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Part One

[image: image]


“Dear Lord,” I began with those words on that clear, happy August morning, “O Lord God Almighty!” After a good night’s sleep, I had had a quick breakfast following my morning fag and then rushed out of the house. I was walking with a spring in my step down the narrow, basil-scented İmrahor Hill towards my workplace. My first book had just been published and was getting good reviews. I was filled with all the exhilaration of my late twenties. I had set up a gift shop selling stuff for tourists in the Historic Peninsula of Istanbul—you know, maps of the city, postcards, guidebooks and enameled wall tiles... The business was doing well and I was in good health.

“You don’t get to be a writer like that!” I said to myself aloud and laughed at what I had said. “The sort of person you call a writer should be poor and his breath should smell because he’s hungry!” As I was saying this, the bells of the Surp Kevork Church started to chime. As I said, it was a bright, clear summer morning. My daughter had just celebrated her fourth birthday and we were living a happy, plentiful, prosperous sort of life. We wore expensive clothes and ate good food. In a short space of time, we had paid for the apartment we lived in with what we had managed to save. It had air conditioning, a bathtub and even a charming terrace. 

“It shouldn’t be honey that drips from a writer’s pen, it should be blood!” I said to myself in a flight of fancy. “Good morning!” “And a very good day to you!” I said as I greeted passers-by, who returned my greeting with a nod. I felt like a lord, a philosopher, almost like a prophet. The school service minibusses were dropping pupils from the Armenian High School in front of the building. The kids’ chattering voices filled the street. I was laughing and went on talking to myself. “That’s all you can write with what you’ve got in hand. You should have been some unfortunate unemployed guy who’s stony broke, and then you would have created miracles!” 

God in heaven! I could not have known that He would hear my voice, take me seriously and as of that moment do everything possible to bring it about...






There was a sudden deafening noise from in front of the hotel located a short distance from the street where I was walking. At first, people gazed around in shock and fear, trying to understand what had happened, then they scattered in all directions. It had taken only a second for the morning to lose its brightness and cheerfulness. The birds perched in the trees had disappeared, leaving their songs behind.  Beneath the cloud of smoke, I could see children leaping over the blood-stained bodies on the ground and racing away into the distance shouting “It’s a bomb!”  From the spot where I stood frozen in my tracks, I could hear a constant wailing of police and ambulance sirens. The “great man and prophet”, in other words, “yours truly”, had stopped dead, and I sensed that fear had drained all the color from my face. I was shaking all over, staring at the blood-stained odd shoes, women’s handbags and cigarette packets that were strewn all over the ground. “Damn!” I muttered to myself, “That was meant to be a joke!”   

The police were struggling to cordon off the area and ambulances were rushing the injured to hospital. The windows of the blocks of apartments and shops in the immediate vicinity were shattered, an overturned car was ablaze. Yellow flames belched from the blazing car, which had people inside it. I was still rooted to the spot, standing bolt upright. “What sort of a joke is this?” I muttered. My teeth chattering and my hands shaking, I somehow managed to get to the shop, where the youth behind the counter was listening closely to a news bulletin. The speaker on TRT radio informed us in an owlish voice that two other bombs had been exploded simultaneously, one in front of a foreign bank and the other in front of the American Embassy. The bearer of bad news went on to say that there were foreign tourists among the dead and injured. The blasted woman said it, again and again, stressing every word. A shiver ran through me and I was filled with anger. The lives of those unfortunate people were at least as precious as mine. Didn’t she know that those unloveable foreign tourists whose lives had suddenly been taken away from them in a place far from home were not at all poor? Couldn’t God, who saw all sorts of shit, realize that I earned money from tourists and that I wasn’t in the clear yet? No, He didn’t. Even before nightfall, virtually all the tourists would be gone, airlines would be laying on extra flights to get their citizens away from the city of bombs. These good folk would not be coming back until the incident had been well and truly forgotten. They would not be spending the euros and dollars that were needed to secure a life of prosperity and happiness for me. And while I was waiting for them to return, they would be the reason I was forced to learn by heart all the magical books of their ancestors and make my head throb with the reading. 

Of course, I still had no idea that being a writer wouldn’t make me rich.






That day I resolved I would never again mess around with forces I had no knowledge of. In the meanwhile, six months had passed since I had taken out loans to meet the overheads of the shop, which wasn’t bringing in any money, months when I had been waiting hopefully for things to come right again. 

Now I had no money left at all and my creditors were starting to put the pressure on. My wife was constantly complaining. She wanted me to shut the shop down and get a job. She wanted me, the owner of that incomparable, wonderful shop and its little world, which I had set up with the meager wages I earned, to go back to the times when I used to slave in the boiler-rooms of the big hotels all night long, carrying out barrels that were bigger than me filled with hot ashes. Days when I cleaned the toilets, swept and wiped the floors... 

I would have to take off the clothes made of expensive cloth that I wore and instead wear the cheap uniform of the workplace. I would no longer say “now what am I going to have today? I’m even fed up with kebabs!” and spend half an hour mulling over my order. I would now be dipping bread into meatless dishes prepared by a third-rate cook with dirty hands... 

I would have to stand with my hands clasped in front of me and give polite answers to the rude utterances of unscrupulous employers, “You’re quite right, sir! Just as you like, sir!” I would gaze in astonishment at the sickeningly stingy, quite unbelievable money-saving methods they resorted to. I would select the tobacco I smoked, the book I bought and the means of transport I used according to the money in my pocket. I would even switch off the lights at home to keep my electricity bill down, I would repair dripping taps to save on water...   

That was what my wife wanted, what she thought I deserved. That was what made her pack up her things and leave home. She didn’t know and didn’t want to understand that we only needed to hang on a bit longer, that the season was due to begin in just one month’s time. That calamitous day would be forgotten, tourists would start to arrive in droves and I would be putting their magical money into my pockets. And I would never indulge in flights of fancy again.






While the fat doctor was leaving the room with his assistants after a brief examination, he spoke to me without even looking at my face, “Don’t let him lose consciousness,” he said. “Talk to him.”   

Hard work indeed.   

I was wondering what I could say to him when we were alone. I was pacing to and fro in the little hospital room, my hands clasped behind my back. Then I turned to him and said in a whisper, “There’s been an earthquake.” He turned his smelly head slowly towards me and moved his dry lips with difficulty. 

“Again?” he inquired. So he had noticed the first one. Then he turned his head back to the same position, closed his eyes, which had been dilated with fear, and fell asleep. I could not sleep a wink all night, it stank of medicines everywhere.   

I was sitting on the lukewarm radiator next to the window and gazing outside. From time to time a vehicle passed along the street, people walked past. Then the wail of a siren filled the air as an ambulance approached the emergency entrance. Then the excitement died away and silence reigned once more. The weather was calm and the ships were lined up in the embrace of the sea like so many puppies, snoozing as they gently rocked. A long, cold night was approaching. 

Just as I was about to leave the shop in the evening my brother had telephoned to tell me that my father had been taken ill and rushed to the hospital. They had remained with him until the evening, I had to stay with him overnight. They would come in the morning. As I had nothing else to do, I had gone straight to the hospital. I knew the place, it was a social security hospital. My uncle on my mother’s side had died there, maybe his uncle as well. The poor people of the district chose it as a place to die. It was rightly famous for being the hospital with the busiest mortuary.   

On arriving I had shaken hands briefly with my brother and ignored my mother. She was not speaking to me because I never called her or visited her. However, I was sure that she was the one who had asked my brother to
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