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 The first week in Istanbul I spent lounging around, devouring books. I flipped open my novel, 

found  my chapter, and relaxed after class on my neon green and orange couches, in between classes in 

stiff chairs around the tables while others tapped out e-mails, and on the sandy shores of the Black Sea 

coast. The words washed over me as I entered into foreign worlds with strange characters and fantastical 

premises. In the first week, I also played games, or at least tried to. The first night, four of us sat around 

our coffee table, as we opened up the cribbage board, dealt out the cards, and struggled through an initial 

round. The room echoed with choruses of “Fifteen-two” and “31 for two,” as we strategized and 

conversed. Perhaps galvanized by that experience and the expectation of more late nights around the 

table, I purchased a wooden backgammon set from a merchant in the spice market. Inlaid with pearl and 

bronze squiggles marking the lanes, I imagined the wooden block not only as a decorative piece, but 

functional as well. I snatched up the board, eagerly awaiting long nights chuckling and the sound of dice 

plunking on the playing field, with pieces strewn across the board. 

 Two days later, we received lifelines to the outside world in the form of Ethernet cables—silver 

wires that plug you in to the happenings of that day. I pledged to use the Internet sparingly: I would not 

be found crumpled on my bed, watching YouTube clips of cats running up slides and poorly lip-read 

versions of popular songs. Instead, I would use these powers for good. I would respond to e-mails faster, I 

would read the news on Al-Jazeera, and I would Skype with family and friends. After all, there was so 

much more to do! I had to finish my thriller about the Knights Templar and set up nights of sport on 

wooden planks and with diamonds and spades.  Of course, I would use the Internet, but it would be, like 

all good things, in moderation. 

 I still play games now, but they are of a different sort. Pixilated knights fly up towers, defeating 

monsters and rescuing princesses; a blank rectangle is transformed into an image by clicking in certain 

places; a turtle is launched out a cannon and soars through the air, avoiding traps and aiming for mines to 



reinvigorate its flight. Above all, these are solitary endeavors; I have removed myself from the common 

room and instead prop up my pillow and stare at flashing, colored lights. My hope of moderation has 

evolved into obsessing over fantasy football and incessantly clicking the home button on my Facebook 

for word of news from home. That’s not to say I don’t positively use the web, but overall it has sapped 

my focus and brainpower. I still long for days spent immersing myself in a well-crafted novel, but instead 

I have entered a vegetative state as I skim baseball power rankings and comedic list-based articles.  

 Back at home, my mother likes to joke that my family suffers from FMS, or the fear of missing 

something. Gatherings on Christmas and Easter at my grandparents’ house stretch on for hours because 

nobody wants to go home. There’s always some new story to tell or some intricate piece of wicker 

furniture to show off in the attic. Time seeps away for those of us not involved in the conversation; the 

desire to go home is the only thing on our minds. But FMS strikes again at the next social gathering 

where we stay much too late into the night. It is not always a bad thing. I enjoy wasting the night away 

talking to friends as much as my mother does. The desire to experience everything regardless of prior 

commitments or the need for sleep runs through my genes. It seems that I have to be a part of every 

minute detail of every social gathering, or I have missed out somehow. I know that isn’t how it should be, 

but I still want to absorb every conversation and revel in each moment.  

 What is aggravating is that in Istanbul, my FMS has not manifested itself in the way I would 

desire. Instead of sensing and experiencing the foreign culture with all its rich differences from my own, I 

find myself trawling the web trying to catch up with friends at home. I have been gifted an incredible 

opportunity to travel to three unique countries and embrace their customs and languages and subtle 

cultural nuances. I should be walking the bustling streets of Istanbul and visiting strange restaurants. I 

should be strolling by the shore taking in the salty breeze and basking in the sunshine. I should be 

climbing the lush mountains of Anatolia with my new friends. I should be forging new relationships with 

people and nations, and instead I am rehashing those that already exist.  



 To be fair to myself, I have done things others have not. Only one other person of my group can 

claim to have seen the raucous crowds at a professional soccer game. However, for every event I have 

attended, it seems like there are five new experiences that have passed by the wayside. There is a 

restaurant called Mutfak near our dorm rooms in Istanbul. It was described to me as a quaint lokanta with 

exceptional food and kind workers.  The stories of savory lentils and a homely atmosphere piqued my 

interest. All in all, thirteen of the fourteen members of our group visited this magical restaurant, and 

thirteen people heaped praise upon the delicious dishes, and thirteen people wished they could go back to 

this oasis. I was the fourteenth. I accidently neglected a definitive experience for many people on the trip 

because I stalked my Facebook newsfeed instead. In an effort to remain in touch with my friends at 

school, I distanced myself from an extraordinary experience.  

 Part of the problem is that FMS appears to be a group affliction. The first questions when we 

reach a hotel aren’t, “Where’s the pool?” or “Who wants to go out on the streets?” The Wi-Fi and the 

speed of the Internet are our primary concerns. My group and I are addicted to connectivity.  I recognize 

that it is important to sit back, relax, and not explore the environment, but I feel that we do this too much. 

The difference is that while my friends can break the spell, I am too entranced and engrossed by today’s 

news and happenings that I do not join their liberated state. I am a passive observer through my keyboard.  

 My remedy thus far has been coffee shops where I can leave my computer by the wayside and 

stretch my legs in a sturdy chair. I order a cup of steaming tea and treat myself to some flaky, golden 

baklava. And when the sweet taste of honey blends with bitter çay, I slowly unclasp my backgammon set 

or break the seal on a fresh deck of cards. When the dice dance amongst the polished discs and when the 

cards snap against the oaken tables, I am free from my hypnotic state. The sun shining through the striped 

awnings lets me forget about the events I could be attending. I begin to miss places I have not yet seen: 

the golden palaces, the stoic castles and the salty baths.  



 Once the spark of curiosity is present, what matters is the logistics, and this is where I falter. It is 

easy to find a picture of a beautiful mosque and say, “Ah, yes, that looks wonderful. I should go there,” 

but it is entirely different to navigate the buses which stream across invisible routes to unfamiliar 

destinations. So, I instinctively turn to Google to find my points of interest and orient me in this difficult 

terrain. Of course, I would be negligent not to check my e-mail first. After all, someone might have 

already planned a daytrip to this historic site. Before long, I find myself plugged into my headphone jack, 

engrossed in the latest episode of Breaking Bad, and tuned out to the untapped world around me. What 

starts as “Just a minute!” devolves into hours of missed adventures and quests into the unknown.  

 In my remaining time in Istanbul, I shall attempt to rise from my catatonic state and immerse 

myself in the Old City. My familiar glass of black tea is now a familiar landmark to bridge into the 

unknown. It is time to leave from my Internet haven and venture into an unfamiliar realm. Perhaps I will 

go to art museums and see priceless mosaics. I could find a corner store and find a Turkish coffee set for 

my brother. Maybe I will find restaurants that sell unfamiliar dishes and try the beans. And when I return 

to my cramped hotel room, hopefully I will have the courage to pick up my neglected, dusty tomes. My 

friends and family can wait; I have new connections to make.  


