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The Devil Inside Us :

A Novel by Sabahattin Ali

Original Name of the Book : İçimizdeki Şeytan

Translated by Soner Dursun

PREFACE

Sabahattin Ali is one of the greatest literary and intellectual figures that Turkiye has ever produced. But why is such a remarkable writer not recognized among the world’s most renowned authors?

Answering this question is not easy. For an Eastern writer, gaining a place among the classics of world literature is always challenging. There are both local and international reasons for this. However, in my opinion, the biggest reason is that Sabahattin Ali faced great injustices in his own country. So much so that even a peaceful death was denied to him.

Among the many stories and novels he wrote, I believe his one of the most extraordinary works is The Devil Inside Us. This novel is not only one of Sabahattin Ali’s finest works but also one of the most valuable pieces of Turkish literature, securing its rightful place in the literary world.

“...This cursed devil within me... This terrifying feeling that makes everything seem alluring in proportion to its impossibility, that burns me with the longing for things that can never be...”

Sabahattin Ali, through the experiences of a young man and his wife, explores the intellectual circles, relationships, and the dilemmas of an individual who has surrendered to the social order. The Devil Within Us holds up a mirror to the intellectual and to the helplessness that one perceives as their "inner devil."

Soner Dursun

The Devil Inside Us
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At eleven in the morning, on the deck of the ferry departing from Kadıköy​[1] toward the Bridge, two young men sat side by side, engaged in conversation. The one seated by the sea was a stout young man with light brown hair and a pale complexion. Beneath a pair of round glasses, his half-closed, myopic brown eyes wandered lazily over his surroundings, occasionally shifting toward his companion and the expanse of the sunlit sea to the left. His straight, somewhat long hair spilled from beneath the hat pushed back on his head, partially covering his right eyebrow and eyelid. He spoke quickly, and as he did, his lips pursed slightly, giving his mouth an elegant shape.

His companion, in contrast, was small and thin, his restless hands moving incessantly with nervous energy. His pale face was set with sharp eyes that darted about, casting keen glances at everything around them. Neither of them looked older than twenty-five, and their heights were average.

The stout one, without taking his eyes off the sea, was speaking:

"If I hadn't controlled myself, I would have burst into laughter. As the history professor fired off one question after another, the girl grew more and more bewildered, turning her head desperately as if seeking help from all directions. I knew for a fact she had never once opened her notes to study, so I thought, 'She's done for!' But then my eyes fell on Ümit, sitting behind her—what did I see? He was making signals to the professor with his eyebrows and eyes! And of course, he got what he wanted. The professor asked a few easy, meaningless questions, answered them himself, and let the girl pass."

"Is she madly in love with Ümit?"

"He’s madly in love with every girl... as long as they’re even slightly attractive." Then, slapping his friend's knee as if he were about to continue his story, he added:

"Life bores me," he said. "Everything bores me. School, professors, lessons, friends... Especially girls... They bore me to the point of nausea."

He fell silent for a moment, fiddling with his glasses before continuing:

"I want nothing. Nothing seems appealing to me. I can feel myself becoming more and more indolent, and I’m perfectly content with that. Perhaps, before long, I’ll reach such a state of apathy that even boredom itself will cease to trouble me. A man ought to do something—something truly meaningful... Otherwise, he should do nothing at all.

I think about it: what are we actually capable of doing? Nothing! The world has existed for millions of years, and the oldest known artifact is merely twenty thousand years old. Even that number is probably exaggerated. Just the other day, I was having a serious conversation with our philosophy professor, trying to understand the ‘purpose of our existence.’ He, too, had no answer. He spoke about the joy of creation, about life being a purpose in itself—but it was all nonsense. What is there to create? To create means to bring something into existence from nothing. Even the most intelligent among us is merely a storage house of knowledge and experiences inherited from those before us. The best we can do is repackage these existing materials and present them in a new form. How can such a ridiculous endeavor satisfy anyone?

Think about it—while we have stars that send us their light from five thousand years away, we waste our lives writing books that will decay in libraries in fifty years, or sculpting statues that, three thousand years from now, will sit in museums, armless and legless, as mere curiosities. And we call this striving for eternity? It all seems utterly senseless to me."

Then, in a solemn, deliberate voice, he murmured:

"It seems to me that there is only one thing we can truly do—die. Yes, that is something within our power, and only in doing so would we be exercising our will in its fullest sense. Now, you might ask why I don’t do it. I already told you—I am in a state of immense lethargy. I am simply too lazy. I drift along, carried by the inertia of existence. Ehhh."

He let out a dramatic yawn, stretching his legs. An older man sitting across from him, reading an Armenian newspaper, recoiled at this display of languor and shot him a disapproving glance.

His friend, having heard these words perhaps for the tenth time, paid little attention. Instead, he let his eyes wander and occasionally furrowed his brows, as if lost in thought.

When the speech finally ended, he turned to his companion with a knowing smile and said:

"Ömer, do you have any money? Let’s have a drink tonight."

A moment ago, with an impudent air that scarcely matched his previous profound words, Ömer said:

“No, but we’ll find someone. If I’d stopped by the office today, it would've been easy, but I have absolutely no intention to do so.”

The thin young man shook his head importantly:

“They'll fire you soon enough. Can you afford to slack off this much? Every office is looking for an excuse to get rid of employees who also attend university. Especially people like you working at the post office are in a particularly bad position. Time is more valuable there than anywhere else—or at least it should be.”

Then he added, laughing:

“No wonder the letters we send from Beyazıt take forty-eight hours to reach Eminönü. It’s all thanks to diligent clerks like you!”

Ömer answered quite calmly:

“I have nothing to do with letters. I’m in accounting. I fill out ledgers all day. Occasionally, in the evenings, I help the cashier. Counting money is rather enjoyable, my dear Nihat.”

Nihat suddenly seemed energized:

“Interesting,” he said. “Money is generally an interesting thing. Sometimes I take a lira from my pocket, place it in front of me, and stare at it for hours. It has nothing remarkable about it—just some intricate lines, similar to the handwriting exercises we used to do at school, maybe a little finer and more complex... then a picture, a few short lines, and a couple of signatures... If you lean closer, you can even catch the smell of heavy oil and dirt. But think about how incredible this dirty piece of paper is, my friend!”

He closed his eyes for a moment.

“For example, one day a tremendous gloom overwhelms you. Life seems dark and meaningless. You begin philosophizing just like you were doing earlier. Gradually even that becomes impossible, and you lose the desire to even speak. You believe no person, no amusement can revive you. The weather is dull and meaningless—either too hot, too cold, or too rainy. Passersby stare at you stupidly, chasing trivial affairs with their tongues hanging out like goats running after a bunch of grass. You try to pull yourself together and analyze this filthy state of mind. The unsolvable knots of the human soul present themselves before you like a puzzle. You cling desperately to the word 'depression' as if it were a lifeline because, for some reason, we all feel the urge to label our troubles—whether material or spiritual. If we fail to name them, we go utterly mad. Indeed, if people didn't have this urge, doctors would starve to death. While you're floundering in this endless sea of gloom, an old acquaintance suddenly appears. As soon as you notice how neat his clothes are, you remember your own poverty, and if luck favors you, you borrow a lira or two from your unsuspecting friend... And then the miracle begins.

It’s as if a fierce wind has stripped away a thick layer of fog from your soul, leaving you suddenly illuminated, lighter, and refreshed. Your old gloom vanishes instantly. Your eyes glance around with joy, and you start seeking someone to chat with. You see, my dear friend, two dirty banknotes accomplish what countless books and endless contemplation could not. Unable to accept that your spirit could be so easily bought, you search desperately for nobler reasons: perhaps a cloud drifting a few hundred meters higher, a cool breeze touching your neck, or a clever thought suddenly coming to mind. You try to see these things as the reason for your change. But strictly between us, the truth is entirely different. Only because of those two liras in your pocket do you now notice that the sky has cleared, feel the coolness of the breeze, and even begin to have intelligent thoughts... Come now, we’ve reached the pier. One day we will either go insane or rule the world. For now, let’s try to find some money for rakı and drink a few glasses in honor of our bright future.”
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When Nihat finished speaking and stood up, he noticed that Ömer had not moved at all. He touched his shoulder; Ömer flinched slightly but remained in the same position. Nihat leaned in, wondering if his friend had fallen asleep, and saw Ömer staring intently at a seat opposite them, completely detached from his surroundings, as if witnessing something extraordinarily fascinating. Nihat looked in the same direction but saw nothing. Touching Ömer’s shoulder again, he said:

“Come on, get up!”

Ömer didn’t reply; he only frowned, signaling that he wanted to be left alone.

“What’s the matter? What are you looking at?”

Finally deciding to turn his head, Ömer commanded, “Be quiet and sit down!”

Nihat obeyed this order. Passengers had begun rising from their seats and moving toward the exits. Ömer kept craning his head upward and sideways, trying to maintain his view through the crowd. Nihat nudged him impatiently and grumbled:

“Enough already! Tell me, what are you staring at?”

Ömer slowly turned his head, speaking as if delivering terrible news:

“There was a young girl sitting over there. Did you see her?”

“No, what about her?”

“I hadn’t seen her before either!”

“Are you joking?”

“I mean, I’ve never seen such a creature before!”

Nihat frowned irritably and stood up again, saying:

“For all your grand speeches and legendary intelligence, you'll never be a serious man!”

After saying this, the ironic smile lingering at the corners of his lips persisted for a few more seconds before fading into indifference. Ömer had also stood up. He stretched his neck, rising on tiptoe, searching the crowd. For a moment, he turned to Nihat:

"She's still sitting there!" he said. Then, staring intently into his friend’s face:

"Stop babbling. I'm living the most crucial moments of my life right now. My instincts have never deceived me. Something tremendous has either happened or will happen. The young girl I saw over there feels as familiar to me as if I've known her since before birth—since the very formation of the world, of the universe. How can I explain it to you? Shall I say clichéd things like 'I fell madly in love at first sight, I'm burning, I'm consumed'? The funny part is, there’s nothing else I can say. In fact, I'm amazed I'm standing here talking to you. From this moment, every minute spent apart from her would mean death to me. Don’t be surprised that I now dread the death I praised just a moment ago. Why shouldn’t you be surprised? How should I know? I don’t have to explain myself to you. What's the use! Just advise me without being a smart aleck! What should I do? I’m facing a terrible situation. If I lose sight of her even once, my entire life will pass in searching, and undoubtedly that won’t be very long. Damn it! I'm rambling. But I’m absolutely serious. The possibility of never seeing her again is the most tragic and unfortunately the most plausible outcome. Consider that at this very moment, I can’t even recall her face clearly, yet somewhere deeper than memory itself, I’m certain that her image has been sharply engraved into me since times beyond comprehension. If I closed my eyes and walked into that crowd, some force would surely lead me straight to her without fail."

After speaking these words rapidly, he truly closed his eyes and took a step forward. His left hand was still gripping Nihat's wrist. Nihat looked with astonishment at the owner of the trembling arm. Though accustomed to all sorts of Ömer's eccentricities, this intense excitement was somewhat unfamiliar. Unable to find anything better to say:

"What kind of creature are you, Ömer?" he said. Ömer’s sweaty palm tightened around Nihat's wrist:

"Look, look, she's still there... Don't you see?" When Nihat turned his head toward where Ömer was looking, he saw a dark-haired girl sitting alone on one of the now mostly empty benches. Beside her was an elderly, plump woman, and they seemed engaged in conversation. The girl held a thick bundle of sheet music in one hand and leaned her other arm against her side. She gracefully moved her curly-haired head atop a slender neck. Her most striking feature was the firm resolve expressed by her chin. In between her inaudible words, she paused as if delivering definitive judgments, then resumed speaking again with the same air of authority. Her gaze was somewhat somber but natural. Indeed, everything about her demeanor reflected genuine naturalness. Occasionally, after making a gesture, her hand rested slowly on the bench’s oilcloth; her fingers were slender enough to seem fragile, pale, with nails trimmed close and delicately long. Nihat examined the girl briefly before turning back to Ömer with a look that clearly said, "So what? What’s special about her?"

Ömer, speaking in a strangely feverish voice as if delirious:

"Don't say anything! Your expression already shows what nonsense you’re about to spout!" he said. "I've made my decision. I'm going to approach her right now, take her by the arm, and..."

He paused a moment, thinking, then muttered:

"And... surely, I'll say something. Maybe she'll speak first. Undoubtedly, she'll recognize me instantly. It couldn't be otherwise. And when she recognizes me, she won’t be able to hide it. Come along, if you want. Stand just behind me. Listen to us. Our conversation with a girl we've met in realms unknown to us won't be ordinary."

Saying this, he pulled Nihat’s arm. Nihat freed himself:

"Are you planning to cause a scene on the ferry?"

"Like what?"

"The girl will immediately call the police, and the police wouldn't hesitate to haul away a vagabond like you. For heaven's sake, do you think the world is as full of nonsensical fantasies as your mind? Won’t you ever see clearly, both yourself and the people around you? Is your entire life going to be spent pursuing illusions, dreams, Quixotic ambitions, fooling yourself into believing you or others can perform miracles in a world where nothing extraordinary ever happens? Just a moment ago, you claimed that no one can achieve anything in life, and now you're about to engage in frivolity that very few would dare. I don’t see how you're different from any common lunatic!"

Ömer stiffened indignantly:

"You'll see now. Your tiny brain can't fathom the profound and mysterious connections between people. Wait here."

Saying this, he walked toward the girl. Nihat involuntarily turned toward the sea, muttering, "Oh no!" and began waiting for the inevitable scandal.

Ömer, walking slowly towards the girl with his eyes fixed upon her, suddenly shook his head as if waking from a dream. Just as he approached, he heard a woman's voice near his ear:

"Oh! Ömer, how are you? You've disappeared completely!" Turning his head, he saw his distant relative, Emine Hanım, sitting beside the girl.

Emine Hanım continued:

"My dear, you've been looking here for a while, and I stayed put thinking you'd come over, but you just wouldn't stop chattering. Hurry, or we’ll miss the ferry."

Both women stood up and walked away. Confused and struggling to gather himself, Ömer stammered:

"I don't know... auntie. Classes, work—do I ever have time? Anyway, you know me, you won’t hold it against me!"

Aunt Emine laughed:

"Who would ever hold anything against you? Someone who doesn't write his parents even once a year won't do anyone else much good! Well, now we've finally met, tell me, how are you doing?"

Ömer answered without taking his eyes off the young girl:

"Same as ever. Nothing new!"

They had reached the dock by now. Walking together toward the Istanbul side, Ömer's eyes, which kept drifting from his aunt’s plump neck, suddenly met those of the girl walking silently beside them. For a moment, she stared at him intently, distractedly, as though trying to recall something. Then she calmly looked away. Ömer observed the shadow cast by her long eyelashes beneath her eyes before signaling discreetly to his aunt: "Who is she?" Emine Hanım responded with the refined politeness characteristic of Anatolians long residing in Istanbul:

“Ah! Haven’t I introduced you? Maybe you already know each other! Do you recognize Macide? She's your mother's great-uncle's granddaughter. Well, when you left Balıkesir, she was just a little thing. She’s been staying with us for the past six months, practicing piano and attending school."

Turning her head toward Macide, she paused. At that moment, the girl who was shaking Ömer’s hand said:

“I attend the Conservatory!” and turned her gaze forward again. Ömer struggled to identify his mother's great-uncle and his granddaughter among the countless relatives dispersed throughout Istanbul, Balıkesir, and elsewhere. When his eyes met Aunt Emine’s face, he noticed a slightly sad and confused expression. Curious, he asked silently, but she gestured discreetly to indicate, “Not now, don't mention it!”

Seeing Ömer’s curiosity intensify, the plump woman murmured quickly in a faint voice:

“Hush! Don't ask what befell us! Visit us sometime, and I'll explain!”

Her eyes danced anxiously, hinting at deep sympathy and sorrow for the girl beside her. After quickly glancing at Macide, who walked silently beside them, she turned back to Ömer and muttered softly:

“The poor thing doesn't know yet... I haven’t had the heart to tell her. Her father died a week ago... I just don’t know what to do.”

Ömer suddenly felt a burst of something akin to joy within himself and immediately felt deeply ashamed of this feeling. He thought it wasn’t honorable to perceive this death as something beneficial. Yet inside him, beyond the sphere of morality, existed another side—a calculating aspect—that analyzed situations, drew conclusions, and took precautions. Even if this calculating side didn’t always reveal itself in words, it invariably dominated actions.

Misinterpreting Ömer’s brief silence as grief, Aunt Emine said:

“Stop by our place soon. It’s a long story—I’ll tell you then.”

They had reached the tram stop at Eminönü. The woman and the girl parted from Ömer. He watched them go, secretly hoping Macide would turn back to look at him, though he wouldn’t admit this to himself.

But she walked away gracefully, her slender figure floating gently on low-heeled shoes, and quickly stepped onto an approaching tram, extending her hand to Aunt Emine.

Still watching them, Ömer jumped slightly when a hand slapped his shoulder. Nihat stood beside him, appearing ready to argue and expecting explanations. Seeing that Ömer remained silent, Nihat snapped:

“What kind of man are you, anyway? I turned away on the ferry to avoid your nonsense, and then suddenly you disappeared. Later I spotted you casually chatting with them on the bridge. Is the girl perhaps that type? The fat lady surely looks like a merchant’s wife!”

Ömer laughed:

“You never think differently. Your blessed mind can’t rest until it reduces everything to a neat little box. A man talks to a woman he didn’t previously know, she doesn't call the police, so she must be 'that kind of woman'—case closed. Nothing extraordinary can ever happen in life, everything is predictable and ordinary... that's your whole worldview...”

He tapped Nihat’s head lightly:

“If I had a brain as unimaginative as yours, I’d prefer not to have one at all!”

Ignoring these remarks, Nihat asked sarcastically:

“Well, dear friend, what happened then? Did the girl throw her arms around your neck immediately, saying, ‘Oh, it’s you, my soulmate since the formation of the universe!’? Even if I believed that, I doubt that fat woman would calmly accept such metaphysical familiarity!”

Ömer whispered conspiratorially:

“We turned out to be relatives, my friend! I was so captivated by the girl I didn’t notice the woman beside her was none other than my aunt Emine. The young lady is our relative Macide. She's at the Conservatory. Her father died a week ago. She doesn't know yet.”

Nihat shook his head sympathetically:

“May God grant long life to the survivors!” Then, with mocking eyes, he continued:

“So this extraordinary acquaintance is just a family affair? The more eccentricities you chase, the more mundane reality life throws at you. I’m afraid this pattern will continue until the end, and you'll leave this world without ever achieving anything extraordinary. It’s delightful—so the girl you've known since the universe’s formation is your relative! Perhaps you even played together as children, and some faint memories resurfaced. But your perpetually feverish imagination immediately cloaked it in mystery. You’re a funny guy, indeed!”

Ömer nodded thoughtfully:

“Yes, our meeting was admittedly quite ordinary, but my feelings haven’t changed. I'm convinced there's a bond between us beyond our control. You'll see how frequently I'll visit Aunt Emine’s house from now on!”

Nihat burst out laughing:

“And this extraordinary love of yours will end in a romantic cousin affair, won’t it? You'll become famous as the man who seduced his own relative! Well, may God grant you success!”

Ömer didn’t reply. They changed the subject, discussing their evening plans, and walked toward Beyazıt.
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Macide had indeed noticed that the behavior of those at home toward her had become strange over the last few days. She also sensed this was not a sign of anything good. Yet every time she asked someone, she received the same dismissive reply: “Oh, it’s nothing. What would we hide from you? You're just imagining things!” Aunt Emine approached her several times as if intending to speak but eventually walked away muttering nonsense.

Macide already didn't get along very well with Aunt Emine’s daughter, Semiha. More accurately, Semiha believed Macide to be conceited and deliberately maintained an unnecessary distance to avoid feeling inferior.

Uncle Galip, returning late, tired from his shop near the Yağ İskelesi, had lost the habit of conversing with family members long ago. Immediately after dinner, he would pick up a newspaper and patiently decipher the large Latin letters that had lifted him from illiteracy.

Nuri, Aunt Emine’s son, attending the senior class of a military sergeant school, visited home only once a week—or sometimes even less frequently—making it impossible to learn anything from him.

Although Macide had been living in the same house for six months, she had not grown close to any of these relatives and thus had stopped pressing for answers. Her life here resembled that of a boarding house: she left each morning with her sheet music and returned in the evening, locking herself in her room before dark. Perhaps it was this aloofness that irritated Semiha. Aunt Emine, preoccupied with her own circle and entertainments, rarely noticed the quiet girl living under her roof. She praised Macide to her daytime guests as a symbol of her family's refinement, mentioning her musical talents frequently. However, she herself doubted Macide’s musicianship, as the girl steadfastly refused to perform even a simple piece despite repeated invitations to join their traditional musical gatherings.

The shop near the Yağ İskelesi hadn't been doing well recently. Even though they continued to hide their difficulties and occasionally hosted relatives from their hometown for weeks or months, they struggled significantly and eagerly awaited the monthly sum Macide received from her father.

Uncle Galip saw Macide primarily as the reason for this monthly payment of forty liras. However, accustomed to an affluent lifestyle, this household’s financial troubles couldn’t be resolved by such modest amounts. Their accumulated debts continued to mount daily, bewildering Uncle Galip, who still employed outdated business methods from thirty years ago to manage his affairs.

Though accustomed to quickly overcoming past difficulties, he hadn't entirely lost hope. But neither his youthful energy nor his old peers remained. The market, especially for olive oil and soap, was now dominated by younger, shrewder, wealthier businessmen. Unable to adapt, traditional merchants like himself were gradually pushed aside. The struggles of the last decade had depleted Uncle Galip’s few plots of land and hundreds of olive trees, also taking away two of the three houses he owned behind Şehzadebaşı, aside from the one he lived in.

Recently, Aunt Emine’s gold coins and pearls had begun finding their way to the Sandal Bedesteni market. Despite expressing sorrow whenever their deteriorating finances were mentioned and dramatically lamenting the loss of her jewelry, her distress rarely lasted beyond a day. Soon, she would gather her Istanbulite friends, known for their flattery and chatter, and host lively musical gatherings.

These acquaintances, who had benefited greatly from the family’s generosity in better times, were hesitant to abandon their former patrons during hardships, partly out of loyalty and partly because they knew not all resources had been exhausted.

Occasionally, visitors from Balıkesir would arrive, content to relive their idle pastimes in Istanbul, further straining the household’s collapsing finances.

Macide observed all of this clearly, yet none of it seemed extraordinary to her. Hadn't she grown up amid similar conditions in her father's large house in Balıkesir? Weren’t complaints about poor harvests, mortgaged lands, and sold vineyards commonplace there as well? Her mother sighed whenever forced to sell another gold coin, and her father would silently sit in contemplation each evening, fiddling with his prayer beads and wrestling mentally with impossible calculations.

Rather than these perpetual worries, Macide was more astonished by how these seemingly inexhaustible properties, vineyards, olive groves, and gold coins had survived through generations, continually eroding but never fully vanishing. Lands were mortgaged or sold, debts incurred, yet weddings still rivaled those of the past, diamond earrings and pearl necklaces appeared from hidden corners to adorn family celebrations.

Within this chaotic environment, Macide had grown up and received education largely by chance. It was chance that she had survived various childhood illnesses and also chance that her father, overwhelmed with financial troubles, had taken the advice of several teachers and allowed her to continue schooling rather than marry her off at fifteen, like her older sister.

It was only in the second year of middle school that Macide’s life ceased being entirely subject to chance. Having started school late, at age nine, she was already sixteen and well-developed by the time she reached seventh grade.

Due to her dignified and somewhat authoritative demeanor reminiscent of an upper-class household, Macide's classmates mostly kept their distance. She immersed herself entirely in her studies, living a life of solitude. No one took interest in her academic progress or directed her actions. Occasionally, her mother would comment briefly about her clothing being too open or modest, tight or loose, then shrug her shoulders as if to say, "It's none of my business," and retreat to her room. While nearly every family now educated their daughters, Macide’s mother saw nothing particularly extraordinary in her education, privately wishing instead that she would marry soon.

The old-fashioned, upper-class house, consisting of a few rooms and pantries around a dim central hallway, and upstairs, a wide hall surrounded by numerous spacious rooms, gradually felt increasingly alien to Macide. The school life, the worlds depicted in books she read and the lessons she attended, all seemed completely removed from the reality of her home, which seemed frozen in place fifty years earlier.

Her clothes scattered around her room, her books piled chaotically on carved walnut shelves and cabinets, appeared entirely out of place. The countless novels and stories she read—many discarded halfway in disgust—brought to life visions of a world that felt distinctly different, more real than her current surroundings.

She had minimal interactions with her schoolmates, partly due to her fondness for solitude and partly due to her discomfort with their conversations. These girls, aged between thirteen and sixteen, discussed topics openly that would embarrass grown adults, speaking knowingly about their male classmates despite outwardly dismissing them. Although Macide occasionally listened out of uncontrollable curiosity, she felt immediate disgust once alone, deciding firmly to avoid their company.

Initially, this disgust mingled with confusion. She couldn't understand her peers, who gathered in small groups in the schoolyard, critically discussing Ahmet's thick lips, Mehmet's soft, white hands, a teacher’s supposed flirtatious glances at a certain girl, or the sewing teacher's slim chances of marriage—all delivered with disdainful smiles. Though she couldn't resist the temptation to eavesdrop occasionally, she always felt profound disgust afterward. As her imagination expanded, she began to find these conversations repulsive, vulgar, and beneath her. Even her friends' dreams of the future seemed shallow and repulsive compared to her own imaginative visions, which she treasured deeply and hesitated even to reveal.

In the middle of her seventh year at school, an experience completely isolated her from her surroundings. Yet, this incident grew entirely within her, without ever revealing itself externally.
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In elementary school, Macide had already attracted attention for her musical talent. The music teacher, Necati Bey, an elderly man who traveled to almost all the schools in Balıkesir, noticed her. Whenever he entered the classroom, he would take out his clarinet, playing monotonous school songs and conducting the children in unenthusiastic performances.

Necati Bey, driven by a quiet yet frustrated artistic ambition and struggling with his own lack of talent, took notice of Macide. Encouraged by his discovery, he began giving her lessons at a poorly tuned piano at the teachers’ club. Macide made impressive progress, surprising even her peers. At the year-end recital, she played piano solo, earning enthusiastic applause from an audience of parents who, though unfamiliar with music, expressed genuine admiration.

Macide continued her lessons with Necati Bey into middle school until he was transferred elsewhere during her second year. During the holidays, she hardly touched the piano. She felt uncomfortable visiting the teachers’ club alone, knowing it would be frowned upon by her environment.

When school reopened, Macide saw that a new, young music teacher had arrived. He was a tall, round-faced young man named Bedri, with short, black hair and an expression that seemed permanently smiling. This appearance led to the girls mocking him from the very first day.

At first, Bedri was extremely upset by this. During lessons, his face would turn bright red, he would stand silently for minutes, biting his lips. But soon his face would regain its usual smiling expression, and he would continue teaching, repeatedly looking around the classroom before returning to the piano.

The large and always cold music room was the perfect place for the students to act unruly. Boys found it easy to play rough jokes, and girls had plenty of opportunities to whisper and laugh uncontrollably, covering their mouths with handkerchiefs. The most severe reprimand the young teacher ever gave was a polite but ineffective, "Please, is this behavior appropriate?" He tried drowning out their noise by playing the piano louder or quickly initiating a collective song. Occasionally, the school principal, Refik Bey, appeared at the glass door, giving the inexperienced teacher contemptuous glances, raising his eyebrows sternly to quiet the students, only to be met by sly grins.

Gradually, Bedri accepted these conditions as normal. Most students were spoiled and poorly disciplined, impossible to manage through kindness alone. Except for a notoriously strict history teacher and a language teacher infamous for giving low grades, no one's lessons went smoothly—even the principal's classes descended into chaos. Learning that other schools in the city were the same, Bedri resigned himself to focusing seriously only on those few students genuinely interested, leaving the others to their own devices.

Macide was among these few interested students. At first, standing silently in the corner, she hardly attracted attention. But soon, Bedri began to focus almost entirely on her. Excitedly telling the principal and other teachers about her exceptional talent, he emphasized the importance of nurturing her potential. Although the other teachers listened politely, they either smiled behind his back or exchanged knowing glances.

Macide, accustomed from her lessons with Necati Bey, rarely even looked directly at Bedri. Whenever they practiced, her eyes and thoughts stayed fixed solely on the notes, Bedri's fingers, or the vague dreams she often drifted into. Their conversations rarely went beyond the piece they were studying. Both shared a kind of blindness typical of people deeply committed to art, oblivious to their surroundings. Perhaps this obliviousness would have continued indefinitely between teacher and student if the school principal, Refik Bey, hadn't redirected their attention elsewhere.

One afternoon, after classes had ended, Bedri sat in the teachers' lounge, writing a letter to his mother in Istanbul. When the sound of footsteps in the hallway faded, he quickly sealed and addressed the envelope, then rushed outside, looking for a student. Since he lived at the school and didn't intend to go out that evening, he needed someone who could drop the letter off at the post office. Looking around the schoolyard, he realized everyone had already left. He went back to grab his hat to go out himself, but suddenly heard piano sounds from the music room.

“Perhaps Macide is still here; I'll give it to her,” he thought.

He approached the music room. As he opened the door, Macide was just closing the piano lid and gathering her things.

“I was just practicing, sir,” she said, preparing to leave.

Bedri stepped aside and handed her the letter:

“Please drop this off at the post office.”

The girl put the envelope in her bag, curtsied slightly, and said:

“Goodbye, sir.”

“Don't forget the letter!”

“I won't, sir!”

Macide quickly crossed the sandy schoolyard and left. Bedri turned back toward the teachers' lounge when he suddenly saw Principal Refik Bey dart past him in the dark corridor, rushing toward the yard. Although surprised by the principal's strange behavior and the fact he ignored him, Bedri didn’t dwell on it further.

The next evening was Macide’s scheduled lesson. After class, they would practice for an hour. Entering the music room, Bedri was surprised to find all six of his private students gathered there.

“Today isn't your scheduled lesson—why are you all here?” he asked, though secretly pleased by their apparent enthusiasm.

The girls exchanged knowing looks. Macide stood near Bedri, blushing deeply and staring at the floor. One of the two boys explained:

“The principal said we can’t take lessons individually anymore. We all have to practice together.”

Bedri stared at them for a moment, confused. Then he shrugged, opened the notes, listened first to Macide, then to the others, and told the remaining students:

“You'll practice tomorrow evening.” He left the room intending to ask the principal about the reason behind this change. Unable to find him, Bedri returned, stepped outside for fresh air, and saw the seven students ahead, carrying their bags. He caught up and walked with them for a while. Contrary to their usual behavior, they were silent. Bedri broke the silence:

“It might be better for you all to practice together, as long as you stay focused and avoid idle chatter.”

The students remained quiet. Turning casually to Macide, he remarked:

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

Macide suddenly turned bright red, becoming visibly distressed. The other students stared at the ground, suppressing laughter. In an almost inaudible voice, Macide replied:

“The principal took the letter, sir.”

Bedri stopped abruptly, astonished:

“What on earth for?”

"I don’t know, sir! Yesterday, before I even stepped out of the garden gate, he ran after me. He asked for the letter you had just given me. As I handed him the envelope, he asked, ‘What’s in the letter?’ I said, ‘I don’t know, Mr. Bedri gave it to me to mail.’ Then he read the address on the envelope. ‘Alright, alright... Go on now, and don’t take any more letters to the post office!’ he said. Then he sent the letter with Enver from the third grade."

Bedri remained silent; they had reached the marketplace.

"Alright, goodbye!" he said, parting from his students. He entered a café, which was usually frequented by teachers.

It seemed as though all his colleagues, including teachers from other schools, were there. Some were playing backgammon, others playing checkers, while a few simply watched and assisted both sides.

In a distant corner, he saw the principal shuffling a deck of playing cards. He had tucked his right leg beneath him and placed his hat beside him. Every now and then, he scratched his bald head with his left hand before returning his attention to the cards. When he noticed Bedri from afar, he first pretended not to see him, but as soon as he realized that Bedri was approaching, he turned his head in that direction and greeted him,

"Come on over, brother! Please, have a seat! What would you like to drink?"

Bedri replied,

"Thank you, I don’t want anything. I just need to speak with you right away!"

The other teachers looked at this intruder, who rarely visited the café, with irritation.

The principal said,

"Of course, brother. Let us just finish this round, shall we? Is it urgent? Alright!"

Turning to one of the spectators beside him, he said,

"Come on, play a hand in my place. Be careful, though... I’ve been winning for two rounds!"

He got up, and they moved to a relatively quiet corner. At first, Bedri couldn’t find the words to say. The principal, however, was quicker to speak.

"I suppose you’re here to ask about the letter. I’ve been expecting you since this morning, but when you didn’t show up, I figured he must have realized his mistake himself. My dear friend, you’ve traveled a lot and seen many things, but we have our own experience. In small places like this, one must be very cautious with every step. People will put you on display and tear you apart. This isn’t Germany... You were in Germany, weren’t you?"

"No, in Vienna."

"Same thing. This isn’t Europe. We do want to be like Europe, of course, but slowly, step by step."

Bedri interrupted him abruptly and angrily,

"Why are you saying all this?" he asked. Then, after a pause, he added,

"Why did you take the letter? Or, after reading the address, why didn’t you return it to me and instead sent it with someone else?"

He had come here to have a serious argument with the principal. He felt the moment approaching.

The principal placed his hand on Bedri’s shoulder and, in a voice that seemed filled with sincerity, said,

"To save you from trouble, to prevent gossip from spreading all over immediately!"

With a trembling voice, Bedri asked,"Are you taking me for a fool? No one but you saw me sending a letter to that girl. Even if someone had seen, I can’t imagine anyone else jumping to such an absurd conclusion but you..."

He leaped from his seat, his face pale as a sheet.

"Even talking about this matter, having to explain myself to you, is pure agony for me. To be accused of something so disgraceful..."

The principal grabbed his arm and pulled him back down to sit. His voice remained calm and seemingly sincere,

"Perhaps you have a right to be angry!" he said. "But please believe me when I say I have done nothing beyond my duty. Be assured that I harbor no ill intentions toward you, but you must understand that the environment around us is not the same. Most people will judge with suspicion."

"You’ve humiliated me in front of my students!"

"If I hadn’t done this, you would have been in a much worse situation!"

"How am I supposed to face my students now?"

"Oh, come on! These things happen. It’s nothing to be so upset about. Just be a little more careful, that’s all."

The principal stood up. He had been keeping an eye on the card game, and now the round had ended. The person playing in his place had lost. Eager to return, he cut the conversation short,

"We’ll talk more at school tomorrow. In time, you’ll see that I was right."

Then, as if suddenly remembering something, he added,

"Oh, by the way, I don’t think it’s appropriate for you to give private lessons to students in the evenings. I’ve heard some rumors. You know, in a mixed school like ours, we mustn’t lose the parents' trust. Excuse me," he said and walked away.

As he returned to the game, his fellow players looked at him questioningly.

"Nothing," he said, "Does he think everyone’s a fool? We’ve seen so much in our time... You can’t just let wolves roam freely among young girls! From time to time, we must remind them that we’re not blind."

He picked up the cards, shuffled them, and, as he dealt them out, muttered to himself,

"I’ve been a principal for years, and there’s never been an incident in my school. I’m not about to ruin my reputation over some dandy!"

Bedri remained where he was, frozen. The powerful sentences he had prepared, the harsh insults he had planned to hurl, even the fight he had intended to start—all of it had collapsed. Against a man who defended a slander he couldn't even bear to think about with such ease, not only was it impossible to defend himself, but even cursing him felt futile.

He immediately understood that every word he uttered would be met with a response he couldn’t counter. Against someone who fundamentally believed in ill intentions, who could not even conceive of a person being honest, sincere, and honorable, defending himself was a hopeless impossibility.

He rushed out of the café and returned to the school. He had no desire to do anything. He rummaged through his suitcase, grabbed a random book, and tried to read.
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Macide, after leaving her friends and returning home, immediately went to her room. She gently placed her bag aside, calmly removed her bodice, washed her face, and then returned to her bag to pick up a geography book. Sitting on a cushion, she began studying.

Even after reading the same page twice, she couldn’t understand what it was about. Her thoughts kept slipping away, drifting elsewhere. As if struggling against an invisible force, she clenched her teeth and furrowed her brows. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, and her fists trembled.

Finally, she threw the book aside, buried her face in the cushion, and began sobbing uncontrollably. To stifle her cries, she bit into the straw-stuffed pillow with all her might. This restraint only increased her fury, sending waves of pain through her head.

She cried out of pure anger.

At everyone—especially at Bedri, at the principal, at her friends, at herself, and at those around her.

What right did they have? What right did they have to humiliate her, to mock her, to cause all these disgusting events?

Going to school seemed like a nightmare, yet not going—having to explain why she wasn’t there or imagining others whispering about it—felt even worse. Last night, after the principal's treatment, she had tried to control herself and had succeeded. However, today at school, she could not ignore the attitude her friends had taken towards her. The incident had spread rapidly throughout the school, prompting those who mistook Macide’s silence for arrogance or those who envied her talent to openly attack her.

Nearby, within earshot, people were saying things like, "Oh my, we had no idea such things were happening! Bless the principal!" Their gazes carried ten times more meaning than usual.

She was neither proud nor conceited. Not at all. In fact, quite the opposite—her self-confidence was still very fragile. Yet, despite this, she couldn’t understand how these children could devote so much of their minds to someone else with such importance. What could preoccupy a person as much as their own thoughts, worries, fears, and shortcomings?

It was as if all her classmates were wearing a pair of magical glasses that prevented them from seeing themselves. There was no other explanation for such foolish blindness. A girl who stole her mother's makeup and applied it before coming to school would make sarcastic remarks about another girl simply because she had slightly sharpened her nails. Another girl, who had gone out with boys on Sunday and created such a scandal that it spread throughout the city—so much so that she had to face the disciplinary committee and received a one-week suspension—could still, without the slightest shame, say, "Oh my God! There is no decency left... Look at Ayşe walking with Ahmet!"

This was not just mere gossip or thoughtlessness.

Whenever Macide noticed something unpleasant in others, her first thought was always, "Do I do the same thing?" However, she was sure that none of her classmates had ever once confronted themselves with such a question. She felt deep contempt for them. Getting so emotional over this matter, to the extent that it could change the course of her life, seemed unfair to herself.

"Let them do whatever they want—I won’t care at all!" she said as she stood up. She washed her face at the tap in the dining area. When she returned to her room, she picked up the book she had tossed aside earlier and calmly reviewed her lesson for the next day. Only occasionally did her eyes wander, her mind conjuring the images of her insidious-faced classmates, or Bedri standing before her, embarrassed and angry. But each time, Macide lightly shook her head, raised her eyebrows, and pushed these thoughts away, returning to her studies.

The next day, school did not seem as changed as she had feared. Even on the way there, she realized she felt no anxiety. In fact, her steps bounced quickly over the uneven pavement, as if she were on her way to receive good news. In the morning before class and during recess, she noticed that the girls had found other distractions. She realized the incident from two days ago would be forgotten much sooner than she had expected. She remembered, with a hint of sadness but also with relief, that she had never been an important figure among her peers—never the center of any significant or lasting attention.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
SABAHATTIN ALI

The Devil Inside Us

=

7 ¥

x
“g
»
AN

A New English Translation by Soner Dursun






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





