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“Anyone who wants to know the human psyche […] would be better advised to abandon exact science, put away his scholar’s gown, bid farewell to his study, and wander with human heart through the world. There in the horrors of prisons, lunatic asylums and hospitals, in drab suburban pubs, in brothels and gambling-hells, in the salons of the elegant, the Stock Exchanges, socialist meetings, churches, revivalist gatherings and ecstatic sects, through love and hate, through the experience of passion in every form in his own body, he would reap richer stores of knowledge than text-books a foot thick could give him.”
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Part One
Go East

From the Czech—Slovak border through Turkey to Iran
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Go Home English Bastards

THE GUARDS ON THE SLOVAK SIDE OF THE CROSSING HAD had their heads shaved earlier that week. The first one to see us said “Problem” and radioed through to his superiors before ushering Yasmine out of the flow of traffic into a no-man’s land bordered by thick yellow lines. He spoke some more into his radio, his voice hushed and a little tense. He sounded like a racing commentator. With the border crossing so small he didn’t really need to talk into a radio, he could have just turned around and shouted at the other guards in the guardhouse, but, as he knew, talking into the radio looked good. It reminded the watching world that he was in charge. He slotted the radio back into its holster and with a series of nods and sudden hand gestures motioned us out of Yasmine, the second-hand Toyota pick-up truck I had bought with Al a few months ago.

Al was also clambering out of Yasmine at that moment, the person with whom I had left London nine days before; the other part of what had just begun.

Two more Slovak officials came over to have a look at us, hands on chins, foreheads crumpled. The shortest one stepped forward. He had a snub nose and wore a hat one size too big.

“Passport.”

I handed my passport over and stepped back, trying to look apologetic and unthreatening, but at the same time not entirely sure why we had been pulled out of the flow of Trabants and Ladas heading into Slovakia. The three guards looked me up and down, clumsily, none of them seeming to like what they saw, before turning to Al. He didn’t mind being looked up and down so much and their eyes remained on him as he pottered back and forth within our miniature no-man’s land, whistling to himself, kicking at small stones and hopping to the tune in his head.

The guard going through my passport found a page that he liked the look of. The other two crowded round.

“Problem,” he said once more, looking up at me and then back at the passport, shaking his head slowly, making sure to give each shake an exaggerated, pantomime follow-through.

The guard held up my passport and pointed at the Iranian visa stamp I had obtained two weeks ago, just before leaving London. He shook his head once more to really ram the point home, before marching back to the guardhouse. There was an ominous spring to his step: it was as if he had just found an important clue, or proof of something. The other two guards told us to get back into Yasmine and directed us to another no-man’s land. Although more spacious than the last — you could really stretch your legs in this one — our new holding area was farther away from the flow of traffic entering and exiting Slovakia, and farther away from Slovakia itself, the country we hoped to cross in order to get to Istanbul, our first stop.

AL AND I WERE NINE DAYS INTO WHAT WE HAD SPENT THE last few months telling anyone who had asked or anyone who would listen was going to be a year-long journey into the Middle East. We were painters; or you could say we were artists, but there’s something about the word “artist” that feels a bit exclusive, or makes you think of people with a language all of their own — one that non-artists wouldn’t get — and besides, most of the time we made paintings. So we were painters.

Between us we knew very little about the Middle East. Or the “heart of the Islamic world”, as we had begun to call it because we thought this might make it easier to raise money for our journey. “Heart of the Islamic world” sounded more epic than “Middle East”, and less like something you’d hear about on the nightly news. So why go to the Middle East? We would be asked this almost everywhere we went, the questioner smiling as if whatever followed was going to be a little perverse.

Our journey began, like a lot of journeys, with a conversation. One afternoon, three years before we arrived at the Czech—Slovak border and several weeks before starting our different degrees at different universities, Al and I agreed that once we had finished university we would spend a year painting together. At the time it didn’t matter where. We had gone painting together before but on a much smaller scale, usually for a few weeks or at most a month, and it had worked: we got on with each other, we became prolific around each other, we didn’t argue too much, and best of all we could criticise each other’s work and it did not hurt. With anyone else it did. Two years later and only a few weeks before the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, we decided that for our year of making art somewhere, anywhere, we would go to the Middle East. Neither of us knew much about the area. Both wanted to know more, and at the time that seemed enough of a reason to go.

In the wake of the 11 September attacks, while the Taliban regime in Afghanistan was threatened, bombed and eventually ousted from Kabul, we were busy making homemade A4-sized proposals with grainy, internet-quality images and gutters that would always end up half a centimetre off centre, explaining what we were going to do in the Middle East. The more of these proposals we made the more culturally righteous our journey began to sound, until it was no longer the “journey”, nor the “adventure”. It became the “Project” or the “Expedition”. Our pamphlets declared in the cold Arial font that the two young men pictured were not just going off painting in the Middle East — no, they were embarking on an artistic expedition to the heart of the Islamic world in order to alter Western stereotypes about the region. They planned to get under the skin of this area, to find the parts that didn’t appear in the news. They would try to plug the gap that existed between the two visual caricatures of the region: on one hand the hotbed of modern-day suicidal terror, and on the other a more Orientalist, antique and sexually louche land of Ali Baba flying-carpet fantasy.

We sent almost a hundred of these lovingly hand-stapled pamphlets to companies or charities or trusts who we thought might like this kind of thing, in the hope that they’d send us money. None of them did. Most of them were worried, I think understandably, that a project involving the word “Islam” and two scruffy young artists would end up either politicised or controversial or both. Most, that is, apart from Ken Bromley of Ken Bromley Art Supplies just outside Bolton, Lancashire. He took pity on us after we sent him one of our pamphlets and agreed to give us a fifteen per cent discount on the crate of paint we ordered from him.

That meant we would have to raise most of our money during the journey. Somehow. Otherwise, according to our budget, we would run out of money just over halfway through the trip in the middle of the Saudi Arabian desert. But how could we make money while we were on the road? As two people with no experience of anything other than sitting in libraries and writing essays, making money while not on the road was hard enough. We would have to come up with a plan.

Lee, one of the partners at a second-hand Toyota dealership near Stroud, Gloucestershire, though both impressed and worried about what we were planning to do, did not feel that the cultural relevance of our expedition justified a discount on the pick-up truck we had our eye on.

“We can’t do it without her,” Al and I told each other repeatedly and a little breathlessly, the words coming out as a mantra, before both parting with our life savings and signing two of the largest cheques either of us had ever written; apart from the one for a million pounds that you write when you get your first chequebook, before tearing the cheque into tiny pieces (and putting the pieces in different bins).

WITH A BEEP AND A BURST OF STATIC THE BORDER GUARD’S radio came to life. He nodded fast at the instructions he was given, like a nodding dog in a car being driven over a cattle grid, before unwrapping a pair of latex gloves and pulling them on slowly and without menace. The only latex gloves I had ever seen being pulled on were in American teen gross-out movies. This was different, in every way. The guard moved round to the back of Yasmine and directed me to unbolt her. He began to remove objects one by one, holding each as if it was diseased before placing it on the tarmac beside him, something he did with the precision of a miniaturist.

One of the poles from my camp bed made him frown. He swiped the air with it like a man hailing a taxi in a black-and-white film, and it made a whistling sound.

Once he was done with the back of Yasmine he moved into her cab, which had filled fast since we left London and was now a kaleidoscopic mess. The first thing you saw in the jungle of tacky colour was a green, fluffy ball with a moustache and a Mexican hat sewn on it that hung from the windscreen mirror. Wedged into the handles above each door were several Disney bodyguards that Al had collected from McDonald’s Happy Meals. The steering wheel cover was furry with piebald black and white splodges, another Al contribution, while all over the dash and floor were copies of The Sun, maps of Amsterdam and Prague, The Aleph by Jorge Luis Borges, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, the Penguin translation of the Qur’an, pint glasses, mugs, clothes, tapes, tubes of paint, paintbrushes and a leaflet entitled “What is Islam?” that had been given to us the day before by the man who ran the Czech Republic’s first official mosque. In fact there were so many odd-looking things that the border guard didn’t know where to start. So he didn’t. Instead, he turned to Al and pointed at his trousers, tutting. They were ugly, calf-length combat trousers made from “rip-stop” material, so that if you ripped them the rip would stop, something Al had demonstrated a few times (so his trousers were covered in tiny rips, which had stopped).

Visibly upset by the state of Al’s trousers, the guard had another chat with his radio before heading back to the guardhouse.

An hour later, two more senior-looking officials stepped out of the guardhouse holding what looked like our passports. We got back into Yasmine as they sauntered towards us.

“So,” Al sighed as he slammed his door. “Remind me what there is to do in Bratislava?”

“Not sure.”

“Actually we’ve got a book on it somewhere. Where did I put it?” As he rummaged around by his feet, one of the border guards tapped on my window. I wound it down.

“No,” he said as he handed me my passport open at a page with a Slovakian stamp and a cross drawn through it. “Slovakia no. Go home England.”

“What? What do you mean? What have we done?”

“Slovakia no. Go home England,” he repeated. The other guard handed Al his passport, which bore an identical stamp with a cross through it, and the two of them ambled back to the guardhouse.

Al stayed with Yasmine while I followed the two guards, waving one of our pamphlets at them.

“I don’t understand. You must have got us muddled up with someone else.” They looked blank. “You see, we’re part of a UK cross-cultural expedition designed to…”

I was removed from the office by the two guards nearest the door. As I tried to get back in, the door was slammed in my face. Not in the figure-of-speech sense of having a door slammed in your face, that would have been fine — this door landed on my face and hit my nose. It hurt like when you hit your funny bone and you laugh and howl at the same time and for a moment can’t work out whether you’re feeling morphine-like happiness or acute pain.

I tried again.

“Slovakia no. Go home England,” said someone inside. Again the door was shut with me on the wrong side of it, this time with my nose out of the way.

I couldn’t think what to do. Then I remembered that as I was being ejected from the office, in the semi-commotion I had managed to drop one of our pamphlets onto the senior official’s desk. Maybe he was reading it now. He’d let us in after that, surely.

A few minutes later I opened the door. Again it was slammed shut with me on the wrong side of it. This sequence played itself out twice more, the slam of the door getting louder and louder, until I decided to pull my one and only trump card. I went to find a payphone.

An anti-climactic amount of time passed as I changed money, bought a phonecard and went back to the payphone. Then I was ready. It was time to call the British Embassy.

Because it was a Saturday, the line went straight through to the duty officer’s mobile phone. He had a honeyed, BBC news-reading voice and was midway through a picnic somewhere in Bratislava, Slovakia’s capital. I could hear birds tweeting in the background. He would be happy to help, he said, but first he had to find out exactly what the border guards’ report said. Half an hour later he rang back, the birds still hard at it in the background sounding more and more like foley on a wildlife documentary.

“Look, I’m sorry to say this,” he said, his voice condoling. “But it appears they think you two are, well, that you’re Islamic activists of some sort.”

“We’re what?”

“‘Islamic extremists’ are the words they use. Obviously I’m not there so I have no idea why they think this, but this is what the report says. It also says you’ve come armed with various weapons, including a baseball bat.”

“But… But we don’t have a baseball bat.”

“I’m afraid that’s what the report says.”

Silence.

“I think I know what it is.”

“The baseball bat?”

“It must be my camp-bed pole. They must have thought my camp-bed pole was a baseball bat.”

“Right.” He didn’t sound convinced.

“And we’re not Islamic activists. Or extremists. I mean, we’re not even Muslim…”

“The leaflets promoting Islam?”

“Oh, we were given them by a guy in Brno. Just yesterday. An imam. Well, he wasn’t actually an imam, that was his friend in Cairo.”

“Either way. They seem to think you two were heading to Bratislava to start a riot. Or a protest,” the duty officer said slowly, still reading the report. “They also make special mention of your dress and demeanour. Apparently both were unsatisfactory. Look, I’m terribly sorry, but they’ve done a paragraph six.”

“What’s that?”

“A paragraph six. It’s quite serious. It means there’s nothing we, as your representative embassy, can do to help. I’m afraid you’ll have to turn back. If I were you I’d try to get round through Austria. Assuming they don’t see the P.6 in your passport at the Austrian border. But you can’t cross this border.”

This was more or less the exact opposite of what I had shouted at the Slovak commander before tramping off to find the payphone. I couldn’t believe it. We were being turned away from Slovakia because we looked like Islamic extremists. My brain couldn’t quite process what had happened. Although I had just about worked out how to change one of Yasmine’s tyres and had bought a first aid kit in case Al hurt himself, at no point before setting out had I worked out what to do if we were accused of being Islamic extremists, barred from a European country and branded with a “P.6”.

I opened my passport and looked again at the miserable cross the guards had put through the Slovak stamp. A big, Basquiatesque cross there so that other border guards would see it, read the P.6 beneath it and know that we were trouble. Tearing out the page was no good, because for any border guard not new to the job the passport would feel wrong as he or she flicked through it; equally, the pages were numbered so whoever was inspecting the passport could tell if a page was missing.

As the man from the embassy told me about places we should try to see in Iran, if we got to Iran, a team of overgrown and less-uniformed Slovak border guards advanced. One of them positioned himself a foot away from me, his shoulders ox-like and his eyeballs vast and in danger of popping out. I said goodbye to the embassy duty officer and returned the phone to its rest. My hand fell away from the receiver, an umbilical cord broken, the man’s mellifluous voice still ringing in my ears; the guard with the large eyeballs took me by the arm. He began to march me towards Yasmine. Another guard did the same to Al.

Feeling a wave of boyish indignation, I shook off the guard’s grip. The moment I did this I knew I shouldn’t have. He turned to me, his eyeballs larger than before and for a moment disbelieving, in a lovely, childlike way — it was as if he had just been shown how a toy he’d been struggling with all morning really worked — before he pushed me up against the wall and held me there by the throat. His face was five or maybe six inches from mine. His palm pressed into my windpipe, turning my voice into a helium whine. He began to chant his own version of the Slovak border guard motto.

“Slovakia no. Go home England. Bastards.”

His breath smelt of crisps.

“We’re going, don’t worry,” said Al.

I squeaked agreement.

“Bastards,” the guard said again.

Cheese and onion.

“No, no,” said Al. “You’ve got it wrong, honestly, we’re not terrorists or anything. We’re here to learn about your country. We’re students. Really.”

“Students,” I squeaked.

“Students,” said Al.

“Bastards,” said one guard.

“Bastards,” chimed the others, nodding and getting into the routine.

The man holding me against the wall let me go and we walked back to Yasmine.

“Go home England. Bastards,” they shouted in what sounded like rehearsed unison.

“Go home Slovakia. Bastards,” we yelled back, a bit stupidly as, technically, they were already in Slovakia.

They shouted at us some more and I felt like the dog listening to his owner in a Gary Larson cartoon as I picked out the words “bastards”, “go home”, “England” and the occasional “fuck off” from the clutter of Slovak.

I drove back into the Czech Republic with a sickly kind of anxiety. It was like the pause at the end of your first driving test when the instructor tells you to pull over and park the car so that you can be told your fate, only this nauseous, guilty feeling would not go away, and continued until it was less of a feeling than a state of mind.
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Biscuits

THE DAY BEFORE – 11 SEPTEMBER 2002, THE FIRST anniversary of the suicide terrorists’ attacks on the World Trade Center in New York – Al and I had sat in a mosque in Brno, in the southeast of the Czech Republic, and spoken to Czech Muslims about how their lives had changed since “9/11”. One of them had called it “11/9”. The mosque had smelt of polished pine. In turn, they had described how hard each of them found it to relax on a plane or in an airport departure lounge, so flying had become a last resort. As long as each man’s face or clothing signified “Muslim” they would feel eyes on them throughout the journey – accusing eyes, watchful eyes, wary eyes – and enough of these would make them feel guilty. And nauseous.

I had no idea as I sat with these men in the carpeted warmth of Brno’s only mosque that the following day I too would signify both “Muslim” and “Muslim extremist”. Or had the two merged in the minds of the Slovak guards?

It was our first taste of the new, post-9/11 world that was forming around us: an unfamiliar world, even to itself. Although we had read about its embryonic parameters of suspicion and morality, heard stories about Sikhs being attacked because they looked Muslim or Asian-looking men being held without charge in countries where such a thing was illegal, and had tried to imagine what it felt like to be a part of the new “them”, only now could we fully understand it because only now had we tasted it for ourselves.

I followed signs for the Austrian border. With seven kilometres to go I pulled into a lay-by and we both changed into suits. Each of us had packed one suit for the journey ahead: for the exhibition we had lined up tentatively in Tehran, and for the nights in palaces with princes and princesses we did not yet have lined up but liked to dream about. Because I was fairly sure that the Middle East would be hot, I had packed a beige-coloured linen suit. It was a hand-me-down with sleeves that were too long. Three kilometres before the border a Billie Holiday tape replaced Rod Stewart. One kilometre away and we pulled into a service station to fill Yasmine with diesel and buy some biscuits. She was half full anyway, but a full tank made me feel like a more pious driver.

“And we can eat the biscuits while we cross the border,” said Al as we pulled up to the first checkpoint. “It’ll make us look calm.”

“Right.”

“I mean, who eats a biscuit when they’re nervous?”

“Exactly,” I said. “And you should be reading something.”

Al reached for the first book he could find. The Qur’an. With Yasmine rolling to a standstill and several Austrian border guards walking towards us, he shoved it into the glovebox and pulled out a European guidebook.

“Don’t forget the biscuits,” he hissed as I wound down the window.

Both border guards liked their biscuit and there was no “problem”. In fact, all the Austrian officials we spoke to seemed genuinely pleased to welcome into their country two bookish, well-dressed, biscuit-eating Billie Holiday fans. We were waved through in the time it took to swipe our passports through a machine. I sprayed biscuity thanks at the guards and drove towards Vienna feeling the thrill of petty guilt. It was as if we had tricked them somehow, stolen a penny sweet, pinched their parking space, tied their shoelaces together. If only they knew! Then I remembered that we hadn’t done anything wrong.

For a moment, it felt like we were back on track.

[image: Image]

Clothes

TWO DAYS LATER, IN BUDAPEST, YASMINE WAS BROKEN INTO in broad daylight while parked on a busy street. The bags we had left on her back seat were stolen. We spent that afternoon in Pest police station dictating reports, trying to remember exactly what was in the different bags, working out how much it was all worth, adding a bit on for the insurance and waiting several hours while our statements were translated into Hungarian. After that we were driven around Budapest in police cars.

With the Slovak border crossing still heavy on my mind, like the memory of a dream where you kill someone, being in a police car made me feel guilty and on edge. Every time one of the police officers asked me a question I felt as if they knew what we had done. Although we hadn’t done anything wrong; I had forgotten that again.

Al was pissed off about losing his bag. Although he hadn’t lost anything expensive, what had been stolen meant a lot to him, hard-to-replace things like his tobacco or his pipe-cleaning kit; luckily he always kept his pipes on his person. As with anyone leading a faintly nomadic existence, Al’s few possessions had become his home and losing so many of them now we were on the road hurt. What he missed more than anything else were the clothes that had gone.

Although he rarely admitted it, Al’s clothes were important to him and in many ways they defined him, or at least they said a lot about him. Like Al himself, Al’s clothes were an unusual mixture of ordinary things. For him there was nothing showy or strange about wearing a luminous yellow FUBU basketball top beneath an ageing leather jacket, or shell-suit Adidas trousers topped by a tweed jacket. Each was a fantastic bit of clothing, he would say, so why not wear them together? If he were a chef he’d put caviar on ice-cream. He didn’t do this to be sensational, or to get a reaction, he did it because it made Cartesian, rock-solid sense to him.

I had known Al for eight years and the longer I knew him the harder he was to describe. I could see that to look at he had a flattish, angular face with arctic blue eyes that people remembered and hair that was beginning to thin, while to talk to he might come across as wildly confident or at other times shy, and if shy he might appear arrogant in that he was comfortable being silent. But that was all surface. I knew Al best when he was making art. That was when he came alive. The energy and calm certainty that flowed through him when he was creating a picture or building a sculpture were mesmerising. Any and all inhibitions disappeared so there would be nothing unusual about finding him, say, in a busy Damascene street seven months later surrounded by a crowd of fifty men as he positioned a toy tiger on the shoulder of a bemused hajji, as part of an installation, before dancing round with his camera, dropping to the floor, jumping up again, blinded by the need to get the best shot; nor anything odd about discovering him on the roof of a hotel in the middle of a bitterly cold Iranian night, earphones in, eyes shut, making a painting with his hands. Why? Because it expressed his subconscious feeling, he would explain, as if giving you directions to the nearest bus stop.
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The Hungarian police eventually found Al’s bag in the bathroom of a cheap hotel. Most of its contents had gone. The police apologised for the theft, saying it was unusual for Budapest, before dropping us back at Yasmine and wishing us a pleasant stay in Hungary.

Night was coming up fast.

“Not really how I imagined it,” said Al as he started to tape up Yasmine’s window, echoing my thoughts, the black plastic flapping in the breeze like a pennant.

“What do you mean?”

“This, where we are now, how far we’ve got. Or I suppose how far we haven’t got.”

“Yep.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

Silence.

“How did you imagine it to be?” I asked, amazed that I hadn’t asked this before.

“Well.” He stopped what he was doing. “I suppose I’d pictured the pair of us more or less gliding through the Middle East, in a secure truck, making pictures about whatever we saw. Recording it all like a fly on the wall. Well, two flies on the wall. But I guess that’s not going to happen. Our demeanour is… what is it?” He looked over. “Unsatisfactory. Yup. Yasmine is a target. We look like Islamic militants. Can you believe that? There are borders we can’t cross because of what we look like.”

“Or what we represent.”

“And that changes everything. I mean, I never thought we would look like anything other than two guys in a red pick-up truck who make pictures. Harmless people. Not-a-threat people. But now we look like, I don’t know, we’re two Qur’an-carrying young men of aggressive demeanour and no fixed abode. And uncertain destination. One of whom has a beard,” he said, glancing at me.

Even more worrying – although I didn’t bring it up just then because I thought we had enough to mull over – was the idea that had been snowballing in my mind since we left London: could it be that neither of us actually knew how to make our portrait of the heart of the Islamic world? It had sounded so simple when we put it in our pamphlet that we hadn’t really addressed this. Now that we were on the road, fleshing out the fiction we had spent the last year creating, defining, refining and preparing, our mission statement and everything our pamphlet embodied began to look and feel like artifice. Beyond our carefully worded sound bites about cross-cultural artistic dialogue, what should we be painting, day to day? Or should we be painting? Did the Czech Muslims we had spent time with in Prague and Brno constitute an atom of the Islamic world, and if so how should we be making art about them? Or perhaps it didn’t matter how we made the art. Perhaps our art was no more than a device, or a way into the people and places we encountered.

We were less than two weeks into the journey and what had happened to us over the last three days had neatly blown apart my understanding of what we were doing. All of a sudden we found ourselves in an unfamiliar world where we no longer knew where we could go, what we signified or what we were doing. It was not a good feeling.

“We’ve got to change the way she looks,” said Al as he finished taping up Yasmine’s window. “Make her less inviting, so she doesn’t get broken into again.”

“Right.”

“She looks too new. Too proud. We’ve got to scuff her up somehow. Make her look like a heap of junk,” he said, cocking his head as he sized her up.

“And we’ve got to change the way we look.”

“Yasmine first.” He squinted at her. “I want her to look like a rattlebag old jalopy. A proper tank you wouldn’t store anything more valuable than a spare tyre in.”

“Flat spare tyre.”

“And that yellow has to go. Honestly.”

Not long before leaving London, in a particularly bright mood, I had painted the hood that covered the pick-up part of Yasmine a bawdy, look-at-me yellow, which, next to the cheap-red-wine maroon of her body made her stand out like a streaker on a busy street. Though the way she turned heads was not just because of her colouring. It had a lot to do with her shape.

Before setting eyes on Yasmine I had never really got off on the shape of any car; I had never bought a car magazine, never oohed and aahed as an armada of classic vehicles drove past on a Sunday afternoon, and never, ever dreamt of one day owning a Ferrari or a Porsche and feeling slick or in some way fulfilled by doing so. Cars were someone else’s obsession. None of my dreams had cars in them. Until Yasmine. Looking at her made me happy in a way I did not think a metallic means of getting from A to B possibly could. It also made a lot of other people happy. Everywhere we had been with Yasmine she drew admiring smiles or gestures. Conversations began because of her, and there was something about her shape, her proportions, the curve of her bonnet when you caught her profile (or was it just her redness? – her body was very red) that made most people fall for her.

The next day in Budapest we got Yasmine’s broken window and its undamaged counterpart replaced with sheets of aluminium. “Very strong,” said Mikael the welder, thumping each one to prove it. Already she was starting to look like a dreadnought. From the garage we drove to an art shop where we bought several cans of spray paint and for the rest of the day, as if doing the pilot for some twisted makeover show – Wreck My Ride – we set about ageing Yasmine. We added rusted bruises with jagged edges that I drew shadows on with a paint pen. We covered her glossy maroon paint with a matt red that softened with time into a weather-beaten pink. Her hood turned from gaudy yellow to peat brown. We worked sandpaper over her body and added wedges of paint or invented collisions and scrapes, the paintwork of Yasmine’s phantom victims still visible around each dent, and just below the driver’s window we thought about drawing a line of icons depicting cars and several small animals, each one with a cross drawn through it, although we decided against that. Finally we scratched nails along the length of her body until Yasmine looked five, maybe ten years older, scarred and stolen.

Both of us felt awful doing this, Al especially so. All afternoon his face was an apologetic grimace. It was like cutting off all of your daughter’s beautiful waist-long hair, badly, and yet, as we kept on telling each other, it was for Yasmine’s own good. One day she’d thank us.

Only two hours after we had finished a man walked past Yasmine, pulled out his phone and when he thought he was out of earshot, made a call during which I heard him read out her number plate. He must have been calling the police, to report a stolen vehicle. I told Al. It was the best thing that had happened to us since, well, since leaving London.

The trickster spirit in both of us had come alive. Perhaps we really could change the way Yasmine looked. And if we could do that, perhaps we could change the way we looked. We got drunk to celebrate.

The next morning we left Budapest and followed the signs to Istanbul.
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Something It Is Not

JAMES WILDE CREAKED BACK AND FORTH IN HIS ROCKING chair, the sun catching his nest of white hair every time it bobbed into the light. Behind him the rooftops of Taksim simmered beneath a late afternoon sky that framed the sun as it lowered itself gently onto the Golden Horn.

For most of his life James had been a staff writer at Time magazine. He looked like a mad professor and had the wry delivery of an ageing, dried-up rockstar who had seen more than anyone else in the room. He now lived in Istanbul. On the wall behind him was a collection of black Jesuses in different states of crucifixion, each body writhing in its silent and polished agony.

[image: Image]

“If I had to follow a religion, I think I’d be a black Catholic,” he said, following my gaze, his skin looking just as pallid and pink as it had when I first met him. He spoke with a warm, North American lilt and his words, although staccato, had a kind of rhythm that made you want to listen forever. He’d been talking for some time now.

“Y’know the most peaceful people I ever met?”

Al and I were part of a seven-strong audience. None of us knew.

“Pygmies!” he whispered. “In the Congo. For two and a half months I was trying to find them. Everyone thought I was mad. I thought I was mad. They said I was a diseased, white gorilla who’d got lost. Ha!” He launched into a raucous, snorting laugh that came to a sudden stop as he hacked something up. “Then I found them,” he went on, reaching for a tissue. “Incredible people.” Again silence, everyone certain there was more to come. “Lots of bees there too. Been covered in bees. Complete blanket. Other white guys did it but they hated it.” His voice was a whisper again. “You see I loved it. The more they stung, the better it got. And when you took a shit, they’d sting your arse. So I’d be standing there, bent over with my men plucking the stings out of my skinny white arse. Ha!”

“Remind me, James, why you chose to live in Istanbul,” asked the serious woman two to my left.

“Best city I know. Thought about living in Vietnam but I couldn’t.” Another pause. “That was a bad war.” He shook his head. “A bad, bad war. Those troops were gone. I was covering it for Time and I swear to you now, there’s nothing in this world like being on a hill in Vietnam with the wind swaying the bamboo around you, the whole thing lit by the moon, some first-class opium, and you doing watch for a bunch of soldiers so smashed they’ve passed out. That, my friends, is something else.” Another pause. “Good drug, opium. Lot of it in Iran. Better for you than the worst.”

“The worst?”

“Alcohol.” He looked irritated by the question. “No doubt about that. Evil drug. Nearly killed me. Killed a lot of my friends. Qur’an got that right.” He paused before leaning towards me, his chair no longer rocking. “Now tell me something,” he said, his pupils widening behind ever-so-slightly tinted glasses. “You’re British, right? This ecstasy drug I’ve heard about. They say it’s big in Britain.” He paused again. “Tell me, is it all that?”

Talk of trance-like highs and dancing triggered something else in James’s mind. He announced that we would soon be joined by Abdullah, a former alcoholic who had found salvation at the tekke (a building for Sufi gatherings) in Fatih, a district of Istanbul. It had changed his life. At the tekke Sufi Muslims danced themselves into a drug-free state of euphoria. They were what visitors to the city might call whirling dervishes, but this tekke was different, James explained.

“Nothing like what you see in the ceremonies they do for tourists.”

An hour later Abdullah arrived wearing a black leather jacket that looked like something out of a student production of Grease. He nodded when I asked if he was going to the tekke later that night. He also confirmed that Sufism had saved him, or rather the leader of his particular Sufi tekke had saved him. He was a born-again Sufi. I asked if Al and I could come along. Abdullah made a call to find out.

“Yes,” he said. “You can. But no photographs.”

“Sure. And you’re coming too, right?” I turned to James.

“Oh no. No, I don’t like to any more.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“I get scared by that thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll see when you get there. It’s dangerous.”

“Why?”

“You’ll see.”

“No really, why?”

“Because,” he said, looking away as if it had hurt him long ago, and making sure Abdullah was out of earshot, “it lets you think it’s something it is not.”

His words played over and over in my mind as the taksi sped me, Al and Abdullah across Istanbul to Fatih.

WE ENTERED THE TEKKE SHOELESS THROUGH AN UNMARKED door. Abdullah led us down several low corridors and through a series of anterooms as he continued the lecture he had started half an hour earlier.

“In 1925 Ataturk banned Sufi dervish orders all over Turkey,” he explained as we advanced deeper into the building, his voice a half whisper. “But he cannot kill them. Instead we go underground. Now, in the last years, there is a new growth. There are more Sufis now than ever before in Istanbul.”

In a low-lit room with framed inscriptions jammed onto the walls with the cluttered aesthetic of a Victorian drawing room, we sat down towards the back of a sea of cross-legged men, each one wearing a white cylindrical cap. As each sat down he leant over to hug and kiss the men on either side of him on both cheeks. Everywhere I looked men smiled at each other in well-to-do anticipation.

Some prayers were said and at the front of the room one man began to tap at a drum while another plucked at a saz, a kind of lute. Two men started to sing, one high, one low, the microphones crackling as they pulled themselves closer. The men around us wiggled to get comfortable. The singers grew bolder and soon the two voices were weaving into and out of each other, not yet like two strands of DNA, but with a certainty that suggested they had sung together before. There were more prayers, the old men rising more slowly from their prostrations than the young, and one of the singers began to read, sing or chant – I was not sure which – passages of the Qur’an. As he did so, men in the congregation began to whisper “hai-hai” to themselves, over and over in rhythmic succession. At the same time the white-capped heads around us started to sway, looking like gulls bobbing on the ocean.

Hu means Him, or God – God your lover – Abdullah had explained, although it sounded like “hai” that night.

The singing and whispering went on for more than an hour.

“Man, I’m exhausted,” Al whispered. “Think I’m going to head back.”

“I’ll stay,” I said, sleepily.

Soon after, with Al gone, I fell asleep.

I woke to the booming thud of a bass drum. The entire congregation had moved next door where they had formed six or seven concentric circles, each with his arms over the shoulders of the men on either side of him. They looked like footballers in a series of overgrown pre-match huddles. Coming to fast I hurried next door, got out some paper and started to draw. I was the only person sitting down. There was no audience. The men were chanting “hai-hai” in unison now and it was louder than before. Something had begun. In a gallery above, screened by wooden lattice meshrabiyehs, women I had not noticed as I walked in sat cross-legged watching the men. Some of them began to rock back and forth.

More drums started up and a different man began to sing, his voice thin and feverish, nothing like the soporific drone from before. Still the men chanted, “Hai-hai. Haihai.”

The singer’s voice grew, becoming louder and more shrill, until it was piercing and made my ears ring on certain notes. On a signal I did not
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