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FOR MY MOTHER AND FATHER


The minute I heard my first love story

I started looking for you,

not knowing how blind that was.

Lovers don’t finally meet somewhere.

They are in each other all along.

Rumi


My father, Captain Schizophrenia, as he once penned himself, leant forward a little, looked me straight in the eye and said, ‘Ali, in the beginning, when Allah created everything, there were fruit trees everywhere. You can’t imagine what it was like. You have to be there to taste it and then you really know more than imagining.’

A fine fog of breath preceded his words and in the dawn shore light of the ferry deck his face was shot at once with fluorescence and shadows. Trembling fingers toyed with the tip of his full grey beard and his deep amber eyes seemed to swing out of focus and rest somewhere in the steely slapping water. That morning my father was troubled. He fiddled with his beard then dug his hands deep in the pockets of his oversized coat, pulled out the blue plastic tesbik his sister had given him and began to swing it round and round each digit of his hand, tangling and untangling it, shluk shluka shluk before losing interest. He let it thrap into the palm of his hand and back into his pocket. It wasn’t unusual that he was troubled, but this morning his affliction had something of the tender abrasion of an unpicked wound. Yet despite his sunken shoulders and kohl-rimmed eyes his voice shook with conviction and the salt of certainty.

He caught my eyes again and held my gaze, challenging me to falter before clapping out a small victorious laugh and continuing.

‘So many animals now dead forever, lived at that time, serpents so big you can’t imagine. One look and they kill you. That’s how poisonous their venom. Yes Ali. And the peacock, the peacock proud as the şeytan lived there too.’ At that he coughed abruptly and spat overboard, then straightened up.

‘Estağfirullah. Too much pollution in this city. Too many pipol.’

I exhaled in a muffled sort of agreement and shifted my position. We all sat on the slaked wooden bench with our forearms leaning on the peeling metal railing of the ferry, Baba, Büyükbaba my grandfather, and I. There was no time to boil coffee before we left Hala’s, my aunt’s flat that morning. As we squinted through the buffets of salt sea fog it hankered heavily down our necks and under our collars and shirt cuffs. We made sure to keep our smarting tempers in check.

‘The peacock ate all the foods Ali, everything gone. All it left is what we have now today, pomegranates, oranges, pineapples, pears, marijuana it left for the humans too,’ and clipping my shoulder lightly he guffawed. ‘I wouldn’t mind a joint right now I tell you what.’

Büyükbaba turned to us, his eyes handsome with love, his little peppered moustache beneath the theatre of his prodigious nose, and waggled his head from side to side clicking his tongue.

‘Anlıyor musun Büyükbaba?’ Do you understand?

‘Tskk.’ My grandfather clicked his tongue in the negative. His eyes were black olives cut with sunshine and the soft suede of his wrinkled neck was for a moment exposed to the vagaries of the elements.

Baba conceded a smile.

‘So what happened to the peacock, did it go with Noah on the ark or something?’

‘Nooo it was early…far before Noah. Millyons of year ago. First creation of the world I’m talking ’bout Ali, first days of the world…’

‘Oh.’

‘Yeah I think it’s six billion year ago, something like that.’

He sat back on the bench, pulled the tesbik from his pocket again and began to swing it around the calloused fingers of his right hand.

Büyükbaba had been listening intently to our exchange and noticing a young boy down the other end of the deck he caught his eye and gestured for him to come over.

‘Oğlum, my son,’ called Büyükbaba. ‘Oğlum.’

A lisping, sallow waiter in scuffed black dress-shoes skidded to a halt in front of us. Black suit pants splashed with salt spray that had hardened to a crust. An aluminum tray, its base smeared with a dull shine, was hoisted above his shoulder. He balanced it on the outstretched web of one hand and with the other swiped coquettishly at his flyaway hair. As he lowered the tray I noticed that the tea glasses sat snug in red-and-white striped saucers and steamed into the fog, sugar cubes at the ready.

‘Üç kahve, şekerli olsun ve sigara var mı?’ Three sweet coffees and do you have cigarettes?

‘Çay var abi çay var.’ The waiter drawled all long limbs then with a wink he pulled a cigarette from a packet in his back pocket and offered it to Baba.

‘Iki bin bir lan,’ Baba winkled back. 2001, the cigarette of the Turkish millennium.

‘Ve kahve?’ And coffee, added Büyükbaba as he pulled out a handful of liras from the pocket of his faded hound’s-tooth.

The waiter snapped to attention. ‘Okay tamam, okay three coffees.’ Then sauntered off leaving a trail of smoke to be dispersed by eddies of wind.

I heard some atavistic rhythm as if it were being tapped out on the hull. Baba turned his back on the water and resting against the boat rail smoked and uttered to himself ‘Jin jin dagada jin jin.’

A distant hill by the Golden Horn jostled with a chiascuro of smudged bone and dirty white; tombstones leant at every angle, long narrow plinths, some topped with the rounded honorific turban of spiritual ascent. Closer in, the shoreline we still hugged was pockmarked with parking lots, apartments and worn flagstones. Stray dogs stretched languidly, thawing their bones, and horses idled in the early morning traffic. Women sold flowers wrapped in newspaper and buses wheezed, heaved and shuddered. Minarets punctuated the endless turning skies, kept the time signature of the city. Here on the hem of the streets were the upendings of a seafaring past; wharves, jetties and rusted posts that rose like monoliths out of the ground, aching for the loop of rope to remind them of the depths, the memory of salt, the memory of light. Then a flicker as Baba’s thumb stubbed on a lighter wheel and the smell of kerosene and the bitter dense black of coffee as the waiter reappeared with his tray. He set it before us on the bench and dropped a few more cigarettes in Baba’s saucer as Büyükbaba paid.

‘Çok şükür,’ said Baba to himself. Thank goodness.

Following my gaze to the jostling pallet of dirty whites Büyükbaba said, ‘Meine Frau ist tot. Unter der Erde.’ And a sadness flooded his focus for a moment as Baba uttered an invocation under his breath, then said, ‘That’s the life. Allah gives. Allah takes it away.’

I wanted to clip my father and tell him to save his wisdom for another day but instead I grazed Büyükbaba’s hand with mine as I offered him his coffee.

‘Dankeschön Ali.’

‘Bitteschön.’

He took the cup and saucer carefully as the ferry began to edge away from the shore. I noticed the old Swiss watch on his wrist; the band of cracking leather and the second hand as it moved seamlessly past the numbers.

Büyükbaba’s name was Tevfik. He was born in Beşiktaş, Istanbul, eighty-five years ago and met his wife, Lala, my Babaanne, when she was fourteen. I have been told that she ran from Razgrad, from Communism and into the arms of the strapping accordion player, my Büyükbaba. Early on they moved from village to village across the Kurdish region of Turkey, he in the military and she keeping house and being a sweet şıngır şıngır young wife. Şıngır şıngır, the sound of a lady’s bracelets as they slide up and down her arms, her jewels and bibelots as she walks. Much later they would move to Istanbul then Hamburg where Büyükbaba taught German in schools before returning to Istanbul when their three children were teenagers.

Büyükbaba adjusted his little peak cap to shield his eyes from the sun as it came thundering in red flags through the sky and over the roofs. He coughed lightly and trilled his teaspoon on the edge of the saucer but failed to get his son’s attention.

‘Baba, your coffee.’

‘Huh? Oh,’ and clapping his hands Baba lit another cigarette and slurped up some coffee through pursed lips before exhaling, ‘Aaah!’ as if at some small miracle.

Büyükbaba nodded, smacked his leather-mitted hands together and pulled three sesame bread hoops from a crumpled plastic bag. He gave one to Baba and one to me. We rocked slightly with the watery hubbub, heaving away from land. Through the dull boom of boats across the Bosporus, the gulls called out in a scribble of sailors’ morse code and a stray cat lingered on the shore in a smear of ginger and orange rind wetting her paws in some piquancy of regret.

‘Ali are you still listening?’ Baba took up again.

My grandfather’s eyes twinkled as he sipped the last of his coffee and tore a piece of bread off with his teeth and began to chew.

‘Ya, I’m listening Baba,’ I assured him as I cupped a gentle hand over my grandfather’s knee.

‘Listen-listen Ali,’ he burned. ‘Allah made the earth with everything we needed and in the beginning angels walked with humans. And all of them, animals too were one language, one speech. Verstehst du meinen Vater?’

All of a sudden abrasive he turned on Büyükbaba, and I remembered being led as a child through the dense forests of his delusions. The sky had bled out from ebony blue to lilac, shot with crushed porcelain and strung with the lazy silver rhythms of pigeons. A speculation of fog still hung a foot or so over the water like torn wool. I noticed the crumbs of sleep in Baba’s eyes as he rubbed a few tears from them with the stubs of his fingers. His chest was rising and falling, a full-blooded drum, beneath the worn fleece of his vest as he beat out his rhythm on the edge of the wooden bench; jin jin dagada jin jin.

Büyükbaba swept his lap where sesame seeds lay littered and sighed, ‘Oğlum, n’aber?’ What’s up my son?

Baba ignored him and continued amused yet desperate, ready to ridicule his ignorance, knowing his father could not understand him when he spoke English.

And he turned to Büyükbaba again, ‘Ja mein Vater, es so. The ba, the baba, the Babylon happened. And what was left we have today. Ja, es so.’ And his jaw jagged back and forth as he sucked at his cigarette and barked into the wind, repeating with a sweep of his arms towards our city, ‘Ja es so.’

And I realised I had heard him calling out to God in every way he knew how ever since I could remember.

 

A calm had folded across Baba. Maybe it was the sun that emerged from the dawn, maybe it was the coffee and the bread. I didn’t know and didn’t much care. We had all been quiet for some moments, squinting into the fists of light as the ferry cut a sensual arc across the water, when from somewhere I heard the ropes of song. A man along the deck had pulled out a saz from the soft case at his feet and begun to play. His face was parched leather, his brown hands broad as anchors. Baba sat still beside me, half turned as always to the music. I noticed the calluses on his fingers.

‘What does the ba mean Baba?’

And turning to face me he laughed and then spluttered, ‘Ali Shali wants to know what does the ba mean!’

His eyes sparkled with a primeval melancholy and I couldn’t be sure whether he was laughing at me or not. I kept his gaze.

‘Well go on then, tell me,’ I pushed, a little hard, and he tapped his fingers on the thick corduroy of his pants.

He eyed me circumspectly then lowered his voice. ‘The ba is for the secrets like the Babylon is for the alphabets.’

That was that, and he turned away to concentrate once more on listening to the saz.

‘Ah, hear that?’ he pointed a finger up to the sky. ‘Bosporus ferry, C sharp minor!’ And he gave a satisfied chuckle.

‘Didn’t all the alphabets fall apart in Babylon?’

He pressed a finger to his lips, ‘Shhh Ali. You should know when just to listen.’

Chastened I held my tongue and let myself be led by the strings of the saz as I gazed at the pointed tip of Galata Tower across the water. Büyükbaba leant over with his hand on my knee. His eyes watered a little and some sesame seeds had stuck to the bristle of his moustache. ‘Aykut oğlum.’ Aykut my son.

‘Evet,’ Baba snapped. ‘Yeah, that’s me. Evet. I am the son of the moon ya. What more do you want?’ And he threw his hands up.

‘Baba,’ I warned him. Of what I didn’t know.

‘I am the son of the moon Ali. Ay is moon. Kut is old word for son. That’s me! And you Ali, you are of the ba!’

I turned to Büyükbaba and raised my eyebrows in a question.

But there was a hand on my shoulder and an urgent zeal in my father’s voice as he tried to divest himself of something. ‘Muhammed told you these secrets of the ba and he say you, “Don’t tell anyone!” For forty days and forty nights you keep secret but then you couldn’t help yourself you run to the well and you tell all the secrets down the well.’

I pointed to my chest, ‘Me? I what?’

‘Hadi oğlum, hadi.’ Even though Büyükbaba didn’t understand English he rolled his eyes slightly and sucked his tongue a little.

‘Banın ne anlama geldiğini bilmek istiyor,’ retorted Baba. ‘Bilmek istiyor.’ Ali wants to know the ba.

‘What do I want to know?’

‘The ba Ali. You need to know the ba.’

‘Oğlum,’ Büyükbaba chided my father. I heard hesitation in his voice.

My eyes stung from the salt, wind and light.

‘Don’t worry about it Baba.’

‘I’m not worried about anything Ali. But do you know where its secrets live?’

‘No,’ I said flatly.

‘Haha!’ And he turned from me and lit a cigarette and smoked for a moment, vicious, blue.

Büyükbaba winked and shook his head. ‘Çılgın,’ he mouthed. Crazy.

I sighed. ‘So tell me where they live.’

‘What?’ he jerked back to me suddenly as if we hadn’t spoken just seconds before.

‘The ba’s secrets, tell me where they live.’

‘Ah,’ my father nodded and sucked on the orange filter tip, narrowing his eyes at me. ‘They live in the dot. The dot below the ba.’

I waited a moment for an explanation but he didn’t give one and seemed to close shop as he turned back to gaze at the birds ducking and skating across the water.

‘It’s karabatak that bird Ali,’ and he pointed out a big black bird skating just above the water, its webbed feet lightly trailing the blue like a jet. ‘See?’ And his free hand flew down between us. ‘But not all birds fishing like this, spending their days chasing food,’ he shook his head slowly now. ‘Some flying beyond this sky, this ocean. They chasing something else.’ And a scent rose up from the length of the tides like a premonition. I sneezed suddenly and Büyükbaba handed me a folded handkerchief from his pocket.

‘What are they chasing Baba?’ I said as I blew through the starched cotton.

Noticing my bewilderment my father smiled. ‘Ali Shali, you try to think!’ And his laughter was as gentle as a great bird cutting across the light of my mind’s eye.

 

The Black Sea coast was an unforgiving scribble of rocks. Naked arthritic trees sprawled up the knotted hill paths, clouds of gulls swarmed for crusts, fishing boats bobbed in the wishbone flints of sun. As we stepped off the ferry and ascended an uneven stone staircase Baba took a deep breath and said thoughtfully, ‘You don’t have much time left here Ali, so we take our morning medicine and eat Black Sea fish!’

And he huffed out of breath as Büyükbaba and I set off after him, down cobbled streets in search of somewhere to eat. Even though I was taller than he was, my father still cut an intimidating figure. Muscular and of even build it was more in the way he carried himself, the way he walked that told me something of how he was. There was nothing thoughtless about it, so much so as almost to be premeditated. He walked with a slow deliberate gait, aware of the contours of his body as they pressed against the cosmos. He was never clumsy or tripped over all of a sudden, out of the blue, like my mother was known to; a rolled weak ankle or something of the sort. It seemed he was acutely aware of his own slow-burn charisma, the arch of his shoulder, the profile of his face against the light. He walked slowly now and studied the landscape about him, perhaps to disguise his quick shallow breaths.

‘We will have the best fried mussels and…’

‘Bir bira!’ clapped Büyükbaba as he tightened the scarf about his neck against the shore wind.

‘Aber nicht sagen meine Tochter.’ But don’t tell my daughter.

And we all tittered like schoolchildren at the thought.

‘Nein, nein. Natürlich,’ and Baba shook his head savagely.

We found a rough sea-stained table and sat under an arbour of ripening grapes. Three bottles of beer were placed before us; plates of bread, steaming fried mussels and wedges of lemon. Ships cut swatches from the horizon as they ploughed slowly to Russia and we clinked the necks of our bottles.

Behind us the mountains were a quietude of Byzantine stone. Quartz outcrops pointed beyond the sky in knuckled fingers. Between the trees I noticed men in army fatigues. They crept slowly about, their hands folded over the triggers of their guns. Baba followed my gaze and bristled, ‘These Russians, you just never know when they’ll turn up. You can’t be sure.’

Baba took a mussel between two fingers and slurped it down in one gulp. He licked the grease from his lips and laughed, ‘It’s just fifty kilometres to Bulgaria and,’ he waved his arm out, ‘just over there is Russia. They could come even though the sea is silent as a sheet and stubborn as a mule. They could still come.’

I sighed. ‘Ah well. What did Mac used to say? C’est la vie?’

‘That’s the life! Ha!’ More of a sudden abrasion than a laugh, he eyed me suspiciously and I thought of my mother so far away.

Once, sitting at the kitchen table together after a meal, my mother taught me French. I must’ve been about seven and remember her hand caressing the green glass, her fingers bound in rings and her wrists tinkling with gold. Her lips were the color of burnt terracotta and her arms and shoulders brown from the Australian sun.

‘Go on Mac, you were in Paris, teach me something!’ I whinged.

I remember the languor of her limbs, the sweet heaviness of her head as she let her elbow slide a little on the table and her chin as it rested in the cup of her hand. She smiled across at me through a sort of fog and her eyes became misty. The radio sang out to the summer streets and she was the epitome of woman. Her loose hair fell about her shoulders, her golden drop earrings caught the light from the naked bulb overhead and her eyelids were rimmed with dark jade pencil.

‘Go on Mac,’ I scraped at my plate with a fork.

Her eyes sparkled with golden flecks and she sucked her bottom lip and began, annunciating each word with a lippy pleasure.

‘Je voudrais…une bouteille…de vin rouge.’

I remember trying to repeat it after her as she sipped her wine, licked the red from her lips and laughed lazily.

Fumbling with my seven-year-old tongue I curled and flexed my bare toes beneath the table and stuck my grubby fingers in my mouth.

‘What does it mean?’

She twirled a lock of hair about her index finger and letting her elbow slide a little more she uttered softly, ‘I want a bottle of red wine.’

I looked at her hand still wrapped around the green glass and squeezed one eye shut.

‘But you’ve got one Mac.’

‘Ah, but it’s empty. It’s empty Ali and c’est la vie.’

Baba was still looking at me as I picked up a mussel, squeezed some lemon on it and slurped it down in one go just like I’d seen him do moments before.

He seemed pleased with himself and smiled. ‘Well Ali, here we say, inşallah. We leave it to the will of God.’

‘Ah,’ and I picked at a bit of the shellfish stuck between my teeth.

We returned that afternoon to Istanbul by the ferry having spent the day walking in the village amongst the ruins of stone hills and lanes. Baba was in high spirits aided no doubt by the beers and a few glasses of the best Turkish raki to finish.

‘Ali listen to me,’ he began as we ascended the wooden gangplank to the deck. ‘You are Ali Nakşibendi. Now don’t ask me what that means, just listen, it’s your name now okay?’

‘Okay,’ I mumbled as I hung to the little iron handrail and looked about for a good spot to sit.

‘So when you do the zikr, the remembrance of God, you say only la illahe illallah. Nothing else okay?’

‘Okay.’

A light drizzle had begun to fall. It weaved its way through the afternoon light. Gulls squalled across the water and the muezzins began their call. The bass of a passing car thumped as it screeched to a halt at the pier and a woman in tight blue jeans and high heel boots got out and ran to the ferry. The low hum of the ferry cut beneath the rumble of fishing boats, the trebles of light and birds and Büyükbaba tapped me on the shoulder.

‘Burada?’ he pointed out a bench for us to sit on.

‘Evet evet.’

We slumped down on the hard wood and hanging my head down I noticed my black shoes were scuffed and dull. Somewhere a telephone rang with the electronic cadences of a Turkish pop song. Edging forward I leant my elbows on the metal railing and gazed out at the water. I felt as if I were on the threshold of a new life when Baba put his hand on my knee and breathed in close, my earlobe flushed with warmth.

‘Ali don’t forget what I said okay?’

The air began to bluster as we pulled out from land.

‘But you never told me what the secret of the ba is.’

The ferry sounded its horn as a couple of late arrivals leapt up from the land and skidded as they rushed over the deck. The sound of someone sweeping, a man calling out: ‘Bospor! Bospor! Hadi Madame, Bospor!’ And the street dogs flicked their tails as they idled at port.

‘I tell you. Just now I tell you.’

I noticed the patterns of light playing on the water as we began to carve down the strait and a child, accompanying herself on a tambourine struck up a song.

I turned to Baba. ‘So, the ba?’

But he didn’t hear and immersed in some atavistic rhythm, drummed his fingertips on the handrail and chanted above the wind: ‘Jin jin dagada jin jin…’

Büyükbaba ordered coffee and nuts for us all and tapped his hand on his knee as he smiled at the little girl with the tambourine.

‘All the words, all the breath of God,’ said Baba eventually. ‘The ink, the pages, they all contained in our book.’ He fixed his eyes beyond the horizon, a vision of emptiness, and I nodded as the dusk began to swell. Somebody had given the little singing girl a simit and she tore into it hungrily with her teeth, the tambourine slipping from her grasp and clattering to the deck.

‘And all the meaning of these books, in our book. And all the meaning of our book is in the opening line…’

The waiter arrived with our coffees and handing them to us, winked laconically as he waited for a tip. Büyükbaba lifted his cap a little from his face, pulled a few coins from his pocket and handed them to him.

‘Tamam,’ said Büyükbaba and looking down at his coffee, he studied the froth.

I tapped Baba on the leg.

‘He reads his coffee before he drinks it,’ explained Baba. ‘He thinks he’ll find gold.’

We laughed and my grandfather waggled his head, ‘Altın var, değil mi?’ And he showed me his cup, there’s gold there no? Then he took a long, loud sip.

The wind blew bitter bright in our faces and the minarets back on land seemed for a moment to be leaning deliciously towards us.

I noticed the crow’s-feet around Baba’s eyes, the thick parchment of his skin scribbled over in some cryptic script. His hair had grown a little longer during our time in Istanbul and a silver white curl hung just above his eye. Sweeping it away he said softly, ‘…And the opening line is in the first word and the first word is in the first letter…’ Lifting the coffee cup to his mouth he took a quick deep sip.

‘And all the meaning of the first letter is in the dot, the dot below the ba. So you see Ali, that’s it. It’s all there.’ He smiled obliquely at me now, then laughed at my mystified expression.

Büyükbaba watched us both in silence, his watery eyes half shut against the wind and I wondered if he knew what was passing between my father and me, and if I did.

I furrowed my eyebrows and concentrated. ‘So all the books are contained in one book and all of that is in the –’ Baba waved me away with a hand.

‘I say it once Ali, that’s it. Just remember.’

I held off trying to repeat what he had told me and instead focused on the horizon, hoping to hear it a second time in my head.

‘One more thing,’ he added triumphantly, ‘in the old miniatures they painted, the beloved would be made more beautiful with a mole on her face.’ And he smiled, ‘Allah knows best.’

And as we ploughed home to Istanbul I saw Mac’s face before me, her triptych constellation of moles, the cardinal points from her chin to her crown. I remembered once, snared by a hot summer wind, she’d told me, ‘Your father was a very beautiful man Ali and he loved you very much.’ I never did ask her about her choice of tenses and as I rubbed at my eye it stung and I had the feeling that I’d been blinded from the dust of their journey.

Baba seemed to be drifting off into some phantom rapture as we approached the city. Out of the neon-speckled darkness the silhouettes of Istanbul appeared to be floating. Layer upon layer of apartment blocks, hills, markets, malls and mosques, the city was like a palimpsest. Illuminated wire words hung between the minarets and the streets hummed and purred with traffic. We were still sitting on the bench and readying ourselves for arrival when Baba got up and saying nothing in the way of explanation walked slowly down the deck, past the girl with the tambourine, and disappeared from sight around the corner. Büyükbaba and I looked at each other in a question and gazing after my father’s retreating figure he made as if to get up.

‘Hayır, ben giderim.’ No, I’ll go.

And resting a hand lightly on his shoulder, I nodded at him then got up to follow in my father’s footsteps. Overhead was the first star and a savage cut-throat moon. I walked on down the crowded narrow deck steadying myself on the rail. People were resting against the railing smoking and talking as I pushed past their elbows and limbs. The ferry seemed to close in on itself and the groups of huddled passengers began to bulge in the muddy night. I turned my head over my shoulder and noticed that I’d lost sight of Büyükbaba. I caught the distinctive scent of hash and piss and thought I felt a hand on my side. A young man flashed black eyes and pouted effeminately. I hurried on. Where was my father? Somehow in the dilation of darkness I had lost him. Disoriented I peered in the glass windows of the cabin. Tired throngs of families looked vacantly back at me and furtive couples held each other tight. I drew back. The glass had fogged with my breath and dubious eyes met mine.

‘Fuck,’ I mouthed and I blew on my cupped hands. I squinted through the shadows up and down the deck. I was just about exhausted with Baba and longed for the simplicity of my life back in Australia. The kitchen table at Mac’s, the impish riddles of the dogs and the swagger of the broad open skies. And then from somewhere, through the barge bass of the ferry I heard a voice.

‘Ba ba ba, Babylon. Ba ba ba ya huuu…ba huuu….ya…’

A young man stretched out his arm and someone passed him a joint. A flash of light from his gold wristwatch sparked in my eye. He took a drag and then laughing shook his head.

‘C’mon lan,’ I heard the voice again. ‘I give you this Zippo here, pure platinum, for that watch. I’ve been looking all

Istanbul for a watch like that.’

I rounded the corner as the young man continued to chuckle and shake his head.

‘Baba?’

The young man turned sharply and looked at me as if caught out.

‘Ahk, it’s not even gold!’ the voice persisted. ‘C’mon.’

I heard the ferry caller from the dock, his sharp staccato cries and the drone of the craft as we cut across the dark strait.

‘Baba?’

He was sitting, huddled perilously on the handrail. His feet rested on the second rung, his fingers gripped the iron and his back faced the water.

‘What lan?’ What mate? My father jerked his head up, his voice dark with thorns. And the young man, suddenly doe-eyed seemed about to throw the joint away.

I clicked my tongue in the negative, as was the custom, and raised my eyebrows slightly. His shoulders dropped in relief and he smiled.

‘We’ll be there soon. Come and sit with us.’

But there was some inextinguishable jag about him and my words failed as the young man passed the joint to me. I clicked my tongue again, louder this time and he passed it back to Baba. Then a confused percussion started up behind me and I felt something tug at my side. The little girl was by me, banging the tambourine on her leg and singing. Baba laughed and sang along in his own crude cuneiform as his voice etched a fever and dug at the night, ‘Ba ba ba da ja ja ja jin.’

‘You forget already what I told you? Huh?’ And passing the joint back he hoisted himself up and stood a moment leaning in towards the deck. He hung onto the rail and his arms were stretched out taut with the weight of his body behind him. Then all of a sudden, he twisted about and heaved one leg over the railing and then the other until he mirrored his previous posture except for the fact that his body was now pitched like a cable against the depths. His back was to us and he held on tight. The young man gave a little gasp and a few people standing nearby turned their pale faces suddenly to look.

‘Baba, don’t be silly c’mon we’re nearly there.’ I tried to disguise the tremble in my voice and became acutely aware of a new capricious pride in him.

With a final heave he pulled himself up again and sat perching precariously on the handrail with his back still facing us. Gripping with one hand and letting go with the other, he pointed up at the moon. With my father half turned away like this a strange fear, a sickening uneasiness took hold of me.

‘Baba,’ I rushed towards him. ‘Be careful.’

‘Abi!’ joined the tambourine girl as she continued to smack the instrument lightly against her body.

‘That’s me! I am the son of the moon Ali!’

The young man urged and cooed at his side and offered him the joint again.

‘Buyur abi!’ Take it brother.

Baba inhaled gratefully until his cheeks became sunken then steadied himself with one hand and the weight of his torso. The waves slapped the sides of the ferry and the young man sighed and threw his hands up coquettishly.

‘Baba,’ I moved in closer. ‘Hadi, c’mon. Let’s go,’ and I reached out to him.

He jolted violently.

‘Careful!’ I almost shouted.

‘Hadi Ali. I tell you the secrets. Allah gives life and Allah takes it away. What more do you want?’ And his voice was ragged.

The little girl laughed nervously with her tambourine and stamped her feet a little beneath her as she began to sway and sing louder.

‘That’s it! Sing kızım. Sing, sing!’ he urged, and took another puff.

A sudden rip of wind stung the hair in my eyes and a blast of water slammed against the side of the boat in some rogue aquatic anarchy.

And it was then that I heard the bewildered voice of my grandfather. ‘Oğlum? Oğlum n’apıyorsun ?’ And I felt his hand grip my elbow as he stood by me shaking nervously. I turned to him disarmed. He shook his head as tears came into his eyes, ‘Aykut oğlum,’ he pleaded. ‘Gitme.’ Don’t go my son.

‘Ya! That’s me! The son of the moon.’ He lifted his hand to wipe at the flecks of salt spray as another sudden squall tore across the water. A gull dipped suddenly, jerkily out of the sky and the little girl dropped her instrument in a crash of cymbals and tin. Before I could move any closer my father launched himself off the railing, pushing away with his feet.

‘Yabba dabba dooo!’ he called as he plunged down through the dark wind.

‘Baba!’

‘Oğlum!’

And we all rushed clambering to the handrail in a state of astonishment. It was too dark to see clearly but as we hung our torsos over the railing the white of his flashing, flailing limbs was just discernible. People rushed to our sides and called out to him and each other. Someone hurled a bright orange lifebuoy and it crashed, splashing loudly in the dark. Someone else heaved a pile of rope, flinging it out into the night, only to reel it back in and try again.

Fishing boats cut across the Bosporus on their way back to Üsküdar and the Golden Horn. Figures flickered in the kerosene shadows. Men sat by the little motors steering and rumbling their way through the watery night. Some of them had flashlights taped to the prow and people from the ferry screamed out to them. I hung my torso over the railing. My head was throbbing. The blood rushed behind my eyes and everything began to spin. I heard a muezzin from somewhere, maybe the Yeni Cami, then a man skidded and fell thudding into my side. Pushed for an instant hard against the rail, my chest seized with the impact and I shut my eyes as bile rose in my throat. My father was down there somewhere, struggling perhaps, pumping his legs in some mystified last attempt at intercepting his own fate. I heard the creaking of the ferry, the cries of the people on the deck, the night gulls overhead and the clatter of the tambourine, but I couldn’t see. Then I thought I heard him laughing as he called out, ‘Ali Shali, I found it! I’ve finally found it!’

But straining my ears to listen I realised all I could hear was his voice calling up through the water. Everything else had dissolved into the cryptic hum of the dark. I cleared my throat and tears stung my eyes as I yelled hoarsely down into the gloom, ‘Baba! What’ve you found? What’ve you found Baba?’

I didn’t know whether my eyes were open or closed, either way it was the same. There was no direction out there. No east no west. A lethargy began to overtake me. I was no longer sure where I stood. My body thumped again, against the rail, perhaps another frantic passer-by on the deck. I didn’t know. It was as if the currents of the two continents tugged and towed at my body. My struggle became lazy and my heart beat the dark like oars. Then his voice came sailing like a planet.

‘The fire, Ali! I’ve finally found the fire!’

And I didn’t know if it was a great water bird’s wings turned white in the moonlight or the stars in the water or the vision of my own salty eyes but the strait loosened its hinges and spun, and everything became rhythm and light. I saw him pick the fire from his feet and throw it to me across the water between us. Blinded by the dark light, my limbs leaden, I watched it career towards me. I tried to count my breaths. And I swear I could hear him laughing when something hit me again in the centre of my head. Heat, rhythm and light, I burned. I saw that the stars had dissolved into the black. That in the swell and rip of water, the moon had dissolved too, most finally, most utterly. The ink of Baba’s voice bled out into the water and I knew that the ferry must sail on.

 

I must’ve been seven or so. It was many years after Baba had moved out of our house and the divorce had been finalised. We didn’t see or hear much of him for a while and then without warning he began to visit, once a week and always on a Sunday. Even then it seemed absurd to me that he set aside this Christian day of rest to maintain his weekly visits. He continued them for a time but then as simply as he had started them he stopped. On this particular Sunday though, he appeared as was usual at that time, at around ten in the morning. The two dogs caterwauled around the front garden leaping in his way as he strode down the front path and reached an arm in to knock on the open front door.

‘Ali!’ he called.

Mum stuck her head around the doorway of the study and peered at him down the hallway over her glasses.

He stood resplendent in a billowing black kaftan, with a long dark beard, kohl-rimmed eyes and a small green turban. The dogs were beside themselves with glee as they leapt at the deceptive bolts of fabric and missing a solid limb to fall on, crashed against each other before trying again. He hissed and swiped them away with an open palm then muttered something through his teeth that we didn’t understand.

‘Hullo Aykut.’

‘Eh Mac. You got a coffee?’

I sat next to him on the wooden bench in the garden beneath the rose bush that Mum had planted and gazing up at him I was filled with a strange and dreadful awe. He brought his head close to mine and put his lips almost against my ear. The smoulder of tobacco and something sweeter was in the hot breath he wheezed into my ear, woozy with hysterics, splutter-whispering what Mozart had told him. He giggled in dislocations through key signatures, trebles, flats and sharps and called out to where my mother stood in the kitchen making coffee.

‘Mac! You wouldn’t believe these things he’s telling to me!’

But it was to me she looked when she turned her head over her shoulder.

‘In my ear when I’m sleeping he whispers me these things. I swear by Allah!’ he called again.

My mother turned back to the stove and I saw in her quizzical expression that she had pretended not to hear what in fact she didn’t want to hear. She had almost totally weathered of his humour these last few years. Around her eyes a courage of birds had left the marks of their dancing feet. A long plait fell down her back to her waist. Her wrists still twinkled with Turkish gold.

Rose petals dropped in drifts about us as she set a tray with the coffee, some milk and a bowl of sugar on the little wooden table in front of us.

‘Tank you Maaac!’ beamed Baba angling for a way in.

‘No worries.’

And I heard something like doubt or apprehension in her voice as she said, ‘I’ve just got so much work to do,’ before she retreated into the house, down the hall and back into the study with her coffee.

‘Mum!’ I called after her but she didn’t hear.

We sat in silence for a while.

‘Ali, where’s the guitar? I play little bit before I go.’

I leapt up from the wooden bench and ran to my room where the resident guitar lived and hauled it cradled in my arms, to my father.

His face creased with pleasure as he stretched out his arms and said quickly like a child, ‘Here give it here. Give it to me.’

He took it from me, almost snatched it and his body folded at once in relief around its curves. After tuning it up for a moment he began to play.

Jang ja-jang-jang. Jang ja-jang-jang. ‘Down on the corner, out on the street,’ and he sang and laughed and smiled, strumming the guitar and slapping the strings with his palm on the offbeat till the dogs got hold of the commotion again and tore through the house to leap at our feet, barking and knocking into our shins. I tugged gently at the tail of one to keep it from his lap. But Baba didn’t care anymore about their dust on his kaftan and just laughed along with them as he played and I clapped loudly out of time.

‘Okay, okay,’ he said finally with a staggering impatient pleasure. ‘Let me roll one cigarette!’

‘Oh c’mon Baba!’

‘Wait!’

The dogs sat back on their haunches to attention, their tongues of wet ribbon unfurled, their eyes popping as they panted expectantly for the next song.

I watched him surreptitiously. His fingers trembled slightly as he took three cigarette papers, licked their edges to form a little white flag and crumbled some sticky clumps of green down the middle then rolled, licked and lit.

‘Ah! That’s it. That’s the one Ali.’ And he almost fell back against the wall as he held the smoke in his lungs for a long moment before exhaling what seemed like volumes very, very slowly. Sitting back now he looked at me through squinted eyes as if suddenly from a great distance, as if he were no longer a part of the commotion of song he had started just a moment ago. And I thought of the bust of Mozart we had that sat atop our piano and how quiet it was despite all the fuss. Baba’s eyes became grey half slits as he inhaled deeply again and blew great plumes of smoke out of his nostrils, and as my focus loosened I thought that he looked like a dragon. Continuing to observe me with an expression of lazy, spiked amusement he tapped his joint tenderly on the side of the ashtray and laughed once with the violence of a struck match.

‘What is it huh?’

The dogs shifted about at my feet.

‘Nothing Dad, just play another song can’t you?’

And something roused him as he moved from his place against the wall, laid the joint to rest and picked up the guitar again.

Then his hands were open and generous once more, untying knots, his fingers plucking and strumming gently: ‘Bésame Bésame mucho…’

This was one of my favourite songs and I tried to sing along even though I didn’t know, let alone understand the words. He knew that I loved that song and played it for me slow before speeding it into swing which got the dogs going again and stirred Mum from her solitude. I turned to her grinning and singing along as she ambled through the kitchen and came to rest beside me. Reaching my hand out, I looped the end of her plait around my index finger and held it there loosely. And as Dad continued to play and the dogs fooled about at our feet, they allowed the music to overcome the fissure between them for the remainder of the song.

 

I understood from Mac’s great capacity for love and forgiveness, despite the odds, and from the way she had told me their love story so often that, at the time she met my father, it was music that united them. It pulled up the anchor rope and allowed them to drift with the currents of intoxication. It was to risk, to allow. It was the sound of hooves drumming on the parched plate of the earth in the backblocks of Afghanistan, the reverberation in the jog of her brain. The thunder thump of the black horse as she rode, all handsome heroism, the Maiden of the Never-Never.

It was her song of celebration as she cut herself loose from family and country, her pediatric studies completed, her i’s dotted and her t’s crossed, she was free. Her platinum girlhood, gingham-checked to over-locked perfection, was behind her. The years spent doing her medical rounds in the outback had toughened her, and now a fearless healer, she rode high on the adventure of her own solitude.

The naked dinner plate of a sun scudded over the mountains when Mac’s horse slowed into the little clay-rendered village. She had been awestruck in the dawn, reverent before the iconic Bamiyan Buddhas, now defaced by the zealots’ lust, when a group of women came rushing towards her. Panting and miming, flicking hair from their eyes and mouths, their children thudding after them across the rock and sand, they told her of a man from Germany who had fallen down a nearby rocky cliff, his head and body all smashed up. As soon as they had shrieked and gestured their news the horse took off full tilt for his stable, with the women and children running behind in a frisson of dust and sweat. Clutching at its mane, Mac flew above the horse like a jinn as its nostrils stung and flared. Small birds sketching in the sand for worms scattered with the unexpected percussion. The horse galloped through the village, past the low buildings of pink clay and the old men on their early morning walks before slowing to a trot to weave down a dusty lane and into the doorway of a courtyard where a man smoking in quick deep puffs emerged from the shadows.

‘I am a doctor and this is your horse?’ she fumbled a little absurdly as she slid off its black quicksilver back. The man smiled at her then called over his shoulder into the darkness of the house before leading the handsome beast by its mane to a trough of water in the courtyard. My mother stood alone. Washing billowed in deep magenta, faded blacks and greens on a line strung across the courtyard, chooks pecked at stray seeds and dust as a rooster cawed from the low rooftop run with weeds. She rubbed the small of her back and practised her gait as if she had been at sea. A moment passed and at a loss she fiddled with the tail of her long plait, twirling it this way and that across her mouth before casting a doubtful eye over her dusty scuffed boots, the stitching coming loose here and there. Then a flicker of kerosene blue as a woman emerged from the low doorway of the house folded in tones of widowed raisin. The chooks scattered and a child hung back, half revealed in the bright morning light. The woman muttered something and the man flicked his cigarette away with a violent flourish. It was Ramadan and after having satiated its hunger in the hours before dawn the village was out of operation and in prayer.

Without taking their eyes off her the couple spoke in light, round tones, like a pair of swallows before the woman reluctantly stepped forward and beckoned my mother to follow.

The German lay at the bottom of a nearby slope. His face and forearms were smudged with sand and rubble. Mac swatted at the flies in the gathering heat and bent to wipe the dust and blood from his brow with her sleeve. The woman had bought rags and a bucket of steaming water with her that sloshed over the metal lip and splashed on the dry earth. The tourist moaned slightly every now and then in a secret concussed language. His sandy-blonde hair was caked in clay and blood and his lips were like chalk. My mother knelt beside him and mopped the blood that flowed from his body. Her hands folded over him, his forehead, his temples and the vulnerable insides of his wrists as she felt his temperature and took his pulse. Together, she and the local woman wrung wet rags in dirty knots and squeezed out the bloody water. The man’s tongue hung claggy white out of the corner of his mouth and a clotted cough gurbled up from his chest.

‘Fuck,’ said Mac to herself. ‘This guy’s in dire straits.’

The woman from the village winced ever so slightly at the cursed punctuation and they exchanged pinched, anxious glances before he coughed once more.

Scooping and heaving, Mac and the woman rolled him over on his side. Without taking her eyes off her patient my mother sank back on her haunches. She took a little leather pouch from her jacket pocket, a lump of tobacco, a cigarette paper and began to roll. The man seemed more comfortable on his side. His face was peaceful somehow despite the trauma of his body. Looking at him from this angle she marvelled at how tranquil he seemed and allowed herself to lose focus. Everything was a blur save the sharpened image of his face. She exhaled ribbons of cigarette smoke and turned to look over her shoulder. The mountains hummed in the distance. The Buddhas stood deep in dispassionate meditation and she wondered if he hadn’t found some of his peace there. He lay unconscious before them. His fleshy fingers relaxed, his hands open and his arms flung out. The local woman continued rubbing the man’s back and squinted suspiciously through the sun at Mac. Most of the blood had now been washed from him. The rags were slung over the bucket in knots and only a clear, thin trail of mucus from his nose suggested anything awry. The woman cleared her throat and seemed about to say something when a cloud of dust neared them from the distance and they heard the unmistakable sound of a Volkswagen engine. Mac snapped out of her reverie and ran to the road, jumping up and down, waving her arms.

‘Hey!’ she called out to the approaching vehicle. ‘Hey!’

It clattered and swerved to a halt by her and the doors swung open.

‘Gott sei dank!’ said a barefoot man as he almost fell out of the driver’s seat, his pupils blunt from cheap exotic acid.

‘He’s up shit creek mate. He needs to get to hospital pretty bad. Like pronto.’

Mac stood in front of him urgent and breathless with relief.

The driver nearly tripped, lurching and leering at her, as a gaunt woman ambled round from the other side of the van.

‘Hans!’ she laughed as she swung her angular hips. ‘Hans!’ Spores of a languid hypodermic dream flowered in her voice.

He turned back to her and snapped something, the impact almost instant as she fell crestfallen and pouting against the van, lit a cigarette and waited.

‘Hospital. Emergency,’ clapped my mother.

Behind her the woman from the village squatted over the tourist. Her lips were moving close to his ear and snatches of prayer that snagged on the light breeze could be heard every now and then. She wore a red cotton skirt patterned with flowers. It hung about her, folding in the dust. She was so intent on her invocation that when her veil slipped from her head to reveal the dark hair that framed her face, she didn’t bother to fix it. Mac wiped at the grit stinging in her eyes, the dust had not yet settled. She glared at the man and snapped, ‘You’re off your fucking face aren’t you?!’

‘Yaar yaar,’ drawled the man. ‘Hospital.’

‘Fuck.’ And she ground an index finger into the corner of her eye. It was Ramadan, the nearest hospital was in Kabul, a seven-hour drive away, and these Germans were off the deep end. How were they going to drive? And someone had to look after the injured man. She rubbed her eyes and the local woman got up and touched her arm. Hans shifted on his feet, the open hem of his flared denim pants scuffing the dust. His eyes were shot indigo, his shaggy ginger hair was thick with dust and the bridge of his nose shone a light pink in the sun.

Sensing some discord he repeated smartly this time, ‘Ja hospital, schnell schnell.’ Then called over his shoulder, ‘Hilde!’ before striding purposefully over to where the German tourist lay.

‘Oskar!’ he exclaimed as he bent down and shook the man’s shoulders roughly. ‘Oskar.’

And all of a sudden the morning air was permeated with a warm rotten musk as the injured man soiled himself.

The local woman clicked her tongue and shook her head sadly as Hans cursed under his breath, ‘Scheiße.’

Sighing with exasperation Mac called out to Hilde where she leant on the van gazing at the mountains. Her long dirty-blonde hair hung about her bony shoulders and the taut drum of her belly flashed bright white under a midriff cotton blouse.

‘C’mon and give us a hand will ya?’

The German woman, thrilled at being so suddenly needed, hitched up her skirt and rushed over to crouch by her friend. Drawing in close with her lips to his ear, she wrinkled her nose and whispered with breathy candour, ‘Oskar, mein Vogel, sie haben zu viel Hash Hash,’ and stroked his forehead gently.

My mother tried not to roll her eyes. She was ashamed to be associated with them but knew he wouldn’t last if they didn’t get him to a hospital.

‘C’mon,’ she said again as she jemmied her hands beneath his leaden shoulders. Seeing this, the couple and the woman from the village all went to lift and in a moment he was bundled into the back of the van with my mother sitting beside him. Before the door was slammed shut the village woman took a string of blue beads from around her neck and pressed them into my mother’s hands with such savage innocence that her eyes smarted with tears. Hans slid in behind the steering wheel and started up the engine and as they drove away Mac toyed with the blue plastic beads between her fingers, rubbing them against each other before holding them to her cheek. Jolting with the bumps in the road she saw out the back window the figure of the village woman grow smaller and smaller.

The hours dashed past as they tore through the landscape tipping between silence and panic as Mac tried desperately to quell the blood that had begun to flow again. By the time they reached Kabul night had fallen and the street-side cafés and restaurants were glutted with families eating in a delirium of spiced mutton. Naked globes hung from long wires on the café awnings. Young men idled on motorbikes and small children in their polished best, sucked boiled sweets till they were deliriously sick. They pulled up in the kombi amidst the celebrations and found a café with a free table and a telephone behind the counter. A small black-and-white television flickered silently in a corner and soft music could be heard through the crackle of a transistor. A young boy placed glasses of steaming black cardamom tea before them and a big aluminum tray of fresh kebab and pilav. Noticing the trembling fingers of Hans as he rolled a cigarette the boy winked and wagged his head but before Hans could answer Mac stood up, pushed herself forward and said, ‘Telephone? Hospital?’

Alarmed the boy took a step backward and an older man appeared from behind the counter.

‘Yes, I can help you yes?’ and he smiled with such dapper elegance that she was for a moment quite disarmed.

‘We need to use the telephone. This man,’ and she flung her arm out towards the parked van, ‘is very sick. We need to get him to hospital.’

The waiter nodded, nonplussed by the trembling hunger of Hans and pointed to the telephone.

‘Of course yes. There is the telephone.’

Late that night after she had contacted the German embassy, the three of them found an empty bed in the local hospital. With only one nurse on duty Mac scoured the pharmacy for supplies. She put him on a drip, anaesthetised him and stitched him up. All that she had learnt from her anatomy textbook and her nights in emergency in Broken Hill put her in good stead. Standing by his bed with Hans and Hilde they admired her handiwork; the neat, even seam of stitches along his flank, and jaw, the creamy white bandage about his head, the salve and ointment soothing his minor cuts and bruises and the saline drip in his wrist. She had also dosed him up on morphine and now as Hilde pulled the blanket up to his chin he didn’t even stir but slept on.

After a day or so the injured man began to speak in a bundle of disjointed frightened questions and after a week they would see him off on his flight home. Mac had lavender-grey bags beneath her eyes after having slept only for snatches, upright in an armchair by his bed for the past week. Now her waist-length hair was loose and knotted and she and Hilde slouched on the hard hospital chairs in reception as Hans spoke with the patient’s father on the telephone. He chewed his nails and kicked the floor lightly with the heel of his foot giving a detailed account of what had happened, failing only to mention the postage stamp of cheap exotic acid they had torn up and shared that morning. He was still talking when a local man entered from the street. Stooping a little to step through the door he smiled broadly at them with his big green eyes before bending to place a plastic bag full of pomegranates and a black case on the ground. Of tall and slender build he was dressed in what seemed to be a freshly pressed charcoal suit. Mac noticed the warm glow of his skin and the movement of his Adam’s apple in his throat. Hans nodded to the man as he spoke into the telephone receiver confirming flight numbers and times. Then a couple of the big magenta fruits rolled out onto the linoleum floor. They carved a wobbly trajectory towards Mac’s feet. She smiled and coughed lightly as she stooped to pick them up. When she straightened up the local man stood before her.

‘Mutashakir,’ he smiled shaking his head. ‘You keep them. I have many.’ And he waved his hand.

‘Tashakor,’ smiled Mac.

He laughed warmly at her accent, ‘You speak very well!’

Mac blushed and shook her head.

‘Do you smoke?’ asked the local man as he pulled a tin from his shirt pocket.

‘Yeah, but I have –’

‘No you must try local tobacco.’

She watched as he rolled a cigarette for her. The faint seam of a scar ran down his arm. His fingers were calloused. He struck a match and held it out, blue red yellow. Mac drew in deeply and gazed at the sun-cut clay of his face. And as she watched him, she blew first one smoke ring, then another and another. He nodded and grinned before spluttering out a smoky laugh.

‘Bravo,’ laughed Hilde as she pulled out her own tobacco pouch to join in.

‘So, you like our city? You like Kabul?’ asked the man.

Hilde coughed from where she sat and the two women exchanged glances.

‘Well we haven’t really got out much…’ began Mac.

‘Our friend was injured you see…’ Hilde continued and together they told him all that had happened. The man listened intently as Hilde spoke in broken English. Every now and then he stole glances at Mac and her long dark hair. In the background Hans could be heard, growing increasingly exasperated, ‘Ja… ja...ich weiß…ja...ja…natürlich…ja…sehr schlecht…’ He banged his fist on the wall then motioned furiously to Hilde with his thumb and index finger for a cigarette.

‘Excuse me.’ And she rushed over to where Hans stood pursing his lips and nodding. Mac smiled nervously and looked at the black case which stood at their feet.

‘It’s a clarinet,’ winked the man. ‘Can you play?’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t have a musical bone in my body.’

He flicked his cigarette onto the linoleum and ground it out with a pointed black dress shoe.

‘No musical bone?’ he repeated to himself as if it were a question. His trousers were a little short. He squatted down to open the case and Mac saw the dark hairs on his ankles, that he wore no socks. She looked away a little embarrassed as he pieced the instrument together.

‘I bring it here to hospital. I play my sick friend. We work in circus together. When he hear, he become happy.’ He looked up at Mac who had stepped back a few paces and sat down on the hard chair. Leaning on his knees the man stood up and sucking gently on the reed he began to play. One long quivering note followed by another and a car horn sounded from the street. Hans clicked the receiver down in its cradle and rushed outside breaking up the flowers of music in his wake.

‘Taxi!’ he called from the street.

The man wiped the reed gently on his sleeve. His musical reverie interrupted, he seemed forlorn.

‘Our sick friend must go back to Germany,’ Mac told him. ‘They will go with him in the taxi.’

‘Ah?’ his voice rose in a question.

‘I will stay on here,’ she said.

‘Ah,’ he was relieved now. ‘You have been here looking after him. You must be tired no?’

Mac sighed deeply. ‘I’m bloody bushed,’ she said.

He stared at her blankly.

‘Yes, very tired,’ she added hastily.

‘Ah, well good. Why don’t you come to the circus this evening? Rest, have sleep, then come.’ Somehow it wasn’t a question.

She sucked her teeth and shifted about, ‘Oh I don’t think I can –’

‘Come,’ he cut in. ‘It is relaxing. Good music, and you will laugh too.’

The silver clarinet gleamed in the fluorescent light as he pressed its buttons absentmindedly. There was a cough and Hilde approached. She placed a small hand on Mac’s shoulder and rubbed a little.

‘Auf wiedersehen und vielen dank.’ She turned to the local man, ‘I don’t know your name, but goodbye,’ and her big grey eyes shone.

‘Ah, I am Hanif. Very pleasure to meet you.’

The two women smiled and nodded.

‘And a pleasure to meet you. But please take good care of our friend.’ And her eyes began to mist over as she turned to Mac.

‘I’ll be right Hilde,’ Mac reassured her.

And just then Hans and the taxi-driver rushed in off the street. They nearly tripped over the threshold as they gesticulated in shreds of German and English.

‘Do you need a hand mate?’

‘Nein danke. No Mac, thank you.’

But the local man handed her his clarinet and hurried after them. A moment later the three men reappeared staggering beneath a tattered old canvas stretcher upon which Oskar lay, still with the drip in his arm. He snored lightly, his lips were parted and a little drool shone on his chin.

Mac turned to Hilde and with the clarinet snug between them, they hugged goodbye.

‘Take good care of him, and yourself won’t you?’ she urged.

‘Ja und you also,’ blinked Hilde.

‘He’ll be right. He just needs to get home.’

Hilde nodded briskly as she gulped back tears.

‘Go on now. Can’t keep them waiting,’ and they walked out

to the street where the taxi waited. The back seats had been put down and Oskar was slid in on his stretcher. The sun had begun to set and flocks of birds tore west overhead, heading for shelter. A few young boys snagged by the sight of a foreigner in such a state idled nearby. They flung out yoyos or rode in small wobbling circles on their bicycles. Hans clapped the boot shut and rushed over to Mac.

‘Vielen dank Mac,’ he said breathlessly as he threw his arms about her.

‘No worries Hans. No worries,’ and she hugged him back.

A tear slid down Hilde’s cheek. She buried her head in the crook of Mac’s neck and put her arms around both of them. Then the horn of the taxi sounded. Hanif scuffed his shoes on the pavement and the three broke apart their final farewells.

It was Mac and Hanif who remained as the taxi took off down the dusty road. One of the young boys rode past on his bicycle. He leant back on his seat and rear wheel, gave a little jerk and lifted the handlebars. Then grinned at them as the front wheel nosed through the air and he wobbled past on one wheel. Mac smiled and her eyes smarted with tears. Hanif turned to her. ‘You want to go with them?’

She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. ‘I don’t know. I thought about it, going with them to Europe. I grew to like them. I didn’t think I would. Maybe I should…’ The taxi was growing smaller in the distance. She searched his face and went on, half to herself, ‘I heard the news on the radio. There was talk of revolution over the border. Maybe I should just get on a bus back to India…’

Hanif smiled and shook his head. ‘Stay. Just a few more days, one week even. I take you to the circus and then you can go. There won’t be any trouble here,’ he assured her.

And something pulled at her like a tide and it seemed there was nothing else to do but stay and face whatever it was that would not yet release her. The young boy fell back on two wheels and the taxi turned a corner and was gone. Mac wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and smoothed her hair.

‘So where’s that circus then Hanif?’

 

The taxi was filled to capacity. Mac, Hanif and his neighbour’s family were squashed in snug, shoulder to shoulder. A toddler was thrust onto Mac’s lap, a baby slept in its mother’s arms and a little boy sat on Hanif ’s lap. The combined weight seemed to propel them faster down the road. Mac pressed her face against the window and let it fog up with her breath. The plate of the land curved up to the horizon. It appeared to bob ever so slightly as the yolk of the sun slid down the sky. Ochre dust clouds carded with fine cotton spores skidded across the landscape before careering up to the heavens.

‘You know what is this?’ interrupted Hanif.

Mac turned sharply.

‘Messenger dogs. They run like the wind. Letters and bells tied to their collars! T-ring, t-ring, t-ring.’

‘Phew!’ She was spellbound. Looking out the window she could almost see them gallop and pant in hot wet gusts. Ribbons of saliva trailing from their flapping pink jaws. Then drawing a sudden breath, she thought she saw one wink as it pelted towards the dissolving horizons. A wet nose shone in the last sparks of sun and she cautioned a hand to her throat. Hanif laughed lightly. ‘They are good dogs, friendly. They won’t hurt you.’

And the mother beside her smiled too as the baby gurgled and uncurled its little fist. Mac offered the baby her hand to play with and it closed its grip around her index finger and shut its eyes.

‘That’s lovely,’ said Mac and she pointed at a blue cloth amulet that hung around the baby’s neck.

‘It protects from jinn,’ said Hanif.

‘From what?’

‘Jinn. Spirits. Prophet Muhammed spoke about them in our book. They can make you majnoun, mad.’

‘Oh.’ And she looked out the window at the hypnotics of the darkening land.

‘In our culture we believe that the destiny of a child is written on her forehead. When she is born, we whisper into her ear, la illahe illallah, there is no god but God.’

‘I see.’

And the baby gave a little cough, wrinkled its nose and let go of Mac’s finger. The taxi-driver glanced in the rear-view mirror and repeated the invocation under his breath.

Mac threaded her fingers together, impatiently locking and interlocking them. Squinting, she strained as if to hear something over the sound of the engine, just behind her eyes, the familiarity of a stranger, of an infinitesimal spark, of something bound tightly, a knuckle of secrets.

She shuddered with a sudden chill up and down her spine.

‘Brrr! When that sun goes down it really gets cold out here doesn’t it?’ she clattered.

Hanif just looked at her then said, ‘Allah spoke through our prophet Muhammed. He said: If you look for me, you’ll find me. If you find me, you’ll fall in love with me. If you fall in love with me, I’ll have to kill you. And if I kill you, the price I should pay is my life.’

Mac stammered a response, but the words got stuck in her throat.

‘It is the idea of the mystics. There were many here once upon a time. Our Mevlana, he was born north of here, in Balkh. You don’t know him?’

‘Ah, no I don’t,’ she managed.

Hanif nodded, not unhappy with himself. ‘I can teach you these thing. Very beautiful, these dervish, what they do. Is the seed of our faith.’

The woman next to Mac turned and smiled at her warmly but she didn’t notice as she peered out the window into the lengthening shadows.

By the time they came to a halt in a field on the outskirts of Kabul, it was sunset. The foothills of some great mountain were before them and in the city distance, a few lights glowed. More taxis, heaving with families churned up the dust as they parked this way and that and people spilled out. Young men spruiked toffee apples, fairy floss and small glasses of green tea. Children tugged at skirts for loose change as they eyed others luckier than themselves, their mouths smeared with sticky red gloss. Fathers gossiped and smoked languorously together, clapping the dust out of each other’s jackets while their sons slipped off furtively behind an old Mercedes truck to do the same. To the side of the tent a bear stamped its feet. Its trainer clanged a cymbal and each thump rang with bells. Seeing its ankles hobbled with a short chain Mac shook her head bitterly and looked away. Hanif tipped the driver through the window, then placed a gentle hand on her back and guided her into the circus tent.

Inside the din of children chattering, shrieking and blowing on cheap toy whistles gradually subsided. The darkened tent slowly filled up and shadowy figures took their place in the ring. A young boy with a tray of toffee apples blundered about in the dark between the benches as people clicked their tongues and scolded him and the musicians tuned up. And all at once a drum roll, and the whole scene was bleached with light. A man marched into the ring leading a lion behind him.

‘It’s limping,’ whispered Mac

‘Ya, but its teeth are still sharp.’

Mac sighed loudly through her nose and shifted about on the hard wooden bench. Then all of a sudden the lion threw its head back and roared so loudly that everyone gasped and screamed in fright. She gave a little jolt and sobered by the sound sat up straight. Next a man in a white suit with a shining trumpet strode confidently into the ring. He flashed his teeth as he smiled at the audience. When he reached the lion, he got down on one knee and began to play soft and plaintive like a lullaby. The audience went up in a collective gasp as the musician winked at the lion handler. Mac wriggled to the edge of her seat as the man lifted the trumpet to his lips. He shut his eyes and took a deep breath. He pursed his lips and blew. Each note fell like a petal and sitting back on its haunches the lion gazed at him.

‘My friend,’ whispered Hanif, his breath on her neck. Mac shuddered. And when the trumpeter opened his eyes, she could’ve sworn he looked straight at her. The rest of the show was a kind of mesmeric fanfare. She and the musician exchanged such glances through the darkness that before they’d even met they’d begun to dream each other into being.

 

By the time the circus had ended the last flocks of birds had flown home to roost and the sky was clotted with stars. Hanif held the heavy canvas tent flap open for Mac as they emerged into the cold night air. Kerosene lanterns had been lit. Their shadows leapt and flickered in the ebb of wind. Hanif buttoned his jacket and clapped his hands together. He smiled expectantly at Mac as if trying to divine some secret, but his curiosity went unnoticed. A knot of children hummed about them. Cars stuttered into gear. Women nursed babies folded in their arms. An almost imperceptible dew began to fall and Mac was quiet. Something had happened to her watching in the dark like that. Some fine gauze, some layer had been shed and some new weave had quietly, deftly begun. Hanif watched her then took her hand in his and lifted her palm to the light. ‘You will have two children,’ he crooned and deepened his voice; ‘Why so few?’

Shocked her out of her solitude Mac snatched her hand away.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ he laughed nervously. Mac clutched her hand to her belly as if it had been burnt. She looked at him through the shadows, disoriented. Dogs barked in the distance and the air about them was thick with kerosene blue. Hanif plunged his hands in his pockets and stamped his feet.

‘I’m sorry,’ he stammered.

But Mac didn’t seem to hear. A figure approached them from the tent. He put an index finger to his lips and raised his eyebrows. Mac’s eyes shone as she watched him clap his hands over Hanif ’s eyes.

‘Huh?!’

And the two men staggered forward a few paces. ‘Ahmet!’ Hanif managed to face him. They embraced and kissed each other on the cheeks.

‘How was the show?’ The man’s face was framed with a halo of dark curls. He kept an arm around his friend’s shoulder and his eyes flashed.

‘Fantastic brother!’ Hanif grinned. ‘But, my friend was scared of the lion!’

‘Really?! Are you sure it wasn’t you who was afraid of the lion Hanif?’

Mac smiled as she and the trumpet player locked into some opaque code, indecipherable to anyone but themselves.

‘Me? Haha!’ Hanif dipped out from under his friend’s arm, brushed aside the infidelity and added, ‘This is Mac. She is from Australia. We met in the hospital.’

Mac shifted about as if buoyed by the night air and smiled with such a disarming openness that Hanif felt a sting of guilt as he saw his friend smile back.

‘I’m Ahmet, also known as Aykut.’ He held out his hand and knew he’d already won her belief. He just needed to find a way ahead.

‘I’m Mac,’ and she held his hand a moment.

Hanif shifted about, chastened. ‘Well let’s head back. I know a bar where we can have a drink. And then I should go home.’

‘Ya ya,’ drawled Ahmet. They released hands. Then with a sudden swagger, he pulled a tesbik from his pocket and began to loop it around his fingers. He looked at Mac with such connotation that she couldn’t help but flower into laughter. Hanif fidgeted with the cellophane wrapper of his cigarette packet and said nothing. Then a smear of yellow in the dark as a taxi drew up beside them. The driver leaned over the empty passenger seat. ‘Brothers. It’s a long walk back to the city.’

Mac looked around and shuddered. It was the last taxi.

‘Let’s get in,’ she hurried.

‘Ya, ya let’s go.’

Hanif sighed with relief as they piled in, he and Mac in the back and Baba in the front. They wound the windows down and the smell of fresh manure wafted into the cab while outside in the dark night, little fires glowed orange and yellow in the distance.

‘The fires of the gypsies,’ Hanif said.

‘Ah.’ Mac glanced out into the dark then up at the rear-view mirror where she met Ahmet’s eyes. ‘Beautiful.’

Her hands rested open on her lap. Her shoulders were loose and heavy. Ahmet hummed under his breath and continued to look at her from the mirror. She swallowed. There was something about it. She shut her eyes a moment and could almost make out the melody. She began to hum too. And as she did, she felt a warm golden rush, as if something had finally loosened its grip.

It was nearly midnight by the time they reached the little bar in the centre of the city. The taxi dropped them off at the top of a blind alley, no wider than two outstretched arms and Hanif excused himself, continuing on home with the cab. The hot swing of underground tin-pan music could be heard through an open door at the end of the alley. A fluorescent sign hung over the doorway. It flickered on and off with a dull buzz, New Moon Cabaret. A man and a woman leant against the wall, empty glasses dangled from their hands as they pressed in close. Unperturbed, Ahmet strode down the alley with Mac behind. He carried his trumpet case in one hand. With the other he removed a rose from his top buttonhole and rubbed its bloom between his fingers. The petals came loose and fluttered along behind him. He looked over his shoulder to be certain Mac had noticed. Seeing this, the woman leaning on the wall giggled woozily and slurred, ‘Happy Ramadan brother.’ She gave a little cough and rested her head once again on her lover’s shoulder.

‘Every day is Ramazan where I come from sister,’ announced Ahmet with a flourish. Then turning on his heel, he bent down and cast a handful of petals across the threshold for Mac. Enchanted she tried not to step on them. Ahmet stood waiting for her with an outstretched arm. He had parted the beaded door curtain and welcomed her in.

Inside the atmosphere was dense with music, sweat and smoke. The low light reflected on the silver trays that hung on the walls. The bar was deep and narrow, the big oblong shape of a tomb. Even though she was on Ahmet’s arm, men glinted like knives through the dim light. A veil of smoke wafted above the patrons’ heads and the speculative bubble of hookah pipes. Though the smoke had an alluring musk, it shot almost straight to the back of Mac’s head in a loud, dull ache. At one end of the tomb was an arsenal of discarded instruments, evidence of musicians, despite the snap crackle of a cassette. At the other, a little makeshift bar had been set up selling bottles of beer and bowls of boiled beans. The floor was swept with sawdust and a ginger cat almost popping with kittens swung like a pendulum between the rickety tables, stools and legs. A woman in a garishly sequined outfit danced beside the tables and the patrons clapped, whistled and cried out in pleasure. A large portrait of a man with a moustache hung in a gilt frame over the bar. Swollen interlaced hands rested on his stomach and there was something of a regal, smug twinkle in his eye.

‘Is that the king?’ asked Mac cautiously.

Looking up Ahmet laughed. ‘No, no it’s Reza, the owner!’

And he leant across the counter to the barman laughing, ‘Reza is king!’ The barman gave a bemused smile. Feeling somehow responsible Mac squared her elbows to his and hunched over the counter saying, ‘I just thought it was a portrait of the…’

Ahmet turned to her, ‘Darling, it’s alright. Tonight Reza is king.’ He handed her a cigarette, struck a match and lit it. She inhaled and looked at him as she held the smoke in her lungs. He was dirty golden in the dim light. She could feel the heat of his torso just centimetres away from hers, the curve of his hand, the line of his mouth. She exhaled as he looked back at her in the flicker light a moment before turning away. They stood smoking and watching the dancer. Perhaps a minute passed before he laughed gently and touched her cheek.

‘We stay for a drink and I play you with trompet.’

Her cheeks thrilled. She turned to face him and had a feeling to jump or leap but somehow managed to still herself. Something had passed between them with his touch. Some current, some yielding admission, such a detail as to be almost imperceptible yet one that altered everything. And before she had time to respond, he’d draped an arm loosely about her shoulder and called across the bar. He bought two more beers and handed her one. Clinking them together he winked at her and wriggled his upper lip like Charlie Chaplin. Mac was intoxicated before she even took a sip. Her cheeks flushed and she giggled deliriously like a child running down a hill. No amount of level-headed reasoning could stop her legs now.

Maintaining eye contact as they drank he pointed an index finger to the roof. ‘As Allah is my witness this woman is my religion.’ He took her hand from where it hung at her side and kissed it till they both surrendered to rapturous laughter. Afterwards Mac held her hand to her mouth like a talisman. She drained her beer and quickly ordered another two, as if to sober up. Something had abated. Satiated for a moment, they leaned on the bar and smiled.

The musicians returned and began to tune up. One man placed his beer on the ground, dusted down his pants and sat in front of his kanoun. Narrowing his eyes in concentration, he hit the first notes of a famous mahzun with two walnut-wood hammers. The men in the bar heckled and shushed each other. A singer with the sallow hooded eyes of a reptile in a dinner jacket stood before them. He gripped a microphone in one hand. Holding it close to his mouth, he almost cried as he drew out his first melancholy words, capped with quarter notes. The song was more of a recitation, an excruciating invocation, the sound of a lover crying out from his wounds. Ahmet was silent a while as he listened. The men in the audience swooned as they uttered in hushed tones, ‘Aaa-aakh!’ ‘Oo-oof!’ Some hung their heads, shaking them slowly, loosely. They studied their hands or kneecaps. Others tipped their heads back, as if on cue, and drained their glasses. There was a pause. The singer turned from the microphone. He said something to one of the musicians and the audience erupted into shouts. They whistled and called out. The kanoun player hammered a few notes. A cymbal clashed. And laughing, the singer lifted the microphone to his lips and continued to intone his confession.

‘What is he saying?’ whispered Mac.

Baba cleared his throat. ‘He says, “Fate has thrown the poison into my heart. If I could tell you what I have suffered at the hands of this society…but I can’t your heart wouldn’t take it.” Something like that.’

‘Oh?’ Her voice was raised in a question. She’d struggled to hear what he’d said and waited now for him to repeat it. But he just took a long draught of beer and turned back to face the singer.

Mac grimaced slightly and poked a finger in her ear, wriggling it a little. The amplification was so loud and of such poor quality, that even though they hadn’t stood there a good five minutes, her ears rang formidably. But she dared not move for fear of breaking the spell. Nearby a man who sat on the edge of his seat swayed slightly. He bent one arm at the elbow and pointed upwards with his index finger and yelped, ‘Ya Allah!’ Mac stood transfixed. She had never experienced anything like it before. It was as if the audience, who had seemed so bawdy only a moment ago, were here for this moment. Hapless victims of the singer’s spell, they thrilled in the sheer relief of being torn open and revealed to themselves. A young man with barely a shadow of facial hair had straddled a darbuka and now began to swipe at it in a tender rhythm. He didn’t look down at his own hands but at the cymbal player next to him. The cymbal player gazed lazily out at the audience as he slung his little brass plates together. At first a languid slow trot, then on the wall behind him, and as the music gathered he clapped them on his own head without so much as blinking. A young man started up his clarinet and yet another slung the bow across his violin. The musicians gathered momentum and the music swelled and pulsed. The men cheered and whistled in release as the darbuka sped up. The clarinet player winked and lifting his instrument to his lips pointed it towards Ahmet as he ran up and down the notes. Ahmet’s body relaxed and turning to Mac he laughed in relief. He brought his lips close to her ear and talked excitedly as she tried to make out the words through his accent and laughter, through the din of the music and the warmth of his breath. She tilted her head to his, letting her eyes follow the ginger cat as it scratched at discarded bean skins. And even though she couldn’t quite understand the joke he was trying so hard to tell her, she allowed herself to be rocked by the gentle lilt of his voice.

 

Mac told me once that it was just three days before she and Baba took off alone together.

‘Three days?! Weren’t you apprehensive? You know, just taking off with some guy across – where did you go?’

‘Afghanistan, Iran and then Turkey,’ she smiled her desultory smile. ‘No, it was no big deal. That’s just how we travelled in those days. Not like now.’

She sat across from me, leaning back on her chair, at the old wooden kitchen table, the dishes of our meal not yet cleared away.

‘You know, my friends thought he was French he was so good-looking.’ Her voice trailed off and I flinched as I picked up the cutlery, the clatter of knives and forks cutting through her reverie. She looked up at me with a vague question in her eyes. The wood of the kitchen table was polished now. It never used to be. Twenty years ago the cracks between the panels were a testament to years of porridge and muesli breakfasts eaten before I was whisked off to kindergarten on the back of her bicycle. I remember the two of us phosphorescent in bright orange and yellow under the swaying masthead of a flag. Hairclips used to disappear down these cracks, as well as curls of tobacco and whole peppercorns. Everything in the house orbited around the kitchen table. Plates had been thrown over it, people had danced on top of it when Labor won the election and mobs of people had sat around it, sharing everything from pass the parcel to pinot noir. That night my mother began to tell me of a woman who had run for everything and lost something. It was evident now that despite the haemorrhaging of her heart and all that she’d told herself, she hadn’t lost everything.

‘Thanks for dinner Ali,’ she smiled proudly. ‘You’re just like your father. You’d think the cupboards were bare and hey presto, he’d produce a beautiful meal and he’d never use a recipe.’ She shook her head, smiling as if in disbelief.

I cleared the plates away and remembered she said the same thing years ago. I was a teenager and had lurched home with a skinful of whisky and all the dogs of my mind set loose. She must’ve waited up for me as she stood blinking in the hallway in her nightie. ‘You’re just like your father,’ she uttered with regret as I stumbled tripping over the threshold to my room.

The night outside was still now. A light globe had blown and we were bathed in a low warm glow. The back door was wide open, mosquitoes and dragonflies hummed and scudded over the threshold. The dog snapped at one every now and then and licked her lips. I smiled.

‘So how did you meet him?’

‘Huh? Oh there was a circus in town,’ and she resurfaced from her reverie. ‘Some guy at the hospital took me along. I couldn’t speak a word of Turkish. You know what I’m like with languages.’ She raised her eyebrows and puckered her lips playfully. ‘He could barely speak English but we fell in love and he picked it up pretty quickly,’ she winked.

Behind her, through the windows, the vertical alabaster of the gum trees shimmered in shadows at the back of the garden. A car screeched to a halt and voices punched through the traffic. Mac got up from her place at the table. Her gold bracelets tinkled as she rummaged through a drawer of the sideboard.

‘I did think he was a bit eccentric at the time but I just thought, Oh it’s Turkish or the language barrier or being a muso, you know?’

Her back was turned to me as she said this but in her hands I could see she held a picture. She stood for a moment before turning to face me.

‘This was taken in Afghanistan, just before I met him.’

Her voice was distant. It was almost hard to hear her. As if she were speaking from those starved mountains that reared up behind her all those years ago. She handed me the photo.

An odalisque reclined on a pockmarked hillside in the bleached morning light. A pair of old leather boots were by her. She wore white cotton and smiled into the sun, her long dark hair falling over her shoulders.

‘It’s beautiful Mum,’ and she smiled as she took it from me and placed it back in the drawer.

‘He didn’t seem too worried about leaving the circus. He’d had some problem with the magician who, he said, had actually performed some magic once. But not in the circus. I don’t know what.’

‘And how long had you known each other before you got married?’

‘Oh three months or so.’

‘Three months?!’

‘We were very much in love,’ she frowned. ‘I took the marriage vows seriously you know. I made that commitment Ali. Marriage was for life. Through thick and thin, till death do us part.’

I marvelled at the image of them so savagely in love.

‘You see, in retrospect, I think he was sick, paranoid when I met him in Afghanistan. One night in a hotel in Iran, or was it Afghanistan? One of them. Anyway. People were banging on the door all night. Who knows what they wanted. I had no idea what was going on. Your father said they wanted our passports or money or drugs. That it was something to do with the magician. It was a strange business I didn’t even try to understand the politics. The Russians came pretty soon after we left and later as we were travelling through Iran I suppose I realised, Fuck, this guy’s crazy. He thought we were being followed all the time.’

And sitting before me like this it was as if she were throwing roses at a map, the countries that had etched their topography in her heart, in which she had loved.

And looking at me directly now without a hint of bitterness she said quietly, ‘My mother said when I left Australia, “Don’t bring home any stray dogs.”’

I winced and reached a hand out across the table to hold hers. But a troubled pride got in the way and after a moment she withdrew saying, ‘Light me a cigarette will you Ali?’ And as I took a lighter from my pocket and lit it, she came in close to inhale the blue-orange glow.

 

They had been travelling for hours from Kandahar when finally the bus slowed in a dusty arc into a holding bay with other buses, trucks and lorries. The driver turned down the Qur’an recitation which Mac had been listening to with sweet foggy detachment and Ahmet got up from his seat and walked down the aisle towards the driver. They spoke and the driver turned and craning his neck gazed circumspectly at Mac a moment. She smiled anxiously and got up to follow Ahmet down the steps of the bus to a grimy-looking building.

‘What is this place?’ she whispered as she held his arm lightly.

‘Milak, Iran. Passport Control.’

‘Ah,’ and she could feel Ahmet’s hackles go up as he slapped their passports down on the smeared dirty counter.

A man in a blue uniform swivelled on a large leather chair behind the counter. Narrowing his eyes to slits he looked them up and down and took a passport. Mac shifted from foot to foot as he flicked nonchalantly through the pages. His waxy skin glistened with a fine veil of light perspiration. He sucked at his tongue in a noisy rhythmic beat and studied the stamps. He waggled a finger thoughtfully in his ear. Withdrew it, examined it a moment and finally looked up at them.

‘Hindistan?’ he drawled.

Turning to Ahmet but finding no answer Mac hastened, ‘Australia. I am from Australia. I am a traveller.’

The man appeared utterly unmoved and even a little amused. What could have been the smile of a reptile flickered across his dark eyes. And he motioned to two young guards who were draped over a wooden bench and awash in the sallow afternoon light. Their skin was pockmarked with acne and only a soft dark down graced their upper lips. They puffed disinterestedly on their cigarettes and sauntered over, leeringly drunk on the anticipation of a small shot of power.

‘Siktir.’ Ahmet swore in Turkish under his breath and the passport official jerked his head up.

‘I travelled in India,’ Mac added again but the man hadn’t heard. He addressed Ahmet instead, his Adam’s apple protruding violently from his long neck.

‘They want to check your bags. They think we have drugs.’

Sucking in her bottom lip Mac tried vainly to conceal her concern, ‘You don’t do you?’

The man behind the counter barked something and the two young guards turned on their heels and made off for the bus.

‘Fuck Ahmet. What’s going on?’

‘You got some money to give them?’

Mac clenched her teeth, ‘Do you?’

‘They just play like cat with mice.’

‘I am from Australia,’ she said again growing increasingly exasperated. ‘I am a doctor. I don’t take bloody drugs,’ and she crossed her fingers behind her back.

Unblinking, the man behind the counter picked up her passport and began to floss between his teeth with the cover’s hard cardboard edge. Slowly but surely he worked his way lovingly around his whole upper jaw.

‘Arsehole,’ cursed Mac.

He smiled languidly through a mouthful of border stamps and let his eyes trawl the length of his helpless detainee as he set to work on his bottom teeth.

‘Can’t you do something?’ she jabbed Ahmet in the ribs.

‘Na,’ he snapped without looking at her.

Happening upon what must have been the remainder of his lunch he began to work at his teeth with his index finger. Mac scowled in disgust.

The two young guards returned with their bags and elbowing past, heaved them onto the counter. The man put down the passport, got up from his seat, reached across the counter and baring his spotless teeth unzipped a bag. Clothes, socks, crumpled paper bags of food, pistachio shells, cassette tapes, a small figurine. He turned it over in his hands frowning, concentrating.

‘What’s that,’ Ahmet asked her.

‘It’s a statue of Shiva.’

The man put it aside.

‘You can’t take that,’ cried Mac.

The border official laughed contemptuously then said something.

‘He wants to know if you have any book by Marx or Engels.’

‘Marx or Engels,’ laughed Mac. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Iran. That’s how it is,’ he said flatly and then, ‘No, no books.’

The man continued to rifle distractedly through the napsack and finding nothing leant back in his chair and gazed at them smugly.

‘We can go now?’

‘But my bag. The Shiva,’ Mac almost pleaded.

‘Sorry.’

‘But..’

And in one vicious swoop, Ahmet threw their belongings back in their bags and zipped them up. They had just slung them over their shoulders when there was a cough. The man cleared his throat and snickering, lowered his voice.

‘Yeter lan,’ snapped Ahmet as he reached a hand across the counter.

And ever so slowly, the man straightened up, found a stamp, checked it on some blotting paper, toyed with it a moment, looked up at them, then finally, stamped their passports. They turned to leave but one of the young guards stood in their way, obstructing their path.

‘Siktir!’ Fuck, swore Ahmet and he began to roll up his sleeves.

‘Love?’ Mac put a hand on his arm.

He didn’t move.

Looking thoroughly pleased with himself, the official reclined in his chair once again and put his hands behind his head.

Ahmet and the young guard stood before each other, a foot or so apart.

Mac scowled, ‘C’mon, let’s go.’

After a moment the guard sniggered. Then the tip of his pink, wet tongue appeared at the corner of his mouth and he began languidly to lick his upper lip. The fuzz of his moustache glistened with saliva.

‘Siktir lan!’ Ahmet lunged forward, his patience totally expired. ‘Ahmet!’ Mac grabbed his arm. This time she held on firmly and looked around frantically.

The man behind the counter leered at them. He played with a toothpick in his mouth and his feet rested on the desk.

‘Bloody hell,’ she stammered. ‘C’mon, don’t be stupid. Let’s get out of here!’

There was a strange titter and batting his eyes, the young guard swung around and sauntered off.

‘Siktir! These şii use heads as footballs and their mothers as…’

‘Aykut!’ cried Mac.

The guard turned his head over his shoulder and made a kiss with his mouth.

‘As whores!’ he shouted after him.

‘Enough!’ and she yanked him so hard even he was surprised. They rushed out into the dust and sunlight, letting the door slam behind them and clambered back onto the bus.

Just after dawn the bus wheezed to a halt in the almost empty street. The shoe shiners had not yet set up their brushes and brass. A few stray dogs idled unmolested over scraps of food. One or two stooped old men shuffled slowly by, prayer beads clutched and dangling behind their backs. And tea house owners with trousers rolled up to the knee, hosed down the pavements.

Mac sat up, awoken by the sudden cessation of movement. She rubbed her eyes and seeing the empty seat beside her, panicked.

‘Fuck.’

She leant an arm on the seat behind her and twisted around to survey the rest of the bus. The seats were empty. She ground her teeth a little and curled and flexed her toes.

‘Perhaps I should just find a hotel then…’ she uttered under her breath. ‘Or a ticket to London…or just find a hot shower…’ And she rested her forehead against the glass and watched as her words fogged it up. Her body ached from being folded in irregular shapes all night and she rubbed the back of her neck.

The sky outside was streaked with lavender and looking out across the road to the tea house and the shoeshine boys she fingered the pages of the sketchbook in her handbag.

‘Maybe I should just go?’ she asked herself. ‘Before anything really begins…’

And absentmindedly she pulled a pencil from her handbag and chewed a little on its end.

‘Yes,’ she said calmly now, in command of her senses. ‘We can barely even speak the same language. Who am I kidding?’ Suddenly she heard a cough. Down the aisle there was Ahmet’s boot poking out, his ankle, his leg. Mac’s breath caught in her throat as she bit a little harder on the wooden end of her pencil. Then a cracking of knuckles and he straightened up.

‘Mac,’ he crowed from under sleepy curls. ‘Mac!’

And something flooded her as she beamed in love and relief at him with his outstretched arms and open smiling face.

‘Gel gel canım. Come, come my dear.’ ‘I didn’t know where you were,’ she said to herself as she got up and went to him. Her plait hung loose over her shoulder as she walked down the aisle. And she let herself be encircled by his embrace once again.

‘I am here.’ And his words fell in her hair. They sat, woven into each other for a moment before the driver rattled his keys loudly and cleared his throat. Mac wriggled a little, ‘We should go.’

‘Ya ya. Okay.’

And so disentangling themselves from each other they ambled down the aisle and out into the morning light. They collected their luggage from below the bus and in that moment Mac’s ticket to London was cancelled. Instead of sketching the streets of Tabriz she would sketch those of her lover, his blind alleys and boulevards. Over the road the tea house jostled with rickety aluminum tables sloshed with amber. The smell of fresh bread pervaded the air and people had begun to gather at the window of the baker a few doors down. One after another, large steaming flat breads were slapped on the rendered mud counter. Feeling the change in her pockets Mac ambled over. She smiled at the old men and the shoeshine boys as they drank their morning tea. She smiled at the people queuing up for bread. She listened to their orders and the shouts of the baker as he turned bread with his long wooden paddle. The suspicious glances soon vanished as she produced a pile of Afghani currency and placed it on the counter, innocently turning over the coins and notes.

An old man next to her waggled his finger. ‘Iran, Iran,’ he cooed like a pigeon.

The baker slapped down a round of naan and smiled at her, then flicked his wrist at her pile of coins. The old man reached into his pocket.

‘Na Baba,’ the baker clicked his tongue and frowned. ‘Na.’

Mac pushed some coins forward and he clicked his tongue again.

The old man nodded his head and his eyes twinkled as Mac thanked them effusively, ‘Tashakor.’

Feeling entirely pleased with herself and reinvested with a love of strangers and fate she spun on her heel and walked back to the tea house where Ahmet sat slurping tea through a lump of sugar. After each slurp he exhaled loudly and raised his eyebrows with pleasure.

‘Aaah,’ he sighed contentedly as Mac sat down with her bread.

‘Guten Morgen meine Liebe,’ he saluted her with a hand to his head and then to his heart.

‘Good morning my love,’ she echoed.

And he called out like a captain, ‘Çay çay!’

In a flash, a glass of tea was before her, with a rough-cut lump of sugar in the saucer. Mac grinned as she picked up the sugar and placed it between her teeth. She was just about to raise the glass to her lips when he drew in close. Trying not to laugh, the sugar lump precarious between his teeth, Ahmet attempted a kiss. She stifled a giggle as his lips met hers and she tasted sugar. And the bus driver and the tea boy rolled their eyes at each other and smiled as if at two truant teenagers.

Later that morning after buying a pomegranate and two paper cones of freshly roasted nuts, they checked into a small hotel. The lobby was trimmed with a dull shine of faded gold. Potted rubber plants stood in each corner and a dusty chandelier cast a dim light. A crystal ashtray overflowed with the bright orange and white of cigarette butts and a television screen flickered behind the counter with the unmistakable hubbub of angry street chanting. Peering over the counter Mac saw the shot pan to a street scene in which hundreds of people thronged, shouting and waving cardboard placards. She was transfixed.

‘Where’s that?’ she whispered to Ahmet as she squeezed his hand.

‘Tehran.’

‘Tehran?’

They had passed by it in the night on their journey across the country and she turned to him for an answer. ‘Trouble in Tehran,’ and he shook his head.

The receptionist seemed suddenly to notice them and smiling officiously he flicked the dial of the television and out of nowhere Clint Eastwood appeared snug in a saddle squinting through a whinnying swirl of dust.

‘Rawhide!’ gasped Mac.

‘Hullo, I help you,’ chipped the receptionist in halting English.

‘A room for my wife and I,’ beamed Ahmet.

‘Marriage Certificate please,’ the receptionist narrowed his eyes.

‘We are foreigners. From Australia,’ and he glowered.

But Mac hadn’t even heard. She hummed the Rawhide theme tunelessly to herself and smiled as she thought that the only difference between her and Clint was that she rode bareback.

‘Mac, your passport.’ ‘Huh? Oh,’ and crouching down she fumbled about in the pocket of her bag, placed it before the receptionist and looked back to the television screen.

‘See we are foreign. Just give us a room.’

‘No certificate, no room sir.’

‘Siktir lan. We go Turkey tomorrow.’ He clapped his palm down on the counter. ‘We don’t even want to stay here in your filthy country!’ And his voice rose dangerously as the receptionist sucked his teeth in some lewd satisfaction.

Mac gave a start and Ahmet shot a look at the television screen.

‘You think he’s more handsome than me?!’ he snapped and the receptionist tittered.

Not quite aware of the situation Mac nonetheless replied softly, ‘Ahmet, you are the most beautiful man in the world. C’mon let’s get some rest.’

The receptionist blanched before conceding through thin livery lips, ‘Okay. One night. No papers. Check-out eight in the morning.’

Ahmet shook his head and exhaled loudly. ‘Good. We want the best room with shower, big window, room service…’ He was fortified. Then under his breath, ‘These fucking secret police.’ And the receptionist got up smartly from his desk with a bundle of keys and started off down the hall.

The hot steam of the shower was a relief for their tired muscles. Afterwards, drawing the curtains, they spent the best part of the day in a trance. Moving slowly through cadences of clay and light they began to decipher each other, crossing one frontier after another. Later, sitting up in bed with the sheets gathered about his waist and Mac lying beside him, he laughed deliriously.

‘I’m so crazy for you, these tea glasses look like Turkish delight!’

Bewitched Mac gently circled his navel with her finger round and round.

‘Vallahi, I could eat the lot of them. They would taste sweet and I would feel no pain. Your love protects me.’

There was a yellow rush and for a second warm, formless light.

He put a finger on her lips, ‘Dudaklar,’ and pointing to his eyes, ‘Gözler.’

Awash with light she gazed up at him silently.

‘Hadi, c’mon,’ he nudged.

And she reached out a hand to his lips, ‘Dud–’ and hesitated, ‘–larka.’ He broke into a grin and they both laughed.

‘Dudaklar,’ he said.

‘Dudaklar.’

‘Gözler,’ he prompted.

‘Gozler,’ she repeated. And he brought his face close to hers and kissed her eyes and mouth.

Finally they emerged onto the street. Famished with hunger, roses flowered in their cheeks. The call to prayer sounded through the dusk and their arms were linked as they strode, flared pant legs in unison, humming through the streets, in search of food. Ahmet joked as they walked. He pointed out things in Turkish and laughed at her accent. A wagon of apples on the street side, ‘Elma.’

‘Almaa.’

At a bunch of grapes hanging from an awning, ‘Üzüm.’

‘Ouzoum.’

And at a string of red peppers that framed the window of a kebab house, ‘Biber.’

‘Biberrrr,’ trilled Mac, rolling her r’s as she had heard him do.

‘Bravo!’ grinned Ahmet.

The heat haze was lifting in the lengthening shadows and Mac smelt sweetmeat and fried onions.

‘You know kebab?’ he asked as he kissed her flushed cheeks.

‘Yeah yeah! I love it.’

‘Okay we eat kebab.’

And they walked into a little restaurant with mirrored walls. Inside it was packed with families eating from aluminum plates and big plastic sieves of green leaves. Mac looked at the saucers of fresh green chillies and the chipped plastic jugs on the table filled with what seemed like frothy milk.

‘Ayran,’ quipped Ahmet. ‘Yoghurt drink.’

‘Ah.’

They sat down at a table with an old couple. A moment later, a waiter, quick on his feet slid two plates of fresh kebabs on the table and slapped some flat bread on top. Mac looked furtively at Ahmet. There was no cutlery. Unperturbed, he ate hungrily. So tearing off a piece of bread she scooped up some meat and fresh onion and ate. Ahmet looked up. His mouth was full. He nodded and winked. ‘Güzel mi?’

Mac chewed and waited for a translation.

‘Beautiful?’

‘Yes, beautiful, beautiful,’ she said through a mouthful of food as her cheeks reddened.

He grinned at her sudden coyness and rubbed his foot against hers under the table. The old woman next to her coughed sharply and her torso jolted as something banged beneath the table. Ahmet spluttered. The old lady took a loud sip from her plastic mug of ayran and muttered something under her breath.

She shot Ahmet a scandalised look and getting up abruptly, left the table with her husband in tow. Mac stared at him with wide eyes. ‘What happened?!’ she quizzed when the couple were out of earshot.

Ahmet grinned roguishly and made a second attempt with his foot beneath the table.

Mac giggled and shook her head.

‘Do you know who came from Tabriz?’ he asked.

Mac poured them both some ayran and shook her head.

‘The lover of Rumi. His teacher. His sun. Shams. He went to Rumi in Konya, where we go soon, and he showed him how to burn for love of Allah. How to eat tea glasses like Turkish delight.’

‘And Rumi came from Balkh?’ added Mac eagerly.

‘You know this love?’

Overwhelmed she smiled across the table at him and didn’t say a word.

 

A fist banging smartly on the other side of the door woke Mac with a start. The sound of thumping and she turned to see if Ahmet was awake beside her. He pressed a finger to his lips and raised his eyebrows.

‘Shh.’

She strained her eyes through the gloom and tried to read the clock face. Two thirty. As her eyes adjusted to the shadows she noticed that Ahmet’s jaw was jagging back and forth, his tongue darting at a fleck of saliva.

‘Secret police,’ he uttered.

They’d made love before they fell asleep. They’d smelted together in a fusion of mercury, sex, cobalt blue and birds. And now this. Silence for a moment. Then the door shuddered as if it had been pounded by a man’s side and a shoulder.

Mac gnawed at her knuckles silently and remembered the Negro spirituals her father used to listen to on the gramophone. How he would unfold his angles to the cream of Swing Low, Sweet Chariot. She tried to hum now to herself through shallow breaths, a little sharp and a little too fast.

Now a volley of fists pounded on the door and a voice shouted through the wood.

‘These fucking secret police sorcerers don’t fool me Mac.’

‘Great,’ she muttered, rolling her eyes.

The bed sank as he moved to get up. Reaching a hand out she gripped his forearm, ‘Ahmet. Stay.’ She didn’t know whether it was the sudden authority of her voice or the fact that he went limp and obeyed her that surprised her more.

‘My mother warned me about these şii and their hocus pocus waiting for the mahdi,’ he whispered.

‘Shh.’

The bedsprings creaked as he rumoured hot in her ear, ‘That magician, he was one of them. He probably started this trouble, told that donkey fucker at Milak who rang the receptionist who told the police who…’

A tangle of voices knotted in a crescendo outside the door.

‘Oh shush Ahmet,’ she was growing exasperated. Then after a moment, unable to conceal the alarm in her voice. ‘Where are our passports?’

Ahmet pursed his lips and shrugged.

‘Fuck! Are they down at reception or have we got them? I can’t remember.’

He shook his head and smiled, ‘I don’t know my love.’

She rubbed her eyes and peered at him in disbelief. He just looked at her blank, yet amused somehow.

‘I give up,’ she scowled and turning away from him she twirled the end of her plait between her fingers.

The fists pounded harder on the door and the voices thickened.

‘We had no certificate. They took our details…’

‘Hmm…’ she chewed at the tip of her plait, her teeth chattering softly.

‘Not like Australia. Secret police take you I never see you again.’

‘Like that movie, Midnight something…’ she mumbled to herself.

‘Worse. Over door of prison they write, Allah is not with you here.’

Mac tried not to sigh in panicked exasperation.

‘Oh shu–’ she stopped herself.

‘But if they took you, I would come and kidnap you!’

She nodded wide-eyed not sure where he was going.

‘And we would have a black horse waiting and I would…’

‘Ahmet!’

‘But çok şükür, I have our passports,’ and he kissed her face voraciously.

Mac nearly collapsed in relief and had to stop herself from shrieking. ‘Why didn’t you tell me that five minutes ago?’ And she shook his shoulders and swiped at him.

He laughed. They were safe. For now at least. After a fashion.

‘Maybe they think we have drugs,’ she spoke in a low voice now. ‘Maybe they want some?’ And he stifled a giggle.

‘That donkey fucker in Milak forgot to check my precious cargo department,’ he winked and reached over to tap a joint that rested on the bedside table.

Mac squeezed her eyes shut in horror and inhaled sharply, ‘Ahm–’

‘Shhh.’

A final clap of shouts and a piece of paper slid under the door, in the hem of light.

‘Don’t move,’ ordered Mac. And they were still a moment as they waited for the retreat of footsteps. Nothing. The phantoms behind the door were silent. Then tack tack tack a smart neatsharp knock. Mac tightened her grip on his arm.

‘Ay,’ he simpered and she laid a hand over his mouth and kissed her knuckles as she stared at him. They sat awake listening and whispering for as long as they could and fell asleep finally, fitfully having heard no footfall.

Ahmet was the first to awake only a few hours later as the last stars were bleaching out. He had been pacing the hotel room for minutes watching her sleep. He smoked savagely and raved under his breath. Then stubbing out the joint he tied off his conversation with an iron resolve and shook Mac, kissing her awake.

‘Hadi gülüm. C’mon my rose, hurry let’s go,’ he urged.

Barely having slept yet somehow having been light-years away in a saddle of dust and droving and spirituals she gazed at him blankly a moment.

‘Are they gone?’

‘I don’t know. We leave by the window. We don’t need to read that paper either. C’mon, get dressed, let’s go!’

Mac sat up on the edge of the bed and traced the night before by the chronology of clothing peeled off here and there. Smiling to herself she bent to pick up her underwear, placing first one foot in, then the other. Ahmet turned his back in some strange gesture of gallantry and fidgeted through their bags, checking passports, toothbrushes, money.

‘Hey,’ she turned. ‘What are you doing?’

He blushed in defence and let the bags go. ‘C’mon Mac hurry up put your clothes on. Let’s go. Hadi.’

She stayed square where she was and continued to dress, taking her time, not quite sure what she was ready to do.

 

We sat shrouded in a thin membrane of the past. It was nicked here and there by the bark of the dog, the bell of a tram or the murmuring of branches in the garden, snared by the hot summer wind. My mother’s countenance had taken on that formidable and slightly intimidating air that I had become so used to over the years. Unselfconscious as a child, she didn’t realise how fierce she could appear and as she smoked quietly and stared at the newspaper puzzles I noticed the cracks of the kitchen table had been sealed. Nothing could get lost there now.

‘Sometimes I wonder if I did the right thing in marrying him,’ she uttered half to herself, not even trying to disguise the hopelessness in her voice. ‘But then if I didn’t I wouldn’t have you would I? And I love you more than anything in the world.’ She smiled searchingly over her glasses that were as always perched on the end of her nose. I had nothing to offer. It felt as if the night was beginning to gather some formidable speed. In an attempt to break it, I pushed my chair back, the wooden feet scraping loudly on the floor and left the table to turn the radio on.

The government is still speculating as to who is responsible for these reprehensible attacks in a crowded inner city street of Istanbul. Fourteen dead and countless injured. With the profound economic unrest some commentators have said it could be any number of terrorist groups from a local fundamentalist cell to the Kurdish Workers Party, otherwise known as the PKK.

‘Oh turn it down would you?’ she complained. And then circumspectly, ‘Your father used to say the Iranians used heads as footballs.’

‘Oh come on!’ I protested. ‘The PKK aren’t from Iran, they’re from –’

‘Oh I don’t know Ali,’ and she drained her glass and looked blackly out the window.

‘Mac,’ I hesitated as I resumed my place at the table and took a long sip of wine. ‘I’ve saved up money. I’m going to go back to Turkey. I want to meet my family.’

She turned to me. ‘Your family is here in Melbourne Ali.’

‘Mum you know what I mean, Baba’s family.’

She conceded impatiently, almost foreboding, ‘Alright.’ Then, ‘How did you get the money?’

‘I worked in a pub.’

No response.

‘I saved it.’

She peered at me. ‘Pour us another glass will you?’

‘Mac why don’t you come with me – ?’

She recoiled instantly as if avoiding a blow.

‘You’re mad. You heard how dangerous it is just now. When I was there with your father it was nearly civil war, his friends were ending up on kebab skewers, the streets were running with blood. It was martial law.’

‘That was thirty years ago. It’s not like that now. That was just a blip.’

‘A blip? Why can’t you just stay and settle and finish something for once? You’re an itinerant Ali, just like your father.’ At once guilty and reproachful her voice was shot with shards.

And suddenly with an almost intolerable dread I realised something had changed, that my revising of the past was beginning in its way to revise us. Slowly, almost imperceptibly our shared past both actual and otherwise was beginning to inhabit us in this retelling. It was beginning to rework us.

‘You wouldn’t have recognised me before I met him,’ she implored now her eyes welling. ‘I was sunshine, so confident and bright.’

And I remembered a black-and-white photo she had shown me of herself before I was born. Standing in front of a mantelpiece, she cradled a baby lamb in her arms. Its bony, woolly legs dangled at discordant angles. Her hair fell over her shoulders and her eyes were mild as the Madonna’s as she looked directly into the camera.

‘Mum,’ I began to plead. ‘You’re still sunshine.’

But she didn’t hear or didn’t want to hear as she composed herself with a hanky from beneath her rolled-up sleeve. Her tears had gathered at the edges of her nostrils and she blew her nose loudly. I turned away and looked at the dog stretched out across the threshold of the back door in a gentle question mark. Without lifting its head it eyed us wearily. I wanted to curl up next to it and sleep. Mac scrunched the hanky back up and replaced it under her cuff.

‘Your father was a beautiful man Ali and he loved you very much.’

‘Loved?’

‘Well he did,’ she defended herself before adding an aside of fatalism, ‘I don’t know what he does now.’

And something began to harden dangerously over me, as the iron of silence took its hold.

Mac waited a moment for a response as she sipped her wine and studied my face.

‘I remember lying in bed next to him those months leading up to his committal,’ she said at last. ‘I was too scared to breathe. And it was so fucking hard getting him to hospital. He was like a feral cat. Every passing tram was a Russian tank. He tried to take the wheel so many times.’ Her voice began to crack and she pulled out her hanky again and swiped at her eyes. ‘Your father isn’t a bad man Ali.’

Viciously locked in gear I ground my teeth slowly back and forth as I remembered him smashing up the kitchen when I was three or four years old.

 

Around that time Mac used to wear knee-high leather boots and metallic-green eye shadow. Her hair hung in a long plait down her back and she smoked cigarettes from a glamorous gold box. I used to watch her talk for stretches at a time on the telephone, curling the cord round her fingers with one leg slung over the other, sipping coffee. We had two cars at that time as invariably one wouldn’t work. Occasionally if both the Morris Minor and the Valiant didn’t start in the morning she would ride me to kindergarten on the back of her bicycle. I remember just a couple of years later, I must have been five years old, that the wheels of the Morris came off as Mac and I drove home one night. And I remember too the look on the mechanic’s face as he told my mum that the screws hadn’t come loose by themselves. Perhaps it was soon after that, that it went missing and then not long after, that a Turkish man knocked on our door and offered to sell it to us but Mac wouldn’t buy it.

It was dark outside. Baba and I sat opposite each other at the kitchen table. I smiled expectantly across at him and swung my legs beneath the table. My feet didn’t reach the floor. The windows had steamed up from the boiling pasta and obscured the night shadows outside. My father didn’t smile back at me so I played with my fork and studied the bowl before me. It was decorated with rabbits in blue waistcoats. They chased each other through thickets and brambles. I heard him mutter something under his breath and looking up I saw that he was drumming his fingers hard and fast on the table. From where she stood at the stove Mac had her back to us. Baba hissed something. His lips blanched. He sucked viciously at his cigarette and looked over his shoulder. Mac didn’t seem to notice and stood ladling heaped spoonfuls of pasta and sauce into our bowls before sitting down to join us. As she sunk her fork into the pasta and began to twirl Baba spat on the ground at his feet and glowered at her silently. I had been looking forward to this all day at kinder and could barely wait for the food to cool down. But just as I lifted the heaped fork to my mouth, my father rose from the table like a furious monolith, suddenly doubling in size.

‘You’re trying to kill me you fucking sorcerer bitch!’

And turning white with the fever of lunacy he snatched up his plate and hurled it at the wall above my head screaming out poison as he did. Paralysed with fear I sat trembling on the wooden chair. I sat on my hands and bits of scalding hot sauce clung to the fine hair of my temples. I noticed the spittle that flew from his mouth as he heaped abuse upon my mother, his rasping words breaking up like static. I don’t know how I got out of the way or how she did, as all of a sudden he gripped the edge of the table and flipped the whole thing over. Plates and cutlery clattered and crashed to the floor. The table landed on its side, its legs jutting out, and the chairs skittled over. Shards of smashed porcelain had mixed with bolognaise and strips of pasta snaked down the wall. The last thing I saw before turning to run after my mum down the hallway was him, clearing the kitchen bench with one foul swoop of his arm.

‘I’ll hang you from the washing line and gut you like a sheep you fucking sorcerer bitch!’ and he hurled the saucepan violently at the wall and tore up the kitchen in our wake.

And then I remember her speaking on the telephone through chewed knuckles. We sat with our backs pressed against the door of the front room and looking at the open window I pleaded with her.

‘Why can’t we just jump out and leave? Mum why can’t we just run?’

But she didn’t answer me and we didn’t run.

 

Looking at me from across the table, Mac blew her nose loudly into the handkerchief and smiled an ambivalent question. ‘Ali?’

But I was dumb, locked in another time. Unable to work my tongue around the contours of words I realised I was sitting in the same seat that I had all those years ago. My back to the wall, my hands locked beneath my legs, I saw him again. Only this time he was deceptively quiet.

I must’ve been four or so. I was standing on the threshold of the back door, sucking my thumb and held a gangly longlegged toy in the other hand. A car stuck at a red light in the traffic behind our back fence was blaring Pink Floyd, The Wall. I stood still as a statue, watching transfixed. Baba squatted by the fireplace and Mac stood by him as tears ran down her cheeks. He was ripping handfuls from her Bible like bread and thrusting the pages into the flames.

I remembered another scene from around this time. I would’ve been no more than six. We came home on a dark winter night. As we opened the front gate we saw that the front door was already open and all the lights were on. Mac held my hand and we walked in together. Every window and door, including the cupboards, was open. Every light was on. Nothing was taken. Nothing was moved. Only a toy sat on the mantelpiece with a note I couldn’t read.

Finally, my mother took out an intervention order as Baba used to threaten to take me away. Sometimes he managed to. But only as far as a restaurant or café on Sydney Road. He would play the saz, read women’s coffee cups and drink raki and I would fall asleep under the table, only to be woken by my mother carrying me to the car.

 

And now the hot prick of tears burns coals behind my eyes as I clench my teeth tight in my closed mouth. Finally exasperated by my silence Mac snaps in provocation, ‘I’m the real madman of this family Ali. I just keep it together better that’s all.’ And she sits before me exalted in her admission, her complexion florid as her chest moves up and down with each breath. The bottle between us is nearly empty. And exhilarated and a little frightened, I stare at her as she lights a cigarette and takes a long draught. Unswervingly, she holds my gaze a moment. Then, finally knowing she’s got me she says, ‘You wanna know why that diary you read ends?’

It was then I realised. There was no point in denying the truths we had tried so closely to evade. What I thought had been my private peak through parted fingers into her past had been snared. Yet I hadn’t felt guilty. Somehow I had convinced myself I had just the same right to read her diary, as I had to read mine. In reading her I was simply reading myself in another form, un-manifest, not quite realised. And through the knots of her looping, rushed hand I had briefly glimpsed a love that otherwise I would never have seen.

‘Mac, you left it on the kitchen table,’ I folded. ‘How was I to know? I thought it was just a notebook and anyway I could barely read your doctor’s handwriting.’

As if she hadn’t heard, she continued unabated. ‘You really wanna know what happened in the margins, off the page, off the record?!’

Looking down, I focused keenly on the wood grain of the table, the dark chocolate knots and deep blonde sweeps. I dared not look up as her breathing became staccato.

‘He beat me,’ she almost challenged.

I stared flatly at the table. Then before I could stop myself, I almost whinged, ‘You’ve told me this before.’

Appalled by my utter lack of charity Mac gaped at me in horror.

‘He chased me Ali. I was black and blue.’

Unable to look up I wondered where he could have chased her. Around his parents’ flat in Istanbul, up and down streets?

‘Where did he chase you?’ I snapped. ‘On the beach. Somewhere on the way back to Istanbul, I don’t know. It was around the time you were conceived.’

Outside in the traffic a car screeched to a halt and I could feel her stare at me desperately, unsure if she had gone too far.

I didn’t move. The hot clap of her words sung about my ears. The sting of them rang on my skin.

‘He beat me for days and days,’ she murmured, nearly out of steam. ‘I was covered in bruises.’ A delicate lace of wetness began to embroider her breath. Tears came rolling over the dark circles of her eyes and she stared at me now, almost free.

‘He was paranoid. I don’t know about what. And some family took us in. They were very Islamic. Neys and all that business.’ She narrowed her eyes and the last words came out bitter with the rind of superstition. ‘It was obvious the state I was in, what had happened to me…’ Her voice trailed off and she made as if to get up.

‘But what did his family say? His sister? His mum and dad?’

And I knew then that she had divined some immaculate binding flaw between us, some binding knot. How full my head always was with my father.

And she uttered softly, ‘Oh Ali I’m sorry. I’ve had too much to drink and told you things I shouldn’t have. You don’t need to hear all this bullshit.’

‘Yes I do.’

She looked at me a moment hesitating then said, ‘Oh they must’ve known what he was like. But they didn’t speak English so they didn’t say much to me.’

‘And you stayed with him after that?’ I exclaimed unable to hide the inflection of derision in my voice.

And suddenly defeated she said quietly, ‘Well I just thought he would change, that things would get better.’

 

She told me they had been savagely in love. That they had spent their days wandering beachside villages, merging and blurring into each other, in the heat haze of a Turkish summer.

‘He was still trying to teach me Turkish,’ she admitted as she flicked through a box of old photos on the table between us. ‘I would diligently copy all the words into my diary and say them over and over but none of them seemed to stick. I think I was too distracted,’ she confided with a wink.

He told her stories he’d heard as a child from Rumi’s Mathnawi. Stories of talking parrots playing dead, of hares deceiving lions and of lovers driven so mad with separation they tore their own eyes out. Mac was enthralled.

‘He was such a good storyteller your father. When we were camping or on long bus journeys he would just tell them to me until I fell asleep. It was beautiful.’

He told her of his family, of Ali his grandfather, a decorated sea captain whom Atatürk gave the surname Ülgezer, sea traveller. He told her of his father Tevfik and his mother Lala. How she danced and the way she sang illahis. And he told her of his aunt who had burnt down the old wooden house on Heybeli Ada.

The pages of Mac’s diary, which she hadn’t written in for years, became annotated with family trees and recipes, backgammon rules and translations of mystical poetry.

‘We were very much in love you know Ali. I suppose I was a little blinded. I couldn’t see anything else.’ And any apprehension she’d felt earlier had dissolved as they circled each other with the intoxication of pilgrims.

‘Ah!’ She smiled over her glasses perched on the end of her nose. ‘Here it is.’ And she held out a picture enclosed in a yellowing cardboard cover. Aşk Saray was written on the cover in big curly letters.

‘Love Palace hey Mac?’ I winked.

‘Oh I don’t know what it was called Ali. You know I can’t read Turkish,’ and the lightest pink tinted her cheeks as she pulled her arm back a little.

‘I want to see it. Let me see it,’ I protested.

She frowned at it a moment then opened the cover and gave it to me.

The photo was of her and Baba. They sat at a long table, their chins resting in the heels of their hands as they gazed sidelong at each other. There must have been a wind that night as Mac’s hair had strayed across her face and Baba’s curls looped languid and wild. They both wore white cotton and their eyes were drunk with the thrill of release.

Looking up I saw Mac studying me, waiting for a response.

‘It’s gorgeous. You were both so drunk in love,’ I proffered.

And was it relief that moved her as she took the photo back from me? I couldn’t say as something else followed quickly on. Something opaque, oblique. And in the grain of the cardboard cover, in its yellowing patina and its looping black letters was some suffocation, some breathless asphyxiation, some small death. And it seemed that somehow these small deaths were necessary in order to re-vision what had gone before.

And then she spoke as if from a great distance. ‘It was our last night on the coast. We were on our way to meet his family in Istanbul. I think he’d played with the band that night. I don’t know what happened to his trumpet, it didn’t get as far as Istanbul. He must’ve sold it…We walked back from the restaurant that night to our tent pitched in the dunes of the beach. I remember he was singing and talking to the stars, telling me they were talking back. He told me secrets of dervishes and of some sheikh who astral travelled.’ She broke off and furrowing her brow looked at me doubtfully.

‘Astral travelling?’

She nodded narrowing her eyes. ‘Yeah I don’t know Ali. You know what he’s like.’

I raised my eyebrows. I wasn’t entirely averse to the possibility of astral travelling but I didn’t tell her that.

‘We were exhausted that night. Well I was. And I collapsed into the blankets and left the tent flap open to see the stars. Your father couldn’t sleep. He sat up talking and smoking hash. And then it seemed only minutes after, I woke up to his hands around my throat.’

She was quiet a moment and looking away bit gently at her knuckles. The light sparked the gold rings on her fingers and I imagined waking up to the thunderclap of his hothouse visions, his voice tearing through the anthology of stars.

‘He said that someone told him to kill me,’ she continued. ‘That he didn’t want to. That he had been fighting with them all night but they wouldn’t listen. He was beside himself, seeing things, hearing things,’ and she took a cigarette paper and a lump of tobacco.

I had seen my father like that before. Blistering through visions, barbaric with grief. He would swing blindly with the fanaticism of fear, his voice scoring like fire. And afterwards even if he were strewn with wreckage, he’d never remember a thing.

‘I had to run Ali. He would’ve killed me.’ And her eyes seemed to lose focus as they brimmed. I tried to move towards her but she flinched away suddenly.

‘I’m fine,’ she reprimanded. And turning her body away from me she went on, ‘I ran up the beach. Along the shore. It was so dark I could barely see. I kept tripping over in the wet sand and rocks. I was always so clumsy. Anyway, I twisted my ankle. I had to stop and the salt stung where he had hit me. I hid in the dunes and tried not to breathe. I could hear him screaming out my name. I tasted the iron of blood in the back of my throat. It trickled from my nose and one eye clouded over.’

She stopped and I saw that she was staring out to somewhere else. It was as if she were uttering to a phantom in the doorway. I shifted about on my chair to catch her attention but she didn’t turn.

‘Mum,’ I pleaded and it was as if she didn’t hear.

‘I couldn’t see. I thought he’d blinded me.’ She gulped something down before biting into her fist again and turning to me.

‘Ali, we were so in love.’

And something broke and she began to sob and hung her head, her fists pushing against her forehead. She stuttered her words through a gritted jaw.

‘I was black and blue all over and the next day he couldn’t remember a thing.’

He would have staggered back through his waning delusions, his fever abated confusion and shame would have surfaced through the dross.

Getting up from my chair I knelt in front of her and wrapping my arms about her I held on tight.

‘I’m sorry Ali,’ she sobbed. Her eyes streamed with tears and her shoulders trembled and shook.

‘Don’t be silly. What are you talking about?’ ‘I shouldn’t be telling you all this,’ she mumbled into my shoulder.

‘It’s okay Mum, I want to know.’ And even though my knees were beginning to ache on the wooden floor, I couldn’t let go. ‘I’m sorry I can be so hard.’

And as we held each other like that, our fingers laced, our breathing slow, it was as if we were baptised together in the easing summer heat.

 

Some tough dark war was releasing her as she sat at the kitchen table the day after. The rough pollen of smashed crockery was about her and the wall still smeared with pasta stains. Baba had gone and her mother had not yet returned her telephone call. She kept turning her hands slowly over each other then rubbing her shoulder and ribs. A cigarette smoldered in an ashtray, she gazed quietly at nothing. I had hidden myself nearby on the ground by the record-player and the speakers. My knees up to my chin and my chin buried in my folded arms, my tongue worked at freeing a wobbly tooth. I dared not sniffle and instead licked at the salty snot that was slowly edging its way down towards my top lip. A woman’s gentle voice kept singing over and over, ‘It seemed like only yesterday that I left my mind behind.’ Mac didn’t turn or blink. And for what seemed like all morning I watched her clutch and un-clutch her hands, gazing at them every so often.

Outside the cool breath of wind slaked the stillness of night. Wordless, Mac had got up and was standing in the doorway. She turned her face slowly this way and that. The leaves of the loquat tree rustled in deep bottle-green shadows and I prepared coffee for us in the little espresso pot and rinsed her favourite cup.

‘You know, Rumi said, “If you’re really somebody, dig earth like a well digger from this earthen body so that you can find water.”’

I said this as I poured water from cup to cup and back again watching the splash, the filling up, the emptying out as I spoke.

Silence.

‘Mum?’

I turned to look over my shoulder at her.

‘Did you hear what I said?’

She didn’t speak but just looked at me through the still gentle night.

‘We have to dig to find water, sweet water,’ I repeated and I turned off the sink tap and wiped my hands on my jeans. The washers needed changing and the sound of a drip came every so often.

‘We are all made of the same clay and we would die if we lived off that alone. We’d die of thirst. We need to find our own water.’

The dog watched from where she lay at Mac’s feet. And began gently to thwop her tail on the wooden floor as if in some small flirtation. Mac raised her eyebrows quizzically and two dimples appeared at the corners of her mouth.

‘Oh yeah?’

I looked at them both for a moment uncertain whether to snap or leave it. The dog smiled at me lazily as Mac bent to scratch behind its ears. The two of them looked vaguely amused and seemed to be waiting for something else.

‘Yeah,’ I asserted finally. And then, ‘You should read him you know.’

But the coffee had begun to percolate on the stove and feeling suddenly amateurish, misgivings like spilt honey spread slowly through me. So turning back I said nothing more but spooned the sugar into the cups.

Mac turned away and gazed out the back door into the garden. Rose petals drifted down in gentle gusts of air like confetti. They scudded a moment on the surface of the small pond before being pulled down by the damning gravity of water.

‘I’ll have to prune those roses soon,’ she murmured from the doorway and thankful for a way out I rushed on, ‘Do you remember when we had to tell him Babaanne died?’

Her face lit up in guilty relief.

I poured the coffee and took one to where she stood in the doorway, cut out against the night.

‘You mustn’t laugh Ali,’ she scolded, stifling a giggle with the back of her hand.

‘No, no…’ And I searched her face. ‘It’s just that it was, well, so –’

‘Such black comedy?’

And we winced, united through guilty smiles.

The air was sweet. The cooling heat of the day had released the scents of flowers and the mosquitoes were tuning up. The yolk of the streetlights was visible over the back fence and we sat outside in the lilac dark and sipped our coffees.

‘Remember the trails of rose petals he used to leave in the streets?’ Her breath came keen and fast through the words and shadows. It could’ve easily been mistaken for laughter.

‘Yeah I remember.’

Mac shifted in her chair and sank back, allowing all her weight to rest on its curved cane back. The high voltage thrum of cicadas formed a febrile undercurrent and coughing once she gazed blankly up at the rose bush and as if to sign off uttered absently, ‘I’ll have to prune those roses again soon.’

 

I must’ve been about seventeen. Mac and I had just got back from a winter in Istanbul. It was the first time I had seen snow. It stung the streets with such a violent chiascuro that I’d had to squint through the needles of white wind and diesel smudge. Everybody blamed Russia. The rise in rent was already the fault of the Yugoslavians. Baba’s family told us of his mother’s death. She had been dead for months they said. Her kidneys had failed. Perhaps she’d had diabetes. She died at home and was buried in the local cemetery on the hill overlooking Haliç or the Golden Horn. Büyükbaba had cried every morning that winter. Over trays of olives and cherry jam, torn-up crusts of vienna bread and glasses of strong black tea. His dark eyes used to well with tears and he would point to the ground. ‘Meine Frau ist tot. Unter der Erde.’

His daughter, my Hala, would tip her head to the side, purse her lips in an apologetic pinch and utter under her breath, ‘La havle vela küvvete illa billahil aliyyülazim.’ There is no power or might, save in Allah. She would then turn perfunctorily to me and confirm, ‘Deine Grossmutter schläft,’ before pouring more tea.

Each afternoon Büyükbaba would disappear for a few hours. He would tell me later at dinnertime, that he had visited her grave. He would place fresh flowers on it and sing her favourite songs, his eyes watering in the wind.

When Mac and I returned to the Australian summer it was our job to tell Baba. We had no address for him and so wandered up and down Sydney Road one Sunday. We asked at the Turkish restaurants where he’d played music and the milk bars that he’d lived on top of. The bitumen hummed under the throb of the afternoon sun and leathery old men in white singlets stood in the doorways of cafés drinking bottles of VB and flicking sets of keys in their hands. Ford Falcons filled to capacity with bleached-blonde teenagers rumbled by, their speakers almost bursting with volume as they headed for the hot hotels. Mac and I had just about had it with looking, and our tempers fraying we snapped momentarily at each other over some petty mirage of a detail. Pushing through the plastic fly curtains of our last milk bar, we stood under the mauve fluorescent light, sticky in the afternoon heat.

Behind the counter a small television flickered with a sepia pixelated picture. In front of it, perched precariously on a three-legged linoleum-padded stool, was a heaving fat man in a tracksuit worn almost threadbare. His faded blue T-shirt didn’t quite cover the expanse of his stomach and I could just make out the sweat patches under his arms. He didn’t look up but continued to focus on the small television set. An open can of Creamy Soda was beside him, a half-smoked cigarette and a tense-looking Pomeranian sat at his feet.

Mac breathed in sharply, rocked slightly on the balls of her feet and asked finally, officiously, ‘Excuse me, have you seen Aykut?’

I surveyed the counter in the awkward silence that followed; sherbet bombs, musk sticks, porno magazines, swap cards, Mars bars, smokes. And the man and his Pomeranian gazed suspiciously at us before Mac snapped, ‘I am his ex-wife.’

At which he spluttered in surprise and feigned recognition, ‘Ah Ahmet? You want Ahmet no? He have beard no?’

‘Yeah, Ahmet. Aykut. He could have a beard.’

And Mac and I looked at each other. Whether or not he had a beard could indicate how in need of psychic sanctuary he was. How far he had plunged into his own fateful Fata Morgana. Sometimes he was a fallen son of the moon whose prayers went unheard. At others, a proselytising visionary with a bottle of vodka tucked in his jacket, a violin, saz or guitar under his arm.

‘So he’s not playing music these days then?’ cautioned Mac.

‘No music lady. Just that greyhound up there in his room,’ and he pointed a fat sausage finger to the ceiling. Mac’s jaw dropped ever so slightly as she raised her eyebrows.

‘Yeah, greyhound and him upstairs. And you tell him from me, his rent very late,’ and he tutted with his tongue and smiled at me uncertainly. I was too old to be given a handful of lollies. He reached for the half cigarette in the crystal ashtray and took a quick puff before stubbing it out and heaving himself up from his stool. ‘Come, follow me,’ he said as he narrowed his eyes.

Then a shrill yelp and the flash snap of teeth in amber fur. ‘Siktir!’ he exclaimed as he swiped at the dog with his foot and lurched around the counter.

‘Come, come, this way.’

Mac and I followed discreetly through the shelves of chips and biscuits. Past the fridges of soda water and soft drinks and through the grubby smudged doorway into the blinking darkness of a room plastered with advertisements for Cornettos and a peril of wooden stairs. The man stopped at the foot of the stairs and called up through the gloom, ‘Aaaahmet!!’

Utter stillness yet I could just make out handfuls of dust motes shifting about from our disturbance in what light there was that filtered through from the shop.

‘Aaaahmet!!’ He called again, this time leaning with one arm on the banister and perspiring in mild exasperation.

Mac turned halfway over her shoulder to me as if to steady herself then said, ‘Look thank you but we are in a bit of a hurry. He doesn’t seem to be here. If you could just tell him we came.’

When all of a sudden the banister seemed to sway a little with the thump and clatter of feet coming down the stairs and a voice called back, ‘What is it lan? Whaddya want?’

‘Your wife here to see you mate!’ The man turned quickly and winked at us before retreating back to the doorway. I was glad he didn’t see Mac baulk.

The banister wobbled with Baba’s weight as he steadied himself on it. He stopped on the bottom stair when he saw both of us standing in the half dark, in an awkward sort of greeting.

‘Hi Baba! How you going?’ I chimed hoping to throw light through the shadows.

‘Selam aleyküm Ali,’ he stood still on the stair. At his heels was the grey rib and sinew of the dog. It wagged its tail and shot us a grin with its wide jaw though the dimness as Baba scruffled its head. And for one strange moment it was as if he had left us for this, some undernourished gambling infidelity. Left us to be on the tracks with all the betting, bookies and gambling, to scribble with a stub-end pencil, favours and favourites, odds and muzzles. And then he stepped off the last stair and was flush with us.

‘Hullo Aykut,’ said Mac as she took a step back.

‘Hullo Mac,’ and as if taking a cue the greyhound leapt up paws first. Its snout flashed wet. I caught its front legs and tried to dance with it through the dark grey light, forgetting at once any idea of faithlessness.

Mac hurried out of our way and just before I lost my grip on the dog’s paws, said, ‘Look Aykut we just got back from Istanbul. Would you like to come over for a coffee?’

But he was laughing as the dog landed back on all fours, its toenails clattering on the floorboards, dancing in expectation.

‘Aykut?’

‘Ya okay. I come for the kahve Mac.’ With a flourish he turned and leapt up over the first stair and whistled through his teeth to the dog. ‘One second,’ he called over his shoulder and the dog fled up through the dust behind him.

 

Later we all sat at the big wooden kitchen table, Baba at the head and Mac and I opposite each other. Spread out before us were photos, baklava and gifts. Mac and I sipped our coffee, keenly aware of what hadn’t been said. Baba was on high frequency, coruscating with his anecdotes.

‘Listen Mac.’ He lowered his voice and proceeded to take her in confidence. ‘This money is too much better than the music. Once, twice a week I take the dog to Meadows. Boss trains it rest of week. Sleeps at my place, keeps me company and I don’t have to feed it much!’

Mac craned her head forward a little and raised her eyebrows as if straining to hear. But I knew that expression. She was pretending desperately, diplomatically to be convinced of what he was telling her.

‘Yeah, I give up the music Mac. No more. I burn my saz. That’s it.’

And Mac nodded her head vigorously as she reached over to pour him another coffee.

I stretched my arm out to interrupt, ‘Baba have a glass of water.’

Mac glanced at me and withdrew the coffeepot. And as if he sensed something amiss in our collusion, he took a deep breath and steadied his voice.

‘Ali, did you find out on the Nakşibendi like I told you? Did you go to their tekke?’

I pushed a glass of water closer to him and he waved it away with his hand. ‘Did you find their tekke or no?’

Baba had told me to go and find the old Dede and dervishes of the Nakşibendi. He’d said they had something to show me. I lowered my eyes a moment and considered what to say before admitting, ‘We didn’t make it to their place. We were so busy. Hala took us here and there and…’

I looked up. He glowered at me.

‘Siktir here and there. I told you to go find them.’

I said nothing, just waited for what was to come.

And then suddenly, unexpectedly, he let go. ‘Ah well, whatever Ali. That’s the life. Estağfirullah.’

Sensing a way in Mac cleared her throat. ‘Aykut.’ He turned to her, blank. ‘When we were in Turkey we found out that Babaanne had been very sick a few months ago.’

His eyes lit up as he took a cigarette and tapped it lightly on the table.

‘I think she had a heart condition that was complicated by her diabetes.’

He cleared his throat and coughed into his hand. Mac paused a moment before continuing.

‘They took her to hospital but she wanted to be at home in Çapa –’

The cough became a splutter and a giggle erupted. He clamped a pallid hand across his mouth and the coarse grey wire of his beard. I looked at him, puzzled. Mac edged forward a little in her seat.

A strange titter.

‘So Büyükbaba picked her up from the hospital. I think she probably did have kidney failure. And she died at home in Çapa.’

Growing red in the face Baba giggled then puffed in quick succession on his cigarette. His eyes sparkled strangely as he exhaled. Mac leant back in her chair in a perplexed sort of relief. She’d said it. But still, she clutched her coffee cup close to her breast and gazed at him. The vein on his neck began to sing a little as he tried to hold his breath. His cheeks got bigger and redder until finally it was if someone had put a finger each side and popped him like a balloon. Collapsing, he exhaled in a great gust of spittle and hot air into dislocated, hysterical giggles. He hung his head and his shoulders jigged up and down. Mac and I exchanged glances but dared not move an inch, uncertain as to whether he was laughing or crying.

‘That fucking bitch!’ he spluttered finally. And looking up at us his eyes streamed with tears and he surrendered to his own bizarre onslaught. Through the hubbub he shrieked curses at his dead mother in Turkish and English, in a piercing ragged voice. Mac and I sat immobilised by astonishment. We were agape as he almost choked on his own cursing cackles and broke into a wheezing coughing fit. His eyes brimmed as he spat vitriol, the hinges of his sanity loosened. He looked at us from across such a gulf of solitude that I knew at this moment, despite our efforts, neither Mac nor I could ever cross it. He had become a long-distance runner as he laughed, running out to the farthest reaches of himself. Setting fire to the landscape as he ran. His fingers trembled and he cried through cough and spittle flecks, ‘Ah well that’s the life. That’s the death.’ Then baring his teeth in a weird sort of smile he leant on the table and announced in a low theatrical voice, ‘That’s it then Mac. I’ll be seeing ya.’

And he staggered out of the kitchen, down the hallway and out of the house, leaving us in a daze at the kitchen table. His coffee remained unfinished and a half-eaten baklava lay on his plate.

I don’t quite remember what happened next but soon after we had given him the news rose petals began to appear outside our house. I’d always notice them in the morning, as if they had dropped at his heels in the dark of night. They always began at our front gate. And the scatters of torn-up pink and red would lead you all the way to Sydney Road if you followed.

 

We sipped our coffee now in memory and the rose petals continued to land gently on the surface of the water. Then turning, Mac addressed me, ‘So you’re off to Istanbul then Ali?’

‘Yeah and I want to go and see Rumi too.’

‘Your father and I went there, to the Mevlana museum.’ Her voice was folded through with shadows. ‘Aykut used to tell me about Rumi as we travelled up from Afghanistan on our way to meet his family in Istanbul.’ And she paused before asking herself, ‘I wonder what Rumi says about roses.’

‘And water.’ I added. The kitchen tap was still dripping in the sink.

‘Your grandmother always used to carry a bottle of rosewater,’ she continued almost to herself. ‘Throughout the day she would be constantly splashing it over her face and hands. After she’d eaten or to welcome someone, she would pour some on their hands.’

‘Don’t they have it on the buses and at restaurants too?’

Mac drained the last of her coffee and looked at me directly, ‘I don’t know Ali. All I know is that Lala used to have a bottle in her handbag and that her skin was beautiful.’ I felt somehow reprimanded and she looked away a moment before adding, ‘We should buy some for ourselves.’

 

They had been travelling for a few weeks by the time they reached Konya. Mac was exhausted from the fraught, sleepless nights on buses and the flea-ridden blankets of cheap, stinking hotels. Even though Ahmet was still break-neck charming she was beginning to wonder if it was a good idea to meet his family. She would be welcomed as their daughter. He still played his trumpet every day and would practise in the hotel room or a park. In the early evenings, after they’d made love, they would sit on the sagging bed in their hotel room. Mac’s long dishevelled hair and Ahmet’s curls undoing any distance left between them. From their second-floor window, the green dome of Rumi’s tomb was visible. The proprietor had placed pink and red geraniums on the windowsill in the cut-out halves of olive oil tins. Kisses still fresh on her neck, Mac gazed deliciously at Ahmet and every now and then in an attempt at breaking her trance she would turn her head over her shoulder and survey the street below. Cats dawdled about in doorways, their tongues keening for milk. Children shrieked and shouted, skidding on their bicycles. Hooning and careening they tore up the dirt of the road as women carried shopping home to their families. Mac smiled to herself at the life going on outside their window and turning, kissed Ahmet lightly on the cheek. He smiled back at her as they looked about them. The blankets were a bundle of rumpled knots, their shoes had been kicked off and lay at angles on their sides by the bed. Their unzipped bags spilled open onto the floor leaving a trail of clothes to the bed. Two glasses, half full of tea, sat precariously on the bedhead as they sat with their legs folded beneath them, their backs against the wall. And taking a long drag on his cigarette, Ahmet told her of his sheikh. The sky yawned into lilac and the smoke from his cigarette wove a transient ribbon out the window.

‘His name Ibrahim. He lies now in Samarqand, near where we were.’

Mac nodded then waited for more but he said nothing.

‘Then why didn’t we go to visit him there on the way?’ she finally asked.

‘Well, you see, he’s been dead now five hundred years.’ He paused and waited for a response. But she readjusted her feet beneath her, twirled a loop of hair around a finger and nibbled the tip as she listened, captive.

‘He dead long time. No need to go to some dusty tomb. I speak with him when I need to. He comes to me when I call.’

‘Ah,’ uttered Mac in wonder. And then the muezzin began the evening call to prayer. Even though it was dusk, the heat from the day had not yet lifted and the streets shimmered in the dust. Out the window, red flame blossoms lay collapsed in the heat on their branches. The street dogs unfurled themselves beneath parked cars and panted lazily in the carburettor shadows. A man in a leather apron heaved a cart laden with watermelons. He drawled languidly through the streets, ‘Kavun var, kavun!’ And a woman, tightening the veil about her face, put her head down and rushed along the road to the mosque.

Ahmet shifted about on the bed and butted his cigarette in the glass saucer. He wore a pair of little black shorts and a fine film of sweat glistened on the dark hair and curvature of his limbs. Mac let her bare arms and torso rest against his as she shut her eyes. Her head fell gently to the wall as she listened to his low voice.

‘He travelled…travelled the universe. Five hundred year distance of one screen. He had to pass five screen like that to get to the paradise.’

‘What’s a screen?’ she mused, lazily tickling herself with the loop of her hair.

‘Screen, ah it’s like veil, a veil covering the face of Allah. You have to have special blessing to see his face. And my sheikh, my Ibrahim, he saw everything. He saw to the hell. He seen scorpions big as mule.’ And his voice dropped, becoming hoarse and frightened as he raised an arm up to show the height. ‘Like this Mac. Scorpions this big to punish the pipol.’

Mac shook her head and tried her best to reassure him. ‘But darling you won’t go to hell.’

He seemed not to hear. And if he did it only impelled him further as his hand wavered above the bed and he whispered.

‘One of the poison of that scorpion, if it comes onto the world, world will shrink. It’s that poisonous! For the humans to be punished.’

Mac was incredulous and listened intently. It wasn’t the first time she had seen his fear but it was the first time he had articulated it from this relatively safe distance. She took a cigarette from the foil packet, lit it and put it in his mouth.

‘You won’t go to hell,’ she implored. ‘Just listen to that beautiful muezzin…what did Rumi say? Listen to –’

‘To the sound of the ney.’ He finished her sentence as the cigarette dangled from his mouth. ‘How it cries in separation from the one it loves.’

She squeezed his ankle as he puffed distractedly.

‘Yes, yes that’s it. God is crying out in separation for you. He loves you.’ And Ahmet laughed suddenly, warmly, the spell broken.

‘Ah Mac. My dear, dear Mac.’ He laughed as he placed the cigarette in the ashtray. He took her hand, held it to his mouth and kissed it. Then closer, he took her head in his hands and kissed her eyes. The sound of someone stirring a teaspoon against glass and all that was still shuddered in a sudden gust of wind.

Pulling back he held her head in his hands and his eyes shone as he smiled into her face.

‘My love, I show you how to clean your soul.’

‘But my soul is clean,’ she protested and laughing tried to pull away.

‘My dear, all our souls need to be washed, not just yours.’

And she shrank a moment.

‘It’s like meditation, like your Indian stuff,’ he continued. ‘Look, look I show you.’

And placing a hand behind her back and one on her front he pushed her gently till she was lying down beneath him, laughing.

‘Oh yeah, more meditation hey?’ she teased.

‘No, really I show you Mac. I show you just now. Shut your eyes.’

She smiled uncertainly as she lay beneath him. Then closed her eyes and took a deep breath as he whispered, ‘Have you heard of the triangle of la illahe illallah?’

‘The what?’ she replied quickly and then without waiting for a reply, ‘No, no I haven’t.’

Ahmet hung his head over her and a curl brushed lightly against her skin.

‘It’s something my sheikh, my Ibrahim taught me,’ he whispered. And she shuddered as his breath cooled the sweat on her skin.

‘La illahe illallah starts between your eyebrows. You have to shut your eyes, keep them closed but imagine you’re looking there between your eyebrows. All the time saying, la illahe illallah. All the time. Say it twenty-three times.’

He rested his index finger on the point in the middle of her forehead. Mac’s lips began to move ever so slightly, her invocations barely audible.

‘Then it comes down. Down to your belleh button.’

He drew a line with his finger along the bridge of her nose, over her lips, down her neck, between her breasts and down her centre until he came to her navel. He let his finger rest in its depth a moment. It was as if he had parted the traceries of two seas. His finger cut a deft trail across the fine gauze of her sweat and she began to hum in pleasure.

‘And then it goes to your right shoulder.’ His index finger began again, up her body. Over her ribs and rising over one breast, he slowed over her nipple and cut a course across her throat.

Mac’s eyes were still closed. She breathed slowly, long dark draughts of air. Her body keen to every touch and utterance.

‘And then back to here again.’ And his finger came to a halt at the point in the middle of her forehead. ‘Sort of a triangle. Dang dang dang. It gives you something, a different sense. And you have to breathe deeply too, like you did.’

Before she could open her eyes he leant in again to kiss them. She gave a little start, her lips still mouthing the mantra and kissed him deeply back.

‘You are my eyes,’ he beamed from the intoxication of his geometry. ‘It’s different. It’s bootiful. My Ibrahim does this.

I belong to him, and if I go that way you come with me too that way. Yeah…’ and his voice trailed off as he gazed at her through a new light.

 

Ahmet rested against the old marble pillar. He stood in front of Rumi’s tomb and recited the opening verse of the Qur’an under his breath. His hands were open before him.

‘Selam Mevlana selam. Selam Mevlana selam.’ His voice began to quaver and his tears fell as he said over and over again, ‘Selam Mevlana selam.’

Mac had sat by the tomb of Shams Tabrizi in the morning as Ahmet had prayed. Now she stood nearby and watched his back, gazing up at the painted domes every so often. Moving slowly about the room she let her fingers trail the walls and pillars and composed a telegram under her breath.

‘Dear father and mother I am in Turkey stop More specifically I am in Konya at the tomb of a great mystic and poet Mevlana Rumi stop I am here with a man I love and I hope you will meet him soon stop All my love Mac stop.’

‘Mac,’ he whispered over his shoulder. ‘Come, come.’

Signing off she went and stood beside him.

‘Open your hands like me. We say selams to Mevlana and all the prophets. We won’t cry for separation anymore.’

They stood side by side and Mac repeated all that he said. Afterwards, he bent down to pick up a tesbik that was lying in front of the tomb.

‘Here, put this in your pocket.’ And he dropped the blue beads into the palm of her hand.

‘Nice baraka. Memory for you from Mevlana. All the work fruits somehow.’

Mac nodded keenly and looking around to see if anyone had noticed, put the beads in her pocket.

‘Selam Mevlana selam.’

 

In the days that followed they hired a big old Mercedes and toured around. On their way to Kapadokya they passed a great salt lake.

‘The second biggest lake in Turkey.’ And they pulled off the road and into the tea house car park. ‘The first is Lake Van.’

As they got out of the car, Mac saw a vast stretch of light on salt and water. ‘It’s like Australia,’ she said to herself. ‘Like Lake Eyre…’

On and on it stretched further than the eye could see the horizon of land and sky dissolving in hypnotics.

Ahmet hadn’t heard her and was chatting with the men at the tea house. She walked on to the shore alone and rolling up her jeans, took off her boots and socks. The sand was packed hard beneath her feet and shallow pools of water were splashed silver in the sun. As she walked she shut her eyes and the crunch of salt, the spirit of her breath in and out and the sparse sound of distant traffic lulled her like the gentle drum of hooves. Her feet blanched and wrinkled in the cold and a thin opaque layer began to cake over her skin. Travelling like this was music, the way it came to inhabit her body. Then a volley of salt, limbs and heat. And a shadow passed the light and Ahmet panted lightly beside her.

‘Where did you go? I turned around and in one second you vanished like a jinn!’

Mac opened her eyes and gazed at him, luminous against the pink white. And before she could answer he had put something in her mouth. She didn’t chew and instead let the sweetness dissolve on her tongue.

‘Fresh saray helwa. The best palace sweet,’ he beamed.

‘If this was wine I’d be drunk,’ she smiled back at him. They ate another and another and walked out to the water. The sound of their feet together in the salt, the sound of their breath and a handful of birds shooting through the sky.

‘We are like the Moses,’ said Baba as they walked. ‘I swear if I stay here, I become a prophet like that.’ And they laughed as they walked out further into the bleached salt light and water.

 

The hem of dawn and a cobbled road wound through the village. Donkeys laden with plastic barrels of water stalled on the knuckled slopes and down below dogs chained in little sheds barked. Walnut trees lined the way and in the distance the hills were pockmarked with the openings of caves in pink clay. Mac and Ahmet ambled arm in arm down the road, their boot heels clicking on the stone. Their cheeks were bright with the chill of dawn, their fingertips almost numb as they fumbled with cigarettes and buttons. Ahmet had bought a ney from Konya. He slipped it from its sleeve now as they walked.

‘I won’t play the şeytan’s music anymore Mac. No, I won’t.’

‘Shaytan?’

‘The dewil.’

And as they walked he began to blow.

‘Ah…’ She listened to his breath as the colours flooded back into the landscape. Last night as they’d lain their heads down he’d told her, ‘The first dream you have sleeping in a new place will come true.’ They had slept in a little cave room. The mattress on the floor was strewn with rugs and an old coal heater kept them warm. Mac had dreamt she was holding a baby against her bare chest. Her long hair was out. She smelt milk and the breath of a child. They stopped under a walnut tree by the side of the path and Mac pulled out their breakfast picnic. A few metres away, the hill dropped off to a steep decline ribboned with white ochre paths. Ahmet squatted down and leant against the tree as he continued to blow the ney, trying to get a note.

‘You know how this came to be the mystic instrument?’

Mac poured two glasses of steaming tea from a thermos. She stuck her bottom lip out and furrowed her brow.

‘One time Prophet Muhammed went on mi’raj. He flew on a spirit horse. In one night he seen Gabriel, he talked with all the prophets. He went to Jerusalem and to paradise also. When he come back he told the secrets of this journey to his son-in-law Ali, but he told to him, “Don’t say to the anyone, okay?”’

‘Okay,’ said Mac uncertainly.

Ahmet smiled, then shook his head slightly. ‘Anyway, so he says Ali, don’t tell to anyone. And Ali doesn’t tell anyone these secrets, mystic secrets ya, for forty days. But then he can’t handle anymore. He goes to a dry well out in desert and he whispers all secrets down the well.’

Mac nodded as she stirred sugar into their tea.

‘Then one day it rains. The well fills up and the reeds growing from the well. Up, up and up! And a shepherd comes and he thinks, “This nice reed for my flute!” So he cuts one and makes a ney. And he plays and all who hear it fall down in love! And when Muhammed hears the way the ney cries, he knows that Ali has told the secrets.’ He tutted with a click of his tongue then lifting the ney back to his lips, blew gentle, soft, like a lover. And out came the first voice. And he beamed at Mac and she beamed proudly back. They were on their way to the underground city where the Christians had hidden hundreds of years ago. Two dogs that had followed them from the village sat down now and crossed their front paws as they listened intently.

‘Look at that!’ thrilled Ahmet. ‘Even the dogs are listening!’ Just then a leaf dropped and landed in his lap. And then another, and another. ‘And even these trees, thousands of year old are listening!’ He laughed and continued to blow his ney like a raptured child.

‘Thousands,’ echoed Mac and her mind traced the cold contours of all the lonely planets.

‘Tabii canım ya.’ He furrowed his brow as if waiting for a response then laughed. ‘Ahk my Mac! Hadi, let’s drink our tea and go to church!’

They splashed out the last of their tea-leaves under the tree and continued on their way. The two dogs followed at a distance. The hills were sketched in neolithic fairy chimneys which pointed to distant geometries. In one hand, Ahmet grasped Mac’s and in the other, his ney. The fresh funk of warm sheep shit and milk came at them borne on the morning breeze. Tufts of cotton drifted about and the sun rose clarion over the hills.

Mac turned her head sharply as they walked and peered around.

‘What?’ He paused beside her.

‘Did you hear that? The sound of church bells ringing out in the distance. No? You didn’t hear it?’

Ahmet gazed at her a moment. The morning light shone. His eyes were a deep amber. Mac was still and held her breath as if to sharpen her ears.

‘You said we were going to church no? I heard bells that’s all.’ She stuffed her hands in her pockets and began to walk again. Apart from the sound of a cock crowing nearby all was still. The dogs gazed up at them, brindle and yellow-eyed. Baba took her and pulled her in. He kissed her ear and said, ‘We go to find the bells my love.’

After a long quiet incline up the path, from cobbles to white clay, they reached a village. A cluster of long since deserted cave dwellings. They were alone. The dogs had turned on their heels a while back and made their way down the mountain.

‘Here. I leave you here a while.’

Mac looked about her. Leaning on a rock face, she peered through the opening and into the gloom. Ahmet placed a hand on her back and walked in behind her.

‘This is an old church Mac. Look here at the cross.’

And there on the walls in the shadows was the blood ochre of Christ.

‘And this is the saint.’

‘Saint George,’ said Mac to herself as she ran her hands over the rock face.

‘I leave you for a while and practise over there by that tree. Okay?’

She reached out a hand and ran her fingers over his face, his lips, his eyes.

‘Can you see here Ahmet?’

‘It’s dark ya.’

‘That saint,’ she uttered softly, as she looked at the rock face, ‘is trying to kill a dragon.’ He looked at her. ‘Dragon?’

‘Like a monster. It breathes fire.’

And recognition swept over his face, ‘Ya ya.’

‘It’s his own dragon. He’s fighting with his own dragon.’

And as she looked at the rock face Ahmet backed slowly out of the cave, clutching his ney, a ceaseless collision reverberating in him.

Mac sank down the cave wall in the gloom. Bringing her knees to her chin, she rested her head against the wall and contemplated the images before her. Two saints slaying dragons, Coptic crosses encircled with thick ochre and before her, Mary cradling baby Jesus. Only a part of her bust remained. A ring of light was about her head and in her babe’s hand was a book. She had that same mild countenance Mac had always imagined. Despite her blue surrender she conveyed such gentle sure power. Mac covered one eye with her fingertips and gazed up at the Madonna like an unformed word. The sound of bells rang out through the morning and she let herself dissolve into an abstract hymn.

 

They’d cut across to the Marmara as a final diversion before hitting Istanbul. It was here that Mac had come to know the brutality of his beauty. They were camped on the beach together. But that night Mac had rolled herself in a blanket and slept alone in the sand dunes. She had woken up at first light and sat on the beach invoking God. She pulled at the rough grasses and held her pencil, almost blunt, over the page of her notebook, open on her lap. All was still. Baba slept like a baby in the tent. Her ears rang with the sting of sand and salt.

‘What shall I do?’ she whispered to God, to herself. ‘What shall I do?’

And she pressed the blunt stub of her pencil hard against the lined paper. It was the closest she could get to some sort of acknowledgment or admission. The notepaper tore under the pressure of her push and the wet of her tears. On this night she had seen him as she had never seen him before. Stripped raw and struggling, devoid of any pretence. The flowers of his fear had bloomed and he had growled at her, ‘They told me to kill you Mac. That you just want to hurt me.’

Tears streamed down her face now as she wrote. His words still scalded her, even on the page. So she scribbled them out at once and the lead of the pencil snapped. All was quiet save for the tide coming and going. The light of dawn began to infuse the darkness about her. She pressed her swollen eye with the torn-up rag of an old T-shirt soaked in the sea.

‘How the fuck am I gonna meet his family like this?’ she reprimanded herself and then as if coming to her senses, ‘Why the fuck would I want to meet his family?’ But to her dismay, even she wasn’t convinced. She was already too far gone and somehow so was he. He had pleaded with her, ‘Mac, I would never do these things they telling me to do you.’ And as if trying to scream his way out of a fever, ‘They telling me over and over same thing. Over and over.’ And he’d hugged her so abrasively that she shook as he took her in his arms and cried, ‘Mac, Allah doesn’t love me anymore! The Russians giving roses to you so you go with some cowboy in that revolution. And the magician with his fucking tricks organised this too and so they telling me to kill you. That’s the why the streets of Istanbul running with blood. That’s the why!….’

‘He’s mad,’ she told herself. ‘Fucking, barking mad. Mad as a hatter, as a cut snake. And he’ll see me this morning, what he’s done, and finally he’ll be able to get help. It’s probably been brewing for years.’ She wanted to preserve their love story, to pretend last night had never happened, that it would never happen again. She wanted her family to love him, for him to stay the beautiful man whom she’d met that night at the circus. If he would just tell her he was sorry and kiss her eyes, she could trust him again. She so badly wanted to trust him. She circled her finger in the sand beside her and began to sing quietly to herself, something she’d heard him sing.

Tana rini rini rum

Tana rini rum

Tana rini rini rum

Tana rini rum

Her voice was a little flat. But she sang it over and over, until it was almost a chant, until there was no longer any distinction between the words, just primary sound on the shore. Over and over she intoned the elemental rhythm hymn to herself as she circled the sand with her finger in the morning squalls of wind.

Then something stirred. Baba crawled out of the tent and came to squat on the sand beside her. He rolled his shirtsleeves up and squinted in the morning sun. Her finger halted in the sand circle. Her voice stopped and for a moment neither of them spoke.

‘Mac.’

She didn’t look at him.

He ruffled his hair. Rubbed his eyes. Lit a cigarette. Got up again and sat down closer to her. The rag dropped to her lap.

She quickly closed her notebook and stuffed it in her pocket.

‘Mac.’

Still, she didn’t look at him.

‘Mac,’ he pleaded as he touched her shoulder.

She turned to him. ‘What do you want from me?’ she challenged. Her eye was bruised and blotched with blood. Baba stared at her in shock.

‘Who did this to you?’ he almost threatened.

Mac stopped a sob in her throat.

‘What?’ Her voice rose in fear and disbelief.

‘You heard me. Who did this to you? Where did you go?’

‘Ahmet…’ She choked as she shook her head and began to cry. ‘Ahmet…You did.’

‘How could I do this to you? Are you crazy? You are my eyes!’ And he tried a hand on her shoulder again. But she shook it off and shouted through her tears, ‘Well you’re blind then aren’t you?’ And she picked up the rag again and held it against her eye.

Ahmet was silent. His eyes brimmed with tears.

‘Mac,’ he stretched out a hand to her face.

She flinched away.

‘Mac.’ He took the rag. Mopped his tears and held it to her eye again. ‘Help me to see.’

 

By the time they made it to Istanbul, Mac’s eye had almost totally healed. As the bus drove in down the freeway she pressed her head against the glass. The city was a bundle of rolling hills. Vast sweeps of blue water lay between them. Horsedrawn wagons with whole families on board, rolled down the roads beside pick-up trucks full of watermelons. Minarets pierced the sky and dogs slept in the streets. As they approached the bus terminal she swept up the pistachio shells and fruit peels from the seat and Ahmet held out his hands for them.

‘Here you work so hard. Give me the rubbish darling.’ He smiled at her lovingly and filled his jacket pockets.

‘So, they know we’re coming right? I mean, they know about me? Will they be waiting at the bus station or shall we get a taxi –?’

Ahmet pressed his finger to her lips. ‘Ahk ahk gülüm. My rose, they love you already. Don’t worry.’

Somehow this made her more uneasy. She looked out the window, rolled her eyes and muttered under her breath, ‘I bet they do.’

‘Ne? What did you say?’

But she didn’t turn around, didn’t answer.

After a moment Ahmet pulled a comb from his jeans pocket and tried vainly to tame his curls. He’d dressed up for the occasion. He’d got his one white shirt laundered and pressed. He’d visited the kuaför for a shave and reeked of cologne. His top buttons were undone. His face was as pale as a moon and a fine gold chain glittered at his throat. As they pulled in to the Istanbul bus station, a muezzin started up and Mac noticed the women with fashionable hairdos and miniskirts sitting at the station’s tea house. They sat with their legs crossed, in tight skivvies, their eyes shielded from the sun with big round glasses.

Young men in bell-bottomed pants and shirts with vast lapels strode about arm in arm or chatted languidly with each other. Families waited in throngs, old men with woven baskets strapped to their backs sold fruit, stray dogs idled about, young boys sold fairy floss, and final destination calls were shouted by conductors hanging out of buses. Turning back from the window Mac kissed his fingertips and rummaged in her handbag for a hairbrush and lipstick. As the bus rolled into the parking bay she held as still as she could. She tried not to smile and Baba painted her lips a deep, blood cherry. The bus horn tooted a bass, the sun shone through the torn dust. And as he put the final touch of cherry on her lips he kissed them proudly and said, ‘Selam aleyküm Istanbul. Welcome home.’

 

It was late afternoon on my first day in Istanbul. Baba and I sat at a little bar under the Galata Bridge drinking raki. I blew on my knuckles to keep them warm before I threw the dice. We were playing backgammon and I listened to the click-throw-roll at our table and the next one and the next. I made my move then turned to watch the ferries come and go and tried to make out the names of the destinations being called over a megaphone at the pier. A man at the table next to us struck up a conversation with Baba and I let my mind wander.

Outside the window a woman threw a fist of breadcrumbs over the edge of the bridge. They skittered down to the already confettied water. I excused myself from the table and went outside. The dusk was a cross-current of spirits and water, a past that hadn’t finished and a present that had lost its way. I leant on the railing of the bridge and let my body hang over. I stared at the hypnotics of water as it flickered in the neon of bar and ship light. And it was as if I had dived into the ocean with the leaded anchor movement of a dream. It was as if I had swum home to the dawn of my family. Across the gulf of solitude, through the salty blood of my ancestors, I’d come home to the coldest winter in thirty years. Here on the bridge of my heart, the salt rime of the wind stung my eyes. Fistfuls of ocean river currents blustered past me, old spirits. I remember Mac once said, ‘The world isn’t new Ali! There are spirits everywhere…I just don’t let them interfere with my life that’s all!’

Oh, I had thought quizzically, but how?

Far away from her now, I gripped the railing of the bridge. My head spun with the dusk. My mind flickered with the story of the two lovers that I seemed to have spent a lifetime chasing. I heard the bells on the café door as it swung open and Baba came and stood beside me.

‘Ne var Ali? What’s up? You sick or something?’

I shook my head. ‘Na. Just the first time I been here, that’s all.’

And he clapped me on the back. ‘Haha! Then I get you another drink. And it’s your turn.’

‘Ok, I’m coming,’ and straightened up.

Today Baba was immaculate in a freshly pressed suit. He’d picked me up from the airport in a taxi and assured me, ‘No, first you must see Istanbul. I mean really see Istanbul. We go to family later.’ And off we had sped to the waterscape of Eminönü. To the bars and bridges of his favourite places. Noticing me looking wonderstruck he’d laughed like a horse into the wind, all jaw and sinew. ‘Istanbul çok güzel, değil mi?’

My eyes stung with the rips of wind and smoke. ‘Evet Baba, çok güzel!’

He had commentated as we drove from the airport, turning his head and pointing, ‘Look at those minarets there, see how beautiful! And see that café over there? It used to be a club where I played in my Istanbul Music Era days, and see there, I had one girlfriend she lived around that corner.’ He had turned to me then and laughed once before he sang, chat-scatted, la illahe illallah in a Hijaz blues.

I wiped my eyes now with my sleeve. And for a moment the jostling patchwork of hills, the domes and the dark scudding clouded sky were obscured. Only sound remained. Gulls cawed to each other as they circled for fish, waiters touted, ferries boomed and the traffic rumbled and hummed overhead. My heart was beating fast, and on the wind the taste of bitter lemons as it tore through the city. I squinted hard and could almost see Mac before me, years ago, leaning dangerously over the edge of the bridge.

 

Her hair was out and her mind a spin from all the raki. They were on their way back to Çapa crossing the bridge and she had leant over and let her body hang down. Coins fell from her pockets and clinked on the road. She watched the water rock back and forth like a cradle. Her ears were ringing with the sound of spirit dogs and bells. Ahmet leant on the railing next to her. His hands were on her hips as he laughed and sang.

They had pressed close all night on the dance floor, in a frisson of sweat and hash, propping each other up with their hips and shoulders. They’d smiled in a sweet drunken haze and dissolved as they hummed along to the music. Other couples slow danced or sat kissing at their tables, and a man sang into a microphone in melancholic velvet tones. His eyes drooped almost shut from the wine or the smoke or the song. He swayed ever so slightly and winked at the couples every now and then through the dim light.

‘What does it mean?’ whispered Mac as they held each other.

‘It’s a song forever, you are a song, and from my lips, ah, I never quit to say, sing, song…I mean you are a song…’ Ahmet stumbled and they stuttered across the floor into the shadows.

‘What?’ giggled Mac.

He laughed through wheezes. And eventually, ‘You are a song, and from my lips I will never quit to sing you.’

‘Ah,’ her giggles abated as she repeated the words to herself.

‘You are a song –’

‘Yani, I will keep on singing you forever.’

 

It was warm and still inside the bar under the Galata Bridge. The lamps glowed a dull, dark yellow. All the tables were taken with men swathed in hand-knitted scarves, drinking, talking and playing. The man at the next table and Baba were still talking. Their conversation had become more animated as they spoke over each other, gesticulating and raising their voices. I rolled and took my turn. There wasn’t much for it. I had never been any good at the game. Baba didn’t take any notice and kept talking with the stranger.

‘Baksana,’ he cut in again. ‘Listen.’

And the stranger sighed and stopped, waiting for Baba to speak.

‘So look, my friend show me this video of the Taliban, on his mobile phone, internet yani. What they use football stadium for now, you can’t imagine.’

And suddenly it seemed the stranger was on side as he listened intently and smoked his cigarette without interrupting.

‘So they killing the innocent women in the football stadium. Cover their heads, turn them round and shoot them. Or half bury them, then stone them. Fuck yani. Allah didn’t order this sort of killing. And for what?’ Baba was upset. Indignant and over the edge I could see he was ready to fight. And it seemed, so was the stranger.

‘Tabii canım, of course my dear. These people are sick.’

Baba nodded vigorously with wide eyes and quickly continued on. ‘So what happens is I write Allah Allah on the soles of my feet and I go down to the Salafi mosque. I go to make my abdest before to pray. I take off one sock and then the other and a young guy he says, “Estağfirullah! Abi ! What have you done?”’

The man’s mouth fell open and he forgot to smoke his cigarette for a moment as he listened. The men at the other tables had turned around. They leant on their elbows, listening to the story of this newcomer and conferring with each other.

‘Siktir yani, Allah is love, not some crazy Afghan butcher.’ The men nodded and mumbled or simply stared and stayed abjectly silent.

‘I told them Allah is on my feet, in my heart, in my blood, down that road, down this road. Allah created me. Not you! So don’t tell me which direction to pray!’

At this some of the men grumbled, some laughed and others looked around guiltily. I was aghast and humbled with a newfound respect for him. He didn’t look at me and was almost breathless at the end of his fantastic confession. He took a gulp of water and then a long draught of raki.

‘Çok şükür.’ Thank God. And he uttered this with such sincerity that the men around him seemed a little lost. But he didn’t notice or care and having said his piece, lit up a cigarette and looked out in every direction towards Allah.

 

‘You’re a song and from my lips I sing.’ Ahmet laughed as he got into the taxi and slid across the back seat, stretching his arm out for Mac. ‘Hadi gülüm, hadi,’ he sang as he held a hand out for her across the seat. Mac sank in next to him and pulled the door shut. The driver eyed them suspiciously in the rear-view mirror.

‘Nereye gideceksiniz?’ Where to?

‘To paradise brother!’

Mac nestled her head in his shoulder and breathed in the allure of cheap street-side perfume and stale disco smoke.

‘Ne?’ barked the driver, clearly unimpressed.

‘Hey Mac?’ Unperturbed he tickled her sides. ‘Or are we already there?’

‘I think we’re –’ but then the driver twisting in the seat, turned around and growled, ‘It’s past curfew. You wanna find your own way home?’

‘Tamam okay. Çapa brother, near to Küçük Hamam.’ The small bathhouse.

And the driver turned around and without indicating, swung a U-turn and sped off down the road.

‘Curfew?’ quavered Mac. ‘There’s no curfew in paradise Ahmet.’

‘Ok so we haven’t made it there yet.’

The driver glared at them in the rear-view mirror as the taxi laboured up side streets, past straggles of dogs and military checkpoints. Then pa pa pa pa pa. The unmistakable staccato of gunfire not too far away.

‘Fuck,’ said Mac as she slid down the seat.

Ahmet was alarmed but couldn’t hide his fright. His slid down too, his hands trembling a little. Mac could feel his pulse quicken in his neck.

‘O ne abi?’ What’s that brother? And his voice shook a little.

‘It’s not the sound of paradise mate, that’s for sure.’

And all the dogs of the block began to bark furiously. Then another volley of bullets. The sound of shoes skidding on stone, running, a shout and the yelp of a crying dog. The driver turned the headlights off and put his seat back and Mac and Ahmet lay right down folding over each other. They idled like this for a moment, the glass fogging up quickly with their breath. Mac was scared to sobriety and chastised herself for not having sent that telegram to her parents. They waited a while as the shadows thickened about them in the little street and all became still once more. And without turning the headlights back on, the driver put the taxi into first gear and they crawled quietly away.

Ahmet sighed audibly in relief. He offered a cigarette to the driver, then lit one up for Mac and himself.

‘Siktir, what’s happened to this country abi? I left only for a little while and now this?’

The driver grumbled some response and sped up, keen to be done with it.

When they pulled up outside the Uğur apartments Mac swore she saw a curtain move.

‘Ahmet which floor are you on?’

‘Two. Why?’

‘The curtains. They moved.’

‘It’s two thirty in the morning. No way they’re awake.’

The driver coughed and cleared his throat in the front seat. It was quiet where they were now. He could afford to relax a little.

‘Bu az,’ he said decisively and he held out his hand.

Ahmet mumbled.

‘What’s going on?’

‘He wants more money.’

‘Well of course he does! He just risked his bloody life for us!’

Mac fumbled around for her purse and pulled out a ten-lira note.

Ahmet was about to say something but she would have nothing of his protestations and said, ‘Here take this.’ Then opened the door, ‘You coming?’

He got out after her and the taxi pulled away slicing up the night street with its lights.

Mac looked up again and saw the curtain shift as he searched his pockets for keys. She moved from foot to foot, ‘Hadi aşkım,’ she cooed.

‘Bravo!’ And he fitted the key in the lock and turned. ‘Bravo your Turkish is opening doors!’

Mac laughed as she followed him into the dark and shut the door behind them. They wound their way up the stairs, tripping in the shadows and kissed furtively on the landing. Yet the perils of moments ago weren’t quite forgotten. They moved towards each other with renewed hunger, as suddenly they had everything to lose.

Then the creak of a door, a pale ribbon of light and a man’s hesitant voice.

‘Kim o? Ahmet?’

‘Biziz.’ It’s us.

And Mac quickly disengaged herself and ran up the remainder of stairs.

‘Good evening,’ she blushed at the doorstep and bent to remove her shoes. Her hair hung about her shoulders and her cheeks were thrilled pink. Ahmet’s father, Tevfik stepped aside to let her in whispering, ‘Gel kızım, hadi gel gel.’ Come my girl, c’mon, come come.’ He smiled warmly and pointed to some slippers for her to wear.

Ahmet lurched up the last stair laughing to himself and Tevfik urged under his breath, ‘N’apıyorsun oğlum? Çabuk,’ What are you doing my boy? Hurry up.

With the safety and kisses of the stairwell his intoxication had returned and he stumbled about with his shoes. Inside, Ahmet’s mother Lala slept on the couch. Her body concealed by heavy blankets she was only distinguishable by her snores and one gold-tinkled wrist which dangled out from beneath the covers. A plate of biscuits was beside her and crumbs littered the folds of the blanket. The television was on with the sound turned down and Tevfik had been sitting up all night drinking Turkish coffee. The newspapers were spread out before him and a blunt pencil lay on top of the half-finished crossword.

‘Allah Allah,’ he sighed as he sat back down on the couch and shook his head at them both. ‘You could die out there after curfew. I was worried sick.’ And he clicked his tongue and shook his head again.

‘I’m sorry,’ uttered Mac. ‘It was Ahmet. He wanted to go to –’

‘Me?’ he laughed. ‘I wanted to? You wanted to see Istanbul by night!’

But Tevfik was smiling at Mac. His eyes twinkled and he pursed his lips, ‘Oo-oof!’ he exclaimed, ‘Go on, go on!’

‘It’s no use! He loves you more than me now,’ Ahmet sulked.

‘Oh c’mon!’ goaded Mac. ‘Don’t be daft.’

‘Don’t be what?’ But there was a noise from the couch and Lala’s mighty form shifted about under the blankets. Tevfik put a finger to his lips, ‘Shh çocuklar.’ But it was too late. She rolled over and sitting up, looked at them sleepily. Her eyes narrowed and her lips thinned as she stared at her son. ‘Where have you been?’

‘Kahve istermisin canım?’ Do you want a coffee my dear, hastened Tevfik.

‘And you take her out with you?’ She kicked the blankets off and got up, her bracelets tinkling. ‘You haven’t even got married yet and you’re risking her life?’

‘Tatlı var.’ We’ve got sweets, said Tevfik as he moved towards her. But it was no use. She pushed past him and went muttering to the bathroom.

‘What son of mine is out all night on the streets like a common gypsy or thief. Do you want to be made into a kebab or what?’

‘Ahk,’ Ahmet rolled his eyes.

‘What’s your business there anyway? Drinking vodka with communists? They fuck cats in the mosque you know son?! Don’t think they won’t…’

Tevfik gasped, ‘Estağfirullah!’ God forgive her.

Ahmet slapped one hand in the palm of the other and laughed. ‘Hadi, let them try!’ But the bathroom door shut with a curt snap and water ran through the pipes. Tevfik looked at them both and smiled apologetically.

‘So now you see my mother.’

‘Annen sultana.’ Your mother is a queen, shushed Tevfik.

Lala had married at just fourteen years old, as was the custom at that time in Turkey. She’d had her first child just nine months after. She was known to have a stoic temperament and not a word could be said against her around her husband. He’d fallen more in love with over the years and could still be found gazing at her over breakfast like a young man.

‘Look at my rose,’ he would say to them. ‘Can you believe how beautiful she still is?’ And Lala would swat lazily at the air and roll her eyes like a dame.

 

One morning, after a breakfast of olives, cherry jam, fresh bread, and soft white cheese, Lala left the table without clearing up and made herself busy in the little lounge room. She shut off the frosted-glass doors to the next room and drew the curtains. Bustling about she heaved a dusty box of little records from beneath the settee and called for Mac to come. Lala was fresh with rose scent and held a bundle of records in her arms. ‘Gel kızım!’ She flapped her hand at her.

‘She wants to show you something,’ said Ahmet.

So Mac followed her into the little lounge room and shut the door behind her. It was the first time they had been alone together. Lala knelt down by a little portable picnic record-player and put one on. She got up and turned to Mac. She took a scarf from her head and tied it round her hips. A clarinet, darbuka and violin came at increasing speed from the speakers and she clicked her fingers and smiled beguilingly. She flicked her hips and taking little steps back and forth, she danced. Mac was mesmerised. She tried to imagine her mother doing the same. She tapped her slippered foot on the rug beneath her. Lala swung her rolling-pin hips round and round and laughed coquettishly and Mac blushed despite herself. As the black saddle of the drum rolled on Lala fell deliciously into a back bend and shook her chest lightly. Mac wasn’t sure where to look. She wrung her hands about in front of her and sucked at her bottom lip. This only made Lala laugh more and she extended a hand.

‘Hadi kız, hadi.’ She panted slightly and perspiration glistened on her upper lip.

Mac let herself be pulled in. Lala put her hands on her hips as she tied a scarf. Then pressing down on one hip she pushed lightly up on the other. Mac felt her hips loosen like butter and letting herself go a little, she laughed.

‘Ah ah ah!’ clapped Lala. ‘Evet, evet!’ Yes, yes. And she pushed her hips this way and that and smiled. ‘Bunun gibi. Böyle.’ Like this. Like this.

They scooped and dipped together and Lala put a finger under Mac’s chin. She lifted it up a little and shook her shoulders. Then winking, she placed her hands behind her neck and moved them as if she were playing with her hair. ‘Tamam mı?’ Okay?

‘Okay.’ Mac grinned as she loosened her plait and swung her hair about behind her.

When the record came to a finish Lala hastened to turn it over and bade Mac dance for her. Plumping herself down on the settee she clicked her fingers and clapped her hands as Mac danced around the little room, the blue headscarf of her mother-in-law-to-be tied firmly about her hips. She swayed where she sat on the settee and moved her hands before her.

‘Üzüm gibi.’ Like grapes she smiled.

‘Grapes?’ uttered Mac.

And Lala moved her index finger and thumb, delicately as if plucking.

‘Ah, like picking them!’ Pleased with herself Mac picked the plump, firm grapes that hung verdantly before them and Lala clapped her hands and trilled, ‘Evet kızım evet!’ Yes my girl, yes!

When the second side off the record came to an end Lala produced a little tray of Turkish delight and opening the frosted-glass door called into the kitchen, ‘Çay var?’ Is there tea?

‘Tabii canım.’ Of course my dear, a voice called back. And Tevfik produced a tray with a double-deckered teapot, two tea glasses and a small crystal bowl of sugar cubes which he handed her through the door.

Mac turned the record over again and sat down to pour the tea.

‘Oğlum güzel ve sen güzel, inşallah –’ and fumbling around for words Lala wagged her head. ‘Ahk. Inglisce bilmiyorum.’ I don’t know English. ‘Ve sen Türkçe bilmiyorsun! Ahmet!’ she called. ‘Aahmet!’

And the frosted-glass door opened again and he stood there beaming at Mac.

Lala spoke.

‘She wants to say, that you are a beautiful woman and I am a beautiful man and that God willing we have a beautiful child.’

‘Ah.’ Mac nodded enthusiastically. ‘Yes, yes I hope so too.’

Lala piped up again.

‘And she wants to take you to the Küçük Hamam.’

‘The…?’

‘The bathhouse down the street. To show you how to, I don’t know…’

Lala nodded at Mac and flicked her wrist, shooing him out.

‘Is that okay for you?’ he said as he backed away.

‘Sure. Absolutely.’

And he shut the door quietly behind him, saying as he went, ‘I get you a bag for your things.’

 

The bathhouse was just past a little coffee house at the end of the street. Steam or smoke, it was hard to tell which, rose from tumble-down terracotta chimneypots and the walls were a simple concrete render. It wasn’t particularly attractive from the street and appeared to be just another grey-domed shack. It revealed itself however upon entering. Lala and Mac stepped into a little shadowy anteroom. Successive smaller rooms dotted off it. Mac followed Lala into one of them. They took off their shoes, socks and clothes and placed them in the bag Ahmet had given them. A piece of striped cotton fabric hung from a peg. Mac wrapped it about her waist and slipped into a pair of wooden thongs and clip-clopped out after Lala. The woman who ran the place was an old friend. Rolling, plum and saccharin, she clapped about in a pair of tiny panties, which were almost obscured by the vast expanse of her belly. She carried a tray

atop her open palm. On it were little glass bottles of pink, effervescent drinks from the refrigerator. In the other hand she held a cloth bag bulging with a noxious blue delapitory mixture. She and Lala chatted and exchanged news and gossip as she led them into the first of three rooms. It was made entirely of marble save for the brass taps that hung over bevelled sinks in the shape of shells. A little drainage trough ran the perimeter of the room and in the middle was an elevated square block. The room was cool, the domed ceiling punctuated with a honeycomb of windows. Soft light filtered in through the vapour and a mother and daughter sat together on the edge of the trough in their underwear. They poured water over each other from a little plastic bucket. Lala and the woman continued to gossip so Mac sat down and turned a tap on. The daughter smiled and nodded. Noticing this Lala bent to pick up the plastic container and poured water over Mac as she continued to talk. She soon glistened like a fish. The woman who ran the place directed her to the elevated marble slab. Her breasts hung to her navel and the magnitude of her golden flesh was firm and moist. Mac lay down on her front and the woman, still chatting to Lala, soaped her into a pearling slippery lather. She massaged her back and shoulders. Slid her hands up and down her vertebrae, buttocks and legs. Her nipples dragged lightly up and down Mac’s back as Lala interjected with her stories. Mac slid up and down the marble slab. She giggled and clutched at the lip of it, as firmly as she could in order to keep from sliding off all together. The mother and daughter laughed. The woman slapped her on the back, then slapping her again lightly she gave a little push and Mac rolled over onto her back. The woman continued to soap and gossip. Not a crevice or fold escaped her. She worked Mac into a languid, blushing sprawl, soaping her breasts, under her arms, her belly and legs. Mac gazed above her at the shafts of sunlight coming in through the little windows in the dome. And from somewhere she heard a voice, ‘You are the honeycomb and I am the honey.’

‘Huh.’ Mac gave a little start and looked about her as if she were shaken from a dream.

Lala smiled, ‘Aşk şöyle bir şey.’ Love is like that. And she and the woman sighed and laughed. Two golden old hens.

The steam rose round them and motes glinted in the sunlight like sugar crystals. Lala handed the woman a big loofah and leaning with the weight of her body she scrubbed Mac until she was raw. Over and over her soapy body she went, as if she were kneading bread. Mac rolled over again and the same was done to her back. She scrubbed between her legs, her fingers and toes chatting all the while with Lala who performed her own toilet unattended. After she had been adequately soaped and scrubbed, torrents of hot water gushed over her as the woman turned her this way and that, making sure to slake every part of her. Lala shampooed her hair and laughed with the mother and daughter while Mac shut her eyes against the flood and wrinkled her nose.

‘What’s that?’ Through squinted eyes she saw the bulging cloth bag. And before she could say anything more, the woman had taken a butter knife and smeared the neon blue paste all over her shins. Mac squeezed her eyes shut only to open them moments later when she felt warm breath on her face. The woman had loaded the knife up and held it dangerously close to her upper lip.

‘Yok yok.’ Mac shrieked, waving her hands about her face. ‘No, not on my face.’ And she grimaced as the woman laughed and shook her head, instead applying it to her pubic hair.

‘Ahk,’ she winced. ‘Bloody hell.’

The mother and daughter, the woman and Lala all clicked their tongues and exchanged glances of disapproval.

‘Böyle daha iyi.’ It’s better like this, explained Lala judiciously. ‘Temiz.’ Clean.

But Mac didn’t understand and just tried to smile through gritted teeth. A moment later buckets of scorching hot water cascaded over her and the noxious blue mix was flooded away, leaving her feeling curiously naked. The woman slapped her lightly on the arm and handed her a little bottle of fizzy drink. She reclined on the marble slab, her pores open and blooming, she toasted herself. She’d made it.

 

One afternoon, years ago, Baba told me that his mother was a gypsy from Bulgaria. We were sitting across from each other at the kitchen table of one of my many share houses. A bottle of wine between us. I guffawed as I took a big red sip, gulped it quickly down and said, ‘But why didn’t you tell me this before?’

‘Well I’m telling you now aren’t I?’ And he smiled like a Cheshire cat and sang through his nose, a fast Istanbul gypsy song that he’d played on a silver clarinet he once had: Na na na naaa na na na na naaa na.

I tried to protest, ‘But why didn’t you –’

He just laughed and sang louder through his nose until my dog came clattering up the hallway and barked and leapt two paws onto his lap.

‘Skt skt,’ and he shooed her away with flicking wrists.

I had a photo of my grandmother singing at a nightclub. She clutched a microphone in one hand, here eyes were half closed and her broad face struggled with a love song. I’d heard that she’d had affairs, when the family lived in Germany. But gypsy? No, I hadn’t heard that. When I asked him about it again, years later, he nearly spat at me as he said, ‘Don’t be so stupid Ali! Who told you that?’ But this last bit was more emphatic stress than a question. I dared not say it was him.

 

Mac was sandwiched snugly between Lala and Ahmet on the slatted wooden bench of the ferry. In the flick of wind, cologne and perfume, the salt of some other life. They had spent the day on Heybeli Ada, a small island not far from the city where Ahmet’s grandfather, Ali, was buried. There were no cars and the day had passed quickly. They’d spent it walking about, pointing things out to each other; donkeys, carts heaving under precarious pyramids of fruit, fresh garden vegetables piled in doorways and old wooden houses. Ahmet pointed out the ruins of an old Ottoman house.

‘What happened?’ Mac had asked with apprehension.

And he’d told her about his aunt Yildiz who had lived there. ‘She burnt it down.’

‘Burnt it down?’

‘Yeah. Don’t ask me why.’ And there had been something about his voice, or maybe it was the presence of the matriarch and she’d asked no further. The island was still big in the middle distance and Istanbul far away. The afternoon sun shot flints on the water and Ahmet threw torn-up bits of stale bread to the gulls. A bag of sunflower seeds was open on the bench between them. Lala showed Mac how to get to the kernel without eating the whole shell. Mac copied her moves, sucking on the salt, then ta ta ta, with her teeth down the seam of the seed and pop, or not, into her mouth. They worked their way slowly through the bag of seeds and Lala took a magazine from her handbag and opened it on her lap. Paparazzi snaps of glamorous Istanbul celebrities, actresses and singers. Pointing at the pictures she smiled and took another seed between her fingers. Ahmet squinted in the sun and laughed. He spat shells onto the deck with a flick of his tongue.

‘Bak kızım.’ Look my girl, she said to Mac.

A picture of a heavily made-up woman, with long raven hair, big dark lips and a fur collar.

‘Bizim abla.’ Our big sister, she giggled.

Mac turned to Ahmet, widening her eyes expectantly.

‘It’s a man,’ he said deadpan.

Lala began to sing in a deep husky alto. She flicked her wrists about and let her bracelets sing too. She shook her chest roguishly, pouted, and winked as she finished her tune. Ahmet, smiling despite himself, said, ‘He was a born a man, went to doctor and now he’s a woman.’

Mac began to giggle and felt suddenly very relaxed. Lala began to sing again and Ahmet joined in.

‘My mother loves him,’ he said catching his breath.

‘Her.’

He grumbled a moment. Then, ‘Farketmez. Okay, her.’ It doesn’t matter. ‘He has got all her records.’ And Mac laughed and slapped him on the knee saying, ‘She has got all his records!’

Lala was looking at them through her song. ‘O ne dedi?’ What did she say?

‘You’ve got his records.’

‘Evet.’ She nodded proudly and her broad face lit up in the sun.

‘She wants to know, are you that kind of doctor?’

‘No, no!’ laughed Mac.

Lala waggled her head and began to sing again. Yet this time, it was something different. And as she sang Mac noticed a bird flying by the boat, a metre or so away.

‘It’s karabatak,’ said Ahmet as he squeezed her hand. A cormorant.

She was enchanted. ‘So close.’

They were approaching Istanbul and Heybeli Ada grew smaller in the distance. Ahmet turned his face away and gazed out to the water. Mac reached into her handbag for her journal and pen, pressed the nib to the page, so close, and wished for a child. Yet after what had passed, she couldn’t see how.

Lala had finished her rendition and as the wind picked up she tightened the knot of the silk scarf about her neck and went off to stroll about the boat.

Ahmet’s shoulders dropped as he sighed, ‘Aman…’ Then turning quickly to Mac he kissed her long and deep and they found some warmth for a moment in the fierce wind.

 

Off the ferry at Eminönü the warm afternoon air blustered with the smoke of fried fish. Port names were being called over a megaphone in a bass staccato. Men lined the Galata Bridge and slung out their fishing lines into the briny slapping water. Ahmet and Mac followed Lala off the ferry like outlaws. They stole kisses and laughed at some private joke as he imitated the ferry callers, almost quacking through his nose. ‘Bospor, Bospor, Bospor! Gel Madame Bospor!’ Lala walked ahead with the selfassured sway of an old Egyptian cat. Her coat was buttoned up tightly against the wind and sidestepping a little gypsy with her palm out, she adjusted her sunglasses and coughed lightly into an embroidered handkerchief. In front of them the minarets of the Yeni Cami pointed beyond a chase of clouds. A young man ran his fingers through slick, jet hair. He’d pinned a pink carnation to his lapel and stood at a card table spread with scores of cigarette boxes and heaps of tobacco. Men stood by little stalls on wheels beneath stripy canvas shelters. They sold roasted chestnuts, roasted corn. Stray dogs raced down to the dock as if rushing to meet passengers and gulls circled above, hawking for scraps. Bars lined the underside of the bridge and old men sat in the sun with glasses of raki, bread and freshly fried fish. The young men had made little fires by the water out of gallon drums and fried their fish that way, talking and smoking.

Mac and Ahmet followed Lala through the Eminönü underpass. An old man was squatted against the wall in the shadows. He played a green recorder. The same four notes over and over. The traffic whirred overhead, cars tooted and people rushed through the tunnel, talking and shouting. Ferries boomed their horns as they backed away from the shore returning to Üsküdar. The old man had put his cap out before him but there were no coins in it. Lala strode past with the haughty air of a sultan’s favourite wife as Mac halted and felt about in her pockets for change. It was dark in there. She could barely make out the numbers on the coins. Then as if overcome, she gave up looking and dropped the whole lot into the man’s cap. Lala spun on her heel with the sound.

‘You want to be a musician like that?’ she called over her shoulder to her son.

And swinging her prodigious hips she went on without pausing for an answer. The old man looked up at Mac and said something under his breath.

‘What did he say?’ she tugged at Ahmet’s arm.

‘God bless you, something like that.’ But a bitterness had crept into his voice. ‘She wouldn’t know a musician if he ran her over in a bus.’

Lala called over her shoulder again, ‘No son of mine will play like a common gypsy on the street. Why don’t you become a doctor like your wife?’

Mac wasn’t sure what was being said but she could feel his hackles going up as he sucked his breath in and took her by the hand.

 

Later that night as they sat on the back balcony of his parents’ apartment in Çapa, Mac and Ahmet fed each other grapes. It was the zenith of summer. They leant their backs against the wall and slid their shoes off. Their bare feet pressed against the cool of the balcony’s edge and they rocked their chairs a little back and forth. Mac was enchanted and cradled a mustard seed of faith that things would work out. Despite the troubles they’d had she believed in him. She believed in their love and was flushed and thrilled to be sitting with him, in his family home in this city of hüzün, heat and thirst. Light shone out of apartment windows onto the courtyard below and the trails of grapevines scribbled shadows over the walls. Cats wandered about or curled up and slept. Flowers lined most balconies in red and pink and washing was strung from one window or tree to another. Voices called out.

‘Anne!’

‘Gel oğlum!’

‘What are they saying?’ whispered Mac in the shadows.

‘They calling to their mother. Mother calling to them.’

‘Ah.’ And Mac thought of her mother so far away. Of the bush and her swag. Of the time she worked out at Alice. The time when the train had stopped for days in the middle of nowhere on a strike and only moved to go to the pub at the next town, before returning to where it had stopped. She was so far away. Ahmet put another grape in her mouth and with a tap and crackle over the megaphone, the evening muezzin started up.

‘Anne!’ The voices called again. And it was as if the whole city was calling out to its mother.

‘I wonder whatever happened to Hans,’ uttered Mac to herself as she took a cigarette from its packet and Ahmet rushed to light it. His face was handsome in the blue light and she wanted him.

‘Hans?’ he said as he slid a hand up her leg.

‘That guy who –’ and she laughed.

‘Yeah?’ and he slid it up further.

‘Who I looked –’

‘Allahu Ekber!’ he chorused with the megaphone and as he came in closer, the cigarette still lit fell from her hand.

‘After,’ she managed to say. Then he pulled her towards him and standing up, led her off the balcony and into his parents’ bedroom.

‘But where are they?’

He put a hand over her mouth and began to unbutton her shirt.

Mac fell back on the bed, into the grapevine shadows. And Ahmet smiled as he lay down beside her and whispered into her ear, ‘Bismillah.’

 

Intention is as important in prayer as it is in creation. And Mac, no ordinary mystic, knew this well. While they made love her body became a hymn calling out through the shadows and the fruit, through the streets and the lights. She saw cats sleeping in the courtyard still and her cigarette, discarded on the balcony. She saw the children calling for their mothers, down alleys and across streets and the watermelon sellers packing up. And as she spirited herself like an incantation across the city she became higher and higher until all the voices of all the children, and all the city lights were one.

 

Mac had always had a great reverence for maps. As we drove out through the whirling sand and horizons of the Australian desert she would lean on the steering wheel with one jammed under her forearms. When we would stop on the side of the road for a break she’d squint and hold it against the wind as it shook and ripped like a flag. They were coveted documents that revealed the sacred geometries and other topographies. To utter the names of towns and stations, as she traced her finger over them, was like an invocation that hummed with a primordial cadence. Wilpena, Innamincka, Oodnadatta, Parachilna, Dulkaninna.

I remember once she turned to me and said, ‘Ali, where we are right now, you and me, is not a geographical location on a map.’

I squinted up at her through the sunlight. I must’ve been about eight years old.

‘The maps we draw together, when we travel like this, they’re not going to help any weary traveller find his way home.’

I had no idea what she was talking about.

‘Maps are made of blood and breath.’ And she had turned her face to the open road and gazed out at the chimera of the landscape. We’d only seen one other car all day and must’ve been hundreds of kilometres from anywhere.

‘My great grandfather was a topographer you know?’ she said without turning back.

‘What’s a topographer?’

‘Someone who draws maps. He was the first person to map the Kimberley.’

And she had looked at me smiling. Then realising something she said quickly, ‘Okay, so we have to take that road for another hundred k’s or so and we’ll be right. Let’s go to Copley Ali baby.’

And back on track we jumped in the car and sped off.

 

And walking these Istanbul streets now I could feel Mac about me like a song. Unlike my mother though, I don’t use a map. Not from any aversion. I’ve just never been very good at reading them. I’ve never known which way to turn them and see them more as some sort of topographical reverie. I have kept various scraps of paper upon which Baba or his sister had written directions and diagrams, bus numbers and ferry stops, but for me, mapping Istanbul was something else, a drafting, of the interior. Istanbul came to inhabit me rather than I it. The experiences signified by the turns and lanes, by the piers and signs along the way, sketched themselves in me. What Baba had said in that tea house, places I was sure he and Mac had visited and the places that he and I had visited, formed my mapping coordinates of the city while the rest of it swung out of focus and blurred into a noisy colour field. My map of Istanbul was one whose topography described the love of my parents, through suggestion and memory and the resonance of absence. It was one that emerged and evolved with every street I took, the scribble of every bird I watched against the sky. Perhaps that is what Mac meant all those years ago when she’d said that maps were written in blood, written in breath.

 

Mac told me that she never got used to sleeping though the dawn call to prayer. It wove its way into her dreams as she awoke with it. The bedsheet was twisted about her body like a sailor’s knot and the blanket hung halfway off the bed. Ahmet slept on, his face peaceful as milk. He snored lightly, his lips slack and just open. It was still dark outside. She lay beside him looking at his curls, his large handsome nose and his closed eyes and listened to the muezzin. Then kissing her finger, she traced it from his forehead to his belly button and up to his right shoulder. He stirred a little as her finger reached his forehead again and opening his eyes, he smiled at her and whispered, ‘Sevgilim.’ My darling. And remembering the night before, she knew everything was as it was meant to be.

 

Night had settled in over the place where the Golden Horn, the Bosporus and the Marmara all meet. The men in the bar had turned back to their respective conversations and left Baba and me to our backgammon game. We had finished our plate of meze and my suitcase was still under the table between us.

‘It’s getting late and I’m exhausted. Can’t we go?’

He’d been studying his hands intently and looked up now.

‘Yeah. Okay. We go. Got your things?’

I grabbed my suitcase, knocking the table as I did so.

Baba caught a glass before it fell and the waiter ran over.

‘Teşekkür ederim.’ I thanked him and as Baba paid I lugged my little case out the door. Galata Bridge was whipped with wind. The fishermen still hadn’t retired for the night and their weighted wires dangled down into the water. As I stood there with my case I noticed every so often one being reeled up, strung with two, four even six hamsi. Anadolu was lit up like a fairy song, as was Rumeli. The six minarets of Sultan Ahmet were illuminated like lavender fingers, as were the four of Yeni Cami. The ferries still came and went and smaller boats cut across the water here and there. I thought Baba must have gone to the bathroom and I blew on my hands to keep them warm. As I stood there waiting, I tried to count the minarets and I tried to count the flags. I heard the tinkle of bells. A warm gust of air and the door opened and he stood beside me on the bridge. We looked out across the water for a while, at the silhouetted birds and the little wooden boats with names like Mustafa Kaptan or Kaptan Bey and were about to start walking when a young woman with an accordion came past. I noticed it was held together in places with tape. She had strapped it around her front and ambled out a melody now as she walked along the bridge. Baba elbowed me gently in the ribs, ‘Now this is Istanbul Ali! See?’ And coughing politely he stepped forward as she approached and said, ‘Ya hanım please, one song. It is haram to walk past like this without playing for us.’

She didn’t falter, didn’t blush but just made as if to keep on walking.

‘Afedersiniz. Excuse me, but what would you like to drink?’

At this she paused and smiled, ‘One glass arak ağabey.’

‘We have no arak but we have raki, Tekirdağ. Best in the world.’

‘Oo-oof!’ And she laughed as I pulled out a seat for her at the outside table.

Baba went back inside and ordered us a round of drinks and she looked at me steadily.

‘From where you are?’ And her black eyes flashed at me.

‘Australia,’ I answered holding her gaze.

She shook her head, a little question, and pouted her dark lips. ‘Çok uzak.’ So far.

‘Ah.’ Something about this caught her. ‘Bende.’ Me too.

‘From where?’

She pointed to her heart, ‘Annem Bucharest, Babam buralı.’ My mother Bucharest, my father from here.

I pointed to my heart also, ‘Ah! Annem Australia, Babam Türkiye!’

And we laughed at what we shared as Baba returned with his hands full of glasses.

‘What’s so funny?’ he said as he put the glasses down and pulled up a rickety chair.

‘Her dad’s from here and you’re –’

But she cut in and said, firmly, proudly, ‘Ben Roma.’

And Baba handed us our glasses and said excitedly as if he had just discovered something, ‘Ali, these are our people! Çingene! This is our nation!’ And picking up his glass he clinked ours with joy and we all threw back our heads and drank. Only she and I didn’t take our eyes off each other. We drained our glasses as Baba poured us all another. Then she began to play for us on her battered accordion, which she told us afterwards, the zabıta, the police had kicked out. She sang songs that Baba knew and tears rolled down his cheeks. And when she looked at me, I was sure we were locked in a private passion. The bridge was deserted, our bodies slaked with salt.

 

When I was a teenager Baba and I used to play the streets of Melbourne together. Fitzroy, Brunswick, Collingwood. Sometimes even the city. He would have a guitar or a violin or a darbuka and I would have a flute or an accordion. I remember once when we were busking he advised me to speak in halting English. He’d laughed, ‘I tell them we here playing on the strit because we just get off tha boat. Okay Ali Shali?’

‘Okay boss.’ And I saluted a hand to my temple.

And off we’d go to a corner or an outdoor dining area or a street festival and play. We’d mix Blues with Eastern scales and pick up musicians here and there. When we felt like finishing we’d buy some wine and food and sit on the street and celebrate.

The only time I ever lived with him was around this time. He found a place late one night after I’d left him at a club in Collingwood. He rang me the next day at Mac’s. ‘Ali I found the perfect place! All musos and artists!’

It was close by so I went to check it out straightaway. He had set himself up under the staircase and I was to have the back shed. The neighbours on one side were a big Maori family who ran cocaine. The matriarch would sit under a beach umbrella all day smoking hash and doing one-thousand piece puzzles. On the other side was a mosque. In those days we’d glean food from the back of the local market. We’d break up packing cases for firewood, I’d skin a few sheets off a paperbark and we’d bake a fish. Sometimes he came home with strange things. Once it was a Volvo, for me. He parked it out near the back shed and showed me proudly.

‘You like it?’ he grinned.

‘Where’d you get it?’ I asked unable to hide my ambivalence.

‘Don’t worry about that. Not important,’ he waved his hand.

‘Does it go?’ I walked around it looking at the rust patches. ‘Well the brakes need a bit of work but I drove it here didn’t I?’ He thumped the bonnet happily.

But I never got around to fixing the brakes. I don’t know. There was something fishy about the whole thing. And one day after I’d moved out of the shed, it was gone.

‘What happened to my car Baba?’ I asked when I saw him again a few months later.

We’d lit a small payday fire at the back of one of his shop tops and were having a barbeque and drinking wine.

‘Sold,’ he said through a mouthful of burnt tomatoes and meat.

‘How much?’ I took a swig of wine.

‘One bottle whisky.’

I nearly spat my wine out as I laughed, ‘A volvo for a bottle of whisky?! Are you ma–’ but I stopped myself as he smiled at me.

‘Ali, Allah gives and Allah takes it away. Sübhanallah.’ And we laughed in the back alley, through mouthfuls of food and wine.

 

It was well past midnight when we finally made it home and Baba fumbled around on the steps for a key.

‘My sister gave me one, it’s here somewhere.’

I looked at the fog of my breath and listened to the dogs barking as they chased the last buses pulling in.

‘Boş oda var mı?’ Is there a free room? I’d read it in a guidebook. He shrugged his shoulders in a laugh.

‘We sleep in same room. I am on the couch, you have the bed.’

He pushed the door open and we almost fell into the dark struggling with our shoelaces.

The door clicked shut behind us and I followed his shadowy figure down the hall trying not to bump the walls with my suitcase. He flicked a switch and the sudden glare of fluorescence on the stark white walls and lace curtains shot behind my eyes like a migraine.

I stood blinking in the doorway as he sat on his fold-out sofa, unrolled his socks and pulled off his jeans. Noticing me still standing he said, ‘I thought you were exhausted. Hadi let’s sleep. We go out walking tomorrow.’

So I put down my suitcase, slid the door shut behind me, turned out the light and flopping onto the bed, fell asleep in my clothes.




End of sample
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