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			CHAPTER ONE

			Five On a Lovely Railway Journey

			‘You know, I don’t think there’s anything I like quite so much as a nice railway journey,’ said Anne.

			‘Woof!’ agreed Timmy.

			‘Mmfffffmnffn,’ said a voice.

			‘What’s that, Dick?’

			With an effort, Dick managed to remove his face from the armpit of the man in front of him and angle his neck so that he could get a look at Anne. ‘I said, once we get to Victoria, perhaps you’ll have your wish.’

			‘Do you mind?’ came Julian’s voice from somewhere in the crush.

			‘I’m sorry?’

			‘Would you please turn your music down several notches? To merely ear-splitting, perhaps? It’s practically making me bleed. You don’t see me playing my Melvyn Bragg podcast at full blast to the whole carriage, do you?’

			‘Happy days,’ said George quietly, scratching Timmy behind the ears. ‘Not long to go now, Timmy. Just another eleven stops to Embankment, where we change. God bless the London Underground . . .’

			*

			It was not often these days that they all set out on an excursion to the countryside together, and so (despite the threat of sweaty frottage upon the Northern Line) they were excited to be on their way to Victoria to catch a train out of London.

			It was several months now since Julian had got a new job for a large multinational corporation called Lupiter Fünckstein at their British headquarters in north London. He had been placed in charge of a large project that was expected to take several years to complete, and, once he arrived, he had realized his team was severely understaffed. He had promptly hired Anne, as she was both well qualified and suited to the role.

			He found the experience of being able to tell Anne what to do in a professional context intensely gratifying, so much so that he quickly snapped up Dick as well, and when George’s contract with her employer came to an end a few weeks later, her too. Now they had all been working together for almost a month, and so far it had proven to be very harmonious.

			Today, however, there was a chance that this might change, for it was time for the Annual Lupiter Fünckstein Strategy Away Day (or ‘ALFSAD’ as George and Dick insisted on referring to it), during which Julian knew he would be expected to show leadership, inspiration and encouragement to the others. There were, however, several impediments to this. First was that he loathed team-building exercises: he fundamentally disagreed with the idea of them; he hated the manner in which they were carried out; he found the measurement of their successes to be entirely dubious and their actual outcomes frequently unhelpful; and, of course, they prevented everyone from getting on with their real work.
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			‘I’ve always thought of you as a Fatuous Four,’ said Barbara.

			What’s more, the other three were entering into the thing in a spirit of jolly adventure which filled him with dread. He got the sense that Dick and George felt the same way as he did about team-building exercises, and so were just going to take the piss all day, which would embarrass him professionally. Even worse, Anne seemed genuinely keen.

			Added to this, Julian had a hangover. Knowing he wouldn’t have any actual work to do today, he had arranged to meet up with some old friends the previous night for a drink, one of those innocent-sounding individual beverages, which had – seemingly of its own accord – expanded into a sprawling binge.

			He felt rum, he thought, as the Tube thundered into Embankment station, brakes shrieking. As rum as the three large Captain Morgan-and-Cokes with which he had finished off the previous evening.

			‘Follow me, please, team!’ he called out as they tumbled on to the platform.

			*

			Half an hour later, they were taking their seats on the train out of London, and an hour after that, they were at their destination – a small stop in the countryside, from where a cab would take them to the conference centre.

			Julian had been trying to keep to himself during the journey, concentrating on his headache, but as they piled into the cab, George squeezed in past him and the plastic bag she was carrying jostled against his knee. He felt the clunking of a four-pack of cans.

			‘What’s in that?’ he asked as the cab took off.

			‘Diet Coke,’ George said.

			‘Rubbish; they don’t do Coke in cans that size. That’s beer!’

			‘It’s not beer, actually,’ George said, refusing to open the bag.

			‘Cider, then. George, this is not appropriate for a day with colleagues!’

			‘Oh, take it easy. Everyone feels happier to be part of a team when they’ve had a couple of pints.’

			‘Well, do me a favour and hold off having any until lunchtime, at least.’

			‘That ship may have sailed . . .’ muttered Dick.

			‘Jesus H. Macy. Well, please just don’t have any more until lunchtime. Can you do that?’

			‘Of course I can, Mr Stroppy,’ said George. ‘Sure you don’t want one? Hair of the dog?’

			Timmy growled at the unfortunate choice of phrase, and George kissed his forehead to apologize.

			‘Quite sure, thank you,’ said Julian. ‘It’d make me sick. I’m not sure I’ve even got the stomach for the complimentary glass of orange juice and croissant we get when we arrive.’

			‘Ooh,’ Anne said. ‘Yummy. This is going to be fun!’

			Julian groaned.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Introductions at the Hotel Superior

			‘I’d hate to know what the bloody Hotel Inferior looks like,’ Julian observed as the cab pulled up outside the day’s venue. Despite his low mood, this was not an unfair remark. The hotel had been designed in a somewhat blocky, Soviet aesthetic, and what paint remained on the walls and window frames was in the process of energetically uncurling itself in a bid for freedom.

			There were two women on reception. The first fell in love with Timmy at first sight, and brushed away George’s excuses for failing to find a kennel for him for the day, saying she’d give him the run of the stables out back. The other lady asked if they were from Finance, Acquisitions or Corporate Relations. It seemed different departments were having team-building days in separate parts of the hotel.

			‘We’re in Acquisitions,’ said Julian.

			‘Ah, then, on the left, please.’

			They took their name badges from the table, then made their way down the corridor to a large conference room, where they milled around among many colleagues they did not recognize.

			Julian had recovered sufficiently to down the compli­mentary glass of orange juice and devour his croissant in two bites, while the others stood around, sipping and nibbling. He was still hungry and thirsty, but noticed that the young lady who worked for the hotel was keeping a strict eye on the ‘one each’ policy. To distract himself, he got Dick to come with him and investigate.

			He resented the idea that there were other departments doing team-building in other, possibly much nicer parts of the hotel, and wanted to find out who these other guys thought they were. Sneaking out, they made their way down a lengthy, featureless corridor to the next conference room, and peeped in.

			‘I’m not sure about this, Julian,’ whispered Dick. ‘What if we get caught?’

			‘I’m trying to build your initiative and confidence,’ whispered Julian, looking decidedly nervous. ‘If we get caught, we’ll pretend it’s an accident. Oh my goodness . . .’

			Looking in through the door, Dick wasn’t sure what he was looking at for a moment, so he gazed around the room. Then he realized that what Julian was responding to was the room. Dick hadn’t noticed anything particularly substandard or low-rent about their own conference room, but this was clearly the deluxe option. There was an elevated stage with a proscenium arch at the end of the room; the ceiling was higher and in white plaster, rather than pockmarked, patterned squares; and the floor was parquet, not scuffed carpet.

			‘This is how they treat Corporate Relations?’ said Julian. ‘If we weren’t acquiring things, they’d have nothing to relate to. Or . . . with. Look, they’ve got bloody bacon rolls for breakfast. I’d kill for a bacon roll right now!’

			‘Oh, well,’ said Dick. ‘Time to—’

			‘Fetch me one.’

			‘What?’

			‘You heard: fetch me one!’

			‘Fetch one your bloody self!’

			‘Dick, you know very well I’m hungover, so it’s the least you could do. Also, I am your line manager and it is an order. Also, today is all about building our cohesiveness—’

			‘Not “cohesion”?’

			‘Cohesion, building our cohesion as a group. And adding to your skillset is part of this. By ordering you to get me a bacon roll, I am actively improving your CV.’

			‘Are you, really? I must say, that’s very generous.’
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