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			OĞUZ ATAY (1934–1977) was born in İnebolu, Turkey, but spent much of his childhood in Ankara, where his father served as a judge and member of parliament. After graduating from Istanbul Technical University with a degree in civil engineering, Atay briefly worked for a state-owned company constructing piers along the Bosphorus. In 1960, he took a teaching position in the civil engineering department at what is now Yıldız Technical University in Istanbul, a job he would keep for the rest of his life. During this time, he founded a construction company, which soon went bankrupt, and published a topography textbook. At once a quiet leftist and self-proclaimed reluctant member of the petit bourgeois, Atay wrote articles on literature and art for socialist publications, but he would not publish his first work of fiction, Tutunamayanlar, widely considered one of the greatest works of Turkish fiction, until his mid-thirties. Over the next seven years, he would write three more novels, one unfinished, as well as a play, and a book of short stories—more than 2,000 pages in all, none of which found a readership until well after his death. Atay died of an inoperable brain tumor at the age of forty-three. According to his diary, he’d been planning to write a sprawling, multi-volume work entitled “Türkiye’nin Ruhu,” or, “The Soul of Turkey.”
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			INTRODUCTION

		

		
			It was a great shock to me to learn that the writer Oğuz Atay was only forty-three years old when he died of a brain tumor in 1977. The eight stories in Waiting for the Fear, first published in 1975, evoke the rancor and loneliness of a much older man—a misanthrope, or a crank, the beneficiary of a lifetime’s worth of comically bad luck and disappointment. But Atay was reputed to be even-keeled and pragmatic and largely content with his life as a professor of engineering, who in private had happened to write some of the funniest and most enigmatic fiction in Turkey. Photographs show a boyish, handsomely dressed man with laughing eyes and a trim little mustache, sitting at his desk or standing by the seashore with his daughter. “Ben sanıldığı kadar karamsar değilim,” he liked to insist. “I am not as pessimistic as people think.” How to explain the absurdism and the despair of his writing, which stands as one of the crowning achievements of Turkish literature? 

			His biography offers several clues. Oğuz Atay was born in 1934, near the Black Sea port town of İnebolu—the city where Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, the founder of the republic, had donned a jaunty panama hat to give a speech decrying the vulgarity of the fez and other Ottoman fashions. Atay’s mother taught at a local school. His father, a judge, had been elected to parliament as a member of Atatürk’s Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi—the only party at the time—which oversaw the vast autocratic project of modernizing the new nation. When Atay was five, his family moved to the capital city of Ankara; there, the boy was educated in the leading institutions of the Kemalist elite, bastions of rationality, efficiency, progress, and other eagerly adopted European values. He was a precocious reader—he recalleııd reading Reşat Nuri Güntekin’s provincial romance Çalıkuşu when he was in primary school—but his grades in science classes were so good, he claimed, that he’d had no choice but to attend İstanbul Teknik Üniversitesi to study engineering. His first book, Topoğrafya, was a textbook for students of cartography. 

			His success, the apparent ease with which he navigated Kemalist enclaves, must have aroused some irritation, some discontent in Atay. He counted among his favorite writers the creators of sensitive outcasts, of monstrous antiheroes—Vladimir Nabokov, Franz Kafka, Herman Melville, and Fyodor Dostoyevsky, who in 1863 had marveled at the fact that his stubborn countrymen had not “metamorphosed into Europeans” despite being subjected to their “overwhelming influence.” A similar admiration for the intransigence of his own people runs through Atay’s first novel, Tutunamayanlar. Its protagonist, an engineer named Turgut, is determined to piece together the last years of his long-lost friend Selim, who has taken his own life. On his quest, Turgut encounters Selim’s many strange, ungovernable acquaintances and discovers that Selim had begun to assemble an encyclopedia of tutunamayanlar—“those who cannot hold on,” or, more lyrically, “the disconnected.” Like Gustave Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécuchet or James Joyce’s Ulysses, Tutunamayanlar is a magnificent and exhausting novel, patched together from epistolary fragments, diaristic screeds, mock-epic poems, courtroom testimonies, allusions, riddles, puns. At moments, it seems a rebuke to that other great modern Turkish novel, Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar’s Saatleri Ayarlama Enstitüsü (The Time Regulation Institute). Tanpınar burrows into the bureaucracies of the state, constructing a narrative world that grows ever more labyrinthine and totalizing. Atay lingers on the outskirts, keeping the company of workers and wastrels, poets and drunks—all those who refuse the monumental transformations of Turkish society. 

			Atay wrote Tutunamayanlar in a single, feverish year, 1968. He spent the next year revising it, cutting five hundred pages, then adding six hundred new ones. When he told professors in the university’s literature department that he was writing a novel, they looked at him with pity. When he told publishers what he planned to call the novel, they laughed. In 1970, he submitted it to the Türkiye Radyo ve Televizyon Novel Prize, which it won; by then, one imagines, the publishers had stopped laughing and the professors had slunk back to their offices. By the time Atay wrote his second novel, Tehlikeli Oyunlar (Dangerous Games), about a disenchanted Turkish intellectual, the dream of becoming a novelist had lost some of its shine. “İlk gençlik yıllarımda roman yazmanın dehşetli bir iş olduğunu düşünürdum, bugün sadece yorucu bir iş olduğunu düşünūyorum.” “When I was young, I thought writing a novel was thrilling; now, I just think it’s tiring.” Even when he started to publish the stories that would be collected in Waiting for the Fear, he held out hopes of becoming a great scientist. “Olduğundan başka türlü olmak isteyenlerin ülkesinde yașıyoruz herhalde.” “Maybe we live in the country where everyone wants to be different from what they are.” 

			The characters in Waiting for the Fear do not know what or who they are; their self-estrangement is the source of their drama. The first story, “Man in a White Overcoat,” is the only one narrated in the third person. Four stories (“The Forgotten,” “Waiting for the Fear,” “Wooden Horse,” “Railway Storytellers: A Dream”) are first-person monologues. Three stories (“A Letter: Unsent,” “Not Yes Not No,” “Letter to My Father”) take the form of letters. There is almost no difference between how Atay’s narrators think and how they write, which gives the collection a remarkable unity and sense of momentum. The typical Atay narrator is intelli­gent, brash, self-conscious, and irascible. More often than not, he remains anonymous, never revealing his name or where he comes from. He narrates in an outpouring of language, a confession that anxiously draws attention to its own anarchy and excess—to “this chaotic succession of ideas we call ‘stream of consciousness,’” as one narrator describes it. He often interrupts his own thoughts mid-sentence to interrogate a poorly chosen word or to chide himself for an awkward or clichéd phrase. He litters the page with dozens of parenthetical asides. He cannot accept, as many of us do, the essential artifice of words—the fact that they were invented by people to be used in common. “Words refused to describe me,” another narrator laments. “If only I could have had some words of my own, my own sentences and thoughts.”

			There is an aggressive intimacy to Atay’s style, a perverse hospitality to his postmodern tales of indignation and woe. To read these stories is to be forcefully ushered into the home of a friend, only to listen to him rant and rave; to stammer his way from one half-formed thought to the next, with no opportunity to make one’s excuse and leave; yet to find this bizarre performance endearing, lovable even. Both the flow and the fragmentation of the Turkish are tremendously difficult to render in English. Atay’s translator, Ralph Hubbell, performs a near miracle. He re-creates the frantic twists and turns of Atay’s sentences—their slow-building claustrophobia, their persistent self-negation, their blunt humor—without attempting to reproduce their diction or syntax. He exercises a marvelous restraint, too. Turkish is a densely metaphoric and accretive language. Consider a sentence from the first paragraph of “The Forgotten,” in which the narrator is searching the attic for some old books. Her lover or husband hands her a flashlight. “Fenerli elin ucundaki ışık, rasgele, önemsiz bir köşeyi aydınlattı; bu eli okşadı. El kayboldu.” Or, unpoetically, “The light at the end of the hand holding the flashlight randomly illuminated an unimportant corner; she stroked this hand. It disappeared.” With some rearrangement and compression, Hubbell streamlines the sentence without sacrificing its uncanniness: “The beam strayed toward an empty corner and lit it up. She touched the hand; it disappeared.”

			The translation makes clear that the force of Atay’s fiction emerges from the tension between the purposive and strenuous activity of his language and his narrators’ “state of vague revolt” against it. The main character of “Man in a White Overcoat” is a beggar who has “failed at begging” because “he had no injury, talent, or pathetic deformity.” He has no name; he does not speak. Atay compares him to a stain, featureless and misshapen. Wandering around a mosque and its nearby marketplace, the beggar finds his way into an overcoat. This is not Nikolai Gogol’s perfectly tailored overcoat. It is a woman’s garment, “long, lustrous, and clean,” with “a wide collar, oversized buttons, and a flared skirt.” Why does he put it on, smiling? What moves him? Who is he? The mystery deepens as he roams aimlessly through the city, mingling with its pushy, sweaty, inexhaustible vendors: simit sellers, corn sellers, comb sellers, lotto-ticket sellers, shirt sellers, yogurt sellers, belt-makers, shoe-shiners. Just as they peddle their familiar wares, Atay peddles the familiar tropes of alienation. The beggar observes his wandering reflection in an “enormous carved gilt mirror.” The overcoat resembles “a ghost.” A fabric salesman poses the beggar as a “live manikin” in the store window, attaching fabric and string to his arms like “a puppet,” so that he may model his spectral humanity. Fading into and out of the crowd, chased, beaten, and mocked, he is at once a man of the people and a martyr to their misunderstanding. “Two boys sat on top of the park entrance wall watching him. ‘Take a look at this,’ said the one in a flat cap, ‘he looks like a statue.’ ‘Or a crucifix,’ said the other, and they both laughed.”  

			The reader has no access to the mind of the man in the white overcoat, making him the perfect foil to the narrators of the seven stories that follow. Their reactive and fearful minds are splayed across the page. In “The Forgotten,” a woman finds the well-preserved body of her ex-boyfriend in her attic. She was convinced that she had forgotten about him, but he still haunts the language of her parenthetical thoughts: “(I shouldn’t have started my sentence with ‘because’; now he’ll get angry; that’s right, I lived every moment looking at his eyes and wondering what he’d say.”) In the extraordinary title story, “Waiting for the Fear,” the narrator receives a plain envelope containing a letter written in a dialect that he cannot decipher. The narrator’s own language, however, is just as garbled and mysterious: 


			That’s when I suddenly saw the envelope. There among the hallway’s familiar objects, it stood out as the only foreign thing, so I saw it right away: it was sitting on the shelf where I kept the vase, which is what I always put the room keys in, and the lighter I no longer used because it was out of fuel was right where I’d left it a month before; the book I took with me to the toilet, the statue I didn’t want to put in the sitting room because it was broken, the ashtray (I’d place my cigarette in this only when I put on my shoes) given to me as a New Year’s gift from the bank where I kept my account with its twelve hundred lira—everything was in its proper place. Which meant this blank envelope was new. (These “which meant”s always put me at ease.) But I wouldn’t have put an envelope there. Because I didn’t have any envelopes in the house. Because I didn’t write letters to anyone. Because no one wrote to me. I was scared. Because now I couldn’t say “which meant.” 



			Hubbell’s translation chimes beautifully with the rhythm and the repetitions of the Turkish. The long sentence that details the items on the shelf—the vase, the lighter, the book, the ashtray—is comically overelaborated. Its particularity allows us to share in the narrator’s familiarity with these objects. Yet this sentence yields to a series of shorter sentences that focuses the narrator’s attention on an unfamiliar object: the envelope. It short-circuits his thinking, turning it back on itself. All his thoughts become about the language in which he thinks—about “because” (çünkü) and “which meant” (“demek”), words that propose and conclude, respectively, but which have no meaning in and of themselves. The narrator knows that there is something cheapening and peculiarly hollow about all this cogitation. “I could get so obsessed over something that the very number of my thoughts decreased. . . .  It was as if the pieces of my mind had gotten mixed up with all the junk in my drawers, the closets, in the storeroom.”

			Atay’s narrators are obsessives. They are hoarders. They do not choose details; they fixate on them. Among their main fixations is modern Turkish, a language made up of flashy imports—French and English cognates, a new alphabet—and antique idioms. “My country and its people infuriated me,” the narrator of “Waiting for the Fear” complains. “I didn’t exist; I didn’t even occupy a place where I could say I didn’t exist.” Whereas he is livid, the narrator of “A Letter: Unsent” is apologetic, obsequious even, in his address to the cultivated European man he works with: 


			My respect for you is so great that it seemed improper, based on my impression of our surroundings at the time, to burden you with my troubles using a dated vernacular and old-fashioned expressions, and so I’ve located a dictionary and am keeping it close at hand while I write these words.



			The narrator of “Letter to My Father” is more rueful. He wishes that his deceased father had made his peace with his culture’s borrowed words and left behind a work of significance: “It’s just that, in this country where no one really knows much about anything, I wonder if you couldn’t have used the old scissor method and taken a little of this and a little of that—from the works of foreign writers, of course—and left us with a text or two.” 

			Like the best postmodern writers, from John Barth to Italo Calvino to Toni Morrison, Atay tempers his clever meditations on language with a strong sentimental and romantic streak. Waiting for the Fear leaves us with a fable, the surprisingly tender “Railway Storytellers: A Dream.” An unnamed man sits, night after night, at an unnamed railway station, writing stories that he sells to people passing through. He falls in love with a young woman, another storyteller. They are poor and, once a new railway is built that bypasses their station, they grow poorer. Theirs is a “strange and hopeless plight.” All that is left for them is the threadbare promise of romance. So the man begins to write love stories—his best stories, he believes, although no one agrees with him: not his customers, not the stationmaster, and not the young woman, who disappears one day. But the man does not really mind. His love for her is secondary to his longing for his readers—those blurred faces pressed against the windows of the train, which stops only long enough for them to hand him an apple or a dried sausage sandwich in exchange for a story. Only they have the power to convert his loneliness into solitude. The final sentences of the story are addressed to them: “I’m here, dear reader. I wonder: Where are you?” Finally, we can answer him, in English: “Here we are.” 

			—Merve Emre

		


		
			MAN IN A WHITE OVERCOAT

		

		
			He stood there amid the crowd: a penniless failure begging in front of a mosque. The mosque was a big one. Minarets, domes, arches, and latticed windows, it had it all, including a courtyard, a beggar’s most important spot. Not only had he failed at life, he’d failed at begging too, either because he had no injury, talent, or pathetic deformity to profit from, or because he couldn’t disconnect from his surroundings long enough to rue his failures for a while. He wasn’t selling anything like dried corn kernels in little dishes for the children to feed the pigeons, so he couldn’t say he was doing good things for others. He didn’t even have a place to call home, unlike the old man on the other side of the courtyard whose long red robe made him look like an astrologer—his home was a wheeled hut outfitted with leather walls and a front flap that rolled down and shuttered him up every day around lunchtime. And unlike the fat cripple nearby who merely twisted the throttle of his motorized pushcart once he’d finished selling his evil-eye pendants, worry beads, and flint stones, he had no means of escape. He might have stopped someone. He might have passed himself off as a village rustic, claiming he’d just been let out of the hospital and needed some money to make it back to the construction foreman, his hometown compatriot. But since he didn’t speak he probably would have failed in that endeavor too. In fact, other than leaning against the mosque wall he took no interest in any pursuit at all. He didn’t even bother holding out his hand. He simply stared at the pigeons and their dishes of corn, then at the sloped buttress walls lined along their bases with religious sex books, then at the tree trunks wrapped with newspaper clippings that advised the public against certain social evils, then at the charity workers sitting at their tables writing out receipts for donations received, until a shrunken old woman in a chador turned over this reluctant beggar’s hand herself and, assuming he was disabled, filled his palm with a coin.

			The sun soared overhead. It made him squint, which perhaps was why he didn’t look at the money. And perhaps it was because his eyes had settled on some children playing in the courtyard that he forgot to close his hand. The day’s first charity began to move away, but then the woman turned around to look him in the face. Whether intentionally or not, he didn’t even move his eyes, which was why this first patron of his assumed he was blind. Another coin clinked into his palm. The sound woke him up. As he lifted his head, he saw a man in the distance who with his long beard and torn clothes looked just like him. Then a girl walked up, digging nervously through a handbag that seemed to have been made from an old piece of carpet. She took out her change purse. One hand went heavy with the weight of a big coin, and he covered it with the other.

			A dark, disheveled woman with an infant in her arms squatted next to him. Like a pair of stains, the two figures lingered there for a long time against the wall. Then the lighter of the two stains suddenly walked off toward the center of the courtyard. The old red-robed astrologer thrust his cane out from his hut, catching him between the ankles. He nearly fell. “Put me in that shade there, youngster,” the old man muttered. He tried to steer the hut. The old man stomped his foot. “Not there,” he said. He got out to turn the hut in the direction he wanted to go, jerked down on the front flap, opened a small window in one of the leather walls and glared through it at the courtyard.

			He left the old man in the shade; he went back to the wall to stare at his money.

			“You’re an able-bodied fellow. Aren’t you ashamed to be begging?” A fat man stood beside him. “You wouldn’t know what to do with a job if you had one.” He looked at the fat man’s suitcase and tried to pick it up. Even with both hands, he couldn’t do it. Then he noticed a porter in the distance skillfully plying his trade. He tried his method: He reached backward over his head for the handle and tried to lift it onto his back; that didn’t work either. It was only with the fat man’s help that he managed to get the suitcase off the ground.

			“Two and a half lira, that’s all I’m giving you,” the man said in his high-pitched voice once they were on their way. They walked side by side. At the pier, they both had to kneel to lower the suitcase to the ground. The fat man hesitated, then held out his money. He seemed to feel sorry for him. They could have boarded the ferry together on separate fares, but the crew of porters had rendered him useless. He rested at the wall of the ferry terminal until he saw more things he could carry, then he pushed himself off toward the street. He was already worn out, swaying on his legs whenever he stopped to rest. A few people accused him of being drunk in the middle of the afternoon, but he still found plenty of work: another suitcase, a trunk, et cetera (only to the pier). Back and forth he went, between those who thought he was healthy and those who thought he was hurt. He could have kept it up, but just as a well-dressed gentleman was fishing through his pockets to pay him, a woman walked by, whose child took one look at this wreck of a man and started crying. He crossed the street without waiting for his money.

			He returned to the mosque and slipped into the cool vaulted entrance of the courtyard. In the dim light he counted his change, then he asked a simit seller to exchange it for some bills. He walked until he came to a busy market street; he blended back in with the people. He fell in behind two tired and sweaty porters, watching himself in the enormous carved gilt mirror they carried. He didn’t have a jacket on, and his shirt was in tatters from the time he’d reluctantly intervened in a fight between two vagrants; he brought its pieces together, undid the string that held up his pants and tied it tight. The porters suddenly turned up an alley before he could get a look at his ripped pants or the rubber shoes that hid his sockless feet. He wandered from one dense and narrow street to the next. Vendors soon began to gather on the more level areas of the sidewalk, their voices mingling with the pedestrian bustle. Next to appear were the short-legged market tables. They rose higher and higher, the vendors topped them off with poles and tarps, the sun and the upper floors of the buildings disappeared, and the heat eased. There was no space left to walk in the street; he was forced to a standstill, pressed between fabric and clothing that seemed to be held up for display by nothing at all. A white overcoat suddenly touched his face, either blown by the wind or jostled by the passing crowd. Long, lustrous, and clean, it looked like a ghost dressed in a wide collar, oversized buttons, and a flared skirt.

			A light breeze stirred the dresses hanging in the stall of this stocky, dark-skinned vendor, who was clearly from one of the provinces, but the overcoat didn’t budge. It was made out of a heavy fabric. They both stood in front of it for a while. The vendor eventually broke the silence: “What, are you buying it?” He didn’t answer. The vendor grinned and spat on the ground, his face had the look of shrewd indifference. Glancing from vendor to overcoat, he sunk his hand in his pocket. “Wait,” the vendor said, “let’s at least get it on you.” The vendor turned around, looking for someone to join the fun. From the little meyhane across the street a man watched them with his elbows propped on his table and a beer in hand, waiting for a laugh. No one else was interested.

			The coat fit him like a glove. The vendor spun him around, and the flared skirt fluttered outward. The man at the meyhane was so surprised he coughed out a mouthful of beer. The vendor composed himself. “This is a ladies’ coat, my friend. Not for you.” The vendor quickly tried to pull the overcoat from the customer’s shoulders. The man pushed away the vendor’s hand; beneath the coat, he rummaged through the pockets of his pants.

			“You can’t buy it, it’s too expensive,” the vendor insisted. “A hundred and fifty lira. Ladies’ coat. What are you, crazy?” He ignored the vendor and held out all his money in a thick wad. The vendor warily pulled it apart, picked out the loose change and counted the bills.

			“Forty-five lira,” he said. “Not in this world. Take off the coat.”

			He didn’t take it off.

			“It cost me a hundred twenty-five lira,” the vendor said.

			He wasn’t listening. He was too busy looking down at the flared skirt, which almost reached his ankles.

			“You look ridiculous,” the vendor said. “And let’s say you give me a hundred—all right, but what about the rest?” The man at the meyhane had recovered by now. The pain in his chest was gone, but the scene was getting harder and harder to laugh at. Still, he watched them in such a way that signaled his support for the vendor, who no longer looked amused; all he had left to rely on was his dogged stubbornness. “Give me another thirty lira,” he said, “and whatever the hell happens to you, it’s out of my hands.”

			He wheeled about on his heels with the white overcoat still on; he looked around and smiled for the first time. Then, suddenly, his face fell, as if he would never smile again.

			The man at the meyhane turned away. The vendor was on his own. “To hell with you,” he said, “and take your filthy change too.” The vendor pulled the man’s hand out of his coat pocket. “You won’t believe it,” he said, cramming the coins into his palm one by one, “but an old lady brought me that overcoat this morning.” His voice trembled with rage. “I gave her exactly thirty-five lira for it, God’s truth. But that’s ladies’ stuff for you, hardly sells.”

			With his white overcoat on, he rejoined the crowd. Soon he was out from under the canopy of tarps. He looked up at the sky, then at the ground, where he saw the sun reflected in a large puddle. Then the spotless image of sun and sky went blurry with all sorts of colors and shadows. The wonder he felt had yet to fade, and as he leaned over to get another look at his overcoat he saw the reflection of a crowd that didn’t quite know what to make of him. He went around the puddle to keep the coat skirt from getting muddy. The people who tried to watch him as they tiptoed through the water ended up half soaked.

			He walked on without looking back. He quickened his steps. The trailing crowd had gone silent, but its numbers swelled and a hum soon reached his ears. They came to a neighborhood square partially bordered by the high courtyard walls of a small mosque. Although some people stayed to cool off under the shade of the coffeehouse in the square, those who had already finished their tea and didn’t know what to do took their place. Some of the crowd made for the shaded outdoor coffeehouse tables but were quickly displaced by the indoor customers, who’d finished their tea but didn’t know yet what to do with themselves. Altogether, they weren’t that large a group. Even so, they had to push one another to get through the arched entrance to the mosque courtyard. An old man who’d been walking in the opposite direction stumbled on the set of steps wedged inconspicuously between the walls and fell on top of two children. A scuffle broke out. Meanwhile another portion of the crowd began to peruse the help-wanted flyers pasted to the walls. The logjam soon cleared, the crowd freed itself, everyone sighed in relief. But now they couldn’t find the man in the overcoat. He was gone. Several people struck up an argument with one another, then hurled their insults at the dithering job seekers and the old man who hadn’t yet bothered to pick himself up off the steps. With nothing to gather for, the crowd dispersed.

			The sun was blazing now. Even though he slowed his pace, beads of sweat slipped from his brow and fell into his beard. He came to a bridge and leaned against its railing, taking refuge in the shadow of a comb seller’s curbside stand. What with his coat and beard and the looks hanging from the faces of the passersby, he actually did the comb seller some good: an idle throng of the unemployed stopped to look at him; the porters, saddled with their heavy loads, found it just the right spot to rest. The comb seller made a handful of sales, but no one came too close at first because of the still, expressionless manner with which the man in the overcoat stood there. They tried out a few foreign words on him. “This man isn’t a tourist,” someone said, “he’s just acting like one.” Another tested him with a string of profanities spoken in one of the more common foreign tongues. He made no response. A lotto-ticket peddler noticed he had a pack of American cigarettes in his pocket and said, “Not a tourist, my ass—this guy is English.” They cursed at him in that language too. Then they touched him and tugged at the coat-skirt until they realized that he was a living thing, and he quickly walked away.

			It was a long bridge. He stopped near some of the other curbside vendors for a while, one of them a kid in a flatcap selling filtered cigarettes. The kid had him take his place so he could go for a piss. He sold five packs of cigarettes and three boxes of matches while he was gone. When the kid returned, he lit two cigarettes from his own table and gave him one. They reclined against the railing, silently watching the men fishing off the bridge. He undid the top two buttons of his coat, but it didn’t make him any cooler. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the wide collar. Turning his eyes toward the end of the bridge, he saw that the streets there receded into darkness. He buttoned up his coat, gestured vaguely, and walked off.

			He made his way up a narrow street; it was shaded by tall buildings and lined with shops that spilled over with all sorts of fabric, clothing, salesmen. He stood in the path of the passing customers, staring at himself in a store window. After a while, he noticed someone watching him from behind the window display inside; it was the fat store owner looking him up and down with tiny anxious eyes. A smile spread over the owner’s round face; he squinted and vanished.

			“Over here,” he said from the door, holding it open with his fat frame. “Where’d you find that coat?” The man in the overcoat looked at him but didn’t answer. Then a different man came up the street and grabbed his arm. “Hey mister!” he said. He seemed to be explaining something, but it was in a language he didn’t understand. This man tried bolstering his words with his hands, even his arms, in an effort to describe what he was asking, but none of it did any good. He had a suitcase on the ground. He opened it, took out some shirts wrapped in plastic and thrust them into his arms. Then he poked one of the coat’s big buttons. “You, tourist,” he said. “You bring shirts to France, Germany. No money. To sell.” Still uncertain as to whether he’d been understood, the man left him by the display window and ran over to the corner. The fat shop owner waited at the door, curious as to what would happen next. A moment later, a young man in red pants and a floral shirt, from which his chest hair sprang up like the spiny stems of a blackthorn bush, stood in front of him looking at the shirts. “How much?” he said. The man in the overcoat stared blankly in his face. The itinerant salesman at the street corner stomped his foot. “Goddamn junky,” he muttered. “He’s deaf!” he called out and came to stand next to this young hirsute customer of his so that he wouldn’t run off. “They’re a hundred lira.” “Expensive,” the young man said. The salesman scowled at the man in the overcoat, hesitated, then brought his ear close to his mouth. “Eighty lira,” he said, “I know his language.” And with the salesman’s intercession, the man in the overcoat appeared to silently haggle over the price of the shirt until it sold for sixty lira. In a little over an hour all the shirts were gone. The salesman put a ten-lira bill in the pocket of the man’s coat, said, in English,“Goodbye,” and shook his limp hand.

			“Incredible!” the fat store owner shouted. “Come inside for a while.” Then he paused and thought to himself, “Ah yes—he doesn’t understand.” He tried what the salesman with the suitcase had done: “You, come; store here,” and without bothering to wait, he grabbed his arm and pulled him inside. The owner wandered around for a while with his salesclerk, puzzling over how to use him. “The guy just stands there like a manikin,” he said, “I can’t just put a bolt of fabric in his arms and expect him to sell it!” They paced back and forth. “Manikin,” the fat store owner said again, nothing else came to mind. He and the salesclerk kept muttering the word, “Manikin, manikin,” and it wasn’t until sometime later that they realized they could use him as one. “A live manikin!” they shouted again and again. Delighted with themselves, they pushed him toward the display window they wanted him to stand in (since he otherwise wouldn’t do what they told him to), but as they helped him step up into it the salesclerk pointed to his feet. “They’re filthy,” he warned his boss, “his pants too.” They pulled him back down. Then they wrapped his shoes and pant-cuffs in white linen, and since the overcoat didn’t quite cover his lower legs he looked like a mummy in a museum. They took his arms and lifted him back into the display window. “He can’t just stand there like a bump on a log,” the salesclerk said, “he needs a more elegant pose.” They thought this over. “Spread his arms so he fills out the window,” the boss said. “He’ll get tired and move them around too much,” the salesclerk said. They decided to tie his arms to the ceiling with nylon string. They extended one of his arms forward, tied it up and fastened it to a nail above the display window, then placed his other arm on a shelf they’d cleared.

			The people outside watched them through the window as they worked. Soon, there was a crowd. “Is it alive?” some of them said. “Or is it a puppet?” The salesclerk stood at the door. “Step right up to the shop with the live manikin!” he shouted. “Come in and see our varieties of cooling fabric. Here, our Live Swedish Manikin, who took a great deal of sacrifice to import from the North Pole, endures this heat only by wearing our lightweight fabrics. See how his huge overcoat doesn’t cause him to sweat. Like a bird soaring through the sky, he advertises our fabrics in the liveliest, most authentic manner. ‘Swaddling Fabric,’ it’s called, found only in our store. Beware of imitation products and manikins. Good luck finding it anywhere else!”

			The crowd began to force its way inside for a closer look. One woman lifted her crying child to her shoulders and wedged her way through, while another followed her in to finger his coat and see if it was made of the same material the store sold. They were especially interested in the fabric. They spread the flared skirt, revealing the rips at his knees. As the crowd thinned, the boss held the skirt open while the salesclerk wrapped more linen around his legs. They liked this look so much that they pinned the skirt to the wall with more nylon string, so that it now resembled a fan. The man in the overcoat took up the entire display. There was nothing else in the window but him. With that, they draped some fabric from his shoulders and arms.

			Business went swimmingly until lunch. When they sat down at the counter and opened their mess kits, the boss said, “He should have something too or he’s going to collapse.” The salesclerk went to the display window, untied him, and set him free. They pulled a stool up and spooned some haricot beans and macaroni into one of the mess kit lids. The man in the overcoat ate using two small pieces of bread for a fork, before drinking a little water with his hand from the faucet at the back of the store. Then he sat on the floor and leaned against the counter. They gave him a cigarette. He must have aroused a certain amount of respect, because the boss lit it for him. He clapped him on the shoulder and turned to the salesclerk. “He came in handy, didn’t he?” he laughed. “Are you tired?” the salesclerk asked, looking at his boss. It was difficult to make conversation. He wouldn’t respond. Then he straightened up slowly, stood to his feet and headed toward the door. “Where are you going?” the boss cried. “Is it that bad? At least you’re making money!” He didn’t stop. They ran after him, stuffing money into his pockets. The boss had forgotten to remove all the needles, but the man in the overcoat shuffled quickly away, with string still dangling from his arms and white cloth still wrapped around his feet. As he turned the corner, a small piece of fabric fell from his shoulder to the ground.

			When he came to the bottom of a steep hill, he stopped. He sat on the curb. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand and looked around. Up the street he noticed a sign for a bus stop affixed to a utility pole. He stood up, walked several steps and stopped. The white cloth the salesclerk had wrapped around his feet had begun to unravel. He pulled the string from his waist and stretched it out on the sidewalk. Then he picked up a nearby rock, ground the string in half with it, and tied the two pieces over his cloth wrappings. Near the bus stop he paused again, this time to hike up his pants, pinching them from the outside of his coat. Just then a yogurt seller walked by. Steering his shoulder yoke toward the open door of an old house behind the bus stop, he struck him with one of his scale pans. The man in the overcoat stumbled and peered through the doorway at the yogurt seller, who disappeared into a dim courtyard inside. Then a head popped up from beneath the house, as if it were rising straight up from the sidewalk. The man in the overcoat gawked at its thick-framed glasses and tangled, greasy black hair. He noticed a little gap in the sidewalk and the handful of subterranean steps that led to a half-basement. The bespectacled head rose up higher and became a man; a weathered old man with a number of belts hanging from his dark arms. The beggar in the overcoat reached for one of the chestnut-colored belts. He unbuttoned his coat. But his pants didn’t have any loops to slip the belt through, and he couldn’t pull them up any higher because of all the wrappings and string wound around the cuffs. He looked helplessly at the belt-maker. Then they both looked at the belt. The belt-maker went back down the hole he’d just come out of. He was gone for a while, but he reappeared with a chain of big safety pins, which they used to fasten the waist of his pants to the inside of his overcoat. “There, you can wrap your belt around the outside,” he laughed. “It’ll look even swankier.” That’s what they did. The man in the overcoat took a bill from his pocket and held it out. The belt-maker looked at the money, then he took it and went into the next-door bakkal. He came back with a bottle of cheap wine, a small can of tomato paste, and some change, which he handed back. Then he set the wine and tomato paste on the sidewalk above the steps; after a few swigs, he offered the bottle to the man in the overcoat. When he saw that he wouldn’t take it, the belt-maker disappeared underground and returned with an empty tin can, its edge smoothed so it wouldn’t cut his mouth. He filled the can with wine. They sat against the wall and drank together, their feet hanging above the steps that descended into the hole. At one point a bus passed. They finished the wine before the next one arrived. They boarded it together. The belt-maker paid their fare and got off at the top of the hill, two stops before the man in the overcoat.

			Alone now on the rear deck of the bus, he made his way to the front. He’d nearly gotten to the driver when the bus suddenly braked, and he fell into one of the rear-facing front seats. The man across from him smiled. At first, the man in the overcoat didn’t pay any attention to him, but then he wouldn’t stop smiling. Flustered, he fixed his belt; the man kept smiling. He checked his collar, his coat-skirt, and the string around his wrappings—no, it hadn’t come undone. With nothing about his appearance out of place, he cheered up a little and gave the man a friendly glance. But then he realized that the man wasn’t even looking at him, he was listening to music. A thin wire ran from his left ear to his pocket, where he carried a little radio no one else on the bus was aware of but them.

			He got off at a broad city square. A diminutive shoe-shiner set his valet box down beside his feet. “Shall we get rid of some of that dust, abi?” he said. The man in the overcoat cautiously placed his foot on the box and the shoe-shiner went to work, meticulously brushing at the dirt between the linen wrappings. Afterward, he bought some dried corn, spread his arms, and scattered it for the pigeons. Two boys sat on top of the park entrance wall watching him. “Take a look at this,” said the one in a flatcap, “he looks like a statue.” “Or a crucifix,” said the other, and they both laughed.

			At the park gate, he drank a bottle of soda water—cold enough to “make all thirty-two of your teeth go numb,” as the water vendors liked to say. He sat on one of the park benches in the shade and listened to an old man unburden himself of his troubles, but he could barely understand him, the man had lost his teeth. All the well-groomed and respectable people seemed to have gone somewhere else to relax, so he didn’t strike anyone at the park as particularly strange. Eventually, the old man asked him to help him to the bus stop. He gave him his arm, and as they left the park people began to follow him again. At first, it was only some children. But once they reached the bus stop, it had grown into a crowd. “God damn these foreigners,” said one man, who wore an enormous black mustache that covered half his face. His shirt was untucked. “And to think they live in this country for free.” A chauffeur stood nearby, leaning against the door of his car eating some sort of greasy ground-beef pastry while he waited for his client. “And that, my friend, is why the value of our money keeps falling,” he agreed. The old man tugged at his arm. “Take me across the street,” he said. A taxi swerved and brushed them as it went by, even though they’d given it the right of way. They looked at the driver, who stretched his head out the window and yelled, “What are you looking at?” As they stepped back from the busy street they bumped into the crowd. The old man wouldn’t stop tugging at his overcoat, but all the traffic made it impossible to reach the other side. After a few more tries, they retreated to the curb. “They’re all drug addicts—I hope they get hit, the good-for-nothings,” someone said. The chauffeur and the man with the mustache each lit a cigarette. “Look,” said a woman to her husband, “the kids stuck a paper tail on his behind.” They laughed, the children had trapped him between the parked cars along the curb, and now he couldn’t find the old man. The crowd grew. “His feet are bandaged.” “I hope he’s not a leper.” They suddenly pushed one another backward. The unafraid children—which is to say, all of them—grabbed his coat-skirt and spun him around. “He’s got safety pins on his stomach.” “His arms are all wrapped in string.” “Careful, he might be from the loony bin.” “He’s nuts, look at that belt around his overcoat.” “That’s a ladies’ overcoat!” “Is he a woman?” “What do you mean ‘woman,’ he’s sick in the head.” “Someone call the police.” He lifted his eyes to avoid their stares. He saw a man up ahead filming them all from a bridge. “Hey, they’re shooting a movie!” someone said. They all looked toward the bridge. Taking advantage of this brief distraction, the man in the overcoat turned his back and quickly walked away. Then he began to run.

			He saw a train barreling across the distance. He ran toward it, climbed over a wire fence and fell and cut his hand. At last he reached the train tracks. He followed them all the way to the station, where he collapsed on the platform, breathless and drenched in sweat. He tried to stand but he stepped on his coat-skirt and fell. He leaned against the wall of the women’s toilet. Several trains came and went, and the station became deserted. He walked over to the ticket window. The clerk took one look at this speechless man’s face and handed him a second-class ticket.

			On the yellow plank floor of the train, he journeyed with all the people who were tired like him, and dirty like him, and indifferent, just like him, to the world they’d been forced to live in. They smoked together, even though there was a placard forbidding it—he a cigarette they’d generously given him. Then he got off at a station that looked out onto the sea.

			He passed through a gate with a sign that said PUBLIC BEACH over it. After wandering along the sand for a while, he found a chair vacated by an old woman who’d been knitting something out of wool. At first, he only caught the attention of a handful of teenagers playing ball. They nudged each other and pointed at him, then they threw the ball at his head. He tried to avoid it and toppled over in his chair onto the sand. They surrounded him. He winced at the wall of naked legs and closed his eyes. “He’s got epilepsy,” one of them said. “And his feet are bandaged,” said a pug-nosed girl, stepping back. “He must have it bad.” The crowd grew, the people in the back pushed toward the front to get a better look, the ring around him tightened and went three rows deep. He couldn’t get to his feet. At the back was a tall boy with a mustache. “This man is ill, you’re suffocating him,” he said, splitting the crowd. He pushed the people aside, but their places were quickly snatched up and the break in the ring immediately repaired itself. The crowd wouldn’t budge, it was as if their feet had been staked into the sand. Nor did they speak. They only stared at the man in the overcoat. “Raise his legs,” someone shouted from the back, “and get him water.” A guard had been watching nearby, debating whether to assist this apparently half-drowned man, but on hearing these words he finally pushed his way to the middle of the crowd. The scorching sand and overcoat and belt and wrappings were practically roasting him. He sat there, prevented by the crowd from getting any air. He didn’t even bother to wipe the sweat from his face. The guard deemed the situation an inappropriate one. “You may not occupy the beach in that attire,” he warned. “Get that coat off!” shouted a hairy, sand-plastered silhouette in the front. A gloomy-looking youth turned and said, “He’s probably got nothing on underneath.” “I read something like that somewhere,” came the reply. “Leave here at once,” the security guard insisted. “You have no right to disturb the public peace.” The tall boy with a mustache came to his defense. “He can sit here with his clothes on, he isn’t disturbing anyone.” “But it’s a woman’s overcoat! He’s a pervert!” someone shouted. “Leave!” the guard said, and he grabbed him by the arm to haul him up. “He’ll leave on his own,” the tall boy said, “let go of his arm.” Then the man in the white overcoat stood and walked into the crowd, which suddenly parted, leaving a space wide enough for him to pass through. The sweat stung his eyes; his face was burned. His wrappings unraveled from his legs as he walked. “Not the water!” the guard ran after him, but the tall boy stepped in his way, and they were swallowed up from behind by the scrambling crowd.

			The water passed his feet, and the skirt of his overcoat bunched up around his ankles. The guard broke away from the crowd, but he couldn’t go any farther, not with his uniform on. The white overcoat billowed out now over the surface of the water, then grew heavy and sank. “Stop!” the boy with the mustache shouted. “Forget him, abi,” they said, “he won’t go that far out.” The water was shallow at first, but once the overcoat was completely submerged he quickly drifted away from shore. He had gone too far. They were wrong.

			The tall boy with the mustache didn’t expect him to walk out over his head. He suddenly dove into the water, but it was too late, he couldn’t reach him. He’d never seen anything like this before. Then some people volunteered to help. Nothing came of their search. By the time the boy got out of the water, he was panting for breath. He sat on the beach, shielded his mouth and spat at the sand. “What a story,” he said.

		


		
			THE FORGOTTEN

		

		
			“I’m in the attic, dear!” she called down through the scuttle hole. “Old books are worth a lot of money these days, I wanted to take a look.” Did he hear what I just said? “It’s dark up there; wait, I’ll get you a flashlight.” Good then; it’ll be a calm day. Someone used to tell me that I constantly need attention. What I need now is a mirror that shows me smiling back; not to mention some light. “You’re going to hurt yourself in the dark.” A hand rose up through the hole, holding a flashlight. The beam strayed toward an empty corner and lit it up. She touched the hand; it disappeared. I wonder what he thinks. She smiled: So, he’s thinking again, is he?

			It had been years since she’d climbed into that dusty, spider-ridden darkness. The bugs were already scattering from the light. They scared her, but she was encouraged by the thought that there was something to gain. I shouldn’t have told him what I was doing until I’d finished the job; it isn’t like he’s expecting anything in return. Am I being helpful? I don’t know, sometimes I get confused, especially when I have that humming noise in my head. I wish I knew how to think like him. He’s trying not to let on that he’s watching me, keeping his distance; I’d better hurry. She pointed the flashlight at something—the portraits of her mother and father; between them an old shoe bag, a few broken lamps. Why did they dislike each other so much? The thought that they would die one day used to terrify me. She picked through the shoe bag. These are the ones I wore with a ball gown to my first dance. Every night, I went out with someone different, just to dance. Good God, how did I manage? She wiped her dusty hands on the front of her dress. She looked at her purple shoes, creased and spotted with mildew. She slipped the left one on. My size hasn’t changed a bit. She blushed, but she couldn’t bring herself to take it off. She hobbled toward the two portraits, knelt down, and brought them together. She wiped away the dust with her elbow. They never understood me, or each other. How I used to cry. Maybe I could find a place for them downstairs, in the hallway or the storage room. I’m being ridiculous; I haven’t forgotten them, I haven’t forgotten them. Her father’s face had a proud, sullen look on it. I couldn’t possibly hang them on the same wall. She closed her eyes, considering the layout of the house. They never liked being near one another; which went for the grave as well. She picked up one of the portraits. The flashlight lay on the floor, so she couldn’t tell which one she was holding. She perched it up high. Then she grew flustered, struck her knee on something, and fell to the floor—a gentle fall. She didn’t dare get up; instead she crawled over to the flashlight. Another bag. She dumped it out. Old photographs! She was getting sidetracked now. I refuse to let him rush me; even if I have to speak with him later, right now I won’t consider it. She spread out the photographs, passing the light over their dusty figures. I might as well have moved and left all of this to someone I’ll never see again. She stirred through them. Good gracious, I liked to have my picture taken. Most of them had turned out bad. She smiled. The skirts certainly were long and homely back then. And the poses are laughable—the films I must have had in mind! I have my back to the camera, like I’m walking away, but then I suddenly turn my head. Who was I looking at? Here’s another, with that same dress. Someone’s with me. The picture was coated in a film of dust. We still recognize ourselves, even through the dust. She licked her finger, the dust turned to paste and she saw the smiling face of her first husband at the tip of her thumb. My God, I was married once, and then—and then I got married again. Oh well, you don’t always get there on the first go, do you? How miserable we turned out, thanks to those emotions I couldn’t name, let alone describe. She bent over and took a handful of pictures from the floor. I remember, before this one was taken, I’d made a fuss over absolutely nothing and stormed off. And then what happened? Well, here you are, in this house; which is to say that nothing happened with him; nothing bad, nothing good, just nothing at all. But that’s not how I felt; those turning points, they always seem to pivot on the sly. No, you’ve jumbled your thoughts; your simple words—oh, what does that have to do with anything? But then how come I suddenly turned my head as I walked away and made him take this picture? Did I always pose that way? She sat up, brought her hands to her head and began to think. And who knows the look he must have had on his face. I suppose it’s my fault; not when the picture was taken, maybe at that moment I was right, absolutely I was right; but before then, long before.

			She wanted to get to the books now, to be finished with this endless journey into the past. She pulled off the old ballroom shoe, but she couldn’t find her soft closed-back slippers. She shuffled toward the flashlight. The chest of books should have been in the corner, straight ahead. Instead, there were some shadowy protrusions lurking there, and they looked nothing like a storage chest. She pointed the flashlight at the strange pile of clutter, then stepped back in fear—there was someone there, someone sitting. She wanted to turn around and escape down the scuttle hole, but she couldn’t move. Despite her fear, she got closer; her entire life, whatever she did she did in spite of her fear, otherwise she’d have just up and vanished a long time ago. She held up the flashlight. Oh!—Her old boyfriend was lying on the floor. She looked in his face. Like everything else in the attic, he was covered in dust and cobwebs, a statue tied to the chest and the painting easels. His left arm was propped up on the edge of one of them. His fingers curled downward, as if clutching a pen. Her knees shook, her teeth chattered; then she slipped and fell back to the floor, overturning one of the easels with her foot. His arm remained suspended in the air; the spiders had strung it from the rafters. What did he plan to do with that hand? Write something? What a shame, to think I’ll never know. His left hand lay on the floor holding a gun. Oh, God! I wonder if he killed himself. But he can’t have! If he did such a thing, I would know, he used to tell me everything. We talked about this. He never would have left me all alone.

			Then she remembered: one day, after a vicious fight, a day when they both said they’d had enough, he climbed up into the attic. She tried to recall the details. Maybe it hadn’t been such a big argument after all. They could be a little quarrelsome, she supposed. She smiled; he used to hate that phrase, “a little.” She’d left him in the attic and rushed out into the street, pursued by the feeling that she wanted to die. All right, but why? She didn’t know; the only thing that had stayed with her was the violence of her emotions; that was when she saw him, in the street. Even though she was miserable and lightheaded, nursing that death wish, she noted the concern in his eyes, noted in them that peculiarity that always seems to sweep one off one’s feet. Of course, she came back alone that day. And there were so many, many more days after that when I returned alone. If he could speak now, he’d tell me that you can’t say “so many, many more.” She pulled herself up to her trembling knees and shined the flashlight in his face; his eyes were open, alive. She couldn’t stare, though, and turned toward the dark. Then, drawing from the strength that always stayed with her in just such matters of life and death, she looked again. He hasn’t decayed, not one bit. If I hadn’t waited so long to come up, maybe he wouldn’t have turned out like this. The thought saddened her. He hasn’t changed at all; he’s just the same as when I last saw him, even his eyes are open. Except there’s something oddly different about their aliveness; like he knows everything but he’s completely unaffected by it. It used to frighten me, the way he’d say, Never mind how I look, I’m already dead inside. I never believed him. For someone who was dead inside, he could come up with the strangest things. Maybe he’s watching. She moved. I’d been hard on him, telling him that he didn’t pay enough attention to me. No, he isn’t looking at me; but I’m sure he’s thinking. He used to just suddenly start speaking. When do you get the chance to think this stuff up? I used to ask him; I can’t tell. No, he isn’t really dead; if he was, I couldn’t have gone on living. He knew that. But how was I to know you felt that close to me? I told you that if I at least knew you were all right, I could get along. You could do what you like, I said, it was enough to know that you were alive. I’d said this long before that fight, but he knew our rows never changed anything. For a while I didn’t want to see him, even though I knew he was in the attic; I couldn’t get up there, but he was constantly on my mind. Why didn’t I call to him? I suppose I just never had the chance; something always came up. And he probably didn’t come down because of the strange voices and noises he must have kept hearing. Then again, he knew that nothing could come between us; we’d talked about these things. Maybe it was me waiting for him. At first, I wondered if he was staying there just to upset me. Then, later—well, I just never managed to get up there. People were always coming and going, and there were the money problems, the meals to cook, the dishes to wash, the house-cleaning, and my having to look after him (he was like a child, he couldn’t even take care of himself); then my parents died, and there was the fuss of this and that, and all the other responsibilities began to pile up. Eventually, I just forgot he was there. (I didn’t forget him, of course). Oh, what can I say, there were far unhappier people in my life to deal with. I didn’t think he’d stay in the attic that long. I figured that he’d found his way out at some point, maybe when I wasn’t home. Yes, that’s exactly what I thought, what else? He had to be in existence, at any given moment, in order for me to live. If I’d felt otherwise, I’d be dead by now. But how many times did I think about going up to the attic? If I’d heard him trying to kill himself, I obviously would have; and I’d have paid no mind to all our old resentfulness.

			Or maybe I did hear. I do remember there being a bang upstairs at some point; I thought it was the wind slamming a door. How could that be, though? The noise came a few days after he’d gone up into the attic, and there I was in the corner hugging my knees. I didn’t go anywhere; which means it must have been a gunshot. But then, his heart—Trembling, she leaned over. I’ll check his heart. The left side of his jacket had deteriorated; part of it fell off at the touch of her hand; a swarm of cockroaches scattered over his body. I never paid any attention to his appearance; I never looked after his clothes either; the cockroaches probably got at him through some tear I hadn’t stitched and started eating away. After a while, the hole would have grown. She thumbed his shirt. At least they hadn’t gone for his underclothes. His skin looked like it always had. It isn’t warm, but his heart must still be there. She touched his chest. It’s there, I knew it would be. Because otherwise I would’ve died. (I shouldn’t have started my sentence with “because”; now he’ll get angry; that’s right, I lived every moment looking at his eyes and wondering what he’d say.) He hadn’t decomposed at all. Good. Now, how can I convince him that I never abandoned him, that I have been thinking of him, that I only appeared to have forgotten? He wouldn’t understand; he was obsessed with how things looked. He’d think that because I met someone else and began a new relationship, I’ve forgotten it all. But I remember everything, down to this suit he wore the day he went up into the attic. She passed the flashlight over his corpse; the cobwebs gave it a hazy look. Only here, where I brushed away the cobwebs and touched his heart, is it a little dark; like a still from a dream. We never had our picture taken together. Like so many other things, we couldn’t even manage to do that. All that rushing, the constant hassle; what were we running for, what was our hurry? No sooner did we finish one thing than we started another, until the day he went up into the attic; we never stopped, never retraced our steps. And then I was crouched up in the corner for days on end. I didn’t eat, didn’t think; I just smoked. The rooms all fell into disarray, like there’d been a war, and the house practically became uninhabitable. I always liked having a kind of order in my life, but I wallowed in the dirt and filth. I suppose I was punishing myself, I suppose running out into the street and seeing him was nothing more than a wish to fall into a fatal kind of despair. It doesn’t matter. I’m probably saying these terrible things only because you might want to hear them. But I never thought you’d kill yourself, let alone die. I always imagined that you were far away, leading an at least apparently quiet life.

			She followed a cockroach with her light and began to calm down. It was trying to climb over the cobwebs; she worried that its feet would tear his suit apart. God knows how many years had gone by, it probably couldn’t withstand the slightest touch. The bug made its way up his neck and teetered along his cheek. His beard had grown; he never did like having to shave every day. Then, around his temple, the cockroach disappeared. If I hold the light there—she couldn’t; she was too scared. But now, in the half-dark, she saw the bullet hole that the ugly creature had crawled into. She shuddered, and as she stepped back the cockroach reappeared, carrying something small and withered in its mouth. Terrified, she shined the flashlight through the hole. The beams caromed about the inner walls of his skull. Oh! The bugs had eaten at his brain, had fed off his softest part—and this one must be carrying away the last of it. She lurched toward him. “Did they really leave you so alone, my love?” she said. From downstairs, she heard her husband’s voice, through that other hole:

			“Did you say something, honey?”

			“Nothing,” she answered, and plunged her hand into the chest of books. “I was just talking to myself.”

		


		
			WAITING FOR THE FEAR

		

		
			On my way home last night the dogs started barking at my back. The neighborhood dogs. Then a few of them began to follow me; I walked faster. I’d never seen them behave that way before; I was scared. They tended to glance at me with lazy eyes, although I can’t say I never sensed a tension between us. Nevertheless, this tension had always been there, I’d gotten used to it. As they followed me, I had to tell myself that barking dogs don’t bite or one of those other weak-kneed proverbs that are so embarrassing to consider. I humiliated myself because of those dogs. And it might have been a coincidence, but I was entertaining ill thoughts about someone just then, grinding my teeth as I plunged this person into all sorts of inextricable situations. No, the dogs couldn’t have heard that grinding sound. Maybe it was a silent, spiritual grinding. I’d lost my old playfulness by then, so I wasn’t able to tease myself the way I can now. Still, the fact that this tension between the dogs and me boiled over at such a moment couldn’t have boded well.

			This all happened before I got to my street; they barked at me along the last row of closely packed houses. I didn’t think they’d follow me home; there were only three houses on my street, which meant three garbage cans. No, they wouldn’t spend the night there. I, on the other hand, would. I had every reason to. Such reasons a dog could never have, they can’t even think. I could explain my actions, albeit in my own unique way. However difficult it was to express this explanatory method of mine, it wasn’t the sort that everyone could readily grasp. Moreover, certain things like the dog incident would turn my method upside down. That was why I got so angry at them; and I got even angrier after they stopped barking. Just as I’d thought, they didn’t dare venture up my street; one filthy, wretched mutt made as if to take several steps toward me, stretched out its neck and barked one last time; then they all turned around and disappeared. I walked with my thoughts up my street of three houses, and suddenly I found myself standing at my door. Which means I’ve been thinking, I said. Because that’s what always happened when I thought. Before I’d have a chance to get my keys ready, my door would suddenly appear. Then, on my way to my rocking chair in the sitting room, I come up with other things to think about: how I need to unlock the deadbolt, turn the key in the main lock twice, take the room keys from the vase. The dogs had slowed me down; I’d been standing in front of the vase a bit too long. If you’re so scared, why do you live this far from the city? Why is your house at the very end of a three-house street? What are you doing fifty-five steps beyond the last paving stones? I smiled at my strange fate; looking in the mirror, of course. A pleasant smile. To show I hadn’t lost my old cheer. Then I calmed down. Why? I forget. Wait, no; I haven’t forgetten: once I’m alone, once I’m afraid to be alone . . . I backed away from the mirror; that was the notion, though, it was on the tip of my tongue. The dogs rattled me, but I’ll be all right. That’s it: When you’re afraid to be alone, the loneliness gets worse. This time I really did smile. Whether you care to look or not, I did. Not all was lost, while there’s life there’s hope, barking dogs don’t bite. Ah, God damn it all!

			Then I looked away from the vase at the other objects in the hall; which meant I was done thinking. (One should consistently refer to certain unchanging measures to remember that one is alive.) That’s when I suddenly saw the envelope. There among the hallway’s familiar objects, it stood out as the only foreign thing, so I saw it right away: it was sitting on the shelf where I kept the vase, which is what I always put the room keys in, and the lighter I no longer used because it was out of fuel was right where I’d left it a month before; the book I took with me to the toilet, the statue I didn’t want to put in the sitting room because it was broken, the ashtray (I’d place my cigarette in this only when I put on my shoes) given to me as a New Year’s gift from the bank where I kept my account with its twelve hundred lira—everything was in its proper place. Which meant this blank envelope was new. (These “which meant”s always put me at ease.) But I wouldn’t have put an envelope there. Because I didn’t have any envelopes in the house. Because I didn’t write letters to anyone. Because no one wrote to me. I was scared. Because now I couldn’t say “which meant.” A pain shot up through my chest. If only I could say one more “which meant.” I left the envelope there. I looked around hopelessly for another “which meant.” Then I slowly made my way to the sitting room. But the sitting-room door was locked. The same pain shot up through my chest. But of course I had locked it. I locked it every day when I left for work. It’s just something that I did! I went back to the shelf, feeling hopeful now. Maybe the envelope had a simple explanation. Like what? I turned the vase over; my hands were shaking. I took the key with the number “4” on it; it wasn’t over yet. I slid the key into its hole, cleanly and on the first try; I turned it twice. And I turned it right—that is, I didn’t turn it in the wrong direction. The door opened; I didn’t even have to turn the knob, which was how it always opened. When you turned the key twice it just opened by itself. The latch was broken, it didn’t quite sit in the plate. Which meant the unique attributes of the house were still intact. And that new envelope? I meant the house’s previous attributes. Good God! And what if everything in the house goes crazy? Nevertheless, I still trusted that sitting-room door.

			I caught my foot on something and tripped. Which meant I’d spent too much time thinking again. I was scared; I shouldn’t have gotten so carried away with the convenience afforded by the sitting-room door. I looked down: underwear! Of course: the maid had come by to clean. How could I forget? She knew I didn’t like the clothesline hung in the hallway. I was afraid of getting lost in all that laundry. It’s true! And then I remembered that I’d only turned the deadbolt once. I’d somehow never managed to teach her to properly lock up. (How many times had I told her, you have to turn it twice!) What do you expect, that’s just how a maid locked up; my memory was going, I was forgetting about all these little household details. I picked up the underwear. The maid had left the envelope! A pleasant tingle spread over me from my scalp to my knees. (My exhausted feet were still unresponsive.) All right, but then why would she leave a letter? She doesn’t even know how to read or write. Those ill thoughts came back to mind. The postman had left it (he’d given it to the maid—then the maid put it on the shelf—so that I’d get it right away). But a blank envelope, with no postmark or stamp? This logic of mine always worked against me. Well, someone had to have left it; seeing how no one lived in the house but me, they didn’t feel the need to address it. This person wasn’t very polite. But who would write to me, and what about? I went back to the envelope, it was still there. I picked it up with my fingertips; a light envelope. The maid was going to ask me to write a letter for her, she thought I’d be home early. All right, but why seal it? I opened it. I did this indifferently, which meant I was momentarily thinking about other things. I pulled out a double-folded sheet of paper. I didn’t read it right away. The whole thing got me so excited that I couldn’t stomach wasting another minute standing there in the hallway. I went into the sitting room, turned on all the lights and sat in my rocking chair. But my cigarettes were still in my jacket pocket. For God’s sake! Was I doomed to forget everything now?

			I leisurely lit a cigarette, then took a couple puffs. The real excitement had passed; the only way I could get excited now was by thinking. I looked at the writing: it wasn’t a language I understood. I didn’t like this. Doesn’t even resemble a language, I mumbled to myself, then disregarded what I’d said. Maybe it was intended for a foreigner living nearby. Strange words, I guess I thought. Yes, from the moment I saw it, I suppose I found this letter very strange:


			Morde ratesden,

			Esur tinda serg! Teslarom portog tis ugor anleter, ferto tagan ugotahenc metoy-doscent zist. Norgunk!

			UBOR-METENGA



			I knew a handful of foreign words, but none of this resembled any of the languages I’d heard before. It vaguely crossed my mind that the maid’s little girl might have scribbled it out. But in that cursive script? With periods, commas, exclamation marks? I’d taught her a few letters of the alphabet one Sunday, but that was it. It was a Nordic language. Or the language of a country in the south. Did a foreigner live nearby? If you stopped staring at the fallen leaves while you’re out on your walks and observed your surroundings a little, you might have noticed. Hadn’t there been a black car idling in the street . . . an embassy vehicle or something? Even if there had been, I wouldn’t know. I never liked foreigners anyway. Especially representatives of foreign countries. To me it always seemed as if they’d been sent to deceive the local populace. I’m not talking about spies or anything. It’s like they’d been sent to seduce those fellow citizens of mine writhing with the aspiration to live abroad. Look, they said, we come from a nation of people dressed in dark and demure suits, who are driven around in big automobiles, feted in banquet halls, and served expensive drinks. And my overeager compatriots would be taken in: Oh, how you are! I mean even I, as much as it depresses me to admit it, will fall over myself when a foreigner asks me something in the street; I end up giving him long-winded directions, and then when I get home I’ll agonize over all the mistakes I remember making. No! I was not going to take this letter to the embassy of that strange northern or southern country. As for helping foreigners, I quit! I said, grinding my teeth. Barking dogs don’t bite. To hell with it! I wasn’t scared anymore: not of dogs, not of envelopes. I read the letter, or whatever it was, again. “Norgunk!” to all you foreigners and all their representatives, I smiled. I blithely lit another cigarette. To hell with dogs and foreigners! Me, I came here to conceal my fears. I should complain to the night watchman about the dogs tomorrow. They’ve been trying to inform on me. All the “morde ratesden” foreigners should be deported as well; they only mess with our heads.

			I dozed off in the armchair. I suppose I dreamt something I couldn’t remember. I must have; I must have stopped thinking about the dogs and the letter, because when I woke up I suddenly remembered everything and now two pains shot up through my chest at once. I reached for the side table, I grabbed the sheet of paper and looked over its lines. Foreigners, I thought. And I couldn’t light my cigarette; I was out of matches. A broken lighter, a vase, a key, an envelope! Only the worthless mementos pile up with each passing day. I left the lights on and dragged myself to bed.

			Today, I felt a little strange. As I paid the ticket collector on the bus I almost started laughing. Why, you ask? I don’t know. It must have been the letter; this didn’t occur to me right then, but rather at my office. I probably felt different from the ticket collector, I thought to myself as I stared at the papers on my desk. Like a foreigner. A sense of superiority rendered by a letter I couldn’t understand. As a modest reward for your interest in our country we confer upon you the distinction of “portog,” third rank . . . You need not ride the bus any longer. You shall live according to a manner, a “zist,” appropriate to your station. My imagination was getting stronger. I needed to find out what this letter was instead of floating around in ignorant pride. Like any intelligent person, I should know what it is I’m priding myself on. People who live alone have their own entertainments, which they can start and finish whenever they choose. But I didn’t send this letter to myself. I’m different from the bus ticket collector. I needed to get this translated. I thought about who I knew. Then I got annoyed: because, as always, I couldn’t remember anyone. My memory was going. And I’d forgotten about the maid. I didn’t go as far back as the dogs, or I tried not to. I took out my pocket notebook: a planner from three years ago; I didn’t like the notebooks the bank gave me. This one was from a foreign company. Yet another example of my fondness for disliking foreigners. I flipped through the addresses. I should have erased some of the names by now; no, I ought to transfer them to a new notebook. I’d spent my whole life sorting through things, and I still couldn’t finish throwing away the dregs. I took out one of my ugly bank notebooks. Thank God no one saw the things I did at home. Yet another reason I worked alone; people only saw what I wanted them to see.

			As I made a clean copy of the second page, I found the fellow I was looking for. I stopped writing. If I were a more thoroughgoing man, I wouldn’t have. Halfway through everything I did, I’d get carried away with some other thrill. Thrill? Now, here’s one I forgot about, I muttered. (One becomes more relaxed when one’s alone: for instance, one mutters.) This friend of mine was a professor specializing in classical languages—that is, dead ones. Professor: a title on a business card, simultaneously propping one’s name up and feeding it from the bottom. Come on, he’d told me once, enroll at the university; you could be a professor’s assistant. No, I was going to be rich. I’d buy whatever excitement I couldn’t create myself. Now he has a car, and a flat; what else could one want? I take the bus; I commute with the folks, who could never understand my elevated thoughts, and stare into their faces: No, they don’t understand. When my friend at the university gets tired, he just hops in his car; he rests his head wherever he pleases. Only once have I ever joined a group bus tour: a disgrace! He has his theses and articles and dead languages that no one’s ever heard of; I couldn’t keep up with him if I tried. I keep up in my mind of course. Take solace in that. Who knows what elemental things a professor might be thinking about right now. He understands every language, northern and southern, spoken and unspoken. If I tell him “norgunk” he might immediately answer “teslarom” and smile. Ridiculous! I picked up the phone. I wondered if any good would come out of this. No, I said to myself. Good things happen suddenly; they don’t keep one waiting so long. Only bad things happen after such a prolonged state of excitement. Or else nothing at all. He had his dead languages, and his car. (I could get so obsessed over something that the very number of my thoughts decreased. For instance, those dead languages and that car occupied me for at least a month.)

			I got the operator at first, obviously, and she obviously asked me twice who I was calling. Then the humming noise died away—obviously. (I shouldn’t have gotten so preoccupied with these “obvious” things . . . a car and dead languages.) Someone else got on the phone, who was shocked to learn that I hadn’t called for him; I’d disappointed him and felt sorry for it. I suppose it was in retaliation that he said, “He’s in class; call back later.” Now I was obsessed again; absolutely, I would call back. Oh, esteemed faculty member whom I’ve never met! If you only knew how much time I’ve already wasted. I hung up the phone. Incidentally, I forgot to ask when my friend would get out of class. No, they wouldn’t make me a professor. Even if they did, I couldn’t take on such responsibility.

			Why did things drag on like this whenever it was my turn? Because here it was, my turn had come: an undeliverable letter had ended up on my desk. And my dead-language-expert friend was somehow still in class. Meanwhile, I couldn’t even run a business. (Nor could I think about two things at once. Which is why I’ve taken so many losses. Otherwise buying a car and all would have been the simplest matter.) I finally reached him; on the sixth call. (Let everything pile up. Even if it kills me.) How are things, what’s new? we asked each other, according to custom. So what’s up, is everything all right? he said. (This was a non-customary question; it had been a while since I’d called.) I’d waited so long and gotten so impatient that I bungled my explanation; it simply didn’t grab his interest. He acted as if it were some everyday event; Come on by, we’ll see what we can do, he said. When are you free? I’m always free. I didn’t say this, of course. Because people with too much time on their hands don’t get any respect. “Tomorrow,” I said, instead of, “Right now,” and immediately regretted it. Even though I couldn’t think about two things at once, at that point (like at every point) I suddenly saw that letter and the face of my dead language friend and how he stepped out of class and his surroundings and a number of other inexpressible things, like layered filmstrips playing through my head. I wasn’t getting out of this. I’d barely been able to wait an hour for my professor friend; God, I said, what am I supposed to do until tomorrow?

			I dropped in on a few friends. Since I couldn’t talk about the letter, I carried its weight inside me. Then I made my way home. I walked past the dogs a little uneasily. For some reason they didn’t even turn to look; they were probably too preoccupied with the cats and garbage cans. Or maybe the day before had been an anomaly. They were already nervous when I’d walked by. They would have barked at whomever they saw. Then I suddenly found myself in the hallway again. There was a new envelope on the shelf. It wasn’t blank; from the library of some country or another’s cultural committee; notifying me they would continue their services from an office at a new address. Why did I join these kinds of things if I didn’t know another language? I scoffed at them: I’m canceling all my memberships and enrolling in the library of UBOR-METENGA. I quickly got undressed. (I was ashamed of my foreign-language ignorance.) I passed my books on the way to the toilet, and as if it were the first time I’d thought of it, as if it had occurred to me just as I was walking by, I suddenly took the Latin grammar with the yellow spine off the shelf. Unfortunately, it began with pronunciation. I was undaunted. I decided to learn Latin perfectly and in every way: vowels, consonants, everything. I continued in bed. But this Latin book was for English-speakers; which was why I didn’t understand certain parts. Instead of being lazy I got out of bed; I fetched my English grammar and learner’s dictionary. Midway through English enunciation my eyes grew heavy; marketplaces, grocers, and cinema lines loomed in front of me. (English enunciation was easy; so I put the Latin stuff off for a while.) Then I decided I’d finally earned the right to sleep.

			In the morning I woke up happy. Sleep allowed me to spend one quarter of my day not counting the minutes. Then I started to sulk. I had to go to the university. After sinking into my thoughts about certain things I can’t remember now, I suddenly found myself in front of a large building and was soon lost in the university hallways. I kept forgetting which hallway I’d passed through, then I’d enter the same one through a different door. I eventually swallowed my pride and decided to ask for directions. People walked so fast that I couldn’t keep up. I certainly wasn’t going to chase after them shouting for the Department of Dead Languages. And some of their directions were so vague: What did the end of the hallway mean? Wherever one ended another began. Don’t make a scene, I told myself. I opened a few more wrong doors, to find people lifting their heads and smiling up at me, and then I found it. (Was I the one who was wrong? No, the doors were confusing.)

			The room was crowded. My friend and I exchanged kisses. I smiled good-naturedly at everyone, seeing how I’d just exchanged kisses with a professor. (Everyone has their little tricks. Besides, I wanted to appear confident.) They discussed their book orders and the agenda for their afternoon committee meeting while I listened somewhat impatiently. To pass the time, I proposed a few ideas myself. (I kept my head down, though, to avoid their stares.) Eventually they left. I took off my bag. (I don’t usually carry a bag but I’d stuck the letter in the Latin book so it wouldn’t get wrinkled. Why the Latin book? Maybe to skim through along the way. And since I didn’t want my friend to see the book, I’d put it in my bag. I was drowning in particulars, and I knew it.) We asked each other what we’d been up to. For him, it was obvious. For me, freedom, solitude, that sort of thing, I said. At that point, and I don’t know how this happened, he asked me where I’d parked my car. It just came out so casually; he didn’t mean any harm. But this car kept hindering the creation of a dialogue between me and everyone else. I quickly took out the letter; I got so flustered over not having a car that the Latin book fell out. Thank God he didn’t see. He stared at the letter, his face turned serious; he didn’t seem to understand what he was reading. I hope no one’s playing jokes on you, he said. I felt a shiver of pleasure; and then I became sad. I refused to give up so easily, I resisted. He used a word I didn’t understand. There was someone at the university who specialized in this word. Leave the letter with me and we’ll ask, he said. Had I ever been to any of the Eastern countries? Or met any Easterners here? No. (I was about to say something about the north or south but changed my mind.) He said there were some sects out there that spoke a secret language. Every country had them, he’d heard their members worked almost exclusively in the artisanal trades. No, I don’t have any ties like that. I guess they chose you because you live all by yourself, he laughed. (I didn’t appreciate this joke.) Keep it, I said. (And the responsibility.) I have to get to work, I lied, and left. As I passed through the university gate, I realized I’d forgotten the Latin grammar. What if I go back and he returns the letter? How come my fears always come true? Damn—I’d gotten lost in the hallway again. I’d left as if I were never coming back, without looking left or right. (Because if I don’t, I’ll never find the same place twice.) Handing me the book, he said, of course, Are you studying Latin? (People wishing to avoid such questions ought to act preoccupied, absentminded.) I muttered a few verbless statements about solitude, evenings, free time. I had to sit down with him again. (Thank God the department chair called him away before the conversation turned to women.) When I rushed out of the university I went through a different gate, the one farthest from the bus stop.

			I’ve been fine for two days. I delegated the letter to my friend, like a case file. He knows the issue, there’s nothing to ask me. He bears the responsibility now; my advocate of sorts. I wasn’t even thinking about it. But when I got home in the evening, I had nothing to do and it sprang to mind. Then again, one should be deliberative; whatever the issue, one should think about it so incessantly that the outcome comes as no surprise. The most important condition for enduring solitude is exhaustive preparation. Still, the telephone surprised me when it suddenly rang. No one I was expecting. They must have dialed the wrong number. Who? The ill-mannered. Then I heard the voice of my professor friend and I was surprised again. Moreover, he got straight to the point. Despite everything, I was apparently unprepared. Are we going to trial already? Please, my friend, adjourn. (Naturally I said this to myself. But to him I seemed very cool-headed. It’s easy on the phone: no one sees your face.) “We’ve deciphered the letter,” he laughed. “Like I thought, it’s one of those secret sects.” Secret? What in this world could still be a secret? Ha-ha. They considered themselves a secret. “So what does it say?” “Dear . . .” “Wait, let me get a pen and paper.” (I didn’t like where this was going. Maybe they hadn’t been able to decipher it after all. At which point he’ll mention how incompetent the other professors are.) “Dear sir, or master, mister, maester, lord, something like that.” “My friend, that’s not important.” “This sect thinks very highly of you; anyway, moving on. Are you writing this down?” “I am.” “We are serving you notice! You could also say they’re bringing something to your attention.” My, what a scholar you are! “Upon receiving this letter, or our letter, you are henceforth—you realize the language these sects use doesn’t have any possessive pronouns.” “Possessive pronouns? And what does that mean?” “Well, it’s like the ‘our’ before the word ‘letter’ in the phrase ‘our letter.’ Some people also call them possessive determiners.” I’d apparently need to read a Turkish grammar too. “All right, where were we?” You made me forget. “Upon receiving this letter, you are henceforth absolutely forbidden from leaving your house. Beware! or Consider yourself forewarned! or you could say, We bring this to your attention! Instead of a signature, they’ve written SUPERIOR PATH, distinguished cult, something like that.” Something like that, my ass. You’re not the one who got the letter, of course you’re unconcerned. He laughed. “So there you have it; you see the kind of lunatics lurking out there.” I do. I’d begun to laugh as well. “What do you think? Are these people serious?” “Maybe.” “What do you mean, maybe?” “Well, I meant they at least take themselves seriously.” “Do we know anything about them? Are they writing letters and whatnot to other people?” “We didn’t come across anything like that in our papers, but it’s possible.” He laughed. “Why, are you scared?” “Ha-ha. No, my friend. If I were scared, would I be living in the middle of nowhere?” Was that really where I lived? “You could notify the police.” I wondered if he was serious. “No, this is too difficult to explain to the sort of police you find at the station. I doubt even the interior minister would understand. He probably doesn’t know what possessive pronouns are either.” We laughed. “I’m sorry, I have to go. My wife and I are off to the cinema. She’s waiting at the door.” You couldn’t have called earlier? “Thank you for taking the trouble.” “Not at all, my friend, it was fun for me.” Me too. “So long.”

			Like an idiot, I sat down to think. Could something so absurd actually happen today? “Upon receiving this letter, you are henceforth forbidden”—an order I’d yet to follow. They’ve probably known about me for a while. I got the feeling I was taking this seriously; I grew angry with myself. Was something like this really possible? Do I really live in the middle of nowhere? Well, that’s what you’d said on the phone—and a fine coincidence for them. What if it isn’t a coincidence? I hardly leave the house anyway, it’ll be fine. (I smiled.) They know what they’re doing, they want to test you. I jumped to my feet. But they also had no idea I’d take this nonsense so seriously. And how did they know I talked to myself? They must have insight into one’s inner world. You chose a good man! I suddenly lost my temper and stopped being afraid. Afraid? No, it wasn’t fear. Maybe it was just a lack of preparation. I stood up, I walked all over the house. I checked the hidden corners, then inspected the lock on the garden door. (I always did this. But then they never said they’d come to my home; which meant my behavior had nothing to do with my fear of them.) Them? Maybe there weren’t that many. Who knows, maybe this cult only had one person left. One solitary member who’d gone insane. Because you do all understand (who all?) that otherwise they wouldn’t have written a threatening letter; they’ve revealed themselves, plus the letter’s already been deciphered. I didn’t like this. More precisely, I didn’t like myself—I’d been high-strung lately, I’d even been thinking of going to a doctor. (For other issues.) He’d chosen a convenient time. (It helped to think of them as a single person. Just like they had no possessive pronouns, maybe they didn’t have any plural pronouns either.) I tried distracting myself with a book, grew tired of it, then picked up my Turkish grammar. (How easily I’m influenced.) I read the chapter on possessives, I didn’t understand a word. (And I was supposed to learn Latin.) I decided to study by writing. For a while I became completely absorbed: I, you, our, therein, from me. Instead of “my pen,” drop the pronoun and . . . My eyelids grew heavy. I was glad.

			The next two days went smoothly: I went over to some people’s houses for dinner. I stayed busy: I rushed some of my jobs, then straightened them out; I brought a book from home and read it (I didn’t understand much) on the bus, on my lunch breaks at the office, at the bus stop. I came home late, got in bed, and studied Latin-English-Turkish (grammar); I spent the mornings tidying up; I went to the cinema and even watched the promotional films; I still read sometimes (my life was taking on a routine); I strolled along the streets lined with tall trees (someone I knew saw me and said, “You’re looking deep in thought, where are you headed?” So, I’m the one who’s deep in thought?); on my way home one day I even bought a bunch of flowers I didn’t know the names of from the Gypsies in the street.

			Which is to say, I didn’t surrender; but I knew all good things came to an end (the flowers weren’t fresh, they’d wilted in a day). This wasn’t enough to fill up a whole lifetime; at some point I’d have to think. “Norgunk!” they’d told me, warned me, or brought to my attention (or something to that effect). No, the dead language expert was just teasing me. I was in my office when this thought shot up through my left side; I called up the university. Someone different answered, He’s not here, he said. This time I remembered to ask when he’d get out of class. “He’s not in class, he’s gone,” he said. “When will he be back?” “He’s gone abroad.” Abroad? Impossible. “What for?” “To increase his knowledge and experience.” What the hell did that mean? (I knew nothing; not words, not grammar, nothing.) He never mentioned this to me. “He’s doing research.” “On what?” Yet another word I didn’t know. I didn’t ask what it was. “How long will he be gone?” “At least six months, at the most two years.” He talked like a clockwork motor. (The library rats.) I had no respect left for the university. Nevertheless, that motor got my thanks.

			He still had the letter. Let him keep it; I don’t know what it all means. I’d given it to the university; then off he went to Europe with it. What can you do? No one could solve it now. It’ll have to wait two years. We’ll have to put it off for two years. My professor friend told me a number of things on the phone, but I’d forgotten them. How could I not? Wasn’t I more confused than ever? (My thoughts were racing—an effect of the books I’d recently read.) I calmed down and suddenly felt tired. I stepped out of my office, I stood in the corridor; I called out to the building supervisor. (I was unaware of what I was doing.) I’m going on a trip soon! What? I can’t hear you. (Instead of staring like that, come upstairs and you’ll hear just fine.) There’s a possibility that I’ll be taking a trip! (A possibility, just a possibility.) Keep an eye on the office for me. (He had a key. So he could clean the place. He wouldn’t.) Tell anyone looking for me that I’ll be back soon. (Soon. A little while later.) All right. He turned to go. (Idiot! Come upstairs.) Here, take this: this is yours, and this is the office rent. All right, thanks. (He doesn’t even know how to give a proper thank you.) I might not go, it all depends. All right. (Nor can he make a three-word sentence. I wished I could always be this angry. No such luck.)

			I went back into my office and immediately regretted everything I’d just done; which is why I spent the next hour brooding. But the letter had gone to Europe, and I’d put everything out in the open for them. (They’d increased; I could no longer think of them as a single person.) Anyway, I’ll simply arrange things as if I were leaving (for where?): I preferred not to go. I straightened up the office, cleared away the papers, put the files back, swept the floor (that idiot won’t even touch the broom while I’m gone—thinking about the building supervisor revived me. I won’t be seeing him anymore either. No, I will). Then I emptied the ashtrays into the trash, put the trash can in front of the door, closed the curtains, dusted the office, straightened the carpet with my foot, and drew an X over the day’s date on the calendar. Everything was in order when I left.

			When I woke up yesterday morning, I was still tired, even though I’d gone to bed early. I don’t feel like going to work today, I thought. Why not laze away a weekday for once? It’ll be an experiment. This business with the secret sect seemed sort of laughable to me; or rather, I seemed laughable to myself. Instead of letting this problem follow me around everywhere I’ll spend the day at home. So what if I put things off? If something bad is going to happen it might as well be today.

			I barely lifted a finger the entire day. In the evening I sat outside in the garden and tried to read one of the eighteen books I’d been struggling through for a week without ever getting past the ninth page. Then I heard some leaves crunching, a shadow moved toward the front door. I jumped up; then I stopped. Don’t be stupid, I said. By the time I got to the front door the postman was halfway up the street. There was a letter on the floor; stamped, sealed, and addressed. I felt better. I suppose I’d gotten flustered again; it wasn’t a habit of mine, but I tore the envelope in two.

			The dead language expert had sent it: the letter and its translation. That thing shot up through my left side again. I suddenly lost all my notions. I read the letter and its translation over and over. I wanted to be rid of this mess. I longed for the small and nervous life I’d had just a few days before. Which means the world is filled with terrible games of chance, I said. (I was unable to note the banality of this statement.) These letters, they ought to be burned! And that dead language expert, along with everyone else I’d discussed this matter with, ought to be killed! Since I’d thought of killing plenty of people before, these new deaths didn’t strike me as particularly horrific. And for some reason I didn’t fantasize about killing any members of the secret sect. In fact, I was afraid they could read my mind. I rushed into the kitchen. Before even thinking to put a pan or something on the floor, I struck a match and burned them all. (The papers, I mean.) The flame went out only once. (I lit it right back up.) But now the tiles had gone black; ashes and half-burnt pieces of paper were strewn across the floor. I swept like a madman, the ashes and embers stuck to the broom bristles; then I clogged the drain while I was washing the broom. I’d been thoroughly routed. I spent a long time wiping up the floor with soapy rags. I’d left a stain though, albeit a faint little ripple, a shadowy mark on the tiles. I scrubbed as hard as I could, it wouldn’t go away. You’ve certainly found the perfect man, I muttered. You could have thrown me into the simplest problem, I still wouldn’t have gotten out. You’ve nullified all my other concerns. I looked at the floor: I needed to get that stain or ripple or shadowy mark off the tiles, and I was prepared to murder everyone and torch the world just to do it. Then I could straighten out my affairs; I’d reduce to dust all the petty worries and pathetic troubles I’d exacerbated with my stupid narrowmindedness. I said this out loud, every word. I realized what I was made of, I’d been defeated without a fight. No matter: I was like every other coward, simultaneously dying and rising from the dead as if I had a million lives. (Or so it seemed.) I smiled. Why? (My thoughts and smiles happened so fast I could hardly keep up with them anymore.) Yes, what made me smile was this: From now on I was all alone, nobody would know what I said or thought, which meant I’d have to assume everything really was exactly how it seemed. I’d do my thinking out loud; I’d get scared and die as much as I pleased. That’s right, born and raised in our biggest cities, educated at multiple universities (a lie) until the age of twenty-eight, employed in a variety of jobs, he burned a letter he’d received and subsequently died. No, he did not get a good education, although he had read certain works, and he was about to learn Latin to better understand everything, but as he slid up to the book on his desk . . . no, the moment he remembered the stain in the kitchen he . . . no, when he realized he was at an impasse and would never be able to learn Latin, he stood up from his desk and died. No, it wasn’t a stain that killed him . . . Rumor had it he’d closed his eyes on this world due to a pain in his left side. No, he never read any particular works, he’d only memorized a few writers’ names, and after the pain subsided and he opened his eyes to this world again he found himself in his garden (true), he looked over several pages of the books he’d been trying to read, puttered around the garden a little, loathed himself a little, all while abandoning himself to all sorts of thoughts. (God knows what about!) He stood at the garden door (five minutes), in the middle of the grass (twelve minutes), and next to the garden wall (who knew how long?). He was preparing to write an essay entitled “God Damn It,” but he didn’t live long enough to do so and was buried (vertically) beneath the stained tiles in the kitchen (again, God damn it) according to his will. Yes, that was enough dying for today, I thought with secret pleasure. I’ll show you all.

			I haven’t gone out to the garden in two days. I just permit myself to peek at it through the curtains every two hours. Don’t go out, they’d told me; but they didn’t tell me to die. I’m curious: How does one survive at home without ever leaving? I thought about this, staring in the mirror; I laughed at them. If I don’t leave this house I’ll die, I’ll literally die. You’ve all lost, do you understand? (I didn’t think they did. Ignorant asses! Spider brains!) I’ll rot away here. No, you don’t have the endurance. Then I won’t leave the house unless I have an excellent reason to. Do you understand? (They didn’t.) I’ve won! It’ll be the death of me! Not spiritually and all, I mean my literal death, you asses! (I admit my manners had gone a little sour. Which means my polite demeanor had only ever been for show.) On the other hand, it didn’t seem like I was making things any more difficult for them. I guess they were expecting a different outcome. (Which was what?) I’ll rot away here, and no one will know. I’d taken certain measures: I’d arranged things with the building supervisor. No one will look for me. (Most of my acquaintances had no idea where my house was. I always went to theirs.) You haven’t examined my life thoroughly enough. A miscalculation! (Anyway, these thoughts gave me the strength to get through another day.)

			And then I couldn’t take it anymore, I should at least go out to the garden, I said. After all it was included in the entire house. (Wasn’t it?) I’d become a bit of a skeptic. Descartes had probably spent a lot of time alone as well. (I didn’t have this guy’s book around, so I couldn’t investigate the degree to which this thought was true. This guy? Descartes? Like I said, my manners had soured.) I flipped through the address book, which had begun to play such a crucial role in my life. I caught my lawyer friend at his office. (By phone.) I asked about the entirety of a house. “I beg your pardon?” he said. “Are you selling your house?” Don’t be ridiculous, I don’t even own it. “Is there an issue with the property line?” (Are you familiar with secret-sect jurisprudence? was what I wanted to ask.) “No, my friend.” “Well, it’s part and parcel.” “What does that mean?” He explained. I didn’t understand. (I guess my problem really was a simple one.) “Thank you, I’ll be calling you back.” How could a secret sect be familiar with our laws? That’s just it, they couldn’t.

			I went outside. It was a sunny day. (I suppose the other days had been just as sunny.) I stared at the sun for a while. That’s significant. What, the sun? No, the fact that the sun didn’t hurt my eyes. It’s the clouds, that’s why. You don’t say! I sat in the front garden until noon. (Six people walked by—all men. One looked suspicious. I think he’d slowed down a little as he passed.) Then the postman arrived. (Time to die again?) He handed me a bill. A telephone bill. You’re kidding. I just paid it. I explained this to the postman. He knew me and was kind enough not to say, “I’m not the one who wrote it up.” I stormed inside. I momentarily forgot about the sect and everything and picked up the phone. So many voices. “Please hold, sir,” one of them said. Then, before anyone could tell me to hold again, I poured my heart out; to another voice. That’s impossible, sir. How so? She was brief: Please come with the notice you received, and we’ll take a look. (You’re talking about the bill I’m holding, yes? I looked at it: this was a notice, not a bill. Apparently.) I can’t. Why not? I sprang to life. Well, I just can’t. I’m busy. (With what?) I’m sorry, sir, (I hope you die) but am I the one to correct your mistakes? Please don’t make us disconnect your line. (I understood, and anyway it was spelled out in the bill—the notification.) I hung up. They’d sent me a dunning letter. (All the phone bill receipts were at the office. God curse you people.)

			Three days later the phone line was cut. I was about to call the lawyer back. The line was dead. And my food would run out that day. There was nothing but tea until evening. (I suppose they too were getting desperate.) Suddenly, I wanted to do something useful (useful to me, anyway). While I waited for death, or for them, I should have been active. We were still in the preparatory stage; I couldn’t just roll over. But I only had two servings of tea to last me until evening. I went to the kitchen. I searched the shelves and cabinets: there were some lentils, chickpeas and beans, half a box of macaroni, a bottle with a tablespoon or two of cooking oil (gone rancid), half a pack of matches, almost a whole jar of sugar, and a saltshaker with a lump of damp salt inside, that was it. What was I supposed to do with all this? (I threw out the oil.) I was caught in a terrible storm. Yes, I was floating all alone in the middle of a vast sea of strangers, foreigners, and other unfamiliars. I started thinking. Staring at the chickpeas in my palm, I thought about my life, about this miserable existence of mine that had yet to amount to anything. I longed for the days that couldn’t, like the scattered chickpeas and macaroni, be gathered back up again. Then it occurred to me: Noah’s pudding! In the religious tales my aunt used to tell me, the prophet Noah made pudding from the last of his food stocks. Or else someone had written a legend about pudding based on his circumstances, which resembled my own; I too was living a legend (on the cheap). I looked for a large pot. (My mother used to boil the chickpeas, beans, and wheat berries first. Wheat berries? I had no wheat berries; the most important ingredient. I wondered, could you make wheat berries from bread? Don’t be ridiculous. I had no bread anyway.) During the boiling stage, I used a lot of pots (like my father would). Although you’d never find it in Noah’s pudding, I boiled the macaroni as a substitute for the wheat berries. I had sugar; this was important. Then I mixed it all up and put it on a long boil.

			I made the pudding with the food I had on hand and the knowledge I had in my head, and by the time I poured it into separate bowls and went out to the garden to wait for it to cool the light outside had dimmed. I had my portable radio with me; I caught the end of a violin concerto. (While the sky gave off one last glow.) And now it’s teatime, the speaker announced. (Soft melodies.) Come on, you can’t miss teatime, I told myself. (Who else was I supposed to say this to?) I made myself a nice glass of tea using half the leaves left in the box. (It wasn’t that nice, of course.) I spent the last ten minutes of teatime sipping it alongside the radio. (The pudding hadn’t congealed yet; it was still an odd, discolored liquid.) The evening was cool, but the tea warmed me up, conspiring with the music to fill me with the kind of melancholy that doesn’t hinge on thought. Then the dogs started barking and I went inside.

			The pudding wasn’t bad. (Where was my mother’s?) The larger chunks of ingredients were sweet and cooked through, still, it was nothing special, it should tide me over for a few days, I thought, set the bowls in my empty fridge. (I permitted no hazards, I wasn’t playing games.) I nodded off in my armchair, brooding over how I’d fill my time. (Time had become one of my biggest problems, but perhaps the biggest was them, the ones banking on my inability to get out of this mess.) I should have been engaging in something constructive. (Latin?) Every corner of the house was scattered with enterprises I’d yet to finish. (It was as if the pieces of my mind had gotten mixed up with all the junk in my drawers, the closets, in the storeroom. Which was why I couldn’t organize my thoughts.) I decided to put everything back in its proper place, no, to sort through it first, no, first I’d figure out what I had and pull it all out, no, no, before any of that I’d go around the house and test my memory by drawing up an exact list of where I kept everything. (This always happened, my brain processing things backward.) There was so much to fix, I should have finished the paper lamp shade for my box lamp, the pictures I was going to frame were still lying on the dresser, and I’d bought those sticky corner pieces for the photo album (where were they?), I was supposed to organize my books by subject, and what about the letters? (They’d have a hard time keeping up, I was too busy—a shame I still believed that the best way to get even with them was to harm myself.) I considered the entirety of the house: I should go through every room. Starting from one corner, step by step . . . I should draw a layout of the house. I looked around the room. (I could have drawn a layout with my eyes closed. That’s how well I knew the place. I tightened my fists.) After I sketched it out, I noticed some mistakes (little ones) where the walls protruded or recessed into the corners. Then I looked at the left side of the sitting room, the one opposite the entrance, and decided to begin surveying my things from there. I’d go through it all, one at a time, separating essentials from non-essentials for good. I’d chosen an easy place to start, so I wouldn’t get discouraged. I marked it on the layout and drew my survey boundaries; I’d begin first thing the next morning. I suddenly felt dizzy: I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. I went to the kitchen. (I’d misrepresented in the layout how the bathroom joined the kitchen—I went back and fixed it.) Then I ate a bowl of pudding. (What else was I supposed to eat?) I had a plan for the next day, I had my pudding, I should be able to hold out. When I least expected to, I fell asleep.

			Then for two days I only ate Noah’s pudding. And I barely did any sorting. (In fact, I only “looked through” my things in the strictest sense of the phrase.) I certainly wasn’t eating well; a monotonous diet ruins one’s internal order. (Not that quickly, not that quickly.) Deciding to put these tasks off for a while, I picked up the things I’d thrown everywhere and tried to stuff them back where they belonged. But none of it fit, as if my papers and whatnot had swollen up the moment I took them out. A few of my picture frames got chipped, some papers torn (the ones that got stuck between the drawers). Plus, I got everything dusty. (I hate dust.) And then, on the morning of the third day, my pudding ran out. I’d long since finished my tea, at another teatime. I ate nothing the whole day. (I drank some water, then got dizzy.) I couldn’t sleep in the daytime either.

			On the morning of the fourth day (since the day I’d made the pudding), I woke up exhausted. I wasn’t quite in my right mind, I dressed myself in whatever I saw lying around and went out to the front garden. I hoped the sun would warm me up, revive me a little. It was either them or me, but one of us was getting beaten. The loser was unclear. The battle wasn’t being fought out in the open. My eyes hurt, I tried to look at the sun and the reflection of its rays, but I couldn’t, it was as if I were drunk. A few objects went by: man, animal, or vehicle. Moving objects that knew nothing of hunger or secret sects. I had two cigarettes left, I lit one. I got dizzy again, this time significantly so. But after two puffs of smoke, I felt cheered enough to say something about man, life, pain, et cetera. Then I caught the bitter taste of the tobacco. Out in the street another object rumbled by. Or it should have. I heard the garden gate creak open and realized this object had stopped. (A good thing I never greased that gate.)

			Excuse me, sir. Go ahead, I said. (For me, it’s all the same, go ahead.) He paused. He was young, a kid. He didn’t talk. He must have used some sort of vehicle to get here. Because the object that had approached the garden gate was faster than a man.

			I saw a motorcycle with a sidecar. I was in no mood to be surprised. I thought these types of motorcycles only existed in my family photo album, in the childhood pictures of a distant relative’s daughter whom I’d never met. Aside from those photographs, I’d never seen a combination motorcycle-sidecar. (Especially not a black one.)

			We’ve just opened, sir.

			I blinked: How so? He looked me over respectfully, with a simple person’s respect. I could tell he wouldn’t object to any of my ridiculous and irrational statements. It’s a multistory, sir, he said, it has everything. He handed me a piece of paper: It was freshly printed, the ink rubbed off on my hand. A crude border made up of hefty black chopping knives. Explain, I said. (I could have drawn a far better border for them.) A bakkal, he said. And you’ve just opened? I asked. He realized that I understood. At first, he couldn’t seem to get his words out, on account of my incomprehension, but now he poured them over me: We deliver to your home, you pay once a month, everything is fresh, a lot of the stores . . . Do you have cigarettes? I asked. I’m running out. He handed me a small notebook. To write everything down in. He had one too. So he could keep track. “Cigarettes,” I wrote. My hands were shaking. I wrote down eggs too. I wrote down a lot. Amounts? 1/2 kg. 4 pieces. I felt like a schoolboy. Rice. He practically flew away; first he took a few steps backward, then he turned around. He mounted his motorcycle with limber movements and drove off. What an agile thing it is, this creature we call man, I pondered. Better to watch and take note.

			The two problems involving food and the purchase of certain necessities had now been solved. Meanwhile I’d begun to put my papers in order. My papers and everything else. I made it through three quarters of the sitting room. (Judging by the layout.) I considered every little scrap. (I could think more clearly now because there were no longer any imminent secret-sect-related complications.) My God, though, I’d really neglected myself, I kept putting everything off until the next day. I hadn’t even finished sketching out some of the paintings I’d begun. Most of them just petered out halfway across the canvas. I should have at least finished those paintings. (Because I didn’t know how to, or because they’d started off so poorly, I threw them away.) So when it came to my papers I acted mercilessly: I refused myself the right to think twice over a single sheet. As I threw away some of my documents and receipts I started wondering if these acts of destruction would get me into trouble. Then I became angry and ripped these contentious papers into even tinier shreds. Of all the things that could befall me, what was worse than a secret sect? (And yet I still couldn’t make up my mind: Had something actually befallen me?) I took my worthless letters, and the papers I’d done my indecipherable calculations on, and the little missives (the most interesting of which said, I’m here. There was no signature. Might you be coming back again in the next few days?), and the envelopes that my important correspondence came in, and the foreign mail that wasn’t intended for me but had inexplicably ended up in my hands, and some of my class notes, and my old pocket notebooks (the planners from when my writing was still very clumsy), and I ripped them up and threw them all away. And yet I still had so many papers, binders, and notes. (I can’t throw them away now.) Then I started putting the photographs in albums. (With some chronological mistakes, I suppose.) Even though my face never changed from day to day (which I knew from my morning observations in the mirror) I noticed some ominous differences in the photographs. I was sorry I couldn’t follow these changes in my face; following the progression (or collapse) of anything had become impossible. In all my pictures, I seemed to be thinking about something. (I should keep a diary and at least track the progression or collapse of my thoughts.) I felt as if I’d suddenly discovered myself inside this house. What happened beforehand? It was like my life hadn’t begun until I’d received this letter, whose addressee was still a mystery, but it wasn’t as if I were living now anyway. I strained my entire memory and imagination; I tried to remember, to see something from my past. I couldn’t. But if I thought about it, I could say that my life at such and such a time looked like this or that, that my mother’s face was pale and lined with wrinkles, that I’d been terrified on my first day of school. But this wasn’t the problem; the problem was the ability to perceive something as if you could sense it, like the fragrance of a hot bowl of soup. I’d always failed at this. Because when it came to nature, or people, or events and incidents, I never liked any of it; not even myself, or the things I did.

			I gave up on sticking the photographs in the albums. Then what did I do? That’s right, I stared at the sky, I stared up at the moon, which resembled nothing else except a round and bright and illuminated disk, and how beautiful it was, I said, Just as beautiful as we’ve been taught, as beautiful as we’ve been told; then I lowered my head and looked for the ripples of moonglow on the sea. What a sad and bitter adventure this was. Or maybe it wasn’t; maybe someone had only told me it was a sad and bitter adventure, or I’d read it somewhere. Since my memory was going and I couldn’t remember what I read or where I’d read it, I figured these emotions were all my own. I wondered where else this sort of situation I was in had been sad and bitter. Egypt? Ancient Greece? Was I confusing myself with the French, English, or Germans of the Romantic age? I was an imitation; I’d never even properly learned about my true self. Maybe I’d never read what happens to me all the way to the end. God, how awful! Maybe I’d heard it from someone who’d heard it from someone else, who’d heard it from . . . My country and its people infuriated me: No one read anymore. No one even knew how to properly feel. Which was why you couldn’t trust the culture of a people who repeated everything they heard. Maybe this wretchedness, and these half-assed measures, even this laughable predicament, had a true and original version. I dropped the photo album. I couldn’t start things all over again even if I wanted to. Starting all over again would require a certain set of skills, because I forgot where I’d left off; for instance, one had to be born into more auspicious circumstances. Or to learn a language for the first time one had to be ignorant of all languages. If I’d only known this business with the letter from the sect would last so long, I might have taken on some longer-term work. Don’t think! I told myself, Don’t think. You don’t even know how to. Carry on with the task in front of you: just stick the unrelated photographs next to each other, see a job through for once. It won’t kill you.

			Or maybe it would. Maybe that’s why I rarely saw anything through, because it might kill me. One ran out one’s own clock by stringing these little tasks together. And by stringing words together, I was winding it back. (Now where had I read that? What, am I supposed to start rereading everything just to figure out which thoughts have come from the things I’ve read?) Now where was I? Where was I with these unfinished tasks? Did I not even know that? I should have made a list of them. For God’s sake! There was so much to do! I was glad I’d gotten this letter. I was happy now that I had so much to do, whether I did it or not made no difference; I wondered if I could remember where I’d left off in each of the books I’d stopped reading. The moon incident had gotten me thinking that I used to dislike nature, but now I wondered if I’d always sort of liked it. I wondered if at some point, because of the trees, the grass or insects that can’t fly, I’d begun in fact to love it. And could I continue to love it? Because loving something wasn’t as easy as picking up where you’d left off in a book. And what if I’d never loved until now? Unlike starting a book over again, I suppose starting love over again wasn’t that easy. Now I was remembering some things: I used to come across this exotic-looking type of bug I’d never seen before, not even in pictures or books; and I’d never find them in the garden or the grass or anywhere—these encounters would, for instance, happen in the guest room. (Since my mother kept the door closed to everyone except our most important guests, this cold, dark room remained so deserted that a strange bug managed to get inside.) Yes, this was a different species of bug: whereas the bugs it resembled were generally green, for instance, this one was yellow. I was really surprised. I was the first person in the world to see this bug. I mean, why not? (My father used to make similar assertions on extremely trivial matters: that the first person to think of whacking their toothbrush on the side of the sink to get the water off, for instance, was him. That’s why I used to get so angry when guests looked at me and said, Well look at that, he’s just like his father.) And then there was the time after a thunderstorm when I saw a rainbow stretching over the sea like a bridge abutment. (And the bay at the other end looked like a monochromatic watercolor.) But these things would happen to me so rarely. Per what I’d read or heard nature lovers say, one should appreciate nature throughout the course of one’s daily life. But it had recently become very difficult to maintain my own course of life. Nor was there much nature left for me to admire. My life was spent surrounded by manufactured things. Which I suppose I also didn’t like. More precisely, to me manufactured things were no different from people, and between me, people, and things there were inexplicable matters that only I knew about. (I figured they generally opposed me. A reconciliation wasn’t likely.) Maybe the secret sect frowned on all of this, and when they realized I’d never improve under these conditions (in which case I agreed with them) they’d sentenced me to an endless punishment. Considering my hostile attitude and ill thoughts, I’d actually been expecting this, even though I had no idea what form the punishment would take. I didn’t think very highly of people, manufactured things, or nature; there was nothing of myself I could give to the world. I kept myself to myself; I wasn’t acting according to my own free will. They couldn’t take much more of this. Maybe the existing laws prevented them from doing anything to me; but the order of the world is multidirectional and complex. And then a secret sect suddenly shows up. With billions of people living together, there were thousands upon thousands of possibilities. Even someone like me living in hell (or at the bottom of it) could take precautions. I lacked love and that’s why I’d wasted my talents: even though I knew how to paint I had no love for the subjects I painted, which was why they turned out ugly or were unfinished. I wasn’t a nature lover escaping from civilization, I was simply passing myself off as one, that’s why I’d rented a house with a garden in this godforsaken place; but the garden ended up overgrown with weeds. I hadn’t planted any trees or flowers since I’d gotten here. And two of the sweet cherry trees had died. I didn’t even put out any flowerpots; not in the house or in the garden. I was nothing but an affectation. One time, passing by a shantytown on the train, I noticed most of the gardens were filled with trees and flowers, the windowsills sagged under the weight of the pots. Fill the world’s neighborhoods with people like me and the planet would turn into a concrete desert. I was a disgrace to humanity, and inhumanity. I wanted to feel sorry for myself, to fall into absolute despair. Maybe when I did it would be easier to climb out. But I knew these thoughts were nothing but words. I went to the window and looked up at the sky. There was the moon. That familiar moon. No, I was incorrigible. I doubted if I even felt any real pain.

			Nonetheless, I spent the rest of the night thinking about these and other similar things; I didn’t sleep. I turned on the radio; when the radio finished, I tried to whistle the nice parts of the melodies I’d heard; no use. I suppose I was modeling myself after a bad sort of character; I’d always wanted to live such a person’s life, to draw a conclusion from life (how?) and to be like those people (which people?) who whistle melodies at midnight. The terrible events and tedious ordeals kept repeating themselves; the beautiful things turned up once and disappeared. Painting like Rembrandt was impossible. What did Rembrandt mean? Just being a porter who wants to plant an apple sapling in the garden of the house he built overnight was impossible. Which meant I’d been watching myself disinterestedly during every experience to see how things would play out. Even when I slept with a woman for the first time, a woman who I thought loved me, I’d have to tell myself that yes, yes, this feels good. So for two years I only slept with a prostitute. I’d call her up and she’d come right over. This woman was shy somehow, and bored with her work. Which was why she acted so friendly to me. One time, while she was getting undressed, I painted her picture. She told me not to. I never minded when a woman put up that sort of resistance. As I painted her, she turned her back. She was naked from the waist down. This painting was a racy one. But it didn’t turn out too bad. One of her shoulders was bare. I pinned the painting up on the bedroom wall, just to tease her. She saw it every time she came over, and she’d blush and look away. (I went into the bedroom to look at the painting again. A shame I didn’t even have a telephone anymore.) I was always withholding my emotions until later; when my father died, I didn’t feel very sad at the time, I just fixated on the little details near his grave. Looking at a tree or a bird or something didn’t make me happy, thinking about it did. No, maybe I wasn’t concealing myself for better days: maybe my emotions just always came a little late. It wasn’t until one evening about two years after my father died that I started feeling sad. Or years would pass before I began to understand the meaning of some of the books I’d read. My father had died. And I couldn’t read my old books anymore. On these matters I didn’t have much influence over myself. Only a bleak, bitter anger remained, which wasn’t going to help me weed the garden. They’ve shoved me aside; our work is urgent, we can’t wait for you, they said. (They were in no hurry; they’d in fact waited for me for years.) I felt as if I’d lived this awful life or read about what I thought were my own personal experiences before I’d even been born. I didn’t even believe my wrongdoings had anything to do with me or the essence of me. Maybe there had been thousands of people over the last few hundred years living in the middle of some dump of a landscape like this one, who’d also been receiving threatening letters from secret sects. I didn’t know my past that well, I only had the vaguest notion of these people; but I was certain about one thing: they would have appreciated how terrifying the incident was and suffered for it; their loneliness would have truly been hopeless. I, however, was a cheap novel. No, even bad literature had some truth to it. Its dull fabrications were truer than me! I didn’t exist; I didn’t even occupy a place where I could say I didn’t exist. Words refused to describe me. If only I could have had some words of my own, my own sentences and thoughts. If only one of the millions of utterances spoken over the course of thousands of years had pertained to me! If only someone would say, They’ve already applied to so many people already, why not give a handful of them to you? (I was willing to share. I had no choice.) If only I could truly take pity on myself and feel despair. (I wasn’t brave enough to call any positive circumstances to mind.) Then I would slowly and deliberately straighten myself out.

			It was morning, the darkness outside the window was starting to fade. Maybe I’ll go out, I said. I might see one of my old bugs, or else the sky might be shrouded in such a red glow and the clouds, pitying me, might unfurl such dramatic shadows that even I’ll find nature beautiful; I’ll feel something rising in my chest. Maybe when I see something in a different light, like a little strip of green or a pile of dead pine needles along the base of a wall, I’ll actually like it. (Something like this did happen to me once.)

			I opened the front door softly, as if there were someone in the house I didn’t want to wake; I crept out into the street. (I don’t suppose they saw me. Who?) It was light enough to see the way. For a while I stared at the sky without blinking; I wanted to watch the darkness recede and the colors turn gray, but I suppose I failed to; I must have been really lost in thought, because the sky seemed to brighten all at once. The street was empty, I wandered up it but tried to go slow. (Perhaps walking up my own street didn’t count as leaving the house.) Then I noticed that my thoughts about the secret sect had let up a little; I didn’t want to miss this. I came to the street where the dogs liked to sleep beside the trash cans. I looked at the houses and their garden fences: everything was as still and quiet as a photograph. I was about to turn onto the main street but changed my mind; I went up a different one, like my own, where the houses ended at one point and started again on a hillside in the distance. Nature didn’t have that blandness up there, it seemed to be coming to life. Then I got dizzy. (I really did.) I stood there among the grass and the trees and the fields until I had to sit down on a slab of rock. I closed my eyes.

			I awoke to the sound of an engine. No, I hadn’t fallen asleep, or fainted. I thought backward: I recalled everything since sitting down on the rock, and I didn’t remember dreaming. No, I hadn’t passed out. I opened my eyes: a truck was idling in front of me. The front passenger thrust his round face through the driver-side window: You sick, mister? I looked at the day laborers in the truck bed. They turned to watch me. I shook my head. (After all, they seemed concerned.) Do you live nearby, mister? We can take you home. This required speech: Where are you . . . He held a piece of paper through the window. An address: my street. What are you doing there? I looked at the paper again: the house next door. We’re demolition workers, mister. I noticed the day laborers held shovels and pickaxes and I stood to my feet.

			A new building is going up there. We’re tearing down the old one. What? He offered me a cigarette. (The kind that leaves a bitter taste in my mouth.) I took it. There’s a new permit here for four-story buildings. What about the people living there? They left. How can that be? (It just can.) I felt dizzy again, because of the cigarette. When the truck braked to a stop, I nearly struck my head on the windshield. Thank you. I stood in front of the house.

			They’ve been working for four days now. Say what you will, people can really move: I’ve been watching them. Piece by piece, they take apart the house next door. Like butchers: they set the meat (useful parts like windows, doors, roof tiles) neatly off to one side; they fill the truck with the bones (bricks, stucco, et cetera) and dump it up the road somewhere. I mentioned this analogy to the demolition foreman (the assistant foreman supervised when he wasn’t there); “Where’d you come up with that?” he laughed. (I’m an educated individual, of course; it’s these little discoveries that keep me standing.)

			The dust spread everywhere, it coated the hedges between the two gardens, but there was activity, people were there. This didn’t bother me at that point, of course. They were a little surprised to see me watching them all day. Didn’t I have a job? I’m on my annual leave. Why didn’t I go off and travel? I’ve been waiting for this chance for years: that is, to organize the house. I felt a little embarrassed around them, so I started working in the garden; I pulled up some of the weeds. There was a lot of couch grass, which apparently sapped the soil of its strength. One can’t possibly appreciate the treachery of this weed at first glance, or by touching it. Because its stems creep along the ground. It got around by sticking its roots in the soil like some multi-legged reptile. One had to keep constant watch; then again, the plants could breathe easier if I pulled it all up. And then (so the demo foreman told me) I shouldn’t let the grass get so tall; for one, it looked awful; and the soil couldn’t nourish such an overgrown lawn. (The things people knew!) I could never be a demolition foreman. Then one day he brought me a flowerpot, inside which grew a slender little pale-green thing. I hesitated. Don’t be scared, it doesn’t bite, he said. (What an authentic phrase he’d thought up, hadn’t he? Compared to the pathetic absurdity of my butcher-and-meat analogy, it was a downright work of comedic art.) I’m not scared; what if I can’t take care of it? It’s a responsibility. That’s why I never got married—always afraid I’d neglect my own kids. He laughed. (That’s one thing the demolition foreman lacked that I didn’t: the ability to tease himself. What could he do? But I didn’t learn how to do this on my own; the books of foreign writers taught me.)

			The demolition work was finished. Then one day the demolition foreman didn’t show up, an excavation foreman took his place. The excavation foreman also had his own truck. I didn’t like this. The ground floor of the neighbor’s house was now a vacant lot, and they started digging to the center of the Earth. Only some debris here and there was left over from the demolition phase. I realized then that nothing in this world truly comes to an end. They’d left a cracked Western-style toilet bowl behind; it stood beside the garden wall. I sat on this new rock slab to chat with the excavation foreman; the day laborers laughed at me. I’d pulled up the couch grass in the garden, but the excavation foreman found more of it hidden away, because he was the rural type, a real man of the earth. That’s why all he wanted to do was excavation work. The day laborers were like that too. They did this work well. The excavation foreman helped me cut back the long grass. I gave him the demolition foreman’s potted plant. (I just wanted to get rid of it.) We put it inside the toilet bowl. Meanwhile, the foundation pit continued to grow. I didn’t like where this was going. I made another analogy: this pit looked like a hole in the gums. (Having once had a wisdom tooth pulled, I trusted the authenticity of this analogy; but I didn’t mention this to the excavators, it might hurt their feelings and ruin our good rapport.) They were about to lay the foundation; this was why the excavation foreman didn’t think they needed to brace the sides of the pit. (He knew his dirt, he spoke its language, while I was learning all of this for the first time, then immediately forgetting it.) The kid from the market-grocer-butcher bakkal stopped by every day and looked at the dig. He too was from a village, another rural type. I was growing nervous, my money was running out; I cut down on my orders.

			Then I didn’t buy anything for two days. I’d spent the last of my money; we compared notebooks (the store credit notebooks, that is). Going over the orders, he became frank and serious: he kept reminding me that every item he’d written down was a purchase. I didn’t care. (Which is why I didn’t think he took me seriously, even though he was serious about his job.) We drew red slashes through the notebook pages that showed what I’d paid for. (This was what I liked best about accounting.) As he turned to go, I told him not to come back for a while, I’d be going on a trip. (Otherwise, he would have come every day, he didn’t know the situation.) I didn’t go out for several days. I didn’t want the excavators to see me, so I stayed away from the windows. I spent some time organizing my papers; I put them in folders, tabulated them, and arranged them chronologically. (I prioritized firsts and lasts in everything I did.) That was it for the sitting-room mess. Then, while I was reading a foreign-language book one day, or rather as I was trying to read a foreign-language book, or rather as I was thinking about how I needed to study a foreign language, I suddenly noticed that the vacant lot next door had gone quiet. My heart sank. Had the excavators finished so soon? I went to the window, threw caution to the wind, and looked outside: a single day laborer was there gathering his things, that was it. I opened the window. What about the building? There’s a problem with the permit, it’s on hold for now. I went out to the garden and peered into that hole in the gums; yes, that’s exactly what it looked like. So long, mister, he said. Mister—right . . . I stared into the pit. I wondered if it would eventually fill up with dirt the same way the hole in my gums had filled up with flesh. Yes, things were bad: besides this pit and the threats of a secret sect, I was broke now too. The ill thoughts crept back into my mind. I stood at the edge of the pit. The plant in the toilet bowl had died. What if it had lived? What would it look like? Would it have flowered? There goes responsibility. I tossed the flowerpot into the pit. Then I went home to my loneliness.

			•

			I’ve been hungry for thirty-six hours. I’m waiting for death. Meanwhile, I make use of my time by reading and studying foreign languages; I don’t understand a thing. But even in the past—with a full stomach—I never understood. It’s been a long season; a warm summer, a hot autumn, something like that. I don’t leave the house or go out to the garden. I never finished weeding anyway. I don’t want to look at the things I’ve left unfinished or haven’t done at all. I need to sleep. (Perhaps if I’d planted some seeds in the garden, I’d have something to eat by now.)

			This morning, in the fifty-fourth hour of my hunger, I lingered between wakefulness and sleep. I did have hopes, groggy ones. The motorized bakkal would be back, a month of store credit . . . But I’d told him I’d be gone for several months . . . Hadn’t I? It’s impossible to teach oneself a foreign language, but what if I did it by mail, if I took a correspondence course? What if I had some liveliness . . . someone knocked at the door. They’d knocked while I was asleep, I didn’t answer. (One could take a piss or drink water in one’s sleep, then wake up to see no such thing had occurred. But I wasn’t in a position to be deceived by dreams.) They knocked again, I opened my eyes; then they knocked while my eyes were open. I got up. A man, several men. I blinked. A lot of men. They said my name. A car, in front of the garden gate. And a few other men standing beside it. “My congratulations,” the best-dressed one said. He wore a dark suit with a green tie. He had a mustache, he must have just shaved. I didn’t like him. “Thank you,” I said. He shook my hand. I nearly fell over, but they held me up. I haven’t been feeling well. (I’m fucking hungry!) I tried not to look embarrassed. So did they. We’re very sorry to hear that. Bye, then. Sir, I think you’ve misunderstood. That’s how it happened. I, he said, am the manager of your bank. And these are . . . I sat down on the front stoop. We tried calling you . . . They’ve mistakenly disconnected my phone, but I’ve paid all my bills. Sir, they don’t understand, one of the young men said. (According to that thought, I was now an old man.) I liked this young one: he wore a sport jacket over a wool shirt. I decided to listen to him. Sir, your account has been awarded a rather large monetary prize. Excuse me? I should have been rejoicing, this was unexpected news. I tried to smile; but I suppose I only managed to contort my face. Where is it? Where’s what? The money. Would you mind coming to the bank? I can’t, I have work to do. (They must have found my behavior awkward.) It’s just, I said, I’ve been sick. They whispered some instructions to the young man in the sport jacket. (God willing, the next bank manager will be you, “my boy.”) They’re going to take some pictures, if you don’t object. When? Now, as I’m telling you you’ve won. It’s too late, haven’t you already told me? They laughed. Apparently, I was a comedian. He extended his hand, we both turned to the camera. Not like that. Look at me. All right. The irritating bank manager with the green tie pretended to tell me the news for the first time; I didn’t do very well pretending to hear it. No harm. They took another picture. I asked for a cigarette. They took a picture of me “joyfully puffing on a smoke.” This will be the one I put in the front window of our branch, you’ll be famous. Better to be loaded, I said, and we all laughed. This cigarette is making me dizzy, I think I’ll sit down if you don’t mind. They didn’t. Come, let’s sit in the garden. Someone brought out a few chairs. (Either me or one of their lackeys. I don’t remember.) I kept hearing a whirring buzz in my ear. I’m afraid of bees. I swatted at the noise. I’m a real comedian, they were filming us, which explained the whir. In the cinemas too? I said. In the cinemas too, they said. (They didn’t understand me. That’s fine. Plenty of people didn’t.) But I never really liked this advertising stuff. Those pictures of the winners and their smiles or whatever, I always found it so tasteless. The man in the sport jacket came over. (He was very deferential toward the man in the green tie.) Could you at least take my picture when you first give me the money? Let’s do that inside, they said. It’ll look more businesslike. (The garden wasn’t exactly heartwarming.) The big lamps went on once they plugged them in. (This took them some effort. I don’t like messing with the electric.) I eventually took my money and acted like I was counting it. (I didn’t really count it. I only thought to count it once they’d left. It was all there.) Smile a little, take some pride in our bank. Sir, I’ve always liked your bank, I’ve always found it gratifying to deposit my money there, because I’m depositing it in a good place. (If I hadn’t been so hungry, I would have come up with something better to say. In fact, I never liked speaking in public. They helped me out, thank God, saying some nice words on my behalf.) I’d offer you coffee, but I’m afraid I don’t have any. (This was true.) You are going to give the money back, yes? Give it back? Why? Well, you’re not going to squirrel it all away here, are you? True. I’d like to keep some of it, if that’s all right. Of course. I took a little extra. What’s he going to do with all that money? they must have been thinking. Let them. We’ve troubled you enough, thank you. Actually, I . . . I forgot: Could you stop by the bakkal on your way and let them know? (That didn’t work.) No, I don’t owe them anything. What a comedian I was. Still, they were very accommodating. (What are these men, your personal attendants?) Which bakkal? I don’t know. I guess it’s a big one. This time they really did give me a strange look—a big bakkal? I told the young man in the sport jacket what I meant: it’s a greengrocer, butcher, et cetera, all in one. Happy spending! I saw them out. I asked them to take a departing photo as well. (It had been years since I’d had my picture taken so much at once.) I’d like to have some of these pictures. We’ll mail them. Very good. I waved goodbye.

			From that day on, with the exception of the bakkal’s motorcycle-riding errand boy, no one else came by. As the foundation pit eroded it grew slightly wider. I threw myself a feast (during the first few days). I filled every room in the house with food. I covered the desks and counters and tables with plates of leftovers; my bedroom swam in peels and pits. For some reason the constant eating fueled my desire to read. Then I accomplished something I’d been thinking about for a long time: I started a foreign language correspondence course. The errand boy mailed my work for me. I figured this was why he kept giving me strange looks. I was the subject of rumors, I could see it in his eyes. Since I never saw anyone, I normally wouldn’t have cared; but every morning he came by I felt the need to explain why I wasn’t leaving the house. My picture appeared in the newspaper. (Not the front page, of course.) My film must have been playing in the cinemas too. (As a kid I wanted to be in the paper, albeit for different reasons.) My picture was huge. One could say I was smiling. They printed my name, but they mentioned nothing about my life. I’d have been a lot happier as an actual “news item.” Never mind. I worked hard on the lessons the correspondence teacher sent me, I did my homework. My grades weren’t all that bad; but since I didn’t know my standing in the class I couldn’t say where I ranked or how well I studied and whatnot. So one day I enrolled in a public correspondence university I’d seen in the newspaper. (I’d always wanted to go to university. Now university was coming to me. I liked this.) The courses weren’t very difficult. And the university would eventually give me a diploma. The hot autumn season ended and the cool one began. Summer and winter in this city never made much sense. I decided to pay a little more attention to nature. (I looked long and hard at the yellow leaves this time before they blew away. Because I always used to forget to. But what did people see in these yellow leaves? In an oil painting, fine, I get it, but on the ground? I had no idea.)

			I finished correspondence university with As and Bs. And I made it to level three in my language course. Plus, the university mailed me a diploma. (It’s in the kitchen, tacked to the bottom of the top cupboard. I liked the raised seal they stamped into my picture best.) Things weren’t bad, although I was still a little lethargic. I put on my trench coat every day and walked around the garden for half an hour. I spent a lot of time looking at the sky and whatnot, especially the flora. One day, and I don’t remember exactly how this happened, I guess I’d been staring at the walls of the house for a little too long. (My interest in walls had been piqued by the university’s construction classes, as well as the demolition and excavation jobs next door.) I was looking over the one rock wall that rises half a meter above the ground. It’s called a “sub-basement wall” and serves a number of functions, which I can’t remember now. I suddenly noticed a fissure extending from the foundation: a faint crack curling upward like a thin tree branch. (I was starting to enjoy these nature analogies. I’d gotten an A in natural history at the public university. But this wasn’t natural history; something ending in “ology,” more likely.) I took a step back in terror: the house might collapse on top of me. They still hadn’t finished the excavation job, and nobody had braced the sides of the pit. I was now a victim of the bureaucratic chaos of the state. Why start a construction project if they hadn’t already issued a permit for the building? The house was about to split in half like a walnut shell. (I was sick of these analogies now; but that image of a bifurcated walnut shell would come back to haunt me.) I should have complained, filed a grievance, asserted my rights. But I couldn’t go anywhere. I sank deeper in my chair with this terrifying knowledge, and I didn’t get up. (When had I gone back inside? When did I sit down? When did I begin to think? What else was I doing besides constantly thinking?) I thought so much, and about so many things at once, that I eventually remembered the time I was touring a Byzantine church and saw a piece of glass fixed to a crack in the wall. We’re checking to see if the crack is propagating, they’d said. The glass had already cracked, but as far as I remember no one panicked. They didn’t go rushing the visitors outside, shouting that the church was about to collapse. I went out to the garden for some glass but couldn’t find any; I looked in the pit next door and walked all the way around it; nothing; I searched the entire house, the kitchen; no, I didn’t have so much as a shard of glass. I needed one right away. I tried to break a small piece off the window above the sink; the window split right up the middle. I still managed to get a small shard out of it. (The rest was useless.) Thank God I had some plaster. Like they’d done at that church, I smoothed out the stucco, cut a mortice on both sides of the crack and nestled the glass inside. (Which meant I wasn’t that careless.) And I didn’t botch the plaster either. (I suppose I’d taken a class on this at the public university.) Then I suddenly wondered: Which school or department had I graduated from? I guess I’d graduated from all the schools. Good.) I wish you strength and stability, my dear respected piece of glass, I said. Then I went off to study correspondence English.

			I woke up the next morning at dawn. (As a lesson in nature appreciation, I briefly watched the reddening sky and ash-colored clouds. Just like people did physical exercises every morning, I could do fifteen-minute nature appreciation demonstration exercises. Good.) No, God! The glass had cracked; and in a single night. I hugged myself and started pacing in front of the crack like a pain-stricken hospital patient. I needed to tell someone what happened.

			I waited in the rear garden until I heard the rumble of the combination motorcycle-sidecar. But what could I tell the errand boy? (He was already suspicious.) Taking my bread and newspaper, I tried to start up a conversation. I pretended to look at the paper. (I’d in fact recently begun to throw my papers in the kitchen cupboard without reading them.) Did you hear? he said, they’re registering everyone today. No kidding! And what are they registering everyone for? They’re holding elections for neighborhood mukhtar and they have to register the voters. (Good. In that case I’ll make sure I’m home. Ha-ha.) The bastards! How dare they ask me for my vote! And after they bungled their construction permits and never checked up on their crumbling foundation pits . . . Wait, I’ll show them. Are the candidates coming along? No; this is a civil servant’s job. He proudly lifted his head: My boss might be the next mukhtar. May he take a drubbing!

			By the time they arrived—God damn it!—I’d already forgotten I was expecting them. (My memory worked for only half a day. I needed a doctor to look at it.) What’s more, I was sitting haplessly on the toilet, I couldn’t get up; still, I pulled my pants halfway up and ran to the door. (One can’t run very fast like that.) When I saw the car, it was already pulling away. (I bet the greengrocer-bakkal and God knows what else must have provided it.) I ran after them, fastening my buttons and buckling my belt right there in the street. I couldn’t wave them down. Couldn’t I? I sat down on the curb to catch my breath; I started to cry. Not like that wailing people do, but softly, with actual tears. (I never did anything noisily.) Then the combination motorcycle-sidecar appeared around the corner and stopped in front of me; I quickly wiped my tears and told the errand boy what happened. Don’t be upset, he said. I’ll let them know, they’ll register you. He handed me some paper. I wrote my name, my age, my mother and father, et cetera; I didn’t put everything down. They wouldn’t know the difference; they’d lock me up somewhere later anyway.

			I threw away the glass, I was too scared to replace it. I thought for a long time about everything that had happened, starting from the first day. How many had it been? I’d stupidly failed to write that down too. Too late. I was rusting away here; even my memory was getting rusty. The loneliness corroded it. But of course! I had no one to talk to. Soon enough, I’d only remember what the errand boy and I discussed. I needed to speak, to shout, to learn. I should do a correspondence doctorate. I should become a correspondence lecturer, then a correspondence professor. I should be cultivating my painting skills and cultural knowledge via correspondence. I should become a correspondence faculty member at a university; and maybe after a while I could start holding classes there. But most of all, I should speak. I stood up. I’ll start right now, I thought. Say something. I’d nearly forgotten how to speak. I needed to express myself, to speak up. I needed help.

			I! I shouted, as loudly as I could. Then I repeated my name several times. I, the victim of a secret sect, am withering away like a houseplant. I, who don’t know how to look after a houseplant, can’t even look after myself. Accused of wanting solitude, I’ve been condemned to it. I oppose this verdict with all my strength. I can’t take the loneliness anymore, I want to be among people. One needs enemies too. (To understand the value of one’s friends.) Here I am, alone, broken-down, unable to cook, unable to read, unable to learn English or love nature. (I should have been doing half-hour speaking drills each morning after my fifteen minutes of nature appreciation demonstrations.) I’ve learned nothing new, and I’ve forgotten the things I already know. I can’t even judge the accuracy of my own thoughts anymore. I explain things to people, but I no longer see any response in their eyes? I’m forgetting everything, even how to punctuate? I don’t know when to use an exclamation mark anymore? Moreover, I haven’t been able (or have been unable) to learn how to suffer or experience actual fear. I don’t even know which phrase to use. I’ve become a loner, but the lone victim of my loneliness is me. (And now I’ve used the word “lone” three times in the same sentence.) I accept my defeat? I call upon the forces of the secret sect to withdraw. I’m tired of eating canned foods and not being able to read. I swear that if you grant me my former life I will fill the house with potted plants, and at the risk of getting the floor wet and causing an insect infestation I will care for them too. I’ll love nature and people, I’ll work to benefit the homeland, I will oppose no system. I’ll treat everyone kindly, get married, have children, change their diapers, and patiently tell them fables at night so they’ll go to sleep, and I’ll listen to their tattling and take an interest in them, an actual interest!

			Speaking like this stirred me up, my eyes filled with tears. I’d had quite the effect on myself. (Whereas when it came to others, I had none.) I’d made a very touching speech about myself. I collapsed into the rocking chair in a verisimilitudinous fluster of exhaustion . . . but things didn’t change (even though I waited some time for them to change). No miracle ensued. Everything stayed the same. The household objects didn’t care, nor did these people who must have possessed spiritual powers, so I rebelled against their indifference by flying into a rage. (And still nothing happened.) With that, I decided to exact my revenge by taking to drink. I barely had the strength to stand, but I went around the entire house to gather all my alcohol; I lined the bottles up next to my rocking chair. And I drank in the most detrimental way, I drank without a meal or any mezzes, you bastards! And I didn’t stop. (Still, no one moved a muscle, they just couldn’t be bothered to intervene.)

			Drinking made me feel sorry for myself, which was who I’d recently been downright ruthless to. I drank knowing full well how bad drinking was for me. I didn’t throw up like I usually did because I hadn’t eaten anything. (I felt like it a couple times and ran to the bathroom, but nothing came up.) I kept drinking and ruining myself. I watched myself with cloudy eyes as I melted away. I would destroy their entire system, they’d see. I wouldn’t lock the door anymore or put my keys in the vase; I’d wear my coat but no shoes, I’d become a tramp. Since there was no one around I could ingratiate myself with, I’d abandon all my principles; I wouldn’t wash the dishes after breakfast. And most importantly: I would perpetuate my existence; I wouldn’t forget how to speak or think, I’d work as hard as I could. I rocked to my feet and did my second speaking drill that day, because I truly had no intention of forgetting who I was, what I knew, or what I had or hadn’t done. To wait around in fear, or wait for the fear, was pointless; because I knew the radius of the Earth and how Istanbul had been conquered. Do you all understand? There are three forms of governance: autocratic, monarchical, republican. That’s it, anything else falls under these three categories. The Earth is an oblong sphere and there’s this force called gravity, understood? (I was shouting.) I’d hoped to go to university after high school; if my father hadn’t died, if I hadn’t suddenly gotten so tired. My mother too, she wanted me to continue my studies and become a man, to earn my own money; which is why I chose to be self-employed and ultimately failed. (No matter, it doesn’t matter.) I could have been a civil servant and I still would have failed; then again, becoming a civil servant means you’ve made it. Or that’s what I’ve been told. A civil servant works for the public, which is why we call it the public sector; I’m in the private sector. I wanted to make so much money; but you all know in this world only savvy people make any real money. I’d tried to be savvy too. Which is why I read so much. I knew some things. Now I’m desperately trying not to forget them.

			Balzac and Stendhal were two of France’s greatest novelists, the Romantic writers for that country of forty-two million people. The novel can also be classified into two categories: Romantic and realist. Don’t believe anyone who says Balzac was a realist; the true realist was Zola, who died from coal-gas poisoning. Balzac was poisoned too, albeit by ten thousand cups of coffee; a debtor, he failed in the private sector just like me. Kafka failed in the public sector. Balzac wouldn’t move into a house unless it had two doors, so that he could elude the creditors. (This I understand very well.) The ancient Greeks were good too. Aristotle and all of them (who else was there?), yes, and there was Plato, who had a theory about the state and a book called The Republic. (Enrolling in correspondence university had done me some good. If only I could have attended the graduation ceremony!?) Although philosophy gets classified into many branches, materialism and spiritualism are more or less the only two kinds. The first deals with matter, the second doesn’t. The greatest philosopher is Kant, who never married. There are other big ones: Hegel, Spinoza, Descartes. The last of these three questioned everything. Then there are the two Bacons; but Francis Bacon wasn’t from France, he was English. And if there hadn’t been a Bacon (which Bacon?), scientific advancement would have stalled. I should also say a word about myself. I think I like the spiritualists more; but I get annoyed with some people who harbor Romantic views and I end up defending materialism and one of its stems, dialectical materialism: thesis, antithesis, synthesis. Ha-ha. Marx too was a philosopher. (That’s enough of that for now).

			Although despised, I am a citizen. The following are a citizen’s rights: One: to go wherever one pleases—that is, the freedom to travel. I still haven’t managed to go anywhere, I never had the chance, I was always so busy trying to make money without ever getting out of debt. There’s also the freedom to choose—that is, elect—whatever one wants; but the person you elect may not win the election, because in this country we have democracy. I almost forgot: democracy, plutocracy, aristocracy (what other “ocracies” were there?). The duties of a neighborhood mukhtar are the following: preparing the election logbooks, and one of the three powers of the Ministerial Cabinet is executive. It has legislative and judicial powers too. Buenos Aires is the capital of Argentina. I’d always wanted to go to London most. England is the cradle of democracy. One time, when I was working with an airline, I reserved a complimentary ticket for myself, which still didn’t offset the amount of foreign currency I’d need for the trip. (Keep talking, keep talking, that’s good, it’s sharpening your memory.) There are three types of memory: visual, auditory, and tactile. The best is tactile—learning by writing. (It’s good to do a little writing now and then. Wait, let’s see if I can write down the names of twenty philosophers, fifteen novelists, ten heads of state, and twenty poets all in one sitting. Do it later, just talk about yourself for now.) When I was little, I got the mumps. I also had chicken pox. I never got typhoid. (Forget about what you didn’t get.) An aviator, that’s what I wanted to be when I was four years old, my father was a clerk for the Court of Appeals, my mother was a housewife, that’s what we put down on the election registry and census list, she received a private education, meaning she received none, education falls into three categories: (enough already). But why not, of course it does: primary, secondary, and higher education. I completed secondary, which is to say I graduated from high school, Kâzım Cemal High School, and Kâzım Cemal was one of the first ministers of education. In my final year, I failed one class but otherwise held my own, talked to two girls, went out to eat twice with one of them, kissed her hand (don’t discuss your personal life, but so what? Why not? You’re the only one in the room). The birth of a child is a chromosomal matter, and there’s that thing with the sperm, the theory of inheritance is Mendel’s. People always used to compare me to my father. I do resemble him, which is why I never grew up, I’m an outcast, from now on I’ll wear my muddy shoes at home, I won’t wear any slippers either, I’ll never take my shoes off, I’ll do none of the things you’ve told me to do, because I’m exhausted, because I’m confusing everything, because even a real-life secret sect has managed to track me down, whereas a woman I can love, plenty of money, and human intimacy haven’t. It was three years and four months ago that I turned bitter and temperamental and stopped liking everything; realizing I could never make any money or love people, I went far away so that no one could find me. And everyone took me seriously, no one came; they only sent the secret sect. Having deviated from an official religion, sects are considered false by holy books, preachers, religious teachers . . . no, those are cults; the only bad thing about a sect is its secrets, today we distinguish between religious and secular affairs, but just because we have laws now doesn’t mean crime has disappeared. Every crime has a punishment, and crimes committed against people have many; from two months to nine months, ten months, one year, eternity . . . 

			I suppose I got tired after a while because I didn’t say all this out loud, I said some of it in my head. I eventually fell asleep. (Maybe I dreamt the things I’d said.) When I woke up, I hadn’t moved. (I hoped to have at least changed my position after making all that noise.) I stood up, observed nature a little (the same sun, that same red glow), and spoke out loud (repeating myself); that didn’t work. I had a headache. I needed to pull myself together; of course, what I really needed was a doctor. The errand boy came back, and I told him to get my telephone reconnected; I persuaded him by pulling a large bill from my wallet and handing it to him. And I didn’t sit around waiting for the telephone to work. (Quickly thinking backward, I realized I’d accomplished more than I thought, I hadn’t wasted my time. If only everyone had as much as me.) I read up on secret sects. (I’d come across the names of a few books somewhere related to the topic and had the errand boy get them for me. My tips had begun to make him smile. When it comes to money, the human portion can’t resist.) First, I looked into cults: It was depressingly dull what these people were after, all their suffering was about reaching God. Cleansing the soul, freeing the self from the vices of the flesh, being one with Him, seeing His face wherever they looked, these were the sorts of vague goals they pursued, and they exhausted themselves by doing it through the most impossible means. These cults were all connected, but the truth is they didn’t get along. Were that many people really congregating just so they could cut or not cut their hair or abstain from water on specific days? And over the course of hundreds of years? And what about the bad aspects, where were those? On the surface they were all about love, ethics, beauty, but there had to be some badness somewhere. Secrecy engendered it. And why did they keep falling out with one another? (Was it over the number of steps along the path to God?) These cults were hopeless. Sects were religious branches too; like how democracy is divided into three. Fine, but why was the letter I’d received signed UBOR-METENGA? Why hadn’t they used their name? Seeing how they’re a secret, you’re not likely to find them in a book, I said to myself. But my dead-language-expert friend deciphered it. Or was this statement from the secret sect a hoax? Perhaps UBOR-METENGA really did consist of one person, like I’d initially thought. Perhaps this was his name. Perhaps all bad people ended up alone (like me). This unfortunate UBOR-METENGA, abandoned and alone, was taking his pain out on me. Perhaps he was an Indian migrant; perhaps the secret police had repatriated him for acting suspiciously, and as he was being deported by train he’d found his chance to write this letter. How did it get to me? Perhaps he’d seen another dark-skinned Gypsy like himself at the train station, some child scrounging for coal. He’d handed him the last of his money: Give this letter to someone far afield, my boy, someone lonely and hopeless like me; make sure it’s someone like me, though, because our kind should only do harm to each other. (I liked this sort of denouement. I closed my book and thought for a while: it was good, I should have been a storyteller.) But as I scanned the chapter on magic, I fell into despair: evil people had been congregating too. I kept reading; I got the feeling these religions and sects weren’t just concerned with the hereafter, nor were they satisfied with the simple thought of oneness with God. I saw how they picked their victims, choosing them to feel superior, to tangibly observe how they’d arrived at a higher plane of existence. And they found these victims among the most miserable people, people who paid no attention to this world or the next one, who sold their downtroddenness for a little bread money, these were the people they took advantage of, punishing them for the rottenness of their souls. They considered those unaware of their own victimhood the very representation of evil here on Earth. They dismembered them on the riverbanks and in the cool air of dark caves. The disabled, the insane, the oblivious, they all allowed themselves to be dragged across the ground as symbols of evil just to provide their indigent families with a few cents. Intentionally or not, evil acts were being committed so that goodness could be felt. Same as was done to me. Briefly treated like kings, the weak knew from the outset they’d be killed; and the respect they were shown, it was as if they had no idea. They’d apparently seen me as a human being too for a time; it wasn’t my fault, and they’d said so, they were the ones treating me like a man. (Now I understand everything.) Then I suddenly felt the same pain that so many dark or light-skinned eccentrics must have felt hundreds of years ago as they were being hauled off to their deaths. In fact, they too were treated well; but at least (like me) they were given the chance to live a little; they needed the strength to be sacrificed, and it was granted. Only someone named Jesus had been more or less aware of his circumstances; Jesus too poured his efforts into literature, allowed for a time to compose a handful of tales we call parables and miracles today so that he could bravely meet his death, so that he could tell us how it all happened and distract himself along the way. (My circumstances didn’t depend on what I wanted.)

			Then I found them in a book; yes, I found the secret sect, Ubor-Metenga. They didn’t appear under that name of course; being a secret sect, they had to constantly change their name and attire so as to evade the police. They were based somewhere in South America, where I suppose they went by a different name, which I figured was similar to Ubor-Metenga. Their books were short, nothing more than a miscellany of writings. I’m guessing the secretiveness involved in being a secret sect complicated things for their writers. But this sect, it was really an awful one, you got a sense of the horror after only a few sentences. Because the ways we were accustomed to thinking, because the logic we knew, because the rules of survival we adhered to, like the drinking of water, didn’t apply to them; this was an illegal, vile, horrifying sect. And it was them. Because their punishments were guided by a belief that neglect, accident, ignorance, and carelessness were more serious than knowingly committed crimes. Crimes committed using the mind took a lighter punishment; this sect was the enemy of crimes of mindlessness. It had to be Ubor-Metenga, and I was the only one they could have chosen as their victim. To avoid being targeted you had to be vigilant; a stone could fall on your foot and you’d be criminally responsible. They couldn’t have found a better victim than me. They were right, because mindfully committed crimes were so few, because those who hoped to correct society faced a surging avalanche of crimes of negligence that needed to be eradicated first. The mind did everything deliberately; if today it strayed or did something wrong it could make up for it tomorrow. Where there’s a mind, there’s hope. But coincidence and other unseen forces scattered harm like seed, which eventually took root and crushed, shattered, annihilated everything; because one had no idea. Since the mind focused on its own interests and worked toward its own benefit, it couldn’t completely do away with anything. But I was innocent, and this society’s understanding of the law infuriated me. Crimes committed deliberately were what I’d always been afraid of, while every day thousands of traps were set to catch me in a moment of guilt. I couldn’t keep up with them. In fact, from what I’d read (nothing in these lines was explicit) they didn’t even believe one could commit a crime unknowingly; they believed that coincidence, the unseen forces, et cetera, existed to deceive us. I couldn’t take any more of this; I shrank into a corner and didn’t get up.

			I don’t remember how long I sat there. I’m not even sure I slept. I suppose the line between sleep and wakefulness had blurred. I do remember thinking. I don’t know what I thought about. I guess I’d thought in my sleep. I eventually thought: I can’t take care of myself anymore. That thought I remember, it was my last one. I should get my head examined, I said. I should put myself in the care of specialists. I was so confused, they would know what to do. At least they’ll put me with other people like myself. So what if everyone is raving and shouting. It’s not like I understood words or sentences anyway. I abandoned these disordered thoughts. I concentrated on several basic words. Telephone, I said, telephone. Please work, I said, I need a doctor. Check the telephone, I said. Try it again. Get a directory. What kind? A phone directory. From whom? The bakkal, the bakkal. They’ve done a lot for you. Get a directory. Get a directory. Check the telephone. Why? It might be working. All right. Check the telephone. Don’t think too much. Just think clearly. Telephone. Bakkal. Directory. Doctor. Call the doctor.

			The phone was finally working. I heard a whistling noise on the other end. I’d missed the moment it was reconnected. Never in my life have I seen the precise transition of something between not being and becoming. (When the sun first begins to rise, when a flower blooms; the exact moment I think of something.) All right, the doctor said, I’ll be right over. And he was quick. (He had his own car.) He was a specialist, so he didn’t make it difficult for me to introduce myself and talk. I poured my heart out. I told him I no longer had the strength to fend for myself. Couldn’t I be checked into a mental institution? That was the only way I’d leave this house. (Which was true.) For certain reasons I don’t want to explain, leaving my home has become more or less impossible. The only way a doctor is getting me out of here is with a specific diagnosis, sir. Let’s just say I believe I’m being threatened and they won’t let me leave. (I tried to pass myself off as if I were crazy; I had no other choice.) He thought I could have several conditions, using words that ended in “phobia” and “mania.” No, no, I know what my problem is, doctor. I showed him the books I was reading. I didn’t want him thinking I was illiterate. See? I’m reading occult books no one’s ever heard of. He put on his glasses. He said I had a “case” of something. That much I knew. An issue is never as simple as it seems in a book; this is something medical, it’s a matter of treatment. Amateurism is dangerous with these things. (I also knew this.) But doctor, I’ve tested every limit, every possibility of these walls (I mean the garden walls); you know that whatever’s beyond them can only be thought about or imagined. I can’t do this on my own, you have to take me there. He thought this over. I just don’t find your condition that advanced, nor do I see any sort of thing (of course he didn’t say “sort of thing”) necessitating this. Thank you very much then, it’s getting late. I’m not sure how to put this (he reflected) but . . . haven’t you ever thought that your place within this society might need a bit of a joggle? (I hadn’t.) Sir, how can I even think at a time like this? One should always be thinking, always considering the possibility of an about-face. After leaving the hospital . . . I don’t know, am I making sense? (He was.) I believe one mustn’t fall apart; you know how bad it is out there. (I did.) So there’s nothing you can do? Think it over some more and call me anytime. He didn’t make things difficult as he was leaving either, or else he kept the parting ceremony brief because his time was precious. He drove away. (And I realized this doctor was one of them. I knew it; I’d figured it out without a thought.)

			I’d come to a dead end. There was nothing left to do at home. (Nor did I want to do any of the things I was capable of doing. Not after I’d failed to do what I wanted to do.) I had money, I had food, books, a home, I had everything; but I had no desire. I felt an exhausting anger toward the secret sect; I wanted to stand up to them, even though I didn’t have the strength. I needed to teach them a lesson without running myself down. I decided to go on a hunger strike. I was going to die anyway. No one would save me. I thought about how my corpse would end up sitting in this armchair dead for days; I twitched my nose. But it would be easier to die if I didn’t bother organizing it or planning it out; and coal gas had a smell. A hunger strike required a lengthy period of resistance; it wasn’t quick and romantic like suicide.

			It’s been a few days (I’m not sure how many) since I’ve opened my door for the errand boy. Where has that arrogant ass gone off to now, he must be wondering. Well, I couldn’t send for you when I didn’t have any money, and now you’re through! Off you go! I’m enlightened, you ignorant shit! What do you know? I stalked through the house in a rage. (In fact, my anger was abating.)

			Today I opened the door. Bring me kerosene, I said. (Not bread, not eggs. Kerosene! You understand?) I’d decided to set the house on fire. (With respect to setting myself on fire, that was a decision I’d yet to make.) I could hardly stand up, my beard had grown out, I looked awful. When did I decide to burn the house down? My head feels foggy, I don’t know. How would things end up? Obviously, they’d never let me live in a burnt-out house. (Had I thought of that?) An action showing my total opposition, a fiery response. Ha . . . ha. (I couldn’t laugh.) The fool brought me kerosene in a glass cola bottle. What the hell am I supposed to do with this? You didn’t tell me what you wanted it for. (You’d think he’d be suspicious, the idiot! People don’t pay attention to each other anymore.) If you’re going to clean your suit there’s a really nice paste inside the bottleneck, and it doesn’t leave rings around the stain. (Moron! I’d tried this on a tie once. It didn’t turn out at all like he’d said. Swindlers!) I don’t know, I’m burning up the weeds in the garden or something! They’re all dried up this time of year; a match or a lighter would do the trick. (We’ve somehow never learned this thing called nature. Which is why we’re dying off.) I gave him such a sour look that he said, All right, sir, and left. He came back with a jug of kerosene. I didn’t say that much. Never mind, this is better. At first I thought about dumping the kerosene everywhere without touching a thing. No, it might not catch. I took all the newspapers in the kitchen and spread them around. There was no point being organized anymore, I did everything haphazardly: I wrenched open the jug and spilled kerosene on myself. Then I splattered bigger and bigger splotches over the newspaper, getting everything good and wet. (I couldn’t bring myself to pour kerosene on my books.) Here you go, secret sect, my final act! Secret sect, my ass, I mumbled. Secret sects, gas, and gazettes. With a single match these gas-soaked gazettes will set the secret sect ablaze. Gazette and sect will burst into flames, the gazettes will burn with the sect’s flaming fervor, this gaseous sect’s gazettes will go shzzt . . . What’s that? All the news and its pictures of respectable people, the officials with their statements, the letters to the editor, the deceased who get to die five times in four columns because they’re so damn rich, the soldiers slipping across the border, the beauty queens’ long legs, the front-page articles saying enough is enough, truck overturns, so-and-so caught fleeing, in our columns since last Sunday, hashish network busted, members of secret sect . . . I didn’t understand! Members of secret sect arrested while holding religious ceremony. So then, there were other secret sects too. Fourteen foreign nationals were arrested just outside the city last night when neighbors notified police that a religious ceremony was being held in a nearby house. During court proceedings, the group referred to itself as Ubor-Metenga—back of page seven, column eight. I looked at the newspaper pages, the blots of kerosene were already turning them black. There was no page seven, I’d ripped it up and thrown it somewhere, I couldn’t find it. I sat down on the floor. I don’t remember being happy or sad. I just remember sitting there with the smell of kerosene singeing my nostrils. I recall muttering something and kicking at the newspapers. Then I got up and left everything the way it was. Then I changed my clothes, because they smelled like kerosene, and left the house. Then I walked, and walked, and walked.

			Then I got dizzy and remembered I was hungry. Then I went into a meyhane. Then I slowly ate my food. Then, after I ate, I slowly began to drink. Then I threw up, despite all my precautions. And then I still couldn’t sober up. I sat down on the curb. What’s happening to us? I said. I’m not sure what we meant by that question. I may have said “us” because I was lonely. I remembered this later, once I was sober. Let’s not go home, I said. I stayed at a hotel. Then I didn’t go home for two days. I didn’t feel like it. I just felt disappointed: because the secret sect wasn’t what I’d thought it was. Next day, I continued to drink. I got thoroughly drunk, my mood soured, but my troubles were over. I wandered the streets with my head down. I met some people at the meyhane. I brooded over my sad and foggy thoughts. We shouldn’t have left that house, I said. We should have pretended we’d never seen that headline. There you have it, the outcome of this country’s frightening events and stormy exploits: they all go slack and end up as a sorry piece of police-related news. Where’s the old romance? I said. Where those knights of yore? You never should have gone out, you should have stayed home. You’d established a routine, a rhythm. You should have stayed right where you were. You should have kept working. You might have made a contribution; you might have benefited your country. This secret sect was nothing but hot air, even though it was a foreign one it had submitted to this country’s laws. But it could have shed light on rudderless intellectuals like me and “joggled” them out of place. I too used to have my ideals. Under threat and all, I might have even been an idealist. But here I am, aimlessly roaming the streets again. At least the time I’d spent at home waiting in fear, or waiting for the fear, mattered, it had a future. And the time I spent prior to receiving the letter also seemed more valuable now. It’s as if they’d chosen me because I had some special attributes. I won’t say what these attributes are, but it was during those unprecedented times that I’d earned them. Now I’d lost everything. Perhaps there’d been a mistake. Everything in this country was going off the rails, it was all loosening, unraveling, falling apart. There was a girl I’d nearly fallen in love with once; she told me something, she said that love, like everything else, turned pale. She was a thin, pale-faced thing herself. And what she said came true. Love turned pale. There was no affection anymore, or ideals, or any repulsive secret sect. Its members had all been arrested. One might as well lock oneself up at home and never, truly never, go out. I’m exhausted, I said, leaning against a tree; I didn’t have the strength to roam the streets anymore, let alone leave home. I’d better get married.

			•

			I started visiting acquaintances the next day. I made a list of them. If anything, this secret sect had accustomed me to regimented behavior. After each visit, I took out my list and put an arrow in the relevant spot with a red ballpoint pen. Where’ve you been? some people said, but hardly anyone seemed truly concerned. Nor did I get any letters at the office; just a couple advertisements slipped under my door. And the building supervisor, like I’d thought, hadn’t dusted a thing. When I complained about this, he beat around the bush like he always did with his incomprehensible muttering. I opened the curtains, then quickly shut them and left the office. Toward evening, I went to the last relation I had in this world, my paternal-or-maternal aunt-and-uncle or whatever, to whom I’d show my face once a year. That’s why they were oblivious to my present circumstances. I haven’t left home in a long time, amca. (I always had this lingering doubt: should I call him “amca” or “dayı”? I wasn’t sure if he was my paternal uncle or my maternal one.) I’ve been working on something. Something artistic. They never really liked me. But they were uneducated, so they always bore me a fearful sort of respect. They never understood what I said; but they’d go on nodding their heads anyway. I used to really stretch my legs out in this house, taking comfort in the pride my superiority gave me. But over the years I didn’t feel like making myself comfortable, so I hardly visited them. They stared at me blankly; but you run a business, they might have said, what’s this about working on something artistic? I felt so at ease, I kept blathering my nonsense; I even mentioned the secret sect. You could tell them anything. My aunt acted a little upset. (Maybe I should have been calling her my paternal aunt.) Well, they haven’t hurt you, dear. Youngsters have gotten so wild these days. Our neighbor Rıfat Bey, his son ran off to elope. I mentioned my mental state these last few months to my aunt over coffee. She nodded. Then she interrupted me and asked if I still lived alone. I looked at the floor. Teyze, I said, I think I’d like to get married. Do you think there’s something out there for me? Why wouldn’t there be? There’s always something decent-looking for tired men who can’t find anything on their own. Some girls sat in their proper little houses waiting for just such a match. And they were constantly fiddling with a piece of linen for their trousseau. They learned to make a new meal every day, and then they sat with their rosy or otherwise pale cheeks pressed against the window, waiting for their unknown, nameless, come-as-they-may husbands to show up. They learned how to serve their future husbands by practicing on the men in their own house. They helped their fathers put on their coats, pulling down on the hem of their jackets so it wouldn’t bunch up underneath. Good girl, their fathers said; your husband will feel right at home. That’s it, that’s just the thing I want, Teyze. Then I pretended to suddenly remember: You know, a few months ago I won a big prize from the bank. Really big. I’m rich now. They said they’d do their best.

			•

			I left there late; they insisted I spend the night. No, I said; I need to get home. I’ve been gone too long, and I’ve got my routine. (They didn’t grasp the subtlety of this statement.) Halfway home I hailed a taxi. (Why not? I had the money.) There was a crowd in front of my house. It was dark, lights flashing. Hang on, I said to the driver; hang on, now what? Policemen, both uniformed and plainclothes stood around in the garden with other officials whose titles were apparent by the looks on their faces. I identified myself. A young, nervous policeman came forward. Sir, your house, he said; I looked at their spotlight as it rolled over the walls of the house: it had collapsed. My house had collapsed. The nervous policeman kept talking: The excavation next door, they’d started it up again . . . a landslide . . . Let me in the house, I said. I want to go inside. My voice had taken on an authoritative tone; they tried to stop me, but it wasn’t for any reason except my safety, they didn’t act like fellow citizens. I nudged them aside; I made my way through the beams, brick, and dust with a mantle lamp in my hand. My bookcases were piled on top of each other, my lampshades torn apart by the brick, my chairs staved in by the roof. I couldn’t even see the tables and cabinets I’d fixed, or the photo album, or my files. All the order I’d established had collapsed with the secret sect. I was about to cry; but I didn’t, there was no one around who could get me that emotional. Stretched across my bed lay an unrecognizable mound of concretebrickand­lime. When I came out, I was covered in dust and dirt. The young policeman approached me: We have the whole house lit up, sir, but it’s dark, so we can’t keep an eye on every corner. You should have retrieved your valuables. I looked at him. Nothing has value anymore, I said. Not even marriage. You’re tired, he said. A chair? A glass of water? I didn’t want anything. Like a sad and sensitive official, I slowly pushed my way through the garden gate. I went back to my maternal/paternal aunt and uncle’s; my house just collapsed, I said. Can I spend the night here?

			•

			I stayed at my maternal/paternal aunt and uncle’s house for days. I figured all this happened to me because I didn’t trust myself. Nor had I benefited from the orderliness that comes with absolute solitude. Gone too was the silence I’d longed for over the years. The moment I stopped being afraid of the secret sect my orderly system broke down. I didn’t go back home. They took the books and other salvageables out of the house; I had them put in storage. I didn’t go to watch. Which meant that even my mental orderliness depended on actual things. I can’t think. I just get angry at the thoughts in my head, which I can no longer identify. I keep ranting at someone whose name I’m unable to provide. If only you’d tried to stop them, I wish you hadn’t done this to me, and then you even went and joined them—why? Why are you all bothering with me? What is it you all want? Why do you give me everything the moment I don’t want it anymore? Why do you keep me waiting this long? Why do you refuse to give something away until receiving it is pointless? The letter has another meaning, a voice inside me said; a voice I didn’t like. It was meant to say something, if not to others then at least to you. Maybe it could have been translated differently, into a language you understood. Had other people gotten letters? I wondered. As I was giving my statement at the police station for their investigation into the collapse of my house, I suddenly thought to ask about the secret sect. That investigation is confidential. Everything in this country was confidential; but it all eventually came to light. With a friend’s help, after two days of trying, I found myself sitting across from a desk. There were several other people in the room. These gentlemen have received similar letters, one official said. They’d only managed to recognize the phrase “Ubor Metenga” when they saw it in the newspapers. (That’s all they knew. And me?) I could tell there was no point being there, I left without a word. As I walked out one of the men said that maybe it was a propaganda brochure. We all got the same letter . . . And maybe, I said (to myself), there’s a lotto number hidden in the letter too; maybe we’ll all soon be driving brand-new cars.

			It seemed impossible to start over again, so I decided for certain to get married. Two girls were awoken for me from their pre-matrimonial slumber. The first one still hadn’t shaken off her drowsiness by the time we met, and we failed to connect. But I understood what was going on with the second one and told her parents I’d made my decision. Judging by the crowd of family members at the engagement ceremony, I would have a lot of relatives. Then we went out for an intimate dinner alone. That was the first time I ever noticed other couples having intimate dinners alone. And now I too was one of those people who brought his girl home after dinner and kissed her at the door; but there was something wrong with my behavior. When I went out by myself at night I watched some of these couples having their intimate dinners alone. Yes, there was something different about them. Perhaps they’d found one another as a natural result of an orderly life; perhaps they really did feel mutual affection. Based on how they looked at each other, walked together, and said goodnight, that’s the impression that I got. I became annoyed. It was different when they did it. Perhaps when they saw us eating, they secretly laughed at us and mocked us. I looked ridiculous to them. They were able to behave naturally because they knew nothing of evil, poverty, secret sects, or loneliness, and were oblivious to their future troubles. I envied them. They needed some trouble of their own; and I was the one to give it to them. I got so worked up that I couldn’t sit still. (It was this anger that destroyed me; not the secret sect.)

			I wanted them to find out what this world was really like. I shut myself up in my room for days, trying to think of an appropriately wicked act. Then I did the one thing I should have thought of first: I started writing them threatening letters; threatening Ubor Metenga–like letters. It troubled my aunt to see me scribbling away at something every night until morning. Now that she was afraid of me, the only thing she did was bring me coffee. I’d write them the harshest of words, I’d show them just how many corners this world had. But this damned Ubor language, I didn’t know the first thing about it. The only words I’d learned were the ones in the letter. Out of desperation, I eventually sent them the same letter I’d received. (I might have left out a few words.) I found out from the waiters and the doormen (by giving them a tip) who some of these happy couples were and sent the letters to their addresses. Then I didn’t leave the house for days. Tired of waiting, I decided to take my fiancée out for one more “intimate dinner alone.” From then on, I’d eat at the restaurant by myself, to avoid everyone’s mocking stares. It calmed me a little to imagine them all locked up at home and trembling in fear. (There was no way they’d heard a secret sect had been arrested.) But as always, I spent too much time brooding over this fantasy beforehand and it never came to pass. We saw one of these couples at the restaurant, intimately alone. I had no interest in eating, drinking, or being intimate. I immediately, desperately, wanted to hurt them. I couldn’t. I didn’t eat. I told my fiancée I wasn’t feeling well, then I put her in a cab and sent her off. (This was easy, since our betrothal was an arrangement and had nothing to do with love.) I waited by the restaurant door in the cold. (I lifted the collar of my coat so they wouldn’t recognize me.) Nuzzling each other, they set off for home. I followed them to their door. When I realized I couldn’t hurt them, I simply wanted to hurt myself. (Just like always.) I wanted to do the kind of irreversible harm to myself that would nag at their conscience. I went to the closest police station. I want to see the officer in charge. (I moved with head-spinning speed. Soon my own head was spinning. I slumped into a chair across from the captain.) Besides a pair of miserable-looking thieves tied together at the wrists with rope, there was no one else in the room. We didn’t do it, officer, they kept saying. (I did.) Officer, I’d like to turn myself in. Yes, I’m listening. (He hadn’t begun to listen to me yet.) You’re not hearing me: I want to turn myself in. I’m confessing to writing threatening letters to certain (vile) people. He slipped two sheets of carbon paper into his typewriter. Just tell me what happened, and I’ll write it down. (Why was he still not listening to me?) I’ve written threatening letters; I said: Morde ratesden, Esur tinda serg! Teslarom porto tis ugor . . . Sir, I don’t understand. What was that? What did you say?

			I wasn’t afraid of anyone. I repeated myself clearly:


			Morde ratesden,

			Esur tinda serg! Teslarom porto tis ugor anleter, ferto zist. Norgunk!

			UBOR-METENGA



		


		
			A LETTER

			Unsent

		

		
			Most respected sir,

			I loved you the moment we met, so much so that writing you a letter is the only way I can explain everything that’s taken place. I beg you not to regard my candidness as a form of disrespect. In fact, my respect for you is so great that it seemed improper, based on my impression of our surroundings at the time, to burden you with my troubles using a dated vernacular and old-fashioned expressions, and so I’ve located a dictionary and am keeping it close at hand while I write these words, as I consider it a personal duty to speak to you without coming off as a bore. In truth, we aren’t that different in age; like you, I can read and write; nevertheless, the differences between two people can’t possibly be evaluated according to such simple criteria. This I know. I’m struggling with complex feelings and an unfamiliar parlance, forgive me. Of course you are—like that tall friend of yours said, the one with the glasses who always looked like he was laughing even though he never was—“a gracious man” to whose sympathies I should be able to easily appeal. No, I rebel against doing so (my apologies). It seems to me that a legitimately respectable person like you mustn’t content himself with so little. Having gotten somewhat tipsy (again, my apologies) that evening that I spent in your company, I in fact behaved so familiarly with you that . . . the point is, I’d overstepped a boundary and . . . (You understand I can’t go on.) I knew this tailor once . . . (At this point, I should state in advance that I am so determined to write to you with my sincerest feelings that I plan to see this letter through to the end without erasing or correcting a single word; although I wanted to erase the part in those first few lines where . . . At least permit me to leave this last sentence unfinished.) Yes, I knew this drunken tailor once. He was one of these gasbaggers, and he’d stitched me a suit that was way too big. I was quite young at the time and because this—of course, how could you know if you’ve never met him—meddlesome father of mine (dragging me to his tailor as if we were peers) only paid for the stitching, I ended up stuck with an extremely humiliating suit. What’s more, this tailor—who I realize has absolutely no right appearing in a letter meant for you—was drinking a beer when I tried it on. It might as well have been water the way he stuck the bottle between his lips. “I’m a little tipsy, sorry,” he kept saying. It’s because of that man, and the oversized suit I had to wear for years, that I’ve always hated the word “tipsy”; explaining my actions earlier, I myself could have chosen a better word. But as I pointed out above, I refuse to edit what I’ve written; my respect for you won’t allow it, I must appear to you exactly as I am, because one should never lie to anyone, not even once in one’s life, isn’t that right, sir? Another time, this depraved tailor said something like, “I had a bit to drink,”—a despicable phrase that, on our own lips, feels foreign. I sincerely apologize, but I somehow can’t get this man’s image out of my head. In fact, since I’ve been dwelling so much on unfortunate coincidences like this one, I would also like to tell you about other pains I’ve had to endure. But first allow me to state this: not for a moment do I think that a man of your stature, even if he’s never been in such a situation (one which, I should further point out, I never would expect you to have been in), couldn’t understand. Permit me to begin a new paragraph; I’m a little tired, and I seem to have strayed from the point.

			How I wish I could have written this entire letter as if we’d only just met. But as you know (what an idiotic phrase, yes? I mean, it’s a pointless thing to say “as you know,” isn’t it? that’s all I meant), I later came to your office—I probably bothered you sooner than you’d expected, but seeing how I didn’t have a job when I first met you, I’d received your words “Come on by and we’ll figure something out” with a great deal of joy; I do have the character of a man who takes everything he hears seriously. This is why I rushed to your office the next day. You honestly didn’t strike me as one to make a casual promise at a drinking party only to become annoyed with the responsibility such a promise entails. You even gave me the impression, as we spoke in your office, that we were equals, as if I were a close friend stopping by for coffee. (I would have liked it better that way.) Of course, you did send for coffee, but that’s different. Nonetheless, I think I failed to relate just how difficult things were for me. I should have stopped by a few more times, for a few more coffees. You didn’t send for coffee the last few occasions when I visited you, but by then it didn’t matter; you’d already given me a job. And then, how can I put this, when these coffee-drinking sessions ended—that isn’t what I want to say—because if someone doesn’t eventually tell me, Stop, there’s another matter . . . no, I can’t possibly explain it that way. In short, constantly coming to your office at the wrong time as if I still hadn’t been hired, and then sitting in the same chair I sat in for my first job interview and waiting for you to send for coffee—none of which you were privy to, of course—changed into one of those imperceptible tortures that, once I’d gotten myself stuck in it, I somehow couldn’t figure out how to end. Of course, you couldn’t have known; you probably couldn’t even tell me when that change definitively took place. Or perhaps you could—but this isn’t what I want to say. One day, while I sat there racking my brain yet again over this coffee issue, you excused yourself and didn’t come back for a long time; or rather, you didn’t come back until after I’d left. You can appreciate the awkward position this put me in. It seemed to me that sitting there or standing up to go were both equally impertinent gestures. Perhaps I was wrong to have taken the easy way out; I could have at least tormented myself by waiting out this irreconcilable predicament—a minor punishment for my tactlessness. But I have decided to write candidly to you, and so I must admit I’m still unclear on several points. And as not to overly trouble you, I’ll tell you the most essential one: you did not, on my next visit, ask me anything about this incident, which quite surprised me. I wonder what you thought when you returned and saw I’d left. Obviously, there’s nothing more normal than thinking nothing about something; but it’s what I did while I hung there in the balance that really surprised me. Forgive me, I’m rambling; but still, let’s just say this is one basic example—the point being that in the future, with more consequential examples, you could tell me what to do. Please don’t think of me as foolish; I obviously can’t expect you to say, “You may recall that the last time we saw each other I momentarily stepped out of my room, and when I came back and saw you’d left, I thought absolutely nothing of it.” Of course, the point is to avoid these sorts of situations altogether. And I know as well as I know my own name that never in your entire life have you experienced something like it, in fact I know this even better than my own name. (Because one time someone asked me my own name and I failed to instantly respond—of  course, that’s another story.) I must admit this is all a matter of birth, a kind of innate superiority. And it isn’t by worrying over these things or, I don’t know—how else can I put it—brooding over them that one becomes dignified. Dignity can’t be earned. Good God, the nonsense I’m spouting—I mean, look at what I’ve been mulling over in my head!

			I had to take a short break from my letter. For one, I’d begun to sweat, and since I didn’t think to place another sheet of paper below my hand the page got smudged; and then my damned (my apologies) ballpoint pen ran out of ink. I could have continued with my fountain pen, but it’s rather unwieldy; since a friend gave it to me, I can’t throw it away, but it takes a week’s worth of washing to get rid of the ink stains it leaves on the middle finger of my right hand. What’s more, the ink dribbles out at the worst moments. But I’m unlucky, my dear sir: because the only other ballpoint pen I could find is red, which is what I’ve continued to write my letter with. I don’t know what to say. It’s always the little things, isn’t it? Now, I have a little dog—no, I’ll write about that later. If you want the truth, I can’t remember where I left off. And I’m afraid if I read what I’ve written, I won’t have the courage to send you this letter. For that reason, I’m picking up not from where I left off but from where I haven’t left off. I don’t know if you’ve noticed—some friends have—but I sort of know how to make my expressions sound funny (or perhaps comical—although I don’t really like this word, “comical,” it just doesn’t feel right when I say it.) I tell jokes to the boys—to my friends, I mean, I’m not married. They may not always like how I tell them, but they laugh a lot. Hopefully, when I stop by for coffee again, I can tell a joke to you as well. Stopping by for coffee is, of course, a figurative expression. But I’d in fact hoped to have a longer conversation with you, so that I could tell you about my problems. In fact . . . I’m really quite lonely, sir. Don’t you have any friends? you might ask. If that’s what I’m supposed to call them, then yes, I do! But these friends don’t know how to get together and let off steam at home. They always have to go somewhere, like a meyhane or something, where the food, for one thing, is no good; and the smoke and lack of ventilation makes me nauseous. Besides, I’m sort of a weakling, as you know: one-seventy, fifty-two kilos. I’m afraid that if I take a spill, I won’t be able to get back up; I need my house and my bed and whatnot close by. Also, my eyes are bad: negative eight. If my glasses break, I’ll never find my way home. And then of course there’s this: How could I even explain this whole mess to them? I mean, good God! I just took a moment to think about it. If you only knew the things they discussed! I wouldn’t tell you for all the world, believe me, you have no idea. (And thank God for that.) When I’m drinking, I need a place close by where I can lie down. Although I can’t drink too much: half a bottle of wine or so. Then I fetch a can of food, sit in my chair and open a book. It’s not like talking, of course, but at least I don’t get myself involved in any inappropriate events. (I did pass out once at a tripery; someone stole my wallet and my watch.) This is why I don’t really like people, sir. But then there are so many difficulties to living alone, too many to count, the most common of which is not having so much as a living creature to wake you up in the morning, an unbearable thing I’m sure you’ve never known. And then when you do get up—because I have a dog now that wakes me up at seven in the morning by scratching on my door, which I didn’t teach him to do, of course—who’s going to make the tea? And this dog only adds to my difficulties; because I can’t say I like him very much. I’ve taught him a couple things—with the occasional kick. (I should point out that I regret doing so.) However, an acquaintance of mine—a nice enough person who, though, strikes me as a little cruel because he’s so fat—told me, when I first got this dog, that you can’t train an animal using kindness. So I beat the thing. After all, they train bears by getting them to dance on scorching hot trays; of course, I didn’t go that far. In fact, you could say that those first few days I went rather easy on him—he was still so small—and I eventually paid for it: I’d come home dead-tired, and he’d leap up and lick me incessantly. My fat friend was right: since I was too soft on him, I couldn’t train him to do anything except fawn over me like the dog he is. I did teach him to know loneliness, though. And now, around midnight, when neither of us can fall asleep, we wander sullenly up and down our respective hallways. Kicking him only taught him to hold his urine or whatever. And I taught him to hold out his front paw—which he quickly forgot. I believe this dog might be a little retarded. I have a fear of rabies, so I’ve been taking him to the veterinarian; I’d like to ask why he wanders around the house at night or hasn’t learned any tricks, but I’m too ashamed. Perhaps in this case, I’m the one to blame. Because when I got him, he was still small enough to fit inside my jacket pocket; his underdevelopment can’t be anybody’s fault but mine. When I’m sad I’ll suddenly kick him simply because he’s there. Again, there’s nothing else he can learn. And so it’s the same as with everything else, I feel like I’m much too late. Perhaps now isn’t the time to talk about this dog, but if I wait too long to mention something—something relating to me, I mean—or if I wait for my meyhane friends to arrive at a point where they can understand all of this, then I worry that I’ll end up missing a very important opportunity. Because what will I gain by keeping all these—I don’t know—ramblings or other such improprieties to myself? Am I right, sir? Would I somehow be better off? Forgive me, my dear sir; I truly do have a great deal of respect for you. When I say I don’t like people I’m obviously not including you. I have no doubt there are many things you would understand, so . . . I only ask that you trust my sincerity. You see, even though I had no business promising to tell you everything—and I’m aware that this phrase “I had no business promising” is out of place here, and perhaps even sounds somewhat disrespectful to you—I still haven’t told you anything coherent or interesting, I can’t say why, and now I’m sweating again. (And the paper I placed below my hand has just fallen to the floor.) I’m going to ask your permission to rest a while. The dog, every twelve hours he has to . . . I need to take him out to pee. (I apologize for wasting your time with such trivial details. I’d left the dog in the hallway so that he wouldn’t bother me. But he keeps thumping his head against the door—I’m not the one who taught him how—and it’s getting on my nerves.)

			There are other things I’d like to tell you—besides these insignificant details, I mean. But I don’t know where to begin, which is why I’ve been beating around the bush. I simply wanted to explain things to someone respectable, like yourself. There’s no one else I care to tell. Because I realize I’m talking emptily, after making several unsuccessful attempts not to. Anyway, after a great deal of effort, I found someone to listen to me, a woman who . . . am I bringing things around to women too quickly? Of course, this woman I mention is, in just the sense you’d imagine, an ignorant one. What can you do! (Seeing how I’m determined to tell you everything, I shouldn’t resort to such nonsensical punctuation, should I?) I don’t quite understand women, my dear sir. More precisely, one could say I haven’t had enough experience with women to get the chance to know them. I don’t understand their language; I only know how to look in their eyes with anxiety and doubt. But when I ended up having to introduce this woman to some of my friends—reluctantly, of course—I could tell by the way they looked at me that I’d made a mistake. I still didn’t have a dog back then. (This is not a comparison—I’m simply trying to articulate the severity of my loneliness, sir.) For this reason, even though I got the impression that she didn’t understand me—an impression that, as I said earlier, my friends had a hand in—we talked constantly—or rather, I did. God damn it. (I do apologize.) Here’s the thing, my dear sir: to get this woman to feel attached to me, I had to turn myself into a doormat. And whenever I think about it I cringe with shame, as if thousands of needles were being stuck into my head. I told her that I loved her, even though when I met her I found her neither beautiful nor intelligent. Women, sir—they belittle people. At first, they’re very resistant; or they otherwise only behave this way toward people like me. Plus, she was much older and she was a blond. I’m sorry, but these blonds seem somehow raw to me or, how can I explain it, like there’s something undercooked about them. Of course, I’m wrong. But what’s more, this woman wasn’t even a natural blond. And I knew it right away. “I’m not pretty—so why do you like me?” she’d said, but, sir, I had to tell her that I thought she was beautiful. I’ve never been upfront with people. And then there was this: I just wanted to bring the whole thing to its logical conclusion. “I have a different opinion on beauty,” I told her. But it was impossible to tell her that she was beautiful in a different way. Then we fell to looking each other in the eyes. I’d tidied up the house that day and made my bed. I’d taken every precaution, just in case. Which was why she sensed something rushed and phony about me. She understood. She said the only thing I valued about her was her body, which completely surprised me. Because her body . . . God damn it, now I’ve gone down a path from which I can’t return. Well, we weren’t even at my house yet, and I’d already begun to sweat. To make things easier, I hailed a taxi. As I opened the door, she flashed me a defiant look and I—sort of—shoved her in. We nearly made an exhibition of ourselves right in front of the driver. (I really do apologize; trust me, this is more embarrassing for me than it is for you.) The excitement and nervousness turned me numb; I pinched myself. No, I felt nothing. (I beg you to forgive me, but I have to move this letter forward. I just don’t know where to stop.) My hand was sweaty, and it was getting her hand all wet. I think I was running a fever; and my throat was on fire. How does an ill man get through something like that?

			Thank God the old woman on the first floor didn’t see us. Because she opens the door whenever she hears footsteps on the stairs. (She’ll pester me later today too, when I go by with my dog.) As soon as she sat on the divan (I’m trying to finish this as fast as I can), I took her in my arms. But I felt as if I were fulfilling a duty and nothing more. She didn’t give me much help; and she was wearing pants, as if someone had told her this would be a good idea. She was too big to get my arms completely around her. Still, I stopped sweating, I could feel my emotions coming alive. (I hope, since we’re two men conversing, that you’ll forgive this level of detail.) But she must have thought I’d gone far enough for our first evening alone, because she suddenly pushed me away and said, “No.” I felt myself go cold. After all that effort, I’d gotten stuck. I couldn’t go any further. I gave up, and I blame her.

			I wonder, my dear sir, if we’ll ever arrive at a place where we can talk about these pitiful events face-to-face—what I mean is: Will humanity improve enough for us to get there? As to whether I myself will ever improve, that’s a question I can’t bring myself to ask, I don’t have the courage. Because I’ve tried, sir, and it hasn’t worked. After the aforementioned unhappy day of lovemaking, I decided to try groveling. I called this woman every day—I don’t like dealing with new situations, I don’t have the disposition for it, unfortunately, unlike other people. What I mean is, I wish I could have at least taken the effort to not call this woman for a week or two. Because she soon realized that all I was interested in was having her. (As you know, I still didn’t even have a dog.) She didn’t have one either, of course. But it was as if I’d chosen someone at random. Or perhaps there’s some tiny enumerator somewhere deep inside me that causes me to seek a connection only with miserable people like this woman. This I won’t deny. But my dear sir, I ask you: What is everlasting love? Is it having nothing in common beyond our “both having nothing to do”? I know what you’ll ask next: how can you be so picky after all these years alone? But you realize there are certain things one can’t be asked; even if you, sir, are the one doing the asking, I wouldn’t hesitate to say the same thing. So what does this mean? I imagine that at this point you don’t feel the same way that damn woman did when she looked at me and seemed to ask, with nothing but her eyes, “What gives you the right to desire something better than me?” You know as well as I do that even at the cocktail party, which you were gracious enough to invite me to, there were plenty of people who, despite all their haughty looks, didn’t really know much of anything at all. Whereas I simply didn’t know how to move as smoothly and gracefully as they did when speaking or drinking or talking to a woman. And there really were some beautiful women there, so much so that I grew embarrassed to have such an old date hanging from my arm. One in particular turned in my direction—obviously not to look at me—and suddenly let out such a laugh that I decided right then to dump the grotesque creature that had inevitably become my girlfriend. In the meantime, I was getting drunk without realizing it. Everyone went out to the balcony, where I was met with a picturesque view I’d never seen before; I thought I’d leaped clear over the iron railing and was soaring toward the sea. That’s how close the water was, and you could see everything. I thought those views only appeared in calendars and on postcards. I felt as if I’d been flung headlong into the empty air below, and then returned from it just as quickly. I secretly left my glass on the edge of the balcony, even though there was so much more to eat and drink. I was the drunkest person there, while the women were still gracefully lifting their wineglasses to their lips. And they knew they were beautiful, which was why it seemed as if they’d gone through endless training just to harmonize their movements with their beauty. (I know, I’ve spoiled the aesthetics of this scene with the word “training.”) Of course, who doesn’t work at doing things gracefully? Even I’ll stand in front of the mirror sometimes and practice smoking in a graceful way. But my dear sir, you don’t know how hard it is to keep it up. In fact, this is why I denigrate beautiful things, my beloved sir. For old novices like me, life is an endless training ground after all, so perhaps I’m jealous. Later on, at the height of the party, I gathered up all my strength and asked your permission to leave early. But I must have failed to convey the misery I was in, because the next day you didn’t ask me why I’d left.

			I was actually planning to write about that night later. I don’t know how it came up—perhaps because I feel rushed and nervous—but I guess it just wedged itself in here. Now, I don’t mean to upset you, but I must point out that in one respect that night turned my life upside down. Of course, blaming you or taking offense wouldn’t cross the furthest reaches of my mind. But after that night, I began to loathe many of the details that had crept into my daily life. My house seemed spare and shoddy, so I decided to fix it up; I wanted to buy some of that new interior paint and give the place a little color. I bought a furniture magazine from the used-book market, then chose a couple rooms from among its pages and started painting two of my bedroom walls. The first coat came out a little rough, and I’d smeared paint on the ceiling; but an acquaintance of mine who knows about these things told me the second coat would cover it up, which certainly encouraged me. When I finished the little section of wall under the window, I realized I was beginning to like this kind of work. In the meantime, my girlfriend—I’m ashamed to keep referring to this ill-mannered woman as my girlfriend, especially to you—became increasingly annoying; she obviously thought I was making marriage preparations, because she kept walking around the house with this stupid grin on her face. And since she was such an incompetent and messy creature, she gave me no help at all. But then, there were moments when I did find her pretty—in a sense. I don’t know, perhaps in the dark, and from a certain angle, one could look at her and say she was pretty. But this impression was rare. Later, she made some comment about reupholstering the chairs and I flew into a rage. Following that evening I spent at your home, what with the view and the beautiful women and the layout of your home’s . . . forgive me, I’d hoped to express this more fittingly. In short, when I got up the next morning and saw the half-painted walls and the image of that old witch of a girlfriend . . . Who was I becoming? Whom was I defying with my two cans of cheap paint? Even if I saved all the money I earned in a year, I couldn’t buy so much as one of your house’s doors. Then I saw myself standing in a vacant lot holding the knob of a big, expensive wooden door; maybe I was dreaming. I wanted to leave my house and never come back. Unfortunately, all my shirts were dirty; I stormed through the house with nothing but my pants around my feet and an undershirt on my back, then I threw on the first wool sweater I could find and rushed outside. Did you happen to notice my strange outfit that day? What’s more, wool gives me a rash, so I was squirming around the whole day as if I’d fallen into a barrel of pine needles. Every time I thought of the paint cans and that woman’s face, I’d start to tremble. I didn’t want to go home. I went for a walk after work. I didn’t even feel like going to a restaurant. The sky had clouded over. I turned onto a street and stopped halfway up. I didn’t even have the desire to walk to the end of that street. Every new street was just as bleak as the previous one. I stood there like that on the sidewalk. Then I saw a dog, a very small dog, standing on top of an old dilapidated wall. I apparently didn’t get a very good look at it, because I didn’t realize it was a puppy at first. It didn’t try to run away. Even if it wanted to, I figured it was too scared to get down, so it just froze. I picked it up; it tried to cling to my sweater with its claws. The two of us wandered the streets for a while, with no idea where we were going. Then I decided to go to a hotel. Because the thought of going home made me nauseous. I bought two newspapers and wrapped the puppy in them. The hotel desk clerk eyed me up and down, this strange man in a sweater holding a small packet of newspaper, but thankfully the dog didn’t bark or squeal, and I quickly paid for a single night and hurried up to my room. I set the dog down in the middle of the newspapers and turned on the bedside lamp, waiting and thinking to myself, please, God, don’t let him bark. Then it started whimpering and I snatched it up and ran into the hallway. I stood waiting for a long time at the top of the stairs. Once the desk clerk became occupied with something, I left.

			We didn’t get home until early the next morning. I was already late for work; when I woke up, the dog had pissed everywhere. I put on my old topcoat and stuck him in my pocket. I was completely at a loss, I felt as if the world were coming to an end: I called in sick. At least we could face the end of the world together: we had one day left. We searched the streets for a solution. I eventually decided that it might make sense to pursue a purpose related to dog training. My dear sir, nearly two years have passed now (the dog, as I’ve said, is huge) and I can’t quite remember what I was thinking at the time. But I suppose the issue had more to it than just dog training. Although I did have to whip him into shape (he’d peed in my pocket when we were out walking); but I mostly remember griping about everything that day. In fact—you’ll probably laugh—we griped together. We eventually went into a bookseller’s shop. We asked if they had anything on dog training. “Not in Turkish,” the salesgirl said. “What language then?” we asked. They were all in English. Seeing the pictures of dogs on the book covers and being able to use my English to pick out and read the word “dog,” even though I’d dropped out of high school after two years, set my mind at ease. The salesgirl realized I had a dog squirming around in my pocket and said, “I guess you’ve brought him with you.” But we weren’t in the mood for conversation. Moreover, my pocket was beginning to stink. I’d never get it out. Foul smells make me very sick, sir. Which is why I decided to take him out of my pocket and put him back on top of some other wall. First, I set him down on the sidewalk; but he wouldn’t walk. No matter where I put him, he just sat there. It was the same thing as with my older girlfriend, I was plagued by a creature that had nowhere to go. I bought a bottle of milk from a bakkal and we made our way to a café. Animals get more pity than people do, sir. The waiter brought us a small dish right away; then he volunteered to take the dog outside to pee. Everyone there could sense that I didn’t know what I was doing; they stared at me in a way that suggested I still hadn’t grasped the responsibility I’d taken on. Sitting at the next table over was a man with a beard, about my age. He turned to look at my book, which I’d placed on the chair. I quickly said, “I’d read it if I could, but it’s in English; you wouldn’t know anything about taking care of dogs, would you?” He picked up the book and started flipping through it. “I know some English,” he said. And that’s when we met the “Third Thing.” What I mean is, that’s the name I eventually gave this man with a beard—I’ll explain this later, when the occasion arises. Of course, he mentioned this “third thing” to me much later, so it wasn’t until then that I gave him this nickname.

			Soon enough, I managed to house-train my dog. I could tell by certain movements he made when it was time to pick him up and let him out the front door. Although he later caused a rift between the doorman and me. I needed to wash my dog, feed him on a schedule, take him to the vet, and much more, all of which I learned from the Third Thing. In the meantime, I left my girlfriend for good. She didn’t see how I’d changed. After that evening I spent with you, sir, I never saw her again; but I still had to listen to her voice on the phone for a time. She called me at work every day. She didn’t understand what was going on. I eventually got the sense that she regretted the whole thing, including sleeping with me (my apologies); I, on the other hand, didn’t feel a thing. In fact, I was in the same situation as before; but I was overexerting myself. I never mentioned the dog to her. She thought I was seeing another woman and finally gave up. I imagine she suspected it was a much younger woman. Since I was sort of flattered by her fear, I’d allowed these telephone conversations to persist. I suppose she realized this one day and stopped calling. To be honest, I didn’t immediately forget about her; but there was a voice inside me—no doubt a bad one—telling me to wait it out, that things would turn out better that way. Do you think of me as a bad, cruel person, sir? Either way, regardless of what kind of person I am or how I explain things, my confidence in your ability to understand me is unshakable. It doesn’t matter how you explain something, one can be completely unsympathetic and still understand. I’m spouting nonsense again, my dear sir. Still, you know me—could you ever imagine me hurting someone? I’m too weak. Anyway, that’s what happened with this woman, sir.

			The Third Thing didn’t quite take to me, which I believe is why he talked only of dogs at first. Or perhaps he thought of me as uneducated. (I really was uneducated. And I still am, but now I know about the “third thing,” for instance, and you, for instance, don’t.) One thing is certain: no one was less knowledgeable or attentive than me. What does that leave you with, then? you’ll ask. The “third thing,” sir, that’s what. Obviously, there’s more to the “third thing” than that, or rather, we can’t define it so simply; but one day, when I explained these thoughts of mine to the Third Thing, he became very concerned and finally told me about the “third thing.” As he did, he grew so excited that I failed to understand any of it at all. He said something about the meaning of life, for example how the life of someone like me had meaning. There were quite a few people I might be superior to, he said. To be honest, he wasn’t very convincing. What’s more, I get timid around easily excitable people; I’m afraid they’ll harm me; it’s happened before. Once the Third Thing smelled my fear, he viciously reproached me. According to him, this sense of insecurity is actually what’s causing us to lose. I know full well why I’d lost. But the Third Thing’s appearance didn’t arouse much respect in me: who knows what he subsisted on, and his clothes were a mess; from the moment I saw him, it was obvious his advice would be useless. He talked about some writers. I hadn’t heard of a single one. You’ll probably laugh, but according to him superiority depends on shedding one’s own superior abilities. That’s not exactly what he said, but believe me, my dear sir, I’m close enough. How shall I put it—you know how everyone despises people who are callously rich, how they say they lack humanity, that no matter how successful they become there are certain values they’ll never learn to appreciate? Well, the people who object to them, he said, are no different. “All right,” I said, despite my confusion, “what else is there?” But the Third Thing paid no attention to me; he was enthralled by his own words. The man was clearly out of his mind, but in all fairness I admired his bravery. I won’t lie, sir, I’m not brave enough to think about that sort of thing. But perhaps he tried to shock me with the examples he gave because he was so much more educated than me. In fact, what he said was useful. No—in fact, it wasn’t. I felt as if he were trying to steal something from me right then that I wouldn’t be able to acquire until later. For a while, I was even afraid that he was an enemy of the regime. You know how they appear out of nowhere. He said it was wrong to distinguish oneself by acting superior. And when he realized I was scared, he blew up even more, claiming I’m as spoiled as a wedding bride. (Truth is, despite all his learning he couldn’t get any of his ideas across.) Then he said that no one would care for my little dog as well as me. I told him this wasn’t true. Because he didn’t know the things lurking in my heart. I told him about some of my darker feelings—which I’d also told to you. Just as he’d thought! Yes, that’s the way—that is, my way—humanity would liberate itself, by behaving the way I actually felt. Obviously, he said this out of spite. I’d pushed his buttons. I tried to tell him that I’d never given any thought to the liberation of humanity. But he wouldn’t listen. He said we’re all a part of the problem, which is why we can’t perceive it. I confess that this word “we” frightened me. And the Third Thing kept using the plural form of “you,” so I felt as if he were lumping me in with all the people I loathed, as if shoving me back down into a well I’d been trying to climb out of. I tried my best to explain this to him. In one sense, he found the whole thing very simple. He even seemed to take pleasure in my pathetic circumstances. After all, it wasn’t his pocket the dog had peed in. Nor had he ever slept with an old woman. But you and I, my dear sir, we’re on the same side. How I wish you could have been there. You would have dispatched the Third Thing straight away, I’m sure of it. And I would have relished sitting beside you to watch the battle. Yes, we really are on the same side, sir. And I’ve been working hard all my life to get there. But the Third Thing tried to shove me back into my former place; he said I shouldn’t even go to any more cocktail parties or anything. The truth is, it’s been two years—because I think my dog is two now (unfortunately I’ll never know his exact age)—since that happy evening I’ve recalled here with such warmth, and you haven’t invited me back; and yet, I don’t think your feelings for me have changed because you haven’t treated me poorly. I’m opposed to destructive thoughts, my dear sir. I want you to know that. How could I possibly sit you down next to the Third Thing? I don’t imagine you’d expect me to be that audacious. Since he is, of course, a loafer, he spends more time with me than you do. And yet, I felt that he was trying to take advantage of me, whereas you’ve been kind to me and have asked nothing in return.

			I should also point out that the things this strange bearded man said, or rather the fact that I saw him so often, must have had a bad influence on me. Outwardly, he came off as sincere, always paying for our tea and whatnot. In fact, one night he even dragged me to a meyhane; “I’ll walk you back home,” he said, “don’t worry, I can hold my liquor, I won’t leave you in the street.” I must have been very talkative with him, my dear sir, because he figured out my weaknesses. The meyhane was filled with vagrants and good-for-nothings, not the kind of meyhane I wanted to be seen in. I only went for him. Even though he didn’t dress very well, et cetera, he did manage to garner some respect in a place like that. After that day, I too adopted a pointlessly arrogant air. I say “pointless,” because as soon as presumptuous smartassery became a part of my daily life, I was quickly knocked back down on my ass.

			I began arguing with everyone, and I didn’t realize it. I arrived late for work, and no one made a stink over it because they probably considered me one of your men. I even brought my dog to work. (And then the stupid animal went and tore the typist’s stockings.) That’s why I got in trouble. It was raining that day, my dear sir, and I forgot my umbrella like I typically do on rainy days. My dog was still quite small, so I slipped him in my raincoat. But none of the taxis stopped because it was raining so hard. Of course, how could you have known? But when the weather turns bad in this country, people—taxi drivers, for instance—make the conditions even worse. At last, a taxi pulled up. Sitting in the front passenger seat was a well-dressed gentleman like yourself. “You’re soaked,” he said to me. “Go ahead, climb in back.” I realized he was going to pay the fare. This somewhat complicated things. At times I can be unnecessarily oversensitive. Uneasy over whether I’d have enough money to pay the driver once the gentleman got out, I got in anyway. The driver must not have seen the dog at first, because when I put it on the floor he said, “No animals. They stink up the car, and the smell doesn’t go away for days.” Now forgive me, my dear sir, but this was a pig of a man who in fact smelled worse than my dog did. You may recall that my nose is sensitive. And you know those ugly plastic beach sandals they flood the market with every year? Well, that’s what he was wearing. I don’t know how that well-dressed gentleman put up with such a stench. “The dog is clean,” I snapped. (Although I must confess that I didn’t bathe it often.) Then this disgusting, plastic-sandal-wearing driver abruptly hit the brakes, sir, and my dog began to bark. “This car doesn’t go another inch,” he said in his harshest voice. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t make a fuss,” the gentleman in front said, “I’m in a hurry.” And then the most ridiculous argument ensued. “Well, it’s demoralizing,” this stupid bastard said, as if a man who wore plastic beach sandals had any morale to demoralize in the first place. And what, here, was this word “demoralized” supposed to mean? I realized the well-dressed gentleman was siding with me, which now made me a burden. I don’t know how it happened, but even though the trajectory of the argument didn’t change, the whole situation turned against me. The gentleman up front, perhaps because he was in a hurry, began to lose his patience. He said he’d tried to do me a favor, but here I was putting him in a difficult spot, at which point he asked me to do my part. I didn’t realize I had a part, nor what it was. I began to shout as loudly as I could, the dog was howling. A crowd gradually began to gather. I got so carried away that I didn’t for a second doubt that I was in the right. But my wildness wasn’t some character flaw obviously, rather it was a kind of intoxication caused by that bearded Third Thing. I was so oblivious to what was going on that I didn’t notice the hostile glares of the people surrounding the car, I just tried to tell one of these onlookers, a man, what the issue was. In my excitement, I must have grabbed his collar because I suddenly felt my hand being torn away. Someone said I “ought to be ashamed” of myself. I had no idea what I was doing. I ran back and forth trying to explain the entire incident, starting from the beginning, to whomever would listen. The whole crowd took a step backward. Then, as a last resort, I stuck my head through the window of the car (where the well-dressed gentleman sat) and tried to persuade the driver one last time. But the gentleman who’d hired the cab, sir—he shoved me back; and he winced as he did so, as if he didn’t want to get his hands dirty. The crowd walked away, sir, but one fat hulking man opened his mouth, said, “You shit . . .” and hurled a string of obscenities at me that I refuse to write down here. Well, sir, what was this man’s problem? I ask you: Did he know me? Had he met me before? This man was filthy, his clothes were a mess—one of those people with whom the Third Thing had tried to lump me in. I ask you: Even if I am a bad person, and even if I were to admit it, how could he know that that’s the kind of man I was? Still, I was so surprised I began to say, “The hell do you know about it…!” and this animal, he came right for me, sir. I had to run away. Several people from the crowd made as if to follow me. I quickly walked away without looking back. I apologize, I’ve gotten caught up in the heat of the moment again just telling you about it. Of course, I was wrong. But I don’t write all of this to justify myself. Still and all, I wasn’t going to let a literal son of a bitch (my apologies) like this man be the one to set me straight. And I didn’t think the crowd needed to band together against me, as if it had all been planned. They could have given me a chance. Of course, I felt as if I were dreaming. I didn’t know if they would give me a chance or not. I did a lot of thinking on my way home, but I don’t remember anything except what I’ve told you. I ground my teeth for a long time, of course. As always, I thought about a lot of things—the offenses I’d suffered, the trouble that dog had caused me, how people were nothing like what the Third Thing said, how difficult it was coming up with something to say when my elderly girlfriend had me on the phone. As for my own offenses, I didn’t give them a second thought.

			I eventually realized I was wrong; I understood what had misguided me, that I’d crossed a line and outdone myself. This was why I finally brought my dog into the living room, after he’d been scratching for hours at the sitting-room door. I gave him a pat; he really did smell awful. It had been a month since I’d given him a bath. Of course, you’ll assume I then took him straight to the kitchen and washed him; sadly, I didn’t, my dear sir. It seemed like a good way to punish myself. This is absurd, of course. Thank God I no longer feel that way. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been brave enough to write you this letter. Even though I didn’t understand a word of what the Third Thing said, I couldn’t stop meeting him. Because that beard had loaded onto my shoulders a weight I couldn’t carry. What’s more, I had no idea what that weight was. And whenever I thought about it, sir, I’d start to loathe myself. And I figured you would absolutely loathe me too. I looked at my own wretched state, but from your perspective. Yes, sir, I’ll say it again, I felt as if we were on the same side. I didn’t meet with that bearded man again. And then I heard the Third Thing had vanished from the café altogether. “He hasn’t come back,” the waiter said. Since I hadn’t been to the café in months, I couldn’t say exactly when he’d disappeared. Of course, I thought nothing of it.

			As you know, my dear sir, I’ve recently changed quite a bit; I would have preferred to write you a longer letter. But how long can a letter really be? I should also point out as a side note, before I forget, that the reason I’m brave enough to write you a letter, and a rather long one at that, is because I’ve noticed over the last few days that you’ve taken an extra sort of interest in me. I don’t know—at least that’s how it seems. I sensed it the other day, in fact, when we saw each other on the stairs. Just before you addressed me by my name, you said, “Well, well, how are you?” Although, I must admit that I found this phrase, “well, well,” rather odd. Then again, I know people rarely say it maliciously; it’s simply a casually spoken phrase that everyone has grown accustomed to. You too have grown accustomed to me over time, of course. But I haven’t been able to grow accustomed to you, sir; I mean that in the best possible sense. When you told me the other day that you liked the report I’d prepared, I became as excited as when we first met, when you first shook my hand. Pardon my boldness and accept this letter as—I don’t know—as a petition. In closing, I would like to take this opportunity to request in particular your acceptance of my profoundest reverence.

			With endless respect

			[Unsigned]

		


		
			NOT YES NOT NO

		

		
			It’s been four years since I finished high school. Since then, I’ve held a variety of jobs and completed my military service. I’ve worked in insurance, city gas debt collections, pharmaceutical sales, advertising, and other such mundane professions. I liked advertising best. Being fond of reading and writing, I was happy—sort of—to be writing ads. Nevertheless, I can’t say my ads were very well received, and it was probably the quiet, reserved demeanor I kept at work that prevented me from holding down the job. I suppose I also used too many adjectives, and my sentences tended to run on. There were some real idiots at that agency, ones who didn’t even know how to spell, and they still fared better than me. I just never liked vanity, which I suppose is why I didn’t understand how automobiles could conquer roads or how razors could win over women’s hearts. Now I work as a journalist, if journalism is what you’d call this. The editors didn’t like my headlines, so they gave me the advice column “Letters from the Heart.” You aren’t tough and dogged enough to be a journalist, they said; so they told me to go help people solve their problems. But I’m not some softy. I don’t give money to beggars, and when I ride around in my wealthy friends’ cars, I shout at all the house stewards who keep popping up out of nowhere. I also believe that everyone should have a profession that benefits humanity. It’s probably on account of ideas like these that my colleagues at the paper call me a maniac. Of course, the way they use this word shows how ignorant they are. I asked a linguist friend, and we looked it up: a disorder of the mind exhibiting itself through heightened and uncontrollable excitement; that’s what mania is. I told everyone at the paper the definition; “All right, maniac, come off it,” they said. They think I’m a phony; the feeling is mutual. You’re Dr. Akın Korkmaz now, healer of hearts, they said. Now I get reams of letters every single day. But if I’m given a job, I prefer to do it right; that’s why I started reading up on psychology, because I didn’t understand how people could write such long, vacuous letters about their petty problems. Nevertheless, I take pleasure in doing something correctly, so I sat down and began offering my thorough and sincere advice. When everyone at the paper saw what I wrote, they continued—I truly don’t know why—to call me a maniac. I was apparently supposed to either solve people’s problems or talk my way around them. I guess the books I’d read had some influence on me, because I told people either their problems couldn’t be solved or they had to figure them out on their own. At any rate, a friend showed me a quick fix: trick people by reading nothing but their letters’ first and last sentences—albeit with a little bit of a bleeding heart. So that’s what I did.

			Then one day this letter arrived. Here, I said to my colleagues at the paper, solve this one. I began to read it to them right there. No one listened to the whole thing. I got through half a page, and they decided I was still a maniac. I’m not the one who wrote it, though. And I can’t say I feel any affection or pity for the writer, M.C. If you ask me, this M.C. is disturbed, either mentally or emotionally. As I read the letter, one of my colleagues—not a “work friend”—said, This guy sounds a lot like you, doesn’t he? and I jumped down his throat.

			I later showed the letter to some friends; a few said it looked interesting. That’s why I thought it best to publish it as is. And yet I couldn’t resist adding some parenthetical thoughts here and there. Also the letter had almost no punctuation. One of my friends said it would make a bigger splash if I published it flaws and all. Apparently, this kind of literature is considered sort of masterful now. I disagreed. It would make M.C.’s already confused thoughts all the more confusing. But besides that, I’ve only corrected the spelling, that’s it.

			Dear Mr. Doctor Sir,

			I extend you my deepest most heartfelt affection and respect and shake your hands.

			A hundred apologies sir: I have truly and sincerely been in love with a girl from the years of 1967–1971 or from 1967 until today who is sweet honest and honorable. I’m going to tell you about what happened between us from 1967 up until today’s date in a serious and businesslike accurate correct explicit way and exactly how it happened.

			I am a tall dark earnest and honest 24-year-old young man who has finished his military service and two years of high school, certified. I am the same age and the same height as the one whom I love, we live in the same neighborhood. There is no difference between us, the one whom I love lives two houses away. We are acquainted and we know and talk to each other and our families very well we’re fellow townspeople.

			I fell for her suddenly in the year 1967. I felt as if love was pouring out of me you have no idea. I really studied the one whom I love I got to know her and I followed her. We lived in the same neighborhood but different houses. I looked into everything about the one whom I love. Wrestling with all the issues the long investigation I made passed after thinking about things down to the tiniest detail from needle to thread I made my intentions very clear (I should insert a comma in places but I can’t bring myself to do it.) I wanted to get married for 6 months I loved her but hid my love, I decided to write the one whom I love a letter, I delivered it in hand (By hand, he means.) She didn’t answer: NOT YES NOT NO (Capitalization mine.) She leaned out the window that day (Which day?) and I saw her: as she shaked down a bedsheet (Absolutely not, he must mean, “as she shook out a bedsheet”) she had a sweet smile on her face (I believe M.C. is telling the truth, but I also think he’s misinterpreted this “sweet smile”; at any rate, the letter progresses and all shall be revealed.) Three months I didn’t stop writing letters (Sending letters, he means) through the mail in hand (By hand.) No answer. Not yes not no (This phrase, “not yes not no,” will eventually lose all its meaning, which is why I call attention to it now.) The whole neighborhood heard about it. Everyone turned on me as if loving was a crime even my family and my siblings. (I also believe that from this point forward, or at least for the time being, M.C. will gloss over some events as if there were some gaps in his memory. As you know, in psychology . . . never mind, moving on.) There were no jobs I couldn’t find any. I was waiting tables. Everybody’s staff was full, nobody had an opening.

			All of the sudden I became upset because of my family’s wrong attitude and behavior and because of the harsh words I let them walk all over my beloved with (I don’t want to meddle too much, but does this sentence not need some commentary? The point is not that M.C. can’t establish a relationship with the “one whom he loves,” nor that he allowed her to be walked all over. Rather, he’s hiding things from us. Or else M.C. can’t find the words, which seems more likely.) I was devastated I got an inferiority complex (What, I ask, is this complex doing here?) Of course I took a razor knife (Why “of course”? and what is a “razor knife”?) and attempted suicide 4 times, 4 times I came within a hair’s breath of death. My body and my arms are covered in cut abrasions. My heart and stomach, I took so much opdolidon (Optalidon) that I ripped apart my stomach. The one whom I love cried (I’m as doubtful of this as I am of that “sweet smile”) for some reason or another (Literally “another”; otherwise, wouldn’t she have responded to those interminable letters? I admit that instead of sympathizing with M.C. I get annoyed with him; more precisely, he grates on my nerves in such a way that I actually find rather difficult to express; I mean, the mere fact that he says “for some reason or another” at such a moment drives me a bit insane. Never mind.) When I was discharged from the hospital those 4 times I came back home. (He seems to have gotten out of his parents’ house before attempting suicide by waiting tables or looking for work, or at least he wasn’t sitting around at home all day. I can’t say I don’t feel bad for him.) There were some female students living next door to our house. The one whom I love (I find the phrase “the one whom I love” as annoying as “for some reason or another”) came to the 7 meter half centimeter house. (I have written this down verbatim.) I was shocked (As am I.) I come back, I go out to the balcony, the girls are there. All hell breaks loose. It was like an earthquake erosion or something (Should I be laughing or crying?) Playing records, dancing. They’re doing it all for me. And the one whom I love is sitting off to the side of the window.

			Because of my suicides they prosecuted I spent 90 days in prison during my brother’s wedding. (If only the chief editor that hated my headlines could see this sentence now.) She didn’t know. Since it was winter (Although it was winter) I heard the one whom I love didn’t even leave the balcony of the house she lived at I mean to go inside, she sat there on the balcony watching (I shall never know what led anyone to draw a parallel between myself and this M.C., but this infuriatingly broken manner of expression is . . . never mind.)

			I met the one whom I love face to face in the year 1970 (Three years after suddenly falling for her), the one who never answered YES OR NO (Oh, for God’s sake!.) “I sent you my response,” she said. “With who?” (The quotation marks are mine.) My friends. (And now it seems better without them.) No one said anything to me, I want to hear it from your mouth. That’s what I said. What’s your answer? I said. She didn’t say no. She said I refuse, refuse, refuse. Not yes not no. I refuse, refuse, refuse she said. Thank you. I left her and went home. I felt horrible. I bought a lot of records. I started playing them for her. I played —— the most (As this letter is not an advertisement, I’ve redacted the artist and the song.) I didn’t stop playing it for 3 years straight and the one whom I love listened (How do you know? How can someone so pitiful feel such self-confidence? It’s maddening. And how could one even listen to such an insufferable song for 3 straight years?) She really listened (No she didn’t.) Then one day the one whom I love’s female student friends came to the house, they talked in my room with my little sister-in-law. I was on the balcony when I saw them, I moved to the side (He was ashamed.) They saw the record I always played at home and her picture and what I wrote on it: of course it said “I will love you until death” (What else would you write? The quotation marks are mine.) Those girls really spoke highly of me to my sister-in-law: Why isn’t he interested in anyone else? Does he go to the cinema? Are his intentions serious? they asked and found out from her. I love the one whom I love so much, all I want is to talk with her and share our trouble pain and sadness together and share everything I have together with her, I waited three years, and touch her hair and give her everything I have, I just love her so much, and be her partner and love and touch her as much as I want and make a happy peaceful and beautiful home and have a child and be a father, devoting everything to her and always giving her my all and having the only eyes in all the world that can look at her, and going for walks holding hands arm-in-arm like children, and going to the cinema after work or to concerts the beach or vacation, playing games, having fun, traveling (I oppose this man.) We had happy memories together (a lie), I really truly love her (Love is something that belongs to you, it’s not about the memories.) I was like a crazy lunatic I loved her so much (we understand) more than the world, I fell in love with her, with her beautiful eyes, her eyes were so beautiful, it was like there was life in those eyes (As there should be.) She gave me the strength power and passion to live. I wrote everything to her from a sincere perspective. For exactly 4 years I constantly obsessed over her without eating drinking sleeping resting relaxing getting fed up or tired. Nothing will stop me from getting my beloved (Who exactly are you saying this to?) I didn’t listen to anyone about it (Nevertheless, I would like to have met you in person, so we could speak on the level, as men, in Turkish.)

			School let out. (I draw your attention to these chronological irregularities and, thus, to the absence of any notion of time.) The one whom I love was graduating. (Every time I hear “the one whom I love,” all feelings of goodwill I have toward M.C. vanish.) I decided to write the one whom I love a threatening letter. She took it, put it down her shirt and carried it home (This would be one of those “sweet memories.”) She read it as soon as she got home. (How do you know?) She left. (I publish these next several lines simply as an example of M.C.’s erratic thoughts.) 60 km. she traveled with that letter to her parents’ house. She left the next day. I cried so much. She appeared on the balcony. She came back the next day. Not even the drink I drank could cheer me up. She left the next day. The one whom I love’s father spoke to me. (Things straighten out again from here.) It’s my daughter’s choice son, there’s nothing I can tell you, NOT YES NOT NO. (Capitalization mine.) Her mother found me. We talked. My boy we’ve promised her to her uncle’s son, she said.

			I burned inside like a fire (Indentation is mine.) If I lose her I’ll kill. Myself. And her. (Punctuation is M.C.’s.) I showed my body right there to the mother of the girl I love, look mother you see? These cuttings. Me. (The punctuation marks are still his.) She looked. (I thought that M.C. didn’t punctuate, but upon careful inspection of the fading ink on my most recent reading, I noticed these marks. My apologies.) Then her heart couldn’t take it, she looked away. Too much (?). Her mother: My boy, I don’t see much (love from you.) You might love her. And my daughter speaks well of you (Don’t believe it, M.C., her mother is lying. Or else you are. I can no longer tell. Never mind.) It’s just your mother said something about something that my daughter did (We don’t know what it is the one M.C. loves has done.) I begged her, I got down on my knees, forgive her, on behalf of her I’m sorry, I said. I just love her so much, I don’t have eyes for any other girl even though they all make passes at me (Of this I’m doubtful), I refuse to break up with her (My dear M.C., when were you ever together?) Breaking up hurts too much. I’ll be wasting my life on her (this is true), I swept the ground for her with my own hair (Enough, and besides, it’s the woman who says this. Anyway..)

			I borrowed 1000 lira from people that only do business illegally. When the coffee house I worked at went under and fell into foreclosure (foreclosed) I didn’t get paid, I couldn’t pay my loan back. They forced threatened blackmailed and pressured me saying they’d kill my love, I’d go to jail and dragged me into their thieving. (I wish I’d never read this letter. Like M.C., I too feel as if I’ve been dragged down a dark path.) By pressuring and threatening me they used my love as bait. They forced me to rob the cash drawer at the coffee house and I got caught (Such is the fate of people like you.) I spent 3 months in jail. Then they stole a —— (As something to be stolen, this item is so strange that I don’t feel comfortable identifying it here in this pathetic story.) They forced threatened blackmailed and pressured me to (the next few words are indecipherable) threatening me with a gun. They made me go in first. And if I report them to the police they’ll kill my love (No, they won’t, although you’re probably saying this to justify your actions.) They know who she is, they’ll explain everything to her (They certainly may.) This is why I didn’t rat anyone out.

			Time passed, I got caught, I spent 17 days in jail, then I was released and left. As soon as I got out I went looking for the one whom I love. I went up to her school. I wrote her an answer. (Meanwhile, some unmentioned events have evidently taken place.) I could never kill you, but you’re killing me. I love you. Weather (Whether) it’s YES OR NO (capitalization mine), just give me an answer (What else can the poor girl do?) I won’t come inside (I honestly cannot imagine this scene; I mean, is he literally writing his letter at the school gate and passing it on to her from there? It’s hard to believe that a provincial all girls’ high school would be so lax.) I begged pleaded got down on my knees (It appears that, based on the next sentence, the person he gets down on his knees for isn’t the “one whom he loves” but the school headmaster—or headmistress. In terms of school discipline, this is, again, difficult to believe.) Sir, please (The headmaster probably says this.) I was polite. I am a very honest upstanding honorable young man, sir. I was going to kill myself for her (This is private, you can’t just reveal this to everyone you meet.) But I’ve never hurt anyone or stabbed them in the back (You did threaten to kill the girl.) I never beat her, cursed at her, confronted her in the street, climbed up to her window (Oh, what else!), or banged on her door, I always loved her so much in an honest upstanding noble and manly way, my actions have been gentlemanly polite kind generous brave humane and courteous (Some of these adjectives don’t belong here.) I never made any passes at her (?) for whatever reason I never sent my parents to talk to her, just my mother (Well, which is it?) The girl said the same thing; my father won’t allow it, I can’t get married. I didn’t send my mother again, sir.

			The girl didn’t write back. I went to her school to meet the headmaster. (Who was it you’d just spoken with then? Perhaps he’d been addressing me—that is, Dr. Akın Korkmaz. If so, who was it who’d said, “Sir, please,” to M.C.? Certainly not the guard at the gate. I’ve yet to conclusively decide either way and leave it to the reader. I’m merely passing it on.) The headmaster took me to his office. The one whom I love came in. (I suppose these things happen more often at rural schools than urban ones.) She was cold and serious. To me. The girl spoke first: Go ahead, talk. I met your parents and spoke with them, I said. “What did you speak with my father about?” she suddenly said (The quotation marks are mine.) Don’t you know? (I said.) No, she answered. So I said: The choice is yours, I said. Give me your answer. I refuse, refuse, refuse. I thanked her. On the one hand I was angry, I got flat out angry at her. I asked her permission, I asked to go someplace deserted and empty where no one was around so we could speak in secret one on one and alone. Don’t be upset, I’m begging you. Please. I really pleaded with her. The headmaster went out the door: as soon as he came back, he sat back down at his desk (My dear M.C., you’ve got the headmaster behaving as inexplicably as you now.) This time the girl (now that he’s angry with her, he no longer calls her “the one whom I love”) said, “Speak freely, you can tell me here.” With your permission miss what I want to say only concerns you (For God’s sake!) You might get embarrassed annoyed or become shy. In this regard, miss, if you don’t mind I have a right, I said. Go ahead, speak freely. I openly seriously firmly honestly honorably and bravely love you, I said. Please give me an answer, I’m pleading with you.

			I waited half an hour. (The indentation is mine. Because M.C.’s sentences ceaselessly inexhaustibly continuously rush forward like a flood.) She looked at the floor. She got quiet. No answer. She always gets quiet. She’s still quiet. My parents disowned me you know. (See how the “one whom you love” has gone quiet, M.C.? Now why can’t you?) They’ve thrown me out. So I’ve been working. I have a clerking job in a government office, I can work the typewriter good and fast. I’m a cultured civilized understanding knowledgeable literate and understanding young man. I get my work done myself, I get along with everyone (I doubt that), I keep my exposed sides closed (?), I fix my wrongs (And do the laundry, and stitch the rips in my clothes; you, M.C., shall never be a man.) For 1 year I was a clerk in a government office. I was working for her. I wrote everything, I wrote (I told her, he means) my job and occupation. The money I’ve made . . . If you don’t believe me come ask and see (M.C. lives in a fantastical world: he truly expects the girl to come to his office and ask about his salary?) I tried two different doors: I wrote knowledgeable civilized understanding cultured caring respectful long and detailed two faced letters for 4 years and sent them by post in hand (The end is nowhere in sight.) The letters that came back to me at the office were filled with vulgar curse words threats blackmail distant arm twistings verbal abuses and some of the worst kinds of insults calling me a —— (I’m not writing the next word), I got 15 of them. Anonymous. No name. They weren’t unsigned (Weren’t signed, is what he means. He may be trying to tell me something. Me, Dr. Akın Korkmaz, or the one whom he loves, or the headmaster, or the person in his head who said he was “working for her”? It’s anyone’s guess, and if you ask me, he doesn’t know either.) My male teacher friends (Who’d apparently lost their minds as well) came up and surrounded the girl and made her talk. Here are the recorded expressed and explained things that came out of the girl’s mouth sir (The “sir” is me): 

			1—I don’t accept. She is not clear about why sir.

			2—This boy does love me, he wants to marry me, and his intentions are very serious.

			So what do you say? (They ask the girl this.)

			I know he loves me, I believe him (per article 2.)

			What kind of a boy is he?

			3—Gentlemanly polite and honest. He isn’t interested in anyone else (The greatest virtue there is.)

			Has he ever hurt you or tricked you?

			4—No, never.

			5—Conclusion: no answer, she won’t give any (M.C.’s comment.) (An aside: what, I ask, are these “male teacher friends” from an all-girl’s high school doing accosting one of the students to ask . . . Never mind, I withhold my comments.)

			I went back to my hometown (I’ve already pointed out his tenuous grasp of place and time.) I sent her (the one whom he loves) a girl singer’s record I like stamped and sealed in plastic (he’s careful with the details now) to school. 15 days (went by) and I came to work and there on my desk, a record, in plastic. I opened it, it was ripped, the paper broken. The record was old and scratched up. (He mentions a song here, and a certain male singer. And yet, it was a girl singer he’d spoken of just two sentences ago.) There was some anonymous writing on the envelope: the girl whom I love’s handwriting (How handwriting can be anonymous, I have no idea.) It came from: the post office (Where else? Here another possibility arises. Perhaps M.C.’s beloved has sent back a different record. For a girl who says she refuses, refuses, refuses, such an action strikes me as awfully strange. Furthermore, it boggles the mind as to why the girl would write to him anonymously. Wouldn’t M.C. recognize the handwriting?) Whoever wrote the letters came from there (From where? He’s hiding things again, and now the addled youth has forgotten what they are.) That’s why I said the writer is anonymous (This is just baffling.)

			That’s my job and occupation (I’ve indented again because he can’t produce these words independently of the course of events he’s described in his long—that is, inner—monologue unless he’s sitting at his office desk and staring at the envelope that this anonymous record sender sent.) If you don’t believe me come to my office and see ask find out (Drop this infatuation already) I have a manager over me and work friends, an accountant, a pay clerk, an editorial department. The answer I got: (Here’s another possibility: M.C. may have written all this down after speaking with this girl and sent it to himself) Who’s the manager, your father? Or don’t you have any parents? Why don’t they give you a hand? Why are you the one always putting in the work? they say. (Again, my suspicion grows. What does he mean by “they say”? And who is saying it?) 3 years you’re running around the neighborhood, passing by this girl’s house (I’ve stopped trying to figure out who says this.) My parents ruined my love, they ruined everything. They wouldn’t even go talk to the girl, they were too scared and afraid. (Thank God this nonsensical conversation didn’t last much longer.)

			This past March 1st I took a friend with me to see the one whom I love. I went up to her. I asked her: Did you send this record? Thank you very much. No answer: NOT YES NOT NO (You know by now the capital letters are mine, and you know why.) The one whom I love decided to (offer) her friendship to me (I thought quite a bit before writing “offer,” but no other word seemed to fit. I couldn’t very well leave it as “decided to her friendship,” a word was missing. The reader be the judge.) I got angry at her, I refused. The headmaster asked us to make peace (How difficult, yet heartwarming, it is to believe such a headmaster exists.) My eyes filled with tears, I cursed her right there in front of everyone. She didn’t ask for the school picture I had of her, the headmaster did. I didn’t give it back. I want the one whom I love to give me my life back, or I’m not giving back her picture. My eyes filled with tears. I ran away. They caught me and brought me back to the one whom I love. I explained everything (My God, this explanation is inexhaustible!), everything that happened in the neighborhood. You’re going to leave the neighborhood, he suddenly said. Where to? If I leave this neighborhood where will I go? No matter where I go I’ll be alone (This sounds like the name of an album.) What am I supposed to do, I love her, I could never leave her. You won’t work (The girl says.) I’ll happily put up with whatever you throw at me. I’ll do whatever you want. Please let’s just talk, have pity on my youth. She didn’t answer: NOT YES NOT NO.

			I got up and left and left her there. My eyes filled with tears. I didn’t do anything bad to her sir. I loved her in an honest honorable and manful way. At night I went to a drinking place, I drank 1 kg., I don’t know what it was. Now I’ve left the neighborhood. I hear the one whom I love comes to the neighborhood and walks around saying I like him and care for him, he’s handsome (It’s possible the girl says this, but it isn’t very likely.)

			Sir, those greasy people (the ones involved in all sorts of illegitimate enterprises) turned back up. They wasted the 15 thousand lira I gave them and I couldn’t say a word (Where does M.C. find this kind of money?), I just gave it up. This time they went and found my best closest and favorite friend, and by threatening me with a gun blackmail force of threat using my beloved against me they got me to go to my best closest and favorite friend’s house and steal all of his things. I put up with all this for the sake of my beloved sir, I stole (I’m feeling soiled by this mess as well.) I got caught, but I didn’t tell (on them.) The girl’s family found out about everything (My dear, respected M.C., I truly wish to help you now. But you must first understand that even if the girl’s family remained ignorant of everything you did, even if you’d stopped working in a tireless honorable cultured and scholarly way, even if you’d never sent those records and had kept to yourself everything you’d professed to the one whom you love, nothing would have changed. How can one get you to understand? It was over the moment she said I refuse, refuse, refuse. And yet, how is it that people more cultured, knowledgeable, and better-bred than you realize this—that is, when it’s all over—only much later, if at all?) They learned that I was a common criminal. And I have nobody to confide in.

			I haven’t tried to solve this problem until now. I never told anyone (And yet now everyone knows.) Nobody believes me (I do.) I can’t get them to, I never will sir. I have been beaten up so much, arrested, jail . . . and now . . . I’m in prison sir.

			I heard from somewhere that the one whom I love is engaged. I want to die. But there’s no one to kill me. I can’t give myself any comfort, I’m in too much pain.

			I’m not dying. The one whom I love lives inside me. I sit in the quieter corners of the cell at night and cry a lot. I can’t say I’m innocent, I can’t tell anyone, I can’t say I didn’t do what I did, I accept my guilt. If I tell the truth no one will believe me. They’ll call me a liar. I know the people that did this to me, I’m ashamed. But these criminal people, their names aren’t even real, they use fake ones. How can I get out of this sir? Once I’m out I’m going for my gun sir (Please don’t, you see what happens even when you don’t go for your gun.) It’s a bad move, but my conscience won’t accept this, there will be blood on both sides, I’ll waste myself. They turned my youth my world my life my everything into a living hell sir. All I know is unhappiness, I can’t even smile (On this matter, it is impossible to say you’re wrong.) Nothing but pain and what is my crime or sin sir? (That’s up for debate.) I’m a stranger in a foreign land a prisoner of my beloved (Now if you ask me, M.C., the only way one could put oneself in such an inextricable situation is if . . . never mind, let’s skip that point) rolling around in aching pain. 5 years a foreigner in a strange land, I’m fed-up sir. My mind will be obsessed forever with my beloved, I’m not giving up, I never will. (I don’t know how one might advise you.) Surrounded by four walls and iron bars I’m in pain suffering hurt anguish and agony for my innocent and blameless love. (In my opinion, there might of course be other reasons for your pain.) 5 years I don’t know what sleep is, or eating or drinking either, it’s just God and me (You have no one else, that is true) on this earth (And perhaps me as well; what do you say? You decide, of course.)

			Thinking things over night and day my hair turned bone white sir even though I’m only 24 years old.

			I only ever think about my beloved, but if she betrays me (look, friend . . . never mind) I’ll never let her be with anyone else (Ah, M.C., you don’t understand a thing, how else can I explain it to you?) I’ll take it to my grave (In this respect, I am completely against you, M.C. The events in your letter—not to mention your personal character—don’t typically result in that sort of an end; or we might say that such an outcome is inappropriate for a person with your disposition; what I mean is this: those people you mentioned earlier who engage in all sorts of illegal activities and even take on assumed names?—Your behavior is no different from theirs.) I’ve made up my mind (Then why ask advice from some Dr. Akın Korkmaz like me? How could a doctor like me give you the guidance you need?)

			I never loved anyone in this life as much as her (Please don’t start again.) I never loved anyone like that to my heart’s content (I’m doubtful as to whether he would use this phrase, “to my heart’s content.”) And I never suffered (for anyone) as much as (I suffered for) her. These people that won’t say YES OR NO and then go silent (oh my God) I always wondered about them, I think this girl has some kind of defect or minus or bad side to her (I just don’t know what to say; it’s too difficult to explain, far too difficult. One can only listen to you, that’s all.) This is what I believe (And what can I do to change that? Nothing.)

			I can’t write to her parents now (for God’s sake, my friend, let it go . . . ) they know I’m in prison sir; they would know I’m a criminal, is that the right thing to do? (So that’s what you wanted to ask?) They feel threatened and scared of me (Which is understandable, of course.)

			I’m not looking for advice or your ideas or thoughts about what I wrote, just does this girl have a heart or not (NOT, NOT) does she love me or not? (SHE DOES NOT.) What should I do about all this? (NOTHING.) Tell me what to do sir. (Even if I did, would you do it?)

			I really am sorry for writing this much sir. Absolutely you have to read this letter. I appreciate it very much. It means a lot to me, it is extremely vital sir.

			I have no love left in my heart sir. But even if she’s bad cruel hardhearted merciless and pitiless I still love her (And what happened to having no love left in your heart? I’ve always found it rather pathetic when people talk about “extremely vital” things using corny lyrics or words they don’t mean.) Just kissing and touching her, pardon me, writing her a letter, which she didn’t answer, but writing her back, I’m in prison, I love her so much, that’s why I can’t write her back, I want to write her a letter, but prison, being separated from her is worse than death sir, and now I’m in prison sir, I can’t write her back, I love her.

			M.C

			You I will love you until death S.L.

			AAAAA

			signed as follows:

∀∀∀∀∀

(at least that’s what it looks like)

			(My dear M.C., your situation is a calamity. But not the situation between you and S.L., the girl who never gave you a yes or a no. The calamity is that you’re in prison. And, of course, even though you’re courteous kind well-mannered and civil enough to end every sentence with “sir,” the fact that you wrote the words “I’m going for my gun” is a calamity as well. This is where I leave you.)

			Not only did my “colleagues” at the newspaper show no interest in printing the letter the way it appears above, but they wouldn’t let me reply to it. I sincerely thank everyone who made its publication possible. I ask, again, that you believe me when I say I’ve hardly changed a thing.

			Sincerely,

			F.G.

		



		
			WOODEN HORSE

		

		
			Let there blow a new wind now, and tell us how the Wooden Horse was built. Sing the song of how the trap was laid. The walls at the city entrance date back to the Romans, strong as ever. Spin us a good yarn, I say to him, and maybe I’ll tell the world something new too, thanks to you. This well here once supplied water for the entire city. Our bard was inconsolable; he launched into the sort of tale that can’t be interrupted. The entire plain is visible from the top of this hill, and a river used to flow between the grass and trees along the path indicated by my finger. If you only knew how hard it was to build that horse! An offering to the gods, they claimed, and they broke their backs dragging it here to the city’s highest point. Some of these hills are natural; others, like those ones with a passageway, were burial mounds. Yes, the Wooden Horse was crammed with warriors. No rational person would have brought it into the city. But the gods decided to help us, there was no way around it, which is why the danger went completely unseen. Careful, don’t slip on the rocks. Now, a contingent of our warriors boarded their ships as if to leave. But how could anyone fall for such a trick? It was ordained by the gods. This Wooden Horse can be purchased at the information office for ten lira. Then night fell, and our warriors scattered like bullets toward the city. I’m speaking figuratively here, there were no bullets back then. As you make your way through the ruins, you’ll notice some ancient-looking boulders. Some are original, I mean natural boulders used to make the tumuli around the time of the Wooden Horse, and they haven’t been moved since. And it was on these very stones that Odysseus, whom some of you may know as Ulysses, same as Aphrodite and Venus, unsheathed his sword and prepared to attack the enemy. The four stones on the left are all that’s left of the fish market. Fish today aren’t what they used to be, and it’s the same thing here: the original one-thousand-four-hundred-and-twelve stones that made up that fish market are now represented by those four, just like the national assembly, ha-ha. If you didn’t get the joke, I’ll explain once we’re at the big temple. That’s right, the fish market will be restored, and these four stones rearranged, which is why they’re numbered; but they can’t do it until they get the funds for the other one-thousand-four-hundred-and-eight stones. And as you all know, our horses rode in on their horses, I mean our horses spilled out, I mean our soldiers spilled out of that horse’s belly and sacked the city. These ruins are from the sixth settlement, built after the city was plundered, which shows you how these places tended to end up, Wooden Horse or not, ha-ha. I should point out that I consider it my duty, for the German tourists in our group, to hold an open forum on my last two jokes before we board the buses. That’s right, our warriors advanced across the city’s steep hills leaving ruins in their wake, and as you all can see, we’ve completed our tour and returned to the main gate. We leave right after lunch. The waterless toilets are across from that slab of concrete for the Wooden Horse.

			The half-naked rabble staggered along with their guidebooks, wiping sweat from their impassive faces. All this history had given new meaning to the sun and the dust. And what about this unsightly horse foundation, he thought, what shall we say about that? They’d poured the concrete and hadn’t taken away the wooden forms. Four beams rose upward, probably for the horse’s feet—no doubt the brainchild of the mayor. Or perhaps this elegancy had been dreamt up by the museum director and the members of the town beautification association; at the entrance to these unrivaled ruins that are already sweeping the tourists out of their homes shall stand a replica of that old horse, and one so big too, big enough to fit a company of soldiers inside, my dear association member friends! As if we hadn’t beautified our town enough, now we’re groping at the ruins. The civil works director has drawn up the plans for this historic monument and we intend to put it right in front of the gate. Ordered and adjudged. In brief: As regards the reintroduction of the historical Wooden Horse. As regards its donations. The land registrar has prepared a detailed sketch, such that the Wooden Horse will be situated, as indicated by the arrows on a one-to-two-hundred-scale grid map, directly across from the waterless toilets and information office, whose counter is already lined with the Wooden Horse’s ceramic foals. He tossed his cigarette butt toward the foundation. The watchman across the way wagged his finger: no littering near the Wooden Horse. The unanimous decision to bid for this monument by closed envelope, in accordance with statute No. 9865894, has been announced in the newspapers. I nearly became a member of the beautification association. Nalbur Zekeriya Bey objected: I am of the opinion that the Wooden Horse be given a pitch coating so as to protect it from foreign influences. Two layers of canvas embroidery, one layer of tar. Burhan Bey, the owner of the porcelain works, is offering to cover it with terrazzo tiles, because any surface looks better with . . . As if it isn’t laughable enough, he mumbled; tragic, tragic. I should have been there. A dark-skinned barefooted boy approached him. “Voulez vous . . .” he said, holding out a parcel. The hazards of wearing a beard. “What is it?” he snapped at the boy; “Turkish delight, mister,” and the boy ran off. If you’d rather it be “mister” instead of some strange voulezvous-type phrase, then shave the beard. And what do you louses care about my . . . Don’t talk like that. Show some respect. Don’t make fun. Have some consideration. And then there’s the one about “hurt feelings”; when do we say that? Well, while you’re all building the Wooden Horse . . . Now he was upset; let’s ask the watchman who’d wagged his finger at me. He walked toward him, spurred on by his anger. “Excuse me,” he said in Turkish before the watchman could think he was a voulezvous. “The toilets are over there,” the watchman said, “but there’s no water.” He suddenly forgot why he was angry and what he wanted to say. “What happened to the water?” The district governor cut it, sir. The tourists are really roughing it. “Are we not people too?” The watchman understood the question, it seemed. “Well, most of the tourists are infidels.” You don’t really wash yourselves, right? This is one perceptive man. “There’s a pitcher of water in the employee bathroom,” he said, leaning forward as if to divulge a secret. “Do you know who I am?” he asked the watchman. The man braced himself. “I’m a Tuzcu, the late Bekir Bey’s son,” he said. “Mr. Member of Parliament,” the watchman said. He stood up straighter. Had the old man been alive, the watchman might have stood at attention until evening, when they lowered the flag. “Welcome, sir,” he extended his hand. His name was Salih. “Tell me, Salih,” he said, sitting down in the chair Salih had offered him, “do you think we need to stay clean-shaven?” You see, Salih? You can’t trust these intellectuals. They immediately put you on the spot. “It isn’t up to us, sir,” Salih said, looking at the foundation of the Wooden Horse. “The director won’t even let us grow mustaches. You people already have dark faces, he says, why make them darker?” He pointed to his neck. “And shirts stay buttoned to the top.” The Facial Beautification Association. Thankfully, mine’s not that dark. Salih enumerated his questions: Bekir Bey’s son had studied abroad, hadn’t he? That’s right, and we’ve even done a little voulezvous. “Foreign languages,” Salih admired, “that’s great. Even these sloppy-looking tour guides earn a decent wage.” He remembered the Wooden Horse and grew annoyed again—because I’m sitting here looking at it, that’s why. He turned his chair. The tourists were drinking something in front of the little bakkal. Good, let them give us their currency. And if the Wooden Horse does get built . . . “I can’t have any fun . . .” he mumbled. “Excuse me?” Salih leaned in. He waved his hand: Forget about me, Salih; I could never be a tour guide, that’s how badly I’ve screwed up my life, my mind . . . He listened to the watchman’s gossip, which, there among the heat, the dust, the ruins, took on a different flavor. Thanks to all that voulezvous we studied, Salih, we know some tricks you’d have a hard time understanding, which is just as well because they wouldn’t have done you any good. Same thing with money, no matter how much you have it’s never enough. And there it is, all out in the open. And there, ladies and gentlemen, flitting across the shadow-show screen, are all the historic scenes and the famous people who made them happen. Here too is the district governor, that great commander, and here we have our crusades. Here the hero, his long sword drawn for battle, cuts the water to the ruins, while the crusaders set off from their European cities, cities adorned with chateaus and paved roads, and they travel thousands of miles, flooding our country via shuttle bus, cracking from the thirst, it’s all right here before you. Here they are, lined up alongside the air-conditioned shuttle buses, here are the Germans, here is the shuttle bus, here is the Nibelungenring travel agency. Here is the district governor, here are the crusaders. Here is the famous city, built up layer by layer, and layer by layer torn down. Here is the mayor, here is the beautification association, here are the cheery pictures of our white toilets, into which one throws some soft papery stuff that the beautification association went through a thousand and one difficulties to import from abroad. Here’s a picture on the left displaying the three diagrams that translate for the locals how to flush the toilet reservoir in three separate steps. A translator’s note: Good people! Do not perch on the toilet like a roosting hen, it cracks the floor tiles and reduces our Western-style toilet bowls to historical ruins. Here stands the local assembly building, where everyone is a hero, united, unanimous. Everyone raises their hands at once there and decides to let the water flow. Here, where the ancient streams and stones are all destroyed and mixed together, the water does not flow. Here is an incredible city built eleven times over, maybe more, but which doesn’t have enough stones anymore for a garden wall, a city that all the crusaders of the world once pursued, eleven-plus cities dating back to once upon a time. Here are the city’s intermingled layers, and here are our archeologist ants putting everything back into place! Here, because of them, everything makes sense: a four-stone city becomes a one-story flat, and for twenty-two coupons one can get it for free. Here are the signs in Greek, Latin, our own language. This is the agora: two columns, four capitals, and here is the imperial palace: all that’s left is the archway over the door. Here we have the stadium, here is the acropolis, these are keystones, those are lizards. This is the gymnasium, that’s a Western-style toilet bowl, and behind it are two bedrooms. Here is that imperceptible protrusion along the fortress walls that once read, UNSHAKEN IS THE FAITH OF THE FEARLESS KNIGHTS OF ATALANTA, WHO HAVE SWORN THEIR LOYALTY AND OBEDIENCE TO THE EMPIRE. Here, ladies and gentlemen, is all the glory playing out before your eyes with eleven hundred times the power of human sight! Here is Watchman Salih, here is the city gate (which at the moment isn’t visible), here is one small section of a relic of the Wooden Horse being set up like Hollywood decor, here are the geriatric foreign crusaders drinking dark carbonated beverages and spreading news of their fearsome conquests by color postcard to the four corners of the world with the help of the Postal and Telegraph Agency, and upon procuring Odysseus’s Wooden Horse in exchange for ten lira they proudly sheath their dentures in a little pouch given to them by some airline or another, and here on the land that the blood of their ancestors’ had irrigated thousands of years ago . . . here, ladies and gentlemen, I’ve grown tired! He turned to Salih Efendi. “I think the sun is getting to me,” he said, “I’m a little off.” “You should wear a hat, sir,” the watchman said. “You must of forgot how bad the sun gets.” A hat? For God’s sake, with this beard, they’ll say I’m crazy and stuff me down a hole, Salih Efendi, not just the town council members and their associations but all the other powers that be, the illustrious captain of the town police, the local rangers, the authorities responsible for ensuring public safety, which, Salih Efendi, is why I’m off. He shuffled away, weaker in his head than in his legs. And here are my rubber shoes, so unbefitting of the son of Bekir Efendi of the Tuzcu clan, and here, Salih Efendi, is goodbye for now.

			•

			No one noticed it at first, but a terrible wind had begun to blow through town. For now, it only swept the ruins, particularly where the Wooden Horse was to be installed. Sitting in the chair Watchman Salih had previously set up for him, Tuğrul Tuzcu passed his eyes over the colorful trains of tourists, then tried to squint up at the sun. I’m awfully sickly for a native-born child of the sun. I don’t even remember being able to look at it, Salih Efendi. The sun, you European pilgrims, here is the sun! Forget those dusty stones, look at the sun, the oldest work of art there is, the light of thousands, of millions of years! And here is its child, the son of Bekir Tuzcu. He wore a white cap now, so father sun wouldn’t give him heatstroke. I look like a warrior on an urn, Salih Efendi. That’s right, a terrible storm whose strength may not rival Odysseus’s but whose beard is just as long. But instead of returning to Ithaka, he takes refuge in the cool shade of a café alongside this tacky relic of a wooden horse. He blows secretly, so no one feels it, and he sits here in the evenings conversing in his head with everyone he sees: Here it is, İbrahim Efendi, the annual Pear Festival has begun. Here is the auto-parade of Triumphs, organized by the carpenter Lame İsmail. Here is Aysel, the dentist’s daughter, representing Dentalus the Queen, and with our girls decked out in traditional costume too. My dear Aziz Bey, I can’t believe my teeth, they’re itching hot and cold. All eyes search a flower-bedecked parade float for the district governor and mayor. Next year we’ll have the beautification association members standing on top of the Wooden Horse. No, not on top, but inside, like the warriors of Ithaka. The national lottery will be played in the evening, raffles will be drawn, Turkish folk music expert Seyfettin Dağdeviren and pop artist Arkan Tansal will cavort across the amphitheater’s ancient stone floor. Which of these will we be able to countenance, Salih Efendi? And which will we have to batter with our wind? He was careful now, choosing his words: “Rüstem, a hookah and some coffee, slightly sweet.” Outwardly, he tried to comport himself like Bekir Bey of the Tuzcu clan. In a way, he’d become the town overseer, as if he’d inherited the olive groves, spending the hot summer hours idling in the municipality offices where they kept the hardwood floors sprinkled with water. Our boy Tuğrul Bey just amuses himself in town. It may not have always shown it, but the place had some pride. If only this fellow with his white cap and beard hadn’t come back. If only he’d relegate his eating and gambling to the community center. And he’s begun to drink with Salih Efendi on the sly. He wasn’t obvious about it, but everyone knew. See, Salih Efendi, he was saying now, you’re a Salih Efendi because your father never thought to name you after a hero, nor did your father’s neighbor name his son. Here we are, the last of the Seljuks, those famous warriors, our dentists, pharmacists, and bankers all heroes. Salih Efendi couldn’t take another “here.” Enough of these here thises and here thats, he said, and began to tell him about the town’s most recent homicide. Come on, Salih Efendi, I’m not listening to that crap. Salih looked down his sharp red nose, which glowed partly from drink and partly from his savage nature. He explained it anyway, and his tiny, overly proximate eyes widened greedily. Salih Efendi, at least leave out the part about the knife.

			•

			The first incident occurred on the closing night of the Pear Festival, at an outdoor ball the festival committee put on in honor of God knew what. They were collecting donations for the Wooden Horse, and Halip Efendi, the butcher, had given a goat to the beautification association to that end. The animal would be auctioned off, and the money would go toward the continued construction of the Wooden Horse. Someone had tied a red ribbon around the goat’s neck, and it was the sight of that ribbon that first angered Bekir Tuzcu’s only son. He’d obviously been drinking; how else could he have gotten so drunk? It couldn’t have been the “cocktail” he was walking around with, not if he’d had a hundred and twenty of them. There’d been earlier provocations that night as well. The president of the Artisans’ Alliance had complained about the presence of someone with a beard; once the Gypsy dancers arrived, everyone held their breath to see what Tuğrul would do to this man, and when an argument ensued no one was surprised to hear the president say he didn’t much care for the Tuzcu family’s only son. That was the night everyone realized that a truly bitter, ill-tempered wind was blowing through town. It was past midnight, a cool breeze had picked up, one of the Gypsy women was covered in sweat. Every so often, she asked if she could go inside to rest and splash her face with water. But the president of the Artisans’ Alliance was merciless, he wouldn’t stop sticking money to her forehead. When she finally tried to make her way inside, he produced the largest bill he had: You can’t stop now, all our respected elders are here, the ball is in their honor, and it hasn’t even hit fever pitch! The dance floor was surrounded by stools, which had been rented from Chairmaker Ahmet. Balloons hung in the air. Tuğrul swayed back and forth with them, preparing to blow. The colored lightbulbs, the confetti, it was all so ugly. And he felt sorry for this ugly Gypsy dancer. In fact, he found all the women ugly, the men too. And then there was this goat with a red ribbon around its neck—every time it tugged on it, the column it was tied to would sway back and forth, shaking the speaker it held up and further distorting the clarinet’s already rheumatic strain. Good God, he said, put an end to this crudeness. The Gypsy dancer kept feigning a smile, searching for a way out. Then Tuğrul suddenly found himself in the middle of it all. The alliance president’s gray hair and drooping white mustache loomed in front of him, and he returned his cool glances with a calculating smile. Tuğrul had to do something. With a head like that, you have to do what you can. He reached for the money. “Give me that, Kâmil Bey,” he said softly, “I’ll do the dancing.” Kâmil Bey froze, the guests for whom the ball was held froze, everyone froze; for a moment, they looked like a coterie of statues. “I don’t understand who this insult is intended for,” the white-haired president of the Artisans’ Alliance said. Tuğrul snatched the money from his hand. He looked sober. So did Kâmil Bey. “I’m sorry, Tuğrul Bey, my boy, but you’re not a geisha,” he smiled. “Besides, it would be unseemly.” Would it now? the son of the Tuzcus answered, then he stepped toward the alliance president and pasted a bill to his forehead. The crowd rippled. The alliance president clenched his fist and stuck it in his jacket pocket. “We revered your father,” he said. “Then show some respect for the living—Kâmil Efendi,” Tuğrul said. The Gypsy dancer quickly picked herself up off the floor, peeled the money from Kâmil Bey’s forehead, and called for everyone to keep dancing. Kâmil Bey pushed the woman aside and stood in front of the young man. “In that case, let’s dance,” he said, “like men.” The clarinet player took his signal, and the Artisans’ Alliance president began taking cumbersome, horse-legged steps. He slowly circled Tuğrul, while the son of the Tuzcus attempted to jerk his limbs in harmony with the music. Tuğrul suddenly felt his head going round, or else it was the room that was spinning, and he fell into the nearest chair. The alliance president looked down at him, laughed, and continued his awkward, lumbering dance.

			Tuğrul briefly disappeared, washing his face with the garden faucet by the pool before lying on the grass; he was soon forgotten. They’ve dispatched me too quickly, which means we’ve succumbed to drink. They’re all still dancing, while my glory days are gone. He slept a little, then he was awoken by the cool air; he went looking for Salih Efendi, who must have been somewhere in back. He found him standing on a chair watching the ball. He tugged at his shirt tails: You’ve got alcohol hidden somewhere, Salih Efendi. We can drink without the mezzes, don’t worry, we’ll be fine. The crowd moved. Some buffoon had taken the microphone and was telling a joke. What a windbag, Salih Efendi, yet another thing to fix, apparently we need training centers for everything, you understand? If you did, the whole world would suddenly change. Now what’s going on? I can’t see. It’s the goat . . . Don’t, I’m already nauseous. They’re saying how respectable an elder Kâmil Bey is; why are they talking about him? Kâmil Bey is standing now, they’re holding the microphone up to him, five hundred lira, he says. He’s talking about the town’s history now. Something about reviving ancient history, how they’re going to build this historical horse. He needs to shut it . . . how dare he talk about history in my presence . . . they noisily pulled their stools up to Kâmil Bey’s. The buffoon with the microphone walked off. Kâmil Bey saw Tuğrul and straightened up in his seat—because if we’re talking history, what else is one supposed to do? Who the hell are you, Kâmil Efendi? Tuğrul said in a hoarse voice. He coughed. No one had noticed. Rather, who am I, Artisan’s Alliance president? I got here long before you, before I was even born, you understand? I’m Tuğrul Tuzcuoğlu, who are you, Kâmil Efendi? You’re five hundred lira, if that. I’m history itself. You think you’re an Alp Arslan, one of the lionhearted? I became Tuğrul the moment I was born, twenty-seven years ago, back when we owned the olive groves, the vineyards, the gardens, the orchards, land as far as Tuğrul’s eye could see. If there’s such a thing as nobility then it’s the nobility of the land, you understand, artisan president, and that’s the kind of nobility that can’t be contained. And there’s nobility at the table too, knowing how to eat a meal and not just hold a fork and a spoon. And there’s intellectual nobility, but beyond that, that’s it. You’ve got a crowd here, artisan president, that’s why you have the audacity to dance in front of me and speak to me, when my father was still around I’d talk to myself, which is how I still am, while you don’t exist, I don’t even see you, alliance president, because you’re stuck to the bottom of my foot, before my father died you didn’t even have the guts to be a stone, you were lower than the soil under my feet. I’m the son of a member of parliament, you think I’d dance with you? The buffoon with the microphone walked back over to them: Ladies and gentlemen, may I present to you the illustrious Tuğrul of the Tuzcu family, gracing us with his presence tonight, educated in Europe and yet honoring his country with his return, Tuğrul Bey has lived in Europe’s toughest cities, completing his studies in three years when it takes most foreigners five, earning himself at least five diplomas but returning to the fatherland nonetheless, Tuğrul Bey is the very meaning of history, because he had a father, who himself had a father, who themselves had many fathers, and this is why our honored guests know better than anyone, what with their boundless culture, that it’s history that keeps the past alive, and the Wooden Horse will sustain that history, so here is Tuzcuoğlu, of precious Tuzcu stock, offering by dint of our goat here an invaluable donation to the Wooden Horse . . . What’s that, what did you say? Wooden Horse? I’m not donating a single penny, you hear? Oh, you pathetic townspeople, is this what it’s come to? Erecting Wooden Horses in front of Western-style toilets, putting on a groveling smile and calling out voulezvous to whoever walks by, oh, you miserable people, how could you, it’s enough to make one weep, what else can one do but be ashamed of you, myself included—hide my embarrassment inside some Wooden Horse and compose a dreary anthem? When will you all grow up? Oh, you so-called human beings, oh, you so-called presidents and directors . . . Someone signaled to the Gypsy dancers, and the band struck up the naval version of the çiftetelli. Even the association presidents began to dance, while Tuğrul was soon lost in the confusion. That night, they raised 14,800 lira for the Wooden Horse.

			The wind that blew through town had now grown unmistakably fierce. Before everyone heard the previous night’s details, the hero of that initial incident was seen in the town square the following afternoon with a grim look on his face. First to notice him was Emin Efendi, the street letter-writer—because Tuğrul was heading straight for the plane tree beneath which Emin practiced his craft. He said hello and squatted beside the typewriter. At first, he didn’t speak but surveyed the square with a long, slow gaze. “Something troubling you, Tuğrul Bey, my son?” the letter-writer eventually asked. “A lot of things are troubling me, Emin Efendi, I’m just thinking about which one I should start with.” He turned to the letter-writer: “Does your typewriter type well?” The old man sat up, straightened his black sleeve garters and pulled his machine across the wooden chest toward himself. “The letter A lands a bit high, and sometimes E doesn’t land at all.” “It won’t turn clever into cleaver, though, will it?” Emin Efendi laughed. “No.” “Good. In that case, let’s start right here in this square.” Emin Efendi pulled his glasses from his forehead. He had a string attached to them, which was now draped around his neck. “Before we start, I want to make you an offer.” “All right,” the letter-writer said; he had a momentary vision of the Tuzcus’ Bekir Bey cracking his heels across the square toward the courthouse. “I’d like you to be my adjutant, Emin.” Emin Efendi blinked at him. “And what are you?” Tuğrul scratched his beard. “Have you ever read a book called Don Quixote?” “My eyes are too weak,” Emin Bey complained, saying he still needed a new pair of glasses. “I’m putting you on a salary,” Tuğrul said. “Eight hundred lira, net. I’ll cover your expenses as well. Do we have a deal?” Bekir Tuzcu had been a far more tightfisted man. Oh well, they’d only had the one son. Tuğrul pulled some crumpled money from his pocket and handed a wad of it to Emin Efendi. “Take this, I collected it last night from the Wooden Horse. We start work right away.” Tuğrul Bey of the Tuzcu clan spoke, and Lame Emin the street letter-writer recorded what he said. Save for the countless misspellings and typos:


			Honorable Mayoral Administration [Tuğrul objected to this greeting, but Emin wouldn’t listen],

			Due to the increasingly concentrated zoning and beautification activities being conducted in recent years throughout our illustrious town, I respectfully submit in advance, while also taking into consideration the work such associations and others have completed, that I have decided to embark upon the humble enterprise of founding an association in concert with Emin Bey, the writer of these words, devoted to the development, advancement, and improvement of the town square. In so doing, I hope to lighten the load, if only a little, borne by my esteemed fellow townspeople. Being unable, however, to procure the opportunity to rise early from bed this morning for reasons already known, I have also decided, in addition to effectuating via letter the founding of our association this afternoon in this very square, to direct your attention toward the first issue to have caught our eye. As you are well aware, there are four main elements that make a town square a town square: these are, respectively, a statue, a government office, flower beds, and a pool of goldfish. In my opinion, a statue occupies a place of primacy on this list—of course, the aforementioned items have already been enumerated according to their importance—and if I am not mistaken, a legislator is required by law to approach the issue involving a statue as fastidiously as he would approach the imposition of the strictest of sanctions. Although it is natural for there to be some disparities among the articles of this law, as is the case with any law, one could see, if one were to carefully consider the main clauses and preambles of every law there is, how easy it would be to rectify these oversights. Consequently, the points I wish to argue from an aesthetic perspective will hold a natural validity from a legal perspective as well.

			As anyone knows, beautification, as it were, amounts to aesthetics, the acknowledgment of which, especially in circumstances involving the creation of human sculptures whose intent is to pay homage to the memory of the deceased, is a legal matter as well. However, upon scrutinizing this particular statue to that end, its disproportionately large head becomes immediately apparent. Furthermore, not only do the facial features bear little resemblance to the original man, but the sculptor hasn’t shown the least bit of effort to harmonize it with the body. Above all, the manner in which this statue stands there in civilian clothing with its arms stuck to its sides so reminds one of a military posture that it immediately begs the question: In front of whom does it feel compelled to stand at attention? Another consideration that reveals the paucity of artistic interest shown by the individual commissioned to execute the work is the remarkably negligent sculpting of the trunk, whose anatomical details seem to have been chiseled out of perfect ignorance. It is as if the sculptor either exhausted himself constructing the head alone, or else he ran out of time and panicked. One wonders if granting an extension of the work’s deadline would even have produced a more satisfactory result. Regardless, this state of affairs, I believe, is out of order. Strangest of all is that the sculptor, apparently incapable of even rendering clothing, has resorted to the cheap arts by dressing the statue, as it were, in an ugly overcoat from the top of the neck to below the knees. In consideration of the opinions expressed above, I submit to your discretion and approval a request calling for the necessary alterations to be made.

			
Postscript: The scenes in relief around the statue’s pedestal are, to me, yet another source of sadness. It is a crowd of faces so foreign that they bear no resemblance whatsoever to the features of our own citizens and should, once again, be addressed according to the same principles.

			T.T.

			Local dignitary

			Tuğrul Tuzcuoğlu



			The beautification efforts were speeding up by the day, while the people in town remained oblivious, continuing along the various courses of their lives without the slightest observation of the square. A portion of these people disappeared, papers in hand, behind closed doors. We’re petitioners now too; our lives have meaning. “Am I the one who’s supposed to right the world, Emin Efendi?” he asked. “You’d better,” the letter-writer replied. The petitioner folded his papers and stuck them in his pocket. From now on, the mayor’s administrative life will be divided into two: pre-petition and post-petition. A gust of wind blew over the square, the leaves of the plane tree rustled along with the flowers around the pool. Don’t people confuse their own towns with other towns? The same could be said of the Chinese. A crowd had gathered in front of the mosque: someone had died, thus restoring the cohesive nature of daily life. A dove dipped toward the statue, watching the square’s comings and goings from its bird’s eye view. “I admire the will of God, Emin Efendi,” he said. “But how does He keep it all in His head?”

			The clerical officer was turning the sheets of hole-punched blotting paper one at a time; the mayor watched him with eyes he reserved only for his signature book inspections. Occasionally, he would confirm something with the clerical officer if the need arose. When they came to Tuğrul’s petition, the clerical officer said, according to custom, “Referral pending.” The mayor looked at the first sentence with his signaturebookeyes. No good. “I still need to read it,” he said, too lazy to change his eyes. He wasn’t in the mood to point it out to the clerical officer, but the stupidity of the petition was evident from the very first line. “Tuğrul Bey’s been asking for three days,” the clerical officer said. “Yes, yes,” the mayor said. “He’s in my office waiting,” the clerical officer said. The mayor gave no response but carried on with the signatures. When they finished, they had four pages of blank blotting paper left over; every page had been turned by the clerical officer, who was also the same person to announce that the signatures were complete. Apart from Tuğrul’s petition, everything went according to custom. “Give me a moment before you send in Tuğrul Bey,” the mayor said as the clerical officer left, itself a routine scene reflecting the mayor’s customary behavior throughout even the most extraordinary situations. The mayor was squinting down at the petition when Tuğrul came in. He didn’t look up. “What are these shenanigans, Tuğrul Bey, my son?” he said. A short silence. “Well, the issue is serious . . .” Tuğrul Tuzcuoğlu said; the mayor wasn’t listening. “Your mother came by yesterday morning. She’s very upset with you.” He looked up. “Do you realize what might happen because of this petition? Someone unacquainted with you or your father could get you committed to a mental ward.” “If I found a good hospital, I’d take a bed, sir,” Tuğrul quickly replied. “Your mother is upset,” the mayor repeated. “I know, my suits get dirty the second I put them on.” “Yes, I heard,” the mayor said, “And I hear you’ve been drinking with unseemly people.” The Tuzcus’ only son buttoned the top of his shirt. “Since I can’t beautify the town, I’ll try to conform to it.” The mayor looked out the window. “Your mother asked me to give you a job. Perhaps if you work . . .” Tuğrul stood up. “It’s your decision, son, but there’s an opening in the planning department; take it seriously and you might make something of yourself.” The young man went to the door. “I’ll think about it,” he said, “consult.” The mayor knitted his brows. “And it’s disgraceful the way you’re going around with that crippled letter-writer. You’re the son of Bekir Bey, a former judge in the criminal courts.” Tuğrul leaned his back against the door. “I needed someone personable, Uncle Hüsnü Bey. Emin Efendi represents the people. Besides, he’s helping me find my talents and put them to use.” “It’s up to you,” Hüsnü Bey said, “But if you decide to take the job, try to get along with the planning director, all right? He’s one of those oddballs—like you.”

			Now look who they’ve thrown together, Tuğrul thought, as he watched the planning director set a kerosene burner on his desk. You should have seen how meticulous he was, taking off his white dress shirt before he put his mess bowl over the flame. Rumor has it he used to oversee some very large projects, but his own damn incompetence drove him out of the city. “They found me a job, Emin Efendi,” Tuğrul had said the previous day, “I’m working with the planning director. Now let’s get inside that Wooden Horse and have a look.” And then the director took a ball of toilet paper from his pocket, doused it with cologne and wiped his hands. He really ran with this toilet paper theme, Emin Efendi: he wiped the rim of his mess bowl with it, he probably even did some of his calculations on it. “And how are those calculations coming, Avni Bey?” Avni Bey looked at him askance through his thick glasses. “Which ones, Tuğrul Bey?” Which ones? “The most recent ones.” Avni Bey plunged his small white hands into his desk drawer. He took out two peaches, then a stack of papers. Shit—he really does have calculations. “I’m putting two lengths of iron rebar caging through the concrete trunk,” he said. He showed him the drawings. “And the legs will be reinforced with solid iron.” Tuğrul leaned over to look at the plans: a strange triangular body with two legs tapering toward the foundation . . . He stepped backward with a grimace: the Reinforced-Concrete Wooden Horse Project. Poor thing. It had become an ugly modernist cat. God help us, he thought. He clenched his teeth to calm down while Avni Bey explained the design. “Why not leave the trunk empty?” he eventually suggested. “You know the story, Avni Bey, there were warriors hiding inside, enough warriors to wipe out an entire city.” Avni Bey didn’t get it; history, my dear Avni Bey, you don’t want to reduce history’s grandeur to a miserable hunk of reinforced concrete, do you? But no, this wasn’t about history: it was a project, a division of labor, and the part involving concrete reinforcement was Avni Bey’s job. We’ve got a carpenter building a wooden shell, two and a half centimeters thick. You see, Tuğrul Bey, how I’ve set wire mesh inside the concrete? That’s what holds the wooden shell to the trunk.

			Tuğrul told Emin Efendi and the others all about it that night as they drank: And then, Salih Efendi, I asked him, what about Homer? I had to tell him who Homer was. There’s a hatch that opens from the bodies of these horses, a hatch that opens to the world, and it absolutely must be made. I didn’t make him write out Homer’s name or anything on the blueprints, but I tricked him into leaving the trunk hollow and installing a hatch; think of what you save on concrete, I said, think of the cost of iron. Now he’s reworking his plans. He took them home, he’s trying to finish them by morning. He liked the word “savings” best; the man’s a coward, I bet he put so much iron rebar into the city’s buildings that he ran out of room for concrete, and that’s what got the inspector talking suspensions; but he was thrilled by the idea of leaving the trunk empty; the math is tough, but no harm done.

			Avni Bey was unable to finish his plans that night, being terrified by the idea of a hollow Wooden Horse; how strong could such a thin shell of concrete even be? He spent two weeks on the numbers, endlessly paging through books and sketching cross-sections and blueprints. He eventually tried to fool Tuğrul: No one’s really going to know the inside isn’t hollow. I have faith in you, Tuğrul said; don’t give up on the numbers just because they’re hard, Avni Bey, think of the savings on iron and concrete! With the money left over, you could even construct a little baby horse standing off to the side. Nevertheless, these felicitous days didn’t last long: the head contractor insisted on getting the original drawings and started coming by the office every day. Avni Bey was overwhelmed. But instead of letting the head contractor double-check his plans, he simply kept them in his desk drawer. The head contractor soon showed up with a young, stern-faced engineer named Okyay, who had his own firm across from the marketplace. He glanced over Avni Bey’s calculations, crossed them out, and threw them in the trash. Then, taking a slide rule from his shirt pocket, the young man did one or two calculations of his own, and within a half hour he straightened up and said, All right. Then he drew up a pair of sketches. All right. This is on me now.

			Avni Bey was too ashamed to touch his Wooden Horse plans again, for months his papers shifted back and forth over the surface of his desk. The evening the plans were finalized, Tuğrul was inconsolable, the Tuzcus’ only son drank everything the town had in a single night. “I got inside the Wooden Horse and still failed to vanquish my enemies,” he lamented to Salih Efendi, “not to mention putting up with Avni Bey’s disgracefulness.” Then he shook his head. “I wandered from the straight and narrow, and God withheld his help. No victories along twisted paths, that’s how He protects His righteous servants.” They were drinking at Blind İbrahim’s meyhane: it was Tuğrul son of the Tuzcus, Emin Efendi the lame letter-writer, Watchman Salih Efendi, Hayri the minibus driver, and Bektaş, who worked as Hayri’s fare-collector. Latif, Blind İbrahim’s one-time waiter, was there too, as well as several of the town’s rougher boys, who sat at the counter and around the three small tables. They drank rakı and ate cheap mezzes so they could drink more. The only hot mezzes Blind İbrahim served were grilled liver and köfte. They discussed Tuğrul’s anger. Most of them didn’t quite understand the depth of the issue, but they’d been stirred up by the authenticity of Tuğrul’s rage.

			Hayri was the leader of these young rustics, a man of lost causes known for his fierce refusal to accept the fact that the former ruling party was no longer in power; this was why he’d get so drunk. But nothing, not even alcohol, could drown his anger, which he’d take out on his own minibus; whenever Blind İbrahim closed the meyhane for the night, Hayri would run off to his faithful minibus, fish out his old army pistol, and shoot the floor to pieces as Bektaş pulled out his own hair. Hayri, you know the passengers complain about dust coming through the floor, he’d wave his arms around, you want to be a big man, go shoot up the motor, shoot up the tires. That’s how rough Hayri could be. But sometimes he’d sing some military folk songs with Âşık Rüstem, the local troubadour, who would accompany him on his public square saz . . . Tuzcuoğlu was singing now, mingling his sadness with a little cheer: Send my regards to the alliance president / no leaning against the Wooden Horse / here’s hoping the funds soon run out / all that rebar will rust of course. Âşık Rüstem improvised the melody; âşık melodies all sounded the same anyway. They hung on Tuzcuoğlu’s every word. They waited to see if he’d cheer up. He didn’t. He was in a dark mood, most likely brooding over another batch of impassioned petitions, but Emin Efendi had deserted them a half hour ago. He lay on a divan in a corner of the kitchen among the smells of food, his snoring unexpectedly loud for a man of such thin physique. Soon the conversation swelled, and Hayri offered to dig a tunnel to the Wooden Horse and slip away with the horse through said tunnel. As moved as Tuzcuoğlu was by this offer, they deemed it impractical and rejected it out of hand. “My courageous friends, my heroic fellow townspeople,” Tuğrul Bey addressed them now, and he called out to his enemies, “Oh, Mayor!” he began, “Oh, Association President!” At these words, Latif, the one-time waiter, sensed an air of powerful petitioning; he immediately requested pen and paper, and upon receiving them wrote down Tuğrul Bey’s words, thus preventing their loss:


			O Mayor! O beautification association President! O Authorized Officials! I believe the day of reckoning with you is here, the day for battle has unequivocally arrived (here Âşık Rüstem objected to the reverse order in which Tuğrul had addressed these people, but Tuzcuoğlu was hardly listening and offered no explanation). As we know, in the beginning was time, and everything occurred over the course of time. How many brave men over time have been annihilated while the face of fortune smiled on those who knew to crawl along the ground? The young in these endless conflicts would at first appear strong enough to take pity on their elderly enemies, but when the time came the old wolves refused to spare these young heroes’ lives. Many a warrior held his head high in battle only to have it smashed to pieces like a dead tree at the very moment he’d realized he was fighting for the wrong cause. Meanwhile, the quick who failed to die for their beliefs changed their faith so often their heads were spinning by the time they reached old age. Just causes never did find much support. As for our just war against this Wooden Horse, I am well aware of the condemnation suffered by this crowd here standing by my side. I even hear there are those who laugh at our cause. And yet the people who contrived this three-cornered equine disgrace still walk amongst us—and we’re the eyesores? What mentality does this farcical concrete animal represent? Why force this wood-veneered fakery on our beloved people? They say that in a vast city girded by the sea, a city whose hills and planes teem with innumerable hideous buildings, whose history is constantly exploited, there is a mansion so tall it touches the sky, and in that mansion’s garden, itself larger than a public park, stands an iron statue of a horse, the meaning of which is said to be this: The immeasurably wealthy owner of this mansion wishes to convey the following to the people passing by his estate: Oh, people! If you remain as meek as this horse, looking at the problems of the world through a horse’s eyes, my wealth will grow ever higher toward the sky. That, they say, is the meaning of this horse. What about yours? What has possessed you to build it? Think of how much shame you’ve already brought down on our heads! How much longer will our recent history and culture and literature and art and manufacturing and politics be afflicted by this corrosive wooden-horse mentality, how much longer will this tragic and pathetic image continue to crush us beneath its wooden hooves? How much more must we be threatened by the half-baked warriors hidden inside its body? (Latif, at this point, was unable to write down the rest of Tuzcuoğlu’s words.)



			He went outside to catch his breath. Staggering forward, the Tuzcus’ only heir looked straight ahead as if he knew where he was going; the others followed loyally. What else could they do? As they were leaving the meyhane, Emin Efendi woke up, and Bektaş grabbed a tall bottle of rakı, saying to put it on Tuğrul Bey’s tab. Everything always went on Tuğrul Bey’s tab anyway. The group soon realized they were heading toward the outskirts of town. Why not, they said; what else were they going to do? Finding such an amenable crowd wasn’t easy, thought the Tuzcus’ only son, which was why one could scrimp on quality. When they came to the ruins, they sat beside the sturdiest wall there. Bektaş took out the bottle, just for Tuğrul Bey, and Salih Efendi fetched a tea glass from the watchman’s hut; they presented Tuzcuoğlu with a drink. For some reason, Tuğrul delegated the rest of the drink-pouring to Lame Emin Efendi the letter-writer; it made them laugh to see the old man hobble around and hand out drinks. Then they walked over to a display of the Wooden Horse. They thoroughly insulted it, but no one caused any material damage, they only shook their fists and made other such gestures. Unable to contain their excitement, Hayri and Bektaş hoisted Tuğrul Tuzcu to their shoulders. Tuzcuoğlu had expected no such expression of gratitude.

			They returned to town late that night, or early the next morning; it felt good to walk in the fresh air. They clearly wanted to keep drinking. After multiple suggestions and arguments, they decided to keep drinking in Tuğrul Bey’s rear garden. Tuğrul quietly brought the drinks outside. Those who wanted to cool off or otherwise temper the effects of the alcohol stuck their heads in the marble pool. As the morning air turned cool, some of them began to wake up; but Tuğrul hadn’t even closed his eyes, nor Hayri the driver. “I’m too angry, my brother,” Hayri said, “too angry to sleep.” Bektaş gave his boss an apprehensive look: What did “angry” mean this time, that they’d go pump the minibus full of lead? Hayri grew agitated. “We should start a party,” he said, “it’s the only way to advance our cause. I’ve worked for political causes all my life, but I never made it out of the parties’ lower ranks.” Tuğrul tried to explain that an opposition to something wasn’t a good enough reason to found a party. “We’re just not for anything, Hayri,” he said sadly. “Start a party . . .” “Ah,” Hayri let out a brutal sigh, “if only we could be for something, my dear brother.” “Or if only something could be for us,” Tuğrul added, and this cut Hayri to the quick. “I’ve been joining political parties for years, my brothers, driving around all kinds of men and flags for free.” Bektaş sighed. “We lost so many elections, Tuğrul Bey, my brother, and every time we did I felt like I was mourning the death of a loved one, I couldn’t look at the newspaper for days. Please, God, I’d say, when on earth are you going to let us win? When will we have a taste of victory? God’s truth, I won’t even turn on the radio after the national team plays a match, I’m too scared to find out it’ll be another loss. I pray night and day this nation’s suffering ends.” Âşık Rüstem began to cry, they brought him to the side of the pool and doused his head with water. “I’ve been to a lot of party meetings,” Hayri declared, “and I’ve never seen such a warm and honest group of people.” As the sky began to brighten, Rüstem sighed out some folk songs softly enough not to awaken anyone. Then they left just as the sun began to rise. They sat at one of the cafés facing the town square; each of them drank a plain coffee, no sugar, then had a second. One of them surreptitiously poured a little dry rakı into Tuğrul’s water glass, to help him pull himself together. No one wanted to leave. They talked about this and that until the afternoon; or rather they would have, if Bektaş hadn’t whispered some news into Hayri’s ear, which Hayri immediately announced: “The Town Beautification Association is having an emergency meeting today,” he said. They all went silent. “Give me another rakı,” Tuğrul said. They huddled in close to talk, then Emin Efendi took the crumpled-up papers Latif had been carrying in his pocket and left. The crowd dispersed.

			•

			An hour later, Tuğrul had the papers in hand and was climbing the stairs of Draper Azmi’s two-story building, where the beautification association was about to begin their meeting. Lame Emin arrived after a couple minutes, followed by Hayri five minutes later. The others came in at equal intervals. “There’s a meeting in progress, Tuğrul Bey, you’ll have to wait,” the porter said as he stood in front of the meeting room on the second floor, which was always reserved for the beautification association. “I’ve waited long enough,” Tuzcuoğlu said, and he pushed his way through; the porter tried to grab him before he could get inside, but Hayri and Lame Emin made it into the hallway just in time. “I have a petition,” Tuğrul said once he was in the room, and he headed straight for Azmi Efendi, the association president. The racket in the hallway grew. “No interfering with a legitimate association meeting!” Azmi Efendi shouted while Tuğrul dragged him by the collar to the door. A struggle ensued between the men in the hall and the association members trying to keep them out; certain citizens were manhandled from both sides of the door, but the porter managed to run off to the police station.

			They all soon looked through the window to see the police coming up the street. Some of them fled the scene. Tuğrul Bey and Lame Emin Efendi were taken to the police station, with Azmi Efendi joining them as a complainant. The captain looked them over thoughtfully while Tuğrul told him his side of the story. “We were demanding justice, Hürrem Bey,” he said, and didn’t neglect to add, “as citizens.” The captain wasn’t happy. “Oh, Tuğrul Bey, don’t be ridiculous,” he said. Azmi Efendi simply pointed to his torn shirt: “By God, this cost me sixty-five lira.” Then the captain turned to Emin Efendi: “And aren’t you ashamed of yourself, old man?” he said. Tuğrul finished his sentence: “ . . . for getting involved with these good-for-nothings?” Captain Hürrem said something about “the last of this behavior,” then phoned the district governor and the mayor. Tuğrul became so insistent that precise minutes be kept for their subsequent presentation as evidence in court, that the only way the captain could placate him was to hold out the phone and tell him to speak with the mayor himself. Emin Efendi didn’t say a word, he only blinked at the captain, who periodically reprimanded him. When the two parties made peace, Emin Efendi couldn’t hide the pleasure he took in shaking Azmi Efendi’s hand. The case was closed.

			•

			Nothing else came of the matter. But not a day passed when the town didn’t encounter another one of Tuğrul Bey’s provocations. Like Captain Hürrem said, Tuğrul Bey was out of control, and he soon began to wander the streets in a state of drunkenness. But he otherwise stayed out of view. Two days after the fight with the beautification association, Lame Emin Efendi the letter-writer was taken into custody for distributing flyers that agitated against the Wooden Horse. He’d been handing them to people leaving the mosque after Friday prayers, and he spent four hours in the local jail. The following night, some indeterminate people hung pictures of an xed-out Wooden Horse on the trunks of the trees across from the police station. And certain men, known to be close acquaintances of Tuğrul Bey’s, approached the hodja at the mosque after his sermon to ask if there were any books that might provide clarity on the erection of foreign statues of animals. Then one night some unknown person or persons vandalized the wooden statue’s already well-advanced pedestal, painting the words WOODEN HORSE, GO HOME! on it in enormous misshapen letters. But the Wooden Horse had no intention of going anywhere. Its wooden shell would be finished in a matter of days, and then there would be the unveiling ceremony. Tuğrul’s anxiety reached its peak, but the district governor anticipated the last straw. On the day before the unveiling, Tuğrul wrote to request permission from the authorities to hold a demonstration and protest march in the town square the next day, and they decided to resort to drastic measures; the mayor saw this now as a matter of willful disrespect. He called the police and told them to act.

			As he was about to turn his police car onto the highway, Captain Hürrem spotted Tuğrul Bey’s brand-new car and stopped it. The hood and doors were plastered with the same flyers and pictures that had appeared across from the police station. Tuğrul stuck his head through the window and smiled. “Some ‘unknown persons’ glued them on last night and I was coming by to file a complaint.” “And I was looking for you too,” the captain said. “I was going to ask that you leave the city for a few days.” Tuğrul gave him a crooked smile. “I’ve been ordered to,” the captain said. He turned to one of the other officers: “Park Tuğrul Bey’s car in front of his house.” They put the Tuzcus’ only son in the police car, which moved off in the direction it had just come from. Tuğrul turned to look at the captain: “Congratulations, sir,” he said. “Clean-up operation K2R is a success.”

			That night, Captain Hürrem stationed his men at the town’s various points of entry. They reported that no suspicious individuals had been seen.

			On the day of the ceremony, security was tight up and down the roads. The police’s orders were unequivocal: Tuğrul and his accomplices were forbidden from approaching the ruins. The crowd of officials, association members, and townspeople climbing the hill under the hot sun soon caught a glimpse of the Wooden Horse, which stood gloriously at the main gate across from the public toilets. The wooden shell gave the monument a mangy look, but this initial impression was swept away by its sheer size. For anyone familiar with history, or the history of art, the creature did more or less look like a horse, but only the head contributed to the resemblance. They’d been sympathetic to history and legend: like the horse from thousands of years ago, this one also had a hatch. And the anonymous graffiti on the statue’s pedestal had been covered with cement grout. The beautification association members reached the top of the hill and sighed in relief. Getting here hadn’t been easy, how many times had the funds run out? And all those provocations had been rather dispiriting. But once everything got back on track, it felt as if there hadn’t been any difficulties at all. Azmi Efendi peered down the hill. The security forces surveilled the road. The area around the Wooden Horse was strung with tricornered flags. There were some tourists in attendance, which was why the hill was being guarded from below; upsetting tourists had been deemed inappropriate. The 5-A students from Poet Kemal Ahmet Elementary School had been bussed in as well, with the aid of the district director of national education. There was also a troop of boy scouts. And since the town didn’t have a marching band, the middle school music teacher had to stand at attention beside a tape deck, on which he would play the marches he’d recorded onto one of the association’s blank cassettes. Watchman Salih wasn’t there, he’d been removed from his post and sent to the museum in town. And a humble buffet of ceramic Wooden Horses and color postcards of the ruins had been assembled on the counter of the nearby bakkal. The mayor would speak first. Following the tape of marches, one of the 5-A students would then give a speech, which was why the district director of national education couldn’t stop fidgeting. God forbid the kid screws it up. The district governor looked at the mayor as if to ask what the hell he was waiting for. The mayor took a sheet of paper from his pocket and approached the dais that stood directly in front of the Wooden Horse; he coughed into the microphone to make sure it was on, then lowered his head as if to gather his thoughts. He had to look at his notes when he said, “My dear fellow citizens . . .” Then he heard something coming from the Wooden Horse behind him, and the old man turned around to see what everyone else was looking at: The hatch to the Wooden Horse was moving. Yes, and now the wooden hatch opened, just like it had thousands of years ago, and someone was slipping out. At first it was just a pair of legs. The crowd looked on in confusion. Then Tuğrul, the Tuzcus’ only son, appeared from the hatch and dropped to the ground. Of course, no one realized it was him at first; his legs were bare, and with the way his bright Corinthian helmet shaded his eyes he must have looked like some ancient warrior—perhaps, for instance, Odysseus. Yes, that’s exactly what this stranger with a beard and helmet looked like. They eventually realized it was Tuğrul but they were still confused, because the only son of Bekir Tuzcu was walking straight toward them with a hunting rifle in his hands. Tuğrul Tuzcuoğlu advanced through the timid glances of the crowd, found those responsible for the Wooden Horse and aimed his gun.

		


		
			LETTER TO MY FATHER

		

		
			Dearest Father,

			You may not know it, but today marks exactly two years since you died. Sadly, I haven’t become a better or wiser person in the meantime; I failed to take the opportunity. Years ago, in fact, I would sometimes imagine that I could have accomplished so much more if it wasn’t for you. But now I realize the fault is my own.

			There are things I was never able to tell you. Sometimes I wonder, if you’d lived another year or two or had even come back—for a short while—everything might have been different. Things become so meaningless once one knows there’s nothing one can do; what’s the point of writing you a letter after you’re gone? Now I’m a man with a career, dear Father. And whenever I relate some anecdote about you to my closer acquaintances they say, “That’s nice,” or, “You should use that somewhere,” which is why I sincerely apologize, dear Father, because now I have to use you, like in this letter. I can’t find any other way to value the past, it’s how I make sense of my experiences. When I tell people stories about you, I actually try not to reveal the kind of person you really were. This is how I see it: I’m keeping my true father to myself. But then I get angry with people because they don’t understand you. I remember how, whenever you’d get angry with me—which was often—you’d say, “What you see in the mirror is what I see in the wull.’” Mother and I used to mimic you, how you’d say the word wall. I use this expression myself when I talk to younger people—there are people even younger than me now, Father—and it makes them laugh. Of course, they’re not aware of what I’m trying to do. They assume I’m mocking you or making fun of the older generations. I suppose that’s because I can’t express exactly what I want to say, which means I’ve failed to convey your loving smile. Young people are different these days, Father: they don’t realize that words have many meanings. And that’s when I really lose my temper: I’ll forget what I want to say and just try to endear you to them, an endeavor whose pointlessness isn’t lost on me. Why tell them the country’s richest man held your coat open for you and said, “Please, Cemil Bey, allow me,” if they’ll never know the pride you took in insisting that “a man must put on his own coat”? Why should they like or even understand you if they can’t feel as if they had worn that coat themselves? What’s the point in learning all the little details about the time you first arrived at parliament and asked for a few days off from the assembly president, who answered, “You must be new here, Cemil Bey,” if they can’t feel your embarrassment? Who, upon hearing the assembly president say, “You can take time off whenever you wish, Cemil Bey, you needn’t come to me,” could breathe the same sigh of relief?

			These, dear Father, are things you know. Now let me tell you some things you don’t: for example, what your funeral was like. Who came. How they performed the funeral prayer. For the most part, there were no mishaps. I wept. I held a “well-respected” position at school by then, so a bus of lecturers was sent over with a wreath. People you’d never seen in your life stood at your grave, folded their hands, and bowed their heads as if to reflect on the unfathomable necessity of death. After your coffin was lowered into the ground, heavy concrete blocks were laid over it. (I don’t like this technical custom, Father; I’m against insurmountable obstacles.) We didn’t bury you in the same cemetery with Mother. Certain members of the family thought it better that way; they prefer that people’s disagreements persist even into death. The relative who took advantage of my grief to convince me to keep you and Mother separate doesn’t even believe in the afterlife, but there he was telling me, “It’s what your mother would have wanted.” You did not like this man, and yet you still treated him with warmth. That’s why he called you “Dad,” even though he had no right to do so. This habit where non-relatives call one other “Mother” or “Auntie” or “Son” or “Brother,” I’m completely opposed to it now, dear Father. It’s apathetic and cold, and since I no longer have any real relatives left, I disapprove. We should all address one another by name. As a lover of logic, you would agree.

			I’ve become more “conservative” since you died, Father. For instance, I’ll say, May God never deprive a child of his parents at so young an age, or whatever. Since I’m a “broader-minded individual” than you, or at least because I think of myself as one, I haven’t neglected to add “or whatever” to the end of that pronouncement. In terms of “erudition,” there is—outwardly—a difference between us, it’s true, but since you were too naive to actually devise these subtleties of appearance, by which I mean you were not a “consequence of opposing forces” like me, you probably find my letter thus far somewhat confusing. But the confusion, in fact, rests within me, and my desire to write this letter is one of the crises of sincerity that afflict my confused soul. This crisis involves keeping alive the Cemil Bey I’ve felt so strongly within me ever since your death. Whether you’d call this inner Cemil Bey whom I consider separate from myself a “multiplication of personage” or a “subtraction of personage,” I don’t quite know.

			We do resemble each other in some ways, and that’s a fact. You never paid attention to your appearance, whereas I don’t look after myself or my car. And I make my way up and down the same streets you spent all those years on dressed in unwashed clothes like you. (Don’t tell Mother.) Sometimes I’ll park my car on a backstreet and go inside some small, poorly lit meyhane with that phrase of yours in mind: “progressive suicide.” Nevertheless, I’ve written some things—like this letter—that you could say have garnered me—despite the drinking and the squalor and all my other repugnant traits—plenty of praise from my friends. You wouldn’t understand a single sentence of it if you were alive, but I think it would have made you proud. I suppose that’s how we’d always loved one another with no mutual understanding whatsoever. My writing is in fact what you would call, to use your phrase, “all made up.” Like the films that made Mother cry or the novels that moved her, it’s “all made up.” Some of the very sentences I’m writing you now may even be “all made up.” For reasons I can’t quite explain, I have to distance myself from the truth. Besides, truth or make-believe, I doubt you understand any of these lines the same way I feel them. I’m not so sure you even understand them at all.

			So that’s how it is, dear Father, sometimes I have these crises of truth. That’s why I want to talk facts, facts that you can’t contradict. Seeing how all sorts of facts are being recorded these days, especially encyclopedic ones, while the people I love and care for are gradually being forgotten, I’d like to write an encyclopedia consisting of nothing but factual anecdotes about you that most people would consider worthless. I’ve already written a few such pieces. But those were “all made up” too. And that, dear Father, is why I proclaim the following: you were born in 1892. You lived well beyond our populace’s average lifespan. From what I’ve heard, I think you made it all the way to Sweden’s. You grew up in a village, then a town in the countryside, and in your mature years you found your place among the country’s administrators, who’d brought you in from the provinces to give their party a more populist veneer. But because you never caught the eye of the “general secretariat” or any of the other “party dignitaries”—shouting from the podium struck you as far too awkward—I don’t believe you’ll find a place anywhere except in my private encyclopedia. No monument to your silent merits, et cetera, has ever been erected. Nor did you ever question why you were there, in the capital, in the chamber where the country’s administrators met. I don’t even think you’d considered man’s place in the universe. And yet—what I’m about to say here, dear Father, is the truth—these are things I in fact have thought about, and I still haven’t found my own place. If you’d raised me better, I don’t know, for instance by sending me abroad or something, I probably wouldn’t have turned out any more grounded than I am today, but I might have been better able to express myself, or to determine my relationship to things, or to place myself within the universe. While you were always consistent, proud of who you are, never putting on airs, I’ve been a waverer, and my trivial ambitions are to blame. To use your expression, I’ve “fallen between two stools,” or as the likewise late Numan Bey before you used to say, I’m in a “wrestle, wrestle, Hadji Muhammed’s on his back”-type of situation. Let’s put it this way: I’m in “progressive decline.” And now you see how I’m using your life story as a pretext to talk about my own. I didn’t inherit your dignified nature, so I do the most demeaning things. For instance, I never miss an opportunity to assert myself.

			Anyway, let’s return to you, Father. You never went to war, and you never displayed heroism in the traditional sense of the word. This, dear Father, is why you never profited in your lifetime from any symbolic rewards, like medals, nor did you secure any material ones—say a building, bathhouse, or farm. You devoted your life to politics, but you didn’t know politics, which is why you failed at politics even during peacetime. In this regard, the strongest criticism I can level on you is this: You completely failed to present yourself to the people. You never handed out your personal card at any of the city’s inns where people from your home province would stay. You didn’t check in on the work your constituents in government circles were doing. All you did was go around your electoral district during the Ramadan fast so you could be seen abstaining from your cigarettes. Although you were full of yourself, you didn’t know your faults and you paid no attention to your strengths. You were stern, insensitive, and selfish, which gave you the character of a bad-tempered child. And I use the word “child” because you never went so far as to “procure a benefit” from your bad habits. If you ask me, you were always quick to weigh in with some childish, or rather childlike, idea, regardless of the topic, a behavior that “generated negative repercussions” within the household and which I’d often complain about. That’s why I “emerged as a rebellious son.” I developed my tastes during the years we spent together as a reaction against you. For instance, you’d call classical Turkish music “toadified warbling,” and since your only reaction to Western music was “Shut that off” I came to love both genres as if it were a duty. Your other cultural pronouncements were just as stark. In short, you drew sharp lines that divided everything around you into two (and I should admit that in this respect I’m no different): the world consisted only of ugliness and beauty, people were either stupid or smart, and anyone who didn’t hold his head up high was nothing but a sycophant, while you’d accuse people of snobbery if they weren’t as polite as you. We—Mother and I—would disagree with you, but before I knew it I’d adopted the same cruel classification system of yours, which never gave the middle way a chance. What’s more—and for me this may be the worst part—I think I take a secret pleasure from it, which I can’t stand; it might anger you to hear this, dear Father, but I’ve inherited from my mother what fragment of romantic emotions I actually possess. I notice these despicable contrasts of mine especially after I put down a book, sitting there staring steadily into space in a way that you could never understand. In one respect, Father, your job was easy. There were quite a few things you ignored as you methodically went about your work. You didn’t go to the cinema. You never read any novels. You abstained from artichokes in olive oil. You didn’t dream of going to a foreign country. You never bought anyone a present. The only plant you grew at home was asparagus, and you only ever listened to Turkish folk music. But despite your simple tastes, you’d occasionally surprise me with your tenderness. For instance, you’d sing this one very moving Turkish lullaby:


			The Black Sea waves toss and toss

			While the ships heave out to sail



			with the same pleasure as you would the folk song


			Yekte yavrum yekte

			Pastırmalar yükte



			and I would try to pull off the latter of these two with a playful sensibility I only later acquired: same as how I’ve just dissembled my simple emotions or whatever by writing “or whatever.”

			And now you’re dead, Father. You lived indistinctly in a world whose boundaries you distinctly defined, and if you ask me, you died an indistinct death. At this point it’s impossible to change you, Father; which is why I also believe it’s impossible to change myself. It seems that most of the time when I gaze off into space I do so because I’ve exhausted myself concocting all these hopeless embellishments that might hide our fundamental similarities. You see, I’m no different from those you’ve characterized as snobs, as if I too were covering up my secret phoniness with well-bred and polite behavior. But I’m not as consistent as you were, and I’m often so overcome with doubt that I’ll start ironing my pants and washing the stains from my shirts.

			There really isn’t anyone left to remember you, Father. You don’t know this because you’re gone, but I must mention that a good portion of the otherwise useless crowd you surrounded yourself with has already passed into history. The textbooks are filled with people whose actions were no different from your own, but it’s their names and their petty and obscure experiences, which we both know so well, that have turned up in the history books. Now that you’re gone, I’d like to invent speeches and articles and fictional debates and attribute them to you, unfurling your name from them like a flag. Because if there was an election, nine out of ten people who knew you—I mean really knew you—would give you their vote, and that is something I know as well as my own name. You’ll see, Father; I plan to write this encyclopedia myself, if I can just get it started it’ll be perfect. It’s just that, in this country where no one really knows much about anything, I wonder if you couldn’t have used the old scissor method and taken a little of this and a little of that—from the works of foreign writers, of course—and left us with a text or two. I could have done the translation. And Mother could have read it back to you. (You should at least admit that the only texts you ever understood were the ones Mother read to you. And despite the ostensible antagonism between you two, she was probably the only person who understood your language.)

			We never had a conventional father–son relationship. I didn’t ply you with questions like all curious children tend to do, nor did you feel the need to sit down and explain anything to me. That’s why I was ignorant of the reasons behind so many episodes and events, I didn’t know the first thing about the world. Or else I’d found out much too late. For example, you used to stand up from your meal before everyone else so you could go wash your hands, and I’d follow you to the bathroom, where you’d tell me, “I’m about to smoke,” and then push me out of the door, and it wasn’t until I started smoking myself that this mysterious behavior finally made sense. Then we began to smoke together, and one day you suddenly reprimanded your son for “smoking in front of his father with his legs crossed.” That’s how you always were, you did things too late. It wasn’t until after I got divorced and came to live with you that you’d tell me the most unsettling things; for instance, “You come home too late at night,” which is something you should have told me years ago. I was already married and divorced, Father, I even had a child, I mean in one respect I was in the same boat as you. Years ago, you used to leave Mother and me alone for days on end so that you could go off to the city on some business-related pretext. Well, that’s how I am now too, Father: I have a job that allows me, as we say, “to live the way I want,” and I walked away from my home.

			I never ended up going back. I’ve even acted a bit extreme in certain situations, compared to you. Maybe I’m trying to “bring these thoughts to bear” so that it’ll be easier to carve out a place for myself in this world. Now there’s a thought you’d never considered. Although it’s not as if the place I’m carving out is anywhere near as big as yours was. Which is why I’ve gotten so anxious and irritable. Do you remember how we’d quarrel, and then I’d leave the house and slam the door? It’s because I always felt that you treated me unfairly. In fact, I don’t even think I deserved your complaints. I was a diligent student, but you’d grumble that “this kid won’t even open his books,” or you’d dress me in poorly stitched clothes that never fit, send me to schools I didn’t want to go to, and ignore my whimpering. Although I don’t want to dwell on how unfairly you treated me, maybe your death has caused me to feel such a profound sense of unfairness that I now blame the entire world for it. In this respect I’ve come to a place I don’t want to be in: I’m constantly slamming doors in the world’s face.

			People used to say you were an “egoist”; now they say the same thing about me. You remember how after Mother died you began to live alone? That’s why I believe you know what loneliness is. I even resemble you in my loneliness, Father: I cook my own meals; I put on something similar to that dirty old bathrobe of yours and wander restlessly around the house scratching my scraggly beard and shutting off the lights; I’m constantly calculating how much money I have, but if I’m feeling good about myself I’ll walk around the market shopping for the best version of whatever it is I’m looking for. I’ve become more and more like you: I’ve even stopped liking people. I don’t look in the mirror very much, but when I talk about the things I’m interested in I can feel my forehead wrinkling up like yours. When someone I’m visiting doesn’t insist I stay for dinner, I resent it like you did—perhaps even more virulently. But unlike you, I don’t openly express my dislike of a badly cooked meal; what can I say, that temperament I took from Mother. Then again, I sometimes can’t help expressing a word or two of displeasure. What I want, Father, is for everyone to know that I no longer like anything. When I think about you, I realize I can’t keep my feelings bottled up inside me anymore and let my anger fester. So I shout out whatever comes to mind, like you used to do, and right in people’s faces. Still, if you saw the state that your former pushover of a son is in now, you wouldn’t be very proud of him; because judging by how my “interlocutors” react to what I say, my state is not the sort that would instill much pride, Father. It’s a state of vague revolt. I heard that as a child you’d come home, find your mother gone and rush out into the street to bang on the windows of whatever house she’d gone to visit. I wasn’t raised in the country like you were, but in a city in a flat, in which respect I’ve failed to fully live out my delayed childhood, so now I make my own kind of fuss whenever I feel abandoned, and I spoil everyone’s fun.

			In fact, I can’t help smiling whenever I think about you now, Father. I want to live as if I were you. I want someone like my mother here at home, so I too can go to the kitchen and call out, “There’s something boiling here, Muazzez,” and hear her say, “If there’s something boiling, then lower the heat, Cemil Bey,” and then I’ll walk back out of the kitchen without lifting a finger. It’s possible that today I still don’t know the kind of person you were; more precisely, I heard some things today that I know you weren’t aware of, and I’m curious if knowing them might have changed you. I wonder: Did you have a subconscious, Father? It seems to me that that sort of thing wasn’t invented until after your time, as if the Ottomans were completely incapable of such a notion. When I picture you in your fez and frock coat I can’t quite square that image with the idea of “existential dread.” Indeed, we’re pretentious strivers too; after all, that worm only had to get inside us once, Father, which is why we make some matters worse. I wonder how you would react if I explained all this to you now, or what you would think if you could read my work? Would you say it’s all “crazy nonsense”? I don’t think your generation had these difficulties, Father; if you knew that your thoughts about food and puzzle-solving and health-related newspaper articles and the flies getting the windows dirty and the European music you had to listen to on the radio because of me and the monthly budgeting and the ingredients or whatever one needs to buy for tomorrow’s Noah’s pudding and all your other unrelated thoughts occurred to you according to this chaotic succession of ideas we call “stream of consciousness,” I don’t think you would have dozed off so soundly in that high-backed armchair after dinner. Would it make you nervous to hear that irreparable aberrations are now occurring in the fundamental structure of matter, or that certain laws of nature no longer repeat themselves like they used to? I myself am not overly familiar with the innovations related to “the study of the mind,” Father. (For instance, even though you were “egotistical,” you were unaware of your own “ego.”) And if you’d read about it somewhere and asked me, “Son, do you have an Oedipus complex?” I don’t think I would have known how to respond. You remember how, when I’d get angry with you, or when I felt inexplicably troubled by something I couldn’t describe, I’d go off and drink until morning? Well, no one does that anymore. They go to a doctor instead, because it’s related to this thing you’ve never heard of, the subconscious. I’m really just like you, Father: But since alcohol isn’t good for me anymore, I simply roost in my armchair like an owl.

			Which means you must have passed your provincial nature down to me: I don’t like civilization. I hate the television. I think you would have hated it too if you were alive today. I want to return to your native village; I don’t mean I want to stand on the beach chatting up the fisherman like the nouveau-riche sea-goers do. Fishing isn’t for us, Father. What I want is to live in a little village like yours among vast fields (maybe with a tree here and there), and in a house made of mud brick and wooden beams. I asked an old architect I know to sketch up a plan of this house. (I have no faith left in the young, Father.) It’s difficult to explain, but I can tell you that my going there would be an act of revolt against a world that’s wronged me; and when people find me there, I’ll say, “I’ve seen all your ‘advancements’ and I’m ‘receding toward my origins,’ (that is, I’m reverting back to Cemil Bey),” and they won’t understand. You might compare this to actions taken by Ziya Paşa and Mehmet Akif. If Mother heard this, she would have wept. I don’t know how you would have reacted, but I don’t think you’d have “construed” all this as a revolt against you. Then again, you would have said it was books that made me this way. Once, when I was reading Lucian, you flipped through my book, read a section that made fun of the gods, and said, “That’s why this kid keeps challenging me. He doesn’t believe in God,” which I didn’t consider a very factual comment. You too came to believe in God—even though you never once admitted it—in your twilight years, Father. You started disappearing on Fridays and turning up at the mosque. I wonder if you’d experienced a similar “crisis of faith,” like in your youth. At any rate, you never acknowledged the change. It used to drive me crazy how you’d claim that you’d always been a “God-fearing man.” Maybe you would have interpreted my moving to the middle of nowhere as a reaction to an earlier time in my life, one when I didn’t subscribe to any faith. But it’s really because I “regard” myself as old-fashioned that I seek shelter in your childhood, Father. My actions have nothing to do with the kind of sensitivity you didn’t like in Mother. In other words, I know my place now, and it’s a mountain hut with a stone courtyard out front they call a “fold,” where I’ll deal with spiritual complexities unheard of during your time, where I’ll draw water from a well, where I’ll light my stove with the sticks I’ve loaded onto a donkey’s back. People “nowadays” call this an escape, Father; and it’s the bourgeoisie—those who believe they’ll never be able to solve society’s problems, which is to say the city-dwelling intellectuals that embrace the customs of daily urban life—that say so. Don’t pay them any attention, Father. You won’t learn anything about your son from them. You’ll also believe, like Mother did, that I’ll never do anything wrong, isn’t that right? You remember the time I invited some sullen-looking men to the house and how we quarreled over some of the books I was reading? Mother was so worried back then that something awful would happen to me, but when your pals warned her about my friends she still came to my defense. Now you’re both gone, and there’s no one left to defend me. So whenever I’m alone and getting to know my loneliness, I gaze steadily off into space to give this mud-brick house some more serious consideration. I’m nothing like those surly intellectuals, Father; I’m opposed to them and instead prefer to side with your sincerity, which I hope I still possess even though certain books have gotten me all mixed up. Still, I’m scared of ending up just like you, Father. What I mean is, will I ultimately die like you as well?

			I end my letter here with a respectful kiss on your hands.

			Your son

		


		
			RAILWAY STORYTELLERS

			A Dream

		

		
			We were three storytellers living at a train station in a remote frontier town far from the country’s biggest cities. Our three huts stood side by side next to the station building. It was me, a young Jew, and a young woman. We peddled stories, but business wasn’t exactly booming because the train so rarely stopped at our station. And on the days when only the postal trains came through, we barely made any money at all. The people on the postal trains mostly bought apples, ayran, and dried-sausage sandwiches, especially the people who arrived in the afternoon, which was when we storytellers would be asleep, resting up for our nightly work. All our hopes rode on the express train, and the express train only came once a day in the middle of the night. The other peddlers would be asleep then, unable to drag themselves out of bed. Sometimes even we (the storytellers) would sleep through the night express. We’d been on good terms with the stationmaster, the station’s only official employee, but he often neglected to wake us up. We couldn’t really blame him: he was the switchman, the telegraph operator, the signaler, the ticket seller, and he also had to open and close the doors . . . All that work falling to one man. We tried to stay on his good side by giving him our stories for free, but he would still forget to wake us up. Most of the time, we had to wake ourselves up. This wasn’t very easy, obviously, considering we wrote stories all day. Sure, we slept in the afternoons, but inspiration typically came in the evenings, and it would have us by the collar until late into the night. The stationmaster sometimes mocked us for how we said this: “have us by the collar.” And then we’d momentarily forget how he could hardly keep up with everything, because he had no help, and excoriate the man: His room was right next to our huts, was it too much trouble to tell us when the night express arrived? After all, we were, in a sense, workers at the same workplace. What’s more, there were nights when we forgot to eat because we were so busy writing our stories by hand and then typing them out on the typewriter in the stationmaster’s room. I’d started telling stories first, so my friends let me be the first to type. But I usually gave my place to the young Jew. I loved this thin, sickly Jew very much.

			Yes, the state railroad administration counted us as civil employees in at least one respect: our huts had been built on a parcel of land originally reserved for the station building; and not only that, these huts all looked the same and shared the same architectural elements as that station building. The stationmaster would laugh at us. “Official storytellers,” he’d say. Then that never-ending quarrel would begin. No, he did not think of us as civil employees: for one thing, we made our money on a piecework basis covered by the passengers on the express train, which meant our wages weren’t official. You’re story vendors, the stationmaster would tell us. I didn’t care to be identified as a civil servant or a vendor—we were artists. We occupied a privileged position. Nevertheless, we didn’t feel very “privileged” when the ayran, apple, and dried-sausage sandwich peddlers were up and jostling alongside us at night as we all tried to get the passengers to purchase our wares. We had to shout just as loudly as the other peddlers did. Of course, hardly anyone could hear the young Jew, and the young woman would get stuck on the platform between the food peddlers and the passengers getting off the train. We didn’t have much to sell anyway. The stationmaster’s typewriter was on its last legs, so we could only get one or two copies of a story out of it. The last of our copies were almost too faint to read and rarely found any buyers. And once a story got passed up a few times, it became too stale to sell; we wrote stories that dealt with current events, and if we handed the passengers a story that was a few days out of date, they would wrinkle their noses and say, “We know this one, don’t you have anything new?” and throw our stale stories back in our faces, at which point we’d cede our places to the apple and ayran sellers.

			There were other difficulties too: the train didn’t always stop in front of our huts. The stationmaster usually had the freight trains pull all the way up to the first platform, which was why the express pulled up to the second or the third platforms (if “platforms” was what you could even call them). The food peddlers knew this beforehand, they’d already be there waiting. Since we always woke up at the last minute, we’d be so groggy that we’d run straight into the sides of the freight cars. Then we’d have to walk around them and carefully make our way between the tracks in the dark. And it was always poorly lit where the trains stopped, which for us was especially crucial: We kept our stories bundled in little wicker baskets and never sold them right away because the passengers had to open them first (or maul them, rather) and at least look over the words. The darkness made this difficult. Since the passengers couldn’t see the writing very clearly, they often gave the stories a perfunctory glance before handing them back.

			Sales were bad. It was the war years. Even bread was expensive. There were frequent blackouts, and the station’s weak lights didn’t illuminate very much, which made it hard for even us to see what we wrote. On nights like those it made no sense to work. Behind windows covered tight with blackout curtains, and in the dim light of the lamps that we had to keep wrapped up in blue paper, we tried to write stories whose sale would be anything but certain. Luckily, there were the sleeping-car passengers that snatched up whatever they bought without properly looking it over, and they’d pay double the price. These people only ate in the dining cars, so they paid little attention to our filthy ayran, apple, and dried-sausage peddlers (especially the dried-sausage peddlers). We were the only station in the country where fresh stories were sold, so they’d heard about us, and we always reserved the first copies for them: they were fastidious, demanding customers. Nevertheless, it wasn’t easy to wake up in the middle of the night and leave the comfort of one’s own bed to purchase a story. But we found a way: we paid the sleeping-car porters a few cents to wake the passengers once the train was in the station. (The porters also got a free story from each of us with every new arrival. I doubt they read them. They probably sold them second-hand.) But without those sleeping-car passengers, we would have been done for. We even made friends with some of them. Since they knew what a dismal state we were in, some of them gave us the cakes and cookies and whatnot that their friends had given them when they’d seen them off. Working at night like that, we were starving. We wrote our stories at night, typed them up at night, and tried to sell them at night. Then, as the express moved off into the darkness, we’d plod our way back to the station building; back in the waiting room, we’d eat the cookies the sleeping-car passengers had given us. Sometimes the other peddlers would join us there too. The ayran peddler would give us the ayran he hadn’t sold, since it would go sour by morning anyway. I guess they all felt a little sorry for us. And the apple peddler would sometimes—but not always—peel an apple for us. But we couldn’t give them the stories we hadn’t sold: Not one of them knew how to read or write. Only the sausage sandwich peddler sometimes asked us for our stories. It didn’t matter whose, as long as it was the final copy. He liked how thin the paper was because he used it to roll his cigarettes.

			There were times I felt cheerful enough—when sales were going well—to read my stories to the other peddlers. (The young woman always disapproved of this.) The sausage sandwich peddler would fall asleep after the first few sentences, but no one left the waiting room until I finished reading. (They’d finally wake up toward the end of the story.) The ayran peddler was all ears, and I relished his attentiveness. As I read, I’d do everything I could to bring the dialogue of my characters to life. Then the sausage sandwich peddler would shake his head, say that times were bad, and let out a sigh. That’s how it goes sometimes, the apple peddler would say. The things one sees in life. I wrote sad stories about the food peddlers too, but even the ayran peddler fell asleep as they listened to them.

			The stationmaster didn’t care about our writing either, but he always bought a copy of every story, keeping them filed meticulously away in their own cabinet: he claimed this was required by regulations. Our stories had been written on the premises of the railroad administration, he’d tell us, which meant our status fell within the scope of article No. 248. Whenever he talked about laws and regulations, I couldn’t help getting upset: Weren’t there any laws that could correct our status and grant us a more dignified position here on the premises of the railroad station? I’d always been against an understanding of the law that equated the work we produced with sausage sandwiches. Then another lengthy debate would ensue, and the stationmaster would take one of his black books off the shelf and insist that the food peddlers had the Health Protection Laws to deal with.

			Everything seemed to be getting worse. The young Jew was wasting away. I figured he had some secret disease. We didn’t have the money to get him treated. And the railway hospital wouldn’t even admit us. I vented at the stationmaster: Throwing us under article No. 248, they certainly knew how to take our stories from us—and as if by force. Was there not an article that could get the young Jew the treatment he needed? Things were getting worse, and everyone knew it. And there were rumors going around about a new railway being built, which would bypass our station for a more direct route. Only the postal trains would stop here now.

			I grew very sad; and what’s more, I’d fallen in love. It was with the young woman living in the third hut, of course, that’s who I fell in love with. A porter we didn’t know had pushed her off the sleeping car one night, since peddlers weren’t actually allowed to board them. The young woman fell in the dirt, and her basket of stories scattered over the ground. I consoled her, stroking her hair and telling her not to cry. The platform was empty except for us two. The other peddlers had quickly sold off their goods and left the station. We hadn’t been getting along with them lately. They wanted to start selling things on the sleeping car that were prepared according to the Health Protection Laws, like bottled fizzy drinks or sausage sandwiches wrapped in wax paper. They even made an arrangement with the sleeping-car porter. For God’s sake, there was a new problem every day! And these sleeping-car passengers proved to be insatiable, they’d stuff themselves there in the dining car—who knows with what—and then get hungry again halfway through the night. We discovered a temporary statute, thank God, and that’s why the food peddlers didn’t dare come near the sleeping car again. But this inept law would be revoked within a month. So the two of us—the young woman and I—stood there in each other’s arms, shivering in the cold. What wind had blown us to this town? I wondered. And what terrible conditions we worked under! We were so busy dealing with the food peddlers, the train crew, the hunger, and the misery, we couldn’t properly produce our art. Worst of all, we didn’t have any proper books. We didn’t even have the money to buy a train ticket to the city to buy books. What did they expect from us under such a state of affairs? The more I thought about it the better I understood our strange and hopeless plight: The railroad administration hadn’t done us any favors by giving us little boxy rooms right next to the station building. With all the noise the trains made whistling through the station every day, we hardly got any sleep. And no one recognized the value of our writing: one recent night, a young and straight-faced sleeping-car passenger told me that he’d shown a few of the stories we’d sold him to a well-known writer and critic, who apparently claimed they were old-fashioned and clichéd. It was drizzling out, the outer pages of the stories were getting wet in their baskets. And it was autumn. I couldn’t stop shivering inside my thin sweater, which was unraveling at the seams. Under those conditions, how could I have written anything better? I suddenly became angry with this young sleeping-car passenger and told him, my voice like ice: Give me back my stories, if you like, and I’ll give you back your money. But it was a lie: I didn’t have a cent in my pocket.

			I’d been absentmindedly brooding over all this when the train pulled away and I suddenly noticed the young woman in my arms. She snuggled up close. She put her head on my shoulder. I kissed her. I slung our story baskets over my arm and walked her toward the distant station lights. We made love that night in a mess of emotions that seemed to be born of loneliness and despair. Now, as I write these lines inside a hut surrounded by other peddlers, by a surly station master and railroad tracks, I’m afraid of getting carried away by the sentimentality of my unremarkable stories. Yes, I loved that young woman, I often went to her hut. The young Jew’s hut was right between ours, so I’d have to pass in front of it on my way to hers, which could be awkward. The young Jew’s illness had gotten worse. He couldn’t go out and sell his stories anymore like he used to, and he was writing less and less. I’d recently begun to write his stories for him. He was so weak he couldn’t even object to my help. If he felt up to it, he’d sit at his table and write what turned out to be very short stories. The stationmaster told us these were insufficient and claimed that, according to an article in some other regulation, we had to write longer stories to cover our rent for the huts. No longer was he meddling simply in the subjects of our stories but in how we went about writing them too.

			It was around this time that I began to write love stories. The stationmaster tried to stop me, saying it would only lead to gossip. Helplessly we submitted to his every whim. Because if he threw us out, where else would we find another train station with story-writing huts? My love began to cook the stationmaster’s meals and repair the rips in his clothes so that he’d leave us be. He despised us and, if I’m not mistaken, had always despised us. Then he told us to write only about railroads, seeing how we owed the railroad the very bread we ate. He offered himself as an example: Did a stationmaster engage in other work outside of trains? I tried to explain how difficult it was to come up with a new railroad-related story every day, but it was useless. In fact, he knew we couldn’t do it. As we struggled to maintain our way of life under these difficult conditions, he then drummed up a new source of worry by threatening to write unfavorable letters about us and sending them to his superiors. We’d fallen out with the other peddlers too, and here we were, a little community of a handful of people in one desolate and neglected corner of the country, and we still couldn’t manage to live in peace.

			I felt so tired. The lack of sleep at night, the shrieking of the trains, the burden of having to come up with new stories for a crowd of boorish and ignorant—or otherwise smug and carefree—customers, the young Jew and his worsening illness, the stationmaster and his ever-souring mood . . . I was simply overwhelmed. My love became so tired and discouraged that I was forced to help her with her stories too.

			My thoughts seemed to be clouding over. My link to the world beyond the train station gradually grew weaker. I couldn’t even keep track of the passing days anymore. I used to have a knack for coming up with some current issue that could be woven together with characters and a plot, but that had vanished. Most of the time, I remained ignorant of even the most newsworthy events. Well, I knew a few: the war had ended, and soldiers were streaming back from the front by the trainload. I collected scraps of information from them and wrote war stories for a time. But then I kept forgetting things: Had the war taken place in our own country? Or had it been fought on the distant steppes? Had our territory expanded, or did it contract? The young Jew’s weary smile was answer enough: What does it matter, so long as our station is still right here? We hadn’t heard any cannon-fire, which meant the war had never gotten very close.

			I later realized from the way the dour passengers glanced over my stories that the war had long since ended. Then one day a passenger told me this: I’d begun to make glaring errors with the names of cities. I confused the names of our politicians too, or forgot them altogether. Of course, I hadn’t spoken a person’s name out loud in years. It had been a long time since any of us in our station community addressed each other by name. We’d never felt the need. Even the station name, which had only ever appeared on the white-washed flank wall, was now faded and forgotten. We didn’t even have a dictionary. I doubted if I could recall any words except the ones I used in my stories each day. We didn’t speak with the food peddlers either, and the stationmaster now expressed his irritation with nothing but gestures. The young Jew was so sick he couldn’t speak. He just indicated what he wanted with a nod of his head. Silently the young woman and I made love. And soon enough I got used to it all.

			In fact, I lost the ability to judge exactly how long these periods of time lasted. What else could I do but grow accustomed? I wasn’t that young anymore. And writing stories was the only job I knew. I couldn’t move to the big city and start a new life for myself. Naturally, as time went on, we gradually lost contact with the world beyond the station. Since newspapers had gotten expensive and were now transported by other means besides rail, the first connection we severed was the one to daily events. Then the new railway line opened, and the express only came through once a week. But that was fine with me. I didn’t feel like dashing off any more stories that required me to start a new one as soon as I’d written the previous one’s ending.

			I wrote all day without leaving my room. The only thing that distracted me was the shoemaker’s racket next door. The young Jew was gone; he’d died a long time ago. I was planning to ask the young woman to move next door. But before I could make this request—a long time before—the stationmaster showed up with this shoemaker. And the man moved in right away. Business for him here in the middle of nowhere was no better than it was for us. I thought of suggesting that he move into the young woman’s hut. I must have thought about this for a long time, because one day when I went to his hut, I mean to suggest this to him . . . Never mind, I’m confused. But here’s what happened: the young woman had already left. That’s right, her hut was empty. I fell asleep one night right after finishing one of my longer stories, and she boarded a train and left. At that point I was more confused than ever. And for some reason these longer stories of mine just wouldn’t sell, maybe because I only wrote one per week and was asking for too much. No one could have said these stories were very coherent. I spent my days half hungry and half full. One day—one day much later—a passenger I’d sold a story to a while ago—a long while ago—roundly criticized it. I’d even gotten the page numbers all mixed up. I told him that I hadn’t eaten for a week. No, that’s not true. I said this much later to another passenger. I tried to tell this earlier passenger that everything I’d done was intentional. But I kept forgetting things. And I was sensitive to criticism. At times like those, times when I felt especially anxious, I’d regain my former vigor. Then I’d lose it—much later. For instance, it made me anxious whenever the stationmaster said I wasn’t any use anymore and threatened to throw me out. But even though I couldn’t find any buyers, I believed I was writing better stories. The cobbler would tell me what was happening in the world. I don’t think I could recall any of that right now though. What he described was a complex and incomprehensible place. I tried to read him my stories, but he hardly listened. In fact, my stories seemed to be increasingly valuable in an increasingly inexpressible way. But I couldn’t explain this to the cobbler. Because he’d left too, left me all alone. He abandoned the station after—a long time after—the last conversation we’d had.

			This story is one of my last. I have plenty of others just like it. They’re all in my head. I remember all my stories perfectly, I just haven’t written them down yet. Now, some nights I do what I’ve always done: I wake up around midnight, lay my stories in my basket—or in the young woman’s basket, or else in the basket of the now deceased young Jew—and go out to the tracks. The trains don’t come here anymore. I haven’t even seen the stationmaster lately. I think he’s taken time off—because he hasn’t taken a holiday in years. Now I wear his clothes. He must have left me in charge as he was leaving. But then the trains don’t stop here. Anyway, these details don’t matter.

			I’m scared. Because I want to leave. The bakkal still lets me buy my things on credit. But this can’t go on much longer. There’s something I haven’t asked the bakkal yet, because I’m too ashamed, which is why—a long time ago—I never asked the cobbler either: I want to write a letter, but I don’t have an address. I don’t know anyone’s. I was embarrassed because neither of them would have believed me, and I couldn’t just ask them to give me any old address. Although any old address would do. There was a different problem back then, and there still is, even though so much time has gone by: the problem has to do with writing my own address on the envelope. Which has gotten me thinking: The express and postal trains don’t come here anymore—for now, perhaps—so even if I manage to convey this story of mine to my readers—I don’t have any customers left—how can I tell them where to find me? This is what keeps me up at night. Even so, I wish to write to her, to write for him, to never stop describing things, which is why I want to tell you where I am.

			I’m here, dear reader. I wonder: Where are you?

			23 June 1976

			26 September 1977

		


		
			TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

		

		
			Oğuz Atay is among the most renowned and beloved of Turkish writers, one I always knew of but had, for whatever reason, ignored. I first began translating his work more or less by chance. In the fall of 2018, I had been translating Turkish stories and poetry for a little over a year, and I needed something for an upcoming meeting with an editor, to whom I had nothing substantial to pitch. My wife and I had recently moved from Istanbul to Baltimore, and we hadn’t brought many books with us, so there I stood in our bedroom running my finger over a measly two shelves of Turkish fiction. It lingered on Tutunamayanlar, Atay’s 700-page magnum opus known in English as The Disconnected. Then I pulled the lesser-known Korkuyu Beklerken from the shelf. I read the first few stories, which moved me in a way that other Turkish literary lions I admire hadn’t. The form was aggressively modern and thereby inherently interesting, but I suppose it was the characters’ manic swings of emotion, the unpredictability of the plots themselves, and the humor that kept me reading. With only two or three weeks until my meeting, I got to work.

			The first story I translated and pitched was “The Forgotten.” It was the shortest and seemed easy. But as I forged my way through it, and through the other stories, I soon realized what all my Turkish friends had insisted from the outset: Oğuz Atay is hard. He is a writer of many styles, marked by humor and wordplay, deep sincerity and irony, stream of consciousness and its concomitant decontextualized sentences, the shortest of which are especially difficult to translate. There are also all his nutty inside jokes, the authorial asides, the ungrammaticality, the pithy aphorisms, and the unquoted and unattributed dialogues and monologues that appear within long paragraphs of narrative. 

			The difficulties of Atay are only compounded by the oddities of Turkish, which I imagine is the case with any language that shares no ancestry with English. The road signs just aren’t there, or at least they’re spaced much farther apart. Turkish conjunctions, for instance, are dispensable, which makes the relationship between two independent clauses implicit and open to interpretation. Not to mention that to read the words of a Turkish sentence the way they appear in English, you have to read the sentence backwards, which means the translator must do a lot of rearranging to convey information in the order it was originally received by the Turkish reader. These are matters of syntax, and messing with syntax makes the translator uneasy, for syntax is inextricably linked to style. And botching style is one of the easiest ways for a translator to put himself out of a job. The joke I’d often make to friends was that I was waiting for the fear while I translated Waiting for the Fear.

			A confession: The above observations about Atay are not ones I could have made six years ago. Much criticism could be leveled at me for having the hubris to pitch the giant of twentieth-century Turkish fiction to the premier publisher of modern classics in translation without knowing much about Atay at all. Which would be fair. But then COVID hit, a paper crisis ensued, I had a kid, and instead of hammering out this 200-page book in a year and a half like I’d planned, I was in fact blessed with half a decade not just to translate it but also to give most of Atay’s oeuvre a slow read, form friendships with Atay scholars and fans, read biographies, and put my manuscript through draft after draft after draft. I’ve come to know Atay’s work better than I know the work of any writer I’ve read in English, and the admiration I have for him has been deepened by my gradual realization that he was a gentleman with a capital G. I hope to bring more of his work to the English world.

			While translation is a personal endeavor, it isn’t a lonely one. This book is woven with the words, and the interpretations of words, of many helpful, patient people to whom I owe much gratitude: Sema Babacan, Bersi Yetkin Cantepe, Azade Diykan, Gizem Barreto Martins, and Rivka Bihar Waldman, all of whose thoughtful and thorough responses to my countless questions were a WhatsApp message away. Also Amy Spangler and the AnatoliaLit Agency for their work securing the rights; Selçuk Orhan for his vast knowledge of Atay; and Aron Aji, Edward Gauvin, Max Lawton, Brad Leithauser, Derrick Mattern, Shane Moritz, and my friends at the Bread Loaf Translators’ Conference for their feedback on my manuscript, in part or whole.

			No one has given me more input on this book than my wife. But if I were to thank her for input alone, I’d be doing her a great disservice. We translators who marry into the language are the luckiest, because our spouses are, as the Czech-to-English translator Paul Wilson put it, a “daily lifeline” to the language and the culture, and, for some of us, to a whole new sense of self. Thank you, A.

			—Ralph Hubbell
Baltimore, July 2024

		

		
			
			

		

OEBPS/NavDoc.xhtml

  
    Table of Contents


    
      		
        Cover
      


      		
        Biographical Notes
      


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright and More Information
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Introduction
      


      		
        Man in a White Overcoat
      


      		
        The Forgotten
      


      		
        Waiting for the Fear
      


      		
        A Letter—Unsent
      


      		
        Not Yes Not No
      


      		
        Wooden Horse
      


      		
        Letter to My Father
      


      		
        Railway Storytellers: A Dream
      


      		
        Translator's Note
      


    


  

    Landmarks


    
      		
        Cover
      


      		
        Table of Contents
      


    


  


OEBPS/image/Cover.jpg
WAITING FOR
THE FEAR

OGUZ ATAY

INTRODUCTION BY
MERVE EMRE






OEBPS/image/nyrb.jpg
" nyrb ]





