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For Nevzat Çelik


We are not many, certainly

We are not on the side of the many

We will never be on the side of the many …

—Nevzat Çelik, İtirazın İki Şartı

(Two Requirements of Protest)


DERDÂ



She was six years old and she was going to die that way. She was shaking but she was too scared to stop looking at the bug. A ceiling as vast as a field of sunflowers but all she saw was the bug. A bug the size of a sunflower seed. Its sharp legs were covered with hair and its antennae were as thin as eyelashes. Its body was so still it could have been a photograph of an insect and in the thick darkness it could have been a jet-black stain on the gray concrete. Black, the color of the girl’s eyes, bleary with fear.

She pulled the blanket up to her chin and held it tight in her sweaty fists. Any second the insect could fall on her face. She was on the top bunk of a ladderless bunk bed. The ceiling was less than half a meter above her. If she fell asleep her mouth would slip open and the insect would drop and slip through her teeth. Or first it would drop onto her blanket and crawl over her face and go up one of her nostrils and nibble away at whatever it could find. She quickly rolled over and peered over the bed trying to guess how far off the ground she was. But it wasn’t long enough to figure it out. She couldn’t make out the floor, so she turned back to the ceiling to watch the bug.

Of course it wasn’t the first time she’d seen an insect. She’d seen them on the walls at home, and on the walls in other people’s homes, too. She’d never set foot in any house without at least one bug on the wall. Her father told her they came up from the stream. She’d seen big insects that came up from the stream too. They crawled up onto the ceiling but they were too heavy and fell onto the stove. There were also little bugs—lice—that made them cut her hair off. She’d seen bugs that scurried away, disappearing into the walls, and others that waited patiently to be killed under the sacks of beets. She’d even seen a rat. And once, a wolf. A wolf a hundred times bigger than the bug with black eyes. But she wasn’t afraid of any of them. She never trembled or cried. But she hadn’t been alone. Although she wasn’t alone now either. There were thirty-five other kids in the dormitory. But they didn’t count. She didn’t know any of their names and it was too late to find out now. They were all asleep. She listened to their sleep. She could hear their breath get blocked in their stuffy noses. Kids wheezing in their sleep as they tossed and turned, kids flipping their pillows over as they tried to find a cool spot, kids scratching one foot with the heel of the other. No one was worried about the bug.

She had to move. She had to get down off the top bunk before the bug fell on her. But how? Why wasn’t there a ladder? The kid sleeping on the bottom bunk had pushed her up but she told her she’d have to do it herself next time. She sounded angry.

She pulled the blanket over her face. But the wool had become scratchy over the years and it scratched her cheek like thorns, and anyway, she knew it was a mistake to cover her head. Now she couldn’t see the bug. But it was still there. Just because you couldn’t see it didn’t mean it wasn’t there. Why hide where you couldn’t watch the enemy? It was much more dangerous. The bug could do anything and nobody would know. There was no surveillance.

Her face was dripping with sweat. The chicken pox rash on her temples started to itch. Her heart was pounding and her breath couldn’t keep up. She had to get away. She had to get away from that bug. She felt so alone. She had to find a way out, a way to get down. There had to be a way. Some way down. And then she decided. She chose the easy way out, the quick fix, the whatever happens happens. She threw off the blanket and she pushed herself into the void. She jumped into the emptiness.

When her forehead hit the floor it made the sound of a single clap. No one heard her neck break. When she hit the concrete her heart, beating like a hummingbird’s wings, stopped cold. She was six years old. And the crack in the ceiling, in the darkness, in her fear, that resembled a black bug was only a year older. It had been transforming into an insect every night for seven years. Once the corridor light was turned on and the ward’s door swung open it was nothing but a crack in the ceiling again.

Derdâ’s eyes opened at the sound of the clap and she saw the girl lying on the floor, her neck snapped back. Though it was dark and she couldn’t make out the face she knew who it was. A few hours ago she’d looked her in the eye and told her she had to sleep on the top bunk. She’d helped her clamber up and then told her she’d cut her tongue out if she complained. She’d said it loud enough for everyone to hear. Now the girl was lying on the floor right in front of her. She must have fallen. Or did she jump?

She took her hand out from under her pillow and nudged the girl’s arm. No reaction. She poked her shoulder. She looked up and scanned the ward from between the bunk bed’s iron bars to see if anyone else was awake. Not one head had popped up; relieved, she slowly got out of bed and kneeled next to the girl. She took her by the shoulders and turned her over; she was as light as a cat. Her little face was covered in blood. Derdâ lifted her head and looked around. Sure that no one was awake, she started to cry, biting her lower lip to muffle the sound. She sobbed in silence so no one would wake up.

The little girl was from Yatırca. Yatırca, infamous for its state-funded militia and its informants. Yatırca, as the children called it, the village of spies; Yatırca, those sons of bitches. It was forbidden to help anyone from Yatırca. Not even if they were dead. Derdâ didn’t tell the teacher on duty or do anything that night. She only cried. Slowly she moved away from the girl’s body and quietly slipped back into bed. She herself was from Yatırca and it had taken four years to make the other kids at school forget it.

The blanket hung down from the top bunk, a big triangle whose tip touched the floor. In the darkness Derdâ imagined the blanket was a sail and the bed was a boat. A sailboat that traveled by night. She had seen something like it once in a picture book. A book where colorful boats with white sails sailed over a deep blue sea. Little girls in yellow raincoats stood on deck, smiling as they sailed toward the horizon. A book where all the girls were happy. But it was just a book, some stupid book. Probably the dumbest book in the world, a bunch of crock. Those girls didn’t really exist. If they did, the book would be full of their happy photographs, not those phony watercolors.

“Lord, let me die in my dreams,” she whispered.

She was about to correct herself, and say “in my sleep,” but the boat of her bed sank into sleep. She was eleven years old. Ten and one.

“The dirty little Yatırca girl’s dead!”

Derdâ woke up wishing she had died in her sleep. She kept listening.

“She fell and split her head open! And that idiot Derdâ’s still asleep! Wake up! Get up!”

She knew that voice. It was Nazenin. Her father died six years ago. He was shot during an attack on a police station. The whole town demanded his dead body back, but their protest was forced to disband when Special Forces tanks rolled into town. So the organization took the matter of retrieving the corpse into their own hands. After nightfall they launched a rocket. But the terrible irony was that the rocket didn’t hit its target—the regional gendarme headquarters—but the building right next to it: Nazenin’s house. A slight error in calculation and two walls of their own dead man’s home were brought down and a sleeping baby was blown to pieces. In the end nobody could reclaim the body. There wasn’t even one to be reclaimed because it was buried into a pit near the police station and nature refused to give it back. The regional head of the organization apologized profusely to Nazenin’s family, but in the end they only paid half the promised blood money. People in the town paid the other half in the time-old currencies of honor and esteem. A loan from Ziraat Bank helped them rebuild the two walls, and later two more rooms were added to the house using the compensation money the family received as victims of an act of terror. Nazenin, the oldest daughter of the household, received her share of prominence and was selected resident supervisor in her ward of the regional boarding school. And the whole town agreed that it was lucky the baby was a girl and there would be no blood feud.

Derdâ opened her eyes when Nazenin shook her.

“The girl from Yatırca fell off the bed last night. Wake up, Miss Yeşim is calling you.”

She couldn’t speak so she just nodded her head. She sat up and set her feet on the floor but quickly pulled them away. She lifted her head and looked at Nazenin towering above her and heard just what she expected to hear.

“Clean that up!”

There was blood on the bottom of her feet.

“Didn’t I tell you that girl was to sleep on the bottom bunk?”

Yeşim was posted to the regional boarding school five months before. When she first saw the enormous school building she recoiled in fear, and when she had learned there were only four teachers responsible for four hundred and thirty students she had trouble convincing her feet to move forward. But what could she do? She had to wait another five years to be reappointed to another school.

“I’m talking to you. Do you hear me?”

If only she worked at a school where she could say, “I’m going to speak to your parents!” But here if she called in the students’ legal guardians, they came toting AK-47s and asked her if she had any problems with their protection, “dear miss teacher,” with every implication that they could stop “looking after her” whenever they wanted. There were no lazy, naughty, bad students in this school. The parents considered the teachers agents of the state who brainwashed their children. They’d even claim teachers came and snatched their babies out of their arms. The children whose fathers were martyred taking arms against government forces were then subjected to torture, being taught social sciences, mathematics, and Turkish. Homework and written exams were forms of abuse. Why should a girl who at fourteen years old was beyond marriageable age associate with male teachers? They should be home married to men of that age. And these schools flaunted their religious beliefs. But what else could you do with them? The organization couldn’t always watch over you. If you were abandoned there was nowhere to run but the state. Children found playing with rabid dogs in front of houses made out of dung were thrown into Yeşim’s arms. And she received them with open arms. And then with no shame whatsoever she grabbed you by the shoulders and shook you.

“Derdâ, answer me! Do you understand what you’ve done?”

But was there a Derdâ who could answer? Was there anything left? What part of her was eleven years old? Her legs, her nails, her sunken cheeks? What part of her was still a child? The strands of hair that escaped from her braids like wisps of steam, the cracked soles of her feet that would never heal?

“All right, Derdâ. It’s all right. Go to the dining hall and have breakfast. And wash your hands and face.”

Twenty-six-year-old Yeşim was as much a teacher as Derdâ was a child. She released her grip from Derdâ’s frail shoulders. In a final attempt she grabbed her chin and lifted her face. Maybe if she could look her in the eye … a house cat and a street cat staring each other down, barely a hand’s distance apart. Yeşim gave up. Derdâ’s sealed lips won.

“We’ll talk later.”

Yeşim watched the little girl disappear out the door as she opened the top drawer of her desk and took out a pack of cigarettes. She pulled out a cigarette and a lighter. She lit the cigarette and the smoke poured out of her mouth and covered her face. Her eyes welled up. At the first drag she considered running away. She thought of stepping out of the building, passing through the garden, walking out of the iron gates, and running to the village; then from town she’d catch a minibus and get the fuck out of here. A few more drags and she’d returned. She stubbed the cigarette out in a glass ashtray. But it didn’t go out; smoke kept rising from the crushed butt. She tried again. Then again, her fingertips turning black. Ash got stuck under her nails. But the cigarette was still smoking. She didn’t look at it anymore. She closed her eyes and just sat, waiting. Whatever, it didn’t matter what happened anymore. Earthquake, fire, avalanche, any disaster. A pen with a divine tip to write a full stop to everything. She waited. And then it happened.

The rickety door to her office opened without a knock. It was Nezih, the assistant director. He poked his head into the room and looked through his glasses at the young teacher slumped in her seat, her eyes closed, and this during office hours.

“Miss Yeşim, are you sleeping?”

Her eyes blinked opened.

“The girl’s family can’t come. The village road is blocked. For the time being the body will be stored in the meat refrigerator in the kitchen, until the gendarme comes. Ok, enough now, go down to the dining hall. The children shouldn’t be left unsupervised.”

This was unlike any of the disasters she’d been contemplating, but a dead child kept in the meat refrigerator was grisly enough to be disastrous. Whatever she had in her chest contracted. Her stomach and abdomen turned hard as stone. Her body felt heavy, like she had swallowed a stone. She didn’t stand up but she just knew Nezih would insist. And he did.

“Yeşim Hanım, we don’t have the time to wait for you. Let’s go.”

Smoke was still wafting up out of the ashtray. She watched the rising smoke disperse. She thought, So this is how people lose themselves. And then she stopped thinking. She picked up the glass ashtray and hurled it at Nezih. It smashed into the door and Nezih retreated into the corridor. Yeşim grabbed a heavy stapler and hurled it at him. Then a penholder, a notepad, a 500-page book. And then the exam sheets were fluttering around the room like wild birds, crashing into each other before they fell. Nezih called to her from behind the door.

“Yeşim Hanım! Yeşim! Hey!”

But Yeşim wasn’t listening. Her eyes halted on the desk set, a gift from her mother. A fountain pen, a ballpoint pen, and a letter opener. She held the letter opener high and plunged it down into her stomach. There would be no more problems if she died. But unfortunately, she survived.

On the day a student died and a teacher tried to kill herself, the school was trying to make its guest in camouflage feel welcome. The gendarmes were telling jokes but the students weren’t laughing. The captain pretended to listen to the headmaster. Nezih rubbed his temples but he didn’t have a headache. Derdâ chewed her food but she couldn’t swallow. Yeşim lay on the infirmary’s only cot wanting to die, but still very much alive.

Decisions were made, orders were given. The gendarme would take Yeşim and the child’s body to town where they would receive professional attention. It was an unusual situation. The school’s center of gravity had shifted as the children were left unsupervised.

Like a boat rocked by a sudden wave it swayed to the left and to the right, but Derdâ was the only one in the schoolyard who felt nauseated. The others kept their balance, but Derdâ fell like she was falling into the sea. She didn’t drown, but they rolled her facedown so she wouldn’t swallow her tongue. It didn’t seem like she’d collapsed, it seemed like she’d just lain down.

When she came to she smelled Yeşim. She lifted her head to look for her teacher. But the infirmary was empty. She was lying on the cot where Yeşim had been. She couldn’t hold her head up for very long. She rubbed her head into the pillow, crushing her hair into the pillow, but there wasn’t a sound. Even if there was, Derdâ wouldn’t have heard through her tears.

In one day she had caused both a death and a suicide. She squeezed her eyes shut but still she saw Yeşim and the girl from Yatırca. Maybe Derdâ didn’t have an extra kidney, but she had double the consciences and the extra pains that came with them. She might not go down in medical history as the first person to have a double conscience, but still it was all too much for her little body. She felt like she would never be able to get out of bed.

“They’re going to put me in prison,” she whispered. “The gendarme will figure it out and they’ll throw me in prison!”

But even before the gendarme there was another institution to be afraid of. The oldest institution in the world. Family. Or at least half of it. Mother. She didn’t have a father. He had left for Istanbul four days after he’d gotten her mother pregnant and he never came back. That was twelve years ago. At least he was thoughtful enough to leave her mother pregnant so she wouldn’t be left alone.

They’d married in the presence of God, an imam, and two witnesses, but then everyone else left and she was left with only God. And God would only come help her at the end of her life. It was her one and only prayer. “God, please take my life away so that I will be saved!” Eventually God would hear her—the miracle of death comes to us all—but she was not a patient woman. She married Derdâ off before the girl even had breasts. She was all out of patience. She’d waited eleven years. For the first two years they’d stayed with her husband’s family, cursing her all the way for not having a boy. The rest of those years were spent cleaning the teachers’ residence in town where she’d escaped with her daughter. But she felt dirty. And she was wasting time. Her twisted body was sick of following a bucket up and down the three floors of the teachers’ residence, sick of destroying her knees, grinding them against the floor, sick of the bleach gnawing away at her hands. She wanted to get back to the village. Build a house, get a few animals.

Her daughter didn’t want to stay at school anyway. If she did, she wouldn’t have fainted like that in the school garden, now would she? The assistant director would not have called her to tell her to come and see her daughter. That scumbag assistant director, does he have any idea how much the minibus costs? Is he the one scrubbing the teachers’ toilets? Is he the one coughing his lungs out from inhaling all that hydrochloric acid? She’d take her daughter out of school. If they tried to stop her, she’d kidnap her. She’d find a way. Then they’d go back to the village. In the end, she was one of us after all. Maybe she didn’t have any money, but she did have Derdâ. Her relatives would help her find a way. Who wouldn’t want an innocent eleven-year-old girl? If only they gave her a house and a few animals, she’d let Derdâ go just like that. She’d marry and make her mother comfortable. After all, a child owes it to her mother.

“Sister Saniye!”

She peeled her head away from the minibus window. She shook her thoughts away and gave the driver her fare. As they drove through the school gates she decided that on the way back Derdâ would sit on her lap so she wouldn’t have to pay for her.

“Sister, your daughter’s ill. But don’t worry, it’s nothing serious. Forgive us for making you come out all this way. But the girl will be so pleased just to see you.”

Nezih spoke to Saniye. Then it was Saniye’s turn. It was her turn to speak.

“Let me take my daughter, sir. I’ll take her back to the village for a week. So she can rest. She’ll feel better and then I’ll bring her back.”

Nezih’s mind was on Yeşim. He was thinking that some people just never get used to it. Some people just never get used to this part of the country. It was obvious, he thought, there was a strangeness about her from the day she arrived. She wasn’t right in the head. Why else would someone try to kill themself?

“What do you say, sir?”

“How’s that?”

“The girl, let me take her to the village for a week.”

“To the village? To Yatırca? But the road’s blocked.”

“No, I’ll take her to Kurudere.”

Nezih wasn’t interested and he didn’t extend the conversation any longer than he had to. His mind was on Yeşim. On her breasts to be more precise. He was thinking of that night he had touched them. That night in Yeşim’s room when he sat on the chair by the side of her bed. That night he pressed one hand over the girl’s mouth and pressed the other on her breasts. That night he looked into Yeşim’s eyes and whispered, “I’ll have you shot, they won’t even be able to find your corpse!” That night Yeşim trembled in icy fear. He was thinking of that dark room where he came on the girl’s face and told her as he left not to worry, that he wouldn’t fuck her. But Yeşim was gone. Who was he going to touch now? Who was going to be a good girl and go clean her face off and act like nothing happened? Who could be more of a coward than Yeşim? The girls in their last year? Or the younger girls? Nazenin passed him by. Nazenin with her blond hair. Why not? he thought. He felt better.

“All right, take the girl. But make sure she’s back in a week.”

“God bless you, sir.”

Nezih didn’t like having his hand kissed. He held Saniye by her shoulders and made her stand up. A beautiful woman, he thought. If only she didn’t smell like bleach.

Derdâ couldn’t understand. She asked again.

“A whole week?”

Saniye was taking the girl’s belongings out of her closet in the ward and packing them into two bags. She looked at Derdâ.

“The assistant principal gave us permission.”

“But I have school work.”

Saniye looked into Derdâ’s eyes.

“You can catch up when you come back.”

“So I’ll be back a week from today?”

Saniye looked deep into Derdâ’s eyes.

“Yes, my girl, what should we do in the village? I got a week off myself.”

Better than being arrested, Derdâ thought. Better than being taken away by the gendarmes. She thought of her school books. She was having some problems with fractions. She’d have lots of time in the village to figure them out.

“Wait, let me go get my books from the classroom.”

This time Saniye remained silent. She only looked up as the girl left, staring at the girl’s long braid that bounced and swayed with every step. They will like her, she said to herself. And she smiled.

The classroom was empty. Derdâ opened her desk and took out her books and notebooks. She carefully slipped them into her bag. She hated it when the corners of the pages got bent. She was about to pack her math book when Nazenin came in.

“Where are you going?”

“My mother came. We’re going to the village,” said Derdâ. Whenever she was alone with Nazenin she felt a concentrated fear pounding in her forehead. She started to pack quickly so the fear wouldn’t burst. She didn’t even notice she was crumpling the pages.

“When are you coming back?”

“A week from today.”

Nazenin was acting strangely. Her voice didn’t have a trace of its usual violence. Usually it was like getting punched when she spoke to you. She never had to use her fists. But now she was only watching. Silently. Derdâ was trying to zip up her overloaded bag, and she just watched. Nazenin was fifteen years old. In some places that’s the same as twenty-five.

“You’re coming back, right?” she asked.

Derdâ didn’t know how to react to this sudden interest. She hadn’t yet learned how to speak confidently.

“Of course I’m coming back. My mother said so. I’m coming back next week.”

Derdâ slung her bag over her shoulder and took a step. But Nazenin blocked her path at just a comfortable slap distance away. Nazenin was a thick book taller than Derdâ but Derdâ stood up tall to make up the difference. For a few heartbeats Derdâ saw Nazenin, and Nazenin saw all the girls like Derdâ who had left. Not one had come back. And not one had ever known she wasn’t coming back. She would go, too, when the day came. She would follow her uncle and never come back to this school ever again. She would leave. Leave and never come back. Nazenin stepped out of the way. Derdâ walked away. She wondered whether she should turn back and wave. But the thought scared her and she couldn’t do it.

“Hey, Yatırca girl!”

Derdâ froze. She turned around. She saw a hand. A hand in the air. Nazenin’s palm. A wave. And Derdâ smiled for the first time that day, maybe even that week.

Derdâ took small steps so she wouldn’t slip on the slushy snow. Her legs ached and her ears were already red from the cold. She was listening to her mother.

“You wanted to bring all those books and now look, you can’t walk.”

“Are we going to Kurudere?”

“We’re going to your aunt’s. Do you remember your Aunt Mübarek? That’s where we’re going.”

They had to get to the main road and get on the minibus before the biting cold went to their heads. Saniye warmed herself by talking.

“What happened at school today? They were all talking about something, but I didn’t understand what.”

Derdâ stared out in front of her. She wanted to press her face into her mother’s chest. Out of shame, and because of the cold.

“There was a girl from our village. She fell off the bed and died. The gendarmes came. And Teacher Yeşim …”

But those who warm themselves up by talking don’t listen. Saniye had already lifted her arms in the air and was fluttering like a silly bird to flag down a passing minibus.

When the white door slid open the warmth of the bodies inside hit their faces. They stepped up the single step and sat down. Derdâ didn’t have to sit in her mother’s lap after all because the driver didn’t ask for Derdâ’s fare. He was a distant relative of Saniye’s. One of those endless, useless, good-for-nothing relatives.

The snow that had piled up on their collars melted and slid down the backs of their necks. The warm smell of the breath of fifteen people packed into a small minibus made them sleepy.

Their eyelids lowered and their frozen eyelashes melted and softened. Derdâ was sitting at the very back between her mother and an old man. Her head made pillows of their shoulders. The little girl fell asleep. As she slept she got smaller. And as she got smaller she had nightmares. She held the dead girl from Yatırca in her arms and cried until she woke up. When she woke up she didn’t remember anything.

“Sister Saniye!”

They were in Kurudere.



Kurudere looked more like a rugged, undulating piece of land than a village. Smoke rose up from the windowed humps and stained the white sky. There were no streets or addresses in Kurudere. There were only man-made humps huddling close together for protection from the cold. And people lived inside, although just barely. Forty-three households, all right under each other’s noses. The Kender branch of the Aleyzam tribe. The broken one. The good-for-nothing one. A place good for the carcasses of dead ants and nothing else. Where Sheik Gazi didn’t even bother to stop by. A very dry stream. So dry that it wasn’t really there. Maybe it never had been. Or maybe, seeing the village, it had changed course.

People don’t speak in Kurudere. They grumble when they’re angry and they mutter when they pray; between there is silence. And ravens. And the loudspeaker of the mosque: “People of Kurudere, His Highness Sheik Gazi Hoca Efendi is going to visit Girinti village. We will go welcome him. The minibuses will leave at nine o’clock tomorrow morning.” Then crackling from the speaker and perhaps a cough or two from the imam. Then silence again. As if nothing existed. As if everyone were holding their breath. Forty-three households. Forty-three homes, each like a cracked jar full of mystery.

“Sister, it’s us.”

Mübarek looked at Saniye and Derdâ looked at Mübarek. Mübarek was so fat you couldn’t see the door behind her, though the doors in Kurudere were so small you had to bend over to go inside. A head poked out from behind Mübarek. A girl about Derdâ’s age who came up to the fat woman’s chest came out.

“What’s going on, Saniye?” said Mübarek, or rather, grumbled.

“Aren’t you going to invite us in? Let us in so we can sit down for a while.”

Mübarek moved out of the way like a door opening, and the four of them went into one of the humps. It was like being buried alive.

“She’s grown so much!” said Saniye as she stroked Fehime’s head. She was Mübarek’s youngest daughter.

“She’s eleven,” said Mübarek.

“Derdâ’s eleven, too.”

Mübarek got right to the point.

“What are you here for, Saniye?”

Saniye was ready. She had thought about what she was going to say on the minibus.

“They kicked us out of the teachers’ residence. And the girl’s sick. I have no one else to turn to, where could I go? I don’t have anyone but you.”

Mübarek’s response was ready, too, but was threadbare from being used for so many years.

“You should have thought about that before you married that guy from Yatırca. What happened to that dog—any news?”

“No, sister. No news, nothing. I hope he’s dead.”

“İnşallah!”

They fell silent. They looked at each other. Mostly Fehime. She looked at Saniye. She looked at Derdâ. They examined each other like animals until the tea was ready.

As Fehime poured the tea, Mübarek switched legs; the one she’d been sitting on had gone numb. She said, “Let’s wait until Ebcet comes home. Maybe he knows someone at the teachers’ residence.”

Saniye looked at Fehime as she warmed her hands around her tea glass.

“Fehime, show Derdâ around the village.”

Fehime saw her mother nod approval and she walked toward the door. Derdâ followed her. When the door closed behind them Saniye began to speak.

“I want her to get married. Do you know anyone? That’s why I brought her here.”

Mübarek’s mouth gaped open in laughter; she looked like a hippopotamus. Then she closed her mouth and spoke: “So? First you send the girl to school, and now you want a husband for her! Who would want a girl who’s been to school? Poor girl, she’s no good anymore!”

Saniye had already considered this, but what could she have done? They had nothing; she had to send her away to state school. To boarding school. Would she give her up to the state if she could have looked after her herself?

“What could I have done, sister? I had no choice but to send her away. But it’s over now. I got her back. She’s not going back to school. What’s the situation here? Is there anyone suitable, someone with means?”

Mübarek leaned back against the wall covered in carpets. She thought as she stared at the ceiling: What if Ebcet wanted Saniye? What if Saniye stayed here for good? What if Saniye doesn’t have enough money to go anywhere else? If Derdâ marries someone decent, Saniye will get the bride’s price and she’ll leave. Then she spoke and told Saniye one by one what the ceiling had told her.

Fehime saw the hem of Derdâ’s school uniform hanging down from under her coat. She knew the color well. It was the color of school.

“Do you know how to read?”

Derdâ took some snow in her hands, pressed it into a ball, and threw it between two humps.

“Of course I know how to read. I’m in fifth year. Don’t you go to school?”

Fehime was trying to scrape off the snow stuck under her rubber boots with a broken branch.

“No.”

They fell silent. There was nothing else to say.

“Do you think it would work?”

Saniye was excited. She could practically see a few animals and a house already.

“Of course it would. It’ll be spring in a few weeks. They’ll all come. They’ll come to kiss Sheik Gazi’s hand.”

Saniye was even more excited.

“So they really come from so far away?”

“Of course they do. Just be patient. I’ll talk to Ebcet, too. He’ll find a way.”

Saniye’s heart was pounding.

“You swear it’s true?”

“I swear, they come every year. They get girls from the village and leave. And they pay lots of money. But tell me something. Let’s say you get the money—what will you do?”

“Forgive me, sister, but I wouldn’t stay here.”

Mübarek felt happy for the first time since her sister arrived. She was so happy that she stood up and filled Saniye’s empty tea glass herself.

“I’ll go to Tomurcuk … Animals … House … A nice spot …”

Mübarek didn’t listen. She didn’t care about the rest.

Ebcet studied the newcomers closely as he drew the first drag of his cigarette. Mübarek and Saniye had settled themselves in a dark corner of the room like cockroaches, whispering to one another. Derdâ was teaching Fehime how to write her name. Why the hell did they have to come now? thought Ebcet. Two more mouths to feed. He hardly earned enough to feed himself. What were they going to eat, this woman and her bastard daughter? If he threw them out, he would be disgraced in the eyes of the villagers. What did Sheik Gazi say? You should be a father to the fatherless. But how? The snack shop was not doing well. Sales were down since the gendarme started cracking down on smuggled cigarettes. Nobody’s business was good in the village. His thoughts made him worry and he stood up. Everybody fell silent. Except Mübarek.

“Do you want something?”

“Come with me.”

Mübarek followed her husband. They left the house and went out into the cold. Ebcet lit another cigarette off the one he was smoking.

“When are they leaving?”

“That’s what I wanted to tell you,” said Mübarek. “Saniye wants Derdâ to marry. Maybe you could tell Sheik Gazi’s son. Someone might come up.”

Ebcet held the smoke in his throat and looked at Mübarek in the dark. God had seen him! He exhaled all his worries with the smoke leaving his mouth.

“All right, I’ll speak to him. How old is she?”

“Eleven,” said Mübarek.

“Maşallah,” said Ebcet.

The approach to Girinti village looked like a car lot. People from all over had come to see Sheik Gazi. They gathered together in the village square kissing the old people’s hands and offering each other cigarettes. They hardly had time to speak. Then a six-year-old boy shouted, “They’re here!”

A caravan of four cars twice as long as normal cars pulled up into the village. The crowd swarmed the cars. The villagers had already decided among themselves who would be the first to kiss the Gazi’s feet. The chosen ones waited for the doors to open. Which car was Sheik Gazi in? Who would be the one lucky enough to kiss his feet first? Which door would he come out of? No one could see a damn thing through the tinted windows!

When Ebcet cried “Allah” all the people waiting to kiss the Gazi’s feet glared at him with blind jealousy, forgetting entirely about the person that was about to step out of the just-opened door. Sheik Gazi was slow to get out of the car; he was eighty-one, after all. His feet came first and Ebcet caught them before they could touch the ground and kissed them, though he couldn’t see exactly what he was kissing, the end of his robe or the leather of his shoe. Then he felt a hand on his head. Sheik Gazi’s hand. Ecbet was still kneeling. The old man supported himself against his head like a walking stick and slowly got out of the car. But Ebcet’s mission wasn’t done. He stood up and took hold of Sheik Gazi’s hands, kissing them before touching them to his forehead. Both hands. Tears ran from his eyes. Once more God had smiled on this poor servant! He knew that everyone was watching him. They all wished they were him. The whole Aleyzam tribe, the whole Hikmet Tariqat, everyone. Two thin hands took his cheeks and raised his head. Then he looked into Sheik Gazi’s eyes. Time stopped for a few seconds. Then the same hands lowered Ebcet’s head and Sheik Gazi touched his lips on the forehead before him. Roses bloomed on Ebcet’s brow.

Gido Agha, sixty-one, was the head of the Aleyzam tribe. He controlled a large share of the diesel oil the tribe smuggled over the Iranian border. He didn’t trust Sheik Gazi, an old, senile man that he nevertheless had to tolerate. The Aleyzam tribe was a flock of men that had worked as government-sponsored militia for five years before flipping sides and becoming terrorists fighting against the government, choosing sides according to the political climate at the time. Gido Agha was their shepherd. He lived in a villa the size of ten houses. Like every other house in the region, it had a room reserved for honored guests. Sheik Gazi had already dozed off in the guest room, still in his white robe and turban. He was very old. He hardly spoke, or listened for that matter. His function was that of a flag; he was placed somewhere prominent for these village visits, and used as a focal point for people to gather around. While Sheik Gazi billowed in the wind, his son Hıdır Arif handled the affairs of the Tariqat.

Tayyar was the only one in the room who was standing. He was a judo master, made more of muscle and sinew than flesh and bones. He stood behind Sheik Gazi, his eyes recording everything like two cameras; the intensity of his gaze suggested he was trying to detect dust particles in the air. He was six foot four and weighed well over two hundred pounds. His arms bulged out from under his robe but his forehead was too narrow for his face. He had a mangled nose and fingers thick like the barrel of a gun. He kept his hands clasped under his sash. He was Sheik Gazi’s adopted son and he’d been with him since he was seven. He was Palestinian. His mother, father, and four sisters were killed by Israeli bombs, and when three million Palestinians fled in the aftermath of the Six-Day War, members of the Hikmet Tariqat helped him cross the border into Turkey and introduced him to Sheik Gazi. His dark, seven-year-old eyes had deeply affected the Sheik, who said, “Cry as much as you want my child, for you will never weep again.”

From that day on he was sheltered in the shadow of Sheik Gazi, growing up under his wing. He became the eyes, mouth, and fist of his spiritual father, visiting every city and town in the country, whispering the words of Sheik Gazi into the ears of members of the Hikmet Tariqat, communicating his orders and his demands. As the years passed, Sheik Gazi became more and more withdrawn and Tayyar became the old man’s sole messenger, traveling the world to never cry again.

The Hikmet Tariqat differed from other religious sects in the region because their sheik was homeless. Hikmet Tariqat members did not have a particular medrese, nor did they frequent any dervish lodge. Homeless Sheik Gazi was born a refugee to the world and he would die one, too. He didn’t own a home and he wasn’t an officially registered resident of anywhere. He moved from one disciple’s home to another every three months, living on whatever was offered him. Homelessness was the founding principle of the Hikmet Tariqat. In their eyes, borders between states were fictitious. They didn’t believe in nation states. There were only believers and non-believers. Their members were scattered all over the world. Homeless. Although being homeless didn’t mean one couldn’t own property; there were not a few title deeds in Hıdır Arif’s name. Hıdır Arif lived in Istanbul but also spent time in London, waiting for his father to die. Most of the year he was in Istanbul, in a neighborhood called Çemendağ. He owned 221 of the 226 buildings in the neighborhood. The remaining five had been built illegally without municipal permission. His plan was to apply pressure on the municipality to have those five buildings demolished as soon as possible. There was also a mosque in Çemendağ. But Hıdır Arif did his best to ensure that the mosque couldn’t reach the Hikmet Tariqat members.

But more than anything else Hıdır Arif was a businessman. A businessman who owned a supermarket chain in London and livestock somewhere near Hamburg, and who managed construction projects in Istanbul. He was busy. And it made him angry when he had to leave everything at the drop of a hat to parade his father through villages like a circus animal. But the believers couldn’t rest easy until they’d seen their flag. When they were restless they called Hıdır Arif to complain: “We paid the last installment, but our houses still aren’t finished.” They complained all the time. Endless complaints. Men like Ebcet, now kneeling before him, never stopped bothering him. What did the fool want from him now?

“I have a girl, my niece. She’s eleven. An appropriate …”

“You have a photograph?” asked Hıdır Arif.

Lost in his own troubles, Ebcet wasn’t listening and didn’t understand.

“What?”

Hıdır Arif sighed and repeated his question; a businessman needed patience.

“Take her photograph and send it to me. We’ll look into it.”

“May God bless you, may God grant …”

“Alright then,” said Hıdır Arif and he cast his eyes about the room. He noticed the wrinkles on Gido Agha’s face, like knife wounds, and then the saliva dribbling from his father’s lips. He watched the men genuflecting before him, whispering into each other’s ears. Hıdır Arif was forty-four. He had three wives and eight children. He’d graduated from Princeton with a degree in economics. He left for the United States sixteen years ago, swearing never to return to Turkey. Why would he? To sit beside a good-for-nothing like Gido Agha in a cesspool of a town like Girinti? This wasn’t for him—villages and villagers. I’ll transfer everything to London, and I’ll never come back, he thought. Then he thought of the view of the Thames from his office in London and he smiled. Gido noticed it and gave Hıdır Arif a tough but friendly tap on the knee.

Squatting on the ground with her face in her hands, Fehime bit her lips as she watched Derdâ being photographed. She was tired of feeling jealous. She’d have to get used to watching; she was condemned to do it all her life. She’d watch until she lost her mind, her insanity rising until she died. Like all the other village girls, Fehime was nothing but a pair of eyes, eyes that opened at birth and closed at death. Her mouth, her voice, served no purpose at all.

Checking that no one else was around, Ebcet said, “Uncover your head.” Derdâ undid her black headscarf and left it around her neck. A long black braid of hair slid down her back like an exotic snake. Ebcet had bought his camera from the only white goods shop in town and they had warned him: “There has to be enough light—it won’t work without light.” Now under a dull sky, Ebcet did his best to position Derdâ’s face toward the light. At the same time, he thought of how her buyer would reimburse him for the camera. Not only would he pay him for the machine, but he’d have to be the one to shoulder the sin of making an eleven-year-old girl uncover her head. And of course that would mean more money.

It was the first time Derdâ had had her picture taken and she didn’t know if she should smile or not. But she wanted to so in the end she couldn’t help it and smiled. Ebcet couldn’t help himself and slapped her.

“You’ll make me a sinner! Now go inside!” Fehime couldn’t help but laugh and he barked, “You, too!”

The girls quickly disappeared behind the door. Ebcet mumbled to himself as he turned the camera over in his hands: “How do you turn this damn thing off?”

The time when taking a picture was considered sinful was long gone.

A month had passed since the pictures were taken. It was spring. The snow was melting, and patches of the earth were emerging over the countryside.

“Don’t cry anymore. Don’t you see that I’m sick, too? But you don’t even care. Here, have some soup. Come on now,” Saniye said.

Saniye set the bowl down beside Derdâ and left the room. She found Mübarek burying potatoes in the ash at the bottom of the stove and said, “The girl’s sick as well.”

“She’ll get used to it.”

“She’s so thin, she’ll die. She won’t eat.”

“She’ll eat, she’ll have to. There’s not much time left anyway. They’ll be here next week. And then you’ll find peace …” She stopped herself before she said, “and so will I.”

The next morning Derdâ woke up and figured it must be the day she was returning to school; she woke up early, got her things together, then waited an hour for her mother to open her eyes. In that hour, she thought about the girl from Yatırca, about her teacher Yeşim, and only when she thought of how Nazenin had waved to her as she left could she drive away the knot in her throat. But her reverie abruptly came to an end when Saniye woke up and saw her.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she snapped.

“Aren’t we going back to school?”

She felt like she’d died and come back to life when Saniye said, “You won’t be going to school anymore.”

Saniye stood up. “Let me have a look at you.” She went into Derdâ’s room and saw that the soup bowl was empty. She was pleased. The little girl wasn’t going to starve herself to death. But then she noticed a stain on the wall. A dripping stain. She’d thrown her soup at the wall. She slapped Derdâ with the back of her hand.

From then on, the girl was kept prisoner. She lived deep in the corner of the room. An iron ring circled her ankle and was attached to an iron chain. The chain was fastened to a ring nailed into the wall. Four times Derdâ had tried to escape. But they’d always found her. Everyone was tired of her causing trouble so they chained her to the wall. She’d heard she was going to be married off. So there was something else for Fehime to be jealous about. Fehime bit her lips even more when she learned where Derdâ would be going after she got married. Not that she knew where such a place even was. She only knew it was somewhere far from here.

Saniye felt remorseful for striking her. She knew she only had a week to train Derdâ, and they’d send her back if she was violent toward her husband. She knelt down beside the little girl and hugged her.

“Don’t be scared, my child. I’m only thinking of you. I’m doing all of this for your own well-being. Look at the state we are in. How can I look after you? I also married when I was your age.”

But she was lying—she got married at thirteen.

“Mother,” Derdâ said. “I’ll never see you again.”

“That’s not true. I’ll come visit you. You’ll go first and then I’ll come to see you later.”

She was telling the truth. At least she believed she was, because she had the shortest lasting but most infectious human malady: hope.

They cried together and this helped. Derdâ didn’t throw her second bowl of soup against the wall. She even ate some bread. Mübarek was right. The girl was adjusting. Like everyone else in the world who kept on living even though they knew all too well that one day they would die.

The following day Derdâ’s chain was removed and the mark around her ankle rubbed with balm. Two days later Mübarek took her measurements and sewed a dress from some dark red fabric that Ebcet had brought. Fehime went quiet and never spoke again. Three days later Derdâ’s braid was undone and her hair was washed and combed. Four days later Derdâ burned her notebooks and books in the stove. Five days later Ebcet was arrested by the gendarme for selling contraband cigarettes. Six days later he was set free. Seven days later, late in the afternoon, there was a knock on the door.

A young man and an old man in religious robes entered the house. The old man’s beard reached down to his chest, but the young man’s beard was only a little below his chin. Ebcet kissed the old man’s hand and the two men exchanged greetings. The young man remained silent. “He doesn’t speak,” said the old man. They sat around the low wooden table. Mübarek and Saniye served soup. They waited for the women to leave the room before they began to speak.

The old man’s name was Ubeydullah and the young man’s name was Bezir and he was his son. Ubeydullah spoke and Ebcet and Bezir listened.

“We cannot stay long, Ebcet. With God’s permission, we will take the girl and go to Istanbul. The marriage will take place there. We’ll return after we handle some business there. No one takes proper care of our shops while we’re away. We need to get there as soon as possible.”

Was it time to call Derdâ in and show her to them? How much would they pay? Ebcet nodded his head as he calculated possible figures. But first he had to exchange social graces.

“How is the High Sheik? Did you have a chance to see him? Is he in good health?”

“He is in fine health. You do have an ID card for the girl, correct?”

The very words were a comfort to Ebcet. Ubeydullah was obviously as eager to finish the job as he was.

“Yes. Everything is in order as agreed. Shall I call her in?”

“No,” Ubeydullah said. He took an envelope from beneath his robe and handed it to Ebcet. “First, take this.”

Ebcet took the envelope. What was he supposed to do? Should he count the money then and there? It was his first time selling a girl. His own two daughters had committed suicide seven years ago. On the same day. The very same morning. Side by side. With the very same rifle. First one, then the other. And Fehime’s turn had not yet come. Seeing him hesitate, Ubeydullah laughed.

“Come on, open it. Open it and see.”

How easy it was to do business with such a worldly man! Ebcet opened the envelope and counted the banknotes one by one, shifting them from one hand to the other. His breathing quickened as he counted. It was all there in his hand. The cost of the camera, the atonement for the sin he had committed, Saniye’s share, his own share. He didn’t know what to say. He began to mutter, “May God make it so …”

When Ubeydullah stood up, Bezir followed his father.

“We should be going. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

Before Ubeydullah could finish, Ebcet turned toward the inner room and shouted, “Mübarek! Bring her in.”

The door swung open and Derdâ stepped into the room. Mübarek held her by her shoulders and pushed her forward. Only Derdâ’s eyes were visible. First she looked at Ubeydullah. She felt fear well up inside her. Then she saw Bezir. And the fear redoubled. She turned her head and held her hand out to her mother now standing beside her. Saniye took her hand and then let it go. Derdâ had a few things packed in her school bag: her dark red dress, underwear, and a pair of shoes. Bezir took the bag from Saniye and followed Ubeydullah to the door. He didn’t look at Derdâ once. Mübarek shoved Derdâ forward and then turned and looked at Saniye. They were both crying, but tears couldn’t change anything now.

Bezir opened the back door of the car and stood waiting for Ubeydullah to get Derdâ’s ID card from Ebcet. Derdâ took a few steps forward then collapsed an arm’s distance from the car. She was wearing a black chador, so no one could see the stain.

It was eleven-year-old Derdâ’s first period. The bleeding was so heavy her blood pressure plummeted and she fainted. Ubeydullah and Bezir went to stay with a relative in Girinti and would return two days later. Saniye washed Derdâ and put her to sleep. Ebcet was preparing an apology for Ubeydullah, he worried that the old man would be displeased by this unfortunate incident and might abandon the agreement. But the old man said, “It is auspicious,” and he felt relieved, tucking the envelope full of money under his pillow.

The second visit was even shorter than the first. They came, got Derdâ, and left. Now her blood was flowing. She had nothing else to shed. Not even a tear fell from her eyes as she looked at her mother for the last time.



It took them fifteen hours to reach Istanbul and another hour to reach Çemendağ. They stopped three times on the way but Derdâ never once ate. They didn’t say more than sixteen words in the sixteen hours on the road. Derdâ didn’t sleep at all. She looked out the window and fiddled with her black gloves. She took them off and put them on again and again without the men in the front noticing. She made a fist and put her glove on and flapped the empty fingers around. Finally, the door opened and she got out of the car.

They went up to the fourth floor of an apartment building. It was Derdâ’s first ride in an elevator. Two doors on the fourth floor were already cracked open when they arrived, a collection of heads peering out from behind each door. Women kissed Ubeydullah’s hand and took Bezir’s bags before disappearing inside. Men and women filed into separate apartments. For a moment, it seemed that everyone had forgotten Derdâ standing by the elevator, but the woman saw her and pulled her inside. Derdâ entered the women’s apartment.

The women surrounded her and took off her chador to examine her. Derdâ felt totally numb. One of them asked her name but Derdâ told her it was none of her business and they all laughed at her. But the woman got her revenge when Derdâ went to the bathroom. She followed her in and slapped Derdâ across the face. Derdâ tried to lock the bathroom door, but saw there wasn’t a key in the keyhole to turn. Doors only locked from the outside in the Hikmet Tariqat. The master of the house was the sole keeper of the keys.

They had been traveling all night so Ubeydullah and Bezir slept until noon prayer. Derdâ wasn’t tired but the women insisted. They showed her to a bedroom and closed the door behind her, and Derdâ closed her eyes. She opened them when she heard the key turning in the door. She looked up at the ceiling. She could make out fractions in the patterns in the cement. She tried to add and subtract them. When she started thinking about her mother she shut her eyes immediately. Derdâ gave up on her mother in that bed.
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