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      Truth be told, I didn’t like the Pera Palace. It was opulent in ways that no other hotel in Istanbul was. I suspected it had more chandeliers per square foot than Versailles and more gold leaf than Schönbrunn Palace. The food was elaborate and artistic. The champagne at these kinds of receptions was French, and not cheap. My displeasure with the place had nothing to do with the place, per se. Mostly, I didn’t like it because finding a cab outside the Pera Palace could be a pain in the ass.

      Still, the invitation from The Greater Turkish Industrial Consortium had been welcome when it arrived in the office mail. My job was to see and to be seen, and receptions were a staple of my commercial existence. When the business cards were printed up, identifying me as president of Bohemia Suisse bank, I considered having “president” swapped out for “chief mingler,” because that’s really all I did. I bought lunches for people and I had lunches bought for me — that was my day work. At night, there seemed to be three of these types of receptions per week, mostly at the Pera Palace or the Park. And if I had no earthly idea what The Greater Turkish Industrial Consortium was, or what The Greater Turkish Industrial Consortium did, it didn’t really matter. The same swirl of Turks and Russians and Americans and Brits, along with some mongrels, always seemed to be in attendance, sipping the free champagne and exchanging the same inane platitudes, all the while wondering if the hors d’oeuvres would be sufficient to take the place of dinner.

      Or, as Vasily Medvedev said when he sidled up to me, “They seem to be setting up a tureen of some sort on the side table.”

      “Chicken tava? Maybe lamb?” I said.

      “From your lips…” Vasily said.

      Medvedev worked in the Russian embassy as an economic attaché, whatever that meant. Actually, I had a decent idea what that meant. We had met a few weeks earlier at a different event at the Park, that one sponsored by The Middle Eastern Future Organization, whatever that was. We met for lunch soon after, and I learned two things about Vasily. First, he had formidable stamina when it came to listening to me blather on about the mechanics and history of the Swiss banking industry. And, second, he was like every other Russian I had ever met in that he didn’t even make the pretense of offering to pay for lunch.

      Since then, we had become reception buddies, spending a minute or two together between vapid conversations with others and always finding a way to rate the food being passed around the room on silver trays carried by waiters wearing white waistcoats. It was a simple enough code, from one (being lousy or, more often, skimpy) to four (for fabulous and filling). I was speaking to the man from The Greater Turkish Industrial Consortium — asking as politely as I could what the hell his organization did while peeking over his shoulder at the tureen and then the bowls being brought out — when Vasily brushed by and whispered in my ear, “Looks like a big four, my friend.”

      Except Vasily didn’t whisper, not exactly. He seemed to be congenitally incapable of lowering his voice, and the man from The Greater Turkish Industrial Consortium heard enough to screw up his face in a question. So, I told him, “Four o’clock tomorrow, we have an appointment.”

      The man shrugged and continued on with his incomprehensible explanation of what exactly The Greater Turkish Industrial Consortium did. I hung in for what I considered to be well past the bounds of human endurance before excusing myself to use the facilities — which were, indeed, worthy of the reputation of the Pera Palace. Never before had I pissed in such luxury — and never before had I had to brush past the toilet attendant on the way out of the stall. Such was his zeal in pursing any stray drop that might have sullied the porcelain rim.

      Returning to the reception room, I hung back at the doorway for a second and just surveyed the landscape. It was all anybody really did in Istanbul after the war, it seemed to me — survey the landscape. The Brits kept their eyes on the Americans. The Americans kept their eyes on the Russians. The Russians kept their eyes on the Americans. The Turks kept their eyes on everybody. And as for me, well, most of them seemed either mildly curious about or actively dismissive of the president of a small private bank based in Zurich.

      There were more than 100 people in the room. Seventy percent of the foreigners, if I had to guess, had some kind of embassy connection, with the other 30 percent being businessmen or bankers. Of the locals, my estimate was that 100 percent of them were either employees of the Emniyet outright or sources for the Emniyet. Because of their geographical birthright, the Turks danced with both sides during the war, the Germans and the Allies, and managed to tell the tale. Now they were attempting to dance with both the Soviets and the AmeriBrits without getting screwed by either, and it was taking all of their dexterity to keep from getting bent over. All of which meant that, even if the gaze was sometimes a bit sleepy-eyed, the Turks and their secret police were always watching. So, I was pretty certain I was on a list somewhere in the Emniyet headquarters, even if they likely had no idea what to make of me.

      Over against the wall, the servers were finished setting up. When the lid on the tureen was lifted, the Turks were first to the serving table, and the Russians and the nondescript were right on their heels. Then, after a short interlude, came the Americans — and I sidled in with them. The Brits were always last, even if it meant that they were scraping out the last bits from the big serving dish. It seemed that they would rather be hungry than appear too eager, and that applied to all of them. Good breeding, or something, I assumed.

      After I finished my bowlful of tava, a spicy stew, a waiter with a silver tray passed within hailing distance, and I flagged down another glass of champagne. At the beginning of these things, people arrived with their own tribe and only gradually mixed with the others — which was natural enough. Then, after the mixing period, people tended to retreat again to their own kind. As I looked around the room, I could see that it was still the mixing time, but it would be ending soon enough. That was when I tended to disappear. I mean, I had none of my own kind to gather with in Istanbul. Once people began returning their own, I was an intruder wherever I stood. Nobody was impolite enough to shun me in those situations, but it was obvious that they wanted to exchange notes at the end of the evening and couldn’t do it if I was standing there and telling a story about my favorite Zurich restaurant. I looked at my watch and figured I had another 20 minutes or so before I would make my exit.

      A waiter came by and collected my empty bowl. I wasn’t 10 feet from the table holding the tureen, and I noticed a Brit whose face I recognized but whose name I didn’t know. He was approaching the table in a most circuitous fashion, and when he got close enough, he never actually stopped but managed a quick peek over his shoulder at the now-empty tureen. I was pretty sure that nobody in the room saw him do it, nobody except me.

      Then, I caught the guy’s eye.

      “It was lamb,” I said.
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      I was standing by myself and the man from The Greater Turkish Industrial Consortium, ever the good host, joined me. I told him about my former connection to the family magnesite mine in Czechoslovakia — a connection severed by time and distance and war and the fact that I hated my father and brother. But I kept that part to myself. I told him what magnesite was, and what it was used for — lining blast furnaces in steel mills, mostly — and suddenly found myself repeating the spiel that I used to offer clients during my sales calls. It was a decade later, and I could still shovel the shit, word for word.

      When the man’s eyes began to glaze over, I was ready to make my exit — but then the man from The Greater Turkish Industrial Consortium button-holed the passing head of something called The Turkish Business Council, and I was stuck for another five minutes of tedium. During my sales life, I had perfected the skill of appearing to listen intently while allowing my mind to wander, always hanging on to enough of the thread of what the other guy was saying. And because the man standing across from me, blathering on about tax advantaged land investments, kind of looked like a young Fritz Ritter, that’s where my mind wandered this time.

      “Istanbul,” Ritter said.

      “What about it?” I said.

      “Your next stop.”

      “My next stop on the road to where?”

      “On the road to the life you were destined to live.”

      “It wasn’t that long ago that I was destined to be a magnesite salesman with a fat bank balance and a fatter expense account.”

      “And a skirt in every city along the trail,” Ritter said. “I know, I know. Remember, I knew your Uncle Otto before you worked with him.”

      Otto hated my father, too, which is why he didn’t work in the mining company headquarters in Brno and, instead, was based in Vienna. Otto headed up the care and feeding of our clients in Austria and Germany, and he took me in as a teenager and taught me the business. He and Ritter met on the road in the 1920s — Ritter was an Abwehr officer who traveled to inspect their bases — and they became running buddies. As often as they could, they managed to make their schedules intersect and spent a day or two chasing the aforementioned skirts.

      The Gestapo killed Otto in the late 1930s — not for anything he did, but because he happened to be Fritz Ritter’s friend, and Ritter’s Abwehr was a fierce rival of the Gestapo in the Nazi hierarchy. After that, Otto used me sometimes and saved me other times, all while trying to undermine the Nazi government.

      “We’ve talked about this a dozen times,” Ritter said. We were drinking Manhattans in the American Bar, a tiny place in Vienna that wasn’t far from the cathedral. I was two drinks ahead of him, which meant that he was being even more fatherly than usual — you know, if your father was a spy.

      “I just don’t know,” I said.

      “Of course, you know. There’s nothing for you here anymore. And between the work you did for the Czech agency before the war, and the French Resistance, you know that this is what you’re cut out to do. And I know you don’t need the money — which is good, because we don’t pay shit.”

      “You pay something, though?”

      “You won’t starve,” Ritter said. “Not that there was ever any doubt about that.”

      I had saved a bunch on my own, and inherited a bigger bunch when Otto died. Then, while working for Czech intelligence before the start of the war, I had been installed as president of Bohemia Suisse in Zurich. That was my cover, and it was quite lucrative — my salary continued to be paid long after I left Zurich. It was paid, uninterrupted, throughout the war and to the present time.

      After the war, Ritter began working for an intelligence organization that was the working definition of the word “shadowy.” Some guy named Gehlen was in charge, Fritz said. He described Gehlen as “kind of a Nazi, but not too bad,” and said that he was setting up an unofficial German espionage organization that was being funded by the Americans — because America was scared to death of the Soviet Union, and Gehlen had information and contacts and assets in the East that the Americans couldn’t match.

      Which is where my trip to Istanbul apparently came in.

      “It’ll be a cushy job,” Ritter said. “No heavy lifting. Not even a hint of heavy lifting. We want more eyes in Istanbul, you want a life, a purpose — it works for both of us.”

      “You make it sound so easy.”

      “For you, it will be easy. You’ve proven that. You go there and learn the language — you’ve always been good at that, too. You already have, what?”

      “Czech, German, French, English,” I said.

      “Like I said, you’re good at it. Some people have an ear, I guess. Anyway, you learn the language. You pose as what you are, the president of your old Swiss bank. We’ve acquired the bank charter, so it’s all legitimate. You go there, you start to arrange a few loans for struggling-but-promising businesses in the city — just a couple, here and there. They’ll be legit, too. So you do that, and you keep your eyes and ears open.”

      All of which is what I was doing, standing there in one of the reception rooms at the Pera Palace. I managed to refocus on the man from The Turkish Business Council as he was just about to exhaust his own spiel. I could actually see the panic in his eyes as he got near the peroration. In all likelihood, no one had ever hung in long enough for him to reach the end, and he probably wasn’t sure what to do after that. So, I saved him.

      “You’ve been most generous with your time,” I said. “But, you know how these things are? There’s always one other person to see before the champagne waiters go home for the evening.”

      I shook his hand, and turned, and got the attention of one of the waiters. He had only one glass left on his tray, and I snatched it, and then I congratulated myself on managing a final drink. It was when I turned back to my right that I saw the woman in the navy blue dress, standing alone along the far wall.
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      Her name was Ana Radu, and she was from Romania. I got that much out of her before a Turk whom I had never met turned our twosome into a threesome. I’d had maybe 20 seconds alone with her and her long, lustrous black hair, before the other asshole stuck out his hand and made his own introductions.

      “Have you been here all evening?” I said.

      “No, I just arrived.”

      “From the legation?” the asshole said.

      “No, another meeting,” she said.

      “A shame — you missed a wonderful tava,” the asshole said.

      “Yes, and perhaps Miss Radu would like to sample the bit that splashed on to your necktie,” I said.

      The asshole looked down, turned crimson, and made his excuses. Ana laughed out loud as soon as he was out of earshot.

      “My God, you’re terrible,” she said.

      “He deserved it.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because I got here first,” I said. “There are rules to these things, after all.”

      “These things?” she said. “And by that, I assume you mean drinks receptions at the Pera Palace sponsored by the…”

      “The Greater Turkish Industrial Consortium,” I said. “Which, by the way, I bet you can’t say five times fast.”

      “I’m not much for gymnastics — well, verbal gymnastics, anyway,” she said. I was hoping for a hint of a dirty smile as a form of punctuation, but Miss Ana Radu offered nothing but a blank look. Still, I was intrigued — if for no other reason than that there weren’t five women in the room.

      “Do you come to a lot of these things?” I said. “Because, I don’t think I’ve seen you at one before — and I likely wouldn’t have forgotten.”

      “Because you have such a good memory?”

      “Something like that,” I said.

      Ana said she had not been in Istanbul for long, and that hers was more of an itinerant existence. Having been a traveling sales representative for the family mining company, I soon began to pepper her with questions about favorite cities and favorite hotels and favorite trains. I could talk about favorite trains for hours, seeing as how I used to take the Orient Express between Vienna and Cologne a couple of times every year.

      Ana did not want to play my game, though. No favorite city, no favorite hotel, no favorite train — she just wouldn’t engage. She seemed happy enough to listen to my pronouncements but offered nothing in return. I found that odd, seeing as how anyone I ever knew who chose a traveling life tended to cherish those kinds of details like other people cherish inhaling and exhaling.

      Instead, she went to, “So, how was your war?”

      I didn’t know how to reply. I certainly wasn’t going to reply with the truth.

      “Where did you spend it?” she said.

      “Zurich — that’s where my bank is headquartered,” I said. There was no way I was going to tell her about spying for the Czechs, and then for the Czech government in exile, and then about my time in the French Resistance. I actually kind of wanted to tell her so as not to sound like a shallow jerk, but I decided to live with the consequences of the lie.

      “Very pristine, isn’t it?” Ana said. “Zurich, I mean. Switzerland. A privilege to live there, I imagine. A safe place, and everybody with clean hands.”

      If she knew what I really thought — I hated Switzerland, and the Swiss, and their secrecy, and their complicity with the Nazis, and their laundering of Nazi gold — I figured that Miss Ana Radu might like me better. Again, though, this was no time for the truth. I sometimes wondered what percentage of conversation in Istanbul was the truth, but then I stopped wondering and settled on a number: 14 percent. That was it — 14 percent was the truth. No more, no less — and it was a position I was happy to defend. It was, in fact, a hill I was willing to die on.

      “And your war?” I said.

      “Romania, mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      “Yes, mostly,” she said. “Not so pristine, where I was. Not as many clean hands.”

      I thought Ana might be Jewish, but it was harder and harder for me to tell the farther I traveled south and east of Vienna. If she was Jewish, well, I knew just enough about the shit that happened in Romania to imagine what kind of hell her war might have been, to guess at how dirty the hands might have been. But, as with my career in espionage and the Resistance, this was neither the time nor the place.

      “So, why Istanbul? Why now?” she said.

      “An opportunity,” I said.

      “Hard for me to imagine there’s a lot of money to be made here, especially compared to Switzerland.”

      “You’d be surprised. These are exciting times in Istanbul.”

      “Exciting, if you don’t mind spending most of your mornings trying to wriggle out of a Soviet headlock, and most of your afternoons trying to avoid an American punch to the solar plexus. Not to mention the sneaky Brits and their little knives…”

      “My father used to tell me, ‘Out of the greatest uncertainty is born the greatest opportunity,’” I said. It sounded good coming out of my mouth, even if it was completely made up. My father avoided uncertainty like a pox and would not have recognized opportunity if it bit him in the ass.

      “If you say so,” Ana said. Her skepticism was plain, but not overwhelming. Whatever that meant.

      In the 10 minutes we talked, before she finished her glass of champagne and made her excuses, I got almost nothing out of her. I didn’t know what she did or where she lived. I did, however, get her phone number — and, in the end, maybe the slightest hint of a slightly dirty smile. Or, maybe it was just my champagne-fueled imagination.
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      The walk from my apartment to the office on Taksim Square didn’t take 15 minutes, and Miray had never not been there before I arrived. It wasn’t that hard, granted — I tended to show up around 10 most mornings — but, still. Miray Aksoy was always at her desk, and coffee had always been brewed. Other than the coffee, she didn’t have a lot to do but keep my diary. Seeing as how I was averaging about three lunches a week and three evening receptions, with very little in between, the workload was well this side of onerous.

      “You have that 3 o’clock in Uskudar,” she said.

      “And good morning to you, too, Miray.”

      “Three o’clock. That means, on the ferry by 2:15 at the latest. Two would be better. Which means, if you’re walking, you need to leave here by 1:30. Right?”

      “Yes, mother. And why exactly do I have to go over and visit this gentleman — what’s his name again? — on the Asian side?”

      “Because that’s where his office is,” she said. “You set the meeting, not me. And it’s Zeki Ozdemir.”

      “The name of the company or the name of the man?”

      “Both,” she said. “His name is Zeki Ozdemir. His company is called Zeki Ozdemir.”

      “No ego, there,” I said.

      Miray didn’t answer. The morning post had arrived, and she was opening it.

      “Anything interesting?”

      “You’ll be the first to know. Coffee?”

      “Indeed,” I said. She brought me a cup at my desk, which was in the room behind her desk. We both had windows that looked out on Taksim Square, which was essential to me. When I arrived in town, I rejected three offices that didn’t have windows for both the receptionist and for me. Given the workload for both of us, the ability to daydream with a view was a crucial component of pretty much every day, and the foot traffic on the square offered a continuous stream of visual stimulation.

      The foot traffic also fed the low-level paranoia that lived with me pretty much all the time. You don’t tangle with the Gestapo in Nazi Germany without developing a persistent fear that somebody might be following you. It is a fear that never really leaves you — or, at least, it has never left me. And given the kaleidoscope of humanity that I encountered every morning on my walk to the office — men and women, shoppers and window-shoppers and café-sitters, Eastern dressed and Western dressed, pastel and gray — it was impossible not to wonder.

      That day, I was convinced that the man wearing the gray fedora walking on the other side of Istiklal Street, peering into every store window, was less intent on what was behind the glass and much more interested in my reflection in the windows. I doubled back to buy a newspaper, just because, and saw that the man was still staring into the window of a dress shop when I returned. I walked farther along, and so did he. I stopped to tie my shoe, and he stopped to look into the window of a toy store. I went into a tobacco shop, looked around and bought nothing — and dealt with the murderous glare of the proprietor. Only when I got back outside did I see that the gray fedora was no longer in sight. And even then, I still tied my shoe twice more, just to be sure — but I didn’t see him or anyone else.

      I didn’t know anymore. Maybe I was a little out of practice, or maybe it was just paranoia. Anyway, looking out of my office window, I did scan the expanse of Taksim Square for the man in the gray fedora. Not seeing him, I fixated instead on a woman pushing a pram while simultaneously attempting, and failing, to wrangle two small boys. She was screaming the boys’ names when Miray came back.

      “The monthly from Zurich arrived,” she said, handing me the report. It was about 10 pages long, and I would scan each of the pages for about 10 seconds. I had no idea who prepared the report back in Zurich or why I should be concerned about it. I had made exactly two deals since arriving in Istanbul, two small loans — one for a marine engine manufacturer, the other for a mom-and-pop boat builder looking to expand its operations. The two loans added together didn’t amount to a rounding error in the calculations at a place like Credit Suisse, but they were all a part of the cover.

      “Try to appear busy, or at least interested in being busy,” is how Fritz Ritter had put it. That’s what the two loans were about, and the 3 o’clock in Uskudar with Zeki Ozdemir.

      Miray went back to her desk and lit a cigarette as she continued to open the mail. Before I left Vienna, I asked Ritter to find me an office and a secretary, but he insisted that I do it myself. He said it would be more authentic that way, or something. He told me to place a classified ad for a German-speaking secretary and to take my pick. I was shocked at how many replies I had received, and while they were all qualified, Miray stood out — and not only because she was about 28 years old and in possession of a spectacular ass. It was the way she dressed, in stylish business attire, and the way she had no time for a veil, and the way she smoked right in front of me. Traditional Turkish women never did that. Hell, traditional Turkish women hardly ever socialized in any evening setting. Miray was modern, whatever that meant, and I liked that. Well, that and the spectacular ass.

      In a few minutes, she returned with the diary and a stack of invitations. She handed the cards over to me, and we went through them, one by one. I accepted all but one, and that was because it was at the same time as another reception. Miray put the details in the diary.

      “Hey, why don’t you come with me to this one?” I said. I handed her the invitation to something at the Park that was being given by something called The Turkish Family Council.

      “What do you mean, come with you? Have you ever seen a Turkish woman at one of these receptions?”

      “Always a first time.”

      “Well, not by me.”

      “Why not?” I said. “I mean, you dress like it’s the 20th century, and you smoke in front of me, and you have a husband that allows you to do all of that. So, what’s the big deal about a glass of champagne and a few canapés? And if it’s the champagne you’re worried about, they have fruit juices for…”

      “It’s not the champagne,” she said. “I am very much in favor of the champagne, and the canapés, and whatever else. But, well, let’s just say, there’s a funny thing about my husband. My Levent, he allows me this life, and he enjoys my paycheck. He also enjoys a hot dinner.”

      Miray left with the diary, back to her desk and another cigarette. I checked Taksim Square again for the gray fedora.
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      I enjoyed standing on the pier and watching the precision of the ferry operation. My boat was approaching, but I was looking much farther out into the Bosporus. In the distance, you could see the boats, all in a row, separated by hundreds of feet. It was as if they were part of a great relay race. One left the pier and the next one in line arrived. Then that one left and the next one arrived. Each ferry spent about two minutes at the pier, maybe three — that was how fast the unloading and the reloading took place. The choreography was effortless, it seemed.

      I took a seat inside and waited for the man selling the tea to come around. The steam came off the tray of tulip-shaped glasses, all of them sitting in a deep white saucer to keep them from tipping over and with a spoon inside to keep the glasses from cracking. They always looked at me kind of funny when I declined the sugar cube.

      There were eight people sitting around the inside. Two of them were old men fingering prayer beads. The rest — two in suits, the others in work clothes — were just looking out the window at what was the spectacular view of the city from the water. The European side was on the left, the Asian side on the right. Mosques and minarets and pastel-colored houses perched on steep hills — it really was something to see, so different from the European cities I had visited.

      I got up and walked to the outside portion of the boat. I leaned on the rail and felt the sun on my face. Even on a warm day, the ferry was always cold. At the very front of the boat, a young couple sat huddled together. The man with the tray came by and scooped up their two empty glasses of tea.

      Then, I heard, “How are things, Leon?”

      It was one of the old men with the prayer beads. I seemed to have a different contact every time, and I didn’t recognize this one. He had the right recognition code, though — Leon was the name of my best friend back in Vienna.

      “Why is it somebody different every time?” I said.

      “I don’t make the rules.”

      “It’s just…”

      “Look,” he said. “I get paid the same either way. They want me to ask you about the thing you went to last night. About some Russian.”

      “Vasily? Vasily Medvedev?”

      “No idea. They said you’d know.”

      The operating assumption, based on the private lunch — the Soviets always seemed to travel in pairs, but Vasily met me alone — and the ongoing banter between us, was that Vasily Medvedev was a person worth watching more closely. Ritter’s people figured he was in Soviet intelligence. I told them that I had no idea. And just as I had during the last contact, I told the old man with the prayer beads that the sum total of our relationship, other than the single inane lunch, was a running gag where we rated the quality of the hors d’oeuvres at the business receptions.

      When I told him about the lamb tava, the old man nodded.

      “And that’s it?” he said.

      “That’s all I’ve got. Anything from you?”

      “Not a thing,” he said. “God, lamb tava. Well, like I said, I get paid the same either way. Leon, it’s been a pleasure.”

      At which point, the old man and his prayer beads went back inside. I continued to lean on the rail and take the sun on my face. We were almost docked at the pier in Uskudar when I realized that I hadn’t told the contact about Miss Ana Radu and her long, lustrous black hair.
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      From the ferry landing in Uskudar, Zeki Ozdemir’s offices were up the hill and then a half-block to the left after the road split. Even in that short distance, you could notice the difference from the European side. Over there, pockets of Western architecture were everywhere, and Western dress was much more prevalent, and the hills were, well, hillier. On the Asian side, most of the women wore veils, and the buildings weren’t quite as old or nearly as crammed together. It was a different continent but half of one city, kind of the same but kind of not.

      The secretary brought me the strongest, thickest cup of coffee I had ever drunk. I swear, I could have made the spoon stand up straight in it if I had tried. I was just finishing the last sip when the enormous man I had met during the mixing part of a reception hosted by something called The Black Sea Symposium filled the office door, blocking out the afternoon sun.

      “Mr. Alex, Mr. Alex, so good of you to take the trip over,” he said.

      “Mr. Ozdemir, my…”

      “Mr. Ozdemir is my father. I am Zeki. Everybody calls me Zeki. Azra here calls me Zeki. Azra’s two little girls call me Zeki.

      Isn’t that right, Azra?”

      “Yes, Mr. Ozdemir,” she said, first deadpan, then with a smirk. He dismissed her joke with a wave.

      “My obedient employees,” he said. Then he laughed, and clapped me on the back, and led me to a couch that was across the room from his desk.

      “Why over here?” I said, because I was genuinely curious.

      “Why over here, what?”

      “Your office. It seems to me that the banks are all on the other side, and the legations…”

      “But the mine’s over here,” Zeki said. “My family’s always been over here. It’s cleaner. There’s more room. It’s quieter. But don’t tell anybody over there.”

      “Still…”

      “Ferries run all day,” he said. And if there’s a night event, and I’m in need of a hotel, the Tokatlian is still quite good.”

      That had been my first clue, as it turned out. The Tokatlian, while not a shithole, was within hailing distance of same. It had once been a grand place — the big people all stayed either there or at the Pera Palace — but that was years before the war. The way the story went, the owner of the hotel decided to advertise his sympathies and fly the Nazi flag at a certain point in the 1930s, and the swells consequently decided that they all would stay at the Pera Palace or the Park from then on. What the Tokatlian was left with were Nazi officials, Nazi sympathizers, and bargain hunters — and with a slow, steady decline. I walked by it every day and couldn’t help but notice how badly the windows needed a scrape-and-paint.

      So, there was that — and then there was the framed photograph on the sideboard. It was about 15 feet away, and while I wouldn’t bet my life on it, I had seen enough Gestapo uniforms to recognize one from that distance. Zeki was in the middle, big as ever, and there was a black uniform to his left and another black uniform to his right. I had no doubt what I was looking at, both in the picture and in the man sitting across from me in a delicate armchair that must have been groaning beneath his bulk.

      “And the mine again?” I said.

      “Chromium.”

      “Ah. Plenty of market for it, no? Vital for so many things.”

      “Yes, but the market here isn’t always free,” Zeki said. “I know you haven’t been here for that long, but I think you understand what I’m saying.”

      I nodded because I did understand. During the war, chromium was maybe the most important thing about Turkey, even more than geography. You couldn’t make bombs or planes or any of the shit that armies need without it, and it wasn’t mined in many places, and Turkey was really the only handy place for the Germans to obtain it.

      Chromium. You come here and people tell you the story before they tell you about their children — especially the Brits. Because, at the start of the war, the Brits — and maybe the Americans, I wasn’t sure — preemptively bought up a couple of years of the entire output of Turkish chromite mines, even though they could get it from other places. Then the Germans were allowed to buy some after that — fair was fair, the Turks being neutral and all. Then, when the Turks whiffed the Nazis’ rotting carcasses in the wind, they threw all-in with the Allies in 1944 and mines were forbidden to deal with the Germans anymore. Those that still did were placed on an embargo list — a list that apparently endured, at least partially. Thus, Zeki’s less than free market.

      “So, your business is…”

      “Intermittent,” Zeki said. “Fine, in its own way, but less robust than it could be. It is why I seek the loan from your bank. It will continue to help without our overall financing as we iron out some issues.”

      He handed me a folder and said, “Please, look, you’ll see.”

      I looked, even though I wasn’t really a banker and could barely read a profit and loss statement. From what I could see, Zeki’s mine was still profitable, as he said, but there were fallow periods between the biggest cash infusions. It didn’t take a genius to see that he needed the loan to get him through those quieter times, to cover payroll and such.

      Zeki fidgeted in the delicate chair as I forced myself to look at all four pages of the financial report and pretend to analyze it. When I was done, and looked up and said, simply, “How much?”

      Zeki replied with a figure that was on the order of the other two loans I had made in Istanbul for xxxxx xxxxxx — small change by any measure.

      I nodded, and then I said, “So, why me? Why xxxxxxx xxxx? It would seem this would be a figure that could be arranged locally. Unless you’re more over-extended than…”

      I waved the folder at him, and Zeki said, “No, no, no. Those are the accurate figures.”

      “So, why me?”

      “Your bank, it’s Swiss,” he said. And then, Zeki leaned over closer to the sofa and said, “Given that you’re from Switzerland, I figured you might understand.”

      I did my best to keep from reacting, other than with a nod. The guy thought I was a closet Nazi, or a complete Nazi, someone whose Swiss bank had probably laundered Nazi gold during the war, someone who understood what it was to operate within a culture of secrecy and connivance. For a second, I wondered if that was what everybody in Istanbul thought when they met me. But then I thought, well, why wouldn’t they think that? The truth was, if I ran into a Swiss banker I didn’t know, that would probably be the first thing I thought, too.

      I opened the folder and asked Zeki to explain some figures on the third page of the financial report, not to learn anything, but just to act as if I were doing my due diligence. He droned on and I couldn’t focus. A goddamn Nazi. That’s what he was, and that’s what he thought I was. The war was over, and the Nazis had been pulverized, and, still, the whole thing just wouldn’t die. It was no different than the mid-1930s in Vienna, when every conversation with a stranger had involved a rhetorical dance as you both attempted to discover where the other stood on the biggest political question of the day. Make that the only real political question of the day.

      Part of me felt like turning him down without any further analysis, but I knew that wasn’t what my job was about. If people like Zeki still existed, I needed to know about them.

      When I told him that I would approve the loan, Zeki jumped up from the chair and nearly knocked it over as he leaned in and hugged me. I told him I would send over the paperwork in two or three days, and that the check would arrive within a week of the receipt of the signed loan papers, after the money was wired from Zurich.

      As he walked me out of the office, Zeki said, “The next time we talk, it will be about the great things that like-minded souls like us can accomplish if we put our minds to it. Goals that we can reach. Ideals that we can protect.”

      I screwed up my face.

      “Next time,” he said. “Next time.”

      What that meant, I had no idea. But it was all I could think about as I walked back down the hill to the ferry dock.
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      Typical Turkish workman’s clothing — dark pants, white-ish shirt, unbuttoned dark vest, beat-up cap. I was sure the guy was following me to the ferry, and that was true even if he looked like every third guy on the street and then on the ferry itself.

      He sat inside and bought a glass of tea. I stayed outside and sat on one of the benches. I positioned myself so that I could see through the windows, to see my typical Turkish workman, and I probably looked at him 15 times during the crossing. Not once did I catch him looking at me.

      When we arrived back on the European side, I made sure the man got off the boat before I did. He walked up the street and turned left, crossing the Galata Bridge. I walked past the bridge and headed to the base of the tunnel, where the funicular would take me back up the hill. But before I got to the funicular, I stopped and tied my shoe and checked that my typical Turkish worker had not doubled back on the bridge to follow me. He hadn’t. I concluded that I really was paranoid, and oddly found some comfort in the notion.

      The two minutes on the funicular left me at the base of Istiklal Street. It was a nice day, so I decided not to take a taxi or the tram. A walk would do me good. Besides, there was nothing else in the diary.

      Istiklal Street used to be called the Grand Rue, back in the day. It had been built for Europeans, by Europeans, and I had to admit that it reminded me at least a little of the Karntnerstrasse back in Vienna, except it wasn’t as grand or as, I don’t know, nice. It was just the overall picture of the place, and especially the rhythm — people window-shopping, or stopping for a coffee, or just ambling on a pedestrian street mostly without cars. Other than the police, and cars coming over at the cross streets, the only vehicle you saw was the old red tram car generally stuffed with ladies and their purchases.

      This was the European part of the city — the architecture, just the whole feeling. It was where the embassies and legations were, and the banks and the biggest offices of the international companies, and the hotels where travelers would stay after arriving on the Orient Express. There was the Grand Rue, the main shopping street, but also the narrower side streets that branched off like slender twigs from the main branch. For some reason, those shaded side streets really reminded me of home.

      When I squinted, just a little, I could see the Karntnerstrasse in the late 1920s, which was when I was in my late twenties and had money in my pocket for the first time. My friends and I would begin drinking at one spot and then begin our pursuit of female companionship — sometimes by acting the fool for a group of women on the street, most times in a different bar or café or dance hall.

      When you got to my age, most people tended to romanticize those earlier times in your life. I know that I did. Of course, you somehow managed to forget about the girls who got away, or who laughed in your face. You didn’t remember, quite conveniently, how insecure you were about pretty much everything at that age, and how you worried so much about what other people thought about you, and how that worry sometimes paralyzed you.

      I mean, when I thought about it, who was I really kidding? Because, besides all of those personal insecurities, there was another reason not to romanticize the place itself. In Vienna, the Nazis were already visible in the early 1930s. They were organizing their marches, and occasionally terrorizing Jews in the streets, and blowing up phone boxes to get attention — that is, when they weren’t assassinating the leader of the government. I had seen and lived all of it, including the exploding phone boxes. I had once been inside one when it went ka-boom, right across from the west train station. Vienna was a goddamned disaster back then, nasty and divided. There was a short civil war in 1934, and the Anschluss in 1938 when the Nazi troops and Hitler himself were welcomed with cheers, and who exactly was I kidding?

      Then again, just to be fair, Istanbul was not without its moral contradictions. Heroin, after all, was a semi-tolerated local industry that scared and infuriated the Americans. And then there was the matter of the German gold — much of which was likely looted from Jews — that currently resided in Turkish vaults and was treated as war reparations. And then, well, I mean, had I or had I not just done a handshake loan deal with a Nazi? A Nazi who tantalized me on the way out the door with the statement, “The next time we talk, it will be about the great things that like-minded souls like us can accomplish if we put our minds to it. Goals that we can reach. Ideals that we can protect.”

      So, there was plenty of moral ambiguity to go around. Given what I did for a living, and everything I had done in the previous decade, moral ambiguity had pretty much replaced the blood that flowed through my veins. It wasn’t something to condemn. It was something that just… was.

      So, all of that aside, and putting a fair eye on the question, what did I really think was nicer about Karntnerstrasse than Istiklal Street? What was better about it? That the shops were more expensive? I mean, they were nicer on Karntnerstrasse, but it wasn’t as if the shops on Istiklal Street were crap. So, really: was that the true measure of a place? Was it just about money? Given all the rest of it, did that really make it better?

      This was a philosophical question of the first order. Normally, when I wandered into such territory, I tended to lubricate the mental debate with a cocktail. So, that’s what I did — because of that, and because my empty diary screamed that it was time for an early drink, and also because I thought I spotted my typical Turkish workman walking a few hundred feet behind me as I got close to the office on Taksim Square. Or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      The Park Hotel was right across the street from what had been the German embassy, but which was now an empty tomb. Since the war ended, the Swiss legation had been taking care of whatever international legal niceties needed taking care of for Germany — or, rather, German nationals who were still in Istanbul. I had heard some talk of the Germans preparing to open a kind of branch office on the Asian side, but I didn’t know if it was true or just talk.

      But the massive embassy was shuttered. And when I say it was across the street from the Park, it was a tiny street. You could just about sit on the toilet in the Park, reach out the window, and trade magazines with some undersecretary sitting on the toilet in the embassy. Seriously, the street was wide enough for one car to pass, one car and one car only.

      The proximity had turned the place into a kind of Nazi clubhouse during the war years. Since then, it had become an international dining spot in the city, a place where diplomats and businessmen of every flavor and nationality tended to congregate. I guess the reason I picked it for my first date with Miss Ana Radu was because — based on the little I knew of her background — I figured she would be comfortable in the middle of the nightly pastiche.

      We agreed to meet at the bar, and I got there early. Seeing as how I was now a regular customer — at least weekly, sometimes twice a week — Ozan greeted me with just a nod before turning and beginning to make me what I had come to regard as a credible Manhattan.

      “Alone tonight, Mr. Alex?” he said.

      “Actually, no,” I said, and then I guess the hint of a smile gave me away.

      “Well, now,” he said. “Will you be dining as well? Because I can arrange a window table.”

      “Already done, but thank you.”

      “Well, drink up. What do they call it — Holland courage?”

      “Dutch courage,” I said.

      He nodded and made a mental note. My second Manhattan was ready and delivered just as I took the last sip of the first. Ana arrived one sip later. She drank champagne. And if Ozan listened in a bit to our conversation, well, he tended to do that to everyone, all while drying already-dry glasses that sat in a rack. My working assumption was that he was on the Emniyet payroll, as was pretty much every service worker in every hotel and bar and restaurant in Istanbul.

      And, well, whatever — a man had to eat, after all. When I came to the Park, I came to be seen. My goal was to be perceived as a legitimate banker, and the meetings I took and the lunches I ate all worked toward that purpose. And if this night was different — personal, not business — it didn’t really matter. There was nothing wrong with being perceived as a well-rounded Swiss banker by the local secret police. Part of me hoped that Ozan would tell the Emniyet how pretty Ana was, and especially about her long, lustrous black hair.

      Once we were settled at our table, Ana had a look around the room and said, “Quite the League of Nations they have going here.”

      “So, let’s play a game.”

      “What?”

      “Name the country,” I said. “Starting at the far left.”

      “Well, Japanese to begin with,” she said.

      “Not Chinese?”

      “Japanese — those are the political realities.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Russians next,” she said. “The empty vodka bottle on the table is a dead giveaway. Then, Turks drinking fruit juice. Then, Turks not drinking fruit juice. Then, us.”

      “And what are we?”

      “Mongrels,” Ana said. “Mutts.”

      As we talked our way through the appetizers and entrées, both of us seemed most comfortable with the years before the war and after the war. When I wasn’t telling her about the characters I had met in Istanbul — my Russian friend Vasily and his hors d’oeuvres rating system, a couple of the Brits I drank with, my most modern secretary Miray — I stuck to stories about my days as a traveling sales representative in the family business. The best stories were not meant for mixed company, though, so I settled for tales of fat mill owners and their fat wives, and sumptuous meals, and the Orient Express.

      Ana talked about growing up in some unpronounceable small town in Romania, and finding her way to university in Bucharest, and then to a role as a government economist.

      “Facts and figures, measurements and projections,” she said. “Sounds boring, I know, but I liked it. I think we all crave order at times, and we all have a desire to express our creativity at other times. For me, that was economics — numbers in the ledgers, yes, but also a chance to interpret those numbers and maybe to use them to predict the future. It’s a crude science, and it uses blunt instruments, but for me, it was perfect.”

      “But not anymore?” I said.

      “The war, it damaged so much. The facts and figures, the measurements and projections — it’s just harder now.”

      I asked her what she did for a living, and she repeated the same lines, pretty much word for word before changing the subject to Swiss banking. I assumed she was an economist in the Romanian legation, and maybe a little more — because everybody in Istanbul seemed to keep an eye open for a little more. It was as if nobody came to work in the city before having their peripheral vision checked.

      But her questions were about Swiss banking and, with that, I carried the conversation through dessert and coffee. Other than noticing one of the waiters — Burak, I think was his name — lingering a few extra seconds every time he brought anything or cleared a plate, it was just me telling stories that were largely untrue, given that my Swiss banking experience was minimal. The thing I did discover was that old stories about the assholes who ran German steel mills could be massaged nicely into stories about the assholes who ran Swiss banks. It took almost no work at all to make the substitutions.

      “You don’t seem to like the Swiss,” Ana said.

      “Does it show that badly?”

      “It’s okay with me. I share your disdain. Cold fish, they seem to me. Cold fish, tight fists.”

      “Good to know,” I said. “If you could give me a heads-up on any other people you hate, it might save me from an embarrassing admission later on.”

      Ana laughed at that, and then she put her hand over mine and said, “Such a mysterious place, this is.”

      “The Park?”

      “No, Istanbul,” she said. “So much of the past that nobody talks about. So many little secrets. Just look around — other than the drunk Russians, look at the tables. The Japanese. The Turks. Everybody — just look. Nobody is having a normal conversation. Everybody is leaning in. Everybody is whispering. Such a place.”

      “It’s not like you talk that much about the past that nobody talks about, either,” I said.

      “Bad memories, painful. Best left undisturbed.”

      She took her hand away from mine.

      “Such a place,” she said.

      After I paid the bill, I walked Ana through the lobby and out to the taxi rank. It seemed as if every eye followed our progress — the desk clerk, two bellboys, a man sitting in a chair and smoking a truly obnoxious cigar. They all watched as we walked through.

      She kissed me on the cheek while the driver opened the back door and told me she’d had a nice time, but she did not invite me to come along for the ride. I went back in and had another Manhattan at the bar.

      “Next time, Mr. Alex, you’ll see,” Ozan said. He was more confident than I was.
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      I did not remember the man sitting across from my desk, but I knew that I had seen him before. I knew because of the suit he was wearing. For whatever reason, olive green was not much of a suit color in Istanbul. It wasn’t much of a suit color anywhere, to be honest, but I had seen it before. Back when, I had even owned an olive green suit myself — and I had looked quite dashing in it, if truth be told. If my memory was not failing me, I was pretty sure that I was wearing it in about 1935 when a spectacular blonde named Heidi, the new secretary of my client in Düsseldorf, reached beneath the dinner table of a small restaurant in town and said, “Alex, dear, I believe your little friend is already awake.”

      Anyway, maybe that was the subconscious reason, or maybe it was just its relative oddity in Istanbul, but I remembered that olive green suit, if not the man who was waiting in the outer office when I strolled in at about 10. I saw Miray before I saw him, and I could tell something was up immediately — partly because of how tidy her desk had become overnight, but mostly because she wasn’t smoking. The ashtray was even gone from her desk top.

      The introduction from Miray — a halting, almost breathless introduction — took care of the rest.

      “Lieutenant Bulut, this is Alex Kovacs. The lieutenant did not have an appointment, but I told him I was sure we could fit him in.”

      The man in the olive green suit was of average height and weight — with wavy Turkish black hair, well-trimmed black Turkish mustache. His handshake was firm, but not memorable. That he was a lieutenant in the Emniyet went without saying. If he had been a regular cop, Miray likely would have told him to make an appointment like anyone else.

      After we were in my office, and Miray had brought us coffee — Bulut’s was a refill of the cup he had been drinking in the outer office — I said, “You know, I have a feeling we might have met before. Am I mistaken?”

      “Met? No,” Bulut said. “But we have been at the same receptions before. I imagine I receive the same invitations that you receive.”

      “Because Swiss bankers and Emniyet lieutenants have so much business in common?”

      “Something like that,” he said. The smile that followed was full, and the man had good teeth.

      At that point, I felt like looking down into my lap to see if I was in the process of pissing myself. For some reason, I found the man’s smile to be more than a little unnerving.

      “I was surprised when your secretary talked about having to fit me into your schedule,” Bulut said. “I wasn’t under the impression that your schedule was very busy.”

      “Well, I’m new here.”

      “Still…”

      “Building a business is a methodical process. One brick at a time. One meeting at a time. One contact.”

      “Still…”

      “Some days are slower than others,” I said. By then, I was wondering less about pissing myself and more about a complete gastric catastrophe. Still, I sipped my coffee and attempted to camouflage the terror that I was feeling. I wondered if my eyes gave it away, though. They probably did. Eyes and hands were always the tell. You didn’t even have to listen to what somebody was saying to find out the truth about them. Eyes and hands told all — and if I had to guess, the man in the olive green suit was likely an expert at the reading of same.

      “So, do you have many clients yet?” Bulut said.

      “A couple?”

      “Two? Three?”

      “Three.”

      “Does that include the mining fellow in Uskudar?” Bulut said. At which point, I realized that my paranoia had been justified all along. Perhaps my espionage skills had gone to shit, but my instincts were still very much in place. I obviously was being followed, at least some of the time.

      “Big man, big personality,” I said. And then I was quiet, and Bulut was quiet. He sipped, I sipped. He smiled, I smiled. And in those 10 seconds or so, all I could wonder was exactly how big the goddamned Emniyet could be if they had people in place to follow a nobody of a Swiss banker around a very big city divided in at least three different pieces by various bodies of water.

      I desperately wanted to get on the front foot of the conversation, at least for a minute — just to give myself more time to think. Of course, Bulut’s silence indicated that he wanted the same thing. He wanted me to talk, to reveal something amid my conversational insecurity. What he didn’t know — or, rather, probably knew but hadn’t calculated — was that I had been a salesmen, and salesmen had conversational skills that tended to kick in even at the most nervous of times.

      “The ferry to Uskudar — it’s always a treat for me,” I said. “Your city is, well, breathtaking sometimes. Is it a good place to raise a family? Do you have children?”

      Bulut was taken aback. It showed in his eyes for just a flash. His very presence in most circumstances led to colon-clenching, and my guess was that those with the clenched colons rarely asked him about his family.

      But it had just been a flash. Bulut recovered and told me the story about his wife and two sons, ages eight and six, and about the elaborate games of hide-and-seek that could consume hours at a time on the weekends.

      “I bet you always find them,” I said.

      “Eventually,” Bulut said. The word was accompanied by a wink. “But now, let me ask you about a wife or children. Maybe back in Zurich?”

      “I’ve never had the privilege. Too much travel, I guess. As an itinerant worker, well, I guess it always adds a layer of complication to any relationship.”

      “I imagine it does,” Bulut said. “But it leaves you with many, many free evenings, I imagine. How are you enjoying the menu at the Park? Do you have a favorite?”

      He went on to tell me about the lunch menu — he had never been there for dinner — and that he liked the Wiener schnitzel the best, even if, he guessed, “it might not be all that authentic. Is it?”

      “It’s quite good,” I said, and it was. “Quite authentic.”

      I did not know if Burak, the loitering waiter, had told Bulut that I had ordered the self-same Wiener schnitzel just the night before. I did not know how often Burak reported in, or with what kind of detail. I also did not know if Bulut knew my companion was Miss Ana Radu, or that I went back for one more Manhattan after Ana had left me on the sidewalk in front of the taxi rank. Bulut did not bring up any of that before he abruptly stood and said his goodbyes, so I couldn’t be sure. Still, I was sure. It was clear to me that there was no percentage, none at all, in underestimating this man or his organization. And if I didn’t exactly understand the mission, or the full capabilities, that did not matter on the most basic level. The Emniyet, in the person of this Lieutenant Bulut, clearly regarded me as more than a name on a list of businessmen attending this or that reception at the Pera Palace.

      Back in the outer office, Miray didn’t say anything as Bulut walked past her desk, and he did not acknowledge her. Two seconds after the door shut, she lit up a cigarette and then pulled the ashtray from her desk drawer. Two seconds after that, I went to the toilet.
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      I stayed in the office for another hour or so. I needed to prepare the loan papers for Zeki, which amounted to me providing names, addresses, and amounts that Miray would need to plug into the contract boilerplate. I gave her the information, she did the typing, I did the proofreading, she made one correction, and then she arranged for a messenger to bring them over to Uskudar the next day for Zeki’s signature.

      Neither of us spoke about the visitor in the olive green suit. It really wasn’t necessary. The Emniyet was a fact of Turkish life — uncomfortable, unnerving, but not unheard of. The truth was that Miray had no idea that I was anything but an underworked Swiss banker, and that worked for her, and she likely understood that even better than I did. She opened the mail, kept the diary, typed the letters and contracts, answered the phone, fin. If this ever became something more than a challenge to my bowels, Miray’s greatest protection would be her lack of knowledge.

      I didn’t feel like lunch, or sitting around in public, so I went home and killed a couple of hours before my language lesson. My appointment with Omer was for 4 p.m., after he was done school. That gave me several hours to savor a tin of vegetable soup and think about my next move.

      The main question was whether or not I needed to get a message to Fritz Ritter, to tell him about the Emniyet’s more-than-casual interest in my comings and goings. We had arranged for such a possibility before I left Vienna, and it was the simple kind of tradecraft that always worked the best. If I needed to speak to someone, or to send a message, I was to make a chalk mark at the base of the Galata Bridge on the side where the Hagia Sophia and the Blue Mosque were, and then to return there the next day at 3 p.m., and to keep walking toward the Blue Mosque until I was contacted. And if, for some reason, no one contacted me, I was to do the same thing the next day.

      I had never felt the need to send a message before. Every couple of weeks, someone would contact me — like on the ferry to Uskudar the day before — and that had been more than sufficient. Given the meager wares I had on offer when the contacts did come, I was surprised they happened as often as they did.

      As for this — Lieutenant Bulut and his seemingly encyclopedic knowledge of my recent comings and goings — I pondered the situation through my tin of soup, and then the two beers that constituted the sum total of the contents of my refrigerator. In the end, I decided to wait. It wasn’t an emergency — there was nothing life-threatening about being notified that I was on the radar of the Turkish secret police — and the message mechanism really should be saved for more urgent matters. It was simple and pretty foolproof, but there was still a risk — especially given that I now knew I was being followed, at least part of the time.

      The truth was, Bulut’s visit to my office was not threatening at all if he thought I was a spy. It was more a professional courtesy. And if, more likely, he just thought I was a bit of a curious case, the president of a Swiss private bank in Istanbul, his visit really wasn’t a threat at all. It was more of an education for a newcomer to town.

      I had pretty much decided to do nothing when Omer banged on the door. It was never a knock from the kid, always three open-handed slaps.

      “Right on time,” I said.

      “Have I ever not been right on time?”

      “It was an observation, not an accusation.”

      “I’ve never been late,” he said. Then he tossed his school knapsack on the dining table where we did our business.

      Omer Kaya was 17 years old, with all the attendant attitude. I had placed a want-ad for a Turkish language tutor who also knew either German or English — I figured that French was out of the question. As it turned out, Omer was fluent in German — he was an honor student — and passable in English. We tried to get together twice a week after school, and he was a good enough teacher that I could carry on moderately complex social conversations in Turkish. Thinking back on it, Lieutenant Bulut and I had conducted our entire meeting in Turkish. I guess that I started that way with the first question, and he just continued on.

      When we negotiated the price for the lessons, Omer quoted a figure and pretty much stuck to it. The number was fine — the money in Istanbul was meaningless to me — but everybody said you were supposed to haggle, and I figured that just giving in without at least a little back-and-forth might be seen as insulting. So, we did the dance for a minute, and it gave him a chance to stick almost exactly to his original number, and he seemed as pleased with the process as the result.

      “But there’s one more thing,” he said, and then he reached over to a magazine on my side table. I had seen him eyeing it from the moment he entered the apartment. It was called Nature’s Beauty, and it was in German, but this wasn’t about the language in which he was an honor student. This was about the photographs inside, tasteful pictures of topless women, all taken outdoors, all in poses that seemed to require the model either to recline or to reach arms skyward. There was a blonde catching a beach ball over her head. There was a brunette on a chaise lounge, reading a book — an intellectual sort. There was a different blonde waving goodbye to someone with both hands. It was like that.

      I got the magazine at the newsagent where I bought my newspaper every morning. The agent, Mehmet, knew the bare bones of my story — that I was a banker from Zurich by way of Vienna, a German speaker, and that was pretty much it. Anyway, one day he gave me a conspiratorial look, reached into a drawer beneath his counter, pulled out the magazine, and said, “You like?”

      I did. Then he looked even more conspiratorial, and dug even deeper into the drawer, and said, “I have… more.” He pulled out and riffled through a different magazine that featured men and women, and none of them were modeling the latest fashions.

      “No — I’ll stick with this one,” I said. There was a new edition every month or so. And when Omer reached for the latest one on my side table, I was worried that I had offended him. He was Muslim, but I was learning that — just as with every religion — there are different flavors of seriousness. I had no idea how serious Omer was about his faith.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “No,” he said. “This will be part of our arrangement, too — the money, plus this.”

      His face was serious and maybe a little nervous. My face, in reply, was a naughty smile. I handed him the magazine I had and said, “A new one every month, yes?”

      He nodded.

      “But you could buy it yourself,” I said.

      “No, I couldn’t.”

      “Too embarrassed?”

      “Well, yes,” he said. “But not so much that. They just wouldn’t sell it to someone like me. You have to be old and respectable to be able to purchase — how do you say? — the bazooms.”

      Omer stuffed the magazine into his bag, and that was how our first lesson began.
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      After my meeting with the man in the olive green suit, I figured the worst thing I could do would be to alter my routines. Other than stopping to tie my shoe a few more times, and checking a few more store windows on Istiklal Street on the way to the office and again on the way home, I just did what I did. Except for the fact that I now carried a piece of chalk with me at all times, that is. That was really my only concession to the new realities.

      Which meant that the diary was the diary, and the bullshit meetings were the bullshit meetings. Which meant that it was written down that I had a lunch scheduled at the Park at 1 p.m. and that I would be attending, even if I didn’t think I would be able to eat the really quite authentic Wiener schnitzel ever again without an emergency trip to the toilet.

      I could only imagine what Lieutenant Bulut would make of my luncheon companion. Mike Fogarty was a cultural liaison at the United States embassy. Read: spook. I was pretty sure that he didn’t know that I knew, which was fine with me. I really got the impression that most of the people I met in Istanbul thought I was some naïf when it came to any topics beyond interest rates and Swiss chocolates, that I was a sharp-pencil-and-green-eyeshade kind of banker, head always down in the ledgers. They figured that I was a virgin in a city where all the important things were never communicated above a whisper and where the key events never saw the sunlight.

      Again, all of that was just fine with me, mostly because I noticed a tendency for them to prattle on about this and that. It can be like that when there is a smart guy sitting on one side of the table and a person perceived to be an amiable lump of clay on the other side. The smart guy sees the chance to mold and shape the lump, maybe in his own image, and the human ego rarely can walk away from such an opportunity. Which means that the smart guy talks just a little too much, unconcerned about the motives of his pupil. Which means that he sometimes lets something slip, even if it isn’t particularly damaging, even if it is just the truth. It was a scientific fact — I had done the testing — that the number of slips increased exponentially with the number of Ozan’s Manhattans delivered to the table. The last sip of the second Manhattan was the tipping point, and so I couldn’t help but smile when the third drink arrived.

      Through the first drink, Fogarty had politely inquired about the fascinating world of Swiss banking. Through the second drink, he became less interested in banking and much more intent on explaining the ins-and-outs of life in Istanbul. In short, he hated the place. Fogarty had been in Paris in the mid-1930s, and then London, and then Lisbon during the war. Istanbul was as far to the east as he had ever been posted, and, well, let’s just say that culture shock is a real thing.

      “Mosques and minarets,” Fogarty said. “Mosques and fucking minarets. Dirty streets. Dogs running loose. Women covered head to toe. Nobody gives you a straight answer about anything. Fucking place.”

      “But there are other women,” I said, helpfully.

      Fogarty grunted a reply.

      “In the embassies, the legations,” I said. “Surely you come across them. There are enough lonely Swedish and Danish and Spanish stenographers in this town — maybe there is a language barrier, but surely, with a little effort and maybe with…”

      I held up my empty Manhattan glass and jiggled the ice. Fogarty grunted another reply.

      That was the second drink. With half of the third Manhattan consumed, his hatred for all things Turkey and Istanbul ratcheted up just a bit more. It also acquired a name: heroin. As in, “fucking heroin,” “motherfucking shit,” “injectable hell,” and my personal favorite, “goddamned poppy poison.”

      It was all Fogarty could talk about once he got started. His only pauses were to correct a word he had slurred, or to search for a word just beyond his reach, or to mini-belch. He probably went on for five solid minutes before I interrupted him with a question.

      “And the police?” I said.

      “Useless.”

      “Because they can’t stop it?”

      “Because they won’t stop it,” Fogarty said. “Look, there are two things working at once here. The first is that this is a big money crop for a country that is knee-deep in poverty once you get out of the Park fucking Hotel restaurant and away from Taksim fucking Square and Itsy-skitzy fucking Street.”

      I laughed out loud at his pronunciation of Istiklal Street. When he responded with a scowl, I wondered if that was how he pronounced it sober.

      “There’s nothing fucking funny about this,” Fogarty said. “One, they need the heroin money. Two, the gangs control the whole thing and the cops can’t touch the gangs. So, we talk to the government, and the government nods sincerely and says they’re working on it. Then the government goes to the police, and the police nod sincerely and create another fucking task force. Then, three months later, our people in New York tell us that there’s been a 50 percent increase in heroin on the streets — and it all starts here with the goddamned poppies.”

      “And then, you go to the government again…” I said.

      “And the whole fucking circle-jerk enjoys a few more strokes,” Fogarty said. “And nothing changes. The government minister nods sincerely, and the cops nod sincerely, and fuck-all. The farmers still grow the poppies. The gangs still ship them to Marseille. The processors in Marseille still do their stuff, and they smuggle the product into the port of New York. And nothing changes.”

      “So maybe the answer isn’t here, but in France?” I said.

      “We’re trying,” he said. “We’re trying everywhere. But why not here? I mean, why fucking not? We’re fucking holding this country together and they fucking laugh in our faces when we talk about heroin. Well, not in our faces. I guess they have the common courtesy to wait until we’ve left the room.”

      Fogarty finally ran out of steam after one more recitation of the whole cycle of heroin production and distribution. He stopped in the middle of trying and failing to let go of the s in Marseille.

      I paid for lunch. Fogarty knocked over his chair and nearly fell down when he leaned over to pick it up. I wouldn’t remember a lot of the details the next time one of Fritz Ritter’s people contacted me for an update, but it seemed to me that the details didn’t really matter all that much. Because, while I had heard of American concerns about heroin before, it had mostly been in whispers and asides and off-hand comments. Based on my experience with Mike Fogarty and his three Manhattans, this whole heroin business clearly resided in a much more prominent place.
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      When I was a salesman, I traveled a lot but really only managed to see steel mills, train stations, hotels, bars, and the places you went after the bars. When I agreed to come to Istanbul, I promised myself that I would see more than that — which is why I was spending the late afternoon climbing Galata Tower. Drinks with Gibbs were at 6, and the tower was how I was killing time — rather than just arriving early at the bar and getting a few deep before Gibbs showed up from the embassy.

      I actually bought a second-hand copy of Baedeker’s Constantinople before I left Vienna and stuffed it into my jacket pocket for some of my diversions, like this one. The book had taken me through the big mosques, and on a ferry ride up to the top of the Golden Horn, and it had become a trusted companion.

      Galata Tower was partway down the hill from the funicular, and I figured I would just walk it. If it was steeper than I expected, I could just walk down the rest of the hill and take the funicular back to the top.

      There were two or three tourists at the tower when I got there. With the help of a guide with a torch, I made my way up the steps and read the guidebook entry as I looked out over the Bosporus.

      “Climbing the Galata Tower gives the best preparation for one’s walks through Constantinople,” it said. “It lies on the border between Galata and Pera, 41m above sea-level, and was erected on this site as early as 500, where the walls of Galata met together. In ensuing times, it was frequently restored and raised, especially by the Genoese in 1348, when they produced their town walls to this point; after several fires, the crown of the tower received its present form in 1875.”

      The book said it was 143 steps to the fire-watchers’ room and 72 more steps to the three upper floors. In this, Mr. Baedeker was accurate. Also, in this: “Anyone prone to giddiness should avoid the outer platform of the lowest floor.” The man with the torch was laughing at me as I hugged the wall when we got there, and still laughing when we walked back down to the fire-watchers’ room.

      The view from there was plenty spectacular. The red and orange rooftops sloping down to the water. The Asian side in the distance, across the Bosporus, with a half-dozen ferries following their schedules. The Hagia Sophia, the Blue Mosque, and a hundred other minarets across the narrower Golden Horn. The men, tiny like ants but still somehow recognizable, carrying cargo on their backs from the ships docking near the Galata Bridge.

      Istanbul really was an interesting city, so different than anywhere I had ever been — and, still, I was bored. Maybe that was natural enough after a couple of months. I mean, it was definitely natural enough. At the same time, though, if this was going to be my life, well, what the hell kind of life could I make it?

      I was open to falling in love again, at least a little open, but was I really? When Manon died during the war, died with our unborn child in her belly, well, I don’t know. Maybe I was open to trying again. I almost did, and not that long ago. Maybe I was open a little. If I went back to Vienna and allowed myself, maybe I could find somebody and make her happy. But could I make myself happy? Fritz Ritter had been right. This is what I did, and while it would likely strip away my humanity, bit by bit, it was still the only time I would feel alive.

      So, how could I bring a woman into that life, into this life — the life where a lieutenant from the Emniyet waltzes into your office and pretty much announces that he is having you followed? How could I fall in love and expect something permanent when I never left the house without a piece of chalk in my pocket, when I never left the apartment without leaving behind a small travel bag packed and ready in the hall closet?

      If this was to be my life, it would have to be my life and my life alone. My friends would be nothing more than acquaintances — or, more likely, sources whom I would burn if the situation required it. My lovers would be nothing more than flings. I would make myself accountable to no one but the stranger who debriefed me while leaning over the rail of the ferry. I would get drunk, and get laid, and do what I could to live a human life — but I would never do it with total focus. Well, maybe the drinking and the sex.

      But I would always be looking over my shoulder. I would never completely relax, never feel rested. I would look older than other people my age. I would lose years off my life expectancy, all the while savoring the short bursts of adrenaline that I felt, the rushes that clerks and construction workers and Swiss bankers who went home to their wives and children never felt.

      I was staring out of the arched windows of the Galata Tower, looking out over the Bosporus, when the guide with the torch said, “I bet I know something that your little book doesn’t tell you.”

      “What?”

      “Hezarfen Ahmed Celebi,” he said. “Do you know the name?”

      I shook my head.

      “A great scientist,” he said. “In the 1600s, he flew all the way from right here to Uskudar on wings that he made himself.”

      I almost said “bullshit” out loud, but managed to swallow the word and convey my skepticism with my face.

      “A true story,” the guide said. “It is in the histories. A great man, Celebi. Hundreds of years before the American Wright Brothers, but with none of the credit. It is our lot in life, that lack of recognition.”

      I imagined the look on my face had not changed because the guide said, “Open your mind. Open your heart. Or just open a book in the library because it’s true. The man could fly.”

      I looked out over the Bosporus, over at Uskudar on the Asian side. It was miles away, several miles. I pointed. The guide nodded.

      A half-hour later, I made it to the bar ahead of Gibbs and asked the bartender if he knew the story. He sneered.

      “Flew a little, maybe,” he said. “Flew to Uskudar? That’s something they tell the tourists. I bet you made your tip a little bigger than you had planned after you heard the story, yes?”

      Yes. And as I drank and waited, I wondered about Celebi and his homemade wings and how far he might have gotten, but I wondered about my life most of all. Was that to be my destiny? Always to be a tourist listening to tourist stories, a Baedeker’s in my pocket? Always to be a stranger in a strange land? Never to be home?
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      “You know why I like this place?” Gibbs was saying. We were maybe three deep into the rakis at that point.

      “The bright and cheery ambience, I imagine,” I said. The hole in the wall on Bekar Sokagi, one of the dozens of narrow side streets that fed into Istiklal Street, had no sign over a front door that was always open. The bar was dark wood, the tables were dark wood, the floor was dark wood, and the number of working light bulbs on a given night was never more than two.

      “I’m happy enough with the no-lights,” he said. “But what I’m always ecstatic about is the no-Jews.”

      “Tough day at the foundry?” I said.

      “The line never ended,” Gibbs said. “Three Epsteins, followed by two Kleins, followed by a baker’s dozen of Adelmans — or at least, it seemed like that many. It never ended. I swear to God, I wasn’t an anti-Semite before I got this job.”

      “Palestine?” I said.

      “Always fucking Palestine,” he said, and then he took a suicidally long pull on his drink, finishing the glass and slamming it down on the table.

      The bartender had kept the meze coming — feta and melons to start, then various vegetable tidbits and little chopped-up things smeared on bread. There must have been lights back in the kitchen, I assumed. They sold the raki by the bottle or the half-bottle, and we had chosen the half, seeing as how that was more than enough to stun a mule. We still had about a quarter to go. Gibbs poured himself another glass, and then mixed in a bit of the chilled water. The mixing turned the clear alcohol into something whiter and cloudier.

      “Lion’s Milk,” he said, and we toasted by clinking our glasses near the base, the Turkish way.

      After another sip, Gibbs said, again, “I swear to God that I wasn’t an anti-Semite before I started working here.”

      Reginald St. John Gibbs, as he occasionally referred to himself at this point in the raki bottle, worked in the British embassy as a deputy assistant to the ambassador, whatever that meant. He had been in Istanbul since 1940, which was forever in foreign service terms. From the stories he told, he had witnessed the Turkish neutrality dance up close during the war and had been involved in the Brits’ preemptive purchases of the country’s supply of chromium to keep it out of the hands of the Germans.

      He seemed to miss those days — at least, that was the sense I got. Gibbs got almost misty when he talked about evenings in the restaurant at the Park — Nazis seated on one side of the room, and Brits and the Europeans on the other side of the room, and, as he said, “the in-betweeners sitting in between, forming a kind of demilitarized zone that separated the warring schnitzels.”

      Now, from what Gibbs said, all he did was push paper — and almost all of the paper involved Jews trying to get one of the 15,000 annual visas the British were willing to give out.

      “And we can’t even decide,” he said. “I mean, I have to listen to their bullshit — hours and hours of bullshit. And then, I’m the one who has to tell them that they filled out the papers incorrectly, and that they had to come back when it was fixed and wait in another line. And then, I’m the one who has to listen to their bitching. And then, when it’s all done properly, I’m the one who has to tell them that it isn’t my decision, that somebody in London will make the call. And I don’t have the heart, or the energy, to tell them that of the Jews who come through our embassy, maybe one out of ten get the high-sign.”

      “And when they get rejected…” I said. I mean, I already knew the answer, but part of the job of a good conversationalist was to assist a speaker in remembering the highlights of a story they didn’t remember having told before.

      “They’re back in line to complain some more, and I get to listen,” Gibbs said, followed by another long pull on the raki and another loud bang when he slammed the glass on the table.

      “I mean, we’re fucking getting out,” he said. “We’re fucking leaving next year, and fuck the lot of them. I don’t care if they all kill each other at this point. But after the bomb at the King David, screw this. I knew two guys who died at that hotel — I was in training with them. We’re fucking done, and I can’t wait. The whole place has never been anything but trouble.”

      The history was messy, and I didn’t really care to understand it. I knew from reading the papers that the Brits were getting out, soon-ish. And I knew that after the King David explosion, they had begun interning Jewish refugees trying to sneak in by way of Cyprus. And I knew that, whenever it had happened, Reginald St. John Gibbs had become one massive, undeniable anti-Semite.

      Our last few sips of the Lion’s Milk were accompanied by my story about the scientist from the 1600s with the homemade wings who flew to Uskudar from the top of the Galata Tower. Gibbs was drunk enough that he considered the possibility that it was true, at least for a sip or two. Then he stopped, held his chin in his hand, and closed his eyes. I thought he might have fallen asleep but, after about 15 seconds, the eyes snapped open, and he proclaimed, “No, probably bullshit. Good tale, though.”

      When we were done, we turned left out of the hole in the wall with no name and walked up toward Istiklal Street. Gibbs and I lived in apartments that were only a few blocks apart, but his was on Istiklal, the main drag, in a much nicer building than mine.

      I chose the side street on purpose. Wherever I lived, whenever I had a choice, I chose the side street. It was the lesson I had learned from my Uncle Otto: to live frugally on your own money, but to spend lavishly on the company’s money. In Otto’s mind, salaries were for saving and expense accounts were for padding — and if the expense accounts infuriated my father and brother back at the family office in Brno, all the better. As he said, “When they stop paying them is when I’ll start getting worried. And they’ve never not paid one. And you know why? Because they know our value. And they know they couldn’t do what we do. The way I see it, the expense account is just our way of making sure they understand.”

      Gibbs had a slightly different take. It was the same general theme, though. The government was paying for his lodgings, so what the hell?

      “Our empire might be dying, and that’s true enough,” he said, the first time I razzed him about his splendid digs. “Faded empire? Probably true. No, definitely true. I have no intention of arguing the point. Not worth my breath, not worth your time. So, yes, we’re dying. But I’ll be damned if they’re going to show up one day for the reckoning and find me tits-up in anything less than five lavishly furnished rooms.”

      I said my goodbyes to Gibbs when we reached his building and then turned right on Istiklal toward my place. As I stumbled along, happily drunk, I looked across Istiklal and saw a motorcycle speed out of the next cross street, across Istiklal, and then down into the next cross street. Actually, I heard it before I saw it, heard the gunning of the engine, but I saw it plainly. It was only a couple of hundred feet in front of me. When I thought back later, the thing was small enough to be considered more of a motorbike than a motorcycle, but that was an inconsequential detail. The main point was all that mattered, and it was not in dispute, not by my way of thinking. There was no doubt in my mind — even with the raki, even with the darkness — that the person riding the motorbike was Miss Ana Radu, with her long black hair tucked into the back of her black leather jacket.
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      I slept reasonably well, all things considered. Two aspirins took care of the headache quickly enough, and two big glasses of water took care of the dry mouth. All in all, it was the mildest of my dozen or so raki hangovers — and God help me. If I was becoming immune to the kick of the Lion’s Milk, I might kill myself one night.

      There was a chance that I wasn’t becoming immune, though, and that I was just distracted by Ana. When I closed my eyes, I heard the gunning of the engine, and then I saw the motorbike flash in front of me — 200, maybe 300 feet. But I saw it all so clearly in my mind’s eye, even the next morning, even hungover. It was Ana driving the motorbike. There was no question that it was Ana.

      Which left the question: why?

      I couldn’t imagine that it was a jealous lover thing, partly because we barely knew each other but mostly because we weren’t lovers. She had left me standing with my dick in my hand outside of the Park that night, and we had not spoken in the two days since. My intention had been to call again in a day or so more, and maybe make a lunch date — or, at least, to try to take her temperature over the phone line. That time period, between first date and next contact, was entirely within the realm of acceptability — especially given that the first date had been pleasant enough but hardly passionate. It had all been very nice, but nothing more than very nice — and maybe the “very” didn’t even apply.

      Nice. Just nice. Nothing about that first date suggested a follow-up bit of espionage. Nothing about our relationship made any sense of a late night on a motorbike, of spying on me as I stumbled home from a raki night with Gibbs.

      Which left me with two possibilities. First, that she was a psycho stalker-type. That had happened to me once before — a long time before, in the early 1930s, a one-nighter in Mainz who found my address in Vienna and deluged me with increasingly frantic letters and then, memorably, showed up at my apartment. I actually had to get the police involved, unofficially. The incident left me with scars, and my friend Leon — who got his cop friend to scare my stalker onto the next train home — with a forever punchline. Whenever he saw me talking to a new woman, he would start a limerick that, as far as I knew, had only the first two lines:

      There once was a girl from old Munich,

      Who loved Alex but mostly his sad dick…

      So, first was the psycho stalker-type. The second possibility was that Ana was a real and actual spy. And while the chance of her being a psycho stalker-type scared me, the chance of her being a real and actual spy terrified me.

      Why? Not sure. I mean, I was the one who had scientifically determined that only 14 percent of what was said in Istanbul was the truth, so what did I expect from this mysterious Romanian with the lustrous black hair who never really told me what she did for a living? Was a trained economist any different than a cultural attaché or a business liaison when it came to titles handed out in embassies and legations?

      Intrigue was everywhere in this town, it seemed, so I probably assumed all along, deep down, that Ana knew how to navigate in the darkness and the shadows. So, why did it terrify me?

      I guess because, in the space of a couple of days, the Emniyet man in the olive green suit came to my office and pretty much announced that he was having me followed, and then the girl with whom I had shared a nice/very nice dinner at the Park Hotel roared past me in the darkness on a motorbike. Those things had happened, and I had no idea why.
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      Bebi ran the coffee place next to my apartment building. I would be lying if I said that my choice of the apartment had nothing to do with Bebi’s place. I was probably in there four times a week, whenever I was too lazy to make my own coffee. I liked the smells of brewing coffee, which were faint but still noticeable when I opened my bedroom window in the morning. I loved the battered tin-topped bar, mostly because of how much it reminded me of Paris — the fun Paris, not the occupied Paris. I adored the rolls, which Bebi said were baked by his cousin every morning. And, most of all, I basked in the relative silence of the place, the lack of conversation, the quiet punctuated only by running water in the sink, or the hiss of the coffee machine, or the clink of the little china cups.

      Most days, my entire verbal interaction with Bebi consisted of:

      “Hello, Mr. Alex.”

      “Good morning, Bebi.”

      Then he would bring me coffee and a roll, and keep the coffees coming until I put up my hand. Then:

      “Have a good day, Bebi.”

      “You, too, Mr. Alex.”

      I loved that in the morning, before all the synapses were firing. We occasionally would speak more, but Bebi seemed to treasure the quiet, too. He kind of looked like a gargoyle, which fitted him well with the concept of quiet. What didn’t fit was his name. I mean, what 60-year-old could seriously allow himself to be constantly referred to as “baby.”

      After a few weeks, I finally asked him, “I’m sorry, but what kind of name is Bebi?”

      “A stupid family name.”

      “But what does it mean.”

      “That I have a stupid family.”

      I don’t imagine that Bebi would have worked well as a bartender because bartenders need to be conversationalists almost as much as they need to be mixologists. But in the tiny coffee bar, which he opened every day at 6 a.m. and closed at 1 p.m., the silence and the stack of newspapers meshed perfectly. He seemed to be busy between 7 and 9 and only between 7 and 9, the parade of men coming in for coffee and a roll that they inhaled while standing at the bar. Most didn’t stay even 10 minutes before heading out for their day.

      This morning — the morning after Miss Ana Radu showed off her nocturnal driving skills — I was a little later than usual and probably a little more self-absorbed. The morning rush was over, and I was sitting at a table. Bebi kept the coffees coming, and I practiced my thousand-yard stare, fixating on nothing, deciding nothing, unable to quiet my mind or to answer the three questions that endlessly churned.

      Why the Emniyet?

      Why the girl on the motorbike?

      And why now?

      As I rode the carousel of uncertainty, round and round, question after question, the answer that kept popping into my head was Zeki Ozdemir, the not-so-closeted Nazi who was my new client. Zeki was what was new in my business life, and Zeki was a rich combination of controversial and unconventional. So, maybe it was my meeting with him in Uskudar that rang the alarm bells in the worlds occupied by the Emniyet and Ana Radu — not that I was really sure what world Ana Radu inhabited.

      It was a decent theory, all in all, but it seemed terribly flawed as I sat there and drank my coffee and asked Bebi for a second roll. Part of the problem was that the Emniyet seemed to be aware of me before the ferry crossing — at least, that was the impression Lieutenant Bulut had projected. So, how did they know to follow me to Uskudar?

      The meeting was just a diary entry in my book before it happened. Zeki and I had made the date in person, and it wasn’t like I had told anybody else about it except Miray when she wrote it in the diary. That raised the possibility that Miray was working for the Emniyet, and I guessed that I had to accept that as a possibility. The problem there was that I saw Miray when Bulut was sitting in the outer office when I arrived that day. I saw the look on her face and her body language. She was unnerved by his presence, and I had to believe it was a genuine emotion — unless she was an honors graduate of the Tight-Sphincter School of Acting and Drama. And I had seen her résumé, and she wasn’t.

      So, how did the Emniyet know about Zeki? The same question applied to Ana. I had met her at the reception days before the meeting in Uskudar. I had approached her, not the other way around. I had approached her even after the jerk with the stained necktie got there first. If I had somehow been her target all along, well, the circumstances seemed to dictate against that.

      So, maybe not Zeki after all. The problem was, I had nothing else — and I mean, nothing. And so, I kept staring at nothing, and Bebi kept bringing me coffees.

      At a certain point, just to break the endless loop of unanswered questions, I grabbed one of the newspapers from the stack at the end of the bar. Every day, I forced myself to read the front page of one of the Istanbul newspapers for language practice. I carried a German-Turkish dictionary that was literally about the size of a matchbook, but it contained enough words to get me through the paper most days.

      The first time he saw me thumbing through the tiny book, Bebi said, “I could help you with the translation if you don’t know a word.”

      “This is better for me, a better way to learn.”

      “I admire the industry,” Bebi said. “And your eyesight.”

      I really didn’t need the tiny dictionary that day, though. The lead story was plain enough, starting with the bigger-than-typical headline.

      “USA aid for Turkey,” is what the words said, the headline stretching across the width of the broadsheet.

      The story went on to quote some facts and figures. Specifically, President Truman had asked Congress for $400 million for aid to Greece and Turkey.

      He said, “It must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures. If we falter in our leadership, we may endanger the peace of the world — and we shall surely endanger the welfare of our own nation…

      “I believe that we must assist free peoples to work out their destinies in their own way…

      “I believe that our help should be primarily through economic and financial aid which is essential to economic stability and orderly political processes.”

      I was pretty proud of myself that I was able to make sense of the quotations with only one trip to my matchbook dictionary. Boyun egdirme. Subjugation.

      Bebi saw me reading and said, “Well, I guess we have finally chosen a side.”

      “You think you already hadn’t chosen? I mean, didn’t they already tell the Soviets that they couldn’t use the straits.”

      “I guess. Well, this makes it official.”

      “Money always does,” I said.
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      I guess I shouldn’t have been shocked that, for our next meeting, Zeki proposed a lunch at a place called the Teutonia. I swear to God, that was the name. I had never heard of it before, even if I was familiar with the general area, not too many blocks off Istiklal Street and not too far from the funicular tunnel. Zeki gave me the address, and it was easy enough to find, especially given that it was just down the street from the property that everyone still called the German School. During the war, it apparently had been less of a school and more of a dormitory for a lot of the Nazis in town.

      The interior of the Teutonia was dark and clubby, and I had no doubt that it had, in fact, been a Nazi clubhouse of sorts before and during the war. All it was missing was a Nazi flag proudly displayed — and, if the blank spot along one wall was any hint, that was where the swastika had been hung with care, in hopes that Old Adolf soon would be there.

      I arrived before Zeki and was shown to Mr. Ozdemir’s table. That it was the best table in the place went without saying, a table where he could see everyone and also be seen. The host brought me over and pulled out my chair. I pointed to a different seat, but he shook his head.

      “Mr. Zeki’s seat,” he said. I took the chair he had pulled out.

      At 1 p.m., the Teutonia was not busy but not empty, either. The two waitresses, well past prime dirndl age but dressed in dirndls, nonetheless, had plenty to do. The menu could have been copied from any family restaurant from Cologne to Leipzig. One of the dirndls brought a bottle of Riesling and poured me a glass without asking.

      “Mr. Zeki’s favorite,” she said, and I thanked her.

      A minute later, Zeki entered the dining room and made enough noise that everyone noticed, because that was Zeki. That much, I had learned about the man. A pat on the back and a guffaw for the host. A hearty greeting for one of the dirndls. Then, a hug for me when I stood as he approached the table.

      “Alex, my friend,” he said.

      “Friend and partner.”

      “Friend and partner,” he repeated, and then came the big squeeze that I thought might push all the breath out of me.

      After a few seconds with the menu — Zeki barely gave it a look — I said, “So, what’s good here?”

      “Well, you can get a good schnitzel here, still.”

      “With all due respect, what does a Turk from the Asian side know about a good schnitzel?”

      Zeki smiled.

      “Well, people who knew said it was good schnitzel,” he said.

      I couldn’t believe how much I had been talking about schnitzel lately. Anyway, I immediately changed the subject to the United States financial aid. On the second day, the newspapers had begun referring to it as “the Truman Doctrine.”

      “So, $400 million,” I said.

      “The damn Greeks get some, maybe most. I don’t know.”

      “Nothing to sneeze at, though.”

      “It’s about damn time,” Zeki said. “I mean, you shouldn’t have to live here to see what a threat they are. All you need to do is look at a map. Stalin can’t get in and out of the Black Sea if we don’t let him and his ships go through. As a friend of mine says, and you should excuse the expression, ‘We need to plug up the Communist asshole’s asshole.’”

      “Very colorful,” I said.

      “Very colorful but very true, my friend and partner,” he said.

      Part of me wanted to bring up the fact that, at the start of the war, Hitler was in bed with Stalin and the Teutonia had probably added borscht to the menu. I mean, what’s the point of becoming business partners with a Nazi-lover if you can’t have some fun needling him about the old girlfriend? I backed off, though, almost as soon as the thought entered my head. I just didn’t know Zeki well enough, even if I had already decided that I despised the parts that I did know.

      This wasn’t my first go-round with Nazi clients. We had a bunch of them back when I was representing the family magnesite mine before the war. And while there were lines I didn’t cross — I didn’t tell Jewish jokes even when the other three people at the restaurant table had already told their favorites, for instance — I would be lying if I said I never gave a Nazi salute in a private office, even if it was the quickest, weakest, limpest Nazi salute ever offered. I comforted myself with the knowledge that I never actually spoke the words “heil Hitler,” and that business was business.

      The truth was that none of my pre-war Nazi clients had any reason to believe that I was anything but a businessman who was getting along to go along. Certainly, none of them ever thought I was going to become a co-conspirator in some kind of Nazi scheme, as Zeki did.

      “Remember what I said in my office?” he said.

      I nodded. It had been impossible for me to forget, although I didn’t say as much. I remembered it word for word:

      “The next time we talk, it will be about the great things that like-minded souls like us can accomplish if we put our minds to it. Goals that we can reach. Ideals that we can protect.”

      And, well, this was the next time. The waitress who had brought the Riesling was standing at the ready, about 20 feet away. It was clear that she was not to approach the table until she was summoned, and Zeki was not summoning. He was fixated on me, leaning over to get closer to my face.

      “The American money,” he said. “It’s a little late. And it’s not a guarantee of anything. And you’ve been here long enough to realize that when money in Istanbul gets passed from one hand to the next, and then to the next, and then to the next, that the stack of bills grows a little lighter with each pass. That $400 million, or whatever it is, like I said, it guarantees nothing. We need something more secure.”

      I had no idea what he was talking about, and I’m sure that showed on my face. Zeki must have seen it, and he smiled.

      “My friend,” he said. “My partner and friend. You can read a map. You can see what is at the other end of the Black Sea. From Odessa to Istanbul, it’s only 400 miles. You can sail it in a day, a little more. What if the Soviets decide that they don’t care about Harry S Truman and his almighty new doctrine? What if they don’t care about the $400 million, or whatever it ends up being? What if Stalin decides that, whatever it takes, he needs to unclog his asshole.”

      My head was spinning. Zeki took a breath, and then he pushed on.

      “We need forces in place,” he said. “We need — what might you call it — an underground army. A militia at the ready. Men and arms. Leaders and plans. If this is a fight that Stalin wants, we need to be ready for him — because this is a fight that we cannot afford to lose. This is the only fight that matters. This is the only fight that we cannot afford to lose.”

      At that point, I knew that I had said “holy shit” in my head and hoped that I hadn’t said it out loud. Maybe I had, though, because Zeki burst out laughing. Then he leaned over the table and clapped me on the back.

      “A lot to take in, my friend,” he said. “I realize, a lot to take in. More next time, after you’ve had a chance to think.”

      Then, Zeki waved over the dirndl. I ordered the schnitzel, and I ate it, but I didn’t taste a bite. I do remember spending the last half-hour of the lunch fingering the piece of chalk in my pocket. In the end, though, I decided to wait a little longer before contacting my people. I decided that they would just tell me to play along anyway, to keep meeting with Zeki until I knew more of the details.
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      If my lunch with Zeki had been slightly unnerving, my next date with Miss Ana Radu, the motorbiking economist, was entirely unnerving. I had no idea how to play this one, so I just decided to do what I did best. That is, I played dumb.

      When I called, I gave off no hint of what I had seen or what I suspected. I just proposed an authentic Istanbul afternoon, and we agreed to meet at the foot of the Galata Bridge the next day at 12.

      I initially asked if I could pick her up, but Ana said she would be out and about and that meeting at the bridge would be better. I still did not know where she lived or where she actually worked. Part of me thought about staking out the Romanian legation and trying to spot her comings and goings, but I abandoned the idea almost instantly. I mean, what were the odds that someone with at least some espionage inclinations — which is what I figured Ana possessed, at the minimum — wouldn’t be able to make me? Pretty low, I concluded.

      When I saw her at the foot of the bridge, she looked the same but somehow different. Maybe it was just that she was dressed more conservatively, everything seemingly buttoned up just a bit tighter than before.

      “The Hagia Sophia, have you been?” I said, steering her in that direction.

      “No, not much of a sightseer.”

      “Well, then you’re in for a treat.”

      “If you say so,” she said.

      I had brought my Baedeker’s and whipped it out of my pocket for effect. I played the tour guide as we walked. The main highlights were that it started as a Christian church built by the Roman Emperor Justinian in the 500s, and was converted to a mosque in the 1400s after the fall of Constantinople, and that it stayed a mosque until the 1930s. Now, it was just a nothing, a museum, as ordered by the secular Republic of Turkey.

      “I have seen it from a distance, but, well, it is quite impressive,” Ana said, as we approached the structure with the massive dome and the four minarets standing sentry around the perimeter.

      “But?” I said, sensing something.

      “Not exactly Jew-friendly for all of those centuries, though,” she said. “I mean, just taking a wild guess.”

      “Do you think Turkey is worse than…”

      “Worse than Hitler? No. But this city, I mean, there are just so many…”

      “Mosques? Minarets?”

      “Yes and yes,” she said. “The call to prayer, and the people who rush into the mosques when they hear it, and the men who all walk around working those prayer beads. And then, something like the Struma, all of those people…”

      “The men with the prayer beads didn’t sink that ship,” I said.

      “They didn’t help. Nobody here did. Nobody here still does. They finger their beads, but won’t lift a finger for a Jew.”

      The bitterness lacquered every word Ana spoke, but then it seemed to fade as quickly as it arrived. It was almost as if she had caught herself. As we walked toward the Hagia Sophia, I concluded that I had the answer to one question. Miss Ana Radu was, indeed, Jewish.

      Before we entered the museum, the man sitting by the door pointed us toward the racks where we needed to leave our shoes, and to the place where Ana could rent a prayer shawl. I threw a lira into the prayer box, and we were inside.

      Ana actually gasped, just a little, when she looked up at the main dome. She didn’t really say anything, other than muttering the words, “Truly, quite impressive.” But that was it.

      As Ana wandered off to peer at one of the windows, I tried to organize what I knew about her, or what I thought I knew. She was a Romanian Jew who thought the average Turk was an anti-Semite, a Romanian Jew who was or was not an economist, who did or did not work at the legation when she wasn’t following me on a motorbike in the late hours. That about summed it up, but I had no idea what to make out of any of it. The whole thing didn’t seem to connect up properly, at least by my way of thinking — which led me back to the other possibility, that she was just a crazy stalker-type of girlfriend. The truth was, not only didn’t I know — I also was no closer to knowing.

      “Are we going to eat on this authentic Istanbul afternoon?” she said. “Because I’m famished, and I need to get back to work at some point.”

      “At your service,” I said, and then I led her back to the base of the Galata Bridge, where the boats were moored. I pointed to the first one, where the line of Turks was about 10 people long but moving briskly.

      “Have you ever?” I said.

      “What do you think?”

      “It’s not bad, and authentic as hell.”

      Ana took a seat on a bench while I got in line and bought two fish sandwiches. It was quite an assembly line they had going, from the fish-cutter, to the fryer, to the bread, to the condiments, to the wrapper, to the man at the counter, hand to hand to hand — with a seventh guy keeping the cutter guy supplied from a pile of fish in a net.

      Ana made a face when I handed her the sandwich.

      “Come on,” I said. She bit into it, and I watched for a reaction, but Ana offered nothing either way, not approval, not disapproval. It was only when she took the second bite that I concluded she didn’t hate it — or, that she did hate it and was just really hungry.

      “What kind of fish is it?” she said.

      “Mackerel, I’m told. Caught this morning. The freshest fish you’ll ever eat.”

      She looked at it, and not lovingly.

      “There’s more onions and lettuce than fish,” she said.

      “Onions. Not exactly date food.”

      “You should make a note of that.”

      “Will do,” I said. “Onions, lettuce, and more bread than anything — but still.”

      “Part of the culture, I get it,” she said. Then she took another bite, and then she chewed for a few seconds and stopped, reaching into her mouth and extracting a small, fine bone. She tossed it on the ground. I shrugged.

      “I imagine it’s hard to bone a fish while standing on a boat that’s heaving in the harbor.”

      “Still,” she said. Her chewing was more deliberate than before, more tentative.

      “For what it’s worth, the locals just eat the bones — I’ve watched.”

      After one more bite, she handed me the remains of the sandwich and excused herself. I offered to get a taxi — they were lined up about 200 feet away — but she said she preferred to walk. I offered to walk with her, but she said, “You have eating to do. Thanks for the authentic Istanbul afternoon.”

      She kissed me on the cheek and walked away. I watched Ana heading back cross the Galata Bridge, but lost sight of her in the crowd about halfway over.
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      Omer met me at the base of the statue in Taksim Square. It was an hour before the game, and we would have plenty of time to find a place before kickoff. Besiktas was Omer’s team, and they were playing Galatasaray in the new stadium at the bottom of the hill. He had been talking about it for weeks after I arranged for the tickets — he hadn’t been to Dolmabahce Stadium yet, and desperately wanted to see it. Our last language lesson had consisted pretty much entirely of practice dialogues surrounding football games, including the most frequent fan chants. Omer’s favorite, customarily directed at referees but able to be repurposed as needed, was, “Your mother is a whore.”

      The statue was a favored meeting place, seeing as how it was really the only landmark in the massive square. He said he couldn’t find me for a minute amid the crowd.

      “I thought you stood me up,” he said.

      “Would I do that?”

      “You have the tickets, right?”

      I patted my pocket.

      “Kapali Stand, right? I mean, I’ve heard but I haven’t been.”

      “Kapali Stand — the only way to go,” I said.

      The walk to the stadium from Taksim Square was straight downhill. Without the crowd, it probably would have taken only a little more than 10 minutes — but the sidewalks and street were packed, and the going was a little slow sometimes. For some reason, a thought popped into my head: it would be hell for either Ana or the Emniyet to follow me in this heaving sea of people.

      We left the square on the side where my office was — where they were building the new opera house. Then it was down to the right, past the Park Hotel and the shuttered German embassy standing pretty much shoulder to shoulder, and then down the steep hill.

      The street was full of fans making the walk. Between the cars that were honking and trying to get through, and the people laughing and sometimes singing, and the occasional blast of a horn or a trumpet, the atmosphere was chaotic. I found myself glancing frequently to my right, to make sure I hadn’t lost Omer in the maelstrom, but he was always there, beaming, a stupid grin on his face that was seemingly fixed and unmovable.

      One feature of the new stadium is that you smelled it before you saw it. We were probably halfway there when the odor from the oil refinery behind the open end reached us. It was, as smells from oil refineries tend to be, somewhere between obnoxious and nauseating.

      “Shit, what’s that?” Omer said.

      “Not shit, even though it smells like it.”

      “But, I mean…”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “The smell is actually a good thing.”

      The stadium had stands on three sides — and while it was bigger and nicer than Pfarrwiese in Vienna, where I used to go see Rapid play, the seating conventions were not dissimilar. My friend Henry always wanted to, as he said, “stand with the people” in the first half before sitting with the swells under cover in the second half. Henry’s father had been a small-time gangster, had schooled him in many bad things, had taught him to use a firearm at a young age, but Henry said he never felt his father considered him an adult until he allowed him to stand with the men in Pfarrwiese.

      The main difference in the new stadium was that both the fans and the swells had a roof over their heads. The other difference was that they didn’t sell beer, which meant that the people standing in the true fans’ section didn’t have to improvise funnels fashioned out of rolled up newspapers in which to piss. Other than that, though, the dynamic was the same — swells sitting in the Numerali Stand, people saving a few lira sitting behind the one goal and uncovered in the Eski Acik, and the rowdiest fans positioned in the Kapali Stand. The oil refinery was behind the other goal, in the open end.

      “Wait a minute,” Omer said, when he noticed the refinery. “There’s no…”

      “No smell, I know,” I said. “I guess I thought the architects must have been crazy when I first heard about it, but the prevailing breeze off of the Bosporus takes care of it. Still, it must be hell on a calm day.”

      The game was scoreless at the half and really kind of dull. We walked around the ground at halftime, just to take a lap. Behind the Eski Acik, knots of men smoked and chatted. For some reason, I thought of Omer’s family, whom I had never met.

      “Is your father a Besiktas fan, too?” I said. “Your brothers?”

      Omer grunted.

      “Some other team?”

      “They think football is a waste,” Omer said. “They think it’s something for rich people. Not even rich people — more, like, unserious people. My old man, if he isn’t hauling some load of shit on his back up from the docks, he thinks he’s wasting time. He eats his meals, he prays when he’s called, and he hauls shit up from the docks on his back — and he has my two brothers trained to think the same way. They’ll both end up stooped over like him by the time they’re 25.”

      The game ended up at 0-0 and was, objectively, terrible. The Kapali Stand spent the last five minutes whistling pretty much non-stop in disapproval of the spectacle — at both teams, at the referee, at anything that moved.

      “I bet you even Inonu is whistling,” Omer said. The president of the country was known to be a Besiktas fan.

      “I don’t think they whistle on that side,” I said, pointing across to the Numerali Stand.

      “Probably not. Too busy counting their lira.”

      That established, Omer resumed whistling. At the end of the game, almost nobody walked back up the hill to Taksim Square. Instead, pretty much the entire crowd traveled along the water for about 10 minutes to take a different funicular back to the top. They were pretty efficient getting the cars loaded and unloaded, but as Omer and I jammed in, I had no idea how the little train carried all of the weight up the hill.

      The car was hot and full of post-game conversation during the short ride. I looked to my right again, out of reflex at that point more than anything, to make sure that I hadn’t lost him, but Omer was still there, and so was the same goofy grin.
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      The thing at the Pera Palace was being hosted by The Eurasian Building Society, which I assumed had something to do with Europe, Asia, and building — although I wasn’t positive. The champagne was lukewarm, there was too much time between the arrival of the waiters in white coats, and the food was dreadful. There were cold canapés of unknown origin, followed by tiny sandwiches that were supposed to feature lamb but instead consisted of an unidentifiable — and inedible — wedge of animal fat stuck between slices of stale bread.

      “We’ve never given a grade of less than one, have we?” Vasily Medvedev said. He sidled up to me and had the most forlorn look on his face.

      “A couple of ones, but even that’s rare,” I said. “It has to be pretty bad to fall below the gentleman’s two. The one I remember was…”

      “No champagne,” Vasily said. “Who threw that one?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I mean, who remembers names?”

      “Just the food and the drink.”

      “But this,” I said. “What do we do? Is it 0.5 or just all the way down to zero? I mean, we’ve never done decimals before but…”

      “Give it a few more minutes. Maybe it’ll be like the wedding feast at Cana, where they save the best wine for last.”

      “And what exactly does a godless Communist from Minsk know about the wedding feast at Cana.”

      “I’m a well-rounded godless Communist from Minsk,” he said. Then, after a wink, he half turned and began to fixate on the doors at the end of the ballroom where the waiters entered and exited.

      Vasily hadn’t come over to talk to me until Mike Fogarty had left. Even during the mixing times of these receptions, the Americans and the Soviets didn’t mix. That seemed to be about the only ironclad rule at these occasions. Everybody else seemed to be willing to do at least a brush-by — a nod, a hello, a hearty good evening. But not the Americans and the Soviets.

      Fogarty had been Fogarty — a little too drunk, a little too loud, and entirely fixated on the Turkish heroin trade. He must have had a few before the reception because there wasn’t enough champagne in the ballroom to get a nun drunk.

      “We could burn a few poppy fields,” is where he ended up. He said it three times. He was loud enough that a group of Turks near us turned our way for a few seconds. I wasn’t sure if they were able to hear the words or just the drunken volume, but they noticed. And they stared.

      “That would sure get their fucking attention,” he said. “A truck, a couple of men, a couple of flamethrowers — we have the pictures from the air. We know where a lot of them are. In, out, inferno. It would send a beautiful fucking message, if any of my bosses would listen.”

      A minute or two later, Fogarty wandered off without a goodbye. That’s when Vasily showed up. And after he stared for a good 10 seconds at the door where the waiters were leaving and entering, he said, “Your American friend…”

      “Not a friend,” I said.

      “An expression.”

      “Not a friend.”

      “He’s always quite drunk,” Vasily said. “I only see him at these things, but I wonder if he wakes up that way.”

      I did not know how close by Vasily was when Fogarty was ranting about the flamethrowers. I had looked ahead of me, where the group of Turks turned and stared, but not behind me. I guessed he could have been close enough to hear, but I had no way of knowing for sure. Then again, what did it matter?

      “You meet with the most interesting people, my Swiss banker friend,” he said, and then Vasily walked away, also without a goodbye. He waited about a half-hour before brushing by, leaning in, and whispering into my ear, “Zero. Definitely zero. No decimals.”
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      It was just past 10 a.m., and Bebi’s had emptied out. I was sitting at a table with my second coffee, my newspaper and my tiny dictionary. I was on the sports page, reading the story about the latest Besiktas game, a 2-0 loss. The two words I needed to look up translated as “catastrophic” and “horrific.”

      There were two other customers, one at the bar and one at a table. After a time, the man at the bar carried his cup over to my table and said, “Mr. Alex Kovacs?”

      I said I was. He said his name was Ruslan Kartal and asked if he could join me. I pointed to the other chair. I also looked over Kartal’s shoulder toward where Bebi was working at the sink. He was watching and looked worried.

      “I was wondering how you might know me,” I said. “I’m fairly new to Istanbul. Did you see me at one of the business receptions, perhaps?”

      “I didn’t see you, but you were seen,” Kartal said.

      “Really, when?”

      “Just last night, I believe.”

      Christ. Another visit from the Emniyet. One of Lieutenant Bulut’s men, no doubt — although Kartal’s suit was probably a bit expensive for a cop. Then again, maybe the secret police dressed different sometimes, for effect.

      “You didn’t miss much,” I said. “The food and drink were, well, below the typical standard for those things.”

      “I did not come to speak to you about food and drink, Mr. Kovacs.”

      “If it’s a loan you’re seeking from my bank, I would be happy to make an appointment for a proper meeting…”

      “Not a loan,” Kartal said.

      “Then, what?”

      “My employers,” Kartal said, and he elongated each of the three syllables. I assumed he was talking about Bulut and his superiors, although “employers” was a funny term for that. A cop would have talked about his “bosses,” probably.

      “My employers have some questions about a conversation you had with an American, a Mr. Fogarty, last night. They have dispatched me to make some inquiries. Depending upon the quality of your answers, this could be our last contact. Depending.”

      I looked over Kartal’s shoulder at Bebi. Still watching. Still worried.

      “Mr. Fogarty was rather intoxicated,” I said.

      “Regardless.”

      “I’m just not sure that what he said…”

      “Humor me,” Kartal said.

      This man was not one of the Emniyet’s finest. That seemed obvious now, even as my mind raced. There was no subtlety about him, nothing like Bulut. The implied threat — “depending on the quality of your answers” — was hard to miss. Ham-handed did not begin to describe it.

      “Perhaps we could meet with Lieutenant Bulut, maybe in my office,” I said. “Might that not work?”

      Kartal stared at me — two seconds, three seconds — and then he smiled and laughed. It was more of a snort than a laugh, more derisive than uproarious.

      “Lieutenant Bulut is not my employer, Mr. Kovacs,” he said. Again, he elongated all three syllables.

      As the Americans say, that was when the penny dropped, somewhere between the snort and the emmm-ployyy-errr. Ruslan Kartal was not an agent of the Emniyet or of the regular police, either. This man, who had plastered the worried look on Bebi’s face, was the respectable face of a Turkish heroin gang. And the reason he was ruining my second cup of Bebi’s coffee was that someone had overheard what Fogarty had been saying about burning down poppy fields. In, out, inferno.

      That group of Turks who turned and stared when Fogarty started blabbering about flamethrowers — that must have been the link between me and that moment. Someone heard at least a little, and that person or persons passed along the information, and it was decided that they needed to hear more. It must have been a late night for Mr. Kartal — either him being involved in the conversation or receiving a phone call with instructions that awakened him. And how he knew where to find me on such short notice, well, I didn’t even want to go there because just approaching the edges of that question left me short of breath.

      Kartal and I locked eyes. His face was relaxed. Mine was almost certainly less so. It seemed like forever, but it was probably 10 seconds. That was how long I spent considering my options.

      On the one hand, Fogarty was a jackass and I had no loyalty to him as a person. On the other hand, I worked for Fritz Ritter and his band of German intelligence agents, and the group was aligned with the Americans and also funded by the Americans, at least partially. So, if there was no personal loyalty, shouldn’t there be at least a bit of professional loyalty?

      So there was all of that. On the other hand — the third hand, as it were — Kartal represented people who were hardly enemies in the traditional sense. It wasn’t as if telling Kartal a few things that a drunken Mike Fogarty had spilled was the same as me telling Vasily Medvedev a few things. There was nothing traitorous about it, nothing that was either militarily or geopolitically compromising.

      And besides, if my cover was that I was really supposed to be nothing more than a mild-mannered Swiss banker, there would be no undercurrent of tangled loyalties guiding my decision.

      And besides, it wasn’t hard to make the argument that cooperating with the heroin gang was the best thing I could do for Fritz Ritter and our little German espionage group. We were permitted to exist by the Americans, after all, because we could provide sources and information from the East that they weren’t in a position to obtain. If I could forge some kind of relationship with a Turkish heroin gang, wouldn’t that qualify as a source of information the Americans weren’t in a position to obtain?

      And besides, I was fucking scared to death that I was about to be shown the business end of a gun or a club or something even more painful by the people who Kartal worked for. And while the rest of the calculation was real, if I was being honest, it was that last bit that was always going to carry the day.

      So I told him. I told Kartal everything that Fogarty had said, every word and every intermediate belch and hiccup. When I was done, he seemed satisfied. He gave me his business card and suggested I call him if I “became aware of anything else that might be of interest.” And that was it. In, out, inferno.
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      I went straight from Bebi’s to the office. Miray already had the mail on my desk and the diary ready for a few additions. I asked her to close the door behind her as she was leaving, and I sat at the desk and watched my hands shake on the blotter for a good half-hour.

      My options at that point were to begin drinking my lunch or to go catch a bit of the sun in Taksim Square. I tended to go out and sit by the monument most days, seeing as how my liver was getting enough of a workout as it was, and that was the option I chose. Besides, I didn’t need Ozan at the Park bar reporting back to whomever he reported that my hands were shaking and I was distracted and pretty much unable to carry on a simple conversation without getting lost in the middle of each sentence.

      I sat on a bench on the south side of the monument, my back toward Istiklal Street and all of the bustle. Other than the noise of the red tram car making its turnaround over my left shoulder, it was almost peaceful. I re-ran my encounter with Ruslan Kartal for about the 50th time and concluded that I had done the right thing — and that, however frightening the prospect, I needed to find a reason to call the number on Kartal’s business card sometime in the future. This was a unique opportunity and I needed to cultivate some kind of relationship with the heroin gang that Kartal represented. Between Zeki and his Nazi secret army aspirations and Kartal and the heroin gang, I was making intelligence inroads that the Americans likely couldn’t match — which made my information valuable to Fritz Ritter and the company. And I was nothing if not a company man. I was taught by the best, my Uncle Otto, who once told me, “You are the husband, and the company is your wife, and your job is to provide for the company, and the company’s job is to get fucked by you on a regular basis.” That he said it while finishing up an expense account went without saying.

      My hands had pretty much stopped shaking, and I was enjoying the sun and the relative quiet. There were plenty of people walking around, but it was oddly silent. I closed my eyes and listened, mostly to footsteps and the occasional shout of children in the distance. I took a couple of deep breaths and felt the calm.

      Until, that is, I sensed someone sitting on the bench next to me. When I opened my eyes, Lieutenant Bulut said, “Rough night, Mr. Kovacs?”

      “Not particularly,” I said.

      “So, why so tired?”

      “I was just meditating. Clears the mind.”

      “Can I ask you a question?” Bulut said.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Perhaps not. When you come here, you move around. Why is that?”

      “What do you mean, I move around?”

      “When you come here, you’re on a different side every day, and it’s not random. Counterclockwise, one side per day. One. One. One.”

      “You draw it up on a map back in the office?”

      Bulut didn’t reply. He just smiled.

      “But, really — why?”

      “Most important, it keeps my suntan even,” I said. “But, have you ever really looked at the memorial before? Each side tells a different story, at least to me. The story — do you know it?”

      Another smile.

      “Enlighten me about my Turkish ancestry, Mr. Swiss Banker from Austria who runs a bank named after Czechoslovakia.”

      So, I told him the story of the memorial. This didn’t come from Baedeker’s, but from an old man who I met on a bench one day. Mustafa Kemal Ataturk and some of his men — Inonu, the current president, is one of them — are sculpted on two of the four sides of the Republic Monument, north and south. On the north side, Ataturk and the rest wore military uniforms from the Turkish War of Independence. On the south side, the side Bulut and I were looking at, Ataturk and the rest were wearing Western clothing.

      “Ancient and modern,” I said. “Warrior and statesman. It’s a pretty profound statement about the man, I think. Or, rather, a pretty profound statement by the man. I assume he commissioned the project.”

      Bulut didn’t say anything in reply, not for several seconds. Then, he said, “Let me tell you two things about the monument you might not know. The first is that the sculptor was Italian. We don’t hide the fact but we don’t exactly advertise it, either. And the second is, well, do you see that man standing behind Inonu?”

      I nodded and said, “The guy with the cap?”

      “That’s him.”

      “That’s who?”

      “Semyon Ivanovich Aralov,” Bulut said. “He was Lenin’s man in Turkey. In 1920, in the middle of the War of Independence, you might not know that Lenin sent money and weapons to assist Ataturk in the struggle. And Ataturk never forgot.”

      Bulut pointed at Aralov’s figure on the monument.

      “A complicated place, your country,” I said. “I mean, I can’t imagine what Ataturk or Comrade Aralov might think about the Truman Doctrine and all of that American money.”

      “It is complicated,” Bulut said. “It has always been complicated, and it will forever be complicated. Always and forever. Turkey has always been about finding the right balance between so many competing outside interests. I like to think that’s the reason my job exists — to help identify the competing forces and to assist in maintaining the balance.”

      He paused, and then Bulut leaned back a little lower on the bench, slouching just a bit, extending his legs in front of him. His arms were draped on either side of the back of the bench, and his eyes were closed. He looked for all the world like a businessman in an olive green suit who was stealing an hour outside the office. He looked nothing like a lieutenant in the Emniyet.

      “Which brings me to you, Mr. Alex Kovacs, the Viennese Swiss banker who is president of a bank named after Czechoslovakia. I don’t know where you fit in the balance of things, Mr. Alex Kovacs. You are here, you are there. You meet this one, you meet that one. You are on our radar, you might say — but we don’t know what to make of the blips on the screen.”

      “I’m a banker,” I said, as evenly as I could manage. “I work to meet people in Istanbul, where I am attempting to expand my business. I have made a few loans in my time here, and I am looking to make more. I go to business receptions at the Pera Palace and drink champagne and shake hands and give out my business card. I have client lunches at the Park Hotel and try to cultivate business with the person sitting across from me. I pick up a few bar tabs for the same reason. I have the occasional date with the occasional woman — occasional and occasional — and I come out and catch the sun at the Republic Monument to give my liver the odd afternoon off. I sometimes wonder if I have made the right decision, trying to expand the bank’s business into Istanbul — but then, I got a new client recently and figure that maybe I’m beginning to gain a foothold. So I go to more receptions, and buy more lunches, and pick up more bar tabs. And that’s who I am.”

      I knew I had said too much, and sounded too defensive. It was what cops always counted on, the propensity for nervous people to babble on endlessly. At the same time, the hint of humility about the business decision — I thought that had been a nice touch, adding at least a note of human authenticity. Whatever, though, it was done.

      Bulut slid has ass even a bit farther toward the edge of the bench, extending his legs a few more inches, sinking just a bit farther down. His eyes remained closed.

      “As you say, Mr. Alex Kovacs,” he said. “As you say.”

      We sat in silence for a good five minutes before Bulut got up and left with nothing more than a “good afternoon.” That he was unconvinced by my story went without saying.
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      My next date with Miss Ana Radu was another sightseeing excursion, this time to the park outside of Topkapi Palace. As with the last time, she declined my offer to pick her up, instead agreeing to meet again at the base of the Galata Bridge. What was different was that she had called me at the office and left a message and not the other way around.

      “Something I need to put in the diary?” Miray said, when she handed me the message on one of those pink message sheets ripped from a pad.

      “Not business,” I said.

      “Oh, really.”

      “Your imagination is far, far ahead of the reality.”

      “If you say so,” she said.

      “I say so.”

      I was a little surprised that Ana had been forward enough to make the call, mostly because women typically didn’t tend to do that in the feeling-out stage of a relationship. Then again, there wasn’t anything typical about Miss Ana Radu. If I knew anything about her, I knew that.

      After crossing the Galata Bridge, you made a left turn and walked along the water for a bit and then began to make your way up the hilly streets. The park itself was a paradise of a kind, with so much green in a city that was so brown and orange and tan. There were smaller paths off the main path that divided the grounds, some of which led to smaller pools with fountains and more flowers. The whole oasis-in-the-city thing was used to describe pretty much every big city park, but it was really true in the case of this one.

      “It’s so quiet,” Ana said, after we had walked for a few minutes. It was my first thought, too, the first time I had been there.

      “Quiet like a park,” I said. It came out more smart-alecky than I intended. I heard it in my voice, even before she winced.

      “It’s just that the city, I mean, Istanbul, it’s just so loud, so busy,” she said. “And the hills — it’s like everything could blow down the hills and into the Bosporus if the wind blew just right, or if the land shook, all the houses, all the buildings. This is just so… different.”

      We sat down on a bench and just drank it all in. Well, she likely drank it all in while I continued to worry about what Ana was all about. I had kept my eyes open and not seen any more late-night motorbikes — but I had seen the one, and that was more than enough. That led me to believe that the stalker thing was less likely, but I really had no idea. And if she wasn’t a stalker, well, I really had no idea about that, either. I decided that, on my current list of concerns, Miss Ana Radu fell somewhere below my Nazi chromium miner and my burgeoning flirtation with an Istanbul heroin gang.

      After a while, we got up and wended our way along the park paths. I had been there during the spring, when the tulips were in bloom, but they weren’t anymore. The dominant color was green.

      We reached an intersection of paths. I pointed at the uphill path that led to the high walls that loomed ahead, the palace walls.

      “You want to go inside?” I said.

      “Up that hill, in these shoes, I don’t think so. Have you been?”

      “First place I went when I got here.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I have to admit, I kind of went out of a sense of cultural obligation,” I said. “The guidebook says you have to go, so I went. But I have to admit something to you — I’m not much of a palace guy.”

      “That’s awful — a tragic character flaw, if you ask me,” she said.

      “Your sarcastic tone suggests you understand what I’m saying. I mean, I lived in Vienna for a long time, and we have plenty of palaces. In fact, we’re officially lousy with palaces, and I saw the inside of a few of them — mostly on school field trips. And, well, gold leaf on the woodwork, and expensive couches and chairs — it’s really not for me.”

      “But what about the harem?” she said. And then she offered the quickest of dirty smiles.

      “It’s just a big room,” I said. “It’s not as if they left any of the girls behind.”

      What happened next was unexpected, but maybe not that unexpected, given the woman involved and the fact that she had called me for the date. First, Ana took my hand — something that wasn’t done in public in Istanbul. It was a country that prided itself on a modern and secular outlook, but that seemed to be more a political philosophy than an on-the-ground reality. Because, on the ground, the call to prayer remained a regular interruption from the hundreds of mosques in the city, and the old men working the prayer beads were everywhere, and more women than not still covered their faces.

      I looked around, and there were two other small groups walking through the park, but they were several hundred feet away. I figured that was too far away for them to be offended, even if they did notice us. It wasn’t as if any of them saw us, or were pointing at us, or anything like that.

      Next, though, Ana yanked me behind a tree and kissed me. It wasn’t just a peck on the cheek, either. It had been a little while since I had tasted a woman’s tongue, but she offered, and who was I to refuse? That I was attracted to her went without saying, and the whole forbidden nature of the public spectacle just added to the excitement.

      After probably 30 seconds, I stopped, pulled back, and peeked around the trunk of the tree. The other people in the park were not much closer, and they wouldn’t be close enough that the tree would fail to hide us for at least a minute more. Ana and I took advantage of the entire minute and maybe a few seconds more than that. I was out of breath when I pulled away for the second time, but Ana looked exactly the same. Then, she wiped a bit of lipstick off my chin, spitting on her finger like a mother wiping chocolate off a child’s face, and we continued our walk through the park and then back in the direction from which we had come.

      At the Galata Bridge, I pointed to the fishing boats selling the mackerel sandwiches. Ana smiled and shook her head, and then she began saying her goodbyes.

      “Really, you won’t let me take you back? I mean, come on — the taxis are right there. Save your feet. You said yourself, those shoes.”

      “Rather walk. Things to do.”

      “You know,” I said. “You know, you and all of this mystery…”

      She stopped me from finishing the thought by pressing her index finger on my lips. She left it there, resting on my lips, for a second or two longer than necessary.

      “The human heart craves mystery,” she said, and then she began walking away.

      “Quite profound. Who said that?”

      Ana had walked maybe 10 feet. I wasn’t sure if she had heard me, or if the breeze off the Golden Horn had swallowed my words. Then, she stopped and half turned. She was framed by the blue sky, and the structure of the bridge, and the ribbons of people walking in each direction. She looked over her shoulder and said, “Me. I said it.” Then, she turned back and continued walking away.
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      This time, Gibbs beat me to the hole in the wall bar on Bekar Sokagi. He had ordered an entire bottle of raki, not a half, and the Lion’s Milk was already having an effect. To his right, the platter of meze — melon and feta, which always seemed to be the starter at the bar with no name — was untouched.

      “Full bottle, huh?” I said.

      “That kind of day. That kind of week. That kind of month. That kind of year.”

      “Is anybody else coming? I mean, a full—”

      “No worries, mate,” Gibbs said. “The way I’ve got it calculated, my liver is likely to give out just after my marriage. It’ll be tight at the post, though. The stewards might need to examine the photo.”

      “You think they might be related?”

      “Alex, my friend, if I wanted advice on my current drinking habits, I would have stayed home and listened to Gwendolyn. And you are my friend, Alex. And the basis of our friendship is alcohol. And I hope we can keep it that way.”

      He poured me a glass of raki, a bigger starting glass that I would have, and mixed in a little water from the pitcher. The clear liquid clouded up as it always did.

      “To alcoholic friendships,” I said, and we clinked our glasses at the base.

      “Hey, were you here for the Struma?”

      “Ancient history. Nothing we could have done.”

      I changed the subject quickly, just based on his tone. This was my specialty, drunken conversation, a skill honed through years of client entertainment when I worked for the family business. In my experience, if you struck an uncomfortable nerve, the thing to do was pivot immediately, and with a smile. If the next part of the conversation seemed to be a bit of a non-sequitur, well, the alcohol would smooth away any rough edges.

      “I went to the new stadium,” and Gibbs immediately latched on to my new narrative about the stink of the oil refinery, and the chants of the fans, and the crowd in the funicular heading back up to Taksim Square.

      “You know, that’s where the old stadium was,” Gibbs said.

      “Where?”

      “Taksim Square.”

      “But where?”

      “If you’re standing at the end of Istiklal Street and looking at the monument, it’s to the left and way in the back. It’s just a big, vacant area right now. They knocked it down before the war.”

      “Huh, no shit,” I said, eloquent as ever.

      “You know, we really had no choice,” Gibbs said. “Nothing to be done. Nothing to be done.”

      He was back on the Struma. The nerve I had touched was still tingling.

      “When was it?” I said. “Like, 1943?”

      “Either ‘42 or ‘43, I forget. No, I think ‘42. Definitely ‘42.”

      He stopped there. I waited. I poured us both some more raki, mixing in the water. I waited some more. The nerve obviously still tingled.

      “I mean, the boat was from the fucking 1860s or something,” Gibbs said. “They put on a half-assed diesel motor on it, but it was a complete piece of shit. It died a bunch of times on the way from Romania. The Turks had to tow it into the harbor here — and then, what were we supposed to do about it? They tried to dump it in our laps, but what were we supposed to do? Palestine was a goddamned disaster by then, and we had our orders, and it wasn’t as if we could just wink at a boat full of 800 Jews and let them into Palestine. Whitehall would have had all of our asses. It’s not like we had a choice.”

      Gibbs stopped and took a long drink. Recharged, he continued.

      “And if the goddamned Turks were so fucking magnanimous, why didn’t they let the damn Jews off the boat? Answer me that one. They actually had a choice, and they left them on the boat for weeks. They fed them shit, and their engineers couldn’t fix the engine, and they just left them there. And it’s not like we didn’t do what we could. There were a few people with expired Palestinian visas, and we accepted them and let them travel overland. And then we said all the children could go — well, children from 11 to 16. We gave them all Palestinian visas. The problem was, we didn’t have a boat for them and the Turks wouldn’t let them travel by land. Magnanimous fucking Turks.”

      Gibbs stopped again. He was telling the story as if he had told it before, likely only when he was drunk, likely only with colleagues from the embassy. My guess was that every time somebody new to the posting asked a question about 1942, a bottle of raki and a soliloquy followed.

      “And what happened in the end?” he said. “The magnanimous fucking Turks sent a bunch of police onto the boat, taking it over from the Jews at gunpoint. And then they towed it back through the Bosporus and back into the Black Sea — like, about 10 miles. And then, they just left it there to float. The explosion was the next day.”

      “The engines?” I said.

      “The Russians.”

      “You sure?”

      “Everybody’s fucking sure,” Gibbs said.

      At which point, the history lesson over, Gibbs and I settled into a companionable silence for a few minutes. A second platter of meze arrived, and I ate from it enthusiastically, hoping against all hope and logic that I could win a race with the raki in my system. Gibbs picked a bit, but had seemingly conceded to the bottle.

      Just to talk about something, I brought up Omer and his family of laborers and how he said his father thought football was frivolous. Gibbs acted as if he was listening, but the Lion’s Milk had rocked him. I was worried I would have to carry him home and was pleasantly surprised an hour later when he not only got to his feet, but was able to put one of them in front of the other.

      “I think we’re going to need to make a stop,” he said.

      “Definitely.”

      “So, you’re a believer?”

      “I’m a scientist,” I said. “I have done my research. I have performed my experiments. I have been meticulous in my approach. I have carried with name a healthy skepticism, just to assure my objectivity. And it does work, I have to admit.”

      “This way,” Gibbs said, steering us to the left. “There’s usually a guy up the next block.”

      We were only a few steps off Istiklal Street, on Iman Annan Sokagi, when we encountered a man standing in front of a brazier that held a foul-smelling pot boiling on the grate. These men only worked at night, and I always wondered if there were enough drunks in the city to support them. Apparently, though, there were, even if two cups of tripe soup cost only a couple of lira.

      “When I first got here, I thought it was just a legend,” Gibbs said. “But the locals who worked in the embassy swore by it. Just don’t look at it while you’re eating it.”

      “Ah, a little sheep intestine never hurt anybody.”

      “I don’t even like thinking about it.”

      “Waste not, want not,” I said, slurping it down, chewing on the solid bits to extract whatever was inside of them.

      “Fit as a fiddle in just a few hours,” Gibbs said, as we chugged down the last of it and began walking again.

      “Well, maybe a slightly cracked fiddle, which is better than a thoroughly demolished fiddle, which is what we would have been otherwise.”

      “Fit as a fiddle,” Gibbs said. We had reached his apartment building, the much more luxurious building than mine. I didn’t say anything and saluted. Gibbs saluted back and began fumbling in his pocket for his keys. From my observation, it appeared as if it might be a lengthy fumble.

      I made the right turn on Istiklal Street to walk toward my place, thinking to myself about demolished fiddles. I was maybe 100 feet away when I felt the explosion — and by felt, I mean when the explosion knocked me on my ass, and maybe punctured my eardrums.

      I was momentarily disoriented, but I managed to see two things in the seconds after the explosion. One, when I looked back behind me, was the front of Gibbs’s apartment building that had been blown up, brickwork and whatnot in a terrible pile by the door, a cloud of dust rising. The other, when I looked forward, was a motorbike speeding away, a motorbike that appeared to be driven by someone with long black hair tucked into the back of her black leather jacket.
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      As it turned out, my ears cleared quickly and the police sirens followed. I got to my feet and ran toward the rubble. The cloud of smoke and dust began to dissipate, and I started digging through the pile of bricks and shit. It was a chest-high pile, though, and I had barely started when a policeman pulled me away. I had seen no sign of Gibbs.

      From an alley next to the apartment building, a dozen or so people streamed out. They were all still wearing their bedclothes, and some cinched their bathrobes as they reached the sidewalk and the horror. They must have been rattled out of their beds, seen the mess of the lobby, and worked their way out the back door. One of them must have been Gwendolyn.

      The police sirens were followed by two fire trucks. I had told the cop who pulled me away about Gibbs, and he told the firemen, and then began working through the pile of rubble. One of them had brought a pike of some kind with a hook on the end, but he put it down when the other firemen told him about Gibbs. It took them about five minutes to work their way to the bottom.

      They found one of Gibbs’s legs before they found the rest of him. It took three of them to lift his body out of the mess. They laid it a few feet from the outer edge of the bricks they had tossed away. A woman screamed. Gwendolyn.

      The cop who was first on the scene baby-sat me until one of his bosses arrived. I couldn’t tell his rank, but he was tucking his shirt into his pants as he got out of his car. He introduced himself, but it was all a bit too fast for me to comprehend, and so he slowed down and reverted to a bit more basic Turkish.

      “You know him?”

      “I do.”

      “Name?”

      “Reginald St. John Gibbs,” I said. “He’s some kind of British diplomat. Works at the embassy.”

      “Shit,” the cop said, and with an expression that I understood completely. Being awoken in the middle of the night by an explosion call was one thing, and not a good thing, but the deceased being a foreign diplomat just raised the stakes in incalculable ways.

      “All right,” the cop said, and then his training began to kick in. He asked me if I had been with Gibbs, and I said I had. There was no reason to lie. I explained who I was, and how Gibbs and I had become drinking friends, and how we did the raki thing every once in a while.

      “I’m single, and I think Gibbs is… was happy to get the occasional evening out,” I said.

      “Women?”

      “Just raki,” I said, and the cop took notes. I told him about the hole in the wall bar, and about the tripe soup, and about the motorbike. Except, I called it a motorcycle, not a motorbike. And I said I only heard it, that my eyes were closed and my back was turned besides. I said nothing about the woman with the long black hair tucked into the back of her black leather jacket.

      The boss left me with the original cop, returned to his car, and got on his radio. Someone had brought me a blanket, and I wrapped it around me as I sat on the curb. There were a half-dozen police cars on the scene at the point, all idling along with the two fire trucks. The effect was to create a constant noise, above a hum but below a roar. It was punctuated by the shouts of the fire fighters picking through the rubble, and by the crashing of bricks on the pavement, and by a woman’s wailing. Gwendolyn.

      The cop who had questioned me was on the radio in his car for several minutes. I asked the cop who was baby-sitting me when I would be permitted to leave, and he just pointed to the boss. There was no sense arguing.

      When Lieutenant Bulut showed up a few minutes later, I guess I wasn’t really all that surprised. Bulut leaned into the police car and talked for a minute with the boss, who pointed in my direction and then drove away. Maybe the fact that Gibbs had been a British diplomat hadn’t been such a terrible complication for him after all. Maybe he had been able to hand the thing over to Bulut and get back to bed.

      Anyway, Bulut thanked my baby-sitter for his services and sent him on his way. He sat next to me on the sidewalk.

      “You okay?”

      “A bit shaken, but yes,” I said.

      “Mr. Alex Kovacs, I mean, what the hell? What am I to do with you?”

      I said nothing; Bulut said, “Okay, I heard what my colleague had to say, but walk me through it.”

      I told him everything, just as I had told the regular cop. I was able to repeat it flawlessly, I was pretty sure — the whole story about my alcohol-fueled friendship with Gibbs and about our evening — because it was the truth, all but the last bit. Again, I used the word “motorcycle” instead of “motorbike.” Again, I left out my strong, just-about-ironclad suspicion that it was Miss Ana Radu riding on the back of it.

      “Was anything troubling him?” Bulut said.

      “His marriage wasn’t great.”

      “Why not?”

      “His wife thought he drank too much,” I said.

      “And, did he?”

      “Perhaps.”

      Bulut let that sink if for a second, but only for a second. Nobody could believe that wailing Gwendolyn had wired a bomb to the front door of the apartment building, no matter how unhappy she had been in her marriage.

      “Anything he mention about work? Any troubles there?”

      “He didn’t talk much about it,” I said. Another lie, and I wasn’t sure why I told it.

      “What did he do?”

      “It sounded like he pushed paper mostly — visas and such,” I said. “He made it sound like it was more boring than anything. That was the feeling he gave off. You know, bored.”

      “I wish you were so boring, Mr. Alex Kovacs,” Bulut said. He got to his feet and stood over me. I was still sitting on the curb, still huddled beneath the blanket. An ambulance had arrived, and an attendant had walked over to join us.

      “He’s fine,” Bulut said.

      “Should I check, just to be sure?”

      “I told you, he’s fine,” the Emniyet lieutenant said. And if the ambulance attendant had not known that he was speaking to the secret police before, Bulut’s tone of voice seemed to deliver the message pretty effectively. The ambulance attendant turned and trotted back to the fire fighters picking through the fallen bricks.

      “Get yourself home,” Bulut said. “If I have any other questions, I’m sure I can find you.”

      I stood up and wondered what to do with the blanket. I decided to leave it on the curb.

      “No travel plans, right, Alex?”

      “No. Not leaving town.”

      “Good. Don’t,” Bulut said.
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      I had one of those nights — what was left of it — where I felt as if I hadn’t slept at all, but I must have. Because while I spent hours making sense of what I knew, or trying to make sense of it — turning over and refolding the pillow a dozen times if I did it once — I was in the middle of a dream about a French Resistance bombing in Paris when I woke up. It was a time when we blew up a bus full of German soldiers returning from a night of drinking at a club in Montmartre, and I could see and feel and hear the explosion like it was yesterday. The bus had just become engulfed in flames when the sun shining through a gap in the curtains woke me up. It was past 9 a.m., and the hangover was negligible.

      “Quite a racket last night,” Bebi said. In the history of our conversations, this qualified as a heart-to-heart.

      “Yeah, what was it?” I said.

      “Some kind of explosion. I walked over right before I opened up to have a look. Apartment building up a few blocks on Istiklal.”

      “Explosion?”

      “I asked one of the fire fighters,” Bebi said. “He figures it was some kind of gas leak.”

      “Anybody hurt?”

      “Don’t know, but it’s a mess.”

      With that, Bebi turned back to his sink full of dishes. I reminded myself to buy an afternoon paper to see if that was going to be the official line, a gas leak. It would work, as official lines went. In my experience, “tragic accident” always worked better than “mysterious assassination.”

      Although, what had Ana just said?

      The human heart craves mystery.

      I walked by the explosion on the way to the office. It was a big mess but a much more orderly big mess than it had been right after. The bricks and stone and masonry had been swept into two piles, one on each side of the entrance way. A single policeman stood between the piles of rubble, watching as two workmen nailed up boards to cover what had been the front door of the building. People walking by all stopped and gawped, but then they moved on. It was something to tell the wife at dinner that night and not much more.

      Miray had walked by on the way to the office, and we talked a bit about the mess. “Gas leak” is what she had heard, but she didn’t know if anyone had been hurt. I shrugged a lot and offered nothing as she talked. Then I picked up the diary from her desk, just to make sure I hadn’t forgotten anything — and I hadn’t. It was blank all day.

      Plenty of time to think, then. I closed the office door, took off my jacket, and lay down on the sofa. Ana. Fucking Ana. When I closed my eyes, I saw Gibbs and eye sitting on the bench and eating the tripe soup, and then I saw him fishing around in his pocket for his keys. That’s the image that stuck with me, for some reason: hand in pocket, digging, digging…

      My eyes opened before I saw the motorbike. All night, it had been the same way. It wasn’t as if I could unsee it, just as I couldn’t unsee the first time, either. But I guess I didn’t want to see it again — as if that was going to make a difference.

      Miray walked in, carrying a cup of coffee, and caught me on the couch.

      “Rough night?” she said.

      “Didn’t sleep great. The sirens from the gas leak, I guess.”

      She nodded, left the coffee on my desk, and closed the door quietly behind her. I tried to catalog, at least in my head, what I knew, separated from what I believed, separated from what I suspected. The what-I-knew list was the shortest, the what-I-suspected list the longest — but that had to be true in just about everybody’s life.

      And if I still hadn’t figured out all of the whys, I was pretty confident of the what. And if it knocked my reality on its ass, well, so did the explosion. Since the first time I saw Ana on the motorbike, I assumed that she had been following me. What I now knew was that she had been following Reginald St. John Gibbs instead, following him and intending to kill him, and that I was merely a coincidence that occurred within the middle of her process.

      I had concluded at least that much when, from my desk overlooking Taksim Square, I dialed the number that Ana had given me and asked her out to a late lunch. She agreed immediately. She even sounded excited by the offer.
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      I got to the restaurant before Ana did. Rejans was an old Russian place that was supposedly a favorite of Ataturk’s in the 1920s and 1930s, back before the Truman Doctrine and all. It was down a little side street off of Istiklal. The way I always found it was to walk down to the Catholic church and make a right. I knew I was on the correct street when I encountered the cobble stones that, for some reason, were more treacherous than any I had seen in the city.

      I was on my second double vodka when Ana arrived. She told me that I looked like hell. I told her that I hadn’t slept well. She asked me why. I showed her the afternoon newspaper.

      She read the story, which was located in the bottom right corner of the newspaper’s front page. It recounted the tragic, untimely death of Reginald St. John Gibbs in an explosion outside his apartment. A policeman was quoted as saying that a gas leak was the suspected cause.

      “That’s terrible,” Ana said. “Was it close to your apartment? Is that what woke you up?”

      “It was close to my apartment, just a few blocks away,” I said. “But the explosion didn’t wake me up. I was already awake.”

      She looked at me, puzzled. Very, very smooth.

      “I was already awake because I was about a hundred feet away when my friend Gibbs got blown up.”

      “Wait, what? He was your friend?”

      I finished my second drink and ordered a third by catching the waiter’s eye and raising my glass. I had debated how truthful I should be when I talked to Ana and concluded that I would be completely honest — at least about my relationship to Gibbs and my whereabouts the previous night. It made no sense to lie about any of that. My advantage, even though it didn’t feel like much of one, was that I knew that Ana was a liar but she had no reason to suspect me. To lie about something obvious, something she already knew, would just tip her off.

      So, I told her about my friendship with Gibbs, a friendship entirely based upon a fondness for alcohol and a desire to share it with someone — or, anyone. I said, “I guess, not actually friends. I mean, I probably spent 18 hours with him all told. I was drunk for at least 17 of them, and he was drunk for at least 19 of them.”

      “Eighteen.”

      “Nineteen,” I said, and I added a weak smile.

      I wondered how much of this she already knew, but that didn’t matter. I told her about the hole in the wall bar, and about the full bottle of raki, and about the tripe soup, and about leaving Gibbs at his front door, and about the picture that I couldn’t shake, the picture of him fishing deep into his pocket for his house key, deep and then deeper.

      “Are you okay?” is what she managed, after I took a breath.

      “I’m fine. My suit’s a little dirty, but that’s it. The suit really got the worst of it.”

      “I don’t mean physically okay. You said he wasn’t a real friend, but…”

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      The third double vodka was nearly empty when we ordered lunch. I picked at my food. It was some kind of pork — the sauce was fruity, maybe cherry — with potato pancakes, but I barely tasted it. Ana peppered me with questions, but they were all wrapped in a gauze of concern for my health and mental well-being.

      “I mean, what did you see?” she said at one point. I knew where she was headed with that one, and that was the one lie I had decided to tell ahead of time.

      “Like I said, the picture of him fishing into his pocket for his keys,” I said. “And then, really nothing. The explosion knocked me on my ass, and my ears were ringing for a little bit. I immediately turned back toward Gibbs’s apartment when I got myself together. It was pretty quick, I think. I mean, I actually patted my chest — maybe to see if I still had arms. And then I turned back. It was probably within a second or two. And then I got to my feet and tried to see if I could find Gibbs. I just staggered in the direction of the cloud of dust.”

      “My God, you poor… I can’t imagine.”

      It went like that, through the meal and my fourth double vodka. I had seen spies before — hell, I had married a spy before — but Miss Ana Radu was a woman of some accomplishment when it came to that stuff. She pried out the information in such an effortless fashion that I couldn’t help but be impressed. Or, maybe she wasn’t as good as I thought. Maybe it was because I was so drunk.

      On the way out of Rejans, we walked up the tiny street and back to Istiklal, where I went left and she went right. I didn’t offer to get a taxi, or to take her home, or anything. Mostly, it was because I didn’t care. Partly, it was because I was embarrassed at the face plant I had done on the uneven cobblestones while Ana navigated just fine in her high heels.
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      Zeki was calling the shots, and he wanted our next meeting to be at the Tokatlian for dinner. It was a meal that I was doubly dreading, mostly because of Zeki but at least a little based on the shabbiness of the hotel exterior. Nearly half of the window shutters were missing in the front, facing Istiklal Street. The sides were probably worse. The dinner was likely to be shit, and I hated paying for shit when there were a dozen better places within walking distance — more than a dozen, easily.

      Zeki was waiting in the lobby when I entered. It looked marginally better than the outside. The carpet was the worst, worn in some places, stained in others. But the furniture appeared to have held up okay. The sofa upon which Zeki was sitting was upholstered in a tasteful gold brocade.

      “My partner, my friend,” he said. Zeki hugged the air out of me, as had become his custom when we met. After he let go, he said,

      “You know the history, don’t you?”

      “The history of what?”

      “This place. The Tokatlian.”

      “Not really.”

      “Oh, it’s a grand history,” Zeki said. He grabbed at my elbow and steered me to a corner of the lobby to the right of the desk where you checked in. On a waist-high pedestal, there was a glass case containing a book open to show two pages.

      “The Murder on the Orient Express,” Zeki said. “Miss Agatha Christie herself. You’ve heard of her?”

      “Of course.”

      “Read the book?”

      “A long time ago.”

      “Then you might remember, or maybe not,” Zeki said. “But Miss Agatha Christie wrote a whole chapter about her detective, Mr. Hercule Poirot, staying at the Tokatlian. Here, read, read.”

      His gestures were insistent. So, I read.

      At the Tokatlian, Hercule Poirot asked for a room with a bath. Then he stepped over to the concierge’s desk and inquired for letters.

      There were three waiting for him and a telegram. His eyebrows rose a little at the sight of the telegram. It was unexpected.

      He opened it in his usual neat, unhurried fashion. The printed words stood out clearly.

      Development you predicted in Kassner case has come unexpectedly. Please return immediately.

      “Voilà ce qui est embêtant,” muttered Poirot vexedly. He glanced up at the clock. “I shall have to go on tonight,” he said to the concierge. “At what time does the Simplon Orient leave?”

      “At 9 o’clock, Monsieur.”

      “Can you get me a sleeper?”

      “Assuredly, Monsieur. There is no difficulty this time of year. The trains are almost empty. First-class or second?”

      “First.”

      “Très bien, Monsieur. How far are you going?”

      “To London.”

      “Bien, Monsieur. I will get you a ticket to London and reserve your sleeping-car accommodation in the Stamboul-Calais coach.”

      Poirot glanced at the clock again. It was ten minutes to eight.

      “I have time to dine?”

      “But assuredly, Monsieur.”

      The little Belgian nodded. He went over and cancelled his room order and crossed the hall to the restaurant.

      Zeki pointed to the last bit, smudging the glass on the case. He said, “And now, we will eat in the same restaurant as Mr. Hercule Poirot. Isn’t that something?”

      The restaurant was nearly empty, as the lobby had been. But everyone who worked there knew Zeki. The pattern with all of them was the same, whether we were getting shown to the table, or handed the menus, or receiving our drinks and our food. The waiter would start with “Mr. Ozdemir,” and the reply would be, “Zeki, Zeki, I insist,” and the next time it would be “Zeki,” and then my friend and partner would beam.

      For the record, the food was passable — although I was fairly certain that one of the rolls I bit into had been left over from Hercule Poirot’s bread basket. Zeki talked mostly about the hotel while we ate, and what he called “the challenges after the owner made the entirely reasonable decision to fly the German national flag in 1938.” I talked mostly about the train, the Orient Express, and how I used to love taking it on my business trips between Vienna and Cologne. With that, I filled in Zeki a little more about my past, and he was excited to hear stories about Germany in the 1930s. I left out the part about the Gestapo murdering my uncle so as not to spoil his meal.

      Zeki waited for the coffee to arrive. Then, he said, “Now, on to our business.”

      “I was wondering.”

      He had gone for an hour and a half without mentioning his hope to create a miniature, sub rosa version of the Wehrmacht, just in case the Soviets tried to take control of the Bosporus. My guess, based on our last conversation, was that my man likely masturbated to visions of the uniforms. His whole manner changed when he started talking about it.

      “It’s vital,” Zeki said. He was picking at a slab of strudel that was the worst part of the meal, other than the stale roll.

      “Vital,” he said. “Absolutely vital. Others see it, too. There will be funding to sustain the project — no question about that.”

      “All arranged?” I said.

      “Verbal commitment,” he said. “More than that — an enthusiastic moral commitment. I can see the question coming to your lips, so I will tell you. The commitment is from the West. From that direction. A sustaining amount of funding. There is no question about the sincerity of the offer. None whatsoever.”

      I knew two things about the countries to the west of, say, Vienna. The first thing was that they were all more afraid of the Communists in the Soviet Union than they had been about Hitler — at least, their governments were. I had no idea what the real people believed. And the second thing I knew, just from seeing it myself, was that all of the countries in Western Europe were flat on their fucking backs after the war. They didn’t have a pound or a franc or a lira to spare. Only one Western country had any money lying around — the big one across the Atlantic.

      I wanted to ask Zeki if America was the country that had promised the funding, but it wasn’t necessary.

      Instead, I asked, “So, how do I fit in?”

      “Well, it’s like this,” he said. “Everything is a process. Everything takes time. But we need to get started now. There’s really no time to waste.”

      “You have information that something is imminent?”

      “Not information, no,” Zeki admitted. “More intuition. More common sense. The whole Truman Doctrine business, it just raises the level of threat, don’t you think? Doesn’t that make sense?”

      I shrugged.

      “It makes sense to me and to the people in my group,” he said. “And so, we need to get started. We need to make a weapons purchase, to begin to build our arsenal. Think of it as seed money.”

      “How much?”

      “Say, 1,000 British pounds.”

      “A lot of seed,” I said, and then I whistled for effect.

      “In the long run, really not that much.”

      “But in the short run, a lot,” I said. “And I just can’t hand you the cash. I’m the president of the bank but I’m not the emperor. There are standards I still need to uphold.”

      “Not a gift — a loan to my company,” Zeki said. “That’s what you call it, a loan to Zeki Ozdemir.”

      “A loan that will never be paid back.”

      “It happens,” he said. “I’m sure, even though you aren’t the emperor of Bohemia Suisse, that you have made the occasional loan to a company that couldn’t pay you back on time. I’m sure you have provisions for bad debts.”

      We talked for a while after that, but Zeki was offering all generalities and no specifics. I opted for a posture of skeptical enthusiasm, mostly because it seemed like the most realistic reaction of a Swiss banker with Nazi sympathies. Zeki was selling me, and I was allowing myself to be sold, and his enthusiasm grew as I moved slowly but steadily toward his position.

      “It’ll have to be to the company, not a personal loan,” I said.

      “Absolutely. Absolutely.”

      “And if you don’t pay it back, there will be litigation after a period of time — you can be assured to that.”

      “I would expect nothing less from the good people of Bohemia Suisse,” Zeki said. “Nothing less. They have fiduciary responsibilities. They have depositors to protect, after all.”

      When I told him I would have the paperwork ready in a couple of days, and the money transfer a couple of days after that, Zeki stood and I stood and we went through the ritual of him squeezing the breath out of me. Partners and friends. Partners and friends.
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      The next day was when I became positive that I was being followed, pretty much all the time. There was the guy who seemed to walk past Bebi’s front window every 10 minutes while I was having my coffee, which was bad enough. Then there was the guy who picked me up when I left Bebi’s and eventually turned onto Istiklal Street. He was the worst. He nearly bumped into me when I stopped to tie my shoe — like, he nearly toppled me over. Lieutenant Bulut’s people were dishearteningly amateurish, even if there were a lot of them. Quantity over quality, then.

      It was another blank day in the diary, so I didn’t spend much time in the office. There was another message from Ana, this one saying that she had made us reservations that night at the Park. Miray handed over that pink sheet with a splendidly dirty smile. I refused to acknowledge anything. And if part of me felt like ending it, I knew I couldn’t. I knew I had to stay close to her if I was going to figure out the whole story — and there would be value in the whole story when I told it to Fritz Ritter, and that was the job.

      When I left the office, I decided to have some fun with my watchers. I walked down Istiklal Street, all the way to the funicular, then I took that down to the Galata Bridge, and then I walked across and headed to the right, toward the Spice Bazaar. I gave myself five minutes to lose them there. Anything more and I would consider the enterprise a failure.

      As I walked across the bridge, I kept telling myself that it didn’t really matter that the Emniyet was following me. My watcher that day wore a tan suit and a matching fedora. He walked about 100 feet behind me. And it really didn’t matter because I wasn’t doing anything wrong — not anything that the Emniyet could detect or I couldn’t explain. The office was the office and the evening receptions were the evening receptions, both of them self-explanatory. Zeki was a customer, so I was having dinner with a customer. Ana was an attractive woman, so I was having lunch with an attractive woman with long, lustrous black hair. And if Zeki was a Nazi and Ana was an assassin, well, I didn’t know that. The Emniyet would care about Ana if they knew, but how could they? And as for Zeki, if I had to guess, Lieutenant Bulut knew more about him than I did, and likely had for a long time.

      What was it Bulut said that day in Taksim Square about his job? “To help identify the competing forces and to assist in maintaining the balance.” How Zeki fit into all of that was above my pay grade, but not Bulut’s. He knew. He had to know — and he allowed it to continue.

      I arrived on the other side of the bridge and veered right, passing the boats selling the mackerel sandwiches. The Spice Bazaar was a couple of blocks farther in that direction. Even on the quietest of days, the place was a riot of people and sounds and smells. Thinking about it, picturing the wave of people I had seen every time I entered the bazaar, I dropped my estimate to three minutes. If I couldn’t lose the tan suit and the tan fedora in less than three minutes, my life in espionage would be a failure.

      I kind of half laughed out loud when I thought of it. Only half, though. It might have been more if not for the gunshot that seemed to come from my left.

      I ducked reflexively and dropped to one knee. So did a few other people, and they covered their heads with their hands besides. Most people, though, didn’t react at all, likely figuring the bang for a vehicle backfire. A quick peek over my shoulder, though, revealed that the man in the tan suit and tan fedora did not think it was a vehicle backfire. He ducked, too, and then he was up and scanning the area — looking for the gunman, no doubt, but also looking for me.

      I hurried the final 200 feet and entered the Spice Bazaar. It was the typical madness, with a sea of humanity moving in the aisles, navigating around knots of people doing their daily shopping at one of the dozens of stalls — sampling, haggling, throwing up their hands in disgust at the price, ultimately purchasing the spice or foodstuff or whatever was on offer. I joined the human flow for maybe a minute and then looked back at the entrance. The tan suit had removed his tan fedora. He was scratching his head as he searched the tide rushing toward him and away from him. I knew for sure that I had lost him when he turned to his right and joined the flow heading down a different aisle.

      I decided to stop and see Selim, my favorite spice merchant. The reason he was my favorite was because he sold something called The Sultan’s Potion out of the back room of his stall. Selim said The Sultan’s Potion was made from 41 different spices and that it came from a centuries-old recipe passed down from the sultans themselves.

      “Five times a night, guaranteed,” Selim said, with the mock solemnity of a pharmacist prescribing a cream for a nasty rash. He agreed to ship a batch to my friend Leon in Vienna, along with a note from me: “They guarantee five times a night. When I next see you, I will demand details.”

      Anyway, Selim became my buddy as we traded sexual innuendos every time I came by to purchase his ground coffee. That day, I asked him if I could take a rest on the chair in his back room. He looked at me a little funny and said, “Is the Swiss banker hiding from somebody?”

      “Just a quick rest,” I said. He parted the curtain and I sat down while he tended to his customers. It took a few minutes before my heart dropped to something resembling a normal rhythm, but in those few minutes I reached no conclusions, especially to the main question. That is, who the hell was shooting at me?

      I ticked off the possibilities, one by one. It wasn’t the secret police because that just didn’t fit. Why follow me if they were just going to shoot me? And why shoot me without questioning me and finding out what I knew? No, it made no sense. It wasn’t Bulut or his people.

      It wasn’t Zeki because I was doing Zeki an enormous favor, funding his underground army fantasy. He didn’t even have the money yet. No, there was no logical way it was him.

      It wasn’t Ana because, well, because she had no idea that I knew anything. Besides, she had just asked me out on another date and left a message with a return phone number at the office. If I turned up dead, the cops would go to the office and find that message and question her. No, it wasn’t Ana.

      Which left the heroin gang — except, that didn’t make any real sense to me, either. As a process-of-elimination game, they fit better than any of the others, but they didn’t really fit. I had helped the heroin gang, after all. I had told Ruslan Kartal everything that the drunk idiot Fogarty had said about burning down a poppy field with a flamethrower. I was a potential source for them going into the future. I was hardly an impediment, and there was no way they could see me as such. I really believed that. Then again, the others made even less sense to me. So, who the hell knew? Maybe it was a car backfiring.

      Selim parted the curtains and handed me a hot cup of something.

      “Sultan’s tea? I’m not in the mood,” I said.

      “The mood has a mind of its own.”

      “No, really.”

      “It’s not for arousal,” Selim said. “It’s really for the opposite. It’s for calming. I think you might need that. And someday — someday soon — you will come back and explain this very strange visit.”

      I nodded and sipped the tea. Selim went back out to his customers. I sat and sipped and wondered why I was running from the man in the tan suit and the tan fedora in the first place. After the gunshot, wasn’t I safer walking out of the Spice Bazaar, and back across the Galata Bridge, and back up the funicular, and back up to Taksim Square, with my Emniyet minder rather than without him?

      I wondered, and I fingered the piece of chalk that I always carried with me. Not yet. I mean, I was right near the Galata Bridge, which was where I was to leave my mark if I needed a meeting. But because of an errant gunshot that could maybe, possibly have been a car backfiring? I was better than that. I was not some scared kid. Besides, I had never anticipated leaving the chalk mark in the middle of the day when hundreds of people were around. In some ways, that might have been the best time, but I just wasn’t sure.

      In the end, I kept the chalk in my pocket, didn’t look for the man in the tan suit, and just took a taxi.
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      As it turned out, I bumped into Ana on the street when I was leaving the office. I was at the point in my Istanbul life that there was no such thing as an accident, but maybe this one was. We were only a few blocks from the Park, after all.

      We walked past the Cinemajik Theater and the shuttered club next door.

      “You know the story?” I said. I pointed at the faded sign above the door: “Grand Maksim Gazino.”

      “A little,” she said.

      At that point, I shifted into full regaling mode. Frederick Bruce Thomas was the proprietor of Grand Maksim Gazino. He was the man who brought jazz to Istanbul.

      “You know his nickname, right?” I said. “The Black Russian.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard the name,” she said.

      With that bit of acknowledgement, I continued. Thomas left the American south as a young man and traveled to Europe and learned a couple of languages and became a sought-after maître d‘hôtel. He traveled to Russia with some nobleman of some sort, established citizenship, and became an entertainment entrepreneur.

      “Come the revolution, he just beat the Bolsheviks to the border,” I said. “He came here, started a new entertainment empire. But it all went bad for him in the late 1920s. I don’t know exactly how.”

      Ana didn’t react, and we walked the rest of the way to the Park in silence, without communication — other than the quick second when she brushed her hand against mine. What she was trying to tell me with that, I had no idea.

      I would have preferred to drink my dinner at the bar. I was still that shaken — not so much by Gibbs’s death, which pretty clearly identified me as a shithead, but by my near-certainty that Ana was at least involved and maybe the lone assassin. I didn’t feel as if I could do anything but continue on with whatever this relationship was — for professional reasons, not personal. She obviously felt the same way — she was the one who made the date, after all. But I wasn’t positive where her personal/professional line was drawn, if for no other reason than I didn’t know what her profession was. She had to be a pro — that much seemed obvious — but I had no idea who employed her.

      So I ordered a third Manhattan along with an entree, but I barely picked at it. We had nothing to talk about and actually settled on the weather as a topic for a while. Then, out of nowhere, Ana returned to the story of Frederick Bruce Thomas, a.k.a. The Black Russian.

      “You know, he grew up in the state of Mississippi,” she said. “His father was murdered there. He felt as if there was no future for a Negro in the United States. That’s why he went to Europe.”

      I gulped at my drink and said, “You obviously know more of the story than I do.”

      “When I heard it the first time, I thought about his life and what he was able to do,” Ana said. “He felt persecuted in that place, Mississippi, persecuted and trapped — so he left. He went to Russia, built something great, and then came the revolution. He felt worried again. He felt threatened. And so, what did he do? He left and started over.”

      The waiter brought me a fourth Manhattan without asking. I took a big swig. Ana’s eyes were down as she spoke. She was fiddling with her napkin in her lap, and looked at her hands while she fiddled.

      “His accomplishments, well, it goes without saying,” Ana said. “A great visionary, in many ways. A man of great resilience. But, you know what? You know what I envy about him? Not the things he built. I guess I’m different than most people. I envy that he was able to leave — not once, but twice. Such a simple thing, being able to leave, being able to walk away.”

      I felt I should fill the silence with something, anything, but I couldn’t think of anything that would rise above banality. So, I took another drink.

      “He felt persecuted in that Mississippi, and he left,” Ana said. “He felt worried about Russia after the revolution, worried about maybe being persecuted again — persecuted or worse — so, he left. But, my people? They couldn’t leave. They tried, but they couldn’t leave. Most of them were locked up in camps. Some of them, the lucky ones, they made a plan. They got on a boat, and then they all drowned. Just floating until they blew up. Just floating in the Black Sea. All for the want of a signature on some paperwork. Some fucking British paperwork.”

      Neither of us said another word. I waved for the check, and Ana said her goodbyes before I was finished paying it. I ordered another drink and nursed it for the longest time. The restaurant was nearly cleared out when I finally got to my feet and made my way home.

      I realized later that I was drunk enough, and preoccupied enough, that I didn’t even check for a tail after I left the Park. It turned out to be another of those nights where I wasn’t sure if I really slept or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      I had forgotten about my Turkish lesson with Omer. I was still in bed, engulfed in thoughts about Ana and Gibbs and the two explosions — the Struma and the front door of Gibbs’s apartment building — when I heard the knocking on the door morph into banging and shouting. I answered the door wearing only my drawers and left Omer with my latest magazine while I splashed some water on my face.

      “You look like shit,” I said, practicing the idiom on my high school tutor — and, as you might expect, nobody curses like a boy in high school. The truth was, he did look like shit, dirty and sweaty.

      “Where are you coming from?”

      “Work,” Omer said.

      “Early work, no?”

      “Got to get in my four hours before I’m allowed to live.”

      I told Omer to go get cleaned up, and he spent more than a few minutes running the water in the sink. That left me even more time to think about what Ana had said, and how it was all now so clear. She killed Gibbs, or had Gibbs killed, because of what he did or didn’t do back in 1942 when the Struma got blown up in the Black Sea with those hundreds of Jews onboard. There was no other explanation.

      I was leafing through the magazine, distracting myself, lingering over a story with the title “Volleyball!” It wasn’t much of a story, truth be told. Omer snatched the magazine out of my hand and stuffed it into his knapsack. He looked better, cleaner, even if he was still wearing the same dirty shirt.

      “So, what’s with the work? Making extra money?” I said.

      “The money goes into the house fund. I’m just keeping the peace.”

      “With your father?”

      Omer nodded.

      “I’m keeping the peace but I’m losing the war,” he said, more to himself than to me.

      I probed a little, gently, but as it turned out, I didn’t need to be gentle. Omer clearly wanted to tell someone what he was going through, and I was as good as anyone and better than most, seeing as how I was an adult outsider. There couldn’t have been many of those in Omer’s life.

      “It’s like this,” he said. “I want to go to university. I’m a good enough student that my teachers will recommend me — that isn’t a problem. It’s all I can think about, and it’s only a year away.”

      “And…”

      “And, my father won’t permit it,” Omer said. “One of his favorite expressions is, ‘Every minute spent reading is a minute not spent working.’ His other favorite is, ’Someday, you’ll realize that you can’t eat books.’ And then, when he’s moving in for the kill, he goes with, ‘The Koran? Fine. But that’s all you need for a full life.’”

      “So, I guess ‘Volleyball!’ is completely out of the question,” I said. I was trying to lighten the mood a bit, and it was an attempt that failed.

      “It’s not funny,” Omer said. “There’s nothing funny about it.”

      “I know, I know,” I said. “So, what does your mother say?”

      “My father, I haven’t even said the word ‘university’ in his presence. I was too afraid to say it. But my mother, we’ve talked. We’ve had more than one conversation about it, and she is sympathetic, and she has brought it up to my father — just recently. And now, he just calls me an idiot. And he told my brothers, and they just mock me. Going home every day, it’s just become…”

      Omer’s voice trailed off. I could feel some sympathy for him but also some empathy, because my father had thought I was an idiot, too, because I had no desire to sit across from him at the big partner’s desk for the rest of my life. I was always surprised at how readily he agreed to my moving to Vienna when I was in high school to apprentice and learn the sales end of the business from Uncle Otto. Then again, my grandfather had felt the same way about Otto that my father had felt about me. Otto hadn’t been meant for the other side of the partner’s desk, either.

      “Ever since my mother told him about university, he’s wanted me to quit school completely,” Omer said. “I mean, immediately. We managed to reach a truce, kind of an uneasy compromise. He said I could stay in school for the rest of the year if I also found a way to work on the docks for four hours a day. So, I go early. I go and lug whatever shit they have up the hill from the boats. Yesterday was carpets. Today was some kind of fish packed in ice. Tomorrow will be some other shit. It never ends.”

      I had watched down at the docks on some of my visits. The bigger cargo, whatever it was, tended to be loaded onto the back of vehicles, or maybe push carts. But everything else, everything that was carry-able, was still hoisted onto a man’s back and carried — often across the Galata Bridge and then up the hills to wherever. It was brutal work, back-bending more than back-breaking. Omer was right — the men who did it for any period of time developed a stoop that was somewhere between subtle and pronounced. It was honest work, for sure, even if Omer had little outward appreciation for it. It fed him and his family and provided them with a roof under which to live. But it was a 17th-century existence in the middle of the 20th century.

      “But surely, your mother?” I said.

      “As I said, she is sympathetic — the only one,” Omer said. “But she has no voice in this. I think she helped with the compromise I worked out, but it was only with a look at my father, a glance. She has no voice in our house.”

      We talked for a little while longer, and that was the extent of my lesson for the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      I had never been to a yali, but only because I had never been able to wangle an invitation. The business groups — the councils and consortiums and the like, also known as my entire social circle — used hotel ballrooms or restaurants for their get-togethers. Yalis were privately owned and greatly coveted, their docks and stone patios and lush gardens backing onto the Bosporus in what can only be described as magnificent splendor. They were an old-money anachronism in the modern republic that was post-war Turkey, but I didn’t care. I always enjoyed old money, especially when it was being spent on me.

      So, when Zeki called and arranged our next meeting for his yali, well, I wasn’t going to say no. And if my first yali was going to be a Nazi’s yali, well, someone somewhere would get a kick out of it if I was ever able to tell the story. The only downside was that I would be arriving by car, not by boat. Zeki had me meet him at his office in Uskudar for the trip north.

      The drive took about a half-hour, and if truth be told, the house wasn’t all that special from the front. It was nice, but only nice. The jaw-dropping part quickly became obvious through the massive window that formed an entire wall on one side of the sunken living room. Through the window was the patio and the dock, all lit up, and then the Bosporus. All of it was framed by the hills on the European side of Istanbul — the hills and the lights that were twinkling on at dusk.

      “Which view do you like the best, day or night?” I said. Zeki was fixing us a drink.

      “Day in summer, night in winter,” he said.

      “That was quick — you’ve obviously thought this through.”

      “The sails in the summer, so many colors, and the blue of the water,” Zeki said. “That really is my favorite. Winter is quieter, less pleasure traffic out there, and the water is darker, grayer. But at night, the lights, the hills…”

      There were a half-dozen men already out on the patio, drinking their drinks. Zeki was waylaid by a white-coated butler-type on the way out the door, and I heard him tell the servant, “Dinner in 20 minutes.”

      Outside, I was introduced all around. Two of the six offered what I would consider modified Hitler salutes before the handshakes, and I managed to ignore them without insulting them — at least, I think didn’t insult them. They all were local business owners — a copper miner, a grain farmer, a textile manufacturer, and a couple of others that didn’t register, mostly because I couldn’t take my eyes off of the view.

      “This is really something,” I said, trying not to sound too much of a novice. “I mean, arriving by boat must be spectacular. Did any of you?”

      “Not tonight,” Zeki said. “Other times, though. We’ll have to get you out for the next big party. They really are a hoot. We pretty much run a shuttle from one side to the other continuously. You can always catch a ride with somebody.”

      It wasn’t until we sat down to dinner that the talk veered from party memories and favorite boats and the like. Zeki led the conversation as I imagined a company president led his board of directors. It was very clear, very quickly, that they were all fascists of some stripe or another, and that they all had done business with Nazi Germany during the war, and that a few of them — Zeki, the other miner, and the textile guy — were being frozen out of current business by the Turkish government, at least a bit.

      “Blind men,” is what the textile guy called the government, and the rest nodded.

      “Small minds can’t see the big picture,” Zeki said, and the nods became slaps on the dining table. The crystal rocked, just a bit.

      “Thank God, the American intelligence group can,” the copper miner said. Zeki shot him a look that I interpreted as an admonition, that he had said something to me that he shouldn’t have. I might have been wrong, though, because Zeki quickly smiled and started explaining it to me.

      “American intelligence, they came to us,” Zeki said. “It’s really their idea, to keep a stay-behind army in place. Not just here, either — in other countries, as well. They want us trained, they want us equipped, and they want us to be prepared to offer resistance to the Communists if it ever comes to that. For whatever it’s worth, the rest of us at this table all believe it will come to that, given the current trend.”

      I hoped that my jaw hadn’t visibly dropped while Zeki was explaining. To me, this seemed to be bonkers — private, anti-Communist armies, funded by the United States, arrayed all over Europe to stop the red menace. The assumption was that none of the local governments would know. It just seemed crazy.

      I looked at Zeki, and it seemed as if it was my turn to say something other than “holy shit.”

      “Where, uh, were are the Americans tonight?” is what I came up with.

      “They prefer to keep some distance.”

      “But not too much?”

      “They will back us financially,” is what Zeki said directly to me. Then, he turned to the rest of the men at the table and said, “But our new friend, Mr. Alex, he also will provide some, let’s call it seed money.”

      The others applauded. I lowered my eyes and blushed.

      “First weapons, very soon,” Zeki said. “The details are still being worked out, but soon. From Cyprus, probably. The boat is an issue, but soon. Very soon.”

      More applause. Then, two white coats arrived with more wine and then the meal. After dinner, there were more drinks out on the patio, and a lot of people patted my back in a combination of thanks and congratulations.

      If it wasn’t the creepiest situation I had found myself while working undercover in the last decade, it was certainly near the top. Still, I felt as if I needed to fit in, to act the part. So, when the joke-telling started, I managed to convert an old Vienna joke into a Commie joke. The modified punch line was, “Only if that’s the hand you use to wipe Stalin’s ass.” And if it sounded stupid, it still went over big with that crowd. And if I was, indeed, throwing up in my mouth a little, I was definitely pulling it off.

      Riding back to the ferry, alone in the back of a car being driven by one of the dinner waiters, I was alternating between feeling terrified and satisfied. It was my job to mix well with human vermin, at least sometimes, and I was doing my job and doing it well. For better or worse, I had Zeki and the rest believing that I was one of them, God help me.
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      It was on the ferry ride back that I decided to leave the signal. I had been fingering the piece of chalk in my pocket for days, my version of the prayer beads so many of the old men worked during quiet times. I reached into my pocket to feel for it, almost as a reflex, whenever the tension rose in my life — the Ana tension, or the Emniyet tension, or the heroin gang tension, or the Zeki tension. It had gotten to the point where I did it without thinking, just fiddling in my pocket. I was playing with the chalk as I sat on the ferry, and two men across the boat were working their beads and moving their lips, and I nearly laughed out loud. It had to be a sign — and, besides, the ferry dropped me right near the base of the Galata Bridge, which was the spot where I needed to leave my mark. That is, if I was going to leave my mark.

      I had considered it when Gibbs got blown into the hereafter, but backed away from the idea — mostly because I didn’t know exactly what I was dealing with when it came to Ana, and I didn’t know if there was any relevance to Fritz Ritter and my new employers. As for the Emniyet, I never really considered going to Ritter about that, mostly because tangles with the local cops — even the secret police — where understood by intelligence professionals to be nothing more than the cost of doing business.

      When it came to the heroin gang, well, I was scared — and scared, legitimately scared, was a fine reason to leave a chalk mark. I calmed down, though, and realized the potential upside for my employers. Finally, there was Zeki. He and his scheme scared me less than they revolted me, and revulsion was not on the list of valid reasons to make an emergency contact. At least, it didn’t rise to the proper level in my mind. But what I heard that night in the yali — about a string of secret underground armies across Europe that would be funded by American intelligence operatives — that, to me, rang the sufficient number of alarm bells.

      It rose above revulsion. More than that, it put me in the middle of a game whose rules were unknown to me. And while it was true that when you are in the middle of an intelligence operation, you often encountered situations whose rules were foreign to you, this was different. The stakes were so much higher. Unrepentant Nazis, secret armies, sovereign nations — that was so far above my pay grade that I couldn’t think about it without getting a little dizzy. I knew when I was in over my head, and I knew that I had sunk below the water line some time between the appetizers and the main course at Zeki’s dinner table.

      The rules of the chalk mark were simple enough. If I were to leave a mark at the base of the Galata Bridge on the Hagia Sophia side, it meant that I was seeking a meeting with whomever. That meeting would be on the upcoming Thursday, provided that I gave at least 48 hours’ notice. A single chalk X meant that the subject of the meeting was important. A double-X meant that I believed my life to be in danger. And that was pretty much it. Given that this was Monday night, I was providing more than the necessary 48 hours — that is, if I decided to make my mark.

      I did hesitate, at least briefly. Professional pride for an agent meant that you really didn’t want to call in the teacher for a consultation if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. And while my background was hardly traditional when it came to the intelligence business — a courier for the Czechs before the war, a French Resistance fighter during the war, and now this — I was not without skills and I was not without an ego. I could handle the Emniyet and I could handle the heroin gang. The problem with Zeki was that, while I could handle being a part of his little plan, I did not feel confident about the bigger picture, and if I was doing unsuspected damage to that bigger picture. That was the guidance I needed — not how to manage Zeki and his Nazi crackpots, but if I was fucking up something much bigger in the process of that management.

      Of course, I had no idea how one of those guys who contacted me on the ferry, or wherever, was going to be able to give me the guidance I needed. I was going to have to explain it to them, and they were going to have to explain it to Fritz Ritter — or whoever the next person in line happened to be — and I was going to have to wait for an answer. That would take time, and there was always the possibility that my descriptions and my concerns would be lost in translation.

      Whatever — that was the system. It really struck me, in ways it hadn’t before, just how alone I was. For at least a few days, and probably many more than a few, my instincts were still going to be what I had to rely on.

      The ferry docked and the dozen or so passengers got off. I made sure to be last. It was a dark night; I hadn’t remembered if there was much of a moon or not, but whatever was up there was hidden behind the clouds. Half got off the dock and turned left, the other half right. I was going right, toward the Galata Bridge. There were six of us, then. Two peeled off almost immediately and turned left, away from the water. One walked straight past the bridge, straight toward the fishing boats that caught and then sold the mackerel sandwiches. Maybe he was part of the crew. The two old men who had been working their prayer beads were the only ones walking across the bridge. They were about 50 feet ahead of me, chatting as they walked — not fast, not slow, just normal.

      At the base of the bridge, I knelt down and pretended to tie my shoe. A sound froze me for a second, but it was only the laugh of one of the old men, followed by a pat on the back from his friend. They were probably 75 feet away, the distance increasing with every step.

      I turned and looked over my shoulder, and there was nobody behind me coming from the direction of the ferry. There was nobody in front of me, nobody coming from the direction of the Spice Bazaar and the fishing boats. Two men were crossing the bridge and walking toward me, but they were still probably 500 feet away, just about in the middle of the span. I only saw them every 20 feet or so, as they passed beneath one of the series of bridge lights.

      I was fine. Nobody saw me. The coast was clear, as they liked to say in the American gangster movies.

      I took out the chalk and made my mark on the base of the first pillar at the very base of the bridge. I took only a half-second to admire my handiwork as I stood up and walked away, following the two old men across the bridge. It was clear enough and big enough, but not so big as to be obtrusive or obnoxious. It would be an accident if a random person noticed it. The truth was, you likely needed to be looking for it to see it, a single white X scrawled on the dark gray stone.
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      “So, who did you know on the Struma? Father or mother? Sister or brother?”

      I was so drunk when I asked Ana the question that my nose was numb. Ozan had kept bringing the Manhattans, bringing them for two hours before Ana arrived at the Park’s lobby bar, and for the half-hour or so after she sat down. I was just killing the evening before my expected rendezvous with my contact. I had not expected to see her.

      She acted as if our running into each other had been a surprise, which had to have been bullshit. I mean, I was drunk but not stupid drunk. She said she had just poked her head into the front door to see if she saw anyone at the bar, and lo and behold. Utter bullshit. Never once had Ana mentioned knowing anyone else in Istanbul. She had never mentioned a work colleague. She had never spoken anyone’s name. There was no one she was hoping to run into at the bar, no one but me. Complete and utter bullshit.

      She was in the middle of a chatty dissertation on the merits of the red tram car on Istiklal Street. She had just said, “It’s my favorite thing in this city,” when I stopped her, unable to deal with the lies. That’s when I asked her. And when she didn’t reply, that’s when I asked her a second time:

      “So, who did you know on the Struma? Father or mother? Sister or brother?”

      It was an accusation as much as it was a question, and Ana took it as such. She looked hurt, but I don’t think she was. I think she was stunned and concerned. The hurt look was bullshit, too.

      Ana didn’t answer. She started to speak — not once, but twice — but then stopped herself. I mean, her lips began to move, but then nothing came out. If she had just admitted it, or corrected me, I would have accepted it. Because the truth was, Gibbs really wasn’t my friend — he was just somebody to drink with, an alcoholic acquaintance who was kind of an asshole besides. And the other truth was, I could respect revenge as a motive. I had lived that one often enough myself, and I understood the dynamics of revenge, and they were acceptable to me.

      So, there was all of that. But what I couldn’t take was being lied to. What I couldn’t accept was being used.

      I really would have listened if she had explained herself. But she didn’t. She just stopped. She swallowed her words, and we just looked at each other, and her bullshit hurt look turned into a cold stare. After a few seconds, I looked down at my drink, the first one to disengage.

      And then, I said, “Do you often tuck your hair into the back of your jacket?”

      The cold stare became colder, if that was possible. The bullshit hurt look was now a seething rage, and it seemed genuine. I looked down, sipped my drink, then looked back up at her, and she did not appear to have moved a millimeter. Just seething. Just quietly breathing.

      And then, I said, “Did you learn to drive a motorbike here, or back in Romania, if that’s where you’re really from?”

      Nothing. Just seething. Just quietly breathing. If the eyes really are a window to the soul, her soul scared the shit out of me in that moment — so angry, so cold.

      And then, I said, “Did you set the bomb yourself, or do you have people for that?”

      Nothing, still. Not word. Not a verbal reaction or a facial reaction. After maybe 10 seconds, Ana took a sip from her drink and then stood up and walked away from the bar — away from the bar, and across the lobby, and out the front door of the hotel.

      “It wasn’t a denial,” is what I said to myself, pretty much every minute, through two more Manhattans. I couldn’t walk home, so Ozan called me a taxi, and it was probably the last thing I said to the driver, too.
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      I was to cross the Galata Bridge at 3 p.m. and not before. That was the only bit of precision in my instructions for the meeting. That was the only part that required me to do anything really specific, to cross the bridge at 3 and no earlier than 3.

      After that, I was to walk in the direction of the Blue Mosque and to get there by any route I happened to choose. It was farther from the bridge than Topkapi Palace, farther than the Hagia Sophia. The Blue Mosque — whose real name I did not know; everybody just called it the Blue Mosque for self-explanatory reasons — stared across a great expanse at the bigger, older Hagia Sophia. It was a hell of a structure, but it was the little brother to the Hagia Sophia and suffered by comparison. At least, that was always my impression.

      Anyway, I was to walk from the bridge to the Blue Mosque. The distance was probably about a mile, but given the foot traffic on the sidewalks and the crooked zig-zags of the street, it would take about a half-hour to get there. If I wasn’t contacted along whatever route I chose, I was to sit on a bench outside of the mosque and wait. Which bench, and there were a lot of them, it didn’t seem to matter.

      The way it turned out, the walk did take every bit of a half-hour. The sidewalks were full of people — people shopping, people just bustling about. I had no idea if it was like that every afternoon at 3 because I didn’t remember being there before at that time of day. Or, if I had been, I didn’t pay attention. For most of the walk, it seemed too crowded for a successful approach. Then again, maybe a crowded sidewalk was better — I couldn’t decide.

      It wasn’t that I was worried about being followed — I lost my Emniyet tail easily before I took the funicular down to the bridge area. It was getting easier for me to lose them every day. I guessed that was because Lieutenant Bulut kept trying different people, hoping one of them might be at least semi-competent, only to discover that they weren’t. But, well, I guessed it was still possible that a different watcher had picked me up after the funicular, so I was still being cautious. Then again, the tail or lack thereof wasn’t my issue. The person making contact needed to scout out that part, not me.

      Whatever the reason, no one contacted me on the mile of streets between the bridge and the mosque. So, I picked a bench and sat. The way I was oriented, the Blue Mosque was immediately to my left and the Hagia Sophia was in the distance to my right. I looked mostly left at the blue domes, and I was in half of a trance, just staring, when Fritz Ritter sat down next to me. I had not seen his approach.

      “Fuck. You?” is what I came up with as a greeting.

      “Now you’ve hurt my feelings.”

      “No, I mean, I figured—”

      “I know you well enough to know that you wouldn’t ask for a meeting for some bullshit reason,” Ritter said. “If you reached out, it must be important. So, tell me that my instincts were correct.”

      “Well—”

      “Wait, you’re not in danger, right? Nothing changed there. One X, no danger. Right?”

      “No danger,” I said. “Just concern.”

      I decided, since I had him, that I would fill in Ritter on everything — everything except Ana. That one was still a little too raw, and a little too hard to explain. Seeing as how I didn’t know who she was working for, I really didn’t know shit. So, she and Gibbs and the motorbike stayed in my back pocket.

      With the rest, I went in order of importance, from least important to most. I spent 30 seconds telling Ritter about my now-frequent dances with Lieutenant Bulut, and he shrugged.

      “Cost of doing business, right?” I said.

      “Exactly. Just be careful — but I already know you are.”

      Next, I told him about the heroin gang. Ritter perked up a lot when he heard that one. He blessed my decision to sell out Fogarty and to tell Ruslan Kartal what the drunk American was saying about burning the poppy fields. Ritter also encouraged me to dream up a pretense to contact Kartal again.

      “I thought I was taking a chance,” I said. “I mean, we work with the Americans, right? Since they’re paying us, you might say we work for the Americans, no?”

      “No,” Ritter said. “Fuck no. We don’t work for them. We work with them. We supply them with information. But we don’t work for them. And, truth be told, we are not against identifying opportunities to separate ourselves from them, at least subtly. This one seems perfect. This is really good for us.”

      If my Lieutenant Bulut information took 30 seconds, the heroin gang took three minutes. The remainder of the 15 minutes on the bench were occupied by Zeki Ozdemir and his post-war Nazi fever dreams. I laid it all out for him: the business loan that started the conversation and the meetings that followed, culminating in the dinner at the yali that had me fingering the chalk in my pocket.

      “It’s all so fucking wild,” I said. “That’s why I left the signal. Underground armies, unrepentant Nazis — I didn’t see how this could fly, and the whole thing sickened me, and I didn’t know how much of the truth they were telling me, if the Americans were really the bankroll. And, well, I just guess I didn’t want to be encouraging something I didn’t understand.”

      Ritter sat for a few seconds, and then his first reply was a long exhale — not exasperated, not exactly, but more tired than anything.

      “You’re to continue on as you are,” he said.

      “But, Fritz, I mean, goddammit—”

      “You’re to continue on as you are,” he said again, the exact same words.

      “But you promised me this fucking thing you signed me up for, this Gehlen Organization, you said it wasn’t a home for Nazis to keep living the dream.”

      “It isn’t.”

      “So, then what the fuck—”

      “What the fuck this is, well, it’s not us — it is the Americans,” Ritter said. “Your new Nazi best friend was telling the truth. It’s the Americans’ idea and it’s the Americans’ money — little underground armies all over Europe, just in case the Soviets get a little too well-entrenched for everyone’s comfort. It’s their show. We’re not involved.”

      “Well, not until now.”

      “Not until now, I guess.”

      “But how can they be involved with these people?” I said. “What were those Nuremberg trials all about? I know everybody just wants to get on with their lives but, I mean, isn’t there a line somewhere? And isn’t this way over that fucking line?”

      Ritter didn’t answer, except with another long exhaling sigh. I knew what he was going to say, and he knew what he was going to say, but it still took a few seconds.

      “Look, this is the way the world works today,” he said. “Nobody is perfect. Nobody is clean. Everybody has a past. There are no fucking angels — not you, not me, not the Americans, not the Gehlen Organization.”

      “But you promised me this wasn’t going to be some Nazi front, some home for—”

      “And it isn’t,” he said. “But, look at me. You know I was in the party — I couldn’t have been promoted to a general in the Abwehr without being promoted.”

      “But you worked against Hitler,” I said.

      “That, I did. But I also was in the party. So, clean hands or not? Well, to varying degrees, that goes for an awful lot of people who work in the same organization you and I do. And in the here and now, we deal with certain realities. The biggest one is that the Communists are the reason that the Americans are worried, and their worry is the reason you and I are employed in the jobs we currently hold. Your man Zeki and his scheme are the result of that worry, and that is why you will do nothing to hinder him or discourage him. In fact, you will continue to assist him, just as you have been.”

      He stopped and put on the stern father face. We never had that kind of relationship, though.

      “And if I can’t stomach it?” I said.

      “Then you can go home to Vienna,” Ritter said.

      We sat in silence, but only for a few seconds. From the questions he asked about the bank loans for the weapons and my guesses about the timing, and from my answers, he knew I wasn’t going home to Vienna — and I knew it, too. When we circled back to the heroin gang, though, Ritter did make sure that I had an emergency evacuation plan, if it came to that. I assured him that I did even if I didn’t offer the details, which included hot-wiring the car that Bebi parked behind his place, the car he drove only on Sunday afternoons.

      It was only after Ritter got up to leave that I remembered that I hadn’t told him about the bang that had or had not been a gunshot fired at me outside of the Spice Bazaar.
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      No, I wasn’t going home to Vienna. And, no, I wasn’t able to sleep much that night in my bed in Istanbul. Fritz Ritter tended to have that effect on me.

      Ritter used me. He always had and, I suspected, he always would. At the same time, he had protected me on the back end — if only because I was Otto’s nephew, and because he felt guilty that Otto had died only because he had been Ritter’s friend. And if I didn’t always understand what was happening, or agree with everything that I thought I understood, I was confident he wasn’t sending me on any suicide missions. And if he — and the Americans — thought that funding a string of underground armies across Europe as a cockamamie backstop against Communism was a good idea, well, fuck it. And if the underground armies were comprised of a bunch of broken-down fascists and Nazis like Zeki Ozdemir, well, fuck that, too. As the Americans liked to say, in for a dime, in for a dollar.

      This was the profession I had chosen. Ritter had given me the instructions and the ultimatum — either follow them or go home to Vienna. And if the idea of home attracted me, I knew it was just an idea. Vienna had nothing for me, other than my friend, Leon. And if Istanbul, or the next place, was a solitary life in many ways, a boring life, it was a life that I understood. It was a life where the painfully isolated times were punctuated by moments of pulsing adrenaline — and that was the attraction, those moments. That, for me, would always be the attraction.

      If that was sad — pathetic, even — it was the truth. To deny it would be to deny not only reality, but also the man I had become. And, well, denial wasn’t my thing. Maybe it had been at one point in my life, but it wasn’t anymore. My life would be lived with eyes wide open — and if that was the only commitment to myself that I had managed to keep, that was okay. Eyes wide open, then. That would be true even if it meant that they were wide open sometimes when I should have been sleeping.

      Still, I must have dozed off, because it took me a while to become aware of the sound — muffled and distant, then closer and closer. I thought it was a dream until I could tell that it wasn’t. It was the sound, I eventually realized, of a solitary man beating repeatedly on a drum he carried as he walked in the middle of the street. I looked out the window, still in the darkness, and saw him as he passed by. His purpose was to make sure people were awake early enough to get something to eat before the fast began at sunrise.

      The drummer. It was the start of the first day of Ramadan.

      This, of course, had nothing to do with me. I could eat whenever I wanted to eat, provided I could find a restaurant that was open and serving non-believers in the back of the dining room, sometimes behind a curtain. I was sure the restaurant at the Park would be open, if nothing else. Barring that, I could purchase food at a grocer anytime and prepare it in my apartment. Believe me, I asked Miray all about it ahead of time.

      “No problems for the heathens like you,” she said. “This is a big, cosmopolitan city.”

      “Where 90 percent of the women wear veils.”

      “Regardless. We’re tolerant of your kind.”

      “I feel so privileged.”

      “Drive 20 miles outside the city and they’ll stone you for nibbling on a kebab during the lunch hour,” she said. “We are miles ahead of that.”

      “Miles and decades.”

      “Miles and centuries,” Miray said. Then, mostly for effect, she lit up a cigarette in my presence.

      The drummer had passed, and I was sitting up and rubbing the sleep out of my eyes when I heard a different pounding: two, then three insistent knocks on my apartment door. I pulled on a pair of pants and answered. I guess I figured it was Omer, perhaps intending on demonstrating his modern ways and his independence from his father and his brothers by doing some illicit eating at my kitchen table. But I was wrong.

      When I opened the door, it was Miss Ana Radu.
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      She managed to make coffee while I washed my face and dressed. I didn’t take five minutes. We had said almost nothing to each other after I let her in, just the absolute basics.

      “I need your help,” she said.

      “Were you followed?”

      “No.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure,” she said.

      My hands were trembling, just a little, as I buttoned my shirt. Why I hadn’t just shut the door in Ana’s face was the question I couldn’t shake. I mean, why was I willing to hear her out? I didn’t love her, and I didn’t really like her. I mean, she had blown up Gibbs and used me somehow in the process. She was a pro in my terrible business, and that was the only real attraction. And my hands were still trembling when I was done, to the point where I thrust my hands into my pockets and left them there when I walked out of the bedroom. I didn’t touch the coffee she had poured, and I didn’t say anything. This was her show.

      “One thing, the place I have to start,” Ana said. “I didn’t use you, not for any of this. Whatever there was between us, it was genuine. It is genuine.”

      She was staring down at her hands. When I said, “Bullshit,” she winced.

      “It’s not — and that’s the part I need you to believe,” she said. “I never used you. I never followed you. I didn’t use you to learn about that man.”

      “Reginald Gibbs. He had a name.”

      “I never used you,” Ana said. “I was as surprised as anyone when I saw you together that night.”

      “The night you killed him,” I said.

      She continued to look down at her hands.

      “I make no apologies for that,” she said. “We are at war, and that man…”

      “Reginald Gibbs…”

      “…that man was an enemy of my people. That man had blood on his hands. That man, and the people he worked for, killed my people — hundreds, thousands, who knows how many? Who knows how to calculate? But I can count to one, and one of the people your Reginald Gibbs killed by his actions was my fiancé.”

      Now, Ana was the one staring at me and, after a second, I was the one staring at his hands.

      “He was on the Struma,” she said. “He was one of the people stuck there in the harbor while the Brits decided that policy was policy, and that there was nothing they could do but leave them on that old, broken-down boat.”

      “Which was blown up by the Soviets, right?”

      “Probably, yes,” she said. “But your man Reginald Gibbs was one of the decision-makers back then in the British embassy. He was one of the ones who decided that, no, I will not save these hundreds of people with a stroke of my pen. I will not give them a new life.”

      “But the Turks,” I said.

      “Were no help, but weren’t really in charge, either,” she said. “I know, I know, it’s their country — but it was the goddamn Brits who were running that show. Are you really telling me they couldn’t have come up with new visas for a few hundred people? Are you telling me they couldn’t find a better boat somewhere to put them on? Do you really expect me to believe that Hail Fucking Britannia couldn’t have saved those people, and wouldn’t have saved those people, if they hadn’t been Jews from Romania? Alex, you’re not that naive.”

      I said nothing, still staring at my hands.

      “You’re not naive at all,” Ana said. “I don’t know your story, and I likely never will. But you’re no Swiss banker. That’s about the only thing I’m sure of these days.”

      “Speaking of not knowing someone’s story,” I said, half to myself. Ana half smiled and then opened her arms wide in reply.

      “Ask away,” she said.

      “Where were you when the Struma blew up?”

      “Already in Palestine.”

      “But how?”

      “I was an economist in the ministry in Bucharest, and my boss was able to arrange the paperwork,” she said. “I was there for about four months by then. Marius was following me on the Struma.”

      “But, wait,” I said. “If you were in Palestine, what are you doing back here? You don’t work in the Romanian legation?”

      “Never said I did.”

      “Never said you didn’t.”

      “I can’t be responsible for the conclusions you drew,” she said. “I was in Palestine until about a month ago. I returned over land.”

      “To kill Gibbs?”

      “To seek justice.”

      “To exact revenge.”

      “To seek justice,” Ana said. “Once again, Alex Kovacs, you are not naive. Revenge, justice — often, they are two sides of the same coin, are they not?”

      My head was full of noise. This had been an awful lot to process right after waking up. In some ways, what Ana was saying made a lot of sense to me and cleared up a lot of the ambiguities. But there was still so much about this mysterious woman with the long black hair.

      “Wait, wait,” is what I blurted out. “So, are you a free agent here? Did you come to seek your justice by yourself?”

      “I am by myself on this mission but I am not alone,” she said.

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning exactly what I said.”

      “Ana, cut the shit. I mean, I still don’t know what you want from me, but you’re getting nothing without the complete truth at this point. So tell me what you mean when you say, ‘I am not alone.’ Tell me or just get out.”

      She took a breath and said, “The Jews of Palestine have organized themselves. We will need to fight for our future, and the fight will take many forms. This is one of them.”

      “Like blowing up the King David Hotel,” I said.

      “Many forms, and this is one of them,” she said.

      “Gibbs once told me he knew a guy who died in the King David. He might have said he knew a couple of guys, I forget.”

      “Justice, Alex. Justice.”

      Ana didn’t know it, but she had touched a nerve there. She did not know my history, or the lengths to which I had gone in an attempt to extract revenge or gain justice. Three times, I had been within inches of killing the Gestapo officer who killed my Uncle Otto back in Cologne, back before the war. Three times, I had failed. The danger involved, and the fact that I could have died trying, never fazed me. The three attempts — all years apart — I never questioned them. I didn’t have an ounce of second thoughts. I never wondered if I was right, not really. I was certain that I was right, positive that I was right, and that my actions were entirely justified.

      I very much understood that coin, the one with revenge on one side and justice on the other. I understood it and, in many ways, I treasured it. Heads I win, tails you lose.
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      “Wait a minute — what are you still doing here?” I said.

      “Meaning what?”

      “Meaning that you killed Gibbs. You got your revenge and you got your justice — mission accomplished. So what are you still doing here? Why are you still in Istanbul? Why aren’t you on the road back to Palestine?”

      Ana paused for a few seconds, clearly considering the answer. I was pretty sure, though, that I had made it clear that it was truth or nothing for her at that point.

      “It was partially accomplished,” she said.

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning that Gibbs had a boss, the undersecretary for cultural affairs,” Ana said. “He was here in 1942, also. His fingerprints were all over the Struma, as much as Gibbs and maybe more. So, I wasn’t finished.”

      “Wasn’t?”

      “Wasn’t,” she said. “But I’m finished now. It’s why I’m here.”

      Ana said that three men came to the apartment she had rented the previous afternoon.

      “Brits?” I said.

      She shook her head.

      “Emniyet?”

      She nodded.

      “You weren’t there?” I said.

      “I saw them arrive,” Ana said. “I went down the back stairs and was gone before they got up to my room. But I can’t go back now. I have nothing but what I’m wearing.”

      “Papers? Passport? Money?”

      “Yes, yes, and yes,” she said. “They were in my purse. I grabbed that, but that was it.”

      “Do you have any idea what they know?”

      “Not really, but it doesn’t take a genius to figure it out,” she said. “If it was a friendly chat with a visiting Romanian, just a harmless fishing expedition, one cop from the secret police would have been plenty to take care of it. One, maybe two. Two at the most. But three detectives? Three means they know something.”

      “Did you get much of a look at them out the window?”

      “A bit.”

      I described Lieutenant Bulut, including the olive green suit, and Ana said, “How did you know?”

      “Just a guess.”

      “A good guess.”

      “Not good for you, or for me,” I said.

      “You and the olive green suit have history?”

      “Ongoing history,” I said. “So, just to be clear here: you’re not looking for help trying to get to Gibbs’s buddy in the embassy, right?”

      “I’m looking to leave the country,” she said.

      “And your mission?”

      “Partially accomplished is better than dead or arrested,” Ana said. “That is my current calculation. There is plenty more to do at home, work that doesn’t involve the Struma.”

      “And you can’t just get on a train?”

      “Not now,” she said. “The papers, they’re all in my real name, the name the Emniyet undoubtedly has. They’d scoop me up before I got 10 steps from the ticket counter in the train station. Same with a ship. I think this is going to take something a little more unofficial.”

      “And you figure I can help how, exactly?”

      “Now who isn’t the one telling the whole truth?” Ana said. “Which I don’t deserve — I get it. I don’t deserve the truth from you. I don’t deserve anything from you. I am the supplicant here, and you are under no obligation. But, well, what was your colorful phrase? Cut the shit, Alex.”

      “All right,” I said. “I might have an idea or two. Just give me a few minutes to think. Maybe some more coffee?”

      She went into the kitchen, and I considered a few options. It didn’t take long for at least a framework of a plan to form. It was missing a piece or two, and it wasn’t exactly going to be the sturdiest structure I had ever built, but there was a possibility of success.

      When Ana came back, I told her pretty much nothing, other than that I had a few potential avenues in my head. She wanted more, but I gave her nothing and would not give her anything, not until I had nailed down at least a couple of the details.

      “Come on,” she said, and I cut her off.

      “No,” I said. “My rules here. But, first things first: you need to find a place to stay, and it can’t be here. Bulut knows where I live, and there’s just no way he won’t find a way to connect us. I mean, it wasn’t as if we weren’t out in public together a half-dozen times. For all I know, he’s on the way as we sit here. You need to go. You have the money for a hotel, right?”

      Ana nodded.

      “As far as you are comfortable walking from here, find a place — at least two miles, okay? Go to a small hotel, even if it’s a little dirty looking, a little sketchy. If fact, the sketchier the better. They’re supposed to take your passport information, and they probably will — that’s why you go a distance away from here. It will take the Emniyet a while to get to a little hotel off the beaten track. And even if you have the money, don’t try to bribe the desk clerk into taking false information — that will just ring the alarm bells. Maybe you’ll get lucky and they won’t check your passport. If they do, they do. It’ll only be for two days, probably.”

      Ana took it all in and nodded.

      “You’ve probably figured this out, but you should buy a small suitcase and at least one working set of clothes,” I said.

      “Working like what? Secretary?”

      “No, working like working-class working.”

      Ana nodded again.

      “When I have a couple of more details nailed down, I’ll need to communicate them to you,” I said. “So, do you know where the funicular tunnel is?”

      Another nod.

      “Good, good,” I said. “There are some benches to the left of the entrance. On the third bench from the entrance, under the middle slat, you’ll find an envelope taped there any time after 8 a.m. tomorrow. Even if I don’t have everything nailed down, I’ll have something there for you.”

      I stood up, crossed the room, and opened the drawer of the little writing desk. I pulled out a pair of scissors and handed them to Ana.

      “The hair,” I said.

      “Wait, what?”

      “You have to cut it,” I said. “It’s your most identifiable feature. If they’re looking for you, it’ll be the first thing in the description they give to the cops. I mean, it has to go. Immediately.”

      I pointed her toward the bathroom. She stopped and turned to me and was about to say something, but then she continued on. It took her about 10 minutes. If the haircut was imperfect, it wasn’t bad, either. What had been hair that flowed all the way down her back was now a cut that barely reached her collar.

      “For now, it’ll make a big difference,” I said. “And for the rest of it, well, you’re just going to have to trust me.”

      “It is why I’m here.”

      “Because you trust me or because you’re desperate?”

      “Both,” Ana said. And when she stood up, I also stood up, and then I walked the two steps toward her. I thought of embracing her, or maybe taking her hand and leading her into the bedroom, but I backed off almost as soon as the idea entered my head.

      I watched out the window as she walked out of my building, and was surprised to see Omer coming up the steps and passing her on the way in. She held the door for him as he entered. I had no memory of scheduling a Turkish lesson with him, but it wasn’t the first time I had forgotten.
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      I felt as if I were one of those plate spinners you see at variety shows, trying to keep two or three of them rotating at once while simultaneously attempting to come up with a vital extra piece. I desperately needed that piece, but I wasn’t sure how to get it, so I worried and strategized with half of my brain while I put together the pieces I could.

      First was the wig. Ana was going to need a blond wig to make this whole thing work, and while I guessed it could be possible for me to buy it for her, the chance of the shop owner being suspicious enough to make a phone call to the Emniyet was well above zero. To me, Miray made the most sense. She was a modern Turkish woman in every way. Adding a blond wig to the lack of a veil, and the cigarettes, and the stylish business suit, would just be a part of the same persona. The shop owner likely wouldn’t think twice.

      When I asked her, she arched an eyebrow.

      “What game are you playing, Alex Kovacs?” she said, her words accompanied by a dirty smile.

      “The kind of game you’re probably thinking of,” I said, throwing a dirty smile back at her.

      Her imagination thus fortified, Miray happily went on her shopping trip. In the two hours she was away from the office, I plotted, mostly. The diary gave me an opening that night at the Pera Palace, at a reception given by some group called Istanbul 1950. I remembered the invitation, which included a drawing of an imagined modern skyline on the European side, as if the city was going to look like New York in a few years. It was an early one, starting at 5 p.m. That would work for me, too.

      The piece I needed to make the plan work would involve a favor from Ruslan Kartal, my man from the heroin gang. I didn’t feel as if I was in a position to ask for one, not yet. If nothing came of the evening, I would have to ask and see what happened, but I wasn’t optimistic. I needed an extra gift of information. I needed to give in order to get — and the only thing I could think of was another piece of intelligence from my favorite American drunk, Mike Fogarty.

      As it turned out, Fogarty was already well along when I arrived at the Istanbul 1950 reception. At one point, he caused a splendid commotion by bumping into a waiter with a tray full of champagne glasses. The crash was spectacular and exceeded in volume only by the yelling at the waiter by Fogarty that ensued. I happened to be standing with Vasily Medvedev at the time, and he said, “Whatever the rating, we add an extra point because of the American asshole. Deal?”

      “Deal,” I said, and we clinked our empty glasses at the base of the stem.

      When I managed to get Fogarty alone, I knew I wouldn’t have long. These receptions were all a series of floating encounters, floating and fleeting. I would have two, three minutes tops, so I got right to it.

      “How’s the poppy business?” I said, after maybe 30 seconds of preliminary bullshit about the clumsy waiter.

      Fogarty looked at me oddly and then conspiratorially. It was as if he initially wondered how I knew to ask, and then remembered what he had told me in our previous conversation.

      “It’s tonight,” he said.

      “What’s tonight?”

      Fogarty’s reply was to pantomime what appeared to be a soldier spraying the field in front of him with a machine gun. Then, he said, “Whoosh.”

      “Whoosh like…”

      “Like the biggest, hottest flamethrower you’ve ever seen,” he said — this in a whisper in my ear. He stumbled into me, just a bit, as he leaned over.

      “No shit — where?” I said.

      “Terkos,” he said. “Some shithole. They say it’s about a half-hour that way, maybe an hour.”

      He pointed out one set of windows, paused, then adjusted to another set. Then he stumbled again, just a little.

      “And get this,” Fogarty said. “The poppy field is right behind a mosque. It’s like part of the same property. These fucking animals. I mean, is nothing fucking sacred?”

      “But tonight? Really?”

      “They’re picking me up at 7, right out front, and then whoosh,” he said, and then he was swept up by one of his embassy colleagues and steered toward some of the less liquid refreshments that had been set on a side table. Small sandwiches of some sort, it appeared. Vasily already had one, and our eyes met, and he raised an approving three fingers.

      I skipped the sandwiches, though. There was a bank of phone booths in the Pera Palace lobby, and they always seemed to be busy. I had to wait a minute before one became free, which gave me time both to consider my good fortune and to fish Ruslan Kartal’s business card out of my wallet.
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      Wednesday night was the unofficial girls’ night out for the women who worked in Istanbul’s various European embassies and legations. What that meant was that the restaurant at the Park tended to be quite female-heavy on Wednesdays, with tables of four and six dominating the dining room. The unspoken part of girls’ night was that there should be no over trolling for men, but it was a custom honored only occasionally. For instance, it had been on a Wednesday night when I met Ingrid Karlsson.

      Ingrid was the paragon of Scandinavian womanhood. That is, she had blond hair down to here, and shapely legs up to here, and an attitude about casual sex that amounted to here, there, and everywhere. We met on the night of my second Wednesday in Istanbul, and we had had sex twice before the clock turned it into my second Thursday. We slept together a few times after that, always on her approach and her timetable. My obligations began and ended at the mattress’s edge. She even called her own taxi when it was time. For me, it was a perfect non-relationship — and she was both funny and smart besides.

      I sat down at the bar in the Park, with a view into the restaurant. While Ozan began working on my Manhattan, I was able to spot Ingrid among a table of six — all blondes, all likely from one of the Scandinavian legations. Having managed to locate her, I turned back toward Ozan and managed to find Ingrid again, this time in the mirrored wall behind the bottles. Then I drank, one Manhattan, then two, and waited.

      The reason I was hopeful — and this had nothing to do with another night in bed, although I wouldn’t turn it down — was a story Ingrid had once told me. It was the first night we met, and I was making conversation while I was in recovery mode between performances, and I asked her about working with Swedish diplomats.

      “They’re fine,” she said. “Most of them just push paper. Some of them have bigger visions, but I don’t think there’s a Wallenberg in the bunch.”

      I had not heard the name Wallenberg before. Ingrid told me about this Swede in Budapest who saved thousands of Jews from extermination at the end of the war. He did it, from what she said, mostly with brazen guile, inventing some kind of official-looking paperwork, and handing it out as quickly as they could be printed, and convincing the Nazis that it protected whoever was carrying it from deportation. She said he ended up disappearing at the end of the war.

      “We think the Soviets have him — not that we’re looking very hard, it seems to me,” she said. “But, I mean, imagine the courage of the man, of one man. He saved thousands of lives with that courage. I’d like to think I work with people who could summon that kind of courage. I’d like to think I would have it in the same situation.”

      It was because of that story that I drank my Manhattans, and watched in the mirror, and waited for Ingrid to head toward the toilets. They were down a private corridor, men’s and women’s, and it was just the two of us when Ingrid emerged from the women’s.

      I followed the quickest of pleasantries with my request. I wanted Ingrid to hide Ana for me. Except, the way I said it was, “I have a Jew I want you to hide for me.”

      “What are you talking about? This isn’t Nazi Germany.”

      “It isn’t,” I said. “But this is a woman who needs our help. It’s complicated, and I’m not going to tell you everything, but she is Jewish, and she is being pursued because she is Jewish, and she needs a short bit of refuge.”

      I could see she was skeptical, and I couldn’t tell her the truth about Ana. So I said, “Look, it’s obviously not the same thing. But this could be your Wallenberg moment.”

      She must have already been thinking the same thing, because I could see the skepticism melting away.

      “Just let her stay at your place,” I said. “Two days, tops. Maybe just one night. She’ll show up at the consulate and ask for you. She’ll be wearing a blond wig. At the end of the day, she’ll leave with you and you take her home. That’s it.”

      Ingrid listened and she nodded. Then, she said, “But why the cloak and dagger? It’s not like the Nazis are still around.”

      “First of all, you’re being naive about the Nazis. But you’re right, this is something else. I just need your help. And I can tell you, in a way, it’s really about the same kinds of Jews that your Wallenberg saved.”
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      I told Ingrid that she should leave the corridor first and return to her friends, that she couldn’t tell them anything, and that she shouldn’t look at me or talk to me after I returned to the bar. I needed to kill at least two more hours, maybe three, to be safe, and that meant my liver was about to embark upon a workout of Olympic proportions. Swifter, higher, stronger; drunk, drunker, drunkest.

      I was only going to have one more at the Park, though. I figured on a visit to a different hole in the wall than the Gibbs hole in the wall, just because. I didn’t miss him and I didn’t mourn him, but I didn’t particularly want to think about him, either.

      Ingrid and her friends were gone before I finished my next Manhattan, and I had just waved for the bill when an olive green suit sat down next to me.

      “Just the man I was looking for,” Lieutenant Bulut said.

      “And how exactly did you know I would be here?”

      Bulut didn’t answer, but I understood as I watched Ozan place a fruit juice in front of Bulut without being asked. There were no secrets in Istanbul, not really.

      “I have come to ask you about the last time you saw Miss Ana Radu,” Bulut said, getting right to it. It was a question and it was also a conundrum for me. The problem was Ozan, and the waiters, and the rest. They had seen me with Ana two different times — once for dinner and a second time, just the other day, at the bar. That was all I could remember, anyway. There could have been a third time — my mind was racing, and the Manhattans weren’t helping to slow my thoughts.

      “When was the last time? I’m not sure,” I said. It was an answer that acknowledged that I knew Ana — denial would be suicidal — without offering any specifics. It was an answer that bought me another 20 seconds or so to consider my options.

      “Here, right?” Bulut said

      “Just dinner,” I said. “Weeks ago.”

      “Just the once?”

      “Just the once,” I said. I was treading carefully there. If Bulut knew more, I would hang my claims on a literal interpretation of the questions. Just one dinner at the Park. Just the one. I was pretty sure that was true.

      “Why is that?” Bulut said. “Why just the once? Are your charms failing you, Mr. Kovacs?”

      “I don’t think so, no,” I said. “Just… it was just the once.”

      I was under the strong suspicion that the man in the olive green suit did not believe me. All he had to do was talk to Ozan to find out that Ana had walked out on me at this self-same bar just a couple of days before. But, well, Bulut chose to back off.

      The way I figured it, if the Emniyet knew that Ana had visited my apartment, I would not have been leaving the bar without handcuffs. Bulut was cagey, and he seemed to be playing me slowly like a fish hooked to a strong line, but fun was fun — and if he knew Ana had visited my place, that would have been that. So I did learn that much.

      “If you see her again you will contact us, yes?” Bulut said. “Contact me specifically, yes?”

      “Certainly.”

      “Day or night.”

      “May I ask why?”

      “You may not,” Bulut said.

      And then he got up and left the bar. And then, I gave the check back to Ozan and decided to remain in place, watching the Manhattans get emptied and refilled, one after the next, with an almost military precision. It was almost as if I was a spectator in the process, and it was a debilitating process — or, at least, it should have been. Truth was, I should have been knee-walking drunk, but I wasn’t. I wasn’t fine but I wasn’t falling over, either.

      I walked through Taksim Square and then down Istiklal Street, all the way down to the tunnel entrance to the funicular. Standing nearby was a man behind a brazier that held a boiling pot of tripe soup. I bought a cup and pretty much inhaled it as I sat on the third bench from the tunnel entrance.

      Then, I pulled out a pencil and paper and wrote my note to Ana. I told her where the wig was hidden and when to get to the Swedish embassy. The toughest part of the process was picking off the end of the cellophane tape that was stuck to the roll I had swiped from Miray’s desk. It was a task I always found to be difficult, even when sober. Eventually, though, I managed, and the envelope adhered nicely below the middle slat.
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      My first call, as soon as I woke up, was to Ruslan Kartal. That he was ecstatic with how the previous night had worked out was an understatement.

      “So, you stopped them?” I said.

      “From what the men say, it was a beautiful scene,” Kartal said. “A vehicle with four Americans. All of them seemed a bit drunk. Four men, one flamethrower. As soon as they were out of the vehicle, my men turned on these big torches — like, ten of them — and shined them in the Americans’ eyes. They just lit up the whole area behind the mosque. And the drunks, they saw the lights — saw that their little caper had been exposed — and they just panicked. They dropped the flamethrower and ran. They said one of the guys was so drunk that he fell down, and it took two of them to get him on his feet and back in the vehicle.”

      “You didn’t…”

      “Kill them? No,” Kartal said. “No need for an international incident — although they would have had a hell of a time explaining to the Emniyet what they were doing out in the middle of nowhere with a flamethrower on the edge of a poppy field. We could have dropped all four of them on the spot and nobody would have said a word — the Americans would have collected the bodies and flown them home and talked about some kind of training accident. Am I right?”

      Kartal was quite shrewd. The heroin gang was lucky to have him — because if he wasn’t one to get any dirt under his fingernails, well, he was capable of big picture insights that others might miss. As it was, I was certain that his ability to supply the information about Fogarty’s flamethrower fiasco was worth plenty in the eyes of his bosses.

      “So, we could have killed them all, but, well, why take a chance?” he said. “That was my contribution to the operation, the directive that no one was to die. I would have been okay if we winged a couple of them but, again, why take a chance? So, the men, they just shot out the Americans’ headlights and the windscreen. That was enough. The whole thing didn’t take five minutes.”

      We talked for a little longer — me telling him about Fogarty and the waiter carrying the tray of champagne glasses, and Kartal laughing uproariously— and then I made my request. Kartal asked only one question, about the compensation. When he heard the offer, he said it wouldn’t be a problem. He said, in fact, that it would be a pleasure.

      My second phone call was to Zeki. I had to wait for him to get to the office, and he, too, was happy to hear from me — especially after I explained what I had arranged with Kartal. Zeki had only one question, and it also was about the compensation. When I explained, he said, “Well, it’s only money — and your bank’s money, to boot.”

      “Your money, Zeki,” I said. “Your company is on the hook.”

      “As you say.”

      If I had been in his office, I no doubt would have seen Zeki smiling through that last bit because his company was never going to be repaying the loan. He knew it and I knew it. The whole thing was a paper charade, even though neither of us could say it aloud.

      The rest of the details were worked out in about 10 minutes. It would have been closer to five minutes if Zeki had not felt the need to preface every statement he made with some elongated variation of, “My loyal, generous, ingenious friend…”
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      On my first visit to the Spice Bazaar since the last visit, there were no random sounds that either were or weren’t gunshots. As for my Emniyet tail, I lost him within five minutes after I left Bebi’s coffee shop. The guy was pathetic, too tall to blend in, a beanpole of a kid who was a head taller than pretty much everyone on the street. I almost felt bad for him when I walked into the front door of a tailor shop and out the side door and into the alley, all before the tailor made it out of the back room. I could only imagine the conversation when the beanpole finally went inside to see where I had gone, and the next conversation with Lieutenant Bulut when the beanpole called in to the office.

      I headed straight for Selim’s stall, and he immediately invited me into the back while he dealt with a woman buying coffee. I wasn’t sure if he could help me, but Selim always impressed me as the kind of guy who would know a guy. And so, when I asked him if he knew anybody with a boat who wanted to make an easy 500 lira, his eyes widened and a grin filled his face.

      “You said 500, right?” Selim said.

      “I did indeed.”

      “Yeah, my cousin, I’m sure.”

      “He has a boat?”

      “He’s one of the mackerel sandwich guys over at Galata Bridge.”

      “That should work.”

      “Five hundred,” Selim said. “Steep. What do you have in mind, Mr. Alex Kovacs? Or, rather, how illegal is this, Mr. Swiss Banker?”

      “Why do you assume it’s illegal?”

      “Five hundred. It’s an illegal kind of number.”

      “It’s not illegal, not technically,” I said. “It’s more delicate than it is illegal.”

      “Well, how delicate is it?”

      “It’s really very simple. You cousin, or whoever, simply needs to take me and another unnamed person for a short ride in his boat.”

      “Where? How short?”

      “Pick us up in Bebek, take us straight across to a yali on the other side,” I said.

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow night. We’ll be waiting at 9:30. There’s a restaurant there, right on the water. The Gull. It’ll be lit up. We’ll be about 100 feet past it.”

      “And that’s it?” Selim said. “From Bebek to the other side? Pretty much straight across? That’s it? Five hundred?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Consider it done.”

      “What’s your cut going to be?”

      “Finder’s fee — 200 lira,” Selim said, again with the big grin that somehow grew even bigger when I handed him the money. He fanned himself with the bills, and then we went over the timing and the directions another time.

      “Now, you need to buy something,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “To make it look good.”

      “No worries for you,” I said. “Just sell me some more of the pasha’s love potion, or whatever you call it. If anyone asks, that’s why you took me in the back.”

      “Who’s going to ask?” Selim said, after he handed me the tiny package.

      “Nobody,” I said, and I was pretty sure I was telling the truth. If not, well, then Selim would earn his 200 lira finder’s fee. Or, he would sell me out to the Emniyet with a phone call at his next opportunity. I trusted Selim, but it was all a gut feeling and only a gut feeling. It was hard to know who to trust in Istanbul, and I was pretty sure I would never figure it out.
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      It all happened the next day. I had been invited to a big outdoor Ramadan dinner with Omer’s family and their friends. It was how it worked, especially on the other side of the Galata Bridge — big families, big communal tables in public spaces, tons of food. It was the Ramadan tradition, playing out in the shadow of the Hagia Sophia and the Blue Mosque. And if I had no doubt that Omer’s parents and siblings — and, especially, his father — wanted to get a look at the Swiss banker who was no doubt contributing to Omer’s less-than-traditional view of the world, I wanted to meet his father just as much. To me, it was like he was a gargoyle on the side of a building, old and weathered, but very much alive and still able to determine the future for his son. I wanted to see him up close.

      The dinner would make for a hectic evening, but it was perfect in its own way. The way I figured it, there was no way the Emniyet would be able to keep track of me among the hundreds — and, maybe, thousands — gathered for the nightly feast. That was true even if I hadn’t managed to lose my tail before I arrived at the bridge. I was confident that I would be able to slip away at the appropriate time and begin the real work of the evening.

      I was killing the last hour before sundown on a bench in Taksim Square, going over the details for the hundredth time. I wasn’t even that worried about the plan. It was simple enough, and there seemed to be little chance of the whole thing turning to shit. That was always my calculation, rating the plan on a scale of 10 to zero, total success to turned-to-shit. And however many times I went over it, turned-to-shit never seemed to be a realistic outcome.

      At least, that’s what I kept telling myself when I noticed someone walking directly toward my bench. The setting sun was in my eyes, and it took longer than normal for me to recognize Vasily Medvedev.

      “No champagne?” I said. “Isn’t that a prerequisite for our encounters?”

      “No canapés, either,” he said.

      “I can’t wait to see how you rate this one.”

      Vasily didn’t answer. This was neither a chance encounter nor an occasion for small talk. That much seemed plain. Seeing as how he was the one who found me, I didn’t say anything. Amid the silence, I hoped I wasn’t giving off the sense of unease that I was feeling.

      “You have interesting clients, Mr. Alex Kovacs,” Vasily said.

      I didn’t answer.

      “Mr. Zeki Ozdemir, very interesting man,” he said.

      I didn’t answer that, either.

      “I can’t decide who is more interesting, Alex Kovacs or Zeki Ozdemir,” Vasily said.

      Again, nothing from me. And then, nothing from Vasily. How he knew that Zeki was my client was disconcerting enough. I mean, exactly how many people were following me every time I got up to take a piss in this town? But that wasn’t it. The implication that Zeki was interesting and that I was interesting — that was what was starting to tickle my colon.

      “You think you have this big secret,” Vasily said. He looked at me, and I looked back at him. His face betrayed nothing, and I was pretty sure mine betrayed nothing, too.

      “Nothing to say for yourself?” he said.

      “Nothing to say,” I said. I mean, it wasn’t as if I was going to admit to funding a secret underground army to fight Vasily and his people in Istanbul, if it came to that. Or that the Americans were funding not only Zeki and his Nazi boys, but others around Europe.

      “Alex, you don’t get it,” Vasily said. “You ever play chess? You’re not thinking far enough ahead.”

      I just stared at him.

      “Suit yourself,” he said. “But what you probably don’t realize is, we can make this work however you play it. We can’t make it work about four different ways. We could put a bullet in Zeki tomorrow, and his band of Nazis would wet themselves. I’m sure you’ve met them. They’re just so…”

      Vasily offered a dismissive wave of his hand.

      “So, that’s the direct route,” he said. “A little less direct, but equally effective, would be to allow Zeki to go about his crazy business and then tell the Emniyet. Now, Turkey might like the American money and might not trust us. But, not to be crude, Turkey would shit itself if it found out about a secret army funded by the Americans within its midst, even a band of useless idiots. Shit itself, Alex.”

      I continued to listen without speaking. So far, not only did Vasily know about Zeki and the boys, but he knew about the Americans, too.

      “One step less direct than that, but equally effective, would be to just leak the story to the newspapers,” Vasily said. “That is my preferred solution, although the decision will be made far above my pay grade. You tell the newspapers — here, in Lisbon, in Paris, wherever the Americans are doing their little organizing — and watch the flames rise. It will make for a hell of a fire. The politicians will be furious. Parliaments, deputies, Congress in the United States — the uproar, the investigations, the headlines, on and on. It will be easy. Between the newspaper people we’re paying, and the politicians we’re paying, and the ones who are sympathetic without needing to be paid, the whole thing wouldn’t take a minute to organize and implement. It will be chaos.”

      Vasily paused, took a deep breath, and smiled.

      “And, you know, chaos works for us,” he said. “Chaos always works for us.”

      So, the Soviets knew it all — underground armies here, there and everywhere, all paid for with Harry Truman’s money. They knew it all, and they didn’t care. I thought I had been sitting on a high-value secret, and now the joke was on me.

      “But, I’m bored with all of that,” Vasily said. “To me, Alex Kovacs is much more interesting than Zeki Ozdemir.”

      And with that, and without a goodbye, Vasily Medvedev stood up from the bench and began walking back toward the sunset.

      He turned and yelled, “Alex.”

      I looked up and shielded my eyes from the sun with my hand.

      Vasily was holding up four fingers. It was our highest rating, and I pretty much hadn’t said a word.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            44

          

        

      

    

    
      The Hippodrome was normally a long, wide-open plaza on what was the site of horse races and chariot races back when Constantine was emperor and Istanbul was still Constantinople. The path of the race course was marked in bricks, but that was a long time ago. In those days, it was a place to wander, and take the sun, and pretend to be impressed by the scattering of obelisks that remain from those ancient times. On most, the carvings were intricate and weathered and, honestly, a bore. The only one that was half-interesting was the bronze serpent that snaked up from the ground, coated green by oxidation. What it all meant, I had no idea — and no desire to look it up in my Baedeker’s.

      On this night, though, the open spaces were all filled by table after table after table laden with food — hundreds of tables, probably thousands of people, all gathering to break their Ramadan fast in a communal orgy of eating. The men hauled the tables and the chairs and the food from home, and the women did the setup when they arrived, and everyone waited for sundown. I was about 15 minutes early, and everyone was eyeing up the tables, and the parents were chasing kids to keep them from grabbing a handful of food before the time.

      Omer told me his family always set up near the Egyptian obelisk, and I walked in that direction and began to scan the tables. I would see them, maybe 200 feet from the obelisk, after about a minute of searching. That was about 30 seconds after I saw Lieutenant Bulut, acting way too interested in some element or other of the Egyptian obelisk.

      Even though I knew they still happened, I no longer believed in coincidences. I couldn’t, not in my line of work, not after everything I had seen. To believe that this was an accident, in a city of millions, made no sense. To believe that on a night when there would be hundreds or thousands of these outdoor feasts, that my man in the Emniyet would be waiting at this one, waiting upon my arrival… nope. And not only waiting, but waiting in that exact spot among acres of people and tables… nope. Not an accident. Not a coincidence.

      I hadn’t been followed — the tail, a fat man in a white linen suit, lasted longer than most but not very long at all. But even if I had been followed, what would have happened then? The tan suit would have found a telephone and called Bulut and told him, well, what?

      As this all rolled through my head, I heard my name being shouted. Omer. Fucking Omer.

      He took me by the elbow and introduced me to his parents. The mother, wearing a veil, nodded and continued preparing the table. The father, indeed stooped over, offered a hello and not much more. The brothers were quietly hostile, just complete assholes. But little of that registered at the time because I couldn’t think of anything but Omer. Fucking Omer.

      He was the only one who knew I was coming. It wasn’t in the diary, wasn’t written anywhere, and I hadn’t told Miray or anyone. It had to be Omer. He had to be working for the Emniyet as some kind of half-assed teenage informant. There was no other explanation. And that meant, among other things, that Omer had likely told his Emniyet contact about the woman leaving my apartment building when he arrived for our forgotten lesson the other morning. The only thing we had going for us was that Ana had already cut her hair by then.

      I was talking to one of the brothers about the weather, trying to process everything I was learning while simultaneously chatting with someone who clearly despised me, when the canon went off. It sounded like it came from near the Blue Mosque, and it was the signal that the sun was down and it was time to start eating. The brother walked away from me without so much as an “excuse me,” and hurried to the table. The women served and the men ate. My seat was at the end of the table, next to Omer. Luckily, it offered me a clear look at the Egyptian obelisk. Lieutenant Bulut was still there, looking a bit conspicuous given that everyone else had run to find a seat at a table. At least he’d had the good sense to position himself so that the obelisk pretty much hid him from my view.

      This was serious eating without a lot of talking, but I didn’t care. This was going to be our last conversation, and I felt as if I needed to have it. And the thing was, Omer barely reacted when I made the accusation. There was no surprise on his face, no fear in his eyes, and no denial. My plan had been to offer him at least a measure of absolution, but it was obvious that he neither sought it nor would have accepted it.

      Omer was stuffing his face with lamb and, after devouring a particularly big hunk, he licked his fingers and finally offered a reply.

      “I will not end up stooped over like the rest of them, playing backgammon and talking about nothing,” he said.

      “So selling out your friends — that is your plan?”

      “First of all, you were not my friend at the time of the initial transaction. Second of all, there are not many options. You know that. You’ve been here long enough. You have to realize that.”

      “But your friends?” I said.

      Omer’s reply was to pick up another hunk of lamb. He chewed noisily — they all did. Juice dripped down his chin, and he wiped it with his finger and then licked the finger clean. Looking down the table, Omer’s father was offering me at least an occasional glance between swallows. I did feel for the kid, despite everything. I had been lucky enough to have an uncle who offered me refuge from my father’s vision. Omer had nobody like Uncle Otto.

      We ate for a few more minutes, ate in silence. As I looked around, more and more men were standing and stretching, as the women scurried in to clear empty platters and replace them with what was coming next. This would be my opportunity.

      “Someday, what I just said about friends will mean something to you,” I said.

      “Yeah. Whatever.”

      “Someday, you’ll thank me.”

      Silence.

      “Someday, when you think of me, you won’t be picturing yourself jerking off to a German nudie magazine,” I said.

      Silence. And not so much as a wince or a glower.

      With that, and with Omer’s two brothers now on their feet, and with his mother swooping in to grab an empty platter, I stood up and slinked off into the crowd. I dared not look back at the Egyptian obelisk, and at Lieutenant Bulut, but it really wasn’t necessary. I’m sure he was following me — and, if he wasn’t, he would be in a few seconds. Omer would make sure of that. My head start would be a few hundred feet at the most.
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      I had not anticipated the whole Bulut complication, and I had no plan to deal with it. He had to figure I was heading back toward the Galata Bridge and the European side because that was where I lived and the part of the city I knew best. Barring that, he likely thought that I would head toward the ferry docks and grab the first boat to wherever on the Asian side. It just seemed logical, then, for me to do the opposite — to work my way deeper into the old neighborhoods where I was. They were the most traditional of Istanbul’s areas, the most religious, the ones closest to the great mosques. They were the areas where I would stand out the most. Still, I figured it was my best chance to elude Bulut in the short term, and the short term was all that mattered.

      I started by heading in the direction of the Galata Bridge, which would have confirmed Bulut’s original bias. Given the thousands of people at the Hippodrome, there was no way he was going to be able to keep an eye on me 100 percent of the time. But he would see me at the beginning, and I headed toward the bridge at the beginning, and that was enough.

      After a minute, I kneeled to tie my shoe. With that, Bulut would lose sight of me behind the tables and chairs. There were so many people moving around the Hippodrome at that point that I was sure he would be feeling a bit of panic — but only a bit because he was a pro. I wasn’t nearly safe.

      Then I ran into my next opportunity, literally. When I stood up, one family was packing up early — from the look in the mother’s eyes, it seemed the child she was carrying had gotten sick — and the father was struggling behind her with a table and three chairs. Without a word, I took two of the chairs from him and lifted them high and rested them on my head. He nodded thanks, and I walked with them back in the other direction, away from the bridge. It wasn’t a perfect bit of camouflage, but it wasn’t bad. Bulut would have lost sight of me and been scanning quickly, and a man carrying two chairs on his head would not be part of the lieutenant’s calculus.

      I could tell that it worked when we reached the edge of the Hippodrome and Bulut hadn’t caught me. We were moving pretty slowly, given our burdens, and if Bulut wasn’t there it was because he had no idea where I was. Four long blocks farther into the old neighborhood brought us to the family’s apartment house. The street was dead quiet, everyone either eating inside or eating outside at the Hippodrome.

      The man nodded another thank you, and I said, “Dolmus?”

      He pointed to his left and said the group taxi would likely be three blocks away. I walked it quickly, feeling the silence of the streets and realizing just how much I didn’t fit in.

      The dolmus was where the man said it would be, idling on the corner, waiting for a few more fares. This also was not going to be a part of Bulut’s calculus. A regular taxi, maybe — but not a group taxi. Swiss bankers did not ride in a dolmus. The truth was, I had never ridden in one before. But I did that night, along with five others who were leaving the massive meal at the Hippodrome. I sat on an inside seat, away from the window, and hid behind a newspaper someone had left behind. No one seemed to pay any attention to me, not inside the dolmus or outside, and we crossed the Galata Bridge without incident.

      As it turned out, I was the fifth of six stops that the driver had to make, and it took more than an hour. But I still had plenty of time.
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      I had been to the house in Bebek one other time, at another of Paolo’s soirées. Paolo Mazetti was the undersecretary of something-or-other in the Italian embassy. I didn’t think he was a spy, mostly because he was too busy chasing women to have any time left over for subterfuge. A man only has so much creative energy, after all.

      Paolo was, in the vernacular, a hoot, and his parties were legendary in the Istanbul expatriate community. The food was good, and the alcohol was plentiful, and the half-dozen bedrooms upstairs were available, and the ratio of women to men always approached 2-to-1. Paolo once told me that he had two rules when putting together his guest lists: “Never invite the boss, and always invite more women than men.”

      This was the reason that I was more than sure that he would be fine with Ingrid bringing along Ana as her plus-1. Because, the other thing Paolo always said was, “I like strays. Because, you never know.”

      With Ana, and what was about to happen, Paolo had no idea, of course.

      The hill from the main drag to the waterfront was ridiculously steep, with just the one road down, and the houses on either side of it sat perched in a way that you wondered how they didn’t all just fall down upon each other in a big storm. Most of the houses were more villa than house, to be accurate, built with patios and balconies to take advantage of the views of the Bosporus.

      Bebek was where a lot of foreigners lived — diplomats, industrialists and the like. It was a very Western section of the city. Up on the main street, in the shops there, the women who bustled about wore veils. But the farther down the hill you went, the veils more and more disappeared — except for the people hired to clean and cook in the big houses — and the working clothes were replaced by designer labels. I was pretty sure that there were no communal Ramadan feasts along the waterfront in Bebek.

      After my ride in the dolmus, I had thought about stopping home to change my clothes. But then, I figured, why? I looked good enough, and going home would only create the possibility of needing to shake another tail from the Emniyet. As it was, I knew I was clean. I wandered a bit, just to be sure, and then grabbed a regular taxi for the ride to Bebek.

      I was one of the first people to arrive, and Paolo greeted me with a big hug and a bigger leer. There was very little subtlety about the man. He was who he was, and he was more than happy for everyone to know.

      “It’s already 5 to 2, and I always feel good when the numbers start out properly,” he said.

      “You keep score all night?”

      “Just for the first hour or so. Then it’s time for me to, you know, mingle.”

      “You are the host, after all.”

      “And as the host, it would be wrong for me to fail to offer a very personal brand of hospitality to as many of my guests as possible,” he said.

      In my limited experience — just the one prior party — Paolo managed to offer his personal brand of hospitality to three different women in two different sessions. He said that the upstairs maid had been directed to tidy up his bedroom between such sessions. The other rooms were thought to be on the honor system — that is, while you didn’t have to make the bed when you were finished, you were expected to pull up the duvet and retrieve all of your undergarments. I think Ingrid was the one who told me that.

      Anyway, I left Paolo and poured a too-full tumbler of whiskey and headed for the large drawing room, the one with the full wall of windows that faced the Bosporus down below. It was dark at that point, and down by the waterline, the promenade was dotted with streetlights. A couple of restaurants were open and lit up, too. The water was black, though — but I was looking beyond the water, searching the opposite side of the Bosporus, the Asian side. I was pretty sure I saw what I was looking for, Zeki’s yali, mostly because it was the only one in the area that was lit up. He had said it would be that way, that almost no one used their yalis during Ramadan and, even if they did, they wouldn’t turn on the outside lights.

      The drawing room was filling up with people and the hum of their conversation. I was debating a refill when a blonde sidled up to me and said, “What’s Swedish for, ‘Half of me is scared to death and the other half is somehow excited’?”

      Ana as a blonde didn’t look completely different, only pretty damn different. And that was plenty.

      “So, Ingrid and the embassy…” I said.

      “Went fine. Went without a hitch. I walked right in and sat in her outer office for an hour, right across from her desk. Nobody thought anything of it. We walked out the front door at quitting time and went right to her apartment. Again, not a hint of anything out of place. It’s just—”

      “Just what?” I said. “Are you sure you weren’t followed?”

      “No, nothing like that — I definitely wasn’t followed,” Ana said. “It’s just… Ingrid.”

      “What about her?”

      “I don’t know what you told her, but she’s acting like I’m some injured sparrow who needs mothering and protecting. I mean, she fluffed my goddamn pillows on the sofa.”

      I looked over Ana’s shoulder and laughed out loud. She seemed offended, until I told her to turn and witness Ingrid heading up the stairs, hand in hand, with a man whose face I couldn’t see. His suit, though, looked a lot like Paolo’s.

      “More pillow fluffing, no doubt,” I said.
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      I got a second drink and was about halfway finished when I looked at my watch. The drawing room was crowded and beginning to be lubricated. It was time.

      Part of me thought that we would be able to walk down the street toward the waterfront, but that would have been arrogant. Even if the Emniyet had no idea that Ana and I were at Paolo’s party, they no doubt knew that there was a party. That fact alone suggested a least a cursory dose of surveillance of the front door. One reason I made sure to arrive early was to be able to recognize the Emniyet man on the door, if there was one — but I hadn’t seen anybody. If I was wrong, and if I had been recognized by Lieutenant Bulut’s man — for all I knew, he was one of the white coats walking around with the canapés — my guess was that a telephone call back to the office had already been made. That was one more reason, then, to avoid the public street.

      When I grabbed Ana’s arm and began to usher her out of the drawing room, I didn’t know where I was going. All I knew was I wanted to go down. I figured there must have been a staircase beneath the main staircase, the one that Ingrid and Paolo had just ascended. Where it directly led, I wasn’t sure — but it would ultimately, almost certainly, lead to the back exit, the one that would lead us down the hill to the water.

      As it turned out, the staircase was there, and it led to what my father used to call a mud room, a pantry kind of a place where you hung up wet coats and stored messy shoes and boots to dry out. The door opened onto a concrete pad that was about three steps wide. After that, it was dirt. And while Ana knew the basics, she hadn’t counted on the hills — or, the dirt.

      “These shoes, they won’t make it,” she said, and then she leaned a hand on my shoulder and reached down to remove the black high heels.

      Each house on the hill either fronted on the public road (like Paolo’s) or could be reached by a private lane. The spaces between the houses were filled by what amounted to alleys — or, rather, little service roads between the properties that were no wider than a single car. Because all of the property boundaries seemed to be irregular, the path downhill to the water was anything but straight. We’d reach an alley, and work our way down by 50 or 100 feet, and then it would end, forcing a left turn or a right until we reached the next downward lane. All of the turns would have thrown me off on a flat landscape, but it wasn’t a problem on the hill. As long as we were heading down, we were fine.

      About halfway down — that was my guess — Ana muttered an “oh, shit,” and grabbed for me to stop, and leaned again on my shoulder.

      “My god, they’re shredded,” she said.

      “Your feet?”

      “Worse — the stockings.”

      “Worse?”

      “If you knew what they had cost,” she said. At which point, I remembered how valuable nylons had been when I was bribing various people on my first mission for Fritz Ritter, a journey into the Italian Alps.

      It seemed longer, but it took us only about 15 minutes to wend our way down the hill. We had seen no one in any of the houses on the way down and few lit windows. When we reached the public street that ran parallel to the water, Ana put her shoes back on, and we began the short walk to the meeting place.

      There was a little park between the road and the water, and we crossed it on one of the several available paths. About 200 feet away, along a different path, an older man was sitting on a bench and playing with a little dog, but that was it as far as company was concerned.

      When we reached the promenade along the water, we turned left toward The Gull. The restaurant was, indeed, all lit up as I had told Selim it would be. Walking past the windows, the dining room was maybe a quarter full of people breaking their fast, or people who had never fasted in the first place. The lights would definitely be on for at least another half-hour.

      About 100 feet past, we found a bench and sat down. I reached for Ana’s hand because I could see it shaking, but she quickly pulled it away.

      “Are you forgetting where you are, Mr. Swiss Banker?” she said. It was a little disconcerting, how many people were referring to me as Mr. Swiss Banker.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Public displays of affection? In Istanbul?”

      “They’ll just think we’re Westerners.”

      “They’ll just think we’re infidels.”

      “And who’s the they? Do you see anybody?”

      “No matter,” Ana said. “The last thing we want to do is draw attention to ourselves.”

      “Okay, fair enough. So, why are you shaking?”

      “It’s not like I do this kind of thing every day.”

      “You fucking blew up a man at his front door,” I said. “What’s a little boat trip by comparison?”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then, what?”

      Ana paused for a good few seconds before she said, almost in a whisper, “When I said that it wasn’t like I do this kind of thing every day, I meant that it wasn’t like I have to trust somebody to save me every day.”

      I didn’t have much of an answer for that one, other than to grab her hand. This time, she allowed me to hold it for about a minute until we heard a couple of people leave The Gull and begin walking in our direction. If they looked at us as they passed by, I didn’t notice. The man and woman seemed transfixed by the inky Bosporus, and by the lights on the Asian side.

      We had sat down at 9:15, which was 15 minutes before Selim’s cousin was supposed to get there. Ana and I sat in silence as we waited. I assumed that the boat would be arriving from our right, from the direction of the Galata Bridge, but I couldn’t see anything coming from that way. Neither could Ana.

      “Nothing coming,” she said.

      “They’re probably running without lights.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “I would run without lights if I was them,” I said, and I did believe that. Still, as 9:30 came and went, and then 9:45, and then 10, there was nothing but the sound of the water lapping against the shore.

      “You worried yet?” Ana said.

      “Yes and no.”

      “Why no?”

      “Because, if my friend Selim or his cousin were working with the Emniyet, they would have been here on time — been here with bells on,” I said. “Either that, or the Emniyet would have been here waiting for us and would have scooped us up a half-hour ago. So, I’m not worried that we’ve been blown, and that’s the most important thing.”

      “So, what you worried about?”

      “That Selim and his cousin are unreliable, or thieves, or both,” I said.

      “I thought you trusted them.”

      “I did,” I said. “But it wasn’t as if I had access to an address book full of local fisherman with impeccable references.”

      I told Ana that we would give it 15 more minutes. That time, though, came and went like the rest, came and went without the arrival of Selim’s cousin. The restaurant was likely close to empty, at which point the lights might be switched off. When that happened, even if Selim’s cousin was coming, he would have no idea where to pick us up.

      I looked at my watch and then I looked across the Bosporus. The single yali was still lit up on the opposite shore.
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      About 200 feet farther away from The Gull stood a dock. A dozen small boats were tethered to the pilings, six on each side. The street lamp along the promenade that was closest to the dock was burned out, which was good news and bad news. Good, because there would be less chance of being seen by a passerby or someone looking out of one of the restaurant’s picture windows. Bad, because I had never hot-wired a boat’s engine before, and certainly not in the dark.

      I had seen it done, though. It was during the first war, when I was fighting near Caporetto with Leon and Henry. Leon remained my best friend, maybe my only friend. My friendship with Henry had fallen away, decades later, because that’s the way Henry wanted it. But he had left me with many memories and the demonstration of one particular skill.

      It was 1917. The three of us had a 24-hour pass. Leon had a singular ability to attract women. We were always mesmerized by his skill. “Like flies to a shithead,” is what I used to like to say. And when I say “used to,” I had probably said it to him at some point within the last year.

      Anyway, filled with promise and with 24 hours to fulfill it, all we lacked was a vehicle to transport us to a neighboring town — any town with a bar or a cafe would do. That was where Henry’s skill with engines became essential. He had us watch him — “Learn a usable skill, boys, unlike algebra” is what he said — and it seemed simple enough. The ignition wire could be reached easily enough, right below where the key should have been inserted, and the rest was trial and error.

      “I’m not an expert,” is what Henry said. “Just keep touching the bare wires together until you see a spark.”

      Ana and I made our way to the dock, and we walked down until I saw our boat. It was the nicest one there — not the biggest, but the nicest, a cabin cruiser that was white in the part that sat in the water but a natural, dark wood color above.

      I pointed Ana to a storage locker or sorts, and asked her to see if there was a torch inside. She opened the door — it wasn’t locked — and found a light in one of the drawers. The batteries even worked.

      I got down on my back and looked up at the space behind the place to inset the key. There were a few wires there, more than two, and I hesitated for a second but only for a second. I mean, what was the difference? It wasn’t as if I would figure it out with more study. So I just started pulling at the wires and peeled away a bit of the rubber covering at the ends.

      “Anyone coming?” I said.

      “A couple of people have left the restaurant, but they’re all walking the other way.”

      With the wires exposed, I began touching them together. It didn’t take five seconds to get a spark, and then the engine roared to life.

      “Away we go,” I said. “Hang on.”

      If anyone noticed our departure, it wasn’t obvious. I had never driven a boat, but it seemed easy enough — throttle to rev the engine, steering wheel like in a car. I didn’t know how to stop it, but there was time to make that calculation. If I had to guess, it would be at least 20 minutes until we made it across to the Asian side, to the only yali with its lights on in the middle of Ramadan.

      Ana had gone below the deck while I taught myself the controls. When she came back, she said, “I have to admit, it’s nicer down there than more than a few of my apartments. Bigger, too.”

      I thought we made pretty good time, although I didn’t really have a basis for comparison. As for the brakes, well, I hadn’t really come up with anything — so, about 1,000 feet from Zeki’s place, I nearly killed the engine and just tried to steer us toward his dock. I needed some power to get there, but with the throttle pulled all the way back, the engine wasn’t half as loud as it had been. At least, that’s what I thought.

      There were two large lights on either side of the house, which was dark inside, and there was a single smaller light at the end of the dock. I just steered toward the single light.

      We were about 500 feet away when I said to Ana, “Why don’t you go below to your fancy new apartment?”

      “Why?”

      “And if there’s anything resembling a closet you might fit in, or a bed you can fit underneath, why don’t you do that, too?”

      “Again, why?”

      “I don’t know. Humor me.”

      “But, really, why? You asked me why I’m nervous, and this is why — the part I don’t know. The part you’re not telling me.”

      “I don’t know anything,” I said. This was true, by the way. My plan could go wrong about three different ways that I had thought of, but there probably were three other ways for it to fail that I hadn’t considered. It just made sense to be careful and to take nothing for granted. Fritz Ritter had once told me, “Audacity is an important part of success in this business, but humility is even more important. Bold but humble. Bold but humble.”

      “It’s just a precaution,” I said. “You know, just in case. I mean, who knows? It’s not like I do this every day of the week, either.”

      When we got to about 100 feet away, I switched off the engine. It was a guess — how long our momentum would carry us, and if we would arrive so fast that the boat or the dock would be damaged. As it turned out, we came in a bit hot, but only a bit — and the rubber car tires hanging from each of the dock’s pilings were enough to cushion the blow. It took me three tries to throw the rope around a piling to get the boat secured, but I considered that a victory. All in all, I was feeling pretty good about the excursion.

      “Safe to come up?” Ana shouted. She must have been under the bed.

      I ducked down — the steps leading to the cabin were next to the steering where — and said into the void, “Give it a minute. But don’t move until I tell you. In fact, don’t move until I come and get you.”

      I had just returned to upright when all of the lights in the yali seemed to go on at once. I had taken a step off of the boat and was standing on the dock when I saw the two of them walking out through the sliding glass door from the big drawing room, and then onto the patio, and then down the lawn toward the dock.

      One of them was Zeki Ozdemir, who I expected. The other was Lieutenant Bulut, in his olive green suit. Him, I had not anticipated.
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      I had maybe 10 seconds to do my mental calculations. Zeki plus Bulut equaled what? If they were working together, I would be in a prison cell before sunrise and Ana would be in the cell next door. If they weren’t working together, well, there were so many flavors of not-working-together that there wasn’t any way to anticipate adequately. Maybe Zeki told Bulut a little. Maybe Bulut already possessed a morsel of information and Zeki had turned it into a meal. Maybe Zeki and Bulut practiced the same kind of arm’s-length-wariness that Bulut and I practiced, the same stilted dance. Maybe Bulut was protecting the secret underground army. Maybe Zeki was selling me out now that he had the money from Bohemia Suisse. I just couldn’t know. In those 10 seconds, that was my only conclusion — that is, that I had reached no conclusion.

      When the two of them reached the dock, we all stared at each other for about five seconds when Bulut finally said, “Is one of you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      I stayed silent, still unsure. After a few more seconds, Zeki rather theatrically cleared his throat.

      “We’ve done business together, Alex and I, his bank and my company,” he said. “He’s been here to the yali for a party. We had boats come up that night, but he arrived in a car. Anyway, he watched the boats and he said he would love to arrive here that way sometime.”

      “Not much of a boat person,” I said. “This city, it just fascinates me, though. It’s such a unique geography. And the views. Well, I’m sure you probably take them for granted at this point, but I don’t. So we made a plan to do it tonight, to arrive by boat. It’s all I’ve been thinking about.”

      Which was sort of true, except that I had expected to be arriving in a fishing boat that stunk of mackerel and cooking oil. That obviously had gone to hell, though, and now this. The plan that Zeki and I had agreed on was simple enough. The weapons he had obtained for his underground army, pending payment and transportation, were in Cyprus — and I had worked out both the payment and the transportation.

      It started when I arrived at his office carrying a briefcase and a knapsack. The briefcase contained the loan papers and 1,000 British pounds sterling. Zeki closed the door and counted the cash, and then examined the loan papers.

      “They say 1,100, not 1,000,” he said.

      “Does it make a difference?”

      “The extra 100, for you?”

      “For someone,” I said.

      Zeki signed without another question. He assumed I was taking a taste and he could not have cared less. The money was never going to be paid back, and we both knew it.

      In the knapsack were some slacks and a woman’s top, along with what my mother used to call sensible shoes. There also was a headscarf and some more traditional clothing.

      Zeki peeked inside the bag and said, “Who is she?”

      “No questions.”

      “But—”

      “No questions,” I said. “That’s the only term of the loan that we both know you are never paying back. Just bring the knapsack to the yali.”

      “Not even one question?”

      “Not even one,” I said.

      I assumed that Zeki had left the knapsack in his car, or put it somewhere in the house where Bulut had not found it. Again, some unexplained women’s clothing would not have been the best look — although I imagine that Zeki could have thought of something. Anyway, Bulut was preoccupied with what was in front of him, banging softly against the rubber tires tied to the dock.

      “Where’d you get the boat?”

      “Bebek,” I said, motioning back behind me. “I was at a party there, at the Italian undersecretary’s place. You likely already knew that, though. I almost thought I might see you, after you broke your fast.”

      The cop didn’t reply. It was my first acknowledgement that I had seen him at the Hippodrome. And if part of me really wanted to bring up Omer’s name, just to twist Bulut’s tail, I suppressed the desire. Bold but humble. Bold but humble.

      “His boat?” Bulut said. “The undersecretary’s?”

      “Indeed,” I said.

      “When are you returning it?”

      “One drink and I’m back on the water.”

      If Bulut had decided to walk past me and admire the boat, I was sunk. The wires hanging down below the steering wheel would certainly catch his attention, not to mention what was waiting for him in the cabin below the deck.

      Ana. She had been horrified when she heard about the route I had chosen to get her home. Cyprus wasn’t far from Palestine, which I knew quite well. It had only been a few months since my one and only visit to the island, searching for another Jewish woman who was making her way to what she considered to be the only true freedom for her. I might have loved her, or learned to truly love her, but I never found her. I didn’t know if she had made it to Palestine or not.

      In the months since, the British had opened camps to catch any Jews they found trying to smuggle themselves into Palestine without the magic paperwork. The stories had been in the newspapers, and Ana was horrified when the word “Cyprus” emerged from my mouth.

      “There are camps there,” she said. “Camps.”

      “I know.”

      “The British — my people are there, in camps.”

      “I know.”

      Then I laid it out as plainly as I could. First, she wasn’t going to be in a camp — the crew of the boat would see to that. Second, she’d have plenty of money to hire another boat and bribe her way into Palestine if necessary. And third, there was no other choice. There was nowhere else to hide, and no time to plan something else.

      “But there has to be,” Ana said.

      “There isn’t,” I said. And then I gave her the bare bones: that she would be leaving from Zeki’s dock on a smallish boat that would drop her in Cyprus. The boat would be carrying a shipment of illegal “contraband,” and it was being run by an Istanbul heroin gang. I never told her about the return trip, and how the boat would be carrying an illegal arms shipment back to Zeki’s dock. I also never told her that Zeki was an unrepentant Nazi. I just didn’t think she could accept the irony.

      Ana remained in the boat as Zeki, Bulut and I walked from the dock to the yali. There was a stocked drinks cart in a corner of the drawing room, and Zeki began to fix two Manhattans. He knew enough to bring Bulut a fruit juice, which made me wonder. Then again, it might have meant nothing.

      We sat down and I went into full conversational bullshit mode, talking about the Bosporus being my new favorite body of water, surpassing the Danube and also the Rhine.

      “Is the Rhine scenic?” Zeki said.

      “In some places, yes,” I said. “But my preference is a little bit odd. I like it because it’s a working river. You sit on a bench in Cologne and watch the barges, and it’s a bit of a ballet, how so many of them manage to navigate without colliding.”

      Bulut seemed bored. After about two sips, he was on his feet and making his excuses. As he headed for the door, he turned and said, “And the other thing, Zeki. We’ll talk soon.”

      “Indeed, Lieutenant. At your convenience.”

      When the door closed, I asked Zeki what that had been about. He said, “Just business.”

      “Business with the Emniyet?”

      “All of life in Turkey is with the Emniyet,” he said. Then, he shrugged.

      “He knows about the army,” Zeki said.

      “And he doesn’t care?”

      “The government doesn’t care — or, not too much,” he said. “He wants to be kept apprised of things is all.”

      “And my involvement?”

      “I told him you were loaning my company the money, but that you thought it was for an expansion at the mine. A new vein. You’re fine. He thinks you’re a bit of a sneak, I’m pretty sure, but only in a sneaky-Swiss-banker sense. He doesn’t sense your, well, your sympathies to our cause.”

      After about 10 minutes, I walked back down to the dock and collected Ana and explained what had happened. She had several frantic questions and I had no satisfactory answers.

      “All I can tell you is, he’s gone,” I said.

      “For now,” Ana said.

      “For now,” I said, and she looked at me as if that wasn’t good enough. I said, “Best I can do.”

      We walked into the drawing room, and Zeki eyed Ana up and down. Then, he said, “Clothes are in the first room on the right.”

      He looked at his watch.

      “The next boat arrives at the dock in an hour. And you need to be gone, well, now.”

      “I’m waiting,” I said.

      “Big mistake.”

      “I’m waiting. If Bulut comes back, I’ll say I was too drunk to take the boat back across safely. Or that my landmark — The Gull restaurant — had doused its lights for the night. I needed those lights to navigate.”

      So, I stayed. Unlike the mackerel boat, this one was right on time. Ana was on board and headed to Cyprus within 10 minutes of its arrival at the yali’s little dock.
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      It was a clear day, and I felt as if I could see forever from the top of the Galata Tower — past the Hagia Sophia and what was behind it, to the Sea of Marmara and beyond. Ana had been gone for three days, which meant that she had reached Cyprus by then — it was probably a two-day trip. After that, I had no idea and I never would.

      I had tipped the guide to leave me alone, and he pocketed the lira coins and shrugged and pointed toward the winding staircase. I got to the top, and recaptured my breath after the climb, and then just stared. My mind wandered, as it had so many times in the previous three days, to my farewell with Ana — or, rather, my lack of a farewell. I walked her down to the dock, and started to say something — I couldn’t remember what — and then stopped. And in that instant, she turned her back to me and climbed onto the boat. There was no goodbye, no thank you, no apology, no nothing. She climbed onto the boat and just walked away from me. She never turned back. There was no eye contact, no strained smile, no nothing.

      She had killed a man of my acquaintance, and I had helped her to escape. She had killed a man who, in her mind, deserved killing. She had exacted revenge, and I accepted that because of my close familiarity with the concept. Whatever surface feelings I had felt, or maybe she had felt, were gone, evaporated like the dew. She was a professional, I was a professional, and this little excursion was nothing more than a professional courtesy. This was nothing more than business.

      “Do you think she made it?”

      I had not heard Lieutenant Bulut walk up behind me. I was startled, and then I guess I looked at him with a question, because he said, “Don’t insult me like you don’t know who I’m talking about.”

      “Hard to know,” I said. “I would think you would be in a better position than me to find out.”

      “You would be wrong there,” Bulut said. “My influence does not extend into the open seas. I am a Turk. I work for Turks. I am local. I am not like you, a Swiss banker from Vienna who is president of a bank named after Czechoslovakia.”

      I had no idea how to answer. It was clear that Bulut knew about Ana. Why he didn’t stop her escape, though, was not obvious to me. He must have known what I was wondering, though, because the man from the Emniyet just started talking.

      “You’re thinking, why did I let you get away with it,” Bulut said. “You’re wondering why I didn’t just search the little boat you stole in Bebek and arrest her. Nice boat, by the way.”

      I shrugged, half smiled.

      “Remember what I told you that day in Taksim Square?” he said.

      “The day I was offering you a Turkish history lesson to fill in the gaps in your knowledge?” I said, and then it was Bulut’s turn to smile.

      “Yes, that was the day. I told you about how things in Turkey are complicated, that they have always been complicated, that they always will be complicated. The accident of our geography is never going to change and neither are those complications. What I told you was that my country is always trying to find the proper balance between so many competing interests. And that’s my job — to help find the balance.”

      “I remember.”

      “And what I have discovered, in a very short time in Istanbul, is that Mr. Alex Kovacs, the Swiss banker from Vienna who is president of a bank named after Czechoslovakia, has managed to interact with an usually high number of those competing interests, the ones it is my job to help balance. An unusually high number. Only one of whom was Miss Ana Radu, the Jewish agent from Palestine.”

      Bulut walked over to the wall, where two wooden folding chairs were leaning. They must have been for the guides. He brought them closer to the window and handed me one. We sat. He talked.

      “Originally, we thought it might be you who blew up your friend,” Bulut said. “I mean, not really, but it was a start. You were already on our radar because of Zeki and, well, other reasons.”

      “Omer,” I said.

      “Young Omer, yes,” he said. “A bright future, that one. We have found you to be interesting for a while now, Mr. Alex Kovacs. What we haven’t been able to find out is the identity of your employer.”

      “Bohemia Suisse.”

      “Again, you insult me,” Bulut said. “But back to Ana Radu. We found her as we looked a bit deeper into you. It really wasn’t hard.”

      “The bartender and waiters at the Park Hotel.”

      “Among others.”

      “Others?”

      “No harm at this point,” Bulut said. “Your secretary, Miray Aksoy. There was apparently a phone message.”

      That Miray had been working for the Emniyet surprised me but it didn’t shock me. Or maybe it was just that I couldn’t get past the other thing Bulut said.

      No harm at this point?

      I took a quick look at the entryway that led to the staircase. Even if I could take a swing of some sort at Bulut and make a run for it, how far could I realistically get? And while I had never looked past the olive green color of his suit, what if there was a holster strapped to his shoulder? What were the odds that he wasn’t armed in some fashion? Whatever, I looked over at Bulut, and he appeared to be entirely relaxed.

      No harm at this point?

      “It will be easier if I tell you about the current state of balance,” he said. “The Americans, we are now taking their money but we have little desire for them to take our dignity. So when you sent Mr. Kartal’s people to embarrass Mr. Fogarty and his flamethrower at the poppy field, we were quite happy with that.”

      I turned and asked without asking.

      “Bebi,” he said.

      No harm at this point.

      “The Americans,” Bulut said. “They are in favor of Zeki and his hair-brained scheme, and we are willing to turn a blind eye as long as Zeki keeps us informed about, well, about his kind.”

      “And the heroin?” I said.

      “Local businessmen,” Bulut said with a shrug. “They really don’t sell it here, so, whatever. And Mr. Kartal, he can be helpful on occasion.”

      The more Bulut talked, the more I realized that the biggest secret about the Turkish secret police was that it wasn’t secret at all. Everybody I had interacted with in Istanbul seemed to be on the payroll. Based upon my limited experience, the Emniyet must have been the city’s biggest employer.

      “And then, there was Miss Radu,” Bulut said. “We honestly didn’t care that she killed your Mr. Gibbs — that whole embassy has been a thorn in our side for years. And he could have saved that boat full of people with the stroke of a pen, him or one of his bosses. The stroke of a pen, the supplying of a new boat — they could have saved them. So, whatever.”

      He stopped, took a breath.

      “But we had to make sure that the British believed it was a gas leak,” he said. “And they do believe it was a gas leak — it just feeds into their notion that we’re a backward backwater of a country. Stuck-up, delusional, self-important fucking assholes — excuse me. But to make sure it stayed that way, that they believed it was a gas leak, Miss Radu needed to go. It didn’t matter how.”

      “You mean, metaphorically go or actually go,” I said.

      “Well put. And when we became aware of your plan, my superiors were willing to let it play out. I argued on your behalf, and they agreed, and you delivered. When the boat left Zeki’s dock, you and I both looked good.”

      He stopped, took another breath.

      “But, now…” he said.

      No harm at this point.

      “…now, it is time…”

      I eyed the stairs.

      “…for you to go…”

      I started to stand.

      “…actually go, not metaphorically,” Bulut said, and then he burst out laughing. “Yes, I like that. Actually go, not metaphorically go.”

      I fell back into the chair.

      “The problem, Mr. Alex Kovacs, is that we don’t know who you work for,” he said. “The Americans make the most sense, but then, would you have embarrassed Mr. Fogarty in the way that you did? We don’t think so. Then, the British make the next most sense, but if you worked for them, our little fiction about the gas leak would have been exposed a while ago, pretty much from the start. So, no. But if not them, then who? This is the answer we would love to have.”

      “Bohemia Suisse,” I said.

      Bulut waved his hand.

      “My superiors are split, quite frankly,” he said. “Some would have me bring you in for a more extensive conversation. One of my bosses would have me put a bullet in you right here and be done with it. Again, though, I have argued successfully on your behalf — that the more extensive conversation would probably not be fruitful, and that, whether we stopped at the conversation or continued on to what you call your metaphorical exit, we could unwittingly be harming a friend. So, an actual exit instead.”

      “When?”

      “Tonight.”

      “How?”

      “The Orient Express,” Bulut said. “We have booked you a compartment.”

      “How far?”

      “All the way to Paris, although you can change that when you pay for the passage at the ticket desk in the station. Needless to say, the ticket will be one way. No return.”

      “Needless to say,” I said.

      Bulut drove me to my apartment and sat in the living room while I packed. Then he took me to the station and watched me go inside. As I walked through the train shed and toward the ticket counter, I still had not decided where my final destination would be.
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      I hope you enjoyed Adrift in Istanbul, the ninth installment in the Alex Kovacs thriller series. My other series, beginning with A Death in East Berlin, features a protagonist named Peter Ritter, a young murder detective in East Berlin at the time of the building of the Berlin Wall.
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