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Sarah´s Very Long Evening In Istanbul
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The Massage.

Miriam left the hotel room with her travel companion Sally, who was about eighty. These two women were both from London and went to the outdoor restaurant of the hotel to have breakfast with other travellers. Miriam and Sally chose a small table where they would eat.

While eating they spoke of what they would like to do during the day. A number of cats were in the restaurant trying to get the attention of people who were eating. The animals did so by stroking the legs of the guests with their small bodies and tails. Every waiter tried to usher them away. Some restaurant guests did likewise while others secretly let small pieces of food fall on the floor under their tables. 

When the two women had finished eating they started to go back to their room. Miriam stopped in front of a desk by the exit of the restaurant where some posters caught her eye. The posters advertised various kinds of massage and something called «hamam». When Miriam was looking at them a young man walked over to talk to her. He was short and slim with pitch-black hair. After they spoke for a while Miriam decided to get a massage. The man wrote «Thursday 09.30» and the details of the massage on a small piece of paper which he gave to her. Miriam then went with Sally to their room to get prepared for a sightseeing tour with other tourists. Having done so, the women went out to wait for the tourist bus which arrived after about ten minutes. A Turkish man who was the guide got out of the bus and introduced himself to the tourists and mentioned what places they would visit together. 

The sightseeing started. During the tour the guide talked about the history of the town, what kind of houses there were and what was offered at the places they were passing. The bus driver drove through the town and stopped beside a big shop which sold shoes, leather jackets and bags. Half an hour later the tourists were taken to another shop where they had an opportunity to buy gold jewellery. After the shop visits the tourists were taken to a place to have lunch in the centre of the town. The restaurant was pleasant and they liked the food very much. Following the meal the tourists were free to choose their own activity.

The days passed with the obligatory bus tours, sun, swimming, walking. And………the museum visit! After Miriam and Sally had looked at the artifacts in the museum they stepped outside. The sun was shining and it was hot. In the garden there were beautiful flowers, trees and some remains of stone pillars and an old couch which looked like a stone sofa. When Miriam saw it she thought that thousands or even millions of people had been sitting on the old stone furniture. She gave her camera to Sally and said, «Take a photo of me,» and took some steps to the sofa, sat down and put her legs on it. Miriam put her left arm on her leg and her right one on the sofa. She was wearing a pair of black shorts and a sleeveless T-shirt of the same colour. Thirty feet behind her was a Turkish flag. It looked like Miriam was a queen from the past lying on the sofa where so many people had left marks during hundreds and thousands of years. Unbelievable! Miriam felt something special inside her. Was she a part of it? The sofa was carrying memories of peoples´ life experiences, good and bad ones. Sally was holding the camera to take a photo of Miriam and said, «Are you ready?» «Yes, I am, Sally,» Miriam said but she did not look into the camera but towards something else and also in her mind. She was, in a way, hiding her own thoughts and ideas of what had passed. Maybe also what the future would bring? She felt happy and smiled a little. Would something special happen to her? Here? Was there a beginning of something new? «Oh! I´m in Turkey now!!!» she thought. When Sally had taken the photo, Miriam got up. The two women went to the museum exit and left.

Miriam and Sally went for breakfast as they had done each day in the same outdoor restaurant. As before, the cats were still prowling to gain the attention of guests. Some of them, like Miriam, were secretly slipping tidbits under the table.

The masseur came over to Miriam to speak with her. She confirmed that she would come to the massage room at 09.30. First she would go to her room to do something. 

There she took off her watch and jewellery and put them in a small safe. She also brushed her teeth, looked in the mirror and saw that she didn´t have any make-up as she would get massage and «hamam», whatever that was. 

Miriam left the hotel room and went towards the restaurant. The masseur was sitting beside it smoking a cigarette. She sat down on a chair opposite him to let the masseur smoke and spoke with him a little about every day matters. When he had finished smoking he said to her, «I can take you now.» Miriam was laughing inside herself. She got up and he went before her down the stairs to the basement where the massage room was. When they were inside Miriam saw a woman standing there. She was short, well built, about thirty years old and was probably the masseur´s assistant and maybe also masseuse. Miriam was given a towel and told to go to a small dressing room to change. When she had done so, the Turkish woman looked at Miriam and showed her to another room, which was very large, warm and steamy. A loud sound of rushing water caught her attention. Miriam thought that maybe this room was called «hamam». The masseur´s assistant indicated to Miriam to take off the towel and lie down on the edge of an elevated mosaic floor. Miriam did what she was told. She was now lying on her stomach, completely naked and wondered what would happen. 

The Turkish woman gave her a sympathetic look, took a big metal scoop and went over to something that looked like a sink. She took warm, steaming water out of it. The sound and fall of water was circulating in the sink. Miriam was a bit afraid to get the water on her body, but….The masseur´s assistant poured the water on her feet and it felt in fact rather soothing although it was nearly hot. «But, okay,» Miriam thought, «I will manage the next scoop of water over me.» It felt even better. The Turkish masseuse continued to pour water on Miriam. After a while she poured foam on her and scrubbed her body. When the masseuse had finished she said something in her own language and made a sign to Miriam by holding up three fingers and left the room. Miriam then thought she should just lie resting for three minutes. She was right. The masseuse came back after a while, said something in Turkish and made a sign to Miriam that probably meant that she should turn around and lie on her back. Water was poured on Miriam´s body again. It started to feel really relaxing to her. She was getting used to the steam massage and the Turkish woman scrubbed Miriam again. When her whole body had been rinsed she laid there to rest for a while. The masseuse went out of the room again and came back after a few minutes carrying a large bath towel that she gave to Miriam who dried and wound it around her body. Miriam followed the masseuse out of the room and into another where she would get the massage. The masseur was there, went to a cupboard containing towels and selected a small one that was red and white checked. He gave it to Miriam and told her to change her bath towel to the small one. She did so and he then told her to sit down on a long sun-chair. Miriam did what she was told to do and a kind of cotton-blanket was laid on her by the masseur. His assistant came with a glass of water and Miriam wondered if she should really drink it, or……..She took some gulps and hoped that it was not water taken from the tap which might make her ill.

A middle-aged man and woman came into the room. They were Danish. Miriam recognized them as they had been on the same sightseeing tour some days before. They had bought a leather jacket during the visit to the big leather shop. Miriam had not bought anything. The masseur spoke a little with the Danish couple while another Turkish woman came into the room. She talked with the masseur and his assistant about something and went into a dressing room. After some minutes she came out with a towel around her body. The Danes were in the dressing room where Miriam had her clothes. When they left the dressing room they were wrapped up in big towels. The two Turkish women took the Danes into the steam room. After some minutes the two masseur´s assistants came back to the massage room and spoke with the masseur. He joked, probably about the Danish couple, as the two Turkish women were laughing at something that he said. Miriam understood what the masseur joked about as the word «sex» was in one of his sentences. 

The Turkish women then went back to the steam room probably to begin the treatment on the Danish couple. And the masseur told Miriam to go with him to a small room where there was a massage table. A hole was at the head end of it so the customer could lie face down in order to relax and breathe normally. The masseur told Miriam to lie down on her stomach. She did what she was told and had the towel covering her bottom and front. Miriam heard the masseur pouring something from a bottle, probably oil, and rubbed it on his hands. When he had done that he went to the massage table and started to draw his hands along one of her legs. He took her foot and massaged it, pressed hard on every toe and then under her whole foot. Miriam had had pains in her feet for many years and it hurt now. But then it started to diminish, thanks to the masseur´s massaging. He then took the under part of her leg. The masseur drew his hands along it and massaged, sideways and vertically. «Relax,» he said. And she said, «Okay.» When he had softened the lower part of both her legs he took her thighs and massaged the first one. He said, «Is it good?» «Yes, it is,» she said to him. After some minutes the masseur took Miriam´s other thigh and massaged it. Then he continued with her back. He drew his fingers upwards and downwards along her vertebrae. First Miriam was a bit afraid that he would press too hard on the uppermost vertebrae. She had said to him that she did not want to have any hard pressure on it as she had had problems with the vertebra before. The masseur had listened to her and had said to Miriam before the massage that the appropriate one for her would be «soft massage» and now she got it by his careful manner. When her whole back was massaged he said to her, «Turn around.» «Okay,» she said and did so. 

Miriam shut her eyes and tried to relax. The man stroked his hands along the lower parts of her legs and it felt as though that he had awakened her slow blood circulation. As he continued his massaging he said to her, «How old are you?» «I´m fifty-nine,» she replied. «What???!!!» He nearly screamed. «Oh, yes, it´s true,» she said. «It´s true that I am fifty-nine years old. I can show you my passport.» «No, I believe you,» he said and continued to massage her. After a period of silence he said, «Are you married?» «No, I´m divorced,» she said to him. Then he asked her, «Do you have any children?» «Yes, I have two, but they are adults now,» she said. «I have three,» he said. When the lower parts of her legs were massaged enough he started with the upper ones. «How long have you been divorced?» he said. «Well, I have been divorced for about ten years. But my ex-husband phones me every day,» she said. «I understand him,» the masseur said and smiled. 

The contact between them was starting to get closer which might make it easier for her to be touched by him, even if it did not have anything to do with him as a person, but «the feeling itself.» He, the masseur, went to the oil bottle and took more oil smoothing it into his hands. Miriam was lying outstretched and her waist was so slim that an adult´s two hands could almost be like a belt around it. The man started to massage her stomach and waist and said to her, «What do you do to get so slim?» «Nothing,» she said. After a pause Miriam continued, «A doctor has said to me that my body looks like a teenager´s.» «Aaaahhh! Yes, it does!» the man said and Miriam laughed a little. 

The masseur moves his well-oiled hands around her breasts. He is silent and she takes and enjoys the soft strokes that he gives her.

The man tells her to sit up. She does and closes her eyes. He makes circles on her tense cheeks, round and around, round and around, and they are getting soft. The masseur´s right forefinger makes an utterly soft stroke along Miriam´s upper lip. 

Something starts happening to Miriam. It has to do with sensitivity and ………feelings ……..

«Dress,» he suddenly says and takes a step backwards. She opens her eyes and wonders why he looks like that. Is he afraid? Or ill? Or what? Maybe………No, that can´t be… Or?

She adjusts the towel around her body and goes to the dressing-room. When she is putting on her clothes she is thinking about what to say to him before she leaves the room. The two Danes are sitting on the sun chairs waiting for the massage. When Miriam comes out of the dressing-room the masseur goes to her, puts his arm on her waist, turns her so that the Danish couple can take a look at her. He says to them, «Look! How old do you think this woman is?» The Danes don´t say anything. The masseur then says, «Guess now!» The Danish man says, «Maybe fifty». Miriam says, «I´m fifty-nine.» «Isn´t she beautiful?» the masseur asks the Danes. None of them makes any comment. They remain silent. After some seconds Miriam says, «I´m not at all beautiful. Sometimes I look a bit ugly, but thanks to this man I look rather good now,» she says, smiling and looking at the masseur. 

After some small talk to the Danes Miriam gives her hand to the masseur and says, «Thank you for the massage. I loved it. Now I have to leave. In an hour I´ll get on a bus that goes to the airport.»

He embraces her and holds her like that for about ten seconds. Then he goes with her to the exit door. The two are leaving the room together. Outside they are standing looking at each other. The man is silent, looks a bit sad and she is trying to smile but ends up with tears in her eyes.

The masseur takes her hands and says to Miriam, «I will always remember you.» She looks at him saying, «You have set my heart on fire.» 

Miriam turns around and walks to the top of the stairs.

He stays looking at her as she walks away.

And then she is gone.
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