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THE VILLAGE OF FANOOSAK

THE COUNCIL-In the mid-summer of 1940, the village of Fanoosak was experiencing a typical sultry weather. The constant breeze from the sea was the nature’s remedy to cool off the heat-stricken farmers. To wipe away the sticky sweat in that suffocating air, the men simply jumped in the river for a refreshing dip on their way home after each day of work. The women, however, preferred to seek a refuge under the tree shade and shelter themselves from the beating sun. The kids and youngsters found the temptation of the sea irresistible. 

The villagers were accustomed to the hot weather. To them it was another nuisance to deal with, as every season offered its own grace and misgivings. Considering that farming and fishing were their sole source of income and survival, they developed a sense of respect and appreciation for different shades of the nature; they just feared the elements. 

That summer the harvest season promised to be a very productive and profitable one, judging by the abundance of ripening fruits in the orchards, the thriving acres of citrus groves, and the never-ending rows of the yellow-green rice stalks. The farm animals had no shortage of pastures to graze on and thrive. The domesticated land fowl roamed free in the grassy yards, while the ducks and geese had the big river all to themselves. By all accounts, that small but the close-knit community of over two hundred households expected to beat the evil of hunger for another year. 

The village of Fanoosak was enjoying the fruits of the nature mostly because of its location. With the Caspian Sea to the north and a long stretch of the mountain range bordering its southern side, Fanoosak and many other communities sprouted in between the two giants. The duo generously threw all sorts of life nurturing ingredients at the farmers, from the massive fertile lands and swift rivers to various vegetations and animals

The sea meant everything to the peasants, and its gifts were countless. It offered a variety of fish and shellfish to the region, which fed countless families and put many men to work. Its sandy beaches brought joyful days to the kids and young adults alike. 

The sea fed and nourished the soul in an elegant but persistent fashion every sunrise and sunset, with its own unique message of mystical love. It reminded the people that there is a beginning and an ending to everything and anything.  

There existed barriers and hardships that were unique to the countryside. Rice cultivation was a true work of nightmare. The muddy water, infested with snakes and leeches, had no mercy on their exposed feet and vulnerable lives. Year after year, they went back to the same rice paddies that demanded long hours of a backbreaking work. Their tools consisted of a sickle and bare hands, no advanced machinery. The residents had to make do with whatever was available to them to survive. Their mostly one-room huts and cabins lacked the basic commodities. Electricity and running water only existed in the imagination of a few elites. Despite all those restraints, the rich soil and the availability of water comforted them that hunger would never strike them. The people accepted those limitations as the reality of their lives and coexisted peacefully and neighborly for centuries. They were a true believer of the power of the nature. They submitted themselves to it openly and wittingly because they knew every season had a blessing and a curse.

Some scenarios, such as illnesses, storms, fires, and floods presented not only extraordinary inconveniences but also frightening ravages that brought heartbreak to the countryside. The history book highlighted a few occasions when the torrential rain poured down for weeks on end and turned their rice lands to wastelands. They were painfully aware that the contagious diseases and unavailability of the jabs and the medications could wipe out their children and elderly and leave them with sorrow forever. 

It sounded like every season had certain illnesses in its sleeve, which could unleash on the susceptible natives. The summer of 1940 was no exception, for the village was struggling with a catching disease known to the locals as lame disease. It mostly affected the kids and left them frozen in their body for life. The disease had an affinity for warm seasons just in time when the kids were ready to enjoy swimming in the creeks and playing in the puddles of water. That summer the uninvited guest took away the lives of five kids and condemned three kids to partial immobility. The ruthless illness left a trail of misery behind, just halfway through the season.

How the villagers gathered all that knowledge about that disease and other illnesses? It was because of a group of dedicated and honest individuals who made it their business to care for the village. The council took the curiosity to the extreme and captured the current events spreading by word of mouth. No gossip was ordinary to their ears or of a bland taste to their tongue buds. The juicy news had no way of escaping the lashes of their unforgiving sharp teeth when they chomped on it. By filtering the airwaves through their suspicious ears, they isolated the nonsensical fictions from the facts, and put back the rest together in a logical way. 

Fanoosak was blessed with having a council of eight elders that addressed everyday problems, not just the illnesses. The assembly functioned like a board of directors, who investigated the current events. They promptly issued orders and recommendations about day-to-day hurdles that life threw at them. 

Meanwhile, the elders planned to convene at the home of Mama Oldooz for the council to ponder their options if the mystery illness decided to show no sign of easing up on the locals. Mama Oldooz and two of her older sisters, Banoo and Azar, were the most senior members of the all-female assembly. By all accounts, it was a three-sister show. The remaining members mostly seconded the recommendations of their seniors and kowtowed to them.

––––––––
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MAMA OLDOOZ, WHO RAISED nine children, was a farmer for most of her life. However, the old age taught her tough lessons about life and reminded her repeatedly that she was a fallible human with lots of limitations. As she aged, she became more dependent on her children, especially her youngest daughter, Sara. Although Sara was illiterate just like herself, she knew Sara was insightful and level-minded. Nevertheless, her two older sisters were her first line of go-to confidants. The sisters hailed from a big family with five girls and three boys. The head count could’ve easily been ten boys and ten girls if not for the childhood contagious diseases.

All five sisters were widows by serendipity, not by design. They were a motivated bunch and their short stature barely matched their tall ambition, which wasn’t by design, either. Practice makes perfect and the illiterate sisters attested to that notion in every aspect of their life. They became avid storytellers that required memorization of a great deal of events in an orderly fashion to narrate the fictional and factual life stories. The poor and insufficient recordings of the birth certificates meant the sisters had no idea what was their age. Except that, their gray hair and their protruded hunchback gave them away and portrayed them to be in their sixties or better.    

Banoo was the oldest among the sisters and made a reputation for herself for having a stoic character and exerting an authoritarian approach to the management issues. She ran both the council and her household with an iron fist. She had six children and was a spiritual healer, among other qualifications. Everybody believed that Grandpa’s thick accent rubbed off on her, or perhaps her domineering personality left no room to hear out other people. 

Azar was the voice of moderate, but if it necessitated, she could easily shed off her soft skin for an aggressive one to advocate for the people who believed in her skills. She was one year younger than Banoo, but as they grew older, she found herself more in line with Mama Oldooz. Perhaps her older sister was a bit overbearing. Whatever the reason, the two sisters became inseparable from each other like a set of twins, despite having a close-knit family ties with her own ten daughters. 

Parveen, who was just one year younger than Azar, had a tendency to defer everything to her sisters. She was awkwardly shy, quiet, and submissive, especially to her oldest sister. She had no intention to pursue a seat among the elders that required an outgoing, strong, and to-your-face type of personality. As a result, she preferred to stay home and pray for everybody in the village, which fitted her introverted character well. She enjoyed having all her five children around.

Noor was the youngest sister and the baby of the family. Having fewer expectations on her shoulder shaped her to be more relaxed and observant. She knew that she was the next in line to hop on the board to join her influential sisters. For now, her sisters gave her a scant credence and she gracefully accepted that, knowing that one day her skills would shine through. She had seven children and her middle daughter, Sanaz, was like a sister to Sara. 

Mama Oldooz had trained all of her children from their infancy years to address all their older female relatives as Auntie. To Sara, they all were like a kind mother to her and she loved them dearly.

Mama Oldooz had the skills of applying leeches to draw the dirty blood. For sure, there were no shortages of people seeking that kind of remedy for their pains and illnesses. After all, there was no clinic in the village. The closest clinic was miles away in the port of Rang-a-Rang. A sound and solid knowledge was even farther away. 

Since Mama Oldooz had helped with delivery of all of her own grandchildren and many others in the village, she transitioned herself to be the midwife of the village that suited her character very naturally. With all those qualifications, she rightly secured her position among the village elders beside her two older sisters. 

Over the years, the elders gathered an infinite knowledge of the benefits of herbal medicine and generously offered and extended their medicinal skills to the sick and helpless. Various respiratory, digestive, nervous, and skin diseases either wiped out the liable people or left them with debilitating impairments, such as blindness, deafness, baldness, paralysis, and disfigurements. Those widespread contagious diseases explained as why the population of the villages along the sea never ballooned out over the years. The sisters had some kind of remedy against each ailment in the forms of tea, extract, ointment, elixir, inhalant, and powder in their medicine chest. 

The notion that their style of practice was nothing more than a charade and quackery definitely circulated among the residents of the village. Nevertheless, the growing number of patients who took those medicines for a chance to live a little bit longer blatantly dismissed all those accusations. The elders were the only hope for the desperate patients who wished to rid themselves of yellow eyes or the breath-taking coughs. Moreover, the elders never charged the fellow farmers for their services, or conned them into believing that they had entrapped some sort of magical healing in their potions or extracts.

In some cases, their messages got through easily—sip this potion to end the worms’ motion. In other cases, it was an uphill battle for them to convince their wary patients. Although many families vouched for their healing power, the ever-growing rows of tombstones in the cemetery told a different story. 

The victims never stood a chance to cast their votes.   

––––––––
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IN THAT MID-SUMMER gathering, since the tally of the infected kids remained the same compared to the previous meeting, it signaled them that the spread of the disease was at its tail end. This time around, the curse hoisted the white flag of surrender a bit too soon, much to the relief of the residents for a calamity of such magnitude. Therefore, the focus shifted to the other problems in that session. 

In that hot summer day, they had no choice but to sit under a tree shade to conduct the business. They sat on the straw mat in a big circle right in front of her hut. A slew of women and young girls, who were all the relatives of the sisters, served hot tea and fruits to the congregation. The village was dealing with a number of ongoing issues that concerned them gravely at all times. Those problems clearly set themselves apart from the seasonal hit-and-run tragedies. 

From the list of frequent offenders, the violent gypsies and drifters stood out distinctively. They had a tendency to emerge out of nowhere and disappear in the thin air. They had a ferocious affinity for the barns, the chicken coops, and the vegetable gardens. Although operated incognito and usually not confrontational, if they encountered any resistance, they reacted with violence and vigor and showed no mercy on the well-being of the innocent field workers. The only clue to their unwanted visit was the trail of havoc and devastation that they usually left behind. The absence of the basic security personnel left the villagers predisposed not only to the transients and misfits but also to the wrath of wild animals. 

There was no line of demarcation to separate the lives of the locals from those beastie animals, such as leopards, wolves, jackals, and wild hogs. The daily encounter with those dreadful animals posed a constant threat to the safety of the farmers. The wild animals, lurking in the heavy greenery, made their presence known by their roars and howlers, bloody tracks, and the wound marks that they inflicted on the bodies of their victims. All the locals could do was to take refuge in their hut and keep their animals behind the fence; otherwise, the unarmed farmers had no chance of fighting them off. They only knew how to deal with the vicious animals in the aftermath of their attack.

––––––––
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THANKFULLY, THE ELDERS had a super weapon in their limited arsenal of solutions to ward them off and put the gypsies and the brutes in their place. The brave man’s name was Shir Ali. Actually, the village relied on two dedicated men—the deputy and Shir Ali. 

The deputy was a married man in his early forties and had six kids. He was a slim, clean-shaven, and soft-spoken man. He attended the council meetings full-heartedly, not overzealous to impress or dominate the group. He never hid himself behind his shotgun although his uniform carried a heavy weight in the eyes of the natives. The council members really enjoyed having him around. He occupied an office in the Administration Building in the village’s big square, but his main office was located in the port of Rang-a-Rang, his beloved hometown. He only visited Fanoosak once a month on his moped. During each visit, he simply met with the village elders to get the inside scoop about the latest events in the village. 

In his absence, the villagers relied heavily on Shir Ali, who was a man in his mid-thirties, tall, heavy set, with a thick mustache and beard. He never resorted to boisterous altercation or violent quarrel to subdue and wrangle the mischief elements. Who knew why did his presence strike a fear in their hearts? More likely, his turban covered his head and forehead entirely and gave free rein to his overgrown facial hairs to mask his face. Whatever the reason, he had an incredible power of persuasion, backed by his stature, assertive words, and admittedly very scary appearance. All these physical qualifications gave the village elders a piece of mind, knowing that they had found a suitable man to defend their town. The residents had a correct readout of him because in many occasions his mere presence resolved the discords, without him having to move a finger. 

He never abused his position as the sole guardian of the town, nor did he ever receive a penny for his services. The only tool that he ever carried during his regular visits to the neighborhoods was a slick walking stick that he himself had trimmed from a tree branch. The stick served to stabilize his tremendous weight as well. He meticulously pinned a few needles at the foot of his walking stick, which served him as a bludgeon in chasing away the wild animals. Back then, no one owned a gun and the peasants had to rely on makeshift tools to defend themselves. 

During daytime, the residents could easily backtrack his footsteps by following the thick column of smoke emitted from his mouth and tobacco pipe, while he draped himself in an over-sized black cloak. 

At nights, he patrolled the dark alleys of the village and visited all the neighborhoods like a ghost. Just sighting of wild animals was enough to trigger him to scream from the top of his lungs, “Wolves, wolves, wolves!” 

His shouts signaled the wary families to stay put in their huts. The residents hunkered down and waited until he repeatedly announced the comforting words, “All Clear, all clear!”  

He was simply a reliable man and a good farmer. The deputy was really a fond of him. They tagged along during his monthly visits, especially in the main square, where they could be in the full display of the public eye.

The presence of two law enforcements were definitely working because there was no crime worthy of reporting in Fanoosak. Truthfully, the villagers never got into a serious fight with each other. They needed Shir Ali and the deputy to deter the gypsies, transients, and squatters, who were suspected of living on the west side of town. The village elders were hoping to prop up rumors that the two men were constantly guarding the neighborhood in order to keep the misfits in their hiding places, away from the village. 

Although no governmental agency officially appointed Shir Ali to the position of the constable, his dogged resolve earned him that label, and he justly deserved it. The villagers proudly conferred that title upon him and addressed their hero as Constable Shir Ali or simply the constable.

He had a sense of humor and a love for kids and animals. He liked to make up over-the-top vile stories in which he supposedly slaughtered and ate hyenas and snakes, both not sanctioned by the elders. Detailing those encounters always scared the kids. To disgust and gross the female audience, he exaggerated his munching on the brutes’ raw meats or intestines. He made loud nasal noises to show how the bloody feast played out. In the end, it was all for a good laugh. For that reason, women and children were the first to show up for his street performances in the main square.

At times, the constable played the role of scarecrow for the stubborn boys who made life unbearable for their mother. All a distraught-stricken mother needed to do was to contact him and leave it to him. He would then barge in quite prepared because he’d played that roll many times over and was familiar with the scenario. He would take the youngster along during the first part of his night shift, and let the growls and snarls of the wild animals in the dark alleys do the trick. The kids were unaware that he had a repertoire of high-pitched sounds of animals in his voice box that he could emit on demand. 

The poor kids wetted their underwear for nothing. 

However, the story had an entirely different ending if an older teenager was involved in the conflict. An agitated father usually dealt with his oppositional and defiant boy in his own way that was less than pretty. He would certainly drag the unruly boy to the main square to subject him to a public humiliation and outmost pain. In most cases, he would seek a piece of rope to wrap it around his ankle. Then it was the show time, for he took the paddle to the bare soles of the boy to see it blue. 

At first, it all sounded like an entertaining show in front of the fired-up spectators. Soon the horror in the boy’s eyes changed the mood in the amphitheater from jubilant to sour. The paddle beats failed to emulate that of the drumbeats. They lacked the soothing sound or joyful melody. The heart-wrenching cry of the boy delivered a sad chorus that would make any tenor weep. 

In the end, the subdued audience evacuated the bullring arena, leaving behind the mutilated matador. The bull walked out victorious with blood and shame spattered all over him. The umpire had no way of calling off the game because he himself was mauled over by the bull. 

Sadly, the script was recycled every now and then.

––––––––

[image: ]


FOR THAT AFTERNOON, however, the assembly ended their conference on a positive note. Constable Shir Ali, who had joined them halfway through their discussion, reported no animal attacks. The gypsies were hunkering down. However, they all knew that the quiet and peace hovering over the village was a temporary ceasefire, and nobody believed it was going to last long.

By the way, the elders had one more job to do before they call it a night. Over many decades, the elders came up with a way to connect with the kids and cement an unshakable relationship with them. Their trick was to narrate and spread their rich folklore through stories. Therefore, they cultivated a tradition in which the kids perceived the elders as storytellers, not an angry and nagging bunch.  

Not having television, radio, or any sort of entertainment, the kids learned to enjoy a hearty story at the end of each day to fill their mind with curiosity and their imagination with wonder. It was a nice ending to a day filled with anticipation. 

During spring and summer seasons, the adults made sure to corral the kids in a big circle around sundown in the open pasture. As the curtain of darkness fell on the land, the chorus of wolves, Jackals, and wild dogs began to add their own sound track to the stories. The howler of the wild animals, echoing across the river, added more mystery and heaviness to the tales and made them more real and scarier. 

In the cold seasons, an on-set visual disturbance added the intensity to the stories. After dark, when the kids flocked in one of the huts, the faint candlelight created a movie theater atmosphere. The storytellers thrived in such milieu because they could bring the characters to life with their hard-earned skills, such as vocalization, facial expression, and physical appearance. 

They let loose of their wavering voice in the dim light, and that exuded strength and an asset, not a flaw or a fault. Their look and glare defied the invisible foe in the room and chased him away better than a scary mask could do. They stared down the boogeyman provocatively, or was it the candlelight that exposed their droopy and melancholic eyes? The dingy room unveiled the fabulists’ flabby appearance, exposed their deep wrinkles, and darkened their silvery hair better than a makeup artist could do. Their dirty clothes with many patches crawling on them put fear in the heart of the princess, awoken in that dungeon not her white palace. 

The room setup rivaled that of a professional set decorator and added its own thriller to the fables. All the while, the unsettling moving shadows and silhouettes on the walls left the kids frozen in their place, on the damp sheep hides.

––––––––
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THE VILLAGE-The elders were the guardian of the village’s traditions and watched the movement of the society like a hawk to detect even subtle deviations that could jeopardize such cohesiveness. The experience thought them that group activities, such as games, singing, dancing, choirs, and chores were like an antidote that defended the community against any fracture or disparity. The elders drew a great deal of strength from such closeness and bonding. They knew that devotion and love for the village could take them through thick and thin of time. They made two traits the hallmarks of Fanoosak: Dedication and unity. 

Thus, after their siesta, the women and young girls formed a big circle under a tree shade. They partook in weaving fishnets and patched the old ones, as the fishery was a crucial trade for their survival, especially in the fall and winter seasons.  

They wove yards of straw mats in every session, a rather straightforward job. Only a few women were skillful in weaving straw hats and baskets, and a handful of them made woven wool blankets. 

Another group activity was fixing the huts’ curtains, which seemed to be a never-ending demand. Since a hand-stitched canvas, not a door, covered the entranceway to each hut, the homeowners were to fortify it with many cotton patches. One or two pieces of rocks kept the heavy canvas firmly in place. A nice taut curtain offered some privacy to the residents of the huts and served as a barrier to protect them from the intrusion of the home invaders and the wild animals. 

The young girls were also in charge of mending the curtains for the elderly, whose poor vision made their things-to-do list shorter. 

No television or radio meant that the local girls had to come up with the ways to entertain themselves. Making ragdolls for babies turned out to be a fun hobby for the flock. Another fun pastime for the girls was playing five-stone game and its many varieties. They routinely headed to the beach to collect smooth round white stones and pebbles. The younger kids tagged along with them to gather seashells, a fascination worthy of satisfying. The newly wed women, the champions of yesterday, sat on the side and let the coming of age girls thrive in the game. 

Swimming was rather uncommon for the girls, let alone wearing swimming suits. Similar to the boys, the girls enjoyed the sea but an adult male always chaperoned them. Drowning was always a possibility, especially that their soaked up clothes posed a real danger. Nonetheless, taking a dip and making a splash were sufficient to let the sea breeze do its magic and rescue them from the stifling air mass.  

––––––––
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IN THE EARLY AUTUMN of 1940, the farmers harvested the rice without a hitch. The orchards cooperated nicely that season too. There was no rain to spoil their fruits. All and all, the village was enjoying the post-harvest season.

In response to all those hardships, the peasants celebrated their survival and ability to live off land defiantly with purposeful dances and unison chants and songs, season after season, which led to the creation of their own unique culture of resilience, perseverance, and resistance.

The Satanic Night was one of those significant and telling events that survived over many generations and rightly preserved its place in the local folklore. The tradition involved burning of an effigy that symbolized their final victory over all the barriers that worked against them. They figured that they needed a scary object to burn and stab in order to solidify their mental image of triumph over all the natural foes. The event also justly highlighted their achievement through their collective fight for survival. 

The glee and euphoria of the pageantry came and went. They found their niche in their collective memory. 

––––––––
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NO ONE EXPECTED THAT the life readily hand in the key to happiness to the peasants in that corner of the country. They had to jump through one more hoop before meeting the promised date, the lovely spring! The farmers had a big dilemma on their hand—how to weather the winter and feed their family?  

In the cold seasons, when the farming activity came to a screeching halt, the sea and the river generously opened their arm and offered plenty of fish to the hungry farmers. However, putting on the angler’s hat posed a serious threat to the inexperienced and the poorly equipped farmers. Inevitably, the heavy downpours and the blizzards shaped the sea’s landscape. The desperate men had to risk life and limb, and paddle over what would be their tombs on the sea floor, just to provide for their families.  

Next in line to the brooding sea, the river swelled rapidly and became menacing even before it crested. The angry current swept away everything on its way. It took down the small wooden boats, buried them in the riverbed, and at times, deposited them at the bottom of the sea. 

In that late November day of 1940, Sara’s hut was crowded with the exhausted and frozen men returning from scouring the sandy riverbanks and the thick brown vegetation stretching up and down the river. Having taken a refuge by the wood stove, the all-volunteer vigilante got a chance to warm up. A fresh batch of firewood was ready to remedy their shivering body. 

They had a sigh of relief, considering that they spotted no wreckage of any sort that day. It had been raining for two weeks, and crossing the river would’ve been a foolhardy and risky attempt no matter how experienced any fisherman claimed to be. The men had to wait until morning to begin their daily search again. Toutak, Sara’s husband, kept stoking up firewood in the wood stove. She herself was serving hot tea to the men to thaw their hands and feet that went numb in that bitter cold. Sara was very pregnant but that was barely a hindrance to stop her from hosting her brothers, uncles, cousins, and neighbors.

The elders convened at Mama Oldooz’s home. Constable Shir Ali was going back and forth between the two homes and drenched in freezing rain. They were contemplating to move the residents to the higher elevation nearby. They had three choices and all looked unfavorable. The foot of the mountain seemed an ideal place to take a temporary refuge. However, the soil was badly soaked up and mudslide was a real possibility. Their other option was even less attractive—taking shelter on the beachside of the main road. To them, the narrow strip of sandy shores was more dangerous that living within a stone’s throw from the turbulent river. They figured that the brutal cold wind and the dusty squalls could be deadlier than the flood itself. Their last option was to cross the bridge and take a refuge on the other side of it, where the land spread wider and farther from the river. On the other hand, building clay huts on the wet lands guaranteed a shaky and unsafe housing. There was no other way to put it—their back was against the wall. 

Everybody stayed up all night.

Gracefully, by the following morning, the rain stopped and a bright sunshine appeared on the east horizon. The team found no casualty or wreckage of any sort on the riverbank. The constable visited every home and the headcount confirmed that there was no missing man. The assembly recommended the villagers to stay put and be on the lookout. However, rowing the wooden boats had to wait a few days. Sacrificing hot meals for a couple of weeks were a small price to pay to preserve the life of the vulnerable fishers.

No doubt, those tormented souls went through all sorts of misery and hardships just to survive. What motivated them and enabled them to fight the tough elements and unbearable situations all alone? Perhaps one can highlight their unity, ironclad determination, unmatched will to live, and their unsurpassed love and respect for the greater nature. 

––––––––
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FINALLY, THE LONG AND eventful year of 1940 came to its end. Norooz, the much-revered Iranian New Year, arrived on the first day of spring victoriously, as it did for thousands of years. At that time of the year, the nature used all its tricks to remind everybody that a new day and a new year had arrived. After all, it was a festival to commemorate the birth of Mother Nature and nothing else could be greater than that. 

The mass enthusiasts eagerly ditched their old clothes and dived into new ones to personify a new and fresh outlook on life—a message that Norooz intended to infuse in their psyches. All the governmental offices and schools expected to stay closed for two weeks. During the festivity, families and friends visited one another and exchanged small gifts. The adult relatives greeted the kids with colored hard-boiled eggs and sweet treats. 

The spring, the intoxicated painter, took the brush to the canvas and created a masterpiece, mottled with all sorts of hues. The color-capped trees and scores of the flowering plants took their rivalry to the extreme, but nobody was complaining. The fragrant roses, jasmines, and daffodils intoxicated young lovers like Shiraz wine. The dazzling festival of colors tantalized their senses and wrapped them in a velvety romance. Spring arrived triumphantly and percolated love and excitement in the air. 

Just about every man and women had an expression of appreciation for life on their face. Their warmth and friendliness made up for the lack of their sophistication and refinement.  

The mountain range shed off its gloomy coat and wrapped itself in a green blanket at that time of the year. The nature did a great job in positioning the green luscious forest and the teal-blue Caspian Sea side by side. The color contrast turned the area to a picturesque paradise and a great work of art. The nature’s ulterior motive, however, was for the mountain range to entrap the flow of massive clouds arising from the sea. Many rivers and creeks, stemming from the soaked up green mountains, rushed down toward the sea. They promptly returned the water to its rightful owner. It was a flawless design by the nature to ensure an adequate supply of fresh water for every living thing.

That simple design exposed the duality of the nature’s identity as an ultimate power and grace, creator and destroyer, initiator and terminator, giver and taker, ruler and follower, lover and hater, observer and listener, healer and teacher, and a saint. 

––––––––
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A BIG RIVER FOUND ITS way toward Fanoosak from the mountain, while snaking through the acres of rice paddies. In the close proximity to the sea, the twisted river ran parallel to the main road and squeezed a pasture against it. The rushing river then made a big turn, known to the locals as the big bend, before pouring into the sea. A rudimentary bridge made it possible for the villagers to get to the main square. 

The pasture housed the whole tribe in a series of clay and straw huts. The camp on one end hosted Mama Oldooz and her two sisters, Azar, and Noor, and their families. That corner happened to be within a stone’s throw from the main bridge. Her remaining siblings occupied the opposite end, farther from the bridge to the east. A slew of their relatives dispersed in between and brought a sense of unity to the establishment. A network of narrow alleys connected the neighborhoods together. The far end also marked the beginning of a separate community, known to the villagers as the East Side Community. 

The East Side Community was a herd-raising settlement, with large packs of livestock that had the sprawling hilly pastures under their hooves. The herder community enjoyed the abundance of the dairy products at the expense of having to walk a longer distance before getting to the main square. Furthermore, they had no accessibility to the big river unless they walked for a few miles, which was rather cumbersome.  

The huts stood close together—a holler was all it took to grab the neighbor’s attention. A series of hedgerows and tall trees partitioned the huts from each other; otherwise, there was no fence around them. 

The huts had no windows, but they were cozy and warm. It was hard to believe that those rustic homes with their thatched roofs nurtured so many lives in their confined environment. It was a common practice for two or three generations to live under one roof. There was no indoor pluming. Kerosene lamps, lanterns, and candles lighted the huts. Many of the modern life conveniences rang hollow in their imagination. 

Far away from the luxuries, they learned to do without the necessities of the ordinary life. On top of that, the relentless moisture of the ground, which was inching up through the clay flooring, was a constant battle. To tame the dampened floor, which caused so much aches and pains, the coarse straw mats came as a handy solution. Those who could afford the animal hides spread it on top of the mat. 

It is fair to say that the villagers’ way of life was just a notch above that of the nomadic life style, those who cherished pasture-hopping and herd-shepherding customs. 

To make up for the squeezed space, it became a common practice to annex an outdoor terrace to the front of the hut. The clay terrace was a square platform, elevated about two to three feet high above the ground. For most families, the terrace served as living room, dinning room, and kitchen, all rolled in one. 

The juxtaposition of the open-top terrace intended to entertain the guests during the social events, too. 

The green pasture served several purposes for the villagers. Mainly, it was a base where it kept all of them together and offered a playground for the grazing animals. The residents carved out several gardens throughout the pasture. The flower gardens lined up along the road and brought a great deal of charm and beauty to the neighborhood, while allowing the farm animals roam free behind the barrier.

Along the river, however, the grassy pasture gave way to a muddy texture; as a result, a large vegetable garden sprang out there. Since the garden hid behind the huts, farther from the road, the residents nicknamed it the backyard garden. 

A variety of fruit trees studded the pasture in close vicinity to the river, fortifying a natural fence against the raging flow of water. However, the main orchards and orange groves sat on the other side of the big bend.

––––––––
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WHILE THE NORTHERN side of the road consisted of mostly beaches, its southern side lent itself to the residential units, pastures, orchards, and farms. If the seaside was wide enough, then the beautiful villas went up; otherwise, the narrow strip of barren beaches kept the view open for all to enjoy the water.

The narrow road connected Fanoosak and East Side Community to the port of Rang-a-Rang on the east. On the west, it traveled to the peninsula, a few smaller communities, and beyond. 

Both settlements relied heavily on the market in the main square. The long stretch of the roadside walkway connected them both to the main square. However, only the villagers benefited from both living by the river and having to walk a short distance to cross the bridge to get to the main square

After crossing the bridge, going west, the village underwent a drastic change of the landscape. With no other river in the vicinity, the land had free rein to expand. Thus, the main road carved out an outspread beachside on the north side and a vast flat inland on the south side, while barreling through the land westward. 

––––––––
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THE WIDE SHORELINE afforded the village its main square. The square was large enough to house five buildings, including the General Store, two unoccupied small stores, the Administration Building, and the grade school. The five structures lined up in a row next to the open-air market. The villagers had no idea what a post office or a locksmith shop meant, let alone how they looked like or functioned. The village was missing a bakery shop because rice was cheaper. What was the need for the corner shoe shop? Anyone could put a hammer and four nails to work to mend a pair of wooden slippers. In contrast, they had to make a long trip to see a tailor or a dressmaker.   

The sidewalk in front of the row of the establishments had widened considerably, which supported the gathering of a large crowd of pedestrians and shoppers. In the mornings, the increased foot traffic and the rush of the farmers to the market revitalized that dismal corner to a bustling place. 

The un-manicured trees, shrubs, and the flowering plants presented the downtown in a lively color. The greenery invited the visitors to enjoy a show of light and shade, while listening to the dancing leaves in the breeze. The green leaves and the plant shoots attracted the animals, too. Over the years, the nickname of Ordak Square, meaning Duck Square, outlived its rival titles. The name of Ordak gave a value and recognition to so many ducks and birds either traded or passed through that square. 

––––––––
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SARA-In the summer of 1941, a hot and humid air mass engulfed the village and kept a tight grip on it. In the early morning hours of the mid-July of 1941, Sara woke up in her usual time. Toutak was enjoying his morning snooze if birds and insects could show a bit of courtesy. The huts were sitting quietly by the river in the dark. The un-impeded sea breeze ushered in the morning cool air, but was barely a relief from the smothering heat. She tried to orient herself as what she needed to do for the day. The kerosene lamp was flickering and burning its last few drops of fuel. The faint light had cast a deep shadow on her son’s face. Mazdak was just an infant and in need for care around the clock, but for the moment, he was sleeping soundly. She lifted the rock and pushed it to the side to free up the curtain to the entryway. 

She left the hut and found her way to the cold clay fire pit. It was near daybreak and a quick glance at the sky revealed no ominous clouds. The roosters were crowing; they wanted out. She knew that she needed to attend to the chicken coop, milk the cow, and cook the rice. She had a sigh of relief remembering that Toutak had already gathered a big stack of firewood from the forest the day before. He had also hauled several buckets of water from their well and filled the barrel to near full. 

She got the fire started and placed the pot of rice on top of the stand. She then grabbed a tin bucket and a tall metal container before heading to the barn. She milked the cow while the anxious fowl made sure she understood that they were in a hurry to get out of their cage. 

Sara then turned her attention to the chicken coop, sitting in one corner of the barn, right across from the cow’s stall. Having unlatched the gate, she stood to the side to let an army of hens, chickens, roosters, turkeys, ducks, and geese race to freedom. Some whizzed past by her; some made a run for it right in front of her eyes, in a defiant manner. The turkeys marched out in a bouncing fashion. The cow took her sweet time finding her way to the enclosed pasture, while gracefully stomping her hooves on the muddy floor. Sara then patiently harvested several eggs and carefully placed them in the tall container, except for one. She already stuffed the container with straws to cushion the eggs from cracking. She got a jolt of excitement when two large goose eggs caught her attention. She hurriedly collected them and tucked them in the tall container. She placed the lone egg in the inner pocket of her jacket, like a precious stone. 

Back at the fire pit, she transferred the milk to a milk pail and let the leftover milk sit in the bucket. 

In no time, she cooked the white rice, boiled the egg, and steeped the tea by adding the loose tealeaves to the teakettle. She spread the tablecloth on the straw mat of their terrace before waking her husband up.

A bowl of warm white rice mixed with fresh milk and a hard-boiled egg were always pleasing to Toutak. Her own breakfast was barely anything; she was too busy to know what she was eating. While Toutak was busy with sipping his hot tea and smoking his rolled up tobacco, which were a die-hard habit of him, Sara went back inside to breastfeed Mazdak.

After Toutak left for work with a happy stomach, Sara prepared herself for her next job. Their goodbye lacked an eye contact, let alone a hug and kiss, as it wasn’t customary for the couples to express their affection for each other openly outside of the privacy of their home. 

Sara always addressed her husband by his surname, Chaloosi, for it was a tradition for women to express their respect to their spouse that way. The residents of the Fanoosak, including Sara’s family, all referred to him formally as Mr. Chaloosi. Of course, he was always Toutak to his family and close friends from Rang-a-Rang. 

She washed and put away the dishes. She paid a quick visit to Sanaz, her cousin, just next door. Upon return, she secured Mazdak firmly against her back with a long piece of cloth, like a pouch, allowing her hands to dangle free, but not for long. She grabbed the tall container with one hand and the milk pail with the other. She then headed to the open-air market, with Mazdak’s eyes still closed shut. 

Sara intended to find some of her cousins, nieces, and nephews among the vendors in the market. Bartering was very common among the villagers, and she hoped to make a bargain. On her part, she usually offered eggs, milk, various jams, rice, fruits, and vegetables in exchange for fish, meat, and the processed dairy products. 

The dairy farmers from the East Side Community were expert in large production of milk, yogurt, butter, cheese, and meat. The two communities usually swapped fresh produce for the dairy products.   

It was nice to see scores of women with a large round straw basket on top of their head, carrying freshly harvested vegetables and fruits. Many of them marched into the market with their baby on their back. Some of them also carried live fowl that were dangling upside down, with their feet tied up. It was very colorful to see a long row of women and children sitting side by side competing with each other over just a few pennies.  

In a strange way, the market brought a variety of the edible products under one roof, regardless of their origins—farmlands, orchards, barns, chicken coops, pastures, rivers, and the sea. The display of all those fresh and healthy nutrients in one place was heartwarming and comforting.    

To make a reasonable profit, the vendors needed to attract the customers to their stands any way they could. Some gave a quick pull on the sleeve of the unsuspecting shoppers, like a little nudge or prod. The majority of them, however, relied on their voice box for advertising. As a result, the market became a stage for a large crowd of men, women, and children who shouted from the top of their lungs to attract the customers.

At the end, the loud chatter of the barters mixed with the clucking and cackling of the birds on top of the baaing and bleating of the farm animals turned the market to a mad house. The busy venders and customers, ignorant of the whole excitement, continued with their daily bargaining and trading. It was a mad rush to get everything done. 

Sadly, the birds and livestock that brought so much zing to the market were all tightly bound and in distress.

It was amazing to see all that energy and enthusiasm at such early time of the day. The will for survival was the driving force behind all those fervor. Ironically, the villagers turned that hectic and indispensable daily ritual to a warm social event to keep their bonding stronger. For them, simple greetings and swapping pleasantries went a long way. Their smile prevailed isolation, their love ended loneliness, and their hopes tamed down solitude. They mastered the art of empathy and connectedness by their hugs and tugs. 

Judging by the happy and hopeful look on Sara’s face, it was very convincing that the market offered her a lot more than just one carp fish. For Mazdak, the whole experience was entertaining. His big brown eyes got wider as if he was taking in and absorbing as much as he could. No wonder by the end of their visit, he was exhausted of all those excitements. As a result, he fell back in a deep sleep in his cocoon, ingraining all those colorful memories in his mind.

Sara needed to make one more stop at the General Store before heading home. The store was located conveniently adjacent to the market, but she was hesitant to go there. Perhaps it had something to do with the way the store manager, Mash Safar, treated his customers. He had a reputation to be grouchy, unfriendly, and snoopy. Although he never harassed the patrons, his rugged appearance and crude manner caused an uneasy feeling in them, especially among the women. However, after her marriage, her view on Mash Safar changed a little bit. The sight of the store came to invoke a bittersweet feeling in her because of the dowry chest. She purchased her dowry set, including the much sought-after dowry chest, and later on, Mazdak’s wooden cradle from his store. 

She knew that she had to put aside her lingering feelings; thus, she got in and out quickly and fetched sugar, salt, tea, seasonings, a bag of tobacco, and a few candles.

––––––––
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MASH SAFAR GAINED THE reputation to be the eyes and ears of Fanoosak. Not a falling leaf could escape his prying encroachment as though his extra set of ears eavesdropped on the people and the pair of borrowed eyes remained watchful and suspicious of everyone’s behavior. He himself had quite an impenetrable background. Nobody knew a thing about him, but he was quite aware of the whereabouts of just about everybody in the village. 

The style of his business practice, on the other hand, was the talk of the town because he had a strong attachment to his abacus, daybook, cashbox, and the double brass-pan weighing scale. 

He was very quick to use his abacus to get the final tally for each customer, and even quicker to record the total sales transactions for each customer in his accounting journal or daybook. His handwriting was super quick. Of course, he granted credit lines exclusively to his reliable and trustworthy customers. He summoned those customers to his store at the end of each month to take care of the credit balance. 

He watched the cashbox like a hawk. Rumors had it that he never separated himself from his abacus or the daybook. Apparently, he took them home everyday. He simply dumped the contents of the cashbox in his coat’s pocket. He was living on the outskirts of Fanoosak, on the east side. Where did he live exactly? Well, nobody had the slightest clue. No surprise there!  

His appearance went hand in hand with his coarse personality and the combination was frightening enough to chase away the customers. His thick eyeglasses with its round frame made his beady little eyes more spiteful. Surprisingly, the frame went well with his caterpillar eyebrows, which held the frame tightly in place. He was short but his long black coat gave the opposite impression. His baggy coat concealed both his lean body and the worn out abacus in its inner deep pocket. He showed up at work with stubbly facial hair that complemented his shaggy hair. He always had a sheep hat on—thanks goodness.

With all fairness, the village’s only grocer was on top of his trade. He had a superb bookkeeping skill with laser sharp accuracy; moreover, he never overcharged his customers. He stayed away from the shady or unethical business practices. He ran a legitimate business and never engaged in a swindle.

He had just about anything his customers needed or wanted. He always stowed an adequate stock of the badly needed items, including sugar, cooking oil, tea, salt, spices,  seasonings, kerosene, wicks, candles, tobacco, and toiletry. He did a superb job at handling the dry goods. He offered limited palatable items, but had relegated the edible products to the market next door.

In one corner of his store, he stacked lanterns, kerosene lamps, and wooden baby cradles. He never let his store run out of the seeds and the essential farming and fishing tools. 

The village’s curious homemakers usually got together as a big clump and visited his store. That was a desperate attempt to protect themselves from his sharp tongue and condescending look. The women loved to go excitedly over his limited lines of apparels. Apparently, all that glamour offered them an uplifting feeling. His collection of the loose cloth rekindled a childish excitement in them. Unlike his rigid, boring, and dry exterior, Mash Safar did a good job in bringing in yards of cheap cotton fabrics with rich vibrant colors. Every piece of clothing that he offered got wrinkly after each wash. 

Those with a keen interest in chic clothes and the firmly pressed evening dresses, however, could only find them easily among the pages of the fashion magazines!  

The bride-to-be young women definitely visited the store to buy kitchenware items, such as dinnerware, cutlery, pots, pans, teakettles, and wooden utensils for their new home to impress the groom and his family.

Mash Safar kept a few dowry chests, the cream of the crop of the dowry set, in his store. Every dowry chest had a dark metal exterior, exuding strength, while artistically paint-decorated with an Eastern-style motif. The contrast between the black background and the colorful floral design made them pop up, and undoubtedly turned them to a memorable object. 

The young brides usually kept their jewelry set, wedding gifts, and the precious articles in it to show it off every now and then to their children. It always brought sweet memories of a bygone era to those who showed their dowry chest to their grandchildren. A lock kept the front latch securely shut at all times, which protected the contents within from the nosy eyes and those who were uncouth about the sentimental stuff. It was customary for the mothers to pass on the precious dowry chest to their oldest daughter when she became an eligible bachelorette. 

Other household items, such as woven straw mats, baskets, and hats were always in demand, but no worries there, Mash Safar had them on hand. The residents of the nearby communities were the number one purchaser of those articles. Although the villagers liked his rubber boots, many couldn’t afford them and thus resorted to the flat wooden slippers. A pair of flat foot-sized wood and two narrow stretches of thick rubber plus four needles all it took to make a pair of them. Despite their crude built, they were very effective against the damp and muddy walkways and the alleyways. Those wooden slippers resembled the Dutch wooden clogs and the traditional Japanese flip-flops, known as Geta sandals, but a toned-down version of them and more definitely a distant descendant of them. Their cheap price lent itself to be the overriding factor in choosing such awkward and clumsy footwear.

For the pupils, the stationery articles were the main items during the school season. They usually consisted of bamboo quill pens, inkwells, and pencils that left faint marks on the not-so-white papers of the notebooks. 

It was rather odd that he took upon himself and offered the school supplies in his store despite his grudge against the kids. He twisted their ears and showed them the exit door at the drop of a hat. He simply disliked those kids who were too hyperactive, too noisy, or too talkative, plus those who talked over him or asked too many questions. His list of discontent extended to include the kids who were slow, clingy, sensitive, shy, and most definitely the whiners. Many families decided to keep the kids away from him all together. 

The image of Mash Safar towering over the kids and menacing them was scary enough to wake them up screaming in the middle of the night. Seeing his blackened grinding teeth and hideous eyes, chasing them with a stick, only added to the potency of their nightmares.   
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