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Aya Katerina

SMYRNA IN THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE, at the end of World War 
I. Niko would remember a hand-painted sepia postcard from his 
aunt’s collection. She had a wooden box full of postcards, some 
given to her and others bought, from which she sometimes drew 
inspiration to paint. In this one, a f lorid hand-written Bienvenue 

à Smyrne formed an arc at the top of the picture, which depicted 
a milkman and his faithful ass on a narrow cobblestone street at 
midday. Niko always thought of this as the picture of silence itself, 
punctuated by the occasional wail of a child or the abrupt closing 
of shutters at the noon hour. On both sides of the road slumbering 
houses leaned on each other, their windows darkened by the Otto-
man kafes, wooden cagelike screens to protect women from curi-
ous eyes and from the sight of the outside world coming in at once. 
Only little diamonds at a time. 

He tried to spy on the street, without being noticed, an eye or 
two peeping out from the kafes. A girl’s eye, perhaps, or a grand-
mother’s. He imagined statuesque females at different stages of life, 
wrapped in black sheets from head to toe, nibbling absentmindedly 
on baklava, watching the world pass by. He saw a girl looking out 
once. He was returning from school, walking on the narrow pave-
ment. He looked up and saw two eyes blink at him. They slanted 
into a smile. Pink fingertips stuck out of the openings and wiggled. 
He felt an uncontrollable desire to pull on all those pink digits, but 
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simply stuck his tongue out in greeting and walked on.

Aya Katerina, was a Rum* neighbourhood, named after the church 
in its midst. The inhabitants were mostly Orthodox, but there were 
Jews, Moslems, Catholics, and Armenians as well, and they mostly 
communicated in Romeika, a Smyrnian version of Greek, mixed 
with Italian, Turkish, and God knew what else. Sturdy women in 
calico aprons talked loudly to each other as they vigorously beat 
the balding carpets wagging from balconies like brightly coloured 
tongues. No kafeses. Big white boxers on clotheslines blowing in 
the breeze, brassieres swelling up. The only man on the street was 
Toothless Ahmet, the milkman, whose donkey, Five Legs, had a 
permanent erection, not apparent on the postcard. The other man 
was inside the house—Niko’s Uncle Polycarp who hadn’t been 
drafted. All the others were fighting the war. On the street, Niko 
was sometimes General Liman, a German with a monocle, walking 
with a limp to appear more heroic. On the British side they called 
him General Lemon which only made their predicament worse. 
Everyone else called him the Orphan. He lived with his grand-
mother, uncle, and Aunt Elena in a white two-storey house with 
green shutters.

His grandmother Marie told him the story of how he became the 
Orphan. One day she received a condolence letter from the Sultan 
himself, when Niko was three years of age, declaring his father a 
shehit, a fallen soldier. It explained in respectful and ornate lan-
guage that he had died fighting the Arabs in Damascus. The Arabs 
had Lawrence. His father had dysentery. It could not be helped. A 
monthly golden lira was awarded to his grandmother to raise the 
Orphan. This was read to her by the neighbour Emine Hanım, 
who translated it into Romeika for her. In the entire neighbour-
hood, only Emine Hanım could read the Arabic script. The story 

*Anatolian Greek
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went that she was the daughter of an Ottoman pasha, raised in 
aff luence, thus was able to read and write. 

Nowadays she beat her own carpets while shouting greetings 
across the alley because she could not afford a maid. Her husband 
sold spices in a small store on Frenk Sokaği.* In the evenings, when 
he walked by, the smell of oregano and cumin made you dream of 
grilled lamb meat. The kids had nicknamed him Köfte. When she 
was sixteen, Emine eloped with Köfte before they could marry her 
off to one of her father’s withered cronies. She was disowned by her 
family but never looked back. 

The young lovers had wandered like gypsies all around Anatolia 
and the Balkans before settling in Smyrna to hide from her broth-
ers who had vowed to kill them both. No one came looking for 
them. But they never dared have children, so as not to orphan them 
in case her brothers succeeded in their mission. And so they grew 
old in Aya Katerina. All the children in the neighbourhood knew 
where to go for candy or have their bicycles repaired. 

Emine Hanım finished reading the Sultan’s condolence letter, 
her voice quavering. After listening to the entire letter quietly, 
Marie’s body started shaking with a silent sob that slowly twisted 
itself and got jammed in her lungs. It stayed there for many years, 
thinning her hair and twisting her backbone, until it finally left her 
body with her last breath, as a blood-curdling howl.

*Rue de France
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Bamya Fields

A PINKISH SUNRISE GLOWS over the bamya fields, slanting over 
the stream gurgling on the side among the laurel bushes. The smell 
of fresh water spreads in the air as it f lows over rocks and mean-
ders around larger ones. Sergeant Ahmet hears a rooster in the dis-
tance as he moves towards the fields on his brown Arabian horse. 
He lightly caresses its f lank as the animal ambles slowly, swaying 
its thick tail. Up the hill is a small house surrounded by poplars. 
Heaven, he thinks, must be someplace like this. He enjoys these 
small excursions in the countryside around the areas where they 
camp. For reconnaissance, officially. But for him it’s a respite from 
the soldiers, the barked orders, the smell of blood and gunpowder. 
He stops the horse and gets off to wash his face in the stream. He 
kneels down and sticks his hands in the glacial water, then plunges 
his entire head into it suddenly, on impulse. He releases an “Aaah!” 
as he draws himself up, cold water trickling down his face onto 
his uniform. He plunges his head in again and rubs his face with 
his hands. When he pulls himself up he squeezes the water off his 
hair and rubs his neck. The horse starts drinking beside him, its 
hind legs occasionally moving to chase off the insects. Sergeant 
Ahmet unbuttons his jacket and takes it off, proceeds to take his 
shirt off. He kneels again to wet his chest, scrub his armpits. He 
walks around in small circles waiting for his chest to dry before 
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he can wear his uniform again. Peace, he thinks. Quiet, at last. He 
puts on his shirt and his jacket and khaki cap. He pats the side of 
the horse, who comes away from the stream, and waits for his mas-
ter to mount him. He does not, though. He walks beside his horse, 
his hand on the animal’s f lank. 

Sergeant Ahmet discovers f lowering capers on the side of the 
dusty road. White, with purple centers and long thin pistils. He did 
not know a caper was a budding f lower. Never saw it before. As 
he walks on he comes across a piece of red cloth. Not dusty, rather 
clean. He pulls it out from the tall, dried-up yellow grass and finds 
a child’s blouse. A girl’s, with a round-edged collar; the size of a 
seven-year-old, perhaps. Hard to tell. A little smaller than his own. 
Ceylan. He sees his own child’s face among the capers and shud-
ders. The buttons look torn. Torn buttons, not good, he thinks, 
heart starting to quicken. He walks into the thick grass. There is a 
hand. A small hand, with blood on the fingertips, like henna. The 
palm is relaxed. He pushes aside the grass and finds the arm, and 
then the rest of the girl who is lying with eyes open and glazed with 
death, naked. On her white abdomen there are smudges of blood, 
and between her legs a pool of it. He closes his eyes, feeling faint. 
His fingers dig into his palm through the red blouse. He walks 
away and collapses into the grass, vomiting. He knows there must 
be more and he should look for them. He knows he should hurry 
and get some men to bury the bodies. He does not know if he has 
a voice left to speak. He feels it retreating into a deep dark place 
underneath his throat and tries to swallow it, to push it even further 
down, where no one will ever find it. 

He finds them all. The old woman, the old man, and his son. 
They are scattered around the field, all with eyes wide open. The 
son looks different somehow. There is something about him that 
doesn’t quite fit in with the place, but it is not the clothing. It is not 
the moustache. There is something too polished about him, but he 
cannot tell why. Then he looks at the hands. The long bony fin-
gers, the smooth palms bruised from recent work. These are not 


