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Some lives are not shaped by dreams—but by history.

Powerful, emotional, and deeply human, this novel is a journey through loss, resilience, and the birth of a voice that refuses to be forgotten.
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Some lives are not shaped by dreams—but by history.
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Born into the fading days of an empire, Sabahattin grows up in a world where fear walks the streets, silence fills every home, and hope survives only in forgotten books. As war, poverty, and exile reshape the lives around him, a quiet boy begins to see what others cannot: the hidden wounds carried by ordinary people.

This is not merely the story of one child. It is the story of a generation struggling to keep its humanity while everything else falls apart.
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Powerful, emotional, and deeply human, this novel is a journey through loss, resilience, and the birth of a voice that refuses to be forgotten.
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TOLGA ÇAĞLAYAN

In the winter of nineteen hundred and seven, the streets of Edirne were invaded by a sharp, ash-laden smell of burning that stung the nostrils. The fierce wind, trapped between the stone streets, battered the tired wooden walls of the bay-windowed Ottoman houses, casting the sooty coal smoke from the chimneys over the neighborhoods like a heavy shroud. Open slaughter had not yet begun in the city; yet there was a waiting in the air, so ominous, so heavy as lead, that everyone felt the approaching catastrophe to the very marrow of their bones. The streets were submerged in a deathly silence. In the coffeehouses, men leaned their heads close to one another, speaking only in whispers, turning their eyes anxiously toward the door at every sound of a footstep. Even the children seemed to have forgotten how to laugh in the alleyways. When the evening twilight fell, Edirne did not merely grow dark; it seemed to sink softly into its own darkness.

It was on one of those pitch-black nights, in the upper story of an old wooden two-house situated at the dead end of a narrow street, that a sharp cry of a newborn baby pierced the air. Inside, a young woman had been writhing in labor for long hours, while the flickering light of the oil lamp cast vast, shifting yellow shadows upon the crumbling walls. On the ground floor of the house, a man paced back and forth without pause to the groaning of the floorboards, his hands trembling. The breath filtering through his thick mustache escaped his tightening chest in short, ragged gasps. He was a soldier, accustomed to looking stern and coming face to face with death on the battlefronts. Yet now, every cry reaching him from above laid invisible, crushing stones upon his shoulders. At last, the joyful voice of the old midwife echoed from the top of the stairs:

"You have a son, my Captain!"

The man froze where he stood for a few seconds. Trying to calm the storm raging inside him, he walked upstairs with heavy steps. When he entered the room, he saw the young woman exhausted to the point of depletion, her sweat-dampened hair plastered to her forehead. Inside the swaddling clothes, the infant was breathing the world for the very first time. He was wrapped in a strange, incomprehensible silence; he did not wail like other newborns, but merely looked. Taking the baby into his calloused hands, the man gazed long into his face. As all the military sternness melted away from his voice, he whispered:

"Sabahattin..."

The moment he bestowed the name, it was as though the fate of that small body was sealed. Outside, the wind rattled the windowpanes, and the timid howling of dogs drifted from afar. A centuries-old, vast empire was unwittingly laying all the exhaustion of its impending collapse onto the fresh shoulders of this small child.

Little Sabahattin learned the most ruthless of all words—war—long before he ever learned to walk through life. In the house where he grew up, fairy tales were invariably replaced by the same bleak conversations. The words spilling from lips were always of the Balkans, rebellions, rifles, and endless migrations. When his father returned home from the front or the barracks in the evenings, he would fall into a silence as if carrying the entire burden of the world upon his back. He would divest his bony shoulders of his uniform with slow, deliberate movements, huddle in his corner by the stove, and stare into the distance—always so far away—for hours without uttering a single word. His mother, as if wishing to disperse this dense, oppressive silence, would lean over the table and murmur in a soft voice:

"Come now, my effendi, your soup will grow cold."

The man sometimes would not even lift his head, answering the summons only with a deep sigh. Little Sabahattin would sit cross-legged on the cushion, watching the deep lines on his father's face and the streaks of white in his beard. Children might not comprehend the politics or the borders of the adult world, but they could catch the scent. And in that house, there was fear. A fear that was unseen and unspoken, yet constantly lay in ambush in the corners of the rooms and up in the attics.

One winter night, the howling clamor and irregular footsteps coming from outside cut through the silence of the street like a knife. The woman rushed to the window in terror. Masses of people were passing through the street in droves. Some carried old bundles hastily tied upon their backs, while others held infants in their arms who no longer had the strength even to weep. An old man walked barefoot upon the frozen mud, afraid to look behind him. The cries erupting from outside seeped through the cracks in the windows:

"They have set the villages on fire... They have raided the neighborhood... Flee, do not stop, flee!"

As the words mingled with the wind and swept away, his father locked the door firmly and slung his rifle, which had been hanging on the wall, over his shoulder. His mother’s face had turned as white as chalk. Clinging to her husband’s arm, she whispered:

"Kemal... Do not go, I beg of you, do not go..."

The man did not answer. He gently lowered her hand from his shoulder and opened the door. A sharp frost and a wind mingled with snow rushed inside. At that moment, for the first time in his life, Sabahattin saw what death looked like. He saw it not in his own eyes, but in that helpless gaze frozen in his mother’s eyes. His father paused for an instant upon the threshold, turned back, and looked at his young son. Perhaps he wished to say one of the thousands of things pooling in his chest, but his lips remained locked. The door closed. That night, the boy understood for the first time how that pitch-black night outside could swallow people, never to return them again.

As the days chased one another, the countenance of Edirne became unrecognizable. The city was no longer that cheerful Edirne that smelled of the old past. Its streets were filled with soldiers in tattered uniforms, bread lines stretching before the bakeries, and impoverished people jostled for a piece of dry bread. One morning, his mother held Sabahattin’s small hand tightly. Looking straight into his eyes, she admonished him:

"No matter what happens today, you shall be silent, my son."

She did not tell him where they were going. Passing through the most deserted, the most secluded streets of the city, they walked toward the outskirts of Edirne. There, upon the plain, Sabahattin beheld that never-ending caravan of migration composed of thousands of people uprooted from their homelands. Ox-carts with groaning wheels, tired women with hunched backs, shivering children with hands tucked into their bosoms blue with cold, and the elderly covered in old blankets, awaiting their turn to die... In the midst of that cataclysmic crowd, a little girl dropped her rag doll into the mud. She wished to bend down and pick up her muddy toy, her small fingers reached out, but her mother, coming from behind, jerked her roughly by the arm and pushed her forward:

"Leave it! This is no time to stop, leave it!"

The child began to weep, looking back repeatedly; yet in that immense crowd, not a single soul turned to look at her. For everyone there was carrying their own great catastrophe, their own apocalypse upon their backs. Little Sabahattin stood by the roadside and stared at that rag doll for a long time. The doll lay there alone, face down in the mud. It was a ruthless, swiftly moving world where even a toy could be left behind. Years later, he would grow up, take the pen in his hand, and in all those immortal stories he was to write, people would somewhat resemble that rag doll in the mud—silent, solitary, and utterly forgotten.

When they returned home in the darkness of the evening, his father had still not arrived. His mother, with an oil lamp in her hand, waited throughout the night before the window, behind the frost-bound glass. As the wood in the stove slowly turned to ash, the house grew deserted like a cold sepulcher. The hours had long passed midnight when the door was finally struck with a faint knock. The woman ran like mad and drew the bolt. It was his father who entered. His knees were trembling with exhaustion, and dried mud was flaking off his clothes. The spaces beneath his eyes had collapsed into dark hollows. Stepping inside, little Sabahattin sat up in his bed and looked at him. His father appeared far older, far more broken now than on that night he had left the house. The man slowly approached his son, tenderly stroking his hair with his muddy hands. Then, without saying a word, he sank onto the bare floorboards before the dying stove. He fixed his eyes upon that crimson, agonizing fire and did not utter a single word until morning.

Throughout his life, even on the brightest of summer days, Sabahattin would never forget his father's face that night. For some people do not age with years, but in a single night. And as vast empires withdraw from the stage of history, before the maps change, the faces of men alter, and the lines of the first ruin are carved upon them.

As the winter lengthened, the house grew smaller. It was as though the walls drew closer inward day by day, the ceiling lowered, and the air within the rooms thickened like an unbreathable lead. The coal in the stove would sometimes run out in the middle of the day, leaving behind a freezing mound of ash. His mother would then fall completely silent. At that early age, little Sabahattin had already begun to realize that there were varieties of silence. His father's silence was terrifying, like a bomb thrown into the middle of the room, ready to explode; his mother's, however, was a docile and weary helplessness that melted a person away softly.

At times, the young woman would open the old chest with carved panels standing in the corner of the room, and draw from it a few items that were tokens of past beautiful days. First, a copper plate would emerge from the darkness of the chest, then an old cloth with silver-embroidered borders, and finally two elegant glass cups with slender waists... Wrapping those items in an old cheesecloth with a deep reverence, as if lifting a corpse, the woman would bundle them and press them into her husband's hand without a word when he stepped through the door in the evening. The man would take the bundle with the same speechlessness, and the next day, one more of those belongings would no longer be in the house. Sabahattin learned during those winter days that poverty does not rot a person all at once, but first by killing their most beloved objects one by one.

His father was becoming a man unrecognizable from day to day. Formerly, when he returned from the barracks, he would take his son in his arms and alter the atmosphere of the room with a sacred smile that made one forget the tired lines on his face. Now, his countenance had turned entirely to stone. In the depths of his eyes, an implacable abstraction had nested, staring continuously at a distant, dark point beyond this small room.

One night, when the silence at the table reached an intolerable pitch, the man suddenly struck the table with his fist. The plates rattled, and the spoons met the floor. When his mother raised her head in fear, she encountered that fierce desperation in her husband's eyes.

"This country is rotting, wife..." the man said. In his voice was not that military anger they were always accustomed to, but a depletion that left one breathless. "Fear everywhere, hypocrisy everywhere, hunger everywhere..."

Then he fell silent. For some sentences had no continuation, and no matter how much a man spoke, words were insufficient to cover the misery in the world. No one opened their mouth again at dinner that night. Inside the house, there was only the cold clinking of iron spoons striking the wooden table, and outside, the howling of the whirling wind battering the windows.

Sabahattin had now begun to roam the streets alone, discovering those narrow and ominous labyrinths of Edirne. He did come together with the other children of the neighborhood, to be sure, but he could never fully become one of them. The other children would run shouting through the muddy streets, roughhouse with one another, and let out coarse laughter without a second thought. He, on the other hand, always preferred to withdraw to the foot of a wall, watching silently like a shadow. He would study the faces of people; he would try to understand that anxious haste in their gait, those suspicious glints that suddenly flashed and died in their pupils as they spoke with one another.

Sometimes for hours, he would stand before the broken glass door of the neighborhood coffeehouse, watching the dense tobacco smoke seeping inside. The men within would throw the dice with fury while playing backgammon, bursting into laughter. Yet in the later hours of the night, when the coals in the brazier neared extinction, the color of the voices would change. Heavy, whispered conversations would begin, spilling over the thresholds of the doors:

"They say the war will expand, the Bulgarians will press upon the gates again..."

"The state will conscript soldiers anew, the taxes will be doubled..."

Sabahattin would cast these grand words, whose meanings he did not yet know, into the well of his mind and keep them there. For he had noticed that words possessed a power so immense and terrible that they could alter the facial features of men in an instant. When certain words were whispered from ear to ear, a raw fear would settle upon faces; some stoked anger, while others condemned a person to an eternal silence.

One morning, before the neighborhood bakery, that expected spark ignited and a fight broke out. Two men, who had been waiting in the bread line for hours under the freezing frost, fell upon each other on the pretext of whose turn it was. Raw curses echoed through the street first, followed by the cracking of punches where the sound of bones could be heard. While a woman in the queue shrieked in terror, children scattered to and fro in panic. The baker burst out from among the flour sacks, waving the wooden paddle in his hand in the air, trying to separate the men, but it was in vain. The face of an old man who fell to the ground in the commotion was covered in muddy blood within seconds. Most painful of all, not a single soul from that vast crowd around bent down to lift the old man from the ground. For everyone was locked upon those few loaves of bread resting on the bakery counter; eyes gleamed with that predatory greed born of hunger.

Sabahattin stood frozen where he was. He could not comprehend, with his small intellect, how people could turn into monsters merely for the sake of a single loaf of bread. The moment he stepped into the house that evening, he clung to his mother's skirts and, fixing his eyes upon the woman's tired face, asked:

"Mother, why do people become so bad?"

The young woman paused for a few seconds before this untimely question from her son. Perhaps she herself did not know the true and simple answer to the question. Finally, smiling with sadness, she bent down and tenderly stroked Sabahattin's hair:

"When left hungry, a human being changes, my son. That angel within departs, and something else comes in its place."

This implacable answer was driven like a nail into the most secluded corner of the little boy's heart, and it never left there throughout his life. That night in his bed, he could not close his eyes for a long time. In the next room, his father was coughing as if to tear his lungs out, and outside, the wind vibrated the loosened window frames like mad. The fire in the stove had long since gone out. Inside the dark room, drawing the quilt up to his nose and watching the cracks in the ceiling, Sabahattin perceived that great truth for the first time in his life: the world was not a safe place, and people were not as innocent as they appeared.

One day, his father came home in the evening carrying old, worn books in his arms. These were a few books, dusty, their pages yellowed, the leather covers of some torn away by dampness. His mother looked at what was in her husband's hands with astonishment:

"Why did you buy these, Kemal, when we can barely find money for bread?"

The man shrugged his shoulders and murmured with a determination appearing in his eyes for the first time in a long while:

"Let the child read, wife. Let the child read so that he does not drown in this filth."

Little Sabahattin held his breath with excitement as he approached the books left upon the table in the middle of the room. When that centuries-old smell of old paper and mustiness rising from between the books filled his nostrils, he felt as though other, entirely different worlds were hidden within those torn pages. He slowly parted the cover of the topmost book. He could not yet decipher the letters in the full sense of the word, but he traced his fingers over those black, mysterious symbols for a long time. His father was watching him from his corner, and upon that rigid face, an imperceptible softening, a hidden pride appeared for the first time in months:

"Read, my son..." the man said, his voice sounding this time less like the command of a captain and more like the testament of a father. "A person sometimes survives merely by reading, merely by taking refuge in those pages."

Sabahattin, at that childish age, did not fully comprehend the weight of this sentence that night. Yet years would pass; when that little boy grew up and faced the cold walls of dark cells, during endless nights of exile, in lonely hotel rooms, and in those moments of absolute loneliness he felt in the depths of his soul while surrounded by thousands of people, he would cling to this sentence of his father's over and over again like a life buoy. For to some people, books are not merely objects consisting of leaves; they are the sole and final fortress where a human being can take refuge. And little Sabahattin was learning this greatest secret of life while still in that dark house in Edirne, in the first days of his childhood.

The first to depart were their neighbors at the far end of the street. That morning, Edirne had awakened to an unaccustomed, immense silence of a kind that almost deafened a person. When Sabahattin pressed his forehead against the freezing glass of the room and looked outside, he saw that the wooden door of the opposite house stood wide open. From within, old mattresses, copper vessels, and broken chairs were being carried out with feverish haste. Women wiped their tears with the edges of the painted kerchiefs on their heads; while children, shivering violently and blue with cold, waited against the stone walls in the midst of a turmoil they could not understand. The most cheerful face of the neighborhood, the barber İlyas Efendi, whose laughter was never missing from his shop, now appeared upon the threshold with a colossal sack laden upon his back. That ever-smiling face of the man was gone, and in its place sat a long, unrecognizable grief. Kemal Bey silently approached from behind his son and stood at the other corner of the window. Fixing his eyes upon that sorrowful crowd, he murmured in a deep, jarring voice:

"They are leaving..."

Sabahattin raised his head and looked at his father's stern countenance:

"Where to, father?"

The man remained silent for a few seconds, as if crushed under the weight of this question, and stared into the distance without blinking:

"They do not know, my son."

This simple answer settled into the little boy's heart like a bottomless fear. How could a human being leave their home, their hearth, the lands where they were born and raised, and take to the roads without knowing where they were going, or where the road would end?

Toward noon, the narrow street overflowed completely with a cataclysmic crowd. Ox-carts with groaning wheels spinning in the mud, wagons drawn by horses whose ribs could be counted from emaciation, women bent forward under the weight of the bundles upon their backs, tired soldiers walking silently in their torn boots, and weeping children clutching their mothers' skirts... A whole city was crumbling to pieces, emptying part by part before their very eyes. Yet the most terrifying, the most eerie thing in this spectacle was that not a single lamentation, not a single raised voice rose from the street. People were not in a state of riot; they were walking in an immense speechlessness. For when a catastrophe grew larger than the stature a human being could carry, the rebellion of the soul would cease, and man would merely fall silent.

Sabahattin sat upon the threshold of the door, watching this flood of people flowing past him as if watching a theater stage. The old Greek tailor of the neighborhood was also within that caravan. The hunch of that old man, who every morning swept the front of his shop with love and extended akide candies drawn from his pocket to the children, was more pronounced today than ever before. His small grandson, whose hand he held tightly, turned his head back continuously while walking, looking at the empty shop they had left behind. As though his home were still there, as though believing they could wake from this nightmare a few streets later and return... Throughout his life, Sabahattin could never forget that deep helplessness in the eyes of that migrant child. For in those eyes, there was something impossible to remedy: the first great loss.

As the darkness of evening fell, his father returned home later than usual. His facial features were darker, more battered than the streets of Edirne. Placing a hot bowl of soup upon the table, his mother asked in a trembling voice:

"Kemal... Is the situation very bad?"

Without even removing his military jacket, the man sank onto the edge of the table. Fixing his eyes upon the wooden texture of the table, he hurled a single word into the middle of the room:

"Bad."

He said nothing else. Yet there were some moments in life when a single word was sufficient to tell more than a novel of thousands of pages.

That night, the first gunshots echoed from the eastern border of Edirne. At first, the sounds came from afar in the form of muffled explosions. Then, as if death had walked up to the adjacent street of the neighborhood, the sounds drew near and grew sharp. His mother darted up and extinguished the oil lamp upon the table with a single breath. Within seconds, the house was submerged into the embrace of a pitch-black darkness. Sabahattin nestled into his mother's knees in fear; from the woman's chest rose a rapid and irregular heartbeat, just like the fluttering of a trapped bird's wings. His father, on the other hand, stood like a shadow before the window in the darkness, grasping the cold iron of the rifle in his hand, watching the outside. Throughout long hours, nothing else was heard in the house but the sound of breathing. Outside, however, the apocalypse was breaking loose: people running wildly upon the muddy roads, the shrieks of women awakened from half-midnight sleep, the sounds of horseshoes scattering sparks upon stone pavements, and irregular rifle explosions tearing through the darkness... That night, Sabahattin understood when and how childhood came to an end. Childhood did not finish with years; it flew away suddenly in a single night, with a single fear taking the soul captive.

Toward dawn, the howling outside slowly diminished, leaving its place to an ominous wind. His mother had drifted off where she sat on the wooden chair, from exhaustion and the weariness brought by fear. His father, without moving at all, was still waiting in the same place as if he were a part of that window. His back stood as though he had aged ten years in a single night. Sabahattin slipped softly from the bed, approached the man, and looked outside, rising upon his toes. The street was utterly empty; neither a human being nor an ox-cart remained. Yet this absolute emptiness was now far more terrifying than the crowd of a short while ago. Fixing his eyes upon that pale horizon line where the dawn was beginning to break, his father murmured slowly:

"Do you know, my son... That thing called fear is insidious. First, it kills cities; it leaves streets and houses empty of people." While the boy looked at his father's profile, the man continued without blinking: "And then it turns, killing people by drying up everything inside them."

A few days later, the door of the small school at the corner of the neighborhood was locked. The teacher had departed from the city without leaving a single piece of news behind. Now in the streets, in the houses, and in the bakery lines, everyone pronounced a single word: war. Sabahattin could not yet comprehend the political meaning of this word or what the states were dividing among themselves, but he saw very well that great ruin it created upon the countenances of people. No one made plans regarding the future anymore; no one formed long, cheerful sentences that led to tomorrow. It was as though every soul in the city had entirely lost hope of waking to the morning of the next day.

One late afternoon, his mother knelt in the middle of the room and began to place old clothes and a few pieces of valuable items drawn from the chest into large cheesecloths, wrapping them into bundles. His father had sat beside her, helping the woman with a military orderliness and a deep silence. Sabahattin watched them with eyes full of astonishment and fear:

"Mother... Are we leaving too?"

Before her son's question, the young woman gripped the dress in her hand tightly and bit her lips but could not answer; her hands were trembling in an ungovernable manner. Finally, from the corner, his father's deep, inevitable voice was heard:

"Perhaps, my son... Perhaps."

That small, ominous word spread inside the house at that second like a freezing frost. For to say "perhaps" meant that nothing in this world was solid anymore, not even the ground they stepped upon.

When it became midnight, no matter what Sabahattin did in his bed, he could not sleep. Beneath the quilt, his eyes were wide open. In the darkness, he listened to every hidden sound, every groan the house made. The final crackles of the logs agonizing in the stove, the wind forcing the roof outside, the sorrowful conversation of his father and mother in the next room consisting of nothing but a whisper, and his own small heart beating thud-thud in his chest... Then, walking slowly on his tiptoes, he rose from his bed and walked toward the window. The vast Edirne was dark like a ship sunk in the middle of a pitch-black ocean. Yet in the windows of some distant houses, the faint, yellow lights of oil lamps were still burning. Perhaps the people there could not sleep either; perhaps they were tying their bundles with the same fear. Or perhaps, in this vast city, everyone was trying to breathe within the same great, the same helpless loneliness. The little boy looked at his own pale reflection appearing on the cold glass for a long time. And for the first time in his life, he became acquainted with that burning sensation: a human being could sometimes be no different from a stranger, even in their own home where they were born and raised, and whose walls they knew by heart.

Spring did not arrive that year. The calendar leaves had softly torn away and changed, perhaps, but the city continued to agonize in the grip of a freezing winter that simply would not let go. The streets were knee-deep in mud. The sky painted its color in gray for weeks, and a leaden rain poured uninterruptedly over Edirne. Dirty waters filtering from the hollows of stone walls and from beneath eaves found paths for themselves in the narrow streets, forming small, turbid brooks. Edirne now resembled a hunched old man from whose every corner flowed weariness and destitution. People, too, were collapsing inwardly with a great speechlessness within this old city whose knees trembled, without complaining to anyone.

Sabahattin's father, Captain Kemal Bey, now occupied as little space in the house as a shadow, and spoke rarely. Formerly, on those snowy winter nights, he would sometimes sit his son upon his knee and speak of Tripoli, of front lines, and of military stories smelling of gunpowder. Now, the moment he came home from the barracks, he would hurl his boot to a corner, pass before the window with his dull eyes, and watch that gray, endless rain outside for hours.

One late afternoon, when this heavy waiting constricted the little boy's chest, he could not endure it, nestled beside the chair where his father sat, and asked timidly:

"Father... Will this war end one day?"

The man did not even startle at his son's question. Without separating his eyes from the glass, with a tone that had long since lost all hope in his voice, he spoke as if toward his own interior:

"Some wars do not end, my son."

This sinister sentence remained suspended in the damp air of the room. Although Sabahattin, as a child of merely seven years, could not fully comprehend that deep political or philosophical meaning behind these words, he felt how heavy the burden bowing his father's shoulders was. There were some wounds in the world that did not close, but merely scabbed over.

On one of those soaking, muddy days, his mother held Sabahattin by the hand and took him to the sole remaining market of the city. That old market square, where formerly colorful fabrics and fresh vegetables and fruits were sold, ringing with the shouts of vendors, had now emptied halfway and assumed a sinister silence. Most of the stalls were abandoned with their boards dismantled; the fruits in the hands of the few tradesmen who could open their stalls had shrunk, and the size of the loaves of bread arranged on the counters had thinned. The facial features of the people out for shopping had hardened from poverty rather than from the freezing frost. A short distance away, a woman who heard the price of a few handfuls of dry beans she spread upon an old sack wept silently, covering her face with the painted kerchief on her head. A white-bearded old man counted a few pieces of copper kurush collected inside his palm over and over again with a never-ending helplessness, as if they would multiply if he counted them. In another corner, a child whose clothes were torn slipped from among the muddy market remnants, hastily filling his pocket with apple peels thrown into the garbage. While walking, Sabahattin gripped his mother's hand more tightly; he could not separate his eyes from this human spectacle. For the vast world around him was changing rapidly, and he could catch the scent of this change.

When they arrived at the exit of the market, the sky darkened completely, and the rain increased its intensity, beginning to pour down in sheets. His mother, as if wishing to protect her son, embraced him with her arms, taking refuge in the seclusion of a narrow, eaved street. Right at the corner of that street, a man was sitting with his back against the wall. The old coat upon him had become soaking wet, heavy from the dampness. His gray-streaked beard was matted, and his face was covered with mud. Before him stood a rusty small tin can into which a few kurush had been thrown. This was a beggar. Yet what caught the attention of little Sabahattin was not the man's destitution; the man was weeping. Without hiding his face, without demanding anything from anyone, without even looking at the faces of those passing by, he wept silently, without sobbing, letting the tears filtering from his eyes flow into his muddy beard.

The little boy froze in the middle of the street. For the first time in his life, he was witnessing a grown man, an adult, weeping so helplessly. When his mother noticed her son's gaze fixed upon the man's face, she tugged at his arm with anxiety:

"Do not look, my son, let us walk, come... Do not look."

But Sabahattin walked while looking back repeatedly. For once certain images were driven into the fresh soil of the human soul, they could never be uprooted from there again.

That night, when he lay down in his bed in his room, sleep simply would not enter his eyes; his mind was entirely occupied with the man at the corner of that street. Why would a human being weep so silently? Merely because his stomach was hungry? Or because he was left utterly alone in this vast city? Or perhaps, what pained him most was that hundreds of people flowing past him did not even turn their heads to look at him, viewing him as no different from a shadow? Sabahattin could find no definite answer to any of these questions at that childish age. However, on that rainy day, he began to perceive for the first time that even if people appeared perfectly intact from the outside, they bent and broke into pieces inwardly, in a place where no one could see.

His father's arrival home that night was different from usual; when the man stepped inside from the threshold, a heavy, sharp smell of anise and tobacco spread around. Kemal Bey was drunk. This was not his first time drinking, to be sure, but it was the first time he was in such a state, unable to stand on his feet or collect his mind. He staggered while opening the latch of the door, his shoulders striking the wall. His mother darted forward in terror and took the man's arm, pleading in a lowered voice:

"Kemal, do not do this, for heaven's sake... The child has not slept, he sees us."

The man responded to this affectionate touch of the woman with anger, pulling his arm back sharply:

"Leave me!" he roared. His voice echoed against the bare walls of the empty room, exploding in the small boy's ears.

Sabahattin had virtually frozen beneath the quilt; he was afraid even to breathe. Captain Kemal Bey spoke more sentences that night than he had ever formed in his life. Sinking onto the edge of the table and striking the wood with his fist, he recounted continuously; he spoke of the collapsing state, of the short-sighted commanders who left their soldiers hungry on the front, of those ancient cities surrendered without firing a single bullet at the enemy, of the thousand and one kinds of betrayal turned behind their backs... As he spoke, his anger was honed, and as it was honed, his words grew sharp. At that moment, he seemed to hate everything in the world, most of all mankind.

"No one saves anyone in this world, wife!" he said at one point, with that fierce brightness filtering from his eyes. "Understand this already! The creature called man opens his eyes to this world utterly alone." While his mother wiped her tears with the edge of her apron in the corner of the room, the man's fury did not abate. "He lives alone, floundering by himself in his own mud!" Then, a heavy, suffocating silence settled inside the room. While the final remnants of the wood in the stove turned to ash with a crackle, the man released his final sentence from between his lips almost in a whisper: "And in the end... he dies alone."

Sabahattin could not close his eyes for even a single second in his bed until the day broke. For that night, for the first time in his life, he had felt a deep fear of his father, whom he loved more than life and who stood behind him like a mountain. Yet in that childish heart, right beneath the fear, another emotion far more dominant and burning was germinating: pity. His father appeared as strong as a fortress of steel within his uniform when viewed from the outside; however, the interior of that fortress had long since been plundered, and the man remained beneath his own ruins. The little boy was learning that momentous truth regarding human nature that night; people sometimes scattered fear around them not because they shouted with anger or burned and destroyed, but because they rotted and collapsed inwardly like a tree.

The next morning when dawn broke, Kemal Bey awoke as though he were not the man who had uttered those heavy words the night before, making the house ring with his anger. He stepped before the mirror, shaved smoothly, buttoned his jacket with military discipline, sat at the table, and ate his breakfast in silence. Nevertheless, try as he might to conceal it, the pitch-black shadows beneath his eyes and the sorrowful abstraction in his gaze remained precisely in place. As he turned toward the door to leave the house, he paused, turning back to look at his young son sitting silently upon the cushion. He seemed to wish to speak a fragment of those heavy dregs remaining from the previous night, accumulating in his chest—to warn his child; his lips moved, but then he desisted. He lowered the door handle, and just as he was about to step out across the threshold, with his back turned, he spoke in a voice as cold as ice:

"Whatever happens in this life... Never trust anyone, absolutely anyone completely, Sabahattin."

And without looking back, he mingled into the muddy darkness of the street and was gone. The young boy listened to that sharp closing sound coming from behind the wooden door for a long time. At that moment, with his childish mind, he did not yet know; yet years would pass, he would grow up, and every person entering his life—his friends, his loved ones, and even those closest to him—would live under the pitch-black shadow of this testament-like sentence left by his father on that soaking wet Edirne morning.

In the neighborhood, they had already begun to call him the "silent child." For Sabahattin was not rough, boisterous, and reckless like the other children. He did not chase a ball for hours over the stone pavements, plunging into the mud, nor did he fall into open quarrels with his peers, shouting at the top of his lungs. His life, even at that age, was spent withdrawing to the foot of an old wall or the shadow of a bay window, watching the people, horses, and clouds flowing past the street. As the women of the neighborhood observed his speechless state, they would shake their heads; some attributed it to a haughty nature, while others considered it a fragile cowardice. Yet the little boy was neither haughty nor cowardly; he was merely listening. He was listening to that secret and mournful howling of the world, to which no one until that day had ever lent an ear.

When at last the rains that had lasted for weeks began to cease, leaving the leaden color of the sky to a pale blue, the streets of Edirne also gained a halting activity. Yet the people going out to the marketplace and the bazaar were no longer the people of old; the war had left an invisible, deep fracture in the soul of each one. Men who formerly discussed state affairs loudly in the coffeehouses and alleyways, laughing lightheartedly, now whispered, weighing their words, viewing every step with suspicion. The eyes of the women would cloud over and turn to weeping at the slightest sorrow, while the children forgot their street games and assumed the anxieties of the adults, growing up long before their time. Sabahattin discerned this relentless change at times even in his own countenance when looking into the broken mirror at home. His likeness was still that of a seven-year-old child, perhaps, but behind his eyes sat the weary ache of a centuries-old elder.

On a pale morning when the sun had not yet warmed the walls, his father, Captain Kemal Bey, stopped in the corridor and touched his son's shoulder with his bony hand:

"You shall come with me today, Sabahattin."

He did not say where or why they were going. Nor did the boy ask; he silently followed behind the man's imposing, military steps. They passed through the old neighborhoods of the city, cruelly battered by time. They walked past ruined stone walls that stood like the bill of the war, beside deserted houses whose windows had long been broken and whose interiors smelled of destitution, through streets with an ashy burning smell where smoke no longer rose but remained suspended in the air. Finally, behind the bazaar, they parted the door of a small coffeehouse whose ceiling had blackened with dampness. The interior was covered with a pitch-black tobacco smoke, and the men gathered around the tables sat silently like speechless statues. When his father moved toward one of the empty tables at the far end, Sabahattin felt for the first time that he had penetrated into the very heart of that dark, complex world of adults.

As the men at the table conversed, drawing their heads close to one another, certain words flew through the smoky air of the room exactly like poisonous arrows: Sultan, army, Europe, rebellion, betrayal... Some bit their mustaches in anger while speaking, while others closed their tobacco cases with fury, venting their hopelessness. Yet no matter how differently they thought, there was a single common seal upon the facial features of them all without exception, carved into the lines of their foreheads: a great, incurable weariness.

At one point, one of the old men with sunken eyes sitting at the edge of the table took a breath from his pipe and looked at Sabahattin from behind the smoke:

"Is this your boy, Kemal?"

His father nodded his head with a dignified air while taking a sip of the bitter coffee in his cup. The old man studied the child from head to toe for a long time, as if wishing to take an X-ray of his soul, and then murmured, lowering his voice:

"This child's eyes are too large, Captain..."

Kemal Bey knitted his brows, not understanding:

"What is the matter with his eyes? They are just a child's eyes."

The old man placed his wrinkled hand upon the table and sighed:

"Children with large eyes are dangerous, Kemal. They do not see the world like their peers; they perceive too much, they see too much. Their burden becomes heavy."

Upon these words, those at the table laughed softly, as if wishing to disperse the gloom within them. But Sabahattin did not laugh, he could not laugh. For he felt that the old man had touched that secret room right in the middle of his heart, throwing his speechless secret into his face.

When they stepped outside the door of the coffeehouse, the misty darkness of evening had already fallen upon Edirne. The street lamps had not yet been lit due to the absence of gas; the city was painted from top to bottom in an unmitigated gray. His father walked with heavy, troubled steps, as if wrestling with the battles in his mind. When they reached the seclusion of the neighborhood, he suddenly stopped, bent down, and grasped his son's face:

"You shall forget everything spoken there, at that table beneath the smoke, Sabahattin."

"Why, father?" the boy asked, fixing his eyes upon the man's resolute eyes.

Kemal Bey scanned the surroundings with a timid manner, as if the ground they stepped upon, even the stone walls behind them, were secretly listening to them. He spoke, reducing his voice almost to the verge of a whisper:

"Because in this country, in this era, it is dangerous to know certain truths, my son. It ruins a man."

Sabahattin, with his young age, could not comprehend the political dimension of the danger, perhaps, but he felt that naked fear in his father's voice to the very marrow of his bones. His father was afraid. And to see that even the strong, uniformed people who stood behind him like mountains were afraid made the earth a far more frightening, far more ominous place for a child.

That night, when he lay down in his bed and drew the quilt over himself, the faces of those men smelling of smoke in the coffeehouse passed before his eyes one by one. Everyone was resentful of something, everyone was nurturing a hatred inwardly, and there was not the slightest crumb of peace upon the face of any of them. Was this what they called growing up? As a human being aged, moving away from that innocent purity of childhood, did that divine light within extinguish, leaving its place to a dark residue?

One day, after months, the door of the small school at the corner of the neighborhood was parted once more. Yet the classroom was far more deserted now than on the day it had closed; that old, cheerful crowd had dispersed. Some desks remained entirely empty; the families of some children had gathered their bundles on a certain night and taken to the migration roads, while the fathers of others had never returned from the front. The new teacher, opening the black-covered roll-book in his hand, paused from time to time, sinking into deep silences. For following certain names that ought to have been at the wooden desks, only a freezing silence filled the classroom. Sabahattin heard those voids, those speechless sorrows not with his ears, but with his soul. And he was learning there that in life, even names could die and be erased from memories before ever being buried in the earth.

The new schoolmaster was a harsh man whose face never smiled, establishing authority by striking the wooden ruler in his hand against the desk. He did not like the timidity of the children and could not tolerate a student called to the blackboard humming and hawing. One day, in the classroom where the chalk dust was flying, he wrote a long sentence upon the board in old characters. Then, striking the ruler in his hand against the counter, he turned to the class:

"Is there anyone among you who will read this properly? Who will stand up?"

All the children in the class bowed their heads to their desks; no one dared to meet the schoolmaster's eyes. The man's face grew overcast with anger:

"Shame on you! Is there not a single person in this vast classroom who has mastered reading, who can bring two lines of words together?"

Sabahattin slowly raised his hand with that irrepressible urge coming from within. The curious and mocking gazes of all the children in the class gathered upon him in an instant. He rose softly from his desk and walked before the blackboard. Studying those difficult words written in chalk, the curves of the letters one by one, he began to read without haste, distinctly. His voice was thin, in the tone of a child, perhaps, but it was astonishingly smooth and proper. Those irritable lines upon the harsh schoolmaster's face relaxed for the first time, and a slight, appreciative smile appeared at the corners of his lips:

"Good..." the man said, leaving his ruler on the edge of the desk and patting the boy's shoulder. "You are different, child. Read books, you must read books without ceasing."

These two words, "read books," became the first life-giving water falling upon the most arid soil of young Sabahattin's soul. Read books... For the first time in his life, an adult, after his father's speechless testament, had shown him a sacred path upon which he could truly walk in this world, a path he could make his own.

When the school bell rang that day, Sabahattin did not run toward home shouting like the other children. He turned his steps toward the squalid street where the old, forgotten booksellers of the city were located. At the deepest recess of the street, he stopped before a small shop whose windows were fogged with dampness and whose wooden door groaned. Pressing his head against the glass and looking inside, he saw the yellowed pages overflowing from the shelves, the old leather-bound volumes, the dust motes flying in the middle of the room, and the white-bearded old bookseller sitting like a shadow in the dimness of the shop. Noticing this timid child standing upon the threshold of the door, the old bookseller looked over his spectacles and asked:

"Were you looking for something, young master? What is it you wish?"

Sabahattin remained frozen, holding the handle of the door, unable to answer immediately. For in reality, he himself did not fully know what he was searching for among those torn pages, or what name he wished to find. Yet right in the middle of his chest, there was an immense deficiency remaining from that dark house, from his father's silence, and from the ash-laden streets of Edirne. And for some reason, the young boy felt very deeply that only the smell of these dusty books could appease that bottomless deficiency within him, that the characters here could heal his soul.

The shop was squeezed into the lower floor of a wooden building nearing the end of its life, in the recess of one of those forgotten, squalid streets of Edirne. It was so small that if a stranger entering were to open the door somewhat roughly, the wing would immediately strike the dusty shelves behind, raising a cloud of chalk in the dimness of the room. Before the narrow window looking out onto the street hung old newspapers, yellowed and with nibbled edges, suspended on wires. The faint, dull light of a single bare bulb hanging from the ceiling was insufficient to illuminate the space; on the contrary, it made the darkness in the corners even deeper. Nevertheless, within this tiny, damp shop, an immense universe whose end and boundary could not be seen lay hidden, entirely different from the world outside. Sabahattin felt this at that very first step he took across the threshold. That dense dust, that smell of centuries-old leather bindings filling his nostrils, that sacred silence enveloping a person, and hundreds, thousands of unknown lives squeezed between the shelves, into the folds of the pages...

The old bookseller sat at his broken desk behind the counter, looking over his spectacles at this timid child standing at the door. In his eyes was neither the impatience of a tradesman nor the scolding of an elder. He asked calmly:

"Are you going to come inside, my son, or are you going to grow up right there, on the threshold of the door?"

Sabahattin stepped forward with a shy manner and softly closed the wooden door behind him. The moment the door closed, the sound of that fierce rain that had been battering the city for days outside grew muffled, moving far away. The interior of the shop was submerged into a silence deeper than before. The bookseller was an old man so white it was as if snows had fallen upon his hair and beard; yet his shoulders had not collapsed, his back stood erect like a soldier's. When he spoke, he looked straight into the pupils of a person's eyes, into the secret rooms of their soul.

"Let me see, what is your name?"

"Sabahattin..." the boy said, his voice emerging very thin, as if afraid to startle even the dust upon the shelves.

"How old are you?"

The child whispered his age. The old man nodded his head, slowly stroking his white beard with his fingers. He closed the thick, leather-bound book lying open before him without hurting it, and left it on the edge of the table:

"Well, what do you like to read, Master Sabahattin?"

The young boy paused, the words knotting in his throat. In reality, he had never asked this question of himself in his life. For until now, those yellowed books at home were merely objects for him; they were just secret doors through which he could escape and take refuge from his father's harshness, his mother's sorrow, and those sooty streets of Edirne. For the first time, an adult was curious about what his soul desired, what he loved.

"I do not know..." he said, bowing his head slightly forward.

The bookseller smiled with an ironic yet affectionate air before this honest confession:

"Good, a very fine answer. Not knowing is the first condition for beginning to search."

The old man rose slowly from the wooden chair he sat upon, disappearing for a while within that dark labyrinth formed by the shelves. Before long, he returned with a thin book whose edges were worn, its cover cardboard bent from dampness. He extended it from across the table toward the boy:

"Here, take this, read it."

Sabahattin gripped the book tightly with both hands at once, as if receiving a sacred trust:

"What is this, uncle?"

"A story..." the old man said, sliding his spectacles toward the tip of his nose.

"Is it beautiful, then?"

The bookseller settled back into his chair; as he leaned his back against it, the residue of a thousand and one sorrows regarding life hovered in his voice:

"A human being sometimes does not read beautiful things in this life, child. Not every story promises you joy."

Sabahattin raised his brows, not understanding. The old man continued from behind the tobacco smoke rising toward the ceiling of the shop:

"Sometimes a man, among those yellowed pages, wishes solely and exclusively to read himself, to see his own wound."

The little boy slowly parted the worn cover of the book in his hand. The black, old characters were arranged side by side before his eyes; yet at that moment, those characters did not appear to his eyes merely as symbols. It was as though each one was a secret, magical door opening into the miseries of other people, the loneliness of other geographies. The old bookseller watched his wonderment, full of admiration, in silence:

"Do you know why people bury themselves among so many books, why they read, Sabahattin?" Without separating his eyes from the page, the child shook his head from side to side. The old bookseller murmured, lowering his voice: "Because real life, those muddy streets outside, those never-ending quarrels sometimes reach an intolerable pitch for the human soul. And man escapes, taking refuge here, among these speechless papers."

The interior of the shop assumed that dense silence once more. The rain pouring outside as if from a bucket battered the fogged windows of the shop like a whip. And the little boy, for the first time in his life, was hearing an adult find the world and humanity so openly, without bending or twisting, bad and unlivable.

After that auspicious day, Sabahattin’s steps always led to this small shop after school. Sometimes for hours, without uttering even a single word, he would wander among the shelves like a shadow, caressing the spines of the books with his tiptoes. And sometimes the old bookseller would draw a stool to the edge of his desk and recount to him the ancient tales of distant countries. He would speak of authors left utterly alone on the cold Russian steppes, of poets exiled from palaces, of impoverished souls dying friendless in hotel rooms, and of those noble human beings who always lost in life but carried their defeat upon their chests like a medal. Sabahattin loved these mournful stories, these losing men, the most. For after that weeping beggar he had seen in the market square, and after those ruined lines upon his father’s face, the stories of happy and triumphant people did not seem realistic to him at all.

One day, the old bookseller drew an old, green cloth-bound notebook from the drawer of his desk. Its corners were worn, its pages slightly yellowed by time. He left the notebook before Sabahattin:

"This is a gift from me to you; let it be yours from now on."

Sabahattin looked at the notebook with astonishment, then into the old man’s face:

"Why are you giving this to me, uncle?"

"So you can pour your heart out, so you can write..."

"But I am not a writer, I do not know how to write."

The old man laughed with that paternal laughter of his that harbored all the wisdom of his life:

"You are not yet, child, you are not yet. But those who carry eyes so large in their hearts will, sooner or later, stain their fingers with ink."

The boy took the green notebook into his hands, pressing it against his chest. Its pages were entirely blank; not a single line had been drawn. Yet that white void was not terrifying this time, like the ruler of the schoolmaster; on the contrary, it made him feel an immense freedom, as if a brand-new world, a secret country that no one could demolish, could be established within that whiteness.

When he returned home that night, with that childish jealousy within him, he did not speak of the green notebook to anyone, concealing it inside his jacket. His mother was in the kitchen, silently preparing the evening meal under the dull light of the oil lamp. His father, with his habitual speechlessness, stood before the window, watching the darkness of Edirne. The house was within the grip of that familiar, oppressive weariness, perhaps, but this time a small, ember-like light was burning beneath Sabahattin’s chest. Passing into his room, he sat upon the cushion, opening the notebook upon his knees. For a long time, he looked at that first white page. His pen was in his hand, but he did not know what to write, or with what words to restrain that colossal wave of emotion within him. For a human being sometimes carries a whole ocean inside, yet cannot drop even a single droplet onto paper at a word of command. Finally, his fingers trembling, bringing the characters side by side in a crooked manner, he left his first sentence upon the whiteness:

"Today there was rain."

He stopped. He read those three words he had written over and over again, in a whisper. Viewed from the outside, what a simple, what a ordinary sentence it was. But at that moment, a strange, sacred joy, the likes of which he had never tasted before, emerged in the little boy’s heart. For the first time in his life, he had been able to entrust that colossal loneliness crushing his shoulders, and his father’s silence, to a place—to a safe harbor.

In the later hours of the night, the wooden door of the room parted with a groan, and his father’s imposing shadow appeared upon the threshold. Sabahattin, in a panic as though committing a great crime, closed the green notebook and tried to hide it behind him. Kemal Bey walked with heavy steps toward the edge of the bed, studying that anxiety upon his son’s face:

"What are you hiding there? What are you doing at midnight?"

"Nothing, father... Nothing at all."

His father sat upon the edge of the bed with a military resoluteness, pointing with his hand to the notebook the boy hid behind him:

"Let me see what is in your hand."

The child hesitated; fearing his father would grow angry, he slowly extended the green notebook into the man’s calloused palm. Kemal Bey opened the cover of the notebook, reading that single sentence written upon that first page under the flickering light of the oil lamp: 'Today there was rain.'

Sabahattin thought time stood still inside the room. For a long time, for minutes, the man looked at those three words without saying a single thing. The little boy held his breath in fear, expecting his father to mock him, to roar, "You are a soldier’s son, leave these idle pursuits." However, Captain Kemal Bey, unexpectedly, smiled with a sorrowful smile that had not been seen upon his face for months. It was a very slight smile, thin enough to almost lose itself in the darkness. Without separating his eyes from the page, reducing his voice almost to the verge of a whisper, he spoke:

"Children who write of the rain outside at this age, rather than the joy of childhood..." he said, swallowed, and fixed his gaze upon his son’s large eyes. "...generally grow up very unhappy, very troubled, Sabahattin."

Then he closed the notebook without hurting it, left it beside the boy, and stood up, raising his heavy frame. He moved toward the door. Just as he was about to step out across the threshold and disappear in the dark corridor, he stopped and, without turning back, spoke as if speaking to the walls of Edirne:

"But they become very great, very renowned writers."

The green cloth-bound notebook, in a very short time, became Sabahattin’s most sacred, most inviolable secret sanctuary in this world. He spared it from every eye in the house, from his mother’s sorrowful glances and his father’s military inspections, concealing it exactly like a second heart beating beneath his chest. For he knew very well with his childish soul that certain emotions were safe as long as they were hidden in those dark rooms within a human being; when they were brought out recklessly and poured into words, they could break and turn to dust like glass in the rough hands of others.

Now at night, when a darkness as heavy as lead fell upon Edirne, he could not sleep. When the house was submerged into an absolute silence, when the weary breathing of his mother and father mingling with one another was heard from the next room, Sabahattin would slip from his bed like a shadow. He would softly raise the wick of the small oil lamp upon the desk, parting the cover of his green notebook under a flickering yellow light.

In the beginning, he entrusted only that naked outer world to which his eyes bore witness to the white pages; he wrote of the stone streets muddied by the rain, of the bakery fights that broke out due to hunger, of those tired men with collapsed shoulders returning from the front. But as the days passed, his pen bent toward his own interior, toward those deep labyrinths of his soul. Right at that moment, his fingers trembled, and a great fear germinated within him for the first time. For when a human being turned their eyes from the outside and began to pour their own inner world into lines, they realized with terror how friendless, how utterly alone they actually were upon this crowded earth.

One midnight, under the cılız light of the lamp, he left these lines in his notebook: “The faces of people change a little more with every passing day. It is as though everyone walking in this city carries an unseen, bleeding wound beneath their clothes that they cannot show to anyone.”

After finishing writing, he left the pen upon the desk and looked at these two sentences coming from his own hand for a long time, without blinking. That immense, irrepressible power of words startled him. That vague and burning ache that wandered in a human being’s chest for months, whose name could not be placed, could be captured with a single sentence upon the white paper. And what was strange was that the moment that ache materialized into words, it pained a person far more than before, assuming a truer state.

Captain Kemal Bey, with the weight of the defeat news from the barracks of late, sought consolation at the bottom of bottles, coming home drunk more frequently every evening. Parallel to his collapse, the air within the house turned into an unbreathable, toxic smoke. His mother had long since stopped answering back to his father, merely remaining silent like a shadow in the kitchen, nurturing a speechless sorrow.

One evening, there was almost nothing in the middle of the wooden table; a few pieces of dry bread barely obtained from the bakery and a hot bowl of soup whose color had faded... His father left the spoon in his hand as if hurling it upon the wooden table. Fixing his eyes upon the wall, he murmured:

"This state of affairs cannot go on like this... This life does not come
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