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            Oedipus, the murderer of his father, the husband of his mother, Oedipus, the interpreter of the riddle of the Sphinx! What does the mysterious triad of these deeds of destiny tell us? There is a primitive popular belief, especially in Persia, that a wise Magian can be born only of incest.

            —NIETZSCHE, The Birth of Tragedy

             

            OEDIPUS: Where would a trace of this old crime be found?

            —SOPHOCLES, Oedipus the King

             

            As a fatherless son, so a sonless father will be embraced by none.

            —FERDOWSI, Shahnameh
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         I HAD WANTED TO BE A WRITER. But after the events I am about to describe, I studied engineering geology and became a building contractor. Even so, readers shouldn’t conclude from my telling the story now that it is over, that I’ve put it all behind me. The more I remember, the deeper I fall into it. Perhaps you, too, will follow, lured by the enigma of fathers and sons.

         In 1984, we lived in a small apartment deep in Beşiktaş, near the nineteenth-century Ottoman Ihlamur Palace. My father had a little pharmacy called Hayat, meaning “Life.” Once a week, it stayed open all night, and my father took the late shift. On those evenings, I’d bring him his dinner. I liked to spend time there, breathing in the medicinal smells while my father, a tall, slim, handsome figure, had his meal by the cash register. Almost thirty years have passed, but even at forty-five I still love the smell of those old pharmacies lined with wooden drawers and cupboards.

         The Life Pharmacy wasn’t particularly busy. My father would while away the nights with one of those small portable television sets so popular back then. Sometimes his leftist friends would stop by, and I would arrive to find them talking in low tones. They always changed the subject at the sight of me, remarking how I was just as handsome and charming as he was, asking what year was I in, whether I liked school, what I wanted to be when I grew up.

         My father was obviously uncomfortable when I ran into his political friends, so I never stayed too long when they dropped by. At the first chance, I’d take his empty dinner box and walk back home under the plane trees and the pale streetlights. I learned never to tell my mother about seeing Father’s leftist friends at the shop. That would only get her angry at the lot of them and worried that my father might be getting into trouble and about to disappear once again.

         But my parents’ quarrels were not all about politics. They used to go through long periods when they barely said a word to each other. Perhaps they didn’t love each other. I suspected that my father was attracted to other women, and that many other women were attracted to him. Sometimes my mother hinted openly at the existence of a mistress, so that even I understood. My parents’ squabbles were so upsetting that I willed myself not to remember or think about them.

         It was an ordinary autumn evening the last time I brought my father his dinner at the pharmacy. I had just started high school. I found him watching the news on TV. While he ate at the counter, I served a customer who needed aspirin, and another who bought vitamin-C tablets and antibiotics. I put the money in the old-fashioned till, whose drawer shut with a pleasant tinkling sound. After he’d eaten, on the way out, I took one last glance back at my father; he smiled and waved at me, standing in the doorway.

         He never came home the next morning. My mother told me when I got back from school that afternoon, her eyes still puffy from crying. Had my father been picked up at the pharmacy and taken to the Political Affairs Bureau? They’d have tortured him there with bastinado and electric shocks. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

         Years ago, soldiers had first come for him the night after the military coup. My mother was devastated. She told me that my father was a hero, that I should be proud of him; and until his release, she took over the night shifts, together with his assistant Macit. Sometimes I’d wear Macit’s white coat myself—though at the time I was of course planning to be a scientist when I grew up, as my father had wanted, not some pharmacist’s assistant.

         When my father again disappeared seven or eight years after that, it was different. Upon his return, after almost two years, my mother seemed not to care that he had been taken away, interrogated, and tortured. She was furious at him. “What did he expect?” she said.

         So, too, after my father’s final disappearance, my mother seemed resigned, made no mention of Macit, or of what was to become of the pharmacy. That’s what made me think that my father didn’t always disappear for the same reason. But what is this thing we call thinking, anyway?

         By then I’d already learned that thoughts sometimes come to us in words, and sometimes in images. There were some thoughts—such as a memory of running under the pouring rain, and how it felt—that I couldn’t even begin to put into words … Yet their image was clear in my mind. And there were other things that I could describe in words but were otherwise impossible to visualize: black light, my mother’s death, infinity.

         Perhaps I was still a child, and so able to dispel unwanted thoughts. But sometimes it was the other way around, and I would find myself with an image or a word that I could not get out of my head.

         My father didn’t contact us for a long time. There were moments when I couldn’t remember what he looked like. It felt as if the lights had gone out and everything around me had vanished. One night, I walked alone toward the Ihlamur Palace. The Life Pharmacy was bolted shut with a heavy black padlock, as if closed forever. A mist drifted out from the gardens of the palace.

         Sometime later, my mother told me that neither my father’s money nor the pharmacy was enough for us to live on. I myself had no expenses other than movie tickets, kebab sandwiches, and comic books. I used to walk to Kabataş High School and back. I had friends who trafficked in used comic books for sale or loan. But I didn’t want to spend my weekends as they did, waiting patiently for customers in the backstreets and by the back doors of cinemas in Beşiktaş.

         I spent the summer of 1985 helping out at a bookstore called Deniz on the main shopping street of Beşiktaş. My job consisted mainly of chasing off would-be thieves, most of whom were students. Every now and then, Mr. Deniz would drive with me to Çağaloğlu to replenish his stock. The boss grew fond of me: he noticed how I remembered all the authors’ and publishers’ names, and he let me borrow his books to read at home. I read a lot that summer: children’s books, Jules Verne’s Journey to the Center of the Earth, Edgar Allan Poe’s stories, poetry books, historical novels about the adventures of Ottoman warriors, and a book about dreams. One passage in this latter book would change my life forever.

         When Mr. Deniz’s writer friends came by the shop, the boss started introducing me as an aspiring writer. By then I had started harboring this dream and foolishly confessed it to him in an unguarded moment. Under his influence, I soon began to take it seriously.
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ONE DAY AFTER SCHOOL, led by some instinct to the wardrobe and drawers in my parents’ bedroom, I discovered that my father’s shirts and all his other belongings were gone. Only his smell of tobacco and cologne still lingered in the room. My mother and I never spoke of him, and his image was already fading from my mind.

         
         My mother and I were becoming fast friends, though that didn’t prevent her from treating my decision to become a writer as a joke. First, I had to make sure I was admitted to a good university. To prepare for the entrance exams, I needed to make enough money for cram school, but my mother was dissatisfied with what the bookseller was paying me. The summer after I finished my second year of high school, we moved from Istanbul to Gebze. We were to stay with my maternal aunt and her husband in Gebze, living as guests in the extension they had built in their garden. My aunt’s husband was to give me a job, and I calculated that if I spent the first half of the summer at it, by the end of July I could resume work at the Deniz Bookstore in Beşiktaş while attending cram school. Mr. Deniz knew how sad I was not to be living in Beşiktaş anymore; he said I could spend the night at the bookstore whenever I wanted to.

         My aunt’s husband had arranged for me to guard his cherry and peach orchard on the outskirts of Gebze. When I saw my post, a rickety table under a gazebo, I took it to mean I’d have plenty of time to sit around and read. But I was wrong. It was cherry season: flocks of loud, audacious crows swarmed over the trees, and gangs of kids and the construction workers from the site next door were constantly trying to steal the produce.

         In the garden next to the orchard, a well was being dug. I would go over sometimes to watch the welldigger work with his spade and pickax while two apprentices lifted and removed the earth their master had dug out.

         The apprentices cranked the two handles attached to a wooden windlass, which creaked pleasantly as they hauled up bucketfuls of dirt and tipped them over into a handcart. The younger one, who was about my age, would go off to unload the handcart as the older, taller apprentice would yell, “Here it comes!,” sending the bucket back down to the welldigger.

         During the day, the welldigger rarely emerged. The first time I saw him, he was on his lunch break having a cigarette. He was tall, slender, and handsome, like my father. But unlike my naturally calm and cheerful father, the welldigger was irascible. He frequently scolded his apprentices. I thought it might embarrass them to be seen getting told off, so I steered clear of the well when the master was out.

         One day in mid-June, I heard the sounds of joyful shouting and gunshots coming from their direction and went to take a look. Water had sprung from the well, and upon hearing the good news, the owner of the plot, a man from Rize, had come over to celebrate, gleefully firing his gun into the sky. There was an alluring smell of gunpowder in the air. As was customary, the landowner distributed tips and gifts to the welldigger and his apprentices. The well would allow him to realize the various construction projects he had planned for his land; the city’s water network had yet to reach the outskirts of Gebze.

         I never heard the master shouting at his apprentices in the days that followed. Bags of cement and some iron rods arrived on a horse-drawn cart one afternoon, and the master welldigger set about lining the well with concrete before covering it with a metal lid. I spent a lot more time with the crew now that they were in such a good mood.

         One day I walked over to the well thinking there was no one there. Master Mahmut appeared from among the cherry and olive trees, holding a part from the electric motor he’d installed to power the pump.

         “You seem curious about this work, young man!”

         I thought of those people in Jules Verne’s novel who went in one end of the world and came out the other side.

         “I’m going to dig another well on the outskirts of Küçükçekmece. These two boys are leaving me. Shall I take you along instead?”

         Seeing that I was hesitant, he explained that if he did his job right, a welldigger’s apprentice could earn four times as much as an orchard watchman. We’d be done in ten days, and I’d be home in no time.

         “I will never allow it!” said my mother when I got home that evening. “You will not be a welldigger. You’re going to university.”

         But by then the thought of earning quick money had taken root in my mind. I kept telling my mother that I could earn in two weeks what I’d make at my aunt’s husband’s orchard in two months, leaving me with plenty of time to prepare for the university exams, go to cram school, and read all the books I wanted to read. I even threatened my poor mother:

         “If you don’t let me go, I’ll run away,” I said.

         “If the boy wants to work hard and make his own money, don’t knock the wind out of his sails,” said my aunt’s husband. “Let me ask around and find out who this welldigger is.”

         My aunt’s husband, who was a lawyer, arranged a meeting at his offices in the town hall with my mother and the welldigger. In my absence, the three of them agreed that there would be a second apprentice who would go down into the well so I wouldn’t have to. My aunt’s husband informed me what my daily wages would be. I packed some shirts and the pair of rubber-soled shoes I wore for gym class into my father’s old valise.

         On the day of my departure, it was raining, and the time to meet the pickup truck that was to take me to the job site seemed never to arrive. My mother cried several times as we waited in our one-room guesthouse with the leaky roof. Wouldn’t I change my mind? She would miss me terribly. Granted, we were poor now, but it needn’t have come to this.

         Clutching my valise, and affecting the same defiant expression I saw on my father’s face when he was put on trial, I walked out of the house, saying teasingly: “Don’t worry, I will never go down into the well.”

         The pickup was waiting in the empty lot behind the towering old mosque. Master Mahmut, cigarette in hand, observed my approach with a smile, assessing my clothes, the way I walked, and my bag, like a schoolteacher.

         “Get in, it’s time to go,” he said. I sat between him and the driver sent by Hayri Bey, the businessman who had commissioned the well. We drove for an hour in silence.

         As we crossed the Bosphorus Bridge, I looked to my left at Istanbul, toward Kabataş High School, to see if I could recognize any buildings in Beşiktaş.

         “Don’t worry, it won’t take long,” said Master Mahmut. “You’ll be back in time for cram school.”

         I was pleased that my mother and my aunt’s husband had already told him my concerns; it made me feel I could trust him. Once we’d gone over the bridge, we got stuck in one of Istanbul’s traffic jams, so that by the time we were outside the city, the sun was already setting, blinding us with its searing rays.

         I say we were leaving the city, but I wouldn’t want this to confuse my readers. In those days, the population of Istanbul was not fifteen million, as it is now, but five. As soon as you passed the old city walls, the houses became fewer, smaller, and poorer, and the landscape was dotted with factories, gas stations, and the odd hotel.

         We followed the railway tracks for a while, veering off as darkness fell. We’d already passed Büyükçekmece Lake. I saw a few cypress trees, cemeteries, concrete walls, empty tracts … But most of the time I could see nothing at all, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t figure out where we were. We saw the orange glow from windows of families sitting down for dinner, and we saw neon-lit factories. We drove up a hill. Lightning struck in the distance, lighting up the sky, but nothing seemed to illuminate the lonely lands we were passing through. Sometimes a mysterious light would reveal endless stretches of wasteland, the bare, uninhabited earth, but in a moment I’d lose sight of it all again in the darkness.

         Finally, we stopped somewhere in that emptiness. I could see neither light, nor lamp, nor house, so I thought perhaps the old pickup had broken down.

         “Give me a hand, let’s unload this,” said Master Mahmut.

         There were blocks of wood, the components of a windlass, pots and pans, tools and equipment stuffed into rough plastic bags, and two mattresses bound together with rope. The driver took off saying, “Good luck and God be with you,” and when I realized the extent of the darkness surrounding us, I became nervous. There was lightning again somewhere far off, but the sky behind us was clear, and the stars shone with all their brilliance. Farther still, I could make out the lights of Istanbul reflecting off the clouds like a yellow fog.

         The ground was still damp from the rain, and there were scattered wet patches. We searched that flat expanse for a dry spot and brought our belongings there.

         Master Mahmut started pitching our tent with the wooden poles. But he couldn’t do it. The ropes that needed pulling and the little pegs that had to be driven into the ground were all lost in the night, and a dark dread had wound itself around my soul. “Pull on this, not there,” Master Mahmut called out blindly.

         We heard an owl hooting. I wondered whether it was necessary to put up the tent, since the rain had stopped, but I respected Master Mahmut’s determination. The heavy, musty cloth wouldn’t stay in place but kept folding over itself and us, like the night.

         By the time we managed to put the tent up and unroll our mattresses, it was long past midnight. The summer rain clouds gave way to a radiant starlit night. The chirping of a nearby cricket soothed me. I lay down on one of the mattresses and fell asleep immediately.
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         WHEN I WOKE, I was alone in the tent. A bee was buzzing. I got up and stepped outside. The sun was already so high that the light hurt my eyes.

         I was standing on a vast plateau. On my left, to the southeast, the land stretched downhill toward Istanbul. There were cornfields in the distance, light green and pale yellow; there were fields of wheat, too, but also barren land, rocky and dry. I could see a town nearby with houses and a mosque, but there was a hill obstructing the view, so I couldn’t be sure how big the settlement was.

         Where was Master Mahmut? The wind carried the sound of a bugle call, and I realized that the grayish buildings behind the town must be a military garrison. Beyond that, far away, was a row of purple mountains. For a moment, the whole world seemed to take on the silent quality of memory. I was pleased to be here, ready to make my own living, far from Istanbul, far from anyone.

         A train whistled through the flat expanse between the town and the garrison. It seemed to be heading in the direction of Europe. It crept toward our empty section of the plateau before snaking gently away and stopping at the station.

         I spotted Master Mahmut coming back from the town. He followed the road initially, but soon he was taking shortcuts, walking through wheat fields and barren patches.

         “I got us some water,” he said. “Come on, then, make me some tea.”

         While I was busy brewing tea on the portable gas burner, the landowner, Hayri Bey, arrived in his pickup, which had ferried us here the night before. A young man, slightly older than me, jumped off from the back. From their exchange I learned that the second apprentice, the one from Gebze, had pulled out at the last minute, so this young man, a worker of Hayri Bey’s named Ali, would join us instead, descending into the well as needed.

         Master Mahmut and Hayri Bey walked up and down the plot for a long time. Utterly bare in places, in others covered with rocks and grass, it was in all more than two and a half acres. A gentle breeze was blowing from their direction, and even when they’d reached the farthest corner of the plot, we could still hear them arguing. I edged closer to where they were. Hayri Bey, a textile merchant, wanted to build up a fabric-washing-and-dyeing factory here. There was much demand for these services from the big exporters of ready-to-wear clothing, but the process required large amounts of water.

         This land, which had neither water nor an electricity supply, had cost Hayri Bey almost nothing. If we managed to find water, he would reward us handsomely. His politician friends would arrange for power lines to be brought in. Hayri Bey would then build a modern factory complex—he’d already shown us the plans—with dye works, washing  rooms, warehouses, a smart office building, and even a cafeteria. Master Mahmut followed Hayri Bey’s aspirations with sympathy and interest, but in truth, like me, he was mostly focused on the gifts and the money that had been promised us if we found water.

         “May God be with you, may His strength flow through your arms, and His sight open your eyes,” said Hayri Bey, like an Ottoman general sending his troops off on some heroic mission. As the pickup drove out of sight, he leaned out the window and waved at us.

         That night Master Mahmut’s snoring kept me up, so I lay my head down outside the tent. I couldn’t see the lights of the town; the sky was dark blue, but the glow of the stars seemed to turn the universe a golden hue. And here we were, perched on a colossal orange suspended in space, trying to fall asleep in the darkness. Did it seem right that, rather than reaching up toward the gleam of the stars, we had resolved to burrow into the ground on which we slept?
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         SOIL PROBES had yet to become widely available back then. For centuries, welldiggers had looked for groundwater and divined where to dig guided by instinct alone. Master Mahmut was well acquainted with the elaborate orations delivered by some of these garrulous old masters. But when they picked up a forked rod and traipsed up and down a plot of land reciting prayers and whispering incantations, he dismissed their antics. Still, he knew himself to be among the last practitioners of an art that had existed for thousands of years. So he approached his work with humility. “You must look for dark, damp black soil,” he told me. “You must find the lower stretches of the land, the gravelly, rocky patches, the sloping ups and downs, the shady parts, and feel the water beneath.” He was eager to teach me how it worked. “Where you see trees and vegetation, the soil will be dark and damp, understood? But look carefully, and don’t let yourself be fooled.” 

         For earth was made up of many layers, just like the celestial sphere, which had seven. (Some nights I would look up at the stars and feel the dark world beneath us.) Two meters of rich black earth might conceal a loamy, impermeable, bone-dry layer of wretched soil or sand underneath. To work out where to dig for water as they paced the ground, the old masters had to decipher the language of the soil, of the grass, insects, and birds, and detect the signs of rock or clay underfoot.

         These particular skills led some of the old welldiggers to become convinced that, like the shamans of Central Asia, they, too, were in possession of supernatural powers and the gift of extrasensory perception, allowing them to commune with subterranean gods and jinn. I remember as a child hearing my father laugh at such tales, but those hoping for cheap ways to find water wanted to believe them. I remember people in the poorer neighborhoods of Beşiktaş turning to this divination when deciding where to dig a well in their gardens. I myself had seen that when welldiggers crouched among the creepers and pecking hens in those back gardens, listening to the soil, old men and middle-aged ladies would treat them with the same reverence usually reserved for the doctor putting his ear to their sick baby’s chest.

         “We should be done in two weeks at most, God willing. I’ll find water ten or twelve meters down,” said Master Mahmut on that first day.

         He could speak more freely with me than he could with Ali, who was the landowner’s man. I liked that and came to feel that this well was our shared project.

         The next morning, Master Mahmut chose the place where he would dig. It was not remotely where the landowner’s factory plans had envisaged it. It was in a completely different place, in another part of the plot.

         As a result of his political activities, my father had been in the habit of keeping secrets, so whenever he did anything important, he never involved me or asked what I thought. But Master Mahmut held forth in detail on the challenges of this land and freely shared with me his reasoning as he puzzled over where to dig. This was immensely gratifying and drew me to him. Still, when the time came to decide, his thoughts turned inward again, and he eventually chose the spot without consulting me or explaining anything. That’s when I first became aware of the sway Master Mahmut now held over me, and so even as I enjoyed the affection and intimacy he showed me (such as I’d never felt from my father), I began resenting him for it.

         Master Mahmut broke the surface of the earth at his chosen spot. But why, after all that walking and deliberation, had he chosen this particular place? How was it different from any other? If we kept digging there with that pickax, were we sure to find water eventually? I wanted to ask him all these questions, but I knew that I couldn’t. I was a child; he was neither my friend nor my father, but my master. Only I saw in him a father.

         He took a piece of rope and tied the spade to one end and a sharp nail to the other. The rope was one meter long, he told us. A stone wall wouldn’t do down there; he would have to line the well with concrete. The concrete wall would have to be between twenty and twenty-five centimeters thick. Keeping the rope taut, he traced a circle two meters in diameter, scoring the ground with the nail while holding the spade at the center. Ali and I carefully joined the marks, and the circle appeared.

         “The circle of a well must be drawn very precisely,” said Master Mahmut. “Any mistakes, any straight edges along the curve, and the whole thing will collapse!”

         It was the first I’d heard about the fearful prospect of a well collapsing. We set to work inside the circle. With a pickax, I helped Master Mahmut dig, and when I wasn’t doing that, I carried the loosened earth over to Ali’s handcart. But the two of us together could barely keep up with Master Mahmut. “If you don’t fill the cart up so much, I can unload it and come back quicker,” said Ali, struggling to catch his breath. The two of us soon grew tired and slowed down, but Master Mahmut’s pickax continued to swing relentlessly, and soon the pieces of rock he’d dislodged began to accumulate by the well. Whenever the pile grew too large, he’d drop his tools and have a cigarette under an olive tree as he waited for us to catch up. A couple of hours into our first day, my fellow apprentice and I had already realized that the best we could do was try and keep up with Master Mahmut and follow his instructions promptly and unquestioningly.

         Digging all day under the blazing sun exhausted me. I fell into bed straight after sunset, unable even to eat a bowl of lentil soup. Gripping the pickax had left my hands blistered, and the back of my neck was sunburned.

         “You’ll get used to it, little gentleman, you’ll get used to it,” said Master Mahmut, his eyes fixed on the small television he struggled to get reception on.

         He may have been teasing me for being too delicate for manual labor, but it made me glad to hear him call me “little gentleman.” Those two words told me that Master Mahmut knew my family was educated city folk, which meant he would look out for me as a father and not burden me with the heavier tasks. They made me feel that he cared about me and took an interest in my life.
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         THE SETTLEMENT was fifteen minutes on foot from our well. It was the town of Öngören, population 6,200, according to the blue sign with enormous white letters marking the entrance. After two days of ceaseless digging, two meters, we took a break on the second afternoon and went down to Öngören to acquire more supplies.

         Ali took us to the town carpenter first. Having dug past two meters, we could no longer shovel out the earth by hand, so like all welldiggers, we had to build a windlass. Master Mahmut had brought some lumber in the landowner’s pickup, but it wasn’t enough. When he explained who we were and what we were up to, the inquisitive carpenter said, “Oh, you mean that land up there!”

         Over the following days, whenever we went down to the town from “that land up there,” Master Mahmut made a point of dropping by the carpenter; the grocer, who sold cigarettes; the bespectacled tobacconist; and the ironmonger, who stayed open late. After digging all day, I relished going to Öngören with Master Mahmut for an evening stroll by his side, or to sit in the shade of the cypress and pine trees on some little bench, or at a table outside some coffeehouse, on the stoop of some shop, or in the train station.

         It was Öngören’s misfortune to be overrun by soldiers. An infantry battalion had been stationed there during World War II to defend Istanbul against German attacks via the Balkans, and Russian attacks via Bulgaria. That purpose, like the battalion itself, was soon forgotten. But forty years later, the unit was still the town’s greatest source of income, and its curse.

         Most of the shops in the town center sold postcards, socks, telephone tokens, and beer to soldiers on day passes. The stretch known among locals as Diners’ Lane was lined with various eateries and kebab shops, also catering to the military clientele. Surrounding them were pastry shops and coffeehouses that would be jammed with soldiers during the day—especially on weekends—but in the evenings, when these places emptied out, a completely different side of Öngören emerged. The gendarmes, who patrolled the area vigilantly, would have to pacify carousing infantrymen and break up fistfights among privates, in addition to restoring the peace disturbed by boisterous civilians or by the music halls when the entertainment got too loud.

         Thirty years ago, back when the garrison was even larger, a few hotels had opened to accommodate military families and other visitors, but transport links with Istanbul had since improved, and now these places stood mostly vacant. Showing us around town on that first day, Ali explained that some of them had been converted into semisecret brothels. These were all to be found in the Station Square. We took an immediate liking to this square, which boasted a small statue of Atatürk; the Star Patisserie, with its thriving ice-cream trade; a post office; and the Rumelian Coffeehouse—the entire scene lit by the golden-orange glow of the streetlamps.

         On a street leading to the station was a depot for construction vehicles, where, Ali told us, his father was employed as a night watchman by one of Hayri Bey’s relatives. Late in the afternoon, Ali also took us to a blacksmith. Master Mahmut used the money Hayri Bey had advanced him to buy timber and metal clamps with which to bind together the various parts of the windlass. He also bought four bags of cement, a trowel, nails, and some more rope. This wasn’t what he would use to lower himself into the well. That far-sturdier rope was back at our camp, wrapped around the spool for the windlass we’d brought from Gebze.

         We loaded all of our purchases onto a horse-drawn cart someone at the blacksmith’s had summoned for us. As the cart’s metal wheels made an unholy racket against the flagstones, I thought of how these days here were numbered, how I would soon be back with my mother in Gebze and, not long thereafter, in Istanbul. Walking alongside the cart, I sometimes found myself abreast of the horse, looking into his dark, tired eyes and thinking he must be terribly old.

         When we reached the Station Square, a door opened. A middle-aged woman in blue jeans stepped out onto the street. She looked over her shoulder, calling sternly, “Hurry up, will you?”

         As the horse and I reached the open doorway, two more figures emerged: first, a man, maybe five or six years older than I was, and then a tall, red-haired woman who might have been his elder sister. There was something unusual, and very alluring, about this woman. Maybe the lady in jeans was the mother of this red-haired woman and her little brother.

         “I’ll go get it,” the lovely red-haired woman called out to her mother before disappearing inside again.

         But just as she was stepping back into the house, she glanced at me and the elderly horse behind me. A melancholy smile formed on her perfectly curved lips, as if she’d seen something unusual in me or the horse. She was tall, her smile unexpectedly sweet and tender.

         “Come on, then!” her mother called out to her while the four of us—Master Mahmut, his two apprentices, and the horse—walked past. The mother looked annoyed at the Red-Haired Woman and paid us no heed.

         Once the laden cart had rolled outside of Öngören and its flagstones, the noise of the wheels died down. When we had reached our plateau at the top of the slope, I felt as if we’d arrived at a different world altogether.

         The clouds had dispersed, the sun was out, and even our mostly barren patch of ground seemed filled with color. Noisy black crows hopped onto the road that snaked between the cornfields, spreading their wings and taking off as soon as they saw us. The purple peaks toward the Black Sea had assumed a strange blue shade, and the rare clumps of trees among the drab, jaundiced plots in the plains behind the mountains seemed particularly green. Our land up here, the whole of creation, the pale houses in the distance, the quivering poplars, and the winding train tracks—it was all beautiful, and a part of me knew that the reason I felt this way was that beautiful red-haired woman I had just seen standing in the doorway of her house.

         I hadn’t even gotten a proper look at her face. Why had she been arguing with her mother? Her whole demeanor had struck me as her red hair gleamed uncannily in the light. For a moment, she looked at me as if she already knew me, as if to ask what I was doing there. In that moment when we caught each other’s eye, it was as if we were both trying to summon, perhaps even to question, an ancient memory.

         I looked at the stars and tried to picture her face as I drifted off to sleep.

      

   


   
      
         
            6

         

         THE NEXT MORNING, our fourth day on the job, we used the equipment brought from Gebze and the wood and the other materials purchased in Öngören to build a windlass. It had a tapering crank at either end and a large drum around which the rope was spooled, and the axis nestled into two X-shaped wooden rests. There was also a rough plank on which to set the bucket once we’d pulled it up from the well. With surprising deftness, Master Mahmut drew a detailed pencil sketch of the machine so that I could see how it was to be assembled.

         Down in the hole, Master Mahmut would shovel earth into the bucket, and once it was full, Ali and I would hoist it up on the windlass. The bucket was larger than a pail for water, and much heavier when filled to capacity with dirt and rocks, so that even working in tandem, the two of us would struggle to haul it up. It also took a lot of strength and not a little skill to rest the bucket on the plank and slacken the rope enough to unhook it. Every time we managed that feat without a hiccup, Ali and I would glance at each other as if to say Mission accomplished, and breathe a sigh of relief.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         We would then frantically rake some of the debris out of the bucket and into the handcart, until the bucket was light enough that we could lift it outright and tip what remained straight into the cart. I would lower the empty bucket carefully back into the well, and as it was about to reach Master Mahmut, I’d shout “Here it comes!” as he’d instructed me to do. Master Mahmut would leave his pickax to one side, pull the bucket toward himself, and without detaching it quickly fill it with what he’d dug up in the meantime. In those early days, I could still hear him say “Oof!” with each determined, furious stroke of his shovel and pickax. But as he receded into the earth at a rate of a meter per day, the grunts that announced his every exertion became gradually inaudible.

         Once the bucket was full again, Master Mahmut would shout “Puuull!” often without so much as an upward glance. When Ali and I were both ready, we’d grab the handles of the windlass and start cranking. But sometimes that slacker Ali would dawdle with the cart, and since it was difficult to operate the windlass on my own, I would have to wait for him. Occasionally, however, Master Mahmut slowed down, and Ali and I would have a moment to sit, gasping for breath, and watch Master Mahmut shovel earth from the well.

         During these idle moments, our only breaks from the relentless labor, we would have a chance to make small talk. But I knew instinctively that there was no point asking him about the people I had seen in town, let alone about the identity of the Red-Haired Woman with the mysterious, melancholy eyes and perfect lips. Did I assume he wouldn’t know who they were? Or was I afraid that he might tell me something that would break my heart?

         The fact that I had begun to think of the Red-Haired Woman from time to time was something I was as eager to hide from myself as from Ali. At night, as I was about to drift off with one eye on the stars and the other on Master Mahmut’s tiny television, I pictured the way she had smiled at me. If not for that smile, I reflected, the look that said, I know you, and the tenderness in her expression, perhaps I wouldn’t be thinking about her this much.

         Around noon every three days, the landowner, Hayri Bey, would come by in his pickup truck and ask impatiently if everything was going according to plan. If we happened to be on our lunch break, Master Mahmut would tell him, “Join us,” and invite him to share our meal of tomatoes, bread, fresh cheese, olives, grapes, and Coca-Cola. If Master Mahmut was still inside the well, three, four meters down, Hayri Bey would peer inside and watch him at work, standing with us two apprentices in respectful silence.

         When he emerged, Master Mahmut would walk Hayri Bey to the other end of the plot where Ali dumped the earth we extracted, showing him pieces of rock, rolling in his hands clumps of soil of various shades, and speculating on how much farther the water was. We’d started off at a moderate pace, through light soil, but after three meters, we had hit a particularly hard layer, which had slowed us down on the fourth and fifth days. Master Mahmut was confident that once we broke past this hard vein, we would get to the more humid layer, to which the textile merchant replied, “Of course, God willing.” He promised once more that as soon as we found water, he’d slaughter a lamb to roast in celebration and the master and his apprentices would receive a sizable tip. He even mentioned which shop in Istanbul he’d order the baklava from.

         Once Hayri Bey was gone and after we’d had our lunch, we would slow down. There was a large walnut tree about a minute’s walk from the site. I would lie down in its shade and start dozing off as the Red-Haired Woman appeared in my mind, vivid and unbidden, telling me with that look, I know you! I felt euphoric. Sometimes I would remember her while toiling in the noonday heat and feeling as if I was about to pass out. Thinking about her regenerated me and filled me with optimism.

         When it got really hot, Ali and I drank large amounts of water, as well as pouring it over each other to keep cool. The water came from enormous plastic jerricans loaded onto Hayri Bey’s pickup truck. When the pickup came, every two or three days, it also delivered the provisions we had ordered from town—tomatoes, green peppers, margarine, bread, olives. The driver collected payment for these from Master Mahmut, but he also brought things that Hayri Bey’s wife had sent us: melons and watermelons, chocolates and sweets, and sometimes even pots of lovingly cooked meals, like stuffed peppers, tomato-flavored rice, and meat stew.

         Master Mahmut was very particular about our evening meal. Every afternoon, before preparing to pour concrete into the well, he’d have me wash whatever ingredients were on hand—potatoes, eggplant, lentils, tomatoes, fresh peppers—before meticulously chopping everything up himself and throwing it with a knob of butter into the small pot we’d brought from Gebze. This was then placed on the gas stove over a low flame. It was my responsibility to watch this pot until sunset, making sure its simmering contents didn’t stick.

         The last two hours of each workday were devoted to pouring concrete into a wooden mold lining the depth he’d dug that day. Ali and I would mix the cement and sand with water in the handcart and then use a wooden contraption that looked like half a funnel, which Master Mahmut proudly claimed to have invented himself, to transfer the concrete directly into the well, without need for another bucket. As we tipped the mixture into the wooden slide, he would direct the flow from the depths of the well: “A little to the right, now ease up a bit!”

         If we took too long to mix and pour the concrete into the well, Master Mahmut would shout at us that it had gone cold. In those moments, I would miss my father, who never raised his voice and never told me off. But then I would get angry at him, too, since it was his fault that we were poor and I had to work here. Master Mahmut took much more of an interest in my life than my father ever had: he told me stories and taught me lessons; he never forgot to ask if I was all right, if I was hungry, whether I was tired. Was this why it made me so angry to be dressed down by him? For had my father done the same, I would have taken his point, felt suitably contrite, and then forgotten the whole thing. But for some reason, Master Mahmut’s scolding seemed to leave a scar, and I would nurse a rage against him even as I deferred to his instructions.

         At the end of the day, Master Mahmut would step into the bucket and shout, “Enough!” Slowly, we’d crank the windlass, using it like an elevator to raise him up into the light. Once he emerged, he would lie down under the nearby olive tree, and a sudden silence would envelop the world; I would become more aware of our being entirely surrounded by nature, of our total isolation, of how far I was from Istanbul and its crowds, and then I would long for my mother and father, and for our life in Beşiktaş.

         I would follow Master Mahmut’s example and lie down in a patch of shade somewhere, watching Ali walk back home to his nearby town. Instead of following the meandering road, he would take shortcuts through empty tracts, fields of grass and nettles. We hadn’t seen his house; what part of town was it in? Did he live anywhere near where we’d seen that ill-tempered woman in jeans standing outside her house?
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