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the initiation

By night we danced in Les Bains Douches, a steamy Parisian nightclub in a converted Turkish bath where Marina, complaining
of the heat, would strip to her camisole. All around me clothes flew off and the energy of the club pulsed with orgy potential.
Violet spotlights cut through the cigarette haze and the sweat evaporating off the half-naked bodies. Fishnetted legs and
bangled arms vibrated to MC Solaar's 'Gangster Moderne.' Three girls and a boy in a cowboy hat jiggled on a marble octagonal
platform. It was deliriously hot, but my camisole was more Lands' End than La Perla, so I sweated through the night, trying
to imagine this space crowded with bathers instead of dancers.


After exhausting ourselves in hamams remodeled as chic nightclubs, we craved still-functioning baths. Everyone has a special
Paris agenda, whether it be a complete tour of the Louvre or eating every napoleon they meet. Marina and I were in Paris simply
to bathe. It was a genuine cultural mission - to visit Paris's hamams, elaborate and ornate Turkish steam baths, delicious
havens from the modern world. We dreamed of all the fairy-tale ingredients of a Turkish bath experience: marble rooms filled
with steam (not cigarette smoke), nude bodies luxuriating on couches, zaftig Arab women scrubbing our bodies, and endless
cups of mint tea. All the delights that Les Bains Douches would have offered before Philippe Starck transfigured it into a
legendary nightclub over twenty years ago.


Marina, who knows where to find all sorts of things that might not be termed 'necessities,' knew exactly where to find hamams
that still served up real steam. This trait impressed me when we met as freshmen (our camaraderie instantly established by
our being the only two girls on our midwestern campus to wear heels). In Marina's dorm room, the gray institutional furniture
had somehow been swapped for an off-white, near spotless secondhand sofa. On the walls, instead of the typical college posters,
was her already growing collection of suzanis, thick embroidered tribal wall hangings used in the yurts of her native Central Asia.


I should mention that Marina is a Kazakhstani princess, or would have been if her grandfather hadn't helped Lenin overthrow
the family monarchy in 1918, a regrettable fact in Marina's mind. Her deposed princess status explains a few of her eccentricities:
the regal bearing that at first makes her seem aloof, the unself-conscious way she held a handbag and attached fox fur collars
to her coats at eighteen, and her packing philosophy (tiny bag, five pairs of shoes). Yet through her self-parodied materialism
shines a finely honed sense of the absurd and the sweetest, most loyal soul.


Once I asked Marina where she was going for spring break. 'Somewhere where native boys will serve me coconut drinks on the
beach,' she replied, only half joking. Marina gives hedonism a good name because she's not riddled with the American compunction
of justifying physical indulgences. To her more European sensibility, there is nothing profane or undeserved about pleasure.
As her friend, I would tag along without the guilt of having hatched the decadent plan myself. Pleasure was an end in itself
worth pursuing. Shocking. Especially to my strict New England code of punishment and reward. But as an innocent bystander
I reveled in her decadence, and during that January trip to Paris, I followed her, a libertine in the making, through days
spent in functioning hamams and nights spent in hamams reincarnated as nightclubs.


France might not seem the obvious destination to discover the pleasures of the Turkish bath. But I soon learned otherwise.
France's four million Muslims from Tunisia, Morocco, Algeria, and Turkey have made sure that the hamam, aka Turkish bath in
the West, tradition continues in their adopted country. Hamams - their architecture as well as the social life and services
that surrounded them — were, and in some areas still are, a way of life in Muslim countries. But like so many native customs,
hamams flourish on foreign soil where maintaining native institutions takes on greater urgency for uprooted Arabs. Hamams
also satisfy the Muslim code of hygiene detailed in the Koran: mandatory baths after sex and before prayer, deeper ablutions
periodically.


Marina, with the true soul of a collector, said we must try two hamams: the French version, a decadent pleasure dome with
no allegiance to Allah; and a traditional hamam catering to expatriate Arabs. For the first, we made our way down rue des
Blancs Manteaux, one of the more ignored streets in the fashionable Marais, past centuries-old Jewish bakeries and freshly
painted art galleries and costume jewelry boutiques. The minute you walk into Les Bains du Marais, you feel you've arrived
at a point in history that never happened - it's what a hamam would have looked like in a French-conquered Turkey. Les Bains
du Marais is a glimpse back to the Ottoman Empire with a softer, slightly more delicate French touch. The honey-colored walls,
the Middle Eastern café in the rear where red-faced patrons in robes nibble on baklava, the spiral staircase leading down
to the baths — all fit for a sultan vacationing in Paris.


Marina and I signed the guest book (noticing that Bruce Willis had signed in the day before) and headed for the changing room.
It was mixed bathing day, men and women luxuriating together in the steam and reliving the sybaritic glories of pagan Rome.
Bathing in the ancient world was, depending on the emperor's tolerance and personal predilections, a coed affair. Then the
killjoy church fathers, hardly ardent bathers themselves (Saint Anthony, who never so much as washed his feet, was held up
as a paradigm of good hygiene), entered the picture and made mixed bathing a confession-worthy activity. Muslims never wavered
on the issue of coed bathing. Given that many Muslims consider it risque for a woman to parade around without a veil, it follows
that mixed bathing falls into the same category as Salman Rushdie.


But we were far from fatwas in the passageways of this underground bath. Now changed into complimentary white, fluffy robes
and bath sandals, we walked past Euro-chic men sitting underneath potted palms in the hallway's wicker chairs. They looked
up and nodded hello in a nonleering, genuinely friendly manner. Marina winked at me.


I couldn't see through the steamed-up glass door, but I expected a typical American steamroom: a small, white-tiled box with
evanescent steam that gusted up and then fell quickly to the ground, only to gust up again with an abrasive sound like a 747
taking off. Once I stepped inside, however, a delicate steam washed over me. The central room wasn't as enormous as the room
we'd danced in the previous night, but it had all the same features. I recognized the raised octagonal platform in the middle,
which Marina called the 'bellystone,' glistening with humidity. Lanterns on the walls illuminated the room in shadows, giving
it a grandeur beyond its dimensions. Anxiously, I looked at Marina. For a first-timer there is confusion. What are all these
people doing? Where do I sit? How do. I sit? For how long? Marina smiled back at me. She was radiant. She was positively in
her element, like the sultan's favorite in the harem.


I reminded myself, There is nothing to feel uncomfortable about. This was no different from a country club without clothes.
It was just like a spa, only instead of partitioning people in different cubicles to await the individual attention of a doctorly
aesthetician, everyone was together, slathering stuff onto their bodies. Cleansing had been turned into a ritual, a shared
social activity.


All around us people were sitting on benches cropping out from the wall: a couple in matching silver metallic bathing suits
looking very St Tropez, two Mediterranean men with cultivated stubble, three women discussing an upcoming wedding, a lone
older woman looking intoxicated with the heat, her eyes closed and her head bent back and resting on the wall. While I was
having déjà vus from Fellini's Satyricon, Marina had already walked over to one of the recessed shower stalls and, with her body arched into a crescent, washed her
hair. I followed. I learned rule one of bath etiquette: Always shower before the bathing commences. The bath's steam opens
the body's pores, and if the skin is dirty or clogged with gloopy products, the sweating and detoxifying process is inhibited.


After drying off and enjoying my new lavender smell, I followed Marina over to the bellystone, the town square of a hamam.
I mimicked her every move. In a strange way, this felt like an initiation. And I could tell already that it was the start
of a serious habit. I was reveling in the sensation of doing something so private in such a public place and having no one
act as though it were the least bit out of the ordinary.


We removed our towels and stretched out on the warm tiled platform so that the crowns of our heads touched. The bellystone
was raised several feet off the ground. In the old days, a furnace directly underneath would have kept the marble warm.


'Marina,' I whispered, 'are you sure this is what we're supposed to do?'

'Yes, you lie on your back to loosen up your shoulders until they call us.'

'Call us for what?'

'Be patient,' she said with a smile.

We lay silently on the bellystone and inhaled the damp vapor in the room. I felt my chest expanding with each inhalation.
I closed my eyes, raindrops forming on my eyelashes. I listened to the sound of running water, someone taking a shower in
the distance. A tall woman holding a thin black hose emerged from a nook and seemed to motion to us.


'Marina, does she mean us?'

'Yes. Are you ready for your gommage?'

'Gommage, that means eraser, like pencil eraser, in French, doesn't it?'

'Exactly.'

'What is she going to erase?'

'Your sins.'

'Have you brought me to a church?'

'Yes, a cathedral of the flesh.'

We followed the priestess of the baths into a small ancillary room with two foam-covered massage tables. Steam still surrounded
us. Everything looked gauzy, reality bettered by heat and low light. The tall Moroccan attendant wore a one-piece bathing
suit. I envied her; instead of worrying about running out of stockings for work, she has to worry about making sure she has
a dry bathing suit. She turned us over to two women also clad in bathing suits.


One, a statuesque, slender North African, was stunning, while the other, at least twenty years older, was shorter and wider.
We discarded our towels and bathing suits and lay naked on the matted tables. We looked across the room at each other and
burst out laughing. We were so far away, so far removed from where we'd met, from what our everyday lives were now. Enjoying
the pleasure of sharing pleasure. An across-the-room wink, a nudge, a telling smile. A memory in the making. No matter how
bad our jobs, no matter how capricious our boyfriends, we have times like these, when we're just girlfriends erasing our sins
at the bath.


The regal North African woman began scrubbing me with a horsehair mitt, or at least that's what Marina insisted it was. She
worked in small, swift, up-and-down motions. It felt like a sandpaper massage, reminding me of the way walls get smoothed
and primed before painting. After a couple of minutes, she tapped me on the shoulders. 'Regardez votre peau, she said. (Look at your skin.) The rough mitt had scraped away the dingy top layer of skin, creating brown polka dots across
the entire landscape of my body. She hosed me off, the polka dots disappearing down the drain.


The glove now off, she came at me with a sudsy washcloth and proceeded to soap and scrub every corner of my body, including
areas generally addressed, at least in France, by a bidet. I was a huge soapy monster; the suds seemed to swell and expand
as I was overwhelmed by a volcanic flow of foam. Then she massaged my shoulder blades, my feet, and my calves. The smell of
lavender from the mountains of soap was permeating my chafed skin, and she again took the hose and, with the force bumped
up a notch, hosed me off. I heard a combination of a screech and a laugh from Marina and assumed she was at the same point
in her gommage. We sat up, as told, and they hosed the front of us, then washed around our breasts. Not in conscious memory
had anyone ever washed me so thoroughly. The pleasure of having someone else take care of a basic need and elevate it to an
art was a strange and reassuring sensation, like being spoon-fed chocolate ice cream as an adult, a delicious momentary regression
to childhood.


We bade the gommage ladies good-bye, and Marina pulled me back into the hamam. A glass door on the far side of the hamam led
into another room that was steamier and hotter. In a genuine hamam, this room would be called the sicakhk. The room for serious detoxification. Inside this fiercely hot and eucalyptus-scented room, there was a lot of conversation
about the climate. In a melange of French, Italian, and English, bathers compared theories on how much heat is a good thing.
A guy from Sienna suggested staying in as long as you can stand it. Marina lectured me on rule two of bathing: 'Don't sit
or you'll get dizzy. Lie down so your entire body is exposed to the same level of heat, allowing you to tolerate the climate
for the maximum amount of time.' We stayed until our pores had soaked up as much moisture as they seemed to demand. Then we
needed to recover from the heat.


We entered the salle de repose, or relaxation room. Divans the color of dried mint surrounded the room, and light coming from hanging fabric lanterns cast
a soft glow. The ubiquitous bath priestess popped her head in to offer us mint tea. It came Turkish style, intensely sweet
and in tall glasses with tiny saucers. We dimmed the lights and sipped our tea.


'Imagine if this was our life.' I sighed.

'It could be,' Marina said.

'Yeah, like either of us could be ladies who lunch.' I took another sip. 'Well, maybe you could.'

She shook her head. 'I'm serious,' she said. 'Our lives could really be like this.'

'How's that?'

'We could open a hamam.'

'And whose trust fund should we use, yours or mine?' I said.

'I'm not kidding. We could write the perfect business plan, raise the capital, I'll move to New York. Stranger things have
happened. A Turkish bath in Manhattan. Just imagine how popular it would be.'


'Marina, far be it from me to play the skeptic, but I think a public bath would be a tough sell. Americans might be a bit
squeamish about bathing en masse. Yeah, spas are popular, but people book spa appointments almost like they book doctors'
appointments. I mean, the person who signs up for an oxygenating facial or a seaweed cellulite removal isn't going to while
away the afternoon in a steam room, no matter how beautiful.'


Marina, perched on the adjacent couch, regarded me like the young child who must be told she can't live exclusively on macaroni
and cheese. 'Think of the public baths in Roman times — the Romans visited the baths for all the same reasons we visit spas.
The baths had masseuses, hair removers, perfumers, even doctors.'


I leaned my head back on the cushion and looked at the ceiling. 'So,' I said, thinking out loud, 'public baths are the original
spas.'


'Exactly, and not only would our bath be a place to sweat and exfoliate the old fashioned way, our hamam would also offer
a refuge from this century. Imagine - an oasis of Ottoman elegance, where steam makes marble glisten and mint tea flows from
silver spouts . . .'


Thus Marina's speech crescendoed, and I expected music, perhaps a dramatic chord of Bach, as an exclamation point. Instead,
exhausted by her prophetic outpouring, Marina took another sip of mint tea and sank back into the divan. She was convincing,
but nothing was as convincing as how rejuvenated, relaxed, and at peace I felt after an afternoon at Les Bains du Marais.
This was a seductive lifestyle.


We indulged again the very next day (hey, we could have been stuffing our faces with napoleons). On the periphery of the Latin
Quarter is the generically named Arab Mosque, built by the French government in 1926 as a thank-you gesture to the North Africans
for their service in World War I. In addition to a tea salon and full restaurant, the Arab Mosque offers a hamam, alternating
between days for men and women. At this hamam, pandemonium greeted us rather than the tranquil, choreographed calm of Les
Bains du Marais. This time we heard Arabic and Turkish and other hard-consonant languages. There were only a smattering of
interlopers like ourselves, French women who had acquired the taste, and Lonely Planet tourists who had read about the place.


We stepped right up to command central — a huge counter elevated above the rest of the room. A young woman with olive skin
and widely spaced green eyes was in her multitasking glory. She poured tea from a huge silver urn and passed it to reposing
bathers lying on divans surrounding the huge reception room. She collected valuables from incoming bathers and sold bath,
gommage, and massage tickets. She laughed with regular customers and disciplined a masseuse who seemed to be complaining about
the onslaught of massage seekers. Ladies were lined up five deep for every table. The bath was hopping.


She handed us a little white plastic cup, filled with brown sludge and topped off with a blue chip. Marina, who had been here
before, explained, 'You wash with the brown stuff before the gommage. Then you give the token to the massage lady to prove
you've paid.'


To get to the cramped dressing room, we had to walk through this buzzing central room, which mushroomed up into a domed cupola
on the second floor. It was a colonnaded room with a fountain in the middle, which the massage ladies used to clean their
hands between customers. Behind the elaborately adorned columns, the bathers reclined on worn blue cushions. The busy, overladen
room seemed to incorporate every element of Arabic design — every geometric pattern, every color sequence - in order not to
offend anyone's culture by omission. The women on the massage tables in the center of the room glistened with oil. I thought
with a smile of the United States, where in a private room the masseuse delicately makes sure you are not showing any skin.
Here everything was on display. A few women wore underwear, but most people were nude, just sitting on towels. From the looks
of things, the massages included upper thigh, breasts, and abdomen as much as they did shoulders and back. Walking by the
massage tables fully dressed in a parka and clutching a backpack was an odd sensation. It felt as if we should enter the dressing
room via tunnel so as not to disturb the pure naked abandon these women were enjoying. So we hurried by, Marina feeling just
as ill at ease as I did.


We quickly shed our belongings and headed into the hamam, holding our little white cups filled with briny sledge. Unlike yesterday's
hamam, this one was huge, labyrinthine, and lined with gray, white-veined marble.


'This is the real deal,' said Marina. 'This is halfway to Istanbul.'

Only halfway? After showering (rule one applies everywhere), we entered a steamroom much bigger than yesterday's little Les
Bains du Marais. Never had I felt so skinny. I loved the whole cast of characters, but I remained fixated on one woman. She
had hips that took over the room, and she moved with the grace of a belly dancer. She wore lacy lilac underwear, and her stomach
could have been sculpted by Rodin. Taking turns, she and her friend scrubbed each other. The other women, women I could tell
were regulars, also gommaged each other. We neophytes, without mitts and washcloths of our own, had to seek out our gommage
from the one gommage lady. It was not the luxurious experience of yesterday. She scrubbed with distracted ennui, using a ratty
mitt. She wore a tattered cotton flower dress and smelled strongly of perspiration. I tried to be French about it and remind
myself how natural pheromones are. It was about seven in the evening, and I wondered how many hours she'd been scrubbing women
today.


After the gommage, Marina and I found an empty patch of the bellystone to recline on. We compared the redness of our pallor.
My Scandinavian coloring meant I bore the marks of a fierce scrubbing, whereas Marina's Asiatic complexion masked the hamam
chafing. Les Bains du Marais was what the French would call raffmé, refined, polished; the Arab Mosque was coarse and visceral, soulful and mysterious. The difference between the two experiences
was as marked as the chasm between a fancy, nouveau French feast and a rustic, peasant repast where you scrape up the contents
of your plate with a piece of crusty bread. Both experiences are deliciously satisfying, but they transport you to different
places.


Watching the groups of women in the halvets (small private bathing areas surrounding the central bellystone), chatting good-naturedly, happy and serene, Marina and I
began to hatch a plan. We would open our own hamam, which we would call simply the Hamam. We would create an oasis as exotic
as an Eastern spice bazaar, where people could shed their make-it-happen mentality for a couple of hours and just chill out,
so to speak, in the heat.


How much money would we need? How big would it be? What kinds of treatments would we offer? And how could I open a hamam having
seen only two re-creations in France? If this was only 'halfway to Istanbul,' I still had a lot to learn.


'Marina, this would require research. Visiting hamams in Turkey, taking measurements, seeing what kind of marble they use,
how the rooms are laid out. We need some actual facts.'


'You have unused vacation time,' Marina said. 'Why not go to Istanbul for a couple of weeks? In two weeks, you'll get the
flavor of the hamams. You can map out all the different floor plans, talk to some of the owners, get a sense of what's involved.
If I can get away, I'll meet you for a long weekend.'


'Istanbul, Constantinople, Byzantium.'

'I'd forgotten you were a classics major.'

'Me too.' I laughed. 'So I go to Istanbul for a couple of weeks. You come and visit, and then we write a business plan for
world hamam domination. Is that the plan?'


'Exactly.'

I lay back on the warm marble, breathing in the steam. I thought of Emperor Justinian's vast, underground cistern in Old Stamboul.
Did the fifth-century cistern still feed the hamams? How many hamams would Istanbul have? Hundreds? Thousands? So it was resolved.
I would take a working vacation to Istanbul. For the first time in my life I felt driven by a personal project; for the first
time I wasn't doing someone else's bidding. The Hamam. Maybe nothing would come of it, but I needed to take this leap of faith.
I'd come home with sketched-out blueprints and travel notes on how the hamams operate, and Marina and I would set about creating
a business plan. Who knows, with the stars aligned we might even be able to open our hamam within two years.
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turkey:

taking the measurements

As you set out for Ithaka 

hope the voyage is a long one, 

full of adventure, full of discovery.

— Constantine Cavafy, 'Ithaka'


When I first arrived in Istanbul, my plan seemed simple. Over the course of two weeks, I would have a kese scrub at every bath in Istanbul; I would meet the regulars, who would show me how to henna my hair and share their personal
baklava recipes; I would smoke narghile and drink mint tea with hamam owners who would divulge their business secrets - 'It's
all about the size of your bellystone'; I would discover local beauty products - pistachio face masks, Black Sea loofahs,
and Cappadocia salt scrubs - and I would import these elixirs to New York. I would, as Marina and I termed it, 'take the measurements.'
And with my measurements carefully documented, I would go home.


Once back in New York, Marina and I would set about writing the most tantalizing business plan ever to cross Ian Schrager's
desk. As a life-altering plan, it was both practical and inspired. Never mind that I didn't speak Turkish and didn't have
a place to stay. That I knew little about Turkey and hadn't even seen Midnight Express. I was heading to Istanbul prepared to be lucky and efficient, eager for a crash course in hamams. I showed up with one contact
name Baksim Kocer. Baksim, an Istanbul native, had attended college in the States with a good friend of mine, and to me he
was a familiar name without a corresponding face. As I planned the trip from New York, Baksim and I exchanged introductory
e-mails in which he offered his help and hospitality. His advice on where to stay boiled down to an uninspiring 'Don't worry,
I'll take care of everything.'


Though I certainly never expected it, Baksim took me under his wing from the first night. He had reserved a room for me in
a hotel owned by his uncle. In Turkey everyone has an uncle who can help you out. At 8:00 P.M. I met Baksim in the hotel's
bar for a night out with his childhood friend, Mehmet. Turkish hospitality not only dictated that Baksim take me out for that
introductory dinner that friends of friends are internationally obliged to cater, but also stretched to helping me find an
apartment (two weeks in a hotel felt too cold and would have cost too much). To Baksim's Middle Eastern sensibility, it would
have been rude and potentially dangerous to leave me, especially as a woman traveling alone, to find my own lodgings in the
male-dominated streets of Istanbul. As a strictly practical matter, I was only too happy to submit to Baksim's paternalism
and to end my previous two weeks of e-mail brokering with a Turkish real estate agent who insisted that Istanbul rents were
on par with Manhattan's.


I woke up the first morning following my arrival in Baksim's guest room, my head throbbing after a dramatic collision of jet
lag and too much raki, the national drink of anise-flavored liquor. We had eaten dinner - an endless stream of meze, small
plates of succulent eggplant concoctions, dolma and sarma (stuffed peppers and grape leaves), and calamari — at an apparently
famous restaurant that served food from the Black Sea coast. The raki left more of an impression than the food, and my head
ached as the clanking of dishes echoed from the kitchen. Mehmet had also spent the night in the other guest room, as he often
did when his wife was out of town. I made myself presentable and joined them for a breakfast of Nescafe and cigarettes.


'Today we go to Tuzla. You'll love it,' Baksim announced when he saw me.

'Where's Tuzla? It sounds far away,' I said, rubbing my head and pulling my mess of hair back into a ponytail.

'It's where Mehmet and I practically grew up. It's a little seaside town on the Asian side, about an hour from here, where
our parents have places. There's tennis and swimming and sailing. Oh, Mehmet, maybe Kemal will be sailing today.'


'Are there any hamams there?' I asked, eager to start visiting the first of the city's hundred or so remaining hamams.

'No, but you'll meet people who can tell you all about hamams. My uncle will be there. He knows everyone and everything about
Istanbul. Now let's get dressed.' He stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray as if to bolster the finality of the decision.
At a mere twenty-seven, a slight five feet six, and with an eyebrow as dark and thick as Humphrey Bogart's, Baksim possessed
the authority of a Turkish godfather figure. He didn't make plans or propose outings, he simply announced them.


 We drove an hour east in Baksim's red Fiat, traversing a two-mile-long suspension bridge that connects Europe to Asia. The
geconkondu (random groupings of houses built out of scrap parts rugs, wheels, corrugated cardboard - where recent rural immigrants to
Istanbul would first make their homes) and planned housing developments flew by. Soon we outdistanced the long-fingered sprawl
of Istanbul and veered onto a road that led to a small settlement of houses. Tiny, tranquil Tuzla, hidden scarcely an hour
outside of Istanbul, had impressive houses on quiet, shaded streets where children could learn to ride bikes. Front yards
were adorned with carefully planned gardens, a telltale sign of affluence, which in Turkey stood out like a Fabergé egg in
a mudslide.


The moment I saw the waterfront I was glad I'd been bullied into coming. Tulza is one of those unobtrusively beautiful places,
where the longer you let it work on you, the more mesmerizing it becomes, like a plain face with perfect bone structure. Set
in a little nook on the Sea of Marmara, Tuzla gazes placidly toward Istanbul to the northwest. Despite the cranes of a nearby
shipyard, I could make out the clustered domes of the külliyes across Istanbul's skyline. külliyes are groupings of domed structures that contain all the buildings essential to Ottoman life — a mosque, a library, a school,
a hospital, and, invariably, a hamam.


Walking around Tulza is similar, I imagine, to stumbling into an uncataloged museum spanning the fourth century onward. Remnants
of antiquity are scattered like a Caesar's garage sale. At the clubhouse, marble bases of Corinthian columns served as coffee
tables. A coffin-size tablet decorated with Greek script was used to hold glasses of cold raki and that morning's issue of
Hürriyet (translation Freedom, though the Turkish government still throws the odd journalist in jail). The pool, which was badly damaged last year by the
Islamic fundamentalist Fazilet political party (they oppose all kinds of immodesty, including swimming in Victorian swimming
costumes), was surrounded by a crumbling colonnade of withering Doric columns. Baksim and Mehmet had a proud, offhanded attitude
about the antiquities, as if to say 'Look what our ancestors built! Their tablets are our coffee tables.'


After lunch Baksim announced, 'Now we will visit Kemal.' His name had come up several times with no supporting biographical
data and only enigmatic asides. We traipsed through a gate and down a dusty road, only to end up at another gate, this one
with a mangy dog and her pup barking to greet us. Baksim shouted, 'Allo, allo, Kemal?' and after a minute of silence we let ourselves in. Once past the yapping Cerberuses, I could see a huge, lush, and elegantly
unkempt garden stretched out before us. The garden was framed by a vine-covered trellis and a semicircle of little cottages.
Had we just walked into an artists' colony, or did all these dwellings belong to one person? Could I live here? I wondered. My commute to the hamams of downtown Istanbul would be rather difficult, but who could complain about commuting
from paradise?


The garden was patterned with a dried-up marble fountain, scattered stumps of byzantine columns, a pagoda, and, dominating
the landscape, six antique wooden sailboat hulls sitting on the lawn like carcasses waiting to be skinned. It took a minute
to process the pandemonium of the scene. My eye traveled to the edge of the thickly reeded Marmara shores. Only then did I
realize that a garden party was in progress. From our relative distance, it felt as if we were spying on a Renoir painting
of a languid late-afternoon gathering. I counted six people reclining on wooden furniture, sipping tea, and chatting with
the air of old friends while sun danced across the water and their faces.


I glanced at Baksim, expecting us to retreat from their intimate gathering before anyone saw us, but instead we barged right
in. One of the men folded the newspaper on his lap, stood up, and put on a smile the way you might unroll a dirty sock. 'Baksim,'
he said with what little enthusiasm he could muster. The arrival of guests meant the making of more tea, the fetching of cups
and saucers and sugar cubes, the offering of food, all the tiring elements of Turkish hospitality.


Baksim introduced me to Kemal as a 'guest from New York,' and Mehmet apparently needed no introduction, since the dogs were
nuzzling him with excessive familiarity. Kemal was so tall that he stooped apologetically from his six-foot-three-inch height.
He appeared deliberately disheveled in a wrinkled striped dress shirt and paint-splattered khakis. His angular jaw was covered
in grayish stubble; his thick salt-and-pepper hair was brushed back off his ruddy face. If I could have pushed back his shoulders
and made him stand up straight, he would have cut a dashing figure. As it was, he still cut a dashing figure, though he appeared
slightly raffish and discombobulated, like a paper doll put together at off-kilter angles.


A round of introductions followed. All my social awkwardness, which at home is so often paralyzing, was gone. I felt calm,
relaxed, supremely confident. I wasn't expected to know the etiquette of Turkish society, whether or not it was rude to arrive
unannounced. That was Baksim and Mehmet's problem.


Kemal left to fetch tea, and I wondered if he needed help. He seemed like the kind of person who might get overwhelmed by
life's little details. Baksim and Mehmet discussed the wood-hulled boats on the lawn. A new one had been added, and Kemal
was in the middle of restoring five already.


'Why did he buy another one?' Mehmet wondered.

'He wants a fleet of nineteenth-century dinghies,' replied Baksim.

Kemal arrived with the tea and offered me a cup. As I took the saucer, I felt all thumbs. I looked around for a place to settle
my glass teacup, and the only options were the base of an Ionic capital or a large tablet with Greek writing. 'Where did you
find these?' I asked.


'Over there,' he said distractedly, and he pointed about fifty feet away. Soon everyone had their tea and the appropriate
number of sugar cubes, and the group got deep into a discussion about the latest Galatasaray-Leeds soccer game, which had
ended in the deaths of two English fans who had been burning a Turkish flag. The verdict: 'The Brits deserved it.'


Kemal, apparently not a soccer fan, scanned the garden. He looked like someone who liked to putter around, and I could tell
he was sizing up summer improvement projects. Then, as if remembering that he was the host of this little tea party, he turned
to me and said: 'So tell me, what brings you to Istanbul?'


'I'm here to study Turkish baths.'

'Whatever for?' he asked in thickly accented but perfect English.

'Well, it's a long story, really, but I'll give you the short version. My friend Marina and I want to open a hamam in Manhattan.
I'm in Istanbul to learn how its properly done.'


He nodded. 'It's a fascinating area of study, but Turks don't go anymore, you know. Very unhygienic business. You must be
careful.' He said the last part softly, as if divulging a secret that he wanted me to take to heart.


Kemal didn't know it, but he couldn't have said anything crueler to me. I'd come halfway around the world to indulge in what
I imagined was a distinctly Turkish pastime, and now I was being told that most Turks wouldn't set foot in a hamam.


'What do you mean, Turks don't go anymore?'

'Oh, you look sad. Let me explain. Modern Turks, like me or Baksim, consider hamams an old-fashioned habit, the kind of thing
our grandparents' generation did. Turkey has modernized because of Atatürk's marvelous leadership.' This was my first induction
into the cult of Atatürk's, the first prime minister of modern Turkey and a beloved secular hero, a combination of Superman
and Winston Churchill. 'Indoor plumbing became common, and people stopped needing to go to the public baths. Though some people
still enjoy the ritual and the camaraderie. I think Mehmet and Baksim go to the hamam at the Hilton hotel from time to time.
But it's more of a lark. Of course, I could be completely wrong,' he said in an attempt to comfort me. I shouldn't have been
so surprised by what Kemal was saying. I had been in Istanbul just over twenty-four hours and every single Turkish person
I had canvased about hamams always used the word unhygienic in their response, along with 'Be careful.'


Kemal continued, 'Maybe there still is bathing culture in Istanbul. I just don't know about it.' He paused and scratched his
scruffy chin. 'You seem genuinely interested in baths. I think I have something that might interest you very much.' He grinned,
displaying sharp incisors but twinkling eyes that seemed to offset the malevolence of his teeth. I wondered if he was married,
though he seemed more the confirmed bachelor type. He was probably in his late thirties, and no one here seemed to be his
wife or girlfriend.


I raised an eyebrow, playing along.

'I am just now excavating a Turkish bath in this very garden.' Kemal spoke slowly and clearly, emphasizing all the adverbial words like a posh Englishman. I made a mental note
to ask if he'd spent his formative years at Eton.


'Last month I started to dig over there,' he said, pointing to a large rectangular hole in the ground covered by a bamboo
roof about fifty yards away. 'I wanted to make a pottery studio using the walls that had been my sister's house, but I needed
to dig deeper in the ground so it would be cool like a cellar in the summertime. After a day of digging, one of my workmen
hit a floor about six feet under this ground level we see today. I had no idea what it was, so we kept digging a broader swath
to see just how big this floor might be. Then we hit what I'm sure must be drainpipes.' He paused so I could register the
import of this discovery. 'A most incredible thing. The drainpipes crisscross the floor. Surely it must be some kind of very
old Turkish bath. What else could account for the presence of all of these drainpipes?'


'Well, that sounds entirely plausible,' I said, assuming the mantle of distinguished archaeology professor. 'Can I have a
look?' Seven years ago, I'd taken a semester of Roman art and archaeology. Though I'd napped through most of the interminable
slide shows, I'd perked up during the Roman bath section. And in my hazy recollection, drainpipes did not a bath make.


'Yes, yes, of course. So, now, really, what an incredible coincidence to meet. Have you read The Celestine Prophecy? A most amazing book. Meeting you is something straight out of that book.' I apologized for not having read The Celestine Prophecy but agreed that it was a huge coincidence our interests should so overlap.


'Come. Let's have a look at the thing.' He jumped up, and the rest of the tea party, still discussing the soccer deaths, looked
over at us.


Kemal, with what I'd later see as a charming social ineptitude, wasn't going to explain our field trip to his guests, but
sensing the question marks on everyone's faces, I said, 'Kemal and I are going on an archaeological excursion.'


I followed his long, sandaled legs to the last of the houses on the semicircle.

'Are all these houses yours?' I asked.

'For the time being, yes,' he responded with the indifference of someone either too rich or too eccentric to care.

We reached the 'dig area.' To the untrained eye, it was a gaping pile of rubble covered by a lean-to bamboo roof. To my untrained
but optimistic eye, it looked like the contours of a modest bath built sometime during the reign of Justinian, circa fifth
century A.D. This made sense, because Tuzla's first settlers were fifth-century Byzantine monks, according to Mehmet. Kemal
waved to the two workers and greeted them: 'Selâm. Ne var ne yok?y One guy, in dirt-covered jeans and a T-shirt, removed a wheelbarrow full of debris from the pit. The other guy swung a pickax
at random parts of the floor in what looked more like an anger management exercise than a careful attempt to unearth buried
booty.


'Meet my archaeologists,' Kemal declared proudly. Call me conservative, but their methods seemed crude, more exorcism than
excavation. There were no field notebooks normally kept by archaeologists, no division of the area into trenches and buckets.


Kemal jumped down into the pit and offered me his hand. This was the fast-paced, intuitive world of archaeology I had dreamed
of since Raiders of the Lost Ark. Here on the shores of the Marmara there were no permits to file and no authorities to meddle. Hey, Kemal and I were the authorities. We stood side by side, six feet below modern ground level, in a twelve-foot-by-twelve-foot moldy pit strewn
with debris, discussing things we knew nothing about, comparing ill-founded theories, and planning how to proceed.


Kemal touched a pile of terra-cotta tablets stacked one on top of the other.

'Now what would these be? If this is the floor that we're standing on, why would rows of little pillars line the floor?'

'Well,' I said, trying not to sound too pleased with myself, 'these piles of terracotta tablets were called pilae. The Romans invented pilae to support the floor over the hypocaust system — that's the underground heating system. So here in this hypocaust area, the
heat from the furnace would float around and heat the floor laid on top of the pilae. Ancient radiant heat. Pretty ingenious, eh?' I was surprised that all this was waterlogged in my brain. Why didn't I remember
more important things like my bank balance or the birthdays of friends?


Kemal marveled at my intelligence or something on the floor. 'So you agree this really is an ancient bath?'

'Yes. But what else was in the area during ancient times? Why would the Byzantines have built a bath in this particular location?'
I asked.


'This area is called Monaster, because of the fifth-century monastery that was here. Actually, my stone house was the last
building used as a monastery. Just think — from monks to me.' He winked at me. 'Oh yes, and this area used to have productive
salt mines. Tuzla actually means "with salt."'


Kemal and I invented an elaborate theory that this was once the bath for the workers of the Tuzla salt mines. After a long
day of collecting salt under dark and claustrophobic conditions, Greek-speaking workers found warmth, light, heat, and rest
in this little jewel of a bathhouse under the watchful eyes of the celibate monks. The bath's location near the salt mine
explained why the design was small and functional as opposed to the more grandiose marble-paved hamams in central Istanbul.


'Do you think there is any way I could get the bath up and running again?' Kemal asked. 'How much do you think it would cost?'

'I really have no idea. I suppose it depends if you want to restore it with the original heating system or if you want to
refurbish it as a more modern hamam. You could reline the walls with marble, the same marble you've redone the house in, and
then put in some sort of furnace. It could be really lovely with just a very simple restoration. Or you could mount a dome
on top and maybe install some windows in the side to look out onto the Marmara.' A daydream took shape in my head as I suggested
these alternatives to Kemal. Maybe Marina and I could do a practice run restoring Kemal's ancient bath. With all these empty
houses, living on-site certainly wouldn't be a problem.


Suddenly Kemal's excitement turned to paranoia. 'You're not going to tell anyone about this?' he asked. I was demoted from
co-developer to potential informer.


'Kemal, what do I look like, the archaeological police?' He narrowed his light blue eyes. Was it, I wondered, the trench coat?
'If you let me help you excavate the bath, I promise I won't tell the authorities,' I teased, charmed by Kemal's suspicion.


We returned to the tea party; Baksim reminded Kemal, to my complete surprise, that I might be interested in renting his city
house in Ortaköy.


'I will give Baksim the key so you can go have a look tomorrow,' Kemal said to me.

We had emptied our teacups, and the sun lowered across the water. It was time to make haste back to Istanbul.

Kemal waved good-bye and said, 'I hope you'll like my house.' Baksim, Mehmet, and I lingered for a few minutes, playing with
dogs. A moment later Kemal intercepted us at the gate, his face even more drawn and serious than before. 'Don't tell anyone
what you saw here, OK?' Baksim and Mehmet tried not to laugh; apparently Kemal was prone to these mini—anxiety attacks. I
kissed him on both cheeks and promised not to turn him in. He blushed and said something about 'necessary precautions.'


On my second day in Istanbul, I'd met a charmingly neurotic man with an ancient bath in his backyard who was going to rent
me his 'city' house. In the process of meeting all these new people, we had discussed personal situations — I knew all about
Mehmet's wife and Baksim's prospects, and I'd gleaned that Kemal was unattached. Not once had I mentioned that I had a serious
boyfriend whom I lived with back in New York City. I just put off mentioning Charles, again and again, until it crept up on
me as something I was hiding. But the omission was easy enough to justify. Being in Istanbul was a delicious adventure, and
I wanted to put a protective white sheet over anything that reminded me of home.


Just when I thought the day could not be any more perfect or serendipitous, Baksim said, 'Let's just say a very quick hello
to my aunt and uncle before heading back into Istanbul.'


We ventured from Kemal's bohemian fantasy world to the manicured, refined world of Mehmet's uncle and aunt, where tea appeared
magically, sugar cubes and all, and drawing room conversation followed the predictable lines of weather, traffic, and tennis.
His aunt and uncle were the Turkish equivalent of Connecticut WASPs or English landed gentry. They were tidy, genteel people
in their late fifties, the kind of people who wake up early, play tennis, and have card games with the neighbors. Baksim's
uncle and I quickly fell into a conversation about hamams. One thing I immediately noticed about Turks was their highly extroverted
interest in other people. Turkish people hold up much more than their end of the conversation. It was effortless and completely
delightful to socialize in this country.


'I wonder very much what is left of hamam culture,' Baksim's uncle said wistfully. 'Well, there's someone I know with whom
you should definitely speak. Her name is Tiilay Tascioglu, and she wrote a gorgeous book called The Turkish Bath several years ago. It explains the origins of hamams and hamam culture and has some magnificent drawings and photographs.
She's a very accomplished woman, and I'm sure she'd love to meet someone with similar interests. Hold on just a moment and
I'll find her telephone number for you.' Baksim smiled at me from across the room. Yes, his Nescafé prophecy had come true
- the trip to Tuzla had been an amazing start to my research.


In the twilight car ride home, it struck me. Both of my chance encounters, with Kemal's physical bath and with Tülay's book
on the history of hamams, were encounters with hamams as historical, antiquated remains to be dug up and written about. I
was in Istanbul to uncover the vibrancy of an ongoing bathing culture. What was I about to walk into? Were today's hamams
an 'unhygienic business,' in Kemal's words, or would I find otherworldly atmospheres of steam and glistening marble, private
palaces to the body? Had the ancient communal baths been replaced by modern spa culture servicing the individual? I hoped
not.


The very next evening, I called Marina from my new home in Ortaköy.

'You're not going to believe where I'm staying. I'm in a four-story town house with portholes for windows!'

'Excellent,' she said with breathy approval. 'Where?'

'In a little town along the Bosphorus called Ortaköy. It's only about twenty minutes from Sultanahmet,' I said, referring
to the center of Old Stamboul where the Romans created Constantinople and the Ottomans Istanbul.


'Have you been to any hamams yet, the ones we talked about?'

'Not the ones we talked about,' I said, so ecstatic about my windfall living situation that I'd momentarily forgotten about
my more pressing mission. 'It took two days to get settled, and then on the suggestion of Kemal and Baksim, I went to a place
called Galatasaray. They told me it was the safest bet, but it was kind of sordid,' I said, remembering the kese scrub performed with a mitt that smelled like Gorgonzola cheese.


'Oh no, you didn't go to Galatasaray. That's the worst.'

'Thank God. I was getting worried that the best hamams are in France.'

'Go to Sultanahmet tomorrow, and try Ca[image: 1]alo[image: 1]lu and Çemberlita?. Both are very touristy, but will give you the flavor and scale
of a real Ottoman hamam. So how did you end up in this apartment, I mean town house?'


'Marina, you won't believe this. The first morning I was in Istanbul, I met a character named Kemal who has an extra city
house, of all things, that he's rented to me for as long as I want to stay here.'


'What do you mean, "as long as you want to stay there"?' Marina asked curiously.

'I mean if I decide to stay another week. Then, through one of Baksim's uncles, I met an architect and historian who wrote
a history of Turkish baths and we're going to have lunch tomorrow.'


'This is all good, but you need to concentrate on living, breathing hamams, not people excavating or writing about baths.
You need to visit at least two a day. Remember, there are sixty-seven registered hamams in Istanbul.'


'Got any bank weekends coming up?' I asked.

'In fact, I do,' she said, laughing. Marina had recently left her job in Moscow and taken a position at a London investment
bank. Almost every weekend seemed to be surrounded by a bank holiday on Friday or Monday. Her suitcase was always in the hall;
any time Marina had a three-day weekend she left the country. In fact, she traveled so often and to such exotic, borderline
undesirable places that I sometimes wondered if she weren't a special agent or spy, not to mention that she liked to dance
around in her underwear to the James Bond theme song. 'I could come over for a long weekend next week.'


'Perfect. But Kemal said I'm not supposed to have any slumber parties.'

'What?'

'You've got to meet this guy. I can't tell if he's a complete charlatan or a misunderstood artist. In any case, he's my landlord
and I kind of like him.'


Earlier that morning and the day after we barged in on the tea party, Baksim and I toured the pink house alone. 'Wait, Kemal
wants me to live in this whole house?' I asked, incredulous. On a cobblestone lane opposite the Ortaköy mosque, we had entered
the chaotic mind of Kemal Orga. The basement kitchen was designed to look like the galley of a cruising yacht - a bilge pump
toilet, plates moored to the walls using special vertical dish racks, and nautical instruments hanging from the rough cement
walls. The next level was a small unlivable drawing room and dining room with an outoftune miniature piano, lumpy yellow furniture,
and a grammar school writing desk strewn with antique fountain pens, inkblots, and letters in Turkish. It looked like an Agatha
Christie crime scene. Painted across the wall in blue paint: 'the right feeling.' The third level resembled the ideal living
quarters of a wealthy Oxbridge student circa 1910: French doors opened onto an enormous high-ceilinged, fustily furnished
room with exposed brick and huge closets constructed out of tall bamboo reeds. This would suit me for the next ten years.


'One more floor,' said Baksim. 'You still haven't seen the bedroom.'

This final flight of stairs, the narrowest, led us through a homemade shoji screen and into a sunlit gabled room dominated
by a king-size bed and two decks. One deck, like a widow's walk, peered down onto Ortaköy's main piazza, a row of restaurants
looking across the Bosphorus to Beylerbeyi. The second deck, an outdoor living room with wicker furniture and potted azaleas,
looked out onto Istanbul's famously surreal view. Ortaköy's flamboyantly Baroque mosque was pitted against the ultra-modern
Europe-to-Asia suspension bridge.


The steps creaked and a deep-throated voice yelled, 'Günaydin!' Kemal Orga emerged into his own attic bedroom.


Kemal was sporting three days of silver whiskers, and his apparel was more disheveled than his unkempt look of the day before.
He wore a fluffy blue parka that would three weeks later be eaten by his puppy. He was definitely in costume. He looked like
an aristocratic Turkish gangsta or a German hiker in need of a bath.


'Kemal, are you going for a hike in today's rain?' I teased, hoping to get to the bottom of the pose. I was starting to adore
him.


He threw back his head with an English chortle. 'I'm about to confront my tenants, and I need to cultivate a raffish look.'

'Am I one of your tenants?'

'No, no. You're safe for now,' he said, reaching out to touch my shoulder. 'My family owns a building on the waterfront that
we're trying to turn into a boutique hotel. A few tenants refuse to go, and since I'm the point man for the hotel, I have
to take care of this.'


The point man? Baksim explained to me later that Kemal is the beloved black sheep of his affluent banking and real estate
family. Kemal's older brother oversees a huge luxury housing project, but Kemal's interests revolve around antique boat restoration
and painting. From time to time, the family put pressure on him to be the 'point man' on a project, but Kemal is cut from
a fundamentally different cloth, and his forays into the business, according to Baksim, usually ended with another family
member cleaning up after him.


'So what do you think of my house?'

'I'm speechless. It's a fantasy world.'

He smiled, looking pleased that I'd appreciated his porthole windows. I asked Kemal if guests would be a problem.

'Where would she sleep?' he asked.

'Well, right here. I've never seen such a big bed.'

'Like a slumber party? I don't want any slumber parties in my bed.'

'How's the excavation going?' I asked, not understanding his objection to slumber parties. I thought most men dreamed of slumber
parties in their beds, even if they weren't invited.


'Yes, that's another reason I stopped by. I wanted to Xerox that book you were telling me about.'

'Oh, the ancient bath book,' I said. I had referred to it during our walk but hadn't thought he was serious about wanting
to see it and put it out of my mind. 'Let me get it for you. It's a long book; you might want to look specifically at the
section on the heating systems.'


'Thank you, and hopefully you can come back out to Tuzla this weekend,' Kemal said. 'We've cleared all the rubble and you
can see the furnace now. Also, when you have time, I'd like to show you my other house in a planned community that my family
developed. It's very beautiful and modern, and my living room is shaped like a hamam,' he said with a wink.


Our cab slowly snaked the congested seven kilometers from Ortaköy to Sultanahmet. Crowded buses were hard to endure when a
cab ride cost only $1.50. We were going to the City. Say Eis ten Polis — Greek for 'to the city' — ten times really fast and you get 'Istanbul,' at least according to my college Greek professor.
The city of Constantine, the city of Süleyman the Magnificent, where hamams were once so popular that bathing revenues subsidized
libraries and a yearly parade of hamam owners drew crowds on the streets of Istanbul.


The cab dropped us off near the unimaginably large dome of the Aya Sophia, the minarets an afterthought to what was originally
a Byzantine church. Marina and I scurried past rug dealers who roved the streets near the Divan Yolu, shouting, 'Nice shoes!'
or 'Let me help you . . . spend your money' to us. Slightly lost, we asked a rug rogue, 'Do you know where Çemberlita? is?'


'Yes, very close, but first come to my uncle's rug store for tea.' For once Marina was not interested in rugs; besides, she
had her own personal dealers who e-mailed her when collectable suzanis became available.


Within a ten-minute walk of the Aya Sophia, the Blue Mosque, Topkapi Palace, the vast dripping Hades of the Roman Cistern,
the former site of the Baths of Zeuxippus (a second-century Roman bath), and the Roman Hippodrome (site of chariot races)
- yes, just ten minutes from all these Roman, Byzantine, and Ottoman riches —are the last two great remaining monuments to
the Ottoman hamam, Çemberlita? and Ca[image: 1]alo[image: 1]lu. Pronounced Chem-ber-lee-tash and Ja-la-lou. These are the hamams where foreign
tourists end up after a day of sight-seeing in Old Stamboul and before the evening cruise along the Bosphorus with belly-dancing
entertainers. There's something touristy and kitsch about these grand duchesses, yet if you want to see an imperial, still-functioning
hamam, there's nowhere else to go in Istanbul.


Marina's pink scarf trailed in the warm breeze of this April day, her long brown braid wagging back and forth between her
shoulder blades. She wore white netted heels with apparent indifference to the swirl of garbage on the street and stopped
momentarily to consult a map. Marina had always been the map reader and I the second-guesser. While she traced her finger
along the Divan Yolu, I thought about how this was our eighth year of visiting baths together. In college, Marina and I had
a standing Friday night date: twenty minutes on the StairMaster, followed by thirty minutes in the college's sauna, disfigured
by graffiti carved on every beam of wood. Our favorite graffito: 'Beware of Greeks bearing Trojans.'


We headed up the Divan Yolu, past Marina's beloved baklavateria, past an English-language bookstore where the Turkish owner
wrapped his inventory in Saran Wrap and suggested Irfan Orga's Portrait of a Turkish Family to every customer who walked through the door. A quick right on Vezirhan Caddesi, and there at number 8 is Çemberlita? Hamam.


There was only a neon sign out front to tell us we'd arrived. Çemberlita?'s facade was not grand like a mosque's with a series
of cascading domes and a parade of minarets. Hamams are always described as 'introverted buildings.' Gazing upon a hamam did
not need to inspire awe in Allah; rather, hamams were places to satisfy Allah's will by performing ritual ablutions. Hamam
architecture always contained the same succession of rooms; the architectural challenge lay in adapting the traditional layout
of progressively hotter rooms to fit the constraints of a particular lot. As a rule, though, the men's and women's sections
were built parallel to each other so the hot rooms could share a heating system.


A lean man in his late thirties with black hair and a slight hunch worked at the cashier's office. The listed prices, for
a tourist hamam, were reasonable. Roughly $8 for a bath, $15 if you added the kese and massage. Certainly it was excellent value compared to some of the fleecers and baksheeshers employed at Galatasaray and
Cagaloglu. But compared to a neighborhood hamam, where you could have the works for $6, it was steep.


'Ìngilizce biliyor musunuz?' I asked in halting Turkish. This phrase ('Do you speak English?'), as far as I was concerned, was the first to master in any
language. It scored instant cultural diplomacy points, spared me of being confused with an assumptive American, and indicated
subtly that I did not speak a word of Turkish.


He smiled. 'Yes, I speak English, of course I have to. It's not Turks who come here after all,' he said as if it were a self-evident
fact.


'What do you mean, the Turks don't come here?' I asked. Had Kemal's precis been correct?

Marina nudged me as if to say 'Spare us the theatrics, let's have a bath.' But I needed to get to the bottom of whether or
not Turks still visited hamams. I was pouting and I knew it, but the cashier obviously wanted to talk.


'I love the hamam,' he began. 'In fact, I love the hamam so much, my wife left me because she said, "You love hamam more than
me," and she was right.' Hmm, this struck me as unlikely. I had heard about the law being a jealous mistress, but the hamam?
He continued, 'The hamam is regarded by many in Istanbul as an old-fashioned ritual. Turks are proud of modernization, of
all that Atatürk's accomplished.' He stopped and pointed to a wall hanging depicting a handsome square-faced man in a Western
suit. The ubiquitous image of Kemal Atatürk's, the closest thing this secular state has to a savior. After our moment of silence,
the cashier continued, 'Atatürk's modernized Turkey. No more veils, no more fez, everyone got a last name for the first time,
Roman letters replaced Arabic letters, and we got plumbing. Turks are proud to be modern, and then, sadly, hamams became a
reminder of life before modernization, before stability, before Atatürk's. Now people think, Why do I need to go to a hamam
if I have a nice bathtub or shower at home? They forget the history, all the significance of bathing together.'


'Do Turks ever come here?' I asked.


'Occasionally, yes. Especially if they have a foreign friend visiting.'

I shot a glance at Marina. She wasn't taking this as hard as I was. What came out of her mouth next shocked me. 'Excuse me,
is that rug from the Caucasus?' she asked, pointing to a rug in the reception area. How could she be thinking about rugs when
a hamam employee had just confirmed that the Turks no longer visit hamams?


'Yes, it's a nineteenth-century piece from the Caucasus. It's my most valuable piece. You have a good eye.'

'Does someone own this hamam, or is it property of the state?' I asked, steering the conversation back to what I was interested
in and curious to learn if Çemberlita? was part of a historic trust. It must be.


'I own the hamam,' he said, pushing back his shoulders. 'My family purchased Çemberlita? twenty-three years ago. My name is
Rusen.' And he stuck out his hand in greeting. I've never known serendipity greater than Turkish encounters — owners and experts
were always present instead of hidden behind screens of gatekeepers and bureaucracy. Right in front of us, the owner of a
piece of Ottoman history. How strange to think that an individual could own a national treasure in Turkey. It struck me as
the equivalent of a regular Joe owning Monticello or the Eiffel Tower.


'We want to open a hamam in America,' I told Rusen. After a week in Istanbul, I was becoming as extroverted as the Turks.
Withhold nothing, that was my new philosophy.


'An excellent idea. So many of my customers are curious Americans. Maybe we should go into business together,' he said, thinking
out loud. 'Definitely you should come with me to visit my other hamam in Bodrum, where I use thermal waters.' Another joy
of Turkish people, in addition to their extroversion, was their ability to think out loud — not imagining, as we Americans
often do, that daydreaming leads to a commitment. Baksim had already promised to provide 5 per cent of the capital for our
New York hamam, but I took his intention as a show of support instead of a number with five zeros attached.


I looked through the doorway into the large open-plan two-storied reception area, with a balustrade belting the private rooms
and hallway on the second floor. A dark, bony man emerged from a changing compartment on the second floor, dressed only in
a pestamal, a piece of plaid fabric worn like a wraparound skirt on men or like a beach towel on women.


'That's called the camekân, or reception area,' explained Rusen. 'Men change upstairs and women have a separate locker room. After your bath, I invite
you to come back here for tea and orange juice. You will be my guest.'


I peered into the camekân; mostly I saw corpulent Turkish women in baggy cotton dresses, smoking cigarettes.


'Those are some of the masseuses on break,' Rusen explained.

Marina asked, 'This is one of Istanbul's older hamams, isn't it?'

'Yes, it's one of ten still-functioning historic hamams. It was commissioned by the powerful mother of Murat the Third. Her
name was Nur-u Banu Sultan, and she hired Mimar Sinan to design it. You know Mimar Sinan?'


'The name sounds familiar,' I lied.

'Mimar Sinan is Turkey's most famous architect. He died at ninety-seven and not by natural causes. He was the Ottoman Empire's
architect under Süleyman the Magnificent; that is how you call him. In Turkey we call him Süleyman the Lawgiver. Sinan designed,
or oversaw, the construction of over twelve hundred buildings, including thirty-two hamams.'


'So when was this built?' I asked, not familiar with the time of Murat Ill's reign.

'In 1584, near the end of Sinan's life.'

'This hamam is over four hundred years old,' I said, incredulous. Eighteen generations of Turks and two generations of foreigners
had passed through these halls in search of water, gossip, rejuvenation, an afternoon without their veil, ritual ablution,
a wife for their son, steam, heat, and, most recently, a living history museum.


'Yes, this hamam has seen a lot of sultans. You know, the sultan would make sure that his advisers stayed very close to the
hamam owners. Why?' Rusen was getting Socratic on us. 'Because revolutionaries conspired at the hamam. They would stand next
to the kurnas, turn the water on full throttle, and plot a takeover of Topkapi Palace and the Seraglio Point; at least that was the legend.
Hamam owners received kickbacks to watch the comings and goings of suspicious characters.' Nowadays, the Turkish men milling
about in the Çemberlita? camekân still look suspicious, but more likely than not they're discussing a new Turkcell phone plan or a hot new nightclub in Tiinel
rather than plotting Ankara's takeover.


We thanked Rusen for the history lesson. So what if the only Turks in the room would be the masseuses; at least we could use
this as a jumping-off point to plan our hamam. It would inspire us architecturally, and maybe we'd found ourselves an experienced
business partner.


Rusen had modernized the women's changing area so it resembled a gym locker room, and Marina and I wrinkled our noses at each
other, hoping this would be the only modernized area. Wearing our pestamals, which looked like tablecloths we'd pinched from a Fourth of July picnic - blue-and-yellow checks for me, red and-black for
Marina — and clomping along in nahn, wooden hamam flip-flops (think Turkish Dr. Scholl's), we felt like the miscast leads of a Turkish / Love Lucy. The shoes were two sizes too small, so we walked with the deliberation of dressage horses. Had it not been for Kemal's comment
'a very unhygienic business,' I would have ditched the nahn altogether.


First we walked through the so[image: 1]ukluk, a warm passageway that once served as the delicate appetizer to the hotter stcakhk. Nowadays customers bolt straight to the stcakhk, forgoing the more modest heat of the so[image: 1]ukluk, altogether. But the so[image: 1]ukluk, is an important place to remember if you're looking for the more banal outlets of a hamam - like the toilet — as it's invariably
in this tepid hallway. Though I hasten to add that visiting the lavatory in a hamam can instantly kill the romance of a dreamy
drift back in time.


We opened the warped wood door of the stcakhk and a gust of humid air rolled over us. It felt as if we'd walked into a tropical cumulous cloud hanging over Barbados. The
barometric pressure was so high that my contact lenses balked for a moment and then gratefully accepted the humidity. The
mist cleared from my eyes. I suddenly remembered a line from the travel journal of Julia Pardoe, who visited a hamam in the
1830s: 'For the first few moments, I was bewildered; the heavy, dense, sulphureous vapour that filled the place, almost suffocated
me.' Miss Pardoe had wondered whether the scene in the hamam was a creation of her 'distempered brain,' and I sympathized
with the overwhelmed Englishwoman.


I clutched Marina's arm and we stood side by side, taking in the dimensions of this vast marble cavern topped with a Pantheon-size
dome. It was enormous. Monumental and palatial. Big enough to accommodate the Hanging Gardens of Babylon and certainly a good
climate for them.


The domes upon domes and tons of marble created the most astonishing acoustics. Again, I thought of Miss Pardoe, who was deafened
by 'the wild, shrill cries of the slaves peeling through the reverberating domes of the bathing-halls, enough to awaken the
very marble with which they were lined.' The halls still echoed with shouting, whistling, splashing, and laughing. Anyone
sense-experiencing this room for the first time would be dazzled and overwhelmed; all five senses experiencing it in tandem
were vying for attention amid sensory chaos.


Fanning off from the central octagonal room were small individual washing areas, 'halvets,' said Marina, 'and the basins are called kurnas. One hundred years ago they would have had elaborate silver or brass faucets, but everything was stolen, now just basic spigots
remain.'


We had arrived at 7:00 P.M., prime time, and Çemberlita? was crowded with thirty or so women like ourselves, foreigners in
Istanbul trying to resurrect an Ottoman lifestyle that sighed its last gasps a good eighty years ago. The göbektasi, a.k.a. the bellystone, was a massive octagonal crater of interlocking marble slabs, five times the size of the quaint little
bellystones we had seen in Paris. The göbektasiis always in the center of the stcakhk and lies directly over the hamam's heater so that it's the warmest spot, the place for tight, stressed shoulders to melt into
the marble in preparation for a hamam scrubbing.


'Marina, look at that göbektasi!'


'How many tons of marble do you think are in the room?' said Marina, similarly awestruck, though this was her second visit
to Çemberlita?. 'They must have emptied Carrara for this.'


'This must be Turkish marble,' I said, remembering that marmara was the generic Greek word for marble because so much of it came from quarries by the Marmara Sea.


Lying on the slabs of marble were ten women being worked on by ten hamam ladies, who undeniably looked rather similar. Baksim
had told me there was an expression 'fat as a hamam lady.' At the time I thought he was being unkind, but he'd covered only
the half of it. The hamam ladies all wore black bikini bottoms, actually


We probably had at least a half-hour wait before jumping on the bellystone, but that was the perfect amount of preparation
time. Other newcomers, without a Marina of their own, looked lost, confused, and overwhelmed. Arriving in the stcakhk for the first time is slightly akin to showing up for your first therapy session. You enter a strange room and are told, 'This
is your time.' And there's a paralyzing trepidation as you think, This is my time? What do you mean, it's my time? Ask me
some questions, give me some tasks to perform, and I'll interpret, but don't make me invent. Time in a hamam is similarly
unstructured. But hamam therapy has two big advantages over psychotherapy. First, there is no therapist to entertain with
witticisms from your, hopefully, hilariously neurotic life. And second, being physically nude speeds you to a state of emotional
nudity, a stripping away of pretense and Prada. underwear (why stand on ceremony?), and flip-flops. Nothing else bound their
flesh. Their figures had long ceased to be girlish, and their breasts tumbled toward the floor. They possessed the build,
uniform, and strength of sumo wrestlers. That might be my body in thirty years, I thought with a strange sense of calm.


Marina and I found a kurna of our own in an unoccupied halvet. The words kurna, gobektasi, and halvet were starting to roll off my tongue, I felt so much a part of their Ottoman world. The kurnas deep marble basin overflowed with warm water, creating a continuous stream across the marble floor and into a gutter that
circled the room. One could play a sophisticated game of bobbing for apples. Peering into the kurna, I noticed a faint green hue to the water created by the cast of the marble and the depth of the water. The gushing water created
a feeling of largesse that in the old days, when water was something that came out of a well, bucket by bucket, must have
felt like the ultimate luxury. I liked to imagine that Justinian built his cistern to feed the baths. We found a stack of
turquoise-and-pink plastic hamam bowls, hamam tasis, that a hundred years ago would have been carved, perhaps even jewel encrusted, in expensive materials like silver, gold, or
bronze.


Marina and I cleaned the floor and the bowls with a little soap. We doused ourselves in warm water to promote sweating and
soaped the city grime off our faces and feet. Then we sat down next to the running water of the kurna. I looked at Marina and noticed that we had both lost weight since our pizza and sundae years at school in Iowa. The years
after college were the lean years in every sense. Lean paychecks in large, expensive cities when dinner for one meant steamed
broccoli and soy sauce. I filled another bowl with water and poured it over my head. Glancing around the room, underneath
the dome, and in between the Corinthian columns, I saw every body type, every nationality, every pubic hair style on display.
If people checked one another out, it was with a spirit of sisterhood. Comparison, perhaps, but not competition. Everyone
in the room was more or less comfortable in her own skin, because the hamams draw adventurous, intrepid travelers without
an assortment of body issues. No, the prudes were reading aloud from guidebooks down the street in the Blue Mosque, another
of Sinan's tremendous creations.


The Blue Mosque's wealth of Iznik tiles — mostly blue, surprise, surprise - the elegant Arabic scrawl of verse from the Koran,
the awesome expanse of the dome, and the daringly low candelabras inspired wonder and a shrinking sensation. Here in the hamam,
each bather was an integral part of the tableaux. All the surroundings could be touched, used, and enjoyed. The göbektasiwas an altar at which I could comfortably be a supplicant.


One of the ladies came to collect first Marina and then me. Once you are under the hamam lady's power, you no longer have
to move your own body. You are a car in neutral about to enter the most thorough, unrelenting car wash of your life. The hamam
lady removed my ill-fitting nahn, positioned me on the bellystone, and doused me with warm water. We nodded hello to each other, and she introduced herself
as Nermin. I looked up to the huge dome, dotted with a constellation of skylights called faunuses. The coming twilight lit the room in competing lasers of bluish light, cutting through the stcakhk's steamy mist at jagged angles. A planetary light show for one. The hamam lady returned, her wooden clogs clanking noisily over
the marble floor. In front of her pendulous breasts, she carried a round pink bucket with a washcloth and a coarse-looking
mitt.


Our only possible communication was through pantomime and pointing. Tonight, I promised myself, I will study Turkish phrases
at Kemal's. (Nasilsiniz? How are you? Iyiyim tessukur ederim. I am fine, thank you.) She grabbed the black mitt and started to rub my legs. She scoured me like a pot with stubborn burn
marks. She pointed down at my legs. Little black balls of dirt gathered like a strange rash. She nodded approvingly, wanting
me to acknowledge the efficacy of her treatment or just how dirty I had been. I bowed my bead appreciatively and said a tea-sugar
thank-you. (Kemal told me that if you say 'tea-sugar' really fast, it comes out sounding like Turkish for 'thank you': tesekkür.) My amateur effort produced an amused look of comprehension.


It's a strange relationship between hamam lady and her client. I was not a regular and I didn't speak her language, so we
couldn't swap baklava recipes or beauty secrets. Her large, deep-set eyes reminded me of green olives. The stretch marks on
her stomach told the story of a large family. The scouring continued up my body. She took my right hand, and in order to stretch
out my arm for easier scrubbing, she placed my hand on the top of her left breast with as little ceremony as if handing me
a towel. What if I squeezed her breast by accident? How embarrassing.


She marched over to the kurna and refilled her bowl, returning to soap me with long, deep strokes of the washcloth. It no longer seemed strange that she
scrubbed and massaged me under my armpits, behind my ears, between my breasts, and everywhere you'd think only to wash yourself
in a windowless room. Turkish women, I'd heard from other travelers, think nothing of performing the most intimate ablutions
in public, whereas Turkish men never even remove their pestamals inside the stcakhk. Nermin tapped me twice on the hip - hamam sign language for turn over - and she scrubbed my backside with similar devotion.


'Marina, this is all clean, right?' I asked, lifting my head off the marble. 'They change washcloths after every person?'

'You can't think about that,' said Marina. 'When you eat at a restaurant, do you think about what's going on back in the kitchen?'
Actually, I did.


I kept my eyes shut and gave myself over to the sensation of being soapy and slippery on warm marble. This is how pastry dough
must feel as the rolling pin stretches it out on the baker's marble surface.


Nermin took my hand and guided me over to a kurna. She desudsed me with bucket after bucket of water. Then she shampooed my hair. She massaged my scalp, she pressed on my temples.
I was melting. When she finally succeeded in removing all of the soap from my hair, she put her fingers on my eyes and pushed
away the water so I could see. 'Rest now,' she said, and left me to find her next client.


'Tesekkür ederim/ I yelled weakly and gratefully after her. The göbektasiwas too crowded to take up our own post, so Marina and I returned to the kurna and leaned our rosy, scoured bodies against the wall.


'How long did that last?' I wondered.

'I don't know, maybe ten minutes, maybe half an hour. I feel rubbery and relaxed.'

'It's so different from an American spa, where something happens to you for a prescribed amount of time. That kese scrub and being in this dreamy, surreal room feels like . . . an unfolding process . . . like an experience that gets richer
the longer you let it work on you. Not to mention the theatrics,' I said, thinking of the ongoing yells between the hamam
ladies and the aggressive apple tea lady pushing her wares.


'I love the theatrics,' agreed Marina. 'Our hamam should be like a Fellini movie, a constantly changing cast of characters;
show up on any given day and you might find a cellist playing Stravinsky in the steamroom or someone pushing through a tray
of raspberry sherbet.'


'That's a brilliant idea. We could play silent movies along the walls one day, offer henna treatments the next. No two days
at our hamam will ever be the same,' I said with a sudden burst of optimism that faded instantly. One minute the world seemed
like our own tray of oysters on the half-shell, and the next moment our dreams seemed fenced off by insurmountable boundaries
called money, connections, experience. 'Marina, what are we going to do with our lives? I feel like we're back in college,
sitting on your bed and plotting our futures. Remember how sorted we thought we'd be by the time we hit thirty?'


'I know. Everything seemed so uncomplicated at twenty-one.' Then, out of the blue, Marina observed, 'You don't seem ready
to go home.'


'I'm not, I'm only just starting to get this. I mean, of course I miss Charles, but what's another two weeks. He'll understand.'

'Maybe the baths of the world need your energies more than Charles right now.'

I wanted to change the subject. 'Marina, how are things with Colin?' Marina, unlike most women, did not like to talk about
her boyfriend, and the moment, naked and relaxed, seemed opportune for prying.


'Same old, same old,' she said dismissively. 'I think our hamam should be alabaster instead of marble.'

'Fight, break up, decide you can't live without each other?' I surmised from 'same old, same old.'

'Exactly, the co-dependency continues. Three years of calling each other seven times a day.'

Marina would be the first to admit her relationship was dysfunctional. She envied the stability and honesty that Charles and
I maintained effortlessly. I envied the passion that she and Colin had —they would fight, make up, then disappear for hours.
While I accepted the universal rule always to side with your girlfriend, I knew Marina well, and I knew she was extraordinarily
high-maintenance. I had been on the receiving end of some of her tirades. So I did have some sympathy with Colin's tribulations,
though I would accept at face value any story that depicted him as an insensitive scoundrel bent on ignoring Marina's wishes.
Marina's wishes, however, were many and very specific. Compromise to Marina meant meeting you one-eighth of the way. But she
was a lovable bully.


We stayed at the kurna, staring up at the dome's darkening skylights that reminded me of Kemal's portholes. Both were windows that admitted light
but offered no view of the outside world, nor did they provide the outside world a view into this intimate sanctum. It was
getting late, soon we would have to leave this world.


'Are you hungry?' I asked.

'Famished. Let's get cheese borek,' Marina said. Cheese borek, a noodle pastry lined with filo, goat's cheese, and parsley,
was her favorite Turkish food, second only to baklava.


'We had that for breakfast. Please let's have grilled fish,' I suggested. A fish restaurant wouldn't serve cheese borek and
vice versa.


Marina adopted her open-eyed, beseeching look. Her eyebrows went up and her head tilted toward me. 'Oh, but I'm only here
for three days. After I'm gone you can have fish every night.'


'Okay, fine. But we're supposed to meet Baksim for dinner. What if he doesn't want cheese borek?'

'I'm sure he won't mind.' Poor Colin.

Back in the camekân, our pestamals exchanged for jeans and sweaters, Rusen brought over two orange juices and inquired after our bath. We were too deliciously
spent for conversation. 'It's like a narcotic,' I said. 'I'm too messed up to say anything, and I'll be back tomorrow for
more.'


We said good-bye to Rusen, who again invited us to visit his thermal hamam in Bodrum and to stay in his house there. Bodrum
is about six hours south of Istanbul and located on top of geothermal springs. Rusen's Bodrum hamam is more spa than public
bath. Because the waters are thermal, the Turks are allowed to soak despite the normal Islamic interdiction against soaking
in still waters. For a Muslim to soak in a body of water, it must be continually flowing and replenishing itself. Otherwise
it is considered unclean.


Rusen's offer was kind and tempting, but it seemed much more friendly and forward than anything I was used to, and the suspicious
New Yorker in me didn't quite know what to make of his generosity. I hadn't yet learned to recognize a good adventure from
a bad, and I still regret that I didn't take Rusen up on his well-intentioned offer.


Marina and I got busy. For the next three days, Marina put her textile obsession on hold and we racked up the baths, visiting
ten different hamams. Sometimes we just stopped to peek in, like wine connoisseurs who just swirl and spit but won't taste
a wine that doesn't meet their standards.




• Çemberlita?. The best, most authentic of the big 'tourist' hamams, owned and run by a man who gets misty-eyed when he talks about hamam
culture.


• Ca[image: 1]alo[image: 1]lu. Designed in the Baroque style in 1741, so it's interesting for connoisseurs of hamam architecture. The bathing experience,
however, will leave you desiring nothing so much as a hot shower and a bar of soap, since I think the place is dirty and neglected.
Guidebooks that suggest this as a good first stop for the uninitiated are woefully out-of-date. It appears that the owners
stopped caring about this place years ago.


• Galatasaray. One of the most famous 'tourist' hamams near Istiklal Caddesi. While the men's side is charming, an original from 1481, the
women's side was a second thought built in 1963, and some of the women who work here are better at cleaning wallets than bodies.


• Tarabya. An excellent and faithful modern re-creation of a hamam in the Tarabya Hotel, an establishment favored by rich Arab businessmen.
Though it requires a long taxi ride north along the Bosphorus, past Bebek and Etiler, it's worth the trip if you're looking
for a mixed-gender bath - bathing suits required - and American levels of hygiene.


• Bosphorus Princess Hotel. A kitsch hotel bath. Small, clean, boring, architecturally flat. Might as well be in an American gym steamroom.


• Baths of Roxelana. Now a carpet store and the ideal place to see a Mimar Sinan—designed hamam without taking off your clothes.


• Dolmabahçe Palace. The most beautiful hamam in the world, adorned with honey-colored alabaster delicately carved so as to give the impression
of snowflakes masquerading as lace. To see the sultans' former hamam, you must take the Dolmabahçe Palace tour while wearing
surgical slippers over your shoes.


• Beylerbeyi. We peeked into this stunning gem of a neighborhood hamam on the Asian side, just next door the Beylerbeyi Sarayi (palace).
It was about to close for the day.


• Çinili in Üsküdar. Marina and I arrived during the men's hours and were given a tour and invited to bathe. We declined, recognizing
this as the 'bad' kind of adventure. This old-school hamam is a rare find, though. They have several styles of pestamals depending
on whether you're bathing or resting.


• Kalig Ali Pasa in Tophane. We managed also to hit this old Mimar Sinan—designed hamam during men's hours and were invited to tour the stcakhk. Immeasurably grand and sorrowfully neglected, this is the only hamam in which I saw a cockroach.




Marina and I had taken the measurements. Ca[image: 1]alo[image: 1]lu had the best architecture, Çemberlita? the best management and a close
second in ambiance, Tarabya the nicest changing area and camekân. Galatasaray was everything we didn't want to be (apple tea pushers and baksheesh seekers), and the neighborhood hamams all
had sweet hamam ladies who acted like adoptive mothers.


Despite our action-packed three days, I felt that my work was just beginning, my interest growing rather than satisfied. Getting
a handle on the hamam's architecture and accoutrements only raised more questions. Where did the hamam tradition come from?
Surely from the Roman baths. The hamam, after all, was an Islamic interpretation of the Roman bath. And where might I find
an enduring bath culture? A place where a visit to the baths might serve the same social function as meeting at a restaurant
for dinner. In Turkey, the hamam no longer played the coffeehouse role, but perhaps the Russians, Finns, and Japanese were
still bathing with frolicsome abandon. I needed to find out.


Midway through my stay in Istanbul, I was still looking for the historic neighborhood baths I had read about.



Now and then, usually about once in a week, my grandmother had a sociable turn of mind and when these moods came upon her
she invariably went to the Hamam. Hamams, or the Turkish Baths, were hot-beds of gossip and scandal-mongering, snobbery in
its most inverted form and the excuse for every woman in the district to have a day out. Nobody ever dreamed of taking a bath
in anything under seven or eight hours. The young girls went to show off their pink-and-white bodies to the older women. Usually
the mothers of eligible sons were in their minds for this purpose for these would, it was to be hoped, take the first opportunity
of detailing to their sons the finer points of So-and-so's naked body. Marriages based on such hearsay quite frequently took
place, but whether or not they were successful few of us had any means of knowing.


- Irfan Orga, Portrait of a Turkish Family

Where was this bath described by Irfan Orga? After Marina left I was determined to find it. The closest I came was my favorite
neighborhood hamam, where once, no doubt, a crop of eligible women paraded for the mothers of eligible sons. A longtime resident
of Istanbul whom I'd met at the rug bazaar told me about the Aga hamam, describing it as an authentic old-school hamam with
unpredictable, sometimes unorthodox activity, the kind of place rarely stumbled upon by travelers. Perfect, it was surrounded
by a virtual velvet rope of anonymity. It was in an obvious enough spot, but it called no attention to itself and was the
retiring younger sister of the evil, pushy Galatasaray hamam up the street. The hamam was on a small, tangled side street
called Turnacibasi Sokaga, just south of Istiklal Caddesi, a buzzing pedestrian shopping arcade, where once all the foreign
embassies were located until Atatürk's made Ankara Turkey's capital (Istanbul had too much emotional baggage).


When I first showed up at the Aga hamam, the hammaci, the lady who takes your money at the entrance, examined me curiously. 'Hamami?' she probed.


'Evet hamami,' I confirmed, and I pulled out my own hamam tasi and kese mitt that I'd acquired at the Grand Bazaar's Hamam Store. She looked impressed - she obviously had thought I'd entered the
wrong door — and called over some of the other hamam ladies. They nodded appreciatively that I'd amassed my own tools of the
trade.


After my fourth visit, they stopped treating me like a lost animal but instead welcomed me with, 'Merhaba Alexia.' Every visit, the same hamam lady would scrub me (her name was Neuron; at least that was how it sounded), and she liked to
point out that we had the same color blue eyes. I'd even managed to make a friend, a Chinese film editor who had lived in
Istanbul for two years. She invited me to a film screening. Perhaps hamam society was still alive.


One afternoon I invited Kelly to join me at the hamam; she was a thirty-year-old American dance teacher living in Istanbul
whom I'd recently been introduced to. I had told Kelly how proprietorial the hamam ladies were, how if a man stumbled into
the reception area during the women's hours, he was booted out the door, literally sent running down the street to the bakery
where they make simits, a cross between a sesame bagel and a pretzel. I'm convinced this is why so many old, leather-skinned guys sat on chairs outside
along the sidewalk. Watching the world walk by, sure, but also waiting for the latest installment of A[image: 1]a hamam drama.


I expected Kelly to be totally at ease with the nudity and physical license inside the hamam; she was a dancer after all.
Luckily, she was a dancer who believed in regular meals, so getting naked together wasn't a skin-and-bones reminder of why
I'd quit ballet at twelve. But despite her comfort with her own body, Kelly's jaw still dropped in shock when we entered the
small, stunning stcakhk. Nude splashing bodies, old withered breasts, mounds of flesh, friendly shouting, a woman sitting on her haunches scrubbing
her undergarments, everything so carnal and so raw. It was a parade of humanity that you'd never be able to assemble. But
here it happened every day.


A mother and her young daughter bathed together on this afternoon. There was nothing unusual about this. Kelly and I were
lying next to each other on the small intimate bellystone, and the cries of the two-year-old daughter with long corkscrew
curls grew louder and louder. Soap must have gotten in her eyes. The screams went on for longer than they should have. Kelly
and I commented, 'Oh the poor little girl,' when what we were really thinking was, Get that little girl out of here. Just
as we were having these wicked thoughts, a huge tall figure in a thick pink terrycloth robe burst through the door with a
small terrier dog in tow. I didn't know which was stranger - the presence of the monstrously large woman or the dog. From
my vertical vantage point on the göbekta?i, I looked directly at her hands - large knuckles, thick boxy fingers, and chipped coral fingernail polish. Unmistakably the
hands of a man. 'Kelly, I think she's a man.'


The pink-robed figure raised her baritone voice and started scolding the young mother to hush her child. The child, scared
or fascinated by the presence of the dog, was instantly quiet. The baritone's hair was in a turban, and as soon as the child
stopped crying she turned on her heels and left the hamam, depriving us of a good look at her chiseled face.


The Aga hamam, more than any other bath I visited, made me think of the greatest bath movie ever made, Steam: The Turkish Bath. In this Italian movie, a young, career-obsessed Italian interior designer arrives in Istanbul to settle the estate of his
estranged aunt. He is embraced by the Turkish family his aunt lived with, and he sees the hamam that his aunt used to operate.
Slowly, as he is seduced by the pace of Turkish culture, he begins to understand the peculiar magic of his aunt's life in
Istanbul, the charm of Turkish people, and he discovers a calmer, more sensual part of himself during visits to the hamam.
He decides not to sell the hamam, but rather to stay in Istanbul to restore it and possibly to reopen it. Every feeling in
that movie resonated with me. The seduction of Turkish life, the desire to wake up every morning to the sound of a muezzin's
call to prayer and walk, across the domed skyline, to work at a twenty-first-century hamam.


Kemal regarded all the time I spent in hamams with a blend of curiosity and suspicion. He used to drop by the house fairly
often to pick up his mail or collect a book. Sometimes it seemed, or I flattered myself, that he dropped by more often than
was necessary. Once he stopped by at 10:00 P.M. while I was out. He left a note: 'What goes on in these hamams at this hour?
I must know . . .' I called him at his house in Tuzla to tell him about the drag queen, and he invited me to a record release
party the next night at a club called, of all things, Hamam. The party reminded me of all that I wasn't homesick for. 'The
DJ is from New York,' the crowd murmured with excitement, 'and Junior Vasquez is coming next week.' Everyone seemed perfectly
happy that Hamam was no longer a place where people washed one another's backs. I would trade Junior Vasquez and the dreadlocked
DJ for the fat hamam ladies in a New York minute.


Kemal, wearing a fisherman's sweater, didn't look as slick as the other partygoers, but he knew a lot of them and introduced
me to a stream of people. 'I thought you might be homesick and enjoy a party like this,' he yelled over the noise.


'Actually, I prefer the tranquillity of Tuzla or drinking raki somewhere quiet,' I said.

'Me too,' he said, taking my hand and leading me through the throng of bouncing, sweaty bodies.

The next morning, I accompanied Kemal to Tuzla to check on progress at his dig. The rubble and debris were completely cleared,
and I noticed that the pilae, the short pillars of terra-cotta, were stacked in three piles in one corner.


'Kemal, why did you move the pilae? I asked calmly, trying to mask my horror.


'We needed to clear the bath.'

'But the pilae are an integral part of the bath. I may have to call the authorities. These are highly erratic excavation methods.'


Kemal did not think this was funny. 'I wanted to get everything cleaned out,' he said again, seeming not to understand that
he had essentially removed part of the foundation.


'You plan to turn this into a pottery studio, don't you?' I asked, remembering his original plan.

He looked away. Our notion of restoring the bath was dissolving in front of my eyes. Kemal stared at the middle of the floor
and was, I guessed, imagining where he was going to place the throwing wheel and not the bellystone.


'I'm not sure yet,' he said. 'It depends if you stay and help me.' I shouldn't have been tempted, but I was, very much.

That afternoon, five of Kemal's friends arrived for another Marmara Sea tea party. Only this time, instead of feeling like
an interloper, I helped prepare the tea and made sure Kemal remembered to put the sugar cubes on the tray. His friends were
less soulful and more self-assured than Kemal. They had professions and children. One couple had just returned from three
years in L.A. and wondered if there were any new bagel bakeries in Istanbul. In fact there was, a small chain called Tribeca.
Another friend, an architect, had just launched a business where you design your own Turkish rug on-line and he has it delivered
to your house a month later. Two of them had never been to a hamam.


'Never? Not even for a school trip or some sort of coming-of-age ceremony?' I asked, incredulous.

'No. I've been meaning to go for years, but I've never gotten around to it. Maybe I'll go down to Bodrum at some point and
try the thermal hamams,' said the woman keen on Tribeca bagels.


'We should start a revival right here in Istanbul,' I suggested. 'The other day I was at a neighborhood hamam and the owner
was there. He let me take pictures and I guess he sensed my interest, though we couldn't talk because I still speak only eleven
words of Turkish. Anyway, he desperately wanted to relive the glory days of the hamam, so he disappeared for a minute and
returned in this crazy green satin costume that he used to wear during the annual hamam owner's parade. It was a very bittersweet
moment with him standing there pretending to march and wave.'


'Alexia, you should be a Turk,' Kemal said, defusing the situation so that no one had to humor me with vows of future hamam
devotion or listen to any more of my hamam sentimentality.


After everyone left, Kemal invited me to dinner.

'Let's sail to the restaurant,' he suggested. I followed him down the jetty and we boarded a tiny sloop with a makeshift mast
that was nothing more than a busted oar. With endearing effort to look effortless, Kemal managed to raise the enormous sail.
The sail billowed, reluctantly at first, until the wind got behind us and pushed us around Kemal's jetty and a neighboring
stone causeway. Once we'd rounded the modest causeway, Kemal turned the boat straight toward shore, forcing us to come about.


'What are you doing? I thought we were sailing to a restaurant.'

'We're there,' he said, smiling. I saw a seaside restaurant directly in front of us, basically Kemal's next-door neighbor.

'Couldn't we have walked?' I asked, wondering if maybe this was an island or somehow mysteriously separated from Kemal's compound
not five hundred feet away.


'Yes, but what fun would that have been?'

The boat hit the pebbly shore and we stepped out. I liked life in Turkey.

Baksim walked by the restaurant as Kemal and I were nibbling on dolmas and eggplant dip. I hoped he wouldn't join us, so delightful
was this dinner alone with Kemal. All my appreciation for Baksim's help and friendship was dwarfed by a desire to be alone
with Kemal talking about sailing in between Aegean Islands. Baksim pulled up a chair and regarded us suspiciously. After a
moment of uncomfortable silence, I cut a dolma in half and made a weak attempt at a joke.


'Did you know that Turkey has the richest kitchen in the world?' I asked, parroting a statement that Baksim had drilled into
me over the four preceding weeks. Turks never tire of reminding foreigners that Turkish cooking is the apotheosis of countless
traditions.


Baksim was not amused. 'What are you two up to?' he asked.

I had guilt written across my face, and so did Kemal, I suppose, though he always looked guilty. We weren't doing anything
wrong - well, not really - yet there was something unmistakably complicit between us. Charles was far away in New York and
would never know about this; and Kemal's on-again-off-again girlfriend, Sebnem, was studying in New York. Who knows, maybe
they were having an affair. Neither Kemal nor I was being true to our New York flames, yet we were somehow being true to ourselves.
I was exploring something I'd forgotten about — chemistry, longing, electricity. It had been too powerful to say no to, yet
it wasn't enough to stay for.


Sitting across from Kemal, defending myself against Baksim's insinuations of infidelity, I felt as if I were witnessing my
parallel Turkish life, an alternate reality in which I could be the wife of a profligate but very charming Turk. And in this
one moment I had to choose - was it going to be life in Turkey or a return to the familiar stability of New York? How, I wondered,
could I even compare Kemal to Charles? Charles was three times the person that Kemal was, yet it was Kemal who starred in
my fantasies, whose face I saw at odd moments during the day. It was clear that I could stay in Turkey. But to do what? Well,
actually there were a lot of things I could imagine doing in Istanbul. But I wasn't ready to unpack, not here, not in New
York. No, I wanted to keep the furniture covered for a little while longer.


Kemal's bath, the proximity to antiquity, fueled my desire to wander back in time to the origin of bathing culture, the ancient
world. The Greeks initiated and the Romans later perfected a cult of the bath that has never since been equaled. I at least
wanted to wander through the ruins.


Remains of Roman baths dotted the Roman Empire from England to Jerusalem. The trick would be finding a dig and archaeological
team willing to accept an interloper into their fold and where work was currently under way. From my days as a classics student,
I still had a few connections, and a volley of e-mails directed me to dig near Korinth, once an important city in ancient
Greece and later in Roman-occupied Greece. As luck would have it, a study tour was about to arrive for three weeks on-site,
and if I didn't object to following to their rigorous twelve-hour-a-day study schedule with lots of housekeeping duties, I
was more than welcome to join in the fun.


The bath in question was in Isthmia, one of the four Olympic sites that dotted the Peloponnese. It was a large Roman bath,
called a thermae, built over an original, mysterious Greek bath, so I would get a taste of what Edgar Allan Poe termed 'the glory that was Greece,/
And the grandeur that was Rome.'
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