
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Stories

of

Others

––––––––

Merih Günay


The Stories of Others

© 2025 Merih Günay

––––––––

Published by Texianer Verlag

Johannesstrasse 12

78609 Tuningen Germany

www.texianer.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Stories of Others

Merih Günay


[image: ]




"Most of us go to our graves with our music still inside us."
— Oliver Wendell Holmes


Things Muhammed Couldn’t Understand
 

He came from a village in Erzurum, and he only knew a few Turkish words: “yes,” “no,” “work,” “dishes,” and “restaurant.” He had found a job at a small cafeteria in Aksaray. That’s where he lived and worked. He would get up early in the morning, pull up the shutters, light the stove under the soup pot that was prepared the night before, fill the tea kettle with water, and wait for the other workers to arrive. Throughout the day, he did whatever tasks were assigned to him—clearing tables, washing dishes, taking out the trash, and sweeping and cleaning the place. At midnight, when everyone left, he would pull down the shutters, lock up from the inside, and sleep comfortably on the blanket he spread on the floor. He was fourteen years old. He had eight younger siblings. His name was Muhammed. Since the shop was closed on Sundays, he had that day off. On those days, he would dress in his white shirt and black pants and go out wandering. He was small and slender, with dark features. He had started learning Istanbul and Turkish quickly, but there were things that confused him. Whenever he could, he asked his boss about them:

“Ahmet Abi, I’m walking outside. Police stop me and ask for my ID. I show my ID, and they slap me. Why do they slap me?”

“Because you’re Kurdish, Muhammed.”

“Why? Isn’t Kurdish a person?”

“They’re people, but Kurdish — that means Kurdish person.”

The cafeteria was on one of the side streets leading to Horhor. Most of the customers were Romanian women. After Ceaușescu was overthrown, many of them had flooded into various cities outside their homeland, mostly Istanbul. According to the waiter, some of them were doctors, engineers, teachers, even professors. Muhammed couldn’t understand... They stayed in cheap hotels nearby; some came for breakfast, some to meet clients, and others used the place as a meeting spot.

He was very hardworking. Inside the kitchen, he worked running rather than walking. He never shirked work, complained, or slacked off. His boss liked him a lot because of this and sometimes teased him.

“Muhammed, what did you do in your village?”

“I worked in the fields, took care of animals, cut wood. I worked hard.”

“Why did you come here?”

“No money in the village. I have eight siblings. They need to go to school.”

“Is there anyone else working besides you?”

“No work. What work is there in the village?”

“Are there terrorists?”

“Yes. Sometimes they come to the village and ask for sheep.”

“And then?”

“I don’t give. They show me a rifle.”

“Aren’t there soldiers?”

“There’s the gendarmerie. Sometimes they come and ask where the terrorists are. I say I don’t know, and they slap me. Why do they slap me?”

Those listening laughed. He worked the hardest in the shop but earned the least weekly wage. He didn’t keep a penny for himself; he sent it all home to his family.

“Ahmet Abi, am I working well?”

“You’re working, Muhammed, good job.”

“Why do I get so little money?”

“You sleep here, Muhammed.”

“What does that mean?”

“You don’t pay rent.”

Muhammed scratched his head, thinking, but he couldn’t understand. One night, just as he was about to close the shop, a big-bellied man with thick glasses came in. His face was bright red. He staggered a few steps, looking around, then asked, “Where are those whores?” Muhammed was surprised. “I don’t know who those whores are,” he said. “I’m a doctor, teacher...” Before he could finish, a slap landed on his cheek, and his face flushed red. Then the man roared, “Are you selling snails in a Muslim neighborhood?” Muhammed didn’t understand. “We sell soup,” he said, “But it’s closed now, we sell in the morning.”

The man wiped the sweat off his face with his hand and said, “Are you mocking me, pimp?” Muhammed shook his head back and forth to protest. “I’m not a pimp,” he said. “I’m the dishwasher.”

Hearing the shouting, neighbors came down from their houses and gathered in front of the shop. “This is a family neighborhood,” one of them muttered inside. “We have kids and babies,” another added. Muhammed didn’t understand. “I have eight siblings,” he said. “I’m from Erzurum, Karayazı.” He was scared of the crowd and couldn’t organize his sentences in his head. “Police ask for ID, I show ID...” The words came out of his mouth involuntarily. “Terrorists come to the village, ask for sheep...” A long whistle blew. “My siblings need to go to school. I have an ID...” He reached into his back pocket, took out his ID, and held it out.

The people gathered at the door went inside one by one, grumbling. Every head was saying something different. Soon they started overturning tables and chairs. “Please don’t,” Muhammed said. “The boss will be mad at me.” They didn’t listen. They kept smashing things until the security guard came inside. They had also roughly handled Muhammed when he tried to stop them. Then they surrounded the guard and started complaining loudly.

“They turned this place into a brothel.”

“There’s no peace left in the neighborhood.”

“All day long, whores keep coming and going without any limits.”

“God only knows what’s going on inside.”

The guard, tapping the end of his baton gently into his palm, thought for a moment. Then he picked up Muhammed’s ID from the ground and began questioning him.

“Where are you from?”

“Erzurum.”

“Which part?”

“Karayazı.”

“Which village?”

“Yukarı Hızan.”

“How old are you?”

“Fourteen.”

“That’s not what it says here.”

“This is not my ID. It’s my brother’s ID.”

“Where’s your ID then?”

“This is my ID. My brother died, I was born, my father gave me his ID.”

The guard placed the ID into the upper pocket of his brown uniform, then took down the business license hanging on the wall next to the cash register and said, “Close the shop. We’re going to the station.” After locking the door and pulling down the shutters, they slipped away quietly into the weak light of the street lamps, leaving the somewhat calmer crowd behind.

“That's not your ID,” the commissioner began. Stretching in his chair, yawning widely, he added, “And you don’t have a residence permit either.” Muhammed pressed his worn-out shoes firmly together and said, “I don’t have a home.”

“No stove, no bathroom, no bed. My brother died.”

“That part doesn’t concern me,” the commissioner said, then continued:

“What do you do in the shop?”

“I’m the dishwasher, but I do everything. I work.”

“How far did you go in school?”

“I didn’t go to school. There’s no school in the village. There’s a school in another village, but it’s far.”

“Doesn’t matter if it’s far, right?”

“There are wolves, terrorists, and I have to work in the fields. My father is sick. I have eight little siblings.”

“They say foreign women come and go to the shop, and the neighbors are complaining. What do they do there?”

“The women are teachers, doctors. They drink coffee, drink cola, eat food.”

“Anything else?”

“Nothing else I know.”

“They know, they know. Tell me.”

“What do they know? I don’t understand.”

“What else happens? What do they talk about? Where do they go?”

“The women speak another language. I don’t understand.”

“They understand, they understand. Tell me.”

“What do I say? I wash dishes, I clean.”

“Do they ever tell you to take women or men somewhere? To hotels or something?”

“No. They don’t say. They say ‘buy potatoes,’ ‘take out the trash,’ ‘clean the windows.’”

“If you lie, we’ll change your shoes. Tell the truth.”

“I tell the truth. Why would I lie?”

As he finished speaking, there was a double knock at the door. The commissioner turned his head toward it and said in a loud voice, “Come in.” Another guard entered, pulling a scruffy boy by the arm. He stood in the middle of the room and said, “Commissioner, this boy has no ID and no place to stay. He barely speaks Turkish. At night, he sleeps inside apartment buildings. The neighbors complain, the children are afraid.”

Muhammed turned his head and looked at the boy. His long hair was matted with dirt, his clothes torn and ragged, his face pale with fear, and under his left arm, he clutched empty sacks as a makeshift bed. Then Muhammed muttered, “I did it.” The commissioner and the other officer at the desk fixed their eyes on Muhammed. Turning his face toward the guard, Muhammed said, “The children are afraid...” and lowering his head, he added, “I’m lying.”

“Everything—everything—Muhammed did...”

Mr. Feridun
 

Stingy. That was the first word everyone used to describe him as soon as they heard his name. It’s not the kind of thing you want to hear first when, forty years later, you discover that the man you thought was your father is actually someone else and you decide to find out the truth.

That morning. The phone ringing while we were at the breakfast table. I was summoned to the law office about an important matter. A letter was handed to me. My wife’s astonished face. The reluctant search in my memory: a clue, a suspicion, an unpleasant coincidence... Nothing. There was nothing.

“He never married. He once told me he nearly did, only once in his long life. Back then he lived in the mansion at Sultanahmet; his fiancée lived in Fatih. While he waited by the window and saw the woman step down from a carriage, he couldn’t keep quiet: ‘Sir, why didn’t she walk? What’s the point of paying for a carriage? Do coins grow on the trees in the courtyard?’ On and on. He called off the engagement right then... Why are you asking these things, son?”

Everything fell apart. I was born in a good neighborhood, in a very fine house. I received the best education I could. I had a respectable job that I loved. My health was excellent. Until that day I had never faced a real problem. My mother had been dead for some time. My wife and I agreed not to tell my father or the children. Still, whatever anyone says—this was an unexpected, major disruption to the current of my life.

“He used to collect rent until he was ninety-six, month after month. He would go around collecting the rents from the offices and deposit them in that bank across the street you see. How to describe him... brown-haired, stocky, a clean-faced, taciturn, stingy man. He wore the same shoes year-round. In thirty-five years I knew him, I never saw him in another pair. Same with his trousers and overcoat. A gray felt hat, wool gloves, and a briefcase he never let out of his hand — maroon. An antique, or junk — I don’t know. That’s for you to decide.”

Olive groves of eighteen dönüms in Gallipoli, a twenty-two-room commercial building in Sultanahmet, a historic bath in Şehzadebaşı, five dönüms of land in Yenikapı, a derelict first-degree historic mansion in Fatih, twenty dönüms of field in Eceabat, a three-story apartment in Tarabya, three street-front shops in Nişantaşı, a summer villa in Erdek, and a substantial sum in the bank — numbers I had to check several times to make sure I’d read them right. All of it was mine now...
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