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            Introduction

         

         i first read the works of Tezer Özlü in my mid-twenties, in the years when I knew that I wanted to be a writer but didn’t yet know what I should write, nor what sort of ‘identity’ I must take on. I wondered constantly what it meant for me to be a Turkish writer – whether it came with any responsibilities or particular subjects. It seemed, in those years when I read voraciously, that I was always reading the wrong things; that the books closest to my heart were somehow random rather than belonging to a literary lineage, and that I, their reader, wouldn’t belong anywhere in my writing, either.

         I was feeling particularly adrift, having just moved from California to Paris, and soon enrolled to audit a university class in Turkish literature in an effort to fit myself into some kind of tradition. I was familiar with most of the texts, though I didn’t have any sort of feeling for them. And it was precisely for this reason that I thought I should take the class: to grow a bond – surely a more vigorous one from my vast and haphazard reading of books that I was drawn to without design.

         One half of the class comprised second-generation Turkish students who seemed to be there for an easy grade; the other half studious, unsmiling linguists. The reading materials unravelled x steadily, each writer connected to the next, building an impenetrable wall of influence and fraternity, into which I had to try and wedge myself; from whose edifice scrape off my own influences.

         All writers are part of a literary lineage, of course, though these lineages are rarely neatly marked, even if it appears that way in retrospect, from texts that constitute a national canon. If literature is also a map of human experience, then certain experiences are conspicuously absent from the canonical landscape.

         The first work of Özlü’s I read – in my ‘free’ time from class reading – was her second novel, Journey to the Edge of Life, a metaphysical travelogue in the footsteps of Özlü’s favourite writers: Italo Svevo, Franz Kafka and Cesare Pavese. I found it refreshing that this Turkish author had chosen her own writers to follow, breaking away from the great wall of texts. When I read Cold Nights of Childhood next, it confirmed for me that her work didn’t belong to any school or style, that her voice was uniquely her own: consciousness distilled into narrative form.

         
            *

         

         Cold Nights of Childhood is Özlü’s first novel, and the second of three books she published in her short lifetime. She died of breast cancer at the age of forty-three in Zürich, a death even more tragic, perhaps, after years of battling with mental illness. Yet her small oeuvre has always had a devout following, especially among young Turkish readers, for its madness, its honest sexuality, its lack of national fervour and its individuality. It is surprising to me that Özlü’s work has not been translated into English until now but this translation arrives at a time when women’s writing of the self is experiencing a golden age: finding its place among a wider readership not as the representative of a national ethos, but rather of particular lives, nonetheless universal in its attention to daily experience.

         The book shares many similarities with its author’s life. Born xiin 1943, Özlü studied at St George’s Austrian High School in Istanbul but dropped out in her final year to hitchhike around Europe. In Paris, she met the actor and playwright Güner Sümer at the Montparnasse café Le Select and was married to him for a short period. In her late twenties, she was treated in various psychiatric hospitals in Ankara and Istanbul for bipolar disorder. She was friends with prominent writers and artists of her generation, many of whom she met through the social circles of her brother, the writer Demir Özlü, who was arrested during the 1971 coup d’état, one of three that Özlü would witness in her lifetime. She got married again, this time to the film director Erden Kıral with whom she had a child. (Özlü would marry for a third and final time as well, shortly before her death.)

         While these facts of Özlü’s life story overlap with the events of Cold Nights, the interest of the book is not so much its autobiographical mirror but the way that life is endowed with an electric mutability. Madness, after all, disrupts the temporal narrative. Here, time is broken and reshuffled through the sharp edge of consciousness. The self is peeled away layer by layer to arrive at its core: ‘Then slowly, very slowly, I begin to remember. Myself. This is me. I am twenty-five years old. I am a woman. I am living through the second part of the madness that begins with joy. I have suffered the anguish of lethargy.’

         In a letter to the writer Ferit Edgü, from the period of her frequent depressions and psychiatric treatment, Özlü offers a glimpse of what will become her first novel: ‘I’m alone here. I’m listening to Bach. Not that I’m really listening. Here there is only me. Or maybe someone who wants to appear like me. Everything is entangled in my mind. My childhood. The province. Men. Boredom. But my mind is completely empty. I have never been so lonely and so at ease. Completely empty.’*

         xiiThe book’s settings bleed into one another. At one moment we are in Berlin, the next, entering a hospital in Istanbul. The narrative jumps between interiors, all of them architecturally precise, cluttered with furniture. (Yet for a book that moves through so many interior spaces, Cold Nights is adamantly undomestic.) There is a sense of walls closing in, of being entrapped, so that it matters little what city of what country we are in. Once again, the experience is that of the essential ‘I’, wholly independent. There is no attachment to any place; Istanbul, Ankara, Berlin, Paris are all observed from the same remove, without nationalist feeling and without awe for Europe. The narrator subtly mocks her husband’s fawning admiration for Paris: ‘The man I’ve married begins to show his true face. His one and only world is Paris. Paris! Paris! Paris! […] But now he’s in Ankara. Deprived of Paris, he’s still resentful and getting worse. But the idea remains as fixed as ever: Paris is the city of his deliverance.’

         A similar coolness comes across Özlü’s letters from Europe. To her friend, the great feminist writer Leylâ Erbil: ‘I have time to think about many things. I’ve met lots of writers. Almost all Latin American writers. All the Germans. Others through the DAAD [German Academic Exchange Service]. Many of them are mere fluff … Octavio Paz isn’t a more intellectual person than you and me.’†

         But too much independence is also detachment. The narrator is so staunchly an individual that she cannot seem to anchor herself in the world. She floats from the cold nights of her childhood to school, to Europe, to marriage and divorce, never quite able to shake off the seed of loneliness that sets her apart. Is this her condition, or that of society? Is it her inability to belong, or society’s rejection of those who do not fit its mould? Her family and friends offer sympathy at a distance but ultimately hand her xiiiover. Again and again, she finds that she has been brought back to a hospital, though she wishes those around her to understand that madness is contagious, and that she will only get worse among the sick.

         
            *

         

         The novel bears echoes of the political turmoil of the 1970s, leading up to the 1980 coup d’état (during which Özlü’s brother was denaturalised). Still, the unrest never comes to the foreground, or rather, does not warp the young woman into its own flow: the narrator is located in her mind, in the back-and-forth swing of sanity. It is worth noting just how radically unpolitical Cold Nights would have appeared in the fraught years of its publication, amidst the mainstream of political engagement that defines the literature of Özlü’s contemporaries. Still, the book isn’t indifferent to the country’s situation. (Özlü’s own daughter, Deniz, was named after the revolutionary Marxist student Deniz Gezmiş, who was executed by hanging in 1972.) The lack of engagement is, rather, a frankness, the un-self-glorifying honesty particular to Özlü’s prose, and increasingly alien to contemporary auto-fiction so concerned with one’s own image, and the presentation of an exceedingly moral and moralising self: ‘It’s the spring of 1971 … In a year blighted by political unrest across the land. Unrest I shall never quite manage to understand. During the months of April and May, I am more cut off from the world than ever before.’

         It is with the same frankness that Özlü writes about sexuality, neither sensational nor metaphorical. The book’s catalogue of orgasms (from early childhood to the novel’s final image) is once again daring, not just because of its writer’s cultural milieu but alongside the socially engaged works of her contemporaries. But ‘daring’ is perhaps not entirely just. After all, there is nothing outwardly defying in Özlü’s writing of sexuality. It is neither xivconfrontation nor bravado, but an examination of an essential state. Perhaps what is daring is that the book can strip us of our assumptions of what a woman, and an artist, can and cannot write, given her time period, her country, her political context.

         I had enrolled in the Turkish literature classes hoping to find out what sort of topics I should inherit, not knowing yet that the greatest challenge for a writer was the ability to discern her own curiosities. In my first encounters with Özlü’s work, I considered that it was an outlier, a one-off voice that had broken away from the great wall to follow its writer’s obsessions. Yet, this is also the mark with which all literature must be distinguished: the unique investigation of what it is to be alive, riding the current with open eyes.

         
            On Sundays … these days … if I am strolling down an alley … and catch sight of a father in pyjamas … or if, on a grey and raining winter day, I see smoke rising from a stovepipe … and windows fogged with steam … if I look in to see laundry hanging up to dry … if the clouds are almost low enough to touch the damp bricks … if it’s spitting rain … if I hear live football matches blaring from every radio … all I want is to go, go, go, and keep going.

         

         ayşegül savaş
August 2022

         
            * ‘I’m at the End of Everything’: Letters between Tezer Özlü and Ferit Edgü, (Her Şeyin Sonundayım), Sel Publishing, 2014

            † Letters from Tezer Özlü to Leylâ Erbil, compiled by Leylâ Erbil, 1995, Yapı Kredi Publications

         

      
   


   
      
         1
            Cold Nights of Childhood

            [image: ]

         

         2

      
   


   
      
         3
            1

            The House
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         my father has a whistle, saved from his days as a gymnastics teacher. Every morning he marches through the house in his baggy striped pyjamas, blowing on that whistle.

         —No pussyfooting in the army! Out of bed now! On your feet!

         He sounds like a bugle.

         I open my eyes to the early morning light and find myself in Süm’s embrace. I ask myself why my father treats us like soldiers. He runs this house like his personal army. That’s for sure. If he were rich, he’d be standing there with a real bugle. The men of my father’s generation – how they cherish the army. Their days of military service most of all.

         We’re no longer in the provinces. We’ve abandoned those rambling orchards and large wooden houses to their silent towns. And we’ve abandoned those silent towns to the 1950s. All I have left are fleeting childhood dreams of Esentepe’s tall pines, of yellow and purple crocuses gathered from fields of melting snow. Of my skinny legs, running down lanes on bright summer days into a cool breeze rolling off the waves …

         The boulevard that starts at Saraçhanebaşı goes as far as Edirnekapı. In the middle is a wide footpath bisected by a row of oaks. Red and green trams run along either side. In the 4buildings lining the boulevard, a few ground-floor shops, one or two banks. At the boulevard’s midpoint – exactly there – a wide cobblestone lane leads into Çarşamba. Our house is down along the second left, on the dead end veering to the right. When my father was little, it was a clearing, left by a fire. Hard to understand the joy he feels, to be building on the field where he played as a boy.

         At night I nestle in my mother’s arms to escape the cold, but also loneliness. On winter mornings, we head out of town towards our school, bowing our heads to blizzards. My hands are cracked and bleeding from the cold. No sign of the dung left spread over the hill last summer to dry in the sun. The lane now a ribbon of pure white snow. Icicles hanging from every roof.

         My father is building the house of his dreams on a burnt-out clearing. He’s there to watch over the workers when they dig the foundations. There to take delivery of the sand and the lime and supervise the bricklaying. When the building is done, he plants three pine trees in the little garden at the back.

         No electricity during daylight hours in that town in the provinces. It comes on towards evening. Cuts off again in the middle of the night. Summer comes late, bringing silent light to the lanes running alongside the gardens’ wooden fences. The roosters crow in the afternoon here, too. Up on the mountain slopes the cows are lowing. Some days, a snub-nosed bus stops in front of the clocktower on its way from Istanbul to Ankara. I look with longing at these travellers on their way to the big city. And I think, ‘One day I too shall come to know those faraway lands.’

         Years later my father says:

         —I’ve found it.

         —The perfect name for our building. Çelebi Apartments.

         Çelebi. A gentleman? Or a man of God?

         He has the name engraved on a marble plaque which he places to the right of the door. This door opens out into the lane it shares with a honeycomb of sheds and shanties for which a large 5family has claimed squatters’ rights. The willow they planted on the lane has grown to a good height. In the summer months they gather underneath it. At night they sing and play the tambourine. Day and night, we are engulfed by their noise.

         The wizened grandfather spends his days in bed, a blur of white on the ground floor of his wooden house. His milk teeth are coming in again. His mind is on a loop. On a horse cart bound for his village. The wife is making milky coffee on the coals from the stove. They won’t let us have any because we’re children. White curtains in the little window. Damson plums in the trees at the back. The wizened grandfather’s thin legs poke out from beneath the white sheets. I look at his big feet and clawed toenails and I shudder.

         There are six of us in the house. The bed I share with Süm is pretty much collapsed. Way back when, it was our parents’ marriage bed. At night Süm rolls into the hollow and goes straight to sleep. Still awake on the slope beside her, I wonder about God. If he exists or not. For as long as I believe that God exists, I pray and pray. Pray for us all. Now, though, there’s no need. I can think what I like.

         Every night I lie down on her lap. Tomorrow we shall go our separate ways.

         —I’m going to kiss you,

         she says.

         —I haven’t even kissed a man yet.

         —You kiss my top lip, and I’ll kiss your bottom lip,

         she says.

         We do as she says.

         If only they could leave us alone. If I could lie down on her lap. To explore our bodies, guided only by our instincts and the love that grows in nature, like a child in a womb.

         Bunni’s mattress is in our room, too. Our grandmother prays five times a day. Reciting her prayers in Arabic. If we bother her while she’s praying, she prays even louder. She shouts in her 6sleep: ‘Oh Allah! Dear Allah!’ The closer she comes to ninety, the more the world around her changes. The more she invokes his name.

         I always had a hard time getting to sleep. Heard every noise. Saw every light. Even in silent hospitals, the children crying in the clinic next door would keep me awake.

         Bunni always wakes up very early. She clears away the ashes in the stove. She puts in new logs, dribbles kerosene over the kindling and lights the fire. The kindling crackles. Brings light and warmth to the grey damp of dawn. Time to get up. To huddle next to the stove if the room’s not yet warm. Rush into the icy bathroom to splash even icier water on our faces and run straight back to the stove. Our black school uniforms, ready and waiting, but stiff with the cold of night. We hang them near the stove to warm them up. Goosebumps all over as we put them on. Bunni brings in a big tray of tea, quince marmalade and toasted bread.

         I move to the city a year after Süm does. Süm shows me all the new things she’s learned. She throws powder into a dirty toilet.

         —Look,

         she says.

         —It gets sparkling clean, just like that. She scrubs the bowl.

         —Did you see that?

         she asks.

         At the grocery store, when we’re standing in front of a refrigerated cabinet,

         she says,

         —We’re going to drink pasteurised milk.

         —What’s that?

         I ask.

         —You can drink it without boiling it first. It’s lovely.

         She drinks it. I don’t like it.

         We go to see a film at Atlas Cinema. The auditorium is huge. The film never to be forgotten. The Inspector General. On our way out, Süm buys a bag of roasted chestnuts. She’s accustomed herself to 7city life. Adapted quickly to its ways. While I am still languishing beneath the plum trees of our garden in the provinces.

         The hanger on the back of our door is always loaded down with clothes. In our small built-in wardrobe there are clothes belonging to everyone in the family (my big brother excepted). We have to push the hangers sideways to make them fit. (The wardrobe in my brother’s room is deep enough to accommodate hangers with ease.) There’s a carpet on the floor. But it’s hard to move our curtains along the rods and they aren’t wide enough to cover the whole window. There’s a desk with two drawers that my father had made in the provinces, and that’s where we work. The lamp’s height can be adjusted. Hanging on the wall above the desk are our father’s instructions:

         
            Children:

            1. Light must come from the left. 2. Books should be kept at a distance of 30 to 45 centimetres. 3. The light must be turned off the moment studies finish, etc. I wish you success as children dedicated to the national cause. Your loving, long-suffering father. First name. Last name. Signature.

         

         My parents’ bedroom, which is next to ours, also serves as the sitting room. On the floor, our newest carpet. Four large armchairs fill the space not taken by the double bed. The venetian blinds are the same colour as the armchairs. The tulle curtains were made to order and so cover the full length of the windows. In the mornings my mother puts her folded sheets and quilts to our room and puts a coverlet over the bed. Which now becomes a divan.

         (So many things packed into houses like this. So much piled into the corners.)

         No sign of warmth or love between my mother and father. With her every movement, my mother makes it clear that she has never loved my father as a man. What binds them together 8are their weighty petit bourgeois responsibilities. Loveless days. Loveless nights.

         They have guests now and again. Most of them couples who share their devotion to duty and the nation. They entertain them in this room. They sprinkle cologne on their hands. Pass around the candies. Serve tea with sweet biscuits. On holidays, there are also chocolates and liqueurs. My father does most of the talking with these guests. The subjects never change. School. Duty. Success. Disputes with management. The children’s successes. Then it’s back to talking about school. And duty.

         My elder brother has it easy. He has his own room. His own bookshelves. His own wardrobe. A gas heater he can use whenever he wants. He has me shine his shoes. First scrubbing off all the mud. Bookshelves line all his walls. He keeps them in good order. No one’s allowed to remove books without his permission. But the moment he leaves the house I go into his room. And I don’t know if it’s because I see it first thing, or if it reflects the emptiness I feel inside me, or if everybody is talking about it, but it’s Foggy Boulevards I end up reading, day after day. The ships sit waiting. Yearning for faraway ports. Dreaming of loves beyond reach.

         In The Go-Between, the child who is a guest in an aristocratic mansion races up the wooden stairs to his room. The moment he’s alone, he peeks through the curtains. Looks up at the sky. At the moon peeking out from behind the clouds. So very distinct. What a puzzle the world is. What a puzzle the universe, and the moon this boy is watching. In the empty sky.

         There’s a geranium in our kitchen, a rubber plant in the sitting room. (I still don’t like rubber plants. They take me back to the suffocating heaviness of middle-class sitting rooms, to the smoke-filled offices where nothing ever gets done, where idle civil servants look up from the day’s newspapers only to stare at the walls.)

         In the middle of the house is a hall. A very dark hall. The bedrooms and the kitchen open on to it. We eat here, too. My father 9favours dim lightbulbs that save electricity. If any of us turn on a light in a room no one’s using, he gets very angry.

         At the front of the built-in buffet is my father’s shrine to Atatürk. A gilded bust of the great man stands beside a miniature Turkish flag held up by a tiny metal rod, its star and crescent embroidered on to red silk. From time to time, and most especially on national holidays, my father tries to make us sing the ‘March of Independence’. Even if no one else joins in to soften his bugle voice, he sings it right to the end. When they play the national anthem on the radio, he stands at attention. When he asks us to do the same, we object.

         —No one stands at attention at home.

         He loves the ‘March of the Turkish Military Academy’, too. And folksongs from the borderlands.

         On clear mornings, sunlight pours in through the kitchen windows. From here we can see as far as Fatih Mosque. In later years, a maze of apartment buildings will block the entire view. Every balcony piled high with old things. Raised voices from every window. Radios blaring from every flat. Leaving not a moment for silence.

         Thoughts of death chase after me. Day and night, I think about killing myself. My reasons unclear. To carry on with life, or to die – either will do. A vague disquiet, nothing more. Troubled thoughts, pushing me towards giving suicide a try.

         Late one night, I rise from bed to walk into darkness. Everyone else deep in their usual slumber. The house is cold. I take care to make no noise. I gulp down all the pills I’ve been gathering for days now. Then I eat some bread and jam to keep from vomiting them up. I’m a young girl. For days now, I’ve been making the necessary preparations to ensure that my dead body looks beautiful. As if a beautiful dead body were a way of taking revenge. I’m objecting to these houses, these armchairs and carpets, these teachers. This music. These rules. I’m screaming! You can have your little world. I’m screaming! In silence 10I go back to bed. Hardly any time left to think about death and nothingness. All I can see now are brightly coloured fields. Nothing to fear now. I’m running across fields. As if I can no longer bear life by the sea. Nothing but fields now, as far as the eye can see. Alone with the breeze in the fields of grass. Soon, very soon, death will take me.

         I open my eyes to a dirty pillowcase. Embroidered on it are two letters. Initials that tell me I am in a psychiatric clinic.

         —They saved me!

         I think.

         —If only they hadn’t.

         I begin to cry.

         —What a tidy girl you are,

         says another patient.

         I look at my body. Bruises all over. The young girl lying in the bed next to mine starts speaking.

         —Look, don’t let this place frighten you. You’ll only be here for a while. They won’t abandon you. And this place isn’t bad at all. I’m a university student. I’m comfortable here. It’s easy to get used to this place. You come to like it … Wait and see for yourself, if you stay …

         I’m no longer listening. What a frightening thought, though. To have to stay. They’re calling me. Have they been waiting for me to wake up?

         —I’m leaving,

         I tell the other patients.

         —You can’t just get up and leave! No one can leave this place. You’d have to be crazy, to think you could!

         —But I really am leaving!

         They follow me down the corridor. A great group of women patients.

         —She thinks she’s leaving!

         they cry.

         And I really do leave.

         I have no memory of the two and half days I was asleep.11

         We’re back in the house, in the hall. My friend Günk is there, too. My father is holding up a fig.

         —How could anyone think of dying when there are such beautiful things to eat?

         he asks.

         (Not even today am I sure I understand what he meant by these words.)

         I’ve put all thoughts of suicide behind me. Now, like most people, I await a natural death.

         My brother:

         —Why did you do it? he asks.

         —March of the Soup Kettles. The Egotist,

         I say.

         Unbearable commotion in the house on Sundays. As in most of the homes around us. Whole families sitting inside. My father never getting out of his pyjamas. My mother bent over her students’ exam papers. My father is an inspector. Whenever he’s at home, he’s writing reports. When he’s finished, he reads them out loud.

         Sunday is bath day. We take it in turns. On cold days, a large copper basin is placed next to the stove. We bend over the basin to wash our hair. Then we sit in the basin and wash our bodies with what little water sits inside it. Bunni oversees all this. She pours the dirty water into a bucket, returning with a bucket full of clean water. Bunni never gets tired. Bunni devotes her life to overseeing baths, sweeping up ashes and cleaning away filth. For as long as I can remember, that’s what she’s been doing. She can even hold fire between her fingers.

         When she isn’t doing laundry, washing dishes, praying, fasting, she’s at Çarşamba Market. No one offers her more than this. If they did, she wouldn’t listen. When she pours the last drops of water over our heads, she blesses us with prayers in Arabic.

         And we protest:

         —God does not exist! 12—God forbid! God forbid! You’ll burn in hell!

         she replies.

         Fights break out towards evening most Sundays. Sometimes it’s the relatives of the family on the middle floor that kick things off. They all pour out on to the stairs and lay into each other. Lots of shouting. Then someone throws a punch. The old people beg them all to stop. Bunni most of all.

         Until the age of sixty-six, my father lives with Bunni. In her eyes, he remains her youngest son. If he comes home with a perspiring back, it’s his mother who wipes it down. Drapes a dry towel over it. If he gets a cold, she draws little squares on his back with iodine. If it’s a really bad cold, she cups it with glass jars. If he’s been in some sort of accident, she has him lie down, covers him with a sheet, and pours molten lead into a pan of water held above his head, to rid him of bad energies.

         Bunni loves old clothes. She won’t wear anything new. There’s a green silk costume that she’s kept packed away for sixty years, bringing it out only for special occasions. Her eyes are blue-grey. It’s been seventy years since she last slept with a man. She loves life. Nothing interests her more than her own funeral.

         —Tell your father to put a notice in the paper. Who knows who might come,

         she says.

         And now she’s in a coma. In the crowded wards of Taksim Hospital, there’s no one else as old as she is. No one is having as hard a time dying. It’s as if she has not entirely lost consciousness. She’s trying to die, but still clinging to life. Her teeth are sitting in a glass on the bedside table. Her mouth a deep hole.

         As if she’s trying to say: ‘… Life just won’t let go of me … I’m trying to die … but look, it’s not so easy … as you can see, life just refuses to give in.’ She groans and she moans. As if to say: ‘But it will, soon it will … soon I’ll die …’ Waving her arms. Moaning.

         It’s boiling hot outside. As we climb up to Taksim Square, I see the asphalt sinking beneath the wheels of my small child’s 13pushchair. The sky a deep blue. The light almost blinding. My child and I are on our way to Bunni’s funeral.

         Her gold earrings go to Süm. Her copper brazier to me. I give the big towel she made for her shroud to Süm. I keep the little one.

         We have a tradition in our family. After burying our dead, we do not tend their graves. None of us ever visit. Is this because there’s no clear line between the living and the dead?

         We three children leave home at the first opportunity. The noisy world outside, the lives of others – to us, they seem so much more beautiful. But Bunni never left. Even when she was very old, she made her slow way to Çarşamba Market. She made pickles. Cooked radish leaves. Collected food from the market’s discards and managed on just a few hundred liras a month.

         Süm and I drop by for a visit now and then. One warm day we find her sitting on her prayer rug, leaning against the wardrobe.

         —Where’s your father?

         —He’s on a trip.

         —Why hasn’t he returned?

         —He will soon.

         —He should come back now. I’m dead.

         She tries to convince us that she’s no longer in this world, that her life has come to an end, that she’s speaking to us from the next world.

         —You’re fine, you’re fine,

         says Süm.

         When at last we head for the dark and mildewy staircase, to leave this damp, cold, memory-laden house behind us, what a joy it is, to return to our own lives.

         As they lower Bunni’s casket into the hole they have prepared for her, I try to cry. But I can’t. Her death is beyond the reach of all laments. It’s a hot July day. In the valley beneath us, a shantytown reaching as far as the Golden Horn. I make to leave the cemetery, with my child in her pushchair. We roll across the cobblestones. 14Workers’ families in the shanties on either side. I head towards the wall of ugly apartment houses looming straight ahead.

         On Sundays … these days … if I am strolling down an alley … and catch sight of a father in pyjamas … or if, on a grey and raining winter day, I see smoke rising from a stovepipe … and windows fogged with steam … if I look in to see laundry hanging up to dry … if the clouds are almost low enough to touch the damp bricks … if it’s spitting rain … if I hear live football matches blaring from every radio … all I want is to go, go, go, and keep going.
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            School and the Road Leading to It
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         during the winter months, more rain falls on the courtyard of our school than anywhere else in the city. Bankalar Avenue begins on the steep slope connecting Karaköy with Kuledibi and is lined on both sides by dark grey buildings whose architectural features call to mind the sombre streets of an old city in central Europe. It is cut off from our own city’s breezes, and the sun, if there is any, casts shadows strange and dark. Foreign banks, shops bearing Christian and Jewish names, displaying machines from abroad in their windows; on the steep, narrow streets leading into the avenue, and on the lanes climbing up to Kuledibi, Şişhane, and Tünel, there was – especially in those years – hardly anything made in Turkey. Some way up along Bankalar Avenue, tucked away to the right, winding grey stone steps lead down into Kartçınar Street. Here we find a school, a church and a hospital. All three with walls so high as to cut out yet more sunlight, further darkening the shadows. All three connected by hidden steps and passages as narrow as boltholes. In the half light of early morning, the priests from the boys’ lycée file into the church from one side, and the nuns from the girls’ lycée from the other. With one voice they sing mass, returning us all to the Middle Ages.16

         The fat nun in front of the iron door inspects our clothes. Searching zealously for anything that might not be white or navy blue. From there we climb a narrow staircase. The glass door on the left leads into the school building. Here we gather together in the unlit front hall.

         If we’ve arrived early, we can hear the tail end of the mass. Organ music and a chorus of nuns that sends chills down our spines. Then we watch them flit past us, clutching prayer beads, heads downturned, dark clouds in the dim morning light slipping one by one down the steep stairs into the deeper darkness of the nunnery, vanishing as fast as if they’ve jumped off a cliff. (But only until class starts.) The moment they reach their rooms they lock the doors behind them. Whenever we need something, we knock on these doors, which they open just enough for us to see their mouths and noses, never allowing us to take one step inside, shutting these doors in our faces the moment they have dealt with our request. Turning the key on our unspoken wish to glimpse something of the dark rooms in which they spend their lives.

         Only the weakest of lightbulbs in our classrooms. During those childhood years, the mystery that most occupied us about these pale-faced women was what sort of hair they hid beneath their navy-blue veils. Rumour had it that they kept their hair very short, with a shaven cross at the top. How intriguing. How extraordinary that cross must look. How we long to pull off one of those veils and see it with our own eyes. How we ache to know what made them decide to become nuns. But our curiosity is never satisfied. The truth remains beyond our grasp. Every time we ask over the full nine years, we get the same answer:

         —I became a nun because I love God above all else. There is nothing more beautiful, more sacred, in this world than a life joined with God.

         Each nun is mad in her own way. They have no visible warmth for each other. It is clear, though, that they envy each other. All 17they share are their tasks. The nuns who don’t teach us are kept busy cleaning the toilets, operating the kit shop during break time, and working in the primary school, which is attended by foreign children only.

         In the provinces, when it snowed, there was the joy of going to school on a sled. The sun brought light to the snow drifts under the trees. Some children are pushing my sled. I cannot remember if the little stove in the classroom kept us warm enough. The teacher checks our hair for lice. She’s old, with thick fingers and nails discoloured by some strange disease.

         Squished between the buildings is the small stone courtyard that is our only source of fresh air. There’s a tree or two here, too. And a wooden bench at the base of the tall stone walls. A narrow passageway connects it to the boys’ lycée. Nothing more amazing than to see a boy coming out of this passageway during break time. The moment they see him, all the girls begin to titter and whisper in each other’s ears. It’s as if they’re all imagining themselves in bed with him. For three years in a row, the same nun teaches us German. Always arriving a few minutes late, huffing and puffing. Her face clawed and red. She sniffs with her crow’s nose, shrugs her shoulders, pulling up her sleeves, smoothing down her habit. Approaching the blackboard, she stretches her neck as far as it will go. Lifts up her head like an officer inspecting her troops.

         We have our own rituals, too.

         —May God be with you, children!

         she says.

         —May God be with us, Sister!

         we reply.

         —Whatever I become, I wish to be faultless!

         she says.

         —Whatever I become, I wish to be faultless!

         we shout.

         —We shall now review the letter O!

         she says.18

         Forty-five pale-faced girls in this classroom, shouting with a single voice, repeating whatever the nun says!

         —Sorrows begin in the morning!

         —Sorrows begin in the morning!

         —Early or late, always sorrows!

         —Early or late, always sorrows!

         —But if a day begins in sorrow!

         —But if a day begins in sorrow!

         —Let us leave our sorrows behind, oh Lord!

         —Let us leave our sorrows behind, oh Lord!

         —Today and tomorrow, God takes us under His wing!

         —Today and tomorrow, God takes us under His wing!

         —Because He loves us!

         —Because He loves us!

         —Sit down!

         —Aren’t we going to say Dear Hannelore?

         —Stand up! We are going to do Dear Hannelore!

         —Dear Hannelore!

         —Dear Hannelore!

         —Sunday’s joyful child!

         —Sunday’s joyful child!

         —Born on a Sunday!

         —Born on a Sunday!

         —Child of roses blessed!

         —Child of roses blessed!

         She wrote those lines herself. Almost every word in German began with the letter ‘o’. We would prolong each of those ‘o’s, to accustom ourselves to the way it was pronounced in German. When we were done, she would tell us a story. Always the same story, about the death of Nietzsche. He had refused to acknowledge God, and so God had punished him, by having him die of madness:

         —He ate the excrement in his own bedpan. And in his last moments, he shouted these words: (She would be shouting as she said this, declaiming like an actress on stage.) 19

         —Bring me a nun! But it was too late. The Lord would not take him in. Instead, He punished him.

         Other religious topics would follow. Then it was time for Goethe’s poems:

         
            O’er all the hill-tops

            Is quiet now,

            In all the tree-tops

            Hearest thou

            Hardly a breath;

            The birds are asleep in the trees:

            Wait; soon like these

            Thou too shalt rest.

         

         —What does it mean, to rest in silence?

         —To be in love with death, Sister.

         —Yes. Death. When we mortals meet with God. That sacred moment … That most sacred moment of reaching out to the Lord. Life’s only moment of truth … Death. Becoming one with God.

         It’s raining in the courtyard. Through the classroom window I watch the raindrops fall on a slice of dark brown bench and cement wall.

         I’m in the youngest class in middle school. Stalin’s death is celebrated like a holiday. We dance on maps. Plant tombstones for Stalin and the Soviet Union. Eisenhower is an angel.

         When he becomes president, we join hands to jump up and down, and cry, ‘America is our brother! America is our brother!’

         The nuns don’t eat meat on Friday. The smell of frying fish floats up from the kitchen and into the courtyard.

         In the city’s petit bourgeois neighbourhoods, the uniforms that mark us as pupils in a foreign school gain us admiring glances. Günk and I are walking through Fatih, along the boulevard lines by the old oak trees they have yet to cut down.20

         —So this is the street I live on,

         she says.

         —My house is two tram stops further down,

         I say.

         Günk visits our house for the first time. A brief conversation is all it takes for us to understand that our families come from the same social class. Günk is the first friend I bring to this house on this road that shanties have turned into a cul-de-sac. She’s not at all bothered by it. She even says our house is more spacious and comfortable than her own.

         She’s very pale, is Günk. Straight black hair. Thin. Sensitive. Radiating intelligence.

         —Have you read Zola?

         she asks.

         I begin reading him at once. Several heart-wrenching novels later, Günk and I move on to the characters and fictional worlds of Dostoyevsky. I cry and cry after reading the story Grushenka told to explain why her father drank. How very much these novels resonate with our own world.

         The light is grey when I arrive at Günk’s house at seven in the morning. The streetlamps are going off. We linger for five or ten minutes in the corridors. Günk’s parents are also up and getting ready to leave for their schools. Her mother is utterly devoted to her pupils. In spurring them on to success, she serves the national cause. She begins every morning by reminding her pupils of their duty to the motherland. Günk’s father is a more relaxed sort of person. He spends his free time in coffeehouses, playing cards or backgammon with his friends. He takes a sardonic view of life. He is never not smoking.

         Everyone in Günk’s house and mine (except for Bunni) either attends school or works in one. No one works in a factory, a shop, an office, or a workshop. So we are always in school. In a ‘learning environment’.

         (Years later, when I see primary-school children walking to 21school in their black uniforms in the grey light of a damp Istanbul morning, practising the patriotic poems that I have yet to erase from my mind, I cannot stop myself.

         —The same mistakes,

         I think. Nothing’s changed. Oh, to part the clouds, seize the sun, and run with these children across the hills and forests, through wind, sun, rain, to a place where we can breathe.)

         The trams are still running. The green Beşiktaş–Fatih line chugs along.

         We’re sitting in Günk’s stone hall. There’s a couch in here, with a wooden table in front. A radio sits on another table in front of the window. From time to time, the strains of an aria float in from her older brother’s room. It’s evening. He still hasn’t woken up. A while later, he comes out of his room wearing baggy striped pyjamas. He looks right through us. He eats his breakfast standing up in the kitchen. Clouds of cigarette smoke pour out of his bedroom. A while later, he gets dressed. Picks up the allowance his mother has left him between the pages of a book. Throws on his beige overcoat if it’s winter and leaves the house without saying a word.

         —Does he ever speak?

         I ask.

         —Very rarely,

         says Günk.

         My older brother is the same. So we talk about it. How it must be family pressure that makes them so glum at home. How happy and talkative they are in the company of friends. Günk’s brother’s room is very small. It’s packed with books. Her parents share a bedroom. Her sister sleeps in the guest room. There are no wardrobes in Günk’s house. All their clothes are hanging on the backs of doors.

         During those autumns, winters, springs and summers we’re still children. But in place of childhood joy, there’s a strange disgruntlement, a seeping misery. A growing unease about our 22teacher parents and the narrow houses of our Muslim neighbourhoods, about our church school’s Catholic atmosphere, and its nuns’ peculiar and – to us – incomprehensible behaviour, and the lack of other teachers, other ways of learning, that might give our thoughts direction, might help us make sense of the lives awaiting us. What we need most: to understand what life is, to come to terms with it. Instead the real world into which we must descend stands before us like an alien object. Like the globe they bring out in geography class. No one mentions that life is none other than the days, nights and seasons through which we pass. We sit there waiting for the sign. Preparing. For what?

         (Now I am living in that future that rushes ever forward. No one is preparing me for anything any more. Instead I look at the Asian shores of the Bosphorus, turned to shadows by the rising sun, and the bearded fishermen in their rubber boots and oilskin, selling fish in front of the magnificent old yalıs, and the huge new cars, and the avenues, the people, the crowds, and the drunk who walks under the bridge shouting curses, and the friend who holds him by the arm to keep him from falling, and the passengers boarding the funicular at Tünel, and the fancily dressed people rushing into the Marriage Bureau with bouquets, and the posters plastered on walls, and the Beyoğlu beer halls (a new one every day), and the people queuing up for shared taxis, and the striking workers, and the troops lined up in Taksim Square, and the young soldiers with their rifles, guarding the banks … I see them all through my own eyes. What more could I want?)

         We grow up inside an anger that grows with us. The neighbourhood in which we live, the dead end, the rooms and the furniture, the old bedstead with its broken springs and its cotton mattress that caves in at the middle – we grow up hating them all. The only life is in the streets. The streets are jumping with it. The city’s beauty is in its people and its crowds. What’s real is the outside world. The outside world is calling to us. Ringing in our 23ears. Singing of other lands, of an ocean to the west of us, and another ocean to the east.

         My sexual relations with Süm and my cousins last until the end of childhood. We find opportunities to be alone. Then we strip and climb on top of one another. My cousin’s stout body and full stomach, her swollen hairless vagina, the orgasms we give each other by stroking each other’s vaginas – for many long years, I won’t be able to forget them. It is very natural, our lovemaking. We just feel a bit ashamed after coming. But we act like nothing happened.

         (With men – we think and dream – our orgasms will be even more sublime. That’s what we expect. It sits at the heart of our disquiet, this longing, this promise of forbidden rapture.) When we begin to grow hair, the lovemaking stops of its own accord. From that point on, we have no choice but to play with ourselves. But masturbation leaves us feeling so alone. Thus we are conditioned. Whatever we learn about lovemaking, we learn from our own bodies. Men’s bodies, men’s sexual organs … they grow ever stranger. It takes many years of effort to get used to men, and to love their sexual organs.

         We take off our short socks. In their place, we put on nylon stockings. On Saturdays we go to Yeni Cinema in Saraçhane to watch two American films back to back. This is what we spend the whole week looking forward to. What a beautiful world Grace Kelly lives in. Those fluffy pink ensembles. Those suitors who race each other in their sports cars. Those grand dinners in the chateaux of southern France …

         How different that world is from our dark boulevards and garbage-strewn streets. To us it’s a dream world. Russia is closer, and in its literature we find a world we recognise. A world full of pain and poverty.

         When spring comes and the days turn warm, I go on long walks. Even without Günk sometimes. Following the boulevard until the tramlines fall away, the trees with them. The roads grow 24wider. I cross valleys of dust, earth and mud. Walking down past the fountains of Saraçhane Park, which is yet to be demolished, I head towards Aksaray. I like the apartment houses going up on the boulevard’s left-hand side. I long to live on a wide boulevard. I am sad that no road runs past our house. I’m jealous of those who already live on boulevards. (Nowadays, I’m jealous of no one. There’s no house I long for, no boulevard either. I can live anywhere. Anywhere except our own house, hemmed in by all those shanties. Not for a single night could I stay there. Has this thought ever occurred to you? Can you ever see a dead person again? Or go to a dead school? Or sleep in a dead house? Those years are dead. They had us spend those years preparing us for their demise.)

         There are still a few teahouses in Yenikapı. Gravel all along the shore. Passing under the rail bridge, lumber depots as far as the water’s edge. I sit down on the gravel, close to the sea. For a long time I look out over the grey-blue waters of the Marmara. I listen to the stirrings inside me. How I long to open up to the world beyond, to run into its arms and understand it. How certain I am that the world beyond has nothing in common with the one we know here, or the future for which we’re being prepared.

         But in those days there was no way to take thoughts such as these forward. People were beginning to stand up against the regime. To talk about antidemocratic practices of our thieving overlords … For the most part it was existentialism. It was gazing into the void that was the Marmara’s grey-blue expanse.

         I walk past the lumber depots and under the rail bridge. The soles of my shoes are thick with mud. I don’t want to go home. I want to be somewhere else when evening answers the city’s call. I have no choice but to return with the darkening sky to the dim lights and disquiet of home.

         On Saturdays we slip into our starched, fluffy petticoats and head out to go dancing in the clubs that have begun to open up in the richer neighbourhoods. Here we claim a small table 25and treat ourselves to a few drinks. Sometimes it’s an orchestra playing the songs of the day, sometimes it’s just records. We love the romantic Italian songs most. Something tinny in them, garish as a provincial wedding. But they’re strangely tender, too. Günk no longer comes out with us on weekends. She doesn’t dance to songs like ‘La luna es o es’. She prefers to spend her weekends in the worlds of Dostoyevsky, Turgenev and Chekhov.

         Whereas the rest of us have boyfriends. Teenagers. Nattily dressed boys who have just begun to shave. Who favour European jumpers and manly scents. They live far from the mudflats, in the splendid apartment buildings of wealthy neighbourhoods like Nişantaşı, Şişli and Topağacı.

         All week long, we count the days, maddened by anticipation. Enough to last us the whole week. The waiting. The jealousy. The excitement. The first dance. The thrill of the embrace. The taste of stolen kisses. We live in a different world from these boys. They find their happiness in cars and comfortable homes, music, motorboats, summer evenings spent at private clubs, or garden parties under the shade of tall trees, exulting in the moment. In their youth.

         I’m sitting now with one of them in the spacious, high-ceilinged bar of the Pera Palas. He’s gone to some effort to look thinner by squeezing his fat legs into trousers that are too small for him. His shoes have Cuban heels. When he gives his trousers a little pull, I see that the uppers are linen with a leather lining. He has the collar of his silk shirt open. His hair has gone white. His chest hair included. Around his neck is a thick golden chain. Nouveau riche, in other words. These days, you see them everywhere. Drained of all vitality.

         —What work do you do?

         —I sell cars.

         —I always knew you were headed for the black market. Didn’t you always long for money and luxury?

         —What are you saying? I bring cars in legally. 26

         —You won’t be able to do that any more, though. We can’t even find petrol these days, after all.

         —You’re right about that. But I’ve secured my children’s futures, and I have enough to live on.

         —It’s enough for to keep your family safe, in other words.

         He knocks back one whiskey after another. It gives me a certain pleasure, to see how this man can barely stand his own company.

         —I eat out every night. I’m not about to send my wife into the kitchen. Women who cook stink of food. After supper we play cards. Then, if I feel like it, I watch a video on television. I choose my own film.

         —Don’t you ever read?

         —I’m reading Simmel. What a wonderful writer.

         —In the West, they say he writes the sort of things a cleaning lady would enjoy.

         How glad I am, not to be cut off from the world, in a trap like his. To be a captive, ageing by the day. Every day weaker in both mind and body. Never to know the joy of freedom, the joy that from time immemorial has always been within our grasp, needing no riches to grow stronger with every new day. Even his mother tongue is a foreign language to him. His mind is blind to the world and life itself.

         The Pera Palas bar stinks of cigarettes that were stubbed out many years ago. In the crowded streets outside, the first warmth of spring.

         The school’s back door opens out on to a cobblestone lane that leads up to Kuledibi. All the lanes leading to the Galata Tower are narrow. The houses, large and small, are mostly occupied by poor Jews. The rich Jews only come here for the synagogue, for weddings, funerals and the Sabbath. Laundry drying on the lines strung up between balconies. A little meyhane where you can buy red or white wine to drink standing up. Up the lane to Istiklal Avenue where life moves faster. There are shops. There 27are cinemas. The roads are always full of traffic. The pavements full of people. Three red wooden theatres stand side by side on Tepebaşı Park. Across the street is Pelit, one of the city’s most beautiful patisseries. When the little room on the ground floor is full, they open the balcony. A wooden staircase leading up to it. Clean and freshly ironed tablecloths welcoming the afternoon sun. These days, the cinemas are showing films that take us far away from America: Miracle in Milan. The Bicycle Thieves. Pather Panchali. Girl With a Suitcase …

         Past the two double-sided sales counters by the entrance of Baylan Patisserie, there’s a large and dimly lit salon. This is where my brother and his friends gather every day towards evening. And so do we, to observe their legendary goings-on. In the beginning, they don’t invite us to join them. We sit at a nearby table, Günk and I, keeping a close eye on them while chatting. The genial, fatherly Greek waiters create an atmosphere that is possibly the most welcoming we have ever experienced. Istanbul too small in those days to fit my brother and his friends. They’re all university students. But they’re more interested in things like writing, drama and art. They have a shared obsession, too: Paris. The city of art, they say. Freedom’s beacon. They believe themselves to be living as artists do, moving from café to café and meyhane to meyhane in strict rotation. The Green Rooster and Lefter’s. Tosun’s Place and Club 47. (Most of these continue to be traditional locales frequented by artists and writers.) Our new friend Hayalet Oğuz introduces Günk and me to Beyoğlu by night.

         It’s a Saturday. The Balıkpazar brightly lit. The emaciated Hayalet lost inside his houndstooth coat. Holding Günk’s hand in one of his pockets, mine in the other. His face gaunt, his cheekbones protruding. He’s not yet wearing his dark glasses. Not yet combing his thinning locks to one side, evening style (as he called it). He still has a full head of hair. A Bafra cigarette hangs from his mouth. He bows down. Kisses Günk’s hand. He bows down once 28more, to kiss mine. So at ease with the world, this man. And now he will guide us through it:

         —This is the Balıkpazar, those are the meyhanes, this man is a zampara – a letch, take care – those two over there are mad about women, but because you’re with me they won’t love you at all, this lot are homosexuals, that couple over there is always fighting, that man loves a beating, even when it’s a woman pounding on him, and over there is the actress for whom your big brother is deceiving his wife …

         Hayalet is taking us around his world – a part of it – like a museum guide. When it’s late, too late to go home, we wander from club to club until dawn. Hayalet takes pills to stay awake, he offers us some too. I don’t take them. I know how to will myself awake. Some nights he takes us to stay with people who know us, or back to whatever place he’s staying at the time. He sits at our bedside, so that no one will try to come into our bed. It would be better if he didn’t. If someone did come into our bed.

         The first time I was alone with a man and saw him naked, I shrieked with terror. I was in an artist’s studio. The man wanted to sleep with me. I’d always wanted to sleep with a man, but now I’m here, I have no idea what’s expected. A knock on the door.

         —Open up, I know you’re in there.

         I open the door. Hayalet.

         —Come on now. Get dressed. They’re waiting for you at the meyhane.

         Let me stay here, I want to say, let me sleep with this man. But the words won’t come. We leave. Everyone’s waiting for us at the table. The mezes already ordered. It’s not at all clear yet, what kind of friends these people are. We can’t sleep with him, either. He has left us alone in his house now for safe-keeping, but there could be a knock on the door at any moment. Someone could drop by, and anyway, I have no idea how this works …

         In a foreign city, in a room shared by eight or nine men – that’s where I will sleep with a man for the first time. The others will 29all be asleep. It wouldn’t matter if they weren’t. It’s normal for his friends to bring in a woman. I make no noise. All night long, he strokes my shoulders. In the morning, we part company at the tram stop. I remember he was tall.

         When the time comes, sleeping with Hayalet is like sleeping with a butterfly. No sense of his body, or his penis. He makes no noise. Hard to know if it’s brought him any pleasure. I only know he’s come because I’m wet. But I do know we are friends. We can talk as friends and walk together down the street as friends. We can eat together at restaurants and sleep in the same bed. There’s nothing I need to hide from Hayalet, nothing that cannot be shared. Not even orgasm, not even a penis. That’s the kind of friend he is … Walking up to Taksim, I pass Degüstasiyon, the slowly collapsing restaurant where we shared our last meal, and he’s here, there, everywhere. Hayalet Oğuz. Oğuz the Ghost. Günk has won a scholarship. She’s off to study in Europe. She’ll be studying Western culture, Western economies, too. We take her to Sirkeci. Put her on a train carrying workers to Europe …

         German. English. Latin. Goethe. Schiller. The Russian–German wars.

         The Treaty of Karlowitz. The Treaty of Passarowitz. Science. Square roots and numbers squared. The names of all the world’s countries. The names of all their wars. What they buy and what they sell. Examples of Turkish literature at its most inscrutable. How to be a citizen. The role of the military. Defence. The tenets of Islam. Faust in a nutshell. How clouds are formed. Memorised poems. Memorised words. Memorised formulae … How I long to forget everything I’ve ever learned.

         Year follows year, grey and wet, cold and damp. Darkness descending early. Nights spent longing for the male bodies that refuse to grant permission to be known. Nuns in black. Masses. Houses that never get warm. Music halls that play that song: ‘Es o es, la luna es o es’. Old flames who become smugglers.

         Suddenly everyone wants a car. The old order overthrown. 30The new order that changes nothing. Russian literature, touching the heart. The city changing shape. Widened boulevards. A Hilton Hotel built. Mothers and fathers who do not love each other and never make love. The nuns, who are wedded with God. Our family and our nation. Our love for them. Running through our veins. The nation, the nation, the nation. The drum-roll of our hearts …

         I shall forget everything I’ve learned. Never again shall I walk past that school. No going down that dead end. No return now to my teacher parents. One of my brother’s friends wants to marry me. He loves me. I’ll go to him. That way I won’t have to go home. I’ll have my records, and my books. I can read when I like, sleep when I like, leave the house when I like. No more lonely nights.

         No more cold nights of childhood either.

         How lovely it is, to go to Burgazada in the autumn. A slight chill to the air that falls away as we climb the green hills. I am sitting in front of an old monastery. And there is one of the nuns from my old school – one of the few still living, I imagine. She totters over. How old she looks. Mixes up the years, and her students. I’d never expect her to recognise me. But how very confused her mind.

         —May the Lord be with you, Sister Egine.

         —May the Lord be with you. Are you a pupil in our school?

         she asks.

         —I finished many years ago,

         I say.

         —The world’s turned upside down. It shouldn’t be like this. They’ve even started calling the truth-tellers Communists.

         This is the first time I’ve heard that word uttered by a nun from that school. So they’re even talking about Communism in the monastery these days.

         —Go with God.

         —Go with God, Sister! 31

         The green hills of Burgazada lead straight down to the Monastery of St George.

         That summer day we took Günk to Sirkeci Station, I had no idea how hard it would be to learn about men, about people. I had yet to learn that to understand men, you had to have known quite a few of them. Nor did I know that you had to like yourself first, if ever you were to be happy.

         Another new autumn. I can’t get to sleep on this bus. I’m so tired. But sleep just won’t come. We’re somewhere in central Anatolia. When suddenly night’s darkness is lifted. The natural world now bathed in a dark grey mist. The rising sun spreads its red glow over the mountains, and then the steppe. How much I love the steppe at this moment. I remember how as children we’d pick worms from wet earth. I think of the crocuses springing up from beneath the snow, yellow, purple and blue. Think of my days in the provinces, of the friends I’ve never seen again. Of my body melting into his when making love. A shiver goes through me. How beautiful to be wet. It taught me so much about love, this steppe, taught me to cherish these dry fields, this red sun and all who live beneath it. Impossible to bestow this love on just one person. It burrows deeper than any worm. Rises higher than any plane. Follows the white trails only to break through them, to go further still. 32
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         this city never ends. I can go for kilometres without seeing anything to mark a beginning or an end. It has to stop somewhere, somewhere beyond all those woodlands and lakes. I can almost see it. Nights here are like day. At night the sky goes grey, but never darker. Then it’s day again. No hills in this city. Just one big flat expanse. From the highest floors of the highest buildings, I can see rooftops, nothing but rooftops, spreading out in all directions. The wall that runs along this stretch of canal divides it into East and West. In some places the wall is made up of a string of old houses mostly occupied by Turks. In this way the city brings the East and the West into communion with the third world. On the western side, all the usual Western freedoms, in excess. German traditions left far behind. Women wandering the streets bare-breasted. Dowagers made up like dolls. German lushes beneath the station, drinking on their feet, and shouting:

         —It’s all gone to shit!

         Bars and clubs that never close, too many cafés to count, department stores selling all the world’s goods. In the crowded boulevards, all the world’s people. The Germans are used to them now and everyone else feels free, and welcome. The Turkish neighbourhoods are full of Turkish greengrocers, grocery stores, 34coffeehouses, butcher shops. Open windows offer glimpses of rooms that could be in Anatolia, of women with headscarves and skirts over their shalwars. They have left behind their mudbrick houses to live in the ghettos that sit behind large, old, mildewed concrete courtyards. Uprooted from their dirt roads, they trudge in their hundreds of thousands down wide asphalt boulevards, and to look at their faces is to know that they are oppressed, that the fear they must live with is slowly reducing them to nothing. The East is just three steps away. The boulevards are as wide as fields and lend themselves to car-watching. The emporia and the crowds rushing past them give way to smaller groups walking more slowly. And the days here are longer, leaving room for a more relaxed way of life.

         A tree-lined street on the western side of the city, a house hidden behind yet more trees. That’s where we’re staying. Red brick walls. On the second storey, a stone balcony. The pointed roof hanging over the third floor of this old house. Its massive front door needs a strong push to open. High ceilings. Wide wooden stairs. Huge rooms. No one could call their windows small, but they still don’t let in enough sun to light them up. A strange atmosphere in this house. Does it come from the bookcases rising up to the ceilings, on which all the world’s writings can be found so neatly arranged? Or does it come from Buenaventura Durruti’s inquisitive eyes, in the painting that covers one entire wall? It could be the fact that the owner of the house is a famous poet. The last days of summer. A warm wind caressing the body and the mind. I’m listening to Argentinian tangos. I go out to the balcony. The streets in this neighbourhood are very quiet. I want to write. But I keep getting pulled into the world outside. I want to wander down these streets and avenues, drinking in everything I see, making new discoveries, watching these people who remain strangers to me, all around me, this unquenchable life that I so long to take into my heart. Could it be that there are others who find whole worlds in a single moment, who marvel in the miracle 35of existence, whose thoughts can plunge into the depths of unfettered time and rapture? I don’t know. A single moment can hold an eternity. Can be rich with events and a multiplicity of emotions. Can hold whole mountains, and thick-trunked trees with massive branches. The blue-green Mediterranean and the oceans into which it flows, and the starry sky with which those oceans merge at dawn, and all that occurs beyond the mountains, rising with the sun and exceeding it.

         This house belonging to one of Germany’s greatest literary lights can be found halfway down a tree-lined street. The heavy front door opens to reveal a flight of stairs leading up to the first floor. Other stairs with thick wooden railings lead up to the floors above. Thousands of books in the great drawing room. Cushions piled high on the floor. On the other side of the room, a three-seater sofa. An oval wooden table sitting before it, flanked on both sides by leather armchairs. In the corner, a round coffee table, made of straw. A telephone sits on top. Next to the phone an old armchair losing its stuffing. A philodendron whose leaves have been left to go dry. Directly opposite the three-seater sofa, and covering an entire wall, that photograph of Durruti, with its blue-grey lines, and those eyes, that look so alive, and so uncompromisingly revolutionary. The drawing room leads into a second room. It looks out over a green and silent garden that has been left to nature. This one, too, is full of books.

         My bed is right next to the window. I keep waking up. To the sky that never goes dark, not even in the dead of night. To the trees’ dark shadows. When I go to bed drunk, I get no sleep at all. In the early hours, the writer’s brother returns with two girls. I jump out of bed. Glad to have people I can talk to. In these great European cities, friends don’t drop by unexpected. When their day’s work is done, when they’ve left their cafés and restaurants, they have the habit of immersing themselves in deep solitude.

         —I really wanted to come to your reading. But I’d had something to drink. 36

         To tell the truth, I’d had a great deal to drink. A friend carried me back and put me in bed. Took off my boots and left. Even so, I knew what lay ahead. I drifted off into the twilight zone between sleep, intoxication and wakefulness.

         We’re sitting on the sofa. Drinking white wine.

         —How can you live here all alone? Just look at how big this house is, and how silent. How far from the living world. I’d be scared, if I were you. Now that you’re here, I’ll stay two nights.

         Am I scared? It’s true, this house does not feel lived in. The tree-lined street is empty. Only at night do I see German schizophrenics walking past. Male schizophrenics with girlish faces. This house is huge. Lonely. Old.

         The girls he’s invited in, they leave for their homes. Once we’re alone, he talks to me about his homosexual relations, and of an Italian he counts as his great love.

         —I have another lover now. We don’t live together. We just see each other when it suits us. A very different way of life. I couldn’t begin to tell you what the world of men is like!

         —I don’t make much of a distinction between men and women. The important thing is to melt into the warmth of the person beside you, to blend into one.

         Then he goes upstairs to his brother’s bedroom. It’s on the top floor. A huge desk sits in the room opposite. Inviting deep thoughts. A map covering the walls and the ceiling giving the impression that you are observing the world in its entirety. I mount the wide wooden staircase. The writer’s overcoat hangs from the door, with his scarf and his umbrella. I cross the dark room to lie down on the bed.

         I’m lying on my back on a leather examination bed, in a doctor’s dark office.

         —I don’t want to go to a mental hospital,

         I say.

         —Why not?

         he asks.37

         —They’re full of crazy people, they might attack me,

         I reply.

         —Look, there could be crazy people on the top floor of this building, but do they ever attack you?

         I think for a moment. I can’t get beyond the dark doctor’s office and the rainy winter evening outside.

         —No.

         —Then why do you refuse to go?

         Shortly afterwards, we are in Şişli, walking into the stone edifice that houses the hospital. We walk across a dark garden. Down a slightly sloping path. Into an old building, up a flight of wooden stairs. It smells of obsolescence, this place. Of abnegation. All connection with everyday life severed. An elderly nurse walking in front, my mother taking the rear. The nurse asks my mother:

         —Is she likely to throw herself off a balcony?

         No. I don’t throw myself off balconies. To the contrary, I love life very much. I want to live for hundreds of years. What do these people think of me, I wonder. I say nothing. My mother gives the required answer. There’s an iron bedstead, a double mattress, a little sink, a grim white wardrobe, a night table. Another little table, too.

         My husband is in Paris. When I come home in the evening, I am met with beautiful silence. I am listening to Telemann and no one else at this point. I sit out on the balcony of my penthouse apartment. Watch the sun cast a lovely autumn glow over the steppe as it sinks behind bald hills. In the days that follow, everything around me changes, fast as lightning. A great beauty descends on the world. Enthralled by life’s ethereal magnificence, I reduce my sleep. My talents seem to increase with every day. I understand everything so much better. I am sleeping less, but even when I do fall asleep, life still pulses through me. I can work without ever tiring. I love those around me more than ever before, and they seem to love me back just as much. Life speeds 38up. My thoughts do the same. He is in Paris. And everything is so much more beautiful without him. He’s coming back. He’ll add his own unhappy suspicions about the world to the flow of my own confusions. His hopelessness, too. Let him stay in Paris. Or if he comes back, let him live without me. There is no friendship between us, no marriage, or love.

         When I raise my head, I can see spread out before me the valley beyond big apartment blocks, with all the concrete buildings of the city sprawling across it, interrupted here and there by a towering hotel or bank. Some of the buildings lining the asphalt roads have vanished behind the trees. Some parts of the city are under clouds. The low hills under those clouds are bright yellow. And bare. The shantytowns that begin where the trees and the concrete end stretch up as high into those hills as they can. Like they would in a child’s drawing. Beyond those still white clouds, a bright blue sky rises over the city centre. I’m not the one who runs wild in the streets on a snowy day. But this is the same city as ever.

         I don’t want to be alone, so I’m staying at Willy’s. On the wooden shelf above my bed, a large assortment of guns. He stands up. Puts a gun to his temple. Then he slowly crumples, as if he’s shot himself and died.

         When my husband turns up, I’m sharing a candlelit supper with a very young man whose eyes I find beautiful. We’re drinking red wine. A knock on the door. And at that moment, I remember why I wrote those words about not wanting to live with him. And now here he is. He lunges at me. Pushes me into our room, and on to our bed.

         —Don’t!

         —What’s happened to you? I can’t live without you.

         —You can. Everyone can live without anyone. There is nothing left between us. Even the first time we made love I felt that. When it was over, I felt like I was holding a dead man in my arms. We’re pushing each other to the void. We’re killing each other.39

         —Let’s die together!

         —What difference would it make. Have them dig a hole in the garden and bury us both.

         —Let them do that. It would suit me fine.

         —No, it wouldn’t. We’re not going to let that happen. Come sit down. Let’s have some of the cognac you brought with you. Tell me about that city you love so much.

         That night, I stay with the very young man. We make love. Then it starts raining. I can’t get back to sleep. The world is turning faster. My brain has burst out of my skull. I can’t stop it flying. My thoughts know no bounds. Willy is watching me. He wants to kill me with one of his guns. They want to kill me. All has been arranged. The very young man is part of the plan. It’s like my brain is flying in outer space. I can’t sleep. My mind is racing. The thoughts just won’t stop. Put me to sleep. Don’t hide the pills. Bring the doctor. Put me to sleep. I’ve fallen ill. I rush out into the street.

         —They’re trying to kill me!

         I’m running the whole world now.

         The illness that began with such joy has carried me from Ankara to Istanbul to drop me into this joyless room inside a mental hospital in the middle of the city. This room, which I enter at the age of twenty-three, will rob me of all joy and tenderness for the next five years. For five years, the freedom to pursue my thoughts without fear or impediment will be beyond my reach.

         But on that first dark, rainy, humid night, I can only think how tired I am. Nothing else. I’m put on medication. My little radio serves my lone assistant during the long hours of awaiting sleep. Torelli and Marcello offer solace. Fleeting moments of solace, but solace nonetheless. I shall come to know many of the city’s other important clinics. And also their patients, all sorts, fighting with some of them, making friends with others. Sometimes we shall come to blows, pull each other’s hair out. I shall learn to 40lie down smiling for electric shock treatment. If I wish to save myself, that is.

         We’re watching One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. The doctors give electroshock treatment to a rebellious patient who’d thought he’d be better off in the outside world. At once I stand up and leave the cinema. My shoes get stuck in the soft carpet. As soon as I get outside, I light up a cigarette. I take the escalator down to the ground floor of the arcade. Then I go upstairs again, examining the display windows between each floor. Snatches of pop music float in from the outdoor café just ahead.

         And this thought comes to me. ‘I was the only one in the audience to have undergone electroshock treatment.

         ‘Otherwise they too would have had to leave the cinema.’ There I am, in a modern arcade that calls to mind a film set in outer space. I look up at the lights, at the sparse crowd around me. Then I go back into the cinema. The patient is in a coma, still as a tree. Nothing in his life from here on in but deep pain. The friend wishing to spare him this fate strangles him. Saves him.

         The hospital is made up of several buildings. There’s a large garden in the middle, planted with cauliflower, cabbage, kale, lettuce and other winter vegetables. Here I am, in the middle of the city, in a vegetable garden surrounded by old French buildings, whose silence and little barred windows hark back to the Middle Ages. Those who spend time here have no way of measuring days or years. These patients who walk so very slowly. These demented creatures with their mincing steps. The pale, thin cleaners, the doctors with their white aprons and black cloaks, the nuns in their navy-blue habits. All of them old and slow and silent and drained of life. You’d never know that the crowded and traffic-clogged avenues of Şişli were only fifty metres away, just outside those wooden doors. You’d think there were only rolling hills leading up to great and silent mountains, and beyond those mountains a vast and empty steppe. It’s that quiet. That lethargic. Everything looks sickly, even the soil and the vegetables.41

         Behind this pavilion is a small slope paved with asphalt. At the top is a grey stone building where they keep the Catholics who have dementia but no families to care for them. In front is a small garden bordered with grass. The wan creatures gazing down from narrow windows are two thousand years old. They have no idea where they’re looking or what they see. When they lean against the high table to watch winged angels chasing each other around that bright vase, do they think back to the happy days when they were photographed with their betrothed, or the husbands that were the only men they ever knew, do they remember the days when they took walks through the park, leaning on their canes, shouting at each other but never hearing a word, do they think of the cruise they took from one Aegean port to the next? I’m on medication. I’m put to sleep. My friends come to see me. Some bring flowers. Some bring fruit. Then they go back to city life. Leaving me to never-ending solitude. Nights come early to this hospital. But they don’t know how to end. Dawn never comes. In winter the hospital corridors start sinking into evening darkness in the early afternoon. We eat a flavourless supper. The meat, the fruit, the vegetables all have the same (tasteless) taste. The lights like candles in a tomb. But unlike candles, offering no comfort. I try to cast myself into a deep sleep. Impossible. How very long it takes, to fall asleep and forget myself. It’s like thinking my way back to my mother’s womb. Is it the medication doing this? Finally I am back there, flitting in and out of the tense and fleeting slumber of a foetus. Every night the door opens. And my fear comes roaring back. I am pulled out of the sleep I’ve worked so hard to achieve.

         —Stay away from me! I don’t want you here. You’re scaring me!

         She lives in one of the rooms at the end of the corridor. Hairy and half-witted, deaf and dumb, half human and half shrieking animal. And back in my bed. Cuddling up to me. Every night she does this. She seems to be in love with me. 42

         All the agonies I lived through over those five years, I see in a two-hour film. I too tried to show the patients in that hospital how to free themselves, tried to tell them that they didn’t have to stay there for ever. How many of them managed to save themselves? I don’t know. I’m free now. When I use that word, I don’t just mean I’m no longer behind lock and key. I came face to face with death, but look, now I’m free. I’m in a big European city, walking out of a cinema. Süm and I meet with the warm, lovely, calming September evening. The boulevard bright with lights. By day it’s much emptier.

         —Do you understand just a little of what your sister suffered? You can see that now. These patients can only recover if they can live normal lives, surrounded by their friends and family, and people whose behaviour does not mark them as ill. Because mental illness can be contagious. And not just contagious in the way that microbes are. A person’s hopelessness can sink right through the skin. And then your only hope is to be strong enough to save yourself. Medication can’t do that, shock therapy can’t either. The line between health and illness is so very thin that just to be next to a person who’s been suffering from schizophrenia for thirty years, just to see her pallor, weakness, lack of appetite, rotten teeth and all the other the ravages of time, is enough to drag you down to the same place.

         —But you were ill. It was to right to keep you in confinement to be cared for with those people, she says. Or words to that effect.

         I’ll never manage to explain myself. If these people watch One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest the same way they might a film about Napoleon’s life story or the new autumn fashions in shop windows, then what can I do? I expect to have trouble sleeping. I expect I’ll be taking the film to bed with me. I lie down and relax.

         There are long, dark nights. I drift through them, eyes closed. A few hours of darkness I can call my own. Sometimes I can hear a storm passing. Sometimes fat raindrops hit against the zinc 43borders of the shutters. The joy of rain. I am drenched with it, utterly drenched. Mostly it’s barking dogs. Barking dogs make me feel as if I’m back in a house in the provinces. Or at the edge of a forest. And I wish they’d go on barking for ever. Getting up the next morning, all I want is to go out into the garden. To the countryside. I do my writing during these hours. A lot of it. All in my head. I long to get up. If I do, I can see lights playing on the surface of the sea. And the dark shade of trees. The houses are darker than they are at night, even. Here and there, a light burning in a room. All these writings slip away the moment I awaken. In the summer, especially if it’s July or August, the morning sun takes possession of the city streets, breathing its fire into the air, seeping through doors and windows to claim even the armchairs and wooden floors. An angry sun, this. A harsh glare that sends a person into a strange and restless hopelessness that seems to have no cause. Summer days that go on for days. In the winter months, though, the city is blanketed in grey clouds. Clouds heavy with rain. The day has dawned. It’s well on its way, even.

         It’s afternoon. I’m lying face down on the metal bedstead. He’s come again. He’s stroking my face.

         —Your hands stink of cigarettes. Don’t come so close. I’ve given up cigarettes. I can’t bear the smell of them.

         His head, as always, is tilted to one side. He’s trying to smile. He’s brought me flowers. Orange, with green leaves. The kind I love most. But I don’t even know what they’re called. He’s wearing a black cloak. The lines on his face as deep as ever. His hands slightly trembling. His lips, too.

         It’s a hot summer day. I’m introducing him to my mother at the Divan Patisserie. He shakes her hand first. Then mine. His hands are moist with sweat. And I think, ‘How am I going to marry a man whose hands sweat like this?’ I’m filled with a strange shame, a strange reluctance. I’m ready to flee. I prefer men with girlish faces, beardless men, the kind people might call 44sweet. But this man has nothing girlish about him. He’s young. But his face is deeply lined. It’s as if it was like that even when he was a boy. He’s young. But he acts as if he’s seen it all and is now beyond caring. He’s taken over my life almost by accident. He’s bored. I don’t like bored men, either.

         We enter Paris via Porte des Lilas. We’re in the front seat, next to the truck driver. A cloudy April morning. The banlieue’s streets are wet with rain. Hopping off the truck, we ring the bell of a small hotel. A woman’s voice comes over the intercom. We’re in a small room now. I want to open the window to look out over the city. I see a few buildings and a few people on their way to work. After a few hours of sleep, we go to sit in a famous café near Gare de Montparnasse. The rain has stopped. The avenues are still wet, but they’re bright with the spring sun. The cafés spilling out on to the pavement, the passers-by – how full of life they all are. That night he and I stay together in the same hotel. And after that, we stay together in the same penthouse room. A red and black painting by Mübin on the wall. The bed takes up most of the room. Leaving little room for anything else. He’s put his small record player on the little table. He’s listening to French songs, one after the other. At night, after making love, we listen to Bach’s violin concertos. So melancholy. I want to leave him there and then, to return to more childish loves.

         The next time we met, I was pregnant by another man. The day of my abortion, he brought me red carnations. All night he held my hand. Which means he considers me his great love. Do I need a love like that in my life? No. All I need is a man. I’ve felt the need for a man since the age of three or four and now I can’t even sleep unless a man is lying next to me. When I sleep with this man, I enjoy full orgasms, but afterwards I feel utterly empty. A dark cloud descends over me, I am face to face with misery. The joy of making love leaves me wanting to die. That’s why I must get away from this man. But I can’t go back to my family either.45

         We buy a kilim, a few wooden chairs and porcelain plates. I sew up a lace dress for myself. I’ll wear a satin coat over it. At the last minute, his big sister will place a veil over my head. Pirko will bring me a bouquet … and then, I guess, I really will get married.

         A very strange ceremony. Three or four friends attending. I’m drunk. I have no idea where I am. No idea why I’m getting married. I know for sure, though, that I am marrying a man I don’t love. I listen to the registrar’s words as if she’s telling me a joke. I’m smiling. My friends are, too. The empty hall echoes with our giggling, our laughter.

         ‘This isn’t working. Let’s just go,’ I say. I stand up.

         I’ve been called for the signing.

         The man I’ve married begins to show his true face. His one and only world is Paris. Paris! Paris! Paris! He wants to take revenge on me. Why did you let yourself get pregnant by another man, he asks. He keeps close watch on what we spend. In fact, he doesn’t want us to spend any money at all. He courts the approval of his conservative family. His life is full of contradictions too large to see. He returns from the theatre after midnight. At once he has turned our home into a miniature Paris. All nerves until he’s had two glasses. After that he calms down. He’s listening to Léo Ferré. Sipping his drink. Exulting in the taste of it. Another sip. And then,

         he says,

         —Oh.

         He turns to gaze at his Léo Ferré record. The song has taken him back to Paris. Before his eyes he sees its boulevards and cafés. And people drinking at its bars. Every night, the same Paris dream.

         Four years later, I hear Léo Ferré for myself. In a dark theatre in Berlin. He steps out on to the stage wearing black trousers and a black half-sleeved shirt. His white hair falling to his shoulders. His hairline receding slightly. The hall fills with recorded orchestra music. Now and again, he sits down to play at the piano. Can 46it be a coincidence that this man’s every gesture – the way he shrugs his shoulders, curls up his hands, and swings his arms like a ballet dancer, the way he smiles with his eyes while pressing his lip, and walks with mincing steps – is identical to my husband’s? The music he so loved takes me back to our time together.

         ‘How strange,’ I think. He never tired of listening to this man’s records in the middle of the night, while I was trying to sleep. First while sipping raki, before moving on to cognac.

         —A person is not a person until he’s seen Paris and lived there.

         He did have his time in Paris. In Paris he suffered resentment and anxiety. But now he’s in Ankara. Deprived of Paris, he’s still resentful and getting worse. But the idea remains as fixed as ever: Paris is the city of his deliverance.

         I see him now alongside Léo Ferré. I give it some thought. Not to judge. I’m just thinking, pure and simple. Imagining. He’s living in hotels in Beyoğlu now. In the evenings, he goes to eat and drink in the little restaurants around Tünel. For years we don’t see each other. One day in Beyoğlu, I spot a man in the crowd.

         —I know this man very well,

         I say. Just like that.

         It’s him. He’s grown fat. I think about his death. I remember the last time I saw him, leaning against the American bar in a dark nightclub. He was wearing a red fisherman’s sweater. Under a navy-blue jacket. He’s lighting up a cigarette. We shake hands. Kiss each other on the cheeks. How happy I am, that I’m still alive, that my life is still continuing.

         On snowy nights, I’d open the door to find his hair sprinkled with snow. On his face, the last traces of the stage make-up he’s just scrubbed off. His head slightly bowed: he’s tired. He looks twice as old when he’s tired. He’s brought a half-bottle of raki with him, wrapped in newspaper. As soon as he’s inside, he takes it out, sets it on the table, and at that same moment, I open up to him. And there he stays, drinking at that table, for hours on end. Listening to his Parisian music, letting it take him back. Then he 47asks for cognac. Then coffee. Then beer. After that, he wants to make love. For hours on end. He’s no longer able to come.

         —I can satisfy any woman in the world,

         he says.

         I’ve been awake for twenty hours. I’m exhausted. I need some serious sleep. It’s daybreak. Soon I’ll be going off to work. Here in the capital, I have no time to dream of the joys of Europe’s great cities. He wants me to parade before him in black underwear. I know nothing about the sort of game-playing they taught him in all those brothels he so loves. He wants to be deceived. Any time I sleep with another man, he can tell in an instant. He likes it more than I do.

         Why can’t we find our way out of all this? Why do we rush into marriage and relationships, without first becoming friends? Is this what people in their early twenties should be doing? Do we have to sign the marriage register in order to have sex? Or live alone, longing for sex and masturbating? Do men have to find sexual excitement not in actual women but in their images? Must the first woman they know carnally be in a brothel? Must husbands and wives regard each other’s bodies as property? It contradicts our physical make-up entirely, all this. From earliest childhood, they stop us from being ourselves, from loving others, from caressing them. They twist us. Rob us.

         Now he’s brought orange flowers to my hospital room. His hands – hands I’ve never loved – stink of cigarettes. It’s September. Two years away from the autumn of his death.

         The telegram confirming our divorce comes to me here in the hospital. I’ll be remaining in Istanbul. I have no job here, and nowhere I can live alone. I am all alone in a huge city that has turned me into a stranger during my years away.

         Our place is in an old Armenian neighbourhood. Sitting in my apartment in a tiny room looking out into blank space, I think about the past. The illness that begins with such joy soon falls into a dark abyss. What is it, this unbearable silence, this apathy, 48this utter absence of desire? From the moment I wake up, I am seized by my obsessions. I can’t get out of bed. I cannot gather my thoughts or remember what I’ve read and seen. I listen to the people around me talking. I should be joining in, so now and again

         I can say:

         —Yes,

         or:

         —No.

         While in my mind, obsessions circle. Dragging me down. Always the same obsessions. People all around me. Because this is my place, surrounded by people. When I wake up in the morning, to face the empty day, I am full of fear. I go in search of my old friends. Hayalet Oğuz lives on the main avenue of Kurtuluş, not far from the last bus stop, in the basement of Oğuz Apartments. I tap on the window. He wakes up. He jumps into his jeans and opens his door to me.

         —I was up all night working on a film script. Good thing you came by and woke me up. I have to take it over to Yeşilçam right now. There’s also this film they’re shooting, he says.

         Very dark in his flat. Through the narrow window, the legs of passers-by. Hanging on the walls, artworks by the owner. A very large, dusty, cluttered room that trembles with the passing traffic.

         I accompany Hayalet to Beyoğlu. Wait in silence while he finishes his work. Then we go to a restaurant.

         —Do you eat frogs’ legs, my lovely?

         he asks.

         Here, too, obsessions continue to plague me. From the moment I wake up. Only when I’m fast asleep is the anguish a little less. I try to keep my friends from noticing. They’re all looking for my light-hearted, freethinking former self. But they can’t find her. In their world, the highs and lows are never so extreme. In their 49world, joy never tips over into madness. In their world, depression doesn’t tip into the fear of death, or the wish for it. They always love to eat. They eat in a measured way. Emotional highs do not nourish them as food does. They believe in their work. They talk of revolution but take care not to lose their footing. They don’t step into marriage as thoughtlessly as if they’re stepping into a car, nor do they get divorced as easily as if they’re stepping out of a car.

         I’ve not been in the hospital for long. The plum trees blossom, marking the start of a beautiful spring. They have me in the pavilion, on a leather bed on the ground floor. Every other day they give me an injection to put me to sleep. When I awaken, I know nothing. What is a human being? What is the world? How big is it and how has it evolved? Who am I? What am I? I see myself to start with. This is me. I’m ill. I’m coming out of a drugged sleep. My arms bruised and ruined by the needle. I see the plants in the room. Then slowly, very slowly, I begin to remember. Myself. This is me. I am twenty-five years old. I am a woman. I am living through the second part of the madness that begins with joy. I have suffered the anguish of lethargy.

         Years later, I come to understand that they gave me electroshock therapy while I was under. When I leave the hospital, everything is topsy-turvy. I get everything mixed up. I don’t recognise people. Seeing people I know well, I ask:

         —Who are you? I can’t remember.

         Now I was at home again. Incapable of directing my own life. I might as well be a piece of furniture. They talk and whisper and put me where they wish. I’m awakened from a deep sleep to see people I love.

         —We’re going to a meyhane in Yenikapı,

         they say.

         But how can I go with them? I’m not allowed to drink. What makes them think they can rouse me from my deep and calming, 50hard-won slumber to take me off to a meyhane? But never mind. I have plenty of time for sleep in the days and nights ahead. Even if I don’t drink, I can listen to their happy conversation. I have a suspicion, too. They’re talking about a meyhane in Yenikapı to get me into a car. We walk into a garden. A little further on, and there we are, in the middle of the night, standing in front of the grey door of a clinic I don’t recognise. Together they hand me over to a fat nurse. Who shows me to my room. There’s another woman in the bed next to mine. Have I been left here, to find the same peaceful sleep as she?

         I’m forced to start at the beginning again, explain myself to a foreign doctor. My friends do not visit. Summer is approaching. Everyone must be sitting outside in the sunshine by now. The toilets stink too much to use. The food too disgusting to eat. The drugs make me thirsty. There’s nothing to drink.

         At night, the fat nurse brings her lovers into the hospital. She calls me into her room, too. She’s sitting behind a table. Smoking. She’s brewed up some lovely tea. She’s taken off her cap and navy-blue apron, put on a day dress and high heels, painted her cheeks and her lips bright red. Her lover is sitting on the blue plastic chair opposite. Dark-faced, moustachioed and fat. Wearing a suit, a gold chevalier ring on his fat finger. A foreigner, with the rasping voice of a heavy smoker.

         —Take a look, why don’t you? Strip her and see what a beautiful body she has,

         says the nurse.

         Nothing beautiful about my body. But it still must be more beautiful than my obese minder’s. Why is she making me strip for this foreigner who looks like a counterfeiter?

         I don’t want this at all.

         —Come on now! Take off your clothes! What’s keeping you? shouts the nurse. The man strokes his moustache and smiles, showing his gold teeth.

         If I don’t take my clothes off, she’ll complain about me to the 51doctors tomorrow. She’ll say I’m very ill, that I need more shock treatment. She won’t let me out into the garden. Won’t give me tea. I take off my nightgown.

         —Turn around!

         she says.

         I turn around.

         —She’s lovely, isn’t she?

         she says to the man.

         Such shame I feel. The fastest way out of this place is to be very good, very soft, never talking back, showing optimism through meekness – this I know.

         —You can go now,

         she says. I go back to my room.

         The cleaning ladies give the injections. They take our blood, too. If they get angry, they put patients in straitjackets. The doctors arrive first thing in the morning and stroll from patient to patient.

         —How are you going today?

         they ask. They’re off again by noon. Off to the wealthy neighbourhoods, to look after patients who bring in much more money. They’re conservative people for the most part, these doctors. Always thinking about money. A house. A car. And their children’s bright futures. Forever on the lookout for secret lovers but wishing to be seen as happy family men and forward-thinking sages of science. People with no sense of what makes a person special. When their young and beautiful patients begin to get better, they invite them to their Beyoğlu garçonnières. The patients go along and sleep with them, fearing that they might end up in the care of the same doctor should they fall ill again. Because life in those hospitals is unspeakable. No one wants to get stuck in them. Unless they have lost all will to live. No one gives the ugly ones, or the old ones, so much as the time of day. One such patient, isolated, neglected and desperately lonely, pulls out her metal bars and jumps out the window.

         It’s Sunday. I call the cleaner. 52

         —A patient has pulled out the metal bars. Her bed is empty!

         Not too much of a drop from the window. The cleaner rushes out, retrieves the patient from the top of a car and returns her to the clinic. The woman is screeching. Her legs are bleeding. They wrap her up in a straitjacket and tie her to her bed.

         —Don’t leave her like that. If she can pull out those bars, she’ll have no trouble slipping out of this straitjacket, and then she’ll jump again,

         I say.

         —It will be fine,

         is the reply.

         —Keep an eye on her,

         I say.

         —Why bother,

         says the cleaner.

         I leave the room in fear. Trembling at the thought that only a day earlier, I had slept in this same room with this woman. Before long, her bed’s empty again. The woman is lying on the asphalt road. Her legs are broken. I call a doctor from a different clinic.

         —Why didn’t you keep a watch over her?

         —We’re not here to keep a watch over patients. We’re here because we’re ill ourselves.

         I call the clinic’s doctor on his home phone.

         —A patient has thrown herself out the window. You must come at once. Her legs are broken.

         He really does come at once. The patient is carried off on a stretcher to an ambulance.

         —If I hadn’t called you, it would have been even worse. She could have broken both legs.

         —I can take you home this weekend if you like,

         he says.

         I smile. Is it for me to tell him all he’s got wrong? We walk together down the clinic’s narrow corridor. The garden is full of sun. It’s a spring day promising summer. The sky is bright blue. 53Outside, in the streets of Istanbul, the empty peace of Sunday.

         It’s the spring of 1971. Unusually hot for this time of year. In a year blighted by political unrest across the land. Unrest I shall never quite manage to understand. During the months of April and May, I am more cut off from the world than ever before.

         Süm takes my brother and me to a village on the Aegean shore. It’s my first time in this village and my first sight of the Aegean. My first impressions bear no relation to the village I’ll come to know so well in later years.

         I see nothing of this village’s ancient theatre, or its colonnaded Roman road. I remember the Taurus Mountains spilling down to the shore, and the forested meadows between their foothills and the sea.

         Only on my long walk on the beach at Sorgun did I find something of what I remember. Of the village itself I had no recollection whatsoever. On the radio, endless announcements about those who’ve been arrested, endless lists of those still being sought. A harsh terror to these announcements. My brother and I return to Istanbul. It’s as warm in May as it usually is in July. My brother is arrested almost immediately. But nothing seems as terrifying as it did from a distance. Terror, too, knows how to hide in plain sight.

         I’m given two powerful injections. The kind producing a stupor lasting fifteen to twenty days. Making it harder to speak, walk or live. Without warning, your tongue will cramp. You have to have another injection to counter it. Otherwise the tongue won’t be able to come out of the cramp, ever.

         A most unpleasant experience.

         A while later, I go back to the village. The sand golden with sunlight. I think I was able to walk again when I made that second visit to Sorgun. Once again, I’m worrying about my friends in Istanbul. They do a search in the village. I’m standing in front of the rocks next to the sea. Two Europeans approach me.

         —If your life is in danger and you’d like to cross over to one of the Greek islands, we have a motorboat, we can take you, 54

         they say.

         —I’m not in any trouble,

         I say.

         That afternoon, Süm and I are sitting on the next bay over.

         —This morning, I walked to Sorgun with a boy and slept with him,

         I say.

         —You’re crazy,

         she says.

         —Leave me alone. Let me go where I want to go and live my own life,

         I say.

         —No, you’re getting ill again, you have to get back to Istanbul,

         she says.

         I race across the sand.

         —She’s crazy! Catch her!

         she shouts as she runs after me. And that is the moment when I do go crazy, for real.

         It’s night. We’re sitting by candlelight in our house in the village. I am holding a man’s hand. When I’m not holding his hand, I am truly lost in a void. Again my mind is falling into an abyss. I have a new husband, a harsh, exacting man whose character remains something of a mystery to me. He blows into the room like a storm. And it’s then, at that precise moment, that I go mad. The moment I begin to act just a bit like myself, I’m carted off to be locked once again behind bars. Even though I only married this man because he’d promised to save me from clinics and doctors. That was the only thing I’d asked of him. That if I fell ill again, I could stay at home with my books and my records and a few of my favourite things, drinking tea. To make it to our morning flight from Antalya, we travel in the muhtar’s car. I’m not strong enough yet to withstand another stay in a clinic. I don’t want to go.

         —Put me in a hospital here,

         I say.

         —But I have a gun, 55

         says the muhtar.

         We’re outside a hospital in Antalya. Is this a real hospital?

         —Let me stay here!

         I say. I sit down on the ground.

         We go to see an Antalya psychiatrist. His wife is on the divan, reading a newspaper.

         —What’s wrong with her?

         —She’s ill.

         —What do you want from me?

         —A prescription for Haloperidol,

         I say. He writes it out. We pay our bill and leave. We board the 7.30 a.m. flight. Can it be that we did all this before boarding a plane this early in the morning? How could we have lived through all that? How did we fit it all in? The clever people at my side can answer these questions better than I can. My husband and I sit side by side at the back of the plane. Suddenly I hear an announcement:

         —We’re now flying over Israel. Anyone who wants can jump off here!

         On hearing this announcement, the passengers all cry,

         Aaaaah!

         But of course, no one jumps.

         Arriving in Istanbul, I catch sight of my doctor in the crowds at Eminönü and a chill goes down my spine.

         At home, I take my medications and sink into a deep sleep. I pull myself out of it to hear a friend’s voice. To wake up is to go mad again. I should not be waking up. I should go on sleeping, on and on. I must. I shout at my friend. Because it’s all over now.

         After this I go into a post-electroshock coma. It’s an extraordinarily strange thing, this sort of coma. To have gone through it even once is to have visited the other side of death. (Remembering the electroshock treatment I was given later on, I do know what I’m talking about.) It has no midpoint. Electroshock has a beginning and an end. But no midpoint. Not for the patient – the person. But I have been inside that living death. And here I am again. While undergoing electroshock therapy, I can still think and feel: 56

         ‘So things have advanced to the point that they’re giving me electroshock treatment/maybe they’re giving me electroshock to make me talk again/the doctor must have come to the house/how strange it looks, that device he uses to administer the shocks/it looks just like a shoeshine man’s stool/who knows, maybe they didn’t get the current they need/the city’s current, in other words/it’s always going up and down/and it can kill people/and now they’ve put me into an electroshock coma in my own home/do they want to make me speak/does my husband really want to know if I’ve deceived him or not/so what if I did or didn’t/are they making me talk/they shouldn’t have done this to me/I have no secrets/I treated them all well, even when I was ill/I never shouted at any of them/never attacked anyone/always suffered my anguish alone/if I die, so what/what if I die/oh but they went way over the limit with that shock/it’s making my fillings vibrate/it’s unbearable/I know people have died from electroshock treatment/people have told me/I heard this in class at the hospital/is Süm with me/she can’t be/my mother my brother my husband/I’m getting electroshock treatment but I still know they’re there/I know who this doctor is, too/soon I shall close my eyes and die/no one will bother me ever again/what do they want from me/if my life is to end with an electric shock/I’m not angry/they only want what’s best for me/can this be natural/is it even possible to go through this and still be thinking/but maybe it is natural.’

         —I am dying, the revolutionary struggle must continue without me,

         I say.

         (I was never a part of a revolutionary struggle. Not during the 12 March era, and not after it, either. All I ever wanted was to be free to think and act beyond the tedious limits set by the petit bourgeoisie.)

         But then, in the shock coma, and in the days when such a struggle existed, the wish for it to continue, and for it to succeed 57– it was not just to find the strength to withstand its deadly power, nor was it to pave a smoother path to death. It was a natural request. It came from my very core, this desire for the revolutionary struggle to succeed. From the core that had grown up with me and evolved inside me. It was a wish that came from within, on coming nose to nose with death. It was the essence of my thoughts.

         —Stand up! Is this how we did examinations in hospital?

         The doctor is bellowing.

         ‘fear of hospitals/fear of doctors/fear of schizophrenia’s stink/fear of the fat nurse/and I heard about how patients survive all this at lectures in university clinics/I remember/at that moment struck by the fearful thought that they wish to return me to that life, I stand up…’

         And I shit myself. No, I don’t shit myself, I feel as if my intestines, my stomach, and all my other internal organs have tugged themselves free to splatter all over the floor/there you are, your worst fear/I can I live, without these organs/that’s what I’m thinking. Then I take myself to the toilet.

         Léo Ferré goes on singing and singing. Which means I can’t step outside for a cigarette. A young, blond German boy sitting next to me. His loose shirt billowing. His neck encircled by a silk scarf. His blond hair combed back, in keeping with the latest fashion. His suit jacket on his knees, he follows the concert with studied interest. I might not know him, but I’ll still hold his hand.

         When the doctor arrived with that same wooden shock device, I hid under my mother’s wooden table. The day before I’d asked to go outside. They wouldn’t let me. Even though I wasn’t planning to go anywhere. All I’d had in mind was to walk as far as the car repair shops, take a look at the shanties amidst the little kitchen gardens, savour the freedom of being outside, and then go home again. But they wouldn’t let me. It occurred to me then to leave via the balcony. If I could lower my feet to the wall below, I could jump from there into the courtyard. Not too high. 58Four or five metres at most. I was lowering myself down to the wall when my mother seized my arm. But she couldn’t pull me up, and I couldn’t reach the wall, so my legs were left swinging in mid-air. I lose my balance. I’m dreaming, is it my leg? My mother is pushing at my leg. It hurts, but that’s not important.

         So once again, I gave myself away. Only crazy people throw themselves off balconies. And here’s the doctor again with his electroshock stool. He’s going to kill me again. I’m terrified. Don’t let them do this to me. Don’t let them.

         —Hold her arms.

         —Bring some salt. I’ll rub it over her forehead.

         They hold my arms. Both my husband and his friend Ayberk.

         A few days later, I’m taken to the city’s other university clinic. It’s the beginning of August. The moment I’m inside, I prove what a wild patient I am by breaking the glass of the door they’ve locked behind me. This is the clinic where I woke up so many years earlier, after my suicide attempt. No way to get this door to open. Here I am again, in the care of doctors I don’t know. What am I going to say to them? How to begin again at the beginning? The madness, and the return to reason? I am put into the first bed in the room next to the door. Two other beds here. Two young women.

         The next day I see before me the same doctor who years before, when I was still a lycée student, locked me in a room and assaulted me. He’s a professor now.

         —My thing doesn’t rise for everyone, but you’re a very interesting girl, and it’s risen for you, he said. For a long time we played tag in that room of his. There was a bathroom next door. I wasn’t about to have sex with him. Because I’d not had sex with any men at that point. I didn’t want to have sex with him. Why had he locked me up in here, what did he want? Maybe in case I shouted. In the end I promised to come to his consulting room and have sex with him there. That was how I got him to let me go. 59

         And now here they are still, years later, holding the keys to the doors that will return us to reason.

         So today I don’t hold myself back. When he’s turned away, I start screaming, saying what he’s done. What can he do after all? I’m already locked up. He says nothing. He continues walking, the dignified doctor in his white coat. No one believes what patients say anyway.

         There’s nothing to do in here. Outside, summer is in full swing. No newspapers, books or magazines. No garden. Nowhere to walk. No music. All there is to drink is the hot, smelly water that sometimes drips from the taps. We wake up early. So early it’s still the middle of the night. A few other patients are already up, too. Together we take a stroll up and down the corridor. We’re already smoking. In this clinic that offers no other pastime, the cigarettes fail to satisfy. I’m smoking four packs a day. It’s not enough. Maybe I need hundreds of packs a day. But no. No. It’s never enough. This is all we have to do here: light up, inhale, hold in the smoke, blow out the smoke, take another breath, and light the next cigarette with the old one. Once again, the toilets smell like schizophrenia. Smell it once, and you know it for ever.

         No point in my trying to resist electroshock treatment in this place. Whatever I say, they’ll do it anyway. There’s no escape. The doors are locked. Iron bars in the windows. Outside it’s summertime. For weeks now, I’ve not walked in the open air.

         First the nurse arrives. She’s all made up. Looking healthy and fresh in her white uniform. We go together into the next room. There we find a young assistant doctor in his own white uniform, standing next to the electroshock device. I lie down on the bed. The bit they wedge between my teeth is hard, rectangular, the colour of bricks. Do I shut my eyes after I bite into it? Or is it the other way around? In an instant I am in the land of death, amnesia, nothingness. Is this what it’s like to be guillotined? The shock is over now. But how swiftly I vanished into nothingness! Terrifying. Absolutely. A moment of pure terror. 60No shock treatment the next day. What a comfort it is, to know that I am free of that terror for one day at least. This is happiness, truly. The next day I travel once again towards death with that bit in my mouth.

         Afterwards I smoke one cigarette after another. The janitor is mopping the corridor floor, he’s cleaning up before handing over to the night watchman. They come from the city’s poorest neighbourhoods, these people who work here at night. I can’t find an ashtray. I stub out my cigarette on the floor. The janitor lunges at me, punches me in the face. Is he doing this as a joke? What kind of joke is that? He keeps up with the punching. Unbelievable. My nose is bleeding, my mouth, too. When I try to defend myself, he punches me even harder.

         ‘This man means business,’ I tell myself. ‘Here I am in a university clinic. Who’s given this person permission to beat patients hard enough to bloody their mouths and noses?’

         No one to hold him back! He has all the authority to apply brute force. Lucky he doesn’t kill me. He can’t slow himself down. Off he goes to find the straitjacket. First he ties me up. Then he takes the ends of the long sleeves and ties them to the top of my bedstead. Then he pulls out my legs as far as they’ll go and ties them to the bottom. I am undone by this torture, I cannot lie down and neither can I fight back. I’m moaning. The door is locked. No stars in the sky beyond those barred windows. Beyond those barred windows, I cannot even find my own life in night’s darkness. For a long time I just hang there, moaning and pleading. I apologise to the brute. I plead with my friends.

         —Put me in a position I can bear,

         I say.

         I do not know how long it was before I lit another cigarette.

         On the day of my release, the door whose glass I’d broken swings open. I go down in the lift. Are they really going to let me go? I’m standing in front of the clinic. I lift my head to look up 61at the third floor. I see my friends’ pale faces staring down at me through the bars of the bathroom window.

         I know I am never going back inside. Never again shall I suffer such misery. I must resist. It’s not the shock treatment that cures me. And not the medications. What cures me is the deep dark terror at the prospect of ever again being locked up in one of these clinics.

         The car pulls out into the boulevards of Istanbul. It’s September. I shall learn how to walk in sunlight. That evening, we stop by Mutfak in Taksim Square. How I’ve missed these streets.

         Supper at a friend’s, with many other friends just released from military prison. Much singing of revolutionary folksongs.

         —Please, don’t sing revolutionary folksongs,

         I say.

         The clinic has left me so tired that I’m struggling to share my friends’ joy at being released from prison.

         The concert ends. As soon as I’m outside, I light a cigarette. A great city opens its arms to me, with its all-night cafés, its bars, its clubs where they play Greek music. What a joy it is, to be back in the flow of life! To be in a city whose every boulevard, café and resident returns that joy. Most people spend their lives remembering past joys. But there are times when we can live and breathe that joy, night and day. A song can take us there. A painting. A boulevard stretching out before us. A tree with rustling leaves.

         I’m in a café on the edge of a little square with the young man who sat next to me at the concert. We order coffee and cognac.

         It’s coming up to the second autumn since his death. It’s like he’s still next to me. He’s trying to get the most out of every sip of cognac. His eyes are tired. His eyes are humane. His eyes are dreamy. His heart is far away. As if he’s making love only to come closer to the silence of death. That silence found him very young. We were never really husband and wife. Never really true friends, either. Our time together no more real than if I’d seen it 62in a film or read it in a book. Though not a book I truly loved. It began at the Café Select, in Paris, ended with orange flowers in a private clinic in Şişli. A small piece of our lives. I am just one of earth’s people. No part of me died with him. When people die, they take only themselves.

         In a little stone square surrounded by apartment blocks, I catch the first scent of autumn.

         A wind blowing off the Bosphorus passes through my hair. The aroma of nature floating up from the yellow and orange leaves on the ground. The most beautiful scent I have ever known. He’s in there, mixed in with it. Dancing with life.
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            The Aegean Again
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         i’m sitting on the top step of the ancient theatre. I’m waiting for the flood of colours that the sun will bring up from behind the Taurus Mountains. It will paint them every shade of purple, brown, green and blue. It will be born into the reflection of its own colours. Mist will rise from the valleys to climb up and up until the sun burns it away. Unless it drapes itself over the peaks of the Taurus Mountains, above the cotton fields, ancient cities and steaming meadows.

         Silence in the coves along the shore. The village is still struggling to wake up. Dawn has always been like this in these parts. At the end of the day, the sun has always sunk into the blue-green sea without losing any of its red fire. Those warm Aegean evenings. On evenings past and future. In ancient times and times yet to be born. It’s heating up the sky, this sun. And the sand along the shore. The fertile earth. The night sky studded with stars. In ancient times people must have made love on these shores. Must have embraced the Aegean, felt its waves lapping against their legs. As I have done. As others have, too. As we must all. I am waiting for the sun, as others have done for many thousands of years before me. It’s almost morning. I’m sitting on the stone steps of a theatre, breathing nature in. In a few hours, 64I’ll be leaving the village. To go back to the big city. I would have liked to have stayed here longer, just to watch the sun rise and set, and the clouds race across the sky with the wind, and those rare rainbows that come with the rain or just after, turning the sea to a deep purple. Even though I am a city person through and through. I shall be leaving nature behind to return to concrete fields and asphalt roads lined with buildings made of stone.

         At the tail end of a June day, I am watching the clouds nestling over the Bosphorus hills. The radio is playing. An Italian, singing a love song. Not ‘la luna es o es’, probably. Another song. My child is jumping over a piece of elastic she has strung between two chairs. Another Sunday, soon to end. Every now and again, I hear my husband cough. A little white motorboat moves slowly over the waters whose dirt has been obscured by darkness. Water swirling like a river around Akıntı Burnu just ahead. On the other side, there are people sitting on balconies of apartments half hidden by pine trees. Slightly to the left, a lamppost, a slice of a small apartment building and green trees fading into the night.

         Approaching Arnavutköy Iskele, alongside the meyhane whose green lights play upon the water, the pale red lights of a little ferry with a tall chimney.

         Returning from the south, I found a city immersed in summer heat. Waking up and walking out on to the balcony, the light so dazzled me that I’d go straight back inside. In the evenings we walk along the shore. I look at the yalıs along the shore. I remember an old lover who lived in one of them. After we’d made love, he would run down to the flower seller, and come back up to throw wildflowers across the bed. This day, and this hour, are just as beautiful, I tell myself. I keep walking. There are people out in motorboats, in sailing boats too. All with their own thoughts and feelings. In the evening, they will put on their best clothes to go dancing on the seafront. There are those in this city who try to pretend they’re living in Monaco. But their world holds no 65charm for me. I’m just glad I’m not one of them. These summer days seem to go on for days. Climbing the hill, it gets hotter. The sun is stronger, too. My downstairs neighbour, a Western boy, committed suicide while I was in the south. He threw himself into the sea … and was gone. I saw him every day last winter. He spent all his time in his dark back room, never going out to his front room to watch the insatiable hills of Vaniköy change colour with every moment.

         Every day he’d ring my bell. Holding a loaf of bread and a packet of macaroni.

         —My key doesn’t work on the outside door. I’m sorry. Every day I disturb you,

         he says.

         A little later, when I’m walking down the lane on my way to the market, I see him in the kitchen, mixing Sana margarine into his macaroni.

         Now and again, when I went down to ask to borrow a magazine or a book, I’d find him thin, bare-footed, pale and unshaven. He spoke very little.

         I told his friends that he was falling ill, and slowly caving into his anguish. But no one knew that he was walking the streets by night, looking for a place to kill himself. On a hot summer day, I look through a closed window into his kitchen. Unwashed dishes everywhere. Sitting on the windowsill, a fat grey mouse.

         Arriving at the village, I have no thoughts about leaving. I’m cut off from time itself. I wake up to the sound of waves and go straight to the shore, where a fresh, humid morning awaits me. Water droplets on all the flowers and plants that can grow along the Aegean. The sand still damp from the night. I walk along the beach. The sea water is clean. White foam spreading over the sand. Thousands of little bubbles, melting into the wet sand … until another little wave washes over it. My thoughts are clear. I open myself to the fullness of life. Some days there are floods of rain. Floods of Aegean rain that still take me by surprise. I’m 66sitting in the restaurant reading. Some books take me to worlds far greater and more tender than real life. Towards evening, the rain lets up. I walk to the village. I drink wine in the fish restaurant. The village is still empty. No one’s come on holiday yet. The villagers are watching television in their coffeehouses, drinking sage tea.

         Then I want to be in love again. He has the bluest eyes. It turns into a passion. I pour into it all the love I have ever felt for others, all the love I have in me. It’s as if I am living all my loves, past and present, with this one man.

         And now I am sitting on the top steps of the ancient theatre, by the bays’ still waters, waiting for the colours that the rising sun will bring to the mountains. As I watch his little car go down the empty road, to vanish between the fields and the temples, I think how strange it is to feel as if I am watching my past and future loves unfurling before me.

         Life is full of passion. This we know. The more you come to love life, the more your recognition of death grows and evolves. The beauties of life win. If I can bid farewell to this love with such ease, then I can do the same, just as beautifully, to life. I can embrace love and at the same time let it flow away, like a gentle breeze, like the Aegean.

         In a few hours, I shall be heading back to the city. Crossing the Taurus Mountains. Travelling down a straight road. Kilometre after kilometre, from morning until night. Between cities I shall pass fields fallow and ploughed, fields dotted with grazing sheep and fields covered with brilliant red poppies. My house will be unchanged, bar the dust. In summers past, my friends and I could meet up in the Café Boulevard in the evenings. Will this summer be like the old summers? Those were evenings that came after hot and long and lonely days we spent yearning for an extraordinary something that was yet to happen.

         Friends wait for each other in the café. I love them all. These are people who feel their country’s pains, who have devoted their lives to the struggle for change. We share a strange hope 67for a world where the inhumane black-marketeering rich do not set the rules. We’re stronger together. On these summer evenings when we’re sitting together in a café whose tables spill out over the street, our ever-growing group is in some odd way at one. It’s as if everyone joining us is seeking a more beautiful life. The 12 March era is behind us. But the pain of that era sits inside us like a stone, has become part of us. Terror will continue to exert its force over us, year after year; there are hard days ahead. On those breezy summer evenings, as we make our little plans, we cannot help but feel that pain deep inside. As always, there’s that unease. It never lessens. It only grows. Then several of our friends die, one after the other. People still in their forties. With them we bury our hopes and wishes for a better life. There is no place, no life more beautiful than this one. Life’s beauties are not somewhere else. They are here, all around us. In Taksim Square. In the black swarming crowds of shoeshine men and vendors selling pickles, sesame rolls, flowers, postcards. In the traffic-clogged streets that stink of exhaust and piss; there is no life more beautiful than the one in which we open our hearts and minds to this black swarming crowd before us. Until we reach the limits of this beautiful life, like the friends we have buried.

         Gani’s house is still shut tight. The same mouse on the windowsill.

         ‘It should have been enough to live amongst the beauties of this neighbourhood,’ I think. ‘These gifts from nature should have been enough to fend off death.’

         Just past Kuruçeşme, at the end of the row of yalıs at the water’s edge, is the Şölen Restaurant. This is where Arnavutköy begins. An old iron railing stretches along the waterfront, up to the point where the yalıs begin again. In the morning, fishermen gather beneath the first yalı. Selling fresh fish. Rowing boats of all colours line the shore. Rocking on the waves brought by the south wind. If you step out on to the iskele, you can see the fronts of the yalıs. Some have been renovated; painted bright white. 68They’ve lost their old beauty. The ones left to age naturally with their old wooden carvings whisper of a beauty more authentic. Their windows are decorated with little pots of geraniums. Raise your head, you can see the hill rising, and amongst the green and the trees, other old wooden houses. They help to erase the unremitting sprawl of ugly, nature-destroying, concrete buildings. In some streets, the ivy grows right down to the ground. The market begins just across from the iskele. The market occupies the streets that run parallel to the steep narrow streets that descend to the iskele and the water. Here greengrocers bring colour from the ground floors of old houses out on to the pavements. Greek antiques sellers, tailors, shoe repairmen, fishermen, mussel sellers. Together they give the market life.

         In the evenings, it fills with the aroma of frying mussels. People crowd into the meyhanes along the shore.

         Spring brings green, white, purple and yellow to the slopes. Butterflies open their wings. The sun warms the air in patches. There’s always a wind. Behind the hills, a tree-lined dirt road goes as far as Ortaköy. Here, amidst the new apartment complexes, there are shantytowns. Past the cemetery, the old Greek houses and their gardens, encircled by crooked stone walls, call to mind an Italian village. We walk these hills with university students, discussing politics as we go.

         They are sternly idealistic defenders of socialist thought who denounce even the opening of a cafeteria as revisionism. With time they’ll become bureaucrats, technocrats, petit bourgeois family men. Their revolutionary ideas will be abandoned with youth and university. They’ll leave it to a later generation to bring western and socialist cultures into harmony.

         This road leads down to Kuruçeşme through some of the poorest neighbourhoods on the European shores of the Bosphorus. The great red church in Kuruçeşme and its courtyard look as if they could be in any small town in Europe. Cabbages growing in the kitchen gardens. 69

         Before it rises above the hills of Vaniköy, the sun turns the surface of the sea grey. Dawn then paints it purple and red, turning the trees first into shadows before letting their leaves green. By time it has risen in all its red glory, the fishermen have returned with their catch.

         In early autumn, the boats go out to catch lüfer. When night falls, their lamps call to mind a fleet of lighthouses. When the moon is full, you can even see the fishermen’s caps amidst the shadows. Nature’s lights change with every hour: there is always something new to be seen. On snowy days in winter, the waters of the Bosphorus are neither turquoise nor navy blue, but green. The flocks of seagulls swoop down over the valleys, as white as clouds. This is the world of legends.

         Soon he will come. It’s pouring rain. Everything on the terrace soaked. The sound of traffic floating in from the street. We’re sitting at the windows that divide the bar from the terrace.

         —This terrace is very beautiful in summer,

         I say.

         —We still come here, now and again. Yachts parked behind the flowers. Behind them, the Bosphorus. We sit here across from Kandilli, until the cool of evening.

         On our way to a nearby meyhane, we get soaked by the rain. The meyhane’s very different. In the old days, you could see through the old wooden floorboards to the sea. Now there are the chandeliers, nylon curtains, formica tables and concrete floors that speak of a debased culture.

         —These horrid new décors, they’re everywhere – in villages, towns, bus terminals, and now ever here, on the Bosphorus!

         —And look at these plastic ashtrays, advertising toothpaste!

         That first time, we sit face to face. We talk politics, nothing else. Not even a word from either of us about our relationship. A strange joy inside us both. How I love the rain, the Bosphorus, the meyhane, politics and this great city where life can be so hard. When I sleep with him, it’s as if there was no other man 70during those years apart, and none of those great agonies either. All that is left is the joy of love and desire. My long years of suffering have not destroyed me. They’ve only guided my heart. Taught me how to drink in beauty, to love those near me as I stroke their faces, to understand the sanctity of joined bodies, to understand perfect union. Not all unions are the same. I can see that when I look back. There are those that make our entire bodies tremble as we come.

         We’re always so far from each other. Each night, we go to sleep feeling ourselves together. As if that is what we both wish we could be.

         ‘This is how I thought men would be. The way it is when I’m with him. I love him. I have learned how to love him.’

         In a few hours, a new day will begin. Everyone will live that day in their own way.

         Coming with him, it knows no limits. It’s like the sun has risen in the east in the land, to set in the west without question.

         In the morning we make love again. With this man who waits for me, and all the wet warmth that my body can bring. Here it is, the most beautiful moment of my life. This moment sanctifying the union of two bodies. Bringing together every moment I have lived. Eternity. One moment stretching out to embrace all time. Two bodies joined together in eternity: this must be life’s essence. Must be the sun’s essence, too. The essence of love we give and are given. Of the warm air embracing us, and the night’s chill descending. The stars above us, and the Aegean’s blue skies: they too must proclaim this essence. This wetness. This power that brings white foam to the waves moving towards the shores of the Mediterranean, that draws dawn from green stillness.

         The warmth embracing us. The cold nights descending. The stars those nights bring to the skies. The full moon. And all those who cannot sleep on nights when the moon is full. Who, on the pale and misty mornings that follow those sleepless nights, wait for death.

         (Death is an everyday occurrence, is it not?) 71

         The warmth embracing us. The cold nights descending. And the stars those nights bring to the skies. This world that two people joined in perfect union can set atremble. This union, that gives itself over to eternity, to existence, to all those with whom we share it, now and in the ages still to come …

         
             

         

         August 1978–August 1979
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            Translator’s Note

            [image: ]

         

         the istanbul tezer özlü knew as a child in the 1950s was not much different from the city I came to know a decade later. Life back then unfurled at a pace slower than a snail’s. It was as if time itself was in mourning. After two thousand years as the capital of three great empires, Istanbul had become a new republic’s maligned and neglected second city. Though its children were schooled to become honest and hard-working patriots, unquestioningly devoted to the doctrines of progress, the streets in which they lived were still mired in the past. And never more so than in Fatih, where Tezer and her family lived, and where my mother, sister, brother and I spent so many dusty Saturdays desperately trying to keep up with my father, who had fallen in love with its unswept cobblestones, subsiding wooden houses, wondrous mosques and broken marble fountains.

         Formerly the favoured neighbourhood of Ottoman grandees and civil servants, Fatih had suffered many catastrophic fires, not all of them accidental, and it was in the clearings the flames left in their wake that the age of unlovely concrete apartment buildings first took hold. Some (like Tezer’s childhood home) were love letters to modernity with grandiose names. Many others (like those of her neighbours) owed their existence to a legal 74loophole that granted squatters’ rights to anyone who could put a roof on a house overnight. Though many of the district’s longtime residents remained, living by their quiet old traditions, the streets were alive with the dramas of the urban poor.

         Packs of boys kicking around deflated footballs. Dogs patrolling their turf. Men in their coffeehouses, huddled over their backgammon boards. Bent old women carrying groceries in string bags. Tired flat-capped men pulling carts or leading donkeys, hawking milk, watermelons, tablecloths, plastic tubs. Housewives calling down to them from their upper windows before lowering baskets. Schoolchildren dressed in black smocks with white collars, swinging their book bags while dodging donkeys, men, dogs and Chevrolets too wide for these roads.

         Across the Galata Bridge, on the other side of the Golden Horn, life amongst the ruins was even noisier. Until the founding of the Turkish Republic in 1923, these hills were home to the Christians, Jews and Levantines who ran the business of empire, while the Ottomans in the old city saw to the civil service and the military. All the great European embassies were in Pera, as the district was known in those days, as were their churches, hospitals and schools. By Tezer’s time and mine, the embassies had become consulates, and the churches had emptied out. Most of the city’s Christians had left or would soon do so – pushed out by punitive taxes and state-sponsored anti-minority riots. The few surviving Greek and Armenian schools struggled to serve their much-diminished communities. But the city’s European schools – French, British and German, Austrian, Italian and American – were still in great demand. I attended one of the American lycées. Tezer attended the Austrian. Despite the tedium she endured at the hands of its narrow-minded nuns, her connection to German and European literature began inside its walls.

         The hill on which her old lycée still sits is topped by the Galata Tower, built in the fourteenth century by the Genoese. The tall, narrow buildings in the streets surrounding it call to mind an 75Italian city of the same era. Many have now been restored and repolished. But in the mid-twentieth century they were barely habitable. On the hill’s lower reaches were some of the city’s most notorious brothels. Higher up were all manner of bars where a man with a bit of money could enjoy the company of konsomatris, as bar girls were known back then. Amidst the once grand and now soot-stained fin-de-siècle mansions lining Istiklal, formerly known as the Grande Rue de Pera, were many cinemas and taverns we called meyhanes, and old Greek patisseries like Markiz, Pelit and Baylan, where Tezer’s writer brother and his friends gathered to discuss art and politics of an afternoon, while Tezer and her friends sat nearby, waiting to be invited over.

         Beyoğlu, as Pera came to be known, was a gorgeous puzzle of a neighbourhood, where mosques and synagogues hemmed in by chandelier shops shared walls, and ladies in fur could enjoy profiteroles with Viennese coffee beneath art nouveau tableaux, while almost next door – just beyond the fish market, the flower market and the only market that still sold pork products – great hordes of men sat downing giant tumblers of beer under the smudged glass roof of a tarnished fin-de-siècle arcade. It was in this, the city’s bohemian enclave, that Tezer found refuge as a teenager.

         Reckless though she was and wished to be, she was guided and protected by one of the enclave’s great characters, on whom my father also came to depend during his many Friday nights drinking too much beer in that tarnished arcade, which was known locally as Çiçek Pasajı, or the Passage of Flowers. The friends he made there became fixtures at my parents’ famous and sometimes infamous St Patrick’s Day parties. We moved several times during my childhood years, each time to a house somewhere between the Bosphorus towns of Bebek and Rumeli Hisar, but even if we’d forgotten to send invitations, they always found us.

         It was along this same stretch of shore that Tezer found some peace after the many ordeals she describes in this 76autobiographical novel. She made her happiest home in Arnavutköy, through which I passed each day on my way to my American lycée. Translating the pages she set there was for me a homecoming, and not just because she took me back to a place I once knew so well. It was first and foremost her way of fashioning a paragraph, which cut right through the many straitjackets, real and metaphorical, that were forced on her – as a daughter, a student, an abused and electroshocked patient, and even as a writer.

         For this was a time when both nationalists and dissidents subscribed most forcefully to a literature that served the common good. Though she was not the only one to resist that pressure, she was one of the very few who broke the rules at sentence level, refusing continuity, and slashing narrative logic to evoke in words the things she truly felt and saw, that we all might see them.

         So it is not just Fatih and Galata and Beyoğlu and Baylan and the Passage of Flowers I must thank her for, and not just the resurrection of my father’s friend Hayalet Oğuz – Oğuz the Ghost – who was also Tezer’s loyal protector, and one of the few to treat her kindly after her release from the notorious French mental hospital where my father was himself incarcerated, briefly and erroneously, and almost died. What I treasure above all else is the grace with which she sweeps away all suffering like so many shards of glass, so that she can open up her heart again to the sun rising over the Anatolian steppe and take joy in a lover’s body as night settles over the Aegean: ‘The warmth embracing us. The cold nights descending. The stars those nights bring to the skies. The full moon. And all those who cannot sleep on nights when the moon is full. Who, on the pale and misty mornings that follow those sleepless nights, wait for death.’

         
             

         

         maureen freely
August 2022
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         Turkish Words

         
            
               	iskele
            
                        
                        	ferry station
	lüfer
            
                        
                        	bluefish (Pomatomus saltatrix)
	meyhane
            
                        
                        	tavern that serves food with every drink
	meze
            
                        
                        	small plates, as we call them now
	muhtar
            
                        
                        	elected neighbourhood official
	yalı
            
                        
                        	an Ottoman waterside mansion



         

         
             

         

         Place Names

         
            
               	Akıntı Burnu
            
                        
                        	Current Point, between the Bosphorus towns of Bebek and Arnavutköy
	Arnavutköy
            
                        
                        	town halfway along the European side of the Bosphorus
	Balıkpazar
            
                        
                        	the Beyoğlu fish market; sometimes refers to the arcade of meyhanes also known as the Çiçek Pasajı, or the Passage of Flowers
	Baylan
            
                        
                        	old Greek patisserie in Beyoğlu
	Beyoğlu
            
                        
                        	Istanbul’s old European quarter
	Çarşamba
            
                        
                        	neighbourhood in Fatih; Tezer Özlü’s childhood home
	Club 47
            
                        
                        	bohemian haunt in Beyoğlu
	Edirnekapı
            
                        
                        	Edirne Gate, a neighbourhood in Fatih
	Esentepe
            
                        
                        	town in Anatolia
	Galata
            
                        
                        	Beyoğlu’s oldest neighbourhood, first settled by the Genoese in the fourteenth century
	Green Rooster
            
                        
                        	bohemian haunt in Beyoğlu
	Istiklal
            
                        
                        	Independence Avenue, Beyoğlu’s main artery
	Kandilli
            
                        
                        	a town on the Asian side of the Bosphorus
	Kurtuluş
            
                        
                        	a neighbourhood in the so-called new city, once mostly Armenian and Greek
	Kuruçeşme
            
                        
                        	a town on the European side of the Bosphorus between Arnavutköy and Ortaköy
	Lefter’s
            
                        
                        	Greek-owned bohemian haunt in Beyoğlu
	Mutfak
            
                        
                        	modern café on Taksim Square
	Ortaköy
            
                        
                        	town on the European side of the Bosphorus, to the south of Kuruçeşme
	Pelit
            
                        
                        	old Greek patisserie in Beyoğlu
	Pera Palas
            
                        
                        	grand hotel in Beyoğlu dating back to the late Ottoman era
	Saraçhanebaşı
            
                        
                        	neighbourhood in Fatih
	Şişli
            
                        
                        	neighbourhood in the modern city
	Şölen
            
                        
                        	restaurant in Arnavutköy
	Sorgun
            
                        
                        	coastal town to the east of Antalya
	Taksim
            
                        
                        	Beyoğlu’s central hub
	Tepebaşı
            
                        
                        	neighbourhood in Beyoğlu
	Tosun’s Place
            
                        
                        	bohemian haunt in Beyoğlu
	Tünel
            
                        
                        	neighbourhood in Beyoğlu
	Vaniköy
            
                        
                        	town on the Asian side of the Bosphorus
	Yenikapı
            
                        
                        	neighbourhood in Fatih
	Yeşilçam
            
                        
                        	street in Beyoğlu; in the 1950s and 1960s, the home of the Turkish film industry



         

         
             

         

         Books and poems mentioned

         
            Foggy Boulevards  The translation of Sis Bulvarı, a poetry collection by Atilla Ilhan

            March of the Soup Kettles, The Egotist  Translations of Kazan Töreni and Zübük by Aziz Nesin

            O’er all the hill-tops  The translation of Goethe’s ‘Wandrers Nachtlied II’ in Chapter 2 is by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

            Simmel  Johannes Mario Simmel, Austrian-Jewish writer of popular novels
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