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This book is dedicated to the memory of my beloved father. His untimely death in August 2001 robbed the world of a generous, funny and magical soul. No words I can write will ever do him real justice.


Chapter 1



The woman’s hooded eyes widened in alarm.

‘You’re not going out, are you?’ she said to the young man’s back as he squinted to see himself in the mirror fragment over the sink.

‘We need money,’ he replied simply.

The woman, who was only fourteen years older than her son, moved her bulk between man and mirror and faced him foursquare, her hands on her hips.

‘If you’re stealing cars—’

‘No, I’m not stealing cars, Mother,’ he said, his voice beginning to exhibit irritation.

‘When you tried to take wallets from people’s pockets you got caught.’

‘But I got away, didn’t I?’ He looked up into his mother’s prematurely aged face. ‘And anyway, this isn’t about that, is it?’

‘No.’

For a few seconds, silence replaced words as the young man and his mother looked intensely into each other’s eyes. On the floor various old baby toys plus several packets of disposable nappies moved gently in the draught that rocked the door of the family’s washroom.

‘If they see you they’ll try to kill you. They must.’ Her words were starkly factual, only the familiar ear could have detected the fierce emotion that lay behind them.

Her son sighed. ‘What, Mehti? It’s only Mehti, Mother. I see him every day! He’s an idiot, he’s retarded . . .’

The woman, her eyes now downcast, bit thoughtfully on her bottom lip. ‘If we need money then I will get it,’ she said. ‘I can beg and I can steal . . . It’s dark now, evil.’

‘This is business, Mother.’ He rubbed way too much cheap aftershave lotion into his chin and then wiped the residue off his hands onto his jeans. ‘Big money.’

‘But what—’

‘Don’t ask! Don’t make me lie to my own blood!’

‘Rifat—’

‘No!’

Turning away from his mother, Rifat took a thin belt down from one of the hooks on the wall and threaded it round the waistband of his jeans. Though well-proportioned, he was a short man, beginning to exhibit signs of impending obesity. But still he was, so his mother thought now, a very handsome man, not unlike his father, or rather the man his father had once been.

Just the thought of it made her next words shake with emotion. ‘If they kill you then the blood will never stop running. You know that, don’t you, Rifat?’

Rifat opened the door to a quick and wicked wind from the central Asian steppes. As his hair moved slightly in the draught, he smoothed it down with one hand and with the other picked up a small, brightly wrapped parcel. Then, smiling, he said, ‘If they kill me, I would expect the blood never to end. Not for a man like me.’

And then he was gone. As he pulled the door shut behind him, a small wisp of the dense night-time fog puffed muscularly into the room before expiring down on the floor.

When she was certain that he could no longer hear her, his mother muttered, ‘Stupid, stupid, stupid boy!’

Only the walls were in a position to respond; the rest of her family were either asleep or dead.

There had been a time, Dr Zelfa Halman recalled, when to put a call through from İstanbul to anywhere outside Turkey had necessitated lengthy planning and patience. And although she was an educated woman who knew that progress was inevitable, she still never ceased to marvel at just how quickly she could now connect with her maternal family in the Irish Republic. Quickly, that is, provided one allowed for the slow progress of one Father Francis Collins from his favourite chair to the old dial telephone that always had and always would live in the hall. Uncle Frank, as he was to Zelfa, was nearly eighty years old now; just three years senior to her mother, had she lived.

A deep cough preceded Father Collins’ recitation of his telephone number.

It made Zelfa smile. ‘Still smoking then, Uncle?’ she said, the lilt of her Irish voice increasing with each English word spoken.

‘Now then, Bridget, is that any way to speak to a man of God?’

She laughed both at the irony in his tone and at the use of her Irish name. After twelve years in Turkey, ‘Bridget’ was somebody she could only sometimes, and selectively, relate to.

‘So to what do I owe the pleasure of your call?’ the old priest inquired. ‘Are you coming home for a bit or what?’

‘Well, I do hope to come home soon, yes, but . . .’ she paused briefly to light a cigarette. ‘What I actually wanted to do was ask for your advice.’

‘I thought you lot had that sort of thing sewn up pretty much,’ he replied, the irony still there in his voice.

‘Even psychiatrists need help sometimes, Uncle Frank.’

‘True. But since you and God parted company when you were about eighteen, I can’t see what I can offer you in the way of advice that you won’t find risible. Fags and booze aside, my own views about morality are informed by Our Lord as opposed to your man Freud.’

‘Uncle Frank, a Turk has asked me to marry him.’ There now, it was out. Briefly she looked into the mirror across the hall, seeing herself as a small, grey blob. Purposefully she addressed herself to the telephone again. ‘Uncle Frank?’

‘Er . . .’ The old man cleared his throat of what sounded like several pounds of phlegm. ‘Oh, well, that’s, um . . . Your father must be pleased . . .’

‘Dad doesn’t know yet.’

‘Well, shouldn’t you be—’

‘Uncle Frank, I’m forty-seven years old, for God’s sake! I can tell whoever I like in whatever order I choose!’

A brief moment of silence ensued, a moment during which the priest, at least, drew breath.

‘Seeing as your father’s a Turk,’ he said, ‘and you now live there yourself, I can’t see what your problem might be, Bridget. I mean, were you even slightly interested in your faith—’

‘This man, Mehmet he’s called, is twelve years younger than I am, Uncle Frank.’

A sharp intake of breath on the part of the priest caused Zelfa to scale even higher reaches of verbal desperation.

‘I look so old compared to him! He’s about as fit as a man can be, Uncle Frank, and I just look like a fat, grey troll at his side! And I’m too old to have his children! I mean, what the hell can he see in me? I mean—’

‘Well, if we discount the good living you people tend to make, which I am sure this man gives not a hoot for,’ Father Frank said, ‘then we’re left only with your wit, intelligence, beauty and charm. And given that these qualities are all that you have, then I suppose this lad must be quite mad to want to marry you.’

In spite of herself, Zelfa smiled. OK, the old man was biased but she knew that when it came to the matter of her attractiveness, she was her own worst enemy and her hardest critic. Very deep down indeed, she knew that the truth lay somewhere between what her uncle had said about her and her own perception of herself. However . . .

‘But when I’m sixty he’ll only be forty-eight!’

‘And when you’re a hundred he’ll be eighty-eight and you’ll both look like shite! But if he still loves you and you still love him then what of it?’ Although the old man was over two thousand miles away from her, Zelfa distinctly heard him take a cigarette out of his packet, stick it in his mouth and light up. ‘What I’m saying, Bridget, I suppose, is that if he loves you, nothing much else matters. Does he love you?’

‘He says he does, although I can’t think why.’

Frank Collins sighed. So like her mother in so many ways – except the most important one. Bridget, although twice as clever and considerably prettier than her mother, had never matched Bernadette Halman’s supreme self-confidence. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that Bernadette had pursued and won so many lovers in her short life – several while she was still living with Bridget’s father. Maybe that knowledge had undermined Bridget’s confidence in the concept of marriage. Or maybe it was as she said, that this man was too young to be able to give her any sense of security. Only Bridget and this Mehmet character could know. But then his niece was asking for his advice and, for good or ill, he had to give it to her. After all, if a priest couldn’t give advice (and do a little bit around saying Mass too!) then what could he do?

‘Well, you either trust his word or you don’t, Bridget,’ he said at length, ‘and only you can make that decision. Do you love him?’

‘I’d happily die for him, Uncle Frank.’ Such passionate words made her seem much younger than she was – they sounded almost like the protestations of a teenager. But then as the Irish branch, at least, of Bridget’s family had always been sadly aware, there had never been even the slightest whiff of marriage in her life before. She was really quite green when it came to affairs of the heart.

‘So if you love him,’ the priest began, ‘and he—’

‘How can he love me? I keep thinking he must be some kind of deviant or gold digger!’ she cried mournfully, now very close to tears.

‘Is he poor?’

‘No. His family reckon they’re impoverished but that’s only in comparison to the shitloads of money they once had. They’re aristocrats.’

‘Are they so?’

‘But he, Mehmet, he’s just a policeman. They earn sweet F.A. here.’ She put her cigarette out in the ashtray and then immediately lit another. ‘Not, of course, that he’s ever asked me for money. He’s spent a lot of money on me, taken me out and . . .’

‘Made you very happy, by the sound of it,’ the priest added tartly.

Zelfa, now a little more subdued, especially in light of what her uncle had just said, bowed her blonde head. ‘Yes. Yes, he has.’

‘Well, that’s something to cling on to and to use as a starting point for your thoughts on this too, isn’t it?’

‘What?’ Perhaps it was because it was so late and she was tired, but Zelfa could not, for the moment, quite catch her uncle’s drift.

‘I mean,’ he said, ‘that maybe you shouldn’t look at the money or the age difference or any of that just now. Maybe you should just concentrate on the love.’

‘Yeah, but—’

‘No, Bridget, no “buts”.’

She could see him, in her mind, his right index finger raised, as she so clearly remembered it, to silence dissenters in her long ago Holy Communion classes. Zelfa, in spite of her current mood of confusion, smiled.

‘If you love him and he loves you then that is, if my understanding of such things is correct, enough,’ said Frank Collins with some vigour. ‘And anyway,’ he added, with a large helping of that rare cynicism Zelfa knew and loved him for, ‘your father’s property must be worth bugger all since that earthquake and so I wouldn’t worry about gold digging.’

‘If we have another one like that I’ll be lucky to have a head to worry with,’ she said with the type of graveyard humour those who have experienced great trauma frequently indulge in.

‘Yes, a man can quickly meet with his maker.’

‘I know. Mehmet’s sister-in-law died and his best friend had to have his legs amputated during . . .’ Suddenly she could not bring herself to use the word ‘earthquake’ for fear of losing control of her emotions. Everyone had lost someone during that cataclysmic event. Everyone. ‘During the events of last year. He’s still, at times, very sad.’

‘Oh, well then,’ the priest said briskly, ‘you’d better go about cheering him up one way or the other. I’m not saying I wouldn’t rather you marry a Padraig or a Declan, but . . .’

‘But what if he’s just marrying me in order to provide some measure of security in his world? I mean, there are problems with his mother and I have thought that perhaps I could be some sort of substitute figure.’

‘Or you could just be analysing the ins and outs of a duck’s arse,’ the old man said with a smile in his voice. ‘You people do tend to do that. But at the end of the day, Bridget, it’s all down to strength of feeling and risk. If you love him then you’ll take a risk with him and if you do not, you won’t.’

Dr Zelfa Halman frowned. What her uncle had said was undoubtedly true and that she did love Mehmet Suleyman was undeniable. But whether she could ignore her professional training and just sink into this desire was another matter.

He knew that really he shouldn’t be here. Even though martial law was now a thing of the past, any passing cop could, if the mood took him, question him, move him on or just generally give him a hard time. But only, Enver thought with a smile, if they could see him through the thick fog. And given that he wasn’t moving, coupled with the fact that they, the police, didn’t seem to be about at the present time, that eventuality appeared to be unlikely. More relaxed now that he’d explored the probability of police appearance in detail, Enver leaned on the rail and sighed. Usually at this time of the morning – it was now 4 a.m. – one could see the lights coming on over in Karaköy as people there either rose to go to work or, in some cases, expelled paying guests from their beds. But not this morning. This morning the close bulk of the Galata Bridge disappeared completely in the middle of the Golden Horn, obscured by both the darkness and the lung-wrenching fog. Not that the lack of Karaköy made Enver stop looking towards it. It was the only place he had ever been happy.

Both the Refah Party and the unruly earth itself could do what they liked, but certain parts of Karaköy would always cater to those twin obsessions of men: drink and sex. And in his younger days, Enver had known all about both. In fact, his now deceased wife had been helping her mother to run a certain ‘establishment’ when Enver first met her. His children, although to this day they still didn’t know it, had frequently visited their grandmother at her brothel when they were small. But now that his eldest son, with whom Enver had lived for several years, ran a very respectable coffee shop just five minutes from where he was standing, there could be no allusion to anything even slightly ‘unseemly’. Eminönü was, although so often thronged with tourists, the ‘Old City’, quite opposed to the louche ‘European-ness’ of naughty Karaköy. But Enver’s heart was full of nostalgia. And it was this, combined with an increasing insomnia problem, that so often, like now, found him out of his bed either looking across at or going to Karaköy. Not that the latter option was very realistic at the present time. As well as concealing him, Enver knew that the fog could also conceal other more malignant individuals who might wish, for the price of a few cigarettes, to do him harm. There had always been an element like this, the truly desperate, in the old days, usually poor migrants from the country. Now, however, what with all the Russians, Albanians and other, Allah alone knew who, folk entering the city, it was rather more problematic working out just who had stolen your watch, your wallet or whatever.

So, on balance, best stay put. With Reşadiye Caddesi just behind him, Enver was within striking distance, even with his elderly gait, of Hasırcılar Caddesi and home. And if something were to go wrong between here and there, well, that was the will of Allah and therefore unavoidable. When a car pulled up somewhere behind Enver, just beyond the Eminönü tram stop, the old man did nevertheless briefly hold his breath. Who, apart from the police or the military, might be stopping beside an impenetrably foggy waterway at this time in the morning, he couldn’t imagine. Indeed, the thought that it must be a police car was so hard to shift that he sought confirmation by peering in the direction of the sound of the vehicle’s powerful engine. But whatever type of vehicle it was remained shrouded from him by the combined forces of the fog and his own failing eyesight.

When, after what seemed like a considerable number of minutes, one of the car’s doors opened, Enver took evasive action and, with remarkable agility, skipped lightly into the underpass beneath the Galata Bridge. There, his breath now coming in short rasps, he waited for the sound of ‘official’ voices, his ears almost reaching out from the side of his head in order to catch them.

But they never came. Only a dull thud, like the sound of something heavy being flung to the ground, registered on Enver’s straining ears. No voices, no guns, just a thick and, to him, quite muffled thump. Without voices, it signified nothing, and when he heard the car door shut once again and the engine roar off first towards him and then over the bridge, he assumed that whoever had been in the car had now done what they wanted to in Eminönü. He was just glad that whatever it was had not involved him.

Still, he did leave it quite some minutes before he dared to step out of the underpass and back onto the street. Rather than go back to his musings by the water, Enver decided to make his way home again. There was little to see in all this fog, which was now really spooking him. And so with half an eye out for policemen, soldiers or thieves, Enver made his way warily back across Reşadiye Caddesi. As he went, he observed that whatever had thumped out of that mysterious vehicle was no longer around. At least not in his immediate vicinity. For Enver, that was quite good enough.

For the last hundred metres of his journey, Enver closed his eyes and imagined the smell of his son’s delicious coffee guiding him home.


Chapter 2



When Fatma İkmen woke to yet another bone-chilling dawn, she found her husband not beside her in their bed but over by the window. Already dressed and smoking heavily, Inspector Çetin İkmen turned to his wife as she sat up and levelled an accusatory cigarette in the direction of a small cage that sat on the floor beside the bed.

‘I’m going to end up dying from lack of sleep because of that animal,’ he said sternly. ‘I want it gone.’

Fatma pushed her long black and grey hair back over her shoulders before calmly replying, ‘Hamsters can tell when the earth is going to move before we can. My little friend is simply an early warning system, as I have told you many times before.’

‘Yes, and as I have told you many times before,’ Çetin said, his voice rising with his increasing anger, ‘these buggers are nocturnal. They move around at night, Fatma! Earthquake or no earthquake, the bastards get up when the sun goes down and go to sleep when it rises!’

‘I don’t care. I would rather be awake for the rest of my life than have my children die underneath the ruins of this building. Wouldn’t you?’

‘Of course I would,’ he said as he braced himself via one thin hand against the damp window frame. ‘Correct me if I’m wrong, Fatma, but I thought that our early warning pet was supposed to be the cat, not that—’

‘Oh, the cat that sleeps both day and night, much use he is!’ Fatma said as she swung her short plump legs over the side of the bed and stood up.

Her husband rubbed the deepening lines in his face with his hands in an attempt to wake himself up. ‘Marlboro can make enough noise when he wants to.’

‘Oh, yes, when he’s courting!’ Fatma replied tartly. ‘Out amongst the rubbish he’s quite the hero, but in here? In here we need something we can rely on to wake us up, and that thing is my friend Squeaky and his little metal wheel.’

Gently, due to the rheumatism this damp weather encouraged into the bones in her back these days, Fatma bent down across the cage and whistled softly at the sleeping form of the hamster inside.

Seeing this made her husband rage yet again. ‘Oh, for the love of Allah,’ he said angrily. ‘If we have this monstrous earthquake some seismologists are predicting could happen, the whole city will fall into a massive fault and we’ll all be dead within seconds. And that will include little Squeaky and his fucking little wheel!’

‘Oh?’ His wife, rising slowly from her crouched position, put her hands on her hips and looked Çetin İkmen straight in the eye. ‘If it’s that bad, why won’t you let us move to another city? Well?’

İkmen, his usually thin patience stretched to its limit, exploded. ‘We’ve discussed this! The whole country’s on a fucking fault line, where in the—’

‘Konya isn’t. I’ve looked at where the faults are on a map. It’s a very safe place. They need good policemen there. You could apply.’

‘Oh, I could, Fatma, yes.’ He moved his thin body forward to meet her more voluptuous form. ‘But,’ he suddenly and violently flung his arms high above his head, ‘for an atheist drinker like me, life in our most religious city would be like a living death. I would far rather face the earthquake and die quickly than endure so much as a day in that place!’

‘But the children, Çetin,’ his wife pleaded, her hands held in what appeared to be a gesture of supplication against his chest. ‘What of the children?’

Just for a moment, it seemed to Fatma that her husband was, unusually, lost for words. His breath came in gulps, his face visibly changed from white to grey before Fatma’s eyes; a change that caused her to place a concerned hand upon his cheek. He’d been this colour the day after the big earthquake, the day when his friend Dr Arto Sarkissian had ‘joked’ that if all the cardiograph machines in the city had not been either destroyed or in use, he’d really like to hook Çetin up to one for a while. And that was before they’d received the news about one of Çetin’s colleagues’ horrific injuries. After that, Fatma clearly recalled, her husband had cried in his sleep.

‘Çetin . . .’ she began.

‘I just don’t think that the children will get what they need in a place like Konya,’ he said, slightly mollified by his wife’s soothing touch. ‘I haven’t worked like a slave all these years to see my younger children waste themselves in the country. All the older ones want to stay here anyway and,’ he sighed deeply and with tremendous weariness, ‘oh, I just feel that I’d rather we were all together somehow. I mean, how would you feel if we left here with the little ones and then the quake came and Sınan, Orhan, Çiçek and Bülent all died? I mean—’

‘Don’t!’ As if blocking out these hypothetical events, Fatma put her hand up to what was on the point of becoming a tear-stained face. ‘Don’t talk of such things, Çetin! Allah was so merciful to this family last time. It must have been written that we should all be spared.’

‘And anyway, how we would afford to move to another city, I don’t know.’ Çetin placed a loving hand on Fatma’s shoulder. ‘My brother has paid for so much that this family has needed, I can’t ask him for anything more.’

With tears still standing in her eyes, Fatma wrapped her arms round her husband’s neck. She squeezed him as tightly as her plump stomach would allow, and received a comfortingly familiar kiss on the back of the neck.

‘Oh, Çetin,’ she whispered softly just in case one of the children might be passing the door of their room and hear what she was about to say. ‘I’m so scared all the time! Every time one of the children bounces on the floor, my heart flies into my throat thinking it might be the earthquake again. Sometimes my heart can take hours to settle down and,’ she pulled his head out of her hair so that she could see into his eyes, ‘sometimes I think I’m going to have a heart attack because of all this – that or go mad!’

Çetin smiled and then kissed her lightly on the cheek. ‘You know, I think that for once I must advise you to take refuge in your religion, my darling. If you leave things like earthquakes in the hands of Allah, it means you can kind of hand the worry about that over to Him. I must confess, I thought that was what all you religious types did anyway.’

‘The earthquake has tested us all, Çetin.’ Breaking free from her husband’s arms, Fatma sat down on the edge of the bed, her head bowed. ‘Even Auntie Arın, who is the most pious person I know, slept out in the street for weeks after the soldiers told her she could go back into her house.’ She looked up sharply into her husband’s face. ‘She said it wasn’t that she didn’t have faith in Allah, it was that the earth had let her down. And that is how I feel. I feel let down and scared and even when my mind is no longer panicking, my heart keeps on pounding. I want to be safe, Çetin! I want my children to be safe!’

With a sigh, he sat down next to his wife and took one of her hands in his. Although he could fully appreciate what she was saying, he could not, he knew, do anything real to lessen her anxiety. Moving was impractical, the older children were opposed to it anyway, and without the slightest clue as to when or even if the next big earthquake might occur, speculation was pointless. There was nothing he could even say beyond, ‘Look, Fatma, keep the hamster if it makes you happy.’ And although this did seem to cheer her, as evidenced by the thin smile that ghosted across her face, when a few silent minutes later he got up to leave for work, her eyes followed him with a troubling intensity.

It was, he thought later, as if she were trying to etch every inch of his features onto her memory.

Nobody knew how long it had been there. Haluk the taxi driver, who the others were rapidly concluding was the sort of person who liked people to think he knew everything, gave his opinion that it must have been there for some time.

‘Just the bruising will tell you that,’ he said as he pulled at the dead man’s shirt. ‘See?’

‘Put that down!’ cried Beyazıt, the now outraged bus driver. He attempted to snatch the taxi man’s hand away from the body. ‘The police might take fingerprints off that and if they find your marks—’

‘Oh, like they’re going to take prints off cloth?’ Haluk said contemptuously. ‘What kind of idiot do you take me for?’

One of the assorted Eminönü fishermen who had come over to what was now developing into quite a crowd on Reşadiye Caddesi rather volubly agreed with the bus driver. And seeing as the fisherman was considerably bigger than he was, Haluk for the moment kept his counsel.

Just ten minutes before, Haluk’s car had hit what he had thought at the time was a particularly hard bundle of rubbish. He stopped to check his taxi for damage, intending to give the pile only a cursory glance, until he saw that it had a human face.

At first Haluk had thought that perhaps he had actually killed the man himself. After all, his car had made contact with him. Indeed, with this in mind, the taxi driver’s first instinct had been to run away. But then as the knowledge began to sink in that when he had stopped, so had the bus behind him, not to mention the appearance of the bus driver and several passengers, Haluk changed his mind. After all, even if he had killed the man, he must have been lying in the gutter at the time, which was not the kind of behaviour a sane person would exhibit. And given the man’s bundled appearance, it could surely not be his fault if he had hit him.

‘Some of this blood is very dry,’ said another, smaller fisherman as he bent over and peered at the body. ‘He could’ve been here for some time. Probably got hit before the fog cleared. There was no way a man could see his path in that.’

Several people muttered in agreement. As they all knew only too well, the previous night had been filthy and impenetrable. It had been the sort of night when their ancestors would have said that witches, djinn and all sorts of other supernatural horrors walked abroad. Not that that made the death of what was, by the look of what was left of him, quite a young man any less horrific. And indeed the fact that silence reigned amongst the crowd from then until the arrival of the police suggested that this was a feeling shared by all those present.

The police, when they arrived, consisted of two young leather-clad ‘Dolphins’, motorbike-riding rapid-response officers, who immediately drew a large group of admiring young men around their bikes.

The shorter Dolphin was just removing his helmet when Haluk began.

‘This man is dead,’ he said, waving a hand in the direction of the corpse. ‘He was dead before my vehicle even touched him.’ Then looking up at the fishermen for support, he added, ‘Is that no so, brothers?’

‘Well, in truth . . .’

‘Let’s just see the body, shall we?’ the slightly taller Dolphin, a man by the name of Rauf, replied firmly. As his partner attempted to push the crowd back, he bent down and looked at a face that appeared to be emerging from both the remnants of a shirt and large swathes of either a curtain or a bedcover. Like the fisherman before him, Rauf immediately noticed that although a lot of blood did appear to be in evidence, most of it had long since dried out. The man’s face had sustained heavy bruising, but where so much blood had come from was not immediately apparent. Rauf gently moved the man’s chin up from inside his heavily stained shirt, and all became very clear. Widening his eyes just a little in response to what he saw, Rauf called his partner over to his side.

‘Look at this,’ he said as he lifted the heavy chin once again.

His partner briefly raised his eyes up to heaven before unclipping his radio from his jacket and speaking into it. He and his colleague, he said, had been called to what could be an unlawful death.

As soon as he shut his office door behind him, Inspector Mehmet Suleyman took the packet of photographs out of his pocket and opened it onto his desk. Taking the first picture out as he sat down, Suleyman smiled as he saw the wicked little face of his friend Balthazar Cohen smile back at him. Wreathed as ever in curtains of cigarette smoke, Balthazar had his arm round the shoulders of a young, somewhat taller man whom Suleyman knew to be his friend’s son, Berekiah. Home now after finishing his military service, the young man had walked unwittingly into what had been a large gathering of his family and friends. He had, Suleyman recalled, dealt with it very well. After all, it cannot have been easy, even with prior knowledge, to confront the image of your once active father as a cripple with no job.

Although his home had been untouched by the massive earthquake that struck İstanbul on 17 August 1999, Constable Cohen, as he had been then, had not been there at the time. He’d been staying with a recently divorced lady in one of the newer apartment blocks in Yeşilköy, out by the airport. When the earthquake came, the building collapsed like a set of badly stacked plates, and Balthazar Cohen had been trapped under the rubble, which was where he stayed for the next thirty-six hours – beside the body of his dead mistress. Suleyman, who had lodged with the Cohens in their crowded Karaköy apartment since his separation from his wife almost two years previously, noted with some admiration that not once had Balthazar’s wife mentioned the circumstances surrounding her husband’s present infirmities. But then perhaps Estelle Cohen believed, as some of her husband’s old colleagues did, that Balthazar was now well and truly paying for his sins.

Suleyman flicked quickly through the rest of the pictures, smiling at the occasional sight of his own camera-shy face amongst their number, before putting them back into his pocket again. Estelle, he thought as he allowed himself a moment to look out of his fog-grimed window, would like them. Berekiah particularly looked well. Perhaps the young man would, in time, come round to his father’s idea of joining the police. Suleyman hoped so, even though Cohen’s little ‘talks’ on this subject to his son did sometimes smack of vicarious living. But that was understandable. Cohen, by losing his legs, had also lost his liberty and independence and had come, over the months since the disaster, to rely more and more upon reports from the ‘outside world’ from the likes of Suleyman, Estelle and Berekiah. Suleyman knew that when he did eventually leave the Cohens’ apartment, Balthazar would take it badly. If, of course, he did leave. Moving on without the presence of the woman he now hoped would be his wife would be pretty pointless. But trying to convince Zelfa Halman that he really did love her was proving problematic. With no confidence in what he saw as her voluptuous looks and nursing numerous psychological theories regarding the sometimes impulsive behaviour of people who have lived through disasters, Zelfa was treating his proposal with some caution. If only he could convince her that nothing beyond having her in his life mattered to him. But then he observed with a visible scowl that he was, after all, dealing with a psychiatrist and everybody knew what they were like.

Now, however, he had to push such thoughts aside. He switched on his computer terminal and watched as the machine started its laborious journey towards anything relevant to him. While he was waiting, Suleyman emptied his ashtray into the bin and then lit up his first cigarette of the day. He would, he knew, smoke many more before the day was out. With his sergeant, Çöktin, off with flu, he was going to be alone in this office probably for some days to come. Given the vast heap of paperwork he knew he needed to catch up on, that was no bad thing – even if his lungs were not particularly looking forward to the experience.

His finger was poised to press the series of buttons that would give him access to his files when he heard a knock on his door.

‘Come in,’ he said, just as the short, thin individual outside the door moved inside.

‘I’ve been called to an incident in Eminönü,’ Çetin İkmen said brightly. ‘Couple of Dolphins reckon they’ve stumbled upon a gangland execution.’

Suleyman frowned. ‘Really? What makes them think that?’

‘Classic execution mode. The victim’s had his throat slit, apparently. Ear to ear.’ İkmen illustrated this by dragging one finger across his own throat. ‘Are you busy?’

‘I’ve got a lot of paperwork to catch up on.’

‘Quite free to accompany me then,’ İkmen said and unhooked his colleague’s overcoat from behind the office door.

‘I don’t think our superiors would share your disdain for the bureaucratic niceties, Çetin,’ Suleyman replied with a smile. ‘However . . .’ He started the sequence necessary to shut down the computer.

‘Good man!’ İkmen said with some passion. He handed Suleyman his coat. ‘Now that the fog has gone, it’s really not a bad day.’

‘Good.’

‘It’s been a long time since you and I attended a crime scene together,’ İkmen said.

‘Yes,’ Suleyman agreed, ‘but then I’m only coming along as your guest, aren’t I? I mean, Tepe is your sergeant now and—’

‘Oh, yes,’ İkmen said with a wave of his hand, ‘but the trouble with him is that he just isn’t you, my dear Mehmet.’

‘Oh, Çetin, now . . .’

But İkmen had gone. And after he had put his coat on, a slightly amused, if somewhat exasperated, Suleyman followed.


Chapter 3



The late owner of the identity card that Orhan Tepe was now clutching between his latex-gloved fingers had been called Rifat Berisha. The name made Tepe frown. As far as he could tell, Berisha was not a common Turkish name, but then it didn’t have any of the usual minority hallmarks either. It was obviously neither Armenian nor Greek and it was doubtful that it was Jewish. Not that this aspect was of particular importance. More to the point was that Mr Berisha was only twenty-five years old and that he had, in all probability, been murdered. Or at least that was what many members of the crowd Tepe had so recently helped push back from the scene thought. Now lurking beyond the barriers erected around the site by his fellow officers, these onlookers had, if anything, increased in number in the half-hour since the area had been cleared. This was not something that, by the look of the thunderous expression that now hung across his features, particularly pleased Tepe’s superior, Inspector İkmen.

‘Haven’t these bastards got work to do?’ he asked a bored-looking officer to Tepe’s left.

The officer didn’t really have an answer to what was anyway a rhetorical question and he grimaced in an embarrassed fashion. This would have irritated İkmen had not the man who used to be his sergeant prior to Tepe intervened.

‘Unless this man killed himself,’ Suleyman said as he peered down at the heavily stained corpse, ‘somebody as yet unknown must have some very gory clothes to dispose of. Our friend here has been almost decapitated.’

‘The doctor will confirm that or not,’ İkmen said distractedly as he lit yet another cigarette. ‘When he gets here.’

Then with a sigh he moved towards the Bosphorus side of the site. Perhaps he was thinking that a view of the water might make him feel better about the sudden depression he was experiencing. Tepe, the ID card clutched firmly between his fingers, followed his boss to the waterside rail.

‘Sir?’

İkmen turned briefly towards his young deputy, smiled and then looked out across the water once again, towards the Asian side of the city.

‘You know, Tepe,’ he said just as the younger man was beginning to think that perhaps his boss had entered some sort of fugue state, ‘my mother used to say that it was possible to see our house in Üsküdar from here. However, try as I might, I have never been able to spot it myself. Perhaps there are just too many buildings in the way now or maybe my mother was simply telling lies.’ He turned again and once more he smiled at Tepe. ‘It would have been in character for her, you know.’

Tepe, who was aware of the stories that were told about İkmen’s late mother – her interest in witchcraft for instance – blushed slightly by way of reply. After all, it was not every day you heard a man brand his own mother a liar. Mothers were, usually, almost sacred beings to the average Turkish man. But then İkmen was about as far from average as it was possible to get.

A few seconds later, Tepe remembered what was in his hands and very obviously cleared his throat.

‘Yes?’ İkmen said, roused once again from his reverie.

‘I did find this.’ Tepe held up the stained card for İkmen’s perusal. ‘It was sticking out of the pocket of his jeans and so—’

‘You should have waited for forensic,’ İkmen said with a frown, but then as he moved closer to look at the item, he muttered, ‘Mmm.’

‘Anything interesting?’ a younger, more cultured voice asked.

Tepe, looking up into Suleyman’s gravely handsome features, said, ‘Looks like the victim’s ID card, sir.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yes,’ İkmen said as he stared at it. ‘An Albanian if I’m not mistaken.’

‘Ah.’

‘Berisha is an Albanian name,’ İkmen said. ‘One of their more recent despots was, I believe, called Berisha. It will be interesting to discover whether this man is one of his clan.’

‘Could that have a bearing on his death?’ Suleyman inquired.

‘Oh, it could,’ the older man said thoughtfully, ‘it could. But whatever the reason for this man’s death, his clan will get themselves involved, of that you can be sure.’

Tepe, who had up until that point been listening in silence, asked ‘So, do you know a lot about Albanians then, sir?’

Both İkmen and Suleyman smiled. ‘No more than what my Albanian mother told me,’ İkmen replied, ‘which was not a great deal.’

‘Oh.’

‘But then is it not in the nature of witches, djinn and other creatures of the night to be just a little vague?’ said the plump, bespectacled man who had suddenly appeared at İkmen’s side.

‘Oh, yes, doctor,’ İkmen replied with a smile, ‘absolutely.’

‘Good morning, Dr Sarkissian,’ Suleyman said as he watched İkmen and his old friend embrace warmly. ‘Have you seen the body yet?’

‘Briefly,’ the Armenian replied and silently shook hands with Sergeant Tepe.

‘And?’

‘And I think that whoever killed him was pretty serious about it.’

İkmen leaned against the waterside rail and pulled his thin raincoat hard round his small frame. The cold seemed to be eating into his bones. ‘Why is that, Arto?’

‘Because even after a cursory glance I can see that whoever did this almost took the poor fellow’s head off.’

‘Just as you thought, Inspector,’ İkmen said, nodding in Suleyman’s direction. ‘Vicious.’

‘I’ll be able to tell you exactly how it was done when I’ve had a proper look,’ the pathologist said brightly. ‘Do we have a name for this unfortunate?’

‘It’s Rifat Berisha, sir,’ Tepe offered. ‘Or at least—’

‘Oh, yes, that really is very Albanian, isn’t it?’ the doctor said. ‘Do we know whether Mr Berisha is a Kosovan refugee or a more long-term resident?’

‘His ID would seem to suggest the latter,’ İkmen replied. ‘Although being Albanian there is always, of course, the possibility that his papers and even his name are counterfeit.’

‘That’s a harsh judgement,’ Suleyman observed with a frown.

İkmen smiled wryly. ‘Albania is a harsh place,’ he said, and began to walk back towards the crime scene. ‘It engenders witches and demons, dictators, gangsters and liars.’

And then, briefly, he laughed.

Since coming to İstanbul nine years before, Aliya Berisha had three times put a man’s bloodstained shirt in the window of wherever the family were living. The first time, when the shirt had been her father-in-law’s, they had been staying in Balat, in a house belonging to an elderly Jew. And although it was said that the Jew had expressed ‘opinions’ on both the death of Aliya’s father-in-law and the shirt, nothing had ever been mentioned to either her or the rest of the family. Besides, shortly afterwards, when her cousin Mimoza married the Turk, Dilek Özer, they all decamped to his apartments on Kutucular Caddesi, not five minutes away from where the İstanbul police were currently opening up a murder investigation.

The two further bloodied shirts that Aliya had displayed since moving into Mr Özer’s extensive property had belonged to her husband’s only brother, Muhammed, and the youngest of her sons, the then fifteen-year-old Egrem. Dilek Özer, who neither spoke nor understood the Albanian language, readily believed his wife’s explanation for these strange exhibits of the dead. ‘We expose their shirts to honour them,’ Mimoza had said when she first caught sight of her husband looking doubtfully at the gruesome artefact. ‘It is a signal to other Albanians that our men died bravely.’

And having absolutely no knowledge of his wife’s culture, how could Dilek Özer with his hundred per cent İstanbuli heritage argue?

Had he ever pushed Mimoza on this point or indeed bothered to seek out literature on the matter, Dilek Özer’s attitude to this ‘custom’, or rather to what followed on from it, might have been radically different. He might well have thrown the entire Berisha clan out onto the street, including Mimoza.

On this particular morning, however, there were no shirts at the windows of the Berishas’ apartment, only the white face of Aliya’s daughter, Engelushjia, her eyes nervously scanning the features of the people in the street below. Behind her, within the darkness of their spare living room, Aliya sat motionless save for the brief movement of her fingers as she puffed on a cigarette. Her other hand lay protectively across what had only in the last few days become an obvious pregnancy. And although the thick bouts of coughing that burst periodically from some unseen part of the property made the women stir from time to time, not even that seemed able to rouse them completely from their frozen poses.

Beyond speech, neither woman gave voice to what they were thinking. Engelushjia was seeking good news amongst the many faces of those in the street below; Aliya, more pragmatic than her daughter, simply kept track of the time. As it stretched still further into the blackness that encapsulated the future, the spirit that allows people to hope was slowly dying inside Aliya’s mind. Were midday to come and go with nothing, then she would know. Even a man with hot, youthful appetites would be finished with a woman by then. And if trouble had come which involved the police, Aliya would surely know about that by then too. Not that she believed either of these scenarios was likely. Neither Rifat nor the police would come. Soon, she knew, she would have to send Engelushjia across to Tahtakale Caddesi in order to retrieve her brother’s body. Unlike with Egrem, Aliya was not in a condition to do it herself. Just the thought of her own inadequacy made Aliya choke on what was a flood of rising tears.

‘I do appreciate your coming with me, you know,’ İkmen said as he slipped neatly into step beside his much taller colleague.

‘I don’t suppose Tepe feels quite so joyful about it,’ Suleyman replied.

İkmen shrugged. ‘Somebody needs to remain in charge of the scene until the body has been moved. And I don’t see the virtue in not informing these Berisha people as soon as possible. If we can get a positive ID on that body today perhaps we can start to ask questions which might tell us what young Rifat was involved in.’

‘Your use of the word “we” does not, I hope, pertain to myself,’ Suleyman said as he first lit up a cigarette and then pointedly ignored the man who had appeared at his elbow, pressing him to buy a battered packet of condoms.

İkmen gave no sign that he had heard Suleyman’s comment. Closing his mind to what he did not want to address or felt incapable of dealing with was a well-practised trait of his. ‘Don’t your brother’s in-laws have premises in the Mısır Çarşısı?’ he asked as they skirted round the right-hand side of the ornate entrance to what was also known as the Spice Bazaar.

‘Yes,’ a tight-lipped Suleyman replied. ‘A caviar specialist. My mother calls it a grocer’s shop. Very lively. Very Greek.’

‘So does your brother see much of them? I mean . . .’ İkmen, aware that the death of Suleyman’s sister-in-law was still a very raw and delicate issue, uncharacteristically stumbled over his words. ‘I mean, er, since Elena . . .’

‘Murad’s in-laws have been very supportive. Mrs Papas looks after my niece every day, now that Murad works in Beşiktaş.’ Then under his breath he added, ‘Which is more than Edibe’s Turkish family do.’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ İkmen said. ‘The little one spends quite a bit of time over at the Cohens’ place with you.’

‘When I talk of Edibe’s Turkish family what I mean is my parents, actually, Çetin,’ Suleyman said with some passion.

‘Oh.’

Knowing from experience that further discussion of Suleyman’s family, now that his archaic Ottoman parents had been mentioned, was impossible, İkmen lapsed into silence. Not for the first time, he felt pleased that he was just a peasant – if from, on one side, rather dubious Albanian stock. Ayşe İkmen, that crafty weaver of unintelligible Albanian spells, may have been dead for over forty years now, but on days like this she lived very strongly in the head of at least one of her sons.

Negotiating the narrow, packed thoroughfare that was Hasırcılar Caddesi, İkmen wondered how much, if any, Turkish language skills the Berisha family would have. He hoped they were at least reasonably fluent. Between the twin facts of his mother’s early death and his father’s disdain for a language he said sounded like a madman’s ravings, Çetin İkmen knew very little Albanian. And, apart from a few commonly held beliefs about the superstitious nature of Albanians, the only thing that he really grasped about them was their enthusiastic pursuit of what they called gjakmaria – the blood feud. Not that these thoughts occupied his mind for very long. Weaving through throngs of heavily muffled shoppers and avoiding handcarts stacked with coats, socks, vine tomatoes and anything else imaginable did tend to fully occupy one’s senses. That and trying to keep up with the rapid progress of Suleyman was not easy for one as unfit as İkmen. Only when Hasırcılar Caddesi had eventually resolved into Kutucular Caddesi, the home of the Berisha family, did the younger man start to slow his steps somewhat.

Hemmed in by tiny shops selling electrical goods, cigarette lighters, buttons and underwear, the two men peered intently at the occasional doorways between the businesses in order to find what they were looking for. Such doorways, they knew, led up to both storehouses and apartments that occupied the crumbling seventeenth-century shells into which the shops had been inserted many years before. İkmen, at least, knew that a clean and bright electrical shop could very well exist underneath a damp hovel of almost indescribable sordidness.

It was Suleyman who first spotted the faded number lurking above the darkened entranceway. ‘This is number thirty-two,’ he said. He turned his nose up at the small gang of local toughs who stared hungrily at his elegant Italian suit and briskly made his way up the stairs.

Before İkmen followed, he happened to look up at the windows of the upper apartment. At one of them was a young, very white female face. When she saw him, the girl put her hand to her mouth before she disappeared into the depths of the building.

While Mehmet Suleyman was entering the Berishas’ apartment, the man some people ruefully called ‘Prince’ Muhammed waited for the doctor to call him into her office. Tall and, like his son, gravely attractive, Muhammed Suleyman tried hard to concentrate on his copy of A la Recherche du Temps Perdu without success. Not that this failure was, under the circumstances, surprising. There was a very strange man sitting opposite who, for some reason, kept on repeating the word ‘two’ over and over to a veiled woman, who Muhammed supposed was the man’s mother. A thin young boy with ravenous eyes and a frightful toothless hag made up the rest of the waiting group. All, apart from Muhammed himself, perfectly mad of course. Had his elder son Murad not given his father to believe that young Mehmet might be serious about this female psychiatrist, he would never have come through the door.

But then sane people didn’t often come to visit psychiatrists, did they? Not that this doctor, pleasingly blonde from what he’d seen of her so far, would appreciate his lack of bizarre symptoms. In fact she would probably be furious when she discovered the real reason for his visit. Sizing up those one’s children intended to marry, the traditional function of the görücü, or marriage broker, was not something Muhammed would expect a foreigner to understand. This doctor would probably consider such a thing a waste of time and everyone knew that western foreigners in particular hated wasting time.

For quite different reasons, Muhammed’s wife, Nur, would also be furious if she knew what her husband was doing now. For not only was the role of the görücü always held by a woman, Nur was in addition particularly at odds with the younger of her two sons at the moment. In fact, ever since Mehmet had left his wife, one of Nur’s more forceful nieces, two years previously, he and his mother had barely spoken. Autocratic and unforgiving, Nur Suleyman’s pursuit of what she felt her aristocratic sons should want had over the years poisoned her relations with both of them. Strange, really, considering that it was her husband who had the aristocratic background. Nur herself was actually from a rather ambitious peasant family. Muhammed smiled to himself. Of course he should have been firmer with her years ago but . . .

Dr Halman smiled as she ushered the toothless hag into her office. She did briefly glance towards Muhammed as she moved back into her room but not, he thought, with any sense of recognition. It wasn’t a bad face. And although she was obviously middle-aged, Muhammed could see that Zelfa Halman was still an attractive prospect. Whether or not she was worthy of his son, though, he would not be able to deduce until he spoke to her. Although, of course, worthy or not, if Mehmet loved her then that would be that. His lovely little boy had, Muhammed mused rather sadly, grown into early middle age almost without his noticing. He was still handsome, but Mehmet’s eyes had, on the few occasions Muhammed had seen them lately, shown signs of having looked upon more than was good for them. Working with death for all these years cannot have helped, and then when the earthquake came, well . . . Muhammed, like so many other inhabitants of the north-western corner of the country, turned away from what was an almost unbearable memory. But when the small blonde woman came out of her office again, this time to usher the strange man and his mother into her room, Muhammed considered that perhaps such a soft and curvy little thing was just what his son needed to keep the spiky ghosts of the past at bay. And when Dr Halman smiled at him, Muhammed found himself smiling back with some enthusiasm.

Just after the smile, though, he left. One always thinks that courage should be natural to princes. But in this case it was not so.


Chapter 4



‘Do you have any ideas about who might have wanted to harm your son, Mrs Berisha?’ İkmen asked when the ticking of the old clock in the corner of that darkened room threatened to damage his sanity.

‘No.’

Like all the rest of the Berishas’ responses so far, Aliya’s was heavily accented and monosyllabic. Only the blood drawn by their fingernails raking down their cheeks gave any hint of the anguish İkmen knew the mother and her daughter were experiencing. Real, if strangely silent, peasant mourning, not unlike the dramas he’d seen when Fatma’s father had died. A quick glance at a wide-eyed Suleyman told him that the younger man had not experienced as much of this sort of thing as he had.

İkmen looked at the dead man’s father, a motionless study in elderly disaffection. Not that Rahman Berisha was necessarily old. A windswept, disappointed face like that could be anything from fifty to seventy years old. ‘Anything you wish to add to what your wife has said, Mr Berisha?’

‘No.’

Even if the family’s answers had not been as suspiciously rapid and sure as they were, the look that fleetingly passed between Rahman and his daughter would have alerted İkmen to the possibility of something being amiss. It was a look, on the girl’s part at least, of almost hysterical fear. Not that İkmen, at this stage in the proceedings, gave voice to his suspicions.

‘So, what you’re saying then, Mr Berisha,’ he said, ‘is that you know everything there is to know about your twenty-five-year-old son.’

‘There are no secrets between blood,’ the Albanian replied. His use of the word ‘blood’ where İkmen would have used ‘family’ was something the policeman was accustomed to hearing from some of his own relatives. It was yet another cue for mental sirens to sound in his head. If Rifat’s murder was what it looked and sounded like, it was going to be very easy to solve. But then that was, İkmen knew from experience, all the more reason to act with extreme caution. Things were rarely, if ever, what they seemed.

After yet another pause that seemed to last several lifetimes, İkmen, now convinced that the traumatised Berishas had little more to offer on the subject of Rifat at this time, finally came to what victims’ families dreaded most. Looking at Rahman, the only contender for the task, İkmen said, ‘Of course the body will have to be formally identified.’

‘Why?’

For just a moment, both officers thought that they might have misheard, and frowned doubtfully at each other. Only when an uncomfortable length of time had once again passed did Suleyman break the silence and answer the question.

‘We must know that the victim is definitely Rifat,’ he said. ‘Even though his description and papers are consistent with those of your son, we have to be certain. People do sometimes plant false papers on dead bodies in order to confound us.’

‘So, will you bring him here then? Rifat?’ Aliya Berisha asked as she rubbed one bloodied hand across the swollen hump of her belly.

İkmen said, ‘No, madam, you will have to come to the hospital.’

‘No.’

‘Pardon?’

‘Go to the hospital, no,’ the woman said. ‘No.’

‘Well,’ İkmen said smoothly, thinking that he knew why Aliya Berisha was refusing – as a religious woman she might well object to being in the presence of a body of the opposite sex, even her own son’s – ‘I was actually thinking that your husband—’

‘No.’

‘But, madam,’ Suleyman said and leaned towards the couple, the better to impress upon them the seriousness of the issue at hand, ‘as I thought I explained to you—’

‘Engelushjia will go,’ the woman said, looking fiercely at the face of her daughter – a girl of sixteen at most.

‘But—’

‘No, I’ll go.’ Her words were firm even though both İkmen and Suleyman saw that her eyes moved uneasily as she spoke.

‘Well, if you insist, Miss Berisha.’

‘She does,’ her father answered for her.

‘Right. Good.’ İkmen looked at the Berishas; smiling at them, he had quickly discovered, had little effect. The whole family, together with the wife of their landlord, also some sort of relative, had sunk back into stone-like silence once again. Only the girl, marble-white Engelushjia, seemed alert, if terrified. In some ways, thought İkmen, it was probably best if she identified her brother’s body. He just hoped that she wouldn’t find the process too distressing, though he knew that she almost certainly would. Dead bodies were not pretty at the best of times but Rifat Berisha’s, with its head almost hanging off, was particularly unpleasant. Briefly İkmen experienced a wave of anger towards this family who were, seemingly without thought, sending such a young girl to look into the face of horror.

‘Well,’ İkmen said as he braced his hands on his knees and then stood up, ‘if we are going to go through these processes and make a start on your son’s case . . .’

‘When will we be able to bury my son?’ Rahman asked, not moving his gaze from the floor in front of him.

Knowing how important it was for Muslims to be able to bury their dead quickly, İkmen frowned as he started to tell the traumatised family why it would not be possible in this case. Murder, as both İkmen and Suleyman knew only too well, changed the rules governing people’s lives in so many ways.

‘I am afraid you will have to wait, Mr Berisha,’ he said gravely, ‘until our doctor has firstly determined cause of death and secondly gathered from your son’s body as much evidence as he can. Victims’ bodies can often provide us with enough clues to narrow the scope of an investigation down considerably. As you—’
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