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Helen Grey is
finally getting everything she wants. She's about to have the
perfect dream wedding and begin an exciting new life abroad on the
sunny Mediterranean island of Cyprus. But living the dream isn't
all it's cracked up to be.

 


After a mix-up
at the airport, Helen finds herself drawn into the midst of an
elaborate plot to steal an ancient statue and assassinate a local
businessman. And as if that wasn't bad enough, her wedding dress is
AWOL, the statue seems to be cursed, and Helen is wanted by the
police.

 


With the big
day rapidly approaching, a roller-coaster of mishaps,
misunderstandings, and disasters threatens to turn the newlyweds
into nearlyweds.

 


Can Helen
prevent an assassination, save the statue, and have the perfect
wedding? Or will the day to remember turn into one she'd rather
forget?
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“Love one another
and you will be happy.  It's as simple and as difficult as
that” 

MICHAEL LEUNIG

 



Chapter
1

The customs
officer flipped open Kalem’s passport and scrutinized the
photo.

I tapped my
foot. Come on, come on, don’t you know we’ve got a wedding to
get to? My perfect wedding, nonetheless. And on top of that,
the duty-free shops were seriously calling my name. We’d already
been shuffling along in the security queue for forty-five minutes
like a couple of tortoises, and I could almost smell the teasing
waft of bargain perfumes, designer lipsticks that stay on for three
days, and bumper packs of chocolate sending out silent buy
me signals in the shopping area beyond.

Luckily, we’d
got to the Airport in plenty of time. Kalem wanted to check in
early to try and get a seat with extra leg-room. Not that it
bothered me, really. At five foot nothing, I never had a problem
with being crammed in like a stuffed sausage, but Kalem’s legs were
long and toned and…well, pretty damn sexy.

Kalem ran a
hand through his cropped dark hair and nodded towards the passport.
‘I probably had more hair then,’ he said to the customs
officer.

I giggled,
remembering the frizzy out-of-control footballer’s perm he’d had
when the photo was taken, which resembled my unruly curls on a good
hair day.

‘I
don’t think so,’ the customs officer muttered, narrowing his
eyes at Kalem.

I stepped out
from behind Kalem and leaned on the counter. A wave of loud tutting
broke out from the queue behind me.

‘It’s a
serious offence to tamper with a passport, sir,’ the customs
officer said in a deadly tone, glaring at Kalem.

‘Pardon?’
Kalem’s eyes widened with surprise. ‘I can assure you that my
passport hasn’t been out of my sight. And it definitely hasn’t been
tampered with. If you’ll just let me show you –’ Kalem reached out
his hand.

The customs
officer shot his hand in the air, passport held up high, so Kalem
couldn’t get anywhere near it.

‘Sorry...’ my
eyes shot to his name badge, ‘Officer Head. What seems to be the
problem?’ I asked, thinking he was obviously some sort of jobsworth
with nothing better to do than annoy innocent travellers.

Officer Head
tried the same suspicious glare on me and shot his other hand up
for silence. Then he picked up a phone on the counter and whispered
something into it. I heard the words ‘possible’ and ‘terrorist’ but
the rest of it was inaudible.

I gulped. What
was going on? This was ridiculous.

‘Right. You
two will have to come with me.’ Officer Head climbed out from
behind the passport control booth and marched off along the airport
floor.

Another loud
tutting session erupted from the group of people behind us.

I glanced at
Kalem with a questioning look. ‘What’s happening?’

He shrugged.
‘I don’t know. It’s probably just some kind of simple
misunderstanding. The quicker we get this over with, the quicker we
can get on with our pre-honeymoon.’ He lowered his voice to a
whisper. ‘And don’t say anything.’

‘What do you
mean, don’t say anything? If he asks me a question, I’ll have to
say something, won’t I?’

‘You know what
I mean – don’t say anything ridiculous.’

Me?
Ridiculous? As if.

We fell into
step behind the crazy customs guy. ‘I know.’ I
smirked at Kalem. ‘This is the surprise you said you’d organized,
isn’t it? I bet we’re really going to be escorted to a VIP lounge,
where we can drink champagne and eat those little canapé things.
Ooh, great. I love those. I wonder if they’ve got those little
smoked salmon rolls with the cream cheese fillings. Yum.’

‘This isn’t
the surprise.’ Kalem’s forehead scrunched up into frown lines.

‘Oh, yeah,
good one. I bet you’re just saying that so I’ll be even more
surprised when we get there.’ I paused. ‘Well done. Good surprise.’
I giggled. Wow, this was going to be such a great start to our
brand new, exciting life together.

‘It’s
not,’ he hissed at me.

My jaw dropped
open. ‘What do you mean, it’s not? What is it then?’ A sudden
blanket of fear swept over me.

Kalem was
saved from answering as we reached a door marked Customs –
Private.

Officer Head
punched in a security code on the keypad lock and led us into a
massive rectangular interrogation room with a desk at the far end,
separated by two chairs on one side and two on the other. The desk
seemed miles away from the entrance, like I’d suddenly been
transported into a freaky Alice in Wonderland world, where
everything was out of proportion. I felt like Kalem and I had
turned into tiny little munchkin-type people, but everyone and
everything else was ginormous.

‘Sit,’ Officer
Head barked so loud that my ear almost imploded.

We dropped
down onto the hard plastic chairs. This was not good. Not good at
all.

‘Another
officer will be joining us shortly,’ Officer Head began, ‘but until
then, I’m going to ask you some questions.’ He opened Kalem’s
passport again. ‘Right. Let’s start with you.’ He looked at Kalem.
‘What is your name?’

I gazed at
Officer Head, who actually looked like Mr. Potato Head – only his
nose was a little less red – and panicked. My brain flickered away
like a dodgy light bulb. There had to be some completely rational
and normal explanation for this mix-up. I mean, yes, normal and
rational weren’t words that I could usually associate with my life.
I would probably describe myself more as accidentally challenged.
But still, this was just a simple mix-up, surely.

‘Kalem
Mustafa,’ Kalem replied.

‘Ha-ha.’ I let
out a nervous laugh.

Officer Head
gave me a narrow-eyed stare, then turned back to Kalem. ‘Is that
your real name?’

‘Er…excuse me.
Is that a trick question? It’s obvious what his name is. It’s in
his passport,’ I said, not wanting to state the obvious, but
someone had to do it.

Oh, I get
it now. It must be a dream. Yes, that was it. Recently,
I'd been having a few of those pre-wedding jittery dreams – well,
more like nightmares, actually – where I turned up at the venue in
front of all our guests, and my wedding dress had suddenly turned
see-through. And, even worse, I'd somehow decided to have my bikini
area waxed into the shape of a dartboard, complete with bullseye.
This was just one of those nightmares, that was all.

I leaped off
the chair. ‘Come on Kalem, let’s go.’

‘You can’t go
until I say you can go,’ Officer Head insisted.

‘I can do
whatever I want. It’s my dream,’ I said to him with a
haughty gleam in my eye.

‘SIT DOWN,’ he
shouted back at me.

I heard a loud
ringing in my ear. Surely you didn’t hear ear-ringing in a dream? I
pinched myself. Ow! Shit. I was still awake. I slumped back in the
chair. Uh-oh. This was for real.

The door swung
open and another customs official with a toilet brush crew cut
walked in.

‘Richard,’ the
second officer acknowledged his colleague with a tilt of his head
and then turned to us. ‘I’m officer Goodbody.’ He sat down, and I
heard a noise like a whoopee cushion exploding. I couldn’t tell if
it was him or the chair, though.

‘Let’s start
again, shall we?’ Officer Head leaned forward. ‘Is that your real
name?’

Kalem
swallowed. ‘Of course it’s my real name.’

I looked
between the customs men with suspicion. Richard Head? Was this for
real? The light bulb was back on full power now. ‘Ha! I know what’s
going on.’

They both
raised an intrigued eyebrow and waited for me to enlighten
them.

‘No one could
be called Dick Head and Officer Goodbody. It sounds like something
out of a bad Seventies porn movie. This is one of those TV shows,
isn’t it?’ My eyes darted around the room like a maniac, looking
for any signs of hidden cameras and cabling. ‘It’s like Candid
Camera, or You’ve Been Punk’d, or something. Or…I know.’ I squinted
at them. ‘Are you Ant and Dec in disguise? Are we going to be on
their Saturday Night Takeaway show where they’re always playing
practical jokes on people?’ I leaped up and leaned over the desk,
so I was inches away from their faces, examining them for signs of
false noses and excessive, disguising make-up.

Kalem shot me
a horrified look.

‘Give me your
passport.’ Goodbody ignored my outburst and held his hand out to
me.

OK then, maybe
not.

I reached into
my bag and handed it to him.

‘Now, where
were we?’ Dick Head shuffled in his chair. ‘Ah, yes. Kalem Mustafa.
I will ask you again. Is that your real name?’ He glowered at
Kalem.

‘Yes.’ Kalem
shot me a silencing side glance.

‘And what’s
your name, hmm?’ Goodbody asked me.

‘You know what
my name is; it’s on my p–’

Kalem stared
at me, jerking his head towards Dick Head and Goodbody, silently
willing me to just answer their questions.

I sighed.
‘Helen Mustafa.’

‘Ah ha!’
Goodbody waved my passport around. ‘It says Helen Grey here. Is
this a fake passport?’

‘No! Sorry, I
meant to say that my name’s going to be Helen Mustafa in six
days time. We’re getting married. At the moment, I’m Helen Grey.
You know how it is when a girl’s getting married: she gets a bit
over-excited and starts signing her new married name for months in
advance and repeating “Mrs. Mustafa” over and over again.’ I could
tell by the look on his face that he didn’t have a clue what I was
on about. ‘In fact…’ I glanced at my watch. ‘We’re supposed to be
catching our plane in about forty-five minutes. We’re
supposed to be having a few days of relaxing pre-wedding
sand, sea and s… ’

‘Sharap,’
Kalem interjected.

‘Did you just
tell me to shut up?’ Dick Head frowned at Kalem.

‘No, he said
sharap. It’s Turkish for wine,’ I informed him. Since I’d
found out that Kalem and I were going to be moving to North Cyprus,
I’d desperately been trying to learn some Turkish words. So far,
I’d mastered the important things like: “More wine please” and
“Where are the toilets?” I could also say: “cat”, “thanks”, “very
much”, “I’m full”, “cucumber”, “large”, and “melon”. It wasn’t a
lot, I know, but it could make for an interesting sentence.

‘Why have you
got a single plane ticket? Why aren’t you returning to the UK?’
Dick Head peered at us as if this were highly suspicious.

‘We’re moving
abroad. We’re going to live the dream.’ I gave him a wistful smile
as I thought about how perfect our new life was going to be.

‘What dream?’
Goodybody said.

‘You know,
we’re escaping the dreary British weather and the rat race to
experience life in the sunny and relaxing Mediterranean.’ Daydreams
rapidly filled my head: walking hand in hand with Kalem on a sandy
beach after a leisurely swim in the warm sea; sitting on our orange
blossom scented, sun-baked villa terrace with a chilled glass of
rosé as we watched the blazing sun set over the sea; sipping tiny
cups of strong coffee in a chic waterfront café; eating succulent,
freshly caught sea bass or juicy king prawns, cooked to perfection
on a barbeque.

‘Your name
sounds like a Muslim name. Are you a Muslim?’ Officer Head’s voice
broke into my daydreams, sending me spiralling back to the reality
of being stuck in a tiny, lifeless room with overpowering lights
and a sweaty, stale smell. ‘Well?’ He peered at Kalem, waiting for
his answer.

Kalem folded
his arms casually across his chest. ‘Not really.’

‘Hmm. Not
really. That’s a strange answer. What does “not really” mean?’

‘Well, my
parents are Turkish Cypriot. The religion of Turkish Cypriots is
Muslim, but we don’t exactly practice it or anything. Most Turkish
Cypriots are relaxed in their religious practices and very tolerant
of other people’s religions.’ Kalem shrugged.

I jigged my
leg up and down. We were going to miss our flight. My wonderful
pre-honeymoon would be ruined.

‘Is that what
they told you to say?’ Goodbody leaned in closer, resting
his elbows on the desk.

‘Who?’ Kalem
asked.

‘Are you a
member of Al-Qaeda?’ Officer Head looked deadly serious. ‘We have
to be extremely vigilant these days, you know.’

‘What?’
Kalem blustered. ‘Of course not!’

‘Where are you
travelling to?’ Goodbody wanted to know.

‘North
Cyprus,’ I said, jigging harder. ‘We’ll miss our flight if you keep
us here any longer. What’s going on?’ I whined, feeling my heart
bouncing around in my chest. I was going to have a panic attack in
a minute. Maybe if I fainted, they would let us go. I slouched down
further in my chair, so I wouldn’t have as far to fall if I hit the
ground.

‘Are you a
suicide bomber?’ Dick Head growled at Kalem.

‘He’s a
teacher!’ I cried.

‘And who do
you teach? Terrorist cells?’ Dick Head beamed with excitement at
Officer Goodbody. ‘I think we’ve got one of the Al-Qaeda’s main men
here.’

Kalem shook
his head in amazement. ‘I teach woodcarving and sculpture!’

‘Is that a
code name of some sort?’ Goodbody asked Dick Head. ‘I seem to
recall one of the Bin Laden breakaway groups had a code name like
that. What was it now?’ He scratched his toilet brush head, deep in
concentration. ‘Ah yes! The Splinter Group.’

‘I haven’t
heard of that one before.’ Dick Head frowned. ‘But it’s possible.
Woodcarving… splinter…yes, it sounds possible to me.’

‘Why are we
here?’ I furrowed my brow and gazed at both of them, interrupting
what seemed like the most surreal conversation I’d ever heard in my
life.

Dick Head
ignored my question and stood up. ‘Hand over your bags, please. I
want to take a look inside.’

I gave him
mine. Kalem lifted his rucksack and put it on the table in front of
us.

Goodbody
rummaged around in my bag with interest and then pulled out my
camera. ‘Why do you need such a big camera? Are you going to be
taking surveillance photos?’

‘I’m a
photographer,’ I said.

‘Hmm. A likely
story.’ Goodbody’s eyebrow shot up.

Dick Head
started on Kalem’s rucksack, pulling out a book, a couple of
apples, and a tub of edible chocolate body paint. He held up the
body paint to Kalem. ‘What’s this?’ He unscrewed the lid and glared
at it as if it were packed full of Semtex.

Kalem
shrugged. ‘Well, it is going to be our pre-honeymoon.’

I felt my
insides turn to goo. He still had that effect on me. Oh, yes,
bring on the chocolate body paint!

‘Was
that the surprise you were talking about?’ I said to Kalem,
turning my head away from the customs men who were busy scouring
our bags for hidden compartments.

Satisfied
there was no Semtex, suspicious looking shoes, or packets of nails
in our hand luggage, they returned their attention to us.

‘We’re going
to miss our flight.’ I looked at my watch again, desperately hoping
they’d hurry up.

‘Why has your
passport been tampered with?’ Dick Head asked Kalem again.

‘It hasn’t,’
Kalem insisted.

‘Well what do
you call that then?’ Dick Head turned the passport around to
face Kalem.

I gulped and
my brain did a silent mental shriek. ‘Oops,’ I squeaked, suddenly
feeling nauseous.

Kalem stared
at the photo section on his passport. The picture of a
footballer-permed Kalem had been replaced with a picture of an old,
fat, bald man with huge black square glasses.

‘I think I’m
going to pass out,’ I muttered. If I caused a distraction, maybe we
could just make a run for it.

‘What’s
that?’ Kalem gasped, turning his head slowly to me with
dread.

Dick Head and
Goodbody gave me an icy glare.

‘Ah,’ I
croaked. It was all my fault. How was I going to explain this
one?

‘Well?’ they
said in unison.

‘Erm…well…what
happened was…Kalem is always playing practical jokes on me,’ I
paused, thinking how this was going to sound. ‘Anyway, about four
months ago I bought this hair dye…’

Goodbody
snorted.

‘What does
hair dye have to do with this?’ Dick Head growled.

‘It’s very
relevant, actually,’ I started again, running a shaky hand through
my hair. ‘So, I bought this hair dye, and when I got it home, I
realized I didn’t like the colour.’ My eyes darted to Kalem, who
gawped at me. ‘A few days later, I took it back to the shop and
asked the woman at the counter if I could return it. But when she
took the box back off me, she stared at it for a while with a
puzzled look and then turned it around to show me.’

Dick Head and
Goodbody had deadly straight faces.

‘Do go on.
This is thoroughly enlightening,’ Goodbody said in a voice that
clearly meant it wasn’t at all.

‘Well, that
was when I noticed that someone had drawn a moustache and beard on
the picture of the woman on the front of the box.’ I narrowed my
eyes at Kalem, who chuckled under his breath, remembering.

‘Anyway, I was
really embarrassed and had to pretend that it must have been like
that in the shop when I’d bought it.’

‘Is there a
point to this?’ Goodbody asked, glancing at his watch.

‘I wanted to
get Kalem back, and I knew he was going to the building society a
few days later to get some money out, and he needed to take some
ID. He can never find his driving licence, so he always takes his
passport,’ I paused. ‘Because I’m a photographer, obviously I’ve
got loads of old photos lying around, so I thought it would be
really funny to pay him back for all the practical jokes he plays
on me. I found this photo, cut it out, then stuck it over his
passport photo with removable adhesive and put it back in the
drawer. Then, of course, I forgot all about it.’ I tried to
swallow, but my throat felt like I’d swallowed a Brillo Pad. ‘Until
now.’ I tucked my hair behind my ears with shaky hands.

Kalem coughed.
‘Actually, I managed to find my driving licence and took that to
the building society instead.’

I cast him a
sheepish look. ‘Yes, I realize that now.’

‘You see! This
is all perfectly innocent,’ Kalem said to Dick Head and Goodbody.
‘Can we go now?’

‘Not yet. Are
you a Muslim too?’ Goodbody asked me.

‘No, I’m not a
Muslim,’ I said.

A confused
glance passed between Dick Head and Goodbody. ‘Well you certainly
look like one. Can you please explain why you’re wearing a burka if
you’re not Muslim,’ Goodbody asked me.

I glanced down
at the floor length, head-to-toe black burka that I’d almost
forgotten I was wearing. Even if the rest of the stuff sounded
slightly odd, there was at least a perfectly reasonable explanation
for this.

‘Well, there’s
an ancient tradition with Turkish Cypriot families. When a new
bride-to-be arrives in North Cyprus to get married, it’s good luck
for her to be wearing a burka, isn’t it?’ I glanced at Kalem,
willing him to explain this peculiar custom further. Instead, he
kind of gave me a small shake of his head, and his jaw dropped.

Oh, God. I
recognized that look. There was no such custom. This was another
one of his wind-Helen-up practical jokes. If they could’ve seen my
face, which of course they couldn’t because I only had a two inch
rectangular slit for my eyes, they would’ve seen it completely
drain of colour. Luckily, they accepted this explanation, and
neither of the customs officers seemed to notice that my eyelids
had just pinged open in surprise or that Kalem’s face had turned a
scorching-hot shade of pink.

Dick Head
picked at the adhesive on Kalem’s passport photo and pulled it off,
examining the official picture of Kalem underneath. ‘What do you
think?’ He handed the passport to Goodbody.

‘Mmm.’
Goodbody scrutinized it. ‘It looks legitimate.’ He sounded
disappointed.

‘That’s a
shame,’ Dick Head huffed and turned to Officer Goodbody, frowning.
‘Seems like we’ll miss out on our CAT bonus.’

‘What’s that?’
Kalem asked.


‘Catch-a-terrorist bonus,’ Dick Head grumbled at us. It was clear
from the look on his face that he’d already worked out what he was
going to spend it on.

‘Can we go
now?’ I pleaded.

‘OK,’ Goodbody
said with much reluctance. ‘But don’t let this happen again.’

‘Thanks,
Dick.’ I yanked Kalem’s arm and hurried him away to catch our plane
before they changed their minds.

We arrived at
the gate with minutes to spare, just as a rather harassed looking
baggage handler was about to search for our luggage to offload.

OK, maybe this
wasn’t exactly the kind of start to our perfect life together that
I had in mind, and one day I was actually going to laugh about
this, but I couldn’t allow myself to relax until we were sitting in
our allocated seats and the plane was taxiing down the runway. We
were on our way to an exciting destination, full of possibilities.
Living a life abroad that most people just dreamed about but never
got to experience. An amazing adventure that nothing was going to
spoil.

Nothing will
spoil my wedding. Nothing will spoil my wedding. Nothing will spoil
my wedding.

Or so I
thought.


Chapter
2

 


‘Look on the
bright side.’ I smiled at Kalem as we boarded the packed plane and
pulled out my boarding pass.

‘And what’s
that? We’ve just saved hundreds of pounds by not missing our
flight?’

‘You started
it all,’ I said.

‘I hardly
think that defacing a box of hair dye is on a par with defacing a
passport.’

‘Actually, I
was going to say, at least we managed to get the seats with the
extra legroom.’ My eyes darted between the seat number on my
boarding pass and the corresponding seat row, realizing that an
elderly couple were sitting in our seats.

The couple
stared at me in my burka and melted back into the leather
upholstery.

‘Suicide
bomber,’ the elderly man whispered to his blue-rinsed wife,
grabbing her arm in a death-grip.

I seriously
hoped she didn’t have osteoporosis. He’d pull it off at this
rate.

‘It’s OK,
madam. These passengers have been through the same security checks
as everyone else. There’s absolutely nothing to worry about,’ the
air stewardess whispered to the couple

Bloody
cheek! Thinking that I’m a suicide bomber, just because I’m
wearing a burka! And anyway, I didn’t think it was politically
correct to refer to them as suicide bombers these days. I thought
the new terminology was Death Enforcement Technician.

The elderly
woman made a sign of the cross.

The stewardess
turned to us. ‘I’m afraid we’ve had a little medical emergency. As
you were late boarding, we’ve had to move some passengers into your
seats at the front.’ She leaned in closer. ‘Nearer to the toilets,’
she whispered.

‘There goes
the extra leg room,’ Kalem whispered in my ear.

‘Follow me.
There are a couple of seats in the middle.’ She shot off down the
aisle as the engines roared to life.

We ignored the
suspicious looks from the fellow passengers as we got settled in
our seats. I could’ve sworn I heard a little boy in the seat behind
me ask his parents why I was dressed as a letter box.

Kalem reached
for my hand, gazed into my eyes, and smiled. ‘OK, we’re finally
onboard.’ He let out a sigh of relief. ‘We can relax now.’

My heart did a
loop-the-loop as I reached over and tried to kiss him, then
realized that was probably one of the many things you couldn’t
actually do wearing a burka.

‘You can take
the burka off now if you want.’

I gave him a
playful punch on the arm. ‘I can’t. I haven’t got anything on
underneath it.’

He gave me a
seductive grin. ‘What, nothing?’

‘It is
actually a bit hot under here.’ I wafted the material around. ‘I
can’t believe I fell for it. Why didn’t Ayshe or your parents tell
me it was a joke that brides-to-be have to wear burkas when they
arrive in North Cyprus?’

‘They thought
I’d tell you at the last minute that it wasn’t for real.’ The grin
got wider.

‘Anyway, you
really did start all this. You’ve been playing practical jokes on
me since I was a kid. You deserve some payback.’

‘Well, I’ve
known you were the girl for me since I was about four years old. I
had to get you to notice me in that way somehow. And just think of
all the fun we have! Wouldn’t life be boring if we didn’t have a
laugh together?’

‘I am
so going to get you back for this!’ I chuckled.

‘Well, it
looks like the practical jokes paid off in the end. I’ve finally
got you now.’ He squeezed my hand. ‘So I don’t want anything to get
in the way of the wedding.’ He slid an arm around my shoulder and
the momentum of the plane taking off pushed me towards him.

Ouch!
The arm of the seat between us dug into my ribs. Not exactly
designed for romance. Oh well, we’d have plenty of time for that
when we landed.

I glanced out
of the window as the green fields disappeared into tiny little
distorted blobs below, and I almost couldn’t believe this was
really happening. When Kalem had been offered a new job at a
university in North Cyprus, I admit I was a little worried. For a
start, I’d miss his mum and dad, Yasmin and Deniz. They’d pretty
much been my surrogate parents after my own parents died when I was
just a kid, and I’d gone to live with my nan. His sister, Ayshe,
was my best friend and someone I saw almost every day. In fact, she
was more like my own sister than Kalem’s. And it was her
fourteen-day life-changing challenge that had actually got Kalem
and me together – but that’s a whole different story! I just didn’t
want to think about what was going to happen after the wedding,
when she would be going back to the UK with her husband, Atila, and
giving birth to her baby girl. No more talking or texting each
other several times a day. No more shopping trips. No more girly
chats about everything and nothing. No more having someone who was
just so close and so much on the same wavelength that it really
felt like we had some kind of telepathic link. Sometimes we could
just look at each other and know what the other was thinking, and
we’d often finish off each other’s sentences. And I wouldn’t be
there to see her little bump be born or be a big part of Bump’s
life like a doting Aunty should. These were the things I’d
desperately miss.

But at the
same time, I could feel an excitement burning in my depths. Or
maybe it was indigestion – one of the two. Actually, maybe it was
neither. Maybe it was dread. Most people told me it was really
brave to move to another country and start again. After all, there
was a lot to do. After the wedding and honeymoon period, we had to
get Yasmin and Deniz’s house habitable for us to live in until we
got a place of our own. No doubt Kalem would have ups and downs
with his new dream job, and I would have to try and build up my
photographic business again from scratch. We had to make new
friends. We had to get used to living in a foreign country where
everything would be so different. Maybe we’d both die of
malnutrition or dysentery or something, because I could only ask
for wine, toilets, melons, and cucumbers.

And Kalem
liked the simple things in life and getting back to basics. I could
picture my new life as sipping foamy ice coffee or strong espresso
from those teeny cups in a sun-drenched harbour buzzing with life,
while the tall palm trees filtered out the scorching sun on my
back. I had visions of white sandy beaches with the calm roll of
the glistening waves lulling me gently to sleep, and a modern
country with cosmopolitan and designer shops, sophisticated people,
and sunshine twenty-four-seven. I mean, he’d said North Cyprus was
unspoiled and undiscovered. But I was a tad worried about exactly
how unspoiled. If Kalem’s idea of being basic was reaching out of
the kitchen window to pull a lemon off our tree for an early
evening gin and tonic, then hey, I was all for basics. But somehow
I didn’t think that was exactly what he meant. His vision was
probably more like me as Felicity Kendall in The Good Life,
living off the land, picking olives, mucking out chickens, and
herding goats. And how was I supposed to do that in my favourite
spikey-heeled boots?

Since Kalem
popped the question and told me about his new job offer in North
Cyprus six months ago, everything had been a kind of whirlwind of
activity and planning. It was only now, on the plane, as I finally
stopped to think about it, that it did actually seem a bit
scary.

Oh, shut up,
Helen. Stop worrying. What’s the worst that can happen? The most
important thing is that you and Kalem are together. And you’re
getting to do something that most people dream about but never get
the chance to do. It will be a fantastic opportunity.

‘Ah, here
comes the real surprise.’ Kalem glanced at another stewardess
prancing down the aisle with a tray of something and a couple of
bottles of red wine.

‘Oh, how sweet
of you.’ I grinned at him.

‘Sorry, but
there was a mix-up with your pre-ordered bottle of champagne and
canapé selection.’ The stewardess waved a bottle of wine at me and
glared accusingly.

I could read
her mind: The burka-clad woman is going to drink alcohol. Bad
burka-clad woman.

‘We’ve only
got bottles of red wine left,’ she said. Translation: May she
rot in hypocritical burka hell! ‘And we have no canapés.’
Translation: She will have to starve the temptation of alcohol
from within. ‘The only spare meal available onboard is the
Ramadan menu from last September.’ Translation: Let me remind
you, burka-clad woman, of your religious roots. You will be cast
out as an infidel. No alcohol for you, ha-ha!

‘That sounds
exciting.’ I smiled at her, thinking that I might as well start
getting into the Turkish Cypriot culture as soon as possible.
‘What’s on the Ramadan menu?’ It sounded quite interesting,
whatever it was.

‘This.’ She
thrust a packet containing two shrink-wrapped olives and one date
in my direction. Translation: Don’t you know that burka-clad
women fast during Ramadan? You are a disgrace!

It was a good
job she didn’t know what I’d just been thinking about the chocolate
body paint. I’d really be in trouble then.

‘Miss,’ the
little boy behind us asked the stewardess as she was about to walk
away. ‘Can I see the Captain’s cockpit?’

Her lips
pursed with annoyance. ‘Sorry, his cockpit is currently out of
bounds, due to all the suicide bomber alerts lately.’ She
glared at me when she said this.

‘What about
his armpit, then?’ The boy sniggered behind me and promptly got
told off by his parents.

She ignored
him and stomped back down the aisle.

‘Well, we
won’t exactly get full up on that lot.’ I pulled a face at the
minuscule offering. ‘But I made some sandwiches, so at least we
won’t starve. Or I’ve got a packet of custard creams in here if you
want some.’

‘No, a
sandwich will be fine.’

I delved into
my bag and grabbed a now squashed and sweaty packet of cheese
sandwiches and a packet of bacon, lettuce, and tomato ones as Kalem
poured two glasses of wine.

‘Oh, no!’ I
gasped as I tried to close the zipper on my bag again, and it
broke. I peered at the now gaping open bag with disgust.

Kalem handed
me a plastic glass of wine. ‘Here you go. To a perfect wedding and
a fantastic new life together.’ He kept his gaze firmly locked on
mine and brought the glass slowly to his scrumptiously kissable
lips.

‘To us.’ I had
the glass midway to my lips when I realized that there are some
things you just can’t do in a burka:

 


1) Drink –
Grumpy Stewardess would be pleased with this.

2) Eat – Damn,
I was pretty peckish by now.

3) Snog –
Well, it was our pre-honeymoon.

 


But, ah ha! I
had a cunning plan. Nothing was going to get in the way of me and
my wine. I’d just ask Grumpy Stewardess for a straw.

****

A bottle of
wine later – I’d worked out how to manoeuvre the straw through the
eye hole in the burka to my mouth without giving myself an
eye-ectomy; difficult, but not impossible – I was feeling slightly
tipsy.

Kalem was
flicking lazily through the in-flight magazine when he suddenly
sucked in a breath.

‘What?’ I
asked, gazing over his shoulder.

He pointed to
an article. It showed a big, posh hotel with lots of flamboyant
purple and silver furnishings. Next to it was a picture of a
middle-aged, dark-skinned man about fifty years old, wearing a
friendly grin, and a picture of what looked like an old Egyptian
sculpture of a queen’s head and shoulders. The Queen had oval eyes,
a beaky nose, and a double chin. It looked like she had a bit of a
moustache, as well. Maybe they weren’t into waxing in those days.
On the side of the bust, a small picture of a regal looking cat had
been carved.

‘That’s an
Ancient Egyptian sculpture of Cleopatra made of solid gold.’
Kalem’s voice rose with excitement. ‘It’s the only one that was
ever discovered in Cyprus. Wow, I can’t believe it. Listen to this:
“The plush, seven-star Plaza Hotel will be hosting its extravaganza
opening night on Friday.”’

‘Hey, that’s
two days before our wedding day!’ I butted in.

He carried on
reading aloud. ‘“The multi-million pound, five-hundred roomed hotel
includes a luxurious spa, a casino, and even a port for hotel
guests to moor their yachts. The hotel will host a special opening
concert, featuring international award-winning superstar singer
Jayde, and the famous Queen Cleopatra sculpture will form part of
an exclusive art exhibition on display for the occasion. The
priceless sculpture is thought to be the only one in existence that
was commissioned to celebrate Cleopatra’s wedding to Mark Antony in
37 BC.”’

‘Ooh, maybe
it’s a sign that we’re going to have a fabtastic wedding day.’ I
leaned forward to examine the picture of the sculpture more
closely.

Kalem carried
on. ‘“Turkish Cypriot entrepreneur, Ibrahim Kaya, is the brains
behind the Plaza Hotel. Kaya, best known for his international
chain of twenty successful hotels and his property development
businesses, also has international export companies that specialize
in meat, fruit, and clothing. His rags-to-riches lifestyle has
prompted many accusations of ruthless business practices and
allegations of underworld connections, but Kaya maintains that he
is a professional entrepreneur. Kaya is a self-confessed fitness
fanatic who follows a strict diet and daily exercise regime. He
credits his healthy mind and body with his business success and
believes the disciplines of physical training prepared him for the
business world. Known for his love of art, Kaya has one of the
biggest private collections in the world. The Cleopatra statue was
originally discovered by Kaya’s father, a renowned archaeologist,
during an excavation at the ancient Greek city of Salamis, Cyprus,
in 1952. The statue will be revealed in public for the first time
to an audience of carefully selected politicians, stars, and
high-rollers before the concerts begins.”’

‘What was
Cleopatra doing in Cyprus?’ I asked.

‘Mark Antony
gave the rule of Cyprus over to Cleopatra after their wedding. Then
after that you had the Romans, the Byzantines, the Ottomans. Even
the Knights Templar controlled Cyprus at one point.’ He carried on
staring at the statue in awe. ‘I can’t believe this.’ He shook his
head softly to himself. ‘I did my thesis on this sculpture for my
art degree. I’ve actually used it as one of the main examples in my
Egyptology sculpture course. I always wanted to see it in real
life.’ He had a wistful look on his face.

‘Why is there
a cat on it?’

‘Well, cats
were supposed to be lucky in Egyptian society.’ Kalem went back to
the article, his eyes nearly popping out, like he couldn’t bear to
turn his head away from the picture of the sculpture. ‘Wow! This is
fascinating.’ He looked like he’d gone into a trance.

Maybe the
sculpture had one of those funny curses that I’d heard about
before, where if you stared at it for too long, it made your brain
explode or something. Yes, I’m sure I’d read about other weird
curses where people had uncovered ancient Egyptian artefacts, and
they’d all ended up dead.

Agh! Don’t
look at the picture. Don’t look at the picture! I pulled the
magazine away, just to be on the safe side.

‘Hey, what are
you doing?’

‘Well, you’re
acting all funny.’

‘No, I’m not.’
He grabbed the magazine back.

Don’t look
at the picture!

‘It might have
a curse,’ I said. ‘I don’t want a curse. I have enough weird things
happen to me as it is without having a curse on top of it.’

Kalem laughed.
‘It’s not cursed! I really have to see this up close. It’s such a
rare piece. You know, this sculpture is probably worth around five
million pounds. Amazing, huh?’

I could think
of better things to spend five million on, like a luxury yacht or a
hundred bedroomed mansion in the Bahamas, but there you go.

I snatched the
magazine back off him and thrust my OK! Magazine in his hand
instead.

‘There, read
about Angelina and Brad’s love life instead of cursed
sculptures.’

Kalem stared
into space, all glassy-eyed. ‘Mmm, five-million. What would you do
with five-million pounds?’

He was
definitely going a bit funny. Kalem liked the simple things in
life. He had a battered old Land Rover and a habit of wearing
clothes until they had more holes than a bumper pack of donuts. Not
that he was stingy or anything. He just wasn’t really into material
things. So it was très bizarre now that he kept mumbling on about
money.

‘Well, we’re
hardly going to get an invite to the opening party, so maybe you
should just forget about the statue.’ Yes, forget about it
before if fries your brain and jinxes us! I tried to slowly
prise the magazine away from his vice-like grip on it as the plane
started descending.

****

We stood with
the rest of the horde of new arrivals, waiting for my luggage to
emerge and go round the conveyor belt. Kalem had already got his
suitcase, but mine was taking forever. It was honestly amazing the
things that actually appeared. I felt like I was on one of those
game shows, trying to memorize objects: A set of skis, a giant
cuddly teddy bear wearing an I Love You T-shirt – oops, its
arm just got caught in the ramp and ripped off – a plunger, a half
open hold-all stuffed full of a black paint, and a bike with no
wheels. Well, someone was in for a strange holiday, that was for
sure. I watched the skis go round, wondering if there was someone
out there in some freezy-ass country watching a surfboard going
around and around on an endless, unclaimed loop.

I was
sandwiched in between Kalem and an impatient ferrety looking man
with field-mouse coloured hair and beard and a pointy nose and
chin. I kept getting a whiff of lemon cologne and cigarettes,
making me feel slightly nauseous under the stifling warmth of the
burka.

From out of
nowhere a fluffy looking German Shepherd with a white harness
jumped on the conveyor belt and trampled over all the luggage.

‘Oh, look! A
poor blind person’s lost their guide dog.’ I pointed at it, looking
around for someone with a white stick, so I could reunite them.

The dog was in
a little world of its own as it pranced around the luggage
conveyor, dribbling and wagging its tail. Then it jumped off the
conveyor, ran around the room sniffing people’s crutches –
particularly women, for some reason, I might add.

Kalem
chuckled. ‘It’s a drug sniffer dog, not a guide dog.’

‘Well, where’s
its handler then?’ I glanced around.

Kalem
shrugged.

Ferret Face’s
eye started twitching as he reached to pull his case off the
conveyor. Maybe he was allergic to dogs.

‘Ah, here’s my
case.’ I was nearer to it than Kalem, so I pulled it towards
me.

And that’s
when the cute little doggy jumped on me, sending me slamming right
into Ferret Face.

‘Agh!’ I fell
on top of Ferret Face, squashing him and knocking over both of our
suitcases in the process. Not a nice experience, really. I mean,
what if he had conjunctivitis?

The dog’s nose
dived into my handbag, grabbed my uneaten packets of sandwiches,
and then it ran off. Can you believe it? I was going to eat those
when I got to the hotel!

‘Are you OK?’
Kalem helped me struggle to my feet.

I dusted
myself off, avoiding the stares of the other people. ‘I don’t know.
Am I? Did I just imagine that?’ My arm throbbed from where I’d
banged it on the suitcase. I gave it a tentative rub.

Oh, God. The
curse of Queen Cleopatra had begun.

‘No, I think
I’ll live. Come on. Let’s go before it comes back.’ I looked at
Ferret Face who was grabbing his suitcase again. ‘Are you OK?’ I
asked him. He looked a bit flustered, but he nodded he was all
right.

I grabbed the
handle of my suitcase and wheeled it towards the customs office and
the exit beyond with Kalem swiftly following.

Ferret Face
mumbled something, hurrying after us. He smiled, as if he wanted to
apologize. Then he seemed to think better of it as the customs
officer called us over to his desk, and he rushed past us and out
into the crowded Arrivals area.

I groaned.
What now? I’d had enough of customs men to last a lifetime.

‘What
sandwiches did you have?’ The customs officer peered at me.

Well, I didn’t
want to say bacon, just in case I upset him. Even though Kalem and
Ayshe ate bacon, I knew that most Muslims still didn’t eat pork,
and I couldn’t do with any more upsets today. ‘Er…cheese.’ I
frowned, confused. What did that have to do with anything?

‘Hmm.’ He
thought about this for a while. ‘I think that’s the problem. The
dog just loves cheese.’ He waved us on. ‘It’s OK, you can go.’


Chapter
3

 


We stepped
outside and the warm night air seeped into our skin.

I sniffed. It
was heady holiday air that made your skin prickle with the
excitement of arriving in a foreign country for the first time: a
mixture of jet fuel, heat, and some kind of plant that I couldn’t
distinguish. I took a big gulp of it and glanced up at the stars.
Wow! There was hardly any light pollution so it was like looking up
at my own personal planetarium.

‘Aren’t your
mum and dad or Charlie picking us up?’ I asked.

There were
plenty of people milling around, but I couldn’t see Yasmin or
Deniz, or, for that matter, our own personal wedding planner,
Charlie. I could, however, see a man who looked suspiciously like a
Mexican bandit, waving at us so hard I thought his arm might pop
out of its socket. He was about fifty years old with a bandit
moustache, bushy black eyebrows, and moist dark eyes, a bit like a
spaniel’s.

‘Who’s that?’
I asked Kalem.

Kalem squinted
at the man, trying to place him. ‘I think it’s Dad’s cousin,
Osman.’ Kalem waved back. ‘I haven’t actually ever met him before,
but I recognize him from some photos that Dad showed me.’

Osman rushed
towards us and kissed Kalem on both cheeks, Turkish style. ‘Kalem!
We finally meet!’ He then gave me a bear hug. ‘So, this must be
Helen. Why are you wearing a burka?’ He pulled back, examining me
with interest before settling on a puzzled look.

Kalem rattled
off something to Osman in Turkish. Osman raised his eyebrows, which
seemed to have a life of their own, and chuckled.

‘Your dad said
you were always a practical joker – even when you were a little
boy.’ Osman smiled. ‘Come, come. I’ve got the car waiting with my
mother in it. She’s dying to meet you too. Yasmin and Deniz wanted
to come as well, but there’s not enough room in the car with the
sheep.’ He herded us towards an ancient Renault – probably the same
era as the Cleopatra statue – that looked like it was about to fall
to pieces. I think it used to be grey, but it was quite hard to
tell underneath all the rust patches. It had a roof rack made out
of bits of old scaffolding held together with some dodgy looking
frayed rope. A threadbare armchair was tied precariously to the
top.

‘Er…did he say
there’s a sheep in the car?’ I whispered to Kalem.

Oh, my God.
What have I let myself in for? Is this what Kalem meant about
the simple life? I didn’t want to be rude or anything, but…no, he
had to be joking about the sheep. A big, smelly, hairy sheep. In
the car?

Osman’s mum, a
wrinkly woman with bright, shiny eyes, opened the car door and
repeated the kissing, talking quickly in Turkish to us.

‘She can’t
speak English,’ Osman said, shoe-horning the suitcases in the boot
of the car.

So I nodded
and said ‘yes’ a lot to her. I hoped she wasn’t asking me if I was
a suicide bomber.

Osman motioned
for us to get in the car, and that’s when I saw the sheep, curled
up on the backseat.

Right. So
maybe not a joke, then.

I slid in next
to the sheep. It made a bleating noise and suckled the arm of my
burka.

‘Agh! It’s so
sweet,’ I cooed.

‘She’s called
Kuzu.’ Osman beamed at me.

‘Nice name.
And what does that mean in Turkish?’ I asked.

He shrugged.
‘It means lamb. I’m training her to be a sniffer sheep.’

‘A what?’ What
the hell was that?

‘Well, have
you seen the state of the sniffer dogs here? They can’t do a thing
right. No, this is going to be the way of the future. Sniffer
sheep.’

‘Er…and what
can Kuzu sniff so far?’ I frowned, scratching her behind the ears,
which had just pricked up, like she knew we were talking about
her.

‘She can sniff
out olives. If the wind’s in the right direction, she can sniff out
wild sage.’ Osman sounded so proud, as if he were talking about his
own child. ‘She can sniff me out when I’m hiding in the garden.
She’s a quick learner, though. I’ve been training her for a year
since she was a little lamb. Soon she will be fully trained.’

What had I let
myself in for? Osman had to be nuts, surely. I tried to disguise my
look of unbelieving terror as polite interest. I’m not sure if it
worked, but Osman didn’t seem to notice.

‘Yasmin and
Deniz have been having trouble with the rental car. It keeps
breaking down. Not like this reliable beauty.’ Osman patted the
dashboard lovingly.

Maybe loving
old heaps of cars was hereditary. Now I knew where Kalem got it
from with his wreck of a Land Rover back in the UK.

‘What car did
they hire?’ I asked Kalem.

‘I booked a
Land Rover for us all. I wanted to take you off-roading up in the
mountains. The scenery is absolutely amazing – views for miles over
the sea and the Kyrenia mountain range. I thought we could have a
romantic picnic up there this week before the wedding, just the two
of us.’ Kalem hugged me towards him.

‘It broke down
again on their way to pick you up, so I volunteered instead,’ Osman
said.

‘I had a Land
Rover in the UK for fifteen years. It never broke down.’ Kalem
shook his head to himself.

Osman tried to
drive off, when suddenly his mum yelled something at him, and he
did an emergency stop, the ancient Renault creaking and shuddering
like something was about to snap.

She ambled
slowly out of the car, then proceeded to break a hardboiled egg on
the bumper and peel off the shell. Next, she climbed back in the
car and handed it to me with a nightmarish cackle.

I shook my
head manically and gave her my best
I-don’t-really-think-you-are-a-nutcase smile, but really I was
thinking three words: Crazy. Crazy. Crazy.

OK, now I was
building a mental list of bad things about moving here. First up
was:

 


1) Crazy
extended family.

 


The car made a
scraping sound as it pulled away, like a bit of bumper was hanging
off, or, even worse, our suitcases were falling out the back.
Luckily, it distracted me from my anxiety attack.

I turned
around to check that our clothes weren’t billowing out in a stream
behind us and saw Ferret Face following in a black Mercedes.
Actually, if he were any closer, he’d be on our laps. His eye had
stopped twitching, but he was giving me a funny look. Glaring at me
almost. Strange.

‘They’re all
waiting for you at the hotel,’ Osman said. ‘It’s been so good
catching up with Yasmin and Deniz since they arrived.’

‘Do you think
you should turn the headlights on?’ I asked Osman as we drove up to
the exit barrier of the car park with Ferret Face following close
behind.

Osman shook
his head. ‘I always forget that.’ He flipped on the lights and
pulled a coin out of his pocket, licked it, then shoved it in the
money slot. The barrier lifted and we slowly drove off.

Ferret Face
jerked to a halt at the barrier and slammed his money in the slot,
but the barrier wouldn’t open. The last thing I saw out the rear
window was Ferret Face kicking the barrier machine and waving his
fist at us. How bizarre. Maybe my elbow had crushed the ferret food
in his suitcase when I fell on top of him and he wanted to sue me.
Whatever it was, I wasn’t going to stop to find out. He looked a
bit upset to me.

We turned onto
a dual carriageway. Well, that was a good sign anyway. At least it
wasn’t a narrow little dirt track that was only suitable for
donkeys. Not that I’d ever actually analyzed the finer points of a
dual carriageway before. But the place couldn’t be that basic and
unspoiled if it had one, surely?

****

As we got
nearer to Kyrenia, which was one of the main tourist resorts, we
came over the mountains and saw the twinkly lights of the town
below. To our left, a large section of the mountain was lit up like
a giant Christmas tree; a dazzling display of white neon. It looked
amazing in the dark, but someone must have had a hefty electric
bill.

‘What’s that?’
I pointed out the window.

‘St Hilarion
Castle,’ Osman said. ‘You should visit it when you get the chance.
It’s a spectacular sight. Perched high up in the Kyrenia mountain
range, the views of the Mediterranean are like nothing you’ve seen
before. You can see for miles up there.’

‘It looks
amazing.’ I gazed at it.

‘The castle
was named after a monk who fled from persecution in Palestine in
the seventh century,’ Kalem said. ‘There’s a legend that he was
deaf, so he was able to resist the tempting cries of pagan demons
who lived on the mountain. I’ll have to take you up there after the
wedding when we have more time.’

‘What happened
to the demons?’ I asked, feeling a tad worried. It was bad enough
with a cursed statue on the island, never mind demons as well.

‘Well,’ Osman
went on, ‘because the monk couldn’t hear them, they finally left
the mountain in peace, and a monastery later sprang up around his
tomb. After a while, a fort was added as well. It was built into
the mountains, and it’s got a kind of fairytale look about it. All
towers and walls. In fact, there’s a rumour that Walt Disney based
the Snow White Castle on it. Richard the Lionheart captured the
castle on his way to the Third Crusade, and some people still think
that the Holy Grail was actually hidden somewhere inside.’

Demons, Disney castles, and Holy Grails? Sounded a bit
Da Vinci Code to me.
Still, if Indiana Jones and Walt Disney were inspired by
North Cyprus, it had to be a good sign. I started an opposing
mental list of things I was going to like about being here, and
thought I was doing pretty well. So far, I had:

 


1) Kalem

2)
Sunshine

3) Beaches

4) A Disney
Castle

5) Indiana
Jones searched for Holy Grail here (not sure if that was
technically correct, I couldn’t remember the actual plot of the
film)

6) A dual
carriageway.

 


‘It’s even
more impressive during the day.’ Kalem stroked the inside of my
palm with his thumb.

A bolt of
electricity zapped up my spine. Ooh, just you wait until I get
you to the hotel, Kalem Mustafa, and try that chocolate body paint
out. Who said a girl couldn’t have chocolate and an orgasm?

‘Have you ever
climbed it?’ I asked, nuzzling into his shoulder.

‘Yes, Mum and
Dad made us climb it the last time we all came here on a family
holiday when I was about ten.’

We finally
pulled up outside our hotel – not quite the plush Plaza, but still
pretty damn nice – to a welcome party of Yasmin and Deniz, Ayshe
and her husband, Atila, and Charlie. Yasmin’s hands flapped around
when she saw us. Deniz looked pretty plastered with a glass of
whisky in his hand (a regular occurrence). Atila rubbed Ayshe’s
back as she shuffled her glowing pregnant body from one foot to the
other with a beaming smile. And Charlie…well, he was in a tight,
pink jumpsuit, bouncing up and down. Need I say more? It left
little to the imagination, and I’m pretty sure he had been stuffing
socks down there again, if you know what I mean.

Hugs and
kisses galore from everyone before they all admonished Kalem for
carrying on the burka joke too far.

‘I’ll leave
you all to catch up then.’ Osman gave a puzzled look at Charlie’s
attire and clambered into the Renault.

We all waved
goodbye as it popped and groaned back down the driveway.

‘I’ve missed
you all already, and you’ve only been out here for two days.’ I
could feel my eyes welling up. ‘God, what am I going to be like
when you all go back to the UK after the wedding?’ I swallowed to
stop my eyes watering.

Ayshe started
crying then as well. ‘This is supposed to be a happy occasion. Look
at the pair of us.’ She smudged her eyeliner as she dabbed at her
eye.

‘Now, now. No
tears.’ Yasmin hugged me into her warm, cuddly body.

‘I know, let’s
have a drink.’ Deniz’s eyes lit up at the thought.

Yasmin slapped
him on the head. ‘I think you’ve had enough already. You don’t need
a reason to celebrate.’

Deniz yelped.
‘Get off me, woman.’ He slunk backwards, out of slapping distance.
‘We need to celebrate their coming niptuals.’

I giggled. ‘I
think you mean nuptials.’

Charlie jumped
up and down again, clapping his hands together. ‘And talking of
nuptials, the wedding plans are going to perfection! I’ve confirmed
and reconfirmed all the arrangements. I’ll get my clipboard in a
minute and go through the details with you so far.’

Deniz looked
surreptitiously around the hotel entrance before leaning in closer.
‘Wait until you see what’s in the mini-bar,’ he whispered.

‘Oh, I know.
They’ve got those fabby honey-roasted nuts in there.’ Charlie
licked his lips. ‘Yummy.’

‘No, not the
nuts. They’ve got condoms in there.’ Deniz nodded at us all.

Yasmin rolled
her eyes. ‘He’s obsessed with the condoms now.’

‘Yes, but
these aren’t any old condoms. They’re curry flavour!’ Deniz’s eyes
lit up like he’d just discovered some really complicated
mathematical theory. ‘We’ve only got mild flavour in ours, though.’
He looked disappointed at this. ‘I’m trying to find spicy ones. If
you’ve got any spicy ones in your mini-bar, I’ll swap you for the
mild ones,’ he said to me.

‘Ssh!’ Yasmin
said to Deniz. ‘I think we’ll say goodnight now and let you
youngsters have some fun. It’s about time Whisky Face here gave his
drinking arm a rest.’ Yasmin jerked her head towards Deniz and then
gave us all a kiss. ‘We’ll see you tomorrow for breakfast.’ She
grabbed Deniz’s arm, pulling him into the entrance of the hotel and
steering him – quite reluctantly – away from the bar area.

‘Right, let me
just grab a bottle of champagne.’ Charlie disappeared.

Atila picked
up my suitcase and led the way to our room after we’d checked into
the honeymoon suite.

Honeymoon
suite! God, I still couldn’t believe this was really happening. I
was getting married and I was so excited I was about to pop
something. I’d finally be a grown up. Not that not being married
didn’t make you a grown up, of course, it’s just that I would
finally have everything I’d dreamed about. I was actually going to
be married to the perfect man at my perfect wedding, and it kind of
felt like a fairytale for grownups. I just wished my parents and my
nan were alive to see it.

‘Oh, this is
fantastic.’ I glanced at the huge super king size bed, draped with
gold and burgundy cushions of varying shapes and sizes. Antique
looking Turkish carpets adorned the marble floor, and the walls
were covered with expensive looking wall paper, embossed in a
matching colour scheme. But the best bit was a circular Jacuzzi in
the middle of the room, overlooking the floor to ceiling glass
windows that gave us a fantastic view of the lights below. I
couldn’t wait to give that a go.

‘This room is
fabby-dabby.’ Charlie appeared behind us with a clipboard in one
hand and a bottle of champagne in the other. He set the bubbly down
next to a tray of glasses on top of the mini-bar and ran a finger
over the wallpaper. ‘I thought my room was nice, but this is
amazing.’

I dumped my
handbag on the floor. ‘I have to get out of this burka.’ The room
was hot, and I was beginning to feel a little claustrophobic in it.
I clawed at the eye hole and heard a ripping sound as the material
gave way, leaving me with a gaping hole at the front, which now
left my whole face exposed. Well, at least I could have a drink
easily now.

Atila put my
suitcase on a gold chair near the bed. ‘Right. Let’s get the
champagne out.’ He grinned.

Kalem did the
honours, pouring out a toast for everyone, including Ayshe, who had
a thimbleful. He slid an arm around my waist and drew me towards
him. ‘To my wonderful bride-to-be and our exciting new life in
Cyprus.’

I grinned up
at him to the sound of chinking glasses, and my anxiety about the
move slipped into oblivion.

Charlie
cleared his throat. ‘Now, if I can have your attention, everyone. I
want to go through the finer details of the wedding with you all.’
He perched some reading glasses on the end of his nose and
concentrated on his clipboard. ‘OK, we have six days until the
wedding. Not a lot of time, people, I know, and most of the
arrangements are finalized, so we shouldn’t have to do much. But
everyone needs to be on hand, just in case any last minute crisis
pops up. Agreed?’ He peered up at us.

We all
agreed.

‘Now, there
should be plenty of time for the pre-wedding relaxation that Helen
and Kalem need before the big day. I’m envisioning sunbathing,
cocktails by the pool, and a bit of exploring thrown in. Sound good
to everyone?’

Everyone
agreed.

‘But we do
have a bit of work to do.’ He held a finger up to emphasize the
point. ‘The container that’s shipping Helen and Kalem’s personal
stuff from the UK will arrive on Thursday, and you both have to be
there to sign for it and have it inspected. So I expect you’ll both
be a bit busy sorting out the boxes and furniture when it arrives.’
Charlie glanced at Kalem and me. ‘The wedding venue is confirmed,
double confirmed, and re-confirmed.’ He peered at us all again to
make sure we were taking it in. ‘I’ve already been to Bellapais
Abbey several times to check the seating plan, table décor, menu
etc. So we should have no problems there. Beautiful place, by the
way. What could be more perfect than a wedding set in the ruins of
a historic abbey, backlit by exotic lighting, and dotted with
jasmine? Superb.’

Since I’d
never actually been to North Cyprus before, I’d had to choose a
venue based on photos and the testimonials of other brides. It
sounded like that choice was going to be a perfect one, too.

‘Ooh, I can’t
wait to see the Abbey,’ I said to Kalem. ‘We have to go and have a
look at it tomorrow.’

‘Your wedding
dress needs to be hung properly and aired,’ Charlie went on. ‘If
there are any creases from the suitcase, I’ve sourced a dry cleaner
to steam them out. The same goes for your suit, Kalem. If you give
them to me tomorrow, I’ll arrange everything.’ He paused for a
slight breath. Only slight, mind you. ‘Dresses and suits of other
parties attending have already been inspected and found to be
crease-free and in excellent condition.’

I giggled.
Charlie sounded like he was in the army, arranging warfare
manoeuvres with extreme precision. I didn’t think I’d ever seen him
be so serious about anything. ‘Other parties? You mean, Ayshe,
Atila, Deniz, Yasmin, and you?’ I asked.

Charlie raised
an eyebrow at my giggling. ‘You may mock, but planning a wedding is
a very difficult task, you know. And when you asked me to be your
official wedding planner, I swore to uphold my duty and give you a
perfect wedding.’

I stopped
giggling abruptly. ‘Sorry, Charlie,’ I said, not pointing out that,
actually, we hadn’t asked him. He’d kind of volunteered for the
job. And as he was a best friend of all of ours, and he’d been so
excited about being involved, I couldn’t exactly refuse. And I was
really grateful, of course. It would be so nice to be able to sit
back and let him take care of the finer details, saving me from
spontaneously combusting with nerves. I just hoped to God that he’d
followed my colour scheme. If Charlie had anything to do with it,
everything at the wedding would be pink, pink, and more pink.

He released
his grip on the clipboard and placed it carefully on the writing
desk as if it were a fragile work of art. ‘Finally, I’ve had a
slight issue with the wedding song.’ His cheeks turned the same
shade as his jumpsuit.

‘What sort of
issue?’ I took a sip of wine and gazed at Charlie over the rim of
the glass.

‘Well, you
wanted Love Me Tender by Elvis, and I could’ve sworn that I
double-checked that the CD I brought with me was actually the one
with Love Me Tender on it. But…erm…unfortunately, there’s
been a mix-up.’

‘Spit it out,
Charlie. What sort of mix-up?’ Kalem looked amused at how serious
Charlie was taking his duties.

Charlie let
out an embarrassed cough. ‘Paul is always putting the wrong CDs
back in the case. It drives me mad, you know–’

‘Yes, get to
the point, Charlie,’ I interrupted.

‘The thing is,
he was doing a stripping gig at the London Gay Pride festival
recently, and he made up a CD for his routine. And…well, that’s the
one in the CD case I’ve got.’ He glanced down at his shoes. ‘If you
want to change your mind and have Barbara Streisand or Gloria
Gaynor as your wedding song, then this CD is perfect, but…well, I’m
afraid there’s no Elvis on it.’

I shrugged.
‘That’s not much of a problem. You must be able to buy another CD
of Elvis here.’

‘Mmm, that’s
the problem, you see. I’ve been looking and I haven’t found one
yet. But don’t worry about it. I’m sure I can source that song
soon. It’s absolutely nothing to worry about.’ Charlie waved a
dismissive hand through the air.

I smiled to
myself. I didn’t even really like Elvis, but it was my nan’s
favourite song. Sadly, she’d passed away three months ago so she
couldn’t be at the wedding with me, and I thought the next best
thing was to have one of her favourite songs playing to remind me
of her. That, and the lucky charm she’d given me before she’d died
would mean that she really would be with me in spirit, looking down
on me for the most important day of my life.

‘So, any
questions, hmm?’ Charlie asked.

I gave him a
kiss on the cheek. ‘No, I don’t think so. I know you’ll do a
fabulous job. Nothing is going to spoil my perfect wedding.’

‘Maybe we
should let these love birds get to bed.’ Ayshe collected everyone’s
glasses and put them on the ornate desk. ‘They must be tired from
all that travelling.’ She kissed Kalem and me goodnight on both
cheeks. ‘We’ll see you in the morning for a bit of relaxation and
de-stressing.’ She gave me a knowing smile. ‘Oh, it’s so
exciting!’

She hugged me
tight, her long, almost black hair sweeping over my shoulder. She
could read my mind. We were so close that she knew how anxious I
was feeling about the wedding and the move here. Yes, what I needed
to do tomorrow was just relax with my friends and look forward to a
glorious day. Especially the cocktail part.

Everyone
milled out, and I turned to Kalem in the now silent room. Slowly,
he traced my cheek with one finger, sending a shockwave of pulses
shooting in all directions.

He leaned
forward, brushing my ear with his lips.

Oooh,
goosebump alert!

‘So, do you
fancy some chocolate?’ He dropped his voice to a whisper.

Well, if the
tingling sensation down below was anything to go on, then HELL,
YEAH!

I yanked the
burka over my head, revealing some new Victoria’s Secret
red, lacy underwear, which, according to the description, were the
number one bestseller in their Minx range. Grrrrrrr,
baby. Here I come!

I quickly
fumbled with the buttons on his pert-arse-hugging jeans and pulled
his black T-shirt over his head.

‘Stay right
there.’ Kalem gave me a sexy, lopsided grin and strode to his hand
luggage, rummaging around with purpose. ‘No!’ His eyelids flew
open. ‘The chocolate body paint has leaked out of the tub. The
inside of my rucksack is covered with brown goo. I bet that customs
guy didn’t put the lid back on properly.’

I rolled my
eyes. ‘That bloody Dick Head! Ruining my Minx moment!’ I
huffed.

Kalem’s eyes
suddenly lit up. ‘OK, plan B.’ He held a finger in the air, then
hurried towards my suitcase. ‘I planted a tub of tutti fruiti body
paint at the bottom of your suitcase without you noticing. Kind of
an extra wedding pressie for you.’

‘Oh, goody.’ I
sashayed to the bed, beckoning him towards me. ‘You’ve been a very
bad boy. You haven’t been getting your five fruit and veg a day.’ I
winked at him and struck a pose on the bed. Think coy with a hint
of raunchy, and you’d get the picture. ‘I’ll give you some tutti
fruiti, and you can give me some veg,’ I drawled, giggling.

Kalem’s brown
eyes darted between me and the suitcase, as he fumbled impatiently
to get the key in the lock.

‘You need to
have a complete body exam by Nurse Fruity.’ I slowly undid my bra,
getting into my minxy role-play.

Kalem roughly
tried to thrust the key into the lock. ‘I can’t get it in!’

‘Nurse Fruity
wants you to get it in!’ I cried, swinging my bra around, à la sexy
stripper.

With a final
shove, the lock popped open.

Kalem opened
the case and all the blood drained from his face. ‘What the…’ He
stared at the inside of the case and gulped.

‘What’s
wrong?’ I frowned.

‘This isn’t
your case.’

I shot off the
bed. ‘It has to be. It looks exactly the same,’ I wailed, clipping
my bra back on and pulling out men’s trousers, toiletries, and
shoes from the half-empty case. ‘No, no, no!’ I kind of freaked at
that point and words came out in an explosion. ‘Shit. Where’s my
wedding dress. Fuck. What am I going to do? Bollocks. Whose case is
this? Double fuck. My perfect wedding will be ruined.’

Kalem stood
there, thinking. ‘It must’ve happened when you got jumped by the
dog.’

I tried to
engage my rational-thinking brain from my freaking-out brain, so I
could picture the events that had happened in my head like an
action replay. I’d been standing next to Ferret Face. We both
grabbed our suitcases at around the same time. The dog jumped me
and I fell on the floor on top of Ferret Face. The dog stole my
sandwiches and ran off. Ferret Face and I dusted ourselves off. We
both grabbed our cases and walked to the exit. Ferret Face tried to
say something. Kalem and I were stopped by the customs man. Ferret
Face scurried away. Ferret Face followed us. Ferret Face got stuck
behind the car park barrier.


‘Aghhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!’ I flopped my head forward, tugging at my
roots.

‘Maybe that
guy took your case back to the airport when he realized he had the
wrong one.’ Kalem stroked my hair. ‘I’ll give them a ring and see
if it’s there.’

I sat on the
edge of the bed in slow motion and stared at a pair of tartan
Speedos in the case until my eyes watered.

‘Helen, say
something.’

‘Nothing is
going to ruin my perfect wedding. Nothing is going to ruin my
perfect wedding,’ I squeaked out my mantra.

‘It will be OK
in the end. Your case is probably already in lost luggage waiting
for you.’ He snatched up the phone by the bed, his forefinger
jabbing at the buttons. He fired out rapid Turkish to the
receptionist. ‘She’s putting me through to the airport.’ He grabbed
hold of my hand, giving it a quick squeeze.

More rapid
Turkish and a few heated hand gestures.

‘What did they
say?’ I said before he’d even replaced the receiver.

‘The lost
luggage department is closed for the night. I have to ring back in
the morning.’

I lifted my
head, tears bouncing down my cheeks. I needed my wedding dress to
have my perfect wedding. Not only because it was the absolutely
perfect dress, but because it had my nan’s lucky gold heart charm
stitched inside the hem. It had been in the family a long time –
passed down from her grandmother to her, she’d pressed it in my
hand and made me promise to have it with me on my wedding day to
let me know she would be thinking of me from up in that old
retirement home in the sky. It was the something old I
needed for my wedding day. Maybe it was stupid superstitious
nonsense, but if I didn’t get the dress and the charm back, I knew,
I just knew, that our marriage would be cursed with bad luck.

I had to get
that dress back if it was the last thing I did.


Chapter
4

 


I tossed and
turned that night, bouncing around on the bed like a Li-lo lost at
sea.

I barely
slept, and when I did, I had really freaky dreams. At one point, I
was walking up the aisle dressed in a woolly sheep suit, complete
with hooves and everything. And I had a diamante tiara resting
between my furry ears. I couldn’t quite get the hooves to fit in my
strappy cream high heels, so they kept falling off. All the guests
were trying to shout something to me, but I couldn’t work out what
they were saying. Their mouths opened and closed in slow motion,
like goldfish. Anyway, when I got to the altar, Kalem wasn’t there.
The groom turned around to face me, and it was a giant ferret.

When the
Mediterranean sunlight filtered through the curtains at 5.30 the
next morning I woke up in a cold sweat with a feeling that
something wasn’t quite right.

I lay in bed,
on top of the gold satin sheets with my head resting on Kalem’s
chest, still staring at the bloody suitcase, my mind going over and
over what happened at the airport.

Because now I
had a really horrible feeling.

‘You can’t
ring the airport.’ My voice came out a hoarse crackle.

‘What? Why
not?’ Kalem opened a sleepy eye and looked at me like I’d
completely lost any marbles that I actually had left in the first
place.

‘Because
Ferret Face knew I had his case.’

‘Huh?’

‘Yes, he knew
I had it. That’s why he tried to chase after us, but I just didn’t
realize that’s what he was doing at the time. Don’t you remember?
When the customs guy stopped us, he ran away. Then later, when we
were driving out of the airport, Ferret Face was following us. I
think he wanted to find out where we were going so he could get his
case back without drawing attention to it. And also, when I picked
up that case, it felt like the same weight as mine, and I packed
enough clothes and toiletries to stock a small department store.
But the weird thing is that it looks like there’s hardly anything
inside it.’

And then I had
two horrific thoughts: 1) This was going to ruin my perfect
wedding; and 2) Apart from some very unflattering tartan Speedos,
what the hell was in that case?

I slid from
the bed and towered over the suitcase. It looked fairly normal and
suitcaseyish.

I sat on the
floor and pulled out the contents until everything was lying around
me. Black trainers – slightly scuffed. Three pairs of black
trousers. A selection of Speedos in tartan, purple, white – does
anyone actually wear white Speedos? What about when they got wet?
It didn’t bear thinking about. A black baseball cap. Five pairs of
new, black boxer shorts, still in their packets – at least I didn’t
have to finger any used ones. A weird, black thing that looked like
some sort of money belt, but wasn’t. It had a soft pad in the
centre, with an adjustable strap either side. A small toiletry bag,
containing shaving gel, a razor, a pair of scissors, deodorant, and
a toothbrush. Six black T-shirts. And that was it.

So why was it
really heavy?

Kalem swung
his legs over the bed and sat up as I picked through everything
again, inspecting them for hidden items. The inside of the baseball
cap had a zip in it. I undid it and looked inside.

‘What’s this?’
I probed my finger in and pulled out a piece of soft, lightweight
black cotton material. Then my jaw dropped as I unravelled it.
‘It’s a balaclava! Why would someone need a balaclava in ninety
degree heat?’

Kalem fiddled
with the money belt thingy. ‘This is a shoulder pad.’

‘Weird looking
shoulder pad. It doesn’t look anything like the ones they used to
have in the Eighties.’

‘No, it’s not
a shoulder pad for clothes. It’s a shoulder pad to use when you’re
shooting a gun.’ Kalem tried it on, fixing it over his shoulder and
strapping it around his chest to show me.

There could be
only one reason why someone wanted a shoulder pad for a gun. They
were intending to shoot something. Or someone.

We stared at
each other, wide-eyed.

Kalem picked
up the now empty case. ‘It’s still heavy. There must be some kind
of secret compartment in it.’ He set it down on the floor and knelt
down, feeling along the sides and the bottom of the case.

I sat forward
and peered over his shoulder. Then I heard a click, and the bottom
of the suitcase unclipped from a section underneath it.

Kalem threw
the false bottom panel to the side to reveal what was hidden
there.

A sheet of
what looked like some sort of carbon paper hid whatever was below
it.

‘What’s that
for?’ I asked as Kalem lifted off the paper.

‘Probably so
the X-ray machine at the airport couldn’t detect what was hidden
inside it.’

And that’s
when I knew we were really in trouble.

We stared at
wads and wads of cash, packed into tight bundles.

I pulled one
out and examined it. ‘They’re all one hundred dollar notes. What
the hell is going on?’ I pulled out more bundles until they were
all on the floor around us. ‘And what’s this?’ I reached into the
case. Under the wads was a large, folded up piece of paper covered
in scribbly writing.

I unfolded it
and spread it across the floor, the paper crackling in my
fingertips. Folded inside was a bigger piece of paper with lots of
writing and diagrams on it.

Kalem examined
the bigger piece while I tried to decipher the writing on the other
one.

‘This is a
building engineer’s floor plan of the Plaza Hotel,’ Kalem said.

‘Well this is
an itinerary of events that will happen on the day of the official
opening of the hotel on Friday.’ I turned it over and read the
back. ‘It’s also got details of the Cleopatra sculpture and
directions to an art dealer across the border in South Cyprus.’ I
sat back on my heels and fanned at my flushed face, feeling light
headed.

Kalem reached
into the case again and pulled out the only remaining item. A black
and white picture of Ibrahim Kaya.

‘How much
money is here? Count them,’ I said, flicking through the wads.

We did. All
five hundred thousand dollars of them.

We looked at
each other. Kalem’s face mirrored my own panic.

My brain was
having a hard time trying to take it all in. This couldn’t be real.
It had to be a joke. Maybe Ayshe and Charlie were trying to play a
pre-wedding trick on us. Instead of filling our bed with Cornflakes
or whatever, they’d planted fake money in my suitcase and replaced
all my clothes and my wedding dress with men’s clothes. I bet they
were having a good old laugh in their rooms right about now. But
hang on…they weren’t with us at the airport. They couldn’t have
known I would accidentally pick up Ferret Face’s case. OK, so if it
wasn’t a joke, maybe I was dehydrated and starting to have a heat
stroke induced delirium. Yes, that was it. Or maybe I had a serious
illness. Maybe I was feverish and hallucinating. That would explain
a lot, wouldn’t it?

I wiped a bead
of sweat from my upper lip and stared at the contents of the case,
hoping they’d vanish into thin air. Nope, they were still there. I
wasn’t hallucinating.

We fell silent
for a few minutes, trying to absorb the extent of the situation.
Based on everything we’d found, a horrifying conclusion was
floating around in my head. A shoulder pad for a gun; the money;
the floor plans, and the details of the sculpture and art dealer.
It could only add up to one thing.

‘It looks like
Ferret Face is going to steal the sculpture on the opening night.
But why is there a picture of Ibrahim Kaya?’ I asked the question,
but I didn’t really want to hear the answer. I could already guess
why.

‘I think he’s
going to assassinate Ibrahim Kaya at the same time.’ Kalem’s
eyebrows rose half an inch. ‘Trying to kill someone is bad enough,
but stealing the sculpture as well!’

‘I told you it
had a curse. And now it’s cursed us.’ I exhaled a slow breath. ‘OK,
we’ll just take it all to the police and let them deal with
it.’

‘Yes.’

I gave him a
vigorous nod. ‘And then we have to get them to find my suitcase
and, more importantly, my wedding dress.’ I sighed. ‘But I love my
wedding dress! What if I never see it again?’

‘You will.
Don’t worry. The police will find your case and get your wedding
dress back.’ He kissed my eyelids, his lips brushing gently against
that soft spot – yes, right there – that made my insides turn
squishy.

Ooh,
hello! No, I couldn’t be thinking about sex at a time like
this. After we’d sorted this mess out today, then I could think
about it. Quite a lot.

‘Right,’ I
said. ‘We’ll just take everything to the police, and they can sort
it out. That’s their job. And as long as we never bump into Ferret
Face again, we’ll be OK.’ I paused, having a sudden mental brain
shriek. ‘Although…it’s a pretty small island. What if we do bump
into him somewhere?’

‘Well, you’ll
be OK. You were wearing a Burka, so he doesn’t even know what you
look like. But he’d probably recognize me again.’

I gripped
Kalem’s hand. ‘You won’t be able to leave the house for years!
You’ll have to hibernate.’ I pondered this. ‘Or we could just move
back to the UK. You know, not even live here like we planned.’ This
option was becoming more and more appealing to me at that very
second.

My mental list
of bad things about moving here was rapidly increasing:

 


1) Crazy
extended family.

2) Involved in
assassination and art heist. (Note to self: could possibly end up
killed ourselves by psychopathic killers.)

3) We were now
cursed by Queen Cleopatra.

 


I thought the
bad things were seriously outweighing the good at this point.

Kalem thought
about this for a while. ‘No, hang on a minute. We can’t take it to
the police.’

‘What do you
mean? Why not?’ I whined, struggling to digest what he was saying.
I didn’t want to get caught up in this. Well, I wouldn’t mind
keeping the money. I was only human after all, but no…I definitely
didn’t want to get caught up in anything that involved blowing
people’s brains out or stealing a priceless and annoyingly cursed
sculpture. ‘Of course we have to.’

‘This is
obviously a professional job. You don’t travel with five hundred
grand in your suitcase, unless you’re trying to launder money.’

Well, yes, I
got his point. You could hardly just pop into the bank and pay it
in or transfer it electronically if you were into criminal
dealings. They asked all sorts of questions these days. I could
just imagine it…

 


Bank Manager:
Where did you get this five hundred thousand dollars from, Miss
Grey?

Me: Er…I sold
my house.

Bank Manager:
Really? You don’t own a house. (Narrowing his eyes at me)

Me: Well, my
friend sold her house and gave me the money.

Bank Manager:
Hmm. Why did she do that?

Me: Because…
(Thinking of some distraction quickly)

Bank Manager:
Are you money laundering?

Me: Oh, look
at that plane up there with no wings. (Pointing to sky outside the
window and running away)

 


‘If someone
wants to assassinate the country’s most famous businessman and
steal a five million pound sculpture, then they’re probably going
to need a bit of help,’ Kalem said. ‘You don’t know who’s involved
in it all. North Cyprus has a small population, and therefore a
small police force. It’s possible that a bad apple in the police
force could be involved in all of this somehow. If we pick the
wrong apple, we could be in trouble.’

I tried to
swallow, but my throat felt like I had a porcupine lodged in it. I
silently debated this. ‘So, you’re saying that we need to go higher
up than the police?’

Kalem nodded.
‘I’d prefer to go straight to the top. I think we need to go to the
President, just to be on the safe side. Now we know about this, it
involves our safety as well.’ He leaped out of bed. ‘Although I
doubt if we can just barge into his office. I’ll ring and try to
get an appointment or something.’ He reached for the phone.

Kalem was
passed from one government department to another and left hanging
in a telephonic abyss for what seemed like an hour. When he finally
got through to the President’s Office, I’d paced up and down the
room at high speed enough to wear a groove in the floor.

‘We’ve got an
appointment to see the President’s Secretary at two o’clock this
afternoon.’

‘Thank God.’ I
stopped pacing. ‘And that will be the end of it.’ I breathed a huge
sigh of relief. ‘We can’t tell your mum and dad what’s going on. I
don’t want to give them a heart attack or something.’

‘I agree.
Shall we tell the others?’

I shook my
head. ‘I don’t want to worry Ayshe, either. She doesn’t need the
stress at six and a half months pregnant. We’ll just act
normal.’

Kalem
chuckled. ‘You? Act normal? That’ll be the day.’

I grinned back
as someone knocked on the door.

‘Just a
minute,’ I called out as we quickly shoved the money, building
plans, and note back in the case and zipped it up.

Wrapping a
towel around me, I swung the door open. Ayshe, Atila, and Charlie
spilled into the room. Well, Ayshe waddled.

‘Er…we have a
slight situation,’ Charlie said.

I groaned.
What else could possibly happen?

‘Mum and Dad
have got a virus, or it could be food poisoning,’ Ayshe said to me.
‘I bet it was that fish they insisted on eating last night. I told
them it smelled funny.’

‘Ha-ha! Very
funny,’ I said. ‘They can’t have food poisoning. Deniz is always
eating out of date things, and he never gets ill. In fact, he must
consume enough whisky for the entire Turkish Army, and he never
even gets a hangover.’

‘It’s true,’
Atila said.

My mouth flew
open involuntarily.

‘Mmm. I had
swordfish once and it tasted like wee.’ Charlie pulled a disgusted
face.

I couldn’t
comment on that, never having tasted wee myself.

‘I was ill for
days after.’ Charlie wrinkled up his nose.

Ayshe
carefully positioned herself on the edge of the bed. Charlie
plonked himself down next to her and crossed his legs.

A look of
concern clouded Kalem’s face. ‘Will they be OK? Do we need to get
them to the hospital or anything?’

Ayshe shook
her head. ‘No, they’ve seen the hotel doctor. He’s taken some
samples from them and given them some medication. He’s pretty sure
that it’s food poisoning, but just to be on the safe side, they
have to stay in their room in case it’s something catching.
Hopefully they should be fine in a few days.’

‘Well, I don’t
suppose they can do much else with the projectile vomiting and
squits,’ Charlie added, as if he were being helpful, but now I had
a really horrible image in my mind that I didn’t particularly want.
‘We can pass notes under their door. But I don’t want either of you
going to see them.’ He wagged a finger at Kalem and me. ‘We can’t
have the bride and groom out of action on the wedding day.’

‘It’s probably
just food poisoning,’ I said. ‘We’re not likely to catch that, are
we?’

‘Well I’d
better not see them in case I get something that affects the baby,’
Ayshe said ‘Neither can Atila. We can talk to them through the
door.’

‘God, I hope
they’ll be OK by Sunday. What are we going to do without them at
the wedding if they’re still ill?’ I asked.

‘Who’s the man
in that picture?’ Charlie noticed the picture of Ibrahim Kaya,
pushed half under the bed that we’d inadvertently left out of the
case.

‘What man?’
Ayshe leaned over to try and get a better look.

Atila picked
up the picture. ‘I recognize him. There was an article about him in
the in-flight magazine. That’s Ibrahim Kaya – the mega-rich hotel
owner. Why have you got a picture of him?’

I looked at
Kalem. Kalem looked at me. Damn. We would have to tell them now. I
knew that if we made up some quick excuse they’d see through it in
an instant.

Charlie waved
the picture around. ‘Well?’ He noticed the look passing between us.
‘Uh-oh. Helen, what have you got yourself into now?’

Oh, that’s
nice! Blame me! I mean, yes, I did get myself into a few incey
wincey peculiar situations now and then, but come on, this wasn’t
exactly my fault.

****

We all sat in
the bustling hotel restaurant, eating breakfast. As Ayshe was so
skinny – even at six and a half months pregnant – I’d had a choice
of wearing Kalem’s clothes or Charlie’s. Not much of a choice at
all, really, since Kalem was so tall and Charlie’s clothes were
loud with a capital L.

So there we
all were, with me dressed in Charlie’s cerise pink trousers that
hung round my waist, showing off the top of my lacy Minx
knickers, and a cropped top with the words I Love Men on the
front. I’d consumed about five iced coffees and nothing else. I
didn’t know what the standard amount of caffeine required after a
shock this big was, but it was safe to say that my brain was
reaching buzzing overload.

‘It will be
fine,’ I said, with more confidence than I actually felt. ‘We’ll
just give everything to the President’s Secretary, and that will be
it. Over and done with. Finito. The End.’

‘Yes,’ Ayshe,
Atila, Charlie, and Kalem agreed in unison.

‘So what do
you want to do before you go there?’ Ayshe asked.

I glanced down
at my clothes. ‘Well, I suppose I need to go shopping first. I
haven’t got any clothes or shoes or toiletries. I need to get a few
things to tide me over until I get my suitcase back.’

Charlie
clasped his hands together. ‘Oh, goody. I’ll come too.’

‘I think I’ll
stay at the hotel in case Mum or Dad needs me,’ Ayshe said.

‘I’ll stay
with you.’ Atila draped an arm around Ayshe’s shoulder.

****

We walked the
short distance into Kyrenia town with people staring at my rather
unique attire. One woman actually had the gall to stop and point at
me, agog. I desperately needed something to distract me, so I’d
started trying to count the cosmopolitan and designer shops. So
far, I was up to a big fat zero. The main high street was tiny with
even tinier shops. I was used to popping up to Oxford Street or a
huge shopping mall. This was like the opposite of a busy London
shopping street times a squillion. Could I actually live here
without shops? Could I be a fully functioning woman? Would I get
bored?

Oh, stop it,
Helen. You’re being ridiculous. And materialistic. Of course you
can live without shops. It’s not like it’s a medical necessity or
anything. Maybe they are here, but you just haven’t found them yet.
Anyway, you’ve got Kalem. And your new life will be an exciting
adventure. And he wants this new job so badly. You can’t just let
him down and say you want to leave. Can you?

We scoured the
few miniscule boutiques. I bought some black flip-flops, a
turquoise bikini, a couple of plain summer dresses, and some
underwear – not quite as sexy as the vast array of new honeymoon
ones I’d packed, but they were quite pretty. Charlie bought a pink
kilt.

Since we were
in town, I decided to window shop in a couple of wedding dress
shops. I had to try and be practical, and it was good to be
prepared, wasn’t it? What if I didn’t get my dress back? It was
unbearable and unthinkable, and I’d be doomed to bad luck if I
couldn’t get married with Nan’s lucky charm. But I had a horrible,
niggling feeling in the back of my mind that Ferret Face wouldn’t
be giving my suitcase back any time soon.

The first
wedding shop we went in was home to a vast array of flouncy
meringue dresses, which was great if you liked that sort of thing.
I wanted something more sleek and sexy. They were big puffy things
that would make me look like I was wearing a giant French Fancy
cake. It was the same in the next. And the next. And the next.
Uh-oh.

‘Don’t worry.’
Kalem wrapped his arms around me. ‘You’ll definitely get your
suitcase back. Probably today. And even if you don’t, we’ve still
got time to find another wedding dress.’

I scowled at
the nearby French Fancy shop and nestled into him, having a hard
time trying to stop the tears pricking behind my eyelids.

‘Group hug.’
Charlie launched himself around both of us. ‘This heat is making me
thirsty. Let’s get a drink.’

We wandered
down through some old cobbled streets and ended up above a
horseshoe shaped harbour, lined with a mixture of historic
buildings and chic pavement cafes and restaurants. People ambled
along, tourists and Cypriots alike, as if they had no place in
particular to go, and were in no rush to get there anyway.

‘This is
fantastic!’ I lifted up my sunglasses to get a better look, taking
in an ancient castle to the right and the flotillas, fishing boats,
and luxury yachts in front, bobbing on the surface of the deep blue
sea.

Kalem pointed
at the castle. ‘That’s Kyrenia Castle, another of the Crusader
Castles in Cyprus. I’ll take you around there when we have more
time.’

I peered at
it. ‘It looks very gothic.’

‘Inside
they’ve got a Shipwreck Museum with the oldest shipwreck in the
world in it,’ Kalem said.

‘What, the
oldest shipwreck in a museum, or the oldest shipwreck in the sea?’
I asked, fascinated.

Kalem smiled.
‘It’s one of the most remarkable marine finds in the world. It was
a cargo ship, probably coming from one of the Greek islands, laden
with large amphoras of wine. They discovered around four hundred
amphoras still inside it.’

‘Amazing.
What’s an amphora?’ I asked.

‘They are a
type of ceramic vase with two handles that were used in ancient
times to store liquids,’ Kalem said.

‘Was there
still any wine left inside?’ Charlie asked. ‘Probably a bit off by
now, though.’

Well, this was
certainly cosmopolitan. A perfect blend of old and new. The
historic hulk of a castle framed the surrounding trendy bars and
renovated harbour-side buildings. With the backdrop of mountains
and the calm sea in front, it was, in fact, the prettiest harbour
I’d ever seen.

We lounged in
some comfy chairs in one of the cafes, sipping iced coffee, as I
surveyed my surroundings.

Apart from
being quaint, another thing I noticed was the lack of commercial
worldwide franchises. No McDonalds or Burger Kings here. No
Debenhams or John Lewis. And it was weird, but no one was rushing
about. In the UK, everyone was always in a rush. Rush to work, rush
home from work, rush to the gym, rush to the supermarket. Everyone
worked so hard to pay the bills that life became one long stressful
race to get things done. But here, it was like time had stopped.
Tourists people-watched and chatted with waiters; old Cypriot men
drank Turkish coffee and played backgammon, arguing over the finer
points of the game or politics, as if they didn’t have a care in
the world. The place had a whole vibe of relaxation about it that
felt strangely hypnotizing.

I quickly
added that to my list of things to like.


Chapter
5

 


Heat invaded
every pore as we arrived at the President’s Office in the capital,
Nicosia.

My heart
danced to an irregular beat in my chest. I wiped my moist hands on
my new dress.

Everything
will be OK. Everything will be OK, I repeated. That was going to be
my new mantra of the day. And I had to believe it, because
otherwise…well, otherwise the possibilities were just too
scary.

At the
entrance to the white Seventies style building, there were security
checks. We showed our passports and were asked to put the suitcase
through an X-ray machine. Since we’d replaced the carbon sheet of
paper over the money, I expected that they wouldn’t be able to
detect anything, other than some very unsexy swimwear.

Even so, I
still held my breath as we both watched, fascinated, when they
didn’t bat an eyelid at the X-ray image. After that, we were
escorted upstairs to a large office.

As offices go,
it was pretty functional with the usual officey type of equipment.
A large, official picture of the President hung on one wall, like
an eerie presence, surveying his kingdom. I wondered briefly if
some surveillance security officers were hiding behind it, staring
out at us, like one of the two-way mirrors they have at police
stations. Maybe it was a two-way President. Freaky.

A smartly
dressed woman in her early thirties sat behind the desk directly in
front of us, filing her nails. She didn’t bother to look up when we
entered.

Miss Nail
File’s mobile phone rang as we approached the desk. With a quick
flick of her hand, she picked up the phone, nestling it in the
crook of her neck, and carried on filing in the manner of someone
who’s performed this task a million times before.

We stood there
waiting: me, hopping from one foot to the other, and Kalem, looking
equally nervous, unsure what the usual etiquette was. I mean, it
wasn’t like I popped into a president’s office every day. Did you
bow? Courtesy? Do some kind of ritualistic hand shake

Even though
the air conditioning streamed out full blast, sweat pricked the
hairline at the base of my neck.

She gabbled
down the phone in Turkish.

I coughed
loudly, trying to catch her attention.

Kalem glared
at me.

Miss Nail File
gave me an impatient look and held her finger up for silence. Then
she went back to her phone call and started giggling girlishly.

Oh, for God’s
sake. Stop bloody arranging a night out with your boyfriend and
let’s get down to business so I can get on with my wedding!

I tapped my
foot as we waited for her to finish. I thought about grabbing her
phone, throwing it on the floor and jumping up and down on it, but
I didn’t think that would go down too well. It might have made me
feel slightly better, though.

Finally, she
put the phone and nail file down. ‘Yes?’ she asked in a bored
voice.

Before she
could be distracted by anymore telephonic interruptions, I blurted
out, ‘We’re here to see–’

She cut me
off. ‘Sorry, the President is very busy at the moment.
Running the country and things like that,’ she said in a tone that
implied we were complete idiots. ‘You need to make an appointment
with his Secretary.

‘We already
did.’ My voice jumped a couple of octaves in panic.

She gave me a
disbelieving look.

Kalem gave her
one of his best heart-stopping smiles. ‘Can you check the
appointment book, please? I only made it this morning.’

The smile
didn’t seem to work on her, though. She made a big show of pulling
out an appointment book from her desk draw and flicking through it
with a pointy red talon at a pace that even a snail would have been
proud of.

She tapped the
book. ‘No, sorry. There isn’t any appointment listed.’

‘But I only
made it this morning,’ Kalem insisted.

Oh, God.
Oh, Goddy God. We had to see him. I felt like screaming at her.
Instead, I ran a shaky hand through my hair.

She gave us a
tight smile. ‘Well, that’s the problem, you see. I’m just filling
in for a colleague who’s off sick today, so it’s a bit disorganized
at the moment.’


Disorganized? How about you stop filing your nails and get
organized.

‘I can make
another appointment for you. How about…’ Pointy talon out again,
she flicked a few pages in the diary. Pause. More flicking. ‘The
twenty-fifth of November?’

‘But today’s
the first of June!’ I wailed. ‘We need to see him urgently. It’s a
matter of life and death!’

She tilted her
head slightly. ‘Life and death?’

Quick! I had
her attention now. I went for the kill before she slid back into
bored, zombie nail-filing mode.

‘Yes, life and
death. We have to see him or the President immediately. Otherwise
I’ll…I’ll,’ well, I didn’t know what I’d do, but I was sure I’d so
something. Think! Think! ‘I’ll…I’ll run around the building
naked!’ I said with an angry gleam in my eye. ‘That will get his
attention, surely. And if not, I’m sure the press would love
it.’

She looked me
up and down. I didn’t know which she was more worried about, the
threat of the press turning up and catching her filing, or the
sight of me naked, but it seemed to have the desired effect
anyway.

She picked up
the phone on her desk and whispered into it.

‘Have a seat.’
She pointed at a dark green leather sofa, situated opposite the
two-way President.

Great. Now the
secret security police would have a chance to study us in all our
full frontal glory.

I sat down and
smiled at the President. Nothing happened. No one came rushing out
from behind it. I gave him a small wave. He didn’t wave back.

Kalem pulled
my hand down and shot me a what-the-hell-are-you-doing? look.

I was just
reaching the point of nervous, bubbly bowels when a door flew open
behind Miss Nail File and a man walked in. He locked eyes with
Kalem. Kalem locked eyes with him. And I almost threw up on the
spot.

The man who
now stood in front of us, decked out in an Armani suite and
smelling of expensive aftershave, was Erol Hussein, someone who
Kalem and I had gone to school with in the UK. Someone who hated
Kalem’s guts with a vengeance.

Uh-oh. Just
when I thought things couldn’t get any worse.

‘Well, well,
well. Kalem Mustafa. What brings you here? To the President’s
office, of all places?’ Erol inclined his head and raised a slight,
amused smile. Then he turned to me. Same smile, same arrogant tone.
‘Helen Grey, isn’t it? I must say that you’ve changed a lot from
the chubby, freckly tomboy at school.’

Well, I hoped
he’d changed a lot too. He was the school bully. Someone who’d do
anything to get what he wanted. He was manipulative, cold, and
determined. He had hooded dark eyes that were creepy in an axe
murderer kind of way, and slicked-back black hair that was creepy
in a Dracula kind of way.

I racked my
brain, trying to remember if I’d heard what happened to him after
he’d left school. There was some kind of rumour…what was it? No, my
brain wouldn’t work. I was too shocked. I was going into shock
overload. Oh, wait a minute…something about him being the owner of
a successful security business in the UK. Yes, it was coming back
to me now. He’d had a business partner, but the contract they drew
up between them in the early days was a bit vague. Then Erol sold
it from under his partner’s nose and didn’t split the money. As
Erol was Turkish Cypriot, he’d then disappeared to North Cyprus
before any official enquiries could take place. And now he was
here. In the President’s Office. And I was definitely going to
faint. A whooshing noise pounded in my ears. Things started
swimming in and out of focus.

Erol folded
his arms, waiting for an answer.

I steadied
myself on the edge of Miss Nail File’s desk, blinking to clear my
eyesight.

‘We need to
speak to you about something of national security.’ Thankfully,
Kalem took over.

‘Well, come
into my office,’ Erol said.

I closed by
gaping mouth sharpish. I think I might’ve been dribbling a bit as
well, so I surreptitiously wiped the corner of my lips as I
followed Kalem into the elegant room.

‘Tea or
coffee?’ he asked after we all sat down.

At least he
was being polite. Maybe he’d turned over a new leaf. Yes, that was
it. Everything would be fine. Perfectly fine.

‘Just water
for me, please,’ I croaked.

‘No, thanks,’
Kalem said.

Erol pressed
an intercom on his desk and ordered a glass of water, then lounged
back in his leather chair, steepling his fingers. ‘So, a matter of
national security? That certainly sounds intriguing. Well, in my
role as Secretary for the President, I also deal with all security
matters so you’ve come to the right place.’ He eyed the suitcase
that Kalem set down on the floor. ‘You’re not planning on moving
in, are you?’ He chuckled at his own joke. Kalem and I didn’t share
his amusement, so he carried on. ‘But what could you possibly know
about national security?’

‘We’ve
discovered a plot to assassinate Ibrahim Kaya and steal his Queen
Cleopatra sculpture at the opening night of the Plaza hotel,’ I
reeled off in a garbled rush.

Erol cut his
eyes from Kalem to me. He stayed silent for a while, and then:
‘Really?’ He examined me like I’d suddenly sprouted two heads.
‘Funny, you always were a drama queen at school, weren’t you? A
plot, you say. Sounds very far-fetched.’

‘Yes, a plot
to steal the sculpture and murder Ibrahim Kaya,’ Kalem repeated it
in a more forceful voice so it might sink in. I could tell he was
getting a bit annoyed now. Hell, so was I.

Erol threw his
head back and laughed. Well, it was more like a cackle, actually.
‘OK, let me just humour this ridiculous suggestion for a moment.’
He waved a dismissive hand like he was swatting a fly. ‘I’ve
personally been in charge of all the security arrangements for the
opening night. There is absolutely no possibility whatsoever that
what you are trying to suggest can happen. For a start, the
sculpture will be displayed in a reinforced glass case. The outside
of the glass case will be covered in a shell of censored laser
beams, unseen to the naked eye. If even one ray is breached by
someone trying to tamper with the casing, an alarm will sound,
triggering an impenetrable steel case to enclose the sculpture. But
there will be no opportunity to tamper with it, anyway, because it
will be surrounded by four armed and highly trained guards. ‘No.
There is no way it can happen. No one can access the electronic
security system that controls the case except Ibrahim Kaya and
myself.’
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