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Praise for Barbara Nadel’s novels:


‘Complex and beguiling: a Turkish delight’ Mick Herron


‘İkmen is one of modern crime fiction’s true heroes, complex yet likeable, and the city he inhabits - Istanbul - is just as fascinating’ The Times


‘Barbara Nadel’s distinctive Istanbul-set Inspector İkmen thrillers combine brightly coloured scene setting with deliciously tortuous plots - the resourceful İkmen is always struggling with intractable cases’ Guardian


‘Inspector Çetin İkmen is one of detective fiction’s most likeable investigators, despite his grumpy and unsociable character . . . think of him as the Morse of Istanbul’ Daily Telegraph


‘Intelligent and captivating’ The Sunday Times


‘Impeccable mystery plotting, exotic and atmospheric’ Guardian


‘The delight of Nadel’s books is the sense of being taken beneath the surface of an ancient city. . .We look into the alleyways and curious dark quarters of Istanbul, full of complex characters and louche atmosphere’ Independent


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


‘Gripping and unusual detective story, vivid and poignant’ Literary Review
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A BRUTAL MURDER IS NOT WHAT IT SEEMS in Barbara Nadel’s twenty-fifth İkmen mystery. . .


When Ates Bocuk, son of a feared Istanbul gang leader, is arrested for the brutal murder of his Roma lover, feelings of vengeance are ignited among rival Turkish gangs and the Roma community.


Forensic evidence is stacked against him, but Ates refuses to speak, and Inspector Suleyman suspects that there is more to the case than meets the eye. Then Cetin Ikmen discovers that Ates is psychotic and believes that everyone in his life is an imposter, which suggests that Ates might in fact be a victim of a far more sinister game . . .


As violence erupts, Suleyman and his team work tirelessly to expose a shocking tale of corruption, power and betrayal - but not before more blood is shed on these dark and dangerous streets.









To Alex, Lia, Senan, Malcolm, my mum
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Şevket Sesler – Romany crime lord


Selami Sesler – Şevket’s son, a thug


Munir Can – Sesler’s henchman


Filiz and Ayda – lap dancers at Sesler’s club


Ceviz Elibol – Romany lap dancer and victim


Hüseyin Elibol – Ceviz’s father


Beren Elibol – Ceviz’s sister


Esat Böcek – religious crime lord


Ateş Böcek – Esat’s son


İlhan Böcek – Esat’s son


Neşe Böcek – Esat’s mother


Feride – Ateş’s psychiatrist


Hakki Bürkev – Böcek family guard


Kasım – tenant of the Böcek family


Murad Ayhan – gangster


Irmak Ayhan – Murad’s wife


Aylın Ayhan – Murad’s daughter


Yıldırım Ayhan – Murad’s son


Dr Gibrail Sezer – Murad’s doctor


Serdar İpek – Ayhan’s thug


Esma Nebatı – Aylın’s best friend


Faruk Nebatı – Esma’s father


Numan Bey – pickle-juice seller


Madam Edith – drag queen


Belisarius Doukas – coffee shop owner


Rahul Bey – haberdasher


Mete Bülbül – victim


Aaron Kamhi – academic


Bayza Akyılmaz – quilt maker


Sibel – Romany madam


Kurdish Madonna, Nikki and Fındık – prostitutes









Pronunciation Guide





There are 29 letters in the Turkish alphabet:


A, a – usually short as in ‘hah!’


B, b – as pronounced in English


C, c – not like the c in ‘cat’ but like the ‘j’ in ‘jar’, or ‘Taj’


Ç, ç – ‘ch’ as in ‘chunk’


D, d – as pronounced in English


E, e – always short as in ‘venerable’


F, f – as pronounced in English


G, g – always hard as in ‘slug’


Ğ, ğ – ‘yumuşak ge’ is used to lengthen the vowel that it follows. It is not usually voiced. As in the name ‘Farsakoğlu’, pronounced ‘Far-sak-orlu’


H, h – as pronounced in English, never silent


I, ı – without a dot, the sound of the ‘a’ in ‘probable’


İ i – with a dot, as the ‘i’ in ‘thin’


J, j – as the French pronounce the ‘j’ in ‘bonjour’


K, k – as pronounced in English, never silent


L, l – as pronounced in English


M, m – as pronounced in English


N, n – as pronounced in English


O, o – always short as in ‘hot’


Ö, ö – like the ‘ur’ sound in ‘further’


P, p – as pronounced in English


R, r – as pronounced in English


S, s – as pronounced in English


Ş, ş – like the ‘sh’ in ‘ship’


T, t – as pronounced in English


U, u – always medium length, as in ‘push’


Ü, ü – as the French pronounced the ‘u’ in ‘tu’


V, v – as pronounced in English but sometimes with a slight ‘w’ sound


Y, y – as pronounced in English


Z, z – as pronounced in English









Later, when he attempted to describe what had confronted him when he had arrived at the Şehzade Rafık Palace, Inspector Mehmet Süleyman found himself referencing two famous artists.


‘The suspect, armed with a sword, pinwheeled between two cohorts of uniformed men, his face twisted and bloodied like a figure from a painting by Goya,’ he said. ‘Embedded in a background of shiny cars, sculpted gardens and a palace resembling a wedding cake, it was also pure Salvador Dalí.’


What it had been too was a nightmare . . .









Chapter 1





There weren’t many İstanbul palaces Mehmet Süleyman didn’t know. The scion of an Ottoman family related to the sultans, he was one of those who, prior to the foundation of the Republic of Turkey, would have lived in a palace. But the Şehzade Rafık, located just off the high-end shopping street of Baghdat Caddesi, wasn’t familiar to him.


As he approached it, through huge electric gates via a manicured garden just lightly dusted with snow, he snapped on a pair of plastic gloves and asked the uniformed officer walking beside him, ‘What do we know?’


‘First report came in at 19.55,’ said the officer, a Sergeant Taşdemir. ‘Fifth-floor apartment in the Deniz building.’ He pointed to his left. ‘Complaint basically about noise from the palace, screaming.’


Although extensive, the palace was hemmed in on three sides by expensive apartment blocks. This meant that a large number of homes overlooked the old building.


‘And then?’


‘Then less than five minutes later, we had multiple calls,’ Taşdemir said. ‘A man was running about outside the palace attacking cars. He was covered in blood . . .’


Two marble staircases led up to the palace entrance, separated by a marble platform. Süleyman could see that a man holding a sword, his shirt and trousers soaked in what looked like blood, was running between two groups of police officers who had him effectively trapped between them.


‘Has he attacked any of our men?’


‘No, sir,’ Taşdemir said. ‘He just runs. He’s covered in blood, as you can see, but whether it’s his or not . . .’ He shrugged. ‘I’ve got officers guarding all the entrances into the palace, but I wanted to wait for you before I ordered them inside.’


‘Quite right.’ Süleyman looked down at his sergeant, a dark young man called Ömer Mungun. ‘I’ll attempt to talk to this man first. You, Ömer Bey, go with Sergeant Taşdemir and prepare to enter the premises with his officers if I can’t get anywhere with our agitated friend.’


And the man was agitated. Much of the time he screamed, bending over double as if in pain; then every so often he would look at one of the police officers, point his sword at him and say, ‘You!’


But he didn’t follow these momentary recognitions with any sort of action. He would pin someone down with his gaze and then, as if a spell had been broken, he’d quickly look away and scream again.


Before Sergeant Taşdemir left with Ömer Mungun, Süleyman asked him whether he knew the man’s name.


Taşdemir frowned. ‘Not definitively,’ he said. ‘But the owner of the palace is Ateş Böcek.’


Süleyman felt his face pale.


‘And yes,’ Taşdemir confirmed, ‘I do mean the son of Esat Böcek.’


‘İkmen!’


Why the woman felt the need to wave her arms in the air when she was both unusually tall and dressed up for a Spanish fiesta, ex-inspector of police Çetin İkmen didn’t know. One could probably see Gonca Süleyman from space. Not that he was particularly focused on his friend Mehmet’s wife. He was rather more concerned about how he was going to continue walking, because it hurt.


It had been his daughter Çiçek’s idea, the walking thing. They’d arranged to meet Mehmet, Gonca and the latter’s Spanish guests at 8.30 outside the Church of Saint-Antoine on İstiklal Caddesi. The biggest Catholic church in İstanbul, Saint-Antoine was famous for holding a multilingual Mass every 24 December to usher in Christmas in the Western church. Orthodox Christians, like Çetin’s oldest friend, the Armenian pathologist Arto Sarkissian, celebrated on 6 January. And while Çetin, Çiçek, Gonca and Mehmet were nominally Muslims, they had agreed to take these Spaniards to Mass because they didn’t know the city, and Çetin and Gonca, at least, rather enjoyed the theatricality of Christmas Eve Mass.


However, Mehmet, it seemed, was not with them.


Gasping for breath, İkmen dragged himself over to Gonca and said, ‘Where’s the boy?’


Çetin and Mehmet had worked together in the İstanbul City Police Force for decades. At the beginning of his career, Mehmet Süleyman had been İkmen’s deputy, and although he was now in his mid fifties, İkmen still referred to him as ‘the boy’, especially when speaking to Gonca. Like İkmen, Gonca was over a decade older than her husband – she was also a woman with a sharp sense of humour.


‘Working,’ she said. Then, looking at İkmen properly, she added, ‘You look like shit.’


İkmen pulled his daughter towards him. ‘Blame her.’


Çiçek İkmen was an attractive woman in her forties. It was never easy for her to make conversation with Gonca. The striking Roma woman had effectively stolen her boyfriend and gone on to marry him. But Çiçek smiled and said, ‘Dad’s doctor says he needs to get fit.’


Gonca grinned at İkmen. ‘Since when did you listen to your doctor?’


‘Since he told him that if he doesn’t get some exercise he will end up housebound,’ Çiçek said.


İkmen muttered, ‘Bastard.’


‘And so,’ Çiçek continued, ‘we have just walked from Sultanahmet and across the Galata Bridge. We did ride the Tünel to get up here to İstiklal . . .’


‘Thank God!’


‘. . . and now here we are.’ Çiçek looked up at the New Year lights strung across İstiklal Caddesi, twinkling red, ice blue and white, and added, ‘So beautiful.’


Then, suddenly realising that the three people Gonca had been with were huddling at the entrance to the church, waiting for something to happen, Çetin and Çiçek went over to introduce themselves. It was snowing again, and the two men and one woman looked up into the dark sky with dread.


The Böcek family had been associated with organised crime in İstanbul since the late 1970s. This was when Ateş Böcek’s grandfather, Nedim, had come with his family from the eastern city of Antakya and settled in İstanbul’s Üsküdar district on the Asian side of the Bosphorus.


Family legend had it that Nedim Böcek had been a famous wrestler back in Antakya who had come to the big city to seek his fortune. The reality was that he occasionally rented his ‘muscle’ out to a couple of the İstanbul godfathers, but basically lived off his wife’s earnings. Renowned for the skills of its falcıs, or fortune-tellers, Antakya imbued these – mainly women – with a mystical quality second only to the Roma. Neşe, Nedim’s wife, was one such Antakya falcı, and it was she who funded the property speculations of her eldest son, Esat. Neşe had always been, and remained, the power behind the Böcek family’s brutal throne on the Asian side of the Bosphorus.


Mehmet Süleyman approached Neşe’s grandson with his hands held out to his sides. Ateş was, he had learned, just twenty-one. And like a child, he giggled when he saw the older man make this peculiar gesture.


‘I’m unarmed and want only to talk to you,’ Süleyman said as he reached the top step of the left-hand staircase.


Ateş Böcek, if this ragged, blood-soaked entity was he, laughed again for a few seconds and then became still. Looking past the four officers who stood between him and Süleyman, he said, ‘I know who you are. I see you.’


‘Are you hurt?’ Süleyman asked.


‘Hurt?’


‘Yes, you have a lot of blood on your clothing and your face.’


Ateş looked down at himself. He wobbled a little, and Süleyman wondered whether he was drunk or under the influence of drugs. The sword in his hand, a traditional Turkish weapon called a yataghan, clattered to the ground, quickly followed by the young man’s unconscious body.


Gonca pointed to the younger of the two men and said, ‘He is Señor Tomas.’


The Spaniard, unsure about what to do, bowed slightly when İkmen bowed to him.


‘The young lady is Señora Lola, and this . . .’ she took the arm of the elderly man standing between Lola and Tomas, ‘this is Señor Juan. He is the most famous Roma in Spain!’


And, İkmen mused to himself, he was once your lover. But he didn’t say anything. Just before she’d seduced Mehmet Süleyman and then been his on-and-off mistress for the next twenty years, Gonca had taken a Spanish Roma lover called Juan. And while Çetin İkmen had never known him, he recognised that this old man was one and the same person. Juan Cortes had, it was said, bewitched her with his flamenco singing, his dancing and his sexual technique for one hot, crazy month back in the dying days of the twentieth century. Juan had clearly continued to attract beautiful, young women, judging by his nubile wife.


Gonca pushed Çiçek towards the small group and said, ‘Well? Do it then . . .’


Çiçek İkmen, an ex-Turkish Airlines flight attendant, could speak Spanish. It was in reality the only reason she had agreed to come to the church. It was cold and dark and she really hadn’t wanted to see Mehmet so soon after his marriage. She had loved him, but he had always been unfaithful to her, mainly with Gonca, something she still found hard to forgive. But she’d come along anyway, as a favour to her father.


Addressing the younger man she said, ‘Good evening. My name is Çiçek.’


Tomas was small and slim, with a dazzling smile. He said, ‘You are the friend who speaks Spanish!’


‘Yes.’ She smiled back.


The older man introduced himself and the woman. ‘I am Juan, and this is my wife, Lola.’


‘Pleased to meet you.’


İkmen, watching this exchange, wondered whether Çiçek would find out any more about these people. Gonca had told him that they had come to perform flamenco as part of a huge entertainment designed to celebrate the birthday of local Roma godfather Şevket Sesler on 26 December. A bully, a crook and possibly even a murderer, Sesler ‘ran’ the Roma section of the nearby district of Tarlabaşı. Gonca, though an artist by profession, made sure that he left her and her family alone by regularly reading his cards. Her policeman husband was aware of this connection, even though İkmen knew he didn’t like it. Sesler was a fact of life for İstanbul’s Roma, and keeping him happy whilst distancing oneself from his activities was a dangerous balancing act.


One of the priests from the church opened the huge front doors, and Gonca and her party, together with a large group of other worshippers, piled inside.


The palace’s great central staircase was a mirror image of the one leading up to the main entrance. Two great curving marble structures rose to the first floor and what looked from the ground like a vast door-encrusted landing. Ateş Böcek, or whoever the man was, was now receiving treatment from a doctor who had been called after his collapse. Bloody footprints descending the right-hand staircase seemed to suggest that he had been upstairs at some point. And because there were no ascending footprints on either staircase, it would appear that he had hurt either himself or someone else, or found someone in distress on the first floor.


Süleyman and Ömer Mungun slipped plastic covers over their shoes and walked up the left-hand staircase. When they arrived at the landing, it was easy to see from which of the many doors arranged around the four sides the man downstairs had come. Straight in front of them, it was the second door to the right, and it was open. The two men approached. There was a large pool of blood at the threshold, and the air smelt sharp and metallic.


Ömer looked at his boss and said, ‘There’s a lot . . .’ His voice trailed away.


The room was unlit and so it was impossible to see what lay beyond the blood pool. Süleyman took his phone out of his pocket and switched on the torch function. He shone it inside, and both men regarded what they thought at first might be a storage room of some sort, maybe for bedding. Because bedding, it seemed, was flung around everywhere. Sheets and duvet covers were on the floor, stacked up against cupboards and even on the huge bed in the middle of the room.


It was Ömer who noticed something else, although later on he wouldn’t be able to say exactly what. Maybe it was a movement. As the beam from Süleyman’s torch began to travel away from the bed, the younger man said, ‘Sir! Back a bit!’


Süleyman obliged, and it was then, amid the white sheets, the satin, the lace and the overwhelming, dripping blood, that Ömer Mungun managed to make out a hand.


Saint-Antoine’s high, vaulted interior was awash with light, and not just from its considerable number of electric lamps. Candles burned everywhere, in wall niches, at the base of statues and in the hands of choristers and worshippers. Çetin İkmen stood in front of the statue of St Anthony and wondered whether the saint, known for his ability to help people find lost things, could help him recover his fitness. He knew it was his own fault. Fifty years of heavy smoking, drinking and ignoring the benefits of a good diet had finally rendered him the type of person doctors bothered. And Dr Eyüboğlu was a constant thorn in his side. According to him, İkmen had to give up drinking and smoking immediately and follow the diet sheet he had thrust into his hands. Now Çiçek, who did most of the cooking in the İkmen apartment, was presenting him, and his horrified cousin Samsun, with ‘low-carbohydrate’ meals. This meant no rice, pasta or potatoes, which were his favourite things. Not that weight was his issue, at least not a surfeit of it. İkmen had always been, and remained, underweight. No, this was all about getting healthier, and he hated it. He’d already cut down to a mere twenty cigarettes a day; what more did the damn doctor want?


‘Çetin Bey.’ A hand landed on his shoulder, and he looked around to see his friend Bishop Montoya at his elbow.


‘Your Excellency.’


The two men embraced. Bishop Juan-Maria Montoya was the Catholic Bishop of Turkey and a friend of both İkmen and Süleyman. He had assisted them considerably during the course of İkmen’s last criminal case before he retired. Mexican by birth, he was a tall, slim and striking man in his sixties. He was also, İkmen knew, very knowledgeable, with a wide range of interests. Oddly, given where they were, he was not wearing his ecclesiastical robes.


‘Like you, I am a congregant this evening,’ he said, as though he had read İkmen’s mind. ‘Father da Mosto will say Mass tonight. But what are you doing here? I suppose a moment of religious enlightenment . . .’


İkmen laughed. ‘I fear not.’


‘My door is always open, Çetin Bey.’


‘I know, and I appreciate it,’ İkmen said. ‘No, I’m here with Mehmet Bey’s wife, who is entertaining some friends from Spain. She thought it would be nice to bring them to Mass. Çiçek has come to act as translator, as they speak no Turkish.’


The bishop spotted Çiçek with Gonca and the Spanish Roma. He waved, and she smiled and waved back.


‘I didn’t know that Çiçek Hanım could speak Spanish,’ he said.


‘Oh yes.’


‘And Gonca Hanım’s guests, I take it they are Roma?’


‘They are.’ İkmen nodded.


‘Well, why don’t you all come to my apartment after Mass for a glass or two of the excellent mezcal my brother sent me for Christmas,’ the bishop said. ‘Spaniards and Mexicans have many Christmas customs in common, and I have a piñata waiting up there too.’


‘A piñata?’


‘It’s a custom of Christmas Eve. All the children of the household must hit a papier-mâché model in the shape of a donkey or a star or something, until it bursts open and sweets fall out on the floor. I should love to share my piñata with you and your daughter and friends.’ He smiled. ‘It will also save me from the sin of gluttony.’


Normally Mehmet Süleyman would take a dim view of fellow police officers who were unable to control either their emotions or their physical responses to stressful situations. But in the case of what was found on the bed in the Şehzade Rafık Palace, he made an exception. When Ömer Mungun had put the light on in that room, he had almost thrown up himself. Ömer had, plus the two uniformed officers who had followed them in. To his credit, the sergeant had quickly regained his composure, but he was still shaking. Süleyman could see his hands trembling as one of the uniforms brought him some tea in a paper cup.


Nobody had been left with that ghastly mess. Just one uniform stationed outside the open door. All the other officers were in the garden, waiting. Süleyman himself had put the call through to police pathologist Dr Arto Sarkissian. Due to increasing nervousness amid İstanbul’s burgeoning traffic nightmare, the doctor had a driver when he was on duty these days. A vaguely unhinged man in his forties, the driver, Devlet, tended to handle the pathologist’s huge black Mercedes like a Formula 1 car. They would not, Süleyman thought, be very long. In the meantime, he had to try to concentrate on anything other than what was in that room. He also had to focus on not being sick.


Mezcal was an interesting drink. Pale yellow in colour, it was served neat save for some orange and lime slices arranged on a large plate and, the bishop told him, sprinkled with salt and chilli. Dr Eyüboğlu would no doubt have something to say about this combination, but İkmen found he didn’t care. It was quickly making him feel more optimistic about life.


‘The Aztecs believed that mezcal was an elixir of the gods,’ the bishop said as he refilled İkmen’s glass. ‘It’s made from the agave plant, of which we have millions in my country. But the Aztecs were very against drunkenness and so the form in which it is served today is one that was synthesised by the Spanish conquistadors. Europeans will always drink.’ He smiled. ‘Gonca Hanım tells me that Mehmet Bey was meant to be with you tonight.’


‘He’s working,’ İkmen said. ‘The nature of the job is uncertainty.’ He shrugged.


The bishop put a hand on his shoulder. ‘You know the older Spanish man is famous in Mexico?’


‘I knew he was famous in Spain,’ İkmen said.


‘Ah, flamenco is very big in Mexico too. Juan Cortes has played sell-out concerts in Mexico City.’ The bishop lowered his voice. ‘It is said that some years ago, he performed for Joaquín Guzmán, known as El Chapo, at his mansion in Sinaloa. Apparently it was on the occasion of Guzmán’s birthday.’


İkmen had heard the name. ‘You mean the leader of the Sinaloa drug cartel?’


‘The same.’ The bishop shook his head. ‘The most destructive narco syndicate in Mexico. When El Chapo was arrested in 2014, he was supplying more cocaine into the USA than anybody else. Can you imagine the quantities?’


This was a story İkmen knew. When El Chapo had finally been arrested, there had been some in the Turkish police who had comforted themselves that such things couldn’t happen in their country. But İkmen knew they were wrong. There were currently three big crime families, all heavily involved in drugs, in İstanbul. And Juan Cortes, his wife and the boy Gonca had told him was Cortes’s son were going to play for one of them on his birthday.


‘Well, you just never know, do you?’ Dr Arto Sarkissian said as he entered that awful, reeking, blood-soaked bedroom. ‘One moment you’re drinking a very fine Merlot and the next you’re transported back to nineteenth-century London.’


Süleyman, who was using his necktie as a makeshift face covering, said, ‘Meaning?’


‘I mean, Inspector,’ said the pathologist, ‘that this scene reminds me of a photograph of one of Jack the Ripper’s victims. He absolutely terrorised London in the 1880s, but was never caught. His last victim was a prostitute called Mary Jane Kelly. He cut her to shreds.’


‘At the risk of sounding ignorant, where will you start?’


He looked at his watch. ‘My assistant, Dr Mardin, is on her way. We will decide together how best to approach this.’


‘Then I will leave you with it,’ Süleyman said.


As he descended the stairs and made his way back to the front entrance, the inspector yet again found himself marvelling at the way in which Dr Sarkissian always approached his work with such calm professionalism. If asked how he could do his job day after day, year after year, he always joked that ‘someone has to do it’. But that wasn’t of course the whole truth of the matter. He was always very respectful of those who came into his hands, and although he wasn’t responsible for apprehending those who had killed them, he was passionate about doing everything he could to obtain justice for them. Süleyman knew he paid a price for his diligence. Whereas his friend Çetin İkmen had always smoked his way around his feelings, Arto Sarkissian ate his way out, and Süleyman was horrified to see how much weight he had put on since they had last met.


The blood-soaked man was still lying across the entrance to the palace, but now he was awake and cuffed. Ömer Mungun was talking to him, but from the blank expression on the man’s face, it appeared that the sergeant wasn’t having much success. The doctor who had attended him stood to one side.


As Süleyman approached, Ömer stood up and walked over to meet him.


‘And?’ Süleyman asked.


‘He can’t or won’t talk,’ Ömer said. ‘But I’ve been looking Ateş Böcek up online and this man, it seems, is him. Not that there’s a lot about him, mainly pictures with his daddy and grandma.’


Süleyman sighed. Ateş Böcek’s father Esat ran the biggest crime family on the Asian side of the city. Assisted by his formidable mother, Neşe, he controlled the supply of drugs, female flesh and slum property from Üsküdar to Gebze. Ateş was his elder son and therefore his heir. But Süleyman, for whom the crime families of İstanbul were of particular interest, knew there were dark, if infrequent, rumours about the boy. He was, it was said, hot tempered and at times out of control. But then that was a fairly standard description of most spoilt children of crime lords.


Dr Mardin, a short woman in her forties, arrived, and after greeting her, Süleyman instructed one of the uniformed men to take her up to Dr Sarkissian.


Then he turned to Ömer, ‘Where’s the yataghan?’


‘Bagged up,’ the sergeant said. ‘Scene of crime are on their way.’ He looked back at the man who could be Ateş Böcek and added, ‘What do we do with him now, sir?’


‘I’ll arrest him on suspicion of having unlawfully killed a person or persons unknown,’ Süleyman said. ‘I think it’s going to take Sarkissian and Mardin a long time to work out just who it is on that bed upstairs. When forensics arrive, we’ll have to get Böcek transported to headquarters.’ He scrolled through his phone. ‘I’ll need an initial psychiatric consult on this one.’


Unlike Gonca and her people, Juan Cortes and his family were travelling Roma. They were based for much of the time in the southern Spanish city of Seville, but spent nine months of the year elsewhere in Spain and abroad. While they flew to engagements outside Europe, within the continent they used an elderly campervan.


When Gonca had told her husband that these performers she was providing with shelter as a favour to Roma godfather Şevket Sesler were going to sleep in their garden, he had been horrified.


‘We have four empty bedrooms,’ he’d told her. ‘Why do they want to sleep in the garden? It’s winter!’


Although he had been married to Gonca for only a matter of weeks, Mehmet Süleyman had been her on-and-off lover for twenty years. In that time he had learned much about the Roma population of İstanbul, but he was very aware that he knew only what they wanted him to. The exact nature of the relationship between Gonca and Sesler was a case in point. He knew she read the gangster’s cards, but what else she might do for him, he didn’t know – apart from the fact that it was most definitely not sexual. It had taken Gonca Şekeroğlu a long time to capture the exclusive affections of a man who was not only younger than her but also one of the handsomest men in the city. In addition, he was a scion of an old Ottoman family and so had class as well as good looks and fine manners.


She’d said, ‘They’re Roma, my pampered prince, they are tough. We must respect their need for freedom. They will live alongside us, that is their choice.’


He hadn’t understood, but that was OK. As she helped them light their fire and brought water for their kettle, Gonca smiled. Doing these things reminded her of her childhood in the old Roma quarter of Sulukule – now long since demolished. Back when the community had been all together in their five-hundred-year-old home, everyone had helped everyone else and she had frequently lit fires and carried water for visiting Roma.


Before they had bade farewell to İkmen and Çiçek outside Saint-Antoine, she had asked the latter to tell Lola Cortes to come and get her if she needed her, no matter what the time. The pretty eighteen-year-old was pregnant, and Gonca, the mother of twelve children herself, was very experienced in the art of childbirth. Lola had kissed her hand in thanks. Her husband and his son by a previous marriage had turned away. Roma men always left that sort of thing to women.


Once her guests had settled in for what remained of the night, Gonca went into the house and up to her bedroom. As she showered prior to getting into bed, she thought about how old Juan Cortes had become since last she saw him, when they had been lovers. He’d been ugly even then, but what had attracted her had been his artistry, the way he held himself as he danced, the songs he sang, which wrenched the heart even if one could not understand the words. Flamenco was the most passionate magic and, in spite of his age, Juan still had it.


In bed, though, her mind began to turn towards her husband. She’d missed him at the church and afterwards in the bishop’s apartment, but she’d resisted the urge to call him. Policing was his life, and although she feared for him all the time, she would never seek to stop him doing it. In lieu of his body, she hugged one of his pillows and waited for the sound of the front door opening.









Chapter 2





It wasn’t the first time Filiz and Ayda had covered for Ceviz. Ever since she’d started seeing this mysterious new boyfriend of hers, she’d missed several late sessions. Rammed into close proximity with two other girls, who were new, they tried to talk in whispers to each other in the tiny area outside the toilets that served as their dressing room.


As well as the women, this cramped space was heaving with tattered skimpy dance costumes, feather boas, empty rakı bottles and overflowing ashtrays. One of the new girls, a seventeen-year-old from Edirne, coughed on the clouds of smoke that filled the air.


‘Do you know how many she had booked tonight?’ Ayda asked.


‘Only three,’ Filiz replied. ‘Although one of those is Muharrem Bey.’


‘Oh God, he’s disgusting!’ Ayda said. ‘Just the thought of those sausage fingers down his trousers . . .’


Filiz put a hand on her arm. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll do him,’ she said. ‘If you do the others.’


Ayda kissed her. ‘You are an angel!’


Filiz wondered what Ayda would think when she saw Ceviz’s other two punters. But now it was done. Lap dancers couldn’t just change their minds; it wasn’t in the job description. Unless apparently you were called Ceviz and had the ear of your employer.


Şevket Bey had always favoured Ceviz over the other girls. In part it was that, like him, she was Roma, but also he genuinely seemed to like her. Whether she’d ever slept with him wasn’t known, but he did protect her father’s apartment building, and the two men had been seen talking. But Ayda and Filiz both knew that three absences in one week was going to infuriate Şevket Sesler and would put Ceviz in a precarious position with regard to her employment.


Like Filiz, Ceviz had been working at the Kızlar lap dancing and strip club just off the noisy Tarlabaşı Bulvarı for the last two years. It was a rough place, where fights frequently broke out and a lot of the punters were on crack cocaine. But Sesler always made sure his girls were safe. Any man caught touching one of them had his fingers broken. And that happened whether the boss was on site or not. His men were well trained.


Slipping into a tight schoolgirl outfit, Filiz said, ‘Do you know whether Şevket Bey is in tonight?’


‘I don’t,’ Ayda said. ‘But if Ceviz doesn’t turn up soon, I’m not going to lie for her like I did last time. I’ll cover, but I won’t lie to Şevket Bey again. That’s too dangerous.’


Dr Emir Doksanaltı was already at police headquarters when he answered Süleyman’s call. He was taking a break from the assessment he was doing on a man who had tried to set his own apartment on fire.


‘He’s broke,’ he told the inspector. ‘Rent arrears, multiple credit card debt, child maintenance. On one level his response is perfectly rational, but . . . I’ve no idea when I’ll be finished here. I’m inclined to suggest I see your suspect in the morning. Is he agitated? Do you want me to call a colleague?’


‘He was, but he seems to have calmed down now,’ Süleyman said. ‘When we bring him in, who knows?’


‘Well, I’m about if you need help,’ the doctor said. ‘What’s he charged with?’


‘Murder.’


‘Of?’


‘We’re not sure yet,’ Süleyman replied. ‘Dr Sarkissian is attempting to identify whatever is lying on a bed in this man’s house. Person or persons unknown.’


He heard the psychiatrist take a sharp intake of breath.


‘Well, just make sure he’s seen by a medic.’


‘He already has been.’ Süleyman said this a little stiffly. Did the psychiatrist think he didn’t know what he was doing?


‘Let’s say ten a.m.,’ Doksanaltı said after a pause during which, maybe, he registered that he might have caused some offence.


‘Yes, let’s,’ Süleyman said. He ended the call, then turned to Ömer Mungun. ‘I’ll see you at headquarters.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Get him booked in, and then I think we should both go home and get some sleep. Dr Sarkissian has a long night ahead of him, and by the morning I should like to have a notion about how many people this man may have either killed or witnessed being killed.’


They got into their respective cars. Ömer Mungun had returned to work only the previous day. He’d taken leave to go back to his home city of Mardin in order to get married. Like his bride, Ömer’s family belonged to an ancient sect that worshipped a Mesopotamian snake goddess called the Şahmeran. The girl, who Süleyman knew was eighteen, had been carefully chosen for him by his parents. Not that Ömer behaved as if he were a new husband. He had told his colleagues nothing about the wedding or his wife, who had come back to İstanbul to live with him and his sister Peri. Maybe he had discovered he didn’t really like the girl.


Süleyman’s first marriage had been arranged for him by his mother, and that had been a disaster. As he drove away from the Şehzade Rafık Palace, he couldn’t shake the conviction that Ömer was rather more keen on staying at work than he was. For his part, he was aching to get home to his new wife. He was also, once again, having flashbacks to what he had seen in that blood-soaked bedroom, and it was making his nauseous.


Aylın was getting drunk. Her father put a hand on her shoulder and whispered, ‘You’re becoming loud, darling.’


She looked up at him and said, ‘I’m perfectly in control of myself.’


Her father sat down beside her. ‘I just don’t want you to feel ill tomorrow, my soul.’


Murad Ayhan organised a Christmas party for his business associates every year on 24 December. A fast-fashion clothing exporter, Ayhan had factories all over Anatolia, but those who bought his products were mainly western Europeans, principally from Spain and the UK. These people were almost exclusively Christian, and so it made sense for Murad to put on a Christmas party for them at one of İstanbul’s most prestigious hotels. It was good PR, and it also made him happy that everybody who attended the party would go away thinking what a generous man Murad Ayhan was. The only fly in the ointment was his daughter, who, when drunk, liked to behave like a whore around all the men. Fortunately, because she was still sitting at the dinner table, he should be able to head off too much bad behaviour before the dancing began.


Aylın took a packet of cigarettes and a lighter out of her handbag and lit up.


This was an old red flag she’d used since she was a teenager, smoking indoors just to piss him off. She knew that smoking was no longer allowed in enclosed indoor spaces, and Murad saw several people look at her, and not in an approving fashion.


He put his hand in the pocket of his tuxedo and removed something that he then pressed against her ribs.


‘I think it’s time for bed now, my little pigeon,’ he whispered as he pulled her to her feet, the small pistol in his hand just grazing the bare flesh on her back. She looked at him with such venom in her eyes it almost took his breath away. Almost. In reality, Murad was used to this from his daughter. It had been he who had made her like this, always giving her everything she wanted, and he accepted that. But there were limits.


Slipping the gun back into his pocket, he replaced it with two of his thick peasant’s fingers and began to walk her out of the dining room. Only once did he catch his wife’s eye. Irmak Ayhan only cared about her son, Yıldırım, who sat by her side like an acolyte. A hugely fat woman in her fifties, she turned her jewel-encrusted head away when her husband and daughter passed. Even when Aylın hissed bitterly at her, ‘Hello, Mother’, Irmak did not respond.


It was only when her father had managed to half pull, half drag her to the exit that the girl screamed out, ‘Look, he’s got a gun! My daddy has a gun and he’s going to kill me!’


But although everyone looked, no one actually said anything, and even amongst the western Europeans, conversation resumed almost immediately once Aylın and her father had gone. Most people were aware that, sadly, Murad Bey’s beautiful daughter was also deeply troubled. Why, no one knew.


Once alone with her father in her room, Aylın sat on the edge of her bed, waiting to see what he might do. In the past, he had hit her, but this time he just stroked her hair and said, ‘You know, Aylın, I would give you everything if only you would learn to behave.’


Cringing away from him, she said, ‘Why should I?’


‘Because I am your father and I love you,’ he replied. He stroked her shoulder.


Aylın froze; then, suddenly springing off the bed, she turned on him and shouted into his face, ‘You pretend you’re this normal businessman, but you’re not! You’re lying to all those people in there and it makes me sick! I’m not allowed a few drinks and yet my father sells cocaine, he has people killed—’


He punched her in the face so hard that she tumbled backwards and hit the floor. Then she began to cry.


Murad stood up and adjusted his jacket. Once he’d made eye contact with her again, he said, ‘You will have your breakfast here tomorrow morning. Disobey me and you will never see our guests again. Instead you will see Serdar Bey.’


Varicose veins. Çetin İkmen had always had them, and yet looking at them now, with his trousers rolled up to his knees, they seemed to be bigger than in the past. As soon as he’d arrived home after his visit to Bishop Montoya, his cousin Samsun had got to work making some sort of potion to ease his aching feet. Like İkmen’s mother, Samsun Bajraktar was a witch; unlike his mother, she was a transsexual woman. What she was brewing up in the kitchen was anyone’s guess. All İkmen really wanted was a bowl of hot water in which to put his feet, but Samsun was doing all sorts – eye of toad, neck of bat . . .


‘Oh fuck off!’ he heard her yell, and then he knew that she was also being watched by that bloody djinn.


Shortly before İkmen’s wife Fatma had been killed in a car accident back in 2016, the djinn had appeared in the kitchen of the İkmen apartment. Creatures of smokeless fire, djinns were common across the Islamic world, and this one was particularly ugly and troublesome. It seemed to like the corner by the cooker, and would from time to time rear up to frighten anyone trying to cook, or in fact do anything, in peace. It was only seen by those members of the family who had inherited the ‘magical’ gene from İkmen’s mother; he himself could see it, as could Samsun, Çiçek and one of his sons, Bülent. A less troublesome presence was the ghost of Fatma herself, who sat quietly out on the balcony, where İkmen went to share his thoughts and troubles with her on a daily basis. The couple had been deeply in love, and İkmen still needed her in his life, on whatever level, in order to function.


Samsun entered the living room carrying a large bowl of hot water that smelt of, amongst other things, tarragon.


‘I nearly dropped this because of that bastard,’ she said as she placed the bowl down by İkmen’s feet and then gave him a towel. ‘I know I should be used to it after all this time, but I’m not.’


İkmen lifted his feet up and then plunged them into the bowl.


‘God!’ he squeaked.


‘Well, if it’s not hot, it won’t do any good,’ Samsun said.


‘My feet are the colour of tomatoes!’


‘And your veins are like whipcords.’ Samsun lit a cigarette. ‘I could go down to the Yeni Valide Cami tomorrow . . .’


‘No!’ İkmen, lighting a cigarette of his own, held up a hand. ‘I am not applying leeches gathered by itinerant Anatolians and imprisoned in jars. I don’t hold with it.’


‘Your wife did.’


‘Fatma did a lot of things I don’t and won’t do,’ he said.


Religion had been the biggest bone of contention between them. Fatma had been pious, while İkmen remained a lifelong atheist, albeit one with an apparent direct line to the unseen.


As he gingerly wiggled his toes in the hot, pungent liquid, Samsun said, ‘Çiçek told me Prince Mehmet didn’t show up. The Queen of the Gypsies must have been disappointed.’


‘He had to work,’ İkmen said. ‘And Gonca had her hands full with her guests from Spain.’


‘Roma?’


He nodded.


‘Going to be part of the entertainment at Şevket Bey’s birthday party,’ Samsun said.


‘You know about it?’


‘Not much.’


Samsun worked in a gay and trans bar in Şevket Sesler’s territory, Tarlabaşı, colloquially called the Sailor’s Bar. Her role was officially bartender, but she was also an agony aunt to many of the younger girls, as well as, occasionally, a bouncer.


‘Only,’ she continued, ‘that it’s going to take place on Emin Cami Sokak.’


‘Whereabouts on Emin Cami Sokak?’


‘The whole street. Just like the old days, back when the Roma were in Sulukule, it will be one big party street.’


‘It’s winter!’ İkmen said.


‘Oh, that means nothing to the Roma!’ Samsun said. ‘Emin Cami will be a drunken, feasting, dancing asylum for the whole day and night of the twenty-sixth. But much as I love a party, I will be keeping away. You know what the Roma lads are like for firing their guns in the air. And it only takes one stray bullet . . .’


‘Do the police know?’ İkmen asked.


‘I don’t know. Ask Mehmet Bey,’ she said.


Headquarters was a nightmare. As well as the usual individuals and groups lurking outside in the hope of seeing their incarcerated relatives, the main entrance was rammed with petitioners, lawyers, uniformed cops and a smattering of what appeared to be very smartly dressed men and women. As Mehmet Süleyman looked at the latter, he realised that the smallest man in that group was crime lord Esat Böcek. The covered woman to his left was probably his mother, while the man at his right hand was celebrity lawyer Eyüp Çelik. Süleyman knew Çelik well and didn’t like him. The feeling was mutual. The presence of Esat Böcek meant that the man they had brought into custody was definitely his son. Clearly the İstanbul rumour mill was in good order.


When he saw Süleyman, Çelik smiled. ‘Ah, Mehmet Efendi,’ he said, choosing as he always did to use the old Ottoman form of address.


Süleyman, who hated such anachronisms but knew that Çelik was only using it to rile him, said, ‘Eyüp Bey. What brings you to our door on this freezing cold night?’


‘I was called by my client Esat Bey,’ the lawyer said as he gestured towards the diminutive crime lord. ‘He is of the opinion that you have his son in custody.’


Ateş Böcek had been brought around the back of the building and was being booked into the cells by Ömer Mungun.


Süleyman said, ‘A man has been arrested at an address we believe belongs to Mr Böcek, yes.’


‘In connection with . . .?’ the lawyer asked.


‘A serious offence,’ Süleyman replied. ‘As yet we are not in a position to go into detail, but I am sure that if and when the individual involved requires legal representation, he will ask for it.’


‘Yes, but—’


He held up his hand. ‘That is all for the moment. In the meantime, I would suggest that you and your client’s family return to your respective homes and get some rest.’ He turned and walked away.


Süleyman had little experience with the Böcek family. Of course he recognised Esat Böcek; as well as being a gangster, the man was also influential in certain charitable organisations in the city. So far he had managed, in spite of his criminal activities being widely acknowledged, to keep away from the long arm of the law. But now that his son was in custody, how would he react?


Down in the cells, Süleyman supervised the incarceration of Ateş Böcek, who seemed to have descended into some sort of catatonic state. A preliminary examination by the on-site doctor confirmed that he was physically fit, with the exception of a high pulse rate. On the basis that this could be a sign of amphetamine use, a blood sample was taken for analysis and a sedative administered. Süleyman gave instructions to the custody team to check on the prisoner every thirty minutes and call him if he started to become agitated.


It was three o’clock in the morning by the time he and Ömer Mungun left to return home.


‘Ayda!’


Filiz had already left, and because neither of them had seen Şevket Sesler that evening, both the girls thought they had got away with covering for Ceviz. But now here he was, large and sweaty as life, blocking Ayda’s way out of the club.


‘Ah, Şevket Bey . . .’


It had been a difficult evening. Ayda had taken part in the main strip show of the evening with the other girls, which had been OK, but her two lap dances plus the two that had been assigned to Ceviz had been hard work. One of her own bookings had tried to touch her, and Ceviz’s men had both been annoyed that she wasn’t there. As a consequence, they had been nasty to Ayda. One of them had told her she needed to lose weight – the fat pig! – while the other had masturbated copiously and loudly and then called her an ugly whore.


But she’d not once seen or heard anything about Şevket Bey being in attendance. Nevertheless, here he was. ‘Where’s Ceviz?’ he asked.


Well known for getting to the point when he wanted something, Şevket Sesler evoked the kind of fear Ayda knew would not permit her to lie effectively in any way.


‘I don’t know,’ she said.


‘Because I got two complaints about her not being available for our clients tonight. Where is she?’ he repeated.


‘I don’t know, Şevket Bey.’


‘You covered for her,’ he said. ‘You and your friend . . .’


‘Filiz,’ she said. ‘Yeah, we’ve no idea—’


One of his thick, hairy hands shot out, gripped her throat and pinned her to the wall. Then he moved his face in close to hers. His breath smelt of rakı and tobacco. She tried to move her head away, but he wouldn’t let her.


‘If you know where she is, you will tell me!’ he said. ‘Because I know that this is not the first time you and Filiz have covered for her. And do you know how I know that?’


Shaking she said, ‘No, Şevket Bey.’


He increased the pressure on her throat. ‘Because,’ he said, ‘I know everything that goes on in my businesses. I know every trick you whores try to play on me.’


‘I know—’


‘Think before you speak, whore,’ he said. ‘Because if you disobey me, I will not hesitate to make sure you never work again. No man wants to look at a woman whose face is cut to shreds.’


Ayda had not been born to this kind of life. Her family were pious middle-class people who knew little of – and indeed actively avoided – minorities like the Roma. Ayda, always rebellious, had been different, more curious about people unlike her own, and when her father had told her he was going to arrange her marriage, she had run away. That had been horrible too.


‘Şevket—’


‘Think, girl, and tell me the truth!’ He shook her.


Squealing in pain, Ayda knew she’d have to give in. ‘There’s a boy she’s seeing.’


‘Who?’


‘I don’t know, I swear on the Holy Koran! I don’t know a name. All I know is that she’s in love and this boy has told her he’ll make her rich . . .’


Mehmet Süleyman closed his bedroom door behind him, took his clothes off in the dark and got into bed beside his wife.


As soon as he lay down, she turned over and regarded him with wide, alert eyes.


‘You’re awake,’ he said.


She placed one of her large, tattooed hands on his naked shoulder. ‘You know I can’t sleep without you.’ She kissed his lips. ‘I am always afraid in case something has happened to you.’


‘Oh Gonca! I’m a big boy now.’


‘I know that,’ she said. She wound one of her long legs around his hips. ‘That’s why I married you.’


He laughed. ‘You’re a terrible woman!’


‘And that is why you married me,’ she said. ‘I’m terrible, I’m crazy and I’m always hot for you, baby.’


He’d responded as soon as she’d kissed him. He always wanted her too, but his need for sex became particularly acute when he’d seen or heard of horrors in the line of duty. Gonca was a generous woman, curvy and fleshy, and when he needed to hide from the grim realities of man’s inhumanity to man, there was no better place for him to hide than in her arms.


Was he using her? Did that even matter? He’d been with her on and off for twenty years and he loved her. That she was besotted with him was deeply erotic, and there was nothing he enjoyed more than making love to her. He leaned down and took one of her nipples in his mouth. Gonca gasped appreciatively. ‘Baby . . .’


The very distinctive taste of her flesh – a mixture of anise, rose, nicotine and frankincense – aroused him still further and, in spite of his tiredness, he knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep until they’d had sex.


Afterwards, as she lay in his arms, he suddenly remembered about their Spanish guests.


‘Do you know whether they’re warm enough?’ he asked. ‘I mean, it’s freezing tonight.’


‘They’re fine,’ she said. ‘We made a fire and they’ve got water. They will have gone to sleep hours ago. Oh, and Lola – that’s Juan’s wife – is pregnant. I am so happy for them!’


He sighed. ‘Pregnant and sleeping outdoors on the ground.’


‘Darling, I had my first baby on the floor of my father’s kitchen.’


‘Yes, but you weren’t thousands of kilometres from home.’


She kissed him. ‘She’s a strong eighteen-year-old . . .’


‘This gets worse!’


‘. . . and if she’s in any difficulty, I will help her.’


‘Gonca . . .’


She kissed him again. ‘You worry too much, Şehzade Mehmet,’ she said. ‘Anyway, you must get to sleep now. I don’t know what has happened and I know better than to ask you, but what I do know is that you will need your strength tomorrow. Sleep, angel.’


But he didn’t. For a short time he had managed to lose himself in her body and her love, but now that it was over, whatever had been on the bed in that old palace was manifesting in his brain again, and he had to fight not to let the nausea overwhelm him.









Chapter 3





Numan Bey was the last traditional turşu suyu man to still wander the Eminönü docks. Back in the day, almost all the vendors like him had been mobile, plying their trade in cucumber- and cabbage-infused pickle juice up and down the dockside, selling small glasses of the well-known hangover cure to those either boarding or leaving the ubiquitous Bosphorus ferries. Pushing a large juice container on a handcart, the small glasses rattling against each other as he moved, Numan Bey knew he couldn’t compete with the places where fez-wearing, fancy-waistcoat-sporting competitors sold the stuff mainly to curious tourists. But he liked his job even if it made him very little money. And in recent weeks it had also allowed him to meet up with an old friend every morning.


Ex-inspector of police Çetin İkmen had been put on a strict regime by his doctor. Apparently if he didn’t get more exercise, eat more fruit and vegetables and give up smoking and drinking, he was at risk of developing major health problems. His daughter Çiçek enforced all the doctor’s recommendations, with the exception of the not drinking and smoking, which İkmen flatly refused to accept. Consequently İkmen now walked down from Sultanahmet to Eminönü every morning and then, after a short rest, walked back up the hill again. He hated it, especially on this particular morning after a whole night of wandering about with Çiçek, Gonca and her Spanish Roma friends.


As was his custom, Numan Bey took a small plastic stool off his cart and put it down by the dockside when he saw İkmen approach.


‘Çetin Bey,’ he said as he poured him a glass of turşu suyu, ‘come sit, drink. You look exhausted!’


İkmen took the small glass from the old man and sat down on the stool. Although it was only 7 a.m., ferries were already filling up with people commuting to work, going to school or heading to the shops. Men, women and children threw themselves onto departing ferries at the last minute, many holding large bundles, children and sometimes pets. Even now, with three bridges across the Bosphorus, which separated Europe and Asia, thousands still preferred to travel by ferry, avoiding as it did the huge traffic jams on the roads.


Once he had recovered his breath, İkmen told Numan Bey about his visit to Saint-Antoine the previous night.


‘My daughter has turned into a fanatic,’ he said. ‘I mean, it was late, we could have driven to Beyoğlu. I would have done it myself! But Çiçek Hanım would have her way. And in the snow! I mean, where’s the sense?’


Numan Bey, who at eighty-five was over twenty years İkmen’s senior, shook his head. The snow had stopped in the early hours of the morning, but it was still iron cold and there was a thick layer of slush on the pavements. İkmen had been lucky he hadn’t slipped on his way down to the docks. Walking through Sirkeci, where the trams sometimes forced people to press themselves against the buildings to avoid being splashed, was particularly hazardous.


‘But she loves you, Çetin Bey,’ the old man said. ‘It is a wonderful thing for a man to have a daughter who really cares for him.’


İkmen shrugged. He knew that Çiçek was doing the right thing by him, but he still resented her for it. He drank his turşu suyu down in one, and Numan Bey refilled his glass.


‘And what of the Queen of the Gypsies and her friends?’ the vendor asked. ‘Did they enjoy Saint-Antoine?’


‘I don’t know whether Gonca knew what was going on any more than I did,’ İkmen said. ‘But the Spaniards seemed to cross themselves and get down on their knees in all the right places. It was also nice that Bishop Montoya was present.’


‘Oh?’


‘He’s Mexican, so he could speak to them in their own language.’


‘But Mehmet Efendi wasn’t with you,’ the old man said as a statement of fact.


‘No, he wasn’t,’ İkmen said. ‘How do you know?’


Numan Bey shook his head. ‘A terrible incident in an old palace, I heard,’ he said. ‘Word is that Mehmet Efendi was called over the Bosphorus last night to a scene some say was like something from a horror film.’


‘Good morning, Dr Sarkissian,’ Mehmet Süleyman said, answering his mobile phone as he climbed into his car and started the engine.


‘I apologise for calling you so early, Inspector,’ the doctor said, ‘but I thought you’d appreciate my preliminary findings with regard to the Şehzade Rafık Palace affair.’


‘Indeed. Also, you must be exhausted.’ Süleyman knew the doctor and his assistant had worked through the small hours, while he had been lying sleeplessly beside Gonca.


‘I was, but I think I may have woken up again now,’ the Armenian said. ‘Though that is immaterial. Inspector, it is the opinion of both Dr Mardin and myself that what lay on that bed was the remains of one person. I can fully appreciate that it might have looked like more – we even found pieces under the bed, plus an internal organ on a light fitting. I will not trouble you with further details at this stage.’


Süleyman breathed in deeply in order to calm himself. ‘Thank you.’


The doctor continued. ‘And the subject is female.’


‘Ah. So maybe a lovers’ . . .’


‘I think not, Inspector. This was a frenzied attack that may have been mounted against this woman while she slept. If the suspect you have in custody did do this, then his sanity must be called into question.’


‘I see. Thank you, Doctor,’ Süleyman said.


‘Pleasure.’


The Armenian ended the call, leaving Süleyman to ponder what he had told him on his way to headquarters.


First she heard the front door slam shut, and then the sound of the girl crying again. Peri Mungun got out of bed and went to the door of the bedroom her brother shared with his new wife. She knocked.


‘Yeşili?’ she said. ‘What’s the matter?’


But the girl just carried on weeping, and so Peri pushed the door open and walked in.


Ömer had bought a new bed and lots of cushions and fancy covers just before he’d gone back to their home city of Mardin to get married. He’d told his sister that his bride would probably like such things. The ‘probably’, to Peri’s way of thinking, simply demonstrated how little he knew about his intended. But then that wasn’t completely his fault. Peri and Ömer’s parents had arranged this marriage. Yeşili and her family, like Ömer and his, were adherents of a fast-disappearing faith devoted to a Mesopotamian snake goddess called the Şahmeran. If the community wanted to live on, there were limited choices when it came to marriage.


Peri went over to the bed and put her arms around her new sister-in-law. Speaking in their native Aramaic, she said, ‘Oh Yeşili, what’s wrong?’


The girl didn’t answer. She turned her head away. But then Peri knew full well what was wrong. It was what had been wrong ever since the couple had returned to İstanbul.


‘Has my brother spoken harshly to you?’ she asked.


Yeşili was small for eighteen, with long dark brown hair, big grey eyes and a body that possessed hardly any curves. Peri was not dissimilar herself, except that she was also tall – and opinionated. The latter, however, had more to do with her age and experience. At forty, she had worked as a nurse in İstanbul for fifteen years. She was also unmarried, and while she liked men, she also enjoyed being her own boss.


Yeşili wiped her eyes. ‘No. No, he’s always kind and polite to me. It’s me that is wrong, not him.’


‘You?’


Clinging to Peri’s arm until her knuckles went white, she said, ‘I cannot please him. Whatever I do, he always looks sad. And he wants to get away all the time.’


‘No . . .’


‘Yes, Peri! He wants to be at work all the time. I don’t know what to do. What if he divorces me?’


Peri hugged her. ‘Shh. Shh.’


Yeşili began to cry again. But what could Peri say? Her thirty-three-year-old brother had given up girls some years ago. As far as she knew, all his more recent affairs had been with women in their forties and fifties – women who knew what they were doing, in other words. And while Peri was certain her brother had performed his conjugal duties on the night of his wedding, she wasn’t sure that anything had happened since. It didn’t take a genius to work out that when Yeşili alluded to not pleasing her husband, she meant in the bedroom.


In addition, Peri knew that her brother was unhappy too. Whenever he was miserable, he threw himself into his work, barely bothering to come home to sleep.


Dr Emir Doksanaltı watched through a one-way mirror as Süleyman and Ömer Mungun attempted to interview Ateş Böcek. The suspect appeared to be in a state of fugue.


Süleyman said, ‘The body of a woman was found in a bedroom in your house last night, Ateş Bey. I don’t know as yet whether you had a hand in her death. At the moment I am merely trying to establish her identity. Can you tell me her name?’


Böcek said nothing. The clothes he had been arrested in had been taken away for analysis and he was wearing a grey coverall. Whether it was grey because that was its colour or because it was dirty, the doctor didn’t know.
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