
[image: Illustration]


By Alexander McCall Smith

THE NO. 1 LADIES’ DETECTIVE AGENCY SERIES

The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency

Tears of the Giraffe

Morality for Beautiful Girls

The Kalahari Typing School for Men

The Full Cupboard of Life

In the Company of Cheerful Ladies

Blue Shoes and Happiness

The Good Husband of Zebra Drive

The Miracle at Speedy Motors

Tea Time for the Traditionally Built

The Double Comfort Safari Club

The Saturday Big Tent Wedding Party

The Limpopo Academy of Private Detection

The Minor Adjustment Beauty Salon

The Handsome Man’s De Luxe Café

The Woman Who Walked in Sunshine

Precious and Grace

The House of Unexpected Sisters

The Colours of all the Cattle

THE ISABEL DALHOUSIE NOVELS

The Sunday Philosophy Club

Friends, Lovers, Chocolate

The Right Attitude to Rain

The Careful Use of Compliments

The Comfort of Saturdays

The Lost Art of Gratitude

The Charming Quirks of Others

The Forgotten Affairs of Youth

The Uncommon Appeal of Clouds

The Novel Habits of Happiness

A Distant View of Everything

The Quiet Side of Passion

THE 44 SCOTLAND STREET SERIES

44 Scotland Street

Espresso Tales

Love Over Scotland

The World According to Bertie

The Unbearable Lightness of Scones

The Importance of Being Seven

Bertie Plays the Blues

Sunshine on Scotland Street

Bertie’s Guide to Life and Mothers

The Revolving Door of Life

The Bertie Project

A Time of Love and Tartan

THE CORDUROY MANSIONS SERIES

Corduroy Mansions

The Dog Who Came in from the Cold

A Conspiracy of Friends

THE VON IGELFELD ENTERTAINMENTS

The 2½ Pillars of Wisdom

Unusual Uses for Olive Oil

THE DETECTIVE VARG NOVELS

The Department of Sensitive Crimes

La’s Orchestra Saves the World

The Forever Girl

My Italian Bulldozer


THE
DEPARTMENT
OF SENSITIVE
CRIMES

ALEXANDER McCALL SMITH

[image: illustration]


 

 

LITTLE, BROWN

First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Little, Brown

Copyright © Alexander McCall Smith 2019

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-4087-1124-8

Little, Brown

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk


This book is for Bob McCreadie


CONTENTS

CHAPTER ONE: Free Association, Charged at Normal Rates

CHAPTER TWO: A Very Low Crime

CHAPTER THREE: The Singing Tree

CHAPTER FOUR: Bim

CHAPTER FIVE: He Went to the North Pole

CHAPTER SIX: The Smell of Envy

CHAPTER SEVEN: A Dead Dog Floats

CHAPTER EIGHT: He Repaired the King’s Bicycle

CHAPTER NINE: Biscuits, Cats, Basket, Sweden

CHAPTER TEN: The Sudden Urge to Cry

CHAPTER ELEVEN: Hormones Come into It

CHAPTER TWELVE: Being Swedish Is Not Always Easy

CHAPTER THIRTEEN: Pericarditis

CHAPTER FOURTEEN: Lycanthropy

CHAPTER FIFTEEN: Nihil Humanum Mihi Alienum Est


CHAPTER ONE

Free Association, Charged at Normal Rates

‘Søren,’ said Dr Svensson, gravely, but with a smile behind his horn-rimmed glasses; and then waited for the response. There would be an answer to this one-word sentence, but he would have to wait to see what it was.

Ulf Varg, born in Malmö, Sweden, the son of Ture and Liv Varg, only too briefly married, now single again; thirty-eight, and therefore fast approaching what he thought of as a watershed – ‘After forty, Ulf,’ said his friend, Lars, ‘where does one go?’ – that same Ulf Varg raised his eyes to the ceiling when his therapist said, ‘Søren.’ And then Ulf himself, almost without thinking, replied: ‘Søren?’

The therapist, kind Dr Svensson, as so many of his patients described him, shook his head. He knew that a therapist should not shake his head, and he had tried to stop himself from doing it too often, but it happened automatically, in the same way as we make so many gestures without really thinking about them – twitches, sniffs, movements of the eyebrow, the folding and unfolding of legs. Although many of these acts are meaningless, mere concomitants of being alive, shaking one’s head implies disapprobation. And kind Dr Svensson did not disapprove. He understood, which is quite different from disapproving.

But now he disapproved, and he shook his head before he reminded himself not to disapprove, and not to shake his head. ‘Are you asking me or telling me?’ he said. ‘Because you shouldn’t be asking, you know. The whole point of free association, Mr Varg, is to bring to the surface – to outward expression – the things that are below the surface.’

To bring to the surface the things that are below the surface . . . Ulf liked that. That, he thought, is what I do every time I go into the office. I get out of bed in the morning to bring to the surface the things that are below the surface. If I had a mission statement, then I suppose that is more or less what it would be. It would be far better than the one foisted on his department by Headquarters: We serve the public. How bland, how anodyne that was – like all the communications they received from Headquarters. Those grey men and women with their talk of targets and sensitivity and more or less everything except the one thing that mattered: finding those who broke the law.

‘Mr Varg?’

Ulf let his gaze fall from the ceiling. Now he was staring at the carpet, and at Dr Svensson’s brown suede shoes. They were brogues, with that curious holed pattern that somebody had once explained to him was all to do with letting the shoes breathe, and was not just a matter of English aesthetics. They were expensive, he imagined. When he first saw them, he had decided that they were English shoes, because they had that look about them, and that was precisely the sort of thing that a good detective noticed. Italian shoes were thinner, and more elegant, presumably because the Italians had thinner, more elegant feet than the English. The Dutch, of course, had even bigger feet than the English; Dutchmen, Ulf reflected, were tall, big-boned people. They were large – which was odd, in a way, because Holland was such a small country . . . and so prone to flooding, as that story he had been read as a child made so clear – the little Dutch boy with his finger in the dyke . . .

‘Mr Varg?’ There was a slight note of impatience in Dr Svensson’s tone. It was all very well for patients to go off into some reverie of their own, but the whole point of these sessions was to disclose, not conceal, and they should articulate what they were thinking, rather than just think it.

‘I’m sorry, Dr Svensson. I was thinking.’

‘Ah!’ said the therapist. ‘That’s precisely what you’re meant to do, you know. Thinking precedes verbalisation, and verbalisation precedes resolution. And much as I approve of that, what we’re trying to do here is to find out what you think without thinking. In other words, we want to find out what’s going on in your mind. Because that’s what—’

Ulf nodded. ‘Yes, I know. I understand. I just said Søren because I wasn’t quite sure what you meant. I wanted to be sure.’

‘I meant Søren. The name. Søren.’

Ulf thought. Søren triggered nothing. Had Dr Svensson said Harald, or Per, he would have been able to respond bully or teeth because that was what he thought of. They had been boys in his class, so had Dr Svensson said Harald, he might have replied bully, because that was what Harald was. And if he had said Per he would have replied teeth because Per had a gap in his front teeth that his parents were too poor to have attended to by an orthodontist.

Then it came to him, quite suddenly, and he replied, ‘Kierkegaard.’

This seemed to please Dr Svensson. ‘Kierkegaard?’ the therapist repeated.

‘Yes, Søren Kierkegaard.’

Dr Svensson smiled. It was almost time to bring the session to a close, and he liked to end on a thoughtful note. ‘Would you mind my asking, why Kierkegaard? Have you read him?’

Ulf replied that he had.

‘I’m impressed,’ said Dr Svensson. ‘One doesn’t imagine that a . . . ’ He stopped.

Ulf looked at him expectantly.

Dr Svensson tried to cover his embarrassment, but failed. ‘I didn’t mean, well, I didn’t mean it to sound like that.’

‘Your unconscious?’ said Ulf mildly. ‘Your unconscious mind speaking.’

The therapist smiled. ‘What I was going to say – but stopped myself just in time – was that I didn’t expect a policeman to have read Kierkegaard. I know that there’s no earthly reason why a policeman should not read Kierkegaard, but it is unusual, would you not agree?’

‘I’m actually a detective.’

Dr Svensson was again embarrassed. ‘Of course you are.’

‘Although detectives are policemen in essence.’

Dr Svensson nodded. ‘As are judges and public health officials and politicians too, I suppose. Anybody who tells us how to behave is a policeman in a sense.’

‘But not therapists?’

Dr Svensson laughed. ‘A therapist shouldn’t tell you how to behave. A therapist should help you to see why you do what you do, and should help you to stop doing it – if that’s what you want. So, no, a therapist is certainly not a policeman.’ He paused. ‘But why Kierkegaard? What appeals to you about Kierkegaard?’

‘I didn’t say he appealed. I said I had read him. That’s not the same thing as saying he appealed.’

Dr Svensson glanced at his watch again. ‘I think perhaps we should leave it at that,’ he said. ‘We’ve covered a fair amount of ground today.’

Ulf rose to his feet.

‘Now what?’ asked Dr Svensson.

‘Now what, what?’

‘I was wondering what you were going to do next. You see, my patients come into this room, they talk – or, rather, we talk – and then they go out into the world and continue with their lives. And I remain here and think – not always, but sometimes – I think: What are they going outside to do? Do they go back to their houses and sit in a chair? Do they go into some office somewhere and move pieces of paper from one side of the desk to another? Or stare at a screen again until it’s time to go home to a house where the children are all staring at screens? Is that what they do? Is that why they bother?’

Ulf hesitated. ‘Those are very profound questions. Very. But since you ask, I can tell you that I’m going back to my office. I shall sit at my desk and write a report on a case that we have just closed.’

‘You close cases,’ muttered Dr Svensson. ‘Mine remain open. They are unresolved, for the most part.’

‘Yes, we close cases. We’re under great pressure to close cases.’

Dr Svensson sighed. ‘How fortunate.’ He moved to the window. I look out of the window, he thought. The patients go off to do significant things, such as closing cases, and I look out of my window. Then he said, ‘I don’t suppose you could tell me what this case involved.’

‘I can’t give you names, or other details,’ replied Ulf. ‘But I can tell you it involved the infliction of a very unusual injury.’

Dr Svensson turned round to face his patient.

‘To the back of somebody’s knee,’ said Ulf.

‘How strange. To the back of the knee?’

‘Yes,’ said Ulf. ‘But I can’t really say much more than that.’

‘Odd.’

Ulf frowned. ‘That I should not explain further? Is that odd?’

‘No, that somebody should injure another person in the back of the knee. Of course, the choice of a target is hardly random. We injure what we love, what we desire, every bit as much as that which we hate. But it is odd, isn’t it? The back of a knee . . . ’

Ulf began to walk towards the door. ‘You’d be very surprised, Dr Svensson, at how odd people can be. Yes, even in your profession – where you hear all sorts of dark secrets from your patients, day in, day out. Even then. You’d be surprised.’

‘Would I?’

‘Yes,’ said Ulf. ‘If you stood in my shoes for a few days, your jaw would hit the table in astonishment. Regularly.’

Dr Svensson smiled. ‘Well, well.’ His smile faded. The jaw. Freud, he remembered, died of a disease that affected his jaw. Alone in London, with enemies circling, that illuminating intelligence, liberating in its perspicacity, flickered and died, leaving us to face the darkness and the creatures that inhabited it.
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