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Preface 
 

This book is intended as light entertainment for people who work in 
UK Higher Education. Most of it has previously appeared on a blog, 
Wading Through Treacle, which pokes gentle fun at some of the 
situations and changes large organisations like universities can find 
themselves in. It is entirely fictional, and no resemblance to any 
individuals or universities is intended. National institutions such as 
HEFCE, QAA, or the Times Higher, and their employees, may be 
named, but only insofar as what they’ve said appears already in the 
public domain.  

Although I have made it all up, I would like to extend thanks to all of 
my colleagues who have unwittingly contributed to this, as well as to 
those people who have sent me real examples of ‘things that you 
couldn’t make up’. You may not know who you are, but you are all 
helping to keep me going to work every morning.  

Chris Cooper is a pseudonym, as despite what you may think after 
reading this, I actually like my job and would prefer not to draw 
attention to my out-of-hours ramblings.   

 

 

© Chris Cooper, 2013. All rights reserved.  
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Chapter 1. Is nowhere safe? 
 

Bob had come into work even earlier than usual. Seven-thirty. He 
needed to have a bit of peace and quiet before Martin got in.  

The office was still chilly. The heating didn’t come on till eight. Bob 
got the kettle out of the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet. They put 
it there each night before going home. Personal kettles were no longer 
allowed in offices. Martin said it was just another erosion of their 
employment rights. First they’d taken away the Senior Common Room, 
forcing them all to buy kettles. Now they wanted the kettles, to make 
them to go and buy over-priced drinks from the coffee shop, where 
there was no privacy from students. According to Martin, the so-called 
justifications regarding electrical safety and hygiene were completely 
spurious.  

Bob rehearsed this argument to himself every morning as he made vile 
instant coffee.  He quite liked the proper coffee from the coffee shop, 
but it was a bit of a trek, and he had come to agree with Martin that it 
was important to keep some independence from the system. But he 
still didn’t like the idea that he was breaking the rules.  

He took the kettle and peered out into the corridor. The coast was 
clear. Hardly surprising at this time in the morning. He headed down 
the corridor towards the Gents’ toilets.  

He went in and started filling the kettle from the cold tap. The door 
opened. Figuring that normal toilet etiquette applied, Bob didn’t turn 
round. He was also hoping that his body would mask the kettle.  

“Hur hur! I thought I saw you sneaking in here!” 

Bob stiffened. “Sneaking?” he thought. “I wasn’t sneaking. I was 
walking completely normally”. He balanced the kettle precariously on 
the basin and turned round, trying to keep his body in front of the 
kettle. 

It was the Deputy Vice Chancellor. Shit. “Er. Deputy Vice Chancellor, 
Professor, er...” he started “About the kettle…”  
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Alan ignored him. He was nonchalantly checking the empty cubicles. 
“Good.” he said, turning back towards Bob. “Had a feeling you came 
in early, just thought I’d catch you.”  

Bob was taken aback. He’d never actually met the Deputy Vice-
Chancellor before. They certainly hadn’t been introduced. Obviously, 
he knew who Alan was, but he wouldn’t have expected the reverse to 
be true. Also, Alan didn’t have a reputation for this kind of 
chumminess. He felt very uneasy.  

Bob waited. He wondered why the DVC wanted to see him. He tried 
to suppress thoughts about the kettle. This clearly wasn’t anything to 
do with the kettle. That was his own anxiety about petty rule-breaking. 
Wasn’t it? 

“Great. Yes, I generally like an early start.” he said, hoping to 
encourage Alan to continue. “Um. What can I do for you?”  

Alan looked around again conspiratorially, although there was 
absolutely nobody else in the toilet; there probably wasn’t anyone else 
in the building. He lowered his voice. “Can you come and see me later 
on? After two o’clock?”  

“Um. I’ve got a lecture at two. I could come up after that?”  

“OK, I’ll juggle a few things. And, er, this is highly confidential. Mum’s 
the word. Right, better get going. Remember, not a word to anyone” 
he briefly lifted his finger to his nose, then turned and opened the door 
cautiously. He peered out into the corridor, then turned and waved to 
Bob before striding off towards the lifts.  

Bob turned back towards the basin, catching the kettle with his sleeve 
as he did so. It crashed to the floor, splitting into two cheap plastic 
pieces. He looked at it blankly. He was trying to work out what was 
going on. There must be something he hadn’t understood. What was 
he missing? What was confidential? Some initiative which needed his 
special expertise in forensic accountancy? Was it about cosying up to a 
new external partner the DVC had met at an accountancy function 
somewhere? Redundancies?  
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He hoped that it was safe to assume that there was no sexual element 
to the bizarre encounter. Although it was unusual for anybody to 
acknowledge anybody else in the Gents. He sighed heavily. He had 
enough to do today without worrying about the DVC. Maybe it was a 
case of mistaken identity. Had the DVC actually used his name? He 
couldn’t remember.  

He bent to pick up the pieces of the kettle. Well, at least they weren’t 
going to get into trouble now for having an illicit water-heating device 
in the office. One less thing to worry about.  
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Chapter 2. The Last Straw 
 

Bob was looking at a blank screen. He was finding it difficult to 
concentrate. Martin hadn’t been too happy about the broken kettle, 
and was sitting muttering to himself, nursing a super-sized Americano 
which Bob had got him from the coffee shop. 

Bob was answering emails from students about the assignment which 
was due in at 5pm. He was trying very, very hard not to think about 
Alan’s frankly bizarre behaviour in the toilets that morning. This was 
meant to be a quiet life. He just wanted to come to work, teach 
students, do his paperwork, and go home.  

He didn’t expect the job to be stress-free, and he didn’t mind working 
long hours, but he did expect it to be reasonably predictable and, if that 
wasn’t too much to ask, safe. Being a forensic accountant had been 
fine, while he was sitting analysing files, but he’d never really enjoyed 
having to confront people at the sessions where he presented his 
findings, or, worse, had to ask them why documents were missing or 
didn’t tally with each other. The rules had been clear enough, and he 
was good at the auditing part. But he’d just never been able get to grips 
with the general deviousness of some of the clients.  

University life, by contrast, was pretty straightforward. People thought 
they were creative and original, but they worked within well-defined 
parameters. The year was tightly structured; there were clear rules of 
behaviour and most people stuck to them; annual appraisals didn’t 
have numbers on but were based on vague objectives which were 
subject to a wide range of gentle interpretation. It was difficult to make 
your boss angry, or to lose your employer money.  

Students did the same kinds of things every year, made the same kinds 
of excuses, dipped in performance at the same times of the year, 
sometimes made the same kinds of startling progress, and were 
generally, or at least on the average, charming.   
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Staff were usually courteous to one another; hardly anyone raised their 
voices, which was nice, even if perhaps there was sometimes rather too 
much muttering. People covered classes for each other when someone 
was sick, or needed to attend the nativity play, or had a paper accepted 
at a special conference.  He liked it here.  

He’d never heard of anyone at a university being ambushed in the 
toilets by senior management. What on earth could that be about?  

His fretting was interrupted by an explosion from the other side of the 
office.  “This really is the last straw…” spluttered Martin. “Bob, look at 
that email they’ve just sent out. This is fucking outrageous.” He 
reached for a tissue to wipe flecks of coffee from his keyboard. 

Bob sighed deeply. What now?  

Just then, Bob’s phone rang. The rules of office-sharing dictated that 
they should try to be quiet when the other was on the phone. Martin 
fell almost silent, with just the occasional small eruption to show his 
continued outrage.  Bob was involved in what promised to be a 
protracted conversation.  

“I’m terribly sorry to hear about your grandmother”, he repeated, “and 
if you’d like to collect a Mitigating Circumstances form from the 
Student Support Office…” he tailed off. A pained expression crossed 
his face and the sound of noisy sobs could be heard through the 
receiver.  

“From the Student Support Office,” he resumed, “and submit it, 
together with any supporting evidence by Friday,” - he speeded up - 
“itwillbeconsideredbythepanel,whowilldecideifyoucanbegivenanextensi
onfortheassignment. Now, I have another call waiting, so I’ll confirm 
this to you in an email and I really do offer my deepest sympathies on 
your bereavement. Goodbye”. He replaced the receiver, then took it 
off the hook again and turned back to his computer.  He sighed.  

Martin had been simmering as he waited for Bob to finish on the 
phone. “HAVE YOU SEEN THE LATEST?” Bob looked up, 
guardedly.  “Um…not yet,” he ventured. “I was just trying to 
remember whether that was the student who’d already claimed special 
extensions for grandparental bereavements or not.”  

He frowned. “What have I missed?” He wasn’t sure that he wanted to 
know.  
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Martin didn’t really let him finish the sentence before continuing “CAR 
PARKING!” he shouted. “They’re even going to charge us to come to 
work now!” Bob located and opened the offending all-staff email in his 
own inbox. He read it through carefully.  

 

To: allstaff@burstu.ac.uk 

From: Justin Marks, head of campus communications 

Subject: Car Parking Charges 

All staff will be aware of the University’s commitment to Sustainable 
Development. As part of this policy, we are committed to encouraging 
staff to travel to campus by public transport. We will therefore be 
introducing a charge for car parking with effect from 1 January. 
Charges will be competitive compared with other local facilities at £8 
per day, or £35 for a full week… 

  

“Oh dear. And they’re going to reduce the number of places, too. 
Didn’t you say it was already difficult to park unless you get in before 
seven-thirty?”  

Bob cycled to work most days. If it was very wet he took two buses 
instead. He had no real idea of whether it was difficult to park or not. 
Still, he felt an instinctive sympathy for the reaction the email had 
provoked in his colleague. Martin lived outside the city. He complained 
regularly about the difficulties of driving into work, with standing 
traffic, and finding somewhere to park when he’d arrived. He often 
arrived in the office slightly out of breath and pink-cheeked, as though 
he had run to work. Presumably, the effect was actually produced by 
sitting in his car and getting angry with the nameless idiots blocking his 
way and taking his parking space.  

“Good to see that they’re providing subsidised rail season tickets, bus 
concessions or the provision of extra bicycle racks instead, though?” 
Bob suspected that Martin hadn’t read that far.  

“What? That’s got nothing to do with it. It’s alright for you. You don’t 
drive to work. What am I supposed to do? Well, if they don’t want me 
to come in to work, I’ll just work from home more. Let’s see how they 
like that! I wonder what the union has to say about this?”  

mailto:allstaff@burstu.ac.uk
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He bent over the keyboard and started tapping frantically.  

Bob sighed again and turned back to his own computer, remembering 
that he’d promised to email the bereaved student with confirmation of 
the arrangements for requesting an extension.  

He supposed it must be fairer to make all of the students apply for 
extensions in the same way, using the same forms, but it did seem to be 
a lot more hassle than just agreeing on the spot to a student who 
sounded genuinely upset. It felt so impersonal. And Sally Smith was 
such a nice genuine sort of girl. He was pretty sure she’d had a few 
other sad events during the course already. It seemed cruel to make her 
prove her grandmother had died when she was obviously so upset. He 
was still trying to remember if she’d asked for an extension for that 
previously. It didn’t mean she was cheating. She did have two 
grandmothers. Had had, anyway.  

He sighed yet again. He had a class at two and he hadn’t yet managed 
to nip out for anything to eat.  

There was a loud knock at the door. Both men stiffened slightly. 
Martin hissed “Shhh…they might go away”. They sat motionless for a 
few seconds. There was a second knock, more hesitant this time, and 
then the person outside tried the door handle tentatively. The door was 
locked. There was a short silence, followed by some rustling outside, 
and then a note appeared under the door.  

The building was too noisy to distinguish footsteps retreating down the 
corridor, but after a decent interval had passed, Martin went over and 
picked up the note. “Dr Barker,” he read aloud “Hah! It’s for you, 
Bob. I told you it was a good move to put that dark paper over the 
window in the door. We’d never get any work done if they could see 
in.” He passed the note to Bob and went back to his email to the 
departmental union rep.  

Bob unfolded the scrap of lined paper “Dr Barker”, he read “came to c 
u 2day, but ur not in. I need an extension cos my housemate was sick. 
Susie B.” Bob looked deeply pained. He loathed text-speak. He turned 
back to the computer.  
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Susie B? He had 127 students in the class which had an assignment 
deadline that day. He knew the names of about 42, he reckoned. This 
one didn’t ring a bell. He brought up the student records programme, 
highlighted the relevant class, and searched on First Name: Su*. Susan, 
Susanne, Suzanne, Sue…good. Only one whose surname began with 
‘B’. Susanne Brough.  

He started an email, then stopped again. He couldn’t send it right this 
minute, as it would be obvious that he had actually been in his office 
when she put the note under the door. Then he started again – he 
could have been in the loo, couldn’t he? Or gone for a sandwich? That 
reminded him – what time was it? He looked at the clock in the corner 
of the screen. One-forty. Time for a quick sandwich before the lecture? 
Probably not. His stomach rumbled in protest.  

He realised that he wouldn’t have time to get food after the lecture 
either, as he’d have to go straight up to the Deputy Vice-Chancellor’s 
office. Oh God. He’d managed to forget about that for at least ten 
minutes.  

He pushed the strange possibilities of his encounter away again, 
particularly the less savoury ones, and tried to concentrate on what he 
was doing right now.  

He finished the email which redirected Susie B to the appropriate part 
of the university website to apply for mitigating circumstances, adding 
a gentle reminder that a friend’s illness wasn’t usually considered a 
good enough reason, and sent it.  

Shit! Shit! Shit!  Ten to two, and he hadn’t got all his stuff together for 
the lecture. Handouts? Notes? Where were they? He pulled the USB 
disk from its slot, ignoring the sanctimonious message about properly 
ejecting it, gathered up a pile of likely looking papers, and headed for 
the door. Martin was still composing his email to the union, muttering 
quietly to himself as he typed, deleted and retyped.  

Bob sighed again as he turned the lock with his little finger, then 
pushed down the door handle with his elbow and edged the door 
towards him, getting a foot in between it and the frame so that he 
could force his way out without dropping anything.  
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He emerged from the haven of the office, bearing his armfuls of 
material as though they were a shield to protect him from the parries of 
barbarian hordes. “Into the fray,” he muttered melodramatically to 
himself, as he dodged and weaved through the crowd of students 
queuing at the assignment submissions office.  
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Chapter 3. Fighting Back 
 

Sheila Thompson jumped as the phone rang. A moment of pure panic 
assailed her. She took a deep breath and forced a smile onto her face. It 
was a technique her counsellor had taught her to help her to deal 
positively with whatever might be sprung on her when the phone rang. 
If nothing else, he liked to say, you can’t grind your teeth when you’re 
smiling.  

She lifted the receiver. "Hello, Sheila speaking." Her voice sounded 
bright, but completely fake.  

“Sheila! It’s Lilian!” Without letting the smile slip, although it froze 
slightly, Sheila held the receiver away from her ear, reached carefully 
over her desk and pressed a small red button. The sound of a police 
siren could be heard approaching, passing the office, and then receding 
into the distance.  

Smiling more genuinely now, she put the receiver back to her ear 
“Lilian! How lovely to hear from you! Sorry I didn’t hear any of that, 
there was a siren going off”. 

Lilian was cut off in mid-rant. “Would you mind very much starting 
that again?” Sheila asked, sweetly.  

Lilian took a deep breath, then started again. “I just wanted to ask you 
if it was true that you have been handing work back to students on 
module LOP3923 already? Sally says you have but you mustn’t do that 
because not everyone has finished marking for their modules yet and 
it’s not fair on the rest of us if you are giving things back to your 
students and the others are expecting the same thing and some of us 
just don’t have time to get things back to them and it’s really unfair. I 
had three students in this morning and I did tell them that if they keep 
coming and asking me for the marks I’m never going to get time to 
finish the marking but they all said their friends had had their work 
back and it’s just not fair on the rest of us.”  
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With her grin slightly rictus again, Sheila chose her most assertive tone 
- something she had also practised with her counsellor .  

“Lilian, it sounds as though you are very angry with me. Just let me 
check that I’ve got this straight. Are you suggesting that I shouldn’t be 
returning marked work to students when it’s finished, moderated and 
checked by the administrators? Is there a new policy that I don’t know 
about which says we shouldn’t return work until everyone has finished 
their marking? I thought we just had to get work back before a certain 
date. I didn’t know we had to wait for that date. Did I miss that 
meeting?”  

She smirked.  Actually, she’d missed quite a few meetings while she’d 
been off sick, so it was a perfect excuse if needed, but she was pretty 
sure she was on safe ground with this one. And, what was more, she 
hadn’t apologised yet – the counsellor would be proud of her. She 
clenched her fist with pride. 

The slightly incoherent sounds coming from the other end of the 
phone suggested that Lilian wasn’t too happy about this approach. “It’s 
not fair, Sheila,” she attempted. “We all need to work in the same 
way.”  

Sheila interrupted her. “Oh dear,” she purred, “it sounds as though we 
need to think about a departmental policy of some kind. Shall I ask 
Tristram to put it on the agenda for the next departmental meeting? 
Oh, that’s a pity, we’ve got one tomorrow. It will be too late to get it 
on the agenda for that one, won’t it?” She sounded almost distraught at 
this missed opportunity “Let’s see…. we’ve got another one due at the 
beginning of next term, haven’t we? That’s only two months away; I 
expect we can muddle through until then. What do you think?”  

Lilian was making incoherent noises again. “Are you going to stop 
giving students their marks back?”  

“Stop giving students their marks back? Ha! Ha! Lilian, what an 
interesting idea.  I wonder what the quality police would think of that 
idea! I think I’d better wait to see what the policy is before I take such 
a drastic step.”  

Despite her apparent confidence, Sheila felt herself starting to 
waver…any minute now she was going to apologise, admit defeat, 
agree, slink away… 
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She leaned over and pressed a second red button. A mobile phone 
started to ring shrilly. She said “Oh sorry Lilian, that’s my mobile. Oh, 
it’s Tristram, I’d better take it. Thanks for ringing, I’ll sort out that 
agenda item for next term’s meeting. See you later!” She replaced the 
receiver and took a series of deep breaths, then punched the air. 
Weakly, but it was still a punch. Bloody bully.   

She smirked about the ‘that’s Tristram’ touch. Now Lilian would be 
wondering why the Head of Department was phoning her, and on her 
mobile, too. With any luck, she’d forget about the marking issue for a 
while. Which would give Sheila time to make a plan.  

She would need to prepare a killer agenda item. Being consistent with 
giving marks back didn’t mean that everyone had to be as slow as the 
slowest marker in the department. Lilian would probably have a lot of 
support with her ‘not fair’ approach, which would no doubt be 
translated to ‘we mustn’t raise expectations too much, because then 
students will give us low scores on surveys if we don’t deliver’.  

Sheila would have to be craftier – she would have to phrase it so that it 
seemed very strange not to give students their work back when it was 
ready. She opened her notebook and wrote ‘Feedback agenda item. 
Student-centred. Effectiveness of prompt feedback. Research 
evidence?’.  

She stood up. She needed some fresh air. She’d go for a short walk 
across the park, to clear her mind of residual stress from the phone 
call. Another tip from the counsellor. She hid the box with the red 
buttons carefully in her desk drawer before leaving the office. It was 
best to keep some tricks to yourself.  
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Chapter 4. Not as anonymous as he 

thought 
 

After his lecture, Bob made his way up to the sixth floor. He’d never 
been up there before. The Deputy Vice Chancellor’s office was well 
signed from the lift, with some rather ornate looking wooden boards, 
lettered in gold. They didn’t really match the rest of the décor: the 
usual sixties office block look of scuffed off-white paint and grey 
woodwork.  Bob went through a large ante-room, which was empty 
but for what looked like a secretary’s desk, a filing cabinet and a couple 
of plastic chairs. The door to the next office was open. He knocked 
timidly. “Come in!” boomed a loud voice.  

“Bob” Alan looked up. “Thanks for coming in. Come and sit down. 
Coffee?” 

 “Um. No thanks, Deputy Vice-Chancellor. I’ve just had one”. Not 
true, but he just wanted to get this over with. Alan’s use of his name 
removed any lingering hope that this whole situation was a case of 
mistaken identity. Although there were probably a lot of Bobs on the 
staff.  

Alan looked slightly disappointed. “Oh. OK, I’ll wait then.” 

“Don’t wait on my account “ Bob protested. "It's just that I’ve just… “ 
he tailed off.  

Alan forgot about the coffee as quickly as he’d thought of it. “Never 
mind about that, Bob. I expect you’re wondering why I asked you to 
come up:"  

Bob managed to look neutral. “Um. Yes."  

"You're going to love this, Bob. It’s so exciting”. Bob relaxed slightly. 
At least Alan thought it was good news. It probably wasn’t about job 
cuts, then.  
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Alan drew himself up. “The Vice Chancellor has asked me to oversee 
an exciting new development. It’s all part of our commitment to ensure 
that we continue to support the local community and encourage more 
people to go to university.” he declared, speeding up as he got near to 
the end of the string of platitudes.  

In spite of his suspicion that Alan wasn’t entirely committed to all of 
these great things, Bob started to feel a bit more interested. Also, he 
could rule out some of the weirder possibilities which had crossed his 
mind since the morning.  

“So,” Alan continued “we’ve decided to scope out a really innovative 
idea to bring Higher Education to more local people. Now, this is in 
the nature of a special mission. Hur hur!”  

Bob winced at the addition of the conspiratorial titter. There was a bit 
too much effort going into this performance. Alan was starting to 
remind him of a dissembling client from his industry days.  

"So. This is strictly confidential. Are you in? Hur Hur !”  

Bob blinked. “Um. Well, I’m not sure what it involves yet.”  

Alan waved his hand dismissively. “Oh, we can get into details later, 
Bob. The main thing today is to find out whether you’re with us or not. 
The VC asked me to find someone special, and I immediately thought 
of you.” He looked slightly aggrieved. “I was sure you’d be interested, 
especially with all these rumours of cuts and everything. You were my 
first choice for this special mission. Hur hur” he added, rather 
disconsolately. 

Bob felt very confused. What on earth was going on? His investigative 
antenna were starting to prick up, although they seemed to have been 
rusted by years out of industry. He needed to sharpen up. He made a 
quick reckoning:  

Chummy, but with an undercurrent of threat. 

'Exciting project’, but somehow clandestine.   

Says he’s picked me specially, but can’t possibly know me from Adam.  

Talks about the VC as though he’s a mate, but clearly terrified of him.  
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It really didn’t make sense. He realised that Alan was waiting for him to 
say something. Searching for a distraction, his eye was drawn to the 
strange overflowing heap on the corner of the desk. Scrunched up 
papers, apple cores, sandwich wrappers, disposable cups… 

Alan followed his gaze. “It’s these new desk-top tidies that we’ve got 
instead of bins” he said defensively. “I reckon it must cost more for me 
to walk down the corridor to empty it than we save in rubbish disposal 
costs. Senior managers emptying their own bins! Ha!” 

Bob opened his mouth to explain that the tidies were meant to help 
with recycling, and needed to be emptied regularly to stop the ‘wet 
waste’ contaminating the paper. He closed it again in the nick of time. 
Alan was a member of the Vice Chancellor’s Senior Executive Group. 
He must be fully aware of all of the green policies.  It was obvious that 
he was just having his own dirty protest about this particular one.  

He’d better change the subject.  

He tried to look focused. “Well, Alan, maybe you could tell me a bit 
more about what you’d like me to do.” he hedged. “It sounds awfully 
exciting” he added, encouragingly.  

“Good man! I knew you’d be a perfect choice! Right, let’s pop straight 
up and give Bill the good news. He’s waiting for us.” Alan levered 
himself up and bustled round the desk. 

Bob followed in his wake. Bill? Who was that? Surely Alan didn’t mean 
the Vice Chancellor? Bob had a very heavy feeling in his stomach.   

They left the Deputy Vice Chancellor’s office and hurried down the 
corridor. Alan was still prattling about secret missions and right men 
for the jobs. Bob hoped that he wasn’t expected to respond with more 
than a judicious “Mmmm” when Alan paused.  

They arrived at the Vice Chancellor’s suite. Shit. It was that Bill. 

Alan opened the door with a flourish, sweeping his gaze around the 
room and resting on the VC’s personal assistant, who didn’t look up. 
“Hello Phyllis. How are you today? He’s expecting us, I think” he said 
cheerily, as he continued across Phyllis’ office.  

Phyllis waited until he was half way across, then said crisply “He’ll be 
ready in a minute, Alan, Take a seat.” Alan sat down, looking deflated.  
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Phyllis relented slightly. “Can I get you both a coffee while you’re 
waiting?”  

 “Yes please, Phyllis. Milk, two sugars.” Alan sounded quite meek.  

She looked at Bob. “Oh, no, thank you. Just had one” he said, weakly. 
Actually he now felt in dire need of a stimulant of some kind. Phyllis 
just nodded and looked back at her computer. “He won’t be long” she 
said, starting to type. Bob wondered if she was ordering the coffee by 
email.  

Bob sat down and looked around the anteroom. Not too ostentatious – 
the same cheap office furniture as any departmental office, really. A bit 
more spacious, of course; it was rare to see an expanse of carpet these 
days. Most offices were shared between two and three people. It was 
usually difficult to squeeze between filing cabinets and bookcases.  

He felt obscurely pleased by this lack of luxury in the VC’s suite. It 
made the right impression in times of economic difficulty. If he’d been 
auditing, it would have made a good start.  

He realised that these musings on the interior décor were an effective 
distraction from the very serious worries which were again trying to 
push their way up through his thinking: what was he being asked to 
do? Why was it secret? Why was it so important that he was being 
threatened with ‘departure’ if he didn’t go along with it?  

It couldn’t be anything illegal; universities were struggling a bit, but 
things hadn’t got that bad. What was that weird phrase which had 
appeared in the last VC’s pep email: ‘There must be no slippage’?  

He’d puzzled over that for days. It had an unfortunate echo of Stalin’s 
famous radio broadcast ‘there must be no room in our ranks for 
whimperers and cowards, for panic-mongers and deserters…’ Did 
whatever this was involve keeping his job at the expense of other 
people? Perhaps he would be asked to denounce colleagues who didn’t 
perform according to the standards expected by the institution? 
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He twisted the strap of his rucksack tightly. Surely not. It wasn’t 
anything to do with him, if people cancelled lectures week after week 
and the Head of Department didn’t notice. Or if they locked the door 
of their offices so that students couldn’t bother them. Or marked 
systematically at 10% below their colleagues and when challenged, said 
that the others could dumb down all they liked, but they were keeping 
to standards. He was just doing his job.  

He realised that the rucksack strap was twisted into a tight rope. He let 
go of it and forced himself to breathe slowly. He tried to think like an 
investigator.  

Alan didn’t notice his discomfort. He looked as though he had his own 
worries. 
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Chapter 5. A Secret Project 
 

Eventually, the door to the VC’s office burst open and Bill Noakes 
strode into the anteroom. Bob had met plenty of Chief Executives like 
that when he’d worked in industry. They always liked to make their 
presence felt. They always expected to be the centre of attention. Not 
all of them had turned out to be entirely honest.  

Bob jumped up. He forced a smile. “Vice Chancellor” he murmured 
with a slight nod, as though in response to a verbal greeting, although 
in fact Bill hadn’t said a word: he’d just looked at him. Bob wondered 
briefly if he should have tugged his forelock to go with the nod, and a 
real smile flitted across his face.  

Bill looked at him sharply, then rather despondently at Alan. “Hello, 
both of you. Come on in. Lovely to see you both.” he added, 
insincerely. “Coffee?”  

“No thanks” mumbled Bob “just had one” and Alan said “Yes please, 
Bill. Milk, two sugars.”  Bill nodded at his PA, added “and I’ll have one 
too please, Phyllis”, and more or less swept them both into his office. 
Phyllis stood up.  

He sat them down at a small meeting table opposite his desk. Bob sat 
with his back to the wall, giving him a good view of the office. Again, it 
was nothing special. The furnishings didn’t shout out: ‘here’s a man 
who earns £220,000 a year’. It wasn’t particularly large, although it was 
big enough for a sizeable desk, an angled sofa and this meeting table 
which would take six people. Also, there was a nice view over the city, 
which made a change from the view of the blank wall of the next door 
building, which was all that could be seen from Martin and Bob’s 
office.  
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A bookcase lined one wall. It was filled with books about management 
and leadership. Bob was surprised by this. He knew that the VC was a 
chemist by background. He couldn’t see any chemistry books at all. He 
craned his neck to look at the books on the lower shelves. Had he left 
his discipline completely behind?  

The VC sat down and launched straight into a spiel “Right. Thanks for 
coming in to see me at such short notice. Alan, how much does Bob 
here know about the project?” So it’s a proper project, Bob thought. 
And how did the VC know his name? They’d never been introduced, 
not even just now in the ante-room.  

“Well” Alan was saying “nothing, really, except that he’s really pleased 
to be on board”. He nodded cheerfully at Bob.  

Bob was seriously wondering if he had suffered a short but severe 
memory lapse at some point in the last hour. It was difficult to keep 
the investigative process to the front of his mind. “Great,” the VC 
continued “well, let’s get down to it, then.”  

Phyllis opened the door, carrying two mugs which she placed 
unceremoniously down in front of Bill and Alan. “Thanks, Phyllis” 
they both said, and Phyllis nodded and left the office, giving only the 
faintest hint of someone who had been deeply inconvenienced by 
coffee-making.   

“Right. Where was I? Oh yes.  As you know, Bob, the university is 
facing challenging times.” He looked very stern. “Very challenging. 
Universities like ours are going to be very squeezed by the new 
government fee policies. And so it’s time for some radical thinking!” he 
put on an expression which might have been intended to show 
innovation and go-gettingness. Bob wondered if he’d had some kind of 
drama coaching.  

“The Senior Management Team has come up with a fantastic plan to 
ensure that we continue to support the local community and encourage 
more people to go to university. We want to bring Higher Education to 
more local people! “ He looked very sincere, and then continued “But 
local people are going to find this very expensive in the future. As you 
know, students now have to pay all of the costs of going to university 
and we’ve set our fees at £8990 per year.”  

Bob nodded; this was definitely a fact. He was safe to agree.  
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Bill acknowledged his contribution with a wave of his arm, and then 
continued. “And of course, since we announced our fees, they’ve said 
that institutions which set their fees at below £7500 a year can have as 
many students as they like.”  

Bob nodded again: it may have sounded odd, but it was in the public 
domain, so it must be true.  

“We can’t afford to offer degrees below £7500 a year without seriously 
compromising our standards,” said the VC, looking very solemn at the 
mere thought of compromising standards, “but FE colleges can. They 
don’t do any research, they offer a very limited range of courses, their 
terms are longer and the staff have different contracts.” he rushed 
rather over the last two points, as though it was better not to dwell on 
them.  

Bob nodded yet again, wondering what the point of this was, or 
whether he had, as he had suspected, missed the elusive point during 
the period in which he had suffered the severe memory lapse he was 
convinced must have occurred at some time between entering Alan’s 
office an hour ago and now.  

“So, what’s the obvious solution?” the VC finished his short lecture 
with a question for the audience. Alan looked expectantly at Bob. He 
wasn’t sure why he was expected to answer; after all, Alan presumably 
knew it already.  

Bob reached for the most ludicrous answer which popped into his 
head “Become an FE College?” he said, timidly, and smiling to show 
that it was intended to be a ridiculous answer.  

“My goodness, you said this guy would be on the ball, Alan, but I must 
say, I didn’t really believe you. Especially based on past experience of 
your judgement.” Alan winced.  

“Yes,” continued the VC, “you’re right on the money, er,” he looked at 
Alan, “Bob” Alan helpfully supplied.  
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“Ah yes, Bob. Right on the money. Well, not become an FE College. 
Haha. Of course that would be ridiculous, we are a university, with 
very distinguished foundations and history, of course, but we’re going 
to set one up. It’s going to be called the University College of North 
Burston and it will offer Business and Accountancy courses to start 
with, followed by Law and, well, we’ll see after that. What do you 
think?”  

Bob realised just in time that his opinion was not really being solicited. 
“It sounds very exciting, Vice Chancellor. In tune with the times.” he 
added, trying to think of something which sounded like an opinion but 
which was not actually committing him to a belief.  

This was apparently sufficient for the VC, who continued “Top secret, 
of course, we don’t want this to get out until we’ve developed our 
plans and it’s all done and dusted. So, er, Bob, we’re looking for 
someone to head up this project and see it through to that point, with 
of course the possibility of continuing with it into implementation if 
that’s mutually beneficial when we get to that stage of the project.”  

He stopped and looked expectantly at Bob. “I see” said Bob, again 
realising that some kind of response was required and making a 
connection, dimly, between Alan’s earlier talk of a special mission and 
this proposal.  

“There’ll be a small honorarium, and your support will definitely be 
remembered if the belts tighten any further.”  

Bob acknowledged to himself that he needed to pull himself together 
and make some kind of definite response before the whole situation 
slid hopelessly away. Although it probably already had. Alan’s earlier 
threats, though veiled, were certainly not idle. Alan was more 
frightened of the VC than of behaving spitefully and irrationally 
towards other members of staff.  

“What exactly would you like me to do, Vice Chancellor?” he said, 
hoping that this formulation would make him seem willing to serve, 
but also extract more information about what was required. 
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“Oh details, details.” said the VC airily, waving a hand. “We’ll sort that 
out later. I just wanted to make sure you were on board. So no more 
for the moment, remember, this is a secret mission.” The VC tried to 
look as though this idea was amusing, and Alan added helpfully “Hur, 
hur.” 

The VC stood up and went to the door. Alan and Bob followed, and 
the VC ushered them out. As a parting gesture, he put his finger to his 
lips and winked. Alan nodded and winked back. Bob recoiled inwardly.  

What on earth was going on?  
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Chapter 6.  In full spate 
 

Janet Firth was in full spate. Alison liked the sound of that expression.  
She tapped discreetly on her iPhone : ‘in full spate idiom’ and was 
rewarded with ‘a current of water at abnormally high level’ which 
wasn’t quite what she had been thinking of. Although the thought of 
Janet surfing triumphantly along the surface of a flooding river was 
fairly diverting.  

Alison gazed attentively at Janet, seeing a trail of debris bobbing in her 
wake. She fell into a reverie. Was it debris, or was it a slew of drowning 
committee members?  She pulled herself together and looked back to 
the agenda, hoping to jog her memory about what Janet was so agitated 
about. Surely they hadn’t got to car parking yet?  

Geoff was, as usual, failing to chair the meeting effectively. She 
wondered if he was even listening. Although his face was turned to 
Janet, he looked slightly distant.  

Next to her, Phil raised his hand diffidently. She longed to grab his 
hand and wave it more assertively in the air, or maybe shout “Geoff! 
Phil has something to say!” She smiled encouragingly at Phil, willing 
him to interrupt Janet. He raised his hand a little higher, but still 
tentatively. COME ON, PHIL, she urged him silently.  

She shifted rather ostentatiously in her chair.  Geoff started slightly, as 
though he had just woken up, although his eyes had certainly remained 
open, and looked over to the source of the movement. Phil waved his 
hand gently. A look of relief crossed Geoff’s face. Without waiting for 
a break in Janet’s flow, he coughed loudly. “Thank you Janet, you’ve 
made that point so eloquently. We really must take all of that into 
account, I completely agree about that. I think Phil may wish to make 
an observation now” 
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Alison sneaked a look at her watch. 4.15pm. Possibly they were up to 
item 8, or maybe 7c, Janet might conceivably have been very annoyed 
about either of those. Only five items left, or possibly four if they were 
on item 8, and one of those was Any Other Business, of which she 
could only hope there would be none.  

Phil was about half way through a rambling introduction to his point. 
He seemed to be very grateful to Janet for making her cogent defence 
of the current system, and he wanted to support her suggestion that the 
committee should report back to the centre that it wasn’t necessary to 
make a change at this time.  

Good God. What on earth were they all doing there? Who or what was 
‘the centre’? Why not change? It would probably be quicker in the end 
than these pointless discussions. Phil tailed off.  

Geoff paused for a moment, and looking carefully to the left of Janet, 
where there was nobody sitting, he said “Well. As I explained earlier, 
that was just an item for information, so there’s no vote to take. Let’s 
move on to item, er, 9. Car Parking”.  

A forest of hands suddenly sprouted in the room, but people didn’t 
wait for Geoff to call them to speak, and a loud hum of competing 
voices filled the room.  

“It’s a tax on going to work.” 

“I can’t get the bus because I need to be able to get back if my mum 
falls out of bed.” 

 “I have to drop three other people off on the way to work.”  

“I can’t get back for nursery closing-time if I take the train.”   

“It’s not fair”.  

Geoff ignored the hubbub. One by one the voices fell silent, as their 
owners realised that the unwritten rules of university meetings had 
been breached. They all looked towards Geoff. He cleared his throat 
and looked down at a paper in his hand. It looked as though he had 
prepared a speech. This was far from the truth. He had been given a 
message to deliver.  
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“Colleagues,” he began, “as you know, the University is completely 
committed to reducing its carbon emissions and doing its bit for the 
local community by supporting public transport and reducing private 
car use. Charging for car parking is a well known ‘nudge’ policy to push 
people into desirable agendas.” Mutters of ‘where’s the evidence for 
that?’ could be heard. “Also, we want to make sure that the, er,” he 
looked up from the provided notes, “School of Sciences”, he smiled. 
He continued, looking down again at his instructions, “That the School 
of Sciences has appropriate facilities for the 21st century. By reducing 
the area of the car parks, we will free up some building space. It’s a 
win-win strategy,” he finished triumphantly, looking up from the notes 
and beaming round the room. “Now, this is an information item, so I 
don’t think this is the forum for discussion. You can email the head of 
Facilities if you have a comment to make. Let’s move on to item 10!”  

The minutes crawled away, through items 10, 11 and 12. Geoff saw the 
finish line. “Any other business? No, that’s great. Next meeting  9 
January, see you then, or more likely at next week’s timetabling 
meeting, must be off, another meeting to get to,” Geoff rushed 
through his last duties, gathered up his papers and ran for the door, 
head down to avoid delaying eye contact.  

Alison felt the heavy weight of tedium still upon her. Three hours of 
her life she wouldn’t get back, as her teenage children would say. She 
exchanged a few pleasantries with colleagues and headed back to the 
office. Almost five o’clock. Was it worth starting anything else? She 
had been hoping to finish reviewing a paper after the meeting, but that 
didn’t seem feasible in her current state of ennui. As she turned into the 
corridor, she noticed something stuck to her office door. It was a Post-
it.  

alison. phone di bones. 0208 654 2304. alex.  
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Chapter 7. An Inspector Calls 
 

Alison took the note down. Di Bones? She couldn’t remember anyone 
called Di Bones. Diana? Diane? She called Alex’s number to see if she 
could find out any more about the caller, but the administrator must 
have finished for the day. She wondered whether to call now or wait 
until tomorrow. Oh what the heck, she might as well get it out of the 
way. It was probably a reference request from an ex-student. She was 
hopeless at remembering names. 

She dialled the number and was surprised when a man answered: “D. I. 
Bones”  

“This is Alison Fraser. I had a message to call this number”.  

“Ah yes, Mrs Fraser”, he said, “thanks for calling me back so promptly. 
I’m sorry to contact you out of the blue like this, but I need your 
assistance with an enquiry”.  

“Um. Enquiry? I don’t really understand. Excuse me, but I don’t really 
know who you are.” 

“I’m a Detective Inspector with Burston Constabulary, Mrs Fraser. I 
think it would be easier if I popped over to see you to explain,” Bones 
continued “It is fairly urgent. Could I see you this evening?”  

“Um. Well. I have to go home soon,” Alison answered, rapidly 
calculating who needed to be where tonight and how late she could 
stay at work, “What time were you thinking of?”  

“Oh I can come over to see you at home,” DI Bones said, briskly 
“Shall we say seven o’clock? I’ve got the address.”  

“Um. Well. OK, I guess…” Alison trailed off.  

“Excellent. See you then”.  



 

   31 

“Um. Yes. Bye” Alison started to say, but DIBones had already rung 
off. Alison sat down heavily at her desk. What on earth could this be 
about? She did a mental count of her close family and friends. Surely if 
it was something to do with one of them, the officer would have said 
something. She scrabbled in her work bag for her mobile phone and 
called her husband.  

“Derek?” she squeaked with relief when he answered.  

“Who else would it be?” Derek started to laugh, but checked himself. 
“What’s wrong?” 

“I don’t know” Alison realised that she was shaking. “I got a call from 
a policeman, but he didn’t say why. Are the kids ok?”  

It was Derek’s turn to do a mental reckoning.  

“Yes”, he said “Ben’s just kidnapped his fourth prostitute since he got 
in from school and Emma’s upstairs doing her homework. What’s 
going on?” 

“I don’t know”, said Alison “but he’s coming round tonight to talk to 
me about an enquiry. I’d better get back and tidy up a bit.” 

“Coming round? Why?”  

“Honestly, no idea. But as long as you guys are OK, I’m going to try 
not to worry about it. I haven’t done anything I shouldn’t. See you 
shortly,” 

Alison put the phone back in her bag, scooped up the unfinished 
review and the following day’s teaching plans, and then paused. She 
put everything down and retrieved the phone again.  

Pressing redial, she didn’t wait for Derek to finish saying “We’re all still 
fine, you don’t need to phone every two minutes” before screeching 
“Kidnapped a prostitute? What the hell are you talking about?” 

Derek giggled. “It’s a video game. Obviously.” 

Alison opened her mouth and took a deep breath in, then remembered 
the police officer.  

“We need to talk about that later. I’m leaving now,” and she gathered 
up her work again and set off for home.  
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On the bus, she couldn’t stop worrying about what the police officer 
could want. Not the family, so that was the main thing.  

A graduate who’d run amok? Exciting, but unlikely and anyway she 
shouldn’t get excited over people’s mental health issues. She 
straightened her face.   

Unpaid speeding tickets. If so, they must have been from cloned 
number plates, they hardly ever used their ancient estate car, and it 
probably couldn’t break any speed limit.  

One of the children in so much trouble at school the police had been 
called in? Too melodramatic, and anyway they’d have phoned home, 
not work. And presumably the school would have called first. No, it 
must be something to do with the University. She was stumped.  

Also, how did the Detective Inspector have her home address? She 
didn’t like the sound of this much.   

At home, she found Derek and Ben in front of the TV. Ben was 
steering a fancy looking car around a film noir set while Derek was 
offering suggestions and encouragement,  “over there – shoot…shoot! 
SHOOT! Oh for God’s sake, Ben, I told you he was behind you…”  

Alison sighed, but neither male reacted. She turned on her heel and 
went into the kitchen, which looked … she turned her back on that, 
too, filled the kettle and put it on to boil.  

Automatically, while the kettle was heating up, she started gathering up 
dirty crockery and stacking the dishwasher, while a familiar refrain 
replayed in her head “Honestly, you’d think it was a hotel around here. 
How hard is it to put something in the dishwasher when you’ve 
finished with it? Or even to scrape the plates when you’ve finished?” 
she thought self-righteously. Although in fact, she was quite happy to 
put her own dirty plate on the worktop to sort out in the morning.  

The plunge back into domestic routine made her forget about the 
strange phone call earlier. She was back at home, everyone was safe, 
the house was in its usual state of entropy and she was engaged in the 
usual ineffective tussle against the creeping chaos of everyday life. It 
was comfortably familiar and she muttered away as she swept crumbs 
from the worktop. “Can’t even use a plate for their toast…”  
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The pattern of her thoughts was interrupted by the doorbell. “Can one 
of you …” she started, then realised it was probably futile – if they 
hadn’t heard the bell, they wouldn’t hear her shouting either.  
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Chapter 8. Have you seen this man?  
 

Grumbling under her breath, Alison opened the door to a tall, serious-
looking man in a dark grey suit. “Hello”, she said, looking at him with 
an air of irritation  

“Mrs Fraser?” he said, fairly rhetorically.  

“Doctor,” Alison said by way of reply. “How may I help you?”.  

“I’m D.I. Bones”.  

For a fraction of a second Alison continued to look blankly at him, and 
then she remembered.  “Of course, D.I. Bones! Come in!” she almost 
shouted, over-compensating for her lapse, “come through into the 
kitchen, the boys are on their video game in the sitting-room. Excuse 
the mess”, she continued. “I’ve just got in from work,” hoping that this 
would explain everything.  

DI Bones surely knew that she must have just got in from work, as he 
had phoned her there earlier, and would also surely be able to tell that 
the disorder in the house was formed in geological layers which were 
unlikely to have appeared during a single day at work. She changed the 
subject “Well, DI Bones, do sit down. I’ll just clear these newspapers 
for you. Can I offer you a cup of tea? The kettle’s just boiled.”  

DI Bones glanced around the kitchen. “No thanks, Dr Fraser,” he said 
“I’ve just had one.”  

Alison sat down opposite him. “So, to what do I owe this pleasure?” 
she said, putting on a cheery tone, as though a police officer in her 
kitchen was an everyday occurrence. It was the same voice she used 
when a student she hadn’t seen for months came to her office the day 
before an assignment was due. 

DI Bones bent over and took a plain manila folder from his bag. He 
opened it and took out a small photo, and some printed notes. He 
passed the photo across the table. “We were wondering if you knew 
this man.”  
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Alison looked at the photo “No, I don’t think so. Should I?”  

“His name is Gareth Jones,” continued DI Bones, looking fixedly at 
Alison, who was looking again at the photo. She was still thinking.  

“Gareth Jones? Gareth Jones. Gareth. That rings a bell. Is he a 
student?”  

“We don’t know much about him at all. We were hoping you could tell 
us.”  

“Me? I don’t think so”, she declared, passing the photo back. “What’s 
he done, anyway?”  

“He hasn’t done anything, well, not that we know about. I’m afraid Mr 
Jones is deceased.”  

“Oh dear, poor chap, how sad for his family,” murmured Alison, 
automatically.  “But what’s this got to do with me?” she tailed off, 
feeling that she sounded callous, which she didn’t intend, but really, it 
had been a long day, she still hadn’t had her cup of tea, and the 
situation felt quite bizarre; this Gareth Jones had nothing to do with 
her.  

DI Bones cleared his throat. “Mr Jones was found dead and we don’t 
know much about him. In his rucksack we found a payslip from the 
university. We phoned your HR department and they said he worked in 
your department. The head of department said he must taught part-
time on the Biology course, and you were the course leader so you 
must know him.” 

Alison felt a bit confused by the number of departments and characters 
introduced in this account, and particularly by the shower of pronouns 
which tangled her relationship to Gareth Jones still further in her mind. 
She focused on the end of the sentence.  

“So, this is a photo of Gareth Jones, who Geoff thinks teaches on my 
course,” she paraphrased.  

DI Bones sighed. “I was certainly hoping you might be able to confirm 
that, Dr Fraser.” 

“I don’t know.” she said.  
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There was a short silence. DI Bones sighed again. He hadn’t had much 
to do with people from the university before. Were they all like this? 
“Is this Mr Jones, Ma’am?”  

“I’ve never met Dr Jones,” said Alison, “In fact, I’d forgotten all about 
Dr Jones.”  

She realised that this must sound very odd. “Look. We do employ a 
couple of post-docs – young academics – from the university down the 
road to teach on the course. But I just don’t have time to keep up with 
what they do. I needed someone in a hurry at the beginning of term, 
someone recommended this guy, I didn’t have time to meet him, I just 
spoke to him on the phone and he sounded OK, he had a good 
reference. It was just for a fifteen credit course, and I did mean to meet 
up with him, but it’s been busy since the beginning of term…” she 
tailed off.  

She had absolutely no idea what Gareth Jones had been doing with her 
students. God.  “Anyway, what about him? Has he done something 
wrong?”  

DI Bones looked at her for a moment. “As I mentioned previously, Mr 
– Doctor - Jones is, er, deceased. We’re trying to trace his next of kin 
and we hoped you’d be able to help us. But it looks as though we need 
to try elsewhere. I won’t take up any more of your time, I’m sure 
you’ve got a lot to do.” he added, looking around the kitchen again. 
“Thank you for your help, Dr Fraser.” 

Alison led the way out. As they passed the sitting room, a slightly 
muffled cry of ‘Kill him! Kill him!’ could be heard. Alison cleared her 
throat loudly and bustled DI Bones to the front door. “Video game. 
Lovely to meet you. D. I. Bones. I hope you find out what you need to 
know soon.” 

She closed the door and leaned back against it for a moment. She felt 
completely bewildered. A policeman had just been in her house. One 
of her colleagues was dead. She hadn’t a clue who he was. She had put 
him in charge of her students and she hadn’t a clue who he was. And 
now he was dead.  
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She went back into the kitchen and switched the kettle back on, then 
crossed over to the fridge. There we probably still a couple of glasses 
left in last night’s bottle of wine. She took two glasses from the 
cupboard, carefully shared out the remains between them, then 
downed one of them, put the empty glass in the dishwasher and sat 
down at the table. She sipped the second glass of wine contemplatively. 
What on earth was going on?  
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Chapter 9. Worries 
 

A long list of student extension requests meant that Bob had 
successfully suppressed any further thoughts of his meeting with the 
VC when he got back to his office, and even when he’d got home, 
helped by the best part of a bottle of wine. After all, the VC hadn’t 
actually said what he wanted Bob to do.  

But he had woken in a cold sweat at 2.30am. In the middle of the 
night, without the distractions to his thinking offered in his office, he 
had no choice but to admit to himself that it looked as though was 
already involved, and that it seemed likely that it might be quite a major 
project.  

Alan had shared with him some terrible draft publicity material: 

“We are broadening our offer to a different group. At University College of North 
Burston, you are only paying for tuition. Maybe you are more debt-averse than the 
traditional student, or want to earn as you learn. UCNB is the place for you! You 
will be able to continue with part-time or full-time jobs, live at home and keep up 
with family responsibilities, while equipping themselves with top quality higher-level 
qualifications. Courses will have their own dedicated tutors. Classes will have a 
maximum of twenty-five students, and for tutorials, there’ll be no more than five of 
you. See if you can get that ratio anywhere else except Oxford!” 

Bob wondered how Alan’s scheme would work for something like the 
Advanced Taxation course. You needed tutors who’d really studied the 
legislation, had time to do that, could argue both sides of a knife-edge 
case. Not the usual Associate Lecturers on minimum rates, 
moonlighting from their daily jobs in bog-standard accountancy 
practices. Not that there was anything wrong with them, they made a 
valuable contribution, he corrected himself.  

But Alan had been talking about bringing people in from industry. All 
very well if they were from one of the top five firms, but there was no 
way UCNB was going to pay their hourly rates, and they certainly 
wouldn’t come for the prestige.  
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He couldn’t see how this wasn’t going to be a deeply inferior 
proposition. It was hardly going to lead to a full graduate experience. 
Why not just have technical training for accountancy rather than 
pretend to offer a more critical kind of qualification? And it was good 
for accountancy students to be forced to be close up to people from 
other disciplines, even if they weren’t particularly known for joining a 
wide range of societies. He didn’t think the societies would be much of 
a loss, but he did think he would miss walking across the park and 
wondering what on earth this latest installation from the School of Art 
was meant to represent.  

Bob had been forced to take a teaching qualification when he first 
joined Burston Central. It had been a bit of a slog, but a few things had 
stuck in his mind, and one of them was the debate they’d had about 
what a university was.  Most of it had been poorly reasoned stuff but 
he had remembered one thing that he’d read, something about 
climbing or something? He got up and pulled his ‘Contexts of Higher 
Education’ file from the shelf in his study.  

“Perhaps understanding the university is like potholing: one finds oneself in 
darkness and in some difficulty, with little room for manoeuvre (the parameters are 
set) but then a little light opens and, following that light, one finds oneself suddenly 
in a large and extraordinary clearing.  The university is seen afresh, with new 
possibilities, even wonder.” 

It wasn’t the kind of thing he thought about much, but just 
occasionally, when the number of extensions seemed particularly large 
and the lack of engagement particularly dispiriting, it was nice to think 
that there was something more to it than the rounds of meetings, 
marks entry, broken kettles and car parking woes. Whatever that 
something was. 

University College of North Burston? It was a monstrous idea.  

He wasn’t entirely convinced that the meeting with the VC had really 
happened. It was too far-fetched. He wondered about discussing it 
with someone else. But not only was it far-fetched, it was also vague. It 
would just sound as though he wanted to boast about talking to the 
VC, and had made up a ludicrous-sounding story. At least, that’s what 
he’d think if anyone said it to him. He resolved to keep it to himself. 
Perhaps it would all go away.  
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What were the chances that Alan had called lots of people in to see the 
VC and sworn them all to secrecy? Of course, it was just about 
possible that everyone else in the building had received similar 
treatment, and they were all wandering around pretending not to know 
anything. But on the balance of probabilities, he had to admit to 
himself that it seemed unlikely. He’d been put in an impossible 
position: accept the task, or be in the firing line for redundancy.  

Not for the first time at this time of night, he reviewed his departure 
options. The problem was that at 47, he couldn’t really retire, unless he 
was ill. Given the probably state of his blood pressure at that instant, 
that may have been likely. But it wouldn’t be an enjoyable retirement. 
Last resort.  

He couldn’t go back into accountancy. Six years as an academic meant 
he was somewhat out of date. He would have to go back to a more 
junior role; nobody would take him on. He’d meant to keep up with 
practice, maybe a day a week, but somehow the academic job had just 
taken over…it was as much as he could do to make sure he was up to 
date with the law and the professional body regulations.  

Bob turned restlessly. Luckily, there was nobody else in the house for 
him to disturb. As a forensic accountant, he’d worked such crazy 
hours, and travelled so much, he never really seemed to meet anyone. 
The only people he met, apart from colleagues, were those he was 
investigating. They didn’t usually want to get to know him any better. 
He’d thought that going into academia would improve his social life 
and give him more time ‘for himself’.  

Fat chance. The rest of his department were almost like clones of 
himself and he never met anyone else, except students. Everyone was 
really busy all day, with hardly any time to talk. Apart from Martin, and 
he talked too much. Nobody even went out for a drink after work, 
which even the accountants had managed now and then.  

He kept in sporadic touch with ex-colleagues from the big firm he’d 
worked for, but a lot of them had been transferred out of the area, so 
he only met up with them occasionally. He supposed he should join a 
choir or a salsa class or something, but he was just too tired when he 
got home from work. And he hated singing and dancing anyway.  
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Having moved on from the immediate worry about his new role to his 
more familiar anxieties, eventually Bob’s confused thoughts subsided 
and he drifted back to sleep.  
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Chapter 10. Problems 
 

Alison woke up with a start. Derek wasn’t there, and it seemed to be 
quite light for a November morning. She leaned over for her phone to 
check the time. “Shit!” she muttered, leaping out of bed “Shit, shit, 
shit. Why didn’t you wake me up?”  

She grabbed her dressing-gown and ran down the stairs. Emma and 
Ben were scuttling round filling their school bags, while Derek was 
clearing up cups and bowls. John Humphries harangued a politician on 
the radio.  

“Why didn’t you wake me up?” repeated Alison, at just-below-
maximum volume.  

Derek looked both hurt, and angelic: “I thought I’d let you sleep, as 
you were so restless in the night….sorry, did you need to get in early 
for anything special?” 

Alison considered this, and consulted the diary on her phone. “Um. 
No. I suppose it was just general panic about being so much later than 
usual.” She felt sheepish.  

Derek smiled angelically again. “OK, well sit down and I’ll make you a 
cup of tea. The kids have got themselves ready.” 

Alison sat down heavily. She still felt befuddled; she couldn’t quite 
remember why she felt so stressed.  

“Byeeeee” yelled Emma and Ben from the hallway, and the front door 
slammed before either of them had time to reply. They both turned 
towards the sound with the ingrained instant panic response of parents 
who aren’t quite used to their children being old enough to leave the 
house on their own.  

“So did you think any more about that poor guy, what’s his name, Jim? 
John? George?”  

“Gareth. Gareth Jones” replied Alison, automatically. She remembered 
now. “No. Like I told you, I’ve never actually met him. Shit. I’m going 
to have to sort out his classes. Geoff will have a fit if we cancel them.” 
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“Well, he can’t help it. You can’t teach a class if you’re dead.” Derek 
pointed out.  

“No, but nobody cares about the reasons. We just have to stick to the 
‘no class cancellation’ policy, whatever’s happened.” replied Alison, 
rather shortly. Derek worked for the council. He didn’t really 
understand how modern universities worked. He thought it was all just 
the same as it had been thirty years ago, when hed been a student…. 

She reached for her laptop and logged in to the Burston Learning 
Environment to look up Gareth Jones’s classes. Shit and double shit. 
He had a class at 10am.  

“Here you are.” Derek put down a cup of tea.  

“Thanks, but I haven’t got time,” she snapped, as though it was all 
Derek’s fault. “I’ll have to cover Jones’s class. Cell Biology. Shit. I 
wonder if I’ve got any old notes?” she continued to mutter. She 
jumped up and left the room.  Ten minutes later, she reappeared in the 
kitchen, showered and dressed, and gulped down the tea, which Derek 
had wisely left in the same place.  

“Sorry. Thanks. I’d better run. I’ll probably be late, everything is going 
to be thrown out by the extra class, plus I’ll have loads of sorting out 
to do to get cover.”  

“OK” said Derek “That’s OK, I’ll be back at the usual time. Emma’s 
got volleyball tonight, hasn’t she? I’ll sort it out. Poor guy,” he added. 
“What did he die of?”  

Alison looked at him, blankly. “I have absolutely no idea,” she said. 
“God, that’s really callous of me, isn’t it?”  

She sat down again, looking slightly shocked. “God. I didn’t even ask 
the policeman. He must think I’m awful. Some poor guy, who is 
connected to me, has died, and I didn’t even show the slightest bit of 
interest in who he was or how he died, or whether his family is upset, 
or anything…in fact, I think the policeman said he hadn’t traced the 
next of kin. That’s awful, isn’t it?”   
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Derek put his hands on her shoulders. “Well. As you say, you didn’t 
know him. It does seem a bit weird though, to be honest. He taught on 
your course, and you’d never met him? How did you know he was all 
right to teach the students, you know, not a complete nutter? Don’t 
you have to see them teach?” 

Alison waved her hand vaguely. “Nasreen Birch said he was ok, so, I 
took her word for it. He’d been on a couple of teaching courses, he 
sent me through his plans for the term, it’s a pretty basic course….” 
No point in trying to explain the oddities of casual Higher Education 
recruitment now. She got up again. “I must go and sort things out. I’ll 
phone the policeman again later to see if he’s got any more 
information.”  
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Chapter 11. The cold light of day 
 

Bob was also running late. After his insomniac session, he had slept in, 
and so what with that and feeling too sluggish to cycle, by the time he’d 
done his convoluted bus journeys and got to campus, it was 9.15.  

To his surprise, Alan was lurking in the corridor outside his office. Shit. 
The one day he was late, and the DVC had to be there. But Alan didn’t 
seem too bothered about the time.  

“Ah, Bob!” he said, as though it was a huge surprise to meet him there, 
right outside Bob’s office. “Glad to have bumped into you.” He 
lowered his voice. “Have you had any chance to think about 
yesterday?” he whispered.  

“Um. Well. Yes”, hedged Bob. For a moment, his heart leaped. Maybe 
it was all a mistake, and Alan was coming to tell him to think no more 
about it?  

“Great. Have you got time for a quick coffee?” continued Alan.  

Bob mentally checked his diary for the day. He was still feeling a bit 
slow. “Sure,” he said. “Shall we pop down to the canteen, er sorry, 
coffee bar?”  

Alan looked around to see if there was anyone else in the corridor. “I 
know a little place just round the corner,” he said. “Might be quieter 
there.”  

Bob opened his mouth to point out that the building’s coffee bar 
would be quiet at this time in the morning, but thought better of it. He 
smiled weakly. “Sure.” he repeated.  

“It’s just down Challoner Street, Cheeky’s. Do you know it?” asked 
Alan. “Sure.” said Bob again.  

“OK, just got to do something first, meet you there in 10 minutes.” 
Alan said, and dashed off just as Martin and his fellow union rep, Janet, 
came out of the lift doors.  
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Bob was still standing outside the office, slack-jawed and processing 
the latest bizarre occurrence. Cheeky’s? What was wrong with the 
canteen? He forced himself to look relaxed and normal. “Forgot my 
key” he said, by way of explanation for standing outside the office. 
Martin and Janet were too preoccupied with their own concerns to 
have noticed anything odd.  

“Was that the DVC?” Martin asked “What was he doing in this part of 
campus? Bloody hell, wish I’d realised it was him, I want to tell him 
what I think about this car parking. Janet and me, we were just 
planning our strategy for the meeting at lunchtime to discuss it. It’s a 
bloody disgrace.”  

Janet nodded forcefully “One more erosion of our working rights. 
We’ll show them.” she agreed. “Are you coming to the meeting at 
lunchtime, Bob?”  

“Um. Not sure yet, very busy” said Bob. “Got to go, need to see a 
student.” He didn’t even bother to go into the office, which Martin had 
just opened, but retraced his steps down the corridor towards the 
staircase.  

As he walked down the six flights, he reviewed the situation yet again. 
It wasn’t much clearer than it had been at two-thirty that morning. He 
thought he knew three things:  

1. The university was setting up a college to offer the same 
degrees, but cheaper.  

2. He had been asked to ‘head up the project’.  

3. He wasn’t allowed to tell anyone.  

If he’d been thinking properly like a forensic accountant yesterday, 
instead of like an anxious employee, he would have realised that there 
were some huge gaps in the information. It didn’t make any sense. He 
was just a fairly lowly senior lecturer, with no management 
responsibilities. Why would he head it up?  Bob was experienced 
enough not to be flattered by the ‘offer’. Whilst he did have 
management experience, it had been in his previous role, which 
nobody here was interested in except insofar as he could teach students 
about it.  
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The only possible reasons to ask him would be a) that it needed a 
forensic accountant (vanishingly small probability) or b) they thought 
he would be discreet. Or c) they could threaten him with redundancy 
since he was too old to get another job, but too young to retire. Bob 
felt his blood pressure rising as he reached the bottom of the staircase. 
It all felt like a bad campus novel.  

He had to stop himself looking around the building atrium as he 
crossed it, to check who might be watching him. Who cared? 
Honestly…it was a university. He’d been in some much more dodgy 
environments in his previous working life. Whilst fiddling the books 
was usually small scale and pitiful, once or twice he’d had to do 
investigations in big companies where the fraud was on a huge scale. 
Those kinds of companies employed ‘special’ security staff in addition 
to their usual workforce. This was nothing. He could work this out. He 
straightened his shoulders and strode off down Challoner Street, 
suppressing all thoughts of threats, redundancies and secrets.  

In Cheeky’s, Alan was sitting in a corner, hunched over a large hot 
chocolate in a paper cup. Bob went over to him and sat down. 
“Coffee?” asked Alan. “Just had one,” said Bob by way of answer, 
although it wasn’t true.  

“I like these,” said Alan “wife makes me have low-fat milk at home. 
Can’t stand the stuff.”  

Bob said nothing.  

Alan looked up. “About yesterday.” he started. Bob felt a twinge of 
relief. Alan was going to tell him that the VC was having problems and 
that yesterday’s meeting was all a big mistake. He prepared to reassure 
Alan about his ability to keep it all confidential.  

“Can you get me a detailed action plan by, say, tomorrow night?” Alan 
asked.  

Bob looked blankly at him. “Plan?” he offered, as neutrally as he could 
manage.  

“Plan for the business and accountancy courses for the new, er, 
project, of course,” said Alan. “We were so glad to get you on board 
yesterday. The VC and I were sure you were the right man for the job, 
and we’re not often wrong, are we? Hur hur.”  
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Bob felt slightly sick. “Ah yes. I didn’t realise you were going to move 
so quickly. What did you have in mind for the action plan?”  

Alan looked at Bob as though he were slightly slow. “Bob. We picked 
you for this job because of your extensive industrial experience. I’m 
sure you can knock up a full action plan for the partnership in no time! 
Remember, the building is already sorted out, you just need to think 
about marketing, recruitment, admissions, induction, and all of that 
stuff. Piece of cake! If you need a bit more time, let’s say first thing 
Thursday morning?” Alan cocked his head slightly.  

 “Tell you what. If you’ve got half an hour free, I’ll take you to look at 
something.” Alan stood up and picked up his cup. Bob looked blankly 
at him. Now what? He couldn’t think of any response other than to 
follow.  
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Chapter 12. A vision of the future 
 

Alan led the way down Challoner Street and then turned left onto 
Exeter road. “Not too far” was the only explanation he offered.  

They continued up to the main bus station, about three-quarters of a 
mile from campus. Alan stopped outside the main doors to the 
Precinct building. There was a row of shops in front of them: One 
Stop, Paddy Power, Sam’s Plaice, Real Factory Outlet.  

Bob looked up. Above the shops was a tatty looking office block.  
“OK, here we are,” Alan said, fishing in his pocket for a huge set of 
keys.  “Come on up.” They went into the large reception area inside 
the office building.  

“Hullo, Mo.” he nodded to the security guard sitting behind an over-
sized desk. Mo grunted and turned back to his screen. Bob could see a 
solitaire game reflected in Mo’s glasses.  

Alan strode over to the lifts. “Not much to see yet, of course, but a lick 
of paint here, a couple of partitions there, some new chairs and tables, 
it’ll be bloody great”. Bob didn’t have a clue what was going on, but 
kept his special inscrutable investigative accountant face on. He was 
wondering if this might be fun. Six years in a University, and he’d 
forgotten how surprising the ‘real world’ could be.  

The lift stopped at the second floor and they got out. “Here you are” 
said Alan, waving his arm towards a vast open plan area, empty but for 
an abandoned and overflowing waste paper basket and a broken chair 
in the far corner. The speckled lino tiles were scuffed; some were 
missing, others were ragged. The paint may once have been white. Or 
off-white.  

Bob walked towards the windows: standard sixties squares, set in 
decrepit-looking frames with crumbling putty. He looked out onto the 
bus station. It was raining. He turned back to Alan, who was looking 
expectantly at him.  
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“Well? What do you think?”  

“Um. Interesting,” tried Bob, as though a student had just answered 
one of his easiest accountancy questions with a completely wrong 
answer, but he didn’t want to discourage her.  

“We’ll build you and the other leaders your own offices, of course. And 
this will make a great teaching space. Open plan, team-teaching, latest 
technology, coffee area at the end.” Alan looked around, clearly seeing 
the room full of purposeful students.  

Bob realised what Alan was talking about. This was going to be the 
new campus for the University College of North Burston. He closed 
his eyes. Open plan. Team-teaching. Technology. In his mind, the 
room had suddenly filled with noisy students who couldn’t find a seat 
and weren’t sure which lecturer at which end of the room to listen to. 
There were no administrative staff in sight. There was one of those 
weird conveyor belts with a letter box for posting assignments, like the 
system in the library for returning books. The portable data projectors 
wouldn’t sit straight on the wobbly desks in front of the fold-out 
screens, and a cacophony of noise rose from the simultaneous lectures, 
coffee machines, mobile phones, and grumbling staff and students.  

He sighed, and opened his eyes. Alan was looking expectantly at him. 
“Um. Interesting.” he said again. “How many students did you say?” he 
added, realising that he needed to show an interest if he was going to 
find out any more.  

“Oh, details, details,” said Alan, waving his arm across the room again, 
airily. “Small and select to begin with”  

“How about admin staff?” persisted Bob. “Technical staff?”  

“Oh, we’ll be all digital down here, Bob. Efficient! Modern!” Alan 
clearly felt this was sufficient in the way of answer. He crushed his 
empty cup and aimed it towards the waste paper basket. It hit the top 
and bounced off. “Bulls-eye! Anyhow, I mustn’t keep you any longer. I 
know you’ve got a plan to write!”  

Shit. Bob had suppressed all thought of the plan. The whole situation 
was looking both more real and more ridiculous. Had he, at any stage, 
agreed to being involved in it? He honestly couldn’t remember. He 
followed Alan back to the lift. They descended in silence.  
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When they got outside, Alan turned to him “Right. Got another 
appointment in town. I’ll let you get on. Thursday morning OK for the 
plan?” Without waiting for an answer, Alan turned and headed off 
towards the main shopping street.  

Bob walked slowly back towards campus. He reviewed his list of 
‘knowns’. Did he know any more? No. How was he going to write a 
plan? 
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Chapter 13. Into the breach  
 

Alison was sitting on the bus, her tablet computer on her lap. Because 
she’d slept in, it was rush hour and the bus was taking forever. She was 
trying to work out what Gareth Jones should have been doing at 10am 
so that she could at least cover some of the work the students might 
miss. But she didn’t have a 3G connection, and there was hardly 
anything she could find from the tablet.  She’d have to wait to get to 
campus and a wifi connection. The bus crawled on. She ground her 
teeth in frustration.  

Lecture theatre 04-11. 9.55am. Alison stood at the front, radiating a 
sense of triumph. She’d got to campus at nine forty, checked the 
timetables, found out which room to go to, downloaded and skimmed 
through a PowerPoint file from the archive for an old but similar 
module and had sketched an outline introduction in her head as she 
walked to the class. She could have punched the air in delight at her 
own competence.  

The lecture theatre was empty but for two students at the back. She 
switched the presenting equipment on and loaded up the PowerPoint 
slides. The doors opened and closed a couple of times while she was 
doing this, but it still sounded quiet.  

When she straightened and looked up again, there were five students in 
the 100-seat theatre. She thought there should be around 65 in this 
group, but she couldn’t remember exactly. It was nine fifty-nine and all 
five were looking at her, not exactly expectantly, more with curiosity.  

She cleared her throat. “Good Morning. Are you expecting a session 
on Cell Biology?”  

A couple of the students nodded; the others continued to stare at her.  

“Well. Dr Jones can’t be here this morning, so I’m going to cover this 
session. I’m sure you all remember me from induction, I’m Dr Fraser, 
the course leader”.  
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More staring. She blundered on. “According to the Burston Learning 
Environment, you should be up to this session on Plasma Membranes. 
Is that right?”. She paused, and looked directly at the nearest student.  

“Um. I don’t know”. He looked down at his blank pad of paper.  “We 
haven’t really started yet.”  

Alison looked at him. What was he talking about? It was week four, or 
possibly five, of term. Had he misunderstood her question completely? 
“Where have you got up to with Dr Jones?” she prompted, more 
gently.  

One of the students at the back of the room called over “We haven’t 
really done anything. Dr Jones only turned up for the first session.”  

“You mean you haven’t seen him since” Alison calculated rapidly “the 
third of October?” The student shrugged, as if to say that she wasn’t 
sure of the exact date.  

“The third of October…why didn’t you come and tell me?” Alison 
accused them all.  

They stared back at her, stolidly refusing to take responsibility for 
something which clearly couldn’t be their fault.  

“Dr Fraser.” One of the students was brave enough to answer. “We’re 
first years. We didn’t know what was going on. We thought maybe 
we’d made a mistake and there wasn’t a session every week, or 
something. At my school, we had an alternating timetable every week.  

“We,” she looked round to include the rest of the attendees, “we just 
thought we’d keep coming until something happened. The others said 
there was no point.” Alison realised that she was standing with her 
mouth slightly open. She was struggling to process the information. It 
didn’t compute with her understanding of what had been going on in 
what was, after all, ‘her’ course, the course for which as course leader 
she was responsible. She needed to act.  
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She closed her mouth firmly and tried to look authoritative. Then she 
opened it again and took a breath. “OK. Well. I’m sorry that we didn’t 
know about this, or explain to you better how things work around 
here. I’m sorry that Dr Jones hasn’t been able to attend,” she trailed off 
slightly, realising that she had no idea of how long Gareth had been 
dead, and she couldn’t help wondering, if it had been a couple of 
weeks, what kind of condition the body would be in. Could be an 
interesting study for a Cell Biology course, in fact… 

She shook herself again, aware of the still-curious faces,  “but here I 
am now to get things back on track. Now, I don’t think there’s much 
point in trying to run a full session today. There are hardly any of you 
here, and it looks as though we’ll need to get back to the beginning of 
the module. What we’ll do is, what we’ll do is…we’ll schedule some 
extra classes so that you can catch up. I’ll teach you myself,” she added, 
recklessly, “so that I’m sure you’ve covered everything.  

She recalculated her own timetable in her head. “Wednesday 
afternoons are usually good,” she said - at least she’d be able to miss 
some of those dreary committee meetings with good excuse - “how 
about for you?”  

“I play football on Wednesdays.”  

“I have to look after my baby sister.”  

“I’ve got a shift at work.” 

“OK for me.”  

“Oh,” said Alison “doesn’t sound too good. Tell you what, we’ll sort 
something out via email and then we can get everyone’s views. Now, is 
there anything you’d like me to talk to you about while I’m here?”  

Silence.  
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“Right,” said Alison, briskly. “OK well there’s not too much point in 
us all staying here, I don’t want the rest of the class to miss out. Thank 
you for coming, though, and putting me in the picture. We’ll soon get 
this all sorted out.” She smiled brightly as she collected up her papers, 
shut down the PowerPoint and extracted her USB drive from the 
lecture theatre computer. The five students stood up rather uncertainly 
and, muttering ‘thank you’, wandered out of the theatre. Alison looked 
at her watch. Ten past ten. She’d got most of her hour back – excellent. 
She pushed to one side a vague uneasiness about how the hell she was 
going to re-timetable the missed classes.  
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Chapter 14. Known Unknowns 
 

It was very noisy in the open plan office, and DI Bones was struggling 
to concentrate. In fact, he didn’t feel that he had much to concentrate 
on. He pulled over a piece of blank paper (actually the back of an old 
memo from HR about how to do ‘back to work’ interviews after 
someone had been off sick), and made a list of what he did have:  

1) a dead body, going for post mortem that morning  

2) a possible name - to be confirmed 

3) an address to go with the name, which the university HR 

department had just phoned him back with.  

He was waiting for a warrant to search the address; presumably there 
would be more information about Dr Jones there.  The PM report 
would also help, because at the moment, he had absolutely no idea how 
the guy had died. There was no point in opening a murder inquiry if it 
was natural causes. And they’d been thorough at the scene, so 
hopefully he had the forensic evidence if it did turn out to be foul play.  

The way budgets were at the moment, he couldn’t ask for a full murder 
team when it looked like a straight-up body in the woods, ie probably 
suicide. “Straight-up? Body?” he deadpanned to himself.  

He looked at number two again. Name. He put a question mark after 
the name. He had nobody to verify it. Nobody to identify the body. No 
family details. Employer had never met him.  

He sighed and got out his notebook, flipping to last night’s meeting 
with Alison Fraser. What had she said? She’d said “Someone had 
recommended him”. Someone? Someone? What the hell was wrong 
with him? Why hadn’t he asked who that ‘someone’ was?  

He flipped back a couple more pages to find Alison Fraser’s phone 
number. God. He hadn’t even asked for her mobile number. He must 
have been more flummoxed than he thought by her complete 
indifference to the news that one of her team was dead.  
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He called the office again, and after a few rings, beeps and hesitations, 
the phone was answered “Biology Office. Alex here. How can I help 
you?”.  

“Hello, Alex. May I leave a message for Dr Fraser, please?”  

“Sure”.  

There was a pause “Go ahead” Alex added.  

“Oh. OK. Please say that D.I. Bones called again, and could she phone 
me back urgently? 0208 654 2304. Thank you.”  

“OK, Mr – er- D.I. Bones. Sure, I’ll do that. Is there anything else she 
needs to know?”. He could almost hear Alex’s desperation to find out 
more.  

“No, that’s great. Thanks for your help again, Alex. Bye”. He rang off.  

Alex jumped up from his seat and made his way through the open-plan 
office, message in hand. “Just going to put this on Dr Fraser’s door,” 
he said to his supervisor as he went past her desk, and then, lowering 
his voice, “It’s that Detective Inspector again.”  

Joan raised her eyebrows slightly and pulled the paper over towards 
her. Not much information there. “OK”, she said. “Can you remember 
where it is?”  

Alex nodded. It was only his second week in the job. He had had no 
idea that being a university administrator would be so eventful. He set 
off, hoping that Dr Fraser would be in her office so he could hand the 
message over personally.  

Joan sat back in her chair. It was probably nothing interesting: Alison 
Fraser wasn’t the type to get mixed up in anything dodgy, or weird. 
Most likely they’d been burgled, or maybe it was something to do with 
her kids. They were old enough now maybe to have got up to 
something they shouldn’t have. Or maybe the policeman was going to 
be a guest speaker on her course or something, some kind of forensics. 
Alison would have said something if it had been really big news.  
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She turned back to the pile of Mitigating Circumstances forms which 
were stacked in her in-tray. There were several assignment deadlines 
due, and a lot of students had waited till the last minute to ask for 
extensions. She picked the top one off the pile and opened up the 
spreadsheet file, immediately forgetting all about DI Bones.  
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Chapter 15. Admin 
 

Alison headed back to her office, already rehearsing in her mind how 
she was going to recount the whole story about Cell Biology to her 
colleagues. She did stumble a bit over the punchline – guess what, the 
Associate Lecturer was dead! Was she being callous? It all seemed 
surreal.  

She got back to her office to find a sticky note on the door: 

alison. phone di bones. 0208 654 2304. alex.  

She really must talk to Joan about talking to Alex about capital letters 
and punctuation. It wouldn’t make a good impression for anyone 
passing by and seeing that kind of thing in public view. She focused on 
the note itself. Shit. DI Bones again? Maybe this was last night’s 
message? No, she’d definitely taken that into her office. It was a new 
one. She picked up the phone.  

“Hi, Alex, it’s Alison. Alison Fraser”.  

“Fine thanks, and you?” 

“Alex, about the note on my door. I just wanted to ask you if that was 
the same message as last night, I mean is it a new one, or …”  

“Oh. OK. Thanks. No, no, nothing to worry about, Alex. Well, 
actually, now I think of it, can you pop over to see me in about 10 
minutes? Got a few timetabling things to sort out.”  

“Well ok, check with Joan, then come along as soon as you can. 
Thanks.” She pressed the ‘end call’ button and immediately dialled DI 
Bones’ number.  

“D.I. Bones? Dr Fraser here, Burston Central. You left me a message?”  

“Yes. Thanks for calling back. We still can’t trace any relatives of Dr 
Jones. Did you say last night that somebody had recommended him to 
you? I wondered if we could see if that person knows any more about 
him.” 
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“Yes, he was recommended to me by Professor Birch, over at the 
University of Burston.” 

“University of Burston? Isn’t that where you work?” DI Bones 
sounded puzzled.  

“No, I’m at Burston Central University.” Alison sighed. Of course, 
Burston Central was just as good as ‘the other university’. Better, in 
some ways, if you took widening participation and value added into 
account, but she was used to people recalculating her status when they 
heard. Mostly at conferences, to be honest.  

“Oops, sorry. Do you have any contact details for him?” 

“Easy mistake to make, we’re only down the road from the University 
of Burston, after all.” Alison rolled out her usual response to the error, 
although DI Bones hadn’t actually reacted to the correction. “Professor 
Birch, now, hold on while I look up HER phone number for you. Ah 
yes. Nasreen Birch, 0208 398 4756”.  

“Thanks, that’s great.” DI Bones clearly didn’t realise he’d committed 
any academic gaffes.  

“You’re welcome, D. I. Bones. Um. Before I ring off. Do you have any 
more information about how Dr Jones died? Or when he died? 
Because I went to cover his class this morning and the students said 
they hadn’t seen him for three weeks.”  

“Sorry, Mrs, Dr, Fraser. We can’t reveal any further information at the 
moment to anyone who isn’t family. Now, unless you have any further 
information for the enquiry, I’d really better get on.” 

“Oh. I understand. OK. Well, if you need any more information, just 
let me know. And could you keep me in the picture?”  

“I’ll do my best, Dr Fraser. Perhaps you could give me your mobile 
number, just in case?” 

“My mobile? Yes, of course. Hang on” Alison scrabbled in her bag, “I 
can never remember the number” she said, realising as she said it how 
feeble that sounded. “Haha. I never phone myself. Here it is. 07265 
777 632”.  

“Thanks.”  

“No problem. I hope you manage to find out what happened. Bye.”  
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Alison put down the receiver, and turned to the module handbook for 
Cell Biology. The first assignment was scheduled for the last week of 
term. About three weeks. She supposed that she could postpone it, get 
them to submit it the first week back.  

But she probably wouldn’t have a replacement for Gareth by then, so 
she’d have to mark it, and she had sixty final year lab reports coming in 
that week too. Plus normal teaching load. Plus, the students would then 
not have much time between that assignment on the next one. Plus, 
the administrative systems would melt down if she tried to change the 
submission dates now.  

But if she left the deadline as it was, how could they possibly get 
through the material in time? She could make the assignment easier. 
But that wouldn’t help anyone. The students would be behind for next 
year, the external examiner would notice, and make some comment 
about dumbing down in his report, and she would just be laying herself 
open to all kinds of backhanded comments from the Biochemistry 
team. Not to mention that whole disappointed routine from Geoff. 
No, that wasn’t an option. Damn Gareth Jones. What was she going to 
do?  

She got up to make herself a cup of tea. She had the kettle tucked just 
out of sight on the little table in the corner next to the bookcase. She 
put a teabag into her favourite cup, ‘Biologists do it with clones’, and 
looked out of the window, across the tiny park which was the only 
green space on the campus.  

It was a cold November day, and people weren’t hanging around in the 
park. They were mostly well wrapped up, hurrying between buildings, 
looking busy and purposeful. Alison smiled as she watched a young 
woman get off a bus and walk quickly towards the far halls of 
residence. She looked as though she might be wearing last night’s 
clothes, but was trying to look nonchalant as she headed for shower 
and a sleep.  

Alison felt a pang of conscience about the way she’d been thinking 
about her colleague, or employee, or whatever he had been. When did 
she get so callous and self-centred? Her heart should be bleeding for 
poor Gareth Jones. She poured boiling water onto the teabag. She 
wondered if she should be doing more to help DI Bones.  She turned 
round to the filing cabinet and opened the ‘first year’ drawer.  
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Maybe she’d put something about the part-timers into the ‘Cell 
Biology’ file? She flipped through. Gosh. It didn’t look as though she’d 
put anything into it for a couple of years. There was quite a lot of 
information about Benji Knight, who’d taught it a while ago. Alison 
grimaced as she remembered a bit more about him. He’d seemed ok to 
begin with, and the students had liked him, but he’d clearly had some 
‘issues’ which had become more obvious as the year had progressed. 
Unfortunately it had turned out that he’d been taking up more and 
more of the lectures with delusional rants about the head of 
department and how he was victimising the part-time staff.  

At least, Alison had presumed they were delusional. Anyway, things 
had come to a head when Benji had barred the door to the lecture 
theatre and prevented anybody leaving. He’d said they should have a 
sit-in until their demands were met and they got proper value for 
money for their fees.  

Alison sighed as she remembered all the work she’d had to do that year 
to prepare the students for their exams. Exams which Benji hadn’t 
bothered to set, but somehow nobody had noticed that until what they 
all now referred to as ‘the cell biology melt-down’ had happened. It had 
meant a lot of rushing around to sort it all out.  

Come to think of it, Nasreen Birch had recommended Benji, too. 
Maybe the University of Burston was deliberately sending her strange 
people. She’d need to think about looking further afield for part-time 
staff next year. Assuming that the department didn’t finally find funds 
for a full-time lecturer. She hadn’t even bothered asking, the last couple 
of years. Well, at least this year the problems had emerged earlier. It 
was only November. Plenty of time to sort things out.  

She put the file back. There wasn’t really much point in keeping paper 
files any more. She did everything by email. But she already knew that 
her emails to Gareth were just about times and places and so on. They 
didn’t get copies of any employment records. Not even CVs or 
contract information.  

She went back over to the computer and looked up the number for the 
departmental HR advisor. Straight to voicemail. “Hello, Advita, this is 
Alison Fraser in Biology. Could you call me back on 1127, please?” 
Then she returned to the problem of the first year Cell Biology 
assignment.  
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Chapter 16. Collegiality 
 

Sheila returned from her nine o’clock seminar feeling pretty pleased 
with herself. It wasn’t easy to get students to understand ratio, but she 
thought she’d come up with a great idea to get a group of them to 
stand at the front and then to sort them according to different 
principles, with less obvious ones being used each time. And it had 
been a master stroke to get them to imagine a pompous judge sitting at 
the bench and querying some of the more outlandish criteria. One 
earring in left ear. Hole in jeans. Shoelaces or slip-ons.  

She’d worry about the stereotyping of the judge later on; in fact it was a 
good plan to build up an image of a male, late-middle-aged white judge 
now and then to challenge it later in the term. She made a note in the 
front of her new Moleskine notebook. She was on fire this year! Still 
smiling, she turned the notebook over and looked at the back pages.  

Gareth 

Lilian 

Tristram  

Her smile slipped a little. If anyone asked her, she’d be able to say it 
was just a note to remind her to contact them. And that the other stuff 
in the back was for a lecture on academic writing. Avoiding clichés.   

Her computer beeped at her. Email notification.  

To: Sheila 

From: Lilian  

Subject: Next week’s session for Corporate Liability  

Hope it's all right, Sheila, I noticed that you hadn't 'revealed' the notes 
for next week's session on corporate liability, so I've done it. Save you a 
job :-). 

Thanks 

Lilian 
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Sheila glowered at her computer screen. Of course it wasn't alright. 
Those were last year's notes. She hadn't found time to go through 
them and update them yet, so she’d left everything hidden.  Now the 
out-of-date ones were visible to the students.  

She supposed that Lilian would accuse her of being unprofessional by 
not releasing the notes seven days in advance, as they'd all agreed to do. 
But she would have preferred that to the students thinking her 
unprofessional by having out of date notes. Plus, as Lilian well knew, 
she'd been off sick, and it took time to catch up.  

Her lip raised in a curl, she navigated to the university's virtual learning 
environment. Her foot was tapping impatiently. Username, password, 
long, long list of modules...eventually she found her way to the 
Corporate Liability module. Change status to 'editor'. Page reloads. By 
now, her foot was doing the Edinburgh tattoo.  

Eventually, she got to the relevant page for the following week's work. 
She clicked 'hide' next to the notes. Then she clicked through to the 
'tracking' section to see if any students had actually looked at the notes 
since Lilian had revealed them. No. Good.  

God. In the time she'd spent doing that, she could probably have 
updated the notes, she thought with a certain amount of exaggeration, 
and now there wasn't time, she had to get to the staff meeting. No time 
to reply to Lilian, either. That was probably just as well. She looked at 
the back pages of the notebook again.  “Revenge is a dish best served 
cold. Revenge is a dish..” she repeated desperately to herself. She set 
off down the corridor, still fuming.  

Unconsciously, she twisted her face into an approximation of a fake 
simper and mouthed “Hope it’s alright. Save you a job.” with a sneer 
and a sarcastic roll of the eyes.  

Pete rounded the corner at that moment and looked at her warily. He 
was probably wondering if she was going to flip again.  

"Hello, Sheila" he said, heartily. "Going to the staff meeting?"  

Sheila took a deep breath. She was far too wound up for normal 
conversation. "Hi, Pete. Yes, sure, just popping to the Ladies first. See 
you in a minute. Save me a coffee!" she hurried off towards the loos, 
muttering to herself "Breathe. Breathe. Breathe..."  
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Once safely in the Ladies, she locked herself in a cubicle and put down 
the seat, then sat down and took out her notebook, flipping it over and 
looking at another of the maxims pasted inside the back cover. “You 
can't change them, but you can change the way that you react to them.” 

She repeated it to herself several times. Then she closed her eyes 
briefly, inhaled deeply, and then stood up. She forced herself to smile. 
Ready to face the world. Or at least, ready to face a staff meeting.  

When she got into the room, everyone else was still milling around the 
refreshments. Pete had been buttonholed by Lilian and was looking 
around with a slightly desperate air. "Sheila!" he called over to her. "I've 
got you a coffee!"  

Her mouth felt dry. Bloody hell, wasn't there anyone else he could have 
been talking to? Pete and Lilian stared at her as she walked towards 
them. Did she look strange? The walk across the room seemed to take 
an age, but in fact within twenty seconds she was standing next to Pete 
and Lilian, and even raising a coffee cup to her mouth as though 
everything was normal.  

“Thanks, Pete.” She nodded to him. Lilian was carrying one of the new 
tablet computers which had been distributed to a select range of staff. 
She wondered why Lilian had been chosen to get one.  

"Did you get my email, Sheila?" purred Lilian.  

Sheila marked a pause. "Which one, Lilian?" She could do passive-
aggressive as well, now. 

 "The one about next week's notes."  

"Oh yes, of course. Thank you SO much for the reminder, Lilian, I 
would have got very behind if you hadn't told me." Sheila looked and 
sounded angelic.  

Lilian looked suspicious, and added "You do remember that we'd 
agreed to release all of the notes a week in advance, to allow students 
to prepare."  

"Of course I do," Sheila replied. "Such a good idea, and so helpful to 
those with disabilities who need the help of a screen reader or to have 
them printed on special paper. I was just running a bit behind still, you 
know, after been off sick for such a long time." She pouted slightly and 
flapped her eyelashes unconvincingly at Pete.  
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He recoiled very slightly, but gamely joined the conversation "Yes!" He 
tried for a hearty tone. "It's hard enough keeping up when you're fit 
and well, but when you're..."  He tailed off. 

"Ready for the funny farm?" completed Sheila silently. At least, she 
hoped it was silently. You never knew, when you'd been ready for the 
funny farm.  

Lilian looked puzzled. "Great, well, thanks." she said, tailing off. She 
wasn't used to people being compliant. Sheila hoped that she was now 
wondering how to challenge poor, sick, brave Sheila any further on the 
issue.  

Sheila had to stop herself giggling. She wondered if Lilian would bother 
to recheck the online learning site now, and if she did, what she would 
say when she discovered that Sheila had hidden the notes again.  

This was actually fun. If only she'd thought of it before. After all of 
these years of being manipulated, she was now messing with people's 
heads all on her own. LOL, as her nieces and nephews had forbidden 
her to say.  

Pete was staring at her. Maybe she’d grinned openly. She flapped her 
eyelashes again and he looked away hastily.  

Tristram had been sitting at the head of the big table, shuffling papers 
and making throat-clearing noises for some time, and now said quietly 
"Right then, ladies and gentlemen."  

Most of the women within earshot winced at this. Tristram noticed, 
and flushed slightly. "Er, colleagues," he continued. "Shall we make a 
start?" he added, a little more loudly.  

Dutifully, his team started to drift away from the flasks of hot water 
and sachets of FairTrade tea and coffee and take their places at the 
table. One or two took the opportunity to rush for a refill, as though 
this was the last opportunity for refreshments before a long expedition, 
rather than an admittedly tedious two, or possibly three, hour meeting. 

When everyone was finally settled, Tristram cleared his throat again. 
"Right then, everyone. Thanks for coming. We've got a full agenda this 
afternoon as usual, but I'll try to be quick and get you out of here 
by three thirty.”  
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Eyes were rolled around the table. James and Gary ran a permanent 
sweepstake on the actual time that the meeting would end. Pete was in 
for 16:45. He could never decide whether it was worth the £10 he 
would win if it did drag on for that long. Tristram got started on the 
agenda. 

Sheila didn’t bother listening, although she was tapping away on her 
laptop, hoping that the angle of the screen meant that her neighbours 
on either side wouldn't notice that she wasn't really taking notes from 
the meeting. In fact, she was updating the notes for the Corporate 
Liability module.  

She’d finished the edits and was waiting for them to upload to the 
online module area, when she noticed that there was silence. She 
looked up to find expectant eyes upon her and realised that Tristram 
had spoken directly to her. 

 "Sorry, Tristram, I was just capturing that last important point." she 
said brightly, "I didn't hear that."   

“We were talking about Mitigating Factors,” he said, very gently. “We 
wondered if you had a view on special arrangements for students with 
mental health issues.” 

Sheila looked blankly at him. “Me? Well, no, not particularly,” she 
started to say, then stopped. He couldn’t possibly be asking her 
because she’d been off sick with stress for so long. Could he? 
Everyone round the table was looking at her, apparently waiting 
expectantly for the view of an expert on the topic.  

Her mouth felt dry. “Er. Er.I don’t know enough about the issues, I’m 
afraid.”  

Tristram looked slightly surprised by this. She wondered if he was 
going to suggest that she stop being modest and share her expertise. 
He was still waiting for her to add something  

“Don’t gabble. Don’t gabble. Don’t gabble.” she repeated to herself. 
Hopefully silently.  

She stared beatifically back at Tristram, and added a smile. “Perhaps 
you should ask the Student Services people who deal with disabled 
students?” she suggested.  
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One or two other people broke in at this point, perhaps trying to cover 
up Tristram’s appalling faux pas with some loud alternative suggestions 
to address the issue. Sheila sat immobile, retaining her fixed grin and 
trying not to think about what had just happened. Now, at least, 
nobody was looking at her. In fact, they all seemed to be trying very 
hard not to.  

The rest of the meeting passed in a bit of a blur. Eventually she was 
aware of the shuffling of papers and scraping of chairs. She bent her 
head, picked up her laptop and notebook, and forced herself to stand 
with everyone else.  She looked round. Everyone was heading for the 
door. They were still trying not to catch her eye.  

Tristram had scuttled first towards the door and was already almost 
out. He didn’t look round. Pete was not far behind him, almost at the 
door. There was a bit of a snarl-up as everyone tried to leave at once. 
Pete looked round and caught Sheila’s eye. A look of slight panic 
crossed his face, but he slowed and stepped to one side of the door, 
waiting for her to come over.  

Sheila walked slowly over, dreading any further attention being drawn 
to her previous illness. “What did you think of that?”  

 “I thought it was absolutely shocking,” Pete started. 

Sheila looked at him “Well, it was a bit of a surprise,” she said. “I 
suppose we should expect that kind of thing,” she added, bravely. “It 
can take time for people to catch up with the latest thinking.”   

Pete didn’t seem to register this. “I mean, how are we supposed to get 
to work if there aren’t enough car parking spaces?” he continued. 
“Another erosion of academic life,” he sighed heavily.  

“Mmm”  said Sheila, realising that Pete had no intention of mentioning 
the mental health issue. “Well, Pete, I’d better be getting on”. She 
nodded at him and walked purposefully towards the door. One foot in 
front of the other, that was the way. She kept going. Not too far to her 
office. One foot in front of the other.   

Once inside the office, she shut the door carefully and quietly turned 
the lock. She sat at her desk and opened up the notebook from the 
back.  
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Gareth 

Lilian 

Tristram 

She took out her pen and added a double headed arrow, curving 
between ‘Lilian’ and ‘Tristram’. Then she reached for the phone. She 
needed to book an urgent appointment with her counsellor.  
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Chapter 17. A little problem with the regs 
 

Alison was back in her office, working her way through the usual 
rounds of emails. Requests for extensions. Invitations to staff 
development sessions. The University’s latest achievements. New 
research notifications. Excited queries about the latest teaching 
technique/trendy software from the various mailing lists she 
subscribed to, in the hope of keeping up to date. A new message 
arrived.  

 

To: Alison Fraser 

From: Geoff Sanders 

Subject: Assessment Penalties 

Priority: Urgent 

Alison, call me as soon as you get this. 

Geoff  

Alison sighed. Geoff had a passing interest in teaching and learning, 
specifically assessment. He often seemed to find time for a chat about 
novel approaches or the minutiae of the regulations. She lifted the 
phone.  

“Geoff. Alison. You wanted to talk to me?” 

“OK, I’ll come right down” 

What on earth was wrong with Geoff? He sounded really agitated. His 
fleeting curiosity about assessment didn’t usually require her to drop 
what she was doing and come down to his office. It was usually more a 
matter of being stuck in the corner with him on one of the rare 
occasions when refreshments were provided during a long meeting.  

She made for the stairs, keeping her head down slightly in case she was 
buttonholed on the way down the corridor.  
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“Dr Fraser!” called someone from behind her. She sighed and turned 
round, expecting a student. It was Alex.  

She managed a small, social smile. “Alex! How are you?”  

“Fine, thanks, Dr Fraser. Did you manage to get back to him?”  

Alison frowned at him. “Sorry?”  

“The Detective Inspector.”  

“Oh, yes. Thanks, Alex.” replied Alison, vaguely. She could barely 
remember the message. “Yes, I called him back,” she added. “Got to 
go and see Geoff now, thanks again.”  

She turned and continued, leaving Alex standing in the corridor 
looking disappointed. She’d walked another twenty metres before she 
remembered that she’d meant to tell him about the capital letters in the 
note. And actually, she’d asked him to come and talk to her about 
timetabling. She’d completely forgotten. Damn.  

She turned round again, but Alex was heading back towards the admin 
office. She realised that she’d forgotten all about poor Gareth Jones 
again, and felt another twinge of anxiety about her own callousness.  

When she got to Geoff’s office, he was hovering near the door as 
though he was waiting for her.  

“Alison, thanks for coming down.” He closed the door carefully 
behind her. “Sit down,” he suggested, waving at a chair on the other 
side of his desk.  

Alison felt uneasy. Geoff could be a bit restless, but he wasn’t usually 
jumpy. And they usually sat in the armchairs next to the window.  

They both sat down. Geoff looked fixedly at his computer screen.  

“Alison,” he started. There was a pause.  

Alison started to feel a bit queasy. What was wrong with Geoff? Was 
he ill?  

“Terrible news about Gareth Jones,” she offered. “Giving me all sorts 
of problems finding cover, too.”  

Geoff looked at her blankly. “Gareth Jones?”  
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“The part-time lecturer who’s been found, er, who’s died.” Geoff 
continued to stare. It was clear that he had no idea what she was 
talking about.  

“You spoke to Detective Inspector Bones about him,” prompted 
Alison.  

“Bones. Did I?” replied Geoff, then seemed to pull himself together. 
“But that isn’t what I wanted to talk to you about. I wanted to talk to 
you about the ‘Foundations of Biology’ course.”  

“Oh. Sure.” said Alison, confused by the change of topic.  

“Have you checked the module handbook?” continued Geoff. 

“Um. Probably.” Alison frantically tried to remember what she had and 
hadn’t seen this year. Foundations of Biology? Module leader was Jan 
Bowman. Jan had been teaching the same module, or variations of it, 
for donkeys’ years. She probably hadn’t checked the handbook this 
year, if she was honest. Jan was very reliable.  

“I’m not sure, to tell you the truth, Geoff,” she said “you know Jan is 
very reliable. I may not have looked at her stuff with the same care as, 
say…” she tailed off, thinking about Gareth Jones and Cell Biology 
module. She’d definitely checked that one. For what it was worth. It 
didn’t look as though any of it had been taught, and she still needed to 
sort that out.  

Geoff was talking again. “Well, I think you should have done,” he said, 
quite sharply.  

Alison was feeling both queasy and confused. Geoff was usually very 
gentle. She’d never had any problems working with him. What was 
going on?  

Geoff had jabbed at some buttons on the keyboard and his printer was 
clacking away in the corner.  

Once again, Alison’s thoughts were distracted. His own personal 
printer. Everyone else had to share the communal ‘multifunction 
device’ in the corridor. There was nothing worse than having to queue 
around that ten minutes before class started, waiting for your handouts 
to be printed whilst reams of committee documentation took priority. 
Geoff didn’t even do any teaching. What did he need a personal printer 
for? 
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“Look at this,” Geoff waved the papers under her nose. She took them 
and flipped through the module handbook for Foundations of Biology.  

“What am I looking for, Geoff?”  

“Look at the assignment instructions.”  She turned to the last page of 
the handbook. The usual stuff. Put together your lab reports into a 
portfolio to be submitted on 14 January, submit to the coursework 
receipting office in a single document, no plastic folders, number the 
pages, don’t put your name on anything, guide 3000 words…she 
looked up, shaking her head slightly “Sorry Geoff, what am I looking 
for?” she repeated.  

“Penalties!” Geoff almost spat out the word “Penalties!” he added, 
incredulously.  

Note:  Your mark in this module will be capped if you do not behave 
properly. Late arrival at sessions, impoliteness, excessive questioning, 
disputes with the lecturer will all incur a cap of 10%. 

“Oh, shit!” Alison exclaimed involuntarily.  

“Exactly. How did this happen?”  

Alison looked up from the sheaf of papers. “Shit. I’ve got no idea. Jan 
is always so…”  

“Reliable?” Geoff almost snarled at her.  

Alison stared at him. “Hang on, Geoff. Are you blaming me for this?” 
She narrowed her eyes slightly. “Jan works for you. You’re her line 
manager. I just co-ordinate the teaching for the course. If she had a 
problem, I would have expected you to know about it.”  

They stared at each other for a moment.  

Alison continued. “But that isn’t the issue right now, is it? How did you 
find out about this?”  

Geoff blinked. “I had a phone call. From a parent. He said that his son 
had been told by Jan that anything he submitted would have an 
automatic 20% knocked off the mark. Apparently he was late to class 
one day because his flatmate was sick, and when she told him about the 
marks he was going to lose, he queried this with her, and she told him 
he’d lose another 10% for – and apparently I quote here – for 
insubordination.”  



 

74 

“Insubordination?” echoed Alison.  That wasn’t a word which was 
often heard on campus. “Oh, God. What else did this parent say?”  

Geoff looked at Alison for a moment. “Mr Patel,” he said. “Is a 
solicitor. He had managed to find the University’s regulations on the 
Quality Assurance Unit’s website – which is more than most of my 
staff seem to manage.” he added in a mutter.  

Alison sat quietly. She had worked with Geoff for a long time. When 
he talked about ‘my staff’ rather than ‘colleagues,’ it was usually better 
to sit quietly.  

“He pointed out to me in no uncertain terms that there did not seem 
to be any provision for penalties for behavioural matters. Mr Patel has 
suggested that he may be requesting a judicial review of the decision.”  

“Oh, God. That’s terrible. What’s a judicial review?”  

Geoff glared at her. “That’s not the point right now.”  

Alison made a mental note to Google ‘judicial review’ as soon as she 
got back to the office. In fact, she wondered if she could get out her 
phone now and surreptitiously look it up. Geoff obviously didn’t know 
what it was either, but it sounded bad.  

“The point now, Alison” Geoff emphasised the first syllable of her 
name in what she felt was a rather sinister way. Oh God, why couldn’t 
she concentrate on the main point?  She tried to listen properly. Geoff 
was still talking. “As you have probably realised, is to sort this out 
before it goes any further. Obviously, the work hasn’t been handed in 
yet, so no penalties have been applied. It was an idle threat.”  

“Yes, of course it was. Phew. No harm done.” Alison realised that she 
was gabbling, but she couldn’t for the life of her think what she was 
supposed to say or do. She was still trying to work out what it all 
meant.  

Geoff had moved forward a little in his seat. He leaned over the desk 
towards her. “No. Harm. Done” he repeated. “Are you sure about 
that?”  

Alison looked at him. She felt really queasy now. “Well…” she tailed 
off.  
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Geoff straightened his back, but was still leaning towards her. It was 
quite intimidating. “Let’s see,” he said, as though considering a 
mathematical proof to which he already knew the solution, “Point 
number 1. Jan has taken the law into her own hands. Or if not the law, 
the regulations. Point number 2. The university has a disciplinary code 
to deal with poor behaviour. Point number 3. Assessment is carried out 
according to whether the student has achieved the intended learning 
outcomes, not whether the student is a charming member of the 
human race or not. Point number 4.”  

Alison interrupted him. “Yes, Geoff, I understand, Jan has been rather 
naughty, but..”  

Geoff looked quite cross now. “Point number 4.” He continued. “It 
appears that this has been going on for some time.”  

Alison looked at him “What do you mean?”  

“It means,” he said, weightily, with the air of a detective who has spent 
several weeks investigating an unusual case, “that last year’s handbook 
is identical to this year’s. Which means that Jan has done this before”. 

 “Oh, shit. That means that last year’s marks..” she tailed off. 

“..may not be correct.” Geoff finished the sentence for her.  

“Oh, shit.” Alison was no longer having trouble in concentrating on 
the main point. The implications of all of this were passing before her 
all too easily. An arbitrary application of a penalty to an unknown 
number of student marks. Decision of the exam board in doubt. 
Possibility that there were students who had failed and been thrown 
out because of arbitrary penalty. She was beginning to have an inkling 
of what a judicial review might be. Oh, shit.  

Geoff had paused, presumably to let this all sink in. “Point number 
five.”  

Oh, God. How could there be a point number five?  

“Did you scan the last page of that module handbook by any chance?” 
Alison looked down at the papers in her hand and mechanically turned 
to the last page.  

Note: Your mark may be increased if you show a special contribution 
to the class! Come and talk to me about what that might involve!  
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She felt worse than queasy now. Jan was lovely, everybody loved her, 
the students loved her, the admin staff loved her, the technical staff 
loved her….there couldn’t be anything really wrong with what she’d 
done. Surely it was just a matter of interpretation. She looked back up.  

Geoff was clearly waiting for a response. She cleared her throat 
gingerly. She could feel ripples of nausea rising and she didn’t want to 
make any sudden moves. “Um. OK. So. What do we need to do?”  

“You,” replied Geoff, “need to sort out this year’s module 
immediately. You’ll need to meet with the students and explain to them 
that there isn’t really a penalty..”  

Alison interrupted him. “But won’t that undermine Jan’s authority over 
the class?”  

Geoff gave her a very hard look. This really wasn’t like him. He 
continued. “You will explain that to them, and tell them to bring any 
queries directly to you. Then you’ll go back over last year’s records to 
see if there are any, er, anomalies in the marks for the whole cohort. ”  

“What kind of anomalies?”  

“Students who did particularly well or particularly badly in Foundations 
of Biology. Compared to their other subjects.” said Geoff, speaking 
slowly, as though to a small child.  

“With a view to what?” responded Alison, belligerently, as though she 
were in fact a small child, rather than a senior member of the Biology 
department. She realised what she sounded like, and took a sharp 
intake of breath.  

“Geoff,” she continued, more sweetly. “Aren’t you the chair of the 
exam board? Aren’t you responsible for the final marks? Didn’t you 
notice any anomalies when you were going through them all? Shouldn’t 
you be the one to talk to Jan? You are her line manager, after all. And 
what would we do about last year’s marks? It’s only first year, it doesn’t 
count towards their degree classifications, after all. Wouldn’t it be 
better to, um, let those marks go?”  

Geoff looked very, very hard at her, and then sighed. He leaned away 
from Alison, sinking back down in his seat like a deflating balloon. 
They looked at each other warily.  
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“Come on, Geoff” Alison said, briskly “we need to pull together on 
this one. I’ll sort out the students, you talk to Jan.”  

Geoff nodded weakly.  

“Shall we phone the student’s father now and see if we can sort that 
out first?” He nodded again. “Come on, then. Where’s the number?” 

Geoff turned his eyes down to his notebook, open on the desk. He 
dialled the most recent phone number on the page. Alison craned 
forward.  

“Hello. May I speak to Mr Patel, please?” “It’s Professor Sanders from 
Burston Central University.”  

“Well, fairly urgent.”  

“Yes, I’ll hold.”  

Alison could hear ‘Greensleeves’ playing faintly and tinnilly through the 
handset. Greensleeves. She hadn’t heard that for a while. More likely to 
get Rihanna blasting at you these days.  

She started making a mental list of things she’d need to do. Get onto 
the online course system and hide the handbook for Foundations of 
Biology. Make an appointment to talk to Jan – despite what she’d just 
said to Geoff, she’d need to sort out the course stuff. He’d never be 
able to work it out. Check the timetable for Foundations and arrange 
to go in and talk to the students. She supposed she should get admin to 
dig out last year’s transcripts, just in case. She sighed again. As if she 
didn’t have enough to do.  

Geoff was talking again.  

“Mr Patel. Good to talk to you again”  

“I just wanted to thank you so much for bringing this little matter to 
my attention”  

“Oh, I can assure you it is a little matter. Our lecturer didn’t mean to 
worry anyone. She was just trying to make sure that the class was, er, 
with her, yes, with her at all times. Of course there would have been no 
application of any penalty. Ha! Ha! Of course not. As you yourself 
were able to tell me, that just wouldn’t be allowed in our regulations.”  

Geoff paused for breath, giving Mr Patel the opportunity to speak. A 
pained expression appeared on Geoff’s face. 
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 “Mr Patel, I do assure you that the University has complete control 
over its courses. I’m sure you’d agree with me that it’s important for 
academic freedom to have a good variety of staff.”  

“Of course we know what’s going on.”  

“As chair of the exam board, I can assure you that your son will not be 
in any way disadvantaged by his little, er, expression of opinion. 
Although you might like to remind him of our behaviour code when 
you’re talking to him,” Geoff added, in a clear attempt to regain some 
authority over the situation.  

“No, Mr Patel, I’m sure this will never happen again. Once again, 
thank you so much for taking the trouble to contact me. Now, I’m sure 
you’re a very busy man and I won’t take up any more of your time. 
Hope to meet you at graduation!”  

Geoff hung up and turned back towards Alison. He looked drained.  

Alison stood up. “Right, well, I’d better get to it. Shall I tell Jan to 
come and see you?”  

Geoff looked as though he wanted to protest, but couldn’t quite 
remember why. He nodded, weakly. Alison made for the door. This 
clearly wasn’t over, but she really, really needed to get out of Geoff’s 
office.  

Instead of going back up to her room, she went down to the ground 
floor and walked out into the park. It was rather cold to be sitting on a 
bench, but she just needed five minutes in what passed for fresh air in 
the city centre. Her stomach was still protesting. She breathed deeply. 
Maybe it would all go away.  
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Chapter 18. Escape Route?  
 

Sheila was back in her office. Another meeting over. She put her laptop 
into the docking station. While it was booting up, she fished under the 
low table by the radiator for her kettle and went off to the ladies’ to fill 
it with water. You couldn’t get camomile tea in the coffee bar. She 
needed her kettle.  

When she got back to the office she closed the door behind her and 
locked it quietly. She made the tea in her special mini-teapot which sat 
neatly over the cup and took it over to her desk.  

She logged on to the computer, but didn’t open her email. Too much 
to do. She put her headphones on and opened YouTube instead. 
Mahler’s symphony number 5 was bookmarked.   

As she always did when she listened to it, she had a flashback to the 
first time she’d seen Educating Rita, when she was in the sixth form. She 
had laughed heartily at Trish’s suggestion: “Wouldn’t you just die 
without Mahler?” She would never have expected ether to be working 
in a university or to be listening to Mahler thirty years later. She smiled 
happily.  

She turned up the volume and turned to the notes for Corporate 
Liability. She’d done a quick fix in the meeting but she had a lot more 
work to do. She actually loved doing this. There was always something 
new to bring to the topic, and she didn’t mind updating it every year.  

She frowned as she thought about Lilian. Maybe she was a little bit 
behind, but it was her module; the students knew she’d been off sick; 
they would forgive her. Especially as she was excited by the subject, 
and always made it lively.  

This year she was going to discuss the brewery which hadn’t 
maintained its pipework properly, and large flakes of rust had got into 
the product. Beerlines had become clogged in hundreds of pubs and 
cost thousands to clear out or replace, not to mention the claims from 
drinkers who might have unwittingly consumed smaller quantities.  



 

80 

It was a brilliant case study. Not only was it difficult to show who was 
liable – should the pipes have been expected to last longer? Should the 
directors have got involved with the maintenance schedule? – but also, 
nobody could prove whether they’d drunk the beer or not, as most 
pubs and clubs didn’t issue itemised receipts. Sheila stretched out her 
fingers a couple of times and got to work.  

The Mahler ended about an hour later, just as she uploaded the last 
files to the online course. She lifted her head and stretched out her 
arms as the Health and Safety advisor had shown them to do. She 
lowered her arms slowly to the side, then repeated the stretch a couple 
of times. She took off the headphones and stood up. Too much 
camomile tea.  

When she got back from the loos, Sheila found a Post-it on her door.  

Sheila. Call 9274 

Sheila took the note and went back into the office. 9274? That wasn’t a 
number in her building. She went back to the computer and looked it 
up in the online directory. Unlisted. Strange. Oh well, it was a 
university, not an organisation of mass murderers. She dialled the 
number.  

“Alan Chilcott.” 

Sheila felt slightly panicked. Why did the Deputy Vice-Chancellor want 
to talk to her? She’d followed all the official procedures when she’d 
returned to work. She’d been genuinely ill. She had more or less caught 
up with the courses she taught. The students seemed happy.  

“Um. Deputy Vice-Chancellor. Sheila Thompson from Law here. I got 
a message to phone you?” 

“Sheeeeila,” drawled Alan, “thank you for calling me back. I thought 
you must be off-site when I came up and found the office locked. But 
your Outlook calendar didn’t show anything.” 

“I’ve been in my office all afternoon.” replied Sheila, somewhat 
defensively. “Perhaps I was in the Ladies, or something. Anyway, what 
can I do for you, Dep, er, Alan?” She made a mental tick in her 
notebook. Another assertiveness point gained.  

“I was just wondering if we could have a quick word, Sheila. Do you 
know where Cheeky’s is?”  
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Sheila couldn’t quite see the connection between these two 
sentences.“Um. Yes..”  

“OK, see you there in ten minutes. Thanks, Sheila.”  

The line was cut. Sheila continued holding the receiver for a couple of 
seconds before she realised that Alan had made an appointment to 
meet her off-site, and had rung off. How strange. She supposed she’d 
agreed to go. She’d never actually met the Deputy Vice Chancellor, 
although of course she knew who he was. She’d heard him give various 
start-of-the-year pep talks and the like.  

She sighed. Casting a longing glance at her almost-finished teaching 
notes for Corporate Liability, she put on her coat, picked up her 
notebook, locked the workstation and left the office, carefully locking 
the door behind her.  

The ten minute walk down Challoner Street gave her a bit too much 
time to think. What had she done? Why was the DVC meeting her off-
site? Had Tristram complained about her? Had any students 
complained about her?  

Oh God, had he seen her profile on that online dating site? She’d 
known it was stupid to sign up to that, even when Anita had persuaded 
her after one too many glasses of Chardonnay and even though she’d 
used a false name. Oh God, that would be what it was about. She felt a 
bit wobbly.  

Just outside Cheeky’s, she stopped for a moment and leaned against 
the wall, even though it was drizzling and most people were walking 
very briskly. She opened her notebook at the back. Underneath the 
‘You can’t change them’ maxim was ‘Think positive. Wait until you 
have all the information before panicking.’  

“Think positive” she repeated to herself. “Think positive.”  

Her mind went blank. What positive things might the DVC want to say 
to her? “Maybe he’s going to nominate you for a Teaching Award” she 
thought, trying to think of unlikely things. She snorted, possibly out 
loud. She looked around quickly in case anyone was looking at her, but 
she didn’t seem to have attracted anyone’s attention. She carried on 
making a list of positive possibilities.   
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Maybe he’s going to offer you a new job. Maybe he’s mounting a 
disciplinary against Lilian, and he wants you as a witness? She smiled 
broadly at this idea. That would explain meeting off-campus, too.  

Shutting the notebook, she straightened her shoulders and marched 
into Cheeky’s like Wyatt Earp preparing for a showdown. Oh yes. 
Lilian on a disciplinary. Make my day.  

Sheila had never been into Cheeky’s before. It was almost empty and it 
didn’t look as though either of the two other clients was from the 
university. They were wearing overalls with high-vis jackets slung over 
the backs of their chairs, and were settling down to mugs of tea and a 
pile of toast each. Sheila felt quite out of place in her neat two-piece 
suit.  

She crossed to the counter and ordered a coffee, catching sight of the 
list of drinks just in time to stop herself from asking for a skinny latte. 
The price seemed very low. She hastily fished a pound coin from her 
purse instead of the ten pound note that she’d already started to pull 
out.  The assistant passed her a huge mug of instant coffee with milk.  

“Thanks,” said Sheila, and went to sit down in the corner where she 
could see the door. She sat for a while, nursing the mug gently and 
continuing to try to push away negative reasons for her summons with 
ever-more-preposterous positive ones.  

Soon, she was imagining Lilian in court for running a prostitution 
business from university premises, having promised the most attractive 
first years extra marks to participate.  

“But it was a win-win for them, counsel,” Lilian said to the prosecution 
barrister. “They got paid, and they were going to do well in their 
course…”  

Sheila snorted loudly again, making herself jump. She looked round 
warily. The two builders or whatever they were didn’t seem to have 
noticed. Luckily, the radio was playing pretty loudly. She looked at her 
watch. It was at least half an hour since the Deputy Vice Chancellor 
had phoned her. Maybe it hadn’t been him at all? Maybe Lilian was 
playing an elaborate trick on her? She looked around again to check 
that Lilian wasn’t hiding anywhere, smirking at her stupidity in 
believing that the DVC would actually want to see her.  
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Sheila felt a chill go through her. This was almost worse than the DVC 
wanting to see her. The DVC didn’t want to see her. It was all a 
horrible trick. She felt her pulse starting to increase. Of course the 
DVC didn’t want to meet her. Why would he? He didn’t have a clue 
who she was. They were all laughing at her. Everyone thought she was 
stupid. They all despised her. Lilian was just the ring-leader. Slightly 
desperately, she fished in her bag for the notebook and turned to the 
back page.  

Just then, the door of Cheeky’s opened and Alan burst in. He scanned 
the room as though unsure of what he was looking for, and then 
walked over to Sheila’s table.  

“Sheila Thompson?” he said.  

“Er, yes” replied Sheila, still flustered and holding out her right hand 
whilst half-getting to her feet. Of course, she knew who the Deputy 
Vice chancellor was. She’d forgotten that he wouldn’t have a clue who 
she was.  

“Pleased to meet you.” said Alan. “Sorry I’m late, got a bit waylaid en 
route. Can I get you a coffee?” he continued, despite the barely-touched 
mug in front of her.  

“Er, no, I’m fine for the moment.”  

“Ok, I’ll just get myself one, then we can have a chat” Alan winked 
conspiratorially at her.  

Sheila sank back into her chair. Her stomach was churning ominously. 
“Breathe. Breathe. Breathe” she repeated to herself.  

Alan returned to the table with a big mug of hot chocolate. He added 
three sachets of sugar and stirred vigorously.  

“So. Sheila.” he said.  

Sheila tried not to look too panicked.  

“I’ve heard a lot about you.” She felt her pulse increasing again.  

“Tristram says that you’re very popular with students, and very 
reliable.”  
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This didn’t sound too bad. Maybe it was the teaching award 
nomination after all. Alan looked at her. He seemed to be waiting for a 
response. She wasn’t sure what, though. He hadn’t asked a question or 
anything.  

“Er. Thank you” said Sheila. “That’s nice.” she added, encouragingly.  

Alan seemed to be very interested in his hot chocolate. Eventually he 
looked up. He leaned over the table towards Sheila. She controlled the 
urge to shrink back. She was still hoping that it wasn’t anything to do 
with the dating site.   

“This is highly confidential,” he said “are you able to give me your 
word you will keep it so?”  

“Er. Yes, Deputy Vice Chancellor, er, Alan. Of course. I’m a solicitor,” 
She added.  

Alan looked puzzled.  

“I’m used to client confidentiality.” she explained.  

“Oh. Well, anyway. Where was I?”  

“Confidentiality.” prompted Sheila.  

“Oh. Yes.” He thought for a moment. “It’s about a new project I’d like 
you to take a lead on.”  

Unconsciously, Sheila leaned forward. Maybe this was going to be 
interesting after all.  
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Chapter 19. Secrets 
 

Back in her office, Sheila sat down at her desk. She opened her 
notebook and reviewed what Alan had told her.  

 Leading a new project for the university.  

 An exciting way to make legal education accessible to more 

students.  

 First of its kind in the country.  

 Ground-breaking.  

 Opportunity to shine.  

 Looking for special people.  

 Great reputation.  

She smiled, picked up her pencil and added ‘Get rid of Lilian’ to the 
list. A new start. She leaned back in her chair and started imagining the 
future.  

True, the premises were a bit disappointing, but she’d been able to see 
what Alan meant about the renovations. A bit of investment would 
sort it out. She’d be able to plan her courses the way she wanted to, 
without any sniping from Lilian. She’d be able to ask some of her ex-
colleagues who were still in practice to come in and talk to students. 
She’d be able to give lots of quick feedback and test pervasive skills like 
ethics throughout the course instead of pushing them all into a special 
skills course. It would be so much better. Plus, she’d got a brilliant new 
scenario to put Lilian in when she needed to mentally put her down. 
The prostitution racket.  

A forceful rap on the door was immediately followed by the door 
suddenly opening. Lilian strode into the room.  

“Sheila!”  

Sheila jumped visibly, jerking forward from her comfortable position. 
She spun round in her office chair. 
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 “Lilian! You made me jump. Is there a fire, or something?” She turned 
quickly back to the desk and shut the notebook, which was still open 
on her desk.  

Lilian watched her narrowly. “Don’t be silly, Sheila. I did knock.” 

Sheila sighed. “Well, what can I do for you? I’m quite busy.”  

“So I see” Lilian replied. “Well, I just wanted to sort out next week’s 
session with you.”  

“Next week’s session? Which one?”  

“Corporate liability, of course.” 

“I thought we’d discussed that. I’ve updated the notes.”  

“No, not that. I need to swap with you”  

“Swap what?”  

“I need to do next week’s session, and you can do mine the week after. 
I mean, could we swap next week’s session with the one after?” Lilian 
corrected herself.  

“Lilian, I can’t do that. I’ve planned everything out for next week and 
I’ve just put lots of new resources up online. It will break the rhythm if 
they don’t get the session until the week after. I really can’t do that.”  

“But Tristram’s insisting that I go to the Diversity and Equalities 
meeting the week after. It’s terribly important. I told him you’d swap 
with me.”  

“Lilian, it’s not good for the students to chop and change like that. 
Why can’t someone else go to the meeting?”  

Sheila imagined Lilian in a boudoir. There was flock wallpaper, with a 
gold border running round the room. Lilian was wearing a blonde wig 
and false eyelashes,and was holding an old-fashioned white and gold 
phone receiver in her hand. Sheila shook herself. Had she been 
smiling? Probably not. Lilian was still waiting for something.  

Sheila sighed. She certainly didn’t want to go to the Diversity and 
Equalities meeting. “Lilian, I really don’t approve of this. We have to 
put the students first,” she said. “But if there really isn’t an alternative, 
then all right.” 
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Lilian didn’t even look pleased. “It’s FOR the students, Sheila,” she 
said, righteously. “We have to do Diversities and Equalities, you 
know.”  

Sheila looked carefully at her. Lilian showed no trace of discomfiture.  

She sighed again.  “Well, who’s going to tell the students?” she asked. 
“And you’ll need to update the online area to get your notes up,” she 
added, remembering Lilian’s earlier sermon on the topic.  

Lilian waved her arm. She seemed to be thinking about something else. 
“Sure” she said, vaguely. “Right, better get on. See you later”.  

She turned and left Sheila’s office. Sheila got up and closed the door. 
“Thanks so much for being accommodating, Sheila,” she mouthed. “I 
really appreciate your help.” She went back to the desk, still muttering 
to herself.  

Sheila opened her notebook again and reread the notes from her 
meeting with Alan. She underlined ‘Get away from Lilian’, and turned 
the page. She started a new list.   

To Do 

 Email Corporate Liability students about session changes 

 Back up online material 

 Remind Lilian to update her online material for rearranged 

session  

 Write plan for Alan 

She leaned back. She realised that Alan had given her the only possible 
exit strategy. She was really going to go for it.  
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Chapter 20. Routine Enquiries 
 

DI Bones was feeling very tetchy. Dr Choudhari had emailed the main 
findings of the post mortem report, but it wasn’t going to progress the 
enquiry much.  

“Estimated date of death 10-12 days before discovery – awaiting 
detailed weather reports for temperature profile but may not get more 
detail. No obvious signs of injury. Heart: normal size. No underlying 
pathology. Samples sent to toxicology.”   

It was looking like an overdose or something like it. Not a murder 
enquiry. Well, that was something. But he was no nearer to finding 
Gareth’s family.  

Gareth Jones. There must be of thousands of them on the electoral 
roll. His father was probably called David, or Dafydd, or Dai, and the 
mother was bound to be called Mary. He sighed heavily.  

He flipped to the next page in the very slim file. Nasreen Birch hadn’t 
called him back. Dr Fraser had given him the direct line number and 
he’d left a voicemail message. Why weren’t these academics ever at 
their desks?  

He wondered if there was another way of contacting her. At Burston 
Central, he’d gone directly through the departmental office to find Dr 
Fraser. He Googled Nasreen Birch. At least that wasn’t a common 
name.  

He was surprised to get hundreds of hits, but they did all seem to be 
about the same person. Conference presentations, publications, 
quotes….on the third page he found something which looked as 
though it might have biographical information, and so possibly contact 
details.  
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Yes, the official University of Burston page for Nasreen Birch, 
illustrated with an glamorous photo. He was slightly surprised. The 
only academic he’d met so far, Alison Fraser, didn’t look as though 
she’d wear lipstick, or the shirt opened just one button too far, even for 
a publicity shot. He forced his eyes away from the slightly disturbing 
picture and scanned for more useful information. Same phone number 
as the one he’d already got, email address which he noted, no mention 
of who to contact if she was busy.  

He used the side menu to navigate back to the department structure 
and tried the ‘contact’ page. Phone number: university switchboard, 
email address: biotech_enquiries@burston.ac.uk. He wondered if 
anyone would answer that one.  

He dialled the university switchboard.  

“University of Burston, your established destination, how may I help 
you?”  

“Could I speak to the Head Administrator in the biotechnology 
department, please?”  

“Sorry, sir, the what?”  

He repeated the request.  

“No sir, I heard you, I just don’t know who the Head Administrator is. 
I’ve never heard of that job before. Do you have a name?”  

DI Bones felt tetchier than ever. “The main office for biotechnology? 
Someone to contact when the academics aren’t answering their 
phones?”  

“Ah. I get you. Hold on while I put you through.” 

A cheery voice started “Hello there!”  

DIBones started to say “Hello, I’m..” but by the time he’d got that far, 
he realised that it was a recording. 

 “Did you know that the University of Burston was established in 
1863? Since then we’ve contributed an estimated billion pounds to the 
local economy and been associated with three Nobel prize winners. 
Our research today is all focused on making life better for everyone.”  
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DI Bones thought sourly that a billion pounds wasn’t that much over a 
hundred and fifty odd years, and wasn’t there a difference between 
knowing the prize winners and actually being one? Whatever happened 
to a tinny loop of Greensleeves while you were on hold? The voice 
continued telling him of the achievements of the University of 
Burston, but he’d stopped listening. Eventually, she was cut off in mid-
sentence.  

 “Hello? Joan Garvill here.”  

He tried to remember why he was there, sitting in his office with the 
phone held to his ear. “Er. Hello. This is Detective Inspector Bones, 
Burston Metropolitan Police. I was wondering if I could leave a 
message for Mrs, er, Professor Birch. It’s quite important.” He 
scribbled ‘Joan Garvill. Biotech dept?’ on his pad.  

“Professor Birch? She’s out of the country, I’m afraid. But she’ll be 
checking her email,” said Mrs Garvill, very crisply, and as though she 
was answering a very frequent request.  

Then her tone changed slightly. DI Bones was used to this. People 
were always curious about why a policeman was making enquiries, even 
if they were hugely annoyed with the person about who the enquiries 
were being made.  

“Is it something I can help with?”  she added, with the air of someone 
terribly busy but who suddenly had all the time in the world to assist an 
important detective.  

DI Bones weighed up the possibility of passing on key information in 
the case to somebody who shouldn’t know too much, or who might 
even be a suspect. He shrugged to himself. He didn’t even have a case 
and there was hardly anything important to pass on. At least at the 
other university, he’d had the payslip to justify making enquiries. 
They’d kept the details quiet just in case it was suspicious, but it wasn’t 
looking that way, so he might as well…. 

”Detective Inspector Bones?”  

He realised that he’d been thinking for a fraction too long. “What’s 
your role, Mrs, er, Garvill?”  

“Senior team leader in the Biotechnology research support team”  
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“I see,” replied DI Bones, frantically scribbling this detail down next to 
her name in his notebook. “Do you know when Professor Birch will be 
back in Burston?”  

“Just a moment, I’ll check her diary.” DI Bones could hear clicks.  

“It looks as though she’ll next be in the office a week on Thursday.”  

DI Bones sighed. “Is there any way of getting in contact with her 
before that? A mobile number?” 

 “Well, I do have a number for emergencies, but she’s in Japan; there’s 
a bit of a time difference.”  

“I’ll take it anyway. Thank you.”  

There was a pause. DI Bones could hear keyboard clicks and sliding 
sounds which must be the mouse being moved around. He guessed 
that she’d put the receiver down on the desk.  

“OK. Here you are.” Mrs Garvill recited the number. “Are you sure I 
can’t help you with anything?”  

“Well, maybe you can. What is your exact role in the department, Mrs 
Garvill? I realise that I’ve got your job title,” he added hastily, “But 
what does this actually involve? Do you have anything to do with the, 
er, postdocs?” He really must ask someone what a postdoc was.   

“Of course,” she said “I do all of the contracts and expenses and 
arrangements for them.”  

“Oh, great. So. I was wondering if you know Dr Gareth Jones at all?”  

“Gareth? What do you want to know about him for?”  

DI Bones felt relieved. At last, somebody who knew the deceased. “I’d 
rather not say just at the moment, Mrs Garvill. How well did, er, do 
you know him?”  

“To be honest, not that well. He’s a very quiet lad. Keeps himself to 
himself, but a lot of these scientists are a bit quiet when they come in 
the office. Minds elsewhere, you know.”  

DI Bones didn’t know. Although he was beginning to get an idea. He 
waited. 
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“He doesn’t work here any more, though. His contract came to an end 
in July. He said he was going to do some teaching down the road, you 
know, the other, er, university.”  

“I see. What sort of a person was, is, he?” 

“I can’t really think of anything to tell you, to be honest. Keeps himself 
to himself.” she repeated.  

DI Bones sighed again. He didn’t think this was going to get him very 
far. He wondered if Mrs Garvill would be able to identify the body.   

“Is there anyone else in the department who knew him well?” he asked 
“Anyone I could talk to about him?”  

Mrs Garvill seemed to remember that she was talking to a policeman. 
“Can you tell me what this is about, anyway? What’s Gareth done?”  

He sighed yet again. He might as well tell her. She obviously didn’t 
know Gareth that well. “I’m afraid Dr Jones is deceased, madam, and 
I’m just making some routine enquiries about him”.  

“Dead? Gareth? That’s terrible! How did it happen?”   

“I’m not at liberty to say, Mrs Garvill. But I really would appreciate it if 
you could put me in touch with someone who knew him a little 
better.”  

Mrs Garvill now seemed anxious to get him off the phone. “I think I’ll 
have to ask around, D. I. Bones. Can I take your contact details and get 
back to you?”  

He passed them on and hung up after the usual pleasantries. He wasn’t 
too hopeful that this was going to get him any more information, but 
at least the news would get around, and it might lead to something.  

He sighed. Now that the word was being spread, it was probably time 
for the local paper. He jotted down a few notes for a press release and 
turned back to his computer screen. There was a template for this on 
the intranet system. He called it up, entered some sparse details, and 
pressed ‘Send’ to pass it to the press office for release.  
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He checked his email to ensure he’d received a receipt for it. The 
search warrant for Gareth’s flat had come through. Well, that could 
wait till the morning. He called the duty desk to book a uniformed 
officer to help him with the search, and then closed down the 
computer. He was going home.  
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Chapter 21. Dispirited 
 

Bob sat on the bus. He’d had another bad night, but had forced 
himself to get up at the usual time. He was going to have to work on 
the University College plan before Martin got in. Martin would be 
bound to grill him if he noticed him working on anything different. 

He felt really unwell. The bus seemed hotter, steamier and bumpier 
than usual. He’d read through the free newspaper. He’d checked the 
business pages in case there was anything he could use in his teaching 
later. Nothing much of interest. The local business scene didn’t usually 
offer anything of great interest to a forensic accountant. There was a 
planning row over some changes of use in the city centre – that might 
have an impact on Alan’s loony project, as he was starting to think of 
it. Another library was closing down. A part-time lecturer from Biology 
had been found dead. A minor celebrity was visiting the city centre to 
turn the Christmas lights on. Christmas lights? It was barely 
November.  

He was feeling very unsettled. Even if he’d fully understood the loony 
project, Alan and the VC’s behaviour would have verged on the 
bizarre, but as it was he really couldn’t make head nor tail of it.  

He didn’t really want to think too much about the implications. From 
the information he’d got so far, it sounded as though the university was 
setting up a rival institution to undercut its own courses. That simply 
couldn’t be the case. So he must have misunderstood. Fine. He was 
quite used to that, not having served a full academic apprenticeship of 
PhD followed by post-doctoral appointment followed by lecturer. But 
how could he write a plan, due in less than 48 hours, for part of a 
project he didn’t understand? He’d have to try to get more information 
from Alan.  
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The large woman sitting next to him was doing her make-up and kept 
shoving him with her elbow. The smell of the make-up made him feel 
queasy. He sighed and looked out of the window. It was steamed up, 
but it was better than looking the other way, where he kept catching 
glimpses of magnified pouting lips and powdered pores.  

The bus bumped over a series of sleeping policemen which signalled 
the entrance to the bus station. He leaned forward and tried to edge his 
arm down between himself and the woman to retrieve his rucksack. 
She shuffled grumpily to let him move; just a tiny gap, but enough, 
with a bit of wriggling. Unbelievably, she didn’t take this as a sign that 
he needed to get up, and settled straight back to her original position, 
squashing him into the corner.  

He turned and muttered “Excuse me, please.” She huffed loudly, put 
the lid on her mascara, snapped shut the mirror, and finally swivelled 
her legs round just enough to let Bob stand up and get into the aisle.  

“Thanks.” he said. God, why couldn’t he be more assertive? Even 
some overweight woman on the bus could make him feel useless. He 
got off the bus and swung the rucksack over his shoulder. The precinct 
building was right in front of him. University College of North 
Burston? Even the title was stupid. They were in Central Burston.  

He stood for a moment looking up at it, then decided to go in.  

Mo was sitting at the desk again, or maybe still, who knew? Bob 
nodded at him and continued across the foyer. Mo ignored him. Bob 
found the staircase and walked up to the second floor. He didn’t have 
the keys, but the internal walls were part-glazed, to let light through to 
the corridors, so he could see what he needed to see. It really was a 
dump.  

Bob heard steps on the stairs behind him. Shit. What would be his 
reason for being here? The project was secret. He wasn’t supposed to 
tell anyone. He turned slowly, still trying to think of a credible excuse. 
A woman was standing at the top of the stairs, but half-turning to go 
back down. 

“Oh, sorry,” she said, when Bob turned round “I didn’t expect to see 
anyone here.”  

Bob thought that he vaguely recognised her, but wasn’t sure where he 
might have seen her.  “Me too,” he offered, rather ruefully.  
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The woman gave up on the idea of scurrying away down the stairs. 
“I’m Sheila Thompson.” she said, taking a step forward and holding 
out her hand.  

He reciprocated automatically. “Bob. Bob Barker. Um. Do I know you 
from somewhere?”  

Sheila smiled. “I was just thinking the same thing. Central Burston? I’m 
in the Law department.”   

This didn’t make Bob feel any better. Were they checking up on him to 
see if he was keeping the confidences? Was it all an elaborate set-up to 
test his ability to keep quiet? Because every time he tried to think about 
it, he couldn’t see any conclusion other than that the University College 
of North Burston was a ridiculous idea.  

Sheila was obviously waiting for a response.  

“Yes. Um. I’m in Accountancy.” 

Sheila was a bit quicker on the uptake than him. She lowered her voice 
and leaned forward a bit. “Are you involved in Alan’s project too? I 
know it’s meant to be a secret, but I just wanted to come and check 
that I hadn’t dreamed the whole thing.”   

Bob sighed with relief. “Yes,” he almost whispered, although there was 
definitely nobody else around. “Same here.” He couldn’t think of what 
to say next.  

“Have you got to write a plan?” asked Sheila. Bob nodded. His face 
must have showed his utter despair at this idea.  

Sheila smiled gently at him. “Tell you what, have you got time for a 
coffee? Do you fancy sharing some ideas about this?”  

Bob looked up in gratitude. He nodded again. He couldn’t quite think 
of anything to say.  

Sheila smiled again and took him by the elbow. “Come on,” she said “I 
know a little place where we won’t bump into anyone from work.” 
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Chapter 22. A possible lead 
 

DI Bones had got into work a bit late. He’d planned to go and search 
Gareth’s house at 9.30 and there wasn’t much point in starting 
anything before then. There was a Post-it note on his desk.  

Short-staffed in uniform. Can’t do the search till Thursday.  

DIBones scrunched up the note in fury. Jesus. He had an investigation 
to do here. How the hell was he supposed to work when there was no 
support anywhere? He threw the note across the room towards the 
recycling bin. It missed.  

His phone rang.  

It was an external call. He composed himself. “Burston Metropolitan 
Police, D. I. Bones. How can I help you?” 

 “Hello,” came a quiet voice “I’m Sereena Kahn. I saw it in the paper 
about Gareth and Mrs Garvill said you might want to talk to me?”  

Mrs Garvill? DIBones’ mind was blank. Oh yes. The admin woman 
from the other university.  

“Did you know Dr Jones?” he asked.  

There was a small sniff. “Yes.”  

“Miss, Dr, Mrs, Kahn” DI Bones covered all the options, eliding the 
‘Miss’ into a ‘Ms’ just in case she minded about that, “I have a few 
questions. Would it be possible for me to come over and talk to you 
now? It’s very important.”  

“I can’t see you today,” Sereena answered. She sniffed loudly.  

““I’m very sorry for your loss. I know you’ve had a shock, but it you 
could just try to have a brief chat with me…”  

Sereena interrupted him. “I’ve got an experiment running. I can’t leave 
it.”  

DI Bones cursed under his breath. He’d had to deal with a lot of 
bereaved relatives and friends in his career, but he honestly didn’t think 
he’d ever come across such a bunch of indifferent people. The man 
was dead, for God’s sake. Didn’t anyone care about him?  
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He tried again. “It really is VERY important, Ms Khan. I need 
information urgently. Couldn’t you fit me in at all?”  

There was a pause. “I’ll see if I can get someone to keep an eye on the 
experiment for me, but it could only be for half an hour. Can you come 
over to the lab at around ten-thirty?”  

DI Bones looked at his watch. “Yes. Whereabouts are you?”  

“Huxley building, 3rd floor. I’ll have to meet you at Reception though. 
It’s a secure environment.”  

“Right, thanks Ms, er, Dr, Khan. See you soon. Bye.”  

He hung up before she had a chance to change her mind. At last. A 
breakthrough. He was going to have to run to get there on time, 
though. It was getting on towards ten now, and the University was a 
good 15 minute drive, plus he’d have to find somewhere to park and 
where the hell was the Huxley building?  

He hadn’t yet switched on his computer. It took a long time to boot 
up. Mechanically, he pressed the return button for every warning which 
came up. Yes, he knew what the IT terms of use were. Yes, he knew 
about the latest upgrades. Yes, he knew there was some kind of general 
meeting. Shit, no, he didn’t know about that, but it was too late, he’d 
clicked OK already. He’d have to ask someone else.  

Finally the computer was ready to use. He opened the web browser 
and typed ‘Huxley building, Burston University’ into a map site. They 
should issue them with proper handheld GPS systems, it would save a 
lot of work. He looked at the map which came up. That didn’t look like 
the university campus. Huxley building seemed to be somewhere 
completely different.  

He put the postcode of police headquarters in and hit ‘directions from’. 
Shit. Twenty-five minutes, and he’d have to park. He’d have to take his 
own car, too, no time to organise a pool car. He grabbed his coat and 
ran towards the door.  

At the door he remembered that he hadn’t locked the workstation, and 
he ran back over to his desk. There were plenty of jokers who’d enjoy 
sending rude emails from his account and putting dodgy photos on his 
hard drive. He’d made that mistake before. Damn. Damn. Damn. He 
was going to be late.  
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Chapter 23. Kindred Spirits 
 

Sheila and Bob were sitting in Cheeky’s. There wasn’t anyone else who 
looked as though they came from the University there. There were 
plenty of people having breakfast, but Sheila was pretty sure they 
wouldn’t be eavesdropping.   

They had been chatting generally about their departments and how 
busy they were, and how neither of them cared about the car parking 
memo.  

Bob was finishing off a bacon sandwich. Sheila was trying not to look 
at it. She didn’t do breakfast. She kept her eyes fixed on Bob’s face. He 
seemed quite sweet, and certainly incapable of bullying anyone. 
Perhaps he’d be a bit of a kindred spirit at Burston Central. She could 
do with some allies.  

He was looking a bit chirpier now he’d settled in one place and had 
some food inside him. He took a swig of his coffee. “OK, er, Sheila. 
So. What do you think of the Special Project?”  

Sheila beamed. “I think it’s a wonderful opportunity!”  

Bob paled again. Oh, God. Maybe it was just him who thought it was 
completely bonkers. Or maybe this woman was mad.  

Sheila realised that she was scaring him. She reached out and patted 
him on the arm.  “Let me explain.”  

Bob looked down at the small hand. He was having a bit of trouble 
processing the situation. He looked back up into Sheila’s earnest face.  

“Bob. I’ll be honest with you. From a moral point of view, I think the 
whole idea is completely appalling. It’s a betrayal of the intellectual idea 
of the university.  Newman would be turning in his grave.” Bob 
nodded. He had a vague memory of Newman from his teaching 
course, without exactly knowing what he’d said, but in any case he had 
no difficulty in agreeing with the sentiment that it was all appalling.  
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Sheila continued. “We can’t do proper higher education on the cheap. 
It’s ridiculous. And it’s short-changing the students who come. No 
proper library, no shared facilities, limited access to counselling or 
disability support. There’ll be a total dependence on part-time staff, 
and we all know how unreliable a system that is. Did you see this 
morning, some poor guy was found dead? The full-time staff will be 
run ragged trying to cover everything. It’ll just be survival of the fittest. 
And I will be honest with you, Bob. I may not be one of the fittest. I’ve 
had a long period off sick this year.”  

Bob looked at her sympathetically. “You look fine to me,” he said.   

Sheila fixed him in the eye, as her counsellor had taught her. “I had 
mental health issues, Bob. Of course I look fine.”  

Bob looked as though he wished the floor would open and swallow 
him up.  

Sheila let him stew for a moment, then carried on. “So. You’re 
probably wondering why I think this is an opportunity.”  

Bob nodded weakly. 

“Well. At any rate, I think it’s an opportunity for me. I need to make a 
few changes in my life. How about you? Is everything going just as you 
hoped? Enjoying work?”  

Bob thought about this. What had his brother-in-law said to him last 
Christmas? “You need to let go and live a little, Bob.” Well, all right 
then, he would. Maybe Sheila was a nutter, but she seemed like a nice 
one. Which was an improvement on the others he’d met in the last 
twenty-four hours.  He leaned over the sticky table and smiled 
encouragingly at her. 
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Chapter 24. Scientists at work 
 

DI Bones had managed to find the Huxley building and had parked on 
a double yellow line just by the main car park, which was completely 
full. He ferreted around in the glovebox for a piece of paper with the 
Burston Metropolitan emblem on it and the word ‘Urgent Police 
Business’, which was slipped inside a see-through plastic wallet. It 
looked official enough, although actually he’d knocked it up on his 
home computer one night after receiving yet another parking ticket 
down by the bus station. He put it inside the windscreen, picked up his 
notebook and got out of the car.  

It was 10.28, according to his watch. Perfect timing. He hoped none of 
the speed cameras he’d passed had been switched on. He set off 
towards Huxley building with a self-satisfied smile.  

He felt slightly less pleased with himself five minutes later when he’d 
made one complete circuit of the building without finding any obvious 
way in. The name of the building was clearly displayed on a huge notice 
near the seventh, floor, but there was no obvious reception area, and 
the only doors appeared to be fire doors which would only open from 
the inside.  

Shit. And once again he’d forgotten to take any contact details for the 
mysterious Ms, Mrs, Miss, Dr Khan, so he couldn’t phone her. He 
really was losing it.  

He looked around, trying to work out what to do. A woman in a white 
lab coat was heading towards the building. She had her head down and 
she was moving pretty fast. He started to jog over to her, hoping to 
intercept her before she reached the building. He presumed she was 
heading for a door.  
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He caught up with her just as she got to one of the strange outward-
opening doors. She spun round “Just piss off, you bloody loony,” she 
snarled at him in a strong Australian accent, “We don’t do any animal 
research here, so just leave me alone.” She raised her knee 
threateningly and DI Bones instinctively covered his crotch.  

She gave a sort of half-laugh, then turned back towards the door. He 
was pretty sure he heard her mutter “wimp” under her breath. DI 
Bones pulled himself together and chased after her.  

He reached in his pocket for his ID and waved it under her nose. 
“Detective Inspector Bones,” he said, with as much dignity as he could 
muster. “I’ve got an appointment with Sereena Khan in the Huxley 
Building. But I can’t work out how to get in.” he added, lamely.  

The woman stared at him for a second, and then laughed heartily. 
“Whoops, that’ll teach me to jump to conclusions. Sorry. We’ve had a 
lot of trouble from those animal rights nutters lately. Didn’t give you a 
fright, did I?” She put out her hand “Sandra Sutton. No hard feelings?”  

DI Bones took the hand and tried to look dignified. “No problem, Ms, 
er Dr, Sutton? Good to see you’re on your guard. Though you 
shouldn’t take the law into your own hands,” he added. “Could get you 
into trouble. Now, is there any chance you could show me the special 
secret for getting into the building?”  

Sandra took him by the arm. “Sure. Just stick with me. D I Bones, was 
it?” She winked at him.  

They approached one the strange door. Sandra fished inside her white 
coat, hauling up a lanyard with an ID card on it.  She pressed the card 
to the glass and a handle popped out from the panel. She opened the 
door and gestured to DI Bones to go through. He tried not to look as 
she pushed the card back down inside the lab coat again.  

“Thanks” he said. He wondered if it would be really unprofessional to 
give her a business card. Maybe she actually knew Gareth Jones? That 
would be a good enough reason. While he was standing, slightly slack-
jawed, considering this, Sandra pushed something into his hand and 
disappeared towards a staircase. He followed her with his eyes.  

“D I Bones?” came a little voice from behind him. He turned to see a 
small, slim woman, also wearing a lab coat.  
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He straightened.  “You must be Ms, Dr, Mrs Khan” he suggested.  

“Yes. But you’re terribly late. I’ve hardly got any time before I need to 
get back to my experiment.”   

DI Bones remembered that he was feeling pretty aggrieved about the 
fact that she hadn’t explained how to get into the building. He opened 
his mouth to defend himself, then realised that there wasn’t much 
point. “Is there anywhere private we can talk, Ms. Dr, Mrs Khan?” he 
asked.  

Sereena gestured towards some sofas in an alcove and he followed her 
over there.  

“It’s a bit dark over here. We can’t have chairs too close to the 
windows,” she said. “Animal rights,” she added in response to his 
confused expression.  

He didn’t feel much the wiser. Was everything slipping away from him? 
Or was it just this case? He got out his notebook.  

“Now, can I just take some details?” he started. “First of all, can I just 
check the spelling of your name?” He started to feel a bit better. This 
was ok. He knew how to do this.  

DI Bones was back in the office. He opened the notebook and tried to 
summarise what he’d found out that morning.  

1. It was Dr Khan. 

2. She and Gareth had shared a bench in the lab for three years. 

3. She had agreed that the person in the photo the pathologist 
had done for him was probably Gareth, although she hadn’t 
looked very carefully at it. Perhaps he shouldn’t have told her 
where it was taken.  

4. Gareth was very shy (and so was Sereena, except when talking 
about her work). 

5. She thought Gareth came from Wales somewhere. 

6. They sometimes had coffee together but they only talked 
about work. 

7. Sandra Sutton had given him her business card.  
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Brilliant. What new information did he have? Gareth Jones might have 
come from Wales. What a waste of time. Apart from the business card, 
that was. He wondered if Sandra had given it to him because she knew 
Gareth, or if she was interested in him. Only one way to find out. He 
picked up the phone.  
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Chapter 25. Secret Plans 
 

Bob was back in his office, trying very hard to block out Martin’s 
incessant phone calls on the topic of car parking. He was looking at the 
computer screen. He’d opened a new file and given it a title.  

Accountancy in the UCNB 

Then there were four headings: Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 
Threats. He thought about what Sheila had said to him. The whole 
notion was ridiculous, but for some reason the two of them had been 
picked for it. Sheila said she thought it wasn’t because anyone thought 
they were particularly good, but because they were easily bullied.  

Bob had bristled a bit when she said that. How did she know anything 
about him? On reflection, though, he had to admit it was a plausible 
reason. Alan had mentioned the possibility of redundancies. Sheila said 
that Alan had brought up her sick leave when he’d ‘asked’ her to get 
involved. Of course it was outrageous behaviour, but as she said, who 
was going to believe someone who’d been off for months with a 
psychiatric illness against the DVC? What Alan hadn’t bargained for 
was that Sheila had got new weapons in her armoury.  

Bob had been quite bewildered by then, but he thought it was 
something to do with assertiveness techniques rather than actual 
weapons. At least, he hoped so. Although Sheila and her weapons were 
somewhat different to anything in his recent experience. Academic life 
was getting surprising again.  

He tried to focus on the positives of the project. He started to type.  

Strengths: Price; costs; experienced, committed staff; link to established 
university and its quality procedures 

Weaknesses: no extra services associated with university; maybe seen as 
poor relation by students and employers; competition with main brand; 
no research input to courses 

Opportunities: new in the market, unique offer 
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Threats: Difficulty in recruiting staff (poor relation); no proper market 
research?  

He deleted the last sentence. He didn’t know about the market 
research. Perhaps there had been a lot. He looked up for a moment. 
He wasn’t very up to speed with marketing, but he’d had to have a 
passing knowledge when he was investigating accounts. Sometimes 
he’d had to judge whether companies were doing what they liked to 
call imaginary marketing, that was to say, marketing without any 
intention of selling a product or service, but just to give the illusion of 
running a normal business. That was more on the money-laundering 
side of things. He’d mostly specialised in tax avoidance and fraud.  

So, who would be interested in the University College of North 
Burston? With the huge hike in fees, there were going to be some new 
marketing considerations. He jotted down some more notes.  

New full-time students who are debt-averse,  

Part-time students who want a cheaper option  

Students who live at home and don’t need/want 
sports/community facilities 

It was rather a dismal list. This wasn’t going to lead to a diverse, 
vibrant community of staff and students. Especially if the range of 
subjects offered was so limited. Law, Business, Accountancy. He 
glanced over to the window. Even though his view was blocked by 
Martin’s desk, he could still see glimpses of the Art building, festooned 
with orange and black banners which proclaimed themselves to be an 
anti-Halloween installation – it looked a bit ragged now, but it was still 
defiantly different. UCNB was just going to look like an office block. 
He sighed, and returned to his plan.  

He had turned off his email alerts so that he could concentrate, but it 
was difficult to block out Martin, who was keeping up a low-level 
grumble. Martin put down the phone for the umpteenth time, turned 
back to his computer, and let out a delighted shriek. “Bob! Bob! Have 
you looked at the latest?” Bob sighed, saved, and switched to email. 
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To: allstaff@burstu.ac.uk 

From: Justin Marks, head of campus communications 

Subject: tablet computers 

Priority: urgent  

All staff and students using the BurstU tablets, please return them to 
the nearest helpdesk immediately. A serious technical fault has been 
identified. Do not switch the tablets on.  

Martin was chortling. “Ooh, I wonder what’s happened to them? 
Serves them right for setting up a scheme like that and not planning it 
properly.” Martin had been very upset not to be offered one of the 
new tablet computers. “I’ll phone Jerry over in Marketing 
Management, he’s got one. See what’s happened.”  

Bob tried very hard to get back to his list, but despite himself, he 
couldn’t help but be drawn to Martin’s gleeful half-conversation.  

“They did what? She didn’t! American flag? Where? Brilliant!”  

Martin was clearly in heaven. Eventually he replaced the receiver and 
turned towards Bob. “You’ll never guess why those tablets have been 
recalled.” Bob waited, attentively. He knew from experience that he 
wasn’t actually required to have a guess.  

“They’ve all been hacked. The university home page comes up with a 
porn picture, and the best bit is, someone’s photoshopped the VC’s 
head onto one of the, er,” Martin searched for the right word “er, 
protagonists.”  

Bob giggled. That was quite funny. 

 “No, actually, the best bit is that you can’t move off the home page. 
It’s stuck on the VC in action. Brilliant.” Martin guffawed. “It’s going 
to take them forever to sort that one out. I think they gave out four 
hundred and fifty of them.” 

Bob smiled again and turned back to the screen. Martin was going to 
be occupied for a while, phoning round to tell people about the latest 
management disaster. It did raise an important issue about information 
services for UCNB, though. He’d better add out-sourcing to his plan, 
with decent service-level agreements.  
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Sheila was in her office on the other side of the park, looking at a 
similar file on her own computer. She was feeling pretty pleased with 
her plan. It had been a stroke of luck to meet Bob this morning. With 
her legal skills and his forensic accountancy experience, they were 
going to run rings around Alan Chilcott. She put her headphones on 
and started to type.  

After two hours, she stretched. It was looking pretty good. Time to 
look at a printout. She saved the file and then sent it to print. As soon 
as she’d pressed the button, she realised that she’d have to run to the 
printer to collect it in case anyone else would see it. Everyone on her 
floor shared a printer, or multi-function device as the communications 
team insisted on calling it: printer, photocopier, scanner.  

They weren’t allowed printers in their own offices. Something to do 
with the green policy? It was an absolute pain when everyone was 
trying to print stuff out ten minutes before class started. She hurried 
down the corridor and was relieved to see that there was nobody else 
hovering round the machine.  

She grabbed her plan from the copier and walked more slowly back to 
her office, flicking through the pages. It looked quite good. She liked to 
get the presentation right. She looked up. Surely she hadn’t left the 
door of her office open, even though she’d been in a hurry. She 
definitely hadn’t locked it, though. Shit. She’d left her bag in there and 
everything. She burst back into the room.  

Lilian was standing over by the desk. “Sheila! I just popped in to see 
how you were getting on with, er, letting the students know about next 
week’s change of session.”  

Sheila looked at her sharply. “I think we agreed that you’d be doing 
that, Lilian.”  

“Really?” Lilian looked innocent. “I must be getting confused in my 
old age. Mind not working properly. Trouble up top.”  

Sheila winced. “Well, that was what we agreed.” She stuck to her guns. 
“You need to put some materials up in the VLE as well. I’ve hidden 
my Corporate Liability stuff again, as it’ll be for the following week 
now. Don’t want to confuse them. Oh, bad luck about your tablet 
computer, by the way.”  
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Lilian looked only slightly put out. “By the way, Sheila…” Sheila 
wondered what was coming next. Had Lilian been invited to join 
Alan’s project as well?   

“Did you hear about that poor lecturer being found dead?” She 
emphasised the last word.  

“No,” replied Sheila “I’ve been really busy, I haven’t heard anything. 
Well, apart from that urgent message about tablet computers. Someone 
from Law?”  

“Law? No, no. Biology, I think. Terrible thing.”  

Sheila looked at Lilian in surprise. She didn’t usually waste sentiment. 
“Oh yes, sorry, I did see that in the local paper. I’d forgotten again. Did 
you know him, Lilian?” she asked, more gently.  

Lilian stared at her. “Don’t be silly. He was in Biology,” she added, as 
though that were sufficient explanation. “Well, OK, best be going,” she 
said, and she sidled out.  

Sheila sat down. Something wasn’t quite right. Lilian wouldn’t normally 
have given in so quietly about the VLE stuff. Although maybe she was 
unaccountably touched by the death of whoever it was. She glanced at 
the computer. The screensaver was on, so Lilian hadn’t touched the 
mouse or keyboard. Hopefully she hadn’t seen what Sheila was 
working on, either. She’d need to be more careful about it. Or maybe 
she could say it was a simulation she was developing to do with the 
students. Perfect. Nobody would query that. They thought her teaching 
techniques were weird.  

So what was Lilian up to? Sheila had a sudden sinking feeling. There 
was something missing from her desk. Her Moleskine notebook. The 
notebook with all of her secret pep-messages. The one with the notes 
about the secret project. Sheila jumped up and ran down the corridor. 
Lilian was standing at the multi-function device, photocopying 
something.  

As Sheila reached her, she reached down to the little table next to the 
copier, and lifted up the notebook. “I thought this must be yours,” she 
said “You must have left it next to the copier.”  
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Sheila had gone slightly pale. “Er, thanks, Lilian,” she said, weakly. She 
walked slowly back up to her office. She was certain that she hadn’t 
taken the notebook to the copier. Certain. But why would Lilian have 
borrowed it, and then given it straight back? It didn’t make sense.  
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Chapter 26. A Possible Lead 
 

DI Bones was packing up to go home. It had been a completely wasted 
day. Despite numerous time-wasting calls from people who’d seen the 
article in the local paper, the sum total of his day was that he’d found 
out that Gareth Jones had probably come from Wales. He’d left a 
voicemail for Sandra Sutton, but she hadn’t replied.  He sighed as he 
shut down the computer. Never mind, he’d have a nice quiet evening 
with a bottle of wine and his new box-set of The Killing.  

His phone rang. He looked at it balefully. It wouldn’t be anything 
important, and he wanted to go and put an end to this futile working 
day. It could go to voicemail. On the other hand, maybe it was Sandra 
Sutton. He picked up the receiver.   

“Burston Metropolitan Police, D. I. Bones. How can I help you?” he 
put on his most helpful voice.  

“This is Mrs Lilian Hankin, MA. From Burston Central University.”  

“What can I do for you, Mrs Hankin?” asked DI Bones, wondering 
whether it was going to be important enough for him to get his 
notepad out.  

“I have some critical information about the death of Gareth Jones,” 
said Lilian.  

“What kind of information?” DI Bones replied, guardedly. She 
sounded a bit like another one of the cranks. That was the trouble with 
media reports. They brought out all of the nutters.  

“I know who killed him!” declared Lilian. She cleared her throat. 
“Some information has come into my possession which identifies the 
perpetrator.”  
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Oh God, she really was a crank. “Mrs, er, Hankin, we have no reason 
to suspect foul play in the death of Dr Jones. It’s very kind of you to 
take an interest in the case, but at the moment we’re more concerned 
with tracing Dr Jones’ next of kin. Did you know Dr Jones, by any 
chance?”  

Lilian dismissed this. “Of course not, he was in Biology. I’m in the Law 
department.”  

“Oh.” DI Bones wasn’t sure what the right answer to this was. “Of 
course. Well, if there isn’t anything else..”  

“Wait a minute. Don’t you need to see my evidence?”  

DI Bones sighed. “What sort of evidence do you mean, Mrs Hankin?”  

“There’s this woman in my department, she’s got problems, you know, 
mental problems, she’s been off with them. I don’t think she’s right 
yet. She’s been behaving really oddly and I found something very 
suspicious.” 

DI Bones sighed audibly this time, and repeated the previous question. 
“What sort of evidence do you have, Mrs Hankin?”   

“I can’t possibly tell you over the phone, D I Bones. I need to be 
careful. I have reason to believe I may be in danger myself.” 

DI Bones thought about his box-set. The woman was obviously a 
crank, but it was the closest connection he’d had all week between his 
victim and anybody at Burston Central University. He supposed he’d 
have to follow it up.  

“Could I come over and have a chat to you now, Mrs Hankin?” he said 
reluctantly.  

“Oh yes, of course. Shall I meet you in the University coffee-shop? Do 
you know where it is? Just off the park?”  

“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes” he said “I’m not in uniform, but I 
expect you’ll recognise me.”  

“Don’t worry, D I Bones!” Lilian sounded on the verge of hysteria 
“I’m in the Law department, I’m used to seeing the long arm of the 
law. I’ll know who you are.”  

DI Bones replaced the receiver and sighed longer and deeper than ever. 
This truly was the case from hell.  
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Chapter 27. The Weekly Therapy Session 
 

Wednesday evening was Biology night out. Well, it had been once. 
Attendance had dwindled over the years. Older staff had left and new 
ones didn’t seem to be interested in what the hard core liked to call the 
weekly therapy session. 

Alison slumped down into the chair. She didn't say anything, but her 
body language showed a mixture of frustration and exhaustion. Silently, 
Heather poured a glass of wine from the bottle on the table and Alison 
took a large mouthful. "And how was your day?" enquired Tim, 
sardonically.  

The combination of the wine, the change of scene and the company of 
people who would understand was help in itself. Alison managed a 
weak grin and said "Five and a half hours to moderate fifty pieces of 
work".  

Tim and Heather looked at each other. Five and a half hours? For two 
people? Admittedly they were quite substantial assignments, marked by 
a team of three, but they didn't all need to be fully checked: a sample 
needed to be thoroughly reviewed and then they needed a quick look 
through the feedback sheets. Five and a half hours sounded more like 
double second marking with particular attention to crossing Ts and 
dotting Is.  Not what they'd expect to be necessary from experienced 
academics like Alison and Don.  

Alison caught their glance. "Well, there weren't actually five and a half 
hours of actually looking at the assignments" she corrected "We aren't 
that inefficient.”  
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She grimaced. “We'd agreed to meet at two o’clock, with the 
assignments. Don wasn't ready then, because a dissertation student had 
come to see him at quarter to, and she was still in there explaining how 
she hadn't been able to collect all of her planned data and what was she 
going to do to get finished on time and so on, so I went off to collect 
the assignments anyway. We'd asked all the other markers to submit 
their feedback sheets to the programmes office for us to collect, if they 
hadn't done them electronically and emailed them to us. Sam had sent 
us the fifteen he'd done, bless him, but John and Janet still like to 
hand-write theirs, so I needed to get their feedback sheets from the 
office. But only Janet's were there. I went to look for John.  

“He was with a student, but when he'd finished, he said he hadn't 
marked them yet. Apparently he hadn't realised he had to download 
the submissions from the VLE, so he was waiting to be notified by the 
submissions office that he needed to collect them.”  

Alison stopped for a gulp of wine. The others waited. It wasn’t the 
most thrilling story, but they could tell that Alison needed to finish it.   

"So, I gritted my teeth and went back up to the meeting room. Don 
was there by then, waiting for me to come back with the feedback 
sheets. We decided we'd better mark John's - the feedback is due back 
to the students tomorrow, God knows why he didn’t think to chase 
them up - and then look at the rest. So we got our laptops out and 
downloaded eight each, and off we went. Luckily Sam had written a 
decent assignment brief and a detailed rubric, or we'd have been in real 
trouble with it - we haven't taught that unit for a while. So that took us 
just over two hours, I think it was about quarter to five by then.  I went 
to get some coffees and then we got on to the moderating. Actually, 
that really didn't take us too long, probably about an hour and a half - 
we spent some extra time on a couple of borderline cases - and then we 
just needed to complete the moderation sheets and put them under the 
door of the admin office - everyone had gone home by then. Just as 
well I wasn’t entering the marks on the tablet computer, I presume 
you’ve all heard what’s happened to them? Anyway, thanks for the 
drink. What else have I missed today?"  

Tim and Heather looked at each other. “Did you see the local rag?” 
asked Tim.  
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“Um, let me think, I don’t think so,” replied Alison. “no, there wasn’t a 
spare one on the bus, and I was trying to finish something off anyway. 
Why?”  

“Apparently we have er, a deceased colleague” Heather said, trying to 
break the news gently.  

“Oh yes, Gareth Jones” said Alison, off-handedly. “I did know about 
that. Shame.”  

Tim and Heather frowned at each other. That wasn’t quite the reaction 
they had been expecting. They’d thought Alison would be upset.  

“The police came to see me on Monday about it. Apparently he was 
found dead in a wood. And do you know, I went along to his Cell 
Biology class yesterday and they said they hadn’t seen him for three 
weeks. Can you believe that nobody told us? Terrible.” She shook her 
head. “Good thing they weren’t third years. We’d never have been able 
to calm them down before they had to fill in the National Student 
Survey.”  

She was fiddling with her phone. “Just let me send this to Derek, to let 
him know I’m running late.” 

Heather leaned forward. “Alison. Gareth Jones is dead.”  

Alison looked up. “I know, I’ve just been telling you. I’ve spent hours 
trying to find out if we’ve got any records on him, too. Advita said he’d 
never actually sent back his personal details form. God knows how he 
got paid at all, without that. But I don’t know any more than that. We’ll 
have to get somebody else in to do Cell Biology. Do you know 
anyone?”  

She emptied her glass and stood up. “Sorry to love you and leave you, 
but I really do need to get home. Emma’s got some coursework due 
tomorrow. Thanks for the wine, guys. See you soon.” 

Heather shared the rest of the bottle out between their glasses. They 
sat in silence for a moment, both looking at their drinks. “This can’t go 
on. Alison doesn’t seem to care about anything except just getting 
through the day. That poor guy, Gareth. What’s happening to us all?” 
Heather looked on the verge of tears.   
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“We’re all turning into target-obsessed automatons, only bothered 
about the next student survey result.” replied Tim, drily. “Did you 
know Gareth, then?”  

“No, but, it just seems so sad. That we didn’t know him, and now he’s 
dead.” Heather realised that this wasn’t very coherent. She sniffed 
loudly and took a big slug of wine. Maybe it was better not to talk 
about it.  
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Chapter 28. Dinner for Two 
 

Bob was knocking on the door of a neat-looking terraced house in an 
unfamiliar part of Burston. He was wearing neatly pressed chinos, a 
checked shirt and a dark V necked sweater. He was holding a bottle of 
wine rather awkwardly in his left hand and trying to stop a slim folder 
from slipping out from under his right arm while he knocked. He 
hoped Sheila liked white wine.  

She opened the door. “Bob!” She leaned forward and pecked him on 
the cheek. He blushed. “Come on in.” Sheila stood aside and ushered 
him in.  

Bob held out the bottle. He could feel that his face was a bit pink, and 
he simply couldn’t think of anything to say.  

“Ooh, this is already chilled. Great. Would you like a glass?”  

Bob nodded. 

“Take a seat, Bob. No need to be polite” she continued, as she took 
the bottle from him and went through to the kitchen to get some 
glasses.  

Bob sat down on the nearest chair, a comfy armchair with a view 
straight out through the French window into the back garden. It was 
dark outside, but there were a couple of coloured lights over the patio 
and he could see enough of the garden to see that it was well-kept. He 
got up and walked over to the window. 

“Is that a Pittosporum. Sheila?” Sheila handed him a glass. 

“Ooh, clever you. Yes, it’s a Silver Queen. Lovely winter interest. I’ve 
got a tenuifolium purpureum behind that, but it’s too dark to see it. You’ll 
have to come round in the daylight.” She smiled encouragingly at him.  

Bob cleared his throat. “That would be nice. We can compare notes. I 
spend quite a bit of time in the garden myself.”  
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Sheila smiled at him again. “Well, sit down, Bob. How did you get on 
with your plan today?” 

Bob looked blankly at her. The conversation seemed to be moving too 
fast for him. Plan for what? Coming to see her garden in the daylight? 
He felt his face reddening again.  

“Sorry, I was thinking about the garden. Yes, the plan.” God, he 
sounded lame. What was wrong with him? He was perfectly used to 
talking to his colleagues, although this was the first time he’d actually 
been invited to someone’s house. And he’d only met Sheila today. She 
seemed harmless enough. Why was he so flustered?  

He looked down at the folder which he’d put on the arm-rest of the 
chair, and remembered. “Not too bad, actually. Do you want to have a 
look?”  

“Sure” said Sheila. She sat down on the sofa and patted the space next 
to her. “Bring it over here.”  

Bob sat down gingerly on the sofa, leaving what he hoped was a 
suitable space between them. He didn’t want Sheila to think he was 
taking advantage. He took out his plan.  

“OK, it’s in two parts. I’ve done a SWOT analysis, then I’ve written a 
full business plan which maximises the opportunities and addresses the 
weaknesses. I’m pretty sure it will do the job.”  

Sheila took the slim report from him. “This looks great, so 
professional. Like a business consultant’s report.”  

Bob gave a little smile. “Well, yes, perhaps I haven’t quite lost my 
touch.”  

“Do you know, Bob, that would sound arrogant from a lot of my 
colleagues, but from you, it just sounds, you know, sweet.”  

Bob blushed dark red and tried to hide his face behind his glass of 
wine.  

“Don’t be embarrassed,” Sheila tapped him on the arm, “You should 
learn to accept a compliment gracefully. I learned that from 
counselling,” she added.  
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Bob remembered that she’d said she’d been off work for a long time 
with stress. He’d better not upset her. He couldn’t think of a thing to 
say, though, so he just kept smiling.  

Sheila smiled kindly at him. “It’s alright, Bob. I won’t bite, and I’m not 
going to crack up.”  

Jesus, could she read his mind? Bob drained his glass.  

Sheila leaned over her side of the sofa. Bob had a flash of panic. He 
didn’t know this woman. Maybe she had a weapon down there?  

She straightened up, holding the bottle of wine in her hand. “I think 
it’s still cool enough” she said “probably not worth putting it in the 
fridge, at this rate.” She refilled their glasses. Bob blushed again, this 
time in embarrassment at his crazy thoughts.  

“Now, here’s my bit.” She held out her own neatly presented folder. 
“This covers all of the student support, quality and HR issues”, she 
said. “I think it’s well stitched up. The students won’t be short-
changed, and we won’t be out on our ears. Cheers.”  She raised her 
glass.  

Bob flicked through her plan. “This is really impressive, Sheila.”  

He was genuinely interested in what she’d produced. He forgot to be 
embarrassed to talk to her. “It’s clever to tie in the part-time staff like 
that – I bet nobody in HR will see the subtlety of that, or realise what 
the long-term commitment is. But if you don’t do it this way, we’ll 
never get any loyalty from the team. And I like this idea of a student 
contract. A minimum commitment which is legally binding on the 
UCNB. Clever. Do you think Alan will understand it?”  

Sheila snorted. “Alan? No chance. This is the kind of thing that my 
corporate clients paid thousands per contract for. Alan’s only ever 
worked in a university. Bless him. He’s not used to people being 
devious.” She corrected herself. “Well, maybe he is, but not devious in 
this way. Devious in a way which he does understand. Oops, that 
didn’t make much sense, did it? The wine must have gone to my head.” 
She giggled. “You know what I mean, don’t you?” 

They looked at each other for a moment. Co-conspirators, Bob 
thought. Although they were on the side of good, so was conspirator 
the right word?  
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Sheila stood up. “You must be hungry, Bob. I’ve made us something to 
eat. Come on through.” She led the way. Bob was wondering how the 
wine had gone so quickly to his head. He wondered if Sheila had put 
something in his wine. Then he remembered that he’d skipped lunch to 
work on the plan. That must be it.   

The table was laid simply, as though they were two old friends having 
an informal supper. “Sit anywhere, Bob. I hope this is OK,” Sheila said 
“it’s just what I would have had for myself. I didn’t have time to do 
anything special, what with the plan and everything.”  

“That’s great, Sheila. It’s really nice of you to invite me.” Bob meant 
this sincerely. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone outside his 
own family had invited him into their home.  

Sheila smiled at him again “Well, next time I’ll make a bit more effort”. 
They both blushed a little at that.  

Bob sat down and Sheila turned to the stove. “All in one pot” she said, 
cheerily “it was easier.” She brought a casserole dish over to the table 
and put it on a mat. She lifted the lid. A heavenly smell rose. Bob’s 
mouth watered. “Sheila, that smells..” 

Just then, there was a series of loud knocks at the door. Sheila looked 
surprised. “That’s odd. I’m not expecting anyone.” She looked briefly 
at Bob as though he might be responsible for the intrusion. She stood 
quite still.   

He shrugged and looked towards the front door. “Would you like me 
to…?” 

“Oh. No, sorry. I’ll just be a minute.”  

Sheila put the chain on the door and opened it as far as it would go. 
The man on the doorstep held up an ID card. “D I Bones.” he said. 
“Are you Sheila Thompson?” 

“Um. Yes” said Sheila, closing the door and taking off the chain. She 
opened it properly. “What can I do for you, Detective Inspector?” 

“I need to ask you a few questions about Gareth,” he said.  

Sheila paled. “Gareth?” she said, weakly.  
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Chapter 29. It was an accident 
 

Sheila gestured to DI Bones to go through to the kitchen. She followed 
him dejectedly. Bob rose to his feet as DI Bones came in. “Sheila?”  

DI Bones introduced himself to Bob. “And you are, sir?”  

“Um. Bob Barker. I’m a colleague of Sheila’s. Sheila, are you alright?” 
He took her arm and led her back to her chair. “Sit down.”  

His mind seemed clearer now, and it was working overtime. Was she in 
trouble with the police? Had he been in danger? Perhaps she was a 
notorious predator of some kind? He tried to get a grip on the 
situation. “D I Bones, Sheila seems to have had a bit of a shock. Could 
you tell me what’s going on?” 

“Mr, Dr, Barker. I just wanted to ask Sheila a few questions. D I Bones 
was very interested in Sheila’s reaction to the mention of Gareth Jones. 
He never liked to jump to conclusions, but she did seem to have 
‘guilty’ written all over her. “It’s confidential, Mr, Dr Barker,” he 
added.  

Bob stood up a bit straighter. “Mr. I’m sure Sheila won’t mind me 
staying to support her” he said, bravely. Sheila nodded. “Now, let’s all 
get comfortable. Would you like a drink, D I Bones?” He lifted the 
bottle of wine from the table.  

“Coffee’d be good.” DI Bones replied. “Black, no sugar.”  

“Right you are.” Bob turned confidently towards the kitchen worktops. 
He had no idea where anything was, of course. Everything was neatly 
put away, just as he liked it himself, but that didn’t help. He looked for 
the kettle. Shit. There was one of those espresso machines. He hadn’t a 
clue how to use it.  

DI Bones was watching with interest. “Instant’s fine,” he suggested.  
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“Right you are.” Bob tried the cupboard above the kettle. That’s where 
he would have kept the coffee. Bingo. Instant coffee, a variety of teas, 
and mugs. He checked the water in the kettle and switched it on. He 
looked over at Sheila. She looked utterly dejected, and seemed to be 
oblivious to both of them. He smiled brightly at DI Bones. “Won’t be 
a minute.”  

He looked back in the cupboard. Camomile tea? Wasn’t that good for 
calming people down? He got out a teabag and prepared one alongside 
DI Bones’ coffee. 

 “Sit down, D I Bones” he suggested. “Here you go. Sheila, I’ve made 
you a camomile tea,” he added, a little more loudly. He touched her on 
the arm. She looked up at him, and then at the mug. “Camomile tea?” 

DI Bones cleared his throat. “Mrs, Dr Thompson. You seemed rather 
upset when I mentioned Gareth. Perhaps you could tell me why?”  

He was pleased with this opening. Neutral, not leading, not accusatory. 
Sheila didn’t look up. “I know I shouldn’t have done it,” she said 
quietly. “I know I shouldn’t have let him provoke me so much. But I 
wasn’t very well, and something just snapped.”  

Surreptitiously, DI Bones slid his notebook from his pocket and 
flipped it open. “Snapped?” he prompted her.  

“Day after day. Week after week. I asked him to stop. But he just 
wouldn’t.” She still didn’t look up. “I just couldn’t take it any more.” 
She fell silent.  

“How well did you know Gareth?”  

“Every day, he was in my garden. Grubbing up my cuttings. Squashing 
the seedlings. Messing on the annuals.” DI Bones looked a bit worried. 
She sounded quite mad. Not to mention delusional. He wondered if 
she’d need to be Sectioned. Lilian had said she’d had a breakdown 
recently.  

Bob looked sympathetic. He was a keen gardener and he knew how 
annoying it was when all your hard work was destroyed. His neighbour 
had really annoying cats. He reached out and took Sheila’s hand.  
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She looked up at this. “But I didn’t realise I was doing anything wrong. 
I just wanted to make him go away. It was only a little bit, in some 
meat I’d cooked him, to make him a bit sick. I suppose I didn’t 
calculate the dose properly.”  

Bob withdrew his hand. He put the lid back on the casserole. “I’ll just 
pop this back in the oven.”  

“Did he die in pain?” Sheila asked DI Bones.  

“Er. I don’t think so. Probably not.” This wasn’t quite going as he’d 
expected. In all honesty, he’d been sure that Lilian was a crank. He just 
hadn’t wanted her complaining to the local paper about him, so he’d 
said he would come and talk to her straight away. She’d sounded like 
the type to complain. “Do you understand the seriousness of this 
incident, Sheila?” he asked her gently.  

She nodded.  

“Before we go down to the station, I just want to check a couple of 
more urgent things with you. I haven’t yet been able to trace Gareth’s, 
er, family. Do you know how I can get in touch with them?”  

She gestured to her left. “They live next door.” Not in Wales, then, 
thought DI Bones. That would make things easier. “Do you know their 
names?”  

Sheila looked at him as though he was slightly dim. “Of course I do. 
They’re my neighbours. Reginald and Barbara.”  

“Reginald and Barbara Jones,” said DI Bones, as he made a note.  

“No, Akala. Reginald and Barbara Akala” Sheila corrected him.  

“Oh. OK.” DI Bones scribbled in his book. ‘Akala. Stepdad?’ He tried 
to decide what to do next.  He’d better go and see the neighbours. 
Sheila didn’t seem much of a threat, but he’d better not leave her here 
while he went next door to see the parents. He’d have to call for 
backup.  

“If you’ll just excuse me for a moment, Sheila, er, Mr, Dr Barker, I just 
need something from the car.”  

He opened the front door. Lilian was shivering on the top step.  

“Mrs Hankin. I thought you were going to wait in the car.” Lilian burst 
past him. DI Bones followed her. This wasn’t quite what he’d intended.  



 

124 

“Did she do it? I knew it! I knew it!” 

Sheila got to her feet, considerably more rapidly than her previous 
dejected appearance might have predicted. “Lilian? What are you doing 
here?”  

“I know all about Gareth, Sheila, and I thought it was my civic duty to 
tell D I Bones. It was in your notebook!”  

Sheila looked at her, bewildered. “Gareth? Duty? Notebook?” A 
thought seemed to come to her. “Wait a minute. Detective Inspector? 
Since when does a Detective Inspector bother himself with a cat?”  

“A cat?” the other three spoke in unison.  

“Yes, next door’s cat. Gareth. He was constantly messing up my 
garden. It was really bothering me. You know, it was when I was ill. I 
couldn’t keep things in perspective.  They couldn’t seem to stop him. 
So I, so I, I put out a bit of food with some of my anti-depressants in 
to make him sick.” The three of them were staring at her.  

“I didn’t mean to hurt him, in fact I didn’t know that I had, until you 
came round. I was worried, though. I haven’t seen him for weeks. I 
was feeling really bad about it. I didn’t mean to hurt him.” she 
repeated. “I’m very sorry.” 

Bob seemed to recover first. “D I Bones. Are you investigating a cat?” 
The penny dropped. “Or are you talking about the lecturer who was 
found dead in the woods?”  

DI Bones nodded. “That’s my investigation.” 

Bob turned to Sheila. “Sheila, do you know Gareth Jones? The biology 
lecturer who has died?”  

She shook her head. “No, Lilian mentioned it earlier. How sad. What 
happened to him?”  

DI Bones pulled himself together. “I think we’ve got a bit confused. 
You’re right, Mrs Thompson. I don’t usually bother myself with cats.”  

Sheila looked up. “You mean. I’m not in trouble?”  

“Well, it probably is an offence to poison a domestic pet,” suggested 
DI Bones, making a mental note to look that up later, “but I do have a 
more serious investigation on my hands. Perhaps Gareth the cat is alive 
and well? Let’s not worry about him, for the moment, anyway.”  
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Sheila looked relieved. She turned her head. “Lilian, what on earth are 
you doing in my house?” 

Lilian had been standing slack-jawed in the middle of the kitchen. She 
opened and closed her mouth a couple of times, but no sound 
emerged. She tried again. “I. I. I was just doing my civic duty” she 
mumbled.  

Sheila narrowed her eyes. She seemed to have recovered a little. She 
stared at Lilian. The effect was quite powerful, although in fact she was 
simply trying to remember one of her mantras from the back of the 
notebook.  Be assertive. Assume you are right.  “Lilian. Let me get this 
straight. You stole my notebook. You copied it. You called the police.”  

That didn’t seem to make sense. What was in her notebook that would 
have caused Lilian to call the police? It seemed to make sense to Lilian, 
however. She started to gabble. “You’d crossed his name out. You said 
you wanted to get rid of me. You’d got Tristram on the list as well.”  

Sheila crossed the room to her briefcase and took out her notebook. 
She flicked through the pages. “Oh dear, Lilian. You seem to have 
jumped to an unevidenced conclusion.” She shook her head, sadly. “I 
think you’ll find that I just wanted to get away from you. That’s not 
quite the same, is it? And there was me thinking that you taught 
Criminal Law. Innocent till proven guilty?” 

Lilian seemed lost for words. Sheila continued, in a voice dripping with 
concern. “I’m sorry you saw my private notes. Perhaps they were a bit, 
um, crude. But finding you difficult to get on with doesn’t make me, 
um, a murderer. Does it?” She smiled at Lilian, looking as though 
butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. Inside, she felt nothing but 
triumph. Take that, Lilian. She wished she could have recorded the 
whole speech for her counsellor.  

The two men were transfixed. DI Bones was wondering if he’d stepped 
into a parallel world. In his experience, two people who hated each 
other this much would be tearing at each other’s hair by now.  

Bob had seen enough academic discussions to know that there was a 
winner. He stepped forward and took Sheila’s hand. For a moment, he 
wondered if he should raise it, in a sign to the others that the incident 
was over. Then he simply cleared his throat.  
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“Well, I’m glad that’s sorted out. I’m sure we’ll all be laughing about 
this tomorrow.” He didn’t sound amused, though. “Can I get anyone a 
drink?” he added, politely, but coolly. 

DI Bones hadn’t touched his coffee. He looked at the mug. “Um. No. 
Thank you. I’d probably better get back to the office.” He sighed. This 
was going to take some paperwork to sort out.  

Bob looked at Lilian.  

“Um. No. I need a lift back with you, D I Bones. I’ve left my car at the 
University.”  

DI Bones sighed. “OK.” He looked as though he could think of quite 
a few better things to do than to give Lilian a lift.  

“Fine” Bob headed for the front door. “We’ll get back to our meal, 
then. Nice to meet you,  D I Bones.” He shook the policeman’s hand. 
“Mrs Hankin.” He gave a slight nod in her direction. He was a very 
polite man.  

He shut the door firmly behind them and went back into the kitchen. 
Sheila had sunk back into her chair, looking pretty shell-shocked. Bob 
went over and put his hand on her arm. She looked up at him.  

At the same moment, the ridiculousness of the whole incident hit them 
and they both collapsed into uncontrollable giggles. “The cat!” “The 
anti-depressants!” “Lilian!” 

After a while Bob wiped his eyes. “I don’t know about you, but I need 
a drink” he said.  

“There’s another bottle of wine in the fridge,” Sheila replied.  
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Chapter 30. Flat Inspection 
 

DI Bones woke up with a really bad headache. He would have liked 
nothing better than to phone in sick, but he still needed to get into 
Gareth’s flat. He was expecting to see another note on his computer 
from uniform branch when he got in, but there was nothing new. At 
nine twenty-five he went down to reception. The duty sergeant grunted 
at him and gestured towards a PC standing by the desk. He looked very 
young.  

“D. I. Bones. Are you detailed for the flat inspection?” 

“Yes, sir. P.C. McIntyre. Sam.”  

“OK, Sam. Let’s go. Have you got a car, or shall we go in mine?” 

Sam held up a car key. “Got a patrol car booked out, sir. In case we 
need the kit.”  

DI Bones held up the key to Gareth’s flat. “Don’t worry, Sam, we 
won’t need the enforcer this time. Saves on paperwork.”  

Sam looked slightly disappointed. “Very good, sir.” DI Bones led the 
way out to the car park.  

Gareth lived, or had lived, in an old warehouse which had been 
converted to small apartments intended for young professionals, not 
far from the city centre. They drove in silence. DI Bones was mulling 
over the previous night’s débacle. The thought of the paperwork was 
making him feel even worse. Why hadn’t he realised that Lilian was just 
another crank caller? It wasn’t as though he didn’t have plenty of 
experience with them.  

He supposed it was because she was a university lecturer. He didn’t 
think he’d met any before this week. Bloody hell. They were a strange 
bunch. There was that biology woman, Alison whatever, she wasn’t 
with it at all. The state of her kitchen! And her reaction to the news 
about Gareth was weird. He’d never, ever seen anyone so uninterested 
in a death.  
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Sheila Thompson, his supposed suspect seemed pretty flaky. Nice 
house, though. The Bob character, fairly normal, but a bit, well, feeble? 
And as for Mrs Hankin… His head throbbed at the thought of their 
journey back from Sheila’s house. That woman was completely 
bonkers. He didn’t care if it was un-PC to say it. He shuddered.  

“Shall I park here, sir?”   Sam had pulled up near the warehouse, next 
to an empty parking space. DI Bones opened his mouth to tell him to 
go up to the double yellows just by the main entrance, and then 
thought better of it. Maybe there were some new regulations about 
that. They weren’t in a particular hurry. “Fine.” he said.  

“Do I need anything special from the car, sir?”  

DI Bones shook his head. “Not really. Just gloves and a pack of 
evidence bags. The death isn’t suspicious. We just need to see if there’s 
a note, and we also need to track down next of kin. Looking for 
address books or whatever. Oh, maybe a mobile. He didn’t have one 
on him when he was found. I suppose it could have been nicked.”  

“Who’d nick a mobile from a corpse, sir?”  

DI Bones looked at him. Policemen really were getting younger. He 
didn’t bother to answer. “OK, well let’s get to it, PC MacIntyre.”  

The lift was out of order. They trudged up to the fifth floor. “Bet 
you’re glad you’re not carrying the enforcer now,” DI Bones suggested. 
He was panting. Sam, however, seemed fine. He was young. And fit.  

Outside Gareth’s flat, DI Bones stopped. Catching his breath, he 
knocked loudly.  

“I thought the guy was dead, sir?”  

“We don’t know for sure that he lived alone. I’ve tried calling the 
landline a few times. But you never know.”  

Sam nodded, hopefully storing away a tip for future searches.  

Nobody answered. DI Bones got out Gareth’s keys. He hoped they 
would fit. There was no actual evidence linking Gareth to the flat. The 
nearest to a confirmed identification had been Sereena’s glance at the 
post-mortem photo. Hardly anybody else he’d spoken to had actually 
met him.  
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The keys worked. DI Bones realised that he’d been holding his breath. 
He gave a sigh of relief. That linked the body to the Gareth Jones 
who’d once worked at the University of Burston and who’d given this 
address to Mrs Garvill. 

They both put on gloves, and went inside. The front door opened 
directly into the sitting-room. DI Bones scanned the room. It was 
sparsely furnished. One chair, medium-sized TV, coffee table, desk and 
small bookcase in one corner. Big window with a fake balcony.  

No pictures on the walls, but one slightly dog-eared poster for the 
Coldplay, 2008 tour stuck up just a shade crookedly near the TV. It 
was very tidy. Or maybe sparse was a better word. This wasn’t going to 
take long. DI Bones sighed. “You take this room, Sam. I’ll start with 
the bedroom.”  

 

Back at the station, DI Bones flipped through his notes.  

Items removed from apartment of Gareth Jones: 

1) Mobile phone, locked, and battery almost flat (Nokia, on 

bedside table) 

2) Laptop computer with charger (Toshiba, in messenger bag on 

the kitchen chair) 

That was it. They hadn’t found anything else useful. No bank 
statements, no utility bills, no personal correspondence, just, nothing. 
The bedding and the towels looked as though they had been used. The 
toothbrush and shaving kit were used. But it looked as lived in as a 
hotel room.  

He phoned the IT team. Maybe they’d find something useful on the 
computer. And they needed to unlock the mobile. 
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Chapter 31. Squatter 
 

Alison looked at her watch. It couldn’t be so late, could it? She still had 
loads of things to do. The phone on her desk rang. ‘Geoff Sanders’ 
said the display. God, what now? She picked up the receiver. “Alison 
speaking.” 

Geoff sounded upset. “Alison. Can you come straight to my office, 
please?”  

“Is it really urgent, Geoff? I’m trying to finish up the course 
modification forms. They’ve got to be in by tomorrow.”  

“Please, Alison. Please.” Was that a sob? She must have misheard. 
Geoff was permanently vague. He didn’t express any emotion about 
anything. Even yesterday, with that unpleasant incident with Jen and 
Mr Patel, his anger hadn’t seemed real. He was just going through the 
motions. “OK.” she said, and hung up.  

She locked her office and walked down the corridor. The lights came 
on just as she got to the stairs. As usual, she thought how handy the 
lighting system was for intruders. She went up one flight and turned 
left. The lights were already on up here. Geoff’s office was slightly 
recessed from the main corridor.  As she got nearer, she could hear 
voices. Odd. Who else would be around at this time of night? Like her, 
Geoff often worked late, but most of their colleagues were long gone 
by now.  

She turned into the recess and stopped dead. An unfamiliar person was 
sitting in the doorway to Geoff’s room. She was leaning back against 
the frame, with her knees pressed to the other side. Alison frowned, 
then shrugged and stepped over her. “Geoff?”  

Geoff was hunched over in his chair. “Alison.” He looked up at her. 
“Alison. Thank you for coming.” He sniffed loudly.  
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Alison felt exasperated by this behaviour. “Geoff” she repeated. “What 
did you want to see me for? I am quite busy.” Geoff gestured towards 
the door. “Her.”  

Alison turned back to the figure in the doorway. “What about her?”  

Geoff looked incredulous. The problem was obvious. He leaned 
forward and whispered. “I can’t get rid of her. I can’t go home.”  

Alison saw no need to lower her voice. “What do you mean, you can’t 
get rid of her? Who is she, anyway?”  

“She’s one of our students.” Geoff gestured at her to whisper. “She 
came to complain about the Cell Biology lectures being cancelled. She 
says she pays £9000 a year for this and she’s staying here till I teach 
her. She won’t go. ”  

Alison stared at him. “Don’t be ridiculous, Geoff.”  

She went over to the student. “I’m Alison Fraser, the course leader. I 
gather you’ve got a problem with the course. Why don’t you tell me 
about it? What’s your name?”  

The student looked defiantly up at her. “Sue. I’m not going till I get my 
Cell Biology course. I’ve paid for it and the lecturer never turns up. ”  

“Sue. I can understand why you’re upset.” Alison used her special, 
calm, tone. “I know this isn’t the best way to start your course, but we 
have had a particular problem with Cell Biology, and I’ve spent the last 
two days trying to sort it out.”  

Alison cursed to herself. One of the things on her job list that she 
hadn’t got round to was to email all of the first year students, to tell 
them what had happened and what she was going to do about it. She’d 
got Alex on the case with trying to find a timetable slot so she could 
catch up for them, but he hadn’t got back to her with anything yet.  

“Now, why don’t you come over here and I can explain it all to you? 
It’s a bit difficult to chat when you’re sitting on the floor.”  

Sue glared at her. “I’m not going until I’ve got my course,” she 
repeated.  

Alison turned back to Geoff, who was watching them, rapt. “How long 
has she been here, Geoff?”  
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He looked at his watch. “Since quarter to five.” Alison sighed. He 
really was ineffectual. She crouched down to Sue’s level.  

“Sue. You’ve been sitting there for two hours. You must be really 
uncomfortable. Why don’t you come with me and we’ll get a cup of 
coffee, and I’ll explain what’s happened. You know that your lecturer, 
Gareth, died very suddenly?”  

Sue looked shocked. “Gareth? But he’s so young. How did it happen?”  

Alison stood up and held out a hand to Sue. “Come on. I’ll take you 
for a coffee and I’ll tell you all about it. I’m sorry we haven’t let you 
know. We only found out on Monday ourselves, and we’ve been 
concentrating on finding a replacement.”  

Sue took her hand and let herself be pulled up. Alison glanced round at 
Geoff. “I’ll take it from here, Geoff. See you tomorrow.”  

“Mmm.” Geoff looked crushed. “Thanks,” he added, quietly, as they 
left the room.  
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Chapter 32. Working the Phones 
 

Once again, DI Bones was in no hurry to get to work. He didn’t expect 
anything new to turn up on the investigation, and the only excitement 
he was likely to get all day was handing his weekly money to the lottery 
syndicate co-ordinator. And writing up some final reports from the last 
three cases, which the DCI had been mithering him for. He booted up 
the computer. 

To: D I Bones 

From: E Choudhari 

Subject: g jones, deceased, tox 

nothing in the tox results. wondering about sads? def. no foul play. 
send you more later.  

Sent from mobile 

Even for the pathologist, this was cryptic. DI Bones wondered if he 
should show Dr Choudhari how to get upper case letters on his phone.  

He sighed. There was nothing more he could do until IT got back to 
him. He really hoped there was something of use on the computer, or 
the phone.  

He sighed and opened up the file about Mrs J Alcock, deceased 24 
October. At least that one had been straightforward. The DCI was 
going to be pleased with him. He’d soon be up to date. With one case, 
at least. The phone rang.  

“Kit here, IT Services.”  

“Great, what have you got for me?” 

“I’ve charged the phone and unlocked it. Do you want to come and get 
it, so you can check the directory? I can maybe do the browser stuff 
later. I know you wanted to find the contacts first.” 

“Brilliant, thanks. I’ll be down in five minutes. Bye” 
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DI Bones came back up the stairs with the phone. It felt a bit like a hot 
potato. Either the phone would have contacts in it, which meant he 
would have to break the news of Gareth’s death to someone over the 
phone. Or it wouldn’t, and he would be no further on with the enquiry. 
He almost didn’t want to look.  

He got back to his desk and opened his notebook. OK.  

The phone was a fairly primitive smartphone. There was a photo 
background, a fairly generic landscape. DI Bones made a note. Might 
be somewhere important. Or he might have downloaded it from the 
internet just because he liked it. He realised that he was trying to avoid 
opening the contacts folder. He sighed. Come on.  

There were six names in the list.  

Alison  

Chip 

Mum 

Nasreen 

Pizza Planet 

Sereena 

Did he really only need to save six numbers? God. He checked his 
notebook. Alison – that was Alison Fraser. She didn’t know him. 
Sereena – that was Sereena Khan. She didn’t know much. Nasreen – 
that was Professor Birch. Still out of the country. That left ‘Mum’ and 
‘Chip’. He really did not want to phone ‘Mum’ first.  

He did a reverse lookup on Chip’s number, just in case He didn’t really 
expect to find anything, because it was a mobile number, but it was 
worth a try. He hoped that wasn’t a takeaway as well.  Nothing came 
up. For once, absence was a good thing – it was probably a private 
number.  

He dialled.  
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“Hello! You’re through to Charles Grosvenor. I can’t take your call 
right now, but leave a message and I’ll call you back!” DI Bones 
followed the instruction and hung up. He still didn’t want to call 
‘Mum’. He had another idea.  

 “Mrs Garvill, this is DI Bones from Burston Met.”  

“Fine, thanks. And you? ” 

“Well not too great, to be honest with you. But that’s why I called you. 
It’s a bit of a long shot, but I was wondering if you knew anyone called 
Charles Grosvenor?”  

“Oh that’s great. Any contact details?”  

DI Bones scribbled down an email address.  

“Do you know when he’s due back?” 

“Does he? OK. Fine. I’ll give it a go.”  

“That’s really helpful, Mrs Garvill. No, Mr Grosvenor isn’t helping me 
with my enquiries. I just have reason to believe that he may be able to 
give me some information.”  

“Well, I realise that it sounds like the same thing as helping with 
enquiries, but it really isn’t.”  

“I’m afraid I need to get on, Mrs Garvill. Thank you so much for your 
help. Good bye.”  

He hung up. Turning back to his computer, he typed an email. Then he 
sat back. Fingers crossed.  

Five minutes later, his phone rang.  

“D. I. Bones, Burston Metropolitan Police.”  

“Dr Grosvenor. Thanks for calling me so quickly.”  

“Yes, Mrs Garvill told me you were at a conference, but that you’d be 
keeping an eye on your mail.”  

“Yes, I’m sure. Well, I hope some of the sessions are interesting.” 

“I’m afraid I don’t know much about adenoviruses, sir. But I expect 
you’re wondering why I’ve called.” 

“Would I be right in thinking that you know a Dr Gareth Jones?” 
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“He hasn’t done anything, sir. At least, not that we know of.”  

“Ha ha. I’m sure. Well, as I was saying, I did want to ask you about Dr 
Jones, sir. Were you friends with him?”  

“Did I say were? I do apologise. But yes, Dr Jones is unfortunately 
deceased, sir.”  

“I was hoping you might be able to help me find out, sir. Dr Jones’ 
death is currently unexplained. But I am more concerned at the 
moment with tracing his next of kin. Are you, er, familiar, with 
anybody in Dr Jones’ family, sir?” 

“Gaga? Do you mean that Mrs Jones suffers from dementia, sir?” 

“Fairies? I see. Is she in some kind of care home, then?”  

“Oh. Well, that’s helpful. Do you have a first name, by any chance?” 

“Any idea of where it might be?” 

“OK. Thanks. Now, I do have some further questions for you about 
Dr Jones. Would it be possible for me to come and see you when 
you’re back in Burston? I’d rather do this face to face.”  

“Tomorrow afternoon would actually be fine. Will you be back at the 
University?”  

“Is that the main campus?” 

“OK, I’ll come to Reception of Brown building. Does it have a door?” 

“Just my little joke, sir. These university buildings can be different from 
places I’m used to.” 

“Indeed, sir. Well, I’ll see you tomorrow, 2pm. Oh, and of course you 
can ignore the message I’ve left on your mobile phone. Good bye, sir.”  

DI Bones rang off. His notebook hadn’t acquired much more 
information. Mam Jones was demented and lived in a nursing home. 
Charles hadn’t known where exactly, but he thought that Gareth came 
from Prestatyn. DI Bones pulled up the directory enquiries website. 
Nursing homes in Prestatyn. How many could there be?  

Fifteen.  

Second question. How many could have a resident called Mrs Jones? 
He started dialling.  
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Fifteen. 

Second question. How many could have a resident called Mrs Jones 
who might have a son called Gareth? 

Nine.  

He went down to the canteen for a coffee and wandered back up to his 
desk. He’d have to get a bit smarter about this. He thought for a while, 
doodling on a bit of scrap paper. Then he realised the missing link.  

Gareth was in his mid-twenties. Mrs Jones couldn’t be older than in 
her late sixties, unless he’d been some kind of medical miracle. She 
must have quite early-onset dementia.  That should narrow things 
down. He started phoning the nursing homes again.  
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Chapter 33. Another kind of escape route 
 

Alison was entering grades into the student record system. There was a 
new system. Module leaders were supposed to put the marks in 
themselves. On the old system, they’d entered them in a spreadsheet, 
then printed them out and given them to the admin team to enter. Of 
course, that had been a big waste of time, but now one or two of her 
colleagues didn't think it was their job to enter marks into student 
records, and they either refused to do it, or made seemingly deliberate 
mistakes. She preferred to do them all herself, then she knew 
everything was done properly. So colleagues printed them out and gave 
them to her, and then she entered them. It saved time in the end.  

Her phone beeped. Text message. She sighed. It would be Derek. He 
was probably quite annoyed with her. She'd been late home every night 
for weeks. OK, last night hadn’t been entirely her fault. She sniggered 
at the thought of Geoff trapped in his office by a student. He really 
needed to get out more. He’d forgotten what it was like in the 
classroom.  

'Alison. I really need you to get back on time tonight. Derek.' 

She sighed again. He didn't need to add his name to every text. She 
knew they were from him. He could be surprisingly old-fashioned. She 
frowned. He must be in a bad mood. He hardly ever made a direct 
request. He was usually a bit more passive-aggressive, sending 
something like 'hope to see you later :-)'  

She looked at the list next to her. She'd really wanted to finish them off 
tonight. She was only half-way through, though, and it was taking ages. 
The main trouble with anonymous marking, in her view, was that 
entering the marks in the records when you just had a number, rather 
than a name, was surprisingly difficult. Everything needed to be 
double-checked.  
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Sod it. She picked up a red pen and put a line under the last mark she'd 
entered. Then she locked the list in her drawer. She picked up an article 
she planned to read that evening, the papers for tomorrow's School 
employability committee meeting and her phone, and stuffed them all 
into her bag. She looked round for the tablet computer, then 
remembered that IT services still had it. She giggled at the thought of 
the VC’s special screensaver.  

Shut down computer, put on coat, lock office. She felt quite rebellious, 
although she was still the last person left in the building. The corridor 
was dark. The auto-sensing lights came on just as she reached the lifts.  

The bus was usually fairly quick at this time of night. She didn't take 
the journal article out of her bag, but just sat and stared out of the 
window. This part of Burston was lively at all hours. Students from 
both universities were out and about, there was a thriving street of 
curry restaurants, the Christmas lights were up. It was really quite a nice 
place to live.  

She wondered why Derek was so keen for her to get home early. It 
really wasn't like him. Lately he'd seemed to have given up altogether 
on commenting on her working hours.  She really did feel guilty about 
it, but things had been so mad lately, she'd just had no choice. And this 
week, what with Geoff and the student doing her own sit-in, sorting 
out poor old Gareth, and Jan.... 

A nasty thought struck her. What if Derek had stopped mentioning her 
working hours because he'd basically given up on her? Maybe he'd met 
someone else who had a more conventional job? It would have to be 
someone at the council. Neither of them ever went anywhere else, 
other than her Wednesday evening with the team, and Derek knew 
how dull that was. She felt queasy. She couldn't cope with that on top 
of everything else. 

By the time she got home she was convinced that Derek was going to 
explain to her that he was leaving. Or maybe that he wanted her to 
leave, since he was the one keeping the household going. She felt 
physically sick. Oh, God. Her life was falling apart, and for what?  

She let herself into the house. There was a fantastic smell of roasting 
vegetables.  In the kitchen, the table was laid for two. With a tablecloth. 
And candles.  
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"Smells wonderful," Alison said. The kitchen was unusually tidy. "Um. 
Where are the kids?" She hung her coat over the back of one of the 
chairs.  

"I let them have a takeaway and rented a DVD for them." 

"Wow. They must be delighted. On a school night." Alison was really 
starting to panic, but her voice sounded calm enough.  

Derek passed her a glass of wine. "Sauvignon-Viognier. You like that." 

Alison smiled. "Do I?" Wine-tasting was one of Derek's hobbies that 
she hadn't quite managed to make time for. "When I retire," she always 
said. She took a sip. “Lovely. Just what I needed.”  

“It’s almost ready. I was just waiting for you to put the tuna in.” Derek 
turned to the hob. “It’ll be five minutes.” While the oil was heating in 
the frying pan, he turned to the oven and took out a baking tray of 
roasted vegetables. He put them down on the table. “I think they’ll 
keep warm for long enough”. He smiled at her.  

Alison was really confused. It was a lot of effort to go to if you were 
going to launch a bombshell. “Derek,” she started.  

“Hang on, I can’t really hear you.” The extractor fan was on, and the 
tuna was sizzling. “Won’t be a sec.”  

Alison took a big mouthful of wine. It wasn’t her birthday. Anyway, 
Emma and Ben would have been involved with that. It wasn’t their 
anniversary. Was it? No. They obviously weren’t expecting guests. She 
couldn’t think of anything else that might merit this level of effort, on a 
week-night at least. If Derek had something truly awful to announce – 
affair? Divorce? serious illness? Redundancy? - it wouldn’t be worth a 
lovely meal and tidy kitchen. Would it? Alison closed her eyes and tried 
to remember the last time they’d had any kind of conversation which 
wasn’t about children’s activities, school reports, shopping lists or what 
to do for that year’s holidays. Probably in the summer. On holiday. She 
sighed.  

Derek put two plates down on the table and sat opposite her. “Wake 
up!” 

She opened her eyes and smiled. “Just thinking.” 

He raised an eyebrow.  
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“I was just wondering what this lovely occasion was in aid of?” 

Derek feigned shock. “Are you trying to pretend that you don’t get this 
service every night?” He looked hurt.  

Alison laughed at him. “If only! I should have married a …” she 
couldn’t quite think of an acceptable way to end the sentence. 
“Anyway, it looks delicious. Thank you.”  

“Finish your glass, you need a glass of Chinon with this.” 

Alison did as she was told and Derek refilled the glass. She started to 
eat.  

“OK. You’re right. There is something.” Alison stopped eating and 
looked at him. He smiled nervously. “The thing is. The thing is. The 
thing is, I’ve been offered a job in the Isle of Wight.” He rushed out 
the last sentence.  

“The Isle of Wight?” 

“Yes. Deputy Chief  Exec. of the council. Good moving package, rent 
allowance for six months, house prices down there are reasonable 
anyway, nice environment, low crime. Well, you know all that anyway. 
Great job.” He stopped abruptly, as though he’d come to the end of a 
rehearsed piece. Alison was gaping slightly.  

She wasn’t quite sure where to start. How had he got a job like that 
without even mentioning it? It must have taken weeks of planning. But 
she decided on the personal. “We can’t do that. What about school?” 

“There’s a good school there, Carisbrooke College. Emma says she’d 
quite like a fresh start for sixth form. You know she doesn’t quite fit in 
with the other girls in her class. She says at least she’d have a reason to 
be different if we moved down there. And she quite fancies the idea of 
surfing every weekend. Ben could do with a shake-up, too. You know 
his results have been slipping. I’m not so keen on those lads he’s been 
knocking about with. And the school there has a video games club. 
Programming, not just playing. He’d love it.” 

“You’ve talked to Emma about it already?” Alison dimly realised that 
this wasn’t the thing she should be focusing on, but somehow, just at 
this moment, it seemed the most outrageous part of the whole 
proposition. 
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Derek winced. “Um. She could see I was excited about something. 
And you weren’t there, so…” he tailed off. “So I thought I’d make an 
occasion of it when you were.” 

Alison seemed lost for words. It really wasn’t what she’d been 
expecting. “And hang on, you haven’t heard the best bit,” Derek 
continued. “My salary package is going to be really good. Like I said, 
house prices are reasonable, we won’t need a big mortgage. We can 
manage on one salary.” Before Alison had a chance to say anything, he 
continued at high speed. “I’m not suggesting that you give everything 
up. But I thought maybe you could just have a bit of a break, do some 
work on Martin’s fumer, furmer, whatever it is..”  

“Martin's Ramping-fumitory.” Alison helped him out.  

Derek went on. “Yes, that one. It  grows down there, doesn’t it? You 
could finish that paper you used to talk about. And the OU is 
recruiting part-time tutors for Biology in that region, I saw an advert in 
the Guardian. So you could do some teaching, but without all the stress 
you’ve got now.” Derek stopped again. “But eat up, it’s getting cold.”  

Alison was still staring at him, open-mouthed. In the absence of any 
better idea, she obeyed the instruction. Quite a variety of things had 
been thrown at her this week. A dead colleague. Extra teaching to 
cover. A potentially huge assessment cock-up on her course. A broken 
computer. An appalling moderation session. Geoff’s student sit-in. 
Endless mark lists to enter. But that was basically a bad, but not 
untypical week. Home was usually a bit more predictable. This was so 
far out of left-field that she didn’t know what to think, or do.  

Derek was looking anxiously across the table at her.  

Her face suddenly crumpled and she started to weep, quietly.  

Derek looked distraught. “Oh, shit. Alison, I’m sorry, it’s OK, we 
won’t do it.” He came round to her side of the table and put his arm 
round her. “Here” he reached over to the kitchen worktop and pulled 
off a piece of kitchen roll.  
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Chapter 34. All’s Well that Ends Well? 
 

Sheila and Bob were in Cheeky's. They'd picked a table in the corner 
where they could both see the whole room, and had both chosen Soup 
of the Day with a plain roll. They were feeling a little awkward. Last 
night, they'd been allies against the forces of madness. This afternoon, 
they couldn't help but remember that they hardly knew each other. 

“Not as good as your stew, Sheila.”  

Sheila smiled at him. He really was very sweet.  

"So, how's Lilian this morning?" Bob asked. 

Good choice of topic. Sheila sniggered. "She's phoned in sick." 

They both giggled, remembering Lilian's meltdown. 

"Still, it was a bit of a shock to find out that you're a cat-murderer." 
Bob sounded serious, but he was grinning. "You don't look the type at 
all. Who'd have thought it?" 

Sheila blushed. "Actually, I'm not. Gareth was back in the garden this 
morning." She smiled ruefully, "I hate to admit it, but it was almost 
good to see him. I didn't even chase him out. He can't do much harm 
at this time of year." 

"That's a relief." Bob kept up the light-hearted tone. "I'd hate to be 
associated with a killer." He went pink. "Professionally, that is." 

His face got redder. "er. That is, I don't mean that I wouldn't like any 
other kind of association...." He trailed off in confusion. 

Sheila smiled and put her hand on his arm. "It's all right. I knew what 
you meant. Now, speaking of professional association, how did you get 
on with Alan?" 
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Bob appreciated the change of subject. "Pretty well, I think. He seemed 
impressed by the projections, and the risk assessments. I told him he'd 
need to get an executive team in place quickly to keep a separation 
between the College and the University, so that the funding body didn't 
start asking awkward questions. And I emphasised the need for good 
governance structures, and suggested he employ a good corporate 
lawyer. I may have mentioned some of the dire consequences I've seen 
where companies have short-cut in that area. He was looking a bit pale. 
Hope I didn't put him off the whole idea completely." 

Sheila smiled. "Not him - he's far too scared of the VC to back out 
now. I'd say it was perfectly pitched. By the time I went to see him, he 
was going through the Yellow Pages looking for a firm of solicitors." 
She giggled. "As if you're going to find that kind of expertise in a 
phone book! It's strictly word of mouth for the kind of work he 
needs." 

Sheila continued. "Anyway, he was perfectly primed for me to give him 
my plans with the proposed governance structures, arms-length 
connection to the university and HR structure. He looked almost as 
pleased as if the National Student Survey results had suddenly gone 
up." 

They both giggled at the thought of that unlikely occurrence. 

"I told Alan that he needed a good Chief Exec and Chief 
Operating Officer in post straight away, and that they could be 
seconded to the new company for a limited period without going 
through normal University HR processes, as the company will be in the 
private sector and wouldn't be subject to the same rules." Bob said. 
"That's right, isn't it?" he added anxiously. 

"Yes. No need to advertise openly. The UCNB will have new HR 
policies of its own. Of course, Burston Central will need to check the 
policies as part of its due diligence when accrediting the College's 
courses, but that won't affect people already in post. Plus the oversight 
will more be aimed at the policies for recruitment of teaching staff: 
how we know they're competent, etc. Not so much at the appointment 
of the senior management team." 

Bob said "He asked me if I'd be interested in being Chief Exec." 

Sheila looked at him. "And you said....?" 
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"I said no, I thought he needed someone with legal training for that. I 
was more qualified for the Chief Operating Officer role, if he was 
offering." 

They smiled at each other. 

"Sounds as though we've given him plenty to think about." Sheila 
mopped out the last of her soup with a piece of bread. "Has he asked 
you in to see the VC?" 

"Yes. Ten-thirty tomorrow." 

"Interesting, Me too. I’ll look forward to meeting you!" 

They smiled at each other again. 

"I'd better get back to the office," Bob said "I've got behind with my 
marking, with all of this extra excitement." 

"Yes, me too" said Sheila. "My students are getting worried about their 
beer pipes." 

Bob was puzzled, but decided not to ask what she was talking about. 
He wasn't usually too keen on cryptic academic comments but in 
Sheila's case, they often sounded quite intriguing. Beer pipes? Law? 

"Do you think it would be a good idea to meet up after work just to go 
over the plans again?" Sheila was asking. "We need to be pretty slick 
tomorrow, and we aren't supposed to have seen each other's plans, are 
we?" 

Bob nodded. "Good idea. Um. Perhaps you'd like to come over to my 
place?" He hardly blushed at all as he made the offer. He was going to 
have to mark student work all weekend to make up the time, but what 
the heck. Live a little! 

 



 

146 

 

Chapter 35. A Day Out 
 

DI Bones was singing. True, he was on a rather unpleasant mission, 
and perhaps singing wasn't the most appropriate response, but on the 
other hand, it was a road trip. Four hours there, four hours back. On 
his own in the car. That called for some singing.  

He'd run through a few rock favourites by way of a warm-up. Perhaps 
he shouldn't have wound down the window for the final chorus of 
 'Bat out of Hell' at those traffic lights. That poor old dear with the 
shopping trolley had got a bit of a fright. Lucky the car was unmarked. 
He didn't need a reminder from the DCI about bringing Burston Met 
into disrepute with other forces.  

Now he was onto the power ballads. 'Never mind, I'll find, someone li-
i-ike you,' he yelled at the top of his voice. Pity Sandra hadn't called 
him back yet. 

He rolled into Prestatyn as 'Bad Romance' faded out. He switched off 
the car stereo and pulled over to fiddle with the GPS. He'd forgotten 
the charging cable, so he’d not had it switched on since he’d negotiated 
the Burston bypass.  

He entered the details for Beechacres Nursing Home. Damn. It was on 
the outskirts of town, on the road he'd come in on. He looked in the 
mirror and did an illegal U-turn. He wondered with interest if his 
standards were slipping in general, or if it was just this weird case. 

Beechacres really was, surprisingly, an old house next to a beech copse, 
just as the name suggested. He'd been expecting a soulless council 
residential home with some wizened bushes in the car park. The 
beeches still had dried leaves clinging to them and the volume of the 
rustling sound they made was very noticeable as he got out and locked 
his car. He thought it was a bit eerie. Perhaps modern, soulless, sound-
insulated buildings were better for this kind of place. 
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There was an imposing front door. DI Bones rang the bell, ignoring 
the notice outside about acceptable visiting hours, and took out his 
warrant card. 

He knew it would take a while for someone to come to the door. To be 
fair, they were probably busy doing whatever they needed to do outside 
visiting hours, but even if they weren't, he was well aware that there 
were penalties for people who rang the bell when they weren't 
supposed to. After several minutes, he rang the bell again. This time he 
heard footsteps after only a minute or so, and then some huffing and 
puffing as various bolts and locks were undone. He held up the 
warrant card. 

"It's not visit...." began the woman in nurse's uniform who opened the 
door. She broke off as she saw the card. "Oh." 

"D. I. Bones. Burston Metropolitan Police. I've got an appointment 
with Matron Price." 

"Burston? This is Prestatyn. I don't think any of our residents could 
have got up to anything that far away." The nurse giggled. "What's it 
about?" 

"Is Matron Price here, Mrs, er..?" DI Bones was brisk. "I'm afraid it's a 
confidential matter." 

"Oh." the woman sounded disappointed. "Um. Yes. Please come this 
way." 

She motioned him to come in and then closed and locked the door. 
"Some of our residents like to wander." 

DI Bones ignored her. They continued across the entrance hall in 
silence. She stopped outside a door marked 'Reception' and leaned into 
the room. "D. I. Bones from Burston, Matron. Says he's got an 
appointment." 

She nodded in response to whatever was said, then straightened up. 
"Here's Matron, D. I. Bones. Bye now." 

DI Bones nodded at her and went into the office. She set off very 
slowly back across the hall. 

Matron Price got up and shut the door of the office. She put out her 
hand to DI Bones. "Judith Price." 
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They shook hands. "You said it was something to do with Mrs Jones's 
son, Gareth?" 

"Yes. I was wondering if you know him at all?" 

"Well, not very well, but I know who he is, of course. He comes most 
weekends to see her, but he hasn't been for a few weeks. I was 
wondering where he'd got to, but, to be honest, I didn't think too 
much about it. Mrs Jones didn't really recognise him any more, and I 
know he was busy with his science. I was surprised he came as often as 
he did. Is something wrong? Is he in trouble with the police?" 

DI Bones took out the photo of Gareth which the pathologist had 
done for him. "Is this him?" 

"Looks like him. Oh dear. This is a post mortem photo, isn't it?" 

DI Bones nodded. "I’m afraid so. We've been struggling to get a 
positive identification. One of Gareth's former colleagues thought it 
was probably him in the photo, but she didn't seem to know him that 
well, so I was hoping to find someone who knew him better. Plus we 
needed to trace the next of kin. Sounds as though we might have 
finally managed it." 

"Well, possibly. But Mrs Jones isn't in a position to identify him. Or be 
informed, really. She won't understand. Probably just as well. What 
happened to him?" 

DI Bones sighed. "We don't really know yet. He was found in the 
woods. There's no obvious cause of death." 

Matron Price took pity on him. "Maybe we can help a bit. Let's have a 
cup of coffee and we can have a look through Mrs Jones' records. She's 
from round here. We should have her old family doctor's details. 
Although we do use our own doctor for the home." 
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Chapter 36. Departures  
 

Sheila, Bob and Alan were waiting outside Bill Noakes' office. Alan was 
looking much more cheerful than he had done earlier in the week. He 
was holding the plans which Sheila and Bob had produced. He'd asked 
them both for digital copies and then he'd added his name to the front 
covers and printed them out on glossy paper and put them in nice 
bindings. Sheila and Bob were trying not to look at each other. Alan 
had 'introduced them' earlier and commented on how complementary 
their reports were. They'd murmured something about that being a 
fortunate coincidence and it showing what a good idea it all was, but 
they were both worried about giggling at an inopportune moment. The 
last couple of days had been a bit giddy for both of them. 

Without any obvious cue, Phyllis suddenly put up her head. "You can 
go in now." 

Alan jumped up. Bob and Sheila followed him into the Vice 
Chancellor’s office. Bill Noakes was sitting behind his cheap desk 
flicking through his own glossy copies of the plans. They were filled 
with Post-it notes. His three employees stood diffidently in front of 
him. "Sit down." he said, without looking up. 

They obeyed. After another few minutes, he stuck a final Post-it note 
onto a page and finally looked at them. He seemed confused. Alan 
sprang up again. "Vice Chancellor, you remember Bob Barker, don't 
you? From the Accountancy department. And this is Sheila er, er, from 
the Law department." 

Sheila stood up and put out her hand to the VC. "Sheila Thompson, 
Vice Chancellor. Pleased to meet you." 

Bill shook her hand reluctantly. Alan continued. "Bob and Sheila have 
been helping me with the UCNB plans, Bill. Been very glad of their 
industry expertise, in fact." 

Bill turned and stared witheringly at him. "That explains a lot."  

Alan sat down again, crushed. 
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Bill looked down at the plans again. He took pity on Alan. "These 
plans are excellent." The three others let out a collective sigh of relief. 
God knows why, but the entire institution craved the approval of the 
Vice Chancellor, and it wasn't easy to come by. "I do have a few 
questions, though." 

Bob and Sheila leaned forward. This was their territory. 

 

Later, in Cheeky's, they went over the meeting again. Sheila was 
starting to think of it as 'their' place, neatly over-writing her memories 
of meeting Alan there when she'd worried about the online dating 
debacle. 

"It was fantastic the way you handled the HR question," Bob said. "I 
thought he was on to the contract issue, there. But you deflected him 
brilliantly." 

"And I liked the way you encouraged him to think about seconding a 
CEO who had a legal background!"  Sheila was really pleased. "I hope 
you aren't going to be a difficult employee, though, Mr Chief 
Operating Officer!" 

They clinked coffee cups. 

More pensively, Bob said "do you think Alan knew about his early 
retirement? He looked a bit surprised." 

Sheila shrugged. "It was very kind of you to suggest that with UCNB, 
he'd be going out on a high, though." They both started laughing. Poor 
old Alan. The University College of North Burston really was the last 
straw for him. 

 

In Geoff's office, Alison was making a cup of coffee, although Geoff 
looked in need of something stronger. She realised that his kettle was 
in full view on a side table. Typical. One rule for middle managers, and 
another for everyone else. Exactly why she wouldn't be sorry to leave 
all of this behind. 
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Geoff was looking bereft. "But Alison, think how bored you'll be, stuck 
away on some little island miles from civilisation and with no 
meaningful work. I'm only thinking of you. It's my duty to point these 
things out. It's part of your professional development process." 

Alison swallowed hard. She'd promised herself that she wouldn't get 
angry, or upset. Geoff had spent years making her feel that he was 
utterly dependent on her to run the Biology course, because she was so 
fantastic at her job. But the truth was, she had been a mug, and there 
was plenty of cannon fodder available to replace her. To keep the 
metaphor going, she was starting to think of herself as a battle casualty, 
and she needed some rest and recuperation. 

She forced herself to say, mildly, "Geoff. I'm not leaving till the end of 
the year. We've got plenty of time for succession planning. You know 
there are lots of skilful people in the department who are just waiting 
for their chance to drop a bit of research and do a bit more admin. 
What about Ingrid, or Dev?" 

Geoff shook his head. "Oh, I don't think we can have another woman 
as course leader. We need some stability now. If you're all going to 
follow your husbands at the drop of a hat, where will we be?" 

Alison once again decided to be kind, given Geoff's distress. "Geoff. 
You need to get the best person for the job. I've been course leader for 
eight years. It's long enough. But I think you'd better be careful about 
your opinions when you're talking to anyone else," she added, tartly. 

Geoff had his head in his hands and was rocking gently in his chair. 
"It's the last straw. The last straw." 

Alison tiptoed out of the room. At least Geoff had confirmed her 
decision. There was very little she would miss about Burston Central.  
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Chapter 37. Admissions crisis 
 

Alan sat despondently in his office. The latest Admissions figures were 
in from the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service, and they 
were awful. A twelve per cent drop in applications. Worse than Wales, 
as the VC had snarled derisively at him. He didn’t really see why it was 
all his fault. The Marketing department reported directly to the VC, not 
to him, and that campaign about feeling the love had been bloody 
awful. However, the Head of Marketing could do no wrong. Maybe if 
he wore such short skirts he’d get on better with the VC?  

He reproached himself for that unworthy thought, and wondered if he 
should have been spending so much time on the University College of 
North Burston project, but on the other hand, that was a chance to get 
students from an entirely different market. It could save the whole 
university.  

He looked at the document open on the screen in front of him. It was 
headed ‘Emergency UCAS strategy’. The rest of the document was 
blank. He sighed heavily. 4 January. UCAS deadline 15 January. Most 
schools’ internal deadline for student drafts: 14 December. There was 
no way of retrieving the situation now, but the stress ball which had hit 
the door as he left the VC’s office had left him in no doubt that he was 
expected to do something.  

He got up and made a cup of coffee. Maybe he no longer had a PA, 
but at least he had a proper coffee machine in his office, courtesy of 
the previous VC. And his office was big enough for pacing. He paced.  

Alan was a mild-mannered sort of person. He’d worked his way slowly 
up the academic ladder, or steadily, as he preferred to think of it. His 
wife had been happy to be a homemaker, so he’d been able to move 
institutions regularly in search of promotion, and to be truthful he 
much preferred administration to his original research on late 19th 
century British industrial history (beginning of the end, as he liked to 
think of it) or to teaching (just the end).  
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Deputy head of department, head of department, pro vice chancellor, 
deputy vice chancellor. He’d almost got to the top job, but now he was 
at the end of the line. Bill Noakes had made it clear that they needed to 
mutually agree his departure. It wasn’t too bad: he had plenty of years 
of service, and he was going out on a six-figure salary. All the 
paperwork had been signed and he’d be off in a couple of months. As 
he paced he tried to analyse why he was feeling so despondent.  

His critical thinking skills were a bit rusty – too much public relations 
and bonhomie at official gatherings, perhaps. But as he thought about 
the injustice of his situation, he started to get more and more fed up. 
There was an issue of professional pride at stake here. Why was he 
taking the blame for everything that went wrong at Burston Central? 
He’d always been loyal. He liked to think that he’d tempered the VC’s 
ideas into workable compromises. He was the creative person, the 
visionary, the one who’d come up with the idea of the University 
College of North Burston which would save the whole institution.  

He straightened his back and strode over to the computer, recklessly 
ignoring the splashes sent over the side of his cup by the increased 
pace.  It wouldn’t be his office for much longer, let the next person 
deal with the stained carpet!  

He got out the UCAS figures again. Fuck ‘em. He was going to be 
logical about this.  

A little later, Alan got up from his computer. He carefully locked the 
workstation screen, put on his coat, and went over to the Sainsbury’s 
Local which was opposite the main campus. He came out carrying six 
empty wine boxes and went back up to the sixth floor. He emptied the 
contents of his desk into the boxes and tucked them carefully behind 
the door. Then he carried on with his normal duties for the day.  

At around five o’clock, he returned to his office. The corridor was 
dark.  He started ferrying the boxes down to his car. Once the last one 
was safely stowed, he went back up and sat at his desk. He read 
through the email on this screen one last time.  
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To: allstaff@burstu.ac.uk 

Bcc: News Desk, Burston Gazette 

From: Alan, Deputy Vice Chancellor 

Subject: Fall in Applications 

All staff will be aware of the fall in applications to Burston Central for the next 
academic year. Despite the best efforts of the Marketing department, our 
applications are down 12% on this year, worse than the sector average. With our 
rivals in a similar position, there is no chance of increasing applications for this year 
without a severe compromise to our entry standards, which is clearly unacceptable to 
all of you.  

This reduction in student numbers will probably translate to a reduction in budget of 
around 10%. At the Vice Chancellor’s request, I am therefore taking immediate 
action to mitigate the effects of this. The following courses will now suspend 
recruitment because their applications are too low for a viable entry: 

Media Studies 

Chemistry  

All modern foreign languages  

All weird-sounding ‘management’ courses 

International Management studies  

We will be consulting with the relevant unions over a concomitant redundancy 
programme over the next 90 days. I’ve enjoyed working with you all, but 
unfortunately, not everyone in the institution has shaped up. We tried, but we’ve 
failed.  

He pressed send. Then he shut down the computer, put his Blackberry 
on the desk, turned out the lights, and left the office. As he walked in 
the dark towards the lifts, he smiled to himself.  Sod them. And sod 
their succession planning. They weren’t going to want him back after 
this.  
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Chapter 38. Closing the Case 
 

DI Bones was in the car, and he was singing again. This time it was 
more about trying to cheer himself up. It looked as though he would 
be able to close the case, but the story was very dismal.  

The Jones's family doctor had looked after Gareth since he was born. 
Gareth had never had any particular health problems, but his father 
had died suddenly at the age of forty-six, when Gareth was only two. 
The cause of death had been given as heart failure, but nothing had 
really shown up at the PM – some kind of heart condition had been an 
assumption. So although Gareth was much younger, it was possible 
that something similar had happened to him.  

The GP had mentioned Sudden Adult Death Syndrome – SADS – 
which explained Dr Choudhari’s cryptic note. The GP had also said 
that Mrs Jones had been diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer's the 
year after Gareth had left home to go to University, and was now in 
need of full-time care.  

The family doctor had offered to come and identify the body on 
Saturday, which was really very good of him. Matron Price would sort 
out a power of attorney for Mrs Jones and ask that person to organise 
Gareth’s funeral and Gareth's flat and assets and so on. DI Bones just 
needed to do a report for the coroner and inform Social Services in 
Prestatyn, and he could close the file.  

He didn't think any of Gareth's colleagues needed to know any more. 
They could wait till the inquest if they were interested. Which didn’t 
seem very likely. He wouldn’t be sorry to see the last of those 

academics. Meanwhile, he still had his bottle of wine and his box set 
of The Killing to look forward to. 

He pulled up in front of his neat modern apartment block just as his 
mobile rang. Unknown number. He pressed 'Answer'. 

 "D. I. Bones." 

An Australian voice answered him "All right, mate? Got a body here 
for you, but it's not dead yet." Sandra Sutton went off into 
paroxysms of giggles. 
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DI Bones smiled. He did feel bad about poor old Gareth. But you 
had to look to the future.  
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Find out more about Burston Central University at 
http://wadingtreacle.wordpress.com/ 

http://wadingtreacle.wordpress.com/

