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To the streets where I spent my youth.
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All characters, events, and places in this book are works of imagination. Do not take them seriously. If they were real, it would be wonderful. No, wait—it would be terrible. But we’d have fun. And actually, we did have fun.
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The tall, sparsely-haired old drunk with almond-shaped moustaches and an unsettlingly wide gap between his upper lip and nose had been following the woman heading into Club 46 from the far end of the street. The man had become fixated on this woman over the last few weeks. Why, I couldn’t say. Not that he’s the sort who could even get into that club anyway. A proper down-and-out. His breath permanently reeks of booze. His clothes are caked in grime. You’ll find him at any hour of the day pissing against a wall or passed out in some corner, bottle in hand. His brain’s pickled from too much drink—one of those delusional lunatics who thinks he’s someone important. So no, he couldn’t have gone inside to watch her performances. He must only see her coming and going in the evenings or early mornings. And if you ask me, she’s not even the best-looking woman in the club. In fact, in her everyday clothes as she walks through the door, she’s as ordinary as any woman on the street. Maybe even a bit dull-looking. 

The lanky drunk followed her right up to the club’s entrance. As they reached the door, his hand shot out toward her. The hulking, dark-skinned, leather-jacketed bouncer with a scruffy beard didn’t hesitate—he planted a fist square in the drunk’s jaw. The man froze like a machine unplugged, then toppled flat onto his back. We were watching the spectacle from the pavement tables of the shabby bar across the street. A few people jumped up, grabbed the bloke by the arms, and dragged him aside. The woman didn’t even glance back. The bouncer didn’t seem bothered either. That’s his job. Professional detachment. Nothing personal. 

The woman disappeared inside the club. The bouncer straightened up and resumed scanning the street as if nothing had happened. I took another swig of my beer. Checked the time. Nearly seven. I had a Nick Hornby book in hand—one of the funny ones—and was just finishing the last few pages. A couple of minutes later, the drunk came to. Someone took pity on him and brought him a beer. He sat on the kerb, sipping it while staring at Club 46. I finished my book. Happy it had entertained me. Sad it was over. Good books don’t come along often. Some lose me far too quickly. 

I gathered myself and stood. Stepped into the kebab shop run by Salman the Iraqi next to the bar. No idea what kind of meat it is, but with enough onions and spices, it’s edible. Most importantly, it’s cheap. Suspiciously cheap. I scanned for Salman, but he wasn’t around. Another bloke with half his teeth missing quickly wrapped a dürüm for me, bagged it, and handed it over. Paid and left. Crossed the street. The entrance to my flat building is right next to Club 46’s door. The bouncer gave me a hard stare as I passed. I ignored him. 

My shabby flat is on the second floor, facing Third Avenue, not Gustav Street. Small, two rooms, old. When you walk in, there’s a cramped kitchen counter to the left, two sagging armchairs ahead, a small table by the window with two wooden chairs. To the right, the bedroom and wardrobe. Plus, a tiny bathroom and toilet. That’s it. The wallpaper’s been peeling for ages. Stains from previous tenants, little pictures, traces of lives lived. The wooden floorboards bear the claw marks of dozens of dogs forced to live in this cramped flat over the years. The fridge rattles nonstop, day and night, like a wheezing old man. Some nights it’s so grating I have to unplug it just to sleep. The bathroom ceiling’s speckled with mould—the upstairs tenant’s shower leaks. Reported it to the landlord three months ago. Still no sign of anyone coming to fix it. Doubt anyone cares. Probably that shower will keep dripping long after this building’s been demolished. 

I tossed my jacket onto the armchair. Grabbed a beer from the cupboard. Sat at the little wooden table by the window and started on my kebab as I drank. Night had fallen. Third Avenue’s streetlamps did their best to cast an orange glow over the road. I hate this street. There’s something cursed about it, though I can’t put my finger on what. Soon the dealers and working girls will take their positions, and another evening matinee at the Beatrice Bridge open-air theatre will begin. 

My phone rang. 

“Yeah, boss,” I answered, mouth full. Took a swig of beer. 

“Levent, get to the workshop in the morning. We’re behind. The lads need help.” 

Hugo hung up before I could reply. 

“Fuck this life,” I muttered to myself. Outside, a woman in fishnets, a neon-green wig, and a short red dress strutted down the street. 

The good-girl type. 

I used to have a flatmate named Owen. Solid bloke. Loved him. Then he moved out, and we lost touch. On cold nights, we’d drink like dogs just to stay warm. Once we were pissed enough, he’d say, “Let’s hit Third Avenue and find ourselves a nice, family girl.” We’d stumble out into the freezing air without even layering up properly, drinking till dawn while catcalling or trying to chat up every working girl in sight. No idea what we got out of it. But we had a laugh. 

Now, something’s changed. Not life itself—that’s the same. Even the women have aged, still standing on the same corners. But something’s different. Like life’s lost its colour. Gone dull. 

I grabbed another beer from the cupboard. Three left. Hugo owes me a crate from last week’s match bet. I’ll remind him. 

Didn’t sit for long. Drank. Watched the street. Then knocked back the rest and crashed.
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If you need dreams, I’ve got some ready-made ones. I can spare a few. Trust me, I don’t need any more—they’ve poisoned me enough. I think there’s a threshold for dreams. Beyond a certain point, they turn toxic. Destroy you. When our minds drift into fantasies, we have to drag ourselves back out. Dreams are quicksand, a bottomless pit in the desert. Like falling endlessly in a nightmare. 

I don’t know—is this what they call a midlife crisis? How many years do you have to live before it counts? At what point does the clock start ticking? Take Cahit Sıtkı, for instance. When he wrote "Life at Thirty-Five, the Midway Point," he must’ve assumed he’d live to seventy. Poor bastard died at forty-six from pleurisy—a lung disease nobody even mentions anymore. That’s brutal. Imagine writing a heavy, enduring poem about ageing and the passage of time at thirty-five, convinced you’re at the halfway mark, only to realise later that your real midpoint was twenty-three. Maybe the words themselves betrayed how close he was to the end. Neither he nor his readers saw it coming. 

Around five on Monday evening, grimy from the workshop in the Fourth District, I boarded the metro. Fourth District is the first stop. The same people who’d been laughing, chatting, and arguing about last night’s match in the morning were now exhausted and hollow-eyed. The morning’s noise and chatter had given way to a resigned silence. You know the kind? Not all silences are the same. The hush of a library isn’t the same as the hush of a funeral home. Library silence is loud—your mind teems with words. You spot a girl across the table and spin dreams about her. Nobody dreams about a woman they see at a wake. At least, I hope not. 

I’m luckier than most. Most of these people are nameless factory workers, grinding away for eight, ten, twelve hours a day on heavy machinery, hot presses, death-row assembly lines—producing things for people they’ll never meet. Nameless because they’re interchangeable. To the factories, they’re just accounting entries. When finance needs to trim the budget, they slash numbers—tens, hundreds, thousands—without ever knowing their names. If accounting doesn’t care about your name, you don’t exist. Workers on a production line slowly being replaced by robots. And they know it. Every day, they race against technology. The new machines can work for hours, days, weeks, months—no complaints, no unions, no meals, no breaks, almost zero workplace accidents (though when accidents do happen, it’s still humans who die). No sickness, no stopping, not even a grumble if they’re well-oiled. No strikes. No demands. Meanwhile, the human workers wake up hard and have to ignore it. No time or energy left for sex. They throw on clothes, often skipping breakfast, and cram into buses, metros, trains, or company shuttles to the factory. There, they build the very robots that’ll put other workers out of jobs. Eventually, those same robots will replace them. Man creates his own killer. Nietzsche lived in relatively kinder times. Now we’re not just killing God—we’re erasing ourselves. One day, a man builds a robot, and the next, that robot costs him his job. Then the robot keeps building newer robots. The system runs on maximum efficiency. No escape. If they’re lucky, the system retires them after a while. Retirement isn’t a right or a luxury—those pensions we think of as rewards are just hush money. The truth? When an ageing human can’t meet the system’s demands anymore, and the system can’t recycle them into new machines or razor blades, it pays them off and kicks them off the line. Seen that way, retirement is just replacing worn-out cogs. If not for laws, they’d probably just put a bullet in the inefficient ones. Give it fifty years—we’ll see those days too. Maybe not that brutal, but something like this: 

"Ah, Mr. Levent, retiring already? Shame—you don’t look a day over sixty. Well, said your goodbyes? Come by after your shift, we’ll process your exit. Now, we’ve got two poisons. This one’s American—thirty seconds, deep sleep. Second drug slips you into a nice dream. Third one ends it all at your happiest moment. Forty-eight seconds total, then we package you off to the crematorium. Sadly, insurance doesn’t cover it. Cash payments to accounting, please. Oh, and there’s the state-approved option. Just kills you. Flat. Hurts a bit, but twenty seconds tops. We’ll tape your mouth, so you don’t scream. The tape’s our own brand—no extra charge. Decide by tonight, yeah? And hand over your exit pass—wouldn’t want you making a run for it. Nasty business, last week with Mr. Ahmet. Sniper round cost a fortune—bullet, service fee, transport to the crematorium... wouldn’t want to burden your family. Have a productive shift, Mr. Levent. See you at close. Don’t be late—I’ve got plans tonight. You understand." 

Then those robots go on to put more humans out of work elsewhere. The only winner in this story? The factory owner. The system hasn’t found a way to eliminate them yet—but their turn will come. Because this system wasn’t built by the owners. It’s nature’s balance. The gears we’ve set in motion demand maximum efficiency, and the capitalists just went along for the ride. But this order is a snowball rolling downhill. Sooner or later, it’ll crush the powerful too. Workers are used to being crushed—they’ll survive. The powerful? More fragile. 

Anyway, I’m no expert on social order, utopias, or ideals. I’m a simpler man. I said I’m luckier because I don’t work in a big factory. Couldn’t, even. Too anarchic for that. Years ago, I tried it for a day. Dad pulled strings to get me into a machine factory. First day, ten minutes late, the foreman tried to tear me a new one—so I threw a screwdriver at his head. They barely stopped me. Walked out before even starting. Maybe he was just asserting dominance. Maybe that’s how things worked. Or maybe he was just a cunt. Either way, I never looked back. Dad never tried finding me another job. 

Today, I was at a small workshop near the industrial district. Don’t always work there—just help out when orders pile up. Normally, I’m at the shop on Ferry Island. Have to dress better there, but at least I don’t have a forty-five-minute commute. The day passes chatting with Mary, customers, or the neighbouring shopkeepers, watching people come and go. 

Most workers got off at The Orchard, Greenwood Village, and Hillside. Riverwood and beyond are pricier. A few, like me, live around Beatrice Bridge—but being central isn’t always a perk. Beatrice Bridge is civilisation’s heart, yet inhuman, as Club 46 proves—no place for families. 

Got off at Gloomsbury Cathedral and headed to the GDD second-hand shop in Fidelis to browse books. Lost my library card, no idea how to replace it. Probably a fine. Not that I can’t pay—just too ashamed to ask. Feels like paying for nothing. I mean, sure, I get borrowing rights back, but no actual thing. Shouldn’t have to pay a penalty for reading books I don’t own. Or do we own the books that live in our minds? Is a book its pages, or the act of reading? Can you claim ownership of an unread book? 

Feels like I’ve betrayed a sacred trust. Can’t face the librarian: "Sorry, you trusted me with this card, and I lost it. How much do I owe for my irresponsibility?" Stupid, I know. Probably not even a big fine. But official paperwork terrifies me. Some clerks act like you’ve personally wronged them. So, I avoid it. Besides, never owning the books depressed me. Like everyone, I dream of my own library. But I keep putting it off. Two cheap shelves nailed to my wall hold all my books. I read a lot—love it—but my books vanish thanks to entropy. Friends borrow and never return. I tell myself I’ll get proper shelves, fill them, but survival always comes first. 

GDD (Global Donation Depot) is on the ground floor of FIDDLE, a massive, ancient office block. The building’s a puzzle—started in the fifties, expanded haphazardly, now crowned with a defunct phone tower. Too expensive to demolish, so they stripped the cables and left the metal skeleton. Next door is the only bank branch that serves the homeless—no cards, cash withdrawals only. Since theft’s rampant, nobody withdraws more than a few days’ worth. Constant foot traffic. The biggest, surliest security guards and most miserable clerks work here. Other branch managers threaten unruly staff with transfers here. And where do the homeless go after cashing out? GDD. 

Inside, the new season’s collection was on display—fresh batches of donated clothes, washed and sorted by churches. The regulars had already swarmed in. Luckily, none cared about the bookshelves. Shoved past a few heavyset blokes to the back. 

A familiar book stood out. Read it years ago at the library—Charles Bukowski, Post Office. Thick cardboard cover, a torn envelope on the front, tiny American flag in the corner. Probably the most American novel I’ve ever read. Raw, brutal. To some, a macho, disgusting book. To others, a masterpiece. To me? Deeply inspiring. Thought I might reread it. Even if not, it deserved a place in my future library. 

Let me digress here. Maybe a small defence on my own behalf. We’re all trying to be something in life. Chasing goals. Climbing ladders. The rewards—material or spiritual—serve one purpose: to give our short lives meaning. We scramble to become people worth remembering, with names that echo. Because history remembers the achievers—generals, presidents, scientists, tycoons, kings, emperors... Even philosophers have hierarchies. This one was that one’s student. But Post Office made me realise I’d been looking at it all wrong. It’s not about becoming a great man. Not about where you are in your career, or what your job is. It’s about the story you live. Every day, we witness dozens of stories—some we’re even inside. A beer at a bar, the music in the background, the waitress’s slipping stocking, 2 a.m., bloodshot eyes, insomnia, unpaid rent, the stench of the toilets—that’s a story worth telling. But we don’t see it. Don’t care. We don’t watch our lives through a stranger’s eyes. We wait for miracles like we’re waiting for fireworks. But life is about how you see your own story, how you tell it. Bukowski was a master at making the mundane worth reading. If you string the right stories together, any life becomes a novel. Living well takes skill. Without it, becoming a great man means nothing. History had tens of thousands of commanders—why do we remember only a handful? Did the others not climb the same ranks? No. It was never about rank. It was the stories. 

The other book I grabbed was John Grisham’s The Street Lawyer. Love Grisham. Even if you’re not a lawyer, he makes you feel like one. Writers who transplant you into another life, another body—they’re priceless. Doesn’t matter what life. Recently read Stephen King’s Lisey’s Story. Midway through, a madman attacks Lisey, hurts her bad. Couldn’t pick the book up for two weeks after. If I ever met King, I’d yell, "What the fuck was the point, you bastard?" How does someone even imagine that? To write it, you have to go there. Why? 

Took both books to the counter. Slid them across with a fiver. 

“No change. Want another book? Or wait five—someone’ll have coins,” said the woman. 

I looked up. Our eyes met. 

“Eva? Is that you?!” 

“Levo!”

She’d aged, sure, but she was still the same, I’d say. For a moment, we just stared at each other in stunned silence. Back then, her hair had been black as night and long—almost down to her waist. Now it was short, like Dolores O’Riordan’s. Messy, but with style. Silver threads had woven themselves around her temples and roots. Fine lines fanned out from the corners of her blue eyes. Her skin was rougher, her smile wearier, but it was still Eva. The changes in me were far more drastic. I used to have long hair, no beard. Not athletic, but in decent shape. Now? Bald, beer gut, scruffy beard—a different man entirely. The real miracle was her recognising me.

“Christ, how are you? How long’s it been?” I asked.

“Wait, wait. Stay out front. My break’s in five. I’ll bring your change,” she said. Behind me, two sour-faced women glared, annoyed at our reunion. The kind of women you don’t argue with. Only God knows how far they’d go.

I took the books outside. Wore a stupid grin. Seeing someone from the past does that. In another setting, I might’ve been ashamed. If I’d spotted her in a bank, dressed sharp, or in a luxury car at a red light, I’d have wanted her not to recognise me. I stank of sweat, dust. But here? We were on equal footing. Miserable, but equal.

Eva was an old uni mate. Years back. She studied Social Work. We’d hang at the same café between lectures. Met there, got close. Back then, she had this unhinged boyfriend—a gaming addict who barely attended class, jealous, crude, narcissistic. Never understood what she saw in him. The second she left the table, we’d all whisper: Why does she put up with him? You know the type. Polite in public, but the kind of bastard who’d beat a woman behind closed doors. Sometimes we’d bump into him at the café. I’d ignore Eva to avoid setting him off. We tried countless times to pull her out of that relationship. Never worked. She was scared. No one could protect her 24/7. The guy was deranged. Obsessed. Had serial killer written all over him. Getting rid of those types isn’t easy. Sounds simple—drag him into an alley, beat him senseless. Won’t stop him. Every punch would just feed his fixation. Police? Without hard evidence, they’d shrug. Restraining orders aren’t gravity—they don’t hold. The system’s gaps breed these monsters. Education voids, justice voids, failed filters. Sometimes, the system protects killers more than victims.

While waiting, I leaned against the building’s ledge, flipping through The Street Lawyer.

“Still reading, huh? Left you with a book ten years ago, find you with one now,” a voice laughed. She held two cardboard cups of coffee, quickly setting them on the ledge before hugging me. No one had hugged me that warmly in years. The dust and sweat didn’t seem to bother her.

“Let me get a proper look at you,” she said, gripping my shoulders. “You’ve grown. Never thought you would. What’re you doing here? You don’t belong in places like this.”

“Look who’s talking. What’s your excuse?”

She met my eyes. A thousand thoughts behind them. A long story she wanted to tell—I could feel it. But not here, not now.

“Later, yeah? Long story. You?” She tossed my question back.

“Long. Very long. You got a phone? Gimme. Maybe we’ll meet up, swap stories?”

“Deal!” she said. “Wednesdays are my day off. Call if you’re free. And don’t let your coffee go cold.”

She snatched my phone, dialled hers. Saved herself in lowercase: eva. I know what that means. When someone writes their own name in lowercase, they’re afraid of taking up space. A confidence thing—or fear. Is there a difference? Either way, it’s the dread of not measuring up.

I didn’t want to do her that injustice. Quickly edited it to EVA. She noticed, smiled.

“How’s your day? Exhausted?” I asked.

“My day? We skipping the years in between? Fine. It’s been shit. Exhausted. Feels like thousands have trampled over me. Every customer’s a violation. Fights, scammers, shoplifters stuffing clothes into their coats. More fights. First week, I thought I was unlucky. Now? Just how it is. New here. Still adjusting.”

“No adjusting to this shite. We’re all just flailing in the same mud. So, what brings you back? Where’ve you been?”

“Lived with Mum in Rutherford. You remember her. Met Arthur this summer—he was there on holiday. Dated a while. Long-distance after. Eventually, one of us had to move. So here I am. Hillside now. You’d like him. We should meet. What about you? How’s your day?”

“Had better. Thought I’d be at the shop today, but boss called last night—workshop instead. Spent all day cutting timber for some new build’s doors and frames. Never want to see wood again. Covered in sawdust. Feet swollen. Cold. Exhausted. Reek. Life’s lost all appeal. But seeing you? Actually helped.”

I remember us talking for hours back then. About what? Gossip, campus news, lectures, music, new films and books, relationships, future dreams. I’d play guitar; she’d sing. Now, after this small talk, silence settled. I searched her eyes. Wanted to say something—but what? Just wanted the conversation to last.

“Smoke?” she asked, pulling a pack from her back pocket.

“Nah, still don’t.”

“Still? Christ. Thought life would’ve worn you down by now.

She lit up. Took a deep drag. Sipped her coffee.

“Where’s your other half?” she asked.

“Who? Owen? No idea. Haven’t seen him in as long as you, probably.”

“What? You don’t talk anymore? You two were inseparable. What happened?” She exhaled away from me.

“Hard to sum up now. Memories fade. Maybe we both remember things wrong. Probably both right in our own ways. Wasn’t even a big fight. I was in a bad place. Put him in a tough spot. He resented me; I resented him. Both going through hell at the same time. No energy left for friendship. Life hit us both at once. We had expectations but no strength to meet them. Never talked. Just retreated. Learned to live without each other. Got used to the silence. Never reached out again. Think he’s in the States now. Quiet life. Don’t hear much. Miss him, honestly. But that bridge burned long ago. What about yours? What was his name?”

“Forget it. Don’t even remember. I’m trying not to.” Another deep drag. Exhaled over her shoulder. Finished her coffee. Checked the time. I’d struck the wrong chord. The past was a door best left closed now.

“Shouldn’t keep you from work. Call me, yeah? Let’s talk,” I said. She smiled, genuine.

“Yeah, promise. You call too, anytime.”

She stubbed her cigarette out in the last sip of coffee. A bin stood by GDD’s entrance. We tossed our cups in. One last hug.

“Wait, your change,” she said, pressing coins into my palm. “See you, Levent.”

“See you.”

A light drizzle started. I tucked the books inside my jacket to keep them dry. Turned down the alley toward Beatrice Bridge.
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Tuesday Morning. The light drizzle turned heavier as I left the house, so I opened my umbrella. It didn’t stop my shoes from getting soaked. By the time I reached Fidelis, they’d lost their battle against the rain. Can’t expect much from a cheap pair of trainers, I suppose. I ducked under a tram shelter to keep my socks from drowning, bought a ticket from the machine, and waited for the number three. Five minutes later, it arrived, packed with sour-faced commuters.

Working at the shop is better than the workshop, but I’d still take the Fourth District metro over this tram any day. At least those people feel alive. The tram crowd? All white-collar workers from St. Peter’s Street, heading to Gloomsbury Cathedral. From there, most shuffle off to Cobblestone or transfer to another line. The factory workers on the metro know how to talk. The second they board, someone—whether they know each other or not—asks, "See the match last night?" Someone answers. Another joins in. The conversation drifts to politics or women. No competition between them. No greed poisoning them. No envy turning them into enemies. Not that they’re virtuous—they just don’t have the luxury of sin. They’ve got learned helplessness, retirement dreams, and lives they tolerate rather than enjoy. But these tram passengers? Their greed, ambition, and petty rivalries turn my stomach. Worse? I know if I had the chance, I’d be one of them. And that makes me even sicker.

At Gloomsbury Cathedral, I switched to the number four tram—slightly better. Ferry Island’s shop workers and tradesmen ride this one. They’ve got some greed, sure, but they won’t stab each other at the first opportunity.

I got off near Astoria Hotel. The rain was relentless now. I hurried down Villa Street toward West Shore Road, passing a chain café along the way. They think scribbling your name on a cup makes it personal. It doesn’t. The only thing that makes a café experience personal is the staff knowing and liking you. These chain places? Same miserable baristas everywhere, acting like they’re dispensing life-saving elixirs instead of coffee. Never understood people who turn drinks into philosophy and then act superior about it. You see it with whiskey, raki, wine—"Oh, this one’s peaty with a hint of oak and regret." Yeah, alright. If it makes you happy, fine.

I shook out my umbrella before stepping inside. Four or five people queued ahead of me. My eyes landed on a sad little croissant in the glass display—plain, buttery, cheap, and guaranteed to wreck your stomach. The guy in front took five minutes to order, debating milk types, lactose, fructose, and gluten with the cashier. Finally decided, then spent another eternity digging through his wallet for a loyalty card. Every second of his oblivious selfishness grated on me. The queue behind him? Didn’t matter. It was his turn, and he’d milk it dry.

When my turn came, the cashier asked which coffee I wanted. "Just the croissant," I said. She blinked, as if pastries were reserved for coffee buyers. I met her stare. I was damp, pissed off, sleep-deprived—ready to argue. She gave up, bagged the croissant, and took my coins without a "have a nice day." In places like this, your order defines your worth. Latte drinkers? Sophisticated. Americano? No-nonsense. Nothing? Invisible.

I opened the shop. Mary wasn’t in yet. A wood decor store—you walk in, and there I am, sitting at the front table with catalogues, waiting for customers. Sample kitchens line the walls, faucets dry, fake marble countertops pristine. The back corner displays door and frame models. Behind that, Mary’s office. Mary—the wife Hugo married in his twilight years when he decided to secure his legacy. This whole business? Just a way to keep her busy.

I set the croissant and the book from my inner pocket on the table, kicked off my shoes and socks, and left them by the electric heater to dry. Checked the coffee machine on one of the display counters—refilled the water and grounds, switched it on. Flipped the radio. Still tuned to my station. Mary doesn’t bother with the radio when I’m not here. She prefers blasting pop hits from her laptop, chasing youth. The Boomtown Rats played—"I Don’t Like Mondays." I like radios. You don’t pick the next song. Sometimes, you discover something new. Other times, it throws you back into a memory. Like Eva—an old friend appearing where you least expect.

Mopping the floor and dusting the display kitchens took fifteen minutes. Dumped the dirty water down the toilet, washed my hands, poured myself coffee. Sat at the table, exhaled. Flipped through an old decor magazine, then picked up my book.

An hour or two passed. Shoes and socks dried. No customers. Who wakes up early thinking, "I’ll browse kitchens today"? Though occasionally, you get the oddballs.

Around eleven, Mary swept in—polished, mature, radiating woman. Even at her sickest, she never skimps on makeup, outfits, or jewellery. For Hugo, she must always dazzle. Until then, my morning had felt like a time lapse. No clue what I’d even done.

Mary’s in her forties, short-haired, not what you’d call sharp, but she knows how to keep men hooked. Cheerful, flirty, loves to talk—always finds something to say. Her greatest joy? Daily horoscopes. Across the street, there’s a realtor cut from the same cloth. Mary often abandons shop to gossip with her or hit the salons. Our boss, Hugo, is seventy. One day, he’ll have a heart attack on top of her. Or under her. Hard to say.

"Levent, good morning!" she chirped, sliding her sunglasses onto her head. Why she was wearing them in this gloom, I’ll never know.

"Morning, Mary. How are you?"

She hovered in the middle of the shop, scanning.

"Did you mop?" she asked, as if the floors were filthy. I bit back a curse.

"Yes, Mary. Dusted the displays too. Cleaned the coffee machine, refilled it. Everything’s fine. Did you send last Friday’s orders to the workshop?"

"Done, don’t worry. Are you going to the workshop today? Did Hugo say anything? I need to leave early. If he calls, just say Mary said you had to stay."

"No, he didn’t mention it. Probably not. Finished what I could yesterday. The rest is up to the craftsmen."

Mary took her coffee and retreated to her office. I found a crossword in the back of the decor magazine and started filling it in. Reading around Mary is pointless—she’ll interrupt constantly.

Ten minutes later: "Levent, one of yours died! Rasim, some guy. Did you know him? Poor thing, so young. Stabbed on Beatrice Bridge." She was scrolling through morning news—her second-favourite pastime. Debating headlines with me, spouting nonsense opinions I’m meant to nod along with. Doubt Hugo values her insights. He prefers her quiet. Their dynamic’s... odd. Hyper-traditional, power-play submission. Mary’s not the type to be controlled easily—but she craves men who can dominate her. And Hugo? She worships him like a slave.

"No, didn’t know him. There are thousands of Turks in Gloomsbury alone. Especially the new ones—no clue who they are."

"Why not?"

"Why would I? I was born here, grew up here, studied here. Barely been to Turkey except for summer trips and military service. My dad was Turkish. My name’s Turkish. That’s it. I’m half-immigrant at best."

"Huh. We’ve never talked about this," she said, voice clearer now. Leaning in her doorway, coffee in hand, jacket off. Deep V-neck black tee, breasts screaming "we’re fake!"—not that anyone cared. I forced eye contact.

Just then, a man in his sixties walked in. Well-dressed—not expensive, but tidy. Suit, proper tie. I stood to greet him.

He’d recently bought mass-produced cabinets from a global furniture chain and regretted it. At first, I wasn’t sure if he was serious. Sometimes people wander in just to browse, ask for colour swatches, then vanish forever. Why? No idea. You’d try on clothes, flip through books—but kitchens?

When I pegged him as a real buyer, I glanced at Mary. She caught the hint, swooped in.

"We don’t do assembly-line work," she said. "Everything’s custom. Levent here will measure your kitchen, we’ll design it, you approve, we build and install. Measurements and design are free. Want him to note your address? We can schedule a visit."

The man checked his watch.

"My wife’s home now, actually. We’re just on Captain’s Alley."

After a quick chat, I took his address, grabbed my measuring tape and notebook, and headed out.

A woman in her sixties answered—tan, green-eyed, long black hair, tight jeans, black bustier. Her voluptuous body clashed absurdly with her outfit.

"From the decor place?" she asked. The husband must’ve called ahead.

"Yes, here to measure your kitchen."

She let me in. Normally, I don’t mind flirting with clients, but something here felt off. A bad smell, a vibe.

The kitchen cabinets looked brand new. I checked inside—no issues. A red kitchen would’ve clashed horribly with the pastel walls anyway. No reason to replace them. But work’s work. I sketched a rough layout, noting wall dimensions, pipe and socket placements, beams.

She opened the fridge, pulled out two beers. Chugged half of one in a go, offered me the other.

"Want one?"

"No thanks. Bit early for me."

"Why? It’s just a beer."

As I measured the sink, she hopped onto the counter beside me. Her breasts swayed. She took another swig. Heavy, cheap perfume wafted over.

"Was that your husband at the shop earlier?" I asked, focusing on my notes.

"Pumpjack, hammer, husband, slave, lover, master, partner—call him what you like. We’re... open. You get it, yeah?"

"Don’t think I do," I said.

She touched my arm.

I was backing off. Maybe someday I’d regret passing up the opportunity, but in that moment, I didn’t. Who knows what would’ve happened if I’d played by that woman’s rules? Maybe she was wild in bed. Maybe her husband got off on it. Maybe he was watching from behind a door, getting his kicks. Some twisted arrangement between them. Not my business. 

I’m not exactly a man of high moral standards. Their dynamic didn’t bother me. But something there felt wrong. Off. Like a bad smell you can’t place. I calmly shifted my position, pretending to check the power outlets. Made it clear I wasn’t interested. When she realized she wasn’t getting what she wanted, she didn’t push. Just disappeared into the house with her beer, not even bothering to see me out. I shut the door behind me. 

"So? Got all the measurements? Should I call Stephanie to fast-track this? What do you think?" 

I dropped the notepad, pen, and tape measure on the table. Took a deep breath. 

"Let’s hold off. If they follow up in a couple days, we’ll have Stephanie make up some excuse. Didn’t seem like serious buyers." 

Mary left for shopping in the afternoon and never came back. Typical. Can’t say I’d act any different in her place. 

The rest of the day dragged. Read my book, drank coffee. Paced when boredom struck. Rearranged catalogues. Near closing, Hugo walked in—tall, silvering hair, expensive suit, looking every bit the wealthy man he was. 

"How are you, Levent?" 

"Thanks, boss. Had better days. You?" 

"Same." 

He pulled a bottle of Jack Daniels from a paper bag and sat at my table. "Go on, lock up. No one’s coming this late. Pour us a drink. Got somewhere to be?" 

"Was just heading to The Bear." 

I grabbed two whiskey glasses we kept as display props in the sample kitchens, dropped in a few ice cubes, filled them halfway, and stashed the bottle back in the cupboard. 

"That girl you used to bolt out of here for—what was her name? Whatever happened to her?" 

"Forget it. Guess she didn’t like how I lived. Wanted a more put-together man. You know the type—family man, ironed shirts, investments, savings, in bed by nine, reads García Márquez or George Eliot, listens to classical. Liked me but wanted to mold me into that. Couldn’t take it, so I left." 

"Good. That’s the right stance. Never reshape yourself for someone else. The second you do, they lose respect. Stop loving you. Women do this for two reasons. Some see it as a challenge—trying to break and reshape you, but what they really want is to see you stand firm. They’re testing the man in you. The others? Modern-world lunatics. Trying to turn you into some delicate, sensitive creature. Given the chance, they’d chop your cock off for being too masculine. Don’t laugh, I’m serious. So never change." 

"Cheers, Hugo." We clinked glasses. 

Hugo’s a hardcore alcoholic. Probably hasn’t stopped drinking since his first wife died. Doesn’t slur, doesn’t stumble. Unshakable. 

We chatted a while longer—small talk. Told him about the morning’s clients. 

"Should’ve had some fun, you idiot," he laughed. "I can’t do that stuff—too much to lose if things go sideways. But you? What’ve you got to lose? Go for it. Older women know tricks you won’t find with twenty-year-olds. Blow your mind." 

"Dunno. Just felt off. Too aggressive even for me. You know when something’s too good? Like, there should be some effort, some chase. Best part of flirting is breaking down those little walls. Like old arcade games—progressing through levels." 

"If it seems unrealistically good, it’s a trap." 

"Exactly. And you know me—I don’t care much about age or looks." 

"Fair. Anyway, plans tonight? Come have dinner at ours if you’re free." 

A generous offer, especially when I was low on cash, but I declined. Spending time with Hugo is great but exhausting. Constant conversation—debates, stories, advice, tales of his travels, the people he’s met. And with Mary added in? You have to stay sharp—laugh, comment, engage. If you can’t match their energy, it drains you fast. We don’t just sit in silence, eating, drinking. Every moment has to mean something. They’re rich people living life to the fullest, squeezing value from every second. Sometimes, I just need empty silence to exist. 

"Thanks, but I should head out." I topped up Hugo’s glass, left mine in the sink for tomorrow, tucked my book into my inner pocket. 

"See you, Hugo." 

I left.
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I stepped out of the shop and started walking up Villa Street. Though dark clouds still loomed overhead, the rain had stopped. I didn’t feel like paying for the tram, so I took the backstreets toward Stonegate—a half-hour walk. 

As I walked, I realized how much the day at the shop had eaten away at me from the inside. I watched the people passing by—sitting in cafés, chatting, going about their lives. Maybe their lives were just as dull and unbearable to them. Who knows? But sitting in that decor shop all day, enduring Mary’s tedious chatter, occasionally running to the workshop, then tolerating Hugo’s bourgeois evenings—none of it was sustainable. I’d wasted too much time here. All I’d wanted after dropping out was to work somewhere briefly while figuring things out. Instead, I’d trapped myself in a restless world of misery and routine. A kind of helplessness. Felt like there weren’t many jobs I could do, and the ones I wanted to do weren’t possible in this world. Yet here I was, pushing thirty, haunted by the nagging sense that I had to change something. The worst part? Pitying myself but still not doing anything about it. That’s what really kills a person—self-pity. It drains every ounce of life energy you have. Hope grinds itself down. When you pity yourself, when you place yourself lower, the whole world sees you that way. A man who pities himself can’t lead nations, win wars, slam his fist on a table, or meet the love of his life and share a passionate love. Knowing this and still being trapped in melancholy—that’s the paradox. I kept searching for where I belonged, knowing full well I didn’t belong here. But where was I supposed to be? What could I do? 

The Bear was a basement bar tucked into the backstreets of Stonegate. Ned’s place. Not that he owned it—no idea who did—but Ned made it his own. He’d been here for years, started working here back in uni. Then, like the rest of us, he dropped out and decided to spend the rest of his life here. Rain or shine, storm or calm, I’d never seen him leave. No vacations. Never sick. Never dead. Maybe he never even stepped outside. Not sure. We got along great. Sometimes I’d order two beers, and three would arrive. Or four. He’d plop down at my table with a bowl of nuts like he was joining the conversation, then vanish. If he saw us, he’d hook us up. Didn’t hesitate to comp drinks. In return, we made the place look busy. If things got rowdy, we’d grab troublemakers by the collar and toss them out. At closing, we’d help clean up. Kitchen, toilets, stage—wherever needed, we pitched in. Just trying to repay the favours. 

The Bear was in the basement of an old two-story building. The upstairs was a quiet restaurant facing the bustling Stonegate, while the entrance to The Bear was a set of stairs leading down at the side, marked only by a weathered wooden sign. A bar for those in the know. Still, it had a solid crowd—mostly punk types. 

On Saturday nights, a punk band called Oil Heads—JP on bass—played their incomprehensible originals. We’d push the tables aside, pack the place, and dive into a chaotic mosh pit. If you don’t know what a mosh pit or a Wall of Death is, imagine two medieval armies charging at each other in a field. Most of them were just regular folks—academics, students, lawyers, accountants, bank clerks. But the second they walked through The Bear’s door, they were punk. Punk rock wasn’t really my thing, but I loved the noise. The spirit of it. When I was in the right mood, throwing myself into that battlefield, getting crushed between shoulders, shoving some guy only to jump arm-in-arm with him later—pure energy. 

"Ned, what’s up?" 

Ned was behind the bar, wrestling a new keg into place. He ducked under the counter, disappearing for a second before his voice floated up. 

"Same old. Same old’s about to fuck me to death. You?" 

"Same." 

I took a stool at the bar. 

"What’ll it be?" he asked. 

"Guinness. Or whatever cheap stout you’ve got." 

He pulled a dark, thick beer from the tap—no idea what it was—and slid it over without asking for payment. 

"How much?" 

"Fuck it, it’s the dregs anyway. Changing it now. What’s up? You look off." 

"Nah. Just the usual." 

A silence. He kept staring, waiting. Knew I’d talk. 

"Man, I’m tired. Just living day to day now. Waiting for the next morning like it’s a battle I have to survive. This isn’t living. I wake up, go to that fucking shop, mop floors, make coffee, sit around. People come and go. Show them kitchens. Measure doors and walls. Not even doing anything useful. Not creating anything. Not achieving shit. Then night comes. Wait for the next day. Nothing changes. Just the same empty fight on repeat. You ever feel like that?" 

"What happened? Fight with Hugo? Or his sex-crazed wife?" 

"Nah. Just tired. Don’t you get tired?" 

"I’m happy here, man. Pull me from behind this bar, and I’d suffocate and die. But I’m lucky. Doing what I love. Don’t overthink the rest. You guys are here, the music’s here, the crowd’s here. There’s a synergy. I’ll ride this till the wheels fall off. Don’t sweat it too much. The more you think, the deeper you sink. No way out once you start down that road. Just relax." 

"Yeah, you’re right. Hey, guess who I ran into the other day? Eva—remember her? Used to come here. Pretty sure you’d remember. Black hair?" 

"That nympho chick who dated the troglodyte? Blue eyes?" 

"That’s the one." 

Ned’s eyes lit up. "Where’s she been? Been years. If she’s not still with that idiot, bring her around." 

"Actually, hold on." I pulled out my phone, found EVA, and hit call before overthinking it. It rang. One, two, three, four, five... Just as I was about to give up, she answered. 

"Levo? How are you? Sorry, was just leaving work. Couldn’t pick up. Didn’t think you’d actually call, to be honest. Bit of a surprise." 

"I’m good. You? Free tonight? At The Bear with Ned. Thought of you." 

"Ned? He’s still there? Alright, be there in twenty. Don’t go anywhere. See you." 

She hung up. I turned to Ned. 

"She’s coming," I said. "And for the love of God, don’t scare her off in the first five minutes." 

"What, do I look like a creep?" 

"Fuck off. Your reputation precedes you." 

He grinned shamelessly. 

"Look, I’ve got a statistical method for this. You spot a girl, chat her up, flirt, take her out. First date? Nothing happens. Week later, next meet-up, maybe a kiss. You’re the romantic type—if you’re lucky, you’re in her bed in a month. Success rate? Let’s say thirty percent. Optimistically. So, you’re averaging 0.3 women a month. The rest of the time, you’re finishing the job yourself. Me? In that same time, I’m flirting with thirty women. Even if my success rate’s just five percent, that’s still five women to your one. Pure statistics." 

"What happens when you run out of women?" 

"Gloomsbury’s endless. Why would it run out? Millions of people here. New women arriving, graduating school. Life’s not infinite anyway. How many more years can I keep this up? Life’s not as bleak as you think. Enjoy it." 

Maybe Ned was right. He was an interesting guy—short, bald, clean-shaven, endlessly energetic, always hyped on pills by Saturday night. Doubt anything could kill his mood as long as the bar stood. And maybe he was right—life wasn’t that grey. Sometimes it’s not about what you experience, but how you see it. 

"Anyway, I’ll grab a table. Need anything, just wave," I said, taking my beer to an empty spot. At this hour, all the tables were free. Weekends, people trickled in by afternoon, but weeknights were dead. 

Fifteen minutes later, Eva walked in. Black jacket, brown leather pencil skirt. She glanced around, spotted Ned behind the bar, and smiled. Ned, who usually played it cool, broke his own rules this time—darted out from behind the bar and hugged her. He stood a head shorter than her, but knew exactly how to turn it to his advantage. Something about people pitying him made them let their guard down. Never quite figured out how he did it. 

After the hug, Ned pointed her to my table. I stood as she approached. We embraced. 

"Good call inviting me. Forgot about this place. Still the same?" she asked, shrugging off her jacket and draping it over the chair. 

"Dunno. Maybe. Most faces have changed, but the core’s here. You saw Ned. JP’s around, probably show up later. Pi’s always here. See Sam sometimes. Denna drops by. Jean’s still around—married Meave, even have a kid now. People come and go. Stick around, you’ll see." 

As Eva sat, Ned brought her a glass of red wine and a beer for himself, joining us at the table. 

"Welcome back. Cheers!" He raised his glass, officially marking Eva’s return. 

Time passed. At first, I considered mentioning her boyfriend, but since she didn’t bring him up, I didn’t either. Suited me just fine. Ned was in high spirits. Despite it being a weeknight, the place slowly filled up. By ten, every table was taken. Ned’s playlist jumped from Black Flag to The Exploited, Discharge, Green Day, The Offspring, then finally Napalm Death and Butthole Surfers. Soon, we had to lean in and shout into each other’s ears just to be heard. Eventually, we gave up trying to talk. 

Eva wasn’t much of a wine drinker. After the wine, she switched to beer. We downed a few rounds. The more she drank, the looser she got—and the bolder Ned became. But when his back was turned, I could see from her face she was just humouring him. At one point, she took my hand—casually. I didn’t read into it. With the noise, we couldn’t talk, and the silence between us grew awkward. Maybe she was just closing the distance. 

By midnight, my head was pounding. Ned swung by our table again. 

"Fuck you and fuck punk music. My head’s killing me," I said. 

"Then fuck off, no one’s forcing you," he shot back. Just then, a scuffle broke out at a back table—two guys trading punches. Girls scrambled away as a few loudmouths egged them on. Ned gave me a helpless look. I stood, but before I could intervene, one of the fighters threw a wild punch that caught me square on the cheek. My vision flashed. A chair stood nearby—I climbed onto it and launched myself at the guy, tackling him to the floor. As we hit the ground, his opponent tried to kick him, but Ned yanked him back in time. The kick missed, and the guy stumbled. By then, others saw Ned involved and jumped in to help. Someone turned the music down. I hauled the guy up, and together, we dragged both fighters outside, dumping them on the pavement. 

"Hurting bad?" Ned asked. My cheek throbbed. 

"Fuck this job," I muttered. "When are you gonna hire a proper bouncer so we don’t have to take punches?" 

"Hold on, I’ll get you ice," he said. I returned to the table, holding my cheek. Eva gently pulled my hand away to inspect the damage. 

"Oof, right on the bone. Not too swollen, but it’ll bruise for a while," she said, taking the ice pack from Ned and pressing it to my face. Ned reappeared with a bottle of Jack Daniels—already a quarter gone. He set it on the table. He reached for his wallet and pulled out a fifty. 

"What’s this?" I asked. 

"On me tonight. Sorry about that," he said. I smirked. 

"Bottle’s already a quarter empty, man." 

"Don’t push your luck. That’s overpayment for one punch," he laughed. 

"Whatever. I should head out. Work tomorrow," I said. Eva checked her watch. 

"I’ll walk with you," she said. 

Picture a cat. A natural hunter stalking a plump pigeon on the sidewalk, dreaming of sinking its teeth into those juicy thighs or tearing open its belly. Mouth watering, stomach growling, creeping closer—only for someone to scare the pigeon away at the last second. The cat watches, crushed, as its meal flies off. Right now, Ned was the cat, and I was the one flying off with the pigeon. His night was over. 

I didn’t ask Eva where she was headed. We walked around to the front of the building. Some Stonegate spots were still open, kids loitering with beers in hand. A few raindrops hit my face, but it was barely a drizzle. We cut through a side street to Third Avenue, then toward Beatrice Bridge. Eva linked her arm with mine. I tossed the ice pack into the gutter, keeping the whiskey bottle in my other hand. I took a swig, then offered it to her. She twisted off the cap, pocketed it, and drank. 

Past Beatrice Bridge, the street corners filled with drifters and working girls. I’d walked this route so often, we’d developed a nodding acquaintance. They ignored us; we ignored them. 

We turned onto Gustav Street, heading for my apartment. Club 46 was in full swing—taxis idling outside, techno thumping through the walls.

"What kind of place is this?" Eva asked. 

"Strip club. Club 46. Owen would’ve loved it, I’m sure." 

"Ever been inside?" 

"Nah. Wish I could. Expensive as hell. A hundred just to get in the door. Drinks cost a fortune inside, shows are extra, private booths, dances—they bleed you dry. Seen plenty of guys get the shit kicked out of them for not paying their tab. Maybe I’ll try it someday, but not today. Already took enough punches for one night." 

"I’ll fix you up, don’t worry," she said, kissing my bruised cheek. I was surprised but tried not to show it. Nothing looks dumber than a man desperately hiding his shock and excitement. She laughed when she saw my face. The bouncer at Club 46 turned at the sound, stared for a moment
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