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I keep driving around, but there’s nowhere to park near the shop. This thirty-minute search for a parking space every morning drives me crazy. It’s intolerable. If I threw a wobbly here, what would happen? Would that shopkeeper on the corner come out to help me? Would the çaycı drop his tea tray and come running? And if they did, what then? I have to get a grip on myself.

Just as I’m calming down, some moron opens his car door in front of me. Thank you God. They say, things have to get worse before they get better.

The trouble is, Juan Antonio, my dear sweet Fofo, has been madly in love for two weeks and he’s been acting like a real idiot. They supposedly met when Fofo spent a weekend in Şile on the Black Sea coast. Actually, it’s quite difficult to believe they hadn’t met before that, and if it wasn’t Istanbul where they met, it almost certainly wasn’t Şile. Anyway, they met and they fell in love. Alfonso teaches at the Spanish Cultural Centre. And Fofo? Fofo is meant to be helping me at the shop. Don’t get me wrong, he really did help until two weeks ago. But now he’s on another planet. We see each other at home of course, but only when he comes back for a change of clothes. Over the last two weeks, we’ve exchanged twenty words, if that.

I’ve been opening up the shop myself each day since Fofo turned into a lovesick butterfly. That means getting up early every morning and collapsing exhausted on the bed every night. In short, I no longer have a social life, and I never see my friends. I haven’t even been able to talk to Lale properly.

Still, I love my work. But I preferred it when I wasn’t tied to the shop ten hours a day.

“What could be more natural than for someone who loves reading thrillers to enjoy selling them?” Fofo would say. Actually, I thought the same thing when I first opened the shop. We often think alike.

Because of my beloved shop, I know all the crime-fiction readers living in Istanbul, or at least those who frequent Kuledibi. When I opened the shop three years ago, one of my first customers was Mick Jagger. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Naturally, I didn’t actually ask for an autograph or anything. But I found it very hard to resist asking for a photo of us together. I didn’t even let on that I recognized him. Lale teased me a lot, saying my German inhibitions had got the better of me. I don’t think it was anything to do with being German, I was just being stupid. I was afraid my credibility as a serious woman might be damaged if I let it be known that I recognized Mick Jagger… When I first opened the shop, I thought I was some sort of superwoman like Güler Sabancı. But that feeling didn’t last long. If you slave away for ten hours a day, you soon feel like any other ordinary shop girl.

Still, compared with how things used to be, I’m OK. I’ve learnt to do the job well and I no longer have financial worries. I think I’ll tell Fofo that if his stupid lovesickness continues and he doesn’t come back, I’ll  find someone to replace him. Our Fofo has a mind like a middle-class housewife. I say this to his face. You know, the type who drops everything the moment she finds a man to support her… And then wonders what on earth she is going to do when she suddenly finds herself divorced.

This isn’t the first time it’s happened to Fofo. When we first met, a couple of years ago, he’d fallen in love with a Turk in Granada and followed him to Istanbul. He just dropped everything, packed a rucksack and jumped on a plane. His lover, Ali, was a lawyer, a lawyer who wore a cravat. It makes me shudder just thinking about him. How long could a person like that sustain a relationship with the Fofo we know? They were together for about a year, which I still say wasn’t bad. Ali didn’t tell his friends that he and Fofo were lovers. He didn’t even introduce Fofo to them. For some reason, Fofo desperately wanted to meet Ali’s cravat-wearing friends. He started turning up unexpectedly at the man’s office, not because he thought Ali was cheating on him, but just because he hoped to meet his friends. Lale and I were at our wits’ end. The last days of that relationship were particularly disastrous. Fofo spent his entire time sitting at home watching Turkish TV, which actually wasn’t a bad thing because he learnt some Turkish and can now speak in TV Turkish. He comes out with inane phrases like, “Hi guys, I’m good to go”, or “You take care now”. But so what, at least he can be understood by anyone who watches television.

After we recovered from the Ali disaster, our lives took on some sort of order. Fofo moved into my house and started working at the shop. Dear Fofo, he’s like a small child in an adult’s world. I wonder what will happen to  him with this new man. It’s really been bugging me for the last two weeks.

I haven’t met his lover yet. I’ve interrogated Fofo during our brief meetings, but he’s a young lad in love and I can’t trust a thing he says.

Lale tries not to show it, but she’s worried too. She says to me, “You’ve become a real Turk, you’re acting just like any Turkish mother with a son.” I don’t think she knows what she’s talking about. She seems to think she’s different. In fact, we’re both worried because we know Fofo so well, and we know how he gets carried away. But quite apart from those worries, my nerves are frayed at the moment anyway and I find it intolerable when I can’t find a parking space.

 



What’s meant to happen is that you open up the shop, give it an airing, have a couple of coffees and then start the day, yes? But no, not today. The moment the key is in the door, the telephone starts ringing. I hate rushing, but I have to rush to open the door and then fly over to the telephone. A bubbly woman’s voice is speaking in German. So early. It’s really too much. A cheerful woman at this time of day is not on.

“I got your phone number from your mother. And I found your mother’s number in the Berlin phone book…” she says.

“Fine,” I say. “But who are you?”

But of course! It’s Petra. A friend from my university days. We haven’t seen each other for ages, at least fifteen or sixteen years. Actually, I’d kept track of Petra through the press and media because she is also my most famous friend. She’s a star of the German cinema. It may not be world cinema, but have the Germans ever produced a  world-class film star apart from Marlene Dietrich? And Marlene was more American than German.

Anyway, what was I saying?

Petra was in the drama department at college. After graduation, I packed my bags and set off for new horizons and we lost touch. Nothing unusual about that.

Petra had started to appear on television before I left Berlin. She even had a part in an episode of Tatort, which is still the best programme on German television. We didn’t see each other for ten years or so while I was in Germany, but I didn’t miss a single one of her films. I even went to see a German film at the Istanbul Film Festival just because she was in it.

I followed her films and read every word of her magazine interviews. But you know how it is if you have well-known friends: you develop feelings of inferiority and start thinking, “If we met in the street, she wouldn’t know me,” or, “If I phoned, her secretary would never put me through.” I often felt that way about Petra. There was actually no reason for me to have these feelings, because we never met in the street and I never phoned her. I had no idea whether her fame had gone to her head. But now, I had Petra on the line, just as if we were in a novel. Clearly, since she was calling me, either she had not become big-headed, or she was no longer famous. Perhaps she had lost her celebrity status and become one of those unfortunates who live on the famous German state handouts. Maybe she’d been put through the all too common process of getting shoved around and spat out by Social Services before being handed the state pittance. Maybe she was seeking a way out of this social security nightmare and calling to ask me for a loan or a job. I had a bit of money, so I could  give her a loan. In that respect, my friends generally find me more amenable than the German government. If she wanted a job, I could speak to Fofo straight away. Whatever the situation, she had picked the right person.

“I lost track of you,” she was saying. “I tried so hard to get hold of you. Whenever I see someone from the old days, I always ask about you. I bumped into Alex at a film gala yesterday. He’s living in Berlin and working as a cameraman. He said he saw you a few years ago in Berlin and that you were staying at your mother’s place then. That’s when I thought of calling your mother. How stupid of me not to think of that before. Anyway, why didn’t you ever call me?” I was lost for words, dumbfounded. I couldn’t say, “I didn’t call you because you’re famous.” In any case, we weren’t really the kind of buddies who were going to keep track of each other, but that’s another matter.

“Are you coming to Germany?” she asked.

At that moment, I had no intention of going there, but I said, “I don’t know.” That’s because I just might have gone, if it was to see Petra. I liked the fact that she didn’t seem too aloof, even though she was still famous. It would be worth going to Germany just to see her again.

 



I put the telephone down and stared at it for at least ten minutes. It lay there like a black-tailed snake on the table, but I wasn’t marvelling at its wonders. I was just dumbstruck. Petra was coming. She was to play the starring role in a joint Turkish-German film to be set in Istanbul, and would be staying for over a month. She didn’t want a loan or a job. She didn’t even want to  stay at my place during filming, but just wanted to see me again to chat like two old friends. She would give me tips on the best face cream for getting rid of bags under the eyes, or maybe teach me her special trick for getting limescale off the kitchen sink without damaging the enamel. She just wanted to do what two ordinary women might do, and behave as if she wasn’t famous.

I collected myself and decided to start the day by making coffee, even if it was late. There’s a corner of the shop that we use as a kitchen, where Fofo and I make gallons of tea and coffee. If we used Recai, the local çaycı, all the time, we’d spend a fortune. By the time we’d made our kitchen habitable, he’d have earned enough from us to replace his shack with a skyscraper, which would inevitably be razed to the ground in the first 5.8 Richter-scale earthquake.

Actually, I adore çaycıs. You simply can’t compare them to those soulless vending machines… A çaycı will always know your name, and if you take sugar in your coffee. He knows when you want tea and when you want coffee. If your çaycı is anything like our Recai, he knows if you’ve left your lover, if you’ve made up, how late you stay out at night or if you spend an evening in front of the television. In short, he knows more than he should, but you have nothing to fear from a çaycı unless you’re mixed up in illegal activities. Everybody knows everything about you anyway; the gossip network in Istanbul is so strong that one more makes no difference at all.

Of course, it isn’t easy to keep up to date with every item of gossip in a city as huge as Istanbul. That’s why Turks are forever talking on their mobiles, whether it’s in the street, when they’re out for dinner with their sweethearts, or even in theatres and cinemas. I think  Alexander Graham Bell must have had Turkish genes. If not, how come Turks are so infatuated with this contraption?

Once again, I arrived home in the evening feeling completely wrung out. I hate days like that. Dealing with customers, the constant ringing of the telephone, people coming, people going… It was bedlam. I’d barely had the strength to turn the key when it came to locking up the shop. I also paid the price for having gone to work by car. In Istanbul a car is nothing but trouble; it doesn’t make life easier at all. It’s an ancient city where the roads are very narrow, especially where my shop is in Kuledibi, an area that dates back to Genoese times.

Sometimes I think that everyone must spend their whole time out in the streets and that none of the city’s ten million or so people ever goes home, day or night. The streets are constantly teeming with people and cars. Ten million people – it’s easy to say, but it’s the size of a nation.

 



In the end, parking difficulties and traffic congestion in Istanbul play havoc with your nerves. But I’m lazy. It takes thirty minutes to get from home to the shop, on foot or by car. I go by car.

Work was so busy that day that I didn’t have time to revel in the fact that Petra had called. But the moment I got home, I went straight to the telephone like any normal Istanbul citizen, or İstanbullu as we say, and called Lale. She knew about Petra; we had been to the film festival together to see her film and I’d offered to translate some of Petra’s magazine interviews, but Lale wasn’t interested. She can be irritating like that. Still, what can I do? She’s my best friend.

After Lale, I wanted to phone Fofo, but I couldn’t because I didn’t know his number. I sat and smoked three cigarettes in fifteen minutes, then called Lale again. Her phone was engaged. I went for a shower to pass the time and tried again. Still engaged. I considered jumping into the car and going to her house, but couldn’t be bothered. I pressed the redial button; it was still busy. As consolation, I called my ex, whom I keep dangling and mostly ignore. You might as well know that. Yes, that telephone was engaged too. I cried myself to sleep from nervous exhaustion. I dreamed I was trying to crush Alexander Graham Bell’s head with the telephone handset, and Madame Curie was shouting, “Murder! Murder!” I woke up in a sweat.

 



The next day was Saturday, the best day of the week, followed by the second best day, Sunday. Many seriousminded or acquisitive citizens sit at their desks on the first of these happy days. I am definitely not in either of those categories. On Saturdays, the closed sign hangs firmly on the door of the shop, unless Fofo is depressed and decides to do some cleaning.

On Saturdays, I join my neighbour and dear friend Yılmaz at the local café, where we lie in wait to pounce on passers-by. Yılmaz is in his fifties; he’s a short, fat, bald man who works in advertising. A real stereotype. He knows everyone; he tells me all the gossip and then tells everyone all about me… However, I decided long ago that I didn’t care, and I count Yılmaz as one of my buddies.

So, on Saturday mornings, Yılmaz and I buy our pastries from the bakery, our newspapers from the  corner shop, and settle ourselves in the café. This happens at about ten o’clock. All Cihangir society walks past us. Some we entice to our table, while those who know better merely wave and walk on. When we tire of gossiping, Yılmaz and I go to the cinema together if there is a good film, or if not we go home…

We have a mutual understanding that Yılmaz buys the newspapers and I buy the goodies from the bakery. Actually, I don’t read newspapers during the week, so this is something different for me on Saturdays. And change is good, isn’t it?

It’s become a habit. Yılmaz always arrives before me, exactly on time. He never passes up an opportunity to berate me for my lack of punctuality, especially as I’m German. I retaliate by saying that Turks always assume Germans are punctual, hard-working cold fish, and then insult Yılmaz by saying he’s no exception. As you might guess, the worst insult for Yılmaz is to be told that he’s just like everybody else.

I can’t let this pass without mentioning some strange prejudices that Turks have about Germans. For instance, Turks are amazed to see a smiling, cheerful German. They love it when I laugh, because they think I’ve become really integrated into the community. I haven’t yet convinced anyone that I used to laugh when I lived in Germany, even if only occasionally, and that it didn’t mean I was excommunicated from society. I even know people who think the reason I came to live in Istanbul was that I couldn’t remain in Germany because I was too cheerful.

The fact that my name is Kati seems to suggest to Turks that I’m a different kind of German. You might not believe this, but I’ve actually met Turks who think  there are only two German names: Hans for males, and Helga for females. Why? I have no idea.

 



I had been in the café for fifteen minutes and Yılmaz still hadn’t made any jibes about punctuality and being German. He was probably too preoccupied with his work. The advertising company where Yılmaz worked was in the midst of a financial crisis, like many companies in Turkey. People were apparently going to be laid off. I suggested that if this happened to him, he could take the job that Fofo was probably going to give up. He looked at me as if I was joking. So what? Was I supposed to feel bad if I couldn’t pay him a monthly salary of ten thousand dollars?

 



Petra had said she would call me again when her dates were confirmed, that is to say when the Turkish Cultural Ministry and the producers had completed their paperwork. Two weeks passed while I waited for Petra to let me know when she was coming. Naturally, I wasn’t idle during that time. I found Fofo and told him in no uncertain terms that I would replace him if he didn’t come back to the shop. I had no intention of working myself into the ground. Actually, there aren’t that many people who want to work in a crime-fiction bookshop, but I expected to find someone eventually.

Fofo dithered and couldn’t give me a straight answer. He was starting to get on my nerves so I interrupted, “In that case, I’ll take on a temp for three months. You can use that time to decide what you want to do. Are you going to spend your whole life going after some boy or other, or are you going to learn to stand on your own two feet?!”

After this meaningful and important speech, I slammed the door and left. I don’t think Fofo had ever heard anyone talk to him like that, or had a door slammed in his face. He was infatuated with Alfonso. However, I also had pride that had to be salvaged.

A few days later, I went to see my friend Candan, who has a large bookshop in Beyoğlu. I wanted to find someone who would be right for my shop. Candan was great at that sort of thing. Whenever I put a request to her, she would provide exactly what I was looking for. And it happened again. She called up four or five places on her mobile and, one hour later, a pleasant-looking girl was sitting opposite me: Pelin.

Pelin was a student at Istanbul University, studying English language and literature. She was from İzmir and had come to Istanbul to attend university and get away from her family. For seven years, she had been both studying and working, which was why she had been at college for so long.

“I’ve no problem with that,” I said. In fact, this was a point in her favour. “I hate people who work too hard,” I added.

“Even though you’re German?” asked Pelin.

 



We worked out a division of labour. It wasn’t fair, but it was a division of labour of sorts. Pelin would open up the shop three days a week, thus allowing me to sleep until noon on those days. Having worked in a bookshop before, she quickly adapted to the job. Her comings and goings were observed reproachfully by çaycı Recai, who couldn’t bear the fact that he knew nothing about her.

Fofo is my friend, so I don’t like saying this, but Pelin worked at least five times harder than Fofo. When it was  her turn to open up the shop, it happened exactly on time. She would dust the books, tidy up, put flowers on the table, and there would always be fresh tea and coffee, providing she wasn’t feeling depressed. She came right up to my German standards… Her only fault was that she didn’t like thrillers. But I thought we’d overcome that in time. It didn’t really bother me.

Pelin said she liked books and working in a bookshop, even if she didn’t like thrillers, but she often hinted that she wanted more pay. Turks from good families don’t talk openly about their financial aspirations, they just drop hints.

“Let’s see, who knows what might happen?” I said, adopting her hinting technique.

I was thinking that, if Fofo didn’t return within three months, I would sell my car so that I could employ Pelin. However, my dear friend Lale saved me from that financial problem. The moment she met Pelin, she started to tell her all about me and how, despite spending my first seven and last thirteen years in Istanbul, which is twenty years and almost half my life, I had still not shed the damaging effects of my awful German peasant background. She said I was a typically stingy German. I never turned on a light at home unless it was necessary; I didn’t even fit halogen bulbs because of the expense, and only shame prevented me from spending my evenings in candlelight like other Germans. Once Lale started, she didn’t know when to stop; she went on and on, saying that to save money I refused to take taxis, served used teabags to my guests, tried to get people to pay for their own meals in restaurants, and so forth. I can’t let that one pass without comment. Whenever people pay separately, Turks call it “doing it the German  way”. They give me sidelong glances, then look at each other and snigger as if I single-handedly created the “German” way of paying bills.

Anyway, Lale spilled everything about me. I kept quiet because I didn’t want to have to defend those intolerable Germans. And of course, it went in my favour, as you might expect. Pelin now thinks I am an oppressed migrant and feels more sympathy for me. I feel confident that if someone offered her three times her current salary, she wouldn’t want to leave me.
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It was May when Petra called for the second time.

The magical Istanbul spring was about to turn abruptly into summer. I would have liked Petra to see Istanbul in spring: to drink tea under the shade of ancient pine trees in the gardens of magnificent Ottoman palaces, to walk along mimosa-scented streets, to shiver in the dampness of the Byzantine underground reservoirs, to light a candle in one of the churches as the muezzin chants the call to prayer, to stretch out in the warm spring sunshine on grass damp with early morning dew looking at the Hippodrome and the Sultan Ahmet fountain, to eat artichokes prepared in olive oil at Hacı Halil Restaurant…

“They’ve only just got the filming permit,” Petra was saying. Turkish bureaucracy, like German bureaucracy, is famous for its cumbersome paperwork, so I wasn’t at all surprised by this delay. The filming had been planned to start at the end of April, but now could not start until the beginning of June.

“You’ve missed the spring,” I said to myself.

I told her that I would meet her at the airport. Her hotel was near my house so there would be no problem about seeing each other.

[image: 003]

I spent one of the longest hours of my life in a smokefilled café at Atatürk Airport, which had recently been expanded in an attempt to compete with Athens. Anyone who thinks the number of cigarettes people smoke increases with the excitement of seeing off or greeting loved ones should know that Turks never need an excuse to smoke. It was therefore quite normal to sit in a café where clouds of smoke burned my eyes and made it almost impossible to breathe.

I had no option but to join the overwhelming majority of smokers.

Was I excited that I was soon to see Petra? Had I missed her? I tried to visualize her face and the effects the years would have had on her. What a life she had led – and what had I done? I had just stopped myself from going deeper into a misplaced, mistimed evaluation of my life when the airport Tannoy system announced that Petra’s plane had landed.

Going to meet Petra at the airport was a complete waste of time. The place was full of journalists trying to get a glimpse of the film crew arriving in Istanbul. But it was soon over. A team of minders moved into place to get Petra away from the crowd. However, she noticed me waving and jumping about trying to catch her attention, and yelled at the men to let me through. A few seconds later, we found ourselves next to each other, surrounded by a wall of beefy men who were steering us towards the exit.

I hadn’t taken account of the fact that my long-time friend was a star of sorts and the crew clearly hadn’t expected that Petra might have a half-witted friend like me in Istanbul, because they had a limousine waiting for them. When I saw the limo, there was no way I was  going to say, “Don’t go with these brutes, I’ll go and get my car.” My ’82 Peugeot would have cut a pathetic fıgure next to that awesome limo. In the end, I yelled out, as she was being bundled into the car, that I’d see her at the hotel. Petra waved at me to signal OK, the chauffeur put his foot down and they sped off.

I drove along the coastal road from the airport to the hotel, with the Bosphorus opening out into the Marmara Sea on one side and a mixture of lower- and middle-class neighbourhoods with their tall ugly buildings on the other. The traffic wasn’t too bad for a Friday and I was even able to drive at full throttle. It was perhaps the first time since coming to Istanbul that its frenzied beauty, which had survived both indifference and efforts to destroy it, did not play on my mind. I was thinking of Petra. For a moment, that expression on Petra’s face… As if her heart needed recharging, as if she couldn’t cope with life, as if she was broken in some way… There is a kind of sadness that can permeate people’s faces and expressions that is not visible in photographs… No cream or cosmetic surgery can eliminate it… It is a deep, dark, incurable sadness.

 



Eventually I got stuck in traffic at Sarayburnu, by which time the sun was setting over the Golden Horn. I needed to phone Pelin to tell her not to wait for me, but to close up the shop and go home. I had left saying I wouldn’t be long, but that was hours ago. I hadn’t taken account of the Friday-evening traffic and I was battling against the sort of traffic chaos that a true İstanbullu would avoid at all costs. If I went to the shop, I would be late for Petra at the hotel; if I didn’t go to the shop, Pelin would be left waiting there for me.

It was a moment when a mobile was essential, utterly indispensable. I could have parked the car and looked for a phone booth, but even if I’d found a parking space, it was unlikely that there’d have been a phone nearby. I was about to explode with frustration when I had an ingenious idea. The driver in the car next to me looked like a good local family man, so I called out to him.

“Excuse me, do you have a mobile by any chance?”

The poor man was surprised by my question, of course. These days, even primary-school kids have mobiles, so why was I asking?

“I need to make a really urgent call. I didn’t reckon on the traffic being this bad. May I use your mobile?”

After I’d finished, I didn’t know how to turn it off, so I gave it back to him still on and offered to pay for the call. “No need, ma’am,” said the driver.

To demonstrate his contempt for me, he bit his lower lip, leaned his head to one side and raised his hand, saying:

“Don’t mention it.”

 



I arrived at Petra’s hotel in a real state. My poor mangled body was sweating profusely, my legs were stiff from constantly pressing the accelerator, brake and clutch, and my face was a grimy yellow from all the cigarettes I had smoked to fend off exasperation. I was much later than my worst estimate. They must have arrived long before me. It was ridiculous to think of that enormous limo negotiating the traffic, don’t you agree?

When I asked the lad on reception to call Petra’s room to tell her that I’d arrived, I couldn’t understand why he was looking at me with such respect and wonder, until I  realized he thought I was one of those “rich celebrities”. In spite of the state I was in!

Petra was staying in a suite with a magnificent view; it was almost larger than my apartment. This time, we had a proper reunion scene. There was nothing exaggerated about it. Any two Germans who had not seen each other for years would have had this sort of reunion. Imagine you are in a Schlöndorff film: Schlöndorff is the best at German reunions. For instance, there was just such a scene in The Legend of Rita, which I saw on my last trip to Berlin: two female Red Army militants go on trial together, and then go to Palestine where they kidnap a man from prison and kill a policeman… You’d think that facing such dangers would make even these soulless individuals close, wouldn’t you? But no, not them. Anyway, years later these two women meet by chance in East Germany. There they have a proper reunion, a real German reunion, exactly like the reunion between Petra and me: handshakes, and a reluctant brush of the cheeks. That’s all. No embraces, no hugging, not even any mutual stroking of backs… As you see, despite my aversion to clichés about nationalities, I sometimes have to concede that certain German stereotypes do in fact reflect the truth.

But let’s get back to what I was saying. Petra apologized profusely, saying that she hadn’t realized her arrival would create such a stir and wished she’d told me not to come to the airport.

We were both too exhausted to wander round the streets, so Petra suggested ordering food from room service and abandoning any idea of going out. I must admit I felt grateful to her for this.

It had been so many years, yet during our first ninety minutes together we spoke little about our past lives.  However, I couldn’t rid myself of the dark thoughts that had been with me since I first saw her at the airport. Petra had become much more reserved. We hadn’t been very close before, but I had never felt she was quite so distant. Usually when I meet up with friends after a long gap, we comment on how much has happened since we last met and how we won’t lose touch again. But this was totally different. I couldn’t say why, but the tension I sensed was not merely because we hadn’t seen each other for years. Something was missing. It wasn’t to do with me, and it wasn’t our relationship. Petra had lost something. Was she seeking what she had lost in me?

I left her draped over the sofa, weak with exhaustion. Several thoughts were swirling round in my head. “Like a cooking pot”, as Turks say. My head had become exactly like a cooking pot. I collected my car from the hotel car park. The Friday-evening rush had even reached Ortaköy, but I set out into the traffic once more, towards the bridge that would take me across to the Asiatic side of the city. I was going to see Lale. I didn’t want to spend this Friday evening sitting at home all alone.

 



When I opened my eyes the next morning on the sofa bed in Lale’s study, the first thing I did was to phone Yılmaz. I told him I couldn’t make our customary Saturday-morning rendezvous. Next I phoned Petra… She said she’d woken up ages ago and had even had breakfast; she was about to find out what the day’s programme was, and would call me straight back.

We were drinking coffee over the empty breakfast dishes in the garden at Kuzguncuk when the telephone rang. It was Petra. She was calling to say that we couldn’t meet until dinner that evening. They were very much  behind schedule and the director wanted to start work right away without losing any more time.

I felt pretty fed up, but I didn’t let Petra know that. Anyway, it wasn’t her fault. It was nobody’s fault, but what was I supposed to do on this lovely Saturday?

Lale was in an even more depressed state than I was. And it was the only day she didn’t go to work. We spent half an hour wondering what to do and finally decided to spend the day at the beauty salon. At least after a day investing in your beauty, you come out looking reasonable, especially if you’re a middle-aged woman on the lookout for a cute guy.

I got back home in the early evening feeling tired but relaxed, and I looked wonderful. One of the things I like best about Istanbul is this grooming business. Here it’s a part of everyday life; people go to hairdressers and beauty salons as a matter of course. In Germany, most people, or rather all but my mother and her friends, trim and colour their own hair. And as for manicures, pedicures and skin treatments, well they’re out of the question. That’s why the streets are full of people you’d really rather not set eyes on. Munich is different. There you find people with some sense of beauty, but the hordes of sluts in Berlin discourage you from going outside. The specimens you encounter on the metro and in the streets disgust me.

Actually, the most stylish people in Berlin are Turks, but only second- or third-generation Turkish girls in headscarves. These headscarved girls are unbelievably stylish. Of course, when I say stylish, they’re not wearing the latest Jil Sander creation. They create their own fashion and stick to it: fashionable platform shoes, black nylon trousers that look cheap but have a modern cut, artificial  leather coats… Headscarves in the latest colour, long jackets that tone with the colours in the headscarf…

The first generation of headscarves in Berlin was completely different, however. I think headscarved people understand this difference between the two generations better than anyone. When I was a child, we used to say “penguins” for the first generation of headscarves. They were all from the same mould, but a tasteless mould. In their grey smocked coats, those short fat women waddled from side to side just like penguins. They were a world apart from the young girls of today, even though they all wear headscarves.

It was eight o’clock by the time I found out that the evening meal Petra had promised me was not going to happen. Apparently it was essential for her to be with the film crew that evening. We chatted a bit on the phone. She was fed up. It was quite clear she would much prefer to be with me. I was really sad, and in fact felt quite anxious for her. I wanted to tell her that she was looking tired and listless, but I held my tongue. It’s better not to tell people things like that. If they take you too seriously, it can be harmful.

You can imagine what a crisis it was for me when my Saturday-evening plans collapsed. Everything seemed even more desperate than it had in the morning. I certainly had no wish to sit at home with my manicured nails, blow-dried hair and nourished skin. Nothing could persuade Lale to set foot outside on her single day off, so I didn’t even try calling her. I found Arzu on her mobile. Arzu always had something going on, and that evening was no exception. She said she was meeting friends, some of whom I knew, at ten o’clock in the Cactus. They were going to decide what to do  for the rest of the evening when they got there. We said we’d meet in a few hours’ time and rang off.

The Cactus Café is an important place in Istanbul. I think its main feature is that all its customers know each other. The regulars are all the same type: journalists, writers, advertising people… A small group of yuppies had recently started to tag along, but I think they must have been given the brush-off, because I haven’t seen them recently.

I was about to leave the apartment and was just making a final check of my hair and make-up in the full-length mirror in the entrance hall when the telephone rang. It was Petra. She had managed to get rid of the crew that evening; we could meet if I still wanted to. I just couldn’t tell her that I’d made other plans in the meantime.
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