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When he first came to New York, Ruslan stood for a moment to catch his breath in the shadow of the same pillar, on the same bridge overlooking the ocean, in exactly the same place he stands now. He was hungry and penniless and had no idea where he would sleep that night, but he was young. The ocean that day had been an irresistible color, an iridescent blue, like a blanket full of gems under which two young men were making love. But now the ocean is an indecisive color, somewhere between vomit and phlegm, a cardboard ocean circling the bridge like a stagnant puddle in an abandoned factory.

Ruslan shook his gray temples to bring himself back to the present, as if everything that happened then always had an irresistible magnetic power. He wiped his face with his hand, throwing the cigar butt, almost hitting an albatross that turned from its flight in surprise, looking at it from the side as if it had discovered that it intended to throw itself off the bridge. The bird hit the air with force, leaving the sensation of mocking applause, heading towards the barges bulging with containers stacked on top of each other in dozens of floors. It seemed to Ruslan that the albatross was laughing cynically as it moved away. He knocked over the last sip of vodka. The sun rose above the glass like a gold coin. "Vodka never lies," he thought, turning towards the limousine that was waiting for him with its emergency lights flashing. "I would have given him my shirt if he had asked for any money," Ruslan said to himself, thinking bitterly of his friend, Yuri, who was now waiting for him at the firm, ready to cheat him.

He tightened his fur collar around his neck. From the limousine, the traffic moved steadily, calmly, silently, like a spectacle, but from outside the Brooklyn Bridge loomed like a frozen revolver barrel, and the cars hissed and crossed in a firefight. As he threw his empty glass into the ocean, a tall woman with bags stepped out of the traffic. The old woman hesitantly crossed the bridge, and Ruslan, stunned, held out his hand to warn her because a truck was just approaching. Suddenly the old woman saw Ruslan, and her face became as full of emotion as a lake on whose mirror the fine rain before the storm lay. She stretched out her long neck towards him and said something, but Ruslan heard only a kind of hyena's groan. The old woman lifted her bags to check her balance, and the truck covered her completely. Ruslan took a few steps forward, lying on the sidewalk, trying to see the old woman's body between the wheels of the cars. The driver lifted him off the pavement. Seeing his boss stumbling forward toward traffic, he grabbed him by the coat just as he was about to fall between the curb and the hood of a car that swerved to one side, disturbing the traffic.

-I saw... an old woman. I think there was an accident, Ruslan found himself saying, his mouth quivering with emotion.

-Where? the driver asked firmly, looking in the rearview mirror.

The traffic was moving disciplinedly toward the intersections of the Brooklyn neighborhood.

-Further on, Ruslan said, looking back carefully, climbing into the leather armchair. Surprised, he remembered how he had been moving clumsily across the bridge like an invalid getting out of a wheelchair, trying to move his paralyzed legs.

Looking at the driver's olive-brown neck, Ruslan wanted to call him by name, but he realized that he didn't know him, although this driver had saved him from many critical situations.

-Your name, Ruslan said, is Ahmed.

-No, the driver said, turning from profile. My name is Ridha.

-You are from Morocco...

-No, the driver said, checking the gear lever, I am from Tunisia. Can I start? Ridha asked, surprised by the beads of sweat that appeared on his forehead. The boss had never talked to him so much. "He just doesn't want to fire me," he thought anxiously, trying to figure out if he had done something wrong, knowing that the boss could only tolerate impeccable behavior. The little girl, Halima, had just started college and the bank had asked her for a bunch of documents and all kinds of absurd recommendations for a loan.

-Are you married? Ruslan suddenly asked.

-Yes.

-And how many children do you have?

-Five, ‘Hamdu lillāh,’ the driver said quickly, biting his lips because he had spoken in Arabic, which meant a loss of control, thank God, the driver corrected himself, smiling to hide his tension. I have five girls.

-Five girls... But what is your salary?

-Apart from the holiday bonuses, Ridha said embarrassedly, I have 1600 dollars.

-That includes seniority? the boss asked carefully.

-No, that’s how much I’ve been making since I’ve been working here. 1600 dollars. There is no seniority at the company.

-Is that a good salary? the boss asked after a few moments of silence, while in his ear he felt the echo of the words: “There is no seniority at the company.” “But why is there no seniority at your company?” Ruslan thought quickly, gritting his teeth, quickly calculating in his mind, after which he realized that his driver had been serving him for at least 12 years.

-It's not bad, Ridha said. We're doing well.

-It means that the wife works.

-No, she doesn't work. She takes care of the children.

-Oh, she doesn't work. Arab women don't work in general.

-We are not Arabs. We are Moustafi, Ridha tactfully specified, ... a kind of Tuareg. But we also speak Arabic, "from the Koran", Ridha wanted to add, stopping in time, checking the mirrors more carefully as they approached the violent traffic of the metropolis.

-I wanted to know..., Ruslan said after a few moments of silence, looking at his polished gaiters that reflected his face like mirrors, since you haven't been home in Tunisia.

-Oh, I haven't been here for a long time, Ridha said quickly, touched, he didn't expect such a question, he really missed the desert and always avoided thinking since he was not home, let alone thinking himself, let alone asking someone else.

-Tell me about a dish that you eat there in Tunisia among your family. A dish that reminds you of home.

-There are many dishes, but I like a dish made by my mother.

It's called mouluhia, Ridha said, surprised that he couldn't control himself, breathing hard from so many questions, thinking that to get rid of the boss, it's best to tell him the truth. Ruslan felt his emotion and became even more attentive.

-What is this dish like?

-Oh, it's... a kind of green sauce that contains almost all the known spices but also a rare plant, called mouluhia1. Mother carefully collects it from the desert. In the middle of the plate is a piece of tender meat. We spread the pita on the plate and the steamed meat falls apart into strips and we all eat. The meat must be camel. If it's not camel, it doesn't taste the same, sometimes we add mutton, but that's not mouluhia.

-I knew that the Tuaregs respect their camels and don't eat them.

-The Tuaregs are horsemen, Ridha carefully clarified, raising a finger, quickly putting his hand back on the steering wheel, biting his lip. There are several species of camels
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