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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.
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