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A large, shapeless man stands silently on the front steps of a white concrete hotel, huddled into a creased old raincoat, waiting for his taxi. An old leather overnight bag slumps against his right leg, a generator hums quietly somewhere to his left, and behind him glow the soft lights of the hotel foyer. The man shivers slightly as his breath curls away in silvery clouds. The harsh amber light of the streetlamps opposite is diffused and muted by a damp but gentle fog. It is five-thirty in the morning on the first working day of the new year. The man is in Amsterdam, but there is little about his surroundings to say as much. This is the eleventh time in four months that he has stood on hotel steps somewhere, waiting for an early-morning taxi. 
The hotel is one of a global chain, indistinguishable from its counterparts in Hong Kong and Minneapolis, Glasgow and Cape Town, at each of which, at one time or another, the man has also stayed. They are all more or less the same, but that is why he likes them: they offer him a familiar bastion (and occasional sanctuary) amidst the uncertainty of new places. But had he chosen a quite different chain, he would have been hard-pressed to detect differences of any substance: for all its amalgam of glaring global brand and self-consciously local touches, the foyer is a hotel foyer, the car park opposite is decidedly a car park and altogether too much of the view from where he stands is the same as every other view from every other hotel at which he has ever stayed. 
The man’s name is Peter Edgar. He is forty-six years old, bespectacled, greying and plain. That is not to say that he is dull, but his unprepossessing appearance and diffident manner deflect casual encounters, so few take the trouble to find out that he is anything else. By and large he is neither noticed nor ignored; he is simply taken for granted.
Unlike the fat man of tradition, Peter does not move or dance with a surprising lightness or grace. He is simply a large, shapeless man. He plods. His shirts bulge, his collars are tight and his raincoat fastens only at the top. He knows how ridiculous this looks but even in this winter dawn, unobserved on foreign steps to which he will in all probability never return, he cannot bring himself to fasten it. He shivers again. 
As for terpsichorean depths, he has not danced comfortably – or sung or dined or even chatted outside a tiny circle of perhaps-friends – since childhood. 

Peter has not always been so big. His great, shiftless bulk crept up on him only in the last few years, for reasons into which he does not delve. Once he was, if not athletic, then certainly powerful. He might well still be the strongest man in his company, but his strength is squandered in getting from A to B. So even the physical prowess he does possess is not noticed, let alone admired. 
Peter is a management consultant. He is poorly suited to his occupation, at least as such things are judged by his colleagues and employers. His bulk leaves him little of the vigour or niceness needed for the outward flourishes and precise (if not fine) gestures to which his profession attaches such value. He is shy. He cannot catch a waiter’s eye. He is slow to build relationships with clients, or anyone else. He has little patience with catch-phrases and hyperbole, the constant inflation of trivial distinctions, or the ceaseless search for opportunities to sell something. Least of all is he comfortable selling himself. 
All the same, for more than two decades now 

he has held down a succession of increasingly senior posts in a demanding profession. His curriculum vitae is rich and deep, pitted with small, routine jobs that flourish into unexpected innovations and breakthroughs. As far as most of his clients are concerned, these breakthroughs are routinely squandered, withering as soon as the job at hand concludes. Businesses by their nature have short memories, narrow concerns and an ample supply of excuses, opacity and easily abused power, so they are prone to mislaying good ideas and good people. By and large, all but the most ‘relevant’ sections of his deft analyses and subtle advice find themselves being shelved for another day, a day when they can be given the attention they deserve. It is a day, of course, that seldom dawns. 
But every once in a while a client recognises the riches in their midst – the breadth of vision, the acuity of mind, the versatility of concept, the depth of experience, the clarity of exposition, the modesty of approach, the firmness of purpose, the absence of excuses. For these clients, the answer to almost every question soon becomes, ‘Ask Peter’. It is his deepest satisfaction: to be welcomed into an organisation, on first-name terms at every level from board to machinist, turned to because he can really help. 
Yet to his colleagues – well, to most of them - he remains a mystery. One likens him to Pierre Bezukhov: towering, intense, well-meaning, but something is missing. Cleverer than that other Pierre, but as naive. They do not like him, but neither do they dislike him. He is simply there – a little off-centre, and both a little less prominent than he should be and a little more valuable than he seems. Peter knows what people think of him and he is hurt by their equivocal opinions. But he does not show it. Though he fears that his friendship is as much a burden as a joy, he knows he has friends. 
But right now he is standing in the shallow, grateful trance of a tired man waiting for something small but important to happen, for which, thankfully, he is not responsible. 

Why is he standing out on the steps rather than inside the warm foyer? They would be happy to call him when his taxi arrives. But the foyer lights make his eyes ache and even at this hour the staff are too solicitous – ‘Another coffee, Mr Edgar?’ - to leave him to himself. Besides, he has never quite overcome an anxious expectation that a concierge will one day give his taxi to a more worthy traveller, and in the confusion he will miss his plane. This has never happened and at that moment he is the only person in the hotel who could possibly want a taxi, but he worries anyway. 
But much the most important reason he stands out there in the cold is the sky. He loves the sky. He has always loved the sky. Four months ago the five-thirty view from his hotel steps – on that occasion in Copenhagen - was bright with an awakening summer’s day. He loved the heroic vulgarity of the late-summer dawn, with its tasteless melange of sky blue and salmon pink: only nature, he had thought, could create something so garish and be admired for it. Now, in mid-winter, it is the stars. Not many, it is true, but even against the city’s yellow glare it is possible to catch one or two. Is that Sirius disappearing into the south-west? He cannot tell – the orderliness of the heavens by which he would normally know the dog star at a glance is veiled in the matt jaundice of urban nightscapes everywhere. But no, he decides - it is much too late for Sirius.

Peter shivers again, and shakes his head fiercely to dispel the waxy blob into which his mind is constantly threatening to congeal. A car approaches along the hotel driveway. He peers at it anxiously – yes, it is a taxi, but is it his taxi? He chides himself: whose else could it be? Even so, he glances about for the cab’s real customer. No, there is only him. He picks up his bag, but even now hesitates to approach until the driver lowers his window. 
‘Airport?’ 
Peter nods, opens the rear door, heaves his luggage across the rear bench and clambers in after it. 
The taxi is small – an ancient Fiat rather than the ubiquitous Mercedes - and he is squashed in on all sides. But then to him all vehicles are small – cars, coaches, even aircraft. The seat’s contours, thoughtfully crafted by a slim designer for dummies of carefully standardised proportions, topple him back against the cold, damp window pane. He shifts himself into a more comfortable position, settles back as well as he can, folds his glasses into his shirt pocket and closes his eyes. For a minute the driver offers tentative conversational gambits in passable English. Peter replies politely but with brevity. Then both fall silent. Soothed by the occasional bump and lurch as the taxi moves out onto the nearby autobaan and accompanied by the distant chorale of late-night radio, Peter drifts into slumber. 

He awakes to find the car pulling up under the stark strip lights of Departures 1, Schiphol. While the driver processes his credit card, Peter stares sightlessly out through the windscreen. As he crosses over to airside, the usual crowd of anonymous early-morning business travellers swirls unnoticed about him. Slowly he gravitates to Lounge 2, toward the familiar counter of Café Ellipse. He glances up at a nearby clock - 6.26 am. Good, they will be serving in a few minutes. Over in Lounge 1 the Constellation has been open since six, but although the Ellipse’s coffee is not quite as good, Peter prefers their patisserie. For a man of his girth, it is an important consideration. 
The café opens and Peter orders a large latte and two croissants – one chocolate, one almond. He navigates to a table equally removed from newly arrived customers and the passing public and unpacks his laptop. It takes its time starting up, but Peter feels too wooden to do more than stare at the shifting logos, copyright notices and, finally, the login screen. Another minute passes as the corporate security system installs itself on the old but familiar machine. 
Email first. Overnight messages from one or two of the professional sites to which he subscribes, plus warnings that servers in Seattle and Paris will be down the following Saturday night. Then six or seven pieces of junk that have somehow crept beneath the corporate firewalls. Pills, scams, bogus qualifications, exotic amours. Nothing, in fact. 

He loads the presentation he and Penny delivered the previous evening. Superficially at least it was a technical session, given at the prospect’s IT centre just outside The Hague, so Peter had written it. Actually, nowadays he is often relied on to write the sales pitches too: isn’t selling just another technique - find the leverage points, select the right lever, and press? It’s not magic.
But Penny led the presentation itself. Peter was not surprised. He has long recognised that he will seldom – no, he never – be chosen to make first contact with a client. It means nothing to him – other people, more ‘business-like’ than he, talk the talk better, and he is not much interested in such matters beyond understanding how they work. No doubt he could teach himself the supposed arts of persuasion, but it has never seemed important. The work is the thing.
He takes out a large notebook and scans the feedback, comments and annotations, mentally assigning each to a slide, a diagram, or oblivion. He updates the presentation to reflect each participant’s concerns, prejudices, apparent anxieties and turns of phrase. Where conflict seems unavoidable, he selects a word that will conform to every agenda. As he proceeds he also adjusts other small details he is confident no one but he will care about: a word here, a phrase here, a small strip of white space there. He finds something satisfying about honing a tool to perfection, even if he will never be allowed to wield it and no one else will be thrilled by the beauty of the result.
As usual, the session brought many small surprises - not least the barely spoken antagonisms – and paranoia - within the client’s team. In Peter’s experience, collaboration is the norm in this part of the world, but the client was recently taken over by a global corporation, and everyone in the room knew that many more eyes were upon them than were actually present.
The client’s feedback is plentiful, yet even in his present weary state it takes only fifteen minutes to incorporate everything of value. As good consultants, he and Penny closed the meeting by averring what important new insights they had gained, which they would have to ponder at length before their next meeting. Well, that took care of their billing for this month. But both had entered the meeting believing that the options were strictly limited, and nothing they heard changed their opinion. 
Peter’s task is also simplified by the fact that his presentation already contains three or four hidden slides covering most of the issues the client actually raised, which Peter now unhides. Another outcome of the meeting is equally clear – that it will take the client a while longer to acknowledge their real position. So most of the changes Peter makes are designed to make what is needed next as clear as possible, and so accelerate the day they sign a more durable contract. But his tact is extreme: until they see the light, it will be as well to let the client go on fancying that they have all the latitude they could desire. Their real position will become icily clear, Peter knows, when the client’s latest financials are released at mid-month. 
The flight indicator for London Gatwick has already changed from 'Boarding’ to ‘Last call’ when Peter repacks his laptop, heaves his overnight bag onto his shoulder and moves off slowly towards the departure gate. For a moment he thinks of Penny, who took the train to Brussels the previous evening. For another moment he feels a small tightness in his chest and a slight faintness. This he attributes to lack of sleep and the sudden strain of lifting a weighty bag, and in this he is largely correct. However, in the night he has also suffered a very small heart attack. At a little after two, as he slumbered in his hotel room, a swelling in one of his smaller coronary arteries burst. The damage is permanent but slight and very localised, and does not, on its own, threaten anything worse. Had he been awake he would have felt a violent twinge and certainly been concerned, but it had been a long day and he slept like a log. By the time his alarm sounded, his body had recovered enough for him to feel no worse than on many another, more auspicious morning. 
*

It was a little before two when Peter and Thomas came back from lunch. For once they had been able to sit at a table, order a proper meal, take their time and talk. Not that much had been said. Both were tired from their morning’s travels – while Peter was flying in from Amsterdam, Thomas was driving from Manchester - and they knew each other too well to feel any polite obligation to invent a conversation when there was nothing to say. The afternoon promised to be interesting – a new MD did not arrive every day – but office gossip and email chatter exhausted every possibility weeks ago, and both men were too experienced to waste time guessing. They knew nothing about the new man, so to say nothing would be to say enough. 

Instead they had talked about their respective projects, their clients and the likelihood of any of the work in the pipeline coming to fruition. They had joked, not quite humorously, about their boss’s propensity for believing that every least nibble was as good as landed. One day, Peter speculated, he would go back over the sales figures and show Ken exactly how prescient his enthusiasms really were. Oh no you won’t, Thomas had replied. And then they’d both laughed. No, of course he wouldn’t.
The January rain was as fierce and chilling when they left the restaurant as when they had entered. The task of sheltering two such large men continued to defeat Thomas’s umbrella, so while Thomas forced his way through the squalls and eddies, Peter hunched into his raincoat and strode, head-down and increasingly sodden, into the wind. But it was not far back to their office block, and they were laughing again as they shoved their way in through the revolving doors and out of the cold. Thomas had been telling a complicated tale about a Spaniard, a fish and a boomerang whose warm but entirely surreal punch line left Peter speechless with pleasure. They were still laughing as Peter punched the button to summon the lift.
The company – or its UK branch – lived in the twelfth, thirteenth and fourteenth floors of a tall office block in south London, approximately nine miles south of the Thames. It was neither an elegant nor a handy address, but clients seldom visited and costs were minimal – a boon for which, in recent months, the London board and the accounts department had had increasing reason to be grateful: enquiries from headquarters were becoming pointed, even shrill. 

On the two lower floors a conventionally all-purpose open-plan arrangement of desks, floor dividers and filing cabinets predominated, interspersed with unregarded plants and indistinct pictures lining walls and pillars. The fourteenth floor was occupied by the ‘Business Solutions’ practice (in which both Thomas and Peter served as principal consultants – ‘PCs’), the company’s senior management and various corporate functions. The broad central section was devoted to accounts, sales and marketing. On one side of the lobby surrounding the lift, HR occupied a small annex, while IT and the main computer room sheltered in a similar space on the other.
At the opposite side of the main floor, the MD’s office, twice the size of its neighbours, squatted in a corner. Looking out from its picture window, the occupant enjoyed a view almost to the Thames. Looking down revealed a billboard so large it covered almost the entire side of a seven-storey building, from which a car company bellowed its latest message. Denise, the MD’s PA and gatekeeper, occupied a large desk carefully set immediately before the MD’s door.

The lift opened at the fourteenth floor and Peter and Thomas emerged. On the wall opposite the lift doors hung a huge, carefully mounted poster declaring that ‘The Great Opportunity Is Where You Are. Every Place Is Under The Stars. Every Place Is The Center Of The Universe’. It had hung there for two or three years now. Once it had been the butt of many jokes - about the impossibility of seeing the stars in south London, about the worrying prospect of the universe being centred on Croydon, and so on. Now they scarcely noticed it, or its many brothers and sisters decking the office walls. 
As they walked back to their offices, Peter shivered. ‘Heating’s gone again.’
‘Nice way to greet the new boss.’

‘When’s the show start?’
‘Two-thirty in the training room.’

The training room was another major cause for alarm among the accountants. Almost half of fourteenth floor was taken up with training facilities and equipment acquired in the throes of one of the previous MD’s many misdirected inspirations. It remained unused but for occasional internal sessions and as a corporate lumber room. There seemed to be no way to dispose of it without paying ruinous penalties, but in a market where people were lucky to have jobs, let alone training, there was no profitable use to which it could be turned.

‘See you there.’ Thomas nodded and they turned towards their respective offices. 
But before they could part, Ken called to them from his nearby office with an urgent wave of the hand. The conspiratorial expression on his face and the edge in his voice were so unlike his normal self that Peter and Thomas approached his room apprehensively, as though it might have mutated into a dark and treacherous cavern. As they each took a chair, Ken closed the door firmly behind them, and then turned to speak.
‘I’ve already spoken to Penny, Clive and Edmund, so you need to see this too.’ His tone prompted his audience to concerned glances. ‘The Practice Heads are all being required to present their current business figures this afternoon. Just to make sure we are all singing from the same song sheet, I thought I’d give you all a heads-up.’

He took the single sheet of paper he had been holding to his chest and placed it face-up on the table. It showed four simple graphs. Thomas performed some rapid mental arithmetic. ‘So the revenues will fall off a cliff in about four months.’
Ken glanced at him with uncharacteristic sharpness. ‘We can’t assume that’, he snapped. 
No, thought Peter, whose assessment mimicked Thomas’s own, we can’t assume that. But we could pretty safely bet on it. And the discretion – almost secrecy - with which Ken had shuffled them into this evidently very private presentation confirmed that, even if he could not admit it openly, Ken understood very well these four lines’ true significance. 
Equally plainly, however, now was not the time to debate the issue. Peter asked a more tactful question, to which he suspected he already knew the answer. ‘How does this compare with the other practices?’

‘Still the best’ replied Ken with a tight, humourless smile. Thomas, who had been informally tracking all the practices’ performances for many months now, nodded in agreement. Peter was more reassured by Thomas’s curt nod than Ken’s firm words. 

‘So what’s the story?’ asked Thomas.

‘Well, the pipeline’s pretty healthy,’ Ken replied. He glanced at the others, whose expressions were carefully non-committal. Ken mistakenly took their neutrality for agreement, and went on - ‘I don’t think it’ll be a problem for us – or at least he won’t think we’re his biggest problem.’ Again he looked around. ‘Any comments?’
Thomas shook his head, and Peter carefully answered the question with another question. ‘What did the others have to say?’ 

‘They agreed with me.’ Ken paused again, but again no reply was forthcoming. Eventually Peter asked, ‘Have you met him yet?’

Ken shook his head. ‘But I will in about twenty minutes,’ he said, and started to rise. ‘Let’s see what he has to say for himself.’
The training room was filled almost to capacity – probably for the first time ever, reflected Peter. It’s a pity none of them are paying customers. Ken moved to the front to join his fellow senior executives sitting on a low rostrum at the end of the room, while Thomas and Peter joined their fellow PCs on the far side. They exchanged slight nods and expectant looks, muttered greetings to nearby team members, but otherwise remained impassive in the face of the hushed agitation murmuring all about them. 

Two minutes later the doors suddenly swung open again and the room fell into complete silence. Knowing how long he would have to get used to the new MD, Peter was in no hurry to catch his first glimpse. He turned not towards the door but towards his colleagues. He was unsurprised that every eye was following the small group of middle-aged men now stalking purposefully towards the rostrum. A few staff members craned their necks for a better view, but if a thrill passed through the room, it was of tension, not excitement. They would be attentive but not, Peter guessed, enthused. After the last few months, they could hardly feel otherwise.
Of the four men who now approached the rostrum, Peter had known the finance director for many years and recognised a second member of the party as a senior corporate director from the company’s headquarters in St Louis – both pleasant and competent men who would not stand out in a supermarket or railway station. As for the other two men, the introductions that now took place at the table made it clear that they were newcomers. 
Peter had expected at least a minute or two of corporate rhetoric and drum-beating introductions before they heard from their new managing director, but after only the briefest of handshakes and words of greeting among the senior executives, the taller of the newcomers broke off, stepped to the rostrum and began to speak.
‘Good afternoon. My name is Philip Denham, and I’d like you all to call me “PD”.’ He paused, gazing slowly around at the two hundred faces before him. 

‘I like winning. I’m also very good at winning, so I’m a happy man. And I believe that – with your help - I can make this a winning company again. I’ve looked a long way into this company’s history and I think I understand what makes it tick. People. People make this company tick. And of course, by “people” I mean – you. You made this company great in the past, and I am confident – I know – you can make it great again.’

He paused again, and this time Peter had the impression that he was waiting for a reaction. But there was no nothing: PD stared out expectantly at two hundred faces, and two hundred faces stared expectantly back. But on PD flowed. And on, as for ten or twelve minutes he dilated upon the pleasures of winning (which he defined in terms of ‘beating the other guy’) and the visceral satisfaction victory gave him. He rhapsodised on other things that gave him pleasure – his cars, driving fast, his yacht, and above all else the knowledge that he had won all this by taking on all comers and emerging triumphant. Then he enthused about the company some more.
Peter started to wonder who he thought he was talking to. If (as Peter suspected) the people in front of him weren’t his real audience, who was? The executives at his back? The board in St Louis, to whom his performance would undoubtedly be paraphrased no more than thirty minutes after he finally shut up? Some imaginary business superego – PD’s private notion of what a serious business executive says in a situation like this? Perhaps all of them together. 

Now PD was lingering over the thrill of making the big deals and never taking no for an answer. He recounted a succession of anecdotes that all but explicitly told his listeners that he was a self-taught entrepreneurial Wunderkind who had dragged himself up from nothing to his present heights in the face of all manner of obstacles. He used words like ‘passion’ and ‘commitment’ and spoke of the company needing to ‘go on a journey’ – a journey through the pitiless jungle of the modern market, through which PD would shepherd them to safety. Then he mentioned his ‘passion’ again, and how ‘delighted’ he was to be able to devote his wealth of experience to their salvation. He did not pat anyone on the head, but it was close. On the other hand, it was clear that, in PD’s own mind, there was only one word for PD: he was a star.
Peter’s heart began to sink, and he was not alone. Quite a few of PD’s nominal audience were shifting uneasily in their places or looking around questioningly at one another. Peter looked towards the senior management table. Of those present, only the other newcomer and the emissary from HQ showed any sign of listening - the others all seemed to be carefully looking anywhere but towards another human face. Some looked at the ceiling, others down into the table-top; two were looking discretely at their watches. Had he been able to hear Edmund’s current thought – ‘Perhaps this is where one of the more impressionable consultants is supposed to swoon’ – Peter would not have disagreed.
And then PD stopped. At fourteen minutes and seventeen seconds, abruptly, apparently in mid-stride, perhaps even in mid-thought, but all at once he was no longer speaking. Instead he was looking around inquisitively, until after a few moments he asked, ‘Any questions?’

There were no questions. In fact there seemed to be no reaction at all. It went on and on. The principal consultants had enough experience to know how important it was to have something to say at such a juncture, just to break the ice, and several of the junior staff were now looking towards them pleadingly, as if it was their responsibility to save them from this embarrassment. But PD’s peculiar display of egoism and cliché seemed to have sapped everyone’s – even the senior executives’ – power to respond. Thomas (who had indeed fabricated a helpful question beforehand) found that his mind had gone blank. Penny and Clive glanced at one another and then away to opposite corners of the room. Peter just stood there. He too had thought up a suitable question (and could still remember what it was), but PD’s speech had been so extraordinary that he was far more interested in seeing what would happen if no one said anything than in encouraging the new boss to adlib still further. So he remained silent, waiting calmly to see what would happen next.
But then it was over: abruptly PD smiled a small, tight smile, rubbed his hands together in an ostentatious gesture of cartoon-busyness, said ‘Thank you’, and strode from the room. 
As one, the startled executives leapt to their feet and scurried after him, followed more slowly by the man from HQ. After a few moments’ hesitation, Penny, Clive, Edmund and the principal consultants from the other practices also followed, and the rest of the staff slowly filed out after them. Thomas and Peter brought up the rear, silent, only occasionally glancing at one another, and slowly made their way out into the main office. 
There, as expected, they found their fellow PCs hovering at Ken’s door. As they approached, Edmund was mimicking the new boss - ‘“I’d like you all to call me PD” - Oh dear…’ - and sighing theatrically. His colleagues exchanged equally doubtful looks. 
Before Peter and Thomas arrived, they were an unprepossessing group: middling people subsiding slowly into middle age. The men were clothed in the anonymous uniform of business – dark suits, black shoes, conventional hair, ties that strove to assert their wearers’ individuality yet managed no more than to mark out an inoffensive difference. The one woman, Penny, in a dark skirt, pale jacket, cream blouse and restrained bob, stood slightly back from the rest, and stepped back further still to allow Thomas and Peter to enter the group. They at least provided some presence, though Peter’s sheer size, like any other looming but otherwise unexceptional mark on the landscape, soon dissolved into the background, a topographical feature to navigate by rather than a destination to aim for. 
Thomas, however, cut a genuinely striking figure. Tall and well built, his face strong almost to the point of violence, he was, as he knew, the unspoken centre of gravity for the consultants. Carefully but comfortably dressed, he disarmed accusations of arrogance with an accommodating manner and a gift for smiling. As a result, he was almost universally liked and, had such a thing been possible among management consultants, would have been universally admired.
No more than minute later, Ken too arrived, and they filed into his office. As they took their places around the long table, Ken stood at the window, his back to his team, looking out over the semi-industrial suburb. Then he turned, took his place at the head of the table, and spoke. To their surprise, he said nothing at all about the new MD.
‘As you know, we are having a difficult period. We need to be realistic, and make the most of a weak position. We need to plan very carefully for the next few months. To do this I have decided to make some changes to how this practice is run. So as of today, I am appointing Thomas my deputy, with special responsibility for business planning.’
A faint charge ran around the room. It was a surprise to everyone – even, it seemed, Thomas. After a moment’s thought Peter concluded that it was a sensible move: Thomas was plainly the right person. His colleagues, however, seemed shocked by Ken’s announcement. But Ken immediately extinguished any prospect of mutiny. ‘Now, I have to join our new boss again’ – he glanced down at his watch – ‘right now. We can discuss this further at our next team meeting.’ And with that he rose, nodded to the assembled group, and departed in the direction of the MD’s office. 
As one, his remaining subordinates turned to face Thomas. But Thomas, who was indeed as surprised as his colleagues, disarmed the pointed questions and ironic aspersions his colleagues were rapidly formulating by simply leaving the room, as he might leave any other team meeting. Excepting only Peter, who took note of each of his fellows preoccupied expressions in turn, the remaining consultants looked anywhere but at one another, and the room emptied quickly, leaving only Peter at the table. He wondered what interesting conversations Ken’s announcement would trigger. 
Well, he thought as he strolled back to his own office, at least I can count on being left alone for the rest of the afternoon. His combination of well publicised indifference to office politics, seniority in the practice and his close working relationships with Ken and Thomas alike made him a difficult ally to cultivate, and he was glad of it. So he returned to the morning’s task – putting the finishing touches to the Dutch presentation and writing a long message to Penny about what he thought they should do next. After another half an hour he was happy enough with both to hit the Send button and wander off to the kitchen for a fresh cup of coffee.

At his desk again, he struggled to decide what to do next. Nothing came. Come on now, what did he have to do? He could not recall. No doubt there were many things, but he could remember none of them. He was very tired, it was true – last night was by no means the only radically truncated night he had suffered lately. Just do something you know you have to do. Email, he thought. There’s always email. And as he watched, a new message appeared in his inbox – there, he thought, there’s something to do. 
But before he could open the email, his mouse halted, almost of its own volition. His arm was like lead. What was it? His mind was a blank – no, a soup of half-thoughts. He struggled to think something clear and explicit but could only stare at the screen before him. 
It was not the first time this had happened. Over the last few weeks there had been several moments when he had suddenly run out of energy. Moments when could not quite place himself, when he was… what? He did not know. And that was it, of course – they were moments when he did not know – anything. Somehow he was there yet at the same time he was far away. He might be looking directly at the simplest words, the simplest picture, the simplest scene, yet somehow he could not register what they meant. He could see what they were, but could not see, outside the sentence or the screen, that they meant anything at all. No, that could not be it – it made no sense. 
Peter was still toying with his coffee later when the phone rang ten minutes, summoning him to Ken’s office. There he found Ken at his desk, apparently reading emails. Peter knocked, entered and took his accustomed place in the armchair opposite. As soon as he was seated Ken turned to face him.
‘How’d he take the figures?’ asked Peter.

‘Well, as I said, we’re not his biggest problem.’ It was not an answer to Peter’s question, but the evasion in Ken’s voice and the tension in his rigid face made it clear what the answer must be. But that was not what Ken wanted to speak to him about. Instead he looked closely at Peter and asked him, ‘Do you remember what I said when I recruited you? How I wanted a grown-up around the office I could talk to?’ 
Peter nodded. They had often compared opinions of the sort of people who succeed in business, and agreed that the correlation between business success and their respective definitions of ‘grown-up’ was not high. Was it sour grapes? Peter was not quite sure, and it was not quite the kind of possibility he thought he could raise with Ken. Then Peter guessed what Ken was getting at. ‘Yes’, he said, ‘but I never thought you were looking for a successor.’

‘No,’ replied Ken cautiously, as though eager to avoid being too blunt. But Peter was perfectly happy with the situation. Having long since come down in favour of being grown-up over aspiring to corporate heights, he was neither happy nor unhappy with his current position and its limited prospects. To know that he was not marked for rapid advancement any time soon affected him no more than hearing that he was unlikely to become Olympic pole-vault champion - it was a matter both of fact and of complete indifference. But Ken retained his ambitions – he hoped to be the exception that would combine career success with being someone he would want to be. 
‘I’m sorry I couldn’t offer you the job. Thomas is just the right person for it’, continued Ken. He paused for a moment, perhaps for a reply. 

Peter nodded. ‘Oh, I agree. And I wouldn’t have wanted it anyway. But I hope you realise how many ambitions you just derailed.’ 
‘D’you think so?’ asked Ken, apparently perfectly seriously.

‘Oh yes. Penny – Clive – Edmund - I’m sure they all think they could do as good a job as Thomas.’

‘Really? But I only made Penny a PC to avoid having to give her a pay rise.’

‘Really? I had no idea. But she’s very good - as good as the rest of us, anyway.’
Ken thought for a moment. ‘You could be right. But she hasn’t the experience. She doesn’t know how this place works either.’ Thomas, by contrast, was an old hand at both consultancy in general and this consultancy in particular. 

‘What about Clive?’

‘A very good manager, but not a leader.’

‘Edmund?’ 

‘Well’, said Ken cautiously, ‘some people rise by being good, and some people rise because they are good at rising.’ Peter’s eyebrows arched at such a frank remark, but he could not disagree. For a moment he was tempted to ask ‘So why not me?’, but he wanted to save Ken - and himself – the embarrassment of choosing between the hurtful and the dishonest. So he remained silent and Ken continued.
‘I hate to ask you this, but Thomas will need a lot of support.’

‘You want him to be your deputy, and me to be his.’
Ken nodded, his face a picture of relief at Peter’s understanding and embarrassment at what he was asking of him. ‘Oh well,’ said Peter, his face a mask of disappointment. ‘Always the bridesmaid…’‌ Now Ken looked truly pained, until Peter added, ‘ - thank God. How would I ever get anything done if I had to be in charge too?’ 
Ken’s expression turned from pained embarrassment to a pained ruefulness: ‘Tell me about it.’ 
If his competitors were so easy to dismiss, Thomas’s credentials for his new role did not need elaborating. It was also more comfortable to all concerned that they remain unspoken. In an organisation that sometimes had the air of a home for distressed gentlefolk, Thomas was going somewhere. Everyone assumed as much, even those who knew nothing of his lofty banking connections, and those who did took it for granted that one of them would soon arrange his apotheosis to some well-upholstered City heaven. In appointing him his deputy, Ken was only acknowledging the obvious: that Thomas was the rising star, and the only role Ken was expected to play in his ascent was to get out of his way.

But the matter was now resolved and the conversation passed on to business-as-usual: the ups and (mostly) downs on the mentoring programme; the prospects for the training budget under the new regime; and then whether the heating system would ever work properly. With that Peter recognised that serious discussion had mutated into frivolous chat, but before departing he paused for one last question.
‘How long have you known our Mr Denham was the new MD?’

‘I only heard yesterday morning – probably no more than an hour before you.’
‘Glad to hear you’re ahead of the game.’ To any of the Practice Directors but Ken this would have been impertinent, and from Peter astonishing. But he and Ken had known each other for too long and shared too many experiences to take umbrage at familiarities. In every respect except that Ken was Peter’s boss, they knew each other as equals. So Ken simply replied, ‘No matter how high we fly, we’re just grunts to the people above.’ 
Peter smiled sympathetically and left.

As he returned his own room, the leaden sensation with which he had left it returned. It was a little after four. He sat in his chair, again trying to think of things to do. After a few minutes, recalling how long ago his working day had begun, he wondered whether he might not just go home. Yes, you’ve done enough, he thought, and prepared to depart. As he left his office, he felt suddenly anxious, as though he was doing something improper, as though one of the junior consultants might jump out and demand what the hell he thought he was playing at and order him back to his room in disgrace. It took a moment to shake off the sensation, and five minutes later he was in the underground garage, steering his car out through the security barrier.
*

For most of the evening he felt tired but nothing worse. After dinner he to his favourite armchair, reading Sense and Sensibility while Andrea telephoned their children and then Peter’s mother. He had been reading Austen’s entire works – novels, juvenilia, fragments and all - since the evening some months before when he had found himself staring vacantly at the massive business book in his lap. Once or twice he had tried to make himself read on, but it was soon clear that he would not continue – not then and, as he realised with uncharacteristic finality, not ever. The sensation was strange, almost shocking. It was a good book – a beautiful book, in fact, a classic, a masterpiece – and ever since university he had insisted to himself, as a matter of personal and intellectual pride, on completing any book he began. Only on the rarest of occasions – when the work was plainly too frivolous or too palpably wrong-headed to bother with – had he abandoned a book. 
That night, however, it was as though something inside him had simply switched itself off. Not only could he not finish the book in his lap but, looking over to the stack of important business and technical tomes clamouring for his future attention on his bookshelves, not one of them was able to command his attention, let alone enthusiasm. Would he ever look at them again? Well, all these months later, they still lay exactly as he had left them. 

For a long time he did not know what to do – instead, or, for the rest of that evening, at all. The following evening he felt scarcely any more enthusiastic, only surprising Andrea by asking her to suggest a novel. Delighted to find an opportunity to inveigle him into the universe of ‘Culture’, she selected one of the many classic novels that lined her bookshelves. It was Persuasion, and Peter had read it from cover to cover over two evenings and a Sunday afternoon. He enjoyed it, and spent some weeks ploughing through most of Andrea’s personal favourites – Anna Karenina, The Good Soldier Schweik, Moll Flanders, You Can’t Go Home Again, Catch-22 – before settling down to read systematically through Austen.
From time to time he felt uncomfortable with the change, but he could not reverse it. In fact after a while he realised that what he actually felt bad about was that he did not feel bad – that he had sloughed off two decades of commitment to professional expertise as though it had been a pointless affectation he should be relieved to dispense with. He continued to make himself read the usual working papers and spreadsheets on the train to and from work, and sometimes even in hotels. But even there – in what had once been refuges where he could devour business and technical literature ad libitum – he found himself increasingly foregoing the Sloan Management Journal and the Harvard Business Review in favour of the manners and misunderstandings of Regency withdrawing rooms.
Andrea had been pleased at the change. She believed firmly in the virtues - intellectual, moral and redemptive - of good fiction, just as she believed in art galleries and opera and good walking shoes. For years she had hopefully suggested the occasional cultural day out, and Peter had not demurred. But neither, to Andrea’s slight chagrin, had he enthused. He insisted that he enjoyed himself at the time, but nothing seemed to bring him firmly into her own cultural orbit. So this sudden conversion to good books was most welcome, and so closely fitted in with her own ideas about how an intelligent person spent their spare time that she did not wonder what had occasioned his seemingly instantaneous quantum tunnelling from one intellectual universe to another. 
Tonight, however, Peter had promised himself an early night, and it was still not eleven when he set Marianne and Elinor aside. At first he felt his weariness as a welcome guide leading him to a warm, gentle end to a long, interesting day, but as he finished pulling on his pyjamas, the leadenness returned. Rather than settling comfortably into the inviting bed, he slumped on its edge, stared into the carefully stained floorboards and thought of nothing. Rain pattered on the darkened panes and the wind whispered to itself. The floorboards were cold under his bare feet, but for long, long minutes he sat there, motionless, silent.
After perhaps fifteen minutes, the door opened and Andrea entered. She paused in silence in the doorway. He could not have failed to hear her but he did not acknowledge her entry, and for a moment she wondered whether she should leave him to himself for a while longer. It was not the first time in the last month or so that she had found him thus: silent, forlorn, far away. Of course she had asked him what was wrong, but he had said nothing. At first she had assumed that he was not ready to tell her yet, and had left it at that: if there was anything to say, eventually he would say it. But the increasingly blank, helpless looks told her something else – not that he would not tell but that he could not. He did not know what was wrong. 
Slowly she prepared for bed. Her dressing gown she folded over the back of the old armchair in the corner. Her phone she set to wake her as usual and laid it on her bedside table. The duvet she drew back on her side. Only then did she come around the bed to the window, and pull the curtains together.
As she stood there, Peter put out his hand to stroke her back. She turned and took her place at his side. He leant over and laid his head on her shoulder. Her arm found its way to his shoulder and gently stroked his hair. After a few moments, he spoke. 
‘I had that nightmare again last night.’

Andrea hesitated to reply: she had seen his reaction to the previous visitation. For days afterwards he had seemed to be in shock. As she said nothing, he continued.
‘The one I had a while back – do you remember? I am in the sea, a long way from the shore. There is a beach and dunes and perhaps some hills beyond, but they are miles away. It’s night-time, very dark, though I can see clearly. The sea is a drab midnight blue – rolling heavily but with just a few splashes of foam. It heaves me up and down so far that one moment I can see for miles in all directions and the next I’m sure I’m going to be overwhelmed by huge walls of water. In the sea there are huge semi-circles of rock columns looming over me like enormous stalagmites – sharp and pointed, gigantic stone needles, hundreds of feet high. The sky is dark, almost black - starless. It is all so gloomy. I’m struggling in the water between these rings of rocks, trying to stay up and not be smashed against them. I’m not drowning or even going down yet, but I know I can’t stay up much longer.’
He paused. As Andrea recalled, this was a far as the dream had gone last time. But Peter took a long, slow breath and went on.

‘Then suddenly I realise that the sea behind me is forming something like a cliff – a very steep slope, and I am about to be washed down it. I know it’s completely unnatural but I accept it – it’s just there. And I know that if I go down that slope I’ll be washed out into the ocean. And there’s no end to it – I can see for miles and miles that way, it goes on forever and ever. I’ll drown if I go out there. I’ll be completely lost, and I’m just about to be swept over. I just know.
‘Then I woke up.’

For some moments they sat together on the edge of the bed, he still resting against her, she stroking his hair. He was breathing hard. What should I say? thought Andrea. She had no idea. She went on stroking his hair, then squeezed his shoulder gently and kissed his hair. He waited for him to speak again, but he said nothing. After a minute or two more they climbed beneath the duvet and, curling together, fell slowly into dreamless sleep. 
He awoke to the gentle tinkling of his phone alarm. Six-fifteen, thought Peter. For a few moments he lay with his eyes tightly shut, briefly imagining himself switching it off, turning over and going back to sleep until he awoke naturally. At about midday, he guessed. But the alarm went on, and fearing it would wake Andrea too, he groped across the bedside table towards the faintly fluctuating glow and depressed the snooze button. Seven more minutes, he thought, subsiding back beneath the duvet.

As he lay there he pondered (a little resentfully) the paradox of alarm clocks. If – as he often did - he woke up before the alarm was due - often by five - the urgency with which his tired body insisted that it needed more sleep would fill him with wakefulness. Though he tried earnestly to think about nothing, increasingly strenuous thoughts of thinking about nothing would rush around his head, whose sleepy wiring promptly span off webs of only barely connected new thoughts, half-thoughts and images. Nothing led to outer space to spaceships to a bright green steam engine, and soon he was asking himself how long he had been asking himself whether he had chosen the right colour for his car and when the lawn had last been mowed. And, of course, why he could not simply think of nothing. But this in turn triggered recollections of a conversation he had had once with a psychology student at university about whether it was ever possible to think of nothing, and off he went again.

As soon as the alarm actually sounded, however, he would relax so completely that he was in immediate danger of falling asleep directly and missing his train. He imagined the departing green steam-train puffing into an entirely imaginary wooded countryside, and himself running and waving frantically from the platform. As the warmth that crept pleasingly through his body as he rummaged through these picaresque ruminations instantly confirmed, these too were the thoughts of a person well on his way back to sleep. 

He snapped back from the threshold again, his eyes wide, his body rigidly alert to the thought of the need to be rigidly alert so he would not fall asleep again. After a few more moments, the telephone sounded again – two buzzes - the saw-rasp of incoming messages. His standard downloads - FT Alert, CIO Insider, he assumed. Mail, texts. Then another buzz. Without enthusiasm or curiosity he wondered what the third item might be. The day would see another five or six regulars arrive, most of which he would delete without reading more than headlines.

Andrea stirred. She at least slept well. He turned to look at her. She was turned towards him, her face half hidden in her pillow, her hand cupping her cheek. Strands of dark hair trailed over her face, her mouth hung slightly open. Even at this hour of the morning, when every emotion was blunted by sleep’s enervation, he understood what she meant to him.

He thought of putting his arms around her. No, if she was already stirring, it would wake her completely and she would be out of bed in an instant, making tea and breakfast and insisting on driving him to the station. He did not want that – let her sleep. 

Carefully he rolled from the bed, took his phone and glasses from the bedside table and squinted at the bedside clock. Six-eighteen. With the utmost caution he slipped on his dressing gown and slippers, crept through the dark towards the bedroom door and made his way carefully down the stairs.
*
He reached the office early. There was a lengthy report to complete and it needed to be with the client by the end of the day. He was the first in and, though still tired, took a sensuous pleasure in the silence by which he was greeted. Yawning and gurning calisthenically to awaken his eyes and mind, he made a strong instant coffee in the kitchen, and then lugged his heavy bag across to his office. The air was still and almost cold, silent as only an out-of-hours office can be. In the stillness every action seemed soft but clear and rounded – the closing of the tea cupboard, the kettle switching itself off, his footfalls on the stiff, worn carpet tiles, his office door striking the doorstop as he entered, his bag hitting the chair, his laptop clattering and juddering as he set it down too casually on the desk. It was the sound of solitude, of an office blessedly free of clients, of management, of staff, of people.
He started his laptop. As the first indicator lights flickered into life, far away the office doors banged open and closed again. He wondered who else would be in so early, but went on disposing of papers and files about his desk. Then the login screen appeared and he forgot the new arrival entirely. Soon he was reviewing, collating, typing, embedding radar charts and pivot tables, sipping coffee. Every few minutes he would pause, momentarily blocked by an unanalysed detail or a gap in his memory. But somehow the answer always popped into his head, and he returned to the sensual pleasure of a simple, powerful, irrefutable argument.

After an hour he began to notice that the air was filling with the murmurs and tinkling of a slowly filling office. But he kept his mind focused strictly on the screen before him. He did not want to be distracted until the report was ready for Thomas’s inspection. Nor did he want to dilute the solid intellectual satisfactions of what he knew was a good piece of work with the momentary emotional pleasures of conviviality. Only when more than two hours had passed was he finally happy with the general shape of the document emerging at his fingertips. Only then did he permit himself to think once again, ‘Coffee’. 

Cold empty cup in hand, he passed back through the office, occasionally greeting and being greeted, but mostly staring fixedly at the floor as he thought back through the last few difficulties in his report. Apart from the cleaner, busily washing up a bowlful of crockery, the kitchen was empty. The coffee pot was still half full, however, and he poured himself a cup, took a handful of chocolate biscuits from an antique biscuit barrel that was an even more ancient part of the furniture than Peter, sat down at the solitary table and started to sift idly through the stack of discarded car magazines and Sunday supplements. In one of the latter he came across a long piece on modern art. Still too pre-occupied with his report to be quite interested, it was nevertheless more appealing than glossy pictures of fast cars and celebrity chefs.
For some minutes he flicked idly through the article. In his distracted state, snippets and captions intermingled with phrases from his report, Mondrians with histograms and block diagrams, Pollocks with some of his busier, more polychrome graphs. He turned another page, bit his third biscuit in two, and came to a full-page portrait from a recent exhibition.

Suddenly he was aware of a presence looming behind him. He glanced over his shoulder to find the cleaner stooping for a better look. Their eyes met. ‘Caroline 1965,’ she said.

For a moment he wondered when they had started numbering the cleaners. ‘Pardon?’ he muttered, only to find himself spluttering biscuit crumbs over her apron. ‘’Scuse me’, he mumbled in embarrassment as he brushed himself down.
She nodded at the picture. ‘Caroline 1965. By Alberto Giacometti.’ And she smiled brightly. 
This unexpected statement – or rather, its unexpected authoress – took Peter aback. The cleaner smiled again. It was a very friendly smile. 

The cleaner was a woman of perhaps twenty-one or two. By coincidence her name was also Caroline – an old fashioned name to her generation - though neither Peter nor any other male member of staff would ever either know this fact or notice their ignorance of it. She had a pleasant face and a open, vigorous and willing demeanour – very different, thought Peter, from the distant or humble manner of most of her predecessors. 
Peter looked back at the picture. He had recognised the painter by his style but had to check the caption to discover the title. The cleaner was right.

‘I’ve always thought of it as “Lady with lavatory”’ she added. Peter looked again, and a toilet pedestal was indeed sketched out in the background. ‘You could almost date the painting by the design of the loo – early Habitat’, she smiled. Now Peter was completely at a loss: he was no snob, but finding a cleaner explaining modern art to him was a surprise.
She started to turn away again, but he was keen to keep the conversation going. ‘D’you know anything else about it?’ he asked.
The cleaner took another look. ‘He painted it in 1965 – obviously – and died the next year. Caroline – the model - was a prostitute. She shows up in quite a lot of his paintings around then. She was his mistress too. I think they lived with his wife. In the Tate, I think.’

‘They lived in the Tate?’ Peter asked before he could stop himself. But she only laughed and smiled again. Then she leant closer again, pointing to various lines and marks. ‘You can see where he repainted it. He was always changing things. Always looking and looking, seeing new things.’

‘What’s it worth?’

‘No idea. Ten or fifteen million?’

Peter smiled ironically. ‘That’s almost a year’s turnover!’
What an odd thing to say, she thought, but only said, ‘Don’t you think it’s worth it?’

Peter reflected for a moment, this time a little closer to home. He was as familiar as any other layman with the prices art commanded, but other than feeling a general sense of disbelief at some of the figures, had never considered whether they made any sense. But now that he thought about it in earnest, he could only compare it with more familiar matters, and almost immediately found himself faintly irritated. 

‘I don’t know how much a painting’s worth,’ he replied, ‘but I would like to think that what I do is worthwhile. But apparently not - not on this scale, anyway. It would take me a hundred years to make enough to buy a picture like that.’

The cleaner’s mental arithmetic was sharp, and a moment’s thought gave her an unimaginably large income. He, meanwhile, continued to gaze at a picture that had probably been produced in a few days but was more valuable than all the work he had ever done – he would ever do – in his entire life. He wriggled slightly in his seat, uncomfortable with both the absurdity of the comparison and the inexorability of the conclusion. As he continued to stare at the picture, he but found that his mind was unable to move beyond that single ridiculous, impossible, entirely true fact. 
Eventually the cleaner broke the silence. ‘I don’t think paintings are worth any amount of money. Not really.’ For a moment Peter had the impression that she was trying to console him. For my worthlessness, he thought. He was not a mercenary person, but having once been told the price of a thing, neither could he summon up a realistic alternative to money as a measure of value. Eventually he asked, ‘What is it worth, then?’
Now it was the cleaner’s turn to tack. ‘I don’t think “worth” is the right word. Well, not in that sense. Maybe it has to have a price so we can decide who gets it, but no one who cares about art is going to value one painting more than another just because it costs more. And I don’t suppose anyone would agree to shut down half a dozen hospitals just to pay for a painting. It’s worth… I don’t know – what’s a sunny day worth?’
‘I’m sure a travel agent could tell you.’

Her expression showed him that she was shocked at the very idea. ‘I don’t think so! Absolutely not.’

Somewhere in one of the more conventional corners of his mind he was slightly scandalised by hearing a menial worker contradicting a senior member of staff in such as casual and confident manner. Fortunately that section of his mind was only maintained so that Peter would know what things sounded like from a conventional point of view, and he had no difficulty in ignoring it. Nor was he happy with his own last words – their crassness grated, however jokingly he had (perhaps) meant them. He hoped she was not cross with him, but he had no other reply to offer, so they fell silent, and a moment later the cleaner returned to her washing-up bowl. He, the magazine tucked under his arm, returned to his office. Once there, he carefully removed the picture and stuck it to his whiteboard. Then he took a thick blue marker from his desk tidy and wondered what to write. At first he thought of writing, ‘Is this painting worth more than my entire life’s work?’ but he knew immediately the kind of ribald answer that would attract. Instead he wrote in block capitals, ‘Is this picture worth more than your entire life’s work?’ Then he sat down, stared at the picture for a few moments more, and returned to his report. From time to time he would glance its way again, but somehow could not persuade his mind to think anything definite about it. 
Two and a half hours later he clicked on the Send button and the file disappeared into the ether, on its way to Thomas’s review. He glanced at his watch: time for lunch. 

Back through the main office, he made his way to the lift, departed the office and strode out into the street. About eighty yards off stood the Italian delicatessen where he bought his lunch whenever he was in the office. On arrival he found the customary long, long queue – the shop made very good sandwiches – and it was ten minutes before he could order his coronation chicken and ham salad baguettes, his two onion bhajis, his generous slice of carrot cake and his Coke.
On returning to the office, Peter found a note from Thomas stuck to the screen of his laptop, promising to complete his review by 3.30. With nothing urgent to do, Peter consulted the perpetual, interminable mental to-do list that accompanied him through every day. After scribbling a few reminders, he divided the next hour between preparing notes for the company mentoring programme, calling the team leader of a project he was supervising, arranging a progress review with the same client’s project manager and - indigestion being as fundamental as paperwork to his way of life - suffering the effects of an overly solid, overly spiced, overly speedy lunch. 
*

At just before two o’clock, the phone rang: it was Ken. As he arrived at Ken’s door, Ken looked up at him with a slightly sly expression. ‘How are you?’ he asked. Peter considered both Ken’s and his own expressions for a moment before replying. ‘Not as well as I thought I was, I suspect.’

Ken smiled regretfully. ‘You know that proposal I asked you to revise the other day?’

‘The healthcare job near Tower Bridge?’

‘That’s the one. Well, we’ve won it.’

Peter raised his eyebrows in pleasant surprise and nodded slowly. He shared the relief on Ken’s face. ‘D’you want me to do it?’

‘Yes.’ Then he paused, as if to separate good news from bad. ‘You’ll be working with Edmund.’
Knowing that Ken understood very well how he and Edmund felt about one another, Peter was immediately irritated, almost angry. But he limited his feelings to a shrug and a grimace. 

‘Are you OK with that?’

‘No problem’, replied Peter automatically. As in all consultancy, the correct answer was ‘Yes’; the details of how to make Yes feasible could be settled later. 

‘Well, you know as much about it as anyone by now, so I’ll drop the contract onto the server.’ 
‘Job number?’

‘Forty-one twenty.’

Peter nodded, turned and walked back to his office. A minute later he was scrolling through the live project folders, collecting client logos, downloading the project initiation template and copying a mass of miscellaneous material onto his laptop. 

As the last few files materialised, he walked back to the kitchen and made himself a mug of tea. Back at his desk, he scanned the final contract for changes and settled down to check the small print. 
Fifteen minutes later, Edmund appeared at his door, smiling his sharp ironic smile. He eyed Peter’s lapsang souchong and sniffed the air tentatively. 

‘Fascinating. Who’d have guessed that you could make good money out of boiled creosote? Did you know, when you run “souchong” through the spell-checker, it suggests “douching”?’

After many such entrances, Peter declined to smile even when he was amused. Instead he looked down at the no longer steaming cup. The soggy teabag and flecks of oily residue seemed distasteful. All the same, he picked it up and took a sip, regarding his visitor over the rim with visibly contrived composition. 

Edmund stared right back, with an added measure of cool and almost concealed dislike. He imagined that Peter imagined that he was enjoying a carefully nurtured aesthetic moment that linked him to summer gardens, fine porcelain and the peasant farmers of Mount Wuyi. He imagined Peter imagining himself smiling benignly as he supervised the artful withering of the tiny black leaves over pine and cedar fires, followed by meticulous pan-frying, rolling and drying in bamboo baskets over yet more smouldering wood. No doubt Peter had googled photos of Nine-Bend River too, and read up the role the region had played in nurturing neo-Confucianism (a philosophy for which he doubt imagined he had an intuitive understanding, though only a very vague knowledge). After all, that was what Edmund had done. He had felt particularly pleased when the same article informed him of how rare real Mount Wuyi tea had become, and how unlikely it was that the supermarket from which Peter had undoubtedly bought his teabags would pay serious money for such an exotic commodity. It confirmed him in his conviction that Peter was a pretentious fool. 

In fact Peter simply liked lapsang souchong. He knew none of the details Edmund, sniffing Peter’s tea as Peter had passed his office a quarter of an hour earlier, had dredged up before making his carefully staged appearance. Peter also liked Guinness, fish and chips, runny brie, John Huston films and, after two humid but pleasant weeks supervising a project in Tokyo, shabu shabu. On the other hand, he did not like Edmund. He found him cynical. He was dispiriting. His ceaseless jokes, though frequently extremely witty, were invariably tinged with malice, and after twenty of thirty in a row, exhausting. 

It could have been worse – in fact until recently it was. Until a year or so ago it was only by an effort that his capacity for decision-making did not dissolve in Edmund’s caustic presence. Even now Peter was too polite – and too weak – to treat him according to what Peter imagined to be his just deserts. Yet he could not bring himself pretend that Edmund was welcome. So Peter just sat there, reflecting back Edmund’s faint distaste and saying nothing.

Eventually Edmund came in properly and sat on the side of Peter’s desk, deliberately positioning himself so close to Peter that the latter was forced to push his chair back against the wall.
‘I hear we’re both off to this healthcare job.’

Peter made no reply, as though Edmund’s words were too obvious to require comment, and with a hint that he had better things to do than talk about the self-evident. Edmund went on anyway. ‘Should be interesting, eh?’

Weeks together with Edmund were a daunting prospect, but once we are past this charade, Peter thought, we can get down to doing the job. Edmund, he knew, would be professional enough to prevent personal animosity from getting in the way of work. On the other hand, he could not bear the thought of day after day under Edmund’s direction. So, though dishonesty always left him anxious, he told a direct lie.

‘Ken says he wants me to run this.’ He paused, to see whether Edmund knew otherwise. Apparently not. ‘But I’d like you to lead the project from day to day. Happy with that?’
Surely it was obvious that he was lying? Surely Edmund would just laugh in his face and claim the job? He would be crushed, shown up for the fool he was. 
But Edmund only nodded. To put as much distance as possible between himself and his lie, Peter rushed onward: ‘Is Paul still available? He’d be good for the environments and the infrastructure side.’

Edmund shook his head. ‘Paul’s working for Clive until the end of the month. Mind you, we may not need him before then anyway. But Anthony’s available for a couple of weeks, and Anna and Julian are both coming available in the next ten days or so. They could handle the analysis.’ 
Good, thought Peter. So long as Ken does not tell him otherwise, Edmund will not know that he has just been bounced out of directing a large and important project. And Ken will assume that whatever arrangement Peter reports to him have been agreed by Edmund. Which, one way or another, they had. He was pleased, though the thought that he might still be found out did not disappear until long after their meeting ended.
All the same, for the next few minutes they worked together amicably enough. They identified four or five more candidate team members, sketched out possible team structures on the whiteboard, and started lists entitled ‘Issues’, ‘Risks’, ‘Success factors’, ‘Gaps’, ‘Comms’, ‘S7’ and ‘KPIs’. Peter drew interlocking ellipses labelled ‘Initiation’, ‘Stakeholders’, ‘Financials’, ‘Governance’, ‘Delivery’, on which they scribbled an additional layer of cryptic acronyms like ‘SBR’ and ‘PIR’. And so they continued – professionally amicable, burying their animosity under a veneer of elegantly executed professional competence, professional jokes and carefully constructed professional respect.

Well, thought Peter as Edmund finally left the office to transcribe photos of the whiteboard. Barring a major problem with the client, that should hold for a month or two. And as he left, Edmund thought exactly the same.
*

At half past three Thomas entered Peter’s office and tossed a printout of his report onto the desk. 
‘Got ten minutes?’ 
He pulled up a chair and began flicking through the fat document. His comments were comprehensive and to the point without dwelling on trivia or becoming merely exhausting. It also quickly became clear that they were in familiar territory: Peter wanted to tell clients what he had really found and what he really thought about it, while Thomas preferred a more tactful approach. 

Well, tactful was how he always described it. To Peter, though he understood Thomas’s point perfectly well, it was childish to hint and euphemise: no, these things weren’t ‘opportunities’ and ‘challenges’; they were threats, problems, mistakes and, in one case, a disaster, not to mention a number of considerably more graphic descriptors Peter might have applied had he been inclined to a vulgar turn of phrase. Yes, it is better to be positive when trying to motivate, but that would come later. Right now, the client needed to know exactly what they faced and what really needed to be done. The facts, just the facts. Peter was not trying to be brutal or to estrange clients gratuitously or prove how clever he was – all comments by which, as a junior consultant, his reports had been greeted, sometimes with a smidgen of truth. But at this point in the process he wanted only that all sides behave like adults, and that had to begin with the client receiving his full and frank analysis. After all, what was the point of asking him for his expensive and expert opinion if it could only be expressed in code?
Not that he was surprised at Thomas’s reaction. In fact he had tacitly counted on it: a little shame-facedly, he knew that he had written a report he would be strongly discouraged from submitting, and he was enjoying that fact a little too much. Had the reviewer not been Thomas, he would have written in a more conciliatory style. And, he suspected, Thomas knew it. 
The debate raged for forty minutes, largely in the form of ironic banter and friendly jibes. In the end they agreed that Peter would add a more ‘positive’ introduction and to tone down the most unequivocal language. Having anticipated such an agreement even while he was drafting his report, it took him only twenty minutes to placate Thomas. On the other hand, having known this particular client for two years now, he suspected that this was not the last he would hear of his report’s style. 
*

For the rest of the day he dawdled along among document reviews, telephone calls, email and more coffee and biscuits. Even so, it was only two hours later that Peter was disembarking from his suburban train and descending into Victoria Underground station for the cross-town stage of the long trek home. Although he admired the Tube for the speed with which it moved him about the city, lately he had begun to dislike it. It was not the crowds (except, that is, in the summer’s sauna heat). Still, he didn’t have to be there often: by and large the consultant culture of taking taxis everywhere shielded him even from the parts he did not really mind. But a taxi to the far side of London was out of the question, and not only (as Edmund or even Thomas might have thought) because he could not think of a client he could charge it to. He did not feel the permeability between business and personal expenses most of his colleagues regarded as a professional right. Of all the PCs, he was least likely to greet his team’s bar bill by flourishing a corporate credit card and announcing that Uncle Ken would pay.
No, his problem with the underground lay elsewhere. As he reached the head of the escalator, he saw that they had finally finished upgrading the advertising screens. Such good technology, he reflected – clean, simple, inexpensive to maintain and update, endlessly versatile, sublimely effective in trapping the eye and holding the attention. How he hated it. It had been hard enough to ignore the constant visual noise when there was nothing more than posters to distract him; now the constantly shifting colours and words and patterns leapt like fireworks, and only by constant effort could he avoid staring at them. 

Not that he was much concerned with the satanic demonic commercial influence they might be exerting over him. Like most people, Peter imagined that he was more or less immune to commercial blandishments. It is after all one of advertising’s greatest achievements to have so many people quite convinced that only other people are seduced by their omnipresent but utterly banal messages. No, he was sure, they no more affected him than wallpaper. It was rather that, when he finally did look at them, they were indeed vacuous and bland, and in only a few moments he was filled with resentment at the ease with which they sucked him in. So every escalator ride was a choice between holding himself rigidly aloof and feeling insulted and bored.
At the foot of the escalator, all but drowned out by the coming of an eastbound train, stood the familiar blind man whistling for change. So late in the afternoon he whistled weakly and not always in tune, and as always Peter was torn between pity and embarrassment to see him there. To show his appreciation – of his stoicism and his enduring humanity amidst a sea of noise and advertisements as much as of his musicianship – Peter took all the change from his pocket and dropped it into the bag at his feet. Under the roar of the arriving train, the man noticed nothing, continuing only to whistle and stare blankly out over the unseen crowd of commuters.
*

He arrived home to an empty house and a short note from Andrea. She was at Miranda’s but should be back in half an hour or so. In the meantime dinner was in the oven and would he please check the oven at eight-fifteen and stir in a dash of red if it looked a bit dry?

The clock on the windowsill stood at five past eight. He poured a glass from the wine bottle on the counter and went upstairs to change. In the kitchen again, he checked the casserole as instructed – no, it looked fine. In the lounge, he subsided wearily into his favourite chair and took up Sense and Sensibility once more. The minutes ticked by but he had not settled when, at a little after half past, the back door clicked and Andrea’s voice called from the kitchen. Peter laid his book aside, rose with some effort and went to greet his wife. They smiled, embraced and kissed gently. All at once he was a good deal more at home. Together they pottered, served up, chatted and ate. 
An hour later, table clear and kitchen neat and tidy, Andrea retreated to her study to deal with the flood of email that was her reward for interminable good works and universal popularity. Peter returned to the lounge. As soon as he was back in his armchair, however, the music started to grate. Quickly it was replaced, but no sooner was he back in his chair than he heaved himself up to replace it again. No, that was no better. Nor that. After a fourth, fifth and sixth rejection he turned off the player altogether and settled down to read in silence. But a faint irritation continued to swell in the quiet, until finally he pushed the book aside. This book, he thought: too easy, too innocent. And the music – Mendelssohn, for heaven’s sake. Too bland, too safe. You never used to listen to this sort of dross; why are you listening to it now? Because, he replied, I am tired. Not good enough, he reprimanded himself: it’s only a week since you finished ten days leave.
Nothing else occurred to him, though, and when the martinet in his head had finally faded back into the shadows, he picked up the Austen once more. But he was too distracted now, and after only a minute abandoned Marianne and Willoughby again, determined to attack the problem directly. 
So, he began, like a cautious attorney circling a flighty witness. So. You’ve given up listening to good music. And what would ‘good’ be, exactly? He listed to himself some of the music that had disappeared from his life over recent months – Webern, Varèse, Cage. Even poor old Richard Strauss and little Magnus Lindberg seemed like hard work. Works he had listened to for decades. 
Exactly, he thought – decades. You are bored with the same old same old. 
It seemed possible, but somehow not right. Were over-familiarity the whole truth, he had never been afraid to explore the waves of fresh new composers that always seemed to be swarming over the horizon. Just get out there and find some refreshingly abrasive ‘headache music’, as Andrea would probably call it. But the thought was as hollow as the music he had just turned off, and when he turned to consider the rest of his huge collection – including dozens of unplayed albums - he felt no inclination for any of it.
He waited for other ideas to come. Instead, the deep, if distant, weariness returned. Well, if he was tired, was it not only natural to crave – to be able to tolerate - only smooth and simple things, that made few demands, that did not ask too much of him? It was obvious. 

But I am exhausted, he thought, not just tired. He had not made the distinction before and he was not sure that it was correct, but now that he had it in mind it seemed crucial. I am exhausted by – I don’t know what. But how deeply the exhaustion penetrates. Not just my body, he realised – which, as he sent his awareness out to his limbs and senses, seemed almost alert - but something much more profound. Exhausted in my mind, he thought, not my body. No, not even his mind, he realised; in fact nothing seemed to quite say where the seat of his lassitude really lay. Had he been a religious man, he might have said in his soul. Instead he thought, ‘In my very being…’
There his thoughts trailed off again, and nothing more came for some time. In fact nothing came at all, so, tempted by the renewed silence in his head that his exhaustion might be amenable to bodily rest after all, he left himself a mental instruction to get to bed early again and he went back to his reading. This time he had more success. Indeed, for another hour he sat there (long past any realistic early bedtime), sipping a second glass and watching with great amusement as the parade of Regency morals and manners passed by. In fact it was only as he was half-consciously juggling with the words ‘panoply’ and ‘parody’ that he realised that, for all the comedy, this was not parody, not at all. For the characters at least it was not amusement - it was a true tragedy in the making. The constant moralising, the constant attention to propriety and honour – they were perfectly real. And the lives of good, kind people would, it seemed, be ruined by their own integrity. 
It seemed shocking – yet also strangely liberating. Elinor would not win Mr Ferrars - but neither would she do what was wrong. She would not cause – she would not even ask - the man she loved to break a promise, however unwisely given. In fact she would cease to respect him – and certainly never marry him - if he did, even though it was the only imaginable route to both their happinesses. Because, of course, it would not be the pathway to happiness - hers or anyone else’s - because it would be paved with falsehood and deceit. They could never trust one another again. And that counted for more than the gratification of her desires. Didn’t it? Was it not better to be right than simply to get what you want? Had Peter not always believed as much? 
All at once the martinet was back. And when were you ever obliged to make such a choice? he demanded.  When is anyone, these days? Who worries about what is right? Or (more ominously) can afford to do anything but what they are paid for? Or is asked to do any more than indulge themselves, to obey the boss’s orders, to fit in, without thought for the significance of what they do? For after all, what wider significance is there to what anyone really does? Who is not bounded in a nutshell, and can count himself king of any more than, well, the back garden? 
Well, hardly novel thoughts, replied Peter, and wondered whether he was declining into a tiresome curmudgeon. But for a moment he also asked himself what it would be like if everyone he knew started to behave like Austen’s heroes and heroines. The honour, the integrity, the responsibility. How delicious it would be to introduce the average salesman to integrity, he mused. Those wretched shiny Tube advertising screens obliged to be honest – and not by some toothless industry ‘watchdog’ but because advertisers declined to dishonour themselves by misleading their customers. Well yes, this is quite a good product, but it’s really no better than the one in that poster over there. In fact I bought one of those the other day and I rather like it. And please, if you feel you money would be better spent elsewhere, by all means don’t buy it at all. There are plenty of alternatives, and your life won’t be the worse without it. Or much netter with it, for that matter. Why not pop down to the library and borrow a good book instead? Stretch yourself with some good music [no, that did not ring true]? Take an evening class? Start a youth group - it would be better in the long run, and not only for yourself but for your friends and neighbours too. Either way, we’d really feel a lot better if you did whatever you thought right and proper. Thank you so much. 
Difficult to read as you are sweeping past on the escalator. But a world of plain-speaking, without the incessant buzz and throb of the fatuous and the self-serving - heaven. Well, perhaps not heaven, but decidedly A Better Place. 

Then suddenly he thoughts seemed to throw themselves into reverse and grow sharp-edged. Not only was all this moralising stale but it was naïve too. Deluded, in fact. Too many were committed to the way things were – too many people, too many great institutions, too many – a word he normally hated - players. And considering your training and experience and everything you know about the world as it really is, Peter, do you actually know a better way? Yes, it’s easy to find fault, but is anyone doing any better? Is there a better way you could really make happen? And even if there were, what would be the price? How much would have to be broken and remade for it be truly different? It won’t happen, and perhaps we should all be grateful that it won’t. 
He was slightly surprised by the terseness, even brutality of these last few thoughts. Yet he was not wrong. For the life of him he could not imagine the world working any other way without also throwing away everything most people valued. As a student, of course, he had brushed against any number of utopian alternatives. He had no rooted prejudice again the idea of a better world, but no alternative of which he was aware had ever struck him as particularly plausible. No, he concluded, with neither rancour nor satisfaction  now, it will all go on as it is and, all in all, a good thing too. 
The reassuring sensation of calm, measured, impartial judgement that underpinned the best of his work at the office now pervaded his mind . His moral clarity also returned. He bore no personal responsibility for what were, after all, matters of ineluctable fact. He had not invented the world, and although he was undoubtedly successful, neither did he take advantage of its more sordid options for self-promotion. 

But even as he acquitted himself of the more venial sins of commission, the thought came to him that he maintained his purity only by committing equally grievous sins of omission – by omitting himself not just from responsibility but almost from touching the world. And the voice of the martinet was there yet again and his thoughts turned down yet another, far deeper track. 
How do I ignore the world, he thought – let me count the ways. Politics: too clever to disdain, too haughty to vote. Culture: relentlessly high-brow, and bored to death. (That was a shock – he had never thought that before.) Friendship: ah, now that is easy. All your dearest friends are dead – all the philosophers and musicians whose works line your walls, whose inmost thoughts you imagine you hear as clear as day, but whom you will never – could never – meet. To be disappointed by, he added with a sudden cold bitterness. When they turn out to be as human as the rest of us. As human as yourself, he added, though he was immediately aware that such modesty was no more than a pro forma tic that he did not really believe. 
And the moment that last thought was out, his mind exploded with the most brutal invective. Oh no, you’re not like other people. But what are you? You’re a great flabby balloon, bouncing along, held up by nothing but hot air. And it’s cooling by the minute – soon you’ll just subside to the floor and nothing and no one will be able to get you up again. Nor care one iota if they can’t. Nothing but a molecule-thick rubber sphere stuffed with nothingness, and every time you touch something or something touches you, you just bounce away. Yes, back you step, rigid and aloof, keeping your distance while you ‘think about’ things. Never there, always behind the veneer, always above them, all always behind the glass, always gazing down from the clouds, always peering through your microscope, always fending off the least touch, always pulling on the rubber gloves rubbing in the disinfectant building the barricade papering over the cracks pushing away remote control …
And on and on – uncontrollably violent, hated-filled, acid-drenched loathing. He made no attempt to defend himself – it simply poured out, and he could only lie back in his chair and accept it.
It was twenty minutes before his thoughts were capable of continuing in one path for more than a few seconds at a time. 
Aloof, apart - this is my life, he thought eventually. My life, and I am not in it. You have enough principles to make Elizabeth Bennett look like the most tawdry investment banker on the planet, but they serve only to divorce you from the world.
So what are you? For some reason images of statues came into his head. Yes, what caricature will you be? Pallid, lustful consumer - be silent, devour, die? Existentialist hero – the delicious daily martyrdom of emptiness – agonise, posture, and then die? The domestic idiocy of purely private personhood – look the other way, don’t get involved, tut tut tut, die? No, none of those - an intellectual, I think. Oh yes, ‘I think’ indeed - think about it all, gird yourself with a million armour-plated facts and a zillion shiny theories and oh-so-deep insights for every occasion and (if you were Edmund and not yourself, Peter) profound-but-very-witty aperçus to delight and damn them all. And then - die.

But no, intellectuals don’t die. The world they inhabit is pristine, incorruptible. A work of intangible, untouchable systems, of irrefutable truths, of deathless verities and eternal abstractions. An eternity of thinking about things. You live in the map, not the world. You live in the dictionary, not the conversation. Your life is about life, never actually lived. A life about life. A life about ‘about’. About. Oh, how he suddenly hated the word, and at once found himself inwardly bellowing it like a madman – about. About about about about about about about about about about about, on and on until he no longer knew what the word meant. About about. About. Out. (Ah, fake etymology, Peter!) Outside. Outside of what? Everything. So nowhere. Absolutely nowhere. Nothing dies here. Or lives either.
He lay back, collapsed in his chair. Truly exhausted now. So thin – well no, he noted in a strangely abstracted way, looking wide–eyed out across the great bulk of his belly in acerbic self-loathing – perhaps ‘thin’ is not quite the word. But his spirit was so abstract, so meagre, he could not bear even the least strain. Not even, it seemed, the spiky weight of a slightly ‘difficult’ piece of music. 
At that moment Andrea appeared at the door. He did not notice her. She was about to speak but one glimpse at his expression - his face frozen, his mouth half open, his eyes staring sightlessly into the carpet – brought her to an instant speechless halt. It seemed a long time before he could tell that she was there. 

I should have been here when he got home, she thought to herself – I could have stopped him falling into this. But she was not at all sure that that was so. Had they not talked almost ceaselessly over dinner – he had seemed fine. What is it then?
She walked across to his chair and knelt on the floor before him, her arms around his knees. He looked at her without speaking, staring as much as looking, and when she placed her hand on his, he returned her gentle squeeze but said nothing. 

‘How are you?’ she asked. 

‘I’m all right’ he replied after many seconds. He meant only to reassure her, but the empty, half-whispered tone in which he spoke left her far from assured. Eventually he squeezed her hand again.
‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know. Nothing. I…’

They both paused, each waiting for the other to fill the hole between them. 

‘Is it because the children have gone back to university? You know how you hated them going the first time.’

‘Yes’, he replied, ‘that’s probably it.’

She did not believe him, and her fears moved still closer to home. With the utmost tentativeness she enquired, ‘Is it us? 
To that at least he could offer a genuine, if tired, smile. ‘No. It isn’t us’, he replied, and that at least broke the tension. No, he thought, definitely not us. He smiled again, with real happiness, took up her hand and kissed it. She smiled back but did not know what to do. They looked tenderly at one another, but for long seconds she cast about for something that would let her into his thoughts again. 
Until – when? A year ago? Until a year ago she had been so certain that she knew him. Now – well, she did not fear that she did not know him any more, but she did not know that she did. She knew how serious and austere he seemed to the outside world – her friends told her often enough – but to her and their children he had always been loving, kind, funny, even silly. If anything, a little too giving, so that sometimes you could fear that he was making a quite unnecessary sacrifice for them over something that really did not matter. 
But that day he had started to sigh – gently, not ostentatiously, but sometimes shuddering to the roots. For a long time she let it pass. It was midwinter, their second child (sometimes, she thought, the true love of his life) was finally off to university, and she had first started to hear of company’s troubles. They all seemed to be things that would get better on their own, so leaving it be seemed the best course. But slowly he withdrew, and although not really changed, somehow what there was of him could only be seen through a gentle – or, just occasionally, raw – fog. Yet it had come to no crisis, so she had left it and left it, until there was no longer anything should could quite point to, touch upon to start to talk about it. 
And, she was equally aware, it was a task to which she was perhaps not the best suited. Unlike Alyson or Sandra she was not at home up to the hips in emotional intimacies. One reason she and Peter had been such a success in their earliest years was that they could know their feelings for one another without what she thought of (in one of her usual biological metaphors) as stork-like displays. He made no great show of his feelings and she sought none, yet they were perfectly certain of one another. So they had spent two decades together, revolving lovingly around one another while still able to devote their time and energy to the outside world. He to his work, she, outside of hers, to causes and meetings and ceaseless phone calls, all in pursuit of what Lindsey occasionally referred to – not without an envious irony - as her ‘good works’. For both of them they were decades of feeling that something was being done, that a difference was being made. They went along side by side, each’s pathway the surer for being able to lean on such a solid companion.
But tonight she wished she had Sandra’s gift for finding her way into another person’s emotions – the ability to find the keyhole and insert the key that would open the door to – what? She did not know. And even if she could unlock the way, she would not know what to do once inside. And neither, she eared, would he. So she knelt at his side, anxious and urgent to finally know what was in his heart, but almost equally afraid that he would tell her and she would not know what to do.
And as another minute passed, he seemed calmer and she worried less and less about finding the answers straightaway. After a further minute of stroking his hand and searching his face for signs and clues, her near-panic was gone. 
Finally she recalled the errand that had brought her to the lounge in the first place. She smiled gently again.
‘Tea?’
Edmund stood at his office door gazing out over Accounts, and contemplated another cup of coffee. A slim man of medium height and a sharp, amused face, his every word and many jokes accompanied by quick smiles and small, energetic movements, he looked benevolently upon his hard-working colleagues from the back office. The heart that pumped the company’s invisible lifeblood, the humming brain that discerned its deepest truths, how earnestly they plied their mysterious trades, how diligently they allocated and tabulated and calculated and reported. How conscientiously they delved and probed and applied and validated and confirmed. How benevolently their thousand hidden labours assured the great corporate organism’s health and well-being. How he despised them. 

In business (and perhaps even so more in government) there is a widespread and perhaps justified sentiment that accountants are there to be despised. Oscar Wilde’s cynic made flesh, they know the price of everything but the value of nothing. But that was not the reason Edmund despised them. He was more democratically minded than Wilde: he despised everyone. Or perhaps they were merely contemptible; occasionally he pondered such distinctions in a playful way, weighing up the precise quantum degradation each word conveyed, but quickly lost interest. The world was stupid, so why trifle with niceties. The people around him were stupid. Empty, futile, ridiculous. And even if they weren’t, what could possible justify a species whose every action declares itself to be vain, ignorant and trivial? 
Most other aspects of the universe, if not quite so vile – because, he liked to muse, they were too low to be despised - were also quite perfectly worthless. What is a star worth, or (unknowingly echoing Peter’s conversation with the cleaner) a summer’s day? Nothing, of course, until a human being thinks it so. But it is an accolade that merely renders them contemptible after all, via the natural contagion of vile and vile. 
So although Edmund admired Wilde’s wit, in this at least he found him shallow. It is not that a cynic does not understand the world’s true worth. Rather, worthlessness is merely (and how often the word ‘merely’ figured in his internal banter and diatribe) the final pathetic perfection of the world itself. A true cynic does not think the world worthless; rather, he is merely the unflinching observer who notes – as a matter of empirical fact - that the world is worthless, and draws the inescapable – yet, ah, so simple - conclusion. Which is that values are a fantasy to afford the weak something to cower before – and so avoid gazing into the full, molten horror of the abyss beneath their feet. And of course, once all values were exposed for craven fantasy, only price remained. And this is good, Edmund thought, for it slims the world down to manageable proportions. 
Regardless of its deeper aetiology, Edmund himself always he traced the origin of his cynicism to a single epiphany. It was a moment he recalled with gratitude. He had been out of university for almost six years, teaching at a secondary school in a slum in southeast Manchester. He hated it. He hated the buildings, he hated the form-filling, he hated the stench of school dinners, and he hated his fellow teachers. He hated every moment of every day. But above all he hated the children. All of them, without exception, to the utmost roots of their disgusting being. And one afternoon, in the midst of trying in vain to face down the fifteen-year-old class bully, he had looked into her stupid yelling proletarian face and realised that what he wanted, above all else, was to murder her. Not metaphorically, not in his imagination, but for real. Right there, on the spot. And he knew that if he did, he would never regret it. On the contrary, he would strike her dead with a chair or perhaps strangle her with his bare hands, and he would gloat over her still-warm, lifeless corpse. And then he would look around at her thunderstruck classmates and, just for once, smile.
Of course he did not kill her, though she deserved it. Instead he realised that she was not worth it – not worth a moment’s effort, a second’s thought. She, and with her the sum total of all her classmates and all their hideous families and all their repulsive houses and all their repellent lives, were not worth the dirt this hideous existence smeared onto his cheap, flimsy teacher’s shoes each day as he plodded the drab, rainy half-mile from the nearest bus stop. She was not worth even hating.
He had left the school that day and never gone back. It had been close to the summer holidays and his head teacher, to whom, under his slimy, wheedling pressure, Edmund divulged a small part of the day’s events, suggested that a few weeks off would do him the world of good. We all feel like that from time to time, but don’t worry, you’ll be back in September, raring to go, he oozed. But Edmund already knew he would never return, and after spending all his savings on three weeks at an everlasting (and rather poorly remembered) party on Ibiza, had returned a far happier man. And his chief happiness now was to look out over his fellow creatures and despise them all. 
Not that he hated his colleagues. Since that day he had hated no one. He was the soul of every party, a noted wit, constantly to be seen clapping some colleague on the back and laughing at their (and his own) jokes. Occasionally he was aware of people – especially women – edging politely away, but there were always plenty more where they came from – people who understood a good time, people who did not take his jokes so seriously. Let them go - it was all so easy, given a modicum of talent (which he certainly possessed) and liberation from every desire for purpose or meaning or significance. 
Of course, nihilistic hedonism does not automatically make for a happy life. As he quickly found, when your horizons stretch not father than the nearest shiny amusement and glittering fascination, vice came a good deal more easily than virtue (though they are, are they not, all one?), and that can lead to tiresome difficulties. But he was well paid and popular with a certain quite numerous class of companion, and found it easy to gratify his desire for the next pleasure and the next toy. So why dramatise? The small accommodations of politeness and a superficial concern paid a solid return, so why fight them? Why fight when it is so much easier, so much more amusing, to be a good bloke?
He continued to watch from his door as the already harassed accounting ‘technicians’ waded into another anxious day, with only the prospect of an eight o’clock departure before them. In a remote and abstract way Edmund could sympathise, but he right now had more weighty issues to ponder. What about that coffee? 
In the kitchen he found Penny making tea as she too waited for Ken’s team meeting to begin. Edmund recalled that, in the amusement and charades of the last week or two, he had forgotten to ask about her latest sales venture. ‘How’s Brussels shaping up?’
She shrugged. ‘Much as expected.’ 
Edmund liked Penny, or at least enjoyed her company. There was a ferocity about her, a rage he could not quite place but beside which he had often warmed himself on a dull day. She was clever too – a trait which, though tiresome in men, he found appealing in women. She reciprocated the feeling, in defensive way: she was not much amused by his ceaseless banter, but the affinity was clear.
‘Probability?’

‘No better than 25%’, she replied as she stirred her drink. ‘Maybe only ten. I think they’re just using us to give them a free review.’ 
‘Well, I’ve always wanted to work for a charity.’
Ten minutes later, cups in hand, they entered Ken’s empty office together and found themselves places at the long table. On the other side of the floor-to-ceiling window another winter storm raged. From time to time, the glass rattled and sleet slashed the panes. Safe inside, they did not register the violence, only the spectacle.
The others arrived shortly afterwards, leaving only Ken himself to appear. They had seen little of him over the last few days. 
Clive entered a few seconds after Penny and Edmund, and seeing no one else about, immediately accosted Edmund on the subject of his timesheet. It was an old and unresolved battle and, as everyone agreed, of no consequence in itself. Yet it regularly insinuated itself into the centre of management meetings. 

‘Well the rule is crystal clear: you can’t book more than 40 hours a week on your timesheet,’ declared Clive.

Edmund had now begun gently rolling the knuckles of his right hand on the desk before him. ‘I know that. But the same rules say that I have to book all my time. And this week I’ve done 53 hours. So that’s what I’m going to book.’

‘You can’t!’ Clive insisted. As he spoke, Thomas and Peter also entered and found places at the table.
‘And you can’t remove them now that they’re in the system.’

‘But if you put in more than 40, the reports won’t make any sense!’

‘So what? Does anyone ever read these reports? Do you?’

‘Of course I do!’ replied Clive indignantly, as though Edmund had asked him whether he washed his hands after going to the toilet.

‘What on earth for? What on earth do you get out of them?

‘I like to keep on top of things.’

‘Which is code for “Nothing.”’ Edmund paused, and everyone around the room knew that they were coming to the usual stand-off. But today Edmund had another wrinkle up his sleeve.

‘Tell you what. I’ll put in exactly 40 hours if you tell me one thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Whose information do you want me to falsify?’

Fortunately they were now both fed up with bickering, and Ken’s entrance provided an excuse to abandon the tussle as another futile draw. 

The conflict was resolved as it was always resolved: by the mutual exhaustion of the parties. In this case it was finally extinguished by Ken’s exceptionally tardy appearance. 

Like the rest of them, Ken had never worked in an organisation that did not have timesheets, and he had never worked in a consultancy that had solved this ludicrous dilemma. Like Clive, he wanted good management information. Otherwise, how was he supposed to know what was going on? But like Edmund, he wanted the information to mean something – which, so often, it did not. But they had to collect it anyway. Someone somewhere in St Louis said so. Not that they seemed to do much with the date they demanded. As he knew, for the last four months Thomas had sent them identical project reports, with what should have been a worrying rash of made-up ‘red’ and ‘amber’ markings that did not change from report to report, and no one had said a word. Just submit the report, and don’t ask what it is for. 

Ken knew that Edmund knew this, just as he knew that Clive knew that it was now more than a year since he had got Edmund’s timesheet out of him without an fight. It was futile, but once the irresistible force of Edmund’s hot-blooded contempt for bureaucratic order had struck the immovable object of Clive’s cold-blooded passion for the same, compromise was literally inconceivable. 

Catching the last few syllables of the familiar row, for once Ken was glad to be arriving late.

‘Well’, he began as he entered the room, ‘It’s been a busy fortnight’. There was a euphemistic echo in that ‘busy’ that pricked up all their ears. Ken settled himself down at the end of the table and opened his familiar blue notebook. 
‘There are going to be a few high-level changes. PD will be importing a couple more friends. One will be Finance Director. Mike goes a the end of the month.’ There was sudden stillness in the room. Michael Dunmore, the current FD, had been a fixture for as long as any of them could remember. Ken look around from face to face, to fix their attention. He went on. ‘Corporate were quite insistent. And David will be retiring as Practice Director for Financial Services with immediate effect. In fact he went yesterday morning.’
‘Who’s going to replace him?’ asked Clive.
‘One of PD’s people.’

‘Is he a finance guy?’

‘PD didn’t say.’

‘Didn’t you ask?’ insisted Clive unthinkingly. Ken’s expression managed to convey in a single glance both the unacceptability of the question and the answer Clive was seeking. Quickly Clive went back to doodling in his notebook.
There was no further discussion of the changes. Certainly no one asked whether these would be the last, for everyone to whom the question occurred knew how little any answer to that question could ever be trusted.

The rest of the meeting proceeded routinely. Penny reported on her prospect in Brussels – that it was dwindling and that even if they won it they would almost certainly have to hand most of it over to external ‘associates’ who actually knew how to do the job but from whom they would make practically no profit. Even Ken made little attempt to put the situation in a more positive light. The others reported on their current work, the progress their teams were making and any small, uncertain prospects of new work any of them might be able to discern. Peter at least could be more positive: he reminded them of the new healthcare work he and Edmund would be sharing, and announced that, following an email he had received ten minutes before the meeting began, they had been invited to return to Amsterdam, where corporate pressure to simply get on with the job was finally overpowering the local management’s very reasonable caution. Ken was pleased, and the dismissed the meeting with a lightness they had not witnessed for a long time.
Peter remained behind as the others departed. He had in mind discussing the mentoring programme. When Ken had introduced it, Peter had been alone among the PCs in thinking it important. This was also one area in which Ken was a good manager; his greatest enthusiasm was for developing his team, not only through training and nurturing individuals via interesting roles but also by striving to bring the practice together more. And didn’t every staff survey say how disenchanted the junior consultants were with the lack of communication, the lack of a sense of belonging? Ken was eager to ensure that his practice at least would be an island of enthusiasm for the company. And wasn’t that what the mentors were for? 
Yet nothing had been heard of the programme for weeks now. As far as Peter could tell, he alone continued to meet his allocated staff, to discuss their work and ambitions, listen to their grievances and to help them to promote their careers. Yet Ken had said nothing. What was he thinking? Had he lost interest in the programme? Peter was increasingly at a loss, and felt he must speak up. 
Ken saved him the trouble. As the rest of the team finally departed, he closed the door, turned and spoke with slightly shocking directness.
‘All training has been cancelled. The mentoring programme is on hold indefinitely. And so all new equipment. And every other investment in the company. It isn’t official, but that’s what’s happening. Every request will be challenged, and then refused. And going by what I’ve seen so far, you’ll probably have your professional integrity questioned in the process.’

‘What do you think PD has in mind?’

‘Well, you can ask him yourself this afternoon’, Ken replied, again with an uncharacteristically peremptory edge. But then the gloom returned to his face, and he added more resignedly, ‘And then when he’s told you, perhaps you can tell me.’
*
One thing that had not been cut was the budget for senior management’s offsite meetings; in fact, the quality of the hotel and the lunch that prefaced the meeting proper suggested that it had grown greatly. The summons had come a week previously: the ‘senior leadership team’ (a completely new body to which PD had appointed everyone from principal consultant upwards) would assemble for a sociable meal and then proceed to thrash out a new future for the company. 

Like most of the PCs, Peter arrived expecting little more than an afternoon of harmless rhetoric that would lead to no discernible change. Real change, he believed, came from his more modest level, at which people dealt with things that they really understood and over which they exercised real control. But perhaps there would be clues at to which way he should be pushing his own people. 

Neither PD nor his new people appeared for the meal, but he did introduce the meeting with a twenty-minute talk full of vivid images and allusions. Although he clearly wanted it to seem improvised, after a few minutes Peter began to suspect that it was most of it was rehashed from previous events of a similar kind. But in his experience all senior management speeches of all kinds were always and everywhere essentially the same, and he did not take its sameness seriously. In fact he was quite reassured by the fact that PD’s words showed just enough practical awareness of the company and its precise predicament to retain his attention. 

They broke briefly for coffee. Ken’s team assembled in their normal position around the cream biscuits. As Ken looked on, the customary chorus of scathing irony found its carefully lowered voice.

‘“Plan for success”, eh? Who’d have thought it - so inspirational. Yes, I see now, that’s where we’ve been going wrong in the past – we’ve been planning to fail! It’s all so simple when you think about it.’

‘But he isn’t going to push too hard. Apparently we only have to do this “going forward” – so he’s ruled out time-travel. Why, even old duffers like us will be able to keep up!’

When the meeting reassembled, the Practice Directors were invited to present what they planned for their area. This came as a surprise: Ken, who was normally a paragon of collaboration, had said nothing of this to his team. Each in turn announced that people would be given new titles, each of which made it perfectly clear that the company now acknowledged only one goal: sales. Bonuses would be tied exclusively to company sales – for everyone, at all levels, regardless of role. Well, no one in our current position could disagree with that, Peter reflected. The morning’s meeting in Ken’s office had made it clear how weak a position they were in, and for all his lack of interest in selling, Peter understood how vital it would be to digging their way to safety. He began to prepare himself for a very dull few months, but did not recoil from the prospect. 

But the rhetoric was distasteful, and as Peter eventually realised, not rhetorical. Rather than openly admitting that they were in trouble and their options were desperately few, the underlying message was to dismiss – with, Peter thought, genuine contempt – every other option. Even Ken offered no hint that much might be achieved by improving the quality of their work, the effectiveness of their working methods and teams or the quality of their client relationships. There was no sense of an orderly or carefully thought-through ‘get well’ programme of the kind every one of the principal consultants present would have advocated to a paying client. No, the response to everything that was not sales was simple: slash-and-burn. There was even a suggestion that dishonesty in pursuit of profit was the ultimate honour – the badge of commitment to the company above all else. 

Commitment was also the answer to the unspoken question in the minds of many present: this looks like a lot of extra work and we are all flat out now; so how is this going to be paid for? In other words, as Peter concluded, if you want a carry on working you will be working twelve hour a day from now on. The phrase ‘whatever is necessary’ hung pungently over the meeting long after it was pronounced for the umpteenth and final time. 

Questions were not invited. They broke for more coffee, but among Ken’s team hardly anyone said a word, and Ken himself remained aloof, gathering instead with the other Practice Directors around PD. After coffee they resumed again, and spent the remainder of the afternoon in teams, developing sales ideas and discussing ‘propositions’ and ‘up-selling’ and ‘messages’ and ‘conversion ratios’. 

*

The following morning Peter was in the office again, preparing for their first meeting with their new healthcare client. It was a bright, sunny day and the work was clean and uninterrupted until, at a little after midday, a voice spoke from the doorway. 

‘Can I empty your bin?’ 
It was the cleaner. Peter looked up, took a moment to recognise her, and said ‘Hello’.
‘Hello’, she replied pleasantly. He had the impression that he wanted to ask her a question, so quite failed to register hers. Then he realised that she was looking at him expectantly, and suddenly he was on his feet and fishing under the desk for the wastepaper bin. ‘Oh. Yes. Please. Of course…’ 

As she tipped the contents of his bin into a large black plastic bag, he remembered what he had meant to ask. 

‘The other day – how did you know so much about modern art?’

‘Oh yes. I’m sorry – going on like that.’

‘No – it was interesting.’

‘Oh. Well, I did art history at university’, she replied. ‘I finished last year.’
‘So why are you working here?’

‘It was the only job I could get.’

‘Nothing in… art history?’

‘Not really. There aren’t many jobs anyway, and with the small galleries mostly it depends on who you know. The big ones have queues a mile long. Most people who get a job at all spend a long time working for nothing. Most end up teaching, but I don’t want to. I want to curate a gallery one day - work with real artists.’ 
‘Do you paint? Anything like that?
‘A bit. I’m not very good. But I can’t think of anything better than being an artist.’

Peter had little idea of what ‘being an artist’ would mean. An image of a tubercular painter in a smock, a fin de siècle garret and an absinthe trance flitted before his mind’s eye. But the cleaner’s starry-eyed look suggested that she had something else in mind.

‘Don’t most artists work in advertising?’ 
‘I hope not!’ she replied, almost indignantly. ‘I hope most of them spend their timing creating real art.’

Peter balked at asking what ‘real’ art was: somehow it sounded like the kind of question that should never be asked. Had he posed it anyway, he would have discovered that she felt the same. Are is like love, she believed. If you have to ask whether it was the real thing, it isn’t. 
‘Did you study Giacometti at university then?’

‘A little. It wasn’t really part of the course. I just liked him, especially his last paintings. But mostly I was interested in how he worked. It’s like he painted to get closer and closer to reality. Always correcting things.’
Or perhaps he just wasn’t very good at painting, thought Peter, with an inward smile. But he said, ‘Is that what artists do then? Get closer to reality?’ Again he was not sure that such a question made sense: it had never occurred to him that non-artists had much of a problem with reality, other than it being too big and complicated to take in all at once.
‘Exactly. Or at least the ones I’m interested in do.’ 
‘So the ideal work of art is a photograph?’

‘Oh no - not at all.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Do you remember saying that a travel agent could tell me the value of a sunny day?’

Slightly embarrassed, he replied cautiously, ‘Yes, but - ’

‘Well I’ve been thinking about that. Do you know anything about haiku?’
The conversation seemed to have boarded a rollercoaster: the sentences connected, but they kept shooting off in random directions. But he was fascinated enough to let it roll onwards.
‘A little. Japanese poems, seventeen syllables. Something to do with Zen?’

She recited: ‘“The old pond, A frog jumps in: Plop!”’

Peter rehearsed her words and replied ‘That isn’t seventeen syllables’. Mentally, he immediately bit his lip, and her reply only confirmed his mistake. 
‘The number of syllables doesn’t matter. It just says it so – directly. It’s not a description. It’s an … evocation. When you hear the words, the frog is right there – Plop! That’s where an artist wants to be – right here. And that’s what art does – it brings you right here. Like a sunny day.’ 
‘Why do they want to be “right here”?’ And again, as soon as he had spoken the question its foolishness embarrassed him. 
‘Where else is there?’

He did not know what to say. Although he was not persuaded by her answer, he could not say what was wrong with it. So he decided to give it a simple practical test, looked around the kitchen to see where he was. Well, here of course. But even as he looked, a slight sense of unreality began to creep in immediately. As he looked, he noticed a cup, a knife, a notice he had never noticed before. And then only a moment or which later, he began to feel that the whole texture of this particular ‘right here’ becoming – what was the word? – intangible. Even unreal. It did not seem to signify much, but it was odd. Or perhaps that was what was wrong with it – that it did not signify anything. After a moment more, the cleaner went on.
‘There was this lecturer in our department who was really into haiku. He used to say that they don’t just make you see what is there, but also stop you seeing what isn’t.’

This left Peter still more perplexed, and now a little irritated and uncomfortable being led so far from home. But he caught himself quickly enough to avoid discounting what the cleaner said out of hand. Perhaps if he thought about it a little more. On the other hand, he also realised that, if he could not think of a reply, that was the end of the conversation. Well, for today. Perhaps there would be more later – when he had an answer.

So the cleaner completed her task, smiled again and left. Peter turned back to his screen, but instead of going on with his presentation, he started to search the internet for the cleaner’s poem. The frog popped up almost instantly, and from there he waded through a page after page on haiku. He was fascinated – what did she mean by ‘right here’? Where else is there? Again he looked around, but this time the world remained much as it always was. However, he had the impression that it seemed more robust now only because he was looking at himself looking more intensively than he was looking at the things around him. 
He returned the screen, clicking and reading and clicking. Strange fragments by the hundred, some obvious to the point of banality, others impenetrable. He was not inclined to dismiss anything quite so renowned based solely on fifteen minutes’ acquaintance, but he really could not grasp what he was being shown. He was just tiring of the subject when he came across a final image. 
‘How rough a sea! and, stretching over Sado Isle, the Galaxy.’
And suddenly he could see it. No, he could not ‘see’ it – it was there. The violence of the ocean below, the shining peace of the heavens above. He thought again of the frog and the perfect presence of that splash. Yes, he thought, this is something. 
But his intellectual stamina was fading now and other tasks were calling, and he allowed himself to be distracted for a moment – as so often, by a small detail within the very thing that fascinated him. Sado Isle? Is that a real place? Where is it? After another minute’s search, Sado Isle proved to be a place of banishment, but also a place of gold and silver mines. Quickly he found a map, a list of notable exiles - an emperor, a poet, a great monk - some photos. And equally quickly, he had forgotten the poem itself. Sado Isle passed out of this thoughts for the remainder of that day and did not resurface for many days to come.
He completed the first draft of the presentation and emailed it to Edmund for review. On clicking on the send button, he rose and walked around to Thomas’s office. 
*

A few minutes before, Thomas had been stepping out of the lift, chatting to Denise on his mobile about his new business cards. As he knew before he called her, she was only a few yards away, across the office, but telephoning had seemed sensible enough.

After a few seconds more he broke off. ‘Sorry, I’ll have to stop now. I’m going into the loo and it wouldn’t be proper for you to talk to me in there.’ Denise laughed, and after few more pleasantries they each rang off. Denise went back to re-jigging PD’s itinerary. 
Thomas stood at the washroom mirror combing his hair and appreciating his reflection. A good suit. The precise fit of a tailored jacket over a fit body. The smooth finesse of a new zip. Well made shoes clipping across the washroom tiles. Everything except the tie. Ties were absurd. Admiring a man’s tie is a woman’s revenge for being obliged to wear tights. Like haemophilia and pregnancy, he reflected, pleased by the obscurity of his analogy. 
As he paused to gaze at his reflection, Edmund entered. ‘You are indeed a lovely creature,’ he said. ‘Tis true,’ confirmed Thomas. There was a sternness about it his eyes and a brutality in is cheekbones that nonetheless made for a handsome face, as he was aware. Not that Thomas was exactly vain about his looks - more appreciative in a quite detached way, he reassured himself. Well, fairly detached. 

Edmund entered a cubicle and was out again, washing his hands, before Thomas was finished. They departed the washroom together and strolled back past the lifts, to find Denise coming the other way. Ostentatiously Thomas reached down and pretended to zip up his trousers, and said in an offhand but very loud voice. ‘Excellent job, Petcock, most satisfactory. Once more tomorrow and I feel confident you’ll be up for a record bonus.’ 

Still five metres off, Denise broke into loud but at least slightly embarrassed laughter, which she immediately stifled with a decorous (and equally fictional) modesty. As the parties crossed, Thomas winked at her. 

Thomas (always Thomas, never Tom) wore business clothes as a hoplite bore his panoply - to leave no doubt in the onlooker’s mind that he was an individual of discipline and action, who could be relied on to provide his services with discernment, competence, vigour and fidelity. Which, as Thomas’s colleagues were well aware, was perfectly appropriate. Many of them were also impressed by Thomas’s dress sense, even those who did not care about their own. Thomas’s income might not yet stretch to more than one bespoke suit, but he regarded shoes from Church, Henry Poole accessories and a subtly special briefcase (carefully hand-stressed one evening for a familiar, nonchalant look) as sensible investments. His shirts routinely cost three or four times anything Peter or Clive or even Edmund would ever spend, and he seldom returned from business trips or his frequent holidays abroad without a new batch of delicate but intangibly striking ties. Even on the weekly dress-down day, Thomas’s idea of ‘business casual’ would not have been out of place crewing for the Royal Yacht Squadron. It was a level of concern with appearances that was out of all proportion to his current station in the business world; but then it was not a station at which he planned to be detained for any longer than necessary. How would it go from here? A bigger role with a bigger employer? Perhaps, though sometimes he hankered for the life of a freelance again. Ah, the life of the masterless man. A consciously farcical vision of his life recast as samurai hero flitted momentarily through his mind – man of mystery, avenging angel, etc., etc. - then the more charming recollection of a woman murmuring, in an ever-so-slightly erotic way, that he bore a faint resemblance to Robert de Niro. Not being a telepath, he did not hear her also think, ‘Or Mr Punch’.
PD. Was he the opportunity Thomas had been looking for? Who knew? Well, at least the two of them shared an enthusiasm for fine dress. On one occasion PD had mentioned (to the world at large) that he kept a diary of what he wore to each client meeting, lest he be caught repeating himself. On another he had given the board an impromptu account of how to match shoes to a meeting’s importance. On yet another he spent fifteen minutes explaining his psychology of shirts to Denise. And Thomas was pretty sure that his dress sense had identified him to PD as a natural ally (or perhaps, reflected Thomas with slight misgivings, accomplice). 
PD did indeed appreciate Thomas’s gift for finery. A pity, PD thought, that the opportunity to try Thomas’s more specific business qualities would not arise.
Thomas arrived at this office at the same moment as Peter. 
‘Coming to lunch?’ enquired Peter from the doorway. 

Thomas glanced at his watch. ‘When’s our call?’

‘One-thirty.’

‘Give me ten minutes – I’ve got to get an email off before I leave here, and I’m at the bank at three’. ‘The bank’ was Thomas’s main client, which was currently throwing hundreds of millions in good money after hundreds of millions of bad. They were slowly beginning to take Thomas’s team’s collective advice and finally staunching the haemorrhage, and he was currently negotiating an extension of their engagement there. But after nine months struggling to inject a sense of order into a corporate folly of stupendous proportions, Thomas’s team was slowly becoming tainted by its long, grinding intimacy with the very monstrosity it was recruited to tame. Now that – thanks largely to Thomas - executive necks were no longer on the block, the same foolish enthusiasms that had driven them into a ditch in the first place were causing career-sized – indeed bank-sized - bets to be placed on still more half-baked follies, and Thomas’s insistence on order and patience was beginning to be whispered of as a road-block rather than a rescue.
In the end the email took half an hour, so they agreed to buy sandwiches and eat over the conference call. At the delicatessen Thomas gave the pile of baguettes, cake and sugared drink they piled into Peter’s paper sack what he hoped was a politely appalled look, but Peter was looking elsewhere - across the road at the wide-mouthed fast-food store where half-a-dozen mealy adolescents in paper sailor’s hats and red t-shirts were serving lines of passively waiting customers the fried detritus of the slaughter house.
‘What a worthless job’, muttered Peter sympathetically.
‘D’you think there’s a deep-and-meaningful way to sell hamburgers? If we want this sort of stuff, that’s the way it’s going to work.’

‘I don’t recall anyone asking me whether I wanted a bunch of kids to have their brain’s numbed so I could have a thousand calories of nutritional disaster.’
Thomas glanced from Peter’s lunch bag to waistline and back again, but replied only, ‘They don’t have to work there’.
‘True. Or they could work their way up – maybe as far as serving extra fries at McDonald’s.’ 
Thomas only shrugged.

They returned to Thomas’s office and unpacked their lunches, which they ate amidst a mounting pile of paper bags and plastic cutlery. When they were nearly through, Peter spoke. As so often, and as Thomas fully expected, they returned for a second round on their previous topic.
‘Did you know our new cleaner has a degree in art history?’

Thomas raised his eyebrows. No, he had not known that. But it did not seem to affect the argument.
‘I guess there isn’t much of a market for art historians right now.’

‘Probably not. Which tells us a lot, I think. For example, that we now rely on a market to decide whether we need history. Coca Cola up two points, art history down six, so obviously fizzy drinks are more valuable than a knowledge of Gauguin.’ 
Thomas had only a very tenuous idea of what Peter was getting at, and neither was he particularly eager to continue the conversation – politics was not a topic he was accustomed – or pleased - to hearing at the office. So he said nothing, he leaned forward and began to dial Peter’s client’s telephone number. 

A Scot, Hector Alberti, replied. Peter smiled as his voice crackled from the speakerphone. 
‘Hello Hector, it’s Peter. How are you? I have a colleague with me – I think I’ve mentioned him to you before – Thomas.’

‘Oh yes’, replied Alberti. ‘How do you do, Thomas – Peter speaks very well of you.’

Thomas glanced at Peter as he thanked Alberti and then made some pleasantries of his own, and the conventions went on for some minutes as Peter enquired after Alberti’s colleagues, projects, works proceeding at Alberti’s offices and much else. But gradually Peter steered them towards how his latest report had been received.
‘Well, I think we all know what to expect from your reports by now, Peter. Very… robust.’

Again Thomas glanced towards Peter, this time with an expression of alarm. He made as if to speak, but Peter held up a hand to silence him. They waited for a few seconds until Alberti himself went on.

‘Well, I suppose that’s what we are paying you for. And no one questions your interpretation, even if it did leave a sour taste in a few mouths.’
Thomas looked still more concerned and again made as if to speak – only to be met, again, with a vigorous gesture commanding silence. In his imagination Thomas was already starting to list the emergency measures they would need to take to recover from this one. Yet Peter showed every sign of confidence – or recklessness, Thomas feared. Then Alberti broke in again.
‘But I don’t know what you thought you were doing with that introduction. Frankly it was a bit disappointing, like you’d let some clown from marketing write it for you – “opportunity”-this and “passionate”-that, for heaven’s sake! And I wasn’t the only one to say so.’
Peter smiled at Thomas, but his voice to Alberti was low and contrite. 

‘Yes, I’m very sorry about that, Hector. I had to leave it to be finished by a junior’ – another smile at Thomas – ‘and I didn’t get a chance to overhaul it before it went off. Has Alan seen it yet? If not, I’ll redraft it this afternoon - it can be with you by five.’
‘I think that would be a good idea – otherwise he’ll start thinking you’re turning into some damned management consultant!’

Peter and Alberti laughed; Thomas remained silent. 

‘Other than that?’ enquired Peter.

‘Oh, no problem – another good piece of work. Can you come up next week to walk it through with the board?’

‘My pleasure.’

They turned to other topics. After another fifty minutes, Thomas clicked the phone off and sat back. He was not happy. He was accustomed to a world in which client relationships were tougher than the gentle amiability and calm sharing of frank opinions he had just witnessed. Not that there was anything lacking in the content of the call – it was an intelligent discussion of clearly focused issues that plainly met the client’s needs. There would be a good follow-up which both sides agreed would raise serious commercial considerations (or ‘money’, as Peter, with shocking bluntness, insisted on putting it). Thomas was even convinced that yet another sale was highly probable. Why was he as much on edge about this client as when they started?
That was after all why he had invited himself onto Peter’s call, though he had presented it as mere curiosity to know the client better, so that he could temper future reviews of Peter’s work the better. Peter had a very close relationship with his client – they had after all been working together, on and off, for more than four years now. Yet something rankled. So while Peter wrote some afterthoughts and actions on a pad on his knee, Thomas loaded the client file from the projects database and looked for what was, for him, the single most important fact.
‘This is quite a low charge-out rate’, he suggested tentatively. As Peter could instantly tell, he meant, This is a terrible rate.
Peter looked up. ‘Yes’, he replied. ‘But that’s only the basic. I work for them pretty much when I want. So it fills in if there’s nothing more lucrative on offer. It’s a very good proposition, for them and us.’

‘This must barely cover your costs’, Thomas replied emphatically.
‘Yes - that’s the idea. When there’s nothing else to cover my costs, they do. So the company’s practically never out of pocket because of me. And Alberti knows very well what he’s getting – we have a big backlog of things he wants me to look at, and I do them when I’m available. He knows that if he wants more he has to pay more. Look back at the billing about two months back – all the work this report was based on. A much better rate. Well, better than yours, anyway’, he added with an acidic smile. 

Although he could see that Peter was joking, Thomas did not enjoy jokes about his billing rate. It was the shibboleth of consultancy. Although he knew that he slightly bettered Peter’s total chargeability overall, in the wrong circumstances – for example, the company’s current predicament - even small slights could be dangerously telling with senior management. Nor did Peter usually care about proving himself, because if challenged could point to the swathes of internal processes and systems he had personally created, to all their benefit. 
On the other hand, although Peter had not been unhappy to let Thomas into this client relationship, Thomas knew that he would not welcome anything that felt like interference with a contact of such long standing. He had to steer carefully. 
Thomas closed the project database. He was never convinced by special pleading for low rates. Even basic arithmetic was against it. He wanted to know more about this client, and as Ken’s deputy – a title he thought about for the very first time – he felt he had the authority to insist. For a moment he reflected that he had never thought of using authority to demand something from Peter in the past, even on the rare occasions when, for transient corporate reasons, he had temporarily had it. Desperate diseases, he thought.
‘Do I understand from Alberti that he already expects that report to turn into a new job?’

‘Yes – that’s why he’s so keen to get me in front of the board next week. He asked me to make it look like a general status report, but he knew I was going to propose that they outsource some of their IT and HR systems for a while now. In fact he practically dictated what I was supposed to say. Now that may well turn into something a bit more profitable.’

‘Can I come up with you?’

‘I didn’t think you knew anything about outsourcing.’ In fact he knew very well that Thomas had never worked in that area. 

‘I’d like to meet them.’

‘In your capacity as Ken’s deputy?’

‘No, of course not. It’s just it’s – a big opportunity.’
‘And you’d hate to see me squander it’, replied Peter with another smile. He spoke mildly, as he almost always did to Thomas. Yet even Thomas could feel the splinters poking out from under his words. 
‘Don’t be daft – I’m just interested.’

Reluctantly Peter agreed, wondering what would come of it. To cover his misgivings, he started to sweep the remains of their lunch into a bin. It brought their previous conversation back to mind. As usual with Thomas, he picked up the subject as though they had been speaking of it only a moment ago, not an hour. 
‘I remember going to a literary festival years ago’, he began. Yes, thought Thomas, still uncomfortable with their previous exchange, I bet you do. ‘There was this novelist – I can’t remember her name – she was saying that we should always remember that business is just a means to society’s ends, that we should never forget what its ends should be. Which, she said, was a whole lot of things business has nothing to say about – art, science, politics, philosophy, religion. Well,’ he interjected with distaste, ‘maybe not religion. Listening to politicians and the media, sometimes I think business is their religion.’

Peter had an unpleasant feeling that he was being merely trite, yet he could not doubt that there was something very important to be said here. Why couldn’t he make Thomas do any more than politely hear him out? 

‘All right, I suppose this is all rather obvious. All the same, we’re getting everything the wrong way about – the cart completely before the horse. Short of being an artist herself, that girl represents what should be the pinnacle of society, but she’s a cleaner.’

‘What about your ten million pound painting? Doesn’t that tell you how highly we value art? Maybe art is like religion – the fetish is worshiped and the acolytes live in poverty.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Yes – throw in a few art dealers for bishops, a few cardinal-collectors to pay for the –‘
‘- and it’s getting worse’, Peter insisted. ‘When I heard her – ‘

‘Who?’

‘ – the speaker at the literary festival – well, I thought what you just said – if we didn’t want this, we wouldn’t do it. It’s not as though high culture is a mass market. Most people just don’t want that sort of thing. But that’s a stupid argument.’ Inwardly Thomas bridled slightly: it was exactly the argument he was about to offer. But Peter plunged onwards. ‘Most people don’t want science or even a proper education, as far as I can see – but that’s no reason to abandon them. Art isn’t a beauty contest. Meanwhile, we are throwing away people like – what’s-her-name, the cleaner – because no one can make money out of what she can really do. No, not “no one” – just not people like you and me. The people with money and the people who advise people with even more money what to do with their money.’

But peter could see that Thomas did not recognise himself by Peter’s description. When did anyone with serious money as him for advise? And Peter realised that he was barking up the wrong tree. Yet he could not let the subject go.

‘You and me’, he insisted.
Thomas wondered how often he had heard this argument. He read a liberal newspaper and caught the occasional arts programme as he drove home at nights. And now that he spent more time on the road between clients, he had replaced the ‘adult-oriented rock’ stations and chat radio with plays and talking books. Just that morning he had driven in (at his wife’s recommendation) to the opening chapters of War and Peace. He was not inclined to let himself be blamed for some imaginary decline of culture. He got up, walked to his desk and turned on the screen as obviously as he could manage.
But Peter continued to just sit there, expecting the conversation to continue. So eventually Thomas replied, a little venomously. ‘Surely the answer is to stop training art historians?’ Despite its fulfilling his ironic intention perfectly, he immediately regretted his remark. Peter turned to Thomas and stared.
‘And replace them all with accountants, perhaps, or maybe more marketing people? Aren’t they the “creatives” these days? Here, take a look at this.’ 
He walked to Thomas’s window and pointed down to the enormous hoarding covering the building opposite. It displayed a vast picture, at least twenty metres tall, of a young woman wearing an immensely self-satisfied smirk and pointing at herself with both forefingers, above the caption ‘It’s all about me’. Thomas crossed to the window, looked down, raised his eyebrows, and returned to his desk. Peter turned and spoke again.
‘Yes, let’s abolish art history. And why not art itself?’ he added sharply. Thomas was taken aback by his aggression, ‘Just hand it over to people who made that’ – he gesticulated over his shoulder – ‘I can see the business case for that. And anyway, where’s the money in beauty? Or morality, for that matter. They should be stopped. Yes, must run that by the education minister next time I’m over that way.’

He fell silent, glaring out of the window. He looked too cross to go on. 
Thomas turned back to the screen. If he looked like he was working for long enough, Peter would leave. For a few seconds he pretended to scan the screen, tapping the fingers of his right hand on the edge of the keyboard, partly to give the impression that they were about to start typing, and partly out of simple annoyance. 
But after a few seconds more he gave in and looked back to Peter. ‘So what’s she like?’
Peter returned to himself and looked across at Thomas. 

‘Who?’

‘The cleaner.’

‘Very nice.’

‘Bright?’

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘Does she know what we do ?’

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘OK, I’ll talk to her.’

‘What about? Going to offer her a job?’

‘Maybe. If we have any to offer. But only until she can get a proper job’, he added pointedly.
Peter felt suddenly deflated. He knew he had been spouting little but clichés while Thomas was being far too tolerant. He slumped visibly.
‘I’m sorry’, he murmured. 

Thomas only asked, ‘When are you off to Amsterdam?’
Peter thought for a moment, then glanced at his watch and replied, ‘Err… this evening. I have a report to finish off, but I can do that on the plane.’

Thomas nodded, and returned to the screen, this time sincerely. Peter turned and walked back to his own office. The updated report went to Alberti as promised, and then Peter sat alone in his silent office for twenty minutes.
*
The hotel room is comfortable but it is a dull evening he would do better to escape with a good night’s sleep. But the evening’s boredom breeds lassitude and insomnia in equal doses. Only at eleven, after an hour wasted flipping fitfully back and forth between a hundred or more equally inconsequential broadcasts does he reluctantly take to the expansive bed. He reads. It is a relief from the television, but although he can see the wit and wisdom in the words, he cannot feel them. It is almost as though he were observing social niceties on another planet.
Eventually he is so heavy-lidded that his eyes flow over the surface of the words as though they contained no more meaning than a blank sheet of paper. He looks heavily back to the top of the page and realises that he has not taken in a single word. He draws a long, slow breath and releases it through pursed lips, like a cooling steam train. Reluctantly he pulls two of the many pillows stacked up behind his back and shoves them carelessly across the broad, uninhabited expanses of duvet. He checks that he has set the alarm – it’s a little after one, the alarm is set for 7.30 am – and extinguishes the lamp. 
Gradually he arranges himself for a peaceful night, but it’s hard for such a big man – such a fat man - to find a posture into which he can peacefully subside. His hip joints are heaved into unnatural angles by thick girdles about this waist and thighs, the massive bulk of his upper body presses down on a weakly protesting shoulder, his upper leg dangles uncomfortably and bends his knee joint out of kilter - all call for exact positioning and the deployment of supports. After a minute of small adjustments, he is up again, retrieving the pillows he has just cast aside and arranging them to compensate for the way overeating has undone millions of ears of minutely evolved proportions and alignments. 
It is fifteen minutes before he is comfortable. But once he has orchestrated the various strains into something close enough to equilibrium to hold, he is asleep within a few seconds. The nightmare returns.
He is in the sea again. No, he is above the sea, the same smooth swelling lurching midnight sea, his arms spread-eagled as he clamps himself to the great stone needle thrusting high into the starless shroud above. Somehow the needles are vast now, many times the size they were before, and he can barely keep himself from slipping. He glances down – the sea is far, far below – hundreds, thousands of feet down. He is slipping now, slipping, brittle rock crumbles off in slivers beneath his fingers, he is going to fall, going to fall, no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no



Page 5 of 35

