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Praise for Frances Kazan


“Like an intricately patterned Turkish carpet, Halide’s Gift is a complex tale of intrigue, secrets, superstitions and veiled passions set at the end of nineteenth century Constantinople, a time when change chafes against tradition and a place where East and West rub elbows. With a wealth of exotic detail resulting from meticulous research, Frances Kazan’s sensuous writing draws us into the multi-layered life of a harem and two sisters whose different natures push against ancient proprieties, each in her own way, crystalizing the forces in turbulent conflict. She has turned unknown history into compelling human drama.”


—Susan Vreeland, author of Girl in Hyacinth Blue


“We can’t go back to Constantinople, but in this fictionalized biography Halide Edib teaches us much about women’s lives in that eastern metropolis at the turn of the century … its portrayal of an Islamic world on the brink of change is carefully detailed and convincing.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Kazan has written a politically intriguing and uniquely stylized novel with a subject matter that is refreshingly untrodden. A master of Turkish studies, she conveys this story with the mystique of billowing incense.”


—Elsa Gaztambide, Booklist


“A memorable read: heartfelt, historical, richly realistic.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Engrossing … Most of Halide’s story takes place in the harem, where it engages themes of love, marriage and betrayal…. Kazan’s descriptions of turn-of-the-century Constantinople are haunting.”


—The Washington Post


“A wonderfully foreign, fascinating world … [Halide] was a woman who defied convention.”


—The Denver Post


“This is an enchanting, engrossing novel. Frances Kazan has taken Halide Edib’s true story—her amazing moment in Turkey’s history—and with an alchemy of art and scholarship has turned it into the kind of fiction that illuminates a world.”


—Jane Kramer


“I was gripped by Frances Kazan’s evocation of the last days of the Ottoman empire in Halide’s Gift. That strange, fragile world of complex intrigues and compromises is made fully present through her scrupulous attention to individual lives and psychological truth. An impressive novel.”


—Pankaj Mishra, author of The Romantics


“Halide’s Gift tells the story of a remarkable woman’s life as it unfolds in the last years of the Ottoman Empire. The outer world of politics and society forms a wonderful counterpoint to the steady growth and maturation of this inspiring woman’s inner life. Frances Kazan has given us in this radiant novel not only her rich insight into these incredible times, but also a new heroine whom we can admire and from whom there is so much to learn.”


—Philip Glass


“Halide’s Gift will haunt you. The story is both moving and mysterious—the women passionate, complicated and noble. Frances Kazan is a writer of exceptional promise.”


—Patricia Bosworth
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For Joe and Charlotte









I am warned by the dervish way—


You cannot become a dervish.


Come, if you wish, what can I say?


You cannot become a dervish.


YUNUS EMRE


Translation, Talat Sait Halman





“Alum Yazisi”


(“Our fate is written on our forehead”)


OLD TURKISH SAYING










Prologue



NEW YORK, SEPTEMBER 1961


My colleagues have been urging me to write a memoir, Turkey is in the news again, a decade of democracy has come to a violent end, and the generals have seized power. A military coup dispensed with the government; the prime minister, Adnan Menderes, has been hung. Pictures of his crumpled body wrapped in a white garment like an operating robe have circulated among the opposition. A sign is slung around his neck as if he was a common criminal. Despite suffering this horrible death, his expression is peaceful. There had been a trial, of course. The prosecution presented accusations of betrayal and violation of the constitution, but the outcome was a foregone conclusion. Western governments protested the harsh sentence—even President Kennedy added his voice, but the generals are hard and insular men who care little for world opinion.


Writing a memoir was the last thing on my mind. The nature of memory is suspect, subject to change with the passing of time, but this death has stirred my anger. Menderes was decent man; this I know from friends who fought at his side during the Turkish War of Independence. Now their dreams of democracy have once again been smashed by the tramp of army boots and the threat of a hangman’s rope. I am rethinking my resistance to examining the past, but it’s hard to know where to start.


I pull an album from the shelf and press the tips of my fingers against the label that reads “Istanbul, 1919,” as if these words possess magical properties that can conjure up those early days. Memory can be a deceptive faculty. It’s hard to say where stories begin and end. My arrival in Istanbul that distant, cold morning was preceded by years of pain and other stories with their own deep roots and wandering branches. The pendulum in the grandfather clock creaks back and forth. Time passes, relentless. I must get my story on paper, for time is running out.


I turn the pages of the album until I find the picture I am looking for, taken on the platform at Sirkeci Station moments after my arrival in Istanbul. There is my sister Connie, her arms curled around my waist, her embrace both warm and welcoming. It was late January, during the coldest, darkest winter in living memory. In spite of the icy wind that swept through the station like a malevolent spirit, the two of us are smiling at the cameraman, brought by Connie to commemorate the moment of our reunion. Above our shoulders you can just make out the words “… des Grands Express Européens” written on the side of the train that brought me from Paris. Our eyes are wide from the flash, glistening with tears—or is that memory and perception playing tricks again?


We had not seen one another for five years; the Great War kept us apart. Connie’s husband, John, was a diplomat. John was a gifted man, educated at Princeton, fluent in French and German. His restrained manner and balanced nature were well suited to his profession. He was a rising star. Despite my antipathy toward his privileged background and inherited wealth, Connie had made a good match; they adored one another. Soon after their marriage the State Department sent him to London, and three months later the assassination in Sarajevo sparked the Great War. Despite cruel fighting that devastated Europe, Connie’s letters from London were cheerful, filled with details of consulate life, their elegant home, and lively parties. Following the signing of the peace treaty, John was dispatched to Istanbul, an unexpected posting—for him an important step on the career ladder, but for my sister a rude awakening to the reality of the life she had chosen. Istanbul was the dark heart of the Ottoman Empire, now ruined and demoralized after its ill-fated alignment with the German Kaiser. Connie wrote, begging me to join them. I agreed without hesitation. There was nothing to keep me in New York.


Almost eight weeks had passed since I set sail from the Brooklyn Navy Yard aboard an empty troopship bound for Calais on a mission to retrieve men who had survived the carnage. Storms drove us off course; huddled in my cabin, faint from the sway of the waves, I stared at the horizon waiting for the first sight of land. Safely on shore, I boarded the train bound for Paris, the center of the world in those chaotic postwar days. Soldiers, diplomats, and journalists crowded the wide boulevards, while day after day the Allied leaders sought a solution for world peace. I have no memory of how I passed my time until the military driver came to take me north to search for one lonely grave. Those early months of widowhood remain a blur. My loss was too profound to comprehend.


Even now, thirty years later, the scale of horror of the Great War astounds me. In four short years the confident, civilized nations of Europe had all but destroyed themselves. Governments shattered as the borders of Europe shifted and the vast colonial empires disappeared. Imperial Russia lost more than a million men, only to be crushed by a homegrown revolution. Thousands of White Russians went into exile. The Austro-Hungarian Empire imploded, leaving a chasm in Central Europe. Kaiser Wilhelm, who was thought to be certifiably mad, fled to Holland, and Germany became a republic.


In 1913 the Ottoman Empire stretched from the Bulgarian border in Europe across the Anatolian plains into Syria, Trans-Jordan, Palestine, Mesopotamia, and Iraq. Yet only a handful of people in the Young Turk leadership supported the alliance with the Germans. Some blamed the influence of Enver Bey, one of the ruling triumvirate and a man infatuated with everything German. Others, including Henry Morgenthau, the former American ambassador, maintained that the Germans had plotted and schemed for years to infiltrate Istanbul and extend their Teutonic Empire across the Ottoman territories.


When the Ottomans finally surrendered at the end of October 1918, the minister of the navy signed an armistice composed and executed by an English admiral on board a battleship moored off the Greek Isles! This defective document made no provision for surrendering arms or munitions, an omission that would have far-reaching consequences. The Muslim army disbanded; demoralized and defeated, the troops straggled home to land ravaged by years of famine and war. Flouting promises made to the Ottoman government, the Allied victors sent a million soldiers to occupy Palestine and Mesopotamia and the major Turkish seaports. Despite protests from the sultan’s government, the Allies sailed through the Dardanelles into the Marmara Sea and disembarked along the Bosphorus. Thousands of foreign troops poured into the ancient ports of the Golden Horn and took over the capital. Mehmed VI, caliph of all Islam, relinquished his power to the European commissioners, who divided the city into zones and set about maintaining order.


A few days before my arrival in Istanbul, General D’Esperey, commander of the French forces, landed at Galata. Mounted on a white horse, he rode through streets of the European quarter cheered by crowds of jubilant Greeks. It was a mocking gesture echoing the triumphant arrival of Sultan Mehmet II, otherwise known as Fatih the Conqueror, almost five hundred years before, when the Ottoman army sacked the last outpost of Byzantium and proclaimed Istanbul the new capital of the Islamic Empire.


The Germans were not the only ones casting a possessive eye across the lands of the Near East. During the Great War no less than three secret treaties were drawn up by the Allies, distributing the former Ottoman territories among themselves as part of the spoils of war. When the Paris Peace Conference convened, these secret deals lingered on the minds of the Allied leaders; no one knows for sure if President Wilson was aware of their existence. In his twelve-point plan for peace, the last paragraph declared, “The Turkish portions of the Ottoman Empire should be assured of secure sovereignty….”


All this I learned later. When I arrived in Istanbul that cold windy morning, I knew nothing.
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JANUARY 1919


Pale-faced soldiers lounged against the barrier smoking cigarettes, their half-closed eyes follow us as we hurried into the station yard. French, or were they English? I could not tell; their bland expressions gave no clue.


“Thank God you are here,” said Connie, clutching my arm as if fearful fate might tear us apart again. “You’re so thin and pale. We’ll take care of you—bring you back to your old self.”


“That old Mary is gone, Connie—don’t look for her in me anymore. She no longer exists.”


“It’s early days yet. You will prevail—you were always the strong one.”


“Two years.”


“Two years is nothing. The loss you suffered was immense.”


A pair of donkeys pushed between us, their skeletal frames bent by baskets crammed with stones. Connie was forced to let go of my arm as the poor beasts lumbered by and were soon swallowed up in the crowd. It was late afternoon and the station square was swarming with people—men in starched collars and crumpled suits, on their heads windblown turbans or dusty red fezzes and women billowing in black or huddled in shawls, their eyes cast downward.


“Stay close, Mary, stay close. There are pickpockets and thieves on every corner.”


“What of my bags?” Alarmed, I glanced behind to see that the crowd had closed in, trapping us in a sea of bodies.


“Don’t worry, I paid the porters handsomely; they will guard those bags with their lives. So different from London—there the people had a code of honor even in the most difficult days of the war,” she said wistfully.


I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye and caught an unguarded moment. There was a downward curve to her mouth, and a dark tinge to the half moon curve beneath her eye marred her rounded beauty. My sister seemed troubled. I hoped it was nothing more than the effects of the move.


“Seems we both have adjustments to make.”


“I was looking forward to returning to New York, but John was so excited by this posting, what could I say? Istanbul is at the crossroads. What happens here will determine the future of this region.”


A car was idling at the far end of the square, shades covering the windows; when we drew close a uniformed chauffeur rushed from the driver’s seat to open the door. Connie slipped into the back seat. I hesitated, taking a last look at the teeming crowds.


From nowhere came an eerie wail. Moments later another cry echoed across the water and still another this time from the hill above the station; soon the air was filled with this strange cacophony made worse by the howling of dogs.


“The call to prayer,” said Connie, patting the seat beside her.


“But it’s late afternoon.”


“Five times a day, seven days a week; we don’t need a clock.”


“What are they saying?”


“Allah is God, God is great.” Connie beckoned, waving her hand with urgent energy. “Hurry, Mary, we have to leave. The curfew starts at dusk; even diplomats have to obey.”


The American Consulate was housed in the Palazzo Corpi, an Italianate palace cloistered behind a high wall in one of the back streets of Beyoglu. A guard waved us through the gates, and as we crunched into the drive I saw John waiting at the top of the steps. He bounded toward the car, looking vigorous and sensual. Seeing him again gave me a sense of assurance. I was with family and safe, for now. As his arms folded around me, sadness gripped my throat like a chokehold. It seemed an eternity since a man had held me close.


“Thank God you are safe. We were worried. How brave of you to venture so far alone.”


“I’m no fragile rose.” I forced a smile.


“Don’t make light of it, Mary. It can be very dangerous for a woman to travel alone through war-torn Europe. I had a lot of concerns.”


“I could not stay in New York,” I murmured, staring up at the arched and pillared façade. “Quite a building. I imagined a place more Oriental and exotic.”


“There is exotic, a lot of exotic,” said John, breaking into a smile. “You’ll see in time.”


“We have one of the best apartments; it’s on third floor at the back facing the old city. The view is spectacular,” said Connie.


“I wouldn’t say that too loudly, darling,” John said, guiding me up the steps with a touch on my elbow. “How long did you linger in Paris?”


“A couple of days.”


“Car picked you up?”


“Did I thank you? I don’t remember.”


“No need for thanks, Mary. You are my sister. How else would you have found …,” he hesitated.


“His grave?” I interjected.


“It’s hard to imagine a man so in love with life dead and buried.”


“If it hadn’t been for that military driver and his guide I’d still be there,” I said quietly. “There are so many graves.”


“And northern France—how was it?”


“Rubble, burned out trees and villages—like a nightmare.” I paused at the top of the steps, my heart pounding.


“Nature will take care of the destruction,” said John. “Eventually the trees and bushes will grow back, fields will bear crops, villages will be rebuilt. It is our responsibility to find a way to live peacefully and ascertain nothing of this magnitude happens again.”


We entered the palazzo through tall doors polished to a high sheen. John ushered me into an elegant hallway crammed from floor to ceiling with boxes, files, and oversized trunks stamped with the official seal of the United States Navy.


“It’s not usually this chaotic,” he explained. “Our new area commander, Admiral Bristol, moved into the consulate a couple of days ago.”


“No one expected him to actually take up residence; we thought he was going to remain on his ship,” said Connie, removing a dead leaf from one of the plants pushed out of place by a steamer trunk.


“Connie has prepared your room herself,” said John, “and we have ordered a special breakfast to welcome you.”


For the first time in months I felt suffused with affection. I had done the right thing coming this far.


The long hall was lined with glass-paneled doors etched with flowers; overhead the ceiling was improbably painted with cherubs and garlands of flowers in a style reminiscent of Fragonard. I looked at the reflection of my face in a mirror; a stranger stared back at me. Weeks of travel had thinned my cheeks, my eyes were creased with faint lines, and strands of unruly hair escaped from beneath my hat.


“This mansion was built by an Italian ship owner for his mistress,” said Connie.


“Just a rumor,” said John.


“You hate to admit this serious diplomatic edifice was once a monument to illicit love.”


John moved on down the hall, weaving between piles of boxes, and then paused at an open door. “Why, Lewis, I didn’t expect to find you here today.”


“My offices are the best in the building; I don’t want Bristol assuming he has the right to occupy them, so I am guarding my territory.” The speaker had a tremulous voice, almost childlike.


“Allow me to introduce my sister-in-law, Mary Di Benedetti,” said John.


“Lewis Heck at your service ma’am. Please forgive me for not getting up.” The speaker was a man of indeterminate age who was lying on a chaise, his legs covered with blankets.


“Mr. Heck is our acting commissioner,” said John.


“Do not be deceived by that weighty title,” said Heck with a chuckle.” I was here before the war with Ambassador Morgenthau. I am one of the few people who speak Turkish, so the State Department sent me back with a promotion.”


“Your language skills are invaluable,” said John.


“No one speaks Turkish except the ordinary people,” said Heck. “I am good for buying flour and sending endless reports to our commissioners in Paris.”


“Mary just arrived this morning, on the train from Paris.”


“Paris!” echoed Heck. “I heard our president was riding about the city in an open carriage acknowledging the crowds as if he were royalty.”


“I was only there for a couple of days.”


“People are desperate for a resolution. They imagine President Wilson’s plan will save the world, so they clamor to see him like they would a messiah.”


“We must be optimistic, Heck; sooner or later the Europeans will understand Wilson is right. Self-determination is the only way. Colonialism is a thing of the past.”


“You are indeed the man of the future,” said Heck.


While they were talking, Connie wandered over to the window. She pressed her long fingers against the glass and looked out.


“There are sailors at the gate, John, quite a number. They are arguing with the guards.”


“Sailors? Are they French, Italian?”


“American,” said Connie. “The gates are opening. They’re in the drive with a load of crates and what looks like a desk.”


“Bristol’s men, from his brig Scorpion,” said Heck, closing his eyes. “The admiral will be with us any minute.”


That first night it was impossible to sleep; I lay awake listening to the ceaseless barking of street dogs. Close to midnight I thought I heard gunshots. Alarmed, I sat up, wondering if it had been my imagination. Perching on the edge of my bed, I stared across the rooftops. Everything was dark save for a few flickering points of amber. The moon, on the cusp, cast jagged silver shadows across the sky. My painter’s eye took over. To distract myself from thinking about Burnham, at an hour when the past was best left to dreams, I tried to imagine how I would capture the varying shades of black and gray. Somewhere in my baggage there were sketchbooks, charcoal, and watercolor paints.


A door slammed. I heard footsteps and assumed it was John returning from his office. Moments later raised voices came from the direction of John and Connie’s apartment. Feeling like an eavesdropper, I tried to ignore them, but the argument continued. Eventually it stopped. Silence fell over the household and I subsided into a restless sleep.
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The first time I saw the old city was a few days after my arrival; John arranged an excursion on a morning when the consulate was closed. Before we left Connie wrapped herself in a shawl and tied a scarf around the lower half of her face. She insisted that I take the same precautions. A bitter wind had cleared the air of smog, and I was thankful for the extra layers. John brought his interpreter, Mr. Stathis, an elderly Greek who wasted no time telling me that he was fluent in all five languages spoken in the city at that time. The so-called upper class and educated elite were fluent in French; the Ottoman government even conducted business in French rather than their native Turkish. For as long as anyone could remember the Greek and Armenian Stamboulus had spoken their native tongue at home and Turkish in the street. Signs were written in three languages, and even the humblest porter had a grasp of pidgin French.


As we crossed the Galata Bridge my eye was drawn to the haze hovering over the rooftops on the hills ahead. It tempered the clarity of the white blue sky and cast a glow across the old city. Shading my eyes against the sun, I watched the gulls soaring through the minarets. Suddenly my view was obscured by cloud of smoke drifting across the windscreen, and the sound of a ship’s horn shook the windows as a vessel passed beneath the bridge. We drove into an open square where a line of trams idled beside the quay. Fishing craft and rowboats were anchored close to the harbor wall; farther out the deeper waters of the Golden Horn were clogged with battleships flying Allied flags. They towered above the smaller craft, casting long shadows across the water.


We left the crowded square and climbed through a web of narrow lanes, on and on deep into the old city. The streets were crowded with men in the fez and turban and others wearing fur hats with flaps over the ears. The women were veiled or shrouded in heavy scarves, an illustration of travelers’ tales come to life. We drove past dilapidated wooden homes crowded against one another as if teetering on the brink of collapse. Although it was winter, bright geraniums flowered on sills beside shuttered windows. We passed a swathe of charred land punctuated by coils of violet smoke. The air smelled of burning timber at this site of a recent fire.


The car lurched around a corner and almost collided with an ivy-covered wall beyond which was a ruined building, its arched doors and windows boarded with planks.


“What’s that?” said John.


“It was the church of Pammakaristos,” said Mr. Stathis, “a fine example of Byzantine architecture. When the barbarians conquered our city it became the mosque of Fethiye.”


“Byzantine, of course,” John said, rolling down the window. “Let’s take a closer look.”


“Alas, sir,” said Mr. Stathis, “we Christians cannot enter the grounds of the mosque without permission from the appropriate ministry.”


“No one will object if I examine the outer walls,” said John, starting out of the car.


“Be careful, John,” said Connie. “Don’t want to anger the locals.”


“I’m not going to trample sacred ground.” I noticed an edge of impatience in his tone. I followed Stathis and John out of the car.


“It is said this church was built by Emperor John Comemnos to celebrate the conquest of Istanbul.”


John whistled under his breath. “These stones must be centuries old.”


“Eight or nine hundred years of age—no one knows for sure. We Greeks have been living here for centuries, long before the barbarians came,” whispered Stathis. “Now their empire is defeated, and this land will soon be ours once more.”


“Do you really believe that?” said John.


“It is just a matter of time, sir. Lloyd George himself has promised the Haghia Sophia will be returned to the orthodox church.”


“The Allied leaders are inundated with demands. There is much to be taken care of in Paris.”


“We Greeks have faith that our needs are high on the agenda.”


“How can you be so sure?”


“Lloyd George is a Hellenist, sir,” said Stathis in a firm voice, “educated in the classical tradition, conversant in Greek and Latin as is the custom in the civilized countries of Europe.”


John noticed I was watching their discussion and gave me a wry smile.


My eye rested on a square house set back from the street. A screen covering a ground floor window closed as if one of the occupants had been watching us. Moments later the door opened and a bearded man in flowing green robes hurried down the path, his turban tilted to one side as if he had put it on in a hurry.


“An imam, sir, an elder of the mosque. Leave him to me. I know how to talk to these people.”


The stranger had a mellifluous voice. He leaned toward Mr. Stathis, gesticulating and pointing at the car.


“He says these ruins are unsafe,” said Stathis. “I explained you are an important American diplomat, so he offered to show us the mosque of Suleimaniye, a short drive from here.”


“Suleimaniye. Heck told me it is a masterpiece, not to be missed.”


“Very unusual for an imam to invite nonbelievers to a mosque, sir.”


“You have brought us luck, Mary.” John flashed a radiant smile.


The chauffeur opened the car door, but John expressed a desire to walk. The imam declined our offer of a seat in the front of the car, so the two of them strode away while Mr. Stathis followed several paces behind. When I climbed back into the car, Connie seemed bewildered. She threaded her fingers through mine and stared out of the window, not saying a word. In a matter of minutes we had lost sight of the men as our car slowed to a crawl in the maze of back streets.


We found John standing under an arched gateway looking animated, while the imam waited a few feet away.


“This is highly irregular, sir. We can’t just walk into a mosque,” said Mr. Stathis.


“He seems to be inviting us,” said John.


“I cannot enter a Muslim place of worship.”


“Do you mean to tell me you have never been into a mosque?”


“Never, sir, nor will I.”


“These people have been your neighbors for centuries. Aren’t you curious to see their places of worship?”


“Speaking for myself, sir,” Mr. Stathis dropped his voice, “I find it expedient to remain.”


“I will take my chances. You stay here with Connie and Mary,” said John.


“No,” I exclaimed reaching for the door handle. “Not missing this opportunity.”


The men hesitated; the imam pointed to my hat. I removed the pins, tossed it in the back seat and pulled my shawl tightly around my face.


“Madame,” said Mr. Stathis as I started after John, “don’t reveal so much hair.”


I was conscious of many pairs of eyes watching us as we made our way along the gravel path. As the imam swept by, the men pressed their hands together in a gesture of prayer. The women’s entrance was guarded by a girl with darting eyes who thrust a pair of oversized slippers at me. When she pulled aside the oilcloth curtain I found myself in an enclosure marked off from the main part of the mosque by a carved balustrade. The beauty of the interior astonished me. It was unlike anything I had seen before. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the half-light. Vast domes, tiered one upon another, created an impression of soaring space. The air was dense, permeated with the smell of incense and burning oil drifting from a circle of lamps suspended from the ceiling by slender chains. Standing beneath the apex of the central dome, I watched the light filtering in through arched windows set high in the outer wall. When the sun shifted, shadows flickered across the glowing walls, and specks of dust danced on the rays.


At the base of one of the giant pillars sat a group of women, heads bent, turning prayer beads between their fingers. Something in the twisting of those beads struck a chord of recognition in me. The ceaseless circle, round and round—the eternal nature of being. I bowed my head and murmured a prayer in the solitary peace of the mosque, where centuries of worship had left an imprint on the air. The imam placed his fingers against his chin and smiled; separated by the gulf of language, I could do nothing more than stare around in wonder.


Close to four the light began to fade; the impending curfew was upon us. John sat up front with the chauffeur, and Connie and I in the back, separated from the men by a sliding panel. When I told my sister about my experience of recognition, she cut me short.


“Do not be deceived,” she said quietly. “This tranquility is all on the surface. Underneath the Turks possess a churning violence. You see it in their eyes. Oh, yes—they stand back, they bow when we pass, but their eyes shift; they watch everything. I shudder to imagine the nature of the god they worship.”


“Where did you get such ideas?”


“We read of their atrocities in London. The daily papers were full of news of the Armenian massacres,” she whispered, casting a look at John’s back. “I know for a fact all the Unitarian churches in America collected money to help those hapless Christian souls.”


“I’ve never heard you talk this way. What’s come over you?”


“Our country was founded on Christian principles; my husband is a representative here for everything the United States stands for,” she replied primly. “Don’t get carried away with the exotic foreignness of this city, Mary. You’ve suffered a terrible loss, and you are vulnerable.”
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Palazzo Corpi stood on a hill overlooking the Golden Horn, a stone’s throw from the old Italian neighborhood of Galata. One afternoon about a month after my arrival, Connie and I decided to explore the area. We wandered past grandiose apartment buildings that soared above the narrow streets like canyon walls. On and on down the hill we went toward the water. The grandeur gave way to tenements, and an open drain gushed over the cobbles. Connie stopped as an old woman hobbled past, shoving us to one side with a deft thrust of her elbow. Tiny, almost dwarf-like, she turned her head, and her black eyes flashed. She opened her mouth, revealing toothless gums, and from the back of her throat came a squawk, like a parrot. She shook her stick at us and then hobbled away. We watched until she disappeared into a side street.


“We should not go any farther,” said Connie. “I get the feeling we are not welcome.”


“Did you see her face? What an amazing subject. Wish I had my sketchbook here. I left it in my room.”


“Can you memorize her features?”


“It’s not the same,” I said.


“Let’s go back.”


“Why, Connie? We’ve scarcely started out.”


“John doesn’t know we are here. I have always stayed in Pera.”


“Those old streets look so inviting.”


“It’s not New York, Mary. The situation here is fragile. That old woman was not happy to see us. They don’t like Westerners, not after the defeat.” She tapped her hat as if to emphasize our foreign appearance.


Something in her tone stopped me from pressing the subject any further. An idea had been planted, my curiosity roused. The women around me covered their heads; their scarves afforded anonymity. This was a Muslim mahalle, and I was the interloping stranger easily identified by my cloche hat and calf-length coat.


Tossing her head, Connie led the way up the hill; panting, she hurried along the center of the street to avoid the crowds.


In New York, in what seemed like another life, I had been a painter. My subjects were the immigrant women who lived and worked in the crowded tenements of the Lower East Side. My palette was dark, my canvases claustrophobic, reflecting the conditions I painted. I soon earned a reputation for the “savage” honesty of my work. I had several shows at the Macbeth Gallery and gradually made a name for myself. My most controversial canvas showed a teenage seamstress stretched out on a bed, exhausted after a day at the sweatshop. Her legs were splayed, her mouth open as if she were crying out in ecstasy or pain. Her posture was deliberately ambiguous. The collector Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney bought the painting.


Burnham was one of the realists who shocked the New York art world with his paintings of the harsh world of the immigrants and the poor.


We met at an art opening when I was barely out of my teens. I fell instantly and hopelessly in love the moment I laid eyes on him. His looks have been described as exotic: olive skin, dark blond hair, and slanting blue eyes inherited from his English mother, a governess who met her husband, an Italian carpenter, on the Staten Island ferry. Like his father he was small, with the compact body of a Sicilian worker.


Aside from his unusual looks the most appealing thing about Burnham was his confidence; Burnham painted only to please himself, careless of the opinions of critics and collectors. His gift was undeniable—he worked hard and built a reputation that assured his place in the New York panoply of the so-called avant-garde. In those days I was a first year student at the art students league, the bottom rung, motivated by the naïve desire to express myself. Burnham was my first and only lover. He took my work seriously and encouraged me as both a painter and an artist. The combination was potent. Less than a year after our initial encounter I ran away to live with him. My flight caused a scandal; the news even made its way into the papers in those innocent far-off days before the war.


By the end of 1916 war had been raging in Europe for three long years. Despite German provocation, President Wilson hesitated to intervene; America was prospering, the economy growing fast thanks to the influx of immigrant labor. Bit by bit the mournful news from England trickled in: Burnham’s English cousin Freddy killed at sea, then Thomas and Edward, dead in the trenches. Burnham’s anger burned like a slow flame. He echoed Teddy Roosevelt’s outrage: Wilson was a coward; it was the moral duty of America to go to Britain’s aid. He stopped painting and joined the war lobby in Washington.


Finally, when he could stand it no longer, he set sail for England and with the help of an uncle, enlisted in the English army. Trying to talk him out of it would have been pointless. A few days before his departure we got married in a brief ceremony at city hall. We returned to our apartment on Tenth Street and lived intensely from day to day, not daring to talk of the future. In July 1916 Burnham perished in a cloud of mustard gas at the Battle of the Somme.


When the telegram came, the protective shell cracked, and through the jagged wound I glimpsed infinity. Time became an enemy The days ran into one another with relentless monotony. I stopped painting; my art, once an act of love, seemed pointless. Throughout that dreadful winter I did not leave our apartment. I stayed close to what remained of Burnham, breathing the lingering smell of his clothes hanging in the closet, running my hand over the bristles of the shaving brush that once touched his cheek. No one was allowed to move his possessions; everything had to stay as it had been when he was alive.


When spring came I ventured no farther than my parents’ home a few blocks away. Our apartment had become both prison and refuge. I was safe, yet trapped; an imprint of Burnham’s absence was burned into the air. Walking was a solace that became a daily obsession; in the streets of the city I was never alone. I walked and walked, back and forth across the Brooklyn Bridge, uptown to Central Park, down to Broadway, through the Lower East Side, Little Italy, and on to the docks. Neither weather nor time of day deterred me. Walking was a way of being alone with my thoughts, alone with the gradual realization that Burnham was never coming back. How strange that life went on while Burnham languished in eternity.


It was late January when I arrived in Paris, and I had no desire to linger. In the half-light of rosy dawn my driver and I headed north; it wasn’t long before the nightmarish scenario began to unfold. Mile upon mile of gentle hills had been transformed into a swamp. Once-idyllic pastureland was now an endless ocean of mud crisscrossed by hellish wire and trenches overflowing with filthy water, turned to ice in the bitter wind. It was hard to imagine the piles of rubble and brick had once been villages and the jagged arches were all that remained of medieval churches blown apart by artillery fire.


According to the State Department, Burnham’s body was buried about half a mile outside the town of Albert. The cemetery stood beside a crossroads in what had once been a wheat field. Row upon row of dark wooden crosses marked the closely packed graves that stretched, four deep, for half a mile or more along the side of the road. Wisps of wild grass had begun to sprout over the mounds where the dead lay. With tears in his eyes the old man assigned to be my guide told me villagers came weekly to tend the graves.


When I found Burnham’s name a familiar emptiness washed over me. I lay face down on the mound of earth, but the soil was iron hard and would not yield to my body. Poor Burnham, immortalized in my memory, wrenched violently from the life he loved. I began to weep, not just for my loss but for all the work left unfinished—paintings that would never be done. My body shuddered as once it had shaken with the passion of lovemaking. Burnham was dead; I had seen his grave; it was true.
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