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LOVE IN THE DAYS 
OF REBELLION 

			INDEX OF CHARACTERS 

			Osman  

			A middle-aged man who lives alone in modern-day Turkey except for his frequent visitors from a century ago, who bring along their personal versions of a family history that only the dead can remember and tell.

			 

			His Majesty the Sultan

			Sultan Abdulhamid II, born in 1842 and reigning since 1876, rules the Ottoman Empire from his palace on the Yıldız Hill overlooking the Bosphorus.

			 

			Sheikh Yusuf Efendi 

			Osman’s great grandfather. The leader of a prominent tekke—a monastery of dervishes—in late 19th century Istanbul, whose wisdom is sought by people from all corners of the vast Ottoman land.

			 

			Reşit Pasha

			Personal physician and a confidant of His Majesty the Sultan.

			 

			Mihrişah Sultan

			An Ottoman princess related to the Khedive of Egypt and the estranged wife of Reşit Pasha.

			 

			Hüseyin Hikmet Bey

			The only child of Mihrişah Sultan and Reşit Pasha; trained as a lawyer in Paris he is now recovering from a self-inflicted wound at the French Hospital in Salonica.

			 

			Mehpare Hanım

			The daughter of an Ottoman Customs Director and a two-time divorcee, who has a daughter from her first husband, Sheikh Yusuf Efendi and a son from her second husband, Hüseyin Hikmet Bey.

			 

			Constantine

			Mehpare Hanım’s Greek lover with whom she has taken up residence in Salonica.

			 

			Rukiye

			The daughter of Mehpare Hanım and Sheikh Yusuf Efendi.

			 

			Nizam

			The son of Mehpare Hanım and Hüseyin Hikmet Bey.

			 

			Hasan Efendi

			A former commissioned officer of the Imperial Navy; both a loyal disciple and son-in-law of Sheikh Yusuf Efendi.

			 

			Binnaz Hanım

			Sheikh Yusuf Efendi’s daughter who married Hasan Efendi.

			 

			Ragıp Bey

			Osman’s grandfather. An officer in the Ottoman Army, childhood friend of Hasan Efendi, and son-in-law of Sheik Yusuf Efendi.

			 

			Cevat Bey

			Ragıp Bey’s brother and a leading member of the Committee for Union and Progress.

			 

			Dilara Hanım

			Poland-born and well-travelled widow of an affluent Ottoman Pasha, she now resides in Istanbul alone with her teenage daughter.

			 

			Dilevser

			Dilara Hanım’s daughter.

			1

			Some nights he woke to the footsteps of the ants crawling across the Persian carpet.	
These wasp-waisted ants with trembling joints and shiny black knuckles were the last creatures to walk across these carpets that had been woven centuries ago in dark, damp rooms in mountain villages and grown worn and faded, and even though no one heard them, their footsteps echoed in Osman’s tranquil soul, which had freed itself from time and the world, and made him tremble in fear.

			He struggled out of the bed in which his grandmother had once gone to the most obscure and isolated corners of lust to seek the keenest pleasures human flesh could taste, stepped on the wooden floor that had been worn out by constant cracking, waited a while as he fought to gather strength from this ragged firmness, then shuffled wearily out of the room.

			In his grandfather’s long nightshirt, which was worn out here and there and had long since lost its whiteness, he lit all the lamps in the living room and saw not the ants he’d expected but his dead, swaying restlessly in their transparent, slippery bodies.

			His dead were prisoners of time, they walked as if nothing could have stopped them during the time that had stretched before them when they were born and the moment death had intercepted them, they’d been trapped in time between birth and death. When they went backward they could go no further than their births and when they moved forward they couldn’t move past their deaths; now they had to wander forever between the moment of their birth and the moment of their death. Each time they told their unchanging life stories, which were frozen between two precise dates, they tried to change the unchangeable with the words by adding new details and events.

			They chose to tell their stories to their young relative Osman, who’d cut himself off from life while he was still alive but could not grasp hold of death, and who’d crippled himself by falling into a deep and dangerous timelessness where the past and the future mingled.

			Osman couldn’t remember when he’d begun speaking to his dead. As he tried, with the strange, dark intellect that didn’t help him find peace or achieve success, to drag himself through a life that was wracked with foppish whims and strange sexual fantasies, poisoning himself and those around him, he’d suddenly wearied and retreated to his grandfather’s old mansion.

			He didn’t know whether his dead had brought him here or whether he’d found them after he arrived. He escaped into the past with his dead and freed himself from indecision, pain, and frustration by wandering through the astounding tunnels of history. His small inheritance was enough to meet his daily needs, and he hid from his daily pain by observing the pain of the past.

			People thought him mad, and for his part he thought people stupid. Seeing the past lives of the dead so clearly reinforced this opinion. Perhaps this was the main reason he loved the dead who told him these stories.

			Whenever they saw Osman alone in that dusty old mansion, his beloved dead streaked toward him with an irresistible power like candle flames in a room where the windows had been left open and began speaking to him in weak, broken voices that resembled their transparent bodies.

			They all had terrifying secrets.

			To keep these secrets he clenched his fists passionately as if he was holding a fire in his palms, then, unable to bear the burning of what he had to conceal he became gripped by the need to reveal at least part of it by opening his fists. 

			Among the secrets they revealed were murders, uprisings, betrayals, sinful loves, and painful longings; their narratives were full of conflicts, lies, and omissions because they tried to conceal these secrets even as they revealed them.

			Osman felt a sense of secret superiority when he witnessed the combination of their desire to reveal and their desire to conceal.

			They all began speaking at once as soon as they saw him.

			He’d learned to choose one, focus on that voice, and listen only to it amidst all the wailing narratives. This was a skill peculiar to those who have lost track of time, and destiny, which grants something in exchange for everything it diminishes or diminishes something in exchange for anything it gives, had granted a gift that couldn’t be appreciated by anyone who hadn’t broken his bonds with time.

			That night when he woke in fear, he chose Hasan Efendi, the most entertaining of his dead; despite the fragility of death there was a grandiosity in Hasan Efendi’s voice that was reflected in what he was relating, the tremulous roar of the thousands who’d filled the square, a quaking terror of the future sensed under the shouts of joy. Osman followed the voice into a crowd of the long-forgotten dead who’d gathered under fluttering black banners.

			Hagia Sophia was surrounded by thousands of fezzes that rippled like a ruby-red sea. Reflections of the winter sun glinted on the long bayonets of the soldiers waiting to one side, on the brocaded uniforms of the Sultan’s guards, the white scarves of the Albanian guards, and on the shoulder-length keffiyeh of the Syrian Zühaf guards.

			After thirty-three years of tyranny, the crowd that had gathered to celebrate the opening of parliament couldn’t fit into the square and thousands had climbed onto the roofs, buttresses, pillars, minarets, and domes of Hagia Sophia, which for centuries had witnessed a long string of rulers from Byzantine to Ottoman times, riots, heads dangling from the branches of trees, executions, massacres, and coronations, and which, with quiet dignity, kept what it had seen to itself.

			As he glanced around and engraved the smallest details in his mind so he could tell his Sheikh about it in the evening, Hasan Efendi, in his green turban and long black robes, stood alone and as still as a statue at the very top of Hagia Sophia’s magnificent dome, just beneath a giant silver crescent, he seemed perhaps more impressive than the crowd itself as he stood alone at the very top like a black silhouette etched on the sky.

			At the edge of the square were the troops in khaki uniforms that had been brought to Istanbul after the Third Army in Salonika had revolted against the Sultan and Caliph of all Muslims especially to keep the mullahs loyal to the Caliph from stirring up trouble and shouting, “Sharia will be lost!” These soldiers, who were not satisfied with their cartridge belts and who’d filled their pockets with extra bullets, stood with a terrifying determination to persuade all who saw them to fall into step with the new order.

			Hasan Efendi, who was fiercely loyal to the Caliph and to sharia, and who’d never liked the reformers, told Osman later, with a sarcastic and almost mischievous grin that didn’t suit a dead man, “It was God’s doing, in less than four months these soldiers who’d been sent here to protect the abolition of sharia were rebelling and shouting for sharia, and hundreds of them were cornered in the streets of Istanbul and put to the sword by their own comrades.”

			The square was full of black banners, embroidered in silver thread with Koranic verses about the military, that served as a dark, proud reminder of how important both religion and the military were in this society.

			The square and all the streets leading to it were filled with people from the four corners of the empire, Thracian shepherds, seamen from the islands, Arabs from whom wafted the spicy smell of their mysterious peninsula, Jews who had migrated from sacred cities, Montenegrins with pistols in their cummerbunds, Bulgarians and Kurds, Kirgiz, Gypsies who sang and danced constantly, and Tatars with high cheekbones.

			Again and again the people in this mixed crowd took out their guns, restrictions on the sale of which had been lifted after the proclamation of “liberty,” and fired into the sky, the sounds of gunfire mixing with the liberty marches.

			As the crowd seethed, intoxicated by its own voice and zeal, there was a rumbling sound that was difficult to identify from a distance; people immediately understood what the rumble meant; it was the Sultan’s carriage, accompanied by mounted lancers.

			Those who saw the carriage began to frantically shout, “Long live the Sultan!” as if they hadn’t just been applauding constitutional monarchy and singing songs of liberty to celebrate the end of tyranny. 

			The Sultan’s physician Reşit Pasha looked at the Sultan and saw that since the day his own army had limited his powers when he’d believed his power was limitless and divine, he seemed older and less healthy than he really was, his face was pale and lined despite the blush they applied to his cheeks when he went out in public, so, to cheer him up he called out in a low voice to the Sultan, who was sitting with his head bowed as if he didn’t hear the crowd that was cheering him.

			“Your subjects are happy to see you, your majesty, look at how they’re cheering you.”

			The Sultan looked up slowly and gave his physician a slightly patronizing and resentful look.

			“Do you still believe in this kind of cheering, doctor? They also cheer the people who want to send us to our death.”

			As the Sultan feared an assassination attempt, his carriage raced through the crowd in the square and the streets at top speed, sparks flew from its wheels as it passed. When the carriage passed, the crowd parted like the Red Sea miraculously parted when Moses touched it with his staff, to make way for “The Caliph,” thus both showing their respect and saving themselves from the carriage that would clearly slow for nothing.

			There’d been fear of an attack, but the trip passed without incident, except that when they were near the old palace an old woman in black waved her feeble arms at the carriage and shouted, “Give me back my sons!” but no one could hear her over all the noise.

			When the horses, who were covered in lather from galloping without stop since they’d left the palace gates, stopped in front of the parliament building, the band that had been waiting played the Hamidiye March to greet the Sultan.

			The irritable cavalrymen encircled the carriage to keep the crowd at bay: surrounded by a crowd that was shouting, screaming, singing marches, and charged with a shared enthusiasm, the Sultan, with the rancorous resentment of those who have lost power suddenly, slowly got out of the carriage and walked to the large gate without looking at anyone.

			As he shuffled along, a power emanated from this slumped-shouldered man who was able to respond to the conflicting feelings of the crowd who needed to either hate or love someone and who satisfied their perpetually hungry emotional world with his presence; the six centuries of history he had inherited and the 1,003-year-old religion of which he was Caliph illuminated his presence, which was stained here and there, with a divine light, and the mere sight of him deeply affected people in a compelling manner.

			As he walked along that corridor, those in the parliament hall sensed the approaching Sultan’s presence as if they’d smelled a sharp scent in the air, the loud murmur of talking voices lowered decibel by decibel, and the Sultan entered a completely silent hall.

			Most members of parliament, looking too polished and conspicuous, like brand-new patent leather shoes, in their pitch-black frock coats and red fezzes, felt ill at ease and indeed even frightened in this hall; among the black frock coats, as if to prove this was an imperial parliament, were the Yemeni members in their green and purple keffiyeh, Arabian members who covered their heads with shawls that were tied back with black camel-hair bands, hodjas with white turbans, and members in military uniform.

			Landowners wearing medals and gilded, flamboyant clothes sat next to the podium, in front of them was the Shaykh al-Islam, dressed completely in white, and the ulema in their emerald green robes beside him. Next to the Muslim clergymen were gigantic, robust patriarchs with long beards and pitch-black robes, lined up like pitch-black sarcophagi brought up from a crypt. 

			Everyone in the hall rose to their feet when the Sultan entered.

			The Sultan, in his loggia, stood leaning on the sword he’d placed against the floor and looked around the hall for a long time. Without moving a muscle in his face, the man who’d held all the power looked at those who held it now, intimidating them with his gaze, his stance, and his silence. After a member of parliament read the Sultan’s speech declaring constitutional monarchy, prayers were recited and at that moment the sound of cannon fire filled Hagia Sophia square. Artillery units on the Bosphorus and warships in the Marmara Sea had fired their cannon. The birth of constitutional monarchy was proclaimed to the empire and to the world with a one-hundred-and-one-gun salute.

			The Sultan left the hall as he’d arrived, shuffling slowly; he quietly climbed into the waiting carriage as if none of what was going on had anything to do with him and reclined on the soft cushions.

			In the carriage, the Sultan’s physician looked at his pale face and asked anxiously if he was tired. The condescending smile that the doctor knew so well appeared briefly on the Sultan’s face, then he answered tersely, “I’m fed up.”

			The Sultan didn’t speak until they’d reached the palace.

			That night the seven hills of Istanbul glowed like bundles of flames, all the lights were on in the palace and the mansions of the princes and pashas; those who in fact felt a deep sorrow feared being seen as avoiding the celebrations and participated in this fiery demonstration as prisoners of the terror that raised its head whenever this old city celebrated.

			The old city walls, illuminated by torches, mosques, churches, ships, and waterfront mansions fixed their fiery eyes on the sky, and the red lights of the city and the shadows of centuries-old temples were reflected on the Golden Horn, which pierced the city like a curved dagger, and on the Bosphorus.

			On that December night on which the cold of winter made itself felt, sheikh Yusuf Efendi, who’d been invited to the celebration but hadn’t attended, wrapped himself in his fur-lined robe and strolled through the tekke garden in Unkapanı, looking at the burning lights, listened without comment to Hasan Efendi describe the events without bothering to conceal his anger at the way the Sultan of the empire and the Caliph of the world had been treated, he spoke with an angry bitterness without actually expressing what he felt.

			As Hasan Efendi related what had happened, the bright lights of the city were suddenly extinguished and the city sank back into its accustomed darkness, there were no lights except for the trembling flames of the oil lamps inside the tombs of the Sultans and the saints’ shrines. 

			In that darkness, the Sheikh shivered as if he sensed what was going to happen in the city, and, saying that it was getting cold, went inside.

			2

			The sisters at the French hospital showed a special tenderness and consideration to the polite patient with the soft gaze who, for whatever reason, looked like a pansy with the purple rings under his eyes and who spoke superb French. They often came to his bedside to ask how he was, hold his hand, say a few encouraging words, and sometimes, as the nights grew longer, they’d pull up a chair and read to him from books they’d borrowed from the hospital library.

			Sister Clementine, who was said to have been a baroness once, spent more time than the other nuns with this patient whose education could be heard at once in his voice, and she clearly enjoyed talking with him about literature, writers, people, weaknesses, religion, and sometimes, when no one else was around, even politics. The sisters had either learned his tragic story or he’d touched their spirits with the otherworldly look in his large, chestnut eyes, and they were swept up in an ardor in which they saw him as part brother and part lover, they often spoke among themselves about Monsieur Hikmet; they each felt a secret pain, an inexplicable sorrow, at the thought that this patient who had recovered enough to shave himself would soon be discharged.

			Even though he’d pointed the gun, which he was using for the first time, directly at his heart, by the grace of God his hands had trembled and he’d shot himself above the lung and shattered his collarbone; as Hüseyin Hikmet Bey later told Osman, “You can’t imagine what a sad embarrassment it is to fail to die.”

			He’d wanted to kill himself because of the inconsolable pain of knowing full well that he could never be reunited with the woman he loved, his wounded pride that the woman he loved had chosen another man, and the disappointment he’d experienced in politics, and to all this pain was added the shame of not being able to die. As Hikmet Bey lay in his hospital room listening to the moaning of patients in other rooms, the whispering of the nurses, smelling the disinfectant the janitor added to a bucket of water to mop the floors, he knew the importance of warm affection to the healing of his soul, which was more badly wounded than his body, much more clearly than he had when he was healthy. He didn’t know how the desire to see Sister Clementine’s hair, which he’d decided was a chestnut red, had seeped into his gratitude for the interest she’d shown in him. 

			Despite the nurses’ tenderness, the vibrant harmony of past balls, Paris nights, love affairs, and sin that he could sense in Sister Clementine’s voice even when she prayed and the anger that betrayal inevitably causes, he couldn’t get his wife Mehpare off his mind.

			Despite his bitterness, desperation, and sense of abandonment, or perhaps because of them, he dreamt of this beautiful woman every night, he muttered her name during bouts of fever, and thought no one but this woman could ease his agonizing loneliness. Like any man who’s been betrayed, no matter how angry he was he secretly believed that the only person who could relieve his pain was the person who’d caused it, and he allowed himself to dream; he waited for Mehpare Hanım to come back, for her to enter his hospital room one morning, concealing the shame on her face with a distant look, and ask his forgiveness.

			When she didn’t come, he didn’t distance himself from Mehpare Hanım, on the contrary he felt more strongly bound to her. He’d loved his wife since the day he met her, this love, like many others, had not been nourished and strengthened by happiness, but by doubt and desperation, over the years it had become part of his personality, of his very being; he couldn’t get over this love, moreover, he didn’t want to.

			When this longing became unbearable and started to break not only his soul but his body, he prayed to God, like a patient in pain begging for morphine, for the ability to forget, but his soul rebelled against his body’s entreaties, he remembered Mehpare Hanım at her most beautiful, the way she combed her hair, the way she held his hand on the way to their bedroom, and, realizing that to forget her would completely erase her from his life, at that moment, like anyone who was in love, he couldn’t countenance even the thought of forgetting. He loved someone who was far away, someone who wouldn’t come to him, and the only connection they had was the love he felt; the moment he forgot, this connection would vanish, and Hikmet Bey couldn’t bear to even imagine this. He would be unable to let go of this love unless it left him one day without his knowledge.

			In fact, Hikmet Bey was not the kind of person who needed to suffer in order to love; when he loved, he loved with all his soul, with all his being; an impediment, a sense of longing, desperation, a game, or a betrayal couldn’t increase his love, when he’d fallen in love with Mehpare Hanım he hadn’t held back even a drop of his soul, he hadn’t kept aside anything for himself, he’d felt no need to hesitate. With the childish purity and innocence that was sometimes seen in well-raised men, he’d gone to the very limit of love: there was nothing beyond these feelings, nothing but death; and he really had tried to cross this boundary of death when his love wasn’t returned, but, as he himself said, “Unfortunately, I didn’t succeed.”

			He remembered that day in shame; the people who’d rushed into the room when the gun went off, the shouting in the mansion, running, footsteps, the sad, frightened looks on the children’s faces, the rushing servants on the edge of tears, the annoyed, derisive look on Mehpare Hanım’s face, about which Hikmet Bey said, “Even remembering it is painful.” They carried him to the carriage by the arms and legs like a sack and placed his bloody body on the seats. He heard the driver shout and crack his whip, felt the pain in his chest, murmured, “Mehpare . . . ” and then passed out. Later he told Osman, “I remember that I wanted to say something, to call to her, I was going to tell her something; they operated on me at the hospital, after I came to, I thought for days about what I was going to tell her, but, strangely, I couldn’t remember.”

			The palace doctor’s son had been brought to the hospital with a serious wound and had been abandoned there like a miserable outcast, neither his children, his wife, his mother, nor his father came to see him, and even the Committee friends with whom he’d shared a common fate lost themselves in the joy of their success and chose to forget their friend who’d shot himself because his wife betrayed him. If he’d died, many of those who didn’t visit him in the hospital would probably have gone to his funeral, but he hadn’t, and it had become his destiny to live with the humiliated shame of being a “cuckolded man” rather than have a tragic end.

			On account of the influence the Sultan still had, Reşit Pasha received daily updates on his son’s condition from the governor’s office, and as soon as Mihrişah Sultan learned her son would recover, she sent a telegram to her daughter-in-law, whom she’d never loved, telling her to send the children to Paris immediately; the strange thing was that this woman who hadn’t even gone to visit her seriously wounded son surprised everyone by not only taking her grandchild, but Mehpare Hanım’s daughter from her marriage to sheikh Yusuf Efendi as well.

			Sheikh Efendi didn’t want his daughter to live with him; he accepted Mihrişah Sultan’s taking her with restlessness and a heavy heart about his decision. Even though he was known as “the protector of the abandoned,” even though he never hesitated to help strangers or intercede on their behalf, he couldn’t be there for his own daughter, he couldn’t take his own flesh and blood under his protection, adding one more sin to the many he’d committed since the day he’d first seen Mehpare Hanım, no one knew the reason, he shouldered this heavy sin without giving any explanation to anyone. Later Hasan Efendi, pitying his Sheikh, told Osman, “He could have taken her in if he wanted, but he wanted her to stay with Mihrişah Sultan; his daughter constituted a link to both Mehpare Hanım and Mihrişah Sultan, who’d charmed him with her beauty when she’d come to the tekke, it wasn’t because he didn’t want his daughter, it was because he didn’t have the strength to cut this bond, he left her with that whore.”

			After sending her two children to her mother-in-law, Mehpare Hanım closed up the mansion in Salonika and moved to her Greek lover’s large mansion in the middle of the vast vineyards in Khalkidiki to escape the gossip and to live her love in peace. On the day she arrived there, she erased Hikmet Bey and what they’d lived together from her mind with the selfish ferocity seen in women who leave the man they don’t love to be with the man they do love, indeed she did this with an inner peace that’s difficult to explain.

			With the uncanny intuition that lovers have, Hikmet Bey sensed that he’d been forgotten, what was more depressing was the knowledge that he wouldn’t have been forgotten if he’d died, and this gave him one more reason to regret that he’d lived.

			Despite the pain he felt, there was no bitterness in his heart; in the mystical manner seen in those who return from the brink of death, he tried to understand each of the people close to him and found excuses for them not having visited him even once. Perhaps he no longer had the strength to be angry, perhaps because he had humiliated, denigrated, and shamed himself so much more than anyone else that he didn’t even take secret offense at what they did. He just felt a deep repentance. He realized that a failed suicide attempt was more dishonorable than never having attempted suicide.

			While the Muslim community celebrated the opening of parliament, the Christians, especially in Salonika, were swept up in the excitement of the approaching Christmas season; despite the soberness of the nurses and doctors, there was a cheerful flurry of activity in the hospital, everyone had begun buying little presents for their acquaintances. Hikmet Bey couldn’t find anything to be cheerful about, so in desperation he borrowed from the happiness of others as he watched the preparations for Christmas from his bed with a bitter smile.

			Two days before Christmas, when Sister Clementine was doing her rounds in the deserted hospital as the patients slept, she went into Hikmet Bey’s room and saw that he was still awake, and without attempting to conceal her pleasure said, “Are you still awake, Monsieur Hikmet?”

			With a broken smile that suited his pale face, Hikmet Bey replied, “I couldn’t fall asleep.” Sister Clementine straightened the bedsheets and pulled the blanket up a bit and said, “Tonight will be cold, cover yourself well.” Hikmet Bey said, “If you have the time could you sit with me a bit?”

			“Aren’t you going to sleep?”

			“I’m not sleepy, somehow I can’t sleep at night, and even if I do fall asleep, I wake up again and again.”

			Sister Clementine pulled a chair up next to the bed and sat down.

			“Would you like me to read to you?”

			“If you have the time, I’d prefer to talk.”

			Sister Clementine sat with her knees together, her hands resting on her lap, both of them were aware of an undulation in her voice that had nothing to do with the innocent manner in which she was sitting. 

			“You’ll be leaving us next week, Monsieur Hikmet. What will you do when you get out?”

			“I suppose I’ll go back to Istanbul.”

			A shadow passed across Sister Clementine’s face. 

			“Have we bored you so much that you want to flee at once?”

			Later Hikmet Bey told Osman, “I think it was that night, as I was conversing with that tall nun, that I realized for the first time that women are attracted to men who fall into the position of being despised by other men.” Osman noticed that he spoke of Sister Clementine without using her name, referring to her only as “that tall nun” as if she was of no importance to him, but he didn’t point out this sly omission and attributed it to Hikmet Bey’s inhibition.

			“By no means, not at all,” Hikmet Bey replied to her reproach. “In any event there are a lot of things I have to take care of here, when I said I would be leaving I meant after I’ve wrapped everything up.”

			“Do you miss Istanbul?”

			“I suppose I have, I think I miss approaching the harbor in a ferry more than I miss Istanbul itself, the odd smell the city has, the buzzing . . . When I think of Istanbul I think of the harbor, as if I don’t remember anything else . . . What about you? Do you miss Paris?”  

			Sister Clementine sighed, then leaned toward Hikmet Bey with a playful smile, “Don’t tell anyone, but I miss it terribly.” 

			Then she added, “The head nurse would be furious if she heard that.”

			“Why?”

			“Oh, because the city is a worldly place, it means that I miss the world, we’re supposed to have left all that behind.”

			There was a silence. 

			“I miss Istanbul, but I’m not sure I miss the world, no, I can’t say I’ve missed the world, I’ve even grown accustomed to this place, to the hospital; if they weren’t discharging me I’d stay here, far from the struggles and problems of life.”

			“Don’t say that, Monsieur Hikmet. Just as it’s inappropriate for us to miss the world, it’s inappropriate for you not to miss it, you’re a young man, you need to live your life.”

			“I’m not young anymore, Sister Clementine, I’m not trying to hold on to my youth, I don’t miss it . . . from now on life is pointless for me; when you no longer have anything to hope for your youth has ended too; what can I hope for, nothing . . . From now on life is just something I have to endure, indeed, if you can believe it, it’s like a prison sentence . . . ”

			Smiling like an aristocrat who’d learned to smile through the deepest pain, as if he was mocking himself, Hikmet Bey said, “They’ve put me in solitary confinement, as they do to convicts who try to escape; when you try to escape you lose all your privileges, I will carry on my life as someone who couldn’t escape, who was caught attempting to escape.”

			Sister Clementine held Hikmet Bey’s hand. 

			“Why are you talking like this, why are you being so pessimistic? I would never have thought you would give up so quickly.”

			“Quickly? Do you think I gave up quickly? I gave up very late, too late, I should have given up earlier . . . Someone who gave up in time might get the chance to bounce back, but anyone who gives up too late doesn’t have a chance . . . I didn’t give up quickly, I was late, Sister Clementine, too late, about ten years late.”

			Sister Clementine spoke in a slightly reproachful manner and with a spiritual maturity, earned through years of hard work, that obliged mortals to be respectful and keep their distance. 

			“Monsieur Hikmet, when we know that life doesn’t end with death, that it begins again in a better way, how can you decide that your life has ended in this world, that your life is over when you’re still in your prime. I know that this is held just as much a sin in your religion as it is in ours.”

			This time he really smiled a genuine smile. 

			“Ah, I wish that were my only sin . . . But I committed much more pleasurable sins, sins that are more difficult to forgive. You can be sure that this sin is much more innocent than my previous sins.”

			Every time the word sin is uttered between a man and a woman, whoever they are, it creates its own fire and charm, it penetrates the thickest uniforms, cloaks, and clothing worn against it, it reaches the indelible experience of sin and the pleasure derived from it and moves the soul with its ungodly power. The same thing happened this time; for a brief moment, the coquettish shadow of Paris evenings and sinful experiences, whatever their nature, that she’d tried to forget passed across Sister Clementine’s face, but she regained her spiritual composure so quickly that it could have seemed he’d only imagined it. However, Hikmet Bey, despite being wounded in body and soul, was familiar enough with the shadow of sin to recognize it at once. 

			Instinctively, as if she wanted to protect herself, Sister Clementine reached into her deep pocket and took out her rosary beads.

			“Everyone is a sinner, Monsieur Hikmet, that’s why we seek redemption, this is why we work to avoid sin, we pray daily, we entreat God to not allow the smallest, seemingly most innocent sin to taint our lives. Don’t forget, the most dangerous sin is the simplest and most innocent; a person can decisively close his soul to the greater sins, but it’s the small sins that find a chink in our armor and make their way in.” 

			For the first time since he’d arrived at the hospital, Hikmet Bey looked carefully at Sister Clementine’s face, he looked at her as a man looking at a woman and tried to see what was concealed behind the wimple that looked like swan’s wings, the pale blue habit of coarse cloth, the white apron, rosary beads, mature and understanding smile and clasped hands. With the instincts of a man familiar with women and bedroom games, like a purebred hound catching its prey’s scent, he caught the scent of a woman, there was a woman hiding in there. She had a slightly bulging forehead that shone like ivory, blond eyelashes that reached her temples, an aquiline nose that gave her an aristocratic look, thick, blond, almost yellow eyelashes, dark, almost navy-blue eyes, and thick lips. Later Hikmet Bey said, “It wasn’t a face I wouldn’t notice, that meant I’d never looked carefully before, when I looked at her all I saw was her habit, her wimple, her rosary beads; it didn’t occur to me that there was a woman behind them.”

			Hikmet Bey never told anyone, but he remained faithful to the wife who’d left him for another man; if he’d known he wouldn’t be mocked for it he would have told people, he would have said he wasn’t being faithful to his wife but to his love. Moreover he’d never decided to or even wanted to be faithful, it was just that he didn’t want to look at another woman with desire.

			That night for the first time he looked at Sister Clementine with the awareness that she was a woman, and with desire. Once he’d said, “Destiny created me to amuse itself.” And he was probably right, the first woman this man who was loyal to the wife who’d abandoned him became attracted to was a nun who had rejected her womanhood.

			Osman, who was suspicious of everything and didn’t trust either life or the dead, didn’t think this was a coincidence; for Hikmet Bey, who couldn’t stand to be alone and without a woman, to choose a woman he could never be with meant he was still trying to remain loyal to his wife without realizing it.

			Still, one of the strong bonds that tied Hikmet Bey to Mehpare Hanım had been broken; like all loves that can’t be nourished by hopes or dreams, this love showed its first sign of weakness and received its first wound when he took interest in another woman. The first sign that the bond of melancholy servitude was weakening saddened him deeply, but this didn’t diminish his interest in Sister Clementine.

			He controlled his desire to touch her by keeping his hands under the blanket and clasping them the way she did; unable to see the entreaty in his own eyes, he asked a strange question that later surprised him, “Do you like to dance, Sister Clementine?”

			The nun with a beautiful face tilted her head to one side, looked at him as if she wanted to say something, then put on her spiritual smile and stood. 

			“Go to sleep now, Monsieur Hikmet, it’s late.”

			Hikmet Bey waited for her to turn and say something before she went out the door, but she didn’t. 

			Before Christmas, the patients who’d left the world of the healthy and the happy due to illness, pain, and injury felt a desire, of which they were secretly ashamed, to participate in the celebrations of the healthy during the holiday season. The wealthy gave money to the nuns to buy gifts for their fellow patients and the nuns, while the nuns bought gifts for the poor out of their own pockets. 

			On Christmas Eve they organized a small party in a hall on the ground floor that the nuns used as a cafeteria, and that smelled of boiled meat, coffee, and medicine. They made sherbets and bought cookies and put a large pine tree in the corner, and a chorus of nuns sang carols.

			 For the first time since he’d arrived at the hospital, Hikmet Bey got dressed, put on a tie, and became Reşit Pashazade Hüseyin Hikmet Bey. Despite the black rings under his eyes and the pallor that would remain on his face for the rest of his life, his stance, his expression, and the way he straightened his tie while speaking to the head nurse proclaimed that he was no longer a forlorn, wounded patient who needed tenderness but an Ottoman aristocrat who managed to carry the pride in which he had been steeped since childhood under all circumstances.

			In his striped, black suit, with the bottom button of the vest left open, his starched shirt, his pearl-grey tie-clip, newly polished shoes, and newly re-shaped fez, he was no longer the wounded man who hadn’t managed to commit suicide and who everyone pitied, the unfortunate man whose wife had betrayed him, the patient with the childish expression who made all the other patients thank God that they were in better shape, and had suddenly become one of the leading Committee members of Salonika, Hüseyin Hikmet Beyefendi, the son of the Sultan’s physician. Of course it wasn’t the way he was dressed that impressed those who saw him, they’d all seen a handful of people who were wealthier and more elegant than Hikmet Bey; what impressed them was that this man who, while he was lying in bed in his nightgown, had looked at everyone as if he needed some kind of help but didn’t even know what kind of help, had, as soon as he got dressed, or rather as soon as the expensive fabric caressed his skin, suddenly regained his past, his family, his identity, and his wealth, which he unconsciously believed he’d lost when he came through the hospital door covered in blood, he once again became aware of who he was and of how much power he had; when Hikmet Bey remembered his power, everyone else was also reminded of it by the self-confidence that emanated from him.

			His suit of English cloth, sewn by French tailors, had done more to help him pull himself together than any of the medications he’d been given. The nuns, who met people from every social stratum, noticed at once the aristocratic effort he made to conceal his disdain for this small party and the understanding expression he assumed when talking to people not of his class, and even though this didn’t diminish the tenderness they felt toward him, their behavior revealed that their friendship was now a more distant one. Sister Clementine was the only one who felt closer to Hüseyin Hikmet Bey as he was in his new clothes.

			She went over to him, smiling her spiritual smile.

			“Can you come here for a moment, Monsieur Hikmet, I want to show you something.” 

			They found a quiet corner and Sister Clementine took a package from her pocket and gave it to him. For a moment, probably because of his clothes, he’d forgotten where he was and who he was talking to; he took the package, said, “Merci, madame,” and opened it calmly. 

			Inside was an 1808 edition of Abelard and Heloise, of red leather that had turned brown and with some of the yellow letters on the spine missing. Hikmet Bey was familiar enough with antique books to realize that this book had been purchased from a collector, and for a considerable sum of money. Sister Clementine had wanted to give an expensive gift to the man who’d reminded her of her past, and she did so with a book that looked ordinary and cheap.

			Hikmet Bey leafed through the book with genuine joy and let her know he knew its value without putting her in a difficult position.

			“An 1808 edition . . . That must have been difficult to find in Salonika.”

			“I saw it at a friend’s house and bought it . . . Have you read it?”

			Hikmet Bey replied with a smile that childishly lit up the face the nuns thought looked like a pansy.

			“I was innocent once too. Like everyone else, I read the stories about lovers who could never be united before I read the stories about lovers who separate, like many of my friends I discovered the pleasures of touch on my own, but this book taught me about the terrifying pleasure of not being able to touch.”

			He paused and looked into the nun’s eyes.

			“Thank you, thank you so much . . . I’ll keep this for the rest of my life, it’s such a lovely gift.” 

			Then, unable to contain himself, he added, “Very innocent as well.”

			The nun’s large, shiny forehead flushed for a moment; Hikmet Bey realized he’d embarrassed her and he felt embarrassed by this, so he hurriedly took the gift he’d bought from her out of his pocket and gave it to her.

			“I got something for you too.”

			Sister Clementine made an exaggerated effort, struggling with the gilded ribbons on the package, and didn’t look at him.

			It was a copy of Baudelaire’s Fleurs du Mal; the title was embossed in gold on the cover of the morocco-bound book, and Sister Clementine’s name had been embroidered on the bottom. Next to Sister Clementine’s expensive but humble-looking gift, Hikmet Bey’s gift seemed too showy; he felt he needed to offer an explanation.

			“I couldn’t get out of the hospital so I had to order it, they made it a bit too showy.”

			Sister Clementine leafed through the book as if she hadn’t heard what he’d said. When she looked up it was as if, as a Christmas gift, God had granted her the right to behave like a woman for a few minutes, and she put the persona of Sister Clementine aside, took back her real name, and became Baroness Roucheau of the Paris salons. For her the real gift was not the book but Hikmet Bey himself, who without condemning her had given her the chance to revive a past that had never fully died despite being overlaid with a new identity, prayer and rosary beads.

			She smiled like a woman and not like a nun.

			“My gift was very innocent, monsieur, yours was very sinful.” 

			The reply was given not to the nun but to the baroness.

			“We need both of them, madame, in order to be wounded and in order to recover.” 

			“Why would we need to be wounded?”

			“In order to recover, madame.”

			That Christmas Eve Sister Clementine allowed a sinful miracle to occur through the intercession of two soft, chestnut eyes and relived the past for a moment, then immediately went back to being a nun. Perhaps people could kill themselves and their identities once, but it was impossible to do so twice; after having eradicated a baroness, she didn’t have the strength to eradicate a nun. There, that night, she realized this with pain and with a regret, who knows, she might never be able to confess that for a few minutes she’d relived a past that she’d long forgotten and she accepted this reality with the resignation that being a nun had taught her,

			“Please sit down, Monsieur Hikmet, don’t tire yourself.”

			“Thank you, Sister Clementine, tonight I recovered. After all, I’m being discharged tomorrow.”

			As Hüseyin Hikmet Bey told Osman later: 

			“For those who live with deep, sharp pain, it’s almost impossible to find a great happiness that will make them forget their great sorrows; even when the possibility of happiness is present, those oppressed by a suffering that’s difficult to bear can’t find the strength and courage to open the door, they even remain silent so this unexpected visitor will go away; the talisman that will revive a melancholy person and make them smile again is hidden in small, sudden, brief moments of joy.”

			He discovered this truth that Christmas Eve in the hospital cafeteria whose smell would cause him to make a face when he remembered it. That a woman had changed her identity for him even for a moment, their brief but unforgettable chat had become an exit, a bridge to life for Hikmet Bey, who had recently been lying in an iron bed with grey rails in a room painted snow-white, believing his life was over, taking himself to account and blaming himself mercilessly like any honest man who has lost.

			The next day he woke in a good mood; he ignored the pain he still had in his shoulder, stretched in his bed like a little boy, got up, and looked into the mirror on the wall, happily looked at the pale face that for some while had been reminding him of bad times, and then dressed carefully. He said farewell to and thanked each of the nuns in turn, except Sister Clementine, who’d vanished, went to see the hospital director and made a generous donation to the hospital, then climbed into the carriage that was waiting for him and left the hospital.

			Even though it was the end of December, it was a warm, sunny day. As he left the hospital’s well-kept garden he turned to take a last look at the large, yellow, rectangular building with its smooth façade. He set out for home with a wound in his shoulder that for the rest of his life would ache in damp weather, a deathlike sorrow that would never disappear, and a small but lively delight that would conceal them.

			When Hikmet climbed agilely out of the carriage and went into the house, he stopped for a moment, he’d been on the point of going to the master bedroom as usual to change into his house clothes but realized he didn’t want to go there, he didn’t want to go to the study where he’d shot himself either; he was confused about where to go and stopped in the large entrance.

			Then he realized what was missing, the sound of Mehpare Hanım’s heels as she came to greet him, the children’s laughter, the nannies talking, the servants whispering, the accustomed sounds of the house were gone. The servants who’d gathered in the kitchen were silent, they’d been awaiting his return with a fear whose cause they couldn’t find.

			At that moment Hikmet Bey realized the extent to which his life had been emptied, in his own words, he realized it when he was faced with that “horrible silence.” It occurred to him to turn around, leave at once, spend the night in a hotel and never step foot in that house again, but when he saw the butler looking at him, he made a last effort to pull himself together, strode into the hall, and said, “Tell them to bring me a coffee please, Latif.”

			The entire house had been cleaned thoroughly, the floorboards had been scrubbed, there was a smell of soap and lavender one only encounters when moving into a house that’s undergone major cleaning.

			There was no human smell, none of the smells of cooking and furniture that seep into the walls over time, and which make a house a home; the smells had disappeared like the sounds, the house had lost its memory like someone who’d received a head injury.

			For Hüseyin Hikmet Bey the house was at the same time familiar, he knew the rooms, the corridors, the furniture, the view from the windows, and alien, he couldn’t find any of the familiar sounds or smells, or signs that left traces on his soul rather than in his mind’s eye.

			The mansion was more difficult to bear like this. In this house full of memories he could tolerate remembering and reliving the pain, in a new house with no connection he could spend his life trying to forget the past, but it was difficult for him to stay in a place that was at the same time so familiar and so alien.

			He walked angrily past the study where he’d shot himself five months earlier. Like every other room in the house, it was perfectly clean, but there was a dark and resistant bloodstain, turned brown over time, where he’d fallen after shooting himself. He looked at the stain for a moment, then opened a drawer, took out a sheet of paper, sat at the desk, and wrote a short letter to his mother in French that began, “Chére Maman.”

			“I’m out of the hospital. I’m well. I’m leaving for Istanbul at once. Please send the children there. I kiss your hands.”

			He put the letter in an envelope, sent it to the post office, had his coffee, then told Latif to pack his bags and make a reservation for him for the next day on the Istanbul ferry.

			He wanted to get away from Salonika and from this house as soon as possible, to go to Istanbul and forget the past. 

			The following day he boarded the Istanbul ferry.

			As he leaned on the railing and looked back, he realized he wasn’t leaving a city but a woman he knew he’d never forget. The woman he loved would remain there; he was removing the possibility, which had been nourishing his dreams, of meeting her at a social event or on the street, or rather he supposed he could do so just by boarding a boat. He would carry the woman he’d expelled from his life in the depths of his soul, moreover with an even stronger longing.

			He did not yet know this.

			3

			Major Ragıp Bey wrapped himself in his thick, grey military greatcoat as he walked from Galatasaray to Taksim through the newly falling snow, and just as he was passing the Odeon, the famous beer hall’s large door opened and three tipsy young officers spilled out, followed by a cloud of condensation that smelled of alcohol, women’s perfume and white almonds. It was only just past noon, but apparently the officers from the Salonika units that had been sent to the capital to prevent possible riots had already started drinking.

			An angry expression appeared on Ragıp Bey’s face.

			These young officers had listened to the Beyoğlu adventures of more experienced officers during long watches on Macedonian nights and had turned them into unattainable fairy tales with the new details they added to their dreams each night, and now, in Istanbul, with a fearful hunger in their souls from those nights of isolation, they were throwing themselves into the Greek whores’ beds and becoming regulars of the dens of iniquity. The barracks had been left under the command of sergeants and inexperienced officers, drills and training had been abandoned, and lack of discipline reigned.

			What was most frightening was the fierce hostility between the officers from the Committee and those who remained loyal to the Sultan; just the other night two officers had pulled guns on each other during a political argument, and Ragıp Bey had only been able to avoid bloodshed at headquarters by intervening at the last moment.

			The Major, who disliked chaos and was close to hating what he’d seen in the past few days, berated himself for not rebuking these three officers, and he walked through the increasingly heavy snow with a fury fanned by his psychological makeup, which tended to rapidly amplify even the slightest sense of anger.

			Just then, through the snowflakes that were getting into his eyes, he saw an old man, who he later learned was a carriage driver, whose expression reflected shame about his helplessness rather than fear. At the time he didn’t even think about it, but later, every time he thought about the event that would change the course of his life, it always struck him that the first person he noticed was the one who had the least significant role; at that moment he wasn’t even able to think this. He looked around to see why the man was reacting this way, he saw a woman whose veil was open and who was trying not to show her fear as she looked around for help, and the nasty grins of the two hoodlums who were pulling off her abiya.

			He didn’t hesitate, he strode up to the man who was pulling at her abiya, grabbed him by the throat, and pushed his head back. The hoodlum, who had just smoked hashish and thought himself much larger than he was, looked in surprise at the man who’d grabbed him by the throat and reached for the knife under his armpit, but the strange smile had already appeared on Ragıp Bey’s face as, almost cheerfully, he punched the hoodlum in the face as if he wanted to feel the man’s nose as it broke beneath his knuckles.

			When he saw that his friend had collapsed and that blood was pouring from his nose, the other hoodlum reached for the gun in his belt, but when he saw Ragıp Bey reach for his gun he stopped, either because he thought his opponent would be too quick or he didn’t have the nerve to engage in gunplay with an officer in the middle of Beyoğlu, mumbled through his moustache, and helped his friend to his feet.

			With the animallike naturalness often seen in the underworld these hoodlums inhabited, he submitted to someone more powerful without any wounds to his pride, he walked away with his friend, who pressed a large scarf to his nose, to seek weaker prey, leaving bloodstains on the pavement.

			After he was sure that they’d really gone, Ragıp Bey turned and looked at the woman; there was no sign of the gratitude, fear, or admiration he’d expected to see in her eyes, on the contrary she looked pleased, as if she’d enjoyed what she’d seen. Later Ragıp Bey would notice that this woman, whose name he would learn was Dilara, wasn’t afraid of men no matter what they did, that she saw their braggartly weakness even when they were at their most violent and aggressive, and that she treated them like puppets created for her amusement, but what would really surprise him was that Dilara Hanım always did this in a kind and respectful manner and was able to conceal the mockery that lay beneath.

			Ragıp Bey hadn’t beat up the hoodlum to impress her, but nevertheless, when he didn’t see the admiration he expected in the woman’s eyes, he felt angry, as if his actions had been met with ingratitude. As for the woman, she touched Ragıp Bey’s arm lightly and, in a strong and vibrant voice that evoked a sense of trust and respect in all those who heard it, and with a slight accent that made her words more effective, said:

			“Thank you for rescuing me, I don’t know what would have happened to us without you.”

			Even though he found the gratitude in her voice that he hadn’t found in her eyes, Ragıp Bey felt uneasy; he’d never encountered a woman with a voice like that, but like all men, he instinctively recognized something in the woman’s voice that suggested the end of male dominance and that each step he took from here would lead to captivity, and he was astounded; this was not a familiar feeling for him. 

			“It was nothing,” he grumbled, “these hoodlums are getting out of hand these days, it’s our job to get them back in line.” 

			Then, as if to indicate that the conversation was over, he nodded and tried to walk past her, but she wouldn’t let go of his arm. 

			“Which way are you going, sir?”

			Ragıp Bey looked at her as if to say he found the question inappropriate. 

			“I didn’t catch that, ma’am.”

			The woman acted as if she didn’t understand what he was implying. 

			“I asked which way you were going.”

			Ragıp Bey answered reluctantly: 

			“I’m going to Akaretler.”

			The woman smiled as if she found his irascibility amusing. 

			“Oh, what a coincidence, I’m going to Nişantaşı, I can give you a lift, the driver can drop you off after me.”

			Ragıp Bey rejected this offer decisively.

			“No need, don’t trouble yourself, I’ll walk, I need the fresh air.”

			Dilara Hanım squinted her eyes, frowned, and pursed her lips, from her manner it was clear she didn’t take his attitude or his words seriously. 

			“No need? How can I let you walk in this weather, who looks for fresh air in bitter cold like this, if you keep dragging this out the cold is going to make me sick as well.” 

			The snow was getting heavier, Ragıp Bey would look ridiculous if he insisted on walking, Dilara Hanım had forced him to make a choice between looking ridiculous and looking indecisive. He didn’t want to prolong this strange discussion in the falling snow, so he made a face and said, “Let’s go then.” They got into the carriage, and Dilara Hanım hunched on the edge of the navy-blue velvet seat. 

			“It’s ice-cold in this carriage too.”

			They didn’t speak at all until they’d reached Taksim Square, as they passed through the square the interior of the carriage had warmed a bit and the windows had become misted over from the passengers’ breath. Dilara Hanım opened the upper part of her abiya as if she was alone in the carriage; it was the first time since they’d met that Ragıp Bey got a good look at her face.

			Her braided hair was the color of the shiny horse chestnuts that used to fall into the garden and emerge from their thorny green pods when he was a child. Her face was illuminated by a strange light that set her apart from everything around her, as if someone was shining a light on her from some hidden corner; she was wearing neither blush nor eyeliner, this natural look, as if she’d just washed her face with lots of fresh water, sheltered an innocence that was at odds with her disdain as well as a lust that was at odds with her innocence. Her eyes, under eyebrows that were a little uneven at the ends and gave her face a mocking expression, bulged a bit in a way that reminded him of paintings of the Virgin Mary he’d seen in Germany, under her perfect, Slavic looking nose were small but fleshy lips that looked as if they’d been drawn by hand; it was difficult to decide whether her face was beautiful or not, but one still wanted to look at it.

			With every movement of her face, when she raised her eyebrows or pursed her lips, her expression changed; when she leaned back, raised her eyebrows, and looked straight ahead, she looked like a reserved lady one would hesitate to speak to, when she leaned forward slightly and smiled she had a flirtatious air that would make any man feel it would be easy to chat with her.

			The humble sturdiness of the carriage, which had clearly been brought from Europe, the softness of the velvet seats, the respectful manner of the driver who was clearly accustomed to working for wealthy households, her attire, the fabric of her abiya, and the emerald brooch on her collar hinted at wealth and breeding in a way that was not recognized at once but that commanded respect.

			Dilara Hanım wiped the condensation from the window with her hand, the snowfall had become much heavier; the streets were deserted and the houses and pavements were becoming covered with snow.

			“And you wanted to walk in this weather, you would have frozen to death, God forbid.” 

			Ragıp Bey, who had been lost in contemplation of her face, was startled as if he’d been caught doing something inappropriate. He was seized by the disquiet and unreasonable anger that proud poor men feel toward wealthy women. He realized that the woman was interested in him, but instead of the self-confidence that such obvious interest would make him feel, he felt humiliated, because he thought she was showing her interest so openly because she looked down on him.

			As if getting ready to give the order to attack, he tightened himself and squared his shoulders, raised his head, and took shelter in the only place he could, his manhood. He was about to say that he was used to weather like this, when he suddenly realized how laughable he was being. As he slowly unbuttoned his grey greatcoat, he looked up with the mocking smile that appeared on his face when he hit someone he was fighting.

			“Thank you, I owe you my life.”

			At first she frowned with the surprise and anger of a woman who was accustomed to confusing men with her mockery when she in turn was mocked, and, with the secret delight they feel when they’ve attained something they sought, she tidied her hair, assumed the distant, respectable lady expression, then the lines of her face softened and she let out a little laugh. 

			“Please, anyone would rescue a freezing officer in Beyoğlu.” 

			With this little laugh she let out, with the secret guidance  are women use to show men they are attracted to how to impress them, she was telling Ragıp Bey know how he should behave without actually telling him. Ragıp Bey had understood this as soon as he heard her laugh. 

			He had regained the defiant self-confidence, which women recognized at once, of men who were proud of their power and who were sure that in the end all women, whether rich or poor, beautiful or ugly, hardheaded or scatterbrained, would utter the same cries of pleasure.

			Dilara Hanım realized that this man had a capacity for the kind of violence she’d just witnessed when he broke a hoodlum’s nose without hesitating, that it was not something that had been brought out by a street fight and that it could come out anywhere at any moment; oddly, she hadn’t noticed it during the fight, but only when he mocked her.

			Just as Ragıp Bey recoiled from her mockery, she recoiled from his savagery, just as he was attracted by the charm of her mockery, she was attracted by the charm of his savagery.

			Like any woman who has intuited that the man she is with could touch her profoundly, she first pulled back and became the distant lady only so that she could move closer.

			“Where are you stationed?”

			“At Taşkışla.” 

			“So, you’re one of the soldiers who came from Salonika.”

			He replied with the same pride that all the officers who’d come from Salonika felt involuntarily. 

			“Yes, I came from Salonika.”

			“You’re one of the people who made our father the Sultan angry.”

			Ragıp Bey looked at Dilara Hanım to see if she was serious, but when he saw the same mocking smile he realized she was joking. 

			“In fact one of those who made him very angry.”

			Ragıp Bey took out his cigarette case but stopped before lighting a cigarette.

			“May I?”

			“By all means, but we’ve reached my house, we’ll have them make hot tea for us, you can have your cigarette with tea.”

			This time Ragıp Bey didn’t decline the invitation, he put his cigarette case back in his pocket; meanwhile the carriage had entered the mansion garden and stopped in front of the marble steps that led up to the large front door; as they left the carriage, the snow was falling in large, heavy flakes.

			The door was already open when they got out of the carriage, and a butler in a black frock coat and a Greek servant in a white, lace cap came rushing out to greet them; they entered the house, Dilara in the lead followed by Ragıp Bey. In the large vestibule, as the servant helped her take off her abiya, Dilara Hanım calmly gave orders.

			“Bring us tea in the living room, and don’t forget to bring cognac and cakes.”

			Through a door to the left they entered a large living room where a fire was roaring in the fireplace and the windows looked out onto the garden.

			“Please sit, I’ll be right with you.”

			Alone in the living room, Ragıp Bey went and warmed his hands over the large logs that crackled as they burned. 

			He watched the red, yellow, lilac-tongued flames move across the logs; first the flames touched a log then retreated, then they touched it again, moved over it like red water, then retreated again; watching it, it seemed as if the fire would never ignite the log, it would keep moving over it and then retreating, then suddenly a tiny flame appeared on the side of the log. When the other flames retreated, it continued burning, then another tiny flame appeared on the other side and then the log was burning.

			As he watched the game the flames were playing with the logs, he felt he’d warmed up enough and moved away from the fireplace, he glanced at his reflection in a crystal mirror with a gold-leaf frame hanging on the opposite wall, walked past two winged armchairs, went to the window, and looked out at the garden.

			Large, heavy snowflakes continued to fall. The bare trees were covered in white, and the dark, stagnant water in the pool had started to freeze around the edges.

			As he contemplated the sad loneliness of the garden in winter, Ragıp Bey suddenly felt alone, alienated and fragile. He remembered walking in fear on a snowy morning like this after beating a Pasha’s son and feeling as if he no longer had a future. He left the window, went back into the warmth of the room, and sat in one of the large armchairs.

			There was a settled warmth in the living room that gave a sense of security; he lit a cigarette and left it in the crystal ashtray on the coffee table; a book in German had been left open on the coffee table, he picked it up, it was Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther. As he was leafing through the book the door opened and Dilara Hanım entered, followed by the servant bringing the tea. Ragıp Bey put the book down in a hurry as if he’d been caught doing something forbidden.

			The servant placed the tray on the long coffee table in front of the sofa then left them alone, and Ragıp Bey looked at Dilara Hanım.

			“So, it seems you know German.”

			“Yes, why do you ask?”

			Ragıp Bey gave the shy smile he always gave when the subject of books came up.

			“I saw your book . . .”

			Dilara Hanım looked around in surprise.

			 “My book?”

			When Ragıp Bey picked up the book and showed it to her she smiled.

			“My daughter Dilevser is reading that.”

			“Why did you laugh, don’t you read books?”

			“Of course I do, but this book is more suitable for a young girl than for a woman of my age . . . As the title says, it’s about a young person.”

			Dilara Hanım stopped as if she’d made a gaffe and offered an explanation. 

			“The title of the book, The Sorrows of Young Werther.”

			Ragıp Bey nodded.

			“I saw that.”

			“Oh, do you know German?”

			Ragıp Bey answered as if it wasn’t something important:

			“I spent some time in Germany once, I was serving with a German regiment.”

			As she poured tea and passed it to him, Dilara Hanım asked:

			“How long were you there?”

			“Almost three years.”

			“That’s a long time, did your wife accompany you?”

			“I wasn’t married at the time.”

			Dilara Hanım looked at him as she poured cognac from a cut crystal decanter into a large tumbler. 

			“You’ll have some cognac, won’t you, it’ll warm you up in this weather.

			“I will, thank you.”

			“Did you like Germany?”

			“They’re good soldiers.”

			Dilara Hanım smiled. 

			“Not everyone in Germany is a soldier, or did you never leave the barracks?”

			Ragıp Bey remembered the unforgettable love he’d lived in Germany.

			“Of course, they’re good people, I enjoyed my time in Germany.”

			Dilara Hanım poured cognac for herself as well.

			“I didn’t like it much, they seemed a bit too cold to me, a bit too, how should I put it? A bit too calculating.”

			“Why were you there?”

			“My husband and I went to a spa, to Baden-Baden, in fact Baden-Baden is a lovely place, have you ever been there? It’s so green, it’s a fun place, but still, I don’t know, it seemed to me as if there was a severity under that fun.” 

			“What does your husband do?”

			 “Unfortunately he passed away some time ago, he was much older when we married, and we used to go to Baden-Baden for his health.”

			It grew dark outside, the playful red of the long-tongued flames was reflected from the crystal mirror into the living room. Every time Dilara Hanım moved in the dimly lit room with the white seen through the large window behind her it created a pleasant illusion, it was as if he was watching rippling red silk. As he lost himself in this silky undulation, whose softness could be sensed from a distance, silence reigned in the living room.

			Dilara Hanım rang the silver bell next to her, and when the servant appeared she said,“It’s dark in here, light the lamps.”

			And at that moment Ragıp Bey understood the reason for the uneasiness he’d felt since he entered that house: in this wealthy and respectable mansion, the servants didn’t find it odd that their mistress brought a stranger home and drank cognac with him. Apparently guests like this were common here.

			He put his cognac down on the coffee table. 

			“I should be on my way.”

			“I won’t hear of it, look how heavily it’s snowing, wait for the weather to improve, the driver will take you wherever you want to go, but right now it’s snowing too heavily for the horses to move; and why are you always in such a hurry to leave, ever since the moment we met you’ve wanted to leave. Do you find me so boring?”

			Ragıp Bey rushed to say, “By no means. I don’t want to impose.” 

			The woman had an openly inviting manner, but at the same time, perhaps because of the mocking tone in her voice, or the confidence that came from being wealthy, she also seemed distant and inapproachable, and seeing these two conflicting manners confused him, because he expected women to adopt a single manner that he could understand. 

			Dilara Hanım picked up the crystal decanter, looked at Ragıp Bey, and asked, “Would you like some more,” and when he nodded yes she poured cognac first into his glass and then into her own.

			In every movement she made there was the refined, educated elegance of a woman who’d been born and raised in the palace, but there wasn’t even a trace of the insincerity women from the palace almost always had. She commanded respect without effort, wandered at will through the respect she’d created, and confidently amused herself with her guest. She didn’t have the latent fear aristocrats usually have of people from lower classes, she could consort with men of any class without hesitation; she was sure no one would touch her if she didn’t want them to, though she didn’t know why, and indeed had never thought about it.

			They continued their conversation slowly and gently, in harmony with the snow falling outside the window, and like any man and woman meeting for the first time, they talked about their lives and their past, or rather Dilara Hanım talked and Ragıp Bey listened.

			Dilara had been born in Poland as the daughter of a German small landowner, had taken music lessons from her mother, who was the daughter of a patriotic Polish teacher, had discovered a taste for literature, and from her father had learned to keep people at a distance and to manage them with her glances. At thirteen she was abducted in a raid on her village and became part of a group of that was sent as a gift to the harem of the Ottoman palace; in the harem she was ostracized because she was more intelligent and less beautiful than the other women, and when she was eighteen she was given away as a bride to an elderly Pasha from Crete. The Pasha truly loved his young wife, took it upon himself to complete her education, got her to take oud lessons, taught her French himself, received permission from the Sultan to take her to Europe, where he travelled often because of his poor health, brought her to the most beautiful cities, where they stayed in the most comfortable hotels, gave her the life of a European woman, then departed the world, leaving her a large fortune. Since then Dilara Hanım had lived a calm, safe, and secure life in that mansion with her daughter.

			She didn’t tell Ragıp Bey that, that unlike many Ottoman women who were widowed at a young age, she didn’t forget her womanhood, but had casual affairs with handsome men who were not from her circle so as to avoid gossip.

			During a moment of silence she watched the snow falling into the garden.

			“Snow reminds me of my childhood, I can’t decide whether or not I like it.”

			“Snow reminds everyone of their childhood.”

			The crackling of the fireplace and the light of the lamps reflected in the mirrors stood in contrast to the shadowy white darkness outside, the atmosphere caressed Ragıp Bey softly, and he kept putting off the idea of leaving that had remained in a corner of his mind.

			Dilara Hanım rang the silver bell, and when the servant appeared asked calmly: 

			“Is dinner ready?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Dilara Hanım turned to Ragıp Bey. 

			“I’ve had dinner prepared, the carriage will take you after we eat.”

			Ragıp Bey tried to decline, but even he realized that he did it weakly. 

			“I don’t want to impose, let me be on my way before it gets too late . . . And there’s no need for your carriage, I’ll hail a cab.” 

			As she stood, Dilara Hanım spoke in an authoritative and mocking tone that he’d never heard in a woman before. 

			“Major, your attitude is bordering on rudeness, your insistence on leaving is close to insulting, don’t throw it in my face that I’m so boring, dear.”

			He muttered, “By no means . . .” then stood and followed her, but inwardly he was angry at the way she pressured him; he couldn’t stand up to this odd woman, and, what was worse, he himself was having difficulty deciding whether to stay or go.

			They entered a large, well-lit room, in the center was a large table covered with a white tablecloth, the table had been set for three, and there were silver candelabras. Ragıp Bey glanced around for the third person, it was just the two of them, he gave her a questioning glance and she smiled.

			“My daughter will be joining us.” 

			As soon as she said this, the door on the side opened and a girl of about seventeen or eighteen came in; because of her upbringing she tried to conceal her displeasure at having a male guest at the table and, showing the politeness she’d been taught to show even to unimportant people, said, “Welcome” reluctantly, then sat and waited for her food without looking up. Dilara Hanım didn’t pay attention to her daughter’s manners, to the way she responded negatively to the presence of a male guest, she accepted her daughter’s near rudeness with nonchalance. It was only Ragıp Bey who was disquieted by this behavior, he felt like a piece of furniture that had been placed in the house by mistake.

			For a time they ate their soup in silence. That he managed to sit in silence with two women without trying to win their hearts, that he adopted such a cold and even angry attitude, caused both women to feel he was challenging their authority and the secret sovereignty that women were supposed to have at the table.

			Dilara Hanım responded to this defiant silence with her own silence, but in spite of her indifference the young Dilevser didn’t have the patience to remain silent. He was different from all the men who’d been there before, he didn’t have the unstated but importunate conceitedness of a man who’d been invited by a woman, and she found his long face and nonchalant stance interesting.

			“Are you a colonel?” she asked suddenly.

			Her emphasis made it more than clear that she disdained any military rank, whether it be high or low. 

			“No,” he said.

			As she was bringing her silver spoon to her mouth, Dilara Hanım paused suddenly and, without raising her head, glanced at Ragıp Bey and her daughter before continuing with her soup. 

			“What are you, then?

			“I’m a major.”

			“Did I unwittingly say something offensive?”

			“Not at all, why would you say anything offensive to me?”

			“You speak as if you’re angry.”

			Dilara Hanım listened to their exchange without interrupting, she was curious about how Ragıp Bey would handle her daughter’s tactlessness. 

			“No, I’m not angry, I’m just not accustomed to this type of conversation.”

			Dilara Hanım decided to interrupt because the conversation had lost its focus and might go in the wrong direction, so she gave Ragıp Bey an attractive smile, though it was difficult to tell whether it was tender or mocking. 

			“What type of conversation are you accustomed to?”

			“The type of conversation officers have among themselves.”

			“And what are they like?”

			“Just what you’d expect, we talk about the nation’s problems and about military matters.”

			As she reached for the salt, Dilara Hanım quipped, “That is, matters that women don’t understand.”

			“Please, I didn’t say that, though I do imagine ladies wouldn’t relish that kind of conversation.” 

			“Does this nation belong to gentlemen alone, Ragıp Bey? Why wouldn’t ladies relish talking about these matters? You yourself saw it just a little while ago, when the nation starts going down the drain, men reach for our veils first; if men understood the nation’s problems as well as they say they do we wouldn’t be in this situation, our finances wouldn’t be in the hands of thieves and our streets wouldn’t be controlled by thugs.”

			Thus time Ragıp Bey was genuinely surprised and was unable to conceal it; it was so unexpected for him to hear a woman talk about finances that he opened his eyes wide in near horror.

			Dilara Hanım continued in a serious tone:

			“Why are you so surprised? You don’t even realize that your surprise itself is a kind of insult; all men are like that, I know; this isn’t about you, but to tell the truth I’d like to meet a man who thought differently . . . Look, when Dilevser’s father died I went to the Ministry of Finance and the Ministry of War to have the Pasha’s pension transferred to her, I saw for myself what a mess things were there and I wasn’t able to get a penny out of them, in the end I said, ‘To hell with it,’ and let it go; if we didn’t have any income we would have been dependent on strangers, we would have had to open our arms for men in exchange for money like the poor women on the streets.”

			Ragıp Bey blushed deeply and simply murmured, “Please.” 

			“Why are you embarrassed, Ragıp Bey, isn’t this the reality of life, don’t you see the women I see, you might not visit them yourself, but your fellow officers who came to save the capital certainly visit them, I know they do, and they never think about how these women ended up in that position . . . I’ve travelled all over Europe, you’ve been there too, you’ve seen it, I have firsthand experience of what developed nations are like; I’m not blind, I saw, I’m not deaf, I heard, I’m not stupid, I think, I argued with people who understand these things, I read books, the Pasha, God bless him, was a very open-minded person, he wanted me to see and learn. If you ask me what I learned, all developed nations have set their women free, there, men and women stand shoulder to shoulder, a nation that keeps its women imprisoned at home can’t and won’t develop.”

			Dilara Hanım put down her spoon and continued, “Without women, Ragıp Bey, there is no nation, look at this nation’s streets, there’s no need to think deeply about it, you can see it right away, a nation where there are no women in the streets is a poor nation in every sense, like ours. Poor women, all of them are prisoners in their own homes today, you may be free, but at best yours is the impoverished freedom of a guard who wastes his life in prison.” 

			This time Dilevser, feeling sorry for Ragıp Bey, interrupted. 

			“Mother, if you keep talking like that, we’ll end up sending Ragıp Bey away hungry, he hasn’t eaten a bite since you started in on him.”

			Her mother looked at her and then smiled.

			“Excuse me, Ragıp Bey, I’m not giving you a chance to eat, perhaps this is why you don’t allow us to talk, because we talk so much when we do.” 

			Ragıp Bey had never met a woman who talked like this, even in Germany he never met a woman who compared men and women and blamed men. 

			“Please, you speak well, I learned something from what you said.”

			“Now I’ll allow you to eat in peace, we can discuss these matters another time.”

			Once again Dilara Hanım had implied that they would see each other again, that she’d simply decided this, she wasn’t the least bit shy about her inviting manner. As Ragıp Bey said to Osman later, “The most impressive thing about her was that she wasn’t ashamed of the things other people are ashamed of.” 

			Dilevser served Ragıp Bey some more food. 

			“My mother never stops talking about this, she’s very sensitive about equality between men and women.” 

			“Equality between men and women?”

			“That’s impossible, isn’t it, Ragıp Bey, equality is impossible.”

			In spite of himself, Ragıp Bey reacted without thinking. 

			“But men go to war, we fight and die.”

			“Who are you fighting for, Ragıp Bey, who are you dying for? Is fighting and dying the only way to prove your manhood, is war a manhood contest among men, or do you fight for those who’ve been left behind, that is, for women?” 

			Ragıp Bey fell silent, and Dilara Hanım kept after him. 

			“Why don’t you answer?”

			“When you’re under siege, Dilara Hanım, you have to think carefully before making a sortie, if you don’t, as I just didn’t, it ends in disaster, so if you don’t mind, I need a chance to think.”

			“You’re not under siege, you’re among friends.”

			“I’m accustomed to enemies, Dilara Hanım, it will take some time to become accustomed to friends.”

			Dilara Hanım knew how far she could go in provoking men, she knew instinctively when to stop, knew when she was discomfiting them and how to ease this discomfiture with a smile. She realized that if she kept it up, Ragıp Bey would become genuinely frightened of her, he wouldn’t be able to bear this fear and he’d flee. 

			If she was going to frighten a man like this she would do it after he was so attached he couldn’t leave and not on the first day they met; moreover this officer was one of the few men who could respond to her naturalness, which could be considered terrifying, with the same kind of naturalness, who didn’t try to appear to be more than he actually was, he wasn’t ridiculous like those officers who’d spent their lives in the mountains and tried to pretend they were sophisticated, even when the conversation was getting the better of him. Even though he’d lost the argument, the way he accepted his defeat earned him both women’s admiration, and it was always important to Dilara Hanım to feel that her daughter admired a man. 

			Ragıp Bey didn’t say a word about himself, about what he’d experienced in Macedonia, the skirmishes he’d been in, his heroic past, his house, his wife, his father-in-law, who was one of the most famous sheikhs in the empire. 

			When, after having a last cognac with his coffee, Ragıp Bey climbed into the carriage that had been readied for him and left the mansion, he was even more of a mystery than he’d been when he arrived. Both women sensed the manly confidence concealed beneath this officer’s silence and realized he wasn’t like the men who’d come to the mansion before him. By saying nothing, Ragıp Bey had told these women much more about himself than he’d intended, they were much better than men at understanding these kinds of things; it was to this that he owed being invited to dinner two days later.

			On the deserted, snow-covered streets, where the gas lamps augmented rather than alleviated the loneliness and silence, he sat in the carriage listening to the wheels roll through the snow and the deep sound of the horses’ hooves, he felt as surprised, awed, and frightened as a shepherd who’d met a mythical creature who changed her appearance every time her reflection appeared on the river that flowed through the forest, now as a water fairy, now as a mermaid and now as a dragon.

			In his world, courage, determination, and prowess were valued over cleverness, bright ideas, and precise observations, he’d always earned the admiration of both men and women without any effort, as if it was his natural right. He earned admiration without even trying to, and women desired him. He’d seen the same look in Dilara Hanım’s glances that night, but instead of pleasing him, this desire felt more like an insult. He knew enough about woman to realize that Dilara Hanım wanted him not as a man, but as a plaything, that she didn’t care at all about his feelings and desires, that her desire contained no admiration or passion. Dilara Hanım had chosen Ragıp Bey the way a pampered woman showed the shop assistant the dress she liked in the window, she’d pick him up like a trollop she found in the street, take him into her bed, and then send him packing when she tired of him.

			It excited Ragıp Bey to experience two contradictory feelings that usually aren’t experienced together in love games, being desired and being defeated, he wanted to get closer to this woman, but he also wanted to mistreat her.

			A feminine fragility was added to the famous, manly anger that terrified and intimidated everyone who met him for the first time, he wanted to take Dilara Hanım in his arms and show her the pleasure of womanhood and the aggressiveness of manhood, but he also wanted her to caress him lovingly, a miracle occurred on that snowy night, the feminine fragility that conceals itself in the deepest, darkest corners of every man woke with all its weakness, powerlessness, helplessness, wanting to be loved; tender, impatient, and full of lustful expectation, Ragıp Bey was dragged into the mystical landscape called love, which no man could survive without the guidance of a woman, where there were no maps and where people forgot everything they saw as soon as they passed it.

			Like every woman who knows how to impress men and subjugate them, Dilara Hanım had quickly awakened Ragıp Bey’s feminine side, the feminine side that men who have never even sensed its existence must wake before they can fall in love, and this triggered his desire to be loved. 

			In just a few hours his destiny and his life had changed, an unhappy but peaceful man had become a restless man who dreamt of happiness.
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