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About the Book


Any bloody death will lead Inspectors Çetin İkmen and Mehmet Süleyman out onto the dark streets of Istanbul. On 21 January, a half-decapitated corpse in the poor multicultural district of Tarlabaşı poses a particularly frustrating and gruesome mystery. But as the months pass and the violence increases, it turns into a hunt for that rare phenomenon in the golden city on the Bosphorus: a serial killer.


Desperate to uncover the killer’s twisted logic as the body count rises, İkmen and Süleyman find only more questions. How are the victims connected? What is the significance of the number 21? And how many Istanbullus must die before they find the answers?
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Praise for Barbara Nadel’s novels:


‘Inspector Çetin İkmen is one of detective fiction's most likeable investigators, despite his grumpy and unsociable character. Or perhaps because of it – we seem to like our detectives a little grouchy: think of him as the Morse of Istanbul’ Daily Telegraph


‘Intelligent and captivating’ The Sunday Times


‘Fascinating … Inter-gang drug war and racial prejudice are only two of the ingredients stirred into the incendiary mix’ Good Book Guide


‘Impeccable mystery plotting, exotic and atmospheric’ Guardian




To Elsie and Lütfü who took me to Mexico. And to the Maya, without whom this book would not have been written.
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When Şukru saw him, the kid was poking a stick in the man’s wound. It made the body’s head move almost as if it were still alive. For a few moments Şukru just watched, mesmerised by the child’s apparent lack of either fear or empathy for the dead man. Ever since İstanbul’s Roma gypsies had been evicted from their traditional quarter of Sulukule three years before, life had been tough and it was the kids who had suffered the most. This kid, like Şukru, was Roma. Şukru knew him – he knew the whole family. His mother, once madam of a good-sized brothel back in the old quarter, now sometimes sold her body to poor immigrants on Taksim Square. The mother had little pride and so she beat the child, taking it out on the son, who in his turn poked a corpse with a stick.


The child – he was twelve at the most; no one including the kid himself knew his age for sure – didn’t see the middle-aged man approach. It was still dark and the ground was covered in a thick wadding of newly fallen snow – powdery, pure white and silent. As Şukru moved closer, he saw that the child was shaking. Was he cold, or frightened, or both? The government were moving the Roma on from this district, Tarlabaşı, now too. Houses were being demolished to make way for ‘better’ homes for people who were not Roma and everyone was scared all the time. Just as they had been back in Sulukule. As a child with no father and a whore for a mother, this kid was shunned and Şukru felt sorry for him. The boy poked the man’s wound again, but this time with his finger. Şukru cleared his throat. The kid, alarmed, looked up at Şukru Şekeroğlu, one-time grease wrestler, one-time king of the gypsy dancing-bear men. Trembling still harder now, he raised a hand in greeting. ‘Şukru Bey!’


Şukru Şekeroğlu tried not to show on his face how much he pitied the boy. He put his phone to his ear and waited for an answer.


‘Who you calling, Şukru Bey?’ The child, still apparently oblivious to how macabre his situation was, spoke with a frozen frown on his face.


‘You’d best get away from here now,’ Şukru said.


‘Why?’


No one was answering the phone, but Şukru persisted. ‘Well, do you want the police to think that you killed Levent Bey?’ he asked.


The child frowned. ‘I didn’t. I’ve killed no one.’ He put his head to one side and regarded Şukru closely. ‘You calling the coppers now?’


‘Yes.’


‘Why?’


‘Because sometimes that is all that is left to do,’ Şukru said. And then as someone finally answered his call he said to the boy, ‘And Levent Bey was not one of our own; he was one of theirs. Now they have taken him back.’




Chapter 1


Police sergeant Ayşe Farsakoğlu knew that all she had with and of the man who was making love to her was sex. No words of affection passed Mehmet Süleyman’s lips as he took her up against the wall of her shower room. When he came, it was Ayşe who panted with spent lust – he simply grunted and then immediately washed himself without looking at her. She, however, looked at him. Although middle-aged now – Ayşe had first met Inspector Mehmet Süleyman when he was twenty-nine – he was still slim, handsome and very aware of his power over women. The scion of an old Ottoman family related to the sultans, Süleyman was as mercurial as he was beautiful and Ayşe had been besotted by him for over a decade. Less than a year ago she’d passed up what might have been her last opportunity to marry a man who had really loved her for Süleyman. She was forty, and although she was still beautiful, her face was lined. Her eyes, for just a moment, became sad. But he didn’t notice. Married unsuccessfully twice and with a trail of failed affairs and one-night stands behind him, Mehmet Süleyman was unreliable, promiscuous, obsessed with his job and a thoroughly bad prospect. She loved him.


As he stepped out of her shower room, his phone began to ring. It had to be the station. No one else called before six in the morning. Ayşe walked back into her bedroom naked, hoping that maybe the sight of her tall, slim, slightly bronzed body would arouse his passions once again, knowing that if she had to compete with his work she was on a hiding to nothing. And she did have to compete with his work. She heard him say, ‘OK, I’ll be there’ – he looked briefly down at his watch, which was lying on her bed – ‘in ten minutes at the most.’ He didn’t tell whoever was on the other end where he was coming from and she didn’t know where he was going. Leaning against the door frame of her bedroom, Ayşe watched him dress quickly and tried to remember how many times she’d seen him do that in the past. Eventually she said, ‘What’s going on?’


‘A partially decapitated body in Tarlabaşı,’ he said.


She said nothing. He continued dressing with care, making sure that his shirt was crease-free, his tie just so. He used cologne on his face and through his hair and he even ran a finger across his teeth to make sure that they were perfectly clean. How could such self-absorption be attractive? And how could Ayşe concentrate on such irrelevances when apparently someone had been killed over in the poor district of Tarlabaşı?


She sat on her bed. ‘Who called?’ she asked.


‘Sergeant Mungan.’ He lit a cigarette. ‘I have to go.’


He didn’t bend down to kiss her goodbye and it wasn’t just because he was in a hurry. He rarely kissed her. Since their on/off affair had resumed in December 2011 when Ayşe had given up İzzet Melik, the man who had loved her so much, there had been sex but no passion. Even when he was inside her, he was as cold as winter. She watched him leave the room and then stood by her bedroom window so she could see him get into his car in the snowy street below.


Mehmet Süleyman didn’t like Tarlabaşı any more. From a professional point of view it had been trouble for years. Anywhere that was poor had problems. But the district’s poverty notwithstanding, and including its great brotherhood of drug dealers, was not why he disliked it. He objected to how it was being changed, which was against the will of the majority of its people.


Those who wanted to redevelop the area – construction companies approved by the government – had tried to put a positive spin on the demolition of an established nineteenth-century central İstanbul neighbourhood. But they’d failed. The locals – mainly Kurds, foreign immigrants, Roma, transsexuals and prostitutes – were not easily convinced. They knew that the brand-new flats they were being offered as compensation were in tower blocks thirty kilometres outside the city, because that was exactly what the deal had been when the Roma had been evicted from Sulukule. And that was why so many of them had subsequently moved out of those new flats and into the urban stew that was Tarlabaşı. In spite of the presence of the very obvious wrecking balls and earth-movers, Süleyman didn’t blame them. He’d heard stories about those tower blocks; about how people cried when they moved into them because they missed their communities. And what was it all for anyway?


He pulled off Tarlabaşı Bulvari on to some nameless street he knew would take him where he needed to be and briefly looked over his shoulder towards the back of İstiklal Caddesi, the very heart of the vibrant part of İstanbul known as the ‘New City’. Land there was worth a fortune. Land there was what Tarlabaşı, once it was remodelled for the new urban middle classes, was going to become. His car bumped down what quickly turned into an unmade track, past a shop selling nothing but plugs, which was next to a derelict house that had clearly been decorated by Tarlabaşı’s only recent new tribe of residents, street artists. What once had been a kitchen was now spray-painted with images of government ministers dressed as Nazis. Süleyman shook his head. Not so many years ago the only people ever portrayed as Nazis were the military. Now contained and curtailed by the Islamically inspired government of the AK Party, the army were not the bogeymen any more. In fact, an ongoing investigation into Ergenekon, a plot that had allegedly been devised by the generals to undermine the AK government, had made those who had once ruled into those who were now hunted. The military coups that had happened in the past in defence of Atatürk’s secular state were now no longer possible. But what had taken their place was, it seemed to Süleyman, gradually turning sour also. That was certainly the view from somewhere like Tarlabaşı, as well as, he imagined, from the prison cells of the generals who had already been locked up pending trial for treason.


He got out of his car and walked over to where a group of people – police officers and civilians – stood and squatted in the snow.


‘This man found the body.’


Ömer Mungan was new to the department as well as to the city, and he was eager to please. He had a tendency to pull Süleyman towards whatever it was he wanted him to see, whoever he needed him to meet. It didn’t help to endear him to his new boss.


‘Yes, thank you, Sergeant,’ Süleyman said as he extricated himself from Ömer’s nervous grasp. He walked alone towards the very tall, grizzled man, whom he knew, if not well, then well enough. Şukru Şekeroğlu had always had something of the look of his sister Gonca. Coming upon him and that look suddenly made Süleyman’s heart squeeze. Gonca the gypsy artist had once – and in reality, still – possessed his soul.


‘Hello, Mr Şekeroğlu,’ he said. But he didn’t extend his hand in greeting.


Şukru looked up at him from underneath tangled eyebrows. ‘Inspector Süleyman,’ he said.


‘You found the body.’


‘Half an hour ago.’


‘Where were you going?’


‘You know how cold it’s been.’ As if to illustrate this point, he stamped his feet on the snow to warm them. ‘This place is a building site now; I was out collecting anything I could burn to keep my kids and my father warm. Then I saw this …’ He waved a hand towards what was now a small white tent. ‘Him.’


Süleyman rubbed his gloved hands together and looked up into the lightening grey morning sky. ‘My sergeant says you knew the dead man,’ he said.


‘I knew of him,’ Şukru corrected. ‘Everyone round here did.’


‘So he was a local …’


‘He was a nutter.’


Süleyman lowered his gaze and looked into Şukru Şekeroğlu’s eyes. They were just as hostile as he remembered. Back when Süleyman had loved Şukru’s artist sister, Gonca, Şukru had used those eyes as a weapon in his armoury to try and terrify the policeman away. He’d never succeeded. When their affair had finished it had been because Gonca, finally bowing to family pressure, had ended it. Even in the bone-freezing cold of a January morning, with a dead body awaiting his attention, Süleyman knew that in spite of everything, he’d still smile if he saw his old gypsy lover turn the corner. He looked back at her brother. ‘Mad.’


Şukru shrugged. ‘He made films. Not with a video camera, with an old film camera.’


Süleyman took out his notebook. ‘Films of what?’


‘Of Tarlabaşı. The streets, the people, I don’t know.’


‘Do you know his name?’ Süleyman asked.


‘Levent Devrim. Did you know him?’


Süleyman frowned. ‘No. Why should I?’


Şukru shrugged again. ‘He was like you.’


In view of the fact that Şukru had recently described the dead man as ‘a nutter’, this was hardly complimentary.


‘Posh,’ Şukru said.


‘In what way?’ Out of the corner of his eye, Süleyman saw a car draw up and then a large, very familiar figure haul itself out of the driver’s seat.


‘Spoke nice. I dunno,’ Şukru said. ‘Talked about stuff people round here don’t know anything about.’


‘Like?’


‘Books … art … alternative things …’ He shook his head. ‘Like those kids who come and graffiti walls with anti-government slogans. All about saving the district. It’s impossible. Why bother?’


A lot of intellectuals and artists had become very vocal about the fate of Tarlabaşı and its inhabitants in recent years. They knew that since the razing of Sulukule it was the only place actually in the city where Roma and other poor people, including a small long-standing Syrian Christian community, could afford to live.


‘Do you know how long Levent Devrim had lived here?’


‘No. But it was well before the rest of them came and scrawled up pictures of Che Guevara and politicians dressed as fascists on old brothel walls.’


‘Do you know anyone who might know?’ He heard footsteps behind him, heavy and weary as they trudged through the snow.


‘Sugar’d know,’ Şukru said. ‘She’s an old whore, a Kurd, lives up by the Syriani church.’


‘Do you know her address?’


Şukru tipped his head back. ‘No. But you can’t miss her place. She can’t work any more because she’s too old, so now she sells sex stuff – underwear, dolls, things like that. Look for a ground-floor flat with whips hanging in the window.’


It was an exotic thought. ‘Thank you, Mr Şekeroğlu, I will,’ Süleyman said. Then, in response to a light touch on his shoulder, he turned and looked into the face of Arto Sarkissian, the police pathologist. ‘Good morning, Doctor.’


The Armenian shook his head. ‘Well it is morning, Inspector, although whether it is good or not …’ He looked over at the small tent that had been erected over the body of the dead man. ‘Throat wound …’


‘His head’s almost off,’ Şukru put in baldly.


‘I see.’ The Armenian didn’t ask how he knew or even who Şukru was. He headed out across the snow-capped rubble and into a building entirely devoid of frontage. On one of the few pieces of masonry still standing was the image of a man Süleyman recognised as one of the high-profile developers involved in the district’s ‘regeneration’, dressed as Mussolini.


Süleyman turned back to Şukru Şekeroğlu. ‘Did you see anyone in the area when you found the body?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s snowing, if you notice. If I hadn’t been desperate for fuel, I’d’ve been in my bed. People round here don’t have too much to get up for, especially when it’s this cold.’


Şukru’s hostility wasn’t easy to stomach, especially so early in the morning. But as a resident of Tarlabaşı, he did have a point about having little to get up for. Few people in the area had legitimate jobs, and the wrecking ball that acted as a soundtrack to their lives had robbed them of whatever hopes they might have had for a future in the city. As Gonca’s brother, however, he aroused less sympathy in Süleyman, who knew that, left to herself, Gonca would still be with him and he, consequently, would be happy. But the father for whom Şukru Şekeroğlu had gone out collecting wood had forbidden it, and his lover had had to comply or be killed.


‘You called us immediately?’


‘Yes. Why wouldn’t I?’ Şukru said.


‘I don’t know, Mr Şekeroğlu,’ Süleyman replied. ‘Maybe—’


‘Maybe you don’t trust me. I don’t know.’


The implication was that Süleyman didn’t trust him because he was a gypsy. He ignored it.


Süleyman looked away, across the other side of what passed for a road, at Ömer Mungan, the thin, hook-nosed young man so recently promoted, who had come to him from the far eastern city of Mardin. Once, a few years before, Süleyman had been sent to that city in pursuit of an escaped prisoner. What he’d found when he got there had been a marvellous honey-coloured hill town full of old mosques and ancient churches and with its very own indigenous pagan goddess, the Sharmeran. He wondered whether Ömer loved ‘his’ Sharmeran as they all seemed to out there, or whether the civil war in nearby Syria and the refugees who had poured across the border into Turkey had shaken his faith in everything he had ever held dear.


Süleyman said to Şukru, ‘I’d like you to give a statement to Sergeant Mungan.’


Şukru shuffled his feet in the snow and said, ‘What are you doing?’


‘I,’ Süleyman said, ‘am going to look at what you’ve already seen, Mr Şekeroğlu. A man with his head almost severed from his body.’


Nobody, except for the very poorest, had a soba any more. The large wood-burning stove that stood in the middle of the İkmen family’s hall was a constant bone of contention. Fatma İkmen, a stout but shapely woman in her mid fifties, was nearly always the one who got up early in the morning to feed the soba with wood, and she was sick of it.


‘Peasants in the country have sobas,’ she shouted, knowing that her husband Çetin, who was in the shower, wouldn’t be able to hear her. ‘People in cities have central heating.’


She threw some logs into the belly of the beast and then shut the fire door. She sniffed. And it smelt – mainly of smoke, which was to be expected, but she still didn’t like it. To be fair to him, her husband probably didn’t even notice the smell. He smoked more cigarettes than Atatürk himself was reputed to have done. Although because in recent years they had gone up in price so much, he was trying to cut back – when he remembered.


‘Çetin!’


He didn’t answer. All she could hear of him was the sound of the water from the shower and some tuneless singing. She went into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of tea from the samovar. From her kitchen window she could see three of the major İstanbul monuments – the Sultanahmet or Blue Mosque, the Hippodrome, and, just about, Aya Sofya, once the greatest church in the world. Fatma lived at the very heart of the old city in a large apartment with her husband, who was a successful inspector of police. In many ways she was a fortunate woman. So why did she not have central heating?


A short, thin middle-aged man with wild grey hair burst into the kitchen simultaneously knotting his tie and smoking a cigarette.


‘Çetin.’


‘Yes?’ He smiled and she almost, almost felt herself fall into the charm of his smile.


‘Çetin, why do we still have that soba? Please tell me.’


Çetin İkmen rolled his black, heavily lashed eyes and puffed on his cigarette. This was an old and to him boring conversation. ‘I’ve told you, Fatma,’ he said, ‘that once I have retired we will get central heating.’


‘In a year’s time.’


‘Yes, in a year’s time,’ he said. ‘One more winter, that’s all. Allah, if I could be here now I would have it put in today! But what do you want to do, eh, Fatma? You want a house full of workmen pulling up floorboards all on your own?’


‘Well, no …’


‘And this place is full of stuff.’ He sat down at the kitchen table and she brought him over a glass of tea into which he threw four sugar cubes. ‘We’ve had nine children here, Fatma, most of whom seem to have left the majority of their possessions behind them in this apartment. We have to plan. We have to get the children to take their things away.’


‘Mmm.’ She leaned against the cooker. She knew that he was right about the clutter, but she also knew that he didn’t want to tackle it any more than their children did. It was a massive job and he always had something better to do and somewhere else to be. His phone had rung at just after seven, which had to be to do with his work. He had also sung in the shower, which usually meant that some sort of challenge was on the cards.


‘So what was your call about this morning?’ she asked him.


İkmen put one cigarette out and then lit up another. ‘An incident, possibly a murder, has taken place in Tarlabaşı,’ he said. ‘Mehmet Süleyman’s out there now.’


Fatma shrugged. ‘Tarlabaşı. What is it, gypsies?’


İkmen turned towards her, fixing her with one of his disapproving stares. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Does it matter?’


‘Eh.’ She turned away from him to cut bread into slices. Fatma İkmen was a good, kind woman – a pious Muslim, too – but she had prejudices that İkmen found unacceptable. Roma gypsies was one. They had no recognisable religion and they drank and so they were automatically ‘bad’. Over the years he’d tried to talk her out of such nonsense, but she had stoically refused to change. Just like he had refused to change his mind about people he liked to call ‘holy sheep’, pious people who did whatever the Koran, the Bible or whichever belief they adhered to told them, without question or thought. To İkmen, an avowed agnostic, their apparent mindlessness was not only incomprehensible; it was also, he felt sometimes, dangerous. Those not like oneself could all too easily become ‘the other’ – despised creatures to be casually discarded, ignored or blamed.


İkmen threw what was left of his tea down his throat and stood up.


Without turning around, Fatma said, ‘If this is Mehmet’s case, why are you involved?’


He didn’t respond, but she knew what his answer would have been had he given it. He was always ‘involved’. She turned to look at him. ‘Çetin,’ she said, ‘are you really going to retire at the end of the year? Are you?’


Çetin İkmen put his jacket on, stuck his cigarettes in his pocket with his car keys, smiled and failed to answer her question. ‘As the great Sherlock Holmes once said, Fatma, “The game is afoot!”’




Chapter 2


The late Levent Devrim was, or had been, fifty-five years old, according to his identity card. A spare, almost ascetic-looking man, he had also been rather handsome before someone had tried to hack his head off. Arto Sarkissian put a hand inside Devrim’s coat, under several layers of woollen jumpers, and felt the dead man’s bare flesh. He was as cold as the snow underneath and on top of him. He looked at the wound again, photographed it and then took a small sample of desiccated blood from the very far left-hand side of the cut. Both the carotid artery and the jugular vein had been severed, which was what had killed him, but then the murderer had gone on to apparently saw at his neck vertebrae too. When the gypsy had told Mehmet Süleyman that someone had tried to decapitate Devrim, he had not been lying.


‘Morning, Arto.’


Sarkissian looked around; crouched uncomfortably in what was only a small tent, there was little room for an overweight man like the doctor to manoeuvre. But he could move enough to see that Çetin İkmen had just arrived.


‘Çetin, what are you doing here? Inspector Süleyman …’


‘Oh, I was just—’


‘Passing? No you weren’t,’ the pathologist said. ‘Who told you about it?’


‘Mehmet.’


‘Mmm. Inspector Süleyman still on your leash.’ He turned uncomfortably to look at him again. ‘He’s a big boy now, you should leave him be.’


‘I’m not interfering.’ İkmen held his hands up in the air, all innocence.


‘Much.’ The Armenian turned back to the dead man. He and Çetin İkmen had been friends for many years, even before they started working together – in fact, since childhood – and Arto probably knew more about the inspector than anyone else, including his wife. He didn’t believe for a minute that İkmen was going to retire. He’d find some way to stop the process, even though he was, like Arto himself, well past retirement age already. But then something caught the doctor’s eye that took his mind quite away from Çetin İkmen. There were fragments in Levent Devrim’s wound. He picked up a pair of surgical tweezers from out of his instrument roll and gently nudged at one of these anomalies.


‘What is it?’ İkmen asked as Arto lifted the tweezers up to the light.


The Armenian squinted. ‘I don’t know,’ he said.


Sugar’s real name was Tansu Barışık, and she said she was seventy years old. Süleyman thought that perhaps she was being a little bit economical with the truth, but he didn’t ask to see her ID card. Everyone, after all, knew who she was. Following Şukru’s tip, he’d been brought to her door by a man dressed in the full ecclesiastical robes and regalia of the ancient Syriani church, who had been rather less fazed than Süleyman himself had been by Sugar’s whips, rubber dolls and dildos and a strong smell of cat pee.


Sugar set a tiny cup of coffee down in front of the policeman and then sat in a vast, broken armchair. She was fat, with feet that spilled over the sides of her flowery carpet slippers. ‘Levent was odd but harmless,’ she said. ‘But then often that’s the way with very clever people, isn’t it?’


‘He was clever?’ Süleyman took a sip from the cup. Turkish coffee – hot, thick and medium sweet, just the way he’d told her he liked it.


‘He went to Galatasaray Lycée,’ she said, as if there was some sort of connection between İstanbul’s most famous school and natural intellectual acuity. Süleyman, who had also been to the Lycée, knew for a fact that it was not necessarily the case. All you really needed were parents who were willing and able to pay the enormous fees. At least that was how it had been when he had attended the school and also, probably, when Levent Devrim had been there. But however clever or otherwise he had been, one thing was for sure: Devrim was no run-of-the-mill Tarlabaşı resident. What had brought such a person to such a place?


‘I heard that Levent Bey liked to make films,’ Süleyman said. ‘Was that his job?’


Sugar smiled, idly and thoughtlessly fiddling with a nearby dildo as she said, ‘Levent didn’t work. I don’t know what he lived on. The camera was a hobby. Just little bits of film of the kids in the street, the buildings and the market, you know. He thought he was Stephen Spielberg, I think, but …’


‘Did anyone ever object to him filming their home or their children?’


‘Not that I know of,’ she said. ‘He was just Levent Bey, you know? A bit strange, spoke a bit posh – bit like you, as it goes – wore clothes even the Roma beggars wouldn’t touch …’


‘He didn’t care about his appearance?’


‘It meant nothing to him!’ Suddenly realising what she was doing with the dildo, Sugar threw it down. Süleyman saw a rat scamper past where the sex toy had landed. His hostess appeared completely oblivious. ‘Levent didn’t want or need nice clothes, just like he didn’t want or need nice food, drink or women.’


‘So what, Sugar Hanım, did he need?’


Before she spoke, she paused, and then she said, ‘You say he’s dead, right?’


‘I’m afraid so.’


She sighed. ‘Levent liked a smoke, and I don’t mean tobacco. Allah alone in His wisdom knows what brought him to Tarlabaşı in the first place, but I know what kept him here.’


‘Cannabis.’


‘I’ve never known such a massive pothead! Day and night! I don’t think I can remember him straight in what has to be twenty-five years since I’ve known him.’


‘He was young when he came here?’


‘Yeah. But as I say, I don’t know why he came. That’s one of the great things about this place: no one asks you where you’ve been, where you’re going or what you do. It’s the end of the line, or it was until they started knocking it down.’


‘Do you know who his dealer was?’


She shrugged. ‘Pick any kid on a street corner,’ she said. ‘Drugs were never my thing. I spent time with Levent, but I never smoked with him.’


‘What did you do with him?’


Sugar looked at the very handsome man sitting in her house and she said, ‘We talked, and sometimes, yes, I fucked him. When we first met, I didn’t look like this and he was a nice-looking young man. He didn’t treat me like shit and I could talk to him, which was nice.’ She leaned forward, her shoulders straining as they pushed down against her enormous bosoms. ‘I told you that Levent was clever, but I’m no slouch myself. I finished high school, even if it was in the back of beyond.’


‘Where?’


She named some town he didn’t recognise, which she told him was in the far eastern province of Van. Kurds often came from places no one else had ever been to except other Kurds.


‘Then when I got sick, he looked after me,’ Sugar continued. ‘In 2003 I got diabetes. Speak to people here and they’ll tell you that if Levent Bey hadn’t looked after me, I would have been dead. He took me to hospital, wouldn’t leave me until they’d found out what was wrong with me.’ For the first time since she’d been told of Levent Devrim’s death, Sugar’s eyes filled with tears.


Süleyman let her have a moment to herself, and then he said, ‘Did he have any enemies?’


‘No.’ She wiped a couple of tears away from her eyes with the sleeve of her holey cardigan. ‘Or rather, not that I know of. Maybe one or other of the dealers had a grudge because he couldn’t pay for his smoke, but I never heard anything like that.’ She shook her head. ‘He was always kind and polite, he never robbed anyone, never slept with anyone’s wife, never lost his temper … Oh, except for once, but that was years ago.’


‘It must have been significant for you to remember it,’ Süleyman said. ‘Who did he lose his temper with?’


‘I don’t know. A man, about sixty I suppose, came to see him one day at his flat. I didn’t recognise him and he wasn’t from round here. I’d baked Levent Bey some börek, which he always loved, and I was taking it round as the man was leaving. Levent was like a lunatic, shouting at the man to fuck off and leave him alone. The man didn’t reply; he just went.’


‘Did you ask Levent Bey who the man was?’


‘He pre-empted me,’ she said. ‘Took the börek from my hands, told me to fuck off and then I didn’t see him for days. When he did finally surface he was his old self again and so I never asked. But the man was well dressed. It has to be twenty years ago now. I wondered whether he was Levent’s father.’


‘Did they look alike?’


She thought for a moment, and then she said, ‘I don’t remember. Maybe? Maybe not? I’ve seen a lot of men in my life, Inspector; a point comes when they all start to look the same.’ But then, fearing that she might have offended him, she added, ‘Present company excepted, of course.’


He smiled. In spite of her large size, and her age, he imagined that Sugar had been quite a looker and a charmer in her youth. He might even have paid for her services himself back in her heyday. He’d always been turned on by amusing women, even if they were streetwalkers. In fact, some of the best sex and the most fun he’d ever had with women had been with prostitutes. Briefly his thoughts turned towards Ayşe Farsakoğlu and the empty sex he’d had with her that morning. Her eagerness was beginning to repel him.


‘Have you been to his flat yet?’


He looked up at her and said, ‘No.’


‘Well, I’ve a key if you want to use it,’ she said. ‘Save you kicking the door in.’ She hugged herself against the cold that, in spite of the hissing soba in the corner of her shop, wound its way around legs and up into fingers, chests and faces.


‘That would be very useful.’


‘OK.’ She stood up and walked over to a shelf that held fur-covered handcuffs and a bowl decorated with the image of a woman giving a man oral sex. She took a large black key out of the bowl and handed it to him. ‘Whatever you find in there will be interesting,’ she said. ‘But it won’t necessarily be pretty, and I won’t be able to tell you what it means.’


 


The way the Tarlabaşı kids behaved was familiar to Ömer Mungan. Even in the snow they still begged, hassled and dogged the steps of every outsider they could find – just like the poor kids in Mardin.


‘You’re a policeman. You have a gun. Let me see your gun,’ one hoarse-voiced young Roma kid begged.


Ömer walked on in spite of the children; he knew better than to react.


‘You have money. I’m poor, give me money for food. Allah will bless you!’


‘Please, brother, a few kuruş.’


Then a tug at one of his sleeves. ‘You see how cold it is? I have no shoes!’


Briefly he looked and saw that the child did have shoes. Inadequate and probably leaking, but he was far from barefoot.


‘You have shoes,’ Ömer said.


The child looked up at him with big brown eyes. ‘Do you have no heart, policeman bey?’


Ömer didn’t answer. Sure he had a heart, but he employed it sparingly. Walking to meet up with Süleyman, who was now apparently inside the dead man’s apartment, he was also trying to get out of his mind the vision of how Levent Devrim’s head had looked when the orderlies from the mortuary had put him on a stretcher. For a moment the wound in his neck had stretched and opened, and Ömer had feared that his head might fall off. Dr Sarkissian, seeing the look of horror on his face, had assured him that it would not, and he had been proved right, but it had been an uncomfortable moment. Another one to add to all the others.


When the kids finally gave up on him and Ömer was alone, he allowed himself the luxury of morbid thought. There was no getting away from it: in spite of being lucky enough to have a sister living in İstanbul who he could talk to, Ömer was lonely and homesick. He’d known everyone in Mardin – Turk, Kurd, Syriani, Christian, Muslim, fire-worshipper. He’d even known some of the Turkish troops stationed in the city. Everyone had known his name and he’d known theirs. He’d also known a bit and sometimes a lot about the people. He had understood them.


But here in İstanbul, he was lost. In İstanbul there was not just the odd eccentric or aggressive person to deal with; there were thousands of them. What was more, he didn’t know them or their families and so he was completely incapable of predicting their possible behaviour. But then that went for his new boss, Mehmet Süleyman, too. A good-looking, arrogant, clever but also sad man, he felt. Ömer had caught whispers around the station that Süleyman had fallen out with his last sergeant over a woman. He’d overheard one constable say that the woman was Ayşe Farsakoğlu, Inspector İkmen’s sergeant. But that could merely be gossip.


It hadn’t just been ambition that had brought Ömer Mungan to İstanbul, although that was certainly part of his motivation. Mainly it had been about money. Like his sister, the higher wages in the city had not only attracted him but had been necessary to help retain his ageing parents’ big house in Mardin. Now that his father had arthritis and couldn’t work any more, it was up to the Mungan children to secure the family home and, if necessary, pay for their parents’ medical treatment too.


When Ömer had flinched as the dead man’s head had looked as if it might fall off, Inspector İkmen had put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. He was a nice man, old – he was retiring at the end of the year – but easier to approach than Süleyman. Sometimes speaking to his boss if he was agitated or upset was hazardous. First there would be a dark glower, a look of disdain, and then, if he was lucky, a barked-out order. If he wasn’t lucky he’d be treated like a servant, sometimes for painfully protracted amounts of time. As he walked towards the address Süleyman had sent him on his phone, he hoped that this day would be a good one.


Some people lived in a state of ordered minimalism, some in complete chaos, and some – a few – in a fantasy world. Süleyman had seen one or two of the latter over the years, but never one as extreme as Levent Devrim. Ömer Mungan arrived to join him and together, for a moment, they looked around the apartment, saying nothing. After about a minute of this, Ömer said, ‘Did he work with numbers, do you know, sir?’


‘He worked with nothing, unless you count an old camera,’ Süleyman said. ‘He was unemployed.’


‘So what is all this about?’


They both looked at what to them was just an endless succession of numbers. Pencilled on walls, scratched into the surfaces of ancient chests of drawers, painted on the ceiling and on probably thousands of pieces of paper scattered all over the tiny apartment, even in the bathroom and kitchen. Many were expressed in the form of equations, and neither Süleyman nor his deputy had the slightest idea what they were meant to be solving – if anything.


‘He lived here alone, sir?’ Ömer asked.


‘Completely.’


‘Did he have visitors?’


‘I’ve been told rarely,’ Süleyman said.


‘Do you think he might have been one of those mathematical geniuses you hear about sometimes, a sort of … I don’t know what you’d call it …’


‘Savant.’ Süleyman shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


Süleyman walked over to one of the pencil-scarred walls and said, ‘What on earth was he trying to work out?’ He turned to look at Ömer. ‘It’s times like this I wish I’d paid more attention in mathematics classes at school. Do you …’


‘No, sir, sorry,’ the younger man said. ‘History and Turkish, yes, some English …’


‘Doesn’t matter.’ Süleyman waved a hand. ‘It’s easily organised.’


Ömer made a point of looking at things in the room that were not equations. There was some thin bedding, a few clothes, a plate, a tea glass, some blank sheets of paper and several pairs of slippers. On top of a short row of what looked like leather-bound books was a large movie camera.


Süleyman’s phone rang. ‘Hello, Doctor,’ he said, ‘what have you got for me?’


While Süleyman talked to the pathologist, Ömer Mungan looked closely at the camera. On the case was one word, Zeiss. A book underneath the camera was called The Homeopathic Bible and was written in English.


‘Thank you, Doctor,’ Süleyman said. He ended the call and turned to Ömer. ‘Levent Devrim was killed by a straight-edged blade – a cleaver or a machete. The doctor thinks the murderer was either disturbed before he could remove the head completely or he lost the stomach for the job. There are also small wood fragments in the wound that were inserted post-mortem.’


Ömer shrugged. ‘By the gypsy? Why?’


‘Şukru Şekeroğlu? Why would he do something like that?’


‘To see if he was dead?’


Süleyman shook his head. Şukru Şekeroğlu might be a man he didn’t like, but he was neither mindless nor a fool. ‘No.’


‘So …’


‘So who might disturb a dead body and not call us? Who might even have seen something that could prove significant? A street urchin? A madman? A drug addict?’


‘That’s a wide field in this area,’ Ömer said. ‘Doctor say anything else, sir?’


‘Devrim had some furring of the cardiac arteries.’


‘A heart condition.’


‘In its early stages.’ Süleyman turned back to look at the equations on the walls. ‘We had better leave here soon and return to the streets.’




Chapter 3


The water was ice cold, so in no way did it soothe her as the hot shower had done. But it closed the pores of her skin, which prevented both breakouts and the ingress of infection. It was also a punishment.


Although intellectually Leyla knew that her vast family wouldn’t even exist were it not for lust-filled men and sexually ambitious women, she knew that what she’d just done had been wrong. She had a husband; why did she need to take someone else’s too? But then she knew the answer to that question. She looked down at her beautiful body, floating naked on top of the water, and was pleased with what she saw. No man, unless he was gay, could resist her charms, even at her age. But simply contemplating her actual years, as opposed to the ones she admitted to others, depressed her. As if blocking out the truth, she closed her eyes.


Ageing was horrible. On the rare occasions when her husband undressed in front of her, it was like watching an ancient snake shed its skin. She tried to focus on the sex she’d just enjoyed with someone else, and to anticipate, possibly, more sex to come that night, but she couldn’t. Suddenly she repelled herself, and with her eyes still closed, she turned over in the water, exposing her breasts to the sharp bite of the cold water in the pool. Shocked at the frigidity on her nipples, she turned quickly on to her back again and tipped her head lightly backwards.


Was it self-indulgent to consider how people would feel should she drown in the plunge pool? Leyla wondered. She decided that it probably was. Besides, if she died, especially in such erotically charged circumstances, her husband’s enemies would enjoy it all too much. They’d talk about ‘the traitor’ and his ‘immoral’ wife, and how she’d probably killed herself because she couldn’t take being married to such a person any longer. Then they’d go on about how she’d finally seen the light of religion, which had left her no choice but to commit suicide. Leyla shook her head. No, that would never do! She might not want her husband sexually any more, but she would never tire, for as long as he had it, of his exalted position in life or of his money.


With her eyes still closed, Leyla heard one of the patio doors that surrounded the pool open, and her thoughts immediately jumped to other things. More pleasure. She straightened her neck and swished her hair through the water. Then she smiled.


The equations meant nothing. Colleagues versed in the ways of mathematics told him so, as did a professor of mathematics from İstanbul University. Levent Devrim’s only living blood relative, his brother, Selçuk, confirmed what had already been said when he finally arrived at police headquarters almost four weeks later, just as the snow was beginning to melt. He’d been in Russia, supervising the cabling of some Siberian city on the edge of nowhere, and had been snowed in.


Five years younger than Levent, Selçuk Devrim was a smart, well-spoken man who worked in the booming Turkish telecommunications industry. There was also, Süleyman felt, something familiar about him. Like Levent, he had been to the same school as Mehmet Süleyman, but was too old to have still been at the Lycée when the policeman joined.


‘He was mad,’ Selçuk Devrim said simply. ‘Delusional. Thought he could do all sorts of things that he couldn’t.’


‘Like mathematics?’


‘Yes.’


‘And film work?’


Selçuk Devrim rolled his small blue eyes. It had been quickly established that there was not and had never been any film in Levent’s old Zeiss Super 8 camera.


‘My father went to his grave in despair.’


‘Over Levent?’


Selçuk looked out of the window at the frigid grey sky outside. Even in this weather, his dead brother had been kept in a freezer. ‘He got to eighteen quite normally, and then he went mad,’ he said.


‘In what way?’ Süleyman asked.


‘Every way. Promiscuous behaviour, bizarre beliefs in nonsensical theories, the mathematical rubbish …’


‘Do you have any idea what your brother thought he might be calculating, Mr Devrim?’


‘Nonsense.’


‘Like?’


He breathed out and shook his head. ‘Can’t say I really know, except that it was something to do with astrology. He believed in all that Aries, Pisces rubbish. I can’t tell you anything more than that. My brother was big on destiny.’


‘His own, I take it.’


‘Inasmuch as he felt he had one, yes. I saw him once or twice going into some of the trendy bookshops on İstiklal Caddesi that peddle New Age rubbish. Such nonsense! Personally I think that life is just what you make it yourself.’


There were echoes in Selçuk Devrim’s description of his brother of fatalistic, possibly Islamic thought. ‘Was your brother religious?’ Süleyman asked.


‘What, with Gemini and Sagittarius on his mind? I don’t think so. No, it was all sort of hippy cod-philosophy with him. Why do you think he left the nice comfortable home my parents provided for him and went to live in that shithole?’


‘Tarlabaşı?’


‘Inspector, if you ever find a place more tightly packed with nutcases, thieves, charlatans, prostitutes and drug addicts, I’d like to know so that I can avoid it. I visited him there a few times. Once, when my father had just begged him to come home and Levent had abused him, I went there to give him a piece of my mind. When I turned up, though, he was off his head on I don’t know what, curled up in the arms of some ancient tart, and so I left. What was the point of talking to him in that state?’ He shook his head. ‘On the other hand …’ He looked up, and Süleyman noticed for the first time just how grey his face was. ‘Levent, to my knowledge, never hurt anyone. He was a gentle soul and I would have taken him into my home, much as my wife would have hated it, had he ever asked. He was my brother, and I loved him.’


‘Did no one ever think of getting him psychiatric help?’


‘Oh, we thought of it, but my mother wouldn’t have it,’ he said. ‘She had a bit of a thing about psychiatrists, mainly because her father had been put in an institution when she was a child. No, Inspector, Levent was “eccentric”, according to my parents, and only that.’


‘You can’t think of anyone who would have wanted to hurt your brother?’


Selçuk Devrim’s eyes glittered, then tears trickled down his cheeks. But he didn’t sob. ‘I don’t know who he mixed with in that awful place, who he took drugs from or with. All I saw was that old woman he was—’


Sugar. ‘We’ve spoken to the lady I think you refer to,’ Süleyman said. ‘She was very close to Levent, and in fact it was …’ he consulted his notes to find Sugar’s real name, ‘Miss Barışık who gave us the key to your brother’s flat. We found a sum of money underneath the bed in a tin box, just under three hundred lira. There was also a bank card …’


‘Yes, Akbank.’ He wiped his cheeks with the back of his hand. ‘Our father used to put five hundred lira into his account every month.’


‘In spite of their row?’


‘He loved him, he was his son. One of the things I had to do when Father died was make sure that what little money he had left went to Levent. Then when that ran out, I paid it.’


‘So that was your money?’


‘Yes. As you probably know by now, Levent had a heart condition, which complicated matters still further. How could I leave him without money? What if he fell sick? It wasn’t as if I couldn’t afford it. I earn well. And in spite of the money I gave to Levent, my wife still managed to give up work last year. Money isn’t an issue.’


‘Did your brother know that you were funding him?’


‘He knew that Father had died. Allah alone knows where he thought the money was coming from.’


‘And yet your father bought him what I am told was, in its day, a very fine camera. And you both attended Galatasaray Lycée.’


Selçuk Devrim smiled. ‘Oh Inspector,’ he said, ‘what can I or any of us say about the impoverished former elites in this country, eh? My father bought expensive cameras and didn’t buy a house. He was a silly, silly old man who lived in the past.’


And then Süleyman knew exactly why Selçuk Devrim had seemed familiar.


That no one in Tarlabaşı admitted to having seen anyone or anything unusual or suspicious either before or after Levent Devrim’s death was not wholly unexpected. Ömer Mungan knew that in general the police were not welcome in the district and people limited contact with them as far as they could. However, most locals admitted to at least some affection for Levent Devrim, which meant that they probably did care about whether his killer was caught or not. But nothing was forthcoming, and the heavy snowfall on the night of his death had covered any footprints that might once have existed. Forensic evidence was scant. A hair on Devrim’s shirt that was not his own had turned out to belong to Sugar Barışık.


As was his apparent custom, Devrim had been stoned when he died. He’d also had a small quantity of rakı in his system. There had been no alcohol, or even any empty bottles in his flat, and Sugar Barışık had stated that she hadn’t given him any. She hadn’t seen him the night he’d died at all. Where had he got the rakı from?


As Ömer walked the streets of Tarlabaşı, he wondered how a man could have been almost decapitated and no one know about it. While he was still capable of doing so, Devrim must have howled in pain or fear – probably both. He hadn’t been that stoned. Dr Sarkissian had stated in his report that the victim had soiled himself before he died and so had been clearly very afraid. Ömer felt rather than saw hostile eyes on his back. The woman at his side, apparently oblivious to the eyes, said, ‘I don’t get it. Why are they knocking this place down again?’


Peri was Ömer’s older sister. She’d come to İstanbul three years before to work as a nurse in the German Hospital in Taksim. Like her brother, she was multilingual in the languages of the far south-east, and they conversed, as they usually did when they were alone, in Aramaic, the tongue they had grown up speaking.


‘The government want to develop the area,’ Ömer said. ‘Knock down unviable buildings and replace them with family homes.’


‘Mmm.’ Peri frowned. ‘Nice homes for “nice” people.’


‘The current residents will be relocated.’


Peri looked at a very tall man dressed in a woman’s fur coat smoking a joint on a broken doorstep. ‘Like him? Where’s he going to find work away from the clubs of Beyoğlu?’ She shook her head. ‘When they moved the gypsies out of Sulukule to make way for “nice” families, they relocated them so far outside the city they couldn’t afford to commute, and so most of them came back into the city centre to live in squats. There’s nothing for anyone to do out on those new housing estates. No work.’


‘I know,’ Ömer said. ‘But what can you do?’


Peri pulled her coat tightly around her body and said nothing.


‘This murder hasn’t helped.’


‘You think?’ Peri shook her head. ‘Ömer, you have to get out of the habit of stating the obvious. This is İstanbul; we know. We’re quick.’


He ignored her slight. ‘Nobody’s actually said anything, but there have been plenty of implications, particularly from the gypsies.’


‘That Mr Devrim may have been killed by shadowy agents of progress?’


‘Yes.’


‘You can see their point.’ She looked in the window of a tiny basement shop entirely filled with screwdrivers slung in at every conceivable angle. To Peri and her brother, Tarlabaşı was very familiar territory. Very Mardin. ‘The people here are happy in what some may consider their poverty. If you’re a transsexual or a gypsy or a recent immigrant, you can live here unmolested by those who might think you immoral, and that’s worth something.’


‘Yeah, but don’t romanticise it too much. Drug dealers and gangsters live here too.’


‘True.’


‘Where you from?’


A small girl, her hair tied up in thick brown bunches, spoke to them in perfect Aramaic. Without even noticing, they’d found themselves in the vicinity of the Syriani church of St Mary the Virgin. And because it was Sunday and they had just been to church, all the Syrian Christian children looked especially, neat, clean and smart.


Peri smiled. ‘We’re from the city of Mardin,’ she said. ‘Where are you from?’


‘Here.’ The girl sucked her thumb.


‘That’s nice.’


She pointed at Ömer. ‘Is he your husband?’


They both laughed. Angular and tall, Peri was almost the image of her brother.


‘She’s my sister,’ Ömer said.


‘I’m a Christian,’ said the child. ‘What are you?’


And it was then that Ömer and Peri became aware of the difference they knew their ID cards belied. Even in rackety, multicultural Tarlabaşı, suddenly they felt very alien.




Chapter 4


There were worse jobs than pandering to the health and beauty fancies of the rich. In the past, Esin Nadir had waited at tables and even worked in the hotel’s kitchens. Now all she was doing was placing hot stones on rich women’s backs and stomachs, repeating parrot-style what Faruk Bey had told her about chakras. There was nothing on chakras in the Koran; it was apparently some Hindu thing and so they couldn’t really exist. But while rich women paid a hundred dollars an hour to have them aligned, who was Esin to argue?


Another day at the Great Palace Hotel’s Wellness Spa dawned. Esin turned all the lights on and made sure there were plenty of towels and robes for the customers, and that the aromatherapy jars were topped up with essential oils. Faruk Bey the chief masseur and director of the spa, would be in soon, and he was a stickler for detail. She’d have to turn the steam on in the steam room, top up the magazines in the waiting area and make sure that the plunge pool was clean before he arrived.


Esin put the steam on and then went to the broom cupboard to pick up a mop and a net. The plunge pool, an ice-cold artificial pond used for closing the pores after they had been opened by either the sauna or the steam room, often needed skimming for flakes of dead skin and hair. The tiles around it also needed mopping frequently, even when the pool hadn’t been in use. Unmopped, they looked dull and could appear grubby. She opened the door to the pool room and smiled as the thin February sunlight haemorrhaged through the curved glass patio doors that made up three quarters of the wall space. At this time of year the pool was not terribly inviting, but in the height of summer there were few places better to be, and Esin had been known to get into the pool after work almost every day in July and August. She rested the mop against the door – she’d wash down the tiles once she’d finished everything else – and moved towards the pool with the net. Then she stopped.


Originally from the rough city-wall district of Edirnekapı, Esin was no stranger to tragedy and violence, but when she saw that body floating in the pool surrounded by a cloud of its own blood, she couldn’t stop herself screaming.


Çetin İkmen watched Arto Sarkissian, together with two of his orderlies, lift the woman’s naked body out of the pool and place it on a plastic sheet they had spread on the tiles. Standing in the open patio doors, İkmen smoked while noting with a feeling of revulsion that the woman’s breasts did not fall down flat as they laid her on her back. Implants beneath the breast tissue showed themselves for what they were: oval bags with distinct edges. He wondered how old the almost waiflike figure in front of him might be, and decided that there was probably no way that he could know.


The pathologist hunkered down on his knees and put a gloved hand up to the woman’s throat. Before anything else could happen, he had to declare life extinct, which he now did. He then began a slow visual examination of the body while directing the police photographer to record every aspect of the subject in minute detail. After watching him for almost ten minutes, İkmen said, ‘Any idea about age, Doctor?’


There was a pause before the Armenian said, ‘Forties or fifties, but well maintained, I’d say. A lot of work on the face, particularly around the chin.’


‘So well off?’


‘Or rich husband or boyfriend.’


Ayşe Farsakoğlu, who was standing beside İkmen, said, ‘Doctor, the blood …’


Still looking down at the corpse, he said, ‘There’s a wound to the forehead. I think that’s the source. Or rather, it’s a possible source.’


Esin Nadir had completely bypassed her superiors at the Great Palace and called the police as soon as she’d seen the dead woman floating in the plunge pool. When Ayşe Farsakoğlu had briefly interviewed her, she’d said she knew the woman by sight but didn’t remember her name. All she knew was that she was a client rather than a member of staff.


Arto Sarkissian rose heavily to his feet and instructed his orderlies to turn the corpse over.


‘My rough guess, and it is rough, is that she’s probably been in the water at the most five hours,’ he said.


‘So she died today.’


‘In the early hours of this morning.’ The doctor lowered himself down again with a grunt and began looking closely at the woman’s back.


İkmen turned to his sergeant. ‘Who has keys to this place?’


She consulted her notebook. ‘The therapists, Esin Nadir—’


‘Who found the body.’


‘Faruk Genç, who is also the manager, Maryam Eminoğlu, who runs fitness classes, a British aromatherapist and homeopath called Suzy Greenwood and the hotel security guard, Bülent Eğe. Greenwood and Genç are already here.’


‘Good. We’ll need statements from all key-holders.’


‘Sir.’


İkmen looked back towards the pool. ‘So, Doctor, accident, suicide or—’


The Armenian held up a hand, which İkmen knew of old was his cue to fall silent. Several minutes passed during which the inspector had another cigarette and Ayşe Farsakoğlu looked with some admiration at the hotel’s grounds. When she was a child, this part of old Sultanahmet had been the almost exclusive preserve of drug addicts and backpackers on what had remained of the old hippy route to Kathmandu. The Great Palace, if she recalled correctly, had been an old fleapit boarding house called the Hotel Stay. The spa had been a hamam which must have been derelict for twenty years before the owners of the Great Palace converted it. Now equipped not just with the spa, but a gourmet restaurant and Wi-Fi too, the place was one of the chicest venues in town. How long it would retain its good reputation when word got out about a dead body in the plunge pool, Ayşe didn’t know. It probably depended on the circumstances of the death, whether it was accident, suicide or …


‘Murder,’ the Armenian said. He looked up into Çetin İkmen’s eyes. ‘Possibly. I may be wrong, but she’s got heavy bruising on the back of her neck which I think may well have happened as a result of her head being smashed down forcefully on a hard surface.’


‘Like tiles.’


‘Like tiles, yes,’ he said. He stood up slowly. ‘No guarantees until I get her on the table, but I don’t think your journey has been wasted this morning, Inspector.’


Sometimes İkmen’s fluency in the English language could work against him. This was one of those times. Suzy Greenwood, the hotel’s resident homeopath and aromatherapist, didn’t speak much Turkish, and so it was only sensible that he should interview her. However, although he wanted to hear her evidence, if she had any, he didn’t want to hear about her job, which he regarded, along with religion, as nonsense. He therefore went into his interview with her somewhat tentatively.


It was quickly established that Suzy, a woman in her mid forties, hadn’t been at work for a week because she’d been on holiday.


‘I went to Greece,’ she said. ‘You can check my passport.’


He did. She wasn’t lying.


‘I went to a homeopathy conference in Kavala,’ she said. She looked İkmen up and down. ‘I smell you are a smoker, Inspector; you know that I could help you with that.’


‘Could you.’ In retrospect, he should just have cut her off there, but Suzy Greenwood took his response as an invitation to climb aboard her hobby horse and ride it for all it was worth. A deluge of ‘facts’ followed – to İkmen entirely lacking in any sort of scientific veracity that he could recognise. Apparently the key to his smoking cessation lay in the idea that water, somehow, had a ‘memory’. He’d never viewed water as a sentient being before and he wasn’t sure that he did so now. Sadly for Suzy, her words just served to enhance the prejudices İkmen already had against homeopathy.


‘Inspector!’


Mercifully, Ayşe Farsakoğlu had come into the small conference room the hotel had given him to interview staff.


‘Excuse me, Miss Greenwood,’ İkmen said with a smile. ‘Sergeant Farsakoğlu?’


‘Sir, I think you need to hear something,’ she said.


‘OK.’ He looked at the Englishwoman and extended his hand. ‘Well, thank you very much for your assistance, Miss Greenwood,’ he said. ‘I don’t think we will need to speak to you again, but of course I will contact you if anything changes.’


She smiled. ‘Of course.’ And then as he began to leave with Ayşe Farsakoğlu she added, ‘And don’t forget I’m always here if you need a consultation.’


‘Thank you.’


Ayşe led İkmen along a corridor back towards the spa. He said, ‘Why are “alternative” people such damned hard work? That woman was like some sort of religious fanatic. And it was all rubbish.’ His phone rang and he stopped and answered it. ‘İkmen.’


He listened to the caller for a few moments while Ayşe stood in front of a door and watched him. When he finally ended the call he said, ‘That was Dr Sarkissian. Our victim was murdered. He has confirmed it. He reckons her head was smashed against the bottom of the plunge pool.’
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