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      Disclaimer
    

    
      This is a work of fiction and comedy. All characters, events, businesses, organizations, and institutions depicted in this book are fictional or used fictitiously. Mercer Solutions, Bellweather Systems, Harlow, and all other named companies and organizations in the story are invented for the purposes of the novel. Any resemblance to actual persons, businesses, organizations, events, or situations is purely coincidental.
    

    
      The situations in this book are created and simplified for fictional and comedic purposes. References to legal, medical, financial, employment, business, psychological, or other professional matters should not be understood as accurate representations of professional practice in every jurisdiction or circumstance.
    

    
      Nothing in this book constitutes legal, medical, financial, psychological, employment, business, or other professional advice. Readers should seek appropriately qualified professional advice for real-world situations requiring it.
    

    

      
    

    
      Chapter 30: Twelve Refrigerators and One Very Small Kitchen
    

    
      At 8:31 Thursday morning, Maya arrived at Mercer Solutions and found Daniel standing in front of the refrigerator.
    

    
      “You plugged it in.”
    

    
      Daniel turned.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      The refrigerator hummed.
    

    
      Maya stared.
    

    
      Daniel looked at the plug.
    

    
      It was in the wall.
    

    
      He looked back at Maya.
    

    
      “I didn’t.”
    

    
      “Who did?”
    

    
      “I got here two minutes ago.”
    

    
      “Was the office locked?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Alarm?”
    

    
      “Normal.”
    

    
      “Anyone inside?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Maya walked to the refrigerator.
    

    
      On the door, Daniel’s note remained:
    

    
      NOT OURS.
    

    
      Underneath:
    

    
      DO NOT PLUG IN.
    

    
      The refrigerator was plugged in.
    

    
      Maya unplugged it.
    

    
      The humming stopped.
    

    
      Daniel nodded.
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      She looked at him.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You seem disappointed.”
    

    
      “I wanted to know what’s inside.”
    

    
      Maya stared.
    

    
      “Why would anything be inside?”
    

    
      “Why would someone send us a refrigerator?”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Daniel opened the door.
    

    
      Maya closed her eyes.
    

    
      Empty.
    

    
      Completely.
    

    
      Except for a small white envelope on the middle shelf.
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
    

    
      Maya said:
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “I haven’t touched it.”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      “Can I?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Yesterday ruined envelopes.”
    

    
      “Fair.”
    

    
      They waited for everyone else.
    

    
      Nina arrived at 8:36.
    

    
      Sofia at 8:42.
    

    
      Leo at 8:46.
    

    
      Owen at 8:49.
    

    
      Maya pointed at the clock.
    

    
      “Business hours begin at eight-thirty.”
    

    
      Leo looked confused.
    

    
      “I didn’t know that applied immediately.”
    

    
      “What did you think?”
    

    
      “Transition period.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Nina looked at the refrigerator.
    

    
      “It’s plugged in.”
    

    
      “No,” Maya said.
    

    
      “It was.”
    

    
      Daniel nodded.
    

    
      “Someone plugged it in.”
    

    
      Owen immediately checked the office.
    

    
      Doors.
    

    
      Windows.
    

    
      Service corridor.
    

    
      Nothing disturbed.
    

    
      Then he returned.
    

    
      “Cleaning staff?”
    

    
      Maya called building management.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      Cleaner entered at 7:10.
    

    
      Saw refrigerator.
    

    
      Plugged it in because refrigerators should be plugged in.
    

    
      Mystery solved in forty-three seconds.
    

    
      Daniel looked disappointed again.
    

    
      Sofia noticed.
    

    
      “You need healthier hobbies.”
    

    
      “Probably.”
    

    
      Maya removed the envelope wearing gloves she had started keeping in her desk.
    

    
      Daniel stared.
    

    
      “You own gloves now?”
    

    
      “Because of you.”
    

    
      Inside:
    

    
      a delivery receipt.
    

    
      Nothing else.
    

    
      Nina read.
    

    
      Delivery 1 of 12.
    

    
      Everyone stopped.
    

    
      Leo smiled.
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      Maya pointed at him.
    

    
      “Don’t enjoy it.”
    

    
      “I’m trying.”
    

    
      The receipt listed:
    

    
      Customer: Samuel Parker
    

    
      Delivery Address: Mercer Solutions
    

    
      Daniel frowned.
    

    
      “Samuel redirected one of his refrigerators here.”
    

    
      Maya nodded.
    

    
      “Without asking.”
    

    
      Daniel’s smile disappeared.
    

    
      “That’s less fun.”
    

    
      Nina checked the appointment.
    

    
      Samuel Parker.
    

    
      9:30.
    

    
      Unwanted refrigerators.
    

    
      “Call him.”
    

    
      Samuel answered.
    

    
      Nina put him on speaker after asking permission.
    

    
      Progress.
    

    
      “Mr. Parker, this is Nina from Mercer Solutions.”
    

    
      “Good morning.”
    

    
      “We received a refrigerator.”
    

    
      “Excellent.”
    

    
      Maya said:
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Samuel paused.
    

    
      “Who was that?”
    

    
      “Maya.”
    

    
      “Hello, Maya.”
    

    
      “Why did you send us a refrigerator?”
    

    
      “I didn’t.”
    

    
      Daniel leaned closer.
    

    
      “The receipt says Samuel Parker.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “Delivery one of twelve.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Address Mercer Solutions.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Then—“
    

    
      “I changed the address.”
    

    
      Maya stared at the phone.
    

    
      “That is sending us a refrigerator.”
    

    
      Samuel thought.
    

    
      “Technically.”
    

    
      “Not technically. Literally.”
    

    
      “I needed to stop them arriving at my house.”
    

    
      “So you redirected them to ours?”
    

    
      “Only one.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Proof.”
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
    

    
      Maya stared at him.
    

    
      He stopped smiling.
    

    
      Samuel continued:
    

    
      “I thought you might assume I ordered them.”
    

    
      “We didn’t.”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      “Take it back.”
    

    
      “I can’t.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Same problem.”
    

    
      Daniel asked:
    

    
      “What problem?”
    

    
      Samuel sighed.
    

    
      “Nobody owns the refrigerator.”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      Daniel sat.
    

    
      Now they were talking.
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      “The retailer says they didn’t sell it.”
    

    
      “Which retailer?”
    

    
      “This one says HomeSpace.”
    

    
      “Receipt?”
    

    
      “Delivery company receipt only.”
    

    
      “Order number?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “HomeSpace recognizes it?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Payment?”
    

    
      “None.”
    

    
      “Manufacturer?”
    

    
      “Different.”
    

    
      “Who paid delivery?”
    

    
      “Delivery company says sender.”
    

    
      “Sender?”
    

    
      “HomeSpace.”
    

    
      “HomeSpace says?”
    

    
      “Not theirs.”
    

    
      Daniel looked at Maya.
    

    
      Maya sat.
    

    
      Samuel continued:
    

    
      “That’s why I called you.”
    

    
      “How did Arthur know about this?”
    

    
      “He doesn’t.”
    

    
      Everyone stopped.
    

    
      Nina frowned.
    

    
      “You told me Arthur Bell recommended us.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Nina looked at her notes.
    

    
      “You did.”
    

    
      “I said Arthur.”
    

    
      “Arthur Bell.”
    

    
      “No. Arthur’s Storage.”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      Daniel slowly looked at Nina.
    

    
      Nina looked horrified.
    

    
      “I wrote Bell.”
    

    
      Samuel continued:
    

    
      “Arthur’s Storage is where I put refrigerators four through nine.”
    

    
      Leo started laughing.
    

    
      Maya pointed at him.
    

    
      He stopped.
    

    
      Daniel asked:
    

    
      “How many are currently at your house?”
    

    
      “Three.”
    

    
      “Storage?”
    

    
      “Six.”
    

    
      “Us?”
    

    
      “One.”
    

    
      “That’s ten.”
    

    
      “Eleven arrived yesterday.”
    

    
      “Where’s eleven?”
    

    
      “My neighbor.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “He wanted a second refrigerator.”
    

    
      Daniel nodded.
    

    
      “Reasonable.”
    

    
      “What about twelve?”
    

    
      “Not delivered yet.”
    

    
      “Where is it going?”
    

    
      Pause.
    

    
      Maya immediately said:
    

    
      “Not here.”
    

    
      Samuel replied:
    

    
      “I don’t know.”
    

    
      “Did you redirect it?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      “I lost access to the delivery portal.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “It says the order belongs to someone else.”
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
    

    
      “Excellent.”
    

    
      Maya looked at him.
    

    
      “Interesting.”
    

    
      “Better.”
    

    
      Samuel would arrive at 9:30.
    

    
      They hung up.
    

    
      Nina corrected the intake record:
    

    
      REFERRAL SOURCE: ARTHUR’S STORAGE, NOT ARTHUR BELL
    

    
      Daniel looked disappointed.
    

    
      “I liked the idea Arthur was sending us clients.”
    

    
      Nina checked email.
    

    
      “He is.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      She opened a message.
    

    
      From Arthur Bell.
    

    
      A former colleague may call you about a meeting room nobody can find. I told him you specialize in things that should exist but apparently don’t.
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
    

    
      Maya sighed.
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Samuel Parker arrived at 9:28.
    

    
      Early.
    

    
      Maya approved.
    

    
      He was thirty-six, wore jeans and a navy sweater, and carried three folders.
    

    
      Daniel liked him immediately.
    

    
      Folders suggested evidence.
    

    
      Samuel sat.
    

    
      Nina asked permission to take notes.
    

    
      He agreed.
    

    
      Sofia asked:
    

    
      “Goal.”
    

    
      Samuel answered:
    

    
      “Stop receiving refrigerators.”
    

    
      Excellent goal.
    

    
      “Secondary?”
    

    
      “Get rid of the ones I have.”
    

    
      “Do you want money?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Compensation?”
    

    
      “If this takes another week, yes.”
    

    
      “Do you think someone is harassing you?”
    

    
      “I did.”
    

    
      “And now?”
    

    
      “I think someone is incompetent.”
    

    
      Maya smiled.
    

    
      “More common.”
    

    
      Samuel opened folder one.
    

    
      Delivery history.
    

    
      First refrigerator arrived three weeks ago.
    

    
      He assumed mistake.
    

    
      Driver refused to take it back because delivery paperwork matched his name and address.
    

    
      Samuel called retailer.
    

    
      Retailer found no order.
    

    
      Delivery company insisted valid shipment.
    

    
      He stored it in garage.
    

    
      Two days later, second arrived.
    

    
      Different retailer.
    

    
      Different brand.
    

    
      Same name.
    

    
      Same address.
    

    
      Third arrived the following day.
    

    
      Then none for four days.
    

    
      Then two together.
    

    
      By refrigerator six, Samuel had stopped being surprised.
    

    
      By eight, he had rented storage.
    

    
      By ten, he had learned the first names of three delivery drivers.
    

    
      “Eleven went to my neighbor yesterday.”
    

    
      Daniel nodded.
    

    
      “And twelve?”
    

    
      Samuel showed tracking.
    

    
      OUT FOR DELIVERY.
    

    
      Address hidden.
    

    
      Recipient:
    

    
      S. PARKER
    

    
      Sofia frowned.
    

    
      “Are you Samuel Parker everywhere?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Middle name?”
    

    
      “James.”
    

    
      “Any other Samuel Parker at your address historically?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Family?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Previous tenant?”
    

    
      “House was new when I bought it.”
    

    
      “What do you do?”
    

    
      Samuel hesitated.
    

    
      “Procurement.”
    

    
      Everyone looked at him.
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “For?”
    

    
      “Northbridge General Hospital.”
    

    
      Maya’s expression changed.
    

    
      “Do you buy refrigerators?”
    

    
      Samuel sighed.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Everyone stared.
    

    
      “There it is,” Leo said.
    

    
      Samuel shook his head.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Why no?”
    

    
      “Hospital refrigerators.”
    

    
      “Still refrigerators.”
    

    
      “Medical-grade units. Pharmacy, laboratory, vaccine storage.”
    

    
      Daniel nodded.
    

    
      “Have you ordered twelve?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Recently?”
    

    
      “I placed a tender for twelve.”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      Maya leaned forward.
    

    
      “When?”
    

    
      “Six weeks ago.”
    

    
      “For what?”
    

    
      “Replacement units across outpatient clinics.”
    

    
      “Supplier selected?”
    

    
      “Not yet.”
    

    
      “Then why consumer refrigerators?”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      Samuel opened folder two.
    

    
      Tender documents.
    

    
      Twelve units.
    

    
      Specific temperatures.
    

    
      Alarm requirements.
    

    
      Data logging.
    

    
      Backup power.
    

    
      Nothing like the white domestic refrigerator currently occupying Mercer reception.
    

    
      Maya asked:
    

    
      “Home address anywhere on tender?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Personal name?”
    

    
      “As procurement contact.”
    

    
      “Phone?”
    

    
      “Work.”
    

    
      “Email?”
    

    
      “Work.”
    

    
      “How would suppliers get home address?”
    

    
      Samuel looked uncomfortable.
    

    
      “That’s what worries me.”
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      Daniel’s excitement reduced.
    

    
      Potential data leak.
    

    
      Potential procurement misconduct.
    

    
      Not a joke anymore.
    

    
      Sofia asked:
    

    
      “Have you reported it to hospital security?”
    

    
      “Yesterday.”
    

    
      “What did they say?”
    

    
      “They’re investigating.”
    

    
      “Police?”
    

    
      “They said no clear crime yet.”
    

    
      “Procurement leadership?”
    

    
      “My manager knows.”
    

    
      “Any bidder disqualified recently?”
    

    
      “Three.”
    

    
      “Angry?”
    

    
      “One.”
    

    
      “Threats?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Gifts?”
    

    
      Samuel paused.
    

    
      Maya noticed.
    

    
      “What gifts?”
    

    
      “Normal vendor gifts.”
    

    
      “Define normal.”
    

    
      “Pens. Notebooks. Chocolates at Christmas.”
    

    
      “Anything unusual?”
    

    
      “Someone sent a coffee machine last year.”
    

    
      “What did you do?”
    

    
      “Returned it.”
    

    
      “Value?”
    

    
      “About eight hundred pounds.”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      “Company?”
    

    
      Samuel gave the name.
    

    
      Not one of refrigerator retailers.
    

    
      Nina noted it.
    

    
      Daniel asked:
    

    
      “Could the refrigerators be bribes?”
    

    
      Samuel stared.
    

    
      “Twelve domestic refrigerators?”
    

    
      “Bad bribes.”
    

    
      “Extremely.”
    

    
      “Could someone be trying to influence the tender?”
    

    
      “By filling my garage?”
    

    
      “Negative influence.”
    

    
      Samuel considered.
    

    
      “I’d reject them on principle.”
    

    
      “So ineffective.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Maya said:
    

    
      “Which makes incompetence attractive again.”
    

    
      Samuel smiled.
    

    
      “That’s my preferred theory.”
    

    
      Daniel looked at delivery receipts.
    

    
      “Same delivery company?”
    

    
      Samuel nodded.
    

    
      There it was.
    

    
      Different retailers.
    

    
      Different brands.
    

    
      One logistics provider.
    

    
      RapidRoute Logistics.
    

    
      Nina searched public contact details.
    

    
      Samuel had called them seventeen times.
    

    
      They insisted every shipment was valid.
    

    
      Daniel said:
    

    
      “We call as you.”
    

    
      Maya corrected:
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “As Samuel present and consenting.”
    

    
      “Better.”
    

    
      They called RapidRoute.
    

    
      Speakerphone.
    

    
      Samuel authenticated.
    

    
      Order one.
    

    
      Agent found shipment.
    

    
      Sender:
    

    
      HomeSpace Distribution.
    

    
      HomeSpace had denied it.
    

    
      Daniel asked for sender account ID.
    

    
      Agent refused.
    

    
      Samuel asked.
    

    
      Still refused.
    

    
      Privacy.
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      They requested escalation.
    

    
      Supervisor joined.
    

    
      Samuel explained twelve refrigerators.
    

    
      Supervisor paused.
    

    
      “Twelve?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “I see eleven.”
    

    
      Everyone leaned closer.
    

    
      Samuel frowned.
    

    
      “Tracking shows twelve.”
    

    
      Supervisor checked.
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      Pause.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “One is duplicated.”
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
    

    
      “Which?”
    

    
      “Shipment six and twelve have the same source reference.”
    

    
      Samuel looked at Nina.
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      Supervisor continued:
    

    
      “But different destination.”
    

    
      “Where is twelve going?”
    

    
      “I can’t disclose third-party address.”
    

    
      Samuel frowned.
    

    
      “It’s under my name.”
    

    
      “Recipient name is S. Parker.”
    

    
      “Same.”
    

    
      “Could be another S. Parker.”
    

    
      There it was.
    

    
      Daniel asked:
    

    
      “Can you confirm city?”
    

    
      Supervisor hesitated.
    

    
      “Northbridge.”
    

    
      Samuel sighed.
    

    
      Sofia asked:
    

    
      “Can you confirm postcode district, not full postcode?”
    

    
      The supervisor agreed.
    

    
      Different district.
    

    
      Samuel didn’t live there.
    

    
      Nina searched.
    

    
      “How many Samuel Parkers in Northbridge?”
    

    
      Maya said:
    

    
      “Don’t.”
    

    
      “Public directory.”
    

    
      “Still don’t.”
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      Old habits.
    

    
      Ask less.
    

    
      Daniel said:
    

    
      “We don’t need the other Parker yet.”
    

    
      Samuel nodded.
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      Supervisor investigated source references.
    

    
      Then:
    

    
      “I think I see the problem.”
    

    
      Everyone stopped.
    

    
      Daniel smiled.
    

    
      Best sentence in customer service.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “The sender isn’t HomeSpace.”
    

    
      “But receipt says HomeSpace.”
    

    
      “Display name.”
    

    
      “Actual sender?”
    

    
      “I can’t disclose account owner without authorization.”
    

    
      Samuel sighed.
    

    
      “Can you tell us whether all eleven shipments came from the same account?”
    

    
      Pause.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      There it was.
    

    
      Different retailers were display labels.
    

    
      One sender account.
    

    
      “Can you contact the sender?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Ask them to contact Samuel?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “And suspend remaining deliveries?”
    

    
      “Only sender can.”
    

    
      “Can Samuel refuse them?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Can drivers take already delivered units back?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Completed delivery.”
    

    
      Maya closed her eyes.
    

    
      Institutions.
    

    
      Daniel understood why old Mercer had started at a pub table.
    

    
      RapidRoute agreed to contact sender.
    

    
      They hung up.
    

    
      Samuel looked at Daniel.
    

    
      “Now?”
    

    
      “We wait.”
    

    
      “I’ve been waiting three weeks.”
    

    
      “True.”
    

    
      Sofia looked at the receipts.
    

    
      “Can we ask a different question?”
    

    
      Samuel nodded.
    

    
      “Why twelve?”
    

    
      “Tender quantity.”
    

    
      “Maybe.”
    

    
      “What else in your life is twelve?”
    

    
      Samuel frowned.
    

    
      “Nothing.”
    

    
      “Family?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “House?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Work?”
    

    
      “Twelve clinics.”
    

    
      “Same tender.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Who knows about tender?”
    

    
      “Public procurement notice.”
    

    
      “So anyone.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Who knows your home address?”
    

    
      Samuel thought.
    

    
      “Hospital HR.”
    

    
      “Bank.”
    

    
      “Government.”
    

    
      “Delivery companies.”
    

    
      “Friends.”
    

    
      “Family.”
    

    
      “Online retailers.”
    

    
      Sofia nodded.
    

    
      “Have you ordered anything online recently?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Desk chair.”
    

    
      “From?”
    

    
      “HomeSpace.”
    

    
      Everyone stopped.
    

    
      Samuel frowned.
    

    
      “Two months ago.”
    

    
      “Delivered correctly?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “RapidRoute?”
    

    
      He checked.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Maya leaned forward.
    

    
      “Now we have a path.”
    

    
      HomeSpace had his home address.
    

    
      RapidRoute had it.
    

    
      Tender had his name.
    

    
      But still no connection between hospital procurement and domestic account.
    

    
      Nina asked:
    

    
      “Did you use work email for the chair?”
    

    
      Samuel looked embarrassed.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Maya stared.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Discount.”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      “Hospital employee benefits portal.”
    

    
      There it was again.
    

    
      Samuel opened his phone.
    

    
      HomeSpace offered hospital staff discount.
    

    
      His account:
    

    
      Samuel Parker.
    

    
      Work email.
    

    
      Home address.
    

    
      RapidRoute delivery.
    

    
      Sofia smiled.
    

    
      “Better.”
    

    
      Daniel nodded.
    

    
      “Still doesn’t explain refrigerators.”
    

    
      “But it connects systems.”
    

    
      Maya called hospital procurement IT with Samuel’s consent.
    

    
      They didn’t ask for confidential tender data.
    

    
      Only whether supplier communications used automated purchasing platforms.
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      A procurement marketplace distributed tender notices.
    

    
      Samuel’s work email was listed as contact.
    

    
      Nina asked:
    

    
      “Marketplace name?”
    

    
      ProcureLink.
    

    
      Leo finally spoke.
    

    
      “I know ProcureLink.”
    

    
      Maya stared.
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      “Actually—“
    

    
      “Short version.”
    

    
      “My cousin sells office furniture.”
    

    
      “Useful version?”
    

    
      “ProcureLink has vendor demo workflows.”
    

    
      Samuel frowned.
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