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    All that lab technician Daniel Dreghorn wants is a better job, more money, a new flat – oh, and perhaps to meet a few more girls. It’s not much to ask of life, is it? All his dreams are answered with one visit to a faulty cash machine, but is it too good to be true? Yes, Daniel, it is …




    Daniel’s life goes from bad to mad as a series of deaths are attributed to him and some very shady characters start to believe he is more than he seems. As Daniel’s colleagues at the university become suspicious of his actions, madcap Professor Farquharson sees him as a way of achieving a long-held desire… Can Daniel avoid being drawn into his boss’s crazy schemes? Can he avoid the attentions of a bent copper? Are Dr Bernini’s doughnuts all they seem to be?




    A Clear Solution is a hilarious look at what happens when you’re in the wrong place at the wrong time – complete with homicidal bank managers.
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    Chapter One




    ‘I'm looking for the Unknown, please.’




    Daniel glanced up from his crossword. A young lady stood, hands on hips, in the doorway of the technicians’ office. He gawked as the girl of his fantasies beamed at him: a sexy redhead, about his own height, wearing an innocent smile. The top buttons of her lab coat were undone, having given up the struggle to hold in breasts that appeared to have a life independent of their owner. His gaze flicked from her chest to her face, as she pursed her lips in a mock kiss.




    ‘Ah … hello,’ he said, as he felt his cheeks grow hot. He was not in a fit state to receive sexy redheaded visitors and, even though his legs were hidden behind the office bench, he self-consciously pulled the ends of his lab coat around his bare knees. He didn’t recognise the girl, but she could only be one of the undergraduate Chemistry students, here for the afternoon practical session.




    ‘The Unknown,’ she repeated, her head cocked to one side. ‘The mystery sample – I have to identify it for the practical test. Dr Bernini told me I would get it from you.’ She gave a theatrical wink.




    The cupboard with the students’ samples stood behind her. He would have to walk around the bench and let her see his bare legs and stained coat. Daniel braced himself for the inevitable laughter, and silently cursed his colleague, Alex, for being late.




    She moved closer. ‘Don’t worry. I heard about your little accident this morning. It must have been awful. You could have been badly burnt, dropping the acid like that.’




    ‘Yeah, well …’ He found that he had to cough to clear his throat. ‘It just slipped. Wasn’t my fault.’




    ‘Of course not.’ The corners of her mouth turned down in sympathy.




    ‘It could have happened to anyone.’




    ‘Oh yes, I can see that.’




    ‘Made a mess of my jeans and, well … I’ve nothing to change into, so … it’s awkward.’




    ‘You don’t need to worry. I’ve seen men’s legs before. This is my second year.’ Her nose puckered when she smiled, in a way that made Daniel’s heart bounce around inside his chest in a most alarming way.




    ‘Of course, yes I’m sure you have, seen lots of them … I mean … well, in the course of your … whatever.’ He found that he was rubbing his hands together like a young Shylock, and had to make a conscious effort to stop.




    ‘So …’ She raised her eyebrows and nodded towards the cupboard.




    ‘Yes, sure, right, I’ll just …’




    He sidled around the bench with the key in his hand.




    She didn’t laugh at his legs. Instead she stepped towards him as he opened the cupboard. A powerful scent, one that hadn’t originated in Coatdyke Sunday market, wormed its way up his nostrils, lodged somewhere near his hippocampus, and proceeded to have its desired effect. Her right breast pressed on his arm, warm and soft through her lab coat. He froze.




    ‘I failed the first one, you know. Sad isn't it? I need to get three out of four,’ she said in a soft, breathless whisper. ‘You're Daniel, aren't you?’




    He nodded as his hand hovered by the shelf.




    ‘Well, Daniel, you couldn't give me a tiny little hint now, could you? A poor young lady in distress.’




    Her breast slid along his arm. All was silence, apart from the tick of the clock on the lab wall and the thumping of his heart. Daniel had the definite feeling that time in his universe had slowed, perhaps to a standstill.




    A tongue, possibly his own, tried to moisten his dry lips. ‘I could lose my job.’




    ‘I won't tell, and there’s no one else to see. I’d be very, very grateful,’ she murmured. Her lips were so close that he could feel her hot breath tickle the hairs in his ear.




    Daniel closed his eyes for a moment, breathed deeply, grabbed the vial of chemical and handed it to her. He sat down, trying vainly to cover his legs with the lab coat. She watched as he wrote the chemical name in the ledger.




    ‘It’s Susan,’ she said, as he hesitated over the entry in the name column. ‘Susan Bradshaw, and I'm really very obliged to you, Daniel.’




    He shivered as her hand rested lightly on his bare knee.




    ‘I do like a man with lots of body hair,’ she whispered huskily, as her hand slithered lightly up the inside of his leg and pinched the flesh on his upper thigh, hard enough to make him yelp. She clicked her tongue. ‘See you around, Danny boy,’ and with that, marched from the room, bottle clutched triumphantly in hand, like a flag-bearing Joan of Arc.




    Daniel sat very still for several minutes trying to decide what had just happened. Whatever it was, his boss, Peabrose, would have him slowly castrated for it. The thought of another confrontation with the chief technician made him shiver. Peabrose, known as ‘The Führer’ by his friends, and ‘that bastard Peabrose’ by everyone else, sometimes appeared to have Daniel’s demise as his only aim in life.




    Just why had he given away the test answer? A picture of Susan, warm and curvy, floated in front of him. OK, no great mystery there. He sighed and glanced at the clock. It was half an hour before the students were due to arrive. Susan shouldn’t even have been in the lab. What the hell, there was work to do.




    The technicians’ office adjoined the teaching laboratory and, as he stood looking across the lab, Daniel could see Alex, his colleague, in Peabrose’s glass-fronted office, where the Führer himself held court in full hands-waving cigar-waggling flow.




    Not wishing to join in the fun, Daniel slumped onto a stool and eyed the white expanse of bare laboratory bench. It seemed to stretch to infinity on either side of him – much like my life, he thought. His eyes narrowed against the glare from the banks of humming fluorescent lights. The edges of the bench danced and shimmered. A throbbing at the back of his head warned of an incipient migraine. He put his elbows on the bench and rested his chin in his hands. Lines of identical benches marched to the back of the high-vaulted teaching laboratory. They were twenty feet underground and there wasn’t a single window in the lab. The ventilation system wheezed overhead like a bronchitic dinosaur. The stink of ether and sweaty students oozed from every pore of the room. It never changed, even during holidays. What was he doing here? He wasn’t brilliant, he knew that. He had never had the ambition to be at the cutting edge of research – but neither had he wanted to be at the arsehole.




    He had worked in this intellectual cesspit, known to the unsuspecting as Coatdyke University Chemistry labs, for five years, ever since graduating with a Third. This was a temporary job, nothing more: technician and dogsbody, shepherding the first year sheep who didn’t know a test tube from a turnip. He was just filling in until something better turned up. Just for a few months. It would help to have a little money coming in until a real job surfaced. That’s what he’d told himself … for five years. Well, not any longer. He straightened up, pulled his shoulders back. Change was long overdue.




    Twenty minutes later, Daniel slouched in his swivel chair, staring out of the office window into the lab. He watched the students who seemed to divide into two groups: those who beavered away with test tube and Bunsen; and those who stood around talking and laughing in loud, demanding voices. Susan occupied the latter group. He already regretted his decision to let her cheat on the Unknown – she would get a pass for it and what had he got? A transitory erection as she pressed her tit on his arm. It wasn't a lot for something that could lose him his job. She would tell all her mates. He would be good for a few minutes’ laugh, then Peabrose would hear and that would be the end.




    Let them sack him. He didn’t care. What then, he wondered? Escape, to see the world before he died. Just the small matter of his savings account stood in the way – the very small matter. At the moment, he would be lucky to afford a couple of sunny Spanish weeks, followed by a hunt for another boring job. That wasn’t good enough. Perhaps he could turn to a life of crime – nothing violent, of course. He would take money from fat cats and give it to skinny cats, himself included. No, you had to be good at that sort of thing, otherwise you got caught. But then there was always beginner’s luck.




    ‘She's a stunner, isn't she?’




    ‘What?’ Daniel turned to see that Alex had joined him. His pale face stared out of the office window into the lab.




    ‘That Susie girl. I could see you ogling her.’




    ‘I wasn't ogling her. I never noticed her.’




    ‘Pull the other one. Anyway, Bernini’s after her.’




    ‘Bugger Bernini.’




    ‘Dan, there’s no call for that. He’s … OK.’




    ‘He is not OK, he’s a … oh, I don’t know. He just gets to me somehow. I mean, what does he do all day? He’s supposed to be in charge of the students, right? He’s supposed to educate them, right? And what does he do?’




    They both turned to stare at the far corner of the lab, where they knew they would find Dr John Bernini, the lecturer in charge of the teaching laboratory, slouched by his fume cupboard like a liquorice bootlace. He had been working there on his pet research project for months. He was teaching lab head because no one else would take on the stultifying boredom and utter frustration of trying to teach students practical work, when they all saw themselves as brilliant theoreticians in the making, with as much interest in a test tube as a bull might have in a condom.




    ‘Well, he should help the students more, I suppose,’ said Alex.




    ‘Damn right he should. It’s not fair. And what the hell’s he researching anyway? This is a teaching lab, isn’t it?’




    ‘Yeah, well, he’s been at it for months.’




    ‘He’s probably making pheromones for attracting women. Sprays them on himself every night.’




    Alex stared at Bernini. ‘Not working then, is it?’




    ‘He forgets he has to leave his door unlocked to let them in, like moths and windows.’




    Neither of them laughed. They continued to stare out of the window, pretending to ignore Susan. Eventually Alex said, ‘You know, she had the cheek to try and get the Unknown out of me last week.’




    ‘What!’ Daniel’s stomach turned over once and then did it again just for the hell of it.




    ‘She tried to get me to tell her what it was.’ Alex lowered his voice. ‘I think she might have consented to a bit of “you know what”, if I’d told her.’




    ‘Christ, did you?’ said Daniel, biting his fingernail.




    Alex hesitated and his face reddened. ‘Of course not. I told her to get lost. I said I would report her to Bernini.’




    Daniel rolled his eyes. ‘You should have reported her. She might try it on me next and I might not be as strong-willed as you. But it's much too late now,’ he added hastily, as Alex opened his mouth.




    ‘But …’




    ‘God, look at the time, we've still got tomorrow’s prep work to do.’




    He started noisily opening the chemical cupboards.




    While Alex started on the prep work, Daniel returned to the window and gazed once more into the goldfish bowl of the lab. Or perhaps he was in the bowl, swimming round and round to no particular purpose, occasionally emitting small bubbles of gas, while life continued outside.




    An hour later, the students began to leave, work completed – to their own satisfaction, at least. Susan and Bernini were soon alone and deep in conversation. His hand wafted in the air from time to time as he tried to get out a difficult word.




    Daniel watched with a growing feeling of disgust. What did she want from him? It wasn’t his non-existent sex appeal, and it certainly wasn’t his brain. John Bernini and academic brilliance were not often linked in the same sentence. It was so unfair. Bernini’s pay must be double his own. He could do Bernini’s job and his own without breaking sweat. What did the man do, after all, but correct students’ papers and stutter around the lab? But the mystery of his interminable research project remained.




    After a few minutes, it struck Daniel that Susan appeared an unwilling participant in the dialogue. She looked to right and left. All her body language said goodbye. On impulse, he marched into the lab.




    ‘Excuse me, Miss Bradshaw is it?’ he asked. ‘There’s someone waiting for you at the office.’




    ‘Oh, thank you. Excuse me, Dr Bernini, I must go.’




    Daniel turned to leave with her and winked when his back was to Bernini. As they parted at the lab door, she winked back.




    ‘Thanks, lover,’ she whispered and patted his cheek.




    He stood for a moment, his mind blank. Was that a come-on? Or was it just sarcasm? He watched as she retreated down the corridor, shrugging off her lab coat as she went.




    ‘D … Daniel!’




    He pivoted around, expecting the axe, but it didn't come.




    ‘N … nice girl that S …S … Susan,’ Bernini added, his stammer worsening. ‘Her father's a b … banker and she comes from Ongar.’




    ‘Well, that’s nice, and so is Ongar.’ Daniel had already decided that ‘nice’ was not the adjective of choice for that young lady.




    ‘I'd like to f … f … f …’ Bernini paused and drew breath.




    Daniel closed his eyes for a moment. Yes, you and the Mongol Hordes, he thought.




    ‘I’ve got to f … finish up now, Daniel. I’ve got someone to see tomorrow.’ Bernini turned and headed for the back of the lab.




    The last hour dragged, as usual. Daniel watched Alex do the prep work for the following day, finished the crossword in record time, but had only half-completed the Sudoku in the morning paper by the time five o’clock arrived.




    ‘Busy day, Alex,’ he said, as they left the lab together.




    ‘Rushed off our feet, Dan, don't know where the time goes. Still, at least we’re not bored, eh?’




    At that same moment, some miles away, two men sat at a corner table in the Belt and Braces. They were both dressed conservatively in suit and tie. The one, short in stature, looked very much as if he enjoyed a good meal. He gazed around the room, staring momentarily at each of the diners. He took the fingers of his left hand in turn and cracked the knuckles with an audible pop. The other man, tall with greying hair, might have been taken for something-in-the-city. He did not crack his knuckles.




    On the table between them lay a bundle of papers – faxes, emails, columns of figures – and two mugs of coffee.




    The fat one said, ‘You can come up with the goods?’




    The tall one gestured at the pile of papers. ‘If you can organise the finance, I can take care of my end. We’ve already been over it. You’ve seen it all. There’s more land than they know what to do with. Probably some they don’t even know they have.’ His voice was restrained, educated, unlike that of his companion.




    ‘OK, OK, you’ve convinced me; buy low and sell high. It’s all possible, but what about your boss?’ The fat man sneered, turning the word ‘boss’ into something very unpleasant that might have a bad smell associated with it.




    ‘Boss? He’s a senile crackpot. He’s boss in name only. If it weren’t for academic tenure, he’d have been out years ago. He doesn’t know what time of day it is, never mind what I’m doing. He’s no problem.’




    The fat man nodded, drained his coffee mug, and watched as the tall one gathered the papers into an expensive briefcase.




    They stood and shook hands. The fat man kept his sweaty grip on the other’s palm.




    ‘And no cock-ups,’ he hissed, locking eyes with his companion for several seconds until the tall one looked away. He let go of the hand and a broad smirk split his puffy face. ‘Rendezvous Three next meeting. I’ll let you know when.’ He paused and belched loudly before continuing. ‘Then it’s time to move. We’ve waited long enough on this.’


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Daniel arrived home mentally drained. The psychological stress of walking home clad only in his lab coat and underpants had been too much. He had taken a long and circuitous route from the university, avoiding crowded main roads. Even so, he’d put up with some curious stares and a few unpleasant comments from some rough-looking yobs outside a pub. They had wolf-whistled, and one of them had called him Shirley. His mood could not be described as sunny.




    Home: a two-bedroomed flat, on the third floor of a decrepit block occupying the far end of a relatively quiet cul-de-sac a mile from the university campus. The flat was as close to the university as he could afford on his miserable salary. Outside, several aged elms squeezed between the parked cars, serving as residence for a few birds too weak or stupid to feather more upmarket nests.




    He chased his elderly neighbour’s tabby cat from the doormat with a kick which almost connected. What was so appealing to the animal about the smell of shitty boots, that it should spend so many hours on his doormat? He turned and stuck out his tongue at Mrs Fotheringham’s door. Her letter-box clicked shut. Yes, got you, you nosy old witch.




    The morning’s post, lying scattered behind his front door, included a letter from the university, its red and green crest gleaming vulgarly in one corner of the flimsy envelope. He threw the bundle onto his sitting room table, crossed to the bedroom, and pulled on a pair of jeans that lay on the floor at the foot of his bed. Returning to the sitting room, he collapsed onto a chair and lay back, staring at the ceiling with unfocussed eyes. He tried, with little success, to calm his mind, empty it of Susan, Bernini, and ‘Mushy’ Peabrose, and his cringing embarrassment at walking home wearing little but a scowl.




    The letters on the table eventually roused him from his torpor. There was a postcard from his big sister Maureen, a telephone bill, a plain brown envelope marked ‘Private’, a catalogue of shoes for the elderly with big feet, and the letter from the university. He threw the catalogue in the bin – somewhere a computer must have had a bad chip day – put the others in the letter rack, and picked up Maureen’s postcard. It had a montage of local attractions: beaches, high peaks, and semi-naked women.




    Ecuador’s unbelievable, Danny. You should see it. The sand and the mountains, it’s just not real. Going to the Galapagos tomorrow. They say the wildlife’s fantastic there. Keep in touch. Love M.




    She was on another of her round-the-world jaunts – intent on spending every last penny of her inheritance. He wondered if she knew how disturbing he found her constant drip feed of exotic stamps. Every time he settled into some comfortable routine, along came another postcard: Australia; Thailand; China; Peru. She’d done it all, sometimes twice. Was he jealous? Of course he wasn’t, he thought. He just wanted some of Maureen’s luck – just a little bit, just a teeny morsel.




    Maureen had married a very rich oil man from Aberdeen. Two years later he was very dead, after falling from one of his own rigs during a safety inspection, and Maureen was set on her globetrotting lifestyle.




    Maureen was living. He, in contrast, was dying. Well, that had to change. He had to change. His life had to change, and fast.




    He opened the letter from the university. The cheap paper tore easily. He scanned the flimsy A4 sheet inside. It gave him a jolt. It claimed to come from Professor Farquharson, the university’s dotty principal, but he would have been surprised if Farquharson had ever seen it.




    Dear Daniel,




    As you know, Professor Smart, my deputy, is celebrating his first anniversary of taking up his post. Instead of our usual end-of-term party, it has been decided that we shall have a little soirée so that all can meet Professor Smart in a social situation. In the past, it has been Faculty policy to invite only academic staff and students to functions such as this. As an experiment this year, we will additionally invite all non-academic staff. I hope you will highlight this date in your diary and I look forward to meeting you there.




    Sincerely




    Professor Q.T. Farquharson BSc PhD DPhil FRSCCM




    Daniel choked back a laugh. Since he had joined the university, ‘auxiliary staff’ had been excluded from the end-of-term party and any other get-togethers as a consequence of their invisible role in university life. They weren’t looked down on: they simply did not exist.




    ‘So, now you can go to the ball, Cinders,’ he said aloud. He screwed up the letter and hurled it into the waste bin.




    He tore open the brown envelope. At last, some good news; an interview for a job at Proudfoot Pharmaceuticals. The long disused hope-o-meter buried deep inside his head clicked up a couple of notches.




    He made his way into the kitchen and prepared a cup of instant. He sat down facing the microwave, sipped at the coffee, and glanced around the melamine-surfaced room. It was so boring. No surprises waited for you in your flat when you lived alone. Everything remained exactly where you left it: the Simpsons slipper socks on the toaster; the embarrassing stain on the bathroom carpet that wouldn’t come out, no matter how hard you scrubbed at it; the 5p piece in the corner by the washing machine, around which several generations of spiders had woven their webs, passing on from mother to daughter the arachnid folklore that this silver icon offered protection from human interference.




    What had possessed him to buy this flat anyway? The Singing Butler print above the B&Q fireplace, and the pink floral wallpaper behind, had been there when he moved in. At first, he thought it had style, but the Sunday colour supplements had persuaded him otherwise. He blamed the mini-skirted young looker from the estate agency who had shown him around. She had gone into great detail on the virtues of the turquoise bathroom suite, the PVC windows, and the usefulness of a kitchen pulley when the tumble dryer broke down. Could he sue the estate agency for allowing their female staff to display too much upper thigh? It would be a test case. The tabloids would love it. Perhaps not.




    All right, even if he did decide to change his life, how would he go about it? If only he had some money he could start his own business making … stuff. A new thing that, once they had seen it, nobody could manage without.




    Or catering. He had always liked cooking. He had once made a lasagne for Maureen that ‘bettered Tesco’s Finest’, she’d said. He could make food for people. Daniel’s Deli. Yes, obviously he was made for that. He dropped the empty cup onto the pile of crockery in the sink and returned to the sitting room.




    With a beer in hand, he settled down to watch the early evening news. The second item, a report on university finances – otherwise known as cuts – lowered the incipient depression, which the beer had begun to lift, back onto his shoulders. Staff were being axed, the report claimed, and auxiliary staff in particular had to show efficiency savings. He hoped that no one in Coatdyke had watched the item; efficiency was a word unappreciated by most of his colleagues. He opened another can.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    Inspector Dick frowned as he stared around the crowded sitting room. A ripple of nausea washed through his ample belly. He belched and tried to turn it into a cough. It wasn’t so much the colours; well, yes, it was the colours – vibrant pink and boudoir purple did not go well with a hearty cooked breakfast – but the furnishings too, the floral drapes and the mass of garish, plumped cushions strewn over every surface.




    He had been sent to interview Professor Farquharson – or ‘that randy old git’, as Merrywick had called him – in relation to the unfortunate farmyard incident, the thought of which also contributed to Dick’s nausea.




    ‘Hello, my dear chap. So good of you to come.’




    Dick twisted around to find a small, grizzled old man staring up at him. Wisps of white hair stuck out at odd angles from a shining dome of a head. It could only be Farquharson. He took, and held very briefly, the warm and oily hand that was thrust towards him.




    He cleared his throat. ‘Inspector Dick … thank you for your time.’




    The bald head bobbed in acknowledgement. ‘Quentin Farquharson, at your service, sir.’




    The professor turned to the two armchairs on either side of the onyx fireplace, and threw half a dozen cushions into a corner of the room. ‘My wife, I fear, has a cushion fetish. Please be seated, Chief Inspector.’




    Dick cautiously lowered his bulky behind into one of the enveloping chairs. ‘Actually, it’s Inspector,’ he muttered.




    ‘What?’ Farquharson cupped his hand over his ear.




    ‘I said, it’s Inspector, not Chief Inspector.’




    Farquharson waved a hand. ‘Oh, mere protocol, just a matter of time, I should think.’




    Dick breathed heavily. A matter of time, yes, once he had thought so, but now? Perhaps retirement was the better option, if only his wife could be persuaded that his pension was adequate, about as likely as her surrendering her store cards. ‘Well, possibly, Professor, we shall see. Now I need …’




    ‘There will be somebody upstairs,’ said Farquharson.




    ‘I … what?’




    ‘There will be somebody upstairs, blocking your promotion. It’s always the way.’




    ‘Well …’




    ‘Some senior figure, someone you have crossed, probably someone you have bettered, but there they are, promoted beyond their competence, while you languish below in their ordure.’




    The professor’s words were so true, thought Dick. Detective Chief Inspector Merrywick – it was spot on. He nodded.




    ‘I knew it. It’s an old, old story. I myself have been there and bought the lightweight upper body garment, as they say these days.’




    ‘Quite. Now, Professor, there are just a few questions and …’




    ‘Action, that’s what is needed. Fight back. That’s what I had to do. Take the bullock by the horns, ready the charge, valley of death and so forth.’ Farquharson’s eyes glittered. ‘I’m sure that appeals to you, my dear chap.’




    Oh how it appealed. If he could get one over that supercilious, skinny-arsed piece of …




    ‘Yes it appeals. You have great insight, Professor.’




    ‘Oh, call me Quentin, please, now that we know each other a little better. You will have a drink, won’t you?’ Farquharson sprang from his seat and crossed to a row of bottles on a sideboard.




    ‘Ah, well no, really no, not when I’m on duty.’ He stared at the tumbler of golden liquid that had been pressed into his hand. Oh well, a sip would do no harm, even if he was on duty, just to put Quentin at his ease. He wouldn’t finish it. He tipped the glass towards his lips. Duty … ah.




    ‘Now, Prof … now, Quentin …’ He pulled a notebook from his pocket. ‘As you know, I’ve been asked to call round to discuss your recent behaviour at Pendle Farm. I’m sure you are aware that the farmer has agreed not to press charges. I understand you and he came to an accommodation, however you were seen by several members of the public who have expressed outrage at such …’




    ‘Smethurst, that was his name. A most disagreeable piece of faecal material if ever there was one.’




    Dick paused and thumbed through his notebook. ‘No, I don’t think so, the name I have here …’




    ‘He just sat there like some great fat toad, eating all the flies that came his way, like myself and all the other junior staff within his reach. He’d had the professorship for as long as anyone could remember.’




    ‘Ah, I see,’ said Dick, realising that the professor was fixated on a single topic. ‘Look, we …’




    ‘It was grossly unfair on us all. No prospect of promotion. His name went on all our papers, although the man was an idiot. What could we do?’




    There was a long pause before Dick finally said, ‘Well, what could we do?’




    ‘Action, my dear chap, direct action.’ Farquharson tapped the side of his nose with his index finger. ‘Sometimes one just has to … you know …’




    ‘Take the bull by the horns?’




    ‘Absolutely, my dear chap. You have it. You have summed up the situation exactly. And that’s what we did. Those horns were well and truly seized and twisted until they squeaked.’




    Dick leant forward, ‘So, what …?’




    Farquharson lowered his voice. ‘This is just between us, two old friends. You must leave your uniform at the door.’




    ‘Oh absolutely, yes.’




    ‘We castrated him.’




    ‘What? Oh my God,’ Dick drew back.




    ‘We took them, tied them in a box, and buried them deep.’




    Dick swallowed. ‘I … I …’




    ‘Yes, we took direct action and made sure that man’s powers were permanently disabled.’




    ‘Oh, so you were speaking metaphorically, you don’t mean that you really …’ Dick’s heart rate started to return to normal.




    Farquharson continued, apparently oblivious to the effect his words had had. ‘You see, the principal at the time, Professor Hinkelsternum, was very hot on morality and so forth. Made life difficult for some of us … yes …’ He paused and took a drink from the glass in front of him. ‘Yes … but a fair man nonetheless, unlike Smethurst. So all that was necessary was for it to be made known that Smethurst had been seen with a lady of the evening, and that was that. I was able to, that is a friend of mine had a contact with such a young lady. We knew that Smethurst required a secretary, and it was easy to persuade him to interview her. She seduced him in his office and my colleague made a photographic record of the event. A stinging operation, I believe.’




    ‘That was the end of Smethurst?’




    ‘Yes, I stepped straight into his shoes.’




    Dick nodded. ‘That must have been very satisfying for you.’




    ‘Indeed. He left them under his desk. They were on the large side for me and not very stylish.’




    ‘Amazing.’




    ‘Would you like to see the photographs?’




    ‘Good God, no. I mean, no thank you, all the same.’ Dick had no difficulty deciding that ‘prof porn’ was not for him.




    ‘So you see it was our … my own efforts that got it done. Carpe diem, that must be our motto.’




    ‘Sorry?’




    ‘Seize the moment, remember your Latin, inspector. But goodness me, your glass is empty, allow me.’




    Dick inhaled the aroma of expensive malt, as the level in his glass rose towards the top. The professor was such a hospitable gentleman. And such good advice. Any countryside problems must surely have been a momentary aberration. He would still raise the matter of course, briefly … in a little while.




    Inspector Dick weaved his way back to the station, having wisely decided to abandon his car at the university and collect it tomorrow. He thought over the professor’s words: crappy dime, he’d said, or something close to it. It sounded American but he had claimed it was Latin. No matter, it made sense. Seize the moment … yes, but when was the moment? For Merrywick, he felt, it couldn’t come too soon.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    At 14 Bermondsey Gardens, Coatdyke, Susan watched her mother, Eleanor, emerge from the kitchen in a cloud of steam and Tesco’s finest exotic spices. She and her father were seated at the head of the enormous oak table that took up most of the dining room’s floor space. She hated formal meals with her mother and father. Gentian inevitably found something to criticise and lately it had become worse than ever. She glanced in her father’s direction but he was engrossed with his mobile. She gave her mother an encouraging wink and was relieved to see it returned. Once more she assured herself that this was the last year she would spend at home yet she knew that Gentian would give her no support if she moved away.




    Gentian was Operations Director at Barnaby’s Bank; a minor player in the financial circus that had only a month ago been swallowed by one of the country’s largest institutions. He was small and fat, with a blotchy face. Each night he brought home a lot of money plus a lot of frustration, and gave the latter to his family. The frustration was understandable; Gentian’s survival in the bank depended on people giving him money, and sometimes they didn't; and what’s more, sometimes they gave it to someone else. Then he got frustrated. This might have been acceptable to his family if Gentian had been a nice regular father and husband; unfortunately he was, by general agreement of his few friends, a shit.




    Gentian slipped the mobile into his pocket.




    ‘And what did my little Susie get up to today?’ he asked.




    ‘I passed the lab practical, Dad. I only need to get two more.’




    Her father turned away and barked in Eleanor’s direction. ‘Come on, woman. Where’s the food?’




    ‘Only two more practicals to go, Dad, and they all count towards the exam. I'll have to get them both.’




    ‘You will, my darling Susie. Did you take my advice?’




    ‘Sure, Dad, it worked.’




    ‘That's my girl. If you need something, go and get it. How doesn't matter, just do it. Use all you’ve got.’




    ‘I don't know if he’ll come across next time, Dad.’




    ‘Oh yes he will. You didn't have to take your knickers off, did you?’




    ‘Dad!’ Susan felt her face redden.




    ‘Well then, still a shot in your rifle, luvvy. A man will do anything for a squirt. Believe me, I know.’ He leered at Eleanor as she pushed the heated serving trolley to the table.




    The lines on her face were deeper than usual. Her hand trembled slightly as she lifted the cover from the serving dish. The Thai curry was served in tense silence.




    Gentian almost smiled at the plate in front of him.




    ‘Looks good, luvvy, you've done well tonight. Smells good too.’




    Eleanor’s shoulders visibly relaxed. Susan smiled at her. Gentian stuffed a forkful of rice into his mouth and started to chew, noisily. After a moment he stopped chewing and his lips drew back. The blotches on his face started to turn purple and he spat out the gob of half-chewed rice onto the expensive, Irish linen tablecloth. He sprang from his seat.




    ‘There's no salt in the rice!’ he bellowed. ‘How many times have I told you I can't stand rice without salt. This is insufferable. I've had enough. We’re going to get a cook and have some decent food around here.’




    He belched, then pushed his plate across the table so violently that it crashed through the silver cutlery opposite and smashed on the floor. He stormed out of the room, and the door slammed behind him.




    There was a tense silence, then Susan and her mother bent down to pick up the pieces of rice-crusted plate and dispose of them in the kitchen. When they had finished, they returned to the dining room.




    ‘I don’t understand why he’s so awful to you, Mum.’ Susan put an arm around her mother’s shoulder.




    Eleanor sighed. ‘Well, he hasn’t changed, love, that’s for sure. I thought he might mellow over the years but he’s gone mouldy instead.’




    She patted her daughter’s hand.




    ‘But don’t you worry, love. Everything’s fine for me. I can always get away.’ She winked.




    ‘You mean the cottage?’




    ‘My little private world, where I can indulge my hobbies, eh?’




    Susan frowned. ‘You be careful, Mum. If anyone found out, you could be in big trouble.’




    Eleanor shrugged. ‘Means I’m independent, love. That’s important. We’ll let things go on for a little longer then we’ll see.’




    ‘You mean you might split up?’




    Eleanor nodded.




    ‘Well, I’m not surprised, Mum.’




    Eleanor put her hand on Susan’s shoulder. ‘Of course … of course you know he’s only your stepfather?’




    ‘What?’ Susan jumped back. ‘What? I … you never … really?’




    Her mother nodded.




    ‘But … well, why didn’t you tell me before? How can you be so casual?’




    Susan dropped into a dining room chair.




    ‘I’m sorry, dear. It never seemed the right time.’




    ‘The right time? Mum, you’re …’ She shook her head. ‘Sometimes I don’t understand you.’




    She rubbed her forehead with thumb and forefinger.




    ‘Well, who is my father then?’




    Eleanor coughed and started to gather up the stained tablecloth. ‘Well, actually, I’m not quite sure, love. There were a few of them around at the time. It’s difficult to … you know. I’m not good with dates.’




    Susan stood up. ‘I think I’m going crazy. I’m off to my room. I don’t know what you ever saw in him in the first place.’




    Eleanor paused for a moment as if deep in thought.




    ‘Actually, darling, I can’t quite remember. It may have been his witty conversation, or his money, or then again it may have been the things he did with his wonka.’




    Next morning, Gentian drew a deep and contented sigh as he settled his broad bum into its accustomed groove in his black leather chair. He always savoured the first moments of the morning in his office at the bank: trays empty, pens capped and ready in a neat line, the mahogany desk reflecting the muted light from the high ceiling. Tasteful prints, of Gentian’s choice, lined the dark-panelled walls. The sound of morning traffic was muted by the heavy drapes covering the single large window. In a few moments, his secretary would bring in a cup of freshly brewed Colombian coffee on a tray set with sugar and cream.




    Thank God for work. It gave his mind a chance to calm down after the pressures of home life. He scowled to himself as he thought of his wife and her unexplained absences. She’d had the cheek to tell him to mind his own business. He would have to put his foot down there. And damn it, with the cost of running that big house they couldn’t really afford a cook, not until after his little bit of business had been concluded at any rate. He unclenched his fists and took some deep breaths, just like the idiot trainer on last year’s anger management course had suggested. Senior management had sent him, damn them. It was an utter waste of his time, and he’d told the trainer so. That man had been a loser.




    Right, what was on today’s agenda? He turned to his diary for the morning’s engagements and smiled. Mr Gilmartin. Excellent, that would be an enjoyable diversion from the tedium of listening to customers.




    He wasn’t customer-focused. A jumped-up fart from head office had told him that at his last appraisal. But of course, not all customers were the same. He hated speaking to deposit customers, the ones that were so irate that his secretary Sally couldn’t pacify them. You had to be nice to depositors. You had to smile at them as they threw invective at you, had to smile at the telephone, as head office had told him, while they rabbited on about their petty complaints. If you didn’t listen, they went elsewhere, and that was bad. So he smiled. Borrowers were another matter. He enjoyed talking to borrowers. He didn’t smile, of course, but inside he laughed at their comical excuses: ‘It’s the vet’s bills’, complete with hand-wringing; ‘Please, just one more month’, sometimes even through pathetic tears; ‘I’ve lost my job’. Yes, it made his job worthwhile. Losers were so pathetic. You didn’t get anywhere by losing, that was his motto. Life was for winners. He would enjoy talking to Mr Gilmartin.




    He looked up as his secretary slid into the office with her tray.




    ‘Thank you, Sally.’ She smiled but did not reply. Morning was not a time for exchanging pleasantries with Gentian.




    ‘Oh and, Sally, I’ll see our Mr Gilmartin now, rather than at ten.’




    A frown creased her forehead. ‘I’m afraid Mr Gilmartin isn’t at his desk yet, Mr Bradshaw.’




    ‘Fine, fine. It’s not important.’ He waved his hand in dismissal. ‘Do tell him to step into the office just as soon as he arrives, if it’s not too much trouble for him.’




    When she left, Gentian rubbed the palms of his hands together. This was better than he had hoped.




    Twenty minutes later, there was a hesitant knock on his door, just as he completed a call from a particularly obnoxious customer; a customer who had one hundred thousand pounds on deposit. This fact necessitated five-star obsequiousness from Gentian, and had left him with a bad taste in the mouth and a festering grudge.




    ‘Come,’ he bellowed in a deep bass. The door opened to reveal a very tall youth with short blond hair. The visitor hovered uncertainly on the threshold.




    ‘Ah. Mr Gilmartin.’




    Gentian beamed a dazzling smile in the youth’s direction, and advanced from behind his desk, hand outstretched.




    ‘So good of you to pop in. I appreciate how busy you are.’




    ‘No, no, not too busy, not at all.’




    ‘May I call you Adrian?’




    ‘Well, it’s Martin, actually.’




    ‘Martin? Of course, Martin Gilmartin. How silly to forget the name of my most valued employee.’




    Martin scuffed his feet. ‘Well …’




    ‘Do sit down, my dear chap. You must be tired. Smoke?’ Gentian opened a colourful wooden box containing very long cigars.




    Martin sat in the offered chair, looking a great deal more confident than he had when he first entered the room. ‘No thanks, I don’t,’ he said, crossing his legs.




    ‘I do apologise for not having had the opportunity to speak to you before now. But you know how it is.’




    Gentian removed a thin manila folder from his desk drawer and leafed through it slowly. ‘Now, Martin. You’ve been with us for three months. Your work has been excellent, training schedule completed, get on well with colleagues.’




    Martin grinned. ‘Well, thank you, sir. I try to fit in.’




    ‘Do you enjoy working for the bank, Martin?’




    ‘Oh yes, sir. It’s been really great. I’ve learned such a lot.’




    ‘And do you enjoy working for me, Martin?’ Gentian smiled his guileless smile.




    ‘Yes indeed. I don’t think you’re nearly as bad as … as … I mean …’ He stopped, fumbled for words and blushed.




    Gentian’s expression didn’t change. ‘Yes, Martin? As bad as what? As bad as they say, perhaps?’




    Martin coughed. His shoulders had slumped, making him look smaller.




    ‘Well … yes, I suppose.’




    ‘And who are “they”, Martin?’ Gentian held up a hand. ‘It’s all right. No need to answer that one. You see, I know who they are, and let me tell you something.’




    He dropped his voice to a whisper and leant across the desk, beckoning Martin forward, as if to impart a confidence. He took Martin’s chin between thumb and forefinger and squeezed. Their noses were no more than an inch apart.




    ‘They are quite wrong. Quite, quite, wrong. You see, Martin, I’m actually worse than you could possibly imagine.’




    Their eyes locked for a few seconds. Gentian watched gleefully as expressions of disbelief, realisation, and fear chased across Martin’s pale face. He pushed him away in disgust.




    Martin lay back in the chair, his mouth opening and shutting like a landed haddock.




    Gentian turned back to the manila folder.




    ‘Good with customers. Hard working. Always at work on time.’




    He turned over another page, paused, allowed a frown to cross his forehead.




    ‘Until now, Mr Gilmartin.’




    For this last statement, his voice dropped by half an octave to a hoarse whisper and his piggy eyes focussed on Martin’s face.




    Martin jumped as if he had sat on something very sharp, which in a way he had.




    ‘Five times in the last fortnight you have arrived late at your desk, Mr Gilmartin. Five times. It won’t do, it really won’t.’




    Martin writhed under the intense gaze, meeting it and looking away in turn. ‘I … I … there is a good reason. I’m really sorry …’




    ‘I should hope that there is a good reason, Mr Gilmartin. Indeed, there must be a good reason. If there isn’t, then you will never see the inside of a bank again. Any bank.’




    ‘Please.’




    ‘Yes?’




    ‘My wife’s been ill. Sick. In bed.’




    ‘Oh dear, that is a shame. I do hope she gets better soon. Now, you mentioned a reason for your late timekeeping.’ Gentian raised his eyebrows.




    ‘It’s been a difficult time. The babysitter …’




    ‘Yes indeed, times are difficult. Life is difficult. We all need to work. Some of us work for enlightened employers, easy-going types who care about their employees and go out of business very quickly. You work for me, Mr Gilmartin. At least, at the moment you do. None of us can see the future, can we?’




    He beamed at Martin, who sat rigid in his chair, a smile frozen on his face.




    Gentian eased back, feeling soft leather mould around him. He placed the tips of his fingers together. ‘I’m not an unreasonable man, Martin. Am I?’




    Martin’s head started a circular motion.




    ‘I realise that ten minutes late at your desk is not the end of the world, for the bank. But you see, Martin, it comes down to loyalty. I always say, Martin, that if you’re not with us you’re against us – and you wouldn’t want to be against me, now would you?’ He paused and raised his eyebrows.




    ‘Good, good. I knew we could come to an understanding.’




    Gentian beamed as Martin opened and closed his mouth several times as if some thought was struggling to find voice but not quite making it past the hook lodged in his throat.




    ‘Let me just spell things out for you. Your contract with this bank says that you will work from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. That means, Martin, that at 9 a.m. you are sitting at your desk, and that at 5 p.m. you are sitting at your desk. Is that clear?’




    Martin’s head nodded vigorously.




    ‘You’re lucky, Martin. Not many people get a second chance, but as you show promise, I’m prepared to be lenient. Once. That’s all, you can go.’




    Martin sat staring into space. His eyes unfocused.




    ‘I said you can go, Martin.’ Gentian rose from his chair.




    Martin leapt up and scuttled sideways towards the door, like a startled crab. When the door shut, Gentian allowed himself a contented sigh. Once again, he thought that, of all the work he was forced to do at the bank, these little personnel matters gave him the greatest satisfaction.




    Outside the office, Martin returned to his desk, fists clenched. That man was a sadist. He should have spoken out, told Gentian to stuff his job. But he knew he couldn’t do that. He was too shy of confrontation and he needed the money. Even so, no one was going to get away with treating Martin Gilmartin like that. No, sir.


  




  

    Chapter Five




    No more than five miles from that fishy encounter, Daniel's head throbbed like an unbalanced centrifuge as he tried to slip quietly into the lab at 9.15. That beer had led to a liquid supper and a migraine, and he did not feel that the world loved him. He paused at the door, where he could see Alex tinkering with some equipment on the bench in front of him, totally engrossed. At one of the fume cupboards, Bernini messed about, doing God knew what. There was no hint of Peabrose. Good, that meant he could retire to the prep room and close his eyes for five minutes. The students weren’t due for an hour yet.




    ‘Dreghorn!’




    Shit. His heart rate leapt, causing his head to thump even harder. Peabrose had crept up behind him like a praying mantis stalking a fly.




    ‘Good morning, Daniel. So good of you to come in today. We are all very glad you could manage. Unfortunately, your watch appears to be slow.’




    A smirk split his blotchy face.




    ‘Sorry,’ Daniel mumbled. His head pounded. He felt dizzy and hot and his digestive apparatus was making rude comments to the cornflakes he had bolted down before leaving the flat.




    ‘Sorry? You should be apologising to Alex here, who was in at 8.50 and has been working hard ever since.’




    Alex blushed and stared at his feet.




    ‘It's not good enough, Dreghorn. Anyway, Alex has some news for you which may make you sorrier still.’




    ‘I am really very …’




    It was called projectile vomiting, Alex told him later.




    Whatever the technical term, it had spectacular effects, causing Peabrose to retire rapidly to his office in stunned silence. It also had a significant effect on Daniel. Physically, he felt much better, and psychologically, the sight of semi-digested breakfast cereal spread over Peabrose’s tweed jacket and dark trousers felt as uplifting to the spirit as the view from a very high mountain on a clear day, when the world is at your feet and anything seems possible.



