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Mum


When I don’t know which path to take
I feel you by my side.


When a dream comes true
I feel you by my side.
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Day 1: 20 July 1974



First a rose. A scarlet rose. Only one. On a hill maybe, but nobody knows yet. That is not important. The rose sparkles with sugary dew, even in July when the sun is sharp and hot; iridescent red drops shimmering in that immense, oppressive light. Droplets a little like blood tears, if you’ve ever seen them; the last tears of a dying man. A man who’s been put to death, like Christ. Internal bleeding. Eternal bleeding. But the little girl must not know this.


The stem of the rose is a hundred miles long. It is horizontal, as normal, for the first six or seven inches and then it bends and twists round and in, out and down, like a road with thorns and leaves. Whoever plucks the rose will hold Christ’s heart in their hands and behold the secret of immortality. They will be free of this world once and for all. However, unless looking from above, it is impossible to see where the rose is located. One must follow the stem and one must know that it will be a terrible journey.


So much for fairy tales that keep us from the bleak reality of life. So much for those stories that give us hope in a place where hope does not exist. And who, by the end of this tale, will be the one to tell the girl that the rose does not exist? And should anyone tell her at all?


This is a rose in a story told by a mother to her daughter on the day that she knows that she will die. The mother is lying on the floor and is reading the story from a little green book. The girl does not know that the pages are empty, each one as white and bare as the snow on the Troodos Mountains. The mother has just returned from the well and has been shot in the left shoulder, just above the heart. Struggling to breathe, she points at the dried bramble in the garden and tells her daughter that this is where the stem begins. The girl looks at it with wide eyes. ‘Everyone is fighting for this rose, but nobody even knows how to begin looking for it. Only you,’ the mother says, touching her daughter’s chest. ‘The closer you get the larger the thorns will become. You will see bad things, the darkness of the world, but you must not give up. People will come. They will be dressed in green. Do as they say, yes, do as they say and you will be safe, but never tell them about the trail of thorns. Just follow the stem and the red petals, like the ones around me.’


These are her last words. Her white skin is covered in blood that is also scattered around the floor. In the sunlight the young daughter strokes her mother’s hair.


‘Let’s go together, Mama,’ the little girl says, but her mother’s eyes have closed and her face is still. She leans forward and shakes her mother’s shoulders. ‘Mama. Mama,’ she says. ‘Mama, Mama!’ she screams, but there is no answer. All is quiet apart from the radio that has been incessantly playing in the background. ‘Do not panic. They did not manage to invade. They did not.’ She listens to the words. The voice marches around the room. ‘Do not panic. We threw them into the water. We threw them into the sea.’ The little girl takes her mother’s hand and holds it to her face. ‘I want to go together, Mama.’ She rubs it on her cheek. She weeps over her mother’s body until her tears dry and her hands can no longer hold up her mother’s arm.


She tucks her legs into her dress and wraps her arms round her knees. The morning sun floods through the window, making a perfect square of light on the floor. The girl stares at it. The square of light is still, golden, unspoilt. A mirror of an empty world.


She stands up and walks to the doorway. The adjacent houses bleed with smoke. Silence is rising from distant corners of the town, much like the chanting and chiming of bells that once ascended from various ends of the town.


There is no other sound now. No men at the roadside calling ‘Watermelons, melons, cucumbers, tomatoes’. No boys shouting obscenities at one another while unloading fish from the little boats that rock in the port. Not even the snapping of beans where the girls sat with bowls on their laps preparing the evening meal, and the old grandmothers dressed in black with scarves around their heads complained about the heat. In the shade of the tallest building there is quiet where the women embroidered silk into roses and sang. Auntie Maria’s nine children are not screaming and crying. Uncle Vasos and his wife are not arguing.


There is no movement now. No pins rolling over dough or bread removed from clay ovens in the sun. No hands reaching for lemons on the trees. There is no one chopping onions, or scrubbing clothes, or sprinkling sesame seeds onto cinnamon fingers.


Only smells remain: the whiff of sweet Greek coffee left in little cups. The zest of lemons discarded on the floor. The must of wheat still soaking in water. The sea on the scales of fish. The blackness of burnt bread.


The young girl kneels in the prayer position, and through the open doors of the back veranda she catches a glimpse of the speckled world beyond the vine leaves. She looks across the veranda at the dry brambles and imagines the red rose, sparkling with dew, blood pulsating in its veins. Glowing on a dark hillside. She stands up and straightens her dress and the apron that her mother tied round it. They were about to make olive bread when her mum had gone out to get some water from the central well. She looks at her mother. Red petals are flowing from her mouth and onto the little green book whose pages lie open. She stares at the rose on the white page. The petals are thick and the colour is deep. It is a beautiful rose, and where the petals open up it looks a little like a heart. Maybe a heart that is bleeding, the little girl thinks. In fact at that moment, in that town, most hearts are bleeding and hanging with silk thread from the trees, like decorations or prayers. The little girl must not know this, though.


The young girl closes the book and tucks it into the pocket of her apron. She thinks for a moment about what she will need for the journey. She finds some scissors in one of the drawers and wraps the sharp ends with some red ribbon. They will be useful when she finds the rose; the stem may be thick and coarse. Imagine travelling all that way and being unable to cut the rose. She puts the scissors in the pocket of her apron.


She stands by the doorway and straightens her feet to make a line. A donkey walks across the field ahead, its lead dragging on the floor. She looks over the flat roofs of whitewashed bungalows, over the lemon groves and olive trees, over the bumpy road, through the arches of the church tower and up towards the hilltops. The dried, thorned stem of the rose begins a metre from her feet. She takes a step towards it. From the trembling heat a man appears. He is dressed in green. The little girl smiles.


Adem Berker sees a girl standing in the doorway of a hut. He comes closer and notices her black hair, like coal, and her black eyes. The sun is strong and shines in shards. The young girl curtsies as he enters the house and then holds out her hand. ‘Maroulla,’ she says. The girl’s hand is still outreached. Adem does not move. He observes her like a man looking at an old photograph. He moves his eyes down to where her mother lies drenched in blood. He looks behind him suddenly, as if waiting for someone. He crouches down, checks the dead woman’s pulse and stands again. He puffs his cheeks, exhaling deeply. Then, listening to the repetitive mantra on the radio, he stands up and switches it off. Now only the chorus of the cicadas fills the room. His eyes dart across the kitchen and pause for a moment on something on the counter. He moves past the girl and picks up a bottle. The liquid inside is clear like water but moves slower when the bottle is tipped. He turns the cap and brings the bottle up to his nose. Aniseed. Ouzo. He opens a few cabinet doors, searching for glasses. ‘The last door to the left,’ the young girl says. She waits a moment and then walks over to where he is standing, heaves herself onto the counter and retrieves a large ceramic mug from the cupboard. Adem takes the mug and turns to the kitchen table, where there are two wooden chairs. He sits down and pours the ouzo into the mug, just over halfway. He’s going to need it. Adem rubs his thumb over the stubble on his chin. He has not shaved for a few days. He takes a swig of the ouzo. Adem frowns and pushes his temples with his thumb and middle finger. He takes off his cap and puts it on the table.


The girl turns to face him. ‘When will our journey begin?’ she asks. He looks at her thick hair that leaks onto her face like oil and those lashes that cast slight shadows on the soft skin beneath her eyes. He does not understand what she means. He rubs his eyes and pours another glass of ouzo. He watches her. She must be just five, or perhaps six at the very most. Around her waist she wears an apron. He cannot bear to look at her. She stares at him expectantly; a look so warm and innocent that it stabs him through the heart. He looks again at her mother on the floor and back into those dark questioning eyes. Adem feels sick. He swallows some more ouzo. He wishes he could take her with him; somewhere safe. But where? The dangers are too great. They would capture her, rape her, kill her. Here she would be safer. They would not be back to check the house, this was part of his territory.


Adem pours another glass of ouzo. The young girl is now sitting on the other chair, looking at him. Her legs are swinging beneath the table. She is drinking from a glass, milk with rose-water.


Adem rises abruptly, puts on his cap and straightens his jacket. The girl stands up. He rubs his eyes once more and looks through the door at the town ahead. He walks out of the house without saying a word as though walking out of a terrible film at the cinema in Istanbul. He leaves the girl standing in the doorway.


He does not know how desperately she wishes him to come back.


The heart of the town starts beating again, but differently this time. Now everything is different. A little way out of the town, Koki stands in the doorway of her house. She is still waiting for her son. She peers out through the branches of the lemon trees. He should have been back hours ago. He left with the other boys when, very early in the morning, they had heard the sound of planes and bombs. They wanted to find out what had happened, and she had begged him not to go. She had never managed to hold on to him, however hard she tried. He was always much older than his age and too much of a free spirit, like his father used to be. Being half Turkish and half Greek, he had been forced to live between two worlds. Two worlds so similar, yet so far apart. As a result he had lived in a neither, a place not on this side or that. He flowed like the river that separates the town from the village. He became like the rushing water. And Koki always loved him well, and he loved her back with hugs and kisses and a laugh that quenched the dryness of her world. But, somehow, she always knew that she could hold on to him only as long as it takes for water to slip through your fingers. It was in the look in his eyes and in the way he walked, as though he had places to go. And he grew so tall, too tall for this town, and he looked more like a man than a boy of eleven, and when he ran, oh, when he ran, he looked as though he could easily fly.


She paces up and down. The radio is on low and a faint voice repeats reassuring words. ‘Do not panic. We have thrown them into the sea. They did not manage to invade. They did not.’ But in the distance she had heard running and frantic words drifting across the town. ‘They are coming! Run! The Turks are coming!’ She could not believe them. She would never leave without her son. Why had he not returned?


She looks ahead, waiting for her son’s familiar, mischievous smile. ‘They have not managed to invade,’ the voice on the radio repeats. Koki pushes her forehead with her fingers and shuts her eyes. Her mind is out of control, her imagination wild with fearful thoughts. She pulls her hair with both hands. There are stranger noises now from the town beyond. The rumbling of a truck. The sound of things breaking or falling. But she cannot be sure. It is too far away. She walks to the radio and shakes it. ‘What’s going on?!’ she shouts at it. ‘What in the devil is going on?!’ Her hands shake and her eyes fill with tears. She quickly tunes it to the Turkish station. Just as before, there is only white noise. She shakes it again. Nothing. ‘Please,’ she says to it, ‘please!’ She shakes it harder and a fragmented voice comes through. ‘Turkish troops … invaded the island of Cyprus … landed … Kyrenia. The invasion has been a success …’ Koki’s body feels cold despite the rising heat. She picks up the radio and throws it on the floor, it smashes hard onto the flagstones and the voice crunches to a halt. She runs to the door and calls her son’s name, ‘Agori, Agori, please, where are you?’ but her words come back to her faint and solitary. There is movement in the distance, and the sound of gunshots, and another, much nearer. Koki pulls her hair again. And then she runs. She just runs ahead. Not knowing where to go or where to look. The town flashes past her in a streak of colours. Her head spins. She runs and runs, past the houses, looking left and right, through the field and, suddenly, there on the ground in the shadow of the orchard, she sees two feet. She runs towards them and looks down. She freezes.


There lies her son. There lies her son.


There, with his eyes closed and a rose placed neatly on his chest. Koki falls to her knees. She nudges him and shakes his arm. She lifts the rose and sees that it hides a bloody hole. She puts her ear to his chest. Nothing. Empty. She wraps her arms round his torso and cries into his stomach. ‘Agori,’ she says, ‘Agori, Agori, wake up.’ She tries to lift him. His body rises only slightly from the ground. ‘Agori,’ she pleads, ‘get up; we have to go, my love. We have to go.’ She looks at him. Maybe he will speak. ‘Please, speak.’ But his face is still and peaceful. His lips are still red.


She kisses his face and strokes his hair and her tears flow tempestuous with the wrath of the sea. She cannot take him with her; she cannot even bury him. She takes a gold chain and crucifix from around her neck, kisses it and places it on his chest. She lies down beside him and stays there for a while holding on to his hand, with her head on his shoulder. Her body shakes with inner pain. She could just close her eyes and never wake up. She wishes this life were over. She stays there for ten minutes, fifteen, maybe more. She holds his hand tighter and prays, wishing his spirit to be free, to be safe, to be close to God. She stays there as the sounds of the war pass over them, as the spirits of the life they had known drift past them. The sound of distant laughter. In the sunlight memories move around them. There he is, under the lemon trees, just a year old, learning how to walk. And there he is at five now, on a bicycle. And over there, at seven, with a catapult in hand. And there, at eleven, just yesterday morning, beaming proudly, with a basket of cherries for her. He is running and laughing, he is calling her. She hears his voice. It rushes past like the sound of the river. It comes to her, then fades away, like the sound of the sea. But a feeling passes through her mind. Her heart thumps harder and suddenly she is struck with fear.


Koki looks around. She hears the sound of gunshots and sees a distant wisp of smoke. She holds her son’s face and kisses his cheek. ‘Goodbye,’ she says, ‘for now, only for now,’ and stumbles back to their home.


Koki sits on the kitchen floor with a crucifix in her hand. She has sharpened the end with a knife, the part where Jesus’ feet join. To make a knife. ‘From this moment on, their land a desert, their lives deserted. Their children …’


How could she wish this on the children of her neighbours, the daughters of women who were present at the birth of her own son? Who was she now that she felt this hatred? She rocks over the crucifix and repeats Matthew 5.22 three times. ‘If you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgement.’ It is no good. The animosity burns in her throat, behind her eyes, in the cracked fingertips of her right hand that presses into the gold-plated wooden halo.


She holds the crucifix like a knife, its toes buried in the folds of cloth about her breasts. She contemplates for a moment while the morning sun shines on the whittled features of Christ. Or is it the glow of fire that casts such an evil light? The air is filled with the smell of a burning church: the wood, the incense, the candles, the flesh of the icons. She can see him, again, as though he were still alive, running towards her. Coming home for dinner. If only the Turkish soldiers knew his real name.


Not all Turks are murderers, she hears herself say, but the voice is distant and comes from the mouth of a woman who she had once been. Koki thinks of her son’s body and shudders. What had she come back for? Why had she not stayed there until they killed her? The pressure with which she holds that sharpened cross is so immense that splinters now dig into her palm but she does not seem to notice.


The sounds are getting closer. Koki should leave before they reach her. ‘It is not our friends that are murderers, it is some other barbaric race,’ she says aloud and thinks of the Turkish Cypriot children her son had once played with by the well, and the man she had loved. They had not killed her son. So why could she now see her son’s blood on their hands? How could she hate them?


Agori! Agori! Agori! She cannot scream, or move, or cry. Her blood is frozen in her veins. The monster laid a rose on his body. A rose on his body! A rose on his body! He placed a rose on her son’s body and walked away. She rocks over the cross. She presses the crucifix into her chest until her skin rips.


‘The devil will take you. Black and darkened be your lives.’ Koki rocks like the sea, as though it is an external force that is making her do so. She cannot feel the pain in her chest, so she presses harder. The wood crumbles from the pressure. Why does she not just use the knife?


Koki hears a noise. She slides behind the door frame and peeks out. Just ahead Koki sees old man Vasos scampering from his villa and grabbing his wife and his most prized watermelon. He secures one beneath his right arm, although it has grown to such immense proportions that it keeps sliding even from the tight grip of his farmer’s hands and seizes the other, dear Old Maria, who is of equal diameter, round the waist. He is a man of a little world who still believes the earth is square and that a Greek coffee and a cigarette are the best remedies for everything. Until today Maria believed that heaven was reserved for people who fasted at Easter. She thought that the English spoke gibberish interspersed with Greek words. To her the world was this town.


At this moment Maria is spitting hysterically at the sky. ‘To hell!’ she calls to God on his throne. ‘Fall to hell! For that is where we’re going!’ She hugs her stomach and opens her mouth into an excruciating silent scream. Her face stretches to such proportions that the folds between the creases appear as white birds’ claws. Her husband grabs her by the arm this time and tugs her with fresh fervour. Weakened by her emotions, she relents slightly and shuffles alongside him, but as she sees the glow of the sky and approaches the little gate which would lead her out of her home, she changes her mind. Holding her black dress above her knees she runs back into the house. Koki watches, and after a moment Maria emerges. In this turmoil, she has succeeding in swooping up a sea bass which she had probably laid on the counter about a quarter of an hour earlier to prepare for lunch, and a Bible. ‘Jesus and Mary!’ she shrieks, as she stands there, clinging like a famished seagull to the book and fish, ‘bring down your hand and help us, do not let them take our house!’


‘Shut up, woman!’ gasps her husband, with a face as red as the heart of the fruit he holds beneath his arm. ‘We will be back before we even finish eating this watermelon!’


But this makes her sobs louder, and the old farmer struggles to sustain his pace. Maria stops again. Her mouth set into a line. These contours of hard work and antiquity and her sudden exhaustion make her appear, for a moment, as though she has grown from that earth-patch like one of the old lemon trees. Her ankles, just visible beneath the seam of her lace petticoat, are the colour and texture of two tree trunks, dusted with the dry terracotta soil. Her face still, her body rigid, her arms slightly raised with the two objects she has managed to seize in each hand. Her eyes turn to him, and with a look of desperation she pleads, ‘Get something, and get something else!’


‘We’ll be back soon,’ is his reply, but she wants to root herself there. She looks at her husband’s anxious feet and then at their pathetic possessions.


‘From all the land my grandfather had, from all the cattle we’ve grown and slain all I have to show for it is a watermelon, a fish and a Bible.’


Koki watches as the old man tugs harder at his wife and eventually they disappear behind the lemon grove.


Now Koki can hear something scrambling in the brambles, from the west, where the Loizou home tips over a hill. The little white house had always looked as though it would subside over the Kyrenia slopes and into the valley. Most of the time, what with the seven youngsters yelling in the fields and with their older sister, Yiola, singing unremittingly, the neighbours secretly hoped that it would.


Now only reticence imparts and echoes, like the desolate harmony of an unused church bell. Apart from two scuttling feet coming towards Koki the surrounding area is tranquil.


Koki quivers and rocks over the cross. A moment later, half crawling, half running, the eldest daughter Yiola appears. Her satin hair matted, her eyes red, her skirt ripped. Until today Yiola believed that God listened to music rather than prayers and musical notes drifted in the air like forlorn petals. She believed that she would be a seamstress who would marry a gardener who would have lots of children who would work in the fields.


Yiola stops when she reaches some bushes. Between gasping and sobbing she bends down and rubs her hands into the red soil on the ground. She repeats the motion about three or four times, and from a distance, if one had seen her from the back, it could have looked as though it were a normal day and that she was washing her widowed grandmother’s black laundry in the copper basin.


It is peculiar that during this manic scrubbing her whole writhing body suddenly comes to an abrupt halt. Then, kneeling peacefully in the prayer position, she opens her palms to her face and looks at them yearningly as though they are two midnight flowers. Koki stares curiously at that young girl’s face as she opens her mouth; it appears as though she is about to sing. ‘Devils!’ she says instead. ‘Devils!’ she repeats.


Her knees now buried in the soil, she proceeds to frantically smear it on her face. The problem is that her tears keep rinsing the soil away, which makes her claw the ground and her face with fury. ‘Make me ugly!’ she calls, and her mouth opens wide so that saliva trickles down her chin. Koki suddenly notices two men in green uniforms approaching Yiola. Koki finds the strength to move. Her breath quickens. She cannot stay, they will be here soon.


She tucks the crucifix into her dress so that it is flat against her stomach and stands. At just twenty-seven Koki is still young and her purple dress flows about her ankles and her unconventional red hair surges like fire around her. She is adamant to choose how she will die. But just as she is about to exit the house she remembers something and rushes back into her bedroom. She searches beneath her bed and retrieves a silver tin. A tin that has her savings and other sentimental things. She can hear the soldiers approaching, the crunch of their boots on the gravel. She stands up and runs out of the back of the house.


Moving briskly through the scattered shade of the lemon groves, Koki trips over a watermelon. A watermelon, cracked slightly in the middle, and a fish by its side. The dried thorns on the ground pierce the palms of her hands and her knees. She stands up, and wipes her hands on her dress. A lemon drops to the floor and there is a slight crunch when it meets with dead weeds. She freezes for the pause of a heartbeat. She looks down. Where’s the Bible, she wonders. She gets back down on her hands and knees and searches the surrounding area. A watermelon, a fish, but no Bible. Koki takes the watermelon in her arms and continues to run to Maria’s ovens that are tucked neatly at the back of the lemon groves.


The ovens stare at her open-mouthed. She lifts her dress and climbs into the one at the back. She puts the watermelon by her side and closes the door. The walls are still warm, like a sleeping body. She is engulfed in the soft, sweet smell of ashes and bread. It warms her like death when life is cold and for a moment the darkness seems eternal. She sleeps.


When Commander Serkan Demir enters Koki’s house with another soldier, it is empty. Serkan walks with his back as straight and unyielding as iron. He instructs the accompanying soldier to search the kitchen, the bedroom, the bathroom and beneath the bed. He must tap each floorboard with his foot, in case there is a basement and check the ceiling with the barrel of his rifle, for loose wood and hiding places, then he must search the perimeter of the house. ‘Being meticulous is important,’ says Serkan with his chin held high, never looking at the soldier in the eyes. He wipes his finger over a shelf and looks at a photograph of a young boy.


This is the last house on the square, apart from the one at the bottom of the hill. That’s where he sent Berker. This town has now been conquered. He looks outside and marvels at what now belongs to the Turks. The morning sun is hovering on the promontory of the church and the shadows are long. The other soldier moves through the house and proceeds to check outside.


Serkan smiles again. He looks around at what is now theirs. Look at what they have! They own it. Every bit of land, every handful of soil, every house, every ornament, every single thing, big or small, is theirs. Feeling elated, he walks to the kitchen and puts his hand in the cupboard, retrieving a plate laden with thick slices of cured pork. He slams the plate on the kitchen table and stares at the pig’s flesh.


There is shouting outside. He lifts his head and looks out of the kitchen window. There is a man running. The soldier outside stands frozen, holding his rifle in trembling hands. Serkan kicks a chair out of the way, runs outside, takes aim and shoots the running man in the back. The man freezes and falls face down to the ground. Without lowering the rifle, Serkan turns it around and forces the butt into the soldier’s chest, bringing him to the ground. The soldier gasps for air and looks fearfully up at his commander. ‘Hesitate again and I’ll rip your heart out! Get out of my sight.’ The soldier heaves himself to his feet, bows his head and continues searching the perimeter of the house.


Serkan returns to the kitchen and resumes his inspection of the cupboard. There is a large finger of sesame bread and a tub of green olives. Serkan examines the olives; they are coated in coriander, garlic, lemon and olive oil. He holds the tub up to his nose. He takes a deep breath. It smells like home. He arranges the bread and olives on the table and pushes the cured pork out of the way.


Sitting down on the chair of the kitchen table, as though this is his house, he rips a chunk of bread and dips it into the olive oil. His feet are propped up on the chair beside him. He savours the taste of the olive oil on the soft bread. He throws an olive into his mouth, noticing the crunch of the dried coriander and that pungent sting of fresh garlic in the sides of his jaw. He takes the pip from his mouth with his thumb and forefinger and places it on the table.


The other soldier returns and shakes his head. ‘No one,’ he says.


Serkan grunts, ‘No one else, you mean.’ The soldier looks at his feet and does not wait to be offered a chair. The commander leans deeper into the chair, and the soldier turns and stands by the doorway with the rifle by his side.


Serkan looks around and sees a radio on the floor. He crouches down, looks at it closely, holds in the broken panel and tries to adjust the tuning. A Greek voice eventually can be heard. ‘Do not panic, we threw them into the sea.’ Serkan smiles. ‘Brainless idiots. I am already here.’ He then looks at the walls. The face of the Virgin Mary stares down at him from above. ‘Not even she can help you now.’


*


Walking away from the house and the little girl, Adem looks around at the shattered town. He remembers the place as it once was, buzzing full of life. He cannot stand to look at the empty homes. What’s he doing here? Has he made a mistake? Maybe he shouldn’t have come back. But he had to. He had to try.


He remembers his journey into Cyprus. Abundant in those black waves. In that dark sea. Deep as light. The ship rose and fell. Rose up as heavy as heat and fell as light as rain so that his mind and his stomach could not help but do the same. It was in this turmoil, where his soul was lost, when he was a fool enough, or human enough, to think that it was in fact the waves that were rising and falling.


Departing from the port of Tasucu, standing by the rail, a younger man had stood beside him; his head down, then up, then down again. His fingers pulling at the collar of his jacket. His foot tapping on the floor, not rhythmically, but manically.


Adem reached into his pocket and retrieved a packet of cigarettes. He pulled one out slightly and offered it to the younger man. ‘I don’t smoke, sir,’ said the younger man, but took one anyway and put it to his mouth. Adem struck a match. The man’s eyes flicked down to Adem’s badge.


‘You are my sergeant,’ the man said.


Adem nodded. ‘My commanding officer is Serkan Demir, barrack number seventy-six,’ he said.


The young man nodded. Adem noticed that the man was actually just a boy. Maybe fifteen or sixteen. His voice was just breaking. The boy threw the unfinished cigarette into the sea. A dark blue breeze touched their faces. The boy had sweat on his brow. The Turkish port drew further away and gradually turned black, and soon the lights from the rocking warships hovered in darkness like fireflies. Four hours across the water and they would reach Kyrenia.


On the deck, a little further down, other soldiers sat on wooden boxes and talked. In that immense darkness only the faint flicker of cigarette ends looked out to sea, like eyes. ‘The Greeks own pearls as many as sand grains and wine as much as the sea. They wear dresses of silk and diamond buckles on their shoes while the Turks wear goatskin robes,’ one of the Turks said to the others.


‘Their churches are lined with yellow gold that drips from the ceilings like wax and the priests wear red rubies in glistening chains round their necks, while our mosques are made of mud and stone,’ said another.


‘The Turks do not even have a mosque, they are forced to pray on their knees in the sun-starched fields and forced to eat the grapes that have already fallen from the vines.’


‘Yes,’ agreed the first, ‘and cutting onions does not even make them cry; for how decayed they have become.’


‘They cannot drink fresh mint tea as their mint is stolen by the Greeks to be dried in the sun for their salads.’


‘And when they kill a cow, the Turks are left with the carcass.’


‘And there is no nourishment for the Turkish children because the Greeks bathe in pools of milk and come out with skin as white as the moon,’ said the only man who hadn’t spoken yet. The other men laughed.


‘That’s ridiculous,’ said one. ‘Where would they ever find that much milk, there’d need to be cows as many as stars!’ The other men held their stomachs and the laughter swept low over the sea like a hawk.


The boy and Adem shared a quick glance. Adem, leaning on the rails of the deck, looked at the silver light of the moon on the points of the waves. The young boy pulled at his collar again. Adem looked over at the men on the boxes. ‘People will believe anything,’ he whispered to the boy with a tone of discreet animosity coming up from the back of his throat. The young boy looked at him suddenly as though for the first time. ‘Have you ever been to Cyprus? Do you have any family there?’ Adem asked hurriedly and when the boy opened his mouth to speak, Adem intercepted him. ‘It’s beautiful,’ he said definitely.


‘No to Enosis!’ One man stood and stamped his feet.


‘We will help our fellow Turks, our brothers, keep their land,’ shouted another. ‘They will not be discarded by the Greeks.’


‘Cyprus belongs to the Ottomans!’ called a younger man of about fifteen who was holding a rifle in his hand. ‘Long live taksim! Long live taksim!’ The men sang. ‘Taksim! Taksim! Taksim!’ Their voices drifted out to sea.


The boy looked at Adem again. Adem thought for a moment. An air of sadness came over him. ‘On the streets you can’t even tell a Greek from a Turk. They drink from the same wells, milk the same cows, raise the same children.’ His voice trailed off a little and he clenched his jaw. ‘My life could have been much different.’


The boy looked at him and scrunched his eyes against a strong gush of wind. He leant in with interest, but Adem shuffled his feet uncomfortably and looked out to sea.


It seemed as if a very long time had passed before either of them spoke again. Even before the tip of the sun appeared, the sky and the sea changed colour many times: from black, to purple, to navy, to red, to a pink that now streaked across the horizon.


‘What’s your name?’ Adem asked.


‘Engin,’ the young boy answered.


‘Vast, boundless, open sea,’ Adem said.


‘It was my mum’s choice; I’m afraid of the sea.’


In the distance planes seared through the sky, and then there was the muffled sound of bombs exploding. Engin’s face suddenly dropped and was consumed with fear. ‘They’re clearing the way for us,’ whispered Adem and noticed Engin’s shaking hands.


‘You will tell this story one day,’ he said to Engin. ‘You will tell it with your own tones, just as those men will tell it with theirs.’


‘If …’ the young boy said.


‘Only a story never told is true in entirety,’ Adem replied and the boy scrunched his brow.


‘My father owned the pawnbrokers,’ the boy said and looked at his fingers. ‘We exchanged memories for money. We sold things that people threw away to people that thought they needed it. The truth is nobody needs anything. That same thing would be back again a month, a week, a day later. A glass eye for a dollar. A broken watch for half. A diamond ring for fifteen. A shoe, a spleen, a teardrop. A china doll, a reel of thread, a crystal glass, a lamp, with and without the genie. A dream. A smile.’


Adem thought for a moment. ‘What the hell would anyone do with somebody else’s glass eye?’ They both laughed as the ship fell and some seawater splashed on the deck, bringing with it the smell of fish and salt.


‘My dad made me come here.’ The boy said and looked at the deck ashamedly. ‘I wanted to make him proud.’ Adem looked at the fear in the boy’s eyes.


‘I wouldn’t have chosen to come either,’ Adem said. His mind was full of memories. The boy looked intently at Adem, waiting for an explanation, but Adem remained silent.


‘Your dad made you come too?’ Engin said, and Adem laughed again.


The ship rose and fell. A general passed every ten minutes. Two of the men on the boxes were asleep with their heads rocking over their chests. The other three laughed occasionally or raised their voices to tell an anecdote. One of them still smoked, but the seam of the sky was almost the same colour as the cigarette tip so that now they could see his fingers and the cuff of his sleeve. The deck was now scattered with other soldiers standing upright with hands in their pockets or else crossed over their chests. A few were deep in conversation. Behind them another sixty black ships rose and fell. ‘The air is different without the crickets,’ said the boy. ‘It’s thinner and so is time.’ He looked over at the stranger beside him with fear-stricken eyes.


Adem took a glance at the other warships that followed them. They were like a flock of seabirds travelling south.


‘We learnt in school that in Egypt they launch a ship with white sails full of flowers into the sea for the wind to take,’ said the boy, looking at his feet. ‘And here we load it with bombs.’


‘I guess all bombs start off as flowers,’ Adem said. ‘The blossoming of a hope of prosperity and safety and protection.’ He noticed the boy’s distress and realised how different he was from the others. Some knowledge or intuition of the bigger picture, of the bitter picture, lived and breathed within him. It gripped him with sadness and fear. Something which cannot be acquired or taught; not compassion or wisdom but a blank, black knowledge of something that can only be felt as a foreboding when the reasoning of others seems crazy.


‘We all have a devil,’ Adem said. In the distance the light of another port shivered over the sea. The boy remained silent. Then, nodding his head, the boy moved closer to Adem. ‘That’s where I used to live,’ Adem whispered. The boy leant forward slightly with interest. A white seagull swept low over their heads. The underside of its wings touched with gold light that flickered from the bottom of the world. Adem imagined the little boats in the port with nets falling over the deck and sun caps left on the benches by boys that would never return. He imagined the donkeys shuffling their feet by the carts, awaiting a journey to the mountains to collect olive oil or to the fields to collect wheat. And the smell of the bread fingers and the rosewater and the early morning incense. That musty smell of burning olive leaves rising from the church.


‘You are afraid to remember, aren’t you, sir?’ Engin said suddenly and Adem turned quickly and looked into the boy’s eyes.


Adem hesitated and took something from his jacket pocket, slipping it into Engin’s hand. The boy brought his fingers slightly forward and looked down. A photograph. A girl with unusual-looking hair and clear eyes stared back. ‘She is not Turkish, ‘Engin said.


‘No,’ Adem replied.


‘Your wife?’ Engin asked.


‘No.’


‘Someone you think about then?’


There was no reply. Adem took the picture back and slipped it into his breast pocket. He opened his mouth to speak, but then stopped and moved closer to Engin and spoke in a whisper so that his voice and the sea merged together. ‘I had to leave,’ he said, and at this his eyes became larger and he moved even closer and grabbed hold of Engin’s arm. His grip was tight. His eyes staring fixedly at Engin. ‘They would have killed me,’ he said and looked into Engin’s face, searching for something, reassurance, perhaps, or the words he had longed to hear all these years – you did the right thing – yes, you did the right thing. Engin leant back slightly, and turned his head a little to the left, but his eyes were soft as he looked at Adem sideways with the face of someone who cannot bear to look directly at an open wound.


Adem continued, his breath quicker this time, his words sharper. ‘Many years ago I came to Cyprus and while I was here I fell in love with a Greek girl. Times were hard. The Greeks and Turks were at each other’s throats. The towns were already divided. People started sniffing around. They beat me and …’ Adem suddenly stopped there and a new wave of rage filled his heart. He then took a deeper breath and looked down. He let go of Engin’s arm, who immediately rubbed it. ‘She never really knew how bad it was and one day I just got up and left. What else could I do?’


The boy looked out as the ship drew nearer to the port and the sky began to turn blue. Adem noticed sweat beads on the boy’s forehead. ‘I’m here to find her,’ Adem said definitely. ‘I will not leave until I have found her.’ And his voice flew above the sea.


*


Further and further from the little girl, the memory of his journey into Cyprus fades away. Adem touches the photograph in his pocket. He walks towards the well where he had arranged to meet Engin. They had been separated at the commencement of the first attack and told to search different houses. Adem had promised to meet Engin at the well. As he approaches he sees the boy standing there pulling at his collar, eyes darting here and there.


Somewhere far from the Mediterranean coast a man sits in an armchair dressed in grey. The bedsit is completely still apart from the black and white flickering of the television. A cup of tea is cold on a cardboard box. A midsummer morning. A taxi rolls by on Queen Victoria Street, past the memorial. Its pillars cast shadows in the sunlight. A flock of seagulls sweeps across the Thames and dives left, towards Trafalgar Square, to pick up the first crumbs of the day. Laughter sounds faintly from the television and Big Ben chimes over the mighty chessboard of towers and forgotten kings.


Richard is half asleep still. His head tilts to the left, onto his shoulder. The lines on his face are deeper than they should be. The pathways of a long-ago journey etched onto his skin. His hair recedes slightly at each temple, making the shape of a grey bird flying in a young child’s drawing. And his eyes, if they were open, would be a clear grey sky buried somewhere in deep clouded lids. A train rumbles far below him, but he does not feel it this time. A large green-bottomed fly buzzes around the cup of tea and finally sits on the handle.


A phone rings somewhere on another floor and Richard opens his eyes a little and focuses on the television set. He suddenly remembers the sound of the crickets. In fact, although he wouldn’t admit it, he has never forgotten. Even after all these years he still wakes up each morning with a memory of Cyprus; with its sweet citrus smells and dusty fields and yellow-red flowers that lined the hills. It has been fourteen years since the international treaties of 1960 named the Republic of Cyprus and gave Cyprus its independence from Great Britain. It has been fourteen years since he had sat on that ship watching the Mediterranean Sea roll away. He remembers the lights of Kyrenia Port flickering in the distance like fireflies, and finally disappearing into the back of the world like the sun at dusk.


In this grey room, where he has lived ever since, he looks towards the wardrobe where his officer’s uniform still hangs, uncreased, with its badges on the left breast.


He nods off again and some time later the telephone rings, and Richard looks towards the cabinet in the far corner of the room where it is located. Richard looks at his watch, 12.30 p.m. It rings again, but he does not stand up. It continues to ring like the phones in homes whose occupants have gone out, to work, or for a meal, or to catch a film. The telephone stops and after a minute starts again and continues to ring like a phone in a home where the elderly occupant has died. Like William at Number 27.


‘Answer it, you old fool!’ a woman calls from a window above and a pigeon flies low and lands on his windowsill. The floorboards tremble slightly from the train deep below. His bedsit is unfortunately located over the Circle and District Lines, in between Blackfriars and Mansion House stations. He imagines those faceless travellers with their newspapers open like blankets or rolled into cones and filled with steaming chips.


Richard picks up his mug of tea, takes a sip, realises it is cold and places it back on the cardboard box. It is highly annoying when, about half an hour later, there is a knock at the door. The voice that follows is familiar and has a heavy accent.


‘Cam on Ndinckey, mboy, I’ve got lunch, chips and fish!’


There is a pause and another knock. ‘Get that, how do you say? Mbonny? Mbony arse of yours off that stinking chair and cam and open the door. Food is getting cold.’


Richard heaves himself reluctantly out of the chair and opens the door. Paniko’s weighty features seem grave and his hefty shoulders slump over his chest. He holds a brown paper bag in one hand and a box of cigarettes in another.


‘You know I don’t like to be called that.’


‘OK, Rrriiichaarrrd,’ says Paniko, rolling his rs and extending his vowels in an attempt to sound English. His face falls again. ‘Why you no answer the bloody phone?’ He does not wait to be invited in. He speaks sombrely as he walks to the centre of the room. ‘The damn kids, five of them! I feel like a damn goat herder. My cousin Andro, the one in Luton, had heart attack last night. It’ll be me tomorrow, what with the café and the wife. He live, though. Poor fool!’


Paniko puts the paper bag on the cardboard box. The television is now showing Laurel and Hardy and he laughs as Hardy bites his hat. Then he touches the controls on the left of the television set and changes the channel.


‘Make yourself at home,’ Richard grunts, ‘take the only armchair as well.’


Paniko’s Greek manners do not pick up on the hint of sarcasm and he obliges, sitting down on the edge of the cushion. He rubs his head. ‘All morning, from six, I am at council for stupid alcohol licence, soon you need licence to piss in this bloody country!’ Paniko changes the channel again; he looks agitated now. ‘Something’s going on in Cyprus, I’m not sure …’


‘You just can’t forget about that measly little spot of a country, can you? It’s been twenty-four years since you left. You’re one of us now,’ Richard says, sounding quite convincing.


‘When you in Cyprus did you forget about London?’ Paniko flicks the channels again. Nothing.


The train rumbles and the floorboards and windows tremble slightly. ‘I forget about this place even when I’m here.’


‘Fourteen years and you no once visited my café. Fourteen years and all you done is sit on that ugly kolo of yours,’ Paniko indicates, pointing to his backside. ‘You no work. You no have children. You no visit me. You stuck in this hole like a ndamn mole since you came back. You stop your life completely. Why? God knows … maybe not even him.’ Paniko shrugs his shoulders and sticks out his bottom lip. He stands and flicks the channels again.


Richard does not answer. The phone rings twice. Richard walks across to the cabinet and picks up the receiver. The faint resonance of a female voice is heard. Richard nods sharply at Paniko, whose back jolts slightly. ‘Yes, Elli, don’t worry, he’s right here. Yes, I understand. Greek men, yes … well … a donkey might be more useful, yes, I understand, yes … yes … yes.’ Richard holds up the receiver and Paniko stands up. He cups the receiver with his hand and talks in an inaudible whisper. The female voice on the other end is louder and lyrical. Richard stands by the window now, lost in his thoughts, staring at the window frame.


‘At least you never married, you lucky sod!’ says Paniko, putting down the receiver. ‘I got an embroidered tablecloth as a dowry! An embroidered tablecloth? What the hell was I going to do with an embroidered tablecloth? And not forgetting the saucepan! I should have told them there and then that I’d rather eat from the floor!’


Richard does not reply. A cloud blocks the sun and darkness fills the room. Paniko drops his head and stares at the ground, but continues to talk in a lower tone as if he cannot bear the silence. ‘I have to sit to piss because she says I no can handle my penis. She just about lets me shit alone. I tell you I’m going to eat her when I get home. The woman can break a camel’s back!’


Richard reaches for the paper bag, takes out two newspaper parcels, places them onto the cardboard box and opens them neatly. The steam rises. ‘When you told me to set up a place for you I no think for one minute that you be in this hole all these years. I would not help if I knew, there two Cokes in as well,’ says Paniko, all in one breath with a full mouth.


And yet, Paniko finds comfort in visiting this unchanging room, a place where he can come and discuss Cyprus with his friend and the life they used to have there. Paniko normally drinks and talks, usually through Elli’s persistent attempts to get him home or to work, about the parties and festivals and glasses of ouzo of the past. He remembers the thick black hair of young Greek women and the thick black coffees in the café by the port. He never mentions the riots and the coup and the uncertainty, although they play on his mind. He does not even refer to the Turkish or the British or the Greeks. He simply talks about the big feasts they used to have and trips to the beach and excursions to the mountains. He remembers eating snails with toothpicks and all being together, Paniko’s whole family and Richard. How he loves to talk of Cyprus! And Richard always listens with his own pains and his own failed dreams. He has never been able to tell Paniko the truth about his life, the secrets that he has kept hidden all these years.


Paniko changes the channel again and stares intently at the TV. His eyes have widened and he leans forward. ‘Something is going on,’ he says suddenly and jumps to put the volume up. Paniko is standing now, listening anxiously. The voice of the news reporter resonates through the room. ‘Thousands of Turkish troops have invaded northern Cyprus after last-minute talks in the Greek capital, Athens, failed to reach a solution. Tension has been running high in the Mediterranean island since a military coup five days ago, in which President Archbishop Makarios, a Greek Cypriot, was deposed. The coup led to fears among the Turkish Cypriot community that the Greek-backed military rulers would ignore their rights and press for unification for Cyprus with Greece, or enosis. Archbishop Makarios became the republic’s first elected president in 1959 only after agreeing to give up plans for a union with Greece. A Turkish armada of thirty-three ships, including troop transporters and at least thirty tanks and small landing craft, has landed on the northern coast.’ Paniko slams a fist onto the top of the TV and brings his hands up to his face. ‘Oh God, Oh God, Oh God,’ he says. ‘Oh God, Mary and God, Christ and Mary!’
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