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Chapter 1



The old woman looked sadly up at the open door and sighed. ‘Of course there was a time, Officer, when this was a usual thing. Not’ – she added rather sourly – ‘that you would remember.’


There wasn’t a lot that Sergeant Farsakoǧlu could add to that besides agreeing with the woman.


‘What with the tourists and now all these wretched infidels from across the Black Sea. When I was a young girl Turkey was for the Turks and one could leave one’s door open without worrying that you’d be robbed or murdered in your bed, but now …’


‘Yes, right, Mrs, er …’


‘Yalçin.’ She smiled. ‘My husband owns the grocer’s shop opposite.’


Both Sergeant Farsakoǧlu and her rather small, swarthy companion looked across the road at a tiny basement-level shop, the mean doorway of which was currently blocked by several large cases of Coca-Cola bottles.


‘So,’ the sergeant continued, turning back to the woman who was still smiling very proudly in the direction of her property, ‘do you happen to know who owns the house, Mrs Yalçin?’


‘An Armenian lives there. Lives alone. I don’t know his name though. Very polite and private he is, dresses very well. Next door might know his name, you could always try there.’


‘Yes, I may well do that.’


The house the two police officers and the elderly woman were talking about was one of those wooden nineteenth-century affairs that had, in recent years, become so popular with foreign tourists. Many of them, in response to this popularity, had been converted into what had become known as ‘Ottoman Mansion Hotels’, presumably so that foreigners could boast about having slept where the old aristocracy used to lay their heads. The fact that some of these houses had originally been built for quite ordinary citizens was not spoken of within foreign hearing. This particular building, and the one next door to it, which had already been converted into a hotel, was however rather special in that it had actually been built on to one of the side walls of the Topkapı Museum. Offering as it did both wooden quaintness and proximity to such exotic joys as the royal treasury and the imperial harem, it was rather strange that the owner had continued to maintain the house as a private residence. As Sergeant Farsakoǧlu’s companion, the redoubtable Constable Cohen, had been heard to mutter, ‘If I had this place I’d turn it into a hotel, retire to Bodrum, lie on the beach and do what I do best.’ And that was indeed the scale of income that such a place could attract, if put a little crudely.


‘And how long, to your knowledge, has the door been open like this, Mrs Yalçin?’


The old woman paused for a moment before replying. ‘Well, I noticed it first thing this morning, at about seven o’clock.’


Sergeant Farsakoǧlu looked at her watch. ‘It’s now six and so—’


‘Eleven hours,’ put in her colleague, ‘assuming that it was opened at that time. Which it may or may not have been.’


‘We’ll go in and have a look,’ said his superior, ‘just to make sure.’ Then, looking up at the lowering storm-blown clouds above, she added, ‘It’s not the sort of day to have your doors wide open.’


The old woman smiled and, her duty as a citizen done, turned back and walked towards her shop.


The house, although wide and tall, comprising three storeys plus basement, was curiously dark. But then when your back wall is an ancient, windowless palace fortification, light can and does enter only via the casements that look out on to the street. This, together with the iron greyness of the darkening October sky outside, lent the rooms that the officers walked through a sombre and, by virtue of the shallowness of the property, extremely claustrophobic feeling. Indeed two armchairs and a settee completely filled the living area on the ground floor; it was almost impossible to manoeuvre around them.


As Sergeant Farsakoǧlu led the way out of the living room and into the kitchen, Cohen murmured, ‘I’d go out of my mind living in a place like this!’


On the face of it, the kitchen was really very well off with regard to equipment. There was a stove, large refrigerator, numerous cupboards and work surfaces upon one of which was even a very modern-looking blender. For some reason that Cohen assumed was to do with his superior being a woman, Sergeant Farsakoǧlu started looking through the cupboards and inside the fridge. Not that he paid her movements very much attention, transfixed as he was by the ‘Girls in Swimwear’ calendar for 1982 that hung over the sink.


‘Empty.’


Cohen barely registered what had been said. ‘Eh?’


‘The cupboards and the refrigerator are all empty.’


He turned to look at her. She was very attractive for a policewoman: tall and willowy and, when she chose to let it down across her shoulders, possessed of the most fantastic mane of chestnut-brown hair. Cohen replied whilst wrestling with a terrible desire to imagine her naked: ‘So?’


‘Well, normally,’ she said, ‘people who live in a house have some food around with which to feed themselves.’


He shrugged. ‘Maybe. Although if this man lives alone he could go out to eat.’


Sergeant Farsakoǧlu looked doubtful. ‘What, all the time? Even just for a glass of tea?’


‘Mmm. I see what you mean, but …’


‘But what?’


He smiled. ‘Men can be a little bit lazy, I suppose, when they’re on their own. Single men have, well, you know, other things on their minds.’


She gave him a look that informed Cohen more eloquently than words that now was perhaps the time to stop talking about what single men might or might not get up to, and start being a little serious about the job in hand.


Looking slightly puzzled, Sergeant Farsakoǧlu moved out of the kitchen and mounted the stairs. As he ascended behind her, Cohen childishly grinned at the prospect of entering various bedchambers with his lovely superior.


The first floor was taken up by two identical and, as far as those little individual touches that characterise people’s ‘own’ rooms was concerned, featureless bedrooms. They had beds, covered with matching yellow counterpanes, one chair each plus chests of drawers which Sergeant Farsakoǧlu soon established were as empty as the kitchen cupboards had been.


‘It’s almost as if the occupant has recently moved out,’ Sergeant Farsakoǧlu observed as she pulled one of the counterpanes aside to reveal a plain, uncovered mattress.


‘People do do runners sometimes,’ Cohen observed, ‘particularly when they’re behind with the rent.’


‘I don’t think that’s a possibility. Mrs Yalçin said that the Armenian who lives here wore nice clothes and was very polite, which doesn’t sound to me like the sort of person who would default on rent.’


Cohen shot her a rueful smile. ‘Anybody can default on rent, Sergeant, believe me.’


She smiled. ‘The fruits of your considerable life experience, Constable?’


‘Yes, well …’ Cohen cleared his throat in that obvious way people do when they want to change a subject. ‘Perhaps someone’s just been in here and stolen all of Mr Armenian’s personal stuff then, eh, Sergeant?’


‘Perhaps.’


She moved back towards the stairs once again. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘let’s take a look up there. If we don’t find anything, we’ll do the basement before we leave.’


‘OK.’


Unlike the rest of the house, the entrance to the second storey was not accessed via a hall area; as the officers ascended, they found it obscured from their view by a door placed right at the top of the stairs. It was, so Sergeant Farsakoǧlu mused, almost as if this part of the house were separate from the rest of the building – like a self-contained apartment for a tenant or sub-lettee. In the context of an ordinary, working-class İstanbul dwelling such an arrangement was not unusual. Here, however, in this great, wide house clinging to the edge of the mighty Topkapı Palace, it seemed, for some reason she couldn’t logically fathom, odd. And in keeping with the sergeant’s weird feelings about it, the door, unlike that which may have belonged to a totally separate tenant, moved aside easily under the light pressure from her boot.


At first, and quite reasonably in a room in which the blinds were drawn, neither of the officers could see anything beyond their own shadows falling across the edge of the dark brown carpet beneath their feet. Cohen moved rather closer to Farsakoǧlu than he knew she would like but then moments of tension like this gave him all sorts of excuses. He cleared his throat before whispering, ‘If he’s asleep in here and we wake him up …’


‘Hello?’ Farsakoǧlu said in a loud, authoritative voice as she simultaneously switched on the large chandelier that hung over the equally large bed. Cohen was for a moment quite lost in admiration for her forcefulness until he saw the figure facing away from them on the top of the bedclothes.


‘Sir?’ she said, again with some forcefulness, enough at least to rouse a sleeping person.


Not of course that this person did rouse from his sleep. And as the smell from the soiling of his trousers finally reached their nostrils the two officers knew that he wasn’t going to react to any of their entreaties – ever.


Çetin İkmen was not a patient man. He could have hung around for the waiter to come and give him another drink of his choice but quite frankly he really couldn’t be bothered. So, grabbing hold of what he hoped was the brandy decanter, he poured a nice healthy draught into his glass and then drank with obvious pleasure. Had he not been at the home of his very best friend, Arto Sarkissian, he would have acted with more propriety – or at least that was what he told himself as he hurled a massive gulp down his throat. It felt good too, the warm, comforting taste of alcohol. The drink and the cigarette he was holding in his other hand also had the advantage of giving him something to do, which he needed very badly for, as well as feeling hideously uncomfortable in the unaccustomed dinner jacket he was wearing, he also felt very out of place amongst Arto’s other guests.


Çetin and Arto had been friends since they were small boys. They both came from intelligent and intellectually curious families and as children the two of them had shared their play and their thoughts in equal measure. As adults that state of affairs had not really changed except for their respective professions. Arto, like his elder brother Krikor, had opted for a career in medicine and had for the past twenty years been working for the police as a criminal pathologist. Çetin too worked for the police, but in the far less well-paid arena of detective in the homicide division. That the two frequently met over what was left of somebody’s unwanted wife or inconvenient father gave them, in common with others who work in rather morbid professions, cause for some very cruel and grim humour.


Outside of work, however, the two could not have been more different. With nine children, a wife and an ageing father to support, Çetin lived the life of a struggling working-class Turk, albeit an educated one. His home was a crowded, reeking apartment in Sultan Ahmet, an area of the city that not only boasted most of the famous İstanbul monuments but also a large shifting population of backpackers, drug dealers, pimps and illegal immigrants. The thing that he drove – he rarely called it a car for it hardly warranted the term – was the same article he had driven since just after the birth of his third child. It was all in startling contrast to the opulence around him now. Arto, his rotund and jolly little Armenian friend, had not only done very well for himself professionally, he had married well too, which was why Çetin was now standing in this vast floodlit palace on the shore of the Bosphorus. Seeing his host’s wife, he raised his glass to her in greeting. He received a frosty smile from the lovely Maryam Sarkissian in reply. Not wishing to address the fact that she, he knew full well, couldn’t stand his skinny scruffy Turkishness, Çetin chose to believe that her latest bout of plastic surgery was preventing her from welcoming him properly.


‘Are you enjoying yourself or are you actually drowning your sorrows?’


Çetin turned around and found himself facing his friend. ‘You want me to be honest?’


Arto smiled. ‘As ever.’


‘Well, this jacket isn’t really me, is it?’


‘No, but …’


‘And …’ Çetin sighed heavily. ‘Look, Arto, I don’t really fit in with this lot, do I? Maryam’s just given me a look that said it all.’


‘Oh, you should know not to pay any attention to Maryam,’ Arto laughed, ‘and besides, whatever you may think of the people here, they are all working for the project just like we are.’


Çetin looked down at the floor, apparently shamed by his friend’s words. ‘Yes, I know.’


‘In order to get anything like this on track we need to get hold of money and that’s what these people have. In abundance.’


One cursory glance around was enough to convince Çetin of that. There was a lot of money in that room, or at least the possessors of a lot of money. Industrialists, well-heeled professionals, old and venerable families – they were all here and, what was more, they were all very eager to get their cheque books out in support of this initiative that had first been put forward by Arto’s brother Krikor. Drug addiction, or rather the fight against drug addiction, was, especially in view of the threat from AIDS plus the influx of some very dubious organisations from the former eastern bloc countries, becoming a grave cause for concern amongst certain sectors of İstanbul society. The police, as represented here by Çetin İkmen, were noticing that more and more crimes were related to narcotic abuse, and doctors like Krikor Sarkissian, who had been involved with such problems for some time, had decided to take a lead in trying to address the problem. A first step was to try and secure funds for a dedicated advice and information centre at the heart of the ‘trade’, the districts of Sultan Ahmet and Beyazıt. And that was why Çetin, Arto, Krikor and all these smart folk were here now.


‘Arto! At last!’


Both Arto and Çetin turned in response to this rather strident cry and found themselves looking at a tall, extremely attractive man in, Çetin quickly reckoned, his late thirties.


‘Avram!’


Quickly, but with much affection, Arto hugged and kissed this man and then, smiling, introduced him to his old friend.


‘Çetin, this is Dr Avram Avedykian, a most avid and enthusiastic supporter of my brother’s project. Avram, this is my oldest and best friend, Inspector Çetin İkmen.’


The two men shook hands.


‘Inspector İkmen as in police, isn’t it?’ the doctor said.


‘Yes, sir,’ Çetin replied in his best speaking-to-those-outside-my-usual-sphere-of-influence voice, ‘we have, as you can imagine a vested interest in—’


‘You don’t have to call anybody here sir, Çetin,’ Arto put in before his friend’s awkwardness became a problem. ‘We are all here for the same reason, all trying to help.’


‘Oh. Right. Yes.’


Chastised, Çetin then looked down at the floor. It was a movement that even he found childish. Had it not been for the appearance of another man at Dr Avedykian’s side the moment could have been embarrassing, but this man, possibly just slightly older than the doctor, was so arrestingly handsome that even a red-blooded heterosexual like Arto was quite lost in admiration.


Moving forward to greet this newcomer, he said, ‘And you are?’


‘Oh,’ said Dr Avedykian, suddenly also aware of this man’s presence, ‘this is my best friend actually, Arto.’ He moved the man forward to include him in the group and made his introductions. ‘Dr Arto Sarkissian, this is Mr Muhammed Ersoy.’


The name was familiar to Arto. ‘Oh, yes, Avram talks of you frequently, Mr Ersoy, and my brother Krikor has, of course, mentioned your name to me. You’re very interested in his work, I believe?’


‘Yes.’ Muhammed Ersoy shook hands with his host in a casual, almost off-hand manner and then turned almost immediately to Çetin. ‘I couldn’t help overhearing that you are a member of our fine body of police officers.’


It was said in such a way as to imply a mockery of that force. Luckily, Çetin, who was accustomed to this sort of reception, rose only mildly to the bait. ‘Yes, I am,’ he said, ‘but like yourself, Mr Ersoy, I am here tonight to support Krikor’s initiative rather than talk about what I do.’


‘Quite.’


A rather frosty silence followed which was only brought to a close by a change of topic on Arto’s part. ‘So,’ he said, addressing the two newcomers, ‘I hope that you gentlemen are going to be generous after my brother’s speech tonight.’


‘You can count on us,’ confirmed Dr Avedykian lightly.


‘Quite,’ said his companion, still, for some reason, looking at Çetin.


It was at this point that an annoying beeping sound was heard. In response to this the two doctors and Mr Ersoy checked their jacket pockets and removed a varied selection of mobile telephones. As a man they all checked their machines muttering short phrases such as ‘Not me’, ‘Not mine’, and ‘No’. Then they all looked around to see who might be in receipt of a message – until Arto, with a heavy I-am-so-accustomed-to-this sigh, reached inside Çetin’s jacket pocket and removed the offending article for him.


As he pressed the ‘receive’ button and then handed the instrument back to his friend, he said, ‘I do wish you’d get to grips with this thing, Çetin. It’s not that difficult.’


The look of smug amusement that this elicited from Arto’s other companions was not lost on Çetin. He made a mental note of their reactions for a later date as he turned away and spoke into the machine: ‘İkmen.’


Leaving his friend to get on with whatever conversation he was having on the telephone, Arto motioned one of the waiters over in order to offer his companions more drinks.


‘Çetin does unfortunately get calls at odd times,’ he explained, ‘as do I and probably yourselves too.’


‘We are all busy men these days,’ agreed Dr Avram, ‘which, in our case, is odd when you consider that we probably have more doctors than ever before.’


Muhammed Ersoy took a champagne flute from the waiter’s tray and smiled. ‘Ah yes, my dear Avram, but don’t you also have oh so many more patients too?’


‘Oh, well …’


‘Now that those we have always considered to be the traditional “poor” can have things like televisions, mobile telephones and other instruments of information and communication they are far more aware of what doctors can and cannot offer them. Whereas in the past some nebulous ache would be ignored, now they repair to the doctor just in case that ache may be cancer or heart trouble or of the other ills they have seen mentioned on the television.’


Arto viewed his new acquaintance keenly. ‘Do I detect that you feel there is something wrong with that, Mr Ersoy?’


‘Indeed I do.’ It was said with an arrogance which seemed to embarrass his best friend, who turned away and busied himself looking at some of the other guests. ‘Had we, or rather people like us, not planted such ideas in their heads then they would hardly have formulated them for themselves and—’


‘I’m sorry, Arto, I’ve got to go.’


It took a few moments for Çetin’s words to register with his friend. ‘Eh?’


‘I’ve got to go, Arto,’ Çetin reiterated, ‘right now.’


‘Oh, is it, er …?’


‘Yes.’ With some difficulty Çetin folded his mobile phone away and replaced it in his pocket. ‘In fact I could actually do with you.’


‘Right.’ Arto sighed and then squared his shoulders. ‘Right, yes, of course. I’m sure Krikor can manage without me. I’ll just … er …’ He pointed in the direction of his brother and made off towards him.


‘Something come up?’ Muhammed Ersoy asked as he and Çetin stood alone, the latter rather tensely shuffling his feet against the pile of the carpet.


‘Yes, sir,’ Çetin replied absent-mindedly.


‘Might I ask …?’


‘No, I’m afraid you can’t. We have our rules as I am sure do you in your work.’


Muhammed Ersoy shrugged. ‘Ah, but I don’t work, Inspector.’


‘Then perhaps we should leave it at that then, sir?’ Çetin observed. He saw that Arto was threading his way back towards him and he moved forward to join his friend.





Chapter 2



While the doctor attended to his part of the investigation, namely the corpse upon the bed, Inspector İkmen and Sergeant Farsakoǧlu looked around at the living quarters of the deceased. A cursory examination seemed to confirm the sergeant’s earlier contention that this part of the house was a separate apartment. The main room contained the bed, a chair, various cupboards and bureaux plus a television; two smaller rooms led off from it. These were a rather opulent bathroom and a small, almost cupboard-like place that contained a refrigerator, a small sink and a work surface bearing an electric kettle.


As was his custom, İkmen made straight for the fridge, one of his great fascinations at moments like this being with what his victim liked to eat. But as he went to pull the handle towards him, Sergeant Farsakoǧlu pre-empted his curiosity.


‘It’s quite empty, sir, I’ve looked,’ she said. ‘Like the kitchen downstairs. Not a crumb in there.’


İkmen raised one eyebrow. ‘And yet someone obviously lived here.’


‘Yes,’ the sergeant replied. ‘An Armenian gentleman, according to the grocers opposite. Although from the description we’ve had it seems unlikely that he is our corpse.’


İkmen moved out of the kitchen and back into the main bedroom area again. ‘No?’


‘No. The man the old grocer described was middle-aged and very smart. You could not,’ – she moved her head in the direction of the bed – ‘describe what lies there as either of those things.’


‘You could, however,’ the doctor put in from the side of the bed, ‘describe our friend here as a user of hard drugs.’


‘Really?’


Holding up a limp arm so that his colleagues could see it, Arto Sarkissian pointed to a number of small scars and sores on the inside of the forearm. ‘These marks are scars left by repeated injections with a hypodermic syringe. They are typical of the damage habitual drug users inflict upon themselves. Untrained or desperate for their fix, they shove needles into any vein they can find. Needles, furthermore, that are not always clean, hence the sores.’


Farsakoǧlu let her eyes drift slowly around what, with its expensive chandelier and very clean, tasteful furniture, was an extremely nice apartment. ‘Users don’t generally live in places like this, do they?’


İkmen frowned. ‘Don’t be so sure. Addicts, like anybody else, can surprise you. Just because a man shoves heroin in his arm on a regular basis doesn’t mean to say he necessarily lives in a slum. And besides, we don’t yet know that this man did live here, do we?’


‘No.’


‘Perhaps when Cohen gets back from questioning the hotelier next door we’ll know a bit more.’


While the doctor silently continued his investigations, İkmen walked over to the chest of drawers nearest to the door. He’d noticed its incongruity as soon as he came in. Although he had only really passed through the rooms lower down in the building, he had taken note of Farsakoǧlu’s observation that the house was almost totally without character. She had said that it ‘lacked personal touches’, a rather more typically ‘womanly’ observation from her than he was accustomed to, but he trusted her instinct nevertheless. And that was why the items on top of the chest of drawers appeared so startlingly strange: little crystal figures, about fifty of them, all arranged in neat rows across the top of the chest; animals, domestic items, little people, tiny houses, palaces, mosques. Each in its own way a dazzling work of art and, making up a collection of such magnitude, probably worth quite a lot of money too. A little evidence, so İkmen mused, in support of the idea that the victim had not actually resided in this house. Small, portable and expensive things like these crystal figures rarely survived around the heavy and committed drug user. But then …


‘Until I’ve done some tests I won’t know for sure what killed him,’ Arto Sarkissian said, thoughtlessly wiping his hands on the lapel of his dinner jacket, ‘but I’d say it’s pretty certain that it wasn’t the drugs.’


İkmen strode over to the side of the bed. ‘No?’ he questioned, looking into the face of what had once been a really quite nice-looking young man.


Gently but firmly, the doctor pushed the young man’s head to one side, revealing to İkmen’s gaze a dark purple and red line around the base of the throat. ‘I would say that he was strangled, possibly by ligature,’ he said, ‘which, if I am right, opens the door quite neatly to some very foul play indeed.’


‘Mmm.’


‘Get the place dusted, Çetin,’ the doctor continued. ‘I think that Farsakoǧlu was quite right to have you called out here tonight.’


‘I had a bad feeling,’ the sergeant put in, looking over the shoulders of the two men at the sad little body on the bed. ‘Not very old, is he?’


‘Probably about twenty, I should think.’


İkmen looked across at his friend and sighed. ‘But he’d been a user for some time, hadn’t he?’


‘Oh, yes. Some of those marks on his arms are old and, if I’m right, he’s probably got some more on his legs and maybe in his groin too. The longer they’ve been using, the more their veins start to collapse, which means that they have to go in search of sites in all sorts of improbable places. Very squalid.’


‘And just the sort of information your brother would like to make a little more public.’


‘Yes, on the basis that if those who are contemplating the habit knew about its more disgusting aspects, it might make them think twice. After all, who wants to die like this? Murdered probably for a couple of grams of heroin and left reeking in your own shit?’


İkmen allowed himself a grim little smile. ‘Perhaps we should have brought some of your brother’s prospective sponsors out here to have a look?’


Arto Sarkissian pulled a comically shocked face. ‘Oh, I don’t think so, Inspector!’


‘Bit too real, you think?’


‘Absolutely.’


The door to the apartment opened to admit Constable Cohen. İkmen greeted him with a nod of the head. ‘Anything?’


Cohen shrugged. ‘Not a lot. Mr Draz, the hotel owner next door, knew even less than the grocer about the man who lives here. He described him as middle-aged and quiet. Keeps himself to himself. Didn’t know how long he’s been here but Mr Draz has owned the hotel for five years and our man was here when he came. Didn’t know whether he was Armenian or not though.’


The doctor smiled. ‘If a man has an expensive suit everybody usually assumes that he’s either Armenian or Jewish, isn’t that right, Cohen?’


‘Some do, yes, Doctor. Except, that is, in my case.’


İkmen, unable to join what was essentially a closed conversation, changed the subject. ‘So what we’ve got,’ he said slowly, as if fixing the information firmly in his mind, ‘is a victim who is young, a drug user and who may have been strangled. This house, or rather this part of the house, may or may not have been his home. As far as we know the place is owned or rented by an older man who may or may not be Armenian and who we really do need to find now.’


‘And the windows have been nailed shut.’


They all turned to look at Sergeant Farsakoǧlu who had been minutely examining the casement.


‘What?’


‘These windows are all nailed shut, sir,’ she said, ‘and they’ve been painted over too. Some time ago by the look of it.’


‘Have they indeed?’ İkmen replied. ‘Well, quite a conundrum for my sergeant to get his teeth into when he returns to us tomorrow.’


The doctor put his gloves and stethoscope back into his bag and sighed. ‘And another late night for me, I think.’


‘Yes,’ said İkmen, ‘we need to get going on this one fast.’


For those residents of İshak Paşa Caddesi for whom high drama was a particular passion, the events of the rest of that night proved most absorbing. As well as the arrival of various ordinary police squad cars there was the added thrill of witnessing the entrances and exits of other people to and from the house. These included police photographers, forensic investigators and, just after midnight, a group of sombre individuals bearing a stretcher and body-bag. As this latter group and its grim cargo passed by the now considerable crowd of onlookers, those in that company of a more religious persuasion were heard to mutter ‘Allah!’ and turn away from this all-too-real manifestation of mortality.


Opinions varied regarding what may or may not have occurred in ‘that house’. The police officers, as ever, were not in the least forthcoming about what was occurring and so theories abounded within the crowd. Mrs Yalçin, the grocer’s wife, was particularly free with her ideas.


‘I always knew that it wasn’t quite natural for a man of his age to be living there all by himself.’


‘Well, he is Armenian,’ offered another elderly, heavily veiled woman. ‘And you know that with Christians—’


‘With Christians, what?’ The voice was deep and, had it not been so thoroughly smoke-scarred, would have been almost operatic in quality.


The two women turned to face the source of the voice and found themselves looking at a short, thin man wearing a dinner jacket that was several sizes too big for him.


‘With Christians, what?’ Çetin İkmen repeated, shrugging his arms wide in a questioning gesture.


‘Well,’ said the veiled woman, ‘you know, they’re sort of …’


‘They’re different to us, aren’t they?’ said Mrs Yalçin. ‘They don’t make their men go through sünnet.’


‘So not very clean.’


‘Yes, and also they don’t eat right which makes their women hot in the blood.’


‘Which all means that they are far more likely than true believers to have lots of policemen turn up at their door?’ İkmen finished.


‘Oh, yes.’


‘Exactly,’ agreed the veiled woman. ‘My thoughts exactly.’


‘And you know for a fact that the man who lives in this house is a Christian, do you?’


‘Well …’


‘From his clothes and his general look …’


‘So he didn’t tell you that he was a Christian, but you assumed so?’


‘Well, er … No, I mean we rarely spoke. But he had a ring and … er …’


İkmen’s face resolved into a bitter scowl. The old them and us thing rearing its ugly head again. He’d seen it so many times, but it never ceased to anger him: the notion that ‘we’ couldn’t possibly commit a crime and so ‘they’, whoever they happened to be at the time, had to have done it. Ignorant and dangerous assumptions. He turned a stern face upon the two old ladies and then proceeded to give them a small but to him familiar lecture.


‘Keeping your opinions to yourselves may be rather a safer course of action at this time, don’t you think, ladies? Making assumptions about people can be very dangerous, particularly when they pertain to a person’s race or religion, and especially in view of the fact that you don’t know what may or may not have happened in that house.’


A somewhat aggressive looking middle-aged man who had been listening in on the conversation quickly came to the ladies’ defence. ‘And what do you know?’ he asked İkmen, ‘Who are you to tell people what to say?’


İkmen smiled. He really rather enjoyed situations like this. ‘I’m the officer in charge of this investigation, sir.’


‘Oh.’ The man moved, just slightly, away from where he had been standing.


The two ladies however, became if anything, more animated.


‘So, what has happened then, Officer?’ asked the grocer’s wife.


‘Is he dead, that Ar— the man who lives in that house?’ put in her companion.


‘That is not something I am at liberty to tell you, ladies,’ İkmen replied, ‘but if you would like to assist us in this matter I would suggest that the best thing you could do right now is return to your homes.’


‘Ah.’


‘Um.’


Arto Sarkissian, moving surprisingly rapidly for such a plump and uncomfortably dinner-suited man, ran down the steps of the house and into the street. Rapidly scanning the assembled crowd, his keen eye quickly caught İkmen’s and the latter excused himself to the ladies. He joined his friend.


‘I want to bring the body out now,’ the doctor whispered into İkmen’s ear, ‘but I don’t want this lot looking on when I do so.’


‘All right.’ He turned around in order to look for some sort of support and found that Farsakoǧlu was at his side. ‘Get hold of some of the men,’ he said to her, ‘and get this lot shifted.’


‘Yes, sir.’


However, rather to İkmen’s surprise, she didn’t act upon this immediately.


He looked at her questioningly. ‘And? Yes?’


‘Oh, it’s, er …’ She smiled, her face just very slightly red.


‘Yes?’


‘It’s just … er … Did you say that Sergeant Suleyman is back again tomorrow, sir?’


‘Yes, from his vacation. And?’


‘Oh.’ She smiled. ‘Good. That means you’ll have, er, more support.’


‘Just get these awful ghouls moved for me, will you, Farsakoǧlu? Now would be nice.’


‘Yes, sir.’


She moved away, looking, so İkmen could not help but notice, just a little bit too happy.


The doctor raised a wry eyebrow. ‘She’s a little keen, isn’t she?’


İkmen flung a much-needed cigarette into his mouth and lit up. ‘I often wish,’ he said wearily, ‘and this is without any disrespect to the man, that my sergeant would be struck down by some sort of ugly virus.’


Arto Sarkissian smiled. ‘I know what you mean. I assume that Farsakoǧlu knows that he’s married?’


‘Oh, yes,’ İkmen replied sourly, ‘everybody knows that he’s married, especially Suleyman himself.’


‘Oh.’


As Sergeant Farsakoǧlu and a small squad of men attempted to disperse the crowd, both İkmen and Sarkissian drew their jackets tightly around their bodies. There was a stiff wind blowing up from the nearby Sea of Marmara now that was distinctly autumnal in character.





Chapter 3



Fatma İkmen slumped down on to the floor beside the telephone and stared, glassily, at the instrument. While half of her mind hoped that it would ring of its own volition, the other half wondered whether she should take the initiative and risk disturbing Çetin by calling him herself. He was obviously very busy with something which, she reasoned, could only be work. She imagined him all sleepless and tetchy, barking out orders from his untidy desk and squirming about uncomfortably in his dinner jacket. Then she looked down at herself, at her great, uncomfortably swollen belly and tried to put from her mind other reasons why he might have been out all night. The sort of women who would have been attending Krikor Sarkissian’s fund-raising evening were not women like herself. Plastic surgery (like Arto’s wife Maryam underwent so regularly), and for that matter surgery of a conventional nature, was commonplace to them. That she was still living with these huge and wretched fibroids which had chosen to inhabit her uterus was more a tribute to her poverty than any fears she may have had regarding operations – although that was all part of it too, of course.


But then, what on earth would any of those lovely society women want with Çetin? Small, thin and, if she were perfectly honest, really quite ugly, her husband was hardly a catch to be boasted about within the salons of the rich and famous. He was middle-aged with no money, had too many children, few prospects and … and yet his charm was as undeniable as it was infectious. When he wanted to, Çetin could make a woman feel like an empress – he’d made her feel so on many occasions. Until quite recently. Until this fibroid business had started, bringing with it a great deal of pain, endless bleeding and absolutely no interest in sex. Dr Koç had said that it would all stop when her change began. As hot flushes and dry skin rolled in so the fibroids would shrink and, eventually, disappear. Fatma pulled a sour face. Well, that was something to look forward to anyway! She’d have a face like a lump of old leather but at least her stomach would be flat!


As she sat thinking these morbid and defeatist thoughts her youngest child, four-year-old Kemal, appeared from out of her bedroom, trailing a blanket behind him.


‘Can I have a drink now, Mummy?’ he asked.


‘Yes, in a minute.’


‘I’m really thirsty.’


‘Yes, and I said that I’d get you a drink in a minute.’ She eyed him miserably. It wasn’t his fault that he was so young and full of energy and she was so old and tired. ‘Mummy’s not feeling very well and—’


‘Poor Mummy!’ With the sweetest will in the world he threw himself upon her in order to provide comfort, unfortunately landing on her fibroid-encrusted belly.


Fatma, squealing in agony but at the same time so appreciating his gesture, both held on to and pushed away her little one as he attempted to cover her face with wet early-morning kisses. ‘Oh, Kemal, darling!’


‘Fatma!’ It was a man’s voice, old and heavy with thick mucus.


Gently she moved her child over to one side so that he was sitting next to her and then whispered in his ear, ‘It’s Grandad, sssh!’ Then, calling out in response to the voice, she said, ‘Yes, Timür, what is it?’


‘I’m afraid I’ve got that Greek under my bed again,’ the elderly voice continued. ‘He’s driving me mad with his singing, as usual.’


Fatma sighed heavily. She frequently found herself in situations like this with her father-in-law these days. On top of the children and her own problems it was really too much. She would have to speak to Çetin – again. She took a deep breath before replying. ‘He’ll go if you ask him to leave nicely, Timür.’


‘You think so?’


‘Yes.’


‘But how will he get out?’ The old man sounded, as ever, genuinely concerned. But then that was all part of it, the fact that he now actually believed these things.


‘He can easily climb out of the window and get down the fire escape,’ Fatma continued, thinking all the time about how absolutely mad she would sound to someone outside the family.


‘Oh, yes,’ answered the old man, ‘I’ll ask him to do that then.’


‘All right.’


And as she listened to the sound of Timür İkmen gently inviting his guest, whose name she now learned was Nikos, to leave, Fatma İkmen looked back at the telephone. But still it didn’t, wouldn’t ring. Her eyes now stinging with tears, Fatma began to stand up, heaving with her the little springy body of her youngest child. She was, she thought, just like a big, fat miserable old goat. ‘Come on,’ she said to Kemal, ‘let’s get you that drink.’


The little boy smiled and hugged her neck.


Mehmet Suleyman entered his office looking smart, tanned and thoroughly worn out.


İkmen, his eyes red and watery from lack of sleep, raised his weary head from the papers before him on his desk and grimaced. ‘A vacation to mark down to experience, I take it, Suleyman?’


‘Yes, sir,’ the younger man replied, ‘you could say that.’


‘Sorry.’


Suleyman slid his briefcase underneath his desk and sat down. ‘You’re wearing a dinner jacket, sir,’ he observed. ‘Is there something I should know?’


İkmen lit a cigarette and, once he had recovered from the heavy bout of coughing this precipitated, he said, ‘I was at a fund-raising event over at Dr Sarkissian’s last night.’


‘For his brother’s drug project?’


‘Yes, although I wasn’t there for very long. Almost as if to underline Krikor’s efforts some young drug addict went and got himself strangled at a house down by the Topkapı Palace.’


‘Oh. Any details?’


İkmen shrugged. ‘Some. Although there is a lot of work to be done which is why I am so very glad to welcome you back, Suleyman. Forensic are over at the house now, which is on İshak Paşa Caddesi, but I’d like you to go over too. Get a feel for the crime.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Suleyman, almost in spite of himself, smiled. It was good to be back; despite everything he might say about the job when he was fed up, it was very good to be back.


‘In fact, perhaps it would be a good idea if I get back over there myself too.’ İkmen stood up rapidly, in the way that he did when he was very tired and needed to motivate himself. ‘You don’t mind driving, do you? I think I’d have an accident if I did.’


‘OK.’ Suleyman took his keys out of his pocket and jangled them in his hand.


‘Oh, and, er …’ İkmen looked down at the floor in a rather studied fashion. ‘I should, er, perhaps warn you that young Sergeant Farsakoǧlu may well still be on duty.’


‘So?’


It was said in such obvious innocence that İkmen was for a moment quite taken aback.


Suleyman, seeing his superior’s confusion, asked, ‘Why?’


İkmen wasn’t very good at tackling subjects like this and so, after a brief moment’s thought, he decided that the best course of action would be to take the coward’s route out. ‘Oh, it’s just that she’s a bit keen, that’s all. She tends to chatter on when you’re trying to think.’


‘Oh. I hadn’t noticed that, but …’ Suleyman shrugged. The fact that Sergeant Farsakoǧlu was beginning to display an interest in him was probably, İkmen thought, still quite unknown to Suleyman, which would be entirely in character. Over the years many women had been attracted to him without his apparent knowledge. But the subject died then and there as the two men prepared themselves for the day to come.


‘There’s something odd about this crime scene,’ İkmen said as he made ready to leave his office.


‘Like?’


‘Well, I’d really rather you saw the place yourself, without any preconceptions, before we talk about it. I came to the scene yesterday evening with a very tired brain, which may have made me deduce things incorrectly. You see what your fresh, vacationed brain can do with it and then we’ll talk.’


‘All right,’ Suleyman smiled, ‘although I can’t promise that my brain is fresh after what can only laughably be called a vacation.’


İkmen frowned. He had hoped, together probably with Suleyman’s parents, that this latest vacation would help heal some of the wounds between his deputy and his wife. Poor Suleyman hadn’t been happy about his marriage, which had been an arranged one, from the start. Five years on and with a very expensive break in Alexandria behind them, things didn’t seem to be any better. ‘Was it really that bad?’ he asked.


Suleyman’s smile didn’t move, but his eyes became sad. ‘It was worse.’


‘I’m sorry.’


Suleyman sighed. ‘I wanted to walk and talk, wander about on the Corniche, look at the little that remains of Alexander’s city, but all Zuleika wanted to do was spend our money in the bazaars …’ He shrugged. ‘Well, anyway, shall we go, sir?’


İkmen walked over and patted him affectionately on the back. ‘Yes, let’s get to work. To be honest, I could do with a drink, just to start my day off.’


In recent years İkmen’s once legendary habit of drinking during duty hours had been most ruthlessly curtailed. In an effort to clean up his subordinates, İkmen’s boss, Commissioner Ardiç, had done much to take what some used to describe as the joy out of the job. With İkmen’s drinking gone, only cigarettes, or so it appeared to him, remained as sources of pleasure during the course of the day – and there were rumours that Ardiç had plans for those too.


They moved towards the door and, in an attempt to alter the air of melancholy that had enveloped them, Suleyman changed the subject. ‘And how are your wife and children then?’


‘Oh, Allah!’ İkmen struck his thoughtless brow with the heel of his hand, ‘Fatma! In all this madness I haven’t even thought to contact her. She’ll kill me!’


With rapid, fumbling fingers he reached for the mobile telephone in the inside pocket of his jacket. ‘Now if I can just get this thing to work …’


The house on İshak Paşa Caddesi had never had a number. Officially it didn’t have a name either, although any letter addressed to ‘The Sacking House’ would have got to its destination without any problem. Quite whether the property deserved its name, no one now knew, but that the legend behind it survived did give the place a sort of notoriety, deserved or otherwise. The grocer had told Sergeant Farsakoǧlu the old story.


‘When the Ottoman Sultans ruled the Empire from their great palace of Topkapı, they were wont to collect numerous treasures, including many wives and concubines. Like so many with so much, they didn’t actually always want all of them. Some of them would displease, if you know what I mean, in the bedroom and … Well, anyway, they had a very special way of disposing of those they didn’t like: they threw them into the water just off Seraglio Point. It was the eunuchs that did it. They stitched the women up in sacks and then heaved them into the Bosphorus. This house is called “The Sacking House” because at one time a maker of sacks lived in it. It is said that it was he who made the sacks into which the young girls were placed before being thrown to their watery graves. Whether the story is true or not, I don’t know. But it used to be said that this was a wicked place and, as the Prophet Mohammed, blessings and peace be upon him, is my judge, I feel that given recent events that just might be so. Places, like people, can be evil, Officer, and this is one of them.’


Sergeant Farsakoǧlu rubbed her tired eyes with her fingers and looked up once again at the time-scarred façade of the house. In the strengthening light of the morning, which was proving to be one graced with a little weak sunlight, it looked far more welcoming than it had done the night before. If it hadn’t been for the two constables stationed either side of the front door, it would have looked like a perfectly normal dwelling for this part of the city. And if Farsakoǧlu hadn’t known that a young boy had recently met his death in there she, like most people, would have given the house very little thought.


But she did know, and she knew other things about this house too. She knew that the windows had been nailed shut in the room where the boy had died and that they had been like that for some time. She felt the strangeness of the place right through to her bones. Who, she wondered, lived in a house with no food, no books or papers – no little things, with the exception of some rather fine crystals, to mark the place as their own? It was almost as if the dead boy had been somehow materialised on that bed out of thin air – there was nothing except him and who he was, nobody as yet knew.


The grocer, who had been standing silently by her side during these musings, cleared his throat. ‘Will that be all then, Officer?’


‘Oh, er, yes, thank you for your help.’


He shrugged. ‘It’s nothing.’


As the grocer sauntered back to his shop a car pulled up and two men got out. As they approached her, the sight of one of the men made Sergeant Farsakoǧlu’s face redden. Quickly she put her hands up to her cheeks in order to cover their colouring, a movement not lost upon old İkmen who was eyeing her most keenly.


‘Ah, Sergeant,’ he said, ‘we’re just going into the house for a bit. Forensic OK?’


‘Yes, sir,’ she replied, ‘all very hard at work.’


‘Good.’ He lit a cigarette and smiled. ‘You should be getting off home soon, you must be exhausted.’


‘Yes.’ She took a deep breath before addressing İkmen’s partner. ‘Hello, Sergeant Suleyman,’ she said, ‘did you have a good vacation?’


His smile was such a beautiful thing to see that she found herself looking away as he replied, scared that he would see her reaction and know what she was feeling.


‘Yes, thank you, Sergeant,’ he said. Then, turning immediately to İkmen, ‘Shall we go in now, sir?’


‘Yes.’


As the two men moved forward, İkmen turned to Farsakoǧlu and said, more as an order than a suggestion, ‘Go home and get some sleep now, Farsakoǧlu, there’s nothing else for you here at present.’


And then they were gone, up into that strange house of death, one old and small and bowed down by the accumulated heaviness of time, the other so straight and tall and yet also, in his own beautiful way, marked by the passage of weary years. Perhaps, she thought, it was dealing with death which made them like that. Maybe if one looked upon it too frequently that was how one’s eyes would end up looking – heavy and yet hollow, hurt in a way that only they could understand. But then again, if some of the more gossipy constables were to be believed, there was more than that at play in the case of Mehmet Suleyman. Cohen, who probably knew Mehmet better than most, had upon several occasions intimated that things were not entirely perfect between the sergeant and his wife. Not that this was any of Farsakoǧlu’s business. That she was so violently attracted to Mehmet was a source of great shame and anxiety. Whether the Suleymans were getting on together or not was immaterial to the fury with which Mrs Suleyman would react if she found out that someone else desired her husband. After all, the lady was Turkish and that was how a Turkish woman would react. She knew that was how it would affect her. If Mehmet belonged to her she would tear the head off any other woman who looked at him.


With heavy limbs and an even heavier heart, Sergeant Farsakoǧlu started the long climb up towards the great monuments and home.


The room, seen now in daylight, was slightly larger than he remembered. But then with the body gone that was quite logical. For some reason that İkmen had never been able to fathom, a dead body appeared to fill a room in a way that a live one just didn’t. Perhaps it was the fear that touched them all in the presence of a corpse which made it seem like that? Despite the advances scientists had made in the study of death the process was still largely a mystery, and although İkmen had no time for the notion of life after death, there was always something troublesome hanging around those who had recently died. The only thing that he could liken it to was a vague feeling of being observed. But that had quite gone now and, as he watched Suleyman scanning the apartment for the first time, İkmen was aware that now they could just be any two men looking around a room. Such was the transitory nature of tragedy.


‘Did you find any drugs on the body?’ Suleyman asked as he bent down to look closely at the numerous crystal figures on top of the chest of drawers.


‘No, nor in the house either, I think.’ İkmen turned and called out down the stairs, ‘Demir?’


‘Yes?’ replied a disembodied voice from somewhere down below.


‘Any narcotics on the premises?’


‘Not as yet.’


‘Well, let me know if you find any.’


‘I will.’


İkmen, turning back into the room again, added, ‘If forensic fail to find anything I think I might ask for the floorboards to be lifted. You know what users are like.’


Suleyman grunted his agreement.


Then the intrusive beeping sound that had brought İkmen to this place the night before made itself heard again. Suleyman responded quickly and with practised efficiency, pulling his mobile telephone out of his pocket and looking carefully at its unresponding face. ‘No, not me,’ he said, ‘must be you, sir.’


‘I hate these things,’ İkmen mumbled as he pulled the screaming instrument from his jacket pocket. ‘Now what do I …’ Holding it helplessly for a moment, he could only scowl with relief when Suleyman leaned over and pressed the ‘receive’ button for him. ‘Oh, yes, right.’


‘İkmen?’ he said into the impossibly small mouthpiece. ‘Yes?’


As İkmen spoke into his telephone, Suleyman moved back once again to the display of fine crystal. Some of the pieces, like the little model of the Sultan Ahmet or Blue Mosque, were very fine indeed. His mother was a devotee of such items, and he reasoned that these were, like hers, probably of either Polish or Czech manufacture. Principally of Turkish subject matter, they had for some time been produced in the former eastern bloc countries for the burgeoning İstanbul tourist market. Not that other, more local people (like his mother) didn’t collect them too, but he found it a trifle odd to find such things in a house where just one man was reputed to live alone. Perhaps he was being rather small-minded about it. That men could and did appreciate beauty was a fact that went very much against the stereotype of the powerful, strutting Turkish male, yet it was a trait he recognised within himself. But since he was not like most other men that he knew, perhaps this pointed to a person of rather unusual tastes?


‘Oh, well, at least we now know who owns this place,’ said İkmen as he turned the telephone off and replaced it in his pocket.


Suleyman looked up. ‘Oh?’


‘Just up on Divan Yolu, an import-export carpet place.’


‘Oh.’ Suleyman made no attempt to hide the gravity in his tone.


İkmen laughed. ‘I take it that you are not altogether enamoured of carpet men, Suleyman.’


‘No I am not,’ the younger man replied somewhat stiffly. ‘I find their working practices extremely distasteful and not just because they cheat the tourists. When they go into villages offering to swap really beautiful antique carpets for that awful mass-produced rubbish that they hawk, it makes me mad. It’s just blatant exploitation of the peasants who do not and cannot know any better.’


‘It is also,’ İkmen said with more than just a small smile in his voice, ‘quite legitimate business. As one whose whole apartment is covered with mass-produced rubbish I can, I’m afraid, sympathise with the desire to have something new and clean which will stand up to the tread of many heavy-footed children. Poverty, Suleyman, makes whores of us all. You are just fortunate that you have never had to, figuratively speaking of course, trade your arse for another week’s rent. I’ve done it so often, I don’t even notice any more.’


There really was no answer to any of this and Suleyman knew it.


‘Anyway,’ İkmen continued, ‘I’m going to get over there now and see if I can find out a little bit more about the mysterious occupant of this house. If he’s a carpet man himself, I’ll let you interrogate him. Your lack of empathy with his kind may prove useful.’


‘Do you want me to drive you there?’ Suleyman asked.


‘Well of course I do, but you really are better employed here for the moment. No, I will walk,’ İkmen said with a rather regretful sigh. ‘The unaccustomed exercise together with the moderately fresh air may even serve to wake me up – that or kill me. I’ll meet you back here when I’ve finished.’


‘I can come and get you, sir, if—’


‘No, the journey back is downhill which even I can manage.’ He left and, as silence entered in his wake, Suleyman began, for the first time, to feel some of the horror of that room. Although tastefully decorated, there was no way of ignoring the awful stained counterpane on the bed which was still rumpled in the shape of a human body. There was a smell too, only faint now, but perceptible: the oddly sweetish reek of death and human waste. With all the windows nailed shut there was no way for the smells to escape. The only consolation was that it was now autumn; this room in the height of summer would have been unbearable.


As he wandered thoughtfully from one part of the small apartment to another, Suleyman tried to build a picture in his mind of how and why the young victim might have come to this place. There were not, as yet, any signs that the apartment was frequently used for taking drugs, or dealing. The place seemed to be clean, both in the hygienic and in the drug-related sense, and so it was doubtful that the boy, who İkmen had told him was a seasoned intravenous drug user, actually lived here. For some reason therefore, he must either have come of his own volition or been brought here for some purpose. Various scenarios came to mind. It seemed unlikely, but there was a chance he had come to the house to buy drugs or, possibly, to sell them. Just because people lived in nice houses didn’t mean that they didn’t do drugs, and buying them from other users was not unknown. Then again he could have come here for some reason completely unrelated to drugs. To attribute everything in a case like this to drugs was an error that was frequently made. Although enslaved by their habit, users had sides to their lives that were unrelated to their addiction. However, until the boy was identified or, indeed, until Dr Sarkissian had completed his examination of the corpse, most of these musings were pure speculation. At present all they had was a body that had died by strangulation and a very empty and featureless house.


In order to get a full picture, Suleyman decided that he really ought to have a look at the rest of the house. Eerily, as he moved towards the entrance door of the apartment, he became aware of noise once more: the doleful arabesque singing from a woman outside, her words telling of an old love that had been lost many years before, the harsh, guttural call of a young simitci. As he walked forward, he tried to tell himself that all this was just a coincidence, but his blood, which now ran icy cold in his veins, failed to agree. And, as if to underscore the emotions in his blood, when he stood inside the doorway and looked at the lintel above his head and the posts at his sides, all the noises stopped once again. What he saw on those posts was not what he, or anyone else, would have expected to see; as he leaned his head towards them through the stillness of the renewed silence his blood, ever responsive, froze to a standstill.


The Galleri Turque was a slightly more upmarket carpet business than İkmen was accustomed to seeing. Ensconced within a large, if vaguely dilapidated, Ottoman house, the Galleri reflected both its owner’s sense of himself and of his aspirations. Almost the first thing that Mr Mohammed Azin, the owner, had said to İkmen as the latter wheezed into his shop, was that both himself and his staff were fluent in French. This had absolutely no bearing on anything that was of interest to İkmen, but it did not surprise the policeman. The Galleri Turque was, by its very name, obviously designed to appeal to Europeans and to the more snobbish (and moneyed) Turk.


Once the routine exchange of pleasantries had been got over and tea had been served, İkmen, who was enthroned on the most ornate chaise longue he had ever seen in his life, got down to business. During the course of his conversation with Mr Azin, he became aware of the depth of gratitude he owed to his old French teacher.


‘So how long have you owned the house on İshak Paşa Caddesi, sir?’


‘I inherited it from mon père, who died in 1975, so since then.’ As he spoke, Mr Azin gently fondled several carpets, which were laid out, rather hopefully İkmen thought, at his feet.


‘And you have rented it out since?’


‘No, I did live in the house myself until I moved to Sarıyer in 1982. I assume that in the light of this recent tragedy you have been into the house yourself?’


‘Yes.’


Mr Azin smiled. ‘Then you will know that the decoration and furniture, which was chosen by myself, is of the Louis Quatorze style. Mr Zekiyan has not, I understand, decided to change that, which is a tribute, I believe, to his taste.’


There was no false modesty here, but then carpet men were not renowned for that virtue.


‘Mr Zekiyan is, I take it,’ İkmen asked, ‘the current tenant of the property?’


‘Yes, and as his name suggests, Mr Zekiyan is an Armenian gentilhomme.’


By pointing out this evident fact was Mr Azin in some way distancing himself from events at his house? İkmen suspected that he was, but then this, especially in light of his altercation with the İshak Paşa neighbours the night before, was no more nor less than he had expected.


‘How long has Mr Zekiyan lived in your house?’ he asked.


‘Since 1982. He’s a very good tenant. He always pays his rent on the first of every third month and keeps the place neat and tidy. I have no complaints.’


‘So you do check on the property from time to time?’


‘Yes. About twice a year.’


‘And Mr Zekiyan has paid his rent for the current period?’


‘Yes. In fact that was the last time that I saw him, the first of October. He paid, as always, three months in advance, in cash.’ Mr Azin smiled. ‘It’s very convenient, cash. And in these days of credit cards …’


‘So you don’t know why he might now be absent from the property?’


‘No. He does have a job, quite an important one, I think. I don’t know what or where.’ The carpet dealer shrugged. ‘But then, as a good tenant, he can come and go as he pleases. I do not require him to let me know what his plans might be. He pays the rent and is always polite and businesslike when he comes in here.’


‘I see.’ İkmen paused briefly to take out a cigarette which Mr Azin, ever the perfect host, lit for him. ‘Thank you. Now, as you know, Mr Azin, we are anxious to speak to Mr Zekiyan, hopefully so that we can eliminate him from our inquiries. It would, however, help us if you could give us a brief description of the gentleman, just in case he is elsewhere and unaware of recent events.’


Mr Azin, although still smiling, suddenly displayed what could only be called a little disquiet beneath his otherwise smooth exterior. ‘Well …’


‘Yes?’


‘Well, er, he is … well, he is Armenian, isn’t he?’


‘Yes? And? What type of Armenian is he, sir? Is he fat, thin, short or tall – what?’


Mr Azin laughed nervously before retreating once again into his beloved French. ‘Pardonnez-moi, Inspector, but what can I say? He has those features like they have, the rather large nose and deep-set eyes, but … I suppose he must, you would say, be middle-aged by now, reasonably tall and …’


‘But they all look rather the same to you, sir, is that the case?’


‘Well. Well, yes, I …’


İkmen closed his eyes and sighed deeply. This was not the first time he had come up against this: the invisibility of minorities, or rather his compatriots’ tendency to ignore difference. There was also, he had to admit, a certain disquiet around Armenians, which pertained to events long since past and which he did not even dare to think about here and now.


‘So what you’re saying then, Mr Azin,’ he said wearily, ‘is that this Mr Zekiyan is just a typical Armenian.’


This seemed to please the carpet man who now smiled broadly. ‘Yes!’


‘Oh, good, that certainly does narrow the field. Now, about this separate apartment at the top of your house.’


‘Separate apartment?’


‘Yes. The one where we found the body. On the top floor.’


Mr Azin’s face creased into an expensively sun-tanned frown. ‘I don’t know what you mean, Inspector. There is no apartment at the top of my house.’


‘But on the second floor—’


‘Oh, you mean the attic store!’ Mr Azin’s face broke into a smile of recognition. ‘No, that’s not an apartment, Inspector. That’s just a storage area.’


This time it was İkmen’s turn to look confused. ‘So you have no knowledge of a bedroom, bathroom and small kitchen area in that space?’


‘No. Although not having been up there for—’


‘The attic store, as you call it, is not checked when you periodically go to look over the place?’


‘Oh, no. There is, or as far as I was concerned, was nothing of interest there. Mr Zekiyan said that he had no use for the space and so …’


‘And so,’ said İkmen with a sigh, ‘he could do anything he liked with it without your knowledge.’


‘Well, er, yes, I …’ The carpet dealer leaned forward inquiringly. ‘What has he done with it, Inspector?’


‘Well, it’s decorated in exactly the same style as the rest of the house, Mr Azin, and it boasts a rather nice bathroom and kitchen.’


‘How extraordinary!’ Mr Azin took out his own packet of cigarettes and lit one. ‘How strange to do all that with one’s own money in a rented property! I suppose I should thank Mr Zekiyan when I see him, it must have enhanced the value of the house considerably, don’t you think?’


‘I don’t know, sir,’ İkmen replied, stubbing his own cigarette out in one of the nearby ashtrays, ‘but if you do see Mr Zekiyan before we do, I must urge you to get in contact right away.’


‘Oh, naturellement, Inspector. Yes, of course.’ Mr Azin looked down briefly at his carpets once again and then turned back to smile at İkmen. ‘Is that all, Inspector?’


‘That is all for now, sir, yes.’


Mr Azin picked up a very small, but nevertheless almost luminously beautiful kilim from the top of his substantial rug-pile. ‘Then perhaps you would like to accept this little gift as a token of my esteem with regard to what you people do for our communauté.’


İkmen, his face very straight, allowed himself only to smile inside. This situation was not foreign to him and his reaction was a practised routine. ‘That’s very kind of you, sir, but I’m afraid that I am not allowed to take gifts.’


Mr Azin smiled, labouring, İkmen imagined, under the misconception that he was simply playing hard to get. ‘Then what about one of the larger Herekes then,’ he said pulling a much bigger carpet out from somewhere near the bottom of the pile. ‘A floor covering fit for a sultan and so hard-wearing that your wife would—’


‘Sir,’ İkmen reiterated with almost painful clarity, ‘I am very flattered, it must be said, that you deem me worthy of such a gift, but I really must impress upon you that I am neither able nor inclined to take gifts from members of the public. It compromises my position.’


‘You mean,’ the carpet seller said slowly, as if trying to force this concept inside his own uncomprehending head, ‘that you never take anything at all, for any reason?’


İkmen stood up, making the point that he was going and going empty-handed. ‘No, I do not, sir. If, as I imagine you do, you would like your name removed from any association with the house in İshak Paşa, then I would suggest that you find another policeman to do that for you.’


Suddenly, Mr Azin’s face was flooded with the high redness of real fury. ‘That was not my intention at all and I resent the implication most strongly! I was sincerely and without any conditions making a gift—’


‘Which was extremely generous of you,’ said İkmen in his best conciliatory tone, ‘but that I cannot take it, sir, you must—’


‘Well, you’re the first policeman I’ve ever met who hasn’t, Inspector,’ Mr Azin said hotly, ‘in fact I am quite lost in admiration for your fortitude even if I cannot understand it. You people earn so little!’


İkmen shrugged. ‘I’m a fool, but I’m a fool that can live with himself.’


‘Oh, well …’ Mr Azin replaced his carpets on to their pile and then rose to show his guest out. İkmen bowed slightly as his host passed.


But as the two men moved towards the carpet-encrusted exit, Mr Azin suddenly had a thought. ‘There is something else about Mr Zekiyan, Inspector …’


İkmen creased his brows. ‘Yes?’


‘He wears a ring. It’s in the shape of a cross.’ He held up his little finger in order to demonstrate. ‘Wears it on this finger here. It’s quite unusual.’


‘Oh?’


The carpet man laughed. ‘Oh, yes. Diamonds and very large emeralds. Not the sort of thing that an honest man like yourself can afford even to dream about.’


‘No,’ İkmen replied on a scowl, ‘I don’t suppose that it is.’





Chapter 4



As night closed in around the sleek, black Mercedes, Arto Sarkissian seriously questioned just what it was he was doing. Bars, however pleasant, were not his scene and having had just two hours’ sleep (at his desk) in the last twenty-four, it occurred to him that perhaps driving was not such a good idea either. But then this meeting in the Mosaic Bar had not been his idea – like a lot of his other encounters with alcohol it had been initiated by his friend, Çetin İkmen. The latter had phoned him some two hours ago, saying that he needed to talk, which they could quite easily have done at the station or, for that matter, at Çetin’s home. But then the issue of Çetin’s home was a vexed one at the present time. There were reasons why his friend didn’t want to go back there; they were the same reasons, or rather reason, why Arto had not been to the İkmen apartment for such a long time. As the thought hit him, the doctor frowned; his friend’s father, Uncle Timür to him, was not a topic he suspected they would be discussing tonight even though he knew that really would be the best thing for Çetin.
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