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The first thing I do anywhere I go is to find a relevant landmark so that I can find my way around. This 

was easy in Nabeul, Tunisia: the Pinocchio was obvious and centrally located. I walked toward the 

Pinocchio to get the main part of town, left at the Pinocchio for the train station, right at the Pinocchio 

for the market, and straight on from the Pinocchio to reach the more administrative parts of town, like 

the post office and banks and some larger pottery stores. The second thing I do is a series of what I call 

ΨǎƛŘŜǿŀƭƪ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƭŀŎŜǎΦ ¦ǎǳŀƭƭȅΣ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŀƭƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ 

the sidewalk that correlates with the side of the road that they drive on, the right in Tunisia, but I have 

to remember this in places like Japan and New Zealand, where people drive on the left. In Tunisia, the 

ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ȅƛŜƭŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴΦ hƴŜ Ǝǳȅ ŎǊŀǎƘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƳŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ȅƛŜƭŘƛƴƎ (I saw him coming and 

stood still, pretending to pay attention to some plants), and then he rolled his eyes and went around, 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ LΩƳ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ǘƻƻ ǎǘǳǇƛŘ ǘƻ ƳƻǾŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅΦ bƻǿ L ƪƴƻǿΦ 
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There was an important exception to the usual sidewalk rules. Being a pedestrian in Tunisian cities is its 

own adventure. More specifically, crossing roads as a pedestrian is an extreme sport like parkour, free 

ice climbing, or deep-water soloing: ΨsportΩ because it takes considerable skill to avoid executing the 

activity poorly and ΨextremeΩ in that poor execution results in considerable risk of serious physical harm. 

So for several days, it took me quite a while to find a suitably large break in the traffic that my lack of 

skill and accompanying risk of physical harm would be mitigated. Then I saw a woman walk up to a curb, 

flick a couple of fingers out at a forty-five degree angle to her hip, and walk casually into traffic that had 

stopped in both directions. I was flabbergasted and nearly hyperventilated right there on the curb, but I 

pulled myself together and parasitized the gap in traffic that she had created. Was she an internationally 

renowned actress, a traffic-stopping beauty queen? No. Was she a bureaucrat with the ability to make 

driversΩ lives difficult if they didnΩt yield? No. Further observations suggested that this phenomenon was 

available to any woman, and I tried it myself, with great success. The finger-flick quickly became such a 

habit that using it nearly killed me a couple of times once I got to Germany, where the finger-flick does 

not work. 
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The third thing that happens could be anything. In Tunisia, it was finding a stray cat to feed. This one 

lived in the courtyard behind the three-star hotel where I was staying for $9/night (I now believe that 

ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŀ ΨƎƻƻŘ ǇǊƛŎŜΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŀǎǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ¢ǳƴƛǎƛŀƴ ōǳŘŘƛŜǎ ǘƻƭŘ ƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ϸф 

was too much, especially in the off-season), and I was on the third floor. I could hear the cat howling for 

something from all the way up on the third floor. When I checked, the cat looked quite thin, so when I 

had found the grocery store, I picked up some cat food, too, and dropped the cat food from my balcony 

onto the floor below. It went splat, and the cat spent at least fifteen minutes wandering around the 

courtyard eating every last bit of food. Feeding the cat stopped the howling. This worked well most of 

the time, but one morning, I almost dropped cat food on a painter who was painting the railing on the 

balcony below me. 
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On most days, I went to the beach. Some days, it was too windy, and the waves were pounding the 

beach, which makes swimming and body-surfing difficultΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ƻƴŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŘŀȅΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

the beach on windy days, a wave picked me up, slammed me down, and I broke my smallest right toe on 

a rock. DƻƻŘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀŘΦ This was not one of the windy days, and I had hauled myself out 

of the water to try to take a decent picture of this bird (darkish bird, bright background). Here I had my 

first out-of-hotel, non-sidewalk interaction with a Tunisian. He invited me to his place, was impressed 

with my blue eyes, told me he had dogs, invited me to sit on his deck, and explained his job and how he 

likes to make improvements to his house on weekends. Then he asked me to marry him. Not so much, 

no, but thank you. I know how the sidewalk experiments turn out. But maybe he was a driver, and a 

finger-flick would be all it would take to rearrange the world in my favor? IΩll never know. 
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Nabeul is justly famous for its pottery. One hears all kinds of things about the Muslim world, many of 

them inaccurate (ΨǘƘŜ aǳǎƭƛƳ ǿƻǊƭŘΩ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ Ƴƻǎǘ-inaccurate-common-phrases, so 

LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ given with regard to the inaccurate phrase is also inaccurate), 

both inside and outside the Muslim world. I was told to wear a head-covering outside of Tunis, but that 

ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƎƻƻŘ ŀŘǾƛŎŜΦ ±ŜǊȅ ŦŜǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ bŀōŜǳƭ or anywhere else use head coverings, but I still wore my 

sun hat. I was told never to make eye contact and to wear sunglasses to help avoid eye contact. I wore 

sunglasses for the ǎǳƴΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƛǎ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŜȅŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƘƛƴŘ 

sunglasses. I was told never to smile at anyone, but that lasted about thirty seconds: I love the 

Mediterranean, and I was having a good time, so I smiled and had a good time, and everyone else 

seemed to enjoy having a good time near me, too. 
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I was told never to touch anything in markets unless I intended to buy it. Hooey. I touched all kinds of 

ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōǳȅ or intend to buy, including these tortoises. I could have gotten a very good price, 

and the seller assured me that it would be fine, and easy, to sneak one of these through airport security. 

L ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻǾŜŘ ƻƴŜΣ ōǳǘ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘǳǊƴ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǿƛƭŘƭƛŦŜ ǎƳǳƎƎƭŜǊΦ L ŀƭǎƻ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ winter 

in Germany would work for any of the tortoises. I did ask where the little ones came from, trying to elicit 

whether they were collected or bred. The seller assured me that getting little ones was no problem: the 

big ones make the littles ones. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


