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About the Book




FRIDAY BARNES IS EUROPE’S MOST WANTED!


Friday’s mum, the Nobel Prize winning physicist, has been accused of espionage. The police think she’s been selling secrets about the CERN Hadron Super Collider.


Friday knows her mother isn’t capable of such a thing – this is a woman who can’t even operate a dishwasher. Friday has to smuggle herself into Switzerland to clear her mum’s name. Fortunately, Melanie is a master of disguise.


After an extremely extreme makeover, Friday arrives at CERN and finds an institution in chaos, with axolotls in the water coolers, graffiti in the great hall and most baffling of all – her sister has fallen in love with an engineer! Can Friday solve these mysteries? Can she keep her family out of prison? And can she recognise Ian if he shaves his head?
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To the fans


Thank you for everything.


It is ten years since I first started writing about Friday Barnes. The eight and nine-year-olds who read the books when they first came out are now grown-ups. Sometimes when I’m doing a presentation, I look up and wonder – ‘Who are those sophisticated young adults sitting at the back and why are they grinning at me?’ and then I realise – they’re Friday Barnes fans. They went to Highcrest Academy too. They helped Friday solve her mysteries. They raced across the polo field on horseback with Ian. They were there when Binky won the potato race, when Melanie revealed her great gift for archery and when Friday got stuck on a cliff face with Ian. They have been a part of this whole world.


It is amazing to me that anyone pays any attention to me at all, but to have so many young people enjoy these books over so many years is just wonderful. There is so much joy to be had in storytelling. I am very lucky to have this very strange job. Thank you for a wonderful ten years.
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Friday and Ian were with Uncle Bernie and Agent Okeke. They had just emerged from a Paris Police Station after a long day of chasing art thieves, when Melanie met up with them.

‘Come on,’ said Uncle Bernie. ‘All this talk of pizza is making me hungry. I’ll take you all for dinner.’

‘Wait right there!’

A man in a grey suit and two uniformed police officers surged out of the building. The man grabbed Friday by the shoulder.


‘Freitag Barnes?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ said Friday. Her birth had been registered in Switzerland and her father was incompetent, so the German word for Friday, Freitag, was what was written on her birth certificate and passport.

‘We need you to come with us for questioning,’ said the man.

‘What for?’ demanded Bernie.

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ said Friday. She was starting to panic. She did not like the look in the officers’ eyes. They were holding back. There was something going on that they wanted to keep from her.

The man in the suit nodded to one of the uniformed officers.

‘Then I’m arresting you,’ said the man.

Friday gasped. The next moment, the uniformed officer had stepped behind her and snapped handcuffs onto her wrists.

‘What for?’ repeated Bernie.

‘Conspiracy to commit an act of treason,’ said the man. ‘And conspiracy to provide military secrets to a hostile regime.’

‘You’re accusing her of terrorism?’ cried Ian incredulously.

‘Not again,’ moaned Friday.
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Everyone started yelling at once. ‘What do you mean?’ exclaimed Ian. ‘She was exonerated!’

‘She’s a consultant for Interpol!’ argued Bernie.

‘Which is why she is so dangerous,’ countered the man. ‘I’m a senior investigator working with the French National Police. I have been tasked with interviewing her.’

‘You people wouldn’t know a terrorist if one stuck a bomb up your . . .’ Agent Okeke was stabbing her finger in the investigator’s face as she screamed this at him in French.

‘I can’t do it. I can’t do it,’ muttered Friday.

‘She’s been cleared by Interpol,’ said Bernie. He was getting so agitated he was waving his hands in the investigator’s face trying to emphasise his point. ‘She has level-three security clearance.’

‘There’s been an incident,’ snapped the investigator. ‘A member of her immediate family has been arrested.’

‘Which one?’ asked Friday.

‘That is classified,’ said the investigator.

‘What for?’ asked Bernie.

‘That’s also classified,’ said the investigator. ‘This girl is a known terrorist associate. We have to presume she is involved.’

‘She didn’t know her university tutor was part of a terrorist sleeper cell!’ exclaimed Bernie.

The investigator shook his head. He wasn’t going to be swayed. ‘She can’t be allowed to walk the streets while a cloud is over her head.’

‘But it’s not forecast to rain today,’ said Melanie, looking up at the sky.

Everyone looked up. They couldn’t help themselves. It was such an odd thing to say.


‘What?’ said the investigator, still looking at the clouds. His mind was on terrorist threats, so his train of thought had gone to acid rain and radiation clouds.

Then something metallic clattered to the ground. It had a distinctive heavy sound. Everyone knew even before looking, that the handcuffs were on the footpath. They were lying next to a twisted paperclip and a small metal shiv. Friday Barnes was running across the road. Brakes screeched as motorists tried to avoid hitting her. Then obscenities were being hurled about in French. Some were swearing at Friday. Others were swearing at the cars that had stopped suddenly.

‘Quick, don’t let her get away!’ ordered the investigator.

The uniformed officers leapt into the road in pursuit and BAM! They were immediately sent flying by a cyclist. The bicycle hit the first police officer, smashing him into the second police office, then flipped over and landed on top of them both.

‘You idiots!’ yelled the investigator.

One of the officers was so tangled in the bicycle frame it was hard to know where his limbs began and the bike ended. The other had blood pouring out of his head.

‘Someone call the police!’ yelled the cyclist. He was lying in the gutter clutching his ribs, but he didn’t look too bad. Unlike the police officers, he was wearing a helmet.

‘Oh, they are the police,’ said Melanie.

‘Then call an ambulance!’ shouted the cyclist.

‘She’s getting away!’ yelled the investigator.

Friday was not an athletic person, but she really did not want to go to jail, so she was highly motivated. In the three seconds it had taken for the police officers to be knocked flying, she had made it all the way across the road and disappeared into an alleyway. The Paris Police Headquarters was on the Left Bank. An unreconstructed part of Paris that was a rabbit warren of tiny streets and even tinier alleys. If you wanted to disappear in seconds, this was the ideal place. Friday was gone from sight.

‘Do I have to do everything?’ demanded the investigator, still yelling at his injured colleagues.

‘So far, you’ve done nothing,’ Ian pointed out.

The investigator glowered, then ran after Friday. Although he did have the good sense to look both ways while waving his police badge at the traffic to make sure he wasn’t hit himself.

Bernie, Melanie, Agent Okeke and Ian were left standing on the footpath, looking at the two injured officers and the cyclist.

‘What are we meant to do now?’ asked Ian.

Bernie started to remove his necktie. ‘Apply first aid, I suppose,’ he said, as he crouched down and used his tie as a bandage around the wounded officer’s head.

‘You should use that as a tourniquet,’ said Agent Okeke. ‘Around his neck.’

‘It’s not his fault,’ said Bernie.

‘Stepping in front of a bicycle was,’ said Agent Okeke.

‘We’ve got to go after Friday and help her,’ said Ian. He stepped into the road and was narrowly missed by another cyclist.

‘Bouge, l’imbicile!’ yelled the cyclist as he sped past.

Bernie grabbed Ian by the shoulder and yanked him back onto the sidewalk, out of the bike lane.

‘Calm down. Friday will be alright. But she’s got a better chance of getting away if she’s on her own,’ said Bernie. ‘She’s small and good at going unnoticed.’


‘The brown cardigan is more effective than military-grade camouflage,’ agreed Melanie.

‘We can’t just leave her out in the city of Paris on her own!’ said Ian. ‘It’s getting dark. She’s got nowhere to go. No-one to help her.’

‘Friday is a genius,’ said Bernie. ‘She’ll figure something out.’

‘She’s a five-foot-two fifteen-year-old with nonexistent social skills, no money, no phone, in a foreign city on the run from terrorism charges,’ said Ian.

‘She’s handled worse before,’ said Melanie. ‘She did four years at Highcrest Academy. She’s got survival skills.’
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Agent Okeke drove Melanie and Ian back to the art institute.

‘Why are we coming back here?’ asked Ian. ‘Our operation is over.’

‘Captain Barnes will be at HQ all night answering questions and trying to get to the bottom of these accusations against Friday,’ said Agent Okeke. ‘They would love to grill you two as well, but they can’t because you’re minors and foreign and they don’t have any evidence against you.’


‘We should be trying to help Friday,’ said Ian.

‘There’s nothing we can do,’ said Agent Okeke. ‘Until she makes contact.’

‘You think she will?’ asked Ian.

‘I wouldn’t,’ said Agent Okeke. ‘But she is a child, and she seems irrationally fond of you both. If she does make contact, the best way you can help her would be to do nothing.’

‘Nothing?’ said Melanie. ‘That doesn’t sound helpful.’

‘It’s not,’ said Agent Okeke. ‘But it’s not unhelpful either. If you try to meet up with her, you’ll lead the counter-terrorism investigator straight to her. They’ll be watching you, tapping your phones and hacking into your computers. The counter-terrorism unit has the authority to violate anybody’s privacy and they love doing it. They’ll be waiting for her to reach out to you.’

‘So, you’re saying,’ queried Ian, ‘Don’t try and find her?’

‘No, idiot,’ said Agent Okeke. ‘I’m saying – when you try to find her, do it subtly.’

‘Will you help us?’ asked Melanie.


‘I can’t. I’ve just assaulted three fellow officers,’ said Agent Okeke. She had been a little overenthusiastic while arresting the art thieves earlier in the day. ‘I can’t be seen to aid a fleeing terrorist. But you can. You’re kids. You’ve got nothing to lose.’

‘Except spending the rest of our childhoods in juvenile-detention facilities,’ said Ian.

‘Big deal!’ said Agent Okeke. ‘What’s school if it’s not a juvenile-detention facility? Everyone has to go to school.’

Agent Okeke pulled up in front of the art institute. Ian and Melanie got out.

‘Thanks,’ said Ian.

‘Whatever,’ said Agent Okeke, before speeding away.

‘She’s really warming up to us,’ said Melanie with a fond smile.

‘What do we do now?’ asked Ian.

‘Well, I’m going to take a nice long nap,’ said Melanie.

‘You’re kidding?!’ said Ian.

‘Agent Okeke just told us the best way to help is to do nothing,’ said Melanie. ‘Nothing is something I excel at.’


‘So you’re just going to do as you’re told?’ asked Ian.

‘I do when it was something I was planning to do anyway,’ said Melanie.

‘Aren’t you worried about Friday?’ asked Ian. ‘Who knows what’s happening to her right now.’

‘Ian, I know you love Friday,’ said Melanie. ‘But no-one loves her more than me. You’re just in love with her. I best friend love her. I spend time with her twenty-four hours a day. Just not having her here with me make me uncomfortable. I miss her with every fibre of my body. But making myself sick with worry won’t help her. Being well rested, appropriately dressed and having a no-limits credit card in my pocket is the best way I can help Friday when we find her.’

Ian hadn’t really thought about how much Friday meant to Melanie. They were both lonely girls in different ways. They had formed a symbiotic relationship. They were like algae and fungus combining to make lichen. They thrived together, but it was hard for either one of them to cope alone. He realised that Melanie wasn’t necessarily as happy and easy-going as she always outwardly appeared to be. He didn’t know what to say in response.


Melanie just smiled at him, the same way he had seen her smile at her dim-witted big brothers. ‘Goodnight,’ she said. She gave Ian a hug. Then went inside to walk up the five flights to her dorm room.
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Melanie never set an alarm. There was no point. Alarms didn’t work on her. She woke up when she was ready to wake up. Or when Friday woke her up by shaking her vigorously by the shoulder or talking animatedly in her ear about whatever crisis was going on while she slept. This morning she was being woken by a different voice. A voice that just kept saying the same word over and over.

‘Melanie . . . Melanie . . . MELANIE . . .’


Melanie’s brain started to process this information. She remembered that her name was Melanie. The voice may well be talking to her.

‘Whadyouwan,’ she mumbled into the pillow.

‘Melanie, wake up. We need to rescue Friday, remember?’

Melanie’s brain was grinding slowly up through the gears. Friday wasn’t just a day of the week. It was also her best friend. Her friend needed rescuing? This idea sounded familiar. Then Melanie remembered an image from the previous afternoon, the image of Friday running down an alley and disappearing into the back streets of Paris.

‘She’s just getting croissants,’ said Melanie, turning over and trying to blot out the voice with the pillow.

‘No, she’s on the run from the police, remember? She’s a wanted terrorist.’

‘Oh,’ said Melanie. It all came flooding back now. She was worried about Friday, which was bad, but she was even more upset when she realised there was no way she could get out of waking up. You can’t hit the snooze button when your best friend is on the run from the counter-terrorism squad. With some groaning, Melanie eventually sat up.


‘Good,’ said Ian. He had a laptop. Now that Melanie was sitting up, he put it on her lap so he could show her the screen. ‘I stayed up last night working out where she could be.’

Melanie rubbed her eyes. The screen seemed unnecessarily bright for so early in the morning.

‘An average fit adult can jog at about ten kilometres an hour . . .’ began Ian.

‘Friday isn’t of average fitness,’ mumbled Melanie.

‘No,’ agreed Ian. ‘And there are no straight lines in Paris, so she’d move slower than that. Even so, it’s been eleven hours since she ran off. That means Friday could be anywhere within a one-hundred-and-ten-kilometre radius by now.’

‘That’s a lot,’ said Melanie. Her mind was horrified by the thought of walking so far in any time frame.

‘Although,’ continued Ian. He was sounding quite manic. Staying up all night had not agreed with him. ‘Even if she was fit, there’s no way she could run for eleven hours straight. Not after yesterday and the chase through the sewers.’

‘Apart from anything else,’ said Melanie. ‘She would need a shower. Sewers are gross and even fugitives must observe some level of hygiene.’


‘Right,’ said Ian. He didn’t agree with Melanie’s statement, but Melanie often made strange statements, and it was usually better not to ask follow-up questions. ‘She has no money that we know of . . .’

‘Unless she’s robbed a bank,’ said Melanie.

‘That would be out of character,’ said Ian. ‘Also, banks are closed at night and therefore harder to rob. But even without money, she could have hitched a lift, or jumped in the back of a van or snuck on to public transport.’

‘So you woke me up at this horrible hour to tell me that Friday could be anywhere?’ clarified Melanie.

‘But this one-hundred-and-ten-kilometre radius circle is a good area to start with,’ said Ian, choosing to ignore Melanie’s logic. ‘I’ve marked that on this map.’

Melanie looked at the map of Paris on the screen in front of her. There was a big red circle that pretty much encompassed the whole thing.

‘She’s somewhere there,’ said Ian. ‘We need to find her before the police do. It seems like a large area. But if we split up and start with the main train stations, that’s probably the best way to proceed.’

‘No,’ said Melanie.


‘You can’t go back to sleep,’ said Ian.

‘No, I mean – no, I’m not going to spend the day searching half of a square one hundred kilometres,’ explained Melanie.

‘It’s not square kilometres. The radius is one hundred kilometres of a circle. The total area would be pi times one hundred squared. Thirty-one thousand, four hundred square kilometres. Which admittedly is a lot.’

‘We don’t have to do all that,’ said Melanie, rubbing her eyes and swinging her legs out of bed. ‘We just need to think like Friday.’

‘No-one can think like Friday,’ said Ian.

‘No,’ agreed Melanie. ‘That’s true when it comes to problem solving. Her mind is like a supercomputer then. But with basic emotional things, she’s more simple than an amoeba.’

‘What do you mean?’ said Ian.

‘Think about it,’ said Melanie. ‘When they tried to arrest Friday yesterday, she was frightened. Really really frightened.’

‘I know,’ said Ian.

‘No, you don’t get it,’ said Melanie. ‘What frightens Friday most in the world?’


Ian thought about it for a moment before answering. ‘Blood. The sight of blood always makes her faint.’

Melanie shook her head. ‘That’s nothing. That’s just a primal response. The thing that frightens her most is being locked up.’

‘Well, no-one likes that,’ said Ian. ‘That’s the reason they do it. As a punishment.’

‘No, it’s more than that,’ said Melanie. ‘It’s visceral. It’s in her bones. Being locked up in juvenile detention when she was falsely accused – it traumatised her. Now every time Friday is in a confined space or someone stops her for a moment at airport security or a security guard wants to look in her bag – she has a full-blown panic attack.’

‘I didn’t know that,’ said Ian.

‘Don’t blame yourself. She’s a basket case so much of the time it’s hard to pick it,’ said Melanie. ‘But you weren’t there when she first came out of prison. She was damaged. She’s not fully recovered yet. Being put in handcuffs yesterday, that was literally the stuff of her nightmares. She would have reverted to pure primal fight-or-flight mode.’

‘What does that mean for us?’ asked Ian.


‘Think about it,’ said Melanie. ‘Friday would want to be somewhere safe. Somewhere comforting. Somewhere she belongs.’

‘But she doesn’t have a home,’ said Ian. ‘Her parents sold their house. Do you mean school? Do you think she’s trying to get back to Highcrest Academy?’

Melanie shook her head. ‘She hasn’t been there for over a year. It’s not the place that makes it feel safe. It’s what’s in the place.’

‘I don’t get it,’ said Ian. ‘Just tell me.’

‘Books,’ said Melanie. ‘Books are her security blanket. Her nanna. Her binky. She finds everything about books calming. The smell, the information, the Dewey decimal system itself – it’s all comforting to her.’

‘Like a mother’s womb,’ said Ian.

‘Exactly,’ said Melanie. ‘It’s her mother’s womb. Because her actual mother was never terribly interested in her.’

‘So, she’s at a bookshop?’ said Ian.

‘I doubt it,’ said Melanie. ‘They’re not terribly big. And they’re not open late. But libraries are.’

‘The library, of course,’ said Ian, reaching for the laptop. ‘I’ll look up the nearest one.’

‘No,’ said Melanie, slapping the screen shut. ‘The police can shadow our computers, remember?’


‘But we need to find the nearest library,’ said Ian.

‘Ian, we’ve been living in Paris for two weeks,’ said Melanie. ‘Didn’t you notice that the Nationale Bibliothèque is two blocks from here?’

‘It is?’ said Ian.

‘It’s a huge building,’ said Melanie. ‘I spent fifty per cent of every twenty-four hours asleep, and even I noticed it. What have you been looking at?’

‘Paris is very beautiful,’ said Ian.

‘You can’t take your eyes off Friday, can you?’ said Melanie.

Ian blushed. ‘We have been solving crime as well.’

‘Uh huh,’ said Melanie.

‘Do you really think she’s there?’ said Ian.

‘There’s one way to find out,’ said Melanie. She lay back down and snuggled under her doona.

‘What are you doing?’ said Ian. ‘Shouldn’t we be hurrying to the library?’

‘It doesn’t open until nine,’ said Melanie. ‘The best thing I can do to help Friday is to be well rested when we find her.’

Ian would have argued, but Melanie had already started snoring.
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Getting to the library was not quite as easy as they’d expected. When Ian checked the street, there was a police car sitting out the front of the art institute. When he checked the back exit, there was a young police officer standing in the alley chain-smoking cigarettes.

‘Tsk,’ said Melanie. ‘So bad for his health. And he’ll get premature wrinkles.’

‘I’ll go grey if we don’t get out of here,’ said Ian. ‘Let’s try the roof.’


Luckily, the French police had underestimated Ian and Melanie’s desire to escape, so they hadn’t posted any officers up there. It wasn’t hard to get up onto the roof. Ian gave the access hatch one good shove with his shoulder and the rusty lock gave way. He turned to see if Melanie needed help climbing through the hatch and was surprised to see her emerge holding a pillow.

‘What’s that for?’ asked Ian. ‘You’re not planning to take another nap, are you?’

‘Oh no, at least not yet,’ said Melanie. ‘But I’ve had quite a bit of experience clambering on rooftops with Friday. Trust me. This will be useful.’

And it was. To get from one rooftop to the next, Ian and Melanie had to negotiate all sorts of obstacles. There was barbed wire, broken glass cemented into the top of brickwork, rusty guttering, exposed nails and epic amounts of pigeon poop.

‘For such a beautiful city,’ said Ian, wiping poop off his hands, ‘Paris has really gross and dangerous rooftops. Who would purposefully cement broken glass onto a building?’

‘Someone who didn’t want teenagers on their roof,’ suggested Melanie.


Melanie navigated every challenge with ease. She simply laid her pillow across the top of the broken glass or barbed wire or disgusting mess and rolled over each obstacle. By the time they made it to their third rooftop, Ian had scraped, cut and impaled himself many times. He gave up and waited for Melanie to go first, then pass back the pillow so he could follow her example.

When they finally arrived at the last building on the block (a bakery with a chimney that smelled like croissants) they were relieved to sneak down the fire escape onto the street. Then they were away, scurrying up the street, heading north towards the National Library.

La Bibliothèque Nationale de France a Richelieu was underwhelming from the outside. The street approaching it was narrow and the building itself was covered in scaffolding. The scaffolding was covered in tarpaulins and boards showing photographs of what the library looked like on the inside. It took a while for Ian and Melanie to figure out how to get through the scaffolding and find the entrance, but once they stepped through the front doors they knew they were somewhere special. The interior was spectacular.


The French like to show off when it comes to their public buildings. And when this library was under construction, they were at the height of their showing-off powers. Napoleon III was President, and he was knocking down and rebuilding as much of Paris as he could, to carry out the vision his more famous uncle had imagined. This was the period when so many of the famous monuments of Paris had been built – the grand boulevards, the Gare du Nord, the Paris Opera and the Luxembourg Gardens.

The French had developed a taste for ostentation, and in this library they did not hold back. The lobby was elegant and peaceful, but when Ian and Melanie stepped through into the Oval Room, even a cynical jaded teen like Ian was stunned by the architecture.

‘Wow!’ said Ian.

There were no better words to describe the room. You don’t really think of libraries as being beautiful. Most suburban libraries are focused on the functional – metal bookshelves, industrial carpet, vinyl furniture. Things that are easy to clean. The Richelieu was nothing like that. It was a temple built to honour literature. The room was oval shaped with four tiers of bookshelves wrapping around the circumference. Then another tier of stonework arches. Then a tier of huge circular windows. Then on top of that – six storeys above the floor – there was a domed glass ceiling so you could look straight up and see the blue sky above Paris.

In the middle of the room, things did look a bit more library-like. There was an array of polished-timber reading desks, a circulation desk with a bank of computers and a few brightly coloured sofas. But the magical touch was the light – the oversized porthole-style windows and the massive glass ceiling allowed natural light to flood every cranny of the room, creating perfect reading conditions. It was a book-lovers’ paradise.

Considering the size of the reading room and the number of people in it – it was very quiet. The leather-bound books seemed to deaden the sound. Dozens of patrons hunched over reference books, poring over manuscripts and some typing away at laptops – but they did so for the most part in silence. They were physically in the reading room, but their minds were wherever their reading matter had taken them.

On the far side of the room, there was a section for periodicals that included a selection of that day’s newspapers from all over Europe. The newspapers were attached to large timber poles, presumably to prevent anyone from stealing them or separating the paper into sections. But it did look like the newspapers had been threaded through Kendo sticks and could be used as weapons at a moment’s notice. It was here, at a desk, with a large broadsheet spread out in front of her, that they spotted Friday’s distinctive green pork-pie hat.

‘Thank heavens,’ sighed Ian.

‘If you want to run to her and kiss her passionately, I can walk slowly,’ said Melanie.

Ian gave her a look.

‘What? It’s Paris,’ said Melanie. ‘I’m sure that kind of thing happens in their libraries all the time. No-one will even blink an eye.’

Ian grabbed Melanie by the hand and dragged her across the room with him. Friday did not notice them approaching, she was so absorbed by her newspaper. Ian slid into the seat next to her before she looked up.

‘Oh, hello,’ said Friday. She kissed Ian on the cheek, then went back to reading her newspaper. ‘I’m reading such an interesting article.’


‘Friday, where have you been?’ said Ian. ‘We’ve been so worried about you.’

‘Ian couldn’t sleep a wink,’ said Melanie.

Friday glanced at her. ‘I bet you could.’

‘Yes, but I’m more level-headed and rational,’ said Melanie. ‘I’m not haunted by the image of you seeing another gorgeous blond behind my back.’

‘We thought you’d be hiding,’ said Ian.

‘I am,’ said Friday.

‘In plain view of everyone in Paris’ largest library,’ said Ian.

‘I spend a lot of time in libraries,’ said Friday. ‘I’ve never met a police officer in one. I figured it was safer here than out on the streets. A library is actually an excellent place to hide out. There are clean bathrooms, food-vending machines and the Richelieu even has a pneumatic messaging system.’

‘Very steam-punk,’ said Melanie, glancing around to see the tubes.

‘Plus, libraries always have plenty of quiet nooks and crannies,’ continued Friday. ‘And no-one notices you because they’re all too busy reading themselves.’

‘But where did you sleep last night?’ asked Ian. Even to his own ears he sounded like a fussing mother. ‘It must have been freezing on the street.’

‘No, the thermostat in here is set to a constant twenty-one degrees Centigrade,’ said Friday. ‘They can’t have temperature fluctuations. It would affect the books and manuscripts.’

‘You were in here?! But it’s not a twenty-four-hour library,’ said Ian.

‘True, but it’s staffed by librarians not prison wardens,’ said Friday. ‘Their main priority is taking care of the books, not checking the storage rooms to see if someone is waiting for all the staff to leave. Once the library was empty, it was a lovely place to spend the night. There are several very comfortable couches.’

‘Really? Where?’ asked Melanie hopefully.

‘We should get out of here,’ said Ian.

‘Why?’ asked Friday. ‘Where would we go?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Ian. ‘But we should try to get out of the country.’

‘I’m being accused of terrorism,’ said Friday. ‘There is no place for me to go. All the countries of Europe share a security zone. If I’m wanted in one European country, then I’m wanted in all of them.’


‘Then we’ll leave Europe,’ said Ian. ‘Africa is only thirteen kilometres from Spain across the Mediterranean.’

‘Oh, please,’ said Melanie. ‘You’ve seen her swim.’

‘But there are ferries,’ said Ian.

‘If I’m on a terrorism watchlist,’ said Friday, ‘there are no countries anywhere in the world that won’t stop me at the border.’

‘So you’re going to stay here?’ said Ian. ‘You’re going to hide in this library for the rest of your life?’

Friday looked about at the beautiful room. ‘That would actually be really nice. But no. I’d get tired of vending-machine food eventually. My plan is to clear my name instead.’

‘How?’ asked Ian.

‘Well, I came here to figure out what exactly I was being accused of,’ said Friday. ‘The police didn’t say, and I doubt they would have explained even if I’d gone with them to the station. I came here to figure it out.’

‘From the newspapers?’ asked Melanie.

Friday shrugged. ‘I reasoned that if someone in my family had been arrested, there would have to be reporting about it in a newspaper. The Richelieu has all the major European journals including those from Switzerland.’

Friday indicated the racks holding dozens of different-language newspapers.

Melanie looked at what Friday was reading. It was a copy of the Neue Zürcher Zeitung, the New Zurich Journal. ‘And what have you found? Please say it’s not a bombing.’

‘No, thank goodness,’ said Friday. ‘But here on page twenty-eight I found this article.’

Friday pointed to a tiny article near the bottom of the page, taking up less than five centimetres of column space.

‘What does it say?’ asked Melanie. She could speak French very well, but she had no German at all.

‘It says that a senior physics professor was taken into custody on Wednesday under suspicion of leaking top-secret information about the Large Hadron Collider at CERN.’

‘I know I’m going to regret asking this,’ said Melanie. ‘But what is CERN exactly?’

‘The word CERN stands for Conseil Européen pour la Recherche Nucléaire,’ explained Friday.


‘The Council for European Nuclear Research?’ translated Melanie. ‘So they are making bombs?!’

‘No, no, no,’ said Friday. ‘It’s a large hadron collider.’

‘I’ve got no idea what that is,’ said Melanie.

‘I don’t really understand either,’ admitted Ian. ‘I just know it’s a huge circular tunnel underground.’

‘That’s right!’ said Friday. ‘The tunnel goes in a really big circle – twenty-seven kilometres in circumference. It’s so big that it starts in Switzerland, goes out under France and comes back into Switzerland.’

‘And the French didn’t mind them doing that?’ asked Ian.

‘Oh no,’ said Friday. ‘All the European universities are involved. Physicists love it because it’s such an amazing experiment. They fire hadrons, which are tiny particles, around the tunnel until they reach incredibly high speeds. Imagine it – half of them flying around clockwise and the other half flying around anti-clockwise, and they’re all getting faster and faster. When they finally reach five times the speed of light, the scientists open a door between the paths and let the hadrons smash into each other.’

‘And nothing explodes?’ said Melanie.

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘Not normally.’


Melanie raised her eyebrows.

‘There was one explosion in 2008,’ said Friday. ‘But that was because of a magnet failure. Not an atomic explosion.’

‘Uh huh,’ said Melanie.

‘And you think it’s someone from your family who’s involved in this top-secret leak?’ asked Ian.

‘There are six of my relatives in Switzerland and three of them – Mum, Halley and Quantum – are working at CERN,’ said Friday. ‘They’re all physics professors. It could be any one of them.’

‘Or all of them,’ said Melanie. ‘Perhaps your whole family is one big terrorist cell.’

‘That would explain a lot about my upbringing,’ said Friday.

‘Do you think they are all in custody?’ asked Melanie.

‘That almost makes me feel sorry for the Swiss police,’ said Friday. ‘I’m sure they’d much rather arrest drug dealers and armed robbers. My family can be so exhausting. But my bet is it’s Mum.’

‘But she’s a Nobel Laureate,’ said Ian.

‘Exactly, and the article says it’s a senior physics professor,’ said Friday. ‘They don’t get more senior than her. Plus, she doesn’t really have a sense of morality. She’s so consumed with explaining the fundamental building blocks of the universe, she regards everything else as trivial.’

‘So, what are you going to do?’ asked Ian. ‘You can’t just swan in there and pretend to be their legal representative. It’s not like getting Binky off a false accusation of being attacked by a polar bear.’

‘Technically,’ said Friday, ‘I got Binky off a false accusation that he falsified an attack of a polar bear.’

‘Yes, and if you start being pedantic like that, they’ll definitely lock you up for twenty years,’ said Ian.

‘My mother may be self-involved, and irritatingly incapable of basic self-care,’ said Friday. ‘But I can’t let her stay imprisoned for a crime she did not commit.’

‘What if it’s true?’ said Melanie. ‘What if she did do it?’

Friday sighed. ‘I find that highly improbable.’

Melanie tilted her head to one side. ‘But as a scientific thinker,’ she countered, ‘you know that when you investigate the facts and eliminate all the impossible possibilities, what remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’


Friday scowled. ‘When did you learn reasoning and logic?’

‘It’s hard to hang out with you for four years and not pick a few things up,’ said Melanie.

‘I’m going to Switzerland,’ said Friday.

‘How are you going to get there?’ said Ian. ‘The Paris police are on the lookout for you. There’s an arrest warrant out for you. They’ll be watching the borders.’

‘It will be challenging,’ said Friday. ‘I’m still considering the options.’

Suddenly they were interrupted by the sound of heavy doors clanking shut. Friday shuddered. She’d hated that sound ever since her time locked in juvenile detention. They turned to see what was going on.

A nattily dressed man in a dark-grey suit stepped forward. He didn’t look like a police officer or even a security guard. ‘Mesdames et Messieurs, pardonnez-moi. My name is Monsieur Lamond and I am the chef here at the library,’ he announced in a loud authoritative voice. People are meant to be quiet in libraries, and yet, so often, libraries have acoustics perfectly suited to people who choose to do the exact opposite. His voice echoed around the large oval room.

‘Did he just say he was a chef?’ asked Ian.


‘Chef means boss,’ explained Friday. ‘He’s the head librarian.’

‘There has been a robbery,’ continued the librarian. There were a few audible gasps at this announcement, but no babble of conversation. The patrons of the library were too well behaved to speak, even after this gossip-worthy announcement. Also, people rarely come to libraries with friends. A library visit is usually a solo expedition. So even if the patrons had wanted to gossip, they would have had to overcome the Parisian inhibition against speaking to a stranger, which no Parisian wishes to do unless to say something dismissive and disdainful.

‘A priceless handwritten manuscript of a poem by Charles Baudelaire has been stolen. The doors have been locked. And will remain so, until this room has been searched and the document recovered.’

As he spoke, security guards fanned out around the room, approaching groups of people.

‘What do we do?’ asked Melanie.

‘Nothing,’ said Friday. ‘They are looking for a manuscript. Not for me.’

‘But if an alert has gone out for three teenagers,’ said Ian, ‘the security guards will have been notified. They might be here to search for the manuscript, but if they find three terrorism suspects they’re not going to overlook that. We should split up.’ Without standing up, Ian twisted around on his seat so he was facing the table behind them, then slid across to another seat there. He took a notepad and pen out of his pocket and pretended to be taking notes.

‘You should go too,’ Friday whispered to Melanie. ‘It’s me they want.’

‘Oh no,’ said Melanie. ‘I’d much rather be arrested and be with you, than be not arrested on my own.’

‘You wouldn’t be on your own,’ said Friday. ‘You’d be with Ian.’

‘Yes, and I know he is lovely,’ said Melanie. ‘But he’s quite stressful to be with when you’re not there. He pines. And he’s such a worrier. He’s not as understanding as you are about my need to nap.’

‘I can still hear you,’ Ian muttered, without looking from where he was at the other table.

‘You see,’ said Melanie. ‘He’s very good looking, but a little clingy. I think you’ve given him abandonment issues. Probably from all the times you’ve abandoned him.’

‘I’ve never abandoned Ian,’ said Friday.


‘I know,’ said Melanie. ‘You don’t have it in you. You’re co-dependent too. Which is why I have to stay with you to pick up the pieces.’

‘Excusez-moi, Mesdemoiselles,’ said a security guard who had approached their table. ‘I’m afraid we will have to search through your things.’

No-one was allowed to bring a bag into the library so there wasn’t much to search. The security guard picked up the newspaper Friday had been reading and shook it. Nothing fell out. He looked at the front page.

‘You are Swiss?’ asked the security guard.

‘No,’ said Melanie. ‘We are doing a project on international studies for our college class. My friend reads German a little.’

The security guard nodded and moved on to Ian’s table. Friday wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, but she didn’t dare make a noise that would draw attention to herself. She looked about the room.

Most of the other patrons seemed untroubled by the search. They had gone back to their various studies. Being locked in a room they were already planning to spend the next couple of hours in was no major inconvenience. It was a beautiful room. Even the library staff looked relaxed. No doubt they would get paid overtime if they had to stay late because they were locked in. France had excellent unions. They’d probably be paid double for the inconvenience.

The security guards had made their way around most of the patrons and had still not found anything. The focus would have to turn to searching the room and examining the furniture.

‘We have to get out of here,’ said Friday.

‘It won’t be long now,’ said Melanie.

‘Yes, it will,’ said Friday. ‘Once they’ve searched all the people and all the furniture, they will need to search through all the books.’

Melanie looked up at the enormous bookshelves surrounding them. Four storeys’ worth, stacked one on top of another. ‘But there must be thousands,’ she said.

‘Tens of thousands,’ said Friday. ‘And they will need to be searched carefully. These books are artefacts. They will have to be handled with care.’

‘We’ll be here for hours,’ said Melanie.

‘It would take days,’ said Friday.

‘They can’t imprison us here for that long,’ said Melanie.


‘No,’ agreed Friday. ‘But if they let us go, they will want to take our names and contact details. They will want to see ID. And they will run our names through the police database and . . .’ Friday trailed off.

‘Oh dear,’ said Melanie.

A small wad of paper hit Friday in the side of the head. Friday looked across at Ian. He had his back to her, but she realised he must have flicked it at her. She unfolded the paper.


Do you want to make a run for it?


Melanie read the note over Friday’s shoulder. ‘You could pretend you need to go to the toilet. One of the guards would have to accompany you. Then when they take you out, Ian and I will create a distraction by having a loud and passionate lovers’ quarrel, giving you a chance to run away.’

Friday’s forehead scrunched up as she imagined this.

‘I’ll pretend I’m you and really get into character,’ explained Melanie.

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘I don’t want to run again. I ran here last night. Seven hundred metres of cardiovascular exercise is enough for me. It’s really unpleasant running for your life, you know?’

‘I believe you,’ said Melanie.

‘You have to go much faster than anything we ever did in PE at school,’ said Friday. ‘And I’m not wearing comfortable running clothes. I don’t think it’s a good idea.’

‘Then what do you want to do?’ asked Melanie.

‘The quickest way to get out of here,’ said Friday, ‘is to solve the crime!’

They could hear Ian groan from his table.

‘You’re already imagining yourself as Sherlock Holmes, aren’t you?’ said Melanie.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Friday. ‘I’ll merely aid their enquiry.’ Friday got to her feet. She held up her hand and called out, ‘Excuse me!’

‘Young mademoiselle, please remain seated,’ called the head librarian from the front of the room.

‘Sir, I volunteer myself to aid your enquiry,’ announced Friday.

Ian groaned even louder this time.

‘Oh dear,’ said Melanie. ‘Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s books are a bad influence on you. I should ban you from reading them.’


Friday ignored them and strode towards the librarian.

‘Young miss, I must insist. Please return to your seat until the search is complete,’ said the librarian, getting increasingly testy.

Friday looked about. The security guards had started to search the bookshelves. She shook her head and tutted. ‘Your search is complete,’ she said. ‘If the manuscript isn’t among the personal possessions or hidden among the furniture it won’t be in the books.’

‘If it’s not in the possessions or the furniture it must be in the books,’ said the librarian. ‘It can’t have ceased to exist. We will search all the books, no matter how long it takes. And if it’s not there, we will bring in the police and they will search the people. Strip search them if necessary.’

The patrons mumbled when they overheard that one.

‘But you can’t hide a manuscript on your person,’ said Friday. ‘Not without irrevocably damaging it. And anyone who wanted to steal it – whether for profit or personal possession – would not want to damage it. You couldn’t hide it in a book without folding it, and that would cause damage too. Every time you fold a piece of paper, microscopic pieces of fibre are torn, stretched and weakened. That’s why it’s easier to tear paper along a fold line. No-one who actually wanted the manuscript would do that.’

‘Perhaps someone stole it to destroy it,’ said Melanie. She had followed Friday over.

‘That would be an unusually specific form of vandalism,’ said Friday. ‘If you wanted to damage the library’s collection, it would be much better to simply set fire to something.’

‘Young lady!’ exclaimed the librarian. ‘How dare you make such a suggestion.’

‘You’re right,’ said Friday. ‘Fire would be stupid. The punishment for arson is severe. And it is risky. If you started a fire, then became trapped in the building yourself, that would be very dangerous. No, if you wanted to seriously damage the collection it would be much better to use water.’

The head librarian gasped. Every curator of rare manuscripts knows – water is the enemy of paper.

‘You could simply trip with an extra-large frappuccino in your hand and spill it all over an exhibit,’ said Friday. ‘Or, if you wanted to be more subtle, throw some corrosive acid up on the roof. The acid eats through the roofing materials. Water starts to leak in. One hour of heavy rain and BAM! A hundred gallons of water pours in all over the collection.’

‘I’m calling the police!’ announced the librarian. ‘You are sowing the seeds of vandalism with this outrageous speculation.’

‘There’s no need,’ said Friday. ‘I know where the manuscript is.’

‘Then why don’t you just tell us!’ cried the exasperated librarian.

‘Good question,’ muttered Ian.

‘I’ll do better than that,’ said Friday. ‘I’ll show you. Do you have a ten euro note?’

‘You want me to give you money?’ asked the librarian.

‘I want you to lend me money for a demonstration,’ said Friday. ‘If you don’t recover the manuscript, your job is going to be on the line. Surely saving your job is worth ten euros to you?’

The librarian glowered a glower of pure loathing. ‘When the Richelieu reopened, I begged the board to make the age limit for entry over twenty-five, but no-one would support me. I see now, I was entirely right.’ He took out his wallet and handed Friday the bank note.

‘Thank you,’ said Friday. ‘So, imagine I stole this.’ Friday held up the bank note so everyone in the room could see. She was getting in the swing of the theatrics.

‘We don’t have to imagine,’ said Melanie. ‘If you don’t give it back, you did.’

‘The question to ask is – how would I smuggle it out of this room?’ asked Friday.

‘Put it in the librarian’s wallet and get him to smuggle it out for you,’ suggested Melanie.

‘That’s actually not a bad idea,’ said Friday.

‘Thank you,’ said Melanie.

‘Just tell me where my manuscript is!’ demanded the librarian. ‘Or I won’t call the police, I will kill you with my bare hands.’

‘Wow,’ said Melanie. ‘Librarians have so much suppressed rage.’

‘The answer is right behind you,’ said Friday, pointing to the enquiry counter. Everyone turned to look at it, to see if the manuscript was lying on the desk. But there was nothing there. It was as neat as a pin. There was a stack of blank enquiry forms and a pen chained to the desk but nothing else at all.


‘We searched the desk already,’ said the librarian.

Friday walked around behind the counter. ‘Yes, but you wouldn’t have found anything because the manuscript isn’t here.’

‘What?’ said the librarian. ‘You just said the manuscript was there! Are you talking in riddles?’

‘She always does,’ said Melanie.

‘There is another obvious thing that isn’t here but should be,’ said Friday.

‘Friday, the librarian is going to have an aneurism if you don’t explain,’ warned Ian.

‘That is an enquiry desk,’ said Friday. ‘When customers come in and they want to look at a manuscript, they write down what they want on a slip, then they hand the slip to the librarian on duty.’

‘Yes,’ said the head librarian. ‘Every national library in the world has the same system. That’s how libraries work.’

‘But where is the librarian who handles the enquiries?’ asked Friday.

‘Huh?’ said the head librarian.

‘It’s ten o’clock in the morning,’ said Friday. ‘People come in the morning, ask to see the manuscripts they want to study, then they spend the rest of the morning studying them. This must be the busiest time of day for the librarian manning the enquiry counter. And yet, no-one is there.’

The librarian scanned the room. There was a mousey young woman in the far corner. She held up her hand. ‘I’m over here. I was just returning some books to the stacks.’

‘There, you see,’ said the head librarian, pointing at his junior staff member. ‘Easily explained. Now go back to your seat and stop hindering this investigation.’

‘But that is further evidence,’ said Friday. ‘When a criminal commits a crime, it is instinctive to get as far away from the scene as possible. That’s hard to do in a locked room. But this is a very large, locked room. So our criminal instinctively went to the far side of the room.’

‘What?’ said the junior librarian.

‘I’m sorry to drop you in it,’ Friday called over to the junior librarian. ‘I’m sure you’ve got your reasons. But I don’t want to spend the rest of my day trapped in here. Make sure you get a good lawyer. And perhaps a psychiatrist, to say you’re mad.’

The junior librarian didn’t move. She watched Friday like a deer in the headlights.

Friday turned to a tube on the wall.

‘This is part of the Richelieu’s pneumatic system,’ said Friday, pointing to a pipe. ‘Aside from the architectural beauty of this room, these pipes are themselves famous. The Richelieu library was one of the first places in the world to use a pneumatic messaging system. Using a vacuum, you could transport documents at a speed unrivalled until the invention of the internet two hundred years later.’

‘So?’ asked the librarian. ‘The pneumatic system has been out of operation for a hundred years. It’s just an old pipe. We’d rip it out if it wasn’t heritage listed.’

‘Behold,’ said Friday. There was a small hatch on the side of the pipe. Friday opened the hatch, held up the ten euro note, then tucked the note into the hole. It was immediately sucked out of her hand.

‘Mon Dieu!’ exclaimed the librarian. ‘Someone turned the pneumatic system back on.’

The junior librarian ran to the locked glass doors at the far end of the room and threw herself at them. She must have assumed she would crash through. That sort of thing happens all the time in movies. But in real-life, award-winning buildings holding priceless collections use toughened glass in their doors. And toughened glass does not smash that easily. The junior librarian bounced off the glass and collapsed in a heap on the floor. Three security guards rushed over to grab her.

The head librarian was inspecting the tube. ‘But where did it go?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know,’ said Friday. ‘I don’t know everything. Just most things.’

‘But my ten euros!’ said the librarian.

‘Just follow the pipe,’ said Friday. ‘It might take you a while. This is a complicated building. But eventually you’ll find your euros and the manuscript. Or you might try asking your member of staff.’

The head librarian strode over to where the junior librarian was being restrained. Friday started to follow him.

Ian took Friday by the hand. ‘Come on, you’ve created your own distraction. This is where we should slip away.’
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It took fifty minutes for Friday, Ian and Melanie to walk to the train station. They probably could have arrived faster, but Friday insisted they weave through the small, crowded streets of the Pompidou district. She didn’t want to walk along the Seine River where the footpaths were wide, but there were plenty of police everywhere. And she definitely wanted to avoid the police headquarters near Notre Dame Cathedral, where to see police wearing flak jackets and carrying semi-automatic weapons was a normal thing.

As Friday, Melanie and Ian made their way down the Rue de Bercy they could see the station long before they got there. The Gare de Lyon was essentially a very functional building. All day and all night, trains flooded in and out from the south of France, Italy and Switzerland. But this was Paris, and Parisians love to add beauty to the functional. The station had the most spectacular clock tower. A cathedral at the height of medieval religious opulence would have been proud to sport this magnificent monument to French craftsmanship. And yet here it was on a train station. The face of the clock had been beautifully decorated in blue paint and gold leaf, and in the open space of the courtyard – as the sun caught the tower – the face of the clock seemed to shine out like a beacon across the busy Paris streets.

Friday and Melanie were panting as they approached the station forecourt. They had been walking quickly and neither of them was terribly fit.

‘Not far now,’ urged Ian as he picked up his pace.

‘Wait,’ gasped Friday.


Ian glanced at his watch. ‘We need to get on a train. I’ll feel better once we’re out of Paris.’

‘No! Quick! Into the café,’ said Friday. She darted into the nearest doorway.

‘This is no time for a coffee break,’ said Ian, but he followed her in.

‘Maybe not,’ said Melanie. ‘But a hot chocolate and a lovely croissant would be just the thing.’

Friday had grabbed up a magazine and was sitting on a stool by the café’s front window. She held the magazine so it blocked most of her face from anyone walking past. The station was on the other side of a large courtyard. An awning ran around the outside of the building. In the shadow of the awning, they could see a crowd of people. Now that he looked closely – Ian could see that they were men. Men in uniform.

‘Police?’ asked Ian.

‘The army,’ said Friday.

‘They called the army out on you?’ asked Melanie.

‘The army in France isn’t the same as at home,’ said Friday. ‘There is a long tradition of citizens doing national service. The army is part of the fabric of the community.’

‘They have very large guns,’ said Ian.


‘There have been a lot of terrorist attacks in Paris,’ said Friday.

‘Do you think they’re here for you?’ said Ian.

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘There’s always a large police and military presence at national monuments and public transport hubs in Paris. This train station is both. But I am a suspected terrorist and the police are trying to arrest me. I am a hundred per cent certain that all those soldiers, and all the police and guards inside the station, will have been shown a photograph of me at their briefing this morning before they started duty.’

‘So we have to get to Switzerland another way,’ said Ian.

‘There is no other way,’ said Friday. ‘It’s four hundred and sixty-five kilometres from here. We’re too young to drive and that’s too far to walk. A train will get us there in five hours.’

‘But how are we going to get past all those men in uniform?’ asked Ian.

‘Makeover!’ exclaimed Melanie.

‘What?’ said Friday.

‘A whole new look,’ said Melanie excitedly. ‘Finally! I’ve been waiting to do this for years.’ Melanie grabbed the hat off Friday’s head and threw it in the nearest bin.

‘Hey!’ said Friday.

‘You have to get rid of it,’ said Melanie with delight. ‘You need to be in disguise.’

‘Taking off a hat is not a disguise,’ said Friday.

‘No, it’s step one,’ said Melanie. ‘I’m going to make you totally unrecognisable.’

‘Please don’t,’ said Friday.

Melanie realised Friday was not embracing the frivolity of the situation. ‘I know your physical appearance makes you feel vulnerable,’ she said kindly. ‘You don’t like it when people look at you and notice you. But would you rather be your comfortable normal mousey self inside a Paris prison cell or uncomfortable and looking totally fabulous on a train to Switzerland?’

Friday looked into her friend’s eyes. What Melanie was suggesting terrified her.

‘You hated jail,’ Melanie reminded her.

‘Everyone hates jail,’ muttered Friday.

‘I can’t believe you’re actually weighing up those two options,’ said Ian. ‘Melanie says you have panic attacks.’


‘I have panic at the thought of letting Melanie give me a makeover,’ said Friday. ‘It’s a devil or the deep-blue-sea situation.’

‘Then we’ll let your mother decide,’ said Melanie.

‘She’s in jail,’ said Friday.

‘Exactly,’ said Melanie. ‘And there’s no way you can get her out if you’re in jail in a different country, so you have to let me give you a makeover. Come on, we passed a hair salon two doors back.’
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It felt counter-intuitive to Friday to be sitting in a hair salon for an hour waiting for peroxide to bleach the colour out of her hair, when there were dozens of armed men 500 metres away on the lookout for her. She wanted to be moving. But Melanie insisted that Friday had to sit there and wait, because she needed to get Friday some new clothes. Melanie had unleashed a blizzard of instructions to the hairdresser in French before she left. Friday was sitting in a catatonic state, letting the hairdresser and her assistants carry out their procedures.

Ian hadn’t gotten off unscathed. He was sitting in the chair opposite, flirting with the hairdressers while he sipped the coffee they had made him. He was getting a makeover too. His beautiful blond hair had been dyed brown. It was now a nondescript mousey colour, neither dark nor light. Much the same colour Friday’s had been. And they had cut his hair in an unflattering style – short at the front and long at the back. It was something of a cross between a mohawk and a mullet. And yet, Ian was still gorgeous.

As Friday looked at him, she realised – he could have a terrible facial scar, contract monkey pox and have weeping sores all over his face, but he would still be handsome and attractive. Ian had been so good looking for so long it had become a part of the fabric of who he was. He had the confidence of extreme beauty. Even without the beauty, he would still have the confidence, and the confidence itself was magnetically attractive. He was like a celestial object drawing people into his orbit with the gravitational pull of his charisma. It made her sad. It was like her relationship with him was a dream, and one day he would wake up from it.

Friday wanted to block everything out. She closed her eyes and started counting her breaths. In for five, hold for five, out for five, hold out for five – trying to calm her surging adrenalin. She was just managing to soothe herself when she felt a surge of cold fresh air. Someone had opened the door.

‘Aaaghhh!’ screamed Melanie. Friday flinched in fear. ‘You look amazing!’ cried Melanie.

Friday realised Melanie was screaming at her, and it was happy screaming, a rare emotion for Melanie who was not a high-energy person. Melanie wrapped Friday in a big hug.

‘Do you love it?’ she demanded.

‘Love what?’ asked Friday.

‘Your hair!’ said Melanie.

The hairdressers had turned Friday away from the mirror because watching them work had made her hyperventilate. They realised Friday was distracted when she could see Ian. At first he tried chatting with her, but she was too distressed to concentrate on what he was saying. Then he started flirting with the hairdressers. Weirdly, that was calming. It was a normal sight. Things as they should be.

‘You haven’t seen it yet?’ asked Melanie.

‘Be careful about showing her,’ said Ian. ‘She started shaking when they got out the nail polish. She isn’t going to like seeing the hair.’

‘I’m wearing nail polish?’ asked Friday, looking at her hands. ‘When did that happen?’

‘I started flirting with Sophie to distract you,’ said Ian. ‘You were so busy thinking up ways to kill her and me. You didn’t notice. And they did four coats.’

Friday looked at her fingers. They were glittering and shining back at her, like little disco balls on the tips of each finger and they were green.

‘Green?’ said Friday.

‘It’s your signature colour,’ said Melanie. ‘I thought it would make you happy. To remind you of your hat.’

Friday remembered that her hat was in a bin in a café, probably covered with the dregs of coffee cups and melted ice-creams by now. Her breathing started to accelerate again.

‘Friday, I’m going to show you your hair,’ said Melanie. ‘Now remember, you’re doing this to save your mother.’

Melanie slowly turned the chair around so that Friday was facing the mirror. At least that’s what Friday expected would happen, but what she saw wasn’t her. She was facing another girl. A scary-looking, scrawny girl with platinum-blonde hair and a nose ring. Then Friday realised her nose hurt. She touched her nose. The girl opposite touched her nose too. Friday’s brain crunched into reality.

‘Noooooooo!’ she cried.

‘It’s okay. It’s okay,’ reassured Melanie.

‘When did I get a nose ring?!’ she wailed.

‘That was when I threw a handful of loose change on the floor and bent over to pick it up,’ said Ian. ‘You were too busy watching to notice.’

‘It really suits you,’ said Melanie.

‘Really suits me?!’ cried Friday.

‘Strangely, yes,’ said Melanie.

‘I look like a complete stranger,’ wailed Friday.

‘That’s the idea,’ Melanie reminded her. ‘They’re looking for a dowdy bookish nerd in a brown cardigan and green pork-pie hat. You’re going to walk through that station looking like brash obnoxious Eurotrash.’

‘Not the cardigan,’ said Friday, clutching her arms protectively about her beloved favourite garment. ‘You’re not going to take the cardigan.’

‘You have to give it up,’ said Melanie. ‘You know it’s true.’

Friday shook her head.

‘You need to do this, for your mother,’ said Melanie.

‘I don’t even like my mother that much,’ said Friday. ‘She’s neglected me since the day I was born. She let my name be wrong on my birth certificate. She’s missed every milestone in my life ever since. I doubt she knows my age, or the name of my school. Or the fact that I haven’t been at school for months now.’

‘But you’re a good person,’ said Melanie. ‘And you know she has been wrongfully arrested, so you are going to help her because it is the right thing to do. Because it doesn’t matter who your mother is – you are a good person.’

Friday realised Melanie was right. Her own eyes were starting to water. She hated it when she felt emotion. It was so confusing. So irrational. Melanie leaned in and gave her a hug. ‘It’s going to be okay,’ said Melanie. ‘Trust me.’

‘I don’t trust you,’ said Friday, trying not to blubber. ‘But I like you, so I’ll do what you want.’
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Ten minutes later they were striding across the square towards the train station. Ian lagged behind. Melanie had somehow found dirty work clothes for him. He was wearing cement-stained cargo pants, scuffed steel-capped boots and a navy puffer coat with high-vis orange panels – all of which were filthy. Friday suspected that there was now, somewhere in Paris, a labourer on a building site dressed in high-fashion designer clothing.


Melanie was dressed much the same as usual, except she was wearing large sunglasses and a red beret. Which at home would have been comical, but in Paris it only made her look more genuinely French.

In contrast, Friday’s outfit was a work of art. She looked like she had been dragged out of bed after a late night performing as the lead singer in a neo-punk band. She was wearing a long, tailored coat with a cape on the shoulders and a split back that billowed behind her as she walked. It was the type of thing the hero in a regency romance novel would wear when kidnapping a lady from a stagecoach. Under the coat she was wearing a metallic mini dress, black velvet leggings and military boots. Friday did not know a lot about fashion, but she was dimly aware, as Melanie bullied her into putting on these strange clothes, that the labels said Alexander McQueen and that he was a famous designer. She felt terrible in the dress and leggings, like she was wearing a Halloween costume. But she did like the coat. It had a lot of pockets. She jammed her hands down into the side pockets and glared at the floor, trying not to make eye contact with anyone.


‘Everyone is going to stare at me,’ Friday muttered to Melanie.

‘No, this is Paris,’ said Melanie. ‘Parisians are too cool to stare at someone just because they look spectacular.’

‘I feel so self-conscious,’ said Friday.

‘Just act like you’re really angry,’ said Melanie. ‘Play the part.’

‘What’s my motivation?’ asked Friday. ‘Why am I angry?’

‘Because it’s exhausting being that glamorous,’ said Melanie.

Friday tried to figure out what this meant, so she mainly looked confused as she walked past the soldiers smoking cigarettes. No-one stopped them. Although one of the men wolf-whistled.

‘Thank you,’ said Melanie with a beaming smile. ‘I know it’s not for me. But it’s so nice of you to notice.’

‘You’re not meant to encourage men to whistle at women in the street,’ said Friday. ‘It’s harassment.’

‘Oh gosh, you’re right, I’m sorry,’ said Melanie. ‘I’m so used to the silliness of my own brothers, sometimes I forget to be a feminist.’ She turned back and called out to the soldiers, ‘You’re very naughty. You shouldn’t make young women uncomfortable in the street. No matter how well observed your appreciation of fashion is.’

Friday grabbed Melanie by the arm. ‘Please keep walking,’ she pleaded.

There were even more police in the station, but still no-one stopped them. There was so much bustling activity. There were crowds of travellers hurrying to and from trains, heading to destinations all around Europe. Friday and Melanie got to their train without any trouble. Before she climbed aboard, Friday turned back to try and get a glimpse of Ian. She thought she saw a flash of high-vis five cars down.

‘Ian isn’t in our carriage?’ asked Friday.

‘No, he’s in economy,’ said Melanie. ‘It’s part of his disguise.’

Friday looked about and realised she was sitting in a very fancy carriage.

‘You booked us first-class seats?’ said Friday.

‘I always travel first class,’ said Melanie. ‘It’s important to support local public transport services.’

‘We’re supposed to be trying to blend in,’ said Friday.


‘I blend in better in first class,’ said Melanie. ‘I wouldn’t know how to blend in economy.’

When the train finally pulled out of the station, Friday felt a wave of relief. She’d made it out of Paris. The police would still be searching the streets around the Louvre for her. Hopefully she could get across the border into Switzerland before they widened the search. Melanie was sitting opposite her, talking to the waiter in perfect French, ordering lunch for them both. It would be nice to eat a meal that hadn’t come out of a vending machine.

After lunch, Melanie predictably went to sleep. Friday sat back and looked out the window. It was rare for her to catch a form of transport without having a book to read, but Melanie hadn’t let her go to the bookstore at the station. Even when Friday was in prison and she’d had so many long hours to fill, she’d always had a stack of books to read. They weren’t necessarily the books she would have chosen, but they were something. Each one a world she could escape into when the real world was inescapable.

Now she had to spend five hours with her own thoughts. There were a lot of thoughts spiralling in her head. How were they going to get across the Swiss border? What exactly had her mother been arrested for? Were there any pretty girls in the carriage with Ian? But one persistent thought kept swimming to the surface of this babbling brook and drowning out all the others. It was her inner monologue yelling hysterically, ‘YOU ARE GOING TO DIE!’ Which was irrational because sitting on a train was not a life-threatening scenario. It also yelled, ‘THEY ARE GOING TO LOCK YOU UP FOREVER!’ Admittedly, this was a lot more likely.

Friday tried reasoning with her inner voice. Yes, she might get locked up, but she had been locked up before and she’d made it through. Then her inner voice would shout down these rational thoughts by yelling, ‘SHUT UP! YOU ARE GOING TO DIE!’ And so, the vicious circle continued. It was deeply unpleasant.

Friday glanced about the carriage looking for something she could do to distract herself. She was surrounded mainly by business people. At least, Friday assumed they were business people, because they were wearing suits and a lot of them were typing on laptops. Maybe they were just people who enjoyed dressing smartly, and they were all playing computer games or watching movies. There was also an elderly couple sitting across the aisle.

The elderly couple were very smartly dressed in an old-fashioned, conservative sort of way. They seemed to be arguing about something. Their postures were stiff, and they had angled away from each other, not making eye contact – all classic body language for people pretending not to be having a fight because they didn’t want to create a scene in public. Friday wondered if it was a problem she could solve.

Obviously, she shouldn’t try to help. Whatever the problem was, it wasn’t any of her business. Also, she was on the run from the police. She shouldn’t be striking up conversations with strangers. But her inner voice was still yelling, ‘YOU’RE GOING TO DIE,’ so she decided it was better to risk imprisonment than sit there listening to that for five hours.

Friday was sitting in the window seat, so she scooted across to the aisle seat and leaned across. ‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘I noticed you both seem a little upset. Is there anything I can do to help?’

Now that she was closer, Friday could see that the man looked flustered and intensely embarrassed. The woman looked calm, but as soon as she spoke Friday realised the woman was actually really angry and she’d suppressed her feelings into a tight knot of rage inside herself. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Are you a forger? Can you forge a passport?’

Friday was taken aback to be asked if she could perform a crime. She had fled from the French police, so she was already committing one. She wondered if the woman could sense her criminality, but then Friday realised that was unlikely unless this old lady had superhuman levels of insight.

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘Well, I’m sure I could if I had the right computer, the right printer and access to hologram technology. Although, the easiest way to forge a passport would be to get a passport from someone who looks like you, then just adjust the printing on the name. That would be a lot easier than trying to create an entire passport from scratch. And it would certainly do the trick within Europe where internal borders don’t require passports.’

The old lady stared at Friday. But Friday was too consumed by the interesting intellectual conundrum to notice.

‘But even if you did have a passport for a lady who looks like yourself,’ continued Friday. ‘I’d need the right ink in the right printer to adjust the name. I’d probably need some sort of paper-fabrication process too. The research alone on how to do it would take hours, or days. The equipment would be hard to locate anywhere other than a major city. They certainly wouldn’t have it on a moving train.’

‘That’s a “no” then, I take it,’ said the lady.

‘Yes, it’s a “no”,’ agreed Friday. ‘Also, I probably shouldn’t be aiding and abetting you if you need a fake passport to commit a crime.’

‘Oh, I don’t want a fake passport,’ said the lady. ‘I just want my own passport. But my husband forgot to bring them.’

‘I said sorry,’ said the man.

‘Hmmpf,’ said the lady.

‘But you don’t need a passport to travel internally within Europe,’ said Friday.

‘You do if you need to hire a car,’ said the lady.

‘We’ll just go home,’ said the man. ‘We can rebook in a couple of weeks.’

‘He’s lying,’ Melanie muttered.

Friday looked at her friend. Melanie was sound asleep. But Melanie did have a strange ability to tell if someone was lying. Could she even tell when she was asleep? And could she announce this by sleep talking? Apparently, she could.

Friday turned back and looked at the man closely. He was wearing a blue tweed jacket, a warm flannel shirt and a tie. His clothes were very respectable. He also looked very nervous. Terrified even.

‘Sir, are you afraid of your wife?’ asked Friday.

‘No!’ exclaimed the man.

‘Lying,’ muttered Melanie.

‘Well . . . maybe a little bit,’ admitted the man. ‘But no more than any other husband.’

‘Where are you going today?’ asked Friday.

‘Geneva,’ said the woman. ‘We were going to have a week at a lake house. My sister is flying in from Italy. We were going to have dinner with her tonight.’

Friday looked at the man. He was quivering.

‘You don’t seem happy about this trip,’ said Friday.

‘Oh, no,’ said the lady. ‘We love Switzerland. We go every year.’

‘And your sister comes every year?’ asked Friday.

‘No,’ said the lady. ‘I haven’t seen her for five years. Her husband and my husband had a big argument. But her husband died two months ago. She just messaged me and asked to meet with us.’


The old man took out a handkerchief and dabbed sweat from his forehead.

‘I see,’ said Friday. She looked from the man to the woman and back again. ‘Well, I know where your passports are, but the question is – do you want to know what I know?’

The old lady glared at Friday with raised eyebrows.

‘Apart from being upset about your passports and missing a week at a lake house in Geneva, you seem like happy people,’ continued Friday. ‘Your husband wouldn’t be so worried about upsetting you otherwise. So I could return your passports to you and you could continue on your journey without asking any follow-up questions. Or I could pretend I don’t know where your passports are, and you could get off at the next station and go back to Paris. Or there is a third, more confronting, possibility – we could shine the cleansing light of truth on this whole situation. You get your passports back and you go forward with nothing to hide.’

‘I’d like to go home,’ said the man.

‘I want the truth,’ said the lady.

‘You say that,’ said Friday, ‘but people rarely want the truth. We tell ourselves lies all the time. More importantly, we let other people tell us lies all the time. And everyone goes along with this for the sake of harmony. It’s easier for everyone. So, if you are honestly happy with your life, it would probably be best if you don’t know the whole truth.’

‘I want the truth,’ said the lady. ‘I’m not that happy.’

‘Do you want to tell her or shall I?’ Friday asked the old man.

He slumped with his face in his hands. ‘Alright, alright. I had an affair with your sister.’

‘Friday, what have you done?’ asked Melanie, suddenly sitting up.

‘I don’t know!’ said Friday. She was genuinely shocked. ‘I was just trying to help this nice old couple find their passports!’

‘It’s okay. I can’t bear living with the lies anymore,’ said the old man. ‘That’s why Paul and I had the fight. It’s why I’ve been avoiding your sister for five years. I’ve blocked her emails, hung up on her calls. I didn’t want her to tell you.’

‘That’s not what I was going to reveal,’ said Friday. ‘I was just going to tell her that you hid the passports in your coffee cup and put them in the bin. I saw you do it when your wife went to the bathroom.’


‘Oh, yes, I did that too,’ confessed the man.

‘Claude,’ said the woman. ‘How could you?’

‘I’m so sorry, Leticia,’ said the man.

‘They were ten-year passports,’ said the lady. ‘I’d only just had them renewed. They cost 300 euros each. Plus, all the hassle of filling out the forms and getting the photos taken.’

‘I thought you’d be heartbroken about Phillipa,’ said the old man.

‘You silly man,’ said the lady. ‘I’ve always known about that. I had an affair with Paul and he told me.’

‘You did?’ said the man.

‘Just get the passports out of the bin,’ said the lady. ‘Wipe them off, give them to me to mind, and we’ll forget all about this silliness.’

‘All of it?’ said the man.

‘Not all of it,’ said the lady. ‘I’m not going to forget that you’re deeply silly. But I’m prepared to forget about this specific silliness.’

‘The silliness with your sister,’ said the man.

‘I’m not going to cut off my relationship with my sister, just because you are both idiots,’ said the lady. ‘And I am not filling out those ridiculous, rude passport applications again. Now get the passports out of the bin.’

‘You forgive me?’ asked the man.

‘Of course not,’ said the lady. ‘But if you buy me a very expensive watch when we get to Switzerland, I will pretend I do.’

‘Thank you, dear,’ said the old man, before shuffling over to the rubbish bin.

Friday slid back to her window seat.

Now her inner voice was yelling at her. ‘YOU’RE AN IDIOT!’ And on the whole, she agreed with it.
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There was no train station at CERN so they were going to have to get off at Bellegarde and take a bus the last few kilometres of the journey. As they travelled further and further from Paris, the countryside became more agricultural. It was a relief, when the train pulled in to the platform, to be able to step out into the crisp alpine air.

The sky looked bigger. Which was ridiculous. The sky is a constant size. But there was something about the landscape – the mountains in the distance, the lack of tall buildings – that made nature feel much more present. The sky felt lower. It was probably the altitude – they must be 500 metres above sea level. The clouds were definitely closer.

Not many people got off at Bellegarde station. Perhaps a couple of dozen. Most of the passengers were travelling on to Geneva. Bellegarde was a much smaller town, significant mainly because it was the nearest French city to the border with Switzerland so they had a big modern train station. Friday felt a bit ridiculous dressed up in her Parisian high-fashion outfit in this regional town.

‘Can I lose the coat?’ she asked Melanie.

‘It’s only eight degrees,’ said Melanie, pointing to a digital display on the station’s information board. ‘You’d be very silly to voluntarily give up your warmest garment. I know you don’t like looking fabulous, but surely your rational mind can see that it isn’t worth jeopardising your health.’

‘Urg,’ grunted Friday. She knew Melanie was right, but she didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of admitting it. She looked up and down the platform. ‘Where’s Ian?’ She was surprised he hadn’t gotten off yet. They’d agreed to meet on the platform.

‘Perhaps he fell asleep,’ said Melanie.

‘He’s not you,’ said Friday. ‘Which carriage did you say he was in?’

Being in first class, Friday and Melanie were in the carriage closest to the station building. Friday started striding down the platform alongside the train.

‘E,’ called Melanie, following at a slower pace.

The crowd had thinned. The last passenger, an elderly lady with a walking frame was being helped down onto the platform. Friday skirted around her and started jogging towards the final carriages. Behind her a whistle blasted loudly. The automatic doors on the train all slid shut.

‘No!’ cried Friday. She broke into a run. She was still twenty metres from Carriage E. ‘Ian!’ she cried.

The train lurched and slowly started moving.

Friday sprinted up to Carriage E. The train was starting to pick up pace. She ran as fast as she could. She looked in through the window and saw – Ian wasn’t there. The carriage was only about a third full. She only had a couple of seconds before the train was too fast, but that was enough time to scan the whole carriage. He wasn’t there.

‘Friday, STOP!’ Melanie cried.

He was gone. Friday couldn’t catch a moving train. She stopped running. She turned back to Melanie.

Melanie looked alarmed. ‘I thought you were going to run out of platform,’ she said.

Friday looked down and realised she was within a metre of running right off the end and falling onto the tracks.

‘He’s gone,’ said Friday. ‘He wasn’t in the carriage.’

Melanie looked at the train, now disappearing around a bend, as if she expected to see Ian waving from the back window.

‘Maybe he got stuck in the bathroom,’ said Melanie.

‘Really?’ said Friday sceptically.

‘Maybe he got off at the wrong station,’ said Melanie.

‘We’ll never find him,’ said Friday. ‘We’ve got no way of contacting him.’

‘Skywriting,’ said Melanie.

‘We’re on the run,’ said Friday. ‘We’re going to draw attention to ourselves if we do skywriting.’

‘You could skywrite a cryptic message,’ said Melanie.


‘What? Like Dear Ian, It’s Friday. Meet me at Burger King,’ said Friday.

‘No, he’d know it wasn’t you if you wrote that,’ said Melanie. ‘I’ve never seen you eat at a Burger King. No, you could write something like. Ian, will you marry me? Friday.’

‘What?’ said Friday. ‘How would that help me find him?’

‘It probably wouldn’t,’ said Melanie. ‘But it would give me satisfying closure on this relationship you’ve been teasing me with for years now.’

‘I don’t know what to do,’ said Friday. She tried to gulp in a couple of deep breaths. Her chest felt heavy and tight. She had thought Ian was safely sitting six carriages back from them. She had thought that he would meet them on the platform with his usual laconic smile and perhaps a sarcastic witticism. Now she had to process the fact that he was gone. And she had no idea when or if she would see him again.

‘It’s okay,’ said Melanie, realising that her friend had stopped coping. ‘He’s smart. He’s good at looking after himself. He’s charming. He’s good at talking his way out of problems. He probably just had to get off the train for some reason.’


‘What reason?’ asked Friday. A tear rolled down her cheek. It felt warm in the cold air.

‘I don’t know,’ said Melanie. ‘But he knows we’re going to CERN. He’ll know to look for us there.’

‘We can’t abandon him,’ said Friday.

‘You can’t abandon a person if you don’t know where they are,’ said Melanie. ‘We’re not abandoning him. We’re following the plan. He’ll know to re-join the plan as soon as he can.’

Friday still wasn’t convinced. But she knew there was no point standing on the platform looking out at the empty tracks. She let Melanie lead her down into the station to find the bus depot. She wanted to wait there for Ian. But she could see a police station across the road. It would be better if they kept moving. They skirted around the building to the bus stop.

‘If he stayed on the train the next stop is Geneva,’ said Melanie. ‘He won’t come back here. He’ll go straight to CERN from there.’

This made sense, so Friday begrudgingly got on the bus and soon they were rolling along the motorway, passing freshly ploughed fields lying fallow, waiting for the ground to be warm enough for spring planting.


The bus stop closest to CERN was Saint Giles de Porte. It was nice enough, but not deeply impressive. It looked a bit like an industrial area dropped in the middle of farmland.

When they got off at the bus depot, there was a map of the area on the wall. Friday and Melanie stared at it, working out what to do next. Friday was still shell-shocked about Ian’s disappearance. Her brain was not working at all.

‘CERN is straight down the road,’ said Melanie, pointing to the Rue de Geneve on the map. ‘We can just walk.’

‘It’s two point three kilometres,’ said Friday. ‘We’ll be very visible on foot.’

‘Do you want to steal a car?’ asked Melanie.

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘Stealing is wrong.’

‘Well then, we don’t have much choice,’ said Melanie. ‘We’ve got to walk.’

‘I’ve got to walk,’ said Friday. ‘You don’t have to come. You don’t need to be arrested.’

‘Friday, if you do get arrested,’ said Melanie. ‘It will be much better if I’m arrested too. My father owns an airline. My mother is richer than my father. And my brother is engaged to the crown princess of Norway. They can’t stuff me in a prison cell and hope no-one notices. I’m your buoyancy vest. Most of the time I don’t do much. I’m just safely stowed under your seat. But in an emergency, I’ll save you from drowning.’

‘You’re talking metaphorically, aren’t you?’ said Friday. She was so distracted she couldn’t follow what Melanie was saying.

‘Yes,’ said Melanie. ‘Although I’m better at swimming than you too, so it works literally as well. Come on, let’s go.’

The road was dead straight, so Friday and Melanie hadn’t been walking for long when they spotted border control up ahead. It looked pretty much as you’d expect a border checkpoint to look. It was a single-storey building in the middle of the road, with windows on either side so that motorists could pull up. It looked kind of like a double-sided drive-thru burger restaurant. Only instead of getting over-processed high-fat, high-salt, high-sugar food – they would be questioned by border police. Friday grew more and more nervous the closer they got.

‘They’re not stopping anyone going in,’ said Melanie. Her eyesight was better than Friday’s. She hadn’t spent her childhood reading small-print scientific journals all night.

‘What?’ said Friday.

‘They’re checking all the cars coming this way, out of Switzerland,’ said Melanie. ‘But they’re not stopping anyone going in.’

Friday peered into the distance. As she watched, a car drove from France into Switzerland. It didn’t even slow for the border post. Whereas the traffic coming the other way was backed up in a long line as border guards carefully searched each vehicle exiting the country. Friday’s brain began to churn into gear.

‘It isn’t a passport control,’ said Friday. ‘It’s a customs checkpoint.’

‘What’s the difference?’ asked Melanie.

‘At a passport checkpoint, you have to show your passport,’ said Friday.

‘I could have figured that out,’ said Melanie.

‘At a customs checkpoint,’ continued Friday, ‘they are checking for smugglers.’

‘Ooh, that sounds exciting,’ said Melanie. ‘Like pirates smuggling treasure. Or booty. And by booty, I mean stolen property, not bottoms. That would be weird.’


‘There is a lot of looted treasure in Switzerland that was hidden in bank vaults during the Second World War,’ said Friday. ‘But the Swiss government likes to pretend they don’t know about that. Most of the time, the main thing Swiss border control is looking for is grapes.’

‘Grapes?’ said Melanie.

‘Yes, they’re worried about Swiss grapes being smuggled out to France,’ said Friday.

‘But France is already full of grapes,’ said Melanie.

‘I know,’ said Friday. ‘It doesn’t make a lot of sense. But agriculture and winemaking is strictly controlled in Europe by local authorities and red tape. If you’ve got a glut of grapes that you don’t want to spoil before they’re turned into wine, there’s a big temptation to act illegally.’

As they got closer, they could see half a dozen customs officers bustling about the cars leaving Switzerland. Two officers searched the car, while another inspected the paperwork and a fourth officer checked their information on a tablet computer. Two further officers were taking down the details of the next car in the line. But there was no-one checking the cars or pedestrians going into Switzerland.


Being so close to law enforcement officers made Friday’s heart race. Most of the officers were involved in searching the cars coming the other way. There was just one officer on their side of the checkpoint, sitting on a stool. He wasn’t even watching them. He was looking south, watching a pedestrian coming from the Swiss side. The pedestrian looked like a student. He wasn’t carrying anything. He was about as unthreatening as a cross-border pedestrian could be. The guard didn’t look like he was going to bother getting up from his seat. This was evidently a low-energy operation.

Friday tried to act naturally as she walked towards the checkpoint. But she suddenly forgot how. Her legs felt like jelly. She didn’t know what to do with her hands. Should she swing them back and forth? Should she hold them dead straight? What did she do with her hands when she was walking? She couldn’t remember.

Friday glanced across at the checkpoint again. They’d finished searching the car and it pulled away. The line of traffic edged forward and a van pulled up. The customs officers were still ignoring her and Melanie. Friday increased her speed. She wanted to get safely into Switzerland. There was literally a line marking the border painted on the sidewalk. Friday stepped forward, about to put her foot on Swiss soil, when suddenly she was startled by the guards yelling . . .

‘Trauben! Trauben!’

Friday flinched and stumbled. She looked across to see two of the officers grab the van driver and put him in handcuffs.

‘What’s happening?’ asked Melanie.

‘Trauben means grapes,’ said Friday. ‘They must have found grapes in the van.’

They both glanced back to get a glimpse of the van as they kept walking, when suddenly – SLAM! Friday walked straight into the student coming the other way.

‘Sorry,’ said Friday.

Something fell out of the student’s jacket and hit the ground. It was a plastic tube. The type of cylinder you might use to send documents through the mail. It hit the ground and rolled into the street. The customs officer on the stool turned around to see what the sound was. The student lunged forward to grab the tube. The customs officer snapped into action. He launched himself off his stool at the student, knocking the tube out of his reach. The tube rolled over to Friday, stopping at her feet. Friday started to bend down to pick it up.

‘Don’t,’ said Melanie, grabbing her hand. ‘This is our distraction. We need to use it.’

‘But . . .’ said Friday.

‘We’re sneaking across an international border,’ said Melanie. ‘Now is not the time.’

They hurried way. Friday could still hear the scuffle taking place behind them.

‘What do you think was in the tube?’ asked Melanie.

‘I don’t know,’ said Friday. ‘An artwork? A blueprint? A stick of plutonium? But it must be something important to set up that decoy.’

‘What decoy?’ asked Melanie.

‘The van full of grapes,’ said Friday. ‘It was so obvious. Anyone really trying to smuggle grapes out of Switzerland would hide them in a bigger van, behind something else, so the border guards would miss it. They wanted to be stopped and arrested, to distract the guards from the student with the tube.’

‘Well, they got him,’ said Melanie.

‘Yes,’ said Friday, glancing back over her shoulder. ‘Unless it was a double decoy for something else.’


‘It was,’ said Melanie. ‘It was a double decoy for us. Thanks to that fuss, we’re in Switzerland.’

Friday realised they were now 50 metres into Swiss territory, and no-one had stopped them. ‘We made it,’ she said. ‘We’re in.’

‘Yes, I know. It was very anti-climactic in the end,’ said Melanie. ‘After the chase in Paris and the disguises, I was expecting something more dramatic – like a scene from a movie with us running across no-man’s land between the two countries in a hail of gun-fire.’

‘Really?’ asked Friday.

‘No,’ admitted Melanie. ‘But I was at least expecting a person to glance at us.’

‘Maybe they’ve caught Ian,’ said Friday. ‘And they all get to go home for the day when they’ve caught one suspected terrorist.’

‘You’re such a Nelly Negative,’ said Melanie. ‘Ian probably just met a sweet old granny on the train who offered to drive him to CERN to save him travelling on a bus.’

Friday wanted to believe Melanie. Ian did always charm his way out of any scrape. But she preferred it when she was with him while he did it.
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Once they were across the border, it did not take Friday and Melanie long to get to CERN. They only had to walk another 400 metres down the road and the visitors welcome centre was on the left. It was impossible to miss because the building was a large rusty-orange coloured dome.

‘It looks like an observatory,’ said Melanie.

‘Which is ironic,’ said Friday. ‘Observatories use powerful telescopes to look out into the infinite, undiscovered realm of space. Whereas CERN looks into the unimaginably tiny realm of subatomic particles.’

‘So what does the dome do?’ asked Melanie.

‘Nothing,’ said Friday. ‘It’s just a tourist attraction. Something to take a selfie in front of. The actual super collider is underground.’

‘Where do we start?’ asked Melanie. ‘Do we search for evidence to exonerate your mother? Or are we going to interview people? Do we need to change our disguises so we look like visiting scientists?’

‘We haven’t got time to faff about,’ said Friday. ‘Let’s just go and say hello.’

She started striding up the path to the main entrance.

The lobby was huge and the design minimalist. The floor was polished concrete, shining an almost obsidian black. The ceiling arched high like a cathedral. There were no pictures on the walls or objects on display. There was just one thing hanging on the wall directly in front as they came in through the front doors – a blackboard. It was an old-fashioned blackboard with a timber frame. The type you would have found in any classroom in the 20th century. In fact, this blackboard was so old it wasn’t really black, it had more of a greenish hue. And an equation was written on it in yellow chalk.
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‘Wow!’ said Friday in awed wonder.

‘What is that?’ asked Melanie.

‘That’s where it all began,’ said Friday, walking towards it for a closer look. ‘That equation describes the Standard Model of physics. Everything that physicists understand about the fundamental building blocks of the universe can be boiled down to that.’

‘Okay,’ said Melanie.

‘It’s beautiful,’ said Friday. Her face glowed with admiration for the object in front of her.

‘It’s a blackboard,’ said Melanie.

‘It was taken from the classroom of Professor Peter Higgs at Cambridge University,’ said Friday. ‘His work inspired the construction of this facility. The Higgs boson particle was named after him when it was discovered here at CERN. That’s his handwriting.’

‘Oh, look,’ said Melanie. She had noticed a gift shop at the far end of the lobby. ‘You can get it on coffee mugs as well.’

Friday turned. The gift shop was full of CERN souvenirs featuring the CERN logo, but there were also lots of tea towels, postcards, coffee cups and t-shirts featuring the Standard Model Lagrangian as it was written on the blackboard.

‘That is so cool,’ said Friday. Her instinct was to go over and buy a t-shirt, but she did have her mother to find, so she glanced about looking for a reception desk.

There was a long counter where tourists were lining up to buy tickets for the museum and tours of the facility. But on the other side of the room, there was a more modest reception desk. It looked more like a reception desk in a dentist’s office. This was the gateway to the real facility, the part the public didn’t get to see, which was most of it.

Friday walked over and stood at the counter. The receptionist did not look up. She must have heard them coming – their shoes squeaked on the concrete floor.

Friday was full of adrenaline from evading the Paris police, illegally crossing the border and losing her boyfriend. She didn’t have the patience to wait. ‘Hello,’ she prompted.

The receptionist glanced up, holding up a finger to indicate that she wanted Friday to wait while she did something on her computer. Friday waited patiently for 30 seconds while the receptionist hit several keys, then sighed and gave them her full attention.

‘Sorry, that was an online auction,’ said the receptionist. ‘I was trying to get a mint condition Asterix and Obelix doona cover, but I was outbid in the last two seconds by someone in Japan.’

‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ said Friday.

‘Friday, did you just do sarcasm?’ asked Melanie.

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘I was trying to do lying. I don’t care about her doona cover. I think it’s inappropriate to do online shopping in the workplace, but I want her to help me, so I thought it would be better to fake sympathy.’


‘Well done,’ said Melanie. ‘I’m so pleased you’ve finally started using deductive reasoning on working out how to do appropriate emotional response.’

‘Did you want something?’ asked the receptionist. ‘Or can I get on with what I was doing?’

‘What are you shopping for next?’ asked Melanie.

‘There’s a Snoopy clock up for auction in half an hour,’ said the receptionist.

‘Nice,’ said Melanie.

‘We’re here to see Dr Halley Barnes,’ said Friday.

‘Do you have an appointment?’ asked the receptionist.

‘No,’ said Friday.

‘The PAN team doesn’t like unscheduled interruptions,’ said the receptionist.

‘It’s a family emergency,’ said Friday.

‘That’s what they all say,’ said the receptionist. ‘Are you a collider groupie? Did you get the name of one of our scientists so you can try to sneak inside and get a look at the experiment?’

‘No, I just want to talk my sister,’ said Friday.

‘Your sister?’ said the receptionist, suddenly impressed. ‘So you’re Dr Quasar Barnes?! The Dr Quasar Barnes!’


‘No, that’s my other sister. She doesn’t work here. She’s at Zurich University along with my father, Dr Harold Barnes, and my oldest brother, Dr Orion Barnes,’ said Friday. ‘I’m the youngest one in the family. Friday Barnes.’

‘She’s not a doctor,’ said Melanie. ‘She got thrown out of university.’

‘I’ll see if Dr Halley Barnes will take your call,’ said the receptionist. She dialled a number. It rang for a long time before someone picked up.

‘Hello, sorry to interrupt, Dr Barnes,’ said the receptionist. ‘There’s someone here to see you in reception. She claims to be your sister. She says her name is Friday.’

The receptionist glanced up at Friday.

‘About fifteen, spikey blonde hair, and a nose ring,’ said the receptionist. ‘Uh-huh, no. No brown cardigan. Uh-huh, I’m sorry, so sorry.’

The receptionist hung up.

‘She says you’re not her sister,’ said the receptionist. ‘She says her sister is a thirteen-year-old brunette.’

‘But I am her sister,’ said Friday. ‘She just hasn’t seen me for four years. She’s got my age wrong, and she doesn’t know what I look like.’


‘I can’t call her back,’ shrugged the receptionist. ‘She said her research is at a crucial stage and she was pulling the phone out of the wall.’

‘Typical,’ said Friday. ‘Fine. Is my brother here? Dr Quantum Barnes?’

‘Never heard of him,’ said the receptionist.

‘He does exist,’ said Friday. ‘He’s a theoretical physicist connected to the MoEDAL-MAPP experiment.’

‘If you say so,’ said the receptionist. She consulted her computer. ‘Oh, you’re right. But he doesn’t have a phone.’

‘Why not?’ asked Friday.

‘A lot of the theoretical physicists don’t,’ said the receptionist. ‘They don’t like the distraction. He’s in J building.’

‘Okay,’ said Friday. ‘Thank you.’

‘Whatever,’ said the receptionist.

Friday and Melanie turned to leave.

‘Hey!’ said the receptionist. ‘This isn’t you, is it?’ She tugged a piece of A4 paper from her side of the reception desk. She looked at it closely, then looked up at Friday. She turned the page to show them. It was a security warning, with a blown-up photograph. It was Friday’s mugshot from when she had been detained by police two years earlier. The printout was grainy, her outfit was totally different and her hair was a different shade, but it was clearly her. The receptionist reached this conclusion at the same moment as Friday.

‘Run!’ cried Friday.

She turned, grabbed Melanie and sprinted for the door. Before they burst out, they could hear the receptionist yelling into her phone. ‘I need to report a terrorist!’

‘Where to?’ asked Melanie.

Friday glanced about. She spotted a building with a large ‘H’ on it.

‘That way,’ said Friday. ‘J must be nearby.’

They took off sprinting.

‘Do we have to run this fast?’ panted Melanie. ‘Surely the police won’t arrive here instantaneously.’

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘But I’d like to have a couple of minutes to talk to Quantum before I’m shoved in a paddy wagon.’

‘There!’ said Melanie. As they passed building I they saw J around the corner. It was a single-storey demountable. From the configuration of the windows, it looked like there was a series of small offices inside.


‘Come on,’ said Friday. ‘We don’t want to talk to another receptionist. If we look through the windows we should find him.’

‘Unless he’s in the toilet,’ said Melanie.

‘What is it with you and toilets?’ asked Friday.

‘It’s always a possibility,’ said Melanie.

There were eight offices on the first side of the building. Five of them were empty. The other three had scholars who were clearly not her brother. They were either too old, too female or both. But when they turned the first corner Friday soon spotted him through the second window. He was hunched over his desk writing on a notepad. He was distinctive looking. Like all of Friday’s siblings, Quantum was tall and incredibly good-looking. He had golden-brown hair, a lanky physique and a permanently irritated manner, all of which combined gave him the look of a runway model bored with his own glamour.

The office was very small, only about three metres by three metres, but inside that small space it looked like a bomb had gone off. There were notepads, periodicals and pens littered everywhere. In the middle of it all, Friday’s brother sat completely still, totally absorbed in his calculations. Oblivious to the mess.

Friday banged on the glass of the window. ‘Quantum!’ she cried.

Her brother didn’t notice.

‘Is he deaf?’ asked Melanie.

‘Only selectively,’ said Friday. She banged on the window again. ‘Quantum!’

He still didn’t respond.

‘Do you think the window is double-glazed?’ asked Melanie.

‘No, I think his brain is double-glazed,’ said Friday. ‘I haven’t got time for this.’ She looked about and noticed a brick propped under a downpipe nearby. She yanked it out, causing the downpipe to sag out from the guttering above. But Friday wasn’t concerned about plumbing. She was striding back to her brother’s window.

‘Cover your eyes,’ she advised Melanie, before throwing the brick at the window. Friday was not an athletic person, and bricks are surprisingly heavy, so she wasn’t able to throw it with as much force as she would have liked. The brick hit the window, which splintered into a cobweb of cracks, bounced off and thudded to the ground.

It did have the effect of catching Quantum’s attention, though. He stood up, walked over to the vandalised window and slid it open.

‘Friday?’ said Quantum. ‘Is that you? Have you done something different to your hair?’

‘Well done noticing,’ said Melanie. ‘Friday looks lovely, doesn’t she?’

‘Not my area of expertise,’ said Quantum. ‘Was my window always like that?’ he asked, looking at the cracked glass.

‘We’re here to help Mum,’ said Friday. ‘What happened? What was she arrested for?’

‘Mum?’ said Quantum.

‘Our mother,’ said Friday. ‘The woman who birthed us.’

‘Oh, Dr Barnes,’ said Quantum.

‘Do all your family refer to each other by their academic titles?’ asked Melanie.

‘Yes,’ said Friday. ‘And, no, it doesn’t get less confusing when you get used to it.’

‘Why are you bothering me?’ asked Quantum.


‘We need to know what happened,’ said Friday. ‘Why was Mum arrested?’

‘But I don’t know anything,’ said Quantum.

‘That I believe,’ said Melanie.

‘You probably do, you just don’t know what you know,’ said Friday. ‘Talk me through what happened.’

‘When?’ asked Quantum.

‘The day she was arrested,’ said Friday. ‘What happened before she got arrested? What did she do?’

‘Which day was that?’ asked Quantum.

‘I don’t know. I wasn’t here,’ said Friday. ‘You were. You must remember the day your mother was arrested.’

‘No,’ said Quantum. ‘They say there was some yelling. But I didn’t notice it myself. I was working on a new algorithm that day. It took a great deal of concentration.’

‘Have you been allowed to see her?’ asked Friday.

‘See her?’ said Quantum. ‘But it’s a workday. I haven’t had time.’

‘Quantum, you’ve been working on the same thought experiment for four years,’ said Friday. ‘You didn’t think you could take half a day off to go down to the police station and speak to your mother?’


‘It didn’t occur to me that she would want me to,’ said Quantum. ‘She doesn’t like it when anyone interrupts her research.’

‘She’s not doing research,’ said Friday. ‘She’s locked up in a cell.’

‘She would like that,’ said Quantum. ‘No-one to interrupt her.’

‘And the toilet is right there in the room with you,’ said Melanie. ‘You don’t need to waste time on bathroom breaks.’

‘You’ve got a one-track mind,’ said Friday.

‘I do now you’ve pointed it out to me,’ agreed Melanie.

‘I’m coming in,’ said Friday. She reached up and grabbed the windowsill, jumped up so her torso was on the window frame and started awkwardly shimmying herself through.

‘Oh dear,’ said Quantum. ‘This is very inconsiderate, Friday. I wish you’d contacted the team’s assistant to arrange an appointment.’

‘I’m not going to bother you,’ said Friday, as her balance point tipped over and she tumbled headfirst into her brother’s office. ‘I’m going to search her office. Is it –’


‘Freeze, police!’ bellowed a voice from behind her. But Friday didn’t have time to freeze because in the next instant she was grabbed from behind and yanked back out through the window. She hit the ground, and two large police officers landed on top of her. She couldn’t see much because a flak jacket was pressed into her face, but she could feel her arms being twisted and the cold steel of the handcuffs digging into her wrists as they were tightened.

‘Oh dear,’ said Quantum.

‘You really don’t have to kneel on her,’ said Melanie. ‘She’s less athletic than a sea cucumber.’

‘Freitag Barnes,’ said the officer. ‘You are under arrest for resisting arrest.’

‘Resisting arrest!’ scoffed Melanie. ‘She didn’t get a chance before your goons jumped on her.’

‘It’s fine, Melanie,’ said Friday. ‘I wanted to see Mum anyway.’

‘Well, they can arrest me too,’ said Melanie.

‘What?’ said the officer. ‘There are no charges against you.’

‘Not yet,’ said Melanie. She stomped on the nearest constable’s foot.

‘Ow!’ cried the constable.


‘There you go,’ said Melanie. ‘Now I’ve assaulted a police officer.’

‘Fine,’ said the senior officer. ‘Arrest her too.’
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‘I demand that the questioning begin immediately,’ said Friday.

She and Melanie had been taken down to the police station but, once there, the officers didn’t really know what to do with them. They were only fifteen, and they weren’t supposed to put children in the holding cells. So they were still handcuffed, but they were sitting on regular chairs in the open-plan office.


‘We can’t question you until you have a responsible adult family member or legal representative present,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘First of all, there are no responsible adults in my family,’ said Friday. ‘They’re all physicists. They’re not interested in anything physically larger than an atom. Secondly, I don’t have any legal representation. I’ve only been in Switzerland for forty-five minutes. I haven’t met any lawyers yet.’

‘I’m sure Daddy can get one for us,’ said Melanie. ‘If you let me use your phone. He’ll have the top lawyer in Zurich here immediately.’

‘Which brings me to my third point,’ said Friday. ‘I don’t want to wait for a top lawyer. I want the questioning to begin immediately because I’m the one who will be asking the questions. I don’t care what you ask me. I know I haven’t committed any acts of terrorism.’

‘To the best of your knowledge,’ said Melanie.

‘Okay, so I accidentally advised some terrorists one time,’ snapped Friday. ‘That actually makes me much less likely to do it again because I’m aware of the danger now.’

‘Yes, Friday,’ said Melanie. ‘I’m sorry to remind you of your dark time.’


‘Which brings me to my fourth point,’ said Friday. ‘As someone who lived with my mother for eleven years, I’m pretty sure that planning a terrorist event is beyond her. She never remembered laundry day. Or where she put her car keys. Or to put petrol in her car. If she tried to build a bomb, she’d probably forget to put explosives in.’

‘I can’t discuss the case with you,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘Of course, you can,’ said Friday. ‘I’m her legal representative.’

‘You can’t be, you’re fifteen,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘I really doubt the legal code has an age limit on legal representatives,’ bluffed Friday.

‘Perhaps not,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘But that would be because common sense precludes it.’

‘Has she asked for legal representation?’ asked Friday.

‘No,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘We offered her a publicly allocated solicitor, and she refused.’

‘There you go,’ said Friday. ‘She’s mentally incompetent. She needs a family member to be present to advocate on her behalf.’


‘She has a husband for that,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘He’s a theoretical physicist too,’ said Friday.

‘So?’ said the detective sergeant.

‘Would you want a theoretical physicist acting as your legal advocate?’ asked Friday.

‘This is ridiculous,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘You can’t browbeat me. I’m not letting a fifteen-year-old terror suspect talk to my other terrorism suspect.’

‘Sarge,’ a constable called over from the other side of the office.

‘What is it?’ asked the detective sergeant grumpily.

‘Her lawyer is here!’ said the constable.

‘Whose lawyer?’ asked the detective sergeant.

‘The girl’s,’ said the constable. ‘She’s demanding to be allowed to see her client.’

‘The girl just said she doesn’t have a lawyer,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘The brother brought her in,’ said the constable.

‘My brother?’ said Friday. ‘Which one?’

‘He had a silly name,’ said the constable.

‘That could be either of them,’ said Friday. ‘Was it Quantum?’

‘That’s the one!’ said the constable.


‘That would make sense,’ said Friday. ‘It was his window I was smashing when you arrested me.’

‘You’d better let them through,’ said the detective sergeant.

Moments later a tall blonde woman wearing a grey skirt suit strode into the office. Quantum was following close behind.

‘Oh no, not her,’ groaned the detective sergeant under his breath. He evidently knew this lawyer.

‘Hello,’ said the woman, holding out her hand to Friday. Friday shook it, which was awkward because she was still wearing handcuffs. ‘My name is Ms Dekker. I am working on behalf of CERN. As you are a family member of three CERN staff members, I am here to act on your behalf, or rather your family’s behalf, because you are a minor and therefore their responsibility.’

‘Okay,’ said Friday. She liked this stern woman. It was refreshing to deal with someone so clearly competent.

Ms Dekker turned on the detective sergeant. He leaned back slightly in his chair. He wasn’t a coward, but he instinctively wanted to create space between himself and this intimidating woman. ‘I insist you release my client immediately,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘I’m not releasing her. She’s a terrorism suspect,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘You have no evidence against her,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘You can’t detain a citizen indefinitely without evidence.’

‘Her mother is in custody for a terrorist act,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘And this one has a track record.’

‘She has a track record of never being convicted of anything,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘You can’t detain her without just cause.’

‘We need to question her,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘You arrested this child using excessive violence,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘When you had no reasonable grounds for arrest.’

‘She was climbing through a smashed window,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘The constables took evasive action to prevent her accessing a highly classified campus.’

‘Dr Quantum Barnes’ work is not highly classified,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘He’s been working on the same algorithm for four years without making any progress. The only thing of value you could steal from his office is his coffee cup.’

Quantum glowered at having his work described so dismissively, but he didn’t say anything.

‘She smashed a window,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘But it’s our window,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘I am the legal representative for CERN. That window belongs to our organisation. We encourage scientific thinking. If a child wants to conduct a scientific experiment on the effects of Newtonian physics on a window when force is applied with a brick, then we celebrate that critical thinking. We don’t press charges.’

‘We have questions for her,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘And I’ve got questions for him,’ said Friday. ‘I’d actually quite like to stay and speak to my mum. Is she being detained here too?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘That is the next item on my agenda.’

‘I do have evidence there,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘Enough evidence to hold her.’

‘Trumped-up evidence,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘You’re hiding behind the overly elastic counter-terrorism laws to incarcerate an elderly lady.’


‘She’s not that old,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘She’s only fifty-five.’

‘She’s post-menopausal,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘She hasn’t eaten a nutritious meal in thirty years. She’s been living off instant noodles. Her bones are probably made of chalk.’

‘What exactly is the trumped-up evidence they have against Mum?’ asked Friday.

‘It’s nothing,’ said the lawyer.

‘It’s a highly detailed diagram of the Large Hadron Collider,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘I would have thought you’d be more protective of CERN’s intellectual property. Especially when it’s a piece of technology that could be used to replicate a black hole – potentially destroying the planet.’

‘You haven’t let me see the diagram yet,’ said the lawyer. ‘I don’t know if it is anything of significance. And I don’t see how you can know. Dr Evangeline Barnes is a once-in-a-generation genius. Ninety-nine per cent of the scientists at CERN couldn’t understand her work. They’re all specialists in very specific fields – almost no-one knows how the whole thing works. And yet you claim to understand the significance of her notes?’


‘We will get experts to decipher them,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘There are no experts who can understand her work,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘She is the expert. She is operating on a level far above anyone the police can afford to hire as a consultant.’

‘I’m not consulting the local high-school science teacher!’ protested the detective sergeant. ‘I’ve contacted NATO. I’m sure they can provide an expert who will understand the military potential of what she was selling.’

‘Oh, please,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘It’s ridiculous to suggest a foreign government would try to copy our experiment anyway. It cost 4.5 billion euros to build! And all it does is shoot tiny particles at each other. It’s not a weapon or an energy source. It’s the world’s biggest and most boring pinball machine.’

‘Then why was she selling the diagram?’ asked the detective sergeant.

‘I don’t know,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘I haven’t seen the diagram. You see how this conversation is going? In a circle. It’s absurd.’

‘Why don’t you bring it out here right now?’ said Friday. ‘So we can see what it is Mum has been accused of trying to sell.’

‘Then you’ll all see the information,’ protested the detective sergeant.

‘The super collider is super complicated,’ argued Friday. ‘So long as we don’t take a photo of it, there’s no way we can memorise the diagram.’

Melanie coughed. She knew this wasn’t true. Friday stepped on her toe to tell her to keep quiet about that.

‘If Mum hasn’t done anything wrong, it’s much better for you that we figure this out now,’ said Friday. ‘Because if it’s found that you wrongfully arrested a Nobel Laureate, the amount of money your department will be sued for will be huge.’

‘Nice use of legal threatening,’ Ms Dekker complimented Friday. ‘Have you ever considered studying law?’

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘There’s not enough scope for the imagination.’

‘Fine,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘Constable, fetch the diagram from the evidence room.’

The constable disappeared. There was an awkward silence. Ms Dekker took out her phone and checked her messages. Quantum stared at his shoes.


‘This is where normal family members would make polite enquiries about each other’s health,’ Melanie prompted.

Friday looked at Quantum and grimaced.

‘You know you should practise your being-normal skills,’ said Melanie. ‘You don’t want to end up like the rest of your siblings.’

This was true. Friday took a deep breath and launched into an attempt at conversation. ‘So,’ she said to Quantum. ‘How have you been?’

‘What?’ asked Quantum.

‘As a sibling, I thought it would be an appropriate conversational gambit to enquire how you’ve been since I saw you last,’ explained Friday.

‘Oh,’ said Quantum. ‘I’ve just been allocated additional funding so I can do more modelling for my gravitational hypothesis.’

‘I didn’t mean your work. I meant your health,’ said Friday. ‘How is your health?’

Quantum looked puzzled. ‘They’re the same thing.’

‘Urgh, your family is weird,’ groaned the detective sergeant.

‘Now you should enquire about my health,’ prompted Friday.


‘But I can see you’re well,’ said Quantum. ‘It is evident from your appearance, aside from the red discolouration around your nose ring, that you are in good health.’

Friday whipped around and confronted Melanie. ‘You didn’t tell me my nose was red!’

‘I didn’t notice,’ said Melanie. ‘You’ve got a nose ring. Trust me, most people don’t look beyond that.’

The constable returned to the room carrying a large clear plastic snap-lock bag. There was a white cloth neatly folded inside. The detective sergeant put on a pair of surgical gloves and took the bag.

‘Alright, I’m going to take this out,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘But no touching. It hasn’t been fully analysed by forensics yet.’ He opened the bag, carefully took out the diagram and spread it open on the table.

Friday, Quantum and Ms Dekker all leaned forward to have a look.

There was a circular drawing in the middle, and a complicated diagram alongside. But surrounding and inside the whole thing was a mess of equations scrawled hurriedly in every direction. Sometimes overlapping each other. With arrows shooting back and forth from one area to another.

‘Since you’re the brainiacs, you tell me – what is it?’ asked the detective sergeant.

‘It’s brilliant,’ muttered Quantum. He reached forward to run his finger along the line of an equation.

‘No touching,’ snapped the detective sergeant, smacking his finger away. ‘Just explain what this is.’

‘It’s her research,’ said Quantum. ‘She’s been working to incorporate gravity into the Standard Model. There are limitations inherent in the mathematical language we use to express physical truths. She has been working on a conceptual evolution that will circumvent this roadblock in our understanding. This here . . .’ He indicated one point at the bottom of a long scrawl of increasingly hectic mathematical symbols. ‘This could be it. She would need to run simulations. But it’s so elegant. It just might work.’

‘So she was selling crucial scientific breakthroughs,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘She was stealing intellectual property from CERN.’

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘Just because this is important intellectual property does not mean she was trying to sell it.’


‘It was on sale on the internet!’ said the detective sergeant.

‘That’s where your theory starts to unravel,’ said Friday. ‘Because I know for a fact that my mother has no idea how to use the internet.’

‘But she’s a brilliant scientist,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘Everyone can use the internet.’

‘Oh no,’ said Friday. ‘There are any number of basic everyday skills brilliant scientists fail to accomplish.’

‘I can vouch for that,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘Last week I had to counsel a secretarial assistant for throwing a thirty-two pack of toilet paper at her boss. He didn’t know how to change the toilet roll himself. He could fire a hadron at five times the speed of light, but he could never get the toilet paper to drop down in the unit when the first one was used up. So he would get his secretarial assistant to do it. After five years of working with him, she had been worn down. She snapped. As a result, we’ve had to institute a rule that no-one is allowed to ask anyone else to handle toilet paper on their behalf.’

‘Yes, that is the type of thing my mother would do,’ said the Friday. ‘She has zero practical life skills. There is no way she could put something up for sale on the internet.’

‘So she had an accomplice,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘In a way, yes,’ agreed Friday.

‘Your father?’ asked the detective sergeant.

‘Hah!’ laughed Melanie.

‘Have you met him?’ asked Friday.

‘No,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘Barely a functioning adult,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Hey, Dad’s knowledge of string theory is world class,’ said Quantum.

‘String theory doesn’t even involve string,’ said Ms Dekker contemptuously. ‘It’s so far removed from actual everyday reality, it might as well be a fairy story.’

‘Then who is she working with?’ asked the detective sergeant. ‘A spy? A lover?’

‘Ew, gross,’ said Friday. ‘No, I’m guessing a waiter.’

‘What?’ said the detective sergeant.

‘Well, you asked what this is,’ said Friday.

‘Yes, and your brother said it’s an important breakthrough in physics,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘And I know enough to know that could mean all sorts of real-world and possibly military applications. E=mc2 led to the atom bomb, didn’t it? People like Marie Curie and Albert Einstein come up with their clever theories and then other people use them to make weapons.’

‘Yes,’ said Friday. ‘But aside from being a scientific breakthrough. This is also a tablecloth.’

‘What?’ said the detective sergeant.

‘It’s a white square of material,’ said Friday. ‘Approximately 1.2 metres by 1.2 metres. The standard-size tablecloth for a two-person table in a European bistro. It’s hemmed. And if you look under this side, in the corner, there’s a small tag that says . . .’

Friday leaned over and read the tag. ‘One hundred per cent polyester. Made in China.’

‘China!’ said the detective sergeant. ‘So the Chinese government are behind this?’

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘You have to think like my mother. Or rather, think about how my mother behaves. She works all day from eight in the morning to six in the afternoon. Then an alarm on her wristwatch goes off to remind her to eat dinner, but she can’t cook.’

‘She’s actually been banned from preparing food in her apartment,’ said the lawyer. ‘She tried to heat up a frozen lasagne without taking it out of the foil container and blew up her microwave.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me and Mum hates waiting,’ said Friday. ‘She would hate the time between ordering and the food being put in front of her. She would want to keep working. If she had a pen, it’s only natural that she would start writing on the tablecloth.’

‘But then why did she leave it behind?’ asked the detective sergeant.

‘Because of this . . .’ said Friday, indicating another point in the scrawl on the tablecloth. ‘Quantum was right about her equation up to this point. But down here . . .’ Friday pointed to a small, dense note of spidery scrawl. ‘. . . she continues with that line of thinking and disproves her own theory.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ said Quantum, leaning over to look at the other corner of the cloth. ‘What a shame. It was such an elegant solution.’

‘So the idea was wrong,’ said Friday. ‘Her meal came. She ate it. She probably forgot all about the notes she had written and left without given the tablecloth a second thought.’

‘Then who was selling it on the internet?’ asked the detective sergeant.

‘May I touch the tablecloth?’ asked Friday.

‘Sure,’ said the detective sergeant, handing her a latex glove to wear so she wouldn’t contaminate the evidence. Friday carefully picked up the corner of the cloth that had the maker’s label and turned it over. There was a stamp close to the hem. The ink had faded with repeated washing, but they could still make out the writing –


Property of

Borelli’s Cucina


‘Borelli’s!’ exclaimed the detective sergeant. ‘We eat there all the time. My wife loves their tiramisu.’

‘That’s where you’ll find your culprit,’ said Friday. ‘Your wife might need to watch some YouTube tutorials and figure out how to make tiramisu for herself.’
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Friday, Melanie, Quantum and Ms Dekker had to sit and wait at the police station while the detective sergeant conducted a raid on the restaurant. Friday used the opportunity to call Uncle Bernie. He didn’t pick up, so she had to leave him a message.

‘Hi, Uncle Bernie,’ said Friday. ‘It’s me, Friday, your niece. I’m in Switzerland at CERN getting Mum out of prison. Melanie’s here too. But we lost Ian on the way here. He didn’t get off the train at the right station. Maybe he fell asleep and went on to Geneva, or he had to get off earlier. Could you look for him? I’m getting a bit worried. Um . . . I hope you’re okay. Sorry about the mess in P–’ The phone cut out as the recording time came to an end.

Friday frowned. ‘Did I say the right things?’

‘You asked him to look for Ian,’ said Melanie. ‘That was the main thing.’

‘I don’t want him to worry,’ said Friday.

‘You just told him his stepson is missing,’ said Melanie. ‘Worrying is unavoidable.’

‘He’ll find him, though, won’t he?’ said Friday.

‘Bernie is a department head at Interpol,’ said Melanie. ‘No-one would have access to better resources than him. He’ll find Ian. Or Ian will find us. It’ll be okay.’

Friday didn’t feel okay. But they didn’t have long to wait before the detective sergeant returned with Salvatore Borelli. The restaurant owner had been brought in for formal questioning. But he had started confessing as soon as the detective sergeant walked in through the front door.

‘Those scientists are the worst customers!’ Mr Borelli complained. ‘They do a statistical analysis of the menu to work out which is the cheapest meal. They bring their own water bottles, so they don’t have to pay for drinks. They never ever tip. And they’re either rude to the wait staff. Or worse – they try to flirt with the wait staff.’

‘But that doesn’t justify stealing,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘They steal from me all the time!’ yelled Mr Borelli. ‘They sit around talking about physics for hours when all they’ve paid for is one nine-euro plate of pasta!’

‘Being frugal isn’t a crime,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘But when they get excited . . .’ continued Mr Borelli – it was liberating to get all this off his chest. ‘They start demonstrating their hypothesises using the cutlery and tableware.’

‘That’s not a crime either,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘One of my waitresses was hit in the head by a salt cellar,’ said Mr Borelli.

‘Okay, that is a crime,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘If it was done intentionally.’

‘When I confronted the idiot who threw it,’ said Mr Borelli, ‘he apologised but explained that he was just demonstrating the effect of gravity on a hadron travelling at high speed. Can you believe it?’

‘But still, that doesn’t give you the right to sell stolen property,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘I didn’t steal,’ said Mr Borelli. ‘It’s my tablecloth! I paid six euros for that at the restaurant supply store. That woman ruined it by writing all over it. I was just trying to recoup my money.’

‘But it’s her intellectual property,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘Actually, it’s CERN’s intellectual property,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘Everything Dr Barnes writes down belongs to us.’

‘It’s graffiti!’ said Mr Borelli. ‘You can’t have intellectual property rights over graffiti.’

‘He’s got a point,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘It’s a grey area. Dr Barnes committed a crime first by damaging his property. A judge could go either way. It’s an interesting dilemma.’

‘Like a thought experiment?’ said Quantum.

‘Shut up about your stupid experiments!’ said Mr Borelli.

‘Why did you set up a restaurant near CERN if you hate scientists so much?’ asked Friday.


‘I didn’t know what they were like,’ said Mr Borelli. ‘I assumed, like everyone else on the planet they would eat and enjoy food. But no! They have the culinary palette of six-year-olds. They don’t deserve a restaurant. They just want a cuppa-noodle vending machine.’

The detective sergeant sighed and rubbed his forehead. This whole situation was giving him a headache. It was becoming increasingly apparent he was not going to get to press charges against anyone for terrorism. Plus, the Paris police would not be happy when they got the news that they had staged a twenty-hour man hunt for a fifteen-year-old who had both snuck out of the country and was in fact innocent of any crime. ‘How would you like to proceed?’ he asked Ms Dekker. ‘It’s CERN’s intellectual property he was trying to sell on the internet.’

‘We’ve retrieved the original,’ said Ms Dekker, indicating the tablecloth on the desk. ‘No-one can understand Dr Barnes’ equations. They apparently don’t work. I have no complaint with Mr Borelli. In fact, he has my deepest sympathy.’

‘Thank you,’ said Mr Borelli.


‘My only concern now,’ continued Ms Dekker, ‘is you, detective sergeant. I want to know why you haven’t released Dr Barnes yet and how much I should sue your department for, for her wrongful imprisonment.’

‘You can’t accuse us of that,’ said the detective sergeant. ‘She refused to cooperate.’

‘Every minute you continue to hold her is another thousand dollars I will add to our claim,’ said the lawyer, glancing at her wristwatch.

‘Fine, I’ll go and get her,’ said the detective sergeant. He did it himself instead of sending a junior officer. He somehow felt like he was the one who had narrowly escaped a disastrous interrogation.
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Five minutes later Dr Barnes was led out of the holding cells. Friday hadn’t known what to expect. It had been two years since she had last seen her mother. But throughout her childhood, Friday’s mother had always looked the same. She had a uniform. Saggy blue cardigan, long brown skirt and cheap nylon sneakers. As well as messy greying hair that made her permanently look like she had just been attacked by a very angry magpie.


But when Friday’s mum emerged from the cells, she looked different. Well, she didn’t look different. She was still the same dowdy scruffy scientist, but the police had taken her own clothes (no doubt for forensic testing) and she was wearing a bright-orange jumpsuit. She looked like an aging felon from a prison movie. All she needed were some neck tattoos and she would have made a convincing gangster’s moll.

‘Mum, are you okay?’ asked Friday.

‘Sorry, what?’ asked Mum.

‘Are you okay?’ asked Friday.

‘Friday?’ said Mum, suddenly recognising her daughter. ‘What are you doing in Switzerland?’

‘Getting you out of jail,’ said Friday.

‘Really?’ said Mum. ‘There was no need to travel all this way for that. I quite liked jail. It’s very quiet. Plenty of time to focus on my work. They bring meals to the room. And the toilet is right there next to the bed. So convenient and time effective.’

Melanie coughed into her hand while saying, ‘Told you so.’

Friday rolled her eyes.

‘Who’s this?’ asked Mum, as she adjusted her multifocals and peered at Melanie.


‘Hello, Dr Barnes,’ said Melanie. ‘I’m Melanie. Friday’s best friend. We’ve met before, but you were busy hugging Mr Dr Barnes at the time and leading him back to your helicopter so you may not remember me.’

Not only had Friday’s mum not remembered Melanie, she had also stopped listening to her. ‘Ahh, my notes,’ said Mum, noticing the tablecloth on the desk. She reached forward to take it.

‘You can’t take that. It’s evidence,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘I know,’ said Mum. ‘It’s evidence of a new way of pursuing my theory.’

‘No, it’s evidence that we will have to put before a magistrate if this whole sorry mess ends up in court,’ said the detective sergeant.

‘But my notes,’ said Mum, becoming bewildered. ‘I need them.’

‘You wrote them on a tablecloth,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘You know you’re not meant to write notes on other people’s property or public spaces. We held a seminar on that last year. All staff were obliged to attend.’

‘I attend all mandatory seminars,’ said Mum. ‘They are mandatory. But listening is not mandatory. It is too difficult to measure. So I wear earplugs. I can utilise the time for my work.’

Ms Dekker sighed. ‘Come on. We need to leave before you say anything else that’s incriminating.’

On the drive back to CERN, Friday, Melanie and Quantum were squashed into the backseat of the car. Ms Dekker insisted that Mum sit in the front passenger seat, so she could scold her during the journey.

‘You will have to face a disciplinary hearing before you’re allowed to resume your work,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Why?’ asked Mum.

‘Because you did something wrong,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Oh, well, I’ll just work from home then,’ said Dr Barnes.

‘Your home is owned by CERN,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘If they say you have to cease your research, then you have to cease your research.’

‘But what will I do if I can’t do my work?’ said Mum.

‘Your daughter has come to visit,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘You could spend time with her.’

Mum looked perplexed.


Friday looked horrified. ‘Please, no,’ she begged.

Ms Dekker let out a long sigh. ‘You need to start behaving better, now more than ever.’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ said Mum.

‘The new Chief Administrative Scientist is arriving soon,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘We need everything to be shipshape. We need everyone – especially our highest profile scientists – to act like normal adults.’

‘I behave like an adult,’ said Mum.

‘No, you don’t,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘You shouldn’t be allowed to walk the streets. You are so socially stupid you are a danger to yourself and our entire scientific program.’

‘Am I to apologise for focusing on my work?’ asked Mum.

‘Dr Barnes, do you ever listen to anything at any of the meetings you attend?’ asked Ms Dekker.

‘I try not to,’ said Mum.

‘Well, listen closely now because I’m going to explain the situation to you,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘CERN was incredibly expensive to build and now it is incredibly expensive to run. A lot of people, taxpayers, resent that expense.’

‘But we are exploring the fundamental building blocks of existence,’ said Mum.

‘Yes, and the vast majority of people, again taxpayers, don’t care about that,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘They care about the existence of their pay checks. They don’t care about the super collider, except to be mildly concerned that one day it will explode, opening up a black hole and destroying the whole planet.’

‘That would never happen,’ said Mum. ‘To create a black hole the collider would have to be operational. If the collider exploded, that would be counterproductive. If, however, it caused an explosion . . .’

Ms Dekker took a deep breath and held it. Friday suspected she was counting to ten in her head to resist the urge to scream at her mother.

‘The new Chief Administrative Scientist is not a theoretical physicist,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘His doctorate is in science administration.’

‘Can you get a PhD for that?’ asked Mum.

‘Apparently,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘Dr Dalecki will not tolerate feuding staff, academic controversies or budget blowouts. His job is to facilitate smooth running of the institution and ensure budgetary oversight is maintained.’

‘That sounds like an excellent idea,’ said Mum.


‘No, it’s not!’ said Ms Dekker. ‘This is where your social ignorance is a problem. “To facilitate smooth running” means redundancies. He will fire any difficult members of staff. “Ensuring budgetary oversight is maintained” means he won’t hesitate to fire the highest paid troublemakers first. And since you’re the Nobel Laureate who just got out of prison – that means you!’

‘Oh,’ said Mum.

‘Yes, oh,’ agreed Ms Dekker. ‘This cannot continue. Until Dr Dalecki arrives and settles in, you need to stay out of trouble.’

‘I’m sure I can manage that,’ said Mum.

‘Well, I’m sure you can’t,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘Which is why I’m insisting that you have twenty-four-hour care for the next two weeks.’

‘You mean, like a babysitter?’ asked Mum.

‘I mean exactly like a babysitter,’ agreed Ms Dekker.

Friday made a scoffing noise. ‘Who would agree to that?’

‘I will,’ said Quantum. ‘I can keep an eye on Mum.’

‘No, I said someone responsible,’ said the lawyer. ‘You’re as bad as her.’


‘That’s not fair,’ said Quantum. ‘I have normal-level social skills.’

‘The fact that you think that shows how abnormal your social skills are,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘What family member would you accept?’ asked Mum. ‘Harold is at a crucial point with his research in Zurich. And I wouldn’t want to interrupt the research of any of my children. Although . . . Halley is working in experimental physics now, so that is hardly vital.’

‘No,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘No physicists. I know all about the fallibilities of physicists. Unless you can produce another socially competent relative, the only person in your family I trust is this daughter.’ She pointed at Friday. ‘She seems to have some common sense and life skills. If she agrees to stay with you for the next two weeks in the lead up to the disciplinary hearing, then you can stay on campus.’

‘Hey,’ said Friday. ‘That’s not fair. I didn’t do anything.’

‘You’re the one who got her out of jail,’ said the lawyer. ‘You have to deal with the consequences.’
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As Friday, Melanie and Dr Barnes walked down the corridor of the residential building, it was immediately apparent which was her mother’s apartment, because there was crime-scene tape fastened across the door. Friday yanked it down while she waited for her mother to find her keys. When she turned around, she realised her mother wasn’t even looking for them.

‘Aren’t you going to let us in?’ asked Friday.


‘I don’t have a key,’ said Mum.

‘But it’s your apartment,’ said Friday.

‘I never lock the door,’ said Mum.

‘That’s not safe,’ said Friday.

‘It’s cold in Switzerland in winter,’ said Mum. ‘Statistically the chance of my apartment being burgled are low. I have nothing of value. My possessions could be easily and affordably replaced. Whereas the chances of me being locked out are very high. I locked myself out seven times in three weeks before I lost the key entirely and stopped locking the door. Getting locked out in sub-zero temperatures is a health hazard. Therefore, it makes no sense to lock the door.’

‘It makes no sense for a fifty-five-year-old woman, a Nobel Laureate and mother of five to live with fewer possessions than a homeless vagrant,’ said Friday. ‘But as apparently you do, I concede the reasoning in your argument.’

Friday tried the door handle and it opened. ‘You don’t worry about being axe murdered in your sleep?’

‘The incidence of axe murdering is statistically very low,’ said Mum. ‘Whereas the incidence of older citizens dying of cold-related illnesses is surprisingly high.’

When Friday stepped into the apartment, she was shocked. She knew her mother was a terrible housekeeper, but this small two-bedroom apartment contained a quantity of filth so large, even a whole fraternity house full of engineering students would struggle to match it. There were notes, periodicals and takeaway containers littered everywhere.

‘Was it this messy when you were arrested?’ asked Friday.

‘No,’ said Mum.

‘So the police did this when they searched the place?’ asked Friday.

‘No, there was more junk,’ said Mum. ‘The police took a lot of it as evidence.’

‘Wow, Dr B,’ said Melanie. ‘I have four brothers and even they would struggle to generate this much mess.’

‘Perhaps you could help me with it,’ said Mum.

‘I don’t have access to a bulldozer,’ said Friday.

‘Not the symptom,’ said Mum. ‘The cause.’

‘Surely the cause of this mess is your laziness,’ said Friday.


‘No,’ said Mum. ‘It’s a mystery.’

‘It really isn’t,’ said Friday. ‘You’ve always had a total disregard for basic hygiene.’

‘No, it really is a mystery,’ said Mum. ‘And you solve mysteries, don’t you?’

Mum peered at Friday as if checking that she was talking to the daughter she thought she was talking to.

‘Yes, I’m the detective one,’ said Friday. Friday was actually strangely touched. She hadn’t thought her mother was aware of what she did.

‘Then you can help,’ said Mum. ‘It’s my cleaner. She’s gone missing.’

‘Did you report this to the police?’ asked Friday. ‘That’s really serious.’

‘No, I didn’t realise at first,’ said Mum. ‘She comes by every day to clean up and cook me a meal. I thought she was gone on holiday. It was really very inconvenient. She didn’t ask for a leave of absence. I had to find my own food.’

‘I wondered why you were eating in a restaurant,’ said Friday. ‘That’s out of character for you. You don’t usually care what food tastes like.’

‘Such a waste of time,’ said Mum. ‘I had to walk there. I had to wait while they cooked it. I had to walk back. It was insufferably inefficient.’

‘So why didn’t you report that she was missing,’ said Friday.

‘I don’t have time for such trivialities,’ said Mum.

‘If someone is missing, that’s not trivial,’ said Friday. ‘At least not for the person involved. What was her name? Where did she come from? Who hired her for you?’

‘Connie,’ said Mum. ‘She wasn’t a terribly good cleaner. But she did work long hours. I suppose that’s something.’

‘Where did you get her?’ asked Friday.

‘What?’ said Mum. ‘She came to the apartment. You can’t clean an apartment without coming to the apartment.’

‘No, I mean, how did you hire her?’ asked Friday. ‘Did you use an agency? Have you contacted them to ask where she is?’

‘No,’ said Mum. ‘The institute organised her.’

‘Did you contact the Human Resources department and ask them?’ asked Friday.

‘No,’ said Mum. ‘I’m a busy woman. Dark matter doesn’t describe itself, you know.’


‘I’ll call them,’ said Friday. ‘Do you have a phone?’

‘Of course not,’ said Mum. ‘Phones destroy concentration. It’s impossible to maintain an appropriate research environment with one in the room.’

‘I’ve found one,’ said Melanie, pushing aside a large stack of papers. A landline handset was tucked sideways down the back of the couch. Melanie picked it up. The cord was dangling. ‘We just need a socket to plug it into.’

Friday spotted one in the kitchen. ‘Over there.’

They plugged the phone in, and Friday navigated the pre-recorded menus until she was put through to a human in Human Resources.

‘Yes,’ said the person on the line. From that one word she already sounded tired and irritated.

‘Hi,’ said Friday. ‘I’m with Dr Barnes in the Beaumont Building. The cleaner who services her apartment has gone missing. She’s a woman called Connie. We’re unsure of her surname.’

‘The institute does not provide cleaners,’ said the woman.

‘But a cleaner has been coming here five days a week to tidy up after my mother,’ said Friday.

‘The institute does not hire cleaning staff for the residential buildings,’ said the woman. ‘It’s the responsibility of the tenant to keep their own domicile clean. If they want to hire a cleaner, that’s for them to organise themselves. But the cleaner would have to get security clearance from us, and Dr Barnes has made no such request.’

‘But a woman has been coming here at nine o’clock every morning five days a week for the last three years,’ said Friday.

‘That is highly irregular,’ said the woman. Friday could hear her tapping away at her computer. ‘To enter the building you have to be scanned by face-recognition software, so we have a record of everyone who enters and when they enter. I’ll check the logs.’

Friday waited while the woman looked up this information.

‘Okay,’ said the woman. ‘I can see that there is a woman who enters the building between eight fifty and nine every weekday. But she’s not a cleaner.’

‘Who is she?’ asked Friday. Perhaps her mother was meeting with a spy.

‘Corinne Smith,’ said the woman.

‘Okay, I’m going to put you on speaker so we can get Mum’s input on this,’ Friday turned to her mother. ‘Mum, are you sure you got your cleaner’s name right? Was it Connie or Corinne?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Mum. ‘I’m sure she said Connie. But it hardly matters.’

‘People’s names matter to them,’ said Friday.

‘Have you found her?’ asked Mum. ‘That’s splendid because this place could do with a tidy. I’m not fussy about appearances, but she really has let it go over the last couple of weeks.’

‘She has been missing,’ said Melanie.

‘Also,’ said the woman from the other end of the phone, ‘she’s not a cleaner.’

‘She’s not?’ said Friday.

‘Corinne Smith is a postgraduate student working on her physics doctorate,’ said the HR woman. ‘Dr Barnes is her academic mentor.’

Friday groaned. ‘Mum, have you been using your students as servants again?’

‘Look, I don’t know their job titles,’ said Mum. ‘They’re cleaners. I don’t know why they have to be so precious about their job titles.’

‘She’s not a cleaner,’ said Friday. ‘She’s a research scientist.’


‘If you say so,’ said Mum.

Friday took the phone off speaker. ‘I’m sorry we’ve wasted your time. But do you know where Ms Smith is? I hope my mother hasn’t driven her away from her career in science.’

‘No, she got a transfer three weeks ago,’ said the HR woman. ‘She moved over to the BETA experiment.’

‘And that’s good?’ asked Friday.

‘Oh, yes,’ said the woman. ‘It’s a promotion. She had lodged three official complaints about Dr Barnes. Moving her and giving her a pay rise would have been easier and more affordable than trying to get Dr Barnes to take empathy training, again.’

‘Thanks for your help,’ said Friday before hanging up the phone. She turned to Melanie. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘What for?’ asked Melanie.

‘We have to spend the next two weeks living in this squalor with my mother,’ said Friday.

‘It’ll be fun, like camping,’ said Melanie. ‘And with less chance of bear attacks.’

‘Let’s check out the spare room,’ said Friday.

Dr Barnes had already sat herself down at her desk and was working away at something on her computer. She had disappeared into her own world.

Friday pushed opened the door to the second bedroom.

‘Gosh,’ said Melanie. Both single beds, the bedside tables and the entire floor were all covered in stacks of periodicals.

‘Well, at least the mess in here is more organised,’ said Friday.

‘What are we going to do with it all?’ asked Melanie.

‘We could burn it in a dumpster fire,’ suggested Friday.

‘I’m pretty sure that would be immoral,’ said Melanie. ‘It would be burning literature and emitting carbon.’

‘If we don’t get rid of it, we’ll have nowhere to sleep tonight,’ said Friday.

‘Ms Dekker said the apartment across the corridor was empty,’ said Melanie. ‘We could relocate it all to there.’

‘I’d have to pick the lock,’ said Friday.

‘You love doing that,’ said Melanie.

‘We can’t leave it there,’ said Friday. ‘That would be dumping rubbish.’


‘Oh no, of course not,’ said Melanie. ‘We’ll just temporarily relocate it there. We can find a method of recycling it later. But we’ve had a busy day and I’d like to get some sleep.’

‘Okay,’ said Friday. ‘I’ll pick the lock. I saw a gardener outside when we arrived, you go and charm him. See if he’ll lend us a wheelbarrow.’

Clearing the spare room took less than an hour. Properly cleaning the whole apartment was going to be a big job. They decided to go to bed and tackle that in the morning. Friday didn’t like cleaning, but she was glad they would have something physical to do. It would take her mind off worrying about Ian and where he could be.
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The next morning, Friday and Melanie went out early to get groceries. The only thing in Dr Barnes’ cupboards was an empty jar of instant coffee and a mouldy bottle of pasta sauce. An hour later, they were wandering back towards the apartment lugging several bags of shopping each. It was a beautiful blue day. It was cold, but the sky was so clear it was nice to be getting sun on their faces. The campus of CERN was a lot like a university campus. It was a clutter of drab functional architecture that belied the ground-breaking experiments being worked on by some of the greatest minds in the world behind those shoddy, weatherboard walls. Given that thousands of people worked at CERN, it was surprising how few people were visible. Friday supposed they were all more or less like her mother – so focused on their work, it wouldn’t occur to them to take advantage of a rare mild sunny day.

‘I can’t believe we’re stuck here for two weeks babysitting my mother,’ said Friday.

‘Switzerland is a pretty nice place to be stuck,’ said Melanie.

‘Really,’ said Friday. ‘There’s nothing scenic about an office complex.’

‘No,’ said Melanie. ‘But, look, there’s a helicopter.’ Melanie pointed to a distant dot in the sky. ‘That means there must be a helipad nearby. The ski slopes would be only minutes away by helicopter.’

‘We can’t keep an eye on Mum if we’re skiing,’ said Friday.

‘We can if she comes with us,’ said Melanie. ‘She’d love skiing. It’s all about physics. Gravity, friction, acceleration – all those things are involved.’


‘She’s a theoretical physicist,’ said Friday. ‘She’s not interested in real-world experimentation. At least, not herself. That’s for experimental physicists. Theoretical physicists view experimental physicists as being the intellectual equivalent of a pool cleaner.’

‘I’ve known some very lovely pool cleaners,’ said Melanie.

‘You’re thinking of human pool cleaners,’ said Friday. ‘Mum would think of an experimental physicist as having the intellectual capability of a motorised pool cleaner.’ Friday paused and looked up at the helicopter. It was much closer and getting closer still. ‘It looks like that helicopter is coming here.’

‘Excellent,’ said Melanie. ‘Then CERN must have its own helipad. Even better! I’ll ask Daddy if he knows any local pilots.’ Melanie’s father owned an airline so he most likely would.

‘Why would a helicopter be coming here?’ said Friday. ‘This facility runs experiments that take place over years. Everything is planned meticulously. There’s never anything urgent about it.’

Friday had to stop speaking. The helicopter was now so close it was too loud to talk over. Melanie looked around behind them. ‘I don’t think there is a helipad. I think it’s going to land on that field.’

There was a large lawn opposite the residential building. It looked like a park, but it was probably earmarked to be the site for another residential building eventually. Friday instinctively began to duck her head. The helicopter was still a couple of hundred metres away, but they could feel the down draft and ducking was what people always did in movies when helicopters approached. It passed right over their heads and landed in the middle of the lawn.

‘Perhaps it’s an important world leader,’ yelled Melanie.

The door of the helicopter opened, and the girls soon saw for themselves. A large scruffy man awkwardly slid open the door and scrambled down from his seat.

‘Uncle Bernie?!’ cried Friday.

He couldn’t hear her, but he had obviously seen them, because he ducked too – then ran over to the girls as the helicopter’s engine powered down and the rotor blades slowed.

Friday was always happy to see her uncle. He was such a comforting presence. He was the only member of her family who had anything close to normal social skills. Plus, he was big and burly, so nice to hug.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked happily.

‘Trying to have a conversation with my annoying niece,’ said Bernie. He clearly wasn’t in an equally good mood.

‘What have I done?’ asked Friday.

‘Where’s your phone?’ asked Bernie. ‘I’ve been trying to get in touch with you.’

‘We turned our phones off and left them in a locker at the Richelieu library in Paris,’ said Friday. ‘We didn’t want anyone tracking us.’

‘That meant I couldn’t track you!’ said Bernie. ‘I’ve been worried sick.’

‘About what?’ asked Friday.

‘I can’t find Ian,’ said Bernie.

‘What?’ said Friday. ‘But he was on the train. He can’t have gone far. He must have got off just before or after us.’

‘I’ve contacted every stationmaster at every station along the line,’ said Bernie. ‘They’ve scoured CCTV footage. They’ve put up posters with his photo on every platform. No-one has seen him. He disappeared. Or perhaps – someone disappeared him.’


‘No!’ said Friday. ‘But who would want to hurt Ian?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Bernie. ‘Perhaps someone found out what he does for Interpol.’

‘Or maybe he just went skiing,’ said Melanie.

‘What is it with you and skiing?’ asked Friday.

‘I can literally see the snow-capped mountains,’ said Melanie. ‘It’s hard not to think about it.’

‘But he wouldn’t just take off without telling us,’ said Friday.

‘He must be somewhere. Six-foot-tall, blond sixteen-year-olds don’t just disappear into thin air,’ said Bernie.

‘What did you say?’ asked Friday.

‘He can’t have disappeared into thin air,’ said Bernie.

‘No, the bit about him being tall and blond,’ said Friday. ‘What photos have you posted over all the train stations?’

‘The most recent one I could get,’ said Bernie. ‘I wanted a picture of what he was wearing. So I used an image from the CCTV footage at the Richelieu.’

Bernie took his phone out of his pocket and showed them a picture of Ian. He was striding down the front steps of the Richelieu library, his blond hair flopping into his eyes and his navy-blue greatcoat perfectly tailored to his shape. He looked like a model in a Ralph Lauren catalogue.

‘Ian doesn’t look like this,’ said Friday.

‘What are you talking about?’ said Bernie. ‘I know what my own stepson looks like.’

‘Look at me,’ said Friday.

‘I didn’t like to say anything,’ said Bernie. ‘If you’re going through one of those awkward teenager phases, I’m sure it will pass.’

‘I’m not hormonal,’ said Friday. ‘I’m in disguise. So is Ian. I bleached my hair and he dyed his. He doesn’t look anything like this photo. He’s wearing a high-vis puffer coat, workman’s cargo pants, and steelcapped boots.’

‘And his hair has been dyed brown,’ added Melanie.

‘What?! I’ve had the entire French and Swiss rail service and police service looking for a tall well-dressed blond boy,’ said Bernie.

‘Lucky them,’ said Melanie.

‘Oh no,’ said Bernie. ‘I’m going to have to make some calls.’ He turned around and jogged back to the helicopter.


‘When did our lives get so complicated?’ asked Friday.

‘For me, it was the day I met you,’ said Melanie.
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Two days later, Dr Barnes was at her desk working, and Friday and Melanie were sitting on the lawn outside the residential building sunbathing. They had finally finished cleaning the apartment and exterminating every last adult cockroach. (The eggs would take years to get rid of, but they wouldn’t hatch until spring, so that wasn’t Friday’s problem.) For the first time in a long time, Friday could sit and relax.


It’s hard to sunbathe in winter because you do need to wear a full coat. But, after weeks in the built-up city of Paris and two days scrubbing, de-moulding and cockroach bombing Dr Barnes’ apartment, it was lovely to be lying on sun lounges in the crisp Swiss air. They had a view of farmland spread out before them. The sun felt good, even if the wind was a little cold. Melanie was predictably fast asleep. Friday was reading a book, Large Hadron Collider Phenomenology by Kramer and Soler.

It was weird to be tasked with babysitting your own parent. Friday had never babysat an actual child but, from all the Hollywood movies she’d seen and teen romance novels she’d read, she gathered this was what babysitting felt like. A lot of sitting round doing nothing while the person you were taking care of was in another room not dying.

It was strangely relaxing being forced to sit. To not do anything or rush anywhere. It was like being on a beach vacation but without the beach part, which was good because there wasn’t the hassle of getting your hair wet or getting sand all through your clothes. Friday was beginning to see how a few weeks of babysitting her mum might be very pleasant after all. It was relaxing. She hadn’t relaxed for so long.

Friday’s eyelids started to feel heavy. It was getting hard to follow the history of the construction of the ATLAS Detector. It wouldn’t hurt if she just let her eyelids rest for a few moments. It was so quiet and peaceful at CERN. All the scientists were at work in their various offices. In the far distance, Friday could hear the sound of cows lowing to each other in the fields.

‘Miss Barnes?’

Friday jerked awake. She hadn’t realised she was asleep. But there was a young woman standing over her, blocking the sun, so she must have been to not notice her approach.

‘What’s going on?’ asked Friday.

‘Phone call for you,’ said the young woman.

Friday’s brain was taking a moment to come back up to speed. She realised that the young woman was holding out a mobile phone.

‘For me?’ said Friday.

The young woman nodded. Friday had a lot of follow-up questions, but she decided the easiest way to get the answers was simply to speak to the person on the other end of the phone, so she took it.


‘Hello?’ said Friday cautiously.

‘Friday? Is that actually you?’ The voice sounded familiar, but there was a lot of clanking and whirring going on in the background so it was hard to be sure.

‘Halley?’ asked Friday. She was Friday’s sister. The third of the five Barnes siblings.

The clanking got louder for a moment and Halley seemed to be talking to someone else. Then she heard her sister yell, ‘I don’t care if it blows out the timeline! We can’t operate if the magnets aren’t aligned. If the beam goes off course who knows what it will cut a hole in? Best-case scenario – the side of a Swiss mountain. Worst-case scenario – the skull of a research scientist. Actually, that’s probably best-case scenario.’

Friday looked up at the young woman who had handed her the phone. ‘Is this Halley, Halley Barnes?’

The young woman nodded. ‘I’m Midori, her grad student.’

‘I’m so sorry, Midori,’ said Friday. ‘But I’m sure if you put in for a transfer you’ll get one eventually.’

‘Friday?’ Halley called into the phone.

‘I’m here,’ said Friday.


‘Do you still play girl detective?’ asked Halley. There was more clanking in the background and the sound of people arguing.

‘I’m an investigative consultant with Interpol’s art crime unit,’ said Friday, bristling slightly at her sister’s patronising tone.

‘Good, then you’ll know how to deal with this ridiculous narrow-minded bureaucratic claptrap,’ said Halley.

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Friday.

‘My boyfriend has been accused of sabotaging the equipment,’ said Halley.

Friday wasn’t sure what part of this statement she found most surprising. There was a lot to unravel. But she decided to start with the most shocking detail.

‘You have a boyfriend?’ asked Friday. Halley was incredibly good-looking but she was very abrasive and, like everyone else in the Barnes family, she was totally obsessed with her work, so she had never had a “boyfriend”. She usually had lots of boy friends who she treated badly.

‘Yes, I am capable of maintaining a committed relationship,’ said Halley.


‘Okay,’ said Friday. ‘Good for you.’

‘Look, I don’t have time for family chit-chat,’ said Halley. ‘Just get down here. You’re needed.’

Halley hung up.

Friday looked at the phone in her hand.

‘A new case?’ asked Melanie.

‘I think so,’ said Friday.

‘You look perplexed,’ said Melanie.

‘I just can’t believe Halley has someone in her life that she refers to as her “boyfriend”,’ said Friday. ‘She wants me to get down there.’

‘Where?’ asked Melanie.

‘I don’t know,’ said Friday. ‘She didn’t say.’

Friday handed the phone back to Midori. ‘Do you know where this problem is?’

‘You’d better come with me,’ said Midori.

Friday hesitated. Just three days earlier, Halley hadn’t even taken her call. In the last fifteen years, Halley had never done anything for Friday. Not even the most minimal sisterly customs had been observed – no shopping trips, no nails getting done, no driving her to the movies. Now she was rudely being told to step in and save Halley’s boyfriend.


Melanie could apparently read Friday’s mind.

‘You know you’ve got to help her, right?’ said Melanie.

Friday sighed. ‘Yeah.’

As Midori led them across campus she explained where they were going. ‘Dr Barnes is working on the PAN experiment.’

‘There are a lot of Dr Barneses in our family,’ said Friday. ‘It would be better if you referred to her as Halley.’

‘Oh no, I couldn’t possibly do that,’ said Midori. ‘PAN is one of the smaller experiments taking place at CERN, but it’s very exciting. We use the Detector to observe a cross-section of scattering and diffraction processes. Dr Barnes is a world leader on elastic scattering research.’

‘Wow!’ said Melanie, before leaning closer to Friday and whispering, ‘Is “wow” the correct response to that?’

‘Yes, “wow” is both adequate and pleasing to anyone who works in the field,’ said Friday.

‘Ever since the 2008 explosion, everyone has been very concerned about sabotage,’ said Midori.


‘Explosions will have that effect,’ observed Melanie.

‘It was accidental,’ said Midori. ‘It’s to be expected when you’re constructing such complicated experimental tools. But the bureaucrats never understand. Given that we are testing the limits of atomic knowledge, they’re always paranoid we are going to blow up Switzerland or the entire planet or something.’

‘To be fair,’ said Melanie. ‘That does sound concerning.’
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Midori led them into the CMS building. It was a large complex. She took them down several flights of stairs until they were deep underground, then down a long corridor that opened out into a huge room. In front of them was a massive cylindrical machine. It looked like a distributor cap in a car engine, except a thousand times bigger. It was the size of a doubledecker bus. At either end of the machine a two-metre-wide tube disappeared into long tunnels.

‘Awesome!’ said Friday. ‘That must be the Detector!’

‘The what?’ asked Melanie.


‘The Detector,’ said Friday. ‘The tunnel is part of a twenty-seven-kilometre ring. That tube is used to guide the hadrons as they accelerate.’

There was an open hatch on the side of the Detector and a cluster of people standing in front of it. There were two young scientists, handing equipment to someone inside the Detector. Ms Dekker was also there with two uniformed security guards, and they were all being berated by a supermodel. At least, that’s what it looked like. Although Friday knew she wasn’t really a supermodel – the tall, gorgeous brunette in the lab coat was her sister Halley.

‘I haven’t got time for this!’ yelled Halley.

‘You need to make time,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘This is a serious accusation. We need to speak to Dr Chowdhury now.’

‘I’m busy saving a multi-billion-euro project from failure,’ called a voice from deep inside the Detector.

‘I don’t care,’ Ms Dekker yelled into the machine. ‘You’ve got questions to answer.’

‘Can I help?’ asked Friday.

Halley turned. ‘Friday? What happened to your hair? Have you been exposed to some sort of chemical leak?’


‘In a way, I suppose I have,’ said Friday. ‘Peroxide is an industrial chemical. But I don’t think you can call paying a hairdresser to smear it all over my head a “leak”.’ Friday looked about at the room she was in. ‘So what happened? You said some essential equipment has been sabotaged. Was it the collider? PAN works mainly with the CMS Detector, doesn’t it? Is there a problem with that?’

‘What?’ said Halley.

‘No,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘This is the sabotage.’ Ms Dekker took a tablet computer out of her shoulder bag, opened a picture on the screen and showed it to Friday.

It was a picture of a perfectly ordinary vending machine. ‘It’s just a vending machine,’ said Friday

‘Look closer,’ said Ms Dekker.

Friday zoomed in on the picture and now she noticed there was something odd. The vending machine was designed for soft drinks. It had big marketing signs on the outside showing what beverages could be purchased. But the machine had a glass front, and you could see inside there were no drinks. Every rack was full of toothbrushes.


‘Why do you have a toothbrush vending machine?’ asked Friday.

‘Minty fresh breath is important,’ said Melanie.

‘It’s a prank,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘The PAN and the MINERVA teams share the use of this Detector. And like all small children they’re terrible at sharing. The MINERVA team is jealous of the PAN team because they just got an increase in funding. And the PAN team is jealous of the MINERVA team because their building is closer to the cafeteria, and they always get there first on Taco Tuesday so the only thing left for the PAN team is vegetarian tacos. This has been going on for months. Last week the MINERVA team put axolotls in all the PAN team’s water coolers.’

‘Were the axolotls alright?’ asked Melanie.

‘Oh, yes,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘They’re scientists. They made sure the water in the water coolers was pH balanced and contained all the microbes necessary for a healthy axolotl habitat. The PAN team have actually adopted them all out and they’re being cared for. It’s probably actually good for the staff. For some of them it would be the first time they’ve had to learn how to care for another living organism. But anyway, now in an act of retribution, the PAN team has done this.’

‘But it’s just a prank,’ said Friday.

‘No, it’s industrial sabotage,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘We’re going through the video evidence. Once we can prove how it was done, I’m going to press criminal charges.’

‘Really?’ said Friday.

‘Are you sure you’re not overreacting?’ asked Melanie. ‘Perhaps because the scientists have been so annoying. I know Friday is very annoying, not to me, because I’m usually asleep so I rarely notice the insensitive things she says. But I have seen her drive other people to fits of incandescent rage that can make them react inappropriately.’

‘No, this is my calm, measured response,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘The scientists in this department are huge babies. If they don’t have access to sugary refrigerated beverages their productivity drops, by twenty-seven per cent. We know this because there is a team of statisticians in this department, and they provided me with the data.’

‘Surely wasting time collecting data on soft-drink consumption would also hinder productivity,’ said Friday.


‘Yes,’ agreed Ms Dekker. ‘When their blood-sugar levels drop, their behaviour drops too. There is an increase in HR complaints. Everything from harassment, to name calling, to stealing from the stationery cabinet. Sabotaging this vending machine may be one simple act. But I see it as the thin end of the wedge. Those toothbrushes are a serious attack on the entire CERN program. And when I prove that Dr Chowdhury did it, he will be fired and deported.’

‘You can’t do that! Brad’s essential to the PAN project,’ said Halley.

‘Then he should focus on that,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘And not take time out of his schedule for pranks.’

‘You’ve got no proof,’ said Halley.

‘This isn’t a court of law,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘We don’t need to prove it beyond reasonable doubt. Unreasonable doubt will do just fine. He has a terrible track record. We have proof that he set fire to Dr Branson’s research.

‘He was trying to light a barbecue,’ said Halley. ‘Notebooks are very combustible.’

‘And he was caught skinny dipping in a public fountain,’ said Ms Dekker.


‘It was World Archimedes Day,’ said Halley. ‘He was re-enacting Archimedes discovery of the concept of displacement.’

‘Two hundred students from a South Korean Christian University were touring the campus at the time,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘They were here to learn about science,’ said Halley. ‘Human biology is science too.’

‘Why is Brad your only suspect?’ asked Friday.

‘Because there is no evidence,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘No physical evidence. There are no dents or scratches on the lock where it was picked, there are no dents on the door where it was levered open, and the computer log shows that the door has not been opened since it was refilled yesterday. Therefore, the only way the stock could have been swapped out was by going through the chute at the bottom.’

Friday looked at the bottom. There was a large drawer that cans would drop into, and a flap that could be pushed open to retrieve a purchase. But it was also designed in such a way that pushing open the flap would block the chute, making it impossible to reach up into the vending machine and steal anything.


‘But that’s not possible,’ said Friday. ‘These machines are specially designed so that a human arm can’t reach into them.’

‘That’s not true,’ said Melanie. ‘My brother Binky reached into a chocolate-bar vending machine one time. You remember.’

‘Yes, and his arm got stuck,’ said Friday.

‘It wasn’t his brightest idea,’ said Melanie. ‘Thinking isn’t really Binky’s thing.’

‘Exactly,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘If someone had inserted their arm, the arm would still be stuck in there, presumably with the rest of their body attached.’

‘So what are you saying happened?’ asked Friday.

‘They used specialist equipment,’ accused Ms Dekker. ‘To steal something by going up through the chute, you could use an endoscope.’

‘Oh,’ said Friday.

‘What’s an endoscope?’ asked Melanie.

‘It’s a tool surgeons use to look . . . you know . . .’ said Friday.

‘I don’t know,’ said Melanie.

‘Look inside people and . . . you know . . . do things,’ said Friday.


‘Why are you being so unspecific?’ asked Melanie. ‘That’s not like you.’

‘She doesn’t want to talk about butt holes,’ said Halley. ‘Surgeons use endoscopes to look up people’s butts.’

‘Yes, but that’s not their only purpose,’ interrupted Friday. ‘They also use endoscopes to perform keyhole surgery. They cut a tiny hole, then feed in the endoscope. It’s just like a thin tube. When it gets to the diseased gall bladder or appendix, tools at the end of the endoscope are pushed out to perform the operation.’

‘Nifty,’ said Melanie.

‘Exactly,’ said Friday. ‘They’re very handy tools. They’re also used by tradespeople. Plumbers use them for looking into underground pipes and clearing them out.’

‘Yes, well, we need you to bring the endoscope out here right now so I can take it in for testing!’ Ms Dekker yelled into the Detector.

‘Testing to prove what?’ called Brad, still deep inside the Detector.

‘That you used it to break into the vending machine,’ said Ms Dekker.


‘My fingerprints are all over it because I’m using it right now,’ said Brad.

‘Then stop using it, you’re destroying evidence,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘I’m saving the accelerator,’ said Brad.

‘You really should stop yelling at him,’ yelled Halley. ‘What he’s doing in there is very delicate. There is a blockage causing electromagnet 315B to miscue. That could put the hadron beam out by a fraction of a millimetre, which could lead to it cutting through the protective shielding and burning a hole through anything in its path.’

‘You can’t intimidate me with your doomsday threats,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘I get it every day from the HERA team. I can’t tell them off for parking in disabled zones or the world will end. I don’t believe you!’

‘Found it!’ cried Brad.

‘The blockage?’ asked Halley.

‘Yep,’ said Brad. ‘I’m extracting it now.’

‘Can you hold off yelling at him just while he does this?’ asked Halley. ‘It’s forty metres down the tube. It will take a while.’

‘Sure, he’s just demonstrating how he committed the crime,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘This is exactly how underpaid surgical residents use endoscopes to steal snacks from hospital vending machines.’

‘Then why aren’t you accusing the doctors down at the infirmary?’ demanded Halley.

‘The CERN infirmary doesn’t have an endoscope,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘According to the equipment database there is only one endoscope on campus. It belongs to the engineering department. And it is currently assigned to the lead engineer on the PAN experiment – Dr Bradley Chowdhury.’

Friday looked at the picture of the vending machine. Ms Dekker was right. There were no tool marks. Then Friday zoomed out and looked at the surrounding area.

‘Do you have CCTV footage?’ she asked. ‘That looks like a camera up there on the ceiling.’

‘Yes, that’s a camera, but we don’t have footage,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘I’ll show you why.’ She took the tablet computer back from Friday and brought up a CCTV file on the screen. ‘Here’s the vending machine being filled yesterday.’

The angle wasn’t great because the door of the machine was open. But they could see the sales rep stacking the last shelf with stock from a big cart on wheels before she locked the machine, turned to the cart and started slowly pushing it away.

‘That was at seven o’clock last night,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘There was an all-staff barbecue on the founders lawn at that time. Scientists are like rats when it comes to free food. So the building was empty until midnight when this happened . . .’ She fast forwarded through the footage of an empty corridor until, suddenly, the footage went blank.

‘What was that?’ asked Friday.

‘A power outage,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Caused by what?’ asked Friday.

‘Caused by someone pouring a sink full of water in the bathroom and throwing an electric toaster into it,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘That would do it,’ said Friday.

‘You can’t prove that was Brad,’ said Halley. ‘All toasters look alike.’

‘This toaster had the words “Property of Dr Bradley Chowdhury” etched into it using a laser cutter,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘I know his office has one of those too.’

‘I see,’ said Friday. ‘That is suspicious.’

‘Then there’s the CCTV of Dr Chowdhury walking across campus carrying his toaster as he approached this building,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Oh,’ said Halley. ‘I didn’t know you had that.’

Ms Dekker opened another CCTV file and showed them footage of an attractive athletic-looking, dark-skinned man walking up the path carrying a toaster under his arm and what looked like a small suitcase in the other.

‘He’s a looker,’ said Melanie. She smiled at Halley. ‘Well done, you.’

‘Thank you,’ said Halley. It was a serious situation, but she allowed herself a small smirk of pride.

‘There he is entering the building at eleven fifty-five,’ continued Ms Dekker. She fast forwarded through the footage again. ‘And here he is, eight minutes later, leaving.’ They watched the footage as Brad burst out of the building and ran away, now only carrying the suitcase. ‘This is more than enough grounds to suspend Dr Chowdhury indefinitely.’

‘I disagree,’ said Friday. ‘You have compelling evidence that Brad broke into this building last night. And he did commit a crime. But I can prove he didn’t commit the crime of the substitute toothbrushes.’

‘You can?’ said Halley.


‘How?’ asked Ms Dekker. ‘Are you going to claim it was digital editing? That is the type of thing these nerds would do. But not in such a short time frame.’

‘No, the solution is much more simple than that,’ said Friday. ‘You’re too used to dealing with these physicists. They spend all day thinking about complicated problems and even more complicated solutions. This crime couldn’t be more simple.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Ms Dekker. ‘We’ve analysed the CCTV footage, we’ve found the equipment logs and we’ve got this inter-departmental childish behaviour. It’s all there.’

‘It’s all there, except for the cans,’ said Friday.

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Ms Dekker.

‘If Brad emptied out a full vending machine,’ said Friday. ‘That would be over a hundred cans of soft drink. Where did they go?’

‘In the suitcase he brought with him,’ said Ms Dekker.

Friday rewound the footage to show Brad running back along the path. ‘A hundred cans of soft drink would weigh over thirty kilos. He wouldn’t be able to run that fast. And they wouldn’t fit into a case that small.’


‘Just because he’s a nerd doesn’t mean he’s not fit,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘Nerds don’t have real social lives, they often spend all their free time lifting at the gym.’

‘Okay, but there is no explanation for the eight minutes,’ said Friday. ‘I agree it is possible to steal the contents of a vending machine using an endoscope. But that would take hours. A can of soft drink is circular and slippery. It would be hard to grip and manoeuvre. Each can would take at least a minute. Longer if it was at the back of a rack. To get out a hundred cans would be a painstaking process.’

‘My aunt had her gall bladder out and the surgery took two hours,’ said Melanie. ‘And that was just one gall bladder. And a gall bladder is squishy and easy to grab hold of.’

‘But if it wasn’t Dr Chowdhury,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘Then who did do it?’

‘I don’t know her name,’ said Friday. ‘But we know what she looks like.’ She rewound back to the beginning when the sales rep was filling the machine. There’s your culprit.’

‘The rep?’ said Ms Dekker.


‘There are two ways to access this machine without damaging the door,’ said Friday. ‘You could use an endoscope to surgically access the machine through the chute. Or you could just open the door with the key. And she has got a key.’

‘But it’s her job to put soft drink in,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘She’s got no motive.’

‘You said that there had been repeated complaints when the vending machine ran out,’ said Friday. ‘There’s your motive. Who had to make a special trip over here every time there was a complaint? That sales rep.’

‘But she’d lose her job,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Some things are worth losing your job for,’ said Friday. ‘My guess is this person was planning to quit anyway, and this was their unfond farewell to the department.’

‘But what was Dr Chowdhury doing sneaking into the building last night?’ asked Ms Dekker.

‘I’ve got it!’ called Brad. They could hear him moving about inside the Detector. ‘I’m coming out.’

They turned to see a very dirty man clamber out of the hatch. His face and hands were blackened with grease, but his teeth were bright white as he smiled a huge proud smile, while holding something tiny aloft in his hand.

‘What was it?’ asked Halley.

‘A feather,’ said Brad.

‘A feather?’ said Halley.

Friday took the feather from his hand and looked at it closely. ‘Columba Livia. The common pigeon.’

‘How did that get in the collider?’ asked Melanie.

‘Probably another prank! Pigeon racing or something!’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Not my problem,’ said Brad, packing up his equipment. ‘I just saved the whole super collider from cataclysmic failure. I simply clean up the mess these theorists make. I don’t come up with theories myself.’

‘But that’s the second foreign object found inside the collider this month,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘The HERA team found a grape in the tunnel three weeks ago.’

‘Typical HERA team,’ scoffed Halley. ‘They probably had another drinks party in the tunnel.’

‘The HERA team has been having drinks parties in the tunnel?!’ exclaimed Ms Dekker.

‘Are you angry because that’s against protocol or because they didn’t invite you?’ asked Halley.

Brad sniggered.


‘If you knew about it, you should have reported it,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Yeah, I’m busy doing my own job,’ said Halley. ‘I don’t have time to do your job for you as well.’

‘Are we done here?’ asked Brad.

‘No,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘So you didn’t break into the vending machine. But you did still sneak into the offices last night. What were you doing?’

Brad smirked. ‘Just taking my toaster for a walk.’

‘And your suitcase,’ observed Friday. ‘It’s an unusual shape for a suitcase. It’s more the size and shape of a pet carrier.’

Brad looked less smirky and more petulant now.

‘If I were you, Ms Dekker,’ advised Friday. ‘I’d check the MINERVA team’s water coolers for wildlife.’

Half an hour later a fully grown live lobster was found in the water cooler in the head of lab’s office at the MINERVA building. As punishment, Brad was given an official reprimand on his Human Resources file, but the discovery also completely exonerated him of the more serious accusation of sabotage.
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Friday was fast asleep when the phone rang. It was an old-fashioned telephone and, since they had very little furniture, the rattling sound of its analogue ring echoed around the sparsely decorated apartment. There was no way Friday’s mum would wake up to answer it. She seemed to permanently use earplugs. And Melanie could sleep through a tornado. Friday briefly considered ignoring it herself, but then her brain started to wake up and the thought occurred to her that it could be Uncle Bernie ringing with information about Ian . . . then another thought occurred to her – it could be Ian! She scrambled out of bed and hurried to the phone.

‘Hello,’ she said hoarsely.

‘Good, it’s you,’ said the voice on the other end.

‘Ms Dekker?’ asked Friday, she glanced at her watch. ‘Why are you ringing me at six-thirty in the morning?’

‘He’s coming today,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Who?’ said Friday.

‘The new admin honcho,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘Dr Gregor Dalecki. He’s surprising us by arriving a week early.’

‘Why?’ asked Friday.

‘It’s brilliant,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘We don’t have enough time to clean up any mess now. He’s trying to catch us off guard. Well, I’m not letting that happen.’

‘Okay,’ said Friday. She still wasn’t entirely awake and this conversation was not making much sense. ‘But why are you calling here so early in the morning?’

‘Because there will be a formal welcoming ceremony in the auditorium today at twelve noon to introduce Dr Dalecki to the staff,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘You need to make sure your mother is there.’

‘She won’t like that,’ said Friday.

‘I don’t care,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘Dr Dalecki will expect to meet all the Nobel Laureates on staff. We have to make a good first impression or he’ll start rolling out the latest management strategies. Anything new always upsets the scientists. Then they’ll start acting out. Then my life will be a nightmare.’

‘I see,’ said Friday. She really could envisage all that.

‘Just make sure she’s there,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘I will,’ said Friday.

‘And that she’s on her best behaviour,’ added Ms Dekker.

‘That I can’t promise,’ said Friday.
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Five and a half hours later, Friday had a firm grip of her mother’s arm as she led her towards the auditorium. Dr Barnes was actually looking quite spry. Melanie had brushed her hair while she was arguing with Friday, and they’d made her put her good cardigan on, the one with the least number of holes in it. Dr Barnes had reluctantly agreed to attend the event so long as she was allowed to take her notebook and wear earplugs so she could keep working during the inevitable boring speeches.

Friday deposited her mother in her allocated seat up on the stage. Dr Barnes was literally being used as a prop. CERN might have three Nobel Laureates on staff, but they had only one female Nobel Laureate, and the PR team wanted to make sure she was in the background of any photographs. Dr Barnes was positioned to sit right behind and to the right of anyone who was speaking at the podium. Friday prayed her mother didn’t do anything embarrassing – like pick her nose or rush out of the auditorium in search of a computer because she’d suddenly had an idea about leptons. Ms Dekker was sitting directly behind Dr Barnes to keep an eye on her.

Friday and Melanie went down into the main part of the auditorium to find themselves seats up the back. The hall was filling up. A lot of threatening emails must have been sent to department heads. Friday couldn’t imagine that this number of scientists would take time away from their work voluntarily.


‘This is like being back at school,’ said Melanie.

‘Yes,’ agreed Friday. Obviously, the staff were adults, but most of them were still attached to universities. They had never really left school. They still slouched around and goofed off like students.

Someone slid into the seat next to Friday. She was surprised to see it was Quantum. It was an unexpectedly friendly thing for him to do, to seek her out.

‘Hello,’ said Quantum. He looked a little nervous. He probably didn’t like being away from his work. He kept rubbing his hands nervously.

‘You couldn’t get out of this either?’ asked Friday.

‘No,’ said Quantum. ‘The head of lab locked the front door of our building. We couldn’t get inside our offices, and it’s cold outside so we had to come here.’

‘I brought a bag of earplugs for Mum,’ said Friday. ‘I can give you two if you want.’

‘Nah, I’m good,’ said Quantum. ‘I’m impressed you got her here on time and looking very professorial.’

‘That was mainly Melanie,’ said Friday. ‘She’s better at passive bullying than me.’

‘It’s a gift,’ said Melanie.

‘Is Marika here?’ asked Quantum.

‘Who?’ asked Friday.


‘Marika Dekker, the lawyer,’ said Quantum.

‘Oh,’ said Friday. ‘I didn’t know her first name. She’s the type of person I don’t think of as having a first name.’

‘Can I have your attention?’ A voice boomed out over the auditorium. Friday looked up to see a man in a suit and tie standing at the lectern. The crowd kept talking amongst themselves and ignoring him.

‘Who’s that?’ asked Friday.

‘Dr Ballentine,’ said Quantum. ‘He’s the Chief Scientist here at CERN.’

The Chief Scientist tapped the microphone several times as if to check it was on. It clearly was because it made a deafening sound every time he hit it. He was just getting everyone’s attention. ‘Thank you,’ he said peevishly. ‘Dr Dalecki’s car has just pulled up outside the building. He will be here in a few moments. Before he arrives, I want to have a few quick words with you all.’ He paused and glared at everyone in the room for dramatic emphasis. It was impressive. It is hard to stare down a room of a thousand people, but he did a good job. ‘Behave!’ boomed the Chief Scientist. Several people flinched. The PA system squealed. ‘Behave as though your jobs and your research grants depend on it, because they do.’

He let those words sink in for a moment as he adjusted his notes. He glanced off stage and nodded to someone in the wings. ‘Ladies and gentleman, esteemed scientists, it gives me great pleasure to introduce to you the new administrative head of CERN. Dr Dalecki has in his illustrious career administered some of the finest research institutes in Europe including Ultrecht University of the Netherlands and the University of Munich . . .’

Quantum made a scoffing noise and whispered under his breath to Friday, ‘The University of Munich! That’s practically a polytechnic.’

‘Please make him welcome here to CERN, Dr Dalecki!’ announced Dr Ballentine, holding out his hand like a game-show hostess.

Dr Dalecki strode out on stage. He was about fifty years old, with grey hair, but he was very well groomed. His clothes were perfectly pressed and not a hair was out of place.

‘Urgh,’ groaned Quantum. ‘He even looks like a used-car salesman.’


‘I like your brother,’ said Melanie. ‘He’s surprisingly catty.’

‘Thank you, Dr Ballentine,’ said Dr Dalecki. ‘I’m honoured to take on this role. Cutting-edge science will always pose unforeseeable organisational challenges. I look forward to lending my expertise in our journey to overcome these obstacles. It has been brought to my attention that there have been some human-resources issues recently that have hindered the research here at CERN.’

There was muttering amongst the audience now.

‘Science is collaborative,’ said Dr Dalecki. ‘Inter-team rivalry and jealousy will not be tolerated.’

He glared sternly at the room. Everyone fell silent. Then Dr Dalecki smiled. But it was not a warm smile. ‘We are all going to get along and work collaboratively together for the advance of science and, therefore, the world. We are all friends here. And if we are not now. We need to learn to be. That is why, my first act in my new role here at CERN will be to hold a community-building exercise.’

This got everyone’s attention.

‘Please say it involves food,’ muttered Quantum hopefully.


‘We are going to have a sports day,’ said Dr Dalecki.

Everyone in the room groaned.

‘I thought you would feel that way,’ said Dr Dalecki. ‘I know science nerds aren’t normally the sporty sort, but sporting games are a much better way to express competitive instincts. So let’s play, burn off those competitive energies and then get back to doing our work collaboratively. I want this to be fun. So I asked myself, what sort of sport would scientists enjoy? My first thought was Dungeons and Dragons . . .’

Several people in the audience cheered, then stopped cheering when they realised they were not in the majority.

‘But Dungeons and Dragons is not a very good spectator sport,’ continued Dr Dalecki. ‘So then I had a better idea – robot wars!’

Now there really were cheers and whoops of delight from the crowd.

‘You’ve got three days to build your robots,’ he said. ‘Every research team must enter one. Then on Saturday we’ll pit them against each other. I’m told the on-campus leisure centre has a suitable venue. And I will even provide a barbecue – I know how you scientists hate paying for your own food.’


There was more cheering for that announcement.

Suddenly the back double doors of the auditorium bashed open. Friday noticed immediately because they were sitting close by. But there was so much noise in the auditorium that few other people noticed, until the usher who’d burst in started shouting to get everyone’s attention. ‘Stop! Stop!’ he cried.

The people around him fell silent. From up on the stage, Dr Dalecki could see his frantic efforts to get attention. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked through the microphone.

Everyone was quiet now.

The breathless usher called out, ‘It’s the equation! The equation has been vandalised!’

‘What?’ said Dr Dalecki.

‘Someone has scrawled graffiti all over the standard equation!’ yelled the usher.

There was a hushed silence, then everybody in the auditorium started babbling at once.

‘Come on,’ said Friday.

‘Where are we going?’ asked Melanie.

‘To investigate the crime,’ said Friday.
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Moments later, Friday’s nose was about one centimetre from the blackboard as she peered at the equation. Dr Dalecki pushed his way through the crowd to see for himself.

‘Out of the way, let me through,’ he demanded, and the crowd melted back. When he got to the blackboard, his view was obstructed by the peroxide blonde hair on the back of Friday’s head. ‘Stand back,’ he ordered.

Friday took a step back so he could see for himself. Someone had written all over the original equation. They hadn’t written words. They’d added to the equation, scrawling symbols around the edges and between the original lines.

‘That was handwritten by Dr Higgs himself in 1967,’ said the Chief Scientist. He’d followed in Dr Dalecki’s wake. ‘Who did this?’ He spun around to glare at suspects in the crowd. There were hundreds of staff members crowded in close. But his eyes settled on the person who had been closest to the crime – Friday.

‘You!’ he accused.

‘It wasn’t me,’ said Friday.


‘What is a child even doing here anyway?’ demanded Dr Dalecki.

‘This is Dr Barnes’ daughter,’ said Ms Dekker, pushing her way to the front. ‘Her youngest daughter. She has been recruited in an informal role here at CERN, to take care of her mother’s scheduling commitments.’

‘What?’ asked Dr Dalecki. ‘What does that even mean?’

‘I’m Mum’s babysitter,’ said Friday.

‘But your mother is a Nobel Laureate,’ said Dr Dalecki.

‘Yes,’ agreed Friday.

‘Why did you do this?’ demanded Dr Dalecki, pointing at the blackboard.

‘I didn’t,’ said Friday.

‘I saw you standing so close you practically had your nose against it,’ accused Dr Dalecki.

‘I was standing up close so I could observe the scene of the crime,’ said Friday. ‘When I’m not taking care of my mother, I am an investigative consultant for Interpol.’

Melanie coughed into her hand. ‘In the arts unit.’


‘Well, this graffiti was done in chalk and chalk is a medium used by many artists,’ said Friday. ‘So I think this falls within my jurisdiction.’

‘This was an artefact of great historical importance to the scientific community, and it has been ruined,’ said Dr Ballentine. ‘If you had anything to do with it, you are in a lot of trouble, young lady.’

‘There is no need to use my age and gender as a pejorative,’ said Friday. ‘Besides, you’re wrong. If Dr Higgs wrote the original chalk equation in 1967, it would have been regarded as significant even in that time. There would have been efforts to preserve it. The fact that the blackboard is not framed behind glass, would confirm that assumption.’

‘What?’ said Dr Dalecki.

‘I’m pretty sure the equation is graffiti-proof. Observe,’ said Friday. She licked her forefinger, stepped forward and rubbed it on the equation.

‘No!’ cried Dr Ballentine.

There were gasps and cries of shock from the crowd. Dr Dalecki grabbed Friday by the shoulders and yanked her away.

‘Are you some sort of activist-terrorist?’ he demanded.


‘No, just a detective who uses deductive reasoning,’ said Friday.

‘Oh, look,’ said Melanie. ‘She was right.’

Where Friday had rubbed her saliva on the blackboard was visibly damp, but the chalk writing of the original equation had not been smudged at all.

‘It’s very common, particularly in Europe where street art is valued,’ explained Friday, ‘to paint over a work of art with clear graffiti-proof paint. That way if someone puts graffiti over the top, it is easily cleaned off.’

‘Quick,’ said Dr Dalecki. ‘Someone fetch a cloth and get the graffiti off before it dries then.’

‘No, you don’t want to do that either,’ said Friday.

‘Besides, it’s chalk,’ said Melanie. ‘That doesn’t dry. Even I know that.’

‘But it’s a desecration of the founding principle of this institution,’ said Dr Dalecki.

‘It isn’t,’ said Friday. ‘Read it.’

Dr Dalecki looked at the equation. The standard equation was complicated to start with, but this hurriedly scrawled addition was even more confusing to take in.


‘What am I looking at?’ asked Dr Dalecki.

‘I’m not a professional theoretical physicist,’ said Friday. ‘But to me it looks like your graffiti artist has just found a way to incorporate gravity into the standard equation.’

Now there really were gasps of shock. People started taking out their phones and taking pictures. They muttered amongst themselves as they hurried to read and understand the new equations.

‘But who did it?’ asked Dr Dalecki.

‘I don’t know,’ said Friday. ‘But they’d have to be the biggest genius at CERN.’
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When Friday and Melanie got back to the apartment, Dr Barnes was waiting for them at the door. She was shaking with anxiety.

‘What’s wrong, Mum?’ asked Friday.

‘Your uncle is here,’ said Dr Barnes. ‘He takes up so much space. It’s distracting me from my work. And he brought a boy with him.’

‘A boy!’ said Friday. She hurried past her mother. It was a small apartment. It took three steps to get her to the living room. There was Uncle Bernie. Larger than life. Literally, he was twice the size and weight of a regular man. He was on his feet looking nervous.

‘Ian?’ asked Friday.

‘He’s okay,’ said Bernie. ‘I found him. He’s going to be fine.’

‘Going to be?’ said Friday.

‘He had a bit of a knock to the head,’ said Bernie. ‘Er . . . from a fist.’

Friday burst into tears.

‘Oh, please don’t cry,’ said Bernie. He rushed forward to hug Friday. But he was so big and she was so tiny, he wasn’t sure how, so he just patted her on the shoulder. ‘He’s okay. We’ve got him back. There’s no need to cry.’

‘I was just so worried,’ sobbed Friday. She grabbed Bernie around the waist and held him tight. Bernie wrapped his arms around her shoulders and hugged her too.

‘I know, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘I feel that way about both of you.’

Now Melanie burst into tears.

‘Why are you crying?’ asked Bernie. He didn’t have any more arms to offer hugs with.


‘It’s just so wonderful to see Friday finally expressing her feelings for Ian,’ said Melanie. She lunged forward and wrapped her arms around Friday and as much of Bernie as she could reach.

‘So where is he?’ asked Friday, a short while later after pulling back and rifling in her pockets for a tissue.

‘Well,’ said Bernie. He was nervous again. He didn’t want what he was going to say next to be taken the wrong way. ‘He’s lying down.’

‘Where?’ asked Friday.

‘In the bedroom,’ said Bernie.

Friday glanced at their bedroom door. ‘The bedroom here?’ she asked. ‘Our bedroom?’

‘Yeah, he’s still not quite one hundred per cent,’ said Bernie. ‘He needs his rest. A lot of rest.’

‘What happened?’ asked Friday. It began to dawn on her that perhaps her worries weren’t over after all.

‘Well, as I said, he had a bang to the head,’ said Bernie. ‘And it was a hard one. He got . . . er . . . punched in the nose by another passenger on the train.’

‘What?!’ exclaimed Friday.

‘It wasn’t his fault. Apparently, Ian fell asleep on the train,’ said Bernie. ‘And you know how he’s a good-looking kid?’


‘Yes,’ agreed Friday. She and her hormones were well aware of this fact.

‘Anyway, there was a girl on the train who noticed too. She kept staring at him,’ said Bernie. ‘Her boyfriend got jealous. And he went over and punched Ian.’

‘While he was asleep?’ asked Friday.

‘No,’ said Bernie. ‘He woke him up first. Apparently, there was a big fight with lots of wrestling and banging into other passengers.’

‘I can’t believe we missed all the excitement,’ said Melanie. ‘I’m going to have to seriously reconsider my policy of always travelling in first class.’

‘The guard was called,’ continued Bernie. ‘He broke up the fight and called the police. They were both thrown off the train at Culoz, where the police were waiting at the station to arrest them.’

‘So Ian’s been in a police holding cell this whole time?’ said Friday.

‘No,’ said Bernie, he really looked pained now. ‘When the police arrested them, they put Ian in handcuffs first. The other guy used the opportunity to get in one big king hit.’

Friday gasped. It felt like her heart had stopped beating in her chest.


‘He knocked Ian out cold,’ continued Bernie. ‘Ian went down like a sack of bricks and because his hands were cuffed, he hit his head hard on the platform. The police took him straight to the hospital. But Ian didn’t have any ID on him. He didn’t look like his description. He wasn’t in a fit state to answer questions. So they couldn’t figure out who he was.’

‘Oh no,’ said Friday.

‘It’s only when we amended his description and I started contacting police stations at all the stops along the train line that I found him,’ said Bernie.

‘That’s terrible,’ said Friday. ‘How badly was he hurt?’

‘Physically he’s going to be alright,’ said Bernie. ‘The headaches aren’t so bad and the scans don’t show any permanent brain injury.’

‘But?’ said Friday.

‘Well . . . he’s a bit . . . foggy,’ said Bernie.

‘What does that mean?’ asked Friday.

‘What’s going on?’

Friday turned around. There he was – Ian – standing in the doorway. He was wearing one of her t-shirts, which was too small for him, and hospital pyjama pants. But his face – if she didn’t recognise the voice, she might not have recognised his face. He was transformed. Ian’s hair had been shaved short. There was a big white bandage wrapped around his skull, a cut across his nose with stitches in it, his lip was swollen and split and both of his eyes were puffy and black with bruises.

‘Oh, Ian,’ said Friday. ‘I’m so sorry we weren’t there to help you.’

Ian held her gaze for a long moment. His brow scrunched as if he was trying to think of something. Eventually he said, ‘Who are you?’

‘What?’ breathed Friday.

‘Ian is doing really well,’ said Bernie in a false jolly voice. ‘He just has a touch of amnesia.’

‘Amnesia?!’ said Friday.

‘Yeah, he can’t remember some things,’ said Bernie. ‘Although I was hoping he would remember you when he saw you.’

‘But you don’t?’ Friday asked Ian.

‘Should I?’ asked Ian.

‘I’m Friday,’ said Friday.

‘She’s your girlfriend,’ added Melanie.

‘You?’ asked Ian. He looked Friday up and down. He was apparently deeply confused by this concept.


‘Yeah, sort of,’ said Friday.

‘No,’ said Ian. He was shaking his head as if to shake off the confusion. ‘But you’re so . . .’ He started rubbing his head.

‘Be careful of the bandages, you don’t want to open the stitches,’ fussed Bernie. ‘Maybe you’d better lie down for a bit more.’

Friday clenched her jaw. She didn’t want to burst into tears again, but she was seriously concerned that her heart was about to break. She watched her uncle lead her boyfriend away.

‘This is horrible,’ she told Melanie.

‘I know,’ agreed Melanie. ‘Mexican soap operas are fine when you watch them on TV, but you don’t want your real life to start emulating one.’

‘What if he never remembers me?’ she asked.

‘You have to make him fall in love with you all over again,’ said Melanie. ‘That’s the soap-opera formula.’

‘I don’t think I could pull it off twice,’ said Friday.

Friday had assumed that Bernie would take Ian home to his mother in Paris. But the neurologist had advised against too much travel while his brain was recovering. Ian needed to rest and be still. Interpol had problems in the area that they wanted Bernie to help with so he had to stay too.

Luckily, it turned out that Uncle Bernie knew Ms Dekker. They’d attended the same security conferences over the years. She was happy to help a colleague when he explained the situation. She arranged accommodation for him and Ian in an apartment in the same building as Dr Barnes. In fact, just across the corridor in the apartment where Friday and Melanie had dumped all Dr Barnes’ rubbish when they first arrived. They found another empty apartment, this time on a lower floor, and moved the trash there so Bernie and Ian could move in.

Friday was relieved to have the physical work of moving trash. She didn’t know how she was going to interact with Ian if he didn’t know who she was. When Friday finally went to bed, she couldn’t get to sleep. She felt so guilty about what had happened to him. And so hurt that he couldn’t remember her after everything they’d been through. She knew this was irrational. Ian had a serious medical condition. But late at night, in a foreign country, in a strange bed, it is very easy to be irrational. She needed something to distract her.
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When Melanie awoke the following morning, it was to discover Friday sitting on her bed watching videos on her laptop.

‘Did you even go to sleep?’ she asked.

Friday pulled the headphones away from her ears. ‘Sorry, what?’

‘Have you been watching videos all night?’ asked Melanie.

‘I’ve been researching,’ said Friday.


Melanie peered around to see the screen. ‘It looks like you’re watching reality TV.’

‘Oh, I am,’ said Friday. ‘I’ve been researching how to build a robot warrior.’

‘I know I don’t really want to know the answer to this, but I’m going to ask anyway,’ said Melanie. ‘Why?’

‘We’re going in the CERN first annual Robot War competition,’ said Friday.

‘Again, why?’ asked Melanie.

‘So we can be close to the action,’ said Friday.

‘The action of the robot wars?’ asked Melanie. ‘You do realise how pathetic that sounds?’

‘No, the action of the inter-nerd rivalry that is tearing CERN apart,’ said Friday. ‘The people here are acting more like tribes than scientists. We need to infiltrate their tribal culture if we’re going to get to the bottom of the problems here.’

Melanie looked closer at the video Friday was watching. ‘You just want to build a robot and play with it, don’t you?’

Friday smiled. ‘There is an element of that, yes.’

‘You nerds are all the same,’ said Melanie.


‘Building a robot warrior is a fascinating scientific challenge,’ said Friday. ‘It combines the disciplines of physics, mathematics, engineering and strategy.’

‘And crashing whizzy toys into each other,’ said Melanie.

‘These robots are much more than whizzy toys,’ said Friday. ‘They’re whizzy toys with high-torque engines and sharpened power tools attached.’

‘So where do we start?’ asked Melanie.

‘You’re going to like this part,’ said Friday. ‘We’re going to go shopping.’
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Melanie did end up enjoying the day. Friday started at the local toy shop where she picked up a remote-control car.

‘That doesn’t look like it could last three seconds in one of those robot battles,’ said Melanie.

‘I’m just using this kit for the electronics,’ explained Friday.

The next stop was a bike store that sold high-torque electric motors. Friday wanted her robot to be fast and responsive.


Then they went to a hardware store where Friday spent a lot of time looking at shovel blades.

‘What are you going to use that for?’ asked Melanie.

‘You know Ned Kelly?’ asked Friday.

‘The nineteenth-century bank robber?’ asked Melanie.

‘His famous helmet,’ said Friday. ‘It was made out of a plough blade.’

‘That must have been uncomfortable,’ said Melanie. ‘An adjustable baseball cap can give me a headache if I put the stopper through the wrong hole.’

‘In the siege at Glenrowan, Ned Kelly was shot fifty-four times and didn’t die,’ said Friday. ‘That is effective armour.’

Friday took six shovels, then went to the power-tool section where she bought the most powerful circular saw they had. Or rather, Melanie bought them, using her parents’ credit card.

The Uber driver gave them some funny looks as they fit all that into the car for the ride home.

‘It doesn’t seem right that you can buy so many implements of destruction without some sort of government licence,’ said Melanie.


‘I guess they assume gardeners spend so much time in nature that they wouldn’t have any violent impulses,’ said Friday. ‘Or that when they have violent impulses, they act them out on plants instead of people.’

Friday had a wonderful afternoon putting it all together. She totally stank out the apartment soldering the electronic components together, so Melanie put her foot down when she found Friday researching where she could rent an oxyacetylene torch (she wanted to weld the shovels together). Melanie insisted that they should go down to the local garage and get a mechanic to do it there. This turned out to be a brilliant suggestion.

Pieter and Hans the local mechanics were bored with servicing family cars and hatchbacks. They loved helping with Friday’s robot. They had some good ideas of their own. Like zip-tying flaps along the sides to stop other robots getting underneath and flipping it over. The mechanics were great believers in zip ties. And they added caterpillar tread so the robot could drive right over the top of another robot if it needed to. By nightfall, Friday had a device that looked like an incredibly dangerous Roomba. It was a solid steel dome with a circular saw spinning from the top like a deadly mohawk.

‘All it needs now is a name,’ said Pieter.

‘It’s an inanimate object,’ said Friday. ‘Why does it need a name?’

‘All robot-wars robots have names,’ said Hans. ‘Usually some sort of play on words. Like Roomboto or Captain Crunch.’

‘I’m not good at humour,’ said Friday.

‘Then something that describes what it looks like, but in a cool way,’ said Pieter.

‘I’m not very good at cool either,’ said Friday. She looked at her robot. She was proud of how well it had turned out. The circular saw looked really menacing. ‘Well, it’s got a saw and it’s a robot, and we’ll be going up against all these PhDs, so how about we call it “Dr SawBot”?’

Melanie, Pieter and Hans all burst out laughing.

‘What?’ asked Friday.

‘It’s the way you said it,’ said Melanie. ‘You made it sound like Dr Sore Bot. You know – bot being short for bottom – so it would be Dr Sore Bottom.’

‘And that’s funny?’ asked Friday.

‘Always,’ said Melanie.


‘Okay, then Dr SawBot it is,’ said Friday.

‘I’m going to make up a stencil so we can spray paint that along the side,’ said Pieter excitedly.

It was late and there was no-one in their carpark, so they set up an old metal rubbish bin for Friday to test it out on. The remote control had two joysticks to control direction and buttons to control the circular saw.

‘Just see if you can navigate with it first,’ advised Pieter.

‘It’s just front and back, left and right,’ said Friday. ‘I know I’m not terribly coordinated but how hard can that be?’

It turns out the answer was ‘very’. There was a lot of backing when she meant to go forward, and turning left when she meant to go right and right when she meant to go left. Friday eventually drove it right off the driveway into a flower bed, which wasn’t such a big deal. The lavender had needed a prune. But two minutes later, she slammed it into a parked Mercedes, scraping the bumper and ripping off a mudflap.

‘What have I done?!’ panicked Friday.

‘Don’t worry,’ Hans said. ‘We can fix it.’

Pieter and Hans hurriedly buffed out the paintwork and reattached the mudflap before the owner got back.

‘With zip ties you can secure anything,’ Pieter assured her.

‘Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,’ said Friday. ‘I need to learn to accept that not all things can be conquered with intellectual application alone. My hand-eye coordination and spatial thinking is not up to this task. You should have a go . . .’ She handed the remote control to Melanie.

‘Oh no,’ said Melanie. ‘I don’t know my left from my right.’

‘I think that might help,’ said Friday. ‘You’re a more intuitive thinker. Give it a try.’

Melanie took the controls and tentatively tried moving first forward and back, then turning left and right.

‘I think I get the idea,’ said Melanie.

‘Now try it with a bit of speed,’ suggested Pieter.

‘Okay,’ said Melanie. She spun Dr SawBot to the right, then hit the accelerator and it whizzed towards the rubbish bin at full speed. She dropped the front shovel so it scraped along the ground, jammed under the bin and flipped it over.


‘Awesome!’ cried Pieter.

‘Hit it with the circular saw!’ urged Hans.

Melanie hit the circular saw button. The shrieking sound of tearing metal filled the carpark as the robot ripped apart the whole bin in seconds.

‘Wow! That was so cool!’ yelled Pieter.

‘If they didn’t have grounds to arrest us for being terrorists before, they certainly do now,’ said Friday.

‘I never realised how much fun destroying things could be,’ said Melanie.
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The location for the Robot Wars tournament was a swimming pool. The water had been emptied out for the winter, so the twenty-five metre by fifteen metre concrete pit was the perfect place to safely send weapon-wielding robotics in to destroy each other. Bleachers had been borrowed from the auditorium and assembled on all four sides of the pool, so the maximum number of people could attend. And of course, the whole thing was being live-streamed for the researchers who couldn’t bear to be parted from their research to watch in person.

Dr Dalecki himself was going to referee the matches. He had on a microphone headset that made him look like a backup singer. He was jovially enjoying everyone sucking up to him as they waited for the first match to begin.

Sixteen teams had entered, so in the first round there would be four battles with four teams in each battle.

‘I’m nervous,’ said Melanie.

‘There’s no need to be,’ said Friday. ‘To win the whole tournament we only have to make it through three matches.’

‘But the other robots have been made by some of the greatest scientific brains in the world,’ said Melanie. ‘Plus, they’re all adults.’

‘Barely,’ said Friday. ‘Besides scientists have an inherent weakness in their approach. They work things out through trial and error. They have error built into their methodology. Whereas I am a detective. I eliminate errors. We just have to wait for their mistakes then pounce.’


‘And by “pounce”, you mean “tear to pieces with a circular saw”?’ said Melanie.

‘Exactly,’ agreed Friday.
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When the draw was posted, Dr SawBot was scheduled to be in the third match of the day. This was good. It meant Friday and Melanie got to watch eight other teams compete first and get some ideas for tactics.

Dr Dalecki gave a short speech before the match started. ‘Welcome to the first annual CERN Robot Wars Competition!’

The crowd cheered.

Dr Dalecki continued. ‘Now we’re all here to have fun . . .’

‘And eat free food!’ heckled a jokester from the crowd.

Dr Dalecki snapped his fingers at his assistant and put his hand over his microphone. ‘Get that person’s name,’ before turning back to the crowd to resume his speech. ‘There are some very impressive robots here today, so let’s have a good fair competition. May the best engineers win!’


A hooter blowed and the first match was underway. It soon became apparent that Friday’s plan to rely on the flaws of the other teams was never going to work. The robots were seriously good. Halley’s boyfriend, Brad, was the leader of the engineering team in the first match. His robot was called Sir Stabsalot. It was about the size and shape of a lawn mower, if the lawn mower had a tiny medieval knight inside. Brad’s strategy was to drive Sir Stabsalot at his opponents at top speed, then just before the moment of impact a long sharp lance would shoot out and stab the other robot. It was remarkably effective.

Halley was there to be supportive. Although she wasn’t actually watching. She spent the whole time on her phone. No doubt messaging her team about their experiment.

A bigger robot with a huge crushing arm lined Sir Stabsalot up to pulverise it, but as the arm lifted, the lance shot out and stabbed it in the armpit. The lance went straight through the protective armour and destroyed the electronic components inside. Sir Stabsalot easily went through to the next round.


‘Wow!’ said Friday, turning to Halley. ‘I never would have imagined you falling for an engineer, but Brad has impressive skills.’

Halley glanced up from her phone. ‘What? Oh, he won, did he?’ She looked up to see Dr Dalecki shaking Brad’s hand, then posing for a photo with him.

‘You should go over and congratulate him,’ said Friday.

‘Why?’ asked Halley, returning her attention to her phone. ‘He told me he was going to win. And he did. What’s the big deal?’

Friday knew her social skills were limited, but her sister seemed to be taking it to another level.

The second match had an entirely different cast of robots. There was one called The Potato Wedge that was basically a huge wedge.

‘What’s that one going to do?’ asked Melanie. ‘Wedge a door open?’

‘Just because a wedge is simple, doesn’t mean it isn’t powerful,’ said Friday. ‘A wedge may simply be two inclined planes, but it will push two objects apart. In fact, it will use the object’s own force to do it.’


Friday was right, they soon saw what The Potato Wedge was capable of. It would wedge its edge under an opponent, then activate a powerful piston inside that would flip it over.

‘I’m glad we’re not up against that one in the first round,’ said Melanie.
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Soon it was time for the third battle, which meant it was Friday and Melanie’s turn. The other three robots in their battle were intimidating. The Dungeon Master had a mace on the end of a whipping arm that smashed back and forth. The Lobster had giant pincer arms. And The Cannon Blaster had a long tube coming out of the front.

‘What do you think comes out of that tube?’ asked Melanie.

‘I don’t know,’ said Friday. ‘I doubt it’s good though.’

When they drove Dr SawBot down the ramp into the pool, Dr Dalecki glowered at Friday and Melanie.

‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded.

‘Entering the Robot Wars,’ said Friday.


‘You’re not staff,’ said Dr Dalecki.

‘Yes, I am,’ said Friday. ‘I’m my mother’s carer. Support staff are people too, you know. You didn’t say only staff with PhDs could enter.’

Dr Dalecki glowered some more. He clearly would have loved to have thrown Friday out of the competition, but he didn’t want to do so while thousands of people were watching.

‘Perhaps you could explain why, when I moved into my campus housing this morning, I found two cubic metres of trash in my living room,’ said Dr Dalecki. ‘A considerable portion of the trash being letters, bills and periodicals addressed to your mother.’

‘Oh,’ said Friday. ‘Sorry about that. We needed somewhere to store it until recycling day.’

‘I have reported the incident to Human Resources,’ said Dr Dalecki. ‘There will be a note in your mother’s permanent file.’

‘Yeah,’ said Friday. ‘But her file has got a Nobel Prize certificate in it, hasn’t it? So no-one is really going to look at anything else.’

Dr Dalecki looked like he wanted to fire Friday and her mother right there on the spot. But he turned away, flicked his microphone on and addressed the crowd. ‘COMPETITORS READY!’

The operators positioned their robots. The DJ pumped up the music.

‘THREE, TWO, ONE – FIGHT!’ bellowed Dr Dalecki. He was getting into the spirit of the event a little too much.

The DJ pumped up the music. The crowd started happily baying for blood. Not that there was actual blood, but whatever the robot equivalent was – sewing machine oil.

‘Any suggestions for tactics?’ asked Melanie as the metal lobster bore down on her position.

‘Run away?’ suggested Friday.

‘Oooh, I like the sound of that,’ said Melanie. She deftly spun Dr SawBot away from its attacker and whizzed off down the length of the pool. They were yet to learn if Dr SawBot would be an effective fighter, but it proved to be an excellent retreater. Apparently, their opposing teams had focused on brawn but not speed.

Melanie easily dodged the others and avoided damage to Dr SawBot.

‘We’re doing well,’ said Friday.


‘It’s a bit boring, though,’ said Melanie. ‘The other robots are having more fun.’

At the other end of the pool, The Lobster was being bashed to smithereens by The Dungeon Master with its mace. The Cannon Blaster was lining them both up.

‘What do you think The Cannon Blaster is going to do?’ asked Melanie.

‘It could be a flamethrower,’ said Friday.

‘Cool!’ said Melanie.

The Cannon Blaster fired its weapon, but it wasn’t a flamethrower. It turned out to be a giant super soaker.

‘It’s a water pistol?!’ said Melanie.

‘It’s genius,’ said Friday. ‘The robots are controlled by electronics. The water will make them short out.’

The crowd fell quiet. This was disappointingly anticlimactic compared to watching robots being smashed up.

The Lobster lurched back and forth a couple of times, then seized up and stopped moving. Sparks came out of The Dungeon Master and his mace arm locked up. The Cannon Blaster spun around and started making its way towards Dr SawBot.


‘What now?’ said Melanie.

‘Now we find out if this thing really works,’ said Friday. ‘Attack!’

Melanie hit full acceleration and Dr SawBot whizzed towards The Cannon Blaster.

‘The water pistol has a range of about three metres,’ said Friday. ‘Stay that far away from it, move around and get behind the other robots. We can use them as a shield.’

Melanie did as she was told. She powered ahead until they were just three metres away, then swerved left. The Cannon Blaster fired its water pistol at the same moment, but she had dodged the flow. The Cannon Blaster couldn’t spin the barrel as fast as Melanie could whizz by. She was soon taking cover behind the defunct Lobster. The Cannon Blaster fired its jets at them, but they were only hit by spray ricocheting off The Lobster’s chassis.

‘Now what?’ asked Melanie.

‘Now we crush it,’ said Friday.

‘How?’ asked Melanie.

‘Go full throttle at The Cannon Blaster,’ said Friday.

‘But The Lobster is in the way,’ said Melanie.


‘I know,’ said Friday. ‘We’re going to use The Lobster as our battering ram. We’ve got way more torque than they do.’

‘Cool,’ said Melanie. She rammed Dr SawBot into The Lobster and drove it at The Cannon Blaster. The Cannon Blaster’s driver hesitated and that was fatal. Melanie slammed The Lobster into them at top speed, and the cannon bent upwards. Now it was like a garden fountain. The spray was shooting over the top of Dr SawBot. Melanie powered the robot forward and crushed it into the concrete wall of the pool.

The final hooter went off.

‘We have a winner!’ called Dr Dalecki.

‘We’re through!’ cried Melanie.

‘I can’t believe we won a sporting competition,’ said Friday.

‘Well, the robot was doing the sporty bit,’ said Melanie. ‘And I was doing the hand-eye coordination bit.’

‘But I built the robot,’ said Friday.

‘Yes,’ said Melanie. ‘You’re the Dr Frankenstein of robotic athletic achievement.’

[image: image]


Friday and Melanie didn’t see any matches until it was time for their second-round battle. One of their opponents was shaped like a garbage bin. It had a chainsaw on a manoeuvrable arm built into a turret in the lid.

‘It’s a garbage bin,’ said Melanie. ‘That’s good. We practised on one of those.’

‘We didn’t practise on one wielding a chainsaw,’ said Friday.

‘Imagine if bins did all have chainsaws,’ said Melanie. ‘People would be much more conscientious about recycling.’

‘We know our circular saw can cut through a garbage bin,’ said Friday. ‘But there’s no way a chainsaw is cutting through a shovel blade. Chainsaws are designed to cut wood, which is porous and full of microscopic air and fluid pockets. They can’t cut through sheer steel. We’ve got this in the bag.’

When the match got underway Melanie and Friday were feeling more confident. Melanie attacked Roombota first, a robot with spinning ninja stars on top. Their circular saw sliced it in half in seconds, ninja stars flying off in all directions. When Dr SawBot spun around to take on the next opponent, the Trash Can was systematically destroying a robot called The Hammer. It was cleaving off pieces with its chainsaw arm.

‘Wow!’ said Friday. ‘The Trash Can body might be simple. But the electronics controlling that chainsaw are amazing. It doesn’t just go up and down. It’s moving in both planes.’

The Hammer was soon completely destroyed. The Trash Can spun around to face off with Dr SawBot.

‘I’m scared,’ said Melanie. ‘Should we try running again?’

‘There’s no need to be scared,’ said Friday. ‘It’s just a robot.’

‘But I love our robot,’ said Melanie. ‘She’s only two days old. She’s too young to die.’

There was no time for evasive action. The Trash Can was bearing down on them.

‘Our saw is better than theirs on steel,’ said Friday. ‘Just go a full-frontal attack. We’ll cut straight through the can.’

‘Okay,’ Melanie drove the robot forward and set the saw spinning. The Trash Can raised its chainsaw.

‘It’s going to hit us,’ said Melanie. ‘I can’t dodge that.’


‘Let it hit us,’ said Friday. ‘It can’t damage our shell.’

Dr SawBot kept whizzing forward, but at the last second The Trash Can’s chainsaw dropped down and precisely stabbed into the thin gap alongside the circular saw, just missing the blade and stabbing into the body of the robot.

‘Oh no,’ said Melanie. ‘Not the heart!’

‘It doesn’t have a heart,’ said Friday.

‘You’re the one who doesn’t have a heart!’ said Melanie, bursting into tears. ‘Stop being so rational when it’s killing our robot-baby.’ She was desperately trying to manoeuvre Dr SawBot away, but it had stopped responding.

‘And The Trash Can wins!’ called Dr Dalecki.

Friday stared in dismay at their decimated machine. She felt like crying too. It didn’t make any sense. It was just a machine. But she’d poured her heart into that machine. And she’d been so proud of Melanie’s driving skill. Now it was all over in a fraction of a second. It didn’t feel fair. But life was not fair. When would she learn that?

Friday didn’t want to be the type of girl who moped around because her boyfriend had amnesia. But now she had no boyfriend and no robot. There was a lump in her throat, which was equivalent to a burst of hysterics in a normal person. She had decided to build a robot to cheer herself up. Now she felt worse than ever.

‘Gone too soon,’ sniffed Melanie.

‘Yes, but what a glorious one day to be a robot,’ said Friday.

A short time later, Friday and Melanie were sitting on their oversized toolbox in the staging area. Dr SawBot’s remains had been covered in a tarpaulin. Friday had her arm around Melanie. She’d stopped crying, but she was still very upset. There were at least two other teams who stood looking at their robots like they were beloved family pets whose lives had tragically been cut short.

‘Come on,’ said Friday. ‘I want to see Brad’s next battle. Halley may be glued to her phone, but the fact that she is even here at such a frivolous event suggests that she is genuinely in love with him. It will be cool to have someone with practical skills in the family.’

By the time the girls returned to the poolside, the first battle of the semi-finals was over. Brad was going up against The Trash Can as well as a machine that looked like a Dutch windmill and a robot with a huge scorpion tail that curled up over from the back and shot out flames.

Friday and Melanie went to stand by Halley.

When the battle started, Brad guided Sir Stabsalot to pierce the claw of The Scorpion and wrench it off, turning it into a shoebox on wheels. The Trash Can cut off the blades of The Windmill in seconds and hacked out the wheels from under it.

Now Sir Stabsalot and The Trash Can faced off.

‘Are you worried for him?’ Friday asked Halley. Halley still had her phone in her hand, but she wasn’t looking at the screen, she was actually watching the match.

‘Are you kidding?’ said Halley. ‘He’s the best robotics engineer in the world. No-one can beat him at this sort of thing.’

‘I wouldn’t be so sure,’ said Melanie. Suddenly Sir Stabsalot started to charge at The Trash Can. The Trash Can didn’t move. It waited, completely motionless – then, at the last second, it dropped its chainsaw, twisted the blade ninety degrees and slid the edge under Sir Stabsalot. The forward momentum of Sir Stabsalot drove it up the flat of the blade, then suddenly the chainsaw whipped up, flipping Brad’s robot over entirely. It crashed on its back, making the horrible sound of components smashing loose from their housings.

‘I don’t believe it,’ said Halley. ‘No-one is better than Brad at this sort of thing. He designs robots for all the Robot Wars TV shows.’

The crowd roared with approval. Brad’s robot was on its back. It couldn’t move. It was defenceless. The Trash Can moved in, raising its chainsaw to destroy the robot entirely.

‘They need to stop the battle,’ said Friday.

‘It’s a fight to the death,’ said Halley. ‘No-one is going to stop it now.’

‘No, they need to stop!’ declared Friday. She surged forward, pushing her way through the crowd until she was at the pool edge, then she jumped down into the pool.

This was a mistake. Apart from the fact that she was jumping into an enclosed area with two weapon-wielding robots, the pool was made of concrete and she had jumped into the deep end. Dropping 2.2 metres onto concrete is not good. Friday collapsed on the ground. The Trash Can’s chainsaw was about to slash Sir Stabsalot right in front of her. If the chainsaw didn’t hit her, torn sheet metal or even an entire robot could.

‘Get out of the pool!’ yelled Dr Dalecki. ‘You’re in the danger zone.’

The DJ cut the music.

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘You have to stop the battle.’

‘It’s a fight to the death,’ said Dr Dalecki.

‘Get out of the pool, Friday,’ said Brad. ‘You’re embarrassing yourself and me.’

‘And me,’ said Halley. ‘It’s fine if you carry on like Nancy Drew, making a fool of yourself back in your boarding school. But the name Barnes means something here. You can’t come to our workplace and humiliate us all.’

‘The delicacy of your professional reputation is beside the point,’ said Friday. ‘This battle has to be stopped because that robot is cheating.’

‘Robots don’t cheat,’ said Brad. ‘They’re robots.’

‘Ahh,’ said Friday. ‘So then it follows that a robot who cheats can’t be a robot.’

‘What is she talking about?’ asked Halley.

‘She’s going into Hercules Poirot mode,’ said Melanie. ‘She’s read too many Agatha Christie novels and is imagining she’s in a drawing room twirling a moustache as she reveals the true nature of the crime.’

‘When I first saw The Trash Can I thought it was a joke,’ said Friday. ‘The Trash Can casing offers barely any protection and it has a high centre of gravity. In terms of physics, it’s a terrible design. Shoddy workmanship, shoddy materials. The engine is under-powered and it moves slowly. But the chainsaw is something else. Dexterous, powerful and fast. When it defeated our robot, it sliced into the gap next to our circular saw with precision.’

‘So they built a better robot,’ said Brad. ‘Stop being a poor sport and get over it.’

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘That robot arm is not a better robot. It’s beyond anything a robotic engineer could build. The only way you could build a weapon-wielding arm like that is with millions of years of evolution.’

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Dr Dalecki.

‘It’s not a robot,’ said Friday. She walked over to The Trash Can.

‘Be careful,’ said Dr Dalecki. ‘That thing is dangerous.’


‘I know,’ said Friday. ‘Because the most dangerous thing on earth is – man.’

She whipped off the lid from The Trash Can and revealed a tiny man inside, sitting on top of a remote-control vehicle.

‘Hello,’ said the man.

‘The jig is up,’ said Friday.

‘I thought so,’ said the man.

‘They had a midget in their robot this whole time?!’ said Dr Dalecki.

‘Little person,’ said Friday. ‘Do you prefer to be referred to as a little person or person of short stature?’

‘I prefer Tony,’ said Tony. ‘But little person is the preferred descriptor.’

‘That’s so unethical,’ said Dr Dalecki.

‘No-one is more unethical than a competitive scientist,’ said Friday.

‘You brought in a little person?’ accused Dalecki, turning on the team operating the robot.

‘Tony is a physicist on the HERA experiment,’ said the operator. ‘It was his idea.’

‘It’s patronising of you to assume I wasn’t complicit,’ said Tony. ‘My intelligence does not correlate with my size.’


‘Your immorality doesn’t either,’ observed Friday.

‘Why should it?’ argued Tony. ‘Just because I’m a person of short stature doesn’t mean I’m more virtuous. I’m just as capable of cheating as you.’

‘Are you attacking us for catching you out for cheating?’ asked Dr Dalecki.

‘No, he’s deflecting our justified indignation and the possible implications for his professional career by changing the subject,’ said Friday.

‘Just get out of the pool,’ said Dr Dalecki. ‘Your team is disqualified.’

The crowd cheered.
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After The Trash Can had been expelled, Brad’s team went on to win in the final, which they were all very smug about. Even Halley put down her phone long enough to give him a kiss.

‘That was a very strange competition,’ said Melanie.

‘Yeah,’ said Friday. ‘I don’t think nerds should be allowed to compete in something that resembles a sporting event. They’ve got too much suppressed rage from being bad at sport.’
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The following day, there was a knock at the door and Friday opened it to find Uncle Bernie standing on the doorstep. ‘Friday, can you come and help me raid a house?’ he asked.

‘Why do you need my help?’ asked Friday. ‘I thought you were really good at raiding houses. No-one knows all the sneaky hidey-holes rich people use to conceal their contraband better than you.’

‘Yeah, I know I can search a house,’ said Bernie. ‘But there’s something going on here in Switzerland. They’ve figured out how to get things past Interpol.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Friday.

‘We usually have a pretty good idea when someone is going to try to get a major artwork out of the country,’ said Bernie. ‘These things are in the courts for years. Families of Holocaust victims will trace the documentation of their families’ possessions and work out where they are now. Then they’ll pursue their return through the courts. That whole process takes years, decades even. If the person holding the object doesn’t surrender it, we know they’re going to try to get it out of the country, and we increase the surveillance at the border.’

‘We saw cars getting searched when we arrived at CERN,’ said Friday.

‘Yeah,’ said Bernie. ‘That’s what they’ll be looking for. But they haven’t found anything. So they’ve searched the house and there’s nothing there either.’

‘Okay, we’ll come and take a look,’ said Friday.
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When Friday and Melanie went with Bernie out to the carpark, Ian was leaning against the car waiting for them. Friday’s heart rate went through the roof. She hadn’t seen him for two days. He looked better. The big bandage was gone, replaced with a smaller adhesive dressing on the back of his head. The bruising around his eyes had faded. It still looked dreadful, but now, instead of being blue and black, it was more in the yellow-and-green end of the colour spectrum. The guilt welled up in Friday again. She had to talk to him. To reassure herself it was still Ian. Her Ian.

‘I thought you were supposed to be resting,’ said Friday. Even to her own ears this statement sounded unnecessarily hostile.

Ian’s brow furrowed. He didn’t respond. He just looked confused.

‘He’s doing better,’ explained Bernie. ‘He’s meant to be getting moderate exercise and mental stimulation now.’

They all climbed into the car. Ian in front. Melanie and Friday in the back. There was awkward silence for the first five minutes. Eventually Bernie broke the silence by explaining the case.


‘A writ was issued a week ago,’ said Bernie. ‘They have an original Raphael drawing in there. They were ordered to surrender it. But they’re denying it’s on the property.’

‘Surely if they have a Raphael, someone’s seen it in their house,’ said Friday. ‘That’s not the type of thing you’d leave in a box in the attic.’

‘Oh no, they had it in pride of place over the mantelpiece,’ said Bernie.

‘That’s a terrible place to display art,’ said Friday. ‘So much temperature fluctuation and so many smoke particles.’

‘I know,’ said Bernie. ‘They should have to surrender the painting just for being such terrible conservators of a significant artwork.’

‘So where do they claim it’s gone?’ asked Friday.

‘He’s saying he lost it in a card game last year,’ said Bernie. ‘And he can’t remember the name of the guy who won it.’

‘Convenient,’ said Friday.

‘It hasn’t crossed the border,’ said Bernie. ‘It’s got to be in their house. We’ve been watching it all week, stopping any outgoing delivery vans. But nothing. It’s got to be still in there, so we’re going in.’


As they turned into the street, they were met by an unexpected sight. There were cars parked everywhere. All along the road. Up on the grass verges. Double parked in driveways. And they were all fancy prestige cars. Many of them with drivers standing around smoking cigarettes, chatting with each other or looking at their phones.

Bernie pulled up in front of the lakeside mansion they were supposed to be raiding. There were two Swiss border-control cars there, waiting for them. Bernie rolled down his window.

‘What’s going on?’

‘A party,’ said the commander.

‘What?’ said Bernie. ‘They haven’t left the house for a week and now they’re hosting a party?!’

‘It’s brilliant,’ said Friday. ‘All these guests as well as caterers, florists, all coming and going. They probably staged this whole thing just so they can sneak the drawing out.’

‘Apparently, it’s their wedding anniversary,’ said the commander.

‘But he’s only been married five minutes,’ said Bernie. He turned and explained to Friday. ‘He left his third wife after she caught him having an affair with the entertainer from their kid’s birthday party.’

‘He ran off with a clown?’ asked Friday.

‘No, she was a balloon artist,’ said Bernie.

‘Classy,’ said Friday.

‘What do you want us to do?’ asked the commander. ‘Some of Switzerland’s most influential people are in there. It would be more politic to wait till tomorrow.’

‘It’ll be gone by tomorrow,’ said Bernie. ‘They’re using their rich and powerful friends as a smokescreen. The Raphael is more important than any of them. I’m going in, and I’m getting it back.’

‘There will be hell to pay,’ said the commander. ‘They will complain to every one of our seniors, every news channel and every politician.’

‘That’s why I’m such a good Interpol officer,’ said Bernie. ‘No-one thinks much of me to start with. When it comes to reputation – I’ve got nothing to lose.’

Bernie led his team up the driveway and banged on the front door with his fist while yelling, ‘Interpol! Open up. I have a search warrant.’

It only took two seconds for the door to open, and Bernie was greeted by a very polite and very formal butler. The house behind him was empty, but they could hear the party. It was evidently happening out in the backyard. Bernie had been expecting to have his way blocked, but no-one tried to stop him.

‘Okay, you know the plan,’ said Bernie to the group of customs officers. ‘Spread out and start searching. Take your time, be methodical, search everything.’

Friday walked through the foyer and into a large room. It was obviously the rich person’s equivalent of a living room, but it was more like a ballroom in size and with a huge sunken couch in the middle. The far wall was made up of floor-to-ceiling windows and glass sliding doors, which allowed a spectacular view across a rolling lawn that sloped down to the shore of Lake Geneva. It was gorgeous. Their personal jetty stretched out over the water and an open-sided marquee had been erected on top, where all the guests were assembled, eating and drinking and listening to a live band.

‘It’s not over the fireplace,’ said Melanie.

Friday turned back to look at the room again. There was a large fireplace and there was a picture on the wall above it, but it was not a renaissance masterpiece. It was a tacky print of dogs playing poker.

‘He’s making fun of me,’ said Bernie.


‘It’s not in the house,’ said Friday.

‘Why do you say that?’ said Bernie. ‘If he’s got a safe, I’ll find it. I’ve got metal detectors. Unless it’s made of silicon, I’ll find it.’

‘No, he wouldn’t taunt you like that unless he knew he’d snuck it past you already,’ said Friday.

‘I’m so sick of rich people,’ growled Bernie. ‘Where is he?’ Bernie strode out through the glass sliding door and down towards the jetty. Friday hurried after him. Her uncle didn’t often get angry. She didn’t want him to do something he would regret.

Up ahead there was a live band playing jazz music, cocktail waiters carrying around champagne and finger food, and all the guests were dressed in black tie. People were laughing and having a wonderful time. They hadn’t noticed what was going on yet.

Bernie in his scruffy grey suit with the pizza stain on his tie looked out of place. Ironically Friday with her shock of peroxide blonde hair, punk coat and nose ring fit right in.

‘Hunziker, where’s the Raphael?’ demanded Bernie.

‘Barnes, my good fellow,’ said Hunziker. ‘I don’t know what you mean. I’ve told you I don’t have that piece anymore. Surely you believe me?’


‘My people are searching your house right now,’ said Bernie. ‘If it’s there, they’ll find it.’

‘Oh dear,’ said Hunziker. ‘Then they’re going to be wasting their afternoon. No matter, I’m sure there will be lots of leftovers after the party. We’ll be able to provide them with a nice meal.’

‘Then what? You’re saying you’ve snuck it out already, are you?’ said Bernie. ‘Where is it?’

‘Now you’re being quite a bore,’ said Hunziker. ‘I’ve been very patient with you. You’ve been watching my house and harassing my staff, going through their vehicles all week. I’m really quite cross. The police commissioner is here with his daughter. She went to school with my wife. And over there is the Minister for Justice. I think I’m going to have a word with them about your behaviour. Harassment, bullying, it’s all very vindictive of you.’

‘Sweetie-pie!’ a young woman called shrilly from the marquee on the jetty.

‘Excuse me,’ said Hunziker. ‘It’s time for the cake cutting. This is my wife’s first marriage. She’s very proud of our anniversary. And I’m very proud of her.’

‘He’s not lying,’ said Melanie, as they watched the billionaire walk away.


‘If it’s not in the house and he hasn’t snuck it out,’ said Friday. ‘Where could it be?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Bernie. ‘We’ve searched every car. Every boat. Every parcel to come or go from here.’

The band stopped playing and Hunziker held up his hand to get everyone’s attention.

‘Thank you all for coming today, to help me and Melinda celebrate the six-month anniversary of our marriage which, for me, have been the happiest six months of my life,’ said Hunziker.

‘Okay, that was a lie,’ said Melanie.

‘The word anniversary comes from the Latin word “annus” meaning “year”,’ muttered Friday. ‘You can’t have a “six-month anniversary”. Anyone who butchers vocabulary like that is clearly immoral.’

‘Melinda has brought me so much joy,’ continued Hunziker. ‘She is the perfect woman.’

‘Lie, lie,’ said Melanie.

‘Apart from being our wedding anniversary,’ said Hunziker. ‘We are also launching Melinda’s balloon business. So I want to make a toast. Everyone please raise your glasses – to Melinda and her balloons!’

‘Melinda and her balloons!’ everyone repeated.


As they raised their glasses, waiters stepped forward, pulled on ropes, and hundreds of pink and white helium balloons floated out from under the jetty.

The crowd gasped and applauded. It was very beautiful. The shiny balloons floated on the breeze out over the blue lake and into the crystal-clear alpine sky. Each balloon was dangling a string with a paper love heart.

‘That’s how they’re doing it!’ Friday exclaimed.

‘What?’ said Bernie.

‘The Raphael drawing is on paper,’ said Friday. ‘It weighs practically nothing. They’ve tied it to one of those balloons and it’s floating away.’

‘No!’ said Bernie.

Friday looked at Hunziker. Like the rest of the crowd, he had turned to watch the balloons float over the lake. He had a huge smug grin on his face.

‘Yes,’ said Friday.

‘But which one?’ said Bernie.

Friday looked at the balloons. There were hundreds, some were pink, some were white, but they were all much the same. They bounced against each other as they floated and their strings got tangled. Then Friday spotted a difference.


‘That pink one!’ said Friday.

‘Well, that narrows it down by half,’ said Bernie.

‘It’s in the middle, towards the left,’ said Friday. ‘It’s not carrying a heart shape.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ said Bernie. He was shielding his eyes with his hands so he could see clearly. ‘It looks like a plastic tube.’

‘Oh yes!’ said Melanie. ‘Just like that tube the student was trying to sneak across the border.’

‘The Raphael must be rolled up inside,’ said Friday.

‘We’ll never be able to track that,’ said Bernie. ‘Not with five hundred other balloons looking exactly the same.’

‘Shoot it down,’ said Friday.

‘I can’t get out my gun at a party and shoot down a balloon,’ said Bernie.

‘Why not?’ asked Friday. ‘The balloon isn’t a sentient being.’

‘What if I shoot the drawing inside?’ said Bernie. ‘It’s a 20-million-euro, five-hundred-year-old artefact.’

‘Okay, that is a fair point,’ said Friday.

‘I can shoot it down,’ said Melanie.

‘What?’ said Friday.


Melanie pointed to some games equipment nearby. There was an archery set. Melanie picked up a bow and arrow.

‘Hey, what do you think you’re doing?’ asked Bernie.

‘You’re a genius,’ said Friday with delight.

‘She is?’ said Bernie.

Melanie pulled back the bow.

‘Don’t do it!’ cried Bernie, lunging forward. ‘You might hit the Raphael!’

‘Don’t stop her,’ said Friday, grabbing Bernie by the arm. ‘Melanie is freakishly talented at archery!’

‘Really?’ said Bernie.

Melanie let the arrow answer for her. She fired. It shot through the sky and, in less than a second, it had pierced the outer edge of the exact right pink balloon. When the balloon popped, it sounded like a gun going off. Melinda screamed in shock.

The ruptured balloon dropped out of the sky, its contents falling with it.

‘I’ll get it!’ said Friday. She stripped off her designer coat and dived into the lake. She immediately realised this was a terrible mistake. Swiss lake water in January is freezing cold. Friday had already had a traumatic experience with sub-zero temperatures that winter. Her lungs screamed for air. Her body went into panic mode. Her heart raced. Adrenalin surged and she started to hyperventilate. She gave up trying to swim, pulled her head out of the water and gasped for breath.

There was a splash, then suddenly she was grasped from behind. Friday whipped her elbow back to strike whoever was attacking her, but as she twisted, she saw it was Ian.

‘You?’ she gasped.

‘You’re safe,’ he said. He leaned back and started swimming sidestroke back to the jetty, towing Friday along with him.

‘Forget me. We need to get the Raphael,’ said Friday.

A shadow fell over Friday as something large flew over her head.

‘Bernie will take care of that,’ said Ian.

There was a small splash. Friday turned and saw her oversized uncle surface several metres away before elegantly cutting through the water with perfectly executed freestyle.

‘Wow, he can really swim,’ said Friday.


‘Well, he was a professional athlete,’ said Ian, as he drew Friday closer to the jetty. ‘Three seasons with the Riga Raiders ice hockey team.’

The partygoers had crowded along the edge. Dr Dalecki pushed his way to the front. ‘What on earth is going on?’ he demanded of Friday. ‘What are you doing here?’

There was a ladder down into the water, so Ian helped Friday go up ahead of him, which wasn’t easy to do. She wasn’t coordinated at the best of times, but being plunged into freezing cold water had made her muscles and joints seize up.

‘I’ve only been in this job for a week,’ said Dr Dalecki. ‘And already I’m sick of your entire family. Genius status does not give you the right to act like a hoodlum.’

‘Yeah, well you’re not the boss of me,’ said Friday, through chattering teeth. She recognised her symptoms. It was either hypothermia, or shock, or most likely both. Water was still dripping off her. She felt so cold. Ian put his arms about her and drew her against his side. He was wet too, but he radiated some heat. For so many reasons, it felt good to be next to him again. Friday pulled herself together a bit. ‘I don’t care what you think. Frankly I don’t care if you get CERN to sack my mother or my entire family. I doubt they’d care much either. They’ll just continue working on their research regardless. And you’ll look like an idiot because they won’t be doing it for you. I work for Interpol. Speaking of such, where’s Hunziker gone? Someone should arrest him.’

‘His wife is working on it,’ said Ian. He pointed to the lawn where Mrs Hunziker was chasing Mr Hunziker around, threatening him with the cake knife. Several customs officers were chasing both of them. ‘I don’t think he told her about his scheme to use her balloons as his getaway vehicle.’

‘Look, Friday,’ said Melanie. ‘I found these lovely robes for you.’ Melanie had three big fluffy pink bathrobes that she had found in the lake house.
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Two hours later, Friday, Ian and Bernie were all still wearing the fluffy pink bathrobes as they drove back to CERN. But this time, Melanie sat in the front seat while Ian sat in the back with Friday, holding her hand. Supposedly to share body heat, but even Friday, with her limited emotional intelligence, realised there was more to it than that.

‘I guess we’re going to be moving on again,’ said Ian. ‘We seem to have outstayed our welcome with Dr Dalecki.’

‘I was just telling him the truth,’ said Friday.

‘People never like hearing that,’ said Melanie.

‘You got your memory back,’ said Friday.

Ian nodded. ‘Mostly, I think. The feelings have been coming back for a while. Since I first saw you again. But I couldn’t remember why I had the feelings. Then when you hit the water – I was so scared. And I remember that fear. Seeing your head go under the waves. The icy cold, the polar bear and the submarine . . .’

‘Good times,’ said Melanie fondly.

‘You weren’t there,’ Friday reminded her.

‘Which is why I can enjoy it more than either of you,’ said Melanie.

‘It was like my brain was a photo album,’ said Ian. ‘And it suddenly filled with pictures. And it was all there. Everything.’

Friday leant her head on Ian’s shoulder. It was good to feel warm again.


‘Where will we be sent next?’ Ian asked Bernie. ‘Back to Paris?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Bernie. ‘Things have happened so quickly here. Head office will smooth things over in Paris, but it might be a good idea if you three don’t show your faces there for a little while. I’ll have to talk to my boss.’

‘Will we have to go back to Highcrest Academy?’ asked Friday.

‘Urgh,’ said Ian with a shudder.

‘I doubt that,’ said Bernie. ‘I think the higher ups will have other ideas for your further education.’

When they pulled up in front of the accommodation block at CERN, they were surprised to find half a dozen police cars parked outside and the building barricaded off with crime-scene tape.

‘What’s going on now?’ asked Bernie.

Quantum was standing on the front lawn having an animated discussion with Ms Dekker. He turned on Friday as she got out of the car. ‘Where have you been?’ He was uncharacteristically emotional.

‘Fighting crime,’ said Friday.

‘You were meant to be here, preventing crime,’ said Quantum.


‘No, I was asked to babysit Mum,’ said Friday. ‘Something you and Halley should be able to cope with for one afternoon.’

‘Well, we can’t and now she’s gone!’ said Quantum.

‘What?’ said Friday.

‘It appears your mother has been kidnapped,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Is this like the time Dad reported that she’d been kidnapped, but really she’d won the Nobel Prize and had caught a plane to Europe for the lecture tour?’

‘No, there’s CCTV footage,’ said Quantum. ‘An hour ago, two masked men ambushed her as she came out of the building. They put a hood over her head, bound her up with gaffer tape and threw her in the back of a van.’

‘They won’t be able to get her out of the country,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘The airspace has been closed down for some reason.’

‘Yeah, that would be me,’ said Bernie. ‘I ordered that. They can’t get out by road either. All the customs checkpoints are fully manned and they’re searching every vehicle. They can’t get her out of Switzerland.’

‘No!’ said Friday. ‘There is one way she could be across the border in minutes.’


‘What?’ asked Ian.

‘The Hadron Super Collider,’ said Friday. ‘It’s a tunnel that passes out of Switzerland and into France.’

‘But it’s a sealed tunnel,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Is it?’ said Friday. ‘Pigeon feathers were found in the tunnel. You thought it was a prank. Pigeon racing. But what if it was simply that someone opened a maintenance hatch?’

‘That’s crazy,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘A grape was found in the tunnel too,’ said Friday. ‘Grape smuggling is the number-one thing customs officers look for when they search cars. Perhaps someone has been smuggling them out through the tunnel as well.’

‘That could be how they’ve been getting artworks out too,’ said Bernie.
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Ms Dekker’s phone rang. ‘What is it?’ She paused while someone spoke rapidly to her in German. ‘Wir sin gleich da,’ she replied, hanging up before speaking to Bernie in English. ‘There’s been a power outage at the super collider.’

‘It could be someone trying to access the tunnel unseen,’ said Friday.

‘Get in,’ said Bernie. ‘I’ll get you down there.’

Friday, Ian, Melanie and Ms Dekker crammed into Bernie’s Interpol car.


‘Put your seatbelts on,’ he advised, before hitting a switch on the dashboard that started a siren and flashing lights. Uncle Bernie’s car turned out to be way more impressive than it looked. The BMW got up to 200 kilometres per hour in just six seconds. They rocketed down the two-kilometre stretch of road to the main entrance for the super collider and he didn’t slow down to park either. Bernie drove straight up over the curb, straight through an ornamental hedge and skidded to a halt at the front door.

The security guards were waiting for Ms Dekker. She ran in flashing her badge and everyone else trailed behind. There was no time to wait for lifts. She headed straight for the fire stairs. They ran down three storeys to get to the operations room for the OMEGA experiment. Several scientists were checking computer monitors and electronic controls.

‘What’s going on?’ demanded Ms Dekker.

‘If we knew that, we would have fixed it by now,’ grumbled the lead scientist.

‘The backup generator has just come online!’ called another technician. ‘That’ll give us enough power to reboot the CCTV system.’

‘How do we get into the tunnel?’ asked Friday.


‘You can’t go in there,’ snapped the lead scientist. ‘It’s not safe. With the power off there is no temperature control. The magnets operate at minus two hundred and seventy-one degrees. Everything in the tunnel will be freezing cold by now.’

‘Someone is breaking in,’ argued Ms Dekker.

‘They already have,’ said the technician. He was watching a bank of screens. Images were flickering back up onto each one. ‘Look.’

‘What are we looking at?’ asked Ms Dekker. There were twenty-seven images on the screen and they all looked identical or at least very similar. They each had a view of the interior of the tunnel.

‘Each screen shows a different one-kilometre segment of the super-collider tunnel,’ explained the technician.

Every screen looked much the same, except for one. There was a dot moving in it. The dot was growing bigger and bigger. They could see its shape.

Friday leaned forward and peered at the image. ‘Is that a motorcycle?’ she asked.

As it grew closer and closer, they could all see the powerful motorcycle shooting through the tunnel at high speed. The rider was wearing all black. They whizzed through the foreground of one screen, then appeared in the far distance of the next.

‘What are they wearing?’ asked Melanie.

‘They’re a criminal, who cares what they’re wearing?’ said Ms Dekker.

‘No, I mean you can’t see their arms,’ said Melanie.

As the motorbike whizzed past the camera in the second screen, the rider was enlarged by proximity before disappearing into the back of a third screen. But in that moment, they could all see what Melanie meant. The rider looked like they didn’t have any arms.

‘She’s right,’ said Bernie. ‘There’s no hands on the handlebars.’

‘It looks like they’re a double amputee,’ said Ian.

‘No,’ said Friday. ‘It looks like their hands have been bound to their sides.’

They watched the motorcycle fly past again in the next screen.

‘Yes, definitely bound down,’ said Friday. ‘You can see horizontal black lines.’

‘It’s gaffer tape!’ said Ian. ‘Their arms have been taped to their sides with gaffer tape.’

‘That’s just weird,’ said Bernie.


‘But what if that person is not riding it?’ said Friday. ‘What if it’s remote controlled?’

‘This place is full of experts in remote-control devices,’ said Ian.

‘Could that be your mum?’ asked Ms Dekker. ‘And they’re smuggling her across the border by remote control?’

‘Absolutely. I can one hundred per cent confirm that those are her ugly polyester slacks,’ said Melanie. ‘I’d recognise them anywhere. I tried to burn them when she took a shower, but I think they’re made of some sort of flame-retardant fabric.’

‘We’ve got to save her,’ said Friday. ‘She really is being kidnapped. Where is she in the tunnel?’

‘Um . . .’ said the technician. ‘That screen is segment seven. Now she’s in segment eight.’

‘She must have gone in from the PAN experiment’s access porthole,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘So she’s travelling towards us, here,’ said Friday.

‘Yes,’ said the technician. ‘She should pass through the tunnel here in about thirty-five seconds.’

Friday took off running.

‘No!’ cried the supervisor. ‘You can’t go in there. It’s too cold.’


‘I’ll run to stay warm,’ said Friday, as she yanked open the door and stepped into an access passage. It was freezing cold. She could see the main tunnel of the super collider up ahead, and she could hear the sound of the motorbike approaching. She ran forward to intercept it. The motorbike’s engine was screaming. The sound echoing about in the enclosed space. It was obviously in top gear and flying at full speed. Friday suddenly realised how crazy what she was doing was. How could she stop a 200 kilogram motorbike travelling at 200 kilometres an hour in a dark tunnel, without hurting herself or her mother? She had no idea, but she had to try.

She hurried forward, but just as she made it to the main tunnel, the motorbike whizzed past right in front of her.

‘Mum!’ cried Friday. But there was no way her mother could hear her over the roar of the motorbike.

Friday jumped down into the main tunnel. The motorbike was disappearing into the distance. Friday sagged. It was moving too fast. She was too late.

‘Come on!’ said Ian. He had followed her. He jumped down into the tunnel behind her, grabbed her hand and tugged her to run with him after the motorbike.


‘But we’ll never catch them,’ said Friday, breaking into a run to keep up.

‘Sure we will,’ said Ian. ‘The border is only five hundred metres away. They’ve got to get her off the bike and up through a maintenance passage. We can catch up.’

Friday ran. Friday was not a good runner. She hated running with every fibre of her body. But all she could think of was her mum, bound up in black gaffer tape like a horrible type of mummy, all frightened and confused. Whatever Friday felt about her mum for the childhood she had given her, she would not wish that on her.

Friday told her legs to run. She ignored the burn of the icy cold air in her lungs and the ache in her chest. She ran and ran, letting Ian drag her faster than she had ever run before. Those two minutes felt like two years. Then they saw it. Up ahead. There was light.

‘You see, they’re there,’ said Ian. He was out of breath himself.

Friday tried to run faster, but her legs were screaming they were so full of lactic acid.

They could see a man in a ski mask pulling her mum off the motorbike. There was a remote-control unit on the floor by his feet. Dr Barnes wasn’t fighting, but she was stumbling. The kidnapper was not strong enough to just pick her up and carry her. They had to get her up through the access tunnel to the surface. Friday suddenly had hope that they would be able to catch up after all – thanks to her mother’s innate clumsiness.

The kidnapper lifted her mother and set her down so her feet were on the first rung of the ladder.

‘Climb,’ he ordered.

‘Climb what?’ asked Mum. Her voice was muffled. ‘I can’t see what you expect me to ascend.’

‘Hurry up!’ a voice called down from the access passage.

‘I’ll get him,’ said Ian. ‘You get the person at the top.’

Ian surged forward. His years of training with the rugby team at Highcrest Academy came to fruition. He crash-tackled the kidnapper in a way that would have made his old rugby coach proud. Mum stumbled a little and sat down. The other kidnapper’s feet appeared as they started to descend the ladder.

‘What’s the problem?’ called the second kidnapper from above.


Friday was shocked. The sound was distorted by the echo in the confined space, but it was a woman’s voice. Friday grabbed her feet and yanked hard.

‘Hey!’ cried the woman kidnapper. She hung on the rung above with her hands. But Friday jumped up and grabbed her about the middle. The kidnapper could not hold on. They both fell.

Friday was winded because the kidnapper landed on her chest. She lay flat on her back like a fish out of water – gasping to get breath into her lungs. She could hear the sound of scuffling and fists meeting faces. Ian was apparently in quite a fight. He needed help. He couldn’t risk another head injury. Friday had to be strong. She pushed herself up into a sitting position and, as she did, something dug into the palm of her hand. It was a zip tie. With a zip tie you can secure anything.

Friday looked across at the woman kidnapper. She was wearing a ski mask too. She must have known about the CCTV cameras. The kidnapper had grabbed hold of the ladder to steady herself as she stood up. Friday realised what she had to do. She launched herself forward, grabbed the kidnapper’s hand and zip tied it to the ladder.


‘Hey!’ cried the kidnapper.

Friday rolled away out of her reach, got to her feet and hurried over to help Ian. She tried to do the same type of running crash-tackle that she’d seen Ian do earlier. But when she launched herself at the kidnapper’s waist, he barely moved. She was essentially just giving him a big hug. It did, however, distract the kidnapper long enough for Ian to bop him on the head with the remote-control unit.

The kidnapper realised he was losing the fight, so he tried to make a run for it. But in the dark tunnel, he didn’t see Bernie jogging towards them. The kidnapper ploughed face first into Bernie’s chest, bounced off and slammed into the floor.

‘Nice one,’ said Ian. ‘One of your old ice-hockey moves?’

‘I was always good at standing still and letting other people run into me,’ said Bernie.

Friday went over to her mother and carefully removed her helmet. Her mother looked even more dishevelled than usual. ‘Are you okay, Mum?’ asked Friday.

‘I am not,’ said Dr Barnes. She sounded genuinely emotional. She hadn’t been crying but she sounded close.

‘Did they hurt you?’ asked Friday.

‘What?’ asked Dr Barnes. ‘No. But they interrupted me at a crucial stage in my calculations. I wasn’t even allowed a pen and paper. It’s not acceptable.’ Her voice broke.

‘It’s okay, Mum,’ said Friday. ‘Everything will be alright now. We’ll get you back to your desk soon.’ Friday hugged her mum and her mum awkwardly leaned into the hug. She gulped down a sob. ‘I know what will cheer you up. I’ll bet Uncle Bernie has a notepad and pen. He’ll let you borrow his until we can get you home.’

‘He will?’ said Dr Barnes.

Ian had started tearing off the gaffer tape that had bound Dr Barnes’ arms to her side.

‘Sure, Evangeline,’ said Bernie. ‘You’ve had a rough day. You can hold my pen and pad for as long as you like.’ Ian had freed her right arm. So Bernie tucked his notebook and pen into her hand. Tears started streaming down Dr Barnes’ face. ‘Thank you. Thank you. I would have hated to die and leave behind my work unfinished.’ She put the notepad on the ground and started writing.

Ian caught Friday’s eye. He grimaced. Friday shrugged. ‘Leopards don’t change their spots,’ said Friday. ‘But that’s okay. It’s the spots that make them a leopard.’

‘I think technically you can have a plain-patterned leopard,’ said Ian.

‘You know what I mean,’ said Friday. She turned and walked over to the woman kidnapper.

‘Careful,’ said Ian. ‘She could be dangerous.’

‘There’s no doubt about that,’ said Friday. Reaching out and grabbing the hem of the ski mask, she whipped it off the kidnapper’s face. It was Halley.

‘You! You kidnapped your own mother!’ exclaimed Bernie.

‘Just when you thought this family couldn’t get any odder,’ said Ian.

‘So is this the boyfriend?’ asked Bernie. He pulled up the other kidnapper’s ski mask and it was, indeed, Brad.

‘At least they like to do things together,’ said Friday. ‘That’s one step up from Mum and Dad.’


‘But why?’ asked Bernie. ‘You’ve both got dream jobs here at CERN. Why risk it all?’

‘That’s exactly why,’ said Friday. ‘Because they love their research so much they would stop at nothing to see it through. The one thing all researchers always complain about is being underfunded. Is this how you’ve been getting your big influx of grant money? Smuggling?’

‘Theoretical physicists hog everything,’ snapped Halley. ‘The limelight, the awards and the money. Grants are decided by moron administrators like Dr Dalecki – people who aren’t good enough to be proper scientists. So we set up our own grants scheme.’

‘But how were you going to make money out of kidnapping Mum?’ asked Friday. ‘Dad hasn’t got any money. He couldn’t pay a ransom.’

‘You’re so naïve,’ sneered Halley.

‘What were you going to do?’ asked Friday.

‘Your mother doesn’t care where she is or who she works for,’ said Brad.

‘You found her another job?’ asked Friday. She felt chilled. There was something so callous about this whole plan.


‘We needed two million euros to fix the image capture apparatus on the Detector,’ said Halley.

‘So what did you do?’ asked Friday.

‘I said yes when I was offered two million euros to deliver Dr Barnes to her new employer,’ said Halley.

‘Mum,’ said Friday. ‘This is Mum we’re talking about. She’s more than Dr Barnes to us.’

‘She’s never been more than Dr Barnes to anyone,’ said Halley. ‘She would have done the same thing to us in a heartbeat. But she doesn’t need to because she has a Nobel Prize so she is showered in grant money and staff.’

‘What you have done here is beyond illegal,’ said Friday. ‘It’s amoral. Family is the basic unit of civilisation.’

‘Pfft,’ said Halley. ‘Everything comes down to physics. Weak force is weaker than strong force. Gravity is weaker than weak force. And the force that binds our family together is weaker than any of them.’

‘The force that binds you to sanity is weaker than any of them,’ said Ian.

‘Come on, we’d better get out of here before we all get hypothermia,’ said Bernie.
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Bernie handed Halley and Brad over to the Swiss police. Kidnapping was a more serious offence than smuggling so the local police had first priority. The detective sergeant was delighted to finally have a member of the Barnes family behind bars and with so much irrefutable evidence of their crimes.

Dr Barnes was taken to hospital. Ms Dekker insisted that after going through a kidnapping ordeal she needed to be checked out. The doctors found no injuries except for a few bruises on her arms. But they kept her in overnight because they did find she had the bone density of a stick of chalk, vitamin D deficiency from never going out in sunlight and severe iron deficiency.

‘But we’ve been making her three proper meals a day,’ protested Melanie.

‘Two weeks of proper food does not make up for forty years of cuppa noodles,’ said Friday.

‘This is good news,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘Now that it’s not just domestic incompetence, it’s a medical crisis, I can arrange funding to have a full-time proper nurse take care of her. I’ll make sure she eats, takes vitamins and is forced to exercise every day.’ Ms Dekker was positively gleeful at the prospect. She didn’t mind brilliant scientists so much when she could completely control their behaviour.

When they got back to the residential building that night, they were all too tired to cook. So Bernie ordered pizza, Quantum got a big tub of ice-cream from the convenience store, Ms Dekker made a salad from the remnants of vegetables she found in the fridge – then they sat around trying to get straight in their minds exactly what happened. At first they were too tired to talk. Then they were too busy eating to talk. But by the time they got to the big tub of ice-cream, Friday started asking questions.

‘How long do you think Halley and Brad will be in jail?’ asked Friday.

‘Honestly,’ said Bernie. ‘Less than you’d think. Probably no time at all.’

‘But they committed a massive crime spree,’ said Friday.

‘That will all be hushed up,’ said Bernie. ‘No-one was injured. They weren’t the ones buying and selling stolen goods. They were just the transportation.’

‘But kidnapping is one of the most serious classes of offence,’ said Friday.

‘Yeah, but a good defence attorney will get into the details of how terrible a parent your mother is,’ said Bernie. ‘They’ll be able to argue that Halley’s immorality is, in fact, your mother’s fault because she raised her.’

‘That’s baloney,’ said Friday. ‘There is no excuse for kidnapping your own mother.’

‘The main reason Halley won’t do jail time is because she is a genius,’ said Bernie. ‘The government will want to control her. Now they will really be able to do that. She’ll be wearing an ankle bracelet and having her passport withheld for the rest of her life. She may not do jail time, but her punishment will be indentured servitude to whatever scientific institution they trade her to.’

‘But that’s what she wants – to pursue her research,’ said Friday.

‘That’s what she thinks she wants now,’ said Bernie. ‘She’s twenty-two. She’s full of fire and ambition. But what you want from life at thirty-two and forty-two are very different. And she will never be able to live down what she did here. She will come to regret it.’

‘There is still one mystery,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘You never figured out who graffitied the equation.’

‘Oh,’ said Friday. She blushed a little and stared at her pizza, as if suddenly finding her anchovy fascinating. ‘I did actually. But I didn’t like to say anything. I was hoping they would confess.’

‘You know! And you didn’t say anything?’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Why should I?’ said Friday. ‘Solving one of the great unsolved mysteries in physics is not a crime. It’s something that should be rewarded. I rewarded this individual with the time to summon the courage to reveal themself.’

She was staring very intently at the pizza now, really struggling to not look up and make eye contact with anyone in the room.

‘It was me,’ confessed Quantum.

‘You?!’ exclaimed Ms Dekker.

‘Wow!’ said Melanie.

‘This family,’ said Bernie, shaking his head.

‘How did you figure it out?’ Quantum asked Friday.

‘You were the last person into the auditorium,’ said Friday. ‘And you came and sat with us. It was so out of character. You’re usually so up in your head, thinking about your work, it would never occur to you to go and sit with a family member. It only makes sense if you weren’t thinking about physics. You were adrenalised by something you had just done.’

‘I gave myself away,’ said Quantum.

‘Also you were rubbing your hands,’ said Friday. ‘It only occurred to me later what you were doing. Rubbing the chalk off them.’

‘But why vandalise the equation?’ asked Ms Dekker.

Quantum hung his head. He did not want to answer that one.


‘For the attention,’ said Friday.

‘But publishing your findings properly in a journal would have galvanised the attention of the entire scientific community,’ said Ms Dekker.

‘Yes, but that’s not the attention he wanted,’ said Friday. ‘You publish if you want the attention of the scientific community. You commit a crime if you want the attention of CERN’s best lawyer.’

Now Ms Dekker looked confused.

‘Oh-oh-ooooh!” said Melanie. ‘He’s in love! With Ms Dekker! And she didn’t realise!’

Quantum stared at the floor like he was hoping the ground would open up and swallow him whole.

‘Oh, your whole wonderfully socially incompetent family is a gift that keeps on giving to a hopeless romantic like me.’ Melanie sighed happily. ‘You must invite us back for the wedding.’

Ms Dekker was sitting right next to Quantum on the couch. There was barely ten centimetres of space between them, yet their body language was as if they were communicating through a Perspex window in a prison visitors room.

‘You did it because you have a crush on me?’ asked Ms Dekker.


Quantum went bright red in the face. It may have been blushing, or anger, or because he was holding his breath. It was hard to tell.

‘That’s the bit I was waiting for you to confess,’ said Friday.

Quantum still couldn’t speak.

‘It’s really easy,’ said Melanie. ‘Just ask her to have dinner with you.’

Quantum glanced at Melanie. She nodded encouragingly.

Ms Dekker looked on in shocked disbelief. She looked like she was watching a snake eat a rat. Horrified and enthralled.

‘Marika,’ began Quantum haltingly. ‘Would you . . . like to have . . . dinner with me . . . tomorrow night?’

Ms Dekker’s eyes narrowed as she considered this for a moment. ‘Do you promise not to ever vandalise CERN property again?’ she asked.

Quantum nodded.

‘Well, I do have to eat tomorrow,’ said Ms Dekker. ‘So it may as well be with you.’

Quantum turned and looked at her. ‘I love you!’ he declared.

‘Whoa! Too much too soon,’ coached Melanie.


‘Sorry,’ said Quantum, getting control of himself. ‘I meant to say – thank you, I’ll pick you up at eight.’

‘This is the best happy ending ever,’ said Melanie. ‘Unless you’d like to add anything.’ She turned to Ian and glared at him expectantly.

Ian looked shocked.

Friday was embarrassed too. ‘Leave him alone. He’s still recovering from a head injury.’ She got up and turned on the TV. ‘It’s the top of the hour. Let’s check the news headlines to see if they’ve got anything about Mum.’

‘Or the recovery of the Raphael,’ said Bernie. ‘I could do with some brownie points with the Governor.’

Friday flicked to the news channel.

‘Leading the news tonight, the President of Norway has just given a press conference confirming that Crown Princess Ingrid and her fiancé were abducted earlier today,’ said the newsreader. ‘Their car was found abandoned in the outer suburbs of Oslo. Police have been searching the area. There are no leads. No ransom has been demanded . . .’

‘No,’ said Melanie. ‘It can’t be true. Binky would never let anything happen to Ingrid.’


Friday sat down and took her friend’s hand. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll find them.’
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