September 2002: In the Beginning.

School has started, and as of yesterday I have completed my first full week of teaching. Prior to that I had spent two weeks sitting in the English Department enveloped by the smoke of twelve teachers, drinking too much Nescafe 'n Coffee Whitener (in a land famed for their coffee, they all drink Nescafe and Whitener), making pointless lesson plans for the year for the benefit of the Board of Directors who don't even speak English but who are really keen on formalities and paperwork.  The bureaucracy here is fascinating. I am constantly having forms and papers in Turkish thrust before me as I cross the playground, walk the halls, or stand at my desk, with a pen stabbing at where I am expected to sign in triplicate for something I am totally unable to decipher. As of last week, I am quite certain that I have signed away my house, my car, my first born son, and my left kidney. I suppose when they realize I have no house, no car, and no first born son then they'll go after my right kidney and perhaps one of my lungs. We'll see.

At any rate, this school- modeled on the modernizing principles of Ataturk ( Ataboy there, Ataturk!) is a most fascinating place, filled with ritual and unavoidable displays of veneration and idolatry. I feel like I'm strolling through a world where Stalin mated with the Wizard of Oz and their child went on to found a Primary school. There are Ataturk mottos, statues, paintings, murals, and lone 3D death masks emerging from the walls of classrooms, like a head emerging from the wall, painted gold. Every morning there is an assembly in the playground, with the children neatly lined up according to pre painted lines on the pavement.  The headmaster, one of the Powerful Men who run the school in their enormous ties, Brylcreem'd hair, and auras of undisputed authority, gives a long speech about how the staff in the English Department have been so kind as to donate their houses and cars and first born sons to the school (no need for a bake sale now!), then several children recite poetry or inspirational pieces, sounding just like the men who bellow out on the street about the various vegetables they are selling that day from their cart.  Then the national anthem (which sounds just like that Kurt Weill song about the whorehouse where we used to live), then the school chant, which allows hundreds of already over excited and hyperactive children to get even more over excited and hyperactive before heading to their first class.  Stunning stuff.

The classes themselves are also quite peculiar. They are totally bare, devoid of pictures or colour, even in the lowest grades, aside from a few choice Ataturkian words of wisdom. The children are crammed in, thirty or so to a class, so tightly packed that the desks touch. Some of the kids are fantastic and so well behaved you could cry, and some of the kids are certifiable lunatics. One little boy reminds me of the wild eyed fellow in the Prodigy's Firestarter video.  Yesterday, in one of my grade 5 classes, a boy at the back of the class started taking off his trousers as I was teaching a lesson about the use of adjectives. They have a vague understanding of the concept of raising their hand to ask a question- essentially, they erupt from their seats en masse and rush me, hands waving in the air as they pin me to the chalky black board, bellowing TEACHERTEACHERTEACHERTEACHERTEACHER!in my ear. Then they proceed to state their case in 150 decibel Turkish, tumbling over each other like blind puppies fighting for nipple space on their mother. It's a fascinating thing, these classes. I've chosen a path of calm within the chaos which seems to work relatively well.  The other option is part time alcoholism, which my flat mate Elsa and I have debated a few times after particularly long days. Local wines cost about $2-5 per bottle, and if you can stomach the 50% alcohol Raki, then that goes for about $5 a bottle. Unlike in Canada, I can definitely afford to ruin my health here. 

This is an amazing place to live, though somewhat restrictive and conservative. We had a party last night, in theory a very late welcoming party for the four new foreign teachers (myself being one of them). It was quite packed with people from the school, with a few of the music teachers playing Turkish music on the instruments they'd brought. A lot of dancing and singing. Not too wild, but quite lively. Then, at eleven, the police called to say that we were being disruptive and loud and that we had to stop now. The end. Funny that. 

Sept 27

A funny thing happened on the way to the police station to get my residence permit...

Almost a full month after I was supposed to have applied for it, I was informed by the head of the English department that today was finally the day to apply for my residence permit. Friday is my late-start morning, the lone day for sleeping in, but Ali said that there would be a car waiting for the new English teachers at the school gate at 8:30. Actually, there was a taxi, a very small, battered taxi. There are four of us, and three of us crammed into the surreally upholstered backseat, arms and legs and hips all a-jumble. In the front seat sat the driver, and Wahleed, and on Wahleed's lap, half hanging out the window with our application forms in his hand, the man from the police station. His police car stayed parked in front of the school. We drove a great distance, down back streets where the driver honked maniacally without slowing down at each four-way intersection. Throughout this journey, we had vague doubts about the wisdom of getting into a taxi with a strange man who spoke no English and never confirmed his identity.  After arriving at the enormous police station and bidding farewell to the taxi man and taking note of our geographical location (where the hell are we?), we climbed the vast stairs, went through security gates, had our bags searched, and were led down a dimly lit hallway, following the man who had brought us. We stopped in a large room full of people in uniform who stared at us and spoke in Turkish to each other whilst pointing and laughing. We were ushered to sit and we did. Then nothing. After ten minutes the inevitable tea tray came in and we were offered our ubiquitous tulip glass. Wahleed offered to get ours from the tray across the room. As he served us, the Turks sat with baffled looks on their faces-- a man serving three women??  When Wahleed told him he was South African they seemed to understand- he's dark skinned, so obviously his last job was as a manservant or slave. No one ever believes Elsa when she says she's S. African. They point to her pale skin and shake their heads. They tell her she must have misunderstood their question and perhaps she is really British? (She's a hardcore Boer from the FreeState--- someone you should never accuse of being British).  We sipped tea, passports in hand. No one asked to see them. No one looked at the application forms, because if they had, they would have noticed that Wahleed hadn't filled one out yet. He kept asking if he could, and they kept dismissing him. After a half hour sitting drinking tea, we left as abruptly as we'd arrived. A new taxi man drove us home. No one looked at our passports.  Wahleed never filled out his form. Surreal.

October 2

I finally got paid today and am officially a multi millionaire, with approximately 750 million lira in my lovely little bank account (I bank at Yapi Kredi-- where all the chihuahuas bank-- yap! yap!).  I got the bank teller to stamp my bank book so I could look at those darling little zeroes. Surreal.  And indeed, veering into the surreality of the day, after attempting to remove the first 50 million of my fortune with my bank card (another adventure, as the on-screen options are only in Turkish... Interesting note: when they ask you if you want another transaction, above Yes there is a small cartoon of a lovely grove of trees, and above No, there is a mini clearcut forest of stumps), I ventured forth into the city with Wahleed who was desperate for a black market cel phone.  There are more cel phone shops, stalls, carts, and sidewalk suitcases here than people, so this was just a matter of comparison shopping. The whole of the city center is placed squarely within an ancient Selcuk castle, with the thick stone walls forming a lovely can't-get-lost barrier around 2/3 of it, and a large mountain providing orientation for the other 1/3. We walked through the winding bazaar, bidding absent mindedly on DVD players by such reputable corporations as Pionsonic, Kamasonik, Fujitel, etc.  It's a fascinating, wholly utilitarian bazaar, with no concessions to tourists at all- lots of underpants, bras, socks, deep fryers, spices, notebooks, erasers, sweatpants, tea glasses, toe nail clippers, fourth hand cel phones, etc. The TED Kayseri Koleji mafia operates here, as they do throughout the city. One of the joys of working for this school is that everyone's brother/cousin/uncle/sister/friend is or knows someone who can get you this or get a deal on that or connect you with someone else who can... If you need something, you ask, and suddenly it's there. I have a feeling there are corpses everywhere.  

We walked through the market, querying about all the electronic goods and eyeing all the winter clothing and vacuum cleaners (as one would...). Then, after deciding to head home, we ducked down an escalator, assuming it was similar to the one that takes you across the main road to the post office without being killed. Instead, we discovered a great long winding warren of shops.  We walked and walked and walked, and commented at one point that we must be in Urgup by now. Finally we found a place to surface and emerged into daylight on the other side of the city. The whole underbelly is riddled with such warrens of commercial enterprise, all just little shops the size of a closet or small kitchen, stuffed with cassettes or headscarves or vacuum cleaners, staffed by mustached men drinking dainty tulip glasses of tea. 

School is still mad but settling into a routine. Even asylums for the Ritalin impaired can settle into routines.  The English department has started sending the occasional Turkish teacher into our classrooms to keep discipline while we teach. They are brutal.  It's like boot camp, but run by lovely young women in stylish clothing, high heels, and elegant make-up. They slam fists against desks, bark orders, kick desks, and shove kids back into their seats. I see now why my feeble bellowing of SIT DOWN AND BE QUIET! was unsatisfactory in convincing the children that I was serious.  It's odd though, having another teacher in the room. In my grade five class today, I attempted to herd 32 ten year olds into a group survey activity, involving circulating around the classroom, asking each other the questions on the card I gave them. They did it, yes, but at 236 decibels. As they circulated and bellowed, the Turkish teacher suddenly arrived, barked a few orders in Turkish, and suddenly my lesson was over, the kids were silent and in their seats, and she started a variation of my lesson which involved the children sitting in their seats, with one child standing and reciting the question on the card verbatim ("How many students have a computer at home?") and the other children silently raising their hands. I could have sworn the point of the lesson was to teach "Have you got a computer at home?" "Yes, I have/ no, I haven't", "Seven students have a computer at home, etc". I just stepped to the side, as she took over my class. Surreal. 

11 October

Welcome to the Friday edition of Mistress Mary's Educatrix Epistlage. In today's episode, we find our heroine back in the battered taxi from the residence permit adventure, squeezed between Jen, Elsa and Wahleed, with her knee in her chin and her toes losing all feeling. The intrepid taxi man took the long way around, driving twice around the block before beginning the journey to the medical clinic where we foreign teachers were due to get our official medical exam in order to apply for our work permit. To be honest, I thought I already HAD a work permit, as I've been working here for a month and a half, my passport has the work permit stamp, and I'm always carrying that little retro residence permit ID book. Apparently I was mistaken, as I was informed by Ali sometime in the middle of the afternoon as I was being swarmed in the playground by a mélange of lemmings, children, Chihuahuas, and talking leeches. After school we were due at the clinic, he said, and must be at the front gates by 3:30. We were at the gates at 3:30, and at 4:00, and still at 4:15. Sometime after that our battered taxi arrived and we greased ourselves up to squeeze in. The medical clinic was actually just down the road from the school, but the taxi driver took his time, edging the fare up gently and subtly. After we tumbled violently and en masse from the taxi, the man who had taken us to the police station before and who accompanied us yet again, went to ring the bell to the clinic. No answer. So we walked around to the side. Again, no one. Then we walked to the back, and up a ramp. By the time we got in, he was gone. We stood stupidly in the antiseptic smelling hallway, surrounded by headscarf'd women in raincoats and a wall full of scary looking fire fighting tools (long handled axe anyone? pointy stick?). When he finally returned, he was wearing a shrug and a sigh and an air of resignation. These are common accessories in Turkey.  He spoke no English aside from a persistent chant of 'problem problem problem', but made it clear that this trip simply could not be completed as planned. Then, out of nowhere, appeared a man who not only knew English but also knew Wahleed somehow (though Wahleed had no idea who he was) AND was a handy bureaucrat at the clinic. He ushered us upstairs, past the masses. Once again, we were saved by the Kayseri mafia. In his office, he indicated that he wanted the forms and photos necessary for the medical report. We had no such things. No one had said anything about forms or photos. Only Elsa was able to dig an old passport photo from deep in her wallet, which the man then attached to a fresh form. Then he took her away for the medical exam. She returned with a stamped, signed form and a baffled look on her face: apparently the medical exam consisted of the man saying, "And this is Elsa" to a woman at a desk with a stamp.  No one noticed her chronic cough which has bordered on pneumonia for the past 5 weeks. As we left the clinic, she resumed coughing to the point of purple skin, mingled with a laugh and a wave of her signed medical report---"I'm healthy!" she bellowed, between gasps for air, "It says so here!"  Jen, Wahleed and I will return Monday at 3:30 with our form and photo to be declared equally healthy and hale and hearty.

I can't decide which adventure was more futile and time consuming-- the residence permit or this one... In neither of them did anything actually get done. At least at the police station we got tea...

14 October

Greetings on a bright blue Monday morning, one hour before I have to brave the swarms of children with their mighty lungs and spring-loaded small bodies.  I wish I could say I was fresh and well rested from the weekend, but, hell, I'm not.  We (meaning Elsa, Wahleed, myself and the four other Turkish teachers we often hang out with) decided to go celebrate Yonca's 24th birthday in Goreme. This involved squeezing the seven of us into Cem's little four-seater Renault Fiesta. In an extreme replay of our recent taxi rides, I found myself in the backseat, draped languidly over Yonca and Ayse's legs and laps, with Elsa beneath me, on the floor. In the front seat, Wahleed sat on Emrullah's lap, with half of his body out the window. Emrullah was perched half on the seat, half between the seats. Whenever Cem had to change gears, Emrullah had to lift his body up several inches.  Reverse was the worst for him, and Wahleed usually ended up with both legs out the window during these gear changes.  Turkish pop music blared from the speakers, chocolate wafer cigars were passed around, along with endless plastic cups of Fanta, and we drove. It was hot and breezy and clear. The girls under me sang the latest Turkish hits, intermingled with Elsa's road trip chant of She'll be comin' round the mountain when she comes...  We first drove to the teachers' hostel in Avanos, which is a huge, unadorned building filled with same-sex dormitories and a downstairs lounge bursting with solemn middle aged men smoking too many cigarettes and playing backgammon. It only costs $4 a night to stay there, and the Turkish teachers were adamant that we stay there to save money but Elsa, Wahleed, and I had had our hearts set on waking up to the view we had the last time we were in Goreme-- endless acres of weird rocks and cliffs and spires and caves. We weren't too keen on edge-of-town residential vistas. And so, even though the Turkish teachers had pre-paid for our beds in the institutional smoke-and-dour-men filled teachers' hostel, we moved on, promising them that we'd pay for their beds wherever we ended up next.  We drove on to Goreme, where we knew we'd wake up well. We drove only fifteen more minutes when we heard an odd sound coming from the back wheel. "I am hearing voices," said Cem in his perfect English. The voices he heard were from the bolts which were slowly working their way out of their holes. We paused for a half hour at a gas station somewhere outside Avanos, while the men argued about the best way to tighten them. Wahleed insisted that he fix them himself ("We don't need to pay for a mechanic in Africa! We do it ourselves!") and Cem demanded that we take the car to a professional- just in case. After some wrestling with spanners and jacks, the boys drove off to a mechanic- just in case. It was Cem's car, after all. 

As it turns out, Wahleed's impromptu repair job had been just fine for the time being and the mechanic was quite redundant. We drove off to Goreme, down lovely, empty, winding roads, edged by valleys and cliffs full of caves and farmers' fields of grapes and melons. In Goreme, we rented three scooters- a compromise as we didn't have enough people who actually knew how to ride one. The remaining person rested in Wendy's Wine Bar with a bottle of cheap Cappadocian red whilst the others explored. I had three turns behind Wahleed, which was fantastic-- the sun was down, the stars were out, the roads were empty and the rock formations glowed in the moonlight. We made plans as we drove, to buy Harleys and drive across the US, across Asia Minor, across Africa...  Stunning. After that, we all went back to the cave pension on the hill, where we had stayed last time, to celebrate Yonca's birthday. It's at the back end of the village, as it edges up into the hills. Gifts, dinner, drinks, then a night of dancing in a cave nightclub owned by one of the Goreme mafia (the uncle of the man who ran the restaurant where we ate dinner, who was the cousin of the boy who ran the doner shop we went to last time, who was the brother of the fellow who owned the cafe where we first ate lunch). The club was amazing, with fantastic music- both Turkish and otherwise- and was packed with Turks demonstrating their lovely limber dance moves. I was courted by the younger brother of the restaurant owner- Mahmut, I think- and he taught me some pretty spiffy Turkish dance moves. Elsa and I left at 4 in the morning, needing fresh air and quiet, but the others stayed on. About three or four soap operas played themselves out between the members of our party- love, rejection, misinterpreted intentions, crushed hopes... the usual.  The normally subdued, conservative Turks apparently concealed some fierce emotions beneath their reserved exteriors. So many undeclared adorations, crushes, fears, emotions between them. The next morning Wahleed and I just looked at each other, then the others, with wide eyes and shook our heads in wonder.  Who knew?  We drove back to Urgup for breakfast, sardined back into the loose-wheeled Renault, everyone much quieter and subdued than the day before.  And then Cem heard voices again. The wheel was loose. Again. In the middle of nowhere we stopped and Wahleed changed the tire using a thoroughly antique jack. The threading on the screws was worn on this one too. So we drove on, slowly, stopping every five minutes so Wahleed could jump out with spanner in hand to tighten the offending bolts. Stop start stop start, for 80 km until the nearest mechanic. No one had slept since Friday so we were all quite low-key and stupid.  Four hours after we began the one hour journey, we arrived back at home. And slept.  Next time, maybe we should just pay the extra $5 and take the bus.

30 October

For those who actually open and read my mass mailings without relegating them without hesitation to the junk mail folder, this is the latest installment of the Gringo Educatrix's Adventures in Asia Minor. This week's episode takes place in Ankara, the superficially charm less capital of the Ataturkian Empire, where we (wahleed, Elsa and I, as ever) spent our Ataturk Day Long Weekend. We arrived there early Saturday morning, after an overnight bus ride that began at 2:30 in the morning, Friday night.  We sat in the Kayseri bus station sipping the free hot tea and inhaling the smoke of a thousand men as we waited in the wee hours of morn for our ride. The dolmus (minibus) from the main street and the bus to Ankara had schedules which allowed for such chilly winter waits. Such is life. At least the tea is free, hot, and sweet.  The bus ride through the Anatolian emptiness was uneventful and sleepy, with tea and cakes and perfumed water being doled out by the attendant at regular intervals.  

Our arrival in Ankara was signaled by an early morning traffic jam, apparently in the middle of nowhere. A few battered yellow taxis were stopped in the middle of the road, loading their trunks to overfilled with vast bags of something green, leafy, and vegetal which was being sold by the side of the road. We paused for many minutes as they attempted to fasten these enormous bushels with bungee cords and twine. In Ankara, after weaving stupidly through the vast Otogar and out into the city finally, we emerged dazed from the Kizilay metro station at barely 8 in the morning and sleepwalked into a second storey cafe full of pillows and heavily made up women and smoking men and wailingly sad Turkish pop music. The super glam women were wailing along to it as they sipped their tea, tears welling in their eyes.  More cups of tea were brought for me, and milky Nescafe for the others. With tea and Nescafe in our cold, tired bellies we trekked up to Ulus, where the cheap pensions are. It's on a hill, and it's the original Angora part of Ankara. It feels older and scruffier than the lower levels of the city. In the bridal shops, the mannequins wear full headscarves. There are winding markets filled with spices and shoes and scarves and mobile phones and roasted nuts and razor blades. The streets are narrow, winding, and hilly. There are bowed beggars, bowls out, heads down, mumbling pleads to, or for, or in search of Allah. Because it was the Ataturk weekend, his face was draped enormously over the sides of buildings along with Turkish flags and yelled slogans. 

Our pension was on the upper floors of a building in a dirty, busy market street that seemed to sell only electrical goods. Lamp Street was around the corner, as was Sock Street, Bread Street, and Cell Phone Street. The pension was cheap-- 15 million for a triple ($10 US) -- and deservedly so. It was a decidedly Old Man place, with a squat toilet WC that reeked of rodent-death and poorly-aimed pee, a shower that was alternately either freezing cold or padlocked shut, and small rooms occupied by one or more bent old men sitting on the edge of the bed smoking. But the beds were good, the rooms were clean, and the hall carpets were soft and deep red. It reminded me of London.  We left our bags and walked. We walked through the markets, through the hilly cobbled old streets, checking out headscarves and wedding dresses and really ugly square toed shoes. There were windows full of enormous curving knives in holsters, unnamed and unrecognizable butchered animal parts hanging on window hooks, fiercely modest skirts and blouses and near-hijab overcoats.  We spotted a hammam and contemplated a day spent soaking in hot baths and long massages but couldn't find the entrance anywhere.  We walked, in search of something to wake us, to make us feel less sleepy and cranky and hungry after the long bus ride.  

We stumbled upon a park with a lake. As we walked through it, we started making plans to just go buy a plane ticket to somewhere warm and cheap for the next three and a half days. Ankara just seemed like too much work. Perhaps Greece. Or the south of turkey. Ankara was cold, dirty, noisy, crowded. We were tired, hungry, and fiercely cranky. By some miracle we stumbled upon a lovely lakeside cafe where we filled ourselves with two bottles of Turkish red wine and watched paddle boats go by, filled with men in suits courting their girlfriends ever so chastely. We felt much better and decided it would be a fine idea to go back to the pension for a quick nap before heading out into the concrete block wilds of the lower city. We did as such, all three bodies draped lifelessly upon very basic beds listening to the phlegmy coughs of the old men in neighbouring rooms as they attempted to revisit hairballs from their past. We went for the nap at 4 o'clock Saturday afternoon, and woke up again at 9am Sunday. Wahleed suggested we go clubbing or to a bar, then realized it was 9 in the morning not at night. I suppose we were tired.  

Still convinced that Ankara was a soulless, exhausting, unfunky metropolis, we decided that we'd venture briefly back into the city center to find some English language bookstores before catching a bus to Goreme or Greece or anywhere else.  And lo, this is where the story changes.  We searched and searched for the bookstores listed in my 5 year old Rough Guide to no avail. We pestered everyone on the street for help, as there are no street signs anywhere in this country. No one spoke English or seemed to recognize a map or its purpose. Finally we found someone who showed us one of the shops. It was closed. We thanked him and decided to resume our futile search. Then, suddenly, he came running back to us with gusto, bellowing that these people speak English...   One was a 7 foot tall African American basketball player from Missouri called Melvin, and the other was his tiny, triathlete, English-teacher Turkish fiancée. They lived in the posh hotel across the street, waiting for his transfer to China in a week. They invited us in to their hotel for a coffee, then two. He used to play for the NBA, in Toronto, Wisconsin and Minnesota or somewhere equally unthought of, and was now playing happily for various international teams, including Turkey.  They showed us the bookstores and a new hotel that didn't reek of open toilets or old men. We decided to stay another day. On the metro we met a Turkish woman when we stopped to ask if we were on the right train for the station that sounds like Acupuncture. We talked. She was Nihal, an accountant in the military. Then we invited her to join us for dinner in Acupuncture. She agreed. After dinner, she invited us out dancing. Wahleed and I agreed and Elsa went back to the hotel for sleep.   She led us into an anonymous concrete block on the main street that suddenly opened up into a roofless courtyard filled with a dozen floors of bars and clubs. We went to the one playing loud Turkish music, with a podgy, balding man in a singlet and red parachute pants singing to canned music onstage and a floorful of dancers shimmying belly-dancingly. My years of belly dancing classes have paid off yet again. Sometime early in the morning she announced we were going back to her house to meet her mother. Suddenly we were in her friend's car and speeding out of the city, deep into the hilly suburbs. Ataturk was still draped from every surface, and watched us with his hand-tinted bright green eyes (which complemented his surreally shiny rosy skin). 

Sometime in the night we arrived at her home and were greeted by her mother and cousin who were inexplicably still awake and unsurprised to see us. No one spoke more than a few words of English. We had three hours of intense conversation over cups of tea using my little Turkish-English dictionary.  Nihal had told us to say we were brother and sister so her mother wouldn't be scandalized by an unmarried man and woman hanging out with her unmarried daughter. However, this is easier said than done. Wahleed is a dark skinned Indian from South Africa; I'm not.  We explained to her mother that our mother is Dutch, our father Sicilian. I look like Ma, and he and our two younger sisters look like Pa. Wahleed showed them pictures of his two younger sisters.  Inexplicably, she accepted our explanation. She even put us both in the same bedroom later that morning when we finally decided to sleep. We were given matching pyjamas (mine pink leggings with a two-tone pink checked boxy top; his were a stunningly ugly shade of green. Wahleed burst out into uncontrollable laughter when he saw me emerge in them) and were sternly instructed to change in separate rooms, no peeking.  Wahleed said, simply, fuck that, and tossed his clothes off and put his pjs on when their backs were turned. I was delicately but firmly escorted into the mother's pink frilled bedroom to change, the door soundly shut by the mother.

We were greeted in the morning by an enormous breakfast laid out on the table in the living room. Vast amounts of bread and cheese and tea and boiled eggs and preserves.  After breakfast, Nihal dragged me upstairs to give me a makeover- apparently my morning face is unacceptable for Turkish women. They seem to emerge fully made-up in any situation, with hair and nails as immaculate as their thirty layers of eye shadow. When I returned downstairs looking stunningly like a raging harlot, I was informed that Nihal's 23 year old hairy-toed cousin (still sitting in the chair where I'd found him the night before) was quite keen to take me as his wife. Wahleed began arguing about my bride price with him, finally settling on a few packs of Camel cigarettes and some pastries. He said he had the right to do so, as he was my brother, and as the eldest son with the father absent, he had full legal authority over me under Islamic law.  At one point before we left I recall shaking the cousin's hand--- am I now betrothed? Who knows? All I know is that her mother grabbed me into her arms, kissed me, and called me her new daughter. We shall see. 

We left Ankara Monday afternoon, driven to the bus station in the back of a delivery van owned by Nihal's business colleague who apparently dealt in vast quantities of plastic bags.  I sat at the back, perched on a large stack of neatly folded garbage can bags, a meter high. At the bus station, after drinking tea for an hour at two in the nargile/hookah pipe pillowy rest area, we parted company, with Elsa returning to Kayseri for rest and solitude, and Wahleed and I retreating for a day and night to Goreme. We missed the fairy chimneys.  After 5 and a half hours on the bus we arrived at night to find out that our usual pension was full. However, the manager was deeply troubled by this situation given that we are regulars. He gave us his room behind the reception and he slept in the foyer. And he brought us many cups of tea with great apologies pouring forth.  I like Turkey.

8 November

 (Note: I wrote this last Saturday but couldn't send it as my web-based e-mail’s address book is horribly out of date...I realized after I typed it all out that only one or two people's addresses were there or correct. Also...Please disregard the surrealities of the Turkish keyboard. I do know what a letter 'i' is. )

Greetýngs from the Medýterranean coast of Turkýye, where Elsa and I have shýpped ourselves off to for the weekend.  It ýs fýercely off season so the vast stretches of beach that are dotted wýth hotels and motels and pansýons are empty.  Our sea-výew, en suýte room wýth balcony costs ten canadian dollars a nýght.  Small but perfectly formed.  The town feels lýke a ghost town wýth only a few stragglýng, aged euro tourýsts hauntýng the beaches ýn theýr sun hats and shorts. Dýd I mentýon that ýt ýs hot here(cant fýnd questýon mark on turkýsh keyboard so please pretend ý ýnserted one HERE).  We came prepared for a Kayserý weekend, wýth sweaters and turtlenecks and toques... and ýts hot. And very sunny.   Blue skýes, radýant lýght, palm trees. The palm trees began ýn Tarsus, by the shoppýng center.  Very býblýcal that allusýon-- a transformatýon as deep and profound as that of the Mall on the road from Tarsus. Mall became, um, Paul or Saul or Ball or somethýng when it went to Damascus. From the anatolýan wastelands of rollýng hýlls and dryness to the lushness of the south coast.   The drýve was stunnýng and long.  We left at 9 am yesterday and dýdnt stop untýl about 4 pm.  But the road to Kýzkalesy ýs beautýful and remote, wýth mountaýn passes, výneyards, rývers,  and great rollýng plaýns all around.  

We walked the beach last nýght at dusk, our feet ýn the tepýd water. No tourýsts about. Lots of bored and sleepy cafe owners watchýng loud televýsýons ýn theýr empty cafes and bars and restaurants.  We ended up at the only place that had people, a cafe and bar wýth tables on the beach sand. We had some wýne and watched the water. Clear huge stars ýn the clear blue black sky. There was a posse of loud and burpýng amerýcan GIs drýnkýng beer at the table besýde us. After a whýle we all gathered around the bonfýre that was beýng buýlt ýn the center of the tables, and we got sucked ýnto the Amerýcans conversatýons. Absolutely surreal. They pretended they werent mýlýtary, ýnsýstýng they were here on busýness but never clarýfyýng exactly what kýnd or what they were doýng or how long they were here or would be here. Besýdes, they reeked of mýlýtary. Interestýng to talk to, and I actually ýmpressed them wýth my wýt and blah blah blah. They told me that my fake southern accents were actually accurate-- I saýd, Hey býtch, wheres mah beer (questýon mark) and the redneck besýde me, Lobo, saýd Hey, Thayuts how we tawk bayuck home!  To whých I replýed ýn an equally Texan drawl, No shýt Sherlock. The others roared wýth laughter and saýd, Man, she GOT you there!   I am a být baffled as to how I got hým but ýf the others say I zýnged hým, lets ýmagýne I dýd.  Anyhoo, thýs happened repeatedly through the evenýng. My other well-receýved zýnger was ýn response to Lobos admýssýon that he only spoke Amurrýcan. I saýd, Well, you dont need to speak any other languages as youre Amerýcan and mýlýtary.  And ýt was true-- they have learned only one or two turkýsh words ýn the whole týme theyve been here, and theyve never paýd ýn Turkýsh lýra, and theyve never trýed turkýsh food.  They talk only ýn englýsh, they pay ýn US dollars, they eat at Taco Bell at the base. They were afraýd to try Turkýsh food as they thought theyd dýe of some thýrd world parasýte. The dollar thýng was a být odd for us, as when t hey were presented wýth a býll for 70 dollars US at the end of the evenýng for theýr beers. In Turkey, to rack up such a tab one must drýnk about 80-90 bottles of beer. They had only been there 3 hours and had maybe 3 or 4 beers each. Technýcally, ýt should have come to no more than 20 mýllýon lýra or 15 dollars. But they dýdnt questýon ýt, dýdnt even blýnk. I thýnk there must be a few týers of prýcýng here. Býzarre. 

Anyhoo, we had a lovely early restful evenýng, leavýng the bar for a late dýnner on the beach at a cafe that had a fýshýng boat of ýts own parked out front for supplýes. Apparently theýr barracuda ýs fabulous. We shared theýr calamarý, whých I normally loathe-- thýs one was stunnýng and came wýth a vast plate of garlýcky tzatzýký lýke sauce. It bore no resemblance to rubber bands doused ýn mayonnaýse, as so many have ýn the past.  We had a vast basket of fresh flatbread to dýp ýn a bowl of butter and honey. There was a bonfýre between the tables here too, and sand beneath our feet. Waves crashýng, etc etc. All quýte pleasýng. 

Thýs mornýng I woke wýth the sun, and went and sat on our balcony ýn my pjs to read and watch the waves go ýn and out. Týde supervýsýon, you know. Those Turkýsh waves are as unrelýable as Canadian ones and must be carefully monýtored. It ýs now only 10 40 and we are ready for our second round of týde supervýsýon, perhaps wýth a coffee ýn hand.  Thýs ýnternet cafe ýs full of young turkýsh boys bellowýng. A být too close to home. Cant they speak ýn a normal voýce (questýon mark).  Bellow bellow bellow. Lýke Saul Bellow on the road from Tarsus. He became Paul Whýsper. And he was no longer Turkýsh as no turk ever speaks below a shout.  

We have a long weekend yet agaýn due to the electýons, whých ýs makýng ýt really dýffýcult to go back to work.  The electýons are today and should be quýte ýnterestýng. In Mersýn, where we transferred the the mýnýbus here, we were stuck ýn traffýc at an ýntersectýon for 20 mýn as we watched a parade of endless cars fýlled wýth flag wavýng, slogan shoutýng Yellow Lýght Bulb party supporters pass by. We shall see.

21 November

It is nearing the end of the third week of Ramazan and tempers are short, bellies are empty, and the children's attention spans are somehow even shorter than before, though I can't fathom how. It took twenty minutes to get my grade five class to even notice I was in the room today. It will be an interesting month. Given that these short young lemmings and shrieking, howling wild beings are normally stuffing themselves full of sugar and fat and carbonated beverages at every opportunity, I'm amazed that they are not all lying prone on the floor, flailing and twitching. They seem to be coping quite well with the dawn to dusk ban on all oral intake. No food, no drink. For a month. At 4 am an invisible drummer wakes everyone with a funky rhythm, calling them to eat before dawn. It wakes me too, so I eat some yogurt and enjoy the groove. And it truly is a funky little rhythm he has going. 

Dare I use Ramazan as my excuse for not writing? For indeed, it is not due to a lack of external stimuli that I have failed to write for nearly a month. Nor am I weak from fasting, for I gave up that honorable notion after a mere week of teaching on an empty stomach. I'm enjoying the rhythms of Ramazan though- the morning funky drummer, the call to prayer at Iftar for the breaking of the fast in the evening after sundown (when all of the restaurants are suddenly packed with ravenous fasters fresh from a cranky day's work, and the streets and shops are as empty as any ghost town),  the evenings of eating and socializing. I've been invited to so many fast-breaking dinners even though I'm not fasting that I fear I'll emerge from this festive holy season several sizes bigger. The food is stunning and rich, and comes in course after course, from the soups to the syruppy be-creamed cakes and the ubiquitous tea. And yet, somehow, the Turks are a slender, wiry people. A baffling conundrum. 

As life does go on in spite of such festivities and routine altering traditions, I have been busy and not merely sitting around the kitchen table waiting for the next meal.

Elsa and I have run off to Cappadocia for the past two weekends- the first as a girls' escapist weekend, and the second with Wahleed for Elsa's birthday.  We spent the first weekend hiking through the weirdness of the fairy chimneys and rock-carved churches, followed up with a lot of intense sleeping, reading, and coffee drinking. Rigourous stuff. The second weekend involved much of the same, though the Saturday afternoon was spent drinking glass after glass of tea around a low table in the music and book shop at the end of the only real street in the village. The owner, Idris, allowed us to open and play all of his cds and to rifle mercilessly through his books as we were plied with tea and intriguing conversation.  After four hours of such entertainment we left to go feed the fasting, cranky, starving Wahleed.  Idris invited us back to the shop after hours to join him and his friends in drinking some fine Cappadocian wine.  Apparently this is a regular occurrence. And it was lovely. There were a few wandering Spaniards, a few Turks, a few I never got to meet.  

In two weeks we will go to Istanbul for Seker Bayram, the festival that marks the end of Ramazan. A nice long weekend.  It's starting to look as though I'll never work a full week at this school. It's all either long weekends or classes cancelled due to assemblies or rehearsals or exams. This week, I get friday off, then monday, and tuesday morning because my students are writing exams. Alas and sigh!  

24 December

Welcome to mass mailing numero 6 or 7, much belated and barely anticipated I am sure. This week's installment finds Gringo Educatrix  Mao in Gotham City, far from the barren wilds of Cappadocia, far from the bleating, wailing, flailing throngs of pre pubescent Turkic children. Now that I am 8000 km from Attaturkburg, I feel myself relaxing somewhat, though this may be only temporary. New York isn't exactly where one goes for zen chilling but somehow the absence of school bells and roaring children makes all the difference in the world. I can sit here, glass of KWV merlot in hand (yes Elsa, the boeing passed ages ago), Christmas tree lit up gleefully in the corner, gazing out at the NY skyline displayed cleanly under blue skies through the two walls of ceiling-to-floor windows, blissed with the knowledge that I will not be teaching tomorrow, or the next day, or the next, etc. I left Kayseri in a blizzard of chaos and snow and swirled madly within that chaos and snow for two days before landing with a thump at JFK (yes, father, he's still dead).  It took the better part of the day before I could properly straighten out my knees. Due to the inconsiderate nature of Kayserian weather patterns in the 24 hours before I was due to leave,  I found all paths out of town blocked, all flights cancelled, and my stress levels lifted to new heights. I ended up on a last minute bus to Istanbul, buffetted by frighteningly fierce gale force winds and blinded by snow and thick fog. The 12 hour journey decided to extend itself to over 16 hours and I barely made it to the airport on time.  I was then searched by thirty layers of security forces who quizzed me ad nauseum about my intentions re: going to NY, but who never once asked to open my bag, test my laptop or my cameras or walkman. I forgot to tell them that I keep all my explosives in my usb port, along with my heroin and pornography and really pointy hair clips. Maybe next time.  Do I dare to mention the grand irony of my flight?  I feel as though I should lead up to it with a few witty one-liners or perhaps a snazzy snare drum riff... When the meals were served, I was informed that the selection for this flight would be, um, turkey. I was flying Turkish Airlines. I was tempted to nod appreciatedly and point to the nearest baby and say, "I'll take this one, roasted, please. With potatoes. Tesekkur ederim!"

Anyhoo, to make a short story shorter, this email really exists only to wish y'all a Merry Christmas and Happy New Year, and perhaps a Gleeful Kwanzaa, or a Brilliant Hannukah, or Funky Solstice. Take your pick.  

7 January, 2003

It is a cool, clear, and springlike Monday evening in the Wilds of Anatolya, quite befitting the fresh start idealism of the new year.  The birds were singing today, and I swear I saw flowers attempting to bloom, however irrationally.  However, I cannot dwell on the weather or its aseasonal nature as I have many other things to distract me. It has been a busy little month. Some of you will have heard from me in New York; most of you haven't. This is due to the fact that my hotmail address book hasn't been updated for quite some time. If I don't have access to Outlook Express on my laptop, I lose about half of my friends. I apologise to the neglected ones. I also apologise to those whom I didn't neglect but whom I confused needlessly in my decontextualized New York missive. I have not quit my job here, nor have I suddenly moved to NY. It was simply a brief and needed escape from the mewling hordes of anklebiters. I am now back in Attaturkia, vaguely refreshed and somewhat shellshocked- I swear those kids gained about three to five decibels while I was gone. Maybe its something in the water.

December was a wild and turbulent month both in weather and in mood. Too much to detail in a generic mass mailing.  Winter hit with a thud of snow in early December as we veered exhaustedly back from the Seker Bayram long weekend in Istanbul on the overnight bus back to Kayseri. We arrived to 30cm of whirling snow at 5am and somehow were able to teach only a few hours later. I am getting quite skilled at teaching on little or no sleep. The kids don't seem to notice, though I must admit that they probably never even noticed I was in the room. They are a stunningly oblivious lot, these Turkic anklebiters.  

On impulse I flew to New York for Christmas, a much needed break. It blizzarded with great ferocity, and apparently killed about a dozen people across the eastern seaboard. I cleared my mind of children and education for seven days, and revelled in the strangely missed Christmassy mood. Even though I'm not a particulary festivity-oriented individual, I found myself craving at least one annoying Christmas song repeated ad nauseum, or perhaps some gaudy tinsel strung from lampposts. Strangely enough, staunchly Muslim Kayseri failed to deliver on those points. All of my NY friends are South African so my north american Christmas week was carried on mainly in Afrikaans, and for Christmas dinner they served bobotie, choppies, super-sweetened yams, Amarula cream, KWV wines, and an enormous milk tart. Not one spelt 'n' soy grits loaf stuffed with organic tofurkey and catnip, dear folks on the west coast of Canadia. I kept mainly to the meatless red wine, which was quite tasty. I even believe it's vegan.

I had a most unusual time getting back to Turkey from New York. Security was tight enough in a lackadaisical Turkish way in Istanbul, en route to NY, but it was surreally and vehemently enforced on the NY end of things. Which is odd, given that all of the theoretical terrorists are leaving the USA in this situation. I would have been more concerned about people entering the country.  But hey, I only worked in security for three weeks, and even then all I did was answer phones at Deutsch Bank. I had met and befriended a Turkish woman who was also waiting for the very late airport bus in the freezing cold outside Port Authority bus terminal, and we kept each other company for the hours until the flight. Her surname was Duran. I said it twice for good measure. I should have enquired whether her first name was Rio and if she danced upon the sand but decided against it. Cultural references travel only so far.  When we went through passport control we were asked to remove our shoes, coats, and all layered clothing (the outer layers only-- any more than that would have been just frightening). Guards were busy scanning and searching bestocking'd ladies in fur coats to ensure that they weren't carrying bombs in their ankle bones or box cutters in their earrings. I realized at that point that I had gaping holes in the toes of both socks, as well as badly chipped nailpolished nails poking out obscenely. Somehow I emerged unsearched and unscanned yet again, pointy hairclips intact. The flight was as flights traditionally are- long, dull, deep-vein-thrombosis inducing, and utterly sleepless.  

Upon arrival in Istanbul, I braced myself for my 8 hour stopover. I was prepared to plunk myself down in the echoey and ancient domestic departures hall, hopefully at a table at the Mado cafe sipping a seven hour mug of cinnamonny sahlep, gazing absent mindedly at the passing hordes of Smoking Men in Suits.  Turkey consists one main social group- mustached men of all ages wearing old style suits, lounging about, smoking endlessly, talking business and football. Women are periferal in many places, in other places quite invisible.  Since I forgot my headscarf and ankle length raincoat back in Victoria, I've assigned myself the title of honorary smoking man and feel quite comfortable here. However, before I had to reserve my table at Mado, Ms. Duran offered to take me to her flat for a rest and lunch before heading back for the 6:30pm  flight to Kayseri.  Her husband and mother picked us up and suddenly I was being whisked across Istanbul.  At the flat i was indeed fed and showered and rested, and her mother adopted me as her own (I believe I have 4 honorary Turkish mothers already).  As they couldn't drive me all the way back to the airport, they drove me to the ferry terminal in Harem on the Asian side, paid my fare, and pointed me toward a cute little ferry headed for Bakirkoy, near the airport. It was grand to smell the sea air and gaze happily at the seagulls from the vantage point of a fallen log on a wharf. Felt rather like home if it weren't for the Smoking Suited Men and Headscarved Women in All-Season Raincoats. The ride was lovely and short, and I was suddenly at the airport with two hours to kill. I decided to have a two hour sahlep at Mado. It was lovely. When it came time to head over to the gate to find my flight, I was smacked across the head by Turkish Airlines' second inconsiderate move of my journey. Those of you who got my NY email will know that my first flight from Kayseri to Istanbul was cancelled at the last minute due to blizzards and I had to take a 16 hour bus ride instead.  If that wasn't pleasurable enough they decided to top that move-- the only flight of the day, my flight, was cancelled for no apparent reason.  I would have to fly to Ankara and get a bus from there. If I was lucky, I might get home by midnight. I was supposed to be home by 7pm. I had classes the next morning and had done no prep work. I took the Ankara flight. In Ankara, I was herded along with a hundred or so other lost souls toward a cold, empty hall where we would stand for three more hours, as there were no seats in this building.  As well, Turkish Airlines appeared to have forgotten to arrange a bus for us, and there was much confusion, chaos, yelling, swearing, and chainsmoking. It reminded me of some of my classes.  We finally got a bus at amost ten in the evening, the only bus in all of Turkey that didn't serve any cakes with their tepid tea. Insult to injury, dear folks.  I sat next to a Turkic-Parisian man for the length of the five hour journey, and we conversed surreally in French as neither of us spoke the other's mother tongue.  I arrived home at 3:30 am. And I couldn't sleep.  So I taught the next day with my eyes buzzing shut and my brain weary. We ended up playing a lot of hangman...

I won't go into New Years' festivities or back to school calamities as this epistle is long enough as it is. One funny thing to note, however, is the Turks insistence that New Year's Day is actually Christmas. On New Years Eve, every one wished me Merry Christmas, and Ali informed us that we'd be having a Christmas party at Wahleed's flat (this was the first Wahleed heard about this).  Elsa's primary classes topped the Merry Christmas hilarity by wishing her a Happy Birthday. 

10 February

It ýs nearýng noon on a blýzzardýng Istanbul noontýme, wýth the aýr chock 

full of flakes, and the sky a thýck, whýte blankness.  I hadn't expected to 

fýnd myself back here ýn Byzantýum so soon, ýn fact I should have been 

baskýng ýn the fýerce, wet medýterranean hurrýcane season ýn Cyprus. It ýs 

mýd term break now, one of my many many many holýdays.  One bonus of my 

ýllustrýous Turkýc career ýs that I very rarely actually do any work.

I am wadýng through the blýzzardýng Bosphorus because my homesýck wee 

travellýng companýon wanted co-Muslýms for company durýng Bayram. Hence the 

detour north, ýn theory to stay wýth Alý, the head of the Englýsh 

department, and hýs famýly ýn the sprawlýng, unfathomable outer suburbs. 

Thýs wordlessly fell through at some poýnt yesterday after we arrýved broken 

and cranky fom our over-nýghter from Antalya. We eventually ended up where 

we are now, deep ýn the shambles of Sultanahmet after a log day of eatýng 

and sýttýng and tea drýnkýng wýth Alý et al.  A perfectly acceptable optýon 

for me. I had mýssed cafes and bookstores.

The fýrst week of holýdays was accýdentally spent about 70 km from Antalya 

on the medýterranean coast. There was to be a teachers conference there, to 

whých we were ýnvýted but polýtely declýned due to the fact that ýt was to 

be conductd entýrely ýn Turkýsh and, well, hell, I aýnt spendýng my coveted 

2 weeks of freedom talkýng shop. However, the ýdea of goýng to Antalya 

ýtself for a week appealed, so we booked the last 2 seats at the back of a 

bus headýng westwards last sunday, and found ourselves on the teachers' bus. 

Gýven that we had no clue where we were goýng or where we would sleep upon 

arrýval or even why we wanted to be there, we tagged along wýth the teachers 

to theýr hotel, a terrýfyýngly vast and posh 5 star affaýr on the beach, 

flanked by palm trees and bounded ýn by strýkýngly beautýful mountaýns. It 

looked exactly lýke Helderberg by Cape Town.  We decýded to stay one nýght, 

just one nýght. Just to ease our bus-destroyed necks and backs and knees ýn 

the jacuzzý.  We were then ýnformed that we would be gettýng the teachers 

rate for our stay ýf we chose to stay the full week-- 40 mýllýon, roughly 40 

canadýan dollars-- and ýt was all ýnclusýve. It cost mere mortals 150 US per 

nýght. The Turks sure do treat theýr teachers good, lýke.

So yes, for week I had an en suýte room wýth sea výew balcony, all the eats 

and drýnks I could fýt ýnto my hollow body, a heated pool ýn a glass-roofed 

and walled sunroom, a jacuzzý, and a strange lýttle dýsco that alternated 

between hard core techno, mýndless Kylýe Mýnoguey pop, and heartbreakýng, 

waýlýng Turkýsh keenýng. The teachers boogied till dawn in their finest 

poshest clothes barely resembling the dorky teachers that I remembered them 

as back home. There were goofy comedy shows ýn theýr lýttle theater, 

conducted ýn four languges concurrently. There was an endless dýnner affaýr 

on the fýnal evenýng for the teachers, crammýng hundreds of them ýnto a 

conference hall and servýng endless courses of food and drýnk. It was 

presýded over by what surreally appeared to my western canadýan eyes to be a 

rather dýmýnutýve butch lesbýan ýn a lýberace dýnner jacket and slýcked-back 

haýr, workýng four separate syntesýzers and DJ consoles. As they are wont to 

do, the Turks got up ýn the mýddle of the salad to dance ýn great loopýng 

cýrcles around the hall. Thýs contýnued for hours untýl all of the dýnner 

courses were gnored and the raký was runnýng low. The men danced like 

enormous flapping birds and the women undulated nd shimmied and ululated to 

no end.

All of this took place during a fierce week long monsoon. Palm trees hanging 

out at 45 degree ngles and rain falling like waterfalls. I was kept awake at 

night by the patio furniture sliding around across our balcony, thumping and 

crashing. I often lay in the heated pool face up and watched the hurricane 

through the glass atrium.

I must return to the blizzard to seek out lunch. Rumbling belly beckons.

18 February

As I am wont to do in such occasions, I have emailed about 1/3 of you during my two weeks' absence, regaling you with tales of my adventures and so forth using Turkish keyboards that rendered my emails functionally useless due to non-existent and confused alphabetic characters. The remaining 2/3 of you have no idea where I am or even if I've been away, and quite likely couldn't care less anyway. Therefore, we are even. I'll start from the beginning, if only in summary. 

I am currently sitting beneath an imaginary coconut palm tree in lower Micronesia sipping a banana daquiri (double rum), having my chakras cleansed and realigned by Juan, my charming Catalan houseboy. Given the Valentinian nature of the previous week , I am surrounded by be-ribboned boxes of sumptuous Belgian chocolates, vast bouquets of lush exotic flowers, and love-letters piled as high as my gorgeously tanned knees, sent by admirers the world over. There is a fine, bleached, sandy beach before me with crystalline waters and surreally colourful fish flitting about in the calmer pools. I am here to research the effects of ESL on the undulating, ululating ungulates of this region, as well as the effects of exposure to consistent sunlight and warmth on ESL teachers. 

After spending two weeks out and about in stormy Turkeyland, first in Antalya's monsoons, followed by Istanbul's blizzards, I am seriously deprived of sunlight and exposure to warmth and comfort and rest.  This is a theme that has run consistently through my travel emails over the years, for those of you who can stretch their minds and Inboxes back to my Euro-torture winter holidays of the 1990s. However, this time I did not starve, nor did I resort to sleeping on train station benches in sub zero weather. I am indeed coming up in the world.  My first adventure was in Kemer, just outside of Antalya, though I suppose an all-inclusive one-week stay at a 5 star hotel on the beach surrounded by hundreds of other teachers at a conference hardly constitutes an adventure. I spent this time mostly floating belly up in the heated indoor pool staring at the palm trees flying by through the glass walls and ceiling. Unlike previous excursions, I ate three healthy meals a day, was not rationed to one beer a day, and I did not share a basement dorm with ten other smelly, drunken,.shagging backpackers. Hell, I even had a water-front balcony and an en-suite bathroom with an enormous tub. Obviously, I had to leave. It was all wrong. I wasn't hungry enough, I wasn't cold enough, I wasn't lonely and miserable enough---- this, dear friends, was not a Gringo Educatrix Excursion in the traditional form!  Onwards to Byzantium and it's promise of blizzards and chill and lonely hostel rooms!

Istanbul was a last minute choice of destinations. Until the day we left Antalya, we were intending to be in Cyprus by dawn. However, several factors rearranged our plans, one of which was the brutality of the weather. This combined with amassing army troops and a total lack of information about buses or ferries in that direction led us back to the Known. Istanbul is easy.  We know Istanbul; we know people in Istanbul.  Unfortunately, they were not there. The few that we did know had made other plans as it was the holy, family-oriented week of kurban bayram, the festival of sacrifice.  We were met at the bus station by the son of the head of the English Department, which made life infinitely easier after 13 sleepless overnight hours on the road. We were granted access to him and his family for the afternoon-- a fine time filled with much food and tea and all those starndard Turkic methods of entertaining. However, by sundown we were alone in blizzardy cold and wet Sultanahmet, in the shadow of the Hagia Sofia and Blue Mosque, trying to figure out what to do with our week. Given the Bayram status of the coming week, almost everything would be shut down or very low key. No markets, no shops, few cafes. Our first solo, wet day was spent trawling the endless street markets for cheap, pirated DVDs before the festival started that evening at sundown. The second day was different. I ran off on my own in the morning, in need of solitude and calm after over a week of constant human interaction. I somehow ended up in an open basement bookshop drinking tea with the owner and all the friends and relatives who poked their heads in to wish him an Iyi Bayramlar. We spoke of the city, of history, of language, of Bush, and many many things. It was a good morning. I then left to go walk more in the rain, as I was craving such a diversion. 

As I strolled along the tram tracks, I paused to look at a carpet shop window which had a basket with kittens and mother cat placed in the middle. Inevitably, because I had briefly paused, someone from the shop appeared immediately to chat me up and haul me in for tea and carpet viewing. However, this small moment led to a much larger, more interesting unfolding of events. A few facts I quickly gleaned: the boy who hauled me in was also from Kayseri; his name was Serkan; the shop was owned by the brother in law of one of the primary school teachers here at TED Koleji, one I knew well and liked. I came in for tea. It was cold outside.  Thus began my two and a half day stay in this shop. One cup of tea turned into fifty, and I soon befriended everyone related to the shop who were all mysteriously related to the benevolent Kayseri mafia in one way or another. One fellow, Mehmet, sat me down on the couch for most of the day, plied me with more tea, and talked about everything but carpets. He seemed almost relieved to be talking about restaurant portion sizes in Ohio and old men in pubs in Ireland and chakras and the wonders of lavender oil.   He looked like a pure archetypal Norman Rockwell type, somewhere between a young Mickey Rooney and a Frank Capra main character, in clothing and in demeanor. Very pleasant. He bought me lunch, he bought me dinner, and he ignored all the other customers, sending poor young Serkan, the boy who hauled me in, to do the dirty work. We all ended up talking until so late that when the shop closed at 11pm, Mehmet hauled out a huge stack of thick, beautiful carpets so I could sleep on the floor of the shop by the heater instead of making the long wet cold trek back to the pension. In the morning, I was greeting with pastries and more tea and even more people to talk to. There was long, tall, classically and darkly beautiful Pasha, who has a small shop in the caravansaray here in Kayseri and who knows my friends Mustafa (the hatmaker), Ali (the carpet dealer), Mario (the carpet mender who speaks fluent French and Italian) and Ahmet (the troublemaker) also in the caravansaray. There was the oddly named Keiko, a pure shady mafioso character in belted khaki raincoat. He borrowed my Discman at one point and grooved around the carpet shop to Wahleed's Bollywood dance remixes, singing aloud very badly.  Others came and went and almost no work was done over the three days I pretty much lived in the shop. Lightening fast backgammon tournaments took place over vats of tea and presided over by serious, intense faces. The odd thing about the whole scenario which hit me every so often, was that I saw no women, aside from a few customers, all American or European. All of the men were happy to talk with me, happy with my company. But no women came to visit, no women poked their heads in to wish anyone an Iyi Bayramlar and to get a handful of perfumed water and sweets. As I said in one of my previous missives: this is a nation of men in suits, sitting and smoking and drinking tea. This week reinforced this notion. I guess I'm an honorary suited man. 

Given the Kurban Bayram nature of the week, the streets subtly flowed with rivulets of blood seeping from side alleys and courtyards. Tuesday morning I heard the wailing of a thousand sheep and cattle with slit throats. It wasn't as visible in Istanbul but back here in Kayseri it was everywere. Today I went to see Mustafa the hatmaker in the caravansaray and in the main courtyard there were tongues and tails and testicles everywhere, with huge teetering stacks of wet hides and large bags of gore and entrails. Street cats feasted. To get up the stone steps to Mustafa's second floor tiny shop I had to jump over a red puddle full of cow tails and dodge enormous stacks of raw skins. Jen told me that in the first day or so of bayram, there was blood and bodies everywhere in the city, with people getting on city buses wearing cloathing soaked in blood, carrying bags of animal parts, blood trickling behind them. Alhough this bayram is more holy, more sacred, more important than the last one, I must admit I preferred the last one if only because it revolved around giving each other vats of sweets. I find sweets easier to stomach than body parts. I'm less squeamish than I thought I'd be though.  

That is all. My fingers are tired and I must go teach children yet again. Blah.

21 April

It has been about three light years since I last sent off a mass mailing, though not due to any lack of Happenings or Things Requiring Further Commentary. I think I finally just threw up my hands in surrender and let the madness flow over me without a whisper of protest from my lips or a few typed words from my fingers. Today, however, I've just about had it, so I think I must write if only for catharsis. My other option, more expensive and predictable, is alcoholism. That bores me.  To begin my missive, I will work backwards from my present situation. And my present situation is thus: a rainy, cold, dark spring afternoon, the airwaves filled with the ever-present din of a long column of 11 year olds drumming and marching and drumming and marching in preparation for Children's Day on Wednesday. They have been drumming and marching  around the school yard all day every day for a week now. Outside my window. Day and night. Which is fine and dandy given the militaristic nature of this nation, nothing out of the ordinary, nothing I haven't expected. However, all of this drumming is occurring whilst I am plagued by the nastiest headache ever. About a week ago, I was rushed to the hospital with what was gleefully assumed by the doctors in residence to be Turkey's First Ever Case of SARS. Their wide beaming smiles fell somewhat when the X Rays came back negative- only bronchitis, albeit a nasty version thereof. They wouldn't be on the news after all. I broke their hearts, it seems. So I am on an expensive  pharmacy of medication which is making my head ache and my body shockingly weary and sleepy, and my darling children are doing their best to make it the Bestest Headache Ever. Beautiful.

The question that I know is not exactly burning on the tips of all tongues at present is thus: What has the gringo educatrix been up to since she spent the February bayram sleeping in a carpet shop in Istanbul?   Good question. I have been busy, yes- in late March, the Frenchman that I met on the midnight bus from Ankara at new years invited myself and Elsa to Istanbul for an all-expenses paid  weekend, just for fun. I like having ridiculously rich friends. We stayed in a 5 star hotel by the Bosphorus, rode only in taxis, and were wined and dined from dawn till dusk at beautiful restaurants and ambient bars. Not one wee lira left our pocketbooks for the duration of the visit. A pleasing time, filled with endless expensive bottles of Yakut Kavaklidere red wines and succulent nibblings and uproariously witty bon mots in an EnglishFrenchTurkishAfrikaansGerman amalgam.  It was quite difficult to fly back Sunday night to the Wilds of Kayseri. Several of my students were on the plane amongst us and made their presence noisily known. One boy, the one who most closely resembles the shaved-headed wild-eyed singer in the Prodigy's Firestarter video,  jumped up and down on his seat in front of me, rambling incoherently and shriekingly, eyes rolling around in their sockets, limbs flailing. Dang, I love children.  On valium. Tied down. Gagged. Roasted over a low flame. In Turkish, the word for children, intriguingly, closely resembles the word for sausages: cocuklar and sucuklar, respectively. I know this is not a coincidence. 

Therefore I have chosen to escape the city of my chosen profession as much as possible.  For the past two weeks, I've retreated to the calm of Cappadocia three times- two weekends and one mid-week desperate fleeing after I was undiagnosed with SARS.  Joyfully I have found good people there and have worked my way slowly and surely into the caveman social circles. I have been taken for several starry 2 am picnics of lavash breads, cappadocian wines, crumbly white cheeses and sunflower seeds on the smooth, rounded snow-white bluffs high over the village, overlooking the stone spires and fairy chimneys and caves; I have been driven to the next town of Avanos at 3am for soup from a tiny hole-in-the-wall cafe simply because my friends craved soup (it was lovely- lentil, with baskets full of fresh baked breads); I pay only local prices at the restaurants, if I pay anything at all- the same with the pension where I sleep, where I discovered I pay a only third of what the tourists pay; I am protected from the ever-present groping hands of the men at the bars and clubs because I go there with Turks.  All very grand and soothing. I just returned from Goreme yesterday, driven back to Kayseri by one of the waiters at one of the restaurants, who recognised me in the bus station when I went to buy my ticket home.  His best friend is Mustafa, the brother of Mesut, who is one of my best friends there. So I got to cruise at great speed in a funky car through the surreal landscape of Cappadocia on a beautiful Sunday afternoon, music playing, windows down. Lovely. The night before, at 2 am after the night club wound down, Mesut and his cousin took me and a few Canadians and Australians that we'd met there out for a late night kebab. Mesut's cousin is the chef at a restaurant in town, and they opened up the kitchen for us. The restaurant was still officially shut for the season. We sat outside under the stars whilst the cousin put a chef's coat on over his club gear and went in to make us kebabs. We didn't pay for those either.

2 September

Thýs ýs actually my second attempt at wrýtýng my fýrst ýnstallment of thýs term's MassMaýlýngs (tm), as my fýrst elegant and multý paragraphed epýstle suddenly and ýrretrýevably vanýshed when I pressed the space bar. I love hotmaýl. I am lookýng forward to gettýng my laptop hooked up to the ýnternet soon as I'm growýng weary of not wrýtýng výa the beautýfully stable Outlook Express. I can't help feelýng that there must be a random key that wýll delete all your work here ýn Hotmaýl World, one whých changes at whým. I have lost three substantýal emaýls ýn two days so far. I am back ýn Kayserý, back ýn my old flat, eatýng from my beloved 4 lýtre tubs of yogurt, drownýng ýn tea. Same old, same old. My flat ýs warm and sunny and blýssfully devoýd of clutter, asýde from a few purty cloths and carpets and artful thýngs (note to Ma y Pa: Jack's rock ýs restýng happýly on my dresser, contentedly gazýng out my wýndow wýth ýts lone grey eye, rýght besýde J2's lovely blob of glass). I am sharýng my flat wýth my mandatory South Afrýcan flatmate. I belýeve that ýt was wrýtten ýnto my lýfe-contract that I must always lýve wýth at least one south afrýcan at any gýven týme. Yaramaz ýs happy, because she understands Afrýkaans much better than she understands Englýsh. She ýs a lýnguýstýcally profýcýent felýne, I must admýt though. There are two other north Amerýcans here thýs year- an Canadýan and an Amerýcan-- and ýt's messýng wýth my head because I feel lýke I havent left Canada. Theýr accents make my head ache at týmes. They are also quýte aloof, a huge change from last years open door polýcy. We shall see as the year progresses. Perhaps the chýldren wýll pulverýze them ýnto a more socýable demeanor. I am now teachýng ýn the hýgh school, whých feels automatýcally saner by several degrees compared to last year ýn the Kýddýe Decýbel-Enhanced Vortex. Possýbly because the kýds arent due to arrýve untýl the 15th. But stýll, the mood ýs slýghtly more professýonal, slýghtly more ýnclusýve. I dont feel lýke just another spoýled foreýgner there to play adverb býngo wýth the kýds for 24 hours a week. I thýnk I actually mýght get to teach a být- quýte remarkable. O, and so far the meetýngs have been all held ýn Englýsh, whých ýs a wonderful thýng ýn ýtself. We shall see how ýt goes. I feel surprýsýngly optýmýstýc about thýs year though ýt ýsnt based on any facts or knowledge or events. Maybe ýt ýs because I know what I have gotten myself ýnto so I am not scared of the dark unknown corners of the Turkýsh unýverse. I handled last year- Ican handle anythýng. Brýng on the gladýators! Regards to all, me .

8 September

I still dont have my internet connection at home up and running so, yet again, I am pounding away on a surreal Turkish keyboard.  If any alien characters pop up on your screen, like ç or ö or þ or ð or ý, I apologize.  They put them in places where standard keys should be.

All is well in South Central Anatolya. The weather has calmed down from the 38 degree days of last week to a cooler and wetter mid twentysomething environment.  School will only start next week so we will be spending yet another week drinking tea in the department, bathed in the smoke of a dozen cheap Turkish cigarettes (note to Erik: ' Iki bin bir, oh how I love ya, Iki bin bir, oh how I need ya, Iki bin bir, oh how I miss ya! Oooof ya, Iki bin bir.  Iki bin bir in the mutfak, Iki bin bir in the sokak...'  Bloody hell, how does it end???????? Something about karpuz...), in theory discussing our yearly plans but in reality discussing the amusing alcoholic antics of teachers X, Y, and Z at the weekend's school trip to Cappadocia. Which, coincidentally, brings me to this week's delightful installment of  the Educatrix's adventures in Turkiye.

I was dreadfully under-rested Saturday morning when we had our annual school excursion to Cappadocia due to a complete lack of sleep Friday night. Amy the New Kiwi Chick and I had been escorted to the only pub in :Kayseri, previously unknown to us, by a delightful Turkish English teacher from a state school called, phoenetically, Awesome, and an academic book distributor called Mustafa (number 7641 in the official Turkish registry of men called Mustafa). It was such a joyful thing to be in such a jovial and un-head-scarved environment full of beer and swinging saloon doors and mixed genders getting very drunk that we ended up closing the bar late in the morning, long after I should have attempted sleep.  It was brilliant to be able to quip dorky one liners about the Wife of Bath and Kublai Khan again so we didn't notice until it was too late that we should have slept at least an hour before joining the school on its trip. 

I was stupidly sleepy for much of the trip so I will only introduce a few key points that amused me out of my stupor.  The first incident of relevance was in Avanos, the pottery town. There is a surreal little studio there, owned by the Turkic clone of Fat Freddy of Freak Brothers fame. As well as creating beautiful clay plates and other pretty things (with bottoms, Paul!) he has a collection of female hair that is so vast that he is in the Guinness book of world records for, I suppose, the world's largest collection of human female hair.  Every year, he chooses a dozen of these samples which are pinned to the arched cave walls, and contacts the females who were once attached to said hairs. These women are then treated to a free two week holiday in Cappadocia. My hair is there, more purple and shorter than it is currently.  After the pottery demonstration, the man asked if anyone had any questions.  Irreverently (goofily?) I asked the man why I had yet to win a free holiday, since my hair had been there nearly six months.  F'Freddy was inexplicably delighted by my insolence and rewarded me with a huge, signed pottery jug worthy of a few litres of wine, and the promise of a free weekend of pottery classes whenever I feel the mood. 

The next adventure was in Goreme late at night when all the teachers were bellowing for a nightclub and bellowing for more alcohol.  Amy and I were still keeling over with exhaustion so I suggested we leave the lunatics to the cave bar and its Booompa boompa thudding music and go visit some of my friends in the village. First, we went to my elfin friend Ali's mythical pile of rocks, once an ottoman house, eventually to become a wine bar. He was not there, but sitting in the gutted arched interior around a warm open fire were Yoda the Odd Boy from Quebec, Ramazan the Silent Man, and a Random Frenchman who just stood, said nothing, and soon vanished. Amy and I sat beside a mummified cat that they had unearthed in their excavations (the mummified horse was too large to display). It seemed to be hunting an invisible mummified mouse by the look of its posture. It felt good to be back in the bizarro world of Goreme.  We drank a beer by the fire with the cat, listening to Yoda expound on his unifying theory of Struedel in the Universe and the overuse of the ping sound sample in Manu Chao's music. After an hour or so we went off in search of Ali, who had been playing in one of the traditional restaurants with his band of stoned minstrels. We found them walking up the street, arms full of Saz and Ud and hand drums. Ali announced that we must join them, as they will be playing soon, just now, somewhere, don't know where.  Somewhere was up a long dusty hill at the edge of the village, in a vast cathedral church carved into the rounded tufa hillside, the door into the hollowed hill hidden by a draped cloth, rich with embroidery. It was lit inside with a hundred small candles in the rafters and the stone floor was capeted with cushions and rugs and short, beautifully upholstered stools to sit on. There were nargile pipes scattered about, emitting a lovely sweet apple smoke. Someone was handing out clay goblets of hot wine (no charge). At the end of the room, where there was once an altar, th ere was a sufi band playing. It was a far better way to end the evening than in a cavernous noisy nightclub full of embarrassingly drunk co-teachers. I got enough of that in the bus heading home at 2am- roaring, singing, dancing in the aisle of the bus...A lovely way to begin a new school year. 

15 September

Many of you wrote to me last year to comment on the fact that Ý rarely worked here in Turkey: between the 24 hour work week, constant basketball games, exam days, Attaturkian bank holidays and so forth, I rarely completed a full work week. Dear folks, I implore you not to let loose a wail of frustration when I tell you about my upcoming year.  Ahem.  I have just received my current time table, and it seems I am only teaching 18 hours a week (same pay as last year). Two days, I teach three hours, one I teach four, one I teach six. My bliss, however, is tuesday when I teach an hour before lunch and an hour after. If it makes you feel any better, I still have to show up by 9am for the daily head count.

Please refrain from hurling over ripe tomatoes at me. 

Other than the surprise of not working yet again, all is well on the western front.  I quietly celebrated my birthday in the peaceful arms of Goreme, surrounded by fairy chýmneys and super-smooth cave men offering goblets of wine and eternal devotion (and their girlfriends glaring at me for potentially stealing their menfolk-- you know amoral how we foreign floozies are).  Yoda the Strange Boy from Quebec and the mummified cat treated me to a special strip-o-gram from the upper window of the Big Pile of Rocks (soon to be wine bar), though since he was heading to a wedding that evening he was wearing many layers so I only got to see a grimy t-shirt. Two other foreign teachers were with me, the kiwi and the canuck, and we ate lovely mezze in the cozy Goreme restaurant, sitting on cushions and carpets, trying out the local wines.  Pleasingly understated.

28 September

I'm really not in the mood to be writing a magnificent and elaborate epistle detailing my adventures ad nauseum. In fact, a cup of tea and a comfy couch look droolingly good right now. However, I have been quite negligent in my correspondence with pretty much everybody since I've been back, so I figured I'd lie back, think of England, and start typing. Surely something good will come of it. 

Indeed I am back in the (un)lush, (un)verdant, (un)vibrant metropolis of Kayseri.  It is as (un)stimulating as ever.  On this fine Sunday afternoon, I am torn between walking east along Sivas street (the main, wide, leafy, traffic choked boulevard), and walking west along Sivas street. Not much to do in either direction, though west does hold the promise of the covered market and castle walls and caravanserai (where I bought a gorgeous new kilim last week). I've spent the past few days walking in that direction so it isn't as enthralling and fresh as it could have been. The new foreign teachers and I walk the length of Sivas street often, counting the flat, square-toed men's shoes, and staring back at the head scarves who stare determinedly at us all day, every day (foreign floozies, the lot of us, out to corrupt their men and bring moral degradation and shame upon the city).  All is not so dull and pointless as I suppose I am portraying it. The weather is soft and sweet and sunny. I can sit happily on the roof with a book and my walkman enjoying the views of Mt Erciyes, kids in the middle of the street playing knock over the little block of broken concrete resting on the flat wedge of broken concrete with the rough ball of broken concrete, and the congregating masses of headscarves in raincoats in boiling hot weather, gossiping and watering roses or bottling stewed tomatoes on their balconies. There is usually at least one young pseudo stud out on his balcony in tight jeans and a second skin t-shirt, blasting Eminem on the stereo, posing and primping and flexing but never actually looking at whoever it is he wants to impress. Too cool for that. I can listen to tinny, distorted stereos playing Turkish pop music till all hours of the night, blaring out over the rooftop, through the streets, origins unknown. And yes, last night's soundtrack did sound uncannily like Peter Frampton as interpreted by a Turk.  Wah wah waaaaah. The fruit and veggie guys are out in droves with their wooden carts and emaciated horses, bellowing to the world from dawn till midnight that their peaches, fresh peaches, cost only 650 000 Tl for a kilo (about 55 Canadian cents).  There have been a few interestingly diverting late nights at the Hilton, drinking wine in the elegant rooftop bar or in the candle lit basement lounge bar whilst all the staff clamour around me alternating between begging me to teach them English and propositioning me (this being mainly the male staff). So many people seriously want me to teach them English that I could just walk away from this school and start up my own. However, I really don't need the money and I'm not sure I want to double my workload, light as it may be. It might keep me from exploding from lack of meaningful stimuli though.  It isn't out in droves. I had my birthday amongst the fairy chimneys in Goreme, which was lovely though. A few of the new foreign teachers joined me, which was pleasant.  The dynamic this year is definitely different and not wholly pleasant or unpleasant.  Neutral, I suppose, with many pointless ups and downs and domestic quarrelling etc. It's a little like living in a Saudi compound, only we are allowed out and we won't be shot for talking to locals. It can be a bit too close for comfort though, at times- working, eating, living together.  Enforced intimacy. I am craving the sanity of a private flat or a house in the woods or the bottom of an empty rowboat in the middle of a lake or something sane and pleasing and solitary. A hint of privacy, of anonymity, of calm. And some tapas and sangria and fabulous conversation (le Juillet prochain, Ludo?).  And wonderfully pointless, meandering, exploratory road trips (Pieter, is the Beetle ready?).  Dang it, and some sushi too (Miss H, Miss H, where are you when I neeeeeeed you?).  Maybe next year. 

My students are significantly more stimulating mentally this year, however, now that I am in the high school.  I don't run home deaf and weeping every day this year, with chalk stains paling my body and an aching chest from speaking at audible levels above the roar of the children. I think I'm actually teaching this year. The students actually get work done. They actually bring notebooks, textbooks, pens, and pencils. This is a massive step up from last year's anarchy. Perhaps because the actual job is fairly smooth and painless this time around I am more readily piqued and irked by the world outside the school gates.

We'll see how the year progresses. I may be mad by November.

27 November

As you may have guessed, I am not in Turkey today. I am currently camped out in my parents' apartment in the south of Portugal, supervising the wave action and monitoring the flight patterns of the gulls. It is wonderfully calm and lethargic. I sit on the balcony in the early mornings and at dusk, wrapped up in soft blankets, sipping wine or coffee (as the hour dictates), observing sunrise and sunset and so on. It's a very strict regimen. During the day we drive out along the coast in all directions, along cliffsides and up into the wet, lush, green hills. We sit amongst Roman ruins, we climb the ramparts of partially crumbled castles. When we are tired we sit with a beer at the edge of a cliff, or on the patio of a bare-bones little restaurant serving whole grilled fish with their teeth still bared and their eyes staring crazily. 

It is a much needed escape after the austerity and exhaustion of ramazan. The little drummer boy still wakes me at 3am, the shops all shut for iftar before I can remember to buy groceries... which means I get no sleep and my fridge remained bare for most of the month. Five hours of sleep each night and not a lot of food... Ergo, my brief tour of southern Portugal involves a great deal of nourishment and sleep. It's a good thing. My under-eye bags are softer and dewier and my trapezius muscles have unclenched somewhat.  Sadly, my stay is a brief one and I will be back at school by Monday, back in Turkey Saturday night, leaving here at 5am Saturday morning. I still have no bus ticket back to Kayseri because it seems to be an impossible task to buy a return ticket away from the city of departure... Since I am not currently in Istanbul, I must wait until I'm there at 9pm Saturday before I can even attempt to get one (any luck yet, Yuksel?????).  Sigh.  However, this is not nearly as traumatic as my journey here, where I nearly missed every leg of the trip, starting with my bus which was an hour late due to iftar, then my flight to Amsterdam was an hour late due to Turkish airlines simply leaving an hour late with no explanation. Since I only had a one hour transit time, this extra hour forced me to dash from one end of Schiphol to the other, catching my flight with only a minute to spare. O, and in Faro I discovered my luggage was still in lisbon. 

I love travel.

I am crossing all fingers, toes, legs, etc, that this email will not be blank when sent. This is the fourth one that has done so in the last few weeks and it's really starting to irk me. The email that vanished yesterday was much nicer, much more eloquent than this one, which is written in a rather resigned mood. 

A few notes: Audrey, the custard and aspirin arrived safely. Thank you so much. I owe you. And Yuksel: I will need a cappucino when I roll back into Kayseri... I hope you're free on Sunday.  And Sinem: the quizzes from Friday are in my cabinet... I must remember to give them to you.

Regards to all. Iyi bayramlar and so forth.

MaryAnne, Gringo Educatrix in temporary exile in the EU

27 December

Earlier this week I promised you a full length edition of my Annual Christmas Escape from Kayseri but was limited by time and space and all those standard constraints that plague one when on the road.  I am back in paris (again...) after a stunningly short jaunt to London for Christmas. It has been an odd trip this one, very fragmented and full.  Many things worth noting: on the metro, within an hour of our initial arrival in Paris, Amy had her passport pickpocketed whilst we were telling each other rude jokes in fractured Turkish. It turns out that the man we were jammed up against in the peasants' standing area was a Turk and when we left the train he bade us a laughing iyi aksamlar. Amy had thought that I had initiated the Turk-talk because I knew he was Turkish but I am really not so perceptive and it was all a surreal fluke.  And for the record, it was a gaggle of french urchins who pocketed the passport so I must remind their government of this fact whenever it is said that the foreigners cause all the crime. So, aye, our first night was not boding well for a restful and festive EuroEscape. We stayed in a rickety and cramped Vietnamese hotel in Chinatown, where we had booked a twin ensuite one week in advance and got a double bedded closet with an attached closet posing as a shower-overlapping-a-toilet.  After popping into the police the next morning (am proud to say I have now reported a stolen passport in Paris in French!)  and munching on dumplings and noodles in a Vietnamese deli up la rue Mouffetard, we pulled into our new home, the most extravagant hotel I've ever personally paid for. Can you say, balcon overlooking boulevard St Michel? Can you say la meilleure douche dans le monde? (probably not, for many of you-- All you turks: Cok guze dus)  I am truly unaccustomed to waking up refreshed and fed in a foreign country, especially one within EU borders. Traditionally, I stay in a freezing room with seven other people, usually drunk and/or having sex with each other, witha ration of a small flagon of with and a small baguette with just a hint of chevre and tomato for my daily nourishment. All transport is traditionally on foot and my budget for band aids reflects this. However, Gringo Educatrix is a grown up now, at least chronologically, and seems to have a steady well paying job and so is now attempting to reflect this fact in her travelling styles: private hotel rooms, airport service buses, taxis, three meals a day in non-food-poisonny places, flights rather than 36 hour bus rides... I think this journey, both the London and Paris end of the gamut, reflect my newfound ability to travel without pain and hunger. It is a curious sensation, one I am still not wholly comfortable with.  

Anyhoo, I cannot keep babbling on as my internet time is running short and I have numerous apparently amusing anectdotes that I want to relay to you but they keep slipping from my mind due to my severe case of juvenile onset dementia. A few things: Jean Reno is everywhere. I saw his clones in Parisian cafes, in a London Christmas office party, in a pub, in a market.... And the Turks! Everywhere too! Again, like the accidental Turkish banter in the Paris metro, in London Amy and I were looking in a street market, babbling on in appalling Turkish, when the stall owner came over and announced he was from Izmir and read all my bag-buttons (the ones which declare my tiredness, my unwillingness to work today, and my opposition to the war, in Turkish). Other themes include vortexes in Parisian streets (going from the Kiwi embassy on monday morning after getting Amy's new passport, we walked down toward the river on the correct street but found ourselves an hour later walking in the opposite direction away from the embassy even though we hadn't shifted our course), flagons of fine wines and vats of dumplings.  I'm sure there is more but I will stop here. I only have 3 minutes.

28 January, 2004

I feel a bit odd trying to write a traditional Gringo Educatrix epistle from the unwilds of London simply because it is not an undiscovered new adventure.  Aye, I am back in my old temporary  homeland. Sitting in the pub on the road to Hammersmith last night over a pint of bitter with Johnny Nutbar, I freudian slipped and told him that I had indeed called my parents to confirm that I had made it home alright.  Home. Funny that. Haven't had one o'dem for ages.  Anyhow, regardless of homelands or comfort or adventurous locales, I am indeed in London for a few weeks, soaking up the bright sunlight and un-coal-dusty air,savouring the  sweet and cozy pubs warmed by fireplaces and non-fluorescent lighting, and happily roaming the streets full of cafes and museums and bookshops and other simple things that I miss somuch and yet never realised how much until now.  

As I am wont to do, I must preface this mailing at its midway point by explaining how I got here-- not just the cheap flight on BA, not just windy take-off on Turkish Hairlines.  I am in London because I am squeamish and haven't the energy for Cow Bayram Number 2 (thank you for the better name, Apo--festival of Sacrifice doesn't sound as poetic)-- last year I was nauseous for a week from all the blood and guts and skins and entrails. The Vezirhan ran red with blood for weeks afterwards and skins were piled high behind the Hilton.  I am fine with the festival, no disapproval or religious/cultural intolerance from me... but rather, a slight reluctance from my olfactory senses.  Ergo, Londra.  And it was an intriguing flight out as it is time for the Hajj, and Istanbul airport was chock-a-block with haci babalar in their terry cloth towel robes, freezing their sandaled feet off.  Waves of headscarves bobbing en mass through the queues. Sudden and immediate pauses for prayer, humming and buzzing and bowing and washing of faces with bare dry hands en masse.  I felt like an intruder at a Baptist prayer meeting. 

London is a culture shock that I hadn't expected, given my many years of living in this city. Everything is in English, men are not staring at me, no one stares at me, in fact I blend in in a startling way that I find very comforting.  I ate spicy ramen noodles with lemongrass and little red chilis at Wagamama yesterday, read the Guardian, and felt calm and at peace for the first time in months.  Funny that. It is snowing now, and my day's plans include a foray into the National Gallery, a leisurely stroll through any number of book shops, and a lovely cozy pint of Guinnessat Waxy's Pub in Soho.  O, and Egemen, Notting Hill dvd is £12 at Tower Records. Or 2 for £20.

How can I return to Kayseri? Bilmiyorum. No idea. I dont know how much culture shock a girl can take in a 6 month period...

Regards to all 

Did I mention it is snowing? Lovely...

