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Inspector Mehmet Süleyman is on holiday in Romania when his distant cousin calls. Nurettin Süleyman has bought the Wooden Library, an ancient building in Istanbul once owned by their ancestor. He needs help cataloguing its priceless contents and who better for the job than Mehmet’s old friend Çetin İkmen? As İkmen sets to work, he detects a terrible smell pervading the library that leads to the discovery of a rotting corpse. The dead body is that of Senol Ulusoy, the man who sold Nurettin the library . . .


A long-running feud between the two families comes to light, as does the bitter rivalry between the three Ulusoy brothers, fuelled by their father’s cruel manipulation. Then pathologist Arto Sarkissian makes a shocking discovery that turns this case on its head, and Süleyman’s detective team must dig deep to reveal a truth that is rooted in the past as well as the present . . .
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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
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It was a ritual. He knew about those. His ancestors’ lives had been all about rituals. This one happened at the full moon, although that occurred rather more often than he felt it should. Not so his uncle, who if questioned about this would say, ‘Ah, but you can’t always see the moon, my darling. Sometimes it is covered by clouds.’


And the boy, who was little and thin and a good child, didn’t argue with his uncle.


This occasion, like all the others, began at dinner time, when his aunt left to visit her invalid sister who lived out on the Islands. The meal over, his uncle took his hand and led him out into the darkening garden. Now the sun had set, the air was cooler than it had been during the day, and the boy smiled as the breeze from the Bosphorus played across his face.


‘Now,’ his uncle said as they made their way across the grass and through the trees, ‘you do know, my soul, that I only do this for your safety. Were it up to me, you would be going to bed in your own room, but if you did that . . .’


‘The werewolves would get me,’ the boy said, shuddering with fear as he spoke.


‘Indeed,’ his uncle said. ‘For werewolves are wicked horrors who feast on the flesh of tender children whenever they can. But you know that the books will protect you, don’t you, my darling?’


‘Yes, Uncle.’


‘So once you’re inside the palace, you must go into the tent of your grandfather, Şehzade Mustafa, and get straight into the little bed I have made for you and be very, very quiet. Now, my darling, you must promise me you will do that.’


‘Yes, Uncle, I promise,’ the boy said.


His uncle, who was a handsome man whom the boy admired very much, kissed his cheek and said, ‘Good boy.’


They arrived at the small wooden palace at the end of the garden and, as usual, the boy’s uncle first sighed, and then he said, ‘The Wooden Library of your great-great-grandfather Şehzade Selahattin. You know, my pigeon, you are such a fortunate boy to be able to spend so much time here. The books collected by Şehzade Selahattin contain all the knowledge in the world in every language of the world, and knowledge, you know, my dear one, is power.’


‘Power against the werewolves.’


‘And power that one day, when you are a man, will make you a polymath, just like your great-great-grandfather.’


His uncle opened the vast wooden door and the boy looked inside. There in the hallway was the tattered bell tent that had been used by his ancestor when he had fought for the empire in the Great War in Arabia. Surrounded by shelves bulging with books and lighted candles in sconces on the walls, it always put the boy in mind of the church his mother had once taken him to.


‘This’, she had whispered in his ear as he’d marvelled at the candles and the ikons and the glittering altar, ‘is where I come to pray. But you mustn’t tell your papa that I’ve brought you here or it will make him cross.’


The boy had promised his mother that he wouldn’t tell his father, and he hadn’t. But he did sometimes wonder why his family had so many secrets.


Gently his uncle propelled him forward.


‘In you go,’ he said. ‘Now let me see you get into the tent so that I can be sure that you’re safe.’


The boy did as he was told, and pulled the tent flap closed once he was inside.


He heard his uncle say, ‘Good. Now you stay inside, and when the sun comes up in the morning, I will come and get you. Then we’ll have honey and kaymak for breakfast and all will be well.’


The boy heard his uncle close and lock the great wooden door behind him, then he settled down in his little bed and waited for the candles to gutter and then snuff out. Then, alone, he would hear the werewolves howl outside as they smelled his young blood through the protective ramparts of the books that surrounded him.










Chapter 1



June 2023


‘Mehmet!’ Çetin İkmen smiled into his phone and added, ‘How is Romania?’


‘Strange,’ his friend replied. ‘You’d love it.’


Ex-inspector of police Çetin İkmen brushed a small avalanche of breakfast breadcrumbs off his shirt and lit a cigarette.


‘Anywhere apparently infested with vampires and werewolves is never going to be dull,’ he said. ‘Also, my son Orhan tells me that their cars are very good these days.’


‘Ah, the Dacia,’ Mehmet Süleyman said. ‘Yes, tough vehicles. My wife’s brother has one, and the way he drives, it needs to be.’


Inspector Mehmet Süleyman of the İstanbul Police Department was on holiday in a village just outside Bucharest. Many years before, the brother of his Roma wife Gonca had married a Romanian gypsy, and now the Süleymans were visiting that family for the first time.


‘So does Cengiz Şekeroğlu have a large family?’ İkmen asked.


‘Oh yes, although to be honest with you, I don’t know how many of the children who run in and out of this house day and night are actually his. This village is, I think, almost a hundred per cent Roma, with the exception of one or two Romanian families and me.’


İkmen laughed.


‘All probably related and most of the adults involved, like Cengiz, in gypsy bands and dance troupes,’ Süleyman went on. ‘But Çetin, look I’ll tell you everything about it when I get home. I’ve called to ask you a favour, albeit a paid one . . .’


‘I like the sound of that!’ İkmen said.


‘Do feel free to say no,’ Süleyman continued. ‘I say this because this favour involves contact with my family.’


Mehmet Süleyman came from an old Ottoman family distantly related to the sultans of Türkiye. Partly as a result of this, some of his relations – mainly his mother – could be unpleasantly snobbish, particularly when it came to Mehmet’s Romany wife. İkmen, who didn’t suffer fools or snobs lightly, found his friend’s mother particularly hard to take.


‘Your mother?’ he asked.


‘No. My father’s cousin, Nurettin.’


‘I don’t think I’ve ever met him,’ İkmen said.


‘No, you wouldn’t have.’


‘Why?’


He heard Mehmet sigh. ‘Because my father always kept us away from that side of the family. Nurettin is my father’s cousin. His father, my great-uncle, Haidar, died before I was born. My father used to say they were utterly profligate. Apparently Haidar was always trying to borrow money from my father for one mad scheme or other.’


İkmen cleared his throat.


‘Ridiculous, no?’ Süleyman said.


Mehmet’s late father had been well known across the city for always being broke and often in debt.


‘Anyway, Nurettin made contact.’ Süleyman sighed.


‘How did he get your number?’ İkmen asked.


‘From my mother, who else? Of course she promised him that I’d help him. Family solidarity. Utter nonsense! Anyway,’ he continued, ‘it seems that Nurettin has now come into some money, which means he has managed to buy back a piece of property his side of the family had to sell off decades ago. Long story short, it is a wooden library my ancestor Şehzade Selahattin Efendi used to house his massive book collection back in the 1870s. And unbelievable as it sounds, Nurettin tells me that the books are still in situ.’


İkmen said, ‘Well I suppose if they’ve been kept out of the light in a temperature-controlled—’


‘They are apparently just as Şehzade Selahattin Efendi left them,’ Süleyman said.


‘Oh . . .’


‘And Nurettin wants to catalogue them,’ he added. ‘Which was why he called me while I am on holiday . . .’


‘To help him?’


‘No, to speak to you about helping him,’ Süleyman said.


‘Me?’


‘Everybody even remotely connected to me knows that I used to work for and alongside you, Çetin. Like it or not, you are the most famous and trusted police officer in the country.’


‘Hasn’t exactly made me rich . . .’


‘Because you’ve never wanted to be rich,’ his friend said. ‘You could be a millionaire now if you’d kissed the hands offering you bribes instead of imprisoning them. You may be poor, but you’re loved and trusted and clever, and don’t try to deny it. Nurettin wants you to help him catalogue what may just be piles of dust but that also may be some very interesting books. He’s said he’ll pay you and I’ve told him that if he doesn’t, he’ll have me to deal with. Now what do you say, are you in or out? He’s given me his number to pass on to you, and because he’s an entitled aristocrat, he’ll expect an answer today.’


Burcu Tandoğan had it all – looks, money, an apartment overlooking the Bosphorus and an adoring fan base. Ever since she’d appeared on daytime TV magazine programme, The Kaya Show, she’d been a sensation. So young and yet so gifted. Her predictions, particularly those related to the progress of the COVID-19 virus, had made her Türkiye’s foremost spirit medium. Expertly treading the thin line that existed between a country that was governed by a religiously conservative party and individuals desperate for answers about their uncertain future, Burcu was loved by avowed secularists, some ministers of religion and the armed forces.


She sat down on the floor. It was dusty and uneven, and annoyingly, she noticed that her thin golden gown had snagged on some splinters. She could have it repaired, but it was easier to just buy a new dress. Pushing her long white-blonde hair over her shoulders, she closed her eyes and entered the first phase of her trance.


Her task was to make contact with Byzantine Empress Zoë Porphyrogenita. Born in 978, Zoë was said to have been beautiful, clever and a witch. One school of thought had her down as a murderess too, but that was of no interest to Burcu, or rather to Burcu’s client. Something that had belonged to Zoë was in this old building hidden away behind a shabby fifties apartment block in Taksim. An İstanbullu born and bred, Burcu had never seen this place so close to the heart of İstanbul in her life. The quiet in which it appeared to exist was a revelation.


The smoke she always saw behind her closed eyes when she entered trance appeared and then gradually turned a deep shade of purple. This was a good sign. Purple had been the regal colour of the imperial Byzantine family, and so Burcu sank into it as she began to intone Zoë’s name, swaying backwards and forwards in time to the syllables of the word.


Pictures appeared – of glittering mosaics she recognised from inside the dome of the Aya Sofya, of an artist’s impression she had meditated upon of the Byzantine Hippodrome. Jewels dripping from crowns of soft yellow gold and the smooth face of a white-skinned woman . . .


No. No, a white-skinned man. No, blue. Had she allowed her concentration to wander? Had she been distracted? She visualised the crown again, this time placing a beautiful face with ruby-red lips beneath it, only to find it changed once more. The man . . . blue . . . features a blur . . . eyes open . . .


Dead.


Fighting her way out of the trance, Burcu retched, gagged and then screamed. As she tried to jump to her feet, shaking now, her golden gown caught on even bigger splinters, which ripped the hem of the skirt almost clean away.


There were three of them in the office. There were usually two, which meant that in this atmosphere of extreme humidity and blistering heat, and even with two fans going on maximum, none of them could speak. Mehmet Süleyman was away for two weeks now and Inspector Kerim Gürsel wondered how he was going to cope.


Back in February, Süleyman’s sergeant, Ömer Mungun, had been shot in the right shoulder by someone, as yet unidentified, who was believed to be working on behalf of the Italian Cosa Nostra. Now it was June, and Ömer was still not fit enough to return to duty – apart from anything else he could not hold, much less fire, his service revolver. His temporary replacement, a very young officer called Timür Eczacıbaşı, appeared to be efficient enough when going about his duties for Süleyman. But seconded to Kerim in Mehmet’s absence, he got in the way.


Kerim had been partnered with his sergeant, Eylul Yavaş, for a long time. They were very different. She was a single, religious, covered woman from a wealthy family while Kerim was a secular man who lived with his wife and daughter in a down-at-heel part of the city called Tarlabaşı. He was also homosexual, although that was an aspect of his life he kept to himself. Among the very few people who knew his secret were Mehmet Süleyman and Çetin İkmen, although unknown to him, Eylul knew too. Fiercely loyal to her boss, she looked out for him, just as he always cared for and supported her. They were a tight team with no room for anyone else.


Unable to think of anything more productive to give the young man to do, Kerim asked him to go out and buy them all drinks. A new café had recently opened opposite headquarters, and he’d heard they served iced coffees.


‘Get one each for Sergeant Yavaş and myself, and whatever you want,’ he said as he pressed some banknotes into the young man’s hands.


‘Thank you, sir,’ Timür said. But he didn’t go immediately; instead he bit his lip and then added, ‘Sir, about this missing man . . .’


‘What missing man?’


‘Şenol Ulusoy. His wife reported him missing this morning. Comes from Şişli, retired banker.’


Kerim vaguely recalled that a man was apparently missing. Turning to Eylul, who lived in Şişli, he said, ‘Ulusoy mean anything to you, Sergeant?’


‘No.’


Then looking up at Timür he said, ‘How long’s he been missing?’


‘Two days, sir,’ Timür said. ‘He went out in the evening to have a walk by the Bosphorus and never came home.’


‘Maybe he melted,’ Kerim said. Then, seeing the look of horror on the young man’s face, he added, ‘I mean maybe he collapsed. If he’s retired, he might be quite old. Have you checked the hospitals?’


‘Yes, sir.’


He sighed. He didn’t want to go out in the furnace that was outside. But . . .


‘Give the wife a call,’ he said. ‘Make an appointment to go and see her. Maybe try to find out sensitively whether the old man has memory problems.’


‘OK.’


Timür made to go back to his desk, but Kerim saw the look of panic on Eylul’s face and said, ‘But get the drinks first.’


In spite of not being able to speak Romanian or understand the local Romany dialect, Gonca Süleyman was being introduced to everyone in her brother’s village. With Cengiz as her translator, she was transported from house to house with great ceremony. Everyone wanted the world-famous artist and renowned witch to read their cards in return for mountains of food and liberal amounts of the local plum brandy, țuică. Most of the latter was moonshine made by villagers whose stills, it was said, peppered the nearby Boldu-Crețeasca forest.


There was also what Gonca described as a ‘magical’ pond in the forest where witches performed their rituals prior to the midsummer festival of Sânziene. In part it was the Sânziene festival that had brought Gonca and her husband to Romania. Her brother made his living working as a violinist in a Romany band, and Sânziene was one of his busiest times of the year. Travelling in and around the forest to play at celebrations, Cengiz wanted to show his older sister what a success he’d made of his life in Romania, as well as introducing her to his family.


With the festival only five days away, everyone was getting ready – washing their best clothes, preparing bottles to be used for the healing potions they would make when they collected the yellow Sânziene flowers on Midsummer’s Day, creating celebratory flower garlands and wreaths. Nobody had much time for a solitary Turk, even if he was married to Gonca. Language was of course a huge barrier, but no one offered to translate for Mehmet, and so he spent a lot of time on his own, walking around the edge of the forest. The one thing Cengiz had told him about Boldu-Crețeasca was that he should not venture too far inside in case he met a bear. And although Mehmet was old enough to remember when the İstanbul Roma paraded dancing bears on the streets of the city, those poor things were quite different from wild bears.


Sitting down on a grassy hummock behind the village, Mehmet Süleyman looked into the darkness of the forest and thought about his recent conversation with his father’s cousin, Nurettin. He’d heard nothing from that branch of his family for decades and yet Nurettin had greeted him with enormous warmth and bonhomie.


‘Mehmet, my dear cousin!’ he’d declared with wild enthusiasm when Süleyman had answered his phone. ‘How are you? Where are you? I heard you married a Roma. You must tell me everything!’


And while not knowing Nurettin at all really, Mehmet played along until he discovered what his cousin actually wanted. He knew he wanted something, firstly because otherwise why would he call him out of the blue, and secondly because his father, Muhammed Süleyman, had always described that branch of the family as ‘a dishonest rabble of unforgiving freeloaders’. And although Mehmet didn’t know exactly why his father had said this, he did know that there were dark rumours about them that included gambling, bankruptcy and unnamed ‘unnatural acts’.


However, when Nurettin told him he was calling to, hopefully, enlist the help of Çetin İkmen with the cataloguing of his great-great-grandfather’s library, he did have to admit that his interest was piqued. Şehzade Selahattin Süleyman had been a highly educated man who back in the nineteenth century was said to have the most comprehensive library in the Ottoman Empire. A diplomat, at one time First Secretary to the Embassy of the Ottoman Empire in London, a lot of his books were written in English, which was why Nurettin wanted to employ the Anglophone İkmen.


‘I’m fine with French, but I was never really interested in English,’ he had told Mehmet. ‘I found it ugly, like German.’


It was hardly the investigative work İkmen usually did, but it would, Süleyman felt, provide his old mentor with what could be an interesting distraction. He needed that at the present time. Three years after the death of his wife in 2016, İkmen had started a relationship with Peri, the older sister of Mehmet’s sergeant, Ömer Mungun. She made him happy until, in the wake of her brother’s gunshot injury back in March, she’d told İkmen that she needed a ‘break’. Why, Mehmet didn’t know, but İkmen without work or Peri was not a happy man. Hopefully Nurettin would keep him occupied and pay him fairly for his time – although the latter aspect was in no way guaranteed.


It was said that Nurettin’s family had lost Şehzade Selahattin’s library sometime back in the 1950s – probably due to debt, although no one really knew. Maybe with İkmen involved, the rest of the Süleyman family would learn something about that and about how Nurettin had apparently taken ownership of the building once again.


He both looked and sounded like Mehmet’s late father, Şehzade Muhammed Efendi. Tall, slim and handsome, Nurettin Süleyman was dressed immaculately in a grey suit with a white shirt and opulent purple tie. Unlike İkmen, who looked like a homeless man who’d just been in a rain shower, Nurettin Süleyman was a being entirely without sweat. Leaning lightly on his silver-topped cane, he met İkmen outside the wall at the back of the Şehzade Selahattin Library, just as the light from the setting sun made his thick black and grey hair look like mercury.


‘I can’t tell you how pleased I am you agreed to meet me,’ he said as he held a perfumed hand out to İkmen. ‘You know my whole family are so grateful for the way in which you mentored Mehmet when he was a young man. You are the reason why he’s so successful now.’


İkmen took the man’s hand in one of his own sweaty paws and shook it. He knew that Nurettin was flattering him and just smiled.


‘Now, as we discussed on the phone, the job I have for you may or may not be vast,’ Nurettin said. ‘I have no idea, as yet, about the condition of the books across the entire collection. When I was given the keys two days ago, I did have a peek into the entrance hall, where it seemed to me all was well. But then again, once touched, the books may very well crumble to dust in our hands. Until this most recent visit I had not seen the inside of the library since the 1950s.’


İkmen frowned. ‘Forgive me, but if the books are so delicate and possibly valuable, wouldn’t it be better for you to engage a proper historian. Such a person will have access to restorers . . .’


‘This library was taken away from my family sixty years ago, Çetin Bey,’ Nurettin said, rather pompously, İkmen thought, ‘and so I am not about to allow it to fall into unknown hands again, not even if those other hands belong to the state. Any risk I am taking with these books is mine to take and mine alone. If you find that you cannot condone my desire to do with my property what I will, then please do tell me now so that I may dispense with your services.’


His approach was so high handed that İkmen was tempted to tell Nurettin to go to hell, but he also knew that he was doing this as a favour to Mehmet, who wanted to find out more about what was known as the Wooden Library.


‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘I just wanted to raise the issue . . .’


‘Well now you have, and I have answered you,’ Nurettin said as he pushed open a wooden door and, urging İkmen to follow him, walked into an idyllic, if overgrown, garden. İkmen, who had always prided himself on his İstanbul knowledge, had had no idea this place existed. It was just behind Taksim Square, the heart of the modern city of İstanbul, yet no traffic noise seemed to penetrate the thick stone walls surrounding the garden.


‘It was built in 1873 to house my great-great-grandfather Şehzade Selahattin Efendi’s enormous book collection,’ Nurettin said as he called İkmen’s attention to a sagging and time-scarred building almost obscured by what looked like a small olive grove. Hardly, to İkmen’s way of thinking, a palace, the library was more like one of the smaller ornate Ottoman kiosks one saw out on the Princes’ Islands. There was a slight German influence characterised by numerous heart-shaped carvings on the walls – like the gingerbread house in the Grimms’ fairy tale. He contrasted the little building with the low-rise 1950s apartment block at the top of the garden – all discoloured concrete festooned with poorly attached utility cables – where Nurettin had been brought up and where he still lived. The Ottomans, for all their faults, had known how to make attractive buildings.


‘I’ve no idea how many of the books are written in English,’ Nurettin said. ‘But Şehzade Selahattin did live in England for at least ten years, during which time it is thought he shipped thousands of books home.’ He smiled. ‘Provided the books are intact, I think you may have a job for quite some time, Çetin Bey.’


‘Indeed. But what about the other books?’ İkmen asked. ‘I mean, I assume a large number of them are written in Ottoman Turkish.’


Prior to the establishment of Atatürk’s Turkish Republic in 1923, the Ottomans wrote their language in Arabic script as opposed to the Roman alphabet used today. In practical terms this meant that often old Turkish texts had to be translated.


‘Oh, I was taught to read and write Ottoman Turkish as a child,’ Nurettin said. ‘So that task I have allocated to myself, ditto books written in French.’


Like Mehmet, Nurettin Süleyman had attended the prestigious Galatasaray Lisesi – Türkiye’s foremost boys’ school since Ottoman times. This was where princes, kings and captains of industry went, and many classes were conducted in French.


As he unlocked the front door of the library, Nurettin asked, ‘Çetin Bey, can you speak Greek at all?’


‘I can decipher the alphabet, but that’s about it,’ İkmen said. ‘You think that some of the books might be written in Greek?’


‘Possibly,’ Nurettin said. ‘Just a thought.’


He pushed the door open to reveal a large circular hallway from which rose a staircase leading to a gallery that ran around the top of this central hall. Closed doors at both ground and first-floor level were inlaid with coloured wood marquetry depicting things İkmen could not make out. But then it was not the doors that were of interest to him. Vast, if sagging, bookshelves failed to hold onto the almost unimaginable number of volumes they had been built to support, meaning that great towers of novels, map books, academic tomes and who knew what else were piled up on floors that also creaked and bowed beneath their weight. Even the stairs were littered with volumes, and as the last rays of the setting sun penetrated the small windows in the building’s delicate onion-domed roof, İkmen could see that the air around him, around everything, was thick with dust so dense it was almost edible.


He was fairly sure that his friend Mehmet had not realised the scale of Nurettin’s problem, but he said nothing. He wanted something to do, and this job had the potential to be very interesting. Who knew, maybe he’d find a Charles Dickens first edition. If, of course, he could bear the heat. After a rainy spring, İstanbul had been hit by summer temperatures so high there had been times when it had made him feel sick. And old wooden places like the library were heat magnets.


As if reading his mind, Nurettin Süleyman said, ‘As you can imagine, there’s no water here, but we can of course bring that from my kitchen.’


İkmen looked back through the open front door at the shabby apartment building.


‘Nurettin Bey, I can’t see any sort of fence between your property and this,’ he said. ‘Has it always been like this?’


‘No.’ Nurettin turned away slightly. ‘The people who purchased the Wooden Library from us put a fence up in the 1950s. I had it taken down as soon as we took possession. Unnecessary now, and it’s nice for my aunt to be able to finally walk in the garden as she did many years ago.’


‘Your aunt?’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘She lives in the apartment above mine. She’s very old now. I doubt she’ll trouble you.’


İkmen turned back to the books. For the first time, he noticed something glittering in the middle of the hall.


He walked over to it. ‘What’s this?’


It was a piece of gold-coloured material, dotted with gold sequins. It looked as if it had come from a woman’s skirt.


‘That?’ Nurettin shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’ Then he said, ‘Ah, but of course I brought my aunt in here yesterday. She’s old and fond of wearing floor-length skirts. Yes, now that I recall, she did have a bit of a mishap.’


A bit of a mishap? It was more than that. But İkmen said nothing and just put the material back down on the floor. Mehmet’s family, he had learned over his many years of association with them, were not like other people.










Chapter 2



Şenol Ulusoy and his wife Elif lived in a large apartment on Papa Roncalli Sokak in an area of upscale Şişli called Pangaltı. Famous for its prestigious convent school, Notre Dame de Sion, Pangaltı was the sort of place where one would expect to find a retired banker. Generally quiet, it was very close to Taksim Square and was dotted with patisseries and cafés.


Kerim Gürsel hadn’t wanted to move far when Mehmet Süleyman’s deputy, Sergeant Timür Eczacıbaşı, told him he’d made an appointment to see the wife of the missing Şenol Ulusoy. In fact he’d been almost asleep. His own sergeant, Eylul Yavaş, had been so badly affected by the heatwave that in spite of drinking a huge, iced latte and incessantly pouring cold water down her throat, she had eventually been overcome by sickness and had gone home. This left Kerim and Timür, who were now interviewing a smart woman in her seventies at her mercifully air-conditioned apartment.


Still sweating slightly in spite of the air con, Kerim asked Elif Hanım about her husband.


‘Şenol is seventy-five,’ she said. ‘Retired, as you know, and in reasonable health – well, he was before this heatwave. He doesn’t deal well with it. He often goes for long walks, usually beside the Bosphorus, but he’s never done so at night before. He went out at about eight, citing the awful heat as the reason he had left it so late.’


‘Makes sense,’ Kerim said.


‘Well, that’s what I thought,’ she said. ‘But then as time went on and he still wasn’t home . . . I called Rauf Bey, but he said that Şenol hadn’t been there.’


‘Where?’


A maid brought them all tea, after which Elif Hanım continued. ‘Oh, of course you don’t know. My husband’s father is dying. Şenol’s brothers, Rauf and Kemal, spend a lot of time with him, as does my husband.’


‘At which hospital is this, hanım?’ Kerim asked.


‘Oh, Rıfat Paşa is not in hospital,’ she said. ‘He is under medical supervision at his home.’


Timür looked a little bewildered. It was generally only the poor who died at home these days. But Kerim, with his much greater life experience, knew that the very rich sometimes did that too.


‘So where does your father-in-law live, Elif Hanım?’ he asked.


‘He has a house in Arnavutköy,’ she said. Then she shook her head. ‘We, his family, have put in round-the-clock nursing care and doctor’s visits. He fell into a coma five days ago. I thought that my husband may have been to see him after his walk. The three sons have arranged it so that someone is always with him. Of course, sometimes that’s impossible, though Şenol and Rauf spend as much time with him as they can.’


They didn’t want their father to die alone. Kerim found that touching. But he found Elif Hanım’s use of the title ‘paşa’ in relation to her father-in-law strange. The old Ottoman title referred to a man of note, often a member of the imperial family or a general in the army. People still used the title ‘efendi’ sometimes, but not ‘paşa’. It was odd – as was Elif Hanım’s very obvious coldness.


‘And the third brother?’ Timür asked.


‘Oh, Kemal, I don’t know,’ she said. ‘My husband and his youngest brother haven’t talked for many years . . .’


‘And yet you told us the three of them attend your father-in-law at all times.’


‘Rauf Bey acts as intermediary between Şenol and Kemal. I think they try not to be present at the same time as each other. But anyway, my husband was not at his father’s house.’


‘Was your husband upset when he left here the night before last?’ Kerim asked.


‘No. Well, no more than usual,’ she said. ‘His father is dying and so . . .’ She shrugged.


‘Understood.’


‘Has your husband ever gone off for extended periods of time on his own before?’ Timür asked.


‘No. As I said, he likes to go for long walks, but he always comes home.’


‘Do you have children, Elif Hanım?’ Kerim asked.


‘Yes, a son, Aslan. He lives with his family in İzmir. Şenol Bey definitely isn’t there. In fact Aslan told me just this morning that if his father hasn’t appeared by tonight, he’s going to fly up here overnight to be with me.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s so out of character.’


‘Your husband hasn’t been ill of late?’


She looked at the younger man. ‘No. Apart from the heat affecting him badly. Of course he has the usual aches and pains associated with old age – some arthritis in his knees, high cholesterol. But it’s all under control. Naturally he’s upset about his father, and I have to admit that he has gone into himself rather. As Rıfat Paşa’s principal heir, Şenol Bey has been obliged to take over his business, which at seventy-five is a lot for him.’


‘What is Rıfat Paşa’s business?’ Kerim asked.


‘Property development,’ she said. ‘He owns land and buildings all over the city, some of which he sells, some he rents out. Until this last illness, my father-in-law, who is now ninety-six, controlled everything himself. Şenol has been under a lot of stress, I do have to say.’


When they left the apartment, Kerim stopped outside to smoke in the shade of a balcony before getting back into his car. He looked at Timür. ‘So?’


‘So?’


‘What did you make of Elif Hanım and her story?’


‘Very sad,’ Timür said. ‘It must be difficult for someone of Şenol Ulusoy’s age to take over what sounds like quite a property empire, while also caring for his dying father. It’s the sort of thing that could easily break a person.’


Kerim nodded. ‘Especially with one of his brothers apparently unable to be in the same room with him.’


‘I thought I might ask Elif Hanım about that,’ Timür said. ‘But then I thought better of it.’


‘Good.’


‘Good? I’m wondering now whether I should have,’ the young man said.


‘If Şenol Bey doesn’t reappear by tomorrow, we will ask,’ Kerim told him. ‘But not yet. If he strolls back into his apartment this evening, we won’t need to know. Family feuds are often ridiculous and complicated, and I try to steer clear of them whenever I can.’


When the sun finally deigned to set that evening, Çetin İkmen left home to go to his favourite bar, the Mozaik, mere steps from the entrance to his apartment building. The staff knew İkmen and his cat, who always accompanied the ex-policeman whenever he went there. And so as he walked towards the table that was always and for ever reserved for him, a large glass of iced rakı, together with a jug of cold water and a plate of fish for the cat, was already waiting for him. Marlboro – İkmen’s cats were always called Marlboro – leapt very lightly, for such a large, filthy animal, up onto the table and began to eat while his master let himself fall into his chair. He poured some water into his rakı glass, watched the aniseed flavour spirit turn milky white and drank.


‘Marvellous . . .’


He was about to close his eyes and just savour the moment when he became aware of an agitated presence at his side.


‘Çetin . . .’


It was Samsun, his cousin, who together with İkmen’s eldest daughter Çiçek shared his large apartment. They all came and went to work and play as they wished, and İkmen was aware that he hadn’t seen Samsun for some days. She looked rough. Make-up smeared down her face, ratty fake-fur stole hanging off one shoulder, and she was covered in sweat.


She called the waiter over. ‘Efes, please, Mahmut. Just pour it into the biggest glass you can find, or better still into a jug. I am parched!’


‘Not like you to go for beer,’ İkmen said.


She lit a cigarette. ‘In case you haven’t noticed, Çetin, it’s as hot as a tandır oven these days. Anyway, I’ve been working.’


‘At the club?’


Samsun, a transsexual woman of somewhere over seventy, usually worked a few nights a week in a gay and trans club called the Sailors over in Tarlabaşı. But as far as İkmen knew, it didn’t open during the hours of daylight.


‘No,’ she said. ‘Been covering for Kurdish Madonna. This heat has laid her out flat. She’s all right now, but I’ve been doing her job for the last three days and I am exhausted.’


‘I would think you would be,’ İkmen said.


Kurdish Madonna, another transsexual woman, ran one of the few trans brothels in the city. Also in Tarlabaşı, it was a place where, mainly, repressed straight men went to satisfy their curiosity about ‘chicks with dicks’.


‘Punters are enough to drive you mad,’ Samsun said. ‘Either old uncles who can’t get it up or boys with hair-trigger trouble. Of course they always take their frustrations out on the girls. Bastards. I had one last night stabbed a little love from out east, new to the business. I punched him in the face, broke his false teeth.’


‘Did you report it?’


She looked at him with an incredulous expression on her face. ‘No. Why would I? Now you’re no longer on the force and with Mehmet Bey out of town . . .’


‘Kerim Bey will always help you out, you know that,’ İkmen said.


‘Mmm . . .’


‘Well?’ İkmen lit a cigarette.


‘Don’t like to bother him,’ Samsun said. ‘Best he stays away from the scene completely, given how he is.’


She knew through İkmen that Kerim was gay. She also knew that at one time he had been in love with a trans woman called Pembe, now dead.


‘Anyway, what have you been up to, Çetin?’ she asked.


Her beer arrived, as requested in a large jug. Samsun blew a kiss at the waiter and then drank half the jug down in one go. Afterwards, panting, she said, ‘That is fantastic.’


‘I’ve got a job working for the Süleyman family,’ İkmen said.


‘What, Prince Mehmet?’


‘Not him, his father’s cousin, Nurettin Süleyman.’


‘Oh.’


İkmen turned to look at her. ‘What?’


She shrugged. ‘Bit of a wrong ’un, I heard . . .’


‘Wrong in what way?’


A group of excited teenagers in very skimpy clothes danced past the Mozaik waving glow-sticks. İkmen thought that what Samsun was saying mirrored what Muhammed Süleyman had said about his cousin.


Samsun moved closer and whispered, ‘Money.’


‘What about it?’


‘Oh, nothing specific,’ she said. ‘Like all that family, he’s got champagne tastes and no money.’


‘I’m going to be helping him catalogue his great-great-grandfather’s library,’ İkmen said.


‘Well, don’t expect to get paid. Only saying, Çetin. If Nurettin Süleyman has offered to pay you to help him, don’t get your hopes up.’


The pair lapsed into silence while Marlboro miaowed for more fish. Even if Nurettin Süleyman didn’t pay him, just the opportunity to experience such an old and venerable library was reward in itself. That said, İkmen had not felt entirely comfortable in Nurettin’s company. The man was arrogant and entitled and it bothered İkmen that someone like him, with no visible source of income, could buy such a large piece of land in Taksim. Where had the money come from? Had he perhaps borrowed it? Images of some of the most feared crime lords in the city came into his head, and he shuddered.


‘Remember I said that we needed to talk about midsummer?’ Gonca asked her husband as she sat down beside him in the garden.


Her brother’s house had a large garden surrounded by thick stone walls that on one side had belonged to a now long-gone monastery. Lush with palms and heavily scented evening primrose, the place was lit by fairy lights strung along the walls and fireflies that hovered over the water-lily-encrusted pond.


Mehmet, who had been half asleep when his wife had arrived, said, ‘Eh?’


‘Midsummer.’ She took his arm and then snuggled into his side. The seat they sat on was covered in opulent cushions and was very comfortable. ‘Here they call it Sânziene,’ she said. ‘It’s the night when the Sânzienele fairies dance in the air above the fields, bringing good harvests for everyone. They are very beautiful, the Sânzienele, they make weeds into medicine and all sorts of other miracles. Sânziene is when the veil between the worlds is thin and anything becomes possible.’


Her eyes shone with the excitement of it.


‘So on the day before Sânziene, the twenty-third, preparations are made,’ she went on. ‘Fires are lit to ward off evil spirits and people make wreaths and crosses out of the Sânziene flowers to be thrown onto roofs for good luck or taken to the church to be blessed. My family here are Orthodox, Mehmet, and so the priests of the Christians feature prominently in these celebrations.’


‘I imagined they would,’ he said.


‘Of course there will be lots of food and drink, and also lots of divination . . .’


‘Which means that you will be busy.’


‘Part of the time,’ she said. ‘I want to be with you.’ She kissed him. ‘And when the feasting and dancing are over, I will have to be with you.’


‘Why?’


‘Well,’ she said, ‘you know I sometimes say that in the world of magic there are two sides to everything – light and dark, good and evil – always two sides.’


‘Mmm.’ He narrowed his eyes. The world of the Roma, in his experience, was one of open-handed generosity, but at the same time it was a world where sometimes people paid high prices to the supernatural entities they interacted with.


Gonca said, ‘Because the Sânziene fairies are so good to the people – causing miracles, blessing the crops – they do exact a price from those unwary enough to forget their other, darker nature.’


‘I can feel something unpleasant coming on . . .’


She put a finger to his lips. ‘Any handsome man outside at midnight on Sânziene may be wooed by the fairies, enchanted. He will go with them, he cannot help himself. Sometimes men go missing for days, and when they return, they are exhausted shadows of their former selves. Sometimes they die!’


He smiled. ‘Oh do they.’


‘Yes! Mehmet, you must take this seriously! There are countless stories . . .’


‘Gonca,’ he kissed her, ‘I can say with my hand on my heart that I will not run away with any fairies on the night of Sânziene. Apart from the fact that I love you, I think the beautiful fairies will have enough handsome young men to satisfy their lusts. They’re not going to want some old man in his fifties!’


‘Well, they won’t get the chance,’ Gonca said. ‘And that is what I have to tell you. On the night of Sânziene, you, like my brother Cengiz, will be shut up in the house from just before midnight. All the doors and windows will be locked until dawn.’


‘Nurettin Süleyman Efendi.’


She’d just walked into his apartment.


‘I came in via the door into the garden,’ Burcu Tandoğan said. ‘You left it open.’


Nurettin stood up and walked towards her, then took her in his arms and buried his face in her long white hair. He liked this colour change, it suited her.


‘It’s hot,’ he said. ‘Although not as hot as you, my angel.’


The medium smiled. Nurettin Efendi was an old man, but he was still handsome and he could still satisfy her in bed. And he was a prince.


He took her hand and led her over to the sofa. They both sat down.


‘So,’ he said as he cupped her beautiful chin in one of his perfumed hands, ‘did the great empress speak to you this afternoon? I saw you snagged your dress on the floor. Does it mean anything?’


‘No.’


He kissed her hair. ‘Tell me about Zoë,’ he said. ‘Everything.’


Burcu had a choice now. Nurettin Süleyman Efendi had paid her well to make contact with the Byzantine empress. Convinced of her powers, or so he said, he would be disappointed to discover that the only manifestation she had managed to conjure had been that of an unknown man. There was, however, a get-out clause in this particular case, and Burcu took it.


‘Well, first of all, she retains all her beauty in the afterlife,’ she said. ‘Her skin is perfectly white, her hair perfectly black, and the jewels—’


‘Yes, but what did she say?’ Nurettin asked eagerly. ‘Did she tell you where it might be? Did she describe it to you?’


Burcu dropped her eyes and let out a little sigh. Before she’d taken to contacting the dead, she’d had parts in some of the lesser TV dizis. In fact she was a very good actress, just not spectacularly beautiful enough for the big-budget TV soap operas.


She put a hand up to his face. ‘Nurettin Süleyman Efendi,’ she said, ‘Empress Zoë of the Byzantines did indeed speak to me, but in Greek, which I cannot understand.’


For quite a long time he said nothing, just looked at her, smiling. When he did finally speak, he said, ‘But my angel, the whole country heard you speak to Mata Hari when you contacted her in her old room in the Pera Palas Hotel.’


Burcu said nothing. What could she say? First World War German spy Margaretha Zelle, known as Mata Hari, had stayed at the Pera Palas prior to her death in 1917. A Dutch national, she had appeared to speak perfect Turkish when she spoke through Burcu on The Kaya Show.


‘Ah, but she was a spy, wasn’t she, Nurettin,’ Burcu said. ‘And she came here because she stayed at the Pera Palas. At the time, in trance, I didn’t think to ask her how she came to speak Turkish. And then again, so much happens in the spirit world that we don’t understand.’


‘But the Empress Zoë could not speak Turkish? Something hadn’t happened to her on the other side?’


Was he mocking her? Maybe. She kissed him. When it was over, he said, ‘I take it you want to go to bed with this old man?’


‘Always.’


He touched her breasts. ‘Even though I’m old enough to be your father?’


‘I love older men,’ she said. ‘As you know.’


He led her through to his bedroom. Afterwards, he said to her, ‘Best not mention your abortive communication with Zoë to anyone.’


‘I know,’ she said.


What happened in the Wooden Library stayed in the Wooden Library, and that included, unbeknown to Nurettin Süleyman Efendi, the truth about the vision Burcu really had experienced in the building.


The old man looked like a spider, tubes and lines attached to his arms, his nose, his chest, a catheter bag into which his bladder emptied hanging limply over the side of the bed. Above his head was a monitor, which flashed up numbers and squiggled lines relating to his oxygen saturation, his brain function, his heart. The nurse, a middle-aged woman in a headscarf, fitted a mask over his face. This she attached to yet another tube, which was in turn attached to an oxygen cylinder. Rıfat Paşa was not long for this world and his youngest son didn’t know what to feel.


Kemal Ulusoy had spent a lifetime trying to disassociate himself from his family. His eldest brother Şenol was someone he actively hated, though he was indifferent to the brother only a year his senior, Rauf. It was only their father who always had Kemal returning for more punishment. Now, however, it was almost over. Soon he’d be able to find out whether his father really had made good on his promise to disinherit his two youngest sons. There was no point in wondering whether the old man could be that cruel to his own sons, because Kemal knew that he’d been cruel to everyone all his life.


Wordlessly the nurse brought him a glass of tea and then left. Nice of her, but he would rather have had water. Although it was dark now, it was still hot, especially in that black wooden room that smelled of vomit, urine and decay. Wherever a line or tube entered Rıfat Paşa’s body, vast purple bruises bloomed. His body was already rotting.


Five days the old man had been in a coma now. How much longer could he hold out against the cancer that was eating him, the diamorphine that was killing him at the same time it was dulling his pain? Knowing him, he’d milk it for as long as he had the will to do so. Kemal feared this was infinite.


He was like an evil character in a novel about the occult; an eater of children who had made a pact with the Devil. And yet Kemal knew that his father was only human. His frailty now attested to that. And yet even in his frailty, Rıfat Paşa’s soul, he knew, was a stranger to forgiveness.


And now Şenol had gone missing. Rauf had called Kemal just before he left his office. Elif had contacted the police, apparently. Two days ago his brother had gone out for an evening walk and disappeared. Kemal knew he hadn’t. Şenol just didn’t want to take his turn at their father’s bedside. He’d always been a coward. It was why Kemal had nothing to do with him. Daddy’s little yes man until Daddy began to die and it all got a bit messy.


Rauf was going to take over from Kemal at midnight and the nurse wasn’t due to check in on the old man again for another two hours. Kemal Ulusoy took his cigarettes out of his pocket and lit up. He was tempted to blow smoke underneath Rıfat Paşa’s oxygen mask, but figuring that might kill his father, he decided not to.


He wasn’t going to serve prison time for that bastard.










Chapter 3



It was a first edition. Admittedly it was dirty and torn, but it was still a genuine 1897 first edition of Dracula by Bram Stoker. Published in London by Archibald Constable, it was a tangible connection to a story the young Çetin İkmen had read by candlelight back in his father’s old house in Üsküdar. He remembered how much it had frightened him, and smiled.


His phone rang. It was Süleyman. He put the book carefully down on a table Nurettin had told him was for valuable finds and answered it.


‘Mehmet.’


‘Do you know anything about a festival called Sânziene?’ Süleyman said without preamble. ‘Midsummer thing, Romanian.’


He sounded angry. İkmen wandered outside the Wooden Library and lit a cigarette.


‘No,’ he said. ‘Why?’


‘Why? Because I want to check that it’s real,’ his friend said. ‘I want to make sure these people are not having a joke at my expense!’


‘Have you looked it up online?’ İkmen asked.


‘Yes, of course!’ Süleyman snapped. ‘And yes, it is real.’


‘So what’s—’


‘Look, the Romanians do have a midsummer festival called Sânziene – all dancing and bonfires, drink, food, flowers – and it is to do with fairies. But so far, I can find nothing about men staying in on the night of the festival and I’m beginning to wonder if the Roma are making fun of me. “Oh look at the stupid Turk staying indoors sweating like a pig when we’re all outside having fun.”’


İkmen sat down on a tree stump. ‘Calm down and go back to the beginning. I know you’re angry, but I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


Süleyman told him about the beautiful Sânzienele fairies, about them kidnapping handsome men, and finished with the most sensational part of the story.


‘The only way to cure these men who have been sexually worn out by the fairies is for the women to go out at dawn the morning after Sânziene and collect up – I can hardly believe I’m saying this – fairy vomit from the forest. This they decant into jars, which are brought back to the village and given to the poor exhausted and deluded men the fairies deign to send back to them. Have you ever heard—’


‘Who told you this?’ İkmen asked.


‘Gonca.’


‘Oh.’


İkmen’s eyes wandered through the olive trees to the small apartment block at the end of the garden. On the ground floor he saw a woman pass in front of one of the windows. Nurettin’s aunt must be with him. He’d certainly not appeared at the Wooden Library yet.


‘Well, Mehmet,’ he said, ‘all I can say is that Gonca loves you too much to want anyone to laugh at you. She certainly wouldn’t want to hurt you in any way, and that includes locking you inside a boiling-hot house.’


‘So what you’re saying is that they believe this stuff about the fairies?’


‘I’m saying it looks as if that is a custom among the Romanian Roma.’


‘Yes, but—’


‘And before you start asking how anyone can believe in such things, do remember, Mehmet, that billions of people around the world believe in a higher power no one can see. It’s called religion.’


He heard his friend sigh at the other end of the connection. ‘But it’s so . . . primitive.’


‘What, the notion of gorgeous fairies having mad sex with men to the point of exhaustion? You should know all about that, Mehmet. It’s wishful thinking, and I must say, I’m impressed.’


‘But it’s not real!’


‘That’s very arrogant, if you don’t mind my saying so. How do you know? How do I know?’


‘I—’


‘Just do as Gonca asks,’ İkmen said. ‘Get drunk – it’ll make falling asleep in the heat much easier. And talking of arrogance, Nurettin Efendi is quite something, isn’t he?’


‘Oh yes,’ Süleyman said. ‘How are you getting on?’


‘I’ve just found a first edition of Dracula, so I am very pleased. However, this place has been neglected for decades, and many of the books are in a terrible condition. You can smell the mould as soon as you enter.’


‘Is Nurettin with you now?’ Süleyman asked.


‘No. He gave me the keys yesterday, so I just let myself in this morning. I think he’s with his aunt at the moment.’


‘His aunt?’


‘Yes. Just seen her walking past a window in his apartment.’


‘I wonder which aunt that is. Maybe one of his mother’s sisters. You know his mother was Greek?’


‘I didn’t.’


‘Quite a scandal back in the day, I believe,’ Süleyman said.


İkmen saw the back door to Nurettin’s apartment open and the man himself appeared.


‘He’s just coming,’ he said. ‘Do you want to speak to him?’


‘God, no! Süleyman cut the connection.


Kerim Gürsel pinned a photograph of a handsome elderly man with thick grey hair on the wall of his incident room. Ten police officers, including Eylul Yavaş and Timür Eczacıbaşı, sat at tables in front of the evidence board and eventually stopped talking.


Kerim pointed to the photograph. ‘This is our missing man, Şenol Ulusoy. He’s seventy-five years old, a retired banker from Pangaltı. Went out for an evening walk along the Bosphorus three days ago, about eight p.m., hasn’t been seen since. Married with one adult son, he has not, according to his wife, got any serious underlying health conditions, but also via his wife, we know that Mr Ulusoy’s father is dying. The death or imminent death of a close relative can cause some people to act out of character, and so it is possible that Mr Ulusoy is suffering from some sort of psychological breakdown. When we’ve finished here, I’m going to go back to his wife and talk about contacts, places he likes to go. Sergeant Yavaş, I’d like you to visit his brother, Kemal Ulusoy. He’s currently at his father’s house – I’ve emailed the address to you. Apparently Şenol has a good relationship with his other brother, Rauf, but not with Kemal. Sergeant Eczacıbaşı, I’d like you to visit Rauf Ulusoy in Kumkapı, ask where he was three nights ago and try to find out something about the dying father, Rıfat Paşa.’


One of the uniformed officers sniggered.


‘Yes, I know nobody uses that title any more,’ Kerim said. ‘But this family does and we should respect that. The old man is dying, he’s in a coma, so we do everything we can to soften things for his family. Oh, and Timür Bey, remember that Şenol and Kemal Ulusoy do not speak, according to Şenol’s wife. Try to find out why. May be significant, may not be.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘The rest of you I want to try to track Şenol Ulusoy’s movements after he left his apartment three evenings ago. The Ulusoys live on Papa Roncalli Sokak in Pangaltı. I spoke to his wife on the phone this morning and she told me that her husband usually walked through the back streets, but she doesn’t know which ones, so that doesn’t help us. But he would generally stop for a drink at the İstanbul Hilton in Harbiye. From there he usually walked down to Dolmabahçe Palace and then along the Bosphorus to Tophane, where he would stop to smoke a nargile. A long walk and one I want you to trace, where you can, by asking to look at CCTV footage. Start at Papa Roncalli, see which way he goes. Check out the Hilton and the nargile joints in Tophane. Also talk to taxi drivers down at Tophane. Ulusoy was accustomed to getting a taxi home after his exertions, and maybe he did do that but then went elsewhere. Also given his status as the son of a dying man, we can’t overlook the possibility of suicide. From what his wife has told me, Şenol Ulusoy is generally a logical, even-tempered man, but he loves his father very much and his imminent demise is hitting him hard. This may end in something for us, or nothing. Hopefully it will be the latter.’


‘You’re sure they’re coming here, the police? They don’t want you to go to them?’


Binnur Ulusoy sat down opposite her husband after first placing their cups of coffee on the table between them.


‘They’re coming here,’ Rauf Ulusoy said. ‘They can hardly see me at work, can they?’


‘No, I suppose not.’ Rauf was a consultant surgeon at the Surp Pırgiç Hospital in Yedikule.


The couple lapsed into silence while they drank their coffee. Then Binnur said, ‘Are they going to see Kemal?’


‘I imagine so. He is Şenol’s brother too.’


Binnur got up and walked over to the huge window that looked out over the Sea of Marmara. As usual, the water was dotted with tankers going into and out of the Bosphorus. The Ulusoys lived at the top of a slightly shabby nineteenth-century apartment building in what had once been one of the Armenian quarters of the city, called Kumkapı. Famous for its fish restaurants, it was also much closer to Şenol Bey’s place of work than some other, more fashionable districts. And the large four-bedroom apartment was free, given to Rauf by his father when he married Binnur back in the 1980s.


Suddenly agitated, Binnur said, ‘What is that between Şenol and Kemal about?’


Rauf waved a hand in the air. ‘I don’t know and I don’t want to know,’ he said.


Binnur lit a cigarette. ‘Your family are weird.’


He shrugged. He hated his wife smoking, he hated anything unhealthy, but there was very little he could do about it. Binnur Ulusoy, while never having worked a day since they married, was the senior partner when it came to the couple’s domestic life. She’d given up a lot, and they both knew it.


‘I’m just grateful that Kemal is with Father today,’ Rauf said.


‘Well, he doesn’t work to a schedule,’ his wife said.


‘He does. He’s an author. He has deadlines.’


‘Most of the writers I used to work with just ignored all and any deadlines.’


‘Binnur, he’s very disciplined. He goes to his office in Cihangir every day. Admittedly he has more flexibility than I do—’


‘What do you think has happened to Şenol?’ she cut in.


‘I don’t know,’ he said.


She looked back at the sea. ‘He was very close to your father.’


‘Rıfat Paşa’s illness shocked him,’ Rauf said. ‘I think he may have considered our father immortal.’


‘You think he may have done something to himself?’ she said. ‘But then he’s got Elif, and Aslan and his children. Having children must change things if one feels like killing oneself.’


‘I don’t know and I’m not going to speculate,’ Rauf said.


‘If we’d had children, I would never take my own life,’ she said.


Then the doorbell rang and they both looked at each other.


Çetin İkmen could only just lift the huge container of water Nurettin Süleyman had brought over to the Wooden Library from his apartment. But once Nurettin had taken a small glass for himself, İkmen had poured at least a quarter of it down his own throat and a further quarter over his head.


‘How do you look like that on a day like today?’ he asked as he pointed to Nurettin’s entirely sweat-free countenance.


The other man just smiled, watching as İkmen attempted to drain water from his shaggy grey head by shaking himself like a dog.


Once he was upright again, Nurettin said, ‘You’ve done well. An original Dracula and The Castle of Otranto.’


‘Neither of them in good condition,’ İkmen said. He lit a cigarette. ‘Your ancestor had Gothic tastes.’


The Castle of Otranto, published in 1764 and written by the English eccentric Horace Walpole, was regarded by many as the first Gothic novel in the English language. Set in a gloomy castle, it featured a scene where a young boy was crushed by a giant helmet. İkmen’s father, who had taught English at İstanbul University, had always said it was the funniest book he had ever read.


‘Şehzade Selahattin Efendi was a polymath,’ Nurettin said. ‘He read everything.’


‘Much of it now rotten,’ İkmen said. ‘Did the previous owners do anything with this place?’


‘They locked it up in the 1950s when my family sold it.’ Nurettin shook his head. ‘Animals! Anyway, I’m going to make a start on the rooms upstairs, which is where most of the Turkish books reside.’


‘Won’t most of those be in the Ottoman script?’ İkmen asked.


‘As I think I’ve told you, I can read Ottoman,’ Nurettin reminded him.


Of course he could. Nurettin Süleyman was one of those old aristocrats for whom the empire had never actually ended. He began to walk towards the building, but İkmen stopped him.


‘Oh, Nurettin Bey,’ he said, ‘the smell in the library is really bad today. I opened all the windows that I could this morning, but there’s a definite deterioration since yesterday.’


‘It will clear.’ Nurettin waved İkmen’s concerns away with one long, slim hand. ‘It’s been shut up for decades, what do you expect?’


And then, with an expression on his face that would brook no argument, he swept into the library. İkmen noticed, however, that as he entered the building, Nurettin began to cough.


Kerim Gürsel was not the kind of man to change his mind on a whim. But when he thought about the practicality of one of his uniformed officers going into the İstanbul Hilton to ask about Şenol Ulusoy, he decided that his or her presence might cause alarm. The sixty-year-old modernist hotel was an İstanbul institution with a high profile. Some sweaty constable with big boots and a bad attitude would not go down well in that environment.


One of the things Kerim had learned from his mentor and former boss, Çetin İkmen, was that when dealing with prestigious establishments, one always went, at the beginning, to the top. And so once he’d passed underneath the huge canopy over the entrance to the hotel – which Kerim felt was shaped like a manta ray – he went straight to the reception desk, showed his badge and asked to speak to the manager.


While he waited in the marble-floored, blissfully air-conditioned reception area, he called Elif Ulusoy to tell her he would be late. She said that was fine, but she sounded distracted and said that no, she’d still not heard from her husband.
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