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Recep Goes to the Movies
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Dinner is nearly ready, Madam,” I said. “Please come to the table.”


She said nothing, just stood there, planted on her cane. I went over, took her by the arm, and brought her to the table. She just muttered a little. I went down to the kitchen, got her tray, and put it in front of her. She looked at it but didn’t touch the food. I got out her napkin, stretched it out under her huge ears, and knotted it.


“Well, what did you make tonight?” she said. “Let’s see what you put together.”


“Baked eggplant,” I said. “You requested it yesterday, right?”


She looked at me.


I slid the plate in front of her. She pushed the food around with her fork, complaining to herself. After picking at it a little, she began to eat.


“Madam, don’t forget your salad,” I said before going inside and sitting down to my own eggplant.


A little later, she called out, “Salt. Recep, where’s the salt?” I went back out and saw it was right in front of her.


“Here it is!”


“Well, this is a new one,” she said. “Why do you go inside when I’m eating?”


I didn’t answer.


“They’re coming tomorrow, aren’t they?”


“They’re coming, Madam, they’re coming,” I said. “Weren’t you going to put some salt on that?”


“You mind your own business!” she said. “Are they coming?”


“Tomorrow afternoon,” I said. “They called, you know.”


“What else have you got?”


I took the uneaten eggplant back, ladled a good portion of beans onto a fresh plate, and brought it out to her. When she’d lost interest in the beans and started stirring them around, I returned to the kitchen and sat down to resume my supper. A little later she called out again, this time for pepper, but I pretended not to hear her. When she cried Fruit! I went in and pushed the fruit bowl in front of her. Her thin, bony hand began to wander over the fruit like a drowsy spider. Finally it stopped.


“All rotten! Where’d you find these? Lying on the ground under the trees?”


“They’re not rotten, Madam,” I said. “They’re just ripe. These are the best peaches. I got them from the fruit seller. You know there are no peach trees around here anymore.”


Pretending she hadn’t heard me she chose one of the peaches. I went inside and was just finishing my beans when she shouted, “Untie me! Recep, where are you? Let me out of this!”


I ran in and as I undid her napkin I saw that she had left half the peach.


“Let me at least give you some apricots, Madam. Otherwise you’ll wake me up in the middle of the night and tell me you’re hungry.”


“I’ve never been so hungry that I’ve had to eat things that have fallen off the trees, thank you.”


As she wiped her mouth she wrinkled her face, then pretended to pray for a while before getting up.


“Take me upstairs!”


She leaned on me and we made our way, stopping on the ninth step to catch our breath.


“Have you made up their rooms?” she said, gasping.


“I made them up.”


“Okay, then let’s go,” she said, leaning on me all the more.


We continued to the top step. “Eighteen, nineteen, thank God,” she said, and went into her room.


“Let’s turn on your light,” I said. “I am going to be at the movies.”


“The movies!” she said. “A grown man. Well, don’t stay out late.”


I went down, finished my beans, and washed the dishes. I already had my tie on under my apron. So I had only to get my jacket, check for my wallet, and be gone.


The wind blew cool from the sea, and it was pleasant. The leaves of the fig tree were rustling. I shut the garden gate and walked down toward the beach. Where our garden wall ended, the pavement and the new concrete houses began. They were on their balconies, in their little narrow gardens, watching, families listening to the news on TV, the women at their charcoal grills. They didn’t see me. Meat on the grills and smoke. Families, lives; I wonder what it’s like. When winter comes, though, there’ll be nobody around. Then I’ll be frightened just to hear my own footsteps in the empty streets. I felt myself shivering and put on my jacket and turned the corner.


It was funny to think how they all sat down to eat their dinner and watch TV at the same time! As I was walking around in the back streets, a car pulled up at the end of one of those that opened onto the square, and a tired husband back from Istanbul got out. He went into the house with his bag, looking upset to be getting home so late for his dinner in front of the television. When I got down to the shore again, I heard Ismail’s voice: “National lottery, six days left!”


He didn’t see me; I didn’t say anything either. He was bobbing up and down as he walked among the tables in the restaurant. One table called him over, and he went, bending down to present a fistful of lottery tickets to a girl in a white dress with a ribbon in her hair. The girl picked carefully as her mother and father smiled with pleasure. I turned away, saying I was not going to look anymore. If I had called out, if Ismail had seen me, he would have quickly limped over to me. He would have said, Brother, why don’t you ever stop by? Your house is so far away, Ismail, I would have said, and it’s up high on the hill. Yes, you’re right, he would have said. When Doğan Bey gave us that money, brother, if I had bought property here instead of on the hill, oh Recep, if I had bought on the shore instead of up there because it was near the train station, I’d be a millionaire, he would have said, always in those words. His pretty wife would say nothing, only look at you. Why should I go? True, sometimes I want to, sometimes on winter nights when I have no one to talk to, I feel the urge and I do go, but it’s always the same words.


The casinos on the shore were empty. The televisions were on. The tea men had lined up hundreds of empty tea glasses in rows they all sparkled nice and clean under the powerful lights. They were waiting for the news to finish and the crowds to pour out into the streets. The cats were crouched under the empty chairs. I walked on.


Rowboats were pulled up close to the wall on the other side of the breakwater. There was nobody on the dirty little beach. Seaweed that had landed on the shore and dried out, bottles, pieces of plastic … They said they were going to knock down Ibrahim the coffee man’s house, the coffeehouses, too. I suddenly got excited when I saw the light in the windows of the coffeehouse. Maybe there’d be somebody there. Somebody who didn’t play cards—we’d talk. He’d ask, How are you. I’d tell him, he’d listen, and How are you; he’d tell and I’d listen. Raising our voices to be heard above the television and the general din. Friendship. Maybe we’d even go to the movies together.


But as soon as I walked into the coffeehouse I lost my good spirits, because those two punks were there again. They were glad when they saw me, and they looked at each other and laughed. But I don’t see you, I’m looking at my watch. I’m looking for a friend. Nevzat was sitting over there on the left, watching the card players. I got a chair and joined him. I was happy.


“So,” I said. “How are you?”


He didn’t say anything.


I looked at the television a little bit; it was the end of the news. I looked at the cards being passed around and at Nevzat looking at them. I wanted them all to finish their hand, and they did, but still they didn’t talk to me; they just talked and laughed among themselves. Then they resumed their game and got wrapped up in it before stopping again. Finally, as they were dealing out the cards for another hand, I figured I’d better say something.


“Nevzat, that milk you gave us this morning was very good.”


He nodded without turning his head from the cards.


“Plenty of fat in it; it’s good.”


He nodded again. I looked at my watch. It was five to nine. I looked at the television and lost track of things; much later I realized that the young men were snickering. When I saw the newspaper in their hands, I thought in fear, Oh God, not another picture. Because they kept looking at me and then the newspaper, laughing in a nasty way. Pay no attention, Recep! But I thought about it anyway: sometimes they put a picture in the papers, they have no feelings. They write something terrible underneath, just as when they print a picture of a naked lady or a bear giving birth in the zoo. In a panic, I turned to Nevzat and said, without thinking:


“How are you?”


He turned to me for a second, muttering something, but I couldn’t think of anything more to say because my mind was on the picture. So I gave up and began to watch the two young guys on the sly. When we came eye to eye, they began to smirk even more. I turned away. A king fell on the table. The players all cursed, some of them happy and some of them disappointed. Then a new game began; the cards and the good mood changed hands. Was there a face card? I had a sudden thought.


“Cemil,” I called out. “A tea over here!”


So I had found something to keep me busy for a little while, but it didn’t last very long. I kept thinking about what the young men were laughing about in the newspaper. When I looked again, they had given it to Cemil and were pointing out the picture. When Cemil saw my discomfort, he let them have it: “Hoodlums!”


Well, everything was out in the open. I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t noticed anymore. I should have left a long time ago. The young guys were laughing openly.


“What is going on, Cemil?” I said. “What is in that paper?”


“Nothing!” he said.


I tried to hold myself back, but I didn’t have the strength because I was overwhelmed with curiosity. I got up from the chair like someone in a trance, took a few slow steps over to Cemil, passing the young men who had fallen silent.


“Give me that paper!”


He made as if to withhold the paper as he spoke softly. “Who knows if it’s even real? I’ve never heard of such a thing.” Then staring fiercely at the young men, he said, “Shameless!” before finally surrendering the newspaper.


Like a hungry wolf I grabbed it from his hand and opened it, my heart was pounding as I looked at the page he had pointed to, but there was no picture.


“Down there!” said Cemil growing nervous.


My eyes moved quickly over the “History Corner.”


“‘Üsküdar’s historical treasures,’” I began to read aloud, “‘Yahya Kemal, the poet, and Üsküdar …” Then below headlines “General Mehmet” … “the Greek Mosque” … “Şemsi Pasha Mosque and Library” … Finally I followed Cemil’s fingertip down to the bottom and I saw:


“The Dwarves’ House in Üsküdar!”


I felt the blood rush to my face as I read the item in one breath.


“‘Along with these, there was at one time a dwarves’ house in Üsküdar. This house, which was built for dwarves, not for ordinary people, was perfectly complete. Except its rooms, doors, windows, and stairs were made for dwarves, and a regular person had to bend himself in half to get in. According to research done by the art historian  Dr. Süheyl Enver, this house was built by Handan Sultan, spouse of Sultan Mehmet III, and mother of Sultan Ahmet I. This lady loved her dwarves so much, this excessive affection occupies a special place in the history of the Harem. Handan Sultan wanted her dear friends to live together undisturbed in peace after she died, so she put the palace carpenter Ramazan Usta to work. It is said that the perfection of the ironwork and woodwork made this little house a work of art. However, we must admit that we do not know for certain whether such a strange and interesting building actually existed, as it is not mentioned by the historian Evliya Çelebi, who wandered through Üsküdar in the same years. Even if there had really been such a place, this curious house must have disappeared in the famous fire that terrorized Üsküdar in 1642.’”


“Just forget it, Recep,” Cemil said as I stood there trembling. “Why do you pay attention to these punks?”


I had a terrible compulsion to read the newspaper again, but I didn’t have the strength. Drenched in sweat, I felt as if I couldn’t breathe. The paper slipped out of my hand and fell to the floor.


“Have a seat,” said Cemil. “Take it easy. You’re upset, don’t overreact.” Then he said again, “Punks!” talking to the young men who were watching with malicious interest as I swayed on my feet.


“Yes,” I said, “I am upset.” I was quiet for a minute and collected myself and then, mustering all my strength, I spoke again. “Not because I’m a dwarf, am I upset,” I said. “What’s really upsetting is that people can be nasty enough to make fun of a fifty-five-year-old dwarf.”


There was a silence. The card players must have heard, too. Nevzat and I came eye to eye. The young men were looking down; they were at least a bit ashamed. My head was now spinning; the television was droning away.


“Punks,” repeated Cemil, now with less feeling.


And then, as I was weaving my way to the door, “Hey, Recep, where are you going?”


I didn’t answer. I managed in a couple of faltering steps to leave the bright lights of the coffeehouse behind me. I was outside again, in the cool dark night.


I was in no condition to continue, but I forced myself to take a few more steps before sitting down on one of the posts near the jetty. I breathed deeply in the clean air; my heart was still beating fast. What should I do? The lights of the casinos and restaurants were gleaming in the distance. They had strung colored lights in the trees, and underneath those lights people were eating, talking with one another: my God!


The door of the coffeehouse opened, and I heard Cemil call out:


“Recep, Recep, where are you?”


I didn’t make a sound. He didn’t see me and went inside.


A long time afterward, I heard the rumbling of the train to Ankara. It must have been about ten past nine, and I was thinking like this: They were all just words, weren’t they? A cloud of sound that disappeared the moment it came out? I felt a little better, but I didn’t want to go home. There was nothing else to do: I’d still go to the movies. I’d stopped sweating; my heart had slowed down; I was better. I took a deep breath and walked on.


In the coffeehouse, I thought, they’ve forgotten me and those words now, and the television is still droning. If Cemil hasn’t thrown them out, the young men are looking for somebody else to make fun of. So, here I am on the street again, the crowd’s out, they’ve finished their food, and now they’re taking a little stroll to digest before they sit down in front of the TV again or go to the nightclubs. They eat ice cream, talk, and greet one another. The women and their husbands who come back from Istanbul in the evenings and their children always chewing on something; they recognize one another and say hello. I passed by the restaurants again. Ismail wasn’t there. Maybe he sold out the tickets he had in his hand and was climbing the hill up to his house again. If I had planned to go see him instead of a movie, we might have talked. But we always say the same things.


The avenue was pretty crowded. Cars waiting in front of the ice-cream shop and groups of three or four walking together tied up the traffic. I looked presentable in my tie and jacket but I can’t stand crowds like that; I turned off into a side street. The kids were playing hide-and-seek between the cars on the narrow streets in the blue light coming from the televisions. When I was little I used to think that I would be good at this game, but I never had the courage to join in with them like Ismail. But if I had played I would have hidden myself best of all, maybe here, in the ruins of the caravanserai that my mother said had had plague or, for example, in the village, in the haystack, and if I never came out, then who would they have made fun of, I wondered, but my mother would have looked for me, she would have said, Ismail, where’s your brother? And Ismail would have pulled on his nose and said, How would I know, as I stayed hidden listening to them, whispering, I live in secret, all by myself, Mother, where no one can see me, only my mother would then start to cry so much that I’d come out, saying, Look, here I am, I’m not hiding anymore, see, I’m not hiding anymore, Mother, and my mother would have said, Why were you hiding, my son, and I would have thought, Maybe she’s right, what use is hiding, what’s to be gained living in secret? I would have forgotten for a moment.


I saw them as they moved quickly down the avenue. Sıtkı Bey, grown up and married, with his wife, and he even had a kid as tall as I was. He recognized me, smiled, and paused.


“Hello, Recep Efendi,” he said. “How are you?”


I always waited for them to talk first.


“Hello, Sıtkı Bey,” I said. “I’m fine, thank you.”


I shook hands with him. Not with his wife. The children were staring in fear and curiosity.


“Sweetie, Recep Bey’s been living here in Cennethisar longer than just about anybody else.”


His wife nodded with a smile. I was happy, proud of being one of the old-timers here.


“How’s Grandma?”


“Oh,” I said, “Madam always complains, but she’s fine.”


“How many years has it been?” he said. “Where is Faruk?”


“They’re coming tomorrow,” I said.


He started explaining to his wife that Faruk Bey was his childhood friend. Then without shaking hands, just nodding, we said good-bye and parted. Now he was talking to his wife about his childhood and about me, how I took them to the well when they were little and showed them how to fish for mullet, and then the kid would finally ask his question: “Daddy, why is that man so small?” I used to say: Because my mother gave birth before she got married. But Sıtkı Bey got married, Faruk Bey got married, and they had no kids at all. But because my mother had done just the opposite, Madam sent her, along with us, to the village. Before she sent us, there were words and she threatened us all with her cane, and my mother pleaded, Don’t do that, Madam, what fault of the children’s is it? Sometimes, I think I heard those words, on that terrible day …


In the well-lit street of the movie theater, I heard the music they play before the film starts. I looked at still shots from the film that was showing: Let’s Meet in Paradise. It’s an old film: in one scene, Hülya Koçyiğit and Ediz Hun are in each other’s arms, then Ediz is in prison, then Hülya is singing a song, but you’d never be able to tell what order these things happened in until you’d seen the film. This probably occurred to them when they put the pictures up; it gets people interested. I went to the ticket window, One please. The woman pulled off a ticket and rose a little from her seat so as to hold it out to me


“Is the film any good?” I asked.


She hadn’t seen it. Sometimes, out of the blue, I just want to talk to someone like this. I took my seat and waited.


When first they meet, the girl is a singer and doesn’t like him, but the next day, when the guy saves her from those villains, she likes him and then realizes she loves him, but her father is against their getting married. Then the guy goes to prison. I didn’t go out with the crowd at the intermission. When it started again, the girl marries the son of the nightclub owner, but they don’t have any kids and they don’t do anything about it either. Eventually, the husband runs off after a bad woman and Ediz escapes from prison. In a house near the Istanbul Bridge, he meets Hülya Koçyiğit, who sings a song. The song left me in a strange mood. At the end, she wants to free herself from the lousy husband, and since he’s met his own punishment anyway, we figure out that they are going to get married. Her father is looking at them warmly from behind as they are walking arm in arm on the road, walking, getting smaller and smaller and THE END.


After the lights came up, and everybody was filing out, buzzing about the film, I wanted to talk about it with someone, too. It was ten after eleven. Madam would be waiting, but I didn’t want to return home.


I walked toward the beach over to the hill. Maybe Kemal Bey, the pharmacist, would be on duty and not feeling sleepy. I’ll barge in, we’ll talk, I’ll tell him things, he’ll listen to me, lost in thought, staring into the lights of the food stand across the way at the kids shouting at one another and racing their cars. When I saw that the pharmacy lights were on, I was happy. He hadn’t gone to bed. I opened the door and the bell rang. Oh God, it wasn’t Kemal Bey but his wife.


“Hello,” I said and paused. “I need an aspirin.”


“A box or one tablet,” said the wife.


“Two tablets. I have a headache. I’m a little bored … Kemal Bey…,” I said, but she wasn’t listening. She had her scissors out and was cutting the individual aspirin packets.


“Did Kemal Bey already go out for the morning fish?” I said.


“Kemal’s asleep upstairs.”


I looked at the ceiling for a minute and considered that, just two inches above it, my friend lay sleeping. If he happened to stir, I would tell him about my evening. He might have something to say about those kids at the coffeehouse, but then again he might not, he might simply stare out in that bewildered way, so thoughtful, as I talked, as we talked. I took the change his wife set out with her little white hands. Then I looked around and saw lying there right on the couch one of those photo novels for all to see. Nice lady! I said good night and left without troubling her further; the bell jingled again. The streets were emptier, and the children playing hide-and-seek had gone home.


As I latched the garden gate behind me, I saw Madam’s light through the shutters: she could never sleep before I went to bed. I went in through the kitchen door and locked it behind me, too, and as I slowly climbed up the stairs I wondered, Were there steps in the dwarves’ house in Üsküdar? Which paper was it, I would go and get from the store tomorrow, Do you have yesterday’s Tercüman, our Faruk Bey is looking for it, I’d say. He’s a historian, he is interested in the ‘History Corner …’


“I’m here, Madam,” I said, finding her lying in bed.


“Well done,” she said. “You finally managed to find your way home.”


“The film was over late, what was I supposed to do?”


“Did you make sure of the doors?”


“I closed them,” I said. “Do you want anything before I’m sound asleep in bed?”


“They are coming tomorrow, aren’t they?”


“Yes,” I said. “I’ve made up their beds and prepared their rooms.”


“Okay,” she said. “Close my door tight.”


Downstairs, I went right to bed and to sleep.
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Grandmother Waits in Bed
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I listen to him going down the stairs one by one. What does he do in the streets until all hours? I wonder. Don’t think about it, Fatma, you’ll only get disgusted. But still, I wonder. Did he shut the doors tight, that sneaky dwarf? He couldn’t care less! He’ll get right into bed to prove he’s a born servant, snore all night long. Sleep that untroubled, carefree sleep of a servant, and leave me to the night. I think that sleep will come for me, too, and I’ll forget, but I wait all alone and I realize that I’m waiting in vain.


Selâhattin used to say that sleep is a chemical phenomenon, one day they’ll discover its formula just as they discovered that H2O is the formula for water. Oh, not our fools, of course, unfortunately it’ll be the Europeans again who find it, and then no one will have to put on funny pajamas and sleep between these useless sheets and under ridiculous flowered quilts and lie there until morning just because he’s tired. At that time, all we’ll have to do is to put three drops from a bottle into a glass of water every evening and then drink it, and it will make us as fit and fresh as if we had just woken up in the morning from a deep sleep. Think of all the things we could do with those extra hours, Fatma, think of it!


I don’t have to think about it, Selâhattin, I know. I stare at the ceiling, I stare and stare and wait for some thought to carry me away, but it doesn’t happen. If I could drink wine or rakı, maybe I could sleep like you, but I don’t want that kind of ugly sleep. You used to drink two bottles: I drink to clear my mind and relieve my exhaustion from working on the encyclopedia, Fatma, it’s not for pleasure. Then you would doze off, snoring with your mouth open until the smell of rakı would drive me away in disgust. Cold woman, poor thing, you’re like ice, you have no spirit! If you had a glass now and again, you’d understand! Come on, have a drink, Fatma, I’m ordering you, don’t you believe you have to do what your husband tells you. Of course, you believe it, that’s what they taught you, well, then, I’m ordering you: Drink, let the sin be mine, come on, drink, Fatma, set your mind free. It’s your husband who wants it, come on, oh God! She’s making me beg. I’m sick of this loneliness, please, Fatma, have one drink, or you’ll be disobeying your husband.


No, I wouldn’t fall for a lie in the form of a serpent. I never drank, except once. I was overcome with curiosity. When nobody at all was around. A taste like salt, lemon, and poison on the tip of my tongue. At that moment I was terrified. I was sorry. I rinsed my mouth out right away, I emptied out the glass and rinsed it over and over and I began to feel I would be dizzy. I sat down so I wouldn’t fall on the floor, my God, I was afraid I would become an alcoholic like him, too, but nothing happened. Then I understood and relaxed. The devil couldn’t get near me.


I’m staring at the ceiling. I still can’t get to sleep, might as well get up. I get up, open the shutter quietly, because the mosquitoes don’t bother me. I peek out the shutters a little; the wind has died down, a still night. Even the fig tree isn’t rustling. Recep’s light is off. Just as I figured: right to sleep, since he has nothing to think about, the dwarf. Cook the food, do my little handful of laundry and the shopping, and even then he gets rotten peaches, and afterward, he prowls around the streets for hours.


I can’t see the sea, but I think of how far it extends and how much farther it could go. The big, wide world! Noisy motorboats and those rowboats you get into with nothing on, but they smell nice, I like them. I hear the cricket. It’s only moved a foot in a week. Then again, I haven’t moved even that much. I used to think the world was a beautiful place; I was a child, a fool. I close the shutters and fasten the bolt: let the world stay out there.


I sit down on the chair slowly, looking at the tabletop. Things in silence. A half-full pitcher, the water in it standing motionless. When I want to drink I remove the glass cover, fill it, listening to and watching the water flow; the glass tinkles; the water runs; cool air rises; it’s unique; it fascinates me. I’m fascinated, but I don’t drink. Not yet. You have to be careful using up the things that make the time pass. I look at my hairbrush and see my hairs caught in it. I pick it up and begin to clean it out. The weak thin hairs of my ninety years. They’re falling out one by one. Time, I whisper, what they call our years; we shed them that way, too. I stop and set the brush down. It lies there like an insect on its back, revolting me. If I leave everything this way and nobody touches it for a thousand years, that’s how it will stay for a thousand years. Things on top of a table, a key or a water pitcher. How strange; everything in its place, without moving! Then my thoughts would freeze too, colorless and odorless and just sitting there, like a piece of ice.


But tomorrow they’ll come and I’ll think again. Hello, hello, how are you, they’ll kiss my hand, many happy returns, how are you, Grandmother, how are you, how are you, Grandmother? I’ll take a look at them. Don’t all talk at once, come here and let me have a look at you, come close, tell me, what have you been doing? I know I’ll be asking to be fooled, and I’ll listen blankly to a few lines of deception! Well, is that all, haven’t you anything more to say to your grandmother? They’ll look at one another, talk among themselves, I’ll hear and understand. Then they’ll start to shout. Don’t shout, don’t shout, thank God my ears can still hear. Excuse me, Grandmother, it’s just that our other grandmother doesn’t hear well. I’m not your mother’s mother, I’m your father’s mother. Excuse me, Granny, excuse me! All right, all right, tell me something, that other grandmother of yours, what’s she like? They’ll suddenly get confused and become quiet. What is our other grandmother like? Then I’ll realize that they haven’t learned how to see or understand yet, that’s all right, I’ll ask them again but just as I’m about to ask them, I see that they’ve forgotten all about it. They’re not interested in me or my room or what I’m asking, but in their own thoughts, as I am in mine even now.


I reach out and pick an apricot from the plate. I eat it, waiting. It does no good. Here I am, in the midst of things, not thoughts. I look at the table. It’s five to twelve. Next to the clock is the bottle of cologne, next to that the newspaper, and then my handkerchief. They stay that way. I look at them, my eyes travel across them and examine the surfaces to see if they have something more to say to me, but they have reminded me of so much already that they have nothing left to say. Just a bottle of cologne, a newspaper, a handkerchief, a key, and a clock; it ticks and no one, not even Selâhattin, knows what time is. One moment and then another right behind it, each smaller and smaller, my thoughts going from here to there, but don’t get stuck in one of those thoughts, wiggle away, jump outside, quick come over here, outside of time and this room. I eat another apricot, but I don’t go outside: I look at the things even more, and it seems I try to busy myself until I am fed up with the same old things. If I weren’t there, if no one were there, these things would stay this way forever and then no one could possibly think he didn’t know what life was. No one!


No, I am not distracted by these things. I got up from the chair, went to the bathroom, washed my face, and I went back, ignoring the spiderweb that hung down from the corner where it was. When you turn the switch, the lamp hanging from the ceiling goes off, only the one by the head of my bed stays on, and I get into bed. It’s warm out, but I can’t do without a quilt, what could I do, something to snuggle up in, get under, and hide inside. I put my head down on the pillow, I wait and I know that sleep will not come right away. The weak light of the lamp strikes the ceiling; I listen to the cricket. Hot summer nights!


But it seems the summers used to be hotter. We drank lemonade and had sherbet. Not in the street, though, not from the men in white aprons; my mother would say, We’ll make it at home, where it’s clean, Fatma, as we were coming back from the market, nothing new in the shops. We would wait for my father in the evening, he would come and talk and we would listen; he smelled of tobacco and coughed when he spoke. Once he said, Fatma, there’s a doctor who wants you. I said nothing! I was quiet, and my father didn’t say anything, but the next day again, and I was only fifteen years old, my mother said, “Look, Fatma, they say he’s a doctor,” and I thought: How strange, I wonder when he could have seen me. I was afraid and didn’t ask, but I thought again, Doctor? Egghead? Then my father added: They say he has a good future, Fatma, I asked all around, hardworking and maybe a little greedy, but an honorable and clever man, think on it. I was silent. It was very hot, we were having sherbet. Well, I don’t know. Finally, I said, “All right,” and then my father made me stand in front of him: My girl, you’re going forth from your father’s house, get that through your head. He was telling me not to ask too many questions; curiosity is for cats, okay, Father, I know. And let me tell you again, my girl, don’t do that with your hand, look, and stop biting your fingernails, how old are you now. Okay, Daddy, I won’t ask, yes, but: I didn’t ask.


I didn’t ask. It had been four years, and we still didn’t have a child. Fault of the air in Istanbul, I later understood. One summer evening, Selâhattin came straight to me instead of going to his library and he said, “We’re not going to live in Istanbul anymore, Fatma!” I didn’t ask, “Why, Selâhattin?” but he told me anyway, jumping around like a gangly kid. We’re not going to live in Istanbul anymore, Fatma, because Talat Pasha called me today and this is what he said: Dr. Selâhattin, you will no longer live in Istanbul, and you will have nothing to do with politics! That’s what he said to me, the son of a bitch. You’ve done what I said not to do, you think you’re such a hero, the Pasha said, well, I guess you wouldn’t like it if I sent you off with the others on the first ship to the prison in Sinop, but what should I do, you’ve been a lot of trouble, you’ve got yourself involved in the party, but you seem like a sensible man, be reasonable, you’re married, a doctor, you’ve got a good profession, you can make enough money to live comfortably anywhere in the world, how’s your French, my friend? Goddamn him! Do you understand, Fatma, these Unionists are going off the deep end, they can’t stand freedom, how are they different from Abdülhamit? Okay, Talat Pasha, if I accept your invitation and pack up my things right away, don’t think that it’s because I’m afraid of the dungeon in Sinop: no! It’s because I know I can still give you the answer you deserve from Paris, but not from the corner of a dungeon. We’re going to Paris, Fatma, sell one of your diamonds or rings. If you don’t want to, okay, I still have some property left from my father, or we can go to Salonica instead of Europe, why should we leave the country, we’ll go to Damascus, look at Dr. Reza, he went to Alexandria and writes that he’s earning a lot there, where are my letters, I can’t find them, didn’t I tell you not to touch things on my desk, and God, there’s Berlin, too, but did you ever hear of Geneva, they’ve become worse than Abdülhamit, well, don’t just stand there staring at me dumbfounded, get the bags and trunks ready, a freedom fighter’s wife has to be strong, doesn’t she, there’s nothing to fear. I was silent, didn’t say a thing, you know best, and I listened as Selâhattin, talking all the while, told me what they were able to do to Abdülhamit from Paris, how he was going to take care of this lot from Paris, too, how the day would come when we would come back in victory by train from Paris! Then he said, no, not Damascus, he said Izmir, and in the evening he was saying Trebizond would do, We have to sell whatever we have, Fatma, are you ready for sacrifice? I want to give all my strength to the struggle, that’s why, don’t say anything in front of the maids and servants, Fatma, the walls have ears, but Mr. Talat, you didn’t even have to tell me to go: I wouldn’t stay in this whorehouse called Istanbul a moment longer anyway, but, Fatma, where should we go, say something, I was silent and thinking, He’s really just a child. Yes, the devil could only fool a child that much, I realized I had married a child who could be led astray by three books. Later, in the middle of the night, I came out of my room, it was hot, I said, Let me get something to drink, I saw a light in his room and I went there, quietly opened the door, and there was Selâhattin with his elbows on the table and his head in his hands, crying. A harsh light fell on his face from the lamp that was almost burned out. The skull he always kept on his desk was staring at him as he wept. I pulled the door shut quietly, I went to the kitchen and drank a glass of water, and I thought, Well, he’s a child, a child.


I get out of the bed slowly and sit at the table and stare at the water pitcher. How does the water manage to stay in there without moving, I wonder, as though astonished at this, as though a pitcher of water is something miraculous. Once I placed a glass over a bee and imprisoned it. When I was bored I would get out of bed and look at it. It wandered around in the glass for two days until it understood that there was no way out and then it decided that there was nothing to do but sit in a corner motionless and wait and wait, not knowing what it was waiting for. When I got tired of it, fed up, really, I opened the shutters before sliding the glass over to the edge of the table and lifting it up so the bee could fly away, but the stupid creature didn’t fly away! It just stayed there on the tabletop. I called Recep and told him to swat it with something. But ripping off a piece of newspaper, he carefully picked up the bee and let it go out the window. He couldn’t bring himself to do it. He’s just like them.


I fill the glass with water. I drink it little by little. Finished! What should I do now? I get back into bed, prop my head against the pillow, and think about when this house was built. Selâhattin used to take me by the hand and show me around: Here’s where my examining room will be, here’s the dining room, here’s the European kitchen; I’m having a separate room built for each of the kids, because everyone  should be able to shut himself up and develop his own personality, yes, Fatma, I want three kids. And see, I’m not having bars put on the window—what an ugly idea! Are women birds or animals? We’re all free, if you want you can up and leave me, we’re putting in shutters and we’re going to have windows just as Europeans do, and don’t say over there and over here anymore, Fatma, that extension isn’t a window seat, it’s called a balcony. It’s a window that opens onto freedom, isn’t it a beautiful view? Istanbul must be over there, underneath those clouds, Fatma, fifty kilometers, it’s a good thing we got off the train at Gebze, time passes quickly, and I don’t think they’ll be able to put up with this idiot government much longer, maybe even before the house is finished the Unionists will fall and we’ll go right back to Istanbul, Fatma.


Later, the house was finished, and my son Doğan was born, and another war had broken out, but the idiot Unionist government was still in power and Selâhattin was telling me, Why don’t you go to Istanbul, Fatma. Talat didn’t exile you, just me, why don’t you go, you’ll see your mother, see your father. You’ll go see Şukru Pasha’s daughters, do some shopping, get some new things to wear, and at least you can dress up and show your mother all that stuff you’ve made bent over the sewing machine here, pumping away at the pedal from morning till late at night, ruining those beautiful eyes of yours. Fatma, why don’t you go? But I said, No, we’ll go together, Selâhattin, when they’re thrown out, we’ll go together, but they never were. Then one day I saw it in the paper—Selâhattin’s papers came three days late, but he no longer jumped on them right away as he used to. He didn’t even pay attention to the war news from Palestine, Galicia, and Gallipoli, and some days, when he’d forgotten even to scan the headlines after dinner, I would read the paper first. When I learned that the Unionists had been overthrown, I left the news like a beautiful ripe fruit on his plate. When he lifted his head up from that wretched encyclopedia of his and came downstairs for lunch, he saw the newspaper and could not fail to notice the news, because it was in huge letters. He read it without saying a thing. I didn’t ask, but I knew he didn’t write a single word of his encyclopedia all afternoon, because the sound of his footsteps overhead did not cease until evening. When Selâhattin didn’t say anything at supper either, I softly said, Did you see, Selâhattin, they’ve been thrown out? Oh yes, he said, the government’s fallen, hasn’t it? The Unionists have sunk the Ottoman Empire and run off, and we’ve lost the war, too! He couldn’t look me in the eye, and we both fell silent. Later, as we were getting up from the table, he said, as though confessing some shameful sin he wanted to forget, Well, I suppose we’ll go back to Istanbul but only when the encyclopedia is finished, because that mundane little comedy called politics in Istanbul is nothing compared with the momentous work of this encyclopedia of everything, what I’m doing here is much greater and more profound, a scientific marvel whose influence will endure centuries from now. I have no right to leave this job half done, Fatma, I’m going right upstairs, he said, and off he went, and until he learned he was going to die, after which he would suffer unbelievable torments for another four months, until the blood rushed out of his mouth and he finally expired, he wrote that awful encyclopedia for another thirty years, and because of that, and it’s the only thing I have to thank you for, Selâhattin, I would remain here in Cennethisar for seventy years and avoid the sin of your “Istanbul of the Future” and the atheist’s state, I’ve avoided it, haven’t I, Fatma, so sleep in peace.


But I can’t sleep and I listen to the train passing in the distance, its whistle and then its engine as it rattles on and on. I used to love this sound. I used to think how, far away, there were innocent countries, lands, houses, gardens; I was a child, easily fooled. There goes another train! I can’t feel anymore. Don’t think, where! My pillow’s warm from my cheek; I turn it over. When I put my head on it, it is cool behind my ears. On winter nights it used to be cold, but nobody snuggled with anybody. Selâhattin kept snoring and I used to go into the next room and sit in the dark, disgusted at the stench of wine welling up out of his mouth. Once I went into the room across the hall, saying to myself, let’s take a look at these papers, let me see what he’s writing from morning to night: he had written a part of an article about gorillas being the grandfathers of men; he wrote in those days that the incredible advances of the sciences in the West had now made God’s existence a ridiculous question to be cast aside; he’d written that the East’s continued slumber in the deep and despicable darkness of the Middle Ages had not led us, a handful of intellectuals, toward despair but, on the contrary, toward a great enthusiasm for work, because what was obvious was that we were not obliged to take all this knowledge and transport it from there to here, but to discover it all over again, to close the gap of centuries between East and West in a shorter time. Now, he wrote, as I complete the seventh year of this glorious work, I see the masses stupefied by fear of God—My God, Fatma! Don’t read any more, but still I was reading; he wrote, I’m obliged to articulate a number of things that would be absurdly plain in any advanced nation, just to rouse this mound of sloths, and, he wrote, At least if I had a friend to discuss all of this with, but not only am I without even a single friend, I’m finally at the point of abandoning all hope in this cold woman; from now on, Selâhattin, you’re all alone, and he wrote out, too, all his little tasks on a piece of paper, he overwrote the map in Polikowsky’s book to make a chart of the migratory routes of storks and other birds; he recorded three simple fables for proving to the feebleminded that God doesn’t exist, but no, I couldn’t read any more, that’s enough, Fatma, I let those sinful papers drop and ran out of the icy room, never to reenter that cursed chamber until that cold snowy day after he’d died. Still, Selâhattin had figured it out the very next day: You went into my room when I was sleeping last night, Fatma? You went into my room and mixed up my papers? I kept silent. You mixed them up, left them out of order, even dropped some on the floor, but it doesn’t matter, Fatma, you’re welcome to read as much as you like, read! I kept silent. You read them, didn’t you? Good! You did the right thing, Fatma, what do you think? I still kept silent. You always knew I wanted you to, didn’t you, Fatma? Read them, reading’s the best thing, read and learn, because there’s so much to do, you know. I kept silent. Read them and wake up and one day you’ll see how much there is to do in life, Fatma, how many things!


Actually, no, there aren’t so many things. I would know: it’s been ninety years. Possessions, yes, roomfuls, I can look and see, from there to there, and a little time, endless drips falling from an unstoppable faucet. Just then is in my body and head now, just then is now, the eye closes and opens, the shutter is pushed and shuts, night and day, and then another new morning, but I’m not fooled. I still wait. They’ll come tomorrow. Hello, hello! Many happy returns. They’ll kiss my hand and laugh. The hair on their heads looks funny when they bend down to kiss my hand. How are you, how are you, Grandmother? What can someone like me say? I’m alive, I’m waiting. Tombs, dead people. Come on, sleep, come.


I turn over in the bed. Now I don’t hear the cricket anymore. The bee is gone, too. How long until morning? Crows, magpies, on the roofs in the morning … sometimes I wake up early and hear them. Is it true that magpies are thieves? The jewels of queens and princesses, a magpie grabs them, and everybody takes off after it. I wonder how a bird can fly with all that weight. How do creatures fly? Balloons, zeppelins, and that man Selâhattin wrote about. How does Lindbergh fly? If he happened to have two bottles instead of one, he would forget that I don’t listen and tell me about it after dinner. Today I wrote about planes, birds, and flying, Fatma, I’m just about to finish the article on air, listen. The air is not empty, Fatma, there are particles in it, and just as a floating boat displaces its weight in the water, no, I don’t understand how balloons and zeppelins fly, but Selâhattin was completely animated, telling me about every fact of science, and as always he was shouting by the time he got to his conclusion: Yes, that’s what we need, to know this and everything else; an encyclopedia; if we knew the natural and social sciences God would die and we, but by now I was not listening anymore! If he’d finished a second bottle I wouldn’t be listening to his raving; No, there is no God, Fatma, there’s science now. Your God is dead, you silly woman! Then, when he had nothing else to believe in except his self-love and his self-loathing, he’d be overcome by sickening lust and run over to the hut in the garden. Don’t think about it, Fatma. Just a servant … Don’t give it a thought. Both of them cripples! Think about something else! Beautiful mornings, the old gardens, horse-drawn carriages.… Let me just go to sleep.


When my hand reaches out like a careful cat the bedside lamp goes out. Silent darkness! Though I know there’s a dim light coming through the shutters. I can’t see my things anymore, they’re free of my glances, all silent and unto themselves, they think that even without me they can stay where they are, motionless, but I know you; you’re there, my furniture, you’re there, next to me, as though you know I’m here. Once in a while, one of them creaks, I know the sound, it’s no stranger, I want to make a noise, too, and I think: This thing we’re in called emptiness is so strange! The clock ticks and divides it. Sharp and decisive. One thought, then another. Then it’s morning, and they’ve come. Hello, hello! I slept, I woke up, it’s time and I’ve had a good sleep. They’re here, Madam, they’re here! While I’m waiting, another train whistle. Where to? Good-bye! Where to, Fatma, where? We’re going, Mother, we’re banned from Istanbul. Did you take your rings? I have them! Your sewing machine? That too. Your diamonds, your pearls? You’ll need them all your life, Fatma. Come back soon, though! Don’t cry, Mother. They put the trunks and things on the train. I haven’t even had a child yet, and we’re taking a trip. My husband and I, we’re exiled to who knows what distant lands, we’re getting on the train, you’re looking at us, I’m waving; Good-bye, Father; good-bye, Mother; look, I’m going, I’m going far, far away.
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Hasan and Friends Take Up a Collection
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Yes?” said the grocer. “What do you want?”


“The nationalist youth are sponsoring a night,” said Mustafa. “We’re giving out invitations.”


I took the invitations out of my bag.


“I don’t go to things like that,” said the grocer. “I don’t have time.”


“You know, couldn’t you just take one or two to help out the nationalist youth?” said Mustafa.


“I just got some last week,” said the merchant.


“Did you get them from us?” said Mustafa. “We weren’t even here last week.”


“But if you helped the Communists that’s different,” said Serdar.


“No,” said the grocer. “They don’t come here.”


“Why not?” said Serdar. “Because they don’t feel like it, I guess?”


“I don’t know,” said the grocer. “Leave me alone. I don’t have anything to do with this kind of stuff.”


“I’ll tell you why they don’t come, uncle,” said Serdar. “They can’t come because they’re afraid of us. If it wasn’t for us the Communists would have this place shaken down for protection money like Tuzla.”


“God forbid!”


“Yeah, you know what they did to the people in Tuzla, don’t you? First they take out their windows really nice …”


I turned and looked at the window: clean, wide, sparkling glass. “Then, if you still don’t pay should I say what they do next?” said Serdar.


I was thinking of graves. If all Communists act like this, the graveyards in Russia must be full to overflowing. The grocer must have got it in the end: he put his hand on his waist and glared red faced at us.


“So, uncle,” said Mustafa. “We don’t have a lot of time. How many do you want?”


I took out the tickets so he could see them.


“He’ll take ten,” said Serdar.


“I just got some last week,” said the grocer.


“Okay, fine,” said Serdar. “Let’s not waste our time, guys. I guess this is the only shop in the whole market, the only one who’s not afraid to have his window taken out. Hasan, what’s the number …”


I went outside, looked at the number over the door, and went back in. The vegetable man’s face reddened even more.


“Look, uncle,” said Mustafa. “We don’t mean any disrespect. You’re as old as my grandfather, we’re not Communists.” He turned to me. “Give him five, that’s enough this time.”


When I held out five tickets, the grocer took them by the edge, as if picking up something disgusting. Then, with great concentration, he began to read what was on the tickets.


“We can give you a receipt, you want one?”


I laughed.


“Don’t be disrespectful,” said Mustafa.


“I already have five of these tickets,” said the merchant. He dug around frantically in the dusty darkness of a drawer, then triumphantly pulled them out to show us. “They’re the same, see?”


“Yes,” said Mustafa. “The other guys may have given them to you by mistake. But you have to get them from us.”


“Besides, is it going to kill you to take five more, uncle?” said Serdar.


The old cheapskate pretended he didn’t hear and pointed to a corner of the ticket with his finger.


“This date’s already passed,” he said. “It was supposed to be two months ago. Look, it says May 1980 here.”


“Uncle, do you intend to go to this event?” said Mustafa.


“How can I go tonight to something that was two months ago?” said the grocer.


In the end, I almost lost my patience over five tickets. They taught us nothing in school. Being patient only loses a person time in life, it’s no good for anything else. If they asked us to write a composition on this subject, I’d have found so much to write that even the Turkish literature teachers who always had it in for me would have been forced to pass me. Good thing Serdar was just as furious as I was. He lurched over and grabbed the pen from behind the old cheapskate’s ear, scaring him half to death, and wrote something on the tickets before shoving them back at him with the pen.


“Satisfied, uncle?” he said. “We made the night two months later. Now five hundred liras please!”


Finally he took out the money and gave it to us. That’s the way it is: only the idiot Turkish-language teachers in our school think you can sweet-talk the snake out of its hole. I was so ticked off, I said, Let me hurt this old cheapskate, let me take care of him. As we were going out, I stopped and pulled out one of the peaches from the very bottom of the mound he had arranged by the front door. But he was lucky, and they didn’t all come tumbling down. I put the peach in my bag before we moved on to the barber’s.


The barber was washing somebody’s head under the faucet. He looked at us in the mirror.


“I’ll take two, guys,” he said, without letting go of the head in his hands.


“If you want, you could have ten, brother,” said Mustafa. “You could sell them here.”


“Leave two, that’s enough,” said the barber. “Aren’t you from the Association?”


Two! I suddenly lost it. “No, not just two, you’ll take ten,” I said and counted out ten tickets and held them out.


Even Serdar was surprised. Well, gentlemen, now you see, if I lose my temper this is what I’m like. But the barber didn’t take the tickets.


“How old are you?” he said.


The soapy head in his hand was now staring at me in the mirror, too.


“You’re not taking them?” I said.


“Maybe we make it eighteen,” said Serdar.


“Who sent you from the Association?” he said. “You’re awfully excitable.”


I couldn’t think of anything to say and looked at Mustafa.


“Don’t mind it, brother,” said Mustafa. “He’s still new. He doesn’t know you.”


“It’s obvious that he’s new. Guys, leave me two tickets.”


He took two hundred liras out of his pocket. The other guys immediately warmed up to him, practically kissed his hand, and immediately forgot all about me. So if you know the guys in the Association it means you’re the king around here? I pulled out two tickets and held them out. But he didn’t turn and take them.


“Leave them over there!”


I put them down. I was about to say something, but I didn’t.


“See you, guys!” he said and then, pointing to me with the top of the shampoo bottle in his hand, “Is this one in school, working?”


“He’s been left behind from sophomore year.”


“What does your father do?”


I kept quiet.


“His father sells lottery tickets,” said Mustafa.


“Watch out for this little fox!” said the barber. “He’s a real live one. Okay, I’ll see you.”


Our guys all laughed. I said, Let me say something, and I was just about to say it—Make sure you take good care of your helper here, okay?—but I didn’t. I left without looking at the helper’s face. Serdar and Mustafa were laughing between themselves, but I wasn’t listening, I was ticked off. Then Serdar said something to Mustafa like this:


“He’s just remembered he’s a barber; forget about it.”


I didn’t say anything. My job was to carry the bag and when necessary to take out the tickets and pass them out. I’m only here with you because they called us from Cennethisar and gave us this job and I have nothing to say to you who are on the side of the shopkeepers and make fun of me and laugh and call me names, so I’m just keeping quiet. We went into a pharmacy and I was silent, we went into a butcher’s and I was silent, same in the grocer’s, and after that, at the hardware shop and the coffee seller’s and the café, I was just as silent, not saying anything even when we reached the end of the market. When we came out of the last store Mustafa stuck his hands in his pocket.


“We each deserve a helping of meatballs after this,” he said. But still, I was silent, keeping it to myself that they didn’t give us that money so we could eat meatballs.


“Yeah,” said Serdar. “We each deserve a helping after this.”


But when we sat down in the meatball shop they ordered two helpings each. If they were having two each, I wasn’t going to have just one. While we waited for the meatballs, Mustafa took out the money and counted it: seventeen thousand liras. Then he said to Serdar:


“Why does he have that look on his face?”


“He’s mad we called him a fox,” said Serdar.


“Idiot!” said Mustafa. But I didn’t pay attention because I was looking at a calendar on the wall. Then the meatballs came. We ate with them talking and me not talking. They wanted dessert, too. I ordered a revani; it was good.


Mustafa took out his gun and began to play with it under the table.


“Give it to me!” said Serdar.


He played with it, too. They didn’t give it to me and shared a laugh about that before Mustafa stuck it in his waistband, paid the bill, and we got up to leave.


We walked through the market afraid of no one, entered the building where the office was, and went upstairs without saying a word. When we went to the Association, as usual, I felt afraid. I get all stupidly excited as if I’m cheating on a test and the teacher’s seen me and knows why I look so nervous.


“This is the whole market, right?” he said.


“Yes, brother,” said Mustafa. “All the places you said.”


“You have it all with you?”


“Yes,” said Mustafa. He took out the gun and the money.


“I’ll just take the tool,” he said. “Turn over the money to Mr. Zekeriya.”


Mustafa gave him the gun. The good-looking guy went inside. Mustafa went too. We waited. For a while, I thought: What are we waiting for; I forgot that we were waiting for Mr. Zekeriya so it was like we were waiting for nothing. Then somebody our age came and offered us cigarettes. I said, I don’t smoke, but I took one. He took out a lighter shaped like a locomotive and gave us a light.


“Are you with the Young Nationalists from Cennethisar?”


“Yes,” I said.


“What’s it like around there?”


I thought about what he meant. The cigarette had a weird taste. I felt like an old man.


“The upper neighborhood is ours,” said Serdar.


“I know,” he said. “I’m asking about the seashore. Where the Tuzla Communists are.”


“Nothing,” I blurted out. “There’s nothing in Cennethisar on the seashore. It’s all rich society people.”


He looked at me and laughed. I laughed too.


“So what?” he said. “You never know!”


When he laughed at the mention of “society people,” what did he mean? Serdar got up too and went inside somewhere, as if he intended that everyone coming and going should see me out there all alone and would figure out that I was new. I smoked cigarettes and looked at the ceiling, as if thinking important thoughts, things so important that it would be obvious to people going in and out as soon as they saw me: The problems of our movement! There was a book like that I’d read. As I thought that, Mustafa came out of the room and hugged somebody and just then everybody pulled back: Mr. Zekeriya had arrived. He took a good look at me on his way into the room, and I got up, but not all the way. Then they called in Mustafa. When he went inside I wondered what they would talk about, and when they came out again this time I stood up.


“Good!” said Mr. Zekeriya to our Mustafa. “We’ll get word to you when we need to. Good work!”


He looked at me for a second and I thought he was going to say something to me but he didn’t: he just abruptly sneezed and went upstairs again; to the party headquarters, as they say. Then Mustafa talked in whispers to a kid who had just been talking to me. First I thought they were talking about me, but that was crazy, they were talking about politics … I looked away so they wouldn’t think I was listening and curious.


Then Mustafa said, “Okay, guys, we’re going.”


I left the bag. We went to the station without talking, like men satisfied they had done a good job. Then I wondered why Mustafa wasn’t talking. I wasn’t annoyed with him anymore. How did he like the way I did my part? I wondered. Sitting on the bench waiting for the train I thought about this, then when I saw a lottery shop I thought of my father, even though I didn’t want to think about my father now, but I thought about him anyway and I muttered what I wanted to say to him: The most important thing in life isn’t a high school diploma, Dad.


When we boarded the train, Serdar and Mustafa were whispering to each other again. They say something or tell some kind of joke and make me look like an idiot. Then I try to think of a comeback, but I can’t find one right away and while I’m trying to think of it they see the concentration on my face and laugh even harder, then I get mad and can’t help myself and curse, and they laugh harder still, and then I realize that I look even more like an idiot now. When that happens I want to be by myself, when a person is by himself he can relax and think about all the great things he could say and do. Sometimes they make jokes that I don’t understand; they wink at each other, like they did just before when they said that word: fox! What kind of animal is that, anyway? There was girl in elementary school, she brought her encyclopedia to school, an animal encyclopedia, you’d say tiger, open it, and look at the Ts. If I had that encyclopedia I’d open it, and look up “fox,” but that girl wouldn’t let me see it. No, you’ll get it dirty! Okay, bitch, then why did you bring it to school? That girl went to Istanbul, of course, because her father was rich, they said. And she had a friend, with a blue ribbon in her hair …


I drifted off … When the train came to Tuzla I was excited, but not scared. The Communists could get on at any moment. Serdar and Mustafa had stopped talking; they looked pissed off. Nothing happened. As the train moved on, I could read what the Communists had written on the walls: TUZLA WILL BE THE GRAVE OF THE FASCISTS! The people they called the fascists were us. I cursed a little. Then the train came to our station and we got off. We walked without talking and came to the stop.


“Guys, I have things to do,” said Mustafa. “Take care!” We watched him as he disappeared among the minibuses.


“I don’t want to go home and study in this heat,” I said to Serdar.


“Yeah,” said Serdar. “It is hot.”


“I can’t think straight anyway,” I said. I paused for a minute. “Come on, Serdar,” I said. “Let’s walk over to the coffeehouse.”


“No. I’m going to the store. I have work.”


If your father has a store, then you automatically have a job as well. But I’m still in school, I didn’t drop out like you. But the strange thing is I’m the one they tease the most. I’m positive Serdar is going to the coffeehouse this evening to tell everyone about “the fox.” Well, don’t worry about it, Hasan. I didn’t; I started to climb up the hill.


As I watched the trucks and cars going quickly by to catch the car ferry at Cennethisar or Darıca, I enjoyed feeling as though I were alone, and I yearned to have an adventure. There are lots of things that do happen in life and lots that could, but you’re just left waiting for them. It seemed to me that those things I wanted were coming very slowly, and when they did happen it wasn’t the way I’d wanted and planned; they’d all taken too long, as if to annoy me, and then suddenly you’d look, and they’d have already passed. Like those cars going by. They started to irritate me, especially since I was watching to see if one of them might stop and save me the bother of having to climb the hill in this heat, but nobody cares in this world. I started to eat my peach, but it didn’t make things any better.


If only it were winter, I’d want to walk all by myself on the beach right now, go in the open door without worrying about anybody else. The waves would come and crash on the beach, and every once in a while I would scramble and run back to keep my shoes from getting wet as I walked along and thought about my life, how I would absolutely be an important person one day, how not only all those guys but the girls too would look at me differently then. I wouldn’t need anybody else if it were winter. But there’s school in the winter, goddamn it, and those crappy teachers …


Then I saw the white Anadol coupe going up the hill. As it slowly got closer I realized that they were in it, but instead of waving to them I turned and hid my face. They went right by without realizing it was me. As they passed I thought for a moment maybe I was mistaken, because Nilgün wasn’t that pretty when we were little! But who else could the driver be except that fatso Faruk. Then I figured out where I’d go instead of home: I’d go down the hill, linger around their door, maybe I’d see my uncle the dwarf, and he’d ask me in, and if I wasn’t too embarrassed I’d go inside, I’d say hello, maybe I’d even kiss their grandmother’s hand, then I’d say, did you recognize me, I’m all grown up. Sure, they’d say, we recognized you, we were really good friends when we were little, weren’t we, we’d talk and talk, we were friends when we were little, we’d talk and maybe I’d forget about this foul mood I’m in.
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