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To Ingeborg, Melis and Henrik




Sunday


Today is Sunday.


Today they led me out into the sun for the first time


And for the first time in my life


I stood immovable


Amazed at how distant the sky was


How vast,


How blue


Respectfully I sat down on the ground


Leaned my back against the wall


At this moment


No falling into revolting waves at all


At this moment no thoughts


Of struggle


Of freedom


Of my wife.


The soil, the sun and me …


I am happy.


Nâzım Hikmet, 1948





Part One






1
May 1977


The Byzantine aqueduct stretched from the outskirts of the residential neighbourhood near the central fire station, across the main boulevard, and arched down towards the back of the municipal theatre. Traffic flowed in four lanes through its still-sturdy arcades. Saraçhane Square lay surrounded by the park of the same name, the historical ruins of the aqueduct, the Şehzade Mosque and the City Hall. This was a busy and bustling area with thundering traffic, public offices, theatres and cinemas. However, the most striking thing about that day was not the absence of cars on the road, but the endless stream of people pouring into the square from all sides. Here, as in many other places, [image: ]stanbul was preparing to celebrate May Day.


I had sneaked out of school at ten in the morning with a group of friends from sixth form, all eighteen years old, all with butterflies in our stomachs. None of us had ever taken part in a May Day parade before. Rumour had it that the police would seal off streets in the city and arrest anyone they happened to find there. The prospect of being arrested sparked excitement as well as tension, so we laughed and hollered as we ran all the way down to Saraçhane Square. This place was the meeting point for marchers from our neighbourhood, and from there the crowds would descend on Taksim Square, where five or six parades from other parts of the city were also headed. Trade unions and various other organizations had declared today’s to be the biggest May Day parade in living memory, while editorials in the bourgeois press had branded it a “trial revolution” and clamoured for the police to prevent [image: ]stanbul from being overrun by the Reds. When we reached Saraçhane Square the mood was already festive, with music, dancing, a sea of banners and red flags, speeches that only a few could hear over the constant hubbub, like a swarm of bees taking off from amongst the crowds.


Everything was new to us. We wandered from one group to another speaking to complete strangers. It was a unique sensation, sharing something so important with so many of my fellow citizens. Apart from at school, I had never seen so many women gathered in one place, and several of them were debating loudly, handing out fliers, selling newspapers, collecting money for something or other, or wearing armbands that suggested they were responsible for security. After a while we headed for the park, where the student union had gathered beneath their own banners. A fierce discussion about when the parade should start was in progress. It was coming up for midday and parades from other neighbourhoods had already set off according to plan. People were growing restless, rumours ran like wildfire, and the crowd was receiving chaotic and contradictory messages every other minute, but no-one really knew what exactly was keeping us. Every time a well-known student leader appeared, the buzz among the masses would soar only to fizzle out in disappointment. We were just as impatient as everyone else, but entertained ourselves by making snide remarks about the leaders who, in fact, looked just as lost as we did, including one man in particular who had clearly not been near an educational establishment since the early ’70s. Despite the fine spring weather, he had slung a long black coat over his shoulders and was proudly strutting about, flanked by two bodyguards.


The bush telegraph eventually announced that it was a dispute between the Soviet-friendly organizations and the Maoists that was holding us up. We ran towards the aqueduct. There, in the middle of the street, representatives of all the political factions were engaged in a fierce debate, surrounded by their various supporters, who were enjoying the spectacle enormously. The mood was tense, obscenities rained down wrapped in political jargon. I failed to understand why they were so outraged at words such as “revisionist”, “opportunist” and even “adventurer”. My interest in political literature meant that I was not entirely unfamiliar with these terms, but they did not sound insulting to my ears. The representatives, however, were clearly of an entirely different mind and seemed offended by the political name-calling. I grew irritated at the parties’ ill will and contempt towards each other, and I was not the only one. Here and there people started shouting “Stop it!” and “March United!” But the agitators and their supporters were in the majority. The Soviet sympathizers did not want the Maoists to be there and the Maoists in turn threatened to use all available means to monopolize words that belonged to the “proletariat”. Impartial demonstrators – those who supported neither China nor the Soviet Union – tried in vain to broker an understanding, but the factions showed no signs of tempering their demands; to do so would be to desert the battlefield and betray the working class. The workers, for their part, were not sure who represented them best. One of them, a man in overalls, called out, “Toss a coin!” We laughed. Time passed and we were alternately entertained, bored and irritated. And while all this was going on, no-one saw any reason to point out how few police officers were stationed around the square.


When the procession finally set off, it was at a snail’s pace. The student union found themselves acting as a buffer between the opposing parties, second last from the back. Behind us, the Maoists marched with their banners, megaphones and slogans. It was a war of words. From the front, the evils of the Maoist Nationalists were impressed on us, while the marchers to the rear condemned the “Soviet Socialist Fascists”. The independent demonstrators tried to enter into the spirit of the day, but were drowned out, sandwiched as they were between two extremes. I did not take part in the verbal sparring; I preferred singing to shouting slogans.


I gasped as we passed through the arches of the aqueduct, where the street began to slope steeply downwards: before me was a sea of people. The dull waiting was instantly forgotten, as were the tedious arguments, the thirst, hunger and heat. The masses that stretched out before my eyes filled me with pride. A giant had been roused and had stirred: you could almost hear his thundering footsteps. To be a single cell of this giant’s body was enough to feel invincible. It would be a pleasure to confirm the worst fears of the bourgeoisie and claim Istanbul for our own, not from helpless Byzantines this time, but from a cruel, rotten and corrupt power. Sultan Mehmet would have had no objections. His proud army, which might well have camped right here in May 1453, would resemble a village outing compared to our band. It was tempting to fantasize and briefly forget that behind the city walls a much stronger enemy now lay in wait, one who would not surrender without a fight – and that our giant lacked Sultan Mehmet’s cannons. However, the giant did not come with a declaration of war, but with a promise: “Look, we are here, and nothing will ever be the same again.”


When we had crossed Unkapanı Bridge over the Golden Horn, the sea of people poured into the narrower arteries of the Old City and filled them. It was another long and demanding ascent towards Taksim Square. Time passed, and I despaired at the thought that everything might be over before we reached the square, before we experienced the highlight of the day. I leaned despondently against the railing and looked out at the dinghies moored at the quay, bobbing lazily in the brown water. At Galata Bridge a little further down and, beyond, a stretch of the Bosporus glinting in the afternoon sun.


Only a couple of my friends were still with me. They smoked and chatted, and looked just as pensive as I did. I wondered what had happened to the others; we had lost them in the crowds. Someone suggested that we might as well go back to school: this waiting was pointless and the teacher on duty might get suspicious if we failed to be back on time. We might easily have done so had the message not arrived that the delay was caused by a huge influx of people into the square and the effort required to organize and position them. Moments later the parade started to move once more. My optimism returned and I decided to stay on and experience as much as I could. My joy rose with every step, I felt happy to be on this earth. The good mood was infectious, every face around me wore a smile from ear to ear.


The bottleneck had eased and we jogged up Şişhane. Our progress was undeniably comic, everyone laughed and joked, and slowcoaches were mocked and encouraged to keep going. The sense of anticipation was not limited to the demonstrators: men, women and children along the pavements cheered and clapped, and a few threw flowers.


Once we had passed through Tepebaşi, the pace dropped again. The parade seemed to move with reluctance. Something up ahead was resisting the pressure exerted by the massed ranks of the crowd. The tension between the two forces caused our human river to divide at Galatasaray and pour into the side streets that led to the square. I stayed with the student union, but my friends were nowhere to be seen. And then, in a narrow alley just a few hundred metres from the square, we realized that we could go no further. Trying to push ahead was pointless; we were told that security guards were blocking the entrances to the square due to the huge number of people trying to push through. I was so close and yet so far away. My dream of being received by jubilant crowds, of climbing the Republic Monument and surveying the people who were the true owners of the city, was shattered. I sat down on the pavement, though there was hardly room even to stand. People were crowding around and constantly stumbling over me. But I was completely exhausted and I did not care.


Soon those standing closest to me sat down too, and I was provided with some breathing space. I listened to the conversations of my asphalt comrades. They were older than me, mostly university students. If the rumours were to be believed, the streets leading to the square were blocked because the Soviet-friendly trade unions wanted to keep the Maoists out. The students were angry with both sides. One of them said that he was glad that this was no Winter Palace moment: the minute the revolution started these idiots would be at each other’s throats, and we would find ourselves in the midst of a fratricidal feud. The students could not imagine how anyone could think of celebrating May Day without their organizations being represented. They had their own concerns; I was mainly preoccupied by how deep and severe the rift actually was. Only this morning I had been optimistic, convinced of the unity of the working class. Perhaps I was just naïve, sitting in my ivory tower surrounded and protected by the school walls. Democracy could not be achieved without differences of opinion. There should be room for a range of ideas, I was just not sure how.


A cry of joy roused me from my musings. I instinctively looked at my watch. It was past 6.00 p.m. A young woman came running towards where we were sitting and told us, panting heavily, that the student union would be allowed into the square after all, but we had to hurry up because the streets would be sealed off again as soon as we had passed through. While we got to out feet and brushed the dust from our trousers, she ran on to spread the word. I was afraid that something might happen at the last moment to halt our progress, so I elbowed my way forwards and felt relief when the parade started stirring again. I stretched as tall as I could in the hope of seeing what was going on at the head of the column, my view obscured by a forest of flags and banners. The young people next to me knew no more than I did, but we marched all the same, and that was what counted. Soon I could hear the buzz that always rises from vast crowds of people gathered in one place; deafening waves of slogans rang out, louder and louder. At last I reached the end of the street and entered the square.


On either side were gathered dozens of full-grown, serious-looking men, supervising our parade. They were wearing tabards with the insignia of the Revolutionary Workers’ Union. If they were looking for Maoists, they would not find any among us. Several students waved to them, but got no response. Not everyone was having fun today, some were still working. We quickly walked past them and took our first steps out onto Taksim Square, to great applause from the students. This was precisely as I had imagined. The demonstrators were on the pavements, on the roofs of the bus station shelters, they covered the grass of Taksim Park like a rug, clinging to trees and anything else you could hang from. I could forget all about the Republic Monument, it was no longer possible even to make out its original shape. The monument at the centre of the square was now decorated with countless people. A gigantic banner that read “Long Live May Day” had been hung above the entrance to the Culture House. It was clearly visible from all sides and displayed an image of a worker breaking his chains. Once in the square we flowed to the right, guided to the spot we had been allocated, which, according to my calculations, would be either by the Culture House or in the park. The columns moved very slowly. We walked past the Waterworks, past the commercial building where I had worked as a runner for a photographer in the summer of ’73, and approached the Intercontinental hotel. It was a high-rise building that blighted its surroundings, but not even its hideous facade could diminish this moment. I felt happy as never before.


*


The first shots sounded like a hydraulic drill operating close by, but a lightning reflex alerted my brain that my senses were being deceived. Something similar must have occurred in the same instant to thousands of people across the square. At first everything went quiet, but when the shooting resumed, there was desperate shouting and panicked flight in every direction: the herd was now stampeding.


“They’re shooting!” someone called out.


Several automatic weapons were fired simultaneously. I was thrown forwards by a powerful push to my back. It was then that I began to feel genuine fear. I thought I had been hit. It turned out not to have been a bullet, but the people behind me trying to get past. I was caught up in the momentum and carried away. It was impossible to stand on my feet. I was a helpless victim of the pressure from behind, and I pushed those ahead of me in turn, unable to think of what else I could do. Suddenly a tall young man stopped in front of me, waving his arms in the air and shouting, “Don’t panic, don’t run!” but he was instantly swallowed up by the stampede. I spotted through a tiny gap that we were close to Kazancılar, which slopes down towards Kabataş Quay. The hill was covered with fallen bodies piled on top of each other. I stumbled over a lifeless figure on the cobblestones, fell on all fours and hurt my knees. The pain shot through me, and together with the threat of the human wave behind me, triggered my survival instinct. I knew I had to do something or I would shortly be trampled to death. I crawled forwards as quickly as possible. When I finally stood up, the other demonstrators had lain down in an attempt to shelter from the bullets. They made up an enormous blanket across the square and were a clear target for anyone shooting from above. With my last strength I reached a safe place by the Republic Monument and threw myself to the ground as the next barrage of shots rang out.


“Be a man! Get up!” a calm but rather impatient voice commanded me. I scrambled to my feet and the first thing I noticed were her eyes. They were dark and angry.


“Can you use one of these?” she said, showing me an automatic pistol and a revolver. I shook my head.


“Oh shit,” she sighed. “Just hold on to this and try not to lose it.” She lifted up a canvas shoulder bag, tossed it in my direction and looked around. A man came running towards us. He was tall, young and handsome.


“I’m so glad I found you,” he said to her.


She said nothing, just handed him the revolver. He automatically checked the weapon.


“Where are they?” he asked, a little out of breath.


“I’m not quite sure. On the roof of the Waterworks, I think,” she replied.


The firing of automatic weapons had stopped. All we could hear was the sporadic reports of smaller pistols.


“Look!” the man shouted and pointed at the Waterworks.


I followed his direction. There was movement on the roof, or at least I thought I saw something move, and a moment later the man began to shoot. So did the woman. I was standing next to her and I watched how she supported her right hand with her left before squeezing the trigger. Bullet cases spattered everywhere. One hit me on the cheek, burning hot. The pain enraged me. This was idiotic and pointless. The distance was too great – that much I did know about handguns.


“Give me the bag,” she said when she had stopped shooting.


“No, I can manage,” I sulked. Clearly she was not in the mood for a discussion.


“Alright, but give me a magazine and some rounds.”


It did not take me long to find them; there was nothing but two spare magazines and some loose rounds in the bag.


“Who’s the boy?” said the young man as he loaded his revolver. She shrugged because she did not know who I was, but she turned towards me, perhaps asking herself the same question as if she had just then remembered something.


“Stick to me like glue until I tell you otherwise,” she told me. I did not like her tone, but did not want to say so. I was terrified and out of my depth.


Fresh cries of fear grabbed my attention. A police armoured vehicle with giant wheels had arrived on the square from Dolmabahçe by the Culture House. It drove mercilessly into the crowd, unleashing even more panic. Most managed to react in time and throw themselves out of the way to safety, but one woman stumbled and fell to the cobbles. The huge wheels rolled over her, one side of the vehicle lifting as it passed. The vehicle went on its way without stopping, now heading straight towards us. The young woman with the pistol and I jumped to the left. The young man ran to the right towards the Intercontinental Hotel entrance. The vehicle roared past. I saw him run after it. The crowd closed behind them and he vanished.


After these moments of distraction my terror was renewed. All I wanted to do was give the bag to the woman and get away from this place, but I just did not know how to, or where to go. In another time and another place I would have gone to help the woman who had been run over, but right now the only person I cared about was myself. My companion looked puzzled.


“Where are your shoes?” she asked. I looked down at my feet.


“Wait here and don’t move,” she said and disappeared back where we had come from. I was calm again. Time had lost all meaning, so I had no idea how long I waited, or what was happening around me. But I knew deep down she would come back.


If it had not been for the pistol in one hand and the shoes in the other, I would not have recognized her when at last she came running towards me. An odd pair. I just about managed not to point that out. She had done her best, given the circumstances. When I tried them on, they were obviously too big, so I tightened the laces as hard as I could. She was almost smiling, and as I got up she took my hand and said, “Let’s get out of here.”


We walked towards the Culture House, but the road to Dolmabahçe was blocked by militia who were holding their ground for the time being, no doubt waiting for orders. I found my voice and reminded her about the side street we had taken to reach the square and how I had not seen any police officers there. She turned without saying a word. Going this way was a risk, for all we knew it might be crawling with police and soldiers by now. For the first time since she took me under her wing, I became properly aware of my surroundings. People were still taking cover behind the Republic Monument, cowering behind bus stops or in the park. Banners, flags, abandoned shoes and clothing lay strewn around the hill. A fine mist of smoke and sporadic gunfire made it seem like a battlefield. The people we were passing now seemed not to be injured, but there was fear and confusion etched on every face. I was hoping that everyone would be alright, including those I had left lying on Kazancılar and the woman who had been crushed by the armoured car.


“Is it safe now?” someone said. The woman hurried on without replying, hunched down and with me in tow. I copied her though I could not see how crouching would save us from being hit. But no-one shot at us – in fact, it had now been a while since we had last heard machine-gun fire. When we reached the corner of the street we saw a small group of security guards wearing the tabards of the Revolutionary Workers’ Union. They were patrolling the junction with pistols in their hands and waved us down to the ground. We did not stop walking until we had reached them.


“Who’s doing the shooting? The police?” the woman demanded in an authoritative tone. One of the men looked her up and down from head to foot.


“No, it’s the bloody Maoists.” he said, spitting on the tarmac. “They started shooting at us and we returned fire.”


Or the other way round, I thought. There were plenty of bullet cases on the ground.


“What did they have? Machine-guns? Pistols?” she asked.


The man gave her an impatient look. “Pistols, obviously, like the one you’re holding. Anyway, they’ve gone, we’ve driven them out.” He was childishly pleased with his little exchange of fire, the imbecile, and clearly had no idea what had happened elsewhere. I was starting to get irritated with their banter and was about to say something when the woman tightened her grip on my hand and said: “Come.”


We were an odd couple, running along the now-deserted streets, she with her pistol and me with my lady’s shoulder bag. I did not look up once, but I could feel that people behind their curtains were staring down at us with terror in their eyes. Just before we reached the main road we slowed to walking pace. I did not protest when she took the bag and put the pistol in it. We waited while two police cars drove past, crossed the road and went into Tepebaşı Park, which slopes down towards Kasımpaşa.


“We’ll take the bus from Kasımpaşa,” she said.


For a while we walked in silence and for the first time I was able to observe her with eyes that could actually take something in. She was an adult, different from the immature girls I knew. Her face was framed by long, dark, tangled hair, she wore no make-up and was pleasant to look at. I could detect the white lace on her bra through a casually buttoned checked shirt. She had long, athletic legs, and was wearing pale jeans and suede shoes.


“What are you staring at?” she snapped when she realized that I was studying her. She must have decided it was her shirt, because she immediately buttoned it up to her neck.


“By the way, you look a sight,” she said.


My hair was cut short, so there could not be much wrong with that. My face, however, I was less sure of. My polo-neck jumper was filthy, there was a big tear in one knee of my jeans, and as for my shoes, well, they were not mine.


“Likewise.” Sparring.


She smiled, ran her fingers through her dishevelled hair, found a band and with nimble fingers gathered it up into a severe ponytail.


“Better now?” She looked older and more serious. I wanted to know how old.


“How old are you?”


“Twenty-one. And you?”


Being eighteen was nothing to be ashamed of. “Twenty,” I said.


She raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You look much younger.”


It was embarrassing, ridiculous. She had seen right through me. I shifted tack. “Are you a Maoist?”


She pretended to be hurt. “Do I look as if I have a thing for peasants?”


“So do you think it was the Maoists?” I really wanted to know.


“No,” she said firmly. “They weren’t even in the square. The others kept an eye on them the whole time, and yes, they do have pistols, but it’s highly unlikely that they would have automatic weapons. What do you think? Do you think it was them?”


“No,” I replied just as firmly. She had convinced me. Listening to her, everything seemed so obvious. She seemed so resolute and rewarded me with encouraging smiles. I, on the other hand, could barely hold it together and my hands were trembling a little. I carried my fear with me like an unwanted burden.


She was angry, she said, because no-one had managed to protect the crowd. Even though an attack had been predicted, more or less announced in the newspapers, it had ended in chaos. The group she belonged to never really had a chance. In this way she gave me an answer to the question I was too frightened to ask: why was she carrying a weapon? She looked an ordinary young woman. If I had passed her in the street, I would not for a minute have suspected her of keeping a pistol and spare magazines in her bag. We had left the park and arrived at the bus stop. Here people were strolling around the streets apparently ignorant of what had happened a few kilometres away. We waited in silence for the bus. For once it was on time. This surprised me because I had imagined that the whole city would have come to a standstill. On the bus she stayed standing, though there were seats, keeping a firm grip on her bag. There was something vulnerable about her as she stood there. Perhaps she was as tired and scared as I was. I wondered what she would do if the bus was stopped and searched at a roadblock. Would she let herself be taken alive, or resist and risk both her own life and the lives of innocent passengers?


Someone had gone on a hunting expedition today, someone who was ready to kill without hesitation, without even needing an excuse. Perhaps she was contemplating the same possibility. And when the bus stopped just short of the aqueduct, she got off without warning. I did not have a chance to say anything to her.


Through the rear window I saw her scan the traffic before crossing swiftly to the other side. The bus drove off, and my last glimpse was of her disappearing between the shops on the far side of the road. By ignoring me she might have been trying to protect me. That I could understand, even though it made me feel like a helpless child who needed to be looked after. What upset me most was that I had forgotten to ask her name and where she lived. But perhaps it was better this way: at least I had avoided the humiliation of being turned down.


Back at school a full range of emotions was on display, but by far the most visible were grief and anger. Most of my friends had turned back without having reached the square. A few of them had ended up in the park and had managed to escape unharmed. But when I failed to show up they feared the worst: according to the radio and television many had been killed or wounded. Precisely how many, no-one knew as yet. I told them an edited version of my story: I had been at Kazancılar when the shooting began, then I had run down the hill, away from the chaos, and finally ended up at Kabataş Quay. There I had sat for a long time composing my thoughts before taking the bus to school. Later, when I thought about it, this version seemed like the real one and anything else a figment of my imagination. Everyone agreed that I had been lucky, as many people on Kazancılar had been wounded or killed. They soon lost interest in my story and the conversation moved on to their own experiences.


I managed to sneak out and up to the dormitory, as dinner had already been served and devoured. Not that I was hungry anyway: all I wanted was to lie down in my bed. My body could take no more and I fell quickly into a deep, dark sleep.


Nothing would ever be the same again. The age of innocence was over for my generation. Perhaps it was the fault of the school; it had protected us too well from the outside world. I was eleven the first time I walked through its dark-green archway, which had admitted countless hopeful students for more than a hundred years. Once you passed through, you belonged to the community within its tall walls. It was no good crying for your mother or father, all the care and knowledge you needed would have to be found inside.


A century of integrity, authority and tradition. When you are eleven all this seems terrifying: the colossal buildings, the reading rooms, dining halls, dormitories and, not least, the teachers and your fellow students. But in time both the buildings and the people resume their actual proportions. You learn to fit in. Those who do not have no place here. You only get this one chance. In time, you understand that you are no longer lonely or poor but a part of a great community, one which proudly declares on a huge banner on the facade of the P.E. building: “Equal Education Opportunities for All”. But you never forget that you were one of the few who passed through the eye of the needle.


Thirty-four killed and hundreds of wounded. Photographs from the square dominated the front pages of the newspapers. Bloody May Day. In one of the papers there was a picture of the massive banner that had covered the facade of the Culture House. It had come loose from one of its moorings and hung in disarray. In another newspaper, the lifeless bodies lying on the top of Kazancılar. In a third, a young woman holding a pistol. But it was not her. I was fairly certain of that. Between the lines in the right-wing newspapers you could detect poorly concealed glee behind a fake mask of grief, their delight that the “trial revolution” had been crushed. The radical left-wing papers were in no doubt that the shootings were an act of provocation, carefully planned and executed by the Contra-Guerrillas, a notorious paramilitary organization that had been responsible for kidnappings, torture and assassinations since the start of the ’70s. Few of the victims had sustained bullet wounds: most had been trampled to death in the ensuing stampede. In one of the radical papers there was a blurred picture of armed figures on the roof of the Waterworks. However, the police were not interested in such information, they were too busy questioning the demonstrators that had been arrested in Taksim Square.


The tragedy had shocked me, in part because I had had no idea of its scope when I left the square. I felt I had failed, but could not say precisely whom or what. This enraged me. The murderers must be punished, ideally in a like manner, in an ambush, with death lying in wait for them. I was not alone. Revenge was mentioned more than once in heated debates, but (as is always the way) with time the temperature cooled. We were school children, deep down we were peace-loving boys who enjoyed playing with words, and words were hardly as lethal as bullets. Restless, I paced for days pondering how she would have assessed the situation. However, with mock exams perilously close, absorbed by my daily routines, I gradually calmed down. I looked forward to the summer holidays, to a life outside school, to everything that is exciting and unpredictable.


I told the truth only to Semra, because she would understand and because she was my best friend at school. Our friendship was characterized by rivalry. Competing for popularity with a girl who had both looks and intelligence on her side was no easy task, but we never hurt each other on purpose, and most importantly, perhaps, we did not envy each other. We could talk and argue about everything, forever sharing knowledge. The light tone I used to begin my story grew more and more sombre as the tale unfolded. As I relived for the second time all that had happened that day, my fear and grief returned. My intention was not to impress her, and I did not play up my own part. In my narrative there was only one saviour. She stood calmly holding her pistol, firing at the invisible murderers, before saving me and disappearing like a true heroine. I embellished the story slightly, letting her light a cigarette with steady hands and attributing to her as she stepped down from the bus a pithy parting remark: “See you later, comrade.”


“All those dead people, those innocent people,” Semra sighed, when I had finished. “The young woman you told me about, I could never be like her.” She pinched my cheek in a good-natured fashion. “And nor could you.”





2
June 1977


The Vegetable Market, located between the two bridges across the Golden Horn at Eminönü, was one of many venerable Byzantine buildings to be converted to commercial use. It was sturdy, divided into a series of bays where the vegetable traders bought and sold, with a high roof that leaked like a sieve. It was blissfully cool within its walls in the summer, and as I only worked here during the long holidays, I was lucky enough never to find out about conditions in the winter.


The city’s total consumption of vegetables was transported here every day from the farming districts while everyone was asleep. The vegetables were bought by wholesalers who made vast profits by selling the goods on to the shopkeepers. From two in the morning until two in the afternoon it teemed with life; joy, drama and tragedy were all played out here. If you knew where to look, the market was a microcosm of the whole city and its attendant human destinies. I was one of those in the know, working for a friendly man named Ahmet. Ahmet was in his mid thirties, blond, tall and slim; a former porter who wanted to try his luck and risk his savings by becoming a wholesaler. For some unknown reason, he wanted to hire a good bookkeeper and had contacted me following a reference from a school friend who also worked in the market. My first impression of Ahmet was that he was a likeable villain whose enthusiasm compensated for his inability to make people trust him. It was easy to talk money with him – he promised me the earth, something that did not exactly increase my faith in him. I informed him that the tip-off about me he had received was misleading; I was not a skilled bookkeeper; on the contrary, I had no experience whatsoever in the field. He laughed it off at first and trivialized the whole thing, before admitting that he was chiefly concerned with honesty rather than skill. As long as I did not run off with all his takings, he would be a happy man. It was impossible to dislike him. I had nothing to lose, and trying something as hopeless as this might even be fun. Eventually we agreed on a trial period – a decision, he assured me, I would never regret.


Ahmet was a simple soul, from Nide, a sleepy town in the middle of Anatolia, and had received little by way of education. He smoked, swore, drank, fought, gambled and lived more or less exactly as his ancestors had. When I suggested a ban on gratuitous swearing, especially at customers and porters, he was initially flustered, then laughed contemptuously before finally accepting it. He agreed to my demand for a daily newspaper without objection, but judging from his crooked smile, it was regarded as just another eccentricity of the educated. Before long, I would find him absorbed in the newspaper every morning – in the sports section, that is. Neither the customers nor the money poured in quite as readily he had expected, but at the end of every day he had more money in his pocket than he had ever earned in a single shift as a porter. From this I took as much as I thought I deserved, we had no other salary agreement. I was completely responsible for the money and he had a strange faith in me. We laughed a lot and had a good time together. In a place where ancient rituals reigned, it was liberating not to take things too seriously. We had tomato fights in front of the old-timers in the market – who would shake their heads in disapproval – and ran after picky customers and pleaded with them on our knees while bystanders roared with laughter.


After much thought we also came up with an unconventional way of getting rid of the goods we had failed to sell that day. No-one would want to buy them the next day, so to keep prices high they normally ended up at the bottom of the Bosporus by the Golden Horn, or else floating on the surface. Ahmet could not afford to throw out surplus stock, and as far as I was concerned it was a terrible waste that proved beyond all doubt the greed of the middle classes. We found another way. Ahmet owned a battered wreck of a van and we started driving to the industrial areas around the Horn, selling tomatoes and grapes to the workers at wholesale prices. I was proud to have come up with this idea.


The summer holidays for me and many other young people were not holidays as such. It was a time for work, earning some money, supporting your family’s faltering finances, spending a little of it yourself at the weekends and, at best, having a few weeks off before school started again. So it was great to have a summer holiday that lasted ten weeks.


One morning in June I woke to the insistent beeping of my alarm clock, and all I wanted to do was turn over and go back to sleep. Ahmet and his bloody tomatoes and grapes could take a hike. My mother had already risen for morning prayers. Her increasingly loud recitals of the sacred verses signalled that she was close to losing her patience. I had to switch off my alarm clock, get out of bed and leave the flat as quickly as possible.


Outside the market, normally bustling with customers, vans, porters with towering loads and street vendors shouting, there were few signs of life. The police had taken over the area instead. The sight of police officers in the market surprised no-one: it had its own police station. However, while the market’s own police officers were essentially thuggish money collectors, the officers guarding the gates were of a different breed, with nervous fingers on the triggers of their automatic weapons. One of them stopped me and barked questions as though there were a personal disagreement between us. I was polite and helpful, but he did not appear to be satisfied by my answers. And when he eventually decided to let me in, his face still bore a strong hint of hostile suspicion.


Ahmet was beside himself. His normally sallow skin had taken on a faint pinkish tint, his hands gestured wildly, he jabbered in an attempt to regain his composure. I had never seen him so agitated before. It turned out he had every reason to be. Someone had been killed before his very eyes. He had just finished buying that day’s stock when armed men arrived and started shooting at each other without warning. Fortunately he was not caught in the crossfire and had the sense to throw himself behind some empty crates and keep his head down until it was all over. When he had managed to scuttle out from his hiding place, there were three dead and four wounded on the ground. Not that he had examined their condition too closely – at that point he was mostly concerned about getting away from the scene of the crime. He had no desire to be hauled in as a witness. Thanks to Ahmet and people like him there were never any witnesses to such shootings.


The shooting was the result of a dispute between rival factions vying for supremacy. For a long time a clandestine war had been waged over control of the porters; providing them with protection and job security was a lucrative market that brought in hefty commissions. Since the motto was “winner takes all”, such disputes were rarely settled at the negotiating table. Some called these protectors the mafia, others called them gangs. Mafia sounded about right to me.


Ahmet was upset by the incident, and in the days that followed his usual enthusiasm evaporated. He was forever sloping off and leaving me to do all the work. It was both frustrating and irritating. My complaints fell on deaf ears and, of course, our takings dropped. One day, when I had finally had enough, he returned with a parcel and waved me furtively up to his office, where he opened the package to reveal a pistol. I was too stunned to say anything. He was almost his former self again, in his “don’t-you-underestimate-Ahmet” mood.


“Now we can protect ourselves,” he said.


“Protect ourselves from what?”


His answer was vague. “All the dangers that lurk in a swamp like this.”


But when I insisted on a proper answer, he changed his tune. Recently there had been tension between Turkish and Kurdish porters resulting in almost daily conflicts and fights. What did I know, he said, I who just swanned in and out as I wished? It was ridiculous. The Kurdish porters worked for us, too, though they were not very aware of their Kurdish roots. I could swear to that because whenever I chatted to them during breaks and was tempted to raise the political consciousness of a few of them, they shocked me by defending Turkey and the Turkish flag with almost Fascist ardour. They had assimilated far too much to remember their heritage. But then what about Ahmet? He had never before distinguished between Turks and Kurds: was he turning into a loathsome racist in his old age? No, the people he was talking about were not the same Kurds as those I was used to, but another tribe entirely, from a Kurdish mountain village far away to the southeast. They were stubborn, primitive and knew no respect. And no, he had not turned into a racist, but what was wrong with showing a bit of national pride? There was a reason why people voted for the National Party in Nide.


“Because Nide is a godforsaken place where you would expect nothing else from a horde of illiterates who long for the nomad days when they were free to steal, rape and drink horse’s milk,” I snapped.


I hated being arrogant towards uneducated and naïve people like Ahmet and tarring everyone with the same brush, but I was sick of all this talk of national pride. Yes, I had recited my share of quasinationalistic poems about the flag and the motherland in front of my fellow pupils and assembled parents in primary school. For a while I had been fascinated by the history of the Ottoman Empire, and in my first few years of secondary school an older student with the nickname “Hitler Haluk” lectured us on the forgotten qualities of the Nazis and complained at how unfairly the world had treated them. Though Hitler Haluk was obviously a tragic figure and most of the time we simply laughed at him, we retained a certain sympathy for the Germans, whom we regarded as brothers-in-arms from the First World War – I had no idea whether the Germans had ever shared this sentiment. But these were all childhood illnesses, we grew out of them, and Hitler Haluk had long since turned into a radical left-winger.


As a child I was neither scared of nor excited by weapons. I was neither an idealist nor naïve. But history was full of armed conflicts and I believed it was necessary first and foremost to disarm history, so I wrote poems, rehearsed fine words and believed that words could change the world. Unfortunately I had forgotten that I belonged to a race that could be unbelievably brutal and yet, at the same time, produce the most beautiful love poems on earth.


I asked Ahmet to get rid of the weapon.


“Please come back with it if it can be used against the enemies of the people one day, but I won’t allow anyone to use weapons in a dispute between workers,” I said. It was pretentious and it sounded false to my own ears, not my usual style. Normally I tended to ridicule this kind of claptrap. Ahmet liked me, I knew that, and despite the disparity in our ages he rarely dismissed my views. I could say things to Ahmet that would have driven him into a furious rage coming from the mouth of anyone else. In my case he respected both the man and the acumen. His common sense told him to value in others the qualities he himself lacked. Now he was disappointed and indignant, perhaps he regarded this as an insult to his manhood; I do not know, but he made it clear that this business with the pistol was something that did not concern me. The gun lay in the drawer for two days. On the third day it was gone. It cost him a great deal of inner turmoil, but it least it had ended in a compromise we could both live with. As business returned to normal in the market, we slipped back into our old routines, with a cheerful Ahmet in his familiar role as top dog.


*


“Go on, give us a fag,” Emel shouted.


I leaned over the balcony. There she was, one floor below, shielding her eyes against the afternoon sun with her hand, her smile revealing the whitest of teeth.


“Not until you give me a kiss.”


“Forget it, stupid, or I’ll tell my grandmother.” This was an empty threat, even though her grandmother was a notorious gipsy. She was no longer a nomad, but her tongue was still as poisonous and her fists hit just as hard. But I was her favourite boy in the neighbourhood and Emel knew it.


“How can you kiss a girl when you’re on the balcony above her?”


I threw one leg over the railing and pretended to climb down. Emel laughed. I lowered the basket we used when buying from street vendors and sent her a cigarette. We leaned over our respective balconies and smoked in silent companionship.


“Your girlfriend is coming,” Emel called from below.


My girlfriend, I never called her “mine” but everyone else did. Every time I saw her cross the grass with tired feet, I was overcome with tenderness. She was small, innocent and defenceless, and on evenings such as this, when she stepped off the bus at the petrol station after a long day at work and started walking through the allotments towards the development, it seemed as though she carried the weight of the world on her narrow shoulders. She smiled at my urge to protect her. She would not permit me to pick her up at her workplace and did not think the world was as bad as I made it out to be. She could look after herself. She worked in Bakırköy, approximately ten kilometres away by the Sea of Marmara, as a sales assistant in a clothes shop. Every now and then I would go to Bakırköy, sit in a café by the water and then wait for her at the bus stop after closing time. She would be both pleased and annoyed, pleased because I was there and annoyed because I did not respect her independence. I was punished with silence, but she rested her head on my shoulder all the way home.


*


I had met Ayfer the year before, one hot and dusty day in July as I meandered around the neighbourhood with only boredom for company. She was walking towards me with two other girls. They chirped loudly and laughed without a care in the world. Even at a distance her lovely appearance made her stand out, and I knew instantly that I had to stop and say something to her – anything would do. She did not look surprised when I let the other girls pass and blocked her path. Instead, she bravely met my eyes. She was pretty, the most beautiful girl I had ever seen, with shoulder-length curly brown hair, green eyes, high cheekbones and full lips. A floral summer dress of cheap material covered the slightly unripe curves of a very young woman.


“Who are you?” I asked, panting slightly. I was in that phase of life when you can still be captivated by unadorned beauty.


“Aren’t you coming?” her friends called out. She giggled and waved them on.


“Don’t you know me?” she said. “I know you. I’ve seen you on your balcony sometimes, but you’re away a lot. People say you go to private school.”


She spoke in a soft voice, shy, but at the same time not quite. She was a local girl who had grown up miraculously overnight as girls of her age are wont to do. I could not take my eyes of her.


“Why are you looking at me like that?” she said.


“Because I like you,” I said.


“You’re making fun of me.”


“Will you be my girlfriend?” I asked her.


She giggled a little and then grew serious. “Don’t know,” she said and ran off.


I watched as she rejoined her friends. She turned and waved to me.


Perhaps this was the first sign. Later I spent much of my time on the balcony. Her block was just across the street, four storeys high, just as tall as ours. All the flats in this area were of the same design. She and her family lived on the fourth floor, too, and their kitchen balcony faced our front one. From time to time she would come out on the balcony, look in my direction, talk to the people on the other balconies, but never to me. Then she would go back inside to help her mother in the kitchen. I would stay on the balcony waiting for her to appear once more. I took every opportunity to read, eat and play cards with my younger brother out there. I did everything I could to catch a glimpse of her. So it could hardly be attributed to my mother’s sharp wits when she commented on the time I spent on the balcony.


“Ayfer is a very young girl. Only fifteen. I know that because she is in the same year as your brother,” she said.


My mother was not in the habit of giving me detailed information about the girls in the neighbourhood. I knew this was the prelude to some maternal advice.


“You mustn’t do anything that might upset her,” she added.


“How can you upset a girl by sitting on a balcony?”


She sighed and stroked my hair. “You never know with boys,” she said.


In the evenings, after dinner, when the worst of the heat had died down, people would come outside. The adults would chat together on the grass with their teapots and rugs, children would play games, while teenagers eyed each other carefully. I would sit with my friends on a crumbling wall in front of the block and eat sunflower seeds. The girls gathered on the other side of the street. They would eat sunflower seeds too. While we boys were serious and spoke only a little, the girls would chat noisily, laughing and giggling. It was not until the adults and the children packed up their things and retired that the two groups of teenagers crossed the street to mingle. Then it was time for skipping ropes, stickball and singing, all the things we could not do while the young children were around. I enjoyed these hours, which were very different from my evenings at school, where we could not risk being seen playing. That privilege was reserved for children in the lower school.


Ayfer appeared on the scene some time after our first meeting. She had not been out at this hour before: perhaps she had not yet been accepted by the other teenagers. It was frustrating to see how she avoided me. She joked and talked to the other boys, but did not pay any attention to me, not even a single glance. To begin with I was wary of being intrusive, mindful of the gossip that was inevitable when boys and girls showed an obvious interest in each other. But one day I chased after her in a game, grabbed hold of her and flung her down on the grass. She panted hard beneath me like a trapped doe, but without a doe’s fear in her eyes. On the contrary, she was smiling sweetly. Perhaps this was the sign she had been waiting for because in the days that followed, she made it clear to everyone that she was mine and I alone deserved her attention. She did not wait until the afternoon rituals had been completed and the adults were safely back in front of their televisions. She came over to me, sat down on the wall and ate sunflower seeds with me in silence. And as soon as the adults had gone, she held my hand and smiled affectionately.


Eventually we withdrew from the others and began living in a world of our own. We spent most of our time away from the development, lying in the grass among the daisies, cautiously side by side to begin with. I did most of the talking, telling her about my school and my dreams. She was modest, hesitant and a little sad because she was not good with words, but that did not matter. I liked the sparkle in her green eyes and I liked her smile. One evening when darkness covered the sky and the ground, muted the colours and blurred the contours, I took her in my arms and kissed her. Her mouth was soft, warm, sweet and salt at the same time. Her breath flowed over my skin, I could feel her heart beat. She snuggled up to me and held me tight, and we lay there in a long embrace until her younger sister disturbed us.


“Mum is going to kill you,” she said.


“Go away,” Ayfer said.


“I’m not going anywhere without you, and he there had better watch himself,” she replied.


“You deserve a good thrashing,” Ayfer said, stood up and brushed off the dust and straw. Then she chased after her younger sister. I heard them shouting and laughing, until their voices faded. I stayed where I lay on the grass with a blanket of stars above me.


My last carefree summer died of natural causes. September was meant to be a month of mourning for students, but it had never been like that with me. I missed school once the long holiday had exhausted the initial rush of freedom, and I was one of the first through the school gates when the new school year started. I liked to experience the emptiness and silence in the playground, in the dormitories and in the classrooms before it was irretrievably disturbed by the arrival of five hundred other students. But September ’76 was a sad affair for me. While many others got over their homesickness in a few days, mine lasted much longer. It was Ayfer I was missing now. The boarding school had morphed from a sanctuary to a prison. Once I had thought up all sorts of excuses to spend my weekends at school, but now I could barely wait for the last lesson on Fridays to be over. Ayfer was impatient, too, so our reunions were just as joyful as our partings were sad. My reward was being able to hold her. Not with tired devotion, but with fresh enthusiasm filled with longing and love. I had much to tell her, everything that had happened at school, interesting and not so interesting news. She listened without saying anything because very little happened in her life. She was obviously not happy, and I suspected that she might think we were too different. Talking about books frightened her because she seldom read.


“Alright,” I said, “we can talk about other things: about us, our future.”


“Do we have a future?” she asked. “You’ll be going to university soon. You’ll become someone important and forget me.”


This was slightly comical because doomed love between a poor girl and a rich boy, or the other way round, was a recurrent theme in ’60s Turkish films.


“Real life is not the same as in films; besides, I’m not like that,” I said.


“Like what?” she asked.


“I’m not rich yet.”


We laughed. This was more or less how we spoke to each other. I did not toy with her as she might have feared and held nothing back. I said, “I love you.” What worried me was that I was the only one to say those three words. She merely smiled, a little wistful, perhaps a touch suspicious.


Time flew for us, time spent mainly in each other’s company. The winter stole our most valuable commodity: Ayfer could no longer come and go as she pleased, the grass was no longer green, the daisies and the stars were gone, the evenings were dark, wet and cold. I shivered out on the balcony in defiance of the elements. Her mother knew about us and acted with tacit acceptance for her daughter’s sake. Her father was another story: we had no idea how much he knew. He worked long hours as a ticket inspector for a council-run bus company, came home exhausted and stayed in the background. Ayfer was afraid that her older brother would tell her father about us. If that happened, we would no longer be able to count on acceptance, tacit or otherwise. But as I defied the cold, Ayfer defied her fears, and every time I came home, she invented some excuse or other and ran down the four flights of stairs. I would see her familiar figure lit up in the stairwell. I would have flown if I could, so instead I took the steps three to four at a time. We met, hidden by the entrance to her flat, in the only place we could, and every time we heard footsteps, we jumped.
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