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Praise for Barbara Nadel’s novels:



‘Complex and beguiling: a Turkish delight’ Mick Herron


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


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


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


‘Intelligent and captivating’ The Sunday Times


‘Impeccable mystery plotting, exotic and atmospheric’ Guardian


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


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


‘Gripping and unusual detective story, vivid and poignant’ Literary Review
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EVERY RELATIONSHIP COMES AT A COST in Barbara Nadel’s twenty-fourth İkmen mystery . . .


When jeweller Fahrettin Müftüoğlu is found dead in his apartment in the Istanbul district of Vefa, it looks like suicide. Searching the jeweller’s home, Inspector Mehmet Süleyman and his team come across a hoard of extraordinary artefacts including solid gold religious relics and a mummified human head.  But are they real and, if so, who owns these priceless possessions?


As his colleagues begin their investigation, Süleyman is distracted by troubles of his own.  His wedding to Gonca Şekeroğlu is days away, but when Gonca receives her bridal bedcover from a Roma haberdasher and discovers that it is covered in blood, she sees this as a curse on their marriage.  Süleyman asks his old friend Çetin İkmen to help him uncover the truth, but the task is not that simple . . .


Meanwhile, as the stories swirling around Müftüoğlu become increasingly sinister, the dead man’s wife appears, laying claim to his valuables, and Süleyman is drawn into a dark and dangerous world of smuggling and savagery . . .
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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











It waited. Halfway down a pile of other, less fabulous pieces. It stuck out slightly, but just in case there was any confusion, there was a label, with a name. All morning it didn’t move.


Lunchtime came, with köfte and pide and boza, because it was getting cold now as autumn drew into winter. In the afternoon, the women arrived with the children they had collected from school. Girls mainly, entranced by gold and silver thread, by lace and velvet and bows. The boys played outside in puddles with half-deflated footballs. Drug deals went down on the opposite corner organised by men who changed every day.


It was almost evening when it went. The cavernous streets outside were darkening and within seconds it had gone in a flurry of gold bracelets, untamed hair and laughter.


The front door of the shop closed after it as night proper began to fall.














Chapter 1



He’d heard her come in and go straight up to the bedroom. A lot of things like that happened now. A sister or three would turn up and sew for an afternoon, an aunt from Romania he hadn’t even known existed appeared carrying an amphora, and of course her children came and went as they pleased.


Ever since he had moved into his fiancée’s big, noisy house in İstanbul’s Balat quarter, Mehmet Süleyman had become largely irrelevant. Except in the bedroom. Gonca Şekeroğlu, his older gypsy lover, was a demanding woman, which he appreciated, but now that they were getting married, everything except her body had slipped from his grasp.


He’d made himself a den in the basement of the old Greek house in a room that had been used as a wine cellar by the original owners. In more recent times it had been turned into a larder. Now, with the addition of a small window, it was his office, cool in the summer, warm in the winter, a place to escape to – or not.


He’d seen Gonca’s youngest boy, twenty-year-old Rambo, creep by to look at him. Roma people didn’t really understand the need he had to be alone from time to time. As a police inspector in one of the most populous cities in the world, Mehmet Süleyman was surrounded by people and their noise, their aggression and their misery every day of his life. Sometimes, when he got home, he didn’t want that. This damp late-October evening was a case in point.


He looked at his watch and was surprised to see that it was already 8 p.m. Nobody in İstanbul ate early, even in the winter, but if someone was going to cook, someone should make a start. He stood and made his way up to the kitchen. At some point Asana, one of Gonca’s daughters, had arrived from her apartment in nearby Fener. Sitting at the kitchen table, she looked up briefly from a stack of very official-looking papers and said, ‘Good evening, Mehmet Bey.’


‘Asana.’ He sat down and lit a cigarette. ‘Looks important.’


Asana was a property lawyer. Beautiful, like her mother, she was as sharp as a sword and had what Süleyman considered to be a measure of disdain for her soon-to-be stepfather.


She said, ‘Mum’s TAPU documents. Just making sure the title to the house remains with her.’


He’d learned over many years dealing with Gonca’s family that it was as well to be straight with them.


‘So I can’t get my hands on it,’ he said.


‘That’s right.’


He nodded. ‘You’re a good daughter,’ he said, ‘but you’ve no appreciation of just how much I love your mother.’


‘She’s twelve years older than you are,’ Asana said. ‘My father used to beat her, then the man she was with after he died robbed her. She’s got a bad track record, Mehmet Bey.’


She left to go into the garden. Mehmet Süleyman decided to go and see his fiancée, who had been upstairs for a very long time.


When he opened their bedroom door, he saw that she had her back to him. Her floor-length black and grey hair hung down, swaying gently against her heels. She stood at the end of the bed they shared. When he approached her, she didn’t even turn her head.


‘Gonca? Are you all right?’


Still she didn’t move, and so he walked up and put a hand on her shoulder. She gasped. Then he saw what she was looking at on the bed.


Alarmed, he said, ‘Are you hurt?’


‘No.’


‘So . . .’


She seemed incapable of tearing her eyes away from what lay there. It wasn’t surprising.


Because she was neither a young bride nor one who hadn’t been married before, Gonca Şekeroğlu didn’t possess a chest full of linen she had personally prepared for her wedding day. But because this was to be the first time she’d been legally married to a man she loved, she had wanted to have beautiful bed linen for their wedding night. This she had ordered from a shop run by a Roma man in Tarlabaşı, where lots of her people lived. The rich families always did this, and compared to most Roma, she was rich. What lay before them now was the white lace bedcover trimmed with silver thread she had paid to have specially made.


Except that the centre of the cover was red, soaked in blood.


She turned to him. ‘Who would do this to us?’ she asked.


The blood was fresh, he could smell it.


‘Who hates us this much?’


He put his arms around her. ‘Sweetheart, this must be a mistake . . .’


Gonca wasn’t a woman who cried easily, but her eyes were wet. He kissed her.


‘Baby, this is a curse,’ she said. ‘This is a message – our marriage will end in blood.’


‘No it won’t.’


‘You don’t understand.’


‘This is a mistake,’ he repeated. ‘This isn’t meant for you.’


‘It is!’ She threw her arms in the air. He struggled to hold her. ‘You and a “dirty gypsy” – I know what people say! All the people you work with, all the women who want you, your mother!’


He led her across the bedroom to the chaise longue below the window that looked out over the garden and made her sit down.


‘Darling, none of those people would do this,’ he said. ‘Even if that’s true!’


‘Oh, so my people would?’


‘No. As I say, this is a mistake. Where did you get it?’


‘From Rahul Bey in Tarlabaşı. I’ve known him all my life! He makes the most beautiful bed linen. All the big families go to him. He wouldn’t let something like this happen! Mehmet, what do we do?’


He took his phone out of his pocket. ‘Let me make a call.’


Friendship wasn’t something Dr Arto Sarkissian had ever taken lightly. And although the police pathologist didn’t know Inspector Süleyman well, he was the oldest and dearest friend of Süleyman’s mentor, Çetin İkmen.


Three years retired from the police, Inspector İkmen was still a highly respected investigator, who had, over the decades, built up a large cache of owed favours amongst the people of İstanbul. This included Arto Sarkissian, who, while resenting the fact that he had to drive all the way from his home in the Bosphorus village of Bebek to Balat in the Old City, at night, nevertheless did it, for İkmen’s sake.


The doctor had never been to the old Greek house opposite the Church of St Mary of the Mongols where Gonca Şekeroğlu lived. Long before she had taken Süleyman as her lover, Gonca had been – and still was – one of the nation’s most sought-after artists. And although her stock had dropped somewhat in recent years, her tactile, Roma-inspired collages could still fetch thousands of lira.


As he eased his tired, overweight body out of his car, the doctor looked up at the eighteenth-century house and found it beautiful. It had been restored to its former glory in a very sympathetic way. Although the clearly renewed plasterwork was pink, which was entirely in keeping with all the other brightly coloured houses in Balat, the metal grilles at the wonderfully crafted wooden-framed windows were clearly original and consequently shabby. But that all made sense, and when the Armenian got inside, there were lots of other delights for his eyes.


Süleyman let him into a small marble entrance hall and shook his hand.


‘Doctor, thank you so much for coming,’ he said. ‘I know it was an imposition.’


‘Not at all,’ Arto said, knowing he didn’t mean that and that Süleyman would know it too. But Turkish politeness and care had to be observed.


Süleyman led him up a fine wooden spiral staircase. On the second floor, a young boy looked out of one of the rooms, stared at him and then closed the door behind him.


Süleyman explained. ‘Gonca’s youngest son, Rambo. He’s not a bad boy, but he likes to pretend he’s hard, so if he gives you an odd look, ignore it.’


‘I will.’


Lots of what Arto imagined were Gonca’s artworks lined the walls of the staircase, canvases studded with boncuks, horse tails and stylised Hands of Fatima. The superstitious nature of the Roma was almost a cliché, but it did have a very strong basis in fact. And when he saw Gonca’s strained face, this bore that contention out.


‘Oh, Dr Bey!’ She ran over to him and kissed his hand.


‘Hanım . . .’


‘It’s so good of you to come, especially in the middle of the night!’


Süleyman put his arms around her and said, ‘Sit down, Gonca. Let Arto Bey do his job.’


The Armenian knew Gonca to be a woman who didn’t take well to being told what to do by anyone, but she sat down meekly on a chaise longue underneath a bay window. Süleyman gestured to a large gilded bed. On it was an ornate white and silver cover, heavily stained in the middle with what looked like blood.


Süleyman said, ‘It came in a zip-up plastic bag, which gave off what I recognised as the smell of blood.’


The doctor peered down at the stain and sniffed.


‘Faintly metallic,’ he said.


From across the room, he heard Gonca say, ‘Someone is cursing us. Someone jealous.’


The two men looked at each other. They both knew that Süleyman had taken many lovers in his fifty years of life, and that there were women who were jealous of Gonca. But would any of them do this?


‘I know that bloodstains can be deceptive,’ Süleyman said to the doctor. ‘Is this a lot of blood, or . . .’


‘It’s less than it looks,’ Arto said. ‘I wonder if it’s animal.’


‘What kind of animal?’ Gonca asked. Then, darkly, ‘Not a dog!’


Dogs are considered unclean by some Muslims, and so Arto was accustomed to prejudice against them. But then Süleyman whispered, ‘The Roma deem both dogs and cats unclean.’


‘I see.’


‘So . . .’


‘So I will photograph this in situ,’ the doctor said as he took out his phone. ‘And then I will take it away.’


‘Thank God!’


He looked over at her. ‘To test, Gonca Hanım,’ he said. ‘To find out what kind of blood it is, put your mind at rest.’


‘Thank you, Doctor,’ she said. ‘I don’t frighten easily, but this . . .’ She lit a cigarette and then turned to look out of the window.


As he took the photographs, Arto said, ‘Do you know where Gonca Hanım got this?’


‘Yes,’ Süleyman replied.


‘You know that if it’s human blood, you will have to follow it up?’


As the pathologist began to remove the cover from the bed, Süleyman drew close to him.


‘That’s my main concern,’ he whispered. ‘That someone has been attacked, tortured, killed . . .’


‘I’ll have some results for you by mid-morning,’ the doctor said. ‘I’ll email you.’


‘Thank you.’


Once the bedcover had left the house, and after a lot of rakı had been drunk, Süleyman finally managed to get Gonca to go to bed at midnight. However, when he woke up at three, she had gone. She’d not been comfortable sleeping in her bed after the cover had been placed upon it. But where was she?


He got up and wrapped a bathrobe around his body. There were five other bedrooms in this house, and only one other occupant. He didn’t know why he looked out of the window into the garden before he left the bedroom, but when he did, he saw her immediately. Curled up in a pile of blankets, rugs and cushions, she was sleeping underneath the olive tree.


When he opened the back door into the garden, the cold autumnal air hit him hard. There could easily be a frost by the morning. He put his shoes on and walked over to the tree. He squatted down.


‘What are you doing?’


She put a hand up to his face. ‘Oh baby, I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t sleep in that bed, not after that thing . . .’


‘It’s gone now,’ he said. ‘Dr Sarkissian took it. The bed’s fine.’


‘No, it’s not! It’s dirty!’ she said. ‘I can’t go back in there!’


He shook his head. ‘It’s freezing out here.’


She pulled her covers aside and he joined her on what seemed to be a mattress of garden furniture cushions. ‘This is crazy.’


‘I won’t sleep in that bed! I won’t!’


He put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Our bed,’ he corrected. ‘It’s our bed, Gonca, and I for one like it very much.’


‘I did too, but not now.’


‘Oh for God’s sake! Sweetheart, our bed is not cursed. Quite the reverse,’ he said. ‘That’s a good bed, a fortunate bed, it’s a bed we’ve made love to each other in many, many times . . .’


‘It’ll have to go!’ She was actually trembling. Obviously with the cold, but also with fear. ‘I’ll need to clean everything. The bed will have to go, and the bedding.’


Inwardly, Süleyman groaned. Today was his only day off this week. He had hoped to spend it picking up the wedding rings he’d had made in the Grand Bazaar. Now it seemed they would have to look for a new bed too. But Gonca was adamant. Frightened and determined, she was not to be denied, and he knew it. He kissed one of her shoulders and she leaned back against him.


There was a pause, then she said, ‘You go back inside. I can feel you’re cold.’


‘So warm me up.’


She wasn’t in the mood for levity. ‘Just go.’


But he didn’t. He loved her too much to leave her. He lowered himself down, pulling her with him. ‘I’m not going anywhere. I don’t like sleeping without you. We’ve not gone to bed outside since the summer. It will be fine.’


‘There’s always a rational explanation,’ Çetin İkmen said to his wife. ‘Of course, that isn’t always the actual truth, but . . .’


He often sat on the balcony outside his apartment. It had one of the best views in the city. Just off the main Divan Yolu thoroughfare, the İkmen place looked out over Sultanahmet Square, the Blue Mosque, Ayasofya and, if you turned your head to the right a bit, the Hippodrome. Because he had retired from the police force three years before, and because his wife was dead, he could come out on the balcony and be with her whenever he liked. Three o’clock in the morning meant nothing to ghosts.


‘One can say that gypsies like Gonca are naturally superstitious and simply reason it away like that,’ he continued. ‘But that’s too glib. She’s an intelligent woman; she felt something coming out of that bed covering. Not that Arto said that, and of course he didn’t feel a thing except to say that it was “creepy”.’


Arto Sarkissian had called İkmen once he’d taken the bloodied cover to the lab. Shocked by how badly the experience appeared to have affected Gonca, he had called İkmen both as his friend and as his ‘go-to’ person when it came to affairs of a supernatural nature.


‘Mehmet, poor boy, will be at a loss with all this, of course.’ İkmen lit a cigarette. ‘A man’s body was found in an apartment in Vefa last night – cyanide poisoning – that’s his case. Could be suicide, given the state of a lot of people’s finances these days, but who knows? What I’m saying is that Mehmet has a lot to think about without this. His work, his wedding next week, money . . . He doesn’t need crazy superstitious stuff in his life.’


His wife, Fatma, looked at him. She was very bright, almost tangible this night.


‘And yes I know I always get involved in things like this, but I care. Anyway, she will expect me to at the very least talk to her about it. I mean, she can’t talk to Mehmet, can she? Not really. Not about this. The poor man’s out of his depth. Don’t get me wrong, Fatma, I think those two were made for each other, but even in the best marriages there are always differences. You and I, we’re all difference, always were.’


He poured himself a large brandy and leaned back in his chair.


‘They’re going to the Grand Bazaar tomorrow. Berekiah has made their wedding rings and they’re going to pick them up. Really expensive, apparently, but I’m not complaining. Our son-in-law is a craftsman, and he and Hülya need the money, even if Mehmet can’t really afford it. Which he can’t. Gonca’s sisters are making the dress, which will be a huge production and also costly. Arto told me the bloodied bedcover cost her over a thousand lira. Still had the price on. Mehmet’s paying for everything. And this of course is just the civil wedding. When they have the Roma ceremony, it will be even more elaborate.’


He shook his head. He’d been to a few Roma weddings over the years. They were often held, as Gonca and Mehmet’s was destined to be, during the spring festival of Hıdırellez, and hundreds of people came from all over the country and beyond, transported in big shiny cars, all firing off rounds of ammunition into the night, fed to bursting on a wedding cake that could be seen from space. İkmen secretly loved these almost Hollywood-esque productions.


He drank. ‘So I’ll probably go along to the bazaar and see the happy couple tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I have an interest.’


If a ghost could be said to have a wry expression on its face, that was what İkmen saw when he looked at Fatma.










Chapter 2



Boza had always appalled Inspector Kerim Gürsel. His favourite winter beverage was sahlep, a sweet, warm milky drink made from orchid root and sprinkled with cinnamon. Boza – although those who enjoyed it said that once inside the body it was warming – was served cold with a topping of leblebi, toasted chickpeas, and was too sour for his taste. It was said that it had been one of the mainstays of the Ottoman army when it conquered half of Europe in the sixteenth century. Full of vitamins and minerals, it was certainly nutritious, and when one was in the İstanbul district of Vefa, known as the home of boza, one just had to get some. Or not.


As they walked away from the famous Vefa Bozacısı, Kerim looked at his colleague, Sergeant Ömer Mungun, in amazement. He was lapping the stuff up.


‘People say that’s the best boza in the city, and I think they’re right,’ Ömer said. ‘It’ll set me up for the day.’


Kerim lit a cigarette. Just as Ömer wasn’t his sergeant, this case, which concerned the death of a man called Fahrettin Müftüoğlu, wasn’t strictly speaking his either. Like Ömer Mungun, it belonged to his colleague, Inspector Mehmet Süleyman. But the inspector had booked this day off months ago in order to go and collect the rings for his upcoming wedding to Gonca Şekeroğlu. And although Müftüoğlu’s death could be murder, the number of suicide-by-cyanide cases in the city in recent months had spiked. For those at or near the bottom of society, the economy was no longer delivering. Profits were falling and prices rising – a lot of people were in debt. The police were in the process of discovering whether Müftüoğlu was one of their number. What they did know was that in life, he had worked in an industry – the jewellery trade – that routinely used cyanide. The evening before last, a neighbour in the downstairs apartment had heard a huge crashing sound from above, and when the front door had been kicked in, Müftüoğlu had been found apparently collapsed in his hallway.


They walked to Kayserili Ahmet Paşa Caddesi, where the man had lived. Scene-of-crime officers in white overalls were in attendance, and the whole sagging wooden apartment building was cordoned off by tape. Kerim introduced himself to the team, who had already met Ömer Mungun, and said, ‘So – quick overview . . .’


An older man called Sergeant Ertan said, ‘It’s a big job, Inspector. Bigger than we first thought.’


‘In what way?’


Ertan looked at one of his colleagues, then said, ‘Where the body was found . . .’


‘The hallway, yes, I know . . .’


‘That wasn’t in any way typical of that apartment. We didn’t really get the measure of it yesterday when Inspector Süleyman was here, what with the pathologist, and closing down the scene because of the noxious substance . . .’


‘Sergeant, get to the point,’ Kerim said.


‘The man was a hoarder, sir,’ he said. ‘Every room, floor to ceiling, stacked with every sort of thing you can imagine and probably some you can’t. We need multiple skips and we need more officers.’


Not much sleep had been managed under the olive tree in Gonca Şekeroğlu’s garden. She’d been upset and so they’d talked for hours, then they’d made love. Just as Mehmet Süleyman had been about to fall asleep, the dawn azan had rippled across the city. For two hours after that, he’d lain beside Gonca staring up into the lightening sky. Then he’d gone inside to make tea and get his phone. Gonca was awake when he returned to the garden. He offered her his tea, but she refused it.


‘I’ll go and get mine later,’ she said. She pulled the covers on their makeshift bed aside and said, ‘Get in. It’s cold.’


He got in beside her and they put their arms around each other.


‘I’m sorry about last night, Mehmet,’ Gonca said.


‘Sorry? It was great!’ He kissed her neck.


‘Not the sex!’ she laughed. ‘The hysteria.’


‘Oh.’


‘What you have to understand is that I can’t just brush this away.’


‘Which is why Dr Sarkissian came and took the bedcover to be analysed,’ he said. ‘I’m taking it seriously too.’


‘I’m sure,’ she said. ‘As a crime, or possibly . . .’ 


She looked down. 


He said, ‘I know you feel as if this is a message from someone who means us ill will.’


‘A curse.’


‘A curse if you must, but . . .’


‘I know I made it sound as if I was blaming your people, but I’m not,’ she said. ‘A lot of my people disapprove of our marriage. In the past, even touching a gaco was thought to pollute us.’


‘Yes, I think I knew that,’ he said.


He’d heard what some of the gypsies were calling him. The main insult and the one that disturbed him the most was ‘the bewitched bridegroom’. That he was ‘henpecked’ just made him angry.


‘It’s not enough for some people that our marriage will be childless,’ she said. ‘And it’s true, you could marry a younger woman and have more sons.’


‘I’m happy with the son I have,’ he said.


‘And when I am eighty and you are still in your sixties . . .’


‘We’ve been through this,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘It might.’


He knew that. It might. But he wanted to be happy now. She made him happy, he loved her, and he was endlessly fascinated by her.


Or bewitched . . . 


Kerim’s deputy, Eylul Yavaş, was already at the scene. As the inspector picked his way towards her, he said, ‘Any idea what this room was used for?’


‘Same as all the others, sir. Storing junk.’


As far as anyone could tell, Fahrettin Müftüoğlu’s apartment, on the first floor of a dilapidated wooden Ottoman building, had five rooms. Everything sloped at an angle, which made for a slightly queasy feeling amongst those attempting to move around. There were also signs that the floorboards were broken in places, which, given the amount of things piled up on them, was hardly surprising. And there was a smell, like no other. Everyone had their own ideas about it.


Kerim Gürsel said it was like old fur, while Eylul Yavaş said it had some characteristics in common with leaf mould. Ömer Mungun claimed it reminded him of saints’ relics he had seen in the many Syrian Orthodox monasteries in and around his home city of Mardin. There were only two rooms that could actually be entered. One was the bathroom, which featured an ancient, filthy shower above a tub that appeared to be full of some sort of viscous scum, a squat toilet and a rancid sink.


Kerim asked Ömer, ‘How old was Mr Müftüoğlu?’


‘Thirty-nine.’


He pulled a face. ‘This place looks to me like the home of a middle-aged or elderly eccentric. Thirty-nine? Are you sure?’


‘What it says on his kimlik.’


‘Oh, well . . .’


‘He worked in the Grand Bazaar,’ Eylul Yavaş said as she opened the door into the second just-about-accessible room. ‘Although as you can see, he also did some work here.’


A scruffy workbench covered in soldering irons connected to gas canisters, and what looked like cutting tools, stood in front of a vast heap of clothes.


‘A tub containing sodium cyanide was taken away by forensics yesterday,’ Eylul continued. ‘Under Inspector Süleyman’s authority.’


‘Well thank God we managed to find that, at least!’ Kerim said. ‘Apart from the fact that this place is a fucking nightmare, anything else?’


‘The neighbours say that Müftüoğlu was always very smart,’ Eylul said.


‘That from the local teyzes?’


‘Of course,’ she smiled. ‘I’ve an appointment for tea with a group of them in ten minutes – including the one who called in the night watch when she heard that loud crash from this apartment.’


‘When Müftüoğlu collapsed,’ Kerim said. ‘Excellent.’


Teyzes, or ‘aunties’, referred to the local housewives, who knew everyone in a particular neighbourhood and their business. Every street in the city had at least one teyze, whom Çetin İkmen had once scathingly dubbed ‘women who should have been brain surgeons but who settled for stupid men instead’. A lot of teyzes were clever women with not enough to do.


‘Sir, this thing about getting a skip,’ Ömer said. ‘I know that makes some sense . . .’


‘Oh, it’s all right, Sergeant,’ Kerim said. ‘I’m on that. There’s no way any of this stuff will be thrown away until it has been properly sorted.’


‘The boss’d have a breakdown,’ Ömer said.


Kerim smiled. Although he’d been drafted in to assist, this was still Süleyman’s case. He remained, and probably always would, the boss to whom his sergeant referred.


Looking around, Kerim said, ‘I suggest we clear this room first. It’s not quite so full up as the rest of the place, and will hopefully be cleaner than that bathroom. There’s some space to begin sorting through that wall of clothes behind the bench. Then if we can bag them up and move them out, we can start shifting things from other rooms into here.’


‘Where will we store it all, sir?’ Eylul asked.


Kerim shook his head. ‘I have no idea. I’m not sure our evidence storage provision can cope with this.’


‘The effect I was going for, which was Mehmet Bey’s idea, was of a sprinkling of stars. Some large, some small, some barely visible.’


Berekiah Cohen, the jeweller, was a tall, thin man on the verge of middle age. He wore bifocals, which together with the fact that his right arm was stiff and almost useless made him look like an exotic insect.


But Gonca Şekeroğlu wasn’t looking at the jeweller. Her eyes were fixed on what he had made for her. Although neither the thickest nor the most expensive wedding ring she had ever seen, it was the most beautiful – and clever. A ten-carat white-gold band, slim and tall on the finger, was studded with diamonds so small they were little more than dust, together with larger stones, giving the whole piece, in the correct light, the look of a shimmering sky filled with stars.


‘Even the smallest stones have been individually set,’ Berekiah continued. ‘So hopefully you shouldn’t need to worry about losing them. I tried always to keep in mind your work, Gonca Hanım. You need to be able to work with your wedding ring on.’


Gonca looked up at her fiancé. ‘This was your idea?’


He smiled. She flung her arms around his neck and began to cry. Mehmet Süleyman mouthed his apologies to Berekiah, who just shook his head. He’d seen this sort of display many times before, albeit not quite so excessive.


When she finally disengaged herself from Süleyman’s neck, Gonca said, ‘That is the most beautiful ring I’ve ever seen in my life! How did you get the idea for it?’


‘What? Because I’m a rather dull police officer with little imagination?’


‘No!’


He laughed. ‘One night back in the summer, I was out in the garden when I looked up and saw this . . .’ He took his phone out of his pocket and showed her the photographs he had taken of the night sky back in August. ‘It was one of the most beautiful things I had ever seen, and so of course I wanted something like it to be replicated on my darling Gonca’s wedding ring. The genius in this production is not me, but Berekiah. To enact what was simply a vision with such skill and artistry is a miracle.’


The younger man blushed. ‘As you know, Mehmet Bey,’ he said, ‘I enjoy a challenge. Now, Gonca Hanım, I’d like you to make sure for me that the ring fits. We still have time to make adjustments.’


‘It’s perfect!’ she said.


‘Doesn’t pinch anywhere? You can move it easily without it falling off?’


‘Yes! Yes!’ Then she said, ‘What about your ring, Mehmet?’


The jeweller handed a similar, if larger, ring over to Süleyman, who slipped it on his finger. He turned it around a few times.


‘Fits perfectly.’


Berekiah supervised, frowning as he too manipulated the ring.


Gonca, watching, said, ‘You have diamonds too.’


‘Yes, but fewer. If I’m cuffing someone, I don’t want small pieces of diamond to get embedded in their flesh.’


‘That shouldn’t happen.’


‘No, because you are a clever man, Berekiah.’


‘Just working to the brief,’ the jeweller said. ‘You told me that once you’re married, you never want to take it off. So that’s what we’re aiming for.’


Süleyman glanced at Gonca. ‘Anyway, I didn’t want to out-glitter you, did I?’


‘No. The bride must always be the centre of attention,’ another voice said. Çetin İkmen had quietly entered his son-in-law’s cramped workshop.


‘Do you remember when Fuat Bey died, Nilüfer Hanım?’ the old lady asked the fat middle-aged woman in whose apartment they had met.


‘Not exactly,’ she replied. ‘Fifteen years ago, maybe?’


‘Oh no, more like twenty,’ an uncovered woman in a nylon tabard said. ‘The mother died ten years ago.’


The old woman, Meryem Hanım, touched Eylul Yavaş’s arm. ‘The mother,’ she said, ‘was a strange one.’


‘In what way?’


‘Egyptian,’ she said.


Eylul was waiting for more information, but she didn’t get it. ‘Egyptian’ was clearly strange enough to need no further explanation.


But then Nilüfer Hanım added, ‘Never learned to speak Turkish. They all spoke French to each other, her, Fuat Bey and Fahrettin. Not that I ever heard them myself. Faruk Bey told Doğan Bey, who told me when he came home from the coffee house.’


‘When was this?’ Eylul asked.


Nilüfer Hanım laughed. ‘Oh, years ago!’ She leaned in closer to the policewoman. ‘Fahrettin was a jeweller, like his father was. Worked for Armenians in the Grand Bazaar, both of them. People say that Fahrettin was better than his father. An artist.’


‘We know he was a jeweller.’


‘Oh.’


Eylul said, ‘We’re trying to find out about his life outside work.’


‘Not sure he did much,’ said Barcın, the nylon-tabard woman. It had been this woman who had called the nightwatchman when she heard an enormous crashing sound coming from Müftüoğlu’s apartment upstairs. ‘He never married, as far as I know.’


‘Brothers and sisters?’


‘Didn’t have any,’ she continued. ‘I think old Fuat Bey and whoever the wife was . . .’


‘Isis.’


‘Yes, Isis.’ She frowned. ‘Funny name. Anyway, they were quite old when they had Fahrettin. He was fat when he was little.’


‘Oh yes,’ old Meryem said. ‘Fat and lazy. Sitting at his bedroom window watching the other boys play football in the street.’


‘Did the other boys make fun of him?’ Eylul asked.


The women looked at each other, then Meryem said, ‘No.’


‘Seems a bit strange,’ Eylul said. ‘Children who are fat or wear glasses or are different in any way . . .’


‘He used to do their homework for them,’ Barcın said. ‘My little brother Ali is only a year older than Fahrettin. Used to do his. Went to the Lycée, see.’


‘What? Galatasaray?’


That was where Inspector Süleyman had gone. It was the most famous boys’ school in the country.


‘Yes. Had ideas, did Fuat Bey,’ Barcın said. ‘When he used to go off to the bazaar in the mornings, he’d be dressed up like a lawyer or a doctor or something.’


‘Fahrettin carried that on,’ Meryem said. ‘Always very smart. What did he die of, dear?’


‘We don’t know yet,’ Eylul said.


‘Oh. Was he murdered?’


‘Again, I can’t—’


‘Don’t take this wrongly, I mean him no harm,’ the old woman said, ‘but he did attract the Eye round here.’


If he had attracted jealousy attributed to the Evil Eye, then why and from whom? As far as Eylul could see, Fahrettin Müftüoğlu hadn’t had much of value. And even though he was a craftsman, he couldn’t have made a lot of money, otherwise why was he still in that squalid old apartment that his parents had lived in?


‘The Eye?’ she said. ‘Why?’


The women looked at each other, and then Meryem said, ‘Haven’t you found all his money yet, then?’


Lazar Alfandarı had run his jewellery shop and atelier in the Grand Bazaar ever since he had taken over the business when his father had died in 1975. His father, Moris, had in turn inherited from his father in an unbroken line from the beginning of the nineteenth century. The name of the shop, Melek – or Angel – was an oblique reference to the fact that the Alfandarı family were and always had been practitioners of Kabbalah. Lazar’s second in command, Berekiah Cohen, said that you could pick those influences up in pieces that Lazar Bey made for his family.


Walking out of the atelier and into the shop, Gonca Şekeroğlu greeted the old man, who sat behind his counter in a vast velvet chair and kissed his hand. She showed him her wedding ring.


‘Oh, Lazar Bey,’ she said, ‘you clearly trained Berekiah Bey in the dark arts. This is almost beyond my understanding!’


The old man laughed and made room for her on the chair beside him, and the two of them cooed over the ring and talked about magic as they smoked Lazar Bey’s brightly coloured cocktail cigarettes.


Above the shop, in the atelier, İkmen and Süleyman sat on old chairs on the inner corridor just below the roof of the bazaar. Around them, groups of soot-blackened silversmiths drank tea, laughed and spoke Armenian.


Both men lit cigarettes, and then İkmen said, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen Gonca look so happy.’


Süleyman smiled.


‘Thank you,’ İkmen continued, ‘for letting my son-in-law make your rings.’


‘My pleasure.’


‘It must’ve cost you a lot of money.’


‘Mmm.’


İkmen knew that his friend was always in debt. He also knew that he considered it coarse to talk about money. İkmen, however, was compelled.


‘I’ve heard about the house on Büyükada,’ he said.


There was a silence. The house to which he was referring was a nineteenth-century villa that had been built by one of Mehmet’s illustrious Ottoman ancestors and was still owned by the Süleyman family. Mehmet himself owned a fifth of this house, together with his brother, an uncle and two cousins – or rather, that was how it had been. Now, İkmen had heard, he was attempting to buy his relatives out.


‘Balat is very hot in July and August,’ Süleyman said. ‘We would all benefit from a summer house. And of course Patrick loves the place.’


Patrick was Mehmet’s teenage son by his second wife, Zelfa Halman. At present, he lived with his mother in Dublin. But apparently when he’d visited his father earlier in the year, he had fallen in love with this house.


‘It’s a lot of money,’ İkmen said. ‘I mean, a cheap one would cost you a million dollars.’


‘I already own one fifth of the property,’ Süleyman said.


‘What does Gonca think of the idea?’


‘She thinks it will be nice for us all to have somewhere to go in the summer,’ he said. ‘And I want Patrick to have something from my side of the family eventually.’


İkmen could understand that. It was why he himself kept hold of his vast apartment in Sultanahmet, for his children. But it was still a lot of money for Mehmet to find. Of course, he was borrowing . . . 


He changed the subject. ‘Are you back in Vefa tomorrow?’


‘You’ve heard about that?’


‘Of course. Don’t know any details . . .’


Süleyman smiled. İkmen was, he knew, someone upon whom he could safely unload.


‘Connection to this place, actually,’ he said.


‘Melek?’


‘No, another jeweller in the bazaar. An Armenian-owned business.’


‘Going to tell me who?’ İkmen asked. ‘You know I know most people, and I have particular friends amongst the Armenians.’


He was referring to pathologist Arto Sarkissian, his oldest friend, but Süleyman knew that there were others too. In fact, it was difficult to find a group of people in the city İkmen didn’t have a connection to.


‘It’s called GülGül,’ he said.


İkmen’s face lit up. ‘Owned by Garbis Bey’s cousin, Atyom,’ he said. ‘You know Garbis Bey? Custodian at the Üç Horan church in Beyoğlu?’


‘Of course.’


‘Well, Atyom Bey is a jeweller, and his shop is called GülGül.’ He pointed across the empty space to the opposite balcony. ‘His atelier is there.’


‘Yes, I know, I was there yesterday.’


‘Atyom Bey is very charming,’ İkmen continued. ‘But never play poker with him. He’s an absolute devil with cards and will take the skin off your back. I know.’


Süleyman leaned forward in his chair. ‘Çetin,’ he said, ‘I think Atyom Bey’s employee’s death was probably suicide.’


‘Oh.’


‘Suicide?’


They both looked up and saw Berekiah Cohen standing over them with a tray full of tea glasses.


Back from her meeting with the teyzes, Eylul Yavaş was telling her boss about the conversation she’d just had.


‘Sir, I hadn’t noticed that this apartment didn’t have any electricity until the ladies told me,’ she said. ‘These lights are gas lamps. The women said that Fahrettin, as a youth, used to sit beside the one nearest the window in that room opposite and count his money of an evening.’


Kerim pointed at the door. ‘That room?’ he said. ‘You can’t get in that room without a bulldozer!’


‘I’m just telling you what they told me. And this was years ago. They said his doing that attracted the Eye . . .’


‘God! Superstitious rubbish!’


‘I think, sir,’ Eylul said, ‘that people round here were afraid of Fahrettin Müftüoğlu. He was an odd, distant man, but clever. He used to do homework for other boys in the neighbourhood when he was at school. Charged them for it. He went to Galatasaray Lycée.’


‘And yet his parents had no electricity,’ Kerim said.


Ömer Mungun, who had been helping a team of scene-of-crime officers catalogue and bag up some very rancid clothes, said, ‘Not to speak out of turn, Kerim Bey, but this set-up sounds a bit like an old Ottoman family we both know of . . .’


He meant the Süleymans. But Kerim didn’t want to get into personal details about a colleague in such a public setting, so he said, ‘Yes, Sergeant Mungun. Thank you for that. How are you getting on?’


‘There’s some quality clothes here, sir. All rotten, though. Almost as if he bought them and then just flung them in a corner.’


Kerim’s phone rang; it was the pathologist.


‘Dr Sarkissian,’ he said.


Süleyman had attended the post-mortem on the body of Fahrettin Müftüoğlu, which seemed to point to either suicide or death by misadventure. There had been, however, some test results outstanding when he went on leave.


‘As you know, Inspector,’ the doctor began, ‘it was my contention at the PM that Mr Müftüoğlu in all probability took his own life. The seemingly deliberate ingestion of potassium cyanide, together with no sign of defence wounds, leads me to believe this is probably not murder. An accident or misadventure, however, is something else. Given the—’


‘Fuck!’


The word had come from the mouth of a scene-of-crime officer. It had been so loud that the doctor had heard it on the other end of the phone.


‘What’s happening, Inspector?’ he asked.


Gürsel turned and saw that the officer was holding up something familiar.


While Süleyman took what seemed to be a very serious phone call, Gonca appeared and sat down next to İkmen on the balcony outside the atelier.


‘I’m glad you’re here, Çetin Bey. I wanted to talk to you.’


‘I thought you might.’


She lit a cigarette. ‘Yesterday,’ she said, ‘I went to Tarlabaşı to pick up my wedding bedcover.’


‘I know,’ he said. ‘Blood.’


‘Really?’


He smiled. ‘Arto Sarkissian told me,’ he said. ‘A man of science and scepticism, like your beloved, but he knows me and he knows you and he thought I ought to know.’


‘Bless him!’


‘Indeed.’


‘Çetin Bey, a lot of people don’t want this marriage to go ahead,’ she said. ‘Some members of my family, other Roma. Then there’s his people: police, his mother, jealous women . . .’


‘And then again, it could be completely unconnected to you,’ İkmen said.


‘That cover was ordered by me,’ she said. ‘It had my name on it! Why that one, İkmen? Why?’


‘Have you spoken to Rahul Bey?’ İkmen asked. ‘I’m assuming you bought it from his shop.’


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘No, I’ve not spoken to him.’


‘Then you must.’


‘Mehmet and I need to go and buy a new bed now,’ she said. ‘Otherwise we’ll have to sleep in the garden again.’


The look on his face made her slightly angry.


‘That cursed thing was on my bed, İkmen,’ she said. ‘What would you have me do?’


‘If there was no blood on the bed itself and Arto had taken the offending article away, I would have got in and gone to sleep.’


‘That’s what Mehmet did. I tried,’ she added, ‘but once he was asleep, I went out into the garden. I laid a few cushions down under the olive tree. I’ve hundreds of blankets. It was fine. But then Mehmet got up in the early hours and came down. I didn’t want him to. I tried to make him go back, but he wouldn’t. So you see, the new bed is really for him. I could sleep in the garden again, provided it doesn’t rain . . .’


İkmen laughed.


‘What?’


‘The way you put the onus on him,’ he said. ‘It amuses me. I also find the idea of him sleeping on the ground hilarious.’


‘Oh, he can be quite adventurous!’ she said with a sparkle in her eye that matched that emanating from her wedding ring.


‘So I gather,’ İkmen said. ‘Now, Gonca, about this bedcover. I know that Rahul Bey and his daughter make their own pieces, but I also know that he contracts some of his work out.’


‘I wanted him to make it,’ Gonca said. ‘I assume—’


‘Don’t assume. Ask him.’


‘Well, I could, but it’s a bit delicate, so I don’t want to just phone.’


‘Go and see him.’


‘But we have to buy a bed!’ she said.


‘So let me do it!’


‘No!’


‘I know Rahul Bey, and although I’m not Roma, he’ll talk to me.’


She thought about it for a few moments. ‘All right.’


‘You do want to know the truth, don’t you, Gonca? Even if the truth is rather more prosaic than your fantasy.’


Süleyman finished his call and walked back to them, frowning.


‘Problems?’ İkmen asked.


He shook his head. ‘Possibly. But that’s for tomorrow.’ He put a hand out to Gonca. ‘Come along, we’ve more shopping to do.’


She stood.


‘Oh, and the ring, if you please,’ he said. She still had it on her finger.


Gonca pouted. ‘Oh, please let me keep it, Mehmet Bey!’


He clicked his fingers. ‘No,’ he said. ‘You’re not Mrs Süleyman yet. When we’re married, I will insist you wear it all the time, but not until then.’


Reluctantly she returned it to him, then they bade İkmen farewell and went on their way. Alone, the one-time inspector was left to wonder what Süleyman had meant about ‘possible’ problems with his latest case.










Chapter 3



It wasn’t easy to make out where the eyes had once been. The mouth too was indistinct. It was the nose that gave it away – long and curving, like the blade of a scimitar.


The officer who had found the head, deep, deep inside the wall of clothes at the back of Fahrettin Müftüoğlu’s work room, was now outside the building, sitting down and drinking some water. The two other scene-of-crime officers were in the hallway. This left sergeants Yavaş and Mungun and a seriously intrigued Inspector Gürsel.


In order to describe what had been found to Süleyman on the phone, Kerim had put the head down on the floor and viewed it from the front whilst lying on the floorboards. He remained there, staring, while his colleagues sat on the jeweller’s stools behind his workbench.


Eventually Ömer Mungun said, ‘It looks like some kind of wood.’


‘I can’t guarantee it isn’t,’ Kerim said. ‘Until the doctor gets here, we won’t know. Perhaps not even then . . .’


‘The SOC team had quite a visceral response to it,’ Eylul put in.


‘All their parents probably come from Nowhere Anatolia,’ Kerim responded. ‘I expect they grew up with stories about how you can be cured of diseases by being shown to the moon.’ Then, realising that one of their number was not an İstanbullu, he added, ‘Sorry, Ömer Bey.’


Ömer smiled. ‘That’s a Black Sea custom, Kerim Bey,’ he said. ‘We don’t do that in the Tur Abdin.’


The Tur Abdin – or Slaves of God – region of the country was in the far south-east, where the local customs and beliefs were more in line with Mesopotamian myths.


‘If it is a human head, it’s beyond desiccated,’ Eylul said. ‘Be interesting to see if there’s any more.’


‘Can’t touch it until the doctor gets here.’


‘No.’


They fell into uneasy silence again.


‘I’ll tell you what, if anything, all this head business is about once I’ve seen it,’ Arto Sarkissian said into his phone. ‘I’m sitting in the car outside the building, just about to go in, actually.’


‘So . . .’


‘Inspector Süleyman, I’ve got the test results on your blood-soaked bed covering,’ he said. ‘Human, common blood type – A – but interestingly, I am told, menstrual blood.’


‘Really?’


‘Really. I baulk at asking the question, but do you have any idea what blood means to the Roma? I am aware there are certain taboos.’


Süleyman sighed. ‘I don’t know a lot,’ he said. ‘And Gonca is atypical, of course. But blood and other bodily fluids are considered unclean. Clothes from the upper body, which is clean, have to be separated from those at the bottom, which is dirty, when washed. Men’s and women’s clothes mustn’t be washed together. Menstrual blood is viewed with horror; all sorts of cleanliness rituals pertain to that.’


‘Well, that is a common taboo,’ the doctor said. ‘Is Gonca Hanım with you, Inspector?’


‘Depends how one interprets the word “with”,’ Süleyman said. ‘She is in a furniture shop looking at a bed she has informed me is called “Versailles”. She is currently agreeing a price with a young salesman who keeps looking at me nervously through the window. My function in all this is to appear with my wallet at the right moment.’


The doctor laughed. ‘I will see you tomorrow, Inspector,’ he said. ‘I wish you good fortune with the shopping. Oh, and let me know whether you would like me to do any further tests on the bedcover.’


‘I will.’


‘And what you’d like me to do with it ultimately.’


‘Of course.’


Süleyman cut the connection. The doctor knew that Kerim Gürsel was anxious for him to look at this mysterious head he’d found, but he stayed where he was. There was something oddly disturbing about the idea that the blood on that bed covering was menstrual blood. How had it got there? Whom had it belonged to, and did it mean anything? In a way, it was comforting, inasmuch as this was not blood from a wound that had killed someone. But on the other hand, even he, a modern agnostic Armenian, had to admit that he was what Americans would call ‘grossed out’ by the idea of period blood.


If anything summed up the nature of the İstanbul district of Tarlabaşı, it was washing. No matter what time of year, day and night, the lines of amazingly snow-white vests and multicoloured towels that were strung in their thousands across every narrow street gave the place a feeling of vibrancy, even if there were no people around. Which wasn’t often.


As Çetin İkmen wandered smokily into İstanbul’s most contentious quarter, he saw a lot of people, many of whom he knew. Before he’d walked a hundred metres, he’d tipped his head towards two distillers of moonshine rakı, smiled at a trans prostitute and watched a drug deal go down between two Syrian lads. Famed for its ‘artistic’ population, Tarlabaşı was also home to thousands of Roma – some indigenous, others like Gonca’s family, who had moved into Tarlabaşı when Sulukule quarter had been redeveloped back in 2008. Parts of Tarlabaşı were being redeveloped now, although it was difficult to see those buildings when he was in the thick of the quarter, where the roads were barely two-people wide and the air smelt of drains.


Eventually he came to a tall, terraced building leaning precariously onto its left-hand neighbour, and stopped. Like most of the old buildings in Tarlabaşı, Rahul Mengüç’s shop was in what had once been a Greek house. The entrance, which was four large stone steps up from the filth of the street, was via an ornate wooden door, which at this time of day was open for customers. The old man was serving two mismatched women – one covered as the strictest dictates of Islam required and the other dressed for belly-dancing. The belly-dancer, a Roma girl by the look and sound of her, was instructing her entirely obscured friend in the art of buying linen for her wedding night.


İkmen, who took himself back outside until the women had finished their business, heard the belly-dancer say, ‘You get the best you can afford. Then you tell him you made it all yourself, with your own hands.’


İkmen smiled. Clearly the covered girl hadn’t paid enough attention to her trousseau chest when she was a child. Maybe she was a Roma girl who had opted to marry a conservative Muslim man. The possibilities were endless.


When, finally, the two women left, without apparently buying anything, İkmen went inside. Rahul Bey, a thin, walnut-patinaed Roma in his eighties, was putting a bolt of cloth back on the shelf behind his counter. His daughter, Neziye, limped towards İkmen, took his hand and kissed it.


‘Çetin Bey.’


‘Neziye Hanım.’ He smiled.


Neziye, who was in her early sixties, was that rare thing in Roma society, an old maid. Tall and thin like her father, she was a gentle-faced woman, unsmiling and yet always pleasant. It was said that men had rejected her because she had one leg longer than the other.


‘Ah, Çetin Bey!’ the old man called out. ‘How are you? Come and take rakı with me. Neziye! Get the rakı and some water.’


The doctor shook his head. He went to say something, and then stopped.


Kerim Gürsel spoke. ‘Well?’


Arto Sarkissian pursed his lips, then said, ‘It appears, from what I can see, that this mask, this resinous . . . whatever it is . . . thing, is built around a human skull.’


‘Really?’


He turned it over in his hands and pointed to an area at the bottom surrounding a hole. ‘This is where the spinal cord enters the skull, through this trapezoid structure here, the occipital bone. Were this a mannequin, there would be no need to do this. The head and body could be all of a piece. Unless it were a doll of some sort, in which case some articulation might be required . . . I won’t know for certain what this is until I can scan it.’


‘You’ll take it away.’


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I can get back to you in a couple of hours. But in the meantime, it might be wise to proceed here with caution.’


Kerim nodded.


‘If this is part of a skeleton, there may be more. Any idea how it came to be here?’


‘None,’ Kerim said.


The doctor carefully wrapped the head in foam and placed it gently into a cool bag. ‘As you know, it’s my belief that the death of Fahrettin Müftüoğlu was probably suicide – that or misadventure. I can’t find any evidence of outside involvement and I really don’t think that a professional man like him would have ingested cyanide without knowing what it was and what it does. But he was an odd man, wasn’t he?’


‘A hoarder,’ Kerim said.


The doctor looked around. ‘Of the most clinical variety. Jeweller, wasn’t he?’


‘Yes, sir,’ Kerim said. ‘Worked for a firm in the Grand Bazaar. GülGül.’


‘Oh.’ Dr Sarkissian smiled. ‘Atyom Bey. Yes, he’s distantly related to my wife’s cousin Etyen’s wife, Jaklin. Very high-end. Mr Müftüoğlu must have been good at his job.’


‘Apparently so,’ Kerim said. ‘A model employee, by all accounts. And yet he seemingly did some work here too.’


‘Mmm. Not easy without electricity, I should imagine.’


‘No.’


‘I wonder whom he made things for in this sort of environment, and why.’


How Gonca got the boys in the shop to both deliver the new bed and take away the old one that afternoon, Süleyman didn’t know. He’d seen her make soft, sexy eyes at the young men and was aware that the boys sweated when they spoke to him. Maybe they thought he was her gypsy husband who would rip them apart if he caught them looking at her. But it didn’t matter. The bed was now in, and she was making it up, fussing about linen and dancing around the room.


Süleyman sat in the garden in his overcoat and called Kerim Gürsel.


‘What’s happening, Kerim Bey?’ he asked.


‘Dr Sarkissian reckons the head is human,’ Kerim said. ‘We’ll carry on here for another few hours and then the scene will be all yours tomorrow. The doctor recommended we search very gingerly in case there are more body parts in evidence. But this man was a massive hoarder. I mean, every room, to the ceiling.’


‘Yes,’ Süleyman said. ‘He was a good worker, though, according to Mr Mafyan, his employer. But I got the impression that his death was not a surprise. I’d like to go and see Mr Mafyan in the morning again, and speak to some of Mr Müftüoğlu’s co-workers.’


‘I can be here at the scene.’


‘Thank you,’ Süleyman said.


‘I’ll let you know if we have any more dramas.’


He smiled. ‘Thank you, Kerim Bey.’


He put his phone down on the table, and it was then that he noticed her for the first time. Gonca had an almost incomprehensible number of siblings. Süleyman realised he probably didn’t know half of them. But he did know Didim. Hunched on her haunches underneath the olive tree, she was sewing – and watching him.


Süleyman bowed his head. ‘Didim Hanım . . .’


Gonca always told everyone that Didim was decades older than she was, but it wasn’t true. She was the second of her father’s who-knew-how-many daughters, and was probably only a year or two older. But she had lived even more of a life than Gonca. Famously pregnant twenty-three times, she’d raised her surviving eighteen children with a husband who had been in and out of prison, until he’d eventually given up a life of crime in favour of becoming a bonzai – synthetic cannabinoid – addict. Didim had always survived by selling flowers on the streets – and of course, living off her sister’s money. She was also, other Roma had told him, a black witch. Whatever that meant.


She pointed upwards. ‘She’s up there.’


‘I know,’ Süleyman said. ‘New bed.’


‘She did right,’ Didim said. ‘It was cursed.’


He didn’t often challenge Gonca’s family’s assumptions, but he said, ‘No, it wasn’t.’


‘Was,’ she said. ‘People mean you and her harm.’


‘Yes, well they’re entitled to their opinions,’ he said.


At that moment, thankfully, Gonca called him.


‘Mehmet Bey,’ she said, ‘come and see our bed!’


‘What am I supposed to do with these, eh?’ Rahul Bey said as he held his hands up for İkmen to see. He had a point. Twisted out of shape by arthritis, his fingers looked like bunches of dried twigs.


‘May it pass quickly,’ İkmen said. It was an old formula denoting concern, but they both knew it meant nothing. ‘Didn’t you say anything to Gonca Hanım?’


‘Sometimes it’s best to just solve problems and keep your mouth shut,’ the old man said. ‘I wear gloves most of the time these days; she didn’t notice. Neziye’s are going the same way, although she can still work with a needle to some extent.’


‘So did Neziye Hanım make the bedcover for Gonca Hanım?’


‘She created it,’ he said. ‘But Gonca Hanım wanted a lot of embellishment, and so we had to send it out for decoration. She marries your colleague, I hear.’


‘Yes,’ İkmen said.


‘I wish them much happiness. I can’t tell you how sorry I am for what happened with the bedcover. No wonder Gonca Hanım is distressed. She put her wedding bedcover in my hands and I let her down.’


‘No.’


‘I did. I should have checked the work. But it only came in on the morning before she took it away. I will get Neziye to write a letter to her and, of course, I will refund Mehmet Bey’s money. I know he’s a gorgo, like you, but she loves him and I think people who wish them ill are wrong. Their hatred will rebound upon them.’


Rahul poured more rakı for himself and İkmen. Out in the shop, İkmen heard Neziye speaking in Romani to a customer.


‘Rahul Bey,’ he said, ‘do you think that whoever you contracted the work out to might have a grudge against Gonca Hanım?’


‘No! No! The Can family are good people. The mother, Huriye Hanım, is one of the finest seamstresses in the city. Eight boys and one daughter she has, God bless her, and not a word from the husband for over a decade.’


‘Oh?’


‘A bad Roma,’ the old man said. ‘There’s nothing worse. Gambling, drinking . . . Much like Gonca Hanım’s husbands, worthless. At least with Mehmet Bey, we know he has a job. And – I expect you know this, Çetin Bey – he is buying her a house! In the islands! I said when she told me, “You can all spend summers out there now!” and she said they would.’


İkmen tried to imagine Gonca’s extended family ranging around Süleyman’s ancestral villa on Büyükada, but decided not to dwell on it.


‘I said,’ the old man continued, ‘“Mehmet Bey must love you a lot”, and she blushed.’ He laughed. ‘Can you imagine?’


‘Rahul Bey,’ İkmen said, ‘would it be possible for Gonca Hanım to speak to this Can family about the . . .’


‘Maybe.’ The haberdasher shook his head. ‘But not now. Not until I have spoken to Huriye Hanım myself. It is my place,’ he added. ‘And, well, she has trouble . . .’


‘Trouble?’


He leaned in close. ‘Money.’


‘With eight sons? Are they children?’


‘Oh no, no.’ He took a swig from his glass and then topped it up with water. ‘All but one is like the father, and that one, Hızır, can’t do anything.’


‘Why not?’


‘Spina bifida. Then there’s the girl, Şaziye. To be honest, it is Şaziye I employ to do my intricate work. Tiny nimble fingers. Now she is a child – not that she leads a child’s life.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Supporting her family,’ he said. ‘Poor girl doesn’t just work for me; she gets work all over the city from those in the know.’


‘They live in Tarlabaşı?’


‘Yes. But let me speak to them, Çetin Bey. They will be mortified that this has happened and I am sure they will wish to make amends.’


‘And I am sure that Mehmet Bey will not want his money back, given the circumstances,’ İkmen said. ‘His wedding is only a week away now, so he and Gonca Hanım have much to do. If you could speak to this family and then get back to me, I would be grateful.’


Arto Sarkissian put his phone back on his bench and reviewed his latest conversation with Kerim Gürsel.


The scan of the object found in the apartment in Vefa had shown that it was very clearly a human skull. But how old was it? Indeed, what was it? It certainly didn’t look like anything he’d seen in his laboratory before. He’d have to order a full chemical review of whatever covered the skull, and also, he felt, a radiocarbon dating test too.
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