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​Aşk - Love

By Werner Stejskal

This novel is set from 1965 onward, a time before computers, mobile phones, and the first moon landing. Back then, flying was a luxury only a few could afford. It was a threshold of significant change, yet still a time of relative simplicity. People wrote letters, and relationships were more personal and natural. Life moved along just fine without the modern gadgets we rely on today. We simply didn't know what we were missing.

Chaper 1 – The Meeting

In the realm of silver screens and pages, romance reigns supreme, a lucrative empire that captivates hearts worldwide. Turkey, a land of mystique and beauty, has emerged as a masterful storyteller, weaving intricate tales of love that traverse continents and cultures. Its sprawling series, a staple of Middle Eastern entertainment, have become the country's most prized export, cherished by audiences far and wide.

The actors who bring these epic romances to life are no strangers to tears, their emotions raw and unbridled, a testament to the depth of feeling that defines their craft. In the cultures of the Middle East, such displays of passion are not only accepted but revered, a reflection of the profound longing that beats within every heart.

For young girls, playing the role of princess is more than a game – it's an awakening to the promise of true love, a dream that takes root in the imagination and refuses to fade. As they grow, the fantasy of finding that one, all-consuming love remains, a beacon that guides them through life's trials and tribulations. Yet, for most, this dream remains just out of reach, a constant reminder of the delicate balance between reality and fantasy. And so, the dream of big love stays a dream, a bittersweet melody that echoes through the chambers of the heart.

*  *  *
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AS I LOUNGED IN THE worn, wooden seat of the vintage tram, cruising along Vienna's majestic Ringstrasse, the warm sunlight streaming through the windows seemed to awaken a sense of serendipity within me. The gentle sway of the carriage and the soft hum of conversation lulled me into a state of relaxed awareness, and my gaze drifted across the rows of seats opposite me. That's when I saw her – a vision of loveliness that took my breath away.

Her dark, wavy hair cascaded down her back like a waterfall of chestnut silk, framing a face that seemed chiseled from the finest Mediterranean marble. Those eyes, like diamonds flashing in the sunlight, sparkled with a knowing glint, as if privy to a secret joke. Her features were a masterful blend of curves and lines – a regal nose, inviting lips, and a neck as long and elegant as a swan's.

I was transfixed, my eyes darting furtively between her face and the scenery outside, as if trying to sneak a peek at a masterpiece in a gallery. But she noticed my gaze, and instead of looking away, she met my eyes with a hint of a smile. It was as if she'd been waiting for me to notice her all along. Emboldened, I let my eyes wander, drinking in the sight of her. Her miniskirt revealed tantalizing glimpses as she recrossed her legs, sending a jolt of excitement through me.

The tram rumbled on, and when the person beside her stood up to leave, I seized the moment. I got up, my heart pounding in my chest, and sat down beside her. She looked up, her eyes sparkling with amusement, and I felt my composure melt away. What next? I was lost, but her smile seemed to whisper: "Let's see where this takes us."

The stakes were high, and the train's next stop loomed like a precipice – would she alight, leaving me with nothing but a lingering glance? My heart thrummed in my chest, a symphony of anticipation and trepidation. The fear of rejection whispered caution, but the siren's call of possibility beckoned me forward. I took a deep breath, and with a sense of abandon, I surrendered to the moment.

"Excuse me," I said, my voice barely above a whisper, "I had no choice but to approach you. I am Karl, and I find you captivating." The words tumbled out in German, and for a heartbeat, I held my breath. Her eyes sparkled with amusement, and she replied in English, "Sorry, I don't speak German!" The language barrier momentarily threatened to derail my momentum, but I swiftly adapted.

As we exchanged introductions, Melisa's smile hinted at a willingness to engage. Her eyes lit up as she shared her story – a traveler from Istanbul, her hometown in Turkey, exploring Vienna's wonders. I sensed a kindred spirit, someone who craved connection and shared experience. Seizing the opportunity, I proposed an audacious plan: "Look, I know it's bold, but I'd love to show you Vienna. I have the next few days off work. We can wander through the city, and I'll share stories about this enchanting place."

As I awaited her response, time seemed to suspend its march. This was one of those critical junctures, a moment when the path forward hung precariously in the balance. I felt an inexplicable certainty that her answer would alter the trajectory of my life. The world narrowed to a single, piercing glance, and I held my breath, hoping against hope that she'd say yes.

Tamam!, she said. OK! Just like that. With her agreement, a spark of excitement ignited, and we stepped off the tram into the vibrant streets of Vienna. As we strolled, the city's grand architecture and rich history unfolded before us like a canvas of stories waiting to be told. I guided her through the winding alleys, pointing out landmarks like the majestic St. Stephen's Cathedral, its Gothic spire piercing the sky like a giant's needle. We laughed as we dodged horse-drawn carriages and lively street performers, the sound of Mozart's music drifting from a nearby café.

As we walked, our conversation flowed effortlessly, like a waltz, each step harmonizing our thoughts and feelings. We discovered shared passions for art, music, and the absurdities of life. At the Hofburg Palace, I regaled her with tales of imperial grandeur.

As the morning sun climbed higher, we decided to indulge in Vienna's culinary delights. We settled into a cozy restaurant, where the aroma of freshly baked pastries and brewing coffee enveloped us. Over lunch, we savored Wiener Schnitzel and Apple Strudel, our conversation meandering through topics like travel, dreams, and the quirks of different cultures. I learned about her love for Turkish cuisine, and she discovered my fondness for classical music.

As we lingered over coffee, our connection deepened, and the hours slipped away like pages torn from a calendar. The city's charm had woven its magic, and I couldn't help but wonder if this chance encounter might blossom into something more. As we finished our meal, I asked, "Shall we continue our exploration, or would you like to rest your feet?" Her smile hinted at a mischievous spark, and she replied, "Let's keep exploring. Vienna's secrets are too enticing to uncover in just a short time.”

The Sunday evening held a special charm, with the sweet sounds of Tanzmusik drifting from a park pavilion, beckoning us to join in. I suggested we visit the pavilion after dinner, and Melisa's eyes lit up at the prospect of waltzing under the stars. We planned to meet again in the evening, after taking a break to rest and change into attire more suited for a night of elegant dancing.

As we parted ways, I couldn't help but feel a sense of anticipation. The thought of holding Melisa close, swaying to the rhythm of the waltz, and enjoying the enchanting atmosphere of the park pavilion was exhilarating. I looked forward to shedding my daytime wear for something more dashing, and I imagined Melisa would look stunning in a dress that would shimmer in the evening light.

The evening's promise of romance and music hung in the air, and I couldn't wait to see Melisa again, to dance with her, and to bask in the magic of the night.

As we sat down for a light dinner in the pavilion, surrounded by the lush greenery of the Stadtpark, our conversation flowed effortlessly. I asked Melisa about her background in Turkey, intrigued by her independence and adventurous spirit. Her eyes sparkled as she shared her passion for archeology, and I was captivated by her stories of uncovering the secrets of Göbekli Tepe.

As dinner came to a close, the music began to stir, and the dance floor started to fill with couples swaying to the rhythm of waltzes and foxtrots. I felt a surge of excitement as I asked Melisa to dance, taking her hand and leading her onto the floor. The music enveloped us, and we moved in harmony, our bodies swaying to the beat.

The waltz, once considered scandalous for its close contact between partners, now felt like the most natural and intimate way to connect with someone. As Johann Strauss's music filled the air, I felt transported to a bygone era, where elegance and romance reigned supreme.

With Melisa in my arms, I felt a sense of weightlessness, as if we were floating across the dance floor. Our bodies moved in perfect sync, our hands touching, our eyes locked. The music seemed to fade into the background, and all that remained was the sensation of being together.

The proximity, the gentle pressure of her hand on my shoulder, the soft brush of her dress against my leg – every touch sent shivers down my spine. I could feel her warmth, her scent, her very presence, and it was intoxicating.

As we twirled and spun, our movements became more fluid, our connection growing with every step. The world around us melted away, leaving only the music, the night air, and the thrill of being close to someone so captivating.

In that moment, I knew I didn't want the dance to end, didn't want to let go of Melisa's hand, didn't want to break the spell that had been cast. The music, the magic, and the moment had conspired to bring us together, and I was grateful for every second we shared on that dance floor.

As we sat back down at our table, sipping on a refreshing drink, our conversation deepened. Melisa's choice of a non-alcoholic beverage sparked my curiosity, and I asked about her connection to Islam. Her response revealed a nuanced perspective, one that blended tradition with modernity.

As we talked, I couldn't help but wonder what had driven her to travel alone, given the cultural norms she had grown up with. Her candid response surprised me – she had been trying to escape the pressure of being promised in marriage to a family friend's son. The weight of her words hung in the air, and I felt a deep sense of empathy.

"I couldn't make myself marry a friend," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "It's not enough for me. I'm still hoping for love." Our eyes met, and the connection between us seemed to spark.

I shared my own longing for love, my lack of experience in romantic relationships. The conversation became intense, with an unspoken understanding that we were both searching for something more. The music, the laughter, and the surroundings faded into the background as we lost ourselves in each other's gaze.

In that moment, it felt like our words had taken on a double meaning, as if we were both hinting at a possibility that neither of us dared to articulate. The air was charged with anticipation, and I couldn't help but wonder if this chance encounter might be the start of something extraordinary.

As the evening drew to a close, our dances became even more tender, the connection between us growing stronger with every step. Time flew by, and before we knew it, the night had almost ended. We reluctantly parted ways, agreeing to meet again the next morning for our last day together.

Melisa had to leave for Turkey the day after, responding to an urgent call about an important archaeological find that required her expertise. But for now, we had tomorrow to cherish, and I was excited to take her to the Prater, Vienna's iconic amusement park. The prospect of sharing thrills and laughter together was too enticing to resist.

As I walked her back to her hotel, the promise of our last day together hung in the air, filled with the potential for more memories, more moments to treasure. The night air was filled with anticipation, and I couldn't help but feel that our time together was far from over.

*  *  *
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WHAT A FANTASTIC DAY in the Prater! Our morning stroll and coffee break set the tone for a fun-filled day. The Riesenrad (Giant Ferris Wheel) ride offered breathtaking views of Vienna, and I was impressed by my city's grandeur from up high.

But what really caught me off guard was Melisa's shooting skills at the gallery. Her confidence and accuracy were stunning, and I was amazed by her talent. Her revelation about being a trained sharpshooter and having spent time in the Turkish Army added a new layer to her personality. I felt like I was discovering new facets of her character every hour.

The thrill rides were exhilarating, and Melisa's laughter and screams of delight made the experience even more enjoyable. Our break for Wiener Würstel (sausages), and mustard with black bread was a delicious respite, and we savored the moment, enjoying each other's company.

As the evening unfolded, the fireworks display was mesmerizing, and having Melisa snuggled up close under my arm felt like the perfect way to experience it. The cool night air added to the romance of the moment.

Our dinner of Hungarian Gulasch and Semmel was a satisfying conclusion to the day, and as we walked back to the hotel, I couldn't help but feel a pang of sadness that our time together was coming to an end. But for now, I was grateful for every moment we had left to share.

The quiet corner of the hotel hall felt like a secluded haven as we shared our goodbyes. Melisa's efficiency in having her contact details ready was impressive, and I appreciated her thoughtfulness. As we exchanged our farewells, I couldn't help but feel a deep connection to her. Her words about becoming a dear friend in just three days touched my heart, and I knew I felt more than friendship.

My emotions welled up, and my eyes grew wet as I expressed my feelings. Melisa's quick kiss on the mouth was a spark that ignited a passion within me. I couldn't resist the urge to grab her and kiss her properly, and to my delight, she didn't pull away. Instead, she leaned into the kiss, her body softening in my embrace. The moment felt like time was standing still, and all that mattered was the connection between us.

As our lips parted, I knew that this goodbye was not the end, but rather a beginning. I was determined to keep in touch, to bridge the distance between us, and to see where this newfound connection would lead. The thought of waiting two weeks for a letter from her seemed like an eternity, but I was willing to endure it for the chance to be with her. 
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The bittersweet taste of Melisa's departure lingered, leaving me with a deep sense of longing. I couldn't help but ponder the what-ifs of life – would our paths have crossed if I hadn't made that spontaneous decision to sit next to her? The uncertainty of fate's role in my life weighed on my mind.

As I reflected on my time with Melisa, I realized that sometimes, opportunities require a nudge to become reality. If I hadn't taken the initiative to strike up a conversation, the connection might have remained unexplored. The thought of waiting passively for life's surprises didn't sit well with me. Instead, I preferred to be the architect of my own future, making deliberate choices and seizing opportunities as they arose. With Melisa, I had caught a glimpse of what could be, and I was determined to nurture this connection, no matter the distance between us.

My resolve strengthened, I began to envision the next steps in pursuing this relationship. The distance between Melisa and me seemed daunting, but I was willing to bridge it, one letter at a time. The anticipation of hearing from her, of sharing my thoughts and dreams, filled me with excitement and purpose. I was ready to take the reins of my life, to craft my own narrative, and to see where this newfound connection would lead.

The months flew by, and my excitement grew as I prepared for my trip to meet Melisa in Turkey. I saved up enough money for an extensive holiday, and we planned to reunite after Christmas. Although Christmas wasn't widely celebrated in Turkey, the festive atmosphere was palpable, with decorations and European influences adding to the holiday cheer.

Melisa had arranged for me to stay at her parents' home, but she assured me that I would have my own space in the guesthouse on the premises. Our previous conversations had given me the impression that she came from a wealthy family, and I wondered what her home would be like.

I bid farewell to my parents, feeling a mix of emotions – excitement for the adventure ahead and a tinge of sadness at leaving my loved ones behind. I boarded the iconic Orient Express, bound for Istanbul, and felt my anticipation grow with every mile. The rhythmic chugging of the train and the scenic landscapes passing by my window only added to my eagerness to reach my destination.

As the train went along, I thought about Melisa and the time we spent together in Vienna. I replayed our conversations, our laughter, and our moments of connection. The distance between us seemed to shrink with every passing mile, and I couldn't wait to be reunited with her in her hometown. The thought of meeting her family and experiencing Turkish culture firsthand filled me with excitement and curiosity.

I stepped off the train at Sirkeci Railway Station, and the 18-hour journey seemed to melt away in an instant. My eyes scanned the platform, searching for Melisa's familiar smile. And then, suddenly, our gazes met, and her eyes lit up with recognition. We locked eyes for what felt like an eternity, the world around us fading into the background.

A gentle smile spread across her face, and she began walking towards me. I mirrored her movement, my feet seemingly moving of their own accord as I pushed through the crowd. When we finally stood face to face, I was overwhelmed with emotion. My eyes welled up with tears, and I felt frozen in time, unsure of how to bridge the gap between us.

But Melisa didn't hesitate. She stepped closer, her arms open wide, and enveloped me in a warm embrace. Her face tilted upwards, inviting me to meet her halfway. I didn't need any further encouragement. Instead of words, I kissed her deeply, feeling her passionate response. The world around us melted away, leaving only the two of us, lost in the moment. The months of separation, the anticipation, and the excitement all culminated in this one, perfect kiss.

As we stood there, wrapped in each other's arms, I noticed a beautiful younger girl watching us with a bright smile on her face. Melisa turned to her, and I followed her gaze. "Karl, this is my younger sister Nihan," she said, introducing us. Nihan's eyes sparkled with amusement as she took in the scene before her. I remembered seeing a picture of her and her brother, who was older than Melisa and Nihan in age.

Both Melisa and Nihan were stylishly dressed in fashionable outfits, complete with beautiful leather jackets – a Turkish specialty that caught my eye. As we stood there, a man in a suit emerged from the background, approaching us with a polite smile. "This is our driver, Ahmet," Melisa explained as he stepped forward to take my luggage.

We followed Ahmet to the car, and I couldn't help but notice the luxury vehicle and the fact that Melisa had a private driver at her disposal. As we drove away from the station, I felt a sense of wonder at the contrast between Melisa's life and mine. The wealth and privilege that seemed to surround her were a far cry from my own humble existence. Yet, despite these differences, the connection between us felt genuine and strong.

Melisa asked about my train journey, and I smiled as I recounted the experience. "It was tiring, but also a cultural experience for me," I said. "The train was full of Turkish guest workers who worked in Vienna and were heading home for the holidays. It was lively, with everyone cracking sunflower seeds and eating halva. I was invited to join in, and everyone was very friendly."

I chuckled as I remembered the scene. "The floors were slowly filling up with shells, it was quite a sight. By the time we arrived, it was like walking through snow, crunching on sunflower seed shells underfoot. It was a bit surreal, but it added to the lively atmosphere."

Melisa laughed, her eyes sparkling with amusement. "That's typical," she said. "Sunflower seeds are a big part of Turkish culture, especially when traveling or socializing. I'm glad you got to experience it firsthand."

We drove to Ortaköy, one of the fanciest districts on the Bosphorus. I was struck by the lush greenery and the opulent houses surrounded by sprawling parks. The iron gates and guarded entrances added to the sense of exclusivity and wealth that permeated the area. It was clear that this was a neighborhood where the elite resided.

As I took in the sights, I began to understand why Melisa's family might have preferred her to marry someone from their own social circle. The contrast between their world and mine was stark, and I wondered what kind of reception I could expect from her family. I knew that besides Nihan, Melisa's sister, there was an older brother and their mother, and I was curious about their personalities and expectations.

My curiosity was also piqued by the cultural differences I had been learning about. Watching Turkish movies and reading books about the customs and traditions of the country had given me a glimpse into the complexities of Turkish family life. I was aware that family ties were strong, and respect for elders was deeply ingrained. I was prepared for some surprises, but I was also excited to learn more about Melisa's world and to meet the people who were important to her.

As Melisa showed me around the guest house, I was struck by its cozy atmosphere. The open fire crackling in the fireplace added warmth to the space, and I felt a sense of relief wash over me. Melisa gave me a tour of the house, pointing out the different rooms and amenities. After her thorough explanation, she smiled and said, "You can freshen up and relax until dinner when I will introduce you to my brother, Çağlayan, and my mother, Ayşe."

I thanked her, feeling a mix of excitement and nerves about meeting her family. "Thank you so much! This is all overwhelming for me, and I need to digest the sensations," I replied. Melisa smiled understandingly, and Nihan chimed in with a cheerful wave. The two girls bid me farewell, with Melisa giving me a warm hug and Nihan a gentle kiss on the cheek.

As they left me to my own devices, I took a deep breath, feeling grateful for the chance to unwind before dinner. The guest house was lovely, and I appreciated the opportunity to freshen up and relax. I gazed out the window, catching a glimpse of the sprawling estate and the majestic manor house in the distance. I couldn't help but wonder what the evening would bring, meeting Melisa's family and navigating the complexities of Turkish hospitality.

The Bosphorus itself was a flurry of activity, with traditional Turkish boats and ferries chugging along the waterway, their horns blowing softly in the distance. The sound of seagulls filled the air, adding to the lively atmosphere.
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