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To my brother

To my spiritual father, who lives forever in my heart and in my eyes whenever I see literature, art and beauty. The director, which is a description and not a title, ‘Mohammed Saad Al-Balam’.

Because you are still here.. with me, -as you always have been.

This edition is a tribute to your legacy in the world, as it is in my world.

Today is the 19th of August 2025, and only 34 days have passed since your tragic departure, as you passed away on 22nd of July 2025, as if it were just moments ago. May God have mercy on you and make your resting place in the gardens of eternity better than your resting place in this world.

You believed in me tenderly and carried my little brown book with love and care. The book where my fingers had penned the first draft of this novel in pencil on its pages. You had it typeset and printed for me, and it was my first worldly great joy of a literary achievement, -at least for me- even though, at that time, it had not yet left the confines of my room.

In 2019, You attended my first signing ceremony, and you were by my side in the exhibition hall in Kuwait, the country that embraced and nurtured your passion for studying theatre and its art. From there, you graduated from the Higher Institute of Theatre Education (directing/acting), and it was here where we began together- your knowledge certificate and the first copy of my novel.

‘My beloved brother,’ as I call you every time, here is ‘Halwa al-Balam,’-which translates to “the family gem” or “the darling of the family”- as you call me every time, presenting the English edition of the novel to be published in the United Kingdom, the land of my amuse, Agatha Christie.

I raced against time to hand you this translated copy, yet God's will always come first, it feels as though I see you in the eternal world, looking proudly at me, smiling that radiant smile of yours , congratulating me with joy and embracing me with boundless happiness, as you always do.

I love you, my brother, and I pray to God that He accepts my unceasing prayers that He grants you mercy, places you in the highest ranks and among the righteous, the martyrs and with those who He love, and that I may reunite with you there to tell you everything and ask you about everything, and hear your detailed, delightful answers that you always give.

Until then, I entrust you to God, in the company of the eternal.

Your grateful sister, who is always proud of you.

Noura Saad Al-Balam




Dedication

To all lovers of detective fiction around the world. Together on a journey of a new case.
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“When we reject the single story, when we realize that there is never a single story about any place, we regain a kind of paradise.”

– Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, The Danger of a Single Story (TED Talk)




At the Train Station

“Oh, what a magnificent place! Paul, look at this grand old building!”

Said Julie Fowl, seventeen and brimming with wonder, having stopped mid-stride, arrested by a vast, dilapidated Victorian building with all its stern, elegant architecture. It did nothing for me.

“Julie,” I said, trying to nudge her along, “would you kindly consult your watch? It’s ten past five, and our train leaves at five-twenty. This is not the hour to venerate every noble heap of stone and sand.”

“Oh, Paul, don’t be cruel. This isn’t a heap, and it certainly isn’t dilapidated.”

I executed a stage bow. “My abject apologies to the Countess Julie Fowl. I throw myself upon her mercy.” Straightening, I added, “Will that do? Come on, time’s running.”

We hurried towards the station. At seventeen past five, the train still hadn’t left. I bought the tickets and we headed in. Julie nudged my ankle sharply and tipped her chin. A man in his sixties, skin baked a dignified bronze by the sun, carrying the effortless weight of money, was locked in a heated exchange with a station hand.

Julie leaned in, suppressing a laugh. “Doesn’t he look like a Roman emperor? A feudal lord whose estates know no borders, scolding a vassal: Beware the king’s wrath!“

Before I could sigh, a tall, handsome young man appeared; naturally tanned, captivated looking guy. I murmured, “And what about him? A pampered Hollywood hero, surely.” I dropped my voice. “Almost certainly from Beverly Hills. Do try to remember that.”

She flashed me a smirk. “Right. I’ll note it down, my dearest friend.”

Tickets handled, we boarded. I slid into the seat beside her. She was already crunching into an apple, smiling joyfully.

“What did you make of the man at the window?” she suddenly turned and asked. “He was livid, nearly flattened that poor worker. Odd, isn’t it?”

“Odd?” I groaned. “Is your detective sense tingling again? Kindly always remember we are on summer holiday, and I don’t intend to analyze the mannerisms of each person we meet. When we reach Glasgow, I propose we spend our days swimming and basking in the warm sun, not rummaging ashtrays for cryptic notes or fragments of scorched paper.”

She did not reply, which was unlike Julie. Usually, such remarks earned me a brisk lecture on the care and feeding of a detective’s intuition. Instead, a broad smile spread across her freckled face. She pitched the apple core out the window, drew out her small notebook, and began scribbling her runes; the curious private symbols that even I, her long-suffering friend, had never deciphered. A slight dread took root: perhaps this holiday would indeed turn into a chase.

I was about to protest when she snapped the notebook shut and accepted a copy of The Times from the attendant. I exhaled, let the motion of the carriage cradle me, and drifted into sleep.

I suddenly woke to Julie’s voice trying to wake me, her eyes bright with that look I know too well : anticipation in its purest form. I blinked myself fully awake, stretched as though rising from the sleep of centuries, gathered our bags, and we stepped out into the mild evening air. Seven o’clock. Plenty of time.

A taxi appeared almost at once—an auspicious omen—and carried us to the Bonneville Pension, the boarding house where I always love to stay in Glasgow.

On the way, Julie watched the streets stream by. “Do you know who owns this Bonneville Pension?” she asked lightly.

“Why do you ask?” I said, lazily evasive.

“Oh, no reason,” she returned breezily. “Conversation for the road.”

Julie never asks anything idly. As if reading my thoughts, she smiled. “Oh, Paul, must you analyze everything I say?”

I laughed. “It’s not that. The owner is Mrs. Marbury, an old acquaintance of my mother’s. Her husband was killed in the Civil War. She has one daughter, Sarah, who was divorced and who helps run the place. It’s usually thick with actors this time of year.”

“Actors?” Julie echoed, amused. “In a pension? You’re jesting.”

“What’s funny about it?” I said, saintly, with patience. “This ‘pension’ is a centuries-old palace, since the days of the Norman Conquest.”

Her attention sharpened, and she looked at me, urging me to elaborate. I went on, tempering my pride with gravity. “After the death of the great-great-grandfather, the Marquis Marbury, and the
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