
[image: cover missing]



BELSHAZZAR’S DAUGHTER


Barbara Nadel


 


 


 


 


[image: Image Missing]



Copyright © 1999 Barbara Nadel

The right of Barbara Nadel to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2010

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 0 7553 8213 2

Cover photograph © Getty Images/Hulton Archive

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


About the Author

Trained as an actress, Barbara Nadel used to work in mental health services. Born in the East End of London, she now writes full time and has been a regular visitor to Turkey for over twenty years. She received the Crime Writers’ Association Silver Dagger for her novel Deadly Web in 2005. She is also the author of the highly acclaimed Francis Hancock series set during World War Two.



Praise for The Inspector Ikmen Series:



‘Nadel’s evocation of the shady underbelly of modern Turkey is one of the perennial joys of crime fiction’ Mail on Sunday


‘The delight of Nadel’s books is the sense of being taken beneath the surface of an ancient city which most visitors see for a few days at most.  We look into the alleyways and curious dark quarters of Istanbul, full of complex characters and louche atmosphere’ Independent


‘A colourful and persuasive portrait of contemporary Istanbul’ Literary Review


‘Nadel’s novels take in all of Istanbul – the mysterious, the beautiful, the hidden and the banal.  Her characters are vivid.  A fascinating view of contemporary Turkey’ Scotland on Sunday


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


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


Praise for The Hancock Series:



‘Nadel has made a sizeable impact on the crime and mystery field with her fascinating series of thrillers set in Istanbul . . . Her new series, set during the London Blitz, ably navigates different psychological waters; it conjures up a moving character in Francis Hancock . . . A great depiction of the period and a touchingly reluctant new sleuth’ Guardian


‘Gripping and unusual detective story . . . vivid and poignant’ Literary Review


‘Nadel has created an atmospheric setting and a fascinating insight into the lives of Londoners struggling against the Luftwaffe’s nightly onslaught.  The book’s intelligent original theme and empathetic characterization make for a compelling read’ Good Book Guide


‘Excellent’ Birmingham Post




By Barbara Nadel


The Inspector Ikmen Series:


Belshazzar’s Daughter


A Chemical Prison


Arabesk


Deep Waters


Harem


Petrified


Deadly Web


Dance with Death


A Passion for Killing


Pretty Dead Things


River of the Dead


Death by Design


A Noble Killing


Dead of Night


Deadline


Body Count


Land of the Blind


The Hancock Series:


Last Rights


After the Mourning


Ashes to Ashes


Sure and Certain Death


The Hakim and Arnold Series:


A Private Business


An Act of Kindness


Poisoned Ground




About the Book


Leonid Meyer is found murdered in his flat in Balat, Istanbul’s decrepit Jewish quarter, a swastika daubed on the wall in the old man’s blood. But Inspector Cetin Ikmen is quick to eschew the obvious conclusion that this is a racist attack. The evidence leads Ikmen and his young lieutenant, Suleyman, to two people: Robert Cornelius, a teacher observed outside Meyer’s flat shortly after the murder, and a retired businessman, Reinhold Smits, known to have had Nazi sympathies. But another link connects these two: a ninety-year-old Russian émigré, Maria Gulcu, a widow who thinks she possesses a secret worth killing for . . .



To Malcolm and Alexis

with all my love


Chapter 1



A room. Four flat, tar- and nicotine-stained walls. A window: filthy, caked with viscous, black dust. Not that it matters. Some windows don’t have views. Some windows just reflect, like mirrors.

Chairs and a table. Rough-hewn, this stuff, like the poor sticks country peasants might have in their hot little sun-baked hovels. But this is not the country. The air is thick – almost solid. The city chokes upon its love affair with the internal combustion engine.

Not a sound, save the roar of the traffic. The shrieking silence of the inner city.

There’s a bed too. A small, narrow cot. It has an iron headboard, a series of hard, cold tubes. Functional, it recalls hospital wards, prisons, institutions for the sad, the bad, the less than whole.

Recently there was fierce activity; the bedclothes are rumpled like old skin. One stained pillow lies burst open on the floor. Its guts flutter about on the tiny floor-level breeze. Small grey and white feathers, curled for ever into short, permanent waves.

And yet there is not the smell of sex here, that faintly sweet odour, the one that not even bathing can erase.

Turning away from the bed it is possible to look at what lies upon it via the reflection in the mirror that hangs on the opposite wall. A sharp movement causes the flies that lie across the bed like a rug to stir and take flight. There’s a lot of blood. That which hasn’t oozed into the mattress drips lazily down an arm, along one outstretched finger on to the floor. In the wide, pinned-back eyes lies the still, silent reflection of the open doorway. A reflection within a reflection – the fascination of the infinite.

An empty bottle rolls over the exhausted carpet underneath the table and encounters an empty cigarette packet. The door creaks very gently on its ancient, rusted hinges and a sickness, unexpected, rises rapidly. Too rapidly to be controlled.

The door swings open a little wider and light footsteps sprint almost soundlessly down and out into the street below.

The door remains open and after a while the flies regroup. They cannot be seduced away for very long. The sound of the feet is not even a memory before the insects get back to the business of feeding. The thing on the bed has spread its goodness far beyond its own cracked shell. The flies make a large, mobile pattern on the wall, slipping and sliding with the movement of the thick liquid. They must be quick. The hot sun will dry it soon and then it will be useless. The flies know this and bloat themselves.

The final class of the afternoon, eight wealthy, spoilt and sulky boys between the ages of fifteen and seventeen, had been difficult. It had been a pure grammar session too. Probably not a good idea for a hot afternoon in August, but what choice did he have? The tests were coming up in just over a week and none of the students was ready, not even the painfully devout headscarf brigade, the girls from Bursa. And who could blame them? Few of them possessed even the most elementary grasp of the English language, and to be shut up in a stuffy room for hours on end during the hottest month of the year . . . He didn’t want to be there himself! But he didn’t really have a choice. He never did.

But now he was going home. The best part of the day had finally arrived. Though still breathlessly hot, there was that slight feeling of relief in the air which comes as afternoon slips imperceptibly over into early evening: the promise of night and a slight drop in temperature becoming a reality. It wasn’t an unpleasant walk either, his route to the bus stop. Unless of course one had to live in this run-down and commercially defunct quarter of the city.

Balat. He tramped its filthy streets, its winding labyrinthine alleys, six days a week, but it never bored him. Dickensian charm was what this district possessed. David Copperfield, Pip, Mr Jingle, Fagin: none of them would have been out of place within Balat’s ambience of poverty, petty crime and picturesque filth. Fagin, especially, would have fitted in perfectly. Jews, old Jews, were the one and only commodity that Balat could boast of having in anything approaching abundance.

Not that they were obvious, these ancient, winter-clad, shy little Jews, muttering gently in some language they kept exclusive, secret, like themselves. If others had not told him of their existence it is doubtful whether he would even have known they were there. They blended. Suspicious of strangers and a perceived outside world that largely hated them, they would turn their faces to the wall as he approached and disappear into the brickwork, the concrete, the stone. For centuries the Ottoman Empire, now the Turkish Republic, had provided a safe haven for Jews. It was famed for its humane attitude towards the Hebrews. But old, suspicious habits, learnt in the hard schools of Western Europe, die hard. It wasn’t personal.

Of course, at its root it was all economic. In ‘better’ parts of the city there were thousands of middle-class and wealthy Jews who lived lives identical in almost every way to the Turkish majority. But in Balat things were different. When money and comfort are absent, other more fundamental aspects take on greater importance. Traditions, rules, taboos.

Robert turned the corner into the nameless, snakelike back street that ultimately gave on to the main road and the bus stop beyond. It was exceptionally sultry. Even putting one foot in front of the other was an effort. He stopped and delved deep into his shirt pocket for his cigarettes and lighter. It was, for him, one of the luxuries of living in a city like İstanbul, this freedom to smoke in the street without attracting reproving glances. How different it all was from London. In so many ways. He lit a cigarette and took a long, deep, luxurious drag.

As he stood smoking, looking towards the thick distant traffic of his destination, a door creaked open behind him. He turned to look. There was nothing there save the blankness of a very shut, very old apartment building. Shut, that is, with the exception of a small wooden door on the ground floor that swung and creaked rustily upon its ornate iron hinges. There was nobody about. Like a ghost-town scene from an old Western movie, late-afternoon Balat was silent and, on the face of it, uninhabited. But Robert knew that it was only an illusion. Thousands of people lived in Balat. As soon as the outsider was gone, hundreds of old Jews would disengage themselves from the walls, pass from stone into flesh, from silence into rapid unintelligible chatter. At six foot three, with hair the colour of varnished pine, Robert knew what they thought. Knew what type of foreigner they would, quite naturally, assume him to be.

He turned back again, but, as he did, a movement just on the periphery of his field of vision caught his attention. He did a double-take and found himself face to face with what looked remarkably like a small gnome or elf framed in the doorway, its hand upon one rusty hinge. It was a woman, tiny, dressed all in black, her eyes momentarily caught in his, filled with fear and distrust. Then she dropped her gaze, her eyes sinking to the floor beneath her feet as she moved slowly backwards, dissolving into the deep shadows of the tenement that was, with her shyness, her prison. A sharp needle of pity pierced his consciousness as he watched her go. There was no way he could make her understand that he was safe, that he meant her no harm. Few of these people could speak Turkish, much less English, and for all he knew she might be one of the real unfortunates, the ones with numbers tattooed on their wrists, forearms or buttocks. Some Jews from Eastern Europe and Germany had settled in the comparative safety of Turkey just after the War; the names Belsen, Auschwitz and Ravensbrück still rang in their ears forty-seven years on. She disappeared.

Robert finished his cigarette and ground the smoking butt beneath his heel, pushing it deep down into the thick dust of the road surface. He felt better for his short rest and was just about to continue on his way home when a second figure appeared, this time in the doorway of the apartment block directly in front of him. At first, although the figure was familiar, he was so surprised that he almost ignored it. But the face, if not the tattered black jeans and unfashionable baggy shirt, was unmistakable, wasn’t it? He moved his head forward a little, the better to see it. Could it be, possibly? Natalia? In Balat? The figure moved. It looked once up the street and then, sweeping its gaze down towards him, froze.

It all happened very quickly. He smiled and went to raise his hand to wave in greeting. She flinched, dropped her gaze and then, like the natives of the quarter, turned her back as if trying to blend herself with the wall. Robert took one pace forward and was just opening his mouth to speak when, visibly trembling, she sprang to oneside and started running down the street in the direction of the main road.

Without really thinking about what he was doing, Robert followed. Now oblivious to everything else around him, he ran. Before him, running more swiftly on almost silent feet, was Natalia, slim, raven-haired, exquisite. Running away, frightened. Of him? If he had had time he would have felt hurt, affronted even. But there wasn’t and she was fast, faster than he had imagined.

Just before Natalia reached the bottom of the winding back street, she turned off sharply to the left. Robert was nearly upon her now. As she veered to the side he briefly, just for a moment, caught her. Long strong fingers grabbed at, but could not grasp, one bony shoulder blade. His arm recoiled as if burnt. It was thin, that shoulder blade, through the cheap cotton. Not round and luxurious and sexy like he remembered. Could he be wrong? Could this be someone else? She gasped, panicking under his touch, and increased the speed and thrust of her legs. Robert stopped.

He was in a courtyard, windows and squat green doors on all sides. As usual, not a soul in sight. Before him, so narrow it was more like a tunnel than a street, stretched an alleyway down which Natalia had disappeared. As he stood panting heavily, hands braced against his knees for support, he looked down into the depths of the warren-like thoroughfare. All he saw was the absence of things. Light, movement, colour, Natalia’s fleeing figure . . .

For a few seconds he gathered himself thus, then he stood straight. She had gone. Not so much as a breath disturbed the pollution-coated afternoon air. Dazed, he made his way out of the courtyard and stopped in the street beyond. He looked up and down three or four times, but to no avail. The street, like the courtyard from which he had just emerged, was silent save for the roar of the traffic booming from the main road at its now nearby northern end. He moved towards the comforting sound of people and machines in motion, his mind a dark pit full of anxiety and a nagging distrust of what his eyes and his hands had just revealed to him. Perhaps he’d just had too much sun. Maybe the heat had fuddled his senses. And yet it had been her face! There could be no doubt with a face like that, surely! So fine and yet so sensual, well bred and yet somehow wild. Christ, he had to get home! If he started thinking about her now and moved in the direction of that shop . . .

He walked unsteadily towards the bus stop, the noises of people and vehicles growing around him with every step. Dreamlike, that had been the quality of the experience, and yet he knew he was awake. The world of Main Street, İstanbul was too loud and intrusive to leave him in any doubt. Eighteen months ago he would have put it down to the medication and that would have been that. But . . .

He looked behind him to the exit from which he had just come. From his angle of sight the buildings on either side of the tiny thoroughfare looked very close together now, as if they were sealing, closing for business. The temperature was over thirty degrees, but Robert Cornelius’s blood felt cold.

‘Fucking bastard!’ she said out loud, holding a hand encrusted with paste jewels up to the rose-coloured swelling above her right eye. She couldn’t believe it. Again! That was twice she had been beaten and denied her fee in as many days. What on earth made these men think they had the right? It was a service, like any other. Would they take bread from the bakery and then beat up the baker to avoid paying him? Of course not! But tarts? Tarts, especially of the old and very used variety, were another matter. She knew the risks, she’d always known them, but that still didn’t answer the vexed question of why. Men wanted sex, tarts provided sex. So why wave a twenty-thousand lira note in her face and then give her a black eye? Why not just take and have done with it? Guilt? A sudden vision of the broken-down wife with her prolapsed womb and ten children back home? Memories of youth when sex was free and life not quite so cheap?

But knowledge didn’t make it any better. Nothing except money assuaged the growling hunger pangs in her stomach and the urgent desire for a drink with more of a kick than tea.

‘Twenty thousand fucking lira!’ she announced to the silent, midnight streets of Balat.

Thirty-one years on the streets, pandering to the basest of men’s desires, had done no favours for Leah Delmonte. Prostitution was no soft option. Like the movies, all couches, high-class madams and sherbet, it was not. Of course, it had not been quite as hard when she was a girl as it was now. She had called herself Dolores in those days, and officially she had been employed as a dancer. ‘Madame Lilli proudly presents, direct from Madrid, Spain, Dolores, wild and passionate gypsy flamenco dancer!’ Just the memory of it made her want to cry. And they had known no different, all those soldiers, marines, young rich boys out for kicks, passing through her hands. Her ancestors had come from Seville, Toledo, some God-forsaken hole like that, and the Ladino language she had grown up speaking was supposed to be similar to Spanish. It was close enough for them. And she had been Dolores: she was exotic, she was beautiful, and at that time, undoubtedly, she could dance. But no more. Turning forty had sounded the death-knell for Dolores. That was five years back. Five years of being just Leah again. Plain Leah, good enough only for quick bunk-ups against walls.

And she was broke. She and Lilli, Madame Lilli as she had been in her youth, owed three months’ back rent on their shabby one-room apartment. Leah at least tried to get work, but Lilli – six years older than Leah, fat, blotchy, and tortured by appalling varicose veins – Lilli was not enthusiastic about working the streets any more. She sat in most evenings, eating, smoking, and listening to morbid Arabesque songs on the radio.

Leah turned the corner and found herself facing the entrance to her run-down apartment block. What a place to end up! A dirty doss-house not five minutes’ walk from the dirty doss-house where she had been born. Whatever had happened to all those dreams she had nursed so carefully as a child? Whatever had happened to her mother’s great ambitions for her daughter? Mistress to the President of the Republic by the time she reached twenty! What crap!

Leah looked towards the window of the tiny ground-floor room she shared with her ex-madam. The light was on, and through the thin nicotine-stained curtains she could clearly see Lilli. Back already. If, that is, she had even been out. Leah’s heart sank. She couldn’t face it. Lilli and her endless moaning about money, the awful scenes whenever she looked in the mirror. What Leah needed was a drink. A stiff vodka would help, or rakı, even just the one would do. But where the hell was she going to get money for alcohol? She forced herself on towards the dimly lit entrance hall, her eyes stinging with barely restrained tears. It was the boredom of it that was so bad. The hunger, the lack of nice things, the sordidness she could take; but the dullness! The never-changing, stupefying boredom . . .

And then she remembered. She stopped. Of course! Old Meyer, the Russian on the top floor. ‘Shouting’ Meyer. Lonely, anti-social, mad, some people said. But he always had booze, lots of it. Odd really. Why someone with the economic power not only to pay the rent, but to smoke and buy at least one bottle of vodka a day, should choose to live in a filthy rat-hole like Balat was a mystery to her. But Leah was not one to question. She pushed those thoughts away from her and imagined the delicious taste of neat spirit on her tongue. Provided you kept quiet, tolerated his unintelligible raving, and could close your mind to the smell of his room, Meyer was a safe bet. His filthy bottle could be your filthy bottle, and there were always plenty of cigarettes in his place, scattered like sticks of chalk all across his floor and over his bed. It was a last resort, drinking with a lunatic, but she was desperate.

She crept past her own door on the ground floor, careful to avoid the all-too-numerous creaking floorboards, and ascended the stairs. Naturally, nosy Lilli would want in on the party if she knew, and Leah was determined that if any drink were going, she, and she alone, was going to have it. She, at least, had tried to find some work. Lilli didn’t deserve a drink. Braving Meyer’s shit-hole was Leah’s treat. She licked her lips and moved forward.

It was heavy going for her unfit body, up three flights of stairs to the top floor. It was with great relief that she finally emerged on to the uppermost balcony and into the outside air again. She stood, hands on hips, panting for a few seconds. There were three doors giving off from this balcony. Cell-like hovels existed behind them. The first two were occupied by the Abrahams and their ever-increasing brood. The last one, at the far end, was Meyer’s.

When she had composed herself a little, Leah turned her attention to her appearance. The old man was a complete crazy, but that gave her no excuse for turning up looking a mess. He was old, but he was still a man. And she was a woman, a professional woman. She still had a certain pride. A little powder on her sore and blackened eye, a dab of lipstick here, eye-shadow there . . .

She patted her elaborate hennaed wig with her hands, making sure it was firmly in position. A relic of happier, more solvent times, that wig. When she originally purchased it, she hadn’t actually needed it. Perhaps she’d had a vision of the future all those years ago. She replaced the make-up in her cheap mock-leopard-skin bag, drew herself up to her full height, and sashayed past the filth-encrusted doors of the Abrahams’ quarters.

Meyer’s door was open. This was not unusual; the old man rarely shut it during the summer months. His tiny cell caught the sun nearly all day and a source of ventilation was absolutely vital for both his comfort and his health. His light, however, was off. This did not augur well. It indicated that he had probably drunk all his liquor and was now sleeping it off. Leah didn’t know what to do. She had been looking forward to this drink, and to be thwarted like this . . .

She turned the possibilities over in her mind. She could wake the old man and ask him for a drink, thus risking a justifiably angry outburst on his part. She could go away boozeless and depressed. Or . . .

Or, if Meyer were dead drunk, she could switch on his light, go in and scour his room for dregs in discarded bottles. There was unlikely to be much, but even a drop would do. It was doubtful that he would wake unless shaken, and she was desperate.

She pushed the door gently with her foot, letting just enough light into the room to discern the bottom of his bed. A smell of sour vomit – or was it rotten vegetables? – assaulted her nostrils. No. Burnt food – meat. Filthy old bastard! God, but she needed this drink! She knew that the light switch was on the wall just beside the door, but she couldn’t see it. She searched. Her roving hand skittered noisily over the cheap plasterboard wall as her deep-red fingernails sought out the telltale protrusion. She found it.

The switch clicked and suddenly the room was bathed in a jaundiced light from the single grimy bulb. For a second she didn’t really know what she was looking at. At first, and to her confusion, it appeared that someone had thrown a heap of old clothes and a large lump of meat on to the bed. But then she saw the eyes, crusted with blood but open, forced apart by the action of rigor, staring right at her. From the mouth downwards, right to the tops of his legs, Meyer was just a mass of blood and weeping organs. So ravaged was he that even some of the rib bones were exposed, white, stark, covered only by thin streamers of raw, shredded flesh. As she looked on, horribly fascinated, what was left of the liver detached itself and fell glutinously on to the blood-soaked bedclothes that surrounded the body. Leah felt a bitter sickness rise in her throat, but she couldn’t stop looking. And the smell! Leah put her hand to her mouth and gagged. She had not eaten that day and the hot bile from her stomach, its only contents, seared her throat.

Her gaze travelled up his body once more, his entrails, his eyes, his hair, the wall behind the bed . . . the wall . . .

It was there. Drawn in what appeared to be blood. Huge, its hard edges feathered by dried drips and smears of red: a swastika.

Every brittle, Jewish bone in her body screamed in recognition. Sour yellow bile bubbled between the fingers clenched around her mouth and then she screamed. She didn’t move. Even when Mr Abrahams from next door came in to see what was wrong, still she didn’t move. She just screamed.

And twenty minutes later, when the first of the policemen and the doctor arrived, Leah, her legs wet with her own urine, was still screaming. She knew what the swastika meant all right.

‘Inspector İkmen?’

The little man half lying on the couch was holding the telephone to his left ear, but his eyes were closed. It was dark. Still obviously an unhallowed hour of the night. Not the sort of time to be talking on the telephone, not the time to be doing anything apart from sleeping.

‘Suleyman?’ he growled. ‘What do you want?’

The voice at the other end of the line took one very deep breath and sighed. ‘There’s been an incident, sir. A very unpleasant business. In Balat.’


Chapter 2



The voice was grave and, for the normally cool Suleyman, unusually querulous, almost as if he were trembling. Çetin İkmen half opened his eyes and observed with some irritation that he was still wearing his clothes from the day before. It was not easy living with Fatma when she was pregnant, consigned to the couch for three months at a stretch. İkmen took a packet of cigarettes from his crumpled jacket pocket and lit up.

‘So who’s dead then?’ He sounded resigned.

‘An old man, sir. One of the old Balat Jews. A neighbour, Mr Abraham, said the victim’s name was Leonid Meyer. That is, as far as he could identify––’

‘Where and how did he die?’

‘In his apartment, sir.’ Suleyman paused. It was a tense, troubled silence. ‘As for how he died, Inspector . . . well, I think you’d better come and see for yourself. The doctor’s already here, but . . . I’ve never seen anything like it before. Never.’


İkmen started to wake up. He had not been imagining things. Suleyman was upset and it took a lot to rattle his cool exterior. It was bad, then. A nasty one. Shit.

‘All right. Where are you?’

‘Bottom of Fevzi Paşa, turn off towards the Kariye. You’ll see the cars and I’ve got men posted outside the entrance to the block. Top floor.’

‘Any witnesses?’

‘There’s the woman who found the body, another neighbour; but she’s still in shock, sir.’

‘All right, I’m on my way.’

‘I’m sorry, sir, to wake you . . .’ Suleyman’s voice broke into something that sounded almost like a sob. ‘I think you’ll need to bring––’

‘I never work without it, Suleyman, you know that.’

‘Of course, sir. I’ll see you––’

‘I’ll be as quick as I can.’

Çetin replaced the receiver on its cradle and stubbed his cigarette out in one of the numerous nearby ashtrays. He rubbed his face with his hands and, rising wearily to his feet, moved unsteadily across the room to the light switch. With a flick of his finger the room was bathed in white, cold, slightly pulsating neon. The effect upon his tired night-time eyes was like having sand thrown into his face. It was at times like this that Çetin wished he had an ordinary job: in a bank, driving taxis, hotelier – anything except police inspector.

But then, realistically, what else could he do? After twenty-two years on the force, it was no longer just a job. Like smoking or drinking, it was a habit, an addiction, an essential part of him. Giving up would mean painful withdrawal symptoms. He moved, blinking painfully, into the kitchen.

As he passed the sink he caught sight of himself in the small, cracked mirror above the draining board. Lit from behind by the merciless neon from the living room, his face stared back, an education in shadows, pits, lines and, where his cheeks should have been, deep skull-like depressions. Although the force could never be described as boring, it did little for a person’s looks. Stress, erratic hours, long meetings in smoke-filled rooms, dead bodies . . .

He opened the door of the battered cupboard beneath the sink and took, from a long line of identical bottles, an unopened one. The English, he recalled from his language lessons at college, considered the dog to be man’s best friend. But Çetin disagreed. Brandy was, in his opinion, far superior. It helped him think, gave his ulcer something to do, meant he could cope with the inhumanity of his chosen field of police work. Murder. How and why had he got into that? He had never got used to it, inured to the ugliness of its consequences. But then perhaps that was the reason in itself. If he ever did he would quit.

He put his bottle on the kitchen table and scribbled a short note to Fatma on the back of an envelope. She wouldn’t be pleased. She’d never really got used to the job, or the drinking. He thought of her angry fat cheeks in the morning, her pudgy hand screwing his note up into a ball and hurling it petulantly down on to the floor. It wasn’t fair. A devout Muslim wife and mother saddled for all eternity with a drunken, largely absent policeman. But it wasn’t all bad. Çetin picked up his bottle again and smiled. There were eight İkmen children – so far – with another due in a few weeks’ time. Philosophical differences aside, this was a good marriage, characterised by both love and passion.

He checked his pockets for cigarettes, lighter and car keys, and made his way quietly towards the front door of the apartment. He looked around at the dim, dingy corridor and listened for the gentle breathing of his sleeping children. The unpleasant thought occurred to him that he would not be standing thus in his own home for many hours to come.

When he reached the third floor of the building he found Suleyman waiting for him at the top of the stairs. Tall and slim, his face looked drawn in the watery light of the single bulb above the stairwell. His eyes, large and sensual, looked even bigger now, widened by shock, stilled by the lateness of the hour. He tried a smile as İkmen mounted the top step and drew level with him, but it was an effort which resulted in only a slight movement of his mouth.

‘Where is it then?’ İkmen gasped. Fifty cigarettes a day did little to enhance his stair-climbing abilities. He took the wrapper off the top of the brandy bottle and tossed it away.

‘The one at the end, sir.’ Suleyman pointed to the third door down. ‘Dr Sarkissian’s still in there.’


İkmen uncorked his bottle and took a large fiery swig from its neck. When he had finished he wiped the top with his sleeve and offered the liquor to Suleyman. His deputy shook his head. İkmen smiled. ‘Damned religious maniac!’

They walked in silence along the balcony. The immediate neighbours, like most of the other inhabitants of the block, were awake, nervously awaiting developments, clustered around doorways in their night-clothes. As they reached the second door a small, middle-aged man in a dressing gown came out to meet them. Suleyman turned to his boss.

‘Ah, Inspector, this is Mr Abrahams, the deceased’s neighbour.’ İkmen stretched out his hand in greeting. The small man took it warmly and bowed slightly over his outstretched arm. ‘Mr Abrahams,’ Suleyman continued, ‘this is Inspector İkmen. Perhaps you could tell him what you told me.’

‘Of course.’ The little Jew smiled sadly. Looking into the Abrahams’ doorway İkmen became aware of what seemed like hundreds of pairs of eyes watching him. Children, lots of children. Eight? Ten? No, more! It reminded him of home, the comfort of the couch, the endless litter of toys in the little ones’ bedrooms. The same, but different. Here there was squalor, hunger in the eyes of these children, the awful stench of too many bodies crowded together in a tiny space.

‘It was about midnight,’ Mr Abrahams continued, his voice heavily accented and obviously unused to long expositions in the Turkish language. ‘We, all persons, are sleeping. And then it comes, screaming, terrible, from Meyer apartment. All waking now. Rivka, my wife, very frightened. She say me “go look”. So I go.’ He paused, his bottom lip beginning to tremble, pain, great pain crossing and then settling into his eyes.


İkmen put a hand on his shoulder. ‘Please go on, Mr Abrahams.’

‘The door is open and first I see Leah Delmonte. She live downstairs. Leah screaming, screaming like, like . . . crazy! She sick on dress too. I go her and then I see. Leonid on bed, Inspector, but not Leonid.’ Mr Abrahams cast his eyes down towards the ground beneath his feet. ‘Like someone cut and pull him body with swords. Terrible. Blood and, and smell too. Like meat. Leah screaming, but not look at Leonid, Mr Meyer. She look at wall. Because on wall . . .’

Shaking violently now, overcome by the horror of his recent experience, Mr Abrahams broke down in tears.

‘There was a large swastika drawn on the wall, sir,’ Suleyman whispered softly into İkmen’s ear. ‘Looks like it might have been drawn in the victim’s own blood.’

The night was hot, but İkmen suddenly felt a chill ripple through his body. He turned again to the little weeping Jew. ‘Thank you, Mr Abrahams. I realise it must have been hard.’ His words seemed so trite under the circumstances. ‘You’ve been most helpful.’

The two policemen pushed gently past the traumatised little man. From the apartment a dozen necks craned to watch them go.

‘You catch him, yes, Inspector!’


İkmen turned. Abrahams was ramrod stiff now, pulled up to his full height, his face trembling with fury.

‘I will do everything I can, Mr Abrahams.’

Avcı was barring the door to the Meyer apartment, his arms crossed over his barrel chest. It was difficult for İkmen to believe that this giant of a man was only twenty-one years old, younger even than his own eldest son. Though alert, Avcı was not on this occasion looking his usual cheerful Neanderthal self.

‘Hello, Inspector,’ he said as İkmen and his deputy approached. Both men nodded briefly in reply and Avcı moved smartly to the left to allow them admittance. As he did so a short, fat man wearing pebble spectacles emerged from behind him.

‘Hello, Çetin!’ His voice was. spirited, jolly even. He looked down at the bottle in İkmen’s hand and smiled broadly. ‘I’m glad to see your habits are still as disgusting as ever,’ he said, holding his hand out in the direction of the brandy. ‘May I?’


İkmen placed the bottle in the man’s sweaty palm and lit a cigarette. ‘Hello, Doctor. What’s all this about then?’

Dr Arto Sarkissian uncorked İkmen’s bottle and took a long, satisfying draught from its depths. ‘Wonderful!’ He recorked the bottle, wiped his wet mouth upon the sleeve of his shirt, and returned the brandy to its rightful owner. ‘Well,’ he continued, ‘it’s all very fascinating actually, Çetin. Horrible, but fascinating. In fifteen years I’ve never seen anything like it.’ He clapped his fat hands up to his fat cheeks. ‘You’ll see in a minute, but, just to summarise . . .’

There was an awful stench somewhere on the air. Even through the thickness of his cigarette smoke İkmen could smell it. Burning mixed with blood.

‘The victim received blows to the head. Some sort of blunt instrument, I should imagine. Considerable force was used, breaking the skull and exposing sections of the brain tissue. After that came the acid.’

‘Acid?’

‘Yes. Sulphuric would be my guess. Poured over the body and, interestingly, down the victim’s gullet. It’s possible he was still alive when that occurred.’

‘I told you it was unpleasant, sir,’ Suleyman muttered as the doctor related his findings. Avcı fanned his livid face with his left hand. Trying to push the nauseating smell away, İkmen supposed.

‘What about this swastika?’

‘Drawn in the victim’s blood, I should say.’ Sarkissian crossed his strong arms across his chest. ‘The murderer used a cloth, rag, something like that. From the condition of the corpse, its rigor, I’d put time of death at around four, five, maybe five-thirty yesterday afternoon. Come and have a look.’

Suleyman visibly whitened at the invitation. He looked at the doctor and smiled weakly. ‘Dr Sarkissian, if you don’t mind . . .’

The doctor laughed loudly and punched one gross palm with his other fisted hand. ‘No, not you, Suleyman, I know you’ve seen it already,’ he said. ‘Come on, Çetin.’ He turned and bustled merrily back into the apartment.


İkmen took one last swig from his bottle and issued his orders to his deputy. ‘All right, Suleyman, while I’m in there there’s some things you can be getting on with. First, I want a complete press blackout on the acid and the swastika, understand? We don’t want panic or this city’s lunatic fringe getting new and interesting ideas. That means silencing the neighbours, everything. Give no details to anybody, do you understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Also, speaking of the neighbours – in this block and across the street – I want our men talking to them. I want to know where they all were and what they were doing around the time of the murder. I want to know if they saw anything, heard anything, any odd people about the place. And I want background. Anything and everything that they know about Meyer.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Suleyman turned and made his way back down the stairs.

The swastika was larger than he had imagined. Really quite huge. It dominated the tiny, litter-strewn apartment, making it look even more like a cell or one of those awful concentration camp barrack rooms in old documentaries about World War II.

‘Bit of a shock, isn’t it?’ chirped Sarkissian as he removed a bloodstained sheet from the ancient iron bedstead. ‘Here’s your victim. He was in bed when he was attacked.’


İkmen could see that it had once been human. It had arms, legs, eyes, hair. But from the mouth to the groin it was like looking in a butcher’s shop window. Blood, offal, misshapen lumps of meat, even at places bones sticking through torn and twisted ribbons of flesh. Now he was actually next to the thing the smell was overpowering. And those eyes! The horror in them! Was that why Sarkissian reckoned that Meyer was still alive when the acid was poured down his throat?

He couldn’t speak, and silently indicated to the doctor that he should re-cover the corpse. He’d seen enough. As Sarkissian replaced the sheet over Meyer, İkmen tried to come to terms with what he had just seen. He felt sick. Not enough to vomit, but distinctly unwell. Suleyman had been right. It was impossible to put that thing, an obscenity on that scale, into words. And the swastika – it was so personal somehow. As if it justified the act.

‘Your man Suleyman’s a very professional officer,’ the doctor said lightly. ‘There were two others with him when he arrived on the scene. Youngsters, younger than him. You can imagine how they were when they saw all this. Poor Suleyman admitted to going quite green himself. But he took charge, got them out, assigned tasks to them straight away. Tried to take their minds off it.’


İkmen found his voice. ‘I wish someone would take my mind off it.’ His shaking hand brought the bottle of brandy up to his lips.

‘Like I say,’ the doctor continued, suddenly grave and devoid of his usual chirpy lightness, ‘I’ve never seen anything like this before. The acid was obviously used as an instrument of torture. The killer didn’t apply enough to consume or conceal the victim’s identity. I can’t really let myself think about the kind of agonies this poor old man went through before he died.’


İkmen wiped the top of the bottle with his sleeve and passed it silently to the doctor. He was going to have to be careful now. Looks, he knew from long hard experience, could be deceptive. He gazed up again at the swastika. Meyer was – had been – a Jew. A racist murder, on the face of it at least. Until he had more information at his disposal perhaps. But for now it was the only lead that he had to go on. It was awesome! So blatant! It was hard to believe that even they – Nazis, Hitlerphiles, whatever – would be quite so brazen. Such people existed, he knew. But now, at this vast distance in time? Unless it was a crank, a sick mind working alone, killing for thrills.

‘Do you think it’s anti-Semitic, Arto?’

‘Looks like it. The way the world is these days, it wouldn’t surprise me. Hate is endemic to the human race, I thought you knew that.’

‘But here?’

‘Why not? It’s happening all over Europe, Çetin. Germany, France; there’s even been a Mussolini revival in Italy. Communism, Fascism, it’s cyclic: Reds for a few years, then Nazis for a few more, then Reds again. It’s why neither of us gets involved in politics.’

‘Or religion.’

‘Or religion. We’re individualists and individualists don’t join. That way we don’t get sucked into ideologies that lead to things like this.’ He tilted his head sourly in the direction of the body on the bed.


İkmen sighed. ‘I wonder why him, why Meyer in particular?’

‘That’s your job to find out,’ the doctor replied, giving the policeman back his bottle, ‘unless of course you subscribe to the concept you Turks call “kismet”.’

‘That it was his fate? No, I don’t believe that. I don’t believe that anything this horrible could be . . . ordained, if you like.’ He paused. ‘What’s Armenian thinking on it, Arto?’

The little doctor’s many chins wobbled as he laughed. ‘What, kismet? I don’t think we have any thinking as such. We’re Armenians, hated infidels, outsiders, there’s never been enough time to philosophise. Too many people trying to kill us, just like the Jews in fact. Grab your wife’s jewellery, hope for the best, and run like the Devil’s on your tail!’


İkmen took one more look at the sheet-covered remains of Leonid Meyer and put his hand lightly on the doctor’s shoulder. Levity, even Arto’s well-meaning variety, was out of place here. It was like whistling in a cemetery. ‘Come on, Arto, let’s get out of here.’

‘All right.’ The doctor rolled down his sleeves and picked up his attaché case from the rickety chair by the side of the bed. ‘There’s a body bag and transport on the way. If any relatives turn up you’ll have to tell them that I’ve got to do some more tests before I can release the body. It’ll be quite a long job.’

The two men moved towards the door.

‘What about the woman who found the body?’

‘Leah Delmonte? I sent her to hospital. She was in deep shock. I’d give it a good twelve hours before you contact her, Çetin. And when you do, be gentle, OK? When she’s had enough, you stop.’

‘Of course.’

Sarkissian looked almost tearful. ‘She’s an old prostitute, you know. Lot of them round here. But then that’s in the nature of poverty, isn’t it? The degradation of the self.’


İkmen often wondered what went on behind the merry eyes of his old childhood friend at times like this. He was always so cheerful, so light, so disrespectful. The Inspector knew it was simply Sarkissian’s way of coping. His humour was a breastplate shielding the softness of the heart within. ‘Come on, Arto,’ he said, ‘you’re getting maudlin.’ He strode purposefully out of the room and stopped by the door to speak briefly to Avcı. ‘All right, Constable?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Good boy.’ He patted him gently on the cheek with understanding. ‘We’re going to dust for prints now. I’ll send forensic up as soon as I get downstairs. Give the lads any help they need and try to keep the neighbours away, OK?’

‘Yes, sir.’


İkmen turned to Sarkissian. ‘Ready, Arto?’

They walked along the balcony towards the stairs. The Abrahams had disappeared back into their apartment now, but they could still be heard. The father weeping; the children, their voices angry, disgruntled by lack of sleep, each trying to find some small area of floor on which to rest their ill-nourished little bodies. İkmen sighed deeply. What hope was there for such people?

The two men descended the filthy stairwell.

‘I’ll let you have my report as soon as I can, Çetin.’

‘Good.’ İkmen lit a cigarette. ‘How is Maryam?’

A small but discernible cloud passed across the Armenian’s features. ‘As ever. And Fatma?’

‘Staggeringly huge.’

Sarkissian smiled. ‘And how is Timür? Still fighting Allah?’


İkmen laughed. His mirth echoed and bounced like a ball, up and down the gloomy stairwell. ‘Oh yes. Some things, and my father is one of them, never change.’

‘When he dies he’s either going to get a dreadful shock, or he’s going to be unbelievably smug for all eternity.’

‘I would think the latter, wouldn’t you?’

Sarkissian grunted in agreement.

They reached the bottom of the stairs and stepped out into the noise and glare that always seemed to surround police cars en masse. Sarkissian held out his hand and smiled. ‘I’m going to get down to the mortuary now. I want to have everything ready when they bring the body in.’


İkmen took his hand and smiled back. ‘See you later, Arto.’

As Sarkissian left, Suleyman returned. He was looking pleased with himself. İkmen turned aside and hailed a tall man leaning sullenly against the wall of the apartment building. ‘Demir!’

The tall man straightened up and came to attention. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘You and your men can go up now. The doctor and I have finished.’

‘Right.’

‘Oh, and Demir?’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘The usual. Anything of interest, papers, anything at all, back to the station.’

‘Right, sir.’

Suleyman, now standing directly in front of his boss, was patiently waiting his turn. He had news.

‘All right, Suleyman, what have you got?’

‘A woman across the street, sir. A Mrs . . .’ He consulted his notebook. ‘Yahya. Said she saw a man, a stranger, hanging around the corner here at about four, four-thirty yesterday afternoon.’

‘Any description?’

Suleyman smiled. ‘Quite good, actually, sir. Tall, about my height, very blond, fair-skinned. Could be Western European or Scandinavian. Apparently he was smoking a cigarette, just standing in the road.’


İkmen threw his cigarette butt on to the pavement and ground it out with his foot. ‘Well done, Suleyman. It might mean nothing at all, but get a statement anyway.’

He looked up and across the road towards the dark, silent bulk of the Byzantine Kariye Museum. He thought back to his last trip to the site. Marvellous thirteenth-century mosaics: the Birth of Christ, the Death of the Virgin Mary; holy pictures glittering through the thin light of a late autumn afternoon. Fatma, outside, too pious to enter; the children running riot around the narthex and annoying the foreign tourists. The hundreds of foreign tourists, he recalled, even then, in October.

Suleyman hadn’t moved. He was watching İkmen. ‘I know what you’re thinking, sir, but it doesn’t apply.’

‘What?’

‘The Kariye was closed. Been closed for weeks, sir. Emergency repair work.’


İkmen sighed. ‘Well, I suppose that cuts it down a bit. Any thoughts on why a foreigner might come here if the Museum’s closed?’

Suleyman looked around at the district with undisguised distaste. ‘I can’t imagine, sir.’ He turned and made his way back to the opposite apartment block.


İkmen took a large pull from his bottle and watched as two stout orderlies carried a blue body bag across the street and up the stairs. He was starting to feel weary. He leant against the side of a waiting squad car and briefly closed his eyes, but Meyer’s burnt and smashed face reared up in his mind and he snapped them open again.

‘Sir?’ A short, very swarthy individual was standing at his elbow, his once-smart blue uniform hanging limply from his spare frame.

‘Yes, Cohen, what is it?’

‘Sir, I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation with Sergeant Suleyman . . .’

‘Yes?’

Cohen shrugged. ‘Well, it’s just that I know this area. I was born here and one of my uncles still lives here. I just thought you’d like to know that there are some Europeans who work here, sir. Just a few streets away in Ayvansaray. The Londra Language School. Teaches English, French, stuff like that. Been there years.’


İkmen pursed his lips, thinking. ‘Mmm . . .’

‘Well, it’s a possibility, what with the Museum being closed. There’s no other reason for tall blond men to come down here. I mean, even the tarts are a bit––’


İkmen smiled. ‘Yes. Thank you, Cohen, very useful. Do you know where this place is?’

‘Oh yes, sir, I can take you there if you want.’


İkmen took another swig and lit another cigarette. ‘Perhaps tomorrow, if nothing better turns up. We’ll see what Sergeant Suleyman gets from this Yahya woman, see if anyone else saw this man. Could just have been some disappointed tourist who didn’t realise the Museum was closed.’ İkmen waved his constable off about his business.

Robert Cornelius didn’t like late starts. His first class began at eleven o’clock; two hours later than usual. Tuesdays! He hated them. What could you possibly do with two extra hours at the beginning of the day?

But he recognised that he was particularly tetchy on this occasion. The events of the previous afternoon had unsettled him. A whole night of questioning and requestioning hisown senses and memory had resulted in no firm conviction. Whom had he seen in Balat? He had seen Natalia. Well, he had seen her face. And that was the problem. If he had seen her face then why had she not acknowledged him? What was it about that fleeting touch that had so unnerved him? Why had she run away? Oh, she could be obtuse, even cruel at times. But it was just her way, her charm even. Didn’t he like women like that? Well, obviously! His own history bore his preferences out time and time again.

He sighed heavily, sat down on one of the cheap plastic chairs on the balcony of his apartment and sipped his coffee. Of course this worrying and agonising was pointless. He either asked Natalia what she had been doing in Balat, or he didn’t. He knew already he would choose the latter option. Ignorant bliss. Except that it wouldn’t be; he would worry, he would fantasise, he would look at her with jealous, suspicious eyes.

Being in love with someone is not easy. In the early stages of a relationship there is a lot of uncertainty, a lot of nervous tension. Will your lover meet you? Will she phone? Is the attraction mutual or are you just a meal ticket? Unfortunately, even when the relationship matures, the problems do not go away. They take on new and, if one is not too careful, even more destructive forms. Familiarity can often breed suspicion.

Robert had been seeing Natalia Gulcu for just over a year. Seven years his junior and dramatically beautiful in a dark, full-lipped way, she had stunned him at first sight. He had been buying a bracelet for his mother in the Gold Bazaar. Natalia was both the merchant’s assistant and his translator. She could speak two languages in addition to Turkish – brains as well as beauty. She had helped him a great deal on that occasion, his Turkish being quite ropy in those early days. She had persuaded him to purchase a gorgeous and expensive piece of jewellery and then she had teased herself into his bed. He had never had sex like it. He was hooked.

To his surprise, this sensual creature wanted to continue their relationship. On her terms, but he didn’t mind. And, like it or not, that aspect at least was familiar. In a way it was comforting. As the months passed, lust became love and he showered her with presents to prove it. But this love of his was no easy taskmistress. In a whole year he had learnt little about Natalia. Her family, her history, even the location of her home, they were all still mysteries to him. While he prattled merrily on about his friends, his parents, his brother, her personal details remained a closed book. He had to make do with vague hints and riddles. Some of her family members were Russian, hence her first name, but that was as far as he could get. And he didn’t push it.

He also didn’t push the infrequency of their meetings. At least they were regular. Once at the weekend, and then again on Thursday afternoons, when they both worked short days. He wanted more, always had, right from the start, but that didn’t suit Natalia; she had other, unnamed things to do during the remainder of the week. So Robert was alone for most of his leisure time; alone, resentful and suspicious. That wasn’t unfamiliar ground either. And to make matters worse, he had to suffer all this in silence. She was dominant, unchallengeable, very like his ex-wife in that way. And, he felt, quite capable of walking out of his life without a thought should she be crossed. It was not a happy arrangement. But since when had that been a feature of his personal relationships? Sometimes Robert would even consider finishing the thing himself. But then they would have sex again and he would realise that he could no more live without her than he could fly.

He put his empty cup down by his chair and lit a cigarette. It had crossed his mind that perhaps Natalia and her family lived in Balat, but that was absurd. It was a poor Jewish district and Natalia was neither of those things. She dripped jewellery in a manner that he found almost vulgar, dressing like the wife of a plutocrat, and a crucifix or two always adorned the long golden ropes around her neck. Unless, of course, she was married?

With tremendous self-control Robert stopped his racing mind dead in its tracks. The ‘married’ theory was not one that he would entertain. Whatever her reasons for behaving as she did, marriage could not be one of them, for no better reason than the fact that he refused to believe it. There was a limit, even to his paranoia and fretting – on the surface, anyway.

He looked at his watch and decided that the time had come to make a move. He had a job to do; a thankless, largely pointless job, but gainful employment none the less. He would have to push away these thoughts about Natalia for the time being. He could once again rejoin his internal agonising when school was over at five-thirty, when he was free from the rigours imposed upon him by uninterested students, greedy school directors and demoralised fellow teachers.

Out on the street, Robert resumed his usual dreary day time routine. On his way down to the Beşiktaş İskele bus stop he bought a morning paper from the man outside the grocery shop and scanned the first two pages. He was proud of the way that, over the past two years, he had managed to master the Turkish language, with its endless suffixes and prefixes, not to mention the nightmare of vowel harmony. It had not been an easy task. But Robert had persisted. Being effectively deaf and dumb in most situations had irked him. Admittedly, with no close friends, and seeing Natalia only twice a week, he’d had plenty of time for study. But it was still an achievement.

A small article at the bottom of page two caught his eye. The name Balat appeared in the title of the piece, so it was only natural he should notice it in view of recent events. But it wasn’t about Natalia. Why should it be? An old man had been battered to death in one of the seedier apartment blocks. There were no details, just that the police were investigating.

He closed the paper, folded it in half and continued on his way to the bus stop. The air was hot and dusty. The pollution left an acrid taste across his lips and in his mouth.

When he arrived at the Londra Language School, Robert found the place in a state of some confusion. The first thing he noticed was the police car parked in front of the entrance. Two rather disreputable-looking officers were sitting in the front, smoking and failing to answer their blaring radio. They ignored him as he passed and made his way towards his classroom. Typical police! he thought as he turned into the main entrance hall. It was then that he saw the students.

There seemed to be hundreds of them. Leaning against walls, squatting on the floor, eating, smoking, an endless babble of loud chatter coming from their throats. Why the hell weren’t they in their classrooms?

‘Robert!’ A fair woman of about fifty ran towards him from the direction of the toilets, waving.

‘Rosemary? What’s going on?’

She came to a stop in front of him, breathing heavily. Her head was a good twelve inches below his own. She craned her face upwards and back to see better, her features breaking into a mass of crinkles, bags and lines as she greeted him with a smile. ‘We’ve got the cops in, Robert.’

‘Yeah, I noticed the car outside. Why?’

She took his arm and drew him conspiratorially away from the students. ‘They’re questioning the staff about our movements yesterday. I don’t know whether you’ve seen, but there was a report in the paper today about a murder in Balat. It’s to do with that.’

‘Why us?’

Rosemary shrugged. ‘I couldn’t tell you. It’s only the male staff they want to interview. They’ve made camp, as it were, in the Director’s office. They’ve already seen Colin and I think Lindsay’s in there now.’

‘Is it just the Brits or are they seeing everyone?’

‘I think it’s everyone.’ She thought hard for a second or two. Rosemary was vague at the best of times, but under stress . . . ‘Dieter’s certainly been seen. As for the Turks, I don’t know.’

He pointed at the students. ‘Don’t you think somebody ought to be teaching this lot, Rosemary?’

A collection of light and delicate fingers tapped him on the left shoulder. Robert deflated at their touch. Turning round quickly he found himself staring into the plump, self-satisfied face of Mr Edib, the School Director.

‘Good morning, Robert!’ he beamed from beneath his moustache.

‘Good morning, Mr Edib!’ Robert replied.

‘Has Miss Hillman’ – he indicated Rosemary with a sweep of one manicured hand – ‘told you about our guests?’

‘Yes, Director, I know the police are here.’

‘Good, Robert. Is just a few questions, that’s all. The Inspector is in my office. He will see you now.’

‘Now? I’ve only just arrived!’

The Director shrugged. ‘You are next on the list. I have been sent to get you.’

Robert sighed and got a good grip on his briefcase before making his way towards the wide sweep of the staircase leading to the upper storey.

He was the oddest policeman Robert had ever seen, in the flesh at least. Dishevelled, red-eyed, reeking of both booze and cigarettes, he was like some sort of crime novel character, a refugee from the 1950s. Thin almost to the point of emaciation, he shifted constantly in his seat as if desperately trying to find a position that suited him. Between frequent swigs from a large brandy bottle on the desk, he would clutch his stomach with his left hand, as if trying to massage away a pain. Robert speculated that he must have an ulcer the size of a grapefruit.

He smiled when Robert entered, but he didn’t get up. A hand crowned with yellow and splitting fingernails indicated to the Englishman where he should sit. Robert sat. The policeman lit up a long brown cigarette and cleared his throat. There was a large map of the Balat district on the Director’s desk before him underneath the bottle which, Robert noticed, was only half full.

The policeman consulted a small, shabby piece of paper in his right hand. ‘Mr Robert Cornelius?’

It was a deep, amazingly sober and cultured voice. Robert could not help wondering whether some strange act of ventriloquism was at work. The President of Turkey’s voice relayed through the body of a dockside wino.

‘Yes, I’m Robert Cornelius.’

The policeman’s face broke into a wide and surprisingly white smile. ‘Good morning, sir,’ he said. ‘My name is Inspector İkmen and I work for the İstanbul Police Department. I apologise for taking your time like this, but a very serious crime was committed near here yesterday and I must ask you some questions. It is only routine, I assure you.’

His English was perfect. So much so that after a while Robert found that it irritated him. There was a feeling of being bettered and outshone. It reminded him of the time his best friend at school won the year prize for English. He had congratulated him, but what he had really wanted to do to him was much more primal and violent.

The policeman shuffled in his chair and clutched at his stomach again. He took a long pull from his bottle and slammed it down noisily on to the outspread map.

‘Now,’ he gasped through this latest onslaught of neat spirit, ‘let me give you some details. Yesterday a murder was committed in Balat, the district bordering Ayvansaray. The victim was an old man called Leonid Meyer. It was a vicious attack.’ He rubbed his eyes with his fingers, hard, almost as if he wanted to push them through to the back of his head. ‘The victim was battered repeatedly about the head with a blunt instrument of some sort. It is imperative we apprehend the murderer as soon as possible.’

‘Of course.’

‘Our doctor has fixed the time of death at between four and five-thirty yesterday afternoon. In a moment I will show you where it occurred. In the meantime let me explain why we are intruding upon the lives of yourself and your colleagues.’

He ground his cigarette out in the Director’s blue glass ashtray and immediately lit another. With a big friendly smile he offered the packet to Robert, but the latter declined. Although a hardened smoker, even Robert was beginning to feel that the shuttered little office was becoming too fuggy for comfort. It reminded him of every Accounts Department of every office he had ever visited.

‘We don’t have any witnesses.’ A smoke-enveloped hand flew through the air in a large and expansive gesture. ‘But at about half past four a woman in the block opposite remembers seeing a tall fair man standing outside the victim’s apartment, here.’

He leant over the map and indicated an intersection of two streets that were all too familiar to Robert. The disturbing sight of Natalia reared large in his mind once more. There was only one apartment block on that corner; it was the one from which he had seen her emerge. He felt the blood drain from his face; his hair shifted and straightened on the top of his head.

‘Now, the Kariye Museum was closed yesterday. The usual coachloads of tourists were not, therefore, present. As you know, apart from the Museum, the district has little to interest visitors. This school being the only other source of significant numbers of foreign men in the area, it was only natural––’

‘It was me.’ His voice contained an iron certainty. But his eyes shifted nervously. It had come out very quickly. It had caught him unawares.

‘Pardon?’

Robert attempted a smile. The little man craned forward.

‘It was me,’ he repeated. ‘I was on that corner yesterday afternoon. I go that way most afternoons. It’s on my route home. I remember stopping there at about four-fifteen, four-thirty. It was so hot, I had to stop and rest for a while. I had a smoke.’

It was done. His voice had trembled slightly as he said it, for no good reason, but it was out. And why not? He’d done nothing wrong, he had nothing to hide. The Inspector took a small notebook from the pocket of his raincoat and started writing.

‘So for how long did you stop, sir?’

‘About five minutes. Long enough to get a bit rested and finish my cigarette.’

The little man scribbled furiously. ‘What did you see or hear, if anything, while you paused?’

Robert thought. What had he seen? One little old woman in a doorway and then . . . It was a dilemma. It also sounded, to his internal ear, ridiculous and stupidly complicated. There were too many ‘maybes’.

Maybe it had been Natalia. Maybe she had been running away from that apartment block for some reason. Maybe she had seen something, maybe she had done . . . Maybe? His heart jolted. Maybe not. He had no way of knowing. He couldn’t make a judgement – any judgement. He didn’t want to know. Did he? But the truth! His old schoolboy values of honesty and decency shrieked for release. He knew that he was pausing just that little bit too long, but he had to make a decision. He didn’t know where a long exposition of the facts would lead, but he felt certain that it would bring anxiety.

‘Well, Mr Cornelius?’ The alcohol-misted eyes were turned full upon his face like the beams of tiny searchlights.

When Robert finally spoke, the lie seemed to come easily. ‘I only saw an old woman in a doorway.’ He laughed nervously. ‘If you know anything about Balat, Inspector, you’ll realise that they’re rather a shy and retiring lot.’

‘Are you certain?’ The eyes bored steadily into his face once more.

Robert had a fleeting doubt; he felt it become visible on his face, but only for a second. ‘I’m certain,’ he said gravely, dropping his earlier light and good-humoured manner.

The policeman grinned. ‘Good. That at least has cleared up one mystery. Thank you for being so frank and open, Mr Cornelius.’ He pushed his notebook and a rather chewed pen in Robert’s direction and took yet another long swig of brandy. ‘Perhaps if you could just write that down for me, together with your full name and address . . .’

‘Like a statement?’

‘Yes. Just a few lines setting out the facts. It’s just for the records, sir. I don’t think we’ll be needing you again after today.’

It sounded innocent enough, committing half the truth to paper. Robert picked up the pen and started writing. Another waft of smoke swept from the policeman’s mouth in his direction, stale and acrid. But it was less bitter than the feeling Robert had in the pit of his stomach as the great gap where he should have recounted seeing Natalia yawned large on the paper before his face.

He signed, dated and added his address to the bottom of his account, then passed it back to the policeman who read it and put the notebook back on the desk with a smile.

‘You write in Turkish, Mr Cornelius!’ He was obviously impressed. ‘I try,’ Robert said, ‘although my Turkish is nowhere near as good as your English.’

The Inspector threw back his head and laughed. The resultant sound was brittle and tubercular. ‘I wish my father could hear you say that, sir! Oh yes, that would give him a lot of amusement!’

Robert was at a loss as to how to respond. He just wanted to be out of that stuffy room as soon as possible. Perhaps then he could put what he had just done behind him. Robert leant forward. ‘Can I go now, Inspector?’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ He stopped laughing and wiped his eyes with the cuff of his raincoat. ‘Of course you can. Forgive me, sir. I have been awake nearly all night working on this case.’

Robert got up from his chair and bent across the desk, extending his hand towards the policeman. ‘Goodbye, Inspector.’

They shook hands. The little Turk’s hand, Robert observed, was like the rest of his body. Dry, warm and grimy.

‘Goodbye, sir, and thank you. We will be in touch should we need you again.’ Robert winced, a reaction not lost on the policeman. ‘But I don’t think we will.’

The Englishman’s face relaxed and he walked towards the door. He was free. Now he could forget.

As Robert pulled the door shut behind him the policeman’s smile vanished and he looked down at the short statement the Englishman had just given him. His expression said nothing about what he thought of the document, but there was a distinct sense of unease in the smoke-sodden air around him.


Chapter 3



Sergeant Suleyman looked down at the meagre collection of papers, books and documents on the table and sighed. Each item neatly packaged in individual plastic bags, every one labelled in a fine and cautious hand. It wasn’t much to show for a long lifetime. A passport, a couple of photos, a few bills, books of various sizes.

Ahmet Demir entered the office and placed another bag down upon the table. ‘Is that everything?’ Suleyman asked.

‘Just about, sir,’ replied Demir. ‘We’ve a few scraps of paper left, torn bits, rubbish, you know. Then that’s it.’

‘Good.’

‘When’s the Inspector due back?’

‘I don’t know really. He’s been interviewing up at that language school all morning. I suppose it depends how he gets on.’

Suleyman bit his lower lip nervously. It was nearly midday, İkmen had been working for a very long time. He would be tired now; tired and irritable. Of course at the school he would conduct himself with characteristic professionalism. When he returned to the station, however . . .

‘How did you get on at the Museum, sir?’ Demir’s voice cut across Suleyman’s musings.

‘Nothing much. Two women were turned away at about lunchtime. There’s been a “Closed” notice outside for weeks. Balat has little to interest tourists when the Museum is closed.’

Demir shrugged. ‘I’ll just go and finish off then, sir.’

‘Oh, Demir . . .’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Any luck with the fingerprints yet?’

Demir yawned and rubbed his eyes. He was shattered. ‘No, not really, only the victim’s. No sign of forced entry. Looks like the murderer just walked in through the door, did what he had to and left. I don’t think he can have touched anything.’ He smiled weakly. ‘That old man lived like a pig, you know, sir. There was even a heap of vomit over by the door.’

Suleyman pulled a face.

Somewhere deep inside, Demir sneered at his discomfort. He didn’t have a lot of time for İkmen’s handsome, fastidious young sergeant. He continued with only thinly disguised glee. ‘Dr Sarkissian wants to take a look at it, fish around––’

‘All right, Demir!’ Suleyman waved him out of the room. He’d heard quite enough.

Demir closed the door behind him as he left. Suleyman squeezed uncomfortably between the recently acquired evidence table and his desk and sat down.

Owing to lack of space, İkmen and Suleyman were required to share an office. For men involved in such serious work it was an insult really. Tiny, cramped and airless, the whole room was dominated by İkmen’s enormous mahogany desk. He worked in total confusion, mountains of paper, files and ashtrays reared up and out from the sides of this impressive edifice. Suleyman’s desk, by contrast, was small, neat and functional. His tall figure dominated the empty wastes of wood in front of him. Suleyman’s paperwork lived where Allah intended, in drawers and on the shelves above his head.

It was an unconventional partnership. Suleyman, young, unmarried, clean-living and quiet, was an odd fish to find in the same pool with İkmen. But unlike all the other sergeants the Inspector had worked with before, Suleyman pleased him. İkmen could trust him. There was nothing underhand, sly or competitive about the man. None of that awful trying to score points off the boss and make him look stupid that seemed to be the overriding obsession of most young sergeants in the station. Suleyman, for his part, knew that he was valued and it pleased him. His pay was low and the conditions of the job were often dreadful, but working with İkmen more than made up for all that. İkmen taught him about life, ‘the raw material of homicide’, as he put it. There were so many elements. Even a simple thing, like sex, could be so involved. Since working with İkmen, Suleyman had come to see that life was a lot more complicated than he had originally thought.

The office door flew open and smashed against the corner of the sergeant’s desk. A bony hand clutching a large bottle and an overpowering smell of stale cigarettes preceded the visitor into the room.

‘Hello, sir.’ Suleyman stood up.


İkmen headed straight for the table wedged between the two desks and placed his bottle on it. He delicately fingered each small plastic bag, peering red-and watery-eyed at their contents.

‘This is Meyer’s stuff, I take it.’

‘Yes, sir.’


İkmen motioned for Suleyman to resume his seat and grabbed a small handful of bags. He squeezed behind the bulk of his desk and sat down. A skyscraper of cardboard files obscured Suleyman’s view of İkmen almost completely.

‘I found our tall foreign witness at the school,’ said a disembodied voice. ‘An Englishman, a Mr Cornelius. He was having a rest and a cigarette on that corner at about four-thirty yesterday. Said he saw and heard nothing, but I wonder.’

‘What makes you think that, sir?’

‘Unsteady, nervous eyes. Not quite right, Mr Cornelius. Don’t ask me how!’ He paused. ‘Hesitation too. Seemed to take him an awful long time to decide that he hadn’t seen or heard anything.’

‘Perhaps he was just considering. Searching through his mind to make sure he didn’t miss some minor detail that might be of use to us.’

‘You’re too trusting.’ İkmen sighed deeply. ‘Come over here will you, Suleyman. Help me look through this lot.’

Suleyman got up from his seat and, squeezing round the evidence table, made his way to the ‘business’ side of İkmen’s desk.

‘One Turkish passport.’ İkmen held a small, flat, green thing up to the light. He screwed his eyes up against the hot glare from outside the window and grunted impatiently. ‘Suleyman, do you think we can have that window shut, please? There’s dust blowing all over me and it’s not helping.’


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
BARBA&A
NADEL

lllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllll

BELSHAZZAR’ S
DAUGHTER





OEBPS/images/image001.jpg








