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Every life is a theatrical play and has its own intriguing story. But there are some lives that don’t dovetail into plays or stories. Their lives exceeded the dimensions of one particular story or play, transforming into a chain of stories and plays.

While I was constructing the story of their strange life, I found myself on stage in a play. Nobody told me to act in it. I’m a volunteer actor in this play.

The theater is where this play, in which I’m an actor, opens its curtains while you’re snoozing away in your warm, comfy bed. Sometimes after a one-act play is played, it closes its curtains before midnight, and sometimes it stays open until the morning to watch the awakening of those in the bosom of sleep. I’m the one who plays in and watches this strange game until the stories are yours.

When the stories are yours, my acting as well as my spectatorship is over. The curtain of your theater goes up the moment my acting as well as my spectatorship end. Then maybe I’ll fall into a deep slumber. Then again, maybe I’ll fall into the trap of a new story and forget about sleep.

Those who lived before us said, “Actually, there are no other stories.” But when I listened to the stories of my characters whose stories I wrote, I decided that what was said was not true and believed that the story of every moment was different. But there’s neither a moment nor time in their story. They divided time in their stories, which they lived like a play. So I blended the time they had disintegrated and put it back into the stories.

You’ll seek the parts in that blended time. Maybe most of you will be unable to find those pieces and you won’t be able to come to a conclusion all at once. That’s because their story has both divided time and turned it into a series of intertwined times. More precisely, the story of their lives has become a story within a play, a play within a story. It’s up to you to both read and act.

As you’ll see, you’ll become an actor in your own way in these stories. Ok, I was with you this far. After this, we go our separate ways. You’re not obliged to come to the same conclusions I reached. You read the stories I wrote, but you can both come to the conclusion of your own story and act your own stories on stage...
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Zaida the Flower Girl
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Hearing what sounded like the soft moaning of the wind, the tremor he had forgotten years ago swept through his body again. He threw his quilt off in fear. He grimaced, as if regretting what she had done as she watched the quilt slip to the floor. As his anxious gaze wandered across the walls painted a pale blue, he noticed that his back and forehead were sweating. He reached out and took the towel he had placed under her pillow before going to bed. As he tried wiping the sweat from his brow, he felt a quiver from his muscles to his viscera and shuffle his internal organs into his stomach. Realizing he didn’t have time to think or to wipe his brow, he dashed off to the sink. He bent down and leaned his chest against the edge of the sink. He retched a few times. When nothing came out of his retching, the cold water from the tap he opened hit his face with both hands. He blinked open his eyes, which were shut as the water splashed. He picked up the small towel hanging from a hook on the dirty yellow wall. Wiping her face with the towel, she saw herself in the mirror. The towel in her hand looked like it was stuck to her cheek. He was nervous that the towel was sticking to her face like that, and he immediately moved the towel away from her cheek. “She liked green,” he said as he stared into her face and eyes. He was startled when these three words, which he had long forgotten, suddenly came to mind. As his words grew heavier, he feared being crushed under them. He quickly lowered his head and started splashing cold water on his face with both hands again. His hands didn’t stop until she was out of breath. As he swept back and forth through his complex emotions, he touched her face with one hand while holding the other hand under the even colder water. “She liked green very much,” he said, slowly lifting his head and looking into the mirror again. The words “very much” again weighed heavily upon his heart. He flinched at the touch of the tips of his fingers touching her cheek. He swapped his hands. The cool fingertips of his wet hand, which he held under the cold water, cooled both his skin and his mind a little, but this situation passed shortly and his uneasiness increased.

He was surprised the fingers touching her cheek were his own. “Her sound was green anyway,” he said, looking at his fingers. He had turned towards the shower as if he had fled from his white face in the mirror, but he was swelled up again. He hurriedly turned around and pressed his head beneath the gurgling cold water from the faucet. He stayed that way until his scalp, covered by his thick hair, got cold. When the swelling in his stomach completely disappeared, he lifted his head. The water running down his hair got his pajamas all wet. He reached out and picked up the large dark green towel hanging on the other side of the mirror. He gently placed it on top of his hair. After waiting a bit, he began to dry his hair as if he was tearing it out. The movement of his arms slowed once his scalp began hurting. While calmly drying his hair, he averted his glance from the mirror so as not to look at his face. When he was done, he hung up the green towel. As he closed the door, he shook his head and said, “Nope.” Grabbing the wet collar of his pajamas, he emerged from the bathroom. With slow steps, he proceeded to the double bed right next to the single bed he slept on. He stopped and looked broadly at the bed. Turning towards the wall, he realized that the door to the wardrobe in the room wasn’t there.

While looking at the wardrobe, he muttered, “Was it like that yesterday?” He looked at the triple bed again. “I wonder if she ever came and stayed here again?” he asked. Sitting on the single bed, he saw her face buried in darkness on the polished sideboard of the doorless closet. He looked at himself as if he had seen someone else. Trying not to look at himself, he grabbed the quilt that he had just thrown off of his side of the bed, and spread it on top the mattress with two hands. “This quilt is as green as her face,” he said as he straightened the quilt. Smiling as if an imp had awakened inside her, he leapt onto the double bed next to him. Suddenly, he started jumping on the bed with all the childish enthusiasm in the world. When he got tired, he lay on his back, sprawled out as if he were going to fill the huge bed. All enthusiasm faded as his gaze began to roam the ceiling from where he was lying. He semi-straightened up. He picked up three pillows from one side of the bed to support his back. He leaned back against the pillows and looked at the wide glass window from wall to wall. He got up and opened the thick velvet curtains. He went and leaned back against the pillows again and gazed out at Dampoort Square from the wall-to-wall window of his room. The wide window seemed to embrace the square. From the window, he could easily see the bus stops in the square, the parked cars, the roads around the square, the small signs hung on concrete posts on both sides of the roads, contradicting everything. At one point, he had the impression that all the people waiting for the bus, lined up at the bus stops, were looking at him. He peered at those standing in line. No one cared or even looked at her. He was relieved.

But while he continued staring, he muttered in bewilderment, “Never mind looking at me, they’re not even looking at each other.”

From the wide bridge just ahead of the square came a noise that sounded like a snake rubbing against dried leaves on hot sand. The noise quickly increased in volume, drowning out all the sounds around, when a passenger train with colorful wagons, running with the haste of lambs fleeing a heatwave, clacked its way over the bridge. It seemed to him the train was travelling southbound, but he couldn’t quite tell which side was north and which side was south. While looking at the colorful wagons that seemed as though they were racing to pass each other behind the locomotive, he muttered, “it’s as if a car’s been added in every country it passes.”

Moving away as if its eyes were searching or chasing something, the train had just disappeared when another train came into sight from the opposite direction. “Let her go northbound,” he said, smiling.

This time his gaze moved afar as the carriages of the second train went off into the distance. He was getting ready to send her gaze further away in his mind when yet a third train came into the frame. It wasn’t like the previous two trains, in that it didn’t make the hissing sound of a locomotive. When it disappeared in a hurry, as if to catch up to the first train, an articulated bus, which seemed to be waiting for it to leave, also departed the stop in the square. The railroad was silent as if it was resting, but this time, cars filled the street beneath the railroad overpass. For a moment, there was no sound except buses moving one after another from the stops in the square and vehicles passing under the overpass. An unbearable silence enveloped the place as both cars and buses swept along the roads around the square to reach their destinations. He was just as afraid of the silence as she was afraid of her trembling just now. He looked at everything in the room as if seeing it for the first time. As he hurried off the double bed, muttering, “The walls were painted green when we arrived.” He ripped off his pajamas, put on his pants, shirt, socks, shoes, and took his jacket and exited the room. He turned the key twice and locked the door. He sprinted downstairs and went outside. He entered the breakfast hall through the door right next to the hotel door. A heavy oily stench made his stomach churn. Swallowing several times, he thought, “It’ll go away if I drink green tea.”

He took his breakfast tray and set it on a table by the window. He went up to the horizontal cooler where all kinds of breakfast dishes were lined up and said to the middle-aged, plump red-cheeked woman on the other side of the cooler and said, “A large cup of green tea, please.”

He took some sugar and a spoon from the counter while the woman poured his tea into the cup. After sitting in his chair and drinking a few sips of tea, he felt the swelling in his stomach dissipate. Feeling a sense of relief, he looked casually at the square from the wide window. Once again, both the bus stops in the square and the streets around the square were filled with vehicles. Smiling, he said, “It fills and empties like a bowl of water.” He started eating his breakfast. While he was having breakfast, he didn’t look anywhere until the last bite, as he did every day. Looking into the breakfast hall, he murmured “My goodness, this place fills up quickly,” as he grabbed a coffee and sat back in his chair. Because the people in the breakfast room were talking loudly, the French and Dutch words they spoke seemed to be fighting with each other. For a while, he tried separating the words. When he realized that he wouldn’t succeed, he forgot the words and the noise, and looked at the opposite wall. His gaze swept over to a framed photograph hanging on the wall. He turned her gaze to look at the other pictures again, but his gaze shifted and it stopped again on that photograph. After this was repeated several times, he looked more carefully at the photograph. Framed from a film frame, the photograph was not in color, but in black and white, and looked lively than the crumpled paintings in the painter’s hand. There was also an inscription written in large letters underneath. He tried but was unable to read it with the naked eye. He put on his glasses that were sitting on the table. He looked at the text again and muttered, “Ruth Orkin.” He squinted to read the rest of the text, “An American Girl in Italy,” he said a bit loudly.

He was fed up with Ruth Orkin’s provocative protruding breast strutting along the sidewalk, the Italian macho guys on the sidewalk oogling her as if they were going to eat her alive. Rather than laughing, he made a “hmh” sound through his nose. He took a few sips of coffee in quick succession. A guy standing a little ahead of Ruth Orkin with his jacket over his shoulder half-turned towards her caught her attention. Like the others, a guy was looking at Ruth Orkin walking along a busy street in Rome, but his stance gave the impression he was going to go chest-to-chest with the approaching Orkin.

What set the photograph apart from the others was that man’s stance and Ruth Orkin’s protruding strut. If it wasn’t for one of them, that square would look like any of the other paintings and photographs on the wall. When he read the film’s release date, he said, “his birth year,” while feeling bitter joy.

He finished his breakfast in a hurry and reached for the cup to take the last sip of his tea when he saw the sign across the square. He peered carefully, as he had just done to read the text under the photograph. He looked again, as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. He rushed out of the breakfast hall, leaving both the breakfast tray and the teacup on the table. He sauntered between the cars stopped at the traffic light and crossed to the opposite sidewalk. He turned and looked at the square, then the hotel room window, then the sign he had just seen. “Right across the room,” he said happily.

He turned again to look at the hotel room window and the white inscription on the dark green background he stood near. His gaze swept back and forth between the window and the sign hanging over the door. “Even the sills are green,” he said happily again, looking at the door under the sign. He stopped in front of the narrow door. He wanted to reach out and grab the door handle, but he didn’t dare. He peered through the window by the door into the little shop with a furtive glance. He headed back towards the door. He still couldn’t extend his hand. He looked at a bunch of ocher roses with green leaves drawn on the windowpane. In his embarrassment, he thought that his gaze fell on the serrated face of the cobblestones. He took a few steps away from the door. He started walking in front of the window, passing by it several times. He reached over to the doorknob several times. But he couldn’t muster enough courage to grasp onto the door handle. Stepping away from the door, he looked back towards the hotel room. He saw her in the window of the room where he had just watched the square.

He muttered, “If only she wasn’t here,” as he thrust his hand into his pocket, fumbling for the room key. His heart broke once her fingertips touched the key.

Looking at the window, he said, “We stayed there in the first days after we arrived until we found a house.”

His speech seemed to be stuck to his lips. He couldn’t finish his sentence.

As if touching the white skin he had hidden in his mind, he uttered, “I’ve never loved anyone as much as you.”

He realized that she’d succumb to his feelings.

“I wish you hadn’t told me,” she said in a voice he could hear, so that he could overcome his feelings by flaring up his anger to save his hollowed-out pride. His anger began to suppress his emotions, when he lifted his head and read the inscription, “Zaida the Florist” on the sign with a green background.

He took a few steps. Pausing, he looked at the sign again, saying, “You’ve got your name spelled that way so they can say it easily.”

He headed towards the door first, then took long strides to get away from it. He soon slowed down. His long strides became shorter. He stopped in his tracks, then turned back.

“A flower shop...” he said as he walked towards the door. He couldn’t finish the sentence. He shut up angrily, his silence rising like a silent blast wave. He was sweating profusely. “It’s all because of this fear,” he said as he took a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and wiped his forehead. At such times, a single teardrop plopped into his palm. Bathed in tears, the lips of his long freckled face blinked. Turning her head so that she wouldn’t hear the voice emitting from his lips, he heard the sentence, “I said I’d be a whore for a flower shop if necessary.”

Glancing towards the shop, where he’d just walked away from, he asked, “Did you do that?” as he looked at the teardrop in his palm. His knees regained their strength.

“Quickly,” he said, staring at the hotel room windows across the square. He sauntered away with long strides and came back in front of the door. He was reaching for the doorknob when the door opened. A woman emerged with a bouquet of flowers in her hand. Without looking at him, she hurried across the sidewalk and got into a car. She must’ve thought he wanted to enter, because she had left the door open. He peered intently inside, as if he wanted to see someone inside. He couldn’t see anyone. Rereading the sign on the door, he stepped inside. He was excited to see the woman with her back turned amongst her flower pots and bouquets of flowers.

“Her braids,” he whispered. He took two steps and paused. He then took two more steps. Pretending to look at the flowers, he glanced in the direction of the woman out of the corner of his eye. The woman on the other side of the counter was bent over. He couldn’t see her face again.

Hearing the footsteps, the woman straightened up and looked at him, as he hurriedly asked, “Isn’t she here?” The young woman looked carefully at this man she’d never seen before, “Who are you asking about?” she asked. The man realized that his courage was waning as he took a step back. Looking at the woman, he unconsciously whispered in his mother tongue, “Zaide Hanım...”

After a wry smile, the young woman said, “We lost my mother last year,” looking at a customer who wandered into the shop.
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