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What is to come will not cause us to mourn for what is gone, says my inner voice. Should I trust it? Does eluding death mean losing the will to live? Is it a reward or punishment? My inner voice warned me once too about my passion for music. It was when I was five and lost in a solo on that unearthly flute, the ney. Turning to my aunt, I said, “It’s Allah Baba talking, isn’t it?”




I


Our neighborhood clung fiercely to the slope of Z. Cemetery. Maybe that’s how we managed to dodge the city’s wrathful whimsies. Out of respect for the cemetery’s silhouette the crooked and careless but god-fearing buildings stood a mere three stories high. In return Z.’s resident winds refrained from harassing the L. neighborhood. Our bazaar consisted of little shops lining two sides of the sorry street, which was prone to flooding. The residents sighed for the lack of a bank or a bar whenever they saw one in one of those cowboy movies. The pharmacist considered himself the street’s VIP, priding himself on living in a shanty house in neighboring Ç. As he faded away in the evenings on his motorbike, the factory workers spilled out of the coffeehouses to be replaced by the night shift of gravediggers. In that labyrinth of streets I knew so well I scarcely remember the echo of laughter. It was as if despair were a local disease. I even dreaded the gaze of the babies who crawled around outside their houses, and wondered whether a dream of being rescued from this pit could persist.


While the luckless L. was squeezed from on high by that high-society cemetery, a garbage dump nibbled away at it from below. It was on muddy Selvili Street, running between Z. and the main street, that I squandered my childhood. At the head of the street, on the top floor of Zevk Apartments, lived Aunt Ikbal, a retired matron, and her husband, Celal. She was the neighborhood’s needle-jabber, my father’s sweet-and-sour older sister, while her husband was its leader elect.


We lived on the middle floor of this woeful building. My aunt had been the go-between for my father, whom she called Humpty Hasan Ali, and my mother. When I heard that I’d come to earth in dire straits during the fifth year of their marriage, I thought it only right to apologize.


“If it hadn’t been for me,” my aunt liked to say, “your name would have been Saint Yashar, my dear Kemal.”


My earliest childhood memory is of watching my father marching on the spot in front of the mirror while he shaved, while at the same time mimicking the sound of every instrument he could muster. At first I was embarrassed by his diva performances, but soon I’d memorized the essence of every instrument, from tuba to trumpet. He would break into a high-pitched whine as he washed his face and with that the show would come to an end. I’d walk away glowing with the satisfaction of having watched a clown and a magician at work. Before I was born, my father had played the tuba as a sergeant-major in the local Air Force band. He retired when he became paralyzed in his right arm. I could hardly believe the respect that people paid him as we walked through the bazaar, almost as if he were an imam. Despite the fact that he was a tall fellow, they never tagged him with the usual nicknames. I was disconcerted, in fact, at how well he wore the mantle of Assistant Cemetery Director of Z.


My mother was a fragile woman due to her orphanage upbringing. It infuriated me when people referred to her as “Servet the exotic beauty.” Before her marriage she’d interned as a nurse at the hospital where my aunt worked. It was only after two miscarriages that she managed to deliver, and because of her poor health she had to quit her job. I was at first annoyed by the way she continued to defer to my aunt as if she were still the boss. When she’d finished her housework she’d sit in front of the TV and, if there was nothing on worth watching, start knitting. She seldom interfered in my affairs, yet observed my aunt’s and father’s excessive fondness for me with some anxiety. The warmth of her distant smile was always enough for me.


The middle floor, with its boring curtain-washing rituals, was ours. The other two floors belonged to my aunt, who constantly looked for opportunities to say, “We had to work three jobs and were indebted to the mafia just to have a roof over our heads.” In my childhood nightmares the building grew angry with me before collapsing, leaving us homeless in the middle of winter. My retired uncle’s office was in an alcove on the ground floor; every so often its door would open softly and benevolently. To the left of that, where the curtains remained resolutely shut, was the cubicle where my aunt administered injections and meted out pills to the neighbors. She ceremoniously handed over half of what she earned to my father to be put towards my education fund. This transaction, performed always in my presence, embarrassed me to the point where sometimes I had to fight off imaginary cramps. My aunt’s son had died in childbirth, and she had disowned her daughter Iclal for marrying an Alevi classmate while a student at the College of Education, so I grew up as a nephew who meant more to her than a son.


My grandfather, who died thanks to the lack of a doctor in a village close to Mount Ararat, was apparently an enlightened teacher. My aunt mourned her father for days, then was shaken from her grief by my father bursting into prayer at the cemetery one day when his arm miraculously healed. With his arm whole, his work tempo became frightening. He gave flute and mandolin lessons to the untalented children of neighborhoods that took two bus transfers to reach, besides offering gilt-work courses to the rich women of Moda on the other side of the Bosphorus. On Saturdays I would go with him and attend English classes in the building where he taught. As far as my father was concerned, even waiting tables was too good for somebody who didn’t have elementary English. I understood very well the importance of education to my surviving L., and therefore willingly accepted his fanatic supervision. I was subjected to culture-overload, assignment-checking and oral examinations. I did crossword puzzles, watched documentaries, and read the magazines my teachers recommended. In second grade I memorized the capital cities of innumerable countries—no matter if I confused the Swedes with the Swiss. By third grade I knew the Taklamakan Desert as well as the Bursa Plain; by fourth grade I could discern the Arabic and Persian words that so bedeviled Turkish.


On being told my marks, Aunt Ikbal would remark, “Blue-eyed like your mother, tall like your father, but smart like your aunt, my Kemal.”


My father bought my underwear and administered my baths until I finished primary school. When the time came for the soapy torture of my hair and head, he would whisper, “Close your eyes and imagine you’re a pilot flying a fighter jet at twice the speed of sound.” For him there was no calling more noble than that of the military, no rank higher than a pilot’s. I’d keep my eyes carefully shut and visualize myself in one of those shark-like vehicles until the command came to open them again. He combed my hair with a comb dipped in lemon juice to make it shine. Each time it raked through my hair I felt the pressure of a new expectation: my son will become a fighter pilot; my smart Kemal will become an officer; Kemal Kuray, by the grace of God, will rise to the rank of general …


*


Isn’t it wonderfully ironic for a sign to proclaim that cemetery administration is the job of the Ministry of Health? My father shared his office, which was next to the ground-floor entrance of that soulless building, with two assistants. I never tired of sitting there watching people pass by. Most of the women workers covered their heads. Their shapeless garments and sullen faces were inseparable from the funereal setting. The men’s constant quarreling irritated me, but if I had a good reason not to go back home I could visit the gravediggers’ shed and drink tea. By and by I got used to the graves all lined up in orderly rows. Respectful of my marble environment, I wandered among them as if they were an exhibition of sculptures.


The most colorful children of the neighborhood were the wildest ones. I was forbidden to go near them. And they never came near me, out of fear of my aunt. The most exciting activity of the group I finally managed to socialize with was playing five-a-side football for a Coke. One day, when they assigned me to the lowly position of goalie, I stormed off the field and, saying a Bismillah under my breath, that prayer to mark an auspicious beginning, I slipped into the cemetery through the back gate. I stopped to catch my breath at the top, feeling as satisfactorily thrilled as the older boys did when they were admitted to the amusement park. For a talented kid who talked to himself in the mirror and built cowboy towns out of old house slippers, inventing solitary games in a cemetery was easy.


There I arranged quests to find, first, the most majestic cypress, then the most grandiose charitable monument, and finally, growing really excited, the most elegant tombstone and epitaph. Eliminating the losers one by one, I picked those that registered the longest and the shortest lives and bore the prettiest and the funniest names. I disliked graves that marked the birth date by the lunar calendar and the death date by the solar calendar more than those that flaunted unrhymed and unintelligible verse. I worried that—God forbid!—an infidel might see those dates and laugh at the idea of 650-year-old people. I can’t remember now why I abandoned my project to write to the children of famous businessmen and artists on the matter of their fathers’ untended graves.


A marble block as white as a sugar cube attracted my attention one day. At the top left corner of a slab resembling a thin pillow was written, simply, “ASLI.” A tender but irresistible force seemed to embrace me, and I shivered. My head ached in a pleasant way. I felt tired. With a murmured Bismillah I sat down at the foot of Aslı’s grave. As I did, the ezan rose up from the city’s 3,000 mosques. I bowed my head until it was finished. When I plucked up the courage to face those four letters again my heart beat faster and I glowed inwardly. The size of the grave told me that it belonged to someone my own age. I stood up with the satisfaction of having found my first sweetheart.


I knew that Aslı would enter my dreams that night in her long snow-white gown. I didn’t mind the halo of light obscuring her face like a veil. It would be enough for her to say, “Wait patiently for me, Kemal.” When I awoke in the morning to the ezan, an angel named Aslı had come into my life and I vowed to remain forever faithful to her, my sweetheart, the Aslı of my soul. We popular boys of the fourth grade were all in love with our teacher, Miss Nimet. I broke the happy news to them that I was now removed from the competition. I didn’t mind that they doubted the existence of their future sister-in-law Aslı, whom they would never be able to see in any case.


My hero was the Pied Piper. If I happened to hear the sound of a flute or a zither I would freeze as if bewitched. For some time I believed that if I observed the sky carefully I would actually see the notes fly by. So as not to waste the slightest fragment of music, I would close my eyes and put all the cells of my body on high alert. Baritones, sopranos, the peddlers’ cries, the ezan, the twittering of birds, the droning of bees, all moved me, even the rhythmical braying of donkeys. My childhood dream was to own a real transistor radio, but alas I had only toys and my imagination. If my father, who was also my homework inspector, ever let me touch his clunky radio, he would observe that “the best music is what a person himself composes.” And “no music is more profound than the sky-shattering roar of a plane flying at 15,000 feet at twice the speed of sound.” I found this nonsense poetic for quite a time.


I liked the fat boy named Nafiz who sat next to me in English lessons. During the breaks he would copy my homework, contributing his own mistakes, in return for which he let me listen to his radio on headphones. When we graduated from primary school he wangled an apprenticeship for me at his uncle’s music store. My father was okay with me working as long as he could confiscate half my salary. I woke up happy on those calm summer mornings and ran to the bus stop at the edge of Z.


Cisum Music specialized in classical and world music and had six sleepwalkers for employees. My job was to stand in for whoever was taking his annual vacation. In almost no time I became the mascot of the store. That first season I did everything except wait on customers. I recorded the immortal music of many world-famous musicians, starting with Elvis Presley. Aret, our classical-music man who sported an artificial arm, used to laugh at how I pronounced Engelbert Humperdinck. The real prize of my job, however, was to spend time with the cassette player, which we were forbidden to turn off during business hours. Aret was the first to notice my passion for music. He would say, if Tchaikovsky or Wagner was playing, “Don’t turn up your nose, kid. Unless you get these guys, you’ll never be an authentic music lover.”


It upset me when the boss found fault with everyone’s work. “Even the composers on the album covers frown when he shows up,” said Aret. Summoned to the boss’s office one day, I was afraid I’d be fired before I could even ask him what the word “authentic” meant. But I wasn’t fired. What’s more, I got my July salary five days early, and he gave me the good news that I was welcome to work at Cisum the following summer and even during school breaks.


“Kemal, my young friend,” he said, “if you want to earn a few tips in dollars and hear a bit of music played now and then, why don’t you drop by my pal Hayri Abi’s place this evening?”


It was rumored that our building had been inherited by my boss’s elderly Greek wife. I’d been to the second floor many times because we used it as a storeroom. The third floor had a door with a plaque on it in French that nobody could decode; nor did they know why the door was always locked. Whenever various coquettish girls fluttered their way up to “my pal Hayri Abi” on the fourth floor, our boss would veer off up after them. I could never understand why a chorus of giggles then filled the shop.


After sorting out the pop CDs that were squeezed in with the Mozarts, I confronted the heavy door of the Ispilandit Apartments and managed, on my second attempt, to push it half open. Immediately a wave of melancholy music pulled at me like a magnet. Magical violins seemed to be dueling with one other, producing a melody that cascaded down the stairs like a waterfall. I could feel it ease the musty smell catching at my throat. This was how, with my hand moving dubiously toward the doorbell, I met the meaning of my life—baroque music—moments before meeting the hero of my youth, Hayri Abi.


In the five seconds it took him to turn down the volume and unlock the steel door, I had an inkling of the unusual messenger work I was about to be assigned. The imperious long-haired creature that appeared before me was in his thirties. I thought I’d seen his type in the cowboy movies. The only clothing he had on was a pair of red and blue shorts. He brought me apricot juice and I felt that he appreciateed the way I looked around the room in amazement. Even in the movies I’d never seen a room like this, with its gray walls and red floor. I would have been impressed by the stereo, which looked like the skyscrapers you see in cartoons, if it hadn’t been for the black guitar on the glass table. When I caught my first glimpse of that noble instrument I realized that what I really wanted was to be a musician. But while I could always save up to buy a radio, to buy a guitar I would need a really solid reason.


He had me sit on the bamboo divan. I was to call him “Abi”—“older brother”—and think of him as such. He dropped a tape of Chris Rea in the cassette player. I didn’t like it a lot when Hayri Abi began whispering to me about my responsibilities because it sounded like he was giving me orders. But when he called me “Kemo” on my way out, I felt as honored as a bodyguard who has just been given his code name.


I started carrying bags whose contents I knew nothing about to the well-to-do districts of the city every other day, sometimes twice a day. I received a “Bravo” and $5 from Hayri Abi when I brought back the sealed envelopes handed to me by those tense young folk who seemed to relax a bit on seeing me. I memorized the addresses on the lists he gave me and then tore them up. I didn’t take the usual taxis. I paid no heed to Aret when he said, “That pimp is making you deliver sex videos.” Hayri Abi laughed and said, “It’s just because Aret can’t jerk off. Eros took revenge on him by tearing off his right arm.” When he wasn’t yelling into the phone in various languages, I would wait impatiently for him to ask, “How about a little concert, Kemo?” The way he played left-handed guitar was amazing, but his repertoire never changed. “I’m going to sing for you the best ten love songs in the world,” he would say. Then he’d close his eyes while he played—“Over the Rainbow”, “Moon River”, “Autumn Leaves” … I often thought of asking Aslı why love songs were all so sad, but I always forgot, maybe because L. was there like a bogeyman to greet me every evening after work.


To keep my father from taking half my earnings, I didn’t tell him about my second job. My tips accumulated at Hayri Abi’s until they grew into a fund sufficient enough to buy a good radio.


The summer I qualified as a seventh-grader I went back to work at Cisum. Everything was as I had left it. By the next month I had a little three-band radio with headphones. I had never known a happier moment in my life. I decided not to hide the radio from my father. He was as pleased to hear my lie about how I’d bought it secondhand from the neighborhood grocer’s delivery boy as the father of a son who’s scored his first goal in a football match. At night I used to pray to Aslı not to be upset with me, before falling asleep listening to familiar tunes on unfamiliar stations.


That summer I developed the ability to solve the tabloid crossword puzzles in half an hour and gravitated toward classical jazz. When Hayri Abi proclaimed, “You’ve got gourmet musical taste,” it was the most meaningful “Bravo” of the first fourteen of my twenty-eight years. “Music is to feel, not to understand,” he’d say. “The structures of genuine music conceal within themselves poetry, narratives, and images that can’t be put down on paper.” Perhaps these weren’t his own words, I’m not sure.


Even if they wouldn’t let me deal with customers, I still wanted to go back to Cisum the summer after I graduated from secondary school, because Hayri Abi had told me that he was going to “orientate me” in classical music. Maybe what added to my excitement was this exotic-sounding word “orientate.” On those nights when we watched videos of symphonies conducted by famous maestros, my father assumed I was working overtime. I closed my eyes as those surly men in penguin suits let the oboe or viola perform solo. Maybe my images failed to reach the heights of dream, but in my foggy way I was inventing plots like those of The Thousand and One Nights. Opening my eyes again, I would feel calmer, but those ruthless conductors who could hush twenty wind instruments or start thirty violins whining with a single gesture still frightened me.


Then I’d head home on city buses filled with workers returning from the night shift. I wondered whether to reflect on the fact that those poor souls would die without ever hearing the name Vivaldi was just something to bolster my ego. I was never satisfied with the Bach overtures I tried to whistle on the walk home from the bus stop. It came as no surprise that, while I was lost in my fantasies of directing the Berlin Philharmonic or the Boston Symphony Orchestra, Aslı abandoned me.


Hayri Abi had gradually grown more nervous. Though I wasn’t making deliveries anymore, he still gave me $5 tips, which I was slightly reluctant to accept. At the beginning of August Aunt Ikbal sent me to England to attend a three-week language course. When Hayri Abi heard that I was going to Bournemouth he said, “That’s like going to Siirt instead of Istanbul to learn Turkish.” If the school administrators hadn’t taken us to London on our first weekend I would never have realized that I was abroad. I complained to my father that the plane home hadn’t produced any “authentic” music, but he just replied, “Beautiful melodies can only be felt by airplane pilots and Rumi’s grandchildren.”


I went directly to Cisum to distribute ballpoint pens with “London” and “Bournemouth” printed on them. Then I planned to see Hayri Abi and give him the CD of Vladimir Horowitz’s latest concert. The shop was silent. Aret, who was talking on the phone, lifted his artificial arm and beckoned me over. He wore an irritatingly cynical expression on his face as he dug out of his drawer the third page of a yellowing newspaper and showed it to me. “Gang Selling Drugs to Youth Nabbed,” said the headline. When I saw this, and the name Hayri Tamer just below, it was as if the notes of “Sleeping Beauty” had turned into arrows to pierce my brain one by one. I was afraid to close my eyes for fear I wouldn’t be able to open them again. I ran out of the shop because I didn’t want them to see me burst into tears. I remember walking without stopping until I reached home. That night in my dreams I saw myself conducting, with great difficulty, the Bavarian Radio Symphony Orchestra in “Swan Lake.” I suspected Aslı was laughing and crying at the same time.


I didn’t have the heart to give up the radio that I’d acquired with my tips from Hayri Abi, so I sentenced myself not to listen to music for a month. My relations with certain people in the neighborhood seemed about to cool off. I knew they were irritated by my trip to England. If they happened to hear that I’d started listening to classical music too, I might have been in for the “gay treatment.” So as not to be excommunicated I decided to be one of them until school started up again.


I’d forgotten that I’d sat the entrance exam to H. High School on the Asian side of the city, a state-run boarding school, but in early September the news came that I’d won a scholarship. Even my mother rejoiced. The first time I walked into the building I thought it was like a jail, then a dead whale.


“Starting high school is the second step to manhood,” my father declared (the first being circumcision).


I shared my dormitory room with forty boys who came from districts of the city that I’d never heard of, as well as from neighboring towns. The first night, as though it would identify the traitors amongst us, we all asked each other what our fathers did. When my turn came, even I could barely hear myself whisper that he was a municipal bureaucrat. I was studious and disciplined and could never get along with the country yokels who thought that being in a boarding school was synonymous with being on holiday. On a scale from “Gnat” to “Bastard,” the nickname they chose for me—“Çakır,” “Blue” (because of the color of my eyes, I suppose)—didn’t bother me. My mature attitude in comparison to my classmates’ was put down to my military ancestry by my weary and ignorant-of-Mozart teachers.


I began preparing for university entrance exams in tenth grade. In order to get an Air Force Academy interview one had to come within the top ten percent of the million or so who took the exam. This I was reminded of repeatedly on weekends when I was home. I was pleased with how my ambition soared whenever my classmates, who were looking for the easiest possible schools, made fun of my hard work. Elgar’s concertos offered me moral support as I struggled with science. With the exam looming, my father, who had managed to procure a list of questions asked by interviewers over the past five years, warned me continually to keep my eyes healthy. He had heard, I don’t know where, that they were the most important item on the health checklist. “Work hard but don’t let anything happen to your eyes!” he’d say.


As it happened, I was in the upper two percent and sailed through the physical and psychological exams without a hitch. When the interview results came in I was duly accepted by the Air Force Academy as their second-best candidate.


I thought it was a joke, at first, when they told me I’d be sharing a room with four other guys. My roommates were from the countryside, sons of government officials. You couldn’t say that we had much in common other than having had English prep classes. I didn’t really expect them to defer to me as their leader simply because I was the tallest, or came from Istanbul, but I enjoyed their panic when they discovered my passion for classical music. Weekends when I came home my father would finger the white braid on my jacket respectfully, and before I changed clothes we would stroll through the market together. It was embarrassing watching him walk two steps ahead of me, nose in the air, hands behind his back thumbing his prayer beads. But I couldn’t help smiling at the disheveled greetings accorded us by the shopkeepers who thought that not jumping to their feet would be disrespectful to the Armed Forces.


The military-school way of life soon became mine. Like the works of Bach, the system was shored up by mathematical principles. I soon learnt that the friend of a person with goals was “discipline.” Only six of the 250 students were girls, and those of us who didn’t fall in love with Gülay were considered perverts. I flirted for a while with Asu, a second-year student at the nearby sports academy. She was surprised when I broke up with her for saying “Yo dude” all the time. After a while civilian life began to look strange to me. The lumpen who obeyed traffic laws whenever it suited them and had no idea how to navigate shopping malls infuriated me—especially those whose boom-boxes constantly blared. My belief was that by choosing to be an officer and taking refuge in classical music, I had rescued myself from the city’s chaos and superficiality.


I graduated from the Air Force Academy third in my class, with the rank of lieutenant. Although civilians asked us all the same question—“With so much flying, aren’t you afraid of dying?”—only half of the graduating class actually qualified as pilots. My loyalty to the most magnificent mode of transport ever invented by man—the airplane—began on my first day of training. At my first Air Force base—my overture, so to speak—I discovered that seductive symphony which is improvised by the sounds of airplanes taking off and landing. Planes are like purebred race horses when they’re above the clouds, powerful and skittish. The excitement that stirred me when I accepted my diploma from the President’s hand was nothing compared to what I felt on being authorized to “take solo command of the cockpit.”


At 12,000 feet I felt I’d been spirited away from the world’s filth and had reached the outskirts of divine tranquility. There I touched eternity. There I could embrace the most meaningful of all music—absolute silence. I was pleased at how my flying skills improved with each flight training. My body would tremble with pleasure whenever I got the order to fly. When I was on the ground I envied those who were in the air. Yes, flying was a test for the body and a ritual for the soul.


At twenty-five I was assigned to the strategic base B. I was the first of my cohort to be awarded the fiercest warplane the sky has yet known, the F-16. I was the youngest member of the team representing our country in the NATO Inter-Army Air Show. When our team was declared champion, and Kemal Kuray number one in the individual category, I felt for the rest of the team, all of whom held higher rank. At twenty-eight I aced the exam for staff officer. Soon I accepted it as normal when people around me singled me out as the future commander of the Air Force. At this time my father, and especially my aunt, wanted to marry me off. But I wiggled out of that by using my officer’s training as an excuse. I was happy during that period of my life, perhaps because women weren’t a part of it. I’d forgotten to fall in love ever since I hurt the feelings of a ghost.


Now I was counting down the hours that remained for me in the Academy. On a summer morning with 1,551 hours to go, I drew the assignment to head to K. on a reconnaissance flight. North of Sivrihisar I was surprised to see the engine failure light come on. (I believed in my heart that F-16s were immortal.) The gauges showed that the engine was losing heat. I tried twice to restart it. Nothing happened. I began to lose altitude and notified the closest base of my coordinates. Three thousand feet from the ground I noted that the area was at least uninhabited. I was forced to abandon my plane in my parachute. In ninety seconds I would have the devastating experience of watching my noble F-16 crash to the ground and explode. I began to weep. I knew that even though I had survived I would always feel the pain of letting a heroic friend, given to me to safeguard, slip from my grasp. A mountain wind caught my parachute and my sweat dried. I could have aimed for the sharp gray rocks below, but I didn’t have it in me to challenge nature. “Dear God,” I begged, “please let me be a martyr next to the corpse of my plane.” I closed my eyes and while I prepared to watch twenty-eight years of my life unravel before me, I must have hit something jutting upward and lost consciousness.


*


I was flown to the nearest hospital by helicopter. After a considerable struggle I opened my eyes; my head hurt and I felt a strange lightness in the lower part of my body. I felt such emptiness that I couldn’t answer the doctors’ questions. I didn’t hear them say how many ribs I’d broken. As they prepared to operate on my right ankle, I remembered how my father had always told me to put my right shoe on first while pronouncing the name of God. I chuckled nervously, but it still hurt.


I was under the care of two dutiful psychiatrists. They thought I was suffering from “post-traumatic stress” but I knew that it was more than that, that I was severely depressed. Despite the handfuls of pills I couldn’t forget that moment my plane exploded, and since I couldn’t come up with a good reason for its failing, I eased my soul by pleading guilty. It was difficult to keep from snapping at the psychiatrist, who was my superior in rank, so I focused on the spots floating around the ceiling instead, whistling Mendelssohn like a prayer. The first two nights my nightmares jolted me awake, and when I discovered that I couldn’t get out of bed I burst into tears.


My family’s visits added to the strain. Maybe what I saw in my mother’s eyes was the compassion of parents who get over the fear of losing their children. My father and my aunt, on the other hand, were anxious and irritated. Like investors whose efforts have come to nothing, they could no longer swagger around L. as relatives of the future Commander. When my uncle began sermonizing, I had to tell them that my whole body was in pain and would they please leave and stay away until I called them back.


Forty-eight hours later the colonel leading the Accident Investigation Team stopped in with his lieutenant. Despite the sensitive way in which they questioned me I could barely refrain from crying. What finally ended my nightmares was the report they filed concluding that the crash hadn’t been caused by pilot error. But my lack of interest in the outside world continued. I was susceptible to sudden headaches, and my right hand had developed a tremor.


They said I would walk again in six weeks, and I did. My appetite returned and I started reading the newspapers. A week later the hospital chief paid me a visit. His tone was carefully optimistic as he told me that my recovery was underway and that my place at the Air Force Academy was being held for me. Flawlessly modulating the tone and dosage of command and advice, he informed me how helpful a period of desk work would be in regaining my concentration. I was sure they wouldn’t even let me get close to a helicopter if I failed to resolve my psychological problems.


It was a good two months after the crash before they assigned me to a temporary job at Air Force headquarters. I went to Ankara full of misgivings, responsible for coordinating a top secret translation project on which ten hand-picked university graduates were working while performing their military service. The job had to be finished by the time their term of duty was up three months later. Though they’d all come from good universities in England and the U.S.A., they acted like high-school delinquents. I knew I wouldn’t be bored living with them in our military housing. Suat Altan, the most efficient and mysterious one, held diplomas in literature and computer science. While looking through the staff files I discovered he had been a technology consultant in New York. Like the old-time Indian chiefs, he said little but what he did say was meaningful. He had no trouble beating everybody else in chess and backgammon and sat in the corner reading tomes while the rest of the group sat around talking big. He seemed fragile, and maybe it was because of this and because of his mournful blue eyes that I felt sympathy for him. Twice I reprimanded the surly banking trainee, Mahmut, for harassing Suat; I even went so far as to dock his holidays when I caught him bullying the poor guy one day.


I ran into Suat once on a bus to Istanbul, and after that we started traveling there together the odd weekend. On others, if we stayed in Ankara, I would take him to a concert or a play. His attitude seemed at once calculated and suspicious. Once, when I invited him to my usual kebab joint in Istanbul, he seemed startled and pretended he hadn’t heard me. He reminded me of those mysterious priests in Westerns to whom the Mexicans readily confess their sins. Three weeks before his mustering-out I summoned up, without quite knowing why, my life story for him. He listened attentively with his head bowed.


As for him, I could tell all I knew in a few sentences. He was the son of a rich father and a Sephardic Jewish mother, and he’d obviously had a colorless but carefree childhood and youth. His superior intelligence ill-befitted his environment, and I was sure he bore a secret wound he was cavalierly disregarding.


When the time came to say goodbye I embraced everybody on the team except Suat. He shook my hand distractedly and practically ran away as he murmured something like an apology.


Later I heard that he beat the daylights out of Mahmut when they left our living quarters for the last time. According to the soldier who witnessed the incident, he used karate moves straight out of the movies to pound the big banking trainee into a condition fit for hospitalization.


*


My own monthly visits to the hospital nauseated me. Unable to deal with my deep-seated concentration problems, I broke into a sweat during the stress tests. I didn’t even bother mentioning my itching abdomen to my psychiatrist as I couldn’t even make him believe in my “phantom” headaches.


I knew that I would be assigned more and more to less and less exciting jobs. For a while I tried to accept and understand this reality. Since I was without sin and a model individual, I believed that by God’s grace I would in the end be rescued from my psychological problems. Still, I could see in my doctor’s eyes that it wouldn’t be easy for me to lose the traces of my trauma and I was slowly losing hope. I could even say that my passion for flying was beginning to diminish, though of course, as the hottest pilot in the Air Force, I couldn’t stomach the idea of rotting away at a desk in some godforsaken corner of the country. I began looking for a way out. I had to find out, if I requested early retirement, if I could survive civilian life. I decided not to rush things, and meanwhile took comfort in Schoenberg’s musical labyrinth.


As I was paying my check in a Kızılay restaurant one night, about to bolt from the place in exasperation, I realized that the cellphone ringing so insistently was my own. (Civilian life can be a real pain.) A confident voice said to me, “I’m Suat Altan’s twin brother, Lieutenant. We need to talk about something important that concerns you.” My head instantly began to throb. I couldn’t remember Suat ever mentioning a brother, let alone a twin. The voice continued imperiously, directing me to be at the lobby of the Sheraton in half an hour. “You won’t have a problem recognizing me.”


This magnificent hotel was my favorite building in the capital and it was with some excitement that I started walking toward it. It was like a lighthouse on the city’s horizon. I used to gaze at it from afar, wondering whether my feelings toward it would change if I saw the interior. Not until the moment I reached the grand entrance did it occur to me to wonder why I had been invited here. It had been a good while since I stopped thinking about myself in relation to God’s chosen few. Now I remembered the expression “No good deed goes unpunished.” I felt sure that some kind of chore awaited me thanks to that schizophrenic conscript I’d once helped out. I could have sworn, if the man who stepped out of a cloud of smoke and noise with an artificial smile on his face had not had a cigar in his hand, that he was Suat Altan himself.
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