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CHAPTER 1

Where else?
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The night was slowly being seduced by the unwelcome advances of the dawn’s first light. The sound of birds started to drift gradually into 71 Creswell Crescent, like a slowly building orchestral arrangement and the high-pitched tones of multi-faceted whistling reached an unbearable crescendo. It had been a long, warm night and one that had not been helped by the unexpected and somewhat annoying interlude of the central heating springing to life at two am. The occupant of the house was wide awake. He had been awake half the night (and boy, had it had been a particularly long night) tossing and turning to no avail.  

Mr James Ballard, known to family and friends as Jamie, realised with a certain amount of dread and acceptance that his life had become a long-drawn-out affair shared between periods of wasted time and work. It would be fair to say that his life was well and truly stuck in a rut, and no amount of daydreaming could garner him a solution to this existence. Yes, existence would be the perfect description of what his life had become, and he positively yearned for any kind of excitement or adventure to touch his, oh so, mundane routine. 

Jamie was married to Denise; however, they had recently separated. They had no children but did have the companionship of a rather loud and raucous parrot called Charlie. This certain parrot had a perhaps admirable but inappropriate grasp of the English language and relished the use of crude terminology. Denise’s mother had never quite forgiven Jamie for the only time Charlie had greeted her with, “Bog off, you wrinkly old bat!” She had been convinced that Jamie had some hand in coaching him to say it. A charge that he strenuously denied. However, even his most vehement protestations always seemed to lack the right amount of conviction to convince Denise’s mother of his innocence. The incident was subsequently brought up during any and all disagreements. It was also one of the many things that had culminated in Jamie and Denise’s separation. Jamie had been given custody of dear old Charlie whilst Denise had moved back in with her mother. It was supposedly a trial separation, but Jamie had a sneaking suspicion that it may become permanent.  

The alarm clock rang with the same tedious repetition and tenacity that all alarms seemed to have when you had been awake half the night. The menace of the impending day was already stalking Jamie with the deadly precision of a mighty predator, and he had therefore not yet left the sanctuary of his bed. But it was no good; as much as he did not want to get up, he would have to push himself that extra mile and struggle out of his pit. So, with all the grace and elegance of a drunkard, he staggered in broken diagonal lines along the landing and into the shower, ricocheting off the landing walls in the process. But unfortunately, it did not make for a comfortable experience due to the overzealous stippling of Artex that happened to adorn the walls.

Twenty minutes and some painful cuts to his face and arms later, he re-emerged from the shower a little better adjusted to face his demons. It was followed swiftly by two cups of coffee and a round of toast later, after which he accepted the inevitable and made his way to work. 

His journey these days was more fraught than usual due to extensive roadworks on the motorway. It had also been the expertly timed decision of the local council to cut off any chance of taking an alternative route by also choosing this time to resurface the by-pass. As a result, Jamie was thoroughly pissed off by it all! 

‘Still, it could be worse,’ he thought to himself, though how he had managed to come to that appraisal of the situation was lost on him in a haze of faraway daydreams.

Jamie was a laboratory technician in the Virology Department of the local hospital. This job appeared to be quite glamorous and responsible on the surface, but in reality, it had become as mundane and humdrum as any other. Life in the NHS has become a hard slog these days due to the increased pressure of government spending cuts. Everyone who had half a brain cell knew what was happening; the government were basically privatising the NHS by the back door.  

Jamie pulled into the staff car park at the hospital after a journey plagued with intolerant drivers. Although, it didn’t escape Jamie’s thought process that these irate individuals probably suffered from the same hang-ups and dreads that punctuated his own life. He hated journeys like the one this morning; it tended to put him in a bad mood for the rest of the day. Matters were further compounded when he realised that some inconsiderate so and so had parked in his space. It was not his space, but he had parked there for nearly ten years. Spiritually he had claimed ownership. However, a Harley Davidson motorbike currently occupied his space. As a result, he was forced to scout into the patient’s car park, as the staff one was full. 

Great, he thought to himself, I’m going to be late. Again! 

The patient car park was nearly always packed, and it carried the added bonus that you had to pay to park in it. After a period of circling, he spotted Alison from accounts. She, too, must be late and also looking for a space. Jamie raced down the end lane of the car park to beat her to the one parking bay that was left and snuck in just ahead of her shiny, new BMW. She shot him a venomous look and then extended her middle finger in Jamie’s direction. 

Charming, he thought to himself. However, it didn’t surprise him. Alison had a ferocious reputation as a man-hater in general and an even bigger reputation for specifically hating Jamie.

He locked his car with an air of triumph at the prospect of having got one over on the man-hater - maybe this would be a good day after all! He tried the car handle to make sure it was locked and proceeded towards the labs. After a short walk, he then doubled back to re-check that the car was locked. The reason for this need to re-check was that several years earlier, Jamie had been diagnosed with Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder. It often led to a need - If only mildly, as the psychiatrist put it -  to recheck doors and make sure light switches were turned off. This compulsion manifested in the form of counting numbers in his head. He would count to ten, then walk away convinced all way ok, then, on many occasions, return a short while later to make sure it was, indeed, okay. Sometimes he returned to a light switch, locked door, or tap just once, but he could return several times. On a more positive note, though, visits to the psychiatrist paired with bouts of cognitive behavioural therapy had worked wonders and banished several demons and intrusive thoughts in Jamie’s life. Jamie had also been prescribed Sertraline Hydrochloride tablets which, although an anti-depressant, had successfully tempered and diluted many of his OCD symptoms. Jamie was in the main laboratory building ten minutes later, grabbing a coffee from the vending machine en route. The coffee was dreadful, but he wasn’t sure why that surprised him. After all, even on a good day, it tasted pretty bland! He strode into the locker room and grabbed his white lab coat. The inside of Jamie’s locker was chaotic, messy and disorganised and rather reminiscent of his life over the last few months, a bit of a train wreck. But even when tired and wearing his old lab coat, at almost six feet tall and slight to medium build, Jamie still cut a bit of a dash with his strawberry blond hair and his innocent looks. He hurried into the lab still clutching his cup of coffee and was immediately confronted by the figure of Jack Smith, senior line manager for all the labs. 

‘Good morning, Jamie,’ said Smith.

‘Morning Jack,’ replied Jamie glancing up at the clock on the wall and trying to formulate in his head what measure of how contrite he should look based on the number of minutes late he was. 

‘Look, I’m sorry I’m late, Jack, but some right selfish bastard has put a dirty great motor bike in my parking place, and I had to go and park in the main car park.’

At that moment, Jamie noticed Keith Dell, his kindred spirit and co-conspirator in the labs, frantically gesticulating from behind Jack Smith. Jamie took the hint to quit while he was behind and paused. It was then that Jamie noticed the very small, officious looking man. The man had stood, or rather wedged, himself in the gap between Jack and Keith, and Jamie had not spotted him there before. 

‘Jamie, I would like you to meet Professor Ernest Scuntbucket. The Professor will be joining us on secondment for twelve months,’ Jack chirped, stepping to one side and introducing the man.

Jamie could not help but raise a smile, but his attempts to suppress the internal laugh threatening to manifest externally were not helped when he spotted Keith Dell trying to do the same. Jamie extended his hand to the aforementioned Professor with a wry smile on his face. Earnest Scuntbucket recognised the spectre of Jamie’s smile. It was a look he had regularly been greeted with whenever his name was mentioned to someone for the first time. He resented that smug look as much today as he had done all of his life. 

‘Hi Ernie, you don’t mind being called Ernie, do you? I’m Jamie Ballard. Please just call me Jamie.’

‘Professor Scuntbucket will do just fine,’ he replied. 

Woo! Thought Jamie to himself, he’s a bit touchy; I can see he’s going to be a right barrel of laughs!

‘Oh, and by the way.’ Scuntbucket continued, ‘I also happen to be the ‘right selfish bastard’ who parked my motorbike in your so-called space.’

Jamie stood in a state of amazement. No, amazement was the wrong word; it was more shock. Although, at this moment, Jamie was not quite sure if he was more shocked by the fact he, even somewhat inadvertently, had called Scuntbucket a selfish bastard or that the small officious prat before him rode a motor bike – and a Harley Davidson to boot! 

‘Well, I’m sure you have your work to be getting on with Mr Ballard; I won’t keep you from it.’

‘It’s Jamie...’

‘As I said, Mr Ballard, don’t let me keep you.’

Jamie was stunned by his severity, and he was sure that everyone else in the lab felt the cold wind of change touching their safety zone. Several people in the lab had what you might call sensitivity issues about their own personal safety zones. It seemed that Ernest Scuntbucket was only going to serve to amplify these issues. He struck Jamie as the type of man that would likely intrude on people’s personal space and enjoy it. Jamie skulked away to get on with preparing cultures. To add insult to injury, he was fully aware that today he was preparing not just any old cultures, but faecal cultures at that – and that in a nut shell said it all. But Jamie consoled himself with the thought that today was Friday, which meant that he would be going for his regular curry with his friends later tonight.

The rest of Jamie’s working day disappeared in a haze of mediocrity. It was the same mediocrity that had accompanied all his days recently. Endless days that had vanished before him, like some sort of seasoned time traveller disappearing back into time. Depression could probably have settled in on Jamie Ballard. However, his problems with OCD and his current levels of medication precluded him from any serious worrying that it was a likely outcome. He breezed through the rest of the day without a care in the world or at least the perception of it. Perception, it would seem, was a great leveller of normality—especially where Jamie Ballard was concerned.
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CHAPTER 2.

The Curry House.
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Jamie arrived at the rather unusually named Larks Tongue Drive. The road was lined with trees planted into the grass verges – a true image of suburbia. It was typical of the sort seen in the leafy towns and villages in television drama programs.

One hundred and seventeen Larks Tongue Drive was the home of one Harry Reynolds PhD. Harry, or ‘H’ as he was called by those who knew him best, was the youngest of a group of friends who would hang around together. This group of kindred spirits also included Jamie Ballard. They had all been friends for longer than any of them cared to remember. 

Tonight was Friday night, and therefore a curry was beckoning the intrepid friends, just as it had on many occasions, too numerous to mention. After a little titivation, H galvanized himself into action, grabbed his keys and leather jacket, made a quick glance in the mirror to check his hair and joined Jamie outside. As they walked down the drive towards Jamie’s car, he was shocked by the more than casual way that H had shut his front door without at least checking it was locked! He contemplated telling him to check it one last time, and the battle raged in his mind for a few seconds. Should he go back and try it for H? He slowed right down and was about to turn around when H grabbed hold of Jamie’s arm and said in an authoritative tone, 

‘Leave it.’ Against his better judgement, Jamie bit the bullet and complied.

H had also recently split with his long-time partner. Although H was the youngest of the group of friends, he and his ex-had been together longer than the others and their respective partners. They had split because it had become apparent that they wanted different things from life. H regularly lectured in electronics at a red brick university - at least that’s what he told everyone. In reality, he had not lectured for a couple of years. The position he now occupied required his allegiance to the Official Secrets Act. His employer was no longer the Educational Establishment but ‘The’ Establishment. But as far as everyone was concerned, he still plied his profession in the hallowed halls of academia. 

They got into Jamie’s car and made their way to The Bengal Gardens curry restaurant.  

‘Where’s Tim and Vinny?’ Asked H. 

‘Oh, change of plan. We’re meeting them at the Bengal gardens,’ replied Jamie.

‘Well, Jamie, how’s work been?’ H asked as he fastened his seatbelt. 

‘You know, same old same old.’  

They carried on their way, and Jamie began to tell H about his new boss, the delectable Mr Scuntbucket. H let out a laugh in disbelief at his name. 

‘You are winding me up, are you not? Let me get this right; his name is Scuntbucket?’ 

Jamie then proceeded to talk to H about what a pompous dickhead the man was, and before they knew it, they had arrived at The Bengal Gardens. Tim’s car was already there in the car park. Jamie parked up, and he and H walked towards the restaurant (but not before Jamie checked all the handles around the car to convince himself that he had, in fact, locked it).

As they entered the restaurant, Mr Khan came over to shake their hands and usher them over to the table, accommodating their two other friends they were meeting tonight. Mr Khan was the genial host and proprietor of The Bengal Gardens and always welcomed them in with open arms; the food was always very good; the aroma of herbs interspersed with exotic spices never failed to set the taste buds on fire in anticipation - disappointment was never a consideration for the curry connoisseur. 

They all knew Mr Khan quite well, which all things considered was no great surprise with the amount of time and, it had to be said, money that they had spent here. So they seated themselves at the table with the normal pleasantries out of the way. A table that was immaculately laid out and was everything you could want from a restaurant. Even people who had never frequented this eatery before would be able to see the class that this establishment oozed, and they definitely would not be disappointed by its menu and food selections. 

‘Hi Jamie, Hiya H,’ remarked Timmy Harrington, one of the two people already sitting at the table. They both returned the compliment to Timmy, known as Tim and then did the same to the other occupant of the table. It was one Vinny Tedburn, usually known as plain old Vinny. 

‘Yes, how are you two pilchards?’ He asked.

‘You know what, Jamie? He’s got such a way with words; he could be the next bloody poet laureate?’ Remarked H. 

‘Yes, you two are so funny; I’m nearly splitting my sides laughing.’  

They all sat at the table and started to talk about their respective days at work. Tim let slip that things were ‘very tense’ back home on the domestic front and that all was not as it should be with his other half, Marie. Mid-flow, however, Tim suddenly went silent. It was because he had spotted, somewhat belatedly, an ex-girlfriend sat the other side of the restaurant. The ex in question was Jane Goodyear. He had dated Jane for about six months before he had met Marie, and Tim had really had it bad for Jane back then. But she had tired of his constant interest in other women. During their relationship, he seemed to show an unusually keen interest in other women, and Jane believed that she should have been the centre of his attention. As a result, she had ditched him and left him heartbroken. He had understood her reasons – Jane seemed to instinctively know if a new woman had appeared in any area of his life. She would say, ‘he’d go off on one, ’ paying them too much attention, almost like he was in love with them. It was an accusation that Tim always strenuously denied, but deep down, he knew it was true. That was Tim’s big downfall in life; he could fall in love at the drop of a hat. 

‘Hey Tim, there’s that bird you dated before Marie!’ Vinny said. 

Tim feigned ignorance, 

‘Sorry, who are you on about?’ 

‘That Jane woman. She’s over there,’ stated Vinny, gesticulating in Jane’s direction.

Over the other side of the room, Tim’s ex-girlfriend Jane had spotted him and sort of half-waved to acknowledge him. Tim was caught in an instant trap of his own making; should he just wave back or speak to her? Meanwhile, Jane, while smiling through gritted teeth, said to her friends, 

‘God, I hope he doesn’t come over here!’

Back on the lad’s table, Vinny was warming to the task of some serious Tim baiting.

‘Typical, really, isn’t it?.’ Said Vinny.

‘What’s typical?’ Asked H. 

‘Him,’ Vinny pointed at Tim. 

‘What?’ Queried Tim.

‘It’s written all over your face! So you’re going tell us that you still have feelings for her!’

‘No, but we do still have unfinished business. I mean, it was all a bit messy at the time,’ said Tim.

‘Oh no, not again,’ said Jamie. ‘I’m not having it! If he isn’t falling in love with some bird or another he’s caught a glimpse of, then he’s got one of those bloody practical jokes on the go!’

Tim had a reputation, or more precisely a proclivity, for practical jokes and a very base sense of humour. Tim never took the polite route; he was very ‘route one’ in his tastes - a fart was always fart and never flatulence. Despite this, Tim worked as a computer programmer, a trade he was very gifted at. 

Vinny and he had a very close relationship, but it was somewhat volatile. They were forever trying to take the mick out of each other, but, like all of them in their unit, they would protect each other from bad comments from anyone outside of the group. They were all fiercely loyal but very competitive. Tim especially was always trying to play some practical joke or another. Tim could always be counted on to provide a certain amount of ‘comic relief’ via a variety of purchased mischief-making aids and accompaniments, and he had always had the knack of being able to communicate with anyone, regardless of age, sex or status. Where most people would weigh up a situation before dropping a stink bomb or replacing a bar of soap with one of those that dyed your face blue - Tim would not. He would just deploy it regardless. But his knack with people meant that when Tim did something, everyone always saw the funny side of it. Nearly.

‘Oooh, she still wants you, Tim; you’re in their mate,’ said Vinny.

‘Do you think so?’ Replied Tim.

‘No, you great plank! She’s only waving out of politeness.’

‘I’m surprised she even waved to you after that incident with her parents,’ said H. 

Tim bowed his head in embarrassment at being reminded of that incident. 

‘Oh yes,’ said Jamie smiling. Tim wanted to curl up and die.

On the other side of the restaurant, Jane Goodyear and her friends were discussing the paragon of emotional chaos that was ensconced on the other side of the restaurant. 

‘So, why did you split up with him, Jane?’ Questioned a relatively new work acquaintance.

‘It’s not something I want to talk about,’ she replied, ‘let’s just say it was gross. My Dad still hasn’t gotten over it yet, and my mother still has nightmares. If my Dad knew he was here tonight, he would have come down and punched his lights out for him.’

Jane’s two friends looked at each other with a sense of curiosity. 

‘I just hope he stays over there because if he comes over here, he’ll probably end up going off on one and telling me he still loves me or some nonsense. I know that sounds conceited, but you don’t know what he’s like!’

On the other side of the room, Tim sat there, not saying a lot after his initial conversation with the lads concerning Jane and his thoughts turned to fantasies about being in love with her again. Then, as fast as these thoughts manifested themselves, they disappeared, replaced by thoughts of Jane’s Dad and his threat to punch Tim’s light’s out if ever he darkened their doorstep again. It certainly put the dampeners on his meandering thoughts of a romantic tryst with Jane. But while he still lingered over these thoughts, both yearning and hurting in equal measure, the conversation at both tables continued unabated in differing directions. The only conversation that mattered was the one taking place at Tim’s table.

‘You will never guess what...? I only picked up twenty Blu Ray players today!’ Said Vinny.

‘Sweet,’ replied H. 

‘How much?’ Asked Jamie,

‘Paid fifty quid each off that bloke down the snooker club. Yeah, you know, the one who keeps ferrets?’

‘Are they kosher?! I mean, he’s a bit dodgy. He tried to sell me a set of ladders last year with a third of the rungs missing,’ said Jamie. 

‘Well, I can understand that. I’d try to sell them to you if I could get away with it!’ Vinny laughed out loud. 

‘Look, Vinny, you want to watch out dealing with him. I wouldn’t be surprised if they are knock offs.’

‘I bought them for fifty quid. State of the art kit, I’ll knock them out for a hundred quid each. Job done. Back of the net.’ 

‘Look, I’m only saying because you wouldn’t want to get caught with hooky goods by the police, would you?’

‘Chill-lax, I’m fireproof.’ 

Whilst the conversation with Vinny and knocked off goods continued unperturbed, Tim’s mind had barely gotten over seeing Jane Goodyear. That was until a group of young women entered the restaurant. Jamie watched as they sat in the reception area, by the entrance to the restaurant, where the waiters always sat you until showing you to your table. A young woman in the group with red hair gave a cursory glance in Tim’s direction. He held her glance just long enough to gain her attention, and then she looked away. It was a green light to Tim, and he reasoned that she must fancy him. Suddenly all thoughts of Jane were yesterday’s news. Besides, nothing could ever happen with her again because of her mom and dad, unless, that was, they both passed away suddenly. Tim’s thoughts of a romantic dalliance with the woman with the red hair percolated in his mind at that moment. Conversely, the woman with the red hair had not even noticed Tim, except in a passing glance. When he thought he was making eye contact with her, she was eyeing up H. Not him. 

H was one of life’s great thinkers. He never missed a trick and demonstrated this by trying to lighten Tim’s mood. 

‘Tim, forget about Jane. You know she’s no good for you. Besides, the red-head over there is giving you the eye.’ 

Tim looked over at her again, and, sure enough, she was looking back over at him - or so he thought. H had already clocked her giving him the eye, but tried to make out to Tim that it was him she was interested in. The logic in H’s thinking being that Tim would never have the audacity to go and chat her up, but at least it would dilute his interest in Jane Goodyear being there. It worked a treat, but not how H had planned. Because without warning or probable cause, in a fit of bravado, Tim went against everything that people would have expected of him and suddenly got up and left the table! Vinny, H and Jamie believed, at first, that he was going to the toilet. He wasn’t. In a sudden spontaneous move, Tim headed straight over to where the red head and her friends had been relocated and was then observed by his three companions being well and truly embarrassed by his new love interest’s rejection. Unfortunately, even while the rejection was taking place, Tim was having none of it; he became more and more insistent that she had given him the eye. Finally, he only gave up the pursuit and returned (head bowed and well and truly humiliated) after the red-head threw her drink over him in a fit of temper. Tim returned to the company of his companions after his conversation with this vision of beauty, unceremoniously wearing her half of lager and lime. H muttered something about being sorry and having misread the situation. Someone else on the table said through a laugh, 

‘Great pilchard.’ 

These shenanigans were being observed by most of the paying public and not least by Jane Goodyear and friends. She said to her companions,

‘See what I mean? He can’t help himself. So now you understand what I put up with when we were going out together?’ 

They nodded in agreement with her. Tim’s great failure of falling in love at the drop of a hat had caused his three companions some rather anxious moments, not least, because of the state, it would leave Tim in. Sometimes, he would be left pining and moping for weeks afterwards, ever the romantic. Tim had never actually gone off with anyone else, but that didn’t stop him from hurting over a potential love lost, even when the recipient of his affections knew nothing about it themselves. In many ways, Tim suffered a certain amount of OCD in the love stakes. Though it had to be said he was never a stalker, he was a lone sufferer who would bear his emotional scars in private. 

Meanwhile, back at the table, Jamie, who had been both shocked and amused by Tim’s grand gesture, was looking over at these women who had inflicted such emotional and psychological carnage on his friend’s self-respect and dignity. Then suddenly, he felt his own self-esteem and well-being eroding away. Sat just a little way away from Jamie and friends, he noticed a gang of people who must have been seated whilst Tim’s ordeal was taking place. One man at the table bore an uncanny resemblance from behind to Professor Ernest Scuntbucket. Jamie watched to see if the man would glance sideways to get a better look, but he did not make any discernible move left or right. Was it Scuntbucket, or was it not? It certainly could pass for him from behind, but he wasn’t sure. Oh, God, I hope not, he thought.

Jamie hoped and prayed that if he was Scuntbucket, he did not turn around. Jamie had gone quite quiet, and the conversation on his table had passed him by, largely undetected. He was pondering whether to disclose that it might be Professor Ernest Scuntbucket or not. Vinny, however, was lost in his own train of thought and was plotting revenge on a gentleman he had spotted who bore an uncanny resemblance to Old Billy Gittins. Old Billy Gittins was a regular in the Storehouses public house, the preferred watering hole of this gang of four. Vinny owed Old Billy Gittins some revenge. A couple of weeks earlier, Vinny had returned from the Storehouses toilet, and, on picking up his pint, he found to his own cost that Old Billy had replaced the head on his lager with a shaving foam top.

Vinny had warned Old Billy Gittins to expect a swift and spectacular repayment of this mischievous horseplay. Like Jamie, Vinny could also not be sure if his intended target was the person he believed him to be, as he had been too busy busting a gut laughing over Tim’s romantic short-comings to have noticed. It had to be said that because of the close bromance relationship between Tim and Vinny, they would always be metaphorically and verbally jousting with each other. It was amusing to people outside of the inner sanctum of four but could be repetitive and tedious to the other two because of this relationship between Tim and Vinny. Vinny was never prepared to play second fiddle to Tim’s practical joke prowess, so whatever Tim could deploy, Vinny figured he could always match or better. A competition would better describe their antics.

One thing was certain: the back of the head that drew the attention of both Jamie and Vinny was the same man. It was a true coincidence that this gentleman bore a striking likeness to both Old Billy Gittins and Professor Ernest Scuntbucket, and neither Jamie nor Vinny were aware of this coincidence. Vinny had decided to keep his powder dry and not try to arouse suspicion over his plans for Old Billy Gittins; he wanted to keep quiet until he knew for sure that it was him. Jamie was in a similar pickle to Vinny, but for far more serious reasons. Jamie did not want to be seen by Professor Scuntbucket or let on to the others that it might be him. He was already skating on thin ice with him at work and the risk of one of his friends taking the mick if they knew who he was, was too great. It could be the difference between keeping his job and ending up as Scuntbucket’s first casualty.

Vinny was a very imposing presence, and he was ‘exactly what he looked like. A unit.’ You instinctively knew if you were out with him, no liberties would be taken. At a mere six foot five and eighteen stone, he was built like a brick shithouse. He was married to Denise, and they had one child, a boy named Vinny Jr. Vinny had his own import-export business; fridges, cookers, TV’s, sex toys - you name it, he could get it. So, it would not take a large leap of the imagination for the other three when he told them that he had just acquired a large quantity of Blu Ray players. Vinny liked to think he was a hard man and could handle himself. But more than anything, it was his presence or rather his demeanour that projected a certain air of confidence. A confidence that was not at all conceited but genuine. His whole persona said more than words could. He also knew anybody who was anyone in many walks of life; police, crooks, businessmen and women. Vinny had a ‘live and let live’ attitude towards life, and it would be hard to imagine the gang without him. His one real endearing quality that went down well with the lads was his use of toilet humour. He would quite often have the other three in hysterics, so it would be no great surprise to the other three if he dispensed some payback to Old Billy Gittins in the comfort of the curry house toilets. A plan had already begun to formulate in his mind, and as far as Vinny was concerned, the fate of Old Billy Gittins had already been signed and sealed - all that remained was the delivery. Vinny would await his moment of triumph and nail Old Billy Gittins when the time was ready, and he smiled to himself at the mere thought of it.

During the time needed for their orders to be taken and food brought out, Jamie failed to make much in the way of conversation, a point that H had started to notice. 

‘Cat got your tongue tonight, Jamie?’ H asked. 

‘Eh, no, just contemplating.’ 

‘Well, you ought to take some syrup of figs. That should do the trick,’ said Vinny. 

‘Ha, bloody ha!’ 

Jamie then thought that he noticed Vinny starring at what he thought was Scuntbucket’s back, or was he just being paranoid? Yes, of course, he was. Vinny didn’t know anything about him, let alone what he looked like.

As the evening proceeded, talk of road trips came to the fore. In more familiar terms, a road trip was what the four of them referred to as a lads weekend away. As time passed, both Vinny and Jamie kept their eyes fixed on the Gentleman’s back - Jamie’s was sure it was Scuntbucket. Conversely, Vinny was convinced he had his chance to exact revenge on Old Billy Gittins. They had finished the bulk of their curries when the opportunity Vinny had desired for some time presented itself. As the Gentleman got up to go to the toilet, Vinny feigned looking under the table for his lap cloth. On his way down, Vinny grabbed Jamie around the back of his neck and pulled him under the table so that the person wouldn’t see them.

‘What the bloody hell are you doing, Vinny?’ Jamie demanded. 

‘Just watch and learn, me old son. Just watch and learn,’ replied a more than cryptic Vinny.

The Gentleman disappeared into the toilet; Vinny followed him across the restaurant faster than a rat up a drain pipe. Whilst Vinny was thinking to himself, ‘got you now Billy, me old son, Jamie was thinking to himself, is it Scuntbucket or not? He really couldn’t be sure. But he had the uneasy feeling that he might find out sooner rather than later.

Vinny entered the door after the Gentleman and peered around the corner of the passageway between the two doors that bridged the way from the restaurant to the toilets. He could see the recipient of the impending Tom-foolery standing in front of the urinals relieving himself. With all the stealth and cunning of an anaconda, Vinny crept up behind him and whilst the man was in full stream, Vinny struck with clinical efficiency. He grabbed him from behind around the waist, and in what would best be described as a bear hug, he then proceeded to dance him away from the urinals, backwards, across the toilet floor. Vinny danced him with the grace and fancy footwork of a ballroom dancer. The Gentleman was unable to do anything other than go with the flow. When he got him to the other side of the toilets, Vinny shouted,

‘That’s payback for the cream in my beer, you old git!!’

Then, laughing with relish, he half-released the bear hug and spun him around in a single smooth movement. Vinny was confronted by the spectre of Professor Ernest Scuntbucket, who was still standing with his old man firmly in his hand and an unfortunate damp patch down his trouser leg. Vinny tried not to pay any more attention to the said member than was reasonably permissible in these situations - he did notice that it seemed a tad on the shrivelled side but averted his eyes before aspersions could be cast. Vinny realised his mistake. A very large embarrassed smile etched its way across his face like a setting sun. 

‘Oh my God. I am so very sorry, mate. I thought you were someone else!’ 

Just then, the toilet door flung open. Almost coming off its hinges with the sheer force that it was pushed, and, in dashed Jamie who had followed Vinny, somewhat belatedly into the toilets. He stopped dead in his tracks. Horror and sheer disbelief firmly in his mind and re-designing the look on his face - My God, he thought to himself, I’m finished.

‘Jamie,’ said Vinny, trying his best to look contrite but struggling not to laugh, ‘I was just trying to tell this gentleman that I thought he was someone else.’

‘Put a sock in it,’ said Scuntbucket. ‘I am not your mate, as you put it. The trouble with you younger generation is you have no respect for anyone or anything.’

‘Look,’ said Vinny, ‘it was an honest mistake. Let me pay to have your trousers cleaned, mate.’

‘Look, as I have already told you, you bloody idiot, I’m not your mate!’ 

Then turning to look at Jamie, he roared, 

‘So, you think it’s a good joke, do you? You bloody halfwit. Well, we’ll see how funny you think it is on Monday morning. Nine o’clock, my office. I’ll have your job for this - then we’ll see if you are still laughing.’

Jamie and Vinny stood opened mouthed as Scuntbucket pushed past them. He tried his best to put his old man away and zip up his flies.

‘What an obnoxious prat, don’t tell me you know him?’ Said Vinny. 

‘He’s my new boss,’ replied Jamie. 

‘Was your new boss, doubt if he will be after Monday,’ he said, trying to look serious but struggling not to see the funny side of it. 

‘Well, thanks very much, Vinny; you’re a regular duck’s arse.’

Jamie dashed back out of the toilet, trying to catch Scuntbucket so he could try and explain that it was nothing to do with him. Scuntbucket and his party were getting their coats and hurriedly trying to leave. The Professor wanted nothing to do with Jamie and would not be drawn into a conversation.

‘Leave him, Jamie,’ shouted Vinny. ‘If he won’t accept my word that you knew nothing about it, then there’s no point begging.’ 

Suddenly they had all gone, and Jamie was left panicking about his job. 

Just then, Mr Khan came out from the back of the kitchen. Looking around anxiously, he signalled to one of his waiters, and an argument broke out between them. H piped up,

‘Problem, Mr Khan?’ 

‘Yes, that party that was here has left without paying their bill!’ 

At that point, Mr Khan got on the phone, but the lads struggled to hear what he was saying. 

‘Something about the police, I think?’ said Tim. 

Vinny heard young Tariq, one of the waiters, say to Mr Khan that the CCTV was working but had no tape in it. Mr Khan exploded,

‘No bloody tape, why the hell not?’

‘You, eh, took it home last week to record Coronation street,’ said the waiter.

‘I’m just going to
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