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The Lord of the Mansion

ZÜMRÜTZADE HÜSNÜ BEY, one of Constantinople’s most eminent merchants, was hosting an evening banquet for a guest who was as imposing in stature as he was in name: Siyavuş Agha, the Chief Sword Bearer to the sultan, who had agreed to grace Hüsnü Bey’s humble mansion with his presence.

The feast was being held in the mansion’s magnificent selamlique. Four massive trays had been carefully spaced out along a long low table which was covered in a tablecloth that was mustard yellow in hue and embroidered in silver. The cushions laid out on the floor around the table were, like the divans that lined three walls of the room, covered in plush blue velvet. The goldwork of the guests’ garments shimmered in the glow of twenty-one silver candelabras, each of which made the crystal glasses on the table gleam, casting a flickering shine over the porcelain serving dishes adorned with ornate designs of blue and green.

The servants of the mansion, who for weeks had been busy preparing for the feast and enduring the endless instructions and admonitions of their masters, were carrying out their duties with artfulness and grace worthy of a palace. Under the direction of the mansion chamberlain, the servant boys padded, catlike, across a Persian carpet which covered the length of the selamlique as they placed bowls on the trays. Their movements were so nimble that nary a clink of porcelain could be heard. One particularly young servant boy who had gray-blue eyes filled the drinking glass of the guest of honor with such decorum and deliberateness that when the Chief Sword Bearer murmured in deference, “By the grace of God,” the sound of his voice mingled with the musical tones of the water as it splashed into his glass.

Seated to the left of Siyavuş Agha, whose fame and notoriety as the Chief Sword Bearer were known throughout the lands of the empire, was a member of the Imperial Council, a man by the name of Halil Pasha, who happened to be the Chief Treasurer. Decorum prescribed that a guest of his standing should add yet more grandeur to such a banquet, but Halil Pasha was feeling out of sorts in both mind and body that evening. His heart, which had grown weary after years of keeping records of the thrice-monthly payment of the Janissaries’ salaries, was no longer able to bear even the slightest of squabbles. For Halil Pasha, the banquet was little more than an irritating necessity. Sweating profusely and short of breath, he looked like he might give up his soul should the slightest provocation arise.

Halil Pasha was of the opinion that, even if heavenly ambrosia were to be served, dining with Siyavuş Agha was a situation that should be avoided at all costs. Of course, it was undeniable that Siyavuş Agha was a man of great influence. He was just one of four distinguished personages who could visit the sultan at Edirne Palace unannounced. A single word from his lips had the power to bring prosperity and good tidings, but not once had a single soul been touched by the goodwill he had at his fingertips.

Siyavuş Agha had acquired an unprecedented reputation for being cranky and peevish. For centuries, the palace had bore witness to the rise and demise of the surliest of sultans, imperial consorts, and wives of sultans, but none could have rivaled that cantankerous old man. The agha could not tolerate the slightest imperfection. The muslin windings of his massive turban had to be unwound and washed every single night regardless of whether or not they were dirty, and every morning he expected his turban to be wound afresh, smelling of soap. When he went to the hammam, the water for bathing had to be heated to just the right temperature, and if it wasn’t, the consequences were dire. When he had to stay overnight outside the palace, mere candles were insufficient for illuminating his presence; only lamps filled with scented oils would do. His moustache and beard had to be anointed with almond oil, and his hair and skin were to be cleansed by the finest soaps and softened with the purest of olive oil. Intolerant of mistakes, he meted out punishments that far outweighed the crime. Once, the agha had a servant boy beaten to the point of death just because the lad had folded his kaftan incorrectly, and that was just the last in a long list of such incidents.

When it came to pleasures of the gastronomic sort, the agha’s capriciousness was a source of despair throughout the Ottoman lands. The most skilled chefs would slave over dishes just to find that he turned his nose up at them, and to make matters worse, he actually knew nothing of the culinary arts. The agha was pleased or displeased based on mere whims, so in the end the cooks simply prepared dishes as they saw fit and left the rest in the hands of God. The agha once heaped praise on an undercooked dish of grilled dove that had been carelessly prepared by an inexperienced young chef, whom he went on to lavish with gold. Another time he was presented with a dish of lamb served on roasted aubergine puree which would have made a king swoon with delight. But what did he do? Tossed it to the ground without a second glance.

Despite all the gossip, stories, and speculation, there was one thing about Siyavuş Agha’s taste in food that was known for certain: he despised leeks. His hatred of that particular vegetable was so rancorous that the sultan himself, though he might be craving it, would refrain from having it brought to the table when he was dining with the agha just to avoid his Sword Bearer’s displeasure.

So for Halil Pasha, a banquet with Siyavuş Agha promised to be about as enjoyable as bedding down for the night in a sleeping bear’s cave. He feared that in his heart he would curse Hüsnü Bey, the host of the banquet, every time that a dish was served and Siyavuş Agha’s face darkened with displeasure. And he wasn’t unjustified, as he would find out. The only reason he was invited that night was because Hüsnü Bey had personally requested his presence. Yakup Efendi, one of the four guests seated around the tray beside him, was Hüsnü Bey’s brother-in-law and, like many of the others at the feast that night, he was a wheat merchant. It had been a scorching summer and famine was engulfing the empire, so the Imperial Council had forbidden the export of certain goods, including wheat. Yakup Efendi (who would swear up and down that he didn’t have an ounce of flour despite the fact that his storehouses were brimming with wheat) was hoping to obtain an export concession from the sultan. Siyavuş Agha, who was known for his ability to pull strings with the sultan, was promised that he would pocket a hefty commission in return.

Zümrützade Hüsnü Bey was thereby forced to invite Halil Pasha to the banquet, since, as the Provincial Treasurer, he was the only person on the Imperial Council who could possibly object to the granting of the concession. Despite his somewhat timid disposition, Halil Pasha was a skilled statesman with extensive experience and he wielded notable influence especially in matters of finance. Still, making a speech at an Imperial Council gathering was one thing; openly objecting to a motion made by the Chief Sword Bearer was another. And that’s why Hüsnü Bey had invited Halil Pasha to his mansion that night; he knew that while Halil Pasha was a clever statesman, he would refrain from publically drawing the wrath of Siyavuş Agha upon himself.

A devout man, Halil Pasha stoically accepted his lot in life and all that might befall him in the future. At the moment, however, there was one thing that was making him uneasy: there was a tension in the room which he knew would prevent him from properly enjoying the fine dishes that had been prepared for the evening.

Halil Pasha wasn’t much of an epicurean. Because of his mild-mannered nature, religious devotion, and humble background, he would eat whatever was placed before him without a word of complaint. He had spent his childhood years as a servant at a countryside manor, and the first lesson he had learned in life was thankfulness for all that God provided.

But something was about to change all that.

The food that was being brought out smelled so exquisite that the Provisional Treasurer was, perhaps for the first time in his life, becoming aware of the fact that he, too, could indulge himself in the enjoyment of food, and that eating was about much more than just filling one’s belly.

When the mansion’s chamberlain gave the order, the serving boys removed the lids of the bowls, at which time the quiet conversations at the table abruptly ceased. The dish that was about to be served may have merely been rice topped with black pepper, but the scent of the pepper was so enticing that it sent all of the men into reveries. If Hüsnü Bey hadn’t enjoined his guests to partake in the feast, none of them would have deigned to pick up their ebony spoons inlaid with mother of pearl and dig into the masterpiece that had been laid before them.

While savoring the rice on the tongue was a pleasure in itself, swallowing it was an altogether different delight. The soft rice soothed the zing of the peppercorns, and, fused in fresh butter, the spice and rice gently glided down toward the stomach.

After the guests had polished off the first dish, the chamberlain signaled for some of the servant boys to clear away the spoons and bowls. As they backed toward the door with measured steps, three other servants approached, placing hot bowls of soup on the trays while a fourth meticulously placed a large spoon made of an antler on the table in front of each guest, beginning with the Chief Sword Bearer.

This next dish was makiyan soup, and it made the peppered rice seem as if it had been but a paltry introduction.

Every flavor in the soup had been perfectly orchestrated. There wasn’t a trace of flavor from the egg that had been used to thicken the soup; as if under the firm control of a master conductor, it duly performed its task of bringing out the scent of the lemon and the richness of the chicken—nothing more, nothing less. Not a single person reached for the salt or pepper on the table because the soup fell into flawless harmony with the palate of each guest.

Each new dish that the servants brought in was even more delightful than the previous.

As Siyavuş Agha was taking his last bite of me’muniye, a sweet dish made with chicken breast and milk (and reportedly named after Caliph Me’mun), Halil Pasha caught himself glaring at the man, and quickly pulled himself together and looked away. He surprised himself. Throughout his life, which had been marked by constant struggle, he had glared at only a handful of people with such hatred, and envy had pierced his heart just as few times. Even stranger, however, was the fact that after he was served me’muniye, his mind started wandering to more pleasant thoughts. He found himself thinking of the woman he had married six months earlier but had not yet taken into his arms, and, after taking a bite, he felt a stirring in his loins for the first time in years. As for the Chief Sword Bearer, he was oblivious to the thoughts of the Treasurer sitting beside him. Eyes closed, he was chewing his last bite of me’muniye slowly, as if he wanted to savor every last buttery morsel before swallowing.

The guests were left with a pleasant prickle in the backs of their throats, brought on by rosewater thickened with caramelized sugar. All eyes were now on the next round of dishes being brought out. Since the third course had been sweet, the next course would, per the terms of tradition, consist of a pastry or vegetable dish. Halil Pasha found himself wondering, What will be next? Pastries with cheese and cream? Or maybe stuffed quince or stewed courgette? But surely the real surprise will come with the final course. The chef, whoever that master may be, must be holding out on his grand finale for a kebab or something of the like.

The guests closed their eyes as the servants approached, eagerly anticipating the scents that would soon fill their nostrils. When the Treasurer heard the gentle clink of a porcelain lid, he breathed in deeply and a smile spread across his lips. The scent brought back to life some of his oldest memories, whisking him nearly seventy years back to his childhood. Carrying a heavy basket on his back which was nearly as large as himself, he was following the chamberlain of the manor where he’d been taken in as a servant. They were walking to the market, and they had to travel a long way. Still, while the chamberlain was in a foul mood, young Halil’s cheer knew no bounds. Going to the market meant that for a few hours he would be saved from his humdrum work at the manor, and he always reveled in the scents and sounds that greeted him there. First, they passed by a stand that was stacked with bundles of green onions, and up ahead there was a vendor selling the freshest of butter. Halil Pasha’s eye lingered on orange carrots and the reddest radishes, and his nose was filled with the scent of dill carried on the breeze. The chamberlain started haggling over the price of a bundle of leeks.

The Treasurer pulled himself from his reverie just as he was imagining the scent that had arisen from the leeks as the chamberlain loaded them into his basket. When he opened his eyes, his heart was pounding and he prayed that the scent lingering in the air was just a remnant of that journey into his memory.

But when he looked up, his worst fears came true. In the center of the tray, there was a copper pan filled with stewed leeks neatly arranged around a steaming mound of chopped, roasted lamb.

Halil Pasha groaned to himself, “And so the merry times end! Zümrützade Hüsnü Bey, you’ve done us in! Your brother-in-law is done for, and so are you.”

As he gazed sadly at the leeks, his left arm and lower lip suddenly were numb. He knew that when Siyavuş Agha realized what had been served, he would take it as a personal affront and bring everyone at the banquet to rack and ruin regardless of their station in life. Halil Pasha had always been fond of leeks, so this was doubly tragic because, depending on what happened, there was a chance that he may not be able to enjoy a single spoonful. But he resigned himself to this turn of events, telling himself that nothing could be done, and he sat back, waiting for Siyavuş Agha to unleash his fury. A deathly silence hung over the table, the silence before a storm.

When Halil Pasha could bear it no longer and cast a glance to his right, his eyes widened in disbelief. The Chief Sword Bearer was muttering a blessing and slowly reaching for his spoon. His eyes were open, yet seemed to be blind to the world. Everyone at the table was watching in horror, but Hüsnü Bey was in the most woeful state of them all. He opened his mouth to warn Siyavuş Agha, but thought better of it at the last minute. His eyes were bulging in their sockets, giving him the appearance of a gray mullet just hauled out of the sea, the hook still in its mouth.

Siyavuş Agha brought a spoonful of leeks to his mouth. As he chewed, he appeared to be on the brink of ecstasy. After he swallowed his first bite, a smile appeared on his face, the likes of which no one had ever seen before, almost a childish grin. Judging by the look in his eyes, he seemed to be lost in a world of daydreams.

If Hüsnü Bey hadn’t said, “May it bring you good health,” the agha would have perhaps never returned from that land of daydreams, nor would the order in the host’s house have been upturned, the Treasurer wouldn’t have been discharged from his post, and the other guests at the table wouldn’t have remembered the dinner as a dark turning point in their lives.

But Hüsnü Bey did speak those words.

Immediately Siyavuş Agha’s smile vanished and his usual ill-tempered, vindictive, calculating stare returned. Slowly he turned to Hüsnü Bey and hissed, “Are you mocking me?”

Those words seemed to wind around Hüsnü Bey’s neck like a greased noose and his eyes widened in terror. He wanted to say, “By no means, your Highness,” but he could manage naught but the faintest of whispers.

Siyavuş Agha didn’t say another word as he glared at each of the guests at the table one by one. They knew what that stare meant: the scene they had just witnessed was to be a secret they would keep till the end of their days. That is, aside from the Treasurer.

Treasurer Halil Pasha’s left arm, which had been tingling for some time, now went completely limp and his lower lip hung slack. He was unable to get to his feet when Siyavuş Agha stormed away from the dinner table, nor was he able to stir when Hüsnü Bey and his brother-in-law trailed after him stammering apologies, or when all the other guests scampered off. He was completely paralyzed on his left side, unable to move or talk. Silently he began to curse, reserving his most bitter curses for Zümrützade Hüsnü Bey, who he blamed for bringing him to such a state, and for Siyavuş Agha. Then he heaped curses on all the state officials he had ever met, starting from his childhood. Swearing brought him some small comfort. So, this is my fate, he thought, hoping that his staunch faith, which had taken him far in life and given him the patience to deal with every trying situation, leading him to believe that God was behind all that was good and mankind was the source of all evil, wouldn’t abandon him. Slowly and with great difficulty, he reached forward, plunging his spoon into the dish on the table, and stuffed his half-open mouth with leeks. Ignoring the oil and bits of vegetable dripping down his chin, he smiled; his half-paralyzed lips twisted into a crooked grin as he tried to chew. The pleasure he felt was beyond words. He felt as though an entire autumn—with its leaves, wind, and rain—had been transformed into the taste that was now tantalizing his palate. Treasurer Halil Pasha addressed his only blessing of that night to the cook who had prepared such a wondrous dish.

As the Treasurer sat there relishing the taste of the leeks, down in the courtyard silence reigned, hanging so thickly in the air that the crackling of the torches carried by the servants seemed to be a roar.

Even though he begged and pleaded, Zümrützade Hüsnü Bey was unable to keep Siyavuş Agha from storming off through the gate, bristling with spite and calculations for revenge. After the agha left, the other guests quickly and noiselessly followed suit.

Hüsnü Bey was plunged into thought. He wondered how the Chief Sword Bearer would settle accounts, knowing he would do so even over a mere dish of leeks. After all, he was Siyavuş Agha, a man who took revenge no matter how big or small the offence. He was pitiless, and that cruelty was what propelled him up through the ranks of the state’s hierarchy.

His name had echoed through the halls of the palace on the night the sultan ascended to the throne. Everyone knew about the new sovereign’s orders and the murders that the agha had committed with his silk noose, and he made no effort to keep them a secret. After having a few drinks at banquets and revelries, a vicious gleam would come into his eyes and he would begin to talk, a lascivious grin twisting his lips as he spoke about the atrocities he committed, sparing no detail.

The other guests, unable to close their ears to his tales of the slaughtering of women and children, would feel gloom pressing down upon their hearts. But he was Siyavuş Agha, after all, so they had no choice but to join in with his deranged laughter.

That was precisely what concerned Zümrützade Hüsnü Bey. Siyavuş Agha would take that dish of leeks which had been set before him as a personal affront and mete out his punishment accordingly. Hüsnü Bey decided that the next morning he would send some of his slaves to the palace bearing trunks filled with gifts, as he knew that gold and jewelry soothed the soul of the Chief Sword Bearer, and then he would quietly ride out the storm. His greatest fear was that he might have to deal with Siyavuş Agha in the near future, in which case the Chief Sword Bearer would unleash his rage with exacting precision.

Hüsnü Bey heaved a sigh and turned to his butler, who appeared as unsteady as the flickering flames of the torches in the servants’ hands. Hüsnü Bey’s eyes, which had been heavy with grief just a moment before, suddenly filled with anger. “Summon the cook,” he snapped.

The butler’s expression fell, as if he’d been expecting that command but praying it would never be uttered. “Yes, Master,” he murmured and shuffled off, disappearing into the shadows of the courtyard.

Soon after, the butler reappeared in the light of the torches, a thin figure following a few steps behind him. The butler stopped and stepped aside. The man behind him took a few bold steps forward until his face and figure were well within the glow of the torches. He stopped two paces from Hüsnü Bey and greeted him.

Hüsnü Bey could only bring himself to glance at the young face shining before him as the cook’s piercing green eyes bore into his own. A few brown curls of hair fell onto the cook’s eyebrows from beneath his turban, and his moustache with its curled ends lent his face an expression of mild, composed nobility. He not so much walked as glided, spoke little, but was eloquent when he did so, and worked at a calm, steady pace, never saying a harsh word even when the kitchen was at its busiest. Throughout his life, Hüsnü Bey had known dozens of aristocrats and for many of them, their elegance, just like their reputation, was a veneer, their actions mere imitations of refinement. But this young man was different. He carried nobility in his soul, not only in his body.

“Haven’t I told you a thousand times?” Hüsnü Bey growled. It occurred to him that the forced anger in his voice probably wasn’t very convincing, but he brushed aside the thought.

With a hint of a smile on his lips, the cook asked, “About what?”

Hüsnü Bey raised his voice. “The leeks, the cursed leeks! Hadn’t I told you that the Chief Sword Bearer hates leeks?”

The young cook thought for a moment and then smiled again. “Ah, yes, Your Grace, you did mention that …”

By now Hüsnü Bey actually was starting to get angry. The flames of a nearby torch seemed to be blown back by the force of his breath as he bellowed, “Then why on earth did you cook them?”

A somber silence fell over the courtyard. The smile had fallen from the cook’s lips but his gaze was still fixed on Hüsnü Bey’s eyes. Just as Hüsnü Bey was about to berate him further, the cook calmly asked, “Did he not enjoy them?”

Hüsnü Bey’s jaw dropped.

The cook asked, “Did he not eat them? Was something wrong?”

The master was at a loss for words. He couldn’t bring himself to say, “No, he didn’t eat them,” because the image of the Chief Sword Bearer raising the spoon of leeks to his mouth still lingered in his thoughts. Desperately he shouted, “You watch your tongue! I told you that the agha hates leeks. All of Constantinople knows that!”

“Well, the whole of Constantinople is wrong then. Including His Highness the Agha himself,” the cook coolly responded.

Hüsnü Bey was trembling from head to toe, not so much out of anger but because he was flustered. Still, he was one of the gentry, a man of influence; if he so desired, he could kill the cook on the spot and no one would dare question him about it. He could send him into exile for the rest of his life. But in the face of the young man’s coolness and the exquisiteness of his cooking, Hüsnü Bey felt helpless. For months, ever since that green-eyed menace had first stepped through the door of his mansion, that was how it had been. Hüsnü Bey had sensed that feeling of helplessness before, but that night, for the very first time, he admitted it to himself, and that was why he was trembling.

Drawing on all his willpower, he gestured toward the main gate as he prepared to say, “Get out!” but the words stuck in his throat because of a taste that inexplicably appeared on his palate just at that moment. It was the taste of medfune. He imagined the slow-cooked aubergine dissolving in his mouth, the smell of braised meat, and the sharpness of sumac. Slowly he licked his lips and gulped. Still pointing at the gate, he glanced at his servants and the butler standing nearby with their torches. At that moment, Hüsnü Bey realized what a delicate position he was in. The eyes of his servants weren’t just filled with concern but also anger. For a second, he wondered about the dishes the cook had prepared which now held them spellbound.

Hüsnü Bey knew that his hand mustn’t remain aloft any longer, pointing at the gate. At last he broke free from the grip of the tastes he was imagining and pulled himself together. Pointing at the cook, he snapped at the butler, “Take him away and give him forty lashes.”

The butler motioned for two servants to take the cook to the cellar, which was at the far end of the courtyard. Hüsnü Bey watched the young man as he walked, head held high in the light of the flames; it was as if he wasn’t being led away but rather leading his captors. Glancing up at the windows of the mansion’s harem, Hüsnü Bey saw a sudden movement of shadows. He surmised that the women of the harem were also curious about what would happen to the cook.

“God, protect my sanity,” Hüsnü Bey muttered. He was in a sticky situation indeed, one that would appear to be sheer lunacy to anyone on the outside. The fact of the matter was that the cook had bewitched his entire household, from the harem to the servants, and everyone did his bidding. Early on, Hüsnü Bey had sensed that something was amiss; in the beginning he had cast his unease from his thoughts but as the situation became graver, he realized that he was trapped. Dozens of times he had decided to fire the cook but each time he put off doing so “until the next meal,” and ultimately all his firm decisions softened in the presence of a dish of kapama or the scent of stuffed vegetables. He wouldn’t have minded so much if he could have discovered the cook’s secret, but that proved to be impossible. The cook worked alone, without an apprentice or assistant. Whenever Hüsnü Bey sent his servants into the kitchen to keep an eye on him, they would return babbling about the wondrous scents there. The cook’s past was just as puzzling for him. Hüsnü Bey had searched high and low but been unable to discover anything about who he was. In the end, Hüsnü Bey felt like he was on the verge of losing his mind.

He breathed in the cool evening air and sighed. Thinking that Hüsnü Bey had said something, the butler sprang forward and said, “Yes, master?” Guessing that the butler had also been lost in thought, Hüsnü Bey ordered him away with a snap of his fingers.

The butler led the servants back into the mansion. Hüsnü Bey lingered in the courtyard a while longer, taking comfort in the darkness and quiet, which helped clear his mind. He knew that he had to come up with a solution, but he also knew that sending the cook away wasn’t an option. He wasn’t about to make another firm decision only to be brought to shame because he went back on it. He thought, Only wisdom and science can sort this out. He considered asking a religious scholar for help, someone with extensive knowledge and pious insights who he could treat as a confidant. He knew that if the Council of Elders caught wind of his troubles, or even worse the Shaykh-al Islam, it would spell disaster. He already had enough trouble with the Chief Sword Bearer, and he knew that if word got out about his current plight, he would be endlessly ridiculed.

Feeling more at ease now that he’d come up with a solution, Hüsnü Bey decided to make his way to the harem, but just as he was about to walk through the door he turned around, deciding that it would be better to go to the men’s quarters, smoke half a pipe, and think about who he could speak with as a confidant. Before going inside, he listened at the cellar door. After every lash of the cane, he could hear a muffled groan. Hüsnü Bey smiled, wondering if forty lashes had been too few. Then he thought about lunch the following day, worriedly realizing that if the cook couldn’t stand, he wouldn’t be able to prepare anything. Since he hadn’t been able to enjoy dinner that night, he hoped to make up for it the following day. A broad smile on his lips, he walked toward the staircase.

However, matters weren’t going to unfold as the unfortunate Hüsnü Bey hoped. Not as he hoped at all.
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As Zümrützade Hüsnü Bey puffed on his pipe in his room, the young cook lit the stove in the kitchen and started making a pot of semolina halva, humming a tune as he listened to the sounds coming from the cellar. There was another crack of the cane, followed by a groan. A voice said, “Easy, easy! For heaven’s sake, you’re not caning an enemy here.”

“As if your hide were so precious!” another voice responded. “We’re not even halfway done yet.”

“What do you mean? That made eleven.”

“You fool, it’s not like I’ve hit you in the head! You still know how to count, right? We’ve only done nine so far.”

“But the soles of my feet are already bruised. Please, show some mercy.”

“Look, you gave me twenty lashes. Now it’s my turn. Plus, the Master is next door, and he’s keeping count.”

He was right. The cook was stirring the contents of the pot, counting each blow. The page boys had agreed to get twenty lashes each in exchange for the semolina halva that the cook was preparing.

When he heard the last crack of the cane, he took the pot off the stove. Not every cook could make halva so quickly without burning it, but for our young cook, it was as easy as breathing. The sweet smell of caramelized sugar that filled the kitchen was a testament to the perfection of his work.

Shortly afterwards, he heard the sound of two pairs of feet scuffling along the floor and then a knock on the door. “Come in,” the cook called out. As the two boys stumbled inside, the cook glanced into the courtyard to make sure no one was watching.

When they breathed in the scent of the halva, the boys forgot all about their pain. Eyes fixed on the pot, they were eager to get their hands on their reward. “It’s done, Master,” one of them said. “Forty lashes.”

The other one added, “Maybe more, but certainly not less than forty.”

The cook looked at the boys with a mixture of anger and pity. They were the most wretched residents at that wretched mansion. They washed Hüsnü Bey’s laundry and in return they were allowed to be vile to their heart’s content. They had gone through so much in their short lives that they could no longer tell pain from pleasure. The cook was well aware of the fact that such people always had a fondness for sweets, particularly syrupy desserts. The rich taste of the sugar, which went straight to the brain, mingled with a pleasant burning sensation in the throat, creating a sense of delight.

The cook made his way toward a wicker basket of spoons hanging on the wall. He chose two large spoons, held them out to the boys, and left the kitchen, as he couldn’t stand to see his halva devoured with such haste and savagery.

If there was one thing that had escaped the attention of the servants who had been scouring the mansion from top to bottom since the morning call to prayer for the feast that night, it was the cook’s attire. The butler, who had an eye for the smallest of details, and even the mansion’s owner, hadn’t noticed that he was wearing his outdoor clothes. Like many things that escape notice, it was an important detail.

After withdrawing to his room, which was next to the kitchen, the cook started packing his belongings. He didn’t have much. Of the two outfits he owned, he was wearing the newer one, and the other was at the bottom of his bundle. On top of those he placed his work clothes, which consisted of two burgundy shirts, a pair of knee-length shalwar, and shoes with low heels. He wrapped his set of knives, which included a small knife, a larger one, and a meat cleaver, in a leather case which he packed beside his shoes. Before placing his red silk apron—which was a symbol of his rank as a master cook—in his bundle, he pulled two books out from under his bed. One of them was bound in black, and the other in green. He placed the thicker green book on his apron, and, after glancing over a few pages in the black book, he placed it on top of the other one and wrapped the apron around them.

He was almost ready. He sat cross-legged on the bed and stared at length at the single oil lamp illuminating the room. Then he closed his eyes and whispered one word. That word was from a language that was either unknown or had been forgotten long ago. At that moment, a scent wafted into his mind. The cook breathed it in, the scent of apple with cloves spreading in waves from his mind to his senses.

Nights of loneliness and yearning had taught him that if he breathed in deeply enough, so deep that he was filled with memories and dreams as well as the scent he conjured up in his mind, a beautiful figure from his past would appear in a corner of his mind, even if fleetingly. That moment, which was briefer than the flash of a flint spark, was the sole source of his love for life and his desire to keep fighting to stay alive.

The cook sat and waited, trying to relax his body and mind. His journey was beginning. The next day, nothing and no one would remain the same, not in his life nor at that mansion he was leaving behind, nor at the place to which he was going.

[image: images]

Zümrützade Hüsnü Bey woke up quite late the next morning.

The previous night, when the servants found the poor Treasurer still sitting at the dinner table, they informed Hüsnü Bey as well as the neighborhood physician, who confirmed that Halil Pasha was paralyzed. After placing Halil Pasha in the back of a coach, they sent him home to be tended to by his wives.

As he smoked his pipe, Hüsnü Bey had some coffee to clear his mind. Then he filled another pipe and had another strong coffee, at which point the possibility of sleep completely abandoned him, so he went to his harem, hoping a little vigorous activity might bring on sleep. Afterwards, he went to the mansion’s hammam for his ablutions and finally got into bed well after midnight.

When he woke up, he quickly did his morning prayers, even though it was well past morning by that time. He noticed that there was a commotion in the mansion. He wasn’t surprised, however, that no one had let him know what was happening because he was always in a foul mood when he woke up, and unless there was pressing official business, no one would dare knock on his door, not even if the mansion was burning down.

Once downstairs, Hüsnü Bey saw that everyone was gathered in front of the kitchen. Yet again, shadows were darting about behind the latticed windows of the harem. After casting a stern glance up at his wives and odalisques, he walked across the courtyard. Everyone was staring at the kitchen door and the door to the small room beside the kitchen, which were still closed. The fact that no one had noticed his arrival infuriated Hüsnü Bey.

“What in God’s name is going on here?” he thundered, making everyone jump. Anxious eyes turned toward him. The butler looked up at the kitchen’s chimney. There was no smoke.

“Speak!” Hüsnü Bey bellowed again. But the fear he saw in their faces was already working its way into his soul.

The butler said, “He should have lit the stove hours ago. It’s been ages since the morning call to prayer. Something must have happened to him.”

The thought of that possibly being true caused a few people to gasp. “Have you looked in his room?” Hüsnü Bey asked. The butler merely shook his head.

Normally it would have been out of line for someone to answer his master like that, particularly when that master happened to be the head of the Zümrützade family, but Hüsnü Bey was in no state to give any thought to the matter. The flavors and scents of all the dishes the cook had ever prepared glided through his mind like the verses of a farewell sonnet.

One of the younger servant boys, known at the mansion for his thick-headedness, muttered, “You were too hard on him last night and tried to send him away. His feelings were probably hurt and he ran off.”

Blinded by rage, Hüsnü Bey imagined banging the boy’s head against a rock. The fact of the matter, however, was that Hüsnü Bey was powerless to do anything. Because if the boy was right and the cook had fled in the night, Hüsnü Bey knew that he would be held responsible, and he didn’t want to be one of those rare Zümrützade’s who went down in the annals of history as a paragon of ineptitude.

“Open the door,” he snapped at the butler. Mumbling a prayer, the butler knocked on the door. His first three knocks went unanswered, and the tension in the courtyard became almost palpable. The butler knocked on the door once more. After a few seconds, which felt like an eternity for everyone standing there, they heard the jangling of a lock and the door swung open.

Relief spread through the courtyard when the cook appeared in the doorway. But it did not last long, as everyone saw that the cook was holding a bundle and was dressed in his outdoor clothes.

The dim-witted servant boy began to softly weep, which irritated Hüsnü Bey to no end. He slapped the boy with the back of his hand and proceeded to walk toward the door. He was in no state to notice that everyone present was glaring at him. He stopped in front of the cook, and after looking the young man up and down, asked in a quiet yet stern voice, “What’s going on here?”

As usual, the cook didn’t reply at first. He merely looked at the master of the mansion, head held high. Hüsnü Bey said more loudly, “Where do you think you’re going?”

Again the cook didn’t respond.

“Now you listen to me,” continued Hüsnü Bey. “Go back in there, put on your apron, and get back to work.”

The cook again said nothing.

Hüsnü Bey took a step toward the cook and shouted, “What insolence is this! What brazenness! Do you know whose mansion this is? Get out of my sight and change back into your cooking clothes! Straight back into the kitchen with you! Now!”

Hüsnü Bey’s rant was interrupted by a loud knocking on the outside gate. He turned to the butler and said, “See who it is.”

The butler nodded at one of the servants standing nearby. In turn, the servant relegated the duty to someone his junior both in position and age, who did the same, and in the end the two youngest boys were left with the task. When they started kicking each other because they couldn’t decide who should open the gate, Hüsnü Bey grabbed the butler by the collar and shoved him, saying, “Go see who the hell is here!”

The butler was an elderly, well-respected man, and anger flashed in the eyes of the others in the courtyard when the master of the mansion shoved him.

As Hüsnü Bey continued shouting, the cook stood there motionless, holding his bundle. Hüsnü Bey’s threats progressed from “I’ll ruin you! You won’t find a place to work, a home to shelter in, or a bite to eat in all these lands!” to making him a galley slave, imprisoning him in dungeons, and having his head cut off.

The butler returned, out of breath. “Master …” he wheezed.

But Hüsnü Bey didn’t hear him. The butler called out to him again. “What is it?” Zümrützade Hüsnü Bey snapped, turning around. His face was blotchy and dripping with sweat.

“Men from the palace, sir,” the butler said. “They’re asking for you.”

As soon as he heard the word “palace,” Hüsnü Bey’s face drained of color. “God protect us,” he muttered. Then he turned to the cook and said, “Don’t you dare move an inch.”

The cook watched Hüsnü Bey walk toward the gate with the butler by his side. After a while, he began to slowly walk toward the gate and the servants followed behind him.

Outside the gate, a page from the Imperial Court was waiting with his hands respectfully folded in front of him as Hüsnü Bey read a letter. The silver embroidery on his golden cap and the silver kaftan he was wearing indicated that he was in the service of the Privy Chamber. Standing behind the page were two palace guards, their formidable figures almost blocking the entirety of the mansion’s broad gate.

For someone who was educated, Hüsnü Bey was taking far too long to read the letter. In fact, he was trying to keep his hands from trembling as he read each sentence over and over.

The letter was from Siyavuş Agha, the Chief Sword Bearer, and as far as Hüsnü Bey could tell, in essence it said that the agha was ready to forget what transpired the previous night. Furthermore, the letter said that he would personally speak to His Highness the Sultan himself about the concession that Hüsnü Bey’s brother-in-law was seeking.

In exchange for all that, Siyavuş Agha wanted just one thing: the cook.

Hüsnü Bey read that last sentence, which spelt out the Chief Sword Bearer’s demand in no uncertain terms, and looked up at the page. A myriad of tastes and smells swept through his mind as if bidding him farewell. His heart sank. He tried to think logically, telling himself, Compared to all this, what importance is a cook? Still, the knot in his throat grew tighter. He knew what would happen if he were to turn down the offer. Even the slightest hesitance would increase Siyavuş Agha’s wrath a hundredfold, while an outright refusal would spell disaster. Hüsnü Bey thought about his wives and his children…. A single tear slid down his cheek as he softly replied, “So be it. I’ll send him along first thing tomorrow.”

He wanted to enjoy one last dinner prepared by the cook, but the agha was cruel and his demands were clear.

“His Highness wants him now!” the Privy Council Page responded.

Another tear slid down Hüsnü Bey’s cheek. Hopelessly he shook his head and turned around. The cook, who had been standing in the middle of the courtyard, walked toward the gate and strode out without saying a word. As he disappeared into the distance with the page and guards, whispers from behind the harem windows echoed in the deathly silence of the courtyard.

Nothing would ever be the same again at the Zümrützade mansion.
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The Great Kitchen

FLANKED BY THE palace guards as he walked behind the page boy, the cook was led toward Horses’ Square, a slight smile still on his lips. He had taken the first step in his plan, and that pleased him. However, when they arrived at the square, the smile fell from his lips and a chill ran down his spine.

He looked up and saw the Hagia Sophia, its imposing dome and minarets looking as if they could come toppling down on him at any moment. Behind it the Tower of Justice rose into the sky like a white arrow. The cook could hear his heart beating in his ears. Few things in life could move him, and there was but one emotion that could make him feel truly alive, but that had made his heart feel like it had stopped, not beat wildly as it was at that moment.

As they walked from the square toward the Hagia Sophia, he tried to calm the pounding of his heart, but when he saw the Imperial Gate on the right, it started racing again. Suddenly out of breath, the cook slowed his steps, forcing the guards to slow down as well. The page looked back and offered a smile, likely thinking that the cook was nervous about going to the palace. He wasn’t altogether wrong. But if he knew the real reason why the cook felt so uneasy, he would have started feeling uneasy as well.

For the rest of his life, the cook would not be able to remember how he walked the distance between the Hagia Sophia and the Imperial Gate. His heart was gripped by terror and his entire body felt like it was going numb—he couldn’t even feel the ground beneath his feet. When he saw the Janissaries standing guard on each side of the gate, his strength left him. He was drenched in sweat and the bundle he was carrying got heavier with every step. His legs refused to budge, and though he thought the only way to free himself of the stifling feeling weighing on his heart was to shout, his throat had locked up. He leaned over, placing one hand on his heaving chest and the other on his knee. One of the palace guards rushed over to support him. The page stopped the guard with a gesture, leaned toward the cook and whispered, “Are you feeling well, Master?”

The cook managed a groan in response. As he struggled to shake off the thousands of thoughts and memories swarming through his mind, he tried to remember the phrase he’d whispered the night before. He thought that if he could, he’d be saved by the scent of apple and cloves which stirred in him a desire to live. But the situation seemed hopeless. The cacophony in his mind grew louder with each passing moment until it enveloped his entire being.

Just as he felt that he was about to lose consciousness, he clutched at the slight scent of apple that was lingering in the deepest recesses of his memory, which helped his mind slowly started to clear. “I’m fine,” he finally managed to say. He straightened up and glanced at the page.

“We should hurry,” the page said. “The Chief Sword Bearer awaits us.”

The cook struggled to hang onto the scent he’d captured so he could control the pounding of his heart and the shaking of his knees. They reached the Imperial Gate, and as he stepped across the threshold, he held his breath. Their footsteps echoed in the arched passageway as Janissaries whispered to one another under swords hung on the wall.

An Imperial Gatekeeper standing guard at the entrance of the palace was loudly berating two young men as they approached, but when they drew near, he turned and ordered the men to stand at attention. The page responded with a salute and they passed into the palace grounds.

Once they were out in the sunlight again, the cook exhaled, noticing with relief that his heart was slowing down. As he walked beside the page, he glanced around. About three hundred paces in front of them was the second gate, the Gate of Salutation. Around half a dozen palace servants were trudging through the gate with large sacks on their backs, making their way single-file toward a coal shed.

No sooner had they passed the palace hospital when a sweet scent assailed their nostrils, meaning that they were getting close to the Royal Bakery. Well aware of the effect that the scent of freshly baked bread had on the human mind, the cook breathed it in. Unlike other scents, the scent of bread didn’t incite wild desires or passions, and it wasn’t for nothing that the Sufis referred to the smell of bread as being prophet-like in nature. For them, bread was sacred; its scent alone was filling, bringing on a feeling of comfort and peace. And at that moment, the scent swept away the last remnants of the foreboding feeling that had been tormenting the cook. By the time they reached the Gate of Salutation, the young cook was standing tall as the two towers on each side of the gate built by Suleiman the Magnificent.

The page stopped the cook and guards a few paces from the door, and, stepping forward, greeted the guard on duty.

“And peace be upon you, Agha,” the gatekeeper replied. Nodding toward the cook, he asked, “Who is he?”

“He,” the Privy Chamber Page replied, “is the new cook. I’m here to take him to the kitchens.”

The gatekeeper sneered, “The palace has got more cooks than guards already. Hell, we may as well have the guards cook, too.”

The two guards standing behind the cook bristled at his comment. As the gatekeeper gleefully watched them grind their teeth, the page cut in, hoping to stave off a confrontation. “It’s an order.”

“Well,” the gatekeeper replied, “do you have an order from the Head Steward?”

The page muttered a prayer for patience. “No, Agha. I was told to bring him on the orders of—”

The gatekeeper cut him off, pointing at the gilt inscription over the gate. “This is the gate to the palace. Edicts first, subjects second.”

Just as the guards standing behind the cook were reaching for their swords, the page went on: “It’s an order from the Chief Sword Bearer.”

The gatekeeper’s eyes widened in confusion at first and then narrowed as the gravity of the situation became clear. He knew that mundane tasks such as bringing a cook to the palace would only be entrusted to someone of low rank, a lieutenant at most, so if a page from the Privy Chamber was ordered to do so with two armed guards, it was clear that the order had come from high up. The blood drained from his face. He called inside, “You! Find me the Head Gatekeeper, and be quick about it.”

As they waited for the Head Gatekeeper, the cook looked up at the towering gate. Most of the time, entering it meant hope and prosperity, while leaving was a sign of disappointment and ruin. Many proud people had passed through the gate with pompous ceremony, and just as many had left without even being noticed—in most cases as headless corpses.

Like the other gate, the Gate of Salutation was a passage, but much longer. The light at the other end seemed to be far, far away, as though symbolizing the plight of those who passed through. Living at the palace was a journey, the end of which was unknown as you walked through the Gate of Salutation. That held true for everyone, from the youngest page to His Highness the Sultan himself. You walked toward the light, yet it seemed that you’d never reach it. Your life spilled onto that infinite road moment by moment, hour by hour, and day by day; you were filled with the fear that you may be plunged into darkness at any time. And in the end, your life would be extinguished either at the hands of an executioner or by a natural death, at best becoming a few lines in a dusty history book. The light at the end of the passage became a mere dream. But the cook was not bothered in the least. The light he sought to reach lay not beyond that gate but the next, the one that he had not yet seen. But he was determined to find it no matter what the cost and illuminate the deepest darkness of his world.

The cook stared into that spot of light ahead of the gate. From where he was standing, he could only see part of the wall separating the Harem and Inner Palace from the Second Courtyard, the wall that lead to the Gate of Felicity. What he wanted lay past those walls, but he knew that except for the sultan himself, no man could ever get in with his testicles intact. But he also knew there was always more than one way to scale a wall or pass through a gate.
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Soon enough, undoubtedly prompted by the mention of Siyavuş Agha’s name, the Gate of Salutation’s head gatekeeper rushed up, panting for breath. As he approached, he was in such a hurry that he was holding aloft the staff that he would normally strike against the ground with every step he took and holding his cap on his head with one hand so it wouldn’t fly off. After the page greeted him by bowing down to the ground, the Head Gatekeeper said, pointing to the gate, “You may enter.” The mere mention of Siyavuş Agha’s name precluded any need for an explanation.

The cook and the page passed through the Gate of Salutation. The palace guards left, having fulfilled the tedious task that had been thrust upon them so early in the morning, and withdrew to their rooms to rest until they were summoned again.

When they stepped into the Second Courtyard, the page let loose the curls he had hidden beneath his embroidered golden cap while outside the palace. Without waiting to be guided, the cook set off in what turned out to be the right direction. It wasn’t a conscious decision. Like a child, he followed his intuition and started walking toward the place where he knew he would feel safest. He was walking toward the kitchen, where his life—or to be more accurate, his second life—would begin and most probably end.

Even though he understood the young master’s excitement, the page was offended by the fact that the cook had walked off, almost breaking into a run. The page tried to quicken his steps, but the long kaftan he was wearing made that impossible and, in any case, it was frowned upon in the palace to have one’s curls bounce.

The page called out to the cook, whose eyes were fixed on the porticos further ahead between the ancient trees. The kitchens were right behind the porticos, extending to the right along the side of the massive courtyard. Not only were they the largest buildings on the palace grounds, more people worked there than anywhere else in the palace.

There were more than a thousand cooks and apprentice cooks working in the kitchens, and that didn’t include the nearly four hundred confectionery cooks who prepared desserts, sherbets, and pickled foodstuff, nor the apprentices of the Head Grocer, the Chamberlain of the Royal Cellar and his scribes, the sifters, mixers, and bakers of the Royal Bakery and Commons’ Bakery, the water-bearers, the fire-stokers who lit the stoves when the morning call to prayer sounded, the cheese and yogurt makers, the herbalists who collected healing herbs, the ice-makers, the butchers, or the poultry-men.

On any given day, the Imperial Kitchens prepared two meals for the four thousand residents at the palace. On special occasions such as ceremonies, banquets, and the Sovereign’s Feast, up to twenty thousand people were served. Every year nearly forty thousand sheep, eighty thousand chickens, one million oka of rice, and two million oka of sugar were used at the kitchens.

And that is why it came to be known as the Matbah-ı Azam, The Great Kitchen.

When the page caught up to him, the cook asked, “Is something wrong?”

The page, who was unused to hurrying, was out of breath. “There’s no need to hurry, Master Cook. The Chief Sword Bearer eats his supper late. We still have a lot of time.”

The cook shook his head. “But the kitchen is large and always so busy, and I need to be able to find my way around. As a cook, you can’t rush things. I wouldn’t want to disappoint His Highness on my very first day.”

“God bless,” said the page. “How dedicated you are, even though your shoes are still dusty and you haven’t even picked up a knife yet. God bless! You are right, the kitchens are busy, but don’t concern yourself about that. You’ll be cooking only for the Chief Sword Bearer. Everyone has been informed, including the Head Cook and Kitchen Custodian. No one will ask anything more of you.”
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