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PRAISE FOR NO MORE EMPTY SPACES


“No More Empty Spaces is an excellent debut—straight-forward and yet deceptively complex as it situates its multi-layered narratives between the competing forces of nature, both human and geological, over time. Green’s depictions of the rugged and earthquake-prone Anatolian Mountain region of Turkey evoke a dangerously shifting landscape every bit as unstable and unpredictable as the broken American family that seeks to heal itself there.”


—JAMES ANDERSON, author of The Never-Open Desert Diner and Lullaby Road


“American geologist, Will Ross, has landed the job of a lifetime, one that will take him from Philadelphia to a remote region of Turkey along the Euphrates River. At the eleventh hour, when he’s packed and ready to fly, the divorced father of three discovers his ex—passed out and naked—on the family’s living room couch. Will has to decide what to do. Without hesitating, he does the hard, risky, right thing. Turns out, it’s a habit with him, one that impressed the hell out of this reader. No More Empty Spaces is a rich and rewarding read, a novel to savor, like a steaming cup of Turkish coffee.”


—SHARON OARD WARNER, author of Writing the Novella


“D. J. Green is that rare writer who takes us inside worlds we may never be able to experience firsthand.”


—WILL MACKIN, author of Bring Out the Dog


“. . . a wonderful read, with some of the best prose I’ve seen regarding the intractable forces of nature. This struggling blended family faces every kind of overwhelming challenge, from love to liquor to the great dam at Kayakale in Turkey. The book made me want to go there and see this extraordinary landscape for myself!”


—A. R. TAYLOR, author of Jenna Takes the Fall and Call Me When You’re Dead


“D. J. Green skillfully intertwines a story of what lies below: the Earth with its complex geology and a man’s emotions, also buried deeply, each affected by history and environment. In No More Empty Spaces, Green takes us to the world of Turkey where Will, an engineering geologist, moves his family while he seeks to investigate a problematic dam structure, along with unexpected challenges to his beliefs about family and integrity. Green’s debut is both masterful and engaging.”


—SHARON BIPPUS, author of This Blue Earth
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ONE






Will needed perspective, and flying afforded an outlook that walking-around life could not. He hustled across the Flying W Airfield, sweat soaking through the back of his shirt. It was a busy Saturday afternoon, but today he didn’t stop to talk with the other pilots he passed.


When he got to the plane, Will flung his flight bag onto the tarmac and slammed his hand into the door. That stopped him. His palm throbbed. He lowered his hand, shook it out. It still stung reaching into his pocket for the keys. He unlocked the plane, flicked the light switches on, and began his preflight checks.


A 1953 Cessna 180, the plane didn’t show her age. It was twenty years since she’d rolled off the assembly line, but freshly polished, she looked sleek. His hand skimmed the fuselage, almost a caress now. He checked the lights, the tires for wear, and the brakes for drips of hydraulic fluid. He loved the ritual of preflight, but today, running his eyes and fingers over the leading edges of her wings and prop didn’t fill him with the usual mix of focus and excitement; instead he seethed in the summer sun.


Will unhooked the tie-downs and climbed into the cockpit. He donned his headset and adjusted the microphone close to his lips. Then he slid his aviator sunglasses on. He had never worn sunglasses before this summer—didn’t care to have his views of the world altered. But he was compelled to try them back in June when the kids had pooled funds and given them to him for Father’s Day. At the time, he’d been surprised they could agree on anything, but this morning Will saw that his children could cooperate in ways he wouldn’t have imagined. Talk about altering his views.


Master switch on. Fuel mixture full rich. Throttle in. Brakes engaged. Will leaned out and yelled, “Clear prop!”


The plane shuddered to a start as if she’d been asleep since their last time up and was shaking off the nap. He taxied the short distance to the runway, turned ninety degrees to the left, and braked. His hands moved over the controls as his eyes scanned the gauges. He made his final checks quickly, wanting to get up and out of the heat. He looked for planes on downwind and base legs, and final approach. He found none, turned the plane the remaining ninety degrees onto the runway, and peered at the cornfield at the end of the airstrip through the blur of the whirling prop.


“Cessna one eight zero, two zero Mike Foxtrot, taking off, runway zero one, Flying W, over.”


The engine’s power vibrated from the soles of his feet up through his body. When no other air traffic responded, he eased his feet off the brakes and gave her full throttle. Sensing the velocity, he glanced down at the airspeed indicator—spot on at sixty miles per hour. He pulled back evenly on the yoke.


Airborne—the moment of lift. There was nothing like the feeling of gravity loosening its grip on you.


His plane was a partner he could trust. If he took care of her, she’d take care of him. He reveled in her grace in the dance of flight, and his lead. He was in control of everything except the wind and the weather, and it was his job to read them, understand them, and adjust to the ride. You studied and learned these things, and they all made sense. But you could spend your whole life studying people and not make sense of them. How do you adjust to a ride like that?


“Philadelphia Control, this is Cessna one eight zero, two zero Mike Foxtrot, heading three five five degrees to Stillwater V-O-R Sierra Tango Whiskey. Climbing to sixty-five hundred feet.”


He’d go higher than usual today, get the wider view.


“Roger, two zero Mike Foxtrot. Squawk zero four one one,” the tower answered.


Will regarded the landscape below and asked himself again how he’d ended up in New Jersey. He turned toward the Pennsylvania hills, what people here called mountains. The Poconos’ll be pretty today, he thought. Pretty can’t hurt.


Will had a weak spot for pretty girls. Pretty could cast a spell, like the day he’d met his ex some sixteen years ago. Her smile had drawn him across the barroom like iron to a magnet. When he slid his arm around her slim waist the first time they danced, she moved like a feline against him, and Kat had gotten her nickname that night.


A pretty scene could take him in, too. Like June 3, the day in 1968 he’d interviewed for the Philadelphia Port Expansion job. It had been perfect—warm but not hot, bright and clear, breezy but not blustery. The Delaware River Valley was all the things that Arizona, where he’d just finished his master’s degree in engineering geology, wasn’t. Spring in the Southwest was a hot, gritty, brown blast of a season, and Will had been ready for a change.


The folks from the Port Authority had flown him over the project area in a helicopter, then continued the tour of the wide verdant valley. To Will, the rich greens below were like luxuriant carpets unfurled to welcome him. The pretty had worked its magic, and when an offer came on the mid-June day with the mercury hitting 115 degrees Fahrenheit in Tempe, he’d accepted without a second thought.


Since then, Will had lived into a healthy mistrust of pretty. What took you in on June 3 rarely looked so good come winter.


With altitude, the temperature dropped. Will twisted the vents to get more air flowing, cooling him down. The vice-grip headache constricting his temples eased for the first time since that morning, when he’d followed the kids into what had been their family home before the divorce last year. But he couldn’t erase the image of Kat from his mind. Passed out. Face down on the couch. Naked. An empty bottle of Johnnie Walker Red on the floor.


He knew she’d been drinking more the last couple of years. He’d seen the signs. He knew them all too well from his own drinking days. But he had no idea she’d gone so far down that road to nowhere.


Good thing she’d left the car, its fender crushed, out on the front lawn last night, or Will might never have known, united as the kids seemed in keeping her secret. Kevin, his fifteen-year-old, had shouted at Will to leave—actually pushed him out the door. Shocked, Will had stumbled down the porch steps backward, and stared at the door his son had slammed.


Will leveled the plane at sixty-five hundred feet, backed off the throttle, adjusted the pitch of the prop, and fine-tuned the fuel mix. Almost set, he reached down and spun the trim tab until he felt the balance he was seeking, the perfect trim, in which the yoke took the lightest of touches for the plane to go where he wanted.


Now, it would take more than a light touch to get where he wanted to go. He’d mapped his course with such care over the past weeks. It had started with an article in the Engineering News Record, “Swiss Cheese Rock Slows Kayakale Dam.” Another dam where insufficient geological studies had impacted construction. Will had decided he was finished with his paper-pushing job at the Philadelphia Port. Turkey would be his next stop.


But now there was a big hitch in his plan; he couldn’t leave the kids with Kat. He’d have to get full custody in the next two weeks, along with wrapping up at the port, packing to move, and selling the plane and the car, and, and, and. . . .


Turbulence jolted the plane—and Will’s attention—back to the cockpit. He gripped the yoke and rode through the bumps. Leaving the wide floodplain of the Delaware River, he steered toward the peaks of the Poconos, the landscape rising beneath him. When he got to the Susquehanna River, he followed its green ribbon west–southwest. Where the river split, the confluence of the north and west branches, he left it behind and headed for the heart of the Valley and Ridge physiographic province.


Ridges of resistant rocks, sandstones, conglomerates, and limestones yielded to valleys underlain by soft shales, then climbed again on the harder rocks of the next ridge. The rock units spanned the land surface in parallel bands, except where anticlines and synclines, geologic structures like the crests and troughs of ocean waves, angled into or out of the subsurface—there the units formed striking chevron patterns. To the geologist’s eye, those patterns told the story of Earth’s processes through the ages.


In Turkey, Will would read the story in the rocks. And in that story, he would find the answers they needed to make Kayakale Dam work.


He looped among the lofty cumulus clouds, leaning into turns and rolls, feeling the physics of flying in his muscles. His internal gyroscope engaged. Then he pulled into a stall. The stomach-dropping sensation of losing lift tested him. He stayed with it, fighting any hints of fear that rose in his throat. Satisfied he was under control, he pushed her nose down, gave her more throttle, and resumed his private air show by plummeting through another cloud break.


His neck relaxed, and his jaw unclenched as he moved with the forces acting on the plane—never against them. That’s what you do, he decided. Move with the forces acting on you. There’d be no more lawyers, no more court dates, and no more negotiating. He would take the job in Turkey and take the kids with him.


Will banked the plane hard left, turning back toward Flying W. There was even more to do now, and he’d best get to it. Coming out of the steep turn, he steered due east.












TWO






The revolving door spun Will out of the hotel lobby onto the busy streets of an Ankara Monday morning.


Turkey, Will thought. Made it.


There were days during the past two weeks he’d had his doubts, but here they were at their first stop, in Ankara. The kids were asleep in a spacious suite upstairs. Jet-lagged, they’d probably snooze until he got back. If not, Kevin would watch out for his brother and sister.


A bellhop approached. He looked like an organ grinder’s monkey in his red brocade jacket. “Taksi?”


Will waved the boy off. He had plenty of time before his eight o’clock meeting. He’d woken early, excited to start his new job with Design Engineers and Constructors Company. He consulted his map and began walking, smiling with satisfaction. As of this morning, he was DECCO’s chief foundation geologist for Kayakale Dam.


The sidewalks bustled with men and women in workday garb, mostly suits in somber tones. This could’ve been any city, but the scents that surrounded him told Will it wasn’t. Yeasty goodness wafted from a bakery. The tang of roasted hot pepper and smoked paprika made him slow his pace. Tall spits turned in a window. Juices glistened on the meat’s surface.


Will passed a grocer, a tanned wiry man with dark, thick hair and an equally heavy mustache dominating his thin face.


“Merhaba,” Will said. Hello.


“Merhaba,” the man replied and handed Will a small apricot from the basket of yellowish-pink fruit he was stacking onto a stand. “Amerikalı?”


“Evet,” Will said. Yes. He reached into his pocket for change.


“Hayır,” the grocer said, refusing any money. “Türkiye’ye hoş geldiniz.”


Will ambled on, then stopped to thumb through his pocket- size Turkish–English dictionary to see what the grocer had said: Welcome to Turkey.


He ate the sweet, juicy apricot in one bite and spit the pit out. It flew into the gutter in a satisfying arc.


At the next shop, another one with spits turning in the window, Will paused to savor the spicy aroma. The words Kebap Lokantasi were painted across the expanse of plate glass. Consulting his dictionary again, he confirmed that lokantasi meant restaurant. Fiery Adana kebabs would become Will’s favorite Turkish dish.


As he tucked the dictionary back into his jacket pocket, he caught his reflection in the glass. His freshly pressed khakis, crisp white oxford shirt, and brass-buttoned navy blue sport coat, which he’d always considered business attire, looked colorful and casual compared to the uniformly dark-suited Turks. He owned only one dark suit. It was black, and he reserved it for funerals. He certainly hadn’t brought it on this trip.


The air warmed as the sun climbed into the man-made canyon of blocky buildings. Will shed his jacket, folded it neatly across his arm, and walked on. The small shops and restaurants wedged among the offices added color and character to Ankara’s streets, like garnets and micas sparkling in otherwise dull gray stones.


Will wasn’t much for breakfast, but every whiff of fresh-baked bread made his stomach growl. He stepped into the next bakery. “Merhaba,” he said.


A short, stout woman wearing a red-and-yellow paisley headscarf looked up. “Günaydın,” she said. A shy smile plumped her cheeks and crinkled the corners of her eyes.


“Do you speak English?” he asked.


Her dark eyebrows pulled together. “İngilizce? Hayır.”


He shrugged, remembering how he’d gotten by in Pakistan before he learned much Urdu. He pointed at the golden flatbreads she’d been placing in a basket, held up one finger, pulled all the change from his pocket, and extended his hand to her. “Okay?” he asked.


“O-kay.” She dipped her chin. “Tamam, tamam.” She took the coins she needed. The bread she handed him was warm.


There was a bust on the counter. The face had high, pronounced cheekbones and a wide forehead. The eyes were intense under arched eyebrows that drew together into deep lines. The man appeared both severe and noble. Will had seen portraits of this same man everywhere he’d been in Ankara—in the airport when they’d arrived, over the hotel reception desk, in the restaurant last night, and in several shops he’d passed this morning.


“Atatürk?” he asked, referring to the father of modern Turkey, whom Will had read about in the little time he’d had for research. The leader of Turkey’s revolution in the 1920s, Atatürk transformed the country from a sultanate to a republic. Among other sweeping reforms, he’d outlawed the fez, a symbol of the Ottoman Empire; had linguists invent modern Turkish using a modified Latin alphabet, replacing the Arabic; and given women the right to vote. Without Atatürk, Turkey would likely not be the country it was today, seeking its place in progressive Western culture. And the dam Will was here to help build would likely not be underway.


“Evet, evet, Atatürk!” The baker folded her hands over her heart.


This adoration of their deceased leader was yet another sign this wasn’t just any city. At least, not any city in the States. Even in Philly, where so much US history resided, the forefathers’ portraits were not ubiquitous. And as for Nixon, it looked like he might end up in jail, rather than the White House. So much for reverence. What a relief to be away from the Watergate scandal headlines screaming across the front pages of the papers back home.


“Tesh-a-cure-edearim.” Will struggled with the Turkish for “thank you.”


“Evet.” She bobbed her head, another smile playing on her face. “Çok teşekkür ederim.”


He returned the smile and sank his teeth into the bread. Even the bread here tasted of adventure, unlike the packaged fluff on the supermarket shelves of Moorestown, the New Jersey suburb that had been home for the past five years.





Will slid into his jacket at the entrance to DECCO’s office. The company logo spanned the width of the door; drawn in bold block letters, it increased in size from left to right, ending with the O in the shape of a globe. Under DECCO, in smaller print, it read WE BUILD THE WORLD.


Some four hundred miles east-southeast, DECCO was building Kayakale Dam. It would rank among the ten largest dams in the world. It would double the electricity Turkey could generate. It would provide water for industry and irrigation for crops. It was progress.


Or it will be, he thought. If we can get it built.


Will straightened his tie, pulled his shoulders back, took a deep breath, and stepped in. He’d rehearsed “good morning” in Turkish for the last few blocks of the walk, günaydın . . . günaydın, but there was no one in the reception area to greet. Across the room were two office doors topped with panes of frosted glass, both closed. A shadow was visible through the pane of the door with the nameplate reading Gus Browning, the man Will was here to see. The other office appeared to be unoccupied, and Will didn’t recognize the name on it from any of the DECCO reports he’d seen so far.


A utilitarian metal desk sat along the left wall. Four brown vinyl chairs lined the right. Framed photographs—ground views and an aerial shot—and plans, maps, and cross sections of the Kayakale site hung on the walls. Since he was early, Will began at the far left and scanned the displays, searching for a hint of the story they told. Interpreting landscapes was what Will did, and studying maps and photos, particularly aerial shots, was a good start to the process.


From the time he took Geology 101, Will had been translating what he observed, mapped, and drilled in the field into words and drawings. As a professional engineering geologist, he’d been doing that primarily for engineers designing dams and water supply systems, and, most recently, the new port structure in Philadelphia. Because he could draw what he saw in the field, he could reverse the exercise. By studying a drawing or photograph, he could conceive the third dimension in his mind.


He examined the one aerial photo, squinting as he projected what he saw in the picture underground. He pulled out the notepad and pen he kept handy in his shirt pocket, and made a crude sketch, noting areas to investigate in the field.


He checked his watch again, then knocked on Gus Browning’s door.


“Yeah.”


Will entered the office, reaching his right hand forward. “I’m Will Ross. I’m here to. . . .”


“I know who you are,” Browning said, interrupting before Will could finish. His beefy hand covered the receiver of his phone. “It’ll be a minute,” Browning said, and jerked his head toward the door.


Will stepped back to the outer office and pulled the door shut. He scowled at his watch, then shoved his hands into his pockets. He’d been staring at a photograph as the seconds ticked away before he realized he wasn’t seeing it. He shook his head, refocused. There were seven men in the photo, two he recognized. John Heatley, Will’s new boss from DECCO’s New York office, was front and center. He was shaking hands with a man Will presumed to be Heatley’s counterpart with DSI, Turkey’s Directorate of State Hydraulic Works and DECCO’s client on the project. Browning was second from the right in the photo and towered over the others. He probably played football back in the day.


The group was posed in front of a huge ’dozer. They all smiled widely at the camera. Must’ve been the groundbreaking.


But now the ground is breaking the project, Will thought.


The door latch clicked. “Come in,” Browning barked.


Will strode in, extending his right hand again.


“Sit,” Browning commanded, ignoring Will’s outstretched hand. He cocked his chin at a low chair.


Will saw his résumé on the desk. Browning balanced a pair of squared-off, black-rimmed reading glasses above a bump on his nose that looked like a remnant of the football days Will had imagined. He picked up the résumé and began reading. The thick muscles of his arms and shoulders strained the fabric of his starched white shirt. His brown hair was sprinkled with gray and was buzz cut, military-style. After several minutes, he laid the pages down, placed his hands flat on the desk on either side of them, and leaned forward.


“Willard Ross, Philadelphia Port builder. What the hell good you can do us at Kayakale is beyond me, but Heatley didn’t check with me before he slapped you onto my bottom line. Your kids too.”


“It’s Will, if you don’t mind, Gus.”


“Call me Mr. Browning. And I mind plenty.”


“You won’t when I figure out where to pump the grout so it’ll take,” Will said, also leaning forward.


“Don’t fuck with me, Ross. We’re not idiots here.”


“You’re not geologists either,” Will said. “And you need one to find out what’s going on in the foundation.”


“That might be someone’s opinion.” He pulled his glasses off and glared at Will. “Doesn’t happen to be mine.”


“It happens to be our boss’s opinion. I can help you here.”


“My boss. I’m your boss.”


“That wasn’t what I understood,” Will said.


“Then you understood wrong.” Browning tapped his glasses on the desk.


Will’s right hand wandered up to his shirt pocket, the old habit of looking for a cigarette, though he hadn’t smoked in years. He was stalling, figuring out what to say. A younger, rasher Will would’ve pushed the point, and he had, too many times. He’d learned that sometimes saying what you think doesn’t get you what you want. He took a measured breath.


“Well, your boss hired me, so you’re probably stuck with me. And I know I can help with your problem,” Will said.


Browning slammed his meaty hands on his desk. “You’re my problem, Ross. This is my damn project, and I don’t know who those assholes in New York think they are, going around me.”


No stalling this time, Will pushed forward in his chair and said, “If I’m your only problem, Mr. Browning, that ‘Swiss Cheese Rock’ article we all read in the Engineering News Record must be the first fiction they’ve ever published.”


Browning’s face flushed, and a vein in his forehead pulsed. The sound of a door opening and closing broke the charged silence. Both men turned toward the adjacent office.


“Look, you’re here, and I’ll be in Kayakale. Out of your way. Give me a chance to figure out what’s going on. Six months. If I haven’t got answers by then, I’ll leave.”


“You won’t be leaving on your own if you don’t have answers in six months.”


“Where do I pick up my vehicle, and who do I check in with at the site? I’ll be on the road to Kayakale before dawn tomorrow. I have a meeting this afternoon with Mehmet Alkumru.”


“What?” Browning roared, standing and slamming his hands on the desk again.


“John, I mean Mr. Heatley, wanted me to meet him before I left Ankara. He had Belinda make the appointment.”


“No fucking way, Ross,” he yelled. “I’m DECCO’s point man with DSI, period.”


“Okay, okay.” Will raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. He’d let Browning win this one. “Like I said, Mr. Heatley set it up, not me. Look, you saw my résumé. I’ve worked overseas, and I get it. Headquarters doesn’t really know what’s going on in-country. Could you just call and tell the DSI folks you’re sending me directly to the site?”


Browning stood a moment longer before sinking back into his chair. He picked up his glasses, working the hinges open and closed. Then he tossed the glasses onto the desk, yanked a drawer open, and fumbled around in it. He flung a set of keys at Will, a little out of easy reach.


Will half rose to catch them. “Thank you.”


“It’s parked around back. The Land Cruiser. Report to Erdem Borkan on-site.”


“Right.”


“Check in next door. Accounting. There’re papers to sign.”


Will nodded, stood, and turned. Only then did he allow himself a hint of a smile as he left Browning’s office at a deliberate pace.












THREE






Kevin glanced at his watch when the call to morning prayer echoed through the streets from every direction, louder than the rattling of the Land Cruiser over the uneven pavement. Twenty till six. He remembered learning to tell time by those calls when he was a kid in Pakistan. He looked up to find sunrise tracing a line of light along the horizon. Low-angle light was best for shooting, and Kevin tried to capture the dawning day on film. Clouds feathered across the sky like they were painted on a glowing orange backdrop.


“High winds aloft,” Dad said.


Kevin was more entranced with the shapes than what made them. When the sun burst over the clouds and flooded the car with light, Kevin lowered his camera and rolled up his window to quiet the wind.


Rob and Didi were asleep in the back seat, and Kevin could hear his brother’s soft snores. He fidgeted in the seat, uncomfortable, both on the cushion that felt like its springs would pop out and having seen all the stuff in the back of the Land Cruiser when they’d loaded up. He could quiet the wind but not his mind. It looked like way too much. He wanted to ask, but he knew when his father had a plan, that was the plan, so why bother asking.


He studied the familiar and intense features of Dad’s face like he’d studied the clouds moments before. His nose was long and straight, its tip angled back to his nostrils like an arrowhead. His chin and jaw were also chiseled. There the sharp symmetry ended. Though he couldn’t see it, Kevin knew Dad’s left eyebrow tilted lower than the right and the right side of his mouth drooped subtly. Kevin remembered being a kid, watching Dad shave, how he navigated the razor around the uneven lines of his lips. Kevin smelled his Old Spice aftershave. His father’s hair was trimmed short and parted on the right side like always, but until just now Kevin hadn’t realized how gray it was. Silvery strands shone in the sun. He added twenty-three to fifteen. Thirty-eight. Pretty old. Almost forty.


Squinting at him, trying to get him in better focus, Kevin couldn’t believe Dad hadn’t told him before Saturday that they were going all the way to Turkey. The man with the plan had to have known, at least a few days ahead. His father used to tell him things, important things, like about the divorce last year. He’d talked to Kevin before they all sat down for their family meeting. Kevin hated family meetings.


It was true that he used to tell Dad stuff too—about school and track and his dream of being a National Geographic photographer. But since the day he saw Alfred Stieglitz’s photographs of his wife, Georgia O’Keeffe, which led Kevin to her paintings on a school trip to the Philadelphia Art Museum, he’d kept it to himself that he might want to be an artist instead. And that art was his favorite subject now, not science or math, like his father thought. Of course, he hadn’t told Dad about Mom’s drinking either. Or her boyfriends.


Kevin couldn’t see Dad’s sometimes-luminous, sometimes-piercing eyes, so he couldn’t gauge his mood. But he seemed excited about everything here—the project, the food, learning Turkish words, everything. Life could be fun when his father was excited, like when they flew in his plane, or when he and Rob and Dad went fishing. Even the quiet hours developing film together in their darkroom had their magic.


Kevin lifted his camera and framed his father’s face in the viewfinder. He liked how the landscape made a blurred background for the shot. Dad’s beloved landscape. Kevin slid the focus ring in, then out a little. He clicked the shutter.


“What is it?” his father asked, turning to look at Kevin looking at him.


“Nuthin’.”


“Don’t mumble,” Dad said.


Asshole, Kevin thought.





Will floored the accelerator to pass an overloaded semi on the narrow two-lane highway. He checked the rearview mirror, then glanced over his right shoulder before pulling back into his lane. With that small sweep of his head, he caught a glimpse of each of his sleeping children. Kevin was in the passenger seat beside him. The boy was thin and rangy, having sprouted three or four inches in the past year. He stayed impossibly skinny no matter how many Rossano’s pepperoni pizzas he devoured—his favorite. Last night, Kev ordered the Turkish equivalent for dinner, a long oval flatbread topped with spiced ground lamb—lahmacun, pronounced la-ma-joon. They all had a piece and agreed it was delicious. Will figured they could learn to make it. It’d be fun.


Kevin’s sandy-brown bangs hung over his forehead and eyes as his head bounced with the vibration of the old Land Cruiser. The Nikkormat FTn camera, which Will had given him three years ago for his twelfth birthday, was about to slide off his lap. Will reached over and tucked the camera next to Kevin’s narrow hip. He patted his son’s knee ever so lightly, while moving his hand back to the armrest between them. Kevin stirred, but didn’t wake.


The sun was high overhead. The Kızılırmak River valley was off to the right, and the city of Sivas lay ahead.


Will allowed himself another look at Rob and Didi in the rearview mirror. He could just see the outline of Didi’s little figure curled up beside her twelve-year-old brother. Rob’s sun-bleached hair, so like his mother’s, ruffled in the wind from Will’s half-open window.


The last time he’d seen Kat’s hair flashed through his mind; the tangled mess had hidden her face. He shook his head to dispel that morning’s image. What happened to the pretty girl he’d loved? That girl got giggly after one drink, the lipstick smudges on the side of her glass matching the Pink Lady cocktails she favored when they met.


He checked his watch and subtracted eight hours to calculate the time in New Jersey. Three in the morning by the kids’ body clocks; no wonder they were tired. But Will felt fully awake. In all his years of international travel, right from the first when he’d landed in Korea in the fifties as a newly trained combat medic, Will’s internal clock adjusted to wherever he was in the world. Both mornings in Ankara, he woke before his alarm, excited to launch into the unknown. That’s what made life the adventure it was meant to be, a conclusion he’d reached at sixteen when he’d enlisted, not much older than Kevin was now.


He remembered that long-ago afternoon, strutting into the house in Payson, Arizona, announcing to his mother, “School’s boring. I joined the Marines.”


She’d looked up from the onions she was chopping and smiled at him.


He’d been surprised. He’d expected a fight, like usual.


“But I’m too young. You’ll have to sign that it’s okay, Mom.” Will placed the page down on the table, pointed to the line on the form, and held out a pen.


She’d wiped her hands on her apron, taken the pen, and signed in her jerky, sprawling hand, not bothering to read the form.


“There ya go,” she’d said. “You be proud to serve your country, sonny. You know, I served. Built them Victory ships in World War II. They called us Rosies. Rosie the Riveter.”


Make that one ship, he’d thought. She’d hated the drippy Northern California weather and quit the shipyard after a couple of months, found her third husband, and hauled Will to the next town and his fourth school that year. But that had been seven years and two husbands before Will enlisted, and by that time, he’d gotten over expecting stability from his mother, or his life—or even wanting it.


Two sets of railroad tracks, one from the north and one from the southwest, merged just west of Sivas and paralleled the road into the city. When they passed a petrol station, Will checked the gas gauge and the kids. A third of a tank remained, and they were all soundly asleep. Their faces were so peaceful. What a contrast from three days earlier when Will told them they were leaving the States that very afternoon. Gathered around him on the Toll House Lane lawn, he could read their feelings on their faces—worry on Kevin, anger on Rob, and delight on Didi.


“No!” Rob had yelled. “I have a game today. I’m not going!”


“Sorry, son, you are. It’ll give the benchwarmers a chance to play.”


“But, Dad. . . .” Rob’s chin had quivered.


“No buts. We’ll call Coach Mazza from the station.”


“You can’t make me go!” Rob’s voice had cracked. He’d pulled his mitt off and flung it onto the ground, hurled his backpack across the yard, and run. “I won’t go!” he’d hollered and disappeared around the house.


“Rob, get back here.” Will had started after him.


“Dad! Don’t! I know where he’ll go. You won’t find it,” Kevin had said. “I can get him.”


And Kevin had. He’d known where to find his brother and how to coax him out of the woods and into the car.


Sitting behind Will as they sped to the Trenton Transit Center that day, Rob had wiped his nose with the back of his hand, his eyes puffy and red-rimmed. But the boy hadn’t cried in front of, or rather in back of, Will. And Will was proud of him for that, though he’d have been prouder if Rob hadn’t cried at all.


It was true that Rob was probably leaving the Moorestown Little League MVP award behind. He was the league’s star shortstop, gliding over the infield with a grace that defied his short, sturdy build. Good hitter too.


Will pushed against the steering wheel, flexing his arms and shoulders. He stretched his neck from side to side, then settled back into the Land Cruiser’s lumpy seat. He took a long breath of the hot, dry air.


Just a few more hours and they’d be in Kayakale—their new home. Tonight, Will would tell the kids this was more than a vacation. They would be happy here. Rob would settle down. Kevin would help with that. And Didi would be easy. He remembered how she’d skipped across the grass when he told them they were going. “A ’benture! Turkey! Gobble, gobble, gobble!”


The miles rolled by as they traversed this landscape where explorers had scouted, traders had bartered, conquerors advanced, and the vanquished retreated—the crossroads between the East and West for millennia.


Will looked ahead at the mountains to the southeast. He pulled the map from the dashboard and scanned it—Engel Dağlari, the first range they would cross when they turned off the highway for the last leg of the trip.


“A ’benture!” he whispered.





Kevin felt the hours dragging on through too many towns (some colorful, some drab), too many missed shots (’cause Dad wouldn’t let him take pictures of people until they found out what was okay in Turkey, despite Kevin pointing out that none of the subjects would know), two gas stops, one lunch (kebabs and pita bread), and way too much bullshit from the back seat.


His father pulled over when one of them was swatting the other, both of them yelling.


“Get out!” Dad ordered. “Rob, give me twenty. Didi, give me five.”


Push-ups—one of his standard punishments. Kevin rolled down the window and leaned out to watch.


“How come she only gets five?” Rob said. He and Dad faced off, hands on their hips, while Didi was already in position, pigtails hanging down in front of her face, skinny arms shaking with each half push-up she managed.


“Because she’s little. And a girl.”


“That’s not fair.”


“Whoever said life was fair? Now, drop and give me twenty.”


Coming to a stand, her five done, Didi said, “You’ll see, when I’m twelve, I’ll do twenty.”


She stuck her tongue out, and Rob grabbed for her, but she dashed out of reach and around the car.


“Good idea, Dee. After Rob’s finished, wind sprints. For all of you. C’mon, Kev, you too.”


He paced off fifty yards and made the boys run out and back five times, twice for Didi. Running was another one of his standard punishments.


Then there was more driving through huge tracts of land (that Dad made too many geologic comments about), another gas stop, and way too many rounds of twenty questions and I spy.


“Almost there,” Dad said, as they drove into a village with narrow winding streets lined with small stone houses. “This is Kayakale. The dam’s just a few miles farther.”


Fuckin’ A, Kevin thought. About time.


“Almost here!” Didi said, kicking the back of Dad’s seat.


“Shut up, squirt,” Rob said, giving her a good shove.


“Didi, sit still. Rob, be quiet,” his father snapped.


Kevin rolled his eyes. He pulled his camera from his pack, checked the light meter, and took a few shots of the old stone buildings. When Dad braked to let a truck maneuver around a tight corner, Kevin snuck a shot of two old men. They teetered on rickety chairs with a small table between them. They each held a curved glass with honey-brown liquid. The glasses looked too delicate for the men’s gnarled hands. Their caps were pulled low over their weathered faces, but beneath them Kevin thought he saw their eyes following the Land Cruiser.


Leaving the village, the road paralleled a river.


“That’s the Euphrates,” his father said.


They crossed the river, and the road climbed up the other side of the valley.


“Bridge looks new. I bet the dam project paid for it.”


The hills blazed gold in the late afternoon sun. Then buildings, big ones and lots of them, appeared on the hillside to their left. Weird to see them out in the country like this. They looked like apartment houses.


“Those must be dormitories for all the dam workers,” his father continued to narrate the drive.


“All the damn workers,” said Rob.


Kevin gave him a look.


“What?” Rob asked, laughing.


They pulled up to a wide metal gate with a guardhouse beside it, both painted puke green. A metal sign arched over the gate.


“Kayakale Barajı,” his father read. “Barajı means ‘dam.’”


Kevin raised his camera.


“Not now,” Dad said, for about the hundredth time that day. But something in his voice signaled to Kevin not to push it this time. He zipped the camera into his backpack.


“And you two, be good,” Dad said over his shoulder.


A uniformed man came out of the booth. He had small dark eyes and a black mustache that was so long it hung down to his chin on either side of his mouth.


“İyi günler,” the man said, his mustache waggling when he spoke.


“Merhaba, ismim Will Ross. Bir DECCO çalışıyorum.”


He must’ve practiced that, Kevin thought.


Dad and the guard half-talked and half-motioned to each other. His father flipped through his little dictionary. The guard studied their passports, looking up and down between their faces and the documents. He handed Dad a form. The guard’s eyes narrowed, inspecting the signature. Then he opened the gate, hopped onto a motorbike, and waved his arm, indicating they should follow.


“Here we go!” Dad said.


“Here we go!” Didi echoed.


Kevin tried to count the dormitories as they drove below them on the long entrance road. Fourteen that he could see, leaning forward to look past his father. Closer, the hills were a mix of white and tan and gray, and the concrete buildings blended in with the dirt and rocks around them. Past the buildings, the road was planted on either side with tall, thin trees, the first they’d seen for miles.


“Must be getting to the high-rent district,” Dad said.


“What kind of trees are they?” Kevin asked.


“Poplars. They grow fast. They’re probably just a few years old.”


The road widened into a square where a skimpy layer of grass struggled to be a lawn. It was surrounded by small squat houses.


“Wow, look at that,” his father said. “The Turks must’ve had one heckuva surplus of that paint.” All the houses were painted the same gross green as the gate and guardhouse.


A tall, skinny lady in jeans and a red T-shirt talked to the guard. She had a short haircut that looked like a guy’s. Her hair was a light brown that his mother would’ve called mousy. Her skin was tanned. She wore aviator sunglasses that looked too big for her face. She didn’t look Turkish—at least not like the Turkish ladies they’d seen so far.


The guard pointed to the house they pulled up to and handed his father a key.


“Teşekkür ederim,” Dad said. Earlier, he’d told them that meant “thank you,” and made them practice saying it.


The lady, who was nearly as tall as his father, walked up to him. “Mr. Ross,” she said, shaking his hand. “Merhaba. Kayakale hoş geldiniz. Welcome y’all.”


Kevin thought she was American, but she had an accent he didn’t recognize. Definitely not New Jersey.


She turned to him and Rob and Didi, pushed the sunglasses up on her head, making her hair stick up in spikes. Her face wasn’t mannish like her hair. She had big brown eyes with long light lashes. His mother would’ve called her nose “pert.” Her light pink lips spread into a wide smile, showing neat rows of small white teeth.


“Hi! You must be the new kids. I’m Paula.”


New kids? Kevin thought.


“Are you hungry?” she asked. “If we hurry, we can get dinner before the dining hall shuts down.”


“We’re starved,” Dad said, speaking for all of them, like he always did, like he always knew what they were all thinking. “Lead the way,” he said.


The lady matched his father step for step. Didi hiked up her baggy blue shorts and ran after them. Rob trudged behind. Kevin shoved his hands into his pockets and hung back, watching. And thinking.


“Hey, Rob,” he said, trotting to catch up with his brother. “What do you think she meant by ‘new kids’?”


“How would I know?” Rob said, pounding his right hand into his left, as if he was ready to field a line drive.












FOUR






Paula took long strides to keep up with Mr. Ross. Without slowing, he turned to her and said, “You know that ‘new kids’ thing? I’m going to tell them tonight that we’re moving here. Right now, they think I’m staying, but they’re only here for the first two weeks.”


He glanced over his shoulder toward the children. “It’s complicated,” he went on, looking ahead again, not at her. “A thing with my ex. Could you let it go for now?” He ran his right hand through his hair.


His daughter scurried up to them just as he finished speaking. Speaking of speaking, Paula couldn’t. She was struck dumb by what he’d said. Did he really fly his three children halfway around the world and not tell them what they were in for?


The family lined up behind her in the cafeteria line, from the youngest on back. The boys let their sister go first, jostling each other behind her.


Dinner service was nearly over, and even though they could still smell it, all the roasted meat was gone. Dishing up mücver, Paula explained that they were zucchini fritters, which got nose wrinkles from all three kids. She had to admit the fritters looked gray and soggy rather than golden brown and crispy like they were meant to. The çoban salatası, shepherd’s salad, needed no explanation. It looked like they all liked it from the amounts they scooped onto their plates. Paula was impressed—kids who liked vegetables were rare in her experience.


Fortunately, there was plenty of dessert left—baklava, made with a mince of the slender, sweet pistachios from the Gaziantep region a few hours south. Though Paula had read that the city’s name was derived from the Arabic, meaning “in praise of spring” or from the ancient Hittite language for “king’s land,” she always thought of the nuts grown there, because antep meant “pistachio” in Turkish. She’d eaten more than her fair share of the delicious nuts in the year she’d lived in Kayakale.


The dining hall was nearly empty, and they had their choice of tables. Paula chose one by a big window in the back of the hall. It looked out over the yard where the heavy construction equipment was parked. Not so scenic, but none of the views from the dining hall were, and they were shaded from the blinding glare of the early evening sun there.


Dishes and silverware rattled on the trays as they settled around the table in awkward silence. Given what he’d said on the walk over, Paula wasn’t sure what they could talk about. She tried this: “What job will you be doing here, Mr. Ross?” He’d said the children knew he was staying. She hoped that was a safe subject.


“Will,” he said. “Please, call me Will. I’m the chief foundation geologist. Yesterday was my first day with DECCO. I’m pretty excited to get to work.”


“But there isn’t much work going on now,” Paula said. Everyone knew the construction was shut down.


“That’s why they hired me. You’ve got to understand the foundation you’re building on. I’m here to figure out the problems with it and get the construction going again. Do you know much about dams?”


Both boys rolled their eyes at their father’s question, though he didn’t seem to notice.


“I know the basics,” she said.


“Well, obviously a dam is like a stopper stuck in the bottleneck of a river system, and the reservoir fills behind that stopper. The most efficient way to do that is to find a narrow spot. Like here. The not-so-obvious difference between a river valley and a bottle is that earth materials aren’t impermeable, so the geology of a topographically favorable dam site is critical. Most people don’t know that all dams leak. Water seeps through the rocks in the foundation and abutments—that’s the bottom and the sides. It’s the job of good geologists and engineers to make sure dams don’t leak too much. At best, too much leakage makes a dam inefficient. At worst, it makes it unsafe. With me so far?” he asked, taking a bite of fritter.
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