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Our interest’s on the dangerous edge of things.


The honest thief, the tender murderer,


The superstitious atheist.


     Robert Browning, ‘Bishop Blougram’s Apology’










Politics in a literary work are a pistol-shot in the middle of a concert, a crude affair though one impossible to ignore. We are about to speak of very ugly matters.


Stendhal, The Charterhouse of Parma







Well, then, eliminate the people, curtail them, force them to be silent. Because the European Enlightenment is more important than people.


Fyodor Dostoevsky, Notebooks for The Brothers Karamazov









The Westerner in me was discomposed.


    Joseph Conrad, Under Western Eyes
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A Note on Pronunciation





Most Turkish letters are pronounced as in English.


The exceptions are as follows:




 





c – sounds like the ‘j’ in jelly


ç –   “   “ the ‘ch’ in chill


ğ – is a silent letter that lengthens the preceding vowel


ı – sounds like the ‘u’ in cranium


ö –   “   “ the ‘ew’ in jewel


ş –   “   “ the ‘sh’ in sheep


ü –   “   “ the first ‘u’ in usual
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The Silence of Snow


The Journey to Kars





The silence of snow, thought the man sitting just behind the bus-driver. If this were the beginning of a poem, he would have called what he felt inside him ‘the silence of snow’.


He’d boarded the bus from Erzurum to Kars with only seconds to spare. He’d just come into the station on a bus from Istanbul – a snowy, stormy, two-day journey – and was rushing up and down the wet, dirty corridors with his bag in tow, looking for his connection, when someone told him that there was a bus for Kars leaving immediately.


He’d managed to find the bus, an ancient Magirus, but the conductor had just shut the luggage compartment, and, being ‘in a hurry’, refused to open it again. That’s why our traveller had taken his bag on board with him: the dark red suitcase was now wedged between his legs. He was sitting next to the window and wearing a thick charcoal coat that he’d bought at a Frankfurt Kaufhof five years earlier. We should note straight away that this soft, downy beauty of a coat would cause him shame and disquiet during the days he was to spend in Kars, while also furnishing a sense of security.


As soon as the bus set off, our traveller glued his eyes to the window next to him. Perhaps hoping to see something new, he peered into the wretched little shops, bakeries and broken-down coffeehouses that lined the streets of Erzurum’s outlying suburbs, and, as he did, it began to snow. It was heavier and thicker than the snow he’d seen between Istanbul and Erzurum. If he hadn’t been so tired, if he’d paid more attention to the snowflakes swirling out of the sky like feathers, he might have realised that he was travelling straight into a blizzard; he might have seen from the start that he had set out on a journey that would change his life for ever; he might have turned back. But the thought didn’t even cross his mind. As evening fell, he lost himself in the light still lingering in the sky above. In the snowflakes whirling ever more wildly in the wind he saw nothing of the impending blizzard, but rather a promise, a sign pointing back to the happiness and purity he had once known as a child.


Our traveller had spent his years of happiness and childhood in Istanbul; he’d returned a week ago, for the first time in twelve years, to attend his mother’s funeral. Having stayed four days, he had decided to take this trip to Kars. Years later, he could still recall the extraordinary beauty of the snow that night: the pleasure it brought him was far greater than any he’d known in Istanbul. He was a poet, and, as he himself had written – in an early poem still largely unknown to Turkish readers – it snows only once in our dreams.


As he watched the snow outside the window fall as slowly and silently as the snow in his dream, the traveller fell into a long-desired, long-awaited reverie; cleansed by memories of innocence, he succumbed to optimism and dared to believe himself at home in this world. Soon afterwards, he did something else that he had not done for years and fell asleep in his seat.


So let us take advantage of this lull to whisper a few biographical details. Although he’d spent twelve years in political exile in Germany, our traveller had never been much of an activist. His real passion, his only thought, was for poetry. He was forty-two years old, single and never married. Although it might be hard to tell with him curled up in his seat, he was tall for a Turk, and had brown hair and a pallid complexion that had become even paler during this journey. He was shy and enjoyed being alone. Had he known what happened soon after he fell asleep – with the swaying of the bus his head would come to lean first on his neighbour’s shoulder, and then on the man’s chest – he would have been mortified. For the traveller we see leaning on his neighbour is an honest and well-meaning man, and – like those Chekhovian characters so laden with virtues that they never know success in life – full of melancholy. We’ll have much to say about melancholy later. But as he is not likely to remain asleep for very long in that awkward position, for now suffice it to say that the traveller’s name is Kerim Alakuşoğlu; that he doesn’t like that name, preferring to be known by his initials, as Ka; and that I’ll be complying with his wishes in this book. Even as a schoolboy our hero stubbornly insisted on writing ‘Ka’ on his homework and his exam papers; he signed in as Ka on university registration forms; he took every opportunity to defend his right to continue to do so, even if it meant coming into conflict with teachers and government officials. His mother, his family and his friends all knew him as Ka, and, having published some poetry collections under this name, he enjoyed some small, enigmatic fame as Ka in both Turkey and Turkish circles in Germany. That’s all we have time for at present, so, just as the bus-driver wished his passengers a safe journey as we departed Erzurum station, let me add these words: ‘May your road be open, dear Ka …’ But I don’t wish to deceive you: I’m an old friend of Ka’s and I begin this story knowing everything that will happen to him during his time in Kars.




*





After leaving Horasan, the bus turned north, heading directly for Kars. As it climbed the winding road, the driver had to slam on the brakes to avoid a horse and carriage that had sprung out of nowhere on one of the hairpin bends, and Ka woke up. Fear had already fostered a strong fellow feeling among the passengers, and before long Ka also felt at one with them. Even though he was sitting just behind the driver, Ka was soon doing the same as the passengers behind him: whenever the bus slowed to negotiate a bend in the road or avoid going over the edge of a cliff, he stood up for a better view; when the zealous passenger who’d committed himself to helping the driver by wiping the condensation from the windscreen missed a corner, Ka would point it out to the man with his forefinger (which contribution went unnoticed); and when the blizzard became so bad that the wipers could no longer keep the snow from piling up on the windscreen, Ka would join the driver in trying to guess where the road was.


The road signs caked with snow were impossible to read. Once the snowstorm began to rage in earnest, the driver turned off his full beam and dimmed the lights inside the bus, hoping to conjure the road out of the semi-darkness. The passengers fell into a fearful silence, with their eyes on the scene outside: the snow-covered streets of derelict villages; the dimly lit, ramshackle, one-storey houses; the roads to farther villages that were already closed; and the ravines barely visible beyond the streetlamps. If they spoke, it was in whispers.


So it was in the gentlest of murmurs that Ka’s neighbour asked him why he was travelling to Kars. It was easy to see that Ka was not a local.


‘I’m a journalist,’ Ka whispered in reply. This was a lie. ‘I’m interested in the municipal elections – and also the women who’ve been committing suicide.’ This was true.


‘When the mayor of Kars was murdered, every newspaper in Istanbul ran the story,’ Ka’s neighbour replied. ‘And it’s the same for the women who’ve been committing suicide.’


It was hard for Ka to determine whether it was pride he heard in the man’s voice … or shame. Three days later, while standing in the snow on Halitpaşa Avenue, with tears streaming from his eyes, Ka would see this slim, handsome villager again.


During the desultory conversation that continued intermittently for the rest of the bus journey, Ka learned that the man had just taken his mother to Erzurum because the hospital in Kars wasn’t good enough; that he was a livestock dealer who served the villages in the vicinity of Kars; that he’d been through hard times but hadn’t become a rebel; that – for mysterious reasons he did not disclose to Ka – he was sorry not for himself but for his country; and that he was happy to see a well-read, educated gentleman like Ka had taken the trouble to travel all the way from Istanbul to find out more about Kars’ problems. There was something noble in the simplicity of his speech and the pride of his bearing, and Ka respected him for it.


His very presence was calming to Ka. Not once during his twelve years in Germany had Ka known such inner peace: it had been a long time since he had enjoyed the fleeting pleasure of empathising with someone weaker than himself. He remembered trying to see the world through the eyes of a man who could feel love and compassion. As he did the same now, he no longer felt so fearful of the relentless blizzard, for he knew that they were not destined to roll off a cliff: the bus would be late, but it would reach its destination.


When, at ten o’clock, three hours behind schedule, the bus began its crawl through the snow-covered streets of Kars, Ka didn’t recognise the city at all. He couldn’t see the station where he’d arrived twenty years earlier by steam engine, nor any sign of the hotel to which his driver had taken him that day after a full tour of the city – the Hotel Republic, with a ‘telephone in every room’. It was as if everything had been erased, or lost beneath the snow. He saw a hint of the old days in the horse-drawn carriages here and there, sheltering in garages, but the city itself looked much poorer and sadder than he remembered. Looking through the frozen windows of the bus, Ka saw the same concrete apartments that had sprung up all over Turkey over the past ten years, the same plexiglass panels. He also saw, strung over every street, banners emblazoned with campaign slogans.


He stepped off the bus, and as his foot sank into the soft blanket of snow, a sharp blast of cold air shot under the cuffs of his trousers. He’d booked a room at the Snow Palace Hotel, and when he went to ask the conductor where it was, he thought a couple of the faces among the travellers waiting for their luggage looked familiar, but with the snow falling so thick and fast he couldn’t work out who they were. He saw them again in the Green Pastures Restaurant, where he went after checking in to his hotel: a tired, careworn but still handsome and eye-catching man, and a fat but animated woman who seemed to be his lifelong companion.


Ka had seen them perform in Istanbul in the seventies, when they were leading lights of the revolutionary theatre world. The man’s name was Sunay Zaim. As Ka let his mind wander, he watched the couple and was eventually able to work out that the woman reminded him of a classmate from primary school. There were a number of other men at the table with them, and they all had that deathly pallor that spoke of a life on the stage: what, he wondered, was this small theatre company doing in this forgotten city on a snowy night in February? Before leaving the restaurant, which twenty years before had been full of government officials wearing jackets and ties, Ka thought he saw one of the heroes of the seventies militant left of the seventies sitting at another table. But it was as if a blanket of snow had settled over his memories of this man, just as it had settled over the restaurant and the failing, gasping city of Kars.


Were the streets empty because of the snow, or were these frozen pavements always so desolate? As he walked, Ka studied the writing on the walls – the election posters, the advertisements for schools and restaurants, and new posters that the city officials hoped would end the suicide epidemic. Through the frozen windows of a half-empty tea-house, Ka saw a group of men huddled around a television. It cheered him just a little to see these old Russian stone houses still standing. In his memory they had made Kars such a special place.


The Snow Palace Hotel was one of those elegant Baltic buildings. It was two storeys high, with long, narrow windows that looked out on to a courtyard and an arch that led on to the street. The arch was a hundred and ten years old and high enough for horse-drawn carriages to pass through with ease. Ka felt a shiver of excitement as he passed under it, but he was too tired to ask himself why. Let’s just say that it had something to do with one of Ka’s reasons for coming to Kars. Three days earlier, Ka had paid a visit to the Istanbul offices of the Republican to see a friend from his youth. It was this friend, Taner, who had told him about the municipal elections coming up and how – just as in the city of Batman – an extraordinary number of girls in Kars had succumbed to a suicide epidemic. Taner went on to say that if Ka wanted to write about this subject and see what Turkey was really like after his twelve-year absence, he should think of going to Kars. With no one else available for this assignment, he thought he could provide Ka with a valid press card; and what’s more, he said, Ka might be interested to know that their old classmate, the beautiful İpek, was now living in Kars. Although separated from her husband Muhtar, she’d stayed on in the city and was living with her father and sister in the Snow Palace Hotel. As Ka listened to Taner, who wrote political commentaries for the Republican, he remembered how beautiful İpek was.


Cavit, the receptionist, sat in the high-ceilinged lobby watching television. He handed Ka the key, and Ka went up to the second floor, to Room 203. Shutting the door behind him, he felt calmer. After a careful self-examination, he concluded that, notwithstanding the fears that had plagued him throughout his journey, neither his heart nor his mind was troubled by the possibility that İpek might be here in the hotel. After a lifetime whose every experience of affection was touched by shame and suffering, the prospect of falling in love filled Ka with an intense, almost instinctive dread.


In the middle of the night, before getting into bed, Ka padded across the room in his pyjamas and opened the curtains. He watched the thick, heavy snowflakes falling without end.
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Our City Is a Peaceful Place


The Outlying Districts





Veiling as it did the dirt, the mud and the darkness, the snow would continue to speak to Ka of purity, but after his first day in Kars, it no longer promised innocence. The snow here was tiring, irritating, terrorising. It had snowed all night. It continued snowing all morning, while Ka walked the streets playing the intrepid reporter – visiting coffee-houses packed with unemployed Kurds, interviewing the voters, taking notes – and later, when he climbed the steep and frozen streets to interview the old mayor, the governor’s assistant, and the families of the girls who had committed suicide. But it no longer took him back to the snowy streets of his childhood, no longer made him think, as he had done as a child standing at the windows of the sturdy houses of Nişantaş, that he was peering into a fairy tale, no longer returned him to a place where he could enjoy the middle-class life he missed too much even to visit in his dreams. Instead, it spoke to him of hopelessness and misery.


Early that morning, before the city had awoken and before he’d allowed the snow to get the better of him, he’d taken a brisk walk through the shanty town below Atatürk Boulevard to the poorest part of Kars, to the district known as Kalealti. The scenes he saw as he hurried under the ice-covered branches of the plane trees and the oleasters – the old, decrepit Russian buildings with stovepipes sticking out of every window, the thousand-year-old Armenian church towering over the wood depots and the electric generators, the pack of dogs barking at every passer-by from a five-hundred-year-old stone bridge as snow fell into the half-frozen black waters of the river below, the thin ribbons of smoke rising out of the tiny shanty houses of Kalealtı sitting lifeless under their blanket of snow – made him feel so sad that tears came to his eyes. On the opposite bank there were two children, a girl and a boy who’d been sent out early to buy bread, and as they danced along, tossing the warm loaves back and forth, clutching them to their chests, they looked so happy that Ka could not help smiling. It wasn’t the poverty or the helplessness that disturbed him: it was what he would see time and again during the days to come; in the empty windows of the photography shops, in the frozen windows of the crowded tea-houses where the city’s unemployed passed the time playing cards, and in the city’s empty, snow-covered squares. These sights spoke of a strange and powerful loneliness. It was as if he were in a place that the whole world had forgotten; as if it were snowing at the end of the world.


Ka’s luck stayed with him all morning. When people heard his reply after asking him who he was, they wanted to shake his hand; they treated him like a famous journalist from Istanbul; all of them – from the governor’s assistant to the poorest man – opened their doors and spoke to him. He was introduced to the city by Serdar Bey, the publisher of Border City News (circulation: three hundred and twenty), who sometimes sent local news items to the Republican in Istanbul (mostly they didn’t print them). Ka had been told to visit ‘our local correspondent’ first thing in the morning, as soon as he left the hotel, and the instant he found the old journalist ensconced in his office he realised that this man knew everything there was to know in Kars. It was Serdar Bey who was the first to ask him the question he would hear again hundreds of times during his three-day stay:


‘Welcome to our border city, sir. But why are you here?’


Ka explained that he had come to cover the municipal elections and also perhaps to write about the suicide girls.


‘As in Batman, the stories about the suicide girls have been exaggerated,’ the journalist replied. ‘Let’s go over to meet Kasım Bey, the assistant chief of police. They should know you’ve arrived – just in case.’  


That all newcomers, even journalists, should pay a visit to the police was a provincial custom dating back to the forties. Because he was a political exile who had just returned to the country after an absence of many years, and because – even though no one had mentioned it – he sensed the presence of the separatist Kurdish guerrillas (the PKK) in the city, Ka made no objection.


They set off into the blizzard, cutting through a fruit market and continuing past the stores of spare parts and hardware on Kâzım Karabekir Avenue, past tea-houses where gloomy unemployed men sat watching television or the falling snow, past dairy shops displaying huge wheels of yellow cheese. It took them fifteen minutes to cut a diagonal across the city.


Along the way, Serdar Bey stopped to show Ka the place where the old mayor had been assassinated. According to one rumour, he’d been shot over a simple municipal dispute – the demolition of an illegal balcony. They’d caught the assailant after three days, in the village to which he’d fled; when they found him hiding in a barn, he was still holding the weapon. But there had been so much gossip during those three days before his capture that no one wanted to believe that this was indeed the culprit: the simplicity of his motive was disappointing.


The Kars Police Headquarters was in a long, three-storey building on Faikbey Avenue, where the old stone buildings that had once belonged to wealthy Russians and Armenians now mostly housed government offices. As they sat waiting for the assistant chief of police, Serdar Bey pointed out the high, ornate ceilings and explained that between 1877 and 1918, during the Russian occupation of the city, this forty-room mansion was first home to a rich Armenian and later to a Russian hospital.


Kasım Bey, the beer-bellied assistant chief of police, came into the corridor and ushered them into his room. Ka could see at once that they were in the company of a man who did not read national newspapers such as the Republican, considering them too left wing; that he was not particularly impressed to see Serdar Bey praising anyone simply for being a poet; but that he feared and respected him as the owner of the leading local paper. After Serdar Bey had finished speaking, the assistant police chief turned to Ka and asked, ‘Do you want protection?’


‘Pardon?’


‘I’m only suggesting one plainclothes policeman. To set your mind at ease.’


‘Do I really need it?’ asked Ka, in the sort of agitated voice of a man whose doctor has just told him he should start walking with a cane.


‘Our city is a peaceful place. We’ve caught all the terrorists who were driving us apart. But I’d still recommend it, just in case.’


‘If Kars is a peaceful place, then I don’t need protection,’ said Ka. He was secretly hoping that the assistant chief of police would take this opportunity to reassure him once again that Kars was a peaceful place, but Kasım Bey did not repeat himself.


They headed north to Kalealtı and Bayrampaşa, the poorest neighbourhoods of the city. The houses here were shanties made of stone, brickettes and fluted aluminium siding. With the snow continuing to fall, they made their way from house to house: Serdar Bey would knock on a door, and, if a woman answered, he would ask to see the man of the house. If they recognised him, in a voice designed to inspire confidence he would say that his friend, a famous journalist, had come all the way to Kars from Istanbul to report on the elections, and also to learn more about the city; for example, why were so many women committing suicide? If these citizens could share their concerns, they would be doing a good thing for Kars. A few were very friendly, perhaps because they thought Ka and Serdar Bey might be candidates bearing tins of sunflower oil, boxes of soap or parcels full of cookies and pasta. If they decided to invite the two men in out of curiosity or simple hospitality, the next thing they did was tell Ka not to be afraid of the dogs. Some opened their doors fearfully, assuming, after so many years of police intimidation, that this was yet another search; even after they had realised that the visitors were not from the authorities, they would remain shrouded in silence. Every time they moved from one house to the next the number of dwellings seemed to have increased; they had to make their way past children kicking broken plastic cars, one-armed dolls, empty bottles or boxes of tea and medicine.


As for the families of the girls who had committed suicide (in a short time Ka had heard about six incidents), they all insisted that their daughters had given them no cause for concern, and so all were shocked and distressed by what had happened. The two men were shown to old divans and crooked chairs in tiny, icy rooms, with bare, earthen floors or cheap carpets. Sitting next to stoves that gave out no warmth unless stirred continuously or electric heaters that ran off illegal power lines, and silent televisions that no one ever turned off, they heard about the never-ending woes of Kars. They were informed of the high unemployment rate and the suicide epidemic. They listened to mothers who were in tears because their sons were out of work or in jail, and to bath attendants who worked twelvehour shifts in the hamam but still could not earn enough to support a family of eight. They heard the laments of unemployed men who could no longer afford to go to the tea-house. These people complained and moaned – about their bad luck, the city council and the government – tracing their every problem to the nation and the state.


Listening to these tales of hardship, a moment arrived when, in spite of the white light streaming in through the windows, Ka felt as if he had entered a shadow world. The rooms were so dark that he could barely make out the shape of the furniture, so when he was compelled to look at the snow outside, it blinded him. It was as if a tulle curtain had fallen in front of his eyes; as if he had retreated into the silence of snow to escape from these stories of misery and poverty.


But the suicide stories he heard that day would haunt him for the rest of his life. It wasn’t the poverty, or the helplessness, or the insensitivity that Ka found shocking in these stories. Nor was it the constant beatings to which the girls had been subjected; or the conservatism of their fathers, who wouldn’t even let them go outside; or the constant surveillance of jealous husbands; or the lack of money. What shocked and frightened Ka was the manner in which these girls had killed themselves: abruptly, without ritual or warning, in the midst of their everyday routines.


There was one girl, for example, who had been forced into an engagement with an elderly tea-house owner. She had eaten her evening meal with her mother, father, three siblings and paternal grandmother, just as she had done every evening. After she and her sisters had cleared the table with the usual amount of giggling and tussling, she went from the kitchen into the garden to fetch the dessert, and from there she climbed through the window into her parents’ bedroom, where she shot herself with a hunting rifle. The grandmother heard the gunshot and ran upstairs to find the girl she had thought was in the kitchen lying dead on the floor in her parents’ bedroom in a pool of blood. The old woman could not understand how her granddaughter had managed to get from the kitchen to the bedroom, let alone why she had committed suicide.


There was another sixteen-year-old girl who, following the usual evening scuffle with her two siblings over what to watch on television, had managed to take possession of the remote control. Her father came in to settle the matter by giving her two hard whacks. The girl went straight to her room, found a big bottle of a veterinary medicine, Mortalin, and knocked it back like a bottle of soda.


Another girl, who had married happily at the age of fifteen, had a six-month-old baby. Terrorised by the beatings of her depressed and unemployed husband, she locked herself in the kitchen after their daily quarrel. Her husband knew what she was up to, but she had earlier prepared the rope and the hook in the ceiling, so she was able to hang herself before he could break down the door.


Ka was fascinated by the desperate speed with which these girls had plunged from life into death. The care they had taken – the hooks they had screwed into the ceiling, the rifles they had loaded, the medicine bottles they had transferred from the pantry to their bedrooms – suggested that they had been carrying their suicidal thoughts around with them for some time.


The first stories of such suicides had come from a city called Batman, a hundred kilometres from Kars. All over the world men were three or four times more likely to kill themselves than women. It was a young civil servant in the National Office of Statistics in Ankara who had first noticed that in Batman the number of female cases was three times greater than the number for males, and four times greater than the world average for females. But when a friend of his at the Republican published this analysis in ‘News in Brief’, no one in Turkey took any notice. A number of correspondents for French and German newspapers, however, did pick up on the item, and after they had visited Batman and published stories in their papers the Turkish press began to take an interest: quite a few Turkish reporters travelled to the city. According to officials, the press interest had served only to push more girls over the edge.


The deputy governor of Kars told Ka that the local suicides had not reached the same statistical level as those in Batman. He had no objection ‘at present’ to Ka’s speaking to the families, but went on to ask that Ka refrain from using the word ‘suicide’ too often when speaking to these people, and that he take care not to exaggerate the story when he wrote it up in the Republican. A committee of suicide experts – including psychologists, police officers, judges and officials from the Department of Religious Affairs – was already preparing to move from Batman to Kars. As a preliminary measure, the Department of Religious Affairs had plastered the city with the posters Ka had seen the day before. They proclaimed: ‘Human beings are God’s masterpieces and suicide is blasphemy’. The governor’s office was soon to distribute a pamphlet with the slogan as its title. Still, the deputy governor was worried that these measures might produce the opposite result from the one intended.


‘What is certain is that these girls were driven to suicide because they were extremely unhappy. We’re not in any doubt about that,’ the deputy governor told Ka. ‘But if unhappiness were a genuine reason for suicide, then half the women in Turkey would be committing suicide.’ The squirrel-faced man with a brush moustache went on to suggest that women might give in to the temptation of killing themselves because of a chorus of male voices – fathers, imams, the state – remonstrating: ‘Don’t commit suicide!’ This, he told Ka proudly, was why he had written to Ankara asking that the Anti-Suicide Propaganda Committee include at least one woman.


The idea that suicide might spread contagiously like the plague had first been suggested after a girl had travelled all the way from Batman to Kars just to kill herself. Her family now refused to let Ka and Serdar Bey into the house, but the girl’s maternal uncle agreed to speak to them outside. Smoking a cigarette, seated under the oleander trees in a snow-covered garden in the Atatürk District, he told her story. His niece had married two years earlier. Forced to do housework from morning till night, she had also endured incessant scolding by her mother-in-law for failing to conceive a child. The uncle believed this alone could not have been enough to drive the girl to suicide, so it was clear that she had copied the other women killing themselves in Batman. The dear-departed girl had seemed perfectly happy when visiting her family here in Kars, so it was all the more shocking when – on the very morning she was due to return to Batman – they found a letter in her bed saying that she had taken two boxes of sleeping pills.


One month after the suicide idea had, as it were, infected Kars, the girl’s sixteen-year-old cousin committed her own ‘copycat’ suicide. With the uncle’s coaxing, and having secured Ka’s promise that he would include the full story in his report, her tearful parents explained that the girl had been driven to suicide after her teacher accused her of not being a virgin. Once the rumour had spread all over Kars, the girl’s fiancé called off their engagement, and other young suitors – who had continued to come to the house to ask for this beautiful girl’s hand despite the betrothal – stopped calling, too. At that point, the girl’s maternal grandmother had started to say, ‘Oh well, it looks like you’re never going to find a husband.’ Then, one evening, as the whole family was watching a wedding scene on television, and her father, drunk at the time, started to cry, the girl stole her grandmother’s sleeping pills and swallowed them all (thus, not only the idea of suicide but the method had proved contagious). When the autopsy revealed that the girl had been a virgin, her father blamed not just the teacher who had spread the rumour but also his niece, who had come from Batman and committed suicide. It was out of a desire both to dispel the baseless rumour about their child’s chastity and to expose the teacher who had started the malicious lie that the family had decided to tell Ka the full story.


Ka found it strangely depressing that the suicide girls had found hardly any privacy or time even to kill themselves. Even after swallowing their pills, even as they lay quietly dying, they’d had to share their rooms with others. Ka had grown up in Nişantaş reading Western literature, and in his suicide fantasies he had always thought it important to have a great deal of time and space: at the very least you needed a room you could stay in for days without anyone knocking on the door. In his fantasies suicide was a solemn ceremony with sleeping pills and whisky, a final act you performed alone and of your own free will. Every time he had ever imagined doing away with himself, it was the indispensable loneliness of it that scared him off; and so, he had to allow, he had never really been seriously suicidal.


The only suicide who had delivered him back to that loneliness was the covered girl who had killed herself five weeks earlier. This was one of the famous ‘headscarf girls’. When the authorities had outlawed the wearing of headscarves in educational institutions across the country, many women and girls refused to comply. The rebels at the Institute of Education in Kars had been barred first from the classrooms, and then, following an edict from Ankara, from the entire institute. Among the families Ka met, that of the ‘headscarf girl’ was the most well off. The distraught father owned a little grocery store. Offering Ka a Coca-Cola from the shop’s refrigerator, he told him his daughter’s story. Regarding the headscarf, clearly the girl’s mother, who wore one, had set the example, with the blessing of the whole family. But the real pressure had come from her schoolfriends who were running the campaign against the banishment of covered women from the institute. Certainly, it was they who taught her to think of the headscarf as a symbol of ‘political Islam’. So, despite her parents’ expressed wish that she remove her headscarf, the girl refused, thus ensuring that she would frequently be removed by the police from the halls of the institute. When she saw some of her friends giving up and uncovering their heads, and others forgoing their headscarves to wear wigs instead, the girl began to tell her father that life had no meaning and that she no longer wanted to live. She also discussed her feelings with her friends. But as the state-run Department of Religious Affairs and the Islamists had joined forces by now to condemn suicide as one of the greatest sins, and there were posters all over Kars proclaiming the same truth, no one expected a girl of such piety to take her own life.


The girl, Teslime, spent her last evening silently watching a series called Marianna. After making tea and serving it to her parents, she went to her room and readied herself for her prayers, washing her mouth, her feet and her hands. When she had finished her ablutions, she knelt down on her prayer rug, lost herself for some time in thought and prayer, then tied her headscarf to the lamp hook, from which she hanged herself.
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Give Your Vote to God’s Party


Poverty and History





Raised in Istanbul and surrounded by the middle-class comforts of Nişantaş – a lawyer for a father, a housewife for a mother, a beloved sister, a devoted maid, a radio, rooms full of furniture, curtains – Ka knew nothing of poverty; it was something beyond the house, in the outer world. Shrouded in a dangerous and impenetrable darkness, this other world took on a metaphysical charge in Ka’s childhood imagination. Although it continued to cast its spell on him in later life, it is still hard to believe that Ka’s sudden decision to travel to Kars was motivated even partly by a desire to return to his childhood. Returning to Istanbul after twelve years in Frankfurt, looking up old friends and revisiting the streets and shops and cinemas they’d shared as children, he found almost nothing he recognised. The landmarks that hadn’t been torn down, had lost their souls. As for Kars, though he’d been living abroad for over a decade, he was still aware that it was the poorest, most overlooked corner of Turkey. For this reason, Ka may have been taken by a desire to look farther afield for childhood and purity: if the world he knew in Istanbul was no longer to be found, his journey to Kars could be seen as an attempt to step outside the boundaries of his middle-class upbringing, to venture at long last into the other world beyond. In fact, when he found the shop windows in Kars displaying things that he remembered from his childhood, items that you never saw in Istanbul any more – Gislaved gym shoes, Vesuv stoves and (the first thing any child learned about Kars) those round boxes of the city’s famous processed cheese divided into six wedges – he felt happy enough even to forget the suicide girls: Kars brought him the peace of mind he’d once known. 


Towards noon, once Serdar Bey and he had parted, he met with spokesmen for the People’s Equality Party and for the Azeris; and after these interviews were over, he stepped out again into the flurry of snowflakes – how large they were – to take a solitary stroll through the city. Passing the barking dogs of Atatürk Avenue, he moved with sad determination towards the city’s poorest neighbourhoods, through a silence broken only by more barking dogs. As the snow covered the steep mountains no longer visible in the distance, covered the Seljuk castle and the shanties that sprawled among the ruins, it seemed to have swept everything off to another world, a world beyond time. When it occurred to him that he might be the only person who had noticed, his eyes filled with tears. He passed a park in Yusuf Paşa that was full of dismantled swings and broken slides; next to it was an open lot where a group of teenage boys were playing football. The high lampposts of the coal depot gave them just enough light, and Ka stopped for a while to watch them. As he listened to them shouting and cursing, and watched them skidding in the snow, and gazed at the white sky and the pale yellow glow of the lamplights, the desolation and remoteness of the place hit him with such force that he felt God inside him.


It was less a certainty than a faint image at this point: like struggling to remember a particular picture after taking a swift tour through a gallery. You try to conjure up the painting only to lose it again. It wasn’t the first time Ka had had this sensation. He had grown up in a secular, republican family and had taken no religious tuition outside school. Although he’d had similar visions on occasion over the past few years, they had caused him no anxiety nor inspired any poetic impulse. At most he would feel happy that the world was such a beautiful thing to behold.


When he returned to his hotel room for a bit of warmth and rest, he spent some time leafing happily through the histories of Kars he had brought with him from Istanbul, confusing what he read with the stories he had been hearing all day and with the tales from childhood that these books brought to mind.


Once upon a time in Kars, there had been a large and prosperous middle class, and, although it had been far removed from Ka’s own world, it had engaged in all the rituals Ka remembered from childhood: there had been great balls in those mansions, festivities that went on for days. Kars was an important station on the trade route to Georgia, Tabriz and the Caucasus; and, being on the border between two defunct empires, the Ottoman and the Russian, the mountainous city also benefited from the protection of the standing armies each power had in turn placed here for that purpose. During the Ottoman period, many different peoples had made Kars their home. There had been a large Armenian community; it was now gone, but its thousand-year-old churches still stood in all their splendour. Many Persians fleeing first from the Mughal and later the Iranian armies had settled in Kars over the years. There were Greeks with roots going to the Byzantine and Pontus periods. There were also Georgians and Kurds and Circassians from various tribes. Some of the Muslims were driven out when the Russian army took possession of the city’s five-hundred-year-old castle in 1878, and thereafter the Pasha’s mansions and hamams and the Ottoman buildings on the slopes below the castle fell into decay. Kars was still prosperous and diverse when the Tsar’s architects went to work along the southern bank of the Kars River, and soon they had built a thriving new city defined by five perfectly straight parallel avenues, and by streets that intersected these avenues at right angles, something never before seen in the East. Tsar Alexander came here for the hunting – and to meet secretly with his mistress. To the Russians, Kars was a gateway to the South and to the Mediterranean, and, with an eye to controlling the trade routes running through it, they invested a great deal in civic projects. These were the things that had so impressed Ka during his visit twenty years earlier – the streets and the large cobblestone pavements, the plane trees and the oleanders that had been planted after the founding of the Turkish Republic. They gave the city a melancholy air unknown in the Ottoman cities whose wooden houses were burned down during the years of nationalist struggle and tribal warfare.


After endless wars, rebellions, massacres and atrocities, the city was occupied alternately by Armenian and Russian armies; and even, briefly, by the British. For a short time, when the Russian and Ottoman forces had left the city following the First World War, Kars was an independent state; then in October 1920, the Turkish army entered under the command of Kâzım Karabekir, the general whose statue now stood in Station Square. This new generation of Turks made the most of the grand plan initiated by the Tsar’s architects forty-three years earlier: the culture that the Russians had brought to Kars fitted perfectly with the republic’s Westernising project. But when it came to renaming the five great Russian avenues, they couldn’t think of enough great men from the city’s history who weren’t soldiers, so they ended up naming them after five great pashas.


These were the city’s Westernising years, as Muzaffer Bey, the exmayor from the People’s Party, related with both pride and anger. He talked about the great balls in the civic centres, and the skating competitions held under the now rusty and ruined wrought-iron bridges Ka had crossed during his morning walk. When a theatre company from Ankara came to perform Oedipus Rex, the Kars bourgeoisie received them with great enthusiasm, even though less than twenty years had passed since the war with Greece. The elderly rich in coats with fur collars would go out for rides on sleighs pulled by hearty Hungarian horses adorned with roses and silver tassels. At the National Gardens balls were held under the acacia trees to support the football team, and the people of Kars would dance the latest steps as pianos, accordions and clarinets were played in the open air. In the summertime, girls could wear short-sleeved dresses and ride bicycles through the city without being bothered. Many lycée students who glided to school on ice-skates expressed their patriotic fervour by sporting bow ties. In his youth, Muzaffer Bey had been one of them, and when as a lawyer he eagerly returned to the city to run for office, he took to wearing them again. His party associates warned him that this fashion was a vote-loser, likely to inspire people to dismiss him as the worst sort of poseur, but Muzaffer Bey refused to listen.


Now they were lost, those endless cold winters, and, to listen to Muzaffer Bey, it was as if this loss explained the city’s plunge into destitution, depression and decay. Having described the beauty of those winters – dwelling in particular on the powdered faces of the half-naked actors who had come all the way from Ankara to perform Greek plays – the old mayor went on to tell how in the late forties he himself had invited a youth group to perform a revolutionary play in the civic centre. ‘This work tells of the awakening of a young girl who has spent her life enveloped in a black scarf,’ he said. ‘In the end she pulls it off and burns it.’ In the late forties they had had to search the entire city for a black scarf to use in the play; in the end they had to phone Erzurum and ask for one to be sent. ‘But now the streets of Kars are filled with women in headscarves of every kind,’ Muzaffer Bey added. ‘And now, because they’ve been barred from their classes for brandishing this symbol of political Islam, they’ve begun committing suicide.’


Ka refrained from asking questions, as he would for the rest of his stay in Kars whenever anyone mentioned the rise of political Islam or the headscarf question. He also refrained from asking why it was, if indeed not a single headscarf could be found in Kars in the late forties, that a group of fiery youths had felt compelled to stage a revolutionary play urging women not to cover their heads. During his long walks through the city that day, Ka had paid little attention to the headscarves he saw and didn’t attempt to distinguish the political kind from any other; having been back in the country for only a week, he had not yet acquired the secular intellectual’s knack for detecting a political motive every time he saw a covered woman in the street. But it is also true that since childhood he had scarcely been in the habit of noticing covered women. In the Westernised upper-middle-class circles of the young Ka’s Istanbul, a covered woman would have been someone who had come in from the suburbs – from the Kartal vineyards, say, to sell grapes. Or the milkman’s wife, or someone else from the lower classes.


In time I was also to hear many stories about former owners of the Snow Palace Hotel, where Ka was staying. One was a west-ward-leaning professor whom the Tsar had exiled to Kars (a gentler option than Siberia); another was an Armenian in the cattle trade; subsequently the building housed a Greek orphanage. The first owner had equipped the hundred-and-ten-year-old structure with the sort of heating system typical of so many houses built in Kars at that time: the ‘pech’ stove was set behind the walls, to radiate heat to four surrounding rooms. It was only when Kars became part of the Turkish Republic, and had its first Turkish owner, that the building was converted into a hotel; but, being unable to figure out how to operate the Russian heating system, that owner installed a big brass stove beside the door opening on to the courtyard. Only much later was he converted to the merits of central heating.


Ka was lying on his bed with his coat on, lost in daydreams, when there was a knock on the door. He jumped up to answer it. It was Cavit, the receptionist who spent his days beside the stove watching television.


‘I forgot to tell you when I gave you your key,’ said Cavit. ‘Serdar Bey, the owner of the Border City Gazette, wants to see you immediately.’ 


Ka was about to exit the lobby when he was stopped dead in his tracks; for just at that moment, coming through the door behind the reception desk, was İpek, even more beautiful than in Ka’s memory. He’d forgotten just how stunning she had been during their university days. His heart began to pound. Yes, exactly – that’s how beautiful she was. First they shook hands in the manner of the Westernised Istanbul bourgeoisie, but after a moment’s hesitation they moved their heads forward, embracing without quite letting their bodies touch, and kissed on the cheeks.


‘I knew you were coming,’ İpek said as she stepped back. Ka was surprised to hear her speaking so openly. ‘Taner called to tell me.’ She looked straight into Ka’s eyes when she said this.


‘I came to report on the municipal elections and the suicide girls.’


‘How long are you staying?’ asked İpek. ‘I’m busy with my father right now, but there’s a place called the New Life Pastry Shop, right next door to the Hotel Asia. Let’s meet there at half-past one – we can catch up then.’


If they’d run into each other in Istanbul – somewhere in Beyoğlu, say – this would have been a normal conversation. It was because it was happening in Kars that Ka felt so strange. He was unsure how much of his agitation had to do with İpek’s beauty. After walking through the snow for some time, he found himself thinking: I’m so glad I bought this coat.


On the way to the newspaper office, his heart revealed a thing or two that his mind refused to accept: first, that in returning to Istanbul from Frankfurt for the first time in twelve years, Ka’s purpose was not simply to attend his mother’s funeral but also to find a Turkish girl to make his wife; second, it was because he secretly hoped that this girl might be İpek that he had travelled all the way from Istanbul to Kars.


If a close friend had suggested this second possibility, Ka would never have forgiven him; but the truth in it would cause Ka guilt and shame for the rest of his life. Ka, you see, was one of those moralists who believe that the greatest joy comes from never doing anything for the sake of personal happiness. On top of that, he did not think it appropriate for an educated, Westernised, literary man like himself to go in search of marriage to someone he hardly knew. In spite of all this, he was rather content when he arrived at the Border City Gazette. This was because his first meeting with İpek – what he had been dreaming of from the moment he stepped on the bus in Istanbul – had gone much better than he could have predicted.


The Border City Gazette was on Faikbey Avenue, one street down from Ka’s hotel, and its offices and printing facilities took up only slightly more space than Ka’s small hotel room. It was a two-room affair with a wooden partition on which were displayed portraits of Atatürk, calendars, sample business cards and wedding invitations (a printing sideline), and photographs of the owner with important government officials and other famous Turks who had paid visits to Kars. There was also a framed copy of the newspaper’s first issue, published forty years before. In the background was the reassuring sound of the press’s swinging treadle; a hundred and ten years old, it was manufactured in Leipzig by the Baumann Company for its first owners in Hamburg. After working it for a quarter-century, they sold it to a newspaper in Istanbul; this was in 1910, during the free-press period following the establishment of the second constitutional monarchy. In 1955 – just as it was about to be sold off as scrap – Serdar Bey’s late father bought the press and shipped it to Kars. Ka found Serdar Bey’s twenty-two-year-old son moistening his finger with spit, about to feed a clean sheet into the machine with his right hand while he skilfully removed the printed papers with his left; the collection basket had been broken during an argument with his younger brother eleven years earlier. But even while performing the complex manoeuvre he was able to wave hello to Ka. Serdar Bey’s second son was seated before a jet-black table, its top divided into countless small compartments and surrounded by rows of lead letters, moulds and plates. The elder son resembled his father, but when Ka looked at the younger he saw the slant-eyed, moon-faced, short, fat mother. Hand-setting advertisements for the issue due out in three days, this boy showed the painstaking patience of a calligrapher who has renounced the world for his art.


‘So now you see the difficult conditions under which we in the Eastern Anatolian press have to work,’ said Serdar Bey.


At that very moment, the electricity cut out. As the printing press whirred to a stop and the shop fell into an enchanted darkness, Ka was struck by the beautiful whiteness of the snow falling outside.


‘How many copies did you print?’ Serdar Bey asked. Lighting a candle, he showed Ka to a chair in the front office.


‘I’ve done a hundred and sixty, Dad.’ 


‘When the electricity comes back on, bring it up to three hundred and forty. Our sales are bound to increase, what with the visiting theatre company.’


The Border City Gazette was sold at only one outlet, just across from the National Theatre, and this store sold on average twenty copies of each edition, but, including subscription, the paper’s circulation was three hundred and twenty, a fact inspiring no little pride in Serdar Bey. Two hundred of these went to government offices and places of business – Serdar Bey was often obliged to report on their achievements. The other hundred went to ‘honest and important people of influence’ who had moved to Istanbul but still maintained their links with the city.


When the electricity came back on, Ka noticed an angry vein popping out of Serdar Bey’s forehead.


‘After you left us, you had meetings with the wrong people, and these people told you the wrong things about our border city,’ said Serdar Bey.


‘How could you know where I’ve been?’ asked Ka.


‘Naturally, the police were following you,’ said the newspaperman. ‘And for professional reasons, we listen in on police communication, with this transistor radio. Ninety per cent of the news we print comes from the Office of the Governor and the Kars Police Headquarters. The entire police force knows that you have been asking everyone why Kars is so backward and poor, and why so many of its young women are committing suicide.’


Ka had heard quite a few explanations for why Kars had fallen into such destitution. Business with the Soviet Union had fallen off during the Cold War, some said. The customs stations on the border had shut down. Communist guerrillas who had plagued the city during the seventies had chased away the money: the rich had pulled out what capital they could and moved to Istanbul and Ankara. The nation had turned its back on Kars, and so had God. And one must not forget Turkey’s never-ending disputes with bordering Armenia …


‘I’ve decided to tell you the real story,’ said Serdar Bey.


With a clarity of mind and an optimism that he hadn’t felt in years, Ka saw at once that the heart of the matter was shame. It had been for him, too, during his years in Germany, but he’d hidden it from himself. It was only now, having found hope for happiness, that he felt strong enough to admit this to himself. 


‘In the old days we were all brothers,’ said Serdar Bey. He spoke as if betraying a secret. ‘But in the last few years, everyone started saying, “I’m an Azeri, I’m a Kurd, I’m a Terekemian.” Of course, we have people here from all nations. The Terekemians, whom we also call the Karapapaks, are the Azeris’ brothers. The Kurds, whom we prefer to think of as a tribe, in the old days didn’t even know they were Kurds. And it was that way through the Ottoman period; none of the people who chose to stay went around beating their chests and crying, “We are the Ottomans!” The Turkmens, the Posof Laz, the Germans who had been exiled here by the Tsar – we had them all, but none took any pride in proclaiming themselves different. It was the communists and their Tiflis Radio that spread tribal pride and they did it because they wanted to divide and destroy Turkey. Now everyone is prouder – and poorer.’


When he was confident that his point was not lost on Ka, Serdar Bey moved on to another subject. ‘As for these Islamists. They go from door to door in groups, paying house visits: they give women pots and pans, and those machines that squeeze oranges, and boxes of soap, cracked wheat and detergent. They concentrate on the poor neighbourhoods, they ingratiate themselves with the women, they bring out hooked needles and sew gold thread on to children’s shoulders to protect them against evil. They say, “Give your vote to the Prosperity Party, the party of God, we’ve fallen into this destitution because we’ve wandered off the path of God.” The men talk to the men, the women talk to the women. They win the trust of the angry and humiliated unemployed; they sit with their wives, who don’t know where the next meal is coming from, and they give them hope; promising more gifts, they get them to promise their votes in return. We’re not just talking about the lowest of the low. Even people with jobs – even tradesmen – respect them, because these Islamists are more hardworking, more honest, more modest than anyone else.’


The owner of the Border City Gazette went on to say that the recently assassinated mayor had been universally despised. It was not because this man, having decided the city’s horses and carriages were too old fashioned, had tried to ban them. (To no avail, as it turned out: once he was dead, the plan was abandoned.) No, Serdar Bey insisted that the people of Kars had hated this mayor because he took bribes and lacked direction. But the republican parties on both the right and the left had failed to capitalise on this hatred: divided as they were by blood feuds, ethnic issues and other destructive rivalriesthey had failed to come up with a single viable candidate of their own. ‘The only candidate the people trust is the one who is running for God’s party,’ said Serdar Bey. ‘And that candidate is Muhtar Bey, the ex-husband of İpek Hanım, whose father Turgut Bey owns your hotel. Muhtar’s not very bright, but he’s a Kurd, and the Kurds make up forty per cent of our population. The new mayor will belong to God’s party.’


Outside, the snow was falling thicker and faster than ever: just the sight of it made Ka feel lonely. He was also worried that the Westernised world he had known as a child in Istanbul might be coming to an end. When he was in Istanbul, he had returned to the streets of his childhood, looking for the elegant old buildings where his friends had lived, buildings dating back to the beginning of the twentieth century, but he found that many of them had been destroyed. The trees of his childhood had withered or been chopped down; the cinemas, shuttered for ten years, still stood there, surrounded by rows of dark, narrow clothing stores. But it was not just the world of his childhood that was dying: it was his dream of returning to Turkey one day to live. If the country were taken over by a fundamentalist Islamist government, he now thought, his own sister would be unable to go outside without covering her head.


The neon lights of the Border City Gazette had created a small pocket of light in the night outside. The giant snowflakes wafting slowly through the glow were the stuff of fairytales, and as Ka watched them continue to fall, he had a vision of himself with İpek in Frankfurt: they were in the same Kaufhof where he had bought the charcoal-grey coat he now wrapped so tightly around himself; they were shopping together on the second storey, in the women’s shoe section.


‘This is the work of the international Islamist movement that wants to turn Turkey into another Iran …’


‘Is it the same with the suicide girls?’ asked Ka.


‘We’re now gathering denunciations from people who say what a shame it was that these girls were so badly deceived, but because we don’t want to put more pressure on the girls, thus perhaps driving more of them to suicide, we haven’t yet printed any of the statements. They say that Blue, the infamous Islamist terrorist, is in our city; to advise the covered girls, and the suicide girls, too.’


‘Aren’t the Islamists against suicide?’


Serdar Bey did not answer this question. 


When the printing press stopped and a silence fell over the room, Ka returned his gaze to the miraculous snow. The knowledge that he was soon to see İpek was making him nervous. The problems of Kars were a welcome distraction, but now Ka wanted to think only of İpek and to prepare for their meeting at the pastry shop. It was twenty-past one.


With the pomp and ceremony worthy of some precious handmade gift, Serdar Bey presented Ka with a copy of the front page that his huge older son had just printed. Ka’s eyes, accustomed to scanning for his name in literary journals, were quick to spot the item in the corner: 




KA, OUR CELEBRATED POET, COMES TO KARS


KA, the celebrated poet whose fame now spreads throughout Turkey, has come to pay a visit to our border city. He first won the appreciation of the entire country with two collections entitled Ashes and Tangerines and The Evening Papers. Our young poet, who is also the winner of the Behçet Necatigil Prize, has come to Kars to cover the municipal elections for the Republican. For many years, the poet KA has been studying Western poetry in Frankfurt.





‘My name is printed wrong,’ said Ka. ‘The “A” should be lower case.’ He instantly regretted saying this. ‘It looks good,’ he now added, as if to make up for his bad manners.


‘My dear sir, it was because we weren’t sure of your name that we tried to get in touch with you,’ said Serdar Bey. ‘Son, look here, Son, you printed our poet’s name wrong.’ But as he scolded his son there was no surprise in his voice. Ka guessed that he was not the first to have noticed that his name had been misprinted. ‘Fix it, right now.’


‘There’s no need,’ said Ka. At the same moment, he saw his name printed correctly in the last paragraph of the new lead item.




NIGHT OF TRIUMPH FOR THE SUNAY ZAIM PLAYERS AT THE NATIONAL THEATRE


The Sunay Zaim Theatrical Company, which is known throughout Turkey for its theatrical tributes to Atatürk, the republic and the Enlightenment, performed to a rapt and enthusiastic audience at the National Theatre yesterday evening. The performance, which went on until the middle of the night and was attended by the deputy governor, the mayoral candidate and the leading citizens of Kars, was punctuated by thunderous applause. The people of Kars, who have long been yearning for an artistic feast of this calibre, were able to watch not just from the packed auditorium but from the surrounding houses. Kars Border Television worked tirelessly to organise the first live broadcast in its two-year history so that all of Kars would be able to see this splendid performance. Although it still does not own a live transmission vehicle, Kars Border Television was able to stretch a cable from its headquarters in Halitpaşa Avenue the length of two streets to the camera at the National Theatre. Such was the feeling of goodwill among the citizens of Kars that some residents were kind enough to take the cable into their houses to avoid snow damage. (For example, our very own dentist, Fadıl Bey and family, let them take the cable in through the window overlooking his front balcony and pass it into the gardens in the back.) The people of Kars now wish to have other opportunities to enjoy highly successful broadcasts of this order. The management of Kars Border Television also announced that in the course of the city’s first live broadcast all of Kars’ workplaces had been so kind as to broadcast advertisements. The show, which was watched by the entire population of our city, included republican vignettes, the most beautiful scenes from the most important artistic works of the Western Enlightenment, theatrical sketches criticising advertisements that aim to corrode our culture, the adventures of Vural, the celebrated goalkeeper, and poems in praise of Atatürk and the nation. Ka, the celebrated poet, who is now visiting our city, recited his latest poem, entitled ‘Snow’. The crowning event of the evening was a performance of My Fatherland or My Scarf, the Enlightenment masterwork from the early years of the republic, in a new interpretation entitled My Fatherland or My Headscarf.





‘I don’t have a poem called “Snow”, and I’m not going to the theatre this evening. Your newspaper will look like it’s made a mistake.’


‘Don’t be so sure. There are those who despise us for writing the news before it happens; they fear us not because we are journalists but because we can predict the future. You should see how amazed they are when things turn out exactly as we’ve written them. And quite a few things do happen only because we’ve written them up first. This is what modern journalism is all about. I know you won’t want to stand in the way of our being modern – you don’t want to break our hearts – and that is why I am sure you will write a poem called “Snow”, and then come to the theatre to read it.’


Scanning the rest of the paper – announcements of various campaign rallies, news of a vaccine from Erzurum that was now being administered in the city’s lycées, an upbeat article describing how the city was granting all residents an additional two months to pay their water bills – Ka now noticed a news item he had missed earlier.




ALL ROADS TO KARS CLOSED


The snow that has been falling for two days has now closed all of our city’s links to the outside world. The Ardahan Road closed yesterday morning, and the road to Sarıkamış was impassable by the afternoon. Due to excess snow and ice in the affected area, road closures forced a bus owned by the Yılmaz Company to return to Kars. The weather office has announced that the cold air coming straight from Siberia and the accompanying heavy snowfall will continue for three more days. And so for three days, the city of Kars will have to do as it used to do during the winters of old – stew in its own juices. This will offer us an opportunity to put our house in order.





Just as Ka was standing to leave, Serdar Bey jumped from his seat and held the door to ensure that his last words were heard.


‘As for Turgut Bey and his daughters – who knows what they’ll tell you?’ he said. ‘They are educated people who entertain many friends like me in the evening, but don’t forget: İpek Hanım’s ex-husband is the mayoral candidate for the Party of God. Her father is an old communist. And, to top it all off, her sister, who came here to complete her studies, is rumoured to be the leader of the headscarf girls. There is not a single person in Kars who has the slightest idea why they chose to come here during the worst days of the city four years ago.’


Ka’s heart sank as he took in this disturbing news, but he showed no emotion.
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Did You Really Come Here to Report on the Election and the Suicides?


Ka meets İpek in the New Life Pastry Shop





Why, despite the bad news he’d just received, was there a faint smile on Ka’s face as he walked through the snow from Faikbey Avenue to the New Life Pastry Shop? Someone was playing Peppino di Capri’s ‘Roberta’, a melodramatic pop song from the sixties, and it made him feel like the sad romantic hero of a Turgenev novel, setting off to meet the woman who had been haunting his dreams for years. But let’s be honest: Ka loved Turgenev and his elegant novels; and, just like the Russian writer, Ka had tired of his own country’s eternal troubles and had come to despise its backwardness, only to find himself gazing back with love and longing after he’d left for Europe. And Ka had not been haunted by İpek, even though in his mind was the vision of a woman very much like her. Perhaps İpek had crossed his mind from time to time, but it was only when he’d heard of her divorce that he’d begun to think of her. Indeed, it was precisely because he had dreamed of her so little that he was now so keen to stoke his feelings with music and Turgenevian romanticism.


But as soon as he entered the pastry shop and joined her at the table, all thoughts of Turgenevian romanticism vanished. For İpek seemed even more beautiful now than she had in the hotel; lovelier even than she had been at university. The true extent of her beauty – her lightly coloured lips, her pale complexion, her shining eyes, her open, intimate gaze – unsettled Ka. He had not expected such a sincere welcome, and he feared his studied composure would fail him. This was the worst of all his fears, save for writing bad poems.


‘On the way here, I saw workmen drawing a live transmission cable all the way from Border City Television to the National Theatre. They were stretching it like a clothes line,’ he said, hoping to break the awkward silence. But, not wanting to seem critical of the shortcomings of provincial life, he was careful not to smile.


It took some effort to maintain the conversation, but they both applied themselves to the task with admirable determination. At least they could both discuss the snow with ease. And when they had exhausted this subject they moved on to the poverty of Kars. After that it was Ka’s coat. Then two mutual confessions that each found the other quite unchanged, and that neither of them had been able to give up smoking. The next subject was distant friends: Ka had just seen many of them in Istanbul … But it was the discovery that both their mothers were now dead and buried in Istanbul’s Feriköy Cemetery that induced the greater intimacy both were seeking. When they subsequently learned that they shared an astrological sign, the revelation – illusory or not – produced a frisson that brought them closer still. Relaxed now, they were able to chat (briefly) about their mothers and (at greater length) about the demolition of the old Kars train station. They soon turned to the pastry shop in which they were sitting: it had been an Orthodox church until 1967, when the door had been removed and gifted to the museum. A section of the same museum commemorated the Armenian Massacre. Naturally, she said, some tourists came expecting to learn of a Turkish massacre of Armenians, so it was always a jolt for them to discover that in this museum the story was the other way around. The next topic was the pastry shop’s sole waiter, half deaf, half a ghost. Then the price of coffee, which was no longer sold in the city’s tea-houses because it was too expensive for the unemployed clientele. They went on to discuss the political views of the newspaperman who had given Ka his tour of the city, those of the various local papers (all supporters of the military and the present government) and the next day’s issue of the Border City Gazette, which Ka now fished out of his pocket.


As he watched İpek scan the front page, Ka was overcome by the fear that, like his old friends in Istanbul, she was so much consumed by Turkey’s internal problems and miserable political intrigues that she would never even consider living in Germany. He looked for a long time at İpek’s small hands and her elegant face – her beauty still shocked him.


‘Under which article did they sentence you, and how long was your sentence?’ 


Ka told her. In the small political newspapers of the late seventies, they’d enjoyed considerable freedom of expression, much more than the Penal Code allowed. Anyone tried and found guilty of ‘insulting the state’ tended to feel rather proud of it, and no one ended up in prison, because the police made no serious effort to pursue the convicted editors, writers and translators in their ever-shifting locations. But after the military coup of 1980, the authorities slowly got around to tracking down everyone who’d earlier evaded prison simply by changing his address. It was in this period that Ka, having been tried for a hastily printed political article he had not even written, fled to Germany.


‘Was it hard for you in Germany?’ asked İpek.


‘The thing that saved me was not learning German,’ said Ka. ‘My body rejected the language, and that was how I was able to preserve my purity and my soul.’


He was suddenly afraid that he was making a fool of himself, but in his delight to have İpek as his audience, he went on to tell her something he’d never told anyone – about the silence buried inside him, the silence that had kept him from writing a single poem for the past four years.


‘I rented a small place next to the station; it had a window looking out over the rooftops of Frankfurt. In the evening, when I thought back on the day, I found that my memories were shrouded in a sort of silence. Out of this silence would come a poem. Over time, I gained some recognition in Turkey as a poet, and it was at this point that I began to get invitations to give readings. The approaches came from Turkish immigrants, from city councils, libraries and third-class schools hoping to draw in Turkish audiences, and also from Turks hoping to acquaint their children with a poet writing in Turkish.’


So when he was invited to give a reading, Ka would board one of those orderly, punctual German trains he so admired; through the smoky glass of the window, he’d watch the delicate church towers rising above remote villages. He’d peer into the beech forests, searching for the darkness at their heart. He’d see the hearty children returning home with their rucksacks on their backs, and that same silence would descend on him. Because he could not understand the language, he felt as safe, as comfortable, as if he were sitting in his own house, and this was when he wrote his poems. On days when he wasn’t travelling, he’d leave home at eight in the morning, walk the length of Kaiserstrasse, go to the city library on the Zeil and read books: ‘There were enough English books there to last me twenty lifetimes.’ Here he read magnificent nineteenth-century novels, English romantic poetry, histories of engineering and related topics, museum catalogues. He read whatever he wanted, and he read it all with the pleasure of a child who knows death is too far off to imagine. As he sat in the library turning pages, stopping now and again to study the illustrations in old encyclopedias, rereading Turgenev’s novels from cover to cover, he was able to block out the buzz of the city; he was surrounded by silence, just as he was on trains. Even in the evenings – when he would go by another route, walking in front of the Jewish Museum and the length of the River Main – even on weekends, when he walked from one end of the city to the other, this silence still enveloped him.


‘Later, these silences took over my entire life. I needed noise. It was only by shutting out noise that I was able to write poetry,’ said Ka. ‘But now I lived in utter silence. I wasn’t speaking with any Germans. And my relations with the Turks weren’t good either – they dismissed me as a half-crazed, effete intellectual. I wasn’t seeing anyone, I wasn’t talking to anyone, and I wasn’t writing poems.’


‘But it says in the paper that you’re going to be reading your latest poem tonight.’


‘I don’t have a latest poem, so how can I read it?’


There were only two other customers in the pastry shop. They were seated at a table on the other side of the room, in a corner next to the window. One was a tiny young man; his companion, old, thin and tired, was patiently trying to explain something to him. Behind them on the other side of the plate-glass window, great snowflakes were falling into the darkness: the pastry shop’s neon sign tinged them with pink. Set against this backdrop, the two men, locked in intense conversation in the far corner of the pastry shop, looked like characters in a grainy black-and-white film.


‘My sister Kadife was at university in Istanbul, but she failed her finals in the first year,’ İpek now said. ‘She managed to transfer to the Institute of Education here in Kars. The thin man sitting just behind me, way in the back, is the director of the institute. When my mother died in a car accident, my father, who adores my sister and didn’t want to be alone, decided to move here and bring her along to live with us. But no sooner had my father moved here – this was three years ago – than Muhtar and I split up. So now the three of us live together. We own the hotel with some relatives; it’s full of ghosts and tormented dead souls. We take up three rooms.’


During their years in the student left, Ka and İpek had nothing to do with each other. When, at seventeen, he first entered the high-ceilinged corridors of the Literature Department, Ka did not immediately single out İpek – there were plenty of others as beautiful as she. When he met her the following year, she was already Muhtar’s wife. Muhtar was a poet friend of Ka’s who belonged to the same political group; Kars was his home town, just as it was İpek’s.


‘Muhtar took over his father’s Arçelik and Aygaz white-goods distributorship,’ said İpek. ‘And once we were settled here, I tried to get pregnant. When nothing happened, he started taking me to doctors in Erzurum and Istanbul, and when I still couldn’t conceive we separated. But, instead of remarrying, Muhtar gave himself to religion.’


‘Why are so many people turning to religion all of a sudden?’ asked Ka.


İpek didn’t answer, and for a while they just watched the black-and-white television on the wall.


‘Why is everyone in this city committing suicide?’ asked Ka.


‘It’s not everyone who’s committing suicide, it’s just girls and women,’ said İpek. ‘The men give themselves to religion, and the women kill themselves.’


‘Why?’


İpek gave him a look that told him he would get nowhere pressing her for quick answers. He was left feeling that he had overstepped the mark. They were silent again.


‘I have to speak to Muhtar, as part of my election coverage,’ said Ka eventually.


İpek rose at once, went over to the cash register, and made a phone call. ‘He’s at the branch headquarters of the party until five,’ she said on returning. ‘He’ll expect you then.’


As yet another silence fell, Ka began to panic. If the roads had not been closed, he would have jumped on the next bus out of Kars. He felt a pang of despair for this failing city and its forgotten people. Subconsciously, his eyes turned to look at the snow. For a long time, he and İpek watched the snow listlessly, as if they had all the time in the universe and not a care in the world. Ka felt helpless. 


‘Did you really come here for the election and the suicide girls?’ asked İpek.


‘No,’ said Ka. ‘I found out in Istanbul that you and Muhtar had separated. I came here to marry you.’


İpek laughed as if Ka had just told her an excellent joke, but before long her face turned deep red. During the long silence that followed, Ka looked into İpek’s eyes and realised that she saw right through him: ‘So you couldn’t even take the time to get to know me,’ her eyes told him. ‘You couldn’t even spend a few minutes flirting with me. You’re so impatient that you couldn’t hide your intentions at all. And don’t try to pretend you came here because you always loved me and couldn’t get me out of your mind. You came here because you found out I was divorced and remembered how beautiful I was and thought that I might be easier to approach now that I was stranded in Kars.’


By now Ka was so ashamed of his wish for happiness, and so determined to punish himself for his insolence, that he imagined İpek uttering the cruellest truth of all: ‘The thing that binds us together is that we have both lowered our expectations of life.’ But when she finally spoke, İpek didn’t say that at all.


‘I always knew you had it in you to be a good poet,’ she said. ‘I’d like to congratulate you on your books.’


The walls of the pastry shop, like the walls of every tea-house, restaurant and hotel lobby in the city, were decorated with photographs of mountain vistas. Not the beautiful mountains of Kars, but those of Switzerland. Stacked on the display counters were trays of chocolates and braided cakes; their oiled surfaces and their wrappings glittered in the pale light. The old waiter who had just served them tea was now sitting next to the till, facing Ka and İpek, his back to the other customers, happily watching the television that hung from the wall. Ka, who was eager to avoid İpek’s eyes, gave his full attention to the film on the TV. A blonde, bikini-clad Turkish actress was running across a beach, while a man with a thick moustache chased her. At that very moment, the tiny man who had been sitting at the dark table at the far end of the pastry shop rose to his feet, and, pointing a gun at the director of the Institute of Education, muttered some words that Ka could not hear. He must have fired the gun while the director was speaking, but it made hardly any noise at all. It was only when Ka saw the director shudder violently and fall from his chair that he realised the man had been shot in the chest. 


By then İpek had also turned around to watch.


Ka looked over to where the old waiter had been only a moment before, but he was gone. The tiny man, still standing in the same spot, was still pointing the gun straight at the director, who lay still on the ground. The director was trying to tell him something, but with the television turned up so high, it was impossible to make out what he was saying. Moments after pumping three more bullets into his victim, the tiny man made for the door behind him and disappeared. Ka had not seen his face.


‘Let’s go,’ said İpek. ‘We shouldn’t stay here.’


‘Help!’ said Ka in a thin voice. Then he added, ‘Let’s call the police.’ But he couldn’t move a muscle.


Moments later, he was running behind İpek. As they rushed through the double doors of the pastry shop and down the stairs into the street, they did not see a soul.


On reaching the snowy pavement, they began to walk very fast. ‘No one saw us leave,’ Ka said to himself, and this brought him some comfort, because now he felt as if it was he who had committed the murder. This was what he got – what he deserved – for proposing to İpek. The mere memory made him cringe with shame. He couldn’t bear to look anyone in the eye.


Ka’s fears had not abated by the time they reached the corner of Kâzım Karabekir Avenue, but the shooting had given them a secret to share, and he was glad of having even this silent intimacy with İpek. But in the light shining on the orange and apple crates outside Halil Paşa Market and from the naked bulb reflected in the mirror in the neighbouring barber’s, Ka was alarmed to see tears in İpek’s eyes.


‘The director of the Institute of Education wasn’t letting covered girls into the classroom,’ İpek explained. ‘That’s why they killed that poor, dear man.’


‘Let’s tell the police,’ said Ka, even as he remembered that once upon a time, when he was a left-wing student, such an idea would have been unthinkable.


‘There’s no need, they’ll find out anyway. They probably know all about it already. The branch headquarters of the Prosperity Party are on the second floor.’ İpek pointed at the entrance to the market. ‘Tell Muhtar what you’ve seen so that he won’t be surprised when MİT pull him in. And there’s something else I have to tell you: Muhtar wants to remarry me. So watch what you say.’ 
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Excuse Me, Sir


The First and Last Conversation between the Murderer and his Victim





When, in full view of Ka and İpek, the tiny man in the New Life Pastry Shop shot him in the head and the chest, the director of the Education Institute was wearing a concealed tape-recorder. The device – an imported Grundig – had been secured to his chest with duct tape by the diligent agents of the Kars branch of MİT, the national intelligence agency. The director had received a number of threats after barring covered girls from classes. When the agents who keep track of fundamentalist activities confirmed that these threats were serious, the Kars branch decided it was time to offer the potential victim some protection. But the director did not wish to have an agent trailing after him like an elephant. Although he identified himself with the secular political camp, he believed in fate just as much as any other religious man did. He preferred to record the death threats, with a view to having the guilty parties arrested later. He had stepped into the New Life Pastry Shop on a whim, to have one of those walnut-filled crescent rolls he loved so much. When he saw a stranger approach, he switched on the tape-recorder, as was now his practice in all such situations. The device took two bullets – not enough to save his life – but the tape survived intact. Years later, I was able to acquire a transcript from the director’s widow (her eyes still not dry) and his daughter, who by then had become a famous model.




‘Hello, sir. Do you recognise me?’/ ‘No, I’m afraid I don’t.’/ ‘That’s what I thought you’d say, sir. Because we haven’t ever met. I did try to come and see you last night and then again this morning. Yesterday the police turned me away from the school doors. This morning I managed to get inside but your secretary wouldn’t let me see you. I wanted to catch you before you went into class. That’s when you saw me. Do you remember me now, sir?’/ ‘No, I don’t.’/ ‘Are you saying you don’t remember me, or are you saying you don’t remember seeing me?’/ ‘What did you want to see me about?’/ ‘To tell you the truth, I’d like to talk to you for hours, even days, about everything under the sun. You’re an eminent, enlightened, educated man. Sadly, I myself was not able to pursue studies. But there’s one subject I know backwards and forwards. And that’s the subject I was hoping to discuss with you. I’m sorry, sir. I hope I’m not taking too much of your time?’/ ‘Not at all.’/ ‘Excuse me, sir, do you mind if I sit down? We have a great deal of ground to cover.’/ ‘Please. Be my guest.’ (The sound of someone pulling out a chair.)/ ‘I see you’re eating a pastry with walnuts. We have lots of walnut trees in Tokat. Have you ever been to Tokat?’/ ‘I’m sorry to say I haven’t.’/ ‘I’m so sorry to hear that, sir. If you ever do come to visit, you must stay with me. I’ve spent my whole life in Tokat. All thirty-six years. Tokat is very beautiful. Turkey is very beautiful, too. But it’s such a shame that we know so little about our own country, that we can’t find it in our hearts to love our own kind. Instead we admire those who show our country disrespect and betray its people. I hope you don’t mind if I ask you a question, sir. You’re not an atheist, are you?’/ ‘No, I’m not.’/ ‘People say you are, but I myself would find it hard to believe that a man of your education would – God forbid – deny God’s existence. But you’re not a Jew, either, are you?’/ ‘No, I’m not.’/ ‘You’re a Muslim.’/ ‘Yes. Glory be to God. I am.’/ ‘You’re smiling, sir. I’d like to ask you to take my question seriously and answer it properly. Because I’ve travelled all the way from Tokat in the dead of winter just to hear you answer this question.’/ ‘How did you come to hear of me in Tokat?’/ ‘There has been nothing in the Istanbul papers, sir, about your decision to deny schooling to girls who cover their heads as dictated by their religion and the Holy Book. All those papers care about are scandals involving fashion models. But in beautiful Tokat we have a Muslim radio station called “Flag” that keeps us informed about the injustices perpetrated on the faithful in every corner of the country.’/ ‘I could never do an injustice to a believer. I too fear God.’/ ‘It took me two days to get here, sir. Two days on snowy, stormy roads. While I was sitting on that bus I thought of no one but you, and, believe me, I knew all along that you were going to tell me that you feared God. And here’s the question I imagined asking you next, sir. With all due respect, Professor Nuri Yılmaz – if you fear God, if you believe that the Holy Koran is the Word of God, then let’s hear your views on the beautiful 31st verse of the chapter entitled “Heavenly Light”.’/ ‘Yes, it’s true. This verse states very clearly that women should cover their heads and even their faces.’/ ‘Congratulations, sir! That’s a good, straight answer. And now, with your permission, sir, I’d like to ask you something else. How can you reconcile God’s command with this decision to ban covered girls from the classroom?’/ ‘We live in a secular state. It’s the secular state that has banned covered girls from schools as well as classrooms.’/ ‘Excuse me, sir. May I ask you a question? Can a law imposed by the state cancel our God’s law?’/ ‘That’s a very good question. But in a secular state these matters are separate.’/ ‘That’s a good, straight answer, sir. May I kiss your hand? Please, sir, don’t be afraid. Give me your hand. Give me your hand and watch how lovingly I kiss it. Oh, God be praised. Thank you. Now you know how much respect I have for you. May I ask you another question, sir?’/ ‘Please. Go right ahead.’/ ‘My question is this, sir. Does the word “secular” mean “godless”?’/ ‘No.’/ ‘In that case, how can you explain why the state is banning so many girls from the classroom in the name of secularism, when all they are doing is obeying the laws of their religion?’/ ‘Honestly, my son. Arguing about such things will get you nowhere. They argue about it day and night on Istanbul television, and where does it get us? The girls are still refusing to take off their headscarves and the state is still barring them from the classroom.’/ ‘In that case, sir, may I ask you another question? I beg your pardon, but when I think about these poor, hard-working girls of ours who have been denied an education, who are so polite and so diligent and who have bowed their heads to God-only-knows how many decrees already … The question I cannot help asking is: How does all this fit in with what our constitution says about educational and religious freedom? Please, sir, tell me. Isn’t your conscience bothering you?’/ ‘If those girls were as obedient as you say they are, then they’d have taken off their headscarves. What’s your name, my son? Where do you live? What sort of work do you do?’/ ‘I work at the Happy Friends Teahouse, which is just next door to Tokat’s famous Mothlight Hamam. I’m in charge of the stoves and the teapots. My name’s not important. I listen to Flag Radio all day long. Every once in a while I’ll get really upset about something I’ve heard, about an injustice done to a believer. And because I live in a democracy, because I happen to be a free man who can do as he pleases, I sometimes end up getting on a bus and travelling to the other end of Turkey to track down the perpetrator wherever he is and have it out with him, face to face. So please, sir, answer my question. What’s more important, a decree from Ankara or a decree from God?’/ ‘This discussion is going nowhere, son. What hotel are you staying at?’/ ‘What – are you thinking of turning me in to the police? Don’t be afraid of me, sir. I don’t belong to any religious organisations. I despise terrorism. I believe in the love of God and the free exchange of ideas. That’s why I never end a free exchange of ideas by hitting anyone, even though I have a quick temper. All I want is for you to answer this question. So please excuse me, sir, but when you think about the cruel way you treated those poor girls in front of your institute – when you remember that these girls were only obeying the Word of God as set out so clearly in the “Confederate Tribe” and “Heavenly Light” chapters of the Holy Koran – doesn’t your conscience trouble you at all?’/ ‘My son, the Koran also says that thieves should have their hands chopped off. But the state doesn’t do that. Why aren’t you opposing that?’/ ‘That’s an excellent answer, sir. Allow me to kiss your hand. But how can you equate the hand of a thief with the honour of our women? According to statistics released by the American Black Muslim Professor Marvin King, the incidence of rape in Islamic countries where women cover themselves is so low as to be nonexistent and harassment is virtually unheard-of. This is because a woman who has covered herself is making a statement. Through her choice of clothing, she is saying, “Don’t harass me.” So please, sir, may I ask you a question? Do we really want to push our covered women to the margins of society by denying them the right to an education? If we continue to worship women who take off their headscarves and just about everything else, too, don’t we run the risk of degrading our women as we have seen so many women in Europe degraded in the wake of the sexual revolution? And if we succeed in degrading our women, aren’t we also running the risk of – pardon my language – turning ourselves into pimps?’/ ‘I’ve finished my roll, son. I’m afraid I have to leave.’/ ‘Stay in your seat, sir. Stay in your seat and I won’t have to use this. Do you see what this is, sir?’/ ‘Yes. It’s a gun.’/ ‘That’s right, sir. I hope you don’t mind. I came a long way to see you. I’m not stupid. It crossed my mind that you might refuse to hear me out. That’s why I took precautions.’/ ‘What’s your name, son?’/ ‘Vahit Süzme. Salim Fesmekkan. Really, sir, what difference does it make? I’m the nameless defender of nameless heroes who have suffered untold wrongs while seeking to uphold their religious beliefs in a society that is in thrall to secular materialism. I’m not a member of any organisation. I respect human rights and I oppose the use of violence. That’s why I’m putting my gun in my pocket. That’s why all I want from you is an answer to my question.’/ ‘Fine.’/ ‘Then let us go back to the beginning, sir. Let’s remember what you did to these girls whose upbringing took so many years of loving care. Who were the apples of their parents’ eyes. Who were so very intelligent. Who worked so hard at their studies. Who were all at the top of the class. When the order came from Ankara, you set about denying their existence. If one of them wrote her name down on the attendance sheet, you’d erase it – just because she was wearing a headscarf. If seven girls sat down with their teacher, you’d pretend that the one wearing the headscarf wasn’t there, and you’d order six teas. Do you know what you did to these girls? You made them cry. But it didn’t stop there. Soon there was another directive from Ankara, and after that you barred them from their classrooms. You threw them out into the corridors and then you banned them from the corridors and threw them out into the street. And then, when a handful of these heroines gathered trembling at the doors of the school to make their concerns known, you picked up the phone and called the police.’/ ‘We weren’t the ones who called the police.’/ ‘I know you’re afraid of the gun in my pocket. But please, sir, don’t lie. The night after you had those girls dragged off and arrested, did your conscience let you sleep? That’s my question.’/ ‘Of course, the real question is how much suffering we’ve caused our womenfolk by turning headscarves into symbols – and using women as pawns in a political game.’/ ‘How can you call it a game, sir? When that girl who had to choose between her honour and her education – what a tragedy – sank into a depression and killed herself. Was that a game?’/ ‘You’re very upset, my boy. But has it never occurred to you that foreign powers might be behind all this? Don’t you see how they might have politicised the headscarf issue so that they can turn Turkey into a weak and divided nation?’/ ‘If you’d let those girls back into your school, sir, there would be no headscarf issue.’/ ‘Is it really my decision? These orders come from Ankara. My own wife wears a headscarf.’/ ‘Stop trying to mollify me. Answer the question I just asked you.’/ ‘Which question was that?’/ ‘Is your conscience bothering you?’/ ‘My child, I’m a father, too. Of course I feel sorry for those girls.’/ ‘Look. I’m very good at holding myself back. But once I blow my fuse, it’s all over. When I was in prison, I once beat up a man just because he forgot to cover his mouth when he yawned. Oh yes, I made men of all of them in there. I cured every man in that prison wing of all his bad habits. I even got them praying. So stop trying to squirm out of it. Let’s hear an answer to my question.’/ ‘What did you ask, son? Lower that gun.’/ ‘I can tell you what I didn’t ask. I didn’t ask if you had a daughter, or if you felt any remorse.’/ ‘Pardon me, son. What did you ask?’/ ‘Don’t think you have to butter me up, just because you’re afraid of the gun. Just remember what I asked you.’ (Silence.)/ ‘What did you ask me?’/ ‘I asked you if your conscience was troubling you, infidel!’/ ‘Of course it’s troubling me.’/ ‘Then why do you persist? Is it because you have no shame?’/ ‘My son, I’m a teacher. I’m old enough to be your father. Is it written in the Koran that you should point guns at your elders and insult them?’/ ‘Don’t you dare let the word “Koran” pass your lips. Do you hear? And stop looking over your shoulder like you’re asking for help. If you shout for help, I won’t hesitate. I’ll shoot. Is that clear?’/ ‘Yes, it’s clear.’/ ‘Then answer this question: What good can come to this country if women uncover their heads? Give me one good outcome. Say something you believe with all your heart. Say, for example, that by uncovering themselves they’ll get Europeans to start treating them like human beings. At least then I’ll understand what your motives are and then I won’t shoot you. I’ll let you go.’/ ‘My dear child, I have a daughter myself. She doesn’t wear a headscarf. I don’t interfere with her decision, just as I don’t interfere with my wife’s decision to wear a headscarf.’/ ‘Why did your daughter decide to uncover herself? Does she want to become a film star?’/ ‘She’s never said anything of the sort to me. She’s in Ankara studying public relations. But she’s been a tremendous support to me since I’ve come under attack over this headscarf issue. Whenever I get upset about the things people say, whenever I am slandered or threatened, whenever I have to face the wrath of my enemies – or people like you – who have every right to be angry, she calls me from Ankara and …’ / ‘And she says, “Grit your teeth, Dad. I’m going to be a film star.”’ / ‘No, son, she doesn’t say that. She says, “Father dear, if I had to go into a classroom full of covered girls, I wouldn’t dare go in uncovered. I’d wear a headscarf even if I didn’t want to.”’ / ‘So what if she didn’t want to cover herself – what harm could come of it?’/ ‘Honestly, I couldn’t tell you. You asked me to give you a reason.’/ ‘So tell me, infidel, was this your thinking when you allowed the police to club these devout girls who have covered their heads at God’s command? Are you trying to tell me that you drove them to suicide just to please your daughter?’/ ‘There are plenty of women in Turkey who think as my daughter does.’/ ‘When ninety per cent of women in this country wear headscarves, it’s hard to see who these film stars think they’re speaking for. You might be proud to see your daughter exposing herself, infidel, but get this into your head. I might not be a professor, but I know a lot more about this subject than you do.’/ ‘My good man, please don’t point your gun at me. You’re very upset. If the gun goes off, you’ll live to regret it.’/ ‘Why would I regret it? Why would I have spent two days travelling through this miserable snow if not to wipe out an infidel? As the Holy Koran states, it is my duty to kill any tyrant who visits cruelty on believers. But, because I feel sorry for you, I’m going to give you one last chance. Give me just one reason why your conscience doesn’t bother you when you order covered women to uncover themselves and I swear I won’t shoot you.’/ ‘When a woman takes off her headscarf, she occupies a more comfortable place in society and gets more respect.’/ ‘That might be what that film-star daughter of yours thinks. But the opposite is true. Headscarves protect women from harassment, rape and degradation. It’s the headscarf that gives women respect and a comfortable place in society. We’ve heard this from so many women who’ve chosen later in life to cover themselves. Women like the old belly-dancer Melahat şandra. The veil saves women from the animal instincts of men in the street. It saves them from the ordeal of entering beauty contests to compete with other women. They don’t have to live like sex objects, they don’t have to wear make-up all day. As Professor Marvin King has already noted, if the celebrated film star Elizabeth Taylor had spent the last twenty years covered, she would not have had to worry so much about being fat. She would not have ended up in a mental hospital. She might have known some happiness. Pardon me, sir. May I ask you a question? Why are you laughing, sir? Do you think I’m trying to be funny? (Silence.) Go ahead and tell me, you shameless atheist. Why are you laughing?’/ ‘My dear child, please believe me, I’m not laughing! Or, if I did laugh, it was a nervous laugh.’/ ‘No! You were laughing with conviction.’/ ‘Please believe me, I feel nothing but compassion for all the people in this country – like you, like those covered girls – who are suffering for this cause.’/ ‘I told you, kind words will get you nowhere. I’m not suffering one bit. But you’re going to suffer now for laughing about those girls who committed suicide. And now that you’ve laughed at them, there’s no chance you’ll show remorse. So let me tell you where things stand. It’s quite some time now since the Freedom Fighters for Islamic Justice condemned you to death. They reached their verdict in Tokat five days ago and sent me here to execute the sentence. If you hadn’t laughed, I might have relented and forgiven you. Take this piece of paper. Let’s hear you read out your death sentence … (Silence.) Stop crying like a woman. Read it out in a good, strong voice. Hurry up, you shameless idiot. If you don’t hurry up, I’m going to shoot.’/ ‘“I, Professor Nuri Yılmaz, am an atheist …” My dear child, I’m not an atheist.’/ ‘Keep reading.’/ ‘My child, you’re not going to shoot me while I’m reading this, are you?’/ ‘If you don’t keep reading it, I’m going to shoot you.’/ ‘“I confess to being a pawn in a secret plan to strip the Muslims of the secular Turkish Republic of their religion and their honour and thereby to turn them into slaves of the West. As for the girls who would not take off their headscarves, because they were devout and mindful of what is written in the Koran, I visited such cruelty on them that one girl could bear it no more and committed suicide …” My dear child, with your permission, I’d like to make an objection here. I’d be grateful if you could pass this on to the committee that sent you. This girl didn’t hang herself because she was barred from the classroom. And it wasn’t because of the pressure her father put on her, either. As MİT has already told us, she was suffering from a broken heart.’/ ‘That’s not what she said in her suicide note.’/ ‘Please forgive me, but my child, I think you should know – please lower that gun – that even before she got married, this uneducated girl was naïve enough to give herself to a policeman twenty-five years her senior. And – it’s an awful shame – but it was after he’d told her he was married and had no intention of marrying her …‘/ ‘Shut up, you disgrace. That’s something your whore of a daughter would do.’/ ‘Don’t do this, my son. My child, don’t do this. If you shoot me, you’re only darkening your own future.’/ ‘Say you’re sorry.’/ ‘I’m sorry, son. Don’t shoot.’/ ‘Open your mouth. I want to shove the gun inside. Then put your finger on top of mine and pull the trigger. You’ll still be an infidel, but at least you’ll die with honour.’ (Silence.)/ ‘My child, look what I’ve become. At my age, I’m crying. I’m begging you, take pity on me. Take pity on yourself. You’re still so young. And you’re going to become a murderer.’/ ‘Then pull the trigger yourself. See for yourself how much suicide hurts.’/ ‘My child, I’m a Muslim. I’m opposed to suicide.’/ ‘Open your mouth. (Silence.) Don’t cry like that. Didn’t it ever cross your mind that one day you’d have to pay for what you’ve done? Stop crying, or I’ll shoot.’/ (The voice of the old waiter in the distance.) ‘Should I bring your tea to this table, sir?’/ ‘No, thank you. I’m about to leave.’/ ‘Don’t look at the waiter. Keep reading your death sentence.’/ ‘My son, please forgive me.’/ ‘I said read.’/ ‘“I am ashamed of all the things I have done. I know I deserve to die and in the hope that God Almighty will forgive me …“‘/ ‘Keep reading.’/ ‘My dear, dear child. Let this old man cry for a few moments. Let me think about my wife and my daughter one last time.’/ ‘Think about the girls whose lives you destroyed. One had a nervous breakdown, four were kicked out of school in their third year. One committed suicide. The ones who stood trembling outside the doors of your school all came down with fevers and ended up in bed. Their lives were ruined.’/ ‘I am so very sorry, my dear, dear child. But what good will it do if you shoot me and turn yourself into a murderer? Think of that.’/ ‘All right. I will. (Silence.) I’ve given it some thought, sir. And here’s what I’ve worked out.’/ ‘What?’/ ‘I’d been wandering around the miserable streets of Kars for two days and getting nowhere. And then I decided it must be fate, so I bought my return ticket to Tokat. I was drinking my last glass of tea when … ‘/ ‘My child, if you thought you could kill me and then escape on the last bus out of Kars, let me warn you: the roads are closed due to the snow. The six o’clock bus has been cancelled. Don’t live to regret this.’/ ‘Just as I was turning around, God sent you into the New Life Pastry Shop. And if God’s not going to forgive you, why should I? Say your last words. Say, “God is great.”‘/ ‘Sit down, son. I’m warning you, this state of ours will catch you all. And hang you all.’/ ‘Say, “God is great.”‘/ ‘Calm down, my child. Stop. Sit down. Think it over one more time. Don’t pull that trigger. Stop. (The sound of a gunshot. The sound of a chair pushed out.) Don’t, my son!’/ (Two more gunshots. Silence. A groan. The sound of a television. One more gunshot. Silence.)
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