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About the Book

Turkey’s greatest novelist, Yashar Kemal was an unsurpassed storyteller who brought to life a world of staggering violence and hallucinatory beauty. Kemal’s books delve deeply into the entrenched social and historical conflicts that scar the Middle East. The Wind from the Plain trilogy is widely seen as his masterpiece, alongside the legendary Memed My Hawk.


Three men are caught in a triangle of politics. Memidik, a young hunter, is obsessed by an urge to kill the tyrannous headman, Sefer, who has caused him so much pain and humiliation. Yet, each time he tries, he is overcome by fear. Then the accidental death of another man in the community fires him with renewed determination. Sefer, meanwhile, is sentenced to solitude and the local champion, Tashbash, is invested with mythical powers.
 

The web of fantasy and intrigue spun around the villagers enmeshes them in plots of bravery and illusion in this extraordinary story of survival.


About the Author

Yashar Kemal (1923 – 2015) was born on the cotton-growing plains of Chukurova, which feature in his The Wind from the Plain trilogy. His championship of poor peasants lost him a succession of jobs, but he was eventually able to buy a typewriter and set himself up as a public letter-writer in the small town of Kadirli. After a spell as a journalist, he published a volume of short stories in 1952, and then, in 1955, his first novel Memed, My Hawk won the Varlik Prize for best novel of the year. His highly distinguished literary career continued in this vein; his work won countless prizes from all over the world and has been translated into several languages. Kemal was a member of the Central Committee of the banned Workers’ Party, and in 1971 he was held in prison for 26 days before being released without charge. Subsequently, he was placed on trial for action in support of Kurdish dissidents. Among the many international prizes and honours he received in recognition of his gifts as a writer and his courageous fight for human rights, were the French Légion d’Honneur and the Prix du Meilleur Livre Etranger, as well as being nominated for the Nobel Prize for Literature. Kemal was Turkey’s most influential living writer and, in the words of John Berger, “one of the modern world’s great storytellers”.
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We would like to state that for technical reasons the names Ömer, Ökkesh, and Ümmet are printed throughout the book as Omer, Okkesh and Ummet.
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How day by day Memidik’s anger grew within him until it was past enduring

Swiftly Memidik whipped the willow-leaf knife from its sheath. It flashed lightning-blue under the moon, tracing a wide arc through the air. He was like a rock-hawk ready to pounce on its prey. He gave a spring, then stopped motionless, rigid, his legs taut and quivering, his body heavy as an ingot of lead.

Moonlight swathed the trees and grass, the knolls and hillocks which seemed to be stirring, broadening and lengthening in the silvery brightness. A pale gloom filled vale and gully. The Anavarza crags cast their shadow upon the Jeyhan River, a molten silver sheen on the great wide plain, torpid, soundless, still, vanishing a while in the shadow of the crags then resuming its luminous meandering way.

The sound of footsteps crunching over the pebbles in the dusky creek drew nearer and the clatter of scattering pebbles echoed and re-echoed through the moonlit night. Sometimes the footfalls were faint and far and then they were ringing close in his ears. They stopped and in the sudden silence he heard the cracking of dry twigs as a nightjar hopped from branch to branch. Without warning a huge, tall shadow loomed into view alongside the stream and like a shot Memidik flung himself behind a bush. The shadow came onwards with a swinging gait. It grew taller and taller. It towered high, then stooped very low. It swelled, jumped, fell, rose then suddenly unfurled itself upon the ground. And all at once it lunged at Memidik. He went limp. The knife dropped from his hand, leaving a tingling numbness. He bent down and groped for it among the stubble. His hands were shaking as though they would fly off. The knife gleamed briefly blue under the moon. The shadow was right before him now, a pair of long springy wide-striding legs, long black legs that came and went, came and went, blocking his view like a dark wall. Memidik’s knees gave way and he crumpled down at the foot of the bush.

‘Damn you knife,’ he muttered when the shadow had vanished in the distance. ‘Damn you, damn you, I’ve failed again.’

It was the same every time. Memidik’s body, his hands and his feet would not obey him. And so he could not kill Muhtar Sefer. That snowy winter’s day for instance. For how long had he lain in wait, behind the mulberry tree in front of Sefer’s house, taut and ready to spring upon him, and then, when Sefer had come out at last, Memidik’s body had gone to pieces, he had been soaked in sweat from head to toe …

He crouched beside the bush, still trembling, but gripping the handle of his knife with all his might.

‘I must kill him tonight. Tonight! Tonight’s the last moment … So long as that man lives I’m dead.’

The soles of his feet, his knees, his testicles ached suddenly, and a wave of nausea swept over him. Never could he get that beating out of his mind. Never, not for one minute … He had endured it for the sake of Tashbash, the saint whose countenance was bright as clear water, who turned the night into day when he walked abroad with the seven poplar-tall balls of light in his wake, Tashbash who had vanished, gone to join the Forty Holy Men. It was Muhtar Sefer’s henchman, Omer, who had beaten Memidik so cruelly. Afterwards for three months he had been nailed to his bed, passing blood. Was it possible to beat a man like that – to within an inch of his life? Even that monster Omer would have drawn the line somewhere, but Sefer, Tashbash’s sworn enemy, had egged him on. The neighbours had gathered at his bedside: ‘Poor Memidik, he’ll never pull through,’ they had said. ‘What a heathen that Muhtar Sefer is!’ And how his poor mother had wept! Memidik had not died, no, but he had never been himself again. Never once had he been able to look anyone in the face after that, not even his mother. He had gone to hide his shame in the mountains and the steppe and had spent all his days hunting, for Memidik was an expert huntsman.

‘I shan’t ever rest as long as he lives. I’ll kill him. And then I’ll be able to look people in the face again.’

He had whetted the willow-leaf knife till it could sunder a thread at the slightest touch, and night after night, all through that snowy winter, he had lain in wait for Sefer with the knife freezing into his hand. Sometimes they would come face to face, but then that traitor body of Memidik’s would start to tremble and the knife would drop from his hand on to the snow. ‘It’s the cold,’ he told himself at last. ‘Waiting in this freezing weather does this to a man. I’ll kill him when we go down to the Chukurova for the cotton. I’ll kill him there, on the very first day, so help me God.’

How sure of himself he had been, but now his body had failed him again! ‘I’d better kill myself,’ he muttered bitterly. ‘That’s the only thing left for me to do …’ But would he have the courage to do even that?

He started off following the way the shadow had gone. Two or three hundred paces farther he struck a patch of blackthorn bushes that bit at his legs and tore at his shalvar-trousers. The bitter smell of burdock filled the night, together with whiffs of mint and lungwort, of harvested fields and swamp. Wet scents in the wet night under a wet moon … He felt better now and the strength flowed back into his body. He followed the narrow path down to the creek then climbed up the bank. Beyond the bank was an old graveyard. Closing his eyes he turned away quickly and never opened them once until he was back down in the creek at the ford where the clear water spread over a wide, flat surface lined with white gleaming pebbles and the up-streaming fish glowed and sparkled as though about to leap out into the air.

And then he saw him. He was sitting on a boulder with his feet in the water. What wide shoulders he had! A giant’s shoulders … ‘The Muhtar’s not as big as that,’ Memidik thought. ‘God knows, it must be the moonlight that makes him seem so big … People look four, five times as large in the dark. Maybe I’m ten times larger myself by now …’ The idea gave him fresh confidence. On tiptoe he drew nearer and nearer. He gripped the knife ready to strike but once again his body gave way and he sank to the ground shaking as though seized with ague.

In front of the shadow a large spangled fish leapt out of the water. Three times it leapt, its silver belly flashing under the moon. The man lifted his head. Then he threw a pebble at the fish.

Memidik’s anger knew no bounds. Why did he feel so cold inside? Why was he trembling? Why couldn’t he rise now resolutely and plunge the knife right into the man’s heart as far as it could go? How his blood would stream into the water, staining it red … And there he sat now, quite motionless, unsuspecting … Now, on tiptoe, without making a sound … A sudden cry: ‘God, I’m done for!’ … The cry echoed and re-echoed in Memidik’s ears: ‘God, I’m done for …’

He dragged himself to the edge of the stream and tried to drink, but his hands shook so that the little water he managed to scoop up spilled down his neck.

When he looked again the man was gone. He jumped up, not trembling any more, already running. He must catch Sefer now, this moment, when he had strength enough, when he knew he could stab his dirty worthless body again and again and again without wavering. He rushed on, scattering pebbles to right and left along the shingle. ‘Aaah, if only I could find him now … Now …’ This time his hand would be firm, his body strong.

The soles of his feet and his toes ached where Sefer had burned them to make him come to after he had fainted under the blows … How he had jumped up to the very ceiling of the room from the pain … ‘It’s nearly a year since that day …’ He was talking aloud to himself. ‘Ah, but he killed me. He really killed me on that day …’ An agonizing pain shot through his limbs. It was as though he were being beaten all over again and this happened to him whenever he brought that day to mind. A real pain held him spitted, writhing, holding his groin in both hands, rocking to and fro.

A light breeze sprang up and stirred him back to life. The moon had slipped behind the clouds. He heard reeds rustling somewhere. He turned and ran back along the stream. ‘Sefer killed me! But I … I’ll kill him!’

At the ford he pulled up short, for there, less than fifty paces away, was the shadow sitting just where he had been before, his feet dangling in the stream.

‘Now,’ he said. ‘While he’s sitting there quite still, quite absorbed … Now’s the time.’ But no sooner had he said this than his body turned to jelly. He dropped to the ground. Sefer had not moved. Three large fish leapt out of the water in front of him, their silver bellies flashing briefly. Then Sefer rose. He stretched out his arms until his whole body cracked and he began to walk. He stepped right over the crouching Memidik and passed on. Memidik could not lift the arm that held the knife, he could not even move. Sefer went his way and disappeared behind a thicket of plumbago shrubs.

‘Damn you!’ Memidik shouted. ‘Damn you, my worthless body! What’s the matter with me? But I’ll do it yet, body, you watch! Walk out on me as much as you like, I’ll kill him yet.’

Suddenly Sefer was there again, sitting in his own place, casting pebbles at the flying fish. Memidik stared, and as he stared Sefer began to swell. He grew larger and larger before his eyes and Memidik’s fear increased. ‘There’s something about this man, some mystery, some sorcery … He just slips through your fingers like water. He’s a devil, a jinn … What can I do? I can’t kill him, I can’t!’

After all, who ever heard of killing a man just because he had given you a beating? ‘Yes, but I can’t look anyone in the face any more. I want to sink into the earth, out of sight. I can’t even go near Zeliha and speak to her, let alone tell her … Oh God, why can’t I do it? Why am I so afraid?’

‘Afraid? No, no, it isn’t fear!’ A voice sounded in his ear. He listened, but it had stopped.

They were face to face now, quite near, the distance between them wiped away. The stream babbled in their ears. The drone of a distant tractor filled the night. A car drove by. Its headlights swept over the Anavarza crags and caught them where they sat. Dazzled, they could not for a while see each other, or the flowing water, the rushes and the planetrees. Overhead a flock of birds glided through the light like a black cloud. Memidik was in the grip of a fever. His trembling increased. He could not stop it. He shook so much that his body ached.

Then the moon set. The earth drew a long angry breath like a sigh. It quivered, stretched and swayed, burning itself into Memidik’s body. Sefer rose, towering in the darkness, and stretched his arms, his joints creaking loudly. His lifted arms were like a great eagle’s wings spread out in the darkness. He took one giant step. Memidik could not escape, he could not stir. He was trapped between the huge long legs.

The planetrees filled the night, blotting out the sky over Memidik’s head. The fish leapt three times over the surface of the stream, three lightning flashes darted up into the sky. Sefer loomed over Memidik, growing larger and larger. Then he vanished.

A voice called from a distance: ‘Hey! Hey, Memidik! Listen, is that you? What are you doing around here? Come now, talk to me. No one talks to me, no one at all, just because Tashbash has forbidden it. But Tashbash is not a saint … If he were, would he have frozen to death like that in the blizzard? Tashbash is dead. Dead! …’

Memidik stopped trembling. He jumped to his feet. He was like the rock-hawk ready to spring on his prey. He gripped the willow-leaf knife until the blood froze in his palm. ‘Tashbash isn’t dead!’ he shouted. ‘It’s not a dream, it’s true. It’s true! He’s not dead, I saw him. I saw him with the seven bright balls of light behind him. I saw him smiling in the dazzling brightness of the lights.’

‘He’s dead, my child, dead.’ Sefer’s voice was low, soft, insinuating. ‘The lights are dead and so is Tashbash. Come talk to me. He’s dead and gone. Lights can die too. The streams die, the earth itself dies … Even saints die …’

A huge figure, much larger than Sefer, rose before him like a wall. His arms swooped down on the night like a great eagle’s wings and enveloped sky and earth. Memidik had no time to turn, no time to give way. The knife jerked and flashed, tracing a long flame-like arc in the darkness. It came and went, came and went, plunging into the soft flesh of the outstretched silent body.

From the tip of the knife, from Memidik’s fingers, the blood dripped, dripped endlessly till break of day, seeping into the sandy earth.
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How Old Halil went looking for his fellow villagers in the cotton fields of the Chukurova plain

When it was time to go down to the cotton the villagers of Injejik provided Old Halil with a horse, an aged and scraggy one it is true, but still it carried him all the way down to the Chukurova plain. They even produced a real Circassian saddle for him, worn and tattered but yet soft and comfortable. Halil rode proudly erect at the head of the caravan, holding an old whip negligently over his left knee like a cavalier. He was overflowing with joy.

‘Ah, these Injejik villagers … They’re what I call human beings. Not like those mean people at home who don’t know my true worth. When I think of that old harridan Meryemdje, that vicious Muhtar Sefer, that simpleton of a Tashbash … The things they did to me! Go back there? God forbid! Go to see those dogs again? Never!’

If only Meryemdje could see him now! If only he could meet with his villagers at a crossroads on the way … How Meryemdje’s eyes would pop out of her head! He whipped up the horse with pleasurable anticipation. All the way down to the Chukurova he nursed this hope, but not a single Yalak villager did he see. His riding a horse straight as a young shoot, the Circassian saddle, the whip, all were in vain …

The villagers of Injejik had found work on a large plantation near Kösreli. The crop was plentiful this year, with every cotton boll blooming large as a fist and the whole plain white as though it had snowed.

Old Halil stared at the snow-white fields. ‘How the world’s changed!’ he exclaimed. ‘Why, if we’d had such crops in our youth, we’d have made a hundred kilos a day. Isn’t that so, Jabbar?’

‘It’s progress,’ Jabbar declared. ‘Even the Chukurova man is taller now than he was. People here used to be no higher than your finger.’

‘I could easily manage twenty kilos now, old as I am,’ Old Halil observed happily.

‘Me too,’ Jabbar said.

It was at Injejik that Old Halil had taken refuge after fleeing from his home village of Yalak. How he had got through the Long Valley that pitch-black night without freezing in the raging blizzard, how he had found his way to Injejik and, what’s more, to the very door of his old friend Jabbar, of this he recalled nothing, nothing at all. All he knew was that he had opened his eyes and there was Jabbar with his smiling face offering him a glass of warm tea.

‘How did I get here, Jabbar?’

‘That’s what I was going to ask you, Halil …’

‘How long have I been here?’

‘A full fortnight …’

Old Halil had risen from his bed at once, and that very day all the villagers had thronged about him to hear his tale.

‘Those Yalak villagers,’ he began, ‘they’ve all gone mad. Every one of them from seven to seventy, including Muhtar Sefer and Tashbash. As for that Meryemdje, she’s raving mad. Don’t be surprised if you hear very soon that they’ve flown at each other’s throats and not a single one of them is left alive.’

And so he had rambled on, regaling the people of Injejik with comic tales about Yalak village. It was enough to mention the name of Yalak and Old Halil would start off. ‘And what’s more, Tashbash’s words will come true,’ he concluded. ‘Serpents, great big serpents will rain upon that village and devour every one of its inhabitants … Meryemdje too. Even Tashbash himself …’

The people of Injejik were curious. ‘Who knows what those Yalakers had done to this poor old man for him to leave his home in the teeth of winter and almost freeze to death! Who knows …’

Old Halil had ensconced himself beside Jabbar’s hearth and he never stirred from the house. He started at the slightest sound. ‘They’ll kill me in the end, those vicious Yalakers, those pharaohs,’ he kept saying as he cast anxious glances at the door. He forgot how to sleep and at least once a week he would take his last leave of the Injejik villagers.

‘I came here to save my skin, to this land of milk and honey, with its purple crags, its cedars and black junipers, its fine, kind, friendly people. I thought I would be safe in the house of my dear friend Jabbar, who in his youth was just as good a horse-thief as I was. But it’s no use, those Yalak people will kill me yet, you’ll see. If not today, then tomorrow. Let me say farewell to you now, my dear friends. Ah, you don’t know those vicious villagers! And all because I brought them down a little late for the cotton picking last year. It was their fault, for they would not give me a horse, and I ask you, how could I, old as you see me, walk down all the way to the Chukurova? So I didn’t give the signal as I usually do, and when we did get there all the good fields were already being picked. They wanted to kill me, to tear me to pieces, but I ran away back to the village and hid in the grain crib. And then that worthless son of mine, that snivelly Hadji, found me and he went and told the others. So there I was, surrounded by a huge crowd, men, women and children, and in a twinkling they had stripped me naked and were building up a fire right there in the middle of the village, a fire as big as a threshing floor. They meant to throw me into the fire like that, stark naked … Ya Allah! I cried, and I made a dash for it. I ran with the whole of Yalak village at my heels, led by that queen of old whores, Meryemdje. I gave them the slip at last and made straight for my secret cave. Then I came to you. Now hide me, hide me well …’

And so the winter passed. Against their better judgement the people of Injejik began to share Halil’s fears. Every night they had visions of hundreds of men attacking their village and slaying first Old Halil and then all the rest of them. Summer came and went and still their fears persisted, much as they tried to make light of the whole thing. Thus it was that they left for the Chukurova a week earlier than usual. Yet the whole plain was already white with blooming cotton when they arrived. A white haze spread over it far and wide.

For the first time in maybe a year Old Halil slept a deep untroubled sleep. The east was lighting up when he woke. The sun had not yet risen, but the villagers were already in the fields, their hands working like machines. Without stopping to wash his face, without crouching down at leisure beside the stream, without even easing his bowels, without chewing the faintly-fragrant leaves of the tamarisk, as had always been his custom on the first day of arrival in the Chukurova, Old Halil hurried off to join the cotton pickers. His nimble hands, past masters in the art of stealing horses and breaking fetters, were just as quick at gathering cotton. By noontime his was the tallest mound of all. People stared at him with admiration.

‘At his age, such speed!’

‘At his age, such energy …’

‘Hard as the old earth …’

For three full days he worked steadily, without ever once easing his bowels, to his heart’s content on the Chukurova earth. In the middle of the night of the third day he rose from his bed and slipped stealthily through the tamarisks to where the gathered cotton was stacked. He went straight to his mound and began to carry his cotton over to his friend Jabbar’s heap. When he had done this he stepped back and gazed at the heap which towered high above all the others now. Then he turned and walked off quickly. He reached the road and plodded on, his bare feet sinking ankle-deep into the cool dust. He felt empty now, alone, deserted. As the sun rose, he felt a lump in his throat and shed a tear or two. Then he smiled. ‘You’re worse than a woman, Old Halil,’ he scolded. ‘A mere woman …’

He saw a group of cotton pickers in a field close to the road and, judging from their clothes, guessed them to be villagers from the Taurus Mountains. It was very hot and he was bathed in sweat. The labourers were sweating too. He greeted them. They looked up, then bent down again, absorbed in their work.

Rebuffed, Old Halil appealed to an old man among them. ‘Brother,’ he said, ‘can you tell me something?’

The old man straightened up: ‘What is it, friend?’

Old Halil smiled, then his smile faded and his face grew bitter. ‘Have you ever heard of Yalak? That’s my village. Old Halil they call me there. I’m looking for my villagers. Do you know if they’re picking anywhere around here?’

‘Are you Old Halil?’ the old man exclaimed with a mixture of surprise and awe. ‘Are you the Old Halil who could pry open the strongest hobbles, break down the stoutest doors, and even make away with the horse of the Shah and the Padishah?’

To be remembered again like this … Old Halil was overcome. His throat grew tight. ‘That’s me,’ he blurted out, then he turned and fled.

The old man and the other labourers left their work and stared after him. He never slowed down, not even when he was on the road again. Tears ran down his cheeks. ‘Old Halil, the eagle of these mountains! To come to this … What a cruel, cruel world, one without mercy …’

A young man was coming up the road, a robust youth who walked at a tearing pace, raising clouds of dust. His shirt hung unbuttoned over his black hairy chest. Old Halil looked enviously at his tall sunburnt body and thought, ‘Eh, Old Halil, to think you were like that once! Now nobody pays any attention to you. You’re not even important enough to kill. But I’m going to set fire to that village and burn it down to ashes. We’ll see if they think I’m unimportant then!’

‘Hey, brother,’ he called.

The young man looked at him. His face was hard, confident, angry, but the lock of hair that fell over his forehead gave it a boyish air.

Old Halil’s heart was thumping. ‘Thank you for stopping, wayfarer … Thank you …’

The young man unbent a little. His breathing came hard and he was sweating.

‘I’m Old Halil, you know, from Yalak village. D’you know where my people are picking cotton?’

The young man scowled. ‘Never heard of Yalak in my life, so how should I know where those people are working!’ He waved his hand as though brushing off a fly.

‘Are you telling me you’ve not even heard the name of Old Halil, who could steal the horse of the Shah and the Padishah and of the great outlaw Köroglu himself? Who could break the strongest hobbles and unlock the stoutest doors?’ He looked wistfully into the angry green eyes.

The young man was astounded. Then he smiled. ‘Never heard of him,’ he said good-humouredly. ‘Never seen a horse-thief. Don’t even know what a hobble is.’ He waved his hand again and strode off. His hands were black with machine grease and this did not escape Old Halil’s eye.

‘Look at him!’ he cried. ‘Just look at that big braggart with his dirty greasy hands. Never heard of Yalak village, he says! Nor of Old Halil. Look at that ass who doesn’t even know what hobbles are! Well, my lad, you won’t go far in the world with that head of yours. You’ll just go on bumming along the roads like that, all by yourself, filthy with grease from top to toe. Teh, look at you! Bumming on the Chukurova roads is all you’ll ever do!’

He went on railing until he saw a cart coming his way. The driver was a youth who looked no more than sixteen. He was holding a bunch of grapes and popping them into his mouth, one by one.

He drew the cart up beside Old Halil. ‘Hop in, uncle,’ he said. ‘Come, let me give you a lift.’

Old Halil got in with the nimbleness of a youth. One of the horses is a chestnut, the other a grey, he thought. That means luck. Then he chided himself: Now where did you go and fetch that one from, Halil? … Yet, who knows, it might be a lucky pairing of colour after all. There’s so little we know about this world. Who can say what brings luck and what doesn’t? …

The young man offered him a bunch of grapes and went on eating in a leisurely way. Old Halil glanced at him and set about eating his grapes in the same fashion.

‘Where are you coming from, uncle,’ the youth asked. ‘And where are you going?’

Somehow Old Halil could not bring himself to say, ‘I’m Old Halil. I’m looking for my fellow villagers.’ He did not feel like spoiling things for he had taken to this youth with his bright, candid eyes, his warm friendly face, his sun-bleached hair hanging out from under his dusty cap. Anger stormed through him again. If there had been but one youth like this in his village …

‘I’m on the run,’ Halil said. ‘They want to kill me, friend. They want to drink my blood, to flay me. My enemies are cruel …’ He embarked on his story, how they had stripped him naked and were going to throw him into the fire, how he had escaped by the skin of his teeth and taken refuge in the village of Injejik. Then he described the Injejik villagers. ‘I woke up. It was black midnight. Five men, five giants were looking for me. Oh my God, five dreadful shadows prowling in the night. “Let him be,” one of them said, “he’s only a poor old man who’s taken refuge in our village.” “We can’t,” another said, “we’ve promised the Yalak villagers. He must be killed.” Without waiting another second, I slipped into a clump of bushes nearby. They came and looked at the place where I had been lying. I rolled on from bush to bush, from rock to rock, and towards morning I reached the road. I’ve been walking like this till you came along and let me ride in your cart. Ah, you won’t be the worse for it, my child. The prophet Hizir is always ready to hold out his hand to good people. He’s going to help you, I can tell you that. How do I know? Because it happens that one of your pair is a chestnut and the other a grey and that spells luck.’

‘Where will you go now, uncle?’ the young man asked.

Old Halil hesitated. Then he laughed. ‘I’m looking for a place where death doesn’t exist, a place death cannot reach.’ His face changed and his lips trembled.

‘A place death cannot reach?’ The youth was puzzled. ‘Where can that be?’

Old Halil laughed again. ‘Ah, if I knew that, I’d go there straightaway.’

They finished their grapes in silence.

Old Halil was still fretting, unable to make up his mind whether to ask the youth about the Yalak villagers or not when he saw a group of cotton pickers in the distance. He jumped out of the cart. ‘I’m going to those people over there,’ he said. ‘Maybe death doesn’t come to them.’

The youth picked a large bunch of grapes from a basket and handed it to him. ‘Take this,’ he said. ‘You’re very thin. At this rate death will soon catch up with you.’

‘Go in peace my child,’ Old Halil said as he took the grapes. ‘May you never encounter a stone on your path. You’re a good boy.’

He walked off at a rapid pace in the direction of the cotton field.
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How the village of Yalak went down to the Chukurova plain for the cotton picking

The thistles had come again, swept in from the steppe by the autumnal winds. They swirled, flame-red, through Yalak village, while the villagers bustled about in the usual feverish hurry of imminent departure. Everyone from seven to seventy was astir. Each year the same pandemonium reigned when the time came for the long trek down to the cotton plain.

In all this turmoil only one person remained aloof, a silent spectator drifting aimlessly through the buzzing village like a sleep-walker. No one paid any attention to him. People were too busy to see even the ends of their noses. The first to notice the strange behaviour of the man was the devout Okkesh Dagkurdu.

‘What’s the matter with you, Long Ali?’ he asked. ‘The village is setting out tomorrow before dawn and you’re not even making a move to pack. Aren’t you going this year? What about your debts? Adil Effendi will flay you alive if you don’t pay him back. He’ll come and seize every stick in your house.’

The news spread through the village. Long Ali not going down to the Chukurova! What could have possessed him? What ruse, what design had he in mind? He must have hit upon something more lucrative than cotton picking, and in the village itself too! What could that be? People racked their brains, but could find nothing that even by a long shot might be taken as a bread-earning occupation in Yalak village. Then somebody voiced what seemed to most a very likely reason. Long Ali and Tashbash had always been the best of friends. Obviously Long Ali had decided to wait for the saint who could only appear to him when the village was empty and no one was about.

‘Our Lord Tashbash will come to Long Ali and bring him good fortune.’

‘That’s what Ali’s waiting for! And who wouldn’t when he has a powerful saint like that for a blood-brother? Our Lord Tashbash would forget his own wife and children, but not his blood-brother Long Ali.’

‘Saints never let their friends down.’

‘Long Ali’s right to stay here and wait for him. What’s more, when Tashbash comes he’ll bring fat and plenty to the whole village. Let him come …’

After this people did not give the matter another thought and nobody bothered to ask Ali anything.

Long before daybreak the noise and shouting began in the village. The din was such that it drew echoes from the steppe and shook the very earth. After some time it stopped as suddenly as it had started and only the desultory clink-clank of pots and pans from the departing caravan came echoing faintly from the valley below.

Ali listened until the last muffled sound had died away. A lonely breathless silence settled over the village. He rose from his bed and went out. The night was bright with the moon. Clusters of crystal-red thistles growing between the houses stirred gently in the winds of dawn. He looked at the road that glinted down the valley like a thin pale stream and saw a cloud of dust slowly settling where the caravan had passed. Then he sank down upon a stone and remained quite still with his head in his hands.

Elif had not moved from her bed, but she was awake, listening to old Meryemdje’s groaning and moaning. At daybreak she went out and found her husband sitting on the stone. ‘Ali, Ali,’ she whispered, shaking his arm. ‘Get up!’

He lifted his head and stared at her. ‘What is it, Elif?’ he asked. His voice sounded bleak in the morning stillness.

‘Your mother,’ Elif said. ‘She’s been muttering and moaning all night. I heard her. Poor lad, she kept saying, because of me he couldn’t pay his debts and was disgraced in the eyes of the world. And now this year too, he won’t be able to pick cotton. His children will go naked and hungry, all because of me. I must kill myself … That’s what she kept saying. What do you think, Ali? She’s a proud woman. If she says she’ll do something, then she’ll do it …’

‘I don’t know.’

‘If we stay up here I’m sure your mother will kill herself.’

Just then Meryemdje emerged from the house. They stopped talking and stared at her amazed. Her face was bright and gay, almost young; it was her face of twenty years ago. She held herself erect and even the staff in her hand looked out of place, obsolete. She planted herself before Ali.

‘Look, look at me, my Ali,’ she said. ‘See how well I am! Isn’t your mother as nimble as a young gazelle?’

‘Yes, like a gazelle!’ Ali said quickly. ‘How did you do it, Mother? Have you drunk of the water of life? Like Köroglu’s immortal white horse …’

‘Ah, Ali my child, you don’t know your mother!’ Meryemdje said as she executed a few skips. ‘See? I can walk like this all the way down to the Chukurova plain and right up to the lake of Mediterranea itself. There’s no need to remain here because of me. Don’t worry. I’ll not be a burden again. You won’t have to carry me this time. Forget about last year. You must go. How can you stay here when the whole village has gone? Who ever heard of such a thing? Look! Look at me …’ She flung her stick down and began to run. ‘Say mashallah. Mashallah! Strong as steel I am, my children … Look, just look!’ She was gasping now, but still unwilling to give up. ‘You see … You saw! Like a jereed horse, that’s how I’ll go down to the Chukurova. Last year I was a burden to you, I know, my good Ali, my brave child. But it wasn’t because I was old or weak. It was because I was angry with that monster Old Halil. But now we’re well rid of him! It’ll be different this year …’ She swayed. Her breast heaved like a bellows. ‘Never … a burden to you … Look … look … like a jereed horse … start off …’

She took another two steps, but her legs failed her and she sank down. Quickly she pushed herself up, tottered back to the house and threw herself upon her bed, half fainting.

Ali was touched. ‘Mother!’ he cried as he rushed after her. ‘Don’t distress yourself. It’s not because of you I’m staying here. I can swear that on the Koran, on my children’s heads …’ He spoke in her ear as though confiding a great secret. ‘Wait, listen and I’ll tell you. There’s something …’ He paused and looked about warily. ‘I’m going to tell you my secret, Mother, but mind you don’t give it away, not to anyone on earth, not even to the birds and beasts …’

Meryemdje’s brow cleared, her breathing came more easily. Her dim eyes brightened and colour returned to her face. She was all attention.

‘It’s because of Tashbash,’ Ali told her. ‘I’ve decided to wait for him here. Maybe he’ll come back to us, and as he’s a saint now, he’ll be able to help us and make our lot a little easier. And then there’s Spellbound Ahmet. I want to see him too …’

Meryemdje sat up and glared at him. ‘Are you trying to fool me? Me!’ Then she sank back on to her pallet. ‘Aaah,’ she sighed, ‘Tashbash is just like you and me, born of human flesh. And as for Spellbound Ahmet … Who knows where he’s roaming now, the poor crazed lad …’

‘Well, there you are! I’ll wait for him here. And then …’

A thin scornful smile flitted across Meryemdje’s lips. Ali saw that she was not to be so easily convinced. He had to think of something else. He rose and began to pace the room. Suddenly he stopped short. His hands locked behind his back, he took up a triumphant stance and gave a peal of laughter. Meryemdje looked at him pityingly as at a child.

‘Mother,’ he whispered in a mysterious voice, ‘shall I tell you the truth? Why I don’t want to go down to the cotton this year? Guess. Come now, guess.’ He laughed. ‘All right, I’ll tell you. It’s because I’ve found out there’s no cotton to be picked this year. All the crop has been eaten up by worms, and what with the drought, even the streams have run dry in the Chukurova. Not a green thing to be found anywhere. So why follow those stupid villagers and go through all that bother for nothing? Just you wait. You’ll see how they’ll all be back in no time with empty hands and sore feet, exhausted.’

Meryemdje propped herself up on her elbows. ‘Let’s go, my child,’ she said. ‘It’s not good to stray from the flock. There may be no cotton, no rice, the streams may run dry and the earth be burnt to cinders, but the Chukurova’s still the Chukurova, rich and bountiful. We must go, my child, we must. And without delay …’

‘Well, I won’t!’ Ali burst out. ‘I’m not mad. Waste land, that’s what the Chukurova is this year, waste barren land. We’ve got plenty of that around here as it is, haven’t we?’

Meryemdje fell back and moaned: ‘But we must go! It’s not good to break with the old customs. Waste land or not, even if we have to die on the way, we must go …’

Ali’s arms dropped to his sides. Suddenly he flung himself out of the house and rushed out of the village towards the grey undulating steppe. Wave after wave of screeching birds went sweeping by over his head. Red whirling thistles streamed through the air like the birds, wave after wave. Beyond the hill he knew of a solitary place where a meagre spring trickled out from the foot of a leafless tree which no one had ever identified, but which had always stood there, bald and decrepit. He passed over the crest and through the valley with its blue earth dotted with red and yellow flowered thistles, and came to the old bare tree. He leaned against its trunk and closed his eyes, but the grey and blue earth, the red whirling thistles, the white clouds, the screeching birds, the whole world kept spinning in his head. An irresistible impulse seized him to run and leave everything behind, his home and children, his mother, the murmuring spring and the howling whirling red-thistled wolf-haunted steppe. A sharp pain stabbed knife-like at his body. He opened his eyes and ran on to the next hilltop. From there he could see down below the white road that wound down to the Chukurova. It was swathed in mist, and the sight reminded him of the sea as he had first seen it, vast, overpowering, with a salty tang that was like the smell of the steppe.

He sat down and did not stir until well into the afternoon. In the recesses of his mind, somewhere very near to his heart, images of the Chukurova began to emerge, the distant sea, cotton fields and rice paddies, greasy tractors, hundreds and hundreds of barefoot ragged labourers migrating down the dusty roads, shiny new cars, the smell of petrol. The anguish in his heart lessened. Instead a longing took hold of him. He pressed his hand to the warm earth and gazed at the dust-swirled road. A strong wind was blowing in the direction of the Chukurova, whipping up dust-devils and sweeping them on into the green and blue and mauve of the distant forest. And beyond was the Chukurova with its cotton fields, its teeming roads … A warm smiling rosiness slowly suffused his sallow, unshaven face. He dashed down the slope and ran all the way home.

‘Elif!’ he called out breathlessly. ‘Elif, come here.’

She appeared on the threshold at once and was startled by the expression on his face. He drew her away to the farthest corner of the neighbouring house.

‘We must go down to the Chukurova, Elif. There’s no other way.’

‘I know, but what about Mother? She’ll never be able to walk and you can’t carry her on your back like last year.’

A cold shudder ran down Ali’s spine. His bones ached suddenly. ‘I’ve thought of something … Something we can do, but …’

‘What? What?’ Elif shouted, her eyes widening with suspense.

‘Shh,’ he whispered, putting his hand to her lips. ‘She mustn’t hear us. Now listen. Why shouldn’t Mother remain here in the village?’

‘All by herself!’ Elif exclaimed. ‘Alone in this empty village? A helpless old woman … Why, we wouldn’t find a single bone of her body when we came back!’

‘Is that what you think, Elif?’ He shook his head despondently. ‘Yes, perhaps you’re right. Then there’s no help for it, we stay here and let Adil Effendi do his worst.’

‘Or else she’d set out after us,’ Elif pursued. ‘And we’d find her dead on the road …’

‘Well, I don’t know. I’m at my wits’ end. This empty village is driving me mad. It’s like a graveyard.’

A deathly stillness weighed over them. No living thing was to be seen, save a few cats and dogs, and soon these too would take themselves off.

A deserted village, a grey bare stretch of land, dotted with red, the crystal-red of the whirling thistles. The low huts made of earth with their chimneys jutting out looking like a truncated forest … A corner of nature untrodden by human feet, as solitary as the steppe, as windswept as a mountain top, the few living creatures only adding to its hollow desolation, prowling dogs with hunched backs, and lone cats, arched up, their fur on end … Cold, forlorn …

For three whole days Ali rambled through the empty village. He could not eat, he could not sleep. He thought and thought, desperately.
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How Old Halil waited up all night in the cotton field for his fellow villagers to find him

Memidik was the first to see it. He thought it was an old sack of fodder left there by last year’s labourers. Then as he drew nearer he discerned a pair of glinting eyes and his heart gave a jump. Strange thoughts rushed through his mind. He took another two steps and realized it must be a man. A man? But so still … And those eyes! Never blinking, not once … Struck with fear he turned and ran all the way back to the edge of the cotton field where the Yalak villagers had built their wattle-huts and were hastily settling their belongings in a race against the oncoming darkness.

‘I’ve seen something,’ he cried breathlessly. ‘May my two eyes drop down in front of me if I’m lying. There’s something in the middle of the field, a black heap, only it’s got eyes, a pair of bright burning eyes, and it doesn’t move at all, no more than a rock …’

The field spread out pale with cotton right down to the Jeyhan River, ending in a coppice that topped its banks.

There was a sudden lull, and Shirtless rose heavily to his feet.

‘You’ve been having visions again,’ he said. ‘You’ll be telling us next that you saw seven balls of light as big as mountains behind your shadow.’

‘I didn’t see any lights,’ Memidik said. ‘But its eyes were bright as lamps.’

Shirtless grabbed Memidik by the neck. ‘All right, lead the way, you wretched lad,’ he said. ‘It’s always you who are at the bottom of every piece of nonsense that’s spread abroad. Remember the Green Hodja’s old rifle suddenly sprouting forth leaves and flowers too? Go on! Walk.’ And he forged ahead with long stiff strides, one hand firmly grasping Memidik by the neck, just as though he were a rabbit.

The others left their work and followed. Sefer the Muhtar, who had been standing a little apart, his head bent in thought, looked up curiously and fell in after them.

But when Shirtless caught a first glimpse of the shadow in the distance, his pace slackened. He was suddenly assailed by doubts. The villagers too advanced more warily. At last Shirtless came to a standstill. The others stopped at once, almost knocking into each other.

‘Who’s that?’ Shirtless cried out in his deep booming voice. ‘Get up. Get up if you’re not dead … Say something!’

There was no sign of life from the dark form. No one moved.

Shirtless took a step forward. ‘Why don’t you get up?’ he shouted again. ‘Come here …’ Then he turned to Memidik. ‘Look here, man,’ he said, ‘you’re supposed to be the great hunter, the one that walks abroad in the night. Go on and see what kind of creature’s sitting there. Go, what are you waiting for?’ And he shoved him forward.

Memidik was really frightened now. He could not imagine what the shadow might be. Those eyes! So bright … Such eyes could only belong to the Lord Tashbash.

As the evening faded into night the shadow began to broaden and lengthen and the villagers were more and more afraid. Could it be Tashbash come back? Or perhaps the Hodja with the magic green rifle? The Chukurova was haunted with jinn and peris, to say nothing of its notorious dragon …

Shirtless tackled Memidik again. ‘Well, why don’t you move, you white-livered, bogus hunter? Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a mere shadow!’ And he gave a push that sent Memidik headlong to within fifty paces of the shadow. A perceptible ripple ran through the creature. Memidik took to his heels, yelling.

Shirtless strode up to him threateningly. ‘Coward!’ he shouted. ‘Why did you have to tell us then? Wandering about in the night like that to no purpose at all …’

The villagers were silent.

Shirtless began to exhort the shadow again. He shouted himself hoarse, leaping about in helpless rage, but to no avail. He could get nothing out of the creature and somehow his feet refused to take a step forward; it was as though they had been fettered to the ground. Tired at last he turned to the villagers.

‘This Chukurova’s a strange place,’ he said in a subdued voice. ‘They say its every fly is really a jinn, its bees are devils in disguise and its serpents secret dragons … We must be very careful. That thing there, who knows if it isn’t some phantom come to haunt the place. And those eyes! Only the sultan of all the jinn could have such flashing eyes. Come, my friends, let’s not wait here any longer. The thing’ll be gone by tomorrow, for jinns hate the light of day. They melt away at the very first ray of light. The sultan of the jinn is also the lord of darkness. Come, let’s go …’

And so they made their way back to the wattle-huts. Fires were lit and the men sat about them in silence with hanging heads, waiting for the evening meal to be cooked. From afar came the rumble of busy tractors. Their headlights dotted the night like a starry sky. Everyone’s thoughts dwelt on the dark thing up there in the middle of the field, with its flashing eyes. They were uneasy but they would have been so even without that strange shadow. It was the same every year when they came down to the Chukurova. A feeling of eeriness, a fluttering fear would take hold of them, but it would gradually die down as time wore on, leaving only a crushed undercurrent of disquiet.

What could the thing be? Would it vanish with the dawn? Or was it only human? But then, why didn’t it move, why had it those eyes of fire? That night no one slept. Each one wove a tale in his mind about the creature in the field, and that pair of flashing eyes haunted them till morning.

The Chukurova’s not to be trusted. It is a plain, flat, immense, boundless, with swamps and bogs and rivers and beyond it the wide sea … It is an endless whiteness, where tall whirling dust-devils prowl the land like huge motley giants reaching to the sky. The Chukurova is all yellow heat, a stretch of burning soil, treeless, grassless. It is the swarms and swarms of mosquitoes, the fever and the sickness, aching bones and furrowing sweat, shining cars and tractors and harvesting machines. It is a creature out of this world, mute, yet its voice is raised in a long cry, it has hands of soft cotton, hair of silk, panama hats, white garments, dark eyes … The Chukurova’s not to be trusted. A green dragon that comes hissing out of the skies. The villagers from up the Taurus Mountains are never at ease in the land of Chukurova. They live with one thought, to earn enough money and then to get back to their village as soon as possible. The very day they set foot in the cotton fields, a yearning for their mountains is kindled in their hearts and burns on to the very last day.

That night Memidik did not go to bed. He could not overcome his dread, but he was also devoured by curiosity. It was as though someone had chained him there. He could not tear himself away, nor could he force himself to draw any nearer. He kept circling watchfully around the shadow, but at a safe distance.

With the first light of dawn the villagers rose for the cotton picking. A cool breeze had sprung up, chilling the children’s faces. No one dared to look at the place where the thing had been the night before. But just as the sun was about to rise, Memidik came running, breathless with excitement.

‘It’s a man, a man! Not a jinn, not a peri, only a man.’

He turned and rushed back. The others followed close behind. They came to a stop at a respectful distance from the object. But now it was a small trembling thing, that seemed to dwindle with the light of day.

Then Shirtless recognized him. ‘Good God!’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s Uncle Halil in the flesh!’ He went to the old man who had drawn himself up into a small ball and helped him to his feet. ‘Why, Uncle Halil,’ he expostulated as he led him to the wattle-huts, ‘what kind of a man are you, disappearing in the dead of winter and then coming back like this, to scare the wits out of us! Everyone’s glad to see you back again alive and well, but it gave us a turn, you know. What eyes you’ve got, Uncle Halil! The eyes of an old wolf.’

The crowd followed, silent at first. Then everyone burst into talk and it sounded like a loud report in the early-morning stillness of the plain.
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How Meryemdje fell asleep and was left all alone in the empty village

Hassan and Ummahan were busy exploring the empty houses. They had penetrated into them all, but only Köstüoglu’s door would not budge. The children were intrigued. People never locked their houses on leaving for the Chukurova. What could it be that Köstüoglu had wanted to hide? They had also taken stock of the swallows’ nests. There was one in almost every house, but in Tashbash’s house they counted as many as sixteen.

‘Sixteen nests!’ Ummahan exclaimed. ‘When everyone else has only one! That shows that even the swallows know he’s a saint.’

Hassan was given to contradicting his sister, but here he could say nothing for he loved Tashbash, saint or no saint, and missed him dreadfully.

‘I wish Uncle Tashbash hadn’t become a saint,’ he complained. ‘Now he’s had to go away and I miss him so much. And what good has it done us? Or him? Even if he’s living now with the Forty Holy Men in their magic cave …’

‘The Forty Holy Men!’ Ummahan broke in. ‘With their bright green robes! They say their faces are green too, holy green, and their hands, and …’

‘Shut up!’ Hassan shouted. ‘What do I care about their green? I want my Uncle Tashbash. He would have been here now if he hadn’t become one of them. He’d never have left us all alone in this empty village.’

‘But he comes to Mount Tekech, don’t forget. Every single night he walks there in his green glowing robes, and his seven balls of light, tall as poplars, are always behind him. Granny told me so …’

‘Liar!’ Hassan was annoyed. ‘A shameless liar, that’s what you are. Everyone knows Granny’s sworn not to speak to anyone in this village, not even to its ants and birds. Why should she break her oath and talk to you?’

‘Well, she did,’ Ummahan retorted. ‘And, what’s more, she talks to me every night, but in whispers, after we’ve gone to bed. Why shouldn’t I talk to my own granddaughter, she said to me … And anyway, didn’t you hear her speaking to Father quite openly only yesterday?’

‘Shut up and don’t bother me any more, you wretched girl,’ Hassan cried angrily. ‘You and your grandmother! You’re a burden to us all, both of you.’

Ummahan looked crestfallen. ‘It’s true,’ she said mournfully. ‘We’re a burden to you, Granny and I. It’s because of us that Father can’t go to pick cotton. You’ll all go hungry this winter because of us, and Adil Effendi will come and strip our house bare. I wish we could die, Granny and I, like that you’d be rid of us. You’ll be able to go to the Chukurova, once we’re dead, Granny and I …’

Hassan could never bear it when his sister talked like this. ‘It’s not because of you,’ he said quickly. ‘It’s because Father’s decided to wait for Uncle Tashbash who will never come when all the others are here; that’s because he’s a saint now and saints don’t show themselves to everyone. But he will to Father. So you can go and tell Granny not to worry. It’s not because of her.’

‘I will,’ Ummahan said, happy again. ‘I’ll tell her this very night and she’ll be so pleased, because she loves our Lord Tashbash very much. But, Hassan, shall I tell you something? You’re sinning, you know …’

‘What d’you mean?’ he said, resentfully.

‘Listen, brother.’ She leaned over to him and whispered confidentially. ‘It’s not right to call a saint uncle. You must call him our Lord. He used to be your Uncle Tashbash, but now he’s our Lord Tashbash.’

‘You’re right, Ummahan,’ Hassan said. ‘But what can I do, my tongue’s so used to calling him uncle. I know I should say Lord now …’

They walked over to Tashbash’s house and sat down there leaning against the wall.

‘His wife never thought of waiting for him,’ Ummahan mused. ‘She went with the others … Won’t he be sad if he comes and doesn’t find her?’

It was on the tip of Hassan’s tongue to say: ‘Neither faith nor loyalty will you find in women …’ But he checked himself. That was the kind of thing that made Ummahan mad. ‘Well, he’ll find us,’ he said. ‘He’ll be very glad to see us and he’ll solve all our problems. Those who join the Forty Holies are all-powerful and they live for ever … Till Judgement Day …’ A cold shiver ran down his spine. What if I should become one of the Forty Holies too one day, he thought. A man must spend his time praying and fasting and doing a lot of good to the poor … When I grow up I’ll make my namaz prayers every day. I’ll be so good …

‘Did our Lord Tashbash make his namaz often before he became a saint?’

‘Hush!’ his sister admonished him. ‘Granny says one shouldn’t ever meddle in the affairs of saints. It’s a sin.’

Till evening they dreamed there, in the shadow of Tashbash’s house, of Tashbash’s coming, how the darkness would be as the day, how their meals would abound with rich foods … A whole roomful of shoes, another of new clothes … Hassan wished for lots and lots of matches and cherry-shoots …

‘What do you want with cherry-shoots?’ his sister objected. ‘If it’s to swap them for matches as you did last time, why you’ve already wished for a roomful of matches!’

‘It’s not for swapping I want them,’ Hassan replied. ‘It’s because I love them. I couldn’t bear it when I had to swap them, but I needed the matches. Now, since our Lord Tashbash can give us anything we want, I’ll have a roomful of cherry-shoots too.’

‘Oh, I see,’ Ummahan said. ‘That’s different.’

He would come, that was sure, and darting all about him, filling up the whole sky, would be thousands and thousands of steel-blue flashing humming-birds.

‘Clouds and clouds of humming-birds! That’s how it will be when our Lord Tashbash comes.’

‘Shh,’ Ummahan said. ‘He’ll come as he chooses to come.’

‘Yes,’ Hassan agreed. ‘It isn’t for us to say.’ He bent down and kissed the doorsill of Tashbash’s house. ‘Come, Ummahan, you too … I wish to God he’d never become a saint. I miss him so much, my Uncle Tashbash …’

‘Hush, you’re sinning again.’

‘I don’t care! Let him come and punish me then. Let him cast the crippling spell on me. Let him strike me blind if he likes. He’s still my Uncle Tashbash.’

Ummahan smiled. ‘It’s because you’re sure he loves you, that’s why you talk like that. You think he’ll never touch you. But I wouldn’t be so confident. They say a saint can cut both ways.’

Tashbash’s kind pleasant face rose before his eyes. Only it was swimming in a scintillating halo of green. ‘Don’t worry, Ummahan,’ he said. ‘It may be like that with other saints, but Lord Tashbash loves me more than his soul.’

They were floating in a world of golden dreams, Tashbash’s world of birds and flowers and love, a world that was pleasant and easy to live in. Smiling blissfully, still wrapped in their dream, they strolled home. It was like being plunged into an icy stream. Meryemdje was tossing on her bed, moaning in anguish, and Elif was hovering distractedly over her. Long Ali sat in a corner, his back to the wall, his head hanging, listless, oblivious to everything around him.

Hassan felt himself choking. ‘Let’s go, Ummahan,’ he whispered. ‘Don’t let’s ever come home again until our Lord Tashbash returns.’ He seized her hand and they slipped out unnoticed.

Elif rose early, as usual. She had hardly slept. Outside, the sight of the smokeless chimneys brought home their isolation to her in all its sharp intensity. Ali came out after her. He made straight for the stack of firewood near Blindish Hassan’s hut and returned with an armful of wood with which he quickly kindled a fire. Then he placed the baking sheet over it. Meanwhile, Elif emptied their flour sack into a large basin and began to knead the flour. Meryemdje, who had been watching her apathetically, now rose and crouched down beside the fire. She took the spatula and began turning over the thin layers of yufka bread which Elif laid over the red-hot baking sheet.

The deliciously-appetizing smell of baking bread spread through the village. Hassan could not stop himself. He pounced on a wafer and deftly made a roll, stuffing it with a little cheese and onions he had been holding in reserve.

‘Ummahan, have some too,’ Elif said. ‘Ali, you too. And make one for Mother with some butter in it.’

Soon they were all munching away hungrily. Meryemdje cast a grateful look at her daughter-in-law. Then she seemed to think better of it and kept her eyes lowered.

It was evening by the time they had finished baking the huge mound of dough. Meryemdje and Elif rose, tired and sweating, and brushed the flour from their hair and clothes. Hassan stared at the heaped bread. ‘Aboov!’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s taller than me …’

Everything was clear to Meryemdje now, yet she said nothing. Not a single question did she ask about the unusual amount of bread that had been baked that day. What her son and his wife were plotting was so inhuman that she was struck dumb. She felt nothing but a strange impersonal curiosity. She sat there, her eyes following them unblinkingly as they piled layer upon layer of bread into the wide flat wicker baskets that hung from the ceiling.

The hour of the evening prayer came and still no one spoke, not even the children. They crouched in a corner, sad, dispirited. They felt something evil in the air. Elif spread out the bedding for the night. Meryemdje was the first to lie down. Then Hassan and Ummahan tucked themselves in after her. The children had always been used to sleeping with their grandmother.

Ali and Elif did not go to bed. They sat up, silent and still, until they heard the midnight crowing of Okkesh Dagkurdu’s runaway cock. Then Ali rose.

‘I think she’s asleep now, Elif,’ he whispered.

But Meryemdje was wide awake. That’s what you think, Longish Ali, may you be struck down, she muttered to herself under the blanket. I know very well what you’re up to, God damn you … She peeped out. Ali and Elif were up and about, busy collecting things and packing them into a large bundle for the road. It was nearly dawn when they had finished. Ali carried the bundle out.

Just then Okkesh Dagkurdu’s runaway cock crowed again.

Elif went up to Meryemdje’s bedside. ‘Mother,’ she called in a low voice.

There was no answer. Meryemdje let off a loud snore.

‘Ali, we’ve got to get the children out of bed without waking her. You do it. Careful now. Slowly …’

That’s it, you whore of a daughter-in-law, that’s it! So it’s slowly, is it? So you mean to leave me here all alone in this empty village, a prey to the birds and beasts? Well, go then. See if I can’t follow you on my own two feet right down to the Chukurova and pick more cotton than the lot of you put together …

Ali had managed to extricate the sleeping boy from under the blanket. He carried him outside and set him down against the mulberry tree. Then he came back for the girl.

Take them away then, Longish Ali. Snatch my own grandchildren right from my very bosom … Now Ali’s lifting up the pack, she thought. And now Elif’s herding the goats out of the shed. The children, she thought, sleep-crazed, made to walk in the night … Ah, you godless Longish Ali, how can you do this!

Their footsteps were growing fainter. They must be passing before the muhtar’s house now. Meryemdje flung off the blanket and rushed out. She could still see them, dim elongated shadows, ghostly in the half-light of dawn.

‘Go!’ she shouted. ‘Go to the very pit of hell …’

The children were unaware of what was happening. They dragged on dully, only half awake. It was still quite a while before sunrise when they reached the foot of the Big Hill. It loomed before them, darker than ever. The pain in Ali’s breast grew sharper. Fighting the sudden urge to give up everything and go back, he broke into a run. The load on his back bounced up and down. Elif and the children rushed after him driving the goats on more quickly.

In this way they passed the summit of the Big Hill and descended into the valley where the forest began. Here Ali slowed down, the pain in his heart sharper than ever.

‘Elif,’ he said, ‘was Mother really asleep? Or was she only pretending? You know she’s much too proud to ask us anything …’

‘Who knows? … I must say I’ve never known her sleep so soundly.’

Ummahan pricked up her ears. ‘Mother,’ she said suddenly, ‘where’s Granny?’

‘Hush,’ Elif said, casting an anxious glance at Hassan who was whistling as he drove the goats some distance ahead of them. ‘Don’t let Hassan hear …’

Ummahan gulped with fear and fell silent.

The east was aglow now and the peaks of the lofty mountains were bathed in brightness. Little sparkling balls danced for a while between two mountain tops. And then the tip of the sun appeared, casting the shadows of Ali and Elif, of the children and the goats, on to the dusty road, strange unfamiliar shadows that seemed to share their owners’ sorrows. Ali’s long shadow writhed in despair as it jumped from stone to stone.

Hassan was only just beginning to understand. ‘Where’s Granny?’ he blurted out, looking back down the road.

Elif clapped her hand on his lips. ‘Hush,’ she said, alarmed. ‘Don’t let your Father hear.’

Hassan looked at his father. Suddenly he was afraid. He dared not utter another word.

‘Go to the pit of hell,’ Meryemdje muttered again. ‘Brutes, renegades, godless beasts! What son ever treated his mother so? Who ever left a helpless old woman all by herself in a mountain village, a prey to the birds and beasts?’

She turned back into the house, found her cotton jacket and put it on. Then she took the bundle in which she kept her few cherished belongings and started off on the road at a running pace. She rushed all the way to the Big Hill, but there her strength failed her and she sank to the ground, her face coated with dust and sweat.

‘So this is what you do to me, Ali! You, my own child, nursed at my breast, cherished and lulled to sleep with the softest lullabies …’

When she was able to get up again it was already noon. Slowly, gingerly she walked on in the direction of the Chukurova.

‘I won’t stop. I’ll go down to the Chukurova even if I have to die on the way. And I will die, I know it. And what will people say then, eh? Tell me that, Longish Ali! Leaving your old mother to perish on the roads … Think of what people will say! Yes, I will die just to spite you. I’ll walk on and on until I drop down dead. And when the villagers come back from the cotton picking they’ll find my bones right here, and they’ll spit in your face …’

She heard a distant baying of dogs and quickened her step. ‘Bark away, bark away, Yalak mongrels. You won’t stop me! They’ll give me some bread at the next village. What a turn Elif will have when she sees me, the bitch!’

The baying grew fainter and died away and an eerie silence fell, as though the world was suddenly emptied of all its creatures, as though the blowing wind, the shooting-stars, the coursing clouds, the rustling forest, all nature had been blotted out, leaving no trace. A tall dark tree … Dark leaves in the night … The clouds, the streams, the stars, the moon, the flowering trees, all quite dark … An all-encompassing darkness, the world in confusion flowing through the night, flowing endlessly …

The sun was sitting behind a mountain peak, blood-red, with the clouds all about it afire. Soon it would set and vanish. Meryemdje felt cold. ‘It’ll be dark in a minute,’ she thought. Her stomach was pinched with hunger. She could not take another step. But how could she give in? She dropped on all fours and crawled on.

‘Aah, if only the villagers could come along now and see me like this,’ she thought. ‘If only they could come and give Ali and Elif a good trouncing, so that they’d be ashamed to the end of their lives …’

The sun had gone now. It was getting really cold and large bright stars were filling up the sky. But still Meryemdje crawled on obstinately, swimming through the thick dust of the road. From the forest before her rose the howling of jackals, and Meryemdje shivered.

‘Jackals! If they get at my body once I’m dead … But I won’t go back to that empty village, I won’t!’

The dust was cold now. Her hands, her feet refused to bear her on. She slumped down and huddled herself tightly into a tiny round ball.
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How Memidik carried the corpse from one hiding-place to another

He lay mouth up on the bank, a long, long body with his long arms and legs spreadeagled. Beside him a wide pool of blood had soaked into the sand and dried into a crust. His striped shirt was torn from the right shoulder down and a dark streak of hairy chest showed through like a festering wound in the sun. On the left side of the shirt the blood had hardened into a large patch as stiff as a block of wood. Midges swarmed over his face, fighting for his eyes, and now and then a big bright-winged green fly whizzed by, slashing through the sunlight like a long flash of lightning. His hands lay wide open, huge, wet hands. The pebbles, the dusty burdock shrubs, the tamarisks, the laurels, the planetrees shone wetly as the sun rose. His grey hair fell over his forehead. His head, half sunk in the stream, lay pillowed against a large striated stone. Shoals of tiny fish skimmed up, sniffing at his right ear, then swam off like quicksilver to rally again the next instant. The sluggish river flowed, crystal-clear in the sunlight, its polished green-lichened stones bright as the darting fish. The sun was higher now, warming up the earth. A bitter smell rose from the burdock shrubs as the sultry heat sank deeper into the water, the trees and the grass.

A giant steel-green fly zoomed up wildly from the body and struck Memidik in the face. He had crept into an agnus castus bush and sat there, his eyes fixed unblinkingly on the dead man’s face, which was changing with each passing moment, the sleepy downward curve of the lips growing sharper, almost mocking.

The haze that trembled over the river grew denser instead of lifting as the sun rose in the sky. It was a luminous translucent haze that gave varied hues to the dead man’s face.

Memidik’s eyes, keen as a preying wolf’s, scanned him intently, taking in every detail, down to a straggling untied shoestring. But how many knife-wounds, how many holes were there in his back? Five rillets of blood had furrowed the fine sand right down to the river. There must be five holes then …

And so there he lay in the mid-morning heat …

A large orange butterfly came to rest on the man’s left hand. It folded its fan-like wings vertically and seemed to fall asleep. The antennae quivered once as though in a dream. Then the wings fanned out again and their shadow fell darkly over the clotted blood. The dead man’s hand seemed to stir, as though he was going to lift it. The butterfly started up and flew off to settle on the stalk of a mauve-flowering mint.

A frog splashed suddenly into the stream and Memidik started. A group of mud-turtles sunning on the bank were also disturbed and scurried into the water. His heart beat fast. A slim-legged greenish heron alighted beside the half-submerged head and dipped its long bill into the water.

The heat-haze deepened and spread and a thin vapour trailed across the dead man’s face. And then he moved. Memidik jumped up and started running.

It was only when he came to a thorn-infested, long-stubbled wheat field and the knife in his hand flashed in the sun that he stopped. He put the knife back into its sheath.

‘Careful, Memidik, careful,’ he muttered. ‘What are you doing?’

There was not a living thing in sight; it was as though the world had been emptied of all its creatures. Only a few grasshoppers struck his face and hands and rebounded with a pat to the ground.

He sprinted back to the river-bank, grabbed the body by the feet and began to drag it downstream. Its head looked stranger than ever, misshapen under the water, bouncing against the stones, its ears now large, now small, its floating hair folding and unfolding, weed-like. At each glance Memidik summoned all his strength and spurted on faster than ever.

At last, gasping for breath, he stopped and took the rope that was tied to his waist. It was old and full of knots but it would serve its purpose. He trussed up the dead man’s feet. The tamarisk bush rose fresh and green almost from inside the water. One of its branches dropped into the river, forming a thick curtain. Its trunk was smothered by the bright, rambling, red-leaved shoots of a blackberry bush. Holding the rope, Memidik crawled into the bush to where the tamarisk’s roots sprawled, some buried in mud, some branching out like veins into the river. He looped the rope over one of the branches and pulled. He pulled and pulled and the feet came into view against the trunk. He pulled again and the feet crept up, soles upward. Another long pull and the legs were clinging to the trunk upside down. The dead man’s face hung under the water, the eyes huge now, growing larger or smaller with the passing ripples.

‘Good,’ Memidik said. He took a deep breath. ‘Nobody’ll see him here. I’ll come back later to bury him.’

Who was this man? How could he be so like Muhtar Sefer? Why hadn’t he uttered a word? Not a cry … He had simply toppled over like a rotten planetree. Where had he come from? Or was it really Sefer himself? A dead man can look very different from his living self. It must be Sefer!

Memidik swam over to the opposite bank and sat down, his clothes stuck to his body, steaming under the burning sun. A cold shudder shot through him. He looked across and saw the head swinging under the long overhanging tamarisk branch. He saw the flowing matted hair and even, for an instant, the glassy wide-open eyes. The dead man’s arms, spread like an eagle’s flapping wings, undulated in the flow of the stream, striving in an empty embrace.

A long, spangled fish leapt flashing out of the water right in front of him and for a short moment Memidik was blinded.

His clothes were dry now, stiff and rough about his body. Suddenly he jumped back into the stream. In an instant he untied the body from the tamarisk and rushed headlong down the bank, tumbling and rising, wet to the bone, but still floundering on, tugging at the rope with all his might. He tripped and fell. This time he felt the dead man under him, his arms stiff and relentless about his neck. He struggled to free himself but rolled over into the river. The water here was deep and dark, a bubbling black eddy. Memidik went under and the body with him. He struggled up to the surface and the dead man struggled with him, a living thing again. Together they fought their way out of the whirlpool and together they lay side by side on the muddy sand. In an instant their wet clinging clothes were dried stiff by the burning sun.

Memidik hoisted the body on to his back. All about him was a wide expanse of sand, smooth and fine, marred only by the imprint of birds’ feet. A shallow stream ran through the sands, mist-like, paper-thin, trickling on towards a distant mound. After a while Memidik lowered the body with infinite care and held it in a sitting position. He laid his hand on the sand. It was red-hot. Suddenly he started digging. Water came lapping up, but he went on until the hole was knee-high. He pushed the crouching body into it and, walking over to a distant field, returned with an armful of lungwort which he laid over the opening. Then he sat down beside the covered hole.
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How the boy Hassan gathered cherry-shoots in the Cherry Valley before coming to the steep Süleymanli slope

A grey mist had settled in the Cherry Valley like the dregs of a murky pool, a thick almost palpable mist that blotted out the sunrise.

Long Ali was the first to wake up. His limbs were stiff and frozen and he could barely move. Elif and Ummahan had just risen, but Hassan was nowhere to be seen. Elif’s eyes were swollen. She looked old and worn. Ummahan was trying to open her eyelids which had stuck together during the night. She followed her mother to the foot of a huge cedar where a spring bubbled out of a pinewood spout that was overgrown with wild mint and lined with mossy, white stones. Elif held her head under the spring and let the water stream down her neck and through her long dust-stiff hair. After her, Ummahan washed her face, rubbing the crusts from her eyelids. Then she looked around.

‘Hassan’s not here,’ she said.

Ali heaved himself up and stretched his limbs till his joints cracked. He scanned the surrounding crags, the mossy spring, the mist-swathed valley and the snow-speckled mountain peak as though he had never seen them before. Then he turned to Elif who was combing her hair which glistened green-black in the hazy sunshine.

‘Where’s the boy?’

‘Hassan!’ Elif called out.

‘I know where he’s gone,’ Ummahan said. ‘Yesterday he was saying something about cherry-shoots … He’s down in the valley.’

Ali lost his temper. ‘Cherry-shoots!’ he shouted. ‘So I’m to wait here until he’s finished gathering his cherry-shoots, am I? As if I hadn’t got enough to worry me as it is!’ He cupped his hands to his mouth and called out with all his might: ‘Hassan! Hassaaan! Where are you?’

The mist had sunk deeper into the valley now, a dense scintillating sheet of cloud, pierced here and there by a tree-top looking like the bristles of a giant brush.

‘Hassan! Hassaaan!’

Ali’s voice rang down the valley echoing from rock to rock. He listened until the sound died away, then called again and again. Soon he forgot all about Hassan and became completely absorbed in the deep echoes of his voice. Then, suddenly, the image of his mother rose before his eyes and all his troubles came rushing back to his mind.

‘My poor poor Mother,’ he moaned aloud. ‘All alone in that empty village. What will she do? And now, that boy … Where can he have gone to? What if he’s been attacked by a wild beast?’ Ali leaned wearily against a pine-tree.

Elif had found three large stones to form a hearth, had lit a fire and put the tarhana soup to cook. The flames flared high about the pot and soon the savoury smell of melting butter and of mint drifted through the air, followed by the stronger, pungent odour of tarhana. Ali’s head whirled with hunger. His mother, Hassan, everything was wiped from his mind. Quickly he poured some of the steaming soup into a basin and grabbed a huge spoon.

‘It’s hot,’ Elif warned him.

‘That it is!’ he agreed, and began to gulp it down noisily.

A light wind rose and the shadow of a cloud drifted over the forest. The mist lifted and five large eagles appeared hovering in the distance above the Cherry Valley. Suddenly Ali flung away the basin and leapt to his feet. ‘I’m going,’ he hissed through his teeth. ‘Why should I wait for that son of a bitch? Why should I care about him when I’ve already abandoned my own mother …?’ He swung the load on to his back. ‘We’re going! What are you waiting for?’ And he set off at top speed.

Elif and Ummahan stared after him, stunned.

‘Ali,’ Elif shouted, ‘stop! What are you doing?’

He looked back a moment. ‘After what happened last year? You want me to be late again, eh? You want us to go hungry again? All because of a little pup …’

‘But, Ali, he’s only a child. We can’t leave him all alone in the wilds.’

‘Can’t we?’ he snarled and pressed on. ‘You’ll see if we can’t. Let him stay behind and starve to death. That’ll teach him!’

But he was slowing down now for somehow his legs refused to obey him. Then he turned back, dropped his load and sank beside it in despair.

‘Elif,’ he whispered, ‘could something have happened to him?’

‘How should I know …’ she sighed. ‘Oh, how I wish I knew …’

The sun was quarter-high now, the air warmer. The bubbling of the spring sounded louder and the winged insects skimmed more swiftly over its surface. They heard a rustle among the rocks. Ali turned his head and saw Hassan. He jumped up, anger flaring within him.

‘Ali, please,’ Elif murmured. ‘Please don’t touch him.’

He did not hear her. His hand raised, he flew at the child who stood rooted to the spot, staring at his father with startled eyes. Ali’s arm stopped in mid-air at the sight of Hassan with a bundle of cherry-shoots almost double his size on his back, his face dark with perspiration, his shalvar-trousers torn by the bushes, his hands and feet bleeding, looking just as though he had come out of a tough battle.

‘Have you gone mad, boy?’ he asked. ‘What do you want all these rods for?’ He seized the bundle of cherry-shoots and tossed it down the rocks. ‘You won’t be able to carry them a mile, let alone all the way down to the Chukurova. Go and eat some soup. If there’s any left.’

‘Of course there is!’ Elif cried, relieved.

‘Look at him,’ Ali grumbled. ‘Look at the state he’s in. Just for a few worthless rods …’

Hassan crouched down without a word and began to drink his soup, using his father’s huge spoon. The others stood by, watching his hand shuttling like a machine from the pot to his mouth.

‘All right,’ Ali said when Hassan had licked up the last drop. ‘Let’s go now.’

As soon as his father’s back was turned Hassan ran to his cherry-shoots, but he could not lift the faggot. He looked at Ummahan, his eyes pleading. Together they settled it on his back and he began to walk, doubled up under its weight; it looked as though each step he took would be the last.

At close of day they reached the foot of the Süleymanli slope. Ummahan was walking at Elif’s side.

‘Mother,’ she asked, ‘what’s happened to Granny?’

‘Hush,’ Elif whispered in alarm. ‘Don’t let Hassan hear you.’

He was close behind, panting under his load, his face quite black now. ‘Mother,’ he asked loudly, ‘what’s happened to my Granny?’

‘Hush! Your Father mustn’t hear …’

He fell silent, for Ali had drawn up beside them and was putting down his load.

‘Look here, son,’ Ali said, touching the boy’s shoulder. ‘Those rods you’re killing yourself to tote down to the Chukurova, what d’you plan to do with them?’

Hassan smiled, a small proud smile. ‘I’m going to swap them for matches,’ he said. ‘Twenty boxes I’ll get for them this time …’

It was getting dark. The forest roared, the stream gurgled and the wind blew more strongly. And right before them the Süleymanli slope stretched upwards, steep and forbidding, into the darkening sky.

‘Well, my strongman,’ Ali said, ‘we’ll see how you’ll fare tomorrow when we have to climb that cursed slope! You haven’t forgotten about the Süleymanli slope, have you?’

The fire Elif was kindling flared and burst into tall flames. A pleasant smell of burnt pine-gum spread through the night and mingled with the scent of the water-heather that grew beside the stream.
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How the people of Yalak village started to pick cotton in a rich field on the banks of the Jeyhan River

The Chukurova was asleep beneath the pale, fast-fading stars. Dew had fallen heavy as rain and Memidik was wet up to the knees. In his bare feet he waded through the cool dust of the road as though it were an icy stream, leaving two long parallel tracks in his wake. A slow muffled clank of horse-waggons floated up to him from afar and with it the faint strains of a song. A couple of trucks rumbled past, their headlamps beaming over the unruffled surface of the Jeyhan River. Not a breath stirred the air.

Memidik dropped down by the roadside, soaked in sweat. There was a prickly blackberry bush beside him. Seething with excitement, he gripped a branch; his hand hurt and bled, but he held on obstinately until a cloud of mosquitoes swooped down upon him. Then he let go and took to his heels, his arms flailing. Exultant thoughts chased through his mind. At last he had shed that heavy load. Sefer was dead, and Memidik could live again. He could go to Zeliha now and open his heart to her. The sight of Sefer alive, the very thought of him, had sent throbbing pains through Memidik’s body, making him pass blood just like that first time. But he was dead now. Memidik thought proudly: Sefer is dead! Muhtar Sefer! He had killed him! The mosquitoes stormed about him even more thickly, stinging him through his shirt and shalvar-trousers … In fact for some time Sefer had been as good as dead, for no one had dared talk with him, not since that day when the Lord Tashbash had disappeared and had gone to join the Forty Holy Men. ‘No one,’ he had commanded, ‘not a single one of Allah’s creatures is to speak to Muhtar Sefer, ever again!’ And so it had been. Not even his wives spoke to him. Three wives he had, that Sefer, when other people didn’t even own one! And how beautiful was his third wife, Pale Ismail’s daughter, with her large hips that swayed so voluptuously.

Memidik slumped down by the roadside again and took his head in his hands. He had very large hands. Mosquitoes hummed about him by the hundreds, needling at his face, devouring his body. Pale Ismail’s daughter … There was no counting the number of men who had passed over her … Who would take her now? She needed a strong man, or she would begin all over again, from village to village, with every single male in sight, the rabid bitch.

No creature was to speak to Sefer, those were Lord Tashbash’s last words before going off to join the Forty Holies. And hadn’t he said too that Sefer’s murder would be a blessing in Allah’s eyes? That was exactly what he’d said! And no one in Yalak village, no one, not even his own wives, ever so much as bade him good morning after that. They did not dare! For if they did Lord Tashbash would erupt from his mountain in a terrible rage and smite the traitor, leaving him blind or dumb or crippled. Let them talk with Sefer who dare!

But no one would ever talk with him again … for now he lay under the water, at the foot of a planetree, in a deep hole, with thirty heavy stones to keep him down. And the stream flowed over him … No one could find him. No one, ever. And tomorrow what would the villagers say? It’s our Lord Tashbash, they’d say. He came to take him away. Nobody would ever know … How his blood spurted out! Floods and floods of blood, staining the stream crimson, and the pebbles and the fish too, and the blackberry bush, and the planetree. Even the ants had become red. The hole had brimmed over with blood … But no one could ever find him, no one, ever … And what if they did? The dead man didn’t look like Sefer …

The whine of mosquitoes grew louder. Memidik curled himself up more closely to fend off the onslaught and scratched away frenziedly, his long dirty nails tearing savagely at his back and legs until the blood ran.

No, a dead man did not resemble what he looked like when he was alive. The dead Sefer was not at all like the living Sefer. And so it should be. The dead look like the dead … As all dead people should.

It was hot. He was suffocating. Quickly he slipped out of his clothes and dived into the river. The ice-cold water nipped at his body. Shivering, shaking all over, he swam downstream until he came to the planetree. The dead man was there, where he had left him. His eyes were wide open, huge. Suddenly Memidik heard a rustling sound. He looked up. An enormous black figure was bending over him, watching him. He uttered a cry and flung himself flat down. His hand encountered the dead man’s cold thigh, sticky with blood. His gorge rose, but he dared not stir. Suddenly the moon blazed into view, and the sky, the whole world, was bright as day. Naked against the clammy corpse, trembling in all his limbs, Memidik raised his head cautiously. The shadow had vanished. He sprang out and swiftly filled up the hole with branches, earth, wheatstalks, thistles, anything he could lay his hands on … Then he plunged into the river. He sank to the very bottom like a leaden weight, before struggling back to the surface.

The Chukurova was waking to the day. A warm sweaty haze, a reek of oily smoke, a glow like the mouth of a kiln, a smelly din was about to burst upon the weary panting plain. The Chukurova, that thousand-headed dragon, full of snares, capricious, burning, voluptuous, the Chukurova was coming to life again, a greasy yellow expanse, scorched by the sun, the mouth of a kiln, dust-tossed, flame-red …

He halted on the edge of the cotton field. Three shadows were astir, bending, rising, their motions soft and slow and cautious. Only their hands moved quickly, shuttle-like.

‘One of those heathens must be Zaladja Woman …’ Memidik murmured. ‘The other one’s Batty Bekir’s wife … The third … The third one …’ Memidik had sharp eyes. He could tell people not only by their voice or looks, but also by their gait and motions. ‘That third one on the right is the Lord Tashbash’s wife,’

He felt a quickening in his flesh. A voluptuous throb pulsed through him, shaking him down to his very bones. He gave a brief low whistle. At the sound the woman in the centre of the group raised her head. He whistled again more insistently, and she moved away from the group.

Memidik waited. He felt strangely unlike himself. He had never done such a thing before, although Batty Bekir’s wife, as everyone knew, made a point of going to bed with every adolescent in the village.

‘Is that you, Memidik? I knew you’d come to me in the end. I was waiting …’

Without more ado she stripped off her clothes and lay down, her legs taut, ivory white in the dawn light, her breasts jutting out, full and pointed. Memidik’s hands shook so much, he could not get out of his clothes.

‘Hurry, Memidik,’ she whispered. ‘Quick, quick …’ Her fingers clawed at the warm soft earth, her body tensed into an arc. Memidik forgot everything. Her flesh was hot, burning. It seared his body like a live coal.

Then the sweat-soaked earth under them turned to mud. He took her by the hand and pulled her up. Her body brushed his like a flame. His legs shook and he crouched down again. She came at him from behind, mounting his twitching body with her warm wet thighs twined about his neck and shoulders. Then suddenly she ran off and plunged into the stream.

‘Come here, Memidik,’ she called.

He went to her like one bewitched, where she lay half in the water, her hot, wet body steaming.

‘Come, Memidik!’

He was possessed. A fever consumed him. His lips were scorched and cracked.

A truck went by and its headlamps swept the stream, lighting up the two tightly-joined bodies.

Then Memidik spoke: ‘D’you get up every night like this?’

‘Every single night.’

‘You must pick a lot of cotton then.’

‘Yes, but it isn’t for that. I was waiting. And Zaladja too …’

‘Not old Zaladja Woman!’

‘Yes, it’s because of her dreams. It’s a serpent she sees now. He comes to her bed every night and sleeps with her. Zaladja says she’s never known such sweet pleasure with a man. She says she wouldn’t exchange her serpent for a thousand youths.’

‘What a lie! She’s just afraid of men …’

‘Tashbash’s wife comes too. She’s going mad with yearning for him. The three of us get up every night after midnight and …’

‘I’ve seen him! Our Lord Tashbash! He is up there, on the Mountain of the Forty Holy Men, where it’s always cool and pleasant. What would he come here for in this heat, among all those mosquitoes and midges? “I won’t come,” he said to me, “but what I can do for you,” he said, “is to make the Chukurova cooler and send you a little rain too if you like …”’

Zaladja’s hands worked like a machine and she had already filled three large baskets. Memidik joined the group and soon he had two baskets full to the brim. Tashbash’s wife was silent, wrapped in her thoughts. Her hands, her legs, her breasts, her thighs, her clothes, the basket of cotton she held, gave her a brooding appearance.

Batty Bekir’s wife lay there, lolling on her back, living over again those moments of pleasure. ‘Memidik, come! Come to me again, Memidik, come!’

Zaladja was furious. ‘Be quiet, you shameless creature!’ she cried.

The pale streak in the east widened. A gentle breeze sprang up, the invigorating wind of dawn, breathing joy and lightness into men’s hearts. Someone broke into a song full of gladness. The workers began to drift into the cotton field, each carrying a basket or a tin can. They took up their places in a row. And suddenly the plain burst into light and sound and all was feverish activity. The labourers set to gathering the dew-wet cotton bolls, stuffing them into sacks, cans, baskets, aprons even. Soon they shook off the last remnants of sleep and their hands worked nimbly.

This year the field in which they were picking lay near the banks of the Jeyhan River. It belonged to Muttalip Bey, who owned more than a thousand dönüms of the most fertile land in the Chukurova. The cotton rose waist-high, with scores of bolls to a plant, each boll as large as a fist. All over the Chukurova the crop would be plentiful this year. Even the Colonel’s arid plantation where they had worked the year before was yielding a good crop. This year the villagers would be able to pay their debts and have money left over as well.

Their feet sank into the soft earth. The large moist cotton bolls flowed from plant to hands, from hands to sacks and baskets and skirts.

In the mornings the cotton is always wet from the night dew. The labourers start picking long before dawn, stacking the wet cotton into sacks. But when the noonday heat beats down on the plain they retire into the shade of their wattle-huts or booths and spend the hot hours plucking the seed out of the pods. The bur is still wet and pliant. It does not crumble and mix with the cotton which comes out spotlessly white. But if the plant is already dry when picked, it is more difficult to keep the brittle leaflets out and the cotton is not so pure, and soiled cotton is not paid so well.

Memidik’s hands had never been so quick and never had he felt so happy. The villagers were drawn out in a long line, some on their haunches, some kneeling, others stooping. At the other end of the line he caught a glimpse of Old Halil, bent in two, working as fast as anyone.

Now, Memidik thought, now they’ll notice Sefer’s absence. ‘Where’s the muhtar?’ they’ll ask each other. Then they’ll hunt for him high and low, but they won’t find him. And three days later his wives will start the funeral keening. ‘He couldn’t stand it any longer,’ people will say. ‘A headman, to be so humiliated at the hands of his own villagers! So he went and killed himself. Threw himself into the bottomless well or into the river …’

But suppose someone had seen Memidik disposing of the body? Suppose the eagles and the vultures and the buzzards had already spotted the corpse? … Suddenly he remembered the knife. ‘I must be mad!’ he whispered. ‘I forgot the knife. I left it there in the wound. People will recognize it. They’ll know it’s mine.’ Then Memidik’s hand went to the sheath hanging at his waist, and the knife was in it!

The sun was very hot now, the plain like a furnace, but the cotton bolls still held their moisture. The mosquitoes had gone with the sunrise, retreating into shady nooks. Instead the air was invaded by midges, those tiny pin-point black flies that pullulate as the sun grows hotter, sticking to people’s faces, tenacious, multiplying by the hundreds as you kill or brush them off, a torment to men, cattle and donkeys, a plague to every living creature.

Memidik’s face and hair were black with midges. Only his teeth gleamed. Yet he felt nothing, nothing but fear. What if his corpse had been discovered? He must leave the cotton, he must go back and make sure. But someone might follow him, Omer perhaps, that devilish brute, Sefer’s henchman … That dog … ‘You just wait! Only let me get rid of Sefer’s carcass and it’ll be your turn, my fine lion!’

The villagers were growing tired now. Heavy acrid smells of parched grass, of sun-baked earth, of steaming cotton hung in the air over and above the pungent odour of sweating bodies. Memidik’s back was soaking. The sweat fell from his brow, dripping on to the ground before him. White patches of salt had gathered on his shirt.

Somewhere a woman laughed. And suddenly Batty Bekir’s wife was beside him. Her strong woman’s scent made his head whirl. ‘Memidik, come, let’s go,’ she breathed. ‘Come with me. I’ve never had a man like you. I’ve been with many men, but never with anyone like you …’

It was then that he saw her, Zeliha, the girl who, dreaming or awake, filled his life. Zeliha, all brightness and light, with her rosy cheeks, her full fiery lips, her sloe-black slanting eyes, her firm high breasts and slim alluring figure. She was Ayshe Woman’s daughter and already twenty, with all of a woman’s seductive wiles. Memidik was mad about her, but he had always fought shy, too ashamed even to look her in the face. Now he straightened up and walked up to her, the heady female odour of the other woman still clinging to his nostrils. For the first time he looked Zeliha full in the face, straight into her eyes. Then he said something that nobody would have credited him with.

‘Zeliha,’ he stammered. ‘Zeliha, I’ve already picked enough for myself. Now I’m going to do your picking too.’

The girl was struck dumb and could not bring herself to utter a word as Memidik fell into the row beside her.

Everyone in the village knew of Memidik’s secret passion. They also knew that he had never dared come near Zeliha, much less raise his head to look at her. Now all stared at him, their hands arrested. But for Memidik the whole world was blotted out. Only the beloved presence at his side existed for him now. His head bent over the cotton plants, he trembled with joy.

Batty Bekir’s wife had followed him. She planted herself on his right and whispered to him urgently. ‘Memidik, come with me. What do you want with her? A man like you … Come with me …’

Zeliha did not move. She stood there quite still. Once Memidik looked up at her and his eyes were like two live coals. He smiled and went to empty the brimming basket into Zeliha’s sack. Everyone stared at him as though he were naked.

‘Memidik,’ the other woman murmured. ‘Memidik, come away …’

Zeliha sat down suddenly. The earth was burning. ‘Memidik,’ she said faintly, ‘dear brave Memidik! You’ve come to me at last …’ She relished the feel of the hot earth and when it had cooled beneath her, she slipped farther on and the heat seared her flesh again.

Not a leaf stirred. The flat, treeless, white, cotton plain steamed and glittered with millions of tiny blinding sparks under the merciless sun. The whole Chukurova was bleached white and yellow, save for a narrow ribbon of pale green that wound along the banks of the Jeyhan River. And westward, where the river made a bend, a marshy wood showed up dark in a landscape permanently overcast by a dense cloud-like heat-haze.

Memidik’s back was aching. Most of the villagers had retired into their wattle-huts or their tents. Some had sheltered under the booths, away from the sweltering sun. They had opened their sacks and were busy drawing the cotton out of its bolls. Memidik straightened up and looked into the distance. Then he bent down over the cotton again.

‘Stop now, Memidik,’ Zeliha pleaded. ‘It’s much too much! How will I ever pluck all that today? Why, half a dozen hands couldn’t do it …’

All at once Memidik’s hands froze in mid-air and the basket fell to the ground. His face turned yellow, then white as a sheet. He sank down, trembling.

‘I’ll get you some water,’ Zeliha said, alarmed. She flew to the jug and poured out a tumblerful. She had to hold it to his lips for his hands shook too violently to hold the tumbler.

His gaze was riveted on the oncoming figure of Sefer, Muhtar Sefer himself there, before him in the flesh. He could not believe his eyes. Was it a ghost? On he came with his long heavy stride, a hunting rifle slung over his shoulder, a brace of francolins and a hare swinging in his hand. He was wearing huge boots with soles made of tyre-rubber. He passed on proudly erect and went to his wattle-hut at the far end of the field. Now he would clean his catch with his own hands, salt the meat and lay it over the embers of a slow fire. And soon a tantalizing smell of roasting flesh would be floating about the wattle-huts, maddening to those people who never tasted meat for months on end.

This was Sefer’s way of getting his own back on the villagers who had refused to talk to him ever since Tashbash, on the day he had been arrested, had ordered them not to do so. He would pick up a fat, well-roasted francolin, turn it over slowly in his hands, and then, as he ate it, he would stroll among the wattle-huts, smacking his lips and licking his greasy fingers. And the children would raise a wail: ‘I want a bit of meat too! Mother, get me some meat too …’ All through the night the villagers would be beset by dreams of warm, sizzling, fragrant meat and wake to the insistent greedy cries of their children. ‘Mother, just a little bit of meat …’ But Sefer never let anyone have a morsel, not even his wives or his own children. What was left over he would either keep for the next day or fling into the river before the eyes of the whole village.

Memidik forgot his basket, he forgot everything. He slunk off into his wattle-hut. Now he would never be able to face Zeliha again, nor anyone else. His body was aching, he felt a lancinating pain, where Sefer had tortured him. ‘He didn’t die! … But I’ll kill him yet!’ Who could the dead man be? Had he been dreaming? Could he have imagined the whole thing?

The villagers sat in the shade plucking at the cotton bolls while the bulgur pilaffs simmered over makeshift hearths. A wind had risen, whipping up the dust into whirling white clouds over the roads. Muhtar Sefer was humming a tune as he dressed his game, gloating in expectation of the warm fragrant fumes he would soon be sending over the wattle-huts.

And then Long Ali appeared, bent double under the load he was carrying; he was followed by Elif and the children.

The Muhtar was the first to move. He left his francolin to burn over the fire and rushed up to Ali. Who knows, maybe in the heat of the journey Ali might forget and say a word to him. People would see then that all this talk about being struck dumb or blind if anyone spoke to him was just nonsense.

‘Where’s Meryemdje?’ he shouted. ‘I suppose she’s dead. I’m sorry …’

Ali was sweating under the load. He gave Sefer a black look and turned away. ‘Selam to you, neighbours,’ he said. ‘How are you all?’

Hassan was holding a plastic bag tightly against his breast. In it were twenty-six boxes of matches. This time the cherry-shoots had brought in something big. But he was worn out, his shoulders and back torn and bleeding, and it would be a long while before his wounds would heal in the Chukurova heat.

Suddenly Zaladja rose to her feet. ‘They’ve killed her!’ she hissed. ‘They’ve killed Meryemdje so as to be able to come here more quickly …’

Old Halil hobbled over to Ali. He gulped and swallowed, but remained silent, staring at Ali who stared back, confused, not even attempting to lay down his load.

Then Shirtless jumped up. ‘What a lot of worthless heathens you are, all of you,’ he shouted. ‘Let the man sit down and rest. Come, Ali, it’s very sad, but everyone’s mother dies some day and their fathers too … No one’s in this world for ever …’ He helped Ali put down the load.

Some young men began to set up a new wattle-hut. A few branches, a few sticks, that was all …

Memidik lifted his head. Three eagles were circling high up in the sky. He leapt to his feet and began to run.
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A star-spangled, mosquito-ridden, clammy, stifling, restless night in the Chukurova

Home-Leave Memet had been shouting and cursing since sundown. It was always like this when that belly-ache seized him.

‘Damn you, neighbours. Curse you all from your fathers down to your youngest kid! Fools that you are to come here year after year, into this hell … Damn you, why can’t you stay in your village with its clear, ice-cold springs, eh, you bastards? Oh, oh, oh, this is going to kill me! Neighbours, if I die, don’t bury me here, in this hellish land. Take me up to my highlands … Oh, oh, oh, damn you! Damn you all …’ They clustered about him in twos and threes, weary, sleep-heavy, helpless. There was nothing they could do. Once or twice a week this fit would come upon Home-Leave Memet, and only old Meryemdje could bring him some relief, with the home-made brews at which she was expert.

His screams redoubled with the pain. ‘Help! Where’s Mother Meryemdje? What have you done with her, you heathens? Ah, Long Ali, you’ve killed her, I know you have, just so that I should die in agony … She was my only help and sustenance! Look, I’m dying … Help, help, neighbours! Damn you, damn you all …’

The night was hot and clammy. Not a leaf stirred. Large glittering stars shed a lustre over the dark plain, as though somewhere the moon had just risen. Night insects chirred and from a distant swamp rose the croaking chorus of thousands of frogs. Clouds of mosquitoes churned through the stifling air with a steady vibrant whir. The whole village was scratching away desperately. Such an onslaught of mosquitoes they had never known before. Some of the villagers had lit a bonfire and settled round it. The flames drove the mosquitoes away, but the villagers felt as though they would soon be roasted. On one side the clammy, viscous heat of the night and before them the burning fire … They tried wrapping themselves in sheets or sacks, but it was of no use. There was no escaping the insistent drone, the needling sting, the maddening itch.

‘God damn it!’ Old Halil burst out. ‘I wish this Chukurova would sink to the bottom of the earth, damn it …’

Hassan was suffocating. From his cool mountains he had suddenly fallen into an infernal cauldron. He slipped off, away from the others, and hid behind a blackthorn bush on the roadside. The plastic bag with the matches was in his hand. Quickly he struck a match and let it burn itself out till it scorched his fingers. Then he struck another and another. Now and again he craned his neck above the bush and looked towards the wattle-huts. Someone might be spying on him. People would talk then. They’d say he was not in his right mind …

Old Halil slid quietly over to Long Ali’s side and gripped his hand. ‘I’m sorry about Meryemdje,’ he said mournfully. ‘I know you think that she hated me … But it wasn’t like that at all. Deep down she loved me. She couldn’t do without me. Maybe she wouldn’t admit it even to herself, but that’s how it was. Why, if I’d been the one to die she wouldn’t have lived for more than a couple of days after me. And that’s how it’ll be with me too. I won’t live long now Meryemdje, is dead …’ He broke into sobs.

‘Fancy!’ someone said nearby. ‘Fancy Old Halil weeping over Meryemdje!’

And suddenly Zaladja Woman raised her voice. ‘I saw it in a dream, neighbours! What a fearful dream it was! Long Ali with that dagger in one hand. With the other hand he held Meryemdje by the hair and sawed away at the nape of her neck! I flung myself upon them, but it was too late. Meryemdje’s head had fallen to one side and her body to the other. Oh, the blood that spurted out! It was all in the dream, neighbours, truly it was … I was lying in a pool of blood and my legs were stuck to the ground. I struggled but I couldn’t free myself. And then I saw Long Ali walking down the Chukurova road, his load on his back and in his hand Meryemdje’s blood-soaked head. He held it by her hennaed hair. Meryemdje’s lips were fixed in a smile. Her gold nose-ring glinted in the sun …’ Suddenly Zaladja broke into the traditional keening, beating her knees with her hands. ‘She is gone, my companion, my friend in need, my kindred soul … Gone and left me, solitary as the single stone at the bottom of a well, forlorn, desolate …’

Mosquitoes stabbed and tore at the labourers, piercing through shalvars and shirts, sucking up their weak anaemic blood.

Long Ali took Old Halil by the hand and raised him to his feet. He led him away from the wattle-huts. Now they were quite near the bush where Hassan was hiding.

‘Listen to me, Uncle Halil,’ Ali said. ‘What are you all talking about? What’s all this fuss and keening? Mother’s not dead.’

‘What? Not dead?’ His trembling hands clasped Ali’s.

‘Of course she isn’t! Will she ever die? We saw that she was really too old and weak for the Chukurova this year, so we baked a huge batch of yufka bread and left it up there for her. Enough bread for three months … Till we come back … And she isn’t quite alone. There’s Spellbound Ahmet, you know. And then, Tashbash may come down from the Mountain of the Forty Holies. You know how he loved Mother. Why, the minute he learns she’s all alone up there, he’ll rush to her …’

Old Halil’s trembling hands were suddenly still and cold as a corpse’s. ‘Not dead? Oh, thank God …’

He sank down beside the bush. Just at that moment Hassan struck a match. It flickered for an instant, lighting up Halil’s wet beard, as he crouched there, his face hid in his hands.

Then a booming voice filled the night. It was Shirtless bragging as usual. ‘My ancestors, that glorious breed, built towers with the skulls of their enemies … My great-grandfather took his last shirt off his back to give to a poor beggar. That’s how the name of Shirtless stuck to us. My breed … That bloodthirsty breed of warriors … Why, even they wouldn’t have done what Ali’s done to Meryemdje!’

Köstüoglu raised his voice in dissent. ‘Why shouldn’t he do it?’ he enquired. ‘When a woman’s too old and decrepit even to walk down to the Chukurova, she’s better off dead. What use is it to drag on like that?’

It was well after midnight and still tongues were wagging about Meryemdje. Everyone was convinced that in one way or another she had met her death.

Hidden in the bush, Hassan kept on striking match after match. ‘Father’s killed my Granny,’ he was thinking. ‘He killed her because he didn’t want to carry her on his back all the way down to the Chukurova, like last year. Granny who loved him so … Now she’s dead … Poor Granny!’ His face was wet with tears. The mosquitoes had stung him everywhere and the tears were like salt over a raw wound. That night Hassan sobbed himself to sleep in the blackthorn bush.

As the night wore on the big fire died out, the gossiping tongues were still, the scratching hands fell back inert and people gave up their bodies to the ever-swelling swarms of hungry mosquitoes. Too tired to care any more, they laid themselves down over the warm earth and now the mosquitoes could suck away unhindered till they were gorged with blood.

Two people could not sleep. One was Long Ali and the other Batty Bekir’s wife.

Long Ali was thinking of his mother. How was she faring, all by herself in the empty village? What if she died? The villagers would eat him alive then. They’d make short work of him. At the very best he would be forced to leave the village. Fear gripped at his heart. A decrepit old woman, all alone for two or three months! What if she fell ill and not a soul was around to feed her, not even to give her a little water? She would never survive. A dead, bloated body rose before his eyes, his own mother, her hennaed hair trailing in the dust, her palms upturned, quite still, hundreds of green flies settling on her and rising with lightning speed in myriad green flashes under the beating sun …

‘She’ll die! She’ll never survive this … What possessed me to leave her behind? What? …’

Remorse swept over him. Now he blamed himself bitterly. His own mother! He couldn’t bear to think of her … But who knows, maybe she would fare all right. After all she had food and water. There must be some stray chickens left behind, to say nothing of Okkesh Dagkurdu’s bee-hives, brimming with honey. But would she think of them? And if she also peeled some yalabuk from the pine-trees, then what more could she ask for. The yalabuk would keep up her strength. It was like a youth elixir, that white lining of the pine-bark.

Could Tashbash really have been a saint? he wondered. Had he really gone to join the Holy Men? Or was he dead, frozen and buried under last year’s snow? If he were now living with those immortal Holy Men up on their magic mountain, wouldn’t he rush down to Meryemdje’s aid? Could he forget how she had lavished love and help on him and his wife? Does a man forget everything when he becomes a saint? As for Spellbound Ahmet, Meryemdje had always believed that he was the Peri King’s own son-in-law. He might come to her and, who knows, maybe take her to the peris’ enchanted palace.

Then he smiled. ‘Oh dear,’ he thought. ‘What a fool I am!’

The Peri King’s son-in-law … Tashbash and the Forty Holies … What nonsense! Who knows where poor Tashbash was now? Most probably in the mad-house. Poor Tashbash, those shameless villagers had wrecked his life. He called to mind that last day, the day the gendarmes had taken him away, a dark snowy winter’s day, and Tashbash walking in front of Corporal Jumali like a sheep going to be sacrificed. It was only when he had turned and given the villagers his last commandments that his stature had grown. ‘You shall not speak to this Muhtar Sefer again,’ he had said, ‘not a single one of you, down to the very dogs and cats of the village.’ He had blazed out like a nine-plumed prophet. And later? Everyone knew what Corporal Jumali had reported to the Captain. How a sudden burst of light had enveloped Tashbash, how he had glided out of the cave and the light had gone with him … A huge ball of light sweeping up to the mountain top! Corporal Jumali had seen it with his own eyes. ‘Ah,’ he had said, ‘if I could just see him once more, our Lord Tashbash, I’d throw myself at his feet and beg his grace and mercy. Ah, aaah …’

No, there was no doubt about it. Tashbash was a saint. But did saints remember their earthly friends? Did they bring to mind their Mother Meryemdjes? ‘Ah, help me, brother Tashbash! Aren’t you my old friend? Do something for me, quickly …’

As for Batty Bekir’s wife, she rolled over the warm earth, stark naked, writhing, in the grips of a ravening desire, still feeling on her flesh Memidik’s hot young body. There was hardly a man in the village she had not gone to bed with and usually she never wanted the same man again, but this undersized, skinny lad had set her whole being on fire. And now he was nowhere to be found, although she had looked for him high and low. So there she lay, her naked body exposed to the bite of mosquitoes, letting them sting her and tear at her flesh. But for the mosquitoes she would never have been able to bear the unquenched desire, the burning voluptuousness that tortured her. They whizzed about her, biting, drawing out her blood. She sated her frenzy a little by scratching at her body.

Ali raised his head and saw three shadows in the middle of the field. He recognized them, rose from his bed and went to the stream. There on the bank he crouched down to relieve himself and remained half asleep for a long time. Shouts coming from the field and the clink of cans roused him. Quickly he tied up his shalvar-trousers, slapped a little water over his face, and ran to the cotton field. Elif was already there. He dropped into the row beside her.

The peaks of the mountains were still dark. Only a thin glimmer at the edge of a cluster of clouds in the east heralded the dawn. The glow of the star-studded sky fell over the white cotton field, easing the task of the labourers’ groping hands.

I must gather a great deal of cotton, Ali thought. I must work fast, night and day, so as to be able to go back to the village in a month, long before the others … Mother won’t die till then. A woman like her, old as she may be, doesn’t die in four weeks.

His hands flew. They went so fast that he himself was amazed. Were these swift, agile hands really his?
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Memidik has an urge to see the dead man again, where he lies tied to the root of the planetree beneath the stream. He heaves him out and props him against the tree-trunk and peers into his face in the dark till dawn breaks, and then rushes back to the cotton field, leaving the corpse there against the tree. And then three men in white suits and large straw hats arrive in a black motor-car and search for the dead man.

He had snuggled into a bush and was crouching there, his unblinking gaze fixed on the dead man. It was as though he were seeing him for the first time. Why hadn’t he looked at him properly before? Now he scanned the face down to its smallest feature, the sparse drooping moustache, the way the lower lip was thrust out perplexedly, the lank wet hair half hiding the brow, and that air, that look just like Sefer, hard, cunning, smooth …

He’s the spit and image of him, Memidik thought distractedly. Yet I’ve seen Sefer in the flesh today … So who can this be? His clothes are different. He’s got white shoes and town trousers, silver-grey, and a dark grey coat. Those wide-open eyes … They seem to have grown larger now.

A steel-green fly flashed down like lightning from a branch of the planetree on to the dead man, whizzing up again, and for a while a bright steel-green line was stretched between the branch and the corpse. More steel-green flies sprang up, and now it was not a line but a luminous steel-green web of light that was being spun in the air. Then Memidik raised his head and the web was wiped away, leaving only the empty, blinding heat-shimmer of the day.

He crept out of the bush and took a few steps towards the dead man. Then he stopped short as several green flies zoomed up before his eyes at a dizzying speed. The steel-green web flashed blindingly on and off, on and off, and behind it the dead man seemed to sit up. Memidik’s heart leapt to his mouth. He stood rooted to the spot, unable to take a step. The body was moving. It was making a lunge for him. Memidik closed his eyes very tight. When he opened them, the body was still there, leaning against the planetree. A large yellow-veined leaf spiralled down to rest on the dead man’s right foot.

Suddenly Memidik turned and streaked back into his bush. His heart was pounding. He longed to get away, to escape, anywhere. But he could not do it. He could not leave without touching the body once at least, to make sure that it was really cold, quite dead. And so he crouched on there, numb with terror.

It was hot. The three men wore wide-brimmed white straw hats. Their trousers were newly pressed and all had neckties despite the sweltering heat. Their black dust-coated car gleamed darkly under the beating sun. A smell of petrol hung over the plain. One of the men was very tall, his face and neck furrowed by long vertical wrinkles. He had a tiny white moustache.

The second man was fat and cross-eyed. His straw hat was twice as big as the others’. The third was very young, a skinny lad with sunken cheeks and thin lips in a tiny pointed face.

‘Have you seen Shevket Bey?’ was the question they kept asking everyone. ‘You know, Shevket Bey …’

Zaladja Woman raised her voice in answer: ‘I haven’t seen him, but he was in my dream. They were hacking him to pieces … In my dream …’

‘No, we haven’t seen him …’

‘You must know Shevket Bey … A huge tall man, with a moustache. He’s got the largest hands … Three times as large as anyone else’s …’

‘No, no, we haven’t seen him. We don’t even know him …’

They found the muhtar lying low in a ditch, his rifle cocked in readiness for a hare he had sighted.

‘Have you seen Shevket Bey? You know Shevket Bey …’

Sefer sprang to his feet, eager to find someone to speak to. ‘I think it was Shevket Bey,’ he said artfully. ‘He was going down that way. He has huge feet, hasn’t he? Shevket Bey … But I’ve seen Tashbash too, you know, the so-called saint who disappeared last winter. He put this ban on me, and now not even my own wives will talk to me, not even my own faithful watchman. Nor Omer, the lad I brought up like my own son … They’re afraid of being struck with his curse. Can’t they see you talking to me, and nothing happening to you? If he’d really been a saint, that Tashbash, he would have struck you down on the spot. Saint indeed! That wretch, that dog! … And some fools believe he’s one of the Forty Holy Men now! Even that Corporal Jumali swears he saw him enter a ball of light and rise up into the sky. Who ever heard such nonsense! Is it so easy to be a saint? And a saint who walks in magic light … I don’t believe it. It’s those villagers who got him into this mess. They felt like having a saint of their own and so they forced him to act like one. God knows, the poor wretch himself didn’t want to. And what happened was that he gave the gendarmes the slip and fled or got frozen to death in the blizzard. As for Corporal Jumali, he made up that story of lights to save his own skin …’ Then suddenly in a tearful voice: ‘It’s nearly a year now, and nobody’s even so much as said my name aloud. I’ll go mad at this rate or kill myself. Why don’t you be my guests this evening? See these three fat juicy francolins?’ He held them up one by one. ‘I’ll shoot you a hare or two as well in no time. There’s a big bottle of raki at home, the most excellent raki you’ve ever tasted and just right to go with roast game. Come and be my guests this evening and I’ll make it my business to find Shevket Bey for you. See if I don’t bring him back to you, bag and baggage. Please come …’

The men stared at him with expressionless faces. ‘You’d better stay here and get on with your cotton picking,’ the tall one said at last. ‘As for that Tashbash … Shevket Bey was looking for him too, God knows why! He rattled on about him all the time …’

They turned and strode off down the river-bank.

Memidik saw them coming. A terrible fear gripped him and he sank to the ground. Suddenly the flies started buzzing up and down, spinning their steel-green web of light. The men were drawing nearer. With a tremendous effort he threw himself on the dead man where he sat with his staring, wide-open, yellow-streaked, blue eyes, and pressed his finger to his thigh. The finger sank into the flesh. Then he ran quickly to the shelter of his bush. He could hear nothing but the loud drumming in his breast.

All at once the men were there, close to the planetree; then one of them came right up to the bush in which Memidik was hiding. The other two were standing pretty near to the dead man. They were talking. It seemed to Memidik that they must be speaking to the dead man.

A cool gust of wind blew in from the south. Soon it freshened, whipping up the dust on the roads. Long columns of dust formed on the opposite bank of the Jeyhan River and scoured the plain in a whirl. A dust-devil tinted with blue came hurtling on towards them and closed upon Memidik, the men, the steel-green flies and the corpse. It swept on, snatching off the three men’s panama hats, leaving a covering of white dust over everything. The corpse was almost invisible now, and the planetree had become a tree made of white dust. The flies had turned into small blobs of dust. Nothing was left of their former lightning brightness, of the delirious steel-green flashing under the sun. A ball of dust now kept up a rapid shuttling between the branches and the dead man.

‘Damn it all,’ the tall man cried. ‘Shevket Bey will never find this Tashbash. It’s impossible. Tashbash has gone up to the mountains. He is with the Forty Holy Men now …’

‘Let’s arrest this man then,’ the thin one said.

‘What’s the use?’ the fat man remarked. ‘It won’t bring back Shevket Bey …’

‘It won’t,’ the tall man replied. ‘Let’s find our hats. Now, where has this damn dust-storm sprung from!’

The sun set. The men vanished. And now the cotton field shimmered palely again under the light of the stars and glowworms flitted from cotton plant to cotton plant. A wet, clammy odour of rot and swamp spread through the night.

‘Where can I put him? What shall I do?’ Memidik groaned. ‘This is going to cost me dear. There’s no place where they won’t find him. And then they’ll hang me. They’ll hang me by the neck …’

He saw himself dangling at the end of a rope, his tongue sticking out all purple, his feet ugly and dirty and yellowing, their toes pointing to the earth, and he shivered.

Quickly he slung the body over his shoulder and walked down the stream. There was an old dry well, he knew, this side of the swamp … It was getting on for dawn when he found it. They had closed up the opening with a large heavy stone and he pulled and pushed and strained for a good while before he moved it. Then he flung the body down the dark mouth of the well and sighed with relief. He felt a frothy feeling inside. Dawn was breaking and he ran back to the cotton field. His mother was already there. He fell in beside her and began to pick. On his left was Long Ali. His hands were moving so fast that you could not see them.
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Memidik is sorely perplexed. Is it real what is happening to him, or only a dream? Is he sleeping or waking? He doesn’t know. All he is conscious of is the intense heat and the clouds of mosquitoes. And also that thing in the well that he cannot get rid of …

It was nearly sundown. The surface of the Jeyhan River paled first to a powdery blue, then its blue became incandescent, as though the river was being illuminated from within. And all at once the whole riverside was dyed blue, the grass, the bushes, the marshy wooded hollow, even the snow-white cotton field. Not a ripple marred the surface of the water. Still as a lake, it seemed to have stopped flowing.

A tenuous ray of light shot arrow-like over the water, tracing a fleeting luminous line, that vanished almost at once, then it came again and went, three times. It was very hot. Hundreds of swallows flitted overhead, a medley of dark specks in the sky like criss-crossing bullets. Now and then they darted right in front of Memidik’s nose, playing with him as swallows do. Memidik had seen swallows keep up with the fastest horses and plague them to death with their persistence. Swallows could even keep up with motor-cars.

I wonder whether they can go as fast as an airplane … An airplane! he thought suddenly. That’s where I ought to put the body. All dressed up, his eyes wide open looking like glass, unblinking … He’s still got his shoes. His clothes are a little rumpled, but no one would notice … But who can he be? He looks like one of them, one of those rich aghas. He’s got that uppity look on his face. His moustache droops just like Okkesh Dagkurdu’s, a good clean Moslem’s moustache. I’ll put him on that plane, and then … Over a forest, as we fly very very high … No, no, it must be over the sea, the vast boundless sea. Or would an empty desert be better? …

‘Ah, you fool!’ he sighed aloud suddenly. ‘Ranting about airplanes! Where will you find an airplane?’

Wasn’t the body safe there, in the dry well? No, he told himself, anybody could find it. How? Well, dogs for instance. And then the smell … What if the stink of the rotting body rises out of that well and spreads all over the Chukurova plain? He saw the labourers holding their noses and running in the direction of the well; a thousand, five thousand, a hundred thousand, the whole population of the Chukurova, young and old, all converging on the well.

A flying swallow dropped a twig that ruffled the blue calmness of the river.

The inside of the well was dark. But deep down Memidik saw something round like a mirror, and right in the centre of this mirror two glassy protruding eyes in a yellow face. The eyes stared at him from the mirror, from this remote glassy disc that gleamed at the bottom of the well. A shudder ran through him.

‘Anyone can see him,’ he thought. ‘Anyone who’s got eyes to see … And people are always curious about dry wells. They never miss a chance to poke their noses into them …’

He could see his own face too, beside the dead man’s, small, tiny as the palm of a hand, his hollow cheeks, his sunken eyes and even his chin quivering with fear.

‘I’m frightened,’ Memidik said aloud to the man in the well. ‘Frightened to death, and it’s all because of you, damn you. What a plague you’ve turned out to be! What shall I do? Where shall I take you? Whatever I do, they’re sure to find you and they’ll know soon enough that it was I who killed you. What shall I do? Tell me, what, what?’

He burst into tears. The reflection at the bottom of the well puckered up its face too and cried like a child. Even the glassy-eyed face with its drooping moustache seemed to be crying with him.

Suddenly three riders appeared tearing out of the horizon. They came at a breakneck gallop, leaving behind a cloud of dust that hung persistently in the air. Their shadows fell on the glass-green stillness of the river. One of the horses was a chestnut, the other a bay and the third white. The riders were clothed in long white robes, with red bandannas tied about their heads. Their feet were bare. The horses had no bit, halter, reins or saddle.

Memidik lunged at the stone cover of the well and pushed with all his strength. But it was stuck fast. He pulled and tugged, his hands flayed and bleeding, and all the while the horsemen drew nearer. Now they were galloping through a stubbled field, the horses’ shoes flashing like mirrors in the sun as they pounded over the stubble.

Memidik was wet with perspiration. The sweat streaked down his face like a fountain. His clothes stuck to his body as though he had taken a plunge into the river. He heaved again, violently, desperately, and something went crack in his back. They were making for the well, there was no doubt about it. He let go of the stone and threw himself into a clump of laurels nearby. Only just in time … As he crouched there trembling they were already upon him. The horses were black with sweat; now all seemed to be of one colour. It was hot, hot and clammy. They jumped over the well. One of the horses stumbled and threw its rider. The man sat up and leaned over the well. The others reined up. They dismounted, tied their horses to the bay-trees and went straight to the well.

Memidik shook like a leaf. His eyes were riveted on the three men who were leaning over the mouth of the well, their buttocks raised as in the genuflexions of the namaz prayer. Now was his chance to run, while the men were engrossed, motionless. But his legs would not obey him. He dragged himself out of the clump of bay-trees, and then, as if by a miracle, his legs came alive. Streaking down to the river-bank he flung himself into the water. In the incandescent deep blue of the evening, he swam across to the opposite bank. Even his hands and feet turned a deep blue.

The day was fading when he came to the cotton field. A huge fire blazed away and the air was hot and clammy, pervaded by the heavy, bitter odour of burdock bushes. Whiffs of fresh, sap-filled rice plants and of rotting swamp drifted in from some rice-paddy nearby. Mosquitoes whirred through the air. The Bald Minstrel was singing. It was an old song, old as the earth, a song that carried the misery and affliction of the thousands and thousands of years that had passed. The mounds of cotton, the fields, the star-spangled Jeyhan River gleamed palely in a strange magic twilight.

‘Durmush, brother, how are you?’

‘Not well. It’s going to start again. I know, because I had a fit of shivering a little while ago and that’s how it always comes.’

Memidik took his hand. ‘Come, let’s go and sit by the river.’

‘Oh no,’ Durmush said. ‘I’m sick of doing it on the earth like that. I’d much rather beg Batty Bekir’s wife for five days running and risk her refusing me too!’

‘It’s not the earth business,’ Memidik said. ‘And anyway, Batty Bekir’s wife is in a good mood these days. She won’t turn a fellow away. But come along. I want to talk something over with you.’

Durmush was his only friend in the village. He trusted him implicitly, but still he hesitated to confide in him this time.

‘Durmush, brother,’ he began when they were seated by the river, ‘I saw two men. One of them …’

‘One of them was Tashbash!’ Durmush broke in excitedly.

‘No, he wasn’t. It was someone I didn’t know, a small man, tiny like me, very small and thin and timorous. And the second man was tall and huge, like Muhtar Sefer. And then, one night, the man who looked like me killed the Muhtar Sefer man …’

‘Shh! Don’t say things like that. You’ll get into trouble.’

‘But I saw him! I saw him with these two eyes, the little man carrying the corpse on his back, looking for a place to hide him.’

‘He ought to have buried him.’

‘That’s what he did, but then he took him out again for fear they’d find him … And if they do find him they’ll hang that little man. The one who’s like me …’

Memidik rattled on, telling his friend everything, how the little man had to strain every muscle to carry that huge heavy body, how he had hidden it again and again, and how no hiding place had seemed safe enough.

Durmush thought for a little while. ‘Where are they now?’ he asked. He felt suddenly sorry for that poor little man.

‘They’re by the dry well,’ Memidik said, and told his friend about the three strange men. ‘Now, who can they be, Durmush?’

‘They must be the dead man’s brothers,’ Durmush decided. ‘They’re waiting there by the well because they know the little man will come back to the body, that he won’t rest till he’s sure the body’s in a really safe place. So they’re waiting to catch him, and then they’ll hang him.’

‘Aaah,’ Memidik groaned, ‘they’ll hang him by the neck …’

‘Come,’ Durmush said, rising, ‘let’s go to the well so we can warn the little man.’

The river was gleaming with a myriad stars as they crossed the bridge and came to the well.

The three men were there, in the same position, their heads hanging over the mouth of the well. The horses were munching grass from a freshly-cut heap before them.

‘How still they are!’ Durmush whispered. ‘Is there something wrong with them? And where’s the little man?’

‘He’s in that clump of bay-trees over there,’ Memidik said.

Dawn was breaking. The bay-trees bloomed in a riot of pink flowers from which emanated a light, pungent odour.

‘Let’s go and warn him to run away,’ Durmush suggested.

Suddenly the three men straightened up. Memidik and Durmush took to their heels and ran for their lives.
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On their way down to the Chukurova the Yalak villagers had met a small pot-bellied man. ‘This year you’re going to pick my cotton,’ he had told them. When they came to his plantation they could not believe their eyes. A thousand dönüms of rich blooming cotton, each boll as large as your fist! Surely it was Tashbash who had shed his blessings on this crop … And the man? Who had sent him to them? Tashbash, of course. And so the villagers were happy, in spite of the heat and the mosquitoes. Only three persons were not happy. One was the black-fated Sefer, whom nobody would speak to, the other the black-fated Memidik, and the third, the equally black-fated Long Ali.

Long Ali lay on the ground, frozen, his body muscle-bound and sore. He tried to shake himself awake, but sank again into a half-dream, his hands moving as though still picking cotton.

He opened his eyes. Not a glimmer of light pierced the darkness to herald the dawn. Only in the east, over the distant mountains, the morning-star flashed brilliantly like a small sun. All at once a cool soft breeze arose and Ali felt better. It is always so when a man wakes with the dawn and the cool dawn breeze caresses his brow. Then he is filled with an ineffable joy. It is as though he were reborn. He feels blithe again and light as a feather.

He forced himself to his feet. The others were still asleep. A loud sonorous snoring came from Shirtless’s wattle-hut. He heard the pitter-patter of Zaladja Woman’s lips. She must be dreaming again. Home-Leave slept in the open on a thin pallet. He was blubbering and sniffling with pain.

The cotton field paled into the distance like a snowy steppe and as the brightness of the snow blanches the night, so the white-blooming cotton field lit up the darkness. Ali stretched his limbs until his bones cracked. As he crossed the field, he heard a moaning sound from the ditch. He pricked up his ears and recognized Batty Bekir’s wife by her short, spasmodic breathing. She always moaned in that peculiar strangled way when she was making love. He could see her quite clearly now, writhing on the ground, panting with desire. But who was the man? He could not make him out. The two lovers rolled over. Now they were only three yards away and he knew him by his head of curly hair.

‘It’s Memidik!’ he exclaimed in surprised admiration. ‘Good for him! I didn’t know he could be like that …’

He tiptoed off along the ditch until he was out of earshot, and relieved himself, taking his time. Then on his right he saw a dark crouching shadow.

‘Is that you, Uncle Halil?’ he called.

‘It’s me, my child, it’s me,’ Old Halil replied in his rasping voice. ‘Come here, I want to talk to you.’

Together they walked down to the riverside. The dawn breeze blew in cool soft whiffs, ruffling the deep, dark greenish surface of the water.

Old Halil took Ali by the hand and made him sit down on a grassy tussock. ‘Ah, my child,’ he began, and drew a deep sigh. ‘My own Ali, you’ve played into that Muhtar’s hands. Now he’ll go to the Government and denounce you. Listen, Government brother, he’ll say, that Long Ali’s murdered his own mother because she couldn’t walk down to the Chukurova any more. She was a burden to him, so he killed her and buried her too. And then the Government will throw you into jail. How could you do such a thing? How can a man kill his own mother? And a mother like Meryemdje too! Look, she and I, we were like cat and dog for fifty years, but still we couldn’t do without each other. Ah, Ali, how could you do it? How?’

He began to cry. Ali tried to say something, but the other was sobbing so loudly that it was some time before he could make himself heard.

‘But it’s not true, Uncle Halil!’ he kept protesting. ‘I never did such a thing. Mother’s up there in the village. I told you so already. Why won’t you believe me? She wanted to stay. Ali, my son, she said to me, you all go down to the cotton. Just bake me a basket of yufka bread and I’ll manage till you come back. That’s what she said …’

Old Halil was sure now that Meryemdje was not dead. He hesitated. ‘Ali,’ he said suddenly, grasping his hands, ‘there’s one thing you must promise me. Look, I was your father’s best and dearest friend. For his sake where he lies in his grave, you must keep your promise.’

Ali pressed his hand warmly. ‘Uncle Halil, have you ever known me to refuse you anything?’

‘Then don’t tell Meryemdje I wept for her. Not ever! D’you promise?’

‘Of course I won’t,’ Ali said. ‘But the villagers? They saw you …’

‘I’ll fob them off. They’ll never know. Now swear you won’t tell.’

‘I swear it.’

‘Not like that,’ the old man said. He drew out a tiny Koran from his pocket. ‘Put your hand on this holy book and say: “I swear on the heads of my two children I’ll never tell a soul that Old Halil wept because he thought Meryemdje was dead. Amen.”’

‘Amen,’ Ali repeated dutifully after him.

Old Halil drew a deep breath and put away his little Koran. ‘Now listen to me,’ he said. ‘Even if you haven’t killed her, Meryemdje will die there all by herself. Did you leave her anything besides that dry bread?’

‘Well … there was some tarhana … And then … Mother said … She said she’d go to the Peri King’s magic palace and look after Spellbound Ahmet’s children. Maybe even now …’

‘You fool!’ Old Halil almost spat at him. ‘Spellbound Ahmet! Who’s Spellbound Ahmet that the Peri King should have him for a son-in-law!’

Ali was about to take up the idiot’s defence but he thought better of it. There was a long silence between them.

‘Listen,’ the old man said at last. ‘The only thing to do is to go back, and as quickly as you can.’

‘But how can I?’ Ali cried, almost in tears. ‘How can I leave the cotton picking now? And such a crop too, as we never saw in years. Why, this year we’ll be able to pay back Adil Effendi everything we owe him and be rid of him for ever! How can I go back, Uncle Halil?’

‘Well then,’ Old Halil said with decision, ‘you must work twice as hard as the others. You must move heaven and earth and be back in the village in a fortnight. I’ll help you. And don’t you go thinking I’m too old to be of any use! You’ll see what Old Halil, the old eagle of these mountains, can do.’

Ali kissed Old Halil’s hand and touched it to his brow.

From the field above them came a clatter of tin cans. Some people coughed and the sound of voices grew louder.

‘Quick now,’ Old Halil said. ‘They’re waking up. Let’s put our backs into it. This year my pick goes to you and not to that snivelling son of mine.’

‘Oh no, Uncle Halil! I’ll have none of that. That’s one thing you must promise me, or I won’t go back at all.’

Old Halil did not like the obstinate note in Ali’s voice. It would not do to contradict him now. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘But then you must work twice as hard, three, five times as hard …’

‘I will, don’t worry,’ Ali replied.

‘Because if something happens to her up there and the villagers return and find her dead, you’re finished. So don’t you lose one minute.’

‘I won’t, Uncle Halil, don’t worry,’ Ali said. He walked away, his eyes full of tears, a lump in his throat. Strange, he thought, how one can never tell what people are really like. We always thought Old Halil and Mother hated each other. They’ve been at daggers drawn ever since I can remember. And now look at the old man … Why, he’ll die of sorrow if something happens to her! Who would ever have suspected such a thing? …

In the grey dawn the motions of the pickers were slow and clumsy. Their clothes, wet with the night dew, clung about them as though rain-soaked and they shivered in the dawn breeze. The Gavur Mountains were visible now, a curtain of blue smoke in the distance, and over them the morning-star, brighter than ever, flashed with corruscating radiance. A thin line of light was widening gradually over the mountains.

Long Ali’s hands worked at a furious speed. His sack was full in no time and he rushed off to empty it under the thatched porch of his wattle-hut. As for Old Halil, that master-thief, that wily old deserter from the Yemen wars, nobody had ever seen him pick cotton with such zeal. The villagers stared.

Memidik, by his mother’s side, was working slowly today. He kept lifting his head to stare at the sky. There in the dim half-light of dawn a group of great large-winged eagles were gliding towards the river.

‘What’s the matter, my child?’ his mother asked. ‘You’re like a cat on hot bricks.’

It was a question she asked him all the time now, and Memidik would answer or not, according to his mood, saying anything that came to his mind.

‘It’s nothing, Mother, nothing … Only I miss our Lord Tashbash. Last night I saw him in a dream. He stood in a flood of light beside a cool spring which sprouted from under a bed of mint, and all about him the flowers bloomed and the mountains sang softly for joy. His face was a little pale, sad perhaps. And then I woke up …’

‘Is that so, my child?’ his mother said, puzzled. ‘Well, I hope he comes to us soon, our Lord Tashbash, and then you’ll feel better. Maybe he’ll be able to do something about the heat and those mosquitoes that plague us night and day …’

Anakiz Woman, who was working next to them, now joined in. Although people called her Anakiz Womanfn1 she was still young. Her husband had been arrested for some infringement of the forestry regulations, but he had escaped and never been heard of since. Nobody feared prison more than he did. As for Anakiz, her hair had turned white in a single night. Such was her sorrow that she had shut herself up in her house without seeing anyone for months on end. Yes, she was still young, Anakiz, and pretty too with her delicate chin, her huge dark eyes and soft silky complexion. It had taken her a long while to get over the mortification of being abandoned by her husband. Then with time she forgot him and returned to life. Yet, although offers of marriage rained upon her not only from Yalak village but from neighbouring villages as well, she refused them all. She was never known to have a lover either, nor even to look at a man again.

‘I’ve been picking cotton in this cursed Chukurova for fifteen years,’ she said, ‘and I’ve never known such a heat nor seen so many mosquitoes.’

Memidik could not take his eyes off the eagles. ‘We’ve never seen such wonderful cotton either, Anakiz sister,’ he murmured. ‘The hotter the weather, the better the cotton crop. Just look at these bolls, sister! Clusters and clusters of them on every stalk and each one as large as my fist! Why, if we could have cotton like this every year, we’d soon be rich. We’d pay off Adil Effendi and have no debts left. No debts! Think of it … And d’you know what? It’s our Lord Tashbash who’s done this for us. From now on all the fields we pick will be like this.’

‘I hope to God that Muhtar is struck blind! Inshallah, he’ll be covered with boils and his skin will rot away! No one speaks to him, not even his three wives nor his own children, for fear Tashbash will cast the crippling spell on them. All this winter he beat them black and blue, but they never opened their mouths once, not once! I know because my house is just next door and I could hear him curse our Lord Tashbash all day long, horrible, unheard-of curses, God preserve us … And now d’you know what he’s saying? I heard him, when he had those visitors from the town. They were eating francolins and drinking raki. Wolves, he said, devoured Tashbash’s frozen body as sure as we’re eating these francolins, and now, he said, those stupid villagers worship him, that wolves’ muck! He said that if Tashbash had one jot of power he wouldn’t have let himself be turned into wolves’ muck! The people from the town were roaring with laughter. And then Sefer complained how he was still plagued by Tashbash, dead and wolves’ shit though he was, how the whole of the Chukurova knew that nobody talked to him because Tashbash had ordered them not to, how he had become the laughing-stock of the townsfolk, how this was going to kill him … Ah, what we really should do is tear this Sefer to pieces …’

Memidik’s mother was squatting on her heels steadily plucking the fluffy dew-wet cotton bolls. ‘Anakiz sister,’ she said with conviction, ‘d’you think the villagers wouldn’t have done just that, and thrown each piece of him to the dogs too? But what did our Lord Tashbash say? You won’t touch a hair of that skunk’s head, he said, you mustn’t foul your hands. Just don’t talk to him, he said, and that’ll be enough to drive him into his grave. If he hadn’t said that the villagers would have torn him to pieces long ago …’

‘To pieces, ah, to pieces …’ Memidik muttered under his breath. There was a hollow feeling somewhere in his breast. Where were they heading for, those eagles? Where? …

The pickers worked in a long row, elbow to elbow. Shirtless, picking on Ali’s right, was getting more and more ruffled at his neighbour’s agility. Long Ali forged on four, five yards ahead of the row, then came back and picked the cotton plants that were right before Shirtless’s nose. Enraged, unable to contain himself any longer, Shirtless began to grumble aloud: ‘It’s not human! He’s swallowing up the whole lot. At this rate he’ll pick all the cotton by himself. The man’s making a hundred kilos a day, by God he is …’

He kept reckoning up in his head how much money Ali would make. If they pay us twenty kurush for one kilo, then a hundred kilos is twenty liras. Twenty liras a day! As much as a whole family would pick … And what if he picked a hundred and fifty kilos? That would add up to thirty liras. The very idea made him furious.

‘Breh, breh, breh!’ he exclaimed, louder than before. ‘What kind of a man are you anyway?’

Ali showed no sign of having heard him. Shirtless was thoroughly incensed. ‘What can you expect from a fellow who’s killed his own mother?’ he growled. ‘A man who’s capable of doing that isn’t human, that’s a fact!’

To make it worse, all the mosquitoes of the world seemed to be buzzing about his ears and jabbing through his shirt. It was more than he could bear.

‘God damn you to perdition, you mother-murderer,’ he cursed, and grabbing his sack fled to the other end of the row. ‘That man makes my blood boil,’ he confided to Batty Bekir whom he found himself next to. ‘It isn’t hands he’s got, damn him, but machines. Have you ever seen anyone pick cotton at that speed?’

Batty Bekir laughed uproariously. ‘Well, he wasn’t like that before. He was just like you and me. Look at the heap he’s gathered in two days, as much as five men. Ah, he’s changed indeed, Long Ali, after killing his mother …’

Ummahan and Hassan stopped dead.

‘I knew it,’ Hassan whimpered. ‘I knew Father would do this thing … Last year when he had to carry Granny all the way down here, his back got sore, and besides that he had to listen to the cruel things Granny said to him all the time …’

‘Father’s killed my Granny,’ Ummahan said. ‘I saw it with my own eyes. She was in her bed and he had his huge hands about her throat. Poor Granny, she died on the spot.’

‘Why didn’t you call me?’ Hassan said. ‘I’d have saved her!’

‘There was no time. His hands were covered with blood!’

Hassan was weeping silently. The tears ran down his face and neck and into his shirt. ‘Zaladja Woman saw it in her dream, just like you said. And she’s told everyone about it … I wish we’d never come to the Chukurova this year. Then Father wouldn’t have killed Granny.’

‘He’d have killed her anyway,’ Ummahan said. ‘I heard him talking to Mother one day this winter. “I’m sick of the woman,” he said. “She’s the plague of my life. I’m fed up. If she’d only die and let me be …”’ She burst into tears.

‘Hush, Ummahan,’ her brother said. ‘People mustn’t know or they’ll take Father and throw him into prison. And then we’ll be left all alone, friendless, abandoned on this great plain.’

Ummahan stopped at once and dried her eyes. ‘Nobody’s heard me, don’t worry.’

‘And don’t stop working,’ he told her sternly. ‘You can talk as you pick, can’t you? It’s for a small handful of this precious cotton that Father had to kill Granny. Look at him now, how quickly he’s working. It’s just as though he had a grudge against this cotton for what it’s done to him … And the others? Have you seen how they’re bursting with jealousy? It’s because Father’s picking five hundred kilos each day. Five times as much as anyone else …’

Ummahan drew nearer to him. ‘Did you see those men?’ she whispered. ‘The three men with the large panama hats and white clothes? I saw them three times as they rode by the field. They came to visit Muhtar Sefer too. They’re very important men and they’re searching for someone. I’m sure it’s Father. They’re going to catch him and take him away; it’s sure to happen, especially as Sefer hates him …’

‘Idiot!’ Hassan said impatiently. ‘If it’s Father they want what business have they running day and night up hill and down vale? They’re looking for Shevket Bey, my girl, that’s what!’

‘Who’s Shevket Bey?’

‘Be quiet, stupid,’ he said huffily. ‘I said Shevket Bey and that’s enough! Now get on with your work. The sun’ll be up soon and our sack is still empty. What will Mother say?’

Suddenly he was sorry he had spoken so harshly. Poor Ummahan, she was so unhappy, mourning for her grandmother … Then it occurred to him that his father must be mourning too. He had killed his mother whom he loved more than his own soul. Poor Father, it was poverty which had driven him to do it. Curse this poverty …

‘Look here, Ummahan,’ he said, ‘don’t cry again. You can’t die with the dead. Granny was very old. She would have died soon anyway. Listen, tomorrow we’ll go to that marshy wood and find last year’s bird’s nest. We’ll take my matches too. I’ll give you five boxes all for yourself, if you like. What’s the use my keeping them now Granny’s not here to see …’

‘Granny …’ She was sobbing bitterly but her hands were on the cotton plants, picking steadily.

Hassan began to cry too. His Granny rose before his eyes. He remembered the kind things she used to say to him. His shoulders shook with sobs.

‘Hassan!’ Ummahan nudged him suddenly. ‘The three riders! They’ve come again to look for Shevket Bey.’

Three horsemen were indeed galloping towards the field along the dusty road by the river.

‘They won’t find him,’ Hassan said with conviction. ‘He’s hiding from them.’

‘He’s not hiding,’ Ummahan said. ‘Somebody’s killed and buried him. Zaladja Woman saw it in her dream …’

They cantered along the field and faded into the grey dawn. Hard upon them Muhtar Sefer, his rifle slung over his shoulder, his cartridge belt and hunting bag tied to his waist, strode past and went his way. Memidik started up, quivering with rage.

‘You … You … You ought to be cut to pieces, to ribbons! And now, instead, I’ve killed that poor man …’

In the far distance, under a cluster of white clouds, Memidik’s keen eyes picked out a movement in the sky. Eagles, vultures and ravens were circling over the marshy wood by the river.

‘They’ll find him now,’ he fretted. ‘What an idea to have put that body into a well! … They’ll find out who killed him too and they’ll hang me … And Muhtar Sefer will live on …’ He gritted his teeth.

Suppose he ran back to the well at once and took the body out? But it would be light by then, and anyway where else could he hide it so that the birds of prey could not smell it? …

‘I must get one of those burlap sacks … No, no, burlap’s not stout enough. It must be haircloth. I’ll tie him up in it with a large heavy stone inside too, and then I’ll throw the sack into the deepest part of the Jeyhan River. Into the Ali-Never-Sank weir. Nobody’ll ever find it there.’

But what if he wanted to see the body again? What if he needed it for something or other? Why should he need it? Well, he might. He’d never be able to get it out from the bottom of the weir. But where else could he hide it? No place seemed safe enough. He had tried everything, burying it under the planetree, in the marsh … Throwing it into the well … It was no use. There was simply no place for it in the whole of the huge Chukurova plain.

Mosquitoes whined about his ears. His hands and feet, his face and back smarted with their bites. He scratched away furiously and the more he scratched, the more he thought of his corpse.

‘Sister,’ he said to Tashbash’s wife who was beside him, ‘these mosquitoes seem to be made of bone. Their sting pierces the flesh like a sword. Why, they could easily suck all the blood out of a man’s body!’

She sighed, a long bitter sigh. ‘I can’t even lie down any more,’ she said. ‘My back’s one big sore. I’ve never seen such mosquitoes in the Chukurova before.’

It had been light for some time and now the sun rose. Its heat clamped down over the plain almost at once. Soon the earth was hot as a live coal and the labourers who had been barefoot since dawn hastened to put on their old worn shoes.

The eagles were circling over the well in greater numbers now.

‘Aah,’ Memidik said, ‘this time they’ll find him …’

A thick fulvous smoke smothered the whole plain. The distant crags of Anavarza steamed in a scintillating brightness and the Jeyhan River flashed blindingly, a smouldering stream of molten silver. Sweating in the torrid heat, the perspiration burning into their mosquito wounds, the labourers were slower now. The long line advanced almost imperceptibly.

Memidik’s hands moved automatically. His eyes were on the eagles … The sky was frayed to a smoky yellow in the blazing heat, and on this yellow the black spots that were the eagles came and went, now nearer, now farther, but even more numerous, dark slow-circling spots under the sun, pitch-black sparks embedded in a steaming shimmer …

‘In this heat who’d bother to go and look …’ The idea made him feel easier and for a while he forgot the corpse. Then suddenly all his fears came flooding back and his heart tightened. He ran over to Durmush and began to pick silently beside him. Durmush was an alert young man with bright sharp eyes in a long sunburnt face. He shot a questioning glance at his friend.

‘Listen,’ Memidik said at last. ‘Listen, Durmush. You remember the dead man? In the well? Let’s suppose he’s still there … But now hundreds and hundreds of eagles and crows and vultures are circling above the well. And those three riders are still looking for him. Won’t they think of looking in the well when they see those eagles?’

Durmush was surprised. ‘Well, yes,’ he said. ‘I suppose so.’ He raised his head. ‘Look!’ he said, pointing to the sky. ‘Look! There really are some eagles over there! Don’t you see them? There, you can’t miss them, there are so many …’

Memidik shaded his eyes with his hand and looked towards the well. The eagles were there, in greater number than before. They’ll find him, he thought. It’s impossible they won’t … ‘I can’t see anything,’ he said aloud. ‘Where d’you see eagles?’

‘It’s the glare of the sun,’ Durmush said. ‘That’s why you can’t see them. Today’s going to be very very hot. Who’d trouble to look for a corpse in this heat? And go all the way to that well?’

He looked doubtfully into Memidik’s face. Could it be that his friend was in trouble? All this talk about corpses and wells …

Again the three riders came into view. They galloped off along the river towards the Tilki woodswamp, leaving a cloud of dust in their wake. Memidik looked to see whether they were carrying anything like a corpse with them, but they had nothing. He felt better. The sun was not even quarter-high yet. There was no help for it, he had to wait for the night.

Towards noon the earth shrivelled up and cracked open under the grilling sun. Trucks, motor-cars, horse-carts, tractors with their trailers, rumbled along the road at the foot of the Anavarza crags raising clouds of dust that lingered in the still, windless air.

In the noonday heat the labourers work in the shade, stripping the seed-cotton from the boll, and afterwards, in the afternoon, when the south wind arises, they go out into the fields again. This time, instead of snapping the whole boll of cotton to store into their sacks, they pluck out the seed on the spot, leaving the empty burs on the plants. They work thus till sunset.

‘By noon,’ Memidik said, ‘the birds will be falling to the ground. Let’s go this afternoon and bathe in the river.’

‘All right,’ Durmush said.

Then Shirtless’s deep voice was heard. ‘That’s enough, friends. The plants are much too dry now. The cotton’ll be no good. Let’s stop.’

They all grabbed their sacks and cans and baskets and made off for the wattle-huts. Zaladja Woman rushed ahead and close behind her bobbed the cotton-white head of Okkesh Dagkurdu. There, in the shade, they rested awhile, then set to strip the moist seed-cotton from the bolls. Everyone was satisfied. The field was a rich one, the cotton plants waist-high and heavy with fist-sized bolls. They were tired but happy. The slowest worker could make thirty to forty kilos a day in such a field.

The Bald Minstrel took up his saz and started to sing. The song throbbed into the air, then like dregs settling at the bottom of a glass it foundered over the fields. In the sweltering heat the song sounded faint and unfamiliar. The Bald Minstrel stopped short and put away his saz.

‘Greetings to my father-bard, Karadjaoglan,’ he said. ‘Greetings from this hell, this stifling heat, these ravenous mosquitoes! Greetings to the cool springs, the white-pined highlands!’

He began plucking his cotton. His wife, his sister-in-law and his six sons were working with him. All his sons played the saz and sang like their father.

The cotton exuded an acrid, mouldy smell that mingled with the ashy smell of burnt parched earth. Before each wattle-hut a fire was lit and the tarhana soup set to cook. Soon the saucepans were bubbling away under the sun.

Long Ali never once lifted his head, completely absorbed in the work of his nimble fast-moving hands. Before him were two large sacks filled to bursting. Would he finish plucking all that by afternoon picking time? That was the question in everyone’s mind. Impossible, people said. How can he pluck that amount of cotton? But Ali did. He finished his lot before anyone else and then went to help out Old Halil.

Memidik could not sit still. He had soon done with his cotton and without even stopping to drink his soup he rushed up to Durmush. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Quick, brother, let’s go and cool ourselves in the river.’

They were joined by two other youths whom Memidik did not dare turn away. He ran ahead and casting off his clothes plunged quickly into the water. At the noise a group of mud-covered turtles sunning themselves on the river-bank scudded back into the water. Memidik swam until he was out of breath, his eyes never leaving the fulvous, burning sky where a single eagle, its huge wings flapping slowly, was making for the well.

‘What are you waiting for?’ Memidik muttered. ‘The others are there already. You go too and let that be the end of me! Ah, they’ll find the well and everything …’

A strangled moaning seemed to rise from the depths of the earth. It was Home-Leave again. ‘I’m burning, friends,’ he groaned. ‘I’m dying in this heat.’ He threw himself into the water, clothes and all, and lay quite still. Before long he was shivering. He dragged himself out on to a patch of green grass. ‘I’m cold,’ he whimpered. ‘I’m dying of cold. Help! Save me, friends. Do something, you bastards …’ His face taut with pain, his lips chapped, beads of perspiration on his brow, he twitched and tossed in a paroxysm of fever.

Memidik got out of the water. Once more the eagles were assembling, thicker than ever, filling the whole sky. The three men would see them now … Just then Zeliha came walking towards him. He bowed his head at once, but her warm smile when she saw him did not escape him. ‘She likes me,’ he said. ‘Perhaps she even loves me, but …’ As always when he saw her the thought of Sefer made him wince and his old scars smarted. He looked up, his heart beating wildly, but Zeliha had gone. Batty Bekir’s wife … Against his will his feet forced him to her wattle-hut. She was sitting there plucking at the cotton bolls. Her husband was asleep, his head resting on her knees. Memidik sat down beside her, his knee touching hers.

‘Go away,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t drive me mad.’ Her body was suddenly hot as a live coal. ‘Go quickly. I’ll meet you tonight under that tree there.’

He forgot the eagles, Sefer, the cotton, everything. As he left he found himself singing a lively song he had never sung before.

fn1 Woman is added to Turkish feminine proper names when the person is elderly.
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Fifteen gendarmes headed by a first-lieutenant, six policemen and the three men with panama hats riding their bare horses come to the cotton field and cross-question the villagers who are very much alarmed.

In the afternoon the south wind began to blow, weaving its spider’s web over the Chukurova plain and whipping the dust off the roads into long whirling pillars that scudded on towards the Taurus foothills and vanished in the distance. From far over the southern Mediterranean an occasional cloud drifted in, shedding a cool shade on the fields where long-legged, red-beaked storks stepped languidly to and fro.

The cotton pickers in a row facing north were silent, engrossed in their work. Suddenly, on the road that led to Jeyhan town, they saw the dust swell up as though an army was tramping by. Then, from the curtain of dust two open trucks emerged, one red, the other blue, and came to a stop on the edge of the cotton field. They were loaded with gendarmes and policemen smothered up to their eyelashes in layers of dust; only their teeth gleamed. They poured out of the trucks slapping their clothes, like so many bursting sacks of flour, and marched into the cotton field.

‘Stop working, all of you,’ the first-lieutenant ordered, ‘and come here.’

The villagers drew up, huddling against each other.

‘They’ve come to get Long Ali!’ someone whispered.

‘And he thought he would get away with it! Killing his own mother, poor helpless old Meryemdje … Leaving her body prey to the beasts and birds and then coming here to pick cotton as though nothing had happened …’

‘As if the Government wouldn’t get wind of it …’

All heads turned to Ali who was still picking away, completely absorbed, his hands moving so swiftly they were almost invisible.

‘Hey, you!’ the first-lieutenant called in a loud voice used to command. ‘You there, the tall one picking cotton! I said come here.’

But Ali never moved.

‘He’s pretending not to hear, the sly fox!’

‘A man who would chop off his own mother’s head …’

‘And in cold blood too! Just look at him! As though he had nothing to do with it …’

The first-lieutenant crossed over to Ali’s side and dealt him a kick in the ribs with the tip of his boot. Ali started and jumped to attention. ‘At your orders, commandant,’ he shouted, confused, his face suddenly yellow, his lips trembling.

The first-lieutenant was gratified at this effect of military discipline. ‘Go and join the others,’ he said.

Stiffly, Ali marched off towards the group.

The first-lieutenant’s bright, youthful eyes scanned the crowd with a kingly confidence.

At that moment the three panama-hatted riders galloped into the field and dismounted. One of them came up to the first-lieutenant and bowing and scraping doffed his hat. His head, quite bald and shining crimson under the sun, was twitching nervously. His green, bleary eyes were red-rimmed.

‘It’s these people, commandant,’ he said. ‘We’ve been investigating for days. Everything leads here, and ends here too. We’ve got to question them all, one by one …’

Memidik looked at the eagles that were flocking in from the Anavarza crags and clustering over the well. ‘They’ll see them! Oh God, draw a curtain over their eyes!’ he prayed. ‘Make the eagles go away for a little while at least. Just for a little while. They can come back afterwards as much as they like …’

The first-lieutenant’s gaze came to rest on Ali, to whom he had taken a sudden liking. This was a man who, if he knew anything, would speak the truth. Ali was still standing at attention, his body so rigid that his legs quivered.

‘Stand at ease,’ the first-lieutenant said. ‘You there, come with us.’ And he led Ali away from the others, accompanied by a sergeant-major and two plainclothes men. They stopped under a tree near the river-bank and there started the cross-questioning.

‘It’s a lie,’ Ali kept repeating. ‘It’s just calumny. I’m not a murderer. Would a man ever kill his own …’

‘We’re not saying you did it,’ one of the plainclothes men said. ‘We’re asking you who did.’

‘But no one!’ Ali protested. ‘No one! There’s enough bread to last two months … A large cock … And the cherries in the valley, just ripe now … Would I ever! … I’d be out of my mind to do such a thing. Why, you can go there right away and see …’

‘Where?’

‘Why, our village of course! My house. It’s lonely now up there, to be sure, with nobody left to talk to, but …’

‘Where’s your village?’

Ali pointed to the faintly-visible range of the Taurus swathed in a blue haze. ‘There! Right behind those mountains. That’s where my house is, with my mother in it, alive as you and me.’

They could make nothing of it. Funny creatures these villagers, thought one of the plainclothes men. Dumb as the earth … ‘Shevket Bey!’ he shouted. ‘Who’s asking about your mother? Who cares whether you leave her up in the mountains or not? D’you know anything about Shevket Bey, that’s what I’m asking you!’

‘I don’t know a thing,’ Ali stammered, terrified. ‘I wasn’t here. I came down after the others … I never saw him in my life.’

They gave up and Ali hurried back to the safety of the crowd, weak with relief.

Shirtless stepped up to the first-lieutenant. ‘If you ask me, he did kill her. And by hacking her head off too. He’s lying. Lying a thousand times. He says he left his mother up there with a cask of honey, a firkin of butter, thirty-eight chickens, sixteen goats and a two-month store of yufka bread. Don’t you believe it! If Meryemdje wasn’t dead she’d have found a way of getting down to the Chukurova. Ah yes, he’s killed her, his own mother, that angel, Meryemdje! The whole village is mourning for her. No one has the heart to pick cotton any more. Don’t you let yourself be deceived by Long Ali’s meek looks. He’s deep, that one … Ah, Meryemdje, poor Meryemdje … Look, commandant, I come from a long line of spahis. And d’you know how we got to be called Shirtless? My great-grandfather, who was a high lord and chief of the spahis, had this habit of giving his shirt to the poor. Each time he’d come back shirtless, half-naked; my noble great-grandfather couldn’t bear to see a poor man. So he went without a shirt most of the time. The name stuck to us. I am the last of the race to uphold its honour. A heavy load I bear, my commandant …’

‘Yes, yes. That’s all very well, but what about Shevket Bey?’

‘Because, you see, my great-grandfather had oceans of mercy in him, for all that he was a valorous knight who killed so many in battle that he could build towers with their skulls. I’m full of mercy too, my commandant, just like him. And so I say, don’t hang Long Ali. It’s not good to hang a man. But send him to prison, do, by all means. Because if you don’t, then other people will follow his example. Old mothers are a bother to everyone. If you don’t punish him people will just jump at the chance to do the same. Even you, even I, we’ll kick ourselves for not having done away with our old mothers.’

‘Now look here, man, I’m asking you about Shevket Bey!’

‘Oh, him? Well, you can be sure he hasn’t been this way. People always come straight to me. Nobody would dream of disdaining my house. So you can be sure Shevket Bey never came here. Why, nobody’s ever heard of him, let alone seen him. As for Long Ali, he’s right there before you. Do as you like …’

Memidik’s eyes were on the eagles. One of them had swung away from the swirling group over the well and was heading east, towards the Gavur Mountains. It flapped its long wings hurriedly as though fleeing from the others. Then he noticed the stocky young gendarme. His bright eyes were raised in the direction of the eagles. Among all these people he was the only one. Memidik came up to him, his heart in his mouth.

‘If that fellow hadn’t killed his mother, there wouldn’t be so many gendarmes after him, would there, brother? As for Meryemdje, she was such a pig-headed quarrelsome old woman … She asked for it. So what are you waiting for? Just take Long Ali and go. Your brain will boil in this heat. You’ll get the fever like our Home-Leave Memet you see there. The poisonous fever … The sun will strike you down. It’s like that when you’re not used to it, comes down on you like a rock … And the mosquitoes will tear you to pieces. Quick, quick, get into your trucks and go. Those eagles? Oh, you’ll see eagles all the time in these parts. Eagles love the beautiful wide Chukurova skies. Look, one of them’s left the group and the others will soon follow it. Eagles are like sheep, you know … Look, brother, Long Ali wouldn’t kill a fly, let alone Shevket Bey. As for his mother, that’s another matter. She was at her last gasp anyway. He couldn’t leave her to come down here with the rest of us. But he couldn’t wait up there for ever either, until she died. If it were you or me dying … But this is Meryemdje. She’s so obstinate she could lie there on her death-bed for days and days. Even for a year if she wanted to. So what could poor Ali do? Wait up there until all the cotton had been picked? Meryemdje was dying anyway. If not today then tomorrow. So he simply pressed her throat a little to help her on, that’s all. I know, because Ali told me everything. So, you see, he couldn’t have killed Shevket Bey. Nobody here would have done such a thing. Did Shevket Bey carry a firearm on him?’

‘No …’

‘Our people would never attack an unarmed man, so there you are … Save your honour …’

The air was torrid, stifling, the earth like a live coal, the plants and trees frayed by the leaden, crackling heat. Long Ali was sweating. The perspiration spurted from his shoulder-blades, turning to mud the dust on his clothes. It ran down his brow, his arms, his legs like a torrent. The first-lieutenant was sweating too. So were the gendarmes, the policemen, everyone and everything, even the trunk of the tall willow-tree on the edge of the stream.

A strong gust whipped up tall dust-devils and sent them spiralling through the fields. Round and round they went, engulfing husk and chaff from a newly-harvested wheat field and swooping down upon the villagers. Then they swept on, leaving so many statues of dust in their wake. The sun was like glass, hard and sharp and brittle. Blinding. All the hotter for the whiteness of the cotton plain.

The first-lieutenant was thirsty. They brought him some water, hot, muddy, smelling of swamp. He tried to drink it, but his gorge rose. One of the policemen was lying under a bush, his tongue hanging out like a panting dog.

‘I saw him!’ Zaladja’s dress hung open down to her shrivelled breasts. The thin plaits of her hair stuck wetly to her parched wrinkled skin. ‘I saw him with these two black eyes of mine. It was dark. I was riding a deer. A light blazed out and I saw this huge man, just like our Muhtar Sefer, moaning in pain. Our Lord Tashbash was at his throat cutting it with a knife. The man was struggling. Then the blood gushed out as from a fountain and he was still …’

‘Where did you see this?’

‘Where would it be! In the Chukurova, of course. With all those mosquitoes … Ravening, their sting like poisonous needles. They swarmed about the big man’s naked body and in an instant they had picked him clean to the bone. Yes, only a heap of white bones, as white as this cotton, was left.’

The eagles were flying in three large groups now and the largest group circled ever more thickly over the dry well.

‘They were always together from sun-down to sun-up,’ Memidik added. ‘The one you call Shevket Bey or whatever, and Muhtar Sefer. And in the dark they grew to three, four times their real size. One day I saw him, Shevket Bey, running for all he was worth. He fled running all the way to the sea and jumped in.’

‘Shevket Bey? Into the sea?’

‘Yes.’

‘That’s strange; Shevket Bey was afraid of the sea.’

‘He was borne away on the current … Muhtar Sefer went after him. In our village no one speaks to Muhtar Sefer. You’ve heard of our Lord Tashbash, of course? Well, when the gendarmes were taking him away with the seven balls of light in his wake, our Lord Tashbash turned to us and said: “Not one of you shall ever speak to this man again, ever. But you shall not kill him. This will be punishment enough …” But it’s not enough! It’s not! Our Lord Tashbash wasn’t beaten to within an inch of his life by Muhtar Sefer. He wasn’t the one who pissed blood for three months. It was I. It was I who couldn’t look people in the face again, who didn’t dare show myself before Zeliha … I tell you I saw them talking in the night. Muhtar Sefer and Shevket Bey … Whispering together all night long.’

‘That’s strange! Shevket Bey never spoke to anyone …’

Hassan trimmed off the willow-branch at both ends. Then he worked away diligently until he had made a beautiful pipe. He started playing, just like the Bald Minstrel. With the green pipe in his hands the air was cooler, the sun less scorching.

‘Father killed my Granny. What else could he do? As for Shevket Bey, it’s Old Halil who knows him well … Oh, how I wish I could see my Uncle Tashbash again. I’d make him a pipe too … Oh, I forgot! Uncle Tashbash isn’t my uncle any more, he’s our Lord Tashbash now and he lives with the Forty Holies up in the highlands where the cool springs smell of marjoram. The Forty Holies … They have long white beards and they never die. Our Lord Tashbash’s beard is white too now. That’s what everybody says. I don’t know … Only I wish he’d never become a saint. He’d be with us now and we wouldn’t have all these troubles. What’s he got out of being a saint, anyway? What good is a long white beard to him? … It’s Old Halil who killed Shevket Bey, I know. I saw him one night plunging a dagger into his breast and Shevket Bey crashed down like a huge tree. What did he do with the body? Hah-ha, use your heads! Old Halil, that master-thief, that deserter from the Yemen wars … He tied a rope round his neck and threw him into the weir. And now the fish have eaten him …’

‘That’s strange …’

The sound of the pipe, now gay, now sad, floated far into the neighbouring fields. Everywhere people left off their work and stared, hands on hips, wondering what was happening in the Yalak villagers’ field.

Batty Bekir’s wife was counting the men. Fifteen gendarmes … The first-lieutenant … That was sixteen. And six policemen, that made twenty-two. The three broad-hatted men … Twenty-five nights in all … She felt a strange distaste, a repulsion, a kind of shame. They were from another world.

‘Shevket Bey? He slept all the time. He took me by the hand and his hand was burning hot. He took me in his arms and my bones cracked. But still he slept. He slept all the time, even as we lay on the ground locked together. The sun rose and we plunged into the stream and still he slept. After that I never saw him again.’

‘That’s strange! Shevket Bey never slept at all …’

The sun set. The earth gave out a caustic smell of corrosion. Mosquitoes arose in clouds. Arms swiped and flailed the air. Legs stamped and kicked, but it was no use. Nothing prevailed against their tearing sting.

‘Take these handcuffs off,’ Old Halil cried. ‘Set me free so I can do something about these mosquitoes. I wouldn’t murder a man. I may have done some thieving in my time. I may have deserted from the wars. I may lie, I may skip the namaz prayers and the Ramazan fast, but I wouldn’t kill a man.’

‘Old Halil wouldn’t kill a man,’ the villagers attested in chorus.

They unlocked the handcuffs.

‘Quick,’ he shouted. ‘Gather dry stalks, sunflower stalks, cornstalks, anything, as much as you can, and bring them over there near the river.’

Soon a tall fire was blazing away on the river-bank. They all drew near, braving the heat to get away from the mosquitoes.

‘That’s enough,’ the first-lieutenant said. ‘We’ve questioned everyone. It’s quite clear Shevket Bey never came this way. Let’s go quick or we’ll stifle to death.’

They ran to their trucks, threw themselves in and were off almost at once.

After them the broad-hatted men mounted their horses and rode away into the night. ‘Shevket Bey’s here all right,’ one of them said. ‘He must be here or they wouldn’t have paid us to look for him here …’

Tonight their sleep would be calm and restful. The wind was growing stronger, getting the better of the mosquitoes.

Memidik was dead tired. He tried to get up once or twice, but his bones hurt as though they had been beaten to pulp. Yet he had to get up. He had to go to the dry well. Today he had had a narrow escape. Allah or perhaps the Lord Tashbash had saved him. But the eagles were multiplying. More and more of them would come by tomorrow morning and then someone would surely think of looking into the dry well …

And then he saw him, walking out of the cotton field with long strides, slightly bent. His heart gave a jump. He was on his feet at once and within fifty yards of the figure. It must be him … The man stopped and looked back. Memidik stopped too. The other walked on and Memidik followed. And so in the night, the man in front and Memidik behind, they came to the well. The man sat down on the stone trough and Memidik halted some distance away.

In the sky eagles were gathering in ever greater number, their wings grazing each other. The night was filled with the sound of eagles’ wings.
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Long Ali is in a bad way indeed, almost ready to believe, like everyone else, that he has killed his mother. She may easily have died up there all alone, after their hurried departure. A worm gnaws at his heart, and this is how he talks it over with his wife one moonlit night on the edge of the cotton field.

He chewed the bitter, squashy cotton stalk that frothed like soap lather in his mouth and spat out the slithery suds. It gave him a strange satisfaction.

The whole village was talking about him. No one, not even his close friends, would look him in the face now. If anyone did, it was with contempt or pity or disgust, as though he were a murderer or some kind of monster. The ostracized Muhtar egged them on, for though no one spoke to him they could not prevent him from speaking to them. After all, Tashbash had said nothing about shutting their ears to his voice … So Sefer spoke to everyone, and though he obtained no answer, not a single word, still he attained his end, he sowed doubt in people’s minds.

Ali was afraid. The hostility against him was growing every day. Even people who never loved Meryemdje any more than they did the devil would burst into tears whenever her name was mentioned. And when was it not! A thousand and one rumours circulated about the terrible death he was supposed to have inflicted on his mother. Zaladja Woman had at least three dreams every night about Meryemdje’s death. No one, from seven to seventy, had the smallest doubt that Ali had indeed killed his mother.

‘Elif!’ he cried. ‘Elif, what have I done to them that they should do this to me?’

Even Hassan and Ummahan were changed. In their eyes he thought he read the same reproach, the same hostility as in those of the other villagers. Only two pairs of eyes in the whole village still looked at him with sympathy and friendliness as in the past. One pair was Old Halil’s, peering like two buttons from under his white bushy brows, and the other Elif’s, large, pure, loyal and warm.

Elif shared her husband’s grief. The deep worried lines of her face were visible even in the moonlight.

‘D’you think Mother will die up there all alone?’ Ali asked again.

‘Of course she won’t.’

‘Will the bread we left last long enough?’

‘She can make it last if she wants to.’

‘Will she be able to cook a meal for herself?’

‘She will if she wants to.’

‘What is there for her to cook?’

‘There are at least a dozen chickens running loose up there. If she catches one every day and cooks it …’

‘How can Mother catch chickens at her age?’

‘She can if she wants to.’

‘You know what I want more than anything in the world, Elif?’

‘What?’

‘That someone should come to me … Our holy Prophet or the Peri King or Tashbash … If someone like that came to me and said, hark, Long Ali, Allah’s beloved servant, wish a wish and it shall be granted to you … D’you know what I’d wish for? I’d wish that when we return from the cotton Mother should greet us all up there, outside the village, and say, “Welcome home, good villagers, welcome, what have you brought me from the rich Chukurova land?”’

Elif sighed. ‘So do I. It’s what I want more than anything else in the world.’

‘Then, ah, then I’ll spit in these people’s faces, every single one of them in turn …’ He was so wrapped in his thoughts that he never even felt the mosquitoes sticking to his face, needling into his back, sucking up his blood.

The villagers had lit their big fire on the river-bank and were settling down to sleep near its sheltering fumes, away from the mosquitoes. The fire was lit almost every night now and someone had to sit up and keep it burning till morning. Tonight it was Memidik’s turn. He hadn’t wanted to. He had protested desperately but no one had listened to him. He sat there full of fear and apprehension watching the sky over the well. Even at this distance he could hear the flapping of wings. Tomorrow at this rate the whole Chukurova sky would be black with eagles. They kept flowing in, coming from God knows where, wheeling endlessly in the sky, like a giant shawl streaming in the wind. Their wings gave out sudden sparks under the moon.

‘They’ve tied me down here on purpose. They know … Everyone knows. They’re watching me secretly, playing with me … Of course they know!’

Ali took Elif’s hand. ‘You saw what they tried to do to me, those lowdown people?’ he said. ‘It makes me want to vomit. The vicious brutes! Informing the Government against me! Why, I barely escaped swinging. Thank goodness the sergeant was a sensible chap; he believed me. And the first-lieutenant liked me too.’

‘How could such a thing happen?’ Elif said. ‘How could the Government people …’

‘That sergeant was an Antep man,’ Ali interrupted her. ‘They’re good and clever, the people of Antep. I wish I were an Antep man too and far away from here … I wish I never had to go back to that village … And what if we find Mother dead, stretched out stiff on the ground? … Her arm in the jaws of a dog …’

The night whirred, alive with the drone of mosquitoes. The wind had dropped, to be replaced by a stifling clammy heat. The heat rose from the ground in fiery waves.

‘Perhaps Tashbash has really become a saint … Inshallah he has, and will take his Mother Meryemdje under his wing. Maybe he knows about me too. If brother Tashbash is really a saint now …’

Elif rarely lost her temper, but suddenly she was in a quivering rage. Ali had never seen her like this. ‘You watch your mouth, Ali,’ she shouted. ‘Brother Tashbash, brother Tashbash … He’s not your brother, he’s our Lord now. He’s a saint and you’re only a mortal being. If you didn’t talk like this, if instead you prayed to him, then maybe he would watch over Mother, even take her up to his cave among the Forty Holies … Brother Tashbash indeed!’

The villagers lying around the fire heard her.

‘Neighbours!’ Zaladja’s voice rose in a screech. ‘I saw it in my dream. I saw it, I tell you … Long Ali, butchering Elif and his own children, just as he did his mother. I couldn’t bear it. I screamed and it woke me up. Quick, neighbours, quick, go and rescue Elif, save her from that monster!’

No one stirred.

Some distance from the fire Muhtar Sefer’s mosquito-net flapped palely in the night. He lay there, awake, thinking.

Son of a bitch Ali! This is nothing to what’s coming to you. You couldn’t have killed Meryemdje, I know, but she’ll be dead by the time we return to the village, you mark my words, dead the old witch … And so will you, wretched worm that you are! You’ll be dead like that saintly Tashbash of yours. Where is he now? Food for the birds and beasts very likely. And so will you be, Longish Ali … You think I’ll take all this lying down, eh? Me, the son of the headman Hidir! It may cost me everything, even my life, but I’ll do away with that Meryemdje. You can go and cry your woes to the rocks of the Süleymanli slope then, that’s all. Who’ll ever believe you didn’t kill her? Everyone from seven to seventy will bear witness against you. We’ll see then if they don’t speak to me again! I’ll make them, or they’ll be the worse for it. This is a struggle to the death. I’ve already dealt with your friend Tashbash. Now it’s your turn, Longish Ali … What have I done that you people should treat me so? Has there ever been another muhtar like me in the whole of the Taurus land? Hasn’t it always been the village first for me? Its welfare above everything? And this is how you reward me! You go and find a saint for yourselves. And a saint who orders you not to speak to me … How can a man live without ever hearing a single good word coming from the heart, warm and friendly? Or even swearing at you, hostile, cruel, venomous? This is worse than death, what Tashbash has done to me. But I’ll make you talk, every one of you, see if I don’t! I’ll show you what it means to play with me, you double-crossing brutes. I’ll show you … To do this to me … Why, even my three wives … And God knows they think the world of me. Why, not one of them dares open her mouth to me, not even in bed! God! Not even in bed! And my own children too! Not a word! Why, death is nothing to this. This is like dying a thousand times. And you believe I’ll take it all lying down? At last I’ve got a chance to settle Ali’s account, and I won’t spare him …

A shudder ran through Memidik’s body as he stoked the fire. Frogs croaked in a distant marsh and were silent again. The dark sky studded with huge stars was alive with eagles. Pale moving specks …

‘If the man sitting there on the well-stone sees the body in the well … The dead man in the mirror …’

Memidik was soaked with sweat. The heavy clammy air … The flaming fire … The burning earth …

Long Ali drew a long deep sigh. ‘Have you noticed Sefer’s face these days, Elif?’ he asked. ‘The mocking way he looks at me? And yesterday he threw me one of his barbs … People are saying, he said, that you roasted Meryemdje over the embers and ate her, and I wouldn’t put it past you … Of course, I couldn’t answer back. Ah, God forgive me, but our Lord Tashbash couldn’t have known what he was about. The man’s free to abuse people to his heart’s content and no one is able to say a word to him! I’m sure he’s cooking something up for me. What d’you think?’

‘I don’t like the look of him, either,’ Elif replied. ‘Besides, he’s got the villagers’ ear again. What I think is that you must get back to Mother quickly.’

‘Well, you see how I’m working. I’m surprised at how quick my hands are. My sack’s full before I know it …’

‘That’s what makes them all mad, that you should pick three times, five times more cotton than they do. That’s why they make up stories about you killing Mother …’

‘I don’t care. Just let me make enough to pay those debts … Just let me get back to Mother before …’

Everyone was asleep now. The fire burnt less brightly. A slight breeze arose and the night grew lighter. A truck was passing along the distant road, its rumble echoing up the Anavarza crags. Ali watched it for a while. Its headlights shone upon the dark clump of eucalyptus trees in the woodswamp.

‘Elif,’ he said. But she was asleep. ‘Poor thing,’ he murmured. ‘She’s worn out. And now this trouble with the villagers … And worrying about Mother … A stone would crack up …’

His mother is lying stretched out on the dust of the road, one hand closed tightly over a thorny wild artichoke, her other arm missing, torn off at the shoulder. Down the bare gravelly hillside a lolling-tongued, scraggy old wolf comes loping up drawn by the smell. Soon he will be tearing her piecemeal.

Ali tried to shake this picture out of his mind, but no sooner had he done so than he saw again the doddering old wolf descending that bare gravelly slope, loping up to his mother’s dead body, down, down the sun-baked, stony, thistly hill, nearer and nearer to the corpse, his huge mouth opening now, his long sharp white teeth visible. A snarl, but he cannot get at the body. Tenacious he comes back again and again, but each time he finds himself up at the top of the gravelly slope … And back again, with his tongue lolling, down through the desiccated thorny cardoons …

‘I must get back to Mother,’ Ali thought as he laid his head on his pillow. ‘Quickly, before … Before she dies. Ah, if only I could go tomorrow …’ He drew the sheet over his head. A cloud of mosquitoes fell upon him with a loud drone, but he was too tired to chase them away. He fell asleep.
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More and more stories spring up about Meryemdje and how she met her death. This is how these stories are told on a stifling, breathless afternoon of cotton picking.

It was very hot. Not the slightest breeze stirred the air, no clouds had yet risen over the Mediterranean Sea and the sky was a shimmering, blinding brightness, perfectly bare, with not even a bird in sight. The Anavarza crags steamed like a mauve flame in the heat. The burning earth, the stubble, the Jeyhan River flowing like melting silver, the white cotton flashing sharply knife-like, all the world lay smouldering under the sun.

The earth burnt like a live coal.

Elif set down her basket and went to the barrel on the outer edge of the cotton field. She filled up the bowl. The water was blood-warm, turbid and yellow. She drank it up in long slow draughts.

The labourers were working sluggishly, in slow motion. They plucked the seed from the bolls languidly, with the tips of their fingers. Not a leaf fluttered. It was as though they were plunged in a heavy mass of smelted tin. Even Ali found his hands slackening.

Elif counted the bolls on the plant before her. Twenty-eight! God be praised. Without moving from her place she picked all the twenty-eight bolls. A little way off was a large tomato-plant heavy with ripe red fruit. Elif was the first to see it. She was delighted. Just the thing for our pilaff, she thought. But before she could take a step two other women made a lunge for the plant and plucked it bare, leaving only a dark stem where a moment ago all had been a red riot.

Then Elif saw another tomato-plant. This time ten women pounced on it. As they went up the line the tomato-plants multiplied and almost all the labourers managed to get some. If it hadn’t been for Hassan, Elif, slow to put herself forward, would have gone without tomatoes for her bulgur pilaff that evening. But the boy suddenly spied some tomatoes hidden among the tall green cotton and lost no time in sweeping up the lot.

The sight of the tomatoes had brought some life into the field. The labourers worked more quickly now. Everyone had their eyes on Ali’s hands again. ‘It’s killing one’s mother makes a man’s hands run like a machine,’ they muttered.

Zaladja’s withered neck craned forward, her white handkerchief slipped to her shoulders exposing her scanty hennaed hair, one thin pigtail trailed over her breast like a cat’s tail. She was shining with perspiration.

‘Satilmish told me this. He was running away from army service again and he thought he would hide in the empty village for a while. “Oh, I wish I’d never thought of it,” that’s what he told me when he came here secretly last night – he’s gone now – “never, and I wouldn’t have seen that monstrous thing. It happened as I was running down the mountain to avoid the gendarmes. Thirsty as hell I was, and making for the Güloluk spring where the water’s like ice and will cut your fingers if you hold them in for a second. Throw a water-melon into it and it’ll burst in two from the cold. Well, I went down to the spring, would that I hadn’t! I heard a moan and stopped short, frozen … There was Long Ali, holding his mother’s head under the water and never letting go. Mother Meryemdje’s legs kicked in the air, her body squirmed and struggled. But Ali is a strong man, very strong. He kept Meryemdje’s head down until after a while she stopped struggling. Her body trembled and strained, then it went limp. Ah, I wish I’d been struck blind and not seen what I’ve seen …” Yes, that’s just what Satilmish said. Then he said, “Ali pulled his mother out of the water and laid her down. He untied a rope from round his waist, trussed up her feet and began to drag her down the hill. Poor Meryemdje’s head draggling on the ground! Her long hair smirched with dust and earth! I followed them, I couldn’t help myself. I followed them as if I were bewitched. Suddenly Ali looked back. His eyes were upon me, glowering, bulging, bloodshot. I ran for my life. He chased after me. A full day and a full night he chased me until I reached the mill at Narlibahche and hid in the old turning-wheel. I knew that Ali would not come near the mill. He’s afraid of snakes and the mill’s full of them. So he couldn’t get at me, but he lay in wait there for two whole days. I was dying of hunger and thirst, but I couldn’t get out. He would have killed me. A huge black snake crept up and coiled itself before the hole of the turning-wheel. Then another came and settled at the other end. I had fallen out of Ali’s grasp into the hands of the snakes … I had to get out, but how? One of the snakes raised its head, cocked an eye at me like a bird and after a while it slowly slithered off. God bless the creature, I was saved!” After this Satilmish rushed down to the Chukurova. But in the morning what should he see? Long Ali himself! Satilmish began to tremble. He shook like jelly. His jaws were locked, his legs quivered. He couldn’t stop trembling. He trembled all day long, then suddenly in the evening he took to his heels, howling. “Long Ali’s after me,” he screamed. “God save me, Long Aliiii …”’

Zaladja’s skin was wrinkled and tanned like morocco leather. ‘Curse this heat,’ she grumbled. ‘And this muddy, blood-hot water. Curse this Chukurova. And curse our Lord Tashbash for not doing something to save us from this hell.’

Far to the north, the mountains of the Taurus hovered barely visible, drowned in the heat-haze like a light film of ashes, like a flimsy ephemeral cloud that would vanish in an instant.

The sweating labourers, with their tongues hanging out, kept looking south towards the Mediterranean Sea, but there was no sign of the white sail-clouds, those harbingers of the cooling south wind.

‘Another couple of hours like this and we’ll just catch fire and burn away,’ Shirtless declared. ‘What’s happened to our south wind?’

Caps, headcloths, kerchiefs were cast off and collars pulled open. A pungent odour of sweat spread low through the field; weighed down by the heat, it mingled with the acrid smell of cotton.

Something flashed and sparkled on a cotton stalk nearby. Hassan ran up to it and saw a large beetle, with popping eyes and hard, iridescent wings, green and pale blue with shades of yellow and a bright red line. He picked it up and turned it in his hand. It was so slender and brittle, it looked as if it would break at a touch … Carefully, he laid it back on the plant. The insect flashed in the sun. Hassan’s eyes filled with tears.

Stooped over the cotton as though playing his saz, the Bald Minstrel was picking away, still as a stone statue, looking neither left nor right. His shirt was open and the long white hairs of his chest stood out.

Ummahan’s eyes filled with tears.

Pale Ismail’s daughter, with her flushed cheeks and sunburnt face, looked more alluring than ever. Her wide hips swayed voluptuously under her skirt. Her eyes were on the men and her whole body was aflame.

‘In the cave down in the Peri Valley Meryemdje was pleading … Ali, aren’t you my son whom I suckled at these breasts? Ali, how can a man shed his own mother’s blood. Don’t kill me, Ali, you’ll be damned for ever … Don’t kill me, Ali, I’ll stay here in the village if you want … For a whole day and a whole night she pleaded with him. So Ali didn’t kill her. No … With a long stout rope he lashed her to the pine-tree that’s in front of the cave … You’ll stay like this, Mother, till I come back from the Chukurova … Ali, Ali! This is worse than death. Loosen the rope, Aliii … But he was already far away. Meryemdje’s voice raised the echoes in the mountains and the Peri Valley resounded with her cries. Night fell and the stars appeared and wolves began to howl. From every gorge and valley a wolf’s howl rose, louder and louder …’

‘Who saw this? What wretch? Why didn’t he untie her?’

All hands were arrested. The labourers froze in a long loaded silence.

Then a voice burst out: ‘I saw it!’

‘So did I …’

A flight of jet-fighters from the Injirlik air-base zoomed overhead, very low and loud, swallowing up the air, and vanished in a moment over the mist-swathed Taurus Mountains. Another flight arose and whipped past. Each time the labourers looked up from their work and watched the planes until they were lost to view.

It was very hot. The Taurus Mountains melted into a glowing haze, then reappeared, a wan, flat girdle about the plain. Pale blue, tenuous …

Stretched in a long single row the pickers were like the beads of a multi-coloured tasbih. From a distance they seemed motionless, only a variegated streak brushed in on purpose to put some colour into the unrelieved yellow and dark green, the dazzle and dust of the flat wide plain.

‘Blood is oozing from Meryemdje’s nose, drip, drip, dotting the dusty path. Her hands sink into the dust as she crawls on all fours. The blood is streaming more quickly now. Soon, all her blood will gush out of her nose in one big spurt leaving her body drained … Around her neck is a halter. Spellbound Ahmet is holding the rope! The idiot brandishes a rawhide bullwhip too and when he feels like it he lashes out at her. Now they have come to the rocks, but still he drags her on. Meryemdje’s hands are torn and bleeding. Suddenly they tumble down together. Meryemdje is streaming all over with blood. Her mouth is a foamy mass of blood. She rolls down the ravine and lies stretched out on a long white rock, clawing at the rock face. Then she looks up, her eyes starting out of her head. Her back is broken, all crooked … The blood running … The halter about her neck … Spellbound Ahmet has collapsed on a stone, shaking with laughter. And there’s Long Ali standing very straight, watching! Meryemdje cries out to him, but no sound comes from her mouth. She implores him silently, in vain. And now the rocks are turning purple, so hot you can’t keep your hand on them. Meryemdje’s blood turns to steam the instant it touches the burning rock. Her pleading infuriates Spellbound Ahmet. He seizes her by the legs and swings her in the air, slamming her down on to the rocks again and again. Meryemdje’s eyes are bursting from their sockets … She is sitting on the rocks … The blood-soaked halter is in Spellbound Ahmet’s hand … Long Ali is watching, his arms crossed. Meryemdje is proud, she wouldn’t ever plead with anyone. But this is different. Ah, it’s for her life, and life is dear, curse it, very dear. It’s the only thing worth struggling for … It would be better not to beg, not for anything in the world, not even for one’s own life. But ah … Meryemdje is pleading, yes, and Spellbound Ahmet laughs at her like the madman he is.’

‘Ali, Ali! Haven’t you got a heart?’

‘Ali’s heart is of flint, of iron.’

‘But she won’t die, Meryemdje … She’ll keep alive to be a curse on your head. Would she ever die, that one, without taking her revenge! You can break her and burn her, you can hack her to pieces, she’ll manage to keep alive. She’s like the undying grass.’

‘Ah, Ali’s heart is of flint, of iron.’

‘Ali, Ali! Think of what you owe her! The best of mothers, to be cherished and held in respect … And you leave her there, a prey to the birds and beasts! Ali, Ali! What kind of a man are you?’

‘Ali’s heart is of flint, of iron.’

‘She fell on to the road. Would she ever stay alone in the village! On she plodded until night came and she took shelter up in a tree and slept. But in the morning what should she see? There she was right in the middle of the Forsaken Graveyard! She ran. Ah, she ran on and on, round and round. She ran for three days and three nights and still she couldn’t find her way out. She collapsed beside a tall tombstone, under a planetree, its hollow, mossy trunk thinned by the years and gaping wide open. And twined all around one of its green-leaved boughs was a black serpent. Slowly it glided down, down, down, till only its tail remained coiled about the bough. Its burning breath was on Meryemdje’s face, its tongue flickered, three-forked, flaming red. If she could scream … But she couldn’t even move. The serpent drew itself into a ball, a huge black ball. Then suddenly it dropped like a stone on to Meryemdje’s breast. She never uttered a sound, she just breathed her last … Ali, Aliiii! Is there no fear of God in you? No feeling, no pity? Ali, Aliii, will this be forgiven you? Won’t your mother’s white milk turn to poison in your veins?’

‘Ali’s heart is of flint, of iron.’

Over the Mediterranean a few white clouds appeared, very small and low, as though stuck to the earth. A brief gust flared up, cooling the labourers’ hot bodies and lifting a flimsy film of dust from the roads that cobwebbed across the plain. Even this was enough to put some life into them. Durmush broke into a song and people’s hands worked more quickly.

Old Halil lifted his white eyebrows and looked to the south. ‘The southerly’s coming on full blast today,’ he said. ‘And may be bringing rain too, God knows.’

‘Heaven forbid! Besides, it never rains at this season in the Chukurova.’

The sail-clouds swelled and spread, brighter and higher, overlaying the whole southern sky. And suddenly the wind burst out. Dust rose from the roads forming dust-devils that sped towards the Taurus, growing taller and taller. The labourers’ sweat dried.

Long Ali’s sunburnt face was drawn. His lips trembled. His eyes were bloodshot. ‘I didn’t kill her, I swear it,’ he kept saying. ‘Would a man kill his own mother? Leave off pestering me, won’t you! You’ve known me all these years; am I a man who’d kill his mother? I said to her, “Mother, come with us to the Chukurova and I’ll carry you on my back like I did last year. If you don’t the villagers will never forgive me.” But she wouldn’t come. “What do I care about the villagers,” she said. “I’ll stay here in my own village, in comfort and plenty. Enough of this stupid custom,” she said. “Why should the old people go down to the Chukurova?” That’s exactly what Mother said. She wouldn’t budge. So Elif baked a two-month store of yufka bread for her and I cut three honeycombs. I found two milch goats, thirty-two chickens, and brought them home. And a pail of pure golden cow butter. There are apples and pears in the forest, and they are ripe now. And she’s not alone; Spellbound Ahmet’s there to keep her company … Believe me, brothers, I didn’t kill my mother. Anyway, I shan’t stay till the end of the cotton picking. Don’t you see how I’m doing my best, picking as fast as I can? Why, as soon as I’ve got enough to pay back my debts to Adil Effendi I’ll burn up the road to get back to her a moment earlier! She’s up there in the village beside a cool mint-scented spring, under the pines, roasting a chicken over the embers, drinking ice-cold airan … Eating that juicy chicken, drinking the ice-cold airan … The scent of the pines … A cool breeze blows … Cool, soothing … No scorching sun up there, no mosquitoes … Oh, it’s a good thing Mother didn’t come! And then our saint, our great Lord Tashbash, will come to visit her. He’ll kiss her hand …’

A huge dust-devil, as tall as two minarets, swept down upon the field over the villagers. Long Ali went on talking. His nose, his mouth were full of dust. He was choking, but still he talked. The dust-devil passed on, snatching up cotton leaves, corn stalks, dried plants, and also Fatmadja’s headkerchief which it deposited in the middle of the river. The labourers were white with dust from top to toe, their eyebrows and eyelashes, their hands and feet were white.

‘Ali’s heart is of flint, of iron …’

It is hot … Over the purple crags blood is dripping. Drip, drip, it evaporates the minute it touches the burning rock.
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Devoured, by the canker of revenge, Muhtar Sefer revolves in his mind what evil tricks to play on the villagers, what snares to set for them. In this world wicked people always meditate evil towards others, and they do it too. This earth is receptive to the sorrow and wretchedness and vileness that they sow. Sefer nurses sinister schemes to bind Ali hand and foot and then deal him the final blow. As for the villagers, he’ll settle their account sooner or later. Muhtar Sefer will die rather than forget an injury. Let those villagers go on not talking to him. They’ll see …

‘Follow me,’ Sefer thundered. ‘I have a few words to say to you. And this time you’ll do just what I say. If you’d obeyed me last year, if you’d done away with Tashbash, I wouldn’t be in this mess now.’

He strode on, talking, with never a glance behind him.

Omer followed treading in his footsteps. He was thinking. Whenever Sefer summons me like that, away from the others, it is always to entrust me with some secret and delicate business.

Cockleburs stuck to the legs of their shalvar-trousers as they threaded their way through the bushes to the river-bank. The river lay like a stagnant lake, dull, dark and green, a strange poisonous green, gloomy … Sefer led the way down through the brambles to the sandy shore. There were footmarks in the sand of hares, jackals, dogs, otters and of all kinds of birds. Omer kept his eyes on these footmarks and also on the large imprints left by Sefer’s feet.

‘Even here in the Chukurova people know about me. I’m disgraced before the whole world, from Istanbul to Ankara, from Ankara to London. Dishonoured, turned to scorn … Wherever I go, as soon as people realize who I am they burst out laughing. They split their sides with laughter. Think of it, the muhtar whom nobody will talk to in his own village! Not even his wives, not even his own children, his relatives … And why, if you please? Because that saint of saints, our great Lord Tashbash, ordered it so … Just like that! Just for that I’ve become the laughing-stock of all the Chukurova. It’ll kill me if I don’t do something to save my honour, Omer. You’re my nephew, but more to me than my own children. You’re everything to me. How can you bear it? That your uncle should become the plaything of the whole country … That he should be smeared with such black notoriety … A notoriety that’ll go down for generations. The man whom nobody spoke to, to his dying day, and a muhtar to boot! Ah, if we’d done away with Tashbash that night …’ He looked about him, then spat violently into the river. ‘Let’s stop here,’ he said, sitting down on a little mound. ‘Come and sit beside me, Omer, my child, the light of my eyes, the young stalwart sapling of my race …’ His voice sounded warm, affectionate, sincere, as it always did when he wanted to get something out of someone.

He grasped Omer’s hands. His own were burning. ‘Omer, my child, no one talks to me … But you? Why don’t you speak to me? I’m going mad. Look, I’ve got something to tell you. We have a job to do. Come on, speak. Just say “Uncle Sefer” …’ He waited, but he might as well have expected some response from a stone. ‘Look, Omer, Tashbash wasn’t a saint. The villagers just made it up because they were in difficulties last year. They were looking for a straw to cling to. They seized upon Tashbash and made a saint of him, and he believed it too, poor madman. Would a saint ever freeze to death as he did? Now tell me that!’

If only Omer dared open his mouth, he’d scream at him. Our Lord Tashbash never died! Didn’t you hear what Corporal Jumali said? How Tashbash was turned into a blaze of light and floated up into the mountains? But he couldn’t say a word and this made him angry.

Sefer waited. Then he started speaking again, trying to goad the lad into talking, but in vain.

‘All right then, don’t speak to me,’ he said almost tearfully. ‘Everyone’s turned against me. I might as well kill myself and get it over with …’

Suddenly Omer felt sorry for him. Like the eagle in the sky he was, my Uncle Sefer, he thought, and look at him now. That’s what comes of meddling with saints, of putting spokes in their wheels. They can take such a revenge as’ll make a man sorry he was ever born. Who’ll dare talk to you again, Uncle Sefer? Ah, you did wrong, very wrong, to offend a holy man of God …

Sefer saw a change in Omer’s face. He realized that he had touched the lad at last and pressed home his advantage: ‘I ought to have killed myself long ago, I know, rather than drag on this miserable existence, but life is dear … Damn it, life is dear and not easily to be parted with …’

He saw how Omer’s eyes were filling with tears. But still he would not speak! How powerful Tashbash was! All at once he felt fear. What if the man really were a saint? Then indeed he was lost. There was no salvation for him, not in this world nor in the next. The thought cut him like a knife. In his trepidation he imagined that Omer was reading his thoughts.

‘How could that miserable Tashbash ever become a saint?’ he shouted out loud. ‘A wretched dog like that! Impossible! It can’t be.’ He was shaking with passion. ‘Impossible, it can’t be!’ He panted out the words over and over again under his breath, clinging to them as though to a lifebuoy that would save him from the sinister idea.

He raised his head and smiled. ‘Impossible, quite impossible.’ He mopped his brow; he was calmer now. Then he broke a twig from an agnus castus shrub near him and began to chew it.

There was a long portentous silence. Muhtar Sefer was thinking. His head was bowed, his long sallow face longer and sallower than ever. Suddenly he looked up and his eyes bored into Omer’s. Omer averted his gaze, but it was no use. The muhtar’s eyes held him, wild, inexorable.

Sefer slapped his hand to the ground. ‘Omer, my friend,’ he said, ‘you will go up to the village and kill Meryemdje. That’s what I want of you. Ali hasn’t killed her. She’s up there in the village. You’re to go right away, and as soon as you’ve killed her you’re to come back here. And this winter I’ll see that you get married and I’ll pay for everything. I’ll give you an ox too. After all, she’s only a very old woman. I’ll give you a hundred liras as well. But mind, nobody must see you go. Nobody must have an inkling. You will streak up like the snake and be back in a twinkling. And don’t throw the body into some ditch or anything where the birds and beasts will get at it. We need that body. You’ll lock it up in Long Ali’s house, and it’ll be of some use when the villagers return from the cotton and find it there. It’ll serve to send Long Ali to the gallows. All right now, get ready to go.’ He rose and slapped the sand off his clothes. ‘Don’t come with me,’ he said as he strode off. ‘We mustn’t be seen together now.’

Omer remained stockstill for a while. Then he got up slowly, his joints creaking. His whole body ached as though he had been beaten.
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The air is getting more sultry every minute. The villagers are uneasy and they blame Ali for everything. The heat, the mosquitoes, the prowling gendarmes, the disappearance of Shevket Bey … It is all Ali’s fault. Everything about him, his slightest gesture, infuriates them. In this oppressive atmosphere they all feel themselves stifling, but Hassan and Ummahan most of all.

Ummahan cast a glance at her father and nudged Hassan. Ali was crouched over his pick-sack rapidly stripping the seed-cotton from the pods and throwing it on to the mounting heap at his side. Tiny black weevils, smaller than ants, spilled out of the bolls and scurried about helter-skelter. Ali’s hands and his cotton shalvar-trousers were covered with them.

Some distance away, under the blinding glare of the sun, a soot-blackened saucepan was letting off a thin pale steam. Tashbash’s wife squatted beside it. She stirred the bubbling liquid with a wooden spoon, crooning a grief-laden lament.

It was very hot.

Muhtar Sefer had built a fire, a glimmering heap that was colourless under the sun. He pounded a large francolin flat, sprinkled it with salt and pepper and laid it over the embers. The meat sizzled instantly and an appetizing smell spread through the wattle-huts. Even Long Ali’s hands stopped working as he sniffed the thick greasy odour that hung heavily in the windless air. Ummahan nudged Hassan again. Ali’s eyes were fixed on the roast wing in Muhtar Sefer’s hand. He swallowed hard. Then Sefer took a large bite and munched vigorously. The juice trickled down his chin and he cast gloating glances at the others, as they stared at him swallowing, their nostrils quivering.

In the space of a few days Long Ali seemed to have shrunk to skin and bones. His neck had grown even longer, his eyes were haggard, his face shrivelled. His hands trembled. He dragged his eyes from Muhtar Sefer and fell upon the bolls with redoubled energy. The seed-cotton flowed to one side and the burs to another at lightning speed.

His heap was the largest of all. The next largest was Old Halil’s. The old man hugged himself for joy as he looked at the heaps. He knew just what he was going to do with his cotton …

Not even the sound of a song came from the wattle-huts. Here and there a cotton sack bulged out under an awning, and sometimes a pair of bare, fissured feet, some large, some small, all still as stones.

Memidik shaded his eyes and looked towards the dry well. Over it, starting from the height of a minaret, like a black pole stuck over the well, turning, turning, ever rising, a tall, whirling pillar of eagles rose into the infinity of the sky. He could barely make out the man, but he was still there, sitting on the stone, a faint shadow in the glaring sunlight.

‘The man’s crazy,’ Memidik muttered to himself. ‘Doesn’t he ever get hungry? Doesn’t he have any needs? As long as he sits there I’ll never be able to take my corpse out, and the eagles will get at it.’ He clenched his teeth, quivering with rage. ‘He won’t get up! He won’t go away from that damned well, it’s just as though he were chained to it, the bastard. And because of him the corpse is rotting away there in the well. Oh God, it will rot … Haven’t you got anything to do at all, you lazy good-for-nothing? Has your bottom got glued to the stone?’

The earth burned Memidik’s bare feet like red-hot coals. His head whirled. He threw himself into his hut and on to the cotton sack. As his hands touched the cool dewy cotton bolls, he felt better. ‘The villagers have never been like this, so dull, so dismal. It’s because we’ve lost our Lord Tashbash, that’s why …’ he thought.

Ummahan nudged her brother and he leaned over to her. ‘He sees nothing but the cotton,’ he said in her ear. ‘He’ll soon have finished and we’ll be able to leave and go to the wood-swamp. We’ll find our last year’s bird’s nest and the badger hole. And we’ll eat blackberries … Like last year, d’you remember?’

‘How can we find last year’s nest?’ Ummahan objected. ‘It wasn’t here we came last year!’

‘Shut up,’ he said, furious. ‘It was this very woodswamp we came to last year and if you don’t feel like coming, go to hell! I’ll go alone.’

‘Don’t be cross. All right, it’s the same woodswamp and last year’s nest is in it, and the badger hole too. We’ll go as soon as we’ve eaten and they’ve gone to sleep.’

Hassan smiled.

Outside, under the sun, Elif was cooking their bulgur pilaff. Soon the fat sizzled in the skillet. All over the camp skillets were sizzling and the odour of fat permeated the hot heavy air. Elif ran into the wattle-hut, carrying the steaming saucepan.

‘Help yourselves,’ she said as she emptied the pilaff into a large bowl. ‘It’s delicious today with all those tomatoes.’

They fell to with relish. As soon as he had had his fill Ali cushioned his head on his left arm and dropped off to sleep.

‘Mother,’ Ummahan said, ‘may we go down to the river while you sleep? We want to gather blackberries, and Hassan thinks he’ll find his last year’s bird’s nest.’ She looked meaningfully into her mother’s eyes, but Elif did not notice anything. ‘He says he’ll find the nestlings, Mother!’

‘Don’t stray too far,’ Elif answered. ‘And don’t you go climbing trees, or you’ll fall and hurt yourselves. And you’re to come back as soon as the south wind springs up. Because we mustn’t lose a minute. We must pick twice, three times as much cotton as the others. If your father doesn’t get back to the village in time your granny’ll die and the villagers will eat us alive then. So come back quickly.’

She laid her head down and was asleep in a moment. The whole village was asleep. There was not a sound. Only the susurration of the heat and the sun and the chirping of crickets filled the plain now.

The children made their way along the river-bank through the burdocks and thornbushes and reached a small wood-swamp.

Hassan pulled at his sister’s arm. ‘Look!’ he cried. ‘Have you seen Memidik? How he’s running! It’s the same every day. He makes off at full speed to some place … Have you looked at his face, how thin he’s grown?’

‘Poor man,’ Ummahan sighed. ‘They say it’s Batty Bekir’s wife has got him into this state. They’re together every night. Memidik never gets any sleep now. It’s too bad!’

Hassan was angry. ‘That woman’s a curse on this village. Somebody ought to kill her before all the youths get consumption.’

‘Aaah ah!’ Ummahan let out a wail. ‘Consumption … But just look how he’s running! Where can he be going, I wonder?’

‘He’s in trouble,’ Hassan said knowingly. ‘Bad trouble.’

‘You know what?’ his sister said suddenly. ‘Let’s follow him. Let’s find out what he’s up to.’

Hassan hesitated. With the tip of his foot he scraped at the burning ground. ‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘But we must be careful. If he sees us he won’t do whatever he’s going to do. He’ll hide or run away.’

Ummahan quickened her step. ‘Secretly, very secretly …’

Memidik hurtled along raising the dust of the road. The children ran after him, carefully keeping to the cover of the bushes. At one moment to their dismay Memidik vanished behind a curtain of dust, but they soon caught sight of him again, rushing on faster than ever. Then suddenly he pulled up stockstill. The children crept up through the burdock bushes. Nearer to Memidik was a large dark cluster of blackthorns. With one last spurt they threw themselves behind it and crouched there holding their breaths. Memidik was only a hundred paces off. Before him was a derelict well. Its windlass still stood intact, but there was no pail and some of the stones had come unstuck. The trough hewn out of a purple stone had tumbled to one side and beside it grew a spindly leafless mulberry tree, smothered in dust.

‘He’s looking at the well,’ Ummahan hissed. ‘There’s something in the well.’

Suddenly Hassan’s face turned yellow. He rose, then sank down again, holding his nose. ‘I feel funny, Ummahan … This smell … Where …’

Ummahan grimaced. ‘It stinks in the nostrils. What can it be?’

Memidik was moving now. He took a few quick steps towards the well, then stopped dead again.

Suddenly Hassan threw up. Ummahan drew him away from the mess, holding her nose with one hand. ‘Let’s get away from here. This stink will kill us.’

The whole world reeked with the rank acrid stench of decay, nauseating, overpowering, insinuating itself into the light of day, into the warm earth, the grass, the trees, the river, the bushes and even the flying birds. Everything, even the light, stank of putrefaction, of maggot-ridden bloated flesh.

Memidik spurted up to the edge of the well and stood there very straight. The sun cast his shadow, a dark black circle, at the bottom of his feet.

Suddenly the children started to cough, both at once. Their eyes on Memidik, they tried to stifle their coughs but in vain. The repulsive greasy smell clutched at the back of their throats like a leech sucking away. The sun seemed to rock and the stench was intensified. The bushes grew larger and the earth became unfamiliar. At that moment Memidik slumped down near the mouth of the well.

‘He’s dead,’ Hassan whispered. ‘He couldn’t stand the smell. It’s killed him. Poor Memidik … Come on, let’s go.’ But he did not move. He kept repeating, ‘Come on, let’s go,’ but still he could not take a step. His eyes were glued to the body that lay with its head hanging over the well.

Then all at once a miracle happened! Memidik leapt up and jumped into the well. He emerged soon after, soaked to the skin, his clothes clinging to his body, and ran for all his worth in the direction of the Jeyhan River. He ran so fast you could not see his legs …

Hassan tugged at his sister’s arm. ‘Come, Ummahan, let’s have a look into that well too.’

‘I don’t want to. I’m dying. My nose hurts. This smell of decay is all over me, in my hair, in my mouth …’

Hassan gave her a push. ‘Don’t come then,’ he said crossly and ran over to the well. First he stood beside it, motionless, just like Memidik had done, then he leaned over and looked inside. He saw his reflection in the mirror-like bottom, his sun-bleached hair standing straight up as a hedgehog’s spines, his cracked, scabbed lips, his large eyes. Should he jump in like Memidik? What could there be down there? Why had Memidik thrown himself in like that? His head felt dizzy and he was afraid suddenly that he would lose hold and fall in. He staggered to his feet and ran to Ummahan. Grabbing her hand, he pulled her quickly on towards the wood. They ran for their lives, pursued by the smell, a strangling feeling at their throats, until they came to the woodswamp.

‘This smell? …’ Ummahan whispered. ‘Memidik? …’

‘Hush,’ Hassan said. He plunged deeper into the woodswamp. The smell was gone, now it had been only a bad nightmare. He led the way to where a planetree spread its large branches cloud-like over the swamp.

‘It’ll be here,’ he said, ‘our last year’s nest …’ He took off his red moccasins and climbed up the tree. Ummahan waited impatiently below while he rummaged through the foliage. Suddenly he shouted: ‘Ummahan, look, I’ve found it.’ And he pointed up to a very high bough. There in a bend where a branch had broken off forming a bulging node was a bird’s nest. But almost in the same instant he uttered a cry. ‘Oh, but this isn’t our last year’s nest! There are no nestlings in it …’ He slipped down again. ‘It was so like our nest …’

‘Hassan, brother,’ Ummahan reasoned with him, ‘it wasn’t here we picked cotton last year, so how can it be the same nest?’

Hassan bristled. ‘It is, it is, but the chicks have flown. They’ve grown up and become birds and they’ve flown off as all birds do. Perhaps the snakes have eaten them and the poor mother-bird’s gone to build a nest on another tree, a tall one which the serpents can’t get at. Come, let’s go and look for our nest in another tree.’

‘But this wasn’t the place!’ Ummahan protested. ‘And anyway ours was a swallow’s nest.’

He did not even hear her. Deeper and deeper into the wood-swamp he went where strange flowers bloomed, flowers that were larger than any others. He found a towering planetree and scrambled up into its branches. Then he climbed down again. ‘There are many, many nests,’ he said, ‘but they’re all empty. The serpents have eaten the chicks and so the birds have abandoned their nests and fled. No bird can live here in this wood any more. The Government ought to do something about it. Destroy those serpents or something …’ He found another planetree, but came down again crestfallen. Tree after tree he climbed, getting more and more excited and angry.

‘Those serpents!’ he shouted. ‘They’ve eaten all the birds.’

At this Ummahan burst into tears. She dropped down, trembling, her face in her hands. ‘I’m afraid,’ she sobbed out. ‘Oh, I’m afraid! The serpents will eat us too …’

Hassan sat down beside her. He stroked her hair and held her hand, trying to think of something to calm her fears. ‘But the serpents have gone, you know,’ he said in the end. ‘They’ve eaten all the birds here, and now they’ve moved to another wood to eat the birds there too. And when they’ve finished those, they’ll find still another wood, and then …’

Ummahan looked up. ‘Aaah,’ she wailed, ‘there won’t be any birds left in the world! Shall we go and tell the villagers? They could kill those serpents and save the birds …’

Hassan sighed. ‘Who’s got time to hunt for serpents? No, the serpents will just eat them all and the world will be left without birds. A world without birds! What a pity! Come on, let’s go.’

Ummahan rose and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. They held hands, which did not happen often. Only in moments of great friendship would Hassan take Ummahan’s tiny hand in his, rapturous moments for Ummahan, ones she prized above all.

They picked flowers. They found a cool spring and quenched their thirst. The crackling heat of the plain did not make itself felt here. Then they came upon an ancient water-duct. Hassan let go of Ummahan’s hand and ran up to it.

‘Quick,’ he shouted. ‘Ummahan, come quick. Our nest! It’s here, and with a bird in it too.’

A kingfisher flashed into the air and flew off. Hassan danced for joy and laughed like mad. Ummahan joined in his pleasure and for a while the wood rang with their laughter.

‘See? We’ve found one the serpents didn’t get,’ Hassan crowed. ‘Birds can be very cunning. The serpents can’t eat all of them.’

‘Thank goodness for that,’ Ummahan said.

Hassan sank down suddenly and leaned his back on the wall of the water-duct. He closed his eyes. ‘Come and sit near me, Ummahan,’ he said wearily. His face was downcast now. Ummahan took his hand timidly. He did not draw it away, but when he opened his eyes they were full of fear. ‘If we could only get away from all this, Ummahan … Father will die of grief.’

‘He’ll die,’ she echoed.

There was an empty feeling in him, something missing. ‘But we’ve found our nest, and our bird too …’ Yet it was as if he had forgotten something. ‘If he doesn’t die of grief those villagers will kill him. It makes them mad that he should gather more cotton than anyone else … Now only Old Halil loves our father.’

‘He’s a good man, Old Halil is,’ Ummahan said. ‘And he’s got a good bright face …’

‘Don’t say such things,’ Hassan said. ‘If Granny heard you …’

‘Granny’s dead,’ Ummahan retorted. ‘Father killed her. He hacked her to pieces. And one of her arms is in a wolf’s mouth …’

They fell silent.

‘If only my Uncle Tashbash would come,’ Hassan said after a while. ‘He’d save Father. He’d save us all.’

‘He would do something to save the birds from being eaten up by serpents,’ Ummahan said.

‘If he doesn’t want to come back, he could take me with him to his cave with the Forty Holy Men …’ His voice broke and trembled. ‘I could carry their water for them, make their coffees …’

‘Take me too!’ Ummahan said quickly. ‘They must need a girl, surely.’

‘There was no one like my Uncle Tashbash in all the world. He liked children … If he knew how badly we need him …’ He could not go on because of the lump in his throat. ‘Ah, if he only knew …’
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Old Halil is thinking hard all this time. What can be done to send Long Ali back to the village, to Meryemdje, as quickly as possible? He racks his brains and in the end he hits on a plan which he puts to Long Ali. But Ali will not be persuaded.

Old Halil was seething with impatience. As soon as he could he left his bed. He had not undressed, he had lain down on a blanket bedded over some dried grass and had drawn another blanket over him. Tonight the labourers had not lit their customary fire. They had gone to sleep early for the south wind had risen in the morning and by evening it was blowing briskly, sweeping away the hordes of mosquitoes.

When the wind is very strong mosquitoes cannot take to the air. It is only in stagnant windless weather that they smother the plain in clouds. On windy nights the labourers can sleep unmolested. No mosquitoes, no heat, cool as cool can be … Without such nights once in a while, the mountain villagers would never have been able to bear up in the Chukurova. They would have died like flies. Some years remain notorious in the hamlets of the Taurus Mountains; they are remembered as the years in which the Chukurova labourers were decimated. All were years when the south wind never blew at all and the nights were continuously sultry and windless.

Feather-footed, Old Halil moved past Muhtar Sefer’s mosquito-net which tossed in the wind and came to Long Ali’s wattle-hut. The villagers lay sprawled out under the moonlight, fast asleep beside their cotton heaps. Some snored as though strangling, others in a sing-song way. From others there came a thin sound like a whimper.

In the moonlight the cotton heaps gleamed taller and whiter, casting long dark shadows eastwards. The plain, a white haze steaming milk-blue, undulated in the blowing wind, delicate, strangely enchanted. The moonlight tossed and Anavarza Castle up on the crags glinted like some outlandish jewel, its ruined dwellings now the haunt of a thousand and one wild beasts, its walls and battlements crumbling … And one of those giant men of old, the size of five men, and seven hundred years old too, seemed to be marching down into the plain.

Old Halil stood by Long Ali’s side and looked at him with pity where he lay on the ground coiled up, shrunk into a tiny ball. He’s a good lad, he thought. Good as gold. If it weren’t for that wretched Meryemdje he’d have carried me on his back, he would. When I get too old and decrepit to stand on my two legs, my own son, that mean Hadji, won’t look after me but this one will … When I die that dog of a Hadji is quite capable of burying me without even washing my body, but this one, this man lying here before me, he’ll do everything. He’ll have me buried in style, and even pay three faqihs to read the Koran over me. And if I lend him a helping hand now that he has fallen on evil days, why there’s no end to what he’ll do for me. He may even take me from that good-for-nothing Hadji’s house and invite me to live with him. If I show myself a friend, a father to him now that he is surrounded by hostile people, he’ll never forget it. He’ll see to it that I live in clover for the rest of my days.

He bent over and called softly: ‘Ali! Ali, wake up, my child.’ But Ali did not stir. Kneeling down he laid his hand gently on Ali’s brow. Ali moved to one side and moaned. Old Halil did not have the heart to wake him. He stroked his head lightly, speaking to him in a low voice, like a lullaby. ‘Wake up, my good golden-hearted son. Wake up and listen to what I have to tell you in this cruel Chukurova land, on this wild windy night … Wake up, Ali, and see what your old Uncle Halil has thought up to help you …’

In the end it was Elif who awoke. She started up dazed with sleep.

‘It’s all right, my girl,’ Old Halil said, taking her hand. ‘It’s only me, Old Halil. I’ve got something very important to say to Ali. Wake him up, will you?’

Elif leaned over and roused her husband at once. ‘Uncle Halil’s here; get up, Ali.’

Ali rubbed his eyes, surprised. ‘Welcome, Uncle Halil,’ he said. ‘We’re glad to see you.’

‘Get up, Ali; come with me to the riverside,’ Old Halil said in a conspiratorial voice. ‘I’ve just had a wonderful idea. It’ll make you jump for joy. Quietly now! Quietly, for heaven’s sake. We don’t want any of those bastards to wake up and eavesdrop on us.’ He walked off towards the river so lightly that he seemed to be gliding along.

Ali and Elif set out after him. Far in the distance at the foot of the Anavarza crags jackals were howling.

Old Halil crept into a clump of oleanders and called to them in a low voice: ‘This way, this way. No one’s seen you, have they? Come on, be quick.’ He seized Ali’s hand and drew him down beside him. ‘Sit down, sit down here,’ he hissed. ‘And you, Elif, make sure no one’s followed us.’

‘No one’s seen or heard us,’ Elif replied, sinking down beside them. ‘They’re all sleeping like the dead. It’s the first windy night we’ve had, with no mosquitoes to plague us.’

A car was passing along the road that flanked the opposite bank. It held them spitted in its headlights for a while. This put Old Halil into a flutter. ‘There!’ he cried. ‘There, they’ve found us out.’

‘It’s all right, Uncle Halil,’ Ali said. ‘The car’s on the opposite bank.’ But the old man sat up rigid with apprehension until the lights had disappeared. Then he rose, looked carefully all around to see if the coast was clear, and started to speak.

‘An old person’s life is more brittle than cotton thread, thinner than light … Yes, my Ali, that is so. And don’t forget you gave me your word that you’d never tell Meryemdje I cried over her, never … I know you’ll keep your word, my child … Ah yes, an old person’s life can be snuffed out at the slightest whiff … Another few days and your mother will die all alone in that empty village. As for you, you can’t go back before you’ve picked enough cotton to pay back your debts to Adil Effendi. So I’ve thought of a way that’ll get you to your mother in time and also enable you to settle your debts, a way that will save Meryemdje’s life and also your neck from the rope … Now listen to me. The three of us, you, Elif and I, we’ll get up at midnight when everyone’s deep in sleep. We’ll make for the best part of the field and we’ll pick and pick and pick. Just before the others wake up we’ll come back with full sacks … Then at dawn we’ll start again with everyone else. Think, Ali! Twice as much as we’re making now. Three times, four times …’

Old Halil was very excited. He talked and talked, rising, then sitting down again, gloating over his own cleverness, bragging about the wisdom of old age. ‘Well, Ali,’ he said at last, ‘how d’you like my idea?’

‘It’s a very good idea, Uncle Halil, but it won’t work,’ Ali replied. ‘If the villagers were to catch us picking at night they’d fall upon us and beat us to death.’

Old Halil had not expected this. He had pictured Ali kissing his hands, throwing himself at his neck, weeping with gratitude … ‘Are you crazy?’ he cried. ‘Who’s to see us, let alone beat us? There’s nothing to be afraid of.’

‘It’s a very good idea, but it’s not fair to the others,’ Ali persisted. ‘Even if they don’t do anything to us, it’s their share we’d be picking; it’s stealing almost …’

Old Halil did his best. He talked himself hoarse. He scolded Ali and inveighed against the villagers. ‘What are you afraid of?’ he kept saying. ‘Who’s to see you? They’ll be dead asleep and we’ll be picking right over here, on the edge of the field …’

It was no use. Ali would not change his mind. Old Halil jumped to his feet in a rage. ‘All right then, your mother’ll die before you can get to her, that is if you haven’t already killed her … You know what the villagers will do to you then. You can see them even now, and if your mother’s found dead they’ll tear you to pieces. And she’ll die. Your mother will die!’

He stalked off. ‘Let her die!’ he muttered. ‘Just let her die and you’ll see what’s coming to you, goose-necked Longish Ali!’

But by the time he came to the huts his anger had dropped and he went back. Ali and Elif were still sitting where he had left them, at the foot of the oleander bush. Elif was urging Ali to change his mind. ‘Uncle Halil’s right,’ he heard her saying. ‘It’s a very good plan.’

He took Ali’s hand in his and began pleading with him. Elif joined in. But Ali was obdurate. In the end Old Halil spat into Ali’s face and walked off incensed.

‘A man who kills his own mother! What can you expect from him! His own mother … Killed her … The dog!’
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Meryemdje is all alone in Yalak village. There is not a soul about. Sometimes she is angry and rains curses on her son and the villagers. Sometimes she softens and pines away for them all. She gazes at the Chukurova road, longing for the sight of a living being. Who knows, Tashbash may come or Spellbound Ahmet …

Meryemdje leaned back against the sunny wall of the hut and stretched out her right leg. Her left was folded under her. There was a gentle breeze and she closed her eyes, letting the autumn sun caress her and put life into her blood. She was in that tender nostalgic mood which the morning sunshine always brought upon her. The wide Chukurova plain with its cotton fields rose before her eyes. A pleasant, magic land … The mauve crags of Anavarza, the blurred outline of the ruins of the crags … The Jeyhan River, green, stagnant, shivering into tiny tenuous ripples … The boisterous Mediterranean, its blue waves leaping, dementedly, spuming white … And the blinding sun … The Chukurova earth, dazzlingly white under it … The greasy tractors, the trucks, the web of busy dusty roads, the luminous, many-hued dust-devils … And the labourers, teeming like ants all over the plain, in the fields, on the roads … Hungry, destitute, with sad eyes and huge hands …

She saw Ali, his body slightly stooped, his face wrinkled with anxiety … ‘Mother, you must bear up,’ he was saying. ‘Please, Mother, please hold on until we come back. Don’t die. Don’t let those base villagers find you dead. You know them, Mother, you know what they’ll do to me …’

Meryemdje held out her right hand. ‘I won’t die, my son, my good brave lad. I’ll hold on till you come. Don’t I know those villagers! Even better than you, my child … And why should I die? It isn’t as if I was without food or water. The bread you left me is still there, almost untouched. I’ve got everything. Only, my Ali, God forbid that anyone should be left alone like this. If there had been just one human being with me, my little Hassan or Ummahan, just one of them, I’d have waited up here a year, ten years. Why didn’t you think of leaving one of the children with me? But you were right, of course. A child can pick as much as twenty kilos of cotton a day … And Tashbash hasn’t come either … I went up into the mountain and called to him. Tashbash, my son, I said, I know you’re a mighty saint now, the beloved of the Forty Holy Men. But still, you could come and keep your Mother Meryemdje company once in a while … He didn’t come, not a glimpse of him. He’s become too grand now, I suppose. Never mind, he’s sure to come my way one day and I’ll give him a piece of my mind then!’

She rose and picked up her stick. ‘Don’t be afraid, Ali; I won’t die and let those worthless villagers drag you through the mud. If I die it’ll be right before their eyes, just to spite them. Let them know that Meryemdje loves her son above her own soul … Ah, aaah, if only somebody would come! Anyone, even Muhtar Sefer, even that accursed prince of rogues, that deserter from the Yemen wars, that rebel against Allah, that dregs of mankind, Old Halil. I’d talk to him, even to him. I’d talk to anyone, to a double-worshipping heathen, to my own father’s murderer … There’s nothing worse than being alone, my Ali … When the villagers return, ah yes, when they come back I’ll talk with them all, every one of them, good or bad. I’ll fondle and pet them all, one by one, to my heart’s content. Just you remain all alone by yourself, my Ali, and see what a terrible thing it is!’

She brandished her stick. ‘Go away. Go back to the Chukurova. You’re not real, you don’t smell human. You’re just a figment, my Ali, only a dream …’

Let them come back, just let them, and see if Meryemdje will ever hurt a single one of them again! See how she’ll love them all, even Old Halil, just like her own beloved grandson Hassan. So you don’t talk to your own villagers, you spurn them, eh? Well then, this is what Allah does to you, he makes you pine for the sight of a single human being, he makes you crave even after Old Halil … That’s Allah for you, powerful long-bearded sky-eyed Allah!

A soot-blackened saucepan of tarhana soup was simmering over the fire, its steam rising gently and vanishing in the sunlight. Meryemdje was waiting impatiently for the soup to cook so that she could drink it quickly and be off about her business. She was in a hurry.

‘That’ll do,’ she said, taking down the saucepan. ‘It’s not going to pierce my bowels if it’s not quite cooked!’

She emptied the soup into a bowl, plunged a large wooden spoon into it, blew vigorously over the steaming liquid, and drank. It burnt her palate, but she didn’t mind. Meryemdje had no time to waste. Her mouth on fire, she grabbed her stick and set out for Köstüoglu’s house. As she approached the door of the barn she began to walk on tiptoe. Slowly, slowly … As though it was not her own feet that were carrying her. Putting her right ear to the door she listened, but not a sound came from inside the barn. He’s sleeping, she thought, he’s fast asleep, the speckled heathen! It’ll be easy to catch him this time. Why, he was awake all night, crowing!

As the caravan was setting out for the Chukurova, Köstüoglu’s speckled cock broke loose and escaped. They had chased him around for a while and then they had given up. Meryemdje, after she returned to the village, had been roused from sleep that morning by a loud crowing. She had been delighted and since then her one aim had been to catch the speckled cock. She had resorted to all sorts of tricks and wiles; twice she had managed to lay her hands on him, but he was a strong cock and he had struggled free. This time she was wiser and would keep a firm hold on him. He wouldn’t escape her again. He wasn’t old either, his flesh would be quite tender. And juicy too. It would last Meryemdje a whole week. As good as a lamb.

Carefully, without making a sound, she opened the door and slipped inside. She stood quite still for a while, her eyes closed. When she opened them they had grown used to the dark. The cock was perched on the board of a manger in a corner, his wings drooping, asleep. Meryemdje’s heart beat fast, but she knew that speckled heathen’s ways; she must not hurry. He’d let you come near him like this, nearer and nearer, and then spring into the air just as you put out your hand. She paused within stepping distance. The cock seemed fast asleep. Meryemdje gathered all her strength and moved. Her hands touched the cock. One moment she held him and the next, in a wild flutter of wings, he had escaped her. A flurry of dust and feathers and he had fled through the open door, while Meryemdje lay full length on the ground, her right arm aching as though it were broken. Hurling unheard-of curses at the cock she scrambled to her feet. ‘I shouldn’t have jumped at him,’ she muttered as she picked up her stick and went outside. ‘I should have struck him with my stick there and then. But tomorrow he’ll see what’s coming to him, that speckled heathen …’

Tomorrow or even tonight while he slept, she would draw near to him, carefully, oh so carefully, then stop and bash him over the head. Then she would pluck and wash him clean and salt him. Over a great big fire of large red embers the cock would smell so good … The flesh roasted red as a pomegranate, juicy … ‘Aaah,’ she sighed, ‘let it be poison to me! While my dear ones are burning in the Chukurova heat, devoured by mosquitoes, here I am in the cool uplands eating juicy roast chicken … Yes, poison …’ But her mouth watered and she licked her lips.

She looked at the sun. It’s still a long time till evening, she thought. I’ll go down to the Peri’s Dell and call to Spellbound Ahmet. Maybe he’ll be there today.

And, she remembered, tomorrow it will be Thursday, and Thursday night was meeting night, when the good spirits and the Holy Forties would assemble on the top of a high mountain. Surely Tashbash, since he was a saint now, must hold such conclaves too with his saintly companions, but the question was, on which mountain? This, Meryemdje could not determine. Each day she fixed on one, then changed her mind. She racked her brains trying to remember which hills had been Tashbash’s favourites before he became a saint, when he was still a human being. In vain. If she could only discover that mountain and lay her hands on Tashbash, well then there were a couple of words he’d hear from her, yes, just a couple of words …

It was late afternoon when she came to the Peri’s Dell. She sat down in her usual place at the foot of a rock and closed her eyes, listening to the burbling of the brook that flowed down below. The valley smelt of woods, of pine and cedar, of pennyroyal and wormwood. There was also a faint smell of wet earth which Meryemdje loved more than anything in the world. She envied the fairies who dwelt in the woods among these wonderful scents …

When she was rested she got up and began to shout down into the valley. ‘Spellbound Ahmet, my child! They’ve left me here all alone. Come to the village, your Mother Meryemdje’s waiting, she needs you. Come, my Ahmet, come and take me to your fairy father-in-law, to the Peri King’s palace. Don’t be afraid; I shan’t disgrace you, I’m not like other human beings. I’ll look after your children until the villagers return from the Chukurova. Tell the Peri King that Mother Meryemdje’s different, not like other people. Answer me, my Ahmet. Can’t you hear me? Ahmet, Ahmet, Ahmeeet …’

She paused. The valley echoed for a while then all was silence again, save for the bubbling of running water and the rustling of leaves.

Meryemdje smiled, a cunning smile. ‘Look, Ahmet my child,’ she said in a lower voice now, ‘you want to come to me, I know. It’s the peris won’t let you. Come in secret then, in the night, while they’re all asleep. I long to see you, my Ahmet …’

She stood listening, but there was no sign of Ahmet. The evening mists were sinking into the valley, the sun would soon be setting. Leaning heavily on her stick she began to make her way back up the slope.
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Memidik removes the body from the well for he knows he cannot go on hiding the troublesome thing there. Why, all the eagles in the world will soon be filling up the Chukurova skies, blotting out the sun! People aren’t all asses, someone will be sure to wonder about this well over which so many eagles are turning. And then they’ll find the corpse …

One of the grain-ricks swelled under the moonlight like a small hill and took up the space of three or four threshing-floors. Is this wheat, Memidik wondered, or just wheat-stalks? It can’t be wheat surely, it would have been separated by now. It’s only straw for fodder … He drew out a sheaf and examined it under the light of the moon. It was wheat. Fateared, black-awned Chukurova wheat … This rick, Memidik thought, could feed a whole village … But there was no help for it … How he had managed it, he himself did not know, but in the twinkling of an eye he had abstracted a box of matches from Hassan’s nylon bag. His hand went to the pocket of his shalvar-trousers. The matches were there.

He looked up and a shudder ran through his body. The eagles were like a black mantle spread over the sky. He could hear the sound of their wings grazing against each other. A strange magic turmoil was taking place up above, as though the whole sky was adrift, a restless, pulsing swarm of hundreds of thousands of wings in the night sky …

Memidik ran. Breathless, he reached the well. It was past the yatsi prayer hour. He undressed, but suddenly his limbs went limp and he sank to the ground. Then, like a flash, without giving himself time to think, he rose and jumped into the well.

The body was bloated, enormous now. He propped it up. It filled the well. Memidik could barely move. He grasped the legs and found his fingers sinking into the mushy thigh. He retched and vomited while his fingers stayed stuck there in the viscid flesh. His head whirling he bent down, almost immersed in the sheet of water at the bottom of the well and, thrusting his head between the dead man’s legs, he hoisted him up on his shoulders. Then, with legs and arms spread-eagled he began to scale the wall. The body was heavy and it was hard going for Memidik. He inserted first one foot into a cleft, then the other. Next he groped for a grip and pulled himself up. Above, at the mouth of the well all hell was breaking loose, a loud flapping of wings, an expectant hubbub that increased as he drew nearer.

The body was out now, head and shoulders above the well-mouth. The flapping became frenzied, thunderous. The well shook as though a mountain was crashing down. The body toppled and pitched straight to the bottom of the well. Water spurted up, man-high. Memidik saw hundreds of dark, black beaks closing in on him, hundreds of sombre wings outstretched. The eagles had alighted, hopping around the well. He drew his head back just in time to avoid the deadly thrust of their strong beaks.

Back he went and lifted the body up once more. The climb was harder, more terrible than before. He was sweating blood by the time he reached the well-mouth. But the eagles would not let up. The body slipped out of his hold and water gushed up again, dousing the waiting eagles.

Three times Memidik brought the body to the edge of the well. Three times it splashed down. The eagles were wet through. But in the end it was done, and Memidik was running towards the wheat-rick, a host of eagles in his wake. Quickly, he shoved the body within the sheaves, while overhead thousands of eagles hid the moon and the flurry of their wings resounded through the night. Then he streaked back to the well, put his clothes on and returned to the wheat, only to find it black with eagles jabbing at the stalks. Overhead thousands of them whirled in a furious ferment.

He took the matchbox from his pocket, struck a match and applied it to the wheat-rick. The dry stalks caught fire immediately. The swarming eagles took wing and fled, narrowly avoiding being trapped in the sudden burst of flames. In a short while a mountain of flames reared up on the Chukurova plain.

‘It’s burning, it’s burning! I’ve got rid of it,’ Memidik kept repeating. But there was an emptiness in him, a strange unbearable loneliness. All at once he jumped into the blaze and dragged the body out. He heaved it on to his back and ran down to the river. There on the bank he lowered the body into a hollow. The blazing rick was lighting up the plain. It was like daylight. Memidik could see the dead man’s face quite clearly. It had grown bigger. The eyes were twice as large now. The face gleamed, a coppery red. He laid the body down in the hollow, thatched it over with branches from a chaste-tree nearby and scooped sand over it.

Then he went and perched on a mound near the grave and looked about him. Everything was clearly visible in the glare of the fire. He spotted one of the dead man’s shoes on the ground some distance away. He rose, picked it up, and was about to throw it into the river when he changed his mind. Quickly he dug up a corner of the grave, found the foot and slipped the shoe on again.

‘To think I was on the point of burning my corpse,’ he murmured. ‘Burning him! What foolishness! What a mistake! Suppose I’d lost him in the fire? …’ A pleasant lassitude overcame him and he walked slowly up the bank.

The blaze had spread and the flames rose high in the sky, lighting up the whole plain right down to the foot of the Anavarza crags.

It was nearly dawn when he came to the cotton field. He found the villagers awake, every one of them. Calmly, as though he had only gone to relieve himself, he tied up the cord of his shalvar-trousers and gazed with the others at the burning wheat-rick. No one made any comment. Their eyes were fixed on the lengthening flames that broke suddenly at the top and leapt up into the night sky.

‘We didn’t sleep a wink tonight … No one slept at all, not even the children.’
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Since that day, every day before dawn Old Halil comes to wake Long Ali and attempts to force him to pick cotton in the dead of night. Ali will not be tempted and firmly rejects the old man’s proposals. But Old Halil is not one to give up.

‘Get up, Ali, do,’ Old Halil urged him. ‘I won’t let go of you, so get up.’

Ali was awake. He had got into the habit of waking up at the hour Old Halil came. He sat up and rubbed his eyes. Elif was awake too. So were the children. It was the same every night now and Old Halil repeated the same things too. ‘Your mother may be agonizing this very minute up there in the village. Come now, you may still get back to her in time, get back to our good rosy-faced Meryemdje; get back in time to save her, our fine, blessed Meryemdje …’

This time he broke into tears, sniffling like a child. ‘The cotton’s so rich in that corner of the field that even the laziest slowcoach could pick fifteen kilos in a single hour. We could get up like this every night and the devil himself would be no wiser. We’d pick and pick, and you’d make enough to pay your debts and to spare. And then, in less than a week you’d be able to set off and save your dear mother from certain death. At this rate you’ll never go back before the others. And what will you find? Not even a bone left of our rosy-faced Meryemdje. What will people say then? Now tell me that, you fool. What, what?’

‘Uncle Halil’s right,’ Elif said.

‘I can’t do it,’ Ali moaned. He fell back and rolled on to his belly.

The moon had set, but the night shone with a pale radiance as though lit up from some faraway spot. The thin bright line that divides night from day had not yet appeared and the morning-star flashed more brightly than ever over the Gavur Mountains. It seemed to sway in the lucent night sky, swung to and fro by the light dawn breeze. High above, large motionless clusters of clouds shed their whiteness over the night.

Old Halil coughed and in the hushed stillness of the plain the noise was like a burst of cannon. He seized Ali’s wrist. ‘Get up at once, you son-of-a-bitch,’ he hissed wrathfully. He had just remembered Ali’s father, whom he had always had to bully a little to make him do something. Surely Ali must have the same disposition. ‘Get up, you measly mouse-hearted Ali. Get up at once! Or I’ll give it you. I’ll raise such hell that I’ll have the whole village upon you.’

Ali sat up. ‘But, Uncle Halil,’ he protested feebly, ‘won’t it be stealing, what you want us to do?’

Old Halil boiled over. ‘Your mother’s dying up there in the mountains,’ he snapped. ‘Our Meryemdje! And you talk to me of stealing! As if that mattered! Of course we’ll steal if we can.’

Keeping a firm hold of Ali’s wrist he dragged him towards the corner of the field he had marked out. He walked without a sound, gliding snake-like through the cotton plants. ‘Quietly, quietly,’ he whispered to Elif who was stepping behind. ‘Get the sacks, the baskets. Don’t forget them …’

Elif had done that already. She had even given some baskets to the children to carry. Stealthily, almost bent in two, they made their way to a place near the banks of the river.

‘Here we are,’ Old Halil said. He looked at the Gavur Mountains. ‘It’s still a long time till dawn. If we can do this for four or five more nights then you’ll be able to say farewell to us. Why, you made me sweat blood, Ali! Stealing! Is there anyone who’s not a thief in this world? Even our Lord Tashbash … Every creature in this world is a thief, you foolish Ali: the flies, fish, worms, eagles, the beautiful-eyed does, the wolves and ants, everything, everyone. And because of that, stealing is a sacred thing. Thieves have a patron saint too. It’s Halil Ibrahim, that prophet of prophets. Yes, Halil Ibrahim is not only the patron saint of fertility, but of thieves as well. Listen to me, other people may burn in Hell, but those who’ve made stealing their business will go straight to Paradise. My name has come out as a thief. Well, I tell you, those who are known as thieves, who have been persecuted because of that, those who have sat in the Lord Joseph’s throne and been imprisoned like him, those will go straight to Paradise, no questions asked. So you needn’t have any scruples, Ali. This stealing we’re going to do now is a holy sacred act that’ll win Paradise for us. Come on now, we haven’t got much time. I’d have a lot to say to you about this, but it’ll be dawn any moment now.’

Elif threw herself upon the cotton. Her body ached all over, but the pain disappeared as she began to sweat. Ali was sweating profusely, but for another reason. It was the first time in his life that he had stolen anything, if picking cotton like this could be called stealing.

But there’s no getting out of it now, he thought. So let me pick as much as I can. Old Halil’s an old rascal, but he’s right this time. He’s clever too. He’s given a lot of thought to what’s good and what’s bad in this world. Just look at him, how he’s working, how quick his hands are at his age, even in the dark!

‘Put what you’ve picked into this sack,’ Old Halil said. ‘I’ll take it back to your heap. Only I can do it without anyone seeing me. If the villagers find you out they’ll kill you.’

Quickly they stuffed the cotton into a sack and in no time Old Halil had carried it to the wattle-hut and was back again. He was in seventh heaven.

Suddenly Elif’s hands stopped. She seized Ali’s arm. ‘Look, Ali!’ she exclaimed, pointing to a group of shadowy figures some distance away. ‘There are others, Ali, just like us …’

Old Halil made another trip to the hut with a sack full of cotton. Their clothes were wet through from the dew. They had come across two large water-melons and had carved and eaten one of them on the spot. The flavour lingered on their palates, cool and fresh and sweet.

‘Quick,’ Old Halil kept urging them on. ‘Hurry, it’ll soon be light. Tomorrow we’ll come to this same spot, and the day after too.’

The east had begun to pale now.

‘That’s enough,’ Old Halil decided. ‘Let’s get back before those stupid villagers wake up. We can snatch a little sleep and rest our tired bones before we start picking again with the others. Every human being, even the prince of thieves, must take some rest, or their bones will hurt. I’ll take the sack and go before you. They can’t do anything to me if they catch me. And if they do, who cares!’

But he put the sack down again. ‘Wait a minute,’ he said. ‘I must have a peep at those people over there. I’m curious …’

He was back almost at once. ‘Hey, great Allah,’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s Okkesh Dagkurdu with his wife and children! And who should I see farther off but Muhtar Sefer himself with his three wives and children too … Why, half the village is awake, all pilfering cotton from one another! Okkesh Dagkurdu threw himself at my feet. “Don’t tell anyone, Uncle Halil,” he begged me. “It’s to serve Allah I’m doing this.” He was weeping. “If I don’t make the Haj this year,” he said, “then I’ll never make it and I’ll pass unclean into the next world …” “Don’t weep, Okkesh,” I said. “Whether you make the Haj or not, there is a kiosk set apart for you in Paradise, a kiosk of crystal, pearl and coral, and seventy houris are written down for you, every one of them broad-hipped and beautiful. Paradise is always open to the thief. Go on with your thieving and may Halil Ibrahim, the patron-saint of thieves, watch over you …” As for Muhtar Sefer, who’d have believed it? Nobody ever saw him pick a boll of cotton in all these years, isn’t that so, Ali?’

‘No, never.’

‘So all the time he did it at night. And we all thought he never did a stroke of work. How he looked down on us, how he boasted he was not one to toil like us common peasants! Well, it’s worse, much harder to pick cotton in the dark.’

He walked off to the wattle-hut, emptied the sack over Ali’s heap and stepped back to look at it. It was several times larger than the other heaps. ‘Good work,’ he muttered. ‘Very good.’ He slipped back to his bed and drew the blanket over his head.

Was Meryemdje dead already? Or was she taking her ease up there in the village beside the cool, frothy, marjoram-scented springs of the highlands? At this rate Ali would be sure to get back to her in good time. All at once the realization flashed upon him that if Meryemdje died he could not live on, and he smiled wryly. Well, he thought, it’s much the same for her. She wouldn’t survive me a single day … If she’s well then I’ll offer a corban, a large crested cock I’ll sacrifice to please Allah. Just let me see her again, almighty Allah, with these mortal eyes …

Long Ali lay on his back, unable to sleep. He was wet with dew, chilled to the bone. A long shudder shook him as he thought of what he had done. It was stealing, even though half the village was doing it. Yet he felt elated. This way there would be no need for him to pick in another field with the others, after they had finished this one. He’d have made enough to pay his debts and would be able to go home.

Elif and the children dropped off the minute their heads touched their pillows, but Ali lay awake gazing at the stars and thinking of his mother, old and ailing and all alone. ‘How could I do it,’ he kept on saying to himself. ‘Whatever possessed me to leave an old, invalid woman all by herself in a desolate village, before an empty fireless hearth? Aaah, just let me get back before anything happens to her … How I’ll minister to her every want! The best of mothers … I should have found means to make her life easier. How could I do such a thing? How, how?’

He sat up on his elbows and saw that the villagers were stretching their limbs and rubbing their eyes in the pre-dawn half-light. Over the Gavur Mountains a streak of greenish light was steadily widening.

‘But there was nothing else for me to do … If I’d stayed up there we’d have died of hunger, all of us, and she too.’

The villagers had begun to drift silently into the cotton field, still half asleep.

‘Elif, get up,’ he whispered and shook her gently. ‘They’re going to work.’

She started and turned to wake the children.

‘Let them sleep, the poor things,’ Ali said, his huge hand passing softly over their sleeping heads.

But Elif was adamant. ‘No,’ she said. ‘We need them now. If they don’t help us now, where will we be?’ And she shook them. ‘Hassan, Ummahan!’

They woke up at once. Elif’s heart ached for them.
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It is soon common knowledge that Long Ali is picking cotton secretly in the night. There is nothing unusual in this; everyone at one time or another has pilfered cotton in the night, everyone but some children and a few old men. But that Ali should do it is somehow not to be borne. It rouses everyone’s choler. They decide to catch him red-handed and this is how they plot to do it.

It was Batty Bekir’s wife, Döndülü Lass, who set the talk going.

‘I saw them,’ she said. ‘I was up too, but only to make water, and what should I see! Old Halil with Long Ali, Elif and their children all picking away like mad where the cotton’s in richest bloom. Long Ali looked as if he was going to swallow up the whole crop. Yes, just as I’m telling you! Anyway, look at the pile he’s made. It would never be so tall if he didn’t steal secretly in the night.’

‘His pile is man-high,’ Zaladja said. ‘The sneak-thief!’

‘And Shevket Bey’s harvest went up in flames,’ Shirtless roared out in his deep-toned voice. ‘It’s clear now who it is goes roaming in the night, who’s bringing trouble upon the villagers. We’ve got families and children too. And debts as well. And we haven’t killed our old mother either, or left her body to dry on the rocks of Yalak village. Isn’t there anybody in this village to call out halt to that man? Isn’t there anyone to defend our rights?’

Muhtar Sefer made a sign to Gooey Apti. He also summoned the watchman and led the way down to a clump of tamarisks on the river-bank.

‘My good brothers, you know you’re the two apples of my eyes,’ he addressed them. ‘You won’t talk to me because Tashbash ordered it, but I know you love me better than your souls. And so do I love you both, more than my life. You can’t speak to me, yes, but I know you’ll carry out to the letter every instruction I give you.’

They both said yes with their eyes.

‘Well, my brothers, last night I couldn’t sleep. So I thought I’d take a little stroll, and what should I see! That snivelling saint Tashbash’s bosom friend, Longish Ali, picking away at the cotton for all he’s worth. The thief, the wretch! Anyway, what good can you expect from a man who’s killed his own mother? Such a creature’s the lowest of the low. He’ll be picking away again tonight as sure as if we’d put him there. It’s your job to spread it among the villagers that a scoundrel is stealing our cotton. And what is the penalty for this? … Let him go on picking for another night or two. We mustn’t scare him away. You’ll take him by surprise one night, but be careful, you’ll not touch a hair on his head. Just hand him over to the villagers. They’ll deal with him. In the meantime your task is to stir them up until they’re really mad.’

They both nodded. This was their job. They knew how to whip up the villagers’ resentment, to make them see red. The villagers would make mincemeat of Ali after they’d done their work. And serve him right, that monster, that mother-murderer! This they made clear to Muhtar Sefer with gesticulations of face and hands. Leave this matter to us, Muhtar, they said in sign-language.

‘I trust you, Apti, brother,’ Sefer said. ‘And you too, Watchman, you the best watchman of the Taurus Mountains, whose fame has spread beyond the frontiers of our country, to the lands of the English, of the Red Chinese, of the notorious Castro himself. Don’t speak with me if you like, you’re still dearer to me than my own two eyes. Well, I wish you success. I’m going to go hunting now and bag a couple of fat francolins for you to roast over red-hot embers and eat smacking your lips in full view of everyone. That’ll make their mouths water! Well, godspeed to you.’

Apti and the watchman lost no time in getting down to business. Soon the long row of cotton pickers was agog with whispering, wagging tongues.

‘Take care,’ Gooey Apti warned them. ‘We mustn’t make him suspicious, or we’ll never be able to catch him red-handed.’

Ali sensed something, but paid no attention. People had been so hostile to him recently that he had grown used to vindictive glances and malignant mutterings, to spiteful spitting on the ground behind his back.

It was hot, the sun was leaden, blinding. The labourers moved like a single body, restless, itching. One spark, one tiny spark would be enough to set them at Ali and rend him to pieces. The cloudless sky was aflame, steaming, a mass of grey ashy smoke. The labourers sweated, dull and senseless from the heat.

‘Tonight,’ Gooey Apti was whispering into everybody’s ear. ‘For God’s sake be patient. Tonight we’ll nab him and he’ll get what’s coming to him. Not a sign now, for heaven’s sake …’

The word was passed around from mouth to ear.

‘Keep your heads!’

‘Don’t let yourselves go, now.’

‘For heaven’s sake, not a sign …’

‘Tonight when he’s picking cotton all unawares, the wretch …’

Three gunshots cracked out in the distance and blobs of gunpowder appeared hanging on the hot air like three small grey clouds. The ferment, the angry muttering grew apace and lasted until the labourers retired under their wattle-huts in the noonday heat. Even then, there were unusual goings and comings from hut to hut, accompanied by loud shouts and curses.

Just then Muhtar Sefer came striding along with two francolins slung to his belt. He was laughing. He went round the huts, sticking his head into each one. ‘Easy going to you,’ he said, only that, laughing all the while, his teeth gleaming.

Overhead a flight of American jets from the Injirlik air-base zoomed by, hugging the ground. At any other time, the villagers would have sprung out of their huts to watch. But now no one moved. The shadows of the jets skimmed swiftly over the flat Chukurova earth, tracing dark paths over the luminous fields.

Memidik, his eyes glued to the sky above the dry well, was watching the eagles. They gathered in a huge seething ball, then scattered in all directions like a flock of sheep attacked by a wolf. His hands suspended above the cotton, he stared, fascinated, wondering how this strange ebb-and-flow game the eagles were playing would end. Would they never give up and leave the well? They were wheeling close to the ground now. One or two of them alighted and hopped awkwardly about the well, their wings still outstretched. Then slowly, reluctantly they took off, rising high into the sky. A minute later they were down on a level with the Anavarza crags. Suddenly the western tip of the group flapped like a great black flag and broke off, hurtling on towards Dumlu, a dark ball that vanished suddenly in the ashy incandescent sky.

‘They’re leaving,’ Memidik rejoiced. ‘They haven’t found the new grave …’

Then almost at once he felt strangely sad. Was the body still there where he had buried it so hurriedly in the dark? Dimly he recalled the events of the night before. The well, the corpse, the burning harvest, his own desperate plunge into the flaming rick to save his corpse … It all seemed long ago and unreal, like a dream. Yet the rick was still smouldering, the smoke rising above it perfectly straight, then snapping high up in the sky into flimsy clouds that soon melted away.

‘What if something’s happened to the corpse? What if the freshly-dug earth of the grave betrays the hiding-place?’

The eagles, the body, the mutterings of the villagers making ready to bait their trap … Everything today combined to make Memidik squirm with maddening impotence. What if someone found the body? What if the eagles alighted on the grave and picked the body out? The body, ah, the body … What had possessed him to pull it out of the flaming rick? By now it would have been burnt to cinders and Memidik’s troubles would have been over. But now … Now not even the Lord Tashbash could save him. He felt he must go at once to the grave and have a look at the corpse. A mad voluptuous sensation invaded his body.

The eagles were flowing southwards in a long black line that extended cord-like from the Anavarza crags to the Mediterranean.

‘These eagles must be crazy!’ Memidik muttered. ‘Who’s ever seen such a long line of eagles like a rope stretched across the sky? No one, never in all the world!’

He heard a voice and looking down he saw Old Halil right beside him.

‘No one!’ the old man repeated. ‘Not even me. Cranes fly like this, in a long row. And wild geese. Wild ducks too. But eagles, never. Eagles always fly in circles over the ground. They whirl round and round and round, endlessly.’

‘I was wondering too, Uncle Halil, at these eagles,’ Memidik said.

The long cord-like row of eagles snapped in the middle. The seaward length gathered up in a ball, a dark spot on the rising cumulus clouds, and vanished from sight. The rest of the group flew back to Anavarza Castle. Memidik saw them glide down very slowly and alight one by one on the crags.

The sky seemed scrubbed clean now. Not the slightest stain marred its clear brightness. And then Memidik looked to the right and saw a lone eagle flying from Mount Hemité, a very large eagle, but old and heavy. With a weary flapping of wings it passed above them quite low, casting a huge black shadow on the ground, and went off in the direction of Dumlu.

‘This is a stray, Memidik, son,’ Old Halil said. ‘Old, thousand-year-old eagles always stray from the others.’ He gazed after the eagle and stroked his beard. ‘That one you see up there all by itself, that aged, mighty eagle will never go back to its eyrie. It will never rejoin the flock. It is a noble eagle, not afraid to be alone. It will stay wheeling up there in the wide wide sky, solitary, until it dies. No living creature will ever get near it again and it will never alight on this earth, not on any tree, or rock, never … You know, Memidik, son, I have a great respect for these old, stray eagles, those exalted creatures that choose death in the skies, that feel their death approaching and soar off to meet it in the high infinity of the heavens. Only when they are dead do they drop back to earth. Lifeless, their great bodies lie stretched out on the Chukurova earth … Yes, my son, they wheel and wheel endlessly, these mighty old eagles, serene in the wide wide spaces, high up in the blue immensity … On and on they fly until their wings are still. From west to east, from east to west they rove the sky, and that’s where they die, Memidik, son, far up in the remotest part of the heavens where the stars are. But to the old of the human race death comes wretchedly as to a crawling worm. Watch the eagles, Memidik, son, watch them well, they are noble creatures.’

He turned and went to pick in the row between Shirtless and Zaladja Woman who promptly turned their backs on him.

‘Damn you all,’ he growled angrily. ‘Damn you lock, stock and barrel! What have I done to you, you heathens?’ He picked up his basket and sack and stalked off to the extreme end of the field away from the others.

Memidik was growing more and more uneasy. He felt the villagers’ mood, furtive, keyed-up. There’s no doubt about it, he thought, no doubt at all. They’ve discovered the body. They knew from the first. They were just biding their time, watching me, baiting me. Didn’t Old Halil know why I was watching those eagles? Of course he knew. People aren’t all fools. If only it had been Muhtar Sefer! I’d have carried his body on my back till I died, and I wouldn’t have minded if all the villagers had watched me …

Yes, something was brewing, but was it against him, or did it concern Long Ali and the murder of Meryemdje? … The body was there, in its grave … So near, and yet so far … His heart was bursting with anxiety. He put down the basket, but the expression of his mother’s face, angry, aloof, frightened him. For the past few days he had often left her to pick alone. Now he could not meet her eyes. He was ashamed. It was the same when he saw Zeliha. He would change his path and avoid her. Once, one night, she had come to his bed, but Memidik had pretended to be asleep. What could he say to her? That instead of Muhtar Sefer who had humiliated him, broken his bones, made him piss blood for months on end, that instead of him he had killed someone else, some stranger? And, what’s more, that he couldn’t get rid of the body? She had knelt beside him pleading, even baring her full breasts to touch his face, warm, palpitating, maddening … Memidik had throbbed with desire, his hands had grown taut, his bones hurting as though they would break, but he had willed himself to be still, to feign sleep, and at dawn she had gone away. He had watched her leave, her shoulders shaking as though she were crying, and this had pierced his heart like a dagger. There and then he made a vow. ‘I’ll kill Sefer,’ he swore. ‘And afterwards I’ll take Zeliha by the hand and bear her off to a distant land where nobody will find us.’

The labourers watched Ali, some surreptitiously, out of the corner of their eye, others quite openly, keeping a wide stare fixed on him. Ali was uneasy. He could not help it, he was growing more and more nervous. Elif and the children felt the tension too. Everyone was looking at Ali as at a sheep marked for sacrifice. No one spoke, no one made a sound. The silence was complete, rock-like, but hands worked more quickly than ever, picking away frenziedly.

The sun was going down.

‘Mother,’ Hassan said, ‘I don’t feel well. Let me go down to the river with Ummahan.’

Elif sighed. ‘All right, you may go.’

The children did not stop running until they came to the tamarisks. Hassan’s eyes had become enormous. ‘They’re going to kill Father,’ he whispered.

Ummahan began to cry.

Very few of the villagers slept that night. They lay awake, waiting for Ali to get up and start picking.

When Old Halil rose at the usual time, a few hours before dawn, and crept up to Ali’s hut, those who had been asleep woke up too and everyone held his breath. Tonight nobody else had gone cotton thieving. Everyone was waiting to catch Ali.

‘I’ve come, Ali,’ Old Halil whispered. ‘But it’s no use. They’re all awake, waiting to catch us.’

‘I see,’ Ali said.

‘You know what they’ll do if they catch us?’

‘Tear us to pieces …’

‘Yes,’ Old Halil sighed. ‘They’re in a wild mood. But they’ve reckoned without Old Halil, the eagle of these mountains. I knew by their eyes what they were about. So you just go to sleep, Ali. Have a deep, sound, restful sleep. That’ll make them burst with vexation, the rabid dogs. I’m going. We’ll pick again tomorrow night, or if not the next …’

Old Halil crawled back stealthily in the dark and went to bed.

The villagers, kept up their vigil, eyes wide open, ears on the alert, one single body ready to pounce, until the first rays of light shot down the slopes of the Gavur Mountains.

‘He got wind of it,’ Gooey Apti lamented. ‘He’s a fox of a man, a wolf. If he weren’t a wolf would he ever have killed his mother? Why can’t we kill our mothers? Tell me that. Ah, he won’t go cotton thieving again, that one …’

In the hazy radiance that fell over the hills the cotton heaps and the unpicked cotton blooming in the field began to whiten and to take shape. A sharp, warm odour of burnt grass filled the air.

It had been a long vigil, full of suspense. Now that nothing had come of it the tension snapped and the villagers dropped into a doze.

Shirtless’s voice rang through the huts: ‘Come on, people, to work! Get going, no room for sluggards here!’

People started to drift into the field. Ali drew on his stockings and tied his sandals. ‘Come, Elif,’ he said after he had slapped a couple of handfuls of water to his face. ‘Children, are you awake?’

Neither Ummahan nor Hassan had slept a wink that night. They had lain awake waiting to see what would happen to their father.

As Ali came to the field the labourers stopped and stared at him for a long time, as though he were some strange creature they had never seen before.

The day grew hotter. The pickers, working in a long row, were in a state of pent-up rage, ready to pounce upon Ali at the slightest pretext. He felt this threatening weight upon him and was at a loss. There was nowhere he could flee to, nothing he could do except hide his fear by working more quickly. But the sight of his swift nimbly-moving hands only served to madden the others.

Old Halil hurried up to him. ‘Come, Ali,’ he whispered. ‘Get back to the hut. Don’t stay here among them today. They’ve gone mad. They’ll do something to you.’ He took his arm. ‘Ali’s sick,’ he declared and dragged him away to the huts. Ali’s legs were weaving into each other.

For a long while the villagers’ hands remained suspended above the cotton. Their eyes were fixed hard on the wattle-hut into which Ali had disappeared.
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Memidik is on the town road. Sometimes running, sometimes walking, he is making for the town. There is no way of getting rid of this corpse except to hand it over to the Government. So Memidik is going to the Government. I’ve found a corpse, he’ll say. Come and take it. For good or for bad I’ve looked after it quite a while now … Above him the stray eagle is still wheeling in the sky. Memidik is uneasy. Suppose anything happens to the corpse before he comes back? But now that he has made up his mind, a great load is off his back. Memidik feels light as a bird.

Shevket Bey was a harmless sleepwalker. He had once had three wives, but one day in a fit of anger he had divorced them all. He had six children, four of whom were being educated in private schools in Istanbul. He had no town house like the other aghas, but lived in a rented place. His farm house was more like a hangar, a huge building with enormous rooms. The farm was situated on the Chukurova plain on the reach of the Jeyhan River nearer to the Mediterranean Sea. It was said of Shevket Bey that in his youth he had killed three persons: his mistress, a hired labourer, and Turna, the Kurdish servant who had witnessed the murder of the other two. Turna’s son had been away on army service when he heard about his mother. At once he deserted and took to the mountains with his gun, bent on killing Shevket Bey. But a couple of days later, before he had time to do this, he was himself killed by unknown persons. Shevket Bey had three brothers and two sisters, one of whom was reputed to be the richest woman in the Chukurova. All the brothers possessed more or less prosperous farms.

It was after the murder of those three persons that Shevket Bey had taken to sleepwalking. His farm was a large one, ten thousand dönüms of fertile land, left to him by his father. All night long Shevket Bey would wander about the broad Chukurova land, asleep. His days were spent bragging and spinning yams. No one knew his age, not even himself, but he looked very young. He was a generous man who threw his money around without counting it. Each harvest a great deal of money would flow into the farm. But it would flow out just as quickly. Shevket Bey was handsome, but when he walked in his sleep his face would light up strangely and he would grow even handsomer.

For the first five days his absence went unnoticed. Then one of the hired labourers asked: ‘Where’s Shevket Bey?’

People were alerted. ‘Where is Shevket Bey?’

His men, his relations, everyone began to search for him. They scoured the Chukurova plain looking into every nook and cranny, questioning every living soul, but he was nowhere to be found. The police, the gendarmes were informed. The newspapers bore large headlines: RICH LANDOWNER DISAPPEARS. FOUL PLAY FEARED. There were big photographs of Shevket Bey which, if he had been able to see them, would have delighted him.

The search was still on, on foot, on horseback, labourers, policemen, gendarmes, when the burning of Shevket Bey’s wheat-rick took place, complicating matters. Up to that moment suspicions had centred on the tractor mechanic’s apprentice, Nevzat, a long-necked youth with a goose-like stare, whom Shevket Bey had beaten to within an inch of his life a couple of months earlier. Now fresh conjectures arose. The burning of the harvest could only be the vengeful work of landless peasants from one of the nearby villages. So the search was directed towards those villages. They overflowed with Shevket Bey’s men and relatives, with policemen and gendarmes. Shevket Bey’s children had all come over. The search for their father held for them the passionate interest of a murder movie.

‘Where’s Shevket Bey’s house? Hasn’t he got a wife, a son, anyone I can see? I have something to say to them.’

‘Shevket Bey’s dead,’ was the only answer Memidik got.

He was standing on the town bridge. Far down he saw his blurred, undulating image in the water. There were pink laurels in full bloom growing thick as a small forest all over the pebbly banks of the river. A colony of bees had broken away from the hive and was swarming in a yellow amber-like cluster over the bough of a mulberry-tree. Then it went up in the air, a bright ball illuminated by the sunlight, and buzzed off in a slow zigzag course over the town.

‘Shevket Bey’s house? …’

‘Shevket Bey’s been murdered. They burnt his harvest too, enough to feed a village for one whole winter. But it’s a good thing he was murdered.’

‘A good thing?’

‘Why, yes! A man like that! With three apartment blocks in Istanbul and herds of horses, money hoarded up in banks, and a hand in Government circles … Seven mistresses he kept, and a table where you could find bird’s milk even! Of course he would have as many enemies as he had friends. Look at his harvest, still smouldering … He’d wear a new pair of shoes every day, never the same pair twice! He was killed in his sleep. He slept all the time, that man. You don’t feel a thing if you die in your sleep. Whoever killed him was a good person. He did right …’

A school of fish flitted up to the surface of the clear water in silvery streaks. One large fish leapt out of the water three times with three blinding flashes and for a while blurred fish shadows fluttered before Memidik’s eyes.

It was very hot. The parapet of the bridge seared his hands. The bridge’s shadow was very black on the water. In an untended orchard opposite, three donkeys were grazing. A layer of dust covered the whole town and not a single creature was to be seen. The streets were deserted.

The leaves of the mulberry-tree were layered with dust. The shadow of the tree was dense, its smell sultry and heady.

‘Is this Shevket Bey’s house?’

‘Shevket Bey’s not at home. They set fire to his harvest last night.’

‘Ah, one doesn’t know what’ll happen to one next! Troubles never come singly …’

‘Isn’t there anyone at home?’

‘They’ve all gone to the fields, to try and put the fire out.’

The garden was overgrown with huge fading marigolds, each one as large as a fist. Half smothered in dust, they gave out a peculiar quality of loneliness and dereliction.

‘Give my greetings to Shevket Bey …’

The marigolds exhaled a strong hot bitter scent.

The police-station was a two-storied building, unplastered, the stones and boards of its walls exposed. The stairs were outside, running up one of the walls. The yard was wide and strewn with wild fig-trees, squirting cucumber stalks and thistles. Several brood-hens, that belonged to the chief of the police, stalked about the yard, their chicks behind them. In the middle was an ancient marble stone, inscribed and carved with figures of half-naked warriors holding shields. The stone was incredibly white. It seemed to Memidik that nothing so white had ever been seen in the world. He sank down upon it and looked up at the window. He saw the back of a police officer, broad-shouldered, bull-necked, still as a rock. His ears were dusty. Suddenly the officer’s right shoulder twitched and Memidik’s heart gave a jump. A gendarme emerged, running down the wooden steps that creaked as though they would split open. The cracked wooden boards of the old grey staircase rocked under his weight and he rushed out of the yard. He was back in an instant, still running, herding two men before him, all three of them panting and blowing. Through the side window Memidik saw them enter the officer’s room.

Memidik sweated under the sun. The perspiration squirted from the tips of his fingers, it gushed down his nose, it made his feet in their sandals feel as if they had been plunged in water.

In the window it was the police officer’s left shoulder that twitched this time. Memidik’s heart jumped again. A handcuffed man was brought in. The handcuffs had been bolted over his two thumbs. He was bent in two, dirty with dust, and blood had clotted on his face. His wide shalvar-trousers hung in tatters about his legs, and the white of his pants showed underneath. His eyes were blinking rapidly all the time.

‘I know about Shevket Bey … Why am I sitting here? Why not? I’m doing no harm. I can sit where I like, can’t I? Besides, I’m going to see the commandant, the chief commandant …’

‘Have you discharged your army service? Where? In what class? What’s your record?’

‘I have. As a corporal in the engineering corps. My record … Memidik Delibash, born 1940, son of Osman Delibash … Delibash? Everyone asks me that! It means Crackhead. It’s the grocer Mustafa who chose that family name for my father when the great Atatürk issued the decree that everyone was to have a family name. Osman, he said, you’re cracked in the head anyway, so why not have it inscribed in the Government’s books too! Why, when Blind Hadji learned of the name Muhtar Sefer had picked for him – it’s too indecent to repeat – he almost killed him in his rage. Shevket Bey’s family name? That’s Steelhead, a good strong name …’

A woman, her breasts hanging bare, her clothes in rags, her face bleeding, clawing at her cheeks, screaming … Loud long shrieks … Her bare feet leaving imprints of blood in her wake as she enters the police officer’s room … The officer’s right shoulder twitched again. Otherwise, he was perfectly still.

The woman was out again in no time. Still screaming, she threw herself at the stairs, slipped and fell in a heap at the bottom, inert and silent.

‘I don’t know. I’d never even seen Shevket Bey’s face before. Who? How should I know? Why? I’ve no idea. I swear it’s the truth. You can kill me if you like. Hang me … I’m telling you just what I know, what I’ve seen. Didn’t I come to you of my own accord? How would you have known if I hadn’t come?’

A door opened and a group of fifteen men appeared, clad in rags, their arms tied to each other. Quickly they were hustled through an iron-barred gate, which closed upon them. Two guards paced up and down on the wall above the iron door. Their faces gleamed black with perspiration. The sweat ran down their backs, leaving large patches on their tunics.

Memidik rose, his eyes riveted on the police officer’s back in the window. Slowly, with shrinking steps he began to walk towards the stairs.

Suddenly a cool gust sprang up, raising the dust all about. Memidik paused, unable to see an inch before him. The wind grew stronger and colder and Memidik shivered. Then from the north, from over the Taurus Mountains, a giant cloud bore down upon the Chukurova, shutting out the sky and spreading gloom over the whole plain. The wind died out as suddenly as it had begun and a few large heavy drops of rain pattered to the ground. The dust that had remained hanging in the air was slowly settling. Claps of thunder burst in the skies, far and near. Lightning flashed again and again and the window-panes rattled. The rain came crashing down, hard, solid, denting the earth and beating a noisy tattoo on the zinc roofs of the houses.

Memidik stayed rooted to the spot, unable to take another step either forward or backward. The police officer’s bulky body moved and Memidik’s heart leapt into his mouth as he saw him rise to face the window. His body went limp. He turned his back on the officer and like a bed-ridden person who has forgotten how to walk, his legs weaving weakly into each other, he crept away. Once out of the yard he looked back. The police officer was still there, looking down into the yard, his body filling the whole embrasure. Memidik took to his heels. The rain poured down angrily.

‘Shevket Bey! … Shevket, Shevket Bey …’ His ears roared. ‘The body! In this rain … Anything may happen to it. I’ll come again tomorrow and tell the commandant everything. Even if I don’t, they know. It isn’t as if they don’t know. They’re just waiting to see what I’ll do, watching me. Oh dear, what will happen to the body in this rain? I didn’t put enough earth over it …’

The rain was coming down in unleashed torrents. Memidik was out of the town now, still running for dear life.
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Omer is on his way to Yalak village. The Savrun Spring is behind him now. He is nearing Chamurlu, crossing a dense forest that allows no glimpse of the sky, when he is caught in the rain. He is in a hurry. He must do his job with Meryemdje quickly and return to the Chukurova as soon as possible. So he does not take shelter and wait for the rain to stop. He presses on.

Torrents of water inundated the vales and hollows, scooping up trees, rocks, anything that was in the way. Water gushed out everywhere, from the trunks of the trees, from the leaves, the rocks. The mountains seemed drowned in a huge ocean. Thunderbolt after thunderbolt struck the pinnacled crags and the high-crested trees, bringing them crashing to the ground. Omer’s clothes stuck to his body, his feet splashed in their sandals. Now and again the sandals came off and got left behind. He would go back for them and tie them on more securely. The steam rose from his back.

He came to a gorge where a stream had swelled into a wild torrent. But he could not afford to stop. He plunged into the turbulent waters. Any man less powerfully built would have been swept away, but Omer reached the opposite bank. He sank down on a rock, half fainting, but he soon began to feel chilly. It was very cold now. The forest boomed and thundered in ear-splitting reverberations. It seemed to be on the move, with all its stones and undergrowth, making south for the Chukurova. Omer rose and shook himself. His clothes were heavy and water trickled down his body. After he had gone a little way his clothes again clung tight to him.

It was not rain but torrents falling from the sky. A murky wall of water reared up before Omer’s eyes. He went on, groping blindly at this wall which was a mixture of water and dense grey vapour. Were it not for the occasional flashes of lightning it would have been like walking in the dark of the night.

Should I shelter in some cave, he thought? No, he said, it won’t do to tarry, not even for one hour. I must finish this job and get back as quickly as possible. Back to that cursed Chukurova and its mosquitoes …

This business was a stroke of luck for him. He would never have had the means to get married otherwise. Nowadays those who had daughters demanded extravagant marriage dowries. No young man in the village could meet these demands. The fathers of the girls were right, of course. After all they had brought them up and fed them for so many years … But here was Muhtar Sefer offering him one hundred liras! And not only that, a pair of oxen as well. Muhtar Sefer was a rich man. Who knows, if he was pleased he might even give him two hundred. And he’d get the girl for him, that was certain too, by hook or by crook. The village may fear Tashbash because he’s a saint, Omer reflected, but they fear Muhtar Sefer just as much though they won’t show it. Nobody loves him and yet everyone always does just what he wants. They won’t talk to him because Tashbash ordered them not to when he went off to join the Forty Holies, but they’re all terrified that he’ll do something to them. He knows how to lead those people by the nose. Now he’s got it in for Long Ali. Well, God help Long Ali, that’s all …

And the wedding festivities would be managed by Muhtar Sefer too. He knew how to do that better than anyone. Omer would buy four nanny-goats. This would cost about fifty liras. Red dappled ones … They always give more milk. He must get a donkey too, and a cow, and … But a hundred liras would never go that far … There was also what he would earn from the cotton this year. Omer had no debts. He hoped it wasn’t raining down in the Chukurova because if so the cotton would be ruined, steeped in mud, and would only fetch half the normal price …

Omer thought of the Bald Minstrel. For some reason he and his five sons had always disliked Omer. They would never come to play at his wedding, that was sure. A wedding without the Bald Minstrel! This had always been considered an ill omen. But let them refuse to come and play at his wedding, just let them! Why, Muhtar Sefer would bring down their house over their heads! Sing, Bald Minstrel, Sefer will command, play your saz your very best at my nephew Omer’s wedding. Give us your gayest tunes, for he is the apple of my eye. D’you hear that, you wretched Baldish Minstrel? Let’s see you refuse to play now! Stay away if you dare!

Bedriyé was sleeping quite close to him in the fields. Half asleep, half on purpose, he stretched out his hand and clasped her foot. It was hot as a flame. His body trembled with desire and he could not sleep again that night. Since then, whenever he saw Bedriyé he felt that same tingling sensation that left him faint and paralysed. Everyone in the village knew of his love for her, every single person, even the flying birds, and that was why they could never meet or be alone together. How had they got wind of his passion? He had never told anyone. But that’s how it was, these villagers always knew everything, even the innermost thoughts in a man’s heart. They know everything but keep it to themselves. Won’t they know who killed Meryemdje? Of course they will. But they’ll never admit it even to themselves. Don’t they know that Ali would never kill his mother? Of course they do. Why are they after his blood then? At any other time even if Ali had murdered his mother before their very eyes they would have stood by without turning a hair. Ali was just a scapegoat. If he hadn’t been there they’d have found someone else to vent their fury on, they’d have invented another reason or just raged on for no reason at all.

Omer smiled thinly as he wiped off the water that ran down his face and covered his eyes. People would throng to his wedding … Bedriyé was a slim, shapely girl. What was it her mother had said? Give my Bedriyé to that orphan? I’d rather die first! Let’s see her refuse now … Why, Muhtar Sefer would throw her out of the village and send her packing to the other end of the world! How white her skin was, like snow. And so soft … If her foot was so warm, who knows how burning hot the other parts of her body would be … A tremor ran through Omer’s wet body. An image of Bedriyé naked rose before his eyes and would not leave him. His body pulsed with deep unbearable passion. It would not be long now. The wedding would be held as soon as they came back from the cotton.

‘Long live Mother Meryemdje!’ he exulted. ‘If it weren’t for her I’d never have been able to have a wife, not for donkey’s years. She’s doing me a good turn with her death. When good people die, even their death is of service to others. And Mother Meryemdje is a good woman, one of the best. A little stubborn perhaps, but stout-hearted. Why won’t she talk to the villagers? Anyway, she’s never done anyone any harm in all her life. She’s always been ready to lend a helping hand, even to the birds and beasts. And now she’s helping me with her death. She’ll die to help someone, not just a useless death … Long live Mother Meryemdje! There’s no one like her in all the world.’

Suppose you come to the village, open the door and find Mother Meryemdje stretched out there on the floor, dead, green flies buzzing all over her. Not one, not five, but swarms of green flies. Her eyes gouged out by yellow ants, her body swollen as a drum … Yellow ants, rats … The yellow ants are at her tongue … A dead person’s mouth always stays open. And the rats have devoured her ears. There is a pool of dried blood on the ground … A huge spider has woven a large web between the hennaed hair and the wall. Hundreds of green flies are trapped in it, thousands of yellow ants. A giant spider, white-streaked …

You slam the door shut at once, careful not to touch anything. Anyway the stench is all over the village. Why, you’ll smell it even before …

‘If only it could be like this,’ he sighed aloud. ‘If only …’

A thunderbolt fell with a fulgurating flash on a rock not ten paces before him. Omer’s knees buckled under him and he sank to the ground, his eyes blinded. All around him lightning struck and thunder clapped in an uninterrupted cataclysmic roll.

He opened his eyes fearfully, then closed them. After rubbing them for a while he opened them again. The rain came down in sheets, steaming, dense, blurring to a vague shadow even the trees that were quite close to him. Should he take shelter somewhere until the rain let up? But it showed no sign of slackening. It looked as though it would go on for ever.

If Mother Meryemdje were really dead, then when they all returned from the Chukurova, after everyone had seen the body, he must build her a shrine, just like the shrine of Hassan Dédé, the Sheikh. And then he must have a dream, that Mother Meryemdje has been taken into the bosom of the Forty Holies, so that people should always go to her grave to pray and to bring offerings.

Suddenly, without warning, he found himself swept away by a torrent, tossing in a flood of water, pounded from rock to rock. He tried to get a hold on a rock, a trunk, but the torrent dragged him on relentlessly.

‘I’m dying, I’m lost,’ he kept shouting. ‘So you want to kill an innocent woman? This is what Allah does to you … I’m dying, I’m lost … help!’

But he could not expect help from anywhere. The frenzied torrent bore him on, dashing him from rock to rock. Suddenly his leg tangled in the roots of a huge tree. The flood was rushing over him now. He was almost drowning when his hand closed over a knot in the tree’s trunk. He hauled himself up and remained hanging there on a branch, trembling, his teeth chattering. A cave, he must find a cave … But how to get off the tree with this mad torrent rushing beneath him, uprooting everything in its path, rocks, earth and trees? Dimly he could make out a flat slab of rock a little way off where the branch ended. Could he get there? Wouldn’t the branch snap? He balanced himself full length and edged himself forward inch by inch. It was a stout cedar bough and it bore his weight. Only when he was swinging himself down on to the rock did it break, emitting a pungent rain-sodden odour that went to Omer’s head.

His limbs shaking as though they would fly off, he cast about for a shelter and discovered a small cave a little farther away. He threw himself into it, at his last gasp. The matches in the little plastic bag were quite dry. He set a match to some dry sticks and grass strewed about the depths of the cave. They flamed up instantly and he felt less cold. As he grew warmer fear gripped his heart. Could it be that the great Allah? … Quickly he banished the thought from his mind and went out into the rain to get some wood. The fire was blazing away now. Omer undressed and laid his clothes out to dry about the fire. They began to steam, filling the cave with warm vapour.

Outside the rain gathered strength and lightning struck here and there over the rocks and trees. But Omer was warm now, wrapped in a magic world of dreams. The only trouble was, what if he found Mother Meryemdje alive and had to kill her?

‘It would be so good if you died like that, of your own accord, Mother Meryemdje,’ he said, and smiled blissfully. ‘I’d build you a shrine and adorn it with flowers and offerings, just to show you how thankful I am. Ah, my good mother, why has it got to be me? Why didn’t Long Ali do it?’

Good people should be granted a painless death. In their sleep … She’ll be fast asleep. You’ll just squeeze her neck. One hiccup and she’ll be dead in a jiffy. She’ll never know. Yes, she’ll never know she’s dead till kingdom come. She’ll always think that she’s just asleep. What a beautiful death! A fit death for that best of souls, Mother Meryemdje. She won’t be dead, she’ll just be slumbering on and on and on …

The thought soothed him.
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It is swelteringly hot, the hottest day so far, a torrid hellish heat that hits the Chukurova only once in a year or two. Long Ali’s hands will not obey him. He is oppressed and anxious. Whichever way he turns he sees hostile angry eyes fixed on him, full of hate and venom.

Old Halil picked at the cotton for a while, then paused and looked about him. He was afraid. They’re going to do some mischief today, he thought.

No one spoke, but the silence held a simmering, threatening quality. The labourers worked languidly, their movements hampered by the heat, their mouths dry and bitter. On such hot days a man’s mouth feels as though he has swallowed poison and he lets himself sink into a bottomless pit of despair.

Old Halil was filled with misgivings. ‘They’re quite capable of killing the lad,’ he was thinking. ‘They couldn’t catch him red-handed and they know they never will. The gendarmes wouldn’t arrest him. There’s not a thing they can pin on him. They’re just mad with frustration …’

Slowly, unobtrusively, he began to weave his way towards Ali. For some reason Ali’s hands were flagging. He was hardly doing any picking. The villagers had slowed down too. Against their will they followed Ali’s rhythm today, when on other days they had been mad with envy at the swiftness of his hands. No one moved; the long line of cotton pickers was still. There was no chirp of bird or insect either, as though the leaden sky had pressed all sounds deep down into the earth. The Chukurova seemed flatter than ever, dull and colourless. Not the tiniest sparkle on the wide level plain which on other days would flash and shimmer like the hard bright carapace of a golden beetle. The air was heavy; not a leaf stirred. The encircling mountains had vanished, as though spirited away by some powerful, magic hand, and the plain stretched flat into the Anatolian steppe beyond the Taurus range.

The only living creature in the sky was the huge old eagle. He hung in the air with outstretched wings, motionless. It was only when you looked at his dark man-sized shadow on the ground that you knew he was moving. Slowly, imperceptibly the shadow was gliding eastward, then just as imperceptibly it traced a wide circle on the ground. The eagle was not very high above, only the height of two or three tall poplars. He seemed nailed to the sky.

Old Halil had finally crept up to Ali’s side. ‘Ali, listen,’ he whispered. ‘Do what I tell you. Get out of here. They’re going to kill you. I know them. Try and slip away without their noticing. Quickly …’ And he glided off again to the extreme end of the row.

Ali was trembling all over. ‘But where can I go?’ he murmured. ‘Where can I hide?’ He sank to the ground.

‘What’s the matter, Ali?’ Elif asked in a thin anxious voice.

‘Let them kill me then,’ Ali blurted out as though recovering from a faint. ‘I won’t move a step from here. Let them kill me and get it over.’ He was crushed beyond caring. Trembling, he stretched out his hand and plucked at a cotton boll with the tips of two fingers.

All at once an icy blast blew in from the north. The frozen frame of the huge old eagle was shaken with a jolt. It lurched wildly, then resumed its smooth stance facing the wind. From the south and west and east, from all directions the wind started up, stronger and faster, now coming in cold freezing waves, now belching scorching flames over the plain and whipping up the dust in an all-obscuring pall. Up in the air the eagle held on, vanishing in the clouds of dust, then coming out again.

The wind gathered force. It whisked away the women’s headkerchiefs and snatched up tents and wattle-huts. Branches snapped and the lake-smooth river tossed and fumed, hurling angry waves at the shore. A long pillar of water jetted up and dashed at the bank. The whole of the Chukurova ran wild, whirling through the air, its ricks and stalks and cotton heaps all in havoc.

The labourers stopped dead. Then they sank to the ground without a word.

From the north, from far over the Taurus Mountains a cloud came sweeping down over the plain like a pitch-black night. On it rolled, swelling until it spanned the whole sky right down to the Mediterranean Sea. One after the other flashes of lightning forked through the cloud, followed by earth-shaking claps of thunder. The first drops, large and warm, rapped down over the Chukurova land, boring holes into the earth. One hot gust, flame-like, then a cold icy blast, and the rain began. It was pouring in an instant, in sheets unfurled from the skies.

The labourers made no attempt to run. They did not stir. They remained where they were, transfixed. This rain meant death to them. Nothing worse could befall a cotton labourer. The cotton would now be dashed to the ground, sullied with mud and earth. Clean it as well as you can, it will still stay muddy and heavy. It is difficult to gather and the owner of the cotton field never pays you as much as for pure cotton. Instead of twenty kurush a kilo you only get ten kurush, or at the most fifteen, all depending on the good-will of the owner.

Nothing was left now of the full-blooming cotton that had been there a moment ago. The villagers were stunned. No one spoke, no one moved. They were drenched to the skin, as though they had taken a plunge in the stream.

Up in the sky the huge eagle still hovered with his great wet wings outstretched, oblivious of the pelting rain.

In no time puddles had gathered at the foot of the cotton plants. By the afternoon all the ditches, hollows and water-beds were full and now the water overflowed into the wide plain, rising to half-way up the hillocks and trees. Even from the hills, from the high crags of Anavarza and Hemité, torrents of water came pouring down, and soon not a patch of land was to be seen. And still the rain went on, the notorious long-legged autumn rain of the Chukurova region.

Long Ali stretched out his arms until the joints cracked, trying to wake his numb body. Now was his chance to get away, now under the cover of this rain. He knew that the destruction worked by the rainfall and the boredom of the long idle days that were to follow would all be laid at his door.

Dark evening shadows had begun to strike at the curtain of rain, yet the labourers still crouched in the field with their heads hanging. They were thinking of him, Ali felt it, nursing their anger. He knew this ominous silent fury. He knew that once it broke its bounds nothing would stand before it and he would be lost.

Old Halil was scared stiff at the sight of Ali’s long arms stretching up into the air. ‘Get them down, for heaven’s sake,’ he muttered. ‘That’s just what they’re waiting for. A move from you …’

At that moment Ali rose and walked off towards the river. A burst of voices howled after him: ‘Catch him! He’s running away!’

The villagers were on their feet as though impelled by a single spring. Ali broke into a run, but they had closed upon him in an instant. For a while nothing was to be seen but a dark teeming hill-like mass, furling and unfurling, again and again. There was no sound, save the squelch of the down-pouring rain. And then the crowd was gone and only the long body caked with mud was left there stretched out in all its length. Where had they all vanished to like that, all those people? Even Old Halil was amazed. He rushed up to Ali and leaned his ear to his breast.

‘They haven’t killed him,’ he whispered quickly to Elif. ‘He’s alive.’

Hassan and Ummahan huddled close to each other, drained of tears and fear, and stared at the trampled figure that was their father.

‘Elif, come let’s lift him up. You take one arm and I’ll take the other. Quick, let’s get him to the hut and dry him.’

Ali’s body was limp as a corpse’s and as heavy. As they bore him along Shirtless appeared. He waved Elif aside and took Ali’s arm.

‘Is he dead, Uncle Halil?’ he asked. There was grief in his voice. ‘Ah, he was a good man, Ali was … Fate …’ Shirtless had been in the fore of those who had jumped after Ali and dealt him the first blow. He was stricken with remorse now.

‘Fate found a good helper in your fist,’ Old Halil retorted. ‘That was a fine blow you dealt him! You’re to blame if anything happens to him.’

They came to the hut only to find that it had been carried off by the wind.

‘This won’t do,’ Shirtless said. ‘Let’s take shelter under that planetree. We’ll set up a tent and light a fire.’

They laid Ali down. He remained stretched out, senseless. The booming sound of waters flooding into the Jeyhan River filled the night. In a few hours Shirtless had a tent up beneath the planetree and a fire roaring in it. They cooked some tarhana soup and tried to make Ali swallow it. He was breathing with difficulty and never uttered a word.

Shirtless sat watching over him till morning, while outside the rain poured down furiously and the torrents resounded through the night.
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Memidik runs under the rain, never stopping once. And when he arrives what should he see! The Jeyhan River has burst its banks, flooding the ditches and fields. The rain is pelting down harder than ever. A dull haze envelops the earth rising from the ground, and Memidik begins his search under the rain.

Memidik sank down on to the mud.

‘It must have been here,’ he said to himself and looked about him, but the rain screened everything that was not within a foot of his face. ‘We’d found a good field, with cotton in plenty to pick. We would have paid back Adil Effendi and have had money left over to spare. Not in fifteen years had we had such good fortune. And now this rain’ll play hell with us … I can’t even find my corpse! What shall I do?’

He rose, trying to remember the exact place. There had been a young mulberry-shoot nearby with blackberry shrubs all around. He darted from bush to bush, crossed the bed of a torrent which was full to the brim, climbed up the bank and on past thickets of blackthorns and burdocks and then he came upon it. A few coloured rags had been tied to the blackberry shrub. At once he saw that the grave had been flooded. It was empty and half-filled with water. He jumped into it, groped about everywhere, but the corpse was gone.

He was surprised at the wave of relief that swept over him. ‘A good thing it rained like this! A good thing I didn’t go to the commandant … Wouldn’t he have asked, where’s the body then, eh, Memidik?’

He sat down on the edge of the hollow. A great load had been lifted off his shoulders. Zeliha rose before his eyes and he dallied with her in a day-dream. How lucky he’d been. If it hadn’t been for the rain and the flood, he would have been saddled with that body for ever, he would never have got rid of that wretched Shevket Bey. What would he have done if this rain hadn’t come to his rescue? How could he have disposed of the body when it was time to go back to the village?

He smiled to himself. The body? Why, he’d have thrown it to the dogs, what else! Why should he worry about the old thing? … But had it really gone? What if it had got stuck in a bush down there? Ah, that bane of his life, that miserable Shevket Bey would never leave him be so easily …

His hands sinking into the mud, he picked himself up. His body felt as though it had been beaten in a mortar and his back ached. He began to walk down the bank of the river looking behind every bush and tree, rummaging in every hollow.

The Jeyhan River rushed on, red and angry, carrying with it a whole world of debris and litter, uprooted trees and bark, grass, stones, earth … A heavy acrid odour of mud rose to Memidik’s nostrils. The river always smelt like this in times of flood, a sharp musty odour of swamp and rotting vegetation. A few ox carcasses drifted along, capsized on their backs, bloated, with rigid upstretched legs. All about them the water was strewn with hay and pine-bark and red foaming bubbles. They flowed by, out of sight.

‘That’s how Shevket Bey must have been carried away,’ Memidik murmured. ‘All swollen like that, his arms and legs quite stiff, right down to the sea …’

The river was rising. It was overflowing its banks. Under the driving rain Memidik stood and watched the surging waters. If the rain did not let up, all the neighbouring fields and villages, the greater part of the plain would be flooded by that evening. As the raindrops hit the red waters of the river thousands of tiny blobs spurted up, studding the surface with endlessly swelling and bursting bubbles.

Memidik opened his hands. ‘Well, that’s the end of it,’ he said. ‘Our corpse has gone. He’s left us and gone …’ A deep lancinating sorrow took hold of him. He was left forlorn, under the rain, on the Chukurova plain without a friend to turn to. A hollow emptiness settled in his heart like some poisonous dregs. He felt a loss. Something was missing that he could not do without. He searched and searched, but could not find what it might be. His legs dragged him on farther down the river. His eyes, now on this bank, now on that, scanned the waters insistently. All at once the cause of the nagging emptiness in him flashed upon his mind and he began to run. He ran like mad from tree to bush to hollow. He ran to every shadowy form he saw, only to discover it was the carcass of a donkey, an ox, a goat, or else a basket or a log, anything but the body he was longing to find again.

Darkness fell. The night was pitch-black, unrelieved by the slightest glimmer of light. His stomach ringing with hunger, Memidik still plodded on down the river through the fields, under the rain, listening to the awesome rumble of the waters.

The Jeyhan River flows out to the Mediterranean Sea. If it doesn’t throw up the body on to some bank or other, it’ll carry it right to the sea and there the fish will make short work of it, bones and all. That’ll be the end of Shevket Bey, the real death …

Day dawned and still it rained. Memidik came to a village. It was quite empty, half-submerged under the flood waters. Its inhabitants must have fled and taken refuge on a nearby hill. Memidik went through the houses. In one of them he found some bread and a large bowl of yogurt which he gulped down instantly. He lit a fire and dried himself. He longed to lie down and sleep but he knew that if he slept now he would not be able to wake up for three days. He went out again into the rain. The red waters of the Jeyhan, loaded with pots and pans and baskets, with straw and bark and trees, their roots in the air, had risen still higher. The plain was like a great sea now.

All through that day he walked on, following the banks of the river. Towards evening the rain stopped and the sun came out, and a rainbow, all its seven colours perfectly clear, spanned the sky from the Gavur Mountains to the Gülek Pass. The encircling hills were suddenly very close, as though he could have held out his hand and touched them. And then all at once the Chukurova was plunged in a thick cloud-like haze.

The mud was knee-deep, but soft as water, and Memidik sploshed through quite easily. He went on for about a mile and came upon a village. There again, he found bread and ate it. He lit a fire. He had chosen a sturdy two-storied building. The water had risen over a yard high on the ground floor. The rain’s stopped now, Memidik thought. This house will stand up to the flood. He cooked himself some tarhana soup and drank it piping hot. From the closet he brought down a thick mattress, then selected a pink-flowered quilt and a pillow, also pink-flowered. He undressed and laid out his clothes to dry before the fire. It was cold. When he slept the empty feeling was still there inside him, tenacious, inexorable.

At the first ray of light he woke up and felt that unbearable heavy emptiness still in his heart. He rose at once and went to the road. The waters had ebbed away a little and the flat plain lay shimmering in a coat of red mud. He was going back the way he had come with a dim hope that the body had got caught somewhere and that he had missed it.

The sun came up red-hot, and a muddy, sticky, stifling day began, the nauseous, viscid aftermath of rain in the Chukurova. A thick murky haze spread through the plain and Memidik walked through it, weary, his body strange and alien, wrapped in a dream, only half awake. He had seen Tashbash again. The seven balls of light, like seven tall poplars, were dancing in his wake. He was treading over the bright waters of the flooded plain. And behind him, bathed in light, thousands of soft-eyed gazelles, thousands of fluttering white doves, turtle-doves, eagles, kingfishers, starlings, storks, all the birds of heaven … With the gazelles were wolves and jackals, bears, deer, leopards, all the animals in the world. And horses, beautiful Arab horses, bays, chestnuts, blacks, iron-greys … Riderless, free … All bathed in light. Brilliant gaudy beetles, huge butterflies tall as a man with great open wings, yellow, green, blue, orange, red, white, drowning the sky in a glittering splendour of light and colour. And in the midst of this teeming multitude our Lord Tashbash walks the Chukurova plain. His smile is like the light. He is real, not a dream. He comes to stand before Memidik, smiling a refulgent smile of light.

‘Memidik!’

‘My Lord!’

‘I am pleased with the villagers. They did not speak to him. Tell them I am pleased. As for Shevket Bey, his body has been swept out to sea. The fish have eaten it. He had to die, for of what use is a living man who sleeps all the time? You are not to worry.’

‘I won’t, my Lord Tashbash.’

‘And now, Memidik, listen to what I have to tell you.’

‘Your word is my law, Lord Tashbash.’

‘You must kill that heathen. As long as he lives, you are dead. And so am I.’

‘I promise.’

‘My eye is upon you. My hand is your hand. Give me your hand.’

Memidik held out his hand.

‘Shevket Bey had to be killed. It was I brought him to you. And now you will kill Sefer and throw his body into the well. You will do it on the last day, before you return from the Chukurova. Nobody will see you. No one will have the slightest suspicion.’

‘I promise.’

‘Memidik, I have given you my hand. With this hand of mine you will kill Muhtar Sefer. The hand that kills him will be mine.’

‘Your hand, my Lord Tashbash …’

‘And Zeliha is waiting for you. She loves you. She doesn’t understand why you will not look at her. She doesn’t know that you cannot look her in the face, or anyone else, unless Sefer is dead. So kill him. Then take Zeliha’s hand and lead her into your house. This winter you’ll catch lots of martens and make a lot of money. For my hand is your hand now … You can tell the others that you have seen me. But tell no one that I have given you my hand, that you are going to kill Muhtar Sefer! Tell my villagers that one day I shall return and bring God’s plenty to the village. I shall bring them happiness and well-being. There will be no more sickness and ill-health, poverty and dissension. No more tyranny. No humiliations … I shall bring about the brotherhood of men. Tell them I shall come back to my village one day. I shall come again. One day … One day …’

It was like the first day of Creation. A festival for all the creatures of this earth … Smiling gently in the midst of this bright teeming fluttering multitude, Tashbash glided away towards the Mediterranean Sea, followed by his seven balls of light. His garments were holy green, such a green the world had never seen …

‘I shall bring friendship. No one will be poor and miserable any more. No one will go unclothed and naked. I shall bring Halil Ibrahim’s plenty …’

A light blazed over the Mediterranean and for a long while the white cumulus clouds were illuminated with a radiant glow.

Drunk with fatigue, swaying on his feet, Memidik came to the field. The villagers were squatting before their huts, idle, motionless, silent. He saw their eyes turn to him, dazed, staring. Memidik smiled, but there was no answering smile from anyone. There they sat, their wet clothes stuck to their bodies, their heads a tangled mess, drying themselves in the sun. They had spread out their cotton to dry and a sharp, damp, sweaty odour pervaded the field. The earth, the cotton plants, the sun, the river, everyone, everything steamed under the sun. A long cloud hung over the river all the way down to the Mediterranean.

This time Memidik’s mother let fly. ‘Where’ve you been, you wretched so-called hunter? Where, tell me, you sow’s spawn? Leaving your old mother all alone in the wilds of the Chukurova plain in the rain and the flood …’

But Memidik only smiled contentedly, mysteriously, as though he held a great secret that he would not divulge. ‘I saw him,’ was all he said. ‘It was to me again that he showed himself. He was smiling, a smile of light.’

‘Here’s some soup, you miserable hunter,’ his mother said. ‘Eat. You must be hungry.’

Memidik plunged his spoon into the bowl, smiling. ‘I saw him …’

People were gathering about him.

‘Who did you see?’ his mother asked.

But Memidik only smiled.

A murmur came from the villagers: ‘Who did he see?’

‘Who did you see?’ his mother repeated.

They all waited expectantly.

‘I saw him,’ was all they could get out of Memidik. He drank up his soup quickly and, pillowing a canvas sack under his head, went to sleep on the spot.

The crowd swelled. ‘What’s happened? What’s the matter?’ each newcomer asked. And the answer came, given with a knowing, secretive smile just like Memidik had done: ‘Memidik’s seen him. He’s seen him again!’
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Long before sunrise they are all there, an anxious group around the sleeping Memidik. Their clothes are rumpled and mud-caked. They do not speak at all. Their hands stuck into their breasts, they sit huddled up, as though at a wake, waiting for whatever comfort Memidik has in store for them.

The Bald Minstrel was a man who kept to himself. He was not one to meddle in other people’s business and he always avoided crowds. But for his songs and minstrelsy he might not have been in the village at all. Today, his eyes wide as saucers, trembling with excitement, he waited with the others at Memidik’s side. He paced up and down, rubbing his hands, he bent over him, listening to his deep peaceful breathing, he could not keep still. In the end he knelt down. ‘Wake up, Memidik, son,’ he said. ‘Wake up, Allah’s favoured servant, and give us tidings of our Lord Tashbash, blessed be he among the saints … Wake up!’

He stroked Memidik’s head gently. Memidik opened his eyes once, then closed them again. The rumpled, bedraggled, mud-caked crowd was silent and motionless. Their eyes were fixed on Memidik. The dense haze that lay over the Chukurova plain like a white cloud began to lift. The tree-tops soared above the haze and the woodswamp swam in a strange misty lake.

Suddenly Memidik opened his eyes and looked about him in a dazed way. Then, as though shot from a bow, he jumped to his feet, ready to run. But the villagers were all around him, watching. He smiled uncertainly and went to the water barrel which was strapped to a cart nearby. He washed his face and dried it with his dirty crumpled handkerchief. It was still damp and his face stayed wet.

The cotton in the field had all been flattened to the ground. Here and there a few bolls remained on their stalks, but grimed with mud. It would be torture to gather cotton in the Chukurova now. Take the soiled cotton, clean it, pile it into baskets and then sell it at half-price! A hopeless job. And today and tomorrow there would be no picking at all. It would be at least two days before the earth dried. Even the hot Chukurova sun was not enough to dry the earth before that after such a rain.

At last Memidik realized what was happening and he revelled in the thought that all these people had been waiting there all through the night, on tenterhooks, for him to wake up. What a marvellous thing to happen! How he wished he could keep them dancing attendance like this for three, four days! But alas, he himself could not hold out that long. No matter, this was enough, this glory …

First he squatted down on the straw mat and drank the hot steaming tarhana soup his mother had brought him. He plied his spoon slowly, deliberately, without even a glance at the crowd that was waiting with Job-like patience. Then he got to his feet. For a long time he gazed at them and they stared back silently. The Bald Minstrel broke from the circle and took three steps towards him. Memidik looked up into the air and saw the eagle hovering above with shimmering wings. What a huge giant of an eagle he was …

‘Well, huntsman, are you going to speak or not? All these people have been hanging on your lips since last night while you lay there farting in your sleep! Tell us what you saw.’

Memidik’s eyes swept the crowd and came to rest on Muhtar Sefer. He was standing a little apart from the others, his teeth clenched, his face contorted with fury. Memidik spoke quickly and his tone implied: Take that, you low-down wretch!

‘I saw our Lord Tashbash,’ he began. He hawked and spat forcefully at the muddy steaming ground. ‘May I be struck blind, may these two eyes of mine drop down before me if it wasn’t our Lord Tashbash himself, the saint of saints, the sultan of the world. His eyes flashed defiance at the muhtar. ‘I had gone for a walk, when the rain caught me. It began to pour, but I could not stop. What force was it that pulled my feet along, what hand that led me? I ran, I flew, my feet scarcely touched the ground. I never stopped, I did not get tired. Swiftly I made my way down the Jeyhan River towards the sea. The rain came down in sheets, the Jeyhan rushed along, swollen and red. Night fell and I heard a great booming voice that reverberated from earth to heaven. A salt-tanged wind was blowing in my face. I opened my eyes, and the Mediterranean Sea stretched before me, its angry waves surging high as a minaret, rolling at the shore and beating against the night. With each breaking wave the earth shook as in an earthquake. The rain stopped, the wind dropped, the sea was suddenly smooth and motionless, slumbering … Yes, that’s how the world changed in an instant. And then I looked and saw lights springing out of the centre of the waters. I counted them. Forty balls of light, each one as tall as the tallest poplar, gliding swiftly towards me over the sea. I looked up into the sky. It was alive with thousands of birds, ten thousand, a hundred thousand, as many as you could count. I looked again and saw all the creatures of the earth, wolves, gazelles, deers, jackals, horses, camels, bees and insects. Count them if you can! All the creatures of the earth thronging after the forty balls of light! They drew nearer and nearer and lined up on the shore, and the world became as bright as if forty suns had dawned. Then with a great crack the sky was rent asunder and the sea split in two. A long narrow streak of light began to widen and I threw myself face down on the ground. I opened my eyes again and saw that the forty poplar-tall balls of light had also prostrated themselves, and so had all the birds and beasts around them. Not a breath, not a sound, not even the buzzing of a fly. And then, drifting out of the bright cleft that parted the skies, I saw our Lord Tashbash with his long glowing beard and his robes of green light. He came to me and laid his hand on my head. His smile was like the light. Rise, Memidik, he said, taking me by the hand. And the forty poplar-tall balls of light also rose up with me. The birds began to flutter again and all the creatures of the earth lifted up their heads. Go, Memidik, he said, and tell my villagers that I shall send to them the Lord Halil Ibrahim’s plenty. They will never know want and poverty again. Wherever I walk on this earth man will not kill man. They will be like brothers … Like brothers … I shall make this world a paradise for them. He who has no paradise in this world will have none at all in the next. Go now and say to my villagers that I shall come back one day and that when I return men will never suffer want and poverty again … And I saw that he was going away, our Lord Tashbash, leaving me alone on the wide plain. I stretched out my hand, but met only with empty air. His voice came from very far: Wait for me. I shall come back one day, Memidik, he called. The forty balls of light gleamed like forty bright stars from way over on the slopes of the Gavur Mountains and in front of them our Lord was shining a hundred times brighter. Yes, with these very eyes I saw him. Wait for me, he said. I shall come again …’

‘He will come,’ the Bald Minstrel said with faith. ‘He’ll come one day and bring relief for our woes and a salve for our wounds. Hail, saint of saints, sultan of the world, our Lord Tashbash …’

A soothing balm had been spread on the hearts of the dispirited, rain-weary villagers.

‘There are no miracles, of course,’ Okkesh Dagkurdu said. ‘Tashbash is only a human being like all of us. He’s not a saint. He can’t be, but this Memidik here has spoken beautifully, though he may have made it all up. Tashbash isn’t a saint, that’s out of the question, but one can’t help wishing for his return …’

Nobody was listening to him.

‘Didn’t I tell you so?’ Shirtless roared. ‘Haven’t I always said that our Lord Tashbash will never abandon us in this rain? He’s our very own saint who comes to us in times of need. He was born in our village, it’s there he became a saint, it’s from our village that he went to join the Forty Holies. Ah yes, Tashbash will come to us again. Next year the cotton will be three times as good. And, what’s more, there’ll be no mosquitoes at all. Our Lord Tashbash who sees how we suffer from these mosquitoes will simply wipe them off the face of the earth. Just annihilate the whole lot …’ And Shirtless kept on in this vein, bragging about the wonders to be worked by their saint.

His head held high, with the air of a general who has put armies to rout, Memidik strode proudly through the humming crowd and went straight to Long Ali. He was stretched out under a dirty mud-soiled rug. His hands like yellow parchment lay inert over the rug. There was a bandage over one of his eyes. The other eye was free, but swollen. He opened it with difficulty and looked at Memidik.

‘Get well soon, Ali brother,’ Memidik said. ‘Those monsters were jealous of you, of your quick hands. That’s why they did it. That’s why they nearly killed you. Otherwise, doesn’t everyone here know you didn’t kill your mother? Anyone else, even our Lord Tashbash, would kill his mother, but you, never!’

He sat down beside Ali and related to him his encounter with Tashbash, embroidering a hundredfold on the story he had just told the others.

As Memidik was leaving, Zaladja Woman pounced on him: ‘How is he?’

‘He doesn’t look well at all,’ Memidik replied.

‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ Zaladja wailed. ‘To think I helped to do it with these hands; may they be crippled by the spell!’ She rushed in. ‘Get well soon, Ali brother. It’s just that the villagers were fed up. They took it out on you. Don’t hold it against us.’ And she placed a wrinkled, aromatic mountain apple on the bed.

‘Thank you, Zaladja sister.’ His voice was barely audible. He smiled, a thin bitter smile.

They all drifted in, in ones and twos, to beg his forgiveness, even those who had struck at him the most furiously. They squatted by him, took his hand and looked into his eyes. ‘We’re sorry for this, brother,’ they said. ‘God knows how it happened. Don’t hold it against us.’ And all left some present, big or small.

Ali felt better, but not quite comforted. What did this sudden change portend? Was it just a feint to lull him so that they could fall upon him unawares later?

Then Old Halil came storming up, heaping abuse upon the villagers. ‘Damn you all, you worthless wretched people,’ he shouted at the top of his voice. ‘Curse you to the end of the earth, every one of you from the smallest to the biggest! … First you thrash a man to within an inch of his life, breaking every bone in his body, then you come and say you’re sorry. Sorry! Ali, my son, I’m going. If I’m not back in a few days, then you’ll know I’m dead. I’m not taking any leave of these worthless wretches. They’ll never get my forgiveness nor my blessing either. Not even at my last breath. Keep well. You’ll be all right now.’

He turned and went out. Crossing the field at a running pace he gained the road skirting the river. His feet were bare and he held his shoes in his hand. He went with not a parting glance at anyone.

In the sky the great eagle was wheeling ponderously, sleepily, casting a dark elongated shadow over the hazy earth.
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Several times in the past few days Meryemdje has caught glimpses of Spellbound Ahmet streaking through the village and vanishing into the mountains. She calls after him, begging him to stop, to come to his Mother Meryemdje … She’s got something to tell him which … But the idiot never even turns to look. His tattered clothes trailing and flapping about his thin body, he pursues his wandering path over the steppe.

It was a beautiful day. Not a shred of cloud in the clear, sparkling blue of the sky. A warm light breeze blew in from the steppe. The cock stood quite still outside Slowcoach Ali’s barn, his gaudy tail glistening, his head held high. From behind the hut Meryemdje crept up, nearer and nearer. ‘Now I’ve got you, speckled cock,’ she gloated. ‘I’ve got you, I’ve wrung your neck and plucked your feathers. I’ve roasted you to a turn over glowing embers. I’ve eaten you, my little speckled cock. I’ve had my fill for two whole days. You just wait!’ Meryemdje turned the corner. The cock was motionless, only a couple of paces from her. ‘He hasn’t seen me,’ she thought. ‘He’s tired perhaps, poor thing, tired to death of being chased like this day after day. He’s giving himself up …’

Another step, a swift pounce, and once again she found herself sprawling on the ground. Her hand had not even touched the cock. He had simply given a hop and was now standing, as still as ever, before Bayram’s barn a little farther away.

‘So you’re playing with me, eh, you wretched bird of those rascally villagers? I’ll show you how to play tricks on me. You’ll see what’s what when you’re sizzling over red-hot embers. So you think I won’t catch you, eh? You just wait! Go on with your shifting and dodging. Go on …’ And she inched stealthily along the wall of Bayram’s barn. Holding her breath she turned the corner and lunged at the cock. As she fell the bird gave a spring and escaped. Meryemdje hit the ground with a thud, her right elbow knocked against a stone. She howled with pain. Her screams and imprecations resounded through the village and the surrounding hills and valleys.

Almost weeping with rage she got to her feet, grabbed a huge stone and flung it at the cock who had posted himself only a little way off. The stone was too heavy and fell short. She picked up another, and another. She rained stones at the cock, screeching with pain and fury and heaping curses upon him. But the cock remained imperturbable. Only when a stone dropped a few feet from him did he stalk off with measured steps to take up a stance on a log a little farther away.

Meryemdje broke into a run. Picking up stones as she went and hurling them at the cock, she chased him all over the village until she could run no longer. She dropped down at last, panting, at the door of Okkesh Dagkurdu’s house and lay there drenched in sweat, covered with dust and earth. The cock had stopped a little way off and seemed to be watching her. He took a step or two and turned back to look. This drove Meryemdje to fresh fury.

‘I’ll show you, you heathen! You’re no better than those rascally villagers to whom you belong. And as for that Tashbash, yesterday’s little whipper-snapper turned saint who doesn’t deign to come this way now … Can’t he see what that low-down villager’s low-down cock is doing to me? Tashbash, my son, since you’re a saint now and can see everything, why don’t you come down from your mountain and catch this cock who’s making a mock of me? Why don’t you, you saintly son of a bitch? Look, I swear that if you come and catch the cock I’ll roast him for you over a huge glowing fire. For you, only for you, my Tashbash. Crisp and red as a pomegranate. I swear on that blessed saintly head of yours I won’t touch a morsel of the meat. You may be a saint now, you may live among the Forty Holies, but I know you. You’re a timid soul, easily imposed upon. You must be starved to death up there in the wilds. Come, my Tashbash, come and let me give you a good square meal. Come and hear the things your Mother Meryemdje’s got to tell you. Don’t you ever get bored up there with those gloomy immortal forty brothers? Who knows how high and mighty they are, how swollen with pride because they’ll never die … You must have got a swelled head too or you’d have paid some attention to your old Mother Meryemdje. Does a man lose all human feeling when he becomes a saint?’

For some reason she felt a sudden twinge of pity for Tashbash as she brought to mind his downcast mien when the gendarmes had come to arrest him. Had his hands been manacled? She could not remember. She saw his face, a deep saffron yellow. Like a man being led to the gallows he was, not a whit like a saint. Only when he had pointed to Sefer and commanded the village not to kill him, not to touch a hair of his head, but simply never to speak to him again, only then had he grown in stature. He had stood before them, majestic, just as you’d think a saint would be. Then the gendarmes had taken him away and the villagers had wept and keened for him. No one had ever seen or heard of him since. Some said he had frozen to death in the blizzard. Others that he had gone to join the Forty Holies … Who knows … They said he was a great saint now, clad in green robes, taller, and with a long white beard that flowed like a waterfall down to his knees. They said that wherever he set his foot the earth turned green and lush, that wherever his eyes rested large dawn-roses unfolded into bloom. A dawn-rose! She had always wondered what that could be; a kind of special rose for saints, no doubt. They said also that a snow-white cloud followed him wherever he went like a canopy over his head to protect him from the sun and the rain …

If Tashbash were to appear before her draped in those green garments, with his newly-acquired white beard, Meryemdje knew she would die of laughter. Who wouldn’t? Think of our Tashbash all got up like that! Why, he’d be the first to laugh himself! If only he would come, what a good laugh they’d have together. It would not hurt Tashbash’s saintly reputation, for there was no one in the village to see them.

‘Well, why don’t you come then, Allah’s wretched saint?’

And they said also that seven balls of light followed him wherever he went, as tall as seven minarets. Think of it! The night was always bright as day for him, with those balls of light heeling him like so many mongrel dogs. Bright as day …

The pain in her arm was agonizing. She rose with difficulty. ‘I’ll bind it if it’s broken. I’ll make a good salve for it,’ she thought. ‘And if it isn’t, then the pain’ll pass soon enough.’

She was going to lie in wait for Spellbound Ahmet now. The place she had chosen for her ambush was a good one, a narrow pass on the Chukurova road which Spellbound Ahmet was bound to take whether he came from above or below. There was a hollow tree-trunk beside the pass, the remains of what must once have been a huge planetree that had perished and crumbled away. Each spring a single green limb would shoot out of the hollow. It would dry up and wither in the winter, only to come out again in the spring, all green and fresh …

Meryemdje went home first. She made herself a roll of yufka bread and cheese and set out again munching it hungrily. There was a fountain beside the hollow tree. She drank some water to wash down the bread and cheese and then settled herself to wait in the empty trunk.

‘Let’s see you get away this time, son-in-law of the Peri King! I’ve got you now,’ she muttered. A strong odour of wet, rotted bark filled the inside of the tree. After a while she got used to it and found it pleasant enough.

I’ll catch that Spellbound Ahmet. And then …

She began to dream of how he would take her to the Peri King’s palace, how she would meet his wife, the Peri King’s daughter, how she would help her with the children. Even the Peri King …

One day the Peri King hears that an earthling has come to the land of the peris, Ahmet’s mother … Not his real mother, but such a staunch steadfast soul that in the whole of the Taurus and the Chukurova lands she is known as Mother Meryemdje. Ahmet, the Peri King says, I’ve heard of your Mother Meryemdje … Yes, what do you think, even the Peri King calls her Mother! They say she’s an upright soul, as staunch as Slim Memed’s Mother Hürü. There’s not much to be said for these earthlings, the Peri King says. They wage war and kill one another. They gouge each other’s eyes out. They wrong and oppress each other with cruel, evil acts. They sell their fellow creatures into slavery and reduce them to poverty and hunger. They are a craven race, these earthlings, that’s why they rave so much of bravery and courage. They trample on the fallen and cringe before the strong. They’re a miserable lot, but once in a while you come upon someone like Mother Meryemdje, good and honourable. Bring her to me, Ahmet. I want to know her too, to pay my respects to her and kiss her hand.

So in the end Meryemdje meets the Peri King. He is bathed in light, but really quite like a human being, a tall handsome man, his face a little like that of her dead husband Ibrahim, gentle and good. Only, like all the peris, he has no bridge to his nose. But that’s a trivial defect. You’d never notice it unless you looked very close.

The Peri King seats Meryemdje beside his throne. His golden throne! He takes her hand and kisses it. You are a credit to the human race, he says, you have always stood up and denounced wrongs. That is why I respect you and you alone among the earthlings. And then a table is laid, large enough to seat a hundred people, with plump roast quails and ducks and geese. Stuffed tomatoes … Sweet sesame halva … And delicious snow-white bread. Town bread … Anything you could wish for is set on that table. But best of all is the bread and the sweet halva …

Meryemdje sighed with longing. She loved halva.

Then the Peri King licks his magic ring once … The table is spirited away and a colossal Negro stands before him, one of his lips stretching to the heavens, the other hanging down to the earth. Go, the Peri King says …

Just then Spellbound Ahmet’s hirsute figure came into view. He was limping. Slowly he approached and sat down on the stone before the fountain. Meryemdje’s heart began to beat more quickly. His shalvar-trousers were torn and hung in tatters about his legs. His feet were bleeding. He had no shirt left to speak of, only a few rags dangling here and there. Meryemdje found it difficult to connect this pitiful creature with a Peri King and his daughter. Could it be that it was all lies? Quickly she chased this unpleasant thought away. Maybe the Peri King wanted it this way. Maybe he wore garments that a human being could not see.

She emerged from the hollow, her heart tightening. His back was turned to her, his head bent over his torn feet. Silently, she tiptoed up to him and grabbed his arm.

‘Wait, Ahmet! Wait, my child, I’m your mother.’

He made no attempt to move, but remained quite still, his large, glittering, black eyes fixed dazedly on Meryemdje. He smiled, then his face changed. It became tense with fear. He began to tremble all over and burst into tears. ‘What have I done?’ he whimpered. ‘Mother, what have I done that you do this to me? This, this, this … To me … me … me.’

He sobbed and blubbered, sniffling like a child. Meryemdje stroked his hair gently and talked to him as to a little boy of five.

‘Don’t cry, my baby, don’t cry. This world is full of troubles. Look at me, left here all alone, a prey to the birds and beasts, and by my own son too. There, baby, don’t cry. Have the peris done something to you? Have you quarrelled with your father-in-law, the Peri King?’

His sobs abated. After a while he stopped crying altogether and smiled, a wide radiant childish smile. Meryemdje was delighted.

‘Look, my child, even if the Peri King has said something to hurt you, you mustn’t mind. After all, he’s your father-in-law, and that’s how fathers-in-law are … Don’t worry about it any longer. How are your children? Have they grown? And your wife? She loves you, doesn’t she? Never mind about the rest …’

Ahmet was relaxed now, basking in Meryemdje’s affection. Her words held no meaning for him, they were just a soothing lullaby.

‘Take me to the kingdom of the peris, to your father-in-law’s palace. Don’t be afraid I’ll disgrace you. Mother Meryemdje knows how to keep her dignity in a palace as in a village. Once when I was young, I stayed in a big plantation down in the Chukurova and the Lady said to me, Meryemdje, you’d hold your own even in a king’s palace. That’s what she said, so you may be sure I wouldn’t do anything that would make you ashamed in front of the peris. I’d learn their ways and customs in a couple of days and I’d also instruct your children in the ways of men. After all, if they’re half peri, they’re also half human. Suppose one day the King, your father-in-law, should come to die? Suppose that because you are an earthling they drive you out of the land of the peris, together with your wife and children? What will happen then? Tell me, what, what?’ She raised her voice and jerked his arm in her excitement. ‘Tell me what’ll happen? What, what?’ She jogged him again. Ahmet started. ‘Speak!’

‘What, what, what?’ the idiot echoed at the top of his voice.

‘Hush,’ Meryemdje said. ‘Anyone would think someone was pinching your balls! What would happen? Why, your children would go wandering through the world quite ignorant, acting like fairies still, and they’d die of hunger.’

‘Die of hunger?’ Ahmet repeated faintly.

Meryemdje held his hand. ‘Yes, my child, of hunger. That’s why, for the good of your children, you’ll take your Mother Meryemdje to the peri palace and let her stay there until the villagers return from the Chukurova.’

The idiot gawked. His eyes were wide as saucers.

‘Well, come on, take me!’

Suddenly he blenched. His face turned yellow as a quince and his lips became livid. He wrenched himself from Meryemdje’s grasp and snatching up his long staff from the ground, he mounted it, threw back his head and neighed long and shrill like a horse. The sound rang through the steppe.

He whipped at his staff. ‘Gee-up, whinny whinny! Gee-up, whinny whinny!’ he yelled and galloped on to the village.

‘Ahmet!’ Meryemdje shouted after him. ‘Wait! Don’t go! Catch that cock for me at least. Listen, I’ll give you half the meat. You’ll take the feathers to the Peri King for a pillow. Kings like their pillows stuffed with feathers …’

She ran after him, begging, pleading, trying to catch up with him.

Spellbound Ahmet went prancing through the village for a while whinnying at the top of his voice. Then he whipped up his make-believe horse and galloped off full tilt until he was lost to sight.

Sweating, her knees doubling under her, Meryemdje slumped down on the horse-block before Muhtar Sefer’s house.

‘Eat poison, you son of a bitch, before you eat my cock,’ she panted wrathfully. ‘The very root of poison. And as for your father-in-law, that peris’ muck, he can put his head on a dung-heap for a pillow. Feathers indeed! That’s what comes when a huge peri king takes a wretched dog like you for son-in-law. Just let me lay my hands on you again, you snivelling pig, just let me! …’

She sat there on the stone, muttering to herself until the sun went down.
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Drenched to the bone, his legs useless now, his body numb from the waist down, surrendering to the deathly drowsiness that was slowly seeping into his brain … Sleep. A mortal fear shook him into consciousness. He was half buried in the snow. With his last remaining strength he drew himself up towards the cave. The dog inched along beside him, as though crawling too. And then he felt the matches in his pocket. ‘These are my Hassan’s matches,’ he thought. ‘His keepsake to me …’ A warm feeling of love swept through his body.

Tashbash would never forget that night of death. When he closed his eyes it would come back to him, sending tremors through his body. On that night he had died and had come to life again. The last thing he remembered was the cave in front of which he had collapsed. Then everything went black. He recalled that day, the villagers bidding him a last farewell, escorting him way down out of the village, some weeping, some beating their breasts, others simply silent, the crippling blows Corporal Jumali had rained on Muhtar Sefer with the butt of his rifle, Sefer’s lying face like a loathsome mask, the boy Hassan and his gift of matches … He remembered how he had been gripped by doubts, how the hellish question had tormented him: Was he a saint or not? And his dread of meeting the gendarme Captain after having broken his promise to him never to work cures on the people again … The cave in which they had sheltered from the sudden blizzard and how he had slipped away while the exhausted gendarmes slept, choosing a certain death in the snowstorm rather than to face the Captain … How he had lost his way in the driving snow … The yellow dog … How he had pushed on blindly, north, south, this way and that in a desperate effort to find the Frozen Men Cave. And how, when he had come to it at last, his strength had failed him, and he had dropped down on the snow, unable to take that last step which would bring him inside, giving himself up to sleep, that heavy dangerous sleep which meant death. He could retrace it all, step by step, but afterwards there was only a bottomless black hole.

And then a soot-blackened ceiling … Trailing black cobwebs, a large girder … A kingpost with worm-eaten carved old wood-work … A huge fireplace, its hearth piled high with crystal-red embers … A tall white-bearded figure with kindly eyes and a genial face … A beautiful young girl … A youth, children, one of them with eyes like Hassan, huge, sad, wondering eyes … Someone leans over him. Where did you find me, he wants to ask, but he is silent. The mouth of the Frozen Men Cave flickers before his eyes …

Two long months he lay there, and how they looked after him! Not only the family that had taken him in, but all the village. Then one day he noticed that people stooped to kiss the threshold before entering the house, that they stood at attention before him. They had recognized the saint of Yalak village and paid deference to him, even though their faith may have been shaken a little by his nearly freezing to death.

Then he learnt how it had happened. After he had let himself drop exhausted at the mouth of the cave the yellow dog had gone in. There, comfortably straddling a warm fire, was Eseh the shepherd who had sought shelter in the cave when the blizzard broke out. He was playing his pipe to while away the time. The yellow dog had approached Eseh and had pulled at his sleeve with its teeth.

This is how Eseh told it, swearing his solemn oath.

At first Eseh took this huge snow-mantled creature for a bear. Then he realized it was only a harmless domesticated sheep-dog. Come to take shelter like me, Eseh thought. Well, let him stay and warm himself too. But the dog would not be still. It kept tugging at his sleeve urgently. There was someone outside in the snow, that was clear. Wrapping his shepherd’s cloak about him, Eseh stepped out and what should he see? A man lying just outside the cave, unconscious, half buried in the snow. He dragged him in at once. The man was still breathing, though very faintly. In the warmth of the fire the blood began to run through his veins again. But his eyes remained closed and he never moved. I know this man, Eseh thought. He racked his brains, but could not make him out. Suddenly he saw sharp sword-like rays of light shoot out from the man’s face again and again. It was then that he began to tremble in all his limbs. Wasn’t this the saint of Yalak village, that saint of saints, the great Lord Tashbash? Wasn’t the yellow hound that guarded him Kutmir, the legendary dog of the Seven Sleepers? The light that flowed out of our Lord Tashbash’s body was spreading gradually, a green magic light. Soon the whole cave was aglow, shining in a green spring-like radiance. And then Eseh had thrown himself down and kissed the saint’s feet.

The morning dawned, calm and balmy. Not a trace of last night’s wild snowstorm. Eseh shouldered the still unconscious Tashbash and with the yellow hound at his heels brought him to his village. ‘Here you are, Yerlidjik people,’ he said proudly. ‘Such a good turn I’ve done you, you’ll remember it to the end of your days. Here, see who I’ve brought you: the saint of saints, Tashbash!’ They had all fought to have him as a guest, but in the end it was decided that he would stay at Ummet Agha’s because his was the most comfortable house in the village. Renowned healers and specialists in cases of frozen limbs were summoned from distant villages, but it was three days before Tashbash even opened his eyes, and only two months later was he fully recovered.

The minute he felt a little better he found himself assailed by the sick and the maimed. There was nothing he could do about it. He himself was now thoroughly convinced of his own holiness. Only a saint sacred to Allah could survive such a freezing.

Spring came and his presence became known far and wide. People poured in from the most distant villages; the sick, the maimed, and also religious men came to see the saint. Yerlidjik village overflowed and Tashbash began to be really afraid now. Not only was he a fugitive from justice, but installed as a saint and working cures again. Once the Captain of the gendarmes got wind of it he would give him no quarter.

One night while everyone slept he disposed torches of resinwood all about his bed, heaped them with embers and made his escape. Awakened by the unusual light, Ummet Agha rushed in, only to find the bed empty and bathed in a glowing brightness.

The news was over the village in an instant and soon a hundred rumours were flying.

This is what Mangy Veli said: ‘I saw it with these two eyes, may they drop down in front of me if it’s not true. I was down in the flats below the village looking for my lost ass when suddenly I saw thousands of flaming wolves streaking across the plain and making for a mountain of light. There at the foot of the mountain was a man all of sparkling emerald green. As I drew nearer I recognized our Lord Tashbash with his staff in his hand and his yellow hound beside him. One after the other they came up to him, those wolves of flame, and rubbed their muzzles meekly at his feet. Our Lord Tashbash was the shepherd of this horde of wolves which dotted the wide plain like flares …’

And this is Telli Woman’s story: ‘You’d never believe it!’ she kept repeating. ‘It was just before dawn. I was walking up the gully and I heard a swishing sound in the sky. I looked up and what should I see! You’d never believe it! A dragon swooping down from the sky. It alighted and filled a space as large as a threshing-floor. I was scared out of my wits. Then, before my very eyes the dragon began to shed its skin and in no time it had turned into a glowing green man. You’d never believe it! Our Lord Tashbash himself! I cast myself at his feet. And when I raised my head again he was gone. Vanished into the blue …’

The boy Mustafa told it this way: ‘He took me by the hand. Who? Tashbash, the saint. He swung me up. Fly, Mustafa, he said. And I did fly. I flew right into an eagle’s eyrie up on the crags. The eagle took me on his back and as we winged across the sky I saw the green man beside me. He gave me ten walnuts. I cracked them open and ate them. Then he gave me another ten, then another. As many as I wanted …’

Ahmet the Mollah’s story went like this: ‘Last night I was just coming down the mountain after laying my marten traps when I ran into him. He was streaking off like the wind. Hallo, where are you going to? I asked. I’m leaving, Ahmet, he said. I was called for. I can’t stay. And at once he was lost to sight. But not long after, there he was before me again, the same face, the same voice, but attired in robes of white this time. He talked to me and smiled, then he was off and over the hill like the wind. And then I saw flames shooting up in the darkness of the night. It was our Lord Tashbash swathed in garments of fire this time … He spoke to me again and the flames rolled on through the night. I must have lost consciousness and when I came to there was no sign of him. But what should I see? Three martens caught in one single trap! Here, you can see them for yourself …’

As for Tashbash, he had made good his escape and was down in the Chukurova plain, only to find that his fame had gone before him. Everyone had heard of the new saint up in the Taurus and of the miracles he worked. But Tashbash feared that if he made himself known, people would only laugh and take him for a madman. He found work as groom to an agha somewhere on the Mediterranean coast. He knew a little about horses. The agha paid him seven and a half liras a month to tend his three horses, but that was barely cigarette money. In this village also, the talk centred on the holy man who had vanished and had gone to join the Forty Holy Men. Wondrous tales about the saint came to Tashbash’s ears and, against his will, he began to believe them. He would go to bed, his head filled with these tales. That’s me, he would tell himself proudly and fall asleep happy.

When cotton time came and the Taurus villagers began to pour down into the plain a fever of excitement seized him. He could not stay. The longing to see his people again was too strong. He knew it would cost him dear. The law was still after him and who knows what the villagers might bring upon his head this time. He might even pay for it with his life, this urge to see his fellow villagers. But his wife … How he yearned for her …

At times Tashbash really believed that he was a saint, that Allah had invested him with a mission among men. He would take on stature and go about proudly erect in an exultant mood. At such times, and he had noticed it often, people’s attitude changed towards him. But when he lost faith and was the lowly, crushed, timorous peasant, people would behave to him accordingly.

One night he crept out of the agha’s stable and made for the road. For three days without stopping to rest he roamed the cotton fields looking for the people of Yalak. Only twice could he find food. He had grown very thin. Twice that winter he had almost frozen to death and this had drained him of all resilience. His clothes were worn, almost in rags. His neck stretched forward, scrawny and shrivelled. His elongated face was yellow with hollow cheeks and sunken eyes. His lips were purplish. He looked old and shrunken. At a casual glance no one would have recognized him.

Since last night Tashbash had been waiting, crouched in a thicket of bay-trees. He was so hungry that nausea clawed at his stomach. Yet he could not pluck up the courage to enter the cotton field. He braced himself to rise and walk forward, but his legs refused to take him farther than the brink of the field. There he would stand rooted as firmly as a tree for an hour, two hours, until, too tired to stand, he would stagger back into the thicket.

Bright hopeful fancies would take hold of him for a while and his spirits would soar. How surprised they’ll be when they see me, he would think. How they’ll rush to meet me, everyone from seven to seventy, crying for joy, kissing my hands and feet. Their saint, their saviour restored to them when they had given him up for dead! And why shouldn’t I be a saint after all? If there hadn’t been something holy in me would I ever have found that shepherd with a warm fire in the Cave of the Frozen Men? The shepherd himself said it was the first time he had ever set foot in that cave. I looked out, he said, and saw that the storm had suddenly abated. The forest was still and balmy as on a summer day. And all at once a light burst out flooding the night and making it as bright as day, and I saw our Lord Tashbash lying there in the snow, asleep … That’s just how the shepherd told it. If I hadn’t been holy … But then, would a saint ever let himself freeze to death? Wouldn’t he go straight to the mountain cave-dwelling of the Forty Holy Men?

What crime have I committed? Have I rebelled against Allah that he should afflict me like this and make me a plaything of the whole world? To be worshipped as a saint … And if I’m not one, that’s the worst punishment Allah could have inflicted upon me. And as if it wasn’t enough I’ve been driven from my home, I’ve gone hungry and cold, twice I’ve come near to freezing to death, I’ve drudged in other people’s stables, enduring that agha’s foul offensive curses all day long. Truly I am a creature that has fallen in the eyes of Allah. What if they make a mockery of me now when I show myself? What if they laugh and say, just look at that so-called saint, that wretched crawling creature … No, I ought to go away and never appear in this village again. Besides, the Captain would be sure to catch me this time. And that would mean either the asylum or the prison for me. But my wife … The children … If they dare to mock me, if they so much as say one doubting word about my being a saint, then I’ll kill someone … Or I’ll kill myself … Because I did see the sign after all! I saw the luminous Holy Walnut come to rest on my roof and shed its brightness through the dark night. Everyone saw it too, even Mother Meryemdje … Would that tree of light have come to visit a poor man’s house if he wasn’t a saint? And every night too … No, this is a judgement passed on me. This is how a saint is punished when he has committed some sin. I’ve done something, I must have, and Allah is chastizing me. He’s turning me to scorn in the eyes of all the world. Oh Lord, please deliver me! Give me the trappings of a saint if I’m really one. Make me sure … How can I go to my people like this, in this wretched state? They would never know me. No one, not even my wife, would recognize me …

He gave up and walked swiftly down along the Jeyhan River, pressing on for half an hour, an hour even. Then his feet dragged to a standstill. He stood hesitating, then turned and made straight back for the thicket of bay-trees.

Voices came from the field. Sefer’s was raised above the others. Tashbash cursed his folly. Why hadn’t he ordered the villagers to do away with this man while he had the power to do it? Zaladja Woman was rattling on without a break. He heard his own name, Tashbash, Tashbash, again and again, but could not make out what was being said. He strained his ears for his wife’s voice and suddenly his whole being leaped for joy. He had heard her low, sober, mournful tones.

He rose and walked swiftly towards the field.

It was very hot. The heat had sucked him dry. Somehow he could not sweat. A nauseating pain shot through his stomach, forcing him to crouch down, quite still, bent in two. How hot it was, how the sun beat upon him, how the earth scorched his feet. He crawled back into the thicket.

A dusty gust blew past like a fiery flame, and in an instant the clouds gathering above the Taurus peaks had overcast the whole Chukurova plain. An icy blast whipped up the dust on the roads. Large heavy drops began to fall, denting the earth.

Tashbash was standing again on the edge of the field, his body rigid and tense with waiting. He heard shouts and cries. Then a fearful uproar broke out. It was over in a minute and the roar of the downpouring rain filled the plain. Up in the sky a huge eagle struggled obstinately against the violent wind, never even attempting to fly for shelter. How long the rain lasted, how long he remained planted there bolt upright, Tashbash never knew, nor when the rain stopped. All he knew was that he was making his way into the field. His feet sank ankle-deep into the mud. His clothes stuck to his body.

He walked into the crowd of villagers and stopped before Zaladja, smiling expectantly. She gave him a dazed stare, then turned away without even so much as a greeting. Muhtar Sefer had seen him at once. A gloating rancorous smile spread on his face, as though to say, so this is what you’ve come to, eh, Saint Tashbash? Tashbash looked to right and left and his smile froze on his lips. His eyes searched for his wife. She was standing a long way off on the edge of the crowd. He went over to her, but she never gave a sign of recognition. He tried to say something, but the words choked in his throat. She never looked at him once. No one gave him a glance. Tashbash was tempted to walk off there and then, swearing his solemn oath never to return to these people again. But his strength failed him. He wanted to cry out. Don’t you know me, you idiots, he wanted to say. Don’t you know your own saint, Tashbash? But he never uttered a word.

Darkness fell. Fires were lit in front of the wattle-huts and the tarhana soup set to cook in soot-blackened saucepans.

His wife was making vain attempts to kindle a fire with rain-sodden sticks. He took them from her and had the fire blazing in an instant. She set her sooty saucepan over it and cooked the soup. Then she spread the meal-cloth over the muddy ground and brought out the soggy bread. They all sat down around the steaming saucepan. The warm tarhana soup restored Tashbash’s senses.

‘Woman, don’t you know me?’ he said. ‘Memet, your husband? I’ve gone through a lot, but I know now that I really am a saint, a holy man.’

She did not speak. She never even raised her head.

The bedding was wet. So was the inside of the wattle-hut. Tashbash scooped away the muddy earth until he got to dry ground.

‘If there’s some dry bedding left bring it here where it’s dry,’ he said.

She produced a threadbare blanket and a thin pallet from under the straw mat and spread them out, together with a long pillow. Casting off his soaked clothing Tashbash lay down on the pallet, drew the blanket over him and fell asleep at once. His wife lit a stick of resinwood and sat gazing at his long sunken face with its crop of rough unshaven beard, until the stick was burnt out. How drawn his nose was, how skinny his neck … Suddenly she was afraid. It was a face that bore the stamp of death.

The three children had not stirred once since their father’s arrival. Their large, bewildered eyes had never left his face. He had hugged and kissed them, but they could only stare at him dumbly. She undressed them and put them to bed beside their father. She was very tired. Her mind was confused. The sudden coming of this man who looked just like Tashbash, but was worn and near to death, had been a shock to her. Somehow she had not been able to turn him out, to say, you’re not Tashbash, I’m not your wife, nor are these your children. Tashbash indeed! she ought to have said, why, our Lord Tashbash is with the Forty Holies now, high up on their invisible mountain where the purple violets grow knee-deep and the springs are cool and clear, where the milk and cream are so thick a knife couldn’t cut them … Tashbash indeed, you poor wretch! Why hadn’t she told this man who looked so much like Tashbash, look, you’ve eaten your food, I’m a widow and all alone, so go away now and sleep somewhere else? Why, why? Why had she let him sleep here? Oh, he looked like Tashbash, that was true. In fact, they were like as two peas. But think of our Lord Tashbash, and then look at this miserable thing!

‘He was tired out, poor man … How he gulped down the soup! As though he had been starving for days … Well, tomorrow morning I’ll tell him to go. I’m a woman whose husband is away, I’ll say. You can’t stay here, brother. Yes, I know, you look like Tashbash, but I can’t keep you here. Why, our Lord Tashbash would smite me with his spell … Who knows, maybe he’s sent you here in his own guise only to try me … Yes, that’s what I’ll do first thing tomorrow. Get up, brother, I’ll say, I’m a woman all by herself. Go and stay somewhere else …’

She muttered to herself as though in the throes of delirium. All night through she waited by Tashbash’s bedside, troubled by gloomy sinister misgivings, her mind a prey to black thoughts.
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The children have captured a huge old eagle. They have tied a rope around his neck and are towing him about the cotton field. He is wet through. His wings droop and trail in the mud.

‘They were jealous of Father because he was picking so much more cotton than anyone else. That’s why they tried to kill him. Just let me grow up and I’ll kill them all, one by one. You wait and see! Just let me get as big as they are and I’ll show them how to kill people!’ He ground his teeth in impotent rage.

‘Look, Hassan,’ Ummahan said. ‘You mustn’t kill Okkesh Dagkurdu. He was the only one who didn’t strike a single blow at Father.’

Hassan stood very straight, quivering with passion. His red-rimmed eyes brimming over. ‘All right, I’ll spare him,’ he conceded. ‘Let him live.’

‘But that Zaladja! You must kill her well and properly. She had her teeth in Father’s ear and was biting him. And she jumped and stamped on him too.’

‘All the time I’m growing up I’ll think of a way to kill her …’

‘I’ll think about it too,’ Ummahan said. ‘Maybe I’ll hit on some good death for her.’

‘All right,’ Hassan said. ‘Two heads are better than one.’

Their clothes were dry now, but dusty and caked with mud. They sat at the bottom of the bank beside a clump of laurels, whisking away the large clinging flies that pullulated in the aftermath of rain. The river flowed red and muddy, carrying an occasional pine-trunk on its surface. Its smell was unfamiliar now, sour and oozy, the odour of rotting trees and vegetation. A dense opaque haze enveloped them. It was as though a heavy thick white cloud that would never lift had settled on the plain. There was not the smallest breath of air. Steam gushed out of the flat moist earth. The sky was a pale ashy blue. The faint blur of the Taurus range, the majestic Gavur Mountains, all were lost in the same washed blueness, quivering in the vaporous heat, and the sun was no more an incandescent ball of light but scarcely discernible in the nebulous air.

Ummahan put her mouth close to Hassan’s ear. ‘Did you see who came?’ she asked. ‘They’re all pretending not to recognize him. They’re afraid … After all, he’s just like our Lord Tashbash, isn’t he? I mean before he went to join the Forty Holies, when he hadn’t yet got that long white beard and those sacred green garments. When he’d only freshly turned holy … Tell me, isn’t he just like him? And then he went straight to our Lord Tashbash’s wattle-hut and slept there too with his wife. People say that she did wrong to take that stranger in. They say our Lord Tashbash sent a copy of himself on purpose to try her, to see whether his wife is faithful to him or not … And there are some who say that the Forty Holy Men didn’t like him at all. You’re only a man-made saint, they told him. We don’t recognize you. And so they kicked him out. They say the head of the Forty Holies gave him such a bastinado that he passed blood. That’s what Memidik says, that he passed blood …’

Hassan was listening thoughtfully. Suddenly he interrupted her: ‘He is both our Lord Tashbash and my own Uncle Tashbash. I know. He was probably picking much more cotton than the others, there among the Forty Holies. So they beat him to within an inch of his life just like the villagers did with Father. When I grow up I’ll find out from Uncle Tashbash where they live, those Forty Holies, and I’ll set fire to their forest. I’ll burn them alive … Ummahan, I’m sure this man is our Lord Tashbash. It’s just that those other saints were jealous of him. He came to me last night and woke me up. I’m me, Hassan, he told me. Don’t believe what anyone says, I’m me. And then he told me all that had happened to him. He kissed me and caressed me. Once we’d set a snare for starlings together and we’d caught three at a go. He remembered that. How could he have known if he wasn’t our Lord Tashbash, tell me that? So be careful what you say, Ummahan. These villagers have all turned heathen; you mustn’t listen to them. It’s a sin.’

‘Yes. Yes, I know,’ she said hastily.

Hassan had longed to run to Tashbash, to kiss his hands, talk to him, pour out his troubles, but somehow his nerve had failed him. He could not bring himself to go into Tashbash’s hut, so he had lain awake all night, weaving fancies and letting his imagination run riot.

A loud noise broke out in the field. Quickly they clambered up the bank to see. The village children had captured an enormous eagle. They had lashed a rope round his neck and with gleeful shouts were dragging him this way and that through the mud. The eagle’s wings trailed low, his beak was locked tight. His head was as large as a child’s and his large eyes were filmy and unfocused. They were like the sad velvet-black eyes of a dying gazelle. The aged eagle seemed to be weeping. The children poked and tweaked at his beak and feathers. Emboldened, they even straddled over him. But the huge bird remained unheeding, a haughty figure of mud, as listless as though all this were not happening to him, indifferent, calm as a rock, waiting for deliverance either in flight or in death. Then a child jabbed a stick at his eye and he struggled. He strained his wings and tossed his head. The rope snapped. The children screamed and the huge eagle flapped at the air three times. He gave a hop and floundered weakly to the ground, unable to rise. At once the children were upon him. Securing the rope once more they hauled him up and on towards the wattle-huts.

Memidik was lost in a brown study, gazing fixedly at Tashbash’s hut, when he saw the prostrate eagle. His heart gave a jolt and he looked up anxiously at the sky. Old Halil’s words rang in his mind: ‘Those old stray eagles never die on the ground. They soar up into the infinity of the heavens and only when they are dead do they drop back to earth …’ He scanned the sky, but it was empty, an immaculate expanse of ashy, smoky blue. Suddenly he was angry, a mounting anger born of fear. He bounded up to the children, shouting at the top of his voice. ‘Let go of him! Let go at once!’ They dropped the rope hastily and scampered off. The eagle lay quite still on the muddy ground, his head hanging over his talons, his wings limp. Memidik stared at him, then his eyes swept the sky despondently again and again. He wanted to drop beside this wretched bedraggled old eagle with his shorn and broken feathers and cry his heart out. The children stood at a distance watching him with guilty mischievous faces.

He lifted his face again and his heart was suffused with relief. From over Anavarza Castle a great eagle was floating down over the plain with a slow wide flapping of his wings. At once Memidik forgot the prostrate eagle. Eagerly he watched the huge eagle in the sky glide over towards Hemitè Castle. Then he turned and swung off towards the wattle-huts. Fires had been lit and the women in little groups were baking the yufka bread. The smell of baked bread spread through the misty plain, fresh and appetizing.

As soon as Memidik’s back was turned the children pounced on the impotent old eagle and began dragging him about again.

Memidik went to the Bald Minstrel.

‘Minstrel, master, tell me. You know best, but isn’t it true that every man has his double in this world? That Allah always casts two of the same mould? That every single human being has a twin as like to him as two peas? Because Allah alone is one and like no other. Now, this man who came yesterday looks a little like Tashbash … Just a little … But I saw our Lord only yesterday! Oh Minstrel, master, if you’d only seen him yourself what glorious songs you’d have been inspired to sing in his honour! Our Lord Tashbash … And then look at this wretched creature here … They’re saying our Lord sent him just in his own likeness to try his wife … Tell me, Minstrel, master, you should know …’

The Bald Minstrel’s hand went to his aged, shrunken breast. ‘That’s very likely,’ he said gravely. ‘It’s a fact that saints are in the habit of assuming all kinds of shapes to put humans to the test. This is a test and Yalak village must rise to it and come out with a clear conscience. He will send us many more such trials, our Lord Tashbash, and when we have surmounted them he will lavish prosperity and plenty upon us. We must tell Tashbash’s former wife – as you know, saints have no wives – we must tell her to gird up her loins. She must not give herself to that false likeness of our Lord or he’ll bring down our houses about our ears. Yet she must show the guest courtesy and not throw him out since he’s been sent by our Lord himself and to her house too.’

Memidik was pleased to find that the Bald Minstrel agreed with him. ‘Master, how right you are!’ he cried. ‘I’ll go to her right away and give her your warning. I’ll find out what that man’s been saying to her, that he’s Tashbash, or a saint, or what …’

He looked at the sky. The lone eagle had risen very high now, way above the peak of Mount Hemitè, and was gliding back towards them through the grey, steaming heat of the empty sky.

The round iron tray on which yufka bread is baked resembles a largish shield. It is placed over three stones and a fire is lit underneath. When it grows hot the dough that has been spread flat over a board is transferred to the red-hot tray. The spatula is like a flat sword and made of wood and with it the thinly-spread yufka bread is turned over and over until it is baked.

Little flames shot out from under the iron trays, and as the women worked they talked only about the man who had come to them in the guise of Tashbash. What were they to do? How should they behave towards him? He had gone straight to Tashbash’s hut and he looked like him, that was true, but only a little. Where was the light of holiness that should have brightened his face? This man’s face was burnt black and dry, shrivelled and sagging, the face of a poor cowed peasant burdened with woes and parched by the sun for a hundred thousand years. Had Tashbash’s wife gone to bed with him? Naked in the same hut? If so, what would the Lord Tashbash say to that from his seat on the sacred mountain of the green-bearded Forty Holies? But perhaps this man really was Tashbash, a tired defeated Tashbash who had got stick-law from the Government and gone hungry and homeless. In their heart of hearts they feared, they knew this was Memet Tashbash and no other, but they willed themselves to believe otherwise. And still they hesitated … Could it be … Could it be that Tashbash had never been a saint at all? But the bright light that came to shine over his house every night? Was that an illusion too? After all, who had ever seen it? Hadn’t Tashbash himself always told them that he was not holy, that a sinner like him could never become a saint? Would a saint ever freeze in the snow?

They were ready to believe anything that was put forward at any moment. And the men were no better. After two days of enforced idleness their minds drifted on the same lines as the women’s. Only Muhtar Sefer was certain. He was jubilant. Of course this was Tashbash who had arrived and no other! A weary exhausted Tashbash with the stamp of death on his brow, a Tashbash who had never expected such a reaction from the villagers, who had come back convinced of his own holiness, expecting the villagers to throw themselves at his feet and worship him, and to whom their indifference had been a killing blow.

Sefer could predict the course of events now with practical certainty. Some things would happen of themselves. He would only have to feed the flame and perhaps foment a few incidents too.

‘I’ve got you in the crook of my hand at last, you so-called saint and sultan of sultans!’ he exulted. ‘I’ve shit in your mouth in spite of all the saints of heaven! So you would forbid people to speak to me, eh? You’d have the villagers worship you, eh? I’ll spare your life since you spared mine, but I’ll make you sorry you were ever born, worse than that Longish Ali. I’ve got you both now in the crook of my hand.’ He licked his lips like a cat which has just devoured its prey. Omer would have dealt with Meryemdje by now. Good lad! Faithful and true. He’d see that Omer had such a wedding that all the world would be struck dumb with admiration. ‘Mother-murderers are hanged always. It’s always death by hanging for them. No extenuating circumstances will ever save them, and the gallows are set up right in front of the big bazaar at Marash. That’s one thing I won’t miss, Long Ali’s hanging. Yes, let them see what it means to defy me, Tashbash and Long Ali, those dogs …’ He clenched his jaws and his teeth grated. ‘You mongrel curs! You’d do this to me, eh?’

He was only sorry he could not kill Tashbash too.

With an unearthly din the children passed before him dragging the dying eagle. He was making a last supreme effort to keep on his feet. Blood streaked down his head and out of his mouth. The children had plucked off his feathers and his body stood exposed, bald and spattered with mud, with an odd feather still fluttering here and there. There is no more pitiful sight than a once-powerful eagle plucked of his feathers.

Sefer gave a hearty laugh. ‘That’s exactly how you’ll be, Lord Tashbash, sultan of sultans, when I’ve done with you …’

The children were running through the muddy field towards the river. They went down to the shingle and the biggest child took hold of the great eagle and pushed him into the turbid brown water. The children whooped shrilly as the river carried off the half-dead eagle. He sank once, then rose to the surface again.

Sefer had been watching them. ‘Good for you, children,’ he muttered. ‘That’s what those base eagles deserve …’

Hassan was thinking. I waited all night for my Uncle Tashbash to come. I didn’t sleep a wink. But he never came, not even to ask after Father. Doesn’t he know how they nearly trampled him to death? Isn’t Father his friend? The villagers are all afraid of him. They won’t go near him. Poor Tashbash, he’s all alone. They’re pretending to themselves that it’s not him, the dirty liars. Well, I’ll go to him, I will! And tonight too, at midnight when everyone’s asleep. I do so want to talk to him … I’m glad he’s come back. Who cares about being a saint? What’s he got out of going to live with the Forty Holy Men? It’s much better this way …
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Zeliha is like one under a spell, bewitched by Memidik. Her love for him is turning to passion. In a trance, against her will, she trails behind him wherever he goes.

Large sun-drenched clouds, very white, floated about the sky. A dank heat enveloped the plain. It was one of the hottest days of the year. The white clouds flowed by endlessly, glowing hot. Their shadows licked the steaming, mist-wrapped Chukurova earth and passed on. With rapid, springy steps, long-legged rigid storks paced the glinting haze-smothered stubble of the fields, stringing and unstringing their thin taut necks. A black greenly-shining serpent was stretched out beneath a goutweed bush, dozing. In a little while it would be snapped up by one of the tensile-stepping storks. The cloud shadows glided on, dark and hot and heavy, ever so slightly cooling, dotting the plain here and there. Not a breath of wind stirred the air. The sun in the sky was a white silvery disc.

And in between the white clouds the old eagle hovered, stationary, his great wings spread out against the oncoming clouds. His shadow fell on the ground, large and black, rippling over the flashing stubble. He moved and flew northward under a lucent cloudbank, then swerved back towards the Mediterranean, lingering above Anavarza Castle with steadfast wings. He moved again and rose in the sky, tracing wide circles, up, up, vanishing inside the white clouds and emerging once more aloft, wheeling steadily, imperceptibly, higher and higher, reaching to the pure-rinsed blueness far above where the bright white clouds shed their glittering radiance, there to wind his blue loops way up in the blue vault. Then slowly, sweeping round and round, he let himself sink back until he was floating smoothly over the cotton field again.

The hot air had disintegrated into long fine threads. It is always like this when the heat is at its highest. Millions and millions of white-hot filaments striate the air, strung out like a loom. There can be no fiercer heat than this.

The labourers worked in four long rows, each one over nine hundred yards long. They had taken on the colour of the earth, a greyish yellow, and seemed rooted, even sunk into the earth, hardly stirring at all. Tashbash, Memidik and Shirtless, and also Zaladja Woman, were in the row nearest to the Jeyhan River. Dully, wearily they gathered the cotton that had been shed to the ground by the rain and lay embedded in the cracked soil. They had to shake each boll free of the clinging sod and clean it well before putting it into their baskets. It was mid-afternoon and the agha’s men were watching them. If so much as a single boll was left behind on the ground, they raised hell and cursed the labourers with bell, book and candle. They stood behind those dust-smothered mud-caked heaps of rags that were the labourers. Their white linen suits were carefully pressed. They wore white shoes and wide-brimmed straw hats and held large black umbrellas open against the sun. Their eyes rested with disgust and impatience on the crawling cotton pickers and whenever one of them overlooked a boll of cotton half buried in the earth he would receive a merciless kick in the ribs.

After the rain the cotton plants had grown taller and burgeoned again. Yellow, red, purple and white blossoms had appeared on the waist-high plants, as many as in the fields where the cotton had not yet bloomed.

But for their slight imperceptible motions, the long row of labourers would have been indistinguishable from a stretch of earth bordering a ditch.

Shirtless pointed out a plant to Gooey Apti who was picking beside him. ‘Look!’ he cried. ‘Look what Allah’s done for us!’

The dark-green waist-high plant was weighed down by a cluster of cotton bolls that had withstood the rain. Each freshly-green, red-veined boll was as large as a fist and only just breaking open. Above them a lush exuberance of bright yellow flowers had burst forth, big crystal-yellow flowers that seemed lit up from within.

‘The second growth here will be as rich as the first. Just take a look at that part of the field we’ve picked already. See how the plants are blooming as lush as a first crop! Why, there’ll be enough work for us here till winter. God has been kind to us this year. I’ve never seen such a field in all my life. If it hadn’t been for that rain … We must be careful to store the soiled cotton apart. The agha’s sure to pay us less for it, since it’ll weigh more.’

‘I’ve seen the agha,’ Gooey Apti declared. ‘He’s a good man with a kind face. I’ll pay you twenty kurush, he told me, whether for soiled cotton or clean. Will I get rich out of cutting the price to eighteen kurush? Never. Yes, that’s just what the agha told me …’

‘Blast you, man,’ Shirtless scolded him. ‘When did you ever set eyes on the agha that you go spinning such tales? Tell me that! He hasn’t been here and you never once left my side since we came.’

‘Well, it’s true,’ Gooey said. ‘A man who owns such a rich crop, would he quibble over twenty kurush he’s promised us? Of course he’ll pay us just that. Did we make this rain? Did we bury the cotton in the mud? Look, see how I’m taking all the dirt off …’

Long Ali lay in his wattle-hut, unable to move. His body ached as though it had been broken on the wheel. Every breath he took was agony. Ummahan sat beside him waving away the large rain flies that stuck to his face and giving him water to drink. Even in this state of harrowing pain Ali’s hands were not idle. He was stripping the cotton bolls that Elif brought him. At every movement of his fingers a sharp pain tore through his body. He felt he must die, but still he kept on.

‘Our Lord Tashbash has come back,’ Ummahan said to him for perhaps the tenth time. There was no response from her father. ‘He’s wasted away to a shadow. He must be very sick. He’s picking cotton now beside his wife, but she won’t even look at him. No one will. They say the real Tashbash, our Lord that is, has made a copy of himself and sent him to us to test his wife and the villagers too …’

Ali smiled a little, but Ummahan did not see that.

Tashbash was in the row between his wife and Zaladja Woman. Every now and then his hands would pause, frozen in the air. He would come to himself and fall to again, picking up the cotton from the ground and blowing off the dirt. Then once more he would stand motionless, lost in thought, as though he had quite forgotten the soiled boll in his hand.

The villagers had got over the first shock of his coming. But now they were filled with dread and kept a wary, surreptitious watch on him, drawing a meaning from his every gesture.

Then Muhtar Sefer came striding into the field. He was dressed grandly and had curled and waxed his black moustache with blackcurrants. His polished boots were drawn up over black velvet knee-breeches. He wore a coat of thick smuggled English cloth and even sported a red tie over his striped shirt. His hunting-bag hung down his left hip and his rifle was slung over his shoulder. Sweating profusely, he came to a stop before the villagers and paused. His right hand was on his waist, a burning cigarette in his left. He smoked awhile, leisurely puffing the smoke high into the air. Then with long slow strides he walked over to Tashbash and stood towering over him.

‘Welcome back, our good Lord Tashbash,’ he boomed out in a loud resounding voice, mocking, charged with remorseless spite. ‘So you’ve come back, eh? You’ve decided to take up your saintly business again, eh?’ He laughed and Tashbash was cut to the quick. ‘I’ve heard that Captain gave you the stripes well and good. For a whole week fifteen gendarmes took turns to wallop you until you passed blood. Then they locked you up in the booby-hatch. That’s what I’ve heard. How on earth did you manage to escape? D’you think the gendarmes won’t find you here too and clap their handcuffs on those delicate wrists of yours? Well, what d’you say, Tashbash the Saint? Look, no one speaks to me, not even my wives. That’s your miracle! That’s as far as your saintly power will go! Look at these people. Has one of them recognized you, even your wife? Or given you a simple greeting? Didn’t I tell you long ago what would happen to you? Didn’t I warn you? Get up now, as you are, and order them to speak to me. Tell them Muhtar Sefer is a good virtuous soul, I was mistaken about him. D’you think you’ll find a single man to listen to you? Tell them to kill me, if you like. D’you think they’ll turn a hair? You’ve had your hour of power and glory, Tashbash. Nobody cares a damn about you now. D’you know what everyone is saying? This man’s only a copy, a likeness of Tashbash, they’re saying. Our Lord Tashbash is up on the Mountain of the Forty Holies … Try and make them believe otherwise if you can. Just try! And just you wait and see what’s still in store for you! It’ll be none of my doing, mark you.’

They had all stopped working and were listening, their eyes fixed on the frozen figure of Tashbash.

Sefer swung about and strode off towards the river.

Then Memidik spoke up in a loud voice. He wanted everyone to hear. ‘It’s a trick. Somebody’s trying to lead us on. Why, I told you I saw our Lord Tashbash only yesterday! This man isn’t like him one bit …’

Suspicious looks were turned on Tashbash. Suddenly Gooey Apti jumped forward and ran up to him. ‘Why, you pimp, you cheat, you impostor!’ he shouted. ‘Trying to pass yourself off as Tashbash, are you? Who cares if you are Tashbash anyway? Since you’re a saint why don’t you strike me with your spell, now, right here? Come on, strike; strike me if you can! Kill, kill me, quick!’ Deep down inside he was frightened to death. His face had turned yellow and his body shook as though in the throes of an epileptic fit. But still he raved on. ‘You a saint, you snivelling wretch? Would a real saint stand there and let himself be called names? Come on, kill me. Turn my tongue to wood. Quick, quick, quick …’ He let out a hysterical hoot. ‘No go, eh, my friend? Nothing doing with you. You can’t even kill me. Where are all those miracles of yours?’

He jabbered on and on, expecting to be struck down dead or paralysed or his mouth set awry any minute. Mad with fear, but driven on like one possessed, he hurled insults and provocations at Tashbash. But nothing happened at all. Tired and sweating, his voice hoarse, he turned away spitting on the ground and ran to where Sefer was waiting for him at the bottom of the bank.’

‘Good for you, Apti,’ Sefer said warmly. ‘You’ve earned this packet of cigarettes. Smoke them in peace.’

Gooey Apti sank down on a mound, panting, still trembling with all his limbs. He drew a cigarette from the package, lit it quickly and drew in the smoke long and deep.

Sefer stared at him. ‘What a panic you’re in! Still not sure he isn’t a saint, eh?’

Shirtless’s loud voice reached them from the field. ‘Shame on you all!’ he cried. ‘If this man’s really Tashbash, those who insulted him are done for. He’ll bring down their houses about their heads. And as for us who stood by and watched, well, he’ll cook our goose too. If he’s not Tashbash, then he’s a copy, a likeness of himself our Lord has sent to test us, and what we’ve done is even worse. Let’s say he’s nothing, only a stranger come to find shelter with us. Is this the way to treat a stranger, a poor traveller who comes to your house?’ Impulsively he moved towards Tashbash and kneeled before him. ‘Brother, whoever you may be, our Lord Tashbash or his copy or just a stranger in the land, please forgive us for what we have done to you.’

Tashbash looked at him and his eyes filled with tears.

Shirtless leaped to his feet. ‘You see, you see?’ he shouted, and opening wide his huge arms he went from one man to another embracing them all. ‘The man is crying. And so he would. So would anyone else after such insults. I hope to God it really is the Saint. He’ll see the day then, that Muhtar Sefer, and so will all of you …’ He pointed to the sky. Lowering clouds had sprung up over the Taurus Mountains and were drawing steadily nearer. A cool whiff rippled over the field and died away. ‘You see! You see! So you’d scorn a poor stranger? Well, here’s rain again for you! Just let those long-legged Chukurova downpours set in and I’ll see you gather cotton then! A fine pickle you’ll be in. Go on abusing poor strangers who come to seek asylum in our midst …’ I’ve done right, he thought to himself. Tashbash used to like me. Now he’ll like me still more. Whether he goes up to the Mountain of the Forty Holies or stays here among us he’ll do anything for me after this. Shirtless was thoroughly roused now. ‘You’re worthless wretches, all of you. If you’d been men would you have behaved this way to a stranger, a holy man? Don’t you see how sick and spent he is? Is there no shame in you, no pity in your hearts? What if the man is Tashbash himself? Won’t he rain stones upon your heads? Have you forgotten how his ancestors came to be called Tashbash, Stone-head, because every holy member of the race rained stones on the tyrants and oppressors and bullies of this world?’ He kneeled down again before Tashbash. ‘Brother,’ he cried, ‘my good brother, whoever you may be, forgive me. Don’t hurt me. Spare my kinsfolk …’ He rose with a woebegone, harassed countenance. ‘Look, look!’ he waved his long arms wildly at the darkening mountains to the north. ‘It’s coming! Such a downpour that we’ll not be able to pick cotton for a whole week. It’ll be the end for us. All because you will abuse strangers who come to you …’

The Bald Minstrel pressed his large hands to the ground and heaved himself up. His sparse finespun beard was grimy with dust. He spoke out in a low dull voice. ‘The rain is coming and it’ll mean death to us this time. Get up, all of you, and let us pray to Allah to stop it. Get up,’ he repeated, his voice stronger now. ‘To the river, quick! Everybody take a large stone with him. Come on, Shirtless. You get up and come too, saint-copy!’

Shirtless bent down to gather stones and bits of clod. Then he looked up. ‘There are no really large stones here, Bald Minstrel. And the earth is too crumbly.’

‘Then let everyone pick the largest cotton boll he can find. That’ll do as well.’

They all obeyed him. His legs weaving into each other, ready to drop, Tashbash walked on beside Shirtless. As they came to the bank he collapsed to the ground, exhausted. The villagers formed a long row facing the river. They stood silent, each one clutching an unopened boll of cotton in his hand. Below, the river flowed dark red and stagnant. It had subsided now, leaving a white border of silt along the sandy shore, strewn with pine-bark, weeds and straw.

The Bald Minstrel looked north at the mountains where massive black stormclouds were churning down ever more threateningly, obscuring the Chukurova sky and swallowing up the light. Lightning forked across the clouds again and again.

‘God, what a rainstorm it’ll be! The Chukurova will never see one such as this. Quick, on your knees, all of you. Stretch out your arms to those angry clouds and pray. Those who don’t know any prayers just repeat, Allah, please stop this rain. Turn those clouds away back into the mountains … Quick.’

He held out his hands to the sky and began to recite prayers in an unintelligible tongue like Arabic. His voice was warm, vibrant, melodious, like a song, and the villagers were carried away. Kneeling, they all prayed from the bottom of their hearts. Everyone knew that if those thunderclouds broke over the plain, the rain would not let up for two or three days. It would bring sickness to them and irreparable loss to the cotton crop.

The long, seemingly never-ending orison came to a close. The Bald Minstrel pressed his hands ritually over his face and the labourers imitated him. ‘Rise now,’ he commanded. ‘The storm will be on us in an hour or two. See how quickly it’s coming? Now hold your hands out, palms upward, and repeat after me, quick. Please Allah …’

‘Please Allah …’ The answering roar swelled through the plain and resounded from the Anavarza crags.

‘Please Allah! Please Allah!’ The Minstrel’s deep voice rose again, vibrating through their hearts. And again the crowd responded in ringing tones that raised echoes from the crags.

‘For the love of Muhammed, blessed be his name. For the love of Muhammed, blessed be his name … Blessed be his name …’

They were in a trance-like state now, giving themselves body and soul to the invocation. Far and near in the fields labourers stopped to listen.

‘For the love of all the prophets Allah has sent us in the past …’

The crowd repeated the words three times.

‘For the love of the Forty Holy Men and the patron saints … For the love of our Lord Hizir …’

Again the words resounded three times over.

The Bald Minstrel paused and cleared his throat. His arms were raised as though ready to make a grab at the onrushing clouds. On the flatness of the plain he looked like a great bird with unfurled wings about to fly. The crowd imitated him. Even Tashbash lifted up his arms weakly and held them in the air as long as his strength would let him. His eyes were fixed on the Bald Minstrel with awestruck expectancy.

The Minstrel folded his arms to his breast, then lifted them up again. The villagers followed suit and Tashbash too. Now he resumed his incantation with redoubled zest.

‘He who walks abroad with seven balls of light in his wake … Seven balls of light …’

Passionately, with mystic fervour, the crowd intoned the words after him five times.

‘In his sacred garments of green light …’

The crowd was roused. They echoed the Minstrel’s words five times, ten times. Feebly Tashbash joined in the chorus, casting furtive glances about to see if anyone was looking at him. But he might as well not have been there at all. No one paid any attention to him.

‘He who presides at the assemblies of the Forty Holy Men up on the holy mountain … Who glides over the Mediterranean as though on solid land … Whom all the creatures of earth and heaven worship and adore, the birds and beasts and insects, even the crawling serpent and the ant, the hyena as well as the gentle gazelle … Who holds sway over all living things … Who can stay the flow of rivers at a word … Who has conquered Death … To whom our Prophet Muhammed, blessed be his name, has extended his hand … To whom all the angels pay obeisance … The glory of this world, the very sound of whose name is enough to heal the sick. Heir to all the skill and wisdom of the great hakim, Sage Lokman … Sultan of sultans, saint of saints … For the love of our Lord Tashbash …’

With frenzied enthusiasm the crowd roared out the name of Tashbash and never had the Anavarza crags resounded with such heartfelt, vibrant voices. Again and again, madly, voluptuously, they reiterated the Bald Minstrel’s litany.

‘For the love of our Lord Tashbash turn away those dark stormclouds. Turn them away … For the love of our Lord Tashbash …’

Tashbash was dumbfounded. Too weak to stand any more he collapsed to the ground, murmuring ‘our Lord Tashbash’ with everyone else. No one even noticed this.

The crowd was tired. A sharp odour of sweat hung in the windless air. The heat was intense, stifling, clammy. And still the thundering, lightning-streaked clouds came rushing on.

‘Now you will all cast your cotton bolls into the river and say, take your cloud … Come now, all together.’

‘Take your cloud!’ The surface of the river splashed and sputtered as hundreds of cotton bolls were hurled into it.

And at the same time big hard warm raindrops began to hit the ground.

‘Too late!’ the Bald Minstrel cried. ‘We should have started our prayers much earlier. Our Lord Tashbash would have heard us then and driven away the clouds. But maybe they’ll serve to turn the rain into a short downpour. Quick, let’s go to the wattle-huts and protect them from the rain with sacks and straw mats.’

The villagers had already taken their precautions. But they went back to the huts and stuffed whatever holes and chinks they could find with old rags and grass and straw.

Tashbash had not moved. He had not strength enough left to get to his feet. No one took any notice of him at all. Only his wife stole pitying glances his way as she spread a black rug over her wattle-hut. Should she go and take his arm and lead him back to the hut? But what would people say? Better wait till it’s dark, she thought. If he’s still there, I’ll go and fetch him. I have to …

After the first few big desultory drops, the rain came down in full force as though the bottom had been knocked out of the sky and the day turned to darkness.

She bent over him under the driving rain, lifted him up and slowly led his dragging body towards the wattle-hut. She made him undress, rubbed him dry and put him to bed. Tashbash was shivering as though in the grips of malaria.

‘Wife,’ he said, ‘I’m done for. Those people have killed me. I am Memet; don’t you know me? Of course you do, and so does everyone else. Didn’t Sefer say so openly? Have they all gone mad? After what’s happened today I’m at my wits’ end. Don’t you all know, as well as I do, that I’m no copy or likeness or anything like that? Of course you do. And I’m no stranger either. I’m just plain Memet Tashbash, your husband. You know that, don’t you, lass?’

She made no answer. He put out his hand to her, but she backed away.

‘Woman, are you mad? What’s wrong with you all? Have you sworn to kill me? Oh Lord, what crime have I committed? Great Allah, what have I done that you should estrange me from my wife and my children and my friends and make me the laughing-stock of the whole world? Let me go, Lord, let me go! What am I to do now? What, what …’

A long fulgurating flash lit up the darkness. The heavens thundered. The rain splashed down and the lightning struck somewhere very close.

She brought him some piping hot soup, in a large basin and laid it on the blanket before him. Then she pressed a wooden spoon into his hand.

The three children, huddled in a corner, watched with frightened eyes as he gulped down the soup like a hungry wolf.

It was raining harder than ever.
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This night three people are lying awake thinking about Tashbash. Fatmadja Woman, the boy Hassan and Memidik. Tashbash is not sleeping either. Caught in a mesh of black thoughts, he can find no issue to his plight, no way of piercing the four dark stifling walls that are closing in on him. Earth of iron, sky of copper, he keeps repeating to himself. The phrase sticks to his tongue. Sky of copper … Of copper … Earth and sky afford no hope for him any longer. He is a sick, cornered man knocking his head against the blackest rock of despair. In his baffled dejected mind strange thoughts begin to take shape, mad, mad thoughts.

Fatmadja Woman roused her sleeping daughter in the middle of the night. ‘Get up, my love, quick,’ she said. ‘It’s on a lucky night your mother gave birth to you, that’s sure. See how the beautiful Allah has sent our Lord Tashbash to us again!’

The girl, bed-ridden for years, woke up and moaned. The left side of her body was paralysed and she had long lost the use of her legs.

‘How he made me sweat last year, that accursed saint, until I got him to put his hand on your head. But I’m not one to take no for an answer. And remember how much better you felt afterwards? Well, now he’s back …’

‘But that’s not our Lord Tashbash … He’s only an image of himself that our Lord’s sent us,’ the girl protested. ‘Of what good would an image be to me … Memidik says that up on the Mountain of the Forty Holies …’

‘Shut up!’ Fatmadja hissed angrily. ‘Don’t talk nonsense. As if I wouldn’t know Tashbash, my neighbour of so many years! Why, we grew up together! Image indeed! It’s Tashbash himself in the flesh. Sefer spread that rumour on purpose. Only let him hold his hand to your head once and you’ll see whether it’s our saint or his copy! Didn’t you look into his eyes, girl? How they flashed and threw sparks? Would a mere copy have such eyes, idiot? Keep your heart pure or you won’t get well. He’s our own Lord Tashbash and no other. Come now, purify your heart.’

Fatmadja girded her sash tightly, lifted up her daughter on to her back and emerged from the wattle-hut. The rain had turned out to be only a cloudburst lasting a couple of hours. The sky was clear now, studded with a welter of large rutilant stars. Pure and scoured and cloudless, its delicate blue shone through the veil of darkness, a crystal blue dome on which the stars sparkled. The night was perfectly still. With the girl on her back Fatmadja picked her way carefully, not making a sound. She did not want, anyone to see her. Outside Tashbash’s hut she lowered her daughter to the ground and called out in a stealthy voice:

‘May I be your slave, your creature, Lord Tashbash! You’re awake, I know. Those all-seeing eyes of yours never close even in sleep. Lord Tashbash, Allah has sent you to us again, a remedy to our woes, a hope in our miserable existence …’ She talked on in a keening voice, kneeling in the mud before the door and swaying from side to side. Inside, Tashbash lay listening to her with a strange exultation. He wanted her to go on for ever. ‘Before the gendarmes took you away you laid your hand just once on my poor girl’s head and she rose to her feet, she who had been a cripple the last seven years! Then on the very day you went away she fell sick again. The spell was broken. Allah, give that Muhtar Sefer his punishment a thousand times over! No one talks to him anyway, no one even looked at that pig-face of his after you went. They’re saying things about you, that you’re only a stranger, that you’re a copy of himself our Lord Tashbash has sent to test us. Of course you’re no copy but our Lord Tashbash in the flesh, aren’t you, my Lord? Nobody believes you’re you, but they’ll see. I know you, may I be your slave. You’re our very own Tashbash, bright-eyed Allah’s beloved saint Don’t keep me away like last time; come, get up and put your hand to my girl’s brow …’

There was no sound from inside the hut. Fatmadja grew impatient.

‘Why don’t you come out, man?’ she cried as loudly as she dared. ‘See what I’ll do to you tomorrow if you don’t come out! How I’ll denounce you for an impostor before the whole world … Well, are you coming, you God-forsaken saint? You churlish good-for-nothing! Why, if there’d been an ounce of good sense in you would you have come to this, with all your holiness? I’ve known you since childhood. Pig-headed and stiff-necked to the core always … What Allah was thinking of when he made a saint of you I can’t imagine! … Either you come out at once or I make a scandal tomorrow. Come on now, I can’t shout, people will hear, or I’d soon rouse all the villagers and set them at you. Come out, you churlish saint! You’re a disgrace to all the sainthood. Look, I’m going to scream right now if you don’t …’

Tashbash’s heart beat quickly with elation. The villagers knew him then. They believed in him still. Fatmadja was the proof of this. He crawled out of the hut and got to his feet. For a while he stood there in the night, straight and still. In the east the morning-star glowed large as a sun, a whirling coruscating mass of fire. Fatmadja had thrown herself down before him and was clinging silently to his knees.

When Tashbash spoke it was from the bottom of his heart, with faith and love.

‘Oh God,’ he began, ‘hear my plea in the silence of this night. Many times I have doubted and put you to the proof. I have tested myself again and again, but now at last I know that I am your saint, your representative upon earth, sent by you to relieve the sick and comfort the poor and give strength to the weak. This was your trust, and because I betrayed it you brought all these troubles upon me. And you were right. I have come to my senses now, but too late. The people have rebelled against me, and against you too. Only this woman, our good sister Fatmadja, is left loyal and true …’

‘Ah brother,’ Fatmadja broke in tearfully, ‘only me! I never lost faith for one minute. I always believed in you, and, what’s more, long before you yourself did.’

‘Allah, here is this true, pure-hearted woman …’

Again Fatmadja broke in: ‘Pure and sinless! Pure and sinless …’

‘Heal her daughter who has been bed-ridden these last ten years …’

‘Seven years!’

‘Seven years,’ Tashbash rectified. ‘A cripple for seven years … Make her well. Do this for me since you have seen fit to bestow the light of holiness upon me. Grant my plea if I have the slightest favour in your eyes, oh my glorious almighty Allah! Amen, amen. Creator of earth and heaven, of the mountains and the rocks, the birds and the beasts, Lord of the universe, grant my plea … Amen, amen, amen …’

‘Amen, amen, amen,’ Fatmadja repeated fervently after him.

Tashbash was tired now. He swayed on his feet. But he was happy and proud and wildly exhilarated. Gently he touched Fatmadja’s shoulder and lifted her to her feet. ‘Your daughter will get well,’ he said.

‘Oh no, she won’t!’ Fatmadja retorted. ‘Not like this, she won’t.’

Tashbash felt as though boiling water had been poured over him. ‘Why not?’ he said.

‘Because I’m telling you. You never put that holy hand of yours on my girl’s head. You never even once sent your magic breath over her …’

Tashbash smiled, relieved. ‘You’re right, Fatmadja Sister. It’s a good thing you reminded me of that.’

He bent over the girl, laid his hand on her head and with long deep breaths blew all over her body.

Fatmadja heaved the girl up on to her back again. ‘Take this,’ she said. She pressed a pinch of salt into Tashbash’s hand and went off into the night.

Hassan saw Fatmadja with the girl on her back coming his way and he hid behind a bush.

‘She’s at it again,’ he thought. ‘She’s taken her daughter to Tashbash’s double, to get him to work a cure. Doesn’t she know a double would never work as good a cure as a real saint? Oh, she knows it only too well. She wasn’t born yesterday, Fatmadja! It’s just that she had to try everything. All the year round she carries that daughter of hers from shrine to shrine, from hodja to hodja, from one village to another, wherever there’s a holy man. At least three times a month she visits the Green Rifle Hodja and has him recite prayers over the girl. Why, she’d take her to anyone, not just to the Lord Tashbash’s double …’

He emerged from his hiding-place and stopped a few feet from Tashbash’s door, undecided. He coughed loudly a few times, but with no result. Then he broke into a song. His thin sharp voice shattered the silence and floated up towards the Anavarza crags. Three times he whistled, his long ear-splitting shepherd’s whistle. But it was no use. His heart fluttering, he drew up to the door.

‘Lord Tashbash, Lord Tashbash,’ he called. ‘Come out. I have something to talk over with you, a few things I must say to you. Hassan is my name, Hassan the son of Ali the Long Man …’

Tashbash slipped out of bed quickly and went out to the tiny waiting shadow.

‘Is it you, Hassan?’ he whispered.

‘Yes indeed, my Lord Tashbash.’

Tashbash felt pleased and proud. ‘How it rained, eh, Hassan? We don’t have such rain up in our mountains.’

Hassan took a hesitant step towards him. ‘Don’t you know, my Lord Tashbash, that this is the very special Chukurova rain?’

Laughter bubbled up within Tashbash at the serious, solemn way Hassan said ‘my Lord Tashbash’.

‘I know, Hassan.’ He was happy and light as a bird now. The night was cool and smelled of wet grass, bitter cotton, burdock and freshly-blooming cotton flowers. ‘What do you wish to say to me, Hassan?’ he asked.

‘I’ve missed you a lot, our Lord Tashbash.’

‘I’ve missed you too, my child … Come, let’s go down to the riverside and sit under those planetrees.’

The Jeyhan River had strewn its pebbles over a wide, flat pocket that stretched up to the planetrees. They found a pebbly mound and sat down. Hassan was the first to speak.

‘Do you remember, Lord Tashbash, that time when we’d laid a snare for starlings, you and I? How many had we caught?’

Tashbash knew why Hassan was asking this question. He remembered the starlings very well.

‘Eight,’ he replied.

‘That’s right, my Lord, eight!’ Hassan cried excitedly. ‘Then in the Peri Valley …’

‘You made a fire. And I brought a large log. How we had those embers glowing, how we roasted the starlings … How juicy they were …’

Hassan was not yet quite satisfied. A stranger might have found this out. Who in the village had not heard the story of the eight starlings!

‘Once we’d come upon a covey of partridges out in the steppe, red-legged partridges.’

‘We hunted them and they fled farther off into a snowdrift. You ran ahead of me and got buried to your neck in the snow.’

‘If you hadn’t found me I’d have died. I was sinking into the snow … It was so deep …’

Hassan had forgotten his little stratagem now and Tashbash the boy’s intention. They gave themselves up to the pleasant glow of shared reminiscences.

‘The partridges flew off again. There was a warm sun like the Chukurova sun. It made the snow sparkle so, you couldn’t open your eyes …’

‘But they didn’t go very far, did they? You reached them before me again …’

‘I watched in case we should lose track of them. Then you came and threw your felt cloak over them. And when we looked under it there were six partridges!’

‘Then we rounded them all up, a full forty-three …’

Memories of the past came rushing to their minds. How they had waited up together for a young marten which had vanished into a hole. How it had given them the slip in the end. A moon-drenched night …

Hassan was ready to swear now that this man was Tashbash. But how had he come to this, a holy man like him? The boy was confused, but he dared not ask. One couldn’t ask such things …

Tashbash told Hassan all about his escape from the gendarmes, how he had almost frozen to death, how the shepherd had found him, how he had decided to return to his villagers. He told him everything, and in turn the boy related to him the events in the village after he had gone. How Muhtar Sefer had been stuck to his bed for two whole months from the sound whacking Corporal Jumali had dealt him and how no one would talk to him, not even the Government people. He told him Corporal Jumali’s story of how he, Tashbash, had been borne off to the mountain peak swathed in a blazing light. How Memidik had seen him at least five times and that all the village knew of it. Then he went on to tell about the attack on his father. His voice broke.

‘They were jealous of him because he was picking so much more cotton than them,’ he said tearfully. ‘And so they broke his bones … Tomorrow morning you must go and rub your hand over those broken bones. Maybe Allah will make him well for the sake of his saint. And you, be very careful. Those villagers are jealous of you too and are making up all sorts of things about you. Even I, for a moment, believed that you were our Lord Tashbash’s double. Then I talked to you and knew it wasn’t so. So, you see, you must be very, very careful, my Lord Tashbash.’

Tashbash smiled. ‘Hassan, why do you always call me my Lord? Would a man call his own uncle lord?’

‘I did! I did call you uncle always,’ Hassan cried excitedly. ‘But they told me it was a sin to say uncle to a saint. And look at them all now, they won’t even recognize you! Well, who cares! You’re a saint and first among the Forty Holy Men now … Uncle Tashbash, you are a saint, aren’t you?’

‘Yes, I have become a holy man now, Hassan,’ Tashbash replied.

‘And you have gone up into the Holy Mountain?’

‘I haven’t, but I will.’

‘And do you wear silver-embroidered robes of green?’

‘I don’t, but I will.’

‘Haven’t the Forty Holies chosen you for their leader?’

‘They haven’t, but they will.’

‘But you do roam the earth with seven thousand balls of light behind you?’

‘No, but I will.’

‘They say that you hold sway over the birds and beasts, the blowing wind and the falling rain, the ant and the creeping serpent …’

‘I shall hold sway over them one day.’

‘That you speak the tongue of every living creature …’

‘I shall learn to do so.’

Hassan sighed.

‘What is it, my Hassan?’ Tashbash asked. ‘Why are you sighing so?’

‘It’s nothing,’ Hassan said.

‘Tell me, boy. You can tell your holy uncle everything.’

Hassan took his hand. ‘Before you learn to do all these things the villagers will kill you. They’ll tear you to pieces.’ He burst into tears. ‘I know, I heard them. They’re terribly afraid of you. After the gendarmes took you away they didn’t sleep for nights on end. They sat up by the fireside talking about you, waiting for your return. Then, that huge whiskered Corporal Jumali came and told us you’d turned into a blazing ball of light and had flown up into the heavens. So people were still more afraid. Granny said to Ummahan, and Ummahan told me when we were up in the forest, that she hoped you would never come back. She said that if you did the villagers would kill you.’

‘And why would they kill me? Did your granny say why?’

Hassan considered this while Tashbash waited impatiently. Then he found what he was searching for. ‘Granny says that it’s fear. If they get to fear a man so, they’ll kill him in the end, even if he’s a saint. And they’re all frightened to death of you …’

Tashbash lowered his voice. ‘I haven’t seen your granny. Where is she?’

Hassan put his mouth to his ear. ‘Father killed Granny,’ he whispered. ‘She was very old. Her legs would not bear her any longer. She could never have walked down to the Chukurova. So Father pressed her neck a little while she slept. But you mustn’t tell anyone I told you so, will you? And you won’t forget that you’re still my Uncle Tashbash even though you are a saint, will you?’

‘I won’t tell anyone,’ Tashbash promised. ‘What a good, proud, generous woman she was, Meryemdje! God rest her soul.’

‘God rest her soul,’ Hassan echoed.

There was a long silence between them. The mountain peaks had begun to whiten. Hassan broke the silence at last.

‘You have gone through a lot, Uncle Tashbash,’ he said.

‘A lot,’ Tashbash said.

‘And you’ve no money. One can see that.’

‘I haven’t, that’s true.’

‘Then take this. There are twenty boxes of matches in here. You can get a lot of money for them and buy yourself cigarettes. I’m giving them to you. What would I do with matches after this and you need them more than I.’ He held out the nylon bag. Tashbash could find no way to refuse.

‘Thank you, Hassan,’ he said. Then a lump rose in his throat and he could not say another word. Tears were flowing down his face. He clasped Hassan in his arms. His heart was warm with a feeling of love he had never known before. This moment was enough to make a man happy for a lifetime.

‘Uncle Tashbash, please be careful. They’ve done nothing but watch you in secret since you arrived. They’re so afraid, it’s making them mad. You will be careful, won’t you?’

Tashbash pressed him to his breast. ‘Dear crazy boy!’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll look after myself.’

Voices rose from the wattle-huts. Fires flared up here and there and the mountain peaks began to glow.

A large giant of a flower spread its orange leaves over the green mossy edge of the marsh, diffusing a strange unfamiliar scent. It was so wide a man could not have joined his arms about it. Bees flitted into the orange-pollened corolla and vanished in its depths. The orange leaves glistened and oozed with drops of sweat. A bright, amber honey-bee buzzed out of the corolla, hovered above it an instant to find its bearings, then tensed its red-veined wings and flew off. A spring bubbled out from the roots of a planetree. Bright and cool, it gurgled over the white pebbles and caught the orange glow of the huge flower. Dragonflies in a deathlike trance dotted the pebbly bed of the spring with their shadows. Like lightning one of the dragonflies shot out to the far end of the water, followed by another that had also been lying deathly still with its long slim legs inert over the water. As the dragonflies came and went the pebbles were crisscrossed with myriad thread-like shadows straight as though traced with a ruler.

The droning grew louder about the big flower. Hundreds of bees swarmed into the corolla, their shimmering wings aquiver … A verdant haze hung over the distant rice-paddy that was bursting with freshness. Then a cloud of dust drifted in and smothered the greenness. The air smelled of marsh and of the strange-scented flower, of burdock and petrol, of scorched stubble, dried grass, sweat and dust and stagnant water.

Memidik’s head whirled.

From the far end of the plain a slow-moving cloud-shadow was creeping along the fields of cotton, the harvested stubble-strewn land, the sunflowers, the sesame plants and the orange orchards. Up in the sky the cloud was motionless, edged with brilliant light, but its shadow inched on imperceptibly over the plain where the long-legged storks strolled at leisure. A dense heat-haze shimmered over the Anavarza crags and the Akchasaz swamp.

Memidik breathed hard. He was sweating.

‘Don’t, Zeliha. I can’t face you. I have a good reason not to. Don’t, please don’t press me …’

He says the words but do his lips move, does a sound come from his mouth? Memidik does not know. He is in a magic dream when she is near him. The full firm breasts heaving gently, the large jet-black eyes, the shadow of the long lashes over the narrow sunburnt face … Her eyes grow misty as she looks at him. Tall and slender, she walks like a young gazelle. So lovely …

With an effort he rose and walked away from her, almost at a run. He looked back and there she was, coming after him. He crossed the Karabujak marsh and came to Dry Jeyhan, a long wide hollow where the river used to flow before it had changed its bed. Here the earth was a maze of cracks with clumps of mauve-flowering camelthorns, a bright sun-drenched mauve. A stream of molten steel-mauve flowed through the dry river-bed, glinting, blinding to the eyes. The leaden cloud-shadow came to rest awhile over this molten flow. The sunny colour of the camelthorns changed. The mauve became darker and softer. It stopped flowing. Then the cloud moved on and the sun-drenched molten steel-mauve of the Dry Jeyhan flashed on again faster than ever.

Memidik’s feet were bare. At every step, he jerked his foot away quickly from the ground which was as hot as glowing embers. He seemed to be performing some strange halay dance. Zeliha’s gait was the same. The hot Chukurova earth obliges all who go barefoot to walk by fits and starts just as though they are dancing the halay.

An enormous snake slithered into the camelthorns. Another followed it with a large frog clamped in its fangs. Both snakes were more than three yards long and their colour as mauve as the camelthorns. Their backs glistened brightly.

‘Don’t come, Zeliha,’ Memidik said in a moan, and plunged into the thornbushes. His legs were torn and bleeding. ‘I have a reason, a good reason. Don’t come near me now. One day I shall come to you.’ His eyes became slits. His lips closed tight. ‘When I see you I feel like sinking to the bottom of the earth. My bones ache again. He is tearing at my flesh and I am pissing blood. I cannot touch you, Zeliha, however much I burn for you. Why should you look on me as a man when nobody else does? That Muhtar Sefer stripped me of my manhood, Zeliha. I cannot touch you until I get it back.’

Far in the distant sky the eagle was nothing but a black speck tracing ever-widening, barely perceptible circles.

At the far end of the Dry Jeyhan a huge planetree stretched its lofty branches into the sky. As Memidik stopped to rest under its shade, Zeliha caught up with him.

Evening came. The sun sank. Memidik was behind the hill down which the Jeyhan River flowed before widening out into the plain. Willow-trees grew all the way to the gushing spring at the foot of the hill. Where the pebbles spread out, gleaming and polished, over the flat land, there were tamarisks and fragrant chaste-trees. Blue-flowering marjoram, man-high, abounded at the head of the spring, and sent out their aroma wave after wave into the path yards away.

Memidik washed his face at the cool spring and lay down on his back. The world about him was all a soft blue now. The sky, the marjoram, the strewn pebbles, the hill, the water, the earth, the trees and grass, the clouds, the dust suspended in the air, everything was a soft velvety violet blue. Zeliha came and washed her face too. She lay down and took his hand. His body came alive then, and caught fire. His weariness dropped off. He turned and kissed her. And suddenly in the deepening blue of the evening they had shed their clothes. Memidik touched her hip. A wild tremor shot through her body. He took her in his arms. Their bodies twined and joined in an ecstasy of passion, then sank back utterly spent and the crushed marjoram exuded a sharper fragrance. They began to tremble again. Spasmodic tremors shook their burning bodies as they came together once more in a long embrace. Three times they were united, tense and trembling, fused into one single body by their love. And three times they fell back exhausted, feather-light, over the crushed fragrant marjoram. Their sweat dried.

Memidik was suddenly overwhelmed with shame. ‘Zeliha, forgive me,’ he said. ‘I let myself be carried away by my love for you. I shouldn’t have touched you. I’m not worthy of you, nor of anyone else. I’ll never be a man until I take back my manhood from Muhtar Sefer.’

‘Take it then! I’ll wait for you. I’ll wait till I’m a hundred years old.’

The racking pain in his bones, the sting of the old wounds, the twinging ache in his groin … He felt it all again agonizingly.

‘Worse than death … I nearly took my revenge … But it was another …’

He leapt to his feet and fled down the bank and along the river. He looked back but she had not followed him. She was still lying there naked on the bed of marjoram, panting, quivering, longing for Memidik’s return. ‘Memidik, love me,’ she moaned. ‘Oh, Memidik, love me.’

He climbed up the bank to the road and saw the three galloping horsemen. They were longer and bigger in the night, three giants who drew up and dismounted beside him.

Memidik smiled. ‘Have you found him?’

‘Not yet, but we will.’

‘He floated off down the river … Huge in the moonlight … Green flies frozen steel-like over him.’ Memidik’s lips barely moved.

‘We’ve got to find him.’

‘The Chukurova’s burning …’

‘The horses are tired. Their bits are white with lather.’

‘We must ford the river. And quickly too.’

‘It’s going to rain again … And still no sign of Shevket Bey. Where can he be?’

They mounted their horses and rode off across the dark waters of the Jeyhan River, vanishing into a cloud.

The river flowed brown and turbid in the first light of day. Small, white clouds rested on its surface and drifted along with the waters. Ethereal in the morning light, on and on they floated, never ending.

All over the plain the smoke of the labourers’ fires began to rise, long and thin, tapering out high into the sky.

The Bald Minstrel towered in the night like a sheer mountain, perfectly still. His face was longer, a maze of bitter wrinkles.

The giant flower waxed larger, more orange.

The night was bright. At each step you took you left a pool of light. Everything around you was bright. It rained but it was a rain of light, not the soaking rain we know. A light divided the darkness, it cut across the mountains and the night Your brow was furrowed. You were deep in thought. Th villagers came and thronged about you. Save us, they pleaded. A thousand years we have been slaves, pinioned and fettered … We passed through fields and orchards and entered the woods, a thousand lights blazing behind us, a thousand fulgurant flares, and as we went everything about us burst into bloom. The world was shedding its old skin. It was being born anew, a fresh sparkling brand-new world created only that very morning. The crops fruited and the stalks could hardly bear the plump ears of the long black-spiked wheat. Hives, rock cavities, ancient tree hollows brimmed with sun-bright amber honey. Each hive sent out five new colonies and every bough was a flurry of thousands of vibrant wings. Honeyed figs, fat pomegranates burst open, their seeds a crystal-red. The earth all tilled and friendly … The fecund land lying open and sweating … The people happy. No more going barefoot, no more malaria. An end to oppression. Nobody to beat you till you passed blood, to humiliate you, to take away your manhood. We crossed the mountains as if they had not been there at all and came to a burning desert. Just a small, wispy cloud in the sky and it cast its shadow over us. For your sake, in homage to you … That’s how I saw you. The desert turned into verdant meadows with tinkling brooks.

‘I am not the first to strive for you. The first to be born. How many times have you seen me! How many times …’

Of a dawntime you walked over the waters of the Mediterranean. You became wind and streamed through the air. You became cloud and floated through the heavens. Myself I saw you with these eyes. A sloe-eyed gazelle lay weeping at your feet. Run, sloe-eyed gazelle, you said.

They uprooted the trees, emptied the branches of birds, and the skies too. They dried up the waters and brought sickness to mankind. Then you came with the light blazing behind you, tall as a minaret.

‘I was not the first to appear, the first to be born. You have seen me many times.’

In the forest we lost our way and the villagers killed you. But after a little while they raised you from the dead. With these eyes of mine I saw it.

‘I was not the first to die, to be born again …’

The Bald Minstrel’s face lengthened, its deep furrows spread all down his body … Once upon a time the world was not. There were no heavens, no earth, no seas. No birds and beasts, no men and women, not even the jinn and peris, no one, nothing. You and me were yet to be. There was no night, no day. Nothing at all. Only the root of darkness, which is the root of light. Nothing else, nothing, nothing at all.

One side of the Minstrel’s face became dark, the other was still light. His voice flared out, wave after wave, over the plain, louder and louder, awesome, clamant. There were no sounds then … The Anavarza crags resounded … The crags did not exist either. Only the light, that glaring dazzling single ball of light, no bigger than a fist. Ten million years, a hundred million, a million million years it floated in the void, the void that did not exist.

Three of the saz’s six strings snapped. The instrument dropped from the Minstrel’s hands. Clouds drifted down close to the ground.

‘I saw you. May my two eyes drop down before me if I didn’t …’

‘Brother, you’ve seen me many times. Many, many times …’

Memidik sank to the ground weeping. His old wounds stung, his bones ached. He grasped Tashbash’s hand. ‘It was you, I know. With my own eyes I saw you.’

The Bald Minstrel sang the lay of the empty universe once more.

Tashbash was dazed.

Memidik stood by the giant flower. It glistened more brightly, more orange than ever.

‘Have you never seen me at all, Memidik?’

It was raining, pouring. Yet as you walked under the rain not a drop touched you. The dusty path on which you trod was quite dry … With these very eyes … I swear it …

‘Have you never never seen me, looked at me?’

A herd of untamed horses, hundreds of them running wild in the plain. Nobody could get near them. Yet they came to you one by one and stood there beside you.

‘Have you never looked on me, seen me before?’

The spring that gushed out of the rock at a flick of your finger, ice-cold, white as milk … With these very eyes …

‘Have you seen nothing, nothing?’

One pomegranate you plucked from its bough, half open. You opened it to the full and a whole village ate of its seed and still there was more …

‘Never, never …’

Quilts and pillows of softest birds’ feathers …

‘Never, never? …’

The huge giant flower glistened, its orange deepened. The bees swarmed in hundreds about its corolla, a scintillation of wings.

Evening came. The sun sank.

‘Never, never …’

The Bald Minstrel’s arms opened out like wings into the dusk, then closed again. His hand thumped once on the saz like a blow.

Memidik took his hand, kissed it and put it to his brow.

The huge giant flower glowed out its bright orange colour and dropped into the void, solitary.
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Meryemdje wrestles with her fears and with the stars too. And Spellbound Ahmet … She remembers a famous brigand of old. At dawn the speckled cock crows three times and three answering crows float in from the neighbouring village.

Evening came and the sun set. Meryemdje took some of the dry yufka bread from the flat wicker basket and softened it with water. There was still a good half of the bread Elif had left her, more than enough until they came back. The bulgur pilaff was simmering over the fire. Meryemdje took an onion and broke it open with her fist, the only way to take the edge off it. Cut it with a knife and the onion is uneatable.

Meryemdje had had nothing all day, only some yalabuk from the pine-barks in the forest. The yalabuk kept up her strength and she liked to while away the time in the forest. She was very hungry now. There was no butter left, but no matter, she plunged her spoon into the dry bulgur pilaff.

She had taken to sleeping near the threshold at night, spreading her bedding right behind the door which she kept half open. But tonight she was afraid. She climbed up the ladder to the roof. Dusk shed its dappled shades over the steppe, which was light in places and strangely dark in others. The forest loomed cavernous and black, yet the crests of the trees were flooded with light. Silently, steadily the night pressed on and the shadows crept down from the mountains on to the flat solitary steppe. The sun had vanished now. Meryemdje was all alone. The houses stood as usual, and here were the familiar woods and streams. Yes, and the springs, the birds, the rich earth with its myriad plants and flowers, the ants and snakes and all the living creatures. A teeming, seething world, infinite in its profusion, lacking nothing. Colour and light and sound, the night, the stars, it had everything, everything. So varied, so bountiful … Yet how empty it was now, a desolation without sound or light or colour, with no movement, no life at all. The many swallows flitting into the houses, nesting there, friendly, with something about them so close to the human being, cleaving the sky with slim pointed wings, where were they? Not even a fly in the empty air. The insects on the grass, the bees, the scents … Nothing, nothing was left.

Meryemdje felt all the dread of this desolate empty world in the very core of her heart. A world full to the brim, yet lifeless, dead. In the very core of her heart, piercing as a poisoned dagger, she felt the absence of the human being. So it is man that fills the world, man that is everything. Without him the world does not exist.

She turned to the west and cried out aloud with all the warmth of the human voice: ‘God, please grant me just one whiff of a human body … Just one whiff … The smell of a human being …’ Her voice sounded out like the voice of a giant. It filled the whole world and echoed and re-echoed through the steppe and down the valleys. ‘Oh for the smell of one human being …’

One little mangy child beside her now and the world would be full and rich again, no longer cold and empty … Just one miserable mangy child …

‘They could give me the whole of Paradise all to myself, I wouldn’t have it. I’d rather be cast into Hell and be with human beings. What’s the good of a world with nobody in it …’

Cruel, evil, lying … Men are like that, ready to humiliate, to usurp, to kill. No creature on earth could think up the wicked things man can do to his fellows. Nor the good things either …

The Bald Minstrel would sing a lay of the empty universe, with nothing, nothing at all, no earth, no air, no water, no emptiness even, nothing but a little blob of light no bigger than a hand, yet filling the whole universe with its brightness, dazzling, blinding to the eyes, had there been eyes to see … Well, that was man, that was the light that burned in every man. Out of that little blaze of light all human beings had been fashioned. God first created Adam out of mud and then he put this light in him.

‘Oh for the smell of a human being …’

Meryemdje’s fear grew. The forest, the Peri Vale, the crags, the desolate steppe were on the move, advancing towards her, a rumbling march of giant shadows. Animals howled in the night, wolves and jackals and others she did not recognize made a confused clamour. And she heard the hissing of snakes and the hooting of owls. Then suddenly all was silent as though at the stroke of a wand and Meryemdje remained all alone with her soaring fear. A strange sensation stirred in her which she could not, dared not put into words. Tashbash came to her mind.

‘Maybe I have that thing in me that Tashbash has …’ She felt an intense exaltation that raised her above all other creatures and invested her with prodigious powers. ‘It’s being alone for so long,’ she thought. ‘I’m going crazy and imagining myself to be like him. God forgive me.’

She was struggling in a welter of emotions.

‘Meryemdje’ll never sleep tonight, never. Meryemdje had better carry her bed up here to the roof, hadn’t she? Yes, but tell me, Meryemdje Sister, how can you go down and get it?’ The very thought terrified her, as though a thousand dragons with gaping jaws were lurking in the shadows about the house. ‘Well then, Meryemdje’ll have to sleep on the roof tonight without a bed. Meryemdje can go without sleep tonight too.’

It comforted her to say Meryemdje again and again aloud as though there was someone beside her. But still she could not bring herself to stir from the roof. Then she remembered the ladder propped against the wall. She jumped up and drew it in quickly.

‘You’re a fool, Meryemdje,’ she muttered. ‘A poor scatterbrain. Leaving that ladder there for all the wild beasts to climb up at will, to say nothing of the peris and the jinn …’

She crouched into a corner of the roof, drawing herself up into a shrinking ball. The sky was clear tonight, star-laden and streaked with meteors. At every star that shot across the sky Meryemdje started and her heart beat more fitfully. Try as she would she could not avert her gaze. She knew that with each star that fell a human being was breathing his last somewhere on this earth.

Towards morning she dozed off, but was roused almost at once by the crowing of the cock. From the neighbouring village came the answering crows of another cock. She waited till it was quite light before leaving her refuge on the roof. Then she clambered down and making herself a large roll of yufka bread and cheese she hurried off to the forest munching hungrily. Wistfully she saw in her mind’s eye the juicy, crackling legs of a chicken roasting over glowing embers.

The pebbly bed of the spring sparkled under the sun as she bent to drink of the cold clear water, perfumed with wild mint. The day before she had marked out a tall slim pine-tree. Such pines yielded the best yalabuk of all, softer and more fragrant. Extracting the yalabuk came easily to her now. Quite an expert Meryemdje had become. She had even fashioned a tool for this job, a long piece of wood chipped flat at one end. This she inserted under the bark after making two slashes, one span broad and two spans long, and hammered away with a stone until the bark came neatly off the trunk. Then, with her sharp Marash knife, she whittled off the outer covering from the thin white pellicle of sweet-scented, tasty yalabuk and chewed at it bit by bit.

All through the morning Meryemdje went from tree to tree, peeling yalabuk. The green freshness of the forest coursed through her veins with all its scents and flavours. And when she took a draught of cool spring water after the yalabuk she was fifteen years old again, blithe and light as a bird.

She had just gathered a large armful of marjoram and wild mint when she recalled the gypsies and their method of catching chickens. Not only the gypsies but that god-forsaken wretched Old Halil too … The corn all strung up in a row …

Quickly she made her way back home. She found a length of twine and strung it with corn kernels. The cock was perched on top of Blind Ali’s dung-heap, one leg drawn up to his belly, straight as a poker, with a high and mighty air seeming to say, I am the sultan of this world and Meryemdje is only one of my subjects …

This roused Meryemdje’s wrath. ‘Just you wait, you wretched bird,’ she muttered. ‘Playing at sultans with me, eh? You’ll see what’s what when I’ve wrung your neck!’

‘Chick-chick-chick!’ she called and cast the corn-strung twine before the cock. He came running at once and pecked at the first kernel. Meryemdje waited, tense and sweating, while he gobbled up grain after grain. Then she tugged at the string. The cock squawked and struggled but in vain. A wild flurry of wings and feathers and Meryemdje had caught him at last. He was a strong lusty fowl and even in her arms he was putting up a desperate fight. Finally, she trussed up his legs soundly with the other end of the string.

‘There!’ she cried as she cast him to the ground. ‘Let’s see you get out of that. Now Meryemdje’s going to cut your throat and make a fire, oh what a fire, and roast you on it.’ She sniffed with pleasurable anticipation. ‘Yes, little cock, I can smell you roasting already. That juicy meat of yours will last Meryemdje a good week. And then when she’s finished with you, there’ll be that friend of yours in the next village …’

She took a great armful of dry sticks from Blind Ali’s yard and lit a roaring fire in the old disused hearth. Soon she had a tall pile of glowing embers ready. She fetched the grindstone from the house and whetted her knife until it was razor-sharp. Then she picked up the cock and laid him on the stone near the large mortar. He looked at her with startled, pleading eyes. Meryemdje put her right foot on his trussed legs, her left on his open wings, and held his head firmly with her left hand. The cock’s neck stretched out, longer than ever. She stroked it with the blade of the knife. Then suddenly she stopped. A wave of pity swept over her. She let go of the cock’s head, unbound his legs and drew the string out of his gullet. In a frenzied flapping of wings he fled to the top of a sheep-fold and crowed long and loud.

Meryemdje looked at the glowing pile of embers, then turned her gaze to the cock.

‘Little cock,’ she said softly, ‘ah, little cock, Meryemdje’s only companion in this world of sorrow! D’you think Meryemdje would kill you? Not even if she were dying of hunger. God forbid that Meryemdje should be deprived of hearing your beautiful voice. Ah, little cock, lovely-feathered, beautiful little cock! Meryemdje’s only soul companion …’
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Memidik’s anger knows no bounds now. How can he wait, with Zeliha always on his mind, every single moment? Too well he realizes that there can be no Zeliha for him as long as Sefer is alive. Sefer is the stumbling-block of his life. Without him the world would be a paradise for Memidik. His resentment grows deeper and stronger every passing day. The food he eats, the water he drinks, all is gall to him.

Swiftly he drew the willow-leaf knife from its sheath. It traced a wide blue-sparkling arc through the air. He waited, his body rigid and still as a lump of iron. He was not trembling at all. I’ll do it this time, he thought. I’ll do it …

Moonlight flooded the earth, gilding the sluggish river. Long tree shadows fell over the water. A marshy odour drifted to his nose from the distant rice-paddies and he could hear the rice-keepers firing at the wild boar. The crack of their shots reverberated from the Anavarza crags. Trees and plants loomed larger in the night. The thickets were aflame with glowworms.

A flapping of wings overhead and the huge old eagle passed, spectral in the moonlight, enormous, four times as large as any other eagle. He wheeled around once and glided off Dumlu Castle way.

Sefer’s head appeared over a clump of wild daisies, then the trunk of his body. He was larger in the night, a giant not a man. Memidik was sure that he would go numb again, but nothing happened. Firmly he stood his ground while Sefer’s huge figure approached. Then he lifted his right hand and held it in the air, ready to strike.

Sefer came by swinging his gun. He passed right before Memidik and on down the slope into the creek, and Memidik still stood there rigid, the hand clasping the knife frozen motionless in the air. Sefer’s feet crunched over the shingle. With his long swinging stride he came to the shore and sat on a mound. Now and then he picked up a pebble and cast it into the clear moonlit stream. His shadow fell long and dark over the water, reaching to the opposite bank. A large fish swirled out of the water three times and splish-splashed back again.

Why does he go wandering like this all night, Memedik wondered? Is there something wrong with him? Or does he know I’m following him? Is he testing me, leading me on? To kill me perhaps … Memidik felt a sudden twitch of fear. He squeezed out of the agnus castus thicket which exhaled a delicate fragrance in the moonlight, a fragrance that spread to the earth and the trees and the grass, that enveloped the night and impregnated Memidik’s whole body, even the willow-leaf knife in his hand.

There’s something uncanny, something magic about this man, Memidik said. I kill him and another man dies … I will his death with all my soul, but somehow I can’t do it. Why should I be so afraid to kill a man? As though I were the first on earth to do such a thing! People kill all the time. Nobody’s afraid like I am, nobody breaks down and freezes with fear …

He stopped on the ridge over the bank. A fish shot high into the air and splashed down. It startled Memidik. He sank to the ground, covered with sweat, his legs weak and trembling, almost weeping with rage and frustration. There was Sefer, his back turned to him. Memidik only had to get up. A swift dash, one blow, and another and another … The knife piercing the flesh again and again … Sefer would be unable to move. The blood would spurt out red and thick, staining the stream, and Sefer’s head would crash into the water … And that’s how they would find his body in the morning. Nobody would ever know who did it. But then, what was the use of killing him if nobody ever knew? People must know, ah, people must see with their own eyes how vengeance was wreaked, just as they had known and seen the beatings, the torture, the burnt feet, the blood …

‘For months I couldn’t look anyone in the face. I could not touch the hand of my loved one and she suffered because of me. I made her life hell.’

The whole world should know who killed him and the papers should blazon the news. But that meant prison for him, and the hangman’s noose too … He rose, grasping the knife more tightly. But too late. Sefer was up and off down the stream. He vanished into a thicket of willows. Memidik began to turn around the thicket and suddenly Sefer emerged like a panther right before him. Cold things ran down Memidik’s spine. The knife was in his hand, but his hand was paralysed.

‘It’s you then, eh, Memidik? The great hunter! And what may your quarry be here in the Chukurova, in the dead of night? A jackal perhaps, a wild boar? Or an otter? There are plenty in that willow thicket. That’s where they bed. Why don’t you go in there? But you’re afraid, eh?’

Without warning he was at his throat, squeezing, pressing until only a choking rattle came out of Memidik and he saw suns flashing before his eyes.

‘If ever I catch you following me again, I’ll kill you. Understand?’

He chucked Memidik off like a dirty rag. Memidik’s head rolled into the water and he only just escaped drowning.

The large fish spurted out of the water three times. Three times its shimmering body flashed, a blaze of light in the night. Memidik woke up. He followed Sefer again, trailing fifty paces in his rear. The stock of Sefer’s rifle was inlaid with silver. It glinted in the moonlight. Over the white stones the stream gurgled on, gleaming and glittering with many lights, and the large fish jumped out again, three times. Sefer turned his face. He looked at the fish and at the dancing stream. Then he walked on.

Memidik was reeking with sweat. In the distance a blazing hay-rick cast a glow into the sky, and through this glow he saw the great eagle winging past. His shadow fell over the flames and Memidik felt better. The hand that held the knife was light now. He made a rush for Sefer. But just as he was about to strike, someone held his hand. He turned and saw the three men who rode their horses bareback. Sefer was running. He ran right into the water and threw himself under a tamarisk that hung over the bank. He was trembling with fear now. He knew he had narrowly escaped death …

The rider let go of his hand. ‘Tell us, where is Shevket Bey?’

‘Shevket Bey?’

The blaze of the fire dazzled him.

‘Shevket Bey, to be sure! That’s him we’re looking for all over the burning Chukurova land.’

Mosquitoes in clouds fell upon them, ravening. Their whine swelled into a roar. The flames of the burning rick swept over them and the giant shadows of the riders broadened out, reaching far into the distance. But, try as he could, Memidik could not see their faces.

‘I haven’t seen him, not once,’ he said, hanging his head. ‘Look in that well, where the eagles have been turning all these days, all the eagles in the world …’

‘We’ve seen the eagles. But Shevket Bey isn’t there.’

‘Then he went floating down the river, just like that dead eagle. He was carried off to the sea.’ The sweat poured down Memidik’s back.

‘Liar! Shevket Bey’s here!’

Memidik opened wide his arms towards the burning rick. ‘Look, see that eagle wheeling right above the fire? You can even smell Shevket Bey. Oh, how he stinks! Hold your noses or you’ll faint.’

Muhtar Sefer burst out from under the tamarisks. ‘Catch him!’ he shouted, and his voice rang back from the Anavarza crags. ‘Beat him. Break his bones. No one but he in the whole of the Chukurova knows where Shevket Bey is. Break his bones, make him piss blood, blood, blood!’

The riders roared with laughter. Swiftly they galloped off across the stream and the water gushed up to the horses’ manes.

Memidik swung the knife in the air three times. Three times it traced wide sparking arcs of flame that glinted lightning-blue under the moon. Three times Muhtar Sefer swayed and fell to the ground. Three times he rose again and his shadow loomed larger and darker, reaching right up to the opposite bank of the stream.
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After sun-down Memidik turns up at the wattle-huts carrying a sack full of water-melons. Slowcoach Halil spies him out and learns where the garden is situated. So do Shirtless, Sefer, Gooey Apti, Fatmadja … The whole village hears of this windfall in an instant. Everyone grabs a sack and rushes off to the water-melon garden. The keeper of the garden has made a bed for himself in the branches of a large old planetree. At no price would he leave this retreat at night, not even if all hell broke loose down in the garden. He is much too scared and only contents himself with shouting out threats from his tree and firing his gun in the air. It has not taken Memidik long to find this out, and so the coast is clear!

The water-melon garden stretched on this side of the Karabujak swamp, but quite some distance from the field where the Yalak villagers were picking cotton. How Memidik had hit upon this place was a mystery to everyone. At first when they arrived they were frightened by the loud vociferations and the occasional gunshot that came from the planetree. But Memidik, who had accompanied them, allayed their fears.

‘Don’t pay any attention to him,’ he said. ‘He just shouts himself hoarse up there. He’s much too scared to come down. Look, I’ll shut his mouth if you like.’

He picked up a clod from the ground and hurled it at the tree. The shouting broke off at once and all was still, as though the man up the tree had vanished into the blue. Every time after this that he attempted to raise a protest he was shut down with another clod.

It was past midnight when the pilferers returned with bulging sacks. The rest of the villagers were awake, waiting in suspense, oblivious tonight of the hordes of skirring, jabbing mosquitoes. Only two men had not gone water-melon thieving. One was Tashbash and the other Okkesh Dagkurdu. Yet they could not sleep. Okkesh Dagkurdu had spread his prayer-mat on the edge of the field and was deep in his devotions. He knelt and bent over and stood up, again and again, making the namaz as though his life depended upon it. Ill-gotten goods! The Moslem religion expressly forbade him to even touch such a thing. Okkesh Dagkurdu would never taste a morsel of those water-melons, nor allow his wife and children to do so.

As for Tashbash, hunched in a corner of his wattle-hut, he was turning the problem over in his mind. Should he swallow his pride and go too? Who ever heard of a holy man filching water-melons? A holy man over whose house magic lights gleamed in the night, unearthly lights that everyone from seven to seventy had seen, that the whole of the Taurus had heard about! And what if he were caught in the act? The holy man of lights, the companion of the Forty Holies, thieving in the Chukurova, and water-melons too! He would be branded, stigmatized, an object of scorn throughout the land. And even if he weren’t caught, how would he face his fellow-villagers after doing such a thing? True, they no longer looked on him as a holy man, but water-melon stealing would be the last straw.

No, Tashbash, the holy man who walked in the night with seven poplar-tall balls of light attending him, clad in holy robes of green, Tashbash could not steal. But what about his wife and children, looking on while everyone had their share of the cool refreshing fruit? How could he stand by and watch this?

He was sweating in a hell of indecision. Of all the terrible things that had befallen him since he had turned holy, this was by far the worst.

A loud commotion broke out in the field and a babble of excited voices told him that the pilferers were back with their loot. At once everyone made for the water-melons and a noisy smacking of lips rose in the night.

Okkesh Dagkurdu was still at his namaz prayers, bowing, genuflecting, rising again.

Tashbash’s three children were wide awake, their ears pricked to the smacking, sucking sounds that came from the neighbouring hut.

‘Mmm!’ they heard Bald Osman say. ‘What would people do in this hot Chukurova land without water-melons? A thousand blessings on those who grow them. Mmmm! How light and fresh it makes a man feel! God bless Memidik for finding this huge big garden. Mmm, lovely, sweet as honey … Mmmm …’

His wife must have said something to him because his ecstatic transports were cut short. When he spoke again it was in angry expostulation.

‘No, I won’t! Not even a morsel will I give them. Why should I? Did I carry these water-melons all this way to give them away? I’ve got children of my own to feed, haven’t I? My back’s sore and aching. Why doesn’t he go himself and get water-melons for his children, instead of posing as a saint and giving himself airs and throwing his children on the mercy of strangers? If he still thinks he’s a saint, then …’

‘Hush, please hush, Osman,’ his wife whispered. ‘What if he’s a saint still? Think of what he’d do to us …’

‘Nonsense!’ Osman growled. ‘What have such as he to do with sainthood? And anyway, did he ever deign to look at me after he’d turned saint? No one could get near him … Mmm, honey, pure honey! And cool too, makes one feel twice the man one is. Not a slice will I give to anyone, woman, not even to our beautiful Allah if he came along, let alone a saint. A whole day’s journey I carried them on my back …’

Tashbash’s wife had been sitting at the door, motionless. Suddenly, she began to talk to herself. ‘We’ve got nobody, no kith, no kin. All alone we are. Abandoned.’ Her voice was low, but clearly meant for Tashbash’s ears. ‘Deprived of everything these children are, left at the mercy of strangers. They’ll sicken and die … Oh God, why did he have to be a saint? It’s destroyed our home, it’s killed us. What did we get out of his being a holy man, great God? Only misery and wretchedness. Oh, almighty Allah …’

On and on she went until Tashbash could stand it no longer. ‘Damn all the holy saints,’ he burst out, goaded into madness. He dragged himself out of the hut. His wife had the sack ready. She held it out to him. Tashbash snatched it up and set off.

Fighting down his shame and repugnance he came to the water-melon garden to be met by two loud rifle shots from up in the tree. Startled, he lost his balance and fell. He lay there listening to the keeper who was yelling at the top of his voice. Then with trembling legs he rose and began to gather the water-melons. There were some really big ones under the planetree. He ventured right up to the foot of the tree and filled his sack. Another shot rang out, deafening.

‘I wish he’d hit me,’ Tashbash said as he heaved the sack on to his back. ‘I’m sick of this life. I’m sick of being a saint, damn it. It’s brought me nothing but misery and shame. Oh, how I wish he’d hit me …’

A ludicrous image rose before his eyes. He saw himself stretched out, a long corpse among the water-melons, and all the villagers, all the people of the Taurus and the Chukurova splitting their sides with laughter. Other corpses arouse pity, his would only provoke laughter. Think of it, the saint who died pilfering water-melons! Tashbash burst out laughing as he staggered out of the field with the heavy sack on his back. Up in the planetree the keeper was still yelling like a madman.

He did not stop until he came to the river, but the effort was too much. He put down the sack and leaned against it and his strength drained from his body as his sweat cooled. He knew he must move quickly and be back before light dawned. No one must see him. There was no knowing what those shameless villagers might do to him. Straining every nerve, he managed to lift the sack up again. His legs buckled under him, but he kept on, and after a while he began to sweat again. It was good to sweat, it made him feel less weak.

Twice his legs failed him and he tumbled down with the water-melons scattering all over the place. Each time he picked them up and plodded on, fainting with fatigue. But now he could not bear the weight of the sack any longer. He stopped and hid three of the water-melons under a bush.

‘This calamity will hound me to my dying day,’ he thought suddenly as he walked on along the river. ‘Insulted, scorned, humiliated, every new day will bring a new death to me. So why not end it all now? Why not throw myself into the river here …’

The thought was so soothing, he so yearned for peace that he paused and looked at the river. So dark and calm it flowed … How easy it would be to walk in and sink into its depths … Everything about him was wiped out in a frightening blackness and he heard the loud beat of his heart pounding tearingly at his chest. He shuddered and the moment passed. The blackness disappeared and he walked on.

In the east the mountain tops were lightening. He hid another water-melon under a shrub and pressed on.

The sun dawned. It flamed like the mouth of an oven. Tashbash lifted his head and saw the long row of cotton pickers not twenty paces away from him. They had seen him too.

Shirtless gave a hoot of laughter. ‘Just look at the saint,’ he yelled. ‘Stealing water-melons just like you and me. Except that we do it in the dark and he does it in broad daylight! Well, saint, a fine state you’re in, quite done for in fact … Hey, people, now who’s our current saint? Eh?’

A wild roar of laughter rocked the crowd. Shirtless was gratified. ‘Come on now, folks, say it. Who, who?’

There was an expectant pause.

‘It’s this man who goes stealing water-melons in broad daylight!’

Waves of laughter broke out again.

Tashbash stood rooted to the spot, blinking like an owl in the light of the sun, His sack was still on his back. He looked to right and left, but he saw nothing.

‘Who is it? Who has holy lights winking over his house every night of the year?’

Their laughing response came swiftly in a roar. ‘The watermelon thief! The daytime water-melon thief!’

‘And who is it who’s got those seven balls of light always after him?’

‘The water-melon thief! The daytime water-melon thief!’

Suddenly Tashbash’s legs folded up and he sank to the ground. The sack fell open and the water-melons rolled all about him.

At that moment Sefer flashed a message to Gooey Apti who shot out at once from the row of cotton pickers and administered Tashbash a resounding kick in the ribs.

‘There! Now where’s your power? Where are your miracles? Show us your magic then, saint! Why don’t you break this foot that’s kicking you? Why don’t you turn it to wood? Who ever heard of a thief like you becoming a saint? A lowdown worthless wretch, a rapist …’ He kicked Tashbash again and laughed. ‘You’ve no pride, no honour, nothing. What of this village’s good name if you’d been caught? The famous saint of Yalak only a common thief! What would people say of us all over the Chukurova? Tell me that, you mucky saint!’

The villagers were still laughing, but Hassan rushed out of the crowd, grabbed a stone and flung it at Gooey Apti. It hit him right on the head. Blood running down his face, Gooey turned on Hassan and dealt him a kick in the belly. The boy fell, clinging to his leg. Gooey shook him off and fell upon Tashbash again.

‘Come on, you shitty saint! Show us your miracles! Look, I shit in your mouth.’ He put his backside on Tashbash’s face. ‘Like this, right into your holy mouth. Now strike me, do your worst, you humbug saint …’

The laughter had died out now. A murmur of pity rippled through the crowd. Tashbash’s wife was weeping silently, his children sobbing and howling.

‘That’s going too far!’ Shirtless shouted. ‘The son of a bitch has killed him.’

‘He’s killed him …’

‘After all, who doesn’t go stealing water-melons?’

‘Everyone does it …’

The murmuring grew into a growl. Gooey Apti straightened up, startled. At his feet Tashbash lay still and lifeless. The crowd began to close in.

‘It’s a shame!’

‘Doing this to a poor sick man …’

‘The brute!’

‘Ah, who’d have thought Tashbash would come to this!’

Sefer hurried up and grabbed Gooey by the arm. ‘You vicious dog, you!’ he shouted as he gave him a push. ‘You’ve killed the man, killed him … Who knows, he may still be a saint, and saints can bide their time. They may not work their miracles at once.’ Deftly, he propelled Gooey away from the crowd. ‘Run, damn you,’ he urged in a low voice. ‘Or they’ll tear you to pieces …’

Gooey took to his heels and Muhtar Sefer turned back and raised Tashbash from the ground.

‘Eh, my saintly Tashbash,’ he said vindictively as he supported him back to his hut, ‘didn’t I tell you last winter what would happen? Didn’t I tell you that there’s no trusting these villagers? When it suits them they put a crown on your head and proclaim you a saint, a prophet. And when they don’t need you any more, then they send you packing with a kick in your arse, just like this. Yes, my holy brother, as you see! And this is only the beginning …’

A few women helped Tashbash into his hut and put him to bed. Hassan was holding his hand and weeping uncontrollably.
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Memidik is very much affected by Tashbash’s humiliation, and somewhat cowed too. His sense of human dignity is shaken, something breaks inside him at the sight of Tashbash being beaten. But he knows Sefer is behind it all. So he goes to Tashbash, asks for his blessing and makes a wish.

All about the low narrow reed- and brush-thatched wattle-huts the ground was strewn with water-melon rinds. Bees in swarms buzzed over the well-gnawed rinds, hornets, honey-bees, yellow-jackets, settling and rising in a scintillating cloud. The hornets were very large, bright-winged and red, and glided down slowly over the rinds like so many landing planes.

The sun had baked the earth until it was like red-hot iron and the labourers had all retreated into the shade. Halfheartedly, bone-weary, they stripped the cotton bolls they had picked that morning. The children were covered with suppurating sores from mosquito bites and the older people were not much better. Everyone scratched away as though seized with a mangy itch. They stripped a cotton boll or two, then scratched away again like mad. Their backs ached as though broken and no one could sit straight on the ground any more. Their bones felt pounded to pulp in a mortar and, worst of all, they suffered from finger-tip fear, when the skin of the fingers is worn so thin through picking that the capillaries are almost laid bare and to touch anything makes a man want to vomit.

Long Ali was on the mend now, but he had this finger-tip fear. Only one person knew the remedy for this. That was his mother and she wasn’t here, curse his luck. Still he kept on and stripped more cotton than anyone else.

A close, hazy heat had settled over the plain, growing more oppressive, more stifling every minute. Long Ali glanced at the sky. This heat spelled rain again, that was sure.

‘Oh, almighty, beautiful Allah,’ he prayed, ‘please don’t let it rain, please! At least not till we’ve finished picking this field.’

He hesitated, about to say for the love of our Lord Tashbash, but thought better of it after all that had happened. He had always been proud of his friend’s becoming a holy man and, whether he believed in it or not, he had never failed in the past to invoke his name in his prayers. It was Hassan who kept him hourly informed of the events outside, for he was still tied to his bed.

‘Father,’ the boy said, ‘it’s my Uncle Tashbash himself, I swear it. Not his copy or double or anything. I’ve talked to him and he knows everything, how we caught starlings together and ate yalabuk … Everything … How would he know all this if he wasn’t my Uncle Tashbash? And then he’s so good and kind, the best man in the world. When he talks it makes you feel you have wings and could fly for joy. Who else but my Uncle Tashbash could make you feel like that? And then he knew all that would happen to him from the beginning. He said so, you remember?’

‘Did he tell you he was a saint?’

‘Of course he did! He said there wasn’t another saint to match him in all the world …’

‘What else did he say?’

‘He said Sefer was egging Gooey Apti on and giving him money too so that he should beat him. He said Gooey would kill him perhaps for he was tired and sick now. Then he said, your father’s ill too. And he laughed. Let them beat us, he said, we’ll see …’

‘Let them beat us, eh?’ Ali ground his teeth. ‘Ah, we’ll see who laughs last! And then?’

‘The villagers clung to me, he said, when they were in trouble. But now they’ve found this good cotton to pick and they’re not afraid of Adil Effendi any more or of going hungry …’

‘Yes, yes? Go on.’

‘So now, he said, they’re ashamed to have believed in me, to have worshipped me. They think I was a saint because they made me one, that I wasn’t real. But they’re wrong. I am a saint now and they don’t know it.’

‘What else did he say?’

‘He said they’re so ashamed that they can’t even bear the sight of me. Either they’ll believe in me again as in the past or they’ll do away with me. If all goes well with the cotton picking …’

‘That Uncle Tashbash of yours doesn’t know what he’s talking about,’ Ali interrupted him. ‘Nobody can take away Tashbash’s sainthood now. Everyone knows he’s a saint. But that’s your Uncle Tashbash you were talking to, not the Lord Tashbash. He has gone away from us to live for ever and for ever among the Forty Holies … Well, what else?’

‘He’s very sick … He pisses blood. He’s all yellow and shaky.’

‘You tell him to come to me one night without anyone seeing.’

The heat was suffocating and the haze so dense it was impossible to see anything more than a couple of yards away. The grass was wet with vapour. Trees, plants, the cotton, people, birds, bees, insects, everything, even the dry stubble was viscid with sweat. The whole earth exuded beads of perspiration like a water-filled clay jug. A pungent, acrid, sour odour of sweat spread above the wattle-huts into the sky.

A scream rose from one of the wattle-huts at the end of the field. It was a woman’s voice.

‘Bald Osman’s wife,’ someone said. ‘Her boy’s got the fever.’

Women and children were crowding in and around Bald Osman’s hut. The child, a boy of seven, was huddled up, his legs drawn to his belly. He trembled like a leaf in the wind and his teeth chattered.

‘You’ve got to get a saddle and put him inside it,’ one woman said. ‘That helps. He’s got blackwater fever.’

A saddle was found at once and the child laid in it.

‘A doctor!’ Bald Osman moaned. ‘Oh for a doctor!’

If a doctor were found the child would be saved. It had happened once a few years ago when they were picking cotton in a place called Karshiyaka, quite near Adana. Fourteen children had been seized with trembling fits just like this one. There had been a doctor there who had given the children injections and they had been saved. The doctor had called the sickness blackwater fever.

Now the villagers could do nothing but wait around the hut, helpless, sweating under the hot sun, while the child lay there in the saddle trembling all the time. Towards noon his body contracted in a quivering spasm. He trembled a little more, then he was rigid and did not move again. He was dead.

The women drew up in a circle and with shrill wails began the keening. They washed the child and wrapped him up in a blanket. An imam was summoned from a nearby village and the funeral ceremony was held under the beating afternoon sun. The child was buried on a small hillock on the bank of the river. Bald Osman made a border of white pebbles around the tiny grave. Yalak village had buried many of its dead like this in the Chukurova. They were used to it and it did not affect them unduly.

That night after midnight Memidik went to Tashbash and knelt before him beside the heap of cotton in front of the wattle-hut.

‘My saint, my lord,’ he said reverently, ‘tell me what to do. I believe in you, I have faith in you. We all know how he abused you, and look what’s come to Bald Osman now. Gooey Apti will get his deserts too. God forbid, I never doubted it was you I saw walking with those seven balls of light behind him. You were twice as large, your face blazed with light, but it was you all right. I know it. I have faith in you.’

Tashbash was silent. He stood very straight looking down on Memidik. The moonlight threw his shadow far out to the east.

‘My Lord, I take my knife and hide in wait for him. And then he comes, this Sefer, and as soon as I see him I go limp. All the strength goes out of me and I just sink to the ground. Maybe a dozen times I’ve tried, but it’s no use. I can’t do it. And yet if I don’t kill this man my life is not worth living. Food and drink are poison to me as long as he’s there for me to see. I cannot bear to live like this, alongside that man who broke my bones because I would not deny you. I must kill him. Help me, saint of saints!’ He clasped Tashbash’s knees and kissed them. ‘Say a prayer for me that when I set out to kill him my body should not betray me …’

Tashbash made him rise. He placed his right hand on his head and held it there for some time. Then he turned and walked away towards Long Ali’s wattle-hut. Ali was sitting on a cotton heap, waiting for him. He rose aghast. Even in the darkness he could discern Tashbash’s haggard countenance, his wasted body.

‘Come, let’s go down to the riverside,’ he whispered, taking his hand. ‘We can talk more quietly there.’

When they were seated side by side under the cover of a chaste-tree Ali spoke again: ‘I’m glad you’ve come, brother.’

‘I’m glad to see you too.’

‘You must tell me all about how things have gone with you. But first you must know that people will be more afraid of you than ever after that child’s death. Today there was not one of them that dared look your way even. Yet they can’t believe you’re a saint. After all, you’re not really a saint …’

‘But I am!’ Tashbash said sharply. ‘I’m a real saint now. I’ve tried myself again and again. I know.’

‘Hassan told me it was like that, but somehow I couldn’t believe it … So you’re really a saint now, brother?’

‘Yes, Ali.’

‘Well, I believe you,’ Ali said. ‘But the villagers don’t believe in you now … If only you’d never come back. What will you do? It’s a bad business.’

‘I know …’

‘I think you ought to go away. The villagers are sure to do you some mischief They’re in such a state these days …’

‘How can I go anywhere?’ Tashbash groaned. ‘You can see for yourself. I can hardly walk. D’you think Gooey Apti could have got anywhere near me if I’d been myself?’

‘But, brother, don’t you realize how scared they are of you? This fear can make them do anything.’

‘I know,’ Tashbash said.

‘They can insult and humiliate a man so that death would be better. You’ll never be able to bear it …’

‘I know …’
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Muhtar Sefer is quite certain now, after the public beating of Tashbash by Gooey Apti, that the spell is broken and that the villagers will speak to him at last. Still, he feels he must do something himself and give the legend of Tashbash’s holiness its death blow. One must take time by the forelock, the Muhtar tells himself. Tashbash is a clever man. Who knows what he may yet do?

He had dressed in his best clothes again and had shaved carefully. His whiskers were waxed with blackcurrants and they bristled stiff as an awl.

Today the villagers were working in two long rows, each stretching a thousand yards. Their hands barely moved. The air was stagnant. Not a leaf flickered. A hazy pall of dust hung over the plain that steamed in the dazzling, blinding heat.

The labourers’ faces were black with midges. Their huge hands brushed them away, but almost at once the midges were there again plastering their faces.

Today Long Ali had joined the others for the first time. It was mid-morning. Now, after the rain, they seldom had the chance to snap the bolls straight off the plant, but had to strip the cotton out of its bur there and then. As they went along they also gathered the bolls that had been cast to the ground by the rain. These last they picked up and shook clean of the earth, blowing over them before throwing them into the sacks. This earth-soiled cotton was a nightmare for them. Who knows what the owner of the field would pay them for it, how much he would cut the price? They were careful to store it apart, the pure clean white cotton off the plant in one sack, and the dirty grey earth-soiled cotton in another.

The two long rows moved sluggishly with the torpor of a snake in a hot shade. At this rate a man could only make five kilos a day. Not nearly enough. But they were tired, their backs ached, and they had the finger-tip fear. There was nothing for it but to go slow for a few days before pressing on again.

Memidik’s hands were idle. Abstractedly he watched Tashbash dragging himself along the ground in a desperate effort to pick as much as the others. His eyes were unseeing. He groped blindly, oblivious of all and everything about him. To Memidik he seemed like a cat with a broken back and trailing legs. Not once could he catch a glimpse of his eyes under his black bushy eyebrows. It was as though he was not there, not of this world, a man in a dream. Memidik picked up his basket and went over to his side. Tashbash gave no sign that he had noticed him. His face was elongated, crinkled, greenish yellow. Memidik took stock of him more closely. It was Tashbash all right, his features, his voice, every bit of him, yes, but this was a tiny midget of a man. Tashbash was huge, two metres tall. And then, he was all light, with the most terrible blazing eyes you ever saw. Could it that he had come to them like this, miserable, close to death, on purpose to test them? If it was like that, then God help the villagers! God help them all … Why, Gooey Apti would find that even Hell could not hold him!

Suddenly Muhtar Sefer’s voice burst through the hot air like a cannon-ball. ‘Gooey, my friend,’ he called, ‘come here! I’ve got something to say to you.’

Hands stopped in mid-air. Everyone was alert, all ears, as Gooey Apti stepped out of the row. Only Tashbash, as though he had heard nothing, went on as before, slowly plucking at the cotton, oblivious of the whole world and even of the very cotton he was picking.

‘Is this man the same Memet Tashbash from our village or isn’t he?’

The villagers held their breaths. Would Gooey Apti speak to the muhtar, setting at naught the saint’s injunctions?

Gooey stood there dumbly, rooted to the spot.

‘Look here, you dog carrion, I’m talking to you! Isn’t this man Tashbash himself? Why don’t you answer? Isn’t this the very Tashbash who called himself a saint? Didn’t you give him a sound hiding yourself only yesterday? Isn’t that enough to show that his holiness is not worth a curse? Fool, can’t you see this is just scruffy Tashbash from our village? Idiot, is there such a thing as a living double? That’s only on paper, a photograph … This is that miserable Tashbash himself, escaped from the madhouse, no doubt, and with nowhere to go. If he’d been a saint your hand would have withered, wouldn’t it? Nothing happened at all and that shows he’s not a saint or anything like that, but only an ordinary man like you and me. So why don’t you speak to me? Why? If he were a saint, all right, I’d understand that. One doesn’t flout a saint’s orders. But here you see him before you, dragging himself miserably like a mangy dog with a broken back … If he’d got the smallest power he’d use it for himself first … Man, tell me this, is that man Tashbash or not? Answer with a sign if you won’t speak!’

Gooey Apti seemed turned to stone. The muhtar raged on, thundering, threatening, but Gooey remained mute and still.

Sefer had never expected this. He had been sure that Gooey would answer him before them all, saying that of course this was Tashbash himself whom he’d beaten and reviled. And afterwards all the villagers would have followed suit and spoken to him again.

‘Wretch,’ he hissed into Gooey’s ear. ‘Not a penny will you get out of me now. You’ve spoilt all yesterday’s work. And I’ll do nothing to get you married either.’

In despair he turned to Tashbash’s wife. He asked her whether this man was Tashbash or not. He asked Tashbash’s children. He went from one villager to another, but no one answered, no one would speak a word to him.

At last he lost all control and rushed up to Tashbash. ‘You would play hell with me, eh?’ he snarled. ‘Well, now you’re satisfied. Nobody’ll talk to me, nobody, to the end of my days, not even my wives and children. But you’ve cooked your own goose too, my friend. These people will mock and insult you your whole life long. From now on you’re nothing but a plaything, Tashbash. A plaything for the villagers. They’ll shit in your mouth one day and make a saint of you a couple of days afterwards, just because they need you at that moment. Then when they’ve done with you they’ll push a finger up your arse, for in their heart of hearts they don’t want to worship you. You’ll be nothing but a big plaything for evermore. You’re like death, you mangy cur, like death’s woe. I spit at you, spit at you …’

He spat in front of Tashbash and turned away, his face contorted with bitterness. His head bent, almost weeping, he walked down to the river. All his efforts had been in vain. There was nothing for him now, nothing but endless darkness.

Evening came and the sun set and the mosquitoes appeared again with their insistent whine. Crusted sores broke open and bled as the villagers scratched away. Not until after the evening prayer was there a breath of wind. Then the south wind came up, bringing some relief to the suffocating villagers as it swept up the mosquitoes into the distance. People could sleep at last, but no sleep came to Tashbash or to Muhtar Sefer. It was three or four days now since Tashbash had got a wink of sleep. He felt strange and dizzy as though he were being plunged again and again into a great darkness, as though he would never know sleep again to the end of his days.

Muhtar Sefer was afraid. The villagers were ready to make a saint of Tashbash once more. The tiniest spark and they would be at his feet again, worshipping him. This time Tashbash would give him no quarter, certainly not after that beating from Gooey. He’d have the villagers tear him to pieces. And not a sign of Omer yet either. He should have been back days ago. Could it be that he too …? He too …? A cold sweat broke out over his whole body.

Memidik awoke with a start and his hand went to the willow-leaf knife at once. There was a rustling in the sky and he saw the great eagle gathered in a black ball swooping down furiously like a thunderbolt from the skies. At barely a tree’s height his huge wings opened out and he glided along, grazing the ground, on towards the white luminous clouds over the Mediterranean Sea.


38

No word has been heard of Old Halil since the day he left. Nobody, not even his son, not even Long Ali, has given him a second thought. It is just as though such a man had never existed. If Old Halil knew this he would drop down dead of mortification.

A large yellow sheepdog had been following Old Halil like a shadow. It had a reddish-gold streak all down its back and tail and a huge lolling tongue. Old Halil had never liked dogs. He was rather afraid of them and had an idea that they brought a man bad luck. Again and again he chased the yellow dog away. It simply stopped and stared him angrily in the face without retreating an inch. Then, as soon as Old Halil walked on, it padded after him as if nothing had happened.

‘This is an omen, God knows,’ Old Halil thought. ‘Let’s hope it spells something good …’

The grass was scorched yellow and on the tall, tree-like plants the flowers had withered. The Chukurova crackled under the sun, as though the whole plain would have blazed into flames at the stroke of a match.

A long-winged, very long-necked silvery bird glided past him with still, open wings and moved off towards the blue-steaming haze of the Taurus Mountains, keeping very close to the ground as though it were searching for something. This unnerved the old man. He knew the bird’s habit of flying like this at the height of a man, starting from the shores of the Mediterranean and going steadily on till it reached the Taurus, only to swerve back again. Sometimes when it came to the sea it would wing on, for the sea simply extended the flatness of the plain. Then, flying low, it would become aware of the absence of grass and trees and turn back, confused. This bird too, Old Halil thought, augured no good.

The sun was sinking. There was something different about this cursed Chukurova that evening. Suddenly everything about him was dyed red, the earth and river, the trees, the Anavarza crags, the cotton, the hay-ricks, the horses and oxen, the trucks and tractors, the white sail-clouds bubbling up over the Mediterranean Sea … The whole world turned a fiery red. This frightened Old Halil. The next minute all was blue, a heart-warming crystal blue. The Taurus Mountains shimmered in a blue haze and drew so near you could put your hand out and touch them. This too seemed unnatural to the old man. Even the dog was blue now with a narrow deep blue streak all down its back, sharp as a razor’s edge. It made his flesh creep. He stopped and the dog stopped too. He shouted to make it go away. He yelled and pelted it with clods of earth, but it stood its ground, still as a statue. Old Halil did not dare go near it, so he simply walked on and the dog fell in behind him as though nothing was the matter.

The last rays of the day were playing on the Anavarza crags which stood out like a bright island on the flat, shadowy, smoke-smothered plain. At the summit of the crags the remains of an ancient city could still be distinguished with its aqueducts and fortress walls. At night, especially in the moonlight, Anavarza was like a galleon of old, its unfurled sails swollen by the wind, gliding on at a dizzy speed. Rock snakes, spotted the colour of the earth or of iron rust, infested the crags. Their eyes were bright and warm, like stars. No creature has eyes like the cold snake, so endearing, so friendly, like the stars of the Chukurova sky.

Old Halil sat down with his back against a tree. He was sweating. In front of him was a huge mound of cotton. The dog ambled up and laid itself down at his feet, resting its head on its front paws. Somehow this time Old Halil was not angry. There must be something in this, he thought, as he stood there waiting for the labourers to go to sleep. Or rather the watchman, for he knew that such a huge mound of cotton standing like that in the middle of a field could only be cotton for which picking wages had already been paid. In all his life Old Halil had never touched any other cotton. It would have gone against the grain with him to rob the labourers of the fruit of their hard sweating toil in the yellow heat of the Chukurova land. A working man’s due, be it only a penny, weighs heavy and will never foster the fortune of whoever steals it. Old Halil was an old hand at pilfering cotton, among other things. Fifty years of his life had been spent like that. But he had had to give up some years ago. He would never have done this now, were it not for Long Ali’s predicament and for Meryemdje, left up there all alone in the mountains.

At last he moved and the dog rose too. They reached the huge heap of cotton without making a sound and Old Halil began filling up the sack he had brought, calmly, unhurriedly, as though all this cotton was his very own property. He had marked the watchman who was sitting under a tree drinking his soup. This he could tell by the up and down movements of his arm. Old Halil was quick and the sack was soon full. He heaved it up and crept away. But as he was getting out of the field the watchman raised a hue and cry. Old Halil had barely time to throw himself into a large clump of tamarisks. The dog crawled in after him.

They were looking for him all over the place, the watchman and three other men. Once or twice they passed quite near. The dog crouched beside him, hardly breathing. Old Halil stroked its head gently. ‘He’s an old thief dog, to be sure,’ he thought, ‘who’s been through many such perils …’

The watchman seemed to have no intention of giving up the search and after a while Old Halil thought it prudent to change his hiding-place. Swiftly he let himself roll down the slope into a hollow. The dog slipped down after him, but the sack remained in the thicket.

Old Halil heard the watchman’s voice. ‘I spotted him at once,’ he was saying. ‘I thought I’d plenty of time to drink my soup and nab him before he’d got that big sack of his even half full. When did he do it? Where did he vanish to? I’ve never seen such a cotton thief in all my forty years as watchman!’

After this they went away and disappeared into the field. Old Halil crawled out of the hollow and returned to the thicket to get his sack. But to his surprise it was not there any longer. Together with the dog he began to sniff about in the dark. Old Halil had a wonderful sense of smell. He could ferret out anything with only his nose to guide him. But now there was just an odour of burnt grass and rotted tree roots, and not a whiff of cotton or canvas. He began to panic. He must get away from here and into the safety of the town before daybreak. If he were to be caught on the flat plain with a sack of cotton on his back … God forbid, he knew what that would mean! Suddenly, the headlights of a truck were upon him. He threw himself down. The dog did the same. But the lights held him spitted, weighing on him like lumps of lead.

He heard men laughing out loud, their laughter echoing back from the Anavarza crags, then footsteps dangerously near. He clung closer to the ground, but a hand clamped down over his wrist like a vice and dragged him up. He stood exposed in the glare of the headlights, blinking his eyes, unable to see who held him. After a while he made out a hefty youth and five other men. The oldest of them laughed.

‘You’d have thought the man was invisible!’ he exclaimed. ‘Three of us looking for him and if it hadn’t been for the headlights we’d never have found him.’

‘But he’s as old as the hills!’ the hefty youth cried, keeping a firm hold on his wrist. ‘He’s a hundred at least.’

‘More, more,’ Old Halil said. ‘Let me go, my children.’ His long white beard hung woefully down his chest. ‘I gave up cotton thieving long ago. I just had to do it now once, for a very good cause …’

‘To marry your son off perhaps!’ they mocked him. ‘Well, the Chukurova’s going to have a good time with you. It’s seen many thieves but never an old rogue like you.’

With much laughter they jogged him on into the field, trussed up his hands and feet and pitched him down at the foot of the cotton heap, setting his sack still full of cotton beside him. The old man moaned and groaned and pleaded, but they shut him up.

‘That’s enough, you doddering old fool,’ they said. ‘Go to sleep. You’ll have plenty to do tomorrow. Keep your strength for that.’

The dog came and curled up beside Old Halil, who felt a sudden deep ache in him such as he had never experienced before.

As soon as it was light the hefty youth grabbed Old Halil by the shoulders and pulled him to his feet. The old man’s legs almost folded up, but he kept his stand. The youth’s name was Süllü. He had green eyes and a sharp nose in a freckled face. His sun-bleached hair bristled stiffly. He untied Old Halil’s hands and passed a halter round his neck which he knotted firmly. Then he loaded the sack of stolen cotton on to the old man’s back and tugged him forward.

The sun was up the height of a minaret when they reached the first village. Long wreaths of smoke rose high into the sky above the adobe houses.

The youth pulled at the halter and Old Halil, staggering under his load, was dragged into the village. The yellow dog still kept on after him, but at a distance. Its head was hanging low.

A wild clamour broke out in the village as soon as they were sighted. In a moment a screeching horde of children was pelting Old Halil with stones, cow-pats, dried dung, clods of earth, anything. Süllü hauled him on until they came to a massive old mulberry-tree, all white with dust, under which some men were seated on wooden benches, drinking tea. They all started up. One by one they came and spat at Old Halil. From the houses people spilled out, women, old folk, girls. The whole village crowded under the mulberry-tree to spit at him. At every burst of spittle Old Halil’s face tautened and puckered. His right cheekbone was twitching all the time. Soon his face was dripping with frothy spittle. It wore the look of a bewildered suffering child who does not know which way to turn. His eyes blinked continuously under his hanging white brows.

Oaths, curses, abuse rained upon him. For the villagers this was an unhoped-for entertainment. Some voices were raised in objection. ‘Look here, he’s an old man! Don’t do this. It’s a shame …’ But they were lost in the general uproar.

Then, with all the children still yelling shrilly at their heels, Süllü paraded the old man through the streets, smiling triumphantly. The crowd of children stuck to them right up to the elm-trees on the outskirts of the village.

Old Halil’s feet were bare and the red-hot dust of the road burnt his soles. He jumped at every step and his knees trembled. The yellow dog kept after him mournfully. In the oppressive heat the load on the old man’s back felt heavier every passing minute.

As they entered the second village Süllü raised a cry: ‘Cotton thief! The cotton thief …’

The people who had retreated from the heat into their houses poured out and for a few minutes all was a turmoil of shouts and curses and blows. Old Halil vanished into a cloud of dust. Then the tumult subsided. In the sudden stillness the dust settled slowly and Old Halil emerged, hunched over on his knees as though making the namaz prayer. His clothes hung about him in tatters and soiled with dung and spittle. He had lost all human shape, an outlandish creature never seen on earth before. Even his eyes were hidden by mud and spittle and there was only the rapid, endless blinking to show that he was still alive.

Some old people, some women, intervened: ‘This is going too far! You can’t do this to a human being …’

A little boy was sobbing loudly. ‘Grandfather! They’ve killed my grandfather! I’m going to tell father when he comes. I’ll tell him …’

Süllü yanked at the halter, but Old Halil only toppled over, his mud-caked beard spreading out in the dust. When Süllü succeeded in hauling him up it was all the old man could do to keep himself on his trembling legs. He must not be shamed further. He knew these Chukurova people, he knew them for the lowest of the low. They would not scruple to drag him like a dog carrion once he fell. He had seen it done once to some cotton thief and he had laughed …

The heat was unbearable. Fire poured down from the sky. Two youths lifted the cotton sack on to Old Halil’s back. He tottered and rolled to the ground with the sack all over him. Hoots of laughter rose from the onlookers.

‘Get up, will you, you old dog,’ Süllü cried. ‘D’you think it that easy to steal cotton in the Chukurova? Here we are sweating blood for every cotton plant we raise and you come down from your cool uplands and rob us of our sweat, eh? On your feet, dotard!’

He hoisted the old man up again and shoved the sack on to his back.

‘You can’t take that old chap very far,’ the villagers remonstrated. ‘A couple of villages more and he’ll die.’

‘Let him,’ Süllü boasted. ‘I’ll drag him on then through the dust.’ And he walked away with Old Halil in tow, past the adobe houses and on to the burning road again.

They went through two more villages. Old Halil did not jump now as he stepped over the scorching earth. His eyes did not blink any more. When he fell he remained quite still. Süllü tried to heave him to his feet, but in vain.

The village agha looked at Süllü. ‘D’you know where the old rascal comes from?’

‘Of course,’ Süllü answered. ‘We know all about him.’

‘Well then, you’d better take him back to his people at once or he’ll drop dead on you and where will you be? Here, take this cart …’

‘Ah,’ Süllü said regretfully, ‘he deserved ten more villages of this! You saw his eyes, how they were blinking, how cunning …’

Old Halil was flung into the cart without further ceremony. He had not even strength enough to cry out.

The sun was well down in the west and the heat had lessened a little when the cart lurched full tilt into the field where the Yalak villagers were working. Süllü shoved Old Halil’s limp body out of the cart. The yellow dog came up and sniffed at the crumpled figure, then went and squatted some way off, wagging its tail angrily.

‘This fellow here is Old Halil,’ Süllü announced. ‘We caught him stealing cotton. Take him. He’s all yours!’ He whipped up the horses and disappeared in a cloud of dust.

They all crowded about Old Halil, their hearts torn with pity. Some people were weeping. Quickly, they washed and cleaned him and after a while he opened his eyes. Long Ali was beside him. He smiled.

‘I botched it this time, son,’ he said faintly. ‘I got myself caught’ Then his face darkened. ‘Look, Ali, promise me you won’t say a word of this to Meryemdje. She mustn’t know I nearly died because of her. You promise?’

‘I promise.’

‘And get back to her quickly. Poor Meryemdje … You promise?’

‘I promise.’
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Meryemdje is bored to death and more and more afraid. Not a sign of Spellbound Ahmet any more, nor of Tashbash, much less of the peris. Not even bandits or reivers deign to come near this ill-starred village! Meryemdje has nothing to do but go to the forest and gather mushrooms and sweetbriar hips and mountain apples, rose-scented.

It was dark inside the forest, and wet. Circling the east a narrow, shining streak of light broke through the clouds, but the sun was still invisible. Meryemdje was picking mushrooms. Forest mushrooms can be the most delectable food in the world, especially when broiled over a fire. By mid-morning her basket was full of the largest she could find and her back ached. It put her in mind of those who were toiling down in the Chukurova cotton fields under the yellow heat, and that made the pain even worse. How their backs must hurt them now! She could visualize them crawling among the cotton plants like cats with broken backs. She could feel the sores of their mosquito bites. And, worst of all, the finger-tip fear, when to touch anything is sheer torture. And the heat, oh the heat! Hassan and Ummahan rose before her eyes and her heart bled.

It was still a good while to midday when she came home. Suddenly she stopped dead. The basket dropped from her hands and the mushrooms spilled all over the road. She rubbed her eyes, unable to believe that what she saw was not a vision, a dream. She looked again, hard. It was real; it was a man coming up the hill!

It’s Tashbash, she thought, and rejoiced. Then, no, it’s Spellbound Ahmet … But she knew it could be neither. A bandit perhaps? A thief, a smuggler … It might be a foe as much as a friend, but what matter? It was a human being and he was coming this way. Meryemdje picked up the mushrooms quickly and put them back into the basket. But she did not go in. She could not take her eyes off the approaching figure. Suddenly she laughed with glee and took three dancing steps. The world, so empty only a moment ago, was suddenly full and rich, the trees different now, the birds, the flowers, the broken-down houses that had stood like ruins, everything was altered, everything was warm and sunny and laughing. Even the cock perched on top of a bush uttered three long joyful crows, even he felt the world filling up again.

‘I don’t care who you are,’ Meryemdje murmured. ‘Thief or sinner or hardened murderer, it’s enough that you’re coming to me. Oh Allah, my black-eyed beautiful Allah, please don’t go punishing your creatures with solitude. I wouldn’t want even my enemy to suffer what I’ve suffered …’ Then she gave a cry. ‘But what am I doing! You fool, Meryemdje; your lion is coming to see you and you’re still standing here doing nothing …’

She hurried into the house and took her green flannel dress out of her chest. It was kept there for special occasions and she had worn it only three times. Putting it on at once, she then adorned herself with her ear-rings, her nose-ring and also her coral necklace. Over her head she tied her green silk kerchief and after drawing on her white stockings she eyed with some doubt the pair of shoes which the Lady she had worked for years ago in the Chukurova had given her. She almost never wore them, they made her feet so sore. But now she must. Yes, she must look her best for the longed-for visitor.

When she came out again and saw that he was still outside the village, she could not wait. Flinging out her arms she hurried down the road to meet him, a whirlwind of joy. Who could it be? This huge tall youth … Then it came to her in a flash.

‘Omer, my child, my brave lad,’ she cried, throwing herself at his neck. ‘Oh, how glad your Mother Meryemdje is that you’ve come! Welcome, welcome, my good lad. How glad I am to see you, how delighted …’

She hardly knew what to do or say. Omer was struck dumb. He had never expected this and he could not look Meryemdje in the face. Never in his life had anybody shown him so much affection. No one had ever kissed him so lovingly. He tried to kiss Meryemdje’s hand, but he could not move, overcome by a strange, unfamiliar emotion. Something was kneading at his throat.

Meryemdje was much too happy to notice anything. She seized Omer’s hand and drew him on. Inside the house she took out a pallet and cushions and made him sit down.

‘There, my child,’ she said. ‘Sit down and rest, my good lad, my dear Ayshé’s only son. How tired you must be.’

She bustled about and was soon back with a jug of water, a basin, soap and a towel.

‘Take off your shoes,’ she ordered. ‘You’ve come such a long way …’

Before Omer had time to realize what was happening, she had stripped him of his shoes and was washing his feet in the basin. Then she held the jug for him while he washed his face and hands.

That’s Mother Meryemdje all over, Omer was thinking, warm-hearted, overflowing with kindness and love. Good to everyone … And for me she’s always had a particular soft spot … Because of my poor mother. She loved her as a daughter …

‘You lie down and rest,’ Meryemdje was saying, ‘while I make up the fire. You must be famished.’

Quickly she piled some logs into the fireplace. Then as soon as she had the fire going, she found the length of twine strung with corn and went out. The cock was strutting about in front of Hadji’s house. She no sooner cast the string before him than he dashed up and swallowed the com.

‘Stupid fool,’ Merdemdje said. ‘How quickly you forget! Wasn’t it just like this I caught you only a few days ago?’

The cock struggled, sending his feathers all over the place, but Meryemdje had him. She brought him in. ‘Omer, my child,’ she said, ‘will you kill this chicken so I can cook it for you? You must be terribly hungry after walking all this way.’

Omer rose, drawing his long Circassian dagger from his waist. He put his right foot over the cock’s legs, his left on the wings and at one stroke of the sharp dagger he severed his head. The headless cock gave a few hops, took a couple of steps and fell.

Meryemdje picked him up and plucked him. ‘No one can eat another’s due,’ she said. ‘And I’ve got a basket of plump mushrooms too, I picked only this morning. Look, my child. Just the thing for you.’

The wood had burnt itself to a glowing red mass of embers. Meryemdje spread out the embers and laid the mushrooms over them, together with the chicken. The fat meat sizzled.

For the first time Omer raised his head and glanced at Meryemdje. She seemed different to him in the glow of the fire. How thin and scraggy her neck was! It would snap at a touch … It flashed upon Omer that it was this neck he would have to press with his hands when he strangled her.

‘Mother Meryemdje loves me.’ The nagging thought would not leave him. ‘She loved my mother too …’

Appetizing fumes rose from the roasting chicken and Omer felt a sharp pang of hunger.
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The villagers are pleased. They have finished the first pick of the field. So rich is the crop that they know the money they will get will be sufficient to pay back their debts to Adil Effendi, even if they don’t do any more picking.

A cotton boll is usually composed of three to five segments. Sometimes, but more rarely, it may have six or seven. But a boll with only two segments comes hardly once in a thousand. It is called a donkey and the labourer who finds it does not strip it of its cotton. He keeps it whole and makes a ceremonious present of it to the plantation owner who rewards him and sometimes even gives a feast to all the labourers, according to the extent of his generosity.

On the third day of the picking Zaladja Woman had come upon one of these rare bolls. She had tied it up carefully into one end of her headscarf and now nursed great expectations. So did all the others, for everyone knew her secret.

The first crop was picked and over with. That morning everyone rose even earlier than usual. They cast away their dirty garments and dressed as best they could in neat clean clothes. The women adorned themselves with trinkets. Youths and girls strolled lazily among the cotton heaps, tired but proud and happy to have completed their task. The talk was all about the cotton, who had picked the most, and how much money they would get. The tallest mound was obviously Long Ali’s. They still could not get over their amazement at the quickness of his hands. Surely the Chukurova had never seen the like of it. When in a little while the weighers would arrive and set up their platform-scales, they too would never believe that one man had picked all that amount of cotton single-handed.

But for the satisfaction of having got the picking over, no one would have been able to stir from bed for three days. Their backs ached as if broken. A lancinating pain shot through their hearts when their fingers touched anything, making them feel sick and faint. The sores from mosquito bites had suppurated and it was worse with the children. But they did not care now. They hardly even felt the burning sting and twinge of their raw bodies.

First a dust-smothered black Mercedes motor-car drew up near the field. It was the latest model and had been brought over from Germany only six months before. A short, paunchy man got out. He was very dark, with grizzling hair, a round face and violet pouches under the eyes. He wore a white linen suit and held a panama hat in his hand. A gold chain hung over his paunch. He was followed by a dark-eyed young man who stood at attention behind him, his hands joined in respect.

Muhtar Sefer rushed up and bowed low, but as soon as he made himself known the paunchy man burst out laughing. Disgruntled, the muhtar joined his hands obsequiously and tried to laugh too.

‘So you’re the muhtar no one will talk to, eh? Not even your wives and children, eh? Well, I’m talking to you now. Does that make me a bad Moslem? Will something terrible happen to me? Why, there’s not a soul in all the Chukurova who hasn’t heard the story of that saint of yours!’ He held his paunch and rocked with laughter.

The villagers stood quite still, staring, their faces expressionless.

‘This is Muttalip Bey,’ Sefer said, ‘who owns this plantation and many more lands in the Chukurova. A great bey … Our good benefactor …’

‘Now look here, villagers,’ Muttalip Bey said, ‘why don’t you speak to this poor fellow? Just because that saint told you not to? Now then, villagers! Don’t tell me you believe in saints! In this age? Haven’t you seen the jets that take to the air from Injirlik Airport? Don’t you know that men are already travelling into space? A saint in this age? Now, villagers! …’ He held forth in this vein, haranguing the villagers on civilization for a good while. Then he said: ‘I’ve heard that your saint has left his holy mountain and has come down to pick cotton with you. Is he here? Well, fetch him then. Let me see him. Let me be accepted into his holy presence too!’

‘Go and get Tashbash,’ Sefer ordered the watchman. ‘Tell him the law is calling him. Muttalip Bey, the leader of our Party.’

Just then Zaladja took a cringing step forward. With trembling fingers she untied the knot in her headscarf and handed over the donkey-boll to Muttalip Bey.

‘Why, thank you indeed, my clever woman,’ he said.

Suddenly she seized his sleeve. ‘In my dream I saw you,’ she cried. ‘In my dream … Bathed in brightness … Four green eagles, their wings of green light, were circling above you. You entered a big city and the largest of the eagles came to settle on your head, beating its wings and shooting sparks of green light. Such a crowd, such a crowd all around you … Yes, it was you and no other. The people were pleased, cheering and clapping their hands. And all the time green sparks rained over them …’

Muttalip Bey heard her out with a sceptical, belittling smile. It was obvious that he was both pleased with the dream and eager to show he did not believe in such things.

‘May your dream augur well,’ he said when she had finished. Taking out his wallet he drew from it with the tips of two languid fingers a fifty-lira bill and held it out to Zaladja. Then he turned to his dark-eyed young attendant. ‘Drive into town right away and get seven crates of fresh grapes which you’ll bring here and share out to these people.’

Then Shirtless spoke up. ‘Bey,’ he said, ‘it isn’t right what you’ve done.’

‘What isn’t right?’ Muttalip Bey asked, slightly taken aback.

‘Giving Zaladja that fifty lira. She’ll be seeing dreams all the twenty-four hours of the day now. She used to dream only at night, but now … Even in the day …’

There was a burst of laughter. Just at that moment Tashbash appeared in front of the watchman. He came to a standstill before Muttalip Bey, hunched forward as if his belly ached. His eyes were sunken and his face had a suffering look.

‘So this is the great saint?’ Muttalip said, laughing. ‘What’s wrong with you? Are you sick?’

Tashbash did not answer. He did not even lift his head.

‘Hey there, saint! People say you’re a companion of the Forty Holy Men … That you’ve laid a ban on this man here … That you’ve forbidden people to speak to him … Is it true? Why did you do it?’

Tashbash’s head remained bowed.

‘Look here, saint, your fame has spread down to the Chukurova and through the whole of Turkey too. They say a huge tree of light descends over your house every night and shines there for all to see. Is that so?’

Tashbash shrank visibly. He changed colour and his right leg began to tremble.

‘Is the man dumb? Speak up, saint. Have the mice eaten your tongue?’

He now realized that nothing would be got out of Tashbash. ‘Well,’ he sneered, ‘one can’t expect such great and holy men to talk to us poor mortals after having consorted with the Forty Holies!’

A number of trucks and tractors with trailers in tow were drawing up into the field. The bright-coloured vehicles, blue, green, red, orange, yellow, were layered with dust and this gave them a uniformly dun hue. Three platform-scales were lifted down and set up in three different parts of the field. The weighers, three young men, fell to work at once, weighing the cotton and baling it into huge sacks which they loaded into the trucks and trailers.

Muttalip Bey led the muhtar away from the field to the cool spring under the huge planetree. He wanted to know more about this saint. How had he become holy, what miracles had he performed, how had he fallen into this pitiful state? How had he managed to gain so much influence over the villagers as to prevail on them not to speak to a man who was the powerful muhtar of the village? And above all, more important than anything else, what party did this saint vote for? Who knows but that his influence might spread far and wide, this miserable, wretched, crushed, moribund creature … What if he supported the opposition? He must learn all about him and inform the Party headquarters.

There, beside the spring, Sefer told Muttalip Bey all about Tashbash. He had quickly guessed what was on Muttalip Bey’s mind and he lost no time in representing Tashbash as the most militant element of the opposition party.

It was well into the afternoon when they returned to the field. The weighing was over and a clerk with a sun-broiled face and a red tie was calling the villagers one by one by their names and doling out the pay. He looked up at Muttalip Bey. ‘That long fellow there,’ he said. ‘He’s the one who’s picked the most. It’s unbelievable. I made enquiries and it’s true. He picked it all himself, single-handed, not even filching by night like some others do. It seems he tried that once but the others caught him at it and broke his bones. And the one who’s picked least of all is that saint fellow. Even the children did better.’

‘Come here then, long man,’ Muttalip Bey said. His hand went to his wallet and he drew out another fifty-lira bill with the tip of his fingers.

Ali stood at attention before him and without relaxing took the money and saluted. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘May Allah shower his blessings on you and the Lord Halil Ibrahim his plenty on your lands. May they overflow with cotton, always …’

‘Where’s the saint?’ Muttalip Bey enquired.

Tashbash was sitting in a ditch on the side of the field. They pointed him out.

‘Come here, saint!’

Tashbash rose reluctantly. His legs were weaving into each other. Muttalip Bey drew another bill from his wallet. ‘Well, my good saint, it seems you’ve picked no cotton to speak of, not even as much as a child. Is it that saints don’t deign to do such work? Then why not have performed a miracle, some magic that would have gathered you the whole crop in the twinkling of an eye?’

He laughed and the villagers joined in.

‘A real saint will prove himself by picking ten thousand dönüms in one hour and not by bragging and pulling wool over people’s eyes …’

Tashbash’s face twitched and turned purple. His right hand clutched his left and kneaded it.

‘Come now, saint, tell me. Since you’re such a great saint, why didn’t you summon the green-turbaned Invisibles to your aid? Talking big and bluffing’s not enough to make a saint …’

His hearty laughter encouraged the villagers to laugh even more loudly. Then he extended his hand with the fifty-lira note he had been holding all this time. Tashbash looked at the money, but made no move to take it. Abruptly, he turned and walked away, his legs dragging.

Muttalip Bey had not expected this. He felt snubbed and slightly ashamed. Then his eyes rested on Old Halil and at once saw in him a means to save his face. ‘You there, old man,’ he said. ‘What’s your name?’

‘They call me Old Halil.’

‘Take this, and be welcome to it.’

Old Halil clutched at the money. He was wild with joy. ‘Bless you, thank you,’ he shouted and rushed off to Long Ali as quick as his legs would take him. Since his misadventure he walked with a limp as though he had suddenly gone lame. ‘There!’ he said, thrusting the money into Ali’s hand. ‘Now, isn’t that enough? Why don’t you go back to Meryemdje at once? But mind, you promised me, not a word to her about all this, that I cried when I thought she was dead or that I went stealing cotton for her. And you’re not to tell her about this money either. You’ve promised.’

Muttalip Bey had got over his discomfiture by now. ‘Saint indeed! The quack …’ He laughed scornfully. ‘Mystifying people with fabrications about lights, that mangy wretch …’

‘That mangy wretch!’ a few villagers echoed him. ‘Just look at him. A mangy wretch …’ They hooted with laughter. ‘A mangy saint! A mangy mongrel of a saint!’

Tashbash’s head whirled as he walked and it was all he could do to keep himself from falling. He did not want to break down now before the eyes of all those brutes. Every mocking word, every hoot of laughter, hit him on the head like a hammer. He went doggedly on until he came to the door of his wattle-hut and there he collapsed.

It was very hot. Fire rained from the skies.

Girls and youths, young people and old, all had gone to the river. They had thrown themselves into the water, stark naked. Scarred bodies, covered with crusted sores and burns, arms and legs thin as drumsticks, shrivelled bellies, withered sagging breasts … And young girls’ bodies, fresh and full, but marred with scratches and boils. Handsome youths, wiry and sunburnt, but scarred …

Only a little before sundown did the white sail-clouds rise over the Mediterranean and the cooling south wind begin to blow. Dust-devils whirled all over the plain, sparkling. Clouds of dust rose over the web of roads.

The Bald Minstrel produced his saz and struck up a gay tune. The young people eagerly fell into place for the halay dance. Then the grapes arrived, a whole truckload of them. Muttalip Bey had been very generous. Also he had not cut the price of the after-rain cotton, but had paid twenty kurush the kilo for it, just the same as for the unsoiled cotton. Their happiness was complete. In the evening they lit the fires for the ritual sinsin dance.

Only two persons in the village had any knowledge of reading and writing, Long Ali and Memidik. Long Ali had mastered the art while doing his military service. All the letters that came to the village were brought to him, and he also wrote the answers. As for Memidik, after long efforts he had managed to learn a few letters of the alphabet. He was especially proficient in the first three and was now busy tracing them over the waiting trucks. Red, blue, green and yellow a’s, b’s, c’s shone out of the dust.

It was very hot. Fire was pouring out of the sky.

Stretched out in his wattle-hut, Tashbash shivered. His teeth chattered.

Memidik was sweating. He was bathed in perspiration.
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Memidik is seething with revenge, taut and quivering as a steel wire. People notice his restlessness at last, his agitation, how he roams all over the field like one possessed.

Forcefully he plucked the willow-leaf knife from its sheath. The knife whirled through the air three times, tracing three long steel-blue sparkling arcs that flashed again and again.

Steel-green flies in hundreds were weaving their many webs of light. Wasps, yellow-jackets, honey-bees swarmed over the water-melon rinds, their wings a scintillating whirl. Jet planes whizzed up over the Mediterranean leaving streaks of molten silver suspended in the windless sky.

His shadow fell right at his feet, a dark black disc. He had tied a kerchief about his head, but his eyes burned in the glare of the open plain. The angry sun beat down over the stubble and stalks, lashing up millions and millions of tiny sparks as from fragments of broken glass. He was sweating and the sweat on his back was turning to mud with the dust. His lips were cracked from thirst, yet he never even thought of stopping to drink.

Darker now against the incandescent molten silver of the sky, his outstretched wings longer than ever, the lone eagle whirled wildly round and round. With dizzy speed he spiralled up higher and higher until he was only a tiny speck. Then he fell, a round black ball, hurtling to the ground. Memidik heard a loud swishing. At the height of a poplar the eagle flung out his wings and glided off Dumlu Castle way. Memidik followed him with his eyes until he vanished behind the Anavarza crags. Then he hurried on. He entered the woodswamp, he scoured through the marsh where the water bubbled and foamed from the heat. A gunshot rang out from the Dry Jeyhan. He rushed over and hid in the mauve tangle of camel-thistles. The hunter passed in front of him, a slim-necked bird tied to his belt. The bird’s head hung down, limp and sad. Another rifle cracked, another hunter strode by with green-glinting blue birds tied by the legs, their heads dangling.

Rifle shots exploded to right and left.

His eyes narrowed to slits, his face drawn and black with sweat, he emerged from the camelthistles and dashed down to the river. The eagle was coming back, drifting in from Anavarza very slowly, without moving his wings at all, simply floating through the air. Memidik pressed on along the bank. His foot caught in a cleft and got badly twisted, but he never even felt the pain, nor the sun searing into his flesh like a red-hot iron. Breathless, choking, he reached the shelter of a thicket and flung himself against a tree. A slight breeze whiffed in and a twitter of birds arose from the trees.

When he opened his eyes again the sun had set. In a little while the moon rose and the shadows deepened. The darkly-winging eagle was now many times larger. Not a soul was about and the silence rang out hollowly. Then the chirr of crickets filled the emptiness, rising from a nearby mulberry orchard. It came and went, came and went. And now the night was alive with the sounds of many insects. Three long-shadowed men were coming down the bank, heeled by three enormous hounds. When they stopped to talk, the dogs stopped too. Seven hawks fluttered over their heads. Memidik counted them. Lights blinked in the sky from a distant plane and a moment later he heard the roar of its engines. More planes zoomed past tracing red lines under the moon. A large fox slunk past him, flourishing its long tawny brush, so near he could have caught it by only extending his arm. The fox snuffled at the path twice, then, sensing some evil abroad, turned tail and streaked away.

Birds flew overhead with shrill cries. A brief shower of tinselled light fell, snow-like, and then the whole place was aglow from the headlights of a passing truck. On the crest of Mount Hemité a luminous cloud trailed down the slope.

The three men with the dogs no sooner got to the foot of the hill than they disappeared and the road stretched out again empty and white and smooth. Memidik was tired of waiting, tired of the emptiness. He walked over to the shore, his feet sinking into the fine cool sand, and quickly dug himself a little spring. The water gushed out, ice-cold. He drank and felt better. Three times he stamped his foot as he thought of Tashbash. He reminded him of Job, all covered with boils from the crown of his head to the soles of his feet, gathering up the maggots that dropped from his sores to press them in again … Could it be that Allah was testing Tashbash just as he had tested Job? To see whether he would rebel or bow to His will … And Tashbash refused to rebel, that was clear. They could jeer and jibe at him, beat him, humiliate him, but he never uttered a word of protest. The old Tashbash would never have suffered all this. At the first mocking word he would have given as good as he got. Why, he’d have set fire to all the wattle-huts. No, this man was Tashbash of the Lights and no other. He was wearing this disguise on purpose. Ah, these villagers would see what was coming to them! And still they listened to that dog, that hound, that lowdown cur … Gripping his knife until the blood settled in his palm, he rushed to the top of the bank. But there was no one. No one, no one … He dashed down again and leaned against a plane-tree. His feet ached.

The eagle, huge now, was wheeling darkly under the moon. A fiery beam struck the water and skimmed over its surface like a flame.

‘I picked more cotton than anyone else except Long Ali,’ he muttered to himself. ‘And yet what’s the use? What’s the use, Memidik, when you’re dead? Dead, dead, dead! You’re dead as long as that man exists and walks and breathes … You’re a coward, Memidik, a coward, starting up at the flight of a bird, afraid of a shadow, standing by to watch your saint beaten and reviled, God’s very own holy man!’

A long black dust-devil whistled by and the moonlight was drowned in dust. Tiny particles glittered over the stagnant water where waterflies shuttled to and fro under the willows. A stork stretched down its neck, snapped up a frog and gulped three times. The cicadas took up their tremolo and fell silent again. Then everything went dark and black and a deep rumble shook the earth.

Memidik clattered on over the pebbles and up to the top of a hillock overgrown with marjoram. The man must come tonight, he must, he must …

The moon was toppling over to the west when he came back and threw himself panting on to the pebbly bank. A large fish leapt out of the water, three times, casting its silvery reflection down on the pebbly bed.

Memidik’s body arched like a bow. Mad with rage, his heart beating, tearing at his breast, he whirled round and found himself face to face with Sefer, a Sefer twice, three times as big as normal. Fear gripped him in a vice, his arms and legs went limp. Sefer eyed him contemptuously, curled his lips and laughed outright, just as he had laughed at Tashbash. Proud, fearless, swaggering, he walked over to the river-bank, squatted down and struck his lighter with a crack that rang loud in the silence of the night. The flame spurted up and the cigarette glowed and went out, glowed and went out.

Memidik raised himself on his right knee, but Sefer was on his feet again, his shoulders broad as a dark wall. With long ponderous steps he strode into the shadow of the willows and lay down there full length. And still Memidik waited, his knife clutched tightly in his hand, waited for the moment when he would jump and strike without giving his limbs the time to betray him.

He waited and Sefer came back. He sat down on the bank right before Memidik and dangled his feet into the water. Two feet that expanded, contracted, broke up and flowed down with the current, then reappeared in the same place, two enormous feet …

Memidik leaped, and suddenly there before him, barring his way, were the three barebacked horsemen with their panama hats.

‘We couldn’t find Shevket Bey,’ the white-horsed one said.

‘Not even on the shores of the Mediterranean,’ the bay-horsed one added.

The rider of the black horse who mumbled his words said: ‘He’s not in that well either.’

‘But you know where he is! You, only you!’ the white-horsed rider shouted, and his voice rang back from the Anavarza crags. ‘No one else knows. No one, no one …’

‘Show him to us,’ the bay-horsed rider urged. ‘Show us where he is.’

‘Shevket Bey’s dead,’ Memidik whispered. ‘Dead, the poor fellow …’

The black-horsed rider took a jangling pair of manacles from the horse’s neck. ‘Hold out your hands,’ he ordered. ‘We couldn’t get to the bottom of this. You’ll have to deal with the Government then … The gendarmes.’

Memidik put out his arms. The manacles clinked.

‘Oh, let him go,’ the white-horsed rider exclaimed. ‘Damn him to hell, is this a man, this milksop, this coward? He’s not worth your manacles. Come, let’s look for Shevket Bey in that woodswamp.’

They leaped on to their horses and rode away in a clink-clank of manacles. The horses were barebacked, all three of them, and long-flanked, with rumps gleaming warmly in the moonlight.

Sefer was on his feet again. The water grew turbid and the fish whisked out, their bellies flashing and dazzling Memidik’s eyes. A star dropped to the bottom of the stream. There it lay beside the large shining pebbles …

The heat was stifling, clammy.

Memidik whipped the willow-leaf knife out of its sheath and flourished it with all his might. It traced three red, silvered arcs that gleamed like three steel cords under the moon.
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Now they have passed on to another field, also belonging to Muttalip Bey, even richer than the first, with fist-large bursting bolls brimming with cotton. At this sight the Bald Minstrel breaks into a stirring song of joy and thanksgiving, a very ancient song which the villagers have never heard before. But Tashbash, with the ruin of his emaciated body and the humiliation, has reached breaking point. He is not a man to suffer such indignities to the bitter end …

White sail-clouds cumulated in an instant over the Mediterranean Sea, a dazzling foaming mass, and strong gusts lashed out to right and left. The bank of silvery dormant clouds over the Taurus Mountains began to chum. Dust-devils, large and small, spiralled through the plain. Glittering, variegated, they whirled over from Yumurtalik and Dumlu Castle, from Jeyhan town and Bodrum, from Yilankale and Mount Hemité. The furious wind whisked up the cotton and the plants creaked on their stalks. High columns of water were swooped up from the Jeyhan River to come crashing down again. Women’s headkerchiefs, men’s worn oily caps were snatched up by the hurtling dust-devils. The whole of the Chukurova plain, its grass, plants, trees, the gushing sated green of its rice-paddies, its tractors, trucks, horses, donkeys, its bees and insects threshed and tossed in a turmoil of dust and smoke.

Faint and drooping, Tashbash dragged himself from bed and into the field. His mouth was bitter as though he had swallowed some poison. He halted fifty paces from the group of pickers and put his hands on his hips. They stared at him with growing fear. He was changed suddenly, larger, towering, as in his days of anger and prophecy. Those who still had some doubts cast them away that instant.

‘It’s our Lord Tashbash himself,’ they muttered. ‘Just like this he used to scold us in anger, his hands on his hips, up in the village, the holy man …’

Tashbash had worked himself into a passion. He was going to speak. He gulped once or twice. The villagers were all ears, ready to drink in his words, their eyes glued on him, afraid, repentant, burning with curiosity.

He did not speak. He waited, scanning the faces before him, inscrutable, with just a shade of indulgence, a touch of sadness coming from deep down, serene … His eyes rested on his wife and children for a while. They passed on to Hassan and he smiled a little, a happy contented smile. Hassan smiled too. Tashbash bowed his head, then he turned and limped away. They watched him go and went back to their work as though nothing had happened.

Hassan rushed after him and caught his hands. ‘Don’t go away, Uncle Tashbash,’ he pleaded. ‘When I grow up I’ll take your revenge on Gooey for you. I’ll show them all. Please, please don’t go!’

Tashbash lifted the boy up to his breast and kissed him. He put him down and walked off in silence.

Up in the air the great eagle floated, serene with outstretched wings, oblivious of the unleashed winds. It seemed to Memidik that Tashbash was looking at him too and a bitter angry pain such as he had never known before clutched at his heart and settled there.

The tempest rocked the trees, the river, the swamp, the sky, the whole earth, like a cradle. The Jeyhan River heaved from its bed and crashed back again, swirling, gushing, with a deep sounding boom like the sea.

With the nylon bag of matches Hassan had given him held tightly in his left hand, Tashbash made his way down the river and as he went wonderful scents assailed his nostrils such as he had never smelt before. They made him feel drunk and faint, as though the whole thing was a dream. Mustering the little strength that was left in him he pressed on. Colours exploded in front of his eyes, dappled with white and black. The heaving, churning river advanced upon him. Ragged clouds whirled low, plants, trees, stalks tossed in a turmoil of dust. Birds started from their nests in fear, beasts, bees, insects fled out of their holes. The sky had fallen into confusion, a riotous medley of moon and stars, of blue and light, of yellow and green. Stars shot from one end of the sky to the other.

He was up to his waist in water. The waves beat upon him, cool and refreshing … He looked back and saw a huge dog coming after him. He smiled.

The waters shook, the trees on the shore, the banks of the river quaked and the ground under his feet slipped away. The green, shining, dream-textured cobwebs shattered and fell apart, the steel-glinting threads of light broke up, flowers, green leaves, water, swamp, all surged by in a frothing mass. A ferment of stars tossed overhead, endlessly whirling this way and that. He laid his tired head on the roots of a bush. It was a chaste-tree in bloom. He breathed in deeply. A fantastic dream … While the waters lapped at his feet, cool and gentle.
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That Tashbash should depart from them in this way is a thing they never expected. At first no one says a word, so dumbfounded are they all. Then the whisperings begin, slow, hesitant …

Stand on the edge of a good cotton field and at a casual glance you will simply see the green leaves and only afterwards the pure white cotton bursting from the bolls. The plants are waist-high and in between the green sprays each brimming boll is as large as your fist. If the field is poor, the plants shed their leaves quickly and only the cotton remains. It is as though it had snowed, a spotless expanse of white. But there are no flowers at all. A rich fruitful cotton field is like a vast garden with thousands of brightly-coloured flowers. Such a field takes the edge off the Chukurova heat. There, the warm muddy water that is like blood to drink flows cooler somehow. It is a blessing for labourers to hit on such a field, and so it was for the Yalak villagers. But for this, they would have been much more troubled by Tashbash’s disappearance. It would have preyed on them and would have taxed their work-weary bodies even more.

This riot of bright flowers will wither and fall off in a little while. The pods will grow into bolls and split open. Like fluffy white clouds the cotton will gush out to its first light of day. And the villagers will rejoice as they start picking again. ‘As good as the first crop,’ they’ll say. ‘And the third crop’s sure to be like this too.’ They will think nothing of their weariness and will rain blessings on Muttalip Bey.

He came again very early in the morning in his black dust-covered Mercedes. He had not slept all night, nagged by the recollection of the saint in the cotton field, of how he had refused to take his money and had turned his back on him. Strange people these saints. One never knew with them. He was bitterly sorry for his brutal conduct of yesterday. Was that the way to treat a holy man? A man who had won for himself this reputation? As if he were a simple peasant or any old thief or wrongdoer …

He clambered out of the car and summoned Sefer. ‘Take me to the saint,’ he ordered. ‘I must see him at once.’

Sefer did not know what to say. The villagers were silent too. Muttalip Bey’s face clouded over with fear. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked in sudden agitation.

Then the boy Hassan spoke up: ‘He’s gone,’ he said. ‘He was angry with you all and so he went away. To the Mountain of the Forty Holies. Yes, that’s what he told me. And he said also, I won’t do them any harm. Don’t let them be afraid that I’ll revenge myself for all their wickedness. But I won’t do them any good either. That’s all. And then he went away.’

‘Which way did he go?’

Hassan pointed down the river. ‘That way. He just walked off and never came back.’

Muttalip Bey had turned yellow. Without a word he jumped into his car. Memidik just had time to trace an a, b, c over the dusty trunk.

Driving back, Muttalip Bey laughed half regretfully. ‘Well, we’ve missed the saint! Now where are we going to find him? Who knows what miracles he might have performed …’

The villagers were talking to each other in hushed tones.

‘What did Muttalip Bey say?’

‘He said, oh dear, I’ve let him go, the only true saint of our times …’

‘What did he say? What did he say?’

‘He said, with my own two hands I’ve ruined my own house. I’ve offended him, this true saint who came to me, unlucky creature that I am! My face is black with shame now in the eyes of God.’

‘What, what? What did he say?’

‘How could I be so stupid, he said. When did I ever have such a plenteous crop? Never, not even half, not one tenth. But this year, thanks to the saint, my fields flowed over with good cotton. Oh, I’ve blinded myself with these two hands …’

‘What? What?’

‘He said that if he found him again, our Lord Tashbash, if he could only see his beautiful face again, he would cherish him as a treasure and never let him go.’

On and on they talked until the south wind came up. Muttalip Bey returned three times in his big black car. He passed silently before them, his face black as thunder.

Shirtless was haranguing the villagers, his tall bulky frame towering above the others. ‘He’ll come back,’ he assured them. ‘Holy men never abandon their own creatures. They are not vindictive or resentful, never angry. Hassan’s lying, don’t worry. Children are the greatest liars on earth. They lie all the time. Of course our saint wouldn’t turn away from us.’

Muhtar Sefer kept apart and never said a word, but Gooey Apti was cursing at the top of his voice. In a cold sweat he poured imprecations on Tashbash and all the saints, on Sefer, on the trees and birds and clouds, on whatever came to his mind. ‘Let them kill me,’ he howled, crazed with fear. ‘Come on then, let them strike me dead. What are they waiting for? If that Allah’s got such power, then here I am, let him destroy me. What’s he waiting for? What, what?’

He stamped and fumed like a madman, froth spurting from his mouth. His face was drawn and white as a sheet.

Zaladja’s voice rose above the others. ‘I saw him in my dream,’ she began. ‘My Lord Tash …’ But they shut her up. ‘Damn your dreams,’ they said.

Old Halil was wringing his hands, weeping like a fountain. ‘What, what do they know of anything human, these wretches, of anything good, that they should appreciate someone like you, my own brave lad, my saintly Tashbash …’ There was a long tear at the back of his shalvar-trousers and he had tucked them up his legs. He wandered about from one person to another. ‘What do you know, what?’ he kept repeating to everyone.

Okkesh Dagkurdu, his mind more than ever on the palace he was building up for himself in Paradise, was deep in his namaz prayers. Whenever anyone came near him he recited incantations and blew upon whoever it was to exorcise him. ‘God forbid, God forbid!’ he muttered, stroking his greying beard. ‘There are no miracles, no magic in our religion. Tashbash was a good man, but these people did such things to him that he forgot his true faith. And then they drove the poor fellow into the wilderness … No, no. God forbid, God forbid …’

Long Ali grieved silently for his friend.

‘I’m going to go to him,’ Hassan said. ‘He’s up on the summit of Mount Düldül.’

Snow-capped Mount Düldül, with its spiry crest and dappled flanks, was visible from the Chukurova, standing out against the blue, bright and cool.

The Bald Minstrel had been airing contradictory views since that morning. ‘You egged him on, the poor man, until he went mad. Saint or not, you drove him mad. He was sick anyway, couldn’t stand on his feet, couldn’t even take a couple of steps. Maybe he was a holy man, maybe not, but he was too weak to walk. Go and find the poor fellow. Let his relatives search for him. He must be somewhere around, quite near. Most likely he’s collapsed at the foot of a bush and is lying there moaning for help. Ah, Tashbash never deserved this. If he’s a saint then there’ll be a light where he is. You’ll see a light and you’ll know he’s there for sure. Come on, be quick. And if he’s not a saint … Then there won’t be any light. There won’t be anything … But you’re all his relatives, you used to be at his beck and call. And now you won’t even go and look for him …’

The women, the young girls clustered about Tashbash’s wife.

‘Did he touch you after he became holy?’ Batty Bekir’s wife kept asking her. ‘Did he make love to you, our Lord Tashbash? Ooooh, think of it!’

She did not answer. Seeing they could get nothing out of her, they fell to talking among themselves.

‘Tashbash is like a raging bull,’ was Zaladja’s pronouncement. ‘Let him get hold of a woman, even his own wife, and do you think he’ll let go of her?’

‘Like a bull …’

‘What bull, for God’s sake! He could hardly stand, the poor chap!’

‘Hah, that’s how it seemed to you …’

‘Who knows how saints make love …’

Out spoke Batty Bekir’s wife knowingly: ‘A saint is like a live coal. You burn and tremble and go mad at his touch. Oh, I’ve seen Tashbash many times …’ And she let out a gay jingling peal of laughter.

‘I’d give everything I have for the nail he cuts off his little finger and throws away,’ Fatmadja declared. ‘I’d sacrifice all the mountains, all the Chukurova, the whole world for him. Look what he’s done for my poor girl, bed-ridden these eight years! Look, just look.’

‘Why don’t you speak, you god-damned woman? Did Tashbash go to bed with you or not? If he did, how was it? And if he didn’t, what did he say, what did he do? Now come on, lass, tell us, do!’

Pale Ismail’s daughter, who was now the muhtar’s wife, harried her to distraction. ‘Oh, leave me alone, sister,’ Tashbash’s wife said at last. ‘I’ve got enough worries as it is. More than I can bear. How could anyone go to bed with a saint? A saint is like the fury of the Lord. He strikes terror into your heart and makes you feel faint all over …’

‘But did he try to make love to you?’

‘Oh, leave me alone, sister! Don’t you see how worried I am?’

‘But did he lust for you? Did he go wild with desire?’ Pale Ismail’s daughter was trembling. She flung out her arms and stretched herself lasciviously. ‘Didn’t he take you in his arms and press you close, close, so close your bones were breaking?’ Her face was flaming red. She clenched a handful of hot earth in her hand and rubbed her naked buttocks over the burning ground. ‘Did his flesh touch yours?’ Her eyes swooned. She was almost senseless with rapture.

‘Go away, sister. Leave me be. Don’t go adding to my troubles.’

Home-Leave Memet was moaning. He writhed on the ground, shaking with fever, nothing but a bag of bones now. ‘Gone, gone!’ he kept saying. ‘He’s gone too …’

The fight broke out quite suddenly. A large group of villagers fell upon each other with stones, sticks and clods. It went on for an hour and almost everyone joined in. The odour of sweat spread through the rising dust.

Then the drover stopped before them, a tall burly man. He raised his long staff in the air. ‘There’s not a missing animal this year. I’ve got them all in the woodswamp where the watering’s good; cows, sheep, goats, horses, donkeys, every one of them. Look here, what are you fighting about? Now, that’s enough then.’

It was good news this about the livestock. In a moment they forgot all about Tashbash and the fight petered out …

‘I’ve heard you’re in clover this year,’ the drover said. ‘The crop’s good, you’ve had a good pick and made pots of money. As for me, I’ve taken good care of the livestock. They’ve grown so fat and sleek you won’t know them. So look sharp now, folks.’

People knew what that meant. They all produced a lira apiece from their pockets or their purses and filed up one by one before the drover, each dropping a coin into his open palm.

It was a hot night again, mosquito-ridden. They brought in sesame stalks from a neighbouring field and kept up fires till morning. The field seemed strewn with stars.
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Omer has been staying with Meryemdje for days now. They eat and drink and walk in the forest and gather mushrooms. Omer goes hunting and brings back birds and hares. Every night he makes up his mind to finish his job and kill Meryemdje, but just as he is about to strangle her, he thinks: ‘Let her live another day, dear Mother Meryemdje. She’s sleeping so peacefully now …’ And he turns away, trembling with emotion. Every night he lives over and over again the frenzy of killing and the ecstasy of renunciation. ‘Not tonight, but tomorrow … Tomorrow I’ll do it without fail.’

Mother Meryemdje was asleep, huddled up, her thin black lips pouting like a child’s. It was light already although the sun had not yet risen. Her withered face wore in sleep an expression of contentment. Sometimes she smiled like a slumbering child. Omer had never in his life known such a warm person, brimming over with love. Nobody could love as his dear Mother Meryemdje, nobody, not even one’s own mother or father or brother or sister, or one’s own dear love … Tears came to his eyes as he saw her bare feet with their worn furrowed heels sticking out of the blanket. He covered them up gently.

‘Tonight,’ he thought. ‘It must be tonight, Mother dear. There’s no other choice for me. I did my best to put it off just because you’re so nice. Today I’ll get three partridges for you, Mother dear. I’ll pick a lot of mushrooms and cut off ever so many slices of yalabuk from the pine-trees so you should have a really good meal before you leave this world. So you should go happy, my beautiful Mother. How good you’ve been to me! No one, not my own mother, could ever have loved me like you’ve done, God bless you. But tonight’s my last chance. Very soon the villagers will be coming back from the Chukurova, and then Sefer will never give me my money. I’m sorry, but it must be tonight. Ah, how I shall mourn for you when I have done it! Damn this poverty. If I’d only had a pair of oxen, if Bedriyé had been mine, would I ever have touched a hair of your head, my rose, my good mother? Why, I’d have taken you into my house. I’d have cared for you always. But there’s nothing I can do, nothing. I’ve no time left …’

Two large tears rolled down his cheeks and into his collar. He looked at Meryemdje’s face and the tears flowed down more quickly. ‘Tomorrow,’ he thought. ‘Tomorrow morning she won’t be here any more, the little Mother, smiling like a babe in her sleep …’

Just then Meryemdje woke up. ‘Omer, my child!’ she exclaimed and clasped him in her arms. ‘My good brave lad, what’s wrong? You’re in trouble and you never told me! What is it? What’s making you weep like that in the grey dawn? Tell your Mother Meryemdje. I’ll do everything to help you, my child, everything …’

Somehow he could not stop his tears. Then he pulled himself together and gave a forced smile. ‘It’s nothing, my good sweet Mother,’ he said. ‘Nothing …’

Still smiling fixedly he wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve.

Meryemdje looked at him sternly and hurried down from the roof. She washed her face and tidied up her hair. Then she waited for Omer to come down. ‘It’s no use,’ she told him, taking the little finger of his right hand. ‘You’re going to tell me what’s worrying you and together, the two of us, we’ll think out something. Don’t say no, because you will. I won’t let go of you till you do. I’ll pester you day and night until I find out what made you cry. Now come on, child, tell your Mother, tell her and see if she won’t find a way to drive away your sorrow … Either you kill me or you tell me.’

Omer laughed. ‘I’ll tell you tonight, Mother,’ he promised. ‘I’m going hunting now, so let me go. Tonight at midnight you’ll know.’ He drew his hand from hers and walked off towards the forest. ‘You stay here today, Mother dear. Make us a good large fire, for I’m going to bring back partridges and mushrooms and lots of yalabuk. And at midnight I’ll tell you everything.’

‘All right then, go my child,’ Meryemdje called after him. ‘Good hunting!’

For the first time she thought about Omer and his untimely coming to the village. She had been so overjoyed at his arrival that it had never occurred to her to ask him a single question. But now she began to wonder. Why had he left the Chukurova, this lad, when the picking was in full swing? What evil had come upon him? Was he in hiding? In trouble with the authorities?

‘Ah,’ she blamed herself, ‘fool woman that you are! Never once asking the lad if anything’s wrong … He, of course, couldn’t say anything. And now he’s hurt. That’s it, he’s hurt and won’t speak any more. His pride won’t let him. Ah, you stupid, fool woman, Meryemdje!’ She was so vexed and angry with herself she felt like tearing her hair. ‘Hard-hearted Meryemdje,’ she cried. ‘It’s a stone you’ve got here, not a heart … But I’ll get it out of him yet,’ she said obstinately. ‘Pride or not … And I’ll help, oh yes I will. I’ll sacrifice myself for my Omer, I will. Sacrifice myself …’

Omer returned in the afternoon with three partridges and a basketful of large mushrooms. He was grinning, pleased with himself. ‘I laid a snare for them and they fell for it in no time. And just look at these mushrooms! They’re always very big at the foot of that rock. Come, Mother, let’s pluck the birds and … But you haven’t got the fire ready … All right, I’ll do it.’

Meryemdje barred his way, firm as a rock. ‘I’m not stirring from here until you tell me what’s been worrying you.’ She seized him by the collar. ‘Tell me now, Omer dear, and I’ll find a way. I’ll give my life to help you … Now look, if you don’t confide in me I won’t touch those partridges of yours. I’d rather die of hunger. Ah, stupid head of mine! How is it I never realized you must be in trouble! And in bad trouble too …’

The partridges lay there on the ground, the mushrooms in the basket, the yalabuk in its pieces of bark, but Meryemdje would not budge. Omer saw that there was no escape. She would not yield. It was growing dark.

‘Well, Mother, I’m going to tell you what it is,’ he said. ‘But there’s nothing you can do about it.’

‘We’ll see,’ she snapped.

‘Mother,’ he began, ‘you know Bedriyé. Well, I’m in love with her. Madly. But her parents will not give her to me. I was so sick at heart I didn’t know what I was doing. I found myself up in the mountains, walking to the village. And then I saw you. We all thought you were dead. So, you see, you saved me really. That’s all. This morning I thought of Bedriyé. I thought that she will never never be mine, and so I cried. Who’d give his daughter to an orphan, a nobody like me?’

Meryemdje was relieved. ‘Bedriyé will be yours, my child,’ she said calmly. “Your Mother Meryemdje will see to that. I’ll tackle her father and see he gets whatever he wants, money, cattle … Or else we’ll take the girl by force. You’re not an orphan. You’re Meryemdje’s own son. Now, don’t give it another thought. I’ll have your wedding festivities going full swing as soon as the village is back. Bedriyé will be yours.’

Omer’s heart thrilled with pleasure. ‘Oh, Mother, d’you think so?’

He built up a huge fire and Meryemdje plucked the partridges, washed and salted them, talking all the time.

‘Look what the lad’s worrying about! Call that a worry? Well, I wish everyone had troubles as easily solved. Yes, Omer dear, you just watch and see how your Mother Meryemdje will get you your Bedriyé as smoothly as drawing a hair from a pat of butter.’

They ate the partridges and mushrooms and, when they had had their fill, they climbed up on to the roof and sat on the bedding.

Omer had heard the story of his mother and his father from many lips. There was even a song about them that the Bald Minstrel used to sing. And this is how Meryemdje told it:

‘Your mother, my child, was from the village of Kirkisrak, the White Mare, up in the Binboga, which are the Mountains of the Thousand Bulls. There the trout in the streams are a remedy for sickness, and the heather-scented honey has healing gifts. It is a lovely country, the Binboga, alive with the scent of flowers. The earth there sings out softly like a lullaby. Its people are beautiful, the loveliest in the world. Your father was from our village. He went to the Binboga hills and there he saw your mother. He was a good horse-keeper, your father. Your mother was the daughter of a Turcoman Bey who had a stable full of noble horses. Your father became groom there. Every day the horses he groomed grew more beautiful and the Turcoman Bey was ever so proud. But then your father lost his heart to your mother, the Turcoman Bey’s daughter, and when the Bey got wind of it he turned your father out. But your father simply could not tear himself away. All about the village he wandered, day and night, hungry and thirsty and wretched, until one day your mother said: “Take me away. I know he’ll kill us both in the end, but we can’t go on living like this. At least if we die, let it be together, in each other’s arms.” So your father took her by the hand and brought her to our village. And then you were born. And three years later there was a great tumult in the village all of a sudden, shouting and screaming and people running to your house. I ran too. And when I came to the door what should I see! Your mother and your father dead, murdered in their sleep, their heads severed from their bodies, and you there between the two bodies, a tiny baby steeped in blood, playing with the severed heads … After that you were left to the mercy of the villagers. They looked after you somehow, my poor unlucky child. The dirges they sang over your mother … About the cruel Turcoman Bey …’

Above in the sky the stars teemed and flowed, and under the stars a stirring song sang by a warm male voice spread in the night through the steppe. We have sat together on the spring earth of a hundred thousand years, sang the voice, and loved with a love of a hundred thousand years, a love as old as the earth. In love we have found each other and in death again we are together. Ah, together we have sat on the warm earth of a thousand springs and our fresh young blood has flowed and mingled … And the song unfurled and dwindled into the distance. As it faded away Meryemdje slept.

‘Mother,’ Omer said softly. And then, ‘Mother,’ again. But Meryemdje was fast asleep.

He took her hand. It was warm …

But what a thin neck she has, Omer thought. One would hardly give it a squeeze and she’d breathe her last.

Slowly his hands went to her neck, tense. They rested upon it, warm, soft, withered. Suddenly he broke into a cold sweat, his hands went numb and his heart thumped against his breast. Well, go on, a voice inside him said, what are you waiting for? Go on, just a little squeeze and it’ll be over. Squeeze, squeeze … He was bathed in sweat. The hands came away. He found himself sitting on his bed again, his whole body sore, as though it had been beaten in a mortar.

‘It doesn’t matter if I don’t do it tonight,’ he said to himself. ‘I can always do it tomorrow. Sefer’s getting impatient, I know, but what does it matter! Let her live another day. Dear good Mother Meryemdje. Another day, just one more day in this world she loves so much … Tomorrow I’ll get three more partridges for her. Let her eat them and go full and happy into the other world.’

Slowly Omer came to himself. Half asleep … Half in a dream …
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The event is a staggering shock for the villagers and strikes terror into them. Then, gradually, the smouldering fire in their hearts turns to ashes.

From below the woodswamp where the willows grow thick near the stream the voice of a woman rose in a long piercing cry that filled the plain and resounded from the mist-swathed island of the Anavarza crags. The labourers in the fields were chilled with fear by the strange unearthly sound.

The first rays of the sun fell among the willows. The dead man’s shalvar-trousers, the cords of his sandals had got tangled in the roots and branches of the trees. One arm, flung out like the broken wing of a bird, flowed down with the stream. The other, on his breast, held in a rigid grip the nylon bag of matches, Hassan’s gift. His hair undulated in the downflowing water. His black eyes were open, huge and alive. They opened and closed again as the water passed over them. On his face was the ghost of a smile, only half asleep, dreaming, in a vision. His long shadow fell over the pebbly bed of the stream and swayed gently in the morning sunshine.

Damsel flies flashed back and forth from the body to the shore like lightning. A big green fly grazed the surface of the water in a sparkle of wings, striving to get at the submerged form. Surprised, frustrated, it buzzed angrily, diving down and zooming up again with furious speed. His shalvar-trousers were rent from the knee down and the torn strip flowed away from the leg. A shoal of tiny fish dashed over the shadow swaying on the white pebbles. One instant they clung to the dead man’s ears and face like leeches, and the next, at a slight movement, they scattered away to flit back again and again.

The shrill, long scream pealed through the plain three times. Three times the Anavarza crags returned the sound.

Shirtless held the screaming distracted woman by the arms to keep her from throwing herself into the water over Tashbash’s body.

‘Sister, don’t! Sister, be patient,’ he kept saying. ‘It’s Allah’s will … He’s dead, our saint, our great Lord Tashbash. May Allah grant you patience to bear your sorrow. Anyway he was lost to us, dead already when he became a holy man. Now it’s his body that’s gone too …’

She let out three rending screams and struggled to free herself from Shirtless’s hold. ‘My saint! Mine! My own, my holy one,’ she sobbed. ‘This is what they’ve brought you to with their spite and their jealousy. You were above them. You were the chosen one and they couldn’t bear it.’ Her screams rolled through the endless plain.

All the Yalak villagers were gathered on the edge of the bank, quite still, frozen, their eyes riveted on the gently-swaying body in the water and its long, long shadow at the bottom of the stream. Away from the others, three hundred paces down the bank, Sefer stood on the shingle facing the sun that was up now the height of a poplar. His face was yellow, drained of all blood, even the lips. Vague things flitted through his mind, and as he looked at Tashbash’s dead eyes, huge and staring, he felt himself sinking into black despair. There was nothing he could do any more. Nothing.

The villagers were paralysed. They just stood there, fear growing in their hearts. The sun rose in the sky.

In the end Old Halil seized Durmush by the arm. ‘Come with me,’ he said. ‘Let’s go and get the poor fellow’s body out of the water. Alive you worried the life out of him, and now you’re afraid of his corpse. And well you may be … You’re quite capable of not even giving him a proper burial! Now look sharp, you dogs … Memidik, get going at once.’

They were afraid, but they dared not disobey Old Halil. Reluctantly they followed him down the bank to the willows. Old Halil rolled up his trousers and entered the water. He disentangled Tashbash’s sandals from the willows and his trousers from the branches. The body started floating off with the stream.

‘Hold him!’ Old Halil shouted in alarm. ‘Catch him, you idiots. He’s slipped out of our hands.’

Memidik plunged into the stream and caught Tashbash by the arm. He dragged the body out on to the shingle. At that moment Tashbash’s wife shook off Shirtless’s hold and flung herself over the corpse.

‘My Tashbash, my noble kind companion, they’ve killed you,’ she wept.

The villagers stirred at last. They crept down to the shore and formed a circle round them. Shirtless came up and pulled her off her husband.

‘Be patient, sister, be patient. One can’t die with the dead,’ he said to her.

Then the Bald Minstrel approached slowly. His shadow fell over the dead man. ‘His body is here, but he himself is on the Mountain of the Forty Holy Men,’ he said, his voice loud and solemn.

Hassan crept up after him. The nylon bag with the matches was still in Tashbash’s rigid hand over his breast. The water had not penetrated it. Hassan’s eyes filled with tears. He bent over and looked at Tashbash’s face very closely. Then he stroked his hand gently.

The sun grew hotter and hotter and the body dried. He lay there very lonely under the sun. His wife suddenly collapsed on a tussock and intoned the traditional lament in her beautiful husky voice, broken with grief.

‘Why do you lie there, oh my beloved, in the heat of the morning,’ she keened, ‘and I waiting for you …? Why, oh my beloved, oh why …? Ah woe, ah woe, the light is raining on your grave … Oh, why do you lie there under the sun …? Why don’t you mount your fine white steed, oh my beloved …? Why don’t you come to me …?’

Some women joined her, taking up the keening in turns.

From over Mount Aladag the great eagle winged down into the plain. Tracing a large circle he glided along the river and his shadow fell on the clear bright river-bed. There he remained above the crowd, his huge wings outstretched in the misty blueness, floating, immovable in the sky.

The dead man lay there on the shingle.

‘This body does not need the washing rites,’ the Bald Minstrel pronounced knowingly. ‘Nor a shroud either. He’s got his clothes anyway and we have no shroud here. I’ll say the prayers over him and we’ll make the funeral namaz here right away. Then we’ll build a shrine for him on that hill over there. Anyway Tashbash won’t remain in his grave, that’s sure. He’ll go up into the Mountain of the Forty Holies not later than tonight. This body doesn’t need any of the ordinary funeral rites.’

And at once he intoned the prayers. The villagers took up positions behind him and afterwards they all made the namaz together.

‘Now then, let the young men carry him. Come on, Memidik …’

Muhtar Sefer had never moved all this time. He still stood there on the shingle, away from the others, his face yellow and drawn.

Four youths picked up the body and held it high in the air as they would a coffin. They made their way up the hill amidst the scent of marjoram. Slowly the others followed, sad and frightened. The grave was quickly dug. The villagers threw into it large bunches of marjoram they had picked on the way. Tashbash was covered with blue-flowering marjoram. Not a word, not a sound came from anyone. And still Sefer stood planted there by the side of the stream.

No one picked cotton that day. The women set to cooking the funeral feast. Tarhana soups, bulgur pilaffs with tomatoes, even okra and aubergines from a nearby vegetable garden … Memidik had also provided some francolins and pigeons. In the afternoon, as the sun was sinking in the west, all the food was carried to Tashbash’s wife and laid on large cloths outside her wattle-hut. The villagers sat down cross-legged around the cloths, the women apart from the men. Before starting to eat and also after the end of the meal the Bald Minstrel recited prayers for the peace of Tashbash’s soul. And then, in the evening, after the last yatsi namaz he said an extra prayer and everyone joined in.

‘Allah grant you long patience, sister,’ they said to Tashbash’s wife. ‘One doesn’t die with the dead. Allah grant him mercy and peace. He was a good man. He never did anyone any harm …’

One by one they went up to her with these words and then left.

That night Muhtar Sefer never slept at all. He felt crushed inside and afraid too, but why he could not tell.

They were roused long before sunrise by the sound of the Bald Minstrel’s voice. They sat up in their beds listening to his deep strong tones accompanied by the saz.

That instant the waters held their flow, the Minstrel sang. The rivers and streams were frozen in their courses that instant. The fountains and springs turned dry. And that instant the winds dropped, not a leaf stirred, the seas and lakes were smooth. The birds stopped in mid-air, their wings bound. The grass did not grow, the flowers did not bloom. The night never ended, nor did it begin. And there was no light, nor darkness. The darkness was frozen. The stars did not shine or twinkle. They froze. The forest held its rustling and the ants did not creep. That instant even men’s hearts stopped beating and everything on earth and everything in heaven came to a standstill. Young buds would not break open, fires would not flame. The mountains would not awake to the day and even the smoke would not rise in the sky. That instant when our Lord Tashbash died, when he gave up his earthly breath, the whole of creation paid its silent homage and all was hushed and still.

It was a dark dark night, a night of unrelieved blackness. And then from afar, with long piercing screams the birds came, tiny birds as big as a thumb. Bright birds of light, millions and millions of them, filling the night and the sky, millions of sparks of light that rained over the shrine of Tashbash. All through the night they flashed and glittered, a sparkling river of light. All through that night, till day dawned …

As the sun rose the Bald Minstrel’s saz slipped from his hands on to the warm earth. It lay there, long and slim, among the cotton plants. And the Bald Minstrel remained sitting beside it, erect, motionless, as though frozen. The villagers stared at him and shivered. The sun was quarter-high when he moved. He picked up his saz and took it into his wattle-hut. Then he joined the cotton pickers. A feeling of gladness suffused his heart as he plucked the cotton out of the first boll.

The millions and millions of tiny spangled lights moved on to the west. The night stopped, the light, the brightness, the darkness were still. Only the tiny sparkling screaming spangles.

Beads of sweat sprang out on the Bald Minstrel’s yellow, saffron face.
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Three times the big eagle wheeled in the sky, leaning slightly on his left wing, as though flying sideways.

It was very hot, a blinding heat that flung the birds in the sky dead beat on to the ground. The sun was still quarter-high and the labourers were picking away slowly, wearily, when Sefer came striding into the field, his rifle slung over his shoulder, a whip in his hand. He was wearing his newest, grandest clothes: breeches and riding boots, a black coat, white shirt and red necktie, and even a felt hat. He paused well in sight of all the villagers and placed the hand that held the whip to his waist in an effort to appear proud and unconcerned. His face was emaciated, sallow, and the long furrows that ran down his neck gave him a bitter look. His eyes were the eyes of fear, restlessly rolling, his lips white, bloodless. But the expression on his face changed every minute, mournful, dull, fierce, brutal, then childlike, afraid, weary and then again suddenly challenging. And all the time the wide fixed smile never left his lips and he kept up his defiant stance, his huge imposing body planted there, his right leg flung forward.

Memidik’s hands stopped picking. Like greased lightning he shot forward, so fast that not a soul realized how and when it happened. His right hand flashed and sparkled in the hard sunlight. Three times it rose and fell, rose and fell, rose and fell.

Sefer crashed to the ground bellowing: ‘Oh, Mother, I’m lost!’ He drew his legs up to his belly again and again, quivered, and then he was still, stretched out in all his length, rigid.

The villagers were struck dumb. They could not even move. Memidik stood over the body, still holding the bloodstained knife. Then he shook his hand and the knife fell beside the body over the soft earth at the foot of a blue-flowering cotton plant. His face was chalk-white. Suddenly he turned and walked off towards Anavarza. Very slowly he made his way down to the Dry Jeyhan and entered the mass of mauve camelthorns.

The blood still flowed gently out of Sefer’s body into a pool that steamed under the heat. Three steel-green flies flashed three times over the pool of blood.

It was only then, when Memidik had gone and was out of sight, that their tongues were loosened and they began to talk.

‘Now, why did Memidik kill Sefer?’

‘Why …?’

‘Why?’

Memidik killed Muhtar Sefer. His blood gathered into a pool on the warm earth. It frothed under the heat, grew dark and black and hard and crusted. Two days the body lay there under the sun and the green flies flashed about it, steel-green, thousands of them in swarms.
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The Yalak villagers, having finished picking the cotton in Muttalip Beys fields, went on to pick for Kizir Ali Agha. In all they picked in as many as fourteen different fields. And in each field the second and third crops were as rich as the first. During this time it rained only twice. Memidik was thrown into prison. Sefer’s third wife, Pale Ismail’s daughter, married Durmush three days after her husband’s death. The villagers went twice to town to give evidence for Memidik. Zeliha Lass visited Memidik three times in his prison. She brought him five packets of cigarettes and a kerchief full of fresh green grapes.

It was raining. The straight, relentless autumn rains of the Chukurova had set in for good. Oceans were pouring out of the sky.

All along the muddy Chukurova roads crowds and crowds of labourers from the cotton fields and the rice-paddies moved like long columns of ants. They were making their way back at last to their homes in the hills. In their pockets this year they had more money than even they could believe. It had been a good year for the crops.

In the town, over the pavements and down the streets set with large white pebbles from the river, they strode with large calloused bare feet, water streaming down all over them, going from shop to shop, purchasing all the necessities for the winter months. Both the women and the men had their shalvar-trousers rolled up to the knees.

Long ant-like trains of people tramping under the rain, sick, feverish, bent under their loads, steam rising from their backs, would fill now for days and days the roads and passes leading into the Taurus Mountains, in the long trek back to their villages. But they were happy. They had money and so this year there would be no fear of the money-lender. And up in their mountain homes the weddings would begin to be held. They would don the cheap bright-coloured clothes they had bought down in the town and would enjoy the festivities to their hearts’ content, forgetting the heat, the fever and the mosquitoes, the blood-hot muddy water of the Chukurova. Until next year …

Long Ali never stopped a minute in the town. He flew like the wind, his trousers rolled to his knee, his clothes cleaving to his body, oblivious of everything about him.

‘My mother … Oh, my mother,’ he kept mumbling. ‘This time … If you’re all right … Never, never again will I let you out of my sight …’

She came before his eyes sitting on the threshold of their home, dozing in the autumn sun with a kitten in her lap.

‘Mother, oh Mother! Mother, we’ve come!’ And she would throw her arms around his neck. So happy … ‘Oh, Mother, Mother, here we are at last!’ How she would laugh … Would she ever forgive him?

And again his mother came before his eyes. He opens the door … A stench, such a stench … Meryemdje curled up there, bloated, rotting … Green flies buzzing all over her. The yellow ants have gouged her eyes out. They have eaten off her nose, her lips …

Long Ali held his nose, almost fainting.

And again he saw her. This time, instead of the kitten there is in her arms a young partridge, the beak and feet only just beginning to turn red.

With feverish haste Long Ali pressed on.

When she had finished her shopping Zeliha Lass went to visit Memidik in the prison. She had bought a silk kerchief for him, a white one. She held it out, wet from the rain, together with a green ten-lira note, also wet. Memidik would not take the money. He stretched out his arm and clasped Zeliha’s hand. Through the iron bars he held her hand over his heart. How fast it beat, how warm her hand … They did not speak. Tears came to Zeliha’s eyes. She looked at Memidik and smiled happily.

The boy Hassan arrived just as Zeliha was leaving. Her clothes were clinging to her slender willowy body and a slim tall vision of a woman was left in Memidik’s eyes.

Hassan smiled. He held out a nylon bag with three boxes of matches in it. Nothing could have pleased Memidik more than this gift. Like Tashbash, he thought proudly. The boy holds me one with Tashbash …

‘Hope you’ll get out soon, Memidik,’ Hassan said, putting on his most grown-up air.

‘Thanks, brother,’ Memidik said.

‘I’ll bring you some more matches next time. I won’t let you be without matches while you’re in here.’

‘Thanks, brother, thanks …’ Memidik was in seventh heaven. Then, quickly, as though asking about something very secret: ‘Tell me, Hassan,’ he whispered, ‘after I left what did our Lord Tashbash do? Have you got news of him?’ It was a question he had not dared put to any of the villagers who had visited him up to now.

‘He’s well,’ Hassan stammered, taken aback. ‘He’s lying there on the hill. He’s well …’

Memidik wanted to ask more about Tashbash, but he thought better of it.

And now it was Old Halil who was limping in to see him. ‘Well, you crazy boy,’ he said, ‘I hope you get out soon. But it was a good thing you did. Bless your hands.’

‘Thanks, Uncle,’ Memidik said.

Old Halil pointed to the sky. ‘Look, Memidik, look.’

Memidik looked and smiled.

Like ants pouring out of their holes the labourers were tramping up the roads and passes under the driving rain, back into their mountain homes, their trousers rolled up to their knees, their backs steaming.

‘Look, Memidik,’ Old Halil said again. ‘Look!’

Memidik looked and smiled again.

Up in the sky, as though stuck to it, slightly huddled over himself, his wings wet and slow, the great eagle was flying off towards the distant mountains. Three times he wheeled round and round at the far end of the Chukurova land. Then he glided off towards Mount Aladag.
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