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TEN
The Sharpshooter

Gumushacikoy, November 1921

The graveyard in Gumushacikoy bore both Muslim and Christian inscriptions—crosses and crescents sharing the same headstones. Those symbols could be found together on fountains as well.


Young wife Adalet threw the log into the belly of the iron stove, jabbed at the coals with the metal rod and then closed the door and turned up the latch. The thick hollow clank seemed to prod the wide silence surrounding her. The night had fallen down over the mud and stone bungalow. She scooted the teapot onto the front of the stove where the fire would be hottest. At late morning, Burhan had come in with a fresh pouch of the famous Rize tea from the Black Sea. This afternoon at their heavy oak door, she called the “Good-bye!” as he rode through the yard and on out the metal gate on their horse. Adalet had named the horse Lightning. He could gallop like a flash from the sky; his name also bore the memory of Lightning Girl that Adalet owned in Kirkkilise. As he left, Burhan had turned and leaned down over the roan stallion to fasten the bar back across the gate. It was only a gesture. They both knew there was no real safety in the gate or in the five-foot stonewall that he had the peasant boys build all around the house. The shoulder-high barrier stood fit as could be expected. Most of the able men were either crippled, in the army or dead. Down the dirt road of the village plateau, there were quite a few Greeks with chattering wives and children, family people who seemed to want no part of rebellion and hate. Non-Muslims had no desire to serve in the military. Adalet knew a few Armenian families still living quietly nearby. It was people like this that Burhan was sent to protect. The area governor before Burhan was Armenian. In the past, high Armenian positions were common, especially in these parts. One day there would be unity again. At present, different sects had little to trust in each other. 


The whole country was tired and bitter with killings—retaliations, while children went hungry and sick. People whispered that Kurds would be fierce if crossed. The independent Kurds didn’t like orders. The guerrilla bandits still rode in and out from the east, although last month National Forces recaptured the town of Kars. The Circassian, self-governing Caucasian tribes from the Black Sea, could side with either Nationalists or Ottoman loyalists.


The jagged orange that pierced through the cracks in the door of the stove scattered all around the dark kitchen. Adalet jerked her hand to her mouth. There was a noise. Something had brushed by the side of the house. Hands trembling, she picked up the rifle from where it was propped beneath the window, steadied her breath, pulled back the drape and peeped out. The moon gave the fig tree in the yard an uncanny glow. She could see no one. Bandits could be hiding under the high window. No one could easily leap inside. Burhan had taught her well. She could shoot a rock off a fence thirty yards away. 

Adalet slid back the lock and cracked the window. Sticking the tip of the barrel through, she pointed to the top of the tree and pulled the trigger. The blast ripped open the darkness. She held her breath. And listened. In the distance, only a dog’s bark. 


With the kitchen window shoved back and secured and the rifle there re-shelled, she slipped into the front room as quietly as one of the shadows flickering from the oil lamp on the table. Careful not to let her nerves cloud her mind, she looked through the side of the curtains. The wind was up. It was only that, which went rattling the bush. All that she could see between the iron bars across the window were patches of green and red earth. Adalet squatted and squinted up. There were no stars, but the sky was filled with translucence. She opened the window and fired into the full moon’s glare, but she could not see the moon. 


At the room’s other window, she discharged the rifle that was laid against the wall. After, she went to the bedroom and did the same with another rifle. Burhan had seen to it that there was no lack of shells for her firing the four rounds into the night every several hours, even when he was home. Some nights, it would be toward daybreak and he would not yet have made it back. Since Adalet could not sleep, she said her prayers through the night as though it were day. She was sure that the village people of Gumushacikoy knew by now that she was often left alone. Adalet hoped strangers and bandits would think that armed men sat at the windows. Burhan sent dispatches begging for a regiment, but no reply had come in the month they had been there.


In the kitchen, the water boiled. Adalet pinched several fingers of tea into the small pot. After she poured the hot water from the bottom pot over the tealeaves, she breathed in the stiff and friendly aroma. One pot settled onto the other, the way some said a marriage was supposed to be. The secret to not losing her wits was to keep busy. Something had always protected her and would do so now. But there was no peace for anyone in these times—what with that Sevres Treaty signed back in August yet attempting to divide up the country into various pieces for other nations to have, leaving Turks only a wedge from Ankara to Samsun. After loading another two limbs into the fire, she pushed the pots to the back burner so the tea would steep. She fixed herself a tumbler, thinking of how often in Kirkkilise she had poured tea come from the Black Sea region, never guessing that one night she would be this close.

The Allies as well as the Ottomans now declared Mustafa Kemal Pasha an outlaw. But the Nationalists had a vision that did not include what the rest of the world thought should be done with the Motherland. Across the heaps of blue-gray mountains surrounding this plain laid the port city of Samson, where that small ship had come quietly from Istanbul bearing the Pasha. Mustafa Kemal stepped onto that shore of Anatolia with a resolve to be the mind, soul and shadow of his people. Pasha’s pictures in the papers showed him thoughtful and lean. They said his eyes were blue and clear, and that when one looked into them he or she could believe in the future. 

Adalet’s mind kept thinking of Kirkkilise, now overrun by the Greeks. Only Allah could know if the fate of Kirkkilise would be the same as Bedre’s. Her mother and father were with her brothers and sister in Istanbul. Their safety was unknown. Nefise’s husband Prince Ali Fuat had to be careful. If he was still helping to smuggle arms out of the capital city to Nationalist forces in Anatolia, his life was in danger from many factions. Adalet still couldn’t let go of the wish that the sultan couldn’t help but privately hope success for the Nationalists.


Adalet took her drink to the front room and sat at the long wooden table that served as their eating-place, as well as county Governor Burhan’s reception desk. The life that she knew in Kirkkilise was a distant dream. More change was to come, according to her tealeaves. Tea was not as accurate as coffee dregs, but coffee was as impossible to get as sugar. 

She reflected on the vision of the crimson sunset when Burhan and she had ridden from Gebze last June, when darkness stopped being a time for restful sleep for her:  Burhan and she had bedded down in a barn beyond Sapanca when the first sun broke on the journey toward Ankara. The next night, they slept beneath vines on a bank by a river. The lucky sighting of the sultan’s soldiers on the bridge made them thankful to see that threat passed by. In Adapazari, they found Mehmet Nuri’s first wife’s relatives and stayed through the day; and then they continued their 12-day journey after dark. They passed Bolu’s mountain and made their way on to the outside of Ankara where Doctor Fuat and Mediha received them before the early hours of dawn. Fuat had been sent from Kirkkilise to Bolu a year and half before, after the new party took over when the failed CUP government fell. The politicians got Doctor Fuat out of Kirkkilise, although he had faithfully served the area as the public health officer during the wars. 


In Bolu, Fuat served for a year as public health officer and founder of a new branch of the Society for the Children’s Protection, as he had done in Kirkkilise; for there were so many orphans everywhere. He established a Society of Music in the town and also wrote a newspaper column under the heading of “The Man from Trakya.” At the first Grand National Assembly in Ankara, he became recognized as congressman from the Bolu province and was appointed the chief office of the National Defense and Justice of Bolu.


Adalet leaned her arms on the table, remembering a conversation last June at breakfast, the morning after Burhan and she had first arrived at Fuat’s village home. She and Burhan had known that Fuat’s election to the congress placed him in a dangerous position, but they were shocked to hear his story. They had already heard that there had been an uprising in Bolu against the Nationalists. Fuat had barely escaped being hanged.

“President Mustafa Kemal sent five of us congressmen from Ankara before our first congress opened on April 23rd,” Fuat told them. “A Nationalist advisory committee. We were on our way to Bolu to organize stronger support from the mountain people.”


“So, you missed the opening session?” Burhan asked.


“Yes. Mustafa Kemal had us leave Ankara days earlier. At the beginning, when we stopped in a village close to the town of Gerede, we were well received by the neighbors of one of the men in our group. The success of our mission looked promising. But afterwards, we had continued only several kilometers toward Gerede when a crowd put us on guard. As we approached, they began to shoot at us.”


“Oh, Doctor,” Adalet said, bringing her hand to her chest. “Did they kill anyone in your party?”


Fuat reached across the table and touched Mediha’s hand. “Not one of us was hit, as luck would have it.” Adalet sighed and sat back. Fuat continued. “They came, surrounding, with their guns on us. Shouting praise to the sultan, they dragged one of our officials from his horse and beat him in the dirt.”


“What happened?” Adalet whispered.


“They took us into custody and hauled us off to the town of Gerede, where they held us in a small room and informed us that they were contacting the leaders in the town of Duzce.”


“A nest of sultan power!” Mediha said.


“Exactly. After some time, others arrived and placed chains about our necks and took us in a cart toward nearby Duzce.”


“I was out of my mind when I heard of it,” Mediha said, her voice breaking. Fuat waited several seconds before going on with his story, pulling back the top of his collar to show a scar.


“In prison in Duzce, we learned that a small battalion of Mustafa Kemal’s forces—ones that had been sent to precede the five of us—had been ambushed by unfriendly Circassian bandits. The commander had been killed, and some of the squad was captured.”


“Were they of the same group that seized you?” Burhan asked.


“Exactly,” he answered. “They held us, waiting for their leader, Servet, to return.”


“It was awful for you, dearest,” Mediha added.


“It became worse,” Fuat said, getting up and moving to her side.  


“They received a telegram saying that we were ordered by the sultan’s government to be brought to the port of Izmit, where we would be shipped to Istanbul to be hanged.” He paused. “But you know that did not happen. Their leader, Servet, came and spoke with me. He and his family had been patients of mine.”


“Did you plead with him?” Adalet asked.


“We talked for a long time. I wanted to convince him to join the National Defense. He thought it would be difficult, that Mustafa Kemal might not accept him. Finally, after some days of conversation, I made a plan with him to send someone to the telegraph office in the next town—which was supporting Nationalists. The telegraph would say that Servet wanted Mustafa Kemal Pasha’s permission to join the National Forces.”


“And Kemal Pasha must have said yes—and that is why you are here with us now,” Burhan said.


“Not quite.” Fuat answered. “The next thing we heard was that Circassians friendly to Nationalists and led by a fellow named Cherkes Ethem were on their way to Duzce. So, I also had a telegram sent to Cherkes Ethem telling him not to come—because Servet had been won over to our side. The thing is, Ethem has been known to be too independent in his decisions. In time, Ethem wired back that he did wish to come, that he would have to see surrender; and then after considering the conditions, he would do the correct thing.”


“Was that acceptable to the various parties involved?” Burhan asked.


“No,” Fuat answered. “The next morning, I learned that Cherkes Ethem arrived in the middle of the night. He conducted a summary court immediately. Twenty of those who held us, including Servet, were taken out after the midnight trial and hanged.”


“Didn’t they bring you out as a witness?” Adalet asked. 


“No. Unfortunately, there are so many zealots. The Circassian Ethem must be watched. Such a shame. Servet could have served our cause. We need every good man.”


“Fuat,” Adalet asked, “How long were you in captivity?” 


“Thirty-five long days.” Mediha and Adalet stared at each other without speaking. Fuat shook his bowed head. “Mustafa Kemal Pasha’s answer by telegraph did come,” he said. “Pasha accepted our plea for Servet a few hours too late.” 


Several days after the breakfast, Mediha insisted that Adalet should remain with her and the children while Burhan accompanied Fuat into Ankara. Burhan could more easily secure himself a place in the Nationalist’s work force. Once he found lodgings, he would send for Adalet. 

In the meantime, Adalet was glad to be left in the company of Mediha. Enthusiastically, they discussed the workings of the new congress, Fuat’s position as a member of the Parliament of the Grand National Assembly and of a rising Turkish state. Adalet still hoped that Sultan Vahid-ed-Din would now not remain so aloof. But, in Adalet’s coffee cups, she could no longer find the crescent of the sultan-caliph; and she wondered about the sultan’s role in the future. “There are so many who have their spirits with the Nationalists, but hearts with the sultan,” Mediha reminded her. “They can’t be trusted.”

“The Sultan is known as ‘Allah’s Shadow on Earth,’” Adalet replied. 

“From the beginning of his term, Fuat’s been convincing the leaders in Bolu to cut communications with the sultan’s government in Istanbul,” Mediha informed her.

Mediha and Adalet had waited together for a month. Burhan apparently was working hard as a competent civil secretary in Ankara, tending to many details. He had published two articles in the Hakimiyety Milliye newspaper—with his name—explaining the National Cause. On his own, he was also trying to study political science. There was no university. Burhan was not a dignitary like Fuat, but he was helping the Cause. When Adalet received the news that Burhan had found them a small place to stay, she immediately set off to join him. 


The oil lamp on the wooden table in Gumushacikoy had grown dim. Adalet adjusted the wick, got up from the table, went to the window, and watched again out into the shadows. There was only the wind blowing a piece of paper across the dry November ground. With the stove’s burning, the closed house felt too warm. Wishing for fresh air, she tottered to the back and sat on the bed and pulled her brown dress above her thighs. She slipped her feet from the wooden slippers. The lumpy cotton mattress was cool. She had earlier folded the duvet to the foot of the bed and laid two of Nefise’s throws over the pillows. She often studied each stitch made by Nefise’s hands. Sister didn’t need to draw the flowers and leaves onto the material before she got her needle and yarn. The yellows and blues and reds made a cheerful splash in her bedroom. She wondered if her sister was with child by now. Burhan’s hints about Adalet’s giving him a son had lately turned to teasing when he drank a bit too much. “I can have a second wife, you know,” he said with a wicked grin. “You are not a very productive one.” 


“A little company while you are off who-knows-where at nights would not be such a bad idea,” she answered.


“We are orphans,” he said. “Let’s have a child.”


“It would be difficult now—to fret over the safety of a child’s life as well as my own,” she told him. 

The week before, nevertheless, her shame tossed aside, she had gone from Gumushacikoy to the American doctor at the Christian Missionary School in the bigger town of Merzifon, accompanying Burhan on the twenty-five kilometers across a flat dirt road, four hours each way by cart and horse. A sister of the mayor, unbeknown to Burhan, accompanied Adalet to the doctor. That Doctor Martin had been famous for taking care of women’s problems. 

Adalet’s thighs now against the sheet of her bed looked red and fleshy. Maybe the blush came from being on the table in the doctor’s office when he did the small operation. He had reached deep inside her and opened up the door to her womb. She had closed her eyes and thought of herself as being far away in her father’s garden. It had not taken long at all, though it was painful. “Go have a baby now,” the doctor told her.

 Adalet had not told Burhan what she had done. To pay for it, she sold a gold earring to a neighbor who dealt in such things. No need to risk Burhan’s reaction to something that was her private matter. If the operation would work—who could say? Adalet lay with her secret against the duvet and closed her eyes.

Jerking awake, she sat up, her toes searching for the slippers. Seconds later, Adalet’s hand was on the rifle by the bedroom window. She was still as ice. Her ears were trained to know what was outside. A big horse clopped down past the house. OK, now, here boy.” It was Burhan. 


While he bedded down Lightning, Adalet ran a comb through her hair and twisted it up again into a knot. She splashed her face and arms with lemon scent before rushing to the kitchen. Her face was flushed with welcome as she opened the back door. 


She stood up on her toes to receive his kiss on the cheeks; but he reached the hand that held his riding crop around her back and lifted her to his chest and held her tight against him. There was no smell of raki. “You’re hurting my back,” she said. He let her feet go gently onto the floor.


“It’s good to enter the warmth of this house on such a weary night,” he said, shoving the door closed behind him.


“What happened? Are you hungry?” 


After draping his crop and leather coat on the nail at the wall, he sank onto the stool.  She stooped to help him off with his boots. His woolen socks were wet with sweating. When she brought his slippers to him, he stretched each leg before he stuck his feet into them, giving out groans. She stood back up and over him. “Your tea is made,” she told him.


“Any problems tonight?” he asked.


“No, none. You?” 

Sitting on the stool and leaning against the wall, he stirred the honey into the tea. There had been no sugar to buy. “Had to take the health officer to the village by the foot of the stone mountain pass. Influenza outbreak. The doctor didn’t want to be left to travel back alone. Two women were gunned down this morning in the field while they hoed up the last of their turnips.”

“Who?” Adalet turned from the counter, the knife in her hand where she had been slicing beets for his bread and sausage meal. “Why such a thing!” The red juice ran down from her wrist to elbow.

“You don’t know—peasants. In the field, those skirts they wear over their bloomer pants matted in the earth. Shot, each of them, twice in the back.”

“Pray they died quickly,” she whispered. 

“When I turned them over, the blood and red earth stuck on their faces,” he continued. The juice began to drip onto the floor. Adalet didn’t move. “The form of their breasts was there in the soil where they had worked the morning away. I never saw such a bad thing.” He looked up at her. “Don’t fix me food. I can’t eat.” Adalet stood with her mouth open, the paring knife in her hand still up in the air. She put down the knife and went to him, wiping her hands on a rag. 

“You must eat. Come; let’s go in at the table. Bring your tea.” She led him to the other room and he slunk into the chair. “Two simple peasant women. What do they know about boundaries?” he said. 

“They were an easy prey in the sight of those who mean to keep the disturbance going,” she answered. 

He placed his elbows on the table. “Another stick in the fire, another blaze. Tomorrow, those not sick with flu will be out with guns. And no one to stop it,” he said, and hung his head into his hands. “I can’t,” he whispered. 

She watched him a minute, and then went back to the kitchen. Tomorrow would be another day. She would make his food and he would eat. She bent to wipe up the juice from the floor.

“Adalet!” She heard him call. At the same time, his chair slammed back against the bare floor. Galloping sounds came from the dirt road outside. At once, she darted into the front room. 

They grabbed each other by the arms and listened. The iron squeaked on the gate. Hooves cuffed onto the yard. The heavy clops resounded against walls of the still night. 

Burhan looked his wife hard in the eyes. “It could be the bandits who killed the women. We can’t be taken by them.” 

The air froze between them, for they knew it was time to do what they had decided. There was no other choice. Bandits would torture the man and then make him watch his wife’s being raped. Or they would torture them, rape them in front of each other and burn them both alive. Adalet brought her hand to her mouth and turned. She ran to one window and Burhan ran to another.

They carried loaded rifles back to the center of the room, watching each other’s movements through welling eyes.

 “Steady!” Burhan’s voice was hoarse. “Not until I say, then together. Only then!”

At arm’s length, they raised the guns, resting the barrels at each other’s mouths. 

The low voices talked altogether outside. Torches flickered through the thin blue curtains. Their arms shook with the terror that either might pull the trigger too soon. Boots stomped up onto the porch. Sweat ran down Adalet’s nose. 

“Governor! Burhan Sir. We are the National Guard sent from Merzifon!” 

Balancing only on the glint in each other’s eyes, and numbed with suspicion, they eased their fingers on the triggers, and slowly turned the guns toward the door.

