Chapter Two

Glimpses of the East


The first night in Istanbul was crazy.  Ahmed, Mahmoud and I went out for dinner and went to see a cabaret afterwards.  Mahmoud was drinking vodka as if he thought it was water and it all got a bit too much for him.  When we arrived back at the hotel, Ahmed said it wouldn't be safe in the same room with him and he booked another for me.  After a short time, there was a pounding on my door and I heard Ahmed pulling Mahmoud away.  A bit later, there he was again and because he was making such a row the management decided to throw us all out.  So there we were out on the streets of Istanbul at three in the morning, noises of gunshots nearby and a motor bike on fire further up the street.  

Mahmoud decided that he was going to have a fight with Ahmed, and he is a big guy and Ahmed is a little guy. So Ahmed shouts to me to go and get the police and I ask a nearby taxi driver where the nearest police station is. The taxi man says to get in the taxi and I say "on your bike" (or words to that effect).  Somebody else pointed to a building across the street which turned out to be the police station. By wild gesticulations I convinced them that they should come and stop the fight that was still going on.  Later on at the police station everything was sorted out.  A little cash in the right direction and Mahmoud was taken back to the hotel to sleep it off and the policeman invited Ahmed and me to go to a club he knew.  Ahmed said it was politic to go but to drink only Coke as it was "no good place".  He was right.  Quite a few substances were being passed around this dark, dingy establishment and we beat a hasty retreat as soon as we were able.


Altogether Ahmed spent five days in Istanbul and during that time we met a lot of his friends, had meals with them, ate out in restaurants and stayed in hotels.  Up until this point in my life I don't think I had ever spent a night in a hotel as I have very well placed relatives.  Holidays consisted of going to visit various members of my family and staying with them.  Even at college and during my first year working I was always hard up and could rarely afford to eat out.  So all this dining out and staying in hotels was a totally new experience.  I might add, I took to this like a duck takes to water and the joy has never really left me.


Istanbul is quite a frightening city in some ways.  I was not used to being stared at and now I felt like some monstrosity in a freak show.   There were always men on the streets with mouths agape and eyes filled with a malevolent lustfulness.  At night or in crowded places you would feel the imprint of a touch on your nether regions, or the ghostly prickle of the skin as someone's hands caressed innocuously, but certainly, against your thigh.  I became used to this and was able to ignore it but the first few times were somewhat disconcerting.   Consequently, I didn't really mind Ahmed's protectiveness towards me.


One day we took a ferry across the Bosphorous and went to a place about ten miles along the beach where several of Ahmed's friends were.   We spent the day swimming, eating and drinking. The water was beautifully warm and very salty.  I stayed in it most of the day until I started bumping into all these round transparent balls.  "Portuguese Men of War" flashed into my mind but I was assured that they were only harmless jellyfish floating by in a shoal.  As I hadn't actually been stung to death I believed this but retired to the water's edge just in case.


Another evening we hired a small rowing boat and went out into the harbor. After a short while I smelt a strange sweet, sickly smell and a special cigarette was offered to me. Not being a smoker I found it quite revolting and two puffs didn't do anything for me anyway. I left them to it and just enjoyed the gentle movement of the boat, the sound of car horns over the water, and the myriad of aromas that filled the night air with Eastern promise.


The time came when Ahmed had to finally continue his journey.  He had been pressing for me to carry on with him to Teheran. Mahmoud had not been seen since that first night.  I had thought of going with him but by this time I was finding the lack of language communication very frustrating and I was pulling at the bit wanting my life to be my own again.  I don't like too many restrictions so I decided to go in a different direction.  Ahmed was extremely concerned about my safety and refused to allow me to book into any of those doss houses, which were all that my limited budget could extend to.  This was the era of the hippies, drug addicts, drop outs, etc. As I had no experience or even knowledge of their way of life I was somewhat afraid to move amongst it.   I probably missed a lot by not staying at the infamous "Pudding Shop” but I don't know that I could have coped with it at that stage of my life.  Anyway, Ahmed booked me into a reasonable hotel in a reasonable part of the city.


It sometimes worried me that I could so easily accept such gifts from people.  The problem of money is always of pressing concern, especially when you haven't got much.  For some obscure reason mother nature had wantonly omitted to grace my birth with the placement of a silver spoon within the confines of my gaping mouth.  It became a game, and quite an art, to find the most sustenance for the smallest cost.  Bananas and Arab bread are very filling and street stalls and tacky cafes are good value. Buying something and bread in a shop could be enough for several days eating.  Regular meals were a thing of the past.  Often people would pick me up coming out of a restaurant having just eaten and I hadn’t.  They'd drop me off some hours later before going home for tea and the next person would have just eaten too.  

Occasionally a whole day passed without me having been in a place where I could eat.  For the first time in my life I felt hunger and found it to be a novel, though not too unpleasant feeling for a short period.  Of course, if I felt actually starving and faint from lack of food, I would make it my business to buy myself a good meal.  I have the constitution of an ox and a digestive system that would do credit to a garbage disposal unit.   I didn't want to do anything to undermine it.  More often than not though, people would want to stop and eat themselves.  

Most times I would offer to pay or just have my money ready; but usually they would not hear of it.  They were mostly in a position where they had money and so an extra few pence were nothing.  Most men, and it was invariably men who gave me rides, did feel that protectiveness that men feel towards women, especially ones in such a vulnerable situation as I was in, and would help in any possible way.  Also, by the time it came to eating, we had usually been in such deep conversation that they felt I was a good friend anyway.  Finally, there are many men, usually from different cultures, who would be terribly hurt and insulted if I refused such a gift from them.  Necessity, coupled with all these rationalizations, soon cured me of feeling guilty about accepting people's hospitality.

