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Aretha

Los Angeles – California – USA

June 2003

WHEN YOU’RE FIVE YEARS old, the last thing on your mind is that a single moment—just one moment—can completely change the entire course of your life.

And that the success of that moment depends entirely on you.

At five, I was still learning to read. I still couldn’t ride a bike without training wheels. I had to climb onto a stool to reach a glass on the kitchen counter in our house. And I hadn’t even lost my first baby tooth yet. But already, on my small shoulders, I was carrying the weight of being the best.

Nobody remembers second place—that’s what my father always told me. Be first, or be nothing.

And my family’s survival depended on me being first.

The best.

The golden girl.

“Aretha Tyler.” One of the judges’ voices called my name, reaching my ears.

I was standing side by side with fourteen other girls between the ages of five and seven. We were the fifteen finalists in a national contest to choose a child who would star in a film. There had been thousands of applicants, auditions in cities all over the country, countless elimination rounds, until only that small group remained.

The fifteen lucky girls, as the press kept calling us.

But the truth is that fourteen of us, the next day, wouldn’t matter anymore. Only one would be the real lucky one. The winner. The child star of a million-dollar production, a face that would become known across the entire planet.

When my name was called, I walked a few steps until I reached the part of the stage lit by the spotlight. In front of me, five judges sat in the first row of seats in the auditorium, all holding their clipboards.

“How are you, Aretha?” one of the men—the one who seemed the friendliest of the bunch—greeted me.

I answered naturally, even though I felt my legs trembling.

“I’m good, and you, sir?”

“Very good too. I like your name. Was it a tribute from your parents to Aretha Franklin?”

That was a question absolutely everyone asked me. And my answer was always the same:

“Yeah, my grandparents were huge fans, and so is my dad.”

“And your last name is pretty strong too. Tyler. Like Steven Tyler, from Aerosmith.”

“Or like Bonnie,” I answered. My dad liked it when I always mentioned her.

Always name the great divas, if you ever want to be one of them.

“Aretha Franklin and Bonnie Tyler—great references to have in a name. All you need to tell me now is that your middle name is from a star too.”

I puffed out my chest, proud.

“My middle name is Louise. Same as Madonna.”

The judges laughed, even though they’d probably seen that kind of thing before. Naming your kids after stars wasn’t exactly unheard of among parents who dreamed of seeing their offspring become famous.

“Aretha Louise Tyler. You’ve got a name that brings together three of the biggest music icons. Your file says you sing, but that’s not why you’re here today, is it? Do you have your lines memorized? We really want to see your performance.”

I nodded and waited for the signal to start my monologue. It was short, though it could’ve been considered too long for such a small child to memorize, but I gave it my best. The scene required me to cry, which had become easy for me.

I could almost hear my father’s voice in my ear, the way he always did when we practiced together, in that firm tone, ordering me to think about sad things.

Making me imagine my mother dying was his favorite trick, because he knew it was the perfect trigger for me. It had been less than a year since I’d watched my mother at death’s door for the first time in my life—though it would be far from the last. It always stirred up an immense anguish inside me.

Well, at least it was good for making me cry at auditions, just like it did right then. By the end, I could tell the judges were moved. Somehow, I knew for certain that the part was mine.

And it was, in fact.

I was the chosen one.

The winner.

First place.

The lucky girl.

And winning that contest truly did change the entire course of my life.
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Drake

July 2020

I’D ALWAYS HAD BIG dreams. Even if that wasn’t exactly encouraged for a poor kid like me. In my very first steady job, working security at a department store, I stumbled onto an unexpected passion for that line of work and realized it was what I wanted to do with my life.

But not just be some run-of-the-mill security guard. I wanted to go further.

I’ll admit, though, I never imagined I’d get this far, this fast.

Within a few years, I managed to open my own security firm. A few more, and it became the hottest name in the country, with a roster of heavyweight clients: major businessmen, politicians, Hollywood stars.

Now I was taking another step. With the acquisition of another company in the sector—a multimillion-dollar investment—Evet Security was now on the list of the biggest security firms in the world.

And that was what brought me to tonight’s event. Held at a luxury hotel in Beverly Hills, the award ceremony was meant to recognize the highest-rated companies in each field, and Evet Security was a contender in the Personal Security category.

I arrived alone, immediately swarmed by photographers and journalists covering the event. As I walked in, I greeted acquaintances, business partners, investors, and every kind of person whose bank account pushed well into the millions.

It still felt surreal to think that young Drake Carter—son of a Turkish immigrant mother and an American father who’d spent his whole life bouncing between shit jobs just to scrape together enough for his wife and two kids—could now belong so perfectly in a place like this.

Across the hall, I spotted my friend and employee Ryan at a table with his pregnant wife. We waved at each other. I planned to catch up with them properly later, since the idea was for them to join us in celebrating the award I already considered pretty much mine.

A hostess guided me to the table reserved for me and my three guests of honor. Two of them were already there.

Two of them, actually. But unlike a lot of the men here, who’d brought dates, lovers, or even young, beautiful women hired as escorts, I’d reserved my invitations for my family. For the three women in my life.

My mother, Nadire, stood up the moment she saw me and pulled me into a hug. I kissed her hands—a habit she’d passed down to us from her Turkish upbringing, even though she’d moved to the States as a teenager—then went over to greet the little girl sitting in the chair beside her, wearing a long dress and an elegant hairstyle, like a miniature adult, even though she was only three years old.

“Uncle Drake!” she squealed the second she saw me.

I walked over and scooped her up.

“Why are you so dressed up, princess?” I asked.

Ayla flashed a huge grin before answering:

“To see you win the award, Uncle.”

“We don’t know the results yet, sweetheart!” my mother reminded her. Mrs. Nadire Carter always made a point of keeping both feet firmly on the ground, even though she’d always pushed her children to chase their dreams and never settle for the “no’s” they got along the way. “Remember, just being nominated is already a huge victory.”

“Mommy says he’s gonna win,” Ayla shot back, totally sure of herself.

“Speaking of her... Why isn’t your mom here yet, princess?” I asked.

My mother answered:

“She should be here by now. She left this afternoon for a photoshoot for some company, but she asked me to come ahead with Ayla, in case she ran late. I just didn’t think she’d be this late.”

“It’s still early, Mom. Emma’s probably on her way.”

My sister was another example of someone who made her dreams happen, even if hers were completely different from mine. Emma had been obsessed with fashion and social media since she was a teenager. Her Instagram started as a hobby, but her numbers had exploded over the past few years, and now, with half a million followers, she had contracts with several brands that not only sent her pieces from their new collections but also offered her paid sponsorships.

She was making good money from it. Still, she lived with my mom, who helped her take care of Ayla, my niece. My father had died when Emma and I were still kids.

The hours ticked by, and my sister never showed up. Soon, my mother’s anxiety started to rub off on me, because it really was strange for a photoshoot to drag on that long. My mom tried calling her several times, but no one picked up.

Then came the moment when the winner in my category was about to be announced, and I’ll admit it wasn’t a surprise when they called my name. As the applause rang out, I walked up to the stage to accept my award. I’d prepared a short, direct speech, and I was right in the middle of it when I glanced at our table and saw my mother answering a call on her phone. In seconds, the phone slipped from her hand and hit the floor, and right after that, her body did the same, toppling sideways in her chair.

I dropped the microphone and the trophy, ran off the stage, and rushed to my mother, who was lying unconscious on the floor. My niece was crying, terrified by her grandmother’s sudden collapse. A crowd gathered around us, and a woman quickly introduced herself as a doctor. I let her administer first aid while my eyes drifted to the phone lying under the table.

I picked it up and pressed it to my ear. The person who’d called was still on the line.

I introduced myself, saying I was Nadire Carter’s son.

She asked if that meant I was Emma Carter’s brother, and then she told me she was with the police.

At that moment, I braced myself for the worst news.

But nothing I imagined even came close to what I heard.
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Drake

One Year Later

THROUGH THE GLASS WALLS of my office, perched in one of the tallest buildings in Los Angeles, I had a prime view of the city in all its grandeur. Standing there, watching the massive skyscrapers and bustling avenues, I could almost convince myself that life was still moving forward.

Even though, for me, it had come to a complete halt a year ago.

Even though every single thing in my routine had changed entirely.

I heard a knock at my door and turned, announcing that it could be opened. A few seconds later, Susan, my secretary, stepped in.

“Mr. Carter, Mr. Tyler has arrived. Shall I let him in?”

“Yes, please.”

While she went back to reception to let James Tyler in, I returned to my desk and sat down. As CEO and owner of the company, negotiating directly with clients wasn’t part of my job description, but there were always exceptions.

The information I’d received was that the man insisting on speaking directly with me was the manager for one of Hollywood’s biggest stars. Knowing—often just by name—famous people was part of the job, since Evet Security handled protection for an endless list of celebrities. But the name Aretha Tyler meant a little more to me.

I knew she was the same age my sister would be today, and there was a reason for that: Emma had been, since childhood, a huge fan of the child star she identified with so much. That meant that, even though I was five years older, I’d spent part of my childhood and all of my teenage years listening to my little sister talk about Aretha Tyler practically every day.

At first, it was the kids’ show Aretha hosted on TV, and along with that came the movies Emma wanted our mom to take her to see, the licensed merchandise, the DVDs, even her school notebooks had Aretha’s picture on them. Meanwhile, I was focused on other things, other artists, other genres of film.

Still, the actress’s name had been repeated so many times by my sister over the years that it always brought me back to her.

And I never imagined that, after her death, her favorite star’s manager would come looking for me. I thought about how much Emma would have loved that, even as an adult.

Apparently, my company was being hired to handle Aretha Tyler’s security. There was no other reason for that man to come to me, when you got right down to it. This was my business: offering protection to people.

Ironically, I hadn’t been able to do that for my own sister.

The door opened again, and the man walked in. He was tall—though a bit shorter than me—and looked to be in his mid-fifties. I stood up, greeted him, and gestured for him to sit in the armchair across from my desk, where I sat back down.

“Thank you for seeing me, Mr. Carter. I know you’re a busy man, and I appreciate you making time for me.”

“I’ll admit I don’t usually deal directly with clients, but you insisted quite a bit, so I figured you have a... special situation on your hands.”

He nodded and glanced around, as if checking for any open doors or hidden cameras or listening devices. Whatever he had to tell me, it was clearly something confidential.

Seeming satisfied that no one was listening, he began.

“I assume you’ve been informed that I work for Aretha Tyler, correct?”

“The actress. Yes, I was informed.”

“Aretha is more than just an actress. She’s one of the most followed personalities on social media worldwide, a true icon for an entire generation.”

“I’m aware of that. My sister was a huge fan of hers, by the way.”

He paused, as if something in what I’d said made him think for a moment. But he quickly went on.

“What I’m about to tell you needs to stay confidential, Mr. Carter. That’s why I wouldn’t trust this matter to anyone but you, directly.”

I honestly didn’t understand why it had to be only me. I had a highly qualified team to handle that kind of negotiation, and confidentiality was a fundamental part of our company’s policy. Still, I just nodded, more than a little curious to see where this man was going.

Then he said, “My security team detected an attempted attack on Aretha a few days ago. We alerted the team that handles her social media, and the one that screens her email for contract proposals, and we found out she’s been receiving threats for months through DMs on Instagram and also through her email. I’m handling this with you in strict confidence, because I don’t want this leaking to the press.”

I nodded again, while a movie played out in my mind. The scenario he was describing was the same one that had happened to my sister: online threats followed by murder. But threats followed by attacks weren’t that uncommon in the entertainment world, so I was used to dealing with that kind of thing.

“Confidentiality is a key part of our business, Mr. Tyler. It would be an honor for Evet Security to handle your artist’s protection. I’ll go ahead and forward you to our best and most trusted advisor; he’ll see you in his office now.” I picked up the phone on my desk to dial the appropriate extension, but James Tyler raised a hand to stop me.

“I don’t think I was clear enough, Mr. Carter. I want you directly involved in Aretha’s security detail.”

“I think my employees are more qualified for that than I am, Mr. Tyler.”

“They’re not, believe me. And you’ll see why soon enough.”

He set the briefcase he was carrying on my desk and opened it. He pulled out a stack of papers and handed them to me. I took them without understanding.

But the moment my eyes focused on the printed content, everything around me seemed to spin 360 degrees.

Suddenly, the entire plot of a horror movie ran through my mind.

The messages, sent from anonymous profiles, repeated phrases I had already read before. They were very similar—if not identical—to the ones my sister had received.

Emma hadn’t told me about those messages. She hadn’t told anyone, except one friend, who passed the information to the police. The anonymous man claimed to be an admirer of hers, but his texts, full of declarations of love, grew more unhinged by the day, until they escalated into threats.

And it was exactly the same thing that was apparently happening to Aretha Tyler.

I didn’t even notice when I clenched my fist and slammed it against the wooden desk. I only snapped out of it when Tyler got my attention.

“I understand that finding this maniac is a personal matter for you, Mr. Carter.”

I stared at him, at first hating him for bringing this up. It felt like a sick joke.

“The messages my sister received were published by the media,” I said, trying to maintain an outward calm, even though everything inside me was a goddamn storm. “This could just be a copycat trying to scare your artist.”

“Would a copycat also send poisoned chocolates just to scare her? Aretha doesn’t eat sweets—anything she gets from fans at airports, events, or hotels is usually given to her team. And her makeup artist is in the hospital right now, in a coma.”

That lit another wave of rage inside me.

If it really was the same son of a bitch who had taken my sister’s life, he wasn’t just still alive—he was going after other people.

I swore to myself, on Emma’s grave, that I would avenge her death. But over a year after that damned day, even the police had no concrete leads on the killer. I’d hired the best detectives in the country to find him, but the lack of success had led me to consider the possibility that he was already dead.

Now I saw I was wrong.

I looked back at the papers, noticing the undeniable similarity between those texts and the ones my sister had received. The verbal tics, the abbreviations, the choice of terms and words... everything was so close to the messages I had read and reread countless times over the last twelve months that, if this was a copycat, he was being incredibly accurate.

Including in his intention to kill.

The hatred consuming me was intense, but in my line of work, and with the blows life had dealt me, I’d learned to suppress my emotions. I kept my composure and my apparent calm as I looked back at the manager in front of me and spoke.

“So you want my company handling your artist’s security because you believe there’ll be greater commitment to protecting her.”

“My interest goes beyond just protecting her, Mr. Carter. I’m doing everything I can to keep this situation out of the media. Even Aretha doesn’t know what’s going on yet. I assume you know she had a pretty rocky phase a few years ago with drug use.”

“I don’t follow celebrity lives, Mr. Tyler. It’s not something I’m interested in. But my field is security, and within that, I can guarantee that it’s a lot easier to keep someone safe when they understand and accept that they’re at risk.”

“I’ll tell her at the right time and in the right way. But getting back to what I was saying, the most effective way to keep this situation out of the spotlight is to put an end to the problem, without involving the police or any authorities. And I know that’s what you want too.”

Even as he spoke in measured words, he was direct about what he meant. And he was right: killing the worm who took my sister’s life was what I wanted most. No other security company would give him that certainty—the certainty of not only protecting the client’s physical integrity, but also doing everything possible to capture and eliminate the bastard threatening her.

“Can I count on your services and your special attention to this case?” he asked again.

I couldn’t explain why, but there was something about that man I didn’t like.

Maybe it was the fact that he, in some way, served as a mirror for me, showing the darkest side of my own soul—my desire to hunt down the son of a bitch who took my sister’s life and make him pay in kind.

Instead of answering him, I pressed the speakerphone button on my desk and called my secretary, who answered in seconds.

“I want you to forward Mr. Tyler to our best advisor, Ryan, to handle all the negotiations for a full residential and vehicle security system. Just emphasize that there’s no need to assign a personal bodyguard.”

“Yes, sir.”

She hung up. I stood up to guide Tyler to the door, but I noticed he stayed seated, looking at me with confusion.

“What do you mean, no need for a bodyguard, Mr. Carter? That’s exactly what I need for Aretha. After everything we’ve discussed, I thought you’d pick the most qualified person in your company for that.”

“I already have. That’s why you don’t need to discuss it with my advisor. He’ll handle your contract and all the bureaucratic details. My secretary will take you to his office.”

James Tyler smiled and stood up, extending his hand toward me. I shook it before guiding him to the door.

As I opened it, however, I decided to make a comment that had been on my mind since that man walked in.

“It’s curious that you share your artist’s last name.”

“Not so much, considering she’s my daughter.”

I should have suspected it from the start, but I’d dismissed the idea from my mind because of the sheer professionalism with which that man treated his ‘artist’—it left no room for any fatherly love in his concern.

Thanking me, he left, guided by my secretary toward the elevator.

I stood there, watching him walk away, lost in thought.

I hadn’t liked that guy from the beginning. Now I had one more reason.

But the family relationships of two strangers weren’t something I cared about. Only one thing mattered to me now.

I would finally avenge my sister’s death.

And I’d do it with my own hands.
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Drake

“ARE YOU SURE ABOUT what you’re asking me?”

Ryan had already asked that same question three times during our conversation, which we were having outside the walls of Evet Security, in the office of my house.

Because, even though I owned the company and Ryan was an employee, our relationship went way beyond business.

We’d been friends since high school. As soon as we graduated, we worked together as security. He was my best friend, and he came damn close to becoming family. He and my sister dated for a year, but they’d been broken up for almost two years when the tragedy happened.

The split had been amicable. My friend had even moved on to another relationship, was about to get married, and had a pregnant fiancée. Still, it was painfully obvious how much he’d suffered over what happened to Emma.

“There’s no one else I trust for this, Ryan,” I said, taking a sip of my cognac. I was sitting in one of the armchairs, while my friend sat across from me in another.

“Taking over Evet while you play bodyguard...”

“I’m not playing at anything, Ryan. I’m a security professional. I used to be one of the best in the business.”

“But you’ve been out of the field for years, ever since you built your own company. Now you’ve got hundreds of professionals working for you. There’s no reason to risk yourself on this.”

For a moment, it seemed like he hadn’t heard a word of my explanation. I was extremely patient that day, so I decided to repeat myself.

“Did you catch the part about the threats to Aretha Tyler following the same pattern as the ones Emma received?”

“I caught it. I also understand where you’re trying to go with this. And you know, as well as I do, that it’s a mistake.”

“You knew Emma, Ryan. You know the incredible girl she was. And you know how she was killed and what that son of a bitch deserves.”

“I knew Emma well, Drake. But I know you, too. And contrary to what you might want to believe, I know you’re not a killer.”

“He’s a killer. I’m just looking for vengeance.”

“A vengeance that’ll make you just as much a killer as the man you hate most. Think about whether it’s worth it, friend. It’s much better to let the police handle this.”

“The same way they’ve been handling it so far? A year has passed, and they’ve found absolutely nothing. Right now, there’s a woman in the hospital, another victim of that worm. And he won’t give up on Aretha Tyler until he gives her the same end he gave my sister.”

“You’re not worried about Aretha Tyler, Drake. On the contrary, you have plans to use her as bait. That’s what you’re planning by taking this job.”

“Even her own father doesn’t care about that, as long as the guy is taken off the streets without anything hitting the media.”

“And the fact that you’re bothered by that only proves you’re not that kind of person.”

Fuck. I hadn’t called Ryan to my house so he could play psychologist. I had a direct and objective matter to discuss with him, and I wasn’t going to let him throw me off focus.

“If you don’t want to take command of Evet while I’m away, I’ll understand and find someone else. But it would be a shame, because you know there’s no one I trust for this more than you.”

He snorted, certainly understanding that refusing the offer wouldn’t make me change my mind.

“Just be careful and think hard about what you’re planning to do.”

“It’s already thought out. How are Melanie and Ben?”

A hint of a smile appeared on his face. I knew that would disarm him anytime I mentioned his wife and son.

“They’re good. Benjamin is in that phase where he wants to touch everything, it’s a handful. But we know we’ll miss it when he grows up.”

I nodded, thinking that Melanie and Ryan were privileged to be able to watch their son grow up. Such a basic right that had been brutally taken from my sister.

We talked for a few more minutes about trivial things until he said he had to go. I walked him to the door. As soon as he left and I turned around in the spacious entrance hall of my mansion, I stopped short when I came face to face with a little girl with blonde hair and blue eyes.

Ayla had her father’s eyes, but the rest of her was a copy of her mother. My sister, as a child, had also had blonde hair, inherited from our American father, and every line of my niece’s face reminded me of her.

“Uncle Drake...” she whimpered. I noticed her little face was red, which meant she’d been crying.

I crouched down, and she ran to me, throwing herself into my arms.

“Easy, princess... Uncle is here. What happened?”

“Grandma got upset again. I went to give her a goodnight kiss, and she asked me if I was mommy. I said I was Ayla, and she started crying and yelling that she wanted my mommy. I think grandma doesn’t love me anymore, Uncle.”

I pulled back and kissed her cheek. I honestly didn’t know what to say anymore. How do you explain to a four-year-old that her grandmother, who loved her so much, no longer even recognizes her because she lost her mind after her daughter’s tragic death?

All I could tell Ayla was that her mommy was now resting in a better place and that someday they would see each other again. You can’t tell a little girl that a maniac stabbed her mother more than twenty times and then threw her lifeless body into a lake. What tore me apart was knowing that this was a truth Ayla would one day have to face.

But I would protect her until that moment. And even after it. My niece was now my responsibility. Her and my mother, whom I’d had to bring to live with me after it happened, when she suffered a psychiatric breakdown from which she never recovered.

It was for them, too, that I was so set on my vengeance. That man didn’t just take the life of a twenty-two-year-old woman, an incredible human being, someone who was robbed of the chance to see her daughter grow up. He also took Ayla’s mother and Nadire’s daughter.

He took my sister. My best friend. And I would never be able to forgive him for that.

“Grandma loves you, Ayla,” was all I managed to say.

“Then why doesn’t she remember me, Uncle? She always thinks I’m mommy.”

“Because you look a lot like your mother. You’re identical to her when she was your age. And Grandma misses her a lot, so she gets confused.”

“I miss mommy too, Uncle. I wish she was here.”

“Me too, princess. Me too. But you know what she would say if she saw you awake at nine o’clock at night, don’t you?”

She put one little hand on her hip and pointed her index finger at me with the other, speaking in an attempt to imitate her mother’s angry voice: “Why aren’t you in bed yet, young lady?”

“Then let’s go to bed now, young lady!”

I picked her up, laying her belly-down over my shoulder, and carried her up the stairs while she laughed. I loved that sound, her laugh. It was almost like a pill of normality in my life. Ayla’s smile was what gave me the strength to keep going, day after day. And she was the only one who could break through the walls I had built around myself since Emma’s death.

I went to her room and put her in bed, tucking the covers up to her chin and arranging a stuffed dog beside her.

“Did you brush your teeth?” I asked.

“Yes. Lucy helped me before she left.”

Lucy was her nanny. Since I was going to be away from the house starting in the next few days, I thought I should offer her a raise to sleep over, or I’d have to hire someone else to cover the night shift.

“And didn’t Lucy put you to bed before she left?”

“She did, but I went to give Grandma a goodnight kiss, Uncle, I already told you.”

She rolled her eyes, as if she found it boring to have to repeat such obvious information to me.

“I see. You like Lucy a lot, don’t you?”

“I do. She’s really nice.”

“And what would you think if she started to spend more time with you?”

“But she already spends the whole day, Uncle. She only leaves when you get home from work, and then you stay with me.”

That was exactly the part I most needed and least wanted to tell her.

“So, Ayla... Uncle needs to go on a trip and be away for a few days.”

“Like that other time?”

The ‘other time’ she was referring to was when I went to New York for a security and technology conference. I’d been gone for three days then.

“Like that other time, but... this time it will take a little longer for me to come back.”

The relaxed look on her face vanished completely, replaced by a frightened expression.

“You’re going away... like my mommy did?”

“No. No, princess, of course not. It’ll only be a few weeks. But I’ll video call you every day. We’ll talk so much you won’t even have time to miss me.”

“You promise, Uncle?”

“Of course. I’ll call you every day.”

“No, Uncle. Promise you won’t go away like mommy did? That you won’t get hurt like she got hurt?”

I sighed, feeling a sudden immense tiredness wash over me.

“Who told you your mommy got hurt, Ayla?”

“A boy at school. He said he heard his parents talking about how they hurt mommy with a knife, and that’s why she never came back.”

I brought one of my hands to her face.

“Listen, princess... Uncle is going to do a very dangerous job. And getting hurt might be part of it. But I promise you that I’m coming back. I just need you, until then, to be a good girl, don’t give Lucy any trouble, and don’t bother Grandma, okay?”

She nodded in agreement, but it was obvious she couldn’t possibly imagine the kinds of danger I might face.

And I hoped she would never know what I intended to do. It was for her, too, that I was going to dirty my hands, but it wasn’t something I would be proud of in the future. I was aware of that.

But it would be worth the risk. Everything so that Ayla could grow up in a world where her mother’s killer no longer existed.

I adjusted her blanket, kissed her forehead, and left the room, turning off the light. I was heading to my own room, but I couldn’t resist stopping by my mother’s first.

When I opened the door, I found her still awake, sitting on her bed flipping through some magazines, which distracted her a little. On an armchair beside the bed sat the night nurse, and I greeted her briefly before turning my attention back to my mother.

“Good evening, Mrs. Nadire,” I said, calling her by name, because that usually calmed her down.

Every time the word ‘mother’ was mentioned, it triggered a distressed alarm in her, making her ask insistently about Emma.

She lifted her face and smiled at me, in a way that always left me wondering if she could actually recognize me. Then she moved her hand in a gesture for me to come closer. I did, looking at the photo she was pointing to in one of the magazines.

“The girl Emma likes,” she said. “Isn’t she pretty?”

In the photo, from what looked like a fashion publication, was Aretha Tyler, dressed extremely provocatively. I remembered that, during her teenage years, she had the reputation of being the ‘good girl,’ until adulthood brought a radical change in her image, suddenly transforming her into a sex symbol. She started dressing and acting more provocatively, speaking openly about sex in her interviews, and even her movie roles shifted to something closer to this new style.

Emma was one of the fans who hadn’t approved of the change. I remembered hearing her comment that Aretha was ‘betraying her essence,’ at the same time that public opinion said she was finally being honest and that before she had been living a ‘good girl’ persona.

Well, the truth is, none of that had ever interested me.

“Yes, Mrs. Nadire, she’s very pretty,” I replied. Partly because my mother was waiting for an answer, and partly because it was the truth.

Even though I had never had any particular interest in her life, looking at those photos, it was undeniable how beautiful that woman was.

Then my mother let go of the magazine and reached out her hands to me. That simple gesture always moved me, because it was proof that, deep down, she still remembered me. That it was still my mother in there.

I kissed her hands, as Turkish tradition dictated, wished her good night, and left, finally heading to my room.

I would start my new job early the next day, so I intended to lie down soon to rest my body and mind as much as I could.

But it wasn’t something I achieved easily. It took me a long time to fall asleep, precisely because my mind refused to stop working for a single instant.

Aretha Tyler...

What an irony that my sister’s childhood and teenage idol would be the very one to lead me to her killer.

​
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CHAPTER 3

[image: ]




Aretha

THE INSISTENT SOUND of the alarm clock told me it was time to get up, even though I’d gone to bed a little over three hours ago. I shifted in bed, mentally begging for five more minutes.

Some periods were brutally exhausting.

Well, in almost twenty years of my career, I couldn’t remember many phases that weren’t.

I was two weeks away from the premiere of my latest film and three days from the start of shooting for the next series. I was juggling research and rehearsals to inhabit my new character with endless interviews and promotional videos for the release.

Last night’s commitment had been a mix of both. I stayed up very late doing a live stream on a film channel, talking about the movie. Knowing I had obligations in the morning, I should have gone to bed as soon as the broadcast ended. But after taking off all my makeup, I lay down in bed with the scripts for the first scenes I’d start filming soon.

It was strange, but I liked studying the scripts much more than I liked acting. I liked trying to capture the emotion of the characters through every line, every action. And doing that alone, in the silence of my room, in the unique stillness of the early morning, was almost therapeutic for me.

But being woken up so soon after stopping and sleeping was hell.

I think, based on how sleepy I felt, I could have easily ignored the alarm and gone back to sleep. But I couldn’t ignore the woman’s voice calling my name while she patted my back.

“Aretha, get up now, or you’ll be late.”

“Damn it, Jenny, I barely slept.”

“Your live ended at eleven thirty. You should have been in bed by midnight, that’s what I figured you’d do when you came to the room.”

“I stayed up studying the script.”

“You’ll have the day before shooting starts to memorize your lines. You’re fast at that.”

It wasn’t just about memorization, but I didn’t expect her to understand.

Jennifer had been taking care of me since I was thirteen. Her job basically meant she had no life of her own, spending twenty-four hours a day controlling my schedule, my meals, my medications, and absolutely everything in my life. I could say that forty-five-year-old woman was like a mother to me, but that would be a huge lie. I didn’t see her as some heartless monster or anything—maybe I did during my teenage years, but not anymore—but she made it very clear she was doing a job.
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