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Until now, among all the people I have met, one has perhaps had the greatest influence on me. Even after many months, I have never been able to free myself from that influence. Whenever I am alone with my thoughts, Raif Efendi’s innocent face appears before my eyes, along with his gaze somewhat distant from the world, yet carrying the shy smile of a man who seems surprised whenever he meets another person.

In truth, he was not an extraordinary man. On the contrary, he was completely ordinary, with no remarkable qualities at all. He was one of those countless people we pass every day without even noticing. There seemed to be nothing, either in the parts of his life we knew or in those we did not, that could awaken anyone’s curiosity.

When we see such people, we often ask ourselves, “Why do they live? What do they find in life? What logic or purpose commands them to walk the earth and breathe?” Yet while asking these questions, we judge only by appearances. We forget that they, too, have minds inside their heads minds that must keep working whether they wish it or not and that, because of this, they must also possess an inner world of their own.

Instead of assuming that they have no spiritual or emotional life simply because they do not reveal it, if we approached that hidden world with the simplest human curiosity, we might discover things we never expected and encounter riches beyond our imagination.

For some reason, however, people prefer to search for what they believe they will find. It is surely easier to find a hero willing to descend into a well that is said to contain a dragon than to find someone brave enough to climb down into a well whose depths are completely unknown.

My own opportunity to know Raif Efendi more closely was nothing more than a coincidence.

After losing my small clerical job at a bank I still do not know why. They told me it was because of budget cuts, yet they hired someone to replace me the very next week I spent a long time looking for work in Ankara. The few coins I had managed to get me through the summer without too much hardship, but with winter approaching, I could no longer keep sleeping on the couches in my friends’ rooms. I did not even have enough money to renew my meal card at the restaurant, which would expire in a week.

I took countless entrance examinations for jobs that I knew would lead nowhere, yet I still found myself disappointed every time they ended exactly as I had expected. Without telling my friends, I applied for sales positions in several stores, and when my applications were rejected, I wandered the streets until midnight in despair. Even when a few acquaintances occasionally invited me to join them for drinks, I could not forget how hopeless my situation had become.

The strange thing was that the more difficult my circumstances grew, and the more impossible it became to survive even from one day to the next, the more timid and embarrassed I became. Whenever I happened to meet acquaintances on the Street the same people I had once comfortably asked to help me find work and who had always treated me kindly I lowered my head and hurried past them. I had even changed toward friends from whom I had once freely accepted meals and borrowed money without hesitation.

Whenever they asked, “How are things going?” I would force an awkward smile and reply, “Not bad... I find the occasional temporary job,” before quickly walking away. The more I needed people, the stronger my urge became to avoid them.

One evening, I was walking slowly along the quiet road between the railway station and the Exhibition Hall, trying to fill myself with the extraordinary beauty of Ankara in autumn and create a sense of hope within my soul. The setting sun, reflected in the windows of the People’s House, turned the white marble building into a wall of blood red openings. A haze whether mist or dust, it was impossible to tell rose above the acacia trees and young pines. Laborers returning from some construction site walked silently, slightly bent over, their clothes hanging from them in worn and ragged pieces. The asphalt road, marked here and there with automobile tire tracks, stretched ahead.

Everything seemed content simply to exist. Everything accepted itself exactly as it was. If that was so, there was nothing left for me to do but accept myself as well.

Just then a car sped past me. I turned my head and thought I recognized the face behind the window. Indeed, after traveling a few more yards, the car stopped, the door opened, and Hamdi, one of my old school friends, leaned out and called to me.

I walked over.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“Nowhere. Just taking a walk.”

“Come on, let's go to my place.”

Without waiting for my answer, he made room for me beside him. As we drove, he explained that he was returning from a visit to several factories owned by the company where he worked.

“I telegraphed home to say I was coming,” he said. “They’ve probably made preparations. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have dared invite you.”

I laughed.

Before I left the bank, I had seen Hamdi quite often, but I had not met him since then. I knew that he was assistant manager at a company dealing in machinery commissions as well as timber and forestry businesses, and that he earned a very good salary. The main reason I had never gone to him after losing my job was that I feared he might think I had come not to ask for work, but to ask for money.

“Are you still at the bank?” he asked.

“No, I left,” I replied.

He looked surprised.

“Where are you working now?”

Reluctantly, I answered,

“I’m unemployed.”

He looked me up and down, taking in my appearance. Apparently he did not regret inviting me to his house, because he smiled warmly, patted my shoulder, and said,

“We’ll talk this evening and find a solution. Don’t worry.”

He looked content with his life and confident in himself. It seemed he had reached a position where he could even afford the luxury of helping old acquaintances. I could not help envying him.

He lived in a small but pleasant house. His wife was not particularly attractive, yet she had a warm and friendly manner. Without the slightest embarrassment, they kissed each other in front of me. Then Hamdi left me alone and went to wash up.

Since Hamdi did not introduce me to his wife, I stood awkwardly in the middle of the sitting room, unsure of what to do. She remained by the door, discreetly studying me. After a moment's thought, she seemed about to say, “Please, have a seat.” But then she apparently decided there was no need and quietly slipped out of the room.

I wondered why Hamdi, who was usually anything but careless in fact, a man who paid great attention to such formalities and probably owed part of his success in life to that habit had left me standing there. Perhaps one of the common traits of people who rise to important positions is this deliberate absent mindedness toward old friends who have been left behind. Then there is the sudden change from addressing an old companion formally to calling him by the familiar “you,” as if to display humility and fatherly kindness; interrupting whatever the other person is saying to ask some random and meaningless question, all with an air of complete naturalness and often accompanied by a smile full of sympathy and compassion.

I had encountered this behavior so many times in recent days that I did not even think of being angry or offended with Hamdi. My only thought was to leave quietly without telling anyone and escape this uncomfortable situation. Just then, however, an elderly village woman wearing a white apron and a headscarf entered silently on her patched black stockings and brought me a cup of coffee.

I sat down in one of the dark blue armchairs embroidered with gold flowers and looked around. Family photographs and pictures of actors decorated the walls. In a small bookcase that obviously belonged to the lady of the house were a few inexpensive novels and several fashion magazines. A stack of photo albums, neatly arranged beneath a cigarette stand, looked as though they had been handled by countless visitors.

Not knowing what else to do, I picked up one of the albums. Before I could even open it, Hamdi appeared in the doorway. With one hand he was combing his still wet hair, while with the other he buttoned the collar of his white Western style shirt.

“Well then, how have you been? Tell me,” he said.

“Oh, nothing... I already told you.”

He seemed genuinely pleased to have run into me. Perhaps he enjoyed having the chance to display the position he had reached, or perhaps my circumstances reminded him how fortunate he was not to be in my place. There is something peculiar about people: when they see someone who once walked beside them in life fall into misfortune, they often feel relieved, as though they themselves had escaped that very disaster. Then they show interest and pity toward the unfortunate person, almost as if he had taken upon himself the troubles that might otherwise have fallen on them.

Hamdi seemed to speak to me with exactly that feeling.

“Do you still write?” he asked. “Poems and stories?”

“From time to time.”

“Does it at least do you any good?”

I smiled again.

“Oh, forget those things,” he said. “Real life is different. Literature and all that may be fine when you're sitting in school, but afterward it's nothing but a burden.”

He spoke like a man giving advice to a child, never imagining that anyone might answer him or argue with him. He displayed the confidence that came from his success in life without the slightest hesitation. Meanwhile, I sat there wearing what I knew to be an utterly foolish smile, looking at him almost admiringly and, by doing so, giving him even greater confidence.

“Come and see me tomorrow morning,” he continued. “We'll think of something. You're an intelligent fellow I know that. You were never very hardworking, but that doesn't matter. Life and necessity teach people many things. Don't forget. Come early and see me.”

As he said this, he seemed to have completely forgotten that at school he himself had been one of the leading idlers. Or perhaps he spoke so boldly because he was certain I would never remind him of it.

He made a movement as if to stand up. I immediately rose, extended my hand, and said,

“Well, I should be going.”

“Why? It's still early... But as you wish.”

I had completely forgotten that he had invited me to dinner. At that moment I remembered it, but he seemed to have forgotten it entirely.

When I reached the door and picked up my hat, I said,

“My respects to your wife.”

“Yes, yes. Just come and see me tomorrow. Don't worry, my friend,” he replied, patting me on the back.

By the time I stepped outside, it was fully dark and the streetlights were glowing. I took a deep breath. The air, though mixed with a little dust, felt wonderfully fresh and invigorating. I walked on slowly.

The next day, around noon, I went to Hamdi’s company. In truth, when I had left his house the previous evening, I had had no intention of doing so. He had not even given me a definite appointment. He had simply seen me off with the familiar phrases I had grown used to hearing from every well meaning person I approached: “We’ll see,” “We’ll think of something,” “We’ll find a way.” And yet I went.

More than hope, I was driven by a strange desire to see myself humiliated. It was as though I wanted to say to myself, “Last night you stood there in silence and allowed him to play the role of your benefactor. Very well, then see it through to the end. You deserve it.”

The office attendant first showed me into a small room and asked me to wait. When I was finally admitted to Hamdi’s office, I realized that the same foolish smile from the night before had returned to my face, and I became even angrier with myself.

Hamdi was busy with a pile of papers spread across his desk and with a steady stream of clerks coming in and out. He merely pointed to a chair with a nod and continued working. Lacking the courage even to shake his hand, I quietly sat down. Sitting before him, I felt as though he were truly my superior almost my patron and I believed that my diminished pride deserved exactly this treatment.

How enormous the distance between us had become in little more than twelve hours! The school friend who had invited me into his car the evening before now seemed worlds away. The forces that govern human relationships were so ridiculous, so superficial, so empty, and above all so unrelated to genuine humanity.

Since the previous evening, neither Hamdi nor I had truly changed. We were exactly the same people we had always been. Yet a few new facts that each of us had learned about the other small and insignificant details had carried us in completely different directions. Stranger still, both of us accepted this change without question, as though it were perfectly natural. My resentment was directed neither at Hamdi nor at myself, but simply at the fact that I was there.

When the room finally became quiet, Hamdi looked up and said,

“I found a job for you.”

Then, fixing his confident and meaningful eyes on me, he added,

“Well, not exactly found one I created one. It won’t be difficult. You’ll follow up our business at several banks, especially our own. You’ll be something like a liaison officer between the company and the banks. In your spare time, you can sit in the office and attend to your own affairs. Write as much poetry as you like. I’ve already spoken with the manager, and we’ll arrange your appointment. For now, though, we can only pay you forty or fifty liras. Of course, it will increase later. Well then, good luck!”

Without rising from his chair, he extended his hand. I stepped forward and thanked him. There was genuine satisfaction on his face at having done me a favor. I thought that, at heart, he was not a bad man at all; he was simply acting according to the demands of his position, and perhaps that was truly necessary.

But after leaving his office, I paused in the corridor for quite some time, uncertain whether to go to the room he had assigned to me or to leave the building altogether. Then, with my head bowed, I slowly walked a few steps and asked the first attendant I met where the office of the translator, Raif Efendi, was.

The man vaguely pointed toward a door and walked away.

Once again I stopped.

Why couldn’t I simply leave? Why couldn’t I give up a salary of forty liras? Was I afraid of appearing ungrateful to Hamdi?

No.

It was the months of unemployment, the fact that I had nowhere to go and no idea where to look for work if I walked out, and the complete loss of courage that had taken hold of me. Those were the things that kept me standing in that dim corridor, waiting for another attendant to pass by.

At last I opened a random door and saw Raif Efendi inside.

I had never met him before. Yet the moment I saw the man bent over his desk, I felt certain he could be no one else. Later I often wondered why I had been so sure. Hamdi had told me,

“I’ve had a desk placed in the office of our German translator, Raif Efendi. He’s a quiet, harmless soul who never bothers anyone.”

And although everyone nowadays was addressed as “Mr.” or “Mrs.,” Hamdi still referred to him as “Efendi.” Perhaps the image those descriptions created in my mind matched the gray haired man with the tortoiseshell glasses and the overgrown beard that I saw before me. Without hesitation, I entered the room and asked the gentleman, who raised his head and looked at me with absent minded eyes,

“You are Raif Efendi, aren’t you?”

He studied me for a moment. Then, in a soft voice that was almost timid, he replied,

“Yes, that’s me. I suppose you are the new clerk who is joining us. They prepared your desk a little while ago. Please, welcome.”

I sat down at the chair and began looking at the faded ink stains and scratches on the desk. As is customary when sitting opposite a stranger, I wanted to observe my new companion discreetly and form those first and naturally mistaken impressions of him through stolen glances.

But he seemed to feel no such curiosity. He lowered his head again, returned to his work, and busied himself as though I were not even in the room.

This continued until noon. By then I had begun looking at him quite openly. The hair on the top of his closely cropped head had started to thin. Numerous wrinkles ran from beneath his small ears down toward his neck. His long, slender fingers moved calmly among the papers before him as he translated without the slightest sign of strain.

From time to time he would raise his eyes, as though searching for the right word. Whenever our gazes met, something resembling a smile would appear on his face. Although he looked rather old when seen from the side or from above, his expression especially in those brief moments when he smiled possessed an innocence and childlike simplicity that was astonishing. His pale blond mustache, trimmed underneath, made that impression even stronger.

Around noon, when I was leaving for lunch, I noticed that Raif Efendi had not moved from his seat. He opened one of his desk drawers and took out a piece of bread wrapped in paper and a small lunch tin. Saying, “Enjoy your meal,” I left the room.

Although we sat across from each other in the same office for days, we hardly exchanged a word. I became acquainted with many of the employees from the other departments and even started going to a café with them after work to play backgammon. From them I learned that Raif Efendi was one of the oldest employees in the company. In fact, before the company had even been founded, he had worked as a translator for the bank to which we were now connected. No one seemed to remember when he had first arrived there.

People said that he had a rather large family to support and could barely make ends meet on his salary. When I asked why the company, which spent money so freely on so many other things, did not increase the wages of such a senior employee, the younger clerks laughed.

“He’s lazy that’s why,” they said. “We even doubt he really knows any foreign language.”

Later, however, I discovered that he knew German extremely well and that his translations were both accurate and elegant. He could effortlessly translate letters describing the qualities of ash and fir timber arriving through the Yugoslav port of Sušak, or documents explaining the operation and spare parts of railway sleeper drilling machines. The company manager would send out contracts and specifications that Raif Efendi translated from Turkish into German without the slightest hesitation.

Whenever he had nothing else to do, I noticed that he would quietly open a desk drawer and, without even taking it out, read a book inside it with an absent minded expression. One day I asked,

“What are you reading, Mr. Raif?”

He blushed as though I had caught him doing something improper and stammered,

“Oh... nothing... A German novel.”

He immediately closed the drawer.

Even so, no one in the company believed he knew a foreign language. Perhaps they had their reasons, because nothing about his appearance or manner suggested an educated linguist. No foreign words ever slipped into his speech, nor had anyone ever heard him mention that he knew another language. No foreign newspapers or magazines were ever seen in his hands or sticking out of his pockets. In short, he had none of the qualities of those people whose entire existence seemed to proclaim, “We speak European languages!”

The fact that he never asked for a raise based on his knowledge, nor sought better paying work elsewhere, only strengthened this opinion.

Every morning he arrived exactly on time. He ate his lunch in the office and, after making a few small purchases on his way home in the evening, went straight back to his house. Although I invited him several times, he would never agree to join us at the café.

“They’re waiting for me at home,” he would say.

I thought to myself, “He must be a happy family man, eager to return to his wife and children.” Later I discovered that this was far from the truth, but I shall speak of that in due course.

His reliability and diligence did nothing to protect him from being looked down upon at the office. If our Hamdi found even the smallest typing error in one of Raif Efendi’s translations, he would immediately summon the poor man and sometimes even come into our office himself to scold him. Hamdi was always far more cautious with the other employees, most of whom enjoyed the protection of one influential connection or another, and he feared receiving an unpleasant response from them. But with Raif Efendi, whom he knew would never dare answer back, he could treat him as roughly as he pleased. If a translation was delayed by only a few hours, Hamdi would turn crimson with anger and shout so loudly that the entire building could hear him.

After all, what intoxicates people more sweetly than testing their power and authority over another human being? Especially when, because of countless delicate calculations, the opportunity to exercise that power presents itself only against certain individuals.

From time to time, Raif Efendi would fall ill and stay away from the office. Most of these illnesses were nothing more than ordinary colds. However, a bout of pneumonia he said he had suffered many years earlier had made him excessively cautious. At the slightest sign of a cold, he would shut himself away at home. Whenever he went outside, he wore several layers of woolen undershirts, never allowed a window to be opened in the office, and in the evenings he would wrap scarves around his neck and ears before leaving, making sure the collar of his thick, though rather worn, overcoat was turned up properly.

Even when he was sick, he never neglected his work. The documents that needed translating would be sent to his house by an office messenger and collected again a few hours later. Yet there was always something in the attitude of the manager and of our Hamdi that seemed to say, “Look, we’re putting up with your sickly, complaining nature instead of dismissing you.” They never hesitated to remind him of this. Every time he returned after a few days’ absence, they would greet him with remarks such as, “Well then? I hope that’s finally over,” spoken with a sharpness disguised as concern.

Little by little, I too began to grow tired of Raif Efendi.

I was rarely in the office myself. Carrying a briefcase full of documents, I spent my days going from bank to bank and visiting the government offices where we received orders. From time to time I would return to my desk to organize the paperwork or explain matters to the manager or assistant manager.

Even so, I had come to believe that the man sitting motionless at the desk opposite me so still that one might doubt he was alive translating documents or reading his “German novel” hidden in his drawer, was truly a dull and insignificant creature.

I believed that anyone with a rich inner life would eventually feel compelled to express it. A man as silent and detached as he was, I thought, could possess only a form of life scarcely more animated than that of a plant. Like a machine, he came to the office, completed his work, spent his spare moments reading books out of some habit I could not understand, and in the evening did his shopping before returning home.

Perhaps illness was the only interruption in the endless procession of days and even years that seemed identical to one another.

According to my colleagues, he had always lived this way. No one had ever seen him become excited about anything. He responded to the most unreasonable and unfair accusations from his superiors with the same calm, expressionless gaze. Whenever he handed his translations to the typist or received them back, he always did so with the same meaningless smile, politely making his requests and offering his thanks.

One day, a translation that had been delayed simply because the typists had paid no attention to Raif Efendi became the cause of yet another scene. Hamdi came all the way to our office and shouted in a rather harsh voice,

“How much longer are we supposed to wait? I told you this was urgent and that I have to leave. You still haven’t brought me the translation of the letter from the Hungarian company!”

Raif Efendi immediately sprang to his feet.

“I finished it, sir. The ladies simply haven’t had a chance to type it. They were given other work.”

“Didn’t I tell you this was the most urgent job of all?”

“Yes, sir. I told them that as well.”

Hamdi raised his voice even further.

“Instead of answering me, do the job you were assigned!”

Then he slammed the door and walked out.

Raif Efendi followed him, going once again to plead with the typists.

Throughout this pointless scene, Hamdi had not even considered glancing in my direction. I sat thinking about him. A moment later, the German translator returned, took his seat, and lowered his head. His face wore that unshakable calm that could fill a person with astonishment even irritation.

He picked up a pencil and began scribbling on a sheet of paper. He was not writing words but drawing lines. Yet this was not the unconscious doodling of a nervous man trying to occupy himself. On the contrary, I thought I could detect a quiet, confident smile at the corners of his lips, just beneath his pale mustache.

His hand moved slowly across the paper. Every now and then he would stop, narrow his eyes, and study what lay before him. From the faint smile spreading across his face, I could tell that he was pleased with what he saw.

At last he set the pencil down and looked at the paper for a long time.

I had not taken my eyes off him.

Then I was startled to see an entirely new expression appear on his face. It was almost as though he felt pity for someone.

My curiosity became unbearable.

Just as I was about to rise, he stood up and went once more to the typists’ room.

I leaped from my chair, crossed the room in a single stride, and picked up the sheet of paper on which Raif Efendi had been drawing.

The moment I looked at it, I froze in astonishment.

On the sheet of paper, no larger than the palm of a hand, I saw Hamdi.

Within five or ten simple yet extraordinarily skillful lines, he was there in his entirety. I doubt that anyone else would have recognized the resemblance at first glance. In fact, if each feature were examined separately, perhaps none of them looked particularly like him. But for anyone who had just witnessed him standing in the middle of the room, shouting at the top of his voice, there could be no mistake.

That rectangular mouth, stretched open with an almost animal fury and an indescribable vulgarity; those narrow eyes that seemed desperate, as though they wished to pierce whatever they looked at but lacked the power to do so; that nose, whose wings spread exaggeratedly across the cheeks, giving the face an even more savage expression...

Yes, this was the portrait of the Hamdi who had stood there only a few minutes earlier or rather, the portrait of his soul.

But that was not what astonished me most.

Ever since I had joined the company, for months now, I had formed one judgment after another about Hamdi, each contradicting the last. At times I tried to excuse him; more often I looked down on him. I constantly confused his true personality with the personality his position had given him, then struggled to separate the two, only to find myself even more bewildered.

Yet the Hamdi revealed by a few strokes of Raif Efendi's pencil was precisely the man I had long wanted to see but had never been able to recognize. Despite the primitive and savage expression on his face, there was something deeply pitiable about him. Never had I seen cruelty and helplessness united so clearly in a single image. It was as though, after ten years of friendship, I was seeing him for the very first time.

At that same moment, the drawing suddenly explained Raif Efendi as well.

Now I understood his unshakable calm and his strange reserve toward other people. Could a man who understood those around him so completely, who saw into the depths of another person with such clarity, ever become excited or truly angry with anyone? Faced with someone struggling before him in all his smallness, what else could such a man do except remain as unmoved as stone?

All our disappointments, resentments, and outbursts of anger come from the unexpected, from what we fail to understand. But could anyone unsettle a person who is prepared for everything and already knows what to expect from everyone?

Raif Efendi had once again become a source of endless curiosity to me. Despite the sudden light that had just been shed on his character, I sensed that countless contradictions still surrounded him. The precision of the lines in the drawing I held made it obvious that it was not the work of an amateur. Whoever had created it must have devoted many years to painting. There was not only an eye capable of truly seeing what it looked at, but also the skill to capture every subtle detail of what it saw.

The door opened.

I hurried to put the drawing back on the desk, but I was too late.

Raif Efendi was approaching
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