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        Introduction

        You live in a continent of some seven hundred and forty-eight million people. 

        You catch glimpses of it. You fly. You drive. You work. You wake up somewhere else. You walk in a city where you can’t speak the lan­guage. You find yourself in terminals, on beaches, in bus stations. You feel lost. You catch snapshots. You overhear things you can’t understand. You sit wondering who these people are. Or where they are on the arc of life. You want what politicians and pundits and political scientists can’t give you. 

        You want to listen. You want to know how we live now.

    


		
			contents

				1 Rotterdam

				2 Baloga

				3 İstanbul

				   4 Avdiivk

				5 Budapest

				6 Sabetta

				7 Liepāja

				8 Linhares da Beira

				9 Madrid

				10 Le Col de l’Échelle

				11 Briançon

				12 Meursault

				13 Storkow

				14 Tbilisi

				15 Berlin

			            16 Hatvan

			            17 Homyel

			            18 Avignon

			            19 Ruckla

			            20 Evia

			            21 Norrköping

			            22 Corrubedo

			            23 Castletownroche

			            Author’s Note

			            Acknowledgements

			            Picture Acknowledgements

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
		

	
		
			1 Rotterdam
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			First you see the lights.

			Then you see the colours.

			White. Orange. Red. A black horizon.

			Coming closer. Tankers. Ferries. Containers.

			Moving. Distant glows. Glints in single file.

			Welcome to Rotterdam, radios control.

			Pilot on the way to your vessel. Over.

			The deck is freezing. The night wind bites his face. Jelle can hardly make out the waves in the dark water. 

			Prepare for pilot board­ing. Over.

			‘I’m the start of Europe.’

			His small boat rocks in the spray.

			The super container is so close now. A castle in the tide.

			His heart beats faster. He gestures at his skipper. 

			We’re almost there.

			‘I meet them when all you can see of Europe is an orange glow.’

			‘Twelve miles out. The point they can go no further alone.’

			The orders from the control tower are always the same.

			Approaching vessel, they call.

			Reduce your speed. Over.

			Jelle checks the time: 5:07 a.m. It’s not yet dawn.

			The system has to keep moving. It can never stop.

			‘After this point there are too many ships. Too many currents. Too many obstacles for the ships to enter alone. So they send the pilots. We take them in.’

			He’s getting closer to that ship. He can practically touch it now.

			Put your ladder out. Over.

			He’s in his fifties now. He’s got light hair and a clipped beard.
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			He looks tired but a smile of tense excitement creeps over his face.

			You know this feeling if you’re a harbour pilot.

			You see the ladder coming down. You hear it clattering.

			You know you’re about to jump. Between one ship and another. Right over the water.

			‘Every time it happens like this, when we board. When it’s summer, when it’s daylight, when it’s warm, you just step over.’

			You hardly notice it. You forget it.

			Another moment that flashes past in the sun.

			‘But when it’s bad weather, when it’s dark, when the waves are rolling, when it’s surging, when it’s raining, it’s something else. You feel nerves . . . you actually feel tense. Before you step. Especially at night.’

			The ladder comes down from the vessel.

			He raises his eyes. It’s like a huge metal wall.

			His face is wet from streaking rain. He feels the wind pushing.

			You know this feeling too.

			You’re tense to make that jump.

			Then Jelle has to climb as fast as he can.

			Everything races in his mind.

			‘You think: This is the moment. This is the moment.’

			‘Then you make that step.’

			You’re tense because the waves could fall away beneath you, then surge back – when you’re on that ladder. You’re tense because the waves could pull the boats apart, then slam them together – when you’re on that ladder. Because they can crush you, they can pull you anywhere. You take a chance when you grab that ladder.

			When you make that jump.

			‘You see the water rushing and the waves, and you have to hold on. You can see the water rushing in the night and the deck lights and the water is black, just black. You see nothing. Just the face of the water and the spray, and you’re scared.’

			‘Because you want to go home again.’

			His gloves grab the bars.

			He pulls up. He’s thinking, Shit, this is rough today.

			I’ve got to go as fast as I can.

			He feels the ladder blown by the wind.

			He’s tense because accidents happen. Not often, but they have. A few times a year they fall. Once, the pilot boat got flipped over by huge waves they never expected and suddenly they found them­selves stuck underneath it. Banging on the hull.

			Doing anything to get out.

			This is in his mind as he jumps.

			It’s not too bad today. The rain’s not too heavy.

			Once or twice Jelle has slipped. Hanging on with one hand.

			‘Then you’re dangling in between. You forget everything. You just focus. You just climb. You just do it. Then the guy on the ship grabs you. But that moment, it goes too fast, too quickly, for you to feel anything.’

			Then you wave to the guys in the boat below.

			Thanks a lot, see you next time.

			Everybody’s got to get back to work.

			And then he makes his wet way to the bridge.

			It’s dark tonight. Only a few lights glowing from the machines. There are a lot of people on the bridge but Jelle makes straight for the captain.

			Hello, he says. Good morning.

			Welcome to Rotterdam.

			He always does this on purpose. 

			They think he’s a guest on their vessel.

			But really, they are guests in Rotterdam.

			Welcome to Europoort.

			And then he gets to work.

			There’s a tear on the horizon, a pink light, a pale dawn, as he takes the controls.

			It’s just rain today. But when the weather is at its worst, they sus­pend the jump.

			The little boats are grounded. And they go in by helicopter.

			You can’t stop working. There are almost 30,000 ships a year.

			Someone has to pilot most of them: that’s 467 million tonnes.

			They fly when the waves are over two and a half metres high. When they are higher than ceiling height. When they throw them­selves at you with the force of speeding cars.
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			The helicopter flies in and hovers over the supertanker in the storm. There is so much at stake. So much on them. You have to get a pilot there if it is physically possible.

			They tell them it’s all worth hundreds of millions.

			Jelle looks out. The hoist operator is trying to find a place to land. The wind, the worst of it, keeps pressing against the chopper, shaking it, buffeting it, rattling it. The waves lashing against the vessel. He feels like an onboarding pirate.

			Because the wind can get so bad, it can sway the chopper so much, crews panic. They think that chopper is about to crash and they rush outside in what look like moon suits, crinkly, aluminium, reflective fire suits, trembling and shaking with their long hoses pointed right at him. Their hearts pounding. They know fire could blow up the tanker.

			‘They are waiting and they’re on deck. But when we get closer and it’s allowed, we see a spot on the bridge wing and I think, How about there, so I don’t need to walk so much, that’s nice . . .’

			‘Let’s hoist there.’

			The captain radios – Permission granted.

			‘The door opens and I come down like a teabag on a single string.’

			Into this world of force and water.

			Into this world of waves and wind and the beating rotor.

			‘But all I think when I land on the deck is, Is my security harness disconnected? Is my bag disconnected? Because I can hardly think with the rain and the noise. And if I make one mistake it will pull me up. Dangling. Half attached.’

			It’s all good. Jelle gives a thumbs-up.

			And the chopper soars up and away.

			It’s not been like that today. It’s time to stop thinking about it.

			Now it’s time to work.

			The ship needs to get to Rotterdam. There’s a time slot. A rush.

			‘Sometimes I’ll walk into the bridge and they’ll laugh and they’ve taken pictures. But sometimes the captain will be really angry and yell . . . We wanted you to hoist over there! We thought the chopper was much too close!’

			But the Rotterdam pilots will always be firm then.

			‘We know what we’re doing.’

			Thinking, If you don’t like it this way you can turn around.

			Now the job begins. He’d got to know them over the years. Thousands of ships. Thousands of captains. And there are pat­terns to them which he could see. With the Indian captains and the Indian crews it is always procedure, procedure. Running through the checklist. Pilot, are we sticking to the procedure? They would be so committed to the procedure sometimes they would ask: Mr Pilot, do we encounter any other vessels today?

			They would be surrounded by other vessels.

			Coal barges. Incoming ferries. Orange gas tankers.

			Nah, he’d say, today you’re the only one.

			The Indian first mate would start writing and then suddenly flinch.

			Mr Pilot, are you making jokes?

			The old-style Russian captains, with those old-style Russian crews, on those old-style Russian ships, now, they were the worst. No jokes. No small talk. No humour. You came onboard. They barely greeted you. If you were lucky a Russian officer might grunt.

			Coffee?

			Sure, he’d nod.

			Then they’d grab whatever mug they found in the cabin, shove three fingers in to give it a quick manual scrub before plonking it down in front of him.

			‘With the old-style Russians it’s always the same.’

			‘They ignore me.’

			‘I ignore them back.’

			That way it would drag on. Three hours. Alone.

			But the young ones, they were different. Modern Russian cap­tains with modern Russian crews on modern Russian ships.

			You weren’t so alone.

			‘But even then . . .’

			‘The Russian captains are not very popular with us.’

			Now the Germans, those were his favourites.

			Because they got excited. When the tension started building. When super containers were coming in. When speed was building. When they got close to the limit.
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			They’d start shouting.

			Faster. Faster. Ropes.

			‘They’re our favourites because they are just like the Dutch.’

			But with the Chinese it was very different. They were very polite. They were welcoming. They wore these long green jackets. But they never listened.

			‘First you say what to do. Throw the ropes like that. That kind of thing. Then they say, Yes. Yes, we’ll do it. Then they do their own plan.’

			It always worked the same way. Rank was very important on a Chinese vessel. From captain to crew the jump was immense. When something urgently, right now, needed to get done you had to find the right man. And when you’d find him and say, This is how we do it in Rotterdam, he’d say, Yes, nod and then ignore you completely with his Chinese plan.

			‘You’ve just got to adjust.’

			‘Each time they say yes and do it dif­fer­ently.’

			There were lots of things he didn’t understand on a Chinese ship.

			It was one of those today.

			Is this really all they eat for breakfast?

			Jelle wonders, glancing around.

			Just a pear? Or is that just what the Chinese gave me? What is the captain shouting about in such a loud voice to the mate? And what is suddenly so funny?

			Jelle will be at the controls.

			Check this. Check that.

			‘The job is simple, really. Approach and dock.’

			The tug-boats will be there now. Ready to assist. The berthmen will give him the signal. They’re ready. The first ropes are tied. Then you begin to see it.

			The chimneys. The windmills. The blinking red.

			You get closer still. You breathe a bit easier.

			Now it takes about an hour.

			Houses. Landing bays.

			‘The beginning of Europe.’

			And then, over them, those huge machines.

			Whirring. Jolting. Humming. Working.

			It’s dawn running smoothly.

			Then he has time to think.

			About his family. About himself.

			His father was a welder, he could make anything. His brother cap­tains a tug-boat. He was eighteen when he first went out to sea. It crushed him. The loneliness. On the banana boat to the Caribbean. Back and forth to Newport near Cardiff. Odd pallets crawling with spiders. But he would never forget what it was like at dark.

			‘That first time you go out on the night watch your heart skips faster.’

			That memory kept coming back to him.

			‘You look starboard from the bridge and you see the captain’s cabin and you see he’s drawn his curtains. He’s trusting me.’

			And now you have it. You have command. The ship is yours.

			‘You can look outside. You can see the ocean, which is endless. You feel something. Something deep inside you. But then I remem­ber that I’m not here on a sailing boat. That I’m on a commercial vessel. You’ve got to go from A to B.’

			‘And it’s a business and you’re not free.’

			‘It’s a prison, actually.’

			At night, that was when the worst accidents happened. You can’t let a thing slip. Even here. He remembers that night in the South China Sea, the voices around him. It sends him shivers to think about it even now. That moment on the Shell supertanker when suddenly – clack, clack, clack – the green lights of Chinese fisher­men in tiny bobbing craft went off around him.

			Alert. Everywhere around the tanker.

			‘They want their fish to come closer, you see . . . so they turn their lights on. They don’t have any communications to warn us where they are. So you only see them when you see them. It makes your heart skip a beat.’

			It comes back with a chill.

			That feeling, when he was in trouble, when he was piloting one of the biggest machines ever built – so immense, it takes a huge effort even to turn – that exact moment when he felt cold nerves. A supertanker can’t just zigzag between the fishermen.

			‘It’s too late, too late, you think.’

			
				
					[image: A distant view of a fully loaded container ship from the Maersk shipping line in an estuary. ]
				

			

			‘But there’s a way, there’s always a way.’

			And then you find it.

			But that was years ago and this is Rotterdam.

			The control tower calls.

			All clear. Ready for you at Europoort.

			And it begins.

			What’s the tide?

			What’s the wind? What happens if we turn?

			The radio commands are coming in.

			Traffic. Vessels.

			Starboard side. 

			Rudder port twenty.

			The sun blaring bright now.

			You turn at the Hook of Holland. You enter the wide mouth of the River Maas where everything flows. Then you turn again to the Maasvlakte, that vast artificial claw of land where the Europoort is. You use the sightlines. One crane. Then another crane.

			And you dock.

			You have to get it right. Exactly parallel. Focus, otherwise you’ll hit the cranes with 300,000 tonnes. And they’ll fall like dominoes.

			‘One mistake and it’s a disaster.’

			The boatmen come in. The ropes are thrown. There is a rush and clamour onboard. Men are yelling. Then with a thud it’s done.

			‘Nobody claps. Nobody cheers. It’s not like you’ve arrived in the Canary Islands on a package holiday. Only if you’ve been through gale-force winds will the captain turn and say to you: Thank you so much, Mr Pilot . . . I really appreciate you being here.’

			It’s time to go home.

			Jelle looks at himself in the mirror.

			Thinking: It’s not an easy job.

			He feels the week building up on him.

			The way it works is a rota between the pilots. Each one moving up like the penny falls until it is his turn. Seven days on. Seven days off. But they can call you, at any time, in those seven days. And the rule is fixed. Only eight hours of fixed home rest between each job. They can call you at three in the morning, or three in the after­noon.

			‘When you’re wide awake and they still haven’t called, it’s the worst.’

			That’s when you woke up early. And then they don’t call. Lunch. Afternoon. Gone. And you’ll still be waiting at home. Your energy dipping.

			‘It’s difficult to sleep in advance.’

			It’s then Jelle begins to feel a low feeling of dread. That’s hap­pen­ing now. Evening is coming. They’re going to call him. He knows it. They could call at any moment. But they haven’t.

			He knows he’s got to force himself to sleep.

			‘But I just can’t at 7 p.m. when I’m not tired.’

			Jelle lies staring at the ceiling. Thinking.

			‘Thinking: Shit. I can’t sleep. I can’t sleep.’

			Settling like an irritant. Unable to catch it. To let go. Feeling more and more tense and tense because he’s tired and there is no room for mistakes but it’s still so hard to sleep. Knowing they’re going to call him. And when they call him it could be midnight.

			‘And they’ll ring me and be like, All right, we’ve got a container vessel, a large vessel, a small vessel. It’s coming to Rotterdam, coming to Europoort.’

			Then the phone finally rings.

			Jelle leaves. He drives. Across that flat, simple land, once re­claimed from the sea. But he can already feel it. Tiredness, like weights, inside him.

			An hour later he’s at the pilot station.

			‘We have no way of knowing in advance how busy it’s going to be.’

			And he can tell from the rain, it is going to be rough.

			‘You become more exhausted. You become more and more tired through the night. And at 9 a.m. you think . . . Oh fuck, I really want to sleep.’

			‘It’s like you’re completely spent.’

			Jelle is on the bridge when it hits.

			Twelve kilometres out there at sea.

			I’m feeling so tired, he sighs.

			I’ve got to focus. I’ll focus.

			This is when accidents happen.

			The rain is starting to lash.

			‘That’s the worst part of the job.’

			Jelle tries to focus. He can always focus. The controls are going smoothly.

			It’s one of those storms when the excitement still gets him. When he remembers how much he loves this: when the weather gets tough, when he makes that jump, when he pushes close to the limit. It’s one of those nights he feels a thrill.

			Yet something else hangs over him tonight.

			‘Sometimes I get this feeling.’

			‘That I’m carrying rubbish.’

			Jelle turns and behind him sees the stacked cargo deck.

			Thousands of them.

			‘And then I click I’m on this huge cargo ship carrying 10,000 containers. And then I suddenly think . . . What rubbish is actually in these containers? It’s toys. TVs. Chairs. Tables. Bicycles. Shampoo. Only rubbish. Plastic American or Chinese rubbish.’

			It’s one of those nights, when Jelle is piloting in, between the hulking cargoes of those metallic giants, and in the distance he can see the port like a city of coiled lights, like a space station, like a semi­conductor.

			And as it glows, he thinks.

			‘I’ve got this feeling that sixty per cent of the containers are filled with rubbish. Europe is just eating shit. Everyone is risking their life . . . and I just think half of this is filled with rubbish. Just poisoning the world.’

			He looks out.

			He knows it doesn’t stop there.

			There are the distribution centres, the warehouses, the pipe­lines. The barges and the trucks. The lines wrapping and packing. The men with parcels knocking on doors at first light. This system of maximum efficiency that creates maximum waste.

			‘I catch myself and think: This is one of the biggest machines in the world full of more than 300,000 tonnes of cargo and most people don’t know it exists and that we exist. They don’t think about how any of this exists. That I exist.’

			Jelle looks at the machines and it’s a strange feeling of love.

			‘This is the mouth of Europe. We’re feeding the mouth of Eur­ope. Full of little parcels. Filling it with little pieces of crap.’
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			2 Baloga

			He woke up gasping and crossed himself. Pulling himself out of nothingness in the lorry cabin. His head was killing him. Like his brain wasn’t working right. He coughed: a thick, horrible cough, foul-tasting and full of acid. His eyes stung.

			The dashboard blinked 11 a.m.

			Fuck. He’d been set to get the hell out of here at 4 a.m.: the orders, the company, the schedules, the whole route – now it was all fucked.

			He could hardly focus: he was dizzy, he realized.

			Ionut coughed some more and covered his eyes; for a moment it felt like the cabin was swaying.

			What the – with a bash he grabbed the door and began to yell when he saw what they’d done. The entire front hood of the lorry had been lifted up: round the back it had been ripped open and emptied. The work of a knife. His goods were gone.

			The only things left were the order papers flapping on the ground.

			It had been a professional job.

			‘That’s when I realized they’d gassed me.’

			Those loose forms told him what he’d lost: perfumes – expen­sive French perfumes. For a moment he just stood there. A beefy man in a hoodie and glasses with a thick neck and a forty-something face. His head pounding. Not sure what to do.

			Then he snapped out of it.

			Muttering thanks that he was still here.

			‘They’d hit me with sleeping gas.’

			Then it all came back to him: the loading bay yesterday, those French Arabs that had made him dawdle and delay, who kept on telling him they weren’t done, the crates weren’t ready, Non, he couldn’t go. By the time the packing was done it was too late, he was exhausted and he parked close by in one of the streets. There were lorries everywhere. Full of the usual boys: Poles, Lithuanians, Hungarians, the lot, and a ton of other Romanians.
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			‘It was another immigrant-infested area.’

			Yes, he thought, his head pounding, his eyes scratching, it must have been those Arabs. That must have been why they were making me wait. They were tricking me. They wanted me to park here and not make it the hell out of Paris into a proper secure bay.

			Bastards. They’d warned him about these Moroccan gangs. He’d heard about this a lot at pit stops all over Europe. Old truckers had scared him that this was how they liked to operate, with sleeping gas. And now they’d done it to him. Knocked out cold.

			It was such an easy thing to do, really.

			Ionut could almost see them doing it as he stood there. One, or maybe two of them, lifting up the hood. One press – that hiss – them spraying the gas into the air vent. His face slumping to the side, when, seconds later, it seeped out of the heating. Putting him out.

			Nothing, he swore, can stop a professional.

			It took minutes to call the police.

			Then it was painfully slow.

			‘Some filthy careless cops came over.’

			They took him in for paperwork.

			Ionut struggled to make himself understood: but they only shrugged and used a bit of English, a language they more or less shared. Then they disappeared. He could still feel the gas: his eyes were still scratchy, his thoughts were heavy and slow and kept on getting lost in themselves. He wasn’t quite sure where he was or how to get back. They wouldn’t just leave him here. Would they? Yes, they’d take him back. That was right. They had to. It was an hour before the uniforms returned: Get out – their instructions were clear. This is a police station not a taxi company.

			It felt like something burst inside.

			Who the fuck cares about a Romanian lorry driver?

			‘My mind was so clouded and I was so furious I just set off walking. I swear I was cursing the country, my job and everything around. But I realized nothing will change.’

			He put the key in the ignition and drove.

			These were the kind of things that happened.

			—

			He’d switch the music on and wonder how it had come to this. Forty years old. The lorry. The road out of Cluj. The road out of Tran­syl­van­ia. This was not who he had wanted to be.

			‘I wanted to be a singer. I really like singing.’

			That was never an option for him, he knew.

			Not for a boy from that village called Baloga.

			‘I was really fascinated by synth-pop . . .’

			‘But it’s all gone, my voice included.’

			It was a long time ago. Ionut never sang any more.

			Often, he wasn’t sure why, he’d think of his eighteenth birth­day.

			He could see himself clearly. He’d planned to work on the farms all summer. Haymaking, harvesting – that kind of thing. Then throw a big party at the village restaurant. The farm girls were pretty. He remembered that very clearly: exceptionally pretty. Ionut kept think­ing about them when he bought some blue jeans and booked the restaurant. Then his luck crapped out. Two days before, his farmer boss disappeared. That scumbag left Romania. Left with­out paying him and all his other workers. Even there in the cabin he could still feel the burn: from calling person to person, saying the party’s off.

			Yes, he’d think, I’m not a lucky guy.

			He’d chuckle. In the end his party had just been him, three bud­dies and a bottle of Perfect Lemon vodka.

			Then he’d sigh. Ionut could see all those faces now.

			They’d all gone.

			That’s my whole generation, he’d think. Migrants.

			You leave for two, three, four months, when you leave.

			You get to know those motorways.

			Autostrada A1. M5-ös Autópálya.

			You know how they feel.

			The first week was always the worst. Everything hit him again, on the way to Rotterdam. How small the cabin was. How much his back hurt. How much noise there was: the engine, that constant groaning, that trembling sound as the lorries hurtled past you.

			You lose your appetite.

			You can hardly face it in the cabin. You can’t sleep. You keep lying there, on that thin trucker’s mattress over the seats, that feel­ing you’re not quite safe, never leaving you.

			‘Every time, I’m off into this same shit.’

			Pile-ups. Coordinators yelling. Phoning him. 

			Orders: More, fast, get to the depot.

			Superiors giving him a piece of their mind: Too late, too slow. Sprechen sie Deutsch? Get there faster. Fleshy-faced men who never cared about you and only about how much money they were making out of the company. Ionut would only nod.

			They know how bad it is, he’d think.

			They just don’t give a shit.

			Then something would come over him, like a rhythm.

			The same thing over and over again: endless dual carriageways, perpetual warehouses, more perimeter fences. The same colours. Concrete. Dark tarmac. Metallic grey. Corrugated green. Endless passing cars. The same low panic. The same feeling: always know­ing exactly where you were on the GPS and feeling nowhere at the same time. The same thoughts.

			This is what killed my marriage.

			The distance: it got into everything.

			It had got between them.

			Ionut was left with two kids he never saw, and for every three months on the road he sent so much money back for them he hardly had any left when he set back off for home.

			I’m picking up more debt than I can earn.

			The same pattern. Until his heart sank that it was change day.

			When the company made you swap cabins.

			You flinch before you open those doors.

			You know when it hits you. That smell.

			Ionut couldn’t even describe it. That stench when someone’s been living like an animal; when there’s thick stains on the seats, mouldy bread bits everywhere, under the bunk, in the fridge, smears round the doors and – Is it piss? – on the floor. Having flashbacks to the time he swapped with some German. Then vomited the instant he saw the cabin.

			Oh, I know why.

			Ionut would curse at the wheel.

			I know why the fuck this happened. I know this guy would have cared if a Romanian trucker had left the cabin dirty for him. But a German leaving it dirty for a Romanian . . . 

			He’d smelt that guy for days.

			Until finally, his nose numbed, or the smell began to fade.

			There’s one rule in Europe, thought Ionut. Eastern Europeans are second rate. One rule for Brits, French and Germans; one rule for them. Everywhere, we’re doing the dirty jobs.

			Everywhere, they were told not to complain.

			Then it seemed to get easier. The second week, the third week, the fourth.

			His days blurring into each other. His shift stretching out. Not the official nine: but ten, eleven, twelve hours. Until the street lamps started to glow and he’d see the German truck drivers turning off into the fancy car parks with restaurants and showers.

			‘Maybe if I were a German driver and paid like one I could afford to stop in one of those car parks. Or get myself a warm meal in a restaurant like a German driver . . . what’s twenty euro for a Ger­man guy?’

			Then he’d laugh at the wheel.

			He might be in Stuttgart but he was still on a Cluj salary.

			‘That’s the whole fucking point.’

			The car parks he’d pull into were the ones where you didn’t have to pay: where the drivers would piss by their wheels and shit in the bushes round the back, or else the portaloos were full of worms.

			The sound of rats scuttling and squeaking under their tyres.

			They follow me everywhere, he’d think.

			Those pit stops, no matter where, were full of conmen.

			There were so many of them: guys out there who could swindle you out of your wallet or even your whole truck. The worst were the truckers with the shakes and those wide eyes. There were am­phet­amines everywhere on the road. He could tell them a mile off: the guys who took them so that they didn’t have to slow down.

			‘I wish I was a priest. I should have listened to my mother when I was still young. But there’s no chance now. It’s too late.’

			Those nights, he’d lie there and think.

			He didn’t want to talk to them. 

			He didn’t want to drink with them.
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			Whatever they had in those bottles.

			‘It’s permanent stress . . . you wake up stressed and you go to sleep stressed. We’re overwhelmed with back pains. You can hardly ever sleep. The tiredness and the stress just stack up on more tiredness and more stress. It’s continual . . . your mind no longer perceives it as stress but your body does. It just gets worse over time.’

			It was on nights like that he’d really feel it. 

			This cabin was his whole world.

			Thousands of miles. Fixed in one spot.

			You woke up in the truck. You washed in the truck; slapping water on your face from a plastic bowl. That’s where you ate, too. Warming some stew, or whatever you had, over a little gas stove. Or that’s a dream, just what you’d like to do: he’d gone weeks eating only cold food.

			‘No matter what country in Europe it is, our conditions are the same.’

			‘You’re overworked like a slave . . .’

			‘You just feel exploited eighty per cent of the time.’

			He felt nothing when he reached Rotterdam.

			The longest trips always seemed to end up there.

			The bleeping terminals with the massive load–unload bays where the men in high-viz never let you wait, where they kept waving at you, Get out, get out – time’s up.

			It worked like a machine. One enormous machine.

			I’m just a piece, he’d think, looking up.

			Unload. Load. Reload.

			The night made him nervous in Rotterdam: they said it was full of Turkish gangs and illegal Filipinos, runaway sailors, all sleep­ing in the other lorries parked illegally around him. Those were the nights when he struggled; when he wasn’t sure if he was awake or asleep or trapped somewhere in between; when he kept being jolted by the same dreams, the ones he always had – the ones of never-ending bleeping, of reversing into the loading bay, or of sud­denly hitting the brakes.

			The mornings in that port were cold and damp. The kind that felt like it kneaded into your bones. Those mornings when he would wake up in the dark. The deliveries were scheduled early. The alarm was always trilling: 3:45 a.m. Ionut would wash himself in his trusty plastic bowl in the cabin, step outside to smoke a cigarette and then drive.

			You know that air on the motorways.

			You know the air that leaves you out of breath.

			He’d breathe that for weeks. His thoughts would start to fog.

			There’ve been so many accidents, he’d think.

			Sometimes at the wheel he would think of the dead. So many drivers had died. So many of them in collisions. So many of them had heart attacks.

			‘Young drivers ranging from thirty to fifty years old, they just die . . . that’s it.’

			He’d think of the husband-and-wife crew that had been driving near Mulhouse. But he hated thinking about it. They’d been work­ing in shifts. Right after the husband took the wheel some­thing failed. Something was worn out. Exhausted. Not working any more. They didn’t see a traffic column up ahead and rammed into it at 56 kilometres an hour.

			The wife died on impact.

			He’d think of the guy he knew who had a heart attack driving in Italy. How he never made it back to Romania. He thought about how devastated his wife was.

			He could see her now.

			‘Your mind takes a proper toll in this job.’

			The first time he almost crashed, Ionut was also in Italy. He wasn’t sure how it happened. How could you know when it hap­pened? For a moment he just wasn’t there: gone. He dozed off on the leftmost lane and when he woke up the lorry was hurtling sev­eral lanes off to the right. The noise of horns honking frantic­ally hooting disaster from all sides.

			‘A fraction of a second. I blinked, I woke up . . . it scared my sleep off proper.’

			It had been so quick.

			‘I have hundreds of other occasions where I actively had to dodge potential crashes, nutjobs driving too fast. You know how roads are.’

			It happened once. In Romania. Some guy hit the brakes hard in front of him. It was too late. Crunching metal and shattering glass. He was hurtling. He felt a wrenching weight. Something was buckling. His trailer was pulling him. Spinning him. The cabin was tumbling. Then he was turning over. The alarm was singing.
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			Then he was still.

			‘I did manage to get out in the end but the truck was wasted.’

			He could still see himself in that ditch: punching to get out of the door and pull himself free. He thought about it often enough. These were the kinds of things that happened to a truck driver. Some­times, when he was alone in the car park on Sundays, Ionut would stop. He would put his hands together and think of the road.

			Then he would close his eyes, mumble and pray.

			You know truckers are like sailors.

			You’re three months here. You’re four months there.

			You’ll find lonely souls.

			Ionut was divorced when he went on Cami’s Facebook page. He wasn’t supposed to be there. He cycled through her photos from start to finish, so he even saw what she was like when she was really young. Then he left a like. The light of the phone lit up his face. Then he left a comment.

			‘I don’t know how it happened . . . nothing is coincidental in this world.’

			Something surprising happened. Cami liked back. Ionut left another comment. She left another like.

			Am I going too far? No, he decided, then sent the first private message.

			hi :)

			‘Then slowly we began to message.’

			how’s your day?

			Ionut couldn’t believe it. Cami was a truck driver.

			A real truck driver in flesh and blood.

			‘She said she wanted to start driving across Europe.’

			That was when they started to call.

			He told her about what had happened in Paris. He told her that, once, some other time, he’d gone into the city centre, then wandered the streets, but that he’d left sad, as it was so expensive there was no place for him there.

			He told her that spring was his favourite season.

			He told her of the flowers that sometimes grew by the side of the road.

			He told her that he was a mountains guy; Yes, that’s who he was.

			He told her about the Alps. That when he was driving that was what he looked forward to: the jagged cliffs, the roads that wound and turned, the mountains bared like gigantic teeth. Their peaks like some distant Valhalla. Ionut told her you needed your wits about you up there. You couldn’t just be any old driver up there when the windscreen wipers beat back the powdery snow in the crystal light you got at the very end and the very beginning of the day. Ionut told her that was where he felt something, where his heart beat faster: when the white crust covered everything – when you lost sight of the road ahead.

			She called him when he was in the parking lot and said she was divorced too.

			‘She was surprised that I got it, that I understood.’

			‘Because when you’ve been divorced you know how they’ve suf­fered too.’

			They kept on calling.

			He told her that he had been hurting. That he was lonely. He heard her voice down the telephone. It was all he wanted to hold on to, saying, I understand, I’ve been hurting too. He didn’t want to hang up. I understand, she said, I’m almost forty too.

			‘We kept on calling for about three months . . . four months.’

			He wouldn’t feel so alone afterwards in the cabin.

			He would lie there on the thin mattress thinking just one thing after these calls: Maybe this is what love is. Maybe this is all that love is.

			‘She understands me.’

			‘I never wanted anything more than this . . . just to be under­stood.’

			They kept calling. He kept driving. His routes crossed Europe until he was back in Romania. Then he realized something. He looked at the GPS. He knew where Cami was. It made him tense. His stomach tingled. Their trucks were nearing.

			hey i’m going to be in bucharest you wanna meet up???

			He could barely focus on the road.

			‘When we finally met it was in a parking lot.’

			Ionut parked the truck as neatly as he could.
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			Switched off the ignition and pulled out the key.

			‘I felt a lot of feelings right then . . . I felt butterflies in my stom­ach.’

			There she was, standing there, brown eyes and black hair, between the lorries.

			And that was when they kissed.

			Things were different now. They worked together.

			When Ionut drove, she would sleep; nine hours at the wheel and then they’d switch over. Then he would try and sleep as Cami drove. But he never could, properly.

			She wasn’t as tough as him after all these years. Cami had no resistance to tiredness at all. Her face would change when it hit her and she would have to lie down. Always, she would fall asleep instantly. But fifteen years in these cabins meant Ionut could hold on. He always wound up making dinner: buns, little stews, bits of meat he’d warm up on his old gas flame. Things to make it nice for Cami. Then he would pass out.

			‘I think we only endure this because the organism adapts . . . it has to.’

			The truck was often still for less than five hours a night. It felt like snatches: what they had together. When they needed each other they would do it in the cabin. But there were weeks in a row where, from exhaustion, they wouldn’t want it.

			‘It’s relentless. It’s continuous. It’s one day like this after another.’

			It wasn’t always like this, but sometimes, he would feel it wear­ing into him.

			‘Our daily work stretches up to almost twenty hours, nine hours each, out of which you’re left with less than five hours where you’ve got to wash, eat and sleep in the end. For months . . . We’re mocked and made fun of with such conditions, treated like sub-humans.’

			His mood would swing; it wasn’t going well. Those were the moments when Cami would hold him and whisper to him.

			You feel joyful and lucky when you realize you’re alive . . . You’re alive. You can consider yourself lucky you got through a working season without any­thing happening to you. You might not, my sweetheart. One day you might not.

			‘That’s what she always tells me.’

			—
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			The jobs they got were mostly to England.

			Thousands of miles of grey that stretched in front of the eye. The night glows and the stripes on the road were always the same. It felt like they were travelling in a tube, or going back on them­selves; or, when they drove in darkness, like they were even under­ground. Sometimes you’d blink and without the GPS there’d be no way of knowing you weren’t in exactly the same place.

			The further he got from Romania the more worried he got for the truck.

			‘In terms of actual physical abuse, vandalization, or attacks on the driver, the dangerous country is France. But when it comes to mugging, robberies, merchandise theft or general thievery? It’s England. That’s the worst country in Europe. England is especially dangerous when it comes to losing trailers.’

			The road that worried him the most was the M1. There were highwaymen there. Truckers had stepped into a service station outside Leeds only to find their load gone by the time they’d come out again. Hoods with knives had gone for some of the old drivers. There were Albanians in Britain; Poles, Romanians, the lot. There were so many of them. He couldn’t believe it. He felt like there must be millions of them. It was as though the villages in Eastern Europe had emptied to fill all the towns that ran along the M1.

			In England, he thought a lot about the thieves.

			‘Over the course of several years I’ve noticed the thieves are the transitional people. The immigrants. Natives don’t do this stuff in Britain or France, or at least in very small percentages. It’s the people from Africa, Afghanistan, Romania, Poland . . . people from those lands are the rogues.’

			He hated seeing Romanians begging.

			Ionut could never sleep on the M1 unless he was in secure park­ing. There were tricksters here: people who’d play you like a fiddle. He’d heard so many stories. All the truckers would share them. Like the one about the thieves dressed as policemen who’d bark some­thing at you in English and before you’d understood they weren’t coppers they’d made off with six pallets in a white van ‘for in­spec­tion’.

			He thought about this often when he was driving.

			‘Especially at night the chances that you run into a lot of thieves at the service stations or the car parks is very high. Say you inno­cently park by the side of the road off the motorway between London and Birmingham, you mark yourself out as an obvious victim. You’ll just be a sitting duck for thieves. Absolutely nobody assures your safety. They can seize your truck whole.’

			It was damp in England, at night, when he stepped out and smoked: his legs swollen and sore. They were like prisons, he thought, the lots they slept in when they were here. The company knew about the situation here. That’s why it was all rimmed by perimeter fences and nasty barbed wire. Ionut would pull on his cigarette and breathe: everything was so tightly packed together it felt like creeping through a metal alley between the trucks. Urban glows would fill the darkness. He knew he was being watched: there were cameras everywhere. He’d glance up at them, thinking.

			‘I can’t mock England, even though such things are happen­ing. The country is beautiful, the natives are very calm, they’re very understanding, patient with you . . . especially if you have some problems in traffic or you need some help or directions. The Eng­lish will help you. However, if you ask an immigrant from Eastern Europe you might never get the help you seek. I know too well that many English natives sold a lot of their property in London and moved up north – fleeing the immigrant-infested areas. God forbid that immigrant situation ever gets out of hand there.’

			‘This situation baffles me. The immigrants are taken in as the workforce, cared for by England and in return they do their best to up the crime rate! Is that how they repay the country for taking them in and offering them work and proper living conditions?’

			Then the time would come to leave.

			They would see so many small towns by the side of the road and flash by so many trembling little houses staring right into the traf­fic. It didn’t take long to leave England but he would wonder long afterwards what it would be like to live there. There was some­thing so ordered, so calm, so polite about the English that he met there.

			‘You know what? Everyone condemns them for bouncing out of the EU . . . but it’s the only country in Europe in which, if it wasn’t for the immigrants, I’d like to live.’

			—

			Not every trip led to Britain, but all it seemed, led through Germany.

			That was where his brother was. In Heilbronn on a turning off Auto­bahn 6; that was where that little flat was, with the little bed, which he could collapse into and where he could sleep like a little boy again. That was where he had memories too: like that party – oh he didn’t want to forget it – they had thrown that summer. It had started just like that. A crazy thought. Ten or twelve truckers had started messaging.

			Let’s just do it, they said.

			One of the lorries dropped a pin: then the flags got closer.

			‘It was a proper party to remember . . . nobody bothered us there.’

			They were laughing and the hiss and flick of the beers was going and for a moment Ionut smiled. He felt something cool and good through him and for a moment he drank deeply. He listened: the women were gossiping, their voices rising and falling, the way they do when they are having fun, and the meat began to crackle and spit on the stove as that smell, the smell of home, filled his nose. They passed the vodka round. Things speeded up. He was telling stories, the gypsy jazz was playing, he was dancing.

			The light turned a dark blue. 

			The night was coming; the kind of summer night you get in Europe, where the breeze is cool and the warmth lingers from the day, when the swallows make it their home.

			He could see Cami dancing.

			‘I’ll never forget that night.’

			They first heard about the virus when they were in Italy. The news in brief cut between the music. Then the company briefed them over the radio. Attention: they were near the infected areas. Ionut switched off the hip-hop and tuned into the news. They tried to listen on the road: what it was, how it was spreading in China. Now there were towns just behind them that had been closed. He couldn’t follow. The Italian newscasters spoke so fast he could barely under­stand.

			‘As a driver . . . you’re always on the periphery of anything that’s happening, outside, isolated.’

			He could feel the tension at the loading bays. High-viz men were keeping their distance; wrapping scarves around their faces. Soon they were wearing masks. There was shouting. Voices were radioing in saying they didn’t know what was happening.
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			Calls started coming.

			‘The panic seemed to grow worse and worse.’

			Then everything stopped. The company was suspending oper­ations: the job was cancelled – Go back to Romania. They drove back as the borders were closing. They drove as fast as they could. His eyes were tired. He was exhausted. They didn’t stop.

			They kept on going.

			You know this feeling.

			The last miles are always the hardest.

			‘That’s when you start to break down, towards the end . . . there are so many layers of tiredness and stress stacked up onto each other that you no longer look after anything or care about anything but finishing the route. All those months of work; you’re finished. You don’t care about conditions any more, about how clean toilets are. You count your days like you are a few weeks away from being demobbed from military service.’

			‘Just waiting to get home.’

			They had to get there. 

			The night was falling. But he kept on driving.

			‘The night is always the same. You’re more relaxed driving at night but the tiredness, the lack of concentration and the feeling you are slipping away make it worse. You can’t even gather your thoughts or realize the freedom of the night. You don’t have the time. You need to keep going.’

			Cami was sleeping but Ionut kept driving. The music stopped. There was a jingle: it was 6 a.m. The light was turning. He could feel sleep pulling. He felt heavy: like a zombie, hardly alive. He slapped his face. He turned up the music. He put some spit on his eyelids. That always helped to keep him awake. He had to keep going.

			Everything felt foggy: like he was driving in slow motion.

			‘Dawn is something I wouldn’t wish for you to catch when you’re driving. It’s the worst part of the day and after a long night of driv­ing . . . you’re effectively terminated, worn out, tired beyond repair. Half your brain is already asleep. No matter the season, dawn isn’t a pretty time of day.’

			He felt empty. Dried out. He began to cough.

			The light was here: the one that made everything seem hard.

			The sky had turned pale. Ionut could see the moon rising: half-blue, like it was coming out of water. He felt something; he felt something strong. That he didn’t want to do this any more.

			He could feel it coming: washing over him like waves.

			That moment we all feel in our turn: the feeling of defeat.

			When we know the tide takes the last boats away.

			The cabin trembled and he swerved as a lorry hurtled past him: close, much too close. He thought of Cami. He thought of his chil­dren. He could see their faces: for a moment he could feel them. It caught him by surprise: how much he always missed them.

			He thought of Romania and then he thought of Baloga.

			How he would give anything in the whole world to go back to his village. To live in a little house. To feel still. To hear the dogs barking in the morning. He thought of the castle overgrown with greenery and secrets. He thought of the strigoi – the troubled spirits they said rose from the grave, buried close by. And he thought of the smell he missed so much he could practically breathe it between the fumes and the diesel. The smell of his childhood. That smell that was always fresh: the long grass, the piles of hay, the bread baking, the air clear like water. He glanced back into the wing mirror and sighed.

			Because that was all he wanted.

		

	
		
			3 İstanbul

			The Erasmus exchange had only just started in Amsterdam.

			Sezen had butterflies in her stomach as she left her new dorm. There were some welcome drinks at the student bar to get to. And then she saw him. This very handsome boy in baggy jeans smoking under a tree.

			It was a sudden volte.

			What a good-looking guy, she thought.

			Almost taken aback as she got closer.

			Is he Australian? Is that the accent?

			Most of the students somehow did, but this boy didn’t look national. Just hot – very hot – with dark hair. But really smiley. And now she was so close she had to say something. He was looking at her now.

			What am I going to say to him?

			Sezen nervously pulled out her cigarettes.

			That would work.

			Do you have a light?

			Then for a split second her nerves took over.

			What if he doesn’t understand my English?

			The last person she’d talked to, back in the dorms, was from the UK and their accent was so strong she hadn’t understood a single word.

			What if he also speaks like that?

			But the boy smiled and turned away from the guy next to him.

			Was that German? Ah, yes, that’s what he was speaking.

			He was much better looking close up.

			Hi, I’m Andi, he said. What’s your name?

			Him just looking at her made her tingle. Her heart was racing. Her mind was now galloping into thoughts so fast she could hardly stop them.

			I like this boy, she heard herself think.

			This feels so crazy but I’d like him to smile at me for ever.

			It was a sudden heady feeling. One she was now trying to keep a handle on.

			My name’s Sezen, she managed to grin. I’m from Turkey.

			He was so handsome she could hardly look at him.

			That’s cool, said Andi. I’m Austrian.

			Austria, she thought. He had to be from a country she knew nothing about. Mentally she only had some vague idea of a fancy Vienna and for the rest there was a total blank. They finished smok­ing, then he said, Shall we go inside?

			It was as dark as a dive bar inside, lit with some green light. The tables were smoky and full, that night, of this cheerful, optimistic air, of hopes for a new term, in a new city, and Sezen spoke every language she knew.

			How do you talk such good French?

			What . . . you also have Italian?

			Andi was sitting next to her and as the evening went on, they stopped speaking to everyone else – it was like the United Nations at that table, Germans chatting to Australians, Turks talking to Ital­ians, Belgians teasing Americans – and she leaned closer in, until she could almost touch him, to be heard over the jokes and the music and the din, as he kept on asking questions.

			Does he like me? she kept thinking. Does he really?

			He was looking at her so intently and he was listening, really listening as she started to tell him everything; how she was from İzmir, how that’s a very secular part of Turkey, how she’d gone to a French lycée, that’s how she spoke French so well, how she loved novels, she had been carrying My Name Is Red by Orhan Pamuk around with her for days and what she really wanted was to be a lawyer with her own firm and her own office. This normally sent guys to sleep. But he was still looking at her, smiling.

			It’s all got so deep, she thought. Like we’re the only people here.

			They were ignoring the others now.

			Then he said, Do you want to come to this party?

			And she followed Andi out of the bar. They turned down long dark corridor after long dark corridor, across the brutalist campus, until she began to panic. Five, ten, fifteen minutes. It seemed to be taking much too long.

			It’s pitch black. Where’s he taking me?

			I’m into him but I don’t know him.

			Sezen’s mind filled with stories of red-light districts and Am­ster­dam and terrible things that happened to women by the canals until there it was, the murmuring of a party, then the door.

			Shall we smoke on the balcony?

			Andi gestured where to go. 

			And as they stepped into the laugh­ter and the dancing; past Eras­mus friends gesturing excitedly over their beers, through snatches of Spanish and Dutch and what was unmistakably an American, onto the balcony as someone turned up the music; she felt, for the first time that this – this sudden open­ing of the world – was what she had studied for. Then the track skipped. And as it did she felt a clear happiness rushing through her.

			Andi was telling her why he’d chosen Amsterdam.

			He was leaning so close to her, on the balustrade.

			The whole empty complex beneath them.

			I think he likes me, she thought, looking closer. There was almost a flicker of something in his eyes: excitement, joy, invitation, all of it. And then, a sudden movement. They kissed. Once. Then again. Like it was the most natural thing in the world. Something electric felt like it rushed down her spine.

			Smile!

			Some friend of Andi’s came by and took a photo of them. The party got noisier and rowdier. There was some loud dance music now, until there was hardly any space left on the balcony. They were not the only couple now.

			Andi broke away for a second to ask, Do you want to come to the terrace in my block?

			There was nothing there but an old red sofa, out in the open, and that night they lay there, kissing and talking, under the cool September night, the kind that still feels gentle, before the leaves begin to fall.

			You’re way too good looking, said Sezen, looking at him, holding him, wanting so strongly to see him, wanting not to forget this, her eyes focusing in that way somebody does when they want more than just to see you; they want to imprint you as a memory.
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			You’ve had this moment too.

			You’re so good looking I think you might be a bad boy.

			Andi, laughed, tried to say no, but she continued.

			I’ll try and not fall in love with you.

			She was caressing him, beaming.

			Because I think you might break my heart.

			And they kept kissing, until it was finally cold, somewhere deep in the night, still before the birds, and she said it was time for her to go home.

			The next day Sezen woke up in surprise.

			I’m kind of feeling in love, she thought, lying there, in the morn­ing. It was like nothing she had ever felt before. She felt it all over her body. All across her mind – this longing, this obsession – So this is what they call love.

			There was space for no other thoughts.

			You know you really shouldn’t fall for him.

			There was much she had to do.

			You don’t know this guy.

			She pulled herself up slightly in bed.

			You’re only setting yourself up to get hurt.

			And then she got up for the day. But the feeling only got stronger as she went to the migration bureau and got her papers checked and her documents in order. This is a surprise. That night, she couldn’t stop dreaming about Andi, on that sofa – My Austrian boy – who, she’d noticed, had written her name down as Cezanne in his phone – until she woke up again thinking, I’m not going to wait for him, I’m not going to play, Oh, the boys must text first – I’ll do it.

			That was him. That was the right Facebook account.

			And then she messaged him.

			hey andi let’s go out let’s party :)))

			That night they went into Amsterdam, the neon glinting on the canal, the city unfolding, like they were carried by some weightless happiness, as their little group found a place to dance, wound up in a chip shop, before laughing at every stop home on the night tram; the whole time Sezen finding it stranger and stranger, that they didn’t like the same books, they didn’t like the same movies and they didn’t even like the same music but that she only liked him more and more.

			‘I’d never felt so joyous and careless and free.’

			Then term really started, classes and lectures in the morning, those rolling evenings when the whole course was cooking for everyone else: the Poles making pierogi, the Italians making pasta and the Turks, they made dolma.

			They kept seeing each other. They kept talking. Like they’d always known each other.

			They kept texting each other.

			how was your day :)

			how was your class :)))

			About a week later Andi called her.

			Hey, can we meet?

			He said it nervously.

			I want to talk to you about something.

			Immediately Sezen felt a chill.

			The longer she waited, the more she worried.

			He doesn’t like me any more. That’s it. He’s coming to say he’s not interested. I know, he’s met somebody else. It’s so embarrassing . . . I just wrote to my friend in İstanbul a whole stupid email about him.

			Then he was at her door, his smile slightly tense.

			Shall we go for a walk? he said.

			And then they crossed the campus, chatting about everything, chatting about nothing, this feeling of doom swelling inside her, until the path took them into a small wood, which ran along a canal, where they found a bench.

			Andi looked worried as he sat down.

			Then he turned to her.

			I wanted to tell you . . . 

			Then he paused.

			It’s like this . . . 

			I talked to my best friend about you and he said . . . Bro, whaoh, I think you’re in love, man . . . from the way you talk about this girl.

			He paused for a moment.

			And I thought about it and I think, I am . . . I’m in love.

			Then he looked at her like everything depended on it.

			Her insides were turning upside down.

			You’re so beautiful, he said. It’s like . . . when I was a little boy, I invented an imaginary French girlfriend to tell my friends about. I called her Jacqueline. And she had a little black fringe like you . . . you’re her. You’re my Jacqueline. I’ve found you.

			It was like the whole rest of the world had disappeared.

			There was only the bench and them.

			I love you too, said Sezen.

			I’m her . . . I’m your Jacqueline.

			And they started laughing.

			Was it all a dream? Sezen thought, as she plodded along the street in İstanbul, weighed down by those thick law books she studied, her mind filled with bits of Amsterdam: that time Andi took her for sushi and his card bounced; that day they spent at the Van Gogh Museum; and all those nights. Because I’m back here, she thought, in the suburbs, as she fumbled for her headphones, with the same songs one after another, the same old men smoking outside the same old shops, in the streets where I was before.

			Like none of it ever happened.

			Sezen was almost home.

			Almost at that point where, if you look over motorway, out towards that enormous bridge, past the mosque, you can see those green wooded hills sloping into the Bosphorus, all hidden villas and crooked paths, taking you onto a riviera which, five times a day, echoes with the call to prayer.

			She hit shuffle on her bright pink iPod.

			Then she heard it. A German rap song.

			Andi had downloaded it.

			No, it was all real.

			A smile breaking over her face.

			It all happened. It all happened to me.

			Then it all came back again: those days when she had realized term was running out; that night she was crying, when they said, No we don’t want to break up; that letter she wrote for him to read on the plane to Washington; the one that said, We will make this work but also enjoy yourself; that last kiss at Schiphol. It was always going to end. Their Erasmus was just one semester. And for him, the next one was in America.

			And she was back in İstanbul.

			Sezen, dreaming, unlocked her door.

			You never realize how painful it is to miss someone.

			You never expect to feel it in your body, in your heart.

			It feels like I’m sick, she wrote in her diary.

			I feel like there’s no brightness without Andi.

			That night she skyped him, like she did every night, but with this creeping sense it wasn’t working; they weren’t living the same life any more. They would be talking; her day would be ending, his would be starting. He would be pressed for time, she would be exhausted. Then she would start to feel his words meant nothing to her, Dupont Circle, Farragut North. That her words meant nothing to him, Boğaziçi University, Taksim Square.

			Like he was in mist.

			They skyped for months.

			Through the winter and the spring, when the mist is thick over the Bosphorus in the morning, and the rain is cold; when you real­ize this is a Balkan city after all, and the fishermen look like a black and white photo on the shore.

			They began to bicker.

			To say things they didn’t mean.

			You don’t love me. You just say you do!

			Those mornings, on the bus to university, the teeming city crowding in on her, its traffic grinding to a halt, she’d suddenly know she had no idea what Andi was doing, where he was or who he was with. Blotting out everything else, she’d start to feel pain. The pain of jealousy, of uncertainty. The pain from manic racing thoughts.

			He’s going to meet somebody else.

			He’s in an international environment. There’ll be girls from France, England, America there . . . really hot ones. 

			And you’re stuck here in İstanbul.

			The colour would drain out of her days. 

			Like she was aching for him.

			You know those moments too.

			You know those excruciating things you see in your mind.

			I can see it, she’d mutter.

			
				
					[image: A diary opened to an entry written by Sezen.
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			I can see what’s going to happen to me.

			Those evenings, on Skype, she’d start crying, she could hardly stop herself, as he told her about all the internships he’d applied to in İstanbul and how they’d all failed; then she’d explain again how she couldn’t leave Turkey for at least two years if she ever wanted to actually qualify as a lawyer.

			‘Our financial situation was like this.’

			‘The idea that I could get on a plane and go to Washington. Or he could get on a plane and come here. It was just completely out of the question.’

			I love you, she’d say.

			I love you too, he’d say.

			But I don’t know how to get to you.

			Sezen would cry some more, eat, then she would spend the night writing him letters – real, old-fashioned ones, which she would post – or coming up with presents like the time she covered one of those little tourist brochures to the city, the free ones which they leave in hotels, with post-it notes of everywhere she’d take him.

			I’m a great tour guide.

			My price is just one kiss.

			Imagining him on the ferry.

			Imagining him in the places she loved.

			But he didn’t come. Andi needed an internship, he said. He was frantic with the idea he was graduating, that what he needed was a plan. Nothing he’d applied for had worked out in Turkey, he said. He hadn’t even got a reply. He was going to apply in Wash­ing­ton and when he got one – he was telling her about it on Skype – she could hardly stop crying, even for a long, long time, after the call.

			‘The timeline had slipped out of sight.’

			‘I had no idea now when I would see him again.’

			‘I’d just failed. We’d just failed.’

			The bus rides into university. The bickering calls.

			The same scratching angst as she walked home: it all continued. About a month later Sezen was playing cards with her friend. The faster she threw them down, the more she was winning, until she had wiped them clean.

			‘They started to joke with me, Watch out, Sezen; when you win in gambling, as we say in Turkish, you lose in love. They were teasing, Look at that flush. Again? He’s going to break up with you now.’
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			Then it was time to go home.

			That night they skyped.

			We just can’t make it work, Andi said.

			Then he dumped her.

			At first she was stunned.

			Then it was like something inside her collapsed. Then she could hardly walk. She could hardly eat. The next few days passed in a dark blur, like she was no longer really there, her eyes stinging with tears, mumbling – It wasn’t real, none of it was real – until her friends were knocking at her door.

			Sezen, they said, we’re worried about you.

			They came to her room and they talked to her very softly like she was a very sick, very weak person. They said that she should really take the ferry across the Bosphorus – The easiest, simplest way to feel better – just to get her outside.

			And then they took her hand, down to the water.

			They were queuing for tickets. She could hardly feel the crowds.

			Sezen felt like there was nothing else in the city, nothing else but her, as the engine growled for Asia, the boat full of workers going home, the kind of people from Anatolia that, if she’d fallen in love with one of them, there would have been an even greater cul­tural chasm between them than the man she’d now lost.

			‘I was imagining myself, like I was in a movie.’

			‘That this was my tragedy.’

			‘Like I was waving a handkerchief goodbye.’

			The wind was in her hair as she looked back, towards Europe, at the great domes and towers and minarets, black against the sun, at this enormous city, that hid everything, where he had never been and might never come, her whole body tightening, with a building pain because she might never see him again, never hear of him again.

			‘I’d blocked him on Facebook.’

			Sezen thought she couldn’t cope with seeing him there, but now she sat scrolling through friends’ photos, trying to see if he was tagged somewhere.

			‘One day I saw him tagged in a landscape. Just his name.’

			‘But it set my heart beating like I’d actually seen him.’

			Things had already begun to change.

			Her exams, they came and went.

			Her graduation day, her happy parents, it came and went.

			She was working now, at a law firm, doing the full year she needed to qualify, her inbox exploding and often her clients too, but wherever she was on her laptop, she left Skype open – she hadn’t blocked him there – just in case.

			Sezen kept glancing at it, she kept hoping for it.

			But nothing ever came.

			It was too hot in the city now.

			The streets were filled with tourists, red in the face, happy, lost or getting scammed for knick-knacks, as she left for the summer house her parents had on the Aegean, still thinking of him, still writing in her diary, I love him, the same thoughts crowding in on her, weeks later, when she finally left and returned home.

			‘That whole summer. I was still in love.’

			‘I never got over him.’

			Normally Sezen flew back to İstanbul from there, but for some reason, this time she took the bus. The summer was ending. The traf­fic meant the journey was taking hours. She leaned on the window, her music loud and mournful, eyes drifting over the coun­try­side, so dry and yellow, everyone falling asleep around her, until she began to feel something building.

			‘This feeling that I would see him again.’

			Her music making the sensation stronger.

			‘That night, I wrote it in my diary.’

			I know today that I’ll see Andi again.

			And her mind began to clear, she started to be able to catch the beauty of the day and a few weeks later Skype made a sound.

			He’d messaged her.

			hey, it’s andi

			i’m back in vienna . . . 

			Her eyes began to swell.

			i was sitting on my couch imagining how great it would be

			if u were here

			In that moment the office seemed to disappear; the case, the director addressing one of her colleagues. She began to tingle, slightly, as a whole storm of emotions gathered and one of them, her strongest, was pride.

			yeah it would be nice i guess . . . 

			but we broke up

			They kept chatting.

			And she kept being cold.

			shall we turn the video on

			It was getting late in İstanbul when he wrote that. Night out­side her bedroom window. The yowls of street cats. But the moment Sezen read that she sprang up, and rushed to put makeup on and fix her hair.

			yeah give me a few minutes i’m doing something

			There was his face. That was his voice.

			That was his bedroom in Vienna.

			I was thinking about Amsterdam, he said, almost shy.

			How we were never fighting and how nice it was.

			But now on video, she gave him a shrug.

			Yeah it was nice but we broke up.

			About a week later, a package arrived from Austria.

			Sezen’s heart started to pound the moment she saw the hand­writing – it was his – and, as she ripped open the package, Mozart brand chocolates, postcards and a letter tumbled out; a letter saying that he loved her, saying that he’d made a terrible mistake and if she’d take him back he’d come to İstanbul, in fact he’d come almost right away.

			Then she was crying again.

			But not tears of pain.

			It’s ectopic, the doctor said, quietly.

			I’m really sorry, he continued.

			Before she really knew what it meant.

			It had all seemed too easy. They had been living in Vienna for the past few years and when one day Sezen walked in and told Andi she wanted to move back to İstanbul to run her own firm, they had just made it happen.

			What do you mean, it’s ectopic?

			They had got married, his vows had been in Turkish, her vows had been in English. Thanking him for giving her a life better than fiction. They had found a beautiful apartment, then within a few years her business was a success; the firm she had made from nothing was in the legal five hundred. They acted like you only had to be ready, that you only had to decide, then the baby would come.

			Then pregnancy tests piled up.

			The boxes and the kits, until they made her shudder.

			And now she was hearing this.

			Sezen started to feel cold.

			I can’t see the baby, the doctor said.

			He was pointing at the ultrasound.

			I’m really sorry.

			His face said it all.

			But it’s lodged in one of your tubes.

			You have a calendar. You think.

			This time will work for me, or then.

			It doesn’t work like that. You’re not in control. 

			You learn that lesson first.

			This means we have to abort it, the doctor explained.

			It’s a methotrexate injection, it’s quite heavy. And normally we have to do it around twice. I’m so sorry. Then he looked away.

			There was nothing else to say.

			The next few moments passed very fast. They left the build­ing. Sezen was crying, holding on to Andi in the taxi on the way back from the hospital, thinking, I didn’t sign up for this, why isn’t there some technology that can just take my baby out and implant it in my womb? Her head echoing with everything the doctor had warned her about. There could be internal bleeding. The thing could just explode inside me and it could even kill me. Will it?

			All of the confidence of all those years, gone.

			That night, those thoughts didn’t stop.

			They woke her up, they stopped her sleeping. They caught her off guard in the office, speaking to a client. They’d be crowding in on her. Then suddenly she would feel faint. Like she was dizzy. Like she could hardly think.

			Each time, Andi rushed her to emergency care.

			Her Austrian boy spoke such good Turkish now: with his export business he knew this country of factories almost better than she did.

			But it wasn’t the bleeding. It wasn’t that. It was the stress.

			It wouldn’t let her go, or leave her alone.

			The alarm went off on the day.

			They left for the hospital.

			They laid her on her back for the injection.

			It was a burning sensation, she felt, entering her. Sezen could hear herself sobbing as it stung: crying harder than she ever thought she could. Then it was over. Except for the cramps, then exhaustion and then the migraine. And once those cleared she was back to the tests, back to the doctor, her heart sinking when they told her blood tests were still positive, that they were giving her the kind of scores she had so wanted, only weeks ago.

			Because it was still alive.

			It died after the second injection.

			Slowly they went back to their routines.

			They woke up every morning, early, when it was still cool, when they could still walk together without sweating. They would stroll down to the water, round the backs of villas, talking about everything, about work, about life, about what had just happened and what they so wanted to happen. There would only be them, the joggers and the fishermen on those mornings and sometimes the old man with the rabbit whose bite on a piece of paper would tell your fortune. Those were the moments they told each other everything.

			We’ll have a baby, she said.

			We will. Just not this time. I can put this behind me.

			Then for a few weeks, it really seemed like she could. They went out to their favourite rooftop bars, they met friends for dinner and they made each other laugh.

			Andi buying her more small presents than usual.

			He was always so attentive.

			Then one morning she started to feel sick.

			You’re pregnant, the doctor said, grimacing.

			But I thought I couldn’t, she said, just after.

			The doctor shook his head, telling her that she would be coming in for a weekly ultrasound.

			We’ll be keeping an eye on you.
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			There was something worried in the way he talked.

			Sometimes your injection’s after-effects can linger. They can deplete the body of what a baby needs.

			It was a feeling of angst.

			It’s a mistake, she winced.

			I’m pregnant, she kept muttering.

			It was happening again. This thing she’d so wanted, but she so wished it wasn’t happening now. She could feel those very slight changes in her body again. Her hormones were playing tricks again. Swooping in and tugging at her until her anxiety became overwhelming, until her mind was spinning, uncontrollably, the paranoia eating into her, Something not right, it’s not right.

			Can you hear the heartbeat?

			The doctor passed her the headphones.

			Then she did the same to Andi.

			But you know when something’s not right.

			You lie in bed catastrophizing. You feel something terrible creeping in. You don’t know what it is. You can’t say what it is. Then it’s suddenly there.

			Sezen was at the ultrasound with her mother.

			I can’t hear the heartbeat, the doctor craned in, squinting.

			‘That’s when they told me I’d miscarried.’

			Why are you crying so much, she caught herself thinking. It’s not like you were really pregnant. She saw herself, almost like she’d slipped out of her body, sobbing against Andi on their couch at home. 

			Why are you so sad?

			Then her mind would swing the other way. Her work would fade away and there it was again: the agony, whispering, You’ll never be a mother. Never.

			Andi was asleep, it was only her sitting at the table, the red and white of passing cars still rushing along on the nearby motorway. I’m like a walking cemetery, she wrote. I’ve got two dead babies inside me. Then she kept writing this dark story, like it was addressed to them, until she burnt it.

			The operation to remove it came quickly.

			They put her in the gown, they took her on the trolley, the cold of the anaesthetic went in and then, without a moment of darkness, it seemed she was back. She shook her head, groggy, confused, unable to remember little things, until she realized they had parked her in the maternity ward. There were cries of newborns. There were fathers and grandfathers with balloons. Their women holding and caressing their little ones that had journeyed so far. As it all, as everything, started to sting her and prod her and humiliate her, she felt rage.

			This would never happen . . . 

			If miscarriages happened to men.

			That night, when she came home, she lay in bed, holding on to Andi, crying, feeling his presence beginning to heal her, ever so slightly, as they watched Netflix and, bit by bit, he tried to make her laugh.

			Then the summer came. They went to Çeşme, to her parents’ house on the Aegean, where the bougainvillaea falls over the stone cottages, purple against the walls, as you wander your way down to the sea.

			‘I began to mourn.’

			‘I really mourned that baby.’

			‘I think it was a person.’

			Sezen lay there at night, the cicadas singing, the sounds of someone else’s happy summer, touching her belly, mourning what might have been.

			The memories she might have had. 

			The love she might have felt.

			‘They did a genetic test afterwards.’

			‘It was a girl.’

			That summer, they would be on the beach, the water every colour of blue, the families around them, all complete, until she only felt cold, until she only felt numb, like joy was something she could no longer feel.

			‘Then one evening, I was walking, I was alone.’

			‘And I heard a miaow.’

			It was a cat, just outside her window, calling to her. 

			Sezen, like a moment in a dream, began to follow her, to where she lived under a bush.

			And then she saw the kittens.

			‘And first she was so scared, she only came out for little bits of food. And then I was watching her. Mum, I called her . . . and I was so moved by how she was taking care of her babies. I started coming every day, to feed them. Until I was mothering them too . . . until I was learning about motherhood.’

			She gave them names. Like Cotton and Brave.

			She was talking to them, a little. 

			Telling them how beautiful they were.

			Until she began to heal.

			That winter, they were walking in the forest in Poland, near Zakopane, where their friend was getting married.

			If we can’t get pregnant, he said.

			Our lives . . . they are still beautiful.

			They are still full.

			We can consider adoption.

			The birds were singing. She felt calm. A calm that stayed with her as they went back to İstanbul. But still they kept trying.

			The pregnancy tests mounting up again.

			The same routine.

			Worrying it could happen again. Another ectopic. Another mis­carriage. Or not at all.

			‘You’re in a very vulnerable place after you miscarry. You blame yourself. And these emotions around motherhood and preg­nancy . . . They aren’t emotions I’d ever really experienced before. Espe­cially this yearning for a child. It doesn’t make sense if you haven’t reached it. But once it’s there, it takes over, this longing . . .’

			‘And it becomes the very centre of your being.’

			Sezen realized she was pregnant in the mall. It was next to the office and in the toilets there, there it was, positive.

			Then it began again. The doctors. The scans.

			Those nights she lay there shaking with anxiety.

			The worry it was only hurting the baby, only making it worse.

			This is the most important person in my life, she’d lie there think­ing. And I’ve never met them. I don’t know who they are. And again, I might never meet them.

			The dawn was blue and the hospital lights bright when she finally saw him. Her little boy. That moment she held him, covered in blood and tears, she had a flash of the amazing pressure, at that moment, to feel. And then they passed him to her husband. When she saw Andi holding him, they called him Lucas, and she felt it instantly: there was nothing more beautiful in the world.

			A week later they were walking by the Bosphorus; the white wooden mansions, like filigree, on the water.

			This will be our thing . . . won’t it? she said.

			We’ll walk with him . . . like we walk with each other?

			At that moment, Lucas began to scream.

			But they looked at each other and started to laugh.
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