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‘A beautiful, haunting and very important work. It’s quite an achievement to recount a part of history that has remained shamefully occluded in such a compelling and illuminating manner, through a story filled with love and life.’


Donal Ryan


 


‘A deeply touching, powerful and vividly described love story set amidst the barbarism of the Armenian genocide.’


Julia Kelly


 


‘A vivid and elegantly written page-turner, a haunting love story set against a background of sweeping historical events that shaped the modern Orient.’


Conor O’Clery














 






[image: ]

























Dedication


For John






















‘History will search in vain for the word … “Armenia”.’


Winston Churchill
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Trebizond, Ottoman Empire, Spring 1915





Change came to the village in the form of Turkish soldiers - a whole company of them, marching down the street as though they would flatten it. Women pulled their children close and old men looked away as the sound echoed around the stone walls. The soldiers had come to Trebizond in October of 1914 and to the village six months later. The world was at war and all anyone talked of was unprotected borders and a Russian invasion. The young village men had been put in uniform and marched away many months before, and their families still mourned the loss of them. These soldiers were not local, not Armenian, and the air blew cold in their wake.


Two young Armenian girls watched from the foot of the church steps. They followed the progress of the soldiers as they turned into the square and took up formation along the southern side. The smaller of the two girls, Sosi Talanian, was carrying a loaf of black bread which fell from her hand when the lieutenant shouted his command. A hundred rifles hit the ground, rising clouds of dust around the soldiers’ boots. The bread was snatched by a hungry dog, and it was only the dog which seemed untroubled by the stamping feet. Anyush Charcoudian, the taller of the two girls, turned to look back along the street. On the other side of the street, standing in the doorway of Tufenkians’ shop, a small woman, Anyush’s mother, looked on. She was old for her thirty-nine years and thin like everyone else. She watched the soldiers defiantly, but her narrow face was white as flour beneath the headscarf. It was a moment Anyush would remember. One she would never forget. She understood then that her mother was afraid.
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Through a rusty gate and down a lane overgrown with weeds, Anyush walked to the Talanian farmhouse. The farm once had a goat, a pair of pigs with a yearly litter of piglets, a milking cow and a proper hen-house full of laying hens, but by 1914 that had all changed. Sosi’s father and her two older brothers had been called up to join the Turkish army and Mrs Talanian tried to run the farm as best she could. Nine months after the letters and money had stopped coming there was no news of the men, and she had given up trying. The pigs were gone, one sold, one eaten, and the sty lay empty. The goat had disappeared and the horse was too old to be of much use for anything. The farmhouse, like Mrs Talanian herself, looked as though it had given up and fallen in. The roof of the long red-tiled building sagged in the middle and a creeper invaded the soffits and crept in under the eaves so that green tendrils hung down over the window of the bedroom Sosi shared with her sister Havat. Mushrooms grew in a damp corner of one of the downstairs rooms, and the shutters on the windows were coming loose or had fallen off altogether. Anyush tried to push one back on its hinge as she passed by, but it was rusted through and fell to the ground. In the yard the youngest of the Talaninans, eleven-year-old Kevork, emerged from the cow byre, pitchfork in hand.


‘Barev, Anyush,’ he said, his eyes on the koghov can she was carrying.


‘Barev dzez, Kevork. Where is everybody?’


‘Sosi and Mother are gone to the village. Havat’s over there.’


Havat got up from where she was sitting on the swing in the hay barn and walked over.


‘What is it?’ Kevork asked, nodding at the koghov in Anyush’s hands.


‘Taste it and see.’


The boy lifted the lid and inhaled the delicious smell. He scooped some out with his finger and ate it, his face breaking into a smile.


‘Your grandmother makes good kamsi köfte,’ he said, holding some out for his sister.


They sat under the oak tree, eating with their fingers until every scrap was gone. The fishy smell hung in the air and the Talanians’ goose lifted its head.


‘None for you.’ Kevork laughed.


‘More,’ Havat said, traces of anchovy meatball on her chin.


‘There isn’t any, Havi, and stop drooling.’


The boy wiped his sister’s mouth brusquely with the end of his sleeve.


‘We’ll check the hens later. There might be an egg for supper.’


But they all knew the hens weren’t laying, and the Talanians were living off the last of the chickens and whatever their neighbours could spare.


‘I’ll bring something tomorrow,’ Anyush said. ‘Pilaff maybe.’


Havat smiled, her tongue pushing against her lower lip and her eyes blinking in her wide face. In the village Havat was known as the Mongol because she resembled the Mongolian horsemen who rode into Rizay and Trebizond from the Russian steppes. The villagers said her mother had been too old when she had given birth to her, but, to everyone’s surprise, Mrs Talanian had become pregnant again and had produced a healthy boy, Kevork.


‘Bayan Stewart was asking for you,’ Anyush said to him. ‘She wanted to know why you weren’t at school.’


‘I’m working on the farm now. I have to help my mother.’


‘The prizes are being given out tomorrow. I’m not supposed to tell you, but I think you got one.’


Kevork squinted up at her.


‘A medal?’


Anyush nodded.


‘You came first.’


He thought about this for a moment.


‘Give it to Sosi. I have work to do.’


‘I think your father would like you to have it.’


‘My father would want me to look after the farm.’


Mr Talanian couldn’t read or write like many of the village men but encouraged his children to learn. He had been a childhood friend of Anyush’s father and a distant relative of her mother. Anyush’s father was a man she had never really known. There was only his portrait hanging by the door to remember him by and a shaving brush she kept in her room. In the picture he posed in a stiff collar and suit, standing beside her mother, who was seated and wore a traditional Armenian dress. They stared solemnly into the camera, like the two strangers they were. The daguerreotype had faded in colour from brown to a hazy green, giving them an otherworldly pallor, but it did not diminish the kindness in her father’s eyes or the lustre of his thick brown hair. Anyush adored the man in the picture with the love only a child can feel for a father she has never known. They looked alike, not in height, because he was unusually tall, but with the same dark eyes and hair. Her likeness to him was a source of great comfort, and when the other village girls put their hair up at the age of twelve, Anyush wore hers in a thick plait hanging beneath her scarf and swinging like a cat’s tail between her shoulders.


‘Push me,’ Havat said, taking Anyush’s arm and pulling her towards the barn.


She settled herself on the seat and Anyush stood behind, pushing gently against her back.


‘Higher.’


The ropes creaked and the rafters groaned as Havat’s feet swung through the cool air.


‘Higher,’ she said, leaning back against the ropes. The old barn seemed to heel against its foundations, joists lifted from the earth with every swing.


‘Push harder.’


‘You’ll fall off, Havi,’Anyush said, giving one hard shove.


A loud metallic screech startled the swallows in the rafters. Anyush caught the ropes and brought Havat to a sudden stop. In the yard Kevork dropped the pitchfork and went to look down the lane. Since the trap had been sold, the gate was never opened and access to the road was through a gap in the crumbling stone wall. The hinges had rusted in the salt air and complained loudly when the group of soldiers pushed it open. They came into the yard as Anyush and Havat emerged from the barn. The men looked mean and dangerous. One of them walked over to the boy. He was thin and short, not much taller than Kevork, with a narrow head and ferret-like darting eyes. One brown eye and one hazy blue were sunk too close together either side of a long nose.


‘You live here?’


Kevork nodded.


‘You?’ he asked Anyush.


‘I’m a neighbour.’


The Ferret turned to the soldiers at his back.


‘A visitor! Well … I like to make time for visitors.’


The soldiers laughed as he turned to the two girls.


‘We’re here for food. All of it. Go into the house and bring it out.’


‘There is no food,’Anyush said.


‘You’re lying.’


‘It’s true. There’s nothing here.’


‘Search the house,’ the Ferret said to the others, and they disappeared inside.


‘The place is a wreck,’ one of them said, coming out empty-handed. ‘Not a fucking thing to eat. Even the cool room’s empty.’


From an upstairs window a flutter of clothes drifted to the ground, followed by the double thud of heavy boots.


‘I’m taking the boots,’ the face at the window shouted.


At Anyush’s side Havat began to cry.


A third soldier appeared in the doorway with a photograph frame in his hand.


‘No!’ Kevork shouted. ‘That’s my father.’


The soldier pushed the boy away, but Kevork kept reaching for it.


‘Give it to me.’


‘Get away.’


‘It’s mine.’


‘Have it then.’


He smashed the glass against the barn wall and took the silver surround. Kevork picked the torn photograph from amongst the shards of broken glass.


‘Look in the outhouses,’ the Ferret said, and two soldiers disappeared into the pigsty and the barn.


‘Empty,’ one soldier said. ‘Old pig shit, that’s all.’


‘A few hens in the barn. Not much else.’


‘Start with those. Take Sanayi and wring their necks.’


Two soldiers closed the barn door behind them and, in the yard, everyone could hear the sound of flapping and clucking which stopped abruptly. The door opened again and the soldiers appeared with four limp-necked chickens in their hands.


‘Where are the other animals, boy?’ the Ferret asked.


‘There’s nothing here,’ Anyush said. ‘There’s nothing left to take.’


‘I didn’t ask you. I asked farmer boy. You look like a farmer. Are you, boy?’


Kevork nodded.


‘So where are the animals?’


He didn’t answer.


‘Look,’ one of the soldiers said. ‘A goose.’


With arms spread wide, he hunched towards the bird, but it spat at him, hissing loudly and beating its huge wings.


The soldier jumped away and the others laughed.


‘You’re not afraid of a goose, Hanim?’


‘You catch it, then.’


‘Just watch me.’


‘Don’t take the goose,’ Anyush said. ‘Please … they have nothing else.’


‘Here goosey goosey,’ the soldier said, taking off his tunic. ‘Come on … that’s the way.’


The goose spread its wings, lowered its head and advanced on the soldier, but he held his ground and threw the jacket over it. Suddenly, he was on top of the struggling bird, calling for the others to help. Kevork ran over, screaming, but a hand grabbed him by the collar and threw him halfway across the yard.


‘Get me that axe,’ the Ferret said.


He pulled the jacket off the goose and two of the soldiers stretched its neck over a block of wood.


‘Hold it steady.’


Lifting the axe over his head, he brought it down on the goose’s neck, and warm blood spurted out like a living thing. It covered their clothes, their hands and faces. A soldier opened his mouth and drank it as the Ferret held up the headless body triumphantly. But Kevork ran towards him again, biting and kicking for all he was worth.


‘Little bastard!’


With the full force of his fist, the Ferret hit the boy in the face. Havat screamed as Kevork fell backwards but struggled to his feet. The boy staggered towards them, but his knees gave way and he began to retch. Anyush ran to help him, but the Ferret launched himself at the boy, punching him again and again.


‘Stop it! Leave him alone!’


‘Hanim … calm down … he’s only a boy.’


The Ferret grunted, and as he drew back his arm to hit the unconscious boy once more, Anyush grabbed the pitchfork and rammed it into the heel of his boot. The Ferret roared, turning to lash out at her and pull the pitchfork away. He fell on his backside, clutching the boot and straining to see what damage had been done.


‘Armenian bitch!’ he swore, blood staining the leather. ‘My fucking ankle!’


He stood up and tested his weight. The boot had protected him, and he discovered he could still walk.


‘I’ll show you. I’m going to teach you a lesson you’ll never forget.’


Hobbling over to the barn, he went inside and came out carrying a length of rope.


‘Hold her!’


‘Hanim–’


‘I said hold her.’


He fashioned the rope into a noose and threw the free end over a bough of the oak tree. ‘Bring the boy here.’


‘No … please God, no.’


Anyush’s knees began to buckle, but the soldiers held her upright. Kevork groaned when he was pulled to his feet and dragged over to the tree.


‘Please …’ Anyush begged. ‘Please, I’m sorry … I beg you.’


By the barn, Havat screamed her brother’s name. ‘Kevo … Kevo!’


The Ferret tied the boy’s hands behind his back and put the noose around his neck, pulling it tight. Pressure from the rope brought the boy to his senses and he swayed on his feet, the breath rasping through his mouth.


‘Are you watching, bitch?’


Holding the other end of the rope, the Ferret pulled harder so that Kevork was balanced on the tops of his shoes. His face turned red and then began to darken. Yanking the rope again, the Ferret watched Anyush’s face as the boy struggled to breathe.


‘Don’t like what you see? Not so brave now, are you?!’


Kevork’s mouth was open and his tongue was pushing past his lips. Anyush sobbed as Havat covered her eyes.


‘This is only the start of it, bitch. Your turn next.’


‘Hanim!’


Two soldiers on horseback rode into the yard. The Ferret dropped the rope and Anyush ran to Kevork who collapsed on the ground.


‘What’s going on?’


‘We were attacked, Captain Orfalea. We only wanted to take the goose, but they turned on us with a pitchfork.’


The captain looked around. He was younger than some of the others and noticeably different. His uniform was neat and well cut, and his boots were polished. He didn’t wear a moustache or beard, and his straight black hair was unusually long.


‘You were attacked,’ he said contemptuously. ‘Five of you. By two girls and a boy.’


The soldiers looked uneasy, but the Ferret stared sullenly. ‘I wasn’t going to hurt him. Just scare him a bit.’


The captain went to where Kevork lay on the ground. The boy’s nose was broken, his face bruised and swollen, and red rope burns ringed his neck.


‘Lieutenant, escort these men back to base.’


‘She attacked me,’ the Ferret said. ‘I’ve a right to defend myself.’


‘And throw Corporal Hanim in detention until I decide to let him out.’


The soldiers left, following the lieutenant down the lane, and the captain walked over to where Anyush was crouched over Kevork.


‘Is he alright?’


Anyush nodded. She helped Kevork to sit and loosened the collar of his shirt. The captain looked around the yard, at the broken glass and the mutilated goose.


‘Keep the boy indoors for a while and maybe stay away from pitchforks next time.’


Anyush got unsteadily to her feet. ‘Next time I’ll put it in his belly.’
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Constantinople




 





April 14th, 1900




We arrived in Constantinople two weeks ago as the rain pelted down and I thought I was back in wintry New York. Hetty and I were both exhausted from travelling but we were relieved to see Elias Riggs waiting for us at the quayside. I’m not sure what I had been expecting of an ageing American missionary, but I really didn’t think he would be so energetic or so tall. He’s been working as a doctor in the Empire for over forty years, and when I told him about my plans for trachoma research, he seemed more interested in telling me about the times of religious services in the area. The man is very devout which makes for a certain awkwardness between us. I did of course take this job as a ‘missionary’ doctor but, as Hetty pointed out when I first proposed coming here, I’m an atheist and she’s Jewish. We do go to services occasionally, some of them at least, but I think Elias already suspects I’m not what he thought I was. For a while, it looked like he was going to send us home, but it turns out he badly needs help at the clinics and he’s already very fond of Hetty.


Our final destination is to be a small village in the Trebizond area on the Black Sea coast. From what I’ve learned, the place is pretty remote but not that far from Trebizond city, a large town and an important sea port. The village is at the centre of one of the most badly infected trachoma districts in the country, so a lot of hard work awaits us.


For the moment, we’re living on Istiklal Avenue in Pera. It’s not exactly luxurious, but it is clean and serviceable and on the European side of the Bosphorus. Just three rooms which come with a Greek kitchen maid, a Turkish hamal (or jack of all trades) and a Polish cook. Hetty, my khanum or lady as she’s called here, is in her element. She cannot practise as a doctor because women doctors are only allowed work in the harems, but she’s up early most mornings sketching the ruins in old Constantinople. Her fascination with the city is understandable. The Whore of the Orient certainly lives up to her name and is magnificent and tawdry in equal measure. On any given street there are sights to take your breath away, the grandeur of the Hagia Sophia church or the opulence of the Topkapi Palace, while around the corner vermin-ridden slums spring up in the ruins of buildings levelled by the earthquake of 1894. Paris in miniature extends along the elegant boulevards on the European side of the Bosphorus, while on the eastern side women in full purdah walk three paces behind their husbands and the Prophet reigns supreme. As Elias says, it is a city of contradiction and contrast.


We’ve already made good friends in Henry Morgenthau, the American Ambassador, and his wife, Josephine. They’re Jewish, so Hetty feels right at home, and Henry is a stimulating and interesting character. He entertains royally and has a very fine cellar, so it amuses him that a ‘poor missionary doctor’ should be partial to a good claret. The Morgenthaus know everyone in Constantinople, from the diplomats to young men on the Grand Tour, and they seem intent on introducing us to all of them. We will be seeing more of the Morgenthaus in the immediate future now that Hetty is expecting in the autumn and our travel plans have been put on hold. The delay is unavoidable but frustrating, although it seems we would have had to wait for travel permits anyhow. In this country it is impossible to work, build or do the smallest thing without them. Elias counsels me to be patient. He tells me that when he first came here the old Sultan would not allow foreign reading material or gas lighting for fear of corrupting his subjects. He bids me to remember that I, at least, can read and have lamps to see by. Amen to that!
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Where the trees thin out on the northern promontory the river bends in a wide arc towards the sea, and the flow of water slows to a pool. The surface is broken by jutting grey boulders like bathing giants, and it is here the village women come to do their laundry. Anyush and her mother walked in silence towards the river, each carrying a basket. Voices and the sound of wet clothes slapping against the rocks drifted towards them as they rounded the bend.


‘Barev, Anyush. Barev dzez, Bayan Charcoudian.’


Parzik Setian was standing in the shallows beside Sosi, her arm waving in salute as she called out to Anyush and her mother. Both girls had their skirts tucked into their waistbands and clothes in the water under their feet. On a rock nearby Havat sat by herself, her legs dangling in the water. Anyush’s mother barely acknowledged them and upended the clothes from her basket onto the bank. She took off her boots and stockings and hitched up her skirts as she waded into the river.


‘What are you gawping at them for?’ she snapped at her daughter. ‘You think those clothes will wash themselves?’


Anyush tipped out the contents of her basket and sat down to take off her stockings and boots. The clothes belonged to their landlord, Kazbek Tashjian, and his son, Husik. They were filthy and reeked of things Anyush didn’t like to think about. Taking a cake of soap and a shirt, she dipped it in the cool water, scrubbed it, beat it hard, then laid it out on the high rocks to dry. Mother and daughter worked side by side for a time, without speaking, Anyush struggling to match her mother’s pace. Khandut Charcoudian was wiry and strong, with a strength belied by her small size. Since her husband had died, it was she who hammered and sawed and climbed the roof to repair the wood tiles. She took pride in her ability to dig trenches, and hang gates, and take on whatever task needed to be done. Gohar, Anyush’s grandmother, looked after the small vegetable garden, and Anyush took on whatever chores brought in extra money and most of those that didn’t. In her mother’s eyes, it was never enough. If it were not for Khandut Charcoudian, she liked to remind them, they would be walking the roads and they were lucky to have her. What Anyush felt about her mother had little to do with luck. Nothing satisfied the woman or gave her any pleasure. She was vexed by life in general and by her daughter in particular.


‘Pssssst …’


Parzik beckoned. Anyush nodded and looked over to where her mother was wringing soapy water from a pair of trousers.


‘I’m going to wish Parzik luck,’ she said. ‘Her mother’s started on her wedding dress.’


‘Make it quick,’ Khandut replied, without looking at her.


Parzik stood in the water, hands on her hips, looking like a half-submerged colossus. She was very tall for a girl, her height accentuated by her thinness and her unusually long neck. Her thick black hair was wound around her head in girlish braids, but her beak-like nose had earned her the nickname ‘t’Rchun’, the bird. She was not pretty as Anyush and Sosi were, but she had full breasts and wide hips that had appeared, as if by magic, two years before. Parzik was the only one of Anyush’s friends engaged to be married, and Vardan Aykanian, a local plasterer and her second cousin, was to be the groom. Spared conscription and the army because of his work on the local barracks, he was one of the few young men left in the village.


‘I heard what happened,’ Parzik said.


‘Shhh! My mother doesn’t know. How’s Kevork?’ Anyush asked, turning to Sosi.


‘All right.’


‘And Havat?’


The three girls looked over to Sosi’s sister staring at her reflection in the water.


‘She cries a lot. I haven’t told her yet that Kevo is gone.’


‘Gone? Where?’


‘My mother is taking him to my uncle in Ordu. They left for Trebizond this morning.’


Anyush looked at the river, the slow-moving water broadening its reach towards the sea.


‘What will you do?’ Sosi asked.


‘Me?’


‘That soldier knows what you look like. It’s not safe for you either.’


‘The captain seemed fair,’ Parzik said. ‘Lucky for Kevork he came when he did.’


‘He’s a Turk,’ Anyush said. ‘They’re all the same.’


‘I’m only saying, if he’s around then you don’t have to worry.’


‘My brother was almost hanged,’ Sosi said. ‘You think we don’t have to worry?’


‘That’s not what I meant. Look … Anyush will be fine and I’m going to be married. We need to celebrate a little.’ She grinned, pointing to herself. ‘Bayan Vardan Aykanian, that’ll be me.’


‘If Vardan will have you,’ Sosi said.


‘He’ll be lucky to have me! A laying hen, unlike certain chickens I know.’


Sosi splashed Parzik and started to laugh. It caught her friend by surprise. Cold water ran down Parzik’s chest and drenched her blouse. Recovering quickly, she skimmed the surface of the river with her large hands, wetting Sosi and Anyush into the bargain. They were laughing now, and Havat got up from her perch on the rocks to join them. River water splashed everywhere and, in the excitement, Anyush forgot about her mother. But Khandut was already drenched, the sleeve and skirt of her dress soaked. With the noise and the laughter, it was a while before Anyush realised someone was calling her. She turned to see her mother whirling a wet shirt above her head which she flicked in her direction. But Parzik had crossed in front of Anyush, and the wet sleeve coiled like a snake around her long neck. Her hands flew to her throat, to try and loosen it, and she lost her footing, falling helplessly into the river. Gasping for breath, Parzik struggled to her feet, thoroughly soaked.


‘Khoz!’ she spat at the older woman. ‘Pig!’


Khandut turned her back to them.


‘Madwoman! You’re mad!’


‘Parzik–’


‘Leave me be,’ she said, pulling away from Anyush.


With Havat on one side and Sosi on the other, Parzik waded over to the bank, wiping water from her face. The three girls gathered their things and left. Anyush wanted to weep with shame. Her mother was mad. Cruel and twisted and spiteful. She cursed wilful fate that chose her for her mother and deprived her of the father she loved. Leaving the washing on the stones, Anyush ran from the water and headed towards the coast road. Taking the track down to the small bay, she walked across the beach in the direction of the cliff. The wind was in her face as she paddled in the shallows, and her hem quickly became soaked. Beside her, the sea broke over the rocks, a dull sullen grey. After a time, the tightness in her chest began to ease and her breathing became calm. The wind whistled in her ears and the waves pounded on the sand, drowning out her mother’s carping voice. She wanted to keep walking, to follow the shoreline until there was nowhere left to go. As far as Constantinople maybe, far enough that she would never have to see her mother again.


She didn’t notice him until they were quite close. Her first instinct when she saw a soldier in the uniform of the Turkish army was to turn and run, but there was something familiar about him. His walk. The way he held his head. From a long way off she could feel him watching and her heart quickened. They drew abreast of each other, and, to her surprise, the captain greeted her in Armenian and walked on. They were now moving away from each other, but Anyush soon reached the foot of the cliff and could go no further. With no other option, she turned back, but there was no one behind her – nothing to see only the restless ocean and the empty beach. One set of footprints disturbed the yellow sand – her own.
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What struck him at first was the contradiction. The girl from the farm seemed young and yet old at the same time. With her childish plait and defiant air, he couldn’t make up his mind about her. The events at the farm troubled him and he had no doubt what would have transpired had he not come upon them when he did.


At times he felt helpless to control the men under his command in a way he never had with his old company. Since the passing of the Amele Taburlan decree, all Armenians in the Ottoman forces had been demobilised and assigned to unarmed labour battalions. The captain’s company had lost roughly a third of its men in this way, soldiers he had come to know and respect, unlike their replacements. Most of the new recruits had minimal military training, and others, such as Corporal Hanim, had been released from prison. Aside from his lieutenant, there were few the captain could trust. They spoke cruelly about the fate of the Armenian soldiers, claiming they had been shot because of their allegiance to the Russians, or set free and used as target practice. Whatever the truth of the matter, Jahan had neither seen nor heard of his Armenian soldiers since, and every newspaper article, every proclamation issued by the government was rife with anti-Armenian propaganda.


In the evenings the captain had taken to walking the long stretch of beach lapped by the waters of the Black Sea, and it was here he came in contact with the girl again. She was coming towards him, her skirts flapping noisily and her hair blowing in wisps around her face. Despite the ugly headscarf and tattered clothes, he could see she was attractive and possibly beautiful. It fascinated him that she should walk alone, especially after what had happened. On the pretext of asking after the young farm boy, the captain made discreet enquiries about her in the village. He discovered that she worked for the local doctor, an American missionary by the name of Stewart, and helped out at the school run by his wife. This was unusual as Turkish girls married young and were not allowed work outside the home. He found himself looking out for her and began to discover just how unconventional she was. There were times he noticed her clothes and hair were wet, as though she had been swimming, but he never actually saw her in the water and was careful never to approach. That first time he had passed her on the beach he had made an effort to say hello in his few words of Armenian, but she didn’t acknowledge him, and her hostility was like a cold breeze blowing against him. He didn’t blame her. He could hardly have expected her to be in any way approachable, but he was sorry for it nonetheless.
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Today was one of the longest, most irritating, back-breaking days I have ever spent in a saddle, and one I hope not to repeat for a long time. But I’m running ahead of myself.


Some months have passed since we came to Constantinople and much has happened in that time. Hetty and I have made good friends; we’ve learned Turkish and a smattering of Armenian and Greek; and we are the proud parents of a baby boy, Thomas George Stewart. Three weeks ago, we said goodbye to Elias Riggs and the Morgenthaus, before setting out for Trebizond. Hetty was sorry to leave, and I suppose it is daunting bringing a small baby into the wilds of eastern Turkey, but, I have to admit, I was impatient to get started. We’ve had to bring almost everything we need with us, and I spent weeks organising the shipment of furniture, medical equipment and supplies, as well as provisions for the journey. It was the usual exhaustive round of permits and bribes, but finally it got done and we were under way.


A small coastal frigate by the name of Mesudiye brought us along the Black Sea to Trebizond. The Circassian captain told us that the town derived its name from the Greek word trapezous meaning ‘table’, and, as he guided the boat into the bay, we could see the ramparts of the old city, built on the flat hilltop, surrounded by a buttressing medieval wall. It was a surprisingly large town and not the backwater I had been expecting. At the dock, a crowd gathered on the quay, and a line of mules and their handlers stood to one side. Waiting for the boat were pedlars, customs officials, baggage handlers, caravan hamals and hangers-on of every description and persuasion. A full head and shoulders above these was a tall, foreign-looking man, whom I guessed to be our contact, an Englishman Elias had arranged would meet us. But in pride of place, standing at the foot of the gangway, was a local dignitary. He was dressed in a long khameez, with a green girdle wound around his substantial waist, and traditional Turkish slippers. On his head was a turban like a miniature minaret, and his fingers sparkled with a dazzling display of jewelled rings. Two servants held a striped awning above his head, and a rug had been unrolled beneath his feet. He barely glanced at Hetty, but his black eyes never left my face. I was used to people staring by this time, but under this man’s gaze I felt like the dish he was about to eat for supper.


‘Selamın Aleyküm,’ I said.


‘Aleyküm Selam,’ he replied.


He said no more, and I was unsure if I should bow to him or pay him bahşiş or simply walk past.


‘Let me introduce the Vali, His Excellency, the Governor of Trebizond,’ a voice said. The foreign-looking man removed his hat. ‘Sorry … I should introduce myself. Paul Trowbridge.’


Like Riggs, he was tall and thin, his linen suit looking a little the worse for wear and hanging in creases at his elbows and knees. He towered over Hetty and patted Thomas on the cheek.


‘You’re welcome to Trebizond. The Vali was anxious to meet you.’


The great man said something to Trowbridge in a dialect I didn’t understand, and left. It all seemed a great to-do about nothing, but Paul assured us it was otherwise. ‘It’s a mark of honour. Of respect. The Vali doesn’t usually meet foreigners at the quayside.’


‘Does he always behave oddly?’ I asked. ‘Staring like that?’


‘Only when he likes you.’


Paul laughed at my expression and told me a rumour had spread that I had some skill as a dentist. ‘He wants you to pay him a visit. Our esteemed Vali has very bad teeth.’


It took an age for the luggage to be unloaded and repacked onto the mules, so while we were waiting Paul suggested we eat at the local hotel. It was surprisingly good, run by two French brothers from Bayonne. Over dinner Paul told us a little about himself. After qualifying as a doctor, he decided to travel through Europe, spending time in most of the major cities, before moving on to Athens and then Constantinople. Elias Riggs was his only contact, so he stayed with him in the city and worked there for a couple of years.


‘Not as a missionary,’ he said. ‘I never believed in all that “my God is better than your God” nonsense.’


He apologised then, and said he hoped we didn’t think his views were offensive, but, in fact, I found myself liking Paul Trowbridge more and more. It was Riggs who offered Paul the position in Trebizond when a friend of his, Dr Fred Sheppard, died of typhus, and the authorities were looking for somebody to replace him.


‘How many years are you here?’ Hetty asked.


‘Too many,’ he said. ‘I’ve stopped counting. My parents are dead, and I have only one brother in England, so I rarely go back. This is home really. I hope you’ll come to feel about it as I do.’


I assured him that we would give it our all, and I meant it. During the long trek across Europe I did have doubts about my decision to come to Turkey. From a career point of view, leaving the medical hierarchy was disastrous. Certain people, Hetty’s mother to name but one, thought that from all points of view it was disastrous, but Paul Trowbridge convinced me otherwise. By the time the food and wine arrived, I was congratulating myself on having made the right move.


Before we had finished the meal, Hetty had told Paul a little about what we’d been doing in New York, and I could see they had hit it off immediately. She was charmed by his old-fashioned manners, and he was clearly taken with her unflappability and good humour. I should have taken against him since he is everything I am not: tall, handsome and charming, but it is impossible to dislike Paul Trowbridge. He is amiable, easy company, and we might have been there yet, had the time had not come to leave for Mushar.


The last part of the journey proved to be the most difficult. Paul had warned us about the army of flies in the mountain pass into the village, but nothing prepared us for them. We had brought wide-brimmed hats with netting and a floppy bonnet for the baby, but they were useless against the onslaught that descended as we rode in single file through the pass. As soon as we hit the treeline, they appeared, and no amount of swatting or netting kept them away. I spent the journey batting at the cloud above my head, and noticed that few of the little bastards appeared to be troubling Paul. After the caravan of horses and mules jangled up the mountain and down the other side, the village of Mushar finally came into view. What a contrast to the glory of Constantinople and the elegant harbour at Trebizond! Dusty, foul-smelling streets, full of yelping dogs and ragged children, buzzed with flies and mosquitoes.


‘Şapka giyen insanlara gel!’ the children chanted, which Paul translated as ‘Come see the people wearing hats!’


Black-eyed, brightly dressed children crowded around us, while their mothers drew their scarves over all but one eye and ambled through chickens, lambs and dogs to see for themselves. Many of the children had swollen eyes covered with clusters of black flies and I asked Paul why they didn’t shoo them away.


‘Because they believe that to do so would bring on the eye-sickness. Trachoma. It’s rampant in these parts.’


Trachoma, caused by flies, leads to chronic infection and, if left untreated, would cause blindness in at least half of these children. I watched them run after our horses, clouds of black flies following them. The adults were no better off, and they didn’t try to brush away the flies either. Instead, they made us gifts of fruit, goat’s milk and grapes, huge bunches of them that they pressed into our dusty hands. A woman carrying a baby pressed a bit of blue cloth, with the shape of an eye embroidered on it, into Hetty’s hand, nodding to where Thomas dozed on her back.


‘It’s called the atchka ooloonk,’ Paul explained. ‘People carry them to ward off the evil eye.’


The children were wearing blue beads, shells or triangular bundles of cloth, which had the same symbol and verses from the Koran sewn inside. Hetty leaned down to touch a dark-eyed baby wearing one around her neck, but the woman pulled away, covering the child with her veil.


‘Don’t take it personally,’ Paul said. ‘You must never praise a child because it draws the evil eye to him, and if you forget you must say Maşallah, “God has willed it”.’


Mushar, it turns out, is bigger than I first thought, running east to west along the Black Sea coast. Heavily wooded hills reach down almost to the shoreline where pristine, undisturbed white sand gleams in the midday sunlight. The centre of the village is more developed than the outskirts with wooden two- and three-storeyed houses looking onto a reasonably sized square. A Christian church and a mosque dominate either end, and the only other building of note is what looks like a store, with a haphazard jumble of items spilling from an open doorway. Paul led us down a small street, behind the Armenian church, and we turned onto an overgrown, cobbled pathway. At the end of this narrow lane we saw a neat, biscuit-coloured stone house, which looked as though it had been transported fully formed from the English countryside. It was a house such as a child might draw, with a central wooden door surmounted by a small, arched fanlight and two mullioned sash windows on either side. This arrangement is repeated on the second floor, with the addition of an extra window in the middle. The remnants of a garden were visible in the overgrown borders both sides of the door, and old fruit trees blossomed in a little orchard to one side.


‘It’s just wonderful,’ Hetty said.


‘Who on earth would build such a house here?’ I asked.


Paul looked at it as he got down from his horse. ‘It’s called usuts’ch’I tuny, “the teacher’s house”. Jane Kent had it built when she taught at the school here.’


‘It reminds me of a house from an English novel,’ Hetty said.


‘That was the idea. It’s supposed to be a model of Jane’s home in Surrey.’


I asked Paul why the teacher had left, but he was preoccupied with unloading the mules and didn’t seem to hear. Inside we walked from room to room.


A small parlour and drawing room look out either side of the front door, while the dining room has a view of the orchard to the rear. A tiny maid’s room leads off one side of the kitchen, and a scullery, pantry and cool room off the other. Upstairs are four modestly sized bedrooms, a dressing room, a bathroom and an airing closet. The privy is in the yard. As you might expect of a building that hasn’t been lived in for some time, it is full of dust, damp and musty odours, but it has a definite charm and could be transformed with a good clean and the appropriate furniture into a comfortable home.


Sometime later, when everyone had gone and we were finally alone, Hetty and I sat exhausted in our two chairs.


‘It’s odd, don’t you think?’Hetty asked.


‘I thought you’d like it.’


‘I meant that Jane Kent should have left. I had the impression that Paul didn’t want to talk about it.’


‘Oh?’


‘Did you notice that he used her first name?’


‘Are you saying there was something between them?’


‘I’m saying that he knows the house better than one might expect.’


‘Perhaps he stayed here?’ I suggested. ‘Or looks after the place?’


‘Perhaps,’ Hetty said. ‘Even though he works in Trebizond, a three-hour journey away.’


I laughed, wondering what Paul would think of our speculations.


It is now well past midnight, and Hetty is urging me to blow out the candle and put my pen away, but I know I won’t sleep. My mind is turning over, making plans. There is so much to learn about this place and so much to do. The small maid’s room off the kitchen would be the perfect spot for my laboratory, and tomorrow I’ll move my equipment in there. It is at least a start.
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The captain’s second encounter with Anyush happened on the same beach some time later. He saw her in the distance, but this time she was distracted and didn’t notice him. Carrying a boot in each hand, she pitched them into the air, throwing them furiously along the curved line of sand as though aiming at someone’s head. The boots sailed past his ear and landed in the shallows at his feet. He picked them up and brought them to her.


‘You missed,’ he said, ‘but I’ll give you another shot if you allow me the pleasure of walking with you.’


Holding out the wet boots, he smiled apologetically, and she began to laugh. Her eyes were filled with the brightness of the sea, and when he came to think about that day down the years, he remembered it as the day he fell in love with her.


They walked towards the eastern end of the bay along the shore. Her smile quickly disappeared and she became wary of him. The beach was screened by the cliff and the woods, but every so often she glanced over towards the track and the road leading to it. The captain didn’t think she was afraid of him but understood that she was reluctant to be seen in his company. He wanted to find a way to put her at ease. More than once, he tried to catch her eye, but she stared fixedly ahead. Her cheeks had pinked up prettily, but it was only when he pretended to stumble that he had a full view of her face. It was a perfect oval with a wide brow, a small straight nose and pale complexion that was more cream than milk. Her eyes were widely set and the colour of liquid sugar, but it was her mouth that caught his attention – full, slightly protruding lips, the colour of persimmons, with a downward droop at the corners. He was staring, and she looked away.


‘This is a difficult place to find,’ he said. ‘The track is almost invisible.’


‘You found it.’


‘So I did. Well, actually, I followed you.’


A look of alarm crossed her face.


‘I couldn’t find my way down here from the main beach. You were walking on the road ahead of me and turned off in this direction so …’ He shrugged. ‘I apologise if I’ve imposed myself on your hideaway.’


‘It’s not mine,’ she said, walking on again. ‘Anyone can come here.’


‘It’s really lovely. In an odd way it reminds me of home.’


‘Constantinople.’


‘How did you know?’


‘Your accent. And you use French and English words.’


‘Do you speak English and French?’


‘Some. Bayan Stewart teaches them at the mission school.’


The captain’s interest was piqued. ‘So you grew up here? You have family here?’


Unexpectedly, she clamped up again.


‘That’s rude of me,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you ask me something in return? A sort of trade.’


There were things she wanted to ask. He could feel her curiosity and also that she wouldn’t give in to it.


‘I’ll tell you about myself, then. I’m the oldest and only son of four children. My eldest sister, Dilar, is a terrible flirt and will make some poor fellow very unhappy. My middle sister, Melike, is shy and bookish with a talent for painting, and my youngest sister, Tansu, could charm every snake in the Empire. My father is retired from the army, due to ill health, and has ambitions for his son, that is to say myself, to take over in his stead. And my mother? Well, she wants to marry me off as soon as possible. There. Now you know everything. Your turn.’


‘I didn’t make any promises,’ she said. ‘Seems to me you were entertaining yourself.’


He laughed, and her colour deepened.


‘At least tell me what it is you do when you’re not wielding pitchforks.’


He had the satisfaction of extracting a small smile.


‘I help Bayan Stewart at the school. And I’m a nurse’s assistant at Dr Stewart’s hospital.’


‘I’ve met Dr Stewart. He’s a serious man.’


This, he could see, was easier for her, safer than talking about her family, or anything concerning herself. She spoke for a time about the Stewarts, and he learned how they were in the village as long as she could remember. How Dr Stewart was respected and how he had set up a hospital in the village, which people travelled to from as far as Trebizond, and beyond. The American spoke Turkish, Armenian and Kurmanji badly, she said, but people made allowances for him because he worked hard. Mrs Stewart, or Bayan Stewart as she was known, was a doctor for women and had taken over the running of the school after the previous teacher left. She had also set up a sewing and embroidery cooperative for girls and was much loved by the village women.


By this time, they had come to the end of the beach, and the base of the headland loomed before them. They could only go back, but the captain found that he didn’t want the conversation to end.


‘What’s that?’ he asked, pointing to the cliff. ‘At the top?’


‘A ruined church. And a graveyard.’


‘Is it possible to get up there?’


Pointing out rough-hewn steps cut into the side of the cliff, she said that it was, but that few people went there because some believed it was haunted by ghosts.


‘Can you show me?’


She hesitated, and he thought she would refuse, but she turned and climbed up the slippery stone, telling him to watch where it was eaten away in places. Picking his footing carefully, he followed her, struck by the ease with which she climbed. It was clear she had done this many times before, and ghosts did not deter her. At the top, the wind blew directly in their faces and whined between the headstones in the tiny graveyard. Some stones had fallen into the sea, and others leaned over like stumps in an old man’s jaw. The church itself was a small beehive-shaped building, with part of the roof missing and the main doorway skewed slightly to the west so that it looked out over the sea but away from the prevailing wind. Inside, the render had long since fallen away, revealing the stonemason’s ingenuity in constructing a circular wall with layers of chiselled granite blocks. The stone floor was speckled with bat and bird droppings, and the place smelled of must and salt. He walked around the walls, grit cracking beneath his boots, while she watched from the entrance. There was nothing else to see, no ornament, no icons, nothing of any religious nature, except a short transept at the apex of the circle opposite the door. A swallow flew over his head and darted out into the sunlight.


‘Only a bird would find this homely,’ he said, his voice competing with the moaning wind. ‘I feel as though I’m standing at the centre of a drum.’


‘Go to the back,’ she said. ‘The very back.’


He moved to the darkest part of the church, to the wall opposite the doorway. In the space of a few paces, the noise of the wind dropped, and the place became eerily quiet. He stepped back towards the door, and there it was again, the wind whistling and sighing.


‘Extraordinary!’


But she hadn’t heard because she had gone outside. He could see her dark-blue skirt and light-coloured blouse moving among the gravestones, her head bent and the sun shining on the plait hanging below her scarf.


‘I have to go,’ she said when he joined her.


‘Let me walk with you.’


‘No. I can go home this way.’


He tried to insist, but she wouldn’t hear of it.


‘You never told me your name,’ he called after her.


She stopped and turned around. ‘Anyush.’


‘Very nice to meet you Anyush. My name is–’


‘I know your name.’


Quickly, she crossed the headland and disappeared into the hazel wood beyond.
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We are finally something like a proper medical practice, if ‘proper’ is the right word. The small maid’s room is now furnished with microscope, specimens and slides. I’ve been obliged to use the kitchen as an operating room and our downstairs parlour has become the consulting room. The patients I find waiting for me every morning come in all shapes and sizes: men in salvar trousers, tent-like kaftans and Western suits; women veiled, cloaked and burquaed; children standing at their mothers’ sides and one or two sitting in the branches of the fig tree. In the beginning they liked to stare sullenly at me, as though I do not measure up to their idea of a doctor and they are already regretting abandoning the local chekeji, but I think finally we are reaching an understanding. They have had to adjust to my ways, and I must adjust to theirs. The local ideas of rank and influence, for example, were familiar to me from our time in Constantinople, but, if anything, are more pronounced here. There is a system of caste, a pecking order of those who must be seen first, no matter who is the most ill or infirm. It is related to the country’s long and troubled history and can neatly be summarised as Turk, Kurd and lastly Armenian. The Turks are the ruling class, the oppressors, if you like, even though historically the Armenians were here first. And the Kurds are fierce hill tribes who think nothing of killing a man for his horse or his money. They command respect even from the Turks. That leaves the Armenians, who are viewed by the government as being sympathetic to Russia, the old enemy, and so have little chance to improve their station in life. Paul and I have had many discussions on the subject. He believes the Armenians are unfairly oppressed, but, as I’ve often told him, the Turks are a territorial race and all outside alliances are viewed with mistrust.


Meanwhile, I’ve acquired a guide. A personal bodyguard probably describes him best, and he comes with me whenever I leave the village and sometimes when I’m still here. Hetty says she expects to find him eating breakfast with me any day now or sitting with his rifle in our bed. He’s a Kurd by the name of Mahmoud Agha, who brought his youngest son to see me with one of the worst cases of trachoma I’ve seen. The boy was almost blind, but after I had successfully treated him, Mahmoud assigned himself the job of my guide and protector. Like most of the mountain Kurds, he’s a farmer, and spends his time with his flocks of sheep and horses. He has three older sons, a wife he referred to as ‘kuldeoken’ or ‘ashdumper’, and many ‘children’, as he calls his daughters. Hetty has been allowed treat his girls when they’re ill and many of the local women also, but the men will only see me, Doktor Stippet as I’m known. I was telling Paul about this and about some of the unusual cases I had seen when he came to dinner this evening. In particular, the numerous and distressing incidents of children with burns and branding-iron scars to the neck and belly.


‘Burning is thought to cure trauma,’ Paul explained. ‘Or any kind of fright.’


I told him I thought that kind of ignorance was appalling, but he advised me not to dismiss the traditional cures.


‘You’re not seriously promoting them?’


‘No, but you’ll find the old remedies are as important to them as the new. If you force people to choose, they’ll return to what they’re used to.’


‘Even if it’s misguided and dangerous? Our role is to educate as well as to treat.’


‘Education by example, Charles. Once they see that western medicine is effective, more effective, you’ll win them over. Although never completely.’


We talked on in this vein, and I told him about a six-year-old child I had seen in the surgery this morning called Anyush Charcoudian. She had not been burned or forced to ingest some horrible concoction, but I suspected she had been beaten and probably by her mother. Paul thought this was unusual. He said that Turkish children are generally well behaved and their parents moderate in matters of corporal punishment, but in this instance there can be little doubt. The child was sitting outside my surgery with her grandmother, bleeding from a cut over her eye when I called her into my room. She glanced apprehensively at the old woman but walked in obediently. The cut was deep, requiring several stitches, and although it was difficult and took a while to suture, not one word escaped her during the whole procedure. Afterwards, she stared at the instruments and charts on the wall and I asked her grandmother what had happened and where was the child’s mother. The old woman’s refusal to meet my eye was not that unusual, but something about her put me on my guard. It is a wariness every doctor feels when he realises he is hearing only a version of the truth. A fall from a tree had caused her granddaughter’s injury and the mother was too busy to come. It was entirely possible of course that when the child hit the ground she made contact with something sharp, but I noticed red linear marks along her cheek and bruising near her ear. Although the story did not convince me, the old woman seemed genuinely concerned, and the child was obviously very attached to her. On the pretext of listening to her lungs and palpating her belly, I looked for other signs of trauma. There was nothing much to see except a fading, yellowish-green bruise above her left elbow. Accident or pulling injury? I could not tell. She was a striking child with huge brown eyes and chestnut-coloured hair. Quite an unforgettable little girl, so that I found myself wondering what kind of person would do her harm. I offered her one of Hetty’s cookies, which I keep in a jar on my desk, but she seemed reluctant to take it. Her eyes flicked to her grandmother for permission before she took one and bit into it. The shock and delight on her small face when she tasted the sugary cookie made me smile. The old woman smiled too, and for no other reason than the obvious pleasure she took in her grandchild, I asked no more questions.
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