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At eleven o’clock in the morning, on the deck of the ferry leaving Kadıköy for the Bridge, two young men were sitting side by side, talking. The one on the sea side was a rather plump young man with light brown hair and a pale face. Beneath his spectacles, his half-closed brown myopic eyes moved slowly over objects, from time to time turning toward his friend and then back to the sunlit sea stretching to the left. His straight, slightly long hair spilled from under the hat pushed back on his head, covering his right eyebrow and part of his eyelid. He spoke quickly, and when he did, his lips pursed slightly, giving his mouth an attractive shape.

His friend, on the other hand, was small and thin, with wiry arms that moved constantly with nervous gestures, and sharp eyes that cast piercing glances at everything. His pale face was serious. Neither of them looked older than twenty-five, and both were of average height. The plumper one, without turning his gaze from the sea, was saying:

“If I hadn’t restrained myself, I would have burst out laughing. As the history professor kept firing off questions one after another, the girl grew confused and turned her head as if begging for help from all directions. Knowing she had never once opened her notes, I was sure she would fail. Then I noticed Ümit, sitting behind her—what do I see! He was signaling to the professor with his eyebrows and eyes. And sure enough, he got what he wanted. The professor asked her a few trivial questions, supplied the answers himself, and passed the girl.”

“Is he really so taken with Ümit?”

“He’s taken with every girl... As long as she lets him look at her face...” Then, striking his friend’s knee with his hand, and with the air of continuing a story, he said:

“Life bores me... Everything bores me. School, professors, classes, friends... Especially the girls... All of them bore me—so much that I could vomit.”

He paused for a moment, fiddled with his glasses, and went on:

“I don’t want anything. Nothing seems appealing to me. I feel myself becoming more sluggish day by day, and I’m content with it. Perhaps soon I’ll fall into such a great inertia that I won’t even be able to feel boredom. A person must do something, something real... Otherwise, one should do nothing at all. I think: what are we capable of doing? Nothing! The world is millions of years old, yet the oldest thing we know is twenty thousand years... and even that is an exaggerated number. The other day I was talking with our philosophy professor. I tried to seriously examine the ‘reason for our existence.’ He couldn’t answer the question of why we came into the world either. He babbled about the pleasure of creation, about life being a purpose in itself, but it was all flimsy. What can we create? To create is to bring forth from nothing. Even the most intelligent among us can only serve as warehouses of the knowledge and experiences accumulated by those before us. What we call creating is nothing more than reshaping these existing goods and putting them back on the market. I don’t understand how such a ridiculous task can satisfy a person. When there are stars whose light takes five thousand years to reach us, striving for immortality by writing works that will rot in libraries in fifty years and be forgotten altogether in five hundred, or spending one’s life kneading clay and carving marble so that one may be displayed limbless in a museum three thousand years later—it all seems absurd to me.”

He murmured slowly, giving his voice a solemn tone:

“It seems to me there is truly only one thing we can do, and that is to die. Look, this we can do, and only then would we be using our will to truly accomplish something. You may ask, why don’t I do it then! Didn’t I just tell you? I am in a terrible state of laziness. I can’t be bothered. Like the law of inertia, I just drift along. Eeeeh.”

He let out a huge yawn, opening his mouth wide. He stretched out his legs. An older man sitting opposite them, reading an Armenian newspaper, immediately shrank back and cast a disapproving glance at the young man. His friend, having heard all this perhaps for the tenth time, had not paid much attention. He kept letting his eyes wander about, occasionally furrowing his brows as if trying to collect his thoughts. When the speech ended, he smiled meaningfully:

“Ömer,” he said. “Do you have any money? Let’s have some rakı tonight.”

With an expression not quite in keeping with his lofty words just moments earlier, Ömer replied casually:

“No, but we’ll find someone to cover us. If I had gone by the office today, it would’ve been easy, but I had no intention.”

The thin young man shook his head gravely:

“They’ll sack you soon. Can you really afford to neglect things like this? All the offices are looking for excuses to get rid of civil servants who attend university. For people like you working at the post office, the situation is even worse. There, time is more precious than anywhere else—or at least it should be.” Then, laughing, he added: “No wonder the letters we send from Beyazıt take forty-eight hours to reach Eminönü. Thanks to diligent clerks like you.”

Ömer replied calmly:

“I have nothing to do with the letters. I work in accounting. I fill out ledgers all day. Sometimes in the evenings, I help the cashier. Counting money is a pleasant thing, Nihat.”

Nihat suddenly perked up:

“An interesting thing...” he said. “Money is interesting in general. Many times I take a lira out of my pocket, put it in front of me, and stare at it for hours. There’s nothing extraordinary about it. Just some clever lines, like the copy exercises in school. Maybe a little finer and more complicated... Then a picture, a few short lines of writing, and one or two signatures... If you lean in too close, a heavy smell of oil and dirt reaches your nose. And yet, what a tremendous thing this dirty piece of paper is, my friend—just think about it!”

He closed his eyes for a moment.

“For instance, one day you’re seized by a crushing melancholy. Life seems dark, meaningless. A man begins to philosophize, just like you were rambling earlier. Eventually, he can’t even manage that anymore, and he doesn’t even feel like opening his mouth. No person, no amusement can rouse him. The weather is dreary and senseless—either too hot, or too cold, or too rainy. The passersby give you stupid looks, chasing after worthless matters, like goats chasing after a handful of grass, their tongues hanging out. You try to analyze this foul state of mind. The insoluble knots of the human soul appear before you like a riddle. You cling to the word ‘depression’ you once read in a book like a life preserver. For some reason, we all have the habit of labeling our troubles, whether material or spiritual—if we cannot, we go completely mad. If people didn’t have this need, doctors would starve. So, clinging to this word depression, while floundering in the endless sea of melancholy, an old acquaintance suddenly appears before you, one you haven’t seen for a long time. The moment you see that he is decently dressed, you immediately remember your own penniless state, and if fortune favors you, you borrow a couple of liras from him. And then the miracle begins. It feels as if a strong wind has swept away a layer of mist from your soul: suddenly everything is bright, you feel light, expanded. The old gloom has vanished. Your eyes look around with satisfaction, and you start searching for a friend to chat with. There you have it, my dear: what volumes of books and hours of contemplation could not achieve, two dirty pieces of paper can. Perhaps, unwilling to admit that our soul turns somersaults for such a cheap price, you go chasing after nobler causes. A cloud rising a few hundred meters higher in the sky, or a cool breeze brushing your neck, or a clever thought entering your mind—they all may seem to explain this change. But truth be told, the real cause is quite the opposite: it is thanks to those two liras in your pocket that you can now notice the clearer sky, feel the breeze, and even think clever thoughts... Come on, my dear, we’ve reached the pier. One day we shall either go mad or rule the world. For now, let’s find some rakı money and drink a few glasses to the glory of our brilliant future.”

Nihat finished speaking and stood up, but saw that Ömer had not moved from his seat. He touched his shoulder; Ömer flinched slightly but did not change his posture. The other leaned forward a little to see if he had fallen asleep, and noticed that his friend had fixed his eyes on one of the opposite benches and, as if watching something extremely curious, had withdrawn all attention from his surroundings. He turned his head and scanned with his eyes. He saw nothing. Putting his hand back on Ömer’s shoulder, he said, “Come on, get up!” Ömer did not answer; he only grimaced in a way that asked to be left alone. “What’s the matter, man? Where are you staring?” At last Ömer decided to turn his head and said, “Shut up and sit down!” Nihat obeyed this command. Passengers were slowly getting up and moving toward the exits. Ömer kept turning his head up, right, and left among them to catch sight of the other side. His friend nudged him and muttered, “Oh, you’re getting on my nerves. Tell me — what are you looking at?” Ömer turned his head slowly and, as if delivering a disastrous piece of news, said: “There was a young girl sitting over there — did you see her?” “I didn’t, what happened?” “Until now I hadn’t seen her either!” “Are you talking nonsense?” “I tell you I have never seen such a creature before!” Nihat frowned in annoyance, stood up again and said, “Despite all your grand words and your allegedly famous intelligence, you will never be a serious man!” After saying this his mouth retained a sarcastic curl for a few seconds, then relaxed into an indifferent expression. Ömer had stood up too. He craned his neck and stood on his toes, searching. After a while he turned to Nihat: “She’s still sitting there!” he said. Then, fixing his eyes on his friend’s face: “Stop your chatter. At this moment I am living the most important minutes of my life. My feelings have never deceived me. Something tremendous has happened or will happen. The young girl I just saw seemed to me someone I knew from before the world was born, from the very formation of the world and the cosmos. How can I explain it to you? Should I say something like, ‘I fell madly in love at first sight; I’m burning, I’m on fire!’? But the strange thing is, I have no words besides those. I’m even amazed that I am standing here and chatting with you. From now on, even one minute of my life spent away from her would be death to me. Don’t be surprised that I now look at death — which I recently praised to the heavens — as something tremendous; why should you be surprised? What do I know? I’m not going to give you an explanation... What’s the use! Just, without being a know-it-all, give me some advice! What should I do? I face a terrible situation. If I lose sight of her even once, the rest of my life will be spent searching, and certainly that period will be short. Oh dear! I’m babbling. But I tell the truth. The possibility of never seeing her again is the most dreadful and, alas, the most likely. Imagine — I cannot even remember her face right now, but deep in my memory there is a picture of her, as sharply cut as if engraved on stone, and I am sure it has existed from times so ancient the mind cannot grasp them. If I walked into this crowd with my eyes closed, some force would surely, without mistake, lead me straight to her.” After these words, spoken with extraordinary speed, he actually closed his eyes and stepped forward. With his left hand he still held Nihat’s wrist. Nihat looked at the owner of that trembling arm in amazement. Although he was used to every sort of craziness from him, this violent excitement felt somewhat foreign. Finding nothing to say he muttered, “What sort of creature are you, Ömer?” Ömer’s sweaty palm tightened more on Nihat’s wrist: “Look, look, she’s still there... Don’t you see?” When Nihat turned his head to where Ömer was looking, he saw a dark-haired young girl sitting on one of the now-empty benches. An elderly, plump woman sat beside her and they were speaking about something. The girl held a thick packet of music sheets in one hand and leaned with the other. She had a graceful movement of her curly-haired head above her slender neck. The first striking feature was a strong expression of will emphasized by her chin. Among words that could not be heard from Nihat’s place, she would fall silent as if pronouncing a firm verdict, then begin speaking again as if announcing another decision. Her gaze was somewhat dark but natural. Indeed her whole bearing and manner showed complete naturalness. Occasionally, after standing up and making a gesture, her hand would slowly stretch to the oilcloth of the sofa; it was thin to the point of frailty, her fingers pale and narrow. Her nails were cut at the base and grown out thin. After scrutinizing her for a while, Nihat turned to Ömer and looked at his face as if to ask, “Well? What of it? What’s the matter?” Ömer, in a hoarse voice as if muttering, said: “Don’t say anything! The look on your face betrays what a gem you have hatched!” “I have made up my mind. I will go and take the girl by the arm at once and...” He fell silent for a moment, thought, then murmured: “And... I will say something, no doubt. Perhaps she will begin speaking before I do. Surely she will recognize me the instant she sees me. There is no other possibility. And when she recognizes me she will not be able to hide it. Come, if you like we’ll go together; you stand a little behind me. Listen to us. A conversation with a girl we met in worlds whose origins we do not know will surely not be ordinary.” Saying this he pulled Nihat by the sleeve. Nihat wrenched his arm free and said, “Do you mean to cause a scandal on the ferry?” “What do you mean?” “The girl will immediately call the police, and the police will not hesitate to take a ruffian like you to the station. Do you imagine the world is filled with senseless things like the contents of your head, for heaven’s sake?”

“Will you never be able to open your eyes and look at yourself and at people? Will your whole life be spent chasing after imaginings, dreams, Quixotic ambitions, deceiving yourself and supposing that in this world—where nothing is done but the most ordinary of things—you and others will accomplish extraordinary feats? Just a moment ago you were saying that man can do nothing in this world, and now you’re rushing into frivolities that very few people attempt. I don’t understand in what way you differ from a common madman!”

Ömer drew back his neck as if insulted: “You’ll see now. Your bird brain cannot comprehend the dark and profound relationships between people. Wait here.” Saying this, he walked toward the young girl. Nihat instinctively turned his head toward the sea and muttered, “Alas!” preparing himself for the first noise of the scandal about to erupt.

Ömer, his eyes fixed on the young girl, walked slowly. Suddenly, as if awakening from sleep, he shook his head. Just as he was approaching the girl, a woman’s voice sounded right by his ear: “Oh!... Ömer, how are you? You’ve been nowhere to be seen!” Turning his head, he saw that beside the young girl sat his distant relative, Aunt Emine. She continued: “Why, you’ve been staring here for so long that I sat waiting for you to come over, but you just couldn’t stop chattering. Come on, or we’ll be stuck on the ferry.”

Both women stood up and walked away. Ömer, at a loss for words, tried to compose himself: “Well, how should I know, auntie... With classes and work, is there ever time? And besides, you know me, you won’t hold it against me!” Aunt Emine laughed: “Why, who would hold it against you! A man who doesn’t even write a letter to his own mother and father once a year—what good can anyone expect from him? Well then, since we’ve met, tell me, how are you?”

Ömer, not taking his eyes off the young girl, answered: “Always the same. Nothing new in my situation.” By this time they had reached the bridge and together they walked toward Istanbul. Ömer’s eyes, sliding from his aunt’s plump neck, met the gaze of the young girl walking silently beside them. For a while she stared at him steadily and dreamily, as if trying to recall something, never blinking, then turned her head forward. After watching for some time the shadow of her long eyelashes falling beneath her eyes, Ömer gestured with his head to his aunt, as if to ask: “Who is she?”

With the polite manner peculiar to Anatolians long resident in Istanbul, Aunt Emine replied: “Ah!... Didn’t I introduce you? Of course you know each other! Don’t you remember Macide? She’s your mother’s great-uncle’s granddaughter. Why, when you left Balıkesir, she was still this little. She’s been with us for six months. She’s studying piano and also attending a school.” Turning her head, she looked at Macide. At that moment, the girl, shaking Ömer’s hand, said: “I go to the Conservatory,” and turned her gaze forward again.

Ömer strained his mind to recall, from among the hundred-plus relatives now scattered across Istanbul, Balıkesir, and many other places, his mother’s great-uncle and his descendant. Glancing at Aunt Emine, he noticed that her face had taken on a somewhat sorrowful and bewildered expression. He asked, and she made signs meaning: “Not to be spoken of here.” When Ömer bent his head with curiosity, the stout woman murmured quickly in a low voice: “Hush! Don’t ask what’s befallen us! Come visit us and I’ll tell you.” Her eyes flickered as if to say many things, with an expression that conveyed interest in and pity for the girl. After casting a swift glance at Macide walking on her right, she turned to Ömer and whispered: “The poor child doesn’t know yet... I can’t bring myself to tell her. A week ago her father died... I don’t know what to do.”

Ömer suddenly felt a spark of something like joy inside, and just as suddenly felt a terrible shame for it. He thought it most dishonorable to regard this death as an event that might aid him. But within us there is a “calculating” side that never communicates with our “moral” side, a part that judges events, draws conclusions, and makes decisions—and in deeds, if not in words, it always prevails, and its will is done.

While he pondered this, Aunt Emine, mistaking his few seconds of silence for grief over a relative’s death, said: “Come visit us these days, it’s a long story, I’ll tell you.” They had reached the tram stop at Eminönü. The woman and the young girl parted from Ömer. The young man watched them for a while and, though he did not admit it to himself, waited for Macide to turn her head. But she, with her slender and graceful figure, glided along on her low-heeled shoes and, boarding a tram that had just arrived, stretched out her hand to Aunt Emine.

Ömer, still following them with his eyes, started when a hand struck his shoulder sharply. Nihat, looking ready to quarrel, demanded an explanation. Seeing that Ömer kept silent, he said: “You’re something else, man! I turned my back to you on the ferry to avoid witnessing the disgrace you were about to cause, and then I saw you strolling off with them like old friends on the bridge. I followed you from behind. That girl is probably of that sort, isn’t she? And that fat woman—she certainly looks like a shopkeeper’s wife!”

Ömer laughed: “You would never think otherwise, of course; that blessed head of yours cannot rest without fitting everything into some ready-made measure. A man who didn’t know this woman went and spoke to her. She didn’t hand him over to the police, therefore she must have been of that sort. Case closed. Nothing else is possible. In life there are no extraordinary events. Everything is always the same. That’s it...” Tapping his friend’s head with his hand: “I’d rather have no brain at all than such a flat one. You’ve no imagination whatsoever!”

Nihat, paying no attention to these words, asked: “Well then, my dear fellow, what happened? Did the girl, the moment you went up to her, cry: ‘Oh, where did you come from, the person who was my mate in the dark realms during the formation of the cosmos!’ and throw herself into your arms? Even if I could believe that, I couldn’t believe that the fat woman would take such a metaphysical intimacy so calmly!”

Ömer, as if divulging a secret, said: “It turns out we’re relatives, my friend!... I was so absorbed in looking at the girl that I didn’t see the world; the woman beside her was our well-known Aunt Emine. And the young lady is Macide, close kin. She goes to the Conservatory. A week ago her father died. She doesn’t even know yet.”

Nihat shook his head: “May God grant the survivors long life!” Then, with a mocking look, he asked Ömer: “So this is the extraordinary acquaintance outside the existing measures? My boy, the more eccentricities you try to pull off, the more life will throw ordinary events in your way. I fear this will go on until the end of your days, and you’ll pass away without ever achieving anything that would astonish the world. I love it! So the fresh young lady with whom you claimed to have established a bond in the days of the cosmos’s formation turns out to be a relative! Perhaps you played together as children. Perhaps a few lines of that old child’s face reappeared in some corner of your memory. And your brain, always running at fever heat, at once wrapped it in mysterious veils. You’re a comical man, that’s all!”

Ömer nodded: “Yes, our meeting turned out to be quite ordinary, but the feelings I have for her remain the same. I am certain that there is a bond between us, beyond our own wills. You’ll see, from now on I’ll be visiting Aunt Emine’s house very often!”

Nihat burst out laughing: “And this highly original love of yours will end as a cousinly romance, won’t it? You’ll be remembered as the only young man in the world who seduced his aunt’s granddaughter. What can I say—may God grant you success!”

Ömer did not answer. They changed the subject and, talking about where they would drink that evening, walked toward Beyazıt.

For several days, Macide had noticed that the behavior of the household toward her had grown peculiar. She sensed this was not a sign of anything good. Yet whenever she asked, she was met with the reply: “Nonsense, what could there be to hide? It’s just your imagination!” Aunt Emine had several times drawn near to her, as if about to say something, only to mumble meaningless words and walk away. Her relationship with Aunt Emine’s daughter Semiha had never been very good. Or rather, Semiha believed that Macide thought too highly of herself, and in order not to appear in an inferior position, she felt she must act aloof, thereby creating an unnecessary coldness between them.

Uncle Galip, returning late and exhausted from his shop near the Oil Pier, had long since lost the habit of speaking with the family. As soon as he finished his meal, he would take up the newspaper and, with great patience, begin to spell out the large Latin letters that had raised him from illiteracy to literacy. Nuri, Aunt Emine’s son, a final-year student at the sergeant’s school, came home only once a week, sometimes even less often, so it was impossible to learn anything from him. Though Macide had lived in the same house for six months, she had not yet grown intimate with any of these relatives, and so she no longer pressed them insistently with questions. Her life there was no different from life in a boardinghouse. In the mornings she left with her music sheets; in the evenings, before nightfall, she returned and shut herself up in her room. Perhaps Semiha’s resentment stemmed from this reserve.

Aunt Emine, absorbed in her own world, with her own friends and amusements, paid little attention to this quiet young girl living in her house. She often praised her to the visitors who came during the day, citing her as an example of family breeding, especially emphasizing that she was “musically gifted.” Yet, since Macide had never once participated in the gatherings where men and women played instruments together in a rather traditional style, and despite all insistence had never demonstrated the slightest part of her musical talent, Aunt Emine herself had begun to doubt her musicianship.

Since the shop at the Oil Pier had not been doing well in recent years, although they concealed this from others and continued to host acquaintances from the provinces for weeks or months at a time, they were in fact suffering considerable hardship. For this reason, they often awaited with impatience the monthly sum sent by Macide’s father. Uncle Galip, indeed, looked upon Macide as nothing more than the source of that forty liras. But the running of the household, accustomed to the tempo of a well-to-do family, could not be set right with such trifling sums. The debts in which he was entangled tightened around him daily, and the poor man, who still tried to extricate himself by the same shopkeeping methods of thirty years ago, was ever more bewildered.

Having once been accustomed to extricating himself quickly from difficulties, he had not yet lost hope. But today he lacked both the energy of his younger days and the like-minded merchants who had once surrounded him. The market, especially the trade in oil and soap, was now in the hands of shrewd, knowledgeable, young, and above all wealthy men. Those who could not keep step with them were crushed and cast aside, and this struggle, which had gone on for nearly ten years, had not only consumed Galip Efendi’s few plots of land and a few hundred olive trees, but also swallowed up two of the three adjoining houses he owned in a back street of Şehzadebaşı, leaving him only the one in which he lived.

A portion of Aunt Emine’s gold coins and pearls had also in recent days found their way to the Sandal Bedesten. Yet every time the subject of their financial troubles arose, she would sit and weep, and when obliged to sell yet another of the seemingly inexhaustible jewels of a notability’s wife, she would be seized with headaches and fits of despair. But her grief never lasted more than twenty-four hours; at the first opportunity she would gather her Istanbul flatterers around her and throw a musical party. These companions, who in better times had lived at the family’s expense and now, despite sensing their worsening situation, could not bring themselves to leave, were torn between two conflicting feelings: on the one hand, they felt it wrong and unworthy of humanity to abandon their old benefactors in times of trouble; on the other, knowing that the sources of wealth had not yet completely dried up, they were unwilling to look for another host until the last crumbs had been consumed.

From time to time, fellow townsmen who came up from Balıkesir—thinking it no harm to spend a few months in Istanbul indulging in the same parasitic pleasures of their past—descended upon the household like sledgehammer blows upon its already collapsing budget. Macide saw and understood all this, yet she did not find it extraordinary. Hadn’t she witnessed the same things for as long as she could remember in her father’s large house in Balıkesir? There, too, was there talk of anything other than hardship—that this year’s harvest had failed, that such-and-such a field had been mortgaged, that a certain vineyard had been sold? Her own mother would frown when she had to pawn a set of gold coins, and her father, upon returning home in the evenings, would sit silently with his prayer beads, sinking into endless mental calculations.

What astonished her more than these never-ending troubles was something else: how was it that there was no end to these fields, vineyards, houses, olive groves, and gold coins? The wealth accumulated over generations, gradually dissolving in the mill of changing times, never seemed to be exhausted. Debts were taken and repaid, lands sold or cultivated, yet daughters were still married off with weddings as splendid as ever, and for these weddings of relatives, diamond earrings and pearl necklaces seemed always to be found.

Amidst this chaotic life, Macide had grown up and been educated largely by the whims of chance. That she had not died of one of the many illnesses that swept through the household in her childhood was a matter of chance; that she had not been kept at home after finishing elementary school but sent to middle school was also by chance. Had her father not been so consumed in his insoluble affairs, he might not have heeded the advice of a few teachers urging him to educate his daughter, and he would, like her elder sister, have married her off at fifteen.

Macide’s life ceased being the plaything of chance only in the second year of middle school. Since she had been sent to school rather late, at nine years old, she was sixteen by the time she reached the seventh grade, already grown and mature. Because she carried the stately air and imperious manner of a notable’s daughter, her classmates kept their distance. She busied herself only with her lessons and lived a life completely left to herself. No one concerned themselves with her studies or gave her any guidance on how to conduct herself. Her mother occasionally made remarks about whether her dresses were too open or closed, too tight or too loose, but would then shrug her shoulders as if to say, “What’s it to me?” and withdraw to her room.

Since nearly all families were sending their daughters to school, Macide’s education was not regarded as anything extraordinary, though her mother secretly admitted she would have preferred to see her married off without delay. The family mansion—consisting of a few rooms and storerooms clustered around a dim stone courtyard below, and a wide hall surrounded by a series of large rooms above—appeared increasingly alien in Macide’s eyes. The life she knew at school, the things she read in her books, the lessons she heard, all belonged to a world utterly apart from her home, a world where life had frozen as though turned to stone fifty years earlier.

Her scattered clothes, corsets, and books piled haphazardly on the carved walnut shelves of heavy local cupboards seemed utterly out of place there. The countless novels and stories she devoured—many of which she cast aside in disgust—conjured within her a vision of a life she could not yet judge as good or bad, but which was unquestionably different, more real than the life around her.

Her contact with other students at school was minimal. This was due partly to her fondness for solitude, partly to her distaste for the things they discussed. These girls, aged thirteen to sixteen, often engaged in conversations that would make a grown person blush, speaking knowingly of their male classmates—though outwardly they always mocked them. They commented that Ahmet’s lips were thick, Mehmet’s hands white and soft, that such-and-such a teacher looked oddly at a certain girl, or that the sewing teacher would never find a husband.

Though Macide listened to these conversations with an involuntary curiosity, she was filled with revulsion as soon as she was alone, and resolved to avoid their company. At first, her disgust was mingled with incomprehension. She could not understand her classmates who spent their recesses whispering in groups about such matters, which seemed to her meaningless and trivial. Later, especially after reading many books and forming in her mind new dreams and new worlds, she began to find such discussions loathsome. Every word of her classmates, every dream of theirs for the future, desecrated one of the beautiful worlds born of her fertile imagination.

Although she, too, often envisioned various scenes of the future, she treated these visions as precious treasures, fearing even to think of them too often lest their form be marred. It was precisely at this time, in the middle of the seventh grade, that she experienced an adventure that separated her completely from her peers. Yet even to call it an adventure was hardly accurate, for it had sprung up entirely within herself, without the slightest outward sign.

Since elementary school, Macide had stood out for the beauty of her voice and her musical talent. In the fifth grade, her music teacher was a somewhat elderly man named Necati Bey, who went around teaching in nearly all the schools of Balıkesir. When he entered the classroom, he would take his clarinet from its case, play monotonous school tunes, and have the children sing at random. Somehow, he took notice of Macide. This man—who secretly burned with an unfulfilled passion for art but, unable to break the chains of his lack of true talent, had over time grown detached and bitter toward the world—made it his duty to take an interest in her.

He spoke with her father and began taking her, along with one or two other private pupils, to the Teachers’ Association in the evenings after school hours, where he gave her lessons on an out-of-tune piano. Macide quickly showed progress that astonished even her classmates. In the school recital that year, at the end of her last term in elementary school, she performed a piano solo. She displayed the greatest skill that could be expected of an eight-month beginner. Since the audience consisted only of parents, a few teachers, and a handful of civil servants—none of whom had the slightest knowledge of music—she was greeted with wholehearted and genuine applause.

In her first year of middle school, Macide continued her lessons in the same way. As Necati Bey himself was not a very skilled pianist, the lessons—which lasted about two years—did not, as often happens, turn his pupil into a superficial musical pedant, but rather continued as genuine progress. When Macide advanced to the second year, however, Necati Bey was transferred to another town. During the holidays, Macide scarcely had the chance to practice at the piano. She neither wanted to go alone to the Teachers’ Association nor, even if she had wished to, did she believe such visits would be well regarded by society.

When school reopened, she discovered a new, young music teacher had arrived. He was a tall man with short black hair and a round face, named Bedri. His face bore an expression as if it were always smiling, which immediately made the girls mock him from the first day. At first Bedri grew terribly angry at this. His face would flush red during class, he would remain silent for long minutes, chewing his lips. But soon his expression would again assume its smiling cast, and, letting his gaze wander repeatedly over the pupils, he would resume his explanations and take his place at the piano.

The large, perpetually cold music room was the most suitable place for the children to let themselves go. The boys indulged in playful pranks, and the girls, after endless chatter, would try to stifle their laughter by pressing handkerchiefs to their mouths. The young teacher’s sternest reprimand—“Please, is this proper for you?”—went no further, and he tried to suppress the noise by pounding harder on the piano or abruptly beginning a song for everyone to sing together. At such times, the principal, Refik Bey, would often appear at the glass-paneled door of the classroom, cast contemptuous glances at this undisciplined teacher, frown at the children to command silence, and be met with sly grins.

Gradually Bedri began to take these things as natural. Most of the children were so spoiled and poorly brought up that it was impossible to guide them with gentle words or entreaties. Indeed, apart from a history teacher notorious for his beatings and a language teacher known for failing students, no class in the school proceeded quietly. Even the principal’s own lessons were chaos. Learning that the same conditions prevailed in other schools in the city, Bedri resigned himself to it and chose instead to focus seriously only on the few who were truly interested, leaving the rest to themselves.

Macide was among these few enthusiasts. At first, because she sat silently in a corner, she did not attract attention. But before long, she drew all of Bedri’s interest. The young man spoke of her with excitement to the principal and other teachers, as though he had discovered something remarkable, insisting that this extraordinarily gifted pupil must be properly trained. The teachers listened to these words with curiosity and approval, but behind his back they either smiled or exchanged meaningful glances.

Macide, however, out of habit from her earlier lessons with Necati Bey, perhaps never once looked attentively at her teacher’s face. Whenever they were together, her eyes and mind were fixed entirely on the notes, on Bedri’s fingers, or on the vague dreams in which she sometimes drifted. Their conversations almost never strayed beyond the pieces they were working on. Both shared the blindness of those who devote themselves to any form of art and who carry within them, consciously or unconsciously, an artistic passion. This obliviousness—which was often regarded even by themselves as foolishness—might have continued indefinitely between teacher and pupil, had not the school principal, Refik Bey, helped to turn both their eyes and thoughts toward matters beyond music.

One afternoon, as the children were leaving for home, Bedri sat in the teachers’ room writing a letter to his mother in Istanbul. As the sound of footsteps in the corridor grew sparse, he hastily placed the letter in its envelope, sealed it, wrote the address, and rushed outside to find a pupil. Since he boarded at the school and had no intention of going out that evening, he wanted to give the letter to one of the children who would pass by the post office on their way home.

He looked from the street door into the garden. Everyone had gone. Turning back to fetch his hat before leaving, he suddenly heard the sound of a piano from the music room: “Macide must still be here; I’ll send it with her!” he said. He walked that way. Just as he opened the door, Macide was closing the piano lid and picking up her bag.

“I practiced a little, sir!” she said, and tried to leave. Bedri stepped aside and handed her the letter:

“Drop this in the post on your way, will you?”

The girl slipped the envelope into her bag, bent her knees slightly in a polite bow, and said:

“Goodbye!”

“Don’t forget the letter in your bag!”

“I won’t, sir!”

Macide hurried out into the garden and walked quickly along the sandy path. As Bedri turned back toward the teachers’ room, he saw the principal suddenly dart from a dark corner of the corridor, rush past him without acknowledgment, and run into the garden. Though surprised at the principal’s agitation and his passing by as if he hadn’t noticed him, Bedri gave it no further thought.

The next evening was Macide’s lesson day. After dismissal they were to work together for an hour. Entering the music room, Bedri found that all six of the other private pupils he taught in this way were also there.

“Today is not your day. Why did you stay?” he asked. Yet inwardly he was pleased at their extra interest. The girls exchanged meaningful glances. Macide, crimson-faced, kept her head bowed.

One of the two boys said:

“The principal ordered it. From now on we won’t take lessons separately. We’re to study all together!”

For a moment, Bedri did not understand. Then shrugging, he opened the scores and listened first to Macide, then to the others. Finally he told the rest: “You, tomorrow evening!” and left the room. Wanting to ask the principal the reason for this new order, he went to his office but did not find him there. He went back, then stepped outside for some fresh air. His seven pupils were walking ten steps ahead, schoolbags in hand. He drew near and walked with them for a while.

Contrary to habit, all were silent that evening.

“It’s naturally more useful if you all attend lessons together,” said Bedri. “But only on condition that you pay attention and don’t waste time chattering.”

Still the children said nothing. To make conversation, Bedri turned to Macide:

“You didn’t forget the letter, did you?”

The girl suddenly flushed deep red. She was seized by dreadful confusion. The others stared straight ahead, blushing too, biting their lips to keep from laughing.

In a barely audible voice, Macide said:

“The principal took the letter, sir!”

Bedri stopped where he was.

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know, sir! Yesterday, before I even reached the garden gate, he came running after me. He asked for the letter you had just given me. When I handed it over, he asked, ‘What’s in it?’ I said, ‘I don’t know. Bedri Bey gave it to me to post.’ Then he read the address on the envelope. ‘All right, all right... now go. And don’t ever take letters to the post again!’ he said. Then he sent it with Enver from the third grade.”

Bedri said nothing more. They had reached the marketplace. “Well, goodbye!” he said, parting from his pupils. He entered a café where teachers often gathered. It was crowded with colleagues, including some from other schools. Some played cards, others backgammon, a few watched and gave advice. In a far corner he saw the principal shuffling cards. He had his right foot tucked under him, his hat laid beside him, and from time to time scratched his bald head with his left hand before returning to the cards.

When he noticed Bedri at a distance, he at first pretended not to see him. But as soon as he realized Bedri was heading toward him, he turned, saying:

“Come, brother, come this way! What will you drink?”

“Nothing, thank you,” said Bedri. “I just want to speak with you briefly.”

The other teachers, annoyed by this interrupter who seldom visited cafés, looked at him with distaste.

“Of course, brother,” said the principal. “Shall we finish this hand first? Is it urgent? Very well!” He turned to a bystander: “Here, play a hand in my place. Be careful, eh? I’ve been winning the last two rounds!”

He rose. They went to a relatively quiet corner. For a moment Bedri could not find words. The principal spoke first:

“You’ve come to ask about that letter, haven’t you? I was expecting you all day. When you didn’t come, I thought perhaps you’d realized your mistake yourself. Look, my friend, you’ve traveled widely, but I too have much experience. In small places like this one must measure every step carefully. People will put you on the spit and roast you. This isn’t Germany... You were in Germany, weren’t you?”
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