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The bus lumbered to the side of the road just outside of Ankara to pick up more 

passengers, and Laura jumped off to find a bathroom. The best she could find was a tall 

bush, and she as she jogged back to the road struggling to both shoulder her backpack 

and button her pants, the bus pulled away. Its red tail lights got smaller and smaller in the 

darkness until she couldn’t make them out anymore. Laura swore to herself and tried to 

swallow the sudden frustration and fear that dripped into her throat. She adjusted her 

backpack and started walking briskly back down the road. She’d seen a gas station 

through the bus’s window, and now had no other option than to sit at its driveway and 

stick out her thumb. 

Grey clouds obscured what Laura imagined was a full moon. The bus had left 

Ankara at eleven that night, and was scheduled to arrive in Istanbul around eight the next 

morning. That had been nearly an hour ago. The gas station wasn’t far, and when she got 

there she unshouldered her backpack and sat down on the curb. It was cold. She zipped 

up her jacket and blew air into her hands, rubbing some heat into them against the chilly 

August night air that was quickly becoming outright cold. She’d left the gloves she 

usually carried with her on the airplane, and her fingers were going numb. They’d been 

good gloves, too, hand fitted and stitched to hug the curves of her hand, and she mentally 

kicked herself for forgetting them.  

Minutes passed and she got colder. She was about to head into the gas station to 

see if she could get anything warm to drink (not that she knew enough Turkish to ask for 

it) when a Toyota pickup’s headlights swung out of the gas station. The truck had 

probably once been yellow but now barely qualified as beige, was dented in places, and 

had grown rust spots on its corners. It sputtered by, and Laura lifted her thumb. The 

truck’s brake lights lit up as it crunched to a stop on the gravel shoulder. The door swung 

open a bit. Here we go, Laura thought.  

As she approached the truck, Laura pulled a wrinkled piece of paper out of her 

pocket, unfolded it with numb hands, and squinted to make out one of the phrases 

scribbled on it in the dark. She mouthed it over and over as she approached the truck. 

Inglizce bilyor
1
? Do you speak English? There were about a dozen foot-wide wooden 

frames and two big cloth-covered boxes tied down with twine in the back of the truck. 

And lots of extra twine coiled in neat bundles. Please don’t make me use this, she 

muttered as she gripped a mace spray bottle in her right-hand pocket.  

Steeling herself for she didn’t know what, Laura looked into the truck. The driver, 

whose features were lit by a dim yellow cab light, reminded Laura of every older 

Mediterranean man she’d seen working in a corner market, at a key-cutting shop, or in a 

barber shop since she’d landed in Ankara. The man had olive skin, graying hair, and a 

                                                 
1
 All Armenian and Turkish is spelled out phonetically 
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knobby nose. He wore brown corduroys and an argyle sweater over a gray button up. His 

eyes were black beads that stared hard back at Laura. Laura swallowed, referred to her 

note sheet once more, and said something that she hoped sounded like “Inglizce bilyor?” 

The man continued staring at Laura for a moment. Laura started to retract her 

head from the door frame. In a gravelly voice, the man spoke. “Little English.” Success. 

He beckoned to the interior of the truck. Slowly, He added, “Where you want to go?” 

although the “Where” sounded like “Ver.” Laura took off her backpack and slid into the 

passenger seat, noticing with surprise that the interior of the truck was immaculate. There 

was a brass cross with ornately curved ends hanging on a silver chain from the rear-view 

mirror, and a blue glass evil eye hung behind it; otherwise the cab was undecorated and 

smelled vaguely of flowers. “Where you want to go?” the man repeated, his dark black 

eyes drilling into Laura. 

 “Sorry. I’m going to Istanbul.” 

 The man considered for a second. “Istanbul is long way. I stop in İzmit, you take 

bus after.” Laura flipped over her note sheet to look at the hand-drawn map she’d hastily 

copied from her cousin’s roadmap of Turkey. İzmit was most of the way to Istanbul on 

the Anatolian Motorway. Not exactly perfect, but better than she could have hoped for.  

 Laura smiled and said the one phrase she didn’t have to consult her sheet for: 

“Teshekur ederim.” Thank you. The man didn’t smile back, only shifted the truck into 

gear and pulled onto the road. He drove stoically, his left arm planted on the steering 

wheel’s gray foam cover, the right dangling loosely from the shifter. He looked like he 

could drive for a year. 

They passed a few miles in silence. The headlights lit shallow pools of brown 

fields on either side of the road, punctuated by rusted steel fence posts. Laura was starting 

to nod off to the thrum of the engine when the man said, without turning his head, “With 

me, English better than Turkish,” only the “with” sounded like “veeth.” Laura shook off 

her sleep and nodded, slightly confused. The old man added, “I am from Armenia.”  

Laura made an Oh noise. She remembered reading somewhere that the Turks had 

killed around a million Armenians at the end of the 19
th

 century, but to date hadn’t 

admitted that it was genocide, and it looked like the government would never issue a 

formal apology. Laura felt like she should say something, anything, about it. The fact that 

this guy was in Turkey at all, much less traveling around, was a big deal. She wondered 

what had happened to him, or what he’d done, that he would be living in a country that 

had killed a million of his people. “Oh” was about all she could come up with, but she’d 

already said that so she kept quiet and listened to the wind buffet against the windshield.  

The gravel in his voice softening a little, the man said “Eem anune-uh Krikor-uh.” 

Laura, assuming the man was trying to say something in English, thought hard. The man 

looked at her expectantly.  

She drew a blank. “I’m sorry?” 



 3 

A little impatiently, the man explained, “My name is Krikor. Eem anune-uh 

Krikor-uh.” Come on, his tone added.  

Laura smiled and nodded, but got neither back. “I’m Laura.”  

Krikor raised his eyebrows. “Eench?” He pulled the corners of his mouth down 

and shrugged his shoulders. “Eeeench?” this time looking at Laura, who glanced at her 

Turkish cheat sheet for help. Krikor grabbed it with his shifter hand and folded it up 

before throwing it back in Laura’s lap.  

Laura swallowed. The truck’s cab suddenly felt very small, but at least she wasn’t 

being kidnapped. Hopefully. She had to shake her head and make her own huh? gesture.  

Krikor sighed. Without taking his eyes off the road, he slowly pronounced every 

syllable. “Eem. Anune-uh. Krikor-uh.” Glancing at Laura, he said, “Anune-uht, Inch-

uh?” To emphasize, he took his hand off the shifter and jabbed it in Laura’s shoulder, 

hard. “Anune-uht?” 

Laura hesitantly tried, “Anune-uht Laura,” to which Krikor grunted and nodded. 

Progress, but it was at least another four hours to İzmit, and Laura wasn’t sure how much 

Armenian she could learn with nothing but a jabbing finger for reference. Still staring 

straight ahead, Krikor said, “Good. Lav.”  

Laura grinned. “Lav,” she repeated.  

Appeased for the moment, Krikor said, “Why do you go to Istanbul?”  

Laura shifted her backpack between her knees and looked ahead at the road, 

following it with her eyes until it disappeared into the dark ahead.  

Because her parents listened to their preacher and read the Bible, in that order. 

Because she’d started lying to her parents in high school – No, my friends and I would 

never drink alcohol. Because once she started lying to them she kept lying, even in 

college – Of course my boyfriend and I are waiting for marriage to have sex. Because 

neither she nor her boyfriend were ready for the baby whose due date had been in March. 

Because she wanted an abortion and he wanted the baby. Because he did something she 

thought he’d never do and told her parents about the baby as a last ditch effort to keep her 

from getting the abortion. Because she did it anyway.  

She was in Turkey because the air felt better the farther away from Corpus 

Christi, Texas, she got; she bought a plane ticket Ankara, where her cousin taught 

English, because it was about as far away she could get. She packed a big hiking 

backpack and said a hollow goodbye to an apartment that still had milk in the 

refrigerator, turned off the lights, and left the country for the first time in her twenty-four 

year-long life.  

Her cousin had been hospitable, but she couldn’t stay at his place forever. After 

cruising various Turkish expatriate forums online, she found a group of British women 

her age that needed a roommate. The apartment was in Istanbul and they said they could 

help her get a teaching job there; Laura thought, why not? Now she was sputtering up the 
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spine of Turkey with Krikor, whose eyebrows had floated up while he waited for an 

answer.  

Laura cleared her throat and said, “I have friends there. I’m going to teach 

English.” 

Krikor nodded, but his eyebrows stayed up. “Many people in Istanbul want to 

learn English. Many British live there, you will have money and friends. Do not trust the 

men though. Turkish men no good.”  

Laura spread her hands over the air vent, rubbing warmth into her fingertips. She 

wondered what “no good” meant, but money and friends sounded alright. “Good,” Laura 

said out loud. Krikor opened his mouth, but Laura beat him to it. “Lav!” she said quickly.  

Krikor’s face folded into a smile for a moment. But something troubled him, and 

the smile faded quickly. “Everybody who goes to Istanbul, they are looking for 

something.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but stayed silent for so long Laura 

thought he’d forgotten what it was. Then he said, “Yes? What do you look for?” 

She said quickly, “A job, money.” To this Krikor shook his head, but said nothing 

more.  

They entered a section of the highway that was lit by orange potassium lights, and 

Laura turned her head to watch a shepherd waving a stick boredly at a dozen goats as 

they made their way across a field next to the highway.  

“I teach as well.” Krikor cleared some of the gravel from his throat. “To paint.”  

One of the goats fell behind and the shepherd whacked it with the stick. Why 

were they out so late at night? Distracted, Laura asked, “Is that why you’re going to 

İzmit?”  

Krikor nodded. “I will paint boats. Many boats in İzmit. Boats from India, from 

Sudan. Many people like you.” The goat sprinted to catch up with the rest of the flock. 

“They come to Turkey because can’t go home.” 

Laura coughed and forgot the goats. “How do… Why do you say that?” 

This time only one eyebrow lifted, and Krikor fell silent. Laura pressed her legs 

against her backpack and blew more air on her fingers. They’d been driving for almost 

half an hour now and her fingers were still cold.  

Krikor spoke again. “What is name for…” and pulled a pair of gloves out of the 

center console with his shifter hand. He flapped the pair of dark green leather gloves for 

emphasis. Laura told him. Krikor nodded as if he approved. “In Armenian, gloves,” he 

said, the new word awkward in his mouth, “gloves are dzer-noot.” Laura repeated the 

Armenian. Krikor approved again, said, “For you,” and tossed them onto Laura’s lap.  

Laura picked up the gloves. They were made of good leather, better than hers had 

been, and were worn very soft. “I… I can’t take these. Thank you, but I… I can’t.” 

Krikor said nothing. Laura went to put them back in the center console, but Krikor leaned 

his elbow on top of it.  
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“For you,” he repeated, not taking his eyes from the road or his elbow off the 

console. Laura put the gloves in a side pocket of her backpack, and Krikor re-hung his 

left arm from the shifter. She couldn’t find the right way to say thank you, so she just 

kept looking out the window.  

The terrain in the headlights got greener, and a tinge of blue blushed the horizon 

ahead of them. The craggy silhouette of a low mountain range began to stand out from 

the gray of the night sky.  

Krikor gestured to a few weak lights off the right side of the road. “Yenicha. It is 

small city. We stop and eat.” But rather than taking an exit to the right, Krikor 

accelerated slightly as they passed the town, then swung the pickup left onto a trail that 

appeared out of the darkness. They bounced up a foothill, rounded a switchback, spun the 

tires over patches of rock, dodged a few potholes, and pulled over under a tree. Krikor 

hummed to himself as he jumped out of the truck and pulled a plastic grocery bag from 

behind the seat. He flicked a custom switch under the dash and a string of lights tied 

around the bed of the truck lit up. Every other one blinked stately. Krikor lowered his 

head and smiled broadly into the cab, “Christmas lights.” Laura flicked the mace bottle’s 

spray button back to the “Off” position and pulled her hand out of her pocket.  

She opened the door and a gust of wind chilled her cheeks. Laura stepped outside 

and stretched. Yenicha was a smattering of yellow and white pools of light in the 

darkness, a few tendrils of road lights reaching into the foothills surrounding the city. 

Krikor let down the tailgate and hopped onto it to sit – Laura noticed for the first time 

Krikor was quite short. The man pulled a segmented tin lunch can out of the bag and 

looked at Laura. “Dzer-noot.” Laura looked dumbly at him. Krikor repeated, “Dzer-noot” 

and raised his hand. Gloves. Laura grabbed them from her backpack and slipped them on. 

They were a bit big, but her fingers started getting warmer instantly. She sat down next to 

the Armenian, who handed her a spoon and the bottom segment of his lunch can. It had 

rice and chicken and some chopped vegetables, covered with a red sauce that Laura 

didn’t recognize. “Ker,” Krikor said, holding up a forkful of some sort of bean from the 

tin in his lap. Eat. They ate and the wind whipped around them.   

Krikor wiped his mouth and said, “We dance now. Ari bar-enk.” He jumped off 

the tailgate and reached into the cab to turn on the radio, which Laura had assumed was 

broken. A strong two-step hip hop song blared from the truck’s old speakers and into the 

night. Laura assumed the lyrics were Armenian, but for all she knew they could have 

been Arabic. Krikor jumped in front of the tailgate, thrust his hips forward, and waved his 

hands above his head to the beat of the song and the blinking of the Christmas lights. He 

bent his knees and bopped side to side as his face did that folding thing again, then 

noticed Laura staring at him and stopped suddenly. “Bar. Dance.” he said, no smile left 

on his face. Laura put her tin down, hesitantly. Krikor said, “After we eat, bar-enk.” He 

added slyly, “Tradition in my country.” Laura thought she’d have to Google that the next 

time she had Internet, but had nothing to lose except her ride to İzmit, so she stuck her 
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hips out and starting waving her hands like Krikor. The old man’s face folded back to the 

smile, and he shouted “Lav!” as he tucked his shoulder and did a quick roll in the leaves 

blanketing the ground. Laura laughed. Lav.     

 

They got back on the road and drove and drove. The dark sky turned a paler shade 

of grey and the road pulled itself out of shadow. Krikor flipped off the headlights. A thin 

mist floated over the fields, which were now more green than brown. A reflective blue 

sign guarded a highway exit. It said “İzmit” and had an arrow pointing to an off ramp. 

Krikor drove past it.   

“You’re not going to İzmit?” Laura asked. 

“More people in Istanbul. I think I paint people instead of boats. They are… Full. 

Boat is just lines. People… better. I think I go to Istanbul. Where in Istanbul are your 

friends?” A flag jumped in Laura’s brain, but she thought Krikor was probably ok. She 

couldn’t imagine too many kidnappers dancing to Armenian hip hop with their victims.  

“They said they would meet me in Taksim Square in the morning.” She pulled a 

pre-paid cell phone her cousin bought her out of her backpack. The British girls said 

they’d meet her at the bus drop-off point at eight thirty. The phone’s green screen said it 

was barely six – Krikor had made good time. “Do you know where Taksim Square is?” 

Krikor chuckled to himself. “All of Istanbul knows where is Taksim.” 

 

Outside of Gebze, the last city before Istanbul, city lights began to approach the 

highway. Just before the exit for Istanbul’s eastern airport, Gökçen International, the 

lights turned into high-rise apartments, multi-level parking structures, and shopping 

centers. The gray sky began to blush pink. The Anatolian Motorway had grown a third 

lane in each direction and was now thick with delivery trucks, tour buses, mini vans, and 

yellow taxis that didn’t appear to follow a single rule of the road. Krikor rolled his 

window down and the sharp wind sucked all the warmth out of the cab in one gulp. He 

thrust his arm out the window. Over the billowing of the wind, Laura could make out 

crackly recordings of singing. She pulled on her gloves, then rolled down her window to 

hear it better despite the cold. Krikor shouted over the wind, “The Muslims, they pray 

five times. Must start early,” and pointed to a minaret at the top of a hill. The singing was 

coming from the minaret; in the weeks that were to follow, Laura would learn that a call 

to prayer was played from the top of the city’s thousands of mosques before each of the 

day’s prayers.  

As Laura rolled up her window to shut out the wind, she immediately picked out 

half a dozen more recorded voices – their calls to prayer turned the air over the city into a 

discordant chorus that lasted a little less than five minutes. Then the singing stopped, and 

Krikor rolled his window back up. “Istanbul. Lav.”  

The city grew thick around them, and Krikor exited the highway, now elevated 

two stories above a ramshackle neighborhood of two-story apartment buildings. The off 
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ramp dove sharply into a roundabout, and Krikor barely touched the brakes as they 

merged into traffic. Laura held her breath as they darted around a lumbering semi, then 

coasted to a stop in a gas station. Krikor jammed a pump’s nozzle into the gas tank and 

jogged to the station’s kiosk. Laura reached into her bag and pulled out a small roll of 

Turkish cash. She counted out a few bills to give to Krikor for gas – meanwhile at the 

kiosk, the short man was gesturing wildly with his arms at the attendant and getting red in 

the face. He stormed back to the truck, ripped the nozzle out of the gas tank – gas 

sloshing to the pavement – and jumped back in the driver’s seat, muttering under his 

breath. He brought chilly air with him, and his quick breaths came out in white puffs. 

They violently pulled back onto the road, but Krikor got a hold of himself and his 

breathing slowly returned to normal. 

Laura ventured, “Problem?” which set off another string of muttering.  

Finally, Krikor said, “Turks help Armenian, yes. But they take shit on his mother 

at same time.” Despite the broken English, “shit” sounded surprisingly sharp in the 

Armenian’s mouth. 

Laura let a few tall, teeming city blocks pass before she asked, “What were you 

trying to find out?”  

Krikor took a deep breath before answering. “Not many Armenian people in 

Istanbul. I know some, but where they live… It is not so easy to find as Taksim.” 

“How will you find them?” 

Krikor changed lanes without checking his blindspot. “Do not worry. It is easy to 

find what you look for when you know what it is.” He looked at her like he expected her 

to say something, but she didn’t know what. After a second he gave up and turned his 

attention back to the road. The freeway plowed through block after block of increasingly 

dense apartment blocks. Every inch of the city’s hillsides was covered with apartment 

buildings, houses, and commercial buildings. Traffic thickened, and Krikor did his best to 

weave through it without slowing down. Despite his best efforts that had Laura gripping 

the passenger door handle, they eventually slowed to a crawl. Her hands now sweating, 

Laura took the gloves off and tucked them into her backpack. She checked her phone 

again. It was now almost seven. 

“How far are we?” she asked. 

“Few kilometers, not far,” Krikor grunted. 

“So we’ll be at Taksim Square soon?” Laura could feel the anxiety of being alone 

in a new city start to creep up on her.  

Krikor shook his head and chuckled. “We must cross Sultan Mehmet Bridge.” 

Laura nodded as she remembered they were still on the Asian side of Istanbul, and that 

Taksim Square was on the European side. “To cross, at least one hour.” He gestured to 

the traffic around them. “Many, many cars. Everyone live in Asia, work in Europe.” 

Laura sighed, settled into her seat, and spent the next hour watching the brown and red 

and yellow apartment blocks. 
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The bridge reminded her of pictures she’d seen of the Golden Gate Bridge, except 

for the huge cargo ship that was sedately sliding underneath it. The ship plowed up the 

middle of the Bosporus; dozens of ferries and what must have been hundreds of small red 

and blue fishing boats gave it a wide berth as they zig-zagged back and forth between the 

two sides of the city. As they made their way over the bridge, Krikor saw Laura staring at 

the Strait. “Many boats here,” he said with a grin. 

 The sun climbed over the tops of the buildings behind them and painted the 

opposite bank of the Bosporus gold. Laura raised her hand to point out a giant mosque 

squatting over the skyline, then immediately saw another, and another. More minarets 

than Laura could count poked the sky for as far as she could see.  

 They crossed the bridge and took a looping exit to the left. Krikor’s beige little 

pickup swept up a boulevard, then crawled up a hill so steep the road had to make two 

switchbacks before getting to the top. Laura almost didn’t see the soccer stadium neatly 

tucked under the curve of the road. It looked like it had seating for fifteen thousand. They 

stopped at a light, and a thick column of people filled the crosswalk. There were 

hundreds of them – dressed in business suits, work overalls, jeans and t-shirts. The stop 

light changed back to green and a handful more sprinted across before Krikor pulled 

away. Laura whispered. “So many people.”  

 Krikor said, “I told you, many boats, many people.” Laura nodded. 

 The road narrowed to one lane in each direction and threaded between a pair of 

modern-looking hotels. Then they pulled into Taksim Square. Laura immediately 

recognized a Pizza Hut sign peeking around signs for kepab and pitza. “Good food in 

Taksim, and cheap too,” Krikor said as he maneuvered around a city bus. They waited at 

another stoplight while another hundred people teemed across. A knot had grown in 

Laura’s throat – she didn’t want to get out of the pickup.  

 Krikor followed a tour bus around a bend. “You have gloves?”  

Laura patted the side pocket of her backpack. “Yes.” She remembered she’d never 

thanked him for them. “Thank you. They’re, wonderful.” 

Krikor nodded. “We are here.” He pulled the truck up to the curb surprisingly 

gently. A thick man in a blue polo immediately started approaching the pickup. 

Laura pulled the bills she’d counted out earlier out of her pocket and offered them 

to Krikor, who pushed Laura’s hand away disdainfully. He reached over and cuffed 

Laura on the cheek brusquely. He said, “Go. I will paint people and boats and find other 

Armenian people. And I think you will find what you look for.” The man in the blue polo 

was standing in front of the pickup yelling and gesturing at Krikor – apparently they 

weren’t supposed to park here. Laura unfolded herself for the last time out of the truck’s 

cab and hoisted her backpack. She started to lean back down into the window to ask 

Krikor how to say Thank You in Armenian, but he pulled the pick back onto the bustling 

street and disappeared behind a tour bus. Laura reached into her backpack and pulled out 
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the gloves he’d given her. She liked the way his gravelly voice pronounced “dzer-noot.” 

She tried to mimic it while she pulled them on against the chilly air.  

She sent a text message to the British girls – they met her half an hour later and 

brought her to the apartment. They asked about her education, her family, her home; they 

didn’t pry when Laura gave short answers. They didn’t ask what she was looking for in 

Istanbul.   

That night, Laura dreamed of dancing among flickering lights and boats sinking 

to the bottom of the Bosporus Straight because they were only made of lines.   

  

 


