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To Whom It May Concern,


I obey, I work, I appreciate. I scrub, I vacuum, I mop. I want you so bad I’ll do whatever you ask.


I can kill, I can steal, I can take the blame for anything you need. I can dance, I can sing, I can be your exotic queen. I can carry, I can build, I can drive you from building to building. I can be the star of your football team. I can fight all your wars for a tiny shiny coin. Two coins and I will proudly work in your rotten hospitals, universities, tech companies. I can live in your apartments and take care of your babies. For free. It would be an honor to live under the same roof as you, your creepy husband, and your newborn baby. I can be your cheap prostitute, right here, right now, I can take it all in. If the earth collapses in on you one day, take this oath, I will be your human shield.


Will you let me stay, let me stay, let me stay.









August 15


Today I started working as a cleaner at a hostel. I’m not officially registered to work yet because of my visa status. Well, not really. I’m not registered because I still haven’t sent them a copy of my visa, because I’m afraid they’ll think my status is complicated.


But this has nothing to do with cleaning toilets. Or it has everything to do with it.


The hostel’s name is Looking Glass. Dusty kitsch portraits of Alice, the Mad Hatter, and the queen hang on its sky-blue walls. It says “we’re all med heir” in ugly letters down one whole side of the room, and there’s a huge kaleidoscope mirror on the other.


When I walked in, a couple of pale and tall people, tattooed and pierced, were behind the bar, which is also the reception desk, talking about their wild weekends. I asked for Ali, my trainer for the day. I found him in the storage room, which is also the changing room. Ali is a Turkish graduate student who works three extra jobs so he can afford to be an unpaid lecturer at a university here. He’s a barista, a delivery guy, and a cleaner. We kind of look alike, except we don’t. Well, we’re both Turkish and we both have dark hair.


First, we looked up how many checkouts there were today, using the company app on the androids assigned to us. Then we went to the Putzkammer to fill up our cleaning baskets.




Things we must put in our cleaning baskets:


Yellow cleaning cloths for the shelves in each room


Yellow sponges (or were they pink?)


Blue cloths and blue sponges for sure, for the toilets


Tea towels, also for the toilets


Mops


An empty Ikea bag for the dirty mops


Two spray bottles, one blue, one pink (first pink, then blue, like ladies first)





“Welcome to the bottom of the immigrant hierarchy,” Ali said, handing me a pair of yellow latex gloves. He explained how at the end of every shift we must refill the spray bottles and put them on the shelves where they belong. We must put each dirty sponge, cloth, and tea towel into its own dirty basket. We must throw used bedsheets and bath towels into the laundry room through the little window in the basement. If we find anything that looks valuable, we must take it to the lost and found basket behind the reception. But if we find small things like bottles with Pfand, shampoos, or food left in the common kitchens after the guests have checked out, we can take them home. In Ali’s words, they’re our “treasures to keep.”




Treasures of the day:


One shampoo


One shower gel


Five tampons


Half of the Pfand money (3.15 euros) we made recycling the bottles we found in the rooms





Finally, he said that all Putzis get two free beers at the end of each shift. I knew this already. If Looking Glass weren’t the only place that had responded to my job application in months, this would’ve been a deciding factor. I’d visited Defne at the hostel a couple of times before she quit working here to start working at my old company, which I warned her many times against, but she didn’t listen. She’s now monitoring Turkish social media for child pornography and self-harm alerts and getting paid 4 euros per hour more than I am. She thinks it’s worth it. Maybe it is, if you don’t mind hating yourself, your country, and humanity so much that you’d rather do anything else for money than to ever go back there.


I had my free beers with Ali, so on my way home I was slightly drunk. As I walked to the U-Bahn, passing by all the party people, the homeless, the dealers, I thought of the first time I walked on Warschauer Strasse five years ago. I was only twenty-one. A Bavarian backpacker I’d met online picked me up from the S-Bahn and walked me to his squat house to spend the night. It was my first visit to Berlin and the first time I ever traveled on my own. Was it the thrill of being so far away from Turkey that kept me warm in his makeshift home in that slate-gray Berlin winter? Was it love at first sight with Berlin?


From what I’d gathered watching and rewatching Christiane F., Wings of Desire, and Berlin Calling over the years, Berlin had seemed like a city where one wouldn’t have to give up on her dreams to stay alive—especially if that dream was to hop into a bulldozer and demolish herself, a haunted house, one room at a time. And the moment I saw that Berlin was not a film set but a real, dark, and thrilling home to so many vagabonds, I knew I’d make it my home. I’d build a new Leyla here and hide her from eyes that knew us before, voices that wouldn’t stop telling us what we could not do. And I did it. I moved here less than a year after that cold November night.


I came here to write. I’d known I wanted to be a writer before I knew how to read, but after college, I found myself only writing copy for advertising agencies that sucked all creativity out of me. Life was so expensive and politics so erratic in Turkey that all of my attempts at literary writing were shut down for one reason or another, each time leaving me with less courage to say what was on my mind. I was turning into Joyce’s Bloom, walking the streets of Istanbul like a ghost, unable to reconcile how far my reality was from the dreams I once had. There was more hope for Stephen Dedalus in Dublin than for me in Istanbul. But Berlin was going to be different. If there was anything I’d heard more about this city than its unmatched freedoms, it was that anyone could afford a decent life here on a part-time job’s salary. Universities were free for everyone. I’d enrolled in a master’s program for the visa and found a student job in my first week. I moved into a shared Altbau apartment in Neukölln and met other aspiring writers in bars where taboos didn’t seem to exist.


I was so intoxicated by Berlin that I didn’t even smell the puke, the piss, the poverty. Punks smoking and fighting, drunk, seemed like real-life Renaissance paintings of biblical miracles to me. It took me six years to realize that not everyone on the streets of Berlin was there by choice. I was such a Dummkopf. I still am. I’m still in love with this filthy city, but now I know that Berlin’s love isn’t free.


I’m going to keep the cleaning job a secret from my mother and sister. They have enough to deal with in Turkey. I don’t want them to remember the days when we had a cleaner and give them yet another reason to be sad about the way our lives have changed. Our cleaner, Fatma Teyze, might have been my mother’s closest friend. Once, my mother decided to break up with my father and told my sister to drive us all to Fatma Teyze’s house, because she didn’t trust any of her other friends to keep her secret. We stayed in Fatma Teyze’s house for half an hour and then my father picked us up. Fatma Teyze was back at her job in our home the next Tuesday, and we never spoke of that night or a breakup again.


But I never forgot the taste of the kaçak tea that burned my tongue while we all sat quietly in Fatma Teyze’s small kitchen, the sound of football coming from their TV in the living room and her husband pretending to watch the game but giving Fatma Teyze angry looks behind my mother’s back, as if to say, You’ll pay for this once they leave. And they better leave soon.


I’ve been watching Turkish TV on my laptop since I got home from work today. My soap opera addiction is getting serious. But I have no money to go out to try and fight it.


While the Turkish Coca-Cola commercial did a close-up on a happy family gathering around a big table to have baklava and Coke after a long day, I said, “Alexa, start cleaning,” and my roommate Victor’s Roomba started motoring around the floor. I cleaned the fallen leaves of the only plant in our flat and decorated it with strips of paper I ripped from an old art magazine as if it were a wishing tree to hang dreams on Hıdırellez. Victor came out of his room to cook and said, “Alexa, play some jazz music.” I slunk back to my room, quietly, like Gregor Samsa in The Metamorphosis after realizing no one wanted him in the living room, carrying my soap opera friends with me inside my laptop screen.


This show’s called Uzak. The son of a rich, traditional Turkish family is away from home, studying medicine in Berlin. In the beginning, we learn that he’s had a great setup here for years, living in a stylish loft in West Berlin with a German model. Though of course the soap quickly makes us root for a Turkish girl instead, who grew up in a village with an alcoholic and violent father who sold her to be married to the rich boy when she was a baby. When her father died, she moved to Istanbul for college, thinking she was finally free, that her life was saved by the big city, just like how the rich boy felt in Berlin, unaware of his father’s plans for his future. They were both fools to think that they could escape the lives their families wrote out for them. Halfway through the first episode, they were already married and the girl had fallen in love with the boy, who left her alone in Berlin to spend the summer in the US with his model girlfriend. Alone in Berlin, the Turkish girl started to hang out with Turkish German hustlers who lived down the street from where I live, Kottbusser Tor, and sending photos of “home-cooked” meals to her in-laws from a Turkish restaurant, which in real life is Syrian, but okay. In the final scene, she lies to them about being pregnant so the boy can’t break up with her when he returns from the US like he said he would. It’s exhausting to be alone in Berlin, faking oneself to your family back home and another to the people around you. But she will make it work. We all do. I’ve talked to my mother and sister on the phone every single day since I moved here, but they had no idea how close I’d come to annihilation until a couple months ago.


For the most part, neither did I.


I found this notebook under the couch. Someone must’ve forgotten it in my room because I don’t remember buying it at all. It’s not me: it’s orange. I hate orange. And it has thick, white pages. Or who knows? Maybe this is me now: whatever I find on the floor. Whatever I can have. Nothing I want.


I’m going to write in this notebook every day.


I probably won’t. I was never able to keep a diary for longer than a week. I was never able to finish anything I started. I know I finished some things, but it sure doesn’t feel like it right now. After spending the whole day learning the art of cleaning, all I can see now is the dust in the corners that the Roomba can’t reach, Victor and Heidi’s fallen hair all over the bathroom entangled with mine, and the stains I never noticed before on every mirror I turn to.









August 18


Last night I dreamed that Mona was back in Berlin. (Mona was my best friend—until one day she left the country without saying a word. I only found out she was gone later, once she settled into her new life in LA, as if we had been no more than two acquaintances, friends of friends.) (I guess that’s exactly what we were. I was a friend of one of Mona’s many invented selves, as she was mine.) The dream Mona was beautiful as ever with her big black eyes, pixie hair, and striped crop top. She worked at the hostel too. We cleaned the dream lobby together, which was in a garden with an enormous palm tree in its center, where Mona and I were sharing a long, black clove cigarette. She wanted us to rob the hostel safe and run away.


“Where to?” I asked.


“LA, London, wherever we want,” she said. “Somewhere you can write stories and I can read all day.”


Mona had come to save me from selling my hands, my feet, my back for 8.5 euros an hour. I was overcome with relief—until she said we needed to do something radical to distract people.


Not the tree, not the tree, I thought.


“The tree,” she said. “We’ll light the tree on fire. Once everybody comes out, we’ll go in and empty the safe.”


There’ll be more palm trees in LA, I thought. I’ve never been there but I’ve seen enough series set in LA to give dream Leyla the confidence to assume that.


Mona said she’d start the fire if I wanted to search the rooms for any treasures worth taking. As I went in and out of private rooms and common kitchens, I started doubting whether I wanted to leave Berlin. I found more treasures than I could fit in my Ikea bag: bottles of Berliner Kindl, dozens of Kinder Surprise, a large bag of coke, and finally a 500-euro bill. I ran to the garden to show Mona all that I’d found. I wanted to tell her we didn’t have to burn the tree. We didn’t have to steal anything.


But I woke up before I could find Mona. I don’t know if dream Leyla was able to save the tree. I also don’t know why dream Leyla thought she could go to London or LA, when I barely have a visa to be in Berlin. I don’t know what made me dream of Mona after all this time. I haven’t spoken to her in months. I didn’t write anything when she texted me saying she’d moved to the US. What could I have said? If she wanted to tell me why she left, she would have.


I’ve known that I couldn’t make Mona tell me anything real unless she wanted to herself since the first time I met her in that deathly toilet stall in Sisyphos, buying drugs from the same dealer. We were both on our own and high out of our minds. She said she was Canadian, but she had an ambiguous look and accent, like me. She also said she was older than I was, but she looked a couple years younger. After snorting the first line, she told me she was actually from France and four years younger than me. When I asked her why she lied, she shrugged; it was an old habit.


“I usually don’t talk to anyone long enough to feel like I owe them the truth,” she said.


We stayed together for the rest of the party because the dealer only had one tube of ketamine left to sell; he suggested we share it. Retrospectively, it’s not hard to see that we could have easily split the powder in the tube, gone our separate ways. We were both equally lonely. But I only came to know her well-concealed desolation much later. For a long time, we remained distant party friends. She would come to my apartment or wherever I was when she called at odd hours, but she never invited me to her place or introduced me to her friends. I didn’t pay this any attention at first, back when I attended classes at the university and had a part-time office job. Time passed clandestinely when I believed that Berlin loved me back.


Who wouldn’t have believed it? Mona had even written it on the street once, right by the entrance of Görlitzer Park. She’d spray-painted a birthday cake and written “happy birthday leyla! berlin loves you!” under it. She’d pulled me away from my apartment (where I had a dozen guests) at 3:00 a.m., covered my eyes with her hands, and walked me over to the park, where she told me to open my eyes and popped open a bottle of Rotkäppchen. I told Mona on the way back to my apartment that up until that moment, I couldn’t have imagined feeling so happy. Doubtless ketamine played a part in reaching that level of bliss, but still.


Now, I wonder who had to clean after us the next day. Who had to repaint the ground and bring Berlin back to its brutal gray?


Yesterday I had my second training shift at the hostel. My trainer for the day was Mia, who’s an Italian DJ, photographer, graphic designer, and cleaner. She also looks like me, except she’s taller, older, and has fake eyebrows, I think.


“So,” she asked me while we took our cleaning baskets to the first room, “how did you end up here?”


I told her about how I was kicked out of the university for writing a thesis that wasn’t academic enough, how I begged my professor to let me pass because my visa depended on it, how he said, “That is not my problem. If you are not happy with my decision, sue me.” I told Mia about how I sued him—and the whole university—appealing for a reevaluation or a chance to write a new thesis and how I now have to wait for the court to decide what happens next on a Fiktionsbescheinigung (as in fictional certificate), which allows me to neither enroll in another program nor start a full-time job.


“Asshole!” Mia said, like everyone else who heard this story in the last three months.


Everyone says that they’ve never heard of anyone failing their thesis before. “Who does that to someone?” they ask. I don’t know. I don’t want to talk about it anymore. I don’t want to think about being the only one anyone has ever heard of who has failed their thesis.


After I told Mia the whole story, I realized that I hadn’t told Ali any of it. Partly because he talked rather than listened but mostly, and undeniably, because it’s much more difficult to talk about failure in Turkish. It triples the pain, the shame, the drama of real life to think in that language. Because I lost everything I had in Turkish. Because I cried for all my losses in that white room called mother tongue, a white windowless room in the psych ward called the past. And even the way you cry changes when you leave your mother’s side. You learn to cry quieter, and it starts hurting less. Or maybe it doesn’t hurt less at all. Maybe you simply give up on the idea that crying can soothe your pain when there’s no one to tell you everything will be okay in the room. Or maybe I don’t want anyone to tell me everything will be okay in the language of my childhood because my childhood room is where I learned that nothing in this world would ever be okay.


I asked Mia why she was working at Looking Glass.


“I needed to do something I didn’t care about,” she said. “A job that wouldn’t consume my brain so I could focus on my art. Cleaning was the perfect match. It’s good exercise too.”


She told me that most cleaners at the hostel were artists and often collaborated on projects. But when I told her I was a writer, she didn’t bother to ask what kind. Was it because I wasn’t dressed like a Berlin artist (my pants were black but my T-shirt was white) (and I don’t own any combat boots) or could she tell from my eyes that I haven’t written anything new in over a year? I figured it was a combination of both and didn’t tell her that I had a couple of essays up on Berlin’s most popular websites or that I was once a sought-after reader at bar poetry nights. Or that though I haven’t put out any new work in a while, I’ve found other ways to collaborate with artists she must have heard of. What did it matter? I was at the Looking Glass to learn how to be a cleaner not to prove myself as a writer. I’d had twenty-six years to do that, but instead I’d ended up in that training session with Mia, which was apparently just as doomed as my writing career.


Mia was supposed to watch me clean, but I was so slow that we had to split the rooms to be able to finish on time. I thought I did fine, but it turns out I broke a drain and messed up cleaning one bathroom. Today, the head of the maids messaged me twice to tell me about the chaos I caused: the guests complained, and the hostel had to give them their money back.


My mother kept calling me while I was trying to figure out whether this meant I was fired, and whether I fucked up because I subconsciously wanted to get fired, or if I was simply incapable of doing anything right. I knew she wouldn’t stop calling until I answered, so I picked up when she called for the sixth time. She asked if everything was okay. I said yes. She said I sounded sad. I said I was okay. She asked if I was sure. “Ya! Üf!” I groaned. I hung up. Then I opened the free beer I brought home from the hostel and drank it on my own.


I apologized, and the head of the maids liked my message on the app.









August 20


Today I went to the Ausländerbehörde to consult a lawyer who gives free immigration advice once a month, a young Syrian who spoke fluent Turkish, German, and English. He smelled like lemon cologne.


I told him my story and asked what would happen if the court couldn’t decide on my case until my Fiktionsbescheinigung expires in three months, three weeks, six days, and twelve hours.


He looked amused at first, then worried and curious. “Why are you so terrified of moving back to Turkey?” he asked. Did I have a reason that would make me eligible for asylum or refugee status?


I remembered a conversation I had on a plane with a middle-aged Turkish stranger. It was a few years ago, when I was flying back to Turkey from Copenhagen where I’d been visiting friends. He asked what I had been doing in Copenhagen, and five minutes later I found myself telling him about how I felt guilty because I’d just lied to a friend to cover up for her cheating girlfriend. Maybe because he wore all black and looked like a Muslim priest. He told me that I shouldn’t be too hard on myself. He said it was normal to cheat in Denmark and then asked if I had a boyfriend with a grin that made him look like a different kind of priest entirely. I said yes, which was only partly true, and asked him how he moved to Copenhagen to reroute the conversation. When was it? What kind of visa did he get?


He said he was granted asylum by Denmark in the seventies. I felt bad for thinking less of him. I asked what he had to seek asylum from.


“Solcu muydunuz?”


He burst out laughing and said only an idiot would care about politics enough to drive himself to exile. He visited a cousin in Denmark the summer he graduated from high school and simply didn’t want to go back. So, he made up a few lies about people wanting to kill him in Turkey and they let him stay. Back in the day, he said, it was as easy as that.


Today, the only asylum seekers I know are my Syrian party friends who I’ve met at Sisyphos. They might be partying and dealing drugs now, but they all crossed borders and seas, escaping mortar shells and Kalashnikov gunfire from their own government and people. The only Turkish asylum seekers I’ve heard of are writers, artists, and academics who would’ve been arrested if they hadn’t run away. I’ve been hearing a lot of stories about Afghan refugees too. They’re being sent back after years of living in Berlin because supposedly the war in their country is over. Many of them get killed as soon as they get off the plane.


So, no, I said to the Ausländerbehörde counselor. I don’t have a reason to seek asylum. I have been too much of a coward to speak up against my government. I had one controversial essay up on a website, and I asked the editor to take it down when I thought I was getting kicked out of Germany in June. I know that I could lie and make a case for myself to stay here as a refugee, but I wouldn’t be able to live here in peace knowing I took the place of a journalist or a trans person whose life is in real danger in their own countries.


Let’s say I didn’t care. When you are an asylum seeker or a refugee in Germany you aren’t allowed to visit your home country. You lose your refugee status here if you do. And since my family can’t afford to come here, I would be giving up on seeing them for years. So maybe this is the real reason why I won’t apply for asylum. And maybe I don’t really care about others.


Why can German cars, intelligence software, and pharma roam in Turkey more freely than they ever could in their own country, yet I can’t have one room in Kreuzberg to watch soaps and contemplate writing in without having to choose between my conscience and asylum, my ideals and academia, my family in Turkey and freedom here?


The counselor asked if I had any friends who’d marry me. No? Four years in Berlin and no friends who care enough about me to marry me? No boyfriend? Did I have any money to pay someone? No. No. No. No.


“Maybe that’s for the best,” the counselor said. “I hear a lot of horror stories about visa marriages. The woman who was here before you, for example. She paid someone, a friend of a friend, to marry her. Everything went smoothly until they dealt with all the paperwork and she got her residency permit. As soon as they left the Ausländerbehörde, the man turned around and said, ‘Now, you will start paying me two thousand euros every month, or else I will tell the government this marriage is a fraud.’”


He didn’t have any other advice for me. Except that I shouldn’t even consider overstaying my visa since Europe is always looking for reasons not to let us in. He repeated what I already knew: I would get a five- to ten-year ban on applying for a new visa if I broke any rules, that I should stick to my job since the Ausländerbehörde will be checking my accounts for official and stable income, and that I should try to talk to my professor again or get a lawyer to have a higher chance at winning the appeal. But I can’t afford a lawyer and if I see my professor again, I will have a breakdown and will definitely need a lawyer then. And probably a psychiatrist too.


The counselor went on to tell me about how Turkey is a great country, how Erdoğan is a strong leader, standing up to the West, opening his arms to the East. And that was my cue to leave.









August 23


I was still feeling out of sorts from my visit to the Ausländerbehörde, and the hostel hadn’t called me in for my next shift, so when Heidi knocked on my bedroom door the next day holding a mirror with cute lines of speed and the sound of techno rattling out of her laptop speakers, it didn’t take her long to convince me to pause my soap and go out with her.


“Wanna go to Sisy?”


“I can’t.”


“Even if I pay for the entrance and the ketamine?”


I looked at her with my mouth open for a second—you get this kind of invitation once in a lifetime in Germany—but it wasn’t a long second.


Heidi threw my dress on the bed. She didn’t have to ask what I would wear because I’ve been wearing the same dress all summer—an old present from my mother—one with deep, dark crimson roses. I put it on and brushed my hair. Heidi already looked fine with her long red hair, jean shorts, and tank top. She seems a little skinnier every time I see her, which is not very often. She may as well be living in the clubs, and when she’s not dancing in some dark room, she’s in Lichtenberg, trying to save her relationship with her DJ boyfriend. We snorted a few lines at home and took our Sternis with us to the train.


As soon as we arrived at Sisyphos, we found Felix, the most reliable dealer I’ve ever known. He’s always dancing in front of the DJ in Hammerhalle with his fanny pack and chewing gum, moving his pale, skinny arms up and down behind his back like a moth. We got into the toilet stall with Felix and two other boys: one Lebanese, the other Liberian. All brought together by our shaman, Felix, who quickly left us in search of new followers, the four of us spent the rest of our club day together.


Zain was a tourist, visiting from Beirut for the weekend. An architect. Tall, handsome, friendly. Zain’s muscular body was unmarked by Berlin. His bronze skin hadn’t lost its glow. Heidi couldn’t keep her eyes off him. He had a girlfriend back home and was not interested in Heidi, but Mohamed, the Liberian, was into Heidi. Of course, Heidi wasn’t into Mohamed at all. Nobody was flirting with me, and I wasn’t flirting with anyone. All I wanted was more speed, more ketamine, and cocaine. I couldn’t stop thinking about cocaine as I danced, even though I could feel that the sober Leyla was in there somewhere, judging this parasite Leyla. One Leyla only wanted to keep dancing, one Leyla wanted to take an endless line of drugs, one Leyla wanted to sleep and not have to talk with anyone ever again.


Then, Mohamed grabbed the wrist of all Leylas at once and yelled into our ear.


“Follow me. I found a little bit of coke. Come. Coke.”


His voice sent a shiver down my spine. He didn’t invite the others, who were dancing side by side with a Berlin-proper distance and their eyes locked on the DJ. This, I figured, meant that he was tired of waiting for Heidi to give up on Zain, and he was going to try to hook up with me. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I followed him.


We went into a secret room passing through a short labyrinth. No one was there, so we settled in. He made two huge lines. We snorted them. He made two more. I didn’t need more but since they were there, I took another. He put his phone, credit card, and 5-euro bill in his pocket and his hands around me. He lifted me up and I kissed him, because why not I thought.


We had sex there for a while, at the center of the labyrinth, until we remembered we were high, and no one would come. It was a sad hit of awareness: we had both gone in there by choice, we took all the lines in excitement, we pulled and pushed our bodies onto one another with a sense of urgency, but once everything turned out as it would after those steps, we realized it was all for nothing. The fever was ersatz, there were no fluids left in our bodies—no spit, no come, no tears. We took more lines and went back to the dance floor.
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