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‘Nadel’s novels take in all of Istanbul – the mysterious, the beautiful, the hidden and the banal. Her characters are vivid. A fascinating view of contemporary Turkey’
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‘Inspector Çetin İkmen is a detective up there with Morse, Rebus and Wexford. Gripping and highly recommended’
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‘A colourful and persuasive portrait of contemporary Istanbul’

Literary Review

‘Nadel’s evocation of the shady underbelly of modern Turkey is one of the perennial joys of crime fiction. İkmen is a magnificent character and I can’t think of a better summertime read’

Mail on Sunday

‘Nadel makes full use of the rich variety of possibilities offered by modern Istanbul and its inhabitants. Crime fiction can do many things, and here it offers both a well crafted mystery and a form of armchair tourism, with Nadel as an expert guide’

Spectator

‘The strands of Barbara Nadel’s novel are woven as deftly as the carpet at the centre of the tale . . . a wonderful setting . . . a dizzying ride’
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Prelude




‘My wife, Inspector, is a tart,’ the man said with what could only be described as amusement in his deep black eyes.

‘As in . . .’ the policeman began tentatively.

‘As in she sleeps with other men as and whenever the mood takes her,’ came the reply. ‘Both Emine and myself are free spirits, Inspector.’ He smiled. ‘We are of the generation that first discovered the crazy world outside this country.’ Then, holding up a large decanter filled with a light caramel-coloured liquid, he said, ‘Whisky?’

The policeman, Inspector Çetin İkmen, placed one hand over his heart and said, ‘No, thank you, sir. I am on duty.’

The man, who was a tall, rangy individual called Ahmet Aksu, shrugged his shoulders. ‘As you wish,’ he said as he topped up his own already rather full glass. He then paused in front of the large picture window that let so very much light into his vast sitting room and looked at the amazing view beyond.

Hasköy was not yet one of the more fashionable suburbs of the city of İstanbul. Situated on the northern shore of the Golden Horn it was a place of steep hills, narrow roads, and houses that ranged from tin-roofed shacks to elegant mini-mansions made of wood in the style of the nineteenth-century Ottoman Empire. In the past it was a district heavily populated by Jews and gypsies. In the latter half of the twentieth century, however, many of the ‘ethnics’ moved away and Hasköy became the preserve of poor migrant workers from eastern Anatolia, who came to the city to find employment and to make their fortunes. Now, the fifty-seven-year-old İkmen reflected, Hasköy was experiencing a different kind of incomer. Ahmet Aksu, İkmen decided, was about his own age, though better preserved. He was the owner of a glossy lifestyle magazine. Elegant and media savvy, Mr Aksu and his wife had purchased one of the Ottoman mini-mansions and had turned it into what İkmen imagined the inside of a Zen Buddhist temple might look like. Not that a mere Turkish policeman like İkmen had ever had the opportunity of seeing a real Zen Buddhist temple – he had rarely left his country and when he had, it was only on business. He did know, however, that Zen minimalism was ‘in’ because Mr Aksu had told him that it was. Mr Aksu had also told him that his home was a perfect example of this style and philosophy, but Çetin İkmen found that sitting so close to the floor, even on large pad-like cushions, was not comfortable. It made his knees feel very sore and meant that in order to smoke effectively he had to crouch inelegantly over the ashtray Mr Aksu had given him. He must look, he felt, like some sort of dark, scruffy hobgoblin – especially when compared to the pristine Mr Aksu.

‘Mr Aksu,’ İkmen said as soon as he saw the other man move away from his view of the Golden Horn and the teeming suburb of Ayvansaray on the opposite shore, ‘you mentioned that you were of the generation who discovered some crazy world beyond this country . . .’

Ahmet Aksu laughed. ‘Ah, yes,’ he said, ‘in the 1960s.’ With a youthful effortlessness, Aksu lowered himself on to the cushion across from the long, low table in front of İkmen. ‘You were there too, I imagine, Inspector,’ he said, ‘when the hippies, flower children and drop-outs arrived from Western Europe.’

‘Yes . . .’ İkmen wanted to smile too, but he didn’t. Long, long ago he’d loved a ‘flower child’, a British girl called Alison. Even now, in 2005, the memory of her, long since dead, still gave him pause.

‘At first I would go down to the Pudding Shop in Sultanahmet where they all used to gather, and just watch them,’ Aksu said as his eyes shone with the memory of it. ‘Later, groups formed. We all talked incessantly. They taught me a lot. Conversations with them about everything from drugs to psychoanalysis to music improved my English. I learned that growing one’s hair was not a sin – even though my father begged to differ – that men could wear flowers and still be heterosexual, and, of course, I met a kindred spirit in Emine. We both committed to explore free love in 1969.’

‘I see.’ İkmen was a little shocked by this admission and turned his head to one side. He remembered the old hippy café and hangout in Sultanahmet called the Pudding Shop. As a young constable he’d raided it for drugs on more than one occasion and had himself seen quite a few curious young Turks within its walls. He knew that some local people took to the hippy lifestyle like ducks to water, but he’d never had a great deal to do with such people himself. Not until now.

‘We married eventually, in 1974,’ Aksu continued. ‘But that didn’t change anything with regard to how we lived our lives. Emine and I take lovers, Inspector. I call her a “tart” as a term of endearment. In reality I am as hungry for sexual adventure, if not more so, as my wife. You may disapprove but—’

‘Sir, my only concern is for the safety of Mrs Aksu,’ İkmen replied. ‘If, as you say, she has been missing for two weeks—’

‘Two weeks and a day,’ Aksu corrected. ‘And Emine has gone off before, Inspector. In fact, last year she spent three weeks on the south coast – at Bodrum, as it turned out. First in the company of a young conscript, then an Israeli kayaking instructor, and then an artist from İzmir. I didn’t hear from her until the eighteenth day of her absence. But I was never worried.’ His slim face suddenly clouded. ‘Not like this.’

Frowning, İkmen said, ‘Like what?’

Aksu shrugged. ‘I can’t really articulate it,’ he said. ‘It’s only a feeling. But this time, I am uneasy. There’s something . . . wrong. I . . .’

‘Tell me about it,’ İkmen said as he rocked painfully back on to his thighs and then lit a cigarette.

A moment of silence ensued, after which the elegant media man said, ‘Emine left home two weeks and one day ago to go, I know, to meet someone. After all these years, I know the signs and I could see that she was excited.’

‘You didn’t ask whom she might be going to see or where she might be going?’

‘That was never part of the deal, if you like, Inspector,’ Aksu said. ‘My wife and I come and go as we please, as the spirit takes us. We always have. But this . . .’ he leaned forward his face now set and serious, ‘this was different.’

‘In what way?’

‘I don’t know!’ Aksu said. ‘Call it a feeling, an intuition, some sort of emanation from the unconscious, or second sight, but something was . . . wrong.’

İkmen knew all about ‘second sight’. ‘Did you tell your wife that you were concerned about her? Did you express your fears to anyone, Mr Aksu?’

‘No!’ He shook his head, his eyes beginning to fill with tears. ‘She would have thought that I was stupid.’ He took a long slug from his whisky glass and said, ‘I thought I was being stupid.’

Çetin İkmen sighed. How many times had he seen intuition ignored in this way? How many times had he known, to the bottom of his soul, that it shouldn’t be so easily discounted? He put out his cigarette and consulted the notes he had taken from Mr Aksu earlier. Emine Aksu was fifty-five years old, slim, blonde, and apparently without noticeable inhibitions. ‘Mr Aksu,’ İkmen said as he looked at the finer details of his notes, ‘your wife’s mobile phone would seem to be out of action.’

‘Yes.’

‘So it’s not likely that we can trace her via that method.’ Not that technology was anything that İkmen generally placed great professional faith in. In his experience, the more complicated a system was, the more delicate and temperamental it also could become. ‘Mr Aksu, do you know in what direction your wife went when she left you two weeks and one day ago?’

Aksu looked towards the window at the grey, now slightly autumnal-looking waterway beyond. ‘Across the Golden Horn,’ he said, ‘towards the old southern neighbourhoods. I can’t be any more precise than that, Inspector. I’m sorry.’ And then with a certainty that İkmen found chilling, Ahmet Aksu said, ‘Emine is dead, isn’t she, Inspector?’

İkmen didn’t answer.

As if suddenly struck by a thought even more disturbing than his wife’s death, Aksu looked at İkmen and said, ‘It was as if she was a girl again. When she left here that afternoon it was as if she was her old self, years ago, going off to meet me in Sultanahmet with her most beautiful clothes on and her brain full of strange ideas. Actually, Inspector, there is just one thing. I don’t know if it is significant . . .’


Chapter 1




Çetin İkmen was sitting in the Pudding Shop with his friend and colleague, Mehmet Süleyman. After they had bought their coffees, he turned to the other inspector. ‘Young people can do a lot of things these days which were just not possible thirty years ago. They can talk to each other endlessly on their mobile phones, wander around wearing iPods that allow them to listen to the music tracks of their choice – they can even afford Prada and Versace clothes and accessories. One of the things they can’t do, however, is go on the hippy trail from İstanbul to Kathmandu. The conflict in Afghanistan and the instability in Pakistan, not to mention the practical difficulties for independent travellers in post-revolutionary Iran, have rendered travelling the trail an act of madness. In the sixties and seventies it was a very “hip” thing to do. Getting to Kathmandu, finding enlightenment in a Hindu ashram, having a lot of sex whilst stoned and doused in Patchouli oil, were definitely where it was “at” back then. Much of the initial “tuning in” and “dropping out” began at the beginning of the trail in İstanbul. In fact, it began right here, in this small, seemingly insignificant eatery.’

The Pudding Shop had been started in the 1950s by two brothers from the Black Sea coast. It had specialised in cheap milk and rice puddings, ideal for those afflicted by the ravages of cannabis-induced hunger. Cheap and friendly, it also provided an information sharing system, in the form of a notice board as well as by word of mouth, for all of the freaks, heads and seekers headed East. It was, for a time, where the Flower Children first learned what it meant to be on the trail, where the excitement, as well as the drugs, first really and truly kicked in.

‘It was a lovely dream while it lasted,’ Çetin İkmen continued as he stirred four sachets of sugar into his frothy cappuccino. The Pudding Shop did still sell bog-standard old Turkish black tea, but many of its youthful customers now openly preferred designer coffee, which was not exactly ‘roughing it’. ‘I mean I know I took part in searching this place for drugs on several occasions, but that didn’t mean I didn’t sympathise with the hippies’ goals. Finding oneself or rather some sort of satisfaction in life, by whatever means, is an admirable aim. And some of the young people were absolutely gorgeous . . .’

‘Then,’ his younger, taller and far handsomer companion raised a warning finger before tipping his head back towards the left-hand side of the restaurant. ‘Now, however . . .’

İkmen looked up to see what or who Süleyman was indicating with his head. It was a man, probably, of indeterminate age. Crusted with filth, his features were nevertheless fine and narrow like those of an English or Frenchman. His bare arms were, significantly, threaded with livid and, in some cases, bloodied track marks.

‘I think that he probably found something of a rather more malignant nature than a lot of them,’ İkmen said.

‘An eternal appointment with Dr Heroin,’ his companion replied. ‘Çetin, a great many of them ended up that way.’

‘Yes, well . . .’

‘I know that the girl you liked, Alison, didn’t do drugs until they were forced upon her by those dealers but . . .’

İkmen lowered his head once again. Inspector Mehmet Süleyman was one of the few people in his life who knew about his brief and innocent dalliance with a young English hippy girl back in the 1970s. Married with children, İkmen had been a constable and was basically happy, as he was now, with his lot in life. The attentions of a pretty and funny foreigner had, however, been flattering. He had never slept with Alison, or had anything more than rather superficial conversations with her, and he had only ever kissed her once. But somehow a connection had been made and when he learned many years later that she had died at the hands of drug dealers when her personal trail eventually finished in Pakistan, it had affected him profoundly. In spite of ‘busting’ more than a few hippies for drugs in the seventies, İkmen still possessed an irrepressible admiration for those early heads, freaks and seekers of Nirvana. The drugs aside, there was a lot about their rejection of materialism in favour of the world of the contemplative and unseen that chimed positively with Çetin İkmen. As the son of a woman many had consulted as a seer and a witch during the course of his childhood, İkmen knew all about looking ‘inside’.

‘Drug casualties are littered along the old hippy road to Kathmandu,’ İkmen said. ‘We naturally have our share of these ghosts of the sixties and seventies.’

Mehmet Süleyman offered his friend a cigarette before lighting one up for himself. ‘I can remember being warned about this place when I was a teenager,’ he said. ‘My mother believed that if you so much as set foot in here you became a drug addict.’

İkmen laughed. ‘By the time you were a teenager the glory days of the Pudding Shop were very nearly over,’ he said. ‘In the late sixties when you were still at primary school, I was pulling lumps of hashish the size of bookshelves out of backpacks. By the late seventies raiding this place for a few grams of Lebanese Gold wasn’t worth the effort, not when compared to what you could pick up from all the wandering dealers in the streets behind here and up towards the Grand Bazaar. Pudding Shop drugs were largely recreational. What came after that time – well, that was different.’

‘Now the trade is controlled by Mafias,’ Süleyman said with a sigh. ‘Russians, Chechens, our own . . .’

‘And is, as a consequence, a business,’ İkmen continued. ‘Nothing to do with enlightenment or even just plain honest fun.’

They both sat in silence for a short while. At the pristine self-service counter, a very smartly dressed young assistant sold cappuccino and cake to a respectable middle-aged couple from Berlin as well as a cup of tea to a very scrubbed-looking backpacker from Israel. Times had changed since the days of the hash-smoked walls of the Pudding Shop of yesteryear.

Süleyman cleared his throat. ‘So why did you ask to meet me here specifically, Çetin?’ he asked as he pulled one hand through his thick, slightly greying black hair.

İkmen dug one thin, yellowed hand into the pocket of his jacket and took out a photograph of a woman. He put it on the table in front of Süleyman and said, ‘This is Emine Aksu, wife of the magazine owner Ahmet Aksu.’

The other man looked down at the picture and raised his eyebrows. ‘Attractive.’

‘She’s fifty-five years old, childless, and she’s a missing person,’ İkmen said. ‘Been gone from their home in Hasköy for – according to her husband, whom I saw this morning – two weeks and one day.’

Süleyman frowned. ‘He’s only just now reported it?’

İkmen, in a rather more lowered tone than was usual for him, told Süleyman about the Aksu’s ‘open’ relationship and then said, ‘Ahmet Aksu met Emine here in the Pudding Shop back in the sixties. Given their espousal of free love plus the faint whiff of cannabis smoke I picked up in their house in Hasköy, I don’t think that either of them has ever really left since. Take away Mr Aksu’s suit and his wife’s designer clothes and I think that you’ll find pure hippy underneath. I know it’s supposed to be fashionable now, but even their home is decorated in the Buddhist style – or so he told me. I mean Buddhism was almost the state religion of the hippies . . .’

‘I thought that a lot of them became Hindus . . .’

‘Well, in addition to Hinduism,’ İkmen said. ‘But that is by the by. Look, Mehmet, I don’t have to tell you that I am my mother’s son, do I?’

Süleyman smiled. Everybody knew that Çetin İkmen was the son of Ayșe İkmen, the famous witch of Üsküdar. Originally from Albania, Ayșe had been an odd choice of wife for Çetin’s academic father Timür, and indeed for some years she had been very out of place in the Asian suburb of Üsküdar. But as her experiences of second sight as well as her other demonstrations of occult knowledge grew, so did her fame and standing in the local community. Not that any of this lasted for any great length of time. Çetin was only ten when his mother died, but she left him with her considerable gift of insight. He used it more often than even he would sometimes admit to himself in his work.

‘I have a distinct feeling of foreboding where Mrs Emine Aksu is concerned,’ İkmen continued. ‘It is a feeling that Mr Aksu shares.’

‘Well, as you said yourself, Çetin, he is a hippy at heart and such people do tend to believe in such things.’

İkmen knew that Süleyman was not implying that he didn’t himself believe in ‘such things’, but was just simply making an observation on Ahmet Aksu. What Mehmet Süleyman believed or did not believe about the world unseen was still very open to question.

‘Yes,’ İkmen said. ‘What Mr Aksu also believes, or rather what he observed in his wife the last time he saw her, could be, he thinks, something to do with her old hippy past. He said that when she left their home just over two weeks ago, there was a girlish quality about her. After I quizzed him further, he told me that his wife had intimated that she might be going to meet someone from her distant past. The Aksus apparently knew – amongst others – a lot of drug dealers and other assorted criminal types back in their old hippy days. Now, this makes Ahmet Aksu distinctly nervous. He claims to remember very few names and when he did dredge one up it was with great reluctance. I suspect the Aksus have moved on socially even more than their polished outward appearances would suggest.’ He pulled a slightly sour face. ‘What rich kids do or did for fun, eh?’

Süleyman put his cigarette out and then almost immediately lit another. ‘Are Mr and Mrs Aksu both from wealthy families?’ he asked.

‘Nouveaux riches,’ İkmen said with a smile. ‘Compared to yourself, I mean, my dear Mehmet.’

‘I see.’ The handsome, arrogant face hardly moved. But then İkmen knew it was just a game his friend played with him at times like this. To look blank and unmoved was an Ottoman prerogative and Mehmet Süleyman was most decidedly an Ottoman. Although the Sultanate of Turkey had been abolished by Atatürk back in 1924, prior to that what was then the Ottoman Empire had been ruled by the monarch, supported by an assortment of relatives, ministers and significant families. One of those connected to the royal house by marriage was the family that became known by the surname Süleyman. Mehmet, the son of a man older people in their home neighbourhood still called ‘Prince’ Muhammed Süleyman, was one of a very noble, if now impoverished, breed. Those with money, at least in the eyes of some of the old families, could only be nouveaux riches with all the connections to lack of taste and coarseness that such a term included.

‘In the late sixties many of our own youngsters, particularly those with money and education, discovered the hippies,’ İkmen said. ‘I remember it distinctly. Looking in here and seeing a few pale Turkish faces amongst a sea of red and brown Europeans. They were nervous at first – it was all so alien – but once they got going on the hash, read a few pages of On the Road and discovered sex, inhibitions soon came crashing down.’

‘I’m sure they did,’ Süleyman replied. ‘And so you think that this Mrs Emine Aksu may really have met someone from that time, do you, Çetin?’

‘I think that it is one possibility,’ İkmen said. ‘Looking at her past acquaintances from that period is certainly a place to make a start in the search for Mrs Aksu.’ Then he leaned across the table and smiled at his friend. ‘How do you fancy a trip back to the 1960s, Mehmet?’

A quiet life wasn’t something that Mr Ali Tevfik had thought anything much about until he reached the age of thirty. Up until that time he had spent most of his waking hours hanging out in the cafés and bars of Sultanahmet in the winter and then doing much the same thing at the seaside resorts on the southern Mediterranean coast in the summer time. Ali, to the eternal shame of his diplomat father, devoted his time entirely to parties, women, drink and drugs. In the forefront of the nightclub scene in places like Antalya, it was only when one of his young female conquests commented upon his ‘advanced’ age that Ali began to question what he was doing. Up until that moment being thirty had meant very little to him. Suddenly being told that he was ‘old’, however, set him thinking and within a year he had enrolled on a business studies course in London and made his father very happy. Now he nominally ran one of the most successful car hire firms in the country, had been married for twenty-five years and had two daughters both of whom were at university in the US. Mr Ali Tevfik enjoyed reading, pottering in his lovely garden which led down to the Bosphorus, and, occasionally, a little relaxed game of golf with other semi-retired friends. In short, he enjoyed a life of very deliberate quietness. It was not a style of being that prepared him in any way for the appearance of a rather scruffy policeman with news from his distant, disreputable past.

‘I understand’, Çetin İkmen said as he sat down in the garden chair his host had gestured him towards, ‘that you know Mr Ahmet Aksu and his wife, Emine.’

‘I know of them,’ Ali Tevfik replied as he sat down opposite the policeman. The Bosphorus was very blue and calm on what was a very fine evening and the view of it which his seat afforded him made him smile. ‘Ahmet Aksu owns Fabulous Homes, that lifestyle magazine.’

‘He does indeed.’ İkmen smiled. ‘However, Mr Tevfik, when I said that you know the Aksus, what I should have said is that you knew the couple, years ago.’

Ali Tevfik frowned.

‘Back in the late sixties and early seventies, according to Mr Aksu, you and he were part of a group that met in the Pudding Shop in Sultanahmet,’ İkmen said.

‘Ah.’

‘Like a lot of young Turks at the time you were fascinated by all of the European hippies who descended on the city during that period.’ He moved his hands through the air as if casting a spell. ‘Mysterious travellers on their way to seek enlightenment.’

‘Well, er . . .’ Mr Tevfik looked down at the floor in a way that made İkmen feel that he was embarrassed by this conversation.

‘But then that wasn’t always the case, was it?’ İkmen said. ‘Many of them just wanted to get high, didn’t they? I arrested a few of those back then, in the Pudding Shop. Maybe Mr Aksu, his wife Emine Öz, as she was then, and you were even present when that happened. I mean, you must have seen a few – what did the hippies call drug raids?’

‘Busts,’ Ali Tevfik said as he looked up with a sigh. ‘We called them busts. What on earth is all this about, Inspector? I haven’t done anything wrong. Why are you asking Ahmet Aksu about my past?’

İkmen told him about Emine Aksu and the fact that she was now officially a missing person.

‘Back then, in the sixties, Emine was wild,’ Ali Tevfik said. ‘Before she even met Ahmet there was this Dutch boy, and, well . . .’

‘And there were a lot of drugs,’ İkmen said. ‘According to Mr Aksu your particular preference, for both taking and dealing, was LSD. Having an “acid trip”—’

‘He had no right to bring that up! That was a very long time ago!’ Ali Tevfik’s eyes blazed. ‘We all did it back then! Everyone took, even the whiter than white dealt on occasion! You can’t arrest me for something I did when I was twenty!’

‘Nor would I want to, sir,’ İkmen said. ‘You are now a very respectable man whose company contributes considerably to the economy of this country.’ He looked up at the large nineteenth-century Ottoman villa behind them and then continued, ‘And to your own wealth, of course, too.’

‘Then . . .’

‘Mr Tevfik, I know from Mr Aksu that it wasn’t just a Dutch boy upon whom Emine Öz bestowed her favours back in the sixties. You were also, shall we say, intimate with the lady. Is that not so?’

Ali Tevfik lowered his very dark brown eyes. ‘Yes. Although not for very long. Ahmet came along and . . . well, back in those days most of us preferred the Western girls anyway. Emine was a lot of fun, but she was too Turkish . . .’

‘Too Turkish? What do you mean?’ İkmen said.

‘Well, materialistic, I suppose you would say,’ Ali Tevfik replied. ‘Inspector, back then the Westerners – and some of us, too – were all against materialism; it was the fashion. The fact that you had to have wealthy parents to do what we did, didn’t occur to us. So going to India to “find yourself” or getting high in order to look inside your own head were the things that obsessed our minds. Oh, and getting laid was important too, but . . . our “ordinary” countrymen were fixated only on making money.’

‘Yes, sir,’ İkmen said a trifle testily. ‘Because they were, if you recall, poor. Most of us were.’

Turkey in the late sixties and seventies had, as Mr Ali Tevfik knew only too well, been another country. There had been no tourist industry to speak of back in those days and most people, though not deprived of the necessities of life, had enjoyed few luxuries. Western Europe, and particularly the US, had been viewed as places of almost impossible comfort and were either envied or emulated accordingly. People like Çetin İkmen had scraped a living – just.

Mr Ali Tevfik waved a hand in front of his face as if pushing thoughts of the ‘poor’ away from him. ‘Yes but Emine came from a wealthy family and so she didn’t really need anything. Unlike the Western girls, she was always on about the latest new dress, about her hair, her handbags, make-up, the shoes that seemed to change every day. She did drugs because it was fashionable to do drugs, not because she thought she might learn something from the experience. She was a spoilt little rich kid.’ And then he smiled. ‘But then you probably think we were all spoilt little rich kids, don’t you, Inspector?’

İkmen did but he didn’t pass any comment on it. ‘Mr Tevfik,’ he said, ‘my only concern is for Mrs Aksu who has been missing from her home now for fifteen days.’

‘Missing? You mean she’s gone off or something?’

‘We don’t know,’ İkmen said. ‘Mrs Aksu is, as she was when she was young, a free spirit. Her husband is accustomed to her frequent absences from their home. However, this absence has persisted and he is worried, which is why he contacted the police.’

‘So why are you asking me about it?’ Ali Tevfik said. ‘Emine and Ahmet are not people that I know now.’

İkmen looked out at the perfect lawn which stretched down to the great broadness of the Bosphorus at the end of the garden and said, ‘Mr Tevfik, Mrs Aksu is still, according to her husband, a very sexually adventurous woman. Mr and Mrs Aksu possess an understanding about such things and, in general, experience no problems in this regard. However, apparently when Mrs Aksu left home this last time to go about her “adventures”, her husband felt uneasy. In addition, Mrs Aksu gave her husband the impression she was not going off to meet a new lover but someone she had been with before, someone from her past.’

‘And you think that I—’

‘Your name was just one of several that Mr Aksu gave us,’ İkmen said. ‘As you will appreciate, sir, we have to follow all and any leads we are given.’

‘Inspector, I have been very happily married for twenty-five years now,’ Ali Tevfik said gravely. ‘I am of course aware of Ahmet and his magazine and, in fact, my company has in the past advertised our chauffeur service in it. I’ve seen both Ahmet and Emine at a couple of business functions over the years and I have spoken to both of them. But I haven’t had an affair with Emine, if that is what you think.’

‘No spark left over from the old days . . .’

‘Not a bit of it!’ he looked around first to make sure that no one else was in the garden before he leaned forward towards İkmen and said, ‘I last saw Ahmet and Emine two years ago. There was a dinner organised by the Touring and Automobile Association at the Pera Palas Hotel. I was there with my wife. I had a few very pleasant words with Ahmet and, after the dinner, a lot of the guests went into the bar for drinks. It was there that I spoke to Emine. Ahmet had gone off to speak to some other media types and my wife was talking to a friend so we were alone. Emine, after what can only have been at most five minutes, propositioned me. She always was a mischief maker. She came on to me.’

‘Did she.’

‘Yes!’ he whispered. ‘She said that if I wanted to come up to the room she and Ahmet had taken for the night she’d – well, she’d have sex with me. For the sake, she said, of old times . . .’

‘And did you?’ İkmen asked.

‘Well, of course I didn’t!’ Ali Tevfik replied. ‘I love my wife.’

‘And yet Emine Aksu is a very attractive woman,’ İkmen said. ‘And you have, by your own admission, slept with her before.’

‘Back in the sixties, yes,’ he said as he again looked around to ensure that no one else was about to join them in the garden. ‘But I left all of that behind years ago. Emine Aksu is still, I will freely admit, a very attractive woman, but she isn’t any more for me now than she was back in 1968.’

‘Why is that, sir?’

‘Well, because of her abiding materialism,’ Ali Tevfik said. ‘I mean, I know I like money and I love to have nice things, but . . .’ he lowered his voice again. ‘Between you and me, at one point she did suggest that we go outside, round the back of the hotel and “do it” out there. In the old days we both rather liked that sort of thing. And, well, I admit I was tempted, I—’

‘You went outside with her.’

‘Yes! Please, please don’t let this go any further . . .’

But İkmen neither confirmed nor denied whether he would comply or not.

‘I kissed her, I admit,’ Ali Tevfik said. ‘But then when it came to, well, sex and . . . there was a bit of a performance about how we might be able to protect her Versace skirt during the course of the proceedings and then when she took her shoes off so that she wouldn’t accidentally scuff them against the wall behind her . . .’

‘Your ardour cooled.’

‘Yes.’ He put his head down again, seemingly in shame. ‘I told her what I thought, she swore at me, and I went back to the bar. I haven’t seen Emine Aksu since.’

‘Are you sure?’ İkmen asked.

‘Positive. But I have heard a few rumours,’ Ali Tevfik said.

‘Oh?’ İkmen replied. ‘And what might they be, sir?’

According to her husband the only clue that Mrs Emine Aksu had given him about her destination on the day that she apparently disappeared, was that she was headed towards those old neighbourhoods on the southern side of the Golden Horn. Balat, Fener and Ayvansaray – Mehmet Süleyman knew them all for various reasons. Fener was where one of the many daughters of his colleague Çetin İkmen lived. In a big old house up by the Greek boys school, Hulya İkmen lived with her small son Timür as well as her mother and father-in-law and her husband, Berekiah. Not that Hulya, who was only just nineteen, was in her house very often. Eighteen months previously Berekiah had been badly injured in the terrorist attack on the Neve Şalom Synagogue in Beyoğlu which had resulted in the partial paralysis of both of his arms. Until that time Hulya and her in-laws, the Cohens, had lived opposite the synagogue. After the bomb, however, the Muslim daughter-in-law and her Muslim son had moved with her Jewish husband and his family to Fener. There they all lived while Hulya worked punishing hours in a variety of jobs in order to keep everyone. Prior to the violent events of November 2003, Berekiah Cohen had worked as a jeweller in the Grand Bazaar. Understanding as his old employer had been, no one could really use a jeweller with no strength or movement in his hands.

Ayvansaray was not a place that Süleyman visited frequently. One of the first cases he had worked on with İkmen, back in the days when he had been the older man’s sergeant, had taken place on the edge of this district. But it wasn’t somewhere that he knew well. Balat, on the other hand, was somewhere he was familiar with. It was also a place that, in spite of its connection to several murder cases he had worked upon over the years, was a district of which he was very fond. Until comparatively recently, it had been a predominantly Jewish quarter and it still, if one looked hard, possessed a considerable number of synagogues both large and small. Now, however, Balat was a district in transition. There were and had been for some time a large number of migrants from central Anatolia in the area. They were now being joined by certain rather bold members of the artistic middle classes. By dint of a large grant from UNESCO, Balat had been designated a world heritage site and was, so some believed, on the up.

However, Mehmet Süleyman in his smart dark suit still looked out of place. Children of dubious cleanliness eyed him suspiciously. He imagined quite a few of them were gypsies. In fact, several of the children were familiar to him for just that reason. One of the more recent incomers was a gypsy artist called Gonca. Tall, big-boned and beautiful, Gonca was also the mother of twelve children, most of whom looked vaguely hostile much of the time. But that was understandable. Mehmet Süleyman had had a brief but intense affair with their mother some years before. However, as he looked around at the listing buildings hung with great swathes of dark green creeper, he put Gonca and her delights firmly from his mind. The task at hand was to look around and talk to people about Mrs Aksu who must have looked, Süleyman felt, just as out of place in this environment as he did.

He went into a small grocer’s shop, passing as he did so an old flat-capped man snoring in the evening sunshine on a low stool outside. Just like village shops all over Anatolia, which always had at least one elderly man lurking around outside, this establishment sold everything from vine leaves to plastic toys and smelt strongly of bread and spices. As he entered, another flat-cap-wearing man behind the counter ushered his heavily veiled wife into a dark room at the back of the premises. Probably her husband, he was obviously protecting her from the gaze of the strange suited outsider who had just come into the shop.

The man, who was old, looked at Süleyman with an expression of open suspicion on his face.

The policeman in his turn, smiled. ‘Good evening, uncle*,’ he said as he picked a packet of Winston cigarettes up from the counter in front of its elderly owner. ‘I’d like to buy these cigarettes please.’

The old man shrugged and named his price and, as Süleyman passed the bank notes over to him, he showed him his police identification. The grocer swallowed hard. Traffic cops and the occasional passing uniformed officer were rare, but a smart man in plain clothes with a very posh accent was distinctly worrying. Such officers were, or could be, so he had heard, concerned with very frightening things like terrorism or the pursuit of traitors.

‘Sir, I don’t know what you want—’ the old man began.

‘We’re looking for this woman,’ Süleyman said as he placed a copy of the picture Ahmet Aksu had given to the police of his wife on the counter in front of the shopkeeper.

‘Mmm.’ Elderly eyes coped better when assisted by spectacles which the shopkeeper put on now. ‘An attractive lady,’ he said. ‘Very wealthy, by the look of her. Not like the ladies who live around here.’ He handed the picture back to Süleyman.

‘This lady, Emine Aksu, doesn’t live here,’ Süleyman said. ‘But this area is where she was apparently due to meet someone when she was last seen.’

‘When was that?’

‘Two Mondays ago, 9 May. In the afternoon or early evening, we think’

The old man, still looking at the photograph in front of him, shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘We don’t get ladies like her around here.’

‘Not even amongst the artists who’ve come to live in the area?’ Süleyman asked.

‘They don’t come into shops like this,’ the shopkeeper responded darkly. ‘They get what they need in the smart shops on Istiklal Street or in one or other of those mall places they have these days.’

‘Maybe, but you’d see such people on the street nevertheless.’

‘Possibly. But’, the old man said with what sounded like considerable certainty in this voice, ‘not this woman in the photograph.’

Süleyman tried another tack, something İkmen had told him the woman’s husband had spoken to him about. ‘This lady was wearing very distinctive shoes . . .’

‘Shoes or no shoes, I’ve not seen her.’

‘You’re sure?’

The shopkeeper said that he was, and, in fact, he wasn’t the only Balat resident to deny having ever seen Emine Aksu. Süleyman found that those who deigned to speak to him appeared to be almost disgusted by the photograph in his hands. Traditional country values and moralities were obviously very powerful forces in modern Balat. But then in all probability wherever Emine Aksu had gone on that fateful afternoon in May it had to have been to someone or some people like herself. Recent Anatolian migrants to the old Golden Horn districts were unlikely to have attracted a woman like her.

Süleyman left the shop, opened his new packet of cigarettes, lit up with a sigh, and then began the long climb to the top of the hill and the more ‘artistic’ inhabitants of the area.

There was and had only ever been room for one. Now that there were two, everything was impossible. There wasn’t room – at least, not enough to be able to move around easily. And one had to be practical. He’d been a fool and he said so in no uncertain terms.

The reply when it came nevertheless was not unexpected in any way. ‘I had to.’

It was true.

‘BUT NOW THERE’S A PROBLEM. YOU MUST SEE THAT SURELY.’

‘Of course I do!’

‘WELL THEN YOU’LL HAVE TO DO SOMETHING ABOUT IT, WON’T YOU?’

‘We will. We will have to do something about it.’


That, too, was true.


Chapter 2




Hulya İkmen Cohen was so tired by the time she got home that even the sight of her little boy Timür, his arms spread wide to cuddle his mummy, couldn’t cheer her.

‘I’m so sorry, my soul,’ she said as she bent down to kiss the child lightly on his forehead, ‘I’m too tired to pick you up. Mummy’s exhausted.’

Standing up, she took the glass of tea her mother-in-law was offering to her with gratitude. ‘Thank you.’

Just the look of Hulya these days made her mother-in-law, Estelle, want to weep. Prior to the synagogue bombings of 2003, Hulya had been a beautiful and blooming young wife and mother. Her husband, Estelle’s son Berekiah, had a good job as a jeweller in the Grand Bazaar and life was very pleasant. But now that Berekiah was effectively crippled, everything had changed. Ever since the great earthquake of 1999, Estelle’s own husband, ex-Constable Cohen, had been unable to work due to the injuries he had sustained during the course of that natural disaster. He had lost both his legs. Estelle had adjusted to it, and had taken work as and when she could. But now that Berekiah was unfit for work the pressure had increased. Now Hulya was the main breadwinner for the family and she did this by holding down a variety of jobs. First thing in the mornings she served breakfast to tourists at a small pansiyon in Sultanahmet; this was then followed by clerical work for the rest of the day at a travel agency in Beyoğlu. Then, twice a week, as on this particular occasion, she did a short stint waitressing at one of the bars on Nevizade Alley, behind the old fish market up in Beyoğlu. She was still very young and there could be quite an exciting buzz to working in the Kedi Bar even on the early evening shift. But it could also be rough and sometimes she got groped – usually by severely intoxicated customers from former Eastern bloc countries. Not that she told her husband, who would have been both furious and humiliated in equal measure. And besides, she was a policeman’s daughter and so, for all her tiredness and fragility, Hulya could handle herself. She sat down just as her husband, Berekiah, walked into the room. Instinctively, she made to rise and go to him.

‘Oh, don’t get up, my love,’ Berekiah said as he watched his mother go into the kitchen to begin preparing Hulya’s evening meal. ‘You’re tired.’

He lowered his head briefly in order to kiss her lightly on the cheek and then sat down in a chair on the other side of the room. Hulya and Berekiah rarely sat close to one another these days. She watched him as, smiling at the child playing in the middle of the room, her husband leaned back and let his all but useless arms flop heavily to his sides. The fanatics who had blown up the Neve Şalom Synagogue as well as all the homes and businesses that had surrounded it had also, Hulya bitterly observed, taken the physical side of her marriage away with all that death and destruction. If things didn’t improve, Timür would be the one and only child they would ever have.

But as usual, none of this was talked about and the couple just spoke of this and that, the minutiae of their respective days, until, at just past ten o’clock, Berekiah’s father Balthazar called out from his accustomed position in the little room with the television, nearest the front door.

‘Someone’s in the garden!’ he called out huskily through a deluge of cigarette smoke. ‘Estelle! Estelle!’

Even since the bomb attack Balthazar, who now lived for little beyond idle gossip and the television, had become obsessed with security. ‘Quick!’ he shouted, panicking. ‘I think whoever it is, is at the door!’

With a sigh of impatience – such incidents happened all the time these days – Berekiah rose painfully to his feet and said, ‘It’s all right, Dad. I’m coming.’

‘If it’s one of those bloody terrorists, I want to see his face before he tries to kill me this time!’ Balthazar shouted.

But, just as Berekiah knew it wouldn’t be, the person outside the front door was not a terrorist. It was Mehmet Süleyman.

‘I was in the area and so I thought I’d come and see how everyone is,’ the policeman said as he first embraced Berekiah and then kissed him on both cheeks.

‘Oh, it’s so good to see you!’ the younger man said. ‘It must be—’

‘Who is it?’ Balthazar Cohen called from his TV room by the door. ‘What does he want?’

‘It’s Mehmet, Dad,’ Berekiah replied.

‘Mehmet? My Mehmet? Mehmet Süleyman?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh, Mehmet!’ A woman’s voice, elderly but full of life, now joined in what was becoming an entire chorus based around just one name.

‘Estelle!’

She rushed forward, took the tall, handsome policeman in her arms, and kissed him hard on both cheeks. ‘Oh, Mehmet, you’ve come at just the right moment,’ Estelle said. ‘I’m preparing food for Hulya, who has been working all day and half the night, poor girl. You must join us!’

‘Er . . .’

Many years before, when the Cohens were still living back in Karaköy, Mehmet Süleyman had lived with them in their small and often riotous apartment. When his first marriage to his cousin Zuleika came to an end, he was both in disgrace with his own family and broke. Estelle had taken him in and cared for him as one of her own for several years while he got back on his feet again. Then, later, it was Mehmet who had been instrumental in helping to rescue Balthazar, Estelle and Berekiah from their shattered apartment opposite the bombed Neve Şalom Synagogue. Such vast and deep history meant that all and any contact between them was significant. Also Mehmet knew of old that getting away from the Cohen household without sharing a meal with them was impossible.

‘Let me just go and see Balthazar and then I promise I’ll be in to eat your food immediately,’ Mehmet said as he kissed Estelle on her cheeks and then pinched her chin lovingly between his fingers.

‘It’s only bulgur and a little chicken,’ Estelle said as she made her way back towards her kitchen. ‘If only I’d known that you were coming, Mehmet!’

‘It’s not a problem, Estelle, it—’

‘Mehmet! Mehmet!’ Balthazar called. ‘Stop talking to women and get in here with me!’

It wasn’t always easy for Mehmet Süleyman having what amounted to a second family. His own blood relations and his wife could be quite difficult enough to deal with on their own without the problematic and demanding Cohens in his life too. But he loved them and so, after taking his leave of Estelle and Berekiah, he went into the smoke-filled television room that was home to his old friend Balthazar.

Roughly the same age as Çetin İkmen, Balthazar Cohen nevertheless looked a good ten years older. Even allowing for the fact that both his legs had been amputated due to the injures he had sustained in the earthquake, ex-Constable Cohen was a small, thin man. His skin was heavily lined and coarsened by constant smoking, and he now bore little relation to the rather piratical and very funny man Mehmet Süleyman had patrolled the streets with at the beginning of his career. Back then he’d had a cheeky swagger and intense, sparkling black eyes which his many, many mistresses had found irresistible. Now his injuries and the bitterness that had resulted from them had reduced him to an angry and frustrated creature still hankering after his long lost sexual glory days.

‘Mehmet! Mehmet!’ he said as his friend bent down to kiss him on both cheeks. ‘We haven’t seen you for a long time! To what do we owe the pleasure now?’

‘I was just passing.’ Süleyman sat down in the chair opposite his friend and lit up a cigarette. Balthazar, as usual, already had a smoke in one of his yellow, clawed hands.

‘Passing? You? Up here?’ Balthazar narrowed his eyes. Süleyman lived out in the smart Bosphorus village of Ortaköy. He was hardly likely to be ‘just passing’ any of the old neighbourhoods along the Golden Horn at this time of night.

Seeing the look of suspicion on his friend’s face made Süleyman smile. ‘All right,’ he said, ‘I’m working.’

‘Oh.’ It was said in such a way as to indicate interest of a mild nature. But Süleyman knew that Balthazar’s curiosity about his old profession was very far from being unenthusiastic. Balthazar loved hearing about his old work and the lives and loves of his old colleagues. And so, because Emine Aksu’s disappearance was now a recorded fact, he told Balthazar about it and even showed him a photograph of the woman. After all, being housebound, Balthazar sometimes spent long periods of time staring out of the window watching the world go by. He could possibly have seen Emine Aksu. Not that Süleyman had come to the Cohen house to question its occupants. He had just literally dropped in on his way back to his car after what had been a very fruitless afternoon and evening. Emine Aksu, it seemed, may well have disappeared into thin air somewhere along the Golden Horn Bridge.

‘Nobody’s seen or heard anything about this woman, I suppose,’ Balthazar said, more as a statement than a question.

‘No.’

‘This area doesn’t change,’ the older man said darkly. ‘When my brothers and I used to scream in terror because our drunk of a father beat us senseless, no one ever heard or saw a thing. These neighbourhoods have always been close and that is irrespective of the type of people who might live here. When I was a kid all of our neighbours were also Jews, but these Muslims from Anatolia are no different. Hear, see and say nothing. If it was a definite murder, now that may be different, but . . .’

Mehmet Süleyman knew that his friend had been born in Balat but that he had then moved with his father and brothers to Karaköy when he was a youngster. Now that he was almost back to where he had started, it was obvious that Balthazar still retained many negative feelings about the place.

‘Are many of your friends from your childhood still in the area?’ the policeman asked once Estelle had been in to remind him that his food was nearly ready.

‘No.’ Balthazar shook his head. ‘There’re a few. Old Esther Sinop still lives down by the Ahrida Synagogue. Then there’s Moșe Levi, whom I went to school with. He’s still around. The Loya brothers . . . there were still a few shops in Jewish hands until recently – maybe there still are – clothing and shoes, mainly. But I don’t see anyone and no one bothers to come and see me.’

Ignoring this brief foray into self-pity, Mehmet asked Balthazar what the district had been like in the 1960s. They were, after all, talking about Emine Aksu whose glory days the sixties had been. Not for the first time it occurred to Süleyman that perhaps the reason why Emine had gone to meet her paramour in this area was because it was in Fener/Balat that she had originally met him back in her hippy days. Her husband had, after all, been given the impression that his wife was going to meet someone from her past.

‘Ah, the 1960s!’ Balthazar smiled. ‘Now that was my era, Mehmet. Sultanahmet alive with girls with long blond hair, vans full of hippies singing Rolling Stones songs driving by, and me – young, fit and very interested in that “free love” thing they all spoke about!’ He laughed.

‘Yes, but Balthazar here in Fener—’

‘What, hippies here in these neighbourhoods? No. They might have passed through here, but . . . even now people don’t stay in Balat, do they? We’ve one hotel here in Fener down by the Golden Horn, but this generally isn’t a tourist destination, is it?’

‘No.’

‘Although I suppose it’s possible that your missing woman, because she is Turkish, may have met her lover back here in the 1960s. You don’t know if he was a Jew or . . . ?’

‘We have no idea who he is or even if this idea of Mrs Aksu meeting an old lover from the past is accurate,’ Süleyman said. ‘Çetin İkmen is working his way through her known contacts, although as yet he’s not come up with very much.’

‘Ah, but he will,’ Balthazar said with a confident nod. ‘My daughter-in-law’s father is the best police officer in the world.’

Süleyman smiled. Çetin İkmen was indeed a legend amongst Turkish police officers, although whether his fame had yet spread across the world was less certain. But then Balthazar Cohen, as well as being related by marriage to the inspector, had always been one of his greatest fans. İkmen had, after all, covered for Balthazar – whose sexual adventures back then often took some time – on more than one occasion when they were both young officers together.

‘Well, Balthazar, that is true,’ Süleyman said as he rose to go and make his way out to the living room. From the polite coughing that was coming from the hall, he deduced that Estelle had finished preparing the food. ‘But your wife has cooked and I must go to eat . . .’

‘Mmm.’

He bent down in order to kiss his friend on the cheeks once again. As he pulled away, however, Balthazar said, ‘The idea of hippies, even Turkish hippies, around here is intriguing. Let me see if I can speak to a few people. Get me away from these four walls.’

Süleyman gave Balthazar a doubtful look. To his knowledge his friend never went out anywhere these days, however local.

‘I have a wheelchair and Estelle to push me if I want. She won’t mind,’ Balthazar said in answer to his friend’s unspoken question.

‘Yes, but you never—’

‘Then perhaps it is time that I did get out,’ Balthazar said firmly. ‘I could go and see Moșe Levi and the Loya brothers. I could go and see if those clothing businesses are still going. There was Mr Madrid the haberdasher he . . .’
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