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To my nephews, Max Ali and Can Luka,

who lived through

the July 16, 2016 coup attempt

at the same age I lived through

the September 12, 1980 coup.

I wonder what you will not forget

and what you will remember.


The swan sighed, stretched his neck and, with a wave of his wings, rose and flew off, touching the water with his wings. He rose higher and higher and flew alone over the mysteriously rocking waves.

—Leo Tolstoy, “Swans”


Author’s Note

To the uninitiated, Turks across the socioeconomic strata appear to be not only on a first-name basis but one enormous family. Surnames were not widely adopted until 1934, and even today they are rarely used in social settings. Instead, appended to first names are respectful terms of address such as bey (for men) and hanım (for women). Less formally, one’s elders can be addressed as uncle, aunt, elder brother (abi), or elder sister (abla), among others, depending on their gender and age. Finally, it is not unusual to refer to someone by combining their occupation with their first name. In this novel, we have retained the honorifics bey, hanım, abi, and abla.

Some of the characters’ names include letters with diacritical marks used in Turkish. The following is a simple guide to pronouncing the letters with those marks:








	
Ayşe


	
eye-sheh





	
Önder


	
urn-dair





	
Hüseyin


	
hoo-sayn





	
İlyas


	
illy-ahs
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Prologue

Straddling the continents of Europe and Asia, the Republic of Turkey is the realization of a centuries-old dream, for better or worse. In the middle of secular Turkey is its modern capital, Ankara, and in the middle of that city, a park. Mute swans swim in circles in a small pond in the park. They never leave. Every day, at least a few of the people strolling through the park stop and stare at the swans, as though the swans might know something they themselves cannot remember having forgotten.

In the summer of 1980, Turkey was a hot spot in the Cold War. The restless spring of ’68 had bequeathed to our country armed revolutionaries on university campuses, and far-right militias clandestinely supported by the state. Just like today, Turkey was going through a period in which the lines between good and bad, between beautiful and ugly, and between right and wrong were blurred with blood. As civil unrest raged in the cities, everyone did their best to cope. The country had become ungovernable, but life went on, as though the coup everyone expected would continue to march closer yet somehow never arrive. This story, which starts at the beginning of the summer and ends with the September 12, 1980 coup, describes Ankara, the heart of Turkey, during that summer so many have tried to forget.

A strange coincidence … Swans began migrating from Siberia to the Turkish coast of the Black Sea for the first time in 1980, the year of September 12 coup, one the bloodiest in modern history. The swans continued to visit Turkey every year after that. Then, in the summer of 2013, a summer in which the people rose up against an authoritarian regime for the first time since 1980, the swans suddenly stopped coming.


UNIT 1

This Is My Family

The Bakar Family

LIBERATION NEIGHBORHOOD, ANKARA

If I were dead, would they love me more?

That’s what I said inside. I was hanging in the air between our balcony and the one next door. All the lights in the neighborhood came in through my eyes and went down to my belly, filling me up. A song was playing in Jale Hanım’s apartment on the floor below: “This can’t be! Am I dreaming?” Somewhere, potatoes were frying golden. Down in the darkness, the big brothers raced through the streets, bang bang! The mulberry tree in front of the police station whispered whoosh whoosh. A car horn went a-hooga! over on the avenue. It was all perfect, just perfect. Everyone was so happy. But there was something in their voices. Something like fear. And they were shouting:

Mom said, “Aydın, be careful! We’d better not do this, Aydın!”

Dad said, “Sevgi, they might start shooting again … Don’t make me talk about it in front of her!”

Grandma said, “Son, don’t talk while you’re holding her. You’ll end up dropping her, God forbid!”

Samim Abi said, “I’ve got her. You can let go now. I’ve got her. Tonight, Ayşe’s going to watch the Olympics! You’re going to see Mischa the Bear too, aren’t you, Ayşeyevich? We’re bringing Moscow right to your feet tonight! We’re having a movie night and a vodka night, too. You’ve turned eight, haven’t you, little miss? I think you’re old enough now. Ha-hah!”

Ayla Abla said, “Samim, put down that cigarette at least! And stop shouting, or they’ll hear you!”

And it was right then, with everything so perfect—and the song from Jale Hanım’s apartment asking, “If I die of misery, will your heart not ache, even a little?”—that the power went off. No one said a word. The mulberry tree kept whispering. I closed my eyes and said to myself:

If I were dead, would they love me more?

With my eyes shut tight, everything came to a stop. And I felt like I could keep it all inside me forever, a picture.

My Name Is Ayşe Bakar

So, noontime came today and it was hot. It’s summer, the hottest summer ever, Grandma says. And there’s no water again. At naptime, like always, Grandma falls asleep reading to me. When she starts going tsss tsss—the book, 1001 Peaches, rising and falling on her belly—I know I can finally get up. I’m bored. So bored! I’d better be careful as I peel my cheek off Grandma’s sweaty arm. Slowly. Slowly. There’s a sticky sound. I stop and wait. Tsss tsss, goes Grandma. Good! She didn’t wake up! I can see the police station as I kneel on the bed. But they aren’t playing any games there today. It’s empty. I get up and walk through the house. It’s all mine and it’s exciting.

I’m the only person who knows where some stuff is. There’s a bobby pin trapped under the carpet in the living room. A pin in a corner of the bookshelf. A button standing on end on the windowsill. There’s a flattened lightbulb box in the back of the coat stand drawer. They’re all hiding. “Hush,” they say. “Don’t tell anyone.” I check one by one to make sure everyone’s there.

The button came off Dad’s shirt while he was watching the news, something about the “left-wing militants of the Revolutionary Path.” His eyes stayed on the TV the whole time as he put the button on the windowsill. It rolled and slowed like a little wheel, then came to a stop, still on end. “Oh!” I said, clapping my hands. But Dad didn’t notice. He was talking to the TV: “They’ve executed those boys. God damn them!” We had a good laugh, me and the button.

But the bobby pin got hurt. Mom opened the newspaper in the morning and she was going to make eggs for breakfast. She bent down over the paper, her face close, like a pigeon eating corn, and that’s when the bobby pin fell out of her hair. With a tinny little scream, it hit the floor. It was going to stay there, but Mom was feeling around for her slipper and her foot gave the pin such a push that it went right under the carpet. “Aydın! Aydın! Get up! They’ve taken in İrfan!” Mom yelled. Yes, the bobby pin had slipped under the carpet. I checked, but it wanted to stay there. Hush!

The pin that settled in a corner of the bookshelf is sneaky. It titters like the whiskered fox who stole the crow’s cheese. It’s making fun of Grandma. I was on my way out the door when I got a tear in the skirt of my school uniform—and at that exact moment the school bell started ringing! Grandma came up with two pins.

“Come over into the light. I can’t see.”

When one pin was enough to do the job, she put the other pin on the shelf. It rolled into the corner without a sound, and there it stayed.

“Be careful you don’t prick your knee, sweetie.”

That’s when the pin first tittered. Tee-hee, tee-hee.

“Grandma! The pin’s tittering.”

“My goodness, the things you say, Ayşe.”

Grandma has these blue and red threads under the skin of her cheeks that show up when she bends over.

“That’s what pins do, sweetie. Just ignore it.”

It made me laugh so hard. But Grandma wouldn’t remember any of that now. She forgets things. Just like the way she forgot all about the flattened lightbulb box in the back of the coat stand drawer.

The phone rang. “Yes, how can I help you?” Grandma answered. “What did you say your name was? Önder? I’m sorry, Sevgi isn’t home right now. Just a moment, let me write your number down. You did say the Ankara Hotel, didn’t you?”

Grandma squashed a lightbulb box, found a pencil stub in the drawer, and scribbled a “seven” with a long crook, a “two” with a curlicue, and a “one” with a fat line underneath. Grandma whispered something and handed Mom the box with the number as soon as she got home. But Mom tossed the box into the back of the drawer when Dad stepped in right behind her.

“It’s nothing important. Leyla called. Mother took down her number.”

Mom seemed scared. But why?

I checked the box later. It didn’t say Leyla! It didn’t say Önder either. There was a number and nothing else. Maybe Grandma forgot to write down the name. Or maybe she doesn’t know how to write “Önder.” The lightbulb box went hush!

I’m also the only person who knows how things really smell. Grandma doesn’t know how nice she smells and that her room smells just like her. The muslin scarf hanging on the back of her door smells like, “Oh, that was such a long time ago. I can barely remember.” The guest slippers smell like, “My goodness! Bless your heart!” The dresser drawers smell like talcum powder, and her nightgown smells like butter cookies. It makes you giggle if you close your eyes and sniff. The sewing machine smells like a ticking clock and an afternoon nap. It’s a Zetina, and it has a brown smell, too, like sugary oil.

The smell of sleep in Mom and Dad’s room is gone now. It happens every morning. I slip under the covers of the unmade bed hoping to catch that smell, but it always gets away.

So I go to the living room next. When I’m home all alone things happen to the furniture. They don’t have any eyes or mouths, but if you look carefully, without blinking, things happen. That’s when the table starts grumbling inside. It keeps quiet in the evening when everyone’s home, but in the daytime, when Grandma’s sleeping, you can hear it. The table smells shiny. The backs of the chairs ache sometimes, and so do the sides. They smell like ointment then, like Grandma’s make-it-well ointment.

The living room is always sad and silent, and so is our house. It’s not like Jale Hanım’s house. Oh, Jale Hanım’s our neighbor. Because she always paints her nails red and wears high-heeled slippers and plays music night and day, her house smells like scented erasers. Fruity, but fake. The news on TV doesn’t make Jale Hanım and her family sad. Her husband doesn’t have a mustache, so nothing bothers them. Jale Hanım reads bright magazines about movie stars and singers. About happy things. Mom and Dad don’t like our neighbors much. I can tell. We’re different. We get sad when we read the newspaper, and Dad’s mustache is just like the ones on the dead men on TV.

When I grow up, I’m going to be like the women we see in the news—which is a little scary, but I can’t help it—and then Mom will see me in the newspaper. Dad will look at my photo. They’ll start yelling. “Sevgi!” Dad will say; “Aydın!” Mom will say. That’s the only time they talk to each other. When somebody is suddenly gone.

“My goodness, Ayşe! Haven’t you slept at all? Ayşe, what’s wrong, sweetie? Why are you crying? Did you have a bad dream? It was just a dream, dear. Now come along and help your old grandma. Let’s make some Russian salad before your mom and dad come home, for when you go over to Samim Abi’s house tonight. Remember? You can help peel the boiled potatoes, and then we’ll drizzle some olive oil, nice and slow, and watch it turn into mayonnaise. You always love that part. Come along, dear.”

The sweat in the crack between Grandma’s boobs is nice and shiny.

Meet My Mom, Sevgi İzmirli Akalın

“Here we are, meeting like this, years later, completely out of the blue, and we still go through the pleasantries. ‘How are you, Önder?’ ‘Fine, and you?’ It’s a scene straight out of a movie, but our lives … so much of our lives has ended up on the cutting room floor where it belongs, Önder.”

The sun breaks out from behind a cloud, lighting up the white tablecloths of the Captain’s Restaurant. Önder is trying out his old smile, the one from back in ’71.

“Don’t talk like that, Sevgi! You sound so mournful. Anyone watching us would think we were here not to eat the sea bass but to attend its funeral.”

I was unable to force a laugh. I kept my hands in my lap and tried to get a straight answer.

“Önder, why have you turned up after all these years?”

I covered my mouth, as though that’s where the tears flow from. Önder started reaching for my hand but ended up grabbing his glass of rakı instead. He blinked at the sun. He opened and shut his mouth. He picked up the manila envelope resting on the next chair.

“Would you hide this for me, Sevgi?”

Now the envelope is resting next to the sea bass.

Anybody else would have asked, “What’s in it?” Anybody but me.

“What do you want me to do with it?”

“Hide it in the national archives.”

That’s when I looked him directly in the eye for the first time since we’d sat down. It’s at times like this, when there is serious and clandestine work to be done, that I know how to look at Önder. We were both arrested before we learned to gaze at each other like lovers.

“For how long?”

“Until better days, Sevgi.”

Now it was my turn to reach for a glass of rakı, to blink at the sun and gaze into the distance.

“If by ‘better days’ you mean until the troubles pass, they won’t pass, Önder. We’ll pass before the troubles do.”

“No, that’s not true. Listen. I’ll tell you what’s going to happen.”

Önder laughed knowingly as he turned his attention to the grilled fish. He lifted the top fillet off, exposing the white flesh below. Expertly. So, Önder knows how to fillet a fish. I know how he cursed as they beat the soles of his feet, how he lectured the other students at meetings, how he got everyone to chant slogans, how he shouted himself hoarse selling revolutionary magazines on street corners. I even know how he breaks down and cries. But I had no idea Önder could fillet a fish.

“Sevgi, there’s going to be a fascist coup soon.”

Önder knows how to sever the head, talking all the while.

“I don’t know what will happen to me. Back then, after you disappeared …”

Önder knows how to lift out the tender flesh of the cheek and deposit it on my plate with the tip of his knife.

“I mean, after you decided to get married, things got really crazy, really intense. Do you remember Nasuhi Abi? He warned us back before the ’71 coup that it would get so bad we wouldn’t be able to keep track of our friends’ funerals. And he was right.”

The spine came out in one clean piece.

“I’m getting old. Sevgi, you and I were the same age, weren’t we?”

“That’s right, Önder. And we’re still the same age.”

“I’m not so sure about that, dear.”

And with that one word, that “dear,” he stripped my spine clean! But he isn’t done with me yet.

“If you ask me, those who play it safe age more slowly than those who risk everything. What do you think, Sevgi?”

He’s lashing out at me for abandoning him in prison all those years ago and for marrying Aydın. I came here prepared for that. He’ll carve out my cheeks next.

“Don’t misunderstand. Sevgi, I hope you don’t feel any regret or guilt. You did what you had to do. We can’t go through life wondering how different choices would have led to different outcomes. It’s best to assume that there was no other way, that we had no choice. Gazing back into the past is like peering into a kaleidoscope. Blink, and the images shift and change, become jumbled, take on new forms….”

He gently pulls the bottom fillet off the rib cage, still in one piece.

“Perhaps life won’t make any sense until it’s over. We’ll never be able to understand what we went through. I mean, the magazines and the pamphlets, the declarations, the theories—they’ll probably come to nothing. I hope I’m not making Lenin spin in his grave!”

He laughed. I, a reluctant companion to his mirth, laughed too.

“Sevgi, here’s what I’ve been thinking. We need a record not of what we lived through—that’s already been documented somewhere—but of what we won’t be able to remember. There are things we’ll never forget, but there are other things we won’t be able to remember. Anyway, look inside the envelope if you want. After all, I know there’s no power on earth that could make you talk.”

The question in my mind flared and fizzled: Would Aydın talk under torture? I’d never wondered that. Would my husband of nine years break under torture? I know Önder wouldn’t. I wouldn’t. But Aydın? I need to chase these thoughts out of my head!

“Sevgi, if you agree, I’ll give you a few more envelopes later. To keep safe. Something of us should be in that damned Parliament building, Sevgi. By the way, I’ll be staying in Ankara for a while.

“What for, Önder? What’s this all—”

“Because they say the fish is fresher in Ankara than in Istanbul. That’s why.”

His chuckle caresses my cheek. In the ten years we’ve been apart, who taught him to laugh like that, to laugh like a man? I’m much better off not thinking. I take the manila envelope. Önder is smiling as he looks at me. I’m sure of it, even though I’m not looking at him. I stare into my handbag, the eyes of my mind resting on Önder as he looks at me. I fumble as I stuff in the envelope, accidentally folding back the corner of a page in The Lovestruck Cloud borrowed from the Library of Parliament for Ayşe, creasing the Population Census of 1971 copied for Aydın, and knocking the jar of honey sideways. That goddamned jar of honey!

“Sevgi Hanım, are you saying you let your daughter read Nazım Hikmet?”

So asked Abdullah Bey, the deputy director of the Library of Parliament in carefully modulated tones, an unctuous bass, just as I was about to leave work early. He then produced the sarcastic laugh I associate with members of the Justice Party, that laugh that makes me feel cornered and defensive.

I’ve developed ways to cope, though. Sometimes I simply change the subject.

“Abdullah Bey, the stenographers sent over the transcripts of last week’s general assembly. There were too few deputies in attendance for the assembly to convene this week, only two pages of names on the roll call list. I thought we might combine this week’s roll call with last week’s transcript, and send a single binder to the archives.”

“It’s your party that’s preventing Parliament from functioning, Sevgi Hanım. If a presidential nominee were finally approved, the nation would be able to conduct its business. But no! Typical leftists. All they ever do is censure, vandalize, and obstruct.”

And sometimes I act like I haven’t heard.

“Abdullah Bey, I’m leaving early today—I’ve already told you—to take my daughter to the doctor. I’ve informed the director.”

“Of course. You and that communist director have sorted it all out. Naturally.”

Abdullah Bey’s fleshy lips glisten beneath his clipped, almond-shaped mustache. There is obscenity in his gaze, a grossness that makes me shudder and look at the floor even as I am absolutely certain that the oaf attributes my bowed head to feminine timidity. The disturbing gleam in that lecher’s eyes, eyes that persistently pry and violate.

And then, so abruptly I am left speechless, Abdullah Bey’s gaze has turned into that of the earnest peasant with a heart of gold.

“Sevgi Hanım, I brought you a jar of something special. My home province of Erzurum is famous for its honey. They say it fortifies the body. You can give some to your little girl.”

Should I refuse his honey? That would be wrong. And Ayşe hasn’t had any honey for such a long time. He means well, so why turn him down? I murmur my thanks as I take the jar. I’m just about to turn and leave when I find he isn’t through with me.

“One hundred lira, Sevgi Hanım. That’s only enough to buy two packs of Samsun. It’s chicken feed.”

I’m dumbstruck. I can’t really give the honey back. I pull out some money and hand it to him, just to put an end to his nonsense. Will I be ambushed by these sly little deceits for the rest of my life?

Abdullah Bey shuffles away, and I walk off in the opposite direction.

“Sevgi Abla! Wait a second!”

Nazlı, the intern, comes running up with a book, holding it against her body so Abdullah Bey won’t see the cover.

“Could we put this in the archive?”

“Let me see what it is first.”

“Mini-manual of the Urban Guerrilla, by Carlos Marighella.”

“Have they released a new edition? We used to call it ‘the triple-hole book.’”

“What?”

“Back in ’71. The cover design had three bullet holes. For some reason, that book was always available when everything else was banned. It was our guide to guns and armed resistance.”

“I know what your generation thinks of mine. They think arms cause all the trouble. Arms aren’t the cause, they’re the result.”

I can’t believe that book has popped up on the very day I’m meeting Önder! Now’s not the time to think back to those months in prison after the coup. To that pair of trousers so like the ones Nazlı is wearing now. Trousers I left behind in the superstitious belief that if I took any possessions from my cell I was more likely to end up back in prison. I tell myself not to think about how I rushed into marriage with Aydın and how I abandoned Önder while he was still serving his sentence. Not to think about how I vowed never to revisit the past when Ayşe was born a year later. Not to think about how I cried as I nursed my baby and my mother said my ‘romantic exploits’ were over forever. Now Nazlı the intern—Nazlı the naïve revolutionary of today—raises an eyebrow and gives me, the old revolutionary of yesterday, an appraising look.

“Can we put it in the archive?”

I could explain things to Nazlı, warn her. But she has raised an eyebrow at me, and I know she’ll need to travel the path we trod and be given jars of honey.

“Go and ask Abdullah Bey.”

Stop clawing at the cigarette burn on your cheek. If this shoe keeps rubbing my heel raw I don’t know how I’m going to make it through the day.

Nothing ever escaped Önder’s gaze, so before I met him at the restaurant I applied some makeup to conceal the burn mark—the scar—on my cheek. It’s not very noticeable any more, but Önder might see it, only Önder might see it. Aydın was too tactful to ever ask about it!

And then Önder did spot it, there, in the restaurant. He sighed as he looked at my cheek. That’s how I knew.

“We never had time to talk, Sevgi.”

“Who needs to talk? There’s no need.”

“You’re right. Maybe later …”

“There is no ‘later,’ Önder.”

Don’t say it. Don’t say it. Don’t. But I do.

“We used up all our ‘laters.’”

I ran scared, and he never asked me why I blamed him. I’d have cried if he did. I’m glad he didn’t.

What did we do after that little exchange about ‘later’? Did we eat the fish, or did the fish swallow us up? Did we talk about the opposition leaders, discuss Parliament, mouth platitudes? We were in a movie about a couple of lovers reuniting after many, many years. Why was the dialogue so wrong?

We’re shaking hands. Did we always shake hands? I suppose we did. Didn’t he use to kiss me on the cheek? I suppose he didn’t. So, you can become lovers without making love, even once. I wonder what it’s like to be made love to by Önder? Don’t think. Don’t think.

I should walk…. I should walk for a bit. Leave behind the scene with the white tablecloths and the rakı. Return to reality. These shoes are killing me. Now that Önder isn’t around to see, I step on the backs of my shoes, exposing the heels of my feet, as though I’m wearing high-heeled slippers. I stride down Cinnah Avenue, shoes flapping, and end up in front of the supermarket with no recollection of having walked so far, but feeling as if, in a sense, I’ve been walking nonstop for nine years, 1971 to the present. Rubbed raw all the way.

“Lightbulbs! They’ve got lightbulbs!”

The crowd in front of Gima passes along the joyous news. I get in line. I don’t know why. Because I’m sure to need a lightbulb one day? The other day, my neighbor, Jale Hanım, was talking to my mother Nejla in the stairwell as she returned from a meeting of the Children’s Welfare Society. I stared at her red, red lips as she jabbered.

“You won’t believe it, Nejla Hanım! I heard patients are expected to provide their own lightbulbs and blankets before they’re admitted to the hospital. How our nation has fallen! Imagine that, our hospitals don’t have any lightbulbs! I blame it on all this anergy, this pitting of brother against brother.”

I didn’t tell her she meant “anarchy,” not “anergy.” Nor did I point out that that they aren’t “pitting brother against brother.” What they are doing is arming Grey Wolf commandos to gun down Leftist youths. I knew better than to try to pierce Jale Hanım’s thick hide and thick skull.

At the supermarket, I finally reached the front of the snaking line and bought two bulbs, without bothering to check their wattage. I was trying to make room in my handbag when an old man touched my arm.

“Take it, my girl. I happened to have one in my pocket. Put it on your foot.”

The man was holding out a small bandage. I studied his face, wondering if he was going to ask for money.

“Go on, take it. Your foot’s bleeding.”

I walked off without a word, disgusted with myself. I wonder if Aydın is home yet?

Meet My Grandma, Nejla İzmirli

“Young or old, we’re all the same distance from death, Jale Hanım. Young people know there’s no getting around it, and that’s why they’re always so agitated, forever running around in circles.”

That’s what I said to my neighbor Jale Hanım. I was standing in the stairwell, peering at the front page of the weekend supplement. OUR READERS CHOOSE WHICH SUNGLASSES LOOK BEST ON BÜLENT ERSOY, one headline read. Either Jale Hanım didn’t understand what I meant, or she was ignoring me.

Or perhaps she really didn’t hear me over the music blasting in her apartment. A loud song with nonsensical words that sounded to me like: “Honky Ponky Torino.”

Jale Hanım had yelled out to me as she brought a copy of Weekend from a back room to the front door.

“Honestly, Nejla Hanım. That family of yours always looks so glum. I suppose they think it’s frivolous to have a little fun. Reading about the rich and famous in these supplements makes life a bit more bearable, and they do come with a proper black-and-white newspaper, after all.”

I gave Jale Hanım a hard look, but she kept chattering, her flat and unflappable voice ringing in the stairwell.

“Oh my, get a load of this…. It says Zeki Müren had some plastic surgery done in France. And look at this picture of Bülent Ersoy wearing bright red lipstick. He’s turning into such a fairy! My word, is that hilarious or what?”

“I’m sorry to have troubled you, Jale Hanım. I thought one of your colorful magazines might cheer Ayşe up. The poor thing’s cooped up at home all day. We can’t let her run around outside, not like we used to. And Cumhuriyet newspaper doesn’t have horoscopes, or anything about Dallas.”

“It’s no trouble at all, Nejla Hanım, old girl. Come in and I’ll make you a Nescafe.”

“Nescafe? What’s that?”

“Our friends bring it back from Germany, hidden away in their suitcases among their underwear. It’s a powder. You add a spoonful to hot water and it turns into coffee, just like that.”

“Don’t trouble yourself, Jale Hanım.”

“What are you talking about? It’s no trouble at all! Come in for a bit. We can watch Dallas while you sip your coffee.”

I regretted having let her badmouth Sevgi and Aydın and wanted to say something with a sting, something to embarrass. That’s why I chose the words:

“Young or old, we’re all the same distance from death.”

Jale Hanım gave me a quizzical look, raised her eyebrows, nodded, shook her head, and burst out laughing. I decided not to have any of her nest-coffee, or whatever it is they call it. I was upset.

I was climbing the stairs holding the supplement when that old song began echoing in my head again.

“Ever since I vented my sorrows I have not known peace.”

How auspicious that we woke up to that song this morning. If a song gets stuck in your head, it means you need to give voice to your troubles. There’s nothing wrong with having a chat and a laugh with Jale Hanım, but I’m not in the mood for it right now. Some days are like that.

“The world shows no mercy and I have no friends.”

Whenever Nesrin Sipahi started singing on the radio, my late husband would say that her voice rose and fell like a flag rippling in a spring breeze. May he rest in peace. He was a stern, unsmiling man, but İlyas Efendi could become lively and eager, if only a couple of times a year.

“In this new world, I find no trace of the old world.”

Sometimes Jale Hanım has a point. I’d suggested the other day that we go to a music hall to see Nesrin Sipahi perform. My daughter and her husband reacted by looking even gloomier. Aydın raised his head from the paper to tell me that Nesrin Sipahi sings for fascists now. Sevgi added that she performs at Grey Wolf gatherings. So, even Nesrin Sipahi is forbidden to me now!

We were serious people, too, back in the day. We struggled to make ends meet, but we knew how to enjoy a torchlit procession during holidays, a concert at a music hall, a play at the community center. Young people today never take a break. When I asked if socialism had its own national holidays, they mocked me, not even bothering to answer my question. And my granddaughter is getting bored. It’s perfectly understandable. Don’t go out in the street, it’s dangerous; Independence Park is full of fascists and off limits; you never know when trouble might break out, so don’t sit in Swan Park. What’s the poor girl supposed to do all day? I’m at my wit’s end when it comes to inventing new games for Ayşe.

“Ayşe, let’s make a ragdoll…. Come on, sweetie, I’ll bake some puff pastry and you can make your own little pastry on your own little tray…. Dear, let’s make some puppets and we’ll put on a show. Would you like that?”

Sevgi warned me that “anything can happen” and we should keep Ayşe unaware of the danger … but how, exactly, do we do that? On one side of our apartment building is the student dormitory housing the nationalists, and on the other is the Political Sciences campus crawling with leftist students. The police station is directly across from the window of Ayşe’s bedroom, so how can we possibly keep anything from her? One day, they detained some leftist students and didn’t give them anything to eat. Mothers were throwing cookies up to the windows of the detention cells, so I had to make up a story.

“Why, what do you think they’re doing, sweetie? Can you guess? They’re playing a game with their moms, seeing who has the best aim and who can toss the most cookies right through the window.”

Now, every time someone is detained Ayşe starts throwing roasted chickpeas at the station, as though—God forgive me for saying this—she were scattering corn for pigeons. How many chickpeas can we get in the window? That’s our new favorite game. Thankfully, the detained kids play along. Only leftists would do that, and they’re the ones who always get rounded up.

We’ve also started playing a game we call “Safety Drill,” a game I pray we never have to play for real. Sevgi warned me that they might come to our apartment. Ever since, me and Ayşe have been doing a drill every day. “The bogeyman’s coming,” I say, and off she goes to her hiding place. I’ve been getting more and more superstitious. It’s gotten so bad now that I can’t start the day in peace unless I wave my hands over Ayşe every morning, pretending to create an invisible dome to keep her safe.

“Here, and here. I enclose Ayşe in a dome of light and crystal, of satin and pearls. Presto. She is sealed in her dome. May God protect her!”

Ayşe thinks it’s funny. She’s in stitches every time I do it. Well, at least someone in this house still knows how to laugh. Sevgi has been even more aloof ever since that phone call. I can’t really come right out and ask her why this Önder fellow is calling, now can I? Whenever I bring up the past, she always says the same thing:

“Why didn’t you visit me in prison, Mother?”

My husband had told me that the military would never mistreat their young prisoners, that our children were safer in prison that out on the streets, where they could fall under the influence of the communist rabble rousers.

I would have visited Sevgi if my husband hadn’t said that. Or did I, too, secretly think she needed to learn her lesson? How were we supposed to know? We’d never even heard about torture back then. The torturing of young women. Who could imagine such a thing? How could we have known? And even if we had known….

This Önder of hers must be an old friend from those days. Something’s up, or she wouldn’t keep it from Aydın. But if Aydın would only act like a man and be more protective of his wife. He should take her out from time to time. My husband was as stern as they come, but he’d still arrive at home once in a blue moon with a basket of Amasya apples or a couple of meringue cookies. “I know how much you love them,” he’d say, not realizing I didn’t, not really. To this day, I don’t know how he got it into his head that I loved apples and meringue cookies. Anyway, husbands and wives should try to please each other. My daughter and her husband never even smile at each other anymore. Maybe this socialism of theirs forbids flirting and romance, too. Socialism wants its followers to be drab and stern and prepared.

Jale Hanım’s blotchy husband is supposedly devout, but she’s always all dolled up. If it weren’t for her, nobody would be talking about was happening on Dallas, who’s performing at the music hall, the latest fashions. But whenever Ayşe lets slip something she has heard at Jale Hanım’s, we both get scolded. Just the other night, when Ayşe put on the dress Jale Hanım had the tailor make out of some leftover satin from her evening gown, Aydın became furious when he saw his daughter decked out like a little bride.

“Nejla Hanım, we’re not raising our daughter to be someone’s bride,” he said to me, all stiff and huffy. Sevgi said nothing and looked the other way. I guess she wanted Ayşe to learn a lesson. My, how that child sobbed herself to sleep that night. What was the big deal? She’s just like any other normal girl.

If only Ayşe had a playmate. There aren’t any other children her age in our apartment building. If only she had a friend. Ah! Now I understand why that Nesrin Sipahi song has been running through my mind all day: The world shows no mercy and I have no true friends.

Young people today don’t know what true friendship is. Jale Hanım is fine enough, but I’d never consider her a true friend. Bless her soul, there’s something a little vulgar about her. Whenever Sevgi demands an explanation for why I’ve been over at Jale Hanım’s, I tell her the fuse blew and I needed some copper wire. Jale Hanım’s daughter, Feride, popped down to the basement and fixed it in no time, I tell her.

The last time I fibbed, Sevgi asked, “Does the fuse blow every single day, Mother?”

“It blows every day, dear. Every day! The current is too strong in our flat. I have to keep it grounded. If I didn’t, we’d all be dead by now!”

I’ve been feeling sleepy all morning. I wish noon would come so I could read to Ayşe from that book with the peaches and then have a long nap. When everyone goes off to Samim’s for a potluck dinner and some vodka, I’ll stay home and listen to the radio for a while. Maybe they’ll play Nesrin Sipahi, and I’ll flick though Weekend. I might even pour myself some almond liqueur! I’ll wear nothing but my slip, nice and cool. And I really should finish that poem I started the other day. I’m not at all happy with it so far. The leaf does not fall, the tree casts it forth / The spirit perseveres, the body wastes away. I wish it were evening and Sevgi and Aydın were home, safe and sound. How much longer is our country going to go without a president!

Meet My Dad, Aydın Bakar

This place is thick with cigarette smoke again. I wonder if the detective has come yet?

“Welcome, Aydın Bey. The detective is waiting for you at the usual table. He’s already ordered a drink. Shall I get you a double?”

“Get me a rakı, but don’t set a place for me. We’re going out to dinner tonight. I won’t be staying long.”

“Let me give you a hand. You’re all weighed down. I can carry something for you. What’s that? Report on Deaths in Turkey and Their Causes. What’s that all about, Aydın Bey? Is the state making you whitewash the murders it commits?”

“I’ll keep that binder, Reşit. Just take this box off my hands, would you? Please put it somewhere safe and don’t let me forget it when I leave.”

I can see Nahit biting his nails over at our table. What kind of detective bites his nails? It must be something important or he wouldn’t have wanted to meet up on such short notice.

“Aydın Abi! I’m over here. Good to see you. How’s it going?”

“I’m exhausted, Nahit. I’ve been carrying a box around ever since I left the office.”

“A box of what?”

“A chandelier, Nahit. A chandelier.”

“What for? You can’t even get lightbulbs these days.”

“A friend of mine is one of the experts fired by our beloved Nationalist Front government. He’s selling chandeliers now. He has a master’s from Harvard, but you know what it’s like. He’s been replaced by a fascist. They stuck him right in my office.”

“So you’ve done it again, huh?”

“Nahit, what else could I do? He and his wife just had a baby.”

“Last week you bought a set of duvet covers, and the week before that a set of steel pans. Do you think you can subsidize the whole Turkish Left by buying all that junk?”

“And do you think you can make a difference by catching the odd killer?”

I tried to smile, but couldn’t. I could see Nahit was in a foul mood, too.

“Are you reading that disgusting newspaper again, Nahit? Please don’t bring that crap in here.”

“Look at this column here.”

“Please don’t, Nahit. I deal with those kinds of guys at work every day, wondering when one of them will stab me in the hallway.”

“I was looking at something Necip Fazıl wrote: ‘Ode to the Grey Wolf.’ And to think they have this crap on TV every day! Listen to this. ‘You, the scourge of the communist, the terror of the godless, the horror of the stateless, the dread of the dishonorable—’”

“Please, Nahit. Spare me.”

“Just listen for a couple more lines. You haven’t heard anything yet. It calls on the Grey Wolves to—”

“Nahit, do you read this to torture yourself or what?”

“It’s my job to monitor right-wing terror organizations, and this is the kind of thing they read for inspiration.”

“I know that. But I can’t bear it.”

“And not only that, the bastards write letters to each other in this paper. Look, they have a column called ‘From One Grey Wolf to Another.’”

“It sounds like some kind of lonely hearts column for fascists.”

“Things have really heated up since those left-wing militants killed Gün Sazak. The fascists are out for revenge. They say they’re going to make the sky crash down on the communists. I’ve got to monitor what they’re up to.”

“Put that paper down for a minute. Why did you want to see me today? Has something happened?”

“Yes, it has. But you looked so bummed out. What’s the matter?”

“Bummed out! You sound like one of those American wannabes.”

I immediately regretted having snapped at him. He shrugged it off, but I could tell I’d hurt his feelings. I decided to change the subject.

“I heard a pack of Samsun costs fifty lira on the black market now. Is that true, detective?”

He fixed me with a stern but sympathetic look, as though he were about to grill a suspect he knew was innocent.

“What’s bothering you, Aydın?”

“I don’t know what to do, Nahit. I really don’t. Our tea man at work, Hasan Efendi … he lives in the shanty town in Rambling Gardens. Anyway, his house burned down. To be more precise, his house was burned down. He says the Grey Wolves did it. I know he and his family are left-wingers.”

“I’ll investigate it if you want. We’ll find out who did it.”

“Investigate what? His house has been torched. Now his family’s homeless. And I was already saddled with this damn chandelier. I didn’t haven’t anything to spare, couldn’t give him a cent. I guess that’s what’s been bothering me. And he told me a story about a well—”

“Let’s not get into—”

“What do you think’s at the root of all this, Nahit?”

“The root of all what?”

“All this hatred. It’s spinning out of control. I mean, what makes two men in the same socioeconomic class, both of them at the bottom of the heap—”

“Well, you’re a lot better at political analysis than I am, but—”

“Political analysis! All I know is that there’s a curse on this country. Sometimes I feel like we’re being made to pay for something, some original sin. I look back at our history. There was the coup in ’71, when they hanged so many of our kids. But that wasn’t the first time it happened. So, I go further back, to the ’30s, the early days of the republic, when so many people were executed. But that wasn’t when it started either. Perhaps, I say to myself, things first went downhill when the Ottomans moved out of tents and into palaces. You know, when the early Ottomans first began seizing young boys in Balkan villages to put them into the service of the sultan. Some of those orphaned boys later rose to high positions of power, ran the state even. Perhaps those boys’ mothers cursed us way back then. Or could it be that—”

“Hold that thought for a second. A friend of mine just stepped through the door. A rookie journalist. Timur! Out on the beat, are you? What’s with the raincoat on a sunny summer day? Who do you think you are? Columbo? Aydın, Timur covers criminal cases for Cumhuriyet. He’s all bundled up so nobody knows he’s packing. Don’t worry. He’s one of us.”

Panting, the young man named Timur placed his hands on the table and shouted: “All hell’s broken loose! They’re trying to avenge Gün Sazak!”

Everyone in the meyhane was looking at us.

“Shit! Sorry for not introducing you. Timur, this is Aydın. He’s a demographer from State Planning. Aydın, mark my words, this Gün Sazak business is going to be the breaking point.”

Timur wasn’t going to give Nahit a chance to sit, that much was clear.

“Nahit Abi, I was wondering if you could point me to one of your guys dealing with left-wing terrorism. Are there any leads on who killed Gün Sazak?”

Nahit downed the last of his rakı, grabbed his cigarettes and lighter, and motioned for Timur to follow him.

“Aydın, let’s get together again soon. We found a new witness in that case you were wondering about.”

I changed the subject to stop Nahit from blabbing about it in front of the journalist.

“Have you heard anything about Liberation, Timur? That’s my neighborhood.”

“Things are going to heat up in Liberation tonight. The Grey Wolves have already set up an interrogation room in their dorm. I heard they kidnapped some leftist kids in Liberation Park and took them there. And if the leftists from the Political Science Department decide to retaliate … well, it’s going to be one hell of a night.”

“Damn it! We live right between the dorm and the department.”

I’d better get home before dark. The strings securing the box are digging into my hand. At the entrance to Liberation Park, two young guys wearing suits have stopped a family with four kids. The family look like they’ve just arrived from some village. There’s no way they could have known that the park was under the control of the Grey Wolves. One of the young guys gets up in the face of the father, who must be in his forties.

“Where are you from? Are you a leftie?”

“No, brother. I swear it!”

“Show me your ID. Are you a commie?”

The pregnant woman pulls her children closer as one of them starts crying. The girl looks like she’s about Ayşe’s age. I wonder if I should get involved. The principal of Liberation High School tried to help someone the other day and that’s when they nabbed him. Then he was tortured for days. The village mother is still trying to gather her children close, and she’s hitting one of them. Typical response to oppression in this country. Bullies are never confronted; the weak are bullied.

These strings are really cutting into my hand. I wonder if Sevgi got home safely?


UNIT 2

This Is My Neighborhood

The Akgün Family

RAMBLING GARDENS, ANKARA

“I think it’s flying. Is it flying, Ali? Pull in the line a little. Then we’ll know for sure.”

I pull in the line like Hüseyin Abi says. It cuts at my palms. Does that mean the kite’s flying? I think I can hear it: flap, flap, flap.

There’s so much noise in the garden of our burned-down house. Black ashes rise into the air as the girls sing and dance. They’re having another fake engagement party. The fake bride-to-be has green eyes. She’s pretty.

I wonder if the kite’s flying?

Hüseyin Abi is good at building things. He goes to the Technical University and he’s going to be an engineer. Not just anyone gets to go to that university. Only the guys and girls who wear green leftist parkas. I heard Hüseyin Abi say he wanted to cheer me up after my house burned down. That’s why he made me a kite out of red paper.

I can’t see the kite because the big sisters are dancing in the lantern lights so the big brothers can meet out in the back garden. And anyway, the power has been cut again, so the streetlights are dark. Tomorrow morning I’m going to tell everyone how Hüseyin Abi made me a kite and we flew it at night. I hope I can get all the words out and speak fast, like everyone else.

Hüseyin Abi reaches out and feels the line, real quick. He’s in a hurry. When the electricity comes back on the fake engagement party will end. The girls will take off their dresses and be wearing jeans. The secret meeting will be over. Everything will stop when the lights come on. The guys call out from the backyard:

“Hüseyin! We’re starting!”

“I’m coming,” Hüseyin Abi says. They can’t have the meeting without him. He’s the chief of the neighborhood cell.

“Ali, I know you can’t see anything right now. The kite was flying, but it must have got tangled in something.”

I can’t answer right away. It’s not that I’m retarded. I’m “introverted.” That’s what the dede from the village told my mother. He called me a “serious boy” and said they should let me be. The dede is such a wise old man that everyone listens to him, even my mother and father.

“Ali …”

Hüseyin Abi tugged the line. He swallowed, making the lumpy thing on the front of his throat go up and down.

“We’re going to have to cut it loose. It got stuck somewhere. We’ll never find it in the dark.”

Now nobody will believe me when I tell them in the morning that we flew a kite. What if Gökhan says it was just one of my dreams! I can’t tell Hüseyin Abi not to cut it. I can’t even ask him if it really flew.

They’re calling Hüseyin Abi again.

“Hüseyin! They can’t keep dragging out the engagement party. The fascists will bust in on us if we don’t hurry.”

Hüseyin Abi pulled out a switchblade and cut the line. The string in my hand went limp and died.

“We’ll make another one, don’t worry.”

Hüseyin Abi is playing with his mustache, his hand on his hip, his body bent like a question mark. He pats me on the head and grabs me by the shoulder, pulling me against his leg.

“Revolutionaries don’t let little things like this upset them. Don’t pout. We’ll do it again. We can always do it again.”

When I wouldn’t let go, he sliced through the line so he could take the ball of string. I was left with a piece of string in my hand. It was light as air and all I had left. My favorite book burned up in the fire. The Paul Street Boys. Ernő Nemecsek burned up, too.

“Come on, I’ll take you over to the meeting with me.”

My school uniform burned up. I can’t go to school or to the library. I can’t look at The Wonderland of Knowledge encyclopedia set.

“You’re eight years old now. You’ve grown up. You got circumcised last week, you and all those other boys. You’re not a kid anymore.”

I put the piece of string in my pocket. The left one. I’ve got my other strings in the other pocket. I’ve got a list in that pocket too, a list nobody should see. My head got all heavy again. But I’m going to the meeting with all the revolutionary big brothers. Hüseyin Abi is still playing with his mustache.

“If you’re like this because your house burned down, don’t be sad. We’ll all pitch in and build a new one. Some of my friends from the university will come too. We’ll do it together. Don’t look so sad! What’s a house anyway? It won’t take more than a day to build a new one.”

We walked past the giant pot in the front yard. They’re cooking bulgur. Enough to feed everyone. The water I got must be gone. The container is lying on its side. I got so tired carrying the water down the hill from the fountain and then up the hill to our house. It was only enough to make tea. The girls are carrying the tea over to the guys in the back yard. I can see their jeans under their skirts. They shouldn’t let anyone see. They mustn’t. They’re revolutionaries. The TV sits in the dirt against the fridge. Uncle Laz saved them both. But the cords are all white, like they’re dead. As dead as my strings.

Mom’s sitting cross-legged on the ground, her head in her hands. A couple of the aunties are rubbing her shoulders. The aunties talk so much, especially when someone is sad. They keep talking and talking. I listen to them.

“Aliye Hanım, you can stay with us until you get a new house. We’ll take turns. Stop worrying. Let the kids finish their meeting…. It won’t take more than a few days to throw up some walls and a roof. Aliye, you should be grateful nothing happened to the children…. How did they know you weren’t at home? … What do you think? The bastards are always watching us from the opposite hill. Aliye Hanım, you didn’t have any valuables in the house, did you?”

Mom looked up at the women. “There was the picture of my brother Sait. It’s the only one I had.”

Hüseyin Abi is tall and he keeps looking over at the hill across from us as we walk.

“Never mind, Ali! Don’t let those fascists see you looking sad. They’ll be watching us from the hilltop. They burned down your house, but we’ll get our revenge. Do you understand that they were getting even with us for capturing their hill last week? Well, what else could we do? It was the only way we could get water. We’ll decide what action to take at this meeting. And now that Gün Sazak’s been killed, they’ll really go wild. We’ll stand strong, and we won’t be intimidated. All right? Now cheer up. We’ll all stick together.”

Dad is looking at the black ashes of the house. There are some socks in the ashes. The men clasp their hands behind their backs. That’s what grown-ups do. Dad doesn’t say anything, but the other uncles keep talking to him.

“I’d never have expected it of Laz the Muslim. Turns out he’s not such a bad guy after all. He hauled out the fridge on his back, all by himself, didn’t he, Hasan Efendi? Good for him! He’s a real hero.”

“We’ve got to teach those fascists a lesson, Hasan Efendi. Those bastards will burn all our houses down if we don’t do something. The boys will decide how to deal with them.”

Hüseyin Abi looks at one of the girls passing by, watches her dancing and singing.

Hüseyin Abi laughs.

“They must be so fed up at having to sing and dance. It’s a good smokescreen for the fascists, but the police are going to realize something is up. I mean, who holds an engagement party at a burned down house? Right, Ali? Anyway, don’t worry. The police wouldn’t dare come here. They’re a bunch of boneheads. Boneheads! Come on, Ali. Laugh!”

I never know when I’m supposed to laugh or not.

“Ali, I’m going to tell you something important. I know the other kids make fun of you for not talking much. Don’t let them get you down. You’re smarter than them, you know that? You’ll be going to Technical University one day. Ali, pay attention when I’m— Shit!”

The power came back on and the streetlights started burning. They could see us now. Mom stood up. The uncles and my dad started clapping their hands to the music. I pulled all my strings out of my pockets.

My Name Is Ali Akgün

“Ali, what will you do if they cut yours all crooked? Or snip it right off?”

“Ali, you’ll end up like Bülent Ersoy.”

Hamit started yelling at the other boys in the bed of the truck. But why is he trying to sound like a woman?

“Poor little Ali swallowed his tongue again. That’s how scared he is.”

They’re all laughing now. But like they’re crying, too. Everyone’s wearing the capes and the sashes and the fancy hats with the feathers that the municipality gave us. Hamit yells at Gökhan.

“Gökhan! Your buddy’s scared.”

“Get off him and leave him alone,” Gökhan says. That’s what Gökhan always does. Because he’s big and I’m skinny. He gives Hamit a shove. The truck bed is rocking, but Gökhan makes his way through the boys, comes up and throws his arm around my shoulder.

“Ali, don’t cry! You hear me? Are you getting all weird again? They won’t cut off very much. Just the skin at the tip. Don’t cry, okay?”

I’m not going to cry. It’s just that everyone is shouting so much. They’re probably thinking about the times their pee-pees got caught in their zippers. That’s why they’re talking so much and so loud.

“Ali! If you’re scared, just think about going to the fun park afterwards. The mayor closed the park today just for us. There will be hundreds of boys, all the ones whose parents can’t pay to get their kids circumcised. They even have bumper cars!”

The boys are all laughing and talking about their pee-pees. So is Gökhan, but then Hüseyin Abi sticks an 8-track into the player. He turns it up so loud! He always plays Cem Karaca.

Here in prison everyone is full of advice.

It’s so noisy. It’s happening again. The weirdness. Gökhan takes off his hat and pulls off some silver braid.

“Here, take it.”

I hold the braid between my fingers, hunching over it. I bring it right up to my face. I’ll hold it just so, between my two fingers, and stare at it. That’s what I’ll do. At least until it passes. The weirdness.

“Ali! Don’t let them see you doing that. You know what they’re like.”

I turn my head from side to side. I hold on to the string, tight. It helps me, makes it all stop. When I look at the string, I don’t see any of them. Everything is still. The string doesn’t move. Not unless I make it move. But when the others look at me, I put the braid into my pocket. Right away. I keep it in my pocket, along with all my other strings.

“Ali, look at me. Look at me! Okay. That’s better. Are you listening to me? Was it the fascist boys down the hill who took your red car? If it was, tell me. You said Hüseyin Abi made it out of tin. Did he really? Or were you having one of your dreams again?”

I shake my head. That’s all I do. I don’t need to speak.

“Why didn’t you ever show your car to me? If it was a dream, just tell me.”

I shake my head. That’s what I’m supposed to do.

“Hüseyin Abi is nice to you, isn’t he?”

I open my eyes and look at Gökhan. But I keep my mouth shut.

“He’s a revolutionary, just like us. They captured the hill across from us the other day. Did you see Hüseyin Abi that day?

Of course I saw him. I even helped Gökhan gather up the bullet casings. We can’t let the police find any casings, that’s what Hüseyin Abi said. They mustn’t see. They mustn’t see. We went to the stream that smells like shit and threw the casings into it. Gökhan always wants to talk about what we’ve done. I remember everything. Maybe my head will explode one day because I never forget anything.

“What do you mean you want water? Are you an Alevi? What’s your name?”

I don’t say a word. I don’t talk to fascists.

“Speak up. Are you a rightist or a leftist?”

I don’t say a word. I don’t talk to fascists or the police.

“Leave him alone. He’s a retard. He can’t even talk, the Alevi bastard.”

How am I supposed to know if they are fascists or not? It’s better not to talk. Ever.

“We beat this kid up the other day. He was too stupid to yell. We took his toy car, but we let him keep his string.”

They’re making fun of me, because they’re fascists. When I grabbed the string, it cut my hand. It even bled. That string’s in my pocket now.

I never forget anything.

“Children, forget all about your old teacher. I’ll be your new teacher from now on. Your former teacher was involved in anarchistic activities and is now gone. He was a terrorist. I understand he distributed some subversive materials in the classroom. Please hand in everything he gave you.”

I’m not giving her The Paul Street Boys. I haven’t even finished reading it yet! And besides, Teacher Ruşen had a mustache just like Hüseyin Abi’s.

“Children, at our special year-end show we’re going to do ballroom dancing. Now what are we going to do?”

“Ballroom dancing!”

I kept my mouth shut. The only ones shouting were those from the other neighborhood.

“Now, I want all the boys to tell their mothers that they’ll need white shirts, black trousers and a bowtie.”

A bowtie? Is that something fascists wear?

“What is that? That’s a terrorist symbol, isn’t it?”

The new teacher with the shiny red lips pulled my eraser so hard that the string dug into the back of my neck. Gökhan was the one who made an eraser with a fist and a star on it. It was his eraser, not mine. But I didn’t say anything. The teacher might be a fascist. I don’t have any money to get a new eraser. All I have is the string the eraser was hanging from. I put the string in my pocket.

I will never forget.

“Where will we get a bowtie?”

How would I know?

“How much does a bowtie cost?”

How would I know?

“We haven’t got any money, son. Your father gave half of his wages to the union. We’ll find a way. We’ll get one. We still haven’t got you shoelaces, but we’ll find a way to get a bowtie. Here, take this and use it to tie your shoes.”

The string is short. Way too short. I put it in my pocket.

I can’t forget. My head’s going to blow up. I wonder if the boys in the back of the truck ever feel that way? Maybe they do, but they feel better when they talk. Maybe that’s how they forget. That’s why everyone talks so fast all the time. Sometimes, when Mom says something is wrong with me and they should take me to a doctor, when she is really, really upset, I try hard to make long sentences and to finish them fast.

“I’ve got so many things in my head, Mom. I feel better when I read, when I look through the encyclopedia. I don’t just look at the pictures. I read the whole page. Don’t tell my teacher, though. She doesn’t like me. She likes the boys from the other neighborhood and she doesn’t like Teacher Ruşen. He would let me run the flag up the pole and hold the string. He would teach me the words to folk songs. The red-lipped teacher wouldn’t like Hüseyin Abi either. She makes us sing: Walk the path of honor, the path of victory. Awaiting you is the dawn. She doesn’t like us because we live in Rambling Gardens. Hüseyin Abi lives in the Gardens, too, but he’s going to be a civil engineer. Mom! Do you know what that is? It says in the encyclopedia that it’s ‘the branch of engineering concerned with the design and construction of such public works as dams and bridges.’ Civil engineers know how to make little red cars, too. But the fascist boys stand guard at the fountain and beat up anyone who comes with a water container. And they steal our cars, too. That’s because we’re proletarians: ‘a social class comprising those who do manual labor or work for wages.’ Fascists hate proletarians. Fascism is ‘a political theory advocating an authoritarian hierarchical government.’ Fascists make fun of boys scared of getting circumcised. Mom, don’t worry about me. Workers of the world unite! When the revolution comes, my strings won’t get mixed up anymore.”

When I do that, talk fast and long, sometimes my mother looks scared. She gives me a bunch of string. I stop talking and I stare at the string. When I don’t talk, Mom gets sad. But when I do talk, she gets scared.

The truck is rocking back and forth, the music is loud, and Gökhan won’t stop talking.

“You know, that day when Hüseyin Abi and the others planted a flag with a star and fist on the top of the hill. Remember how he shouted? What was he shouting?”

I say it to the silver braid in my hand.

“Workers of the world unite!”

“What? Speak up.”

“Workers of the world unite!”

I shout it out. The music stopped. Everyone is looking at me. Gökhan yells at the other boys.

“Didn’t you guys hear that slogan? Say it again!”

“Workers of the world unite!”

Slogans should be said three times.

“Workers of the world unite!”

I hold tight to the silver braid. Gökhan slaps me on the back.

“Good one, Ali. You made everyone say it!”

Then everyone starts laughing. Their hats get all crooked from laughing so hard. Their capes get wrinkled. They make so much noise I hold my strings tighter, the ones in my pocket too.

Meet My Mom, Aliye Akgün

“Is he breathing? Doctor, is my baby boy breathing?”

If only the doctor cruel as a gendarme hadn’t slapped him so hard, maybe he wouldn’t have turned out that way. Oh, the way that doctor smacked my little lamb on his bottom, the way he jerked and shook the poor little thing. Nobody’s lifted a finger against Ali since that day, the day he was born. And Hasan wouldn’t dare hit him, not with me around!

Ah, Hasan. Ah. He told me the shantytown would have a view of the presidential palace in Çankaya. Ah! Way back when we were married, I should have come right out and asked him why he thought that mattered. Did he think we’d get our water from the president’s well?

“Let’s have another baby,” he says now. “One child isn’t enough.” Does he think our children will grow up playing in the president’s garden? I mean, when has the state ever done right by us? It’s true we were barely making ends meet in the village, but here they’re trying to kill us. We nearly got burnt alive. We lost everything we had … everything except for that damn bowtie! The whole house burned down, but not that bowtie. Why couldn’t the shopkeeper have let me return it? Would his shop have gone under if I had got my 100 lira back? No! But he knew what I was. If I hadn’t been there at the same time as those two women in their showy head scarves, maybe he’d have taken it back. But he’d figured me out. So no way!

“Peace be with you, Hadji. Have you got any red nylon thread?”

“Have a blessed day, Hadji. I wanted to ask you something, too. Have you got any 50-weight ivory thread for lacemaking? Fifty-weight would be about right for that cushion cover, wouldn’t it, girl?”

“Peace be upon you, ladies. Let me check and see if I have any.”

“Hadji, you wouldn’t believe how hot it is out there. And to go without water in this heat!”

“Hadji, it’s those shameless anarchists who are to blame. Well, when the mayor is a closet communist you can expect water cuts and power cuts.”

“Isn’t it the truth, sisters? They keep collecting the neighborhood kids to take them to those anarchistic theaters. Instead of putting on plays for children, why don’t they collect the garbage? The stink and the filth is everywhere. And they call this the capital city!”

“Some play about peaches, probably? Like anyone would want to see that!”

“Ma’am, what are you using the red thread for? I’ve got all different sizes.”

“Well, Hadji, we’re signing up for a contest for housewives. I’m going to make a heart-shaped cushion, in red. Just give me whatever’s cheapest.”

“Speaking of red, have you heard the news? They torched the house of one of those communist Alevi families living up in the Gardens. The whole house went up in flames!”

“Those people have got bombs and rifles and even submachine guns. May they burn, may their houses crash down on their heads.”

The bearded shopkeeper in the prayer cap turned his attention away from the two head-scarved women and gave me such a dirty look!

“Yes? What do you want?”

I’ve got a bare head and I wear baggy pants under my skirt. He’d figured me out.

As I pulled the bowtie out of my handbag the two women looked me up and down. They’d figured me out, too. They don’t know much, but they know an Alevi when they see one. If only I hadn’t needed to return that damn bowtie! It’s all that teacher’s fault!
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