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			Chapter One

			Julian Has an Interview

			‘Julian?’ said the secretary. ‘Mr Butler is ready for you.’

			‘Ah! Yes, of course,’ said Julian, jumping up. He fiddled with his tie and nervously shuffled the papers in his hands as the secretary opened the glass door and showed him into the office.

			Julian perched on the edge of his seat while the managing director finished his call. He took this opportunity to look out of the floor-to-ceiling glass windows and get a good ogle at the stunning view across the Thames, encompassing the Tower of London, the Tate Modern, the London Eye and, in the distance, the Palace of Westminster.

			‘Yes, Tim,’ said Mr Butler. ‘Yes, Tim, I quite agree. How clever you are. Ha ha! You old devil. That’s why they pay you guys the big bucks, I guess. Speak soon, speak soon. NOW!’ Before the handset even landed in the receiver, with the incredible brusqueness of the powerful, Mr Butler’s attention was riveted upon Julian.

			‘Mr Kirrin,’ said Butler, looking down at the papers on his desk. ‘Good of you to come all the way up.’

			Julian nodded towards the window and tried to make an intelligent comment on the view, such as that it was one Canaletto might have painted. But something restricted his vocal chords and all he emitted was a tremulous whine.

			‘Not at all,’ Julian said, when he had his voice under control. ‘Thank you for seeing me, and considering my application.’

			‘Application,’ said Mr Butler flatly.

			‘Y-yes,’ said Julian, wondering why it was necessary for the high-ups to keep their offices like saunas. Julian liked to try to give the impression of being confident and imposing. He imagined that was one of the main ways one got ahead in business. When confronted with a man who was genuinely confident and imposing, however, as the managing director certainly was, he found that his confidence had the structural integrity of a sandcastle.
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			‘Julian?’ said the secretary. ‘Mr Butler is ready for you.’

			However, he had resolved to get this job, and get this job he certainly would, no matter how much his nervous system sought to undermine him. It was a big step up within the organization, and a career-changing opportunity. He was a strong-willed man of business, he told himself for the thousandth time.

			‘Ah, yes, your application. I have it here. Very interesting reading.’ Mr Butler flicked through it. ‘And you’ve supplied an updated CV. Remarkably updated, in fact, from the one you submitted when you joined us.’

			‘Oh,’ said Julian, innocently. ‘Are they . . . different?’

			‘Let’s have a look here. So you played tennis in the French Open.’

			‘That is correct, yes,’ said Julian.

			‘How was that?’ asked Mr Butler.

			‘Oh, fun.’

			‘Fun, was it? Fun. I see. Let’s have another look . . . You’ve written computer code, and designed a bespoke firewall for your former employer. In what programs do you specialize?’

			‘MS-DOS,’ said Julian confidently.

			‘Yes, well, I’ve no idea about those, so I don’t know why I asked the question. You spent two years on an underwater geological expedition, mapping the floor of the Marianas Trench.’

			‘Two and a half years.’

			‘And you attended Tokyo Business School.’

			‘Indeed.’

			‘Kuchoma nguruwe korodani?’

			‘That’s the one,’ said Julian.

			‘I see,’ said Mr Butler. ‘Mr Kirrin, I’m a busy man, and quite frankly I’ve already had enough of this.’

			‘Yes,’ said Julian, ‘perhaps we could move on to my ideas for innovation in the department, and why I am a strong candid—’

			‘We shall do no such thing,’ said Mr Butler. ‘I did not invite you here to discuss this appalling tissue of fabrications, although I admit it did afford me a small amount of amusement.’

			‘No?’ asked Julian distantly.

			‘No. You see, there is another candidate for the job. A genuinely strong candidate. And I shall be giving the job to him. You sit next to him, I believe. A Mr David Masterman?’

			The tremulous whine took up residence once more in Julian’s throat.

			‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Well, I’m afraid, if you listen to a word that man says . . .’

			‘Then it is hard not to form a certain picture of you, Kirrin. It appears Mr Masterman has had to put up with a great deal.’

			‘Not at all; it’s the other way round. He smells—’

			‘He most certainly does not. It is you, Mr Kirrin, who regularly come into work with bloodshot eyes and reeking of alcohol,’ said the M.D.

			‘Perhaps my aftershave contains some,’ said Julian. ‘I do splash it on a bit.’

			‘I can see from here you have not shaved in many days,’ said Mr Butler. ‘You have also, since being moved to sit next to Mr Masterman, placed a drawing pin on his chair, for him to sit on, on a daily basis.’

			‘Not me,’ said Julian. ‘Not me.’

			‘When he is on the phone to clients, you repeat what he’s saying in a whiny voice.’

			‘I’m trying to help him,’ said Julian. ‘To help him learn how annoying he is. So he can grow.’

			‘When he leaves his computer unlocked, you go on to his machine and send emails to people from his account, saying things like . . .’ He examined the paper on the desk in front of him. ‘“I’m a smelly poohead”; “My name is Dr Whiffy”, and so on.’

			‘He is a smelly poohead,’ said Julian. ‘I suspect it is a manifestation of his subconscious.’

			‘Do you know what sort of men I employ, Mr Kirrin?’

			‘Confident ones,’ Julian said. He’d rehearsed this bit. ‘Talented, committed, innovators and leaders.’

			‘That is correct. Do you know what sort of men I do not employ?’

			‘No?’

			‘Worms.’

			‘Worms?’

			‘Worms. Do you know what we do with worms?’

			‘Feed . . . them . . . ?’

			‘We crush them.’

			‘Yes, I suppose you do.’

			‘You, Kirrin, are a worm. Now, exit this building at once, before I crush you.’

			‘I see,’ said Julian.

			‘One more thing,’ said Mr Butler, who had replaced his spectacles and was already dialling a new number. ‘What I said to you just now was not the name of the Tokyo Business College. I asked you whether you wanted roasted pig testicles.’

			‘I see,’ said Julian.

			‘In Swahili.’

			‘Right,’ said Julian. ‘Well, I must say, they sound very similar.’

			‘Good day,’ said Mr Butler.

			It occurred to Julian that, if he was going to think of something clever to say in order to make a grand exit, now would be the moment. He looked at Mr Butler.

			‘Bye,’ he said. And went out, closing the door behind him.
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			‘You, Kirrin, are a worm. Now leave before I crush you.’

			He stumbled into the street somewhat dazed, before realizing he’d left his jacket on the back of the chair at his desk. But the security guard would no longer allow him into the building.

			As Julian walked down the street, the heavens opened, and without a tree in sight to shelter beneath, he simply trudged along through the rain. Taking his phone out, he dialled George.

			‘Bad news,’ he said. ‘I got fired. I’m going to have to get another job.’

			‘Worse news,’ said George. ‘There’s a job going here. At the seat between me and Anne. Send your C.V. over.’

			‘It’ll take some editing,’ said Julian.

			‘Just send it, dickhead.’ She rang off.

			Having skipped breakfast owing to nerves over the big interview, Julian felt his stomach rumble. He wondered what roasted pig testicles actually tasted like.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Five Go to Work

			So it was that Julian came to join George, Anne and Dick working at the firm of their notoriously shady cousin, Rupert. They knew very little about what the business did, exactly, only that they were in need of work and that Rupert had been kind enough to offer them some. It was of the lowest, data-entry kind, but they were grateful nonetheless. 
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