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In spite of the pain, Çetin İkmen found his surroundings fascinating. Lying on a narrow, metal beam, he had one arm and one leg one side, one arm and one leg the other. Underneath him and illuminated from below, somehow, was a dome. Studded with star-shaped holes and jewelled with exquisite stained glass, it looked like the sort of dome one sometimes saw in a hamam.

However, lack of steam and/or the smell of soap, shampoo and cologne seemed to suggest that he wasn’t hanging over the roof of a Turkish bath. In fact he wasn’t actually outside in the open air at all. He was inside a building, a vast one, and his ribs and his lungs hurt as he tried to hold his position on the beam without crashing through the dome below. It wasn’t easy.

In spite of a certain woolliness about the brain, a single thought did keep on presenting itself to him and that was the one about what would happen if there was an earthquake. The city of İstanbul was certainly due another large quake, everyone, including geologists, said so. The last really big one had happened back in 1999. İkmen tried to recall, without at first any success, what today’s date was. The year 2010 was in there, but when in 2010?

He looked at the dome, lit from below, underneath him and tried to breathe as normally as he could, but without much success. His chest was being crushed by the beam; slowly but surely he felt it killing him. If a quake came, it could be a mercy, in a way.

How had he come to be in such a position? He was in mortal danger and, as far as he could tell, he was entirely alone in, if he strained his neck from side to side to look around, some sort of big, luxurious palace. What was someone like him doing in such a place? And then he remembered. Oh, yes, it was 12 December. It was his birthday. Nothing good ever really came of those, in İkmen’s experience. And true to form, someone had just tried to kill him.


Chapter 1

Thirteen Days Before

‘You know I can’t stomach that sort of thing, why do you insist on putting me through it?’ Çetin İkmen asked his friend Arto Sarkissian.

The light was fading quickly over the Bosphorus and the two men were the last customers remaining outside on the İstanbul Modern Café terrace. But then İkmen, at least, nearly always took his food and drink al fresco these days. Since 2009 it had been illegal to smoke in enclosed public spaces anywhere in Turkey. It was a law that, even as a serving police inspector, he hated.

His friend, a small, round Armenian, like İkmen of a ‘certain age’, smiled. ‘It’s all for charity,’ he said. ‘Think of it as a duty, if that helps.’

‘Yes, but it’s “fun” too, isn’t it?’ İkmen growled. He put his cigarette out in the ashtray in front of him and lit up another.

‘You make it sound like abdominal surgery,’ Arto said. ‘Fun is supposed to be a good thing.’

‘Huh!’

One of the waiters appeared and automatically gave Arto the bill for their coffee and glasses of wine. İkmen wasn’t surprised that he didn’t so much as give him a second look. His suit was crumpled and he reeked of tobacco. He was an old-fashioned Turk, an anachronism amid a race of people who were rapidly, at least in İstanbul, becoming very glossy. Even Arto, his oldest and dearest friend, had a sort of groomed patina. But then he was a doctor, albeit a pathologist, and so maybe he was taking something to make himself look that way. Some wonder drug.

‘I don’t like organised fun,’ İkmen continued. ‘It makes me anxious.’

‘It’s supposed to relax you,’ Arto said. Then looking at him narrowly, he said, ‘Would it help if I said it would be good if we had a representative from the police department at the event?’

‘Mehmet Süleyman’s going, he can do that.’

Arto looked at the bill and then placed a 50 Turkish lire note down on the table to cover it. The waiter, who had been hovering, whipped it away immediately.

‘I know for a fact that Fatma is going to stay with her aunt in Bursa that week,’ the Armenian said. ‘She goes away that week every year.’

‘For which I am always grateful. My wife is a very understanding woman.’

‘You’ll be alone, you can’t cook . . .’

‘I’ll be alone as I always am!’ İkmen said. ‘I like it like that, you—’

‘You invite Krikor and myself to some dreary bar in Sultanahmet – if you remember,’ Arto interjected. ‘If it crosses your mind to invite your own brother it’s a miracle and I’m not sure that any of your more recent friends even know when your birthday is. As far as they’re concerned you age in one long, unregarded and continuous stream of time.’

‘Which is how I like it.’

‘It isn’t normal.’

‘Whoever said that normal equals good?’

‘You should at least allow your children to celebrate your birthday,’ Arto said. ‘They’re your children! They love you. I’m sure they’d like to, at the very least, take you out for a meal.’ Then he looked at the skinny, smoking figure across the table from him and added, ‘Not that eating is really what you do.’

İkmen smiled. They’d spent a happy day together until the subject of Arto’s brother Krikor’s latest fundraising event had arisen. Ambling around the İstanbul Modern gallery had been exhilarating for İkmen. Not that he understood what all the pictures, photographs and installations were really about. But in a country that in recent years had been ruled by a government with Islamic roots, an avowed secularist like İkmen felt cheered by the sight of artworks depicting things like sex, sexuality and dissent.

‘If Krikor’s project is to provide facilities to immigrant as well as Turkish addicts then it needs more money,’ Arto said.

‘Five thousand Turkish lire each, at least,’ İkmen said. ‘That’s what this “fun” of yours will cost.’ Then he shook his head.

Arto leaned across the table. Out on the Bosphorus the sound of a single ferry foghorn signalled that the night was destined to be one of dampness, mist and coughs. ‘I said I’d pay for you and I will!’ Arto snapped. ‘It is my birthday and Christmas present to you!’

‘But Arto, I’m not a Christian, I don’t—’

‘Oh, yes, and I’m in church all the time myself!’ Arto leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. ‘Christians give presents to each other and to non-Christian friends because it is one of our traditions,’ he said. ‘As well you know.’

‘Yes, well . . .’

‘Çetin, it will be amazing,’ Arto said. ‘Krikor and his staff have engaged a professional acting troupe. Lale Aktar will be there. Lale Aktar!’

‘So if Lale Aktar is there, I won’t need to be,’ İkmen said. ‘Let the great novelist do her stuff.’

‘Oh, Çetin, don’t be childish!’

‘Arto, why would I want to go to some play about murder? On my birthday? I deal with the real thing.’

Arto Sarkissian looked across at the Asian shore of the Bosphorus, now just very gently softened by sea mist. Both he and Çetin had been born over there, a long time ago. He turned back to his friend and said, ‘It’s for all the people who walk around this city with untreated sores from infected needles. For the kids from Romanian orphanages who sniff glue, for the girls who sell themselves for the price of a fix. Krikor never turns anyone away from his clinic. All they have to do is want to get clean. Money isn’t an issue.’

‘Except that it is.’

‘If he’s to carry on helping people with their addictions, yes, it is for Krikor,’ Arto said. ‘He doesn’t have any more capital.’ His brother, an addiction specialist, had already ploughed most of his own considerable fortune into his substance abuse clinic in the İstanbul district of Beyazıt. ‘This city’s population grows every day and so, unfortunately, do the number of addicts on the streets. Çetin?’

İkmen looked up and breathed in the dank, moisture-soaked air deeply. He believed in everything that Krikor Sarkissian was doing. Of course he did! He just didn’t want to go to his extravagant fund-raising event. As well as being really not at all his kind of thing, the last time he had attended one of Krikor’s fund-raisers it had led him, albeit coincidentally, into the life of a murderer whose crimes still, sometimes, haunted his sleep. But that had been nothing at all to do with Krikor Sarkissian or his very worthy project.

İkmen pulled a grumpy face (mainly because he knew that Arto would expect it of him) and said, ‘OK, I’ll come.’

Arto Sarkissian smiled as the evening call to prayer wound itself around them from every part of the city.

Inspector Mehmet Süleyman looked through the open door into Çetin İkmen’s office and stared at the elegant woman looking intently at her computer screen. She appeared completely calm, absorbed and at peace with herself.

It stunned him. How could she be like that? In just over three weeks’ time she, Sergeant Ayşe Farsakoğlu, was going to marry a man who looked like a 1970s Arabesk crooner – all moustache, jutting stomach and machismo. Why?

‘Er, Sergeant Farsakoğlu . . .’

She turned round and smiled. ‘Sir?’

Why he’d spoken at all, Süleyman didn’t know. Maybe it was just to see her face. But that was ridiculous. He’d got over his brief affair with Ayşe Farsakoğlu years ago. But now he’d caught her attention, he had to find something to say.

‘Where is Inspector İkmen?’ he asked. He could just as easily have called or emailed and he knew she knew that.

‘It’s the first of December, sir,’ she replied.

‘Ah.’ He felt stupid. If he could, Çetin İkmen always took 1 December as leave. Everyone knew that. It was World Aids Day and he liked to spend time with one of his cousins who had apparently lost someone or other to the disease. Nobody, including İkmen, ever really spoke about it.

‘Can I help you with anything, Mehmet Bey?’ Ayşe asked.

For a moment he’d almost forgotten she was there. Slightly flustered, he said, ‘Er, no. No thank you.’

She turned her beautiful face back to her computer screen and resumed whatever it was she had been doing.

The reason behind his agitation over her fiancé was, Süleyman acknowledged, a source of shame. Since the collapse of his second marriage, Süleyman himself had been single and he had harboured some idle fantasies that Ayşe Farsakoğlu might throw herself at him again as she had years before. Not that he actually wanted a relationship with her. But she hadn’t come anywhere near him. She’d gone to his sergeant, İzzet Melik, who was ugly and poor – and kind. Much as he tried to convince himself otherwise, Mehmet Süleyman knew that İzzet, in spite of his unappealing outward appearance, was also educated and had a deep appreciation of culture, especially Italian culture. Originally from the coastal city of İzmir, İzzet had been tutored in all things Latin by an elderly Italian Jew.

When they’d had their brief relationship, over a decade ago, Ayşe had been the one who had mourned its demise, not him. But now Süleyman wondered. He wondered what life would have been like had he stayed with Ayşe instead of marrying the volatile half-Irish psychiatrist, Zelfa Halman. But if he’d done that, his son, Yusuf, would never have been born and there was no way he would wish that boy away. He, if nothing else, was the light of his existence.

But his pride was still bruised. If Ayşe Farsakoğlu had wanted a man, why had she not come to him? He was good-looking, successful and he came from a well-connected if admittedly impoverished Ottoman family. But then he remembered how his Ottoman roots had frightened Ayşe all those years ago. Whether she had felt unworthy of him or just alarmed by his noble pedigree, he could no longer recall. But he’d been with his first wife back then, his cousin, Zuleika, who very shortly afterwards had divorced him. At the time there had also been an awful case involving a man who had been to his school. A lot had been going on. His recollections of that time were hazy. None of that, however, shed any light on why Ayşe was choosing to marry a man who looked like a particularly unkempt rural taxi driver. Could it possibly be that, even after all these years, it was to spite him?

There was a march down İstiklal Street and then a rally in Taksim Square, but Samsun Bajraktar didn’t want to go.

‘Why should I share my grief with a load of young people and politicos?’ she said bitterly as she sat down on her tattered leather sofa and lit a cigarette. ‘Anyway, I can’t walk any sort of distance in my new boots.’

‘World Aids Day is a time you should get out there, Samsun,’ İkmen said.

‘And get beaten up by the police?’ she sneered.

İkmen drew hard on his cigarette and smiled. ‘You think I’d let that happen?’

‘It happens all the time to people like me! Even now! Even in lovely, fluffy democratising Turkey!’ She threw him a look that could probably have severely wounded a lesser man. ‘If we’re lucky we just get laughed at!’

A long time ago, pre some very expensive Italian surgery, Samsun had been a man called Mustafa. The son of Çetin İkmen’s maternal uncle Ahmet, like the rest of that family she was originally Albanian. Now in her early sixties and living just opposite the Grand Bazaar in a small, lately rather down-at-heel flat, Samsun existed as a lone transsexual without her deceased lover, the leather merchant, Abdurrahman. He had died of an Aids-related illness five years before. Every 1 December, World Aids Day, Çetin İkmen spent time with Samsun, drinking, smoking and remembering her one true love, who had ultimately betrayed her.

‘I’d walk with you,’ İkmen said.

Samsun ignored him. The first of December was difficult because of what Abdurrahman had brought into their lives. The Aids virus had been hard for her. That she had not contracted it from him had seemed like a miracle for a long time – until she had read more about the disease and come to realise just how difficult it could be to catch. How Abdurrahman had caught it and from whom was still a mystery and that was a big part of Samsun’s problem.

‘How could he have done that to me, Çetin?’ she said as she raised a large glass of brandy to her lips and then drank.

İkmen, who heard the same thing from Samsun every December, shook his head. He didn’t know any more than she did. But Abdurrahman had been a big, good-looking and well-off man – many years Samsun’s junior – and so temptation would have been put in his way. A popular leather merchant and former grease wrestler, he had never been shy about either his bisexuality or his legendary prowess in bed. But he’d made a commitment to Samsun, which he had broken even if he had left her all his worldly goods, which included this small flat. But then she, and only she, had nursed him through his final illness. İkmen hardly dared to imagine what she had seen and experienced. It was part of the reason why he always made time to see her on this day. He admired her courage and he loved her.

As usual, he said, ‘I don’t know.’ And as usual she didn’t listen.

‘We were in love! Why did he need anyone else? I didn’t.’

There was no answer. Samsun began to ramble on about how she had tried to stop Abdurrahman straying with spells and charms. Like İkmen’s late mother, she practised witchcraft even though, a lot of the time and especially with Abdurrahman, it had appeared to be useless. Now, at least in her own mind, she was old and past her best and faced a future of unwanted singledom, alone in her little flat opposite the Grand Bazaar.

İkmen, as he always did, attempted to nod his head and shake it in all the right places. She was set to get roaring drunk and go on for hours and he’d support her through that. But İkmen actually had other things on his mind. This coming birthday took him up to fifty-nine. Just one year before sixty when, according to his brother Halıl, he would no longer be able to claim to be middle-aged any more. He’d be old. He’d qualified for his pension years before but had chosen to carry on working. How would his employment play out when he was sixty? He didn’t know and so he thought about other things. Then his actual birthday and what it was going to consist of this year crashed back into his consciousness again and he felt himself begin to get angry.

In the normal course of events he would have spent his birthday alone, or with friends, getting quietly drunk while Fatma and their youngest child, Kemal, visited Fatma’s ancient aunt in Bursa. Revelling in lonely misery was something that İkmen actively looked forward to. But not this year. This year his best friend had paid for him to have a treat. A gourmet meal and a night in one of İstanbul’s most prestigious hotels. Oh, and something called a ‘murder mystery’ was going to happen too – all under the gaze of Turkey’s youngest and most sensational crime writer, Lale Aktar. He’d seen her on TV a few times and she came across quite well, if rather flirtatiously. All he could hope for was that the great and the good who went to the event gave generously to Krikor Sarkissian’s free drug and alcohol clinic in nearby Beyazıt. That, after all, was the point of the whole sorry affair.

He looked up at Samsun who was still drinking, smoking and going on about Abdurrahman. The last time Krikor had organised a fund-raising event of this magnitude, Samsun had only just met her now dead beau. Then the event had been held in a palace on the Bosphorus. This time another type of palace was involved.


Chapter 2

Eleven Hours Before

Getting out of the taxi, she tried to look cool – as if she had been going to such places all her life – and she achieved her aim. But try as she might, when she looked up at the historic and magnificent façade, she knew that this hotel was just about as far as anyone could get from her old village back home in Anatolia. This was the Pera Palas, where people arriving in İstanbul via the Orient Express would stay back in the first half of the twentieth century. It was the hotel where Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, founder of the Republic, liked to stay, where King Edward VIII of England had slept, as well as Greta Garbo, Ernest Hemingway, Mata Hari and Jackie Onassis. But most importantly for crime novelist Lale Aktar, the great English crime fiction writer, Agatha Christie had stayed here too. And she, Lale Aktar, a woman from the back end of nowhere, was going to spend a night in what had been her room.

As Lale walked underneath the brightly lit canopy towards the gleaming, art nouveau entrance, the door into the hotel quietly and seemingly automatically opened in front of her. A young man, wearing the smart grey Pera Palas uniform, said, ‘Good morning, madam. Welcome to the Pera Palas. May I take your bag?’

Lale gave her small, lightweight suitcase to him without a word. She looked at her surroundings – exquisite marble flooring, doors and fittings of highly polished oak and mahogany, even a brightly decorated Christmas tree – and she thought, I’ve arrived. Even though she was Turkey’s bestselling crime author and she was married to one of the country’s most wealthy men, only now, here, did she feel she had actually arrived. It was just a pity her stay at the hotel was going to be so short.

A woman called Canan from the hotel’s publicity department was waiting for her in the lobby and, together with the young porter, they all got into the creaking wood and wrought-iron lift. An original artefact from way before the recent hotel refit, it dated back to 1895 and had been used by everyone who had ever stayed here. Canan urged Lale to sit on the velvet seat at the back of the lift and then the porter closed the wrought-iron gates and they began to ascend.

After a moment, unable to contain her excitement any longer, Lale said, ‘I never thought I’d stay in the Pera Palas. Not me.’

Canan smiled. Was it an indulgent smile? Lale couldn’t tell. All she knew was that for a girl from her village to be able to read, much less write a book, was totally miraculous. But then if she hadn’t run away from that hot, baked nowhere to İstanbul, would she have even thought about writing a book? Probably not.

The lift passed beyond the first floor and made its way towards the second. What she could see of the hotel was big, opulent and bright. Two years ago, Faruk, her husband, had taken her to Paris for a weekend. The Pera Palas reminded her of that city.

The lift stopped at the fourth floor. The porter opened the doors for her and Lale stepped out on to a sweeping oval concourse lined with guest rooms and decorated with furniture and artefacts from the hotel’s illustrious past. In the middle, a great open space was cordoned off by an ornate, metal scrollwork banister. Lale looked up and saw that the roof of the hotel was made of glass. The sun was shining and it lit up everything it touched. They walked along the right-hand side of the gallery until the porter stopped in front of room 411. As he opened it with a key card, Canan turned to Lale and said, ‘I hope you find the room inspiring, Mrs Aktar.’

‘I’m sure I will.’

As the porter pushed the door open to reveal the antique furniture and modern fittings inside, Lale began to shake. Only very vaguely did she later recall Canan saying, ‘Dr Sarkissian sends his greetings and says that he will meet you for tea in the Kubbeli Saloon at three o’clock, provided that is convenient.’

‘It is.’

Lale moved into the room and came to a halt in front of a large, backlit photograph of a rather motherly looking woman in late middle age. Canan, smiling, said, ‘I will leave you alone now, Mrs Aktar. Enjoy the room and if you need anything, please do not hesitate to call.’

‘Thank you.’

The porter left, followed by Canan who, just before she closed the door behind her, said, ‘You know, Mrs Aktar, Agatha Christie’s room is supposed to be haunted. I hope you’re not afraid of ghosts.’

Lale looked away from Agatha Christie’s portrait for a moment and said, ‘No. Ghosts don’t bother me at all.’

‘Happy birthday, Dad!’

Ever since he’d gone to live and work in England, Çetin İkmen’s eldest son, Sınan, had always celebrated his father’s birthday by phoning up and joyfully shouting his good wishes at him. It was touching, if annoying, especially if it happened when he was in his office.

‘Yes, thank you, Sınan,’ he said. ‘It’s very good of you to remember.’

Ayşe Farsakoğlu, who was fully aware that it was İkmen’s birthday but knew better than to allude to it, looked up at her superior’s disgruntled face and suppressed a smile. As far back as she could remember he had been a lugubrious man. Devoted to his wife Fatma and their children, a loyal and generous friend, he was nevertheless not one for outward displays of joy or big celebrations. Ayşe smiled in his direction.

İkmen ended his call from his son and looked at her. ‘Yes?’ he inquired.

‘Oh, I was just feeling jealous about your stay at the Pera Palas,’ she said.

‘Were you?’ İkmen sniffed disconsolately. ‘If it’s any help, if I could give my ticket to you, I would. I fail to see what all the fuss is about. My daughter Hulya got married at the Pera Palas.’

‘But, sir, it’s had a total refit since then,’ Ayşe said. ‘It’s really fabulous now.’

‘You’ve been there?’

‘With Sergeant Melik,’ she said. ‘We looked at the ballroom as a venue for our wedding but . . . But it was too expensive.’

‘Huh!’ İkmen grunted. ‘These sorts of places are always the same. They’ll give a prominent man like Krikor Sarkissian the whole place for a night free of charge—’

‘But, sir, it’s for his charity, not for Dr Sarkissian personally,’ she said. ‘I think it’s very generous, especially so close to New Year when they must have so many requests for accommodation.’

‘Mmm.’ İkmen was unconvinced. ‘Anyway, no one needs their wedding to be wildly elaborate.’ His certainly hadn’t been. ‘I think the venue you have chosen is very nice. I’m looking forward to it enormously.’

He wasn’t and she knew it. But she was grateful and honoured that he and his wife had agreed to come. The small boutique hotel in Sultanahmet she and İzzet had chosen was pretty and had wonderful views of the Bosphorus and the Sea of Marmara from its terrace. But it wasn’t grand. It didn’t make a statement and it wouldn’t impress Inspector Mehmet Süleyman even though he wasn’t coming. Although why that bothered her . . . But it did and she knew full well why it did.

‘What time are you leaving to go to the hotel?’ Ayşe asked to distract herself from issues she didn’t want to think about.

‘Six,’ İkmen said. The whole horrible social thing started with a champagne reception in the Orient Bar at seven thirty. Before that he had to check into his room and climb into the awful tuxedo that Arto had made him hire. Mehmet Süleyman was going to look like a god in his tux, of course. He was handsome. İkmen knew that he would look like a skinny, rumpled old peasant wearing his ‘best’ suit for his son’s wedding. But then he was a peasant, albeit a very well-educated urban one.

‘I won’t be happy until I’m back at this desk tomorrow morning,’ İkmen continued.

‘After a wonderful hotel breakfast, I hope, sir,’ Ayşe said. ‘When I went to look at the ballroom, one of the catering managers showed us the breakfast menu. They have everything. Nut preserve, can you imagine it? Things you’ve never heard of! Circassian smoked cheese . . .’

‘Oh, well, I must make a point not to miss that under any circumstances,’ İkmen said.

Ayşe knew he was being sarcastic.

‘But at least the Pera Palas has one advantage,’ İkmen said.

‘What’s that?’

‘On certain floors you are still allowed to smoke in the rooms,’ he said. ‘I’m on the fourth floor where smoking is permitted.’ Then he smiled. ‘Now that is worth, in my opinion, many, many smoked Circassian cheeses.’

Dr Krikor Sarkissian was much thinner and had a lot more hair than his younger brother Arto. Unlike the pathologist, his patients were the living, if only just. Drug addicts and alcoholics. In spite of the hike in alcohol prices introduced by the current, Islamically influenced government, people still routinely used drink or drugs or both to escape their troubles. Life in the big city was fast and tough and could be stressful, especially if one was poor, even more so if one was an immigrant – Roma kids from Bulgaria and Romania, Russian and Czech prostitutes, and now also refugees from places like Iraq and Syria which, some said, was only just managing to keep a lid on internal dissent. They came, they stayed, they worked – or not – and sometimes, often, they resorted to alcohol or heroin just to keep themselves together.

Krikor had started his charitable foundation, in the form of a free addiction clinic, back in 1998. He’d obtained government support as well as gifts, stipends and the proceeds from numerous fund-raising activities from companies and wealthy individuals. But in the past twelve years, the problems as well as the numbers that the clinic had to deal with had increased. Now more money was needed and so he had used his own and his friends’ considerable influence to organise what should be his most valuable fund-raiser yet. He’d started negotiations with the owners of the Pera Palas a whole year in advance of the refit which had finally been completed in September. Eventually a date, 12 December, had been selected and the hotel had agreed to host the event free of charge. Drinks and a meal would be served, which would be paid for by the guests. Certain key members of Pera Palas staff would work the event for free (casual labour would make up the rest of the staffing), as would Turkey’s principal crime writer, Lale Aktar. The young company of actors would be paid.

Blonde and slim and groomed, Lale Aktar walked towards Krikor across the parquet floor of the Kubbeli Saloon and he stood up to shake her hand.

‘Lale, it’s so nice to see you again,’ he said. ‘I really do appreciate you taking the time to do this.’

She smiled. ‘It’s my pleasure,’ she said. They both sat down.

‘Would you like afternoon tea?’ he asked.

She looked at the vast display of French patisserie, macaroons, Turkish pastries and sandwiches on display and then said, ‘No, I’d just like a cup of tea, thank you, Krikor.’

‘Are you sure?’ He was too embarrassed to order the full Pera Palas afternoon tea experience just for himself but he knew she would not change her mind. When Lale Kanlı, as she had been then, had first come to İstanbul she had been a rather overweight girl with very bad teeth. But Krikor’s old friend, the music promoter Faruk Aktar, Lale’s husband, had taken care of both those issues. There was no way Lale would jeopardise her sleek new look.

Krikor ordered just tea for both of them and then Lale said, ‘Faruk sends his best wishes.’

‘It’s a shame he can’t be here too.’

She shrugged. ‘He’s looking for the next big club act. Somewhere down in the Hatay.’

‘Young people make music everywhere,’ Krikor said.

‘And so here we are,’ Lale said. ‘I Googled that theatre company we’re having tonight.’

He smiled. ‘The Bowstrings.’

‘Yes. How gruesome to name yourself after an Ottoman instrument of execution.’

‘Ah, but the bowstring was only used on princes,’ Krikor said. ‘Not for the likes of you or me. I think the name is great for a company that specialises in murder mystery evenings.’

‘Their literature says that they put on a sort of play, where a murder or murders are committed, and then the audience have to try and solve it.’

‘Yes.’

The waiter arrived with their tea, which came in a silver teapot with bone china cups. When he’d finished serving them, he took a vast plate of chocolate pastries over to a large table of Russians who, between them, took the lot. Krikor envied them.

‘The way we’re going to do it is we’ll split our guests up into investigative teams,’ Krikor said. ‘One team will be led by an İstanbul police inspector called Mehmet Süleyman and the other one will be led by you.’

Lale laughed. ‘Eek! Up against a real policeman.’

‘It’s just a bit of fun,’ Krikor said, knowing full well that if Mehmet Süleyman’s team lost to one led by a crime writer, it would drive him insane. ‘It doesn’t matter who solves the crime as long as it is solved. You know Burak Fisekçi?’

‘Your assistant. Yes.’

‘Well, the murder mystery element of the evening is actually his baby and so he will speak to you before we begin later this evening. He’s much more au fait with it all than I am.’

‘But the play or whatever you call it will happen after the meal?’

‘Most of it, yes,’ Krikor said. ‘I didn’t want one of those stupid little murder mystery dinner things where someone just drops apparently “dead” beside the cheeseboard. This is a proper puzzle that you and the other guests will have to think about. People are donating large sums of money to the clinic, I have to give them something decent in return.’

‘So, no pressure, as the Americans say,’ Lale said.

Krikor laughed. ‘Not on you, I hope, Lale,’ he said. ‘It is, like I said, meant to be fun.’

‘Oh, I’m sure it will be, Krikor,’ she said. ‘I’m really looking forward to it. I do hope that we manage to raise the money you need and more too.’

Krikor sipped his tea. ‘Well, your time, and I know you have so little of it these days, is appreciated, as is Faruk’s considerable contribution.’

‘We both like to do what we can.’

A waiter went by with a tray of cakes so heartbreakingly beautiful, Krikor had to actively stop his mouth from watering.

‘You do such a lot for the disadvantaged in this city,’ he said.

She lowered her eyes, her face suddenly grave. ‘Only because I’ve been where they are,’ she said. ‘I’ve been poor and homeless and I know only too well about the temptations that can lead such people astray. If it hadn’t been for Faruk . . .’

‘Your talent would have shone through anyway!’

But she didn’t respond to Krikor’s jolliness with a smile. Instead, she said, ‘I don’t think that’s really true. You know, Krikor, my father was sent to prison when I was ten and he’s still there. People like me do not get anywhere without people like Faruk and you. It just doesn’t happen. We have to claw our way out.’

He was on the same floor as Çetin İkmen although not, thankfully, in the same room. Mehmet Süleyman looked around his elegant magnolia and grey deluxe hotel room and lit a cigarette. He opened the French windows on to his balcony and the sound of the early evening traffic swept in at him like a noisy wind. The sun was just setting over the Golden Horn and the city looked both exciting and comforting to him. He’d never lived anywhere except İstanbul and for all its massive increase in size and population, it was still essentially the same city he had been born into back in the 1960s. And the Pera Palas Hotel had been part of that. As a child, his mother had brought himself and his brother Murad to the hotel with her when she met her friends for afternoon tea. Back then it had been a neglected, slightly dusty place populated by rather odd foreign tourists and members of İstanbul’s faded Ottoman remnants – like his family. He and Murad had usually amused themselves going up and down in the antique lift. The lift attendant, an elderly man, as Mehmet recalled him, had been both very patient with them and appalled.

Mehmet finished his cigarette out on the balcony and then went back into his room. There was a fabulous shower in the white marble bathroom and so, once he’d hung his suit up in the wardrobe, he took his clothes off and washed. The pressure of the hot water on his face and body was so much more vigorous than that of the one he had at home. His parents’ bathroom was ancient and scruffy and neither he nor they could afford to do anything about it. Quite apart from the maintenance he paid to his ex-wife for his son Yusuf, Mehmet had to run a car, pay rent to his parents and try to have some sort of life in what was becoming an expensive city. There was no money left over for bathrooms.

He washed his hair, which he noticed by the very strong lights in the bathroom had become even more grey of late. Soon he’d have to decide whether or not he was going to dye it. But if he did that he knew that Çetin İkmen, if no one else, would laugh at him. The older man was just letting age happen to him. İkmen was really getting quite old now and Mehmet wondered, not for the first time, how much longer he could or would carry on working. It wasn’t a thought that he found pleasing in any way and so he pushed it out of his mind. He had to stay focused. The main thing about this upcoming event was to solve the ‘crime’ that the theatre company were going to stage and win the admiration of Lale Aktar. Now there, according to her publicity photographs, was a good-looking woman. And married to a man who was not only old enough to be her father, he was old enough to be Mehmet Süleyman’s father too.


Chapter 3

The Event

The late shift was going to consist of a largely casual skeleton staff who would come on at 11 p.m. when the meal was over and the murder mystery show was in full swing. Then the fun would really begin. The guests didn’t have a clue what sort of spectacle they were in for. Or how much physical activity. The dinner menu included an extensive meze, lobster, lamb shank in pomegranate molasses, a range of desserts and cheeses, not to mention different wines with each course, which would mean that most of the guests wouldn’t be in any shape to run about much. But then that was all part of the fun.

People were going to be talking about Krikor Sarkissian’s fund-raising event at the Pera Palas Hotel for ever. It was going to be one of those occasions when individuals would ask each other, ‘Where were you when you first heard the news about that nightmare that took place at the Pera Palas Hotel?’

‘Can I get an Efes?’

Arto Sarkissian raised his eyes to the ceiling in despair. Warm and comfortable in the convivial surroundings of the Orient Bar, cushioned by soft, velvet-covered furniture and mingling with some of the most glamorous and interesting people in the city, he was being, to his mind, unnecessarily hassled by his oldest friend.

‘You want beer?’ he asked.

‘I don’t like champagne,’ Çetin İkmen said. ‘It gives me hiccups.’

Arto shook his head. ‘Just go up to the bar and ask for whatever you want,’ he said. ‘They have Efes Pilsen, they have everything; drinks both lavish and plebeian.’

‘OK.’ İkmen eased past a very influential media couple and made for the bar. As soon as he’d got his beer, Arto knew that Çetin would take it outside into the cold so that he could smoke. He was fifty-nine years old this very day and he was still behaving like some sort of intellectual working-class snob. He wouldn’t drink champagne, especially not with the glitterati, because he didn’t approve – of either the drink or those who drank it. But they were the ones, at the present time, who made the world go round and Çetin, Arto felt, really needed to get used to it. It was all about celebrity now.

‘Doctor?’

He looked round and saw a very smartly dressed Mehmet Süleyman standing next to him. Champagne glass in hand, he represented the type of person the Pera Palas had been built for. In a way no less of an anachronism than Çetin İkmen, the easy grace and lack of glitz of a true Ottoman gave the Orient Bar a touch of regal class.

Arto Sarkissian smiled. ‘Inspector.’

‘Is that Hovsep Pars?’ Süleyman asked, pointing to a very small man sitting alone in one of the distant corners of the bar.

‘Yes.’ Arto looked down.

‘I thought he didn’t go anywhere since . . .’

Arto shrugged. ‘Family tragedies happen,’ he said. ‘One must carry on and live one’s life.’

‘Yes, but he—’

‘What Hovsep’s sister and her husband did was nothing to do with him,’ the doctor cut in. ‘It’s just tragic that it has taken him such a long time to come to terms with it. If indeed he has.’

They both looked at the small, lonely man, his head down, concentratedly drinking his champagne.

‘He came for Krikor,’ Arto said. ‘Not as a fellow Armenian or even as a man of wealth, but because he loves my brother. Everybody does.’

Çetin İkmen, now furnished with a glass of Efes Pilsen, caught Süleyman’s eye and nodded his head towards the back of the room as he made for the exit.

‘I think Çetin wants me to go outside and have a cigarette with him,’ Süleyman said to the doctor.

‘Are you going? I’d deem it a favour if you did. He’s so uncomfortable here.’

Süleyman smiled. ‘What a strange world we live in, Doctor, where Turks must smoke in the cold.’

He started to make his way out of the bar but then suddenly he stopped. In common with everyone else in the Orient Bar, Süleyman stared at the tall, elegant figure of a woman dressed in a full-length golden evening gown. Slim and beautiful, her shining blonde hair, which came down to her shoulders, was swept dramatically to one side in a Veronica Lake style, hiding her left eye almost completely. For a moment nobody spoke. Then conversation started again and the woman glided up to Krikor Sarkissian and kissed him. Süleyman walked back to Arto and said, ‘Is that Lale Aktar?’

‘Yes,’ Arto said. ‘Beautiful, isn’t she?’

‘Even more beautiful than in her photographs!’

‘And married too, Inspector,’ Arto said with a smile. ‘Faruk Aktar is a personal friend of Krikor’s.’

The warning duly noted, Süleyman went to the back of the bar and followed İkmen out into the cold.

She knew how to work a room.

‘So here he is, the person behind the murder mystery theme,’ Krikor heard Lale Aktar say to Burak Fisekçi, his assistant. She gave him her hand which Burak gallantly kissed. An ugly lump of a man, Burak seemed both flattered and appalled by her attention, probably because it made people look at him. Krikor saw his usually sallow complexion turn bright red.

‘Dr Sarkissian did most of the work,’ Burak said.

‘He doesn’t give himself enough credit,’ Krikor said to Lale. ‘If it hadn’t been for him, this evening would just have been a simple dinner party. He is my right hand.’ Krikor patted his assistant on the shoulder. Then he turned away and introduced Lale to some of his other guests. He watched her charm them all. It was as if she’d been doing this sort of thing all her life. Sometimes it was quite difficult to remember that Lale Aktar’s first book had only been published five years before.





OEBPS/images/9780755388912_FC.jpg
A MURDER GAME BECOMES DEADLY REALITY...

N

BARBARA

NADEL

Winner of the SILVER DAGGER award

DEADLINE

Y
An INSPECTOR IKMEN mystery
o i
T T






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





