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Prologue


Alan Parker’s exuberant gangster musical Bugsy Malone was released in 1977. From the moment it hit the fleapit Curzon cinema on the Ormeau Road, just around the corner from his gloomy terrace, Sam was doomed to be known forever as Fat Sam. And with a surname like Mahood, perhaps his destiny was also decided. At the time, Sam was neither particularly rotund nor possessed of an obvious criminal mentality, but with a sad inevitability, he grew into both roles. He ate, and he stole. His parents liked to see him eat. They fed him up like they were preparing him for slaughter. And in a way they were.

On a breezy September night some thirty-six years after being so christened, during which time he transformed himself from bullied to bully-er, Fat Sam Mahood lumbered into the bright and shiny new All Star Health Club, situated in a retail park just off the arterial Newtownards Road in East Belfast. There was a swimming pool on the ground floor and a gym on the glass-fronted first. If you toiled on an exercise bike upstairs, you were treated to a perfect view of the McDonald’s opposite. It was like water torture, with burgers.

Fat Sam had never troubled the gym. His exercise regime amounted to fifty leisurely laps of the pool – after dinner, and before supper. He had an expensive tracksuit, cool trainers, a leather sports bag – and a Snickers before he got out of his car. He drove a Lexus, but only because the Porsche was in having its suspension checked.

He lumbered through the doors and grunted at Lesley, or Jackie, or Denise – he couldn’t quite remember who was who – behind the counter and she buzzed him in; she’d only been there a few weeks but already knew better than to ask to see his membership card. A cleaner was pushing a mop around, and Fat Sam could have rounded the wet patch, but chose to walk straight across it. The cleaner looked across at Jackie and rolled her eyes; Jackie rolled them back.

Fat Sam did big and scary very well; he made a good living from it. He didn’t like to exercise in front of other people, so there was an arrangement that he could turn up late at night after everyone was gone, and enjoy a swim in that twilight period between the official closing time and the management actually locking up for the night. Fat Sam was accorded this special treatment not because the manager of the All Star Health Club was sympathetic towards his body issues, but because he was frightened that he would send round the boys with the baseball bats to beat him to a pulp. Fat Sam was a gangster through and through. He had fingers in lots of pies. He loved pies.

The changing rooms were clean, towels were provided, there was a water cooler, free bottles of shampoo and conditioner and moisturiser. There was piped Muzak. Just getting changed, Fat Sam was breathing heavily. He laboured into his budgie smugglers. He kept his gold chain on. When he put his belongings in the locker, he didn’t bother to lock it. He ignored the rubber wristband he was supposed to wear. There were a few stragglers still getting dressed, but Fat Sam ignored them. Johnny, one of the fitness instructors, nodded across at him and Fat Sam nodded back. Johnny, not long in the job himself, had approached him once to offer his services and had been given short shrift.

In some ways, Fat Sam was the Van Morrison of gangsters – a grumpy sod, but a genius in his own way. Instead of a fortune from songwriting, he had one from protection. He was rich, he was powerful, and he took no prisoners. He liked to set the rules, and do things his way.

On the way to the water there was a sign that said Please Shower Before Entering Pool. Fat Sam ignored it. The pool was empty, the surface untroubled. Fat Sam slipped in, and sank down until only his nostrils and the top of his head were visible above the water. Then he pushed off. But instead of relaxing into the breast-stroke, as one might imagine a fat bloke would do, he immediately stretched out into a crawl, thrusting forward, his massive arms churning into the water, his face down for five strokes at a time before twisting left to suck in air. He was, actually, something of a force to behold, and he knew it. He imagined himself a dreadnought going to war.

The pool was not small, but Fat Sam completed his first length in no time. He collided with the far end like a bumper car and sprang back before twisting with surprising dexterity into his next length. He swam, and he swam and he swam. Fat Sam might even have become a formidable athlete, were it not for Bugsy Malone.

He was on his fourteenth lap when the fluorescent strip high above him went out; he hardly noticed with his head in the water; but then the other strips blinked out too, one after the other, until by the time he was approaching the turn the entire pool was in virtual darkness, and he stopped short, standing up and roaring out: ‘HEY, I’M NOT FUCKING FINISHED HERE!’

Fat Sam stood there, his chest heaving, glaring towards the one source of light remaining, a rectangle around the closed door to the changing rooms.

‘DO YOU HEAR ME? I’M STILL SWIMMING!’

His voice echoed, and it was the only response. He muttered under his breath, ‘For Jesus . . .’ before crossing to the side and hauling himself up the steps and out.

Fat Sam crashed into the changing rooms and yelled, ‘I’m still swimming! You turned the bloody lights off!’

Still there was only silence. He spent a few moments dripping on the tiled floor while he decided what to do – whether to tramp the building looking for the idiot who’d blacked out his swim, or give it up for the night and tear their throats out in the morning. Fat Sam sighed and turned to his locker. He was out of the zone now. In the same way that one Minstrel can devastate a hardcore diet, someone flicking a switch had sucked the will to exercise from him. He grabbed one of the free towels and began to rub himself dry. He stepped out of his trunks and reached for his underwear. Somewhere behind him a locker door was opened. In the silence, the sound echoed.

Fat Sam turned towards it. It had come from the other side of the bank of lockers facing him. He didn’t like exercising with others, but he had no problem walking about naked. His huge bulk intimidated people even more without clothes. He rounded the corner, stomach first, cock lost.

There was a man standing at an open locker, at an angle, his back to him, his face hidden. He was in a black T-shirt, tracksuit bottoms.

‘Hey,’ said Fat Sam. ‘They turned the fucking lights off.’

The man did not turn, or otherwise acknowledge him.

‘Oi – I’m talking to you.’

Fat Sam was not a man you ignored. He looked about him in disbelief.

‘Mate – did they turn the lights off on you too?’

Still nothing.

Fat Sam barrelled forward and poked the guy in the back. ‘I’m fucking talking to you, deafo . . .’

At which point the man turned and Fat Sam saw that he was wearing a Hallowe’en mask, a fright mask, a Frankenstein’s Monster mask with plastic bolts and a huge forehead, and he was struck dumb by it – and mesmerised and momentarily paralysed, so that even though he could now see that the Monster had a knife in his hand, there was nothing at all that Fat Sam could do. It took three thrusts of the blade, lightning fast, for him even to register what was happening.

Another man, with multiple stabs to the gut, would have gone down. But Fat Sam was carrying so much blubber that he hardly even felt them. And yet these were not slices; these were going in up to the hilt. Fat Sam just stood there, shocked. He could – should – have grabbed the Monster by the throat, he was close enough. He could have throttled him. But instead he took a step back, and then turned and began to lumber away, his rolls of flab undulating as he crossed the tiles, blood streaming down his legs and leaving a crimson snail trail behind.

As he approached the changing-room door, Fat Sam glanced back, expecting the Monster to be right behind him, but he was still standing by the locker, the blade at his side, just watching him.

There was hope, there was hope, there was hope.

Fat Sam crashed through the door, back out to the pool.

And then before him: another figure, another mask. Dracula.

And another knife.

Straight into his stomach.

This time he felt it. Really felt it. Fat Sam lurched to his left.

Out of the darkness, a Werewolf.

Fat Sam stopped. ‘No,’ he said.

The Werewolf was barely a third of his size. He seemed to hesitate. The changing-room door opened. Frankenstein’s Monster emerged. Dracula moved closer. Fat Sam had no power in his legs at all. The pain was starting. It was a nightmare – he was sure it was. He willed himself to wake up.

The Monster hissed at the Werewolf: ‘Finish him.’

The Werewolf pulled his arm back. Fat Sam lowered his hands in a final useless attempt to protect his perforated stomach. There was blood everywhere.

The Werewolf ignored his gut and plunged the knife with considerable force into Fat Sam’s neck, burying it up to the hilt. The shock of it sent Fat Sam staggering back, preventing the Werewolf from retrieving the blade; Fat Sam pawed at it for just a few moments, and then his legs finally gave way and he toppled backwards, over the edge and into the water, creating a meteoric splash and a tidal wave that swept away across the full length of the pool.

Fat Sam, for all the size of him, still floated. The Monster, Dracula and the Werewolf watched him for a little while, just to be certain that he was really dead. Then they nodded at each other. Their night’s work was done.

But they were hardly getting started.
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She came into No Alibis, the finest mystery bookshop in all of Belfast, bedraggled from the autumn wind and rain and sleet and hail, pulled her red hood down and spluttered hello and long time no see and wouldn’t this be a great wee country if we just had nice weather, all in one puffy gasp, and I gave her the look I keep for idiots who deserve to be struck about the head with a hammer, but made sure to add a welcoming smile just to confuse her. Times were hard in the book trade, and one couldn’t afford to look a horse-face in the gift-mouth.

I did in fact recognise her, because I never forget a long toothy gob, but I wasn’t sure if she would remember me. She had been nice to me in the past, but that was no guarantee of anything. People change, or they have ulterior motives. You have to be on your guard at all times. I have been stabbed in the back thousands of times and have the mental scars to prove it, and one physical one where Mother caught me with a fish hook.

She stood there, dripping, and said, ‘So how are you? How have you been?’

‘Fine,’ I said. There was a small sign hanging from the till that said Ask About Our Christmas Club. It was not aligned properly. I fixed it. Despite this, she did not ask. After a while I remembered to say, ‘How are you?’

My on-off girlfriend Alison had lately been coaching me in the niceties, but I found them difficult, and ultimately, hypocritical. I didn’t care how she was. I didn’t care how anyone was. What was the point? We were all going to die.

‘You do remember me, don’t you?’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Nurse Brenda.’

She smiled. ‘Nurse Brenda,’ she repeated.

‘Nurse Brenda,’ I said.

‘You always called me that.’

‘That was your name.’

She smiled. ‘So this is what you do?’

It was a pointless question. It was clearly what I did. If this was not what I was doing, what was I doing there at all? People are stupid. Really, really, really stupid.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘This is me.’

‘I’ve often passed, meaning to call in.’

‘Do you read crime fiction?’

‘No, I haven’t the time.’

‘I’m sure you do.’

Her brow furrowed, causing little drops of rain to scoot across her forehead like irrigation on a Chinese paddyfield.

I indicated the display of books directly behind her on my Buy One Get One for Exactly the Same Price table. ‘There’s the new Nesbo there, or Henning Mankell or a movie tie-in Larsson. There’s a whole world of Scandinavian crime fiction waiting to be discovered. Best summed up in the phrase, the Viking done it.’

‘You’re looking well,’ said Nurse Brenda.

‘I am well,’ I said. ‘Or if you prefer something closer to home, there’s a whole range of medical thrillers. Robin Cook is a bit old hat, but he did manage a few classics. Coma? There’s a Patricia Cornwell there that comes with a free sick bag . . .’

I glanced towards the front window, just to make sure there wasn’t an ambulance outside. It was not beyond the bounds of possibility that Alison had reported me. Or that Mother had made more false accusations. I could not see an ambulance. That did not mean that it wasn’t waiting around the corner. Or that they were in that Post Office van, lurking across the road, that it was some kind of Transformer that might at any moment morph into a vehicle with a padded inside and restraints adequate to transport me to a secure mental institution.

‘Well, that’s good. I like to see my boys doing well. Are you . . .?’ And she raised an eyebrow.

‘Am I . . .?’

‘You know, doing well?’

‘Exceptionally so,’ I said.

‘Married? Girlfriend? Boyfriend?’

I gave her a look. She was an equal opportunities nosy cow. ‘Girlfriend,’ I said.

‘Aw, lovely. I’m so pleased for you.’

‘She’s not my first,’ I said. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her about all the sex I’d been having, even if it wasn’t strictly true any more. ‘In fact, I’m a father now.’

‘You are? How wonderful.’ She was beaming. She did appear to be genuinely happy for me. ‘What is it?’

‘What is what?’

‘Your baby?’

‘Oh. Yes. A little boy.’

‘And he’s okay?’

‘Okay?’

‘He’s well?’

‘Why shouldn’t he be?’

‘I didn’t mean . . . I mean, I’m sure he’s just gorgeous. And what’s his name?’

‘Page,’ I said.

‘Lovely. And you working in . . .’

‘I don’t work here. I own here.’

‘Ah. Right. Very good. Page is a lovely name.’

‘Some people think he’s a girl, because of the name. But he’s a boy. Called Page.’

I had chosen the name myself. Alison had wanted to call him Alan. We had compromised. His forenames were Page Alan. My mother refused to call him Page. For that matter she also refused to call him Alan. She did not call him by any name, in fact, but constantly referred to him as It. She gave him as much love as she had given to me. Alison and I cohabited on the ground and first floors of our house. Mother, newly returned from her nursing home, resided in the attic. Once, when Page was crying himself sick, and Alison had tried everything, she called up in desperation to Mother to see if she had any suggestions for old-fashioned remedies. Mother had shouted down, ‘Yes, wrap It in a pillowcase and throw It in the river.’

People who did not know Mother well thought she had a very dark sense of humour. She did not. She had no sense of humour at all. She was evil.

‘Well,’ Nurse Brenda said, ‘I’m glad that everything has turned out well for you.’

‘My girlfriend says I’m a work in progress,’ I said, and I smiled, and I immediately killed it, because I was confused as to why I had felt the need to say that, or to reveal anything at all about myself. And then I remembered that when I was there, Nurse Brenda was very good at getting me to talk, and that actually I had very much liked her.

‘Anyway,’ she said, and gave what could only be described as a nervous whistle.

It was most odd. She had clearly run out of inanities yet seemed disinclined to leave. I had asked her virtually nothing about herself, because I was not interested in whether she was married or had children or was otherwise happy or destitute, even though it was all pretty obvious. I saw that there was a circle of white flesh on her bare ring finger, and a small puncture scar where her wedding band had been snipped off because her marriage had gone to pot and she’d turned to food as a comfort and as a result her fingers had pudged up. I saw that she had her blue nurse’s uniform on under her coat, but there was a flash of red there too, indicating that she’d been promoted. The whistle she had given invited me to focus on her lips; the lower one had a jagged black line across it – not a scar, but tissue dyed with tannin, indicating heavy recent consumption of red wine.

I could have characterised her as a fat old divorcée with a drink problem, had I so chosen, but I chose not to do so. I knew then that she was not here by chance, or for old times’ sake, or out of curiosity about my fate. She was here because she had heard that I was a crime-fighter and the champion of the underdog.

I said, ‘You have a problem.’

She nodded. ‘I do.’

‘And you’ve heard that I’m a problem-solver.’

‘I heard about you, before I realised it was you. You’re like a private investigator.’

‘People have said that. It is what I do: it started as a hobby, but now dominates my life. Bookseller, always. Crime fighter, because there is no one else with my skill. Not in this city.’

‘It’s not a crime, my problem, it’s more like a puzzle.’

‘I like puzzles.’

‘Or a mystery.’

‘I’m a mystery man,’ I said. I waved around the store. ‘I have ten thousand books in here, and I’ve read them all. There’s nothing I don’t know about solving crimes.’

‘It’s not a crime,’ said Nurse Brenda. ‘It’s a puzzle.’

Still she would not start. I prompted her with: ‘A problem shared . . .’

‘I shouldn’t really be here, it’s not official. And it’s only a wee thing, but it has been nagging me. You know me – you know I care about all my boys and girls.’

Few of them were boys, and few of them were girls, but I knew what she meant. She had a heart of gold. I remembered that.

‘It’s just he breaks my heart every time I look at him. I just want to find out who he is. I want to get him home.’

I gave her an encouraging nod, and finally she began to tell me about her problem. If I’d known then what I know now, I would have rammed a book into her mouth to stop her talking, I would have turned her round and taken hold of her raincoat and hurled her, face first, out of the shop and onto the pavement. But obviously I could not have known what I know now, so I listened, and was sucked into what would ultimately become The Case of the Man in the White Suit, the most perplexing, frustrating and dangerous case I have yet had the displeasure of being involved in.
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Out of nowhere Jeff said, ‘Who do you think invented butter?’

I said, ‘What?’

We were in the Mystery Machine, on our way to my house. I was driving. I do not like to be distracted when I’m driving. I do not like the radio on, and I do not like small talk. Jeff was aware of this, yet persisted. I did not much like Jeff either, but he had been my part-time assistant in the shop for so long now that I had grown used to him. He was a student, and an aspiring poet, and he supported outmoded and pointless organisations like Amnesty International, and wittered on about them at every opportunity. It was like having a fly trapped in a small room with you. You could put up with the buzz for just so long and then you would have to open the window and let him out, or squish him mercilessly.

‘Butter,’ he said. ‘Where did it come from? Who first thought it up?’

I sighed, for I knew that he would persist until I responded. I am the fount of some knowledge. ‘We’ll never really know,’ I said, ‘but it was probably an accident, like photography and penicillin and you.’

‘I’m serious.’

I doubted that. The roads were, at least, relatively quiet, but I remained alert for danger. I kept the vehicle at a steady twenty-nine miles per hour. Behind me, cars pumped their horns impatiently. I ignored them. I was protecting them as well as myself.

‘The more important question, Jeff, surely, is who invented cows?’

‘God invented cows.’

‘Then God invented butter too.’

‘Not necessarily. He invented cows, and grass and stones, but He left it up to us to use what He created to create other things. He didn’t invent butter. He facilitated its invention.’

‘So who invented God?’ I asked.

He didn’t even give that any consideration. He was fixated on butter. ‘No, really,’ he said, ‘who do you think was the first man or woman to take some milk and churn it up and produce what must have just looked like yellow gunk? And who was mad enough to even think of tasting it, let alone spreading it on their bap? For that matter, who was the first person to milk a cow? I mean, if you’re the first person to do something, you usually get pilloried. Say, if way back when, in the Stone Age, there was a cow in a field and one guy catches another wanking it off, he would have been stoned to death for being a pervert.’

‘You milk a cow, Jeff.’

‘We know that now, but back then, if you just randomly went up to a cow and started pulling at its udder, it would have looked like—’

‘Jeff, I worry about you.’

He nodded. ‘My finals are coming up, and I’m not prepared.’

‘Do they have anything at all to do with the invention of butter?’

‘No.’

We drove on. The drivers behind were perplexed by my refusal to cross traffic-lights on amber. After a while I said, ‘A far better question would be – who invented margarine?’

‘Because?’

‘Because that is answerable. In 1869 Emperor Napoleon the Third of France offered a prize to anyone who could make a satisfactory substitute for butter suitable for use by his army and the lower classes. And so a chemist called Hippolyte Mège-Mouriès invented margarine. But it didn’t take off, so he sold the idea to a Dutch company called Jurgens, which is now part of Unilever.’

‘I see.’

‘And another interesting fact is that margarine was actually banned in Canada from 1885. To get round it, bootleg margarine was produced in neighbouring Newfoundland by the Newfoundland Butter Company, which, in fact, only ever produced margarine, and it was smuggled across the border where it was sold for half the price of butter. The Supreme Court of Canada only lifted the ban in 1948.’

Jeff nodded for a bit, before saying, ‘I hope no one is taping this.’

Jeff knew that I had a case, but that was all. I was keeping it under my hat until I had the chance to sit down with Alison. I did not need her permission to take on a case, but I liked to include her in the discussions. It was just easier. But I would pay no attention to anything she said. I was my own man. She had enough on her plate. She had a baby to cope with. And whether she liked it or not, Mother too.

We sat at the kitchen table, Jeff and I, mesmerised, as Alison proceeded to breastfeed Page. I was mesmerised because it was my little baby, feeding on my little woman, with whom I had had sex on many occasions; a life I had created, the fruit of my loins, my son and heir. Jeff was mesmerised because he was seeing a breast, and quite possibly imagining what it would take to create human butter.

‘So,’ Alison said, ‘a case.’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘I thought we had a No Case rule. That we were done with danger.’

‘There is no danger in this.’

‘That’s what you always say.’

‘This is different.’

‘That’s what you always say.’

‘And this time it really is.’

I told her, and Jeff – and Page, for that matter – about Nurse Brenda coming into the store, and the nature of the case. Jeff yawned. He was young enough to still crave excitement. Alison nodded without enthusiasm. Page suckled contentedly.

‘So there you have it,’ I concluded. ‘Absolutely no danger.’

‘They start out like that, and then it all goes to pot.’

‘There’s no chance of that. It’s just a puzzle. This poor man has lost his memory, and he doesn’t speak or communicate, and nobody has come forward to claim him. He’s been finger-printed and DNA’d till the cows come home, his picture has been in the papers and the police still haven’t a baldy notion. All Nurse Brenda wants me to do is to try and help her find his loved ones. He’s been convicted of nothing, yet the only place they can think to keep him is in a mental institution. That’s not fair. That’s not right. You wouldn’t want me to be locked up like that, would you?’

There was a long pause.

Jeff said, ‘Does it hurt?’

‘Does what hurt?’ Alison asked.

‘Him sucking like that?’

‘Jeff, stick to the programme,’ I said.

‘It can do,’ said Alison. ‘But there are creams I rub on my nipples.’

Jeff nodded. His cheeks had visibly reddened. So had mine.

‘Sometimes,’ said Alison, warming to her subject, ‘the ducts get blocked and I can’t feed him at all. I have to wear cabbage leaves in my bra. They help.’

‘Why cabbage leaves?’ Jeff asked.

‘I’ve absolutely no idea. But they seem to work.’

I could feel Jeff looking at me. I sighed.

‘If you must know, cabbages contain sinigrin rapine, mustard oil, magnesium, oxylate and sulphur,’ I said. ‘A combination of these ingredients helps the leaves to act like both an antibiotic and an anti-irritant. Meanwhile, the prisoner of Brenda remains incarcerated.’

‘Could you use a lettuce?’ Jeff asked.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Now, I’m going to go to Purdysburn tonight, to check this guy out. Are you coming or not?’

‘Yes,’ said Jeff.

‘I’m not talking to you. Alison?’

‘I’m not sure it’s appropriate, bringing a baby into a mental institution.’

‘I’m not expecting you to. Leave him here.’

‘With your mother? She’d eat him.’

‘No, of course not.’ I smiled at her. ‘Why do you think I brought a babysitter?’

Jeff looked around the room for whoever he’d missed, until his gaze fell back on me, looking at him. His eyes widened.

‘You’ve got to be fucking kidding,’ he said.

‘Watch your language,’ Alison snapped, and then repeated the line to me. ‘I’ve never left Page with anyone. Let alone . . .’ She nodded at Jeff.

‘He’s not as big an idiot as he looks. He’s the eldest of five – he’s been around babies all his life.’

‘I didn’t come here to babysit,’ said Jeff.

‘Yes, you did,’ I said.

‘You never said a thing.’

‘Would you have come if I had?’

‘That’s not the point. You gave me the impression we were going on a case.’

‘No, you jumped to conclusions. If Alison doesn’t come, you’re welcome to tag along.’

‘Do you have four brothers or sisters?’ Alison asked.

‘Yes, but—’

‘And you’re used to changing and looking after babies?’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Deal,’ said Alison.
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There was a lot of palaver to go through before we finally set out for Purdysburn. Most of it revolved around Alison refusing to let go of Page. I couldn’t quite understand it. Even though he was my son and heir, ultimately he was still only a baby. There are billions of them. In India, you can’t give them away. She hadn’t left his side since he’d been born, which I considered rather odd. If something did happen to him, we could always bake another. Once, when he was in a cot in our room, and Alison needed to go to the toilet, she insisted on leaving both the bedroom and bathroom doors wide open so that she could keep an eye on him. Even at a distance of twelve metres, you never need to see your girlfriend having a poo. Hearing the splash would have put me off sex for almost fifteen minutes, if sex had been an option.

As we finally drove away, Alison, looking back at Jeff waving Page’s little hand from the front door, had tears in her eyes. ‘He looks so sad,’ she said.

‘He’ll be fine. I left him a box of books to sort out.’

‘I’m talking about Page,’ she said.

‘I know that,’ I said.

As we rounded the corner, she finally turned in her seat and slumped down. ‘I feel like my right arm has been cut off,’ she said.

‘It hasn’t,’ I said. ‘You’re just used to the weight of him there – that’s the side you hold him on. Muscle memory.’

Even though I was concentrating completely on the road and our safety, I could tell that she was looking at me.

‘Sometimes,’ she said, ‘you’re very cold.’

‘It’s the nature of me,’ I said.

‘Even that response. There’s no sorry or I don’t mean to be or I’ll try and do better.’

‘I’ll try and do better.’ Alison sighed. ‘I don’t mean to be. I’m sorry.’

‘They’re like the programmed responses of a robot.’

I nodded for a bit, and then once we were safely stopped at a red light I turned to her and spoke in what I hoped was a cold, robotic voice:

‘We mean no harm to your planet.’

She just looked at me, then away.

‘Weirdo,’ she said.

Purdysburn is a place and a derogatory term. For a hundred years it was both a secure facility for the criminally insane and a day-care centre for those feeling a bit blue. Growing up, if you did anything daft, people would say you belonged in Purdysburn. School chums would hand you a piece of paper and say, ‘Hey, you’ve dropped your bus ticket,’ and you’d look on it and they’d have written Purdysburn on it, and sometimes, one way. It’s a huge Victorian insanitorium, terrifying then and scarcely less so now even with a twenty-first-century make-over and a patient’s charter. I was sweating by the time we stopped in the car park.

‘Why put yourself through this?’ Alison asked.

‘I’m fine,’ I said. I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. We could both see the damp fingerprints they left.

‘You never talk about it, even in the wee small hours.’

‘There’s nothing to talk about.’

‘Right,’ said Alison, and opened her door.

We crossed the car park. Alison mounted the steps and I took the disabled ramp. We met at the top and I put my hand out to take hers, and she kept hers to herself. Two could play at that game. When we got to the door, I refused to open it for her. We stood there. She looked at me, and I looked at her. She could outstare a statue, so eventually I caved in, but she was left in no doubt about how I felt. I was starting to think that she was suffering from post-natal depression. Certainly I was.

The reception desk was directly ahead. From previous experience, most notably during The Case of the Musical Jews, I knew that at night there was a security guard on reception rather than nursing staff, but on this drizzly, grim Belfast night there appeared to be nobody on duty at all. We stood at the desk and waited for someone to appear. There was a bell to ring, which Alison pressed. She screwed up her face and hunched her back and cried, ‘The bells! The bells!’ I gave her a look and she said, ‘Lighten up.’ Nurse Brenda was expecting us – and when I say us, I mean me – and although we were a little early, it still seemed odd that there was nobody around.

‘She said she’d see you here? In reception?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘There’s no need to snap.’

‘I wasn’t snapping.’

‘There you go again.’

Behind us the door opened again and we turned. I expected to see Nurse Brenda cantering towards us, but it wasn’t her, it was a man in a grey raincoat, flanked by two police officers. I recognised the man and Alison recognised the man, and the man recognised us.

‘What the hell are you pair doing here?’ DI Robinson barked.

‘Visiting,’ I said.

He stopped before us. He studied me. And then Alison. He wasn’t our nemesis, exactly, more like our competition. What irked him most was that we got to solve crimes free of paperwork and any kind of responsibility. Alison had once said that he probably had a kitemark on his arse. I didn’t much like her thinking about his arse and sulked.

‘Have your baby?’ he asked.

‘Obviously,’ said Alison.

‘Congratulations.’ He looked at me again, but was still addressing Alison. ‘Everything fine?’

‘Absolutely. He’s a bouncing—’

‘I haven’t time for this.’

DI Robinson stalked off and the two uniforms followed. He stopped by the lift and prodded the button twice. He looked up at the lights above, then went for the stairs on his left with his comrades scrambling after him. As they disappeared, and their footsteps receded, Alison said, ‘Fancy seeing him.’

‘He always had an eye for you,’ I said.

Alison shook her head. ‘Your head’s a marley,’ she said.

‘I notice these things.’

‘Well, despite him having the hots for me, he didn’t seem pleased to see us.’

‘He did not.’

We pondered.

‘What sort of cases does he normally investigate?’ Alison asked after a while.

‘Criminal ones,’ I said. Alison raised an eyebrow. ‘That tend to involve violence.’

We both looked towards the lift, and could see that the lights above were now rapidly descending.

‘This is just a puzzle,’ I said. ‘There’s no possible danger in it.’

Nurse Brenda appeared out of the lift, looking fraught and frazzled. There was a streak of blood on the shoulder of her uniform. She said, ‘I’m awfully sorry, but I’m going to have to cancel.’

‘What’s happened?’ I asked. ‘We saw the police – they’re not anything to do with . . .?’

‘I’m afraid they are. The man you were coming to see, The Man in the White Suit, I’m afraid there’s been a stabbing.’

‘Is he . . .?’

‘He’s fine, but the man he stabbed is not. They’ve rushed him to the City but I don’t think he’ll make it. Stomach wounds are . . .’ She let out a long sigh, and then focused in on Alison. ‘Are you . . .?’

‘His better half, yes.’

‘And you just had a little one?’ Alison nodded. ‘Look at you, there’s not a pick on you.’ And then she looked at her hands, and saw that she had blood on them. ‘I’m sorry, I’m such a mess. It was a bit of a shock.’

‘Why did he . . .?’ I began.

‘Oh, there’s no rhyme or reason for things in here, you know that. An argument over a piano, that’s all. Next thing you know . . .’ She moved as if to rub her hands on her uniform, then thought better of it. ‘I’m sorry to have wasted your time. He’s been transferred to the secure unit, and the police will be talking to him there. I’m sure they’ll be half the night at that and they still won’t get anything out of him. And I don’t suppose it matters so much any more who he is or who has lost him, because he isn’t going to be going anywhere for a very long time.’

Alison said, ‘Anything we can do to help?’

‘No, honestly, the police have it under control. I’d better get back up.’

She nodded at us – time to go. Alison gave her a sympathetic smile, took my hand and led me away. Just as we were going through the doors Nurse Brenda called out to us and we stopped and looked back.

‘I just wanted to say – Page. It’s such a lovely name.’

There was something very sad, I thought, about the way she said it. But I didn’t know how to respond, so I just gave her a stupid grin and the thumbs-up, and went on out into the mizzled night.
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I did not think much about The Case of the Man in the White Suit for the rest of the night, because that was taken up with Jeff’s head wound.

We found him nursing Page in the crook of his left arm on the sofa in our lounge, while pressing a wad of kitchen roll to a nasty-looking gash above his right eye with his other hand. He said, ‘Your mother attacked me.’ We did not really need to ask why, because we knew Mother. Her motivations were often obscure and her actions rarely justified. But we asked all the same, and tended to him. I went up to see her. She was sitting up in bed reading James Hadley Chase’s pulp romp No Orchids for Miss Blandish, with a cigarette in one hand and a glass of Harvey’s Bristol Cream in the other. I had recently bought her a Kindle, and spent several hours lying about its virtues and downloading out-of-copyright books for her, and she was getting full use out of it by using it as an ashtray. The paperback in her hand was yellowed with age and had a cracked spine, but it was a thing of beauty.

I said, ‘Mother, did you strike Jeff with a table lamp?’

She raised one eye, and kept the other on the book. Hadley Chase was a horny old misogynist, but he was difficult to put down. ‘Jeff?’ she said, somewhat laconically. ‘I don’t think so. I defended myself against a pervert. He tried to molest me in the bath.’

‘He says you shouted down the stairs for a cup of tea, and he took it up to you and you clobbered him.’

‘He barged in on me while I was in the nuddy. He could have been anyone.’

‘It was Jeff. You know Jeff.’

‘I didn’t have my glasses on.’

‘I told you he was here, looking after Page.’

‘Who?’

I looked at her. She had had a stroke a while back, but she was now largely recovered. The doctors had said there might be some residual brain damage, and she had seized on this as a convenient cover for her more extreme acts. The truth was that she had always been barking.

‘I get confused,’ she said.

‘Jeff is babysitting for free, you can’t go abusing him.’

‘He was trying to abuse me. I was in the bath.’

‘Mother, there is no table lamp in the bathroom.’

‘I brought one in with me.’

‘Why?’

‘In case somebody tried to molest me.’

‘Mother . . .’

‘I don’t want to talk about it. I’m tired now. I’m going to sleep.’

She reached across to switch off her bedside lamp. Before the light winked off, I saw that there was a small pool of blood at its base. The room was now lit only by the dull glow from her half-melted Kindle, which she knocked over as she turned away from me, wrapping herself in her quilt, spilling ash and butts across the cover. I wasn’t about to start cleaning them up, so I retreated to the doorway, but then lingered there for several moments, thinking.

Eventually I said, ‘Are you enjoying the book, Mother?’

‘No. It’s a lot of shite.’

‘Do you want me to take it away?’

‘No, I want to see what happens.’

I recognised the Hadley Chase conundrum, although it was not exclusively his.

I said, ‘’Night, Mother. Love you.’

There was no response. I didn’t mind that. I was lying.

I followed the drips of blood down the book-lined, carpet-free stairs back into the lounge, where Alison had repossessed Page and Jeff was struggling into his army surplus jacket while continuing to try and staunch the flow.

‘It’s going to need stitches,’ he said. ‘I’m going to be scarred for life. I should press charges.’

‘She says you tried to molest her,’ I said. ‘It’s your word against ours.’

‘Ours?’

‘Family always comes first, Jeff, you know that.’

He stared at me.

Alison said, ‘Don’t listen to him, Jeff, you know he’d sell her and all of us down the river if there was a couple of quid in it. Even my little darling.’ She juggled Page in her arm.

‘That’s not fair,’ I said. ‘Mother, you and Jeff – yes, obviously. But Page absolutely not. I would expect more than a couple of quid.’

I smiled. Alison smiled. Jeff did not.

‘I’m serious,’ he said.

I doubted that. He was a well-known whingy whinger. ‘C’mon,’ I said, ‘I’ll drive you to the hospital.’

Alison gave what I can only describe as a guffaw. She got up from her armchair. ‘If you drive him to the hospital, he’ll probably bleed to death by the time you get there. I’ll take him. You look after our baby.’ She pushed Page into my arms, and I’d no choice but to accept. ‘It’ll do you good. You don’t spend enough time with him.’

‘I . . .’

‘Don’t argue, just do it. He doesn’t bite. Unless you intend to breastfeed him. C’mon you,’ she said to Jeff, scooping up the keys to the Mystery Machine and quickly ushering the dripping Amnesty International apologist out of the living room and down the hall, leaving me speechless, with Page snuffling in my arms and gazing curiously up at me.

He looked like Kojak.

It was not a good look.

I tried to put Page in his cot, but he was having none of it. Alison had left expressed breast milk in the fridge, and I fed him that. For a while I thought about what it would be like to have enormously engorged nipples, one on each breast and a third in the middle of my forehead. I wasn’t sure what the practical application of having a nipple in the middle of my forehead would be, but I was sure, given time, that I could have come up with something. I had plenty of time. Eight hours, if the National Health Service was up to its usual standard. I knew Alison well enough to know that she would not merely dump Jeff at Casualty the way I would have done. She would stay with him until he was stitched and infected with clostridium difficile. He’d be lucky if he came home with both legs.

Soon, Page started crying and would not stop. I whispered, and sang, and cuddled and cooed to zero effect. I even peered into his nappy to see if that was the source of the problem, and was relieved to find that it was not. He was just crying for the sake of it. I walked the floors with him. Up and down the stairs. I went out into the back garden, and then out with him in the stroller and up and down the street. I peered up at windows in the vain hope of seeing someone getting changed. I checked out cars for personalised numberplates and was relieved to find none in the immediate vicinity. It had been a while since I had scratched the paintwork of cars with personalised numberplates with my nail; mostly it was the recession that was making them rarer, but I liked to think that their absence had at least a little bit to do with my campaign of hate. While I pushed the stroller, I also toyed with the thought of just thrusting it out in front of the first lorry that came along, just to see how quickly it would stop, but it was late at night and there was little traffic.

Page had quietened down pretty quickly once we were outside, but the minute we went back through the door he started up again. I walked the house some more. It was a big house, with a lot of rooms, most of them stacked with books, and I walked them all, with the exception of Mother’s room and next to it, what had been, in a bygone era, an old luggage room. At Alison’s request I had recently allowed her to convert it into a small studio where she could pursue her hobby of drawing comics. She said she needed somewhere to escape to. I said, ‘From the baby?’ and she nodded, vaguely. It was a room I had not lately ventured into because I have no interest in her unfulfilled ambitions. Sometimes I pretend to be fascinated by her comics, but I’m really not. She should get a life. But now, desperate to try any change of surroundings that might quieten the mewling, I slipped into it, flipped on the light and stood blinking for a moment while my eyes grew used to the brightness, and then struggled to comprehend what they were seeing: taped to the walls, and indeed the ceiling, were dozens, possibly hundreds of drawings of a baldy-headed baby, but so distorted, so bloated, so disjointed and scaly-skinned, so monstrously mutant and hellish – and yet, still so recognisably Page – that my paper-thin heart almost imploded.

Page’s cries turned to screams.

From the next room Mother yelled: ‘Will you shut that child up! I’m trying to fucking sleep!’
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I had a lot on my mind the next day in work. I always have a lot on my mind, very little of it to do with affairs here on earth, but this was different. I was very disturbed by what I had found in Alison’s studio, but had not yet raised it with her. She had returned very late from the hospital, so late that I was already feigning sleep. Page had finally succumbed to the drugs I administered. I was up and away out before either of them woke in the morning. This was not unusual. I am an early riser. I do not sleep much, and haven’t since the Falklands War, but I could have hung around to question her about the paintings and drawings. I chose not to because I do not like confrontations, or arguments, or contrary opinions, at least until I can get straight in my head what I think about something. It is easy to lose an argument if you haven’t properly considered every possibility or explored every tangent. It is why lawyers often present ridiculous scenarios in court and then harry and bully a defendant to respond quickly, so that what he or she says is inevitably ill thought through and incoherent, thus underlining their guilt, when what he or she really needs is time and the opportunity to give a sober and considered response, possibly by e-mail.

There were no customers all morning. This was not unusual. The book trade was dying on its feet. There was plenty of time to ruminate, while also reading the most recent Dennis Lehane. I am a great multi-tasker. Since Parker died, Lehane is now Boston’s finest living crime writer.

I was not only worried about Alison’s paintings, but by Mother’s sudden explosion of violence. Jeff was off studying for his finals, through one eye. The other had swollen closed and there were six stitches above it. I wasn’t worried for Jeff, obviously, because he’s a useless idiot, but for Mother. Not because she had lashed out – that had been her form since I was a nipper – but by the weapon she had chosen. She had wielded the lamp in the bathroom. There was not normally a lamp in there – it is already an extremely well-lit room. According to Jeff she had not only clobbered him with it, but swung it at him at the end of the electrical flex, the way a South American gaucho might swing a bolas. But the fact was that it had been plugged in from her bedroom, stretching to the edge of her bath via two adaptors. To go to that much effort for a little extra light – there’s a shade on the lamp and a low-wattage bulb – didn’t make any kind of sense. Unless she was intending to plunge the lamp into the bath. It now seemed obvious to me that she had only struck out at Jeff as a reaction to being interrupted in the act of committing suicide.

Which worried me, a little.

Mother had always been an evil old witch, but she was my evil old witch. If anyone was going to kill her, it should be me. Clearly she was depressed. But why? Was it my fault? She would be dead soon anyway, but I couldn’t think of any reason for her to want to speed up her conclusion. She was old, decrepit, a brain-damaged harridan and a violent psychopath to boot, but she had always been as such. These were no reasons for her to want to top herself. If I have learned anything in life, it is that you should learn to embrace your deficiencies. And appreciate your situation: Mother was waited on hand and foot, she had access to an inexhaustible supply of sherry, she had her own dutiful son living with her and a lovely little baby bringing renewed life to her shabby old house. She should have been singing ‘Roll Me Over in the Clover and Do It Again’, yet she had chosen instead to try and kill herself using a lamp fitted with an energy-saving light bulb.

I couldn’t settle my head, and turning my thoughts to Alison’s bizarre paintings certainly did not help. Was she merely letting her imagination run wild, or were they some mad kind of manifestation brought about by the trauma of giving birth or living with Mother? Or what if she had literally become possessed? Was there some unspeakably evil force loose in the house, something intent on picking off the members of my family one after the other?

I needed to confront Alison. That much was clear. I needed to look into the eyes of the demon.

But first, lunch.

I don’t normally close the shop at lunchtime because I send Jeff out for it, but with no alternative I locked up and sauntered across to Starbucks. I order from their menu in strict rotation, going through it from start to finish once a month, although this applies only to their beverages. I very rarely eat their sandwiches because I had found that I had to stand perusing the ingredients for so long that lunchtime was invariably over by the time I finally found something I was able to eat without putting my life at risk. I am allergic to many things, including ham, cheese, chives, oregano, molasses, pesto, Polo mints, leather thongs, Shredded Wheat, Romanian Big Issue sellers, humans, dogs, leopards and geese, but not, as far as I could determine, to anything in my eventual choice that day, a Roasted Vegetable Panini, containing 350 calories and 25 mgs of cholesterol.

I was just about to take my first bite, when the chair opposite me was pulled out and a man said, ‘Do you mind if I sit down?’ and then sat before I could protest. I don’t like to eat in front of people because generally they make me sick, and Detective Inspector Robinson was no exception.

I set down my Panini and pulled my Caramel Frappuccino closer. I looked warily at him. I had absolutely no doubt that this was not a coincidence, and also I knew from sad past experience that it was never a good sign when DI Robinson came looking for you. Here, in Starbucks, we did not even need to go through our regular charade, which involved him asking me to recommend collectible books while I tried to avoid giving him any discount. Today he looked grey, and there were bags under his eyes.

‘So,’ I said.

He was studying me. He said, ‘I still haven’t quite worked you out.’

‘I’m unworkoutable,’ I said.

‘You’re either as mad as a bag of spiders, or it’s all an act.’

‘I’m allergic to spiders,’ I said.

He nodded. He had a plain black coffee. He stirred sugar into it. I waited, patiently.

Eventually he said, ‘What were you doing at Purdysburn last night?’

‘You don’t know?’

‘Yes, I know. It was a rhetorical question.’

‘Ah.’ I took a Frap sip. ‘You know,’ I said, ‘in the sixteenth century, an English printer called Henry Denham invented a rhetorical question mark. It was the reverse of an ordinary question mark. It didn’t catch on, but I think it could have been very useful.’

‘Really?’

‘Is that also a rhetorical question? And if it is, see how useful it would be?’

He thought about it. After a bit he gave a shrug and said, ‘Sure, if we were writing this down. But we’re not. We’re just enjoying a coffee.’

‘How do you solve a problem like Maria?’ I asked.

‘Excuse me?’

‘How do you solve a problem like Maria? From West Side Story. It’s a rhetorical question. And one that is repeatedly answered with another question throughout the song, suggesting that actually the problem of Maria cannot be solved or does not require an answer.’

DI Robinson leaned forward over his coffee. ‘Tell me, Mystery Man, does a bear shit in the woods?’

‘Are you being rhetorical?’

‘Yes. And no. You have a habit of interfering in my investigations.’

‘I’m sorry, am I the bear or the shit, in this scenario?’

‘You’re both. You were at Purdysburn last night trying to see The Man in the White Suit.’

‘Everyone seems to be calling him that. I’ll be very disappointed if he doesn’t have one. And trying is the word.’

‘How did you find out about him?’

‘I haven’t found out about him.’

‘I mean, who called you in?’

‘I’m not at liberty to say.’

‘Management?’

‘They just wanted me to find out who he was. And by they I mean whoever it was who called me in, be they a he, she or a goat.’

‘And are you finding out?’

‘No. Once he stabbed someone, he, she or the goat didn’t seem so keen. I suppose they, he, she or the goat hoped the police would take a keener interest. Incidentally, how’s the guy who got stabbed?’

‘He died in the early hours,’ DI Robinson said wearily.

I lifted the Frap. It was very good. Starbucks has a famously high standard in its beverages. I wasn’t sure if this store was owned directly by Starbucks or was part of a franchise operation. Franchise operators can be hit or miss.

‘Yes, indeed,’ said DI Robinson. ‘So it’s a murder investigation.’ He nodded at me. ‘Although fairly open and shut.’

He raised an eyebrow.

I raised one back.

We were at something of an impasse, while my Panini, which they had thoughtfully heated for me, was getting cold. I still couldn’t bring myself to take a bite. Instead I sipped Frap again. I dabbed my lips with a napkin and said, ‘I have to get the shop open again.’

I began to get up.

‘Hold your horses,’ said DI Robinson, and made a waving-down motion with his hands.

I am, in fact, also allergic to horses. But I did not mention this. I settled back down. I did not need to get the shop open. It was a device for cutting to the chase.
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