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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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Dark magic is unleashed on the streets of Istanbul.


When a newborn baby is found drowned in the shallow waters of the Golden Horn, all-out warfare threatens to erupt between rival criminal gangs. Inspector Kerim Gürsel is assigned to the case and he must tread carefully when DNA tests reveal that the baby’s father is Görkan Paşahan, Istanbul’s most feared Mafia boss. But the identity of the infant’s mother is yet to be discovered . . .


Meanwhile, Çetin İkmen and Mehmet Süleyman attend the winter festival known as Bocuk Gecesi, held on the darkest night of the year, and witness a magic trick whereby a young man, Emir Kaya, disappears. While İkmen investigates how the illusion took place, Süleyman conducts a tortuous hunt for Emir Kaya that exposes a harrowing tale of depravation, betrayal and corruption where the bloodline of a child is worth killing for and everything has its price . . .









To Ahmet, Eser, Pat and Celeste.


Also to all the cats of Istanbul.
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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









It was so dark he almost couldn’t see it. His eyes cringed away. There was hair, black like his daughter’s, the back of a tiny head, face down. He couldn’t see whether it was male or female, but it was naked.


‘God!’ he murmured.


A man and his two young sons had been out for an early-morning walk when they’d found the body. Nice middle-class residents of the newly gentrified district of Kağıthane, they’d come down to the creek to watch the sunrise and see what birds they could spot. Instead they’d found this. The father had called it in, a man of around Inspector Kerim Gürsel’s own age, now comforting a boy of about twelve and a tiny lad probably the same age as Kerim’s own daughter, Melda.


Fighting to hold back tears, Kerim said to his deputy, Sergeant Eylül Yavaş, ‘ETA for the doctor?’


‘I’ll get an update,’ she said, and took her phone out of her pocket.


It had been raining the previous night and so the ground was soft and muddy. Kerim shifted slightly awkwardly from foot to foot. Kağıthane Creek was the point at which the Kağıthane Stream fed into the Golden Horn. An area back in Ottoman times where princes and sultans came to picnic beside the famously crystal-clear stream, it had then been known as the Sweet Waters of Europe. Later, during Kerim’s youth, the area had been given over to heavy industry, polluting the Golden Horn and making it stink. Now cleaned up, it had been developed into a superior housing development complete with a high-end shopping mall. People like this respectable man and his family had moved in and now the nearby waterway provided relief from the traffic-choked centre of İstanbul. A benign little patch of open space for the megacity – except that it wasn’t. Kerim had recently read a newspaper article that cited Kağıthane as one of the İstanbul districts most at risk of ‘soil liquefaction’ should another earthquake destroy large parts of the city as it had done back in 1999. ‘Soil liquefaction’ meant that when the earth moved, Kağıthane would fall into a vast water-soaked hole.


‘The doctor’s about fifteen minutes away, sir.’ Eylül put her phone back in her pocket.


‘Good,’ Kerim said. The sooner this child was wrapped in a blanket the better. And although intellectually he knew that warming it made no difference, because the child was dead, looking at its marbled flesh brought to mind such a lack of care and love, he just couldn’t bear it.


Eylül put a hand on his arm, and Kerim gripped her fingers.









Chapter 1





The tall woman in the nurse’s uniform bent down to kiss her sleeping lover. She whispered in his ear, ‘Your breath stinks.’


Çetin İkmen opened his eyes and said, ‘Are you going?’


‘Got to be at work for eight,’ she said. ‘Those crystal-meth casualties won’t treat themselves.’


Still sleep sodden, Çetin İkmen sat up in bed and ran his fingers through his thinning iron-grey hair. Rolling his tongue around his mouth, he realised that Peri Müngün had been right. His mouth tasted like mouldy grapes. That was the last time he was going to flirt with red wine. Brandy or rakı were his drinks. No more assignations with other alcoholic beverages even to please Peri.


He took his cigarettes and lighter off his bedside table and lit up. Then he placed an overflowing ashtray on his chest. He coughed, but persisted. Peri was nagging him to give up – not that she had, but then she was twenty years his junior. Much as he cared for her, İkmen thanked a God he didn’t believe in that they didn’t actually live together. She’d come over the previous evening for dinner and stayed as she often had during the course of the past year.


In truth, ex-inspector of police Çetin İkmen and nurse Peri Müngün had been an item since the end of 2019. But then the COVID-19 pandemic had intervened, and while Peri had fought, often day and night, to save people’s lives at the Surp Pirgic Hospital in Yedikule, İkmen had been locked inside his apartment with his eldest daughter and his cousin. It had been a dark time. Communicating with friends and family by phone – and, with the help of his daughter Çiçek via the Internet – had not been a lot of fun. And he’d been bored. Just the thought of it made him shudder with shame. Lots of people he knew had lost loved ones to COVID. He hadn’t lost anyone. What right had he to complain of boredom?


But then that was his character. Like his addiction to nicotine, it wasn’t anything he could or even wanted to do anything about. İkmen had retired from the police back in 2017, but had kept himself busy with private investigative work. However, all that had ended with COVID, and although lockdowns seemed now to be a thing of the past, his ad hoc business had yet to recover.


Using his voice to assist him, he got out of bed and wandered over to the bedroom window. On the way, he passed the mirror on his wardrobe door and briefly stared at himself. He was sixty-five now, heavily lined; his hair had thinned and he’d grown a beard, which he wasn’t really sure about; and he was skinny. What on earth did a woman like Peri see in him?


His window afforded views of both the Blue Mosque and the Aya Sofya. His father had bought the enormous old apartment İkmen now lived in back in the 1960s. Although the old man was long dead, İkmen still thanked him on a daily basis for leaving the place to him. For a native İstanbullu to live at the beating heart of the Old City was a great privilege, and he knew it. And it was worth a lot of money now.


Maybe Peri wanted him for his apartment?


İkmen laughed.


Watching her made his heart bleed. Not because of what she was doing – reading her cards for the coming day – but because of what he knew she would do when he approached her. But he always kissed her before he left for work. Just because she was sitting under the olive tree shouldn’t make a difference, but it did.


Inspector Mehmet Süleyman took a deep breath and walked out into the frost-dusted garden. His wife Gonca looked up from her tarot card layout, spread on a red cloth on the ground, and began to rise to her feet, slowly and painfully, one hand behind her to push against the ground, her face grimacing with the effort. And although he longed to help her, Mehmet knew that she wouldn’t accept help, not even from him.


‘Is it that time already, darling,’ she said as she stood in front of him, her arms outstretched.


He walked into her embrace and kissed her neck. ‘I’m afraid so.’


Mehmet Süleyman loved his job. Like his colleague, Kerim Gürsel, he’d worked all through the pandemic, risking his life to help the people of his city avoid COVID-19 and stay safe from crime. The strain had taken its toll, and although still a handsome man, Mehmet was now greyer and more lined than he’d been before. This, however, paled into insignificance compared to what Gonca had suffered.


She held him tight. ‘Love you, baby. Come home safe to me tonight.’


Gonca, like İkmen, was twelve years Mehmet’s senior. An accomplished artist whose work was admired across the world, she had given birth to twelve children by her first two husbands before she met Mehmet Süleyman. As an ethnic Romani, her marriage back in 2019 to a policeman distantly related to the Ottoman royal family had scandalised both Turks and her own people. But their love had persisted, even though it had been shaken by the death from COVID of Gonca’s second daughter, Hürrem.


He kissed her lips. ‘I will.’


‘Promise?’


He smiled at her. ‘I promise.’


She’d lost much of her confidence as well as her daughter back in 2020. Every day he’d had to go to work to the sound of his wife screaming in agony at the thought of losing him too. That had now quietened to this pleading for reassurance. Until recently, even her work rate had slowed down. While she’d continued to read tarot cards for clients over the phone during the pandemic, her art had all but ceased. The only part of her that had remained entirely intact through her grief was her desire for him. As she always had done, she made love like a woman possessed, clawing at his flesh, covering his body with bites, but at an intensity he had rarely experienced before. He’d taken to inspecting his body for the wounds she inflicted so he could cover them before he went to work.


But all that was as nothing to the damage that had been done to Gonca by COVID in 2021. Apparently she’d had it mildly, but it had left her with this stiffness in her limbs that she constantly tried to ignore or hide. He knew it caused her pain, but how to even raise the subject with her when she was such a proud woman?


He let her go and walked back towards the house they shared. She’d told him she was going to work on the costumes she was creating for them to wear on Bocuk Gecesi. She would, she’d said, present as herself, a witch, while for him she was in the process of altering the Ottoman army uniform that had been worn by his great-grandfather during the Great War. He didn’t really want to wear it, but he had agreed to do so because it pleased her. ‘You will’, she’d said, when she’d taken it out of his wardrobe, ‘be my prince for the night.’


The festival of Bocuk Gecesi, said to be the darkest night of the year, was not a native İstanbullu tradition. The idea of a night of misrule came from the Thracian city of Edirne, near the border with Greece. Based around a story about a malignant family of witches, people dressed up as ghouls, ghosts and historical figures and gave each other spiced pumpkin to eat – a well-known charm against evil. Organised by a group of artists and other creatives in the trendy district of Cihangir, İstanbul’s version of Bocuk Gecesi had been instrumental in bringing Gonca back to herself. She loved parties, and this was going to be a big night-time celebration featuring outdoor art exhibitions, communal feasting, and performances by street entertainers and magicians. Gonca’s contribution involved a work of art based on the darkest-night theme and some in-person card reading.


As he pulled the front door of their house in Balat closed behind him, Mehmet hoped that his wife would be able to cope.


‘I suppose,’ Dr Arto Sarkissian said as Kerim Gürsel helped him to his feet, ‘that in a city of seventeen million people, one is almost bound to see something like this once in a while.’ He looked down at the tiny body he had just been examining. ‘But I can never get used to it. Adults maybe. But not this . . .’


Kerim helped the pathologist brush dead grass from his overcoat, then said, ‘What do you think, Doctor?’


Dr Sarkissian shrugged. The Armenian was the oldest and dearest friend of Çetin İkmen. In spite of being a year older than the policeman, however, he had not chosen to retire and was now the İstanbul police’s leading pathologist.


‘I don’t think much at the moment,’ he said. ‘Until I get the poor little thing – female, by the way – back to the lab, I won’t be able to tell you much, Inspector. However, there is some bruising to the back of the neck I need to take a closer look at.’


‘What would you estimate her age to be?’ Kerim said. ‘I mean, I know I’m no expert, but she looks newborn or not much older to me.’


The doctor nodded. ‘You’re on the right lines there, Inspector Gürsel.’ He shook his head. ‘I fear we may be in the presence of a child born out of wedlock. Now that abortions have been made more difficult to obtain . . .’ He let his voice trail away.


Abortion had been legal in Turkey since the 1980s, but in recent years the law had been changed to make the procurement of one much more difficult. As a consequence of this, some women, out of desperation, had taken illegal routes to termination, while others had left their babies in places they hoped they might be found and taken care of by others. And while Kağıthane Creek was not an obvious place to put an unwanted child in the hope it would be rescued, this wasn’t impossible. Except that it was winter, and the child was naked.


‘Given the cold weather and the still sadly all-too-prevalent effects of the pandemic, I am somewhat backed up at the moment,’ the doctor continued. ‘Consequently I won’t be able to perform the post-mortem until late this afternoon. Would five p.m. work for you, Inspector?’


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Thank you. I’ll supervise the removal and leave you with scene-of-crime officers.’


‘Thank you, Doctor.’


There was no body bag. The doctor lifted the tiny body into a blanket and then placed it in a holdall. Kerim turned away quickly and spoke to his deputy. ‘We need to question the witnesses.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Officers in white coveralls moved in on the site.


‘What has a godfather firmly rooted in Kars got to do with us?’


Inspector Mevlüt Alibey of the Organised Crime division, a thin, grey-faced man in his early sixties, looked across the desk at Mehmet Süleyman and said, ‘Seriously?’


Süleyman smiled. ‘Mevlüt Bey, I am sure it hasn’t escaped your notice that in spite of the fact that we have all been under threat from a deadly virus for the past almost three years now, some İstanbullus still see fit to murder each other. Just this morning my colleague Inspector Gürsel has been called out to a suspected homicide in Kağıthane. I myself am currently fighting a losing battle to catch up with paperwork related to one gangland execution and a domestic murder, both more than six months old . . .’


‘Mehmet Bey, Ümit Avrant is a convicted killer . . .’


‘I know. He served twelve years for the murder of his brother, I recall. He’s done his time.’


‘Yes.’


‘However?’


‘Avrant’s son became engaged to the daughter of Görkan Paşahan back in April,’ Alibey continued. ‘A huge party was held to celebrate this event at the Çırağan Palace Hotel here in the city.’


‘I remember.’


Süleyman had married Gonca Şekeroğlu at the Çırağan Palace just prior to the pandemic. Back in April, when the Paşahans, one of the local crime families, had celebrated the engagement of daughter Sümeyye to Ümit Avrant’s son Atila at the venue, it had been covered extensively by the kind of breathless celebrity magazines Süleyman’s young niece liked to read.


‘So Avrant is in the process of buying two adjacent yalıs on Büyükada and has applied for permission to demolish them both and build some sort of futuristic iteration of the Starship Enterprise in its place for Atila and his bride.’


Süleyman, who came from a venerable Ottoman family that still owned a creaking yalı, or summer villa, on Büyükada, a small island in the Sea of Marmara, said, ‘Buildings on the Princes’ Islands are protected.’


‘With respect, Mehmet Bey, we both know that when it comes to crime families, particularly those in good odour with, shall we say, those with influence . . .’


Süleyman leaned back in his chair. ‘Forgive me, Mevlüt Bey. While Ümit Avrant may well be in good odour, his son’s prospective wife and her family are most certainly not. As I am sure you are aware, the whereabouts of Görkan Paşahan have become something of a national obsession.’


Shortly after his daughter’s engagement, the crime boss had left Turkey in the wake, it was said, of a disagreement with certain people in high places. Since then he had broadcast a series of podcasts threatening to detail what he knew about the private lives of various community leaders and politicians. He had also, it was alleged, killed a Latvian prostitute. Paşahan was a wanted man, both by Süleyman and his colleagues in Homicide and by the people he had threatened to expose. So far, his whereabouts had proved elusive.


Alibey leaned forward. ‘We’re trying to get to Paşahan’s money,’ he said. ‘If we can cut him off from his cash, we can possibly starve the bastard out. But there’s a problem: it’s all offshore. Mehmet Bey, I’ve come to you in order to find out what you’ve got on Paşahan regarding the death of this prostitute. When we can find him, maybe we can extradite him . . .’


It was clear that Alibey was under pressure from those way above his pay grade. İstanbul Commissioner of Police Selahattin Ozer was probably behind it. A friend of the ruling elites, Ozer was possibly under considerable pressure himself regarding Paşahan.


‘So this isn’t about Avrant at all?’ Süleyman said.


‘Well, it is inasmuch as Avrant appears to be moving into the city . . .’


‘Possibly.’ Süleyman tipped his head. ‘But surely any sort of alliance with Paşahan – were that ever a reality – has to be off the agenda at the moment due to Görkan Bey’s current status. I mean, I’m assuming the wedding is off . . .’


He brought up his records regarding the death of prostitute Sofija Ozola.


‘Sofija Ozola was found dead by her roommate, a Polish woman, in the apartment they shared in Kuzguncuk on 1 May 2022. Death by strangulation. Suspects were customers. Three ruled out. Forensics felt the place had been cleaned post-mortem, paucity of usable evidence. Anecdotal evidence that Paşahan was a regular.’ He looked up. ‘Motive unknown. However, Paşahan did leave the country on 10 May, and so . . .’


‘If we find him, can he be extradited?’


‘On what I have, it’s questionable. Hearsay. The only actual witness statement we had was later withdrawn. And while I infer from your presence here, Mevlüt Bey, that you are probably experiencing some pressure to progress the apprehension of Paşahan, I am not yet in that position. I will help you if I can, but my time is already limited, and with another potential unlawful killing today . . .’


‘I understand, Mehmet Bey,’ Alibey said. ‘It’s just . . .’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve got my doubts about the notion of bringing him in on fraud charges.’


‘Because the money’s offshore?’


‘Not just that.’ Alibey looked behind him. It seemed the organised-crime officer didn’t want anyone overhearing what he was about to say next. ‘Mehmet Bey, I wouldn’t say this to anyone else. But as you know, while I never liked him, I always respected Inspector İkmen as a man of integrity, and I know you remain close.’


‘Yes . . .’


‘While some of Paşahan’s money, as we know, comes from his long-term connection to the heroin trade, much of it, we think, comes from sources some would rather didn’t come to light. Those connections he now seeks to . . . embarrass. I am, as you have indicated, experiencing some pressure, and yet I feel that should I find anything, it may be sidelined. Do you understand?’


Süleyman paused, time during which his personal mobile pinged to indicate he had a message. But he didn’t pick it up. Instead he said, ‘And so a review of my evidence concerning the death of Sofija Ozola would help, maybe?’


Alibey exhaled, relieved. ‘I would appreciate it, Mehmet Bey.’


‘Of course I cannot promise to come up with anything useful to you,’ Süleyman said. ‘And remember, we still don’t know where Paşahan is.’


‘No, but if you could . . .’


‘I will do my best.’


Alibey wanted a deflection, something to temporarily take the heat off his department. Understandably, he didn’t want to open the can of worms that was Paşahan’s finances, and nor did his bosses. But he was compelled to go through the motions, and if Süleyman could tie Paşahan to the death of Sofija Ozola, then that was all to the good, because he had some grave doubts about the gangster’s innocence.


When Alibey had gone, he picked up his mobile and opened the text he’d received. It was from Gonca. As well as reading her own cards every day, she also read for her husband. Süleyman didn’t know whether he believed in fortune telling, but this snippet did pique his interest: Darling, today you must beware of those who are not what they seem. I love you, Gonca.


He responded with a heart emoji.


The İstekli family lived in one of the new high-rise apartment blocks that of late had characterised much of the Kağıthane district. On the eighth floor, the family’s three-bed apartment was smart and spacious, and was also testament to the success of father Mustafa İstekli’s hard work as a civil engineer. His wife, Ece, a covered woman, didn’t work, spending most of her time attending to the needs of their two sons, eleven-year-old Levent and four-year-old Necip.


When Kerim Gürsel and Eylül Yavaş entered the apartment, Ece was sitting on a sofa in the apartment’s huge lounge, comforting her boys.


After asking the officers whether they would like tea, Mustafa İstekli took them to one side. ‘I’ll tell you what I can about this morning, but I don’t know whether you’ll get much out of the boys.’


‘It was your younger son, Necip, who found the body, is that right, Mr İstekli?’ Kerim asked.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘He was poking about in the water with a stick, as children do. I had my binoculars out. Levent and I were passing them between us. I’d spotted some goldfinches. The first time I realised anything was amiss was when I heard Necip begin to cry. I went over to him and asked him what the matter was, and it was then that I saw it.’


‘The child’s body?’


‘Yes. Necip thought the baby was asleep and began to cry when it didn’t wake up.’


‘And your other son?’ Eylül asked.


‘Levent followed me over to his brother. Unlike Necip, he could see exactly what it was, the same as I could. I grabbed both the boys and took them away from the scene and then I called you.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve always tried to protect my family, and so my children are not accustomed to such sights.’


Kerim said, ‘I understand.’


‘Do you?’ İstekli asked. ‘Inspector, I was brought up in Tarlabaşı, where death on the streets is not an uncommon occurrence. That and the sight of men dressed as women and all other kinds of unnatural practices is not what one wants to bring one’s children up around. I thought that here in Kağıthane we’d be away from the seedier side of life.’


Kerim, who lived in Tarlabaşı with his wife and four-year-old daughter, didn’t comment.


‘So what will Mehmet do while you’re reading everyone’s cards?’ Çetin İkmen asked Gonca.


They were drinking coffee and smoking cigarettes in the artist’s studio at the back of her old Greek house in Balat. Although married to Mehmet Süleyman, Gonca Şekeroğlu had been friends with Çetin İkmen for much longer. As a child, İkmen and his brother Halıl had been taken by their mother, Ayşe, a native Albanian and a witch, up to Sulukule, where the Roma had lived back in the 1960s. There he had met with Roma witches, including Gonca’s powerful mother, and the many Şekeroğlu children had played with the two little Turkish boys. Çetin had always had a soft spot for Gonca.


‘I mean, I may be wrong, but I can’t see him going house to house offering spiced pumpkin to people,’ İkmen continued.


Gonca waved this away. ‘He’s going to be wearing his great-grandfather’s uniform. I just want him to look Ottoman and gorgeous.’


‘Not sure whether having his face powdered white will enhance his appearance,’ İkmen said.


‘Oh, he doesn’t have to do that!’


‘Yes, he does. We all do. Either we’re doing Bocuk Gecesi or we’re not. And Bocuk Gecesi involves powdering your face white so the evil Bocuk witches think you’re already dead.’


Gonca thought for a moment. ‘Well, maybe a little powder, then.’


‘You don’t want him dragged down to hell . . .’


The cynical look on her face made İkmen clam up. These were not her traditions and so she only paid them lip service. Were Bocuk Gecesi a Roma festival, she would be taking it very seriously.


‘Have you seen Şeftali lately?’ he asked instead.


Gonca put up a series of large photographs of the Cihangir district on her easel and stared at them. Ornate nineteenth-century buildings nestled amongst tidy modern apartment blocks, their balconies festooned with flowers.


‘No,’ she said without looking at him. ‘Why would I want to go and spend time in her stinking hovel?’


‘Because she’s your cousin,’ İkmen said. ‘Because Şeftali predicted the pandemic . . .’


‘No she didn’t!’ She turned to him. ‘That was her demon.’


Şeftali Şekeroğlu was a professional falcı, a fortune teller. However, unlike most people in her line of work, she relied on not just tarot cards or coffee grounds to peer into someone’s future. She had a demon called a Poreskoro to help her. And while Çetin İkmen’s relationship with his mother’s world of magic and the unseen was at times deeply sceptical, he had actually seen the Poreskoro with his own eyes. If it was a trick, it was a good one.


İkmen had come to Balat to talk about the Bocuk Gecesi festival with Gonca at Mehmet’s request. Although on the surface she seemed like her usual confident self, it was going to be her first professional engagement since the pandemic, and her husband knew she was nervous. As well as reading cards, she was also going to be gathering material for one of her famous collages, which would represent the darkest night. Later on in the year it would be auctioned off to the benefit of a local charity dedicated to the care of street animals.


‘So how are you getting on with Orhan Paşa’s uniform?’ he asked her. ‘And how do you feel about touching a dead man’s clothes?’


Roma people believed that the property of the dead was inhabited by their spirits, which sought to remain on earth and do mischief to the living.


‘It’s Mehmet’s, not mine,’ she said. ‘You gage don’t believe as we do. Had he been Roma, I wouldn’t have touched it, wouldn’t have had it in the house. Anyway, it’s not as if the old man died in it.’


‘No, but he fought in it,’ İkmen said. ‘In the deserts of the Hejaz. Mehmet told me that when his mother gave him the uniform’ there was sand in one of the pockets.’


‘Well, there isn’t now,’ Gonca said. ‘I’ve taken it in – Orhan Paşa was one of those champagne- and caviar-swilling princes – and I’ve cleaned it thoroughly.’


He imagined her performing unintelligible cleansing rituals over it.


‘It will be ready for tomorrow night,’ she said. ‘And my husband will look fabulous.’


Ah, to be so in love, İkmen thought. He’d felt like that about his wife, Fatma, mother of his nine children, dead since 2016. They’d had a fiery relationship – he an atheist, she a devout Muslim – but they’d adored each other. He still loved her, in spite of her death, in spite of his girlfriend, Peri. And yet increasingly he thought more and more about Peri. Snarky and funny, she was good for him. He liked that she found sex both pleasurable and amusing – Fatma, in private, had always said she found the whole process hilarious too. Peri was also kind and tolerant. His children were not hers, and yet whenever they were at his place, she just fitted in with however many kids were at home at any one time. Ditto his transsexual cousin Samsun. A hard-working, if often tired, trans woman in her seventies, she pulled no punches for anyone. But Peri rolled with her sharp tongue and had finally gained her respect. İkmen’s eldest daughter Çiçek had told him some months ago, ‘Peri must love you very much, Dad, to put up with our family.’


He smiled to himself and saw that Gonca was smiling too. He knew that she knew exactly what he had been thinking.


‘Do you remember what you were doing just before your brother found the baby, Levent?’ Eylül Yavaş asked the eleven-year-old.


Ece İstekli squeezed her son close to her side. ‘It’s all right, Levent, you’ve done nothing wrong. Just answer the officer.’


The boy, who was skinny and tall for his age, pulled his arm across his eyes, wiping away a few nascent tears.


‘I was with Dad,’ he said. ‘We saw goldfinches.’


‘Was that exciting?’ Eylül asked.


He shrugged. She suspected that birdwatching was rather more Mustafa İstekli’s passion than that of his children.


‘I heard my brother start crying. He’s only little and so he does that sometimes,’ Levent said. ‘My dad went over to him, and then so did I.’


‘Levent, did you see anyone walking about around Kağıthane Creek this morning?’ Eylül said.


‘No.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Any dogs?’


People often took their dogs to open spaces like the creek where they had space to run and play off their leads.


‘No . . .’


‘There was a horsey.’


They all turned to look at little Necip, tucked in on the other side of his mother.


Kerim leant in towards the boy. ‘What kind of horsey was it, Necip? Was anybody riding it?’


‘Black,’ the boy said. ‘Black horsey.’









Chapter 2





Sergeant Ömer Müngün leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers around the back of his head. Then he yawned.


Mehmet Süleyman looked up from his computer screen. ‘Bored, Sergeant?’


Ömer shook his head. ‘Sorry, boss,’ he said. ‘Not a lot of sleep last night. We’re trying to get Gibrail to sleep in his own room, but he won’t have it. Keeps on getting up, coming into our bedroom, jabbing me awake with his fingers and babbling at me.’


A native of a far eastern district of Turkey called the Tur Abdin, or Slaves of God, Ömer Müngün had been Mehmet Süleyman’s deputy for fifteen years. Now thirty-six, he lived with his young wife Yeşili, their three-year-old son Gibrail, and Ömer’s sister Peri in a small apartment in the central Gümüşsuyu district of the city. All members of an ancient religion centred on a Mesopotamian snake goddess called the Şahmeran, the Müngüns spoke Aramaic amongst themselves, and this was what Ömer meant when he described his son as ‘babbling’ at him. In spite of his own and his sister’s best efforts, Yeşili Müngün still couldn’t speak Turkish, which meant that Gibrail was basically a monoglot too. This upset Ömer, who wanted his son to blend in with other children as soon as possible. It was also a reminder of the fact that his marriage to Yeşili had been arranged by his parents. Three and a half years on from his wedding, he still was not in love with his wife.


‘They’re hard work when they’re that age,’ Süleyman said. His own son, who was now twenty and at university, had slept in his parents’ bed until he was four.


Ömer shook his head. ‘On top of that, nothing’s jumping out at me about the Sofija Ozola case,’ he said. ‘Certainly not in relation to Görkan Paşahan. The girl she shared with, Zuzanna Nowak, was the only person who mentioned Paşahan’s name. Not the landlady or the neighbours. Big blond Zuzanna Nowak . . .’


Süleyman shot him a disapproving look. ‘Yes. But back to business . . . Nowak lived with Ozola and so she’d know more than anyone else. But she retracted her statement that she had seen Paşahan on the day of Ozola’s death. Can you see if any forensics are still outstanding?’


‘I can, although I doubt it.’


Prostitutes like Sofija were frequently victims of crime and sometimes murder in İstanbul. Unless they worked for one of the fast-disappearing state-run brothels, they were vulnerable to attack from unscrupulous pimps, organised-crime gangs and their customers. Sofija Ozola had been fortunate enough to share an apartment with Zuzanna Nowak, who worked as a sociology lecturer at Koç University and had apparently got to know Sofija via a local gym. Nowak had known what Ozola did for a living when she’d agreed to share her apartment with her, which had seemed odd, but the Polish woman had explained it by saying that as a liberal, she couldn’t condemn Sofija for her choice of profession. Sex work, she’d told the police, was like any other job. But who would actually want to share an apartment with someone on the game? At the time, Süleyman had assumed that, like most people, Zuzanna was having trouble paying her rent. Landlords across the city had been ramping rents up for some years.


‘And find out whether Zuzanna Nowak is still living in Kuzguncuk, would you, Ömer?’


‘Yep.’ Ömer looked up. ‘Boss, are we going after Paşahan? You know he’s outside the country.’


‘Of course,’ Süleyman said.


‘And it’s political,’ Ömer continued.


‘For some people, yes.’


‘So . . .’


‘I said I’d look into it as a favour to Organised Crime,’ Süleyman said.


‘Oh.’


‘We’re not exactly rushed off our feet at the moment, are we?’


‘No. Unlike Kerim Bey,’ Ömer said.


Süleyman shook his head. ‘It’s always bad when a child is involved.’


‘Where are you going?’


‘Büyükçekmece,’ she said as she picked up her bag of tools and flung it in the back of the Land Rover.


Emir Kaya and his sister had lived in Cihangir all their lives. And while Emir was an artist, Meryem Kaya had taken over the family business from her father, who had belonged to a long line of blacksmiths. Today she was going out to the İstanbul mounted-police training centre in Büyükçekmece.


‘They’ve a new horse,’ she continued, ‘a stallion. It’s only his second shoeing.’


‘Mmm.’ Emir leaned against the wall of the garage. In the old days, this had been the forge where generations of Kayas had made shoes for thousands of the city’s horses. Now his sister took her skills wherever they were needed, which ranged from the mounted-police training centre to riding schools, and also to the Roma, who still had a few horses in the back streets of Tarlabaşı. She scraped a living. But it was what she’d always wanted to do.


‘You busy tomorrow?’ Emir continued.


‘I’ll be here for Bocuk Gecesi,’ Meryem said.


‘So you’re working in the day?’


‘Yedikule. Man wants me to shoe his ancient horse. Poor beast’s got shoes as thin as paper.’ She looked hard at her brother. ‘What’s the matter, Emir? There’ll be lots of people here tomorrow night, and once they’ve seen your work, I’m sure you’ll get some commissions.’


‘Yes, but the nature of what I do . . .’


‘Your work isn’t attacking anyone specifically,’ she said. ‘It’s a comment on a phenomenon everyone can see with their own eyes.’


‘Maybe. But people will be coming from outside Cihangir, remember.’


He looked crestfallen, and so Meryem, his big sister by ten years, went over and stroked his face.


‘Don’t worry, little brother,’ she said. ‘Everything will be fine, I promise. I know you’re still hurting, but now you have to move on. You played with fire but you got away with it. Just be grateful you’re still breathing.’


The baby looked so tiny and so vulnerable. Naked on the cold steel pathology table, she seemed to embody the tragedy of death.


Dr Sarkissian and his assistants, an anonymised group wearing scrubs, surgical masks, visors and gloves, looked like characters from a science-fiction movie as they welcomed Kerim Gürsel and Eylül Yavaş into the laboratory. Similarly outfitted, the two officers sweated heavily in the unaccustomed plastic coveralls.


Arto Sarkissian, who, due to his wide stature, was the only recognisable attendee, spoke into a voice recorder held by a colleague. ‘Thank you for attending, Inspector Gürsel, Sergeant Yavaş. To give you some indication about what is going to happen today, I can tell you that I will proceed with this post-mortem in exactly the same way as I would for an adult cadaver. To wit, I will make a single incision down from the base of the neck, through the thorax and abdomen, finishing just above the groin. I will then remove and examine the subject’s internal organs with a view to determining cause of death. After that, I will make an incision across the back of the skull and remove the brain, again for examination as well as for the harvesting of samples for further analysis.’ He looked around the laboratory. ‘Are we ready, everyone?’


Kerim didn’t feel ready, but he murmured his assent. The doctor took a large scalpel from an instrument tray and made a deep incision at the base of the child’s neck. This was accompanied by a noise Kerim could not describe. Forcing himself to look as Sarkissian opened up a deep fissure in the tiny body, he heard the doctor say, ‘Subject is a female newborn weighing 2.7 kilograms and measuring 46 centimetres in length. This is slightly underweight for a full-term infant, which may mean that birth was concluded several weeks premature. Infant has pale skin, black hair and blue eyes. Body is pliable, rigor having passed off some four hours ago. I should add here that the onset of rigor is frequently more rapid in infants. Subsequent disappearance of rigor is also generally quicker due to paucity of muscle mass in young children. Using rigor as a guide to time of death, I would estimate this to have occurred between 0400 hours and 0600 hours local time İstanbul, Republic of Türkiye.’


Kerim looked at Eylül, who appeared impassive. They had been called to the scene of the baby’s discovery at 6.35 a.m., which meant it was possible that the İstekli family had just missed whoever had abandoned the child in the creek. Only four-year-old Necip had reported seeing anyone in the vicinity, but could such a young child’s testimony be validated? According to his father, Necip was ‘in love’ with horses. They did often see them in the area – there were two riding schools locally – and so when asked whether he’d seen anyone, it was almost inevitable that he’d mention horses. This one, the child had told them, had had a rider. A lone rider early in the morning.


The first person to touch the baby’s corpse had been Dr Sarkissian. It had been cold. Also the child had been lying on her stomach, which, when the doctor had turned her over, had exhibited signs of livor mortis, of blood pooling at the lowest part of the body. This could begin to become apparent one hour after death, meaning that the horse and more specifically its rider may or may not be significant. Was it possible that he or she had stayed in the vicinity of the body for as much as an hour? Had he or she gone for a ride after placing the baby? Why?


‘I should state at this point that it is my belief that the contents of the lungs may well be pertinent to cause of death,’ Dr Sarkissian said. ‘The subject when found was face-down in a stream emanating from the nearby Kağıthane Creek.’


‘Doctor, do you think that where the body was found was where the subject died?’ Eylül Yavaş asked.


‘I’m not yet sure,’ Sarkissian said. ‘Depends what I discover, or not, today, as well as on samples and observations taken by the forensic team. I hope to have more for you when I have had time to assess my own evidence and theirs.’


Melda had gone on and on when Edith had suggested an outing to Gezi Park. Of course Sinem had known why Edith had done it, and on the one hand she blessed her for it. But on the other hand, being alone was the very last thing she needed.


At forty-five, Sinem Gürsel had the kind of life many women would envy. She had a loving husband with a good job, a beautiful little daughter, and while the family lived in Tarlabaşı, one of İstanbul’s rougher districts, all their friends were nearby. She even had an unofficial nanny in the shape of Madam Edith.


But all was not as it seemed. Her handsome husband Kerim, though caring and loving towards her, was actually homosexual. Unable to be ‘out’ in a country that had latterly clamped down hard on such lifestyles, he still mourned the death of his transsexual lover Pembe, four years previously. And while Sinem had always known who and what Kerim was, she longed for more love than he could give. Then there was her health. She had suffered from rheumatoid arthritis since childhood, and one of the reasons Madam Edith – an elderly drag queen the couple both knew and trusted – came to look after Melda was to relieve the strain on Sinem.


Until recently, the arrangement had worked well. During the pandemic, Edith had actually moved into the Gürsels’ apartment, time during which four-year-old Melda had fallen in love with her. The feeling had been mutual, and almost every night, Edith sang the little girl to sleep with selections of songs once performed by her muse, Edith Piaf. This was Edith’s act in drag clubs and gay bars all over the city, and Melda loved it. The two of them would often go out to Gezi or breeze along İstiklal Caddesi singing ‘Non, je ne regrette rien’, giggling happily. Their joy had pleased Sinem too.


But then things had changed, suddenly and without warning. When the last lockdown had ended, she’d felt so happy. Kerim had taken them all out to Bebek for the day in the car, and although it hadn’t been warm, they’d sat by the Bosphorus with ice creams. Bebek was famous for its ice-cream parlours and Sinem remembered the taste of her pistachio cone, which at the time had signified the victory of their survival. No one they knew had died and the world had suddenly felt clean again, the future bright.


But then a darkness she had never even imagined had descended. Out of nowhere.


Alone and afraid, Sinem hardly dared breathe.


‘I still need to test liquid taken from the lungs, but I would lay money that it came from the creek,’ Dr Sarkissian said. ‘The bruises on the back of the neck are consistent with the child being held face down. Unlike in the case of an adult, it would not have taken long for suffocation and death to occur.’


‘How can anyone do that?’ Kerim Gürsel said. ‘How?’ He was angry. His fury enhanced by his own status as a father.


‘I don’t know,’ the doctor replied. ‘However, disturbing though this is, we must not be too quick to judge. While we may have consigned the practices of our ancestors to the dustbin of history, the reality is that the twenty-first century has seen an upswing in those desirous of living a more conservative lifestyle. This can bring with it a return to dilemmas of the past, to wit the young woman made unwantedly pregnant by an abuser or a lover who finds herself desperate.’


Kerim felt his eyes gravitate towards the headscarfed Eylül Yavaş.


She said, ‘Sir, if you think I approve of—’


‘We must most certainly not point fingers at each other,’ the doctor said. ‘I was merely laying out a possible scenario. And remember that some Christians approve a more punitive approach to “sin” these days too. Everyone seems to.’


Kerim said, ‘I apologise, Sergeant Yavaş.’


They were sitting in Dr Sarkissian’s office after the post-mortem, drinking tea.


‘The people who persecute women are my enemies too,’ Eylül continued.


‘Yes, well at this stage of the investigation, we must concentrate upon finding the truth,’ the doctor interjected. ‘Whatever that may prove to be.’


Kerim Gürsel nodded. ‘Indeed.’


The men who worked with Eylül Yavaş had become used to the fact that she wore a hijab. As the daughter of an elite secular family, it was solely her choice. She didn’t bring her religious beliefs to work, never proselytised, and had earned her colleagues’ trust and respect through hard work and diligence. However, when something like a suspected ‘honour’ killing happened, her colleagues still struggled with where exactly Eylül might stand on such issues. Here a dead newborn had once again brought doubts into Kerim Gürsel’s mind about his colleague. Yet he also knew that ever since the birth of his daughter, he had been particularly sensitive when it came to crimes against children – especially girls. He loved his Melda so much, he always saw her face when he came across a mistreated child and he struggled to control his tears. The little girl gave his life meaning, especially in light of the fact that his old life, as a gay man, was no longer available to him. His wife and child were now his entire world, and every night he rushed out of his office and drove like a maniac to get back to them. Well, he did this most nights . . .


The doctor’s voice roused him from his drifting thoughts.


‘I will probably be able to confirm my findings tomorrow, hopefully in the morning,’ he said.


‘Thank you, Doctor.’


The Armenian took in a deep breath and got to his feet. ‘And so, Inspector Gürsel, Sergeant Yavaş, with that in mind, I will return to my work. Whatever happens, I will call you tomorrow morning. Even if that is only to tell you I still have my doubts. In the meantime, I will email Commissioner Ozer with my findings so far. I know he is eager to issue a statement to the press. There’s a possibility the mother is out there somewhere, very likely needing medical attention.’


Zuzanna Nowak, the Polish woman who had shared an apartment with Sofija Ozola, had moved. Just over a month after Sofija’s death, she’d given up her tenancy on her apartment in Kuzguncuk and moved to Bebek on the European side of the city. More convenient for her job at Koç University in nearby Sarıyer, Bebek, like Kuzguncuk, was an upscale district, and both of Nowak’s apartments, the old and the new, were large.


Ömer Müngün leaned back in his chair and chewed the end of his pen. Moving after a terrible incident like murder made sense and was common. Why would you want to live somewhere tainted by violent death? And Bebek made much more sense than Kuzguncuk in terms of Nowak’s job. What jarred was the size and appointment of her apartments. The Kuzguncuk place had three bedrooms, the Bebek apartment four; both had Bosphorus views, and in Bebek she lived alone. Why so much space for just one person? And why had she shared with a hooker anyway when she was in Kuzguncuk? If she’d been hard up for money, she could easily have downsized.


Zuzanna Nowak had stated, almost immediately, that Görkan Paşahan had visited the day Sofija had died. Although the police had been able to find no evidence of Paşahan’s presence at the property, she had stuck to her story. Then she’d retracted it, and Paşahan had had his little falling-out with powerful people and left the country.


Seventy-year-old Görkan Paşahan was not a native İstanbullu. He’d grown up in a small village just outside the north-western city of Bursa. According to his own origin myth, his father, an Albanian, had been a Karagöz shadow-play master. In fact he’d been unemployed for most of his short life. His son, however, had made his money in the nearby ski resort of Uludağ, where he’d provided security services, lavish dining and entertaining and, it was said, ‘female company’ and heroin to the rich and famous. A staunch supporter of the current status quo, he was, or had been, a pious man, who had a connection to the now imprisoned İstanbul godfather Esat Bocuk. It was said by some in the criminal underworld that when he moved to the city in 2021, it was with a view to taking over Bocuk’s crime empire on the Asian side. But then he’d got into hot water with those in high places . . .


Ömer looked over at Süleyman. ‘Boss, does Esat Bocuk’s old mother still live in Kadıköy?’


‘I believe so,’ Süleyman said. ‘Why?’


‘Few months ago there was a whisper that Görkan Paşahan took old Neşe Hanım under his wing when Esat got put away. Moved to the city to be close to her.’


Süleyman frowned.


‘Makes sense,’ Ömer continued. ‘With her son and one of her grandsons inside and the other boy raving his head off in the psych hospital, Bocuk’s operation fell apart.’


‘I was pleased with that result.’


‘Yeah, but . . .’ Ömer paused. ‘When Paşahan moved to the city in 2021, he bought a waterfront property in Beykoz, the Zambak Yalı. Remember Organised Crime tipped us off?’


‘Yes, but nothing happened, because shortly afterwards, Paşahan left the country,’ Süleyman said. ‘So he bought a yalı, which he was perfectly entitled to do . . .’


‘And moved a lot of his people in from Uludağ, boss.’


‘Yes . . .’


‘Well, I don’t know where they went when Görkan Bey shipped out. Do you? The place is empty now.’


Süleyman leaned back in his chair and stuck his pen in his mouth, in lieu of a cigarette. ‘Where’d you hear about Paşahan and Neşe Hanım?’


‘Organised Crime.’


‘What, you had a meeting with them? I don’t remember it.’


‘No, boss. Lad from my old mahalle joined back in March. My dad told me to look out for him. We’ve been out a few times together. Officer Zeynel Kösen. He’s just a grunt, but he’s a bright lad. He said his boss, Inspector Alibey, reckoned that Paşahan was looking out for old Neşe.’


Alibey hadn’t said anything like that to Süleyman. ‘How does he know that?’ Süleyman asked.


‘Don’t know,’ Ömer said. ‘Can’t remember. You want me to ask him?’


What would seem to Süleyman to be a piece of vital intel, Alibey had either forgotten about or chosen not to tell him. If it was the latter, that was concerning.


‘Discreetly, yes,’ Süleyman replied. ‘Inspector Alibey is a valued colleague. I don’t want him to think I’m checking up on him.’


‘No, sir. In fact . . .’ Ömer looked at the time on his mobile phone. ‘Young Zeynel often goes out to the car park for a smoke mid afternoon. I could go and see whether he’s about, if you like.’


‘Mmm, yes,’ Süleyman said. ‘But remember, be subtle.’


Ömer Müngün wasn’t always very good at subtle and he knew it. He put his jacket on.


‘Of course, boss.’


‘In the meantime, I will try to find out whether Neşe Hanım still lives in that vast apartment off Bağdat Caddesi,’ Süleyman said.


Before the inspector telephoned the old woman’s local belediye office, he pondered upon the reading that Gonca had performed for him that morning. Someone in his orbit was not who they seemed . . .


When Kerim was a child, his family had lived in the district of Yedikule. On the European side of the city, Yedikule was the heavily populated area that clustered around the Byzantine city walls and was dominated by the Yedikule Fortress, built by the conquering Ottomans in 1458. Always a hard-working district, in the 1970s and 80s, during Kerim’s childhood, it had been home to many migrants from Anatolia, who had flooded into the city in search of work alongside native İstanbullus like the Gürsels. Along with their many skills, these migrants had also brought with them what Kerim’s late father had called ‘country stuff’. This covered not only the way they looked, but also what they wore, what they believed and how they lived. It also covered how they got about, which, back in the seventies particularly, was often on horseback.


Kerim didn’t know whether his antipathy towards horses came from his father’s assertion that nobody should be riding in a city except the army, the police and gypsies. All he knew was that they made him nervous. So when Eylül Yavaş went up to a huge beast, mercifully trapped behind a stable door, and stroked its muzzle, he shuddered.


‘What do you want?’


A voice behind caused him to turn. A tall, slim woman wearing a riding hat and carrying a short whip held a hand out to him, which Kerim shook.


‘Sıla Gedik,’ she said. ‘One of my grooms told me you’re police.’


‘Yes,’ Kerim said. ‘You’re the owner of these stables?’


She smiled. ‘They’re called Gedik Stables, so . . .’


The Gedik Stables were the closest horse-riding establishment to the creek. But they hadn’t been easy to find. There were several smallholdings in the area with which the dilapidated-looking riding establishment blended in easily.


He smiled back at her. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘It’s OK. And you are . . .?’


Sıla Gedik was, what was the word? Disarming. Tall, slim and blond, with piercing green eyes.


‘Inspector Kerim Gürsel,’ he said. Eylül arrived. ‘And this is Sergeant Yavaş.’


Sıla Gedik nodded at Eylül and then said, ‘So what do you want to speak to me about? You know we’ve been established on this land for over thirty years.’


‘Oh, it’s nothing to do with your premises, hanım,’ Kerim said. ‘It’s . . .’ Out in the open, with the sky darkening, he suddenly felt exposed. ‘Do you think we might talk inside?’


She bowed slightly, a short, man’s bow, and then said, ‘Of course. I’ll take you to my office.’ She set off at a truly alarming pace towards a building that looked as if it might collapse at the next puff of wind.


Now that İkmen had finished admiring Gonca’s latest work in progress – a collage representing the notion of hüzün, that uniquely İstanbullu version of sensual melancholy – the gypsy had taken him to her salon, where her youngest daughter, Filiz, served them tea and cakes while a warm fire burned in the old Ottoman stove in the corner. The only jarring element in this cosy winter scene was the fact that Gonca had her pet boa constrictor draped around her shoulders.


İkmen was rather fond of Sara the snake. He knew that Süleyman had to steel himself to even look at it but made himself do it because the serpent meant so much to his wife. Back when Roma families like the Şekeroğlu had lived in their old quarter of Sulukule, a lot of the women and girls had danced for tourists, who had paid them. Some girls, like Gonca, had danced with snakes. Now, many years later, Sulukule had been turned into a quarter for the new pious elite, and the gypsies were either confined to the poor district of Tarlabaşı or living in tower blocks many kilometres outside the city. Gonca, however, had money, so was the exception to this. She lived in her vast house in Balat because she loved it and because her skill as an artist had allowed her to buy it.


But she still mourned her old life in Sulukule. Sara, who’d been with her back then, was both her baby and an elderly relative who required tender care.


Now she kissed the boa’s snout and said, ‘You’ve been with me since you were a snakelet, haven’t you, darling.’


‘And still beautiful,’ İkmen said as he lit a cigarette.


‘Me or Sara?’ Gonca asked.


‘Both.’ He smiled.


She looked at him sharply. ‘You’re bored, aren’t you, İkmen?’


‘No. How could I possibly be bored around you, Gonca Hanım?’


‘I mean professionally,’ she said.


‘Oh, that. Well, yes. I know I’m a very old bastard now, but I do object to being useless.’


‘You’re not.’


‘I am at the moment.’


Gonca rearranged Sara so they could both be more comfortable.


‘You should try manifesting a case for yourself,’ she said.


He frowned. ‘Manifesting?’


‘It’s what Hollywood stars do,’ she said. ‘They think about what they want and then it happens. There are thousands of magazine articles about it every week.’


‘Isn’t that just casting a spell? Do such people know how to do that?’


‘No,’ she laughed. ‘They get things because they’re rich and famous and then convince themselves the universe is dancing to their tune. I had a woman on a telephone reading last week. Very posh Şişli lawyer. I read what I saw, and she said she’d go away and work on the things she liked about my reading and then manifest them.’


‘God!’


‘How is a witch supposed to make a living in such a world?’


İkmen shook his head.


‘A lifetime of magical practice reduced to three paragraphs in Cosmopolitan.’


‘But tomorrow night is the darkest night of the year,’ İkmen said. ‘And you will be giving the people of Cihangir the real stuff.’


‘Will I?’


He looked at her. Thinner than she had been in the past, Gonca was still beautiful, even though her great black eyes looked haunted sometimes – like now.


‘When my Hürrem died, I lost something,’ she said. ‘I can’t tell you what, I don’t know. All I can tell you is that were it not for Mehmet, I would be dead.’


İkmen thought for a moment. ‘When he comes home to you, he brings a light that breaks through your darkness. This I know, Gonca. When my son died, the only person who could touch me was Çiçek. It’s not a choice. I didn’t cling to my daughter and she didn’t cling to me. It just was – until it wasn’t.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘One day I could “do” other people again. I wanted to be with them. It’ll happen for you. One day they’ll all bring you joy again – not just Mehmet.’


‘I hope so. I feel as if even magic has deserted me, you know.’


‘It hasn’t,’ İkmen said. ‘You have magic in abundance, Gonca. But when my Bekir died . . .’ He shook his head. ‘It isn’t natural to lose a child. We’re supposed to go first.’


‘I wished myself dead, İkmen. I wished it, I worked for it . . .’ Gonca’s face was tight, strained beyond words.


And then İkmen’s phone rang, and when he looked to see who was calling him, he wondered whether he had inadvertently manifested.
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