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Chapter One 
Thick and Proud of It

It may be of some consolation to those who were not particularly bright at school, that there are others in the same boat who do not appear to have suffered unduly from the experience. But anyone like Jyp who had the misfortune to be educated at Watlington County Grammar was not expected to show any evidence of intellectual output. They were simply thick as planks and quite proud of it.

Although the headmaster talked expansively about Watlington's long and glorious history at the drop of a hat, and constantly referred to the string of famous old boys who were to be found listed on the honours board in the Great Hall, he was always coy about his other former pupils who exercised more unusual talents, such as robbing banks or selling London Bridge to trusting American tourists.

Despite the not unexpectedly low exam results every year, the school earned a certain fashionable notoriety as the worst school in the south-east, and parents liked to boast about their schooldays there. How awful it had been, and what happened to that bounder, what's-his-name, who pulled off that bank robbery and ended up in South America or somewhere.

None of them would, of course, admit even privately to themselves that school had been a complete waste of time, and that the chances of any of them getting on in the world, or winning any sort of public recognition for their services were remote in the extreme. That was before anyone had heard of Jyp.

Not that Jyp had any idea of making a name for himself. With a name like Jefferson Youll Patbottom, he felt he had already been burdened with more than his fair share of bad luck - which explains how he accepted his nickname so readily in the first place.

The simple explanation is that whereas most of the others at his school couldn't think, Jyp couldn't count. He never had been able to, and as far as he could see, he never would. Which may explain why he ended up working for the Civil Service.

When his father, George, heard about it, he simply couldn't contain himself and roared with laughter.

'You - in the Civil Service?' he gasped. 'You've got to be joking. What sort of work are you doing there?'

Jyp pulled at his nose in some embarrassment. 'Statistics…'

'Statistics?' choked his father, with rising disbelief. 'What kind, for Pete's sake? You can't even add two and two together!'

'Birth, marriages and deaths - that sort of thing.'

The news proved too much for his father. He looked around the room waiting for someone to tell him it wasn't true, then collapsed in his chair, wheezing with laughter. He rocked backwards and forwards, his face turning purple, until it looked as if he was going to have a seizure, and for a moment Jyp thought he would have to revise his mortality statistics for England and Wales.

'Maud,' his father called out weakly at last, wiping his eyes and making his way blindly to the kitchen to seek out an appreciative audience. 'Listen to this, it's a corker. D'you know what your son's gone and done this time? They've made him a Civil Servant. He's the one they're relying on to tell 'em how many people we've got in the country. Blimey, I don't know why they don't get him to count up the number of Civil Servants there are - we're knee deep in them already!'

Jyp tried not to listen and pushed the cat away moodily.

'It's all right for you, Rosy,' he groaned, hearing a burst of muffled laughter in the other room. 'All you do is feed your face all day. You don't have to add up columns and columns of perishing figures until your eyes pop out.'

Rosy stretched herself languidly, and jumped on his lap, demanding instant attention.

'Give over, Rosy.' He shook her off again, wondering vaguely why his mother couldn't call her pets unflowery names like anyone else, and mentally kicked himself for letting slip about his job. He wished he'd never mentioned it. With a juicy tit-bit like that to impart, his father would be full of it when he met his old pals down at the British Legion and it would be all over the village by the morning.

'Why did I have to have a joker for a father?' he asked the cat. 'Most ordinary fathers go to sleep in front of the telly when they get home, but not our dad - all he wants is a straight man for his double act. And guess who that is?'

But Rosy had her own problems, and started washing her front paws. As far as Jyp could remember, his father had always been the life and soul of the party, determined to see the funny side of everything. His mother, bless her, was loving and a bit scatter-brained at times, but she had lots of patience. Just as well, he thought, she has a lot to put up with.

A few minutes later she popped her head round the door and regarded him sympathetically.

'You've gone and done it now, Jyp. Whatever made you tell him such a thing - you know what he's like?'

'Sorry, Mum,' sighed Jyp. 'I should have guessed what he'd say.'

Maud ruffled his hair. 'What made you pick a funny old job like that, anyway? You've never been keen on figures before. Not even the other kind.'

Jyp was slightly taken aback.

'You were always poking around in corners, playing with your stamps and things, never girls.'

'I tried to get a job in stamp collecting, Mum, but they found out I didn't know the difference between a Pfennig and a Schilling.'

'But we don't use that old fashioned currency anymore, silly,' said his mother lovingly. 'It's all new pence now.'

There was a sigh as Jyp tried again.

'I know that, Mum, but there aren't many jobs you can get without counting, these days,' he admitted sheepishly. 'I thought I was onto a good thing washing up dishes at the local restaurant, but I made so many mistakes working out the breakages, I ended up owing them money.'

'What about that job as a night watchman at the clock repairers? That didn't need any counting, did it?'

Jyp winced at the memory. 'No, but I knocked off one night earlier than I should have done, and some bright spark broke in and cleaned the place out. The manager told me to get a new alarm and when I asked him to give me one, he gave me the sack instead.'

He pondered on the sheer injustice of it all.

His mother looked puzzled. 'How did you get this job in the Civil Service then?'

Jyp took a deep breath. 'Well, it all started when I was leaning up against a wall having my lunch break at the Wall of Death, and this man came along…'

'Wall of Death?' repeated his mother faintly. 'That sounds rather dangerous.'

'No,' Jyp reassured her. 'They just ride around and around inside this bowl-shaped place. It's dead easy, like falling off a log. Well, perhaps not exactly like that,' he allowed. 'Anyway, all I had to do was to go and flag them in, now and then, so that someone else could take over. The only trouble was, I forgot to tell them one day 'cause I got the times mixed up, and one of them got tired and fell off. He was a bit cross,' he remembered reflectively.

'But why did you have to lean against the wall to have your sandwiches?' asked his mother, her mind running off at a tangent.

Jeff disregarded her question. 'He got his own back by tying me onto the front of his handle bars the next time he did his act.' He shuddered at the recollection. 'I couldn't sit down for weeks afterwards.'

'But why…?'

A hunted look appeared on Jyp's face. 'Look, Mum, why don't you let me tell the story my own way, otherwise I'll never get through it?'

'Sorry, Jyp.' His mother sat back obediently.

'Anyway, this man I was telling you about,' went on her son doggedly. 'He asked me to hold a bit of string for a minute and never came back. So I followed the line and found someone at the other end. He was so chuffed I'd stopped him wasting his time he offered me a job to help him out, doing his deliveries for him.'

He hesitated and seeing his mother smother a yawn went on quickly, 'Before I knew where I was, I'd lost my way. I asked a policeman and he found I had enough drugs on me to start up my own business. Mr Big the sergeant called me. I don't think he meant it, Mum. He said I hadn't got the brains for anything that smart, and they let me off with a caution. Anyway, it gave me an idea, and I decided to team up with George, down the road, in a travel agency. You are following me, Mum?'

'Mmm?' His mother jerked her head back with an effort. 'Er, yes, of course.'

'Right, well we did so well that George decided he couldn't wait for an accountant to work out our profits - he nipped off to the West Indies with all the money.' He added bitterly, 'He could count.'

His mother nodded her head in sympathy and tried to concentrate.

'When I reported it to the police, I got the same sergeant who pinched me with the drugs, and all he said was I was one of life's losers. He was dead right. So that's when he put in a good word for me to become a prison warder. Said it would give me a purpose in life, helping others.' He paused. 'It may have helped others, but it didn't help me.'

There was a muffled snort and his mother woke up. 'What happened then?' she asked automatically.

'They got rather upset 'cause I reported back with ten prisoners after a trip to the laundry one day.'

'What's wrong with that?' His mother smiled indulgently. 'Nothing wrong with your counting this time, was there?'

Jyp snorted. 'He says I took fifteen out with me.'

His mother rallied. 'It could have happened to anyone. Was that when you joined the Girl Guides?'

'Men aren't allowed to join the Girl Guides, Mum,' he explained patiently. 'I told you that before. I was at a fancy dress party, and there was a… misunderstanding.' He wriggled uncomfortably. 'I told you ages ago.'

'Well, they didn't have to lock you up,' she defended him stoutly. 'I wish I'd have been there, I'd have told them a thing or two. Anyway, what's that to do with the Civil Service?'

'There was this girl I borrowed the dress from for the fancy dress party. She told me about this vacancy in her office. Her name's Patience.'

'That's nice,' his mother beamed vaguely. 'I had a budgie called Patience once.'

'She was very nice to me. Told me where to go and what to say. I'd never have got the job with old Benson without her help.'

'Never mind love, you've got a job for life now – no more putting up with funny old lodgings. You're back home where you belong. Fancy, who'd have thought you'd end up with the Civil Service. What's your new boss like?'

A cloudy look passed over his face at the thought of his boss.

'I suppose some people like him, but he's a funny old cove. Mind you, most of them are in that place. Suppose it's something to do with counting figures all day. Not like Patience. She couldn't do enough for me. Can't understand it. Even her family's nice as well. Keep on asking me round for supper. You remember Aunt Ethel, Mum? The one you said was so fat they mistook her for a barrage balloon in the war? Well, I wouldn't call Patience fat exactly, but she's certainly well made.' He hesitated. 'She always wants me to kiss her, as soon as I get in the office.'There was a silence as he struggled with the next question. 'Mum, did you ever know anyone with a moustache - Mum?'

He peered forward eagerly, hoping for advice, but his mother was fast asleep.

* * *

Later that night, he woke up in a sweat, as realisation swept over him. 'They'll all know about it on the train tomorrow now. What am I going to do?' He groaned. 'Why couldn't I learn to count like anybody else?' Then he started. 'Oh, blimey. I forgot to give old Benson those figures yesterday. I wonder if I can get Patience to do them? He's bound to complain about them, he always does.'

He tossed and turned and eventually fell asleep, trying to count sheep and getting a different total every time. One of these days, he murmured to himself, you'll get a job that doesn't need figures. The only trouble was, he couldn't think of a single one.







Chapter Two 
Strange Urges

'Now, you're not to get upset about all this, darling,' said his mother next morning, fussing over him as he was trying to leave. She straightened his tie and picked a cat hair off his shoulder. 'I'm sure you're imagining it.'

Jyp frowned. 'No, it was a cat hair. I just saw you take it off.'

'Silly boy, I mean this business about your new job. You know your father wouldn't talk about it to anyone else.'

'Oh, yes? Was I imagining it when the postman handed me next door's post this morning and said he couldn't even read our number?' said Jyp, smoothing back his unruly hair back in agitation and jumping nervously at a knock on the door.

'Don't worry, it's only the milkman.' She put her head out. 'There you are, what did I tell you. Hello, Jim.'

'Morning, Mrs Patbottam.' He grinned knowingly at the sight of Jyp.

'Now, Jim, you know we only have one - not three. What's the matter with you this morning? Not like you at all.'

'Sorry, missus.' He took two pints back with a laugh. 'We can't all be good at counting, can we? Bye now.'

Jyp quivered. 'You see! I told you, Dad went down to the British Legion last night.'

His mother patted his arm reassuringly. 'It's just a silly old coincidence. Now get off to work, otherwise you'll be late. What would your boss say then?'

Looking upset, Jyp jammed his hat on. 'Probably ask me why I bothered to come in, as usual.' He looked moodily along the road. 'I won't be able to look anyone in the face now. I bet they'll be full of it on the train.'

'What nonsense you do talk. I don't suppose anyone will take any notice of you. They'll all be too worried about catching it on time. And if you don't hurry, you'll miss it too.'

'Don't care if I do,' he muttered setting off slowly. He aimed a kick at the lamp post as he passed. 'At least you don't have to worry about what time to light up - it's all done for you.'

As he turned in at the station approach, he heard a snigger from a group standing near the entrance. Someone shouted, 'Don't forget to put the clock back tomorrow!' And a voice piped up, 'Better get a calculator.'

The train was full to the brim as usual. In the scrum to get on board, Jyp pushed and shoved with the rest to lever himself in. Just then, Jack, the porter bustled up waving his flag, anxious to get the train away.

'Hurry up, get in, sir.' He called inside. 'Now move along, room for one more. Oh, morning Mr Jyp, I can count on you to sort them out, can't I? Ha-ha.'

With his face jammed in the back of a large beefy woman in thick tweeds, Jyp could hardly see a thing during the first half of the journey and spent his time torturing himself, wondering what people were saying behind his back. Every little chuckle made him squirm until the woman in front turned round indignantly and asked him what he thought he was doing. In doing so, she sent the other passengers staggering in all directions. Luckily, at East Croydon, the carriage half emptied as some of the more athletic city types changed trains and sprinted for a London Bridge connection.

Immersed in gloom, Jyp automatically sat down on the only seat remaining and left the woman fuming. At that, a military gentleman in pinstripes got up and offered the beefy woman his place, giving Jyp an icy glance before trying to read his paper whilst hanging onto the luggage rack. Oblivious to the glares, Jyp soon got bored and started reading snippets of news from the newspaper in front of him. Some of the items were so interesting, he asked the person opposite to turn back the page so that he could have another look, but the man lowered the paper with an indignant rustle and exchanged outraged glances with the military gentleman still battling with the motion of the train. By the time the train pulled into Victoria, Jyp found he had a stiff neck from constantly turning his head sideways and reading at a funny angle. He was still massaging his neck while fumbling for his ticket at the barrier.

'Thank you, sir,' said the ticket collector, glancing at it. 'Oh, Watlington, eh? Isn't that where they've got that funny bloke who can't count?'

'Really?' uttered Jyp faintly, and tottered past.

* * *

As he scurried into the office, he heard a voice bellowing in the distance and dropped his hat in a panic.

'Pratbottam!'

'Oh, my God, it's old Benson.'

He looked around desperately for a way to escape, but left it a fraction too late. As if sniffing his presence, Mr Benson burst out of a door marked 'Head of Statistics' and bore down on him with a thunderous expression.

'Where are my death figures, Pratbottam?'

'Er, they're…they're in the other office, Mr Benson. Patbottam,' he corrected automatically.

'Well, get them, Patbottam. I've been waiting for them the past half hour. They should have been on my desk yesterday, as you know full well.'

'I'll bring them to you right away, sir.'

'Don't bother, I'll come and fetch them. Otherwise I'll be adding another one to the figures - yours. Hurry, man, hurry. Patbottam,' he snorted, as he watched him hurrying off. 'I was right the first time.'

Jyp led the way to his desk casting a stricken glance around the office for Patience, but her desk was unoccupied. He shuddered and went through the motions, turning over his papers.

'They're not there, are they, Pratbottam, or whatever your name is?' trumpeted Mr Benson. 'Right, that's it…'

Jyp stood rooted to the spot, his mind frozen, unable to think up any more excuses. He opened his mouth soundlessly, like a goldfish.

'Well, what have you got to say?' thundered his tormentor.

'Excuse me, Mr Benson, are these the figures you were looking for?' A demure voice broke the spell and Mr Benson, looking thwarted, snatched at them.

'Ah, Patience, I might have guessed you wouldn't let me down. Why can't you be like her, Pratbottam? Someone I can rely on, all the time.'

'But, Mr Benson, I didn't prepare these.' Patience looked up at him earnestly.

'No?' Mr Benson's fingers began to twitch, a sure sign his blood pressure was rising.

'No.' She smiled sweetly. 'Mr Patbottam asked me to type them out for him yesterday - that's why they're so late. I'm afraid it's all my fault.'

Jyp let out a strangled sigh of relief.

Mr Benson shot him a look of brooding suspicion. 'Oh, I see. Right then. Looks as if I'll have to let you off this time.' He turned away reluctantly. 'See that it doesn't happen again, or else.'

As his footsteps died away, Jyp subsided limply into the nearest chair.

'Don't I get a little something for being so good?' cooed Patience, leaning over him, blotting out the light. 'Oh, Jyp,' she cried passionately, pressing his face in her vast enveloping bosom, leaving him gasping for air.

Re-focusing his eyes, Jyp smiled uncertainly. 'Ta, ever so, Patience.'

For a moment, Patience stood there beaming, then making up her mind she waddled over to her desk and extracted a bag coyly from the bottom drawer.

'Oh, here's a copy of those figures.'

'Thanks.' Jyp stuffed them carelessly in his pocket with the air of a man who's passed through the storm and was gently relaxing with nothing to fear from anyone.

Taking advantage of the opportunity, Patience pulled out an unrecognisable object. 'I bet you don't know what I'm doing, Jefferson, dear.'

'No, what is it, Patience?' asked Jyp straightening himself out after the onslaught.

'I'm doing a little knitting.'

'That's nice.'

'D'you know what it's going to be?'

'No, surprise me.'

Patience it held it up against herself. 'Go on, have a guess.'

Jyp glanced up idly from a book he was reading and made a puzzled guess at the lengthy unfinished woollen garment she was looking at lovingly.

'A football supporter's scarf?'

'No… think of bells.'

'A bell ringing scarf?'

A strained smile appeared on her face. 'You remember what you said to me at the last office party, Jefferson, dear?'

Jyp thought for a moment. 'No?'

'It was awfully romantic.'

'Was it when I emptied the brandy into Mr Benson's punch when he wasn't looking?'

'No, you're not concentrating, Jefferson. It was about us…'

As Jyp continued to look blank, Patience dropped a hint.

'It's a wedding dress…'

'Is someone getting married?' He looked fogged.

'Oh, Jefferson. I think you do it on purpose. You are an old tease. Look,' she fished out a piece of paper from the bag. 'I used a pattern out of 'Tomorrow's Women'. Don't you think it would go with that blue and orange suit you wore on New Year's Eve?'

'I don't think you could wear it with my suit, Patience.'

He couldn't remember whether it was the fifth murder he was reading about, but as he caught the expression in Patience's eyes he had some idea how the victim must have felt.

'I wasn't proposing to wear the suit, dearest. You are.'

Jyp's mouth fell open as the significance of her conversation began to strike him. He was about to tell her it was the suit her dog was sick over when he caught sight of the paper she handed over.

'What's this, some sort of application?' he asked brightly. 'Oh, look, it's got our names on it. And they've spelt my name right for a change.' He looked up, smiling nervously.

'That's right, dearest, I made it out for us, so we could get fixed up at the registry office before the Bank Holiday rush starts.'

'Fancy, a registry office. I've never been a witness before. Is it anyone we know?'

'Oh, Jefferson, how could you!' Her soft dewy eyes blazed with indignation, and she seemed to swell up in front of him with such pent up emotion she would have been snapped up instantly by a producer casting for a starring role in a wartime epic about barrage balloons. Controlling herself with a supreme effort, Patience decided that the time for shilly shallying was over. It was now or never.

'We are getting married - next week, my dearest,' she cooed. 'You and me. In a registry office. You proposed at the party and I accepted.' She grabbed him as he started sliding down out of the chair with a dazed expression. 'You called me your little fairy, I shall always remember that.'

'Married?' Jyp stammered. He rallied in desperation. 'There's been some mistake. I-I didn't call you a fairy.'

'You did, my darling. Oh yes, you did,' she spoke firmly, bearing down on him with the determination of a Sherman tank advancing on enemy lines.

'No, no…' He searched around frantically. As his eye fell on her knitting pattern, he cried out with a flash of inspiration. 'I meant I was a fairy, not you. Me.' He took fresh heart as she paused in astonishment. 'You see, I'm not like other men - I have these strange…urges. I go completely out of control. If you must know,' he shut his eyes and sent up a prayer for help.

'What I really wanted to do at the party, was to…er…wear your dress.'

'My - what?'

While she was still reeling from the shock, Jyp scrambled to his feet and felt wildly behind him for the door handle.

'I don't know how to tell you this, but ever since I first met you all I wanted to be was…a woman, just like you.' He winced at the ghastly thought it conjured up, and dived at the door as her mouth opened wide and her screams followed him down the corridor.







Chapter Three 
Only a Couple of Hundred

Crouching in the dark with his fingers jammed tight in his ears, Jyp imagined he could still hear the screams echoing down the corridor. The next minute the door was flung open letting in a bright shaft of light, almost blinding him.

“Ere,' bellowed a voice. 'Wot you doing in the broom cupboard?'

Peering out fearfully, Jyp recognised the bearded figure of Ted, the hall porter, and sighed with relief. He extricated his fingers with difficulty, and pulling his foot out of a bucket climbed out sheepishly.

'Ah, Ted. Door seems to have got stuck.'

He cast a feverish look along the corridor and seeing it empty, gabbled the first thing that came into his head. 'Just looking for some figures. Not important, really. No.'

'You won't find her in there,' cackled the elderly porter. 'I heard Miss Patience organising a posse to come and look for you. Screaming her head off, she were.'

Jyp shuddered. 'Fine, fine. Must be one of her off days – nothing serious. Just…just don't tell her you saw me, eh, Ted?'

'No fear of that, young Jyp. She's been after me an' all in her time.'

Taking in the old man's white hair and wiry frame, Jyp patted his bony shoulder. 'Great, great, keep it up. Must dash.' He jumped nervously and started to edge away as a trolley appeared around the corner, followed by the tea lady.

Ted gave a sly grin and called after him, 'Saw you get on a number nine bus, didn't I?'

'I think I'll skip the tea, Ted,' decided Jyp with a gulp and made his escape. Rounding a bend in the corridor, he sighted another group of people in the distance, turned back and bolted in the opposite direction.

'There he is!' a cry went up, and they surged after him with whoops of delight, thinking they had their quarry cornered.

Jyp reversed in a mad panic and dived down a side turning, screaming inwardly. He spied a man entering a door ahead and dived after him, knocking him flying. Slamming the door closed he leaned back against it, panting.

The man, a tall military looking character, clambered to his feet looking ruffled. After straightening his suit he sat down behind a desk and as if seeing Jyp for the first time looked at his watch in surprise.

'I say, bit early, aren't you? That chap at Personnel said you'd been held up - trust them to get it wrong. Never mind.' Then trying to be more hospitable, he motioned to a chair. 'Take a pew. Lady Trench will be here in a minute. I'm Brigadier Sleuth, by the way. I know, bit silly having a name like that, seeing the type of work we do, but…ah, there you are, dear lady.'

A formidable tweedy figure marched in and to his horror Jyp remembered her as the woman in the train. 'Brigadier,' she nodded briskly, and checking her watch, turned to Jyp. 'Keen type, eh? Good, good. Let's get it over with - got a lot on today.' She settled herself into her seat, getting herself as comfortable as she could in her bulky jacket and thick army blanket type skirt, and peered uncertainly at Jyp. 'Haven't I seen you somewhere before?'

Jyp hurriedly pulled a face to put her off and listened nervously to the baying noise getting closer outside. Any moment now, they would be thumping on the door, asking if anyone had seen him. He was in such a state of nerves he sat there in a trance for a moment, almost losing track of the conversation, fearful of what might happen next.

'No? Never mind,' she said giving up. 'You go ahead with the technical stuff then, Brigadier. I'll follow up on the personnel side later.'

The Brigadier cleared his throat. 'Righto. Won't beat about the bush. Let's have your name, young fellow.'

'Patbottom,' said Jyp automatically, swivelling his head towards the door.

'Oh, incognito, eh? What do they call you in the Mess?'

Jyp had a mental vision of his father laughing his head off, and winced. 'Er, Jyp.'

'Ask a silly question, eh? Right then, Jyp, 'nuff said. Now you know why you're here. Won't beat about the bush. We're looking for a man with the right kind of experience and background for the work we have in mind. Hush hush, and all that. We're very fussy these days, after all the clangers we've had in the past, eh Prunella?'

Lady Trench nodded expressively and busied herself with her knitting, working on what looked like a cross between a bullet proof waistcoat and a mobile nuclear shelter. Jyp became so engrossed in the spectacle, he missed the Brigadier's opening remarks.

'…only ex-SAS considered - unless you have a very special sort of talent,' he rumbled. 'We want to see a man who's seen it all. Been through hell and back, if you like, and used to being under fire. Sounds familiar?'

Jyp replied feelingly. 'It happens all the time.' He leaned forward confidingly. 'That Mr Benson's been after me all day, all because I hadn't got his figures.'

'Benson?' A frown creased the Brigadier's forehead. 'Is he one of ours?'

'Well, he's not one of mine.' Jyp was positive on that one.

'KGB or the Mafia?'

Recalling the title on Benson's door, Jyp ventured, 'I think he's HOS.'

'Oh, one of the breakaway republics, I expect.' Dismissing the thought, the Brigadier went on keenly. 'What kind of figures?'

'Oh, Deaths, and things like that.'

In the electrified silence that followed, Jyp thought he'd better try to explain, but only succeeded in making matters worse. 'Mr Benson says I've killed off half the Home Counties since I've been there.' He laughed nervously. 'He exaggerates, of course. A couple of hundred, here and there, before lunch, perhaps.' Seeing their look of disbelief, he hurried on. 'Mistakes like that could happen to anyone. But I put it right before I leave every night. And if I don't, Patience usually helps out.'

'Patience?'

Seeing a confused look on his interrogator's face, Jyp became flustered.

'Well, she doesn't do it officially, if you know what I mean. It's only that lately she's been very helpful when Mr Benson wants something in a hurry.' There was a sharp intake of breath from Lady Trench and he floundered. 'That's why I popped in just now. She's been very… you know, pressing lately.' He laughed nervously. 'I must have upset her, though. She got so mad I thought she was going to kill me. That was them outside just now.'

'Kill you? Good grief! I thought she was on your side,' said the Brigadier looking dazed. 'And what about this Benson fellow?'

'Oh, he wants to kill me as well. But, he can't do that,' said Jyp happily, waving a sheet of paper. 'I've got his figures.'

'D'you mind, old chap?' The Brigadier reached across. He looked up astonished after scanning the list, his eyes popping out of his head.

'Are these deaths all yours? There seem to be rather a lot.'

'Oh yes, and that's only yesterday's.'

'Good Heavens! Doesn't it bother you - all this killing business?'

Jyp pondered for a minute, twisting about in his seat, trying to understand what the question meant.

'I don't see why it should. After all they're dead, aren't they. All I did was lay them out in columns, and add them up.'

'Where do you get all these figures? They're enormous. Looks more like battlefield casualties! Hang about, they're civilians. Where did they come from - somewhere in the Far East?'

'No, our office on the third floor.'

Jyp took the paper back from quivering fingers.

'I'm not supposed to show anyone these - they're confidential, you know.'

'I should think they are. I've never seen anything like it! Tell me, have you always been doing this sort of thing?'

Jyp squirmed. 'No, I once got a job at a sort of clock place, but that blew up on me.'

'Oh, time bombs, eh?'

'Then I was kind of keeping watch on some high speed motor bikes, but that fell through. They didn't always come back.'

'Ah, despatch stuff.'

'They called it the wall of death.'

'I should think so, too.'

'And the rest, well, I'd rather not talk about that.'

'I see, hush hush, eh? Well, it looks as if you've had an impressive career to-date, young Jyp. Doesn't look as if you've put a foot wrong.'

Looking coy, Jyp ventured, 'Oh, I wouldn't go so far as to say that. Fair's fair. If I got it wrong, Patience was always willing to help out. She's very good at persuading people, you know.'

'Is she now?' The Brigadier coughed. 'Which reminds me. What sort of um…persuader do you use?'

Jyp looked mystified for a moment, then his face cleared. 'Oh, you mean this?' He whipped a pen out of his pocket and pointed it at the Brigadier, who flinched. 'Useful thing, these gadgets, aren't they. Look, when I press that, it reloads all by itself.'

'Mind where you're pointing that, young man,' croaked the Brigadier, while his companion, oblivious, went on knitting. Wiping his forehead, he asked, fascinated, 'What happens if it gets stuck, or doesn't work?'

'Oh, I just rub them out,' said Jyp warming to the subject.

'Rub them out? What with?'

Jyp ran through his pockets. 'I've got it here somewhere. Wipes out whole columns in one go. Don't know what I'd do without it. Ah, here it is.' He lobbed a rubber over helpfully.

The Brigadier took one petrified look and disappeared under the table.

Breaking off her knitting, Lady Trench looked up. 'All finished? Good. Now, young man, I don't know anything about the technicalities of the job. All I want to know is - have you got any young gels into trouble?'

Jyp drew himself up. 'Certainly not.' Then uneasily, at the sound of marching feet outside, 'I'd better go, I think that's Mr Benson after me again.'
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