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			About the Author

			Nihan Uycan Özen graduated from the Austrian High School in Istanbul and from Marmara University with a degree in Business Information Systems. She built her first career in Information Technology, working for many years as a project manager at multinational companies. Through the coaching training she received from the Coaching Training Institute (CTI), she discovered her life purpose and chose to bring her corporate career to a close.

			On the path she selected for the second half of her life, she designed a life deeply intertwined with writing and pursued various trainings to develop herself in this field. Continuing her second career as a writer and social entrepreneur, Nihan Uycan Özen is one of the co-founders of Köprü Project, a digital platform focused on creating social benefit. She currently writes regular columns for HT Hayat Kadın Portalı under the title Nihan’s Dream, as well as for Mümkün Dergi.

			With her debut novel, Deniz’s Forest, she seeks to invite especially younger readers to question themes such as spiritual growth and unity. Like anyone who feels a deep responsibility toward society, she aims to contribute to the elevation of collective consciousness. She believes that those who can see beyond appearances owe a duty to those who cannot; that those who know owe something to those who do not; and that those who have owe something to those who lack. Guided by this belief, she works with LOVE for the growth of a more evolved society.

		

	
		
			This BOOK is the sum of my “limited” solitude with myself…
A salute to my childhood, which was never particularly fortunate in being understood, and to all children like me.

			Nihan Uycan Özen

		

	
		
			They say every DEATH is an early DEATH…
In truth, every DEATH is a belated REUNION
with the SOURCE.

		

	
		
			Preface

			Dear life,

			You flow through me like an endless river; with every breath I take, as I experience existence, I grow dizzy. Your reflection within me, and my singular, deeply personal journey through life, at times leave me spellbound, unable to think. In such moments, I simply AM. Whoever I am—that.

			DENİZ’S FOREST is such a profound milestone in my mortal life that I hope it will offer the same experience to countless readers.

			I decided to write this book after I began to contemplate death. Death is an unknown and unsettling mystery that has pushed the limits of the human mind since the dawn of existence, as it is seen as the opposite of life and thought to be where life ends.

			But what if death is not the antonym of life? What if it is not the final stop of the life process, but a stage of transformation? What if we come into this world in order to die, completing our lessons here? Or what if death is the greatest gift that reunites us with who we truly are and allows us to understand creation?

			With all the doors I have passed through, the countless people I have met and their reflections within my existence, what they have added to me, my inspirations, my enchanted moments; this first book of mine has finally transformed from a dark well whose labyrinths once frightened me into a forest filled with hopeful light. The road was difficult, yet rich with opportunity. I saw it all, knew it, noticed it, and lived it through my choices and their costs. I am grateful to everyone and to everything. I give thanks for my unique choices, in their infinite variations, that have shaped my life.

			Throughout this journey, I am overflowing with love for all the souls who stood by me, who did not leave me alone, in both their physical and spiritual presence.

			DENİZ’S FOREST has touched many people, and each time it has expanded my capacity to love. I have so many precious ones, too many to name. To all of you, I say from here, “Thank goodness—thanks to you…” I have always felt deeply fortunate to be held warmly in your hearts and to be believed in. Some of you were my first readers; some became inspiration simply by being; some became permanent teammates in this great project. If you still feel our bond as you read these lines, you are one of them.

			And then there are those who brought Deniz’s Forest together with its readers, my companions on the path, who gave the greatest support in allowing this book to take tangible form…

			I would like to extend my heartfelt thanks to Şebnem Aybar and my Romancı Kızlar team, who instilled in me the belief that I could write a novel and supported me every step of the way; to Soysal Demir and Funda Alp, who believed in my novel from the very beginning and contributed their efforts in different fields; to Serda Kranda Kapucuoğlu, the voice of the reader and my unwavering compass of reason and emotion, who kept me grounded; and to Aycan Aşkım Saroğlu, who never left me alone at the beginning or the end of this journey and made me feel safe with her experience. Without you, I doubt this novel would have ever met its readers. Thank you all for your invaluable support.

			And with my deepest gratitude to my dear translator, Deniz Weber, whose unwavering support and generosity made it possible to carry the world of Deniz’s Forest onto the international stage, and who never once left me alone in the face of my many requests; and to dear Çağla Miniç from Cosmo Publishing.

			My dear family,

			My beloved mother, Ayşe Uycan, and my dear father, Necmi Uycan, who gave life to my own in this world. You are, for me, the most loving, the most supportive, the truest parents. I learned my values through you. Your presence makes me feel so strong that I believe I can do anything. I love you deeply.

			My children, Poyraz Özen and Atlas Özen;

			My most precious gifts, sent by the Creator to honour this lifetime of mine. Growing with you, witnessing the spontaneous unfolding of life each day, and finding the courage to live it fully—you are my greatest source of motivation. To watch existence through a crystal-clear mirror, to cleanse oneself again and again within that reflection, and to love—truly and unconditionally—is possible with you. I am honoured that you chose me as your mother, my angels.

			My soul-and-blood sister, my womb-sister, Didem Uycan Yılmaz;
“Whoever loves their sibling, loves all of humanity,” says Erich Fromm. Loving you is one of the most special and beautiful acts in this world for me. With all our differences, our choices, and our shared intention, we are such a profound ONE. I am grateful you exist. Without you, I could not have walked either that arduous mountain path or this one.

			My dear mother-in-law Şadan;

			Thank you for mothering me as you did Burç and Burcu, with your deep acceptance and compassion. Your faith in me and your love are invaluable.

			My extended family, my ancestors, the souls I call my own;
All my relatives, living and departed; all my loved ones who have wrapped me in love and eased my life with their support; every human who has touched my life’s journey; my animal kin; and the countless colours of existence—I am grateful to you all, and I love you deeply. Thank you for teaching me how to love.

			And— 

			My soul’s true counterpart, my beloved, the living proof of my oneness, Burç Özen. Since the day our lives became one, we have walked forward together, growing through an extraordinary journey, discovering how a single life, born of two bodies, can move ahead guided by the same pure intentions. My deepest wish is that the us we have shaped through love, respect, and devotion, tested across countless trials and coloured by every shade of loving, will warm unlit hearts and become hope.

			I love you endlessly, and I choose you—again and again—to share this life with, until we arrive at love itself.

		

	
		
			1

			A sorrowful violin, deep-throated, still hadn’t managed to loosen the knot of tension. Instead, it began to creep through the spacious house, room to room. Lale tipped her chin up slightly towards the kitchen ceiling and, with a small motion of her hand, indicated the direction to her husband. The silence that had settled in the kitchen after yet another unresolved argument with Haluk was suddenly ripped open by the violin, jolting them both back to themselves.

			“There. It’s started again—same thing, every time. It won’t stop for hours now. It’s unbearable. I’m honestly so sick of it. Just look at this; another dinner ruined,” she said, setting her coffee cup down on the kitchen table with a sharp, controlled thud.

			“Lale, let it go. If he doesn’t want to eat, he doesn’t eat. Don’t keep pressing him. The more we push, the more we wind him up.”

			“Look—the soup’s boiled over. I’m fed up. I’m truly fed up.”

			“Lale, calm down. If he doesn’t want to eat with us, let it.”

			“What do you mean, if he doesn’t want to come? Since when does he get to decide that?”

			“And what exactly happens when we decide? This is Deniz. He felt misunderstood again, so he bolted. Do you honestly think the therapist you dragged him to is doing him any good?”

			“Alright, Haluk. Alright. Don’t start.” Her voice tightened. “I’ve been battling with this wretched soup for hours. Chop the vegetables into tiny pieces, boil the pasta separately, the Parmesan—” She gave a short, humourless laugh. “Why am I doing all this? For whom? I wish Hadiye were at home…” She took a breath, as if steadying herself. “And what did I even say? I’m worried about him. Isn’t that normal? I’m his mother.”

			“It’s always the same, Lale… Just give the kid some space!”

			The violin had grown more violent now. With the tremor of its shrill, piercing notes, they could both see the coloured wine glasses inside the glass-fronted cabinet begin to quiver. Deniz must have been utterly consumed by the music. At times like these, the air in the house would thicken. Some people fell into a heavy silence; others shouted so loudly they could no longer hear one another. Sometimes windows shattered, sometimes hearts went with them, and suddenly everyone became the enemy of everyone else. And it was Lale who suffered the most, later drowning in guilt over what she had said, what she had done.

			That night, however, what was expected did not come to pass. Unlike other times, Deniz cut his musical rebellion short, yet he did not leave his room for the rest of the night. He wouldn’t be going to school the next day. No one believed he would sleep. During such nights, he wrote for hours on end, never once stepping outside his room.

			The attic room was Deniz’s sanctuary. A few years earlier, with his father’s help, he had shaped it entirely around his own needs. Getting his grandfather’s rosewood writing desk up there had been an ordeal. At times, Deniz would run his hand over its surface, with the tenderness one might reserve for a rose. No one else was allowed to touch it; not even Hadiye was trusted with its dusting. He cleaned it himself, with care, using nothing but a damp cloth. When he once came across a remarkably similar desk in a museum in Amsterdam, complete with tiny compartments meant for hiding letters, his heart had almost leapt from his chest. The thought that Vincent van Gogh might have worked at a desk like his, that he had written his letters there, unsettled Deniz in a way he could neither explain nor resist.

			Van Gogh, his grandfather, and Deniz…

			A painter, a man devoted to justice, and a musician who dreamed of studying medicine. Each of them, in his own way, was tethered to the work he felt called to do. Whenever Deniz noticed such connections, he felt as though time loosened its grip, allowing him to reach back toward those who had lived before him. His imagination gave freely; at times, so freely that the present slipped quietly out of reach. The desk, an heirloom from his grandfather, the lawyer Muammer Güven, stood exactly where Deniz wanted it, by the window. It bore the weight of long nights spent in pursuit of justice, of hours worked through until dawn. Deniz had wanted to honour that persistence, hoping that by labouring in the same lightless hours, he might offer something back to a man who had so rarely seen daylight himself.

			From his desk, he could see the lemon tree in the garden. In that vast house hemmed in by forest, it was the only thing he loved without reservation. When they returned from Germany to Istanbul, they stayed at his grandmother’s home in Etiler for a time. Perhaps it was the mornings spent waking to the sight of the Bosphorus, or perhaps his long-standing dislike of forests, but he never grew fond of their own house. He never stopped asking, “Couldn’t it have been a house with a view of the sea?”

			Lale, an architect, had designed the house herself. Haluk, still a young surgeon then, worked almost without pause. And Deniz, shaped by the long hours his parents were forced to keep, grew up at his grandmother’s home, watching ships glide along the Bosphorus through the binoculars his grandfather had bought him, drifting into reverie as he learned, slowly, what it meant to grow up.

			“If he keeps this up, he won’t go to school again tomorrow, just look at the time!” Haluk was thoroughly fed up with how the issue kept spiralling; he wanted Lale to calm down as well, so he said, “Yes! What can we do?” trying to act as if it were nothing important.

			“What do you mean? What can we do? I admire how relaxed you are! Haven’t we been leaving him too much to his own devices lately? It’s like there has to be some incident every single week…”

			“And does forcing him make things better, Lale? This is how it’s always been. He’s almost eighteen now. The days when we could drag him to psychologists against his will are over. If he doesn’t want help, there’s nothing we can do.”

			“Oh, Haluk, you don’t understand. You know how it is… I’m afraid he’ll sulk again, stop talking to me for weeks.”

			“I know, my love, I know, but don’t torment yourself like this. Give him some space. Constantly clashing with you doesn’t help him either; you can see that. Be patient.”

			“When he’s like this again… Never mind, it’s always the same.”

			There really was nothing to be done. The words hung in the air for a moment. A dark cloud of melancholy settled over the strange hybrid of counter and table, surrounded by high Italian-designed bar stools. Then everyone decided to do what they did best. Lale began clearing away the dishes from the soup that would never be eaten, while Haluk retreated to his room and picked up a medical journal. I’ll be sleepy in half an hour, he thought. As for Lale, all she could do was wish for everything to return to normal as soon as possible.

			Unaware of the worries downstairs, Deniz kept writing without pause. To an outside observer, he might have seemed to slip into another dimension, something unsettling to witness. As he wrote, the whites of his eyes showed; his pen moved across the page at a speed impossible to follow. His hand seemed to act independently, as if it belonged to someone else. At such moments, he did not want anyone near him. The first time he experienced this state, even he had been frightened of himself. Influenced by the horror films he had watched, he had thought some entity had taken possession of his soul; he couldn’t sleep for days, waiting anxiously for it to happen again. Later, he decided to investigate what was happening to him. As his experiences deepened and his knowledge grew, he realised that he could connect to the wisdom of the universe in a particular way, that his intuition was highly developed. No matter how much he tried to normalise these experiences for himself, his psychic abilities kept whispering that his greatest misfortune was having been born into a thoroughly rational family.

			Being alone with music and writing soothed him greatly. Therapists had encouraged this inclination, which suited Deniz well. Everything he had recounted over the years to psychologists and psychiatrists he was forced to see by his family had never stirred in him the excitement and elation these pursuits did; instead, they prompted merciless judgements about his personality. To Deniz, no specialist truly understood him, or even made an effort to. They didn’t really listen. When he admitted, “I’m in communication with my soul,” they increased his medication; when he spoke of sensing things others could not, they accused him of hallucinations. And the stories of rebirth he had told since childhood were dismissed outright as psychological fantasy. For a long time now, Deniz had been telling therapists only what they wanted to hear. Being treated strictly within a rational framework, closed to anything beyond theoretical psychology, let alone holistic approaches, struck him as profoundly pitiful. Still, unfortunately, he did not yet have the freedom to choose his therapist. For now, he focused on taking from this herd whatever he could to improve his relationship with his family, while never revealing his true essence to them. In any case, he had no idea what kind of therapy could ever awaken such a narrow-minded family, but to avoid his mother’s wrath, he went to therapy once a month. Of course, no one knew that he did not take the prescription drugs he was given. He behaved like a perfectly ordinary person. He had learned by now that he would have to cope with all this on his own. How many people like him could there really be?

			He had a black, leather-bound notebook in which he wrote what he could not share with anyone. A gift from Nazlı, his dearest friend, the daughter of his mother’s close friend Oya. Nazlı had given him the notebook four years earlier, on his birthday, saying, “You can write in this what you can’t tell me.” Deniz had replied, accepting the gift with great joy, “One day, when the right time comes, you’ll know everything I’ve written here too.”

			This notebook, his confidant, his companion of the heart for the past four years, held all the moments of Deniz’s life from the age of three onward: moments that filled him with excitement and joy, yet left others bewildered and mentally unsettled. Sometimes Deniz would take out the notebook simply to cherish it, reread his memories, and reconnect with them deeply. In his mind, he replayed them like a film, rewinding, reshaping them as he wished, trying to make sense of them.

			What had happened that evening was too much for him. Angry with his mother, he had fled upstairs and first checked the lock of the desk drawer where he kept the notebook. The drawer was locked. He struggled to comprehend what this meant. So, she had a key as well. How could his mother do such a thing—read what belonged to him without his consent? How was that even possible? The discovery filled him with fury, shook him so deeply that to avoid harming himself or others, he had reached for his violin. The music spilling out of him gradually carried him into familiar territory, calming him. This time, anger was the fuel of his creativity, and Deniz hoped that this emotion would expend itself through music. Lost in a sorrowful melody, his eyes closed, he suddenly stopped. If he didn’t stop, he couldn’t write; if he didn’t write, he might forget. Despite everything, he had to write.

			✽ ✽ ✽

			Darkness—utter darkness… We are in the forest again. That cursed forest. My chest tightens, I want to run, not to see…

			The image slowly sharpens. There, lying on the ground. The earth is wet; it has rained. Lifeless, like a corpse… No, I don’t want to see it, no! Sounds are rising; wolves howling. Growing stronger. They will be here soon. Branches snap beneath my feet, the noise scraping at my ears. A foul stench hangs in the air… I am bleeding. Warm. Moonlight begins to illuminate the beautiful body lying there. The tips of the blond hair, darkened by the blood flowing from the gaping hole over the heart… Lying there, motionless. A strange peace on the face… Pain… immense pain… No, no! I’m going mad! It’s dead… Who? Why?

			Those were the last lines he had written. His emotions were in turmoil. For the first time, he felt utterly helpless in trying to make sense of the images he saw while playing the violin. Before, it had been easier. Julia had always been with him, but last night she had appeared to him as a dead body. He had been shaken to his core, filled with such overwhelming grief that he had wanted to sob uncontrollably, yet not a single tear would fall. It was as if a dagger had been driven into his heart. That dagger kept sinking deeper, making it hard to breathe.

			His mind was completely tangled; he could neither think nor do anything else. It was past three, nearly morning. He had to sleep, to gather strength. And he needed to brace himself for the lecture his mother would deliver in the evening. Once again, he had driven her to fury. She had decided to punish him for not going to the therapist, hurling threats that she would put an end to what she believed was ongoing treatment. She was justified in being so angry, yet he still felt unsettled and uneasy. Now that he thought about it, even the therapist never asked him what he was writing unless he wanted to share it. How could his mother have done this? His poor father hadn’t even understood why they were arguing, had dismissed Deniz’s refusal to go to therapy as a simple whim. If he had stayed with them in the kitchen any longer, the intense energy he couldn’t rid himself of might have turned into violence.

			All the fits of rage he had experienced as a child had trained him to recognise himself and his power, allowing him to witness how that power transformed when expressed through art. That was why he had run to his violin. As he thought about all this, he couldn’t stop his mind from slipping, if only for an instant, to the hysterical episode he had had at the age of five in a shopping mall in Etiler. On that holiday eve, the first time he had gone to such a vast mall with his mother, he had been unable to explain to anyone how overwhelmed he felt by the noise, the lights, the crowd. As he grew more distressed, the glassware in the housewares shop where they had stopped to buy gifts had begun to crack, explode, and shatter one by one. Refusing to believe that the incident might be connected to Deniz, Lale had spent years recounting her son’s nervous breakdown as the consequence of that mysterious event. Yet the cause had been Deniz himself. How many such incidents had there been—forgotten, or deliberately ignored… For some reason, the strange things he had said from an early age had drawn his family’s attention more than anything else, especially his mother’s. After all, she believed that anything explainable by logic could be solved; she always approached life with a results-driven mindset. If so, a child who was different from what he should be could be corrected as well… If only she had been able to understand that life is a process for every created being, that forces beyond logic also shape our lives, would everything have been different?

			All these thoughts he had carried for years—disappointments, refusals, things he could not accept—seemed to gather above him like a vast, invisible weight. His feelings were so intense that for a moment, he wished to shut down all vital functions and sink into a thousand-year sleep. He had not eaten anything for nearly twenty hours, but thinking he had no time for food, he popped a cracker from the desk into his mouth. He took a sip of water and collapsed onto his bed without even changing his clothes.

			How long it had been since he lay down, he did not know when he found himself once again in a state between sleep and wakefulness. The body he believed to be asleep lay in the bed, while he watched what was happening through the eye of a gigantic camera. Were the Deniz gazing out the window toward the forest beyond the garden with the lemon tree, and the Deniz sleeping in the bed, the same person? And what about the Deniz who was watching it all? As these mad questions spun through his mind, he decided to surrender to what was unfolding.

			He stepped into the time he himself had created, moving along with the Deniz walking toward the window. He was looking at the forest now. It was darker and more frightening than on any other night. He had never loved this forest, but now it seemed gloomier than ever, more menacing, as if pregnant with evil. It was as though everything were happening at once—the images he had seen hours earlier while playing the violin or writing, the sleeping Deniz, and the Deniz standing by the window trying to unravel the forest’s secret… all one vast whole. With its majestic darkness, the forest drew him in like a black labyrinth, wanting to lose him forever.

			Behind the closed windows, Deniz could hear the rustling of the trees from within his room. “Julia, Julia, Julia, Julia…” the lords of the forest whispered in a familiar melody. Deniz’s room seemed to expand forward, merging with the forest; the entire world became this forest. Great trees, all alike, stood in the middle of the room, wrapping Deniz in their branches, speaking to him incessantly with their leaves.

			“They took her from you. We took her too, hid her in endless time… If you wish, we can hide you as well…”

			“No, no… I must find her—don’t hide her anymore, no…” Deniz cried, waking from his sleep—yet only when the clock showed six in the morning did he finally fall into a deep, real sleep.

			✽ ✽ ✽

			When Deniz failed to come to school that day, Nazlı grew worried and, without wasting a moment after dinner, headed straight to Deniz’s house. Deniz was her childhood friend, her confidant, her closest companion, her everything. In this desolate, soulless neighbourhood where they had grown up together, they had clung to one another, sharing a childhood side by side. The area was filled with villas belonging to wealthy families; to them, it was an emotionally barren settlement carved into the forest after the fact. Far from the centres of culture and entertainment, it was wholly inadequate to meet the desires of young people. Yet when they were little, its isolation had not troubled Nazlı and Deniz; on the contrary, it had encouraged them to invent mysterious playgrounds of their own. As they grew older, however, the place began to feel stifling. Deniz, who had always found both their house and the neighbourhood gloomy, would grow restless and say, “Come on, let’s go to the Bosphorus and get some air,” seeking refuge in the sea. They would rush toward civilisation on the hourly bus, ending up wherever their spirits led them—Beşiktaş, Ortaköy, Tarabya…

			Their friendship was a comfort to their families as well. Lale would feel relieved each time she saw that her son could at least communicate with Nazlı, regarding her close friend’s daughter almost as a saviour. The two moved freely between each other’s homes, spending hours together. When they couldn’t, usually at night, they would converse through their bedroom windows using sign language. This was their secret method. When Deniz learned sign language at twelve as a school project, he immediately taught it to Nazlı. “We can use it to talk to people with hearing impairments,” he had said, “and also when we can see each other but can’t hear.” For two children without mobile phones, talking window to window in sign language at night was both delightful and uniquely theirs. Even after they grew up and had phones, they never quite abandoned this playful form of communication, returning to it now and then.

			Nazlı knocked twice on the door to announce herself. The ever-present Hadiye Hanım1 opened it with a smile. After exchanging the usual pleasantries at speed, Nazlı hurried straight into the kitchen at the heart of the house. She liked Hadiye Hanım and would gladly have chatted with her at another time, but today she was eager to see Deniz as soon as possible. He had his German exam that day, and she knew that unless he was truly ill, Deniz would never miss it. Something must have happened again.

			“Hello, Lale,  Haluk—how are you? Is Deniz in his room?”

			“We’re well, thank you, Nazlı dear. How are you? How are Oya and Serhat?”

			“I’m fine. They’re well too. What about Deniz—he’s in his room, right?”

			“Yes, my dear. He’s fine now. He just woke up.”

			“Just woke up? Oh wow, he really overdid it this time. He must have gone to bed very late then. I wonder why… Oh, ignore me, I’m rambling—so long as he’s not sick…”

			As Nazlı rattled on without thinking, she noticed Lale’s growing unease and tried, awkwardly and in vain, to rein in her words.

			“If you don’t count these moments when he disconnects from everything as illness, then of course not,” Lale said with a barbed edge. Haluk, with his habitual ease, stepped in to soften the tension.

			“Some people think that my matching my glasses frames to every outfit is an obsession. But I just like colour.”

			On another day, this familiar, gentle sparring between Haluk and Lale would have been ample material to relay to Deniz. But now, the only thing that mattered to Nazlı was why Deniz hadn’t gone to school. Tense from Haluk’s ill-judged remark, Lale, partly out of obligation, partly because she no longer knew what to say to Nazlı, reluctantly slipped her arm through her husband’s and, with a sweetly ironic tone, said, “Come on, darling, let’s continue our discussion inside. This colour business has piqued my interest.” Grateful for this perfectly timed exit, Nazlı let out a deep breath and flew upstairs to Deniz’s room. Reaching the door at the top of the stairs, she took a few deep breaths, tapped lightly, and went in without waiting for an answer.

			“Hey, how are you?” she said with a smile.

			“Welcome. I’m fine, don’t worry.”

			“I knew you weren’t sick, but… how are you really?”

			“I’m fine now. Let’s say I couldn’t sleep.”

			“So how was the exam?”

			“What do you think? Same as always. Not all of us were born in Germany like you.”

			“What does that have to do with it? You know, I was three when we came back, Nazlı. Until then, I’d only heard German, not spoken it. Sure, I suddenly started speaking later, but I learned it at school too, just like you.”

			“Well, something about the place must have rubbed off on you. You speak German like a native—writing poetry in German, reading Goethe, Kafka, Kant… Admit it, you’re a bit weird!”

			“My weirdness is officially documented, you know; I have a full-fledged therapist and a few psychic episodes to prove it,” Deniz said with a grin.

			That familiar smile made him look even more handsome, more enigmatic. With his right hand, he brushed back the blond curls falling over his forehead. As always, Nazlı watched him attentively. A peculiar calm and serenity would wash over her as she observed him. She listened carefully, learning so many new things from him. Deniz, for his part, loved her with great tenderness, feeling protective and responsible toward her. Their bond was not the sort everyone could understand. To them, it didn’t need explaining anyway. They missed each other if even a single day passed without meeting. When these two souls—both in need of speaking, sharing, being heard—came together, time seemed to stop, giving rise to a kind of enchanted happiness. When Nazlı wasn’t by his side, Deniz always felt slightly incomplete, even more estranged from the world he inhabited.

			Often, they didn’t even need words to understand one another. They sensed each other’s feelings, approaching each other with gentleness. Things happened between them that might suggest a telepathic bond, yet they never found it strange. If Nazlı so much as thought of Deniz, he would surely call or say something; if Nazlı was troubled, Deniz would see her in his dreams and feel her pain. Apart from his notebook and Nazlı, Deniz shared nothing with anyone about what he hid from his family and his therapist. At times, he could convey with his eyes what he could not, or would not, write—and this brought him immense relief. Like anyone else, he needed to be understood, or at least listened to with respect, without judgement. From a very young age, he had grown accustomed to people responding to his words with suspicion, treating him as if he were mad; as a result, he could not grow close to anyone he did not trust. Nazlı was life’s great gift to him, and he knew he had to cherish her. He felt fortunate to have such a sensitive, finely tuned soul as a friend.

			He knew that day, without a doubt, that Nazlı would come to see him. From the moment he woke and came fully back to himself, he had been waiting for her. And Nazlı, as if she had sensed the call, had come straight to him.

			“What happened—come on, tell me.”

			“It happens sometimes, you know.”

			“I know, but… Deniz, what did you see? Come on, say it!”

			“I don’t know.”

			“What do you mean, you don’t know? Don’t torture me! Whatever it was, it made you miss your German exam.”

			“What if I don’t tell you today?”

			“Deniz, don’t make me beg!”

			“Nazlı… Julia is dead.”

			“What?”

			“Yesterday, very strange images filled my mind. We were together in a dark forest. I couldn’t see clearly, but it felt as though someone was chasing us and we were running… Then I saw her lying on the ground. We were both bleeding, but I don’t know who did what or why, because in what I saw, Julia was there, motionless. She must have died while I was no longer myself…”

			“What do you mean? What happened to her?”

			“There was a huge…” Deniz struggled to speak, as though he were reliving the moment again and again, and it was obvious how much it hurt him. Nazlı jumped up at once and poured water from the glass carafe on the desk.

			“Drink some of this! Are you in a lot of pain?”

			“Oh, Nazlı—how can I even put it into words? I can’t explain the pain I’m feeling right now, not even to you. You know how people talk about soul pain? I think that’s what this is. My soul feels as if it’s splitting into a thousand pieces—I can’t fit into this room, this house, this world anymore. All those images… they’re so real. I’m not crazy, you know that. Some people might live by denying things like this. They’d say it was just a daydream, that they saw a vision in broad daylight, that it doesn’t belong to this time, that their imagination is running wild. They’d say something, anything. But it’s not like that. It’s so real, so painfully real. And yet, at the same time, what I see sometimes makes me the happiest person in the world—you know that too.”

			For half an hour now, Nazlı had been listening to Deniz from the leather armchair opposite his bed. After what he had just said, she was filled with the urge to be closer to him, to offer comfort in her own way. She rose from the chair and sat down beside him on the bed.

			“Calm down. You always tell me when I get overwhelmed… Take a deep breath.”

			“You sweet little imitator, you.”

			“Of course you haven’t lost your mind. If you had, I’d know,” she said, wrapping him in all her affection. Reassured by the familiar shelter of her presence, Deniz rested his head on Nazlı’s shoulder. They stayed like that for a while.

			A few minutes later, Nazlı asked softly, “Do you feel better now?”

			Deniz lifted his head from her shoulder and leaned back against the wooden wall behind his bed. Taking Nazlı’s hand, he gently drew her closer so she could sit beside him in the same way. His attic room was unlike that of most twenty-first-century teenagers; it resembled the room of a romantic artist with a devotion to the past. Opposite his brass bed, set against the wooden wall, stood a handmade leather armchair, an English piece inherited from his grandmother’s mother, a true marvel of craftsmanship. An original Chesterfield: its brown leather still gleaming as on the first day, its stitching impeccably strong. So perfectly ergonomic that it never creased one’s clothes when sitting; far removed from today’s furniture, with its awkward proportions between seat and back. Distinctive, singular.

			Nor was it easy to find any technological device in the rest of the room. Deniz did use a computer or tablet and spent time online like other young people, but mostly to satisfy his need for information. He had a particular fondness for handcrafted objects shaped by human effort. Knowing that such items carried countless stories behind them always excited him, reinforcing his belief that everything possessed a soul. The violin made by a master renowned in his time, his grandfather’s desk and a fountain pen… He was happiest when he spent time with them. For him, bringing a time he felt he belonged to into the present was a profound pleasure. No one ever saw him scrolling through social media; indeed, he wasn’t even a member of the platforms so fashionable among his peers. “I’m not about to get swept up in the madness of who’s doing what, where, and with whom,” he would say, seeing it all as a waste of time. There were so many books to read, so much to learn. When Nazlı pressed him, he would reply, “What good is knowing where an acquaintance I see once a year went for a holiday?” Now, in his personal sanctuary—this room where he had escaped being a prisoner of time, he was trying, with Nazlı beside him, to make sense of what he had lived through the night before.

			“Come here. We’ll try to understand what I’m about to tell you, together. I can’t cope with it on my own, Naz,” he said. Whenever Deniz truly needed Nazlı, he called her Naz. Nazlı loved the way he said it so much… It made her feel as though she belonged only to him, and she wished he would always address her that way. Wrapped in the warmth that this single word stirred in her, she moved closer to Deniz. The two young people now sat with their backs against the wooden wall, facing the brown leather armchair. Nazlı was the first to break the silence. Turning toward Deniz, she took his long, elegant fingers into her own plump hands.

			“Now I’m going to speak a little like you; brace yourself! You know I believe you completely, don’t you? What you’re experiencing isn’t something ordinary that happens to everyone. I know you’ve always felt different, weird, maybe even mad, but we both know that in the civilisation and society we live in, everyone is a little mad, and believe me, no one is as brave as you in sharing what they live through and feel with such honesty. You’re a deeply sensitive person, perceptive, highly aware. And because of that, unfortunately, you stand apart from the herd. With all that sensitivity and awareness, you are so special and so beautiful, Deniz… Don’t let those who can’t see this make you suffer. Let them not understand if they won’t. There must be so many people like you, like me… You’re mature enough to know that your worth shouldn’t be measured by the approval or validation others give you. I learned all this from you!”

			Tears welled in Deniz’s eyes. Torn by conflicting emotions that stood in contrast to the smile that suited his face so well, he freed his hands from Nazlı’s, cupped her face between his palms, and drew her close. Looking into her small brown eyes, he said, “I can see your beautiful soul, Naz. I’m so glad you’re with me in this life.” At that very moment, the glass of water on the table cracked for no apparent reason, shattering the peace they were sharing with a sharp sound. The two young people exchanged smiles without losing their composure—this was not the first time they had experienced such a thing. That is, until they heard Lale’s voice: “Come on, kids, come downstairs—Hadiye Hanım has made lemon cake.” Deniz pulled Nazlı toward him, kissed the crown of her head, and said, “Come on, get up. Let’s not keep Lady Lale waiting any longer. I’ll tell you everything at school tomorrow.” Nazlı, as always, yielded helplessly. They wiped their damp eyes with their hands and checked their reflections in the antique mirror hanging above the leather armchair. Before leaving the room, Nazlı didn’t forget to throw the cracked glass into the bin, unable to stop herself from thinking, Another set ruined—Lale is going to be annoyed.

			✽ ✽ ✽

			That day, Nazlı could hardly contain herself, waiting impatiently for the moment she and Deniz could talk. Hearing that Julia had died had stirred strange feelings in her. She didn’t know whether she was sad or relieved. For many years now, she had been sharing Deniz with this dream. Even though she always felt herself to be the closest person to him, they had grown up alongside an indestructible dream—one that, for Deniz, was more than a dream, and for Nazlı, a legend she was compelled to believe in: Julia.

			Deniz had first told her about his secret love when he was ten. What he said had seemed very strange to Nazlı at that age, yet she had listened as if spellbound. The things he spoke of were so unusual. While other boys played with toy cars, he claimed he had once lived as a German sailor, that he had a beloved named Julia, beautiful beyond measure, and that he had come into this world again for her. The boy, who spoke to no one else, told all his strange stories only to her.

			“Nazlı, this is the second life I remember, and I’m so happy to have met you in this one,” Deniz had said to her that day. Even though she didn’t fully understand what he was saying, Nazlı loved this unusual boy who stared into her eyes with his vast blue gaze. She knew she would never be able to let him go. Without a word, they formed a silent pact and met in a different kind of love. Whenever Deniz told incomprehensible stories, whenever he claimed to see things no one else could, whenever he broke down in tears, feeling the pain of distant corners of the world for reasons unknown, Nazlı was always there.

			As time passed and they grew older, Nazlı began to research and read about the things Deniz believed in, and, through him, she came to accept all his peculiar convictions without question, taking everything he told her as truth. If he said he had been reborn, then he had been reborn. Who could claim otherwise? Especially when he told it all so beautifully… Nazlı chose to believe him.

			Deniz was different, unlike anyone else around him and to Nazlı, that was something beautiful and rare. She lost all sense of time when she was with him, and she did everything she could to cultivate herself, to learn to see life from his perspective. She showed extraordinary determination in learning, through books and the internet, what Deniz knew intuitively, never wanting to lag behind him or encounter something he could not understand. She listened to Julia, the eternal love Deniz had carried from a past life into the present, with that same curiosity. Nazlı and Deniz had unknowingly chosen to learn the meaning of love through Julia’s spiritual presence until the moment Deniz said, “Julia is dead.”

			Now, faced with someone who no longer lived, Nazlı found herself unsure of what she felt. What did all this mean? If Deniz, whatever his name had been then, and Julia had died centuries ago in the small German town where they had lived, what difference did it make now? And yet, he had said, “Julia is dead.” What did that mean? Had Deniz lived on after Julia? Why did all this affect him so profoundly in this life? How devastated he was, how shattered… The dark clouds passing through Deniz’s eyes prevented Nazlı from feeling happy. And what happiness could there be, anyway? Could one rejoice because someone had died, because they had been removed from between them? Could anyone be that selfish? No, Nazlı could not. Her love for Deniz was so vast, so independent of her own existence, that she could not even entertain such a thought. Besides, they were talking about a ghost. Nazlı smiled to herself. She tried to return to the now, to the moment, as Deniz would say.

			✽ ✽ ✽

			All these thoughts running through her mind kept her from listening to the day’s lessons. Deniz, on the other hand, was following the German Literature class from the very heart of the story itself, living inside what was unfolding, the tale of Venus and Adonis. “Venus kept Adonis always to herself, loved him as one loves spring, knowing it would pass, with an endless love…” Frau2 Steiner said just before the bell rang.

			The moment Nazlı heard the bell, she rushed to Deniz, tugged at his arm, and planted herself in front of him.

			“Come on, Deniz, let’s go to our secret spot in the library—no one will be there now.”

			Deniz teased his one and only friend as he replied, “I see Madam Curiosity isn’t going to let go of my collar. All right then, let’s go.”

			The two hurried down to the basement-like library of the one-hundred-and-fifty-year-old stone building. Sent by their close-knit families to the same private school that had offered German education since primary school, the two children had gone on to pass the same high school entrance exams and continued along the shared path fate had woven for them. The school they had attended for the past four years stood before them like a daunting monument—its deep-rooted history, thick walls capable of dragging a child into a vortex of loneliness if they failed to find someone to love within them, and its stern teachers. And yet, within this dark building, it was possible to create intimate, protective spaces. The library was one of them, perhaps the warmest, the most sincere of all. Nazlı and Deniz often came here. That day, too, they retreated into a secluded corner and began their secret conversation. They both knew they had to keep their voices down; otherwise, Frau Krüger would appear to scold them sharply, perhaps even draft a formal warning to send them home, if she happened to be in a foul mood.

			Nazlı’s deep, uncontainable curiosity showed in every gesture. Deniz, meanwhile, was tense, unsure where to begin. In the end, it was he who broke the silence.

			“Nazlı, what I experienced the other night and afterwards was truly strange. I know that when it comes to me, everything I say sounds odd to you, but this time, even I struggled to tell reality from imagination. Though you know I consider my previous life an absolute truth, unlike everyone else.”

			“Ugh, I know, Deniz. Come on now—no commentary, just tell me.”

			Deniz began recounting what had happened that evening, and Nazlı listened with unwavering attention.

			“Well, I got angry with my parents on Sunday afternoon and started working on a composition with my violin. I think I became intensely focused. The energy of the space pulled me in. Extremely vivid images appeared before my eyes, you know, I told you a bit about them. But what I experienced after I went to sleep, after writing my notes in my journal, was even stranger.”

			“What do you mean? What happened?”

			“Somewhere between sleep and waking, the forest behind our house spilt into my room. My room felt as if it had grown five, ten times larger… The trees spoke to me.”

			“Wow. And? What did they say?”

			“Oh, Nazlı, I adore you. What did they say? Look at you. If I told my parents, they’d just stare at me blankly. And my therapist—don’t even get me started. I wouldn’t dream of telling her things like this.”

			As Nazlı smiled sheepishly, Deniz began mimicking his therapist with exaggerated gestures.

			“I understand, Deniz Bey.3. Please, do go on.”

			His high-pitched voice, pursed lips, and head bobbing up and down made him genuinely hilarious. Nazlı couldn’t hold it in any longer and burst out laughing. She quickly covered her mouth with her hand.

			“We are in the library, Deniz Bey. Please behave seriously and continue recounting your surreal dream.”

			“They took her from you. We took her too and hid her in endless time… If you wish, we can hide you as well… That’s what the trees said. Then I woke up; my heart was pounding like a mad drum…”

			“Oh, I’ve got goosebumps. That’s terrifying! What are you saying, Deniz? That’s so strange… Were you scared? If I had a dream like that, I wouldn’t be able to sleep in that room again. I probably wouldn’t sleep at all for a while.”

			“The strange thing was that it didn’t feel like a dream. It was as if all times had merged into a single moment. This might sound philosophical, but I don’t know how else to explain it… You know how Eastern mysticism, Sufism, even quantum physics talk about a single moment, about time not really existing, or about relativity according to Einstein? That night, it was as if I lived all those theories myself. I don’t know how to put it into words. Maybe it happens to you too sometimes—those moments when you feel like you’re inside a computer game, where everything flows past you in a fictional world beyond yourself, and if you could just manage it, you might reach out and turn the scene before you like a page in an electronic book, skipping ahead to a new chapter…”

			“Slow down, Deniz—easy! I’m trying to follow you. The bell’s about to ring. Why don’t you come over to our place this evening?”

			“You’re right. All right, I will. However, my mum’s been keeping a close eye on me since Sunday evening. And there’s something I want to talk to my dad about. Tonight’s the only evening he’ll be home this week…”

			“Oh? What do you want to talk to him about?”

			“The organ donation issue.”

			“You’ve got to be kidding me—again? The last time you brought that up, your dad said you couldn’t do it because you weren’t of age.”

			“Bingo, Nazlı Hanım, but next week I turn eighteen, as you know. Since you’re still seventeen, you can’t possibly understand the world of us adults,” he said with a mischievous grin.

			Nazlı didn’t let that slide. She clenched her fists and playfully thumped them against Deniz’s chest in quick succession, taking her own revenge.

			“You’ll see. Come over tonight and watch what I do to you. You will pay for this, Mr Eighteen-Year-Old.”

			

			
				
					1 Hanım is a Turkish honorific used after a woman’s given name. It conveys respect and familiarity at once and may imply warmth, seniority, or a socially recognised role within the household or community, depending on context.

				

				
					2  Frau is a German form of address used for adult women. It functions similarly to “Mrs.” or “Ms.” in English but is also commonly used with a woman’s first name in informal or familiar settings, without implying marital status.

				

				
					3  Bey is a Turkish honorific used after a man’s given name to convey respect and formality, functioning in a way similar to “Mr.” in English, though its usage follows different cultural conventions.

				

			

		

	
		
			2

			Let leaves fall upon me,
Torn from roses.
Let scents wrap around my skin,
Share my sorrow, my joy, my deep grief.
Let them say I am here, I am with you,
Tear the silence apart.
Let them leave the nest where they hide.
And kiss the roses endlessly.
Let thorns touch without drawing blood,
Without revealing their mystery,
Without knowing what they are,
Perhaps without having lived enough,
And pass away.
When my skeleton fills with earth,
Let roses bloom over me,
Let their leaves be washed by rain,
Let every tear dry beneath the sun.

			“Another bout of gloomy words has spilt out of you again, hun.”
“Doesn’t the music we make call for words like these?”
“I don’t know who exactly is asking for them.”

			“Oh, don’t start again! Art feeds on sorrow. At least that’s how I create. If I were truly happy, I don’t think I’d be making this music. This is the soul of rock music. Can you imagine me singing hymns in reverent devotion at Sunday services with a church choir?”

			With her right hand, Annette bent forward in an exaggerated curtsy, starting at the crown of her head and ending at her knees, as if formally presenting herself. The dark tones of her eye makeup made her pale blue eyes stand out even more. With her torn black T-shirt and black jeans, the only colour inhabiting her body seemed to be that single pair of blue eyes. Even her blond hair, influenced by her dreadlocks, had darkened day by day, looking unkempt, as though she were carrying a bird’s nest atop her head. Annette blended perfectly with the cluttered, derelict atmosphere of the music studio, an abandoned house’s garage converted into a makeshift space. And yet, if she were to wash her face, comb her hair differently, she might become an entirely different girl. What truly gave her this aura was her eyes, eyes heavy with meaning, the windows of a soul hidden behind layers of dark makeup.

			Sabine, by comparison, seemed more level-headed; at least, she bore no visible marks such as piercings or tattoos anywhere on her body. Annette, on the other hand, was adorned with piercings at the edge of her left eyebrow, beside her right nostril, and in her navel, which she made no effort to conceal. Her right upper arm was covered with a graphic design shaped like an electrocardiogram, lines rising and falling in rhythmic sequence. Just beneath it, tattooed in elegant, romantic lettering, was the phrase: “If there are no ups and downs in your life, it means you are dead.”

			“You might be right, I guess… What’s the song called?”

			“Of course I’m right. The song’s called Smile to Death. Joyful melodies don’t rise from children forgotten by God; what plays inside us is rebellion. Come on, roll a cigarette!”

			“Annette, wouldn’t it be better if you didn’t smoke?”

			“I treat myself to one cigarette a month; don’t ruin it for me, okay? Besides, I really like this tobacco. Is it Colombian?”

			“I don’t care where it’s from. It’s bad for you, that’s what matters. Can’t you just not smoke?”

			Sabine knew she was about to step into a pointless argument whose ending she already knew, but there was no other way for her. For Annette, whom she valued so deeply, with whom she welcomed every shared moment as if it were a holiday, she would do anything. Annette was her only true friend in life. As these two girls struggled to grow up in their solitary worlds, they had shared so much that the fruitless arguments she always ended up losing felt insignificant beside all she was willing to sacrifice.

			When had she begun to love this girl? Their friendship stretched back too far to remember. Sabine had known Annette ever since her family moved to their neighbourhood, a strange district inhabited only by shift workers, destitute artists, and criminals. Sabine’s mother and Annette’s mother worked at the same car factory, assembling the rear left doors of luxury vehicles they would never get to ride in. Sabine and Annette were looked after by Sabine’s older sister, Slyvia. Fresh out of high school, Slyvia spent most of her days playing with them, getting by in the kitchen with simple recipes. The two children grew up on crepes and potatoes; the fact
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