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			‘A beautiful novel and a hymn to liberty’	    Le Monde

			 

			‘A studied look at the alienation that springs from oppression, this is a moving meditation on love, loneliness, and literature’
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			‘Fazıl’s uncertainty over which path to take in his life — one of books and ideas, or one of carefree passion — stands as an intriguing metaphor for [Turkey’s] dwindling prospects. There’s plenty to chew on in this light-­hearted romp’

			Publishers Weekly

			 

			‘This lovely, lyrical story of a love triangle is actually a novel of ideas. Vividly drawn characters use literature as a springboard toward understanding themselves and the world. Written inside a prison cell, Lady Life is an instantly absorbing story about passion, doubt, and the meaning of freedom’

			stephen kinzer, author of Crescent and Star: Turkey Between Two Worlds

			 

			‘A remarkable novel’

			Lire Magazine

			 

			‘A romance novel hiding a Kafkaesque fable, a meditation on isolation, solitude, and escapism through literature’

			L’Humanité

			‘The wonder of Ahmet Altan’s literature lies in it being at once specific to its national context and universal in its concerns. Lady Life strongly evokes the urban and character-­filled Istanbul of cafes, bars, and alleys; just as it grapples with the universal themes of boyhood, status anxiety, and impossible longings. As the men and women of Lady Life come alive on the page, they manage to both seduce us and make us think. The story is thus compelling as it is thought-­provoking. A book to fall in love with’

			arash azizi, author of The Shadow Commander: Soleimani, the US, and Iran’s Global Ambitions

			 

			‘Ahmet Altan perfectly braids the personal and the political, the erotic and the intellectual, the hilarious and the tragic, reminding us there is very little difference between the strands. Lady Life is a gift to readers’

			lauren b. davis, author of Even So

			 

			‘Marvellous . . . Altan plays the strings of love with a ­melancholy instrument he masters like no other’

			L’Obs

			 

			‘A magnificent fable . . . an ode to love and literature’ 
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			I

			Lives were changing overnight. Everything was so rotten that people’s roots in the past could no longer hold their ­present-­day existence firmly in place. Like ducks in a shooting gallery, everyone lived with the possibility of being knocked over and disappearing with a single shot.

			My own life changed overnight. Or rather, my father’s life. As a result of events that did not make much sense to me, a major country announced that it would no longer be importing tomatoes, and just like that thousands of acres of land turned into a scarlet-­coloured dump. My father, with the foolhardiness one sometimes sees in people who resent their work, had invested all his money in a single crop, and so one sentence was enough to knock him over and drive him into bankruptcy. In the morning after a troubled night my father had a stroke.

			We had fallen so hard that we could not even find the time to mourn him. As if suffering from a severe case of vertigo, we were able to see everything around us, including his death, but were unable to make any sense of it. A life we had thought would never change crumbled with a terrifying ease. We were free-­falling in an unfamiliar void, and I did not know what I was falling towards. That I would find out later.

			We were left with the money in my mother’s bank account and the one-­acre flower greenhouse my father had bought for her amusement. “I will find a way to keep you at university, but gone are the days of luxury,” she said. Studying literature on that vast, luminous campus had in fact become a luxury, but she would not hear of me dropping out.

			My poor father had wanted me to become an agricultural engineer, but I insisted on studying literature. I suppose what determined my decision, as much as my fondness for the adventurous solitude within a fortress of novels, was my confidence that no choice could jeopardise my secure future life. 

			A week after my father’s funeral I took the bus back to the city where my university was. The next morning I applied for student aid. I was a good student. They agreed to give me a scholarship.

			Even so, I would no longer be able to pay the rent on the spacious three-­bedroom house I shared with a friend. I found a room for rent on a street of dive bars where my schoolmates and I used to hang out. The room was in a six-­storey building from the nineteenth century, with purple wisteria covering its façade and small balconies with ornamental black wrought-­iron railings. A wooden elevator still stood in its antique cage, but it did not work. The place must have been built as a han; now it was used as a hostel they rented out room by room.1

			Before I moved in, I put aside a few things to wear and, in a senseless act of fury, as if I were taking revenge for what had happened to us, sold all my clothes and books, my mobile phone, and computer to a rag-­and-­bone man at a very low price.

			In the room there was a bed with a brass headboard, an old-­style wooden nightstand, a tiny round table with a crack right in its middle that stood next to the balcony, one chair, and a mirror on the wall near the door. There was a toilet and a shower; together, they were the size of a small wardrobe. There was no kitchen. A large room on the second floor was used as the communal kitchen. A long table made of rough-­cut wood stood in the centre, with two long benches on either side. A refrigerator, at least fifty years old, grunted and growled, and shook at times. A white-­tiled counter, a sink with nineteenth-­century bronze tap with porcelain handles bearing the words chaud and froid, a samovar that mysteriously always had tea on the boil, and a television set: these were the things we shared in our shared kitchen.

			The room’s small balcony was very nice. I would take out the chair, sit, and survey the cobblestone street. After seven at night, it started filling up. By nine you could not see the cobblestones anymore; a colourful crowd – that breathed in and out as one – surged and grew to cover the whole street. A cloud of anise, tobacco, and fried fish drifted up. There were sounds of laughter, whistles, joyful whoops. It was as if once you entered that scene, anything that happened outside was forgotten, and a transient bliss enveloped everyone. I watched from afar that fleeting vivacity in which I could no longer take part.

			Tenants cooked their meals in the communal kitchen. They labelled their food before putting it in the fridge. No-­one touched anyone else’s. In this building of penniless students, cross-­dressers, Africans who produced and sold counterfeit luxury goods, young day labourers from the provinces, bouncers, and waiters who worked in nearby restaurants, there was a puzzling sense of order and peace. There was no manager to be seen, yet everyone felt secure. Everyone guessed that some of the residents were involved in shady dealings outside the building, but that darkness never seeped in.

			I did not know how to cook. I did not have enough money to buy proper meat or vegetables anyway, and I was too lazy to try to prepare food. I usually bought half a loaf of bread and cheese from the corner grocery and ate it at mealtimes. I suppose I resembled the rest of the “new poor” in the exaggerated and ridiculously inept way I tried to live through what had just happened.

			I usually went down to the kitchen to have tea with my “meal”. I had discovered that a bouncer with tattooed biceps who always went about in a black tank top cooked exotic dishes and served them to whoever was in the kitchen at the time. He made strange things like steak with pineapple and ginger-­braised sea bass.

			The building had an intelligence network as incomprehensible as its security system: everyone knew things about everyone else. I learned, without knowing how, that Gülsüm, the cross-­dresser who lived next door to me, was in love with a married cook; the young man two doors down was called “Poet” by all the others; the portly black guy nicknamed “Mogambo” sold handbags during the day and worked as an escort at night; and one of the country boys had shot his cousin. It was as if the kitchen walls were whispering to keep us informed.

			I greeted and exchanged a few words with everybody there, but befriended no-­one. The only person I enjoyed talking to was Tevhide. She was five, the only child in the building. With her short, roughly cut hair and deep-­green eyes that looked at everything with curiosity, she shone like a drop of water.

			The first time we met she gestured to me with her tiny finger to come closer and spoke into my ear as if she were sharing an astonishing secret. “Do you know,” she asked, “that there is a number called one thousand five hundred?” “Really?” I acted surprised. “I swear. My friend told me today.”

			When I did not see Tevhide and her father in the kitchen I would usually eat my bread and cheese, drink a few glasses of tea, and then go back upstairs to my room. I watched the street from the balcony for a while, then read a dictionary of mythology that I had not been able to bring myself to sell. An imagination spanning thousands of years that had given us gods worse than people, never-­ending wars, romances, evils, envy and greed—it helped me to forget the world in which I lived.

			Autumn, with its utter inevitability and glory, had been settling on the city. The weather was cooler, and classes had begun.

			One evening, while I was eating in the kitchen, someone whose name I did not know asked me if I wanted to work part-­time after class. It did not pay much, but the job was easy. I said yes without blinking. I needed every penny. He gave me a card that read friendly casting. The next day I went to the address on it.

			That was a year ago. I did not know then that life was so devoid of a hidden will, so subject to coincidence, that a single word, a mere suggestion, or a business card could change its course completely.

		

	
		
			II

			We went down four floors; the man pushed a door and let me in. I entered a luminous darkness.

			As I stood at the entrance and looked straight ahead at a large round hall with a vaulted ceiling, an enormous shower of lights exploded in my vision. I closed my eyes. I opened them again slowly. The people and the things in the room looked like supernatural creatures under the bright, aggressive beams of light coming from the spots hanging on the ceiling. On the wall, purple, lavender, and blue flashes danced a turbulent ballet, as if trying to compete with the biting whiteness of the spotlights. Directly under the vault was a raised platform, about a foot from the floor. Rows of tables in the shape of a half moon were set up on either side of the platform. Surrounding the tables were chairs draped in satin, with huge bows attached to their backs. To the left of the platform sat an orchestra of musicians in pink shirts.

			There was a black shade on top of each spotlight—the bright-­white rays were absorbed as they hit those shades, gradually dimming. The light grew darker as it permeated down from the vaulted ceiling and more or less extinguished by the time it reached the walls. The bright centre stage was surrounded by darkness. Between the platform and the walls were several rows of tables. People sat there in groups of three or four. I took a seat at one of the empty tables in the back.

			All at once the orchestra began to play. A man on the platform gave a signal, and the people sitting at the tables began to clap. Through an invisible door next to the dancing lights a woman in a red evening dress came out and burst into song. She was fat. Her dress had a plunging neckline and was rather snug around her body, revealing her breasts, a round belly, and full hips. But she was doing nothing to conceal her bulk—on the contrary, she wanted to draw attention to her curves. 

			All the singers that followed her were plump women in similarly tight evening dresses. The top of the turquoise dress of one was made with see-­through lace, revealing her bra and her big, naked belly. 

			I had never seen so many fat and flirtatious women in one place. The aesthetic rules down here were different from those above. In the world up there, young women with small breasts, narrow hips, flat tummies, and long, thin legs were desirable, whereas here there was a taste for buxom women with wide hips, round bellies, broad and strong legs: these were mature women, curvaceous yet lithe. 

			Images captured by cameras were shown on a large screen on the wall. The cameras did not show only the singers: they also focused on the audience from time to time and sometimes even closed in on a single person among them. Those sitting at the tables on the platform were clearly veteran customers. They seemed to be familiar with the rules of the place. Once, the camera zoomed in on one of the women sitting at those tables. Her face came up on the screen. Her wavy ginger-­gold hair, her eyes etched with crow’s-­feet on the sides, her lips turned up at the corners were all remarkable. Yet her most striking feature was her expression. Her face had a teasing joviality about it, as if she were getting ready to crack a joke. She seemed on the brink of laughter. The face disappeared from the screen before I could look at it more.

			She had attracted my attention at once. She, too, wore an evening dress with a plunging neckline. It was the colour of honey, and it tightly embraced her plump body. When she got up to dance with others in the audience she did it smoothly, taking pleasure in what she was doing. Her bare shoulders shone under the lights. I was never good at guessing women’s ages. My mother used to say, “Asians all look the same to white people, and people of a certain age all look the same to the young.” She was right. Everyone above thirty sort of looked the same to me. Nonetheless, I guessed the woman in the honey-­coloured dress was between forty-­five and fifty-­five years old.

			While most people there danced with exaggerated gestures so that the camera would turn to them, there was no pretension in the way she moved. She had gorgeous hips. Even though she shook and quivered with the most lustful moves she somehow seemed strangely untouchable. She was very attractive, but something about her, something I did not quite grasp, was warning me not to get too close. I had never thought before that older women could be attractive. I was surprised, shaken.

			The show lasted about two hours. Once I saw my own face on the screen. Singers I had never heard of sang songs I had never heard. Most of them had good voices. Some among them sounded even better than some celebrity singers. Yet because they either lacked stamina and ambition or had made the wrong decision at some point or other along the way, they had apparently taken a turn from the road leading to the summit of their art and ended up on this T.V. channel that only people in the slums watched. Still, they had no qualms about this. On the contrary, they seemed satisfied with their underground fame, a glory confined to the fringes of the city.

			When the filming ended the spotlights were turned off, the blue, lavender, purple beams disappeared, and dim ceiling lights in the vault came on. Tables and chairs suddenly appeared old, the filth on the floor became visible, people’s faces hung with exhaustion. A damp old-­carpet smell took over the place.

			The hall emptied slowly. Some went back to the greenroom to change out of their costumes, some left in haste. After a while I got up and left the hall. On one side of the dusky corridor stood a row of plastic chairs. I sat in one of them. I did not know where to go; after all that light, my room would be rather gloomy.

			Those who had taken off their costumes in the back passed me, one by one. The place grew quieter. The grey of the walls, with their peeling paint, got darker. I heard footsteps. It was the woman in the honey-­coloured dress. She had changed into a stylish tan trench coat, tightened with a belt around her waist, and dark-­brown suede pumps. She had put her hair up.

			As she passed by she looked at me out of the corner of her eye. Without a word she kept walking. The sound of heels began to recede. I felt a strange sense of disappointment. This baffled me. I did not know I had hopes that could be frustrated. “I keep certain things even from myself,” I mused as I listened to the click of her heels. She was going upstairs. She stopped. She turned back. The clicks began to get closer.

			“She must have forgotten something,” I thought. My head was bowed, my eyes fixed on the dirty floor tiles. Then I saw the dark-­brown suede shoes on them. Their points turned towards me. 

			“What are you waiting for, looking so glum?”

			My heart was racing so fast that for a second I thought I wouldn’t be able to talk. 

			“Nothing,” I barely managed to say.

			“There’s a good restaurant nearby,” she said, “I’m going to have dinner there. Come if you’d like, we can eat together. Two is always better than one.”

			The first thing that crossed my mind was that I did not have the money to pay for the meal. I don’t know if she read this on my face or had decided to make the offer beforehand, but she added, “My treat.”

			“Sure.” 

			I got up. We climbed the stairs and left the building without talking. We began to walk down the street. I was listening to the clicks of her heels. For some reason their rhythmic sound stirred my blood.

			We went into a restaurant with jars of pickle and compotes in its window. The place was empty, presumably because it was quite late. A waiter came:

			“Welcome, Hayat Hanım,” he said.2 “Where would you like to sit?”

			“Let’s sit in the garden.”

			Then, she turned to me.

			“You won’t be cold, will you?”

			“I won’t,” I said.

			It was a small garden, with a tiny pool with a fountain in the middle. A pergola covered it. The ground was concrete. Sculptures that had nothing in common, each one quirkier than the last, were placed at random: one of the seven dwarfs with his red hat, a small giraffe, a plaster Venus, colourful ceramic birds hanging from the pergola, a cat that looked like a lynx, a princess in blue I took to be Cinderella, an angel holding a star wand . . .

			We sat at a table with a dark-­red tablecloth. The waiter followed us, holding a notepad.

			“What will you drink,” Hayat Hanım asked me. In my mind, I was toying with her name. The way the waiter addressed her made me imagine her as a character from a medieval romance; Hayat Hanım, I repeated to myself in all the languages I could: Hayat Hanım, Lady Life, Madame la Vie, Signora la Vita, Señora la Vida.

			“What will you drink?” 

			“Shall we drink rakı?” 

			“Sure.”

			She turned to the waiter.

			“Please bring us double shots of rakı and some of your delicious mezes, but not so much that we can’t enjoy a good bonito afterwards.”

			She turned to me again. 

			“You eat fish, don’t you?”

			“I do.”

			I was floating away like a little stick thrown into the water.

			After the waiter left, she said, “Come on, tell me. What do you do? Are you a student?”

			“Yes.” 

			“What are you studying?”

			“Literature.”

			“I never read novels.”

			“Why not?” 

			“I don’t know, I get bored . . . I already know the things novelists write. What I know about people is enough for me. I’m not going to learn much more than that from a writer.” 

			“What are you interested in?”

			“Anthropology,” she said.

			It was such an unexpected answer that I looked at her with my mouth wide-­open, dumbfounded. I must have given her the exact reaction she was aiming for. She laughed with the happiest laugh I had ever heard. You could hear various sounds in her laugh: morning birds, pieces of crystal, clear water flowing over the rocks, small bells hanging from a Christmas tree, little girls running about holding hands. 

			“I love that word,” she said. “There is nothing more amusing than men’s faces when I say it. I sometimes think they invented the word ‘anthropology’ just for the effect.”

			She continued to laugh.	

			“You aren’t offended by my teasing you, are you?”

			“No, I’m not.”

			I was about to say “I enjoy it”, but I did not.

			“What’s your name?”

			“Fazıl.”

			“It’s a nice name.” 

			“Your name must be Hayat, I heard the waiter say it.” 

			“It’s actually Nurhayat, but since childhood everyone has called me Hayat.”

			The waiter brought the rakı and the mezes. Hayat Hanım arranged the plates on the table with great care.

			I looked at her. There was a mature light in her face, a face that would not be deemed classically beautiful, but it had something more attractive than beauty: a nonchalance, a jocularity, and a wry compassion that seemed to embrace each and every nuance of humanity. 

			“What are you looking at?”

			I felt myself blush. “I was lost in my thoughts,” I said, hiding my eyes from her. She added water to the rakı glasses. “Come on, eat,” she said, “the mezes are good here. But don’t fill yourself up, save some room for the fish too.”

			The mezes were indeed very tasty. I had not had a drink for a long time, and the rakı was already beginning to make me slightly tipsy. As I looked at Hayat Hanım, images of her dancing in her honey-­coloured evening dress flashed before my eyes.

			Probing little by little, she had already learned my whole story by the time our fish was served. I told her everything I could, I suppose. I don’t know how that happened, since I never like talking about myself. She listened to every word I said. Then she reached and touched my cheek with affection, a gesture so very calm and natural. For a while we remained silent. Her quietness was as ingenuous and expressive as her joviality—there was something therapeutic in it that eased the pain in you like the touch of a healer, at least that is how it felt to me.

			When the waiter brought the fish, she said, “I only watch documentaries.” I thought this was another one of her jokes, but she was serious.

			“Why documentaries?” I asked. 

			“They’re both fascinating and a lot of fun,” she said. “Imagine: billions of people are covered by just twelve signs of the horoscope; thousands of years of experience taught people that the characteristics of their species could fit into twelve signs. In the meantime, there exist three hundred thousand kinds of bugs, and they’re all different from one another. The species of fish, same story. You wouldn’t believe what birds are capable of. And space, so mysterious and so terrifying . . . They’ve discovered in a single spot, in one single tiny spot on the space map, ten thousand galaxies. Isn’t all of that exciting?”

			That wry and endearing smile remained on her face as she talked, a smile that would have you believe God had created the entire universe to entertain Hayat Hanım and that she was enjoying it exactly the way she was meant to.

			She had heard of Shakespeare and knew the phrase “to be or not to be”. 

			“Is that all there is,” she said, “to the secret of human existence—a choice between life and death?”

			“That line suggests indecision to me.”

			“Indecision? In my experience people are quite decisive.”

			“What are they so decisive about?” 

			“They are decisive about making dumb decisions. When you watch history documentaries you realise the same stupidity repeats itself over and over again.” 

			“What sort of dumb decisions?” 

			“Come on, eat your fish,” she said, as if she hadn’t heard my question. “You’re letting it get cold. Should we drink some more rakı?”

			“Sure,” I said.

			She asked the waiter for two more rakıs.

			She was certainly the most entertaining dinner companion a person could ask for. A bright and captivating conversationalist, her charm heightened by a sardonic disdain for everything and everyone—including herself. All manner of topics flitted around our table like fireflies.

			She knew almost nothing about literature. She had never heard of Faulkner, Proust, or Henry James, but she knew that the general who defeated Hannibal in Carthage was Scipio; that Julius Caesar wore a red cape in battle; that the crust of the earth floats on a constantly moving ocean of fire; that some wood frogs wholly freeze in winter, fall and break their icy bodies like a piece of china, but come back to life and are healed in the summer; that leopards fight with baboons; that termites take out their trash every night and have teams of garbage collectors; that ants engage in agriculture in the underground cities they build; that some birds use tools; that dolphins smack the sand with their tails in shallow waters to scare the fish, and when the fish jump they catch the poor little things in the air; that lions have an average life span of ten years; that one kind of spider goes fishing; that tiger beetles rape their females; that the stars explode and disappear on their own; that space keeps expanding nonstop; and many more things of the kind.

			Her mind was like one of those quirky, cluttered stores where the cheapest junk is displayed side by side with the most precious antiques. As far as I could see, what she took away from all that information was an entertaining disdain, a cheerful indifference towards life. The way she talked would make you believe that for her life was a simple toy bought from a flea market: she could play and have fun with it, she did not need to be afraid of breaking or losing it. I had never met anyone like her.

			As we approached the end of our meal, she told me about praying mantises. 

			“The female bites off the male’s head while mating,” she said. 

			Then, looking right into my eyes, she added: 

			“The male keeps fucking the female after his head has been severed.”

			I felt my insides shake. It was the first time I heard a woman use the word “fuck” so easily.

			When our meal was over, I felt dizzy standing up, I held on to the table, hoping she did not notice.

			After we left the restaurant she asked where I lived. 

			“Nearby,” I said. 

			“Good.”

			She waved down a taxi, kissed me on the cheek, said “See you around,” and got in. The car drove away.

			The sky, taken over by a thick fog, reflected city lights back onto the streets, illuminating the night with a smoky brightness. The stone buildings, which housed in their small rooms illicit sweatshops, cardboard mills, firms involved in brand piracy, makers of plastic goods, offices of human smugglers disguised as travel agencies, had the city’s hazy whiteness on their dark walls. On the ground floors of some were recently opened art galleries and fake antique shops selling replicas of furniture from a bygone age, their windows like oases of light. A case in arrested development, the gentrification of these streets had stopped all too suddenly, leaving behind a scene of tottering conflict.

			She had invited me to dinner, but she did not want me after all. I was left alone in the middle of the street on a night when everything could have happened but nothing did. Failing to be wanted had fractured the hidden mirror of my self-­image. The “I” of my imagination was in tatters. What remained was my wobbly body. I now realised that a hidden self-­image was what held me together: it made me who I was. However, I could not quite comprehend the fragility of that invisible mirror, the most essential piece of me, a pedestal on which my mind with its entire gallery of thoughts and emotions stood. 

			When had I become so weak that I collapsed with the first gust of wind, like a mulberry tree rotting from inside? Where had that strong sense of confidence to safeguard me against another person’s disapproval gone? She had wounded me at our first encounter, yet she had done literally nothing to hurt me. I would later understand that no-­one knew how to do nothing better than she. 

			When I told her later what I had gone through that night, “Goodness gracious,” she said, in a voice that sounded full of regret, “I never thought you could be that fragile.” But then she laughed with such an innocent joy that I could hardly believe she felt any regret for what she had done.

			The jolt of disapproval revived all my sorrows, as if the cord holding together the bale of my misery was cut off, setting free all the pain and grief. My father’s death, the suddenness of poverty, loneliness, desperation spread inside me like poison oozing from a snakebite.

			Only later would I realise that like so many others I, too, brought to the surface my own collection of miseries to use as a shield against the real source of pain. Much later. Time would teach me that to understand such things as they were unfolding one needed a certain kind of experience, a maturity that was shaped by coming into collision with “real life”, something I lacked then.

			As I was approaching the hostel I came upon a terrifying group of large bearded men with baseball bats in their hands. I had heard of them. They did not attack restaurants packed with customers, but they followed people after leaving those restaurants, cornered and beat them on empty streets. Recently, they also attacked an art gallery in broad daylight, beat everyone inside, saying “You can’t drink liquor here,” and destroyed the artwork. They hated all kinds of entertainment. They hated everyone who wasn’t like them.

			I was scared. Fear compounded my grief. Everything and everyone seemed to humiliate me. I turned to backstreets and took the long way home. I did not stop in the kitchen. I went directly upstairs.

		

	
		
			III

			As I did every Saturday, I called my mother from the phone booth two streets down. She spoke with an effort to hide the grief that had settled in her voice since my father’s death, but she could not withhold her worries about me. 

			“How are you, how is your health, are you eating, are you comfortable in the room you’re renting, how is the university going, are you doing well in your classes, how are you doing with money?” 

			I said I was fine.

			I could hear in her voice that my father’s death—a fact that I still had trouble grasping—had already become firmly attached to her being. The night I rode the intercity bus back to school after the funeral, inhaling the smells of lemon cologne and plastic seat covers, I had realised suddenly that my father was indeed dead. “He died,” I had thought. 

			My mother had hired an assistant, signed a deal with a couple of florists, and was now selling them fresh-­cut flowers.

			“I am making a little money,” she said. “Do you need any?”

			“No, Mother, I’ve got a job, I’m doing O.K.”

			“You’re not neglecting your studies, are you?”	

			“No, Mother.”

			I don’t know why exactly, but after having talked to my mother I felt overwhelmed. I knew she was grieving and stressed, but there was nothing I could do about it.

			She and my father were the happiest couple I had ever known. It was as if they shared an amusing secret nobody else knew. They always treated me with much love and affection; it would be an ungrateful lie to deny this. I always remember them side by side on the pier in front of the yalı, laughing together as the sun set.3 I would go towards them, and they would see me and there would be a brief silence before they began talking to me. I always had the same strange feeling that they had left the room they had just been in and locked the door behind them—that they had come out of that room to be near me rather than letting me in. I could not go inside, they had to come out. Perhaps that wasn’t the case, but that was the impression I had. I felt left out, yet did not mind it so much. I, too, had established my own world—a world of books that left everyone else, including my parents, outside. There was a balance to our lives that allowed each one of us to feel good and happy. We were a beautiful family. At peace. One cannot learn much about life in happy, peaceful families, I understand this now: it is unhappiness that teaches us what life is about.

			It was drizzling outside. I started to walk. I did not know what to do. I had stopped seeing my old friends and I had no new ones. Holidays were hard for the lonely. I had come to learn that.

			I would daydream about running into Hayat Hanım on the street. What if she appeared from around the corner . . . I knew this was more than unlikely, but hoping against hope I couldn’t stop looking around. I was searching the streets for a woman. Would I have done this when we were rich? Would I stroll alone on the streets lost in the dream of running into a woman whom I had met only once? Poverty had reduced me to this in such a short time, it had deprived me of so much more than just cash. Like a baby turtle whose shell had been removed from his body, I was helpless, unsheltered, weak. The faintest breeze, the slightest drop in temperature, the tiniest leaves of grass, the edges of the smallest rocks, all had a major effect on my body and mind as though they represented a major change in my physical circumstances. I quivered a little more with each such shift. I could never conceive the possibility that just like that my thick and warm shell could be removed. It embarrassed me to see how little was left behind from what I used to be, once they took away the money.
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