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INTRODUCTION


BY SALIHA PAKER





Latife Tekin was twenty-three when she decided to write what she described as ‘a razzle-dazzle novel, a book full of sound and shimmering light, whichever way you looked at it’.1 She had finished high school, was married and had a son. The military coup of 1980 had put an end to all activism, so she devoted herself entirely to her book. When Tekin announced to her family that she would be writing a novel about her village, her father made her write down all the fairy tales, folk epics, games and türküs (folk songs) that he knew. Her elder brother organized a gathering of fellow villagers, now migrants in Istanbul, who had known Latife from childhood and were ready to offer their contribution to a ‘collective novel’. Each man was appointed to give an account of his recollections of the village. But Latife had to remind them first of the painful experience of separation from the village she could never forget, and of the suffering they had all endured in the city. ‘Everyone was silent, their eyes cast down. Finally a very old man addressed me formally and respectfully and began his tale. I listened to incredible stories of poverty and thieving. The most striking account concerning djinns and fairies was about Sarıkız. I dreamt of her that night,’ explained Latife Tekin in a piece she wrote in 1984.2 Sarıkız, the fair-haired witch, would appear in an early section of Dear Shameless Death riding naked on the back of a donkey, terrorizing the villagers at night.


Every culture has its mysteries, ones that are elusive, sometimes impossible to define to outsiders. However, a work of fiction can, in an unexpectedly imaginative manner, find its way into a culture, into indigenous resources, and draw readers into its own universe where mysteries are part of life, no matter how different or alien that culture may be. Latife Tekin’s Dear Shameless Death was recognized as such a work of fiction by a Turkish readership that was at once captivated and mystified by the novel when it was first published in 1983.


Latife Tekin was no doubt aware of how strange her own fictional world would appear in the eyes of the ‘enlightened’ urban Turkish reader, wary of magic and superstition. Yet when she wrote the statement for the back cover of the first edition of Sevgili Arsız Ölüm, published by Adam Yayınları, she mentioned her acquaintance with djinns in the same breath, and in the same factual manner, as her place of birth, her early schooling and her family. By introducing djinns among her autobiographical facts, she was calling upon the reader not simply to connect life with fiction but also reality with magic. Her telling statement, never reproduced in any of the subsequent editions of the book, which was an instant bestseller, will be remembered as Latife Tekin’s very first comments on her début as a writer:


‘I was born in 1957 in the village of Karacafenk, near the town of Bünyan in the province of Kayseri. I started school as soon as I learnt to walk. The school was the men’s lounge in our house. I learnt to read and write as I played with the djinns under the divans. Djinns and fairies used to live under the divans in Karacafenk. I spent my childhood among them, secretly joining their community. I went to see their homes, their weddings and learnt their language, their day games and night games. My father used to work in Istanbul. I forget now who told me that my mother was a strange woman with a broken heart. She was literate, she knew how to sew, give injections and speak Kurdish and Arabic. She used to enquire from the gypsies that came to the village about places and people unknown to me. Her searchings for her past were the first pains that touched my childhood. My father used to come back from Istanbul with sacks full of money and gather the villagers around him. There were strange gadgets, magic metals in and around our home: a clock, a radio, a gramophone, a big blue bus, a harvester, a water pump, a truck and a tractor. I didn’t really know what they were for.


‘In 1966 I came to live in Istanbul. It felt like a sharp pain that split up my childhood. Unfulfilled dreams tore apart the people that I grew up with. My father quickly became working-class, then gradually fell into unemployment. Three brothers worked on construction sites. I finished high school, slipping away like a trembling shadow from seven brothers and sisters. I paid the price of going to school in fear and loneliness, subjected to a thousand denials and pressures and buffeted unimaginably. I fought hard to keep up with the city and was bruised all over. During my struggles I fell apart from those that I grew up with. But I resisted so that I wouldn’t lose my own values, my language and the constant and passionate love that those people bore for me. This book is the reward for my resistance, from the people I grew up with. As for the narrative, I wish I had broken it up and written it sooner, and more breathlessly.’


In 1950, seven years before Latife Tekin was born, a school teacher by the name of Mahmut Makal published Bizim Köy (Our Village), a narrative account of his village in Niǧde. It was an unassuming piece, but the first of its kind to attract immediate attention to the hardships of rural life in Turkey.


Many years before, in 1932, Yakup Kadri Karaosmanoǧlu, a major novelist, had published Yaban (The Stranger), also a bleak portrait of a central Anatolian village, set during the War of Liberation preceding the foundation of the Republic in 1923. In Turkish literary criticism it has been important to dwell on the sociological dimension to these texts, pointing out, for instance, that Yaban was written by an outsider, from an outsider’s point of view, while Bizim Köy belonged to an insider, a native of the village. The immediate impact of Mahmut Makal’s narrative focused literary attention upon rural life and eventually gave rise to the so-called ‘Village Novel’, a genre that was to dominate realistic fiction for the next two decades. Dear Shameless Death, however, has nothing to do with the conventions of realistic Turkish fiction, rural or urban. Nor does it represent a subsequent literary ‘phase’. Along with Latife Tekin’s four later novels, it is the first in a unique corpus which, in essence, not only defies such conventions but explodes them.


Back in 1950, Makal’s book corresponded with a changing paradigm in Turkish politics. It was published in the same year the Democrat Party, formed in 1946 during the shift to the multi-party system, came to power, where it would remain until the military coup of 1960. In fact, the Democrat Party had won a stunning victory in the national elections on a rising tide of populist promises, heartily welcomed by the peasants. The change in government resulted in various policies which began transforming village and city alike in the 1950s. The most important of these, for an understanding of the background to Dear Shameless Death, were the economic policies that triggered migrations to the cities, which continue to this day, in search of better prospects.


It is also worth remembering, for the same reasons, that the Democrat Party, relying on the benefits of having joined the NATO alliance after taking part in the Korean War during the early 1950s, encouraged with renewed vigour the communist hunts that had begun in the late 1930s and were pursued intermittently into the 1940s. Both NATO and the Korean War find farcical echoes in the collective memory voiced in Dear Shameless Death and Latife Tekin’s second novel, Berji Kristin: Tales from the Garbage Hills. As for ‘communist’, the unmentionable bogeyman that kept its obsessive hold on Turkish society up until the 1990s, this concept finds its place in Dear Shameless Death, in the fantastic order of things.


Latife Tekin was nine years old and about to finish primary school when she moved to Istanbul with her family in 1966. Twenty-eight years later, in a 1994 interview,3 she described their migration from the village:


‘Our fathers were roadworkers. Mine too. First they built the roads. We came to this city building the roads, travelling the roads our fathers built. Poor and routeless, we had no other way. But that way we settled in houses which had been left to decay by their residents who did not want to live in them anymore, who were so angry about them that they wanted to burn them down and who finally abandoned them. We crowded into those houses in huge numbers. Our fathers then built new houses for the people who didn’t want the old ones any more. And this was a process for much celebration – just like that experienced when Turks first went to work in Germany. It was a joyful encounter. There was no sense of repulsion at first. I, too, experienced the happiness of that joyful encounter. For the people who came to the city promised something and found encouragement. So we settled in those unwanted houses. Their architecture, everything about them, was alien to us. We gazed in wonder at their ceilings, their wood panelling, their ovens. Our fathers built new houses for the old residents, and we paid them back in rent from the money our fathers earnt by building them new homes. Because those people were our landlords, the process had begun so unfairly that the two sides could never really meet; “them” and “us” were two extremities far apart and opposed to each other.’


The unnamed city in Dear Shameless Death is Istanbul. Latife/Dirmit and her family came to live there, not in the squatter huts, described in Berji Kristin: Tales of the Garbage Hills, built overnight, but in the derelict wooden mansions in an old neighbourhood of Beşiktaş, near the Yıldız Palace overlooking the Marmara mouth of the Bosphorus. They were the de facto heirs to the old heritage of Istanbul, about which they knew nothing. It is clear from interviews with Latife Tekin and from the narrative of Dear Shameless Death that impoverishment was the consequence rather than the reason for their displacement from the village.


Latife Tekin has often mentioned that her Istanbul experience is associated in her mind with ‘a sense of want’, which ‘never went away’ and which became acutely important for her when she realized that what ‘shut [her] out’ was language.4 In an interview given on the publication of her fifth novel Aşk İsaretleri (Signs of Passion),5 Tekin argued that ever since her childhood days in the city, power had always meant language to her. All doors seemed open to her and her people, ‘except the language of others, which filled the air with sounds and sentences, words, signs and implications’ that kept shutting them out, shutting them up, leaving them ‘in a fatal struggle for breath’. ‘That is why, when I made up my mind to write, I declared I would write in my home voice, the language we spoke at home,’ she said. Inseparable from this was her mother’s voice, which ‘had sunk in like burning hot lead flowing through her ears’ after her mother’s death.6 The punning Turkish title of Dear Shameless Death, which is dedicated to the memory of her mother, can also means ‘my dear shameless dead one’.


As a device that can ‘do and undo our world’,7 language has remained the central constitutive agent in all five of Latife Tekin’s novels. The internal dynamics of her fiction have called upon her to construct a different style for each, which gains an increasingly deconstructive thrust in her later novels. When she decided to write Dear Shameless Death, she could tell that the conventional discourse and dramatic framework for the realistic novel would not work for the kind of fiction she had in mind. About this she said: ‘In Dear Shameless Death, I laid my foundations on the logic of language, and the way it reflects how our people perceive themselves, the world and others. Interestingly, they proceed from the parts to the whole, not the other way around… I discovered this, exploring the logic of Turkish…thinking of my readership. My book had to be understood by fellow migrants, who tended to identify with the heroes in the traditional folk epics, but it also had to offer something to the “enlightened” public, something to which they could relate. In other words, I wanted to catch the universal.’8 The fact that Tekin has often identified herself as a ‘writer outside literature’ becomes more meaningful in this context.9


Drawing on the family idiom, the oral history sessions with the migrant community, their religious beliefs and superstitious practices, Latife Tekin embraced the fantastic and the supernatural in the tradition of Turkish storytelling and constructed a narrative which can accurately be described in the words of Gabriel García Márquez commenting on his own One Hundred Years of Solitude: ‘A linear history where the extraordinary fuses, in all innocence, with the commonplace.’10 The vulgarized versions of the epics of Battal Gazi, medieval Islamic heroic narratives which were Turkicized over the ages and committed to writing, is the only explicit reference made in Dear Shameless Death to anything remotely literary. But the critic Berna Moran has drawn up a list of Turkish and Ottoman sources, whose influence can be traced in Dear Shameless Death. These include tales from The Book of Dede Korkut, a major pre-Islamic epic which originated in Central Asia, and from Evliya Çelebi’s seventeeth-century Book of Travels.11


Berna Moran has also observed that Dear Shameless Death is as much an outsider’s account of ‘village culture’ as an insider’s. This is in response to the critic Murat Belge, who had convincingly argued that the importance of Dear Shameless Death rests in an authorial perspective that is rooted inside the village. Belge had pointed out that the genre known as the ‘Village Novel’ ‘was a product of novelists of peasant origin who were educated at state teacher training (village) institutes, and who viewed the novel as a political act devoted to explaining rural reality to an urban audience for the purpose of transforming that reality’. In Belge’s view this was a ‘pedagogical approach’, representing ‘an outsider’s view of the village’: novelists who wrote in this genre had ‘internalized the dominant ideology of the urban intelligentsia and assimilated its world-view’, and had therefore ‘externalized the reality into which they were born’. By contrast, Belge argued that Latife Tekin does not write within the ‘westernisation-progress’ paradigm in modern Turkish fiction and that Dear Shameless Death ‘reflects a new reality, that of the social context of rural–urban migration’. Far from having anything to do with escapism, ‘Latife Tekin’s is a fantasy with definite social roots. In this sense, Dear Shameless Death cannot be called an imitation of the Latin American novel’. Like Yashar Kemal, working through ‘villagers’ consciousness’, Latife Tekin has produced ‘an insider’s view of Turkish rural life’.12


Berna Moran, on the other hand, draws attention to the two worlds present in Dear Shameless Death: the sacred world of beliefs and the material world, which overlap and become one in the peasant villagers’ perception of reality. These gradually become differentiated as the narrative follows the migration to the city, engendering ‘an ideological conflict’ between Dirmit and her family. Atiye, the omnipresent mother, is the most conservative and remains firmly rooted in the undivided world. To cope with problems in the city, she relies on the irrational even more than she did in the village: casting and breaking spells, turning on the taps of fountains to open the way for good fortune, consulting hodjas for amulets to protect against evil, pouring molten lead into boiling water to get rid of the evil eye, etc. Ironically, it is Atiye who insists on a secular education for her daughter, so Dirmit goes to school and turns into a headstrong teenager with a will and a way of her own. Moran points out that Dirmit’s gradual ideological and cultural detachment from her family is one that is ‘shared’ by the narrator’s voice in Dear Shameless Death. This voice is intimately rooted in the family’s common language and culture, and duly exploits the supernatural and fantastic devices that belong in the tradition of Turkish fairy tales, folk tales, popular epics in a manner similar to that of Márquez, Asturias and Rushdie, among others, but it can also adopt a mischievous, mocking distance to family perceptions and behaviour.13


However, Dear Shameless Death is not all irony and humour. The narrator’s external perspective also brings in a different dimension, that of the ‘other’. A telling example which became apparent during the translation of this book, is the author’s double designation for ‘God’. In the vocabulary attributed to Atiye and her family, the supreme divinity is the traditional Allah of Islam, which we have kept as ‘Allah’, while in the narrator’s idiom it is the secularized ‘Tanrı’, a word of ancient Turkic origin, which we translated as ‘God’. This can be taken as a further indication of a religious–ideological difference, or of the emerging difference of modernity in a culture that now aspires to rational thinking, with which Dirmit connects herself – even while in the village, experimenting with the radio – through her questionings and passionate desire for seeking and finding reasons.


It can, however, also be related to a subversive strategy in the narrative. Some significant thematic links seem to exist between the so-called primitive and modern worlds in Dear Shameless Death, regarding the functions of djinns and communists. Djinns originated in the collective imagination of the pre-Islamic peoples. Passing into Islamic folklore, they were conceived as supernatural creatures that could also assume human or animal form. Studies in Turkish folklore show that such figures in Dear Shameless Death as the fair-haired girl-witch Sarıkız, the exhibitionist Neighing Boy, who is possibly a cross between a young man and a horse, and Dirmit’s imaginary donkeys that bray ‘ninnisare’, a nonsense word coined by the author, could well be djinns in disguise. Djinns are believed to be capable of harm when disturbed by human beings, but also of assisting them under special circumstances, as is the case with Kepse in Dear Shameless Death. In the Koran it is said that some djinns chose the path of Allah while others remained evil, destined to burn in hell. Belief in their evil power is heresy according to official Islam, but in popular practice an exorcist like Djinnman Memet can be called upon to cleanse a person of what appear to be signs of possession by djinns, as happens when Atiye is pregnant with Dirmit.


In Dear Shameless Death, Kepse appears as a particularly powerful djinn whose possible association with Huvat is rumoured to be the cause of Huvat’s exceptionally enterprising travels outside the village. As for Dirmit, her fated affinity with djinns is marked, or ‘notched’, by the exorcising Djinnman Memet, even before her birth.


If djinns belong to the realm of the fantastic in Dear Shameless Death’s, village setting, so does the notion of the ‘communist’. Generally pronounced ‘commonist’ – komonist – by countryfolk, it can alternately be used to identify Dirmit’s favourite school teacher who suddenly disappears, an aeroplane that flies over the village and frightens everybody, and somebody’s son-in-law who flies an aeroplane. These mysterious metamorphoses turn out to be a major source of both confusion and fascination for little Dirmit’s rational way of thinking. Like djinns, ‘commonist’ is implicitly understood to be elusive, sinister and subversive. In the urban setting, however, djinns and communists connect instantly and explicitly when Huvat, on hearing that she is not a believer like he and the rest of the family, denounces Dirmit, the ‘djinned girl’, as ‘commonist’.


As a teenager, Dirmit grows up in the Istanbul of the 1970s, a decade of political repression and unrest. The city saw protests, rioting and violence between extreme leftists, nationalists and religious fanatics like the black-bearded hodja who leads Dirmit’s father, Huvat, into the thick of a violent demonstration against students. Huvat’s intermittent devotion to the holy ‘green books’, the temporary conversion of Dirmit’s elder brother, Halit, first into a hodja dressed in a black shalvar, then into a reader of books on Turkism, the Turkish nationalist movement whose origins date back to the nineteenth century, and Dirmit’s participation in the left-wing teachers’ protest march are further signs of an ideological diversity that is reflected in the family. Simultaneously an insider and an outsider, Latife Tekin forges a certain link between identifying the ‘other’ as ‘djinned’ and as ‘commonist’. This has implications for an understanding of the entire narrative. As Fredric Jameson explained in his essay ‘Magical Narratives: Romance as Genre’, identifying difference as evil ‘is at one with the category of otherness itself: evil characterizes whatever is radically different from me, whatever by virtue of precisely that difference seems to constitute a very real and urgent threat to my existence’.14 In Dear Shameless Death, it is not only Dirmit who is stigmatized as ‘other’, but Atiye, too, at various points in the narrative, for example when she is pregnant with her first child and later starts speaking a different language, presumably Kurdish. And, most conspicuously, Zekiye comes to represent ‘otherness’ when the witch Sarıkız inflicts upon her – and all the other young brides in the village – the oppression of silence, characteristic of daughters-in-law serving the family. Using the fantastic mode, Latife Tekin has not simply textured an unusual, ‘authentic’ folkloric interpretation of a community’s culture which is both homogeneous and capable of being easily captured in realistic terms for a realistic narrative. By the very use of the fantastic, she has subverted the homogeneity of such an interpretation, making ‘otherness’ visible both within that culture and in the much broader modern cultural framework in which it is located.


It was perhaps just such a feature of the narrative that led John Berger to comment on the French version of Dear Shameless Death: ‘Latife Tekin…too knows that life stories are composed of gestures and murmurs, rather than of words and deeds. This book (about her native village) is a carpet of immutable gestures woven by country women. Each gesture is a white knot, a black knot, or a brightly coloured one, tied fast by four nimble fingers, at the end of our dark century. I know of no other storyteller with hands like Latife Tekin’s.’15
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Huvat Aktas travelled for a whole day and a night,





Huvat Aktas travelled for a whole day and a night, ending his journey at noon by the sheepfold in the village of Alacüvek. This time he brought a bright blue bus with him. The bus had collected quite a bit of dust along the way but it still stood gleaming like a mirror in the fiery rays of the sun.


At first the villagers were horrified by this outlandish contraption the likes of which they had never seen. But in that moment of pure amazement, while some blew prayers to the right and left or panicked and almost wet their pants, a few risked touching the bus gingerly. Huvat Aktas was so childishly delighted with the effect the bus had on the villagers that he didn’t even mind that they ignored his smoke-coloured suit and felt hat. With the help of the driver he embarked on a long explanation about the bus and its virtues. He opened the baggage compartment to show off its interior and lifted the hood so they could take turns inspecting the engine. Most of the villagers, however, except for a few adventurous souls, mostly children, refused to set foot in the bus.


Before then, the inhabitants of Alacüvek hadn’t done much travelling, even on donkey-back. They only went short distances from the village. And to get to town, which they didn’t visit all that often anyway, they had come up with an ingenious way to shorten the long trip. As soon as they left the village they used to break into a run as if a wild bull were breathing hard down their necks. Once exhausted, they would heave a huge rock onto their backs and trudge on for a while, puffing and panting. Then they would throw down the rock and, feeling as light as a bird, dash on again. So when they first saw the bus they weren’t immediately able to shake their fear of it. However, once they had tasted its pleasures, they began to see how tiring and pointless it was to walk. Then they started taking the bus to the fields, the vineyards and even the sheepfold.


Of all the novelties Huvat had brought to the village up until then, the bus was undoubtedly the best. The first time he had shown up with a stove. He thought it was an important invention that would save people from having to crowd round the tandır oven all winter. But the villagers were so uninterested in the stove that Huvat lost his temper.


Before he had even wiped the dust off his shoes, he let loose a bellyful of words, trying to explain the stove’s benefits to those who had gathered around him. After burning up half a hayloft of vetch-grass in it, he grew so angry that he left the village, firmly vowing never to set foot there again. But one day he did show up again, this time with an enormous box under his arm. It was a talking box, and all of Alacüvek was thrown into an uproar over it. Everyone stopped eating, drinking and sleeping. Two women were so scared that they miscarried, and over half the villagers felt faint whenever they stood near the radio. But it wasn’t long before Huvat arrived with something that made them forget all about the talking box. This time it was a woman, with flame-red cheeks and milky skin. And her head and legs were bare.


For days on end the poor woman was surrounded by a crowd of women and children, who never stopped pawing her. They rubbed her face with the edge of their yashmaks moistened with spit to see if the redness was real and they tugged at her hair and skirt. She was soon worn down to skin and bones. Finally she collapsed and fainted. Then they knew why three sheep had bloated up and died one after the other, why the hen who laid double-yolked eggs had stopped laying and why Huvat’s mother had fallen off the wooden veranda. All were caused by the ill-omened woman who was possessed by a djinn. Their first thought was to strangle her and dump her body somewhere, but they were afraid of her djinn, so they threw out her mattress and bedding and, after a lot of talk, shut her up in the stable.


On her first night in the stable the woman dreamt she was bending over an iron cradle to kiss a sleeping baby. Then she left through an iron door. From that time on, whenever she closed her eyes she had the same dream until she was having it while she was awake. This went on until a long-haired, snow-white talking goat charged at her. She shouted at the top of her voice, but the goat muttered some incomprehensible words instead of backing off, and hurled itself straight at her. Just then a ball of light dropped from above and the goat’s hair turned pitch black. Slowly the goat backed away and disappeared. From then on the saintly Hızır Aleyhisselam never left the woman alone in the stable. Sometimes he appeared as an old man with a radiant face and snow-white beard and at others as a ball of light. Sometimes he was only a voice. One evening, when the woman had been in the stable almost nine months, she was seized by stabbing pains from her waist down to her tailbone. She writhed about on the ground and bellowed like a calf as tears streamed from her eyes. The pangs were so powerful that after a while her bones cracked open and her waters broke, gushing hot from her womb. And there on the straw at her feet lay a girl-child as big as the chimney of a paraffin lamp.


At that moment, Hızır Aleyhisselam came to the baby’s rescue, this time sending Akkadın, White Woman, in his place. For years Akkadın had been awaiting her day of fulfilment. ‘Hu Allah!’ she would call in winter by the tandır and from the veranda in summer. She came through the stable door holding a bowl of milk and a lantern. Then she picked up the baby, snipped its umbilical cord and rubbed it with rock salt. ‘May you have blood-red cheeks, a smiling face and a benign fate,’ she prayed as she daubed the infant’s cheek with two fingers dipped in blood. Then she departed, never to be seen in this world again.


After the woman had her baby in the stable, the villagers saw that her fainting spells had really been caused by the load in her belly and not, as they had thought, by djinns or sprites. So they moved the newborn child and her mother upstairs to the tandır room. And, because she was confined, they wound a red cloth around the woman’s head and hung a pair of scissors at the head of the bed. On the same day, with unheard-of ceremony, they named the child. They boiled up water in an enormous black cauldron, and the women and children of the village brought bunches of dried flowers and plant roots of every kind to toss into the boiling water. The disabled, the newlyweds whose husbands had died and the infertile departed as soon as they had cast their flowers into the water. Those remaining drank up the water, cup after cup. Then they formed a line and spat in the newly born infant’s mouth, one by one. ‘May you take after me!’ each one wished as she bent above the baby’s ear. That evening, the face of little Nuǧber – they had named the baby after Huvat’s mother – turned red as a beetroot and burned feverishly for days.


Soon after this ceremony, Huvat returned to the village, this time with a water pump. At the villagers’ request, he left it in front of the double-winged gate of his house. At first the villagers gathered curiously around the pump, but after a while they didn’t even dignify it with a glance, as if it were a dead dog sprawled out on the ground. Their scorn so angered Huvat that on the morning he was due to leave he got up before dawn and connected the pump to the well. Its awful creaking roused the whole village.


The woman Huvat had brought from the city turned out to be surprisingly clever. In no time at all she learnt to bake bread in the tandır oven, to shear sheep, to dry cows’ dung, to get the lambs to suckle and to bring on a miscarriage with a hen’s feather. Her erişte pastry was as perfect as tiny pearls, and she outdid the young girls and women of the village at weaving colours into carpets. She even started composing dirges in houses where there was a death. After a while her speech changed too, and she began to speak just like the other villagers. One thing she never learnt, however, was how to stop and give way to the men she met on the road. Instead, she marched straight ahead with firm steps. After her daughter, she gave birth to a boy and at last settled in. As a reward for a son, Huvat brought her a sewing machine on one of his visits home. So she put aside the carpets, sat down at the machine and took in sewing in exchange for eggs, fat or a bowl of wheat. When she had first seen Huvat she hadn’t much warmed to him because he was so dark. But later on his name was always on her lips, and she made up türküs about him shamelessly. Whenever and wherever she felt like it she warbled out, ‘Oh, Huvat! My Huvat!’


Atiye – that was her name – was delivered of another son as big as a yearling sheep. And so she continued to bear children but she gave them no peace. The village children roamed about wearing nothing but a greasy bib, but she clothed her own in a very odd manner. Young Nuǧber gambolled about in the village dust and dirt dressed in nylon garments, with a ribbon in her hair and a dummy in her mouth. The boys climbed into the topmost branches of the walnut trees wearing dungarees held up with braces, and they chased the oxen and donkeys with coloured whirligigs in their hands. They were as confused by village games such as ball-pitching at stone heaps, pretend picnics and shooting slingshots as they were by hard balls, water pistols, balloons, plastic dogs and whistles. On top of all that, their mother had invented something called ‘soap’, and once every two days she nearly flayed them alive scrubbing them with it. And then one day, instead of the slender father who had left them, a giant of a man returned and thrust something called ‘orange’ into their hands. That did it. Nuǧber gasped once and lost her voice. Halit, the eldest son, caught a djinn. ‘Straws, red and green straws, women with swollen bellies!’ he cried out as he thrashed about on the ground. Seyit, the youngest, was never the same from then on, either. He started to snap like a dog at anyone who came near him.


 


For a long time the Alacüvek folk didn’t know what to make of all the tales Huvat told them or the things he brought with him and left in the village. Eventually they came to believe that he had captured Kepse. ‘Come on, tell us how you collared that djinn!’ they begged as they rubbed his back. The djinn Kepse was invisible at first but later it appeared as a fever, followed by sweating and shivering. Finally it pounced on your chest and sat there, a black ball with neither hands nor feet, and with eyes like lentils. If, just at that moment, you were quick enough to reach out and grab Kepse, it immediately became your faithful servant. But if you missed, and it escaped, you never got another chance.


‘I swear, if I were able to catch Kepse I’d bring all the places I’ve ever seen right here to the village!’ Huvat declared whenever the villagers brought up the subject of Kepse. ‘May I be blinded for life if I could catch Kepse or anything else!’ he vowed again and again. But one day he happened to say, ‘If you think I’ve been pulling your leg come along and I’ll show you.’ All the youngsters who loafed about the village throwing stones at the walnut trees followed him. And that’s how over half the inhabitants of Alacüvek came to set foot on city soil. Some became central heating installers, some house painters and some whitewashes. None of them returned, except for Huvat.


After a while Huvat’s bus, with its fiendish whistle and bright polish that mirrored the dry plain with its wild pears, henna-coloured rocks and shrubs with prayer rags, became a mangy cur limping along the roads with a wounded paw. It could no longer take the slopes without stopping for breath. Even on a flat road the engine boiled and the bearings started to seize up. One by one, its mirrors, wipers and door handles dropped off. Its driver finally gave up one day and abandoned it. So the bus settled back against the garden wall and sat there peacefully at rest.


 


After the bus, which he had brought to the village with so many hopes, had collapsed, Huvat went into a sulk with the villagers. Only a very few people were lucky enough even to have set eyes on a bus, he said. The villagers had actually had a chance to ride in one, and even to take it out to the sheepfold and the pastures, but they had never really appreciated it. For days he paced angrily about his house, shooing away those who called to wish him good health instead of worries. At last, irritable and worn to a shadow with brooding, he started plucking hairs from his nose until suddenly it swelled up like a drum. In his grief, he sat in the garden under the cypress trees, from morning until night, gazing at the mountains and sighing. Then he would break off a big branch, chew off all the leaves and spit them out on the ground. After that came a time when he couldn’t be approached because of the smell of gunpowder. He shouldered his gun at dawn, set out with his dog and returned at dusk with blood dripping from his game bag. He ate only the flesh of hare and, in the evening, when he had eaten enough and rested a little, he aimed his gun at the doors and walls. Atiye grew tired of picking up empty cartridge casings everywhere, of cutting out paper discs that would fit into the casings and of filling the shells with buckshot. She grew tired of villagers constantly showing up at the door to ask for some hare fat to cure their sore ears. Finding that she couldn’t feed her animals properly, bake bread in the tandır or get on with her sewing, one night, after she had soothed and stroked Huvat to sleep, she gathered up all the cartridges and threw them down the well. The next day Huvat searched everywhere, shouting and pleading, but after a long sulk with Atiye he calmed down and built a pigeon loft on the roof. He also took to rearing partridges in a corner of the garden. All day long he shuttled between the garden and the roof, and in his sleep he started to sing like a partridge and coo like a pigeon. Atiye grew anxious, concerned about her husband’s condition. First she plucked three hairs from his beard and asked the hodja to recite a few prayers over them. Next, without Huvat knowing, she had some charms made and concealed them in the pigeon loft and the partridge pen. ‘Such doting isn’t good for you! They say it’s a sin!’ she warned, trying to pry her way into his thoughts. The charms saved Huvat from his passion for pigeons and partridges, but soon he started to play the ‘egg game’. He competed with the young men each night and bashed eggs together until morning. ‘My egg’s a good one, yours is rotten,’ he wagered, losing sight of everything but the game. Huvat was so enthralled with the egg game and singing its accompanying türkü that when his eldest son turned up at his side one night and pleaded, ‘Dad, Mother’s calling you. She’s given birth!’ he snapped, ‘Get out of here, you lying pup!’ and shooed him away.


That night Atiye put her faith in the Almighty and gave birth to another girl. They named her Dirmit. They were cheered that the baby was born healthy and whole but they also beat their breasts because it wasn’t a boy. For a long time the villagers tried to soothe Huvat’s troubled heart. ‘Man, your family’s got all the boys it needs!’ they consoled him. But the truth of the matter lay elsewhere. While still in her mother’s womb the baby had twice cried out in the voice of Atiye’s mother: ‘Mother! Mother!’ Atiye was sifting flour in the storeroom at the time. ‘May death take you!’ was all she could mutter when she heard the voice from her belly. Then her jaws locked tight and she collapsed over the sieve. They fixed her a sherbet, fed her a few drops, and then shouted in her ear, sprinkling water on her face while slapping her a few times. But no matter what they did, Atiye didn’t move. ‘We might as well call in Djinnman Memet,’ Huvat said to his mother. ‘That cursed bastard will bring down his pack of devils on us,’ she replied. But Huvat ignored her warning and set out to fetch him. When Djinnman Memet arrived, he shut himself up in another room to compose a charm. Then he threw the charm in boiling water, blew his mutterings on the water as he spooned it into Atiye’s mouth and opened her eyes. Before he left, he carved a notch in the pastry board. ‘Aha!’ he announced. ‘Mark my words! If the child is born healthy and whole, there’s no telling what’ll befall it!’ From that day forth, Atiye carried in her belly an ever-growing fear that nudged and shifted. At night she awoke from dreams of a noseless baby with eyes on top of its head and, during the day, she listened to the devil, thinking that if the baby wasn’t born healthy and whole she would turn it face down and smother it. When at last Atiye felt the first contractions her heart heaved and missed a beat.


Atiye gave birth, and, three days later, djinns strangled Djinnman Memet on the mountain. His body was dragged down and dumped in the middle of the village. His smirking face had gone completely black, and the bastard looked the very picture of the devil. He had raped many wives and young girls after tempting them up the mountain with a charm. ‘Black fiend, struck down at last,’ said all those who spat on his face. And all those who spat felt the chill of relief.


But then one evening a man who looked exactly like Djinnman Memet showed up in the village. Wearing a black suit and hat, he smiled as he walked by under the curious gaze of the villagers. Without saying a word, he went up to the men’s lounge at Corporal Durdu’s. That evening everyone in the village was invited to dine there on arabaşı.


‘On this side of the village there’s a mine on Taçın Mountain,’ the man announced. ‘We’re going to open a pit there, build a school and lay asphalt roads for the village. We’re going to plant sugar beet in all the fields and gardens, pour tons of fertilizer right at your doorsteps and pile oil cake before your animals.’ To celebrate this news, sheep were sacrificed, musicians were called up from Circassian villages and everyone danced the halay. One village competed with another at horse racing or playing jereed.


‘Atiye girl, I was the first to sign up for the Party,’ Huvat said after coming home one day. Another time he didn’t even let her finish her meal. ‘Quick, sweep up the men’s lounge,’ he said. ‘It’s going to be a school.’ That day, her endless work began. She cooked arabaşı, rolled and squeezed mantı pastry and spread out beds for the male visitors from seven villages, who flocked to her doorstep every evening. ‘Come on, Huvat,’ she finally pleaded, too weak even to raise her arms. ‘Leave the Party. I can’t manage.’ But she couldn’t stop the people parading in and out. ‘Curse the man who brought all this down on our heads,’ she said of Corporal Durdu. At last, falling ill, she took to her bed. Her eyes popped open when a swelling as big as a turkey’s egg slipped out of her belly and down her legs. ‘Snow! Snow!’ she raved for days. If the school teacher Bayraktar hadn’t told them to take her to a doctor, Atiye would have been done for, leaving four children behind her.


As Atiye recovered, Huvat coddled her for a while, waiting on her hand and foot. He helped her by milking the cows, setting the lambs to suckle and running back and forth from the stable to the oven to the well. He won back her heart, and Atiye was soon with child again. She took naps wherever the mood struck her, using her arms as a pillow. Huvat let her sleep and went back to his egg games, ring games and Party business. Dirmit followed his lead and turned away from her mother’s breast, finding the milk too bitter. Now Atiye’s hands lay empty and, with no one at her side and left alone with nothing but the fear that had racked her while she was pregnant with Dirmit, she looked for a means of abortion. She tried everything from eggplant root and hen feather to broom bristle. She pressed on her belly as hard as she could with both hands and tried lifting heavy stones but couldn’t shed the child from her body. In the end she shut herself in the storeroom with a big bar of solid black dye. She worked at it all day long and by evening it was worn down to a fine point. That winter she gave birth to a boy as black as black could be, like a baby rat. Huvat was so delighted to have another son that, when he heard the good news, he got up from his game and went down to the tandır room, where Atiye was lying. However, he had no sooner uncovered the child’s face than he covered it back up again. ‘Girl, let’s name this boy after your father,’ he said, then left. So they named the boy Mahmut. ‘Most likely this child won’t live, though, God willing, his name may bring him luck,’ said those who came for the naming. But they also started to worry, afraid that this baby rat-boy’s birth wouldn’t augur well for the village. Later, when Bayraktar was attacked by djinns, and the school closed down, they blamed it on Mahmut.




*





No sooner had Mahmut opened his eyes, rolled them around and fixed them on the ceiling, shrieking like a crazed sheldrake, than word spread that school teacher Bayraktar had pissed on the djinns in the ash heap. The villagers met together and headed off to see Bayraktar, who lay in the ash heap with his mouth and eyes all twisted up. As the villagers gathered around him he crouched like a rabbit, frozen to the spot. He lay ill for days afterwards in Huvat’s men’s lounge. Although Huvat sent word to Pannı, Bayraktar’s Circassian village, no one turned up either to enquire about him or to claim him. For a while, Bayraktar wandered about in the fields and dales, twittering like a starling. Then, one day, he fell in love with a fairy girl. With a pickaxe on his shoulder and a length of rope swinging from his waist, he set off to look for gold so he could marry her. He dug in the mountains and hillsides, using his feet and arms to measure the base of one rock after another. After spending more than a year measuring the land around Alacüvek, he finally stopped at the bottom of the hill by Grimy Rıfat’s field, where water was plentiful, and built a house for himself out of pebbles. Tying a black dog to the door, he swore and flung stones at whoever came by, or swung his pickaxe and sang sad songs. One day, by the side of the well he had been digging, he breathlessly started dancing ‘The Lousy Shepherd’. That’s how the villagers knew that he had struck gold. Bayraktar secretly carried the gold to the fairy girl, and they were married at the end of the harvest. After once more dancing ‘The Lousy Shepherd’ up and down the burnt-off fields, he escorted his fairy bride to the pebble-stone house at the bottom of the hill.


The fairy girl bore Bayraktar a son and a daughter. He sometimes took them by the hand to the village to visit Huvat and Atiye. ‘Come on in, have a seat,’ the villagers urged, prodding him to talk. ‘Look, look!’ he exclaimed as he dug ancient coins from his pocket. But they snatched them away, making him weep. Then they made him strip off his clothes and dance to their clapping.


 


On the day the villagers of Alacüvek were about to start harvesting in the Savmanı pasture, sticks of dynamite exploded on Taçın Mountain. Birds retreated to the sky, hens prickled up in fear and children rushed home. Huvat’s voice could barely be heard over the smashing of the rocks.


‘Didn’t you used to let those rocks fly up on the Taçın, you little stinker!’


‘Yeah, Dad. I flung ’em really hard! And boy how we ran when we saw the dragon!’


‘Fibber! What d’you mean we ran off!’


‘Didn’t we run like crazy then, last year?’


The dog snow, the year’s first big snowflakes like dogs’ teeth, piled up, covering the hollowed-out Taçın, and trucks stopped rumbling in and out of the village, raising dust clouds behind them, their drone replaced by the blizzard’s demonic whistle. But the trucks returned on the day the first blades of freckled-leaf herb sprang up from the earth. Dynamite exploded once more on the Taçın. Rocks that gleamed in the sunlight were loaded onto the trucks and taken away. Over half the men of Alacüvek went to dig and sweat on the Taçın, and their wives and daughters brought them food. Then one day screams rose out of the Taçın. Laying aside babies and pitchforks, everyone scrambled up to the mountain.


‘Heartless Taçın! Bloody earth of Taçın!’ Picking up her yashmak, Blind Fadime knelt down by the hollowed-out Taçın and waved it as she began to sing a dirge. Women tore at their hair and scratched their faces until they bled. Falling to their knees, they flung themselves again and again onto the earth. Huge tears coursed down the men’s faces.


‘Whose spit will fade faster, yours or mine?’


‘Yours will.’


‘So spit, and let’s see.’


‘Kıymet, has your dad died too, girl?’


‘I think he has.’


Atiye drew Dirmit aside and struck her with her fist. Kıymet and Dirmit left the wailing on the mountain and made their way down to the vineyard where they built a shady playhouse of weeds and stones. From the purple-blue thistle flowers they knitted themselves crowns and they rubbed rock henna into their hands.


Side by side on the earth were laid three corpses. No one sang at Alacüvek for days. No one laughed.


Sugar beet was planted everywhere in Alacüvek that year. It fell in love with the place. Clinging to the earth, its roots spread out networks of lacy fringes, and each beet grew to the size of an ox’s head. At home instead of potatoes they roasted beets in the tandır ovens. Instead of cabbage they pickled beets. Children hung onto the backs of trucks loaded down with beets and rode out as far as the sheepfold.


One morning the children bounded out of bed, rushed out into the street, then came back, shouting that gypsies had camped at Dölek. ‘Don’t go there,’ their mothers shouted as the children ran back to the gypsies. ‘They’ll carry you away.’ In a little while the children returned, begging for eggs. ‘Out, you good-for-nothings!’ their mothers shouted, chasing them off. But the next day, man or woman, whoever got hold of an egg queued up before the tents. The gypsies had brought the cinema to Alacüvek. For only one egg you couldn’t peep more than twice. Before you could close one eye and adjust the other, the device was drawn back. Sergeant Osman’s son saw a hyena pup. ‘Mine was a woman and, by God, stark naked too!’ marvelled Vehbi, the midwife’s son. Huvat saw boats floating on the sea, and Atiye saw three men and a woman sitting at a table. Birds, houses or mountains appeared before some, while others couldn’t even find the words to explain what they had seen. This time around, the gypsies left Alacüvek without a single egg to its name. They had told fortunes, sold sifters and collected sacks full of flour and bulgur.


Then, two days before striking camp, the gypsies erected a red tent. At its entrance sat an elderly man and a tied dog. For two days the men of the village didn’t move from the side of the tent. One morning the gypsies left as suddenly as they had come, and it wasn’t long before all the men who had gone into the tent began to feel weak. Their faces paled and their necks grew thin as worms. Within two days news spread to seven villages that red-tent disease had broken out in Alacüvek. No strangers were seen in the village for a long time thereafter.


 


Alacüvek leapt back to life when a stranger with a black case under his arm appeared by the sheep-pen. Those who said, ‘I knew it from the twitching of my eye, I dreamt it,’ poured out onto the road. Unable to make out why the villagers were so jubilant, the stranger wandered about for a long time, confused. ‘This must be the school,’ he declared at last. ‘I’m the teacher.’ He went up to the men’s lounge in Huvat’s house, and Huvat explained to him, all in one breath, everything that had happened to poor Bayraktar. There no longer was a school. The children had forgotten about it and gone back to tending the sheep, knocking down birds’ nests and stealing pigeon eggs. The teacher stayed at Huvat’s lounge for days. In the evenings he played the egg game and the ring game with the menfolk and, during the day, strolled with them in the vineyards and gardens and lounged with them by the spring. At last he persuaded them to dump some stones at Dölek. And so a school was built for Alacüvek. A flagpole was erected in the schoolyard and the flag hoisted to its top.


The teacher taught the children of Alacüvek the fable of the golden bird, the song ‘Shepherd, Shepherd’ and a game called ‘Who Can Stop the Ball?’ Then he left and was replaced by another, who brought a whole suitcase full of books, some device called an ‘iron’ and the rule: ‘Those who know will beat up those who don’t’. Consequently, the most faint-hearted of the children were the first to start reading. They memorized their multiplication tables as quick as running water, avenging themselves at the blackboard on those who beat them up on the roads. However, as soon as school was out those who were beaten at the blackboard turned on the others and bashed their heads with stones. The following day, those with bloodied heads knew the answer to every question the teacher asked. In the end, all the children of the village were at odds with one another. They had become so involved with stuffing their pockets or skirts with stones and watching out for each other that they had no time left for school. Then the grown-ups took up the fighting too. Down by the spring, Dangle-arm Dudu and Drippy-nose Möhübe challenged each other. ‘Come on then! Come on!’ they cried, slapping their bottoms and lunging at each other with the sticks they used for washing. Möhübe came out of it with a bloody head, and Dudu’s dress got torn. In three days, all the donkeys in Alacüvek had had their ears or tails clipped, the wells had all been pissed in and all the doors smeared with pig’s fat. Atiye sent word to Huvat via Pedlar Osman, hoping that he would return when he heard of the goings-on. Huvat, meanwhile, was busy accepting hospitality from the villages he visited to gather support for the Party. Occasionally he sent word back, saying he was well, staying at such and such village as the guest of such and such landowner. Sometimes he sent back his dirty clothes with the pedlar to have them washed and asked for clean ones to be delivered.


Atiye washed Huvat’s soiled garments with water in which she had soaked charms for breaking love spells. Each time, she had prayers recited over his drawers and undershirts before she gave them back to the pedlar. ‘I can’t cope with the children or handle the animals, Osman. By my death and salvation, tell him to come home,’ she begged the pedlar again and again. Despite her vows to make votive offerings, this last message did no good either. Instead of coming himself, Huvat sent three elderly men from Sıǧgın to Alacüvek to reconcile the villagers. The day they arrived, Atiye gathered all the charms she had sewn into the quilts, buried under the thresholds and pinned onto the collars or the fronts of her children’s clothing. ‘I’ll never again put my faith in charms or breathing cures,’ she swore as she tossed them out. In her anger she forgot to feed the chickens and fill the water trough. While she was skimming the milk, she upset the churn and, when baking bread, she let a big bowl filled with dough spill onto the tandır and burn. Then, grumbling to herself, she finally retreated to the veranda. From that day on, she sent out warnings to Huvat never again to set foot in the village. But when she at last heard his cough – he had a way of gasping as he coughed – she jumped to her feet and ran to meet her husband. She hugged him tightly but held to her vow not to let him approach her for forty days. Huvat tried to start conversations with her. ‘Why does mother hit everyone with her walking stick when they go near her?’ he enquired. ‘When did Nuǧber’s breasts start growing? Why does Halit’s voice sound like a buffalo’s now?’ But no matter what he said, she refused to speak. After hugging him once, Atiye withdrew and left his questions unanswered.


 


On the day they arrived, the three old men from Sıǧgın who had come to reconcile the Alacüvek folk tramped about in the village until the evening. With them they carried three black sacks filled with the seeds of a flower unknown to Alacüvek up until then. It was customary for the people of Sıǧgın to take flower seeds to the places they visited instead of toasted wheat, crab apples or wild pears.


The old men gave out five or ten flower seeds to each villager they came upon or who invited them into their homes for the yoghurt drink ayran. Accepting hospitality, the old men settled down in Alacüvek. But then they started to offer advice. ‘It’s sinful to be enemies,’ they said. Then, one night, one of the old men started off to prayer, fell down Stumpy Ali’s stairs and died. After his death, the other two somewhat moderated their mission for reconciliation. During the day, they leant on their walking sticks and sunned themselves beside the walls and in the evenings they retired early, griping about side and back pains. ‘Dear Lord,’ they prayed before going off to sleep, ‘take our lives too while we’re still on this mission of charity.’ But soon after the old man’s death the villagers made peace with themselves. ‘He must have been Allah’s chosen, so we’d better honour his spirit,’ they concluded. Then they went to pay their respects to the two old men and kissed their hands. ‘May you both live long!’ they said and sent them on their way the next morning.


The Alacüvek folk waited in vain for the purple, perfumed flowers that were supposed to blossom in three weeks’ to three months’ time from the seeds which had been given out by the three old men. What they finally saw leaf and spread out overnight was nothing more than a shameless weed that even the animals refused to eat. It soon sprang up from every hole, from beneath every stone, covering all the gardens and roads of the village, climbing the poplars, reaching out to the sky and wrapping itself all around the houses, right up to their roofs. For three days and nights the villagers worked, trying to clear the ground, ripping out the wild weed by its roots. But it was hopeless. ‘You got us into this mess with the weed. Now you get rid of it,’ the villagers growled menacingly at Huvat, who was already depressed because of the weed, now called ‘Heathen’s weed’. So to save himself from the villagers’ wrath he left for the Circassian village of Cinniören.


After Huvat had departed, gossip swelled in the village that he had been seen on his way to Gigi, the Armenian village. When Lame Aygaz from Gigi came over to Alacüvek to set up a carpet loom, he let slip that, at Gigi, Huvat had changed his religion, picked up an Armenian woman and danced all night with bells on his fingers.


Atiye took the news gruffly at first. ‘Your bellies are breeders of lies,’ she said. But rumours ran so strong that she finally turned to Halit. ‘Shift yourself, boy,’ she ordered him sharply, ‘and fetch your father!’ Huvat returned to Alacüvek in a rage. He yelled and swore in the village square, but the villagers insisted: ‘Come, cousin, renew your marriage, stand forth for prayers, don’t leave us in doubt.’ Huvat was left with no choice but to perform an ablution at the village fountain, offer up his prayers and re-wed Atiye.


For some time Huvat didn’t take a step away from home. ‘Fix me some ayran, girl. Come, wipe off my sweat,’ he shouted as he pruned and grafted the trees. He repaired the stable door, threw more dirt up on the roof and whitewashed the walls, leaving Atiye to wonder what to make of his behaviour. She felt both pleased and worried. But fear began to grow in her heart after Huvat sat on the veranda, fixing his gaze on the mountains and sighing. That same day she placed an order with the pedlar for red and green papier mâché and ten bottles of scent. After tinting her eyes and cheeks with the paper and generously perfuming herself, she would draw close to him with a sweet, soulful look in her eyes. But Huvat began to sigh even more deeply and to moan, ‘Ah!’ And each time he moaned, Atiye gathered up more eggs from the henhouse and gave them to the pedlar, who brought her scarves of shot silk, finely etched prints, hairpins and earrings. ‘They say it’s not good for you, man,’ she cautioned. ‘Looking out so far. People go nuts staring like that.’ Every morning and evening she dressed differently. With her made-up face, hairpins and dangling earrings, Atiye took on a djinn-like appearance, but she still couldn’t conquer Huvat. ‘Y’know, girl,’ he sighed one day, ‘I used to stare out at those mountains before I ran away from the village.’ Atiye’s heart skipped. ‘I know, I know,’ she replied, her face turned ashen. She held her breath and got up quietly from her seat.


 


When Huvat left once more, Halit, the older boy, ran wild. He spent his nights in the teacher’s bachelor room. He combed his hair down to one side, whistled and held up mirrors at wives and young girls. One day he thieved and the next he was drunk. He puked beside every wall in the village, toppled over at every doorstep and tore his way through every garden and vineyard. Day after day he sang his türküs and cursed and swore until all the villagers turned against him. Then he started sitting in the village square with his legs stretched out and his knife blade bared in the sunlight. With never a thought for his elders, he lit one cigarette after another while from his breast pocket he flashed pictures of naked women to young and old alike.


Atiye beat her son’s flesh black and blue with her rolling pin, and she chopped off his hair while he slept. ‘Please, son, don’t!’ she begged when the villagers came to complain. The next minute she would jump on him. ‘Have you gone stark raving mad, you good-for-nothing!’ she screamed as she bit him all over. Every other day she stopped the school teacher. ‘Did you only come here to drive the young men in this village wild?’ she asked him, blocking his path. But Halit only grew wilder by the day. And on top of that the younger boy started to put pressure on her too. ‘You get Elmas for me, or I’ll bring the roof down on top of you,’ he threatened. So Atiye left the older boy and immediately set about Seyit. If Seyit charged out the door, he came back in through the window. ‘Marry me off, girl,’ he commanded, grabbing Atiye by the hair and pinning her to the floor. He wept loudly from the tops of walls, or he pitched stones in the air and let them fall on his head.


When Atiye found that she simply couldn’t control her sons, she sent word to Huvat. ‘Get that fancy-pants to come back here and do something with his boys!’ she ordered. In a short while she received a letter from Huvat. On the day the letter arrived, Halit and Seyit met and walked out side by side towards the sheepfold. Atiye watched them till they were out of sight, and then she went and put a padlock on the door to the men’s lounge.


That night Settar’s daughter Menşur ran off with the school teacher. Around dawn the village awoke to shrieks and the howling of dogs. Horses were saddled and bridled as men slung their cartridge belts around their necks and their shotguns over their shoulders. Women settled down for the dirge. Before noon Menşur’s headscarf was found on the branch of a bush on the way to Buǧlek. When the news reached the village, the women came up to the sheepfold. Menşur entered the village at noon slung over the back of a horse. She had woven two garlands of spurge flowers for her head and undone her forty plaits to let her hair fall loose.


They brought Menşur home and laid her down on the divan by the wall. Then they placed a black-handled knife on her belly and tied a black scarf over her eyes. Two women wrapped themselves in their shawls and went to fetch Sittile. The others left Menşur and withdrew to another room, as Sittile entered, leaning on her stick. After closing the door, she walked over to Menşur’s side, drew the girl’s dress up to her waist and checked to see if she was still a virgin. Then she untied the black scarf from Menşur’s eyes and left the room with it. ‘May your eyes be bright,’ Settile pronounced, holding the scarf out to Menşur’s mother. ‘Put the cauldron on the tandır, get her henna ready,’ wailed the girl’s mother as she waved the scarf from side to side and keened. ‘My Menşur’s a virgin after all.’ So Menşur entered the earth with honour, dressed in her bridal dress and with her fingers hennaed. Before the men returned from the graveyard, black smoke rose over the village, billowing up and then fading into the sky. The women had broken down the school teacher’s door, rushed in, torn up the pictures of naked women that were on the wall and thrown out his belongings. ‘May you be drenched in red blood, Teacher!’ they cursed as they set them on fire.


‘Teacher, do you remember this black-covered notebook?’


‘No, I don’t.’


‘And me?’


‘Not you either.’


Dirmit left the women by the fire and went to the fields farthest from the village. She hid among the ears of grain and took from her bosom the notebook she had stolen from the school teacher’s room. Her heart started thumping crazily.


‘I’ve not forgotten you.’


‘I haven’t understood a thing!’


‘Nor have I.’


She gave the teacher the black-covered notebook that was filled with bawdy poems. ‘I’m Dirmit from Alacüvek,’ she said. ‘Huvat’s daughter.’


 


It was during the time of the hennaed mourning that the migrant birds came to Alacüvek. With them they brought silver-tasselled bridal veils for young girls, sand eggs for children and embroidered handkerchiefs for young men. The front-line birds picked out the poplars they liked best. The rearguard ones scavenged bits of rubbish. For three days in Alacüvek dogs slept, but the rearguard birds didn’t. They built their nests on chimneys, on the eaves of the houses and on forked branches.


‘Rearguard bird, what would you give me if I set you free?’


‘Sand eggs.’


‘I don’t want them.’


‘And what do you want, Dirmit girl?’


‘My father.’


The rearguard birds didn’t wait for the grape harvest. They pushed the front-line birds off the tops of the poplars and killed them, then decked out their wings in mourning. Clacking their beaks, they circled the village once or twice and flew away, screeching.


That morning Atiye found three dried sheep’s turds in Dirmit’s bed. She picked them up and laid them aside. They multiplied to four, then five. Atiye started picking up droppings from her daughter’s bed by the handful. ‘What’re you doing with these turds, girl?’ she enquired, but Dirmit only shrugged her shoulders and stuck out her tongue. Finally Atiye snatched up her rolling pin and took off after her. She threw Dirmit to the ground in front of the wing-gate and knelt on top of her. ‘Out with it, bitch,’ she ordered. Dirmit struggled a little, stamped twice and then confessed that she had put the droppings in her panties. ‘May the earth swallow you whole!’ Atiye fumed as she dragged her back to the house and locked her in the storeroom. Grumbling, she sat down to knead the dough, but, just as she began to settle down, she remembered Djinnman Memet saying, ‘Aha!’ as he carved a notch in the pastry board before Dirmit was born. Atiye’s heart filled with fear, and she felt the strength drain from her hands and feet. After that she didn’t let Dirmit go outside for some time. Dirmit wandered round and round the house like a dog with a hurt paw. ‘I’ll be out and back in before your spit dries,’ she begged. ‘Are you going out for more turds, good-for-nothing?’ Atiye railed at her each time. One day, however, her mother’s heart could stand it no longer. ‘Come on, you bitch, get up,’ she said and turned Dirmit loose upon the waterways, the wall sidings and the fallen trees. Dirmit filled her dress pockets with roast-flour snacks, snatched up a huge bunch of grapes and gave a whoop as she bounded down the stairs.


‘Dirmit girl, who took a shit in your hollow tooth?’


‘The midwife’s bitch dog.’


‘What a nanny!’


‘The goat’s your own kid.’


‘Will you hitch up with my son?’


‘No way.’


‘Why not?’


‘Your dear sweet boy’s a bastard.’


That day the roof-flying wind drove Dirmit ahead of it. It sent her racing along with the colts in the Savmanı pasture and pushed her into a spat with the greyhounds at Üçoluk. One minute it flung her beside the girls who were weaving carpets, and the next it tossed her onto the backs of some buffalo wallowing in the lake. It tore the grapes from Dirmit’s hand and the roast-flour snacks from her pocket, clawed through her hair and brought blood to her mouth and nose.


‘Roof-flying wind, I’m starving.’


‘So eat earth.’


‘You’ll tell my mother.’


‘I won’t breathe a word.’


‘The djinns are coming!’ the roof-flying wind hissed at dusk. Frightened, Dirmit was whisked back home where, in two blinks of an eye, the wind was telling Atiye that her daughter had been eating handfuls of earth. First Atiye confronted Dirmit behind the door. ‘Open up your mouth, bitch,’ she commanded. Next she pushed Dirmit down onto the floor and thrashed her. ‘You’ll get worms in your belly if you keep eating earth, you good-for-nothing!’ she shouted. Finally she seized Dirmit by the hair and yanked her back to her feet. ‘Are you going to swear, girl, never to do that again?’ she demanded. Dirmit shook herself free and defiantly raised her head. ‘Give me your word, girl! Promise me, bitch!’ Atiye scolded as she beat her, alternately asking and beating until she was out of breath. Finally, when her heart was about to burst from the strain, she pressed down hard on her daughter’s throat. ‘May your stubbornness wither away!’ she hissed. Then she pinched Dirmit’s nose and spat splat right into her mouth. ‘I’ll eat it, just you watch, girl. I will,’ Dirmit shouted as she leapt onto the stone raising and stamped her feet. ‘Just you watch, girl.’ Then she ran away and hid under the divan.


The next morning Dirmit awoke before sunrise to the creaking of the water pump. She dressed quietly and bolted from the house without Atiye noticing. ‘Who knows what ash heap she’s pawing around in, the little fiend!’ Atiye groaned as she roamed about the house all afternoon. Deep inside, she expected her to come back at any moment. But when Dirmit didn’t show up, she pulled Nuǧber away from her loom. ‘Go take a look,’ she told her. ‘She might’ve curled up somewhere and…’ Nuǧber set out grumbling to look for Dirmit, as Atiye headed down to the garden to feed the chickens. She scattered the feed, filled the water trough and entered the henhouse to gather the eggs. When she stepped through the door what did she see but Dirmit lying under Grimy Rıfat’s younger son Ömer, and neither of them with their pants on! Atiye forgot about the eggs as she pounced on Ömer and Dirmit. She bit them wherever she could, not caring where. On the arms. On the legs. Then, after she had pelted Ömer with stones until he was out the garden gate, she returned and pulled Dirmit up by her hair.


Atiye didn’t let Dirmit go out for the whole winter. ‘Mother, it’s the dog snow, the snow’s got teeth. There’re icicles on the eaves. Please let me go out for a little while,’ Dirmit begged for days. As she begged, Atiye went from the tandır room to the storeroom, from the storeroom to the divan, from the stone raising to the veranda. Dirmit wept at one side of the house, while Atiye wept at the other. Atiye couldn’t push Djinnman Memet’s pronouncement out of her thoughts. ‘If the child is born healthy and whole, there’s no telling what’ll befall it!’ Or the notch he cut in the pastry board as he intoned, ‘Aha! Mark my words!’ In her fear of whatever might befall Dirmit, Atiye not only confined her to the house but she started to spy on her daughter, discovering all kinds of odd meanings in everything Dirmit said or did in her desperation. When Dirmit picked up her rag doll and talked to it, when she watched the snow outside and cried out in anguish, when she fell asleep while playing under the divan, all these actions were attributed by Atiye to the notch Djinnman Memet had cut in the pastry board. Finally she started to suspect that Dirmit was in league with the djinns and stopped spying on her. Instead, she approached her often and cooed winsomely as she tried to sound her out. ‘My little girl,’ she entreated, ‘my little hennaed girl! Tell me, do the djinns call you by your name?’ At other times she threatened her. ‘If you don’t tell me, they’ll take you away and never let us see you again,’ she warned. ‘Have you been to the djinns’ wedding? Have you been to their home?’ she went on, and tied Dirmit to the divan so the djinns wouldn’t make her walk off. ‘I’m telling you to free me, girl!’ Dirmit cried out again and again, weeping as she struggled. At last she fell ill and started to sweat feverishly. She foamed profusely at the mouth and closed her eyes. For three days they remained shut, but on the fourth she opened them and fixed them on the ceiling. ‘We’ve lost the girl,’ Atiye cried as she beat her breast. ‘My head! My head!’ Dirmit moaned. Then she broke out in a rash of red notches all over her body. ‘My God! It’s the Djinnman’s notch!’ Atiye exclaimed. Each notch on Dirmit blistered, itched and grew a black scab. ‘Don’t pick at the scabs or you’ll get deep wounds!’ Atiye warned her. But just to be on the safe side she tied the girl’s hands up in a sack.


At spring oat-planting time Dirmit recovered and got up from her bed. Happy that the illness had left no trace on Dirmit, Atiye let her go outside that very day. But Atiye was wrong. The illness had marked her daughter in other ways. After the notch disease, Dirmit was left with certain traits that passed unnoticed. She kept everything she did a secret, and started to take pity on odd things.


‘Pity about the water pump, isn’t it, Mother?’


‘What’re you saying, girl?’


‘I’m saying it’s a pity about the water pump.’


‘What d’you mean, a pity?’


At night the pump looked like a lonesome dog howling at the moon. And it was always wagging its tail and calling Dirmit over to its side. At first Dirmit was scared and, for a while, she immediately ducked her head under the quilt when she saw the pump wagging its tail. But one day, while she was having a pretend picnic, the pump confided something to her. ‘If you come to see me at night, I’ll tell you where the rosebuds will bloom in the morning,’ it said. In less than two days Dirmit learnt where all the rosebushes were in the village gardens. At night she would secretly go down to the pump’s side and, by morning, she had already crossed the waterways, unseen by anyone, and reached the rosebuds.


‘I can’t sleep, ever-blooming rose.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I’m forever thinking of you and your buds.’


‘What if I go to sleep and can’t wake up?’ Dirmit thought that rose season. ‘What if the roses fade and their branches dry out while I’m asleep?’ The thought scared her so badly that she didn’t sleep a wink from that rose season to the following one.


One night as Dirmit fixed her eyes on the dark and waited for morning, Nuǧber Dudu, Huvat’s mother, died by the tandır. Some little cloth pouches containing henna, a few amulets, several burnished olive-pit rosary beads, plant roots and a lock of black hair were found on her person. The women who came over for Nuǧber Dudu knelt by the tandır. They handed her yashmak over to Blind Fadime, the keener, who waved it about a couple of times half-heartedly. ‘What should I say, what should I cry, since she who died isn’t one of my own!’ she muttered. Then she started a lament: ‘Nuǧber Dudu got onto death’s horse and rode off clippity-clop, clippity-clop!’ Nuǧber Dudu’s meagre possessions were passed from hand to hand, as the other women joined Blind Fadime in her chant: ‘…rode off clippity-clop, clippity-clop.’ Then they honoured her spirit by having a big meal of meat mixed with rice, followed by flour-and-molasses biscuits. When the burial party left for the graveyard, the women first collected Nuǧber Dudu’s mattress, her shawl, her undergarment and walking stick for themselves, then they wandered about the village, keening and wailing until evening.


Atiye gathered everything that had come out of her mother-in-law’s bosom into a bundle and gave it to Huvat, on the day he arrived in the village, as a keepsake. But the moment he opened the bundle and started keening, she regretted what she’d done. ‘Hush, my love, hush!’ Atiye begged him. Then, realizing that she couldn’t stop him, she spoke to him sharply. ‘Go on, weep!’ she scolded. ‘My, don’t you look pretty now?’ But how could she dare say such a thing! ‘This is a lock of my own hair, girl!’ he wailed. He gathered all the villagers around him and wouldn’t let them go home before midnight, when he had made every man and woman swear that a halo had settled upon his mother’s grave for forty days. But he still wasn’t absolutely certain that his mother was on her way to heaven. Towards sunrise he nudged Atiye until she woke up. ‘Girl, did you henna my mother’s hair?’ he asked. Atiye was still sleepy, so she let him have it. ‘I did but I didn’t, so there!’ she began. Then she told Huvat how knotty black worms had infested his mother’s trunk. She said she had thrown the trunk out into the garden so the worms wouldn’t spread through the house, and had burnt it on the day his mother was buried. Atiye was so fed up with Huvat that she made up a little story. She said that everyone in Alacüvek had seen the worms but had said their prayers for his mother all the same, ‘even though Nuǧber Dudu was most definitely on her way to hell,’ as they had put it. Then, having said her piece, Atiye turned away and lay back down again. His breath suddenly taken away, Huvat didn’t know what to do. He drew the quilt over his head, then he kicked it back off. At last he got out of bed, cursing Atiye, and beat her up.


 


For three days Huvat didn’t say a word. He thought repeatedly of never speaking to anyone in the village again and of leaving Atiye, but he abandoned that idea after he started thinking about what a shame it was that he hadn’t come back with something to make Alacüvek leap to its feet. For some time he prowled about the village with his head bowed. Then, one day, he suddenly started muttering to himself. ‘Man, you’re a genius!’ he exclaimed as he strode over to the Headman’s gate, full of glee over a trick that had just crossed his mind. He had no sooner stepped inside than all hell broke loose. All of Alacüvek was rocked by the news that Huvat was changing the name of the village.


No one in Alacüvek slept a wink that night. Everyone was up in arms, from babies only forty days old to the crippled. Women with shawls over their heads, spindles in their hands and babies on their backs gathered before the Headman’s wing-gate as their men screamed at each other in the Headman’s lounge until morning. Leaning on their walking sticks, the elders stood their ground to begin with. ‘Don’t be sinful,’ they advised. ‘Alacüvek was named in memory of our enshrined ancestor.’ But at dawn they stalked angrily out of the Headman’s lounge. The village elders aside, even Huvat was bewildered at first by the passionate support for his idea. Before he could make a single suggestion, everyone started coming up with different names for Alacüvek. Collecting himself, Huvat finally leapt to his feet. ‘We’re going to call it “Atom”!’ he announced. Silence fell, as everyone turned curiously towards him. ‘What’s all this “Atom” business, man?’ Grimy Rıfat finally had the sense to ask. Drawing upon everything he knew about the atom, Huvat explained that everyone in the city was going on about it, that it was more precious than gold. But, before he could finish, Crutch Ali grabbed his crutches and stood up. ‘First of all,’ he countered, ‘“Atom” is a heathen name.’ Huvat lunged forwards, took him by the collar and shoved him to the ground. ‘You limping dog,’ he said. ‘Even if it is a heathen name, that’s no concern of a half-wit like you!’ ‘Then who went off to fight in Korea?’ Crutch Ali whimpered. ‘Answer me that!’ Still snivelling, Crutch Ali gave his version of the ‘Atom’, concluding with a punch line that chilled everyone to the bone. ‘Whoever eats the “Atom” goes mad,’ he revealed. Before returning to his seat, he proposed a new name for the village: ‘Akçalı’.


From that day on, both Alacüvek and Crutch Ali had new names. Alacüvek was called ‘Akçalı’ and Crutch Ali was dubbed ‘The Korean’. ‘Let it be Akçalı if they want it that way, but the idea’s still mine,’ Huvat consoled himself, and called his grey dog ‘Atom’ instead. But the name didn’t bode well for the dog. It started to salivate heavily, hung its tail between its legs and growled without warning. ‘Could they have poisoned it, girl?’ Huvat kept asking Atiye. Finally, afraid that the dog might be rabid, Huvat shot Atom. That day he grew so upset that he bombarded Atiye with injunctions. ‘No more sewing for the villagers, girl!’ he commanded. ‘No more injections!’


At that time, Atiye was exhibiting another of her skills. She had ordered syringes from the pedlar and started to give injections to the villagers. In a short time she made a name for herself, in and around the seven villages in the area, as ‘the injection lady’.


Atiye at first ignored Huvat’s random bellowings. But when he started issuing orders that there would be no more injections, she planted herself before him, hands on hips, and asked him if he shouldn’t be wondering where Dirmit was, instead of just shouting. ‘Isn’t little Dirmit at home?’ Huvat enquired fearfully, turning pale as ash. ‘Well, now, is she?’ Atiye retorted. She told him that perhaps he should pay more attention to who was missing from home instead of worrying about the name of the village, conjuring up inventions about the ‘atom’ and shooting dogs. Then she announced that she had sent Dirmit to Dizgeme on a visit to her sister’s. Huvat followed her into the tandır room, circling her curiously. ‘What’s this business about sisters, girl?’ he asked. He soon learnt what it was all about. On one of her injection rounds in the neighbouring villages, Atiye had met a family from her own birthplace who had settled at Dizgeme. After pledging herself as their sister, she had sent Dirmit to visit them. Grumbling, Huvat quickly set out to retrieve his daughter.


He was a long time in returning. Growling viciously, Atiye trod up and down the road to the sheepfold for ten days. She kept her ear trained on the door and often thought of taking a horse to Dizgeme. Finally, on the evening of the eleventh day, Huvat appeared, holding Dirmit’s hand. As soon as he stepped through the door he told Atiye the good news: ‘Your sister’s daughter Zekiye is now engaged to our boy Halit!’ he said. ‘We’ve struck a deal!’ Atiye froze. ‘The girl doesn’t know enough yet, love,’ she said, confused. Then she grew cross with her husband. ‘Maybe Halit has his eye on someone else!’ she argued. She watched him as he crossed the room to lie down on the divan, as casual and carefree as could be. ‘Can’t you keep from falling all over yourself for whoever comes along?’ she scolded him, and was on the verge of really venting her anger when Huvat stood up. ‘Stop hissing and haranguing like a heathen woman,’ he said, cutting her short. ‘I couldn’t help it. I was so taken by the way the girl blushed when she offered me ayran!’ That night Atiye tried to persuade her husband to call Halit back to the village. ‘Let him see her first,’ she suggested. ‘If he doesn’t like her we’ll break the engagement.’ But Huvat interrupted her. ‘We can’t go back on our word,’ he said. ‘No way. So what’s the point in him seeing her?’


Atiye had no choice but to start preparing. She made huge trays of baklava, wrapped up special gifts and, accompanied by two elderly women who commanded respect, set off for the mountain village where her new sister lived to ask for Zekiye’s hand. When she arrived, she presented Zekiye with a scarf and a ring. Even before Zekiye set foot in Akçalı to pay her respects, everyone in the village had heard that she was quick with her hands and had big bright eyes and a sunny face sprinkled with fine beauty spots. As the rumours flew, everyone who heard about her added another charm to her list of attributes. And after Zekiye made her first visit to the village, full of airs and graces, these charms took on such great proportions that carpet weavers likened their green woollen yarn to ‘Zekiye’s eyes’. ‘Cutting couscous pastry like Zekiye’s beauty spots’ became a popular village expression in those days. It was also then that the women of Akçalı started a new custom. Underneath their garments they wrapped cloth bands around their waists to squeeze them tight. They were so awed by Zekiye’s thin waist that, for a while, they ignored Atiye when she reminded them that this waist-thinning method wouldn’t work unless they had started very young. But the women kept their waistbands on until the sheep-mating season to see what would happen. Then they all began to wheeze. They found that in their zeal for having thin waists they had afflicted themselves with shortness of breath, coughing, flushes and sweating. A few had sores on their hands, faces and other parts of their bodies. Three women had problems with their eyes and speech. And when their waists started to swell up like logs, they all took off the cloth bands. ‘We’re way past the age of waist-thinning,’ they said. All the same, they considered it their duty as mothers to raise their daughters to be as slender as Zekiye. They took lessons in the art of waist-thinning from Atiye and soon discovered that plastic bags were more effective than cloth bands. Thereafter, whenever they had girl babies, they would wash them with three bowls of water as soon as the umbilical cord was cut and then wrap plastic bags around their waists, blowing prayers on them all the while.
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