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When two women are found dead in Istanbul – one bitten by a snake in the slum quarter of Kuştepe, the other killed by a suspected terror attack in Teşvikiye – Inspector Mehmet Süleyman and his team cannot see an obvious connection between the two cases.


Ex-inspector Çetin İkmen isn’t so sure. In Kuştepe, helping a friend place a collection of dazzling sculptures at one of the city’s art galleries, İkmen discovers that one of the sculptures bears a startling resemblance to the Kuştepe victim. Did the deceased artist know her and, if so, in what capacity? And what, if anything, does the death of a devout Muslim woman in Teşvikiye have to do with an alleged terror plot aimed at undermining the security of the city?


Süleyman and İkmen soon discover there is more to this situation than meets the eye and they must uncover the truth in order to prevent more bloodshed . . .









To my fellow author Pat Yale. Wonderful travel writer and my companion on so many Istanbul adventures.
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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 pronounce 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










Chapter 1



‘My great-grandmother had blonde hair and green eyes, which my grandmother always told everyone was because she was the daughter of a sultan.’


Gonca Şekeroğlu, the most famous Romani artist in İstanbul, caught her husband looking across at her from his hiding place behind his newspaper.


‘Don’t you dare say a thing, Mehmet Bey,’ she said as she flashed him a warning glare. ‘You know nothing of this!’


The person she was actually telling was her husband Mehmet’s cousin, Nurettin Süleyman. A good-looking man in his early seventies, Nurettin, like the much younger Mehmet, was most definitely a member of Turkey’s long-deposed Ottoman royal family. And he was completely fascinated by the idea that Mehmet’s Romani wife might be a relative too.


‘Oh this is so delicious!’ Nurettin said. ‘But tell me, how did it happen, Gonca Hanım? It must be quite a story.’


‘My great-great-grandmother sold things in the imperial harem,’ Gonca said. ‘Fabrics and jewellery. Also she read cards and danced for the ladies of the court. Trade and entertainment were things only non-Muslim women could do, as I’m sure you know.’


‘The Christians and the Jews were famous for it,’ Nurettin said. ‘No Internet in those days!’


‘Quite. Well anyway, Orkide, my great-great-grandmother, was very beautiful . . .’


‘Like you, Gonca Hanım.’


Mehmet was unable to help himself. ‘Nurettin, my wife mythologises her family.’


‘Oh, be quiet, my darling,’ Gonca said. Then she turned back to Nurettin. ‘Orkide caught the eye of Sultan Murad V. He pursued her relentlessly! My great-grandmother, Çiçek, was the result. And you can imagine it, can’t you? Sultan Murad was pale skinned, light haired . . .’


‘So we could all be related!’ Nurettin enthused.


Gonca took his hands in hers. ‘I thought you’d find that fun, Nurettin Bey.’


Nurettin had come to Gonca and Mehmet’s large old house in the İstanbul district of Balat to await the arrival of the Snake Man. Earlier in the year, Gonca’s almost thirty-year-old boa constrictor, Sara, had died. Now, through one of her many contacts, she had discovered a reptile dealer who had boa constrictor babies for sale. And while she still mourned Sara, she couldn’t resist the pull of snakelets.


The doorbell rang and she gasped. ‘That must be him!’ she said. ‘The Snake Man! Let him in, Mehmet!’


Putting down his newspaper, Inspector of Police Mehmet Süleyman got to his feet and left the room.


Nurettin leaned towards Gonca. ‘Your husband appears to be out of sorts today, Gonca Hanım.’


‘Oh, ignore him,’ she said. ‘He’s unhappy because I’m getting another snake. When Sara died, he thought that was the end of it. He never liked her. But then I told him, “Darling, I’ve always had snakes. I can’t imagine my life without them”.’


Gonca had acquired Sara when she was a young woman back in the Roma quarter of Sulukule, now long gone, where she had performed mildly suggestive snake dance routines for tourists.


Her husband, his handsome face fixed into a scowl, returned with a thin middle-aged man wearing a voluminous brown coat, and carrying a large wicker basket. His heavily matted grey hair hung down his back to his waist.


When he saw the artist, he said, ‘Gonca Hanım!’ and then proceeded to speak to her in a language Nurettin and Mehmet couldn’t understand.


Gonca answered him in kind, and then, reverting to Turkish, she said, ‘This is my husband Mehmet Bey and his cousin Nurettin Bey. I’m sorry they don’t speak Romani.’


The gypsy reptile purveyor smiled, bowed a little and then said, ‘Gentlemen, my name is Damien. I am here to attend to the lady Gonca’s need for snakelets.’


‘Oh, how very exotic!’ Nurettin Süleyman said. His cousin, once again, left the room.


The smell was building. Putrefaction, the action of bacteria on bodily tissues, had begun to turn green what had once been pink flesh. Where there had previously been a slim waist, gases bloated the midsection outwards and the rapidly greening skin began to slip. Alongside putrefaction, autolysis was creeping in as internal bodily organs started to poison and destroy themselves. Fingernails loosened and then fell to the floor. Internal moisture oozed.


It had been just over two days since this body had ceased to live. Still partially clothed in a shirt and matching red and black bra and pants, there was an obscenity in its post-mortem position. Mouth open, legs splayed. And while greening, bloating flesh did not in any aesthetic sense enhance the large tattoo on the midriff, it did make it appear more prominent than usual. Outlined in black, coloured in red and gold, it was a twisty, knotted, mighty hooded cobra.


Nobody told Çetin İkmen where to go and where not to go in his city. In his previous life as an inspector of police in one of the most populous cities in the world, there weren’t many places he hadn’t been or situations he hadn’t faced. Now a lowly private investigator, all that had changed as far as İkmen was concerned was that he no longer carried a gun – and people like taxi drivers were openly rude to him.


‘I don’t go to Kuştepe,’ the first driver said as he put his foot down on the accelerator and disappeared down one of the city’s many new road tunnels.


The second driver said, ‘Seriously?’ before he did likewise, while the final cabbie İkmen approached said, ‘You got a death wish?’


And so in spite of the rain and aching legs, he decided to walk from the nearest Metro station, Şişli.


Although for official purposes Kuştepe was in the posh district of Şişli, as well as being in the lee of the controversial, if equally upscale, Trump Tower, the district had a poor reputation. Back in the 1950s, Kuştepe had been a gecekondu. Basically a shanty town built largely by migrants from the countryside, some of the old self-built homes remained while the rest of the quarter consisted of poorly constructed apartment blocks, mainly populated by Roma from Anatolia.


İkmen was headed for a small street called Papatya Sokak. It wasn’t far from the Bilgi University campus, which existed incongruously among the mean streets of one of İstanbul’s most dangerous boroughs. Another thing that had its being actually on Papatya Sokak was the apartment rented by an old friend of Çetin İkmen’s, Ümit Ceylan.


Neither a Romani nor an original gecekondu dweller, Ümit had ended up in Kuştepe after his third and final prison sentence for fraud had come to an end back in 2001. His criminal speciality had consisted of elaborate long cons involving Ümit posing, usually, as some sort of academic or financial guru in order to extort cash from rich people. İkmen had always admired him, and now that he had reformed into a very charismatic art teacher working at numerous institutes across the city, his respect for him had grown.


Arriving at Ümit’s filthy front door on the second floor of a building that listed alarmingly to the left, İkmen was surprised that it opened even before he had a chance to knock.


‘Ah,’ Ümit said. ‘Çetin Bey! Thank God!’


‘Ümit . . .’


Tall and skinny, Ümit Ceylan pulled the much shorter and even skinnier İkmen across his threshold, being very careful to shield him from any contact with his door.


‘Sorry,’ he said, after he’d shut it behind them both. ‘Landlady’s been smearing shit on my door ever since this business began.’


Inspector Kerim Gürsel put his head around his colleague Mehmet Süleyman’s office door and made eye contact with the man’s sergeant, Timür Eczacıbaşı.


‘Timür Bey,’ he said, ‘you live in Kuştepe, don’t you?’


‘Yes, sir,’ Timür said.


‘In that case, come with me,’ Kerim continued. Then, remembering that Timür didn’t actually work for him, he added, ‘Unless Mehmet Bey has got . . .’


‘He’s on leave today,’ Timür said. He stood up and put his jacket on. ‘Something happened in Kuştepe, Kerim Bey?’


‘Possibly. Body of a woman’s been found in an apartment over there. Where is it you live, Sergeant?’


‘Cihan Sokak.’


‘Well, this is Papatya Sokak. Do you know it?’


‘Yeah.’


‘What’s it like?’


‘No better or worse than anywhere else in Kuştepe, so run down, poor, loud, violent . . .’


‘Sergeant Yavaş will meet us there,’ Kerim said. ‘It’s been a while since I was in Kuştepe. Is it true that there’s some sort of rivalry between two groups of Roma in the quarter?’


‘Yes.’ Timür followed Kerim out into the corridor. ‘Those who came to the city from Kayseri and those originating in Trabzon.’


‘Know what it’s about?’


‘No . . .’


He didn’t really. In spite of the fact that his boss, Mehmet Süleyman, was married to an İstanbullu Romani woman, Timür Eczacıbaşı kept his own Romani origins quiet. Just living in Kuştepe was enough for people to consider him scum without adding racial prejudice into the mix.


Timür’s parents had come to İstanbul from the central Anatolian city of Kayseri back in the 1990s. His father, a car mechanic, had found work in Kuştepe alongside other Romani men from Kayseri, and when he married Timür’s mother they had set up home in the quarter. Various economic shocks along the way had meant that the family had never been able to afford to move out.


As the two officers walked out into headquarters car park, Kerim Gürsel lit a cigarette and said, ‘Apparently the dead woman was some sort of dancer.’


Was this code for ‘prostitute’? In almost anyone else’s mouth, probably, but in Kerim Gürsel’s, no. Timür Eczacıbaşı had been assigned to İstanbul’s murder unit for almost a year now, and of all those officers he had met in that time, Inspector Kerim Gürsel was the most empathic. Not macho or haughty, as his boss Süleyman could be at times, Kerim Bey did what he believed was right in a quiet, unassuming way and Timür respected him for that. There were some in the department who believed that Gürsel was gay, but Timür, who didn’t care either way, ignored them. Inspector Gürsel had a wife and a delightful little daughter and he was a good man. What he did in bed and with whom was his business and no one else’s concern.


‘Do you have a name for this woman, sir?’ Timür asked as he got into Kerim Gürsel’s car.


‘Gözde Turan,’ Kerim replied.


Timür Eczacıbaşı felt his face flush.


They were identical. All three had cream-coloured base scales, with numerous reddish-brown markings, known as saddles. Roughly a third of a metre in length, the boa constrictor snakelets were, so the Snake Man said, all females.


‘I mated my girl Lokum with my brother’s boy Arnie,’ he said. ‘Twenty snakelets we got. These are the last three, Gonca Hanım.’


Gonca was taking her time. Snakelet purchase was a serious business. First you had to find out which baby was best for you, then check it over for possible health problems and finally haggle about the price.


One of the babies could be ruled out straight away because she actively pulled away from any sort of human contact. But then she it was who had been initially handled by her husband’s cousin. In spite of his interest in snakes, Nurettin Süleyman was nervous around them. Not that it mattered, because Gonca had already chosen her new companion. The second baby she’d handled – and the longest of the three – had actually raised herself up to look Gonca in the eye. She’d let her stroke her head and had readily curled herself around Gonca’s forearm.


‘You see,’ the artist said to her husband. ‘This one is cuddling already.’


Mehmet Süleyman looked at his wife from across the other side of the room. ‘It’s constricting, Gonca. Were you a mouse, you’d be dead.’


‘Oh, you have no soul, my husband!’ She kissed the snakelet’s head and then looked at the Snake Man. ‘Name your price.’


The Snake Man began his pitch.


‘She’s an absolute bitch,’ Ümit Ceylan told İkmen as the two men sat down, covered themselves with blankets and lit cigarettes. ‘Never does a thing to this place, as you can see.’


It was a damp day, characterised by intermittent rain, but İkmen knew that every day, weather notwithstanding, was a wet day in Ümit’s apartment, which was cold and cheerless, with faintly greening walls. The damp situation was why Ümit always offered his guests blankets when they visited.


‘And if you say anything, all she does is tell you to go elsewhere or threatens you with chucking you out on the street,’ Ümit continued. ‘Then she says, “If I turned this into Airbnb, I’d not be the poor woman I am today!” As if she’s doing you a favour. Landlords and landladies are allowed to do anything they want these days. Bastards!’


‘To be fair, Ümit, Yasemin Hanım has always been like this. It’s nothing new,’ İkmen said.


Ümit shrugged. ‘She gave me somewhere when no one else would rent me so much as a room, but what she’s doing now is an offence against our nation, Çetin Bey, and I will not have it! Why I called you.’ He shook his head. ‘Absolute outrage!’


Quite what Ümit’s admittedly unpleasant landlady had done now, İkmen couldn’t imagine.


Ümit explained. ‘It concerns my late neighbour,’ he said. ‘Called Mert Karadeniz.’


‘Do I know him?’ İkmen asked.


‘No. Rarely went out,’ Ümit replied. ‘Well, anyway, long story short, he died two weeks ago, aged ninety. His son came, the funeral happened and then, after he’d taken what he wanted of his father’s personal belongings, he gave the keys to Yasemin Hanım. I stood behind my front door when I heard Yasemin Hanım open Mert Bey’s door, because I knew what was coming.’


‘Which was?’


‘She screamed the place down. That Roma woman who lives above me came flying down the stairs. She thought Yasemin Hanım had been attacked. I found them both inside Mert Bey’s place – Yasemin Hanım screaming, the woman from upstairs clutching a bunch of charms to her chest and crying.’


‘Why?’


Ümit smiled. ‘Because, my friend, there are wonderful things in there.’ He stood. ‘Let me show you the amazing world of Mert Karadeniz!’


He took a key out of his pocket and began to walk towards his front door. İkmen, trailing after him, looked out of a window onto the street and saw that Papatya Sokak was full of police cars.


The body was lying on a filthy bed in a third-floor apartment that smelled unspeakable. This was partly because of the body itself and partly due to the proliferation of uneaten food spread across the kitchen counters.


Kerim Gürsel and Timür Eczacıbaşı briefly glanced at the scene and then retreated onto the landing to join Kerim’s sergeant, Eylül Yavaş, and the uniformed cop who had originally found the corpse.


Attempting to get the putrid smell out of his system, Kerim blew his nose into a handkerchief and then said, ‘Any idea when the doctor might join us, Eylül?’


‘He called a few minutes ago and said he’d be here as soon as he can. He’s coming from Bebek so it may take some time, sir,’ she added.


Bebek, a very upscale Bosphorus-facing neighbourhood, was where police pathologist Arto Sarkissian lived. And while he had a driver, a slightly deranged man called Devlet, to convey him around the city these days, not even an unhinged chauffeur could completely overcome the horrors of the İstanbul rush-hour traffic. And a lot of the city’s roads were plagued by broken tarmac and potholes, the narrow roads of Kuştepe being particularly bad.


The constable who had responded to the call from a neighbour that had led to the discovery of the woman’s body said, ‘Roads round here are a nightmare. Everything round here’s a nightmare.’


Kerim and Eylül both knew that Kuştepe was Timür’s home and so the latter changed the subject. Looking at the uniformed officer, she said, ‘Constable Öz, can you tell Inspector Gürsel and Sergeant Eczacıbaşı what you told me?’


Öz was not local but he worked out of Kuştepe police station – a heavily fortified building Kerim had noticed on the way in. Kerim at least had never seen any local station that was more heavily guarded anywhere in the city.


‘Woman in the apartment directly above called,’ Öz said. ‘Talking about bad smells.’


‘Did you break the door down?’ Timür asked.


‘Didn’t have to. Hanging off its hinges. Woman on the fourth floor told me the girl was on the game.’


‘What’s that got to do with the fact her door was hanging off its hinges?’ Kerim asked. ‘Anyway, my understanding is she was a dancer.’


Öz shrugged.


‘Gözde Turan worked three or four jobs,’ Timür said. ‘A lot of people round here do.’


‘Sergeant Eczacıbaşı lives in Kuştepe,’ Kerim explained. ‘It’s why he’s come along.’


Constable Öz nodded at Timür, who did not react.


‘Anyway,’ Kerim continued, ‘with no obvious signs of violence, we have yet to discover how the woman died. It may, for all we know, have been natural causes.’


‘Inspector Gürsel?’


The voice at the bottom of the stairwell was cultured and, to the officers from headquarters, familiar. Kerim leaned over the banister and saw a short, rotund figure looking up at him.


‘I don’t suppose there’s a lift, is there?’ Dr Arto Sarkissian asked.


‘No. Sorry.’


‘God!’


Timür said, ‘Doctor, do you want me to come down and carry your bag for you?’


‘That would certainly make my life easier and may even prevent a cardiac arrest,’ the doctor said. ‘Thank you, Sergeant Eczacıbaşı.’


Timür ran down the three flights of stairs. Watching him leap lightly across steps that in many cases were actually crumbling, Kerim said, ‘These places are a fucking disgrace.’


Gonca had decided to call the snakelet Kleopatra.


‘She’s so seductive,’ she said. ‘The way she moves. You’re a tiny queen, aren’t you, sweetheart?’


She was watching the little creature in the vivarium that was to be her new home. Still rearing up to look at Gonca, the snake appeared to be alert and interested in her surroundings.


Mehmet put a hand on his wife’s back. ‘As long as you’re happy, darling.’


His cousin had gone now and so the couple were alone. She turned into his arms and they kissed. Then she said, ‘Let’s leave Kleopatra alone now. She’s settling in. Anyway, snakelets don’t like too much handling and fuss. Damien Bey said that he fed her this morning, so I’ll get on with some work so that she can get used to the studio with me in it.’


Because Mehmet didn’t like snakes, Kleopatra was going to live in Gonca’s studio. Her predecessor, Sara, had spent some time there too, but in reality the old boa had been given the run of the house and had spent a lot of time in a basket beside Gonca or underneath radiators. Mehmet had got used to it but he’d never liked it. Luckily he was a pragmatist who knew that as Kleopatra aged, so her freedoms would increase and there was nothing he could do about it. Besides, he loved his wife too much to deny her anything.


Although twelve years older than her husband, Gonca Şekeroğlu had fascinated Mehmet Süleyman ever since their first meeting over twenty years ago. Clever, beautiful and sexy, the Romani artist – who also practised fortune-telling and witchcraft – had been the object of his obsessive love and desire ever since. At almost seventy, she still stirred both his body and his soul and the couple spent most evenings they were together making love. Some said that Gonca had bewitched Mehmet – and there was some truth in that – but more to the point was the fact that they adored one another.


He said, ‘I thought that seeing as I’m on leave today, we might go shopping.’


‘Oh?’ She frowned. ‘What did you have in mind?’


‘Antiques,’ he said. ‘A little trip over to Cihangir . . .’


‘Mehmet, between the antiques I have bought over the years and the things you brought from your home, I think we have rather more than we need, don’t you?’


She had him and they both knew it. Why he even tried to fool her was beyond him.


‘Is this something to do with your mother?’ Gonca asked.


She was right on the money, as usual.


‘Yes,’ he said. He shook his head. ‘She needs to sell some heirlooms.’


Nur Süleyman, Mehmet’s mother, lived in a wooden Ottoman house in the smart suburb of Arnavutköy. While her late husband Muhammed had been a distant member of Turkey’s long-deposed royal family, Nur herself came from peasant stock. This had never stopped her from behaving like a princess, however. Not only had she disapproved of Gonca and Mehmet’s brother Murad’s late wife Irena, she had flatly refused to work ever since she married Muhammed, who himself had been perpetually idle. The Süleyman family, like their illustrious forebears, obtained money by selling objects they had inherited. They were also notoriously mean when it came to paying people they needed to work for them. Nur, who now had her older brother Kemal living with her, had clearly run out of both cash, credit and help yet again.


Gonca kissed her husband’s cheek. ‘Do you know what she wants to sell?’


He kissed her back. ‘Well, nothing, but that’s just not an option. Some late-nineteenth-century Ottoman paintings. You know the sort of thing: dark renditions of old battles against Romanians or Greeks, lots of frothing horses, framed in ornate gilded wood. I don’t know what the market for such things might be. I don’t even know whether there is a market – hence let’s go to some antique shops.’


The huge papier-mâché dragon curled around the fireplace was quite a statement. What that statement was, Çetin İkmen didn’t know. The same applied to the free-standing sculpture of what looked like a demon that stared out of the late Mert Karadeniz’s living-room window, while a woman with huge breasts burst out of a wall, riding on some frightening mythical creature. The box upon which the TV sat, created from melted Barbie dolls, was what his youngest son Kemal would probably describe as a ‘vibe’.


‘Well . . .’ İkmen began. He lit a cigarette.


‘It’s called “outsider art”,’ Ümit explained. ‘It’s when someone with no formal training makes art for themselves. Usually they do this in their own home, like this. And while it’s not always brilliantly realised, this is. Mert Karadeniz had amazing skill.’


The entire apartment was peopled by sculpted humans, animals and abstract artworks. The bathroom had snakes pouring out of a huge tap above the shower, the kitchen was dominated by a red and gold ape hanging from the ceiling. Getting closer to the pieces, İkmen noticed what looked like a script of some sort on some of them. It could, he thought, be Armenian. Only a few other objects remained in the apartment – a huge wooden bed, a coffee table upon which stood an empty fruit bowl, an old Polaroid camera, a hatstand.


Ümit continued. ‘Yasemin Hanım is a superstitious old fool, so she looks at this and concludes that the place is possessed. But this is art and it needs to be preserved for the nation.’


‘So . . .’


‘I asked her whether I could move in here and open the place to the public, but she refused,’ Ümit said. ‘So at the moment I’m paying rent on my place and this one until the situation is resolved.’


‘Resolved how?’ İkmen asked.


‘By the belediye. Which is where you come in.’


İkmen frowned.


‘I want them to see the value in this place. I want it preserved and opened to the public,’ Ümit said. ‘But I’ve got a police record, so they’re not going to listen to me. You, like it or not, Çetin Bey, are the establishment, so they will listen to you. I’ll pay you.’


‘Pay me? Ümit, by your own admission you’re paying rent on two apartments already. How are you going to pay me too?’


Ümit glanced away and İkmen knew.


‘Oh for God’s sake, you can’t go to prison again, not at your age!’ he said. ‘What is it this time? The Ottoman prince scam? Or are you posing as a theatrical agent looking for new talent?’


Ümit had been most things during the course of his long criminal career, including the personas İkmen had cited.


‘It’s all online these days,’ he replied. ‘I am completely untraceable.’


‘No you’re not!’


‘Oh, it doesn’t matter, Çetin Bey! What does matter is that Mert Bey’s art isn’t thrown into the bin. Look at all this! Made using old newspapers he found in the streets, cheap paint and any other junk he came across. It’s stunning!’


It was. İkmen had seen a lot of unofficial art across the city – some good, some bad, some adequate. But he’d never seen anything like this. Karadeniz had been, if anything, the Rodin of outsider art. Smooth and anatomically perfect, his chosen material could be mistaken for marble. İkmen got it. But did the preservation of all this warrant Ümit taking yet another risk with his liberty?


‘I can’t get involved if you’re—’


‘All right, I’ll stop!’ Ümit threw his arms in the air. ‘Please, please, Çetin Bey! All you have to do is go to the belediye, talk to them, maybe do some sort of petition. Money can change hands . . .’


Kuştepe was in the administrative council district, or belediye, of Şişli. Well known for its very liberal form of local governance, Şişli was middle class and progressive, and while İkmen was not naïve enough to believe that all its officials were straight, he didn’t relish the thought of trying to bribe one of them. He said, ‘There’ll be none of that. There’ll also be no paying me either. I have my pension and you are a friend. I don’t want to see you back in jail. Whatever you’ve been doing on the Internet, stop it and I’ll do what you want. Now I’m going to take some photographs.’


While he’d been speaking, the noise of boots and voices outside on the landing had increased to the point where İkmen walked back to Mert Karadeniz’s front door and opened it. Seeing a lot of uniformed police out there didn’t come as a surprise, but seeing Kerim Gürsel, Eylül Yavaş and Timür Eczacıbaşı with them did.










Chapter 2



His mother appeared carrying a tray loaded with tea glasses, sugar and spoons. Behind her, two of her friends, also women in late middle age, carried teapots and jugs of hot water. All heated and brewed in the samovar in his parents’ kitchen. Timür Eczacıbaşı felt his face burn with embarrassment as the women approached them.


In order for there to be no misunderstanding, Büşra Eczacıbaşı said as she put her tray down in front of the officers, ‘Tea for my son Timür Bey’s police colleagues. I don’t know what you are doing here but I am sure that if my boy is involved it is for our own good.’


She wanted to know every little detail – of course she did. And while his colleagues thanked Büşra Hanım and the teyzes at her back – mainly in grunts – for their tea, Timür wanted to die. He couldn’t and wouldn’t tell his mother and her friends anything. He didn’t want to thank her for the tea but felt that he should. However, before he could speak, Kerim Gürsel came to his rescue.


‘Thank you very much for the tea, Büşra Hanım, ladies,’ he said. ‘It’s a cold morning and we are very grateful.’


She blushed. ‘And where is Mehmet Bey Efendi?’ she asked.


She’d met Süleyman once and had told her son at length how he should emulate his superior’s fine manners. He’d kissed her hand!


‘On leave today,’ Kerim told her.


‘Oh.’


Büşra Eczacıbaşı and her friends left. Kerim and the rest of the team returned to the apartment building and walked up the three flights of stairs to the crime scene, where Dr Sarkissian was examining the body of the woman in situ. Çetin İkmen was with him. Apparently he’d come to visit an old friend just before the officers had arrived.


However, before they reached the third floor, Kerim took Timür to one side.


‘When I told you the name of the dead woman, I think you recognised it,’ he said.


Timür lowered his head. ‘I know . . . knew her. She’s . . . I don’t know exactly what she did for a living, Kerim Bey. She’s one of those people who people say came to live in Kuştepe because she couldn’t afford to live anywhere else.’


Kerim nodded. ‘My understanding about this area is that three types of people live here: Turks, Kayserili Roma and another group of Roma from Trabzon. The two groups of Roma don’t get on.’


‘Gözde Turan wasn’t local, so I doubt she’d’ve been involved with any of that,’ Timür said.


Would Kerim Bey ask him if he was Roma? As soon as he knew they were coming to Kuştepe, Timür had been nervous.


‘I can only tell you gossip about Gözde Turan, Kerim Bey,’ he said. ‘As you know, Inspector Süleyman doesn’t like gossip . . .’


‘And yet it can be useful,’ Kerim said. ‘Tell me.’


Timür paused for just a little bit too long.


‘Were you involved with her, Timür Bey?’


He paused again, then said, ‘People said she was a prostitute, but she wasn’t. She was a dancer – at least some of the time. She told me she sometimes performed at Roxelana Hanım Müzikhol.’


This was a very prestigious drag club in Sarıyer. People went there to celebrate their bachelor parties, promise parties and birthdays. You needed deep pockets just to cross the threshold. It was a world of glamorous waiters and waitresses, beautiful drag queens and exquisite dancers.


‘But she didn’t get big jobs like Roxelana all the time,’ Timür continued. ‘She studied ballet as a child, but her parents threw her out when she refused to marry the man they had chosen for her.’


‘So how long did you see her for?’ Kerim asked.


‘Only a few weeks,’ Timür said. ‘She found someone else.’


‘Do you still have her number on your phone?’


He lowered his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I deleted it when she dumped me.’


‘When I arose from my bed of pain this morning, I had no idea I’d be performing a preliminary examination of a corpse in company with my oldest friend,’ Dr Arto Sarkissian said as he shone a torch into the deceased woman’s fixed-open eyes.


‘We must have gossiped over hundreds of dead bodies, Arto,’ Çetin İkmen said. ‘When I was still with the police.’


‘Mm,’ the Armenian said.


‘Anyway, what’s this about your bed of pain?’ İkmen asked. ‘Have you managed to collect another illness?’


Arto, like İkmen, was in his sixties. However, İkmen, while nurturing the wear and tear of bodily old age, did not have the vast array of diagnosed illnesses the doctor suffered from.


‘In addition to diabetes, arthritis and high blood pressure, I now appear to have developed a hiatus hernia,’ Arto said. ‘This means nausea, upper abdominal pain and most significantly acid reflux, which kept me awake last night, which in turn appeared to activate the arthritis in both my knees.’


‘Getting old is a bastard.’


‘But better than this,’ the doctor said as he looked down at the body. ‘Especially at her age.’


‘Which is?’


‘Early twenties,’ he said. ‘Looking beyond the bloat and the rot.’


He undid the buttons on the woman’s shirt and gasped. İkmen saw the cavernous black-ridged wound before the smell hit him. When it did, he covered his mouth with his hand.


‘Sepsis,’ the doctor said. ‘This could very well be natural causes, if sepsis can ever be described as natural.’


The wound was situated just above the woman’s right breast.


‘Necrosis,’ the doctor continued. ‘There’s a mass of tissue inside it so I can’t see any obvious seat of infection as yet. Unusual place for a wound. I wonder how it happened?’


İkmen shook his head.


The doctor straightened up, wincing with pain.


‘Apart from the wound above her breast, there’s nothing obvious here,’ he said. ‘Could be natural causes, could be murder. But if it’s the latter, I can see no sign of any sort of struggle.’


‘Maybe poison?’ İkmen said.


‘Maybe. Anyway, what are you doing here, Çetin? I know people say you can sniff out a dead body at two hundred metres, but Kuştepe? I didn’t even know this place existed until today. Even my driver didn’t, and he moves in appalling circles.’


‘An old friend lives on the second floor of this building,’ İkmen said.


‘Who?’


‘Ümit Ceylan.’


The doctor began to place his equipment back in his medical bag. ‘Do I know him?’


‘No,’ İkmen said. ‘Very talented con man. He once managed to relieve an extremely successful Italian businessman of two million dollars on the basis of just one phone call.’


‘How did he do that?’ Arto asked.


‘He performed a very good impression of the Pope.’


‘Good God!’


‘The businessman was a devout Catholic and so was very happy to give His Holiness two million dollars towards the upkeep of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. Ümit is one of those people who could have done anything. Good at everything and, since he got out of prison, he’s been using his considerable artistic skills to teach others how to paint and draw. Some would say it’s a pity he can only find a home in a place like Kuştepe, but he’s a realist; he knows he’s never going to be able to rent anywhere more salubrious because he’s been inside. He called me to see whether I can help him gain recognition for one of his deceased neighbours.’


‘Why?’


‘The neighbour was what’s known as an outsider artist, filled his apartment with the most astonishing sculptures. Ümit wants the belediye to open the place as a gallery. Of course his landlady is opposed to this as she wants to rent the place out again – and she’s frightened of the sculptures, which I have to admit are a bit demonic. But I’ll do what I can to help. The neighbour had talent, and also I owe Ümit.’


‘You? How?’


İkmen smiled. ‘I once asked him to nudge one of my son-in-law Berekiah’s creditors in the right direction.’


İkmen’s daughter Hülya was married to Berekiah, who was a jeweller in the Grand Bazaar.


‘Worked very well,’ he went on. ‘The man paid up immediately. But then you would do if you thought the saint to whom you regularly prayed had spoken to you about how sinful your financial mismanagement was.’


‘Well, just make sure this Ümit pays you,’ Arto said. ‘I know what you’re like when it comes to helping out friends.’


The mortuary van arrived just before midday. Dr Sarkissian, driven by Devlet, followed the corpse in his car. Then scene-of-crime officers moved in, directed by Kerim Gürsel. Meanwhile, Timür Eczacıbaşı went to visit Yasemin Aydem, the dead woman’s landlady.


Unlike a lot of more prosperous landladies in İstanbul, Yasemin Hanım lived in the one building she owned. Her apartment consisted of a bathroom, kitchen and bed-sitting room, on the ground floor ‘on account of my legs’.


As soon as she opened the door to him, Yasemin Hanım said, ‘I know you. You’re the car mechanic’s son.’


‘Yes.’


He was certain she also knew that his family were Roma, but she didn’t bring it up and Timür did not allude to it.


Yasemin Hanım sat down in the one comfortable chair she owned and made Timür sit on a stool. She was a large, solid woman, probably in her sixties, with very obviously swollen ankles. Gözde had once told him that the landlady, while outwardly a respectable, pious woman, actually swore like a sailor and liked nothing more than downing a few rakıs with a man called Atila Bey who lived on the fifth floor. For the few weeks they had seen each other, Timür had had fun with Gözde. He’d been genuinely sad when she’d ended their affair.


‘Well let me tell you I know all about you and Gözde Hanım,’ Yasemin Hanım began. ‘I told her, “You’ll never be rich if you marry him.” And she took my advice and got herself in with that drag artist Roxelana Hanım’s nephew, Sınan Sarı.’


Roxelana Hanım, or Emre Sarı, to use the drag queen’s male name, owned the Roxelana Hanım Müzikhol where Gözde had sometimes worked. Just three weeks into her relationship with Timür, Gözde had told him she was finishing it. Now it seemed she’d gone off with Roxelana Hanım’s playboy nephew.


‘That was last year, hanım,’ Timür said. ‘I don’t know what happened after that and wondered whether you do.’


‘That girl would never have been allowed to live here if I wasn’t so poor,’ she said. ‘I don’t allow whores. This is a decent building.’


‘You think she was a sex worker?’


‘She let you into her bed and God knows how many others. But she paid her rent on time and that’s not something you can say for many round here. God preserve me, I’ve always been a good woman, but poverty makes the best of us do terrible things.’


The new flat-screen television beside Yasemin Hanım’s bed, plus the many gold rings on her fingers, seemed to belie the claim of poverty, but Timür didn’t allude to this. He needed to get her onside to find out what she knew.


‘With that weird artist Mert Karadeniz dropping dead two weeks ago and now this, I’ve two apartments to rent out,’ she continued. ‘I don’t know how I’ll cope.’


Çetin İkmen had appeared from the ‘weird artist’s’ apartment as they’d walked downstairs when the doctor had arrived. The old policeman knew the artist’s neighbour, who, it seemed, wanted to preserve the dead man’s work.


‘To get back to Gözde . . .’


‘Told me she was getting married,’ Yasemin Hanım said.


‘When?’


‘Few weeks ago. Some man she met at a meyhane. Said he was in business. I told her to watch herself. Rich men like that only marry rich girls. Girls like her are a bit of fun, nothing else. But she was full of it.’


‘Her marriage?’


‘Wedding plans,’ she said. ‘Where she was going to have her henna night, what dress she’d wear. Having it made, she was. He’d told her, this man, that they’d get married at some posh hotel on the Bosphorus. Sounded like a fairy story to me.’


‘Do you know the name of this man, Yasemin Hanım?’ Timür asked.


‘No.’


‘Do you know the name of the meyhane where she met him?’


‘No.’ She shrugged. ‘She worked all over the city. Sometimes she worked at that Roxelana Hanım’s club, but whether she met this man there, I don’t know. I also don’t know what happened about her and Sınan Sarı, for that matter. But then that girl had so many men it was impossible to keep count. Your mother know about you and her, did she?’


Timür felt his face colour.


‘Mind you, I shouldn’t speak ill of the dead,’ Yasemin Hanım said. ‘I also saw good women go into her place from time to time.’


‘Good women? What do you mean?’


‘Covered,’ she said. ‘One was wearing a burka. I was impressed.’


‘Those sort of paintings can be a bit niche.’


It was wet and cold and a small river flowed down Çukurcuma Caddesi in front of the Madam Flora antique shop. There wouldn’t be a lot of customers on a day like this and so the shopkeeper, a young woman called Nesrin Hanım, gave her undivided attention to Mehmet Süleyman. ‘Where did you say your mother lives?’


‘Arnavutköy,’ Süleyman said. ‘In what was one of the summer yalıs belonging to my father’s family.’


Gonca hadn’t accompanied her husband in the end, preferring to stay close to the snakelet Kleopatra, whose occasional little dances in her terrarium fascinated her.


‘Beautiful property out there,’ Nesrin Hanım said. A petite blonde, she was almost certainly under thirty, which was young to have what she’d told Süleyman was her own business. ‘And of course, anything Ottoman from a yalı does attract more customers and higher prices. That said, the sort of paintings you have described are probably among the least popular Ottoman antiques we deal in. Are these paintings all your mother wants to sell, Mehmet Bey?’


Mehmet had shown the antique dealer some photographs of the pictures his mother was reluctantly putting up for sale. Now he took his phone out of his pocket again and scrolled through his archive.


‘At the moment, yes,’ he said. ‘But I’m trying to persuade her to consider some other pieces. If you’d like to look at these photos . . .’


He handed his phone to the young woman and went back to the tea he had been given when he’d entered the shop. As he drank, he watched Nesrin Hanım nod as she gazed at the photographs, giving an occasional grunt of appreciation. As well she might. In spite of the many, many family heirlooms his father had sold over the years, a lot of fine pieces still remained in that dark old yalı in Arnavutköy. These included a variety of Turkish and Persian carpets and kilims, a huge collection of nineteenth-century Bohemian glassware, French four-poster beds, eighteenth-century kaftans and two suits of chain-mail armour.


As she handed the phone back to Süleyman, Nesrin Hanım said, ‘Your mother has some rare artefacts, Mehmet Bey. However, in order to value them properly, I would have to see them.’


‘I understand. And I can tell from your reaction that you’d be keen to do just that,’ Mehmet said. ‘However, I do have to warn you that even if you offered a good price for, say, the armour, it is unlikely that my mother would be willing to sell that at this time. To explain, my mother Nur Hanım Efendi is a very proud woman who values my father’s Ottoman pedigree highly.’


This was a polite way of saying that his mother was a stubborn old lady who had a very inflated view of her place in the world. Nesrin Hanım, Mehmet suspected, must have come up against similar clients during the course of her career.


‘As I say, Mehmet Bey, the only way I can value anything properly is to see it in situ. And if your mother only wants to sell these paintings you have shown me, then so be it. I will not exert any pressure upon her.’


Mehmet smiled. Little did this lovely young woman know how utterly impossible that would be.


‘However, once I have appraised your mother of the sums she might get for her more marketable items, then perhaps she will change her mind.’


It wasn’t likely, but because Nesrin Hanım appeared to be rather more knowledgeable than the other dealers Mehmet had approached so far, he found himself willing to give her a chance. It was also useful that she was in accord with his own beliefs about his mother’s antiques. The Ottoman paintings were gloomy to the point of engendering depression. What they depicted was not very famous or interesting and the artists were all unknown. Some of the carpets, on the other hand, were very old, exquisite and unique, while the suits of armour and the kaftans were objects that were very rare outside museums. In addition, the way Nesrin Hanım looked at him was very close to the way Gonca regarded him when she wanted sex. Or was he just imagining that?


Mehmet was about to open a discussion about times and dates for the young woman to visit when his phone rang. It was his sergeant, Timür Eczacıbaşı.


Ümit Ceylan hadn’t known Gözde Turan.


‘What about your deceased neighbour?’ Kerim Gürsel asked.


‘Mert?’ Ümit shrugged. ‘He rarely left his apartment. Saw him sometimes looking out of his window. If he needed tobacco or food, I usually got it for him. I knew of the girl, of course. I saw her on the stairs sometimes, but not to speak to.’


‘I understand you’ve temporarily taken over Mert Karadeniz’s tenancy.’


‘Until the situation with his artworks is resolved, yes,’ Ümit said. ‘Çetin İkmen, one of your own officers—’


‘I know who Çetin Bey is,’ Kerim said. ‘You must feel strongly about Mert Karadeniz’s work, Ümit Bey.’


‘I do. I can’t pretend to necessarily understand it. Mert wasn’t really close to anyone and only let me see his work when he found out I was an art teacher. His family took little interest in him. He died of natural causes.’


‘What were they?’


‘Cancer,’ Ümit said. ‘He’d had it for a number of years. He died here. I found him when I went to take him a parcel he’d ordered. A doctor would come sometimes . . .’


‘I see. Did you see or hear anything you might have thought suspicious in recent days? Anyone you didn’t know going up the stairs or in the hallways?’


Ümit smiled. ‘Inspector, this is the sort of place where strangers visit all the time. Yasemin Hanım will tell you differently, but a lot of people move in and out of this place. It has a high tenant turnover.’


‘But not you.’


‘As I’m sure you know, Inspector Gürsel, I have served time in prison for fraud. Landlords who will take people like me as tenants are few. I invited Çetin Bey here today because I want him to help me try to persuade the belediye to open Mert Bey’s apartment to the public.’


‘On what basis?’


‘As an example of exceptional outsider art,’ he said. ‘Çetin Bey has agreed to assist me. As you can imagine, such a request from an ex-prisoner like me is almost certain to be rejected.’


‘Yes.’ Kerim rose to his feet. ‘Well, that’s all for the moment. Thank you for your time, Ümit Bey. Obviously, if you think of anything that might be able to help us, do give me a call.’ He put his card down on Ümit’s table and left.


Once outside on the landing, Kerim wondered why İkmen had got himself involved in Ümit Ceylan’s campaign for recognition of his neighbour’s artwork. Then, realising that he hadn’t actually seen it, he tried the door of the dead man’s apartment. Finding it open, he stepped inside and looked around. Frightening sculptures appeared to be bursting out of the walls. One that particularly caught his eye was of a woman riding on some sort of creature he couldn’t identify. He couldn’t believe that Çetin İkmen would like this.


The arrival of Çetin İkmen’s cat Marlboro on his lap was a welcome addition to those other two comforts in his life, coffee and a cigarette. Stroking this almost feral beast, huge, unkempt and covered in scars, helped him to think.


‘Arto Sarkissian thinks I should get you castrated,’ İkmen said to the cat, whose purr sounded like a growl. ‘But don’t worry, I’m not going to chop your balls off. Where would you be without them, eh? And who? I’ve seen your harem down in the street – and your enemies. You’re a free spirit and I’m not going to take that away from you.’


The cat, who was the latest in a long line of cats called Marlboro, looked up at him with slightly unfocused eyes.


‘Anyway, how could I do that to you when you love me so much?’ İkmen said. ‘I know it’s only because I feed you and let you sleep in my bed, but you would actually die for me, Marlboro, and I appreciate that.’ He put one cigarette out and then lit another. ‘But in the meantime, what do we think about Mert Karadeniz’s art, eh? Monsters and djinn and women with enormous breasts bursting out of the walls . . .’


Marlboro put his head down and closed his eyes.


‘And Armenian,’ İkmen continued. ‘I don’t speak it myself, but I can recognise the script. I suppose I’d better ask Arto to decipher it before I write to the belediye. For all I know, Mert Karadeniz could have written something inflammatory. I hope not.’ Careful not to wake the cat, he brought up the photographs he’d taken of Karadeniz’s art on his phone. ‘Challenging but skilful. I agree with Ümit, it should be seen. If possible.’ Attaching a short note, İkmen sent the photographs he’d taken of the Armenian script to Arto Sarkissian.


He heard a key turn in his front door and yelled out, ‘I’m in the living room.’


A lot of people had keys to the İkmen apartment, which he shared with his eldest daughter Çiçek and his cousin Samsun, but neither of those were due home soon.


‘It’s Bülent,’ a husky male voice replied.


İkmen smiled. A part-time tour guide with a retail gig for a jeweller in the Grand Bazaar, his third oldest son lived over the Golden Horn in Tarlabaşı.


‘Come in, son,’ he said. ‘I’ve had a strange day.’


Apart from being much taller than his father, Bülent was a younger version of İkmen. Skinny and smoke dried with a vast shock of black, rapidly greying hair, he bent down to kiss his dad and then settled into a chair opposite.


‘You want tea, coffee?’ İkmen asked.


‘No. But if you’ve got a cigarette . . .’


İkmen nodded towards the packet on the coffee table. ‘Help yourself.’


Bülent lit up. He looked pale and tense, and although İkmen had a good idea about what was coming, he said, ‘What’s the matter?’


‘Dad . . .’ Bülent stopped and rubbed his forehead with his long, thin fingers.


‘Money?’ İkmen asked. ‘How much?’


In recent years, rent prices in İstanbul had rocketed. And in spite of living in one of the city’s most deprived areas, in an apartment that wasn’t much more than a studio, Bülent had been struggling to pay his rent for almost a year. Even taking into account his second job in the Grand Bazaar, rarely going out socially and cutting back on his expenditure, he’d managed to stay in his apartment only with financial help from his father. Now here he was yet again asking for money.


Except that he wasn’t.


He said, ‘Dad, I can’t do it any more.’


‘Can’t do what?’


‘I can’t stay in my apartment,’ he said. ‘And I can’t take any more money from you.’


İkmen lit a cigarette and the cat began to snore.


‘Well, you can—’


‘I want to come home,’ Bülent cut in. ‘I know it’s pathetic, but I just can’t make enough money, and now that Ekrem Bey’s put the rent up again—’


‘Since last month?’ İkmen asked.


‘Yes. Says he can get more money by renting out to foreign tourists.’


‘Who will complain about the state of the place.’


‘He won’t care!’ Bülent said. ‘So now he’s had a new contract drawn up and I can’t sign it. I can’t work any more hours, it’ll kill me. And everything is expensive! Wherever I go it will be the same!’


İkmen reached across the coffee table and took his son’s hand. ‘Of course you can come home,’ he said. ‘This is your home. And there’s only the three of us here. You can even have your old room back.’


‘I’ll pay you rent and—’


‘You will not!’ İkmen said. ‘I own this apartment, given to me by my father. No, Samsun and Çiçek don’t pay rent, why should you? We share the bills and the food costs. If you contribute to those, that will be enough. Now when do you want to move in?’


Bülent took a deep breath and said, ‘Tomorrow?’
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