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WHAT WE WERE 
READING

(  AT  THE  END OF  THE  WORLD )

by Michele Gazzolo ’82

I think: I will send Ibrahim a book. It is the least I can 
do; it is the only thing I can do. In the end, I discover, 
it is only something I think I can do.

To pass the time, I tell the father of my daughter the 
story of the mouse killed by our cat. It was the cat’s 
first mouse. First the cat was surprised; he had never 
seen a mouse before. 

They were both rearing up at each other. Then the 
cat struck. Each time I looked, the mouse was leaning 
closer to the floor. It was dying. The scene was like a 
cartoon.

I wanted to save the mouse, but for what? 
If I had a funny story I would tell it, because it would 

make Ibrahim laugh. Each day I rack my brain for such 
a story. It is not always easy. 

I try to send books. The chaplain tells me I may not 
send books to Ibrahim Parlak or to any other prisoner. 
We can send books to the jail library, and they might 
make their way to him. 

I send a pile of books, but Ibrahim does not get them. 
When I call, the chaplain says, Oh, they are on my 
shelf. I didn’t know who they were for.

I ask if Ibrahim may receive magazines. We were 
thinking maybe National Geographic or Newsweek.
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the court asked me, ‘Why did you write this?’ I said, ‘This 
language is a live language, and people are speaking this 
language, and as a person in this area, I wanted to help 
people learn to read and write.’ But [the judge] sent me to 
prison, and on the paper he signed he wrote that my crime 
was to try to divide Turkey through this book, which is 
only 64 pages.”

Bozarslan was in prison for four months; his trial lasted 
for six years, and he now lives in exile. His is the only 
alphabet book in the world that is banned. 

I think of the books the soldiers stole from Ibrahim’s 
family, only to burn them.

I read about Leyla Zana, the first Kurdish woman elected 
to the Turkish Parliament, who was jailed in 1994 as a 
separatist. After taking her oath as a minister, she identified 
herself as a Kurd. According to Amnesty International, 
“She took the oath of loyalty in Turkish, as required by law, 
then added in Kurdish, ‘I shall struggle so that the Kurdish 
and Turkish peoples may live together in a democratic 
framework.’ Parliament erupted with shouts of ‘Separatist!’ 
‘Terrorist!’ and ‘Arrest her!’”

While in jail, Zana was nominated 18 times for the Nobel 
Peace Prize.

I read that Orhan Pamuk, the Nobel Prize-winning 
Turkish writer, was brought to trial in 2005 for “insulting 
Turkishness” by alluding to certain historical events in one of 
his books. 

I think of the words they and others are not allowed to 
say, as if by speaking they could make the whole world 
tremble. 

W hile in jail in America, there are other 
reasons Ibrahim cannot have books. He 
and other criminals might make them into 
weapons. 

I argue: The detainees with whom he shares this section of 
the jail are immigrants jailed for a small or large infraction, 
awaiting deportation. 

The warden says, You can’t be too careful. I think what he 
means is: Why should they need to read? 

To pass the time, they mostly play cards. 
In Turkey, in 1988, Ibrahim was jailed as a separatist. This 

was his only conviction—the one for which he is jailed again, 
in my country, and for which he may be deported. He came 
to the States in 1991 and was granted asylum a year later, 

when we met. In 1994 he opened a Kurdish restaurant on 
the Red Arrow Highway in Harbert, Mich. Our daughter, 
Livia, was just 7 when he was arrested, nearly 8 when he was 
released. She visited him every week in jail, pressing her hand 
to his against the glass.

Now out of jail, Ibrahim waits for the federal Court of 
Appeals to decide whether he may stay in this country or 
not, with his daughter or not. The possibility that he might 
be killed in another country is argued back and forth by 
lawyers in measured language, weighing the benefit to the 
U.S. of deporting him against the possible risks to him. The 
government’s language is chilling as they carefully parse the 
meaning of torture. 

I read of a case in which a justice department brief argues 
for the first time on appeal that assassination is not torture, 
claiming that there is such a thing as a painless death. 

The words take brutality and render it civil. I marvel that 
such an argument could exist. 

Since I am only reading it, I wonder if it is actually 
happening. I hold that question and soon forget it. I am 
interrupted by other concerns. Will our daughter take violin 
or piano? Who will take care of the lawn? I think of how the 
life to which I was born has collided with another life, that 
neither of them makes sense, even with all the reading. And 
beyond writing, reading and speaking, what can one do who 
is half-prisoner in a civilized world?

Orhan Pamuk writes: “At least once in a lifetime, self-
reflection leads us to examine the circumstances of our birth. 
Why were we born in this particular corner of the world, on 
this particular date? These families into which we were born, 

these countries and cities to which the lottery of life has 
assigned us.” So this is what I am doing.

I do not bury them, but I put down the books. They are 
piercing my heart open and getting me nowhere. I think of 
Ibrahim, why he loved and was disappointed by reading, 
and why he fell in love with the idea of my country. Without 
warning, the two of us, our daughter and everyone around 
us seem to have drifted into another, borderless, place: 
Together, we are in the land of the cat and the mouse. ■

Michele Gazzolo ’82 and her daughter, Livia, 10, live in 
Michigan. The story of Ibrahim Parlak, his family and 
community is being developed into a feature film, The 
Land of Roses.

I think of the words they and others are not allowed to say ...












