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To Annelies Beck – for anchoring me in time with the most compassionate vocabulary



   
One can replace, to all intents and purposes, the word ‘exile’ by refugee, misfit, outcast, outsider, expatriate, squatter, foreigner, clandestine, heretic, stranger, renegade, drifter, a displaced person, marginal one, the new poor, the economically weak, drop out. The irony is that if we were to add up all these individuals, we’d probably find ourselves constituting a new silent majority.

Breyten Breytenbach, ‘The Long March from Hearth to Heart’
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BEFORE WE GO HOME

‘Mom, I am not coming back home.’

Looking back, it wasn’t all the dramatic political events that changed everything, but a minuscule whisper. It was a one-minute phone call; half of it was silence. But that’s all it took for me, in the autumn of 2016, to become homeless.

I despise telling this story. Talking about my homelessness, especially the reasons behind it, makes me cringe – politically, morally and emotionally. Even before I begin, the fear of appearing as yet another whining exile demanding recognition already fractures my dignity. 

I had to leave my country to escape fascism to be able to write, think and simply be. The imprisonment of people like me – that is to say, critics of the regime – had already become a daily occurrence in Turkey, and I had grown weary of reading very detailed rape and death threats made against me. But more than anything, I left home because fascism is a funny thing. It makes you constantly think about pyjamas. The footmen of such regimes always come knocking on your door at around four in the morning. They not only imprison you, but also shame you based on your choice of nightwear. So, on the night of 6 November 2016, in Zagreb, the city where I had one friend and owned a tiny apartment, when I went to bed for the first time in years without worrying about how my nightclothes would appear to the police, I decided not to go back. The initial plan had been to stay there for a few days just to catch my breath, and that’s why I had with me only one pair of trousers, two shirts, and not a single idea about what to do next. But surviving in absolute uncertainty, turning from somebody to nobody at the age of forty-three, and starting everything from scratch in another language, seemed an affordable price to pay compared to being paralysed with fear or having to be brave all the time. Thus, the call to my mom.

Mom and I already had some practice with such calls. The first time was in 2011, when I lost my job as a columnist. I had written something against the dictator, his people got furious, my paper got scared, and I had to stay where I was at that moment, in Tunisia. My lawyer strongly advised me to take a long holiday, which eventually lasted a year. All of which I had to explain to my terrified mother. The second time was in 2013. The regime mouthpieces believed that I was behind a massive plot to bring down the government and that I had organised an uprising. Due to such bombastic allegations, I stayed in London and Greece for a few months. Mom still needed to hear the reasons then. But in 2016, it was the first time I didn’t have to convince her. This time, she just stammered in a well-calibrated, serious voice, ‘Right. It is dangerous. Right? Right! Stay there. Don’t come back.’ Then, silence on both sides.

When the voice imprinted in your memory as the one that always calls you back home falls silent, you experience a very specific ache – an orphaning, if you will. You become that child again, suddenly locked out, left in the cold, alone with the beasts. The heart, with its every beat, pumps out a mourning substance that floods the brain. It becomes impossible to survive.

And that is precisely why, as soon as I hung up the phone in the autumn of 2016, I made a decision. I put my heart in the freezer; I envisioned the organ in the fridge. It was to be dealt with later. To keep going, I transformed myself into an unfeeling, tenacious creature, a survival automaton. My motto was simple: ‘Zero self-mercy! Zero vulnerability!’ There was no time for sentimentality. I developed a disgust for any kind of fragility and soldiered on, doing whatever needed to be done. All that I’d built back home was gone, and now, at this later age, it needed to be rebuilt again, this time in the strange language of English and in a foreign land.

I wasn’t permitted to be human until my life could be deemed a success. But once you lose your home, success – like the word later – becomes ambiguous and infinite, always beyond reach. Without a home, you lose your command over time, and your worth becomes a matter of debate, decided either by the settled-down folk in the new land or some imagined, higher moral authority back in the old one. Life becomes a countdown without an end. 

To fill the void of the heart, I produced ideas non-stop, writing and talking frantically about politics. Years passed as I kept touring the world, warning people that fascism was approaching and that they, too, would lose their homes.

After six years of talking about the logic, mechanisms and rationale of politics, I turned myself from that nobody who arrived on the shores of a foreign land into somebody: that Turkish writer who speaks about fascism. Some people listened to my words as intended – as a glimpse into their future. Yet some preferred to focus on my exiledom. They enjoyed the ‘intellectual damsel-in-distress running away from the barbarians, taking refuge in the arms of the civilised people of the world’ narrative too much – or perhaps believing their own home was a safe haven soothed them and allowed them to feel secure. 

When I was finally supposed to be content, after writing two books and receiving some awards, I found myself doing nothing except repeating a phrase: ‘I am not tired, not much tired, but just exhausted.’ Admitting I’d finally arrived at that later was unbearable, so I did what I knew best. I kept going, sustaining myself in survival mode. Until, finally, my body gave up.

One summer evening in 2022, in Hamburg, a woman is lying on a stretcher in an old-school doctor’s examination room. The sense of I abandons the body, leaving me as a she whom I barely know. And this she is watching the IV drops entering her vein. The arm is mine, I guess, and that woman should be me. Yet, thanks to the disassociation that every survivor goes through, I watch her like a too-feeble-to-empathise-for minor character in a movie. 

The doctor says, ‘Your body is giving up. This is homesickness, meine Liebe. Now is the time to stop and take care of your heart.’ 

Loathing the vulnerability of the body, embarrassed by this meek quitter, I whisper, ‘What a mess! What a mess!’ 

As life drips back into my veins, I gradually re-enter my body, only to think bitterly, So that bloody organ has to defrost now, ah? That probably rotten piece of flesh. Who knows what kind of despicable state it is in. 

This was me in the summer of 2022. After six years of my homelessness, I was compelled to acknowledge my broken self. It was finally time to stop and think about home and all that had been lost.

Okay, now, enough about me. 

How about you? Are you home? Do you feel at home?

Wait, don’t answer. Allow me to guess. After all, in today’s world, one can lose one’s home in many ways.

Some of us become homeless one long, dark, wet evening. We find ourselves wearing an orange life vest and hustling onto a boat with others. We begin to watch ourselves doing peculiar things: remembering long-lost prayers as we start to whisper them, calling out for our mothers like wounded soldiers, hugging the nearest stranger when a wave hits, suddenly cracking the darkest yet funniest jokes, and thanking a rescue volunteer in Italian, Greek or Turkish, in languages we would never properly learn. Upon arrival, we ask, ‘Am I alive now?’ Our faces break into two for good, half crying and the other half laughing.

Some of us, like myself, buy a plane ticket and convince ourselves that we are willing fugitives, privileged immigrants or nonchalant nomads, telling ourselves we have no right to feel pain. We repeat some proud lines: ‘No, I don’t consider myself an exile. Life is a long journey, and this is only a part of it.’ We avoid the subject of home when possible. And when not, we plaster on a well-rehearsed crooked smile, hoping to look appealing enough to be welcomed in foreign lands. We use the same smile for such a long time that, eventually, our facial muscles forget their natural shape.

Some of us are evicted, suddenly, from our apartments, as if there is not a single room for us on the entire planet. As soon as we are on the street, our bodies suddenly provoke suspicion, disgust and fear. People never come close enough for us to prove otherwise. A day becomes longer, for our every bodily need requires strategising – having a coffee, finding somewhere to pee, looking for a safe place to sleep at night. The city turns into a terrifying jungle in which there are only very, very few people that we can depend on for survival. So, we wait for them, morning and night. And when they appear, we remind ourselves to show enough gratitude. We mechanically try to imitate the smiles of those who sleep at home.

Some of us sit down and calculate when the rising sea or another wildfire will swallow up our land to make us homeless. We watch the water or the flames creeping further every year, centimetre by centimetre. The planet, that ticking bomb, becomes our suicide vest to wear. We know that its loss is incomprehensible for the rest of the world, so we look for appealing ways to convey the truth to them. We have cramps in our cheeks while searching for the right kind of smile with which to tell them that the world is ending.

Some of us lose our homes through an invisible journey. One cosy, warm evening in our living rooms, a news presenter gives yet another update about the insanity in our country – some fascists, growing in number, claiming our homes to be only theirs. Or perhaps the radical immorality of a leader is suddenly normalised even by our friends. A tear opens deep down in our sense of belonging. The tear eventually articulated as an aching sentence: ‘I don’t recognise this place; this is not my country anymore.’ We miss our country while still living in it. When we meet our fellow citizens who still believe that all will be back to normal soon, we smile a smile that is nothing but a polite, geometric shape.

We all read on our devices or follow the news on-screen that a new world is being built with renewed levels of barbarity. We realise that even the immense numbness we have reluctantly developed to cope with the ever-expanding inhumanity will no longer suffice. Our insistences that ‘There’ll come a time’ or ‘History will judge those who …’ are shadowed by doubt. We fear there is not enough of a future left in the world for justice to be realised. A sentence brews inside our mouths: ‘This is not a world I know, nor do I want to know it anymore.’ From then on, our smiles become a tired half-thing.

Do you recognise your smile in the above faces? No? Not yet, perhaps. But still, you must have sensed that brand-new melancholy.

There is a sense of mourning in the air. It is thin still, but it is real.

It is as if we are mourning not for what we have already lost, but for what we know we eventually will. For the first time in history, humanity is mourning in the future tense.

All that is beautiful has not vanished yet. We still have things – lemon trees, the Mediterranean shores in springtime, tipsy Sunday afternoons, a bit of the rule of law here and there, and many brave women who are still loud enough to become the nightmare of fascist leaders. The joyous, wondrous and magical are still here. But for a while now, it is as if a layer has been added to our retinas, an overlay of melancholy. Our eyes already sense it; everything that is beautiful has its future loss imprinted on them.

Still, we work, we act, and we even resist. But we know. Our basic joy and faith in life have been worn out. It is as if we all imitate our previous selves, which once felt at home in time and space.

A specific ache has taken over our times. We are all a bit like children – not called home, instead locked out in the cold, alone with the beasts. Every beat freezes the heart. That is why many, too many of us, decide every day to turn ourselves into unfeeling creatures so that we can function as survival automatons. These times are orphaning all that is humane. An uncaring world is in the making, and it will unhome humans like you and me. 

This brand-new melancholy is the ache of losing home. The loss is happening on so many levels and in so many ways. And that is why all of us, in myriad ways, are searching for a new home, sometimes almost unwittingly.

When our basic human values don’t match up to the blunt cruelty of the new world order, we become morally homeless. Like rough sleepers do with their belongings in supermarket trolleys, we carry our moral values from one shelter to another, trying to find a temporary home for them during this long night of inhumanity. We build small communities that will protect our hearts. We weave intricate connections with people in order to have an emotional roof over our heads.

Since our political outrage is considered irrelevant by the conventional homes of realpolitik, the old political parties, we find ourselves politically homeless, too. We no longer know through which political medium we can unite our voices to be heard by the rulers. Like refugees, we stay in temporary places: protest tents, makeshift occupy-movement tents or strike marquees. In the cold or under the sun, we imagine and reimagine a new political home – like an exile who knows that the old home is impossible to return to but still misses a home.

And then, of course, thousands of us become physically homeless every day. War, economic inequality, climate catastrophe and the desire to be free – or simply to be – drive thousands to begin new lives in foreign lands. Scientists report that, by 2050, 1.5 billion people will have to leave their homes, and by 2070, 3 billion people will have become refugees. All those billions, similar to the morally and politically homeless, will be looking for a new home; and every day, they will learn new ways of standing tall before the indignities of our times.

Is it all right with you if I draw such parallels? I am asking because, well, nowadays, one cannot be too careful when navigating the electric fences of the new sensitivities. For a while now, our view of ourselves and other humans has been shaped not by our similarities but by our differences. The proliferated uniqueness of every individual deems pointing out similarities offensive. Yet, in times such as these, when so many of us are out in the cold with monsters, we need to build new affinities not by celebrating our differences but by noticing our similarities.

That is why I will take my chances and say it.

We are all losing home in some way or another. We are all becoming homeless. We are all being unhomed. Unhomed … an almost forgotten English word from the nineteenth century that deserves a resurrection today, when one can be at home yet still feel outside of it – disassociated, unbelonging, like a stranger. 

If you accept looking at the world and seeing such a ‘we-ness’, then the question becomes ‘Who are we?’ 

What should we call ourselves? 

I like the word stranger. When you are a stranger, you are both in and out. You are there but not really. You are nobody, yet have the endless possibilities of being anybody. Being a stranger is an antidote to the limits of being somebody. It is not a reducing and permanent brand, like homeless, exile or refugee. The term stranger immediately calls for a pure form of curiosity and, for those who are still not poisoned by the fear of the alien, a probability of a fresh greeting. So, shall we then say we are all strangers in one way or another? Stranger, as an idea, immediately includes all those to whom our time seems too strange to become complicit in its monstrosities, all those who feel somewhat homeless in this world at this point in history. 

It is somehow painful yet still joyous to look at the world from this large lens of strangers. Because then, we can see how numerous we are. You and I, along with all the others, may even be counted as one people, a growing population across borders. We are a nation in the making. A mobile nation of cut-out, scattered, mourning beings, every day remaking life out of nothing. We are many – so many that if we were to add up all of us, we might even form the majority. But then, if we don’t say it out loud, as Breyten Breytenbach did, we will never be. Our floating, strange, silent existence will never take hold in time and space unless we call ourselves what we are: a Nation of Strangers.

A strange nation, we are – still in the making when the nation states are so fallen that they are considered real estate opportunities by the rulers of the world. And our population is multiplying in number as the new world order takes shape. Lost, broken, melancholic perhaps, but somehow we survive better than anyone else. We may be the people of half-smiles, yet we never stop looking at our old pictures to remember how we once laughed. We may have no riches, but we possess the reluctantly acquired yet unique power of believing in ourselves when nobody else does. We may be confused about who we have become after losing our homes, yet every day, we reinvent courage to keep on living as nobodies. We know what breaks a person – any person. It is not the loss of home but the loss of faith in building a new one. We may be a nation of half-frozen hearts, but we know how to survive without any bearings. And as the unhomed, who have developed the skill to sense minute changes in the air, we already know that many more will soon learn to live like us. 

Today, when great populations are on the move, we, as the Nation of Strangers, can share what we’ve learned after losing our homes. As the entire world will soon be tested with the morality of survival, we can tell them what we have learned best: how to stay human even when we have nothing and everything is working against us. If all the strangers of the world see eye to eye and speak in their own, strange language, we can tell the world of its own homelessness. We can tell the others how to survive it with dignity and where to go next.

Now that we have been introduced to each other as strangers, I will be writing a small pile of letters to you – correspondence from a three-year period that shares what I’ve learned in the wake of my own loss of home, and redefines what home will come to mean for all of us in the twenty-first century. As we attempt such a massive endeavour as finding home for all of us, I believe a letter is a small enough tool to be useful. After all, when everyone is shouting, it is the whispers that catch the ear. It will be only you and me at the beginning. Perhaps others will join later. We will weave a new home with words, the only indestructible material we are left with.

My letters to you will be assembled under the four questions that strangers like us are asked over and over again at the borders. It is those four basic yet impossible-to-answer questions: Who are you? Why did you leave? How will you survive? When will you go home? Perhaps it is time for us strangers to answer these questions, not by filling out some forms as we do in certain immigration offices but by starting to imagine a new home for our times – a new home for all. 

Who am I kidding? 

I should drop this act of ‘nothing is about me’. I am writing to you also because I need a home. And, as disarming as it may be, my only chance to build it is with words and to do it with you. Let me go further. I need to be able to tell who I am now. I need to find out how to speak of the self without the fear of appearing as the proud victim or the glorious survivor. And this shame of having left home that I am suffering, there must be a cure for that. I need to tell someone what I’ve done to survive. I need someone to know with me. After being unhomed, a stranger learns that home is not a question of what she remembers but who remembers her. I need you to remember me. I need you to hear me so that I too am audible to myself. I need to know not necessarily where I will go next but with whom. 

That is why, my dear stranger – yes, that is what I will call you from now on – I’ll take you on a journey that spans three years; one in which you and I will become, well, friends, perhaps. My letters will begin from the moment I left the doctor’s office, as I pressed a piece of cotton wool to the place where my skin was at its thinnest. You’ll join me on the road first to Hamburg, then Berlin, sometimes London, Zagreb and several other cities, meanwhile travelling back and forth through time. Because when you are unhomed, physical places merge to become indistinct, and time spirals into itself to take a foetal position. 

My letters to you will introduce us to people, some long-dead and others alive, who, in many ways, are strangers. I’ll bring you to meet those who are building new homes out of nothing, and are doing so against all odds when the whole world feels like it is coming apart. Their stories will bear witness to the current condition of humanity at this critical crossroads. For you must know, my dear stranger, that one day soon, on this planet or another, we will need to invent a new kind of home. And I am writing to you hoping to inspire that new home. Even a new world, perhaps, in which staying human doesn’t make you a stranger. As much as it is about you and me, this is a journey towards the unhomed heart of humanity.




I

WHO ARE YOU?




 

 

 

 

Like the false prophets of Dante’s Inferno, his [the exile’s] head is forever turned backward and his tears, or saliva, are running down between his shoulder blades.

Joseph Brodsky




 

 

 

 

Hamburg, June 2022

Dear stranger,

I hope you are doing a bit more than surviving – if that is even possible for any of us these days. On top of all the global disasters treated as sideshows by the Western media, now Europe is at war. And consequently, I hear many more people talking about the danger of fascism in Western Europe. The damn thing follows me everywhere. Friends even say I drag it with me.

I am writing to you from Hamburg, where it is cold, very cold. This is the first time that weather has become a subject of conversation in my life. It is not the freezing midsummer but the relentless assault of the wind. It doesn’t bloody leave your hair alone, and eventually gets into your head. Why the hell am I here? Well, to answer it plainly, after six years in Zagreb, my city-sized cocoon, I had to leave Croatia for six months due to some utterly tedious residency permit issues, which I won’t bore you with. The plan after these six months is still vague, but it seems I have to remain in Germany for now, forced out of the cocoon, back in the real world with other people. 

After six years of enjoying the comforts of being a nobody allowed to live in her head, the last two years of it the pandemic lockdown, I am like a premature butterfly when interacting with people. People who first meet each other tend to ask questions, such as ‘So what do you do?’ – meaning ‘Who are you?’ And in no time, the topic becomes my situation. You see, I had only four friends in Zagreb. All had been through the war in the 1990s, and therefore they never bothered to ask me stupid questions about situations. There was a silent pact among us to get on with life without any sentimental fuss, which suited my frozen heart. But now, in Hamburg, I meet people, and they all come with their questions. In any case, I am fortunate that an institute in Hamburg invited me for a fellowship just as I needed to leave Zagreb. Though it does mean that I have to write and think here. I am doing neither. I am just keeping still. The last six years were an uphill struggle, a constant sense of climbing. And now, on this perfectly flat plateau, like a mountaineer who has lost her wits, I am clinging to the surface of life on all fours.

Comfort feels maddeningly insecure – an itch from within the flesh. It seems I have forgotten what one does when not striving just to survive. What hit me, I suppose, was leaving Zagreb and this being my second loss of home. My stamina for starting from scratch must have been exhausted, and now I find myself a cursed, dark, floating object – a strange bird, singled out and excommunicated by gravity.

The most exhausting part is the locals repeating the same line: ‘Hamburg is the most beautiful German city.’ The problem is, they don’t stop there but go on to ask about the lakes: ‘Aren’t they magnificent?’ I’m dying to say, ‘No, they are not! They are just some brown puddles.’ But then, when one is a stranger, one has to be politely content with what the settled-down folk offer. The fact is, new cities are like frustrating toys to me now. Since I know they will be taken away as soon as I figure out how they work, I merely feign interest in them.

The other day, after leaving the doctor’s office, I stood by one of those magnificent brown puddles. The sun was setting, and I was having a rush of l’esprit de l’escalier after my diagnosis: homesickness. 

Why hadn’t I told the doctor that homesickness is a passé word – and that, in the twenty-first century, the concept of home is utterly useless – and belonging has always been an insidiously conservative nuisance anyway – and I cannot be a cliché – and while we are at it, coming from Istanbul, I mean, if you leave a city of that kind, the kind of city so magnificent that it has the might to make you forgive her in mute awe at sunset after devouring you during the day, you will think that lesser cities are akin to the plain spouses people marry so that they are not devoured by love again, and, and …

But then, all of a sudden, my eyes accidentally caught an angle where the puddle looked exactly like the Bosporus. I froze. Before my mind caught up, my eyes squinted, tricking themselves into seeing the skyline of Istanbul. And for a split second – no, I didn’t miss home – I was in my former body, the self not yet possessed by this bitter indifference, this inability to see beauty. I longed for something, but it wasn’t a place. I missed who I had once been – that sense of being in myself, the sense of wholeness, realness, of being able to feel. 

From that point on, it all went downhill. I got myself totally drunk at some bar, and a sort of madness took over. I sat next to an olive tree on the pavement, leaning my head against her trunk. I talked some, laughed some, perhaps even cried a bit. Have you ever been there? Believing with your whole existence that only an old, stray dog’s wisdom or a tree’s compassion can counterbalance all that is unsaid? 

What utter nonsense, I thought, our presence here, so far up in the bloody North, me and the olive tree. Two girls from the Mediterranean, teetering, trembling, still giggling bitterly.

Olive trees in Hamburg grow elongated leaves and become too tall for their age. After observing enough of them in the last few months, I am confident they have learned to stand on their toes in a desperate reach for sunlight. The dark green, knuckled, dwarfish sturdiness is replaced by a pale, frail vulnerability. They take on bizarre shapes to endure these sulking lands where they cannot speak their mother tongue of salt and sun. They are too malnourished to blossom, so when the season comes to bear fruit, they remain muted, like a woman dishevelled by a miscarriage. They are no longer olive trees but something else altogether, an unrecognisable thing longing for what they once were. 

I hugged the fragile body of this young olive tree. Equally mute, we must have looked like two fallen comrades. A strange bird and a mutant tree. Two wandering bodies who have learned that, when uprooted, nerves are cut. And nerves, unlike skin, muscles or bone, never knit together again. Once nerves are cut, a touch on the flesh becomes data, a cerebral thing. A confusing gap opens between knowing the weight of the touch and the lightness of its feel. The touch induces just an echo of itself in the depths of the flesh. Over time, you get used to connecting the knowledge of touch to how it is supposed to feel. You learn to smile with polite happiness. You never mention the sense of unfeeling to others, that bitter indifference that gradually becomes who you are. You know what? Forget about the others. You no longer know how you feel or whether you feel at all.

This is why I’ve had that crooked smile, that half-thing, for six years. It looks like a long-dead olive branch, shrivelled. A layer of sarcasm to deflect the settled-down folk’s pity. Maquillage to hide my fear of appearing who I am now – an unfeeling automaton, a survival machine with no words for who she really is.

Whenever I try to unpack that smile, that sense of not really living, my voice appears to me repulsive, zigzagging between two tired clichés: the victim’s whine for the lost home and the survivor’s cynical hiss for the future without one. I might not know this new, homeless version of myself, but I know that this cannot be my voice; that cannot be me. An unsustainable hesitation, like a trembling olive tree exhausted from standing on her toes. 

After the doctor’s office, I now know that I need to talk. Because now I fear that not speaking will make me really sick. And when homeless, you cannot afford to get sick. 

When asking myself who I am in this unfamiliar place, I have to think about finding a different voice – a new one. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Hamburg, early September 2022

Dear stranger,

It’s been nearly three months since the last time I wrote to you. In the meantime, I asked for an extension of my stay here at the Institute. They said yes. Since I am considered ‘a writer under threat’, they didn’t even ask why. My reason is, however, quite absurd compared to their image of me – the brave woman fighting against the dictator. 

It’s as simple as this. There was this massive woollen shawl I knitted during the pandemic. It functioned as my cocoon outside of Zagreb. Stupidly, I washed it at sixty degrees Celsius. Now it is reduced to twenty square centimetres. I took it as a sign – as people do when they have no idea what to do next. Especially those, like me, who have never learned to admit defeat and who never return to their cocoons once they’ve left. 

Then began my reading spree. I decided to read everything about home, homelessness and exile that I could find. It wasn’t so much reading as looking for my pack in the vast plains of unhomed people’s history. In haste, I sniffed through the pages to find someone who was cleverer and stronger than me, who had figured out how to speak as a homeless person yet not sound like a victim or a survivor. Since I have you now, it was a search for a voice for both of us. 

My eyes scanned all the homeless words of history, written in or translated into English. The irony is that English is a language that, until the sixteenth century, had a dictionary that believed strangers were barbarians and, until the eighteenth century, didn’t have a word for homesickness. Yet still, English seemed to me like a linguistic river where all the unhomed of the world, the unbelonging beasts, gathered to drink. 

The first thing one discovers while bingeing on dead-men-talking is that a silencing spell has been cast on the strangers like us – those with no prospect of going back home. From the very beginning, all the stories of the road have been told only by the travellers who made it back home – a particularly fearful fact for the eternal strangers who simply have no home to go back to. So, my dear stranger, if we do not make it back home, our voice is stolen. How unjust it is, considering that it is the road and those who dare to be on the road that create the story. Yet, only once you return home do you have proof that you have a story to tell. In other words, we wouldn’t have known about Odysseus had he not returned home. Odyssey, the word itself, would have been impossible had it not been for Ithaca. 

After coming to terms with the cardinal position of home in the human psyche since time immemorial, I thought of us, you and me, as travellers stumbling backwards, moving towards the future but with our backs to it, eyes on our starting point. The reason for our gaze to be fixed on the home we have left behind is because we know that, without a home, the only voice we have is lament. 

But then, don’t we know this quite well? That worn-out lamenting voice, even in this century where millions are on the move, can make you somebody. Did you know that the first poet who inscribed her name on a tablet was a woman who ran away from home because of a tyrant? Sumerian noblewoman Enheduanna saw nothing ignoble as she publicly decried her destiny. ‘He made me fly like a swallow from the window; I have exhausted my life’s strength. He made me walk through the thorn bushes of the mountains.’ I roll my eyes, reading of her troubles. Not because I have something against the Sumerian poetess, but because with the exact same self-pitying voice, a few millennia later, you can still look interesting in the twenty-first century. Some of the settled-down folk still find such a saga sexy. But when we, as strangers, see an unhomed person, a refugee, an exile or an immigrant singing a similar song, we can’t help but think they are commercialising their story. 

Wait. Are you, too, rolling your eyes while reading me? 

But then, when the unhomed refuses to recount her predicament in its entirety, history makes her invisible; in the human story, we become another nobody. My dignity may not allow me to be a modern-day Enheduanna, perhaps, but unfortunately, my pride – or my basic urge to mark myself in time – is still too big for me to be a voiceless nobody. 

Speaking of nobodies in the unhomed of literature, does the name Rutilius ring a bell? An exile in Caesar’s time? Not likely. Because, unlike the theatrical Cicero, he didn’t throw himself around going on and on about how unfair life was. Instead, he lived ‘a humble life with a constant mind’, solely to write volumes and volumes on Rome’s history. Of course, one immediately feels an affinity, even after millennia, for those who have shut up so as not to appear flimsy. But then, such men or women, with their noble souls, do not offer us much insight into how to speak of ourselves. Their total removal of the self and their silent pride leave them without a voice.

Between Enheduanna and Rutilius, which is the path we should choose for the Nation of Strangers? Do we go for the hymn of self-pity, or stoic silence? This is a question of dignity, you see. 

As I kept reading through the centuries in this pantheon of the literature of the unhomed, Dante was the first to bring up the matter of dignity. He wrote how the self is broken when one lives on other people’s kindness. Spinoza never mended his cloak, which had been torn back at home during a lynching attempt by his opposers. He must have needed to remind himself that, back home, there was nothing, not even the old undignified self, to miss. Marx only felt at home when drinking with ‘the class’ in the back kitchens of Brussels. How battered his soul must have been while trying to be somebody among the respected. He must have mended his sense of dignity by laughing at his troubles with the other Misérables. Adorno soothed himself, believing that writing becomes a home when one is homeless. I don’t think he cared much for non-writing strangers who weren’t allowed the solitude of writing to protect their dignity. I found out that Hannah Arendt once wrote almost the same words as I had told the doctor: ‘Not tired, just a bit exhausted.’ Not out in the open, of course, but to her close friend Mary McCarthy in her letters. 

Finally, what disheartened me most in my quest for a balanced voice, a new way to be, was the Russian poet Joseph Brodsky. He wrote that exile is a retrospective creature; between his shoulder blades run his tears. This convinced me that people like us would always be outcasts. Since our tears run between our shoulder blades, our voices will always be muffled when trying to reach back home, because our mouths should be in our napes. Mind you, this Nobel Laureate was once in the Gulag, and when he was forced to cut wood, he didn’t stop cutting it for ten hours. The guards had to pull him away and never asked him to do the job again. Surely, if even such a sturdy soul cries between his shoulder blades, there is not much chance for the rest of us to do otherwise. Therefore, centuries after Dante, Nâzım Hikmet wrote in Turkish that as we climb the strangers’ stairs in search of dignity and voice, we are destined to taste how salt is another man’s bread and lament away our most distinguished sorrows.

So that was it, my dear stranger. My reading dwindled, and I was ready to leave the unconsoling library of the unhomed behind, even more muted than I had been previously. On my way out, though, I came across an effortlessly cool man with the swagger of Al Pacino. It was a cinematic moment, really. Imagine a quite attractive man, smoking and leaning against the gate of this great pantheon of literature, and me passing by with piles of books. With squinted eyes, he flips his cigarette towards my feet and casually tosses me a sentence:

‘You make sure you are tougher than “they” are, or you damn well learn how to pretend to … in fact, your evaluation of dignity becomes a taut string.’

I literally blushed when I read this sentence, like a young girl who’s been seen for the first time. Funny, ah? 

From then on, I sat down with his work for weeks. The man is the South African poet Breyten Breytenbach, who fought against the word exile with tooth and nail. He said things that broke the victim-survivor loop I was caught in and rescued me from the endless zigzag between my pride and my dignity. By pointing at the ‘taut string’, he showed me that I had become a tightrope-walking acrobat, yet my only audience was myself. That’s how I finally understood that the dignified voice of the unhomed I had been so desperately seeking would never be found when the sole focus was the self. 

Thanks to another quote from Breytenbach, I remembered this fact: the voice cannot exist when it is not heard. These two sentences convinced me that a stranger needs living peers instead of very dead literary friends in order to compose a voice. And you, my dear stranger, wouldn’t be here had Breytenbach not said it: ‘One can replace, to all intents and purposes, the word “exile” by refugee, misfit, outcast, outsider, expatriate, squatter, foreigner, clandestine, heretic, stranger, renegade, drifter, a displaced person, marginal one, the new poor, the economically weak, drop out. The irony is that if we were to add up all these individuals, we’d probably find ourselves constituting a new silent majority.’

Thanks to three words in this quote – stranger, silent and majority – I am not drinking myself to death at some bar in a European city or still leaning against that olive tree. The idea of a silent majority instantly changed my perception of the floating self. There was finally a place for me, free from the pernicious itch of faking normality. I belonged with all the others in the Nation of Strangers. And it wasn’t a personal voice I needed, but a language, an understanding, with which to speak with my scattered ilk. 

Almost four decades have passed since Breyten Breytenbach wrote these words. They probably sounded like poetic abstractions in the 1990s. But now, when so much land is lost to wars, fascism and environmental disasters, and so many are becoming strangers, his words mark a brutal fact: the stranger’s reality is neither merely poetic nor abstract. 

However, despite being the majority, we misfits, outcasts, foreigners and the like are still too scattered to claim our nation, and we urgently need a common language. A language not only to assert our existence but also to comprehend our transformation into survivors. We need it not only for ourselves and all those newly initiated in the business of the unhomed, but also for the settled-down folk. After all, soon, they too will evolve, in one way or another, into being strangers – whether in foreign lands, or in their own homes when all has changed beyond recognition. As the waves of inhumanity change the face of the planet, more and more people will notice their own unhoming. 

This may all sound far-fetched to you. Yet, but a few days ago, while similarly thinking about how ridiculous my idea of a new language was, I went to Berlin to apply for a British visa. What I saw there made me think such a language is already in the making. As in prehistoric times, it is nascent, only at the stage of gestures and sounds. We are brewing it in places that are invisible to settled-down folk, in pockets reserved for strangers. Before even speaking it properly ourselves, we are already teaching it to newcomers.

For now, let me end here. I have to write an article for a prominent German magazine. They wanted me to focus on the ‘global rise of the far-right from the perspective of an exile’. Ha! Which one is the darker joke, do you think? Them still shying away from the word fascism, or me once again having to fight against being branded an exile?

E. 




 

 

 

 

Berlin–Hamburg, late September 2022

Dear stranger, 

When the settled-down folk ask about our situation as the unhomed – or, in my case, the intellectual exile – they expect to hear some profound, moving reflections. They don’t want to hear about the dirty, messy part – the papers, the residency status, the soul-sucking waiting rooms, the endless bureaucracy, etc. Nobody, for instance, asks you whether you have money. Such matters are too prosaic. However, as you might know, it is the mundane part of the story that is, in fact, full of poetry. It is exactly where the magic happens. I am talking about my Berlin visa story, of course. 

So here I am, as a Turkish citizen, yet again in a visa line in Berlin, waiting to hand in my forms for the Brexited UK. I look nothing like the ‘Madame Exile’ I’ll be in London in a few weeks, on some prominent stage giving a political speech. 

This is my third time here at the UK visa agency in a month. And each time, it is the same drill. The unprecedentedly kind Iranian security guard shouts with his velvet voice every fifteen minutes: ‘Ukrainians to the left. The others to the right … please. We will have two lines … please! Let’s not block the pavement. Please line up parallel to the wall.’

As the wait grows ever longer in front of Chausseestraße 18, Ukrainians – the newcomers in the queue – seem as jumpy as the mercury drops spilled from a broken thermometer. Every two minutes, they check the order of their documents, the plastic dossiers slipping through their frozen fingers. They rise on their toes to check the front of the line – no progress – and then land back on their soles. They squint their eyes to see through the tinted glass, and when their eyes meet those of the security guard staring back at them from inside, they pretend to tidy their hair. They are like anxious racehorses who are constantly being pulled back by the jockeys of proper manners. As the old-timers, we keep still because we know better.

We are ‘the others’, as the guard calls us: two young Black men – one from Somalia, the other from Ethiopia – a young Lebanese woman, a middle-aged man from Syria, and me, from Turkey. We avoid unnecessary movement, as some small animals do to escape predators. When the murmurs of frustration gather among the Ukrainians, the old-timers’ eyes meet to exchange the secret code of the International Club of Misery. The half-smiles of humility and cool smirks of learned acceptance are passed between us. Though we have been thrown together at random, after five hours we become comrades and, especially as the rain begins, it becomes enough to only hint at jokes about our shared misery. After all, we’ve already heard and uttered all the possible gallows humour in such queues. By now, we know that words of revolt, gestures of impatience, and especially a mercurial attitude would only push us deeper into the bottomless pit of our indignity. So, we are all reduced to a particular emotional state closest to partial self-lobotomy. Because, in the twenty-first century, as the human waves change direction towards Europe – in contrast to the white men once colonising the East and South – we know there is nothing to do but wait stoically. We know that when misery reaches the limits of absurdity, anger becomes a self-destructive luxury. 

The Ukrainians do not know this yet. They don’t doubt that the promise made to them by the Western world will be kept. They still believe that they’ll be welcomed in a civilised manner and taken in gracefully. They think that they’ll survive the process with their dignity intact. A very dark, very broken place in me wants to laugh that repugnant laugh. You wish, baby! They never take you in without crushing you first. You will despise yourself, hate everything, give up, turn numb, and only then will everything start happening. You will be welcomed only when you surrender. This is why the old-timers block all the connections between the eye and the brain. Our neural pathways twist in a certain sick way to make everything look bearable. Alas, the new ones in the queue have yet to master this unique ‘art of losing’ home, dignity and, if they are lucky, a part of their sense of self so they can feel everything less. 

When the lines start mixing, the guard comes out again to redistribute everyone to their assigned place in the human colour palette – the blondes here and the others with shades from olive to black there. This reshuffling bothers the Ukrainian teenage boys the most. The girls are better trained at avoiding unwanted stares. They keep themselves glued to their phone screens. The Ukrainian mothers have the glassy eyes of those who don’t want to see anymore. Their facial muscles are disassembled by a push and pull between exhausted worry and infinite motherly stamina. Their hair leaves behind the same scent, the extra-perfumed cheap hotel shampoo and the guilt of having hot water, whereas back home, the others … 

In the Ukrainian line, they hardly talk among themselves. It is one of those black comedies of humanity – we think the vow of silence will make everything less real. We assume that unless we register it with words, the rupture will leave no bruise.

The difference being that the Ukrainians still feel everything. And in each incident that follows, the contrast between us and them becomes starker.

A dog, one of those existentially annoyed small ones, unleashes himself and runs towards us, barking ferociously. A Ukrainian mother embraces her children as if the dog were a German shepherd. When the owner is not looking, the Syrian pretends to kick the dog from a distance, and the little brat runs back to his owner, whining. The owner performs too many sorry, sorry, sorrys to our black and brown line – the burden of history. The Lebanese girl hides her laugh in a tissue. 

When the passers-by make throwaway complaints about the line blocking the way, the Ukrainians retreat in shame. Whereas we, the old-timers, talk back in our mother tongues, not even bothering to be understood. I hear the Lebanese girl whispering, ‘Sharmuta.’ We smile at her refusal to be cowed. In such lines, everybody learns at least that much Arabic over time.

When a street cleaner, an immigrant himself, asks the line to move aside so he can sweep away two cigarette butts, the Ukrainians glue themselves to the wall. We tell the guy to forget about it and move on. He opens his hands on both sides as if to say, ‘What can I do, mate? This is the land of others, and we are merely actors.’ We joke with him about the meaninglessness of life and the script we’ve been given. All in the lingua franca of such immigration lines – the universal Tarzanian of gestures and exaggerated silent-movie expressions.

When the Iranian security guard shows up, the Ukrainians speak to him with meticulously prepared sentences in broken English. You can see in the twitches of their cheeks that the grammar was thought through the night before in tiny hotel rooms. Whereas we, without any grammar, just share our computer-generated queue numbers when prompted. The guard speaks to us lazily, meaning, You already know the drill. But he handles the newcomers’ line carefully. After all, they are shards of newly broken glass. And finally, when the Iranian guard tells a Ukrainian mother she must come back next week, things suddenly unravel. The woman screams and cries:

‘I … wait … six weeks … Berlin. No money for hotel. Children … Six weeks. When? When? English invite me. Why? Why? Why no visa? I sleep here! Here! Door. Until visa. With children. No place.’

The poor security guard, helpless, turns to us, the old-timers’ line, trying to catch the eyes of the women, asking for help without a word. The Lebanese girl and I nod to him, which means we’ll take care of it. I put my hand on the broken woman’s back; the Lebanese girl gives her a pack of tissues. The Ukrainian woman tries to say something but can’t; her son is mortified; her daughter tries to hold back tears. The Syrian holds out a cigarette; the Somalian murmurs a curse towards the door as an act of solidarity; and we, the old-timers, remember our first collapse in such lines. Only after such a collapse is one properly unhomed. Even if we have wired ourselves not to feel, we all remember how that feels: that first unhoming collapse. 

After several minutes, the Ukrainian woman starts to try her first hiccups of a bitter chuckle. That’s how the two lines merge, and on the pavement in Berlin, we all settle in our giggly bitterness. We are somehow made a little bit more at home in our reality by each other’s presence. Only then do we smile in the same language of well-performed nonchalance. That is how we, the old-timers, offer the new arrivals the formidable-looking yet fragile armour for their dignity, a smile that resembles the dead branch of an olive tree.

After this long, very long day, I am writing to you from back at my desk in Hamburg. The wall that I am facing is full of Post-its, each of them with a quotation in that broken voice from centuries of unhomed literature. For a few days, while looking at them, I have been doing the anti-ageing face massage that is currently trending on Instagram. So many women swear by it when it comes to erasing deep lines. But strangely enough, tonight, after returning from Berlin, I am growing to like the line across my chin, carved by my crooked smile. An indisputable sign that proves I belong among the Nation of Strangers. It is my unique, secret comma for all our unfinished sentences as strangers. Thanks to that line, I am recognisable to other strangers. And between strangers, there is a language brewing. A language of humility that lands on our souls after we accept defeat. In that queue of humbled humanity in Berlin, there was no sense of unrealness; instead, we were experiencing the world’s reality and being at home with it. The gestures in that line were the first words of a new vocabulary. We were making a new language of survival when the world was still too busy faking normality. 

Autumn, which isn’t actually much different than the freezing summer, is slowly taking over in Hamburg. Bad news for a smoker like me. Especially when I am about to step out from the warm pantheon of my dead literary friends to be outdoors with the living ones. Last week, I gave up on umbrellas and my presentable coat. I bought myself a cheap, massive rain jacket. I look like Kenny from South Park. With Breytenbach’s words and the visa queue in my mind, I feel a strong urge, my dear stranger, to proceed towards the pockets of life where our language is brewing, where the seals of smiles are finally cracking open. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Hamburg, October 2022

Dear stranger,

Do you think it is possible to have a political nervous breakdown? Because I think I have had one. 

All was rather better until yesterday. Every morning, I was getting dressed in my massive coat to wander the streets with an eye out for the layer of the city where strangers float as I do. I kept spotting the homeless, the refugees, the outcasts of Hamburg. When you follow their paths, you find yourself at the central train station from which they pour into the city. 

There are two gates at the station. The front one opens towards the wealthy city centre, and the back one towards Steindamm, where the immigrants, refugees and the homeless live. It is as if there were a human filter in the middle of the station building. The white and wealthy with their neat carry-ons go towards the front, and all the shades of brown with their unruly baggage pour out through the back. Even though there are only a hundred metres between them, the two worlds are kept strictly apart. Walking through the passage of the station building from front to back is like being on an express train from a universe of pretending all is fine to a planet where the failure of the old order has long been acknowledged. 

A week ago, by the exit to radical reality, I found Arpi’s breakfast café in Hansaplatz – a small, humble place. Everything is half the price compared to the other cafés at the other end of the station. Frequented by all the underdogs of the world, it has a nice, brotherly feel of we are in this shit together. After two visits to the café, I finally began writing again. It is because, every morning, something real happens in this small square, something acknowledging the reality of our times. A Romanian refugee decides to give up on the world; Slavic sex workers have loud conversations with their coarse voices; a homeless old German lady talks to her massive carry-on; or some Black men, high on weed, laugh their asses off suddenly and seemingly at nothing. 

And I know who Arpi is now. That sturdy woman in her forties, often popping out for a smoke. On my second visit, as I sat out in the cold to smoke and write, she just said, ‘Don’t freeze yourself to death here,’ with a frown of calculated carelessness that nicely enveloped her compassionate curiosity. ‘I must smoke because I must write,’ I said with a meek chuckle. She didn’t ask what I was writing. After seeing every kind of crazy in this square, she knew better, and I was secretly happy to be considered just another fool. We nodded to each other with our identical half-smiles. There was an acquired layer of street smarts on her round face that was clearly made for an easy and forthcoming laugh. I already knew that this would later tempt me to make her laugh. 

My plan was to go there every morning from then on. But yesterday, instead of my massive rain jacket, I had to put on my presentable coat and attend a meeting at the Institute that is hosting my fellowship. To begin with, I was even somewhat excited to listen to one of the young leaders of the environmental movements I deeply respect. I expected some rousing, disrupting realness, a kick to the walls of our ivory tower. However, I found a group of people in one of the large, elegant rooms of the Institute, circled around a candle embellished with flowers and branches picked from the abundant neighbouring gardens. The leader, a woman in her late thirties, was talking about grief, ancestors and ‘other knowledges’. In her dramatised, lukewarm voice, she was inviting the attendees to a sort of political mourning for all our losses as a planet. It was a ritual-slash-group-therapy, and our MC was walking barefoot on the expensive lacquered wood floor. We were to pour our hearts out and accept the grief, or something like that. 

With a sudden rush of political loneliness, I looked around to find another pair of wide-open eyes with a ‘what the fuck are we doing here?’ look. I had forgotten my glasses, so I couldn’t see anyone reacting as dramatically as I was to this event that had begun to resemble a workshop at a wellness retreat. In disbelief, my mind filled with some dark visions for the future. 

Hope, change, grief, mourning, healing, plus a lot of ritualistic hugging and dancing, would eventually be packaged into a harmless pseudo-political lingo to dominate the global intellectual milieu – all financed, of course, by the rich, who would still have this Alexander the Great complex that compelled them to sponsor the arts, not rarely, to the benefit of their own image. As the cavalry of neoliberalism in their shining armour, they would think of themselves as the natural saviours of the world, the fixers of things, imagining humanity not far removed from a company they are already running. And as these Alexander figures poured more money into such misplaced rituals derived from aspects of ancient cultures, like anthropological souvenirs, I could see these ceremonies multiplying to become the à la mode political mannerism to fill the moral vacuum that neoliberalism had created. Meanwhile, the planet’s political truth, the undiluted reality of it, would become even more homeless, as many more who were supposed to voice it would eventually have to fold their spines to fit in the ivory towers of power to make a living. I could already see such a soul-petting ritual happening, let’s say, at Davos, between two sessions about money and power: theatrics of sentimentality for the hegemons to look like they are still in touch with their humanity – a new and legitimate way to prolong the global faking of normality. 

With this sudden vision of the imagined future, I left the session and, to my surprise, wept. It was for the world, I guess, and perhaps for all those who will become strangers, only because they know that the political world and the planet can no longer afford to waste time faking that all is normal. Another fellow and a new friend, Vladimir Safatle, found me on the stairs. He knows about fascism, the planet’s undiluted political reality, as he comes from Brazil. That’s why, without any context to my political meltdown, I asked him through hiccups full of saliva and mucus, ‘Did we … you and me … lose our homes … to arrive at this … this charade?’ I murmured some dismantled sentences about one’s dignity after abandoning the harsh reality back home only to end up in a shelter like this, where ‘healing sessions’ happened. And finally, deeply ashamed of my unexpected sentimentality, I asked Vladimir, ‘Why the fuck am I crying now?’ He, being a psychoanalyst among many other things, calmly said, ‘You are crying because you can’t talk. Really talk.’

Confronted by this, I practically ran home in a panic. Changed into my rain jacket and went to Arpi’s. To breathe a bit in reality, to really write. As soon as I arrived, Arpi asked, ‘Usual?’ And with that one word, I was in: grounded and warm. All the dark beasts of the other city blurred. Like a bad dream upon waking, I even lost the threads of their memory.

Do you think I should have told Arpi that there were people two kilometres away, on the sunny side of the town, mourning for the reality that was being lived here, in the strangers’ square? Would she even have been bothered? The problem is that if the reality of our wretched world is appropriated by that kind of domesticated discourse and sold to the decision-makers as an intellectual answer to the troubles of our times, Arpi will be affected by it, too. But then, I tried to be a bridge between disconnected or conflicting worlds for about twenty years, when I was writing political columns back in my native tongue: between Kurds and Turks, Armenians and Turks, the underclass and the middle class, the oppressed and the oppressor. I was a naive yet faithful translator, believing that if only the sides understood each other, if only the story were told well enough …

That was who I was then. I learned the hard way that when the hate is activated on both sides, the bridges are targeted first and hit the hardest – a long story there, perhaps for later. The bridging role that was once my reason to be seems too far-fetched now. My stranger’s voice is too premature to tell Arpi that when our political reality is co-opted, the strangers will be further erased from the world, having less than no say in what is to come. But then, my dear stranger, perhaps they wouldn’t want to know, right? 

They? As I settle into my writing and begin to feel even a bit at home at this strangers’ café, I realise that I should have said we. I might be a pendulum between the ‘they’ of the cushioned intelligentsia and the ‘us’ of the unhomed, but still I am here, at Arpi’s porch, behind the back gate of the station, the only place I can really write. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Hamburg, October 2022

Dear stranger,

I am back to my senses after a week. Meanwhile, something absolutely unexpected has happened: something beautiful. But first, let me begin with my new friend Vladimir. Vladimir wears well-fitting suits and doesn’t talk much. When he speaks at the Institute, it is almost always the last word, and everybody nods solemnly – he is a self-exiled Brazilian philosopher who also happens to be a world-famous professional pianist and a psychoanalyst. Coming from academia, he knows his way around such places as this institute. In short, he is as much a stranger as me, yet an indisputably cleverer one. 

That is why I arrived at his door two days after my political nervous breakdown. He was practising piano in his apartment when I knocked. And since we knew each other well by now, thanks in large part to my crying, I forewent a hello and just said, ‘Do you think this is too unfair? Too pessimistic?’ Then I handed him the notes I’d written at Arpi’s. 

We were once teased as being gauche caviar, as intellectuals. Yet now all we are is precariat caviar. Eternal nomads, constantly moving between academic institutions, obliged to be content with what we are given in these times of scarcity. Ours is a specific kind of homelessness. And the critical thinking bending its spine to fit into these toy houses has consequences beyond our individual lives. 

Together with us, the political truth of the world is becoming unhomed. And this tragedy is happening when new fascism is on the rise and as the planet is about to be destroyed. It is the last curtain call for the voices of the humane, and here we are, simply keeping the ball rolling. 

We all have the constant mild fatigue of those who do things to survive without a sense of meaning or joy. Even worse, by contributing to the production of the ebullient discourse stuffed with concepts such as hope, impact, change and sustainability, we stroke the enormous desperation of neoliberalism while being part of the fanciest yet most dangerous lie of this system: changing the world without political action. Also …

After reading the text while standing in the doorway, his back shaped like a question mark, he said, ‘Great. Just great. But then, who are you in this story? Are you sure about the we?’ 

We smiled that half-smile when I said, ‘Since I am not really talking now, it is just to say we.’ I suddenly wanted to make him laugh, and changed into my aristocratic English accent to say, ‘Well, darling, to be precise, I now am a writer of an opera libretto.’ He laughed. ‘No, really. I’ve been commissioned to write one. So how about now you’ll play some, and I’ll write some.’

That is the beautiful thing that happened to me – this opera libretto. And I started writing it while Vladimir was playing around with melodies on the piano. Listening to someone’s music who knows that two kilometres away from the Institute, there are people experiencing the undiluted reality of the world, feels like being a bit at home in my in-between-ness. 

I’ll send you the opera libretto later, perhaps in a separate letter. I’d love to know what you think. Because when I showed it to Vladimir, he asked, ‘Are you afraid of dying away from home?’ And I replied, ‘I fear dying with this sense of unrealness. This sense of not knowing who I am any longer.’ 

E. 




 

 

 

 

Hamburg, November 2022

Dear stranger, 

Today, my plan was to sit by the gigantic windows of the Institute and finish the opera libretto while looking at the newly bought trees for the gardens. They have been standing there for a few weeks, piled together in the corner. Birds have already begun visiting their branches without knowing that they will soon be moved to be planted. Yet the trees already look settled in as they become a home for these birds – more alive thanks to this cheerful airborne traffic. 

While opening and closing some doors earlier to find an empty room, I walked in on a meeting. Between my hasty apologies and the pursed smirks of discontent from the group, a short, dark, curly-haired man at the table stood up in haste, almost shouted my name and said, ‘I was looking for you.’ Despite the disapproving silence from the group, he told me that at the Thalia Theater, where he worked as a producer, they were planning to adapt one of my novels for the stage, and that he also wanted to invite me to be part of Salon Tülüfülükülümülü. What? We exchanged numbers as fast and efficiently as possible, disregarding the growing tension in the room. ‘Ah, by the way, my name is Ziko,’ he said as I left him with the others.

The whole thing lasted less than a minute, but the brief encounter created an effortless yet clear crack in the etiquette of the Institute’s courtly manners. Ziko’s urgency in reaching out wiped away the theatrics of networking, and his directness allowed the warmth of kindness to take over from the protocol of politeness. And suddenly, it was as if the size of my body had changed. Its relative anxious smallness before the commanding enormity of the Institute was no more. 

I quickly looked up this Salon Tülüfülükülümülü thing. It is refugee art, of sorts, I guess. What are they doing at the Thalia Theater? Coming together to whine in an artful way so that the Germans recognise their pain? Do they really talk, as Vladimir called it? And for whom? I wonder. 

For birds, perhaps. So that they themselves can again feel like a permanently planted tree. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Hamburg–London–Amsterdam, November 2022

Dear stranger,

So much has happened in the last two whirlwind weeks. It was an accelerated course in humility and generosity, first at the Thalia Theater, then in London and Amsterdam. When you remove the particularities of time and space, life begins to tell you one flowing tale. Revelations appear; the meaning clarifies. I wrote in snatches so I wouldn’t forget the details when sharing them with you. I’ll do my best to assemble the episodes to tell you about the last two weeks in the manner that I lived them, with no sense of time and space, as I encountered other strangers and ended up finding versions of strangers reflected back at me. Bear with me. 

Hamburg. Curiosity has got the better of me, and I’m in the smoking room of the Thalia Theater with the Palestinian DJ Hiba, a young German-Turkish poet called Nail, Ziko, and a young German director, Sophie, to rehearse for Salon Tülüfülükülümülü. The name comes from one of Nail’s personal but all-too-relatable experiences. A German, after asking Nail’s name and upon hearing the answer, said, ‘Ah, all your names sound like tülüfülükülümülü.’ The anecdote has evolved into a multilingual performance series where all those who have ‘weird’-sounding names are invited, both as performers and audience. A night for strangers, if you will. It is a reading-slash-art-performance in which Nail and I will interlace our material about home and unbelonging on the stage; Hiba will create accompanying music in real time; and Sophie will turn all of this into a live online broadcast. They keep saying it will be beautiful, but I’m more interested in being able to speak with the others in the nascent language of the Nation of Strangers. How are they telling others and each other who they are? That’s what I am after.

As soon as we enter the smoking room, the platitudes and facial expressions we’ve adopted for the outside world are dropped. Cigarettes are rolled with bitter jokes about Hiba’s visa predicaments, my residency permit status, and Nail’s ‘very half’ Germanness. Ziko patiently nods. Not one sentence ends in the language in which it begins. Sophie, the only German among us, manages the rapid crisscrossing of languages so that all our tongues flow into one amorphous language to create a performance of homelessness. In several languages and between jokes, I ask questions: Do you think the self transforms similarly when unhomed, regardless of how you lose your home? Does it mean anything to you when I say, after being unhomed, the person becomes a non-person? A weak imitation of the former self? How would you respond if I were to say survival when unhomed shapes us in a similar way, even if one has travelled by dinghy boat and the other by plane?

Ziko finally decides to talk. ‘On a good day, I would say yes, we are all in the same hell. But when I am bitter, I would say no.’ He stops to think. ‘That … err … bitterness is not good, you know, for people like us.’ Just like that, Ziko elegantly welcomes me into the we, answering all my questions at once.

Ziko ‘was born in the war’. Before the war began, he was Mohammed. During the revolution in Syria in 2012, he was taken in by the most infamous intelligence service, the Mukhabarat, and was offered a position in espionage. Mohammed took shelter with the Red Cross, protecting himself somewhat with an ID card from an international NGO. Everyone had code names at the organisation, so he christened himself Ziko. ‘Horrible and wonderful times,’ he says. ‘Our job was to collect dead bodies and, most of the time, parts of bodies. But then there was a lot of singing, weed, dancing even. We had to, or we’d go mad.’ At the age of twenty, he lost his nineteen-year-old girlfriend to mortar bombs, and after the Mukhabarat detained him for the second time as a consequence of not sharing information, he made the decision to leave Syria.

He tells me his journey with all its most gruesome and tragically funny details. The smugglers in Turkey believing that he was a doctor because he had a backpack with a Swiss cross. The dinghy boat; the hellish refugee camp in Greece; his younger brother Abdullah falling in love every step of the way in the most impossible conditions; the land travel through Europe; the perfectly organised illegal human transportation mechanisms at each European border; nights in forests where they survived on pistachios that the Iranian women with their acid-burnt faces carried with them; days in train wagons; negotiating with the Slovenian army as a spokesperson for the large refugee group; staying in an empty refugee camp; ‘arranging’ documents; not sleeping in a bed for almost a month; and finally arriving in, of all places, Preußisch Oldendorf, Germany. And all that time, Ziko was filming the journey with a hidden camera. It was to be the voice of those who had taken the same path.’ That’s when he met the people from the Thalia Theater, and he crawled his way into the German art scene. ‘Of course, I am not telling the story to Germans like I told you now.’ Why? ‘Not to traumatise them. Also, they would think me mad if I laughed at these things.’ We laugh. 

Not a real laughter, that one, but an ache of laughter. A signpost at the void where there is supposed to be a language and a single self not split in two: one for the strangers, one for the others. A placeholder, perhaps, until we know who we are. 

During the week of rehearsals, my conversations with Ziko happen mostly in snippets that feel like sudden, deep dives. 

‘Do you sometimes fear that the self you’ve put together for the new country, the performative self, will take over, and you will be left without a real self?’ 

‘Do you have that sense of … err … as if life is unreal?’ 

Ziko admits at some point, ‘It is like I am thrown into a movie, and this is not my life. Perhaps I’ve become this performance, this armoured being, always prepared for an attack. Perhaps Mohammed is no more.’ I think of the woman in the doctor’s examination room with the IV drip in her arm and nod. 

The event goes smoothly. Some of my peers who come to watch say things like, ‘It is very brave of you to do such a thing.’ They are used to seeing me give proper speeches about fascism on proper stages, acting the part of ‘one of the most important voices in Europe and beyond’, as I am called now. Their compassionate remarks confirm that I’ve embarrassed myself in an amateur theatre act with people at least ten years younger than me. Yet the joy of really talking, as Vladimir put it, feels more accommodating than the ivory towers. 

What I have done is neither brave nor embarrassing. Just an act of survival for my soul, an attempt to ground myself in my reality with others who know what it means to non-stop live in a movie you have been thrown into, constantly feeling unreal, faking something for the benefit of the settled-down folk, drowning in your muteness while talking about the ideas, politics and perils of the world as if it’s the precondition for being welcomed in this world as somebody – like a code name used to survive. 

A few days later, I’m in London, in an Uber, talking to Michael, who is from ‘Africa’. I chuckle in the same way I allowed myself to at Thalia to signal that he doesn’t have to fend off the white woman’s chit-chat curiosity by giving a continent’s name. He must sense that I am a stranger, too. Without me asking again, he says, ‘Eritrea.’ A quick glance in the rearview mirror, like an apology for assuming me to be one of the others.

He tells me about his two-year-long odyssey before he arrived in London. He talks about the dark creatures of the refugee camp in Calais, the underground gods of human smugglers, and the half-uniform, half-human minotaurs of the borders – the guards. He was too exhausted to finish his planned journey. ‘I was going to America, but I am tired now. So, I stop here. Seven years now. Maybe one day when I rest enough.’ He stops and thinks. ‘The story making me sad. I don’t want to tell. Wait wait. Not sad. Ah, this language! It is like … like … not real. You know, I am normal people. In real life, I am normal people.’ He stops again and adds, ‘I want to be normal people.’ So, I ask about the music playing, a normal thing. ‘It is about Jesus, in Tigrinya. My language.’ He tells me about the church he goes to: ‘We sing there. There are friends. It is like new home. Do you believe in God?’ 

I exhale. ‘Unfortunately, I believe in people, Michael.’ 

He laughs. ‘Oh! People!’ 

I reply with a sigh, ‘Yeah, I know.’ 

We just make sounds in turns – ahh, mmhh, eeeh – like toddlers when they are ready to talk but cannot yet articulate the words. The chain of comic sounds summarises the story of humanity: a big savage bunch capable of indescribable violence but one that somehow surprises you with its beauty only when you are about to give up on it, the frequency of its appearance being as rare as finding a large banknote in one of your old coats when you need it most. 

I get out of Michael’s taxi and give the speech about fascism that I travelled for, telling the audience how more and more people around the world feel exactly the same way when the far right sabotages the political scene: like the carpet is pulled from under them, as if they are losing ground, floating in time and space with no bearings, as if all is unreal. As I have been doing since 2016, I am trying to convince the British that all these age-old pillars of democracy and the magnificence of its history are not as impregnable as they appear, especially when faced with the threat of political barbarity. When the new fascism is ushered into morality and politics, I say, it leaves us without a country, without a home. Yet it is still incomprehensible to many how the granite of institutions can turn to powder just like that. 

Although it is happening already, they seem to imagine fascism as a conceptual discussion point, not as a nearing danger. It is as if they have a certain naivety, like a sheep who develops an interest in zoology and believes that he can observe a hungry hyena closely. They think that when the political barbarity takes hold of the political stage, there’ll still be a barn to shelter them.

Before I know it, I am in Amsterdam for my next event. There is a fifteen-minute ‘thing’ in my schedule before my talk about democracy and the climate crisis, at a cultural centre in the city called De Balie. It is marked on my calendar as ‘an interview by a life expert for an art project’.1 At the entrance, some nice people with the giddiness of preparing a surprise for me guide me into a room that feels like an alien world. The walls are covered with mirrors from floor to ceiling, and the ground is covered with sand. Reflections bounce around the room and surround me. In the centre, there are two white plastic beach chairs facing each other. A swaggering Black man with dreadlocks and a solemn face comes in, sits down and says nothing except, ‘My name is Miquel. I’ll ask you questions, and you can ask me your own questions only when I am done. Okay?’ Well, okay. 


	M:	First, tell me something about yourself. Who are you? What do you do?

	E:	Right now, I’m seeing one, two, three … nine, ten, eleven, twelve versions of myself. But I write and talk. That’s what I do.

	M:	Where did you sleep last night?

	E: 	In a hotel room which was slightly bigger than the bed.

	M: 	Do you know about our situation?

	E: 	What situation?

	M: 	Homeless situation.

	E: 	Ah, are you homeless?

	M: 	Yes.

	E: 	Strange. I have been thinking about being homeless. I am trying to write about it, in fact.

	M: 	Are you homeless?

	E: 	Not physically, as in sleeping on the street. But I believe there are many ways of losing a home, and the self goes through a similar transformation regardless of the way of losing a home. What do you think?

	M: 	But you are not homeless.

	E: 	Are you? As in sleeping on the street?

	M: 	No. But you can ask me questions after I am done. What are you afraid of?

	E: 	Not having a home. Not being at home until the end of my time.

	M: 	What does hope mean to you?

	E: 	I don’t believe in hope, but in determination, having faith and doing what you can to survive when there is no hope. 

	M: 	Nice answer.

	E: 	Well, I wrote a book about it. Ha!

	M: 	Is hope a good thing or a bad thing? 

	E: 	Sometimes it is bad. People wait too long for hope to appear. They are using the word to stop and wait, whereas they can do a lot to survive and for humanity to survive. 



He asks me several ‘difficult’ questions that break the boundaries of proper conversation, such as how much money I have or what is the most expensive thing I own. I answer candidly, and he is disappointed with the amount in my savings account. ‘You look richer,’ he says with a mocking, pitying voice. But he particularly likes my answer about my ‘brokest moment’.

‘Years ago, when I was twenty-four, I got divorced and sacked in a one-week period. I was so penniless that I had to put a bottle of water on credit.’ 

He nods, as in: Now I take you seriously. He has warmed up, and now that he is in his element, his gravitas emerges naturally, not as part of an act for a political art project. Finally, when he is done, I begin asking my questions:


	E: 	Where did you stay last night?

	M: 	In a house. It was available. Somebody was moving out, so I stayed there. But there was no electricity.

	E: 	What is your biggest fear?

	M: 	Being forgotten.

	E: 	Mine, too.



The conversation catches me off guard in its blunt directness. It is five minutes until my talk, and I am stuck in the realness of the moment. The urge to transmit that sense of calling a spade a spade into the stage performance is strong now. On my way through the venue to the room in which the event will take place, I see Miquel again and ask, ‘Were you angry with me when I said I was homeless too?’ 

‘No, but you have to see it from our perspective, too, when speaking of being homeless.’ 

I thank him, and after a quick goodbye to the art project team and with some sand in my shoes, I am on stage again. 

I explain how the neoliberal system’s reality – extreme inequality – cancels out the fundamental promise of democracy – equality – and that is why the idea of protecting democracy means less and less to people. I explain how our loss of trust in the current political machine, still operating within this paradigm and paralysed by it, has left us politically homeless. Whether we know it or not, we are politically homeless, I tell them. There is something beyond neoliberalism, I say, and we will get there by building a new political home that can accommodate our political and moral outrage. But the first thing we must do is to admit the homelessness, otherwise all our efforts will be crippled by hesitation. 

I am watching the audience as they give their last round of applause. Those who are already working on the ground to organise the masses for the new home are looking around to spot who else is applauding. They are trying to find out who they can cooperate with. They are looking for others who know that they are already strangers. 

So, that brings me to now. Here I am, at Amsterdam airport, thinking of you, writing to you. Before returning to Hamburg, to the Institute, I need to make sense of all that has happened – the dizzying zigzag between the proper stages of performance, the prêt-à-porter rituals and the unexpected enclaves of realness. If I had the stamina to become a bridge again – somebody with a real voice, a clear language fitting the job of translating between two realities – what would I say? If I were as generous as the unplanted trees in the Institute’s garden, homeless themselves yet already homing the birds looking for a branch to land on … And if I was humbled enough through my experience, as Ziko was in Hamburg and Miquel in Amsterdam, how would I view the strangers at the mourning ritual that sent me into a breakdown? Who, in their own way, were looking for a moral home? It seems I am a novice at being a stranger. Still too immersed in my own aching self to see that strangers can have myriad shades. 

I’ll write a proper letter to you from Hamburg. I feel that the things I’ve seen need to percolate a bit more yet.

E.




 

 

 

 

Hamburg, December 2022

Dear stranger, 

After a few weeks, I have gained some clarity in my own mind. Please let me know what you think once you have had time to read this letter. 

You and I, we are both damned and blessed to be one with the world, aching with it in real time. Thus, our Weltschmerz – we are not tired of the world, but exhausted with it. The truly tiring thing is to watch those who believe that some patching up here and there will keep it together. Their stubborn refusal to see what’s coming for all of us weighs on our shoulders. We feel weary in anticipation when we speak to them; translating our inner realities as strangers feels pointless when they alienate our experience. The fact is, we have arrived at the end times before them – already living in this homeless state. That’s who we are: scouts of the human condition at this time in history. Not too tired to build a new home, perhaps, but certainly too exhausted to join the act of pretending that all can be returned to its old order. 

This is why, lately, my patience runs thin when talking on international stages, in these contexts where the format of the event dictates that the talk should end on a nice note: that things are repairable. Of course, there is some sort of light there, at the end of the tunnel, but not before we acknowledge our reality. 

As strangers, we land in our bitter reality of homelessness, though not through theatrical rituals of grief as performed at the Institute. Instead, we grasp our reality by dropping the act, and being radically naked before our predicament. We wrap the pain with compassionate, aching laughter, and when we are at home with each other, we make deep dives into our reality, assessing it with radical honesty. We risk the embarrassment of looking defeated and miserable. Those who still fake the old glory look foreign to us and, at times, even tragically funny. We distance ourselves from them to be in pockets of life that our kin inhabit. It’s not because we don’t want to share what we know, but because we feel the urge to speak in our real language where our souls can finally breathe. 

Our language begins to germinate when the unhomed are humbled together and when we are in touch with our real selves. That is the language with which we build a new home in the enclaves of realness – whether that be smoking rooms, taxi rides, or genuine conversations that take us beyond the limits of propriety. And we are never embarrassed when we are among ourselves. We ask real questions, such as ‘How much money do you have?’ ‘Do you have a place to stay?’ ‘How long are you allowed to stay in this country?’ Life has taught us that courtly manners are long dead, along with the court itself. And that being homeless in the world is no longer a romantic story but a crowded reality.

The knowledgeable of the world, unfortunately – too many of them – are still not knowledgeable enough to drop the act. Like a passé Italian circus performing more and more loudly to suppress the cries of its dying animals backstage. Together with them, the spine of the ultimate truth is bent. And that truth is that the old home can no longer be fixed, that we need a new home, political, moral and otherwise. 

When we hesitate to leave behind the idea of old political homes and postpone our departure from the fragile security of our political and moral shelters, our communion with truth becomes impossible. The galvanising energy of survival is suppressed; the terrifying yet invigorating clarity of having to survive is belated. The aliveness experienced by strangers who make peace with their condition is delayed. 

How many of us, though – intellectual or not – would choose to be a defeated nobody while we still have a chance to be accommodated as a recognised somebody? To feel alive may seem too slight a prize when the cost is being a homeless outcast. Everyone lives the life for which they can afford the price. Remember when, in the very beginning, I said having to start everything from scratch was a more affordable price for me compared to being paralysed with fear back home? And I paid it only when the fear became unbearable. 

Alas, the two gates to two ends of the reality – like in the Hamburg train station – will be kept apart until these ends – the privileged and the others – collide with a series of political and natural disasters. The front-gate goers and ivory-tower inhabitants will drag out their denial until they cannot. After all, even in the war zones that I visited for work, as the bombs fell closer and closer, the locals kept on with their morning coffee routines. The shelters of denial endured even when entire cities came crumbling down. That is how it is. The poor human mind! When the reality is too maddening to accept, repeating worn-out habits is its desperate prayer for an impossible return to old times. 

So, my dear stranger, after all this time, I am still not completely sure who I am now. But I at least know that I cannot pay the high rent for these shelters that is faking that all is normal. That is something, no? 

Yet the reality is I have nowhere to go but the shelters of the intellect. I need the residency permit – which, unfortunately, is connected to my fellowship contract. This piece of information should humble me instead of inducing anger towards those within the intellectual circles who will not yet admit the true state of affairs. Like Ziko at Thalia Theater in Hamburg, Miquel in Amsterdam or Michael in his London taxi, I too must have the compassion that comes with the pure form of curiosity towards all those who are looking for a home, knowingly or not, privileged or not, fearful or brave. The self-doubts of a stranger, the shame of being defeated, the anxiety of the homeless come in many sizes and shapes. The terror of not fully knowing who you are can make you desperately try to prove who you are not – not one of those privileged people, etc. You know what I mean. 

Anyway, I am going to Zagreb for Christmas. Everybody at the Institute is going home for the holiday, after all. And my home at Christmas is Zagreb. A ridiculous tradition that I invented. Every year since 2016, as a non-believing Muslim, I have been inviting my non-believing Christian friends to Christmas dinner. Ha! Also, I am curious. Do you think I can still fit my cocoon there? 

E.




 

 

 

 

Zagreb, early January 2023

Dear stranger,

This is my last night in Zagreb and, as I wrap things up, I’m trying to make sense of the last two weeks here: the slightly foreign look in friends’ eyes as if I am now supposed to tell wondrous stories from the grander world, the cafés I’ve written my previous books in now feeling a bit smaller, my desperate moves to squeeze into my former cocoon by repeating the rituals of my former life, yet tasting everything less. My time here has felt a bit like that page in a book that is wrinkled during printing. If I stretched out, it is as if I’d stick out from the binding. 

As a part of my goodbye to the city, I had my morning coffee ritual with Mika, my close friend who was a war refugee from Bosnia. She had the last word, as she always does. I was telling her about my letters to you, my mind’s journey into the world of strangers, and Zagreb still being a cocoon to me. With a mock frown, imitating a tough-loving mother, cigarette waving in the air with theatrical nonchalance, she said, ‘Cocoons are for shrivelled caterpillars, draga. That’s not who you are anymore. It’s time to put on your big girl pants. Please!’ 

She doesn’t know this, but when she does this, I see something deep in her retinas; something stops there for a nanosecond to check if her words cut too deep. 

Since this morning, I’ve been thinking about cocoons, the places where we fold in on ourselves, withdraw from the questions and allow ourselves to be asleep without answers. To be precise, my mind was on my summer cocoon, the small village of Eresos, in the southwest of the Greek island of Lesvos. 

Lesvos is not one of those sought-after party islands. It doesn’t usually pop up in your email inbox as a destination in travel ads. If you have heard of it in recent years, it is probably because of Mória, the largest refugee camp in Europe – ‘the hell’, as refugees called it. The island is seen by the followers of the refugee issue in Europe as one of the most important testing grounds for European asylum policy. The poor conditions were so deplorable that, during the camp’s COVID lockdown, Pope Francis called it a ‘concentration camp’. After the lockdown, Mória’s residents burned the whole place down. Camp or not, refugees kept arriving. The unending tide of people turned Lesvos into a cramped stage for what news reports described as the biggest humanitarian crisis of our times. 

The same island where ‘the hell’ is, however, has happened to be our week-long pretend paradise as a family for the last six years. My parents take a short ferry trip from our summer house across the Aegean Sea, and my brother comes with his family all the way from Atlanta, USA, to see me here every summer. This tradition began in July 2013, during the Gezi uprising and the second time I had to stay away from Turkey. 

There was a credible rumour that I’d be imprisoned on my return. Two journalist colleagues with solid sources high up called me while I was in Berlin and then in London to give speeches about the uprising. I had already been sacked in 2012 as a result of my political column and thoroughly stigmatised as the ‘enemy of the people’ by the regime. At the time, social media was used as a political space by progressives, and I was using it too much, apparently. The interviews I’d given to the international media didn’t help either. My face – undeservedly, if you ask me – became one of the symbols of the uprising. The ruling power, when it has fascist tendencies, always chooses a female poster child for its problems. Easier to troubleshoot, they must think. One of the governmentsupporting papers had published a ‘news piece’ about me going to Ankara, the capital, on this flight number and with that seat number – all correct – to personally organise the Gezi uprising, which was incorrect, and called for me to be immediately arrested. That is when two colleagues told me to stay where I was. 

I took their warning seriously. You learn not to joke with the stupidity of fascism after friends are killed or imprisoned. There I was in London, and suddenly I was absolutely pointless, floating between countries while paying a lot of money for miserable hotel rooms. After an anxiety attack on the Tube, which to this day is my reason to avoid underground transportation, I decided to be at least closer to home, in Greece. To appease my worried mother, I found this small village as a meeting point, the easiest spot for my parents to travel to. 

When I left the country for good in 2016 after that fateful phone call with my mother, Eresos became our designated venue for that one week known to our family as ‘the zero-altitude convention’. That’s my mother’s name for our gatherings, during which she is not allowed to ask me weighty questions. After her attempt at our first summer meeting to have a heart-to-heart about my possible return – and, in response, my refusal to talk about it – we decided not to dwell on the ‘dark matters’. Here, we eat, drink, laugh, swim, only talk about light topics, and never read the news unless it is Hollywood gossip. We studiously take many happy-happy-happy pictures because Mom wants to ‘chew on them’ until our next meeting. However, after a few glasses of ouzo, my father cannot stop himself from repeating the same killjoy sentence: ‘Look how close Turkey is; one can even swim there on a good day.’ He is right; in clear weather, you can see our summer house on the other side of the sea. It is hard to forget about Ithaca when you see it every day. And it is difficult not to think of the questions you don’t allow yourself to contemplate. Not the best choice for a cocoon, I know. The closest place to home is, in fact, the furthest – for it reminds you of the cocoons that you have been evicted from, and that the return is impossible. Perhaps that is why, when on Lesvos, I watch the swallows every morning. They always come back. 

I don’t know what species it is, but the first bird to sing in the morning owns the vast, crisp silence. Her pride is audible in the long, confident pauses. Yet she swiftly disappears into her chambers when her magnificence is disrupted by a loud, mafioso pack: the ravens. As far as I can see, there are three chiefs in the area, each sitting on top of a poplar tree, briefly reporting back and forth the goings-on in their jurisdiction after hearing the latest developments from their studious underlings. Unending parlance displeases the doves, the grumpy ventriloquists: ‘Rrrrratherrrr unagrrreeable.’ Sparrows, the sans-culottes of the sky, are ruthless in their manners, getting away with everything thanks to their negligible size. And finally, the mother swallows take over the morning. Their unending anxiety zigzags across the blue Mediterranean canvas with sharp, self-erasing black lines. Whenever they want to catch their breath for a moment, the babies left in the nests fill the sky with screams of panic. Every morning, I try to see where they land, for there are so many nests that are no longer there.

The stains of removed swallow nests are on almost every corner in Eresos. The traces reveal a local saga: the perpetual battle between the villagers’ persistence to destroy the nests, and the swallows’ determination to make and remake their home. The remnants of these demolished nests are covered with paint. Yet each pallid mark is mocked by the stubborn cycle of life: next to every removed nest is a new one. The mother swallows are too busy to be aware of the village’s innovations to destroy their homes – tactics which change annually in a bid to repel them. A few years ago, the fashion was bundles of cut-out black nylon pieces that operated as scarecrows when the wind blew. Then, they tried putting nails on the corners of the balconies. The swallows didn’t take offence and returned anyway. But last summer, there was a deus ex machina kind of twist in this saga, which reminded me of a superstitious saying in my mother tongue: ‘The one who breaks a bird’s nest is destined to be homeless.’ Wildfires devoured the island for two days. The wisdom of the earth whispered the fearful future prospect to the islanders: soon, the island might be lost, and the islanders might not be who they believed themselves to be – the keepers of the land, the settled folk, the swallow repellers. 

In front of every family restaurant in the village, nearly every morning, old women prepare zucchini-flower dolma. They pick the flowers early in the morning and open the petals delicately. Then, with a small coffee spoon, they put the stuffing in. It’s as if their delicacy and pace halt the harsh, mundane reality surrounding them. A few years ago, though, when Syrians rushed to the island, many of the families realised that soon there might not be this tiny universe where delicate things have their own lengthy rituals. They sensed that even their small, lazy, lay-low village, humbly sitting on the margins of Europe, would be part of an unending global helter-skelter. And last summer, as they exchanged news about the wildfire, they began to sense that their homes might no longer be safe from outside dangers.

Still, though, the old men of Eresos play backgammon at the village coffee shop, sedately savouring the game’s centuries-old jargon that they sprinkle with rhyming wisecracks. And as they have done for centuries, when the game is over and the obligatory jokes about the winner and loser have been made, they talk about politics with mysterious pauses as they stare out to sea. Then, once again, their hands begin their passionate dance, slapping, cutting and grabbing the air, gesticulating as if to capture the ultimate answers to questions. What will become of them? Who will they be when fires one day devour their island altogether? When the swallows cannot find a serene corner in which to land? When there is no island for strangers from the other side of the Aegean to arrive at? Being Greek, they all know the question in Cavafy’s poem: ‘What’s going to happen to us without barbarians?’

It is the ‘barbarians’, the perpetually arriving strangers, who keep the last remnants of the old home together. With each arrival of a refugee, the settled-down folk’s previously disturbed sense of home fortifies. Upon every encounter with a stranger, the sense of self clarifies. It is only thanks to the strangers that they are entitled to ask the question, not to answer it: ‘Who are you?’ As long as they are the ones asking the question, their certainties and sense of self compound. The question makes them forget the other terrifying questions: ‘Who will we be if the swallows do not come back one day? The bees, the waves, the olive tree blossoms and all that builds time, space and home? Who will we become if there are no strangers to direct the question towards?’

And now, in Zagreb, as I feel like I cannot fit in my former shelter, the whole world looks like a ruined cocoon, ousting all of those who are still trying to squeeze in their memories of home – those who, like me, need to put on their big girl’s pants. Seeing the old continent’s homelessness alongside my own makes me feel at home in reality. My strangeness – ours – is a precursor of the times. I am who the world is. Not less, not more. Perfectly in sync with our times. 

I have to pack now for tomorrow’s early flight to Barcelona. A talk, again. This means the jar of ajvar I bought will travel with me to Spain and then back to Hamburg. I didn’t really eat this Croatian pepper paste when I lived here, and I am not even sure I like it. But then you know what these things are like – souvenirs from the cocoon. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Barcelona, late January 2023

Dear stranger,

If the city is beautiful enough, the sun, I think, surrenders – reflecting the city’s colour to the sky as it sets. Here, the clouds turn cinnamon, the colour of the voluptuously red Catalan bricks. The rain has just stopped, and I have been looking at the drops hanging from street lights. 

I keep laughing inwardly when I think about what happened earlier. Despite using GPS on our phones, we got lost on the streets, trying to find our way back to the hotel in the rain with Brian Eno, the legendary musician of our times and, if you ask me, one of the best thinkers. He kept cursing at his phone, and I laughed when I spotted a poster of our event – the discrepancy between our cool on the posters and the misery of being soaked in real life. A sudden and slight enlargement in my chest. It wasn’t only the laughter that expanded my lungs. The day had been quite interesting. I guess it was the first time in a year that I really spoke on stage, not in one of the pockets of life where us strangers secretly speak our language. 

When Brian asks me about the word exile as we sit in front of the audience, the words come out of me as if a film ribbon were spooling off its reel. 

‘Let me list why this exile thing is no longer plausible and, in fact, already a stale joke. One: Exile is not as sexy as it has been, despite what some still want to assume. I know Westerners still like to think of Europe as the safe haven for the oppressed intellectuals of the Global South, but that is giving too much credit to Europa when thousands are pushed back into the sea to die. Putting the spotlight on “the exile” to divert from “the refugee” operates as a crisis management tool, if not a branding strategy for Europe’s self-image. The Europeans’ need to believe that the continent is still a civilised haven is as critical as the refugees’ need for safety. Two: Exile is a title of nobility that generates undeserved attention. The undocumented refugees, the precarious majority of the unhomed, don’t even get a chance to relay their name so it can be put on their tombstone, whereas an exile is asked too often. Alas, many of us accept the invitation to go on and on about ourselves. We are the boring windbag aristocrats of the greater society of the unhomed. Three: The title exile gives you only two chances in life – you are either kept hostage by your personal melodrama or enslaved by the constant urge to reject your tragedy. Life cannot be diminished into such an unending test of dignity, and it certainly cannot be confined to the limits of the self. Four: If one accepts the title exile, one can never arrive home. But the fifth and the most important reason is …’ 

For a split second, I catch a glimpse of the listening faces. They are mostly activists, people who are already at work to build a new world, a new home. And it is hard to put your finger on it, but when you know, you know – they are with me, we are in sync. Also, now that ‘the most important’ has already escaped my mouth, I am at that delicious moment of no return. I gear up. 

‘Yes, the most important reason is that you are no different than me. Do you, I mean, let’s be honest here, do you really think you are more at home than me? Of course not. Otherwise, why would you, as beautiful human beings of the earth, be trying to change the world and talk about building communities all the time? Why would you imagine shelters from, rather than movements against the new fascism building around the globe? Don’t you think there is already a sense of defeat there? Aren’t you already admitting that the world is not your home anymore but a hideous jungle from which you need to seek shelter? Yes, we are many in our discontent, but still, we cannot make enough of a majority; we cannot shape the political reality into a new home. We are not powerful enough to make this world our home again, not yet. From where I sit, you are no less homeless than me. Or, if you like the word better, we are all exiles already. Misfits, outcasts, the displaced and the disowned. We are the strangers of the world.’

I pause to see the faces. Some of them are wrestling with capitalism, undecided whether to attack it from the margins or transform it from within. Some rescue refugees from the sea, while others save the sea from people. Some are working with the poorest, some with the richest, to steer the course of history from extinction to sustainability. Some think that if enough people can participate in the decisions, it will get better; some fear that the masses have gone too insane to be allowed to participate. Some believe that blowing up a pipeline would do it, and some hope to shake up the masses by throwing paint at masterpieces in museums. All have good reasons, and every one of them does their best. They are the ones who cannot find it in themselves to morph into the great cynicism of our age, the dominant mannerism advised by neoliberalism. They are as homeless as anyone excommunicated by their times can be.

They are many, but also one. With their specific predicaments as a generation and their ways of overcoming their troubles, they are singular in human history.

They is in their late twenties or early thirties, yet already exhausted from all the interlocking global crises they found on their laps as soon as they were born. Giving their entire self to solve all the postponed problems of the world, they feels consumed when seeing that not enough people care. Sometimes they thinks that the poor will eat the rich and that it is fair; other times, they believes that there is still a way to make things right without massive bloodshed. They constantly goes back and forth between giving up on the masses and having faith in humankind until all is lost.

At this point in history, they finds it nonsense to work in a multinational company, dreaming about a short fancy vacation during the too-long afternoons at the office. Owning a place to live is either financially out of the question or they cannot see the point in wasting their life on a mortgage, especially when all is coming to an end soon anyway. As opposed to the few from the previous generation who made it to the ivory towers, they does not even have enough to delude themselves into thinking that it is business as usual. They does not have enough to pretend. So, they disassociates themselves from what is rotten. A grand disassociation is happening – a mute exodus. 

Too much, too complex and too late. That’s what they feels most of the time. They, as a generation, is considered faint-hearted, snowflakes, and too frail to rise. Yet, when they rises, they is suddenly considered a terrorist. They has been introduced to the brutality of power only recently, and they is not certain whether they is equipped to fight that kind of fight. They doesn’t believe in fighting most of the time anyway. They doesn’t want to be corrupt, therefore they doesn’t want to take over power. They, at times, imagines a revolution, and at other times, pictures a peaceful transformation when a substantial Multitude is reached. And I am now telling them that they is homeless, which they already knows.

They builds communities. It is their way to fix themselves in space and time. They is aware that there is no world outside the crumbling one. Yet, they wants to reinvent everything on the fringes of the given order. They knows that the old home is too complicated to fix and its pillars are too imposing to bring down. They hopes to reinvent life, a more humane one that includes all life. The sparrows, the refugees, strangers and all.

They is aware of how unfitting and disturbing the incompatibility of the pronoun and the verb is. Yet they keeps conjugating in their own way so as not to be part of the old-world orchestra on board a doomed Titanic, playing as it sinks to the depths.

Like the unplanted trees already homing birds in the Institute’s gardens, they are homing each other in the most homeless times. They are striving to be a heart in a heartless world while cradling their own hearts in their hands.

I am who they are – at home only with those who are humbled enough to admit that we have lost our home. 

Tonight, I experience an aching yet peaceful closure. Finally having one, unified sense of self. The split between two selves – one wandering through Hamburg train station craving a sense of realness, and the other orating in public while feeling like thrown in a movie – is no more. 

Also, Brian is a real person, a rare thing, and I am grateful for that. If he weren’t a humbled stranger, making me feel at home, I wouldn’t have the sense of security to talk on stage like that. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Hamburg, February 2023 

Dear stranger,

The question of who I am now came through a bodily reaction months ago – one requiring the doctor’s office, an IV drip, etc. And now, I can feel it leaving my body. My flesh is still frail yet somehow refreshed, as if experiencing the healthy chill of wearing a clean undershirt in the morning after sweating off the fever during a long night.

One thing is certain to me now. When unhomed, be it through becoming a refugee or simply feeling disassociated from our inhumane times, when we lose our bearings, we are no longer connected to space or time. We fall into perpetual transformation, constantly assessing the reality of the here and now. 

I turns from a steady pronoun to a verb floating irregularly in time. 

As strangers, we are verbs. Like they, in Barcelona, is. 

Here and now is a vast, empty space. A non-space, even. In this new space that we inhabit, our only bearings are the other people. People who are ready to admit their homelessness, humbled enough not to ask ‘Who are you?’ with the confidence of the settled-down and, in doing so, excluding themselves from the unhoming reality of our times. Home in the here and now is with the ones who know that they themselves can no longer answer the question with the old certainty. 

How unfortunate that the unhomed are being asked about who they are so many times before they even have a chance to digest their new reality. ‘I know who I was,’ we all think. The part that hurts our dignity is what comes next. As we sense the scrutiny surrounding us, as our anxiety grows, the fear of being homeless in this new foreign land, in these strange times, takes hold and our response transforms: ‘Who do you want me to be? Who do I need to be to survive on this shore? Victim? Survivor?’ It takes years for the self to escape from where she is cornered. Gathering courage takes too long for the stranger to respond to the question truthfully. ‘Who am I? I am the human after the apocalypse. I am who you will become. I am you in the future tense. I am the world; if not today, tomorrow.’ 

We are no longer pronouns in these inhumane times. We are verbs, building each other, all while floating in space. We are all strangers living in the imperative of the here and now. Lost in the dark rainy night of our times, despite all the GPS directions, nevertheless laughing at our misery when together. Trapeze artists without a net of security, trying to catch each other mid-air. 

Dear stranger, it’s five o’clock in the morning. After writing to you last night, I woke up from the most vivid dream. 

The sky is caramelised in Eresos. It is only Mom and me, drinking gin and tonics and sitting on the sand. She tells me something she has said before: ‘As you get older, the emotions loosen and slip off of you. Nothing sticks. And everything tastes a bit like paper. That is what ageing is.’

And I say, ‘That is what the word home tastes like to me now, like paper.’

A sense of guilt interrupts me as if I’ve just said that I don’t miss home anymore.

She nods. ‘It’s okay.’ She cuts the end of the string off a floating blue kite. I am forgiven, released. 

There are two children on the beach, making two sandcastles. One of them with a bucket, filling it with sand and turning it over. Bulky, sturdy, solid as concrete. The other takes a palm full of watery sand and slowly drips it to make a tower. When she is almost finished, a wave washes it away. She starts a new one, elsewhere on the sand.

‘I am that girl, Mom.’

‘Aren’t we all?’ 

Then Mom begins to hum that sad, old song we sang together on my first departure when I was eighteen, leaving home for university. My heart is left on the shores of the Aegean. 

I close her mouth gently with my palm. The song feels too much. A poke into the belly button that is a tender scab where the umbilical cord has been cut off. 

I get up and shake some watery sand from my hands. I walk away. Mom shouts from behind, ‘Call me when you get home.’ 

I woke up smiling. Not a broken one, a full smile. 

I thought anybody could interpret this dream, so I didn’t bother to ask Vladimir, my psychoanalyst friend. 

E. 

.




II

WHY DID YOU LEAVE?




 

 

 

 

‘It is suicide to be abroad. But what is it to be at home, Mr Tyler, what is it to be at home? A lingering dissolution.’

Samuel Beckett, All That Fall




 

 

 

 

Hamburg, February 2023

Dear stranger,

Since the last time I wrote to you, I have been coming up with profound, moving reflections for that hellish question, ‘Why did you leave home?’ All my answers would be orderly and well thought out, I told myself. However, as you know, our brilliantly prepared answers rarely have a chance to be useful in real life. The Almighty Reality comes up with its own questions that are dexterously random, perfectly architected in their abruptness – and, of course, have the best comic timing. Life is such a master at this business that, in the end, you not only disappoint yourself by becoming speechless in the face of it but also find your previously prepared answers idiotic, embarrassing. This is where my mind’s been since yesterday.

I wasn’t even planning on writing to you today. My mind was too shrivelled up after the last few days. But then, just now, something strange happened at Arpi’s – so here I am. 

A Polish man dressed in black approached the café, stood in front of me and for five minutes grabbed his penis, shouting words of obscenity in his mother tongue. His face – half crying, half laughing – was like several mismatched geometric blocks that wouldn’t slot together, instead breaking each other. As I stood still, he threw his bag on my table and took a few threatening steps towards me. Arpi came out, holding her phone up as a threat. ‘I’m calling the police.’ The guy kept grabbing himself and shouting as Arpi dialled the number. Three cops, all of them Übermensch Abercrombie models, materialised immediately. The Polish guy still didn’t step back, as if he was asking for it. The police, with their German efficiency, cuffed the guy with perfect dexterity. A book slipped from the man’s backpack, Todas las mañanas del mundo. Then it was my turn. 

‘Are you together?’ asked the police. I was looking particularly rough; they wanted to see my ID. 

I didn’t say a word. As one of them stepped towards me, Arpi almost jumped between us. ‘No, no. She is one of the regulars.’ 

When the police had gone, Arpi folded her arms across her chest. My poorly timed catatonia in front of the police must have puzzled her. ‘What’s wrong with you today?’ 

I said nothing, just gesticulated a ‘whatever’. 

The truth is that a massive earthquake had hit Turkey, leaving thousands dead. ‘I should have been back home to help,’ screamed a primal voice within me as the news broke and I was powerless, thousands of kilometres away.

Yet the problem was the other voice, insidiously whispering in my ear, ‘You left, you coward. What help can you possibly give …’ 

And I know that voice very well. I understand why it is there, taunting me as if the pain of my people is not enough. The voice is there because, in my meek reality in Hamburg, something irrelevant, something incredibly ridiculous and inexplicably stupid happened yesterday – an incident at the Institute that left me feeling somewhat defeated. And here I am this morning, wanting something to hurt and punish me as a result. I should have told the police that I was with the Polish man. Why not take that last step into madness? After all, it is a perfect day to give up on all the tomorrows of the world. 

This need for punishment is what happens each time I stumble into my underworld – the underworld of shame that comes with being unhomed. The dark journey begins with the same questions I have been cursing at myself since yesterday: ‘Why did I fucking leave home? Did I try hard enough to stay? Did I do everything that I could?’ It quickly evolves into the ultimate question: ‘Was I a coward? Am I?’ 

Then begins the endless fall into the depths of unhomed shame, bringing many merits into question: among them dignity, strength and self-worth. Finally, I reduce myself to the woman without qualities. 

Fascism does that to people: it not only robs you of your home, but eventually turns you into a perennially self-destructive organism. And it doesn’t matter how many people tell you you’ve done enough – Oh, much more than enough. Are you crazy? – or how many awards you’ve been given for your courage. Nothing soothes the beasts of the underworld when they begin whispering in your ear: ‘You weren’t morally intact enough.’ ‘You left.’

For me, each time, it is the same bombardment of snapshots from the past. 

The months I spent in Cairo, Tunisia and Beirut in 2011, reporting on the Arab Spring, that were also a way to keep me at a safe distance from Turkey. My editor, my lawyer and I all knew that my critical articles about the regime in Turkey, the imprisoned journalists, the Kurdish question … all of it was getting too much. So, a ‘smart way’ was agreed upon to keep me out of prison. Was it undignified to cover these events when it also served my own safety? A few months later, was it cowardice to stay in Tunis after my lawyer called me while I was boarding the plane to say that they were imprisoning journalists back home? Should I have martyred myself with the others? 

Again, in 2013, when my well-connected journalist friends told me to leave the country – You are on the list – for fear of imprisonment, and when I did so for a while, was it cowardice? And finally in 2016, when the death and rape threats became quite colourful and elaborate, should I have stayed and suffered together with the others? 

I remember strange details from these episodes that rush towards me, each signalling a moment of shame and of no return. Libyan militia men at the border checkpoint of newly ‘liberated’ Libya, whom I interviewed in 2011 – just young boys, really – and their voices as they spat, denouncing those who fled the country ‘as dogs of dogs’. I remember the bouquets of jasmine buds – mashmoom – for which the Tunisian revolution was named in 2011 and which I was holding in my hand at the airport when the lawyer’s call came in. I recall the Palestinians I spoke to in a Beirut refugee camp, all sat on those signature white plastic chairs that were frequently deployed for mourning and celebration alike across the Middle East. Sitting on those chairs, they believed I would return home, as much as they believed they would one day. They laughed. ‘What are we? Cowards?’ In 2013, away from the country and the uprising, on the Tube in London trying to figure out the right exit, suddenly floored by that simple thought: Why did I leave? And finally, in 2016, while waiting in the passport queue in Istanbul airport, about to catch a flight for Zagreb, I observed the others leaving, like me, our eyes avoiding each other because we all resembled fugitives, unsure if we had done enough to remain.

Enough with the particularities of my self-flagellation. How about you, dear stranger? Do you have a self-shaming ritual that you practise now and then? After all, with the world crumbling around us – all the things you see in your immediate surroundings changing for the worse at such speed, leaving you with increasingly difficult moral choices – there is so much to induce the same questions: ‘Am I doing enough? Am I a coward?’ 

The union talk in the workplace that you didn’t join because the group seemed a little too enthusiastic, somehow old-school. Do you feel uneasy and a bit guilty now that there have been layoffs? When your apartment building is sold to a real estate company, leaving many unhomed, do you regret not attending that resistance meeting one evening? When your city is suddenly run by a far-right mayor, do you blame yourself a bit for not volunteering for the opposition’s election campaign? The questions enlarge to encompass the country and eventually the world. Every day, something slips, turning you into a stranger, making you feel more unhomed in a new reality, and that shaming doubt lingers: Perhaps I didn’t do enough. 

Another heavy rain has just begun in Hamburg. Arpi’s pergola is not really waterproof. My phone rings. Ziko wants to talk about the play they’re adapting from my novel. When he arrives, I tell him about the recent earthquake and the sense of shame and cowardice triggered by yesterday’s ridiculous incident at the Institute. 

‘The rich benefactor of the Institute thought I’d cut his birthday cake, and he went berserk, insults and all, screaming and spitting with rage at me in front of all the other fellows. For a split second, I resisted. Then I remembered that my residency was connected to my fellowship contract. I couldn’t shout back. I stepped back, you see, compromised, powerless, like a coward.’ He nods like a therapist, so I add, ‘I didn’t, by the way. I mean, I didn’t cut the bloody cake. Somebody gave me the slice. And now I am asking myself why I left home to put myself through this.’ 

Ziko slowly rolls a cigarette, saying, ‘Let me tell you my version of the same story.’ He licks the rolling paper with perfect dramatic timing, like all the best storytellers do. ‘It is not the camps, not the humiliation at the borders, not the fear in the forests. Seven years after I came to this country, I was already quite established. I thought of myself as safe. Then, one day, in an administrative meeting, the theatre’s director mocked my German accent. It was just a split second, a joke, but bam! I stumbled into – what do you call it? – a stranger’s self-flagellation. One year! For one whole year, I had to deal with major depression. And it is all because I couldn’t right there and then give him a proper reaction, slamming the door in his face. Perhaps you are right; it is the shame of having left, or perhaps the shame is because you have nowhere else to go.’

A long drag, and he chuckles before he hits his punch line.

‘Or maybe, habibti, it is just that shit happens.’

We smoke too many cigarettes, and I fill him in on the details of the incident, already turning the story into a laughable ‘c’est la vie’ anecdote. Ziko plays along as an act of sophisticated solidarity, laughing with me even when I’m not funny. As I talk to him and then as I write to you now, part of me begins to understand. 

I am not the ‘brave exile’ they call me on Western stages, and nor am I the coward that insidious voice accuses me of being – I am something in between, an ordinary stranger who will never know if she has done enough before she left. Remember Michael, the Uber driver from London who said ‘I am normal people’? Well, I am normal people. It must be meeting all those strangers in recent months. For the first time, I look at my unhomed shame and see it as something to observe, to think about calmly. Who has burdened us with it? How does it cripple us, here and now? 

It is as though I am hanging my heart from the ceiling and examining its severed side from every angle – my shame resembles a piece of evidence for one of the most insidious assaults of fascism on the human soul.

My personal story has clear limitations, and my answers cannot be orderly or neat. You and I have moved past that stage, haven’t we? But the question for all of us is what are our limits, and when will we realise we cannot live like this? Even though our carefully prepared responses may not carry much weight when life poses the question, the query remains: ‘Have you done enough?’ Ultimately, it may not be life that asks this question, but it is you who will be seeking the answer regardless. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Bergen airport, Norway, late February 2023

Dear stranger, 

Just a small note, only because it is funny. I mean, not really, but still. Tragedies of the world continue to intertwine with the absurdities of my ridiculous personal comedies.

Two days ago, I came to Bergen to speak at a literary festival. But since the earthquake in the Hatay region, my head has been in Turkey. All day long, I am on social media trying to contribute to the rescue operations by connecting people. The government’s aid is too little and too late. Many believe that this is because the affected region voted for the opposition in the last election. When I write about such hostility from the regime towards its own people, Western readers do not believe that kind of cruelty is possible. They have not yet been introduced to such a level of immorality emanating from political power. They don’t know the many ways that fascism can cast you out, can unhome you, even when you are in your own country. 

When the sceptical Western world sees an ‘us and them’ divide imposed by the ruling political power, they still call it ‘polarisation’, as if there are two equally equipped poles attacking each other. In reality, the balance of power couldn’t be further from this. For them, it is still a ‘cultural war’ between the two parts of society – the supporters of the ruthless leader and the others. They are not ready to admit that a part of society can arm itself against the other half with limitless hatred. It will soon become clear to them that a part of society can be under the deadly attack of an elected party, a leader mobilising the masses to finish off his opponents. Then, it becomes more complicated. You are not dealing with a single evil politician but something altogether more insidious: part of your society, the inhumanity of your people. It is no longer a political fight but a moral one. Many in Turkey, after being subjected to attacks not from the dictator but from the people, are now talking about leaving the country themselves. 

Anyway, the funny thing is that I thought I was in Denmark when I came here. My head has been so buried in my phone these days that I didn’t even check where Bergen was. Then, for some reason, I realised that I was not in Denmark and said in a TV interview that I was in Sweden. Today, I am flying back to Hamburg, and a moment ago, at the duty-free airport shop, I saw all these Norway t-shirts for sale. I wondered why Sweden had so many Norwegian souvenirs. So, my dear stranger, just to be clear, Bergen is in Norway. 

The earthquake and its collective grief have made me forget about all my personal political heartbreaks in Turkey. Since I hurt when my people hurt, I belong there, so much so that the question of why I left is irrelevant. I am not even sure I really left. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Hamburg, May 2023

Dear stranger,

Months passed, and I didn’t even feel it. After the earthquake, it was the election campaign period. And all of us, in or out of Turkey, were on social media trying to reveal more and more of the political vengefulness from the regime towards the earthquake victims. The shamelessness was incredible. The regime simply told the victims to ‘move on’ by heralding new construction projects for the affected region. Meanwhile, many of us organised aid work, most of it international. I was in London briefly to talk at an aid organising event, then appeared as a guest on HARDTalk on the BBC. 

Finally, the elections happened. And guess what? Hatay, the region badly affected by the earthquake, voted heavily for the regime. After the regime’s blatant hostility to the earthquake victims for not being supporters of the government, when the curtain lifted and everybody saw the vengeful lack of aid, I had expected something to change. Many like me did. Yet, seeing so many people knowingly lining up with the regime this time damaged my connection to the country. Something silently snapped in me – like the breaking of thread only a silkworm could hear. 

I see many from Turkey saying the same thing on social media. It is as if we, in our hearts, have silently broken up with the country, our home. Although they are not experiencing it to the same depth, the Westerners are no longer clueless about how this feels. Disconnecting from your home because of a ruthless leader or a regime that has too many crazed devotees is slowly entering their political repertoire. They will soon learn the rest of the story, the part where such a break-up becomes yet more irreversible as the political opposition exhibits its inadequacy to address the moral outrage. That is when people feel like they have been let down, orphaned by their once-familiar political home. If home means the sense of being held, that is the moment you realise that nobody is holding you. 

What the Westerners haven’t realised yet is that many of us do not leave our homes for fear of a dictator. They still make the distinction in their heads between the ‘goodies’ and ‘baddies’. But what truly severs your ties to a country is to see so many people, ordinary people, supporting the regime even after witnessing its evil – to see so many choosing to be evil. That is when your faith in humanity shakes. That is what ostracises us and makes us homeless even when we are at home – the sense of being under siege from inhumanity, madness and brutality. 

For the actual blow – now I finally find the courage to admit this as I write to you – the one that truly breaks you does not come from the other side. It comes from those whom you think of as your people, your side. When the sense of defeat takes over the side you belong to, the anger or self-disgust of being on the losing side turns to self-hatred. The hatred turns people against each other, and then – as I did once before, permanently leaving the country – you find yourself under attack, more viciously than the other side can ever manage. They say you are not enough. No cut is deeper than that. That is the precise moment when you become a total stranger in your home, when not the dictator but your fellow people sever your ties to your country. And that is precisely when that insidious inner voice calling you a coward appears. It is the voice of the mob that has leaked into your head. Such a strong voice that it can cripple you even when nobody calls you that here and now. Even when they altogether forget about you. 

The blow coming from your fellows. This is the torture that the mind, in an act of survival, wants to escape. The heart cannot take it and disassociates from the home entirely. And if I said this to Westerners, they wouldn’t yet understand. So instead of telling them, I am writing to you.

When things really go south in your country, take care of each other. You’ll have nothing but each other in the end. Don’t fall into the trap of proving that you’ve done enough only by demonstrating that the others did less. When you all become strangers in your own land, don’t be strangers to each other. It’s up to you to hold each other so that all those who are against fascism can feel at home in your fellowship or friendship. Because that’s the only home you’ll be left with in the end. So many will be lost when the self-hatred of being defeated creeps into their minds, discourse and hearts – so many souls self-flagellating to ultimate exhaustion. 

Having read this, tell me, dear stranger, if these thoughts are appropriate for a public talk. The Institute asked me to speak about the election results in Turkey. Before saying anything, I asked the fellows what they wished to know. My question was genuine because I am no longer sure to what depth the Westerners are willing to know about fascism. Can they handle hearing how it will rot even the souls of those against it? 

Here in Germany and other Western countries, they talk about the ‘rise of the far right’ as if it is a hostile spaceship arriving from another planet. I have tried to tell them that it is a malaise growing in the fabric of everyday life. It begins when you are ever so slightly hesitant to revolt when a politically charged immoral act is committed before you. It grows until you let the powerful hurt the powerless in everyday situations, such as when a birthday cake becomes bigger than it is. And it becomes irredeemable when you begin to criticise the victim for not being strong enough. Finally, it becomes unbeatable when you blame each other for the defeat. 

I am afraid it will soon make sense to them. 

I was on a Zoom interview earlier this week with some climate activists from Amsterdam. A young female activist asked a question which sounded serendipitous. ‘Which one makes more sense? To stay in the system and try to change it from within, or leave the structure and work from the outside?’ 

The question of whether to be in or out of the system will be more crucial and widespread in the coming years, be it because of the spread of fascism or the loss of the planet to the climate crisis. Many will be met with the question of leaving their shelters – institutions, political parties, careers – in a bid to lead more meaningful lives with integrity. Not so much as a moral choice but as an act of survival for the mind, to protect their hearts from the unbearable void of the meaningless. And when they do, they’ll be carrying the self-doubt of the unhomed: Did I try hard enough to change things? Could I have done more? Was I brave enough? They will try to rescue their sense of reality and their faith in themselves so that these questions don’t cripple them. 

Instead, I gave a simple answer to the climate activist: ‘Just be sure that you’ve done enough before leaving. However, what is enough is an impossible question, so perhaps it is better to decide on which side of the border you are most alive.’ I am not sure whether that made any sense to her – or you. Not yet, perhaps. 

On the subject of leaving, I only have a few months left in Hamburg. Then, and this is the good news, I am invited for another fellowship in Berlin. I have already found an apartment. Ground floor with a shared garden. As soon as I saw the photos of it on the web, a stupid idea fleetingly entered my mind. I have a small pack of flower seeds that a friend gave me on my birthday last year. Planting them in the Berlin soil … Anyway, too embarrassing to write – even to you. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, late August 2023

Dear stranger,

I am writing to you from my new garden in Charlottenburg, west Berlin. It is a small courtyard surrounded by buildings. The other day, when I sat on the narrow bench among the trees for the first time, I felt a surprising sigh – an imperceptible sense of arrival, as if this was the shelter at the end of a long, winding road. 

In reality, I have to act fast. My residency permit is only for nine months. So, I have little time to fix up the place as a temporary home and set up a new ecosystem for myself. I have to meet new people, memorise new names, learn all the nitty-gritty of a new city, understand the conundrums of a new neighbourhood, and finally remake life, all over again, and now in another language. Yet my body refuses to begin this massive work. It is unclear whether I am too exhausted to force myself or perhaps it is because I am not yet sure if I want to settle in Berlin. It’s not easy to tell the difference when the journey has taken so long. Thoughts of what needs doing in the garden float by like pollen: cutting the overgrown branches of the blueberry bushes, weeding out the dry lavender – interrupted by a brutally sobering thought, but they are not mine. 

When I rented the ground-floor apartment, I was told that only one other neighbour had access to the garden. ‘An interesting woman,’ they said, had been tending to it alone. I was unsure whether ‘interesting’ referred to the classic Berliner secret pleasure of ‘insulting’ their fellow citizens for being very German. Since hearing about the ‘interesting’ neighbour, I have been waiting in the wings, preparing elegant sentences in my poor German to present myself properly. Finally, today, in the afternoon, when my neighbour appeared in the garden, I uttered a carefully architected ‘guten Abend’. However, Helene, a Berliner in her sixties, turned out to be a wonderfully rare breed: a woman who smiles as if we already have many inside jokes. A mature woman’s mischievous manners that have survived a lifetime deserve the utmost respect. It takes a principled mind and a secretly strong soul. 

Helene immediately began to introduce me to the garden. In a cautiously enthusiastic tone – who knows, maybe I am one of those thankless women – she started telling me the invisible logbook of every plant. The tulips’ coquettish reluctance in early spring; the lilac tree’s late appearance and sudden disappearance; the bushes that never justify their raison d’être by producing anything colourful but are lovely in their own way when you have to live with them; the blueberry that only every other year grants us fruit but otherwise spreads like a maniac. As she spoke, every plant acquired a new mass, like words turning from shapes to meanings when you learn to read. The many petals opened to exude a sense of being welcomed in. The last bits of my Wehrmacht posture melted. Somewhere in the story, between the nameless tree growing too fast and the honeysuckle, I blurted out my earlier fear of her being very German. She chuckled wisely. ‘Ah, no. My husband is Iranian.’ That is to say, she is not a foreigner to strangers.

I gave Helene the flower seeds. As I handed her the small package, her voice carefully thinned. ‘How long will you stay?’ We shared a faded laugh to confirm the difficulty of the question. Since she knew the stranger’s life, I gave a complete account of my unending bureaucratic saga, finishing it with dropped shoulders. ‘I really don’t know.’ 

Her voice was lighter than butterflies. ‘If you stay until next spring, tulips will appear under your bedroom window.’ Suddenly, with a deep sensitivity, as if she wanted to share my burden of an uncertain future, she added, ‘But then you never know anymore. Seasons are disappearing anyway.’

As the sun fades, I stay in the garden to enjoy the last moments of daylight. Yet I end up reminding myself of my timeline so that I don’t relax too much: the fellowship contract is until the end of June, the rent contract is until the end of August, the immigration office appointment for a new permit is in April … I do the stranger’s math, dividing time into surgical pieces to wipe away the sense of landing back in a secure garden. 

You see, my stranger, once I had a garden in Istanbul – an unruly garden with fruit trees. It was on one of the more middle-class hills of Istanbul, overlooking the Bosporus. I didn’t tell you this earlier. But, after a military coup attempt in July 2016, when I had the threats piling up, there was a strange burglary one night. Nothing was stolen, but the iron bars on the windowsills were removed, and the windows were left open. I took it as a message saying, ‘We could do it.’ Perhaps it was an ordinary burglary, aborted halfway. Yet, after that night, home no longer felt safe. I lost a garden that night, and today in Berlin, by dividing the time into surgical pieces, I am trying to avoid the sense of a closing circle, of arriving back at what I lost. Not only because of my personal fear of losing this security as soon as I find it, but also because this country, like many others in the West, will soon be facing a similar threat. The rise of the far right every day implies the same threatening sentence in several different ways: ‘We could do it.’ 

Time, for the West, will become some dark fluid matter as it does for strangers who have been unhomed. Like losing your orientation after several somersaults, the stranger’s relation to time becomes one exhausting, dizzying question: What will happen to me next? An endless waiting in a panicked state with less and less agency. 

The ground rules will vanish. The sudden change in the habits of politics will induce an unknown type of helplessness that deranges what you know as life and how you place yourself in it. The radical uncertainty will raise a fundamental moral question for humanity, as it does for the stranger: Why should one carry flower seeds when the soil altogether and everywhere becomes unreliable? 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, September 2023 

Dear stranger, 

Here’s my new thing. I am teaching myself German, and my tutor is Marlene Dietrich. I am watching her old German movies with subtitles and repeating her lines. ‘Ich bin nichts ohne dich’, ‘Verlass mich nicht! Bleibt hier!’ Nothing I can use at the supermarket, alas. 

The German language already feels strangely familiar, even though I don’t know it yet. After all, those who shaped me in my teenage years came from within this language: Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Marx, Hannah Arendt, Walter Benjamin, Theodor Adorno, Friedrich Nietzsche, Bertolt Brecht, Ingeborg Bachmann and many others. Since most of them have streets to their name in Berlin, you feel like you are becoming a regular in the café of legends. And the city is like those seen-it-all bartenders. When you enter, she nods with a smirk as if to say, ‘So you too decided to come, eh? Go ahead then, pull up a chair.’ As you look for a place, her quick yet deeply cutting side-glance gives you the sweetly false hope: She’ll remember me next time. Her indifference is compassionate. She doesn’t necessarily welcome you, but her dismissal passes as acceptance. You never fully hear her swift half-sentences, but keep nodding, grinning like an idiot, hoping she says something like, ‘You’ll be all right here.’ 

I am in dark awe of Berlin. This city is an organism made of strangers. She doesn’t cover up either her defeats or her past cruelties, and both are numerous. The city must be loaded with millions of voices asking ‘Why did I leave home?’ in dozens of languages – a good reason to feel at home with my ilk. 

I’ve started to venture out beyond my garden and take long, meandering walks to pose the questions to the city I’ve been asking myself. Why did I leave? What was the moment of no return? What was mine – and what will yours be? How can I rid myself of the shame of leaving?

With these questions in mind, I have been a studious girl scout since this morning, walking the city all day and mapping the history of those who call it home. I began in Ku’damm, the well-off neighbourhood of west Berlin proper. It is all wealthy Ukrainians and Russians. In the cushioned world of money, the rich of both nations seem to be secluded from the conflicts back home. Extremely well-trimmed Russian women and equally stunning Ukrainians are having coffee on café terraces. They all live in high-ceilinged, luxury, pre-war Berlin apartments in the district that once accommodated rich Jewish Berliners who probably, for too long, believed that their wealth would save them. Then, there are the upper-class Iranian women walking the boulevard with inherently aristocratic carelessness. Their beautiful hair blowing in the wind already tells the story of why they left. 

Having rented an apartment in the neighbourhood, I might look equally detached. So we all walk the boulevard pretentiously, as if we are disconnected from the perils of the lands we left behind. As if why we left home is no longer a question. But nobody is detached – Iranians, Ukrainians or Russians – of course not. We all just look that way from a distance. That’s how we keep on going. 

For the last few years, this increasingly colourful blend in the city has been enchanting the Berlin cultural elite with a small-scale zeitgeist that is reminiscent of, if not nostalgic for, the Weimar years, as if the first round didn’t end badly enough. This was the period between 1918 and Nazi rule when revolutionary ideas, hyperinflation, artistic creation, poverty and hedonism all collided. Some say that, looking at the city’s sewage samples, the level of cocaine use in Berlin currently is close to that of those times. 

Walking towards the east, the many memorials of Berlin’s dark past begin to pop up. This city lives in a unique time zone, where past, present and future tenses collapse into one another, like an accordion being stretched and then compressed. The many whys of the past intertwine seamlessly as I walk around with my own questions. 

The high-end department store KaDeWe faces the Wittenbergplatz train station, where there is a big sign listing the concentration camps to which all the ‘undesirables’ were deported during the Nazi era. Wondering whether those who fled the city in the early days of Hitler’s regime were asked why they left – and at what point people stopped asking as the reasons became self-evident – I watch as tourists first take a selfie with the glittery-fronted KaDeWe and then, quickly dropping their smiles, turn to pose with the list. That swift turn is an incredibly energetic moral performance specific to our times. In that turn, one travels between a time when the bad and the good were separated clearly and an age in which our moral void is so stuffed with glitter that one is not allowed to make a clear distinction between right and wrong. 

Germans wanted to avoid this mindlessness when they requested the tourists not take fun selfies at the Holocaust memorial, which is a thirty-minute walk from here towards the city centre. The Field of Stelae is a 19,000-square-metre area with 2,711 cement blocks organised as a labyrinth. It looks like the stuff of ridiculous contemporary art from a distance, but as soon as you enter the narrow corridors, you begin choking with claustrophobia. With each step, the walls loom higher, and the path slopes down until you unknowingly speed up just to get out. This imposing field of dark grey, like the other memorials of German remembrance culture, is supposed to remind humanity that we must never forget how things can get ugly very quickly, that even when fascism appears in an embryonic form, we are not so far removed from concentration camps. Yet these are the same days in which the UK government is stuffing asylum seekers into a three-storey barge in a Dorset port and attempting to send the undesirables to a facility in Rwanda, which is advertised as ‘almost like a summer resort’ by a member of the British Conservative Party but looks to all discerning eyes to be no more than a rented concentration camp. It took them only a few years to evolve from the vague narrative of ‘creating a hostile environment’ for the undesirable strangers to the inhumane strategy of placing them in camps. The European Union is about to agree on a standardised policy, the EU Pact on Migration and Asylum, to protect its borders, which means more violence will be inflicted on the outskirts of the old continent, and more camps will pop up. This is to say, the future we have already stepped into is so distractingly glittered that many fail to recognise the patterns of the past. 

I’ve just passed Hannah-Arendt-Straße. She once taught us that learning from history is a myth. Perhaps the idea needs an update: remembering the past to draw lessons from history has gone from myth to kitsch. It seems especially so when I arrive at Checkpoint Charlie. Several souvenir shops sell pieces of the Berlin Wall. The tiniest costs ten euros. Every small bit of cement is meticulously licensed, as if such walls were now precious ancient memorabilia. As if we now don’t have that wall in Palestine, as if Trump’s wall were not brand new, and as if Europe isn’t discussing border walls too. Yet, for many, it is still difficult to bring all these pieces together for a panoramic view of the full-scale barbarity when staring into the front-facing camera for a selfie.

As all the other tourists do, I walk towards the Brandenburg Gate, the symbol of the German state. The gate once marked the border between East and West Berlin when the city was the cramped front line of the Cold War between capitalism and socialism. Then, West Berlin was the shop window for ‘the free world’ – which now, after several decades, is ironically building walls and concentration camps. 

I walk along Unter der Linden boulevard to the Humboldt Forum museum. The Berlin Global exhibition is the city telling the story in her own words. Right away, I head for the section on the 1950s and 1960s, when Berlin began transforming into the world capital of strangers. That is when the guest workers – the poor from Spain, Italy, Greece, Yugoslavia, Turkey, South Korea and Portugal – poured into Germany to mend the country’s war wounds and ended up boosting the country’s economy like nothing else. This city, after being levelled by World War II, was once healed by strangers. 

The workers were supposed to come, work and go home when the job was done. Yet, they stayed. As noted by Max Frisch’s famous line, Germany ‘asked for workers, but people came instead’. Many ended up in Berlin. Since then, in each sweeping wave of history, from Ukraine to Syria, the capital has welcomed new strangers, shaping it into a post-immigrant city. That is why all those languages that immigrated to Berlin have elaborate literature about having left home, asking the question of why in many forms of melancholy. None of them answers the question, but all sing the pain. 

Due to this history, if there is indeed a new home for these complex times, I tend to believe it will most probably be built here. Thanks to Berlin’s traditionally progressive soul, and despite the rising xenophobia and new fascism marching to power in Germany – like in every other European country – this city, in particular, is the place where strangers are most vocal about their right to a home. Berlin offers the most to refugees or immigrants, as well as those who are physically homeless. At least, this is what the people working with the homeless write in their reports when comparing Berlin to other European cities. That is why, despite being poor, the city still appeals to the unhomed – whatever their reasons for leaving. 

In the current-day section of the exhibition, there is a hexagonal kiosk: Homeless Women of Berlin. On each side of the kiosk is a headphone set with which one can listen to a different woman talking about her experience as a homeless Berliner. Only one of them, a woman in her sixties, has a photo where you can see her face clearly. With a beige trench coat and pearl earrings, she strikes a proud pose in the city library. ‘As women, we can’t risk looking homeless,’ she says. ‘Because then, the vulnerability becomes too visible. And there is a certain shame of having lost home. One wants to cover the shame.’ 

The words slip out of me before I can stop myself. ‘Yes! Exactly!’ Hurriedly, I note her name down, thinking I’ll seek out Suzanne in the city: a homeless woman with pearl earrings. 

Walking into the bright September afternoon as I leave the exhibition, I hesitate to walk to Kreuzberg, the Turkish-Kurdish sector of the city since the 1960s – aka ‘Little Istanbul’. One can go through the entire district speaking no other language than Turkish, they say. And that is precisely why I rented a place at the most distant point from it. 

It suddenly feels too overwhelming to step into the old country. I stop here, where I’ve found a café with outdoor heating to write to you. Maybe later. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, Kreuzberg, late September 2023 

Dear stranger,

Today, for the first time in years after my anxiety attack in London, I took the subway. I have come to Kreuzberg, the Turkish-Kurdish part of the city that I wrote to you about before – almost a game of dare for a stranger who’s prone to shaming herself for having left. But then, why not dip into the old home that has been recreated in this foreign country, to make things even more complicated? Yet today, once again, the blunt wisdom of small bodily pleasures confirmed to me that there is a limit to taking yourself seriously. I love it when my elaborate existential crises are whisked away by the simplicity of the mundane. 

The reason I kept myself away from Kreuzberg to rent a place on the opposite side of the city was that, in the end, it’s less a neighbourhood and more of a diaspora ghetto. And diaspora ghettos are the vacuums of memory; they suck you into an in-between void where the old and new realities are merged to degenerate. Dangerously comfortable, they accommodate both the animosities of the old country cramped in one narrow place and the reluctant solidarity between those who wouldn’t befriend each other back home. It is a patch of a lost country where one can neither be back at home nor grow in the new one. I don’t know; perhaps you are part of one of these ghettos, and you know better how to exist within one than me. 

The complex negotiation of these in-between spaces creates a culture of misremembrance – all that you lost or wanted to escape from becomes a confusing blur. You ask yourself whether you left home just to try to recreate it elsewhere. Whether the new home can be built from the memory of the one left behind. When you see the pride of the ghetto-dwellers who stand as a united front to face their destiny, my individual endeavour seems a bit vain. Because the ghetto has clarity and agreed-upon answers to questions, such as why they left. They know better, perhaps. And perhaps it is impossible to answer such questions individually, like a naive tulip who decides to bloom in her own time, missing the spring carnival. 

Diaspora ghettos become like old-school political parties. Their clarity, their self-assuredness and their determination to keep things ‘as they are’ even though it is no longer functioning is reminiscent of these parties. They give you answers with certainty, but they are not responding to our new and unfamiliar times that call for new solutions and a new political home. It is dangerously comfortable in a bubble where everybody approves of each other, meaning that everybody is sure of themselves and, in doing so, able to reject the reality of the external world. 

The irony is that you can dwell on such thoughts as much as you desire. Yet, like a joke on human existence, as soon as I see the first Turkish shop, I rush to buy simit, then the candy bars of my childhood, then döner – and eventually I stop in every shop to stuff my bag with Turkish goods. Starving for the feel and the taste of home prevails over all the existential blah blah blah, like some complex text from Hegel surrendering to the self-evident simplicity of a folk tale. One wants to eat the home. The unhomed body yearns to complete itself by stuffing food into the wide-open question of why you left and why you are here, in this substitute home. In the end, our makeshift home tastes like the dishes we cook with the substitute ingredients we can find in the foreign land – reminiscent, sure, but always slightly off-kilter. 

After many years of avoiding it, I dare myself to sit at a café for Turkish coffee. It is such a relief to be understood when you say ‘with little sugar’ – which, in fact, is a mysterious unit of measurement.

There are three ways you can drink Turkish coffee: with sugar, medium sugar, and a little sugar. These are not set amounts; they are all up to the one who makes the coffee and to the one who drinks it. After several centuries of making and drinking the same coffee, we have never regulated this matter – which, I think, would take Germans only a week to settle with laparoscopic precision. However, the lack of consensus about sugar is how and why one becomes a regular in a coffee shop. A shared agreement on the amount creates a pact of loyalty. The only other perk of this lack of math is that if, by some miracle, the coffee has just the right taste, you feel happy in a silly way, as I do now.

When the bartender stirs the sugar into my coffee, I recall the words of Tatiana, a domestic worker whom I briefly met a few years ago at my dear friend Hande’s house in London. She was the first person who asked me the exact amount of sugar. 

‘Little sugar means half a cube, right?’

Tatiana was a twenty-eight-year-old from Lithuania. A young woman who was part of what the British press then called ‘the Baltic workforce that flooded the country after the 2004 EU expansion’. She was hired through the best agency to work in the best possible conditions. Yet, she was still depressed. And that was why she obsessively baked cakes. She never ate them herself. 

Her sisters were in different countries – one in Ireland, the other in Belgium – and her brother was in Canada. Why they left was too apparent to ask: to make a living. She told me, ‘None of us have a country anymore.’ The irony was that I was about to go to the House of Lords to talk about those Brits who took their country back from Europe.

I am trying to look like a lady between two lords in one of the very English and historic rooms of Westminster. We are supposed to be giving a talk about rising fascism, but then the conversation ends up being about the fall of nation states. ‘But everybody needs a country,’ says Lord Maurice Glasman, and therefore he is supporting Brexit despite being a Labour Party peer. 

As a response, I refer to the concept of friendship. ‘Since the nation states are falling apart for one reason or another, aren’t we supposed to find new ways to connect ourselves not to the land necessarily but this time to our fellow humans? Can the concept of friendship help us invent a new political connection between people, as the concept of citizenship once did?’ 

It is not that I know the answer to this question, so we genuinely think together in front of the audience. After the panel, he takes me through the most complicated passages of Westminster. ‘Don’t forget that this is a palace; it is full of secret paths.’ We end up on the large terrace of the palace to smoke while enjoying the lights of the Thames. In this high bastion of the establishment, the world looks like there is nothing wrong with it – as if Tatiana, her sorrow and her homelessness don’t exist. 

This was February 2019. Half of the Brits, as well as other people in several European countries and the US, were hoping that they would get back their great country. When asked why they’d chosen to leave their continental home, the Brexiteers kept telling many memorised stories that turned out to be plain lies after the dust settled. Not only them, but also millions in Europe were trying to heal their anxiety by fortifying their sense of belonging through a dangerously politicised nostalgia. As strangers built new homes in their lands, as time and space lost their bearings, the settled-down folk – as they always have in history – blamed the defenceless strangers rather than the inequalities that had existed long before their arrival. For them, Tatiana was the problem. 

Back at the house, Tatiana asked me how it had all gone. But she was too impatient to listen and interrupted my boring story with her uncontrollably widening smile. She had just received a marriage proposal on FaceTime from a fellow Lithuanian citizen living in Ireland. After she was done with the juiciest girly bits of the story, while nibbling some cake, I asked, ‘Ireland, ah? So, you are not going back home?’ Almost impatient with the recurring question, she said, ‘I’ve told you; there is no home to go back to.’ 

When there is no home to go back to, when everybody you know leaves and all your friends are scattered around the world to survive, how nonsensical the question of why you left sounds. The question strips down to its bare form the categories through which the settled folk sort us: refugee, immigrant, asylum-seeker, illegal subject. 

It is already late afternoon in Berlin, yet I order a second coffee just to prolong the taste of home and reminisce about unlikely friendships. Suddenly, I smell winter in the air. When I ask for a blanket, the waiter gently mocks me, ‘Ah, it’s still warm. Watch out for winter.’ This is not my first time being warned about the famous Berlin winter. Yet, there is still time, I think, to enjoy the garden. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, late October 2023

Dear stranger,

I bought myself a cheap pair of ski pants and an even bigger coat to meet the Berlin cold head-on. I am sitting in the garden like a Mediterranean Eskimo. All the windows in the buildings surrounding the garden have closed. It is just me now, and the fox who comes to sleep here during the day. Helene said I must watch out for the fox; he steals shoes and slippers. But, nowadays, humans are my concern. 

On the 7th of October, Hamas attacked Israel brutally; 1,195 were killed and 251 taken hostage. If you watched 9/11 unfold live, as I did, you’ll remember the same profound sense: the hit back will be out of proportion and the world will never be the same again. When the retaliation began, it was clear that there would be no end to the bloodshed. Too many children would die, and too many would watch. 

The garden – the Berlin soil altogether – is now too uneven to ground myself. Germany, I learned after only a couple of weeks, is the most difficult place to be when a madman becomes the perpetrator of extreme and unending violence in the name of ‘the Jews’. Speaking for Palestine, even mentioning the name, has become almost taboo in Berlin. The garden has lost its welcoming grace. The city is wobbly. 

Everywhere you look in Berlin, there are Israeli flags. The only permitted expression of emotion for dying Palestinian kids is ‘being concerned’. Too many have begun to talk using the vocabulary of official statements, in order to avoid reproach. Even the Jewish public intellectuals, at least a dozen of them already, have been branded as antisemitic and lost their positions if they dare to speak up. They are now strangers in their country. I have already heard several Germans talking about leaving. They sound like the Turks who decided to leave after the election results, following the earthquake, when the country rattled their faith in humanity. 

We, the strangers who arrived in this country, can still curse ourselves: ‘Why the fuck did I leave home to come here? This strange land where you are ordered not to speak up when there is a genocide?’ But Germans, who became strangers overnight simply for wanting Palestinian children to live, cannot even ask that question. 

My lawyer, who is handling my residency permit, just called. He’s seen my social media posts denouncing the war crimes. ‘Can you lay low for a while? Only until we get the permit,’ he said. ‘They are probably checking applicants’ social media feeds.’ 

Here I am in the garden now, years after the call from my lawyer at Tunis airport telling me to ‘take a vacation’ that started my homelessness. And yet, once again, I am asking myself why I left. The irony is not lost on me as I sit on this bench. I left home to be alive. And today, I look like the Eskimo whose life has been sucked out of her, sitting in a foreign garden with even fewer words than she once had. The very thing I was asked to do back home has now been demanded of me here in this foreign land once again: silence for the right to stay. As if the official imposition to remain quiet isn’t enough, now my familiar sense of shame creeps in at the edges, threatening to engulf me in silence. It is as if I am back in the Institute with the bloody birthday cake, stepping back and speechless. 

The fox just arrived for his afternoon nap. I’ve left my garden shoes out. We lock eyes, and I say, ‘Go ahead. Knock yourself out.’ 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, early January 2024

Dear stranger,

Since the last time I wrote to you, I have been distracted from my own question, busy with the Germans’ Holocaust shame. I was trying to figure out how deeply it is ingrained in society and how it materialises on the individual level. Coming from the Middle East, where we make sick jokes about genocides in history, it is not easy to understand their strictness. Meanwhile, I have listened to many Holocaust jokes from the Jews in Berlin. And very good ones, by the way. But even when they are close friends, Germans do not allow themselves to laugh. They don’t even smile. Silence, therefore, comes not only from obeying the rule but also from an inner moral code. It is a challenge for an outsider to differentiate between the two. 

I’m writing to you from my new office. I realise that I forgot to tell you about the fellowship and my fancy new office – a door in the world with my name on it, a concrete place. I even have a whiteboard with which to think more broadly. Too large for a nomad who had become too used to thinking on small scraps of paper. They were kind enough to give me an office with a balcony so that I can smoke. When asked about my plans for the fellowship, I said, ‘I want to meet the homeless people, the refugees. You see, I am thinking about home.’ The only answer was, ‘How can we help?’ I am trying not to look too excited so that they don’t think I am not worthy of the fellowship. Ha! 

Nothing is funny nowadays, though. It is all about watching a genocide scraping the veneer off of Western civilisation, revealing its naked double standards. Over and over again. It is exhausting and weighs heavily on many of us. That’s why I haven’t written to you in a while. It was simply too much. 

But then, South Africa instigated proceedings against Israel at the International Court of Justice – a proper disruption to all the onlookers. The legal action suddenly created a new moral standard for humanity, this time situated not in the Global North but the South. A new chapter begins as the global institutions that were supposed to protect humanity from indignity in the Western world are coming down one by one. The call to humanity has now been raised from the South. I am already ashamed in anticipation. And it is because I remember the future, and how it will be allowed to happen. 

We, the strangers who came to this land because ours was taken over by fascism, we all remember. It is very clear to us: the Gaza Strip, a long-bleeding, thin scar on the world map, is widening to become a fatal gangrene, swallowing up the entire body of humanity. The new standards of brutality will be set. Too many will become homeless by the end of this story, and it will not only be those whose houses are bombed. And it will all begin with the loss of one word. 

There will be no explicit agreement needed, but gradually, people will avoid that one word that is deemed ‘problematic’. It is the word genocide in Germany today; in other countries, it will be other words.

The gap left behind by that one lost word will soon be filled with harmless words kindly suggested by the power-approved words, such as war, even though the other side is primarily civilians. ‘Let’s not call it a genocide but “atrocities”.’ Eventually, it will become impossible to join the public conversation without uttering only those approved words. They will operate as signal flares to show that you are not using the criminalised word. This is how fascism works. It not only silences people but also forces them to speak in a certain way. 

What begins as an insignificant, swift evasion of one or two words will become a new order. In the end, only a few will remember the word that was initially compromised. Even fewer people will make the connection between their loss of voice and their sense of feeling adrift, at sea, in these times with a strange new vocabulary – like refugees in the Aegean. 

At the moment, only those capable of seeing the change in the air suffer from it. As I walk around the city, my eyes catch those of other strangers, and we share knowing glances of what is yet to come. 

Winter is not a season in Berlin. It is a giant steel dome that closes in on the city. And, after all these warnings, now I know what it is like. It will not be lifted until it sucks the last drop of your faith in spring. 

E. 




 

 

 

 

Berlin, mid-February 2024

Dear stranger,

After weeks of snow, the streets are covered with ice. The Berlin municipality keeps gritting the streets to no avail. Every morning on my way to the bus station, I watch the Germans’ mind-blowing trust in the icy ground. As I hopscotch between the icy patches, they walk confidently. Even if they see people slipping and falling, they do not hesitate in their sturdy steps. 

Yet, something in the news has given even those sure-footed Germans reason to pause. Correctiv, a collective dedicated to independent investigative journalism, revealed some secret meetings had taken place. Apparently, members of the German far right, some prominent figures from the centre right, and middle-size business owners had been making plans about what to do when they came to power, which was imminent according to the opinion polls. In these meetings, they decided that the immigrants who hadn’t assimilated enough would be deported even if they had German citizenship. ‘Reimmigration’, they called it, proudly using the same terminology from the Nazi era. Due to Germany’s past with deportation and the already-present fear of the far right coming to power, the revelation shook the nation. In almost every city, anti-fascist protests were held. This is the first time, I thought, that a nation is coming to its senses, not after when it is too late, not when they’ve already lost their homes, but before a dangerous clown comes to power. 

Yet there was something wrong with the demonstrations. Almost all of them were blindingly white. Germans with immigrant backgrounds and non-German immigrants were almost non-existent. Considering that they were the main target of the wretched plan, the whiteness of this picture might have been odd. But then the trouble with the brown crowd of many shades – the strangers – is that they are likely to chant dangerous slogans. ‘From the river to the sea, Palestine will be free’ is the most criminalising one at the moment. Thus, people of colour were not part of the anti-fascist demonstrations in case they muddied the message. 

I took it upon myself to write a piece in Der Spiegel saying that this is how you begin to lose a country – by dividing the anti-fascist front with stale concerns of legitimacy. A polite warning to say: ‘You are about to lose your home. And if you don’t include the strangers in this fight, you will surely lose it soon. This is the moment to be brave, keep the discomforting words and people uttering them safe, so that you don’t ask yourself one day whether you’ve done enough.’ 

The result: some Germans scolded me on social media (‘Madam wants us to support Hamas’) and I received another warning call from my lawyer. So, for the last two days, I have been at home, not going to the office. My neck is hurting like hell, and for no apparent reason, I have totally lost my voice. Silence is a funny thing. It doesn’t only transform your mind; it also messes with your body. 

Germans are walking through this winter with sturdy steps. Watching them while waiting for the fall is unbearable. I know first-hand that humans walk through history with denial – a miswiring in the human brain. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, late February 2024

Dear stranger, 

Since I can’t focus on work, and I can’t do anything that might cause my lawyer to call me, I’ve thrown myself into a search for Suzanne. Do you remember Suzanne? The homeless woman I spotted at the Berlin Global exhibition, the one with the pearl earrings. She was the one who talked about shame. After listening to her recorded words in the exhibition, I’ve been thinking about why someone who doesn’t even have to ask themselves ‘Why did I leave home?’ would feel shame. It is not about being brave or cowardly or having done enough. So why shame? 

As soon as Suzanne enters the Robert Bosch Academy, the words come out of me: ‘You are wearing the same pearls.’ She doesn’t say much, just a slight smile. 

A tall, slender woman in the second half of her sixties, she is wearing black trousers, a black turtleneck and black boots, and thus her figure looks like a black swan’s graceful feather as she sways through the corridors. While going through the bookshelves in the academy library, touching the spines with her fingertips, the stranger’s crooked smile becomes more pronounced. ‘I used to work in such a building. I mean, in my former life,’ she says. Her second silence, looking at me, probably means one assumes oneself immune to the fallen people’s predicaments when protected by such sturdy buildings. The stranger’s smile that she wears like a fine chainmail is protection against those crippled by the hubris of detachment. To set the record and the smiles straight, I throw in a few words about myself, ending with: ‘So I am only here for another six months. Otherwise, I am unhomed.’ She nods back to signal that she sees me, and only then do we begin talking properly as two women who know how unstable the ground can become.

Suzanne is not homeless; for four years, she has been residence-less. And, of course, that is a different word in German: wohnungslos. She lost her home due to a judicial problem. And when she did, she had no one to turn to because her landlord was her family. ‘Only two days ago, I celebrated my fourth anniversary,’ she says with a wry laugh to take the edge off, as all strangers do to make their stories digestible for the privileged. Since then, she has been living in social housing in a room of her own, yet sharing the common spaces with sixty other people whose ‘understanding of clean can vary dramatically’. A pursing of lips only for a second as a subtle reference to her etiquette, swift enough not to fall on the side of arrogance. 

‘Your picture in the Berlin Global exhibition was remarkably self-assured. If I remember correctly, yours was the only visible face,’ I say. ‘And to be honest, it was your pearls that compelled me to track you down.’ That is when she begins to speak to me with the informal you, and her face becomes a bit political. ‘That picture was for all those who cannot make their faces seen,’ she says. ‘You see, there are too many of us, homeless women, but you cannot really tell. We disguise ourselves so that no one knows. It is the shame of being homeless.’ 

I nod as she talks, thinking about my six-year-long frenzy of work after losing home, my dedication to becoming ‘somebody’ again, my second act for survival, my disguise as an inexhaustible automaton – my public persona that I wear like pearl earrings. 

Until four years ago, quite ironically, Suzanne’s home was only a few hundred metres from my current apartment. After being evicted, she still stopped by her neighbourhood, entering the shops ‘only when they were empty. It was just so that I’d not run into people I knew from before. I was trying to hide the shame, you see.’

And I do see. After all, aren’t I the one who has kept my distance from the diaspora – the people who might know me from before, from my failed first act, who would see me as just another fallen person?

Suzanne, for the first two years, preferred to stay in her new room with her new shame, as I did in my Zagreb cocoon. But then there was a call for participation in a project for people who had lost their homes: ‘Time for Solidarity’.

It soon became clear to the homeless, however, that this was a ruse for the state statistics, and some among them protested against ‘being counted like animals’. Luckily, some volunteers came forth to use the information pool to turn the project into something more humane, and that is how the ‘Time for Conversation’ project began. Suzanne volunteered to help the other homeless by establishing ‘eye-level dialogues’ with them to document their problems. That is when Suzanne connected her story to others. As she met more and more people like her, the fear of her reality dissipated. Her ‘destiny’ became a story that made sense and in which she felt at home. ‘But then I count myself as privileged. At the end of the day, I have four walls and a ceiling. I am not on the street. Still, all of us are marginalised, invisible, if not altogether stigmatised. However, we are the neighbours who happen to have no home.’ 

These friendly dialogues with the homeless were documented to establish a ground for new policies, and finally, the work resulted in the Union für Obdachlosenrechte (UfO), or Union for Homeless People. They are now included in local policymaking in some parts of Berlin. ‘That was when and how I rid myself of the shame and became ready to tell my story to the people who knew me from before. And I remember the exact day I did it for the first time.’

After two years of successfully hiding from everyone she knew from her former life, Suzanne ran into an old friend at an art event. And? ‘Well, as soon as I was finished with my story, she left in a hurry.’ Why? ‘She didn’t know what to do. She was overwhelmed. That is how it is. People always think that ill fortune is contagious. They tend to keep their distance so it doesn’t happen to them.’ That was the day Suzanne became a different person, who now is organising homeless Berlin city tours ‘to show people that it can happen to them as well, and how the city becomes a strange place when you are a stranger’. She ends as if asking me a question with her eyes, or perhaps it is me imagining things: That is how the shame turns into strength, right? 

I think of you, dear stranger, and these letters.

I ask her what home means to her now. She stops to think. ‘You see, I am now living in a community. A community of destiny, if you will. So, home is no longer about solitude but about friendships. Home is sincere conversations. But if you ask me what kind of home I wish for, I cannot think of anything other than my legacy. When I say legacy, I mean the experience of having lived this life. That is the only home I can think of.’

She leaves the office as she came, like a black swan’s wavering feather. There is a bit of a rhythm in her step, though. It must be the lightness of having talked in the strangers’ language. 

I take a step back and wonder if this particular shame makes any sense to anyone other than Suzanne and me. Even though our perils are not identical – I left, Suzanne was thrown out – and our conditions are dramatically different – I in a Charlottenburg apartment, she in a community home – we still share the shame of losing a home. A specific shame of defeat that can only be talked about in the strangers’ language, in that enclave of realness and with only those people who are humbled enough with the knowledge that their homes too are fragile, or even about to be lost. 

Shame is a stranger’s lame wing that grows not when we leave the home but when we begin to spiral down into our dark solitude. The impossibility of the question – ‘Did I do enough? Could I have stayed?’ – sucks us in, and when it spits us out we are too exhausted to remake life and pass our knowledge to the world. Here and now is taken over by a bitter resignation. Our experience of having left home, our unique piece of wisdom, and our most precious offering to the world then becomes an afflicted one – a soliloquy about how we were defeated. Then we are too tired to speak the truth we have learned: nothing is too concrete to melt, and no home is too strong to be destroyed. Watch out for your homes. 

Shame is a state of mind that can only be visited when there is a sincere conversation, as Suzanne called it; when there are others to share the burden. Otherwise, shame is self-sabotage and, at times, self-assassination. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, early April 2024

Dear stranger, 

It is not easy to write this letter. 

Last night, I ran home. First, it was a trot, but then an actual gallop, like a beaten horse running to its barn. It wasn’t the rain or the freezing cold. One more minute on the street suddenly became too terrifying, as if it would leave me eternally homeless. I didn’t think my long-planned visit to the homeless women’s shelter would get to me, but it did. 

The shelter that I visited is a nightly home for women who are living on the street. ‘The ones who fell through all the security webs of the social state,’ I’ve been told. ‘Of course, the ones who are still alive and sane enough to find their way to the shelter.’ My plan was to see the most precarious and to consider whether their experience of homelessness can be encompassed by the new concept of home that I am imagining. 

I wanted to sit down with those women who go around the city with reusable supermarket bags, sitting in places where people usually walk and standing still during rush hours with blank stares. The ones who sell dying flowers picked from the roadsides or stolen from the wreaths left at the memorials. Those whom we cannot tell whether they are talking to us or themselves when we give them one or two coins. Those from whom we tend to run away as if their lostness is contagious. They live beyond people’s pity threshold, where all is so long lost that the only way to endure witnessing their despair is to delude ourselves into believing that they must be used to living on the street. 

The shelter opens every evening at seven o’clock, and the women who suffered the freezing spring day on the street arrive exhausted one by one. Two social workers, both young women, are already cooking. The windows are covered in homely steam. They must have done their best to make the place feel like home. Pots of plants are on the windowsills, some branches are put in water to root, and at the centre of the kitchen table is a plate loaded with fruit. The rules of conduct on the walls are embellished with cute drawings so they don’t sound like strict warnings.

As soon as I sit at the kitchen table, a woman in her sixties, a blanket wrapped around her like a bath towel, heaves her heavy body onto the chair opposite me. She begins talking before waiting for me to introduce myself. She doesn’t care what my name is. In my very broken German, I tell her I don’t speak the language, but she continues. For about forty minutes, she tells me several different stories. I can only understand some scattered bits: The longest time they are allowed to stay here is twenty-one days. When her time is up in a shelter, she begins rotating, going to different shelters to sleep until the time limit is reached. When she fills her quota of days in Berlin shelters, she goes to other cities to find other shelters. There is an obscure problem with her knee that no doctor can apparently solve. And then there are other problems: Germany is changing, and people are becoming more stupid. Finally, when the story no longer makes sense, I dare to interrupt her by going to the bathroom. It is my lack of German that makes her story incomprehensible, I tell myself. Yet, when I return, she is still talking to the chair I was sitting on.

Not to interrupt her flow by suddenly appearing in the void she is fixated on, I go to the sink to help with the dinner. It is meatballs and cabbage tonight. As soon as I approach, a forty-something woman, one of the shelter’s guests who has been helping with the cooking, suddenly shies away from the sink. With her shaved head, she stares at me like a giant child whose toy has been taken away. The bottom line of her story is carved into her face so clearly that asking about the excruciating details feels too cruel. She says nothing, but waves of hatred exude from her flesh. Frozen at the sink, I hold a handful of Brussels sprouts like an idiot.

Another woman, in her sixties, wriggles near me like a terrified miniature rabbit, and as soon as she learns where I am from, she begins to speak in Turkish. A Bulgarian Turk. I don’t ask her the question, but from bits of her strange story, it becomes clear that she appeared in the city late in life. ‘I stayed at home to take care of my mother, and she didn’t die. For a very long time. Kismet!’ She repeats a sentence three times, as if to come to terms with her failure as a woman: ‘Otherwise, I could have got married.’ As I lay the sprouts on the oven tray, she keeps saying, ‘Let’s put more garlic in the cabbage.’ We add three times more garlic than necessary. ‘Germans won’t like it,’ she says. We are ad hoc comrades against something greater than tasteless cabbage, apparently. I compliment her massive copper ring, and for a second she acts like this is her kitchen, suddenly reaching out for the chilli pepper with a certain female confidence. Her body briefly remembers her former life in which she decided things. But then, when she goes rogue with the pepper, I say ‘Stop’ and her body becomes a terrified rabbit again. Her voice crumbles. ‘Everybody knows where to go tomorrow; I don’t.’ What is tomorrow? ‘Everybody knows everything, I know nothing.’ What is happening tomorrow? ‘Everybody knows …’ Too late, she is disconnected.

A few seconds later, a woman at the kitchen table says, ‘But the libraries are open tomorrow. Or are they now closing them on bank holidays?’ It is not clear whether she is replying to my question or if the two women are talking to each other. One is in her fifties, the other very young and terrifyingly thin. Her mouth looks like a wrongly healed scar; perhaps it really is. The older one is too assertive for her fragility, it seems. She is the one who started talking about libraries. ‘I don’t know,’ says the younger one. She just nods with a theatrical politeness, like Bette Davis in What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? ‘But then there is that one library – what was the name? – it will still be open, right?’ I look at her to catch her eye, but she turns her head to the wall and smiles. The woman in the blanket I talked to first is still speaking to the chair. My terrified rabbit is cowering in the corner. And the social workers are too busy to take care of my faint-hearted confusion. And that is when the fear of madness floods into my chest, and without knowing that I am speaking out loud, I say, ‘I have to go. Now I have to go.’

I run out from the shelter – the kitchen where a stranger ends up when she is too battered to keep the pieces together. The madness suddenly feels too close to play a game of dare. I am no longer who I was at Arpi’s, staring at the Polish man’s madness and secretly willing to be him. Losing my mind feels too probable to play with. 

But then, did I do enough? Could I have stayed longer in that shelter, in that madness? No. I needed to keep my mind intact. I realise that the kitchen was a bit like Turkey. And I wasn’t strong enough to linger in that insanity; I had to rescue my faith in humanity. I admire those who are strong enough to endure it, and I don’t blame those who are weaker than me for leaving the country when they didn’t even have to. Period. 

We are all approaching merciless times that will eventually classify many of us either as heroes or as cowards. As the stakes get higher, the choices will become painfully clear. Our dignity will be tested in myriad ways. And that is when many more will know: the cruelty of our times does not only unhome us but also leads us to brutalise ourselves by making us feel less than we are. And when that emotion takes over, we eventually become less than we are. 

But then let me tell you something, as someone who has been here before. The fun fact about a stranger’s self-flagellating is that feeling shame is always more convenient than facing the truth. You know yours, and when I am truthful enough, I can see mine: I chose to protect my voice so that I could live. I left my home to be alive. Fascism may have unhomed me, but I’ve chosen not to stay – so that I could one day, like I am doing now, write you the story, to warn you about what can eventually happen to all of us.

My dear stranger, I’ve been giving these warnings for years. But then, to be honest, I didn’t foresee that it would happen so fast and that it would touch me personally again. Yanis Varoufakis, one of the brightest minds of our times, a writer and politician, after speaking up for Palestine, is banned from entering Germany. I am living in a country where my friend is banned from entering for speaking restricted words. Of course, I am not talking about it enough. Ziko was right when he said at Arpi’s, ‘Perhaps it is not the shame of leaving home but the shame of having nowhere else to go.’ 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, late April 2024

Dear stranger, 

The other day, I realised once again that questions such as whether leaving home was a moral choice or not are never definitively answered. The questions linger long after you proclaim the answer and draw a line by stating, ‘Period!’ That is perhaps why, when I watched a documentary the other day about Polish city planning in the 1950s, I immediately thought it was the only possible answer to put my underworld beasts, my shame, to sleep. 

First, I have to tell you that since last year, my new nerdy interest has been learning about the years 1950 and 1951 – the two years when the entirety of Europe was so lost that she could have resigned from existing altogether. I am deeply immersed in the stories of putting everything back together after total destruction. Part of me believes that we will need these past stories in a couple of decades. And, of course, in the stories, there are lots of lies, hypocrisy, many accomplices, forgetting, misremembering, an insidious rewriting of history, and all the disheartening et cetera of our kind. But then, sometimes, there is a glimmer of beauty capable of containing the core of humanity when no towers or castles are left intact. And the other day, when I watched that documentary, I ran into one of those glimmers. 

Did you know that the entire old town of Warsaw is new? After World War II, when the whole city was levelled, the municipality rebuilt everything from scratch, even the historic places. The mayor accepted its fakeness but argued that they had to recreate the past, nonetheless. This is already a good story about how people, when they are unhomed, wandering in time, desperately need their past to be able to be here and now. But then, the magical part of the story lies somewhere else. How do you rebuild a city from ground zero? From people’s battered memories? That would make a good novel, The City of Misremembering. But the real story is more extraordinary.

During the years of butchery and the brutality of fascism, a handful of city planners kept the blueprint of Warsaw. Imagine that. All is lost, all your loved ones are gone, and everything has turned to dust and ashes. I would be shaming myself to death, asking, ‘Did I do enough to resist?’ But instead, some city planners kept the giant maps with them despite the absolute hopelessness, and hid them despite their impossible conditions. Finally, when the insanity was over, the maps were produced so they could start all over again – to bring the pieces together. When they were left with only ashes and dust, their faith in the future survived the utter hopelessness and eventually remade the city. 

I imagine the city maps travelling in secrecy during the bombardments and, at some point during the war, staying in some tents with the city planners – a handful of strangers refusing to forget the future, not the perilous near future but the far future where all can be done better. What they built in the end was not the old home, but a new one to keep their faith in humanity.

The strangers among us will keep the blueprint of the beautiful to rebuild it again. The joy of dignity when we stand together against a tyrant or the jokes we crack when defeated. Some will be stronger than me or you, and some weaker than all of us. They will pass along the humility learned from many defeats and the knowledge of protecting their dignity. They will leave aside the muting shame of defeat, of having lost a home and of having to begin anew, to be able to speak for here and now. The question of ‘why’ will be replaced by ‘How are we going to do it this time?’ The stories of shame will be set aside to be revisited again and again, but life will continue in the direction of time, towards the next spring. Life is nothing but a question of carrying on. 

Brief sunlight has already broken the icy weather in Berlin. We all run between the pavements to catch it on our faces. Everything is still awful, and spring is too clumsy a season to fix all the terrible things. Her grand entrance is always tainted by lousy timing, and some rain ruins her parade every time. Yet, that is when we emerge from where we have been hiding, believing in ourselves more than we did in an uninterrupted winter. 

I texted Yanis earlier, passing along an offer of support from some German lawyers. ‘Needless to say,’ I wrote, ‘I am outraged, terrified and thinking of you.’ Nothing much and certainly not enough. Much as I did when I first wrote to you, he joked about fascism being everywhere. It wasn’t only to reduce the weight of his situation, but also a kind reminder that we all live towards tomorrow, where we, as strangers, will have to learn how better to survive. 

E. 




III

HOW WILL YOU SURVIVE HERE?




 

 

 

 

I lost my mother’s watch. And look! my last, or

next-to-last, of three loved houses went.

The art of losing isn’t hard to master.

I lost two cities, lovely ones. And, vaster,

some realms I owned, two rivers, a continent.

I miss them, but it wasn’t a disaster.

Elizabeth Bishop, ‘One Art’




 

 

 

 

Venice–Berlin, late June 2024

Dear stranger,

I am writing to you from Venice airport on my way back to Berlin. I was dropped off at the airport at sunset in one of those small yachts you see during the Venice Film Festival. My rare and brief moment of glamour, as usual, is followed by tedium. The flight is delayed and I’ll miss my connecting flight. 

The last few days were spent at the Berggruen Institute’s universalism talks. The institute is a think tank, more on the philosophical and cultural side, dedicated to forging new ways of thinking about democracy, capitalism and planetary politics. Thinkers, writers, artists and academics are invited to explore new ways of togetherness for humankind. Every morning, before joining the sessions to think about the big questions of humanity, I indulged myself in small pleasures – coffee beside one of the canals, the perfect length of espresso lungo and the delicious sounds of Italian women’s urgent morning gossip.

Italian is like a song you can hum without knowing the lyrics and the locals will believe you are singing along. As long as you respond with the appropriate gestures, use suitable facial expressions and produce the right sounds, the conversation continues. The natives leave no silent gaps thanks to their irrepressible urge to express themselves – an endearing quality unique to the lands surrounding this sea and something I long for when in Germany. 

The two-day event, held in a Venetian palazzo, was somehow dark yet beautiful in its frank acknowledgement of the world’s reality. The topic of universalism frequently shifted towards the future of humankind – how to connect on a planetary level to ensure survival. It’s not the first time this has happened. At several gatherings I’ve joined over the past two years, the same phenomenon has occurred: the initial theme of a conference or convention gradually morphing into survival. As soon as somebody brings up the question, it quickly dominates the discussion, even when the event is strictly structured. With the spread of fascism on the one hand and the destruction of the planet on the other, our minds, with tragic urgency, rush towards the fundamental question, ‘Will it even be possible for humanity to survive on this planet – and how?’ The question is posed by those who still care about concepts such as humanity, of course. 

While we are racking our brains for an answer, the ultra-rich, somewhere far removed from such plebeian concerns, are discussing their bunkers, attempting to decide which apocalyptic real estate option is safer: Alaska, Hawaii or New Zealand. They are so far ahead of us, if one can call it that, that they are even contemplating questions such as: ‘What do you do when or if there is a mutiny among the staff in the bunker?’ Or more precisely, ‘How can we prevent a mutiny, and in the worst-case scenario, how do we suppress it while underground? Or should we simply use robots?’ Some of the ultra-rich who find such lines of questioning too claustrophobic are exploring interstellar options, whether Mars or the moon. It becomes increasingly evident each day that we, the common folk, soon will be left to survive by our own means and to answer the question they have jettisoned: ‘How are we going to survive while also keeping our humanity intact?’ We are non-factors, an irrelevant crowd, perhaps merely specks in this world; for our existence is not essential for the survival of the ultra-rich. Unless, of course, we are inclined to become members of a submissive staff of robotic humanoids. 

Some of us are already answering this question by establishing self-sustaining communities and learning to live off the land. Others, like myself, find solace in the belief that we can alter the apocalyptic trajectory of history by creating a large enough sense of togetherness through political sensibility and moral values. And if everything goes awry, I sometimes think to myself, we can relish our remaining time by sharing jokes about our downfall, preferably somewhere in the Mediterranean where we can mimic the languages by laughing along with the locals. In any case, we are staring into the face of a future, even for the ultra-rich, that will make us refugees or survivors, either on this planet or elsewhere. 

Yesterday, I made a brief visit to the Venice Biennale. The overarching theme of this edition was too close to home to miss: ‘Foreigners Everywhere’. I would say ‘strangers’ instead, but anyway. The German pavilion featured a spaceship adorned with a Star of David. In contrast, the Israeli pavilion stood empty due to artists protesting the ongoing genocide in Gaza, ironically with several policemen guarding the vacant space – an unintended exhibition of the world’s psychosis. 

The refugee and immigrant question was central to the biennale. So, I wandered around in a bid to see whether any of the artwork connected the stranger’s experience of survival with the survival of our species. As far as I could tell, there wasn’t anything bridging the two. It was either the experiences of refugees and immigrants expressed, or a flight into space – and, in a few pieces, consideration of a self-sustaining society generating energy with minimal resources. To me, such a connection seems too obvious to miss, but perhaps while writing to you, I have become too immersed in the idea. After all, we strangers are the ones who have survived our own apocalypse. We know how to survive destruction and begin everything from scratch. We know how to keep the self intact when there is nothing to hold on to, and what or who to become after our old selves are no longer. Aren’t we the ones who constantly answer the question in immigration offices, ‘How will you survive here, in this new life?’ Of course, the officers are interested in our material means, as if survival is only about monthly income. They don’t ask questions such as ‘How much anger are you ready to swallow?’ ‘How are you going to deal with your broken dignity?’ ‘Is there anyone here who can tell you who you are when you lose your sense of self, nearing insanity?’ ‘How are you planning to handle the paralysing uncertainty?’ ‘Is there anyone you can hug?’ We should be rewriting those immigration forms, my dear stranger. And settled-down folk, who are confident that they are not strangers, should be filling them in too. 

I arrive in Berlin late at night. During my second summer in the city, I have finally discovered the trick of its allure. Come summer, Berliners, as if bound by a secret pact, transform into happy, shiny people, and the city behaves as though the brutal winter never occurred. ‘It is only thanks to summers that we all still live in this city,’ a German friend once remarked. I responded with a Turkish saying: ‘The wolf survives the winter but never forgets the black frost.’ 

But then, I am not sure. Perhaps spring means forgetting, and so does survival – a set of complex choices about what to remember. 

My dear stranger, I believe we need to talk about how we survive when we are unhomed. What do you do when a dictator takes over your country, declaring that anyone who thinks like you will be less of a citizen, less safe? When there is no court to protect you any longer, who do you turn to? How do you survive when your entire city is destroyed by wildfire and only those with private fire brigades can defend themselves? When it is declared that cruelty is the new rule and that caring for other people is a crime – will you join the mass hysteria of hatred, mimicking their fury so that you are safe? How do you see yourself? Being brave and raising your voice, or keeping your mouth shut, swallowing some deep shame and veering towards safety? How will you navigate the darkening waters of our time? 

What have you and I done to survive, my dear stranger? A dark topic, perhaps. Yet there may be much to learn from this topic as humanity comes to terms with its own unhoming. The world, albeit still somewhat hesitantly, has begun to articulate its reality – a necessity for a morality of survival. The question of ‘how will you survive?’ might need to be rephrased by strangers. We know the question, instead, should be, ‘With whom?’ 

And you. Will you tell me your survival story? You never know which parts of it might be helpful to the world. I’ll be here to listen. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, July 2024

Dear stranger, 

I haven’t told you this, but I’ve been taking German lessons for the last few months. My excellent German teacher, Petra, kindly perseveres with my rebellious attempts at inventing brand-new ways of learning German. And that’s because, one day, she showed me the list of infamous accusatives that I would need to memorise, and suddenly I began telling her the story of the last eight years and that my quota of starting things from scratch – my Sisyphean endurance – is at capacity. Since then, she’s been following my lead in preparing for everyday scenarios and memorising useful sentences that will make me sound the age I am, as opposed to like a six-year-old. But then, all these sophisticated scenarios I plan for do not take place. It is always worse than what I have prepared for, and that is precisely why Maria and I raised our voices at each other a few weeks ago.

Maria is the Romanian woman who stands in front of my local supermarket. She appeared there a few weeks after I moved to the neighbourhood, at the end of last summer. She survived two Berlin winters with her massive men’s coat, a perennial smile and the same old copy of Arts of the Working Class in a nylon pouch hanging from a lanyard around her neck. The magazine is a free, multilingual politics and art journal that announces in every issue that anybody in need can sell copies and keep the money. Maria always has a pen clipped to the magazine, which she probably assumes gives her some stature, a justification for being on a mission. She carries her copy like a self-written name tag at a business cocktail party she was not invited to. Her humble business, anyway, is built upon the carelessness of many and the kindness of the few. 

I don’t remember which one of us started the back-and-forth greetings. I think it was Maria’s unmatched skill in gently catching people’s eye with her girlish smile. Her big, round, dark eyes were undimmed, curiously disproportionate to her living conditions. Despite her limited German vocabulary, she was still better than me when using the formal Sie – or ‘you’ in German. A craftsman’s diligence developed out of necessity. She never asked for anything in words, but then the perfect balance of mischievousness and politeness in her eyes obliged you to give her something. At first, it was money, but then, like a few others, I started asking her, ‘Can I get you anything from inside?’ Her first answer, barely hiding that she had been preparing for the question, was ‘Nuts!’ – then we carried on with ‘Two oranges’ and later ‘Two apples’. Everything in twos. She knew the delicate balance of people’s generosity. Nothing she asked for ever cost more than two euros. As the months passed, her answers changed to ingredients, ‘two onions’ or ‘one leek’. She must have found a place to cook, I thought – a step towards making a place for herself in this world.

Maria has two kids and a husband. They all live in one room. That much I learned. But when asked about what kind of room or where, she just waved her hand, a never-mind gesture, as if to say, ‘Let’s not talk about such ephemera.’ She could trust neither the genuineness of my curiosity nor my patience for the banal details. I know this, for I recognise the gesture: it’s the exact same hand movement I make when answering questions about my residency permit situation as I dismiss them, saying, ‘Oh, it is too boring.’ I, too, have learned over time that not being asked about your story is less crushing than seeing the listener lose interest in the story midway through. 

In the last month, Maria began giving back to the supermarket community, and she was elated to be allowed to do things. She put away trolleys left stranded, helped the elderly carry their bags, or gave a hand to the mothers who couldn’t handle the trolley, the groceries and their children together. She had made a name for herself. She was no longer only defined by the spot she’d stand in, as she now had a purpose on the street. Maria had a function. Her survival did not depend on holding on to that spot despite all the snubs she received, but on learning names and remembering the needs of the supermarket regulars. Eventually, she was accepted as a neighbour who happened not to have a home. 

That is when she made a critical mistake: she brought a shopping trolley with her. She couldn’t, after all, put all the ingredients in her coat, large though it was. But in doing so, she crossed the thin line of acceptance, tolerance, and the secret code of existing as a stranger. When being a stranger demands reducing yourself to the lowest denomination of yourself, she dared to claim a place. It was then that the supermarket placed a pseudo-security woman in front of the door, who was ironically from Romania as well – one of the million dirty jokes of capitalism. The security woman helped the people with whom Maria had previously been doing business. Yet her main job was to draw the line against Maria, who had dared to rise above her station by transforming from a spot, a dot on the street, to having a permanent place with her trolley. As a stranger, Maria knew it was a dangerous step and that laying claim to her place would be met with resistance – intolerance, even. Therefore, as a precaution, she updated the magazine hanging from the lanyard against her chest and began holding the pen like a miniature plastic sword to protect herself. It was around this time, when her place in the neighbourhood was held on to by a thread, that we had our loud miscommunication.

She was saying something, but I couldn’t follow. Her English is poor but no poorer than my German. The bit of Italian we both know doesn’t suffice when the context is groceries. In the end, she gave up on me and said in a loud voice, releasing some suppressed tension that had been piling up for a week, ‘Okay, fine, buy two Snickers.’ She was right to be angry. Poverty and all its desperation, after all, is a sensitive business that we are supposed to handle in quick whispers. It must be managed with fast, fluid manoeuvres, because the sight of hunger ruins the appetite of those who can eat. But my poor German and gestures were drawing attention to Maria. We both saw the semi-security woman moving towards Maria, seeing an opportunity to catch her red-handed, ‘bothering the customers’.

The next day, she stopped me to show me a picture of an egg on her phone, and she repeated the word ei. No, she didn’t want eggs anymore. Her delicately exaggerated laughter was only to show the pseudo-security woman that we had an insider joke. She touched my arm, and I hers. We didn’t normally do this, but we were both aware that it was important that the woman see us – a subtle signal to show that Maria was connected.

Our joint act must have been in vain because, in a few days’ time, Maria raised the magazine as soon as she saw me, implying without words that now I had to buy the copy to make things look orderly. The cover’s headline was another dirty joke: ‘Humanity in this Economy?’ I bought the magazine and paid her in slow motion, with theatrical moves so that everybody could witness the legitimacy of the business.

Only, a few days later, Maria disappeared. It is midsummer now, and she hasn’t come back. At first, some of us who knew her kept looking at each other with worried question marks when passing her empty spot. But when the supermarket let the pseudo-security woman go, it was confirmed: Maria was no more. 

I asked the cashier, a young man from Turkey, about Maria. ‘They come and go,’ he said. Who is they? Romanians? Women? Strangers? He shrugged like someone who believes that he can secure his spot by disconnecting from other precarious spots in the city – in this case, Maria. 

Is she on a plane right now? I remember the far-right banners I kept seeing in Berlin right before the European elections of the last month: ‘Deportation Jetzt!’ No need to memorise the accusatives to understand the immediacy of that one, especially when there is a picture of a plane. Compared to the handwritten and coloured banners in immigrant neighbourhoods that say ‘Leave no one behind’ or ‘We are here to stay’, I think the deportation posters are more popular in fancy neighbourhoods. I am invited to a party tonight in one of those neighbourhoods. 

I have said yes only because I don’t want to go on and on thinking in circles about my residency permit problem. Not to bore you with the details, but it is running late, and I am not even sure I’ll be given one. And that is why I need a touch on the arm, like the one I gave Maria, to help me forget that I, too, am a spot, a speck. A touch to deceive myself into believing that I am safely connected. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, July 2024

Dear stranger,

‘The truth is the shortest distance between two strangers. That will be humanity’s only remaining defence line to hold against the political and natural disasters in the new unhomed century.’

Following everything that has happened over the last two weeks and after a few days of silent thinking, I finally wrote these sentences in my diary this morning. I was thinking of Maria and me being two spots and the definition of a line in geometry being the shortest distance between two points in space. Also a few other things happened recently that I have to tell you about so that the sentence makes proper sense. 

I was invited to a party. It was a small gathering of upper-middle-class Germans, a group of well-educated, white-collar progressives who had all participated in the recent anti-fascist demonstrations. After we drank enough, the host suggested we play a board game called Secret Hitler. 

I am not at all a game person, but I found this one exceptionally alienating. 

The game starts with players choosing from sealed envelopes in which they have their party membership cards. You are either a liberal or a fascist, and you are not allowed to know the other players’ political identities. One of the players receives the Hitler card and must keep that a secret. Before the game begins, everybody closes their eyes, and only the fascists open theirs to see each other. In another round of closed eyes, the fascists make a hand sign to inform Hitler who is on his team. From then on, it is a politically blind environment where everyone tries to manipulate each other to pass more liberal or fascist laws to get rid of the other team. As opposed to real life, the fascists follow the rules, and there is clarity both in victory and in defeat. I assume that Americans must have invented the game’s terminology because there are no socialists or any other party on the left, and everything is a nicely defined stark binary. 

The game is far-fetched also because none of the shady real-life details are represented – crucially, neither the big capital supporting the fascists nor the fact that fascism appears when everybody’s eyes are wide open. In reality, you can watch the period of the grand normalisation of political shamelessness, and the fascists announce themselves proudly. 

What made the game even more morally problematic was the real-life context – or rather, the dismissal of it. As we played, Trump was already walking to power with easy and confident steps, promising the mass deportation of immigrants. ‘The liberals’ were busy repeating the same line to themselves: ‘Oh, he wouldn’t dare!’ The UK Home Office, run by Conservatives, had shared a gleeful post on social media showing immigrants being arrested and put on planes with a statement that could have easily read: First deportation! Yaay! The Italian prime minister, Meloni, famous for taking the lead in hostile European policies against refugees, was making deals with African countries to stop the flow of humans by detaining them in rented concentration camps, a policy met with enthusiasm by some European countries. 

All of this is to say we are already in the game, not playing but being played. Or should I say, the game is happening to us? So many lives have been ruthlessly played out by the different shades of fascism – lives now left looking like torn, tattered cardboard. Still, too many of us are pawns, paralysed by shock before the limitless shamelessness of the new world order as it is put together. 

As I left the party, I thought we needed a more up-to-date political board game: Betray! Since too many lives are being turned into insignificant specks scattered and dispersed on the whims of ruthless political trends and environmental disasters, a game asking us who we are ready to betray, to leave behind for our own survival, would be more plausible. Who would you sell out to survive? Because there will come a time when our survival will appear as though it depends on who we are ready to leave behind – either jetzt or later. 

When performing the dark art of survival, my dear stranger, you can never be sure how connected you are in advance. You can never know beforehand who will dare to hold you when everybody starts to fall. If you have already experienced such moments of survival, you must have learned that virtue is tested in extreme conditions. Nobody is a coward until courage means you must be brave enough to hold another even when falling yourself. Once you have seen the dark side of humanity and survived, it is not easy to sit down and play pretend games like Secret Hitler and act like it is just for fun. Once you have seen it, you cannot unlearn this crucial information about humans. Even when you dare to think of yourself as secure again, you still view people distrustfully, perhaps just as a precaution against future disappointment.

That is where the deep solitude of strangers stems from. The stranger becomes disinterested in those who have not endured a similar test of survival. This solitude can be shared only by those whose bodies, like litmus paper, have been dipped in the acid of survival and been irreversibly and fundamentally changed by it. 

The party kept haunting me in the days that followed. I even wrote a piece about it for Der Spiegel. But then, a few days later, I went to Refugio. 

Refugio is a place where new and long-time Berliners live and work together. It is a large, four-storey building between Neukölln and Sonnenallee, both immigrant districts. It is a shared house project established in 2015 by Sven Lager and Elke Naters, who brought the idea from South Africa. You rent rooms here for a very small amount of money – and more importantly, as opposed to the hellish bureaucracy of Germany, the only thing they ask from you is your name and commitment to solidarity and the rules of the community. That is why refugees, new immigrants and asylum seekers of all nationalities are the majority in the building, but there are also Germans with German passports – meaning German through and through.

Refugio and the values it is built upon are an experiment of humanity in the age of rising racism. When the anxiety of ‘foreigners everywhere’ is planted and disseminated by fascism to become a villainous political force, the building functions as a moral refuge for those challenging the dark current of political history. 

Anna Pass, who runs the Refugio project, kindly gave me a tour of the entire building and showed me the floors where the inhabitants share kitchens. To avoid disturbing anyone by treating their lives as an interesting experiment to witness, we kept the tour quick. As a woman with decades of experience of living and working with refugees across several refugee centres, Anna told me this is the dignified way to welcome strangers to a city. ‘So that they are not segregated somewhere away from the people but instead become part of local life.’ The entire establishment, she said, is built on trust between people and on the principle of caring. Refugio looks like an example in miniature of how the world should be, made up of humans and their promise to hold on to each other. ‘This is what the world should take as an example, right?’ I asked Anna. She said, with an aching chuckle, ‘Everybody says that. They come here and find it wonderful, but nobody dares to scale it up.’

Actually, my dear stranger, some have dared to scale it up. One example being Palermo, Italy, where the mayor, Leoluca Orlando granted me honorary citizenship of the city in 2019; a long, funny story that I’d love to tell you when we meet in person – decided that refugees should really be welcomed. Orlando, together with civil society organisations, published the Charter of Palermo in 2015. This political manifesto outlined a vision of migration as an inalienable human right, not just as a source of suffering. According to the charter, which was also a call for change in European immigration policy, all those who came to Palermo would be considered Palermitans. The city was almost Refugio, upscaled – a spectacular, colourful chaos radiating with human dignity, seeing strangers not as a potential danger but believing in human beings and their inherent goodness. 

Refugio, being in Germany, is less far less chaotic, of course, and certainly more regulated. On the street side of the ground floor, you can find the Refugio Café. This was where I met Eyad and Rizik, two Syrian refugees in their thirties and long-time residents of Refugio.

Our conversation initially sounded like I was interviewing them, but then the tone quickly turned into an easy conversation, with many dark details of our survival being shared. The stories were painful, but our enabling each other to tell them was joyous. As I told them my story, they laughed: ‘But then you are one of those first-class passengers. We are profis. Ahem!’

Profi, a slang term that Germans use for ‘professional’, in this case means ‘the refugee who tasted the water and the mud of the road’ – as opposed to my type, who becomes a stranger through a flight on a proper plane. Our real conversation began when Eyad mocked me, saying, ‘All struggles are struggles – something I learned in Refugio. But then, of course, we are better than you. Ha!’ They told me about their journey from Syria to Germany – from being young men helping internally displaced people in their country to becoming older men in their mid-thirties needing help to survive in foreign lands, having travelled on a wooden boat from Egypt. It was ten years since they had arrived in Germany. That was also the length of time since Eyad had last seen his parents. We paused somewhere there – profi or not, we were all lingering on the shared fear of losing our parents when we were not allowed to go back. 

It suddenly got too dark. 

After a few days of thinking about Refugio, and meanwhile getting quite anxious about the dangerous delay to my residency permit, I called Eyad to see if he’d like to meet again. ‘Ha! No interview this time. I need some cheering up. I mean, if you don’t mind.’

We meet at a pub near Refugio. As we sit down, I jump straight into talking about my predicaments. ‘This residency permit thing is killing me. I think I am going to beat them to it and kill myself this time!’ 

Eyad doesn’t even pause for a second and replies with mock medical interest, interlacing his fingers, ‘How are you planning to do that exactly?’ I laugh, and he asks, ‘What? You don’t have a plan?’ This is our hello, and the rest is ‘too traumatising for normal people’, as Eyad likes to put it, just like Ziko did once in Hamburg. 

I tell him about normal people playing the Secret Hitler game. ‘It seems they are still not aware of the fact yet. They are coming for all of us!’

‘I know,’ he says, ‘that’s why I am going to Singapore.’

What? A summer rain begins tapping on the asphalt with its tiny fingers as we sip our beers on the porch, bundled up in the black polar blankets. ‘It’s just this thing that I cannot shake off. It keeps coming back to me when I am like this, like it doesn’t matter anymore where I am. You know – Singapore, Berlin or Siberia. When life feels like it’s not real anymore, that is when the waves that have haunted me for ten years come crashing back …’

Eyad loses his ‘whatever’ tone as he sinks into the story. 

‘You shouldn’t look at waves at night. If you look, they drown your heart. They turn into giants with infinitely large mouths. You become smaller than you are. And that is only when the smugglers told us at the last minute that we would split into groups. And suddenly, all my friends were distributed to different boats. There is nothing you can do. You leave your friends. It is “Run! Run! Run!” Our boat couldn’t get close enough to the land. I had to walk against the waves, holding my bag up above my head. The water was already up to my chest when I reached the boat, but then I heard the screams – a woman travelling with her two kids, one of them a baby, and an old man. The old man was already up to his chin in water. But he could not get on board. I dove, and he stepped on my shoulders to get into the boat. The baby was screaming, and the kid in her hand was shaking with fear, trying to climb to her mother’s chest. Both the kid and the baby were opening their mouths to scream and swallowing water, screaming more, swallowing more. They were about to be drowned altogether. I walked back to the shore in the water. I took the baby first, then the kid and finally the woman. Now, we were all on the boat, soaking wet, packed tightly together like sardines. We didn’t talk after that. And I’ve never seen them since. I have been wondering since then: Do they remember me? I cannot get rid of the question. Do they remember me?’

We hug our blankets tighter. 

‘Thank you for cheering me up,’ I say. 

He laughs. ‘Any time, stranger. Ha!’

But then it feels too unfair to pass this moment with the usual stranger’s sarcasm, and the urge to say something kind and caring prevails over the cynical tone we’ve been holding on to. 

‘What matters is that you remember,’ I say. ‘And this is also to be remembered: you held the others when you could have walked on.’

That is why, this morning, I wrote these sentences: ‘The truth is the shortest distance between two strangers. That will be humanity’s only remaining defence line to hold against the political and natural disasters in the new unhomed century.’ In a world where fascism or apocalypse still looks like a game to many, we, the strangers – all those who have been or will be unhomed through our apocalypses – will maintain that defence line by holding each other with care and trust even when faced with the overwhelming cruelty of our times. That will be the guideline for the survival of humanity. The politics for our unhoming times will have to stem from this moral core.

The scaling-up question, as in Refugio’s case, still stands, though. How do we, my dear stranger, convince those who are made to believe that survival will depend on selling out the others, leaving the weak behind and disconnecting from other dots? Perhaps all we can do is tell it as it is: when there is no safe place to hide away from the realities of the world, home will be made of humans who hold you when their hands are already full. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, August 2024

Dear stranger, 

Suddenly, Maria is back. I am ridiculously happy even though everything else is terrible – I still don’t have the residency permit, the absurd elation after the European election only lingers because the fascists didn’t take over entirely, Trump and Elon Musk were on an X live broadcast to seal their collaboration on the road to power, and there is no sign of the massacre in Gaza stopping.

But I have just seen Maria in her spot in front of the supermarket. It might have been the spark of happy surprise on my face; her arms opened as soon as she saw me. Mine too. A momentary hesitation: we had left off at the touch of the arm. Were we at the point of hugging now? Our bodies decided for us, and we hugged, of course. Bodies know – or perhaps remember – better how to do things when the societal rules are not humane enough. ‘Where were you, Maria?’ In Romania, to see the kids, apparently, who are now living with her mother. She blossomed in the way that only mothers do when telling you about their children. She asked me about my trip to the US. For a second, I didn’t remember that I’d been to Washington for a panel titled Global Dialogues while she was away. But she remembered – ‘Georjtown Georjtown!’ 

‘Nicht bad,’ I said, and continued in German. ‘Anything for you from inside?’ 

She laughed and said, ‘Ei.’ 

We laughed comfortably because the pseudo-security woman was not there. Perhaps she was back in Romania to see her kids. While buying the Ei I realised this was the first time I had used an accusative correctly in a sentence.

When I handed her the eggs, she gave me a copy of the magazine – the one I already had from last time. I felt like saying something along the lines of ‘Next time you decide to disappear, please give me some warning or leave a note.’ I didn’t, obviously. 

Before I went home, I ran to my appointment with my lawyer to discuss the worst-case scenarios regarding my godforsaken residency problem. As you know, my dear stranger, our homes are made of paper – this endless and belittling chase of papers. The lawyer suggested that I consider the asylum option, and I said, ‘No, that requires proving that I am a victim of political oppression. I am not giving that to Mr Erdogan.’ I laughed, my spirit buoyed by Maria’s return. The lawyer didn’t – brilliant guy, but not a profi. 

Then, as soon as I came back home, I left the groceries in the hall and sat down to read the magazine, as if it were Maria’s personal letter to me. The random page I opened had an article titled ‘Cycles of Care’. The piece was about ‘three voices from the documentary Cycles of Care, which follows five Filipina caregivers returning from abroad’. Absolute serendipity, I thought. 

Now, now, my dear stranger, since August is a dead month for Europe – like they invented boring Sundays, they also have catatonic summers – and because the entire state apparatus is hibernating, there is nothing to be done about the residency permit apart from holding my breath and reminiscing. Therefore, my dear, it is a good time to tell you how I learned about the cycle of care. 

It was a time before I was unhomed by political oppression, but I’d chosen to leave home. The year was 2008, and the city was Beirut. 

It was the end of summer. The unmatched scent of orange blossoms, that intoxicating cloud floating on the city during spring, had been long replaced by the devouring sun that made Beirut look like a yellowed photo from the 1970s. 

My reason for choosing Beirut and living in a cheap studio apartment might sound a bit ridiculous to you. Two years earlier, right after the Israeli attack on Lebanon, I had visited the city as a journalist. One day, as I was driving to Southern Lebanon, the heart of Hezbollah, I saw banana plantations, and suddenly, on a road where unexploded bombs stuck to asphalt, I decided to stop the car and ask about the bananas. A beautiful old lady had once told me that bananas make sounds as they grow. In amidst all the brutality, I suddenly needed to know if this was true. Perhaps it was an urge to find something beautiful in that brutality. 

I found the farmer and asked him about these sounds. A bit puzzled by the irrelevant, apolitical question, he said, ‘Yes, yes. When there is no noise around, in August, bananas make sounds as they grow and separate from each other. It is like chuck chuck chuck.’ 

This piece of information stayed with me, and when I was in the middle of a divorce in Turkey, I left on a whim to live in Beirut and write a novel called Banana Sounds. I had zero idea what the book would be about, but my question was: ‘What if there was no blare of war in the Middle East? What could we hear then?’ I spent months at the offices of the Daily Star, the oldest English newspaper in Lebanon, digging through the paper’s archive back to the 1970s; the rest of the time I wandered the city, hunting for stories and characters. 

One Sunday morning in Beirut, I go to Saint Francis Church on Hamra Street. The mass is over, and the large group of Filipinas, the church congregation, are doing manicures and pedicures in pairs in the front garden. 

‘You can’t get a pedicure here!’ shouts the watchman, to little effect. One of the Filipinas, obviously a newbie, moves to gather herself. The others make her sit back and hold the line. She joins the united front of disobedience. There are enough of them to reject being subservient, and during the week, they receive too many orders to follow yet another one on a Sunday. They are all caretakers and housemaids working in conditions akin to slavery. This is their only day in the gardens of God to liberate themselves from their weekday non-personhood through self-care and some mild resistance. In admiration of their silent disobedience, I decide that one of them will be my main character in Banana Sounds. I schmooze my way in with some carefully placed and economical movements, a skill one learns through journalism. The transition from an awkward foreign woman staring at them to mingling happens naturally, and finally, as they carry on with their highly meticulous pedicure-manicure spree, I begin laying out my plan for the story. 

When I am finished, and after some serious feedback about the storyline, they kindly invite me to spend the rest of Sunday together. Apparently, the more worldly ritual begins after the morning mass in the church’s back garden, at the makeshift exchange market; but the main act, it turns out later, is in a strange, hybrid venue – a restaurant/covered market/karaoke café.

It smells of deep-fried food and perfume, bursting with 1980s pop and loud laughter. The screams compensate for suppressed voices, and the loud laughter stretches the stiff facial muscles after so many subservient smiles. Yet here, the most abundant thing is hugging. Rounds of hugging take place when we join the larger group.

Between the songs, I’m introduced to a dozen new Filipinas: ‘She is writing a novel about us.’ A chain reaction of giggling, an exchange of mock prima-donna gestures from some of them, and jokes in their mother tongue. When a new song begins, one of them leans in and asks why I am here. It must be the dizzyingly accommodating air of liberation built from female joy; looking at the disco ball with too many missing pieces, I say, ‘I needed to leave home. I think I am about to get a divorce.’ Slapping my leg, she laughs hard: ‘Me too!’ She opens her arms and invites me for a hug, a body-sized home. We hug too tightly for people who do not know each other. After my situation is heralded to the larger group like some celebratory news, hugs line up, followed by oohs and aahs, all of them compassionate yet not at all pitiful. Each sound is a clear statement of momentary solidarity: We are in this shit together. Let life come at us with all it’s got! After a quick deliberation, they decide to play a song in my honour: ‘I Will Survive’. A fluorescent-coloured cocktail is pushed into my hand, which gets me tipsy enough to scream the lyrics alongside them. 

For several Sundays, I end up at the church for the whole drill – mass, market, that place. I report on the story’s progress between the karaoke songs, and in return, as if filling my engine with fuel, they include me in the hug chain. And every Sunday, there is at least one in the group who needs to dance like crazy to ‘I Will Survive’ – the gospel for women unhomed by the world, a ritual for the floating specks on all the maps of the earth. 

That was the first time I learned about how to survive. And that is why my body instinctively remembered hugging when I saw Maria today at the supermarket. After all, I don’t have much to give people other than stories, and I hold them when they are ready to hold me in return. In a time of survival, the defence line will be held not with networking handshakes but with genuine hugs that will prevent us from falling into inhumanity.

If you ask me, my dear stranger, it is quite probable that many centuries before men invented the awkward act of shaking hands to soothe their eternal doubt of each other, women invented hugging. It must have happened a few thousand years ago, when we were deemed eternally unhomed in this world where, to be considered human, one had to be male. Since we were not allowed to claim a place or human existence, we learned to live and survive as insignificant specks. Having to appear and disappear depending on the whims of the male order made us learn that, to protect our spot in the world, we needed to become indispensable functions. While transforming ourselves into functions, we needed to manage our sense of self. To rescue our humanness and to survive, we perfected numerous skills, such as curating smiles that caught the eye or asking for things without demanding or watching out for the millions of lines and borders that we were not supposed to cross. 

Maria knows all of this intuitively. Somewhere in our thousands of years of saga, women learned that there was no place to really be except in the company of other women. That to survive, we needed to be held by them and, in return, care for them. This is how we gave each other a place in the world. Without theorising about it, with our dexterous practicality that was looked down upon in the male world, we invented a form of survival. Away from the male gaze, we simply connected as specks. In doing so, our hugs turned us into a defence line protecting our humanness. We learned to survive as strangers, eternally unhomed in this world, existentially displaced and always misplaced. 

Hugs were not only to hold each other from sliding into oblivion, but also to draw the outline of our bodies. The male touch was arbitrary and dependent on our desirability as bodies or the indispensability of our functions. We understood that if we did not remind each other of the contours of our bodies, we could confuse where the body ended and the rest of the world began, which is a particular kind of existential meltdown. So, we hugged each other to heal our inherently unhomed selves in this male world. We learned how to build a web of connections so that we could be. We learned to become the proof of each other’s existence by this deep-running cycle of care.

Before it became a political terminology named ‘solidarity’, the female memory embedded in our bodies operated with the humane and intuitive knowledge of sticking together to survive. And when I say ‘the future will be female’, I also mean this information carved in the female body – the wisdom of the insignificant speck that had to survive for thousands of years without being recognised as human. Something that many, too many of us, will taste soon, long before we are left behind on this planet to become extinct. Before the spaceships of the ultra-rich take off and Mars is colonised, as the scarcity takes over – of democracy, human rights, courage, freedom, dignity, kindness, food or oxygen – we will survive, not like in the Hollywood movies with a hero or through barbarity, but by holding each other when nothing holds us. As more and more of us become dismissible, dispensable, negligible specks, our bodies will remember to be human when our premature brains fail to make sense of the insanity.

We survive, my dear stranger, either this way or that way. Yet, unless another is there to confirm your humanity, like the mother and children in the boat with Eyad, your survival is a savage achievement. If there is no memory of others to remind you that you held them, your survival becomes an endless doubt about your humanity. 

Survival, surely, means losing a part of yourself. A stranger has to accept that. It can be many things: the wholeness of the self, the sense of reality, or the light-hearted trust in people you didn’t know you had until you met the dark waves. Like the phantom ache of a lost limb, a hole in the self stays. The ultimate decision a stranger makes is how and with what to fill that gap. 

Through these letters to you, you are now holding me while I remember. And one day, when we meet face to face, I will listen to you and hold you in return. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, September 2024

My dear stranger,

Finally, some good news. I got my three-year residency permit. Danke schön, Deutschland! This is the first time in the last eight years that I’ve been given a permit to stay in a country for more than a year. The sense of security it brings is like falling back in the snow for fun and thinking midway there might be a nail. Still, there is the feathery tickle of not having to see that thick glass window of the immigration office for another three years; not filling out forms.

This time, the immigration officer, a fragile-looking lady, was unprecedently lovely. Being the bearer of the good news already made her smile as she went through the many ID cards to find mine. She was almost savouring the moment more than I was. She must have been exhausted from wearing the sulking face of the state every working day. After all, all that global politics, the big words of anti-immigration policies, and the volumes and volumes of immigration regulations, boil down to the two of us acting out the actual drama: the stranger and the officer. All day long, they have to look or turn their eyes away from all the unhomed faces that are frozen in a moment of hoping for good news and fearing the bad. As we bend our necks so that our carefully calibrated, thinning voices can go through the small hole, they need to stay inhumanly blank. Except for the few sadistic ones, they must feel the vicarious shame of seeing people getting smaller and smaller. And when a woman cries or a man shouts, they have to practise their mysterious art of disappearing into some obscure back room, like slippery fish escaping the hand of the hungry.

Then, when they close the shop, someone, probably some immigrant lady, must be cleaning the surface of the thick bureaucratic glass. She wipes the dried spit drops of countless why but whys with disinfectant, yet perhaps the phantom of our spit drops stays with the officers, haunting them in their nightmares. 

On this side of the thick glass, after enough visits, the hours a stranger waits for the card form a time zone of their own. All those minutes connect together to make an independent history, a memory lane that I go down at each permit appointment, reminiscing about the previous ones. All the faces of the past waiting hours that were otherwise not remembered come back to me vividly. The Romanian families with their crying kids, the Japanese students with their kind eyes, the Russians who have given up on looking presentable, the Afghanis who, over time, lose their traditional outfit to wear ill-fitting jeans, the Roma women who resist the twenty-first-century aesthetics with their long, thinning black hair and ankle-length floral skirts. But most of all, I remember that man in Zagreb at the ‘Strangers Office’ telling me two sentences: ‘I am from Yemen … But I am a brain surgeon.’ After the third appointment, he gave up wearing the tie, and after the fourth, he wasn’t talking about his profession. The stranger is a self-made Pygmalion who has to carve off the parts that don’t fit the space she is given in the new land.

The lady finds my card. She sighs. When she hands me the tiny plastic thing, her face goes through several expressions: a friendly pity, a cheer concealed by official blankness, and a relief for not having to deal with a stranger’s drama. ‘Congratulations!’ My arms drop so hard my shoulder joints hurt. There must be a word for that in German: despising the game in which you are the winner. 

My dear stranger, if you’ve been through this, you’ll know. Many of us cry as soon as we get the permit, right there or later in the vicinity. They are not happy tears, as you might know, but drops of dark matter from the survival cave that opens in your chest. In that cave, there are many things – anger, relief, released tension. But most of all, a complicated sense of disgust. The disgust of having survived. Something akin to what some will feel when they receive entry to bunkers or a ticket to the colony on Mars. Or a more present-day example: the self-disgust of those who side with a fascist regime to survive the purge so that they are not unhomed in their country. 

I don’t know about you, my dear stranger, but my way of dealing with this secret disgust is buying flamboyant dresses I will never wear. I literally stuff fabric into the holes of my soul that gushes out anger and the sudden fatigue of being in this dirty game of survival. I have several dresses – one for each residency permit over the years – that look like they belong to a carefree woman who drinks champagne and laughs opulently in Monte Carlo casinos, celebrating the fact that she has zero problems.

This time, as soon as I enter the boutique, I choose something glaringly red. Something one could wear at a royal ball in Monte fucking Carlo. A German lady approaches me to say, ‘It is so beautiful on you.’ I swing back and forth before the mirror to practise the moves of a body that doesn’t care about the world. The lady gently catches my arm. Coming closer, she whispers in my ear with careful articulation, ‘When you entered, I thought, “Here’s a clean lady.”’

Did she just wink at me? A wink that says, You are not one of the dirty ones; you are a clean stranger. Congratulations!

An automatic ‘Thank you’ comes out of me. Did I just say that? Anger travels through my innards like a gut-wrenching stream of acid. Yet, it doesn’t come out as words, not even a facial expression. I must have taught myself not to show anger in the last eight years, and now I can’t express it any longer. I remember what Eyad said in our first meeting when talking about being fired from his job for no reason and not being angry. ‘My German colleagues were asking me why I wasn’t furious. What! Am I going to throw a tantrum? That is too much of a luxury for people like us.’ Ziko must have gone to a dark place after being embarrassed for his accent, when he was unable to shout, ‘Who the fuck do you think you are?’ Like me during the birthday cake incident. 

We educate ourselves to swallow anger, for we learn it is the expressway to being undesirable. We learn that, in the end, it is not the fittest but the most desirable who survives: the clean, the pleasant, the one who says thank you. The unhomed cannot indulge herself in not being impressive. The problem is, over time, you begin to forget. Were you clean and pleasant in the beginning, or did you make yourself look desirable enough to be allowed to stay? 

I decide to wear the red dress to an award ceremony in Italy. It is still a month away – enough time to forget that I was too afraid to get angry. The award is for ‘raising my voice against fascism with courage’. Now, my dear stranger, isn’t that one bleeding crimson irony? One can fight against the big monsters of our times but then split from that self when it comes to the obligation to be desirable in order to be taken in. To live with this push and pull between self-loathing for being powerless inside and having to keep yourself as a dignified social being outside requires some sort of complex endurance, a particular kind of inner strength. 

There is some crooked art of survival there, my dear stranger, don’t you think? A piece of information that will console humankind when all goes wrong. The more powerless you become, the stronger you get. I have to tell this to my American and German friends, who are already frozen with fear and anger in the face of approaching fascism, still not knowing how they will survive the nearing political disasters. They will never know how strong they are until they are made powerless enough. Yet, even though they’ll never be strong enough, they’ll still have to act the part frequently. And frankly, acting the part is usually good enough to encourage others to hold the line against radical evil. In the end, I am getting that Italian award for my courage, am I not? 

E.




 

 

 

 

Dresden, October 2024

My dear stranger, 

I am writing to you from a café near Dresden’s main station while waiting for my train back to Berlin. 

A strange city, is Dresden. It is as if the entire town is frozen in a moment of hesitation between remembering its lost beauty and trying to forget about it altogether. Perhaps it is because the city was never allowed to mourn its loss or celebrate her remaining beauty – a survivor that could never properly write its story. The city was severely, and dare I say, vindictively bombed during World War II by the Allied forces. The destruction was disproportionate to its strategic importance. It was as if by destroying the most fragile and intricate German city, the Allied forces intended to take away the beautiful from the Germans. The damage was something beyond the heavy death toll and the vanishing of the buildings. The Germans lost heart after Dresden. After the total demise of the idea of beauty, survival became a meaningless act, an exhausting drag. I am not sure whether I am talking about Dresden now or Douha and me. 

I have come here to meet Douha, the young Syrian woman whom I first saw a year ago, again in Dresden, during a panel about immigration, refugees, racism and xenophobia. As she began telling her story and about how racism operates on a woman with a headscarf, there was a forced sarcasm in her tone, an attempt to be careless. It was visible; she was feeling too much, and the pain was too deep for cold-blooded panel interventions. The reason that the memory of her stayed with me was her recognition of her inner struggle with the question of dignity as she grappled with the imposed dichotomy of victim and survivor. In the end, almost defeated by the inner battle before our eyes, she began crying as she said, ‘I am tired of being strong. I just want to say I am weak. I am weak!’ I walked out, very composed, found a spot behind some building, and cried a bit. Watching her strength when talking about being weak was – well, in therapy, that would be called a breakthrough. Douha’s words encouraged me to be weak that afternoon, well before we meet each other properly today.

Douha has straight hair. I don’t know why I imagined her curly. Headscarves make me think of beautiful, wild hair, stranded. When I say this, she just waves her hand in the air, as in, yeah, yeah, straight. It is neither straight nor curly; in fact, her hair is a big whatever. It is there only to say, You want hair? Here’s some hair! At least, this is what I understand when she says, ‘I noticed that the attitude at the office changed immensely when I didn’t wear my headscarf, so I decided to pick my battles. I am not wearing it for religious reasons anyway. It is for cultural reasons. Because my people wear it.’

Douha and I are meeting during her lunch break in a small restaurant serving typical German fare. As we stand before a large buffet, two middle-aged German waitresses with extremely unwelcoming faces wait for us to choose while performing some ostentatious impatience. Since I am a dutiful stranger, I choose something quickly – anything. Yet Douha stares at the food and murmurs, ‘Nothing impresses me. Delicious, beautiful, interesting … Nothing impresses me, and that is exhausting. Do you know what I mean?’

Of course I do. Ha! That is why sometimes in Germany, I imagine myself as a properly Protestant astronaut swallowing pills for meals. This is food. You need food. Eat. But then, when beauty is gone, you start giving up on all the things that secretly form the soul. Over time, against your will, you become one of the ignorant who believe they are smart to choose functional over beautiful. Pleasure becomes tasteless.

We take our trays and sit at the table with some unidentified food. I tell her why I wanted to meet her: to talk about the possibility of a new home, the Nation of Strangers, the morality of survival, and that inner fight we go through – deciphering it for the others who will need to survive soon for various reasons of their own. She jumps right into it as if we have had a years-long conversation already.

‘Sometimes, without realising it, I try to impress Germans. And I am tired of impressing Germans. Because when they look at you, they see defeat, a victim. It is hard to struggle against such adjectives. My son is growing, and I feel like, with him, I am growing into this new person. But I don’t want to.’

Existing and getting confirmation of your existence is a tricky thing for a stranger. You want to be seen but not watched. You need to be heard, but you don’t want them to listen in on you. You want to be, but not like that. How, then? You only know how not to be. And there are too many nots to weed through. You draw the boundaries of your existence with negations. The self is a hollow space of which you can only make out the borders.

‘You know what the hardest part is? I cannot tell them about my reality even if they ask about it. They ask about the war, and I go blank. Yeah, it happened, death and all. And I see in their faces – to them, I sound like their grandmother who survived World War II. Ha!’

Her laughter reminds me of myself at her age, when I first went to therapy. After the third session, the therapist told me, ‘You don’t have to entertain me.’ The reluctance of my ‘therapist’ smile must be telling enough, for suddenly Douha stops feeling obliged to be funny and, uninhibited, descends to the Hades of the unhomed.

‘Actually, perhaps small talk is harder. The most difficult thing is the vacation story. People ask and tell each other what they have done. In the beginning, when they asked me, I lied. I made things up. Because I hadn’t done anything, and I didn’t want to do anything. I just lay in bed during vacations. In 2018, I was hospitalised for six days with symptoms of a stroke. There was no organic reason; I was just tired. I was tired of pretending to be a normal person. I was tired of being ashamed to say I was tired. I cannot allow myself to be tired. I have to be this twenty-five-year-old happy woman. And yes, that is the hardest part. To look happy.’

The self-loathing of being a winner in an unfair game, one that leaves behind too many marked as undesirables and ineligible for a home, keeps the soul in an unending crossfire. The spot you are given in which to live in the new home feels like it is made of sea urchins – spiky. Because you are one of them now. Since you are on the bright side of the border, you become part of the border. Perhaps you eventually become that red-dress-wearing woman laughing at the Monte Carlo casino. You are clean and happy now, like a set of perfect American teeth. And you don’t know what to do with all the undesirables who parade through your head day and night, arriving especially when you are about to enjoy some small pleasure: a cake or a glass of champagne. Since you are not one of them – the undesirables left behind – acting as if you are is a self-indulging lie. But separating yourself from them entirely is the ultimate betrayal. So you live with ghosts – ghosts of friends back home in prison, for instance. 

‘The only way out was to listen to the other women’s stories, other refugees,’ Douha says. She writes everything down. ‘I am the only one who listens to these women without asking questions, so they tell me everything. I have an archive of hundreds of stories. It is something to show for my life. Something to say I am not valueless.’

For the last few years, Douha has been writing testimonies from women refugees. ‘I am turning myself into the black box of women. Listening to them is like watching a movie which is exactly like your own life, over and over again.’

As she dwells on the stories of others, she begins to beam, gradually, like layers of veilings in front of her face are lifted. She is now alive – time beats as fast as an unborn baby’s heart again. For a few minutes, her face looks how it could have been had she never left home. Then, after recounting several stories, she returns to her reality, fading back to her Dresden self. ‘But most of the time, for them, it is as simple as, “I was in Syria. Now I am in Germany.” As if there is nothing between. I don’t know; perhaps I feel too much.’

What is there in between? Between is the deep crack formed by the event that unhomed you, an unbridgeable wide and deep distance between the old self and the new self that the stranger puts together in haste, at the dizzying speed of survival. If the stranger keeps looking into the depths of the cracked self on her own, there is the existential vertigo that I avoided for years before I began writing to you. The only way to look at it, and Douha knew it before I did, is to look with others, through the stories of other strangers. The focus on the self that our times impose on us is a burden when surviving. That burden is only lightened by connecting to others and making the selfless significant. Holding the others is, in fact, holding yourself before you get too dizzy and fall into the crack, the abyss of the self. That is why the art of survival is always about others, not you. And all the decisions you make in haste when surviving can only be clearly seen through the eyes of the others. Douha, as she did a year ago, unlocks something for me about the morality of survival. A humane survival is only possible by accommodating others, to allow them to be alive when you are not accommodated in this world. The uniqueness of the self is too much baggage when surviving; a stranger learns this when she listens to others just to hear herself. An unplanted tree is alive when it homes the birds.

As I think, Douha’s words continue as a soliloquy. 

‘After years, I finally understood that I am alone in this and that I cannot make comparisons anymore. I cannot compare myself to people back home, those who couldn’t make it. I cannot compare myself to the person that I could have been had I not been forced to leave Syria. It is okay to be okay. But you know what? I still cannot decorate my house. You know, those beautiful little touches that you add to your place. Home is for basic needs now: eating, sleeping, etc. I look at other people’s houses and think, “Why don’t I do beautiful things to my place?” I think the beautiful in me broke. I’ve lost it. I know it is hard, but I have to train myself to be here and now.’

‘Things are overrated,’ I say. I tell her about Freud’s home, the museum in London. I have never understood how someone who is supposed to have been in a fearful hurry when running away from the Nazis’ invasion of Vienna could wrap up so many tiny trinkets and all the ephemera of beauty. Probably, he had a small army of women who did the job for him so that he could smoke his cigar in the same chair, use the same divan for his clients, and pretend to know everything about the women who he was too arrogant to learn about. I entertain her a bit with my Freud jokes, and I don’t tell her that I do exactly what she does, avoiding the topic of beauty when it comes to the survival of the unhomed. 

The home for a stranger becomes just a snail’s shell destined to be left behind when cracked, and thus, it is not her, not hers. Things, beautiful ones even, are a burden; dragging them with you requires answering disheartening questions, such as ‘What if you have to leave again?’ Beautiful things are for people who still can believe that they will have a place in the world even when the houses or the cities collapse. Thus, the material form of beauty belongs to their terrain, and things are part of their world. We, on the other hand, have people and nothing else. When ornaments of beauty become invisible to the eye of the stranger, the beauty of words solidifies.

And Douha knows this. In this impossible game of survival from which one cannot come out whole, she goes to other people, to the stories of others, to find meaning. ‘As I do right now with you,’ I comment. We nod to our food. ‘But if we can knit all these stories, then, perhaps … I am trying to develop the idea of all the unhomed stories coming together … I mean, we can release the definition of home from places, from things, and build it in words, and then we can …’

I leave that sentence drifting halfway through, because when you say it out loud – bringing stories together, knitting them so that meaning can appear – it sounds tacky. Like those sentimental words – love, kindness, caring and solidarity. When you say such things out loud in front of an audience that doesn’t share the reality of survival with you, even your own mouth is pursed with embarrassment, and the lips immediately shape themselves into a smirk to avoid remorse.

How unfortunate it is that all those words we depend on when the shit hits the fan – when there is war, disaster, cancer, starvation, homelessness – sound lame and cheesy when you want to build a political or moral guideline out of them. When they are forced into a social idea, they flutter away. They are perhaps too ingrained in life to be articulated. Perhaps they prefer only to be lived, without inviting too much attention or an audience. Such words are too humble to be used to build a social structure in front of cynical eyes. And when you try, they just run away and disappear among the strangers, refusing to be judged by the mercilessness of the political debate. Such words already know that they cannot survive in the stage light of theory or under the scrutiny of enlightened academia, so they escape to the dim churches and hollow mosques where they are accepted without interrogation, submitting themselves to the jealous monopoly of God, who is like a rich, unfeeling merchant grinning for having gathered such precious gems under his robe. Or they sometimes go and hide away in small-scale NGO work, in the dark alleys of the cities between people who show up for each other to bear together what they cannot immediately change. And sometimes, they are co-opted by rich gurus in emotional wellness centres built for dreadfully bored people, and are thrown around like loose change. Since these words and sentiments are disowned by politics and the social structure, they become a parody of themselves. Only during the desperation of survival do such words come out and silently sit with you in their real form and size, like gentle giants.

It will take many disasters, long periods of scarcity and a prolonged apocalypse for these words to become the pillars of life. It will happen when the despicable game of survival becomes large enough to encompass far too many of us. Then, these sentimental, lame, tacky, cheesy-sounding words will be welcome to sit with us. Then, many will know what it means to have to turn away from the ambitiously theoretical and towards each other, to be able to live one’s own life. Many will learn that the unbearable heaviness of being a stranger only becomes possible to lift when you carry the burden of another. And beauty, for the stranger, lies there as well. 

As you see the unruly beauty in others’ survival, you begin to recognise the beauty in yours, which looks only dark and ugly when you look into it alone. You listen to stories because only they can tell what you cannot say: This is the best I can do. Your words, the things you couldn’t do, only when heard in someone else’s voice, shed their fatality – like defused bombs. That is how strangers survive, word by word. Nothing fancy about it; no etiquette, no big idea, no innovation. How unfortunate that humility is too humble a word to appear before an audience when the audience does not know that they, too, are strangers.

After I left Douha, I walked around the city a bit. While I wandered, I came across a shop and bought a small porcelain vase for my Berlin apartment. It wasn’t really beautiful, but one should begin somewhere, right? 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, November 2024

My dear stranger,

Trump has been elected. It is all downhill from now on, but as many nations that have been down the same road, Americans still soothe their fears by repeating the same illusionary line, ‘The institutions will hold.’ They do not yet dare to recognise their future country, and soon, they will not be recognised as citizens unless they follow the new rules in Trump’s America. In fact, overnight, millions have already become strangers in their own country. They will now learn to survive like the unhomed, like strangers in their own home. They will be introduced to the fear of losing everything they’ve built in their lives, the anger of humiliation, and they will all begin to live in the haste driven by survival. The journey we are about to complete through these letters, my dear stranger, is only beginning for so many of them. They will have to make many decisions on a daily basis that weigh fear against moral values. They, too, are asking themselves who they are now, and from where they came to get to this point, and how they’ll survive. Many, so many, will still become unhomed in the following weeks, as the reality of a fascist regime sets in for many of those still in denial. In the end, like all strangers, they will question whether they can return to the times they felt at home, or whether this unease will be their lifelong companion.

Several American friends, academics, politicians and writers, mainly from Washington and New York, have called me since the election. I feel like Douha, like a black box of sorrows. Since I ‘predicted’ what would happen years ago, they are asking me about the next steps. One or two times, I have begun talking with them through the stranger’s sarcasm, but they are not there yet – not yet profis, as Eyad would call them. They haven’t yet put their hearts in the freezer, all still tender. So, I have tried to be as solemn as them, saying, ‘I cannot tell. One, American people are not as politically literate as the rest of the world, so it will take too long for them to understand what’s happening. Two, there are too many guns in that country.’ That doesn’t help either. They are severely traumatised. America has always been the sunny infant of human civilisation, but now, she is a vulnerable adolescent. 

In the end, since I have learned from all the seasoned strangers I’ve met while writing these letters, I decided to be kind and wrote a gentle piece for the Guardian, a friendly letter to American strangers. I am sure they are still too anxious to read anything, but I wrote it anyway. Although Elon Musk’s X, with its new algorithm, decreases my visibility, I also tweeted it a few times. The letter starts like this:

By the time my letter reaches you, you’ll have heard all the clever ways of saying, ‘We are fucked!’ Thousands of soundbites will have told you, ‘Get up and fight.’ Others will have shared tips on mourning and healing. The strange thing is that even though you’ll be in the same dark circus of emotions, everything you hear from your political side will add to your anger. That is what defeat the second time around does: the shame of losing morphs into self-hatred. You begin to be enraged by your ilk more than the opponent. That is why I am writing directly to you. Because in the coming months, your emotional state will impact domestic and global politics.

But I guess the important part of my letter will appear to them as premature, perhaps inaccessible. 

The new chapter will come with an additional surprise: you will experience the magnetic magic of power. Some, who you assume to be your people, will decide to normalise Trump and find ways to make themselves at home with the insanity. Hopefully, it won’t happen, but just in case, prepare yourself for the most painful bit. The absolute desperation when you witness some friends, first hesitantly murmuring, then confidently saying, ‘It is not as bad as we imagined.’ You will watch in horror as they fall in line without being forced.

It will be a long process for them, my strangers, before they arrive where we are. How hard it will be to learn to hold the others when falling, especially in a country whose founding myth is being a survivor on one’s own. 

My fellowship has ended at the Robert Bosch Academy. But I am still in touch with the other fellows. Since they all know I am writing to you about home, my dear stranger, they sometimes send me relevant updates. 

Sanam texted me a US Supreme Court decision about homeless people, saying, ‘Look what they have done, and now there’ll be much more of this under Trump.’ The decision means that the states are now allowed to define homelessness as a crime and arrest people for being homeless. I read the court decision, which centres around the word cleanliness. The court decided that America should be clean of homeless people. Staining the clean life of the Americans will now be considered a crime, as decided by the state’s rulers. It is terrifying to imagine the scaling up of such a ‘purification’ under Trump’s rule. When you watch all this from Berlin … No, I don’t right away imagine new concentration camps. The image that comes to mind is of some people taking happy selfies with concentration camps in the background. Basic moral values will be upended with frantic glee. 

All this is to say that building a new home upon the stranger’s humane wisdom is not just a beautiful idea. If we do not take action, do not hold each other and scale up the previously theoretical ‘experiments’ of humane life – such as Refugio – then the purified homes, the borders and the walls will take over. Nothing humane will survive. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, December 2024

My dear stranger,

The cards are already being reshuffled on a global level after Trump’s election. Several scenarios are playing in my head, and so far, none are nice for people like us, the strangers. My job is to follow the cards, if one can use gambling terms for politics, and analyse the game. But then part of me just wants to escape, move to an obscure Greek village, write another novel, and exist outside of reality. That is perhaps why, before writing to you, I stood before the half-empty bookshelves in my apartment to undergo my periodic self-berating for not being somebody else. Somebody who is not crippled with an inability to preserve. I don’t even own the books I’ve written, not a single copy. I envy those writers in the Zoom meetings with a background of monumental shelves filled with books and their work tidily marshalled on a separate shelf, centred in the frame. Being a mobile stranger doesn’t allow such prominence. I am more of an Elizabeth Bishop girl – she who writes, ‘The art of losing isn’t hard to master.’ 

I wish it were an art, though. Things slide off me. They are mostly lost on the road, and sometimes utterly forgotten as if they never existed. And when they vanish, neither am I upset nor do I protest properly. As in the poem, I repeat to myself: Not a disaster! When they travel to oblivion – even they are things whose worldly value is immense, such as gold or diamonds – I don’t chase them. Losing things to time, to places or to people feels too natural to rail against. Holding onto them is a doomed fight, like keeping icicles in my pocket to show their sparkle to others. 

But then, on some random winter afternoon like this, when the world feels too heavy and the news is enough to make me feel like a drifting object, the phantoms of all lost things dance in my head, stomping and jumping, sticking their tongues out, mocking my unbearable lightness of being. Their absence suddenly takes up more space than their matter. Like cicadas in summer, our ears are so used to their song that we hear them only in hindsight when they fall silent. Even though I convince myself that all that is lost is not that important, when all the other phantoms flutter away, two stick around and sit in my head with their long, old sighs: my great-grandmother’s ruby ring and my nana’s Smith & Wesson revolver. 

The Smith & Wesson had a mother-of-pearl grip. It was a heavy piece, but my father’s mother, my nana, a sturdy bulk of a woman with giant legs and arms, handled it with ease. Before I saw one in a Western movie, she showed me how to do the cool Clint Eastwood gun moves. For years, I assumed everybody had a gun. One day, when Nana put the gun in my five-year-old brother’s belt to take him for a stroll, the police stopped them on the street. She was shocked to learn that she was not allowed to have weapons in the city. Nana was a nomad, a woman of the plains and mountains. But living with us in the city, she was disarmed, dispossessed, and thus bitter to the bone. 

The gun had been a gift from her father. He was the first person in his nomadic tribe to study in the Ottoman capital, Istanbul. When he finished his studies years later, he returned to his clan on the country’s south coast. When nearing the port, his ship fell victim to a sudden storm, and he lost all his books and years of writing. ‘That is why he lost his head,’ Nana would say whenever the gun was brought out to reminisce about the past. ‘Whenever he remembered the lost books, he would go crazy. Then, we needed to chain him to a tree. But, on normal days, he was a clever man. That is why he bought a gun for me when I was nineteen, when my husband and my firstborn were dead one day apart.’ 

A member of Turkey’s last generation of nomads, Nana was a bit mad herself. Whenever a dove began her song in the long summer afternoons, her wits travelled miles away, and she sang that rhyming song with the bird, ‘Goo goo gook! Goo goo goook! I have no mother, I have no father, I have no home.’ Even though she had a room of her own, she never closed the door. She missed the tents, the thinness of the separation between inside and outside. On her mad days, she treated the city as the plains. With a big bag made of kilim and her old knife, she went onto the streets to collect wild herbs from the side roads or public parks, to cook, pickle, or make herbal remedies. She pretended as if cars were not passing and city folk were not staring at her. 

Every kilim we used at home was her past weaving. Since she couldn’t weave them in a city apartment, she knitted oversized, coarse wool sweaters that had no use in the warm city of I˙zmir. From morning to night, she sat there and knitted as if she were performing a passive-aggressive one-woman protest. After producing piles and piles of sweaters that no one asked for, one day she gave up on her nomadic habits, and as part of her reluctant adaptation process, she took on lace, the embroidery of the gentlefolk. She never liked it, and her massive hands never sat right with the intricate threads. Yet the hardest part for her was swallowing some pride while she learned this palace art from our seasonal visitor, my mother’s grandmother, Granny. 

Unlike the brownish, big, strong and blunt Nana, who wore a big shalwar and never learned to speak with the formal you, Granny was blonde with blue eyes, fragile, extremely polite and all lace, including her old-school long underwear. A Circassian from White Russia, she was courtly from head to toe. Her father – a feudal landlord, she loved to emphasise – and the family had been forced to immigrate from the Caucasus to Bulgaria during the Circassian genocide, then on to Istanbul, where the aunts were taken into the sultan’s harem and her father was put in charge of the sultan’s stable. In her retelling, she never omitted this sentence: ‘Circassian women have always been the most beautiful. And the men rode horses like the steppe winds.’ The courtly manners endured, and she refused to go to bed unless the sheets were adequately starched. Even though her skin was irreparably bruised due to traditional hammam rubbing after age eighty, she refused the contemporary shower. Modern times were never clean enough for her. 

Granny was a woman made of delicate things: the tiniest pearl buttons, small enamelled boxes, ash-thin embroidered handkerchiefs, and transparent china coffee cups. Either such delicate things tamed her white, fragile hands to be so fairylike, or perhaps her thin hands made everything look like the pictures from a fable. Her touch was as light as a butterfly, as opposed to Nana, who grabbed things, squeezed, and slapped when necessary. Thus, when Granny quite naturally spoke to me with Greek, Circassian or French words, calling me ‘Frilly Marika’, giggling with affection as I tried her lipstick, Nana shouted, ‘She’ll be a whore!’ 

I grew up in that small-scale clash of civilisations, which occasionally became verbal wars. Things were only peaceful between them when they told each other about the past, the stories of loss. For Granny, it was the lands the Russians took away from them, and the pearls and gold they gave away as bribes for safe passage through various countries. For Nana, it was the mountains that talked, trees that sang and snakes that never failed to avenge – all of which sounded like madness to the city folk. She loved to shock Granny by saying that she missed using her gun. 

‘Come winter, when the tents were put on the plains, we shot in the air so that the nearby villages knew we’d arrived. Then the fires were lit, and we danced. I had bullets then.’ 

After the stories of loss, as women masterfully do when there is a lesson to be drawn, they’d fall silent. Just a long sigh, meaning: All is change, and all is ephemeral. Neither the tent nor the palace – nothing stood against the twists and turns of life. So, they’d sigh long and audibly as I sat between them. 

I saw them both hastily repelling the phantoms of lost things by talking about knitting. They’d put their heads together and deconstruct the piece of lace with a new, fashionable design they’d borrowed from a neighbour. They would slowly undo the piece of lace to figure out how it was knitted. With their thick reading glasses, they’d count the knots and loops, memorise them, and try their hand at the new design. When they figured out the trickery of the lace, they would promise to finish this or that much before they saw each other again. The next time they met, they’d put together their finished work to form a large tablecloth or a bed cover. 

They made several of these big pieces. All of them were like the ancient maps of Asia: split between nomads and the stationed kingdoms. Nana’s knitting was still too stiff for lace, and Granny’s was as light as a lullaby. They, too, saw the discrepancy. Still, they’d knit together. They needed to stitch themselves to the here and now somehow. And they had no one except for each other to continue, to weave themselves towards the future. 

Both are long gone now. And I have nothing of theirs with me to hold on to when telling stories about them. As all my things are, they are elsewhere. What I carry with me are their stories and my memories of their voices. I can hear them making each other new promises to knit something beautiful together, despite all the losses. As I write to you about survival, I remember most vividly their determination to turn their irreconcilable discrepancies into a piece of beauty. 

The world is still too naive to care about old women’s wisdom, two master strangers exiled from their respective worlds. It resists the fact that our future survival will only be possible by holding on to each other, by interlacing our discrepancies and making beauty out of those differences. To survive, we will depend on our inherent urge to create beauty and to do it together. 

My dear stranger, no need to write in the future tense. The unhoming times are already taking over the world. Before the wildfires, fascism is burning down all that is beautiful, and political villains are wrecking our homes faster than even climate disasters. Things will be lost, lives will perish, the sense of security will slide off of us, and then, perhaps, we will remember the wisdom of strangers. One can only remake faith in the future together with another stranger. 

A new year is about to begin. This is the first time I’ll throw a small dinner party in Berlin. With new friends. An Israeli, two Turkish friends, an Italian and an American – all runaways from a dictator. Funny, no? There will be champagne to make the pictures of us look like we don’t care. In the end, that is how we survive – by smiling together at our future selves. 

E.




IV

WHEN WILL YOU GO HOME?




 

 

 

 

Angst ist Fremde. Heimat ist Lebensfreude.

(Fear is foreignness. Home is the joy of life.)

Yüksel Pazarkaya, Nur um der Liebenden Willen dreht sich der Himmel




 

 

 

 

Berlin, early January 2025

My dear stranger,

It is late at night. I’ve just arrived at the apartment after dinner with some new friends. Something strange happened in the taxi, so I wanted to write to you immediately. 

It was raining. The taxi was passing over one of the many bridges in Berlin, and I was looking through the window at the city. My eyes, idly, were playing their focus game – now at the raindrops that multiplied the city lights, now the city lights that blurred the raindrops. And for a brief moment, I suddenly felt – well, like ‘I am normal people’, as Michael, the London Uber driver, would say. A sense of completion, a strangely warm shiver. It was, in a way, the opposite of what I sensed in Hamburg while looking at the lake. It wasn’t an anxious longing. More a gently uncanny bodily sensation that made me smile serenely. Instead of that frequent sensation of horses galloping in my chest, this time I savoured the sense, like a scab giving you that sweet itch as it heals. So this is how it is going to be, I thought; this sense of being at home with the self will visit me in unexpected moments until I am ready to accommodate it for good. The body must have learned something from all these encounters with strangers. Through these letters, I believe, the mind must have learned to ease itself towards feeling at home when unhomed. The heart, once frozen, must have defrosted to become flesh again. 

Does this mean Berlin is home now? My Ithaca, at the end of my Odyssey. Alas, the world is becoming too unhoming every day for all of us for such prêt-à-porter, happy endings. In our radical uncertainty, the only certainty is that there’ll be mean winds and random storms to wipe away any delicate repose. Yet, for that brief moment in the taxi, the sense of time and space was like the inside of a silent, brisk dripstone cave. The idle water droplets defied the act of waiting – it was no longer necessary to return home to feel at home. As if the home suddenly became a shape-shifting, ghost-like entity sculpted by every droplet of time. Like the sand towers that little girl dripped into being on the Greek shore, again and again. 

Now, as I write to you, the dark silence of the night is interrupted by the fox arriving in the garden. Now he is jumping on the bench to sleep. Now he is making himself comfortable, rustling the blanket I left there for him. And now he is sleeping. As he falls silent into his fox dreams, I remember that quote from The Little Prince: ‘One only understands the things one tames.’ 

I think it was you, my dear stranger, that tamed me and my fear of looking at the abyss of the unhomed self. It was writing to you. My sarcastic self eased into humility and tenderness. And now I can admit that the home will not be a thing of the past or a destination to be arrived at in the future. It will have to be these moments of being fully in myself, an intermittent sense of wholeness, a rare but precious feeling of normal people, and it will only be in the here and now.

You tamed my questions, my dear stranger. You reminded me of that age-old truth about the road. The road doesn’t answer the questions you bring along. Instead, the road helps the traveller grow new ears to hear its murmurs. Only then can the travelling stranger follow the unpredictable answers articulated by the road, which are always wiser than the initial questions. 

I realise now that, for a long while, nobody, not even my mother, has asked me that question: ‘When do you think you will come back home?’ Some friends asked me recently whether I would stay in Berlin for good. But nobody from back home considers the return option. And a few times in the past when I stammered something like, ‘Perhaps in 2026, when it is the tenth year of my Odyssey. Just like Odysseus returned to Ithaca after ten years …’ they always said the same thing: ‘It is not the same over there. You wouldn’t even recognise it.’ The cruel reality of these conversations is in the unsaid part. Home might no longer recognise me. 

Tonight, the truth standing at the end of this road makes itself clear to me, and it is not as terrifying as it was. The loss of home is irreversible. No return journey tomorrow can reach a place of yesterday. Once you leave, ‘back at home’ is over. So, in the immigration offices and on the planet’s borders, when the guards of the lands ask the unhomed, ‘When will you go home?’ the correct answer should be ‘Never’. It is the most hurtful word, perhaps, but not more consuming than longing for an impossible destination. I remember Cavafy’s poem, ‘Ithaka gave you the marvellous journey. / Without her, you wouldn’t have set out. / She has nothing left to give you now. / And if you find her poor, Ithaka won’t have fooled you. / Wise as you will have become, so full of experience, / you’ll have understood by then what these Ithakas mean.’ 

I used to wonder – why Ithakas, why plural? Tonight, as I watched droplets on the windows, I thought I might begin to understand. That while the home left behind is unattainable, changed as it is even to those who return to it, there may yet be new homes in the making that yield moments of peace when you least expect them. 

But I have to end here. Tomorrow I’ll go to Munich, then to the Alps for an interesting invitation to a closed meeting. Lately, since fascism has quickly become a household concept, the high echelons of the establishment have taken an enthusiastic new interest in me. That enthusiasm is a bit eerie, but then, c’est la vie. 

I am peacefully tired now – a content exhaustion.

E.




 

 

 

 

The Alps, mid-January 2025

My dear stranger,

‘Perhaps seeing the ultimate shade of black punctures the retina to the limit that it kills the eye’s will to see the light.’ 

I wrote this sentence for you approximately half an hour ago, and I am still staring at the blank paper. I cannot write a second sentence. 

I am writing to you from a place that is supposed to be one of the most spectacular tourist destinations on the planet – an ultra-luxurious resort in the Alps. After a flight to Munich, a futuristic BMW model brought me here. For the last two days, I’ve been staying in a suite larger than the entire floorplan of my Berlin apartment, and now, wrapped in blankets, I am sitting on its massive balcony, looking at the snow-covered mountains. There are five cigarette butts in the ashtray already. A German lady, a guest of the resort, walking under the sun, just shouted up at me with a chuckle, ‘Don’t sit in the shadow. Get to the sunny side.’ One of those Germans with the irrepressible urge to tell you the reasonable thing to do. I hissed while smiling like a clueless tourist, ‘The sunny side is too dark, meine Liebe.’ I’ve been on the sunny side of things for the last two days, and now my retina refuses the light. 

This has been a closed-door gathering of handpicked people – venture capitalists, bankers, tech-bros, primarily American. Except for a few like me, everybody knows what several billion dollars looks like. People with ‘net worth’ in their bios. It is a small party for the world’s overlords, either the powerful or their mouthpieces. I mistakenly thought I had been invited to talk about fascism to relatively like-minded people concerned about the world’s political future. Yet, five minutes into my speech, which was the opening act right after the arrival, the fabric of the silence changed, and it became clear this was hardly a friendly environment. Too late. 

The discontent was expressed with sour smiles and careless whispers, and I was politely put into the solitary confinement of awkwardness. That happens when you say fascism is ideologically and historically embedded in neoliberalism to neoliberals. You are made into an anthropological showcase of eccentricity. From then on, it was a two-day-long series of shocks. One of the highlights was the richest man in attendance talking about Trump. He said, ‘Ah, I’ll say it as it is. It is off the record, anyway. We will make America Argentina.’ He meant Milei, the Argentinian president, attacking the social structure of the country with a chainsaw. The so-called anarcho-capitalist guy with the instantly recognisable mutton chops and helmet of hair. Then there were speeches about money, space, colonies on Mars, AI, and money again. It wasn’t what they talked about but rather what they didn’t. It was as if the entire world were a company in their minds, and the masses would, naturally, behave as obedient employees or humanoids in the future designed by these techno-feudal lords – as Yanis Varoufakis would call them. The future they imagine will cost some massacres here and some forced displacement there, but then – ah, c’est la vie. The world is a vast real estate opportunity to pick and choose from idly, and the masses are just, you know, disposables. And in any case, there’ll be AI to herd the masses towards a destination of the overlords’ choice. 

Their perception of humanity is like a brand-new, white iPhone – a radical departure from reality with its sanitised smoothness. Their imagined future for humankind is liberated from all social contradictions but mainly devoid of any class differences. Neo-liberalism’s most outrageous yet most popular lie – that being poor is a choice – is so deeply ingrained in their thinking. As a friend mockingly put it once, ‘What class? It is just a matter of taste, darling.’ 

This is the dark side of the world I’ve been writing about for years, and this isn’t the first time I’ve been in this alien zone. But this is the first time I’ve spent so much time with the enemy, cheek to cheek, waltzing through a weekend with the beasts. And being so close to this human form is like – well, staring into the ultimate shade of black until you blind yourself. Perhaps I am too naive, I thought at some point, but then I saw a middle-aged, perfectly British university professor shaking with frustration, getting teary eyed: ‘It is as if people are not part of the story, as if there are no political movements, no moral values that people will hold on to. How can they dismiss the entirety of humanity like that?’ Encouraged by our sudden comradeship as two strangers in a minefield, I held his arm and whispered, ‘They don’t dismiss us, dear professor. It is just that we are non-existent to them.’ 

One of the very few good guys sat next to me during the final lunch of the weekend. He must have noticed the misery I’d been concealing with forced smiles just to survive the past couple of days. ‘So, now you know what happens in the royal court of capitalism,’ he said. ‘Depressing, right?’ 

He told me about AI at length; how the information it creates soon will be many times more than humans can manage, how the ‘reality collapse’ will happen for the masses, and how it means nothing to the gathered court when I talk about the broken dignity of humankind. Finally, he asked me, ‘You know why they do what they do?’ 

‘Money? Power?’ I asked back. 

‘No,’ he said. ‘All these tech-bros know that the future will not be human, and it is just that they want to get there first. That’s it. To be the first. They do not know what is ahead, and they do know that they don’t. They are like adolescents setting the house on fire just to see how the flames will look. It is as simple as that.’ 

Suddenly, and absurdly for the first time, I saw the terrifyingly bottomless emptiness of the entire game – the hollow abyss where the moral and political reasons should be. There is nothing there except an all-absorbing cynicism, and the horror, the absolute horror. Nothing to negotiate or reason with. Just the glassy blank eyes of a man who shakes your faith in the assumption that humans can understand each other if only the right words are used. 

My dear stranger, these are the powerful people who will shape the world and our very lives in the coming years. They are designing a future by ensuring there is no return to the familiar homes of humanity: good old democracy, human rights and the rule of law. For decades, they have been preparing to tear off that membrane they live under. Like the chest-burster alien tearing through human flesh to get rid of the human body in that iconic movie Alien, finally, today, the neoliberal elite no longer need a human appearance to deceive the masses. They are powerful enough to stand naked. Nor do they think that they need other humans to survive, to be held by them. Since they are the owners of twenty-first-century Noah’s arks that will travel to outer space or to underground bunkers, they trust there will be enough people clinging to them in a bid for their own survival ticket – the compromising intellectuals, artists and scientists who master the art of treating the richest man as if he is the cleverest. 

As I write to you, my mind races to remember an old film I saw decades ago. The title doesn’t come to mind, but it was about an Italian soldier during World War II and, after seeing all the meaningless cruelty and inhumanity that was unleashed, he arrives home. I only remember the last scene, when he opens the front door and shouts to his wife with a piercing urgency, ‘Maria! Undress! We have to keep being the majority!’ 

I feel a burning urgency to shout a sentence to you – a brief and concrete solution. But I don’t know what. Not yet. 

Tonight is Trump’s inauguration in the Capitol. It will be him and his bros, some of whom I’ve just had the privilege of meeting in person. This weekend’s exposure to them and their bottomless moral abyss leaves me silent with horror. The world knows so little about how our homes, in every meaning of the word, will be destroyed. There will be no return.

The futuristic BMW car is here to take me back to the train station. I need to go now. 

E.




 

 

 

 

London, early February 2025

My dear stranger,

I am writing to you from a pub close to St Pancras station. I’ve just finished recording the audiobook of my last book, Together. Here’s a funny thing. All these years, I didn’t know that I mispronounced the word political as pol-tical. I mean, of all words. These things happen when you rush into a language at forty-four and teach yourself how to write in English to tell an urgent story – Fascism is hurtling towards you. Here’s how to recognise it before it’s too late and you lose your country! It is like learning to swim only so as not to drown. You learn words on the road, smoothed out by audio engineers who correct your pronunciation and editors who fix your disordered adjectives. After you give big speeches on stage, when people begin speaking in their real English – switching to their own accents, using slang or only saying the first half of idioms – you remember you are a stranger. Even with close friends in the middle of a heated discussion, you interrupt the flow and ask, ‘What’s that word again?’ Then, they, too, remember you are a stranger – an alienating thing, in both directions.

But then, conversely, since Trump’s inauguration, I feel like less of a stranger in this language. The language in which I’ve been constantly telling people that horrors are on the horizon. I am in an insidiously good mood despite it all: the Alpine resort episode, followed by dark Trump-mania. Everybody is talking about fascism now, finally using the word and adopting the fears that I – and strangers like me – have suffered with all this time. The years of being seen as a paranoid madwoman have come to an end. My Cassandra fatigue can finally be put to rest. Now, we are all strangers in the present time. It is not me, I guess, speaking English better, but they who are beginning to understand the strangers’ language. 

Meanwhile, are you following the miserably funny phenomenon? There is a sporadic exodus from Elon Musk’s X to different social media platforms. When departing, we give our new addresses as if leaving home. When we meet on new platforms, in the foreign lands of the web universe, we trash our old digital home with the painful anger of the newly unhomed. Several depressed digital diasporas are in the making, and all of us are like digital refugees. A bit defeated and lost, we reluctantly try to adapt, and we survive in our new digital homes by making a tired effort to be impressive so that the new home will welcome us. As Douha said in Dresden, that is the most exhausting part. However, the interesting aspect of this phenomenon is that Twitter is still the home. You can see it in the discomfort and the sense of not being at home on the new platforms. And the old home is still maddeningly within reach, like my family’s summer house in Turkey – visible from the Greek shores, but a place I cannot travel to. The general sentiment is as if a digital country had been taken over by a dictator, and we have all had to exile ourselves unwillingly. How strange is that, my stranger? Even when the old home is a digital imagination, it still determines where the anchor of life is and shapes our perception of inside and outside.

In London, all the people I’ve met – prominent artists, intellectuals and journalists – are obsessively talking about the inauguration and the tech-bros lining up with Trump in the Capitol. The vulgarity of the newly acquired power, coupled with the male adolescent glee, was dripping from every image. It was the picture of new overlords heralding their reign to the world. Having recently met similar figures, the charade was even more depressing. But now, as I listen to others talk in London, I realise that, after all these years, we are on the same page – which makes me feel less of a stranger. Now we are speaking the same language. There’ll be no more raised eyebrows when I talk about fascism. There’ll be no more ‘perhaps you are exaggerating’. The horror has kindled a new sense of togetherness that connects us all in the face of it. Now, millions in America and many more millions around the Western world know how it feels to be unhomed in your own country. They, too, have been reduced to strangers before the immorality, terror and disturbing glee that warp the country, mocking all that is human. 

The millions of newly initiated strangers are beginning to understand that there is no return to old, conventional political homes. Lining up behind centrist politics, willingly or reluctantly voting for Democrats as an act of defiance, will not cut it any longer. Our new capacious political home must be built to accommodate our new political and moral outrage. A new political creature, a political centaur, has to emerge: half political party, half street politics. The new home should welcome all those previously estranged political actors – Gaza protestors, the left, the young with no conventional political vocabulary, refugees and immigrants. Our new home should be built upon loyalty to fundamental human values and upon the fact that we are now all strangers in this imposed immorality. This is because what we are about to witness will go beyond politics and will target those values. The scope of the future damage calls for a larger, more encompassing togetherness that the conventional political parties, our wrecked political homes, can no longer accommodate. And most of all, when the old home, the reality that we humans have depended on, is pulled from beneath us – that predicted ‘reality collapse’ – we will have only each other to confirm that we are real and that we have agency. And that, I call the emergence of the Nation of Strangers. 

As I watch people run to catch their trains and order another cognac, I also feel strangely good today because now I know the truth about staring into the ultimate shade of black. Yesterday, when, again, listening to my people in London, going on and on about Trump and how he will not only not stop at the US but will wreck Europe as well, their panic became too overwhelming. Suddenly, I said, ‘Stop that. Don’t talk about them so much. Let’s talk about us.’ 

It was as if my body intuitively remembered a survival tactic. ‘Don’t look at the waves,’ Eyad would say, and at this point, I’d add, ‘Look at the people next to you.’ While listening to them, I remembered that this is one of the tools of new fascism – to hypnotise you into a mental catatonia induced by fear of its daily bombardment of outlandish acts. You become so absorbed in their shocking actions resembling a grotesque spectacle that you forget what you can do. They create the illusion that they are the majority, so you gradually lose faith in your fellow humans. You become too possessed even to begin thinking how you can resist. So the trick is, don’t stare too long into an endless black hole; turn your face to the light, as weak as the glimmer may be. To refresh your will for seeing the light, turn to other strangers who are unhomed by the immorality of our times. If there is a new home – political, moral and otherwise – it is with them that one can build it. 

In the months to come, there’ll be many talks and debates among strangers – both the new ones in the US and the old-timers like us. But for now, we are all waiting for the Americans to shake off their depression and turn to action. A friend from DC commented, ‘People are like zombies here.’ Yet they will have to learn to act as fast as their madman. That said, I have to give it to them. None of our dictators were as speedy as theirs. Our dictators evicted us by digging into the foundations of our homes over many years until they toppled, but Trump is demolishing them overnight. 

I think you understand me by now, stranger. My good mood is not because I am happy or vindicated. It is that sad joy I told you about in the visa line in Berlin, when the Ukrainians began to learn the ways of strangers – that sense of togetherness that follows and heals tragedy. Something good always comes out of these things. It must. One finds a new home, a new language, a way to exist humanely despite the ultimate black. The grief of losing a home might still be fresh for Americans, but soon they’ll taste that sense of joy in togetherness. The pain will still be present, but it will be coupled with the divine elation of standing shoulder to shoulder for their dignity. They’ll turn their faces towards their new home – the home built with their fellow strangers. I am not fabricating this or mistaking my wishes for analysis. I repeat: something good always comes out of these things. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Brussels, late February 2025

My dear stranger,

I am writing to you from a table on the street corner outside Brasserie de Lalaing on Avenue Paul Deschanel, which is my usual spot for writing when staying with my dear friend Annelies. Yesterday, I gave a speech at Bozar, the majestic cultural space in the city centre. Although the venue was packed, there was a somewhat magical intimacy to the evening. At some point, I realised it was because I could now speak to Europeans in the strangers’ language. Now, they get the dark jokes. That’s what happens when Trump leaves Europe, this fragile museum of a continent, to her own devices and its people are terrified. You repel the fear by joking about it so that the state of mental paralysis doesn’t take over. And there was a sense in the air that we were on the precipice of doing something significant together. It was as if the sweet anxiety of building a new home, of preparing for something big, filled the air. The event healed something in me. And I expect all of us will heal this way: by talking to our ragtag kind, the strangers of our time. 

By the looks of things, we will have to do this more and more. This doesn’t mean that every meeting, every conversation and every event will be full of brilliant ideas, but like sheep under attack, we have to get close to each other, hold the line, and maintain a sense of home through each other. Courage will be produced by the touch of the other. 

Following the news and analysis in the American media, it seems Americans are finally shaking off their fears. And as they usually do, they want the answers yesterday. I briefly talked with an American friend, a producer of prominent women’s rights events, who asked me, ‘So what do we do now?’ 

‘So much. So much!’ I told her. 

She tentatively asked, ‘So there is hope, you say?’ 

‘Forget about hope,’ I replied. ‘There is me, and there is you. That’s it. This is our new home now, you and me and all the others like us. That’s what we’ll have to work with.’ 

A few years ago, my tone would have alienated her, but now she just said, ‘Yes … Yes!’ as if trying to digest our big, new reality.

Europe is trying to find its way in this madness. There is talk of armament against Russia. Now and then, I remember that Berlin is only a bit of a long drive from the war in Ukraine. That’s when I call some friends. The voice of fear can only be muted by the voices of others. 

Many in Germany and the US are already talking about leaving the country. There are even popular Instagram accounts offering an ‘escape’. Where will all these people go? Somebody should tell them that there’ll be no return once they leave. And that the new home will not be just another place but other people. After all, when the entire world is taken over by fascism, there won’t be a liberated city for the strangers. Seasoned strangers should warn them: once you leave, not only will you not recognise home, but home will not recognise you. You don’t realise how painful this will be at the time of escape. 

Since yesterday, I’ve been thinking again about Ithacas in the plural. About how you can have many homes once you become a stranger. 

But I am getting cold now, and I have to get back to Annelies’s apartment. Her famous blue sofa is one of the few places on the planet where I feel at home. I think of all the homes that friends have made for me over the years: Mika’s kitchen table in Zagreb, Duda’s garden in Tunis, and Hande’s guest room in London. For me, the world map is made of these spots instead of countries. Did Cavafy mean these moments of refuge and hospitality, these homes away from home, when he said, ‘You’ll have understood by then what these Ithakas mean’? 

Upon our departure, home transforms from one singular entity and a place in time to a fluttering idea, a sense with millions of wings. Cavafy, a wise, lifelong exile himself, must have learned that an irrefutable multiplicity stands at the end of the road, and that only acknowledging that multiplicity can heal the helpless longing for something singular yet no longer attainable. On the road, every drop of time accrues to build a unique home, like a drip cave. And we, the strangers, all live in that process more than anywhere else: in the amorphous cloud of our stories and bodies – a strange country for a strange nation.

Outside the brasserie, my fingers are frozen. And it is all because of bloody smoking. I should quit once I finish writing to you. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, late February 2025 

My dear stranger, 

A minute ago, I was putting the books I bought in London and Brussels on my empty shelves. While at it, I thought I should tidy up the pile that has been standing there for a year. But then I ran into the book I bought for my secular godson, Valentino. Since his birth, I’ve made it a tradition to buy books for him from the countries I travel to. At the age of six, he already has a shelf of books from around the world. This lovely pop-up version of the Odyssey has been sitting there since I was last in Greece. And now, looking at it, I wonder if all my letters to you are a struggle against this ancient story. 

Thousands of years ago, a Greek man called Homer, when finishing his colossal poem – the story of Odysseus – decided that the hero should make it back home to Ithaca. More than creating, he composed the stories told by his ancestors. While giving form to the time-old stories to put them on paper, as all storytellers have done and will do, he most probably trimmed the unruly ends. The written word and paper belonged to those who built the cities; thus, the grand finale had to be within their walls. So, Odysseus returned home, and the story ended. Since then, we call the time in between, the dark abyss that Douha spoke about, a journey. Even if it is a lifetime, we tend to imagine it as a temporary state of existence. When there is no going back home, this is the fact you try to come to terms with: this is your life now, a permanent temporality. This will be the hardest part to learn for all those whose lives are now shattered by political and natural disasters. They will have to accept that this is life now. 

Yet they will still, in their hearts, carry that old story of home, where the road means nothing until you arrive back at the old home. This is all because, since the Odyssey was written, only the return has given meaning to the journey. The road is deemed pointless unless it circles back home. Odysseus was a floating stranger, a nobody unless recognised back home. His story was told only in hindsight after he made it back to Ithaca, his island. Otherwise, there wouldn’t have been a record, all would have been left in the dark, the obscure universe of strangers. And the gravity of the story endured as the cities stood still. But now, as the cities, physical or virtual, are coming down …

On a whim, I opened the last page to see if the writers had softened the ending for young readers. It read: ‘Many men thought that Odysseus would never return and gathered at the palace, asking his wife, Penelope, to choose one of them to become her husband and king. But Penelope waited for him day and night, along with their son Telemachus. When Odysseus returned, he challenged the men to a contest: he took twelve axes, removed their wooden handles and set them up in a row. Whoever shot an arrow of the royal bow through the holes of the axe would become king. They all tried, but only Odysseus succeeded. And so, he won back his place in the palace.’ 

So, the writers who adapted the age-old story chose to tell the truth to the twenty-first-century kids: the return is not the ultimate resolution, as imagined on the road. The old home disowns you once you leave it, whatever the reason for your departure may be. A stranger must struggle all over again for their place back at home, one which they imagined as unconditionally welcoming for all those years at sea. Like any traveller at the end of their journey, a stranger discovers that the land now makes them feel seasick, not the sea. Not the road, but the old home, becomes wobbly.

But the reason I am writing to you while the books are still lying on the floor is that, suddenly, while looking at the book, many elements of the story made sense: the mast, the sirens, the comrades.

Only those who have never left or lost their home can believe that the Odyssey is about the return to Ithaca. Those who have never seen the monsters will wait impatiently for Odysseus to reach home. One needs to be a stranger to read between the lines and see the friends who are hardly mentioned by name. Once the story begins, the enigma of the destination becomes so compelling that it is easy to miss: the Odyssey has never been a story about returning home. It is an epic about the horrors and desires of the road, but more so the friendships and promises – or better put, the many homes found on the road. And the Odyssey confirms Cavafy’s poem: if you fail to recognise these Ithacas, you are destined to remain unhomed even when at home. 

So here’s the version told through the eyes of the stranger, in the language of the Nation of Strangers: Odysseus embarks upon a journey to help a friend. The trip gets out of hand for many years. During this period, his sailors walk him through various troubles and adventures. They are the ones who save him from ruining himself. They tie him to the mast, and when the dark sirens tell him to give up, they are the ones who refuse to let him loose. And finally, only thanks to them, the clueless king gets to Ithaca in one piece. Yet, in the last storm on the road, the friends are devoured, and the king arrives at home alone. When comrades are no more, home becomes a battleground. Odysseus is unhomed now – not on the road, but in Ithaca, only because the other strangers, the Ithacas, are no longer there. 

It takes a small army of strangers to protect the unhomed during their journey, not from the monsters of the road but from themselves. The road is a field densely mined not only with crazy gods but more so with the sweet-sounding, insidious voices of sirens – the chorus of cynicism telling the stranger to give up. The deadliest danger on the road is the sirens whispering to the stranger that they will never be at home in this world again. As the stranger learns that being back at home is an impossibility, their faith in life fades, and a cynical indifference, a paralysis of the heart, takes over. This doesn’t always look sombre. It can laugh like Eyad did when he said he could also live in Singapore. 

What breaks the stranger is not the exhaustion of becoming unhomed. It is the loss of faith in the home, in the self and in others. That is total darkness, the ultimate shade of black. There, the stranger can still do everything that imitates life – eating, working, having sex, ageing, laughing, drinking, planning things for next summer – yet without the essential joy of life. Something that feels as present as the air before one loses it. After a while, even the attempts at joy become meaningless. The basic human urge for beauty disappears, as Douha said. Going on living while waiting to return home becomes no different to busying yourself with a magazine in a dentist’s waiting room. Life freezes. That is when you learn that as a stranger you need somebody else to speak with you in your strange language in the waiting room to melt the frozen silence. Sometimes, it is a friend, and other times it is a random person telling you something, anything, that tightens the ropes that tie you to the ship when you’d otherwise throw yourself into the darkness of the waves. People are the mast, the solid, the centre – and, intermittently, home. Once you leave them, then you are truly homeless. A stranger’s home is with other strangers. 

Now, my dear stranger, read this letter once again for all of us who are and will be unhomed by fascism of this or that shade, by dictators and their techno-cronies, by environmental disasters eroding the planet. Tighten the ropes with friends and rage, rage, rage against the ultimate shade of black. 

And I’ll leave it at that. 

E. 




 

 

 

 

Berlin, March 2025

My dear stranger, 

I am writing to you from a café in Kreuzberg, that Turkish district I once feared to step into. I am drinking coffee, with ‘little sugar’ of course, to recover after all the jumping. I’ve just attended a protest organised by the Turkish diaspora in Berlin. There are massive protests against the regime exploding across Turkey, and the diaspora all over the world is organising political demonstrations in support. 

After twenty years of oppression, the young, who my generation grudgingly call ‘snowflakes’, rose up. When there was no hope, their courage in the face of police violence and the risk of imprisonment renewed people’s faith in themselves, so much so that half of the population is now challenging a fully formed, mature fascist regime. I have seen several media posts repeating the sentence ‘We are looking at each other and smiling silly.’ People remember the joy of life, being at home with each other, even when they are living within the ultimate shade of black, the brutal regime. As ever, there is a massive amount of humour accompanying the terror. Nothing is funny, though. My people have decided not to surrender to a dictator who himself doesn’t know surrender. The horns are locked. It is terrifying yet exhilarating. I am away from the action, in my here and now, feeling everything in half measures. 

Away from home, on these foreign streets, it is strange to shout slogans in your mother tongue. People go by with blank faces, and you are enveloped in a bubble made of voices in your language. What is even more strange is that I’ve forgotten my slogan voice. Do you remember your first time shouting on the street? Or perhaps you haven’t done so yet. The first time is always an interesting experience. The sounds that come out of you are embarrassing at first. It takes a few trials to discover your slogan voice. Then your voice learns to become one with the others. Only then do you stop hearing it, and the initial embarrassment disappears. The voice liberates itself when learning to come intuitively from the diaphragm – a magical bodily experience in political action that enlarges the chest and the gut. That is why one feels physically larger after joining the masses. 

After a lot of ‘Jump! Jump! Otherwise, you are Tayyip [Erdogan]!’ action, many of us took selfies to post on social media to show our support for our fellow citizens in Turkey. My smile and the smiles of others were as wide and silly as they could be. For a brief hour, at a guess, we reminded each other how life and being a human can be when at home – a loving, joyous thing. 

Before coming to sit at the café, I walked a bit further and looked at walls – the notepad of the city. I saw two old posters next to each other. They were a call for the same demonstration, but one read ‘Protest like there’s no tomorrow!’ It was flaming orange. And the other, in green, ‘Protest like there is tomorrow!’ The brave children of humankind, the faithful comrades of the planet, know that they can no longer depend on the past or the future. The only time frame they anchor themselves to is the time of strangers: the here and now. 

Speaking of here and now, I was planning to write to you from Princeton, America. Instead, I am in Berlin, and the talk I was supposed to give in person happened online late last night. 

The audience already knew, so there was no need to explain the reason for this last-minute change. It is the new abrupt border terror in Trump’s America. In the last two weeks, several people have been detained for absurd reasons, and some academics and intellectuals have been denied entry due to their criticism of Trump and Netanyahu. Their stories are horrifying. You have no right to a lawyer at the border, and they can detain and send you to a prison in a godforsaken state. Many are cancelling their trips to the US, or if they decide to go, they ‘clean’ their phones as advised. I couldn’t risk it, not after my lawyer told me that if I am denied entry based on my social media posts about Gaza, it would jeopardise my stay in Germany. Mind you, my posts about Gaza are nothing outrageous; all of them just refer to the bare minimum of humanity. But we are in a storm in which nuances no longer matter. Thus, the rationale is superfluous. 

A few days ago, I received an email from a German cultural festival that had already invited me. The email read precisely as follows: 

We have found out that you are a signatory to the Letter Against Apartheid. Due to our policy, we’d like you to answer the following questions:

1. Are you an antisemite?

2. Are you a supporter of HAMAS?

3. Do you recognise Israel’s right to exist?

From both sides of the Atlantic, I can feel the wuthering. A storm is circling, and when it closes down on us, it will strip all human values from our age. After weathering a few hours of an emotional rollercoaster in my head, as an experienced stranger, I swallowed my anger and wrote back in measured prose:

Thank you for your important letter.

As Turkey is trying to get back its democracy from an authoritarian regime after twenty-two years of its power grab, your letter made me think about several issues all at once. 

I first thought of not replying to this letter. I found it too humiliating to prove that I am not an antisemite. However, I noticed that I was afraid. Not responding to your letter, I thought, might make me look as if I am an antisemite and a supporter of Hamas. And that particular fear, I recognise.

I remember that fear from a decade ago in Turkey. Once, we, the critics of Erdogan’s regime, were made to feel like we had to legitimise ourselves by saying that we were not anti-Muslim before even we began speaking. Later on, when criticising Erdogan was made equal to support for a military coup, we were obliged to say that we were not anti-democrats. We were made to say several things before the country found itself in the current authoritarian regime. All were humiliating and absurd, but that is what fear does to people: it not only silences them but also obliges them to speak in a certain way, repeating specific sentences. Over time, one finds out that one struggles against this fear and humiliation as much as against the oppression itself. 

As you have found out, I am against apartheid regardless of the place it is exercised. I take this moral stance as a political thinker, writer, and human being. My moral stance, normally, shouldn’t result in questioning my fundamental moral values, such as not being an antisemite or not being a supporter of a radical Islamist organisation. The additional irony here is that I lost my country, my job and my friends because of an oppressive regime built on political Islam. My entire writing career has been against Islamo-fascism, and I have already paid a high price for that. 

Finally, I am not writing this letter because of my fears. I write to you because I want this correspondence to be recorded in time and to let you know that I have to decline your invitation to answer the questions. As kind as your request seems, I consider it an interrogation I do not deserve. I assume, in this case, I am no longer invited to the festival and due to the political situation in Germany, I completely understand that. 

Again, many thanks for your letter, and I hope the festival is a success.

Today, I am still waiting for their reply as I read the latest developments in the American border news. I’ve just watched the video of a PhD student being taken off the street by masked police in broad daylight and put into a car without a number plate. Her crime was to call out the inhumanity committed against the Palestinians. The new limits for normalised inhumanity were initiated in Gaza. And now, what we failed to stop there is creeping into the rest of the world. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, late March 2025

My dear stranger, 

I am writing to you after giving an interview to Serbian state TV. Since there was too much happening in Trump’s America with the sense that the world is closing down on us, I wasn’t properly following the massive protests in Belgrade and beyond. It seems one has to remind oneself over and over again to look at the light when there is so much darkness. 

The protests have been going on since November last year. They began after the collapse of the railway station canopy, which killed sixteen people and left one severely injured. As of a few weeks ago, the protests have spread throughout the country. Like in Turkey, the Serbian uprising has been led by university students. 

The presenter said that, as opposed to in Turkey, the youth in Serbia refuse to be connected to any political party. She asked whether that is the right path to follow. How would I know? How would anyone know, for that matter? History is being made in real time, like drip sandcastles – as are our new political homes. I said the youth would know best and left it at that. 

But then, there is an interesting phenomenon I keep seeing. Not only in Serbia but also during the invigorated demonstrations in Israel, I saw Pikachu. The Japanese cartoon character became the accidental symbol of the Turkish protests after a young man wearing a Pikachu costume was filmed trying to run away from the police. The comedic sight somewhat celebrated protestors’ fear of the police violence, through self-mockery. Soon after the video went viral, Serbian and Israeli protestors adopted Pikachu. I even saw t-shirts with Pikachu wearing a Che Guevera cap and a revolutionary solemn face, renamed Chu! 

I am laughing as I write. 

As funny as it may be, perhaps this is the way the masses talk to each other. A new language of strangers is brewing through these exchanged greetings between the rebels. Their language, as in the Berlin visa line, is still in the phase of gestures. And again, as in the visa line, this shared language will emerge from the need to soothe the fear together. Don’t we all know, after all? That our near future will be all about what we do with fear – the fear of the impossibility of returning to our old homes as humanity, or not being able to build new ones.

Some will choose to accept the reign of panic and fear. They will be desperate enough to believe those leaders who promise them an epic return to the old homes that no longer exist. Others, like us strangers, will try to find new homes by joking with our fears, only to encourage each other in the face of all kinds of disasters. The ideological titles of these two opposite stances may vary in the political realm, but essentially, there is a fundamental choice about how you live with fear – loving the vulnerability of humankind with good humour, or yielding to the fear of fragility.

It is already happening. Those who yield to fear decide to follow leaders who offer the purification of the home, a panic room with limited capacity. They applaud when concentration camps are built for redundant humans or borders are strengthened to keep the deplorable populations out of the gardens of civilisation. They nod approvingly when some psycho-rationalisation is uttered on the screens to justify why the starving babies of others are left to die. They begin small communities of apocalypse, accumulating and hoarding things for the dark future. They build spaceships designed by Dr Strangelove minds. Even if they constantly speak of power and strength, they, in fact, retreat and shrink in fear of others. Their future plans imagine humans to be fewer in number and with dramatically diminished morals. They hold on to their ever-narrowing homes with mandates of fear. 

Those who love humanity with all its fragility build different kinds of communities. Some make lives away from the cruelty of the world order, hoping that, one day, their discoveries of a more humane life can be scaled up to benefit more people. They go and build autonomous small societies on remote islands. Some volunteer to build and run shelters for the incoming strangers at the borders. In the cities, they build homes for the homeless. Like in Palermo, they try to take refugees into their homes to host them. Or, as in the example of Refugio in Berlin, they share the space with strangers to prove that living together is, in fact, possible. In these attempts, the mind expresses love through pure curiosity towards the other; the body practises love by showing genuine care for the stranger. They do it because they don’t want hearts frozen with fear. They know that habitable space on the earth will shrink soon, yet the fear of losing it will only wipe away what is left of humanity. They know that the laws issued against strangers by the reign of fear, which multiply by the day, will not change reality: we need to redefine home in the twenty-first century if humanity doesn’t want to become a handful of broken refugees on another planet. They choose new stories over the old rules, and at the bottom of it, they choose the multiplying love of humans over the fear of ‘barbarians’. 

Here’s what is new in this new century of unhomed humanity. Our symbol of resistance is not powerful, almighty revolutionary leaders with big moustaches and enhanced muscles – the political strongman. It is a funny, little fluffy thing that is afraid yet still laughing as it escapes the violence. Pikachu offers an entirely new way to resist and exist, and it is so much like that of strangers who know there is no old home that will protect us from our inherent vulnerabilities as humankind. 

When you look deeper into this new language emerging, my dear stranger, perhaps you will see what I see. 

Through internet memes and many slogans, this new language is saying the same thing: 

We are strangers to this man-made biblical deluge of indignity. 

The powerful make the rules in order to hold on to the old home. Yet, the story is of our own making. Time sides with the story. The story travels beyond Ithaca to discover Ithacas. 

When old homes become nonsense battlegrounds that reduce us to fearful creatures, we move on to make new homes. We know that home is, in fact, other people. 

Fear unhomes the human. Love accommodates. Thus, it is not us, the strangers, who are unhomed from humanity; it is them. It is time to turn the tables. We are at home with our vulnerable humanity. They are not. Strangers are at home with humans, for we depend on each other. The ones finding barbarians in each other are not. They might own the disappearing lands, but amor mundi belongs to us. 

One day, perhaps, they too will know. Where there is fear, one is homeless. Home is where joy is. And in time – at least this is what I sense – there will be many homes built across borders, homing our funny, little, fragile selves. 

E.




 

 

 

 

Berlin, April 2025

My dear stranger,

Today is the first time I am sitting in the garden after winter. It is still chilly, but the tulips beneath my bedroom window have come back to life. The fox is nowhere to be seen. Having made it through the winter, he is probably jumping with joy somewhere in the Tiergarten woods. All the plants are growing so fast that I can almost hear them tearing the soil. The birds have come back. They tweet non-stop as if sharing all the gossip and news accumulated during the winter. Believe it or not, Germans are making small, off-hand jokes to each other. So it is officially spring in Berlin. Helene, my neighbour, thinks the lilacs will come out early this year and that I should stay in Berlin. An hour ago, she asked out of the blue, ‘Perhaps for good?’ I was chuckling away the question but then told her I’d bought gardening gloves. ‘A-ha?’ she said. I answered back, ‘A-ha.’ We left it at that. 

It is a quiet, peaceful evening. The sun has just set. I’ve put a white tablecloth on the table and stirred myself a gin and tonic – a small ritual to write my last letter to you. 

Berlin now feels normal – boring here and there, intermittently insecure like all homes are these days, and friends coming along now and then, making all of it worthwhile. That is home. It will always include that mild discontent for strangers like me, the normal people. Perhaps it will become more fearful in the coming months, but then I have to follow my own words. I think I will not leave again, at least not because of fear. 

I finally know what is different between the first time I wrote to you and now. I was a broken pronoun back then – a pronoun affixed to nouns that kept me stuck in time and place: victim, survivor, exile. Now, and thanks to you, I once again feels like a verb, something both making itself and that is capable of making life. 

I is now a verb capable of building homes. I choose to believe this. And I imagine you as a verb as well, my dear stranger. I choose to imagine this. This is not necessarily reality but rather poetics, perhaps. I know. But when our many predicaments as humanity are so inextricable, so enormous and so paralysing, to transform the verb’s conjugation from the I to we requires a leap into the poetic. And that leap is only possible through appealing to what is closest to the human heart. Home, I believe, is the closest word to all of our hearts. And the idea of building a new home together, I hoped, would recharge you – and me – with the joy of life. 

My dear stranger, if I may, now it is your turn. Write to me and tell me your strange story. Tell it like there is tomorrow. Tell it like there is no tomorrow. After all, home is a place in the here and now. Add your voice and, in doing so, lay a brick for our new home. And smile your crooked smile now. Smile so that the other strangers can recognise you. 

I’m looking forward to meeting in person one day soon. Who are you, my dear stranger? An outcast, a misfit, a foreigner? Tell me, do you notice our emerging majority? Can you smell our savage yet beautiful spring tearing apart that dark blanket, the winter of humanity’s discontent? Tell me all of it when we see each other.

Until then,

Ece Temelkuran (the c is pronounced as in generator, for when we see each other) 




MY SCATTERED HOMES

My dear stranger, 

Now that I have finished writing to you, and these letters have accumulated over the last three years into a tangible object, I flip the pages back to the beginning and recall all the strangers – the sailors – dead and alive, who bound me to the mast during my Odyssey. Allow me to introduce you to these souls wandering through my letters, sometimes invisibly. 

Before anyone else, there was Christiane Müller, the kindest librarian alive, always adorned with lovely earrings. She curated my one-year-long reading spree on the endless topic of home, the long passage of dead strangers I walked through before I began writing to you. Thanks to her, I became familiar with German literature on Heimat – a politically charged concept akin to homeland, discovered some unpublished doctoral theses on exile, inhaled the fragrance of beautiful old books, and, ultimately, was properly introduced to Breyten Breytenbach, the South African poet and writer who is the North Star of these letters. If an urgent matter arises and you need a librarian in Germany, look her up. You’ll recognise her, for she is the one who always gazes at you as if you are a clear, happy morning. 

Then there was Avi, Avram Alpert, a writer and a friend, who had the great misfortune of being my neighbour in Hamburg for over a year. Before sending these letters to you, I made him read each one, asking, ‘Is it a good idea to send this?’ He said, ‘Yes,’ and I asked again, ‘Are you sure?’ When he said ‘Yes’ again, I protested, ‘Oh, it is impossible to talk to you.’ He is a wise man who allows a drama queen to perform the entirety of her spectacle freely, so the queen finally exhausts herself enough to come to her senses. That is a scarce talent in a man. If you are a stranger in New York, drop him a line to see if he has time for you. He somehow always does. 

Throughout the three years I wrote to you, my dear stranger, I stole small coffee spoons from cafés all over the continent. Initially, it was because I couldn’t find any small coffee spoons in Hamburg. Later, they became markers of the passage of time when I lost all sense of it – the unlikely evidence of my Odyssey. So, thanks to all the waiters, especially in Italy and Spain, for turning a blind eye. 

When writing to you, I had the chance to live my best life in Berlin for nine months in 2023 and 2024, thanks to the invitation of the Robert Bosch Academy. Many thanks to Bilal Bağ and Stella Frei, members of staff who arranged some unprecedented meetings with the strangers of the city. My special thanks to Madeleine Schneider, the legendary administration lady who not only taught me that true Berliners go to the Berghain club only on Sunday mornings, but also that you shouldn’t joke with immigration officers in Germany – or any officer for that matter. If you happen to meet her, she likes statement necklaces and the most colourful scarves, and note that, compared to her kindness, she is not receiving nearly enough presents.

During my time at the Academy, Anthony Sattin, the writer of Nomads: The Wanderers Who Shaped Our World, and Lorenzo Marsili, author of Citizens of Nowhere, kindly accepted my invitation to be part of a panel about home. It was during this panel that the Berlin Refugee Affairs Office press officer was inspired to organise a story award, ‘Search for Heimat/Finding Heimat’. The award ceremony took place at the Berliner Ensemble, and delivering the opening speech on that day gave me the sense that one can truly build a new home through words – many thanks to everyone who’s been a part of that chain reaction. 

Some divine waitresses at the Kaiser Patisserie, on George-Grosz-Platz on Kurfürstendamm, have been the most patient witnesses of my letters to you. They never failed to prepare the espresso lungo when they saw me coming, rain or shine, which is the only gesture that makes you feel at home when you are not. 

And then, of course, there is Claire Reiderman, my editor, who went through every letter so that I didn’t embarrass myself with my famously complicated metaphors. She is a curly-haired woman who works at Canongate, my publishing house, which I believe is the publishing house that has the highest curly-haired population per square metre. Thanks to darling Claire, I learned to trust myself with a younger woman, which is not an easy challenge for an ageing one like myself. She is the perfect balance of kindness and meticulous editing skills. You would want her as a friend if you happened to be in London. 

Jamie Byng and Brian Eno are the two crucial souls who wander in these letters. I couldn’t have reached you if Brian had not called Jamie one day and said, ‘You need to meet Ece.’ At the Hay Festival in 2023, dear Jamie showed up with my books in his bag and started talking, laying out his five-year plan for me. Without having to say a word, it was agreed that I was now part of Canongate. Jamie is a one-man Cirque du Soleil and a good friend when nothing is circus-like or happy. Brian Eno, who has the rare ability to know what is important in life and what is not, is my personal Pope. I am lucky to be able to laugh with him. And all my international editors and excellent translators. They are the ones who spread my words to build a nation of strangers. I’m deeply grateful to all of them.

Finally, there is Dirty Sally, an ancient TV series from the 1970s, that I watched when I was five. It tells the story of an old woman who travels the length of America in a messy carriage that is also her home. A Western in which Sally meets bands of mischief-makers, gets involved in their adventures, and somehow always survives thanks to her humour and wits. After watching each episode, I remember becoming Dirty Sally and hitting the imaginary roads in the long corridors of our then-apartment. Dirty Sally was my first heroine, perhaps the one who shaped me the most. The series is available on YouTube; you can still watch it. But then, when we meet in person, I’ll tell you her story anyway. 

And thank you, my dear stranger. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t be. Thank you for letting me imagine you before we meet. Thank you for being my home. 

Warmly,

Your stranger.
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