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Arabian Nights in Avignon
nonfiction 
Suzanne Kamata

During dinner, my host father, 
Monsieur M., expounded upon what he 
called “le problème arabe.” Sometimes it 
started with the soup course—usually a 
potage. Other evenings, he prefaced his rant 
with something else—previous exchange 
students, for example, who’d been like 
family and vacationed with Monsieur and 
Madame, and who continued to send 
Christmas cards from Portland and Dallas 
ten years after they’d left Avignon. (I had 
never even been invited to share Sunday 
dinner with them; the provisions of the 
homestay included breakfast and dinner, 
but not lunch, and only during the week.) 
He might talk about how polite those 
former guests were, how studious, and 
then, when Madame brought out the 
wedges of processed cheese for dessert (the 
good, hard cheese in the refrigerator never 
appeared on the table when I was present), 
he’d launch into an explanation of why the 
North Africans should be expelled.

As Monsieur droned on about how 
the Arabs leached a living from hard-
working French citizens like himself, how it 
was odd that after finally being liberated, 
the Algerians and Tunisians were flocking 
into France, I’d thought that I should say 
something. But my French wasn’t good 
enough.

 “Du beurre, s’il vous plait,” was all I 
could manage.

“Hein?” Monsieur cocked his head 
and asked his wife if she had understood 
me.

I pointed to the butter, my face red.
He looked at me for a moment, then 

flicked his hand and continued, his mouth 
full of bread. “Bah! They’re a nuisance. 
We’d be well without them.” And then he 

hoisted his little dog onto his lap and fed it 
morsels from his plate.
Later, I told the couple that I was going to a 
movie. Maybe that was the problem, I 
thought. Maybe my homestay “parents” 
didn’t like me because I was always going 
out. Even so, in the beginning, when I’d 
made an effort to get to know them, they 
had shunned me. I remembered the first 
night, after helping Madame clean up after 
dinner, I’d gone into the living room where 
her husband sat watching TV. I’d settled 
into a Chintz-covered chair and prepared 
to watch with him, but he said, “That’s 
where Madame sits.” I’d noted that they’d 
put a lock on the phone dial. I went up to 
my room and tried to drive out the 
humiliation with a few pages of Tender is 
the Night.
 On this evening, I felt guilty and 
free. I wasn’t really going to see a film. 
Instead, I planned to walk twenty minutes 
to the walled part of the city where I’d 
duck into a bar and down a few drafts of 
beer with the other foreign students.

My homestay parents often told me 
that it was dangerous to walk alone at 
night, so I usually went into the city with 
Cynthia, another American on the same 
exchange program.

Cynthia was already waiting at the 
corner, just as we’d planned. We set off, 
ignoring the whoops and whistles from 
passing cars. Cynthia was from New Jersey, 
an hour or so from New York City. I 
expected her to be urbane and fearless, but 
sometimes she seemed just as insular as 
Monsieur.

“Don’t ever look an Arab in the 
eye,” she’d once advised me. “They’ll take 
it as an invitation and follow you.”
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 And then what?
At Bar Celeste, the stools were full of 

Moroccans and Algerians, a few from Tunisia. I 
knew some of them from other nights at the bar, 
from brief encounters in cafés. Abdul, with whom 
I’d spent an afternoon talking about camels, rose 
out of his chair to greet me—two kisses on each 
cheek. To me, he’d always seemed especially 
enthusiastic about this custom, possibly because the 
women in his own culture were so unapproachable, 
so untouchable.

There were never any Arabic women in the 
bars, or in the halls of the Faculte des Lettres where 
my classes were held. I imagined the sisters of these 
men at home, hidden under veils, behind walls. 
When Abdul and the others finished their studies, 
they would probably go back to Morocco or Algeria 
or Tunisia and choose a bride from among them.

What did the Arabs really think of us, these 
Western women smoking and drinking and flirting? 
Did they see us as some Hollywood fantasy? The 
possibility of easy sex? Or did they feel contempt? 
Did they think of my friends and me beyond the 
stereotypes? Or were they like Monsieur with his 
cruel generalizations?

I saw a gang of fellow students in the corner 
and abandoned my heavy thoughts. Cynthia and I 
called out for “un demi” and slid into vacant seats.

In spite of the homestay situation, I loved 
being in France. The late night conversations on 
philosophy, literature, and politics made me feel like 
an intellectual. I could imagine myself hanging out 
with Simone de Beauvoir and Jean Paul Sartre at 
some Parisian café. I loved the food, the big glasses 
of citron pressé served in La Place d’Horloge, and the 
double-decker carousel in the shadow of le Palais des 
Papes. I was constructing a persona for myself, one 
that was very different from the slightly prudish 
wallflower I’d been at home.

The bartender set a tall glass of beer in front 
of me, and I raised it to the others. “Salut!”

Gilles, a French student, joined us. He was 
studying English and he’d brought along his 
notebook for fun, to rattle off American slang as the 
moment demanded. Gilles and Cynthia began 
discussing the pros and cons of nuclear 
disarmament (Gilles was pro). I’d heard it all before, 
and on this night I wasn’t in the mood to listen.

I glanced at the bar and saw a young man—
a Moroccan? —sitting there. His skin was lighter 
than Abdul’s, almost pale. His eyes were the color 
of burnt almonds, fringed by long lashes. His hair 
was tightly curled. He quickly looked away when I 

caught his gaze, and I thought that he must not be 
like the others.
 I turned back to my friends and sipped some 
more beer.
 And then there were hands in my hair. I 
could feel fingers sliding through the strands, 
sifting it, stroking.

Cynthia was looking just behind me. “What 
are you doing?”

I moved my head slightly and saw the 
Moroccan with the long lashes. I could have told 
him to stop, but I said nothing. In that moment, I 
was intensely flattered. He was touching my hair, 
caressing my hair as if it were a mystery or a silk 
dress. My scalp began to hum with a kind of 
anticipation. I wanted to close my eyes. Everyone 
stared.

I turned to look at him and started to 
formulate a question in French. What was his name? 
His country? His course of study? But before I could 
string the words together, he gently pushed my 
head back around, then went back to the bar.
Cynthia’s mouth hung open for a moment. “If I 
were you, I’d go home and wash my hair!”
 Gilles scowled. The Scandinavians smoked 
their cigarettes. The Swiss student drank his beer. I 
didn’t do anything.

When the others left the bar to go dancing, I 
was careful not to look at the Arab who had 
returned to his stool. I knew that he was watching. I 
could feel his eyes, like warm hands all over my 
skin.

“Comment vous-appelez vous?”
I told him my name. I told him where we 

were going.
When I got to the disco on a houseboat on 

the Rhone River, he was there. I danced with him. 
From time to time, he took my hand and told me 
that he liked me, and I squirmed away. I suppose I 
was an incredible tease.

The next time I saw him, he was sitting in 
Bar Celeste with an older woman. Through the blue 
haze of smoke, I could see that the years had 
grooved deep lines around her mouth and eyes. I 
wondered if she was a prostitute.

He didn’t approach me again.

Back at my American university, I imagined 
myself enveloped in some sort of European aura. I 
held court at the patio outside the Humanities 
Building where I regaled friends and acquaintances 
with tales of my sojourn in Provence.
“It’s hard to love a country where you have to pay 
to use a public toilet,” I said with faux ennui.
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“And the Arabs! If you took just one look at them, 
they’d follow you all over the place!”

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, 
I realized that Leila, an Arab-American, was 
listening. I stopped talking, ashamed.

Although I’d thought of myself as worldly, 
and open-minded, I realized I was no better than 
Cynthia or my host family, or the bar owners who 
put up signs in the window saying “Soirée Privée,” 
or the ones who blared “Killing an Arab” on the 
stereo.

Now, all these years later, I live as a 
foreigner in a notoriously xenophobic country. 
Once, my visiting parents were denied a hotel 
reservation because they couldn’t speak the native 
language.
 I discovered La Vache Qui Rit cheese in the 
supermarket here. I buy it from time to time and 
remember how Madame served it to me after 
dinner, the hard stuff tucked away, out of sight.
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