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PROLOGUE


‘Sir?’

The man sitting in the chair continued to look out of the window as if he hadn’t heard. Could it be that whatever was happening in the streets of Kuloǧlu was of more importance than the woman lying dead in the next room?

His pistol drawn, Sergeant İsak Çöktin turned briefly to look at the small squad of uniformed policemen behind him. But, from the expressions on their faces, they were just as clueless as he was about what to do in a situation like this. He returned his gaze to the motionless figure before him.

‘Sir, I don’t know what has happened here, but if you would just indicate that you have heard . . .’

The perfect poise of the figure robbed him of further speech. How could anyone be so still, so utterly statuesque? Çöktin had seen shock before but never this – catatonia.

Perhaps if Çöktin touched him, he might rouse him from his fugue. The man’s hands were in plain sight, one to each side of his body, braced against the seat of the chair. In theory the man might dive one hand underneath that military blazer he wore and pull out a weapon, but was that really likely? Or even really possible from a position of such utter immobility?

With one light movement, Çöktin allowed his hand not holding a weapon to take that risk. The man pitched forward into a foetal heap on the floor.

All of the officers moved to join Çöktin.

‘Has he fainted?’

‘Get him up!’ Çöktin ordered.

One of the younger men, Constable Hikmet Yıldız, moved around the figure and took one of its wrists between his hands. It was perfectly, completely cold. Yıldız looked up into the piercing blue eyes of Çöktin and said, ‘Sir, I think he’s dead.’

Çöktin squatted down beside Yıldız and gently moved the chin of the man on the floor towards him. İstanbul was stewing in the humid, forty-degree heat of a midsummer afternoon but the man’s skin felt as if it had just been removed from a refrigerator. Çöktin quickly took his hand away before easing himself down to look into the second dead face he’d seen that day.

However, unlike the first corpse, this one had its eyes wide open. They were violet, beautiful and startling. Çöktin found himself lost in admiration until he realised that they were not made of aqueous and vitreous humours but of coloured glass.


CHAPTER 1

Çetin İkmen wiped one hand across his heavily sweating brow and sighed. He could fully understand why the elderly, fabric-swathed woman in front of him was weeping. In her position he would have come to exactly the same conclusion. But what she feared wasn’t true, or rather proved – yet – whatever misgivings she or those around her might have.

‘It is,’ İkmen said, as he lit the latest in what had been, was always, a long series of cigarettes, ‘my intention to return your grandchildren to your family alive. As yet we have no reason to believe that they—’

‘But you are a homicide detective!’ the woman wailed through her brightly coloured scarves. ‘You bring justice only to the dead! Everyone in the city knows you and what you do! You are a great man Çetin Bey, you see things . . .’

‘Yes, but I act for the living too, Mirimar Hanım,’ İkmen replied gently, ‘and on this occasion I have been assigned to search for your grandchildren because of my knowledge of this city and because of my many years of experience in the police force. We are taking their disappearance very seriously.’

‘My daughter is like something already dead, Çetin Bey! Neither eating nor sleeping, drifting about her business . . . And Melih – he’s no good to her, still working like one possessed . . .’ Overcome, she put her head down into the folds of her clothes and wept once again.

The eight-year-old Akdeniz twins, Yaşar and Nuray, had been missing for thirty-six hours. The children had left their home in Balat on Saturday morning to go and play out in the gentle early morning sunshine, had never since returned and no one had seen them since. The children had, seemingly, vaporised out of the steep Balat streets as if by magic.

It was now fifty-five and a half years since Çetin had been born to university lecturer Timür İkmen and his Albanian wife, Ayşe, the famous witch of Üsküdar. And although this thin, smoke-dried man had worked for the İstanbul police department for all of his adult life, there was a lot of his mother’s magic underlying his well-honed veneer of pragmatism. The woman before him should be given only facts – even if those facts were things she’d heard before. Mirimar Hanım was both of the age and social class to nurture a deep, almost religious, respect for Ayşe İkmen and her ‘magical’ policeman son. In İkmen’s experience, such people expected solutions to their problems that were both out of this world and rapid.

‘My officers are continuing to make enquiries in Balat as well as in the surrounding districts,’ İkmen said.

‘Yes, but what if they have been taken away from Balat?’

‘To where?’ İkmen shrugged his arms out to his sides in a questioning motion. ‘We haven’t even finished checking all the children’s contacts in the district yet. I don’t, Mirimar Hanım, have any evidence that your grandchildren have moved out of the Balat area. I have no leads or sightings outside of the district, and in a city of ten million . . .’

‘Yaşar did tell me that Melih was taking them over to Sarıyer.’

‘Yes, but clearly he didn’t, did he, Mirimar Hanım?’ İkmen stubbed his cigarette out in his ashtray and then lit up another. ‘Both your daughter and your son-in-law were in bed when the children disappeared. Once he’d established that the children weren’t with any of their friends, Melih called us, from Balat, late on Saturday morning.’

‘Yes,’ Mirimar Hanım shook her head helplessly, ‘I know. I know. They are most likely close by. Even my daughter says that, and Eren is not one to entertain false hope.’

That the woman’s son-in-law’s name was not added to that of her daughter didn’t surprise İkmen. No one, beyond Eren Akdeniz, that he had encountered so far had any great love for the children’s father. But then that was often the way with famous people, doubly so if, like Melih Akdeniz, that fame was also allied to controversy.

A Balat boy by birth and still staunchly resident within the district, Melih Akdeniz was Turkey’s wealthiest and most experimental visual artist. Though poorly educated in the conventional sense, Akdeniz had begun shocking art lovers both domestic and foreign in the late nineteen seventies. His work, which was expressed through a variety of media, took modern, controversial themes and presented them in a traditional Turkish context. His most famous work, a series of carpets depicting stylised renditions of internal sexual organs, had been woven using human hair. This ‘indictment of the myth of Turkish chastity’ had, in places as diverse as New York and Ankara, earned him the soubriquet of ‘genius’ – which Melih Akdeniz believed with every fibre of his being. But in spite of his arrogance he was no doubt experiencing a great deal of pain since the disappearance of his children. Melih, in his own frenetic and work-obsessed way, had to be suffering just as much as Mirimar Hanım and her ghost-like daughter.

But then if the boy, Yaşar, had told his grandmother that he and his sister were due to accompany their father over to the Bosphorus village of Sarıyer, it was just possible that the children could have attempted to get there on their own. It wasn’t the first time that İkmen had thought along these lines. He had indeed made enquiries to that effect, but no one in or around Sarıyer had any knowledge of the Akdeniz children. There was, of course, something further that he could do.

‘Look, I’ll send some of my officers over to Sarıyer,’ he said, ‘just to check it out.’

‘Oh, thank you so much!’ Mirimar Hanım replied. ‘So, so—’

‘I don’t suppose,’ İkmen said, cutting across her effusive and now tear-stained thanks, ‘you know why the children and Melih Bey were going out to Sarıyer?’

‘No.’

‘Oh well, I will have to ask your son-in-law. He will know.’ İkmen smiled.

‘Yes.’

‘Right.’ He smiled even more broadly. ‘Mirimar Hanım . . .’

‘You want me to leave?’ She lowered her eyes as she once again fastened the ends of her scarf around the back of her head. ‘But of course. I know I have been a trouble to you.’

‘Not at all. Not at all.’

As soon as she stood, so did İkmen, who then moved quickly to position himself beside his office door. Mirimar Hanım picked her large tomato- and bread-filled shopping bag up from the floor and walked wearily towards him.

‘İnşallah, the little ones will return,’ she said as she passed through the now-open door and into the corridor beyond.

‘İnşallah,’ İkmen repeated. ‘We are all in the gentle hands of the Almighty, Mirimar Hanım.’

‘Indeed, Çetin Bey, so very true.’

And then with other religiously inspired mutterings for company, Mirimar Hanım left.

İkmen, still leaning against the doorpost, raised his head upwards.

‘Look, I know that You and I have our differences regarding religion, ethics, Your very existence,’ he said wearily, ‘but You know, these children are very young and even though we’re doing everything we can, I would appreciate a little help . . .’

There had been a time when the idea of artists living in the district of Balat had been laughable. Run down, if hardworking, the district had always been a haven for refugees and those who were a little different. But not for artists.

Jews, as Nilufer Cemal knew only too well, had settled in Balat after their expulsion from Spain in 1492. Welcomed into the Ottoman Empire by Sultan Beyazıt II, the Jews had prospered in Balat – some, alongside more recent refugees from Kosovo, still remained. Living in great houses, their doorsteps littered with tiny gypsy children, were the old Jews – people with names like Levi, Baruh, Leon and Palombo. Nilufer’s paternal grandmother had been a Palombo and when, back in the seventies, the old woman had died, Nilufer had inherited her deep brown wooden house, with its twisted, arabesque window grilles. What an excitingly eccentric location the house had provided for Nilufer’s first studio! Her father had fretted. After all, who would want to go to filthy old Balat to buy or even look at an artist’s work? However talented the artist, that surely was quite out of the question.

But Nilufer had faith. She bought her materials and set up her kiln in the small courtyard garden at the back of the house. She slowly and lovingly created the most exquisite ceramics, and at the same time made, rather more rapidly, artefacts the tourists would like to buy. Deals struck with various tourist outlets in the Grand Bazaar kept Nilufer in clothes, food and materials while her ‘real’ work – modern renditions of traditional Turkish ceramics – started to gain some attention from the artistic élite. One of her friends from university, another aspiring artist, moved, briefly, into the district afterwards and for a while Nilufer nurtured fantasies about an artists’ colony in Balat.

When Melih Akdeniz first exploded on to the international art scene in 1979, Nilufer was ecstatic. The most famous artist in Turkey was living, had in fact always lived, in Balat. Her dreams of a colony buzzing excitedly around in her head, Nilufer went to see this so-called phenomenon in his great ochre house opposite the Greek Boys’ School. And although his work was not to her taste, she appreciated it for its innovation and felt that as a statement it was extremely exciting. She never thought that Melih would really appreciate her work, but perhaps, like her reaction to his art, it would interest him in an academic sense. So Nilufer took one of her ceramics with her on her long, breathless climb towards the great ochre house and its almost unrivalled views of the Golden Horn.

When Nilufer arrived, Turkey’s greatest artist was in the midst of one of what later became his legendary heroin binges. Drunk as well as delusional, he wasn’t amused by the appearance of this sober, middle-class young woman carrying something he sneeringly derided as ‘some tourist junk’.

But Nilufer wanted him to like her, wanted him to help her build up a colony, regenerate the area, bring Balat into the mainstream. And so she gave him her beautiful green and blue tile with its abstract images of Seljuk representational forms and he smashed it at her feet.

‘This is shit!’ he cried. ‘Fucking gutless, Turkish virgin’s shit!’

Both he and the two prostitutes he’d paid for that day laughed as Nilufer, tears streaming from her eyes, ran back down the hill to the safety of her own studio.

Not once during the twenty-three years since that event had Nilufer even so much as looked at the great ochre house at the top of the hill. Until very recently no other artists had come to join either herself or Melih in their respective artistic isolation. Though always working, Nilufer had not lived up to her potential, and had achieved little recognition in the intervening years, certainly nowhere near as much as Melih. It was, however, Nilufer, as opposed to Melih, who knew the few but significant artists who had started to colonise Balat since the beginning of the new millennium. The English writer who had inherited his neat rose-coloured house from his native grandparents; the couple who specialised in portraiture; and Gonca, the big gypsy woman whose collages made of equestrian and fortune-telling artefacts had been exhibited in the Museum of Modern Art in Ankara. The colony, or so it seemed, was finally happening, and without any intervention from Melih Akdeniz, who, although now married and a father, had not, it was said, moderated his lifestyle in any significant way. Drugs and alcohol still influenced both his work and his behaviour to which Nilufer now, for the first time in twenty-three years, was exposed once again.

‘I was sorry to hear about your children,’ she shouted up to the shaggy-headed figure eyeing her suspiciously from one of the second-floor windows of the great ochre house. ‘I hope they are found quickly, for their sake.’

‘Who are you?’ he responded sharply. Thinner and more unkempt than Nilufer had remembered him, Melih Akdeniz looked bad. ‘Why do you care?’

‘My name is Nilufer Cemal, a Turkish virgin,’ she said with an ironic smile. ‘You destroyed a ceramic of mine back in 1979. And I’m sorry not for you but for your wife and the children themselves. Little ones like that shouldn’t be separated from their parents, whoever those parents might be.’

Melih sniffed loudly – had he now perhaps taken to cocaine too? ‘Keep your pity for your own lack of talent and leave me to continue my work.’

‘As you wish, Melih Bey,’ Nilufer replied evenly, ‘but even your talent isn’t going to bring the little ones back, is it? Not even you can do that, can you?’

For just a moment he stared, his long, slit-like eyes burning into her mildly amused and strangely immobile face.

‘Bitch!’ he spat as he yanked the window closed and disappeared somewhere deep inside his eyrie.

As soon as he had gone, Nilufer turned and made her way back down the steep cobbled hill. Her face impassive now, she didn’t respond to the requests for money or offers of domestic services from any of the local children who clustered around her smartly dressed figure. Looking over their heads, she surveyed the shifting, watery vista before her, the Golden Horn and, beyond that, the Bosphorus. Massive and glimmering in the late afternoon heat, these waterways could be seen and perhaps in moments of delusion, commanded from Melih Akdeniz’s vaunting house topped by its fantastic glass studio. She pictured him sitting there, up high, his drug-addled brain seething with new and even more shocking ways to express his genius. She had envisioned him like this many times before – an arrogant sultan just ripe for a fall, like a soft, wrinkling plum. Nilufer smiled. Well, now that fall had come and there was nothing Melih could do about it. The children, his creations, had gone and, just like Nilufer had been when Melih had smashed her lovingly created ceramic, he was completely powerless to do anything about it.

The doctor removed his glasses before minutely examining the blazer, frowning as he did so.

‘This is part of no uniform I’ve ever come across, Sergeant,’ he said. ‘Looks quite old.’

İsak Çöktin leaned his head to one side; a lock of dark red hair flopped across his forehead as he did so. Still slightly shaky from his recent encounter with two dead bodies – one, the owner of the Kuloǧlu apartment, the elderly Mrs Keyder, had been expected, but not the other one – being within the confines of the mortuary was not making him feel any better. Not, of course, that the pathologist, Dr Arto Sarkissian, was contributing in any way to Çöktin’s sense of unease. Rotund and, despite his profession, unfailingly jolly, the doctor had worked for the İstanbul police for almost the whole of his professional life, which, given that he was now fifty-eight years old, was a long time.

‘Do we know anything about the other body, Mrs Keyder?’ Sarkissian asked as he shifted his attention from the outside to the inside of the blazer.

Çöktin shrugged. ‘She attended St Anthony’s church on a regular basis,’ he said. ‘It was the priest, Father Giovanni, who first raised the alarm. He tried to visit her, couldn’t gain access – the kapıcı of that building is a lazy, useless creature who’d “lost” his key to the apartment – so Father Giovanni called us.’

‘The woman was a Christian,’ Sarkissian muttered as he continued to turn the blazer over in his hands.

‘Yes.’

Although a secular country, the population of the Turkish Republic is ninety per cent Muslim. There are, however, minorities who follow other faiths like this Mrs Keyder and also like both Arto Sarkissian and İsak Çöktin. Not that the latter’s faith, the native Kurdish religion of the Yezidi, was now or ever could be a topic of conversation. Sarkissian, however, like the recently deceased female body that lay in his laboratory, was a Christian. Unlike the woman, though like most of his fellow Armenians, he was Orthodox rather than Catholic.

Coming across a faded label on the inside pocket of the blazer, the doctor squinted to see what was written there.

‘Do we know what Mrs Keyder’s origins were, by any chance?’ he asked. ‘I assume from her surname that her husband was Turkish.’

‘Most people who go to St Anthony’s are Italian, aren’t they?’ Çöktin replied. ‘Her first name was Rosita.’

‘Which may well be Italian,’ Sarkissian responded, his eyes still narrowed and fixed to the time-scarred label, ‘but then it could be Spanish.’ He looked just briefly up at Çöktin and smiled. ‘It is Spanish that they speak in Argentina, isn’t it, Sergeant?’

‘I believe so,’ Çöktin replied. ‘Why?’

‘Because this jacket, blazer or whatever it is was made in Buenos Aires.’

‘We’re not certain what if anything was the connection between Mrs Keyder and the dead man,’ Çöktin said as he reached into his pocket for his cigarettes. ‘Father Giovanni was, I know, of the opinion that the old woman lived alone. That was why he was so concerned.’ He sighed. ‘In view of this new development, I’ll have to go back and speak to him again.’

Sarkissian put the blazer down on his desk and looked up. ‘I can’t help you much until I’ve finished my examination,’ he said. ‘I’ll be able to give you some more information about that tomorrow.’

Çöktin lit his cigarette. ‘That’s fine. Provided Inspector Suleyman doesn’t need me, I’ll go out and see Father Giovanni later this evening.’

‘Inspector Suleyman is, I take it, busy at the moment?’ Sarkissian said with a smile.

‘My boss is always busy, Dr Sarkissian.’ Çöktin exhaled on a sigh. ‘You know some of the lads say that he’s becoming more like Inspector İkmen every day.’

Sarkissian laughed. Çetin İkmen was currently the most experienced and successful detective in the İstanbul homicide division. Famous for his almost maniacal approach to his work, he was also Sarkissian’s oldest and dearest friend.

‘Well, Inspector Suleyman did work for Inspector İkmen for quite sometime, you know, Çöktin,’ he said, ‘and Çetin Bey’s “enthusiasm”, I shall call it, is infectious.’

‘Yes,’ Çöktin allowed his head to droop down towards the floor, ‘I know. But sometimes I wonder . . .’

‘What?’ Sarkissian, hearing the gravity in the younger man’s voice, frowned. ‘What do you wonder, Sergeant?’

‘Well, it’s not a criticism, you know, Doctor, but . . . look I’d do anything for Inspector Suleyman, he’s been very good to me . . .’

‘But?’

‘But, well, you didn’t hear it from me, but I know that he’s got a Mafia boss in his sights. He’s been after him for some time. There’s information about this man all over his desk.’ He looked up into the doctor’s face. ‘He’s Russian.’

‘Oh.’

Russians en masse had been coming to live and work in İstanbul ever since the disintegration of the old Soviet Union. Attracted to the relative affluence of the city, the Russians had almost taken over certain districts of İstanbul. And although the majority of these people wanted nothing more than just to make new and better lives for themselves in Turkey, some, like the pimps who sold their own women on the streets, had other, more criminal objectives. Others still, like the Mafia bosses who controlled sometimes vast and extremely wealthy crime organisations, moved to even blacker and more frightening rhythms. And although it was good that someone might finally be trying to tackle what had become an enormous problem for law enforcement in the city, the thought of it made both Çöktin and Sarkissian go cold. Just because the handsome Suleyman was an honest man didn’t mean that everyone he came into contact with or even worked alongside was of a similar mind. Less than a year before, the whole department had been rocked by the activities of an Eastern European gangster, Zhivkov, who had possessed an informant inside the department. Taking on organised crime, even though Zhivkov was now dead, was not something to be done lightly, and although Arto Sarkissian had no idea upon what basis Suleyman was acting, he just hoped that he knew what he was doing. The doctor had over the years seen at first-hand what these people did to those who opposed them. Just the memory of these incidents made him wince.

‘I’d better go,’ Çöktin said as he first ground out his cigarette in the doctor’s ashtray and then rose to his feet, ‘leave you to your work.’

Sarkissian also stood up and started to move towards his office door. ‘We will speak tomorrow, Sergeant.’ He placed his fingers around the door handle and made ready to wish his guest goodbye.

‘Yes. Thank you, Doctor.’

‘Goodbye, Sergeant.’ He opened the door out into the corridor.

However, instead of going through it, Çöktin stopped, his face suddenly grave as if something troubling had just struck him.

‘Sergeant?’

Çöktin bit his bottom lip. ‘Doctor, I assume that the man in the Keyder apartment must have been blind.’

‘He had two glass eyes,’ Sarkissian replied, ‘and so I’d say that was beyond reasonable doubt.’

‘But then don’t you think it’s very odd that he was wearing a military uniform? I mean, if he was blind . . .’

Arto Sarkissian sighed. He’d seen so much that was odd or out of the ordinary over the years that sometimes he almost missed certain, less obvious strangeness, like this seeming anomaly with the unknown man’s corpse.

‘Oh, I don’t know, Sergeant,’ he said wearily. ‘People deal with situations in a variety of ways. Perhaps he used to be in the military and continued to wear the uniform after he lost his sight. Perhaps he couldn’t quite get over not being in the military in Argentina or wherever he came from.’ He shrugged. ‘But then perhaps he just bought the blazer from a second-hand clothes stall. Maybe Mrs Keyder bought it for him. I don’t know. Time will tell, or not.’

‘I know,’ Çöktin said as he moved past the doctor into the corridor beyond.

‘İnşallah, all will be revealed in the fullness of time,’ the Armenian concluded.

And with that expression so redolent of all things Islamic, the Christian and the Yezidi parted.


CHAPTER 2

‘I feel,’ İkmen said as he leaned back in his battered leather chair and sucked hard on his Maltepe cigarette, ‘that some clarification about why Melih Akdeniz was planning to take his children out to Sarıyer is needed.’

The attractive young woman sitting opposite, frowned. ‘Why? They didn’t go; they’ve not been spotted over there.’

‘No, but I feel I’d like to know what was planned anyway. Where in Sarıyer they were going and who, if anyone, they were going to see are questions we need to ask Melih Akdeniz.’

The woman, Sergeant Ayşe Farsakoǧlu, had worked directly for İkmen for just over six months. Prior to that she’d been in uniform, and had worked on operations he had commanded. She’d known about him outside of work through his previous sergeant, who had once been her lover. Not that she liked to dwell on the late Sergeant Orhan Tepe for too long these days. Since Orhan’s death she’d thrown herself wholeheartedly into her career, which was why, she assumed, İkmen had chosen her to be his deputy. He was, however, as Orhan had always said, an odd character. Details, like this Sarıyer business, something that on the face of it meant very little to the investigation, bothered him. But then sometimes, as Ayşe knew from past experience – particularly with İkmen – these details were often crucial to the resolution of an investigation.

‘Do you want me to call Akdeniz and let him know we’re coming?’ Ayşe said as she made to pick up her telephone.

‘No,’ İkmen replied, ‘let’s surprise him.’

‘He might be out.’

‘No, he won’t be.’ İkmen rose from his chair and put on his jacket. ‘The wife goes out, remember? Prostrate with grief she might be, but Eren Akdeniz is still the one who goes out to get the bread and cigarettes. Melih’s “great” work must continue . . .’

‘You don’t like Mr Akdeniz very much, do you, sir?’

İkmen smiled. ‘As a professional, Ayşe, I don’t “like” or “dislike” anyone. But as you’ve so rightly observed, although my experience of Mr Akdeniz is as yet slight I know he’s not exactly my type of person. I can sympathise with the state his various drug habits have plunged that awful body of his into. I mean, he makes me look fat and healthy! But the “art” that has been fuelled by the drugs, well . . . I’m sorry but it does nothing for me, and as for his insistence that “the work” carry on in spite of the disappearance of his children . . .’

‘Some people deal with stress like that.’

‘Yes, I know,’ İkmen said, ‘and I expect that if he were a traditional calligraphy artist or a Greek monk painting an ikon, I’d feel entirely different. But I’m afraid I find it difficult to appreciate the value of carpets depicting the inner workings of the scrotum or that “mosaic” of Tarkan.’

‘The one made of . . . ?’

‘Condom wrappers, yes.’

‘It’s a very good likeness,’ Ayşe said as she fought to suppress the laughter this work of art evoked in her. Tarkan, monumentally successful pop star, was practically worshipped by his teenage fans. Vast numbers of young girls screamed and fainted at his concerts, as she well knew, having been on duty at a few of them. Tarkan rendered in condom wrappers was an irony she could see only too easily.

‘I admit it’s a good likeness,’ İkmen said as he took his car keys out of his pocket and then picked up his lighter. ‘Akdeniz has talent. I can even appreciate some of the statements he’s making about society and culture, what I object to is the money art collectors and galleries give him for spending an afternoon gluing some bits of tinfoil on a sheet of paper. And all the nonsense the critics write about it. But then I’m old, what do I know?’

Ayşe didn’t reply. İkmen was always a bit tetchy and had been particularly agitated for the past few months. She wasn’t sure why although there were rumours. His already bulging apartment – five of the nine İkmen children still lived at home – had recently swelled to accommodate another relative. And then there was the ‘problem’ of his daughter Hulya, who was in love with a young Jewish boy. Although İkmen himself didn’t care for or practise his religion, his wife was, apparently, a devout Muslim and both she and the boy’s father, an old colleague of both Ayşe and her boss, opposed the relationship. All that on top of the job had to be stressful.

‘Well, let’s get over there,’ İkmen said, opening the office door and allowing Ayşe to pass into the corridor. ‘I’d like to have a stroll around some of the streets lower down the hill while we’re there too. I know the men are doing house-to-house, but that’s intimidating,’ he smiled. ‘It’s cooling down now, let’s see if we can engage some of the locals in a little off-the-record conversation.’

They walked side by side towards the stairs.

‘I haven’t worked in Balat for some years,’ İkmen continued. ‘I was still working with Inspector Suleyman at the time. In some ways the place has changed. Fewer Jews, more migrants, not as run down.’

‘Well, the houses are very beautiful,’ Ayşe said. ‘The Akdeniz house is stunning. If I had enough money I’d buy a house in Balat and restore it.’

Although quite how, İkmen wondered, this beautiful policewoman would fit in with either the working-class locals or the eccentric artists he couldn’t imagine. But he kept these thoughts to himself as he followed Ayşe down the stairs and out to the car park.

Father Giovanni Vetra, unlike some members of the foreign clergy, liked Turkey and the Turks, and had bothered to learn their language. Based at the church of St Anthony of Padua in Beyoǧlu for the past twenty years, he delighted in both the history and vibrancy of İstanbul. He had many friends in the city, one of whom had been Rosita Keyder.

‘I don’t know exactly when Rosita came to this country,’ he said as he passed the tiny cup of espresso coffee to Çöktin. ‘I know it was in the nineteen fifties, but when . . . ?’ He shrugged.

Çöktin looked down at his cup and smiled. Turkish coffee was good but real Italian espresso, well, that was a treat. He took one glorious sip before moving to his next question.

‘Did Mrs Keyder ever talk about Argentina?’

‘Not often,’ the priest said as he leaned back into his metal patio chair and looked up at the now darkening sky. ‘By the time she met me, it was already a very long time ago. She spoke about it more in her early days here, to Father Carlo.’

‘He was your predecessor?’

‘Yes. Father Carlo knew the Keyders well – Veli, the husband, as well as Rosita. Unfortunately by the time I arrived to take over from Father Carlo, Veli was already dying. Poor Rosita has been alone now for nineteen years. There is a sister-in-law who lives in one of the Bosphorus villages, I believe, but I don’t think there’s anyone else. Rosita never had children and to my knowledge she never went back to visit any relatives she might still have had in Buenos Aires. She came to church and I visited her once a week.’

‘You never saw anyone else in her apartment when you were there?’

‘No. Why?’

Çöktin looked down at the warm terracotta-coloured floor of the courtyard before replying. ‘Look, sir, this is at present confidential—’

‘Of course.’ The priest smiled. If nothing else he had to be accustomed to confidences.

‘We found another body, aside from that of Mrs Keyder, in the apartment,’ Çöktin said. ‘That of a young man. There was no ID on the body.’

‘A young man . . .’ Father Giovanni shook his heavy Roman head. ‘No. She never mentioned, certainly not to me, any other relatives apart from her sister-in-law, who was or is single. She had a few acquaintances at church, elderly ladies. This young man couldn’t have broken in to her apartment?’

‘We don’t think so.’ Çöktin finished his coffee and placed the empty cup on the table beside him. ‘He was wearing clothes we think Mrs Keyder may have given him and we believe he was blind.’

‘Oh, how—’

‘The body has glass eyes.’

‘Oh.’

They sat in silence for a few moments after that, Çöktin, in a state of static agitation. Catholic priests, or so his boss, Mehmet Suleyman, had told him when Çöktin had spoken to him earlier, were privy to their parishioners’ innermost secrets during confession. Things said in confession were between the priest, the parishioner and God. This was, so Suleyman had said, absolute. His wife was a Catholic so he should know. But then if that were the case, perhaps Father Giovanni may know more about Rosita Keyder than he had offered so far. But how was Çöktin ever going to extract that information if it was told during confession?

‘Father Giovanni,’ he said, ‘I know this might be difficult for you, but—’

‘You want to know whether Rosita ever told me anything in confession,’ the priest smiled. Although neither handsome nor young, his face had a sort of hawkish, battered nobility that was easy to warm to. ‘No, she didn’t, Sergeant. And before you start wondering whether I’m lying to protect her, please remember that by lying I would be committing a sin. Had she told me anything pertinent in confession I would tell you that had happened. But she didn’t.’ He shrugged. ‘Rosita’s “sins” revolved around events like cursing a stubbed toe.’

‘I see.’ The priest’s statement, on the face of it, just added to the notion that nothing untoward had indeed happened in the Kuloǧlu apartment. If both Rosita Keyder and the young man died from natural causes the only problem the police would have would be one of establishing the latter’s identity. But that wasn’t criminal work and wouldn’t therefore concern Çöktin.

As if reading the young officer’s thoughts, the priest asked, ‘Do you know yet how Rosita died?’

‘No, not yet, sir,’ Çöktin replied.

‘And this man . . . ?’

‘No.’

Father Giovanni put his hand down to one of the numerous potted plants that filled the floor of the courtyard and gently stroked its leaves. ‘Let us hope that God took them naturally,’ he said softly, ‘and without pain.’

‘It would be nice to think so,’ Çöktin replied.

The priest looked up into the young officer’s face and said, ‘İnşallah, as you Turks so rightly say.’

‘Yes . . .’

‘Putting all things in the hands of the Almighty is not a bad way to live,’ Father Giovanni continued. ‘I’ve often thought how both attractive and sensible your Islamic philosophy of total submission to and reliance upon God is. You learn acceptance, which is a hedge against both greed and disappointment. The trouble with Christianity and I think with Judaism too is that we’re encouraged to believe that we can influence our own destinies, which is most dangerous. The older I get the less I believe in the freedom that desire and choice are alleged to bring. We can’t be anyone we want to be or have anything we want to have any more than we can stop ourselves from dying.’

Çöktin, who had toyed with the idea of mentioning that not every Turkish citizen was Muslim, decided against it. How did one explain the Yezidi faith to others? They were branded devil worshippers by those who knew no better, their philosophical stance on the nature of Satan, a deity they called the ‘Peacock Angel’, being entirely unique. He did, however, have to say, ‘I don’t disagree with you, sir, but I must say that I think that some Turks can be just as greedy and anxious as anyone from Western Europe.’

But Father Giovanni didn’t reply. Now looking really rather sadly at the vine-covered wall in front of him, he just finished his coffee and then sighed.

‘I must leave you now, sir,’ Çöktin said as he rose from his seat. ‘Thank you very much for your help and the delicious coffee.’

The priest looked up and then rose to his feet.

‘You’re very welcome, Sergeant. I’m sorry I haven’t been able to be of more assistance. Had I had Veli’s sister’s address . . .’

‘That won’t be difficult to find,’ Çöktin said. ‘If, as you say, she isn’t married, she must have the same name as her brother. Anyway, we’re still looking through Mrs Keyder’s things.’

‘Mmm. And there is, of course, her funeral to consider.’ Father Giovanni opened the door that led back into his house. ‘I know she would want a Catholic funeral.’

Çöktin entered the priest’s living room. ‘Yes, although we’ll have to try and contact her sister-in-law and any relatives she might still have in Argentina first. The story will hit the newspapers tomorrow. That may jog somebody’s memory. But I’ll tell our doctor to keep you informed.’

They walked through the building, past many pictures and statues of saints, to the front door.

‘It’s fortunate, under the circumstances, we don’t have any time limits on the burial of our dead,’ the priest said as he opened the door on to the street. ‘You Muslims have to be in the ground within twenty-four hours, don’t you?’

‘Yes, although in circumstances like this that isn’t always possible,’ Çöktin replied as he stepped across the threshold. ‘Thank you again, Father Giovanni, for your help and your hospitality.’ He smiled. ‘Your courtyard is delightful. It’s like being in a little corner of Italy.’

Father Giovanni laughed. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘it’s designed to be. I love it here but I do miss my home – if you can understand that.’

‘Yes,’ Çöktin said, ‘I understand that.’

And then he left, his mind suddenly possessed by images of his village home that he could only dimly remember. A place where everyone was Yezidi and there were no silences where the truth should be. But there wasn’t, then or now, any work, any money or any hope. Only the strange and harsh beauty of eastern Turkey and the certainty of the closeness of the Peacock Angel, the Yezidi image of the miraculously restored and benevolent Satan.

They were not an overtly unusual couple. Lots of men and women had sex in doorways and deserted courtyards after dark in this part of the city, especially Russian women – like her. Voluptuous and blonde, she was quite different from the man whose hands were on her. He was obviously local. He wasn’t, however, her usual type of customer. Tall, well groomed and very handsome, he looked like a lawyer or a doctor, someone who could afford far better than her. He curled his long arms round her back and whispered in her ear.

‘Why should I believe you, Masha? There’s no body. For all I know Vladimir could just be a figment of your imagination.’

‘But he isn’t!’ she hissed. ‘I told you, Inspector Suleyman, he was my love and now he’s gone. Killed by that animal Rostov! I want, I need justice!’

Inspector Mehmet Suleyman took his head away from her ear and stood straight and tall in front of her. There was no one about: he could afford to be a little less cautious, just for a moment.

‘Look, if Vladimir came into the country illegally, I can’t even prove that he was ever here,’ he said. ‘Beyond your belief that Rostov’s heavies tied him into a sack and threw him into the Bosphorus, I’ve got nothing to go on.’

‘Yes, but Vladimir said he feared they’d kill him just before I saw him for the last time!’ Masha said, her hands resting pleadingly against Suleyman’s chest. ‘And drowning is how Rostov kills people. If you cross him or take what’s his, he drowns you. There’s so much water here, it’s easy.’

Suleyman sighed. Valery Ivanovich Rostov was one of several incredibly powerful Russian Mafia bosses who had settled in İstanbul since the fall of the old Soviet Union. A known, if unproven drug baron, Rostov had friends in high places amongst the local crime families and, it was alleged, within the Turkish Establishment. A bachelor, Rostov surrounded himself with violent but attractive young Russian men, which led many to suspect he was homosexual. And if this Russian prostitute was to be believed, her boyfriend, this Vladimir, had been one of Rostov’s boys – even though she claimed he’d never shared the boss’s bed. He’d just carried Rostov’s drugs to wherever they were ‘needed’ until the temptation of what he was holding became too much for him – or so she said. Suleyman knew he had to be careful. Russians like Masha who’d spent most of their short lives in İstanbul almost always worked for one or other of the mobs. It was very probable she actually worked for Rostov. It had, after all, been she who had sought him out that first time and not vice versa. Just like now, she’d pulled him into a doorway – he was going to arrest her for unlawful soliciting – until she mentioned Rostov – the man he’d been after for nearly six months. How had Masha known? But then if she wasn’t on the level, Suleyman couldn’t as yet work out quite what game she was playing or to what end. However, if she were telling the truth . . .

‘There must be something of Vladimir’s in Rostov’s house,’ Masha said mournfully. ‘He was always there in recent months. There has to be an item of clothing or . . . I could identify anything of his, I remember it all.’

‘No,’ Suleyman flicked his head back to indicate his disagreement, ‘it would be your word against his and that’s not good enough. Rostov is too well connected. I need independent proof that this Vladimir existed.’ Then, hearing voices approaching down the alleyway opposite, he said, ‘Kiss me!’

He reached down and took her lips between his. Horribly, even with her cold junkie’s eyes looking over his shoulder, it felt really good. And although he did manage to stop himself from reaching out towards her almost naked breasts, he couldn’t prevent the erection that made itself very obviously apparent. Once the small group of late-night revellers had passed them by, Masha took her lips away from his and placed her hand on the front of his trousers.

‘I can make that feel so much better,’ she said as she toyed provocatively with his zip.

For just a fraction of a second, Suleyman hesitated. He loved his family, adored his wife, but ever since she’d given birth to their son nearly a year ago sex had been uncomfortable for her. And even though he knew exactly what this Masha was . . .

‘No,’ he pushed her hand away roughly, ‘I can’t search Rostov’s house on a pretext as whimsical as this.’

‘So what do you need, Inspector?’ she said provocatively as, yet again, she placed her hand over his crotch. This time he didn’t stop her.

‘I need some proper evidence of Vladimir’s existence and of his involvement with Rostov. So many young men come and go from that house . . .’ He looked down just as she slipped her hand inside his zip and took his penis between her fingers. ‘I . . .’

‘You’re a very big, attractive man, Inspector,’ she pouted. ‘I can give you so much pleasure.’

‘No!’ He tore her hand from his penis and pushed himself away from her. ‘No.’

‘What?’ She shrugged, watching bemused as he fastened the front of his trousers. ‘I don’t understand. I’d do you for free. You’re hot and, anyway, you’re helping me, aren’t you? I have to give you something.’

Suleyman breathed deeply. ‘Not that,’ he said thickly, ‘information. If you’re serious about wanting to avenge this Vladimir’s death then you have to give me something I can work with.’

‘But—’

‘Look, I’ve got this feeling I’m finding very difficult to shake off that you work for Rostov.’ He moved back towards her once again. ‘I know, I can tell that you’re addicted to heroin. We have good reason to believe that Rostov gives his girls heroin. Now if you can take me to that—’

‘No!’

‘Masha!’

‘No!’ She looked up, her eyes glazing into his. ‘No, look, all right, I do work for Rostov – how else would I have met Vladimir? But I’m not prepared to go on record with that, and as for drugs, I can’t give you . . .’

Suleyman moved away. ‘Well, then I can’t help you,’ he said. ‘Don’t bother me again. If you do I’ll arrest you.’

He turned and began to walk towards the light emanating from the still busy Yeniçeriler Caddesi.

‘But what if I can get you what you want? What if it could be possible for me to get closer to Rostov for you? Maybe sometime in the future . . . ?’

He resisted the temptation to turn back and look at her. He knew all about her long blonde hair, thick lips and even thicker breasts.

‘If it’s information I can substantiate, then maybe,’ he said, flinching as one of the city’s thin street cats ran across the front of his shoes.

‘Maybe I’ll get it then,’ she called. ‘For Vladimir I’ll perhaps take that risk. And for you.’

Impulsively he turned back, just to see her cheap sexiness one more time. But she had gone, leaving only the sound of her voice drifting down the stillness of the hot, dark alleyway.

‘I’ve always wanted to fuck a prince,’ it said.

Suleyman put one hand into his jacket pocket and shakily took out his packet of cigarettes. How did she know that? Not that he was a prince, but he was the grandson of a man who had been. Like Rostov, Suleyman’s ancestors, the Sultans of Turkey, had tied those they didn’t like into sacks and thrown them into the Bosphorus. But then perhaps that was why Masha had ascribed that particular method of execution to Rostov – so it would be familiar to Suleyman, so he’d feel something about it. Allah, but these people, like Rostov, had eyes in every place, even, seemingly, his own bedroom. To tempt his sex-starved body with that full, luscious body! Oh, it had to be! She couldn’t possibly be serious about this ‘Vladimir’ – girls like that didn’t love anyone. It had to be a set-up.

But then this wasn’t the first time he’d thought this way. Before, on the first and only other occasion she’d pulled him into a doorway to whisper stories of Vladimir into his ear, he’d been convinced she was lying. And yet he’d gone back for more. He’d arranged to meet her here tonight. Nothing she said could be substantiated. Why had he come?

He lit a cigarette, inhaled and then exhaled slowly. He’d nearly ejaculated in her hand when she’d reached inside his trousers. The thought of it now made him want to be sick. He, a married man with a son, with a wife, not to mention a career. Masha was a junkie, one of Rostov’s junkies, and she was setting him up for something. Somehow, Rostov and who knew what other crime bosses – there seemed to be so many of them now – had learned that Suleyman, İkmen and another colleague, İskender, had taken it upon themselves to tackle the gangs whenever they could. This was not police policy. When Zhivkov, the all-powerful Bulgarian boss and his men had been dealt with, that had, officially at least, been the end of the matter. But since Zhivkov’s death a lot of people had come forward as contenders for his crown. Rostov, renowned for his intelligence as well as his brutality, was one of them. Miserably Suleyman wondered who Rostov had ‘bought’ in his department and just how close that person was to him. It had to be someone who knew how vulnerable he was at this time, someone who had detected his unhappiness. He hadn’t after all told anyone about his personal problems, not even İkmen. Perhaps it was written on his face, that growling, inner hunger?

One thing that was for certain was that he had to forget all this now. Rostov wasn’t going to allow himself to be offered up easily and so Suleyman had to go back to what he’d been doing before Masha appeared: gathering evidence, such as it was, and waiting. He was, he thought bitterly, as the vision of his wife, Zelfa’s, face flashed briefly into his mind, good at that.
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