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For Elvin and Ömer




‘You find me. If I look for you, everyone will know.’
Gülce Başer




1


Artvin


‘My name is Artvin, sir.’


‘Art vin?’


I enjoyed people’s surprise when they first heard my name, but lost all ownership of it if they subsequently inquired, as they often did, ‘does it mean something?’


When I was old enough to ask the question myself, neither Mother Gülriz nor the internet were forthcoming with clues about the origin of my name. Uncle Cenk didn’t know either, but declared that it was unique and poetic, so what did it matter? Then, in elementary school, I learned what ‘art’ meant, and that ‘win’ meant victory. ‘Vin’ also meant wine in French, confusingly. I picked all this up and wondered where in the world these cities of English and French existed.


I wondered how much of this the man sitting opposite me would consider relevant. He had asked me to tell him ‘All about myself’, no easy task. But, in the end, he did not ask me the question. He simply supplied the answer himself.


‘A lack of information, particularly about oneself, is inexcusable. Dvin was the medieval capital of Armenia, near the border with Turkey. Ard, in Armenian means “after”. Hence Ardvin, your name, is a reference to where you are from, “after Dvin”. Carry on, please.’


‘I never knew my mother or father. Supposedly, my mother dropped me off at Doğancılar police station in Üsküdar when I was two days old and ran away. As the story goes, the deputy police chief who registered me at the orphanage added my name in the records as “Artvin Baby.”’


‘Did you ever speak to the police officer who found you?’


Strangely enough, I had kept up with the police officer. Only sporadically, and by post. When I learned how to write, I had sent him a postcard with a picture of the Maiden’s Tower on it. I had addressed my letters to Uncle Niyaz, which was the name I knew him by. One day, while he was on his way to a distant town called Hakkâri on a reconnaissance mission, his vehicle plummeted down a cliff, and he was martyred. I had never had a chance to ask him why he’d registered me as ‘Artvin’. The day he died, I graduated from elementary school, top of my class. When Mother Gülriz remarked that it was strange that the two events had taken place on the same day I felt sorry, as though I had caused the accident.


This seemed a strange way to conduct an interview. I wondered if my prospective employer really needed to know all this. He was looking at me curiously, then waved his hand. ‘No matter, tell me what happened next.’


‘Mother Gülriz, may she rest in peace, was a respectable teacher at Üsküdar Girls’ High School. Because she taught literature, she considered herself superior to her colleagues. She was fifty years old when she retired and adopted me. I was ten months old. She had a kind of masculine beauty, with her short hair and horn-rimmed glasses. She was Thracian and her father was an imam. Teaching was her passion and I used to believe that she knew everything. She loved words and the meaning and power of them, regularly teaching me obscure etymology and word trivia. I was five years old when I learned that Gülriz in Persian meant “that which strews roses”. We lived on Eşrefsaat Street in Üsküdar, and when I asked her its meaning, she was pleased; I was surprised to hear her whisper to me, as if she was revealing a secret, that it meant “the right time for something to improve”.’


But she had never told me the meaning of my name. It had taken a perfect stranger to do that.


‘You always knew that she wasn’t your mother?’


‘I hadn’t yet started school when Mother Gülriz, over a white coffee and raisin cake, told me that I was adopted. She was an ideal guide and caretaker, but she never showed me any motherly affection. Her insistence that I call her “Mother Gülriz” adequately demonstrates that. After retiring from the Girls’ High School, she occasionally tutored students who were preparing for private high school entrance exams. Sometimes, her former students would pay us a visit. If she hugged them, I would grow jealous, and aware of this she would come over to squeeze my nose and plant a dutiful kiss on my cheek.’


‘Tell me more about Mother Gülriz.’ The man was watching me, carefully. I wondered where to begin.


‘Her bedroom was lavender and dimly lit. A silver-framed photo stood on the bookshelf. It was a photograph of Mother Gülriz herself, on her first day of elementary school. In it, she is clutching the hands of two adult men and looking nervously at the camera. The sullen man to her right was her father Sahir, and the handsome man on her left was his close friend, the art teacher Baha Bey. Uncle Cenk claimed that Mother Gülriz later fell in love with Baha. He was a bachelor and died young of a heart attack. Mother Gülriz never married.’


The man opposite me nodded slowly, his eyes closed, and the tips of his fingers drawn together in a temple beneath his chin.


‘As I was listening,’ he said, ‘I remembered a story about a famous author called Cevat Şakir, whose pen name was The Fisherman of Halicarnassus. He was a wise author, an Oxford scholar and a dissident sort. His father, Mehmet Şakir Pasha, was a distinguished diplomat, governor and experienced Ottoman minister. Over his father’s objection, he married an Italian beauty called Agnesi, whom he’d met as a student at Oxford University. When, in 1914, in a twist of fate, Cevat Şakir found his wife and father in the same bed, he shot and killed Mehmet Şakir. It’s said that his influential relatives saved him from the noose. The Italian Embassy’s press attaché took Agnesi and her daughter to Italy. After some time, Agnesi married the attaché and parted ways with her daughter.


‘In 2004, Agnesi’s granddaughter Cinzia came to Turkey and found her relatives. In conversation with İsmet, Cevat Şakir’s daughter with his second wife, she revealed that her grandmother Agnesi had always kept at her bedside a photograph taken in Büyükada of her and her father-in-law Şakir Pasha cheek-to-cheek. I hope we’ll have the opportunity to discuss the importance of that anecdote to me one day. Please carry on with your own story.’


I decided to talk more about Uncle Cenk, my ‘father figure’, if you like. ‘Uncle Cenk was twelve years younger than his sister, and he feared her somewhat. Mother Gülriz would call him by his nickname, and when she said Mukhtar, she pronounced the second syllable in a way that showed she was being condescending. He left college in his penultimate year and became a sought-after carpet seller in the Grand Bazaar. He was able to communicate with tourists in five languages and thought they were impressed when he read Basho’s haikus to them in English. I remember him working as an entertainer on the Southern coasts and as a guide at Topkapı Palace, too. He was a charming anarchist.


‘Around the time I was brought home as an adopted child, he divorced his wife of eight months and moved into his sister’s home. I must thank them for making the first twenty-four years of my life happy; not once did I feel sorry about having been parted from my birth parents.’


I paused. The man looked at me as though I had left off in the middle of something. The pause began to grow awkward. I continued.


‘I loved the serenity of Üsküdar – experiencing yesterday and today, Ottoman and Anatolian, at once – and its modest people. Its history-laden houses, nameless shrines and bone-dry fountains defy time; its narrow, labyrinth-like streets mounting upwards in zigzags and worn out by the passing cars. After it rained, the scent given off by the fig trees grew stronger and the town was born again: the derelict mansions I stumbled upon when out walking astonished me in the sunlight, as if I were seeing them again for the very first time.’


I wondered if I was filibustering my own interview.


‘Our home was on the middle floor of a three-storey apartment building on secluded Eşrefsaat. I was annoyed when my uncle referred to our street as “middle class”, and I complained to Mother Gülriz when he compared our building to the carcass of a whale. I would rejoice at solving the virtual puzzles I created in the grey floor tiles out front, and, at other times, trying to count them made me sleepy. I liked the historical simit bakery down the street and imagined that the shrine across the way fed off the smell of sesame rising from it. Our street ended at Rum Mehmet Pasha Mosque; on the street behind it a professor had been killed, and I’ve always wondered if that professor had been guilty of anything worse than leaving a tender child in front of a police station.’


The man opposite was nodding along with me, encouragingly. ‘I visited that small mosque more than fifty years ago’, he said. ‘I was curious about how the words “Greek”, “Mehmet” and “Pasha” could join in a single place of worship. Mehmet Pasha was a mysterious Byzantine convert who rose to the position of grand vizier. The monument he had built, apparently to win the favour of Sultan Mehmet the Conqueror, resembled a church more than a mosque. I don’t know if it worked at the time, but he was eventually executed. I remember I bought some salep from a Greek pedlar I bumped into outside the mosque.’


I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I continued. ‘Doğancılar Avenue wound out the back of our home district. It was the picturesque artery of the neighbourhood, and I was always looking for an excuse to go there. Each time Mother Gülriz entered “101-Varieties Family Grocery Store”, she would mention that its sign hadn’t changed in thirty years. While quietly uttering the basmala, she would buy quarter-value National Lottery tickets and slip them inside her Quran. She used to rejoice when she won even the most trivial prizes. Beside the store was a three-storey wooden building. The fragrance of roasted chickpeas came from “Ödemiş Dried Fruits and Nuts” on the ground floor; from the second-floor window, the elderly Hatice Hanım and her cat kept a close watch on the street. When I saw them, I used to think that they were possibly the happiest couple on earth.


‘Once a week, hand-in-hand, we would head down to Üsküdar Square, by way of Şemsi Pasha Avenue. That place seemed to me to have a system whereby the clocks ran faster. We usually ate lunch at the diner there called Kanaat, and I would be delighted beforehand that we were going there but would feel upset as my fried fritters dessert shrank with each fork stroke. After buying fish, desserts and pickles, we passed through the courtyard of Valide-i Cedid Mosque, where I would wait as Mother Gülriz spoke quietly of the Ottoman sultans’ reverence for their mothers; then I, too, would lower my voice and say defiantly that I also revered my mother.


‘What else? Oh, once every fortnight we would go to Süreyya Cinema, or to the municipal theatres, when a film appropriate for my age group was showing. I loved the name Süreyya; Süreyya, or the Pleiades, form the cluster of seven stars in the constellation of Taurus. If I ever have a son, I will consider this beautiful name for him.’


I paused. He nodded at me as though to continue. I fished around for something more to say. I wasn’t used to talking about myself in such detail. ‘Mother Gülriz read whenever she could. She was a fan of Anton Chekhov and Sait Faik Abasıyanık. I fancied becoming a writer more famous than Sait Faik, until I met the saxophone.’ He smiled, encouragingly. I carried on, moving into a new phase of my life.


‘For the private high school entrance exams, I studied with Mother Gülriz, alongside other courses. Her happiness was greater than mine when we learned that the prestigious Kadıköy Anatolian High School had accepted me. Sadly, the same news hurt my neighbourhood friends, as if by applying to Kadıköy, I’d shown them disrespect. Moda, where our school was located, was a popular neighbourhood on the Asian side, but I just couldn’t warm to it; its high rises were unattractive, and its inhabitants were snobbish.


‘One summer afternoon I was strolling down Doğancılar Avenue on my way home from school, reading the store signs backwards. After all the activity in Moda and on Bağdat Avenue, this quiet street filled me with peace. How honourable that the merchandise in the windows didn’t follow current trends! Suddenly, in front of Ödemiş Dried Fruits and Nuts, I stopped. The window on the floor above Hatice Hanım was open and coming from it were the notes of an instrument that blended all life’s joy and sadness. I was mesmerised. That’s how I discovered the saxophone, whose name was beautiful too. If the player had come down from that window and on to the street like the Pied Piper, I would have been their first follower.’


I wondered if the man liked music. It was hard to tell. I went on. ‘I immediately got my uncle to buy me a dozen saxophone CDs. I was permitted to listen to music for forty-five minutes a day, but if no one else was home I would watch hours of concerts on the television and online and lose all track of time. As you told me to summarise my life story sincerely, I’ll tell you that whenever I whistled or farted, I would try to imitate the sound of a saxophone. Mother Gülriz once caught me doing a solo impression in front of a mirror.’


He laughed. I thought he’d appreciate a bit of honesty in the story and was pleased to be proved right.


‘I fell in love with the famous alto saxophonist Candy Dulfer. I would focus on her playing as if I was watching a seductive striptease. I nagged my uncle to get a poster of her sent from the Netherlands. Performing a virtual duet with her as she played “Lily Was Here” was an orgasmic delight.


‘It didn’t take long to find out that the player on Doğancılar Avenue was Hatice Hanım’s son, Safa. He was a friend of my uncle’s and a relative of an idle Ottoman pasha who sold land or a building whenever the family ran out of money. Hatice Hanım and Safa, the only remaining members of the family, had no security besides their rental income from two dilapidated buildings. According to Safa, his alcoholic grandfather would tear loose the wooden rails on the staircase bannister and burn them to heat up their seaside residence in Kandilli.


‘A graduate of the conservatory, Safa had played in a transatlantic band for three years before returning to Üsküdar to see his mother. Once his money ran out, he would set out to sea again. I felt something new inside when I saw the wind instruments on parade like noble knights in his living room; in my excitement I may have even peed a few drops in my pants. I gripped the Selmer-brand alto saxophone, and as its mysterious coldness slowly filled my insides, my body heat rose up to meet it. At that moment, I made my decision: I would be a saxophone player. Safa Abi said that to become a good musician I would have to attend a conservatory for at least four years. For a nominal fee, he would prepare me for the entrance exams.


‘I was all set for Mother Gülriz to veto this adventure. Indeed, she brushed me off, saying, “Music might feed your soul, but studying will certainly feed your brain.” She didn’t expect me to go on hunger strike and refuse to go to school. When she gave her permission at last, on condition that I wouldn’t skip classes or play when she was at home, I hugged her and kissed her cheeks again and again.


‘First, I learned to respect my instrument; it was a part of my body, a weapon and a shield. During the first lesson, Safa Abi showed me how to handle it correctly, explained to me how we would become one on stage, and said, “It’s like a delicate woman. It must never be vexed.” Three times a week I waited eagerly for my lesson to begin. My tutor had three other students, but when he said that he felt most hopeful about me, I was as proud as if I had won a prize.


‘After I was accepted into the State Conservatory, which lay forgotten like a retired ferryboat moored at Kadıköy pier, Mother Gülriz lamented for days, and I’m sure she secretly wept, too, as if she’d heard that I had gone astray. Later, she consented, on provision that it would only be for four years and would not hinder my university education. With time she cheered up, as I succeeded at both of my schools. I was now an art major in wind and percussion instruments. Converted from an old market hall, that conservatory became my temple. I gained prestige at school, and while my neighbourhood friends assumed I was gay because I was in love with music, girls began to hit on me because I was a musician. The professionalism of the conservatory matured me early, and I was probably unable to enjoy my adolescent years as I should have.’


I could feel myself getting into my stride, remembering those heady, early days when I was discovering my instrument, my voice. ‘I took up fusion jazz, which lets the artist interpret the work freely. I got interested in modern poetry at about the same time. My favourite poet was T. S. Eliot; I discovered him through Four Quartets, a book I only bought because of its title.’


I paused. ‘A meaningful graduation diploma for me was seeing Mother Gülriz’s eyes fill with tears as I played my saxophone to a Van Morrison piece called “Days Like This”.


‘During the summertime I grew bored accompanying outdated entertainers in resorts and missed Üsküdar. And when winter came and I worked at an auction hall, I couldn’t warm up to the objects bought by wealthy but shallow customers. My horizons broadened with the concert given by our conservatory band in the legendary Albert Long Hall at Boğaziçi University. Lying hidden between Rumeli Castle and the Bosphorus, the campus surprised me. It could only inspire a musician with its tranquil atmosphere. According to Mother Gülriz, Boğaziçi University was the just the right place for a T. S. Eliot fan. When I got into the university’s English Language and Literature Department, the celebrations lasted three days. Mother Gülriz had it that in time I would become a professor of literature and play the saxophone as a hobby. I was touted as being among the most outstanding students of the country; but the other students all appeared childish to me. I never missed a chance to join the musicians at Beyoğlu’s Sax Bar. Some called it the “sex bar”.’


Had I gone off topic? It was hard to know what the topic was. I glanced at the clock. The interview was only supposed to last forty-five minutes to an hour. The man opposite looked in no hurry to leave. I wondered how many other people he was interviewing for the position. I took a breath and continued. ‘In April of the following year, when my mother died in her sleep, I remembered T. S. Eliot’s line “April is the cruelest month.” That was my life’s greatest pain. On Sundays, when I visited Karacaahmet Graveyard, I would take my Selmer with me.’


‘Who’s Selmer? Your girlfriend?’


I laughed. ‘Selmer is the brand name of the saxophone Safa Abi gave me as a gift. Yes, Sir, I suppose you could call it my girlfriend.’


‘You are a contrary man. I don’t mean that to sound critical. What then?’


‘Then I would play in concerts if a hall was short of a saxophonist, or if there was an improv evening, I would compose unpretentious songs. I had discovered Louise Glück – her depressing poems inspired me – and I watched films by the Coen Brothers. I had no high aspirations for my life, but dreamed of leading a simple life, full of music. I laughed at my mediocre friends who wanted to become famous musicians and make a lot of money. I didn’t plan to leave Üsküdar; if I won the lottery, though, most likely I wouldn’t have objected to a small apartment overlooking Topkapı Palace. For some reason, I had embraced those hazy, panoramic views, which wouldn’t be out of place in One Thousand and One Nights. To make money, I planned to become an English teacher at language schools and translate.


‘I was interested in my studies, although it seemed that our faculty’s goal was to prove that William Shakespeare, who lived 500 years ago, was the best playwright of all time. I can’t say that Shakespeare didn’t help me mature. And at the insistence of Mother Gülriz, I had tried to learn French. The teacher took every opportunity to whistle, so I was never bored.’ I shrugged. It seemed the man still wanted more. I noticed that he smiled slightly at every reference to culture I made. I wondered if he knew the works of Shakespeare, the Coen Brothers, or T. S. Eliot intimately, or if he just didn’t want to appear ignorant.


‘Following my graduation, I passed my school’s doctoral examination and felt a great sense of relief. This meant that for at least four years my musical life would remain unhindered by obligatory military service. That summer, Selim, a trumpet player who’d cheated by copying my papers in written exams at the conservatory, offered me a job. Like many middling musicians he was full of gusto, a highflier. His sights were set on Miles Davis’s throne. He thought his name, which spelled “Miles” backwards, was a sign. He’d got a place in an orchestra that was hired to perform in Tarabya, at a nightclub called Eve’s Evenings. The orchestra were looking for someone to replace their sax player who’d fallen ill. I had heard of the French bass player who led them, so I agreed to be interviewed. They asked me to play “The Ruby and the Pearl” by Branford Marsalis, and before I was even halfway through it, I was hired. Also included on the programme was a Ukrainian ballet group called The Slavic Swans, but as I don’t like ballet and opera, I didn’t hang around to watch them.


‘Selim was dating Klara, the group’s veteran ballerina. I didn’t care for her affected ways, but the two of them did some matchmaking for me: Leysa, the star of the group, wanted to meet me. Selim said mockingly, “They’re talking about how noble you appear on stage, how at one you are with your saxophone. And you know, of course, how curious women are about tall men.” I watched the Slavic Swans for the first time that night; they were good. Leysa resembled the blonde saxophonist who sometimes accompanied Van Morrison, and I was intrigued by the colour of her eyes. We four met at a meyhane in Hisar. She was a conservatory graduate from Lviv and a year older than me. She was cultivated and had fluent English, and I had never dated a blue-eyed girl before. After she said, “You perform ballet with your saxophone”, I kissed her for the first time. We seized on every chance to meet after that and listening to her talk so cheered me that I missed her, even the smell of her sweat, if a single day passed when I didn’t see her. I felt happy and my self-confidence soared. When the summer programme ended, the band members scattered, and in October, I flew to Lviv, home of the poet Adam Zagajewski.


‘I checked into the Astoria Hotel, whose interior, for some reason, I thought resembled a capsule. Leysa was due to return from her extended tour in a couple of days, so I set off to explore the city in the meantime. It was listed as a UNESCO World Heritage site, but I felt it was … carelessly lazy. Controlled by four different nations because of its strategic location, Lviv cannot shake off the fatigue of war. You can hear the moan of monumental buildings needing to be restored, of elderly people, and of outdated buses. When Charles de Gaulle visited the city, he declared poetically, “I have seen parks in a city before, but I am seeing a city in a park for the first time.” Lychakiv Graveyard was more interesting than Rynok Square. A café appeared at every step, and one lira equalled seven hryvnias. Lviv Opera House was more beautiful than the cathedrals. If my late mother could have seen the city spring to life at night, brimming with the vitality of young people, she would have found it ironic. If I had to summarise Lviv in two sentences, I’d quote these lines by Hilmi Yavuz: “Sorrow is that which most becomes us / Is perhaps what we best understand.” Its atmosphere must nourish some latent inspiration; I could see myself spending six months each year there.
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