










‘A welcome arrival in English of an important Turkish novelist’


– Maya Jaggi, Guardian


‘Baydar’s extraordinary book explores, from both sides, the nature of the armed conflict that continues in Turkey and eloquently demonstrates how violence can erupt wherever tyranny and fear coexist.’ – Independent


‘A superbly crafted novel’ – Time Out Istanbul


‘The Lost Word is a book that cleverly mixes politics, hope, love, friendship, regret and fable. Do not miss it.’ – Amnesty


‘From this captivating tale emerges an extraordinary beauty.’ – L’Humanité


‘The Lost Word is a wonderful fresco, dense and powerful, of modern Turkey – its virtues and its paradoxes, the tensions between east and west …’ – La Croix


‘One of the year’s most important novels.’ – Kulturnews ‘The greatest novel of present-day Turkey.’ – Freitag


‘A powerful call for opening our hearts to human pain in the face of violence and terror.’ – Literaturmarkt




The Lost Word


Acclaimed author Ömer Eren has writer’s block – he has lost his ‘word’. After meeting a distressed young Kurdish couple on the run from the Turkish authorities, Kurdish resistance-movement guerrillas and the woman’s own family, things begin to change, however. Emotionally distanced from his scientist wife and his son, Ömer travels to the couple’s homeland, where, as he becomes involved with an extraordinary woman and begins to comprehend the complexities of the region, he regains his sense of purpose and his creativity as hope returns.


A mixture of thriller, love story and political novel, The Lost Word explores the effects of violence, misplaced ambition and loss of integrity with its associated guilt, anxiety and despair. Through Ömer’s journey to the east of Turkey we have a window on the Kurdish predicament from the inside and the devastating oppression and armed conflict that the Kurdish people witness daily.


OYA BAYDAR was born in 1940. She studied sociology and philosophy at Istanbul University and in 1965 became a member of the Turkish Labour Party. She worked as a journalist but after the 1980 military coup was arrested for her writing and forced into exile in Western Europe. In 1981-2 she lived in Moscow and was in Frankfurt in 1989 at the fall of the Berlin Wall. In 1992 she returned to Turkey. Since then she has published six novels, a short story collection and other works of fiction and non-fiction, and her work has been translated into a number of languages, including German, French, Greek and English. She has won many literary awards in Turkey for her fiction, including the Orhan Kemal Novel Award.
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ONE


‘Do They Kill Children with Tiny Bullets, Mummy?’


I was looking for a word and I heard a voice.


I was in pursuit of the word. The word that I had used roughly, spent recklessly, blown into bubbles of soap and used up: that first sentence that would begin the story, carry it along and conclude it. The sentence that somehow could never be put down in words, that merged into the nebulous lightness of thought just as I thought I had got hold of it … The missing word…


I heard that voice; I forgot the word and followed the voice.


The man who plays with words, the acrobat of language, the word wizard…


Empty words of praise attached like labels to his name, laying siege to his identity. To the trite question ‘Is there anything in the pipeline, master?’ asked by his admiring, well-meaning and somewhat simple readers, the enthusiastic, ambitious art and literature correspondents and the critics, the arbiters of one’s writing and fate, the curt answer given with an icy, insincere smile, a slight twitch of a muscle: ‘There are a few things started. They are coming along. You’ll see them in the near future.’


Yet there is only emptiness inside him – ‘the frightening barren emptiness stretching to eternity of mirrors facing each other without reflection’.


Exhausted from striving for days and nights to produce the awaited great work from this polished, hollow sentence that he has heard somewhere … Thrashing around in the web of ‘code name: love’ relations that leave behind only the bitter taste of regret. The comebacks, each one of them a small-scale defeat: returning home with the feeling of bleak emptiness and suffocation only to escape again; to his wife always there, always loving, always restrained and always distant; to literary circles, pretending not to see their smirks of ‘We know your past’ hidden behind displays of praise and friendship; to his old comrades with the fear of not knowing where he will find them, in what mood and in what sphere. Roads, countries, towns, hotels, seas, ports and people: all just for the sake of living. With that feeling of emptiness and pointlessness clinging inside him…


He was in pursuit of a word, the word he had lost. He heard a voice. A voice that broke from the hum of the city reverberating in the far distance and bored into the desolate darkness of the night like a drill; that passed beyond time and space and broke on the shores of sleep and sleeplessness like surging waters, like the wind.


Did I hear it?


You hear the hum, the whisper, the shout, the talk, the music, the sounds and silence of nature, but you do not hear the scream. The scream closes in on you, envelops you and surrounds you, and adding a sixth sense to the five it becomes a single sense and pierces your cells. He recognizes it from the scream emitted by his wife when she was giving birth to their son, from the last inhuman scream of a man knifed beside him one night, and from the scream resounding to the world uttered by a woman in a black burqa – which war, which conflict, where, he does not remember – tearing at her burqa and baring her bosom before throwing herself over her dead son. The scream overcomes the voice and silences it. You don’t hear the scream. It envelops you, surrounds you, drags you after it and engulfs you. The scream …


The passengers of the Anatolian coaches departing after midnight; common folk with their characteristic faces, clothes and smells. The sham, shabby order and the lively bustling disorder of the large city coach terminals attempting to emulate the slickly run airports. Monotone announcements with wrongly stressed words whose ends stretch like chewing-gum: ‘Your attention please, passengers. Your coach is about to leave from Platform 17.’ The small kebab shops, the vendors of dried fruit and nuts, booths, people selling scratch cards, stalls overflowing with religious books, booths stocking cassettes and CDs, halva and puddings; toilets smelling of urine, their floors always suspiciously wet, reservoirs broken, basins blocked. The coolness of June nights making one shiver slightly, the yellow melancholy diffused from dull, dim lights, the waiting-rooms gradually becoming deserted, and the platforms falling silent.


He has to wait more than half an hour before his coach is due to depart. He tries to kill time watching passengers bustling around, those coming to see people off, children begging, selling chewing-gum or tissues at the late hour, those gathered in front of the stalls selling cassettes or dried fruit and nuts. While drinking – in truth he had had a little too much to drink as usual – in the bar of a recently rediscovered trendy hotel that he used to visit frequently he suddenly had the thought that he could not bear to spend another night in the tedious city. He decided to cancel the two minor appointments for the following day and return to Istanbul that night by coach.


While buying a bottle of mineral water and a packet of cigarettes from the Başkent Büfesi – the chain of kiosks named for the capital city – in the corner by one of the large glass-panelled doors opening on to the platforms, he notices that he keeps repeating, ‘Başkent Büfesi, Başkent Büfesi’ like a jingle. Sometimes a word, a sentence or a line would get stuck in his mind like a broken record, especially if he has been drinking. As he thought about the meaning of the phrase repeating in his head he wonders why it’s called a capital city. Do such cities change over the years? If so, how do they change? Why have I … why do we have a lifetime? And what is a lifetime? At least say a ‘youthtime’. Could one produce an article from that inane question?


For how many generations have we been repeating the conundrums of our meaningless lives like a jingle without being able to answer them or resolve them? Especially this word ‘conundrum’ that we use everywhere. One uses words like these so that people consider one intellectual. There’s nothing to write about here. I’ve got nothing to write about either. In any case, what sort of things did I ever produce? Come on, be honest, at least to yourself. But let’s not be too harsh. Even if I’m not as great as I think I am I’m not a nobody. Damn it! I’m confused and I’m pissed. My head is like a terrible barren emptiness stretching to an eternity of mirrors facing each other without reflection. I really mustn’t drink so much. My brain is like mush. If only the coach would arrive and I could find my seat, get my head down and fall asleep. If only I could lean my head back against the headrest smelling of sweat and fall into a deep sleep, to revive the memory of the days of youth and innocence when air travel was incompatible with our miserable student budget and frugal lifestyle, our horizons, surroundings and revolutionary principles. It would cost a month’s basic wage for a plane ticket!


If he hadn’t noticed the woman with the odd hat sitting outside on one of the benches near Platform 8 while he was waiting for his change in front of Başkent Büfesi he would not have headed in that direction. As he stashes his bottle of mineral water in one of the outside pockets of his small travelling bag the wide-brimmed, light-coloured hat catches his eye once more. He has always been drawn by the fascination of objects and walks towards Platform 8.


The woman is short, plump and elderly. She must be more than seventy. She is wearing pale, worn trousers that end just below the knee. Would you call them Bermuda shorts? On her head is a wide-brimmed old straw hat with a green ribbon and her hands are covered with white gloves. She could be a retired teacher who has settled in Bodrum or somewhere similar or the wife of an elderly bureaucrat spending half the year at a summerhouse by the sea. She reminds him a bit of his mother. These sorts of women paint fabric, tie-dye and sketch when they are not playing rummy. They also dabble in art and literature. Most of them are know-alls, insufferable women with the air of a pedagogue. They are women who believe in the certainty of their own convictions, who preface their remarks with ‘We are the daughters of the generation of the Republic.’ When they see a woman covering her head with a scarf they see red and lament, ‘Even Atatürk could not make these people see sense!’ – refining their vowels like teachers, officers’ wives and friends of my mother. Perhaps I do the poor woman an injustice because she physically resembles my mother and because of the revulsion I feel towards my parents and that self-opinionated elitist circle.


The elderly lady is talking incessantly. He looks around to see whom she is addressing, but there is no one.


‘Isn’t that right, sir?’ she asks in a voice with a foreign intonation, strangely accented but refined.


Has she recognized me, I wonder? She has recognized me. She has. God knows she has probably even attended my book-signing sessions. A warm sense of pride and self-satisfaction fleetingly passes through him, the pleasure of the gratification of fame, of being spotted and being considered important. However, he still plays the part of the man who is a little weary of and indifferent to fame, who is beyond this type of worldly gratification and who has had his fill of praise. He does not answer and pretends not to have comprehended that the question is directed towards him. Anyway he does not want to talk to anyone. If only the coach would pull up at the platform and he could put his head down and sleep. He remembers the days when, partly for love and partly for the revolution, he travelled back and forth between Istanbul and Ankara in cheap overnight coaches with their long bonnets. Those were the days of youth, the days of immaturity and innocence. Good days.


It is clear that the woman is determined, that she will persist until she gets an answer. He is angry with himself. Why on earth had he been drawn by a shabby hat and headed in that direction? Ever since a keen young critic referred to me as a ‘writer who can perceive the magic of objects and put it into words’ I feel I have to appear interested in objects. There you have it – a dowdy woman’s hat! Why did I rush over here looking for trouble?


‘You were there, too. We were in Warsaw. No, I think it was Budapest. When we were put on the boats the child was with me. We were escaping across the Danube. I did not want to leave the city, but they made me. I’m telling you, as I was boarding the boat the child was with me. You saw him. Tell them you saw him. They’ll believe you.’


Should he reply? He is light-headed, befuddled, his thoughts scattered. When he drinks alone he loses it completely. There are, in fact, plenty of old friends and a lot of new acquaintances in this city. He could call one of them if he wanted, and they could go for a drink. If he were to get in touch with any of the new friends they would be only too pleased to be seen with the author Ömer Eren. The old ones, you never know – they might have written me off or perhaps they would be happy if I called them. One can’t tell. I have many acquaintances but no friends left. I have used them all up, or I’ve buried them. Literally, I really have buried most of them, the best ones.


The voice of the strange woman interrupts his thoughts. ‘They might not believe you either, but tell them all the same.’


It is obvious that the woman is batty. He racks his brains. Who was evacuated from Hungary across the Danube in 1956? He had listened to such stories from old folk. Damn it! I can’t remember a thing. My memory is deteriorating by the day. I mustn’t drink so much. I must listen to what my wife tells me, I mustn’t go over the limit. Elif always keeps to the limit. The limit? What and whose limit? Elif’s? Why?


‘Just tell them what you saw. That’s enough,’ the woman repeats beseechingly. ‘Tell them, sir.’


Tell them what I saw? Did I see anything? Had I seen anything? Had I told them what I’d seen? Would I have told them even if I had seen anything?


He doesn’t say anything. He must get away from here. He must escape from this woman.


‘They said the child was going to follow. I waited years, but he did not come. How could a tiny child travel those roads alone! When the Wall fell, the Hungarian daughter-in-law hid all the papers and the silver candlesticks, too. Well, perhaps the silver candlesticks stayed in Pest. One shouldn’t put the blame on her. Isn’t that right, sir?’


She gets up and walks towards him, Ömer Eren. He tries to escape, but the woman pulls at his sleeve. He shakes her off. ‘I wasn’t there. I don’t know. I don’t know anything,’ he says as he tries to escape sideways like a crab.


She says, ‘Everyone says, “I wasn’t there”, and “I don’t know”. In that case, who was there? Who knows, and who does remember what happened? Who took the child off the boat? Could it have been the daughter-in-law? She had begun to work for the others after my son was suspended for being a traitor. She, too, could very easily have hidden the silver candlesticks. I did not want to leave the east. I was going to wait there. I wasn’t going to leave the child. He could have found me there. He could have found me. The child doesn’t know these parts at all. He wouldn’t be able to find anyone here.’


The woman returns to her place muttering. He can no longer hear or understand what she’s saying. He is relieved that he’s got rid of the madwoman. Without hurrying, he walks slowly over to the next platform so that she doesn’t notice and follow him. ‘The suspended son, the lost child, the river, the Hungarian daughter-in-law, candlesticks and the rest, the east, the Wall …’ Words blown about in the air and swept along with people in the whirlwind of the age. What has all this got to do with this overweight ordinary old woman? Why shouldn’t it have something to do with her? No one carries what they have experienced on their bodies, on their clothes or on their faces. They carry it in their hearts, their memories and their eccentricities.


The words of the strange woman are lost and become inaudible amid the shouts, cries, the chanting of familiar marches and the general commotion. At first he doesn’t understand where the uproar is coming from.


He looks over to where the noise is emanating. A coach, with a large flag hung at the front and its windows adorned with paper flags displaying the star and crescent, is pulling up at Platform 3. It has a banner stretched the length of one side on which is written, ‘Our soldier is the greatest soldier’. Thirty or forty boys walk in step towards the bus carrying young men on their shoulders, youths like themselves. Flushed with excitement, their serious faces with wispy moustaches look quite tense under the dim yellow lights. Mesmerized by their voices they make the sign of the wolf’s head with hands raised and eyes almost popping out of their sockets. It is one of the familiar send-off ceremonies for soldiers that everyone is used to. Everything damned normal in the everyday flow of life. Everything moves in a frightening circle of desperation and absurdity that causes more and more pain.


A night coach terminal – they used to call them bus stations; a woman who had escaped across the Danube by barge and is still on the run – who knows why and where to – was it the Second World War or the Hungarian Uprising? And the boy? Was there really a boy? Here other boys are yelling with all their might: boys rending their throats and the night with cries of ‘Love or leave’, ‘Death to the leader of the separatists’, ‘The flag will not be flowered’, ‘Our homeland will not be divided’ and ‘Our soldiers are the greatest soldiers.’ Children of another place, another time and another cause … Child actors who take parts in all the tragedies played out on the world’s stage but who always remain extras.


What am I doing here? I’m tired, I’m exhausted and I’m drunk. What’s more, I’ve lost the word. I cannot write any longer. I don’t like myself. I’m at war with myself. And now the idea of going to Istanbul by coach doesn’t seem that great. It is as repugnant to his tired spirit as it is to his body that is well into its fifties. A drunken decision made on a bad night drinking alone. Suppose I go back to the hotel and zonk out … Then tomorrow I’ll return to Istanbul like a lamb on the first plane with a free seat. There’s no need to catch the first plane. What urgent business do I have? What is there waiting for me in Istanbul apart from Elif? In any case, she’s busy with her experiments, her students and those scientific articles that she writes for foreign journals. Waiting is the job of unemployed people, and Elif is always up to her eyes in work.


He did not hear the gunshot, and if he did hear it it had not registered. However, the scream became a bullet of sound and hit him with full force in the chest. An anonymous stark-naked scream, without identity and without substance broke from the hills of Çankaya, from the vineyards of Seyran and from the Citadel, from slopes and ridges. It enveloped the lofty districts of the capital girded with the state’s arrogance; its boring civil-servant districts of ties and suits; its shanties decorating the naked hills with poplars, oleasters and pear trees, its slums inexorably edging into the city, its slopes climbing to the Citadel, its avenues, streets, bus stops and stations and its midnight coach station. It spread over the city and struck the heart of whoever was in its path and echoed all around. It reached the strange old woman and Ömer.


He was caught up in the vortex of the sound. How long did he turn in that vortex? How did he get out? Was he able to get out? The woman had crept up to him. Or had he moved towards the woman? He heard her whisper, ‘They killed the child.’ And inside his head the scream turned into a voice and the voice into words and the words into meaning. The child! They’ve killed the child!


Between Platform 2 and Platform 3 and in the middle of the deathly silence that suddenly falls on the coach station a young woman is lying on the ground. The blood flowing between her legs leaves ever-widening circular stains on her long printed cotton skirt. She is very young, almost a child. Her face, lit by the wan lights, is a bluish-white. In the middle of this nightmare she is too beautiful to be true. As she turns her head to the swarthy youth kneeling in front of her, she tries to smile. Then her face contorts with pain, her lips move and she tries to say something – and perhaps she does. The young man gently puts his hand under the girl’s head. He pulls off the headscarf with the crocheted border that covers her forehead and hair and drapes it round his neck; he winds her thick corn-coloured hair around his fingers. With one hand he continues stroking the girl’s stomach and, inclining his face to hers, whispers something, words of love.


The time-stopping absolute silence, that moment of consternation and indecision experienced in another dimension must, in fact, have lasted just a few moments. Two of the youths, who had been making a commotion a few minutes before, shouting slogans, waving flags of crescents as well as Turkish flags, are running away, and no one is pursuing them. The coach station’s night travellers, those being sent off on military service and those seeing them off, approach very slowly, in circles, moving in time to the silence like the final scene in a tragic ballet. Then a burst of sound, shouts, disjointed sentences, questions, oaths, curses and complaints. The young man kneeling beside the girl who has been shot whispers, ‘You’ve shot her. You’ve killed the child! You’ve killed the child!’ as though he has spent all his voice in that first cry that pierced his throat.


The words become a voice and they echo, You’ve killed the child. You’ve killed him! ‘We zarok kuşt! We zarok kuşt!’


Then the commotion. The screams, ‘Someone’s been shot! Come and help!’ The shouts of ‘Help!’ The hum that makes one’s head throb. ‘Is there an ambulance? Is there a doctor?’ The bustling men arriving with a stretcher, the paper flags trailing on the ground, the bewildered security men. A voice rising from among the dispersing crowds, ‘Martyrs do not die. The homeland will not be divided.’ The brothers trying to gather the people running away and continue the commotion from where they left off, as though nothing had happened. The accursed murder by a gun fired in the air for the sake of a cause that they do not even understand. The childish innocence of the unknown murderer who pulled the trigger. The desperation in the eyes of the youth who clings to the stretcher as they carry away the girl hit by a stray bullet, and the suffering engraved on his face. And the bloodcurdling words of the strange woman who is insensible to what is going on around her and who does not leave Ömer’s side.


‘They put pressure on me, but I didn’t become a collaborator. And I knew who killed the child, but I didn’t tell them. I persuaded myself that he hadn’t died. And it wasn’t the Hungarian daughter-in-law who had hidden the candlesticks. There, I’m confessing to you. I saw who shot the child and who stole the candlesticks, too. It was one of our lot.’


With anger, desperation and bewilderment he grabs the woman by the shoulders and shakes her. ‘What child, which child, madwoman? Who did you see?’


‘Take your hands off me. The people who shoot are all the same and the people who get shot, too. I didn’t speak then. I didn’t give anyone away. The child is always the same, the same child. You shot him. I saw you.’


He pushes the strange woman roughly and runs after the people departing with the stretcher.


He hears the woman shouting after him, ‘Where are these boats going to? Tell me if you know, sir. Where was I going to get off? Which port? I won’t tell anyone it was you who shot the child. Where does this river flow?’


A dirty cover has been thrown over the wounded girl, her eyes are closed and her face and body contract and shake simultaneously. She moans continuously like a sick kitten. From time to time the moans change to stifled sobs. Ömer puts his hand on the back of the boy who is trying to hold one end of the stretcher and says, ‘I’m a doctor.’ There is no point in being honest and saying, ‘I’m a writer.’ Who will take any notice of a writer? Right now only a doctor is important.


They leave the stretcher on the ground. He puts his hand on the patient’s forehead. It’s like ice. To make out he’s a doctor he tries to take the wounded girl’s pulse. She moans, and he takes fright and gives up. The siren of the ambulance is heard in the distance. The security guard arrives with the chief police officer.


‘Did you see the incident?’


‘Yes, I did. I don’t know who shot her, but it must have been one of that group sending off new recruits. Two people ran away. Yes, I’m a witness.’ Identification, address … ‘Yes, I’ll stop by the police station tomorrow.’


The face of the youth beside the wounded girl is the colour of pus. He seems completely drained of blood. He struggles to find his identity card. For a moment Ömer is frightened that the boy does not have one, that they will take him away and that he will get into trouble. If necessary I’ll intervene. I’ll explain who I am, and I’ll protect the boy. He sees a few tears trickling down the youth’s cheeks and getting lost in the stubble on his face.


‘She’ll be all right’, he says, ‘She’ll be all right. Don’t worry.’


While the police are trying to take statements the wounded girl carries on bleeding profusely.


‘The child has gone. The child was our life,’ the youth keeps repeating. He does not care about anything beyond that.


This is when Ömer realizes that the wounded woman was pregnant.


‘Just wait and see. Don’t worry. Perhaps they’ll be able to save the child, too.’


An image of the clotted blood oozing from between the girls legs, spreading on her skirt and over the concrete platform appears before his eyes. He doesn’t believe his own words either.


The noise of the siren gets closer and closer.


‘Where are they going to take her?’ asks the young man in a fearful, suspicious voice.


‘To the hospital.’


‘We don’t have any money,’ he whispers. His voice is desperate, pathetic and sad. ‘And if they are after us … they won’t let us live. And what’s more…’


It is then that Ömer notices the strong eastern accent in the boy’s voice. He remembers the Kurdish cry for help. He looks at his face carefully for the first time. He sees the loneliness, fear, hopelessness and the look of a cornered, wounded animal. He guesses that they are on the run. They are running away from someone. What a good thing the policeman trying to get the statements signed did not hear what he said.


The ambulance arrives and stops just in front of them. As he helps to lift the stretcher he says, ‘Don’t be afraid. I’ll come with you, and we’ll sort out the hospital and everything. I know a hospital where there are doctors who are acquaintances of mine. Don’t worry. If there are any other problems we’ll see to them.’


He speaks with the confidence and the power of being Ömer Eren. The youth looks at his face with mistrustful, suspicious and anxious eyes that question why he is doing this.


The night is dark and the sky an inky blue. The moon sheds no light. The lights of the city obscure the stars. Over there, in the distance, is the Citadel. The giant flag on top of the Citadel is illuminated by a bluish light and is waving gently. To drown out the noise of the ambulance’s siren that grates on the nerves and wrenches the heart Ömer shouts, ‘Where did you come from? And where were you heading for?’


Just then the wounded woman screams in pain. Blood trickles on to the ground from the side of the stretcher. He cannot hear the answer. Perhaps no one has responded.


Looking lovingly at the laboratory animals with their pink eyes and hairless pink tails in the little cages Elif remembered a little sadly and with a longing for the days of her youth how she had cried when she killed her first mouse. It was thirty years ago – perhaps even longer. They were my first dead mice, my first murder.


She used to enter the laboratory at the crack of dawn before anyone had started work to finish the studies for her doctorate that she had begun with great hope, enthusiasm and determination. Her lecturers used to say jokingly that she would be the first Turkish girl to get a Nobel Prize. Why not! I’ll get it, you’ll see.


It could not be said that she was modest. As the not especially beautiful middle daughter of a middle-class low-income teacher’s family with three children, she had discovered at an early age that the way to break out of the narrow family circle, to excel and escape from a inevitable and dreary future and to gain recognition and respect was to achieve success. She was ambitious. Her ambition fed her determination, and her studiousness made up for anything she lacked in talent, ability or intelligence. She did not want to resemble her mother and to live like her aunts and neighbours. She hated being cooped up in rooms and kitchens and houses permeated by the smell of the workaday lives of ordinary people, mending clothes, making food and giving tea parties. Even when she was a little girl she had not played mothers and fathers; she had not liked toy furniture or kitchen sets, and she had not shown much interest in dolls. She adored soft furry animals: teddy bears, rabbits, cats, dogs and mice. If they had been alive, of course, that would have been better, but she was not allowed to keep animals in the house. She had cried bitterly when the timid hazelmouse that she had fed with nuts, dried fruit, breadcrumbs and morsels of cheese without telling anyone – not even her siblings – had been caught in a trap baited by the cheese that her father had smeared with poison. Her father had had to swear to her that he had let the mouse go and not killed it.


As she dons her lab gloves she remembers the agonized, numbed look of her dear little mouse caught in the trap. How strange! So many years have passed, and it’s still a vivid memory. She opens the cage on the large table and takes out one of the test animals, holding it with two fingers. Trying not to hurt it, she places it on the table covered with sterile paper. Now let’s put you to sleep and see what’s happened inside! When she realizes that she is trying to avoid looking the mouse in the eye a sad smile passes over her face. It is good that I recall my emotions when I cried over my first dead mouse. She feels compassionate and sensitive, and she is pleased about it. She stabs a needle into the nape of the mouse’s neck. There’s a faint desperate ‘eek’ that she still hasn’t got used to after all this time and that she cannot pretend not to hear: the mouse’s feeble dying scream. The animal goes into spasm, and its paws quiver a few times. She feels the tiny body go limp between her fingers. And that’s it. After all these experiments who knows how many little dead souls I have left behind. Suddenly she begins to weep quietly. And she is surprised at her tears. Is it because she has killed the mouse? She takes a curious delight in the warm drops trickling down her cheeks.


It had not been easy for her to get used to killing laboratory animals. ‘To obtain results one needs to be fairly brutal,’ her tutor used to say. ‘Think of the thing in your hand not as a living being but as a piece of cloth. Think how many children’s, how many people’s and how many animals’ lives you can save in killing one test animal!’


Elif wanted to obtain results, to succeed. She had thought about and approved of what her tutor had said and had been convinced. All the same, there was a side to this work that disturbed her. Can one consider a living thing a piece of cloth? Thousands of souls in return for one soul, thousands of lives in return for one life. And who was going to account for that one soul, that one life? Does the principle ‘for the benefit of the majority’ render all murder justifiable? Perhaps it was the increasing weight of these issues that gradually distanced Professor Elif Eren from the lab work that she had at one time passionately loved. It steered her to the philosophy and ethics of science and to ponder on ethical issues involved in genetics. She had also matured enough no longer to dream of a Nobel Prize.


As she examines the piece of brain that she has taken from the small white mound of fur under the microscope linked to the computer, she tries to free her mind from the sound of the telephone that continually rings somewhere in her mind and concentrate on her work – in other words, the dead mouse. The effort is useless. Everything she does and thinks comes back to the phone that rang towards dawn and to the strident metallic sound continuously jangling in her brain. The sound of the phone persists like some horrible background music that she cannot silence.


Towards dawn she awoke in a sweat from a confused dream in which she was trying to escape from an arrow of fire stuck in the middle of a misty, foggy road along which she was walking. In her drowsiness she had not grasped at first what was happening, and when she realized that the arrow of fire was the telephone ringing she became agitated. Since her childhood she had learnt through bitter experience that knocks on doors after midnight and before dawn and midnight telephone calls brought bad news. In her childhood memory, the death of her father was a midnight telephone call coming from a small, remote Anatolian town. Her father, a harmless teacher, had been posted there having incurred the wrath of the ruling party. In the days of the military coup, they had come for her husband in the early hours of the morning, kicking the door until it almost broke and barging into the bedroom with their heavy weapons. At the time she was three and a half months pregnant. She had silently watched Ömer being taken away with a look of contempt on her face, trying to protect her stomach with her hands – they could have harmed the child if they had pushed her around. The pain of her son – or should one say his going and disappearing – was the ring of a phone after midnight piercing their deep sleep, a call from the hospital. ‘Is Deniz Eren a relative? His condition is serious. Come straight away.’ They had informed her by phone at dawn, too, about the laboratory fire, which had, in only minutes, turned to ashes the months of effort she had expended on the important experiment and destroyed her beloved test animals. Elif was afraid of midnight telephone calls and knocks on doors at dawn.


She had reached for the phone in a state of panic with the thud of accelerating heartbeats, and when she heard Ömer’s voice her agitation had mounted. Something bad must have happened. He’s a night bird; he doesn’t wake up at this hour. Sometimes he works until morning, writing continuously while he drinks. Perhaps he’s drunk, too drunk to realize that I would be asleep at this hour, perhaps even worse…


‘Is something wrong, dear? Why are you calling at this hour? Are you all right?’ She tries not to sound anxious.


‘I’m fine, fine. Nothing’s the matter. I was planning to return tomorrow, but it didn’t work out. I’ll tell you later. I’ll be travelling for a while; I’m going east. I’ll be delayed, and I just wanted to let you know.’


Now what was that all about? At the crack of dawn … He hadn’t told her when he was coming, so why should he let her know that he would be delayed? Perhaps he had simply wanted to hear her voice. Or was he checking up on her? Was she still there – not just in body but emotionally for him? Was she waiting for her husband with tireless patience?


What is left of love? What can be left after thirty years? The fear of not finding what was left where it was left, the anxiety of the insidious power of separations that gnaw at relationships and the worry of losing a person. The cosy habit, the sense of security, that begins where the fire of the passion of the flesh begins to wane and the attraction of the unattainable is lost. A sort of comfort, the feeling of someone being there for you. A bond that both are still afraid of losing.


‘You’re going east? What a coincidence! I’m going west next week, to Denmark. There’s a symposium on the philosophical and ethical dimensions of gene technology.’


‘Me to the east and you to the west … We are gradually drifting apart!’


Did Ömer say these words, or did I imagine them? It’s true we’ve been together seldom during the last few years. Our work and hobbies are very different, and, like it or not, our social circles differ as well. However, I never thought that our paths could separate after we’d shared so many experiences. After all, we have so much behind us. So much what? Youth for a start. Our passionate effort that transformed pain and hardship into the hope of good days to come; a shared belief that we held the key to a bright future not only for the people of this country but for mankind in general, and the revolutionary dream that fired our blood and burnt our hearts. We were excited, innocent children who had not yet learnt that fire burnt. And we played happily, leaping into the heart of the fire. That wasn’t all. There were the shared delights, pleasures, happiness and joy, mutual friends and mutual victories, the smells, the pain experienced together, as well as successes. There were the fiascos and the defeats. And that … that defeat we can’t discuss, that we don’t mention because we fear that if we were to break our silence even once the bond between us would be irreparably broken. Defeat? No, complicity.


‘And while you’re there, will you go and see him, too?’


She understands what her husband wants to say but is still upset by his words. ‘We are gradually drifting apart,’ she repeats. Then, ‘Who am I going to see?’ – just to hurt him.


‘The boy … Are you going to visit the boy?’


She feels anguish as she hears the insecure, humble, begging tone in his voice and his inability to say the boy’s name. Are men more fragile, more vulnerable than women when it comes to such matters? Can mothers endure pain better? Is it the physiology of fertility reflected in the brain? Ömer never got used to it. He never forgave himself or the boy or life itself. And what about me? Have I been able to get used to it while still being ‘me’? Have I been able to accept it?


She sits down at the computer. For a moment she becomes engrossed in the magic of the colourful images on the screen. She remembers the kaleidoscope that she never tired of playing with as a little girl. The cardboard telescope that made flowers of paradise bloom, fairytale butterflies fly about and spilt multicoloured stars from the sky when she put it to her eye and turned it. It was her favourite childhood toy. She did not know the word kaleidoscope but used to call the magic cardboard pipe, a ‘fairytale telescope’. One day she had not been able to resist removing the transparent mica at the end of the cardboard tube from its casing with a knife. She wanted to see those wonderful colours and shapes without the aid of the instrument and to touch the stars and flowers. And she was also curious about the workings of the toy.


As she admires the multicoloured complex patterns reflected on the computer screen, she remembers with regret the coloured paper and pieces of glass that fell on the ground from the kaleidoscope. Never try to analyse the truth behind beauty. Heavenly images can be created from detritus. Just look, enjoy and take pleasure in them. Is it always crucial to know the truth behind an illusion? Is it possible to turn on its head the impulse that the search for truth is crucial? What in these days of virtual reality is the meaning of such questions? She must examine such conundrums in the paper she is going to present at the science ethics congress. It could be useful for enlivening her talk and exploring the link between reality and the virtual world and between the virtual world and ethics.


She makes a note of the formulas of the images reflected on the screen and of her own interpretation. All the reactions of the mouse’s brain cells match her hypothesis. At present the experiment is progressing successfully. How many more mice will be needed? Then will it be the turn for cats? And what about research on people? I must take the students to the lab for today’s lesson. Let them see for themselves how a hypothesis is verified step by step. That is, if any of them are interested. She knows that most of the students enrolled in the department out of necessity because their marks were not good enough for the subjects they really wanted to study. What good is basic science in this day and age? Especially in Turkey. That is why she is pleased that everything is going well with the experiment, and step by step her theory is being proved – even though she doesn’t always feel like giving lectures. She is happy, too, with the images and the figures that she sees on the screen. This may not result in a Nobel Prize but a lesser award, a European Woman Scientist award, for example. So why am I crying? Surely not because I killed a mouse.


She thinks about his question, ‘Are you going to visit the boy?’ For months this issue has played on her mind, since the day she was invited to present the paper at the symposium in Copenhagen. Relatively speaking, Copenhagen is just a stone’s throw from Norway. Naturally she can go to see the boy. What is strange is Ömer asking this on the phone. What was behind it? Was it a mere reminder or suggestion, or was it a request? It is the first time he has mentioned the boy for a long time. Has the memory faded, or doesn’t it hurt as much as before? How much time does a person need for pain to turn to sadness? She remembers the words of a favourite author, ‘Because sadness is the projection of pain.’ My pain has slowly turned to sadness. It doesn’t burn as before, but it is more profound. And this is what I can’t bear: everything ending, passing, getting accustomed to it, and it becoming ordinary … How did Ömer survive? How did he bear his pain? We have never talked about it. We refrained from talking about it, and we avoided the subject. We did not share our mutual pain. If the source is the same, if it hits two people with the same arrow, pain cannot be shared – or at least it doesn’t lessen with sharing. You said, ‘Me to the east and you to the west’ in a broken, bitter tone. If you keep going straight to the east and I keep going to the west, perhaps one day, my love, we might meet on a small remote island.


A small remote island; her lost son’s island. She doesn’t not know if that tiny spot on the northern map is a real piece of land or a part of a nightmare from which she can never wake up. If she forgets it she thinks she will be able to overcome the pain. Nevertheless she strives not to forget – because this would mean forgetting the boy, too.


The island was a small point as big as the head of a pin on the tourist map. They had read the map with difficulty because the light in the car was insufficient on that December day when darkness fell at four in the afternoon. They had left Bergen and were travelling towards the north of Norway. The places that were marked with ‘overnight facilities’ symbols on the map were closed, and not a soul was in sight. The keeper who offered bed and breakfast at the lighthouse where they had stopped as a last resort had explained in English, German, Norwegian and sign language that they were not open on Christmas Eve and that he was going to have Christmas dinner with his family in the village. He had said that there was a small island fifteen kilometres further north and that they should try there. ‘We are little more than a smoke away from the North Pole,’ Ömer had said with his usual nonchalance. ‘Let’s put our foot down so that we reach this Devil’s Island before it’s pitch dark.’


They had been on the road since morning. The boy was only small; he was tired and hungry and, after grizzling for a while, had fallen asleep on the back seat.


‘At least he’s an easy, adaptable child – or we’d be in trouble!’


‘My son takes after his father. Am I complaining?’ Ömer replied.


She had thought: He’s right. It was my idea to go north in the middle of winter. But, still, we did the right thing. We’ll return to Turkey in the summer, and we might not get the chance to see these places again.


Her contract with the Genetics Research Institute in Denmark where she had been working for the past two years was going to finish at the end of term. And the short-term grant given to Ömer by the International PEN’s fund for writers under threat or suppression in their own country had been stopped. Now they wanted to return home. ‘Yes, we know that everything will be very difficult, but it’s our homeland. Our roots, our friends, our struggle is there. We can still do something there. We can still be useful. We are foreigners here. No one needs us.’ This is the sort of answer they gave when they were asked why they wanted to return to Turkey. And, what was more, Turkey was slowly changing. The darkness of September 1980 had begun to lift at the edges. The same old folk song was on their lips: ‘Don’t give up hope for your country.’ The song that Ömer sometimes sang as ‘Don’t give up hope for man.’


They hadn’t yet given up hope for life, the world, their country and mankind. We were young. Flames hadn’t yet begun to envelop the smouldering world. Even if bastions were falling one by one, we thought that they fell down because they hadn’t been well built, that too much sand had been mixed with the cement. We believed that stronger ones would be built in their place.


Was the weather especially clement that year, or was the climate of this region protected from Arctic winds by the surrounding mountains always this mild? ‘It’s because of the Gulf Stream,’ Ömer had said. ‘The warm current tempers the cold of the Norwegian coast.’ On one side of the road there was an inland sea without a wave like a smooth lake and on the other side were rocks covered with moss and stumpy deep-green reed-like plants. While travelling on the little car ferries that used a winch system to cross the twenty or twenty-five metres between the small islands, they thought to themselves: What an adventure! They tried not to show each other that they were a little concerned, wondering where the road would end.


Where the road ended – and the road really did end at the sea – there was a makeshift quay at which was moored a small boat resembling a miniature steamer with its funnel, wheelhouse, cabin and ship’s rail. A woman wrapped in woollen shawls carrying two heavy baskets, one on each arm, was standing at the edge of the quay observing the boat. They paused for a moment without knowing what to do and then realized that they had to leave the car there. A man with a pipe in his mouth beckoned as though to say, ‘Hurry up.’ The woman with the baskets jumped on to the boat. They went back to the car to fetch the child and their travelling bags. The boy had woken up and was looking around with anxious eyes. His father undid the seatbelt in the back and took his son in his arms.


‘There, we’re going to the Devil’s Island in the book. You can tell your friends about it when you get back.’


‘You don’t get back from the Devil’s Island,’ said the child in a sleepy but certain voice. ‘And, in any case, I don’t have any friends to tell.’


She remembers that just then a sharp pain shot through the middle of her chest, an irrational bad feeling. Was it the child’s loneliness or his anxiety – even in his father’s arms – that affected her like this? Then she heard Ömer’s laugh, his jokes that made the child laugh as well, a return to the familiar happy course of things…


On the boat no one was asking for tickets or directing passengers. It was just them, the woman with the baskets and two others. The island was immediately opposite. They could make out one or two dim lights and an imposing fortress meeting the sky in the twilight, like a castle of wicked giants in fairytales. Ömer continued the game with his son:


‘There, I told you! That is the Devil’s Castle.’


The boy had shaken off his tiredness and the drowsiness of sleep and joined in.


‘Daddy, tomorrow morning let’s go and see the Devil. And when I draw my sword, then…’


When they set foot on land there was no one around. The boat’s captain and the couple of travellers had vanished in a trice. Then they saw the woman with the baskets. It was as though she hadn’t got off the boat but had suddenly appeared from the sea or – in some strange way – had always been there, while the woman they had seen on the opposite shore was her ghost.


‘Hotel? Bed and breakfast?’


They try to get help from the woman with the baskets in half-sentences by utilizing the few words they know of Danish, English and German. The woman points to the road stretching along the coast.


‘At the end, at the very end.’


That much they understand. They walk in front of the houses that line the length of the road, each one a different colour – yellow, pink, green and lavender – with light filtering from behind their short-lace-curtained windows, with not a soul in sight. Leaving the cafés and the bistros behind them, with doors open and lights on, tables and counters empty, at the end of the road they arrive at the door of a white wooden cottage with the single German word ‘Gasthaus’ written on it.


‘Why in German?’


‘We’ll have to ask.’


The door is open, and lights are on in the entrance and in the corridor as well. They enter rather diffidently. ‘Is anyone there?’ They call out first in German and then in the few Nordic words they know. No one answers, and no one comes to greet them. They open the door facing them at the end of the corridor. It’s a large homely kitchen. The wooden chairs arranged round the large table in the middle show that the place is also used as a dining-room. The stove is burning, and the room is warm and cosy. They only notice that they have been cold when they feel the heat of the room and their faces scorched by the flames from the logs burning in the stove. After all, it is the end of December and we are in the north! On the table there is an appetising cheese platter and a round cake. ‘Cake!’ shouts the boy with excitement.


It is then that they see an old man sitting in a rocking-chair next to the stove in the corner with a hand-knitted woollen blanket on his knees. ‘Everyone has gone,’ he says in German. ‘They’ve all gone to church – to the service. I cannot walk very far. In any case, if I could, I would rather go to the bar than the church.’


His language is formal and bookish, strictly observing the complicated grammatical rules of German. He laughs, making a funny hiccupping noise. ‘The rooms are upstairs, and the keys are in the doors. You can stay where you like because there are no other guests. If you are hungry that’s too bad. There’s cheese, coffee and cake … That’s all.’


‘You speak excellent German.’


‘I was German once upon a time. Language is the country that a person has lost.’


‘Language is a person’s country,’ repeats Ömer in German.


‘His lost country!’ insists the old man. Then with his right arm extended in a Nazi salute he continues in a cynical high-pitched and tremulous voice, ‘Deutschland, Deutschland über alles…’


He utters an expletive that sounds like a bit like ‘fuck’. It is obviously a swear word.


‘Stand to attention, ladies and gentlemen. Here you have the unknown deserter. Deutschland, Deutschland über alles! The only way not to be an unknown soldier is to be an unknown deserter.’ He laughs again in the same strange way. ‘There are memorials to the unknown soldier in all the countries of the world, but for some reason there is not a single memorial to the unknown deserter.’


‘Which war?’ asks Ömer, feigning interest. He recalls the Unknown Soldier Memorial at Potsdamm in Berlin and that it was made by a Turkish sculptor. He had heard that someone, possibly a neo-Nazi, had destroyed it.


‘That’s not significant. Wars never end. I’m the deserter of all the wars in the world.’


As they emerge from the kitchen to find a room and rest for a while or at least put the child to bed, the old man calls after them, ‘The rooms are chilly. Light the fire to warm the place up so that the child doesn’t get cold. Perhaps they’ll bring you something to drink when they return from the service. If anyone comes back, that is. Do you have anything to drink on you? Alcohol? I mean alcohol.’


Ömer opens his case and holds out the brandy bottle that they have brought along for emergencies.


‘There are glasses over there in the cupboard,’ says the man without getting up. ‘Cut a piece of cake for the boy while you’re at it.’


Ömer takes three small glasses from the worm-eaten wooden cupboard and fills them with brandy. The three of them drain their glasses in one go. He leaves the bottle on the coffee table next to the man.


‘We’ll be off early in the morning. We’re going further north.’


‘They come, stay one night and then leave early.


I don’t know where they go when they leave. Is there any place to flee?


There’s nowhere else to go other than to yourself.


The violence of the age will find you everywhere.


Everyone’s last refuge is their own island.


I’ve been here for a thousand years; unknown and a deserter.’


Even with their lack of German they realize that the old man is murmuring lines of verse.


‘I’ve been here for a thousand years; unknown and a deserter,’ repeats the man.


‘That sounds like a poem,’ says Ömer.


‘Yes, it is. A poem that thousands of people read once upon a time. This is because I’m a poet deserter or a deserting poet.’


Without feeling the need to pour the remaining drink into a glass, he empties the brandy dregs straight into his mouth from the bottle.


Was the island real? Or was it a mirage, a nightmare? That piece of land, that island of invisible occupants surrounded by a sea as calm as a man-made lake in a season when the storms in the North Sea are at their wildest, where not a single soul wandered its streets, where no one seemed to live in the pink, indigo-blue, pale-green and candy-yellow houses with the light filtering through the windows, where no one was to be seen other than the ghost of a village woman carrying baskets and a thousand-year-old deserter whose legs could not carry him; the imposing fortress with the open sea extending to eternity and the freezing wind that made one shudder when one climbed the ruined ramparts; the room with its wooden ceilings where they tried to get warm by huddling together in bed in a small guesthouse where no one greeted them, showed them their rooms nor gave them their keys. The old man, the unknown deserter … Were they actually real?


When they awoke in the morning the sea and the sky were a deep blue. The man had fallen asleep in the rocking-chair where he had sat all night. Perhaps he had passed out. The bottle of spirits on the small table beside him was empty. There was fresh coffee in a pot on the stove, hot milk in a jug and buns, a cheese platter, salted fish and the cake from the previous evening on the kitchen counter. They had breakfast while they waited for someone to offer them a bill. The child liked the milk and cake, Ömer the salted fish and sweet sauce and Elif appreciated the coffee. The old man was in a deep sleep. Still there was no one else around. They left some money on the counter and left. Everything was normal and ordinary on the island, now stripped of its creepy and mysterious darkness and clothed in a blue light. The boat that was to take them to the opposite shore was tied to the quay. The woman with the baskets on her arms was there once more. There was no one on the road, at the quay or in the square.


‘Who would awake at the crack of dawn on Christmas morning!’ said Ömer, feeling a need to rationalize the strange quiet.


The child wanted to go up to the Devil’s fortress and see the Devil in his castle.


‘Look, there’s no one in the village. Even the Devil has gone on Christmas holiday.’


‘Perhaps everyone has gone to the castle to wish the Devil a merry Christmas,’ said the boy. ‘Even if you don’t let me, I’ll come here when I’m grown up and meet the Devil.’


‘All right. You do that. Now let’s get aboard this boat before it’s too late and cross to the other side. Let’s see if our car is in its place.’


Elif held the little boy’s small hand tightly. The child had not worn his gloves, and his hands were like ice and his tiny nose red with the cold. She put her arms round her son with a surging wave of love that felt as though it would pierce her breast.


Now, in the laboratory with a dull ache in her breast and a dead white mouse in the palm of her hand, she is thinking about that small, remote island back then. The island of the unknown deserter and crazy old poet. The island of her fugitive son …


When I said on the phone, ‘I’m going east’, Elif had said, ‘And I’m going west.’ She did not ask where and why. As usual she did not say, ‘I’ve missed you. You’ve been away a long time’, or any similar sentiment. There was neither disappointment in her voice, nor anger, nor reproach. At most there was apprehension at not being able to understand why I was calling at the crack of dawn.


Even when I went on about us drifting apart her voice didn’t change. She has bottled it up, I know; she doesn’t easily show her feelings. Yet I had wanted to tell her something quite different. Those words were a lament for what we had lost; the mortification I felt about us taking separate paths. I had to express this somehow. It was the reaction to the effects of time that dulled, gnawed at and ruined everything. I felt I needed to express reproach, regret, but I couldn’t find the right words.


Ömer still loved his wife, after all those years. To be able to convince his circle of friends that he was far removed from the behaviour of the average male he had convinced himself that he loved his wife of thirty years as much as ever. Ömer Eren, surrounded by a host of admirers, most of them women, at book-promotion launches, openings of exhibitions and at meetings where he was expected to make an appearance, at celebrations and in places frequented by intellectuals, had to love his wife as much as ever to prove that he hadn’t changed, and that his heart and his soul were as they had been in the days of faith and innocence. He needed to prove that despite being a famous, widely read author – being termed a ‘bestselling author’ made his blood boil – he was atypical of his sex in terms of his behaviour. So often when a man becomes rich or famous the first thing he does is divorce his wife. Other relationships, other women, other men, long separations, taking refuge in a small seaside town off the beaten track with the excuse that he was writing a book, those surreptitious holidays, retreats … They were like the garnish for the main course that came to the table after the hors d’oeuvre and the appetizers. Even though he didn’t much care to contemplate on such matters, whenever he did the image of a roasted turkey on a large platter appeared before his eyes – a turkey, the essential part of the New Year table, decorated with a tasty garnish that enhanced its appeal and savour.


He is enveloped by an ominous feeling, a dark fog. What an appalling metaphor. I, who am considered a master of language, Ömer Eren who thinks that he is endowed with the power of the word … I’m nothing. The French call it médiocre; in other words, average, indifferent, lacking in originality. ‘Hackneyed sayings and clichés, a bit of nostalgic sauce, a pinch of revolutionary spice, plenty of love and as much melancholy as it takes. The works of the famous writer, Ömer Eren …’ Was that smart-arse critic who wrote thus wrong? While some among us rejected the past and denigrated their former beliefs, cursing the gods that at one time they worshipped, I put such subjects into my writing and transmuted words into fame and money.


Lately, as the emptiness loomed and the fear rose within him that he could no longer write well or would never be able to write as well again, his dissatisfaction with himself grew, too. Drink was one escape. Taking refuge in book-signing days, talks, meetings and travelling from town to town was another. Was it the andropause or whatever they call it? A midlife crisis? The panic that there is little time left to live, the anxiety of having wasted past years, the sadness of knowing that there is no going back to those years …


Elif tacked those years together day by day, step by step, leaf by leaf and she reminded me that those years really had been lived. My wife ties me to a past that I have left behind and that I miss all the more. I should not have said to her, ‘We are gradually drifting apart.’ I should have said, ‘Let’s not part again.’


The question ‘Will you see him, too?’, like him saying ‘We are gradually drifting apart’, was his way of expressing the rebellion that he felt against the love, passion and sexual excitement that had been eroded by time; against Elif taking refuge in her never-ending experiments, her beloved mice, her successful scientific studies and in her acceptance of her husband’s distance, his absence and his affairs; against the loss of his passion, love, immature excitement and hope and the reality that they would not be returning to that beautiful country of their youth again. He had wanted to hurt his wife. He did not know why, but perhaps it was because he was hurting very much somewhere deep inside.


He was almost smug when he said, ‘I’m going to the east, to the south-east.’ He had implied intellectual bragging, of being ready to pay the price and make a sacrifice for his art, together with a degree of western arrogance. He had expected his wife to ask him what he was going to be doing in those parts. She had not asked. He wanted her to ask because he had things to to tell her. If he were to say them, it would relieve him and give him peace of mind. A forgotten tale whose remembrance would be good for his heart and soul …


‘Once upon a time, when we were eighteen or nineteen, we went with the revolutionary train to build a bridge over the Zap River. At that time this whole country was ours, from Edirne to Ardahan, you know, like the poem that we learnt in childhood. We had grown up, and we no longer believed in the “villages that were ours even if we didn’t go and see them” of our primary-school books. We had begun to understand that no place would be ours if we didn’t visit it or if we didn’t build bridges. We didn’t yet know that it wasn’t enough to construct bridges of good intention, that it was necessary to pass to the other side, and that the bridges that we had built were not strong enough and not wide enough. But we would learn. In our twenties we were burning revolutionary fires on the Nurhak mountains, in the Söke plains and the surrounding towns in the Çukurova countryside. The east was on our agenda, like a song of the people sung first in a timid and cautious and then in a loud voice. Those who lived there were our people – our shame because we left them destitute, our source of pride because they resisted oppression, and in whose name we went to prison for using the word “Kurd”, thus salving our conscience. They were a part of our hopes and our revolution, and they were partners in our liberation. They spoke our language with harsh, clipped accents evoking the craggy mountains. We knew deep inside that they spoke another language; but, still, they were our people; they were us. They were enigmatic, and they were not very open; we sensed they had secrets. We tried to respect these and to share their suffering. We were revolutionaries; our enemies and friends were the same. Our grievances concerned the military police, the state, the landowners and the bosses, as well as imperialism in general. We felt wronged, downtrodden and rebellious. If we felt it once, they felt it three times over. If you went to gaol and “if you were the three K, then you were in trouble”, our old comrades-in-arms used to say. “Kürt-Kizilbaş-Komunist” – you really were in trouble. If we were in a bad way the Kurds were three times worse off, so we felt inadequate. We used to sing the folk songs of the east together, read their epic stories and attempt to comprehend the things they could not say. But we were always inadequate and fell short.’


If Elif had asked, he would have liked to tell her a tale of remembrance like this. If he were to write, this is what he would have liked to write. Writing is the best thing. To write what he really wanted to say and leave to one side the worry of who would read it and who would be interested. In these postmodern times, when poverty, oppression, rebellion, revolution, the workers, peasants, ordinary people, lesh and bone, people with real feelings were subjects considered old-fashioned, stretched and sagging – ‘Are you still singing the same old tune, buddy?’ – he wanted to remind people about people – and to tell about people and their lives.


I would like to, but do I have the courage? Am I ready not to disappear but to be ignored? Am I ready to have no one around me – for my publisher’s polite warnings, for my career that for fifteen years I have been building brick by brick to be reduced to nothing, to hear the words, ‘Yes, he was quite famous at one time. People used to read him a lot, but then he aspired to probe deeper and returned to topics that were history and got stuck on anachronistic revolutionary discourse and a dated humanism. Well, of course, no one reads him any more. A pity.’ I’ve run out of words. I’ve worn out the words using them again and again; I’ve worn them down and emptied their contents. The shell of a word that has lost its soul rots.


Ömer Eren knows that he cannot write as he used to. He realizes the emptiness of the sentences that appear on the computer screen, their meaninglessness and that they are just black consecutive symbols. Does a person lose the word when the voice inside him is silent, or does it happen when the feeling of pointlessness brings the writer to the place where the word ends?


When he begins to muse how, step by step, he has lost his voice and how the gushing spring that fed the word has dried up, he feels caught in a trap. The only way he knows how to get out of it is to take refuge in alcohol and in the halo of his undeserved reputation. In the years when he excelled with his first novel and surprised the literati, a famous critic had called him ‘the writer endowed with the word’. Had he betrayed the magical word he had been endowed with, or had he been betrayed by the word? He doesn’t know.


Now he is looking out of the window of the vehicle that has been stopped for the second time in the last hour, amazed at how he set out on these roads and why he is on this coach. Making an effort to appear indifferent and at ease, he asks an elderly passenger in local dress sitting anxiously beside him, ‘Is it always like this or is it because of the events of the past few days?’ The answer is flat and short. ‘It’s always like this, but it’s got worse recently.’


The heavily armed and intimidating men in camouflage uniform and masks who barge in without leave are checking identity cards, lightly prodding the passengers with their guns. There is a tense silence on the coach that will break at any moment. Is it the fear of getting used to fear – or of showing it? By now he has learnt that they are going to take some people off the vehicle. Cases, bundles, cardboard boxes tied up with string and sacks will then be thrown down, opened and strewn around. Sacks of onions and potatoes – why do people insist on carrying onions and potatoes from one place to another? – jars of honey, packets of lokum – made by small-town confectioners, underwear, packets of pills, tins of cheese, embroidered linen from a trousseau, artificial flowers, long johns and more will be scattered around. Then the things that have been picked through and strewn around will be gathered up in grave silence. Faces will reflect the shame of displayed underwear, the paucity of the bundles. How many of those taken off the coach will get back on again? Who will end up next to an empty seat? The driver will doubtless grasp the gearstick with the imprecation ‘God give me strength!’ He will begin humming a Kurdish air and put his foot down on the accelerator. The coach will start moving off again with sighs, curses muttered in hoarse voices and oaths hissed between the teeth. The curses will be in Kurdish and the oaths in Turkish, and the rebellion smothered by fear will be entirely human.


‘The bridge we built over the Zap River has been destroyed,’ said one of Ömer’s old friends who frequently came here on business. He works it out: thirty-seven years … No, it can’t be. Was it so long ago, so far back in time? It can’t be. A tiredness of thirty-seven years descends on him. As the coach travels along the winding road with rocky mountains on one side and a deep valley on the other, he looks intently around. In vain … After all these years, he would not be able to pick out the location of the bridge. When they stop for a tea break he addresses the driver. ‘You’re young, but perhaps you’ve heard about it from older people. Years ago youngsters from Istanbul and Ankara came and built a bridge over the Zap River with friends from the area. We carried the stones and mixed the cement together. Is the bridge still standing? I have heard that it had been destroyed.’


‘I have heard about it. I know of it,’ says the driver. ‘My uncle worked on the bridge. There was Deniz Gezmiş, too. I know about it from what he told me, obi. Would such a bridge still be standing here after all these years, in this day and age? It was mined years ago. Some say it was the military and some say it was guerrillas. If you ask me, it was the Zap River itself that demolished it. It’s stronger than all of them. In fact, the bridge’s abutments are still standing. I’ll point them out to you as we pass.’


Was Deniz really there on the Zap Bridge expedition? If he had been I would have remembered. Perhaps he just stopped by. In those days Deniz wasn’t in a position to stay long in one place. Even if he hadn’t been to the river heroes are ubiquitous. People need epics and heroes.


Without turning round the driver shouts, ‘Zap Bridge!’ as they pass through a rocky gorge. He slows the bus down to a crawl. All that remains of the bridge are the ruined stone abutments. Ömer remembers that he has seen such ruins on both sides of the river all along the road. It was as though our bridge was further along and on the opposite bank was a village clinging to the rocky slope. No it wasn’t here; it must be further along. It doesn’t matter where it was exactly. The good thing is that there are people who still remember it, who know of it. ‘Thanks,’ he calls out to the driver. Let them remember the bridge as being here. It is important that someone remembers. Legends shouldn’t be forgotten, the spell shouldn’t be broken, and doubts should not arise.


The Zap River flows a murky grey. It’s as if there is less water these days. Calm in appearance but seething beneath, it has forgotten the fury of the winter months during these hot June days. It’s the same as it’s always been – just the same. The cliffs rising on either side of the gorge and the grey slopes are the same, too. At the hour when daylight falls and the sun disappears behind the high mountains, the road stretching away, the sky, hills and river are girded in the same yellow-grey. And now, just at this moment, in their bareness, wildness, starkness and isolation they are all incredibly beautiful. Too beautiful to compete with the blue of the sea, the green of forest and meadows, the white of snowy peaks or the red purple of the setting sun. Or so it seems to me. Even though we look with our eyes, we behold through the glasses of our longings, our beliefs and our dreams. That is how we were when we believed that we would establish the union of the revolution and the brotherhood of the people with a makeshift bridge. The bridge was the symbol of hands held out by young people from the west uniting with the hands of the east. The good thing was believing in it and in the hope this belief created.


The depression of knowing that the poignant sadness of ‘I travelled these roads years ago’, the despair of ‘The bridges that I built have been completely destroyed’ and the fruitless, hopeless fatigue of Sisyphus as he carried the rock to the peak will never turn to hope.


He looks at the remains of the bridge. Even if it isn’t here it is good that someone still remembers it. A lad from the east, who perhaps had not even begun to talk when Deniz was hanged, knows Deniz Gezmiş, It is necessary to die young for memories to be appealing and for heroes to remain immortal!


Ömer Eren is going to the east. To the most eastern part of the east. The title of his last book was For the Light Rises in the East. It was a phrase borrowed from the Bible, from the faith of the western world. It rose rapidly on the bestseller list, and literary circles and thinkers praised it to the skies. He admits to himself that when choosing the title he had looked for a reference that could be translated into English and French. We take our bearings from the west and write about the east. We are eastern Orientalists. He finds his play on words clever. He must use it in an article. With a heavy heart he remembers the Argentinian Solanas’s film, South or El Sur. Solanas, too, was in exile in Europe in the 1980s. They had met at the showing in Paris of his film Tangos that told of Argentinian political exiles. Solanas was filming El Sur at the time; the film in which three old men play tangos on their bandonéons on a street corner in Argentina in front of the Lost Dreams café amid the mists and smoke. Whether dream or reality nobody knows. His film tells of people in love, rebelling, betraying, resisting and defeated, and people embracing hope and life. Their ka’bah is the south: the place where wars and freedom begin and where hopes of revolution are hidden. Patagonia, with its ice, freezing winds, and air of desolation and isolation, a refuge for fugitives, a grave for prisoners who do not return … The melancholy tango of Maria seeking her lover who has died while being tortured … ‘South: the land of our hope, our glorious dream, silently dying comrades. South: the final stop of our love, our never-ending road.’ Her lover murdered, the very young Maria is going south to carry on the fight on a truck travelling along the never-ending roads of the pampas, perched next to the driver like a silent bundle of sorrow.


Ömer Eren goes east murmuring Maria’s song, ‘South: the country of our loneliness, the final stop of our hopes, our never-ending road …’, breathing in the air that has grown heavy with the smell of human breath and sweat in the coach that travels between the yellow-grey hills, cleaving the yellow-grey light. He asks himself yet again why he is on this road. He goes along singing Maria’s ballad in his own language. ‘East: the last stop of our conscience, the refuge of our defeat. East, land of the eternal struggle …’


‘East: the distant land where our fathers – civil servants and soldiers – did their compulsory service. The land of migration where officer families living in outposts and garrisons deployed all along the borders think that the howling of jackals is an enemy raid; where children hide under their bedcovers in fear; where the snow does not melt in the north and where scorpions scorch in the heat in the south; the land of those magical, suspect languages – Kurdish, Zazaki, Armenian, Syriac, Arabic and Georgian – the distinctive spicy food that has the taste of bulgur and is consumed with homemade raki; where the impoverished smugglers, the brave and innocent old-time bandits, the Mehmetciks, and the guerrillas are killed in minefields or in battle – so many killed, continuously being killed – the land of rebellions, deportations, wars and migrations. That distant land that has become more than a region or a climate in whose mirror we test our fears, our enmities, our friendships and our beliefs in life and man; and not being able to stand the stress we prefer to forget and accuse instead of being accused. A fountain in which we hope to wash clean our wounded, frayed, enlightened consciences. The last refuge in which to hide our fear and tiredness, to dress the wounds of defeat after the working class that was buried beneath the debris of the times deserted us – or was it we who deserted them?’


He must write this down. He must write it in more lyrical language, with deeper thoughts and an infinitely large heart but sincerely and with genuine feeling. He must write it looking into his own heart and finding the word once more. He must not mind who reads it, how well it sells or who condemns it, and he must take the risk of losing his reputation and becoming nothing. He must write the story of real people, not the east desired by the west that is bored with itself, satiated but which has failed to achieve happiness; the west that looks for peace in mysticism, in the deserts, at the tops of mountains, in Buddhist temples and Hindu shrines. Not the unnatural fiction that the literature market operating according to supply and demand requires, the stories without people, the fairytales of the well-to-do, sick and tired, wealthy westerners sitting on their pots of money who leave everything behind and find happiness in poor lands.


He knows that he has to question frankly, without fear, the reason for his losing the word and the fact that he has not been able to write for some time. He feels that the query ‘Who would be interested in our story apart from a few dinosaurs?’ lurks behind his fear of his reputation sinking, of not being on the bestseller list and losing his readers and is a trick, a self-deception. He recalls the German war correspondent committing suicide, leaving a note saying, ‘I have not a single line left to write.’ Had he not been able to write because of the suffering he had witnessed, or was it simply because he had dried up?


Now, making his way in a decrepit old coach in a yellow-grey light between soldiers minesweeping in the eerie high mountain passes, their lives entrusted to the mercy of their commander, the militants in the mountain and to the Devil, too, he is seized with doubt that he will be able to find the word – the true words that he wants to say – and that he will be able to tell the real story that he wants to tell. He is not quite sure of the virtue of the path he has taken in pursuing a scream that cleaved the night, that he will be able to find what he is looking for – or that he even knows what he is looking for. He almost regrets setting off on the journey. He feels like a drink. Damn it! I always used to be prepared. Well, I was taken unawares. Homemade roki and similar delights – they are all left behind, past memories.


There is no sign of alcohol on the shelves or the counters of the makeshift shops that line both sides of the road where they stop for a break. The shops sell anything and everything from vegetables to wheat, cheese to soft drinks and hardware to prayer mats. He doesn’t have the courage to ask. But still he consults the driver.


‘Abi, there isn’t any. Don’t even bother looking for it! You can’t find it round here. Oh … if you want white stuff, I mean powder, that’s easy to find. It’s all over the place. The military police know where it is and so do the guerrillas. If you need some …’


‘I don’t do white stuff or powder. I want a drink for … You know, my throat. Also my gums are all inflamed. I expect I’m developing a cold. That’s why I’m looking for alcohol.’


The driver doesn’t seem to have swallowed the line. He grins in a friendly manner. Ömer is sorry that he has told a fib, buys a bottle of water and returns to the coach. In this place where he has come in pursuit of a scream he is as foreign and as nervous as a tourist. ‘Being the other one of those we have otherized …’ That’s a good phrase; I must make a note of it. Now and then he finds good phrases and notes them down. But they are all empty words; not one of them is the word he is seeking. Perhaps all that I have written until now was just words … empty words, nonsense.


As he looks for his notebook in the many pockets of his hunting vest he remembers his mobile phone. Much of the time there is no signal out in the countryside. Particularly in the gorges and when they go between the mountains they are out of signal range and service. Just as these parts are out of our personal service area … There is a tiny envelope icon on the screen. You have a message. The first text is from Elif: ‘I’ll be seeing the boy.’ He doesn’t even look at the messages from his publisher, his editor and from the International PEN or from a society to which he has promised to give a talk. He returns again and again to his wife’s message: ‘I’ll be seeing the boy.’ Ordinary words: the burden, the poison and the pain of which both of them know well.


The disturbing woman at the coach station had whispered that they killed the child. The whisper had turned into the young man’s scream that had pierced the night and the cowardly, furtive tranquillity of oblivion. ‘They’ve killed the child! Zarok kuştin!’


Which child? Had he decided at that instant to remember the child? No, it was later, it was while waiting for news of the woman being operated on, leaning against the wall smoking cigarette after cigarette with the young man in the stuffy corridor of the emergency ward half lit by a dim light, where patients lay on broken benches and where their relatives with worried, anxious faces looked round hopefully each time a door opened …


This matter should have ended after he had made sure that the seriously wounded patient was operated on immediately by giving his own name and using the name of a professor he knew and after he had completed the hospital admission procedure and left some money as well. At most, he should have given his mobile number and as a conscientious, responsible citizen gone on his way. This was the natural thing to do – and it was also in keeping with his character. However, there he was pacing up and down in the hospital corridor with Mahmut – he had finally learnt that the young man’s name was Mahmut – whose face was overcast with fatigue and suffering, waiting for the outcome of the surgery.


Mahmut looked in his mid-twenties: he had a fine, swarthy, open face in spite of his stubble, and he was handsome despite his dishevelled appearance. He was also silent, scared and alien. When speaking he looked not at one’s face but at a point beyond, like people who are guilty or shy. It was quite obvious that he was from the east, but he did not have a strong eastern accent that would make him difficult to understand apart from a shortening of the long A’s and the slightly guttural G’s and also the emphasized separation of syllables. It took Ömer some time to understand that the youth’s silence, his evasive glances and his ill-at-ease manner stemmed from insecurity.


‘Why are you doing this, abi?’ In his voice there was suspicion mixed with gratitude and surprise.


Ömer had not been able to say, ‘Because of that scream … because of the child.’ Instead he had said in a forced tone that defied credibility, ‘What else could I have done? How could I have left you like that?’


‘You’re not a doctor.’


‘You’re right. I’m not a doctor. I just said that at the time so that I could get into the ambulance with you. In fact I’m a writer. Perhaps you have heard of me. My books are read a lot.’


Why would he have heard of you? Again that empty boasting. As if the whole of Turkey from east to west reads you! As if they are obliged to! As he took a card from his wallet and held it out he added sheepishly, ‘Very occasionally articles appear in the papers about me. For that reason perhaps …’


‘I haven’t read a paper for a long time. I’m sorry.’


The boy had begun to use the formal mode of address. Was it from respect or was it because the more they spoke the more distant, the more alien he seemed?


‘You’ve got a problem. That’s evident. If it’s something I can solve … There’s no need to be suspicious. Anything can happen to one at your age. I’m not an agent or anything. Don’t worry.’


‘No, of course not, hocam. Don’t take it like that. I – I mean we – we’re desperate. We’re in dire straits.’


The words, freed from the clutches of fear and doubt, suddenly spewed out. Ömer looked carefully at the youth’s face and saw the despair, fear and loneliness that he had seen in the features of his son.


‘Sometimes we are all desperate. I have a son your age. When I last saw him he looked as desperate and helpless as you.’


When I last saw you there was the suffering in your eyes of a shot animal. And when I first saw you, I had just come out of prison. Those were the days when it was more dificult being outside than inside. When I thought about those who were executed, those who had died from torture and those who had been given life imprisonment, mine was an insignificant thing, too embarrassing to even mention. I had been given eighteen months for a disparaging article that I had written before the September coup for one of the hundreds of left-wing magazines that were around at the time. A third of the sentence had been dropped, and I had spent a year in gaol and been released. When I left, you were in your mother’s womb and when I found you you were six months old. You regarded me as a stranger. I could see you asking where on earth has this stranger sprung from? In your eyes there were questions, fears and doubts. Holding my son in my arms was a unique, incomparable feeling that I had never experienced before, neither in the joy of the first kiss nor the pleasure of orgasm, nor in the awe, the elation one feels standing before a work of art or a natural wonder. My life blood, a life entrusted to me and that belonged to me, tiny and helpless against this terrible world! I always loved your mother, and I loved her still more because she gave birth to you. We named you Deniz to commemorate others named Deniz. It was not that you should carry the flag that they hoisted on the gallows to the future, as you assumed when you rebelled against us after you grew up. It was to the memory of the friendship and brotherhood of the rebellious days of our youth that were full of hope; and we gave it with a melancholic loyalty and romanticism afraid of breaking the ties with our lost youth. But I always called you ‘Son’, just as I said ‘Cat’ to the cat. I created a special name from the common name to express that you were the one and only.
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