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Kaş: Transitional Intimacy

“Not the ones speaking the same language but the ones sharing the same feeling understand each other.”

-Rumi

CHAPTER 1

Let’s Love

The two hour shuttle transfer from the airport in Dalaman to Kaş  gave me plenty of time to reflect on my departure from Istanbul. More aptly, from Volkan... I sighed as I looked out the window at the beautiful orange tree orchards. I was feeling a tad lonely and restless - untethered and uncomfortable in my solitude - alone with nothing but my thoughts. 

Unfortunately, questioning whether I had made the right decision hastily departing - again - seemed inevitable. I fought to dispel the budding feelings of regret. Deep down I knew I had made the right decision, but I hadn't expected to be moving on again so quickly. 

My time with Volkan had been some of my favorite moments. To my surprise and delight, the experience had given me a glimpse into the type of relationship I truly wanted. From the get go, I had assumed Volkan wouldn't be interested in a relationship. Plus there was our big age gap. Being certain that we would have a casual fling - at most - had taken the pressure off of me. I had been comfortable, given my lack of expectations. I hadn't felt compelled to evaluate my “worth” - as I had with Leo. I didn't grapple with what I had to bring to a relationship with him because I had been certain a relationship was a non-starter.

Historically, I was so eager to be loved from underlying abandonment issues that I singularly - foolishly - focused on whether someone liked me - whether I was good enough. I fell “in love” easily and took the slightest interest as a green light sign to fall head over heels. I was color blind beyond “green means go” - failing to see red flags or gray areas. 

I loved in an all-encompassing manner - I loved inside and out. I couldn't help but love unconditionally. For me, it simply wasn't love otherwise. I realized that my all-consuming love risked heartache because I attached, I clung. I wanted to find love... I was confident I would. I was determined, however, to not become so attached that I lost myself.

In the past, I never really focused on how my romantic encounters made me feel about myself. I viewed my unconditional love as dictating my unconditional presence. I cringed at the notion of so-called “boundaries” - let alone setting any or - dear heavens - enforcing any. Not surprisingly - given my persona - I had endured a lot of mistreatment and disrespect. There was a pattern of  a lot of disproportionate “give” on my end and endless “take” by my so-called “partners.” Ironically, since I had unfairly pre-judged Volkan as a player and uncharacteristically hadn't been interested in a relationship with him, he had taught me some of my most important relationship lessons.

I went to Volkan’s house the night before after my rooftop revelations to share my thoughts with him. We sat cross-legged on his bed opposite each other, holding hands while we looked into each other's eyes. I felt as if we could see into each others’ souls. I realized as I sat there - having what would have normally been an extremely difficult conversation for me - why Volkan and I synced so well, so naturally. We truly were mirroring each other’s positive, loving energy. I felt liberated and exhilarated as I told Volkan of my contemplations and conclusions. Letting Volkan down would have normally petrified my people-pleasing persona. I became deeply aware that I would have been betraying myself had I agreed to try to date Volkan seriously, exclusively. I also appreciated that I would have been doing this gentle soul a disservice - not doing him any favors - had I acquiesced with what he at least thought he wanted. 

I explained to Volkan that I thought we were so attracted to each other because our intentions were so pure and our energies and ideals so aligned. We were mirroring each other’s pure loving vibe without ulterior motives. In the abstract, we may have seemed to be a perfect match - leaving our age difference aside as Volkan seemed adamant that it wasn't an issue. I believed him - at least for now. 

No guarantees for the future though in my wounded psyche. Volkan had respectfully not probed about my past previously - sensing it was a topic I didn't care to discuss, obviously not having raised it before. I shared with him some of the “highlights” - or “lowlights” - as the reality may be - to help him better understand my perspective. We were at two very different places in our lives and I needed to fully settle my past. 

He had listened intently - compassionately interjecting expressions of sympathy and understanding for my heart breaks and residual heartache. He was disappointed by my decision to leave Istanbul, but took comfort, as did I, that we expected to remain lifelong friends. It was one of the most mature, openly honest, self-aware and thoughtful conversations I had ever had. We slept together again that night - pure connection and pure innocence. It was intimacy at its best - a concept that all too often was degraded in my opinion when used in the limited sense - as a euphemism for sex. 

It was the non-sexual deep connection and exchange of positive energy and oxytocin that I longed for and that Volkan seemed to as well. I had always been intensely expressive and affectionate. I was the living embodiment of Audrey Hepburn’s quote - “I was born with an enormous need for affection, and a terrible need to give it.” I had an insatiable craving for connection and was overflowing with love and light. I felt empty if I weren't experiencing love regularly, intensely, reassuringly. I felt like it was a tragedy if my limitless love had nowhere to go - that had led too often to it landing hard - quickly where it didn't belong. 

My contemplative mood lingered as I was reminded of another one of my favorite quotes. Van Gogh had beautifully summed up my life philosophy when he said, “There is nothing more truly artistic than to love people.” What greater gift or purer expression could one have than to love and to share it? I wanted my epitaph to simply - yet profoundly - say “She lived. She loved.” 

I briefly thought of Leo with a pang of guilt, chastising myself for not having had the courage to have a similar heart-to-heart with him as I had with Volkan. I wasn't proud of myself for how I handled things, but I still believed that I had likely taken the safest route. If Leo didn't care about me as much as I cared for him, then no harm no foul. I felt I had shielded us both from heartache if his feelings were mutual. If he decided to be with me, I would have always fretted about not giving him children - feeling guilty for shortchanging his life. I would have likely always feared he would resent me for that and eventually leave me. It seemed either way that one - if not both - of us would have been unfulfilled or left heartbroken. My discussion with Volkan made me realize though that I had at least owed Leo a heartfelt conversation. I had just been too afraid that he would sacrifice his presumed desire for children. I wanted more for him. 

C’est la vie, it's neither here nor there now. What’s done is done. I was tired of negative emotions - guilt, regrets, angst - feelings from my past that I wanted to firmly leave behind. I wanted my thoughts, my time, and my energy focused on the here and now and exclusively on positivity. I sighed again - it was my affectation signaling transitioning - a resignation that the past was the past and a nudge to ground myself in the present. I appreciated that I was making progress with my self-introspection - at least catching myself when I began ruminating, unproductively reminiscing, and regretting the past. Baby steps, as Olivia always encouraged me - at least I seemed headed in the right direction. I turned my attention to focus on the scenery, reveling in the here, in the now, and embracing my future...
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CHAPTER 2

History Comes Alive

FOR SOME INEXPLICABLE reason, I felt endeared to Kaş before ever stepping foot in the town. I had been captivated by the so-called “Turquoise Coast” or “Turkish Riviera” in the southwest of Turkey years ago when I had visited the area with my ex. I knew then that I would be back some day - based on my affinity for the country in general and my love for the exquisite natural beauty of the area in particular.

I intuitively knew that Kaş was going to be special even if I couldn't yet discern the precise reasons. Determined to stop dwelling unproductively in my past, I decided to distract myself for the rest of the ride and delve a bit online to learn about the highlights of Kaş’ history. I chuckled at myself for “planning” - this last minute brief online perusal was the extent of my diligence. I knew Kaş was supposed to be authentic, the coastline was gorgeous, and I was staying along the Mediterranean Sea - a trifecta of perfection that was more than sufficient knowledge for me.

I delved into my lesson, immediately intrigued by what I learned. Kaş was part of the region historically known as Lycia. Lycia - an ancient maritime republic - not only enjoyed the distinction of having one of the most beautiful coastlines in the world, but, remarkably, was also widely recognized as the world's first democratic union.

I was familiar with the “Lycian Way” - the extensive hiking trail in the area but hadn’t previously appreciated that the Lycian “way” of government provided a direct analogy for the type of government the Founding Fathers sought to establish. Learning about the precedential influence the ancient Lycian civilization had on American democracy left me awestruck as to the deep historical roots of democratic principles in this area of the world that seemed so far away, so mystical. 

I was well aware of the influence Athenian democracy and the Roman Republic had on the Founding Fathers, the creation of the United States’ democratic political system, and the framework of the Constitution. I had majored in college in Political Science and Philosophy and was racking my brain to prompt recollections about the Lycian civilization. My reading prompted a vague recollection of having learned a little about Lycia -  something I hadn’t thought about since initially learning about the civilization’s influence many years before. Even to the extent I could remember the slightest thing about Lycia, I had been wholly ignorant at the time that this area of Turkey was where the civilization had existed. A pleasant chill ran down my spine as I glanced out the window as the turquoise coast sped by. Never in my wildest imagination during college would I have thought I would be here. I was awestruck by the sheer beauty and unexpected connection between the area and my own homeland. I loved how traveling brought history to life.

Intrigued, I eagerly turned back to my reading. The Lycian League - a confederation of approximately 23 city-states - each of which retained its autonomy while being united under a central government - was formed around 200 BCE - as one of the earliest examples of a democratic federation. The representation of the city-states in the assembly was proportional to the size of the city-state, allowing for a more equitable distribution of power - a role model that influenced the structure of the U.S. House of Representatives.

The Lycian League's democratic principles were recognized by political thinkers in Europe during the Enlightenment. I remembered Montesquieu - a French philosopher whose ideas significantly impacted the framers of the U.S. Constitution. Montesquieu had praised the Lycian League in his work The Spirit of the Laws for its blend of autonomy and collective governance. This praise drew the attention of the Founding Fathers to the Lycian model as a successful example of federalism.

It was mind boggling to me that the principles of the Lycian civilization from over two millennia ago in this far away land had influenced the foundation of the United States, shaping the development of American democracy. I was excited I had intuitively chosen Kaş to visit without any recollection of the ancient civilization’s affinity with my birth country. I finished my brief impromptu history lesson, all that much more enthralled by Turkey. I felt a comforting warmth in my heart as I appreciated that Turkey didn’t seem so foreign after all...
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CHAPTER 3

Hello, Beautiful

I LOOKED OUT THE WINDOW to give my full attention and appreciation  to the passing scenery. I admired the coastline in awe as I gulped in glimpses of jaw-dropping beauty. The twists and turns of the shuttle bus added to the allure as I tried soaking in each scene, looking forward to the vistas that unfolded with each hairpin curve. I briefly surveyed the other passengers who seemed distracted by their phones. 

It became evident as we approached Kaş that the coastline had been a bit of a scenic tease - a prelude for what lay ahead. Kaş’ setting and beauty were unparalleled. I was jumping for joy inside for my good fortune of having intuitively chosen the small village as my destination. I shivered in delight, “çok güzel,” - very beautiful - involuntarily escaping from my appreciative lips. I glanced up to catch the driver’s eye and a knowing smile. He grinned widely at me before extending a conspiratorial nod, concurring with my assessment. He shrugged his shoulders - a bemused look on his face - as he too took in the other relatively oblivious passengers with surprise. Apparently the novelty of the blessed scenery fortunately had not worn off on the affable driver.

We stopped abruptly and I noticed an official-looking car on the side of the road next to the sea. One officer was standing next to it along the coastline while his partner stood in the middle of the road. I assumed it was a traffic stop and started digging in my backpack for my passport. The attentive driver saw what I was doing in the rearview mirror. He motioned “no” with his finger, before beckoning me to come look closer with a broad grin, “Hadi, gel. Jandarma,” he indicated, pointing. “Caretta,” he continued. I didn’t know if “jandarma” was a “who” or “what,” but I thought “caretta” meant turtle which only puzzled me further. He pointed again and it immediately became obvious why we were stopped. 

To my disbelief, the officer in the middle of the road had stopped traffic like a protective school crossing guard. He wasn’t halting vehicles for children to cross though - he was keeping traffic at bay to enable a turtle to safely get to the sea. Everyone knew turtles were notoriously slow moving and I had heard you should never pick up a turtle so as not to disorient it. It was one of the most unexpected and sweetest things I had ever seen. “Çok nazik,” - very nice - the driver said, pointing at the officer. I smiled as I concurred and he and I watched the slow turtle trek under the watchful eye of the officer in amusement. Finally, the turtle succeeded. The officer looked up at the van, putting his hands together in prayer fashion as a silent gesture of appreciation for our patience before waving us on with a charming smile.

We quickly arrived in the center of town after our short delay. The driver asked me where I was going as he procured my luggage for me. He gave me clear directions to my apartment in the center of town after I declined his gracious offer of assistance. He gave me his card in case I needed anything. I thanked him and told him I hoped to see him around.

The gorgeous - and informative ride - along with my hospitable driver and the officer who had patiently escorted the turtle to safety - were instilling excellent first impressions of Kaş in me. My trademark optimism and curious spirit were making me feel hopeful and excited about my indefinite stay in the little village.

The route to my apartment traversed through the main square, which further cemented my initial impressions. I had never encountered a more enchanting town than Kaş with its stunning natural landscape and terraced flower-draped houses, together with its rich history and vibrant culture. In addition to the breathtaking scenery, what struck me the most about Kaş was its laid-back atmosphere. This hidden gem seemed to have magically retained its authenticity and quaint feeling despite having so much to offer. It encapsulated the essence of Mediterranean beauty and Turkish charm. 

I slowly meandered my way through the square as I made my way to my apartment. To my right was the Mediterranean Sea, fronted
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