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The Review of De-Centered English


Nike is Victory in Greek

By Mateo Jarrín Cuvi 

You walk into the Agency decked out in a knockoff Burberry shirt, Calvin Clean jeans, and a pair of black Reeboks, ready to make a splash in the world. The space is eggshell white. A few photographs of famous landmarks interrupt the sparseness. Your eyes are drawn to the magazines highlighting the Louvre, Oktoberfest, Argentine steaks, and the Empire State Building. You take a number and look up at the flashing red digits on the screen above the service counters. It must be a slow day; there are only fifty-five students ahead of you. 

Two weeks ago when you ventured into the Agency for the first time, you left after a five-hour wait, your patience trampled and your clothes reeking from the garlic, onion, cardamom, and curry seeping out of everyone’s packed lunches. You had number C97; the screen froze on B14. You put away your empty lunchbox and staggered out of the Agency. You caught two rickety buses back to your neighborhood—each one trailing dark smoke from its tailpipe—and trotted two dusty kilometers  home. After dinner you dropped onto the mattress filling the family room and dreamed of leggy ladies lecturing on the sociology of sex. 

Today you sit on a plastic chair under pictures of the Sphinx and Stonehenge. Two chairs away from you—a blurry image of the Berlin Wall hanging crooked above—a tall boy in mismatched socks, corduroy pants and a pink collared shirt crosses his legs then re-crosses them. One of his loafers slips off and he curses under his breath. You gnaw your thumbnail and draw blood. You peek into your bag. The fish curry your mother packed is sealed shut with scotch tape. Next to it, the cover of the trashy novel you have been reading has folded in several places like an origami boat from the long schlep into the capital. You unfold the title page and rub it down with your knuckles. The screen flashes A75. The boy stands up a second or two before the current number becomes the ensuing number and he smiles broadly as he heads to a desk where he waits for a sweaty, overweight man to study his file. The other boys like you gaze down at their numbers, wishing they had misread them. They all look again at the screen and let out a groan. 

After two hours, the Agency calls your number. You smile at the woman sitting behind the desk and hand her your file. You compulsively twirl your thumbs as she flips through the paperwork; you have been bored since seven-thirty this morning and for most of your teenage years. “Not for long,” you tell yourself, as the Agent nods in approval and gives you a series of thumbs-up after reviewing each sheet. You are proud of your performance at school and imagine the woman patting you on the back and telling you that you are bound for Sussex or Essex or Middlesex, where the professors who haunt your sleep run amok. Or, if you are really fortunate, maybe a university in the USA will open its doors to your brilliance. You tell the woman that you want to be placed in a British or American institution. Your French or Spanish or German language skills are nonexistent,but your English—despite its thick accent and emphasis on words like Sir and Madam and Excuse Me and Pardon and Thank You and Please and Yes—is remarkably good for a city boy. The woman stares at you as if marbles had rolled out of your mouth and dropped onto the tiled floors, letting out loose pings and pongs instead of words. She paws at your papers.

“That would be nice, young man, but I can do much better for you,” she says, after regaining her composure.

The Agent offers you various openings in supposedly prestigious universities in Azerbaijan, Tajikistan, Moldova, and Lithuania. You repeat your desire to torch the coop and go West where you will educate yourself and gain the work experience needed to succeed as a legitimate businessman. She waves a hand at your face to interrupt your monologue.

“What about Cyprus? It’s a beautiful island with world-class universities, clean beaches with turquoise water, Greek and Turkish food, job opportunities at every corner, and it’s a member of the Eeeh-Oooh, the EU-RO-PE-AN [pause] U-NI-ON. It’s the land of Aphrodite, the Goddess of Love, and according to our Agency’s re-entry statistics, EIGH-TY [pause] FIVE percent of the students who get their degrees there find love.”

You try to interject and tell her you could care less about any body of land on the Mediterranean, that you are set on the West and that you have the grades and recommendation letters and extracurricular activities to back your ass. 

The Agent says nothing and waits for you to budge. Frustrated, you restate your educational desires while ridiculing the woman.

“I [pointing at your chest] want to go [flapping your wings like a toucan] to EN-GL-AND or SCOT-LAND but better yet [you give her a thumbs-up and beam] would be NEW-YORK or LOS-AN-GE-LES.”

The woman removes her glasses and places them over a stack of empty folders sitting on her desk. She rubs her eyes and stares at you. “Cyprus is a better choice, young man. Let me show you.” She swivels her chair to use her computer and turns the monitor so that it faces you. She goes online and opens YouTube and points you to a video titled, “Cyprising Love, Cyprising Island.” You sit through the two-minute presentation. Dough is kneaded into loaves of bread shaped like hearts. Pigs with heart brandings wrestle in a sty. A heart-shaped bunch of grapes swings from a vine over a group of children playing in the countryside. A sleepy Greek Orthodox priest with an upside down heart trimmed into his beard falls off a wobbly wooden chair and spills rice soup all over his cassock. A woman wearing a baby-blue bikini comes out of the transparent sea, leaving in her wake a heart that grows as the ripples roll further away from her toned calves. She winks at you and blows you a kiss. You ask what video the Agents use to steer female students in the right direction.

The Agent stands up and paces, her arms crossed.

“Young man, why don’t you go back to your family and help them plough the fields or catch shrimp or fix damaged shoe soles? I have little time to waste on ungrateful students who expect miracles from me.”

You look down at your shoes: your big toes poke out. You picture your life out West and see stores covered wall-to-wall with all kinds of sneakers. You wave goodbye to your knock-offs and you put on a pair of Nike’s. They feel like walking barefoot on Cox’s Bazaar beach, but purer.

“Young man, look at me. Do you want to study abroad or not?”

Your fantasy interrupted, you nod.

“Then I advise you to jump on this fabulous opportunity in Cyprus. I spent last summer there and it was lovely.”

You hesitate. Your dream has always been to be overwhelmed by skyscrapers, eat greasy pizza, donuts and hot dogs (forget religion!) on the bustling streets like the cops in all those movies that perfected your English, spend your well-earned salary on clothes, footwear and fancy cell-phones, and study among the world’s greatest minds.

“Look, we cannot place you in a university in America or Britain or France, for that matter. But I guarantee, the island at the center of the world is just as good.”

You ask for more information on Cyprus, and the Agent—the framed marketing degree from a British university teasing you from its spot on the wall behind her—extols its virtues. More photographs, more videos, more alumni testimonials, more opportunities for the woman to sell, sell, sell that place as if it were Nirvana. The information floods your mind and you start to believe the island might not be such a lousy choice after all. You have been sitting on that chair for close to an hour-and-a-half and the Agent’s resolve and faith in her product finally break you down.

“Where do I sign?”

You hand her your family’s lifelong savings—about half a million taka—in the form of a money order written out to the Hathazari Agency for Total Education. A proud smirk crosses the Agent’s face as she points to various Xs scribbled throughout the contract drafted for you with Mastros College. You write your name beside each bullseye. The Agent collects your passport and explains that the student visa will be ready in a few weeks. She sends you home with a sweatshirt of your future alma mater, a few H.A.T.E. pens and several sacks of lentils and rice for your family. “A little something on behalf of the Agency to thank your family for their brave decision to invest in your future,” she exclaims. On your way home, the sack of lentils rips along its seam and slowly empties as you walk away from the second bus stop towards your mother’s embrace. 

You board your flight bound for Dubai and then Larnaca early one morning in October. You have never flown before but you are not nervous. You look out the window as the aircraft motors into the clouds that blanket Dhaka’s skies. The Ganges River Delta, spreading like varicose veins, disappears from your view. You close your eyes. Life seems easy so many kilometers above the ground, moving in a straight line from the old to the new, mysterious and spine-tingling. Nothing to do but sleep or gaze out the window or play with your retractable table or enjoy the airline meals or imagine what awaits you when the wheels kiss the tarmac and the plane approaches the gate and the airport’s sleeves unfurl and swallow its arrival and the flight attendants thank you one last time for flying with them and you walk out into an immaculate lounge where an immigration officer takes a close look at your passport and visa and plugs your information into the computer and then waves you through and you see a sign that says, “Welcome to Europe’s Cyprising Island!” You chuckle and take in the warmth of the sun seeping into the baggage claim area through a line of windows, and for the first time in the past day or so you feel relieved by your decision that morning not long ago to sign on the dotted line. 

But it all starts to go wrong when the immigration officer calls the Ukrainian beauty—her black thong jutting out of her loose designer jeans like a feeble palm tree rising above the horizon—towards his counter, even though you are next in line and she is a good twelve people behind you. You forgive him for this injustice because Svetlana or Vladlena or Nadezhda or Izolda is gorgeous, and you understand how any man would choose her over the dozen or so men and women—some overweight and hairy, others scrawny and smelly—whose turn was to come before hers. Still, you lose your patience as the officer flirts with her. They exchange phone numbers. You watch the man stare at her wiggling hips as she struts away. A few minutes later your official entrance into the country proceeds without a glitch, but your status as a fifth-class visitor is clear. 

Your life in Cyprus begins with the fat man who picks you up at the airport terminal. Gold chains tangle with the chest hairs that pop out from his unbuttoned silk chemise. He uses his overgrown pinky nail to clear his ear of wax while rushing you away from the sea and into the desert in a taxi that smells like cigar smoke and fried pork. When he drops you off in front of a decrepit apartment building in the old city of Nicosia, your wallet is four thousand taka lighter. You are surrounded by other immigrants—in the balconies that overhang the city’s narrow yet busy streets, standing on street corners in groups of four or five, on bicycles avoiding reckless drivers. All of them regard you with the same dead look in their eyes. 

Your first few weeks of classes reveal that the leggy lecturers of your dreams will remain there. The lecturer for your Tuesday morning course reads from a bundle of papers for two-and-a-half hours straight. He never looks up to acknowledge raised hands. Equally ignored are the loud snores, like balloons being emptied, coming from the back of the room, the Celine Dion mobile ringtones and the rapid tip-tapping of fingers composing text messages. On Thursday evening, you ask your professor about discrimination on the island. The professor tells you to shut up. Later, he ignores your plea for help in understanding the Greek root of the word ”anthropology.” 

After class you spend more taka—the exchange rate is brutal—on chicken, rice and legumes for your daily curry. You spoon it into your mouth, your nose scraping the bowl’s bottom while Fakir Alamgir songs sweep through your matchbox apartment and one of your roommates chatters away on his cell phone in Bengali with his disconsolate mother. You take a thirty-second shower because water is a rare commodity on this island, so different from flood-prone Bangladesh. A monsoon will never strike your new home, yet you fondly remember your days as a young bowler taking your wickets barefoot and in your underwear while the collection of clouds over Hathazari cried and the southerly winds swung the trees in all directions like Bollywood dancers. If only a light drizzle would wash away the Saharan dust that swirls into your room and renews itself over your desk and school books day after day. Each night after cleaning up you stumble down the staircase and into the streets of the city, where others like you congregate to exchange stories of their misery. 

You find a job washing dishes or pouring water and wine for the rich or unloading heavy boxes from truck to warehouse or cleaning filthy barroom bathrooms to supplement whatever taka is left in your pockets. You work twenty brainless hours a week. Sometimes to break the boredom you use a plate as a Frisbee or stain the white tablecloth with Shiraz or pee a design on the toilet seat, or drop a box off of the cargo dock to see it crumple like a piñata bereft of its candy. You smile while you deliver a witty excuse to your boss for the damage. 

The love of a long-legged lecturer and the shelves upon shelves of Nike’s have deserted you. The island is loveless for your kind. You see a couple of your Chinese classmates—girls from good families with faces like oversized peaches and bodies like ironing boards—peddling their sex on street corners for a handful of bills. Five Euros for a hand-job, ten for a blowjob, fifteen for whatever Master or Sir or Daddy wants. They tuck the currency close to their crotch or snuggled up against their minute breasts and walk away with their client du jour to experience the only kind of love available to them. “It’s easy money,” they tell you, “and, besides, it gets lonely at nighttime.” You feel sorry for them, stranded in this city. You feel sorry for yourself, because if these girls cannot find love, then you, with your dark skin, short stature and crooked teeth, are doomed. 

One Thursday morning you walk into a shoe store downtown. You have saved over one hundred Euros for those elusive trainers. The space is pristine, like the Agency. Your eyes move in all directions in search of that perfect pair that will make your adventure worthwhile, and check your wallet for the umpteenth time to make sure the money is still there. You handpick a beautiful set: black, red and silver, they look like they were designed by extraterrestrials. You ask the clerk for your size. A woman of nearly sixty, she wears black and smells of patchouli. She studies you and tells you she doesn’t trust you. She demands that you leave before she calls the authorities. You walk out.

Later that afternoon, you learn from your anthropology professor that "Nike" is “victory” in Greek. Resting your head on the desk, you use your finger to trace the path of an imaginary razorblade running unhindered across the veins of your right arm.
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