmayan biitiin lise 6gren-
cilerindeydi. Tenha bir sokakta yiiriirken arkasindan yaklasan ayak sesleri yiiziinden adimlarini
hizlandiran kadinlardaydi. Yemek siparisini getiren kuryeye kapiy1 acarken, iceride olmayan
abisine “Ben baktim” diye seslenen kizlardaydi. Bu hikayelerin istisnasiz her evde yasanip da
en yakinlari tarafindan kendilerine anlatilmadigini sasirarak 6grenen erkeklerdeydi. “Eve varin-
ca ara” ciimlesinin bu topraklarda nigin bir zorunluluk oldugunu sorgulamaya baslayan, kadin-
lara yonelik her alandaki siddetle ve ayrimcilikla miicadelenin herkesin sorumlulugu oldugunu
idrak eden erkeklerdeydi. Yine bu erkekler; dilimize pelesenk olmus “erkek sozii”, “erkeklige
yedirememek”, “erkek isine karismamak”, “adam olmak”, “adamdan saymak” gibi s6z dbekle-
rinin kullanilmamasi i¢in farkindalik yaratmaya ¢aligtilar. O giin annesinden, karisindan, arka-
dasindan bir etek kapan erkek dyle sokaga cikti; iizerlerinde “Ne yaparsan yap, kiz gibi yap”,
“Keske Kadin Olsam” yazili tigortlerle sokaklarda dolasan, kafelerde oturan binlerce erkek var-
di. Sosyal medya sayesinde daha dnce ismini bile duymadigim birgok iilkede insanlar, ellerinde
resimlerimle, kadina karsi siddeti, ayrimeiligi protesto ediyorlardi. Ayni siralarda avukatlar ise
kadina yonelik siddet suglarinda iyi hal indiriminin kaldirilmasi i¢in bagvurularda bulundular.
Hiikumet ise biitiin bu tepkilerden ¢ekinmis olacak ki; kiirtajin yasaklanmasini ve on bes yasin-
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dan kiiciik kizlarmn tecaviizciisiiyle evlendirilip bes y1l sorunsuz bir evlilik yasadiklar: takdirde
tecaviizciiniin cezasinin affedilmesini dngoéren yasa tasarilarinin goriisiilmelerini askiya aldu.

skoskokoskosk

Hastane odasinin oniinde ailem, arkadaslarim, d6mriim boyunca suratini hi¢ yoksa bir kez gor-
mii§ oldugum biitiin insanlar doktordan gelecek haberi bekliyorlardi. Beni sasirtan onlardan
ziyade, cenazeden beri git gide artan, daha once hi¢ gérmedigim yiizlerdi. Sanki o insanlar da
hastanenin bekleme salonunda, bahgesinde, semtinde, televizyonlarinin basinda benimle birlik-
te babamin uyanmasini bekliyorlardi. “Gozii kor olasi yikt1 yuvamizi, adi batasi, siiriim siirim
stirlinesi” diye sayiklayan babaannem konusmaktan yorulmus, babam uyumaktan yorulmamaist.
Doktorun izniyle, annem kardesimle birlikte odaya girdi. Odada varligimi hissetmiscesine ha-
vay1 birkag kez icine ¢ekip yaslt gozleriyle etrafa bakarak kapry1 kapatti. Onlar bilmese de iste
yine dérdiimiiz bir aradaydik. Oliimii hissettigim gibi onlarla vedalasma vaktimin de geldigini
hissediyordum. Onlara sdylemek istedigim ne varsa, onlarcasi, yiizlercesi bugiin tanimadigim
insanlar tarafindan sdylenmisti. “Babam” diye fisildadim kulagina, “Ne olur uyan”. Yanindaki
koltukta birbirine simsiki sarilmis uyuyan annemle kardesime baktim.

“Artik onlarin sana her zamankinden ¢ok ihtiyaci var. Benim i¢in de kolay degil baba ama
simdi gelemezsin yanima. Sen benim degerlim, kahramanim; bak kii¢iik kizinin da ihtiyaci var
bir kahramana. Annem, en zoru senden ayrilmak, sen ki; benim hayat bulusum, bana boylesine
karsiliksiz, sonsuz sevmeyi 6greten, bana kadin olmay1, kadinligimla gurur duymay1 6greten ca-
nim annem; bil ki, kizin bugiin buradan giderken mutsuz degil. Belki bugiine kadar, bizim top-
lumumuzda ve daha bir¢oklarinda kadinlar, erkegi oldugundan defalarca biiyiik gosteren bir ay-
naydilar ve ben dolu dolu bir 6miir yasasaydim, yaslanabilseydim eger, bugiin dokundugumun
binde biri dokunamayacaktim bu insanlara, haksizliga ugrayan kadinlarin sesi olamayacaktim.
Canim kardesim, bir giin yagadiklarimi anlayacagini ve simdikinden ¢ok daha fazla iiziilecegini
biliyorum. Senden istegim, kendin olman, kadinligindan hi¢bir zaman utanmadan yasaman ve
kalbi kirik annemizle babamiza sahip ¢ikmandir. O ¢ok merak ettigin son okudugum kitap Mes-
nevi’de Mevlana soyle der; “Uziilme, herkes 6liir, kimi topraga, kimi yiirege gomiiliir.”.

Tan agarmak tizere, vedalasmak istedigim onlarca insan var hala ama saniyorum miim-
kiin olmayacak. Giinesin dogusuyla babamin gozlerini agigina son defa taniklik ettim; siikiirler
olsun...

Ben Leyla, 22 yasimda ruhum da bedenim gibi sonsuzluga karigirken simdi; higbirinize
dargin degilim. Benim karanligimdan 11k yaratmaya ¢alisan giizel insanlar; sayenizde barigtim
karanligimla. Hepinize geng bir kizin kalbini ve hayallerini emanet ediyorum. Sizden tek dile-
gim, hakkim varsa vasiyetim, i¢inizdeki Leyla’y1 hi¢ unutmamanizdir. Hosca kalin...
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Leyla
Lara Bulut. Turkey

It is said that every human being is made
from earth. The creator then breathes life into
us, from his own soul. When the time comes,
the creator takes that breath away; the soul
leaves the body and the body returns to earth.

My name is Leyla, a girl of 22, Ley-
la who is beggingly waiting for her soul to
leave her body and her body to mingle with
the earth. Has anyone ever wanted to die
with such a burning desire? [ have. How long
have I been lying down here? An hour, a day,
a week? Tonight is my longest night; as a
matter of fact, my soul, my body had never
existed before this night. Are these my eyes?
These hands, these lips, this soul helplessly
writhing within this body, who do they be-
long to? Oh my never ending darkness; my
poor eyes watching their own funeral in those
dark eyes they saw for the first time; it was
you that I lost first. I would never expect that
of my eyes, but maybe it was better than see-
ing that smirk. Then I lost my ears, thanks to
which I used to start the day with my mom’s
voice every morning. I became unable to
hear my own screams, or maybe I didn’t
make any noise at all, I don’t know. I can no
longer feel the tons of weight over me, my
struggle under which felt like a lifetime, that
neck I grabbed with all my strength, my nails
stuck in hair, my nipples torn apart and blood
smeared, my groins, my womanhood. As my
breathing slowed down, I knew that salvation
was close now. So that was how death felt.
In my last breath I felt my father’s scent full
of affection; my closing eyes saw my moth-
er’s warm smile which made you forget all
your troubles. I wish I could see them one last
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time, my sister, Selguk, my friends... They
were supposed to never leave me alone; but
here I was, all alone. This solitude was the
most difficult of all.
skesteskoskeosk

I approached the people who reminded me
of a huge black cloud with their umbrellas
under the pouring rain. Who were these peo-
ple and why had they gathered here? I heard
many familiar voices that cut through the
humming of the crowd like a knife. Was it
my mother who couldn’t lift her head from
the earth where she was lying face down?
She no sooner got up than fell down again,
in the ground dug up two steps ahead. As she
madly tore apart and threw away the pieces
of wood within the hole, a ghostly white face
revealed itself. Was the face I saw every day
in the mirror pale like that all the time? Ap-
parently, all those people were crying for me.
Pressing my head against her chest with one
hand and slapping her knee with the other,
my mom was pleading “bury me with her.”

My sister was ten years younger than
me. When the doctor walked out of the oper-
ating theater and announced that my mother
had given birth to a healthy baby girl, my fa-
ther had embraced me happily and gone in to
see my mother. As [ was impatiently waiting
for my turn to come with my aunt sitting next
to me, our distant relative Ayse appeared at
the far end of the hallway. She was walking
in a flutter, probably because of her short legs
hardly carrying her pretty large body, and
looked like a ball rolling towards us. Hard-
ly catching her breath, she turned to my aunt
and asked:
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“Is it a boy or a girl?”

“Don’t even go there, this one’s also
a girl! I told Adem in the first place that we
shouldn’t accept that girl in our family, but
he didn’t listen. A woman can make either a
prince or a wretch out of a man, as you can
see.”

“Why do you have to worry? Haven’t
you given birth to two strapping sons? Let the
daughter’s mom beat herself up.”

They hadn’t hesitated a bit talking like
that with me sitting next to them, probably
thinking that I wouldn’t understand them as a
child. But I had already decided that I didn’t
like the two, at all. When I passed the uni-
versity exam years later, it was my aunt who
tried to prevent me from going to university,
asking, “Don’t you think she got enough edu-
cation, Adem? You’ll see, this girl’s going to
be trouble for you. Let’s marry her off with
a suitable man; no one will want to marry
a girl with brains like that, then you’ll have
to look after her forever!” She had a son of
my age, who had taken the university exam
in the same year and couldn’t pass. Without
doubt, that was the only reason for her grudge
against me. What other reason could make
her look down on women like that, when she
was also a woman herself?

I looked at my mother, who clung to
my corpse in a delirium and my father, try-
ing to take her out of there. My daddy, who
always seemed to be big as a mountain ever
since I was a child, had become so tiny. My
poor mommy, I thought, they were right: a
daughter’s mom was supposed to beat herself
up. I am the only reason why you are in this
situation now. It’s all because I am a woman.
I wish I was a man!

skokkokok
A man in handcuffs, wearing a suit that
looked so out of place on him, slowly ap-
proached the stand, with his head bent down.
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“Your name?”

“Ha, Ha-san, sir.”

So, that was his name. How ordinary
he looked now, with his pale complexion
and skinny figure, that dark man who had
seemed like the biggest monster to me that
night. Hasan resembled more a timid bird
than a monster, considering the humble and
submissive way he answered the questions,
stammering and looking around bashfully.

“Did you know the victim, Leyla Ata-
man?”

“Ye-yes, sir.”

The attorney sitting between my par-
ents and holding their hands firmly, immedi-
ately stood up.

“We object, your honor. He’s lying.”

As the judge warned the attorney that it
wasn’t his turn to speak yet and asked Hasan
if he could swear that he knew me, I started
to think; what difference would it make if we
had met? Hasan started to sob, so his attorney
took over, stating that his client’s psychology
didn’t allow him to speak. He said that ours
was no ordinary acquaintance; it was about
a married man, a father of one, finding him-
self in an affair, unable to resist the seduc-
tion of a young and beautiful girl. When he
wanted to end the affair, the young girl didn’t
take it kindly and uttered words to offend the
manhood of his client. The murmur in the
courtroom rose; the audience were protesting
against the attorney by slamming their feet.
The attorney ignored them and continued:

“It is apparent that the victim insulted
my client’s manhood and insult is acknowl-
edged as an extenuating circumstance in sex-
ual crimes. Furthermore, I would like to note
that a woman engaged in previous sexual ac-
tivity cannot be claimed to have been raped.
The precedent court and state council deci-
sions in the file before you confirm my argu-
ment. | request that my client is granted a re-
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duction in penalty due to unjust provocation
and good conduct, considering the respectful
manners of my client during the hearing.”

I looked at my dad, who had fixed his
gaze on the attorney. If only I could walk up to
him and console him saying, “I never did that
daddy; I don’t even know this man. I didn’t
provoke anybody!” I wish we could walk out
of here, arm in arm, then I’d take you to a
nice place by the sea where you could hear
what I’ve been through from me, rather than
this man. I wish I could tell you things we
could never talk about until now, because it
was considered inappropriate, I wish I could
tell you that my first sexual experience was
with the man I loved, which I never regretted
as Leyla, but still made me too embarrassed
to look you in the eye with the sense of guilt
that took over me as your daughter. Would
you understand me then, daddy, or would you
be mad? Would you think that your daugh-
ter, having previous sexual experience, had it
coming, just like this attorney?

My father stood up, as if he had heard
me. “My daughter’s past is no one’s business,
not even mine, let alone miserable creatures
like you. You killed my daughter once more,
saying she deserved to be raped, torn into
pieces and murdered, just because she expe-
rienced that before,” and ran out of the court
room.

My father was surrounded by a swarm
of people as soon as he walked out. People he
knew or hadn’t seen before were hugging him,
giving him their condolences. A respondent,
having managed to walk through the crowd,
heralded the involvement of the Ministry of
Family and Social Policies in the case and an-
nounced that politicians were now following
the case as well, probably thinking this would
comfort the miserable man to some extent.
So I was ecither a very important person, or
the Ministry could not ignore a case which
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had caught so much attention from the press.
Judging by his face devoid of expression,
sunken eyes and slumped shoulders, the only
thing my dad was capable of doing was stand
up, albeit with difficulty. The cameras turned
to my mother and the attorney in her arm,
who were walking out accompanied by the
cheer of the audience upon the postponement
of the hearing by the judge. As the attorney
asked the press to leave the grieving family
alone, there was a sudden clamor, “Adem’s
passed out!” The old heart of my father, who
was now being rushed into the ambulance,
was too weak to go through all that.

To witness what my family had to go
through, plus my existence going unno-
ticed by everyone, was more painful than
everything my body had suffered. I whis-
pered in my father’s ear, in the hospital room
where he lay alone, “Dad.”

skesleskoskeosk

Without regard to the risk of being expelled
from his profession due to violation of the
principle of confidentiality of hearings, my
attorney was talking about the defense of the
other party, which he described as “immoral”
in a live broadcast. “I am begging you,” he
continued:

“Millions of women who inhabit these
lands, I’'m begging you, let today mark a
milestone in history. Each one of you could
be Leyla, any day, any moment. With the one
thousand and four hundred per cent increase
in the acts of violence, harassment, rape and
murder against women in the last ten years in
this country, how could you men be sure that
your daughter, your loved one or your sister
won’t be the next Leyla? Moreover, consid-
ering that many women cannot report such
assaults, as if it’s their fault, the official fig-
ures do not reflect the actual situation. These
people either walk among us as if nothing
happened or are tried at court, where they
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benefit from a reduction in penalty due to
good conduct, considering the ‘adverse im-
pact of the penalty on the defendant.” I ask
you now, is your conscience clear? Our his-
torians who have classified us as a patriarchal
society for years, our elders who said a wom-
an is no good without a stick up their back
and a child in their belly, our politicians who
made statements like “Why should the child
die if its mother was raped? Let the mother
die.’ If women are still getting second class
treatment in 2016 in this country, we are as
guilty as them. Girls who are molested but
remain silent because of their shame, moth-
ers who cover up these crimes just so that no
one hears about the stain on their honor, all
women confined to the limits set by the men
in their lives: isn’t it time to stop this cruelty,
this oppression? Please understand that you
don’t have to play with fire to get burned;
the fire has surrounded us, it’s everywhere
now... If you don’t speak up for Leyla, speak
up for your children, your grandchildren so
that they don’t go through the same.”
skoskoskoskosk

As these events came high on the country’s
agenda, politicians had begun appearing on
television networks, sharing endless advice
with women. They were talking about how
women and men weren’t created equal, how
men couldn’t find girls suitable for marriage
because women were overeducated, how it’s
inappropriate in our culture for a woman to
laugh aloud in public... One of them had even
gone so far as to say that a woman without her
head covered was like a house without cur-
tains, which meant the house was either for
sale or for rent. Listening to all these brought
back memories of my childhood. Really, what
was the role our culture defined for women?

When I was about six, [ and my mom
had visited our neighbor to help her with
preparations. Everyone there was in a rush,
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but mostly Zeynep, who was a real beauty.
When I asked her why she was dressed up
like that, she had told me that they would ask
for her hand in marriage that night.

“What does it mean to ask for some-
one’s hand in marriage, Zeynep?”

“I’ll get married Leyla, if my dad al-
lows it, of course.”

With tear-filled eyes, I ran to Zeynep’s
father and told him “Please don’t give her
hand in marriage, let her stay with us.” The
old man gave a bellow of laughter and said,
“Leyla, all young girls marry someday. They
will also ask your father for your hand in
marriage, when you are of age.” In our coun-
try, tradition required that when a girl and
boy wanted to get married, the boy would
visit the girl’s parents with his family and ask
the father to give away his daughter, while
drinking a cup of the famous Turkish coffee.
This tradition was acknowledged without
question, to the extent that I couldn’t under-
stand what the ceremony meant until today;
it simply marked the passing on of the own-
ership of the daughter, who was under her fa-
ther’s guardianship until that day, to the boy,
thus his family. Why were women treated
as commodities, why were they given away
from one man in their lives to another, not
accounting for the dowry still paid in Ana-
tolia, which basically meant the purchase of
women by the husband’s family? If even our
families treated us like commodities, how
could we expect men to respect us, our wom-
anhood, just because we were human beings?

skeokodokosk
The man crying alone in the darkness of the
night over my grave was so handsome de-
spite his puffy face, eyes and messy hair. I
had met Selguk on the first day of university.
I knew what love meant the moment 1 saw
him. Now it felt like all our wounds would
be healed if I could touch this man, grieving
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here by my grave, just once. Hasan’s abrasive
touch was nothing like Selguk’s. Every time
Selcuk touched me, I would feel so special,
as if it’s just me and him left in this world.
Who could take that feeling away from me?

One day, hearing a politician say “it is
not appropriate for pregnant women to walk
around the streets. A Turkish woman is the or-
nament of her home” on television, he turned
off the television in a fury, held my hands and
said, “My dear, you are too precious to be an
ornament anywhere. You are my beloved,
my mind, my soul. Would you like to travel
around the world when you are pregnant?”’ At
that moment, I had hugged the man I loved
with a big smile on my face. I don’t know if it
was the pride I felt in his reaction or the idea
of being pregnant with our child.

“Sweetheart, we can’t have a child
now, but you have to be a father. You have
to recover, for the two of us, for our dreams.
You have to raise beautiful kids who value
human beings, who value women, just like
yourself. I love you so much, please do not
turn your back on life darling. Who knows,
maybe we’ll meet again in the afterlife, just
as they say.”

sgokskoskok
The heart attack my father had in front of the
cameras, coupled with the sentimental speech
of the attorney and the politicians’ statements
about what women should and should not do,
had caused quite a stir in the country.

That humming I had heard first at the
graveyard and then at court seemed to rise
from every house now. I could hear my name
uttered in every home with its lights on in the
darkness of the night. Those people who stayed
up all night awakened the whole country with
stories, outcries, protests written under titles
“Shout, don’t be quiet,” “We are rising, not
mourning,” “Silence is no good, speak your
story.” Real heroes of real stories had a say
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now, not the bigots. All high school students
who were harassed by men old enough to be
their father on the bus had a say now. Women
who quickened their steps because of foot-
steps approaching from behind in a quiet alley
had a say now. Girls who called out to their
non-existent brothers, “I got the door!” while
getting their food from the delivery guy had a
say now. It was time to speak for men who had
learned to their surprise that these stories were
experienced by someone in every household
without exception, yet they weren’t told about
it even by the people closest to them. It was
time to speak for men who began to question
why people had to say goodbye telling each
other “call me when you are home” in that
country, men who came to understood that the
fight against the violence and discrimination
against women in every area was everyone’s
shared responsibility. It was these men again,
who worked to raise awareness against the use
of phrases like “man up”, “take it like a man”,
“be man enough”, which had become buz-
zwords in our language. That day, thousands
of men poured out into the streets wearing the
skirts they had snatched from their mothers,
wives or friends, with T-shirts saying “take it
like a woman” and “wish I was a woman” on
their tops. People in many countries I hadn’t
even heard of before were protesting violence
and discrimination against women with my
pictures in their hands, all thanks to social
media. Meanwhile, attorneys made applica-
tions for cancellation of the reduction in pen-
alty due to good conduct in crimes of violence
against women. The government, probably
in fear of all these reactions, suspended the
negotiations regarding bills that prohibited
abortion and that pardoned the rapist if little
girls younger than fifteen were married off to
their rapists and had a problem-free marriage

for five years.
skoskoskoskosk
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My family, my friends and all the people I had
seen maybe only once in my life were waiting
in front of the hospital for news from the doc-
tor. What surprised me more than them were
the faces I had never seen before, which had
multiplied since the funeral. It was as if those
people waited for my father to recover to-
gether with me, in the waiting room or garden
of the hospital, in the neighborhood, in front
of their televisions. Even my grandmother
who kept muttering “damned man wrecked
our home! Curse him, and curse his name!”
all the time had grown tired of talking, but
my dad wasn’t tired of sleeping. The doctor
let my mother and sister enter his room. My
mom sniffed the air a few times, as if she had
felt my existence, looked around with tear-
filled eyes and closed the door. Here we were
again, the four of us, though they didn’t know
that. Just as I felt death, I felt that the time to
say goodbye was also near. Whatever [ want-
ed to tell them, tens and thousands of words,
were already told by people I didn’t know.
“Daddy,” I whispered in his ear, “please
wake up.” I looked at my mother and sister,
sleeping in each other’s arms.

“Now they need you more than ever. It’s
not easy for me either dad, but you can’t come
to me just yet. You are my precious, my hero;
your baby daughter also needs a hero. Mom,
parting from you is the hardest thing; you are
my reason for existence, you taught me how
to love infinitely, without expecting anything
in return; you taught me how to be a wom-
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an, how to take pride in my womanhood. My
dearest, I want you to know that your daugh-
ter’s not unhappy as she leaves everything
behind today. Maybe, until today, women in
our society and in many other societies were
mirrors who magnified men a thousand times
their actual size and if I could live for a full
lifetime, if I could age, I wouldn’t be able to
touch those people the slightest bit like how
I touch them today. I couldn’t be the voice of
women who are victims of injustice. My dear
sister. I know that you will someday know
what I went through and will be much more
upset than you are today. All I ask of you is
to be yourself, to live with no shame of your
womanhood and watch over our heartbroken
parents. In that book I last read, The Masnavi,
which you were so curious about, Rumi says,
“Don’t be upset, everybody dies. Some are
buried in the ground, and some in the heart.”

The dawn is about to break. There are
still dozens of people I’d like to say goodbye
to, but I’'m afraid it won’t be possible. As the
sun rose, I saw my father open his eyes, for
the last time. Thank God...

My name is Leyla, a girl of 22. I don’t
resent any of you, as my soul fades into eter-
nity just like my body. Beautiful people who
wanted to create light from my darkness; I
came to terms with my darkness, thanks to
you. I bestow the heart and dreams of a young
girl on all of you. My only wish, my will, if I
can, is that you never forget the Leyla within
you. Goodbye...

IEMed.
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