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In Praise of MBA


“A must read for anyone who enjoyed Franzen’s Freedom or Eggers’ The Circle.”


Felicity Wood, Deputy Features Editor, The Bookseller


“A wonderfully enjoyable dissection of the swirling currents of ambition, dissembling, power and fortune too often rationalised away in textbook accounts of ‘leadership’ … a rich satire nearer the bone of business than a lot of people would want you to think.”


Simon Caulkin, management writer in Management Today, Financial Times Business Education and at simoncaulkin.com


“Buy it, read it, then set a multiple answer exam on it. It’s a hoot.”


Peter Sullivan, former Group Editor-in-Chief of Independent Newspapers South Africa


“When the mindless, probably male, manager in your life puts you down, pick this up. Hilarious and spot on.”


Sandra Burmeister, CEO Amrop Landelahni


“By focussing his farce on the business schools he knows so well, Board updates the campus novel and takes a big swing at the insincerities inherent in the ideology of neo-liberalism.”


CM Taylor, author of Premiership Psycho and Cloven


“Board brings years of deep business experience and breathtaking wit to a La Cage aux Folles-like storyline which never lets the reader go longer than a paragraph without a smile … and more often, a guffaw.”


John C Beck, author of Good vs Good, Japan’s Business Renaissance and The Attention Economy


“Iconoclastic and LOL hilarious with an unrelieved bass-note of suspense, MBA unpick–s the fabric of leadership and interrogates the murky motives of the über-‘successful’.”


Rosemary Lain-Priestley, author of Does My Soul Look Big In This? and Unwrapping The Sacred








[image: ]

www.lol-mba.com


@lol_mba









CONTENTS


FOREWORD


BOOK ONE: THE TOWER


MONDAY 11 JUNE (EVENING)


MONDAY 11 JUNE (NIGHT)


TUESDAY 12 JUNE & WEDNESDAY 13 JUNE


WEDNESDAY 13 JUNE


THURSDAY 14 JUNE


FRIDAY 15 JUNE


SATURDAY 16 JUNE (MORNING & AFTERNOON)


SATURDAY 16 JUNE (DAY & EVENING)


SUNDAY 17 JUNE


MONDAY 18 JUNE


TUESDAY 19 JUNE (MORNING)


TUESDAY 19 JUNE (AFTERNOON)


WEDNESDAY 20 JUNE


BOOK TWO: THE OPENING


MONDAY 9 JULY (MORNING)


THURSDAY 21 JUNE (TO MID-AFTERNOON)


MONDAY 9 JULY (LUNCHTIME)


THURSDAY 21 JUNE (EARLY EVENING)


MONDAY 9 JULY (AFTERNOON)


THURSDAY 21 JUNE (NIGHT)


AFTERWORD


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


LIGHTNING BOOKS


A NEW CONCEPT


WITH THANKS


THE AUTHOR









Foreword


(recorded at Hampton Management College three years later)


You’re recording now? Jeez. Well, I guess so. Can I call you Doug? Since we’ve learned a bit about each other now.


I get it – a foreword from one of the characters. Some say the leading character. Speaking from the heart and telling it like it is: which is what leaders do. Feedback is, I’m pretty good at it. About two minutes’ worth, you say? (Pause.)


None of us saw the banking crisis coming. Sure, I was ahead of most folks; I often am. But I’ve learned not to bullshit myself. Bullshitting yourself is a one-way trip; in God’s good time you find out no one’s selling returns. Remember the guy who made forty-six billion out of whatsmyname.com? Bill Szygenda. He bullshitted himself so much, he fooled the rest of us! But that’s another story – one you can read in my book Beyond Easy, Beyond Difficult.


But look at it another way: the future is inevitable. It’s staring us in the face. All we have to do is recognise it.


Hampton was zilch. Educationally, it was a trash can in the back street of a ghetto. For twenty years folks had dumped second-raters, third-raters and worse kinds of shit in it. But I saw a team hungry to be world-class. Starving. All they needed was leadership.


Today, the stars of the future know about Hampton. I mean – tomorrow’s really bright kids in tomorrow’s places, in Shanghai, in Togo, in Buenos Aires. Right here’s where they want to study. Ahead of Harvard. Ahead of CEIBS. Read the surveys, do the math.


Why? Because today, Hampton is synonymous with telling the truth. And integrity is the key issue for business in the twenty-first century. Just get alignment around integrity – talking straight, thinking straight, feeling straight – and amazing things will happen.


This is the story of how we did that and how we hit a few home runs along the way. You know – doubled the number of doctors in the NHS and saved the world’s banking system.


Here’s the thing: those man-on-the-moon achievements depended on totally unseen people. This book will show you those unseen people. That’s why I was tickled pink to become a Commander of the British Empire. What a neat idea –an empire you can’t see to honour the people you can’t see. Personally, as I told Her Majesty, it was a big enough honour just to spell ‘honour’ with a ‘u’!


The bottom line? The only thing that will save us from the next crisis is what we’ve learned from this one. And what we’ve learned is, in the twenty-first century, leadership and learning are the key business issues.


Alongside integrity. And the environment.


Professor William C Gyro CBE


Deputy Governor of the Bank of England


Chairman of the United Nations Task Force on Leadership and emeritus Dean, Hampton Management College









BOOK ONE


THE TOWER









MONDAY 11 JUNE (EVENING)


London is being re-made. In 10 weeks the city’s mop-topped mayor, a one-man Beatles revival with added bleach, will wave the Olympic flag in Beijing’s stadium. Back home, the construction of a 21st-century stadium and velodrome has already begun. But the city’s re-making is much more than this.


The first re-making is up. Skyscrapers are sprouting on the city’s face like a fungus. Southwark Towers – 24 floors of offices next to the southeast rail terminus – is being demolished. In four years’ time the 87 floors of the Shard will take its place. If you’re going places in London, you’re going up.


Ben Stillman is going up. He’s barely 30 and he’s chief of staff to a billionaire.


The city is being remade back towards its centre. In places like Johannesburg, after the rich moved outwards they sent removal vans back in to take their jobs with them. But most of the jobs that matter in London are still in the centre, and the people with money have come back to hug those jobs more closely. In London, the centre is the place to be.


Where Ben’s at in his career could not be more central. He is the hub of 26,000 people labouring worldwide in everything from chemicals and agriculture to re-insurance. Ben is Alex Bakhtin’s right hand.


The third reshaper of London is glass. All the new towers are glass from top to bottom. Welcome to a new kind of power, which sees all and displays all. It has no need to hide. Perhaps this power is modern and clean, democratic and accountable. But then a gust blows, a cable slips and a window cleaner’s fingers get caught in the winching gear. As detergent and blood smear the glass, we glimpse something older. The cable that once suspended a human halfway between heaven and earth was the divine right of kings.


All-glass palaces: London’s new way to tell passers-by that they count for shit. You’re welcome to look in, because you’re so lowly that what you see has no consequence.


---


A cloudless June evening was beginning as Ben’s car crawled round London’s traffic-choked concrete corset. Given the priceless treasure he was carrying, he had thought about arranging a police escort; Bakhtin Enterprises had that kind of clout. But how embarrassing to drive an Audi with state-of-the-art LED running lights at only 30 miles an hour, surrounded by flashing blues. Knowing his luck someone would see him and post the picture on YouTube.


YouTube – now that was a business! Founded when Ben had been in the final months of his MBA, and sold for $1.6 billion 18 months later. What a time to be alive; what a time to be in business!


Of course, the other side of business was the gobbledygook that the bankers had produced for tomorrow’s meeting in Paris. How complicated could borrowing 700 million be? Quite complicated, if the bankers had dreamt up that you should pay the interest on some Chilean mining equipment while the Chilean government paid the interest on your frozen orange juice.


After turning off the main artery from London, Ben’s blood pressure rose. Not so much on the first part of the way to Hampton – small place, little traffic – as on the country road beyond. This snaked left and right and up and down. One unexpectedly sharp turn tapped the package in the back seat against a rear door, which made the driver anxious. This priceless package was a faux-Louis XIV chair made entirely of glass, one of Alex Bakhtin’s wilder ideas for a present.


From the top of Pynbal’s Ridge he headed down towards the lake and the college buildings of Hampton. Driving this way during his MBA, often the view had been cloaked in the dark of evening or winter. The valley’s contents had eventually opened themselves to his gaze, modestly picturesque and unmemorable. But back then he had been driving a second-hand Mondeo that had made everything ordinary; now he was parting the forests of larch and silver birch in a sleek and alchemical beast.


The lake, narrow but with the evening sun glinting off its length, resembled a drawn sword. The dean’s white house and the main two-level brick buildings were the handle, but now the handle was dwarfed by something new. A five-storey spore from outer space had landed, currently cloaked in scaffolding, hoardings and canvas wrappings. The new tower, presumably. The college had got a new dean and the new dean had got a new tower.


Looking back, Ben could not imagine how green he had been when he had started his MBA at the age of 25. Some of the teaching had been dire, but he had only paid thirty-five thousand to attend a second-division school. The main thing had been the business opportunities those three letters after someone’s name could open up. The new dean imported from America was good news for Ben. Hampton was climbing the rankings and its alumni’s careers were climbing with it.


Ben’s mind wandered and the Audi wandered a little with it. So much so that he almost drove into a silver Lexus stopped around a bend. The air bed improvised behind Ben’s seat did its job, cushioning 19 kilos of solid glass.


The rear window of the Lexus slid downwards. Above a green pashmina beamed the well-kept face of a woman who had been in her forties for perhaps 15 years. Her walnut hair, shoulder-length, was luxuriant to the point of deserving European environmental protection.


‘You must be Ben,’ she said. ‘Hampton’s golden boy returns. This is all my fault. I was telling Greg –’


She indicated the young man beside her. The driver was part blond, part jet-black, with gas-flame eyes, hair gel and an earring. He had about 20 years on the clock. An explanation of why Greg had stopped on the crown of the road looked as unlikely as an apology for escaping from a Hitler Youth boy band.


‘– that we absolutely must be back for your speech. And we will. I hope the chair is all right.’


Ben glanced at the back seat. As far as he knew, only the dean at Hampton was aware of what he had been so gingerly ferrying from central London. So the woman now disappearing in his rear-view mirror must be Dianne Peach-Gyro, the dean’s wife.


Ten minutes later, the mover and shaker himself came out of the front door of his house to welcome the college’s returning hero. And why not? Bakhtin was gifting the college not just a glass chair but three million pounds, and Ben was his trusted courier. Gyro was an energetic 55 and over six feet tall, not counting the charcoal eyebrows that arched like a burger chain. Ben would pick him as a doubles tennis partner, no questions asked. A thick lacquer of superficiality might sit on top, but underneath Ben warmed to someone who so obviously got one hell of a lot done.


They shook hands. ‘Safe trip?’ Gyro asked.


‘I was flashed a few times on the main road, but otherwise no problems at all.’ Ben opened the Audi’s rear door.


‘You leave it right there, we’ll take care of that baby.’ Gyro ran one hand through his hair as if to stop it receding like the polar ice caps. ‘You graduated here, when? Just before I arrived?’


‘Yes, three years ago.’


‘And now you’re Alex’s chief of staff. That’s damn good. Hampton needs more of you and, you know what –’ Gyro gestured at the scaffolding on the other side of the college building, ‘if I have anything to do with it, Hampton’s going to get them.’ Gyro clapped Ben on the shoulder. ‘What d’you say? A quick whisky, just a baby one, to steady the nerves?’


Ben smiled and shook his head. He wasn’t nervous. He had stood in for Alex Bakhtin so many times that he could do it falling off a log. In fact, of the two Ben was the better speaker.


Of course with hindsight Ben should have been nervous. But come on, how could he have known what would shortly transpire?


---


Sixty minutes later the glass chair had been removed from the Audi and taken inside, where it radiated boldness to the 50 people in the room. Ben flipped the pages of Alex’s speech notes but he wasn’t looking at them. He was paid enough to know Bakhtin’s life and leadership philosophy by heart.


The courtesies and apologies were complete. The dean had been thanked for his hospitality. The dean’s secretary had been thanked, with the flowers that she had been told to organise for herself. The audience wanted to hear the thoughts of the charismatic entrepreneur Alex Bakhtin. They craved vowels that surged with the power of fortunes made, consonants that broke on the wreckage of lesser sums lost. Ben began:


‘No less today than when I started, I teach my managers that the foundation of successful business is always people. Not any people, but those selfless people and their teamwork who create any business, any result, any human achievement whatsoever.


‘On the farm where I was brought up, harvest time was hard. We rose at five and did not finish until midnight. Of course that was a business lesson – to work hard. But every farmer works hard. Yet not every farmer’s child produces a business of international distinction.


‘The difference lay in the workers we hired and how we treated them. Every harvest evening, my mother prepared food under the trees. Grilled fish or eggplants as big as houses – the ovens did not stop as long as our workers were still coming. Ten o’clock in the evening, eleven o’clock, still they were coming. The selfless workers. We ate with them, of course – another business lesson. And they ate their fill.


‘I particularly remember the time when a son was born to one of our foremen. Without a word being said, my mother had already begun to roast a suckling pig. That foreman was a selfless worker. He worked the harvest the very day his son was born.


‘Around midnight I would help my father clear the table. We fed the leftovers to the dogs. “Son,” my father said to me one time, “have you seen any dogs better fed than ours?”


‘“None, father!” I replied. “None in the whole world.”


‘“You are right!” he exclaimed. “But remember, they only feed after the selfless workers have had their fill.”


‘So this is what I teach my managers. Your shareholders have sharp teeth. I am one of them. We are dogs. We want to be the best-fed shareholders in the whole world. But only after your selfless workers have eaten their fill.’


Ben paused to let some of the eyes in his audience moisten. As he did so the crowd at the back of the room parted to admit the walnut-haired woman, still striking in a green pashmina, but now sparkling with diamonds.


‘Distinguished professors and scholars of business, I fear that my working-man’s philosophy is not worthy of you. But tonight I am so appreciative of the honour that you extend to me – and also to my tragically deceased wife – by establishing this new Chair of Selfless Leadership in her name.’


Ben pocketed the speech notes and continued, ‘As Dean Gyro told you, Alex Bakhtin is so sorry that he cannot be here in person. As his chief of staff I know how deeply he had been looking forward to today, not only to meeting all of you but also to remembering his very dear Julia. But there is one task that Alex insists on handling personally, wherever in the company it may have to take place, even if there are other commitments that he has made. That task is downsizing. It is true – this year Bakhtin Enterprises will grow 27 percent. But the task of pruning for market fitness is never complete. He wants to be here, but the task of selfless leadership is sadly elsewhere tonight.’


There was a gratifying body to the applause that welled up around the room. The applause grew, listened to itself and decided what it wanted to do next. For a moment it waited respectfully. For the fallen, for the downsized, for the however many in whichever country with whom Alex Bakhtin had gone to be, this outpost of capitalism dipped its flag. But then glasses of champagne and canapé plates were downed, to enable the hands that had held them to come together more vigorously. Three million pounds of endowment were in the college coffers. And Ben had spoken well.


Gyro came forward and with the dean’s help Ben unveiled the glass faux-Louis XIV chair – ‘something to remind us of transparency in business, and a fitting accompaniment to the new tower’. Ben read out the engraving: ‘Dedicated to selfless leaders by Alex Bakhtin’.


Delight surged around the room. It was a good night for Hampton – more money from a top business name – and a good night for Ben.


‘I was told you could use this,’ someone whispered in his ear. A glass of champagne was thrust into his hand. ‘I’m the deputy dean, Dorothy Lines.’


Ben took a grateful gulp. ‘Ben Stillman. A pleasure to meet you, Professor Lines. I guess getting an actual chair is a bit unusual?’


‘Unusual and very witty, but what personally fascinates me is the legal aspect. Forgive me, my field is law.’


‘Someone’s got to do it,’ Ben grinned.


‘Very good of you to see it that way. The Julia Bakhtin Chair in Selfless Leadership will be the first endowed chair on either side of the Atlantic where the name will automatically change if our benefactor remarries.’


‘How very practical.’


‘Indeed. Now – my instructions were quite strict; everyone wants to meet our hero so you must circulate. But it’s very nice to have a Hampton alumnus back in such distinguished circumstances.’


A woman stepped forward into Ben’s path: half-Chinese, perhaps in her late thirties. ‘May I?’


‘Of course!’ beamed the deputy dean. ‘Connie Yung is the top student on the MSc programme we run for managers in the NHS. In fact, she’s just agreed to join our board of governors. We wanted someone grown-up with recent student experience.’


Connie ignored Ben’s offered hand. Her gaze ran up and down him like an airport scanner. She was wearing a light scent, something reminiscent of orchids and revenge. ‘A bit of a slip, eh? The board of governors got me when they could have had you, Mr Hero.’


‘Ah. We MBAs fail the grown-up part of the test.’


‘Please tell your boss I’m gutted he couldn’t make it, because I came to throw this drink over him. I’d been looking forward to it all day. He screwed a business I was in. Lots of my friends lost their jobs.’


Dorothy Lines’ brow creased.


Ben’s stomach jumped. ‘Look, I’m sorry about that. Maybe there’s another side to that story? Really I’m just a back-room boy. I wouldn’t know.’ Actually, her perfume was quite enticing, not cloying or insipid. ‘Since you’re joining the board of a business school, how about we call it quits and put it down to market forces?’


Connie smiled briefly. ‘Oh, there was definitely an invisible hand, but it was your boss’s.’


Ben wanted to say more, but Connie had turned away. Dorothy took his arm.


‘So Connie’s a doctor in the NHS?’ In front of the deputy dean Ben wasn’t going to fall into the trap of asking if she was a nurse.


‘No, she’s an HR director.’


He unsuccessfully tried to stifle a grimace. His only experience in human resources had suggested to him that HR was glorified paper-shuffling.


A large, square-cut emerald ring with diamond acolytes surged into his view. The ring was attached to a left hand. The right hand brought a young man of Ben’s age in tow, and a voice like a cello entered Ben between two of his lumbar vertebrae.


‘Bravissimo, Mr Stillman! So I might have guessed; you are also an expert on our health system.’ This time the warrior queen Dianne introduced herself. She was a psychologist as well as the dean’s wife. Her younger male companion was Ed Lens, who worked in the Prime Minister’s office. Ben gathered from Dianne that Ed was the mastermind behind Britain’s world-leading health reforms. ‘I am aghast,’ Dianne continued, ‘despite every effort, to have missed the first part of your talk. Although as a cheap shot in mitigation, I was there for more of it than Mr Bakhtin. Is it impertinent to ask whether any of those Bakhtin folk tales are true? We academics are impossible, I know – that unstoppable quest for facts.’


‘All of it,’ Ben replied, ‘as far as I know. I’ve never met Alex’s parents, but he does keep two dogs, Shareholder and Value. They salivate all over you, and then bite. They think it’s a sign of affection.’


‘Has Mr Bakhtin been to Number Ten?’ inquired Lens. He had a climber’s physique, though given his place of work his skill was probably climbing over bodies rather than rocks.


Ben tried to recall the photographs on Alex’s wall. There was one at Number Ten, but with whom? Alex was not old enough for it to have been Thatcher, and Major had no glamour. So probably it was the one who departed 12 months ago to spend more time with his international bank accounts, in which case best nothing mentioned. ‘I don’t think Mr Bakhtin has had the pleasure of meeting the Prime Minister. I’m sure he would consider the opportunity a great honour. The Prime Minister’s recent book struck him very forcibly.’ Well, it would strike him once Ben had written him a half-pager on it.


‘Consider it done,’ declared Dianne. Her hand settled on Ben’s arm as if drawing a DNA sample for her personal database through his jacket and shirt. The two of them watched Lens depart. ‘Ed has the most enormous influence. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if the Prime Minister visited Hampton in the near future. So when were you a Hampton graduate? It must have been before our time. I couldn’t have forgotten you if you had come to one of our student soirées.’


‘I did the MBA three years back, part-time.’


‘Were you working with Alex then?’


‘No. After my first degree it was pretty tough to get a job, but I got in as a management trainee with the local water utility. It was dull as ditchwater …’


‘Exquisitely appropriate!’


‘… but they let me go down to four days a week and self-fund an MBA. Believe me, I had a stack of debt to pay off by the time I finished here.’


‘Then Bakhtin Enterprises spotted you and you haven’t looked back.’


‘I guess.’ For the past few minutes Ben felt that something inside him had been melting under Dianne’s attention. He thought of the heat shield of a spacecraft being drawn into an atmosphere by a planet’s gravity. Although guests twice Ben’s age scampered around Dianne’s periphery like mice, she had no eyes for them. ‘An MBA is all very well but I had to prove myself first, running a real business – one of Bakhtin’s smaller ones. But it must have gone OK because 10 months ago I became his chief of staff.’


---


With a start, Ben saw the time – 9.55pm. He made apologies. A text from Alex said ‘Call’, but the mobile’s battery was dead. Free alcohol was still exerting its pull but the ranks of staff and guests had shrunk. Ben searched for a friendly face and was delighted to see Frank Jones, the only lecturer who could make the finance part of the MBA clear and funny. Frank’s office was around the corner and yes, Ben could use his landline. The call clarity was excellent although, so far as Ben could quickly calculate, Alex was airborne over India.


The event had gone well and Ben said so. The glass chair had been much admired. There might be an invitation from Number Ten. There was every reason for Alex to be happy, but Ben’s hormones had learned to put themselves into neutral until his boss’s emotional state had been confirmed.


Things were fine. Alex had already received a gushingly complimentary text about both speech and chair. Dean Gyro knew how to gush fast, in six words or less.


‘Ben, Ben, please no bullshit! You did it better than me! You read my mind perfectly!’ Alex exclaimed. ‘When I need you to be me, Ben, you never let me down.’ There was a pause. Mind-reader or not, Ben had no clue as to where the conversation was headed. This was nothing new: part of the job description of genius was ‘mystery’. In the background a cuckoo clock sounded the hour. A cuckoo clock in a private jet?


A meaningless question from Alex about whether it was now too late (when had that ever mattered in the Bakhtin empire?) led to a request. Could Ben ‘be Alex’ one more time that evening? This would be a very important time – much more important than three million pounds and some kilos of glass. Staff reductions were so tricky, and this one especially so. It was not news that would keep well. Would Ben do it? Would he promise? Did he understand? Or would he rather wait until Alex was back in three days to do it personally?


When Ben did grasp what Alex intended, having for two long minutes mustered every atom of reflex and memory accumulated over the past year to help him decode his boss’s messages, he replied slowly that, yes, he would do it, that he did promise, that he understood, and that he would rather not wait.


Bakhtin had asked Ben to downsize himself. Which was how Frank came to be dragged out of the party with no explanation, ordered to bring two (no, three) glasses of champagne and marched to his office, where he sat at his square meeting table like a Wimbledon umpire. Ben fired up Frank’s computer and printer, downloaded two copies of a document from Bakhtin Enterprises’ intranet, and took one of the empty seats.


‘Ben,’ Ben began, looking at the empty chair facing him across the table. In truth what Ben was about to do, namely give himself a farewell speech, he would do better than Alex, who would have forgotten half of what Ben had done for the company. Forgotten as if he had never known. And (Alex’s point), hadn’t Ben earned the right for his contribution to the corporate cause to be remembered properly, and to be thanked for it to the best of Bakhtin Enterprises’ ability to do it? And without doubt, the person who could do the best job was Ben.


So, Ben continued, this could be no easy conversation. Ben’s record was beyond reproach. Ben had joined Bakhtin Enterprises from Hampton on an accelerated management traineeship, first in personnel (torture!) and then in marketing. In his second year he had progressed to his first role in general management, within the EFI division.


What a debut! He had taken a dull manufacturing business with an ageing plant, few advantages and no ambition, and he had stuffed the competition. Permanently stuffed them. Doubled EFI’s market share. Quintupled profits – which continue to this day. Sustained profits. That was commercial promise for you, without a doubt. When 10 months ago the role of chief of staff to Alex himself had become vacant, Ben had been the obvious choice for it.


Here, at the centre of the group, how greatly he had contributed. How fully he had exemplified selflessness. How much he would be missed not only by Alex, but by so many executives around the world for whom he had been Alex (or better than Alex) when the demands of selfless leadership made his boss unavailable. As they did now.


To these hundreds of daily encounters, from six (or sometimes five or even four) in the morning till gone midnight, Ben had brought so much more than the diligence of a good-tempered amanuensis. Or even a clairvoyant one. Ben had brought – he pressed these points because he very much wanted Ben to hear them and to take them in – a gentle kindness and a renewing optimism which were not in Alex’s gift. Often Ben had demonstrated that kindness could not be separated from attention to detail; details that could be overlooked so easily in a leader’s sweeping focus on the big picture.


Such details needed to be dispatched here. At this point Ben put crosses in a few boxes on the documents he had printed. They were neither more nor less than the crosses that Alex would have put, had someone like Ben prompted Alex to think of them. Four months’ pay in lieu of notice instead of three (selfless workers must eat their fill). Continued benefits, car, retirement contribution and health plan for that time. Access to the group’s outplacement assistance within the limits set out in the schedule.


And how helpful of the annex to recall in English rather than legalese the restrictions on confidentiality and working for competitors which would continue for rather more than six months. Had writing them comprehensibly (while keeping the lawyers calm) not been one of Ben’s first projects on joining the group? Ben recalled that it had.


Frank was impressed. Bemused, but certainly impressed.


And then with the benefit of much practice from many other goodbyes, the finely honed managerial sentiments leapt from caterpillar to butterfly, from dutiful appreciation of the past to excitement about the future (‘your hopes, your dreams’). Ben scrawled his name, original and copy, in the two places provided for the corporation’s signature, and swallowed a mouthful of champagne. He then moved to the other side of the table and scrawled the same name twice more in the places provided for the exiting executive. Swallowing a larger mouthful of champagne, he passed both documents to Frank to witness.


A few minutes later the two of them were pacing outside in the dark. Frank’s cigarette, now glowing, now quiescent, moved like a lapping wave along the front of the main building. In all his 45 years, said Frank, he had never seen anything like what he had just witnessed. Ben said, well that was business for you. In removing Ben, Alex was in effect taking out a layer of management. The commercial reasons to do so were not pressing, but that was Alex’s business genius – he was always ahead of the game, reading economies and markets before they moved. Ben didn’t doubt that within six months, chopping Ben’s job would seem prescient.


‘How do you feel?’ asked Frank.


Ben was not sure how he felt. ‘Stunned, I guess. Numb.’


‘But why you, his right-hand man and one of his best?’ pressed Frank, still mystified by the turn and pace of events. You could build a cathedral (including getting planning permission for an underground car park) in the time it took to get rid of an academic in a university.


‘Selfless leadership. Sharing the pain. A bad mistake if he had left his own team untouched.’ Ben paused, reflecting. ‘And he’s right.’


‘What about tomorrow?’


‘I’ve no idea. I was meant to have been meeting some bankers in Paris, but right now I’m on gardening leave.’


‘Someone waiting for you at home?’


‘No, I’ve been living on planes since I left here. So any ideas for tomorrow would be welcome …’ Ben broke off and pointed as they turned the corner of the administration building. ‘What is that?’


The scaffolding-clad new tower had vanished and reappeared. Red construction lights hung in a giant circle in the sky four floors above them, like the marks of a laser pointer. Ben’s eyes adjusted. He could make out the rim of a darkened flying saucer, perched on top of a column of scaffolding like a ball on a golf tee.


But Frank wasn’t there. He was off, running with surprising agility back to the fading embers of the drinks party. The continued presence of alcohol meant that Dean Gyro had not yet exhausted his enthusiasm for the beauty of the college’s new all-glass chair. ‘Come on!’ Frank called to Ben, pointing to the flying saucer. ‘That has given me an idea.’









MONDAY 11 JUNE (NIGHT)


The imam and the two others went upstairs. They entered the imam’s office and all three complied with their religion’s demands concerning shoes. The imam wore hand-stitched calf leather, polished brown brogues and the 30-year-old wore scuffed black Oxfords but both pairs cost over £300. Yet the mass-production slip-ons of the third member of the group were no less revealing. The capitalist religion requires consumption to be conspicuous and to demarcate wealth or salary. The imam had wealth; until minutes before the 30-year-old had had a six-figure salary; while the senior lecturer was – well, what need one say? A senior lecturer in a second-rate business school.


While Frank and Gyro huddled, Ben had a few minutes to look around. The dean’s office had moved since his time as a student. He recalled two meetings involving cheap sherry, faded armchairs and a matching sofa. The sofa had been half-covered in research questionnaires and had been in the dean’s house. In his first week as dean Gyro had moved the office out of the house and into the first floor, front and centre, of the main college building. The governors had paid top dollar for an American to come and do a job. Part of that job was to wake up anyone who was mistaking Hampton for the suburbs.


For what, in appointing Gyro, Hampton aspired to be was an internationally ranked business school – a madrassa of capitalism. Capitalism’s madrassas were needed for exactly the same reason as those of any other self-respecting religion. The human population was exploding, young and global. Therefore any religion worthy of the name – even a religion aiming only to stand still, and the doctrine of shareholder value demanded much more than that – needed to attract ever larger numbers of the young and equip them for their role in the cause. Therefore madrassas were many, and each had their imams, but they were not equal.


A leading madrassa attracted ambitious minds from all over the world, and scattered them back to the world equipped not only with knowledge but fervour. William C Gyro had never put his job in those terms, but had the description been offered in a scriptural text such as the Harvard Business Review, he would have concurred immediately.


Everything in Gyro’s office sent a message. Fluorescent lighting, pine shelves and tubular metal chairs upholstered in Smartie-pack colours matched the rest of the building. But together with the large desk (clear except for a state-of-the-art widescreen laptop), they expressed the first message: the new dean was a hard-working business executive, frugal but willing to make investments in new technology. This message was for the school’s corporate clients: heads of ‘talent’ or ‘learning’ and other human-resource professionals in large businesses who spent seven-figure budgets on education. The second message – that this was the boss’s office – was carried by the spacious acreage of ankle-deep carpet and the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the lake.


A third message was conveyed by four layers of shelving running the length of the longest wall, and by the coat-stand near the door. The shelves bore books and journals and the coat-stand bore the crimson robes of Gyro’s Harvard doctorate from 25 years ago. Most of the books and some of the journals had been read, as many as half by Gyro himself.


The third message did not fool the college’s full-time academics (the church of reason was also the church of scepticism) but they did not need to be fooled. The message of the shelves and the gown was that the business-minded dean was flattering them rather than treating them with contempt. As scholars they well understood that to be the head of a business school is to try to unify two religions: rationality and money. No wonder the system’s highest intellectual flowering was man as rational wealth-seeker, homo economicus.


The opposite wall gave pride of place to photographs – two triumphs on the football field at Jersey City; three platinum sales achievements at a global management consultancy (‘Building The Future’ awards in 1993, 1995 and 1996); two publishers’ awards for books, and a White House dinner with George W Bush. The largest photograph was only 15 months old – Dean Gyro with Wilson Pinnacle Junior, the 72-year-old founder’s son and CEO of Virtual Savings and Trust, at the groundbreaking ceremony for Hampton’s new tower. The fourth message was for donors: Gyro’s a good guy, a winner and a money magnet.


‘Well, Frank, this is a surprise and no mistake.’ The cadaverous reflections of Gyro, Frank and Ben moved in the window. Gyro turned towards Frank, his quizzical expression disappearing. ‘This young man isn’t just a solution, he’s a brainwave. And I thought you only brought me problems.’


Frank coughed. ‘Questions, perhaps.’


Gyro turned his smile on Ben. ‘Frank supplies the conscience of the school and I wouldn’t have it any other way. Just occasionally, though, I have to remind him that the supply of ethics is also subject to the law of demand.’


Frank’s brainwave was that for the next two weeks Ben should slide effortlessly from having been Bakhtin’s right-hand man to becoming Gyro’s. The role of dean’s assistant had been vacated abruptly a few days earlier, just as preparations for the tower opening were reaching fever pitch.


‘What do you say?’ Gyro placed a hand on Ben’s shoulder. ‘The base salary you were on as a daily rate, plus accommodation and expenses? We’ll work it out. I’m sure Alex paid you eye-wateringly well, but with luck a two-week dose won’t bankrupt the school. In ten days – no, less – this place is going to be swarming with the very top names in global business. Including –’ he jabbed at the photograph on the wall ‘– him. The tower opening is the culmination of Wilson Pinnacle Junior putting thirty million dollars into the college.’


‘Thirty million!’


‘Exactly. Hampton has never played in that league before, but as of June twenty-first, we do. On June twenty-first one hundred years ago, Pinnacle Senior founded the Virtual Savings Corporation of Delaware. That became Virtual Savings and Trust – which is huge. The Pinnacle Leadership Tower will be dedicated to him. Wilson has invited all his closest enemies and friends, billionaires the lot of them. And they are coming. Do this job for two weeks and you’ll get to meet them all.’ Gyro pressed his point. ‘When I was your age I would have killed to get introductions like that.’


‘Billionaires are pains in the arse,’ Ben said.


‘That’s an essential fact. VIP handling 101. But how do you know? Because you’ve already been Alex’s right-hand guy. You’ve done the job already. You’ll eat them up like candy. For two weeks, that’s it. Get the tower open, and help me tickle their fat tummies so they all give Hampton a little something.’


‘Be the arse for them to be pains in, you mean,’ Ben summarised. What the hell? One thing was clear: he did not need to consult his own diary for the next two weeks. Doing the Bakhtin job had rendered his private diary permanently blank.


‘A Hampton arse, Ben. A master of the universe in the making, talent-spotted right here at Hampton.’


‘What happened to the previous guy?’ Ben imagined that Gyro could blow up a temper if he chose.


‘Family circumstances,’ said Gyro. ‘Sudden and sad. Regardless of which, Richard couldn’t hack it. Couldn’t multi-task.’ Gyro’s brow furrowed. ‘The elevator announcements were getting him down. Or the lift, if you prefer. Are you planning on getting beaten by lift announcements?’


Ben shook his head, perplexed but persuaded. Gyro went for the closing handclasp. ‘If you haven’t got your passport, Greg can go and get it: you need to grab some sleep. Frank will show you where. You’ll be getting your briefing from me. Tomorrow. Early.’


---


Working for Bakhtin meant Ben never went anywhere without his passport, but he was surprised to need it again so soon after being fired. At reception Frank helped him collect emergency toiletries and a keycard for one of the vacant student rooms. Frank also lent Ben a couple of bits of clothing. By the time he had taken Ben to the residential block it had gone eleven.


After refurbishment, the student rooms were smart but they were still pastel cubicles for human laboratory animals. The swivel chair was now height-adjustable, the fluorescent tubes had been replaced with energy-efficient lighting and the window no longer opened. Air-conditioning, electronic doorlocks, ethernet cable and the power showers were all new: products of some of Pinnacle’s thirty million, presumably.


Ben was agitated. In less than three hours he had gone from rising star to redundant, and the shock was wearing off. Connie Yung floated into his mind; at least she had clarity about Bakhtin. She might even have been right. He needed time to think about his situation. Then again, maybe he didn’t; maybe he could just move on?


The room was hot, and he remembered that his passport was still in the Audi’s glove compartment. However, the air-conditioning only kept running if the keycard stayed in its wall slot. Ben’s wing seemed deserted, so he left his keycard in its slot and used the wastebasket to prop his room door ajar. A telephone directory did the same for the door into the car park.


Patchy clouds were moving in the sky, propelled by a night breeze. The breeze rippled the lake and was starting to cool the valley. The Audi was in a car park surrounded on three sides by the student residential block. In half a dozen windows lights or computer screens glimmered behind curtains, but otherwise the block was dark. Ben stuffed his passport and phone charger into his pocket and wandered over to the giant structure on the opposite side of the road. Since the tower was going to be his focus for the next two weeks, he wanted a closer look.


His eyes adjusted to the dark. The flying saucer that he had seen previously was perched on top of a four-storey square scaffolding tower. Assuming that the flying saucer was some kind of observation platform, Ben guessed that it might have a capacity for perhaps 150 people – but what could so many people want to look at?


Red lights ran around the scaffolding at ground and fourth-floor levels, as well as on the flying saucer itself, which was covered in tarpaulins and rope. The scaffolding supported wooden boards painted with the valley landscape on the ground, first and second floors and a sky scene for the upper floors – a kind of camouflage. There was no artist’s impression of the tower itself.


At ground level a notice listed a sizeable army of architects, engineers and specialist consultants, some of whom were based in Los Angeles and Tokyo. The logo of Virtual Savings and Trust was everywhere, a giant V-tick in orange and gold.


As the clouds gave way to larger and larger patches of moonlight, the tower’s design seemed to Ben a seductive tease. Presumably the ‘flying saucer’ was accessed via a central support column behind the scaffolding, but how? Ben knew the tower had a lot of glass – the chair he had delivered had been designed to match it – but how many millions could anyone want to spend on a glass toadstool? Still, a speck of Pinnacle’s thirty mil was now going to end up in Ben’s back pocket. There couldn’t be any harm in that.


---


When Ben got back to his room he found the boy-band member beside his desk. Ben had left the door open, but thought the document case with his speech notes had been zipped up: now it was unzipped. The directions that Greg passed on were for Ben to turn up, with passport, at the dean’s house at 7.30am sharp. Greg would drive them to Heathrow where they would both catch a flight to Hong Kong.


‘I’m going with the dean to Hong Kong?’ Ben repeated (yes). He asked when the cafeteria started breakfast (6.30am) and when he would be back (no idea). Greg dispensed answers with the warm personal touch of a motel ice-maker. He seemed to enjoy Ben’s discomfort.


Ben tried a different tack. He held out his hand. ‘We’ll be working together for two weeks, so why don’t we say hello? Ben Stillman.’


Greg didn’t move. ‘Is it not Dr Jones you’ll be working with, Mr Stillman? Since your being here seems to be his doing.’


‘He taught on my MBA, yes. But then so did lots of other people.’


‘Hmm.’ Greg shrugged, and melted fractionally; for a moment he seemed to want to help. ‘Check out what happened to the bloke before you. And watch out for the tower opening. Security and all that. Lots of VIPs. Possible terrorist target.’


Was that half-a-dozen warnings or one? Ben said, ‘You’re joking. Hampton, a terrorist target?’ But the driver had gone. In its high-rolling, jet-setting confusion Hampton was turning out to be bizarrely like the Bakhtin world that he had just exited.


By now the room was agreeably cool. Frank had lent him a shirt and some socks but hadn’t offered underpants (Ben hadn’t asked), so that was one item on the shopping list for tomorrow. The power shower and emergency toiletries did their jobs. With the reassuring glow of his phone on charge and his passport beside his bed, Ben felt the illusion of being in charge of his life start to return. He was happy about that.


So why had he been let go? For the past 10 months he had been Alex Bakhtin’s chief of staff. He had shared Alex’s outer office and every secret of the business with Tahmina, Alex’s personal assistant. No one whom Alex regarded as merely adequate or mediocre would be dreamt of for such a role. He had landed it, a big promotion, because of a stunning track record as a business performer. Had he failed to make the grade in the new job? No. Six weeks ago Alex had awarded him an ahead-of-plan bonus.


More than that, in the cut-and-thrust of all his roles in Bakhtin’s world, Ben had done some growing up. He had learned what real achievement was, and he had really achieved. In their telephone conversation three hours ago, he had put the question to Alex directly. For goodness’ sake, Alex chewed up underperformers and spat them out often enough; Ben generally swept up the wreckage. If Ben had been underperforming, Alex would not only have said it, he would have growled it, shouted it, yelled it. Yet according to Alex, Ben had been performing flawlessly.


Put it down to personal chemistry? Was Ben too unlike Alex, or too much like him in some way? But he had done so many sensitive and personal things for his boss, such as tonight’s speech in memory of Alex’s late wife.


So Ben was left with nothing more than the unsatisfying mixture of reasons that he had offered Frank: a combination of cost-saving and market savvy, with the added twist that a business leader whose public credo was selfless leadership might see a necessity in chopping off his own right hand at a time when he was calling for sacrifices from others. It was the only logical answer, but it didn’t feel to Ben like the answer. He felt as if he was lying on crisply ironed sheets holding a Rubik’s cube, which was not the recommended recipe for sleep.


Ben turned out the light and pondered the stars by which he had navigated his career so far. Hampton had been the first star. Before Hampton, Ben had not aimed high; indeed he had not aimed at all. Through high school and a mediocre first degree he had floated on tides, happily and amiably, a creature of rockpools governed by the wind and the moon rather than by the stars.


But even a crab in a rockpool, gazing familiarly at the moon, might one night look to the fiery, distant and compelling stars beyond and wonder whether it had a future among them. Since the stars are so many, might there be one a little closer than the others, a bit more accessible, a bit less daunting, to which it might not be indescribably silly to hitch one’s fate? An Alpha Centauri, so to speak; or in Ben’s case, a Hampton MBA. And so he had persuaded his employers to cut him loose for a day a week and he had self-funded to join a madrassa.
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