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Author’s Note





    ‘Pot, Kettle, Black' is the first 'Zac Tremble Investigates' novella. It accompanies the Zac Tremble Investigates case files.




    This story centres on the time immediately after Zac took over the agency, following his father's death. That was three years before the period described in 'Chrysalis'; the first case file that I published. Unconstrained by the usual format of the case file, I can really 'go to town' with Zac this time. And you'll get to meet the main characters as they were at the end of Zac’s father’s tenure of the agency, which hadn't really changed since its doors were first opened by Zac's grandfather in 1946.




    The story is based on three cases that all open up at the start; they all involve Zac in getting to the truth about the private lives of three people. If there is a general theme it's 'honesty' and perhaps 'perspective'. Zac is waking up to the fact that his father is dead and he has a PI agency; an agency that is more than just a business. He's beginning to see things differently himself. Elizabeth is, as she has always been, at the centre of Zac's Universe; the only real link that he has to his mother and father, both now dead. Like any fledgling, Zac's wings need exercise and he needs the confidence to take off. There's the odd bump into a tree along the way; it's compensation for the moments when he soars into the stratosphere!




    As 'Pot, Kettle, Black' pre-dates the first 'Zac Tremble Investigates' series, it's a good place to start if you want an introduction to Zac.




    Zac is young, gay and lusty. This story has an adult theme, aside from the cases being investigated. The descriptions of the sexual relationships are not especially graphic, but they are, nevertheless, a feature.




    I sincerely hope that you enjoy the story.




    Feedback is especially welcome and I would be delighted to hear from you.




    Please email me at: chambers.mars@gmail.com




    And visit the website: www.chambersmars.weebly.com, for updates on the ‘Zac’ series and other 'Zac' novels.




     




    Thank you!




    Chambers Mars




    October 2014




    




  

    
Dedication





     




    For Karen,




     




    Piglet sidled up to Pooh from behind.


    "Pooh?" he whispered.


    "Yes, Piglet?"


    "Nothing," said Piglet, taking Pooh's hand. "I just wanted to be sure of you.”




     




    A.A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh




    




  

    
Chapter One – Dad?





    "Get us one more in; I gotta get back for Dad."




    Matt heads to the bar and I shamelessly ogle his arse. It's all I ever do; but hey, he is a friend. Seven years we've known each other; all that time standing on the verge of pathetic declarations of brotherhood and even, dare I say it, love. That word is never going to part my lips. Gordon comes through the bar and heads for the Gents; I need a word in his shell-like about the Dogs.




    "Gordon ..."




    "Zac! Got a sure bet for you; this Saturday at Haringey, 'Hula-hoop'."




    "Shit, really?"




    "Yeah; dead cert'! Wanna exercise your jaw tonight?"




    "Not here."




    "Na'; my place. Beth is at her mum's; the old girl’s just had her veins done.”




    "Right ... can't stay long."




    "Well, c'mon then!"




    I scamper back via the booth, tip the vodka down my throat, say goodbye to Matt who looks even more depressed than usual and tag along with Gordon. As luck would have it, Gordon's is on the way home. We jump off the bus at Sadler's Wells and hop to Merlin Street and Gordon's little love nest with the 'ever so nice but dim' Beth. Once through the door and not having the time for any of the usual niceties, such as a drink or a Spam sandwich, I'm on my knees and servicing Gordon's todger.




    I get my face well and truly fucked.




    "Nice one ... Beth just can't take it like you can."




    "Thanks for the tip, Gordon; be seein' ya'!"




    I reach home. The cloud of despondency is just about to release its usual little shower. Dad'll need bathing and changing. I fucking hate the smell of that disinfectant.




    "Dad!"




    "Zachary, lad ..."




    I can barely hear his voice; it’s a hoarse whisper at best. He's on the sofa with Mrs Chan; she's asleep, curled up right against his chest.




    "Hey, Dad ... how are you feeling?"




    I kiss him as I always do.




    "Not so bad ..."




    The stock answer these days.




    "Do you need a shower?"




    "Later; feeling a bit unsteady. Can you empty this bottle? I need a leak."




    "Sure ..."




    It's a job you just do; empty the bottle and rinse it out.




    "There you go."




    I busy myself as he takes a piss.




    "Your nebuliser's due."




    "Later ... we need to talk."




    He takes three good puffs on his inhaler and tops up with a blast from the oxygen cylinder.




    "This ain't no good, lad ... can't go on."




    "Dad ..."




    "Zachary; you're the dearest thing I've ever had the privilege to hold in my arms, except for your Mother. I'll always remember the day you were born ..."




    "Dad, don't ... please ..."




    "She said to me, 'look after him, Frank, he's precious' ..."




    She died giving birth to me.




    "... I've tried; but you're gonna have to do it by yourself soon my lad and I'm sorry to be leaving you just as things are really starting. Elizabeth will always be there for you; she promised Mum she would be ..."




    I've heard this many times but tonight it’s different. There's finality about everything. Each word is like a leaf that is falling from the bough of the tree, floating down to land with the rest to perish and disappear for good; no Spring this time.




    "Dad; just relax. You'll get upset and have a turn."




    "Everything is in the box; Elizabeth knows what to do about the office."




    I settle on the sofa and hold him the best way I can. He's so thin it's pitiful. The skin on the backs of his hands is like rice paper.




    "Dad, I love you."




    "I love you, too, Zachary. You're my lad and I'm so proud of you."




    For what I can't imagine. I haven't done anything with my life so far except to draw a few nice pictures and get pissed.




    "Will you see Mum on the other side?"




    "Oh, yes! She's waiting for me on the pier. She's wearing the camel coat that Joe bought her; the one with the brooch on the lapel that Elizabeth's mother gave her on our wedding day."




    "Say 'hi' from me."




    "I'm going to sleep now. Be the man you want to be, Zachary; don't let Elizabeth boss you around like she does me!"




    Fat chance!




    "Rest, Dad. I'm gonna take a shower and then we'll look at the newspaper together."




    "Okay, lad."




    I shower and wash my hair. It feels dirty after Gordon's hands have been in it. Why the fuck do I let myself get used like that? And that fucking Matt is so depressing; get a life you tosser!




    "Dad ... it's Joe's birthday on Saturday; what should I do?"




    No answer. I get dried and dressed and wander back out.




    "Dad?"




    




  

    
Chapter Two - Elizabeth lays down the law





    "Good morning, Elizabeth."




    "Good morning, Zachary. Are you ready? The car's waiting."




    "Yeah ... MRS CHAN ... I'll be back later."




    We lay him next to my mother and cover his coffin with earth. People say stuff and a few are crying; not me, not yet. Elizabeth is rooted to the spot, holding my hand and squeezing it tight. She's all I’ve got left now; well, Joe and Mavis but no one else who remembers these people in the fresh bloom of their marriage. They really loved each other Elizabeth says; two flames dancing she called them.




    “Don’t be late on Monday …”




    She can't seriously mean what I think she means.




    "… for the current case file review at nine o’clock sharp."




    "Yes, Elizabeth."




    I'm twenty-seven years old. My parents are dead. I have a flat in Soho that's bought and paid for by virtue of the insurance. I have a seventeen year old Jack Russell called 'Mrs Chan'. Apparently, I have a private investigation agency, 'The Zachary Tremble Agency' and a secretary, 'Elizabeth Beczka'; a Polish woman of some considerable girth but little height. She used to be a shot put star of the Polish Athletics Team. I have a degree in art and I'm gay.




    The agency was founded by my grandfather in 1946. My father took it over in 1979 when he left the Met' Police as a result of an accident which damaged his lungs. He was a heavy smoker too. He met my mother, Tabitha Twitchclock, outside of the Old Bailey; they fell in love at first sight. My mother was an artist and a celebrated photo-journalist, covering all of the war zones, specialising in the suffering of children. She had her causes. Elizabeth was her best friend; they hung out together in Manhattan for years before they both moved to London. My mother was American. My dad was London born and bred. His father was Russian.




    My father’s name was ‘Francis Zakhar Tremble’ and my grandfather’s name was ‘Zakhariy Drozhat’. He changed ‘Drozhat’ to ‘Tremble’ to fit in better.




    So, I am the third, 'Zachary Tremble' to occupy the office in Wardour Street. It's a second home to me. I'd go in with Dad before school and get my dinner money from Elizabeth. I'd go in after school to get a salve for my wounds and see Dad in his office where he'd be breaking a case down and writing copious notes.




    I said 'wounds' and mostly they were just the effects of being called 'a girl' by virtue of my long, curly hair; my mother's legacy to me. Sometimes the big lads would rough me up a bit. Elizabeth would always say, 'come here my china cup' and hug me to her bosom like she had since the day I was born. If it was a Friday, we'd go the flicks and get a fish supper and take a bit home for Mrs Chan. Saturday we might go to see Charlton Athletic play if they were at home, else we’d play football in the park.




    Elizabeth would always be around, especially when I was a nipper because Dad didn't have a clue. As I got older we’d look after ourselves more but I saw Elizabeth every day. She was … is … always dressed in a black tent dress with a white collar. All day she'd sit and type at an ancient typewriter, peering over her half-moon glasses at me if I was there.




    "What the fuck do I know about investigating anything? It's gonna be fucking purgatory!"




    I'm bleating to Matt over a pint on Sunday lunchtime.




    "Could be a laugh ... a PI ... a private dick!"




    "Dick all round ... dick-head ... dick-wad ... best go and get the suit out of mothballs and clean my shoes. What are you gonna do?"




    "Take the partnership deal from Chagrin's. It's a good move for me; solid firm, decent money."




    "Be seein' ya'; Thursday at the Hop?"




    "Sure."




    Art is my life; I immerse myself in it, disappearing for hours in front of the canvas. Wearing out my shoe leather didn't figure in my plans.




    Mrs Chan is asleep on the sofa and barely lifts her head when I stroll in after taking in the latest at the Academy on my way back from the pub.




    "Alright, sweetheart? Don't look so glum; everything's gonna be sound … just gotta save enough money to decamp to Berlin. Elizabeth's soon gonna see that I'm as useful as a chocolate teapot. Why doesn't she retire now?"




    That and a hundred similarly pointless questions later and I'm ready for the morning. I look as if I'm attending another funeral. I am; the internment of my liberty.




    I go to bed and get woken an hour later by scratching at the door.




    "Go to fucking sleep!"




    A minute later and more fucking scratching. I get out of bed and open the bedroom door.




    "What?"




    She grabs the leg of my pyjamas and tugs me.




    "Mrs Chan ..."




    Sleeping alone isn't an option tonight. She ain't crawling into my bed; the sheets are clean. I park myself on the sofa and she jumps up into my lap.




    "Sweetheart, he's gone and he isn't coming back. It's just you and me ..."




    The first tear escapes my eye and rolls down my cheek and lands on her head.




    "... we'll be okay ... just gotta ... just gotta work it all out ..."




    I've never felt more alone, more helpless or more scared.




    Mrs Chan squirms to get comfortable and farts. I have to chuckle through my tears. She knows it's gonna be okay.




    OoO




    I wake up and it's eight-thirty.




    "FUCK! I can't be late today. Why didn't you wake me up? Elizabeth will have my fucking bollocks for ear rings if I'm late ... SHIT!"




    I shower as quickly as possible. I'd shaved for the funeral. The stubble looks quite 'macho'; not a bad look for a PI. Thank fuck I got my clothes ready and polished my shoes.




    "I suppose you need a fucking walk … c'mon; it'll be the quickest walk you ever had!"




    I drag her out and we whizz to the end of the street. I'm just about to turn back when Mal collars me to apologise for not being at the service.




    "Hey, Mal, it's okay. I'm sorry; I'm gonna be late for work and I haven't walked her ladyship yet."




    "I'll take her and drop her back later; once I've done the windows down the Charing Cross Road."




    "You're a godsend; Elizabeth will fleece me if I'm late today."




    "Go! Be the private dick!"




    Being the dick is the easy bit.




    It's two minutes before nine and I walk smartly into the office. I've walked into this office a thousand times; ten thousand times. It never felt like this.




    "Good morning, Mr Tremble ... coffee?"




    "Good morning, Elizabeth ... thank you."




    Will I still get dinner money and bosom when a big lad has roughed me up or called me names?




    I enter my father's office and feel the weight of expectation literally settle on my shoulders and force me to sit down in the chair which my grandfather installed like everything else.




    Elizabeth brings in a coffee and puts it down in front of me.




    "Thank you. Uhm ... case file review ...?"




    "Drink your coffee and open the post. We'll get together in half an hour. When you have a moment, can you call the manager of the 'Blue Lagoon' private drinking club in Berwick Street? He didn't say what the nature of his enquiry was ... this afternoon, you need to go to the offices of Chagrin and Chagrin and complete the paperwork for the transfer of the flat into your name."




    "Right ... thank you. Half an hour then?"




    The post amounts to nothing: a bill for some copy papers that Dad needed from an inquest, The Reader's Digest and a reminder to Dad to renew his subscription to National Geographic. Scintillating!




    Still, I have this call to make. I know where the club is on Berwick Street; it’s not too far from the flat. I call and suggest to the manager, Brian Forth that I'll drop in at lunchtime on my way to the solicitor's office.




    Elizabeth trundles in at nine-thirty. In one hand she has a short-hand notepad and a pencil and in the other, two manila files.




    "There's a bill here that needs to be paid, Elizabeth and Dad's reminder to renew his subscription to Na-tion...al Geo-graph...ic."




    I can't believe I've forgotten he's dead; he's gone for the paper, hasn't he?




    "I'll take care of those. You have two active cases ... Zachary, we have two choices; close up or get to work ... work is best; it'll get us through this. Now, wipe your eyes and blow your nose and listen."




    I do as she suggests and smile.




    "Good! First case, 'Papalio’ … suspected infidelity case; wife suspects husband of having an affair. Your father was following the husband but at the point he had to stop, he'd seen nothing that suggested infidelity. I’ve spoken to Mrs Papalio and she would be very happy for you to continue to tail her husband for the next week to ten days. Your father's notes are in here; nothing special about it; pick him up, tail him and write up what you see."




    "Where do I pick him up?"




    "He's a deputy manager at The Savoy. Second case, 'Reis Inheritance'. It's one of the regular cases which gets passed onto us by Chagrin's. You can speak to them this afternoon. Find the missing inheritor and prove their claim. We collect one percent of the inheritance, which in this case is sixty thousand pounds, so six hundred to us. That's it ... and whatever the manager of the drinking den wants. Don't agree to anything until we've discussed it."




    "I'm seeing him at lunchtime on my way to Chagrin's. Dad showed me the process for the lost inheritors so I can start that. I need to check what time Mr Papalio gets off duty."




    "Six o'clock, every night this week; I checked. Follow him tonight just to get the feel of it. There's a photograph in the file. He's quite distinctive so you'll pick him up easily."




    "Thank you, Elizabeth."




    "Is there anything you want to know … anything you need?"




    "I think I'll read the case file and see what Dad wrote up and take it from there. Do you need anything from me?"




    "A smile, Zachary. Some things will have to change ... but I hope some things don't. Call me if you need me."




    For half an hour I just gaze at the photograph of my father which sits on the bookshelf. It was taken at his passing out parade at Hendon. He was nineteen.




    "Dad, what the fuck have you landed me with?"




    I read the file but there's not much to go on. In the 'Papalio' case I have Dad's notes of when and where he's followed the man; nothing stands out. The inheritor case requires me to go to The Records' Office to search for birth, death and marriage certificates. Once I have a list of possibles then I just have to visit them and ask the verification questions.




    I decide to go to the drinking den at noon. It gets me out of this mausoleum; everything stinks of ... old.




    I don't have any money.




    "I'm leaving now, Elizabeth. What do I do about money ... for the Tube and stuff?"




    A shadow passes across her face and the lips move into a tight purse much like Mrs Chan's arse. Elizabeth rumbles over to the wall safe and extracts a black cash box.




    "Ten pounds should cover your expenses. Use the bus when you can because it's cheaper. Don't use this to buy alcohol or pornographic material and I expect receipts to the value spent. I don't expect you to come back here today; not if you're following Mr Papalio this evening. I'll see you at nine o'clock tomorrow ... and please shave."




    "Yes, Elizabeth."




    I hasten to the door.




    "Zachary! You never leave this office without first saying 'goodbye' and receiving a kiss."




    I smirk and sidle over and have to suffer having my chops molested as she's done every day of my life.




    "I love you; take care."




    "I love you, too, Elizabeth."
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