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      For Andrea, Matthew and Patch
      

   
      
      ‘No Alibis’ is a real bookshop in Belfast, there is an MI5 regional headquarters nearby and (usually) a Chief Constable. One
         or two other places also exist in real life. However, this book is a work of fiction. While the setting may be real, the plot
         and characters are made up. Nothing I have written should be taken to describe or reflect on real people.
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      It was the Tuesday before Christmas Day when The Case of the Cock-Headed Man walked into No Alibis, the finest mystery bookstore in all of, um, Belfast.
      

      
      In some ways he was lucky to get me, because with business being so quiet I had resorted to letting my mother woman the till
         for that short part of the day when she could manage to keep off the booze, i.e. between the hours of nine and eleven twenty-nine
         in the morning. If he had walked in ten minutes earlier he would have walked straight out again, because while still undoubtedly
         sober, Mother is not one for suffering fools or anyone gladly and she’s gotten ten times worse since her stroke. She has always been ugly and mean, but she used to restrict her glares and tempers and violence and venom
         and sarcasm to members of her immediate family, but since the stroke she has expanded her circle of viciousness to include
         distant cousins, vague acquaintances, most other members of the human race and several dogs. Mother is wired differently to
         you or me. A stroke usually affects just one side of the body, but she has lost the power in her right leg and left arm, making
         her appear lopsided from whatever angle you care to look at her, although most people don’t, and stagger from side to side
         like the drunk she is when she tries to walk. It is funny to watch her. When she’s drinking she now only has to consume half
         as much as before to get legless. And half of that again usually drools out of her mouth on to her blouse, because another
         side effect of the stroke is the loss of all feeling in her lower lip.
      

      
      But as it happened, The Case of the Cock-Headed Man walked in just as Mother finished. In fact, he held the door open for her as she left. Since her stroke I’ve had the disabled
         ramp removed from outside the shop, so it takes her a while to manoeuvre her walking frame and calipered leg down the high
         step and on to the pavement. The man with the Sidney Sidesweep and goatee beard smiled and offered her his arm and said, ‘Can I give you a hand, dear?’
      

      
      Mother glared at him for the briefest moment before spitting out: ‘Fuckaff!’

      
      Her diction isn’t great with her face the way it is. Before the stroke she looked like she’d been punched by Sonny Liston;
         now she sounds like it as well.
      

      
      Mother’s job – she tells her cronies that she’s head of customer relations, which would actually be quite funny if she wasn’t
         serious – is a sad reflection on the changing face of the book trade, wherein I cannot afford to hire good and proper help,
         but have to rely on friends and family and idiot students to fill in for those few hours when I need to concentrate on stocktaking,
         e-mails, stalking my ex-girlfriend and actually reading. I have to know what’s out there. While I am not entirely convinced by the recent vogue for Scandinavian crime fiction –
         who’s to say if it’s the author who is a genius, or his translator? Also, it’s difficult to care if a Norwegian gets murdered
         – my customers expect me to know the authors and to be able to help them navigate to their best work. You would expect a brain
         surgeon to be up to date on the latest operating procedures, and you would be shocked if a butcher served you up half a pound
         of gristle because he didn’t know any better, yet you can walk into a major bookstore and ask if Hammett’s The Glass Key is superior to The Thin Man and they’d look at you like you were on day release from a secure mental hospital, which, incidentally, is something I know
         all about. So I need a little time each day to keep up to date, and my best time for reading is in the mornings, when I’m
         not so groggy from the antipsychotic medicine I order on-line from a Good Samaritan in Guadalajara, Mexico.
      

      
      It was a really quiet time of year in No Alibis, and not just because customers were put off by Mother’s fearsome visage glaring out of the
         window and daring them to enter. Although books continue to make fantastic gifts, people no longer have the time to browse
         at Christmas or to ask for guidance from an expert. They go to one of the big chains and push a trolley around, piling them
         high and buying them cheap, like beans, or pasta, or onions, or potatoes, or rice, or tinned peaches, or fig rolls, or Tuc
         biscuits, or midget gems. But books are not beans. It’s not all about profit. It’s about the book. You have to appreciate
         the effort that goes into the writing of a book. The love and sacrifice. The years of torment. The long and tortured journey
         from first inkling of idea to appearance on a shelf. Nobody ever cared that much about the genesis of a bean. Once they finally appear, so many fine books are ignored, remaindered and pulped because they fail to find a me. My place in society, my role in life, is to select the finest crime fiction, and then make sure that it connects with the
         right people, a thankless task, particularly as there are so few right people around. No shortage of the wrong people. One example of the wrong people – and I have learned that you can often judge a book by its cover – was the beardy man approaching the counter without even the pretence of looking for a book.
         Despite his polite offer of assistance to Mother and his refusal to react angrily to her abuse, something about him immediately
         put me on edge. Perhaps it was because he wore the kind of extravagant clothes that people buy to try to disguise the fact
         that they have no personality.
      

      
      ‘Do you have internet access?’ he asked brusquely.

      
      ‘Yes thanks.’

      
      ‘No, I mean, to show you something.’

      
      ‘No thanks.’

      
      He was a pedlar with a lazy attitude to direct selling. He was trying to hock his wares by showing me a sales video at my expense over the internet.
      

      
      He smiled whitely. ‘I understand you meddle in crime-solving.’

      
      ‘No.’
      

      
      ‘Oh. I was given to understand . . .’

      
      ‘I don’t meddle.’

      
      Arrogance is no bad thing in crime-fighting, and God knows it’s compulsory in the book trade. He wouldn’t have known it, but
         I was quietly pleased by his presence in the shop. My reputation was clearly growing. Booksellers who use their expertise
         to solve baffling crimes are pretty thin on the ground. In fact, booksellers are pretty thin on the ground. Indeed, I am pretty
         thin on the ground, thanks to my diet, and allergies, and incurable diseases, and broken heart, and the economy. But people
         come to me because I am their last resort. Because the crimes against them are too difficult or trivial for the conventional
         forces of law and order to tackle or be bothered with. I glanced at my watch as if I had an appointment. When he didn’t immediately
         volunteer anything, I snapped a pleasant ‘Sorry, is there something else I can help you with?’
      

      
      The smile remained fixed, like his teeth. ‘You do know who I am?’

      
      I shook my head. ‘Nope.’

      
      ‘You really don’t recognise me?’

      
      He had tiny incredulous eyes and the bags under them sagged with middle age, giving the lie to his Botoxed brow. His beard was, I’m sure, perfectly fine; except I’m allergic to beards. Food festers in them. Ticks and
         bugs and spiders breed in them. I hate beards. I hate people who wear beards. Even false ones. Like Santa. But now that I
         studied him, there was something vaguely familiar about him. I have made many enemies in my perilous work as a crime-fighter and bookseller, and I have to admit that
         despite his smile, my hand sought the comfort of my mallet, one of several weapons I have taken to keeping beneath the counter.
      

      
      ‘Who are you, exactly?’ I asked, taking care to keep my voice flat, so that he couldn’t tell that I was now in a state of high alert. ‘And what
         do you want?’
      

      
      ‘You seriously don’t recognise me? But you see me every day.’

      
      I shook my head.

      
      ‘Billy Randall?’ He pulled his shoulders back, put his hands on his hips and gave his voice a mid-Atlantic twang. ‘I’m Billy Randall – fly me?’
      

      
      He raised an eyebrow for added effect.

      
      ‘Ah,’ I said.

      
      I did know him, after all. His head and shoulders, sixty feet wide, stared down at me from billboards in the south, east, north
         and west of this city of twenty-three stories. Billy Randall ran a low-cost, no frills airline and holiday company, Billy Randall Air, or BRA. It flew the great unwashed to cheap destinations, many of them in the Third World, most
         of them permanently braced for natural disaster or constantly teetering on the edge of civil war or desperately trying to
         recover from a crashed economy. People clamoured for his flights and holidays while at the same time despising his mugging
         arrogance, because quite often they were cheaper than taking a taxi and having a night out in their home city. He had a blazing
         self-confidence, pots full of chutzpah, and had made his millions despite not endearing himself to anyone. His look at me. The Northern Irish are quick to judge, and they dislike people who put their heads above the parapet unless they have a
         genuine talent, in which case they then worship them to death.
      

      
      Billy Randall smiled beatifically.

      
      ‘Billy Randall, of course,’ I said, warmer now, because despite the fact that I had a growing urge to beat him with the mallet,
         he was rich, and I was poor, and if he was wanting to talk to me he clearly had a problem, and a fool and his money are soon
         parted. ‘Sorry.’
      

      
      ‘I wanted to show you something. On YouTube. Have you heard of YouTube?’

      
      ‘I invented it.’

      
      ‘You . . .’

      
      ‘I can’t talk about it. Litigation.’
      

      
      He looked at me. He smiled. ‘Well could I show you something? Go on to the site and just type in my name.’

      
      I turned to my PC and slowly picked out the letters. I am a recovering myopic dyslexic. There was just the one entry on YouTube
         for Billy Randall. I clicked on it and saw his billboard poster in some busy and vaguely familiar-looking part of town, with
         traffic flowing past. We watched it silently for twenty seconds.
      

      
      ‘What’s the . . . ?’

      
      ‘Wait.’

      
      And then there was sniggering on the soundtrack as the camera followed a hooded youth carrying a set of ladders across the
         traffic. I say ‘youth’ because he was dressed in the teenage fashion; for all I saw of him he could have been an old man blessed
         with vigour.
      

      
      ‘Go for it, Jimbo,’ said an anonymous commentator.

      
      The youth set the ladders against a gable wall, the tip of them just resting against the bottom of the billboard frame, and
         then he extended them, giving him what appeared to be an extra twelve feet or so and bringing him, as he climbed, level with
         Billy Randall’s forehead.
      

      
      I became aware that the gauche travel mogul on the other side of my counter was no longer looking at the screen. He couldn’t bear to watch the youth take a can of spray paint from his hoody and begin to spray what slowly became
         an enormous cock and balls right in the middle of Billy Randall’s gigantic forehead, although he couldn’t help but listen
         as the accompanying giggle turned into a raucous cackle.
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      Like many provincial businessmen, Billy Randall had dreamt of transforming himself into an internationally recognised name,
         a Murdoch or a Branson or even a Heinz. He wanted his smug mug to be recognised in every corner of the globe, the Randall
         name to become synonymous with success and big bucks.
      

      
      Beware of what you wish for.
      

      
      Billy Randall was indeed becoming an international phenomenon, but for all the wrong reasons. Over a million people had viewed
         the video of the Cock-Headed Man. And the number of hits was growing with every hour that passed. People who had never heard of Billy Randall now knew him as the Cock-Headed Man. Billy Randall had gone viral, and he wasn’t happy about it at all.
      

      
      Still, every cloud has a silver lining.

      
      ‘I’ve already tried the police; they’re not interested. I’ve had all manner of security companies ringing me up and promising
         me this or that, but none of them local, none of them who know these streets, none of them with your reputation.’
      

      
      I was positively glowing.

      
      ‘I told YouTube to take it down and they did; five minutes later it was back up again. It’s spreading to other sites. It has
         even been on cable television. I’m getting abusive e-mails from all over the world. I want this stopped. I want them found.
         And I want them punished. I don’t want people to think they can mess with Billy Randall and get away with it. They’re destroying
         my business. People do not want to do business with someone they can’t take seriously. People may not like me, they may be
         jealous of what I’ve achieved, but they also respect me for what I’ve done. I know that, they’ve told me that. I’ve worked
         for twenty years to get where I am, I employ over two hundred people right here in Belfast, not in some fricking call centre
         in Mumbai. I’m not going to have it all disappear because of a couple of hooligans. I’m not going to be disrespected, not me, not Billy Randall!’
      

      
      There was sweat on his brow and fury in his eyes, and I liked him a little better for it. I don’t trust people who smile too
         much, who are always interested in what you have to say, who are too touchy-feely, or even touchy-feely at all. I didn’t for
         one moment think that Billy Randall had built his business by smiling all the time and being nice to people, I’m sure he shouted
         and raged like the best of us, but he had concocted an image and had to live up to it every time he stepped out of his front
         door. This flash of anger at least showed there was a relatively normal and flawed human being behind his inflated public
         persona.
      

      
      ‘Okay,’ I said, and managed not to smile as I added, ‘but I’m not cheap.’

      
      ‘Money isn’t an issue. You can find them?’

      
      ‘Oh yes,’ I said.

      
      ‘Okay. Find them, let me know where they live, I’ll take it from there.’

      
      I nodded, and then some more.

      
      ‘What?’ he asked.

      
      ‘What will you do to them?’

      
      ‘That’s my concern.’ And then he cracked his trademark smile. ‘Nothing illegal – that’s all I need! I’ll think of something, something practical. A restraining order. Something.’
      

      
      I was on the verge of reminding him of the old saying, that there was no such thing as bad publicity, of suggesting that he
         might parlay the massive exposure he was getting into something positive, if he could just embrace the joke instead of fighting
         it. It could help his image and improve his business at the same time. He would be known as a man who could take a joke, instead
         of being one. But then I thought it was all very well saying it; I wasn’t the one who had to live with being known all over
         the world as the Cock-Headed Man, and also if No Alibis was going to survive the barren Christmas period, I was going to have
         to start earning money through some means other than bookselling, because for the moment, crime wasn’t paying.
      

      
      As Billy Randall left, Jeff arrived. Jeff continues to work for me on a part-time basis, as saving political prisoners for
         Amnesty International apparently doesn’t pay very well. I have often thought that if Amnesty International paid its campaigners
         a commission they would achieve a lot more. They would also attract a better calibre of campaigner, because really, if you
         want to be taken seriously by despots, dictators and religious maniacs, you should at least ensure that your representatives look
         vaguely respectable and not like they’ve been dragged through a hedge backwards, and also that they are at least capable of
         conducting a reasonably intelligent conversation without falling back on punching the air and yelling out nonsensical slogans
         and making promises they can’t keep. I’m still waiting for my free Nelson Mandela.
      

      
      Jeff’s eyes widened as Billy Randall passed by, and then he mouthed to me while pointing after him, ‘Is that . . . ?’

      
      I nodded and quickly ushered him into the shop and closed the door. ‘He’s hired me to solve a case,’ I said.

      
      ‘Us.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry?’

      
      ‘He’s hired us to solve a case.’
      

      
      ‘No, he’s hired me. You assist me. I pay you. But he’s hired me.’

      
      ‘I thought we were a team.’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘When Alison stormed out, you said I could replace her.’

      
      Alison was the girl in the jewellery shop across the road. I’d given her my heart. And she had shoved it right back in my face. Although not before stealing my virginity. I had thought her to be warm, loving, thoughtful, caring
         and beautiful. Now I knew her to be cold, callous, calculating and ugly. I would never, ever forgive her. Her name is in my
         ledger. I have a big ledger. Once your name goes into it, it’s impossible to remove. Even with Tippex.
      

      
      ‘Nobody will ever replace her.’

      
      ‘As your crime-fighting partner.’

      
      ‘I don’t need a crime-fighting partner.’

      
      He snorted, and took off his jacket. This year’s fashion for the young and politically aware student was a bottle-green combat
         jacket, ragged jeans and Lennon glasses. This year’s fashion hadn’t changed much in forty years. He stashed the jacket behind
         the counter and rolled up the sleeves of his cheesecloth shirt in what had become a regular charade by implication that he
         was actually going to do some work.
      

      
      ‘So what did the Dick-Headed Man want?’

      
      ‘The Cock-Headed Man.’

      
      ‘Dick,’ said Jeff.

      
      ‘Cock.’

      
      ‘He’s known all over as the Dick-Headed Man.’

      
      ‘Cock.’

      
      ‘Dick.’

      
      ‘Cock.’
      

      
      ‘Dick.’

      
      ‘Cock.’

      
      ‘Dick.’

      
      ‘Cock.’

      
      There was something oddly hypnotic about our exchange, and it might have gone on for ever if I had not broken the rhythm by
         suggesting that Jeff would shortly be out of a job if he didn’t agree with me, at which point he conceded that in future we
         would refer to Billy Randall as the Cock-Headed Man, although not to his face.
      

      
      I did not expect the solving of The Case of the Cock-Headed Man to present me with too many difficulties. I had been down a similar path before while investigating The Case of the Fruit on the Flyover, which also involved a graffiti artist making life miserable for those he chose to pick on. The main difference here was
         that the stakes were higher; it had gone global. It also seemed to me that it was too late to do anything about it. The video
         was out there and always would be; what Billy Randall wanted was retribution.
      

      
      But that was no concern of mine. I was being paid handsomely to track down the culprits, that was all.

      
      I watched the video through several more times. Simple observation led me to conclude that it had been shot at a billboard
         on the Annadale Embankment. I very quickly deduced that the actual graffiti artist, Jimbo, was a tradesman. It was the ladders.
         Everyone has ladders, but usually they’re only big enough to get you up to change a light bulb. These were fully extendable.
         They could take you right up the side of a large house and on to the roof. It seemed to me therefore that they were professional ladders. There was always the possibility that Jimbo and his accomplice might have borrowed them, but in re-examining the
         video, I noticed that Jimbo flicked the lever to allow the extension and then switched it back to secure it in its extended
         position without apparently looking down, suggesting an easy familiarity with their operation, which again suggested that
         he might do this for a living. So he could be a roofer, a decorator, a satellite installer or perhaps a window-cleaner. And
         one who very probably lived in the area of the Annadale Embankment, because it seemed to me that they weren’t going to take
         the trouble of driving or even carrying the ladders across town to carry out their attack. They were going to do it close
         to where they lived. First of all, because it was easier. Second, if as it seemed they were doing it for a laugh, then they would want their friends to see it – they weren’t going to say, hey, we did this crazy thing, and
         then expect their friends to travel across town to see it. They’d want to do it right on their doorstep. The fact that they’d
         deliberately filmed their action and put it on something as international as YouTube didn’t negate the idea that they lived
         locally. They wanted to be admired by their pals, but also, in this networking era, further afield. According to the site
         info, the video had been posted by someone with the moniker RonnyCrabs. I presumed this was the cameraman and Jimbo’s partner
         in crime. Ronny was quite possibly his Christian name, Crabs perhaps his nickname. I was looking for Jimbo and RonnyCrabs.
         Forgive me tarring everyone with the same brush, but if they were painters or roofers or window-cleaners, then I was looking
         for a working-class area that abutted the Annadale Embankment. I’d barely been on the case for five minutes and I was already
         close to cracking it.
      

      
      Easy money.
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      Jeff made himself scarce as soon as he saw Alison crossing the road to No Alibis. It was dark outside and I was on the point
         of closing up. If I’d been a trifle quicker I might have managed to bolt the door and pull the shutters down, but she was
         right in front of me before I could do anything other than open the door and allow her to enter. I gave her the look she deserved.
      

      
      She looked around the inside of the shop as if she hadn’t seen it before, then snapped: ‘I’ve come to collect the money for
         my comics.’
      

      
      ‘Good luck,’ I said.

      
      ‘You owe me money.’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t sold any. They clearly weren’t very good.’

      
      ‘That’s not what you said before.’

      
      ‘I was just being nice.’

      
      ‘Well there’s a first. So where are they?’

      
      ‘I threw them out.’

      
      ‘You threw them out?’

      
      ‘I threw them out. You insisted on putting them in the window, even though I’m not a comics shop, and they turned yellow in
         the sun, so I threw them out.’
      

      
      ‘You insisted on putting them in the window because you said they were fantastic.’

      
      ‘I lied.’

      
      ‘You’re a miserable little shit.’

      
      ‘So’s your face.’

      
      ‘That doesn’t make sense.’

      
      ‘Neither does your face.’

      
      ‘You’re a big baby.’

      
      ‘So’s your face.’

      
      ‘Shut up.’

      
      ‘Shut up your face.’

      
      She laughed involuntarily. Then shook her head vigorously. ‘I was laughing at you. You think you’re so funny.’

      
      ‘Not as funny as your face.’

      
      ‘You used to love my face.’
      

      
      I glared at her, then was thankful for the distraction of the door opening and a woman coming in with a small fat dog on a
         short lead. She wore a red knee-length coat with a fake fur collar. It had buttons like a duffle coat. It was undoubtedly
         expensive, but looked cheap. She said, without any introduction at all, ‘You have to help me. Every night when I’m going to
         bed there’s this man standing at the bottom of my front garden staring up at me.’
      

      
      This, as it turned out, was The Case of the Dog-Walking Man, and I was grateful for the distraction of a potential client but also rigid with fear. I’m allergic to dogs. I sneeze and
         I sneeze. One only has to look me in the eye to set me off. I immediately held my nose. My eyes began to water. I gagged.
         Alison rolled her eyes.
      

      
      ‘What on earth is wrong with you?’ the woman asked.

      
      I pointed at the dog, and then at the footpath.

      
      The woman said, ‘He goes where I go.’

      
      I nodded, and pointed at the footpath again.

      
      Her lip curled up, but she was in a bind; she needed my expert help. She turned wordlessly and escorted the rat creature outside
         and tied him up. He looked at me through the glass. He had mean eyes.
      

      
      The woman came back in. It wasn’t much relief. Even people who have been around dogs set me off. She should have gone home
         for a shower and a change of clothes. I sniffed up and rubbed at my eyes. I didn’t like her, instinctively. I don’t like most
         people, instinctively. There’s a basic difference between clients and customers. Customers buy books because they want to
         read them. Clients put their smudgy fingers on books and bend the covers and crack the spines while they work up the courage
         to approach the counter and spill the details of the sordid little cases they want me to solve. This woman was also the second
         potential client in one day not to even bother with the formality of pretending to peruse the books.
      

      
      Alison turned away, as if to study the shelves behind her, but not before I saw, or thought I saw, a tear on her cheek.

      
      I nodded at the woman. ‘This man?’

      
      ‘Every night at the same time.’

      
      I nodded. ‘Would you like to join our Christmas Club?’ I asked. ‘It’s not a prerequisite of me taking your case.’

      
      Said in such a way that she could have no doubt that it was a prerequisite. This stopped her in her tracks. ‘What are the benefits?’
      

      
      Which stopped me in mine. The Christmas Club wasn’t exactly constructed to benefit anyone but me, which might account for
         the slow uptake in membership. There weren’t even enough members yet to call it a club. I shrugged and said rather vaguely,
         ‘Money off?’
      

      
      She studied me. ‘Are you in charge here?’

      
      Behind her, Alison snorted.

      
      ‘I’m the owner.’

      
      ‘You’re the private eye?’

      
      Behind her, Alison snorted.

      
      ‘Yes. One hundred per cent success guaranteed.’

      
      ‘That’s impressive.’

      
      Behind her . . .

      
      I quickly asked, ‘This man, what does he do?’

      
      ‘He just looks. His hands are hidden by the hedge. God knows what he’s doing. I just see his head and shoulders. He stares up at me, then he moves along the hedge a wee bit and looks
         up again. He goes the whole length of the hedge. I don’t know what to do. I told the police but they say there’s nothing they
         can do until he actually does something, which is like, yeah, useless. But when he looks up, I feel like I’m being molested.’
      

      
      ‘Are you naked?’

      
      ‘No, of course not.’
      

      
      ‘Are your curtains not closed?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘But you peek out?’

      
      ‘Sometimes.’

      
      ‘And he’s still there?’

      
      ‘Usually.’

      
      ‘He’s looking directly at you.’

      
      ‘Yes. I think so. I can’t really see his eyes. It could be me he’s looking at or just the house. But I don’t like it. He gives
         me the creeps.’
      

      
      ‘Well that’s not right,’ I said.

      
      ‘Can you help me?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course.’ She was, I suppose, an attractive woman. Late thirties maybe, black hair, shoulder length, her eyes pale
         blue. ‘It must be driving you mad. Pervert staring through your window like that.’
      

      
      Alison had pretty much perfected the art of snorting, but it was less effective now. It just sounded odd.

      
      ‘So what would you do, and how much would it cost?’

      
      ‘Well don’t worry about the money, I’ll see you right.’

      
      Alison . . .

      
      ‘That’s very kind of you.’

      
      ‘No, not at all, I understand completely. It’s very frustrating when nobody takes your concerns seriously. This is what we’ll do. We’ll put him under surveillance, get some shots
         of the guy in action. Then we’ll track him down to his lair. We’ll find out everything there is to know about him – if he
         has a family, what he does for a living, if he’s doing this to anyone else, if he has a prison record, if he’s on the sex
         offenders register. Maybe he’s not a pervert at all; maybe he has it in for your family or bears a grudge; maybe he’s just
         staking out the property late at night so that he can come back and rob it during the day. He could be up to anything. We
         could have a quick word, warn him off, most likely you’ll never see him again. But that’s not really getting to the root of
         the problem. And if he is planning something else, that might just drive him underground. What we need to do is observe, build
         up a profile, work out what he’s really up to and then we’ll decide the best course of action. There aren’t many quick fixes
         in this business, I’m afraid, it’s going to take time. But he will be dealt with.’
      

      
      ‘Couldn’t you just beat him up?’

      
      Alison gave it a double snort.

      
      ‘That’s not what we do. But I can assure you, once we deal with him, he’ll stay dealt with.’

      
      I had no idea what that meant, but it sounded permanent.
      

      
      ‘Alternatively . . .’

      
      It was Alison, turning from the shelf with a book in her hand. It was The Riddle of the Sands by Erskine Childers, one of the first and certainly one of the greatest spy novels. The author later suffered the most severe
         literary criticism imaginable.
      

      
      My potential client turned to her, a little surprised. I gave her a devastating look. But not so devastating that she noticed.

      
      ‘Alternatively?’ the potential client asked.

      
      ‘Well I couldn’t help but overhear. The man at your hedge . . .’

      
      ‘Excuse me, but I believe I’m dealing with this?’

      
      She ignored me completely.
      

      
      ‘Don’t mind him,’ she said, smiling sweetly. ‘We’re very competitive over these cases, but we do work well together. So let
         me get this straight. This guy, he stands at your hedge. He looks up at you or the house. He moves along a little bit. He
         looks up again. Then he leaves.’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘And this is every night.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘About the same time.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, that’s right. About eleven.’

      
      Alison looked at me and shook her head. She smiled again at the potential client. ‘Did you ever consider the possibility that
         this man might have a dog you can’t see because of the hedge? And the dog stops for a sniff or a pee every few yards, and
         the man has no alternative but to stand there with him? That he’s not really looking up at your house, he’s just waiting for
         the dog to finish his business?’
      

      
      The woman in the red coat stared at Alison. Her mouth dropped open a little bit. ‘Good God,’ she said, ‘I never even thought
         of that.’ She looked at me, then back to Alison. ‘You’re good,’ she said, ‘you’re really good. You’re quite a team. That’s exactly what he’s been doing, and I’ve taken it the wrong way. I’ve told half the neighbourhood
         he’s a perv. I’m going to have to sort that out. How much do I owe you?’
      

      
      Alison shook her head. ‘Nothing. It’s on the house.’

      
      ‘But . . .’ I began. Alison raised an eyebrow. The woman looked confused. ‘Would you like to buy a book?’ I asked. It was
         only slightly less pathetic than shaking a tin at her, but it could mean the difference between three slices of curled-up
         cooked ham for Christmas dinner and a big fat factory-stuffed turkey. I waved an encouraging hand around the shelves.
      

      
      The woman laughed. ‘No, sorry, I don’t read that shit.’

      
      And then she was gone, out the door, and crouching down by her dog, clapping her hands and talking to him like he had a clue.

      
      We both stared at the door.

      
      ‘What a bitch,’ said Alison.

      
      ‘So’s your face,’ I said.
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      Against my better judgement, and tempted beyond reason by Alison’s invitation to Starbucks, I found myself seated in said
         heaven less than an hour later, sipping a frappuccino – she paid – while attempting to maintain my frown. I have frown lines
         you could plant potatoes in, though since Alison’s flight they had lain largely fallow. Life was good without her. I had my
         books. I had my business. I had my customer. And I had my mother. Three out of four ain’t bad.
      

      
      I like Starbucks not only because of the wonderful coffee and buns, but also because it is what it is. It does not offer insurance.
         There is no deal on mobile phones.
      

      
      It does not mix and match, but stays pure, like its coffee. I detest places that try to be all things to all men. In No Alibis
         you might on a very rare occasion be offered a cup of coffee, but you certainly won’t come in and order one. You come in to
         buy a book. The clue is in the title: bookshop. A further clue is in the sign above the till that says, This is not a fucking library. Certainly you can browse. Certainly you can read the back cover. But you will be discouraged from actually opening the book
         and reading. That is like attempting to have sex on a first date. You have to build a relationship with a book. You can’t
         just plough in. You have to admire it first, you have to nuzzle it and pet it and slowly get to know it. You have to drive
         it home with that ecstatic sense of anticipation, but not rush it. You have to get rid of your problem children and narking
         wife and turn off the television and sit in a comfortable chair and then slowly draw it into the night air and carefully,
         carefully peel back its cover. You must read about the author, you must look at his back list, you must focus with extraordinary
         concentration on the very first paragraph, because you know, you know very soon if this is the one for you. Sometimes authors
         can be quite deceiving – you read that first paragraph, that first page, and think this writer has nothing to say for himself, there is no personality, there is no vim or vigour, no humour, and you want to give up. Sometimes you are completely
         right to do so. Other times, if you stick with it, the personality slowly begins to emerge, you realise that this author is
         no Flash Harry, because anyone can concoct an explosive opening paragraph, but sometimes there is nowhere to go after that.
         Books are like women. They can be hard on the outside, or they can be soft. They can be fat, they can be thin. They can be
         funny, they can be serious. They can be utterly demented. There can be lots of sex, there can be no sex at all. Some books
         might tease you along with the promise of sex but ultimately chicken out. Trying to read more than one at a time can be dangerous.
         And when you’re finished with a book, you can put it in a box in the attic.
      

      
      I am, I suppose, like a literary dating agency. I match people up with the right books. People who have spent years trying
         to find their author, but are lost, or bitter, scarred by numerous unfortunate encounters, or spinstered off after one early disaster,
         come to me in desperation, one last attempt before they give up for good. They tell me what they need in a book, and a little
         bit about themselves. Quite often they inflate their own CVs to make them sound more interesting, better educated. They might say that they are looking for something literary, something laden with numerous broadsheet recommendations, something, God forbid,
         translated, but it is my job to see through these little acts of foolish bravado, to make them understand that what they think
         they should be reading is not necessarily what they need. Even within the ghetto we call crime, there have been numerous occasions
         when I’ve had a customer in the shop saying they want a James Ellroy when I can tell just by looking at them that they will
         be much happier with a Robert B. Parker. I’m a doctor of crime fiction, and what I’m giving them is a literary prescription.
         Take one Parker a week, madam, but beware, there is a very real danger of overdosing; under no circumstances attempt to read
         more than this without first consulting your bookseller.
      

      
      ‘Hello. Earth to . . . ?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      Alison shook her head. ‘Well you haven’t changed.’

      
      ‘Neither’s your face.’

      
      ‘Will you stop that, it’s stupid and it’s juvenile.’

      
      ‘So’s your face.’

      
      ‘Please.’

      
      I shrugged. I sipped my frappuccino. In the preceding six weeks I had worked my way through the menu three times. One of the waitresses said to me, ‘You again, you’ll be getting shares in this place.’ That was just a stupid
         thing to say. But I didn’t tell her that. Sometimes I can hold my tongue. It comes with maturity.
      

      
      ‘So how have you been?’ Alison asked.

      
      ‘Great.’

      
      ‘Miss me?’ I gave her my screwed-up-face look. ‘Like a hole in the head, huh?’

      
      I maintained a diplomatic silence. There was Christmas music playing in the background. There were damp footprints on the
         wooden floor. Stuffed shopping bags sat under tables.
      

      
      ‘Did you really throw my comics out?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘How would you feel if I threw your favourite books out?’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t lend you my favourite books.’

      
      ‘Well that’s true. Even when we were going well.’

      
      ‘Were we ever going well?’

      
      She smiled. ‘Cup half empty as ever.’

      
      ‘Realist.’

      
      ‘Pessimist.’

      
      ‘So’s your—’

      
      ‘Please.’

      
      I glared.
      

      
      She said, ‘This is stupid.’

      
      I was very tempted.

      
      ‘We were going well,’ she said. I shrugged. ‘We shouldn’t throw this away. I’m sorry. There’s only so many times I can say it.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not me you have to apologise to.’

      
      ‘I tried. Your mother told me to, and I quote, fuck off. At least I think she did; it’s hard to make out what she’s saying.’

      
      ‘Because you caused her to have a stroke.’

      
      ‘I did not, that’s just ridiculous.’

      
      ‘She is partially paralysed because you insisted on charging into her room like a banshee.’

      
      ‘That’s simply not true.’

      
      ‘You mean you didn’t?’

      
      ‘I just wanted to see if she was okay. I wanted to see if she existed.’

      
      ‘Existed.’

      
      ‘You know what I mean.’

      
      ‘She went into shock. She had a stroke. She is permanently paralysed. She will never recover.’

      
      ‘Yet you have her working in the shop.’

      
      ‘You don’t miss much. I’m trying to help her.’

      
      ‘She’s driving away your customer.’

      
      She smiled. I did not. I had no idea what I was doing there, apart from enjoying the coffee. I had once admired her from afar,
         and then she had seduced me. She had taken my virtue, paralysed my mother, and was now coming back for more. She was a vampire,
         insatiable.
      

      
      ‘Come on.’

      
      She put her hand out across the table and took my own. I took it back. She sat back. She tutted. We sat in silence for a little
         while. The Christmas music was annoying.
      

      
      She said, ‘You have a new case.’

      
      ‘Do I?’

      
      She nodded. ‘Billy Randall.’

      
      ‘How do you know that?’

      
      I knew how. She was a witch and had witch powers.

      
      ‘Jeff told me.’

      
      ‘What’re you doing talking to him?’

      
      ‘Why, have you told him not to?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Why would you do that?’

      
      ‘Because I don’t like him doing what he’s obviously just been doing. Talking about my business.’

      
      ‘He can’t help it. He loves me.’

      
      ‘Don’t flatter yourself. He loves anyone who shows any interest.’

      
      ‘Billy Randall, the Dick-Headed Man.’
      

      
      ‘Cock.’

      
      ‘Dick.’

      
      ‘Cock.’

      
      She shook her head. ‘Are you ever wrong?’

      
      I raised an eyebrow. Sometimes it is better to stand your ground and show backbone even if you are wrong. Empires have been
         built upon it. In this case, of course, I was not wrong.
      

      
      ‘It’s not much of a case,’ I said. ‘It shouldn’t take long.’

      
      ‘Well that’s good. Is he as obnoxious as he appears?’

      
      ‘Pretty much.’

      
      ‘You should get on well then. I looked it up on YouTube. Annadale Embankment, no?’

      
      ‘Maybe. If it is, it’s no concern of yours.’

      
      ‘I was thinking of heading over that way myself.’

      
      ‘It’s none of your business.’

      
      ‘I was thinking of tracking down RonnyCrabs and Jimbo and then giving the dickhead a call.’

      
      ‘Why would you do that?’

      
      ‘To show you I’m indispensable.’

      
      ‘Nobody is indispensable.’

      
      ‘Also I hear he’s single.’

      
      ‘You’d seduce a cock-headed man.’

      
      ‘I usually do.’
      

      
      ‘He’d see right through you.’

      
      ‘You didn’t.’

      
      ‘Did I not?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘In fact, you’re still in love with me.’

      
      ‘Really.’

      
      ‘Yep. You’re just too pig-headed to admit it.’

      
      ‘And you think I live in my own little world?’

      
      ‘You do. And you are. Admit it and let’s stop this craziness. We’re made for each other. You know it, I know it. Who else
         would have you?’
      

      
      ‘You’re really winning me over.’

      
      ‘At least we’re talking.’

      
      I stared at her. She was evil incarnate.

      
      ‘I’m six weeks pregnant,’ she said.

      
      ‘So’s your face.’
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      Next morning Jeff said, ‘You appear distracted.’
      

      
      I said, ‘You appear not to be working.’
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