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‘There are inquisitive eyes behind each lattice screen;
It can be said that every lattice screen is a spy-hole shaped like a piece of baklava;
Thousands of lattice-framed eyes watch the neighbourhood.’


Refik Halid
Üç Nesil-Üç Hayat







Istanbul — 1999



I was dreaming about a flying balloon. I couldn’t make out the colour, but because the sky was charcoal-grey, and the clouds
   were snow-white, and the sun was bright-yellow, it was definitely a colour other than charcoal-grey, snow-white or bright-yellow.
   The flying balloon in my dream existed for as long as I could see it, but ceased to exist the moment I couldn’t.



The flying balloon rose rhythmically, the snow-white clouds floated coyly by, the charcoal-grey sky darkened little by little,
   and just as the bright-yellow sun was setting silently and without echo, a violent wind blew up. All at once, we were shaken
   by the violence of the sudden wind. Lime, tar and clay; sticks and twigs, bugs and dusty earth rained down on us. I had to
   close both my eyes so that the storm wouldn’t take away what I saw. As I shut them, when my eyelashes touched, a noise like
   the sound of boiling oil coming into contact with water was heard. Air was escaping from the balloon; it was spraying emptiness
   into the emptiness for each moment it was out of sight. Anxiously, I opened my eyes. I was too late. It didn’t exist after
   all. I existed. I was awake.



B-C was sitting on the edge of the bed, with his eyebrows raised, looking at me angrily.


‘Enough already. I’ve been shaking you for some time now, but I couldn’t wake you. You were sleeping so deeply.’


Without giving me a chance to answer, he roughly pulled the blanket off me. With the blanket gone, my body resembled a rowboat that had been stranded, rolled up in its nets, in a sea from which the water had been drained away. I was deprived
   of the warm darkness of water. I emerged fearfully into the daylight, but not fast enough for B-C. While I slept, I was able
   to move my limbs this way and that, taking pleasure in the fact that I was hidden from view by the blanket, and now I was
   trying nervously to compose them. B-C’s insistent call was pulling them to him like a magnet.



‘Everything is being shaken loose outside, all hell is breaking loose, and her ladyship is still snoring away. Come on, get
   up. Get up and watch the commotion.’



The terrace door was wide open, and the wind was gently wafting in. As the curtains were being blown here and there with a
   terrifying effect peculiar to the curtains in haunted houses in films, the sky was visible through the gap between them. A
   starless, cloudless, moonless night; a pitch-black filter had been placed over our eyes in order that they might not be dazzled.



I stood well away from the window.


I saw what I saw with B-C’s eyes.


Well away from the window.


What I saw with B-C’s eyes was this:


At the foot of the hilly street…in her fifties…meaty…pale-faced…docile…a woman…a housewife…her night-gown is flannel…her slippers
   have pom-poms…thrown out in the street…under the street light…watching the flies…swarming around the light…blocking the light…everything
   lost…at this time of night…her eyes fixed…on the wings of the flies… In her fifties…with fifty tosses of the ball…aching…ready
   to celebrate her suffering…complaining every step of the way…ready to do a belly dance…married and with a family…mother of
   three children…breasts like desiccated lemons…her womb dried up early…yet she wouldn’t have loved her blood…she would never
   have imagined…the fact that she had been missed…but accepted quickly…though she was always that way…always sociable…and quiet
   as a mouse…no one would have made…spinach pastry like she did…she could fit nine dumplings onto a spoon…would have rolled them as thin as a pencil…her grape-leaf dolma…her writing was like pearls…when she was in school, that is…everything was fine in those days…like warm milk…life slipped
   easily down her throat…warming her inside as it did…in those days…everyone around her a propeller…at her orders…her rough
   husband-to-be…him above all…how he ran after her… ‘the rough one doesn’t even talk much’…after all these years…without feeling
   the least bit of shame…without considering his age…you get up and go…such a lovely nest…wife like a rose…the children along
   with her…sacrifice it all…and for whom…the girl could be his daughter’s age…she was a real coquette…when she got tired of
   him…when she spent his money…out…she would get rid of him…grit your teeth…the male part in any event…later on he’ll come to
   his senses…endure for the sake of your children…besides you weren’t the only one…we’ve all been down that road…it’s not as
   if your late father didn’t make his share of mistakes…I didn’t say a word all this time…do your duty…cherry sherbet…of course
   it will pass…it’s a passing phase…like everything…this too will pass…of course he’ll come back…he’ll get on his knees and
   ask forgiveness…who else but you can make…your spinach pastry…and who can fit…nine dumplings onto a spoon…as if that slut
   even knew the way to the kitchen…she has other skills…her kind of womanhood is like the flame of a match…it extinguishes as
   soon as she gets out of bed…in that case you…your womanhood was legendary…too…



Flannel night-gown…slippers with pom-poms…even if she’s peevish sometimes…she’s forever sweet…like warm milk…as it moves down
   her throat…softly losing itself…in the moment…a rancid taste…perhaps the milk is spoiled…she spat it out anxiously…that disgusting
   stickiness…it was the cream on top of the milk…it turned her stomach.



One of the pom-poms…is very loose…like dead skin torn from the lip…it attempted to leave…its own flesh…the bird’s home…the
   place where it belongs…it dangles…it’s clear it will come off…it’s clear it won’t last…but what about the other one…the pom-pom
   that’s still sound…is it really sound…or is it just pretending to be sound…is it mimicking something it isn’t…a truth to be
   understood…the pom-pom must be pulled forcefully…but if it comes off anyway…even in its sound state…openly…the best thing
   to do…not to try to do the impossible…but that’s curiosity for you…she wants to know…and see…whatever her eyes can see…she
   takes off her slipper…the one with the sound pom-pom…the flies are far away…like vultures after carrion…like a black cloud
   devouring the light’s flesh…everything is exactly the same…but the woman knows very well…which one she will choose.



‘Whore fly! Whore! Whore fly!’


The woman’s voice cuts through the air.


Well away from the window.


This is what I saw through B-C’s eyes.


Quite late at night, in one of the two sides of Istanbul, in a neighbourhood where morally upright families and freethinking
   single people frequently lived side-by-side, at the top of a steep hill that was difficult to ascend and descend, a woman,
   probably in her fifties, the mother of three children, was leaning against the lamp-post, shouting to the flies that she wanted
   her husband back. Dogs were howling, doors were opening, lights were burning, babies were crying, and the gossip of the next
   few days was being composed. The neighbours had gathered on the balconies and at the windows; they’d spilled out into the
   street. Their eyes, shining brightly with the heat of the commotion, were as wide as saucers from surprise. There was enough
   material to feed the gossip mill of the neighbourhood all winter. Everyone was eagerly taking in as much as they could.



If I said everyone, I meant excluding the inhabitants of the house!


The inhabitants of the house, among them children, sisters, nephews and in-laws, surprised at what had befallen them, ran
   out barefoot, in pyjamas and night-gowns, with cream on their faces and rollers in their hair, and surrounded the woman, pinching
   and pulling and begging her, trying to get her inside. ‘Let’s go home so she can do whatever she wants, cry and shout as much
   as she wants, let’s get her inside so the neighbours won’t see her. It doesn’t matter if they hear her so long as they don’t
   see her.’



The fear of embarrassment shows on the faces of all the inhabitants of the house except for the youngest in the family. He
   is a loveable rascal who at the age of five least accepts this commotion as part of his lot. The others wear their fears as
   if they were on a string, like a bracelet or a necklace. They jump around looking for new fears. The elders are not aware
   of what the young one is doing, they’re too busy trying to get the woman under control but it’s not easy, not easy at all.



They can’t get this woman who’s someone’s aunt, someone’s sister and someone’s mother because she has the strength of a madwoman,
   they say that a crazy person has the strength of ten people.



They saw that they weren’t likely to succeed, they saw that she was completely out of control, so they manhandled her into
   a taxi. They had their own car, but once again someone had parked on the pavement and blocked their way. Indeed the car that
   was blocking them was probably owned by one of the people who was watching and it wouldn’t have been difficult to find him,
   but they thought it best not to bother. It was best just to take a taxi as soon as possible to the nearest and farthest hospital.



The taxi driver…a young hunk…newly married…allowed his wife…to work…until they had children…praised for being progressive…but
   by the time they got married…they were already up to their necks in debt…there are advantages to having your wife work…a man
   younger than the taxi driver…will take over the taxi later at night…and work until morning…as soon as it’s morning he’ll turn
   it back over to his friend…both of them together…work for someone who won the lottery…seeing the man later…a big, strapping
   man…like a barrel…still dreams that he’s poor…gives thanks when he wakes…in a loud voice…still counts his pennies…asks for
   his penny…in a low voice…so God won’t hear…the taxi driver and his friend…whether they earn money or not…always count out the
   same amount…into their boss’s palm…but the taxi driver’s friend is not progressive…he won’t allow his wife to work…even if
   he did who would hire someone like her…she’s not a lady but a kind of monstrosity…she gave birth to five children one after
   the other…and all five looked like her…twisted mouths and noses…all of them misshapen…though our man’s wife isn’t at all like
   that…she’s slender…thin and fresh…though a bit lacking in height…in spite of that the girl looks like a model, honestly…she’s
   wasting herself working in boutiques…she said so herself…this guy is bothering her…with the excuse of buying sweaters and
   shirts…he drops by the shop every day…The taxi driver is going to go by tomorrow and put a stop to it…when he thinks of his
   wife…he sometimes feels the itch…a couple of times he couldn’t stand it…he pulled his cab up in front of the house…while the
   whole neighbourhood laughed up its sleeve…but he doesn’t even go much to the district where he lives…he has to work without
   a break…he does work, for God…to tell the truth he was thinking of having a little adventure tonight with his wife…maybe when
   he gets rid of these customers…he looks at the passengers in the rear-view mirror…‘What a pity,’ he says to himself…‘The poor
   thing has gone round the bend…it isn’t easy with things getting so expensive…prices going up every day.’ Indeed it was for
   this reason alone…that he started working nights…night customers…don’t add up what the driver makes…the way day customers
   do…night customers talk about different things…you’d think…that a person either talks about serious things or about total
   nonsense…but night customers…are nonsensical when they talk about serious things…and serious when they talk nonsense…‘For
   instance just the other day…I had a customer just like that…his face misshapen…pickled as a newt…almost dawn…five in the morning…the
   guy insisted…“Come on…let’s find Sultan Mehmet the Conquerer’s tomb…let’s have a word with him…what the hell did you conquer
   this city for?…dragging your ships over the hills…so many men martyred…all for this stupid place?” ’…he was drunk…he was stubborn…he was determined…the taxi driver
   didn’t say anything of course…but he looked…the drunk had stuck his head out the window…shouting at the top of his voice…‘Mehmet
   Sultan! Sultan Mehmet!…Where are you?…Get up and look around!…Look what a state they’ve put your descendants in!’…there was
   no shutting him up…true Moslems going to pray at that hour…were terrified…looking at the taxi…the taxi driver was bewildered…he
   couldn’t cope with it…so he pulled up in front of a police station…he left the drunk in the hands of the police…later he regretted
   it…Mehmet the Conqueror’s descendant was a good-natured drunk…as they manhandled him into the police station…he turned and
   asked…‘They say he wore an earring. Is that true?’…the taxi driver’s curiosity was aroused…he wanted to ask around about Mehmet
   the Conqueror’s earring…‘Get a grip on yourself,’ he said to himself…‘don’t be as crazy as that madman…as if it were possible…The
   great Mehmet the Conqueror…what’s it to you anyway?…as if we didn’t have enough troubles…to waste time worrying about Mehmet
   the Conqueror’s earring?’…he heard on the news the other day…that the population of the insane asylums…has risen dramatically…this
   year…‘It’s clear that the woman in the back…has gone out of her mind too…my poor country…we’re all going to die mad…or insane!’



While the ones in the back were trying to get the woman under control, the one in the front lit a cigarette with shaking hands,
   and with a couple of puffs filled the taxi with smoke, the windows were closed tight, they wouldn’t open them, but the man
   was getting his troubles off his chest, ‘This is my sister-in-law, my sister-in-law, she left her house and has been staying
   with us since last summer, insisting she wants to get divorced, she has three children as big as herself…as if at her age
   it will be easy to be divorced, these women have never provided for a household, they’ve always been looked after by their
   husbands, they think it’s easy to make it to the end of the month, they’ll have nothing to eat or drink when they divorce, I told my wife they deserve whatever befalls them, I couldn’t explain
   it to her, anyway that’s what happened, day and night they talk and talk, my sister-in-law cries, my wife cries, my sister-in-law
   cries, how many times have I told her, don’t do that…you’re not helping, look, your sister is getting worse, talk to her about
   something else, why don’t you go out to the spa, you can bring your mother, it will do the poor woman’s rheumatism good, whatever
   I said I couldn’t get her to listen, day and night the house is full of women and girls, talking away, these women have more
   relatives than you can count, turning it around, bringing up the same subject again and again, no one could convince her,
   she insisted on getting a divorce, in the end she went to a lawyer, this morning a paper came from the court, good I said
   let’s celebrate, she looked at me as if I’d crawled out from under a rock, my God I understood then the woman was going mad,
   but if I told my wife she wouldn’t have believed me, her older sister can do no wrong, I said I hope nothing goes wrong tomorrow,
   I saw that my sister-in-law had calmed down, after dinner she washed the dishes and went off to her room, her favourite television
   show was on, she never missed it, she didn’t even glance at it, she drank glass after glass of warm milk for her upset stomach
   and went to bed early, anyway she hasn’t dreamt at all since she was a girl, she used to fall asleep the moment her head hit
   the pillow at our house too, she always got up earlier than anyone, she prepared a flawless breakfast, eggs with yolks like
   apricots, I mean even tea tasted better when she made it, she did it perfectly, no one could do things in the kitchen the
   way she did, my wife never had anything resembling that kind of proficiency, she doesn’t take after her older sister at all,
   but what good is proficiency to someone so unlucky, of course my brother-in-law is very much in the wrong, you don’t do something
   like that after so many years, honestly I’m embarrassed to talk about it, a girl her age, he set her up in a fully furnished
   house, the girl was a dancer in a sleazy night-club, her name is Sinem, he introduced her to us last year, she’s just a little
   slip of a thing, I didn’t say anything because I thought it was just a fling and it would pass, how could I have known then that it would become so complicated,
   that it would go as far as divorce, when the television show was over we went to bed, I didn’t know my sister-in-law wasn’t
   asleep, that she was waiting for us to go to bed, the moment we were in our bed she jumped out of hers, threw on her night-gown,
   put on the slippers with the pom-poms, opened the door and went out into the street, a passer-by might have thought she was
   a slave in our house, we were woken by the commotion, we looked out and saw her in the middle of the street shouting at the
   top of her voice, and as if that wasn’t enough she was doing a belly dance at one point, we didn’t know what the hell was
   going on, what had happened to her, just drop us off at the nearest hospital, how humiliating this is for us, in all that
   panic we didn’t even bring any money with us, I’m sorry about that brother, with everything happening at once, all of us tumbling
   out in our pyjamas, I didn’t bring my wallet, they’d driven me out of my wits, I’m going to get a divorce too, let her keep
   her crazy sister and her rheumatic mother, let them do whatever they want from now on, my life is finished, these women have
   squeezed the life out of me drop by drop.’



‘Don’t worry about the money, brother, no one is going anywhere! After all, we all live in the same neighbourhood,’ said the
   taxi driver.



Colours are fa-ding, movements are slow-ing. The man is chewing something. The words tumble out of his mouth: ‘You’re always
   in this neighbourhood, but, after this humiliation are we going to be able to continue living here?’



He takes a cigarette pack from his pyjama pocket. He suddenly feels guilty. He wants to tell the taxi driver why it is that
   he brought cigarettes but not his wallet. He can’t speak, his throat is completely dry. He can’t find the lighter in his pocket.
   He must have dropped it in the taxi. Or else…he hadn’t had it with him from the start. He simply can’t remember how he lit
   his last cigarette. Or is this his first cigarette? This distresses him even more. While he’s waiting for the car’s cigarette lighter to pop out, he glances towards the back seat. His sister-in-law isn’t shouting any more; she’s just
   breathing heavily. Also, from time to time she moans as if she’s in pain. Without taking his eyes from the rear-view mirror,
   the taxi driver lights a cigarette from his own pack. He considers turning on the radio. He changes his mind, it would be
   inappropriate. The women are embracing their sister and crying silently. Little by little the night is becoming dark-er; step
   by step the road is getting steep-er. His chest has congested. He opens the window all the way. It’s cold enough out for snow.
   The cigarette smoke that has built up in the taxi pours out of the window like an ash-coloured kite swinging its tail back
   and forth.



Sounds are fading, the wind is dying down.


Sounds faded, the wind died down. As they were being closed, the curtains were blown here and there with a terrifying effect
   peculiar to the curtains in haunted houses in films, ‘They’re going to have to move at first light tomorrow. They’re not going
   to be able to bear it here,’ said B-C. He added with a twisted smile:



‘When your privacy is gone, you should leave at once!’







The Gaze



‘I was dreaming about a flying balloon. It was in the charcoal-grey sky, among the snow-white clouds, in the shade of the
   bright-yellow sun. I’d climbed up onto the roof. I’d been watching the flying balloon from below, when a violent wind suddenly
   blew up. All at once, we were shaken by the violence of this sudden wind. Pitch-black dust swirled up from the ground. The
   flying balloon was being swept away. I was running as fast as I could over the rooftops to keep it in sight. As I ran, roof-tiles
   were rolling down. I leaned over to look at where the tiles had fallen. Below, the avenues of the city were sparkling and
   crowded. Cars had crashed because of the tiles rolling along the road. A bright red, squeaky-clean car was swerving angrily
   down the middle of the road. The tiles had cracked its windshield. A huge spider had woven a web over the crack. The thin,
   transparent threads stuck to the glass were waving about here and there. The driver was looking for me, without knowing it
   was me he was looking for. He could see me, but he didn’t suspect me.



White snow was falling on the pitch-black dust. I started walking along the pavement. I walked very slowly in order to avoid
   stepping on the little threads. Suddenly, my eyes fixed on my feet. I was wearing woollen baby shoes with a bird design on
   them. I must have forgotten to put on my shoes when I left the house. I was embarrassed. I had to find shoes somewhere before
   anyone saw me. The window displays in the shops were lively. There were ballet slippers, shoes lined with fur, sandals, laced
   boots, high-heeled women’s shoes, round-heeled men’s shoes, gaudy children’s shoes. The labels described what they were. All of the shoes were made of ice-cream. I went into one of the bigger shops and bought
   mixed fruit flavoured shoes. When I came out, the driver of the car with the cracked windshield had narrowed his eyes, and
   was watching me carefully. I tiptoed in front of him. He didn’t follow me. As I returned to the pavement, I saw the flying
   balloon in the shade of the bright-yellow sun. It moved along half-heartedly. The bright-yellow sun came out. I looked at
   my new shoes with alarm. Drop drop, drop drop…’



‘Come on mother, say something to her!’


I jumped because of the pain in my knee. Again I’d fallen asleep, in a place where I shouldn’t have. I was sweating. As I
   tried to pull myself together, the smell of my sweat reached my nose. I looked around to see if anyone else could smell it.
   I was in the minibus. When I got on there was no one else but me. At this hour of the afternoon, it was rare for anyone to
   be going in that direction, and I knew it wouldn’t fill up easily, and that it wouldn’t leave until it was full. That’s why
   I was comfortable enough to fall asleep. It wasn’t enough that I’d overdone it at lunch, I’d had two portions of pudding on
   top of everything else, and I didn’t have enough strength left to walk. I must have slept for quite a while. When I woke,
   the minibus was completely full. There was only room for one more passenger. When that person came, we’d get under way.



The woman next to me was watching me out of the corner of her eye. She probably noticed the smell of sweat. The girl on her
   knee kept kicking my knee with the brass buckle of her strawberry coloured shoes. I have no doubt that the child is doing
   this on purpose. She’s doing it just to wake me up and get me to slide over a bit. And she is the one who keeps whining, ‘Come
   on mother, say something to her.’ And I had sprawled out in my sleep too. I had to pull myself together right away. I close
   my legs and slide over toward the window. I take my backpack from the seat and put it on my lap. When I lift the backpack
   I see a paper bag full of spiced, yellow roasted chickpeas. I’d bought them to nibble on while waiting for the minibus to fill up, and had forgotten
   them. When I pick up the paper bag, there’s quite a bit of room for the others. But they’re still not happy. Especially the
   woman, who makes exaggerated movements to show that she’s not going to be able to get comfortable; she keeps crossing and
   re-crossing her legs; makes rustling noises as she rearranges her packages, first on her lap then under the seat. She squeezes
   the child on her lap to her breast, saying, ‘Come, darling,’ as if there was anywhere the child could go. She keeps turning
   and eyeing the last narrow empty seat with worry, and as she does all this she keeps huffing and puffing in complaint. I know
   this type well. I know why they behave the way they do. I’m used to it. These kinds of things happen to me all the time.



Of course the best thing for me is to take a taxi, or to catch an empty bus. But going everywhere by taxi reduces my budget,
   and, as you know, it’s not really possible to find an empty bus. Usually I take a taxi to the first stop for the bus I’m taking.
   But this isn’t convenient for all routes. If the bus is crowded, I rarely get on. And whenever I climb up those stairs and
   push and shove my way down the corridor to find a place for myself, I regret it a thousand times. A voice within me tells
   me to get off the bus immediately and go home. As if that were possible. The force of the crowds moving back at the driver’s
   ill-tempered commands pushes me further from the exit. I see that there’s no escape, and try at least not to make eye-contact
   with any of the eyes that examine me with curiosity, and point me out to one another. To tell the truth, a lot of people offer
   me their places. But this doesn’t make things easier for me. Every time, my face gets flushed with heat. I sweat as I struggle
   into the empty seat. Naturally I always sweat at times like this. Whether it’s summer or winter, the moment I even get a little
   distressed, ice-cold sweat begins to pour off my back. As soon as I’ve sat down, I sit as straight as a ramrod, so as not
   to touch the person next to me if I’m in a double seat, or the people standing nearby if I’m in a single seat. At the same time, I try to ascertain whether or not the people around me can smell my sweat. Though there’s nothing
   I can do about it either way. Anyway, I always sweat more when I try not to sweat. I like sitting next to the window. Next
   to the window, I’m less aware of the other passengers, and can spend the trip watching people outside.



Sometimes no one offers me their seat. Sometimes it’s impossible to get near the windows either. Then, in order to escape
   the stares of the people surrounding me, in order not to guess what is on the minds of the people who are looking at me, I
   look for a spot that I can stare at vacantly until I reach my stop. As much as I can see through the window between their
   heads, the passengers’ shoes, shopping bags squeezed between legs, the covers of the books in someone’s hand, the bus’s warning
   signs, the buttons on the automatic doors, the levers to be pulled in case of emergency, folded newspapers, rings on hands
   grasping the straps…these are my choices. I’ll pick one of these, and won’t take my eyes off it until I reach my stop. Whether
   I sit or stand, it’s very difficult for me to take a bus from one place to another. But if you’re as fat as I am, minibuses
   are even worse than buses.



The child next to me is squeezing the money she wants to pass forward tightly in her palm; despite her mother’s insistence
   she’s determined to give it to the driver. This child, one of those children whose bedroom was flawlessly prepared when her
   birth was still just a distant possibility, who was born late and with difficulty, who was prayed for, who wore out the doors
   of fashionable clinics, the instructions of famous doctors being carried out to the letter, the subject of many tests, expensive
   treatments, boring arguments, on the threshold of divorce, ‘otherwise we’ll produce a child’, after their consolation, they
   succeeded only a moment before they lost hope, even a blood clot was considered cause for celebration, her mother didn’t take
   her eyes off her for a moment, more toys than she could have imagined, tens of photographs taken of her every moment, her
   every smile inspiring epic poems, her every remark recorded in notebooks, her photographs in every family album, decorating frames and wallets, constantly praised, constantly spoiled,
   never left alone, never lonely. To me this is an ugly child. On top of this her eyes bulge. She’s wearing glasses like the
   bottoms of jars, the kind that make a person’s eyes look three times bigger. The child keeps turning and looking at me. Both
   of us wearing sour expressions; examining each other as if we could turn to vinegar at any moment. In any event, the chirping
   voice of the schoolgirl reaches us.



‘Ah, don’t say that. I’m sure she’s a well-behaved child,’ she says. Then, as if she’s laughing to herself, she adds: ‘I wish
   I knew this beautiful girl’s name. Go on, tell me, what’s your name?’



The bug-eyed child forgot me right away. She turned and concentrated on listening to the schoolgirl. Now, with her lips tight
   and her eyebrows raised to give her an even more sour expression, she stubbornly refuses to give her name. The child’s unexpected
   resistance goads the schoolgirl into action. She has to find a way to make her talk.



‘All right then, let me ask something else. Come on, tell me, do you know how to count?’


The bug-eyed child nodded her head emphatically. But she still doesn’t open her mouth.


‘No, nooo!’ says the schoolgirl. ‘If you knew you’d have counted aloud. You’re such a big girl and you still don’t know how
   to count. What a shame!’



There’s a sudden silence in the minibus. All of us passengers are captivated by the schoolgirl’s insistence. The housewives
   in the back stop their gossip, the irritable estate agent stops making calls; the driver closes the window and turns off the
   radio; sounds from outside are muffled, and even the rain falls more quietly.



‘Yes!’ chimes the child’s voice. ‘I know!’


‘No! You don’t know.’


‘I do too know, I do too know.’


The bug-eyed child starts stamping her feet. As she stamps her feet, her pudding-white socks, the teddy-bear ribbons in her hair, her thick strawberry-jam coloured shoes, and her skinny
   legs, covered with new and old wounds from unhealed mosquito bites, swing back and forth before my eyes.



‘She knows, she knows,’ says the driver, who’d been watching through the rear-view mirror.


‘If that’s so, let’s hear her count,’ says the schoolgirl archly.


As is my habit when travelling on buses, I begin looking for something I can stare at vacantly for the rest of this difficult
   trip. I don’t know how I didn’t notice it before. Hanging from the rear-view mirror, there’s a toy doll wearing only a tasselled
   skirt and a straw hat, with silky blond hair down to her toes, trying to cover her full breasts with one hand and holding
   a basket of fruit in the other. When the driver hits the brakes, a light flashes on and off in the doll’s left eye. At the
   same moment, the bug-eyed child begins to count.



‘One. Two, three…’


Then suddenly she falls quiet. All of us hold ‘four’ on the tips of our tongues. The driver and the young man sitting in the
   single seat next to him, me, the child’s mother and the schoolgirl, the housewives in the back and the ill-tempered estate
   agent, all of us wait with tense smiles. Even the man in the very back corner next to the window, exuding the smells of flowers
   and perfume, has formed his lips as if he’s about to say ‘four’, and has stayed that way. As if by doing that, the numbers
   would follow by chance, and he would get to his important appointment more quickly. A while later, the ugly, bug-eyed child,
   casting a coy glance around, certain now that she has the attention of everyone on the minibus, leans delightedly against
   her mother and continues counting.



‘One, twoo, threee, one, twoo, three, one, two, three…’


My brain is throbbing. The numbers demons, with lamps on their waists and brooms in their hands, their tongues cut off and
   their eyes poked out with hot irons, banging on the door as they jump up and down tak tak donk donk there’s no one here, they don’t hear my voice. Hunched over, I look out the window, dreaming
   that I don’t see what I see. Meanwhile, the child is counting faster, losing her shyness and becoming more bold. She’s enjoying
   holding everyone captive.



‘onetwothreeonetwothreeonetwothreeonetwothree’


I want to get off. To get off and catch another minibus. No, another minibus won’t do. A bus won’t do either, or a taxi. I
   can’t tolerate any of them now. No matter how much my body objects, it’s surely best to proceed on foot. And before I start
   walking I can stand and have a bite to eat. A nice sausage sandwich with ketchup and potato salad would be good for my nerves.
   Perhaps a lemonade to go with it. I could escape this minibus at a convenient spot. It’s still not too late to get off. But
   then the man will get confused. The person who paid two fares for one and a half places will become the person who paid two
   fares for nothing. On top of that, if I get off the minibus, the mother will definitely move her ugly, bug-eyed child to my
   place. I change my mind.



I’m hungry. But traffic is heavy, the rain is falling faster, and there’s a long way to go. I’m hungry. But the child is ugly,
   and bug-eyed, and the numbers are awful. I am hungry. But I shouldn’t overreact. This trip will last long enough to count
   to three; just from one to three.



‘One, twooo, three, one, twoo, three, one, two, three, onetwothree, onetwothreeonetwothree…’
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One



‘CLOSE YOUR EYES!’





Pera — 1885


After the evening call to prayer, the westward-facing door of the cherry-coloured tent at the top of the hill would open for the women.


Indeed that was when threes and fives and tens of women would start entering the westward-facing door of the cherry-coloured
   tent at the top of the hill. Bringing their noisy commotion with them. Part of the huge tent had been assigned to the women.
   Carrying swollen bundles and with their fussing children beside them, they crossed the threshold pushing one another and grasping
   their long woollen coats. Hundreds of women of every temperament and nature would come here. It didn’t matter what nationality
   they were, what language they spoke or what religion they professed. It was enough that they were women; and, also, that they
   came together. This was the condition that Keramet Mumî Keşke Memiş Efendi had placed: No woman was to arrive at the tent
   alone.



Keramet Mumî Keşke Memiş Efendi knew that the westward-facing door of the cherry-coloured tent was open to the bright side
   of the moon.



And he would tell this strange story about her. What the bright side of the moon feared most was not being loved, and also
   being alone when she wept. She combed her hair with a silver comb. The inlaid teeth of the comb collected the shiny strands
   of her hair with great care. Later she would secretly leave every single strand on another person’s shoulder. She believed
   that she would be unforgettable in the eyes of whomever the hair was with. She was not far wrong either; those who carried the strands of her hair, not understanding at all why their hearts were so distressed,
   would stare absentmindedly at the dome of the sky, unaware that their worries and their pupils were growing together. They
   felt deeply that what they sought was there, but they couldn’t translate their feelings. Indeed some of them found themselves
   so caught up in the celestial passion within them that they could no longer eat or drink. Fortunately, the bright side of
   the moon soon tired of her playmates. She would erase new relationships in two breaths, swallow all affection in a single
   gulp, devastate every friendship she formed. No one was strange enough, no story was sufficiently poetic. Yet she still couldn’t
   give up on people. Because she was afraid, so afraid, of being alone, and of crying by herself.



Once, leaning into a well and looking at herself in the water in a copper bucket, she said, with deep admiration, ‘How beautiful
   I am. In that case, why am I unable to be as happy as an ugly person?’ The well grumbled, the water became cloudy. ‘How radiant
   I am,’ she said abstractedly. ‘In that case, why can’t I be free of the darkness in my heart?’ The copper bucket cracked,
   and water trickled out of each of the separate cracks.



Since that day, the bright side of the moon has avoided wells. When unanswerable questions come to mind, she powders herself
   with the silver powder compact that she is never without. She always wanted to be unique, peerless and unrivalled. She could
   not stand a female who shone more than she did, if one day she should meet someone like this, there is nothing she wouldn’t
   do to get rid of her.



Keramet Mumî Keşke Memiş Efendi didn’t tell this story without reason. Because he knew well that women were each other’s enemies
   above all. Whenever women came together in the same place, they’d first start examining each other from head to toe, trying
   to discover each other’s troubles, then move on to asking after each other’s health. As the conversation deepened, wherever
   there was a rip or a stain, a dark room or a garbage heap, they’d discover them one by one and file them away secretly. Their friendships were like sleeping cats, keeping one eye on each other, and pricking
   up their ears at the slightest sound. The mortar that held their friendships together became diluted by suspicion covered
   with egg white. Even the soundest of friendships was shaken by the first pang of apprehension. However, the silver comb was
   useless without a silver mirror. As Keramet Mumî Keşke Memiş Efendi knew, the women became uglier in each other’s reflections.
   This is why they were not to turn their backs on each other, but had to arrive side-by-side, arm in arm. Climbing up the hill
   together, they had to be as crowded as a cherry tree as they entered the westward-facing door.



Some of the women were accustomed to being together. Most of them enjoyed socialising, or wished to appear as if they did.
   They’d climb the hill laughing and joking. They’d start up the hill together in a crowd, and the same crowd would arrive at
   the entrance to the tent. And some, knowing well that in the end they would all have to come together, preferred to climb
   all by themselves until the last step. Most of them were reserved by nature, or wished to appear as if they were. The fountain
   on the hill was a turning point for them. When they arrived at the fountain, they had no choice but to come together. The
   fountain put on airs; it sprayed out water with enthusiasm. The women wet their mouths, foreheads and necks with the ice-cold
   water. Those who had come that far by themselves would come together in small groups, and would enter into complaisant and
   unavoidable friendships as they continued on their way. The rest of the way up the hill would be spent getting to know each
   other. From then on they couldn’t be separated from each other; from then on strangers became friends, and friends became
   travelling companions. With each step they became more cheerful and open. As they walked arm-in-arm some of them even began
   to lose their fear. For Keramet Mumî Keşke Memiş Efendi’s orders were strict; even if she was fear itself, no female should
   be excluded from the crowd of women entering the tent. For this reason, after the evening call to prayer, carrying swollen
   bundles and with their fussing children beside them, they crossed the threshold of the westward-facing door of the cherry-coloured tent
   pushing one another and grasping their long woollen coats.



Most went on foot. Because those who insisted on going by carriage could be the victims of mysterious accidents. Sometimes
   nothing went wrong; even if the horses were sweating profusely, they went straight up the hill and succeeded in making it
   to the top. Sometimes the carriages would overturn for no reason. Sometimes they would slip on the ice, sending the passengers
   rolling back down at great speed. When these incidents were spoken of, it was with much exaggeration, and the addition of
   a sprinkling of mystery. When this was the case, the women who were accustomed to detecting the warning of a disaster usually
   caused by carelessness, preferred to leave their carriages at the foot of the hill and climb on foot, for there was no need
   to anger the saints buried on the hill. From time to time, there were also some groups who arrived on litters. These, pale
   complexioned women from elite families, would climb the hill with dignified expressions on the shoulders of their strong powerful
   servants. But as is the way of the world, these too overturned from time to time.



Those who turned and looked back when they reached the top of the hill could see the sea. The sea was blue, bluer than blue;
   it was hostage to its own clear stillness. Once in a while some women got a crazy idea. The sea was a breast, gently swollen,
   aching, calling softly from afar for a mouth for its milk. Now…without regret for the past or concern for the future; as if…just
   by relaxing, opening their mouths and closing their eyes, it would be possible to be filled with time by sucking deeply on
   the present moment. In any event, their responsibilities were ready and waiting to be wrapped up. The loose string would quickly
   be re-wound. Children would take care of their mothers, mothers-in-law would take care of their daughters-in-law, and friends
   would take care of each other; those who were still captivated by the sea would be reminded that they had to reach the cherry-coloured
   tent before it grew dark. It worked. Once those who were lost in empty dreams were reminded of who they were, they would come on their own. In any event,
   as Keramet Mumî Keşke Memiş Efendi often said: if the ship of womanhood were to sink, it would not be from a slow leak in
   the cargo hold of womanly duty motherly responsibility, but from a resounding and heavy rain of cannon balls of dreams. Women
   were susceptible to the lure of dreams.



Even though in time this area came to be called a swamp, no one who had ever smelled the heady fragrance of the fig and lemon
   trees, or seen their delicate purple buds would want to believe it. Here, sparrows would chirp merrily, peacocks would strut
   around showing off, and nightingales would compose melodies to roses of unsurpassed beauty. For all of the women, if the area
   surrounding the cherry-coloured tent was a part of heaven, then that steep hill was the bridge which the righteous will pass
   over and from which the unrighteous will fall on the Day Of Judgement. But no one bothered their heads much about this question.
   It wasn’t the outside of the tent that was important, it was the inside. And if anyone knew the truth of the matter, it would
   be Keramet Mumî Keşke Memiş Efendi.



Here, it was possible to meet women of every temperament and nature. Matchmakers eagerly cast their eyes about for marriageable
   girls, irritable old women who constantly moved their lips as they cursed everything, cunning and foul-mouthed cloth peddlers
   looking for customers to corner, widows wrapped from head to toe in grief, cheap sluts who had aged before their time, greying
   whores who looked older than they were, fresh young girls whose pink complexions showed that they’d spent the whole day at
   the baths, professional midwives who knew at a glance what cure was needed for anyone’s troubles, swan-necked dancing girls
   who never danced, never even smiled without hearing the sound of money, poor Jewish women from the miserable shacks of Balat,
   Gypsy women who carried their babies on their backs and their secrets in their bosoms, spoiled, pink-skinned Circassion girls,
   Arab women with mascara and jet-black hair, brides-to-be who tied silk handkerchiefs to the branches of the trees around the tent, rich Armenian women with palanquins inlaid with mother-of-pearl, Persian women
   who smelled of hot spices, French governesses who taught etiquette to the children of elite families, multi-talented concubines
   who were raised to be given as gifts to the palace, pregnant women with swollen bellies, Italian actresses who couldn’t share
   with their troupes, deeply religious grandmothers who were forcibly dragged here by their grandchildren and the grumbling
   of their daughters-in-law, ladies who were the toast of Pera society, house-proud Greeks from Tatavla, Russian women of slight
   and graceful build and languorous looks, successful English dance teachers, usurer’s wives who had new clothes made each time
   their husbands made a killing, self-sacrificing nurses from the hospitals of Beyoglu and so many others…young, old, children,
   everyone imaginable was here.



There was one only reason these varied women, who did not mention each other in their prayers and who did not let each other
   exist in their dreams, struggled up the hill to meet at the westward-facing gate of the cherry-coloured tent: in order to
   see the ugliest of the ugly, that wretched, plagued creature, the Sable-Girl!



Keramet Mumî Keşke Memi
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