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From	fact	to	fiction
When I did a radio interview in 2007, how could I know it would lead to
No Accident, the first Kent Fisher novel, published in 2016?

Smoking in public places was about to be banned across the UK and
Sovereign Radio wanted to interview someone from the council.

That evening, I wrote my first blog, Radio Star, using Kent Fisher to tell
my story. I created a fictional council and world around him, populating it
with characters, created in my imagination. Over the years that followed,
these characters helped Kent bring to life many of the foibles of local
government, which was going through a period of great change.

While the events in this book are fictionalised, Fisher’s Fables is loosely
based on my experiences as an Environmental Health Manager. As the blog
progressed, it developed a life of its own, almost becoming a situation
comedy once I introduced, Kelly, my favourite character.

Late in 2014, having found my voice as an author, I rewrote No Accident,
which became my first Kent Fisher murder mystery novel. Though different
in tone and context, No Accident retains the cast and settings from
Downland District Council. Kent remains his usual wisecracking self as he
takes up where the last blog ends … with a dead body.

If you want to learn more about Kent Fisher, the characters and the novels,
please visit http://robertcrouch.co.uk. If you sign up to my email list you’ll
receive free gifts copies of Kent Fisher’s Case Files, additional information
about the characters and settings, and The Tollingdon Tribune, my monthly
newsletter.

Robert Crouch.
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Radio	Star
Downland’s Communications Officer, Geoff Lamb, affectionately known as
Mutton because he never listens to what anyone tells him, rings me late
Thursday afternoon. The local radio station wants to interview an eminent
Environmental Health Officer about the new laws that will ban smoking in
public places.

“Thanks, Geoff,” I say, “I’ve never been called eminent before.”

“I thought of you because you like the sound of your own voice,” he tells
me. “And your boss is incommunicado.”

Thankfully, I’m not wearing my electric blue shirt, which is usually the
only one that’s ironed and hanging in the wardrobe. I slip on my jacket to
hide the crumpled white shirt I threw on this morning, straighten my Scooby
Doo and Shaggy tie, and walk across the High Street to Downland Radio.
It’s situated above a small parade of shops, which means the smell of fresh
fish, mixed with teak oil from Tollingdon Antiques, permeates the plush
waiting area, complete with vending machine.

Julie, one of the morning news reporters, steps out of her studio to greet
me. Dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, she has a confident stride and an
executive haircut. Her large blue eyes twinkle with mischief when she
clocks my tie.

“I wake up with you every morning,” I say, surprised by how strong her
handshake is.

“Thankfully, I can’t say the same.” Her frosty look suggests she’s heard
that line too many times before. “You’re the expert on the anti-smoking laws
then?”

“The laws are to protect people from second-hand smoke, not to persecute
smokers.”

She laughs. “Bring it on, I say. I’m sick of my clothes and hair smelling
like an ashtray. I can’t wait for the ban.”
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I like a reporter with an open mind. To be fair, she asks all the right
questions, puts me at ease, and then makes me nervous by saying she’ll need
to make a few small edits. Did I say anything that could be cut down to
something like, “all smokers should be shot”? Could my words be
rearranged into a sinister threat to hound all smokers out of the district?

The following morning I make a determined effort to avoid the half-hourly
news bulletins. My girlfriend, Amanda, calls from the bedroom to say I’m
on the news. Fortunately, the flush of the toilet drowns out the radio.

“You sounded great,” she says, curling her arms around my neck. “Sexy
with a hint of authority. You should do more interviews. You’re a natural.”

I manage to avoid the next bulletin and escape to work where suddenly
I’m a celebrity. A new career in radio beckons. From what I can tell the
station didn’t edit me into saying anything foolish, controversial or untrue.
Then my boss waves me into her office.

Danni’s 30 going on 60, judging by her brown suit, sensible shoes and
bobbed hair, which falls across a face devoid of humour or makeup. She
parts the curtains of hair, looks me over and then gestures to the chair on the
opposite side of the desk to her. I know she’s a graduate on a fast track into
management, which might explain why she gets her inspiration from the
quotes on her desk calendar. She prints these onto sheets of A4 paper and
fixes them to a cork board on the wall.

‘YOU NEVER GET A SECOND CHANCE TO MAKE A FIRST IMPRESSION.’

That’s the inspirational message at the top of her Motivational Pinboard.
It’s too late for me to find a tie, button my shirt collar and remove the greasy
marks on the knees of my chinos. That’ll teach me to get on my hands and
knees to look below the units in commercial kitchens to check the
cleanliness. Next time, I’ll get one of my Technical Officers to do it for me.

“I’ve just had HR on the line,” she says, scolding me with a look.
“They’re not happy.”

Human Remains are not noted for their cheerful disposition.

“You’re not allowed to talk to the press, Kent. It’s not in your job
description.”
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I look suitably contrite. “I told them they should be speaking to you,
Danni, but they wanted someone who understood the law. How could I
refuse?”

Her expression says she wants to fire me. But she can’t afford to upset my
father, the local Member of Parliament. As a cigar smoker he’s upset enough
already.
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Muscle	Bound
I return from a few days leave to find over 200 emails in my Inbox. Most of
them are from my boss, Danni, who must work until midnight. Like the
quotes on her desk calendar she signs off her emails with an inspirational
thought. Unlike her desk calendar, which has a different quote each day, hers
persist for a week, sometimes longer.

‘Smiling uses fewer muscles than frowning’ is the latest gem. As imitation
is the sincerest form of flattery, I’m adding, ‘A punch to the face uses even
fewer muscles’ to my emails. I’m sure Danni will be so flattered she’ll be
speechless.

Oblivious to my attempts to endear myself to my boss, Nigel Long poses
an interesting question. Known as Chaz Long, corrupted from Chaise
Longue, Nigel’s more of a Lazy Boy in Danni’s eyes. He’s not slow, but
careful, preferring to seek reassurance from his bosses before taking action.
This is understandable as he has a broken marriage and a dodgy taste in
music to unsettle him.

“Before computers and email what did we do when we arrived at work in
the morning?” he asks.

Blank looks all round. The admin girls, who know the answers to
everything, are unavailable for comment as they’re finalising their makeup
in the restrooms. Danni’s asked that we call them that as ‘toilet’ sounds
vulgar. As most people spend an inordinate amount of time in there, I think
she’s got it right.

I cast my thoughts back to the time before computers – BC – and try to
remember what we did first thing in the morning. Suggestions include
discussing last night’s TV, making cups of tea and coffee, photocopying
private letters, and working out how long it takes three women to apply
mascara when there’s only one mirror in the restroom.

“We looked at the premises files,” Nigel says, patting the stacks of manila
folders that cover his desk. This saves the office cleaners so much time they
don’t show any more. “We used to open the files, write up our inspections
and complaints, and then go out on the district to some more.”
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“But you have to get permission first,” Lucy says, sweeping back her lank
grey hair, tinted various shades of purple. She’s about as cynical and
hardboiled as you can get, revelling in her role as trade union rep for
Environmental Health. “What happens if you’re the only one in the office?”

“I … I … I …. I can make decisions,” he says, glancing at me. “Can’t I?”

We laugh and breakout more biscuits to go with our coffee.

“We still open files and write up inspections,” I remark, staring at the
stack of unopened files on my desk. “Then we update the computer records
that replicate the written files.”

“Then ICT back them up,” Lucy says with an emphatic nod. “Before Danni
asks to see them for her weekly report.”

“That comes out monthly,” Nigel says.

“And let’s not forget all those unwanted emails she sends, asking us to
email her with suggestions on reducing unnecessary emails,” I add.

That one gets them going, raising the noise level enough to draw in some
of the Pollution Control Officers from next door. Soon, if the discussion
becomes heated enough, people will start expressing their distaste in
emails. Downland’s mail server will go into meltdown. This will then cause
a backlog. We’ll have to spend even more time clearing that when the
problem is fixed. The guys in ICT will launch an investigation, requesting
feedback by email. They’ll email the results to everyone, naturally.

If I’m really unlucky they’ll trace the fault back to me for starting an email
debate. Or, if they’ve learned anything from the meltdown, they’ll hold the
debate on Downland’s internal intranet, named DownNet for reasons I don’t
need to clarify.

Appalled by the idea of all this unnecessary email traffic, I update my
messages to carry the following warning: ‘Emailing uses more muscles than
frowning’.

Hopefully that will make a few people smile.
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Team	Building
Danni’s late for the team meeting. I suspect she’s rehearsing the spontaneous
speech she’ll deliver to inspire and motivate us. We’re suffering the usual
problems – too much work and not enough staff. That means we’re behind
on our inspections, which means we’re not prioritising, which means we’re
inefficient and in need of a team talk.

“Why don’t we set lower targets?” Nigel looks up from the monthly
inspection statistics, which are three months out of date. “Why don’t we
measure quality instead of quantity?”

Everyone looks at me. As team manager, they expect me to explain away
their poor performance and come up with answers that make them look
better without doing any extra work. Having said that, the number of
inspections doesn’t reflect the work we do to improve hygiene standards in
food businesses.

“Management will argue the more businesses we inspect the more
customers we protect,” I say, using one of Danni’s mantras.

“I’m surprised you remember that, Kent.” Danni bursts into the room and
thumps a mountain of paper onto the table, sending shock waves through the
coffee cups. “You’re attention span has improved to a whole sentence.”

I ignore the muted laughter and turn my attention to the bundle of papers. I
miss what she says next as I’m not great at reading upside down. I make out
the words, ‘Better Regulation’. They can only mean more priorities to
prioritise.

“We need to think outside the box,” Danni says, making quotation marks in
the air with her fingers. “It’s not rocket science, is it? Get out of the silo and
embrace joined up thinking and working – that’s the key.”

I assume that means we won’t need to reinvent the wheel, but to make sure
I seek clarification. “You’re talking SMART working, right?”

“Sounds more like smartarse working,” Lucy says, staring at Danni. “Do
you want to find a window in your schedule so we can touch base on that?”

“Touch buttocks, surely,” Nigel mutters, looking at me for confirmation.
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Danni’s glare could neuter an elephant. She means well, but her rapid rise
through the ranks is based on the premise that clichés equal wisdom. She’s
also had her sense of humour removed in case it undermines her authority,
so it’s no laughing matter.

“So Kent,” she says, giving me the full weight of her attention, “does
smart mean you’ll be working with others for a change?”

I smile. “You’re going to tell me there’s no ‘I’ in team, right?”

She nods, no doubt pleased I can quote her motivational Pinboard.

“But if you look closely you can find a ‘me’,” I say, giving silent thanks to
David Brent for that gem. It means I won’t be teambuilding with my boss for
some time yet.
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All	Change
Downland District Council has endured plenty of changes as a result of the
global banking collapse, economic downturn, and a chief executive who
attended a change management seminar with his wife and left with someone
else’s. Eager to dispel accusations of a sex-swap romp, he published his
seminar notes on our intranet and instigated the largest change management
programme ever seen in Downland.

He’s even given us a new slogan – “Downland – where change happens.”
This is a welcome change from ‘Everything’s on the up at Downland’. We
had to use this slogan as a signature on our emails until someone added,
‘except pay, morale, staff numbers, customer satisfaction, and the water
temperature to the hot tap in the female toilets.’

But no one can keep up with the pace of change, which is on the up. That’s
the trouble. The moment one change is introduced another follows closely
behind.

In the last two years we’ve had restructures to deal with the mess caused
by reorganisations that failed to make the original rationalisations
successful. Job titles have changed, departments have become directorates,
and we now have teams instead of sections. Oh, and I mustn’t forget service
areas, which were created from the bits no one could devise a new title for.

We’ve had disbanding, re-branding and backhanding, competitions to
design a new logo, logos for new competitions, and a change management
newsletter that says the same each month in a different way. Luckily,
outward facing services like Environmental Health remain intact and
relatively unchanged, mainly because no one knows what we do.

Or maybe councillors and directors were too busy looking inwards to
notice us.

As the turmoil and arguments over cuts and changes continued, it became
clear that the Corporate Management Team needed to show the public and
media that it could make a difference. When this failed it fell to others to
take up the challenge. People like Liz Smith – rising management star or
over-optimistic underachiever?
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In a breath taking feat of leading by example, Liz, the newly appointed
‘Restructure and Rationalisation Manager’ immediately deleted her own job
to make savings. As this threatened to set the whole restructure process back
another year, she was persuaded to change her job title to ‘Efficiency
Support Coordinator’ to keep up the good work she’d started. Naturally, she
began coordinating with local pressure groups and recommended removing
the chief executive, and three new directors created by the previous
restructure. The £1 million saving could then be used to offset council tax
rises.

While the local media welcomed these bold proposals, the directors
quickly appointed a Business Process Improvement Consultant to examine
all areas of the council for waste and inefficiency. By a curious twist of fate,
the Efficiency Support Coordinator post was deemed highly wasteful and
placed in the corporate shredder. With their existence preserved, Corporate
Management Team generously redeployed Liz into community fund raising,
where she was last seen issuing spot fines to illegally parked motorists.

Still, some changes have been a little more welcome than others. I’m no
longer manager of the team. I’m now Team Leader, an unexpected promotion
that fails to change my terms and conditions, salary or prospects. My first
task is to write a job description for my new role and then make a business
case to justify it. If I fail the post and I will be deleted.

Nothing changes, does it?
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Transformed
My father, the local MP for Downland, is delighted. The Conservatives are
back in power, with a little help from the Liberal Democrats, of course. His
joy at being back in power is dampened only by the knowledge that the
public finances are in a bit of a state.

“Of course everyone will have to tighten their belts,” he says, climbing
out of the new Jaguar he bought to celebrate the election win. “I’m going to
order my cigars online to save postage.”

Bless him. He’s never quite got to grips with internet shopping, or
economising.

Neither have Downland District Council’s corporate management team.
On learning that local authorities would have to cut millions from their
budgets, the Chief Executive instructs a firm of consultants to advise the
council on how best to save money. This is soon followed by the
announcement that a new post of Director of Economies has been created.

“But we’re saving money by promoting someone internally,” the Chief
Executive tells to the local press. “Once in post the new director will
appoint a team to start work on how and where we can save money.”

It comes as no surprise to those of us who’ve been at Downland for many
years when the team change their boss’s title to Director of Transformation.
Within days a new job appears on the notice boards and council website.

Nigel frowns as he reads the job description. “What exactly does a
Transformation Support Manager do?”

“Support the transformation process,” Danni replies, appearing as she
always does at moments of great consternation. “We are not economising,
we’re transforming. Change is opportunity. Remember that when it comes to
your annual performance appraisal.”

Lucy smirks. “Annual waste of paper, you mean.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” I say, giving Danni a smile to show I can
also change. “We’re saving a fortune on annual appraisals by holding them
every three years.”

Nigel looks surprised. “Are we?”
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“Of course,” I reply. “Danni changed the rules when she started, didn’t
you, boss?”

She gives me a look that suggests she would happily transform me into an
ex-employee. “Your father may be the local MP, Kent, but that won’t protect
you when the transformation process begins. No one is safe, nothing is
sacred.”

I doubt if the Director of Transformation will ever lose his job. He only
has to start transforming again after each transformation concludes to show
how invaluable he is.

“So, Kent,” she continues, perching on the edge of my desk, “you’re going
to TAG.”

I’m guessing she doesn’t mean the game I played at primary school. So, it
must be another TLA. Sorry, Three-Letter Acronym. “TAG? You want me To
Appraise Generically?”

“You’re joining the Transformation Action Group as the representative
from Environmental Health. You’re role will be to contribute ideas to a new
feasibility study.”

Sometimes it pays to act dumb. “What feasibility study?”

She shakes her head at me. “You’ll never be an effective manager unless
you read your emails, will you? We’re talking about the feasibility study
to consider what can be transformed.”

“Oh, you mean the Possibilities Think Shower, don’t you? It sounded so
much more exciting than a feasibility study, so they transformed it. Didn’t
you get the transformation email bulletin?”
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Coping	With	Priorities
It’s time for my monthly one to one meeting with Danni.

“It’s been eight weeks since our last monthly one to one,” she remarks,
looking up from her notes. She expects me to comment but I remain silent.
“And the interval to the one before that was six weeks and three days.
Would you like to comment on that?”

I could remind her that she rearranged the meetings several times because
of priorities. On one occasion she forgot to send flowers to her mother, who
was celebrating her 60th birthday. She also forgot to take her cat for its
annual booster visit.

“We could transform monthly to bi-monthly,” I suggest. “With a provision
for slippage into another month. We could aim for a quarter, if that’s more
feasible.”

“Or you could become more organised,” she says, flicking through some
papers. “Yet again, you’re falling behind on your inspections. Your
performance response targets have dipped into the lower quartile,
suggesting you haven’t implemented the simple efficiency strategy I gave
you at our last one to one.”

If I remember correctly, the strategy was indeed simple. Do things faster.

“The number of overdue inspections on your district continues to
increase.” She sighs and looks up at me. “The whole point of giving you
managerial responsibilities was to open your mind to ideas like
organisation, efficiency and effectiveness. I’ve sent you on training courses,
involved you in working groups and sent you lots of information and
background reading to help you. Yet, despite all my efforts, your
performance gets worse.”

I’m tempted to remind her that making me a manager and expecting me to
continue to do the same level of district work is neither fair nor achievable.
But as they say on the management platitudes course, “Life isn’t fair, is it?”

“You need a coping strategy,” she says, making a note on her pad.

“I’m not sure I could handle that, Danni.”
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“Kent, you need to be more positive. Remember, a glass is always half
full. Anything is possible. So, let’s not be defeatist. We can work out a
coping strategy together.”

“We can?”

She smiles. “Of course we can. If you can prepare one and let me have it
by Friday, that should do the trick.”

She doesn’t say which Friday, so that gives me some leeway. “Anything
else?” I ask, afraid to rise in case our one to one isn’t over.

“Priorities.”

“Priorities?”

“What are your priorities, Kent?”

“To produce a coping strategy,” I reply, certain she can’t argue with that.

Her sigh fills me with dread, but not as much as her patronising human
resources tone of voice. “Unless you sort out your priorities, you’ll never
cope, will you?”

“You want my coping strategy to be about priorities, right?”

“Exactly,” she replies, clapping her hands. “We’ll make a manager out of
you yet.”

I doubt it. As far as I’m concerned, a coping strategy is not a priority. But
as our monthly one to one meetings are an even lower priority, I may never
have to tell her.
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Empowerment
Danni steeples her fingers and taps them against her lips. I have no idea if
she’s praying but I wish I could return to the backlog of work on my desk.
Finally, she lays her hands on her desk and gives me the broadest, most
frightening smile imaginable.

“Kent, I’m going to empower you.”

That has to be management speak for poisoned chalice. With all the
government spending cuts in the pipeline, more work for less pay is
inevitable. Or am I about to be empowered with new career choices after
losing my job?

“I’m giving you the opportunity to develop as a manager and to take
responsibility for your team,” she says. “You’ll have the freedom to make
important decisions, knowing you have my full support.”

Is she giving me a free hand to run the team? “Really?” I ask.

She nods and hands me a manila folder. “Just make sure you agree
everything with me first.”

Back at my desk, I open the folder. It contains several job descriptions, a
recruitment advert hammered out on a manual typewriter, and a blank ‘Job
Justification Form’. As the first rule of empowerment is to guess what I’m
supposed to do, I return to her office, interrupting one of her reflective
periods, essential to analyse and prioritise work. Apparently, testing the
ringtones on your new mobile phone creates just the right mood for
reflection.

“Do you want me to standardise the job descriptions?” I ask.

She pushes her shiny new Blackberry into a drawer. “Don’t you read my
emails?”

“I haven’t had any emails from you since you got your Blackberry.”

“I thought as much. I always get the dodgy one, you know. At home,
mother always gave me the funny egg.”

“Funny egg?”
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“You know, the one with the broken yoke. My brother never had a broken
yoke.” She shuts the drawer and looks me in the eye. “I want you to recruit
an EHO to fill the post you’ve vacated.”

I pause. “I thought we were cutting costs.”

“We are, so I want someone cheap and inexperienced. A newly qualified
EHO would be perfect.”

“Won’t that be less cost effective in the longer term? More training and all
that?”

“That’s for you to resolve,” she says, reopening the drawer. “That’s why I
empowered you, Kent. So, use your initiative and you’ll find the recruitment
procedure on the intranet. Sarah in HR will guide you on the finer points of
equal opportunities.”

As much as I want to talk to the lovely Sarah, I need to be sure funding has
been secured to replace me. “Isn’t there a ban on recruitment, Danni?”

“There is, but your father is the local MP, is he not?”

“He would never intervene,” I say.

“I know,” she says, “but if the Chief Executive thinks your father’s
worried about how exhausted you look, doing your old job in addition to the
new one, then who am I to argue?”

While I’m pleased someone has realised I’m overworked, recruiting a
new officer flies in the face of economising. “What if the press find out,
Danni? What if someone starts digging around?”

“What if they do?”

“Everyone will think I got this post filled because my father is an MP.”

“Exactly,” she says. “So what’s your problem?”

“I’m going to be really popular if others lose their jobs.”

She leans back and grins. “That’s why I empowered you.”
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Virgin	Territory
“This is your first time, isn’t it?”

Sarah’s sumptuous, purring voice makes the hairs on my neck dance for
joy. We first met almost two years ago at a disciplinary hearing. She was the
smartly dressed woman from Human Resources – slim, cool and impartial,
except for those mischievous deep blue eyes.

Suddenly, I feel nervous. From the way she regards me, I’m sure she
realises how much I want to work closely with her, preferably in a
horizontal position. I tilt my head and smile, preparing to speak in as deep a
voice as I can muster.

“I’m a job description virgin, Sarah, so be gentle with me.”

“And I thought you liked to play hard, Kent. How disappointing.”

She could be flirting or winding me up. I’m never sure, which is probably
why I like her so much. “I could have rushed in with the first job description
I could find, but I didn’t.”

She turns her wedding ring slowly as she studies me. “That suggests
indecision, Kent.”

Are we having two conversations? Is my imagination getting the better of
me? I have no idea. Most of the women I know are much younger than Sarah
and more direct. She’s a tantalising mystery that keeps me fascinated
without ever revealing any answers.

“I selected the best bits from the orgy of job descriptions Danni gave me,”
I say.

She nods as she scans the job description I presented to her. “Yes, it reads
like a pastiche,” she says. “Tell me, Kent, have you attended Downland’s
recruitment training?”

I shake my head.

“What about equalities and diversity? Interviewing skills?”

In my experience managers don’t ask for training in case someone thinks
they aren’t up to the job. “I did some training on sustainability,” I reply.
“Unfortunately, I couldn’t manage the whole day.”
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Her smile makes me feel good. Then she slips back into work mode. “Had
you done the equalities training you’d know you’re not allowed to ask for
five years’ experience to become a senior.”

“Then what do I ask for – a certificate?”

“You ask for considerable experience.” She frames the words with finger
quotations.

“And how long is considerable?”

“Five years, if that’s what you think. You just can’t say five years in a job
description. And you shouldn’t ask for a newly qualified Environmental
Health Officer.”

“Don’t tell me, I have to call them considerably inexperienced.” I sigh,
knowing resistance is futile. “Anything else I need to change?”

“The person specification. What does self-starter mean?”

I’ve seen it in all the advertisements. “Someone who can work
unsupervised, I suppose.”

“Is that wise for an inexperienced newly qualified officer?”

Inwardly, I groan. Not only am I coming over as incompetent, but Sarah
stopped flirting with me almost immediately. “I obviously need some
coaching,” I say, leaning closer, determined to correct things. “How about
it?”

“And I thought you were a self-starter, Kent.” She hands me the revised
job description that needs much more revising. “How disappointing.”

“I’ve disappointed you twice now,” I say, getting to my feet.

She rests her chin on her hand and looks up at me through her long
eyelashes. “Maybe you’re trying too hard.”

The hairs on the back of my neck dance for joy once more. “Maybe if I
took things more gently, we could get together and develop a mutual
understanding.”

She considers this for a few moments. When she gives me one of her
mischievous smiles, my heart beats faster.

“Or you could just email me a revised job description,” she says, “and I’ll
tell you what I think.”
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What	a	performance
It’s official. My performance is poor. I haven’t heard that since I was
thrown out of drama class for acting a fool.

Danni seems to revel in telling me the news. Maybe she’s finally found the
evidence to confirm her beliefs. She certainly has more pages of statistics
on her desk than 8 out of 10 managers I know.

“Do you realise you’re the best at being worst?” she asks. “Your team
takes longer to answer the phone than anyone else in the authority. What do
you say to that?”

I vaguely remember HR leaving a message on my voice mail to that effect.
“Does it really matter as long as we deal with the call?” I ask.

“Of course it matters. Indifference leads to poor performance.”

My thoughts turn to Sarah in HR. I’d like to conquer her indifference.

“Why do you take six weeks to produce monthly statistics?” Danni
continues, on a roll now. “It means your last quarter returns are only two-
thirds complete, reducing your overall performance median by at least a
half. It’s dragged environmental health into the lowest performance
quartile.”

I’m lost, which means there’s a 50-50 chance I’ll say something stupid or
banal. So I remain silent.

“How you intend to resolve this, Kent?”

“What if I increase the proportion of time I devote to performance
statistics?”

She stares at me, her fingers tapping a slow rhythm on the desk. “I like it,
Kent, but what would you reduce to accommodate this?”

It’s my turn to tap my fingers and look thoughtful. “What if we hold our
monthly performance meetings every quarter, produce quarterly statistics
every six months, and channel all the findings into an annual appraisal every
three years? Damn, we already do that.”

“Kent, you might think you’re clever, but performance monitoring is a key
management tool. Without it you’re like a conductor without a baton, a
gardener without a spade.”
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Or a manager without a clue, I’m tempted to say. I know she’s right, but I
can’t see the point in wasting hours producing meaningless figures that no
one wants to read.

“I’ll do my best to improve performance,” I concede, wondering when I’ll
find the time. “But it won’t happen overnight.”

“Kent, you need more discipline and organisation. Without them you’re
…” She flaps hands as she searches for the words.

“Flexible and ready to meet any challenge?”

“Like advertising the new EHO post?” She sighs and shakes her head yet
again. “How could you forget that?”

I’m not taking the blame for this. “Danni, there’s no budget for advertising
vacant posts.”

“Of course there’s a budget. Everything has a budget.”

“No, because all posts are frozen to save money there’s no need for a
recruitment budget. That means we can only advertise on our website,
which doesn’t cost us any money.”

“So why haven’t you advertised on the website?”

“The web master left two weeks ago and her post is frozen. Everyone else
is too busy covering to put adverts out. It’s the same everywhere you go –
too few people doing too much work. And the pressure to perform better
keeps growing. Something’s got to give.”

Danni stares at me for a moment and then nods. “You’re right. No one can
be expected to perform under such pressure. Okay, to show you I’m not
unsympathetic I’ll book you on a stress management course.”

The prospect of three days away hugging trees fills me with dread, but it
gives me an excuse for being behind on the day job, I guess. “Thank you,
Danni.”

“I’m here to help,” she says, closing the statistics folder. “Just make sure
your work doesn’t suffer while you’re away.”
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Calling	Out
Christmas is a time for sharing, for goodwill, and for putting others first.
And officers in the Public Protection Team put everyone else first for
emergency call out over the festive period. Being ‘on call’ means no
drinking, no going away and being ready for any emergency that happens. It
also means extra cash for those who need money – mainly mothers, and
parents with children at university.

The deluge of emails is as unrelenting as the bitter chill outside. It seems
that everyone is offering his or her call out to everyone else. This can only
fail, which heralds the horse-trading. All kinds of offers and inducements
appear as the officers most desperate to give away their call out emerge
from the pack. It’s crazy as everyone knows Karen from Pollution Control
will take every call out over the festive season and every weekend in
January after that. For most of us, it’s guessing the level of the inducements
she’s offered. This year it’s a frozen turkey (with giblets), an Amazon gift
voucher, and most interesting of all, a BBC DVD box set of ‘A Life of
Grime’, the series about the work of environmental health officers.

“I misread the email,” she tells me later. “I love CSI and Miss Marple,
you see. Still, my son, Nick, will need something to occupy him during the
long evenings at university.”

I’m not sure he spends his long evenings in front of the television – unless
it’s in the Student Union bar. But I hope she remains this naive about her
son’s nocturnal habits or many of us will never get rid of our call outs in the
future. Only Danni seems unhappy with the way everything worked out.

“Karen, you’ll be working without a break for the next four weeks. That’s
not good for your mental and physical wellbeing. A tired mind is a careless
mind.”

This latest quote from Danni’s desk calendar nearly didn’t see the light of
day as she misplaced it several weeks ago while working late. Ironically,
she’d taken that day’s quote of ‘A tidy desk means a tidy mind’ to heart and
cleared everything away, including the calendar.

“At least I have a mind,” Karen whispers. “Did you manage to track down
that book for Danni?”
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I shake my head. Despite repeated searches on Google and E Bay I
couldn’t find ‘Inane Platitudes for Inept Managers.’ But life isn’t fair, is it? I
would have to think of something else to buy for my Secret Santa
contribution.

“Kent, this is your first Christmas as a manager,” Danni remarks,
unnerving me with a smile. “So, let’s make it memorable, shall we?”

“You want me to buy the mince pies, right?”

According to a recent email from the union rep, buying mince pies atoned
for the failure of managers to thank their staff for good work during the year.
The email from Human Resources claimed that buying mince pies made
managers appear generous, caring and thoughtful.

Danni shakes her head. “I want you to make organisation your top priority,
Kent. Obviously, you need to produce a draft service plan first, and
introduce the new performance monitoring scheme I devised for you.”

Karen nudges me. “If you’d been more organised you’d have a present for
Danni. And mince pies for us.”

“I’ll start working on it right away,” I promise, knowing Danni will
change my priorities as the days go by.

“No, Kent, you’ll start by producing a PDP – the key to management
success and growth.”

“Will improving my organisation be the first item on my PDP?”

She shrugs. “That depends whether you’re organised enough to realise
your organisation needs improving. Most disorganised people I’ve met
never find the time to work this out.”

“What’s a PDP?” asks Karen. “Is it like PDQ?”

I’m tempted to say, Pretty Damn Pointless, but I have a more cunning plan
to scupper Danni’s wishes. “Could you print me off a copy of your Personal
Development Plan?” I ask. “I’m sure I could learn from your example.”

For a moment she freezes. Her eyes look from side to side as the furrows
on her brow sink lower. Then she smiles. “I keep mine in here,” she says,
tapping her forehead. “It’s constantly updated, which is why I never stand
still. Remember, Kent, a moving target is harder to hit.”
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To demonstrate the point she scurries back to her office, leaving me with a
tangle of priorities, and no secret Santa contribution. I correct this the next
day, only to discover on Christmas Eve that Danni hasn’t bought anyone a
present.

“I find this secret Santa business grossly unfair,” she announces without
remorse. “Why should people on the lowest grades feel obliged to buy
someone they don’t really know a meaningless gift?”

“It’s only a fiver,” Karen protests. “And if you can’t be bothered to buy a
present then you shouldn’t accept the one someone bought for you.”

“I agree,” says Danni, pulling the last package from under the tree. “Why
don’t you have my present?”

Karen doesn’t need telling twice. She rips off the wrapping paper and
starts to snigger. “I really think you should have this,” she says, handing the
package back to Danni.

Danni holds up ‘Personal Development Planning for Dummies’, and says,
“What an inspired choice, but I can’t possibly accept this.”

“Why not?” I ask, afraid she’ll hand it to me. Now that would be ironic.

“Because knowledge is the most precious commodity you can have. It’s
far more valuable than a pay rise or week after week of call outs.” She
raises her hands to placate the protests. “That’s why I’m giving this book to
you all so you can use the templates to produce your own PDPs. And I’ll be
happy to comment on them in the New Year.”

The groans lead to glares as everyone slowly turns to face me. “You could
have given us mince pies,” says Karen, hands on hips, “but instead we’ve
got bloody homework. Well, you can take your call out back. I’ll need that
weekend to write a PDP, won’t I?”
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Well	Sick
Two weeks into the New Year and the gym bulges with people eager to lose
weight and improve their health. They come in all shapes, sizes and
inappropriate clothing, but share one thing in common – in another six
weeks they’ll be gone.

“How many calories can you burn in five minutes?” The young woman on
the adjacent treadmill adjusts her push up bra as she waits for my answer.
Her skimpy top and shorts leave little to the imagination.

“That depends,” I reply, momentarily distracted by her enormous false
eyelashes. You could shelter from the rain beneath them. “Are you walking
or running?”

She looks at me as if I’m stupid. “Walking, of course! There’s no point
running on a treadmill, is there? You can’t go anywhere.”

I’m not going to argue with logic like that. And I’m not going to hang
around while scantily clad women and muscle bound men text each other
instead of using the equipment they’re sitting on. In another six weeks
normality will return.

Back at the office I sense normality walked out of the door the moment
Danni arrived as our new manager. Her enthusiasm for new ideas is
matched only by the mantras borrowed from her desk calendar. And the
New Year means a new calendar. We can add this to the new coalition
government, their new approach to public health and the NHS, and Danni’s
unnerving ability to latch onto any new trend.

“If we hadn’t embraced new ideas we would still be living in caves,” she
likes to remind us. This overlooks the main advantage of the cave, in my
opinion – you can’t get a mobile signal inside one. 

“Why have we all got a pack of nicotine patches?” Nigel asks me,
blocking my path to my desk. “I know people give up smoking at this time of
year, but none of us smoke.”

I guess it’s something to do with public health coming to local authorities.
“It’s an empathy thing,” I reply. “We wear patches for a week and then
experience withdrawal symptoms when we stop.”

Nigel chuckles to himself. “Cold turkey after the cold turkey!”
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“Yea, but they’re well expensive,” Kelly, our new admin support officer,
remarks. She has a sheaf of papers in one hand and a smartphone in the
other. “You have to stop smoking to afford them, right?”

It’s an interesting concept. If the marketing people could only make
nicotine patches as desirable as phones. “Maybe Apple could bring out the
I-Patch,” I suggest. “In lots of cool colours.”

“Yea! Or they could make it an App. That’d be well cool. Each time you
want a smoke you stick your I-Pod against your arm.” Her brown eyes
widen and her mouth falls open as an idea arrives. “You could use that
sports holder thing you strap on your arm!”

I have a feeling I’m going to like Kelly. Her enthusiasm is infectious. And
if she has a sports holder for her I-Pod that means she runs or uses the gym. I
start to picture her in a push up bra and skimpy shorts.

It’s not difficult as she dresses like a rugby club barmaid. Slim, with
bleached blonde hair, cheeky brown eyes and flawless makeup, she likes
bright red lipstick, which matches her shiny stilettos. The tight white blouse,
open just enough to tantalise, shows off her figure, while the red skirt that
finishes well above the knee, reveals her tanned legs.

But she’s not the dumb blonde she likes to play – I’m certain of that.

“You don’t need a holder for the patches,” Danni says, marching into the
office and all over my fantasy. “They’re self-adhesive. So Kelly, have you
any idea how many working days are lost each year though smoking?”

“Working days?” Kelly looks thoughtful. “You’re not including holidays
then?”

This simple question seems to throw Danni. “What have holidays got to
do with anything?”

“You get more holiday than me,” Kelly replies.

Danni still looks confused. “So?”

“So, I work more days than you. So, if we both smoked you would lose
less days than me, wouldn’t you?”
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I have to look away in case I burst into laughter. Kelly’s achieved the
impossible – she’s rendered Danni speechless. Not so Nigel, who peers
over his computer monitor. “We’re talking about the days lost through smoke
breaks, aren’t we?”

Kelly gasps. “People have smoke breaks that last all day? That’s well
long.”

I’m not sure I can survive much longer. My stomach is starting to ache
from holding the laughter in. Nigel drops back into his chair, his grievance
about the time smokers spend on breaks thwarted.

“I’m talking about the days lost through ill health, and the misery smoking
causes,” Danni says, trying to reassert herself. “That’s why you all have
nicotine patches. We’re launching a new campaign to help smokers give up
their foul and disgusting habit.”

“By giving them free patches?”

“Won’t that leave them more money to like spend on cigarettes?”

Danni shakes her head. I’m sure she hadn’t anticipated such telling logic
from admin. “I’ve given the matter a lot of thought over the Christmas break
and the answer’s so simple I’m surprised no one’s come up with it before.”

She settles on the edge of my desk and draws a breath. “It takes seconds to
apply a nicotine patch in the morning. And it lasts all day. A smoke break,
on the other hand, can last up to ten minutes. That means smokers can spend
up to 100 minutes a day or more smoking.”

“Exactly!” Nigel says. “It’s not fair on the rest of us.”

Danni nods. “If they apply a nicotine patch instead they don’t need breaks,
they don’t have to leave their desks and the council gets a huge return in
productivity. It’s a win-win solution.”

“I’m not sure HR will agree,” I comment. “What about human rights?”

Danni’s back on her feet. “How is improving health against human rights?
We’re not denying them nicotine, are we?”

“What if they refuse the patches?”

“We refuse to let them have smoke breaks as we have offered them a
viable alternative with patches.”
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I can see the employment tribunal case taking shape, but it’s pointless to
argue. “I hear what you’re saying, Danni, but why have you given us
nicotine patches?”

“If everyone persuades one smoker to quit we will make the single biggest
contribution to public health this century,” she replies, turning towards her
office. “And before you mention cost, thanks to my negotiating skills we got
them at a significant discount.”

I can’t believe she’s wasted all that money. “Someone saw her coming,” I
remark when she’s out of earshot. “No smoker’s going to use these patches.”

“I know I wouldn’t,” Kelly says, examining a pack. “They’re two years
out of date. They could make you well ill.”

I have a feeling Danni’s going to be well sick when she finds out.
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Unequal	Opportunities
Environmental Health Manager gets the thirty-third degree. Yes, the job
advertisement for an environmental health officer has attracted applications
from 33 graduates. They’re all enthusiastic, out of work, reasonably literate
but completely unsuitable with their degrees in everything from philosophy
to French. Ah well, c’est la vie!

“You need a matrix,” Danni suggests, looking at the pile of application
forms on the table. This is marginally more helpful than her previous
suggestion to ‘select the most suitable candidate for the job’. I’d never have
thought of that.

“A matrix?”

“Yes, a table.”

“I know what a matrix is. Why do I need one?”

“You enter all the candidates down the left hand column and then identify
their key qualities across the page. The one with the most suitable qualities
is the winner.”

“So, I don’t need to bother interviewing anyone?”

Danni eyes me with disdain. “It’s standard management practice, Kent.
Why don’t you Google ‘Weighted Options’ and add it to your PDP?”

My Personal Development Plan is a Pipe Dream Probably. I’m beginning
to realise that management is more about completing spreadsheets than
running a successful team. At least I have the compensation of working with
Sarah from HR. She’s cut her hair short and it frames her lovely face,
accentuating those big blue eyes. We’re sitting on the floor of her office, the
job applications scattered before us, waiting to be sorted into meaningful
piles.

“Are you all right?” she asks, giving me a quizzical look.

“Danni wants me to enter all the job applicants into a spreadsheet the size
of Sussex and then pick the one with the most good qualities. It’s called
Weighted Options.”

“No, Weighted Options is where you rank the various headings in terms of
significance. So, if you think innovation is a key quality you give it 10. Then
you weight all the others and add up the numbers.”
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Sarah scores ten in every category. Downland’s Corporate Management
Team, however, would argue for hours over how many points to give an
option. Indecision would get at least ten points. Perhaps five. Maybe three.
Who knows?

“I vote we ignore the 33 graduates and select the five environmental
health officers who applied for interview,” I suggest. “Add the three final
year trainee EHOs to the short list and we’ll have more time for lunch.”

Sarah sighs. “I hope you’re not suggesting that lunch is more important
than selecting the best candidates?”

“Lunch with you is more important. I gave it ten points.”

“And this authority gives value for money ten points. That means, we have
to consider qualified EHOs, trainee EHOs and those who could become
Technical Officers. Are they not even cheaper to employ?”

Technical Officer is a generic title for anyone who isn’t a qualified EHO.
They often do the same work for less pay, and are proving popular in an era
of austerity.

“Okay, we check every application.”

I’m sure people think they need to write a certain way for job
applications. It’s no different from people who put on a false voice when
answering the phone. Other applicants show an amazing talent for missing
the point.

“Look at this.” Sarah points to the section on experience. “Enthusiasm is
far more desirable than experience,” she says reading aloud. “I can’t wait to
tell them why they failed to get an interview.”

“This one is good,” I say, picking on the philosophy graduate. ”What use
is experience if you’re faced with something you haven’t experienced
before?”

“Wouldn’t that be a new experience?” asks Kelly, strolling in with two
mugs of tea. “Which actually makes it an experience, right?”

I nod, now tuned to Kelly’s logic.

“But not relevant experience,” Sarah says.

Kelly puts the tea down on the desk and joins us on the floor. “My Uncle
Charlie cleans toilets, so he has relevant experience.”
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“More relevant than a degree in media studies,” I say, starting to lose
interest. “Has your Uncle Charlie applied for the job?”

“No, he can’t cope with all that handwashing you do. He only has to be in
a room with soap and his skin goes red. And he’s always ill with some bug
or other.” She picks up an application. “He’d be useless at the interview
questions, like me. I was asked where I saw myself in five years.”

“What did you say, Kelly?”

“I said I didn’t know I’d applied for a fortune teller’s job. But they just
looked at me as if I was stupid, so I said pole dancing. You get good money
and keep fit.”

She laughs and gets to her feet. “I don’t think the HR woman liked that
because she starting bombarding me with questions about equal
opportunities.”

“And you told them men didn’t make good pole dancers.”

“No, I told them if everyone was equal you wouldn’t have bosses and
employees. Then who’d make the tea, or collect the lottery money? There’d
be no competition either, so how would we ever win the Olympics? And
we’d all wear the same clothes and eat curry every night.”

I wished Kelly had applied for the job. She would dismiss the time
wasters, baffle the pompous, and disarm the aggressive. Sarah looked
aghast.

“And you got the job?”

“Sure,” Kelly replied, getting to her feet. “Mr Wilson, the Admin Manager
who interviewed me is a regular at the Mayfair Club.”
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More	questions	than	answers
It’s late on Friday afternoon. The phones are quiet, most of my colleagues
have gone home, and I’m catching up on some paperwork. Kelly is at the
photocopier, trying to remove a paper jam.

“You think they’d label Lever A with the letter A,” she mutters, staring at
the insides of the machine.

“Don’t you think intelligent machines are a bit smug?” I ask, studying the
graphic that’s meant to help us. “When they go wrong they offer you the
solution in five easy steps. But they never work, so you feel a fool because
you can’t manage a simple repair.”

Kelly smiles. “Sounds a bit like management to me.”

“No, managers complicate everything and rely on vagueness and
uncertainty to spread confusion and doubt.”

“Poor communication is the first barrier to understanding,” announces
Danni, startling me as she breezes past. “Join me in my office and I’ll
demonstrate the power of words.”

She pauses at the door and glances back. “Be a darling, Kelly, and get me
a decaffeinated skinny latte with a caramel shot and two sweeteners.”

I head into Danni’s office, wishing I’d left early. She’s humming while she
removes her scarf and coat, and seems in no hurry. “Okay, Kent, give me
three words that make the difference between success and failure.”

“Studied your diary.”

“What?”

“I read your diary, which means I know you’ve been on the Gooder
English course for Managers today. That’s why you want to show me the
power of words, right?”

“If you mean Plain English for Effective Management, then yes, I learned
enough to condense your service plans into three words. Boring as hell.”
She leans back, looking pleased. “So, give me three words that will make
you irresistible to an employer.”

“No pay required.”
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She sighs and retrieves a sheet of paper from her top drawer. She stares at
me as she tears it in two. “Your interview questions for Monday. Nothing on
describe yourself in three words. Nothing on which animal you see yourself
as and why. Nothing on if you were a fruit, which would it be? Tell me,
Kent, how do you expect to separate the wheat from the chaff?”

I don’t answer because I’m trying to decide between a pineapple and a
raspberry. “Which animal do you see yourself as, Danni?”

“A tiger, of course.”

“Not a tigress? That’s interesting. Does that mean you see yourself as a
man?”

“What are you talking about? There’s no such thing as a tigress. Just like
there’s no authoress, or actress or … “

“Lioness, governess, mistress?”

“Exactly. They’re all redundant now. If you’d attended Plain English for
Effective Management, you’d have known that.” She sweeps the torn papers
into the waste bin. “Your interview questions are all the same. Give me an
example of a conflict situation you had to diffuse and how you did this,” she
quotes in a silly voice. “It’s not even a question, Kent. It’s a statement.”

I’m sure HR will be delighted to learn this. “You think I’d have more
success asking them to describe themselves in three words?”

Kelly enters with the latte at this point. “Is this a word game?” she asks.

I nod. “Describe yourself in three words, Kelly.”

“Only three?”

“You’re in an interview for a job and that’s the question,” Danni says.

Kelly slips into the chair next to me. “Do I want the job? Only sometimes
you have to go for the job, like, to make it look like you want to get on, if
you see what I mean.”

“You want this job more than anything,” Danni says. “You want to impress
the interview panel.”

Kelly pulls back. “You never said there was an interview panel. How
many people are on this panel?”

“Does it matter?”
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“If it was just you and Kent, then I wouldn’t feel intimidated or nothing.
But if it was like Richard Branson and his Virgin directors, I’d have to read
a dictionary the night before, wouldn’t I?”

Danni’s fingers claw into fists. “Just choose three words that describe
who you are, Kelly.”

“Kelly Morgan, Admin.”

“They’ll know your name,” I say with a wink.

She giggles. “Of course, it’ll be on my name badge, right? In that case, my
three words would be Admin Support Officer.”

Danni looks ready to explode. “That’s your job title.”

“If you were an animal, tell us which one it would be?” I ask quickly.

“You’re going to tell me stick insects aren’t animals, right? Only I had one
as a teenager and they’re well good at not moving.” She puts a finger to her
lips. “In that case it has to be Scooby Doo. Those Scooby snacks are well
large. Imagine trying to fit them in your lunch box. You’d need one of those
blue picnic box things.”

“A cool box?”

“Yea, they’re well cool, they are.”

I daren’t look at Danni in case I burst into laughter. “I think you’d best fix
the photocopier, Kelly.”

She gives me a discrete smile that confirms she was winding up Danni and
leaves.

“Who the hell appointed her?” Danni asks, shaking her head. “Now, four
more words for your interview – National Food Hygiene Rating Scheme.”

“That’s five words, Danni.”

She slaps her hands on the desk. “For God’s sake, Kent! If insubordination
was an Olympic sport, you’d be world champion.”

“Olympic champion, surely.”

“Do you always have to have the last word?”

I refuse to dignify that with an answer and remain silent.
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“You have no interview questions about the National Food Hygiene Rating
Scheme,” she says, jabbing the question paper. “Why not?”

“We’re not in it,” I reply.

“We will be after my experiences this morning. And our portfolio holder,
Gregory Rathbone, supports me. He wants all our businesses rated so the
public can choose the most hygienic places to eat in Downland.”

“Like his tea rooms, you mean?”

“Better there than Mike’s Mighty Munch – the worst burger van I’ve ever
had the misfortune to visit. Why haven’t we closed him down?”

“He’s not that bad,” I reply, determined to defend my friend. “A bit rough
around the edges, but his systems are first rate.”

They should be – I wrote them for him.

“He’s dirty, greasy, sweaty and wears the most appalling string vest,” she
says. “And you should have seen the state of his apron! I don’t think he’s
changed it all week.”

“His washing machine broke down on Tuesday.”

“And how would you know that?”

“We drink in the same pub,” I reply quickly. “I’ve known him for years.”

She gives me a suspicious stare. “I don’t approve of fraternising with
businesses, Kent. Especially ones we’re going to close down.”

I leave the room, wondering what she’ll say if she finds out Mike and I run
a second-hand catering equipment business.
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Unnatural	Selection
There’s something noble and heroic about beating the system. It’s David and
Goliath, the underdog defeating the champion, one person making a
difference. Danni tries to force me one way, but I outsmart her and the
system by recruiting someone who could bring a new dimension to a stale
team.

That’s the plan. Unfortunately, I tell Danni.

“If you appoint someone who is so much better than everyone else where
will that leave our equal opportunities policy?” she asks. “How can the
poorer candidates ever hope to compete on an equal basis?”

It takes me a few moments to get my head around this. “You want me to
appoint an inferior candidate?”

She gives me a smile that says I’m hopelessly out of my depth. “Think of
this as setting an example to the wider world, Kent. We want people to
know they can be mediocre but still find a role within Downland. Imagine
how many more applicants we will get.”

There’s no answer to that. “So, what happens when the superior
candidates say we’ve discriminated against them?”

“If they’re so good they’ll have no trouble finding employment elsewhere
– unlike poorer candidates.” Danni rises to signal an end to the discussion.
“Now, go interview your candidates and don’t forget the animal questions.”

“How do I compare someone who is a tiger with someone who is a giraffe
without breaching equal opportunities?”

“There’s a scoring matrix on the intranet,” she replies. “If you look
closely you’ll discover it’s part of the dissertation from my master’s
degree.”

No doubt it’s the dog’s bollocks, as they say in more mediocre academic
circles. I head for the committee room where Sarah and I are holding the
interviews. She’s looking as classy and gorgeous as ever in a black suit and
white blouse. If only she would slide a diamond choker around her smooth
neck, I would be in raptures.

She gives me an amused look. “Is everything okay?”
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I nod, unable to speak for a moment. We’ll be together all day. “Never
better,” I reply, sitting next to her. The scent of her perfume fills my nostrils,
and I wish I’d short listed ten candidates. “Danni wants us to appoint
someone useless, by the way.”

When I reveal what Danni said, Sarah laughs. “No wonder we never
move out of the Dark Ages. Well, I’m feeling rebellious, Kent. Shall we
appoint someone good?”

“The team are up for it,” I reply, pleased I’d involved them in the
process. They will meet the candidates on a tour of the office and record
their impressions to assist us in a final decision.

But by four thirty my plan is in tatters.

“I’ve never met such a naive and incompetent set of candidates in my
life.” Sarah pushes a stray strand of hair from her face and yawns. “I’m
sorry, Kent, but we can’t appoint any of them. We’ll advertise again and
hope for some better candidates. Do you agree?”

I nod. “We make a good team, don’t we? We’ve made almost identical
comments on our assessment records.”

“That’s because you copied mine, Kent.”

“You have a great way with words, Sarah, and I want to learn from your
experience. I know you could teach me so much.”

Her smile is disarming. “That’s interesting, Kent, because everyone tells
me you’ve no interest in experience. I’d hate to devote all that time and
effort to find I was just a passing fancy.”

“You could never be a passing fancy.”

“And I could never find the time to see if that were true.”

For a moment, I’m lost in what might have been. Her eyes say so much but
tell me so little. She’s married to a software designer who runs a successful
company. They live in a large Georgian house in the country with a
swimming pool and stables for her two horses.

I may be the son of the local MP, but I can’t compete with that. I’m broke,
despite my share in a dodgy catering equipment company, I live in a flat
that’s converted from a loft above a barn, and all my spare money and time
goes into running a sanctuary for abandoned and abused animals.
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“Once again my hopes are dashed,” I say with feeling.

“I’m not surprised,” remarks Danni, marching into the room. “That’s just
about the worst short list anyone can remember. Nice idea, involving the
team, but I warned you about making decisions by committee, didn’t I?”

“I thought it was a great idea,” Sarah says.

Danni sits and opens her folder to reveal the record forms from the team.
“I wonder whether you’ll hold that opinion once you’ve heard Kelly’s
objective assessment of your five candidates.” She clears her throat.
“Number One: great butt – but what an arse. Two: seen more meat on a
chicken drumstick – and more charisma. Three: wicked tattoos, but what a
poser! Four: spray tan uneven – will he be as sloppy inspecting a kitchen?
Five: mouth wider than her hips – says it all, don’t it?”

I manage to stifle a grin. “It’s earthy, but accurate.”

“So, if an unsuccessful candidate demanded to see why we’d rejected
them, you’d be happy to send him this?”

“It’s academic as we’re not appointing any of the candidates,” Sarah
replies.

“You’re suggesting we continue to operate with an under strength team for
at least another two months, while we run to the expense of more
interviews? I can’t allow that.”

Sarah smirks. “I forgot. You want someone mediocre. Well, don’t forget I
can veto any appointment I think unsuitable.”

I watch Danni, wondering how she will deal with this challenge. “Sarah,
you allowed a team to make derisory and defamatory comments that could
embarrass this council and get us all into trouble. What does that say about
your judgement as a Senior HR Officer?”

“It was my idea, Danni,” I cut in. “I persuaded Sarah to humour me.”

Danni looks at me as if I’ve crawled out from under a stone. “Kent, your
chivalry does you no favours. You two have left me in an impossible
situation. We cannot carry the vacancy any longer, and the team’s comments
have ruled out every candidate.”

I glance at Sarah, not sure where it all fell apart. She starts to pack away
her paperwork in silence.
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“Fortunately, I anticipated this possibility,” Danni says, looking pleased.
“We have someone suitable. She has catering experience, but she’s not an
EHO, which is why the Chief Executive has agreed to downgrade the post to
a Technical Officer.”

Sarah stops packing. “You can’t just appoint someone without an
application process.”

“Why not? You couldn’t appoint someone with an application process.”

“So, who is this person?” I ask, hoping to diffuse the tension. “How did
you find her?”

“Her name’s Gemma Dean and …”

“Gemma Dean?” I cut in. “The Chief Executive’s niece?”

Danni nods. “Do you have a problem with that?”

“I think you will,” I reply.

So does Sarah. “I won’t allow it,” she says, her voice a threatening growl.

Danni’s smile suggests it’s too late. “Sarah, your sense of righteousness is
admirable, but you need to consider the bigger picture. When we employ
Gemma, we win on every level. She’s cheap, so we get value for money.
She’s bright, enthusiastic and willing. She can start in a couple of weeks,
and the Chief Executive’s delighted.”

“It stinks!”

Danni didn’t arrange this in the last ten minutes. “When was all this
decided?” I ask.

“Yesterday,” she replies.

“You let us interview –”

“Yes, Kent, I let you gain some valuable interviewing experience, though I
suspect you wasted most of it flirting with Sarah.”

“But what if we’d found a suitable candidate?” I ask.

“Kent, with your desire to do the opposite of what I want, you would
never have chosen the five most inexperienced candidates. I’d never have
had the team’s defamatory comments either. If they ever became public …”
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As angry as I am, I know she’s outplayed me. My great plan to improve
the team has led to a post being downgraded. The rest of the team will be
furious.

“Gemma will be about as welcome as food poisoning,” I say, sensing
there’s far worse to come.

“I’m sure you’ll make her feel welcome, Kent,” Danni says, “as long as
you remember you’re old enough to be her father. If that fails, putting
together an induction programme for her should calm your libido.”

“Will you be making suggestions so I can do the opposite?”

“That depends on whether you still think I’m a fast track, pen-pushing
robot.”
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The	cardinal	sin	of	pimentos
“Pimentos!”

Team meetings are normally dull affairs where we go through issues like
why are they called minutes when they take hours to produce, or why does
the computer system always fail when you have a rush job? So, Nigel’s
outburst stuns the rest of us into silence. He’s a careful, considered officer,
not prone to outbursts, especially ones involving peppers. Or any other
vegetable, come to that.

I recover first. “What about them?”

He looks at me as if I’m stupid. “Don’t you see?”

Lucy is more jalapeno than pimento. “Some of us have lives to live,
Nigel.”

“Don’t you see, it’s an anagram?”

“I thought pimentos were peppers.” Kelly, who’s taking the minutes, looks
up. “So, if it’s an anagram what do the letters stand for?”

“You’re talking about an acronym.”

“Or a mnemonic?” I suggest, wishing he would get to the point. Danni will
be joining us at any moment and then we’ll never find out.

“Nepotism,” he says, pausing to look at each of us in turn. “In fact, it’s the
only anagram of nepotism, which makes it even better.”

Kelly raises a finger. “It’s not. What about mint pose? Or omits pen?”

“Or tops mine,” I add, not to be outdone.

“They’re not single word anagrams, are they? They’re useless.”

Lucy looks ready to punch him. “What the hell are you talking about,
Nigel?”

He leans back, a smug smile showing he’s enjoying his moment. “I’m
talking about our new recruit – Gemma Dean, the Chief Executive’s niece.”

Kelly flips back a couple of pages. “She’s the one who wasn’t
interviewed but got a job because the system stinks.”

“You weren’t supposed to minute that,” Lucy says.
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“You never said.”

“I would have thought it was obvious, wouldn’t you?”

“That’s why we say pimentos,” Nigel says.

“Have you got a fetish about peppers, or are you determined to wind me
up?”

“Lucy, it’s a code. If we mention the cardinal sin of nepotism someone
will report us to the Chief Executive. But if we say pimentos, we’ll know
what we mean, but no one else will. Walls have ears, you know.”

Lucy rolls her eyes. ”And I thought management talked out of their
backsides. So Nigel, you don’t think people will be suspicious if we
suddenly start talking about peppers? Good morning, Miss Dean, are you a
fan of pimentos?”

Nigel folds his arms and says nothing.

Kelly’s forehead wrinkles. “Is nepotism like egotism?”

“No, it’s a game for your family and close friends,” Lucy replies with a
smirk.

“Like Twister?”

“She means friends and family are given jobs that you and I can’t get,”
Nigel explains.

“I get that,” Kelly says, still looking puzzled. “But if I like don’t want a
job then why would I care if someone else gets it?”

“But what if they got a job you really wanted?” Lucy asks. “You’d be
upset then.”

“Not if they were better than me,” Kelly replies with a shrug. “Anyway,
I’d rather know which walls have ears. That sounds much more interesting.”

“All of them.” Danni is halfway through the door at this point, timing her
entry to perfection as usual. “Even the clock on the wall has a hidden
camera.”

“So you can see what time it is,” I add, wondering how much of our
conversation Danni overheard. She sits next to Kelly and looks down at her
pad. “Perhaps you can tell me why we’re discussing pimentos.”
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As Nigel opens his mouth to respond, Danni raises her hand. “I’m asking
Kelly, as she’s taking the minutes.”

Everyone looks at Kelly, wondering what she’ll say. “You know you ask
people what animal they are at interviews, well Kent was wondering what
vegetable people might be.”

I nod. “We wouldn’t want to offend vegetarians by describing them as
tigers, would we? Equalities and all that.”

“But if they were herbivorous animals that wouldn’t be offensive,” Nigel
says. “You wouldn’t be offended if I said you were a cow, would you,
Lucy?”

Her tight-lipped smile suggests otherwise. “Can you stuff pimentos,
Nigel? Before you roast them in an oven, I mean.”

Danni raises her hands. “Think of me as camomile and calm down. Let’s
return to the agenda. Now, where were you?”

“We were waiting for you to feedback on corporate pimentos, I mean
issues,” Nigel replies, looking pleased with himself. It looks like his code
has worked because Danni launches into a speech on financial cutbacks, end
of year budgets, and service plans.

“So Kent,” she says, leaning back in her chair, “have you produced this
year’s work programme – apart from inspecting retailers of pimentos? You
could give that job to our new recruit, Gemma Dean. She knows her
vegetables.”

“Do you mean onions?” Nigel asks. “Idiomatically speaking, of course.”

Danni ignores him. “I hope you’ll welcome Gemma. We’re lucky to get
her with all the cutbacks and posts being frozen. Other heads of service will
be so jealous.”

“I can’t wait to have another woman on the team,” says Lucy. “When does
she start?”

“In three weeks. She’s currently working as a waitress at one of the bigger
hotels in Eastbourne, which means she’s au fait with food hygiene.”

“Doesn’t that depend on the hotel?” I ask.

“It’s relevant experience,” Danni replies. “We can build on that.”
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Lucy smirks. “She can show you how to fold a napkin, Nigel.”

“And how to give good service,” he responds.

“She will be an asset, I’m sure.” Danni rises, signalling the end of the
meeting. “Now does anyone have any questions before I discuss pimentos
with the Chief Executive?”
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Talking	Nubs
Clear communication has never been one of local government’s strengths.
While letters beginning, “I refer to your missive of the 4th ultimo …” were
officially banned last month, there are still plenty of examples of misleading
communication at Downland.

‘We’re monitoring the situation’ means we’re doing nothing. ‘We’re
actively monitoring the situation’ means we’re actively doing nothing. ‘The
situation is under review’ means we lost the file.

And then there are the titles intended to glamorise the dull. We have Waste
Transfer Operatives who empty the bins, Daylight Maintenance Engineers
who clean the windows, and an Equal Opportunities Officer who leans to
the left.

Danni, who believes that everything can be done more efficiently and
effectively, is on a mission to introduce clear and concise communication –
or CACC as it’s now known. The trouble is she’s mistaken acronyms for
concise communication.

She summons me PDQ at 1400 GMT into her office for my APA. When I
arrive I find a note that says ‘Grabbing a DSL’.

Thankfully, Kelly speaks fluent acronym. “Decaffeinated skinny latte,” she
explains, placing a file on the desk. “Or in your case, Kent, DSL means
you’re in deep shit, lover.”

“Me? What have I done?”

“Or what have you not done?” She points at the file. “Your APA – Annual
Performance Appraisal – is well bad.”

“You’ve seen it?”

She nods. “I typed it up.”

Why am I surprised that my appraisal was carried out without me being
there?

“So much for discussing and agreeing the contents first,” I say, wondering
when Danni’s efficiency campaign meant making decisions for everyone.

“You haven’t brought your LDP, have you?”
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Before I can ask her to translate, Danni strolls in with her DSL. “I
specifically asked you to bring your LDP, Kent. Wasn’t my email clear
enough for you?”

“Sorry, Danni, I missed the AFM course.”

I know she has no idea what I’m talking about, but being a manager she’s
not allowed to admit this in case she looks weak. “Sorry, I’m talking
CACC,” I say, giving Kelly a sly wink as she leaves. “It’s the Acronyms for
Managers course. Apparently I was AWOL when the invitations went out.
So, maybe you can tell me what an LDP is.”

“It’s your Learning and Development Portfolio.”

I had a feeling I’d be none the wiser.

She sits and sips her coffee through the small hole in the lid. “It’s where
you record your training and Continuing Professional Development.”

“I know what CPD is, thanks. But I wasn’t aware I had to record it in an
LDP. But now I know I’ll do it PDQ. QED, as they say in scientific circles.”

“You like to have the last word, don’t you?”

I shrug and move my head from side to side.

She picks up the file from her desk. “Are you aware your team has the
worst performance statistics in the Council?”

I sit opposite, realising I’ll be here for some time. “That depends on what
you’re measuring, surely. Are you saying we do less work, or do fewer jobs
to a higher quality?”

She fixes me with a cold stare. “Your team fails to meet performance
targets more than any other team in the council.”

“That’s because we don’t fiddle our returns, Danni. We tell it how it is.
Are you asking me to lie?”

“If I told you your individual performance is one of the poorest I’ve ever
seen, what would you say?”

“Following your example obviously isn’t working.”

Her laugh sounds empty. “How can you be so sharp and witty, yet so dumb
when it comes to the simple targets I set?”
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“Perhaps if we agreed targets I’d be more likely to meet them.”

“You advocate management by committee?”

“No, management by consensus.”

She opens the thin file that takes pride of place on her precise desk. “Does
that mean the team decided to waste an afternoon with the Scenes of Crimes
Officer from Sussex Police?”

“Mike Turner showed us how to collect evidence and preserve the scene
of a crime.”

She starts to massage her temples with her fingers. “Are you proposing to
investigate murders while inspecting the kitchens?”

While this could be an excellent example of joint working, I think it’s best
to keep it to myself. “I know a few chefs who can murder a good recipe,” I
reply.

“I can think of a few managers who could be driven to murder,” she says,
glaring at me. “Are you trying to make me a laughing stock? Whatever
possessed you to bring in a Scenes of Crime Officer?”

“We investigate workplace deaths, don’t we?”

“Health and safety at work is hardly murder, Kent.”

“But it’s still a crime. What if someone is crushed by a forklift truck, or
falls to their death from a ladder? We can’t afford to lose or miss evidence.
We need to know how best to interview witnesses and suspects. Even if we
only attend the Coroners Court to give evidence, we want to look
professional, surely? That’s what Mike taught us.”

Danni steeples her fingers. “Kent, this is rural Sussex not the dark satanic
mills of the north. People work in tea rooms and garden centres. They die
from old age and polishing antiques, not work accidents.”

I try to contain my increasing frustration, but fail.

“When did you last visit a garden centre, Danni? Didn’t you see the
forklift truck moving pallets of compost? Didn’t you notice the glass on the
greenhouse roof that has to be cleaned? What about the plant bulbs, coated
with fungicides that can cause severe dermatitis? What about the
pesticides?”
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“I delegate all that to you, Kent. It’s the key to successful management.”

“I thought that was listening skills.”

“So, what’s the key to improving your team’s performance?” she asks,
pulling a sheet of printed paper from the file.

“Employing more of the Chief Executive’s relatives?”

The smile doesn’t reach her eyes. “Appraisal is the key, Kent. It’s the nub
of successful management, the pathway to future development. I’ll expect
your team’s APAs on my desk in a week’s time.”

Back at my desk I find a subdued team. Bad news travels fast. “How can
we be the worst team in the council?” Nigel asks. “HR said vacant posts
perform better than us.”

“Others fiddle their statistics,” Lucy says, peering around her monitor. “So
why won’t you, Kent? Do you want us to lose our jobs?”

“It’s fraud,” says Kelly, joining us. “And no one knows what you do
anyway. I mean, I never realised they put cow’s eyelids and lips in pies and
burgers. Imagine finding one of them staring back at you.”

Nigel winces. “I’d rather not, thanks.”

“Yeah, but it’s well cool,” Kelly continues. “That’s why eating out’s so
exciting. You never know what you’re going to get. I never knew there were
so many types of food poisoning. I thought the world just fell out of your
bottom.”

“At least you know the names of the bugs now,” I say.

“Yeah, it’s so much easier to skip work when you can say salmonella and
name all the symptoms.” She bursts into a fit of giggles, struggling to speak
through them. “My mate, Cheryl, nearly lost her job when they asked her
what malaise was.”

“Why?” Lucy asks.

“She told them it was salad dressing.”

“And appraisals are window dressing,” Lucy says, her voice rising above
the laughter.
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I can see I need to deal with this right away. In the absence of anything
positive to say in favour of appraisals, I recall the lecture Danni gave me.
“Appraisals are the nub of successful management.”

Lucy hoots. “Listen to Mr Manager, talking nubs.”

“What’s a nub?” Kelly asks.

“It’s like a key,” Nigel replies. “The key to successful management.”

Lucy smirks. “I thought that was creeping. Anyway, according to Google a
nub is a small lump or protuberance.”

“My nan has one of them on her neck,” Kelly says, becoming animated.
“It’s brown with hairs growing out of it, like. When she’s bored, she flicks it
with her finger. It’s well gross.”

“Brown, hairy and well gross,” Lucy says, glancing towards Danni’s
office. “We’re definitely talking nubs.”
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Bog	Standard
I sometimes feel like I’m losing the battle to maintain standards. When I
asked my team to spell check their emails before sending them, I was soon
sermoned to see the Head of IT in his office on the thud flour.

I approach Gerry Wardle’s office, expecting to hear sitar music wafting
along the corridor. He should wear a kaftan to go with his yellow tinted
John Lennon spectacles, but today he’s wearing a crumpled flower motif
shirt and knee-length jeans.

“Hi, dude,” he says, extracting fluff from between his toes, “take a pew.”

I sit on the sofa while he slides his foot into an open toe sandal. “Do you
ever get chafing?” he asks, wiggling his toes.

This is not the most appropriate question to ask someone you hardly know.
“The occasional jogger’s nipple,” I reply.

“Man, that’s a beast, especially under a hot shower.”

He sprawls out in his executive leather chair and puts his arms behind his
head. “So, Kent, what’s this I hear about you creating IT policy? You fed up
with closing down restaurants?”

“It’s unprofessional to send emails full of spelling mistakes.”

“No worse than text speak, I’d say.” Gerry studies his tie as if he’s trying
to work out what he had for lunch yesterday. “You know the Chief
Executive’s on a texting course so he can communicate with the district’s
youth.”

“I heard, yes. But as the invitation came by text he could be anywhere
doing anything as we speak.”

“But Kent, it’s his right to make a tit of himself. And it’s a fundamental
human right to express yourself freely, with or without a spell checker, man.
Like who cares?”

“Lots of people care, Gerry. Without standards, society slides into anarchy
and chaos.”

He laughs. “You were always the master of understatement, Kent. Just stop
creating rules you can’t enforce or HR will be after you.”
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Being pursued by the lovely Sarah is one of my fantasies. Unfortunately, it
reminds me I need to talk to her boss, Felicity Trimble, who’s obstructing
my attempts to manage my team.

Unlike Gerry, she’s dour and precise, sitting behind a large desk that is
spotlessly clean and tidy, a trait she shares with Danni.

“Ah, Mr Fisher,” she says, gesturing to a chair, “you’ve finally graced us
with your presence. If it’s concerning your request for last year’s appraisals
then you’ve had a wasted journey. I will not release confidential
documents.”

“Then how am I supposed to carry out this year’s appraisals?”

“Not possible. You haven’t had appraisal training.” She taps a couple of
keys and glances at her monitor. “According to my database you have
avoided any kind of training for years. That makes you a development
desert, Mr Fisher. But fear not because I’m your oasis.”

The thought of her becoming my ‘Wonderwall’ distracts me for a moment.
“Is that because there’s no training budget?” I ask.

“That’s a question for the Head of Finance.”

My heart sinks. Finance – the department that puts income as a minus
figure on my budget sheets. How intuitive is that? If I challenge this, I’m
informed that no one else has a problem with a system that has worked for
decades. Had I taken Financial and Income Systems training – or FIST as
it’s referred to – I would have known that.

“But I have no training budget,” I protest. “That can’t be right.”

“Then you need to talk to HR.”

Deadlock. I can’t appraise my team against last year’s targets because I’m
not allowed to see them. And without training, I’m not allowed to carry out
appraisals. Why am I wasting so much time fighting the people who should
be helping me? It makes no sense at all.

In desperation I approach Danni.

“You don’t have a training budget because I need to make savings,” she
tells me. “Most internal training courses are free, so I don’t see a problem,
do you? Or don’t you read my training course emails?”

“I’ve never seen one.”
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“You’re probably not on the mailing list. If you talk to IT, they can fix
that.”

Once again my heart sinks. Standards have dropped too far. How can
Danni just take away a budget without any repercussions? Joanna on the IT
Helpdesk seems unconcerned. “You’re not in STAB,” she says, ignoring my
outburst. “I’ll get you a JAB.”

“Fab,” I remark, wondering when acronyms TOTW – sorry, took over the
world. “Could I have that in English please?”

“STAB is the Standard Training Address Book,” she replies, as if I’m a
moron. “If you’re not in it you need a JAB – Join an Address Book. There’s
an online form to complete and submit to HR.”

A few minutes later I’m back on the top floor in Felicity’s office, giving
her a JAB. “I’d like to join STAB, please.”

She shakes her head. “STAB is now SLAB – Standard Learning Address
Book. It’s a Human Rights issue. We can’t train people, you see. But we can
facilitate learning.”

I’m learning that you can’t get anywhere without a degree in acronyms.
“Will I need a learning budget?”

Her forehead furrows. “How do you put a price on learning, Mr Fisher?”

“I’ll take that as a no then.”

In the Red Lion that evening, I relate this to my friend, Mike Turner. As the
local Scenes of Crime Officer, he should be able to help me make sense of
the criminal waste of time Downland District Council inflicts on its
managers.

“Sounds perfectly reasonable to me,” he says, pushing his empty glass
towards me. “If you JAB and STAB you’re bound to end up on a SLAB. Just
go with the flow, pal. You’ll never beat the system.”

“Even though it encourages poor standards and confusion?” I signal to the
attractive, but cheeky, barmaid who has just returned from a cigarette break
outside. “Two pints of lager, please.”

Mike studies her action with interest as she fills his glass with a rather
frothy lager that spills over the rim. “I hope you like it lively,” she says,
looking up at him through her eyelashes.
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As he seems incapable of response, I answer for him. “I think he’d prefer
a full glass of beer, not a four-inch head of froth.”

She gives me a shopping smile and tops his glass up. She then takes an
eternity to fill mine. Once finished, she lifts both glasses by the rim and
places them on the bar. “Full enough for you?” she asks.

“You lifted the glasses by the rim,” I reply, demonstrating. “I asked for a
pint of lager not the germs from your fingers and mouth.”

“You calling me dirty?” she demands in a voice that makes us the centre of
attention.

“No, unhygienic. You’ve just had a cigarette.”

“There’s no law against that, is there?”

“You haven’t washed your hands since that cigarette.”

“Duh, I’m not preparing food in a kitchen.”

“You have germs in your mouth and on your lips.”

“Lucky I don’t want to kiss you then, isn’t it?”

I pause to let the laughter nearby fade. Having started this, I have to finish.
“Those germs are now on your fingers and the two glasses you just handled
– right where we’re going to drink.”

Her hands go to her hips. “What you going to do? Report me to
Environmental Health?”

Mike shakes his head at her as I pull the wallet from my back pocket. I
hold up my ID so she can read it. “I am Environmental Health.”

To be fair, she doesn’t flinch. Neither does she look impressed, especially
when her boss scurries over. “Please accept my apologies, and replacement
drinks at my expense,” he says, almost bowing. “And let me assure you that
Miss Lawson will never repeat that unfortunate episode in this pub again.”

“I hope that means you’ll give her some proper training,” I say.

He smiles through clenched teeth and pours two more pints. Back in our
seats, Mike takes several large gulps of beer before putting his glass on the
table. “Thanks, pal. I was on a promise there.”

“She’s half your age, Mike, and unhygienic.”
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“I don’t mind sharing her germs. It’s not like I’m expecting her to cook
supper. Don’t you ever switch off?”

“Not when standards are dropping.”

He glances at Miss Lawson and sighs. “Yep, they’re the only things
dropping tonight.”
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Penalty	Shoot	Out
Sometimes the world goes a little mad. Sometimes it goes straight to the
funny farm. Gemma Dean, the Chief Executive’s niece, has yet to join
Downland. Four weeks of impasse have passed thanks to those little details
that become huge barriers to common sense. Even the Chief Executive
seems powerless to find a solution. So, to deflect attention he’s attacking
those he blames for the situation.

“I thought you were dead,” Kelly remarks, studying me as I enter the office
on Wednesday morning.

“I took a couple of days leave, that’s all.”

“Oh.” Kelly looks disappointed. “When I heard the Chief Executive
threatened to kill you, I thought … well, I didn’t really think he would kill
you because then he’d lose his job, like, and his pension. And it would be
impossible for Gemma to join us, wouldn’t it? But when you didn’t show on
Monday, I thought you might be lying in a gutter in a pool of blood, your
skull smashed into tiny pieces while your friend, Mike, sets aside his
personal feelings to find the clues that would bring the killer to justice.”

“You been watching CSI again?”

“Back to back on demand,” she replies, looking sheepish. “But the Chief
Executive was well mad at you.”

“He’s angry because he can’t get his way,” I say.

“Yeah, right.” Lucy smirks at me. “You’re the one who’s always going on
about not lowering standards in case we descend into chaos. Well, we have,
Kent. So, how does it feel to be hoisted by your own petard?”

“I didn’t make the rules.”

“But you’re refusing to change them so Gemma Dean can have a job,”
Nigel says, joining in at last. “I know you don’t agree with …” He glances
around. “… pimentos, but antagonising the Chief Executive isn’t a good
career move.”

“What’s a petard?” Kelly asks. “Is it something to do with animals?”

“It’s an ancient device for smashing through walls,” Nigel replies. “You
fill it full of gunpowder and blast through. It’s like a bomb, I guess.”
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I’m worried about Nigel. Not only does he have an amazing knowledge of
trivia that suggest too many hours on Google, but he has the answers at his
fingertips.

Kelly frowns. “So where’s the hoist?”

“It doesn’t have a hoist, Kelly. It’s like a bomb.”

“So how was Kent hoisted by this petard then?”

“It’s an expression.” Danni, who hasn’t lost her knack of sneaking up
unnoticed, drapes her arms over the top of an acoustic screen. “It means
Kent’s had something backfire on him.”

“The bomb bit, right?” Kelly looks around for confirmation. “Is that why
people thought he was dead? But somehow he was hoisted out of the way. Is
that what you mean?”

Danni gives her a shrivelling look and says, “Kent has always maintained
bending the rules causes chaos and undermines authority. But this time, not
bending the rules is doing just that by stopping Gemma from joining us.”

Kelly tips her head from side to side like a dog, but still looks blank.

“Hang on,” I cut in, fed up with being blamed for an impasse caused by
HR. “I didn’t write the job description that prevents us employing someone
with penalty points on their driving licence.”

Danni gives me a terse smile. “No, but you approved it. I offered you the
chance to update it, and you refused. Well, the Chief Executive has
demanded a meeting in five minutes to resolve the problem. And it’s my
guess that if you don’t come up with a solution, Kent, you’ll get a rocket,
never mind a petard.”

Danni marches away, leaving Kelly to shake her head. “I still don’t get it,”
she says.

Lucy explains. “Gemma Dean was booked for using her mobile phone
while driving and got three penalty points.”

“The job description says you must have a clean driving licence,” Nigel
adds.

“Which means she can’t have the job,” I conclude.

“Unless you change the job description,” Kelly says.
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“Which he refuses to do,” Lucy says. “That’s why her uncle blames him.”

Nigel shakes his head. “No, the Chief Executive is angry because he was
ringing his niece at the time the police pulled her over. So, if anyone’s to
blame, he is.”

Lucy shakes her head. “Kent can solve this in a second by changing a few
words. So why don’t you swallow your pride and do us all a favour?”

I’m pleased they think I have the power to overrule HR. “If we change the
JD it becomes a different job,” I reply, quoting Sarah from HR. “That means
equal opportunities kicks in.”

“How?”

“It means candidates who were barred for a driving offence would
suddenly be eligible to apply. So we would have to hold interviews again to
be fair. And we’d have to interview the candidates who didn’t get the job in
the first place.”

It sounds feeble as I say it, but it’s the official line. Nigel looks
unconvinced. “Were there any candidates with driving offences?”

“Of course not,” Lucy snaps. “They wouldn’t apply, would they? So
there’s no one to interview and this is all a farce!”

“But Gemma wasn’t interviewed,” Kelly points out. “You could interview
her second time around, right? That would be fair.”

I sigh, wishing it were that simple. “The Chief Executive claims she got
the original job fairly and squarely. So, if we subject her to an interview
we’ll be breaching her human rights.”

Lucy shrieks. “Bloody human rights! They cause more grief than anything
else.”

“Why do you need to change the job description?” Kelly asks. “It’s for an
EHO, right?”

“Yes.”

“And Gemma’s not an EHO, is she?”

For a moment there’s silence. Why didn’t anyone think of this before?
Lucy claps her hand and chuckles. “Brilliant! That means she can’t have the
job and we can stick two fingers up at nepotism.”
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I head for Danni’s office for the showdown. Five minutes later I’m back at
my desk with a Lever arch file of induction procedures. Kelly, Nigel and
Lucy hurry over. “How did it go?” Lucy asks. “Was the Chief Executive
furious?”

“Gemma starts on Monday.”

Lucy stares at me. “You didn’t tell them, did you?”

Even Kelly looks at me with some disdain. “What happened?”

“I shouldn’t tell you this, but Felicity Trimble, Head of HR, has six
penalty points on her driving licence for speeding. And Danni has three for
driving without due care and attention.”

Lucy sniggers. “Did either of them declare this when they applied for their
jobs?”

“I wouldn’t know,” I reply. “But it means we can’t penalise Gemma and
she starts next week.”

Lucy still isn’t happy. “So, the Chief Executive gets his way by raking
through the muck. How convenient.”

“How did he find out about the penalty points if no one declared them?”
Nigel asks.

“He sits on police committees and dines with the Chief Constable,” Lucy
replies. “He could easily find out.”

“Then why didn’t he do it four weeks ago? Gemma could have started
then.”

“Get back to work and stop gossiping,” I tell them. “It doesn’t matter what
happened. It’s resolved without bloodshed and we have to move on.”

Nigel and Lucy return to their desks. Kelly moves closer. “Did Mike
Turner ring you at home?” she asks in a hushed voice. “Only it sounded
urgent.”

“Yes, I spoke to him, thanks.” I open the induction pack to prepare for our
new recruit, but Kelly isn’t going anywhere. “Is there something else?” I
ask.

“He’s a Scenes of Crime Officer, right? Nothing to do with traffic.”
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I nod, realising where she’s heading. “Nothing at all to do with traffic,
okay?”

She gives me a wink. “I’m glad you found a way, Kent.”

I’m not so sure. If Danni ever finds out …
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Burning	Desire
Imagine a checklist that contains nothing but checklists. This is Downland’s
new employee induction pack. It contains everything you could want to
know about the council and what it offers. We have health and safety,
emergency procedures, service conditions, equal opportunities,
sustainability (if you haven’t nodded off by this point), the constitution and
delegation procedures for the Council’s business, stress awareness, and a
checklist for the new employee to ensure the manager has covered
everything in the checklists.

Did I miss anything?

Of course, the checklist you consult to ensure you have all the checklists
referred to in the master checklist. If you can think of something that’s
missing, there isn’t a checklist for you to record this, by the way. Neither is
there one for your next of kin to complete when you lose the will to live.

Lucy looks unimpressed as she thumbs through the pack. “I never had all
this when I started.”

“You had an induction day.” Nigel, who was sick and missed his induction
day, is obviously still peeved. “You had the opportunity to ask questions and
discuss issues. Gemma will not have that luxury.”

“She’s the Chief Executive’s niece. She doesn’t need to ask.”

“Pimentos,” he says, gesturing as Danni approaches.

“I see you’re preparing for our latest recruit,” she says, picking up the
induction pack. “You’ll never believe this, but when I received the pack on
my first day it was about a tenth the size it is now. I soon put that right.”

Lucy gasps. “And how does that help to reduce our carbon footprint?”

“Lucy, everyone knows printed paper uses less carbon than Word
documents.”

“How?”
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Danni settles on the edge of my desk. “Do you know how many people
Microsoft employ? Do you know how many security fixes and patches they
issue every year? And that’s before all the time and electricity it takes them
to boot their PCs and servers in the morning, all the Help Desk calls to sort
out problems, and the enormous volume of electricity used to run their
offices each day. No, printed paper is far more environmentally friendly.”

“So why haven’t I had an email about that?” Lucy demands.

“Shouldn’t that be a memo now?” I ask Danni. She forces a smile and
heads back to her office. A few minutes later she returns with a hand written
note, saying, ‘Let me have a copy of Gemma’s induction itinerary.’

“I didn’t see that in the induction pack.”

“That’s because it’s an HR induction. Gemma’s working for you, not HR,
so I want to know how you plan to integrate her into the team.”

“We’ll take her out and show her the job,” I explain. “Like we always do
with new staff.”

“Good, so translate that into an action plan and agree it with me. You’ll
find a checklist on the intranet to make sure you don’t miss anything. You’ll
also need to carry out weekly appraisals during her probationary period.”

“You want me to do 26 appraisals?”

“It’s in the induction pack, if you’d care to look. And the Chief Executive
would also like weekly feedback on her progress.”

“As he does with all new staff, I suppose.”

Danni frowns. “Let’s not go there, Kent. If Gemma’s progress is good and
she receives favourable reviews we all look good. That’s no bad thing in an
era of cutbacks.”

Lucy sighs. “No one’s going to cut her from the team, but the rest of us are
still vulnerable.”

Danni smiles. “Then you’d best work harder so they don’t select you.”

Lucy walks off, muttering under her breath. Nigel looks stunned. Maybe
he’s realised he is vulnerable. I’m more concerned with all the reports and
appraisals I’ll have to do. “You want to see a weekly appraisal and a
weekly report intended for the Chief Executive, right?”
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Danni nods.

“Dare I ask, but is there a checklist for this?”

“No,” she replies to my relief, “but I can give you an aide memoire.”

****

Later in the morning, I ring IT to set up Gemma’s access to the computer
systems. Normally, someone on the help desk would get back to me. Instead,
Gerry Wardle, Head of IT, rings me.

“Listen, mate,” he says in his familiar drawl, “you need to fill in the
electronic form on the Intranet for new employees. It’s all there. Everything
you need. Setting up email, software licences, programmes needed. Just tick
the relevant boxes, man.”

I picture him leaning back in his executive chair, feet in sandals perched
on the desk, a Bob Dylan CD playing in the background.

“Is it a checklist?” I ask, wondering why it isn’t in the induction pack.

“In IT we like to put a positive spin on things to generate the feeling that
we’re getting there. So, we call it a ‘To Do’ list because …” His voice
drifts off. Whether he’s searching for the right words, or simply skipping
Bob Dylan tracks, I couldn’t say, but I complete the sentence for him.

“It has a list of things to do?”

“You’re sharp, Kent,” he replies, “but it allows you to plot your progress
as you carry out each step. Think of it as a ladder to your goal.”

While I’m grappling with the imagery he’s put into my head, he says, “As
she’s the Chief Executive’s niece a high speed lift might be a better
analogy.”

”So, she’ll be set up in a couple of hours?”

He chuckles. “Depends on whether we have any problems with the
network. Now she’s a temperamental beast.”

I can understand people humanising animals, and to a certain extent cars,
but a group of interconnected computers and peripherals? “You need to get
out more, Gerry.”

“Why, when the internet brings the world to my desk?”
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****

By Monday morning Gemma has her own computer log in, an email account,
a telephone extension number, access to Microsoft Office (excluding
Access, PowerPoint, Publisher and Excel), access to our database, free
membership of the sports centre, subsidised lunches and refreshments, and a
pair of steel toed shoes in case she or we drop any clangers. She can’t have
an ID badge until we have a digital photograph of her, three copies of an
application form, and an order number to charge the cost to.

“I’ve never had one of these,” says Lucy, examining the high visibility
jacket.

“You don’t want to be noticed,” I reply, running my finger down the
equipment checklist. “Damn, I’m missing a hard hat.”

“You’ll never find one big enough.”

“Give it a rest, Lucy!” I realise I’ve snapped, so I raise my hand in
apology. “It’s not going to be easy for her, having everyone think she only
got the job because of her uncle.”

“Even though that’s the case.”

“You don’t know that! You think she asked him to get her the job? You
don’t think Danni might have wanted to score a few points with the Chief
Executive?”

“You sound well stressed,” Kelly remarks, strolling up. “In my copy of
Cosmo, there’s a list of what causes stress.”

“Not another checklist, please.”

“Starting a new job is well stressful, like divorce. And so’s death, but I
don’t get that. If you’re dead, how can you feel stressed?”

“I’m fine, Kelly. And you’re right, Gemma will be nervous about her first
day.”

“I’ve heard she’s well pretty.”

“What difference does that make?” Lucy asks. “You should be worried
what she’s going to tell her uncle. You only have to say one word out of
place and her uncle will know. Now, that’s stress.”
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Kelly puts a finger to her lips. “I don’t think that was in my stress list.
Burgers were in there, I think. All those additives and colourings make you
well hyper. Or was it caffeine? I bet Gemma will know.”

“Why?”

“She worked in a posh restaurant, right? One where everything has a
French name.”

“La Floret,” I say. “Now, I think she’s here so let’s be civil.”

They turn to watch Nigel escort her into the office. Everyone tries to put
her at ease by falling silent and staring at her.

“Why did you let Nigel show her round?” Lucy asks me. “That’s your
job.”

Kelly gasps. “Wow, she is pretty. And so slim. Look at her hair, Lucy.
Yours could look that good if you went to the right salon.”

I miss Lucy’s response, as I’m too busy watching Gemma’s slow progress
across the open plan office. She’s slim, in her twenties, and has the poise
and confidence that good looks can bring. Her glossy auburn hair has a
bounce that matches her lazy, relaxed stroll. But her dark brown eyes are
sharp, taking everything in. Her trouser suit is subtle and stylish, her heels
sensible. But as hard as she tries to tone things down, her confidence and
stylish appearance make her stand out. Even Nigel seems in awe of her, his
mouth open as he watches her weave her way towards us in the corner.

“I think he’s in love.” Lucy chuckles and turns to me. “How about you,
Kent? She’s certainly young enough and pretty enough for you.”

Kelly agrees. “We need an office romance. How cool would that be?”

“Kent doesn’t do commitment, Kelly.”

Nigel stops as he reaches our section and turns to Gemma. “This is Kelly,
our admin support officer, and Lucy, the technical officer who covers the
southern district.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Gemma says. “Love the ear rings, Kelly. Where
did you get them?”

72



Before Kelly can reply, Lucy steps forward, extending her hand.
“Welcome to the team, Gemma. We’re all looking forward to working with
you. We’ve organised your desk and if there’s anything you need, just ask.
Maybe you could fetch a cup of coffee, Kelly?”

“This is your desk,” Nigel says, gesturing to the one facing his. “You’ll be
working closely with me, as I’ve been tasked with settling you in.”

The battle to impress our new recruit has begun. Nigel is about to show
her to her desk when he notices me and blushes. “And last but not least,
Gemma, this is our Team Leader –”

“Kent Fisher.”

She walks up to me, pulling what looks like a folded red handkerchief
from her jacket pocket. She shakes the handkerchief, which turns out to be a
pair of neatly folded boxer shorts, carefully ironed.

“I was going to burn them,” she says, handing them to me, “but there didn’t
seem much point unless you were in them.”
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Sticky	Willies
“Mr Fisher, what would you say to a condom in a granary bloomer?”

Now there’s a question with any number of intriguing answers, none of
them to do with bread. I would prefer cheese salad to a condom as a
sandwich filling, but all I can think of are sticky willies – the iced finger
rolls that seem popular on staff birthdays. Or something savoury, but this is
no time for crudities.

“I take it you’re being literal rather than hypothetical,” I reply.

“I have the offending article, Mr Fisher, awaiting your collection and
examination. I’m sure you’ll understand when I say my wife was not amused
when she prepared lunch.”

“I can understand her distress. I’ll pass you over to my colleague, Gemma
Dean, who investigates foreign object complaints.”

Gemma looks excited at the prospect of a real complaint. It would make a
change from the induction checklists she’s been completing. In between
checklists, she’s watched and listened as the rest of us have dealt with the
usual flow of mundane calls about dirty pub toilets, butchers who handle
filthy, germ covered money and ham, and smokers who pollute the doorways
of just about any building you care to mention.

“You’ll need the correct form,” I advise her, “as the complainant has
found something unusual in his granary bloomer. Get the details and arrange
to collect the complaint as soon as possible. Okay?”

She gives me a smile that says she can deal with a piddling food
complaint. This smile soon turns to a scowl. “A what?” she queries. “In a
loaf – sorry, granary bloomer. Can you tell me more? No, I mean when and
where you bought the loaf. I don’t think ribbing makes any difference to the
complaint.”

It obviously does, as Gemma can hardly get a word in for the next minute
or so. “Yes, Mr Elliot, I can see that ribbing would keep the condom in
place, but that’s not the point, is it? This is obviously a practical joke.”
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Another minute of frustrated grimaces follow. “Mr Elliot, we have a
policy on food complaints and we don’t investigate sabotage,” she says,
looking at me for confirmation. “No, it shouldn’t have been there, but it’s
hardly a natural ingredient, is it? And you’re unlikely to eat it or come to
any harm.”

So far she’s been holding her own. Now she’s antagonised him. She
manages to get a few words in, but finally accepts defeat and agrees to
collect the complaint.

She bangs the phone down. “This better not be a wind up, Kent,”

I settle back. “Or what? You’ll burn my boxers?”

Quiet floods the office as voices fade and people try not to look
interested. Having enjoyed Gemma squirming with her first food complaint,
her colleagues must be hoping to learn more about the boxer shorts.

She gets to her feet. “Someone threw a condom into the dough mixer as a
joke. Maybe they wanted to get the bakery in trouble. What can I do about
that?”

“So, you don’t think the complainant put it there?”

“Why would he do that?”

“Compensation? Disgruntled employee? Disgruntled ex-employee?”

“Attention seeker,” Lucy suggests.

Kelly wanders over. “You’re not playing guess the complainant, are you?”

“Someone got a condom with his granary bloomer,” Gemma explains.
“And I –“

Kelly gasps. “He’s complaining about a free condom with his bread?
There’s no pleasing some people, is there? I’d be well pleased with that.
Normally, all you get are poppy seeds, which keep turning up on the sofa
weeks later. Those that haven’t fallen off before you get home.”

“It’s a food complaint, Kelly.”

“An edible condom? How cool is that! Would it count as one of my five a
day?”

“It’s ribbed,” explains Lucy. “Which means it can’t be a smoothie!”
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Gemma looks lost and mutters something unintelligible as the rest of us
chuckle. Once the laughter subsides, I say, “It’ll be good experience for you,
Gemma. Go and interview, Mr Elliot, make a brief report and recommend a
course of action, bearing in mind the statutory defences available to the
bakery.”

“You’re doing this to get your own back, aren’t you?”

“Me?”

“Yes. If I wasn’t here would you waste time investigating this complaint?”

“Of course not,” I reply. “I’d give it to Lucy.”

****

Danni also thinks I made the wrong decision. “When the Chief Executive
finds out you sent his niece to examine condoms he’s not going to be
pleased. What on earth were you thinking? And don’t say safer sex,” she
warns, raising a finger, “because I’m not happy about you and Gemma.”

I feign innocence, knowing full well where she’s heading. “If someone
finds a condom in their food we have to treat it as a complaint,” I say. “That
means someone has to investigate the claims. As it’s likely to be a practical
joker in the bakery, I sent Gemma rather than waste an experienced officer.”

“You should have taken her and shown her how we deal with these things.
That’s how we train people, in case you’d forgotten. Or do you have a
problem taking her on jobs?”

“Why would I have a problem?”

“You’re the only one who hasn’t taken Gemma on a visit yet. Why is that?”

“Because most of my time is spent filling in induction checklists and doing
appraisals? When I’m not being criticised for running my team as efficiently
as possible, that is. Can I get back to my pen pushing now?”

She looks exasperated, but she sounds calm enough. “You two have a past,
don’t you?”

“Everyone has a past, Danni. It’s how we get to now.”
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“Don’t get cute, Kent. This is no joke if your relationship with Gemma
impacts on the smooth running of the team.” She sits back and studies me
with disdain.  “The minute we discussed Gemma’s appointment you should
have told me.”

“Told you what?”

“That you two were involved.”

“Involved?” I put as much ridicule in the word as I can. “You have no idea
what you’re talking about.”

“Because you’re being economical with the truth.”

“No, I’m simply keeping my private life out of the office. It’s none of your
business, Danni.”

“It is if it causes ill feeling and friction in the team. Morale’s under
enough pressure from cutbacks and uncertainty.”

I get to my feet. “And who causes the uncertainty?”

She gestures to her motivational calendar. “Nothing makes us as lonely as
secrets.”

“Bad breath does,” Kelly says, arriving with a latte. “Why don’t lonely
people buy mouthwash? It’s well easier than going on the internet, looking
for single people, and ending up meeting some minger who’s over 50, or a
teenager pretending to be grown up. Mind you,” she adds with a shrug, “if
you’ve got really bad breath you won’t come to any harm, will you? No
one’s going to get too close, are they?”

I follow her out of the room, delighted with her ability to stop Danni in her
tracks. “Thanks for rescuing me,” I say.

“No probs. When I realised you weren’t going to reveal anything, I came
in with the coffee. It was almost cold by then.” She gives me a smile. “You
can tell me, you know.”

“Tell you what?”

“Nigel reckons you slept with Gemma’s best friend. Lucy reckons it’s her
mother and you left your boxer shorts behind. They’re even taking bets on it.
But I don’t think you’d do that.”

“Because I’m honourable?”
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“No, her mother’s too old for you from what I hear.”

“Her mother and I go back a long way, Kelly. We were friends for years.”

“Were friends?”

“It’s complicated,” I reply, not wanting to talk about it.

She winks. “I thought so. Was it Gemma’s younger sister?”

“She’s an only child and I’ve never worn a pair of boxer shorts in my life.
Keep that to yourself, okay?”

Kelly frowns. “Are you saying she made it up?”

“Let’s just say you don’t want to spoil the odds Nigel is offering.”
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Christmas	Spirit
The spirit of Christmas is alive and kicking at Downland District Council.
To counteract the despondency caused by the ailing economy, the threat of
redundancies, a continued pay freeze, and government plans to reduce our
pensions, the council is giving everyone an additional hour at lunchtime.

“Is that it?” Lucy looks up from the Chief Executive’s blog. “We work our
butts off for no pay rise or recognition and we get one lousy hour in return.”

“What about the Christmas decorations competition?” Kelly asks,
adjusting her Santa Claus hat. “That’s a well seasonal idea. We could have a
theme, like mouldy food complaints, or blow up some of those photos of
dirty kitchens. What do you think?”

Lucy shakes her head. “It’s not going to happen, Kelly.”

“Why not?” Danni has crept up unnoticed again. She strolls over and
perches on the edge of my desk. “If we win the competition, it will raise our
profile, Lucy. Have you considered that? And as we now have the Chief
Executive’s niece in our team, it should be a foregone conclusion.”

Gemma looks up from a tangle of fairy lights. “How?”

“You know what your uncle likes, so we can decorate the office to his
tastes and win.”

“But my uncle hates Christmas. He always has. That’s why he never
wishes anyone a happy Christmas in his blog. That’s why he’s usually in
Tenerife.”

Danni frowns. “Then why do we have a Christmas decorations
competition?”

“We don’t,” Lucy replies. “That’s the irony.”

Danni looks, so I try to help her out.

“Decorations sway and fall from the ceiling, tripping the motion sensors
on the alarm system. That’s why the Chief Executive hates Christmas. The
police woke him up nearly every night when we first got the system because
the alarm kept going off.”

“So, nobody is allowed to put up decorations,” Lucy says. “All because
the council bought a cheap alarm system. Happy Christmas!”
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Kelly sighs. “That’s really sad. It’s bad enough already with so many
people committing suicide because they’re well lonely. And families
always end up fighting because they don’t like each other. And no one can
afford to pay their credit card bills, right? And I’m allergic to almonds, so I
can’t eat Christmas cake.”

An uneasy silence falls over the team. “Well, at least the chairman’s visit
will improve morale,” Danni says.

“Why don’t you just remove the marzipan?” Gemma asks.

“Then the icing won’t stick,” Kelly replies.

Danni clears her throat. “As I said, the chairman’s visit is an opportunity
to raise our profile and show all the good work we do.”

“You could use jam,” Nigel suggests. “That would help the icing stick.”

Kelly nods. “Yea, as long as it’s seedless. My nan wears false teeth and
it’s bad enough when she bites into a toffee.”

Danni looks ready to explode. “The chairman of the council will be
visiting to thank us all for our endeavours. That includes you, Kelly. Why
don’t you just buy a cake without marzipan and icing?”

“Yea, but then it’s just a boring fruit cake, right?”

Danni lets out a weary sigh. “Just make sure you say as little as possible
during the chairman’s visit.”

“Why don’t we have a mayor?” Kelly asks.

“Because we have a chairman. Councillor Mrs Yvonne Thackeray.”

“We have a chairman that’s a woman? Why isn’t she a chairwoman?”

“She should be a chairperson,” Gemma says.

“Or just a chair,” Lucy adds.

Kelly giggles. “You can’t have a chair running a council. Mind you the
government’s run by a cabinet, isn’t it?”

“And the FBI’s got a bureau,” Nigel says. “An intelligent one, allegedly.”

“And we’ll have hot desks,” Gemma says.
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An uneasy silence falls across the office. When everyone stares at her, she
blushes. “Shit! You weren’t supposed to find out till the New Year – once
heads of service have sorted out the details. Sorry.”

Now everyone looks at Danni, who smiles. “Mobile working is the key to
reducing our overheads. If we use fewer desks, we need less office space,
which means we don’t pay as much on services. The savings are enormous.”

Lucy goes over to Gemma’s desk. “When did your uncle tell you this?”

“Leave it, Lucy,” I say, sensing what’s coming. “The Chief Executive had
no right to burden Gemma with that news. And it’s not as if we hadn’t
already guessed. We all know the council has to cut costs.”

Lucy shakes her head at me. “You knew too, didn’t you? When were you
going to tell us, Kent? When they handed out the redundancy notices?”

“No one’s losing their job,” Danni says, rising. “That’s the whole point of
hot desks. We accommodate all staff while cutting building costs.”

Kelly raises her hand. “If there are less desks, do we work shifts because
I’d like to come in late and go late? I’m like a zombie first thing – unless
I’ve been at a party all night.”

“We work from home more,” Nigel says.

“Skive, you mean,” Lucy says. “We’ll end up doing less work. Where
does that leave the council?”

“Our IT section can log everything you do on the council’s systems,”
Danni replies. “That includes working remotely, so I’ll soon know if anyone
is underperforming.”

“But how do we discuss problems if we don’t have permanent desks?”
Nigel asks. “And what if we’re scattered across three floors?”

“Ever heard of the phone?” Gemma asks, a little too sharply.

“You’ll notice the difference,” he warns. “You won’t be able to ask us
questions if we’re not here. Or come out with us on jobs.”

“Try to look on the bright side,” Danni says, heading towards her office.
“If you’re working at home you could miss the chairman’s visit.”
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No one laughs until she’s back in her office with the door closed. She
hasn’t realised that when the chairman and Chief Executive reach our office,
we’ll be down the pub enjoying our Christmas meal.

Now that’s what I call Christmas spirit.

 

82



Fraught	Polio	Holder
There’s nothing like a competition to get the New Year off to a good start.
And the Downland Pub of the Year award is nothing like a competition –
thanks to Councillor Gregory Rathbone.

Over the years there have been many similar competitions. It started with
the Downland Hotel of the Year, followed by restaurant, café, butcher,
delicatessen, and newsagent. Public and business interest in these events
declined each year, hitting an all-time low with the System Analyst of the
Year. Only one vote was cast, but it was decisive.

Systems analyst, Gregory Rathbone, took the award and ducked out of the
limelight for a few years, no doubt to analyse the systems Her Majesty’s
Revenue and Customs were challenging. Taking a leaf from some of the
bigger players in the City, Gregory offered the local tax inspector a steak
meal in a well-known Downland pub, the Game Cock. Unfortunately, this
ruffled the feathers of the not so game tax inspector, and started a detailed
investigation. Councillor Rathbone had to sell the pub to pay the tax bill, but
he remained on the council, keeping a low profile until a few months ago.

First he was appointed Portfolio Holder for Environmental Health in a
cabinet reshuffle. Then, having made numerous pledges to improve
everything, he’s turned his sights to boosting the local economy.

“In these austere times, we need something positive to stimulate our
economy,” he says at the media launch. “The Downland Pub of the Year
award will be different from any other competition because customers will
choose the winner. The pub with the biggest number of customer votes will
win.”

The sole reporter present, a pubescent looking hack from the Downland
Gazette, raises a pencil. “What happens if environmental health condemns
the pub as unhygienic?”

Councillor Rathbone flashes me an angry glance before smiling to the
reporter. “Of course the winning pub will comply with all food laws. Mr
Fisher will see to that.”

After the launch, Councillor Rathbone corners me. “How dare you prime
that reporter? Do you think I’m an idiot?”

Sometimes silence can say so much.
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“You’ll regret this,” he warns, wagging a finger. “No one tries to get one
over on Gregory Rathbone.”

It’s a good couple of weeks before I discover my punishment. “Kent, a
word please,” Danni says, beckoning me into her office. “We need to talk.”

“That’s four words.”

She frowns. “What are you talking about?”

I take a seat, wondering which nugget of wisdom she’ll distil from her
new 2012 desk calendar. I tried to buy her the ‘Shit Happens’ calendar for
Christmas, but it was damaged in a flood. Leaning across I turn the calendar
to sneak a look at the motto for the day.

“The further you look the more you see,” I say, reading it aloud. Roughly
translated that means you miss what’s under your nose, but I keep that to
myself.

“It’s called horizon scanning,” she says, turning the calendar back.

“Sounds like the perfect course for distance learning.”

“It’s not something you learn on a course,” she says with a sneer. “It’s an
innate skill. You either have it or you don’t. That’s why you won’t find me
naval gazing or silo thinking.”

The image of her sitting at the bottom of a silo, gazing at her tummy, is so
sad I almost feel sorry for her. “So, what did you want to talk about?”

“I’m sending you to investigate a malicious complaint,” she replies.

“I thought we didn’t investigate malicious complaints.”

“Normally we wouldn’t. But this one’s been made against our Portfolio
Holder. Or to be more precise, against his public house, the Fiddlers
Arms.”

I stifle a snigger. “He bought the Fiddlers Arms? When?”

“About six months ago. Not that it matters. Someone malicious is claiming
there are rats. There’s no deep cleaning, the kitchen is filthy, there’s out of
date and mouldy food in the fridges. In fact, there’s not much that isn’t
complained about.”

“And you’re certain it’s malicious?”
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“Of course. That’s why you’re going down there this morning to give it a
clean bill of health.”

“I am?”

“Councillor Rathbone is expecting you.”

“It’s a job for Lucy. It’s her district.”

Danni’s smile is a little too smug. “Lucy isn’t allowed to talk to the
press.”

“The press? Did the complainant call them?”

“No, Councillor Rathbone wants the press there when you reveal the
Fiddlers Arms is clean and hygienic. They’re due at eleven so you best get
going.”

It takes about five seconds for me to realise what’s happening. “He’s
trying to win the Pub of the Year award, right?”

She shakes her head. “No, Kent, he’s already won it.”

“But voting doesn’t close till Sunday night. That’s another four days.”

“The Fiddlers Arms is so far ahead, you’d need half of Asia to vote to
change the inevitable result. That’s why a competitor is making malicious
complaints – to disqualify the pub and put it out of the running.”

I shake my head in disbelief. Councillor Rathbone is trying to rig another
competition. “Sorry, Danni, I want no part of his schemes.” I get to my feet,
angry that’s she prepared to pander to him. “In fact, you should report him
so he’s disqualified from the competition.”

“You will do as I say, Kent!” Her voice is firm and uncompromising.
“And you will give it a top rating and tell the press. Then you will announce
that Downland is joining the National Food Hygiene Rating Scheme.”

I shake my head in amazement, trying to take everything in. “He’s bribing
us as well.”

“No, Kent, it’s politics. Councillor Rathbone has found us the funding to
do the work we need to do to join the rating scheme. You will show your
gratitude by giving his pub a clean bill of health.”

“And if I refuse?”
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“You’d refuse to investigate a serious complaint of rats at a food
premises? How would that look to the media, or our Chief Executive? Why,
it would be insubordination, wouldn’t it?”

She had it all figured out. When I don’t reply she picks up the phone. “I’ll
tell Gregory you’re on your way. And take Gemma with you.”

“You want me to expose her to corruption?”

“No, I want to be sure you do exactly what I tell you to do. Gemma will
be reporting back in case you try anything cute.”

“Me? Why would I jeopardise the National Food Hygiene Rating
Scheme? We have got the official go ahead, haven’t we?

”Of course,” she replies. “Cabinet approved the expenditure yesterday.”

Back in the office, I tell Gemma to get her coat. “We’re off to investigate a
complaint at the Fiddlers Arms.”

“Really? You’re taking me on a job at last?”

“Don’t get smart, Gemma. If you need to nip to the toilet, go now and I’ll
meet you by the car in a five minutes.”

She heads off, leaving me to close down my computer. While I’m checking
there are no emails of any importance, Kelly strolls up. She leans close and
asks, “It’s true then?”

“What?”

“The Fiddlers Arms has won the award.”

“How do you know?”

She lowers her voice. “Danni likes me to screen her email when she’s
away. She forgot to switch off the filter when she returned on Monday, so I
saw an email I shouldn’t have from our Fraught Polio Holder.”

“You saw the email on Monday? Why did Danni wait three days to tell
me?”

“It would take a few days to get the place well clean, wouldn’t it?”

I nod, realising what’s happened.
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“I bet it was well dirty, don’t you?” she continues. “I heard rats leave
greasy marks everywhere and eat soap.” She pauses, looking confused. “If
they eat soap, they should be well clean and not leave any marks, right?”

I’m still angry that Danni has given Gregory Rathbone three days to clean
the Fiddlers Arms. If there were rats, he’s got rid of the evidence. “Thanks
for telling me, Kelly.”

She puts a hand on my arm. “You’ve got to stop him winning Pub of the
Year, Kent. It’s a dump.”

I shake my head, feeling feeble. “I wish I could, Kelly, but I’ve been
stitched up.”

“You’ll find a way, Kent. You always do.”

I stare at the computer screen for a moment, hoping for inspiration. I open
the property record for the Fiddlers Arms, but there’s no reference to the
complaint, surprise, surprise.

Kelly’s right.

I have to stop Councillor Rathbone.
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Fraught	Polio	Holder	(Part	2)
I still can’t believe Danni’s done a deal with Councillor Rathbone so he
wins the Downland Pub of the Year competition. But I’m on my way there to
tell the press his pub is a model of hygiene.

The Fiddlers Arms is located in one of the less salubrious parts of
Tollingdon. Built during the 1960’s it’s a nondescript red brink monolith
draped in gaudy banners that promote big screen football and cheap beer on
Friday and Saturday nights. No wonder the adjoining shops are boarded up.
The pub needs their doorways to double up as toilets.

“If this wins Pub of the Year it will boost to the local economy,” I tell
Gemma as I park around the corner. “There’ll be a frame and certificate to
steal and sell at the car boot fair.”

She looks at me as if I’ve let her down. “You never used to be so cynical.”

“You have that effect on me,” I say, getting out of the car. I reach into the
back for the bag containing my white coat and find Gemma’s beaten me to it.
When my hand touches hers, I pull back sharply, catching my head on the
roof of the car.

“There was a time when you couldn’t keep your hands off me, Kent.”

“Let’s concentrate on the inspection,” I say, locking the car. “Now, before
we go inside, I need you to understand who we’re dealing with.”

“Councillor Rathbone. We shouldn’t treat him any differently because he’s
our portfolio holder, right?”

“No,” I say, hoping her sense of fair play is strong. “But you need to know
that Councillor Rathbone once opened a café called, La Dolce Eater. When
that failed he opened La Dolce Pizza.”

She shrugs. “So?”

She’s too young to know about the film, but her mother, Sarah, has a DVD
collection of classics, including La Dolce Vita. Unfortunately, there was
nothing sweet about her reaction when she learned I’d spent time with
Gemma.

“It’s so cheesy I can’t bring myself to mention the Mexican restaurant he
opened next.”
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“La Dolce Burrito?”

“Not quite, Gemma, but you’re in the right area.”

“La Dolce Fajita,” she says with a grin. “So, why are you telling me this?”

“Because he’s La Dolce Cheater,” I reply, with more venom than I
intended. “He opens and closes businesses the way you open doors. He
goes for quick turnover and non-payment of bills, bailing out when his
creditors close in.”

“My uncle says he’s one of Downland’s most successful entrepreneurs.”

“That’s a diplomatic word for crook, Gemma. Remember that when he
gets all touchy feely with you. He’s unscrupulous, slimy and intent on using
us to win the competition.”

The front doors are wide open, waiting for us to enter the dimly lit
interior. Whether this is his effort to save energy by not using lights, or a
result of the yellowing net curtains, I can’t say. The décor is so 70’s with
striped, embossed wallpaper, a multi-coloured carpet and a mirrored ball in
the function room. The only thing that isn’t dated is the smell of disinfectant
and air freshener.

Councillor Rathbone steps out from behind the bar, and smooths his shoe
polish black hair with his fingers. In his fifties, he’s tall, portly, and dressed
in a tan suit with a flamboyant red check pattern that would look at home on
a tablecloth. A matching bow tie completes the ensemble.

I can’t believe people lend this man money.

“Mr Fisher, welcome!” His sticky hand encloses mine. “And the charming
Miss Dean,” he adds, looking her over the way a snake eyes a mouse.
“You’re looking particularly lovely, I might say. While we wait for the press
perhaps you’d like to carry out your inspection?”

“I don’t want to keep them waiting,” I reply.

“It won’t take long, Mr Fisher. I doubt you’ll find a cleaner, more hygienic
kitchen in Downland.”

Gemma and I head through the bar to the kitchen. “At least he does home
cooked food,” she says, pointing to another banner.
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“All pubs do home cooked food. It doesn’t mean home grown or home
produced food, which is what you’re meant to believe. It means any food
cooked on the premises, whether it’s bought in ready-made or not.”

“That’s clever marketing.”

It’s hardly clever. “Why don’t you check the fridges to make sure they’re
cold, and look underneath all the units.”

“What am I looking for?”

I shrug. “How about dead rats, a stash of drugs, yesterday’s home cooked
pies? You’re checking cleanliness, Gemma.”

As expected, the kitchen is sparkling after an intense deep clean. This
can’t hide the cracked tiles and splits in the floor vinyl, but it has removed
any evidence of an infestation. The stainless steel behind the cookers looks
like it needed coarse sandpaper to remove months of baked on food and
dirt.

“The fridges are spotless,” Gemma tells me, holding one open. There’s
little food in there, just some milk, butter, yoghurt and cheese. The other
fridges and freezers are equally low on stock, but high on cleaning. Again,
cleanliness can’t hide the split door seals and damaged internal surfaces.

Despite my best efforts, I can’t find any evidence of an infestation, and
Councillor Rathbone knows it. He pops in to announce a couple of reporters
have arrived. “Are you ready to talk to them, Mr Fisher?”

“Not until I’ve checked your management systems, Councillor.”

He nods and heads back out, returning a few moments later with a huge
file, containing everything a good food business needs. “He’s got it all,” I
tell Gemma, flicking through the sections. “Even next week’s fridge
temperature records.”

“How did he do that?” she asks. Then she blushes and clasps her hand
over her mouth. “You mean they’re made up. Isn’t that against the law?”

“It’s not illegal, but it shows what kind of person we’re dealing with.” I
lower my voice. “Have you ever wondered how a dump like this got so
many customer votes?”

She shrugs. “Maybe the cheap beer draws in a crowd.”

90



“Did you notice the special meal offers, two for one? And the customer
survey cards on the tables? They’re the same colour and size as the voting
cards for Pub of the Year.” I lower my voice. “I think he gives customers a
free drink or dessert if they fill out voting cards while they’re here. Didn’t
you see the container full of pens behind the bar?”

“It’s a bit thin,” she remarks.

“Everything’s a veneer, Gemma. The man’s a cheat, and cheats don’t
deserve to win.”

“That’s ripe, coming from you.” She pushes her face close to mine. “I
found your boxer shorts in my mother’s dresser.”

I know nothing about the boxer shorts – unlike her mother, Sarah, who I’ve
known for years. We stood side by side to protest about fox hunting, the
destruction of the environment and anything that harmed animals and
wildlife. There were many times when I wondered if we would go beyond
friendship, but we never did. Not that Gemma believes that, obviously.

“How do you know they’re mine?” I ask.

“Don’t deny it, Kent. My mother told me everything.”

“She told you they were my boxers?”

“Obviously,” she replies, making no effort to hide her sarcasm.

Why would Sarah do that? I don’t know.

“Let’s face the press,” I say. “But first, we need to get Councillor
Rathbone to complete a registration form as the new owner of the business.
Do you think you can manage that?” I ask, handing her the form I brought
with me.

She snatches it from my hand. “I’m not dumb, you know.”

“I hope not.”

When we enter the main lounge, Councillor Rathbone turns to the two
reporters, who are sipping coffee. “I’m sure you know, Mr Kent Fisher, son
of Downland’s longest serving Member of Parliament. Mr Fisher manages
the Public Protection Team at the council.”
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I know Tommy Logan from the Downland Tribune, and I recognise the
spotty reporter I met at the launch of the competition all those months ago.
Tommy speaks first. “So, Mr Fisher, is there any substance in the malicious
complaints against Councillor Rathbone?”

“I can’t imagine why anyone would make malicious complaints about an
entrepreneur like Councillor Rathbone,” I reply. “But I can tell you his
kitchen is clean and free from any infestation that people may have
complained about.”

“Excellent!” Councillor Rathbone rubs his hands and then frowns as he
realises what I said. “So, you’ve seen nothing that breaches any regulations
or breaks the law?” he asks.

“No, I haven’t seen anything that breaches the law.”

“Do I get that in writing?”

“Of course, we have a form for that, don’t we, Gemma?”

“Miss Dean is a valuable addition to the team,” Councillor Rathbone says,
moving closer to her. “Is this it?” he asks, reaching for the form in her hand.

She shakes her head. “You need to complete this to register your food
business.”

“Later,” he says, crushing the form into his pocket. He turns back on her
and ushers the reporters towards the kitchens. “After you’ve seen how clean
my kitchens are, perhaps you’ll stay for lunch.

Gemma’s mouth slowly falls open. “Is he dismissing us?”

I nod.

“But he hasn’t filled in the form.”

“Then you’d better remind him,” I say.

“Excuse me, Councillor Rathbone,” she calls.

He stops and turns. His smile gets nowhere near his eyes and he returns to
the bar. “My dear, I’m sure there can’t be anything else, can there?”

“It’s against the law to run a food business that isn’t registered.”
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For a moment, he looks puzzled. “Oh this,” he says, pulling the crumpled
form out of his pocket. “Everyone knows it’s an administrative formality.
It’s not like you can refuse to register me, is it?”

When she looks at me, I nod. “We can’t refuse to register the Fiddler’s
Arms when he applies.”

“May I?” Tommy Logan takes the form and checks the notes on the back.
“If it’s a legal requirement to register, which you haven’t done, Mr.
Rathbone, then it means the Fiddlers Arms is ineligible for Downland Pub
of the Year.”

Sweat erupts across Councillor Rathbone’s forehead. The heat rising
through his cheeks seems to choke off his voice for a moment. When he does
speak, his words are nervous, tinged with laughter he’s clearly faking.

“I’m sure there’s been some mistake,” he says, glaring at me. “Why didn’t
you send me the form?”

“I only found out you were the new owner this morning,” I reply. “That’s
why I brought the form with me.”

“After all the food businesses you’ve run, I’m surprised you forgot to
register,” Tommy says, looking pleased. “You must be gutted, failing on an
administrative technicality.”

“No wait,” he calls as Tommy and his colleague head for the door.
“There’s obviously been a mistake.”

When they keep on walking, Councillor Rathbone marches up to me.
“You’ll pay for this,” he says, jabbing his finger at me. “Both of you.”

“You should be pleased that Gemma’s learned so much since joining us.
Not bad for a waitress who didn’t need an interview, wouldn’t you say?
And you know how much Mr Logan deplores nepotism.”

“Don’t you mean pimentos?” Gemma asks, just about suppressing a smirk.

“Pimentos? We don’t use pimentos.”

I usher her out before she winds him up any further. Back inside the car,
she stops laughing.

“Why didn’t you tell me Councillor Rathbone hadn’t registered the pub?”
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She’ll realise soon enough when Danni looks for someone to blame for
this morning’s events.

Then Gemma will understand how it feels to be wrongly accused of
something.
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SHAG
“Kent, I want you to embrace sexual health.”

This is not quite how I expected February’s team meeting to begin. But
from the expectant looks around the table, I need a good, witty response.

“Well, I always wear a condom, Danni.”

Of all the comments I could have made this seems the safest. It’s relevant,
upholds the principle of safe sex, and doesn’t commit me to anything I might
later regret. Unfortunately, I forgot about Gemma.

“I can vouch for that,” she says with gusto.

Danni doesn’t look amused. She never looks comfortable when innuendo
or personal details creep into the conversation. When the sniggers die down
she continues.

“I was talking about engaging in the health and well-being agenda, Kent,
not your love life. Sexual health is an important benchmark for a responsible
and caring society, don’t you think?”

How could I possibly disagree?

Kelly raises her hand. “Does that mean if we have more sex we create a
well good society?”

“It has to be safe sex,” Lucy says. “None of that fumbling around in the
back of the car, getting your leg caught in the seatbelt.”

Kelly seems disappointed. I can’t tell if Danni’s blushing or red with rage.
Her voice sounds strained when she tries to reassert her authority. “This is
about health and well-being, not what you do in your private lives. I want us
to actively engage in the wider health agenda.”

“By wider she means obesity,” Lucy tells Nigel.

Danni closes her eyes and remains silent for a few moments. I’m not sure
why she’s talking about health agendas when we don’t have the resources to
do the day job.

“Okay,” she says, placing her hands flat on the table. “We’ve had our
laughs and our smutty comments. Now, can we focus on where we need to
be? Kent, I want you to draw up a list of areas where we can influence the
health and well-being agenda. Lucy has already mentioned obesity.”
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“If people had more sex they would lose more weight,” Kelly says,
twitching with excitement. “And you know you can get flavoured condoms,
right?”

“Yes,” Danni says cautiously.

“Well, we could invent the Slim Fast condom to help people lose weight.”

I have to look away, afraid I’ll disintegrate into helpless laughter. I’ve no
idea how Danni thought she would sell her plan to get into health and well-
being, but I’m sure she never envisaged slimming condoms.

“Adds a whole new meaning to a Slim Fast shake,” Lucy remarks, giving
Nigel a smile.

“What do you want me to do?” I ask Danni, sensing she needs help.
“Apart from drawing up a list of possible areas for action.”

She fiddles with her pencil. “I’d like you to attend the Sexual Health
Action Group.”

Lucy whoops. “SHAG? They called it SHAG? Man, I’ve got to go to that
one. Who said acronyms were dull?”

Kelly frowns and mouths the words as she works it out. Then she smiles.
“Can you put it on your business card?”

“How about SHAFT?” Nigel asks, not wanting to be left out. “Strategic
Health and Fitness Team.”

“Or Workers Against –”

“That’s enough, Lucy!” I say before she goes too far. “Let’s get back to the
agenda.”

Danni looks close to walking out. I’m sure she meant well when she
decided we should get involved in the health agenda. The reforms to the
National Health Service will create opportunities for some, even if it’s only
membership of the best-named action group.

“Health and well-being is going to the county councils,” Danni says. “That
means we will be bidding for funding for projects, maybe even for survival.
It’s that important, which is why Downland is going for a holistic
approach.”

I can only hope it will soon be all over.
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“That’s why we’re joining the Multi Agency Strategic Team,” she
continues. “Yes, it’s MAST for short, so make your quips now.” No one
says a word. “The first meeting is this afternoon in the Council Chamber.
Kent, as Team Leader, you’ll be our MAST representative.”

“Shouldn’t that be MAST head?” I ask.

The rest of the meeting is mercifully short. Even our low inspection
figures provoke little more than a mild warning to improve our
performance. After getting a fresh cup of tea I head for Danni’s office and an
inevitable reprimand for not keeping my team under control.

Kelly calls to me as I pass. “I’m a bit worried, Kent. Do you think
slimming condoms are thinner than normal ones?”

“I don’t know, Kelly, but if you come with me to SHAG we can find out.”

She smiles and then kisses me on the cheek. It’s not difficult to improve
well-being, is it?
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A	Dip	in	Fortunes
The end of year review in early April is always lively. It’s a time for broken
promises, imaginative excuses, delegating blame, and in six cases out of
five, a welter of impenetrable statistics to hide last year’s poor
performance.

Unfortunately, due to a large volume of integrity, and two weeks leave at
the end of March, my statistics reveal that we only managed to complete
82% of our inspection programme. If this were an honours degree, it would
be a first or very close. As it’s local government, we’re in deep trouble.

That’s why I’m grateful for the diversion provided by the Budget a couple
of weeks ago. Some of the measures proposed by the Chancellor of the
Exchequer have incensed Lucy to the point of ranting.

“He’s robbing pensioners to pay the mega-rich,” she cries, her face red
with anger.

“Like this Robin Hood bloke someone told me about?”

“No, Kelly, he robbed the rich to give to the poor,” Nigel explains.

Kelly looks confused. “That’s well stupid. Wouldn’t poor people waste
the money on tat and cheap clothes? You collect more VAT if people buy
luxury items, right?”

I nod. “Maybe you should be Chancellor of the Exchequer, Kelly.”

“I’d get a well good briefcase,” she says. “A nice big leopard skin one,
with wheels and an extending handle. You can’t fit much in that tiny red
thing he carries around. I mean, where does he keep his lunch box?”

There’s no answer to that. “Anyway, it can’t be easy delivering a budget at
the moment,” I say. “Even Robin Hood would struggle to balance the
books.”

“That’s because he’s eroding the tax breaks pensioners have,” Lucy
continues, her voice sharp with anger. “Come on, Kent. You can’t condone
that.”
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“So, Robin Hood’s a tax inspector.” Kelly shrugs and smiles when
everyone stares at her. “I didn’t say he was well good or nothing, did I? My
dad called them all Robin Bastards. Mind you, they must have been a well
huge family because there was also a Robin Bastard at the garage that
serviced his car.”

Kelly’s surreptitious wink reminds me how good she is at playing the fool.
I’m glad she’s not taking the budget too seriously. With the general gloom in
the economy, and Downland struggling to cut 25% from its budget in the next
three years, the situation is bleak enough. Corporate Management Team will
have to make a decision at some point.

“And we haven’t had a pay rise for the third year running,” Lucy says,
glancing at the door.

“Neither have I,” Danni remarks, joining us. “But look on the positive
side. If your salaries had increased you would pay more tax. So, the
chancellor has done you a favour really. And by raising the threshold you
can keep even more before paying tax.”

“So, why is he cutting public spending so much?” Lucy asks. “The Chief
Executive’s blog talks about a shared service with Eastbourne, job cuts, and
downsizing our infrastructure.”

“Shrinking our assets,” I tell Kelly before she can comment.

Nigel, who’s been rubbing his chin thoughtfully, looks up. “If we’re being
forced to cut jobs how come no one’s cutting the number of councillors we
have?”

Lucy claps her hands. “Excellent point!”

Danni settles in her chair and folds her arms. “How would cutting
councillors save money?”

“Less councillors equals less expenses claimed, less waffle in the council
chamber, and cheaper elections,” Lucy replies.

“And less photographs on the website,” Kelly adds.

“But each councillor would have to do more work,” Danni says. “So
they’d have to attend more meetings and claim more expenses.”

“They could join the real world,” I suggest. “We all need to cut back.”

Lucy nods. “So, let’s reduce the number of managers we have.”
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She receives some unexpected support from Kelly. “I heard there are more
managers than nurses in the NHS.”

Lucy’s laugh is triumphant. “Exactly! And they don’t run the NHS
efficiently.”

“They’re not supposed to be efficient,” Danni says, silencing everyone.
“Being efficient doesn’t save money.”

We all glance at each other, wondering what new economic theory she’s
about to tell us. I hope she didn’t glean it from her desk calendar.

“No takers?” Danni asks, looking at each one of us in turn. “It’s simple
really. If the NHS saves too many lives, there will be too many old people
claiming pensions, costing the country a fortune.”

I hadn’t realised the NHS had embraced euthanasia, but there is some
twisted logic to it. And I’m not about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

“That’s why we’re embracing the health and wellbeing agenda in the
Public Protection Team,” I say. “If we do it badly enough and increase the
amount of food poisoning like E coli O157, more people will die and we
save on pensions.”

Danni stares at me as if I’ve stepped out of an asylum. “And how on earth
would you do that?”

“We do less food hygiene inspections. If we reduce the number by 20%,
especially if they’re the biggest, most complex businesses to inspect, that
could equate to hundreds of people getting food poisoning. If a couple of
elderly people die, then …”

And that’s how I turned poor performance into a success, contributed to
public sector savings, and helped to reduce government spending on
pensions.

On the flip side, the dip in our performance during the last financial year
prompted Danni to start talks with our neighbours, Eastbourne Council.
She’s looking to develop a shared service that will reduce costs by cutting
the number of managers.

Guess who has to lead on that?
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Less	is	more	–	more	or	less
Things have gone quiet at Downland District Council over the summer.
Except for the Pollution Team, where the usual glut of noise and bonfire
complaints has brought them to their knees. But, as Kelly pointed out, this
enables them to hide behind bushes so they can catch offenders without
being spotted. Apparently, the barrage of expletives her remarks provoked
overloaded the team’s only working sound meter, creating a noise level
equivalent to a road drill.

Terry from Pollution stares at the broken sound level meter with the kind
of affection reserved for children and young animals. “How am I supposed
to do an octave band analysis now?”

“Google it,” I reply, wondering what he’s talking about. “Anyway, can’t
stop, Terry, I’ve got too many inspections to do.”

He’s not willing to let me escape so easily. “An octave band analysis adds
lustre to the report. It looks so professional on the file.”

“Files are history, now we’re going paperless,” Danni says, drifting past.
“Paper is a burden that weighs us down, rooting us to antiquated systems
that lack efficiency and effectiveness.”

Terry looks blankly at me.

“That was a ‘dump paper’ analysis,” I explain. “Paper’s yesterday.”

“Like job security, pride in what we do, helping businesses and
consumers, and free tea bags at break time.” Lucy’s gloom seems to
intensify by the day. “Why do we need to change anything?”

“Because less is more,” Danni says, drifting back across the office like a
pendulum. “Remember that when we talk about shared services. We can do
more with less.”

“How?” Terry asks, stroking the wind shield that covers the microphone
of his meter. “You can’t get any less than no sound meter.”

“I’m well confused,” Kelly says. “Which is it? Less is more. Or more is
less?”
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There couldn’t be less interest. After a few tentative enquiries to
Eastbourne Council about sharing services to save money, everything went
quiet. More or less. The Chief Executive continued to blog away about his
hopes for a fully joined up, agile working scenario, complete with a fully
equipped hot desk  environment sporting green credentials and sustainability
as an integral player in a multi-tasking team of fully flexible workers.

But that was too much information.

Everyone stopped reading the blog, so none of us realised that Downland
was not making overtures about a shared service, but being taken over by
our bigger neighbours, Eastbourne. Well, the Environmental Health service
was. Apparently, when asked why no other services were being merged, the
leader of Eastbourne Council said the public were only interested in noisy
neighbours and dog fouling. (Or shouting and shitting, as Lucy put it.)

“It’s good to know they value all the work we’re doing protecting people
from food poisoning and accidents at work,” Nigel remarks as we stand in
the conference room on Thursday afternoon. Someone thought meetings
would take less time if more chairs were removed. Unfortunately, no one
anticipated the caretaker being arrested selling chairs at Sunday markets.
So, until some new chairs arrive, all meetings are standing room only.

Lucy stares out of the window. “No one values us. That’s why none of us
know what’s happening, who will have a job, or whether it’s worth having
one. Who wants to do more work?”

“That’s why Danni called this special briefing,” I explain, sitting on the
table.

“So she can tell us when we’re being consulted?”

I ignore Lucy, sensing she’ll never embrace change with any enthusiasm.
Not that I blame her – change equals reduction in staff, conditions and
morale.

Danni denies this vehemently during the meeting, returning time and time
again to her new mantra. “Less is more,” she says, pointing at the screen on
the wall. As the power point projector went into sleep mode ten minutes ago
there is indeed less slide being projected.  “We might have less staff but it
will be a bigger team. That means added resilience.”

Kelly’s eyebrows furrow. “What’s resilience?”
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“Bullshit,” Lucy replies.

“More cover when people are off sick,” Nigel replies.

“Less doing more,” Danni says. “I thought I’d explained that.”

Kelly doesn’t look convinced. “I can’t see how less people can do more
than more people. Unless more people did less, then you could replace them
with a few who did more to do more. Then you would have less time
wasted, right?”

Danni rubs her face, looking weary. “Kelly, it’s simple. Look in any
management text book and it will tell you that 20 per cent of people do 80
per cent of the work. In fact,” she says, becoming animated, “the 20-80 rules
works for anything you care to mention. It’s known as the …” Her hands
gyrate as she tries to find the right words.

“20-80 principle?” I suggest.

“Thank you, Kent. It’s not often you hit the mark like that.”

“About once in every five times, I think.”

Kelly raises a hand. “How does that work with buy one get one free?”

“What?”

“I can see how getting two when you pay for one is the same as less is
more, because you get more for your money. But that’s not 20-80, is it? That
would be …” She starts counting on her fingers. “… buy one get four free.
And I’ve never seen that on offer anywhere. Have you?” she asks looking
around.

“The 20-80 rule applies to management, Kelly, not Poundland.”

Kelly takes a sharp intake of breath. “I don’t go in Pound Shops. And you
said the 20-80 rule applies to anything. So, how does it apply to bikini
waxing?”

“You get rid of 80 per cent of the hair,” Lucy says, managing a grin. “But
what I want to know is how many people are losing their jobs. 80 per cent
of us?”

Danni hesitates. The colour has drained from her cheeks. Maybe she had a
bad experience getting a Brazilian.
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I stop, feeling a little queasy as an unwanted image enters my thoughts. I
tell myself Danni’s too traditional to go to beauty salon, but I can’t help
wondering. Then the image returns and I can feel the colour draining from
my cheeks. How am I going to cope during our One to One meetings when
she starts waxing about trimming waste and smoothing performance
wrinkles?

“Are you all right, Kent?” she asks, studying me. “You’ve gone very
pale.”

“That’s because he’s going head to head with his opposite number for one
management job,” Lucy says. “And as she’s the sister of Eastbourne’s Chief
Executive, he’s got no chance.”

“Pimentos,” Nigel mutters, pointing to the door.

We turn to see Gemma, who’s arrived late and is standing in the doorway.
No one knows how long she’s been there, listening to the discussion. “Are
you talking about me?” she asks.

“No, the food team manager at Eastbourne,” Lucy replies. “We’ve just
found out her brother’s the Chief Executive. So her job’s safe.”

“I was explaining how less is more,” Danni says quickly. “When we share
with Eastbourne we’ll make substantial savings to meet the government
spending cuts. But even with less managers we will achieve so much more.”

Gemma sits next to me on the table and whispers in my ear. “Apparently,
the Chief Executive of Eastbourne can’t stand Danni. Says she waffles all
the time.”

So more is not less.

“Hang on,” Kelly says, raising a hand. “If we join together there will be
more of us not less. So we can do less work more of the time.”

Danni sighs. “Kelly, we’ll have a much bigger district to cover with fewer
people.”

“Less managers, you said.”

“And Kent only spends 20 per cent of his time on district these days,”
Lucy says. “So, you won’t save much if he goes, will you?”

“You’ll save less not more,” Kelly says with an emphatic nod of her head.
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And that’s how I ended up doing more district work, but in less time –
more or less.
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Yogumbilates
In the gym it’s relatively easy to separate the genuine from the fake. But
there are few spray tan booths in local government. Councillors and
managers use false promises to mask real budget cuts. Fact and fiction blur
into rumours and scaremongering as people wonder what might, or might
not, happen.

Councillor Colonel Witherington, the Leader of the Council, stood up in
Cabinet last week to claim that service delivery would be unaffected by the
drastic cuts proposed by the coalition government. When challenged about
how a workforce reduced by 25% could maintain the same level of service,
he said, “We’ll do things the same, but differently.”

It’s no wonder the people at the top are struggling to keep a grip on reality.
In the past couple of months, the merger of Eastbourne and Downland’s
environmental health services has proved anything but simple for senior
management, tasked with reducing costs. While both departments work to
similar standards, usually set nationally, they do things in very different
ways.

“We’ll soon harmonise them to our way of operating,” Danni announces,
responding to rumours that the deal is off.

Eastbourne intends to make its officers more generic to increase flexibility
and resilience. Downland prefers specialists with a greater depth of
knowledge. Faced with an impasse, Danni commissions a consultant who
specialises in mergers and acquisitions. Eastbourne take umbrage at the
word ‘acquisitions’ and pull out, quashing rumours that a deal is imminent.

“I can’t believe they’ve turned their backs on the shared service,” Danni
says, reading the headline in the Eastbourne Herald on Friday. “More jobs,
less specialists? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“More is less?”

She scowls at me and then shuts the paper. “The Chief Executive will go
nuts. He wanted us to inspect his favourite kebab shop in Eastbourne and
increase its food hygiene rating.”

“He’ll have to settle for humble pie,” I remark, wondering why leaders
felt obliged to make predictions that would eventually bite them on the bum.
“Or second rate kebabs.”
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The team greet the news with relief. “Didn’t I say you can’t mix chalk and
cheese,” Lucy says, as if she knew it would fail all along.

“Why not?” Kelly demands. “You could have cheddar chalk.”

“What?”

“If you were a teacher, like, and you felt hungry during a lesson, you could
write on the blackboard and then have a quick nibble of cheddar chalk to
like keep you going.”

Lucy sneers. “Are you from another planet?”

“It can’t work,” Nigel says, shaking his head. “Schools use whiteboards
and marker pens these days, Kelly. But snooker players could use cheddar
chalk.”

“It might make the cue tip a bit sticky,” I say, giving it some thought.
“Would you want cheddar on your balls? What do you think, Gemma?”

She looks up from Hello magazine. “It’s not as sticky as deep fried brie.”

“Good point,” Nigel says. “Parmesan might work best.”

Kelly wafts her hand in front of her nose. “Your cue would smell of old
socks.”

“Aren’t you missing the point here?” Lucy sighs and gets to her feet.
“We’re talking about the shared service not snooker, you lame brain. Get
real, will you?”

“Actually, we’re talking about cheddar chalk,” Kelly says, raising her
voice. “You might think shared services are more important, but without
new ideas we’d still be like living in caves.”

“And without a shared service you could lose your jobs and your houses
and be forced to live in caves,” Danni announces, appearing without
warning as usual. “We need to cut costs and fast if we’re to survive. We
need to look efficient. Sitting around gossiping about cheesy chalk doesn’t
cut the mustard, does it?”

I glance at Kelly, daring her to spice up the cheesy chalk debate.

“Exactly,” Lucy says, agreeing with Danni for possibly the first and only
time in her life. “But words are cheap.”

“Exactly,” Danni agrees. “We need actions.”
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“Actions are not the same as achievements.” I stop, realising I’ve just
quoted from Danni’s motivational pin board. Not only is my credibility shot,
I’ve just committed mantracide, trumping my boss with her own philosophy.

Unable to come up with a response she strides back to her office. Her plan
to merge services, get rid of several of Eastbourne’s managers, and take
over as the new Chief Environmental Health Officer, has joined all the other
fanciful notions that don’t work. Like the latest idea – desk sharing. The
council went cold on hot desking, which failed when people kept using the
same desk every day. Desk sharing, on the other hand, works on a rota basis.
Officers work in groups of three and allocate time at desks between
themselves. This is expanded into a four week rolling programme that forms
part of a larger scheme, administered on a floor by floor basis by Desk
Stewards.

“Who appoints these Desk Stewards?” Lucy asks after reading the article
on our Intranet, also known as Downnet, which says more about the state of
the network than internal communications.

“I think the role rotates,” I reply, “so everyone gets a turn. The problems
start when the Desk Steward is not at the desk to administer the allocation of
desk time.”

Nigel frowns. “So the Desk Stewards need a rota too?”

I shrug. “It could be an elaborate management ploy for all I know.”

“It’s hard to know what’s fact and what’s fiction,” Nigel remarks glumly.
“Everything is so blurred.”

“You should go see an optician,” Kelly suggests, dropping off the post.
“Mind you, if you need glasses you won’t be able to see the optician, will
you?”

“You need to come to the gym,” I say, “to appreciate the difference
between real and false.”

He shakes his head. “I’m sedentary – a telescope pointed at the stars kind
of person. Or binoculars.”

“You definitely need to go to the optician if you can’t see without
binoculars,” Kelly says. “No wonder you squint at the computer.”
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“So what do you mean about the gym?” Gemma asks. “Most people
genuinely want to lose weight or get fitter. You see them pounding away on
the treadmill, drenched in sweat.”

Kelly gasps. “Haven’t they heard of breathable tops?”

Nigel seems unconvinced. “You’re going to tell me all the blokes who do
weights are false because they strut around and pose to make the rest of us
look feeble.”

“I was talking about the young women,” I explain.

“I might have guessed,” Gemma says.

Lucy shoots her a threatening look. “Some women have real problems
with weight and image, thanks to those glossy magazines you like to read,
Gemma. It’s all right for you, being a stick insect, but some of us have
stretch marks.”

I raise my hands to calm things. “Lucy, I’m talking about young women
who come to the gym in their push up bras. They sit around with their fake
tans and dyed black hair, fluttering their false eyelashes at some muscle-
bound idiot. There isn’t much of them that’s natural or real. You soon realise
half of them have had breast implants when they start running on the
treadmill.”

Nigel loosens his tie. “In push up bras?”

The next day he arrives with a kit bag and trainers, eager to start a new
fitness regime. He looks a state in his Def Leppard t-shirt and tight white
shorts that must be ten years old, but he’s straight on the treadmill. He runs
for about thirty seconds and then slows to a walk, his breathing laboured.
Then he collapses to his knees and falls off the end of the treadmill like a
man praying.

“You’d be better off doing a class,” a female fitness instructor tells him.
“Something measured and less energetic, like yoga or Pilates. If you don’t
mind being with a lot of women, of course.”

“There’s lots of stretching,” I tell Nigel, hoping his colour will return to
normal soon. “And gyrating, especially when you do zumba.”
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A week later, Nigel picks up a flyer from his In Tray and brings it over.
“How timely is this, Kent? Yogumbilates – a fusion of yoga, zumba and
Pilates. How cool is that?”

I look at the flyer and shake my head. “It’s just another fad. Can you
imagine all those gullible young women, bursting out of their push-up bras
as they rush to sign up because it’s the latest craze?”

“Yea, people are so gullible,” he says, pushing the flyer into his jacket
pocket.

At 12.30 he heads over to the leisure centre, no doubt hoping to join all
those women with push up bras and false boobs. Instead, he’ll bump into
Danni, who was spotted smuggling her gym bag out of the car a short while
ago.

“I can’t believe they think yoga and zumba go together,” Kelly remarks,
looking at the flyer. “They’ll kill you when they find out you set them up.”

“I doubt it,” I say, wishing I could go and watch. “My friend, Karen, who
runs the zumba classes, promised to give them both a strenuous workout.”

Now that’s what I call partnership.
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All	Things	Bright	and	Beautiful
With all the change and uncertainty sweeping local government in these
austere times, it’s not easy to predict what’s going to happen. But with
Christmas certain things always seem to happen.

The leader of the council will tour the offices and depots to meet staff and
thank them for their hard work over the year. With vacant posts remaining
unfilled, cuts in budgets, no pay rises, and increased workloads all round,
I’m sure everyone will wish him well as he heads off to the Grand Hotel for
his Christmas lunch with other local dignitaries and business people.

Last year, the Health Protection Agency rang at five to five on Christmas
Eve, looking for help with a possible food poisoning outbreak at a care
home. When I protested about the timing, they admitted they had the
notification two days before but didn’t ring us sooner because of staffing
shortages. This euphemism for Christmas parties is well worn. So is our
standard response of ‘when you have hard evidence of food poisoning we’ll
investigate’. This is one of my favourites as loose stools are a common
feature of food poisoning, making hard evidence difficult to come by.

And hard pressed retailers always manage to come up with new ideas to
boost sales at this time of year. This used to involve people dressing in red
costumes and white beards until parents became wary of their children
sitting on the knees of strangers. Some mothers became even warier when
they were asked to sit on Santa’s lap.

In an effort to anticipate this year’s trends I raise my concerns at
November’s team meeting. “Reindeer,” I say with authority. “They could be
a problem this Christmas.”

Nigel frowns. “What? Like foot and mouth?”

“Or illegal slaughter,” Lucy says, her eyes widening. “It’s a cheap
alternative to venison.”

Danni smirks. “What nonsense! No one’s going to eat reindeer.”

“How about people in Lapland?” Lucy asks.

“They’re selling reindeer meat at Lap Land?” Kelly gasps. “Most of the
punters are like too busy watching the dancers to eat.”
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“Dancers?” Danni’s wearing her usual worried expression as she waits
for Kelly to reply.

“Have you never been to Lap Land?”

Danni shakes her head. “I don’t like the cold.”

“It’s not cold,” Kelly says. “They have well good heating there. You need
it when you’re gyrating in a bikini.”

Danni’s looking totally bemused. I lean across and whisper in her ear. “I
might have guessed you’d know about lap dancing clubs,” she says. “But
Kelly?”

“Let’s get back to petting,” I say.

“There’s plenty of that too,” Kelly says. “And groping. I saw one punter
–“

“I don’t think we need to know about that,” Danni says, looking flustered.
“And please don’t record all that in the minutes. I’m assuming that Kent’s
referring to the petting of animals by children.”

“Indeed,” I say.  “Last Christmas –”

“I gave you my heart,” Lucy sings. “It’s the first answer on the Downland
Christmas Lyrics Quiz. First prize is a Holly bush from Gregory’s Garden
Centre.”

“Second prize is two holly bushes,” Nigel says. “You need a male and a
female to make berries,” he adds, his voice trailing off.

“Isn’t that Councillor Rathbone’s garden centre?” Danni looks at me for
confirmation.

“You can ask him when he does his mindless Christmas tour,” Lucy says. 
“And I’d like that minuted. Talk about a waste of time and money. He comes
round, cosying up to the Leader, to thank everyone for their hard work over
the year. Those who haven’t lost their jobs, that is. And those who are
covering for those who’ve lost their jobs or gone off with stress from
covering those who’ve gone off with stress.”

Danni raps the table with her knuckles. “Can we get back to animal
petting, please?”
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I clear my throat. “Last Christmas, when I wasn’t losing my heart over a
bush, a couple of garden centres brought in reindeer as an attraction. They
can pose the same risk of spreading E coli as cattle, goats and sheep.
Therefore, we need to demand the same precautions we expect from others
to protect young children – separation, cleanliness, good housekeeping,
proper hand washing points, notices and so on.”

Danni nods. “I want us to demonstrate how we’re protecting vulnerable
children from the menace of E coli O157. I don’t want any outbreaks,
especially on the run up to Christmas.”

“So, you’re happy for us to serve notice to prohibit reindeer, or
petting, where the proper precautions can’t, or won’t, be put in place?”

“Close them down if they won’t cooperate,” she says. “I’m not having
children dying from E coli.”

“Isn’t this all a bit nanny state?” Lucy shrugs as everyone stares at her.
“Sorry, but what are we going to ban next – elves because tall people can’t
be one?”

“Could tall people be goblins instead?” Kelly asks. “And I thought elves
were children anyway. That means they must touch Santa’s reindeer all the
time, like. Why haven’t they been well ill with E coli?”

Once again, Kelly’s come up with the telling point. “Maybe they’re
immune,” Nigel replies. “Farmers become immune to E coli, don’t they?”

“I don’t want an outbreak of E coli, okay?” Danni rises and leaves the
meeting, slamming the door behind her.

“You heard our governor. Let’s get out there and protect young children.”

Across the district the team find ten places that are bringing in reindeer for
Christmas. They all protest about our demands, refuse to cooperate, and
threaten to report us to the Daily Mail if we prohibit any contact by
children. It’s all heading for an ugly stand off when help comes from another
of nature’s creatures. Lucy discovers a café infested with rats, sheltering
from the cold weather. She closes the café on the spot. Naturally, I can’t
resist mentioning to the local radio station that rats and mice are often
drawn to places that already have animals due to the abundance of food.
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The threat of having the whole business closed down prompts nine of the
ten to install hand washing facilities, signs, and whatever else we
recommended. The tenth business refuses to take the reindeer when they
arrive. I’m not sure what happened to them, but there are rumours the police
took them to a rescue centre.

By the week before Christmas, things are calming down, allowing us to
catch up on paperwork, inputting, and internet shopping. Kelly’s copy of ‘50
Shades of Grey’ resurfaces after a two month absence, looking a little worse
for wear. Nigel’s copy of ’50 Sheds of Grey’ remains unopened despite his
best efforts to give it away. “It’s the perfect book for men at Christmas,” he
says.

“All pictures,” adds Lucy.

On Wednesday, the Leader of the Council and Portfolio Holder start their
office tour at 10.30. Danni has issued a decree to ensure we remain at our
desks to shake hands with this most important of members. “I’m not putting
my hand on any member,” Lucy says, pulling a face. “Especially Gregory
Rathbone’s.”

As he approaches, Gemma glances at me. We humiliated him when
he invited the press to the opening of his new pub when Gemma pointed out
he was breaking the law. Since then, he’s sold the pub. He puffs out his
chest as he walks about the office, chatting to staff in that false, patronising
way that only out-of-touch councillors can manage. Geoff Lamb, our
Communications Officer, trails behind with Tommy Logan from the
Tollingdon Tribune.

“Ah, Danielle,” Rathbone purrs, grasping her hand in both of his. “It’s
always a pleasure to meet someone so in tune with our members. I trust
you’ll be attending the Christmas street fair and market I’ve organised in
Tollingdon High Street? The ceremonial opening is at noon today. We have
clowns and jugglers.”

“And that’s just the councillors,” Lucy whispers.

“I wouldn’t miss it for anything,” Danni says, trying to pull her hand away.
Unfortunately, he wants a photograph and slides his arm around her
shoulder. “And here’s Kent Fisher,” he says, peeling away to greet me once
the photos are done. “How’s your father these days? I hear he’s extremely
busy at the Department for the Environment.”
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“It’s DEFRA now,” Geoff whispers from behind.

“Sorry, did you say he’s getting deafer? Well, it happens to us all, I
guess.”

“No DEFRA – Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.”

Rathbone frowns at Geoff and turns back to me. “I trust you’ll be at the
launch at noon.”

“The whole team will be there,” I reply, “making sure the food stalls are
up to standard.”

He smiles. “Of course, where would we be without the support and
wisdom of our environmental health officers? Perhaps you could quote me
on that, Mr Logan.”

Lucy steps forward. “I see your garden centre has a rather large stall in the
market.”

Councillor Rathbone gives her a superior smile. “My fellow organisers
insisted I be part of the market in recognition of my work to raise the profile
of the town. Unfortunately, they gave me far more space than I needed, bless
them.”

“Yes, Lucy and I noticed that earlier,” I say. “It was a lovely gesture to fill
that extra space with two reindeer from a rescue centre. The children will
love them.”

Councillor Rathbone pushes out his chest and signals to Tommy Logan for
another quote. “I like to bring joy to children. They are the future, after all.”

“And you wouldn’t want to make them ill, would you?”

“Of course not.” His smile vanishes as he looks at me. “Why would I
make them ill?”

I take the guidance on animal petting from my desk and hand it to him,
making sure Geoff can get a good photograph of the cover. “I noticed you’d
left it a little late to put in the signs, hot water and hand washing facilities
you need to control the spread of E coli.”

“What signs? What are you talking about?”

“Oh dear,” I say, turning to Danni. “Do you want to tell Councillor
Rathbone about your policy on animal petting, or should I?”

115



 

116



The	Fifth	Chair
The revelations about horse meat in burgers and ready meals have caused a
stampede among some well-known supermarkets and brands to withdraw
their products. Frankly, I didn’t realise there was any meat at all in some of
the cheap burgers and meals on sale. But you live and learn. I hope Gallup
conduct a poll into consumer feelings about the scandal. I want people to
jump at the opportunity to give free rein to their feelings.

Kelly’s the first to bite.

“Wouldn’t it be fun if we could like enter a giant burger into this year’s
Grand National?”

Immediately, Lucy points out the flaw in the plan. “Burgers can’t jump.”

“They can if they’re made from kangaroo meat.” Kelly lowers her Big
Mac before continuing. “I know how to solve the labelling problem too. You
need to say the product contains horse, right?”

Everyone nods, wondering where she’s heading with this one.

“So, why not add horse radish to the ingredients.” She pushes a handful of
fries into her mouth, unaware that she’s stunned the team once more.

Nigel is more nostalgic. “What a pity Graham Kerr isn’t on TV these
days.”

“The Galloping Gourmet,” Danni remarks, cantering in late as usual.
“Why do you want to bring him back?”

“He’d be perfect for some horsemeat recipes,” Nigel replies. “Steed
tartare, for instance?”

“Hoof bourguignon,” Gemma suggests.

Danni raises her hands before the punning gets out of hand. “Might I
remind you that the future of Downland District Council is at stake?” She
ignores the sniggers her unconscious pun prompts. “The economy is stagnant
and we have to make deeper savings than originally planned. That’s why
Colonel Witherington, our leader, wants us to contribute to his vision.”

I cast Lucy a warning look before she makes a cheap remark about him
being short sighted. “What vision?” she asks.

117



“His vision for the future of this council. He’s talked of nothing else for
weeks.”

The councillors want to consult and communicate with all staff to develop
a vision for the council. I learned about it by word of mouth. Then there was
a mention on the Chief Executive’s blog, and a few words on the Council’s
Facebook page. Apparently, Colonel Witherington believes the application
of business principles will transform the council into a lean, mean fighting
machine.

“I’d still prefer to hear it from the horse’s mouth,” I remark.

“And you shall, Kent. We’re all attending a 2015 vision meeting in
Tollingdon Community Hall tomorrow morning.”

20-15? Surely, 20-20 vision would be much better, but I keep that to
myself. It’s a little short-sighted of management to keep the event quiet until
the day before. Or is it? Maybe I should have seen that coming.

The following morning we join half the council’s workforce in the
community hall. It’s been set out with round tables, each accommodating
eight people. As we enter we’re each given a number that tells us which
table to join. Our team joins a couple of planning officers on Table 3,
leaving a spare seat for Danni, who’s late as usual. We’re in the front row at
the foot of the stage. All evidence of ‘Puss in Boots’, the Downland
Amateur Dramatic Society’s pantomime, has gone. In its place is a long
table with microphones and jugs of water. I count five chairs, which means
Colonel Witherington, the Chief Executive, two directors, and who?

“It could be a mystery guest,” Kelly says, eyes wide with excitement. “Or
a celebrity.”

“It could be that guy who got evicted from Big Brother on the first day for
being too normal,” Gemma says.

“Or that woman who lives in the north of the district,” Nigel says. “You
know, the one who spent a night of passion with a rugby team.”

“She slept with the whole team?” Derek from Planning looks both amazed
and acutely interested, especially as he’s a big Harlequins fan. “Any idea
which team it was?”

Lucy shakes her head. “Why does that make her a celebrity?”
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“I think it was the first time the team had scored in weeks,” Nigel replies.
When he realises everyone’s looking at him, he makes a coughing sound and
points to the stage. “Looks like we’ll find out who gets the chair any moment
now.”

Colonel Witherington, with his bushy moustache and stiff walk, strides
onto the stage, leaving the Chief Executive a few paces behind. The
directors, Wally Handley and Stella Musgrove, are old school and
perilously close to retirement. But even the promise of free bus travel can’t
tempt them to leave. Maybe this 2015 vision will tip the balance.

All eyes are on who will occupy the fifth chair. But no one ventures onto
the stage. After a few minutes of shuffling and muttering, Colonel
Witherington stands and taps the microphone. The sudden noise startles
Wally, almost paving the way for a new director.

“Good morning and thank you for coming. I hope you’re ready to work up
a sweat as we strive to lead the way for others to follow. This unique event
is a first for Downland District Council.”

“You mean there are no speeches?” someone calls from the back,
prompting muted laughter.

“The whole council and management team are in unison on this issue,” he
continues, trying to spot who heckled him. “We are living in austere times.
The government has quite rightly asked us to bear some of the burden by
improving efficiency and reducing our costs.”

“Why don’t you reduce the number of councillors?” the heckler calls.

“This is why the council are consulting you, the staff, to get your ideas and
suggestions so we can …”

“Steal them?” the heckler asks, gaining a ripple of applause.

“So we can work together. None of us on this stage has crystal balls.” He
pauses, as if expecting some uncouth remark. Stella Musgrove nods
emphatically. “We can’t predict the future, but we can manage it,” he adds.

“If you’re so good at managing, how come we’ve lost so many good
people?”
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Colonel Witherington finally identifies the heckler and points at Geoff
Lamb, the council’s former Communications Officer. Apparently, he never
received the email that said he was surplus to requirements. But he sent a
reply anyway, presumably to prove how good he was at communicating
when the council wasn’t.

The Chief Executive gets to his feet. He looks apprehensive as he speaks.
“Geoff, you shouldn’t be here. I know you’re upset, but times change. We
have to embrace the new technologies and opportunities out there.”

Geoff snorts as he gets to his feet. “Replaced by Facebook. How
degrading! Well now I’ve been unfriended by the council I can say what I
want. I’ll be demanding to know how much it cost to hire this facility when
we’re supposed to be economising. Or did you pay for it, Councillor?”

Geoff turns and marches away, leaving a tense, embarrassed silence.

“Of course I paid for the hire of the hall,” Colonel Witherington says,
smiling in relief. “And the lovely lunch we’ll be having later. But you have
to earn it by coming up with ways the council can save money without
reducing front line services.”

He exits the stage a little too quickly. Either he’s off to the service till, or
ready to throttle Geoff Lamb. I turn back to the table where everyone is
looking despondent and uninterested. It takes about half an hour to decide
who’s going to write down the ideas we come up with. Derek from Planning
only agrees because he thinks we won’t come up with any. The discussion is
half hearted as everyone knows any sensible suggestions will condemn
someone to redundancy or outsourcing. That leaves us with efficiencies,
which prompts more of Kelly’s meat slicer logic.

“If we work quicker we would make more mistakes, like. That means we
then have to work even faster to correct those mistakes or we’ll fall behind
even further, right?”

Everyone nods.

“If we get exhausted by working faster, we’ll need longer rest breaks,
like, which means we’ll need to work even faster still. Or,” she says, taking
a breath, “we employ more people, so we don’t all become ill.”

“Employ more staff to improve efficiency.” Derek writes this in large
letters at the top of the flipchart paper.
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“But that costs more, doesn’t it? So, we need to save money somewhere
else, don’t we?” Kelly’s really hitting her stride now. “But if we cut too
many people somewhere else, then we end up with like the same problem.
So, we need to cut less people to make more savings, right?”

No one disagrees. “Why don’t we charge for car parking like Danni
suggested ages ago?” Lucy asks, pointing at the flip chart paper.

Colonel Witherington comes over at this point and looks at what we’ve
written. “Interesting,” he says. “Isn’t the government demanding less health
and safety inspections so small businesses can prosper without the burden
of unnecessary regulation?”

“Is that your vision?” Lucy demands.

“My vision is George Clooney in Speedos,” Kelly says wistfully.

“My vision is to have a lean council that delivers quality services by
using all of the means at its disposal.”

“So, if it takes three men two weeks to dig a hole, do we call it
outsourcing?” Lucy asks.

“Doesn’t it like depend on the size of the hole?”

“And the equipment available to the men,” Nigel adds. “Not forgetting the
substrata – Downland Clay is notoriously difficult to excavate.”

Lucy folds her arms. “You’re going to cut staff whatever we suggest. Why
don’t you just admit it? Why drag us all from our work to tell us what we
already know? You’ve just said you’re going to cut us back.”

Colonel Witherington gives her an ominous smile that suggests he’s up to
something. “You’re forgetting the fifth chair.”

“Come again?”

“The chair’s reserved for those who don’t fully share the council’s vision
– people who think they know better than those who do the job day in and
day out. People whose ideas are more about promoting themselves than
helping the council balance its books.”

Lucy stares at him. “Really?”

“Think back to the last press conference,” he says, and heads off to
another table.
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“What’s he talking about?” Gemma asks.

“He’s giving a platform to those who don’t share his ideas,” Derek
replies. “I’m not sure why though. Is he hoping they’ll make a fool of
themselves?”

“No,” I reply, recalling the press conference. There was an empty chair on
that occasion. A few moments before the briefing started, Geoff Lamb came
in and sat in the chair. He made it clear the councillors were out of their
depth and out of touch. “Witherington lets them have their moment of glory
on stage and then gets rid of them like he did with Geoff.”

Gemma frowns. “Can he do that?”

“I hope not,” I reply, spotting Danni on her way up the steps to the stage.
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Should	refuse	collectors	be	given	a	tip?
Who could have predicted the events precipitated by the 2015 Vision
seminar?

Bridget Philpott, Finance Officer and part time spiritualist medium, is the
first. With a history of predicting the council would overspend its budget
each year, she claims to have seen the future in the tea leaves. With a short
outburst on Facebook, she attacks Colonel Witherington for stealing her
ideas. The Rosy Lee Café, where Bridget drank the tea, retaliates with a
claim that the rip in their tea bag prompted the predictions. The manager of
the local cash and carry then tweets that he supplied the box of tea bags.
Without him, there would be no predictions.

So far there’s been no comment from the plantation workers in Sri Lanka.

“It’s hardly surprising,” Kelly remarks. “They probably don’t have
Facebook accounts.”

“Or tea breaks,” Lucy says. “Those poor, exploited workers clamber up
mountains for 12 hours a day, pulling leaves off bushes so some misfit with
a cup of tea can make idiotic claims.”

Nigel is more philosophical. “I think it’s amazing how a leaf from a plant
on the other side of the world can influence council policy.”

Kelly chuckles. “Lucky it wasn’t cannabis.”

“Yeah, then we might have a dope in charge.” Lucy opens Downland
District Council’s Facebook page, where the story is still brewing.
“Correction, looks like we have.”

Everyone falls quiet when Danni struts into the office in a sharp pinstripe
suit and heels. Since being condemned by the fifth chair at the 2015 Vision
Seminar, everything’s got shorter, including her hair, her skirts, and the
length of time she has before losing her job.

The merger of Environmental Health and Waste Management was
announced within a day of the seminar. “This is the first in a number of
innovative cost cutting measures that will deliver savings by cutting out
waste,” Colonel Witherington told the media. He was soon cut down when
the staff in Waste demanded to know if they were the waste he intended to
cut. When he assured them that was not his intention, Lucy entered the fray.
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“You’re prejudicing environmental health staff by assuring Waste they’re
not the waste you intend to waste.”

“I thought everyone wanted a slimmer waist,” Kelly says.

Ironically, a new slim line structure appears on Downland’s Facebook
page the following week, revealing that one of the service heads will be
leaving. Everyone assumes this will be Danni, as Michael Punnett, Head of
Waste, has revolutionised recycling in Downland. In truth, all he did was
come up with the slogan, ‘Be like Michael, always recycle.’ There’s a giant
photograph of him next to a pyramid of old beer bottles and cans, gracing
the sides of dustcarts across the district.

In an effort to emulate this success and raise his profile, James Hardy,
Head of Leisure, coined the instantly forgettable ‘Be like Jim, use the gym’.
He plastered this across Facebook, Linked In and any other social media
site he could find. He even produced a video for You Tube, but he was
forced to drop it when the Tollingdon Tribune used his photograph, adding
the slogan, ‘Be a lardy, just like Hardy’.

This should have been a warning to those wishing to communicate through
social networks. But the Council, driven by Colonel Witherington, think
social media is the future. They run a campaign on Facebook, announcing
the new department will be run by the Head of Environmental Health and
Waste. The job becomes affectionately known as HEHaW. Or Donkey, as
Lucy calls it.

“Because only an ass would take that job,” she comments, looking
pleased.

Like most people, she’s assuming Michel Punnett will get the job. He’s
ahead in the online poll with over 80% more ‘Likes’ than Danni. To combat
this she has a photo taken with her trendy new haircut and short skirt,
prompting a barrage of negative comments.

“People are accusing me of using sex to win support,” she tells the team
on Friday afternoon.

“You could always sleep with Gregory Rathbone, our Portfolio Holder, to
get the job.”

Everyone turns to stare at Gemma. “I’m only quoting what someone has
tweeted,” she says.
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Lucy shudders. “How could anyone sleep with that oily creep? You might
as well have sex with a salad dressing.”

“Balsamic vinegar is supposed to be a magical aphrodisiac,” Kelly says,
giving me a sly wink. “One shake and, hey pesto!”

Only Nigel seems puzzled by this levity. “Do you use balsamic vinegar in
salad dressing?”

“I’ll win on my own talents,” Danni vows.

“Oh dear,” Lucy says after the boss leaves. “She’s got no chance.”

On Monday, Colonel Witherington, determined to maintain a high social
media presence, announces that the two candidates will make a pitch on the
council’s Facebook page. Followers and friends can then vote for the one
they think is best. Michael Punnett posts first with an attack on
environmental health officers, who enforce laws that inhibit business
growth. If businesses were allowed to grow, he claims, they would produce
more waste, meaning more collections and income, cutting council tax.

‘If you want to grow, dump the EHO’ panders to those who don’t
understand how we help businesses improve standards so the public are
better protected from food poisoning and workplace accidents. The flurry of
‘Likes’ is healthy, but a number of small businesses are concerned their
waste collection charges will increase.

By the end of Wednesday, Danni’s gloom is palpable. With the interviews
on Friday morning, she has only a day to make an impression on Facebook.
“I need a snappy slogan like Michael,” she says, staring out of the window.
“But I don’t do snappy, Kent. Councillors fall asleep when I present reports
to committee.”

I stifle the growing yawn and watch her head over to her motivational pin
board. It’s bare but for a small collection of drawing pins. “I want to defend
what we do, Kent, but when we do it well, when we succeed, no one gets
ill, no one has an accident. There’s nothing to show for all our hard work.
That’s how I feel right now – nothing to show the people who will
interview me.”

Tears well up in her eyes. “No one’s going to miss me, are they?”

“I’m sure I could find Gregory Rathbone’s private number,” I say.
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While she dabs her eyes with a tissue I place the A4 envelope on her desk
and leave her to her thoughts. As Lucy said, she needs a miracle. It arrives
the following morning when Danni’s post goes out on Facebook.

“Should refuse collectors be given a tip?” Lucy sounds surprised and
impressed. “How the hell did she come up with that, Kent? It’s a terrific
play on words.”

I shrug, casting a quick glance at Kelly.

“She says that with the tips refuse collectors get, Michael Hardy could
have paid his staff less, saving the council and businesses money.” Lucy
reads more and laughs. “Then she accuses him of wasting public money on
media campaigns and photos on dustcarts. She’s surprised he hasn’t put
giant photographs of himself on his gas guzzling 4-wheel drive BMW.”

Throughout the day, the ‘Likes’ and ‘Comments’ go only one way. When
the word ‘tip’ is replaced by ‘dump’, Michael Punnett’s campaign is
heading down the toilet, though you wouldn’t know it to look at him the
following morning. But at lunchtime something remarkable happens. Danni
becomes the council’s first Donkey, sorry HEHaW, defeating the curse of the
fifth chair.

Then something even more remarkable happens – she kisses me.
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When	the	dust	unsettles
“If new brooms sweep clean, Danni must be a turbo-charged Dyson.”

Lucy’s comment on Danni’s first four weeks as HEHaW, or Donkey as we
prefer to call the Head of Environmental Health and Waste, does little to
lighten the mood. “She’s changing everything. If it’s not being reviewed, it’s
being revised, modified, merged or channel shifted. She’s sucking the life
out of the place.”

Nigel looks up from the revised out of hours rota. “Vacuum cleaners suck
dirt not life.”

“What about pet hairs?” Kelly asks. “With the right nozzle you can suck up
just about anything.”

“You can vouch for that, can’t you, Kent?” The wicked gleam in Lucy’s
eyes suggests she intends to continue poking fun at me. “You’ve been
sucking up to the boss lately. Or is it the other way round?”

There’s an awkward edge to the muted laughter that ebbs across the office.
Since Danni kissed me after getting her promotion, everyone’s been
watching us. She only has to summon me to her new office, and people fall
silent. They watch me as I take the short walk along the corridor. Then,
when I come out again, another silence falls. Occasionally, I overhear
gossip. Danni and I are friends on Facebook. I’ve been spotted near her flat
in Sovereign Harbour. We’ve both attended a training course on stress
management. We’ve both reviewed the Dyson DC41 on Amazon.

“Honestly, Kelly, it’s getting ridiculous,” I say over a coffee in the leisure
centre. “I don’t need training in stress management.”

Her eyebrows rise. “But you write reviews on Amazon.”

I shift in the wooden seat, wishing I could get comfortable. “The DC41
Animal is brilliant at picking up pet hair. I got an email asking me to review
my purchase, and …” I notice the disbelief in her eyes and sigh. “You’re
right. It’s not the coolest thing I’ve done.”

“It’s not that, Kent. Danni like bought the same model after reading your
review. She said she wished your performance reports were as
compelling.” Kelly pats me on the arm and gives me a sympathetic smile.
“She must be keen on you, lover. Dyson’s aren’t cheap.”
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I groan, wondering how long this will go on. “Come on, Kelly. You know
why she kissed me. And it was only a peck.”

She smirks. “It was full on the lips, Kent, and you didn’t resist.”

“Kelly, she was just saying thank you.”

“Yeah, maybe,” she says with a smile. “I’m sure she appreciates the help
you gave her to get the job, Kent, but you’ve like aroused something in her.
You wait till she asks you for help with her Dyson. Then we’ll see.”

I dismiss the thought and return to my desk. It’s only ten thirty, but my
Inbox bulges with twice as many emails as usual. Most of them have Agile
Working in the subject line. Most of them are from staff in the former Waste
Department, asking if they can join the working group I’m forming for the
Agile Working project. As I know nothing about this I head for Danni’s
office, ignoring the silence and watchful eyes. I slide the sign on the door
from FREE to BUSY and enter.

The office is empty. The faint whiff of emulsion still lingers in the air.
White boards, filled with lists and reminders, break up the vast expanse of
lavender wall. The matching carpet sinks beneath my feet as I stroll over to
her new motivational pin board, which has doubled in size. The sign pinned
to the top of the board – ‘You can say no to can’t’ – suggests she can’t make
up her mind whether she can. ‘You must say no to can’t’ would be more
decisive. ‘Say no to can’t’ would be even more succinct, I decide, mouthing
the words.

“Can!” I say, pointing my finger at the board.

“Can what?”

I freeze. The only movement I can manage is a charge of blood to my
cheeks. What’s wrong with me? A few weeks ago I would have turned and
delivered a witty response. Instead, I’m struck dumb, disconcerted by her
new look. The dull trouser suits have given way to heels, skirts above the
knee, and tight-fitting blouses. Gone are the curtains of mousey hair that
swept down across her face. She’s an ash blonde now, her hair cut short
above her ears, a tousled fringe skimming neatly plucked eyebrows. Even
her eyes seem bigger and more intense. But it’s her smile that makes me feel
anxious. She looks like someone who’s found a new love interest.

I look away as our eyes meet. “Can do,” I say without conviction.
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“That’s the spirit.” She strolls over to the window and lowers her new
blinds to cut out the morning sun. “We’re a Can Do team. No room for
doubters and waverers, cynics and pessimists, whiners and …” Her hands
circle as she tries to summon more words from her mental Thesaurus.
“Lucy,” she says finally. “If we don’t evolve we become extinct. That’s how
I put it to her.”

To which Lucy replied, “I’ll order a short skirt and push-up bra then.”
Naturally, I don’t mention I know this.

Danni perches on the new cream sofa beneath the window and pats the
adjacent cushion. “What did you want to see me about, Kent?”

“Me?”

“You hardly came here looking for inspiration from my pinboard.”

The sofa’s low and soft, and I struggle not to sink into it. She turns to face
me, pushing her knees together. “Is everything all right?” she asks, inching
her skirt toward her knees. “You seem unusually reticent.”

“I’m not used to you being a head of department.”

“That shouldn’t make any difference to our relationship, Kent. I won’t
have as much time to spend with the team, but we’ll see each other weekly –
at management meetings, of course. So,” she adds, leaning back, “what
brings you here?”

It’s difficult to protest when you’re inches from your boss on a cosy sofa.
“It’s this Agile Working project. You could have warned me.”

Her smile is coy. “I meant to tell you yesterday before I put it on
DownNet. NoNet more like, the amount of time it’s out of action.” Her laugh
is almost flirtatious. “Now, had Downland District Council been called
Upland …”

I miss the dour, humourless Danni of old. The new power dressing
executive beside me has a confidence that suggests the balance of power has
shifted. “Agile Working for Nimble Minds,” she continues. “We have to
think smarter, work smarter and –”

“Dress smarter,” I cut in. “I read your report, but is hot desking that smart?
You know how much people love their desks.”
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“Hot desks are only a fraction of the equation, Kent. We want officers to
work remotely – and don’t tell me Nigel is already there,” she adds, raising
a finger. “We’re talking working at home, the creation of satellite drop in
centres with one-stop shop capabilities. We’ll use smart phones, smart
boards, and smart working to deliver smart objectives.”

All dreamt up by a smartass. Or Donkey, as Lucy would put it.

“It’s a brave new world, Kent, and I want you by my side, leading from
the front.”

While you stand behind when it goes horribly wrong, I muse. With no
budget, no authority from the council, and no one interested in the idea, she’s
appointed me to champion the Agile Working project.

She’s on her feet now. “I want the whole of my new department on this
floor by Christmas. I want hot desks as far as the eye can see. I want laptops
and tablets, mobile communications and a whole new ethos. We’re going to
blaze the trail that others will follow.”

I get to my feet. “I’m good at fire-fighting.”

“That’s hardly can do, is it, Kent? This is your moment, your chance to
shine. I want you to make my dreams come true.”

Maybe it’s the whiff of emulsion, but I feel nauseous as I trudge towards
the door. Then, as I’m about to escape, Danni calls out.

“Do you know how to remove the filters from the Dyson DC41?”
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When	winning	leaves	you	at	a	loss
“The only way to win in a no-win situation is to draw.”

My comment brings the heated debate lurching to a halt. My team look at
each other as they consider this and what it might mean. Nigel, always a
man to give everything detailed consideration, frowns and taps his chin with
his fingers. “Are you suggesting a draw is a victory because that’s not
possible?”

“Why not?” Lucy looks around the table for support. “If you’re facing
defeat then a draw could be considered a win. Look at the coalition
government.”

“I think that’s an example of when a draw is a defeat,” Nigel counters,
emphasising this with a nod. “Hence my previous comment.”

“Couldn’t you like go for the best of three?” Kelly asks.

“What, three draws?” Nigel scratches his chin. “Three draws can’t be a
win.”

“You’d only need two if it was the best of three,” Lucy points out. “Two
draws and you win.”

“But you can’t win in a no-win situation.” Nigel’s frustration spills out.
He doesn’t like the future he’s had a glimpse of. “That’s why it’s called ‘no-
win’.”

Kelly, as usual, finds the flaw in the argument. “So why isn’t a win-win a
draw? And,” she adds, raising a finger, “why isn’t there a lose-lose
situation?”

“There is,” I reply. “It’s the Agile Working project. I can’t believe Danni
talked me into it.”

Lucy smirks. “She didn’t. You capitulated because you’re in love.”

No one’s going to let me forget the kiss Danni gave me.

“How can you call it Agile Working when we’ll be subjected to
regimented rows of hot desks – all identical, all faceless, all supplied with
antiseptic wipes so we don’t catch sick building syndrome. It will be hell
on earth.” Nigel looks around for support and gets plenty of nods.
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“There won’t be enough desks so we’ll have no choice but to work from
home,” Lucy says. “How is that agile?”

Nigel looks at me, his eyes forlorn. “If I have to work from home I’ll be
subjected to my wife’s groups and meetings. I came home early last week
and found them all rubbing scented oils over each other.”

“Sounds like fun,” Gemma says. “Perhaps we could try it at the next team
meeting.”

He glares at her. “Have you tried to operate a tracker ball mouse with oily
fingers?”

It’s a fair point, but the least of my worries. I’ve had hate mails,
threatening me with all manner of retribution if I take away their desks, or
force them to work in a new area, or at home. I never realised how wedded
people were to their desks and position in the office. The Recycling Team
say I’ve turned into a monster. The Planners complained I haven’t thought
things through. And as for the team that empty cesspools and septic tanks…

At least people are talking to each other, united by a common foe – me.

Kelly comes to my rescue as usual. After the meeting she brings me a latte
and perches on the edge of my desk. “I read somewhere that only 19% of
managers in Britain have had any management training,” she says. “In my
experience that figure’s way too high, but it doesn’t matter. I mean, you’ve
done all right without any training.”

I’m not sure if that’s a compliment, so I say nothing.

“So, as this Agile Working is a project, have you ever had project
management training?”

“The only training offered to me was delegation, but I sent someone
else to that.”

She smiles and pulls a brochure out from behind her back. “The three day
residential course is the best.”

“It sounds expensive.”

She nods and smiles again. “And it’s so popular you can’t get a place for
at least six months.”

132



As she saunters out, her hips swaying hypnotically, I realise how smart
she is and immediately fill out the relevant training request form and email it
to Human Remains, sorry Human Resources. With any luck they’ll pay for it
using the council’s credit card and I’ll have delayed the Agile Working
project by at least six months. By then, Danni will have found something
else to amuse her.

The following Monday, she summons me to her office for some
‘unscheduled quality time’. The aroma of filter coffee fills the air,
confirming that the final part of her promotion package has arrived.

“Take a seat, Kent,” she says, wafting her hand in the direction of the sofa.
“I’m just reading your application for project management training. I can see
how you would benefit from this, so I can’t possibly agree to you attending.”

“Don’t you want me to do a good job?”

She steeples her fingers while she studies me. “I don’t want you spending
days drawing up project plans with a multi-disciplinary team filled with
people who have their own agendas.”

“You want to keep that exclusively for heads of service meetings, right?”

“Don’t get cute, Kent. “I’ve seen how IT home in on the detail so they can
insist on the most expensive network solution imaginable. No, I want this in
place in three months, not when IT can fit us in.”

I don’t often gasp, but I can’t stop myself. “Three months? I can’t do it that
quickly.”

“You’re the one who asked for more challenges. So I give you one and
you’re complaining.”

“You’ve given me no budget, no training, and an impossible deadline.”

“And that’s not enough? Okay, you decide who gets hot desks and who
gets permanent ones. Now that’s a challenge.”

“Come on, Danni. I can’t do miracles. If you want this to work we need to
buy laptops and IT. That means we need a budget.” I pause, knowing I need
to be positive. She likes that. “Give me enough money and I’ll do my best to
deliver agile working within 3 months,” I say, knowing there’s bound to be
all kinds of delays once we start. Most will revolve around how we
allocate the budget.
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She leans back and considers my request. “You’re right, Kent. We need the
right kit to make this work. And I want you to succeed, so I’m going to let
you access as much funding as you need.”

Oh dear, there’s bound to be a catch. “I thought budgets were being cut?”

She nods. “They are, and that’s the beauty of my plan. The more you save
in salary costs, the more you have to spend on agile working.”

“You want me to cut staff to fund the project?” For a moment my brain
goes numb. “You’re going to tell me there will be less staff to hot desk,
right?”

“I wasn’t, but what a positive spin. I’ll make a manager out of you yet,
Kent.” She tears my application form in two. “No, I was going to say salary
savings will make the agile working project self-funding. And after all,
that’s the first step towards sustainability. That makes three positive
messages to silence the doubters out there. I’d say that’s a win-win-win
situation, wouldn’t you?”
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Projectile	Working
Plans for the inaugural meeting of the Agile Working Project Planning and
Implementation Group suffer a couple of setbacks. Business Systems and
Technology Based Creative Solutions Design and Development Officer,
William Eckersley, suggests the group need a snappier title to generate
interest, but not an acronym.

“Acronyms are CRAP,” he tells me. “Complete Rubbish and Patronising.
You want something that says exactly what you’re doing. What exactly are
you doing?”

“I’m setting up a project planning group to introduce agile working to
Environmental Health and Waste.”

He strokes his goatee for a few moments. “Excellent title, Kent. We’re
going to work well together, you and me.”

It’s unlikely. William Eckersley, aka Willie Eckerslike, is a plain speaking
northerner who’s never completed a project in his life. Most start off
slowly, degenerate to a crawl, before disappearing into the ether. While that
seems to be a good plan for a project no one wants, Danni’s already
choosing colour schemes and modular work stations.

“You’re not allowed to call them desks,” she warns me. “That has
overtones of school and regimented practices. I want us to be confined only
by our imagination.”

As I can’t imagine what she has in mind, I confine myself to failure when
the second setback lands in my lap. Susan Beaney, a new recruit to Human
Remains, has just completed a degree in creative business solutions. She’s
in her early forties, with long black hair, interwoven with beads at the front.
She dresses in gypsy skirts and thin, wispy blouses.

“You should email everyone in the department, asking for volunteers to
join the project planning group,” she says, keen to help me.

We’re sipping decaffeinated skinny lattes with a hint of caramel, coated
with cocoa free chocolate sprinkles from the new vending machine outside
her office. “No one’s going to be interested,” I say.

She studies me with intense hazel eyes as she licks foamed milk from her
upper lip. “That’s exactly what you want.”
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“No interest?”

“You’ve consulted them, they didn’t respond, so they can’t complain about
the result, can they?” She leans closer, resting her chin on her hand. “Don’t
breathe a word, but in HR we normally skip the consulting bit. But as you’re
a novice, we’ll take it gently. I don’t want to overwhelm you.”

Her perfume’s already managed that, enveloping me in its musky depths. I
can only think that’s what prompted me to email everyone in the department
late on Friday afternoon. By Monday lunchtime, over 90% of recipients
want to join the project group.

Susan looks pleased. “This couldn’t be better, Kent. No one’s ever had
such an overwhelming response rate to a consultation. I can see I’m going to
have trouble keeping pace with you.”

I’m going to have a problem finding a room big enough to hold the
meeting. Then we’ll never get through the agenda, let alone get a consensus.
Kelly, however, doesn’t share my despondency.

“They want to join the group to make sure agile working never happens,”
she says over lunch. “They join the group and vote against anything they
don’t like.”

I shake my head, realising how stupid I’ve been. “I’m not usually this
dense.”

“You listened to Susan Beaney, didn’t you?”

“I did worse than that – I invited her onto the project group.”

Kelly sniggers. “You know what she thinks agile working is, don’t you?”

I can guess. “Willie Eckerslike’s joined to.”

Kelly pulls a face and leans closer. “Don’t look up,” she whispers.
“Moron alert.”

Naturally, I look up. Charles Priest, known affectionately as Charlie
Chaplain, drops into the spare chair and drapes his arm over the side.

“I heard you were about to go agile, Kent. Must say I’m a tadette jealous
that Danielle appointed you to lead on a project that is clearly in the
Facilities Management arena. But I hold no grudges,” he says, holding up his
perfectly manicured hands. “I’m joining your team to lend my expertise. I’m
particularly knowledgeable about chairs.”
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Two days later, in a meeting room on the top floor, the Agile Working
Project Group, as I’ve now named it, is due to meet for the first time. I’m on
my way to the second floor when the manager of the Waste Enforcement
Team, or WET as I call them, confronts me.

“I can’t hot desk,” Meg Collins says, forcing me against the wall with her
index finger. “How will my team ever find me if I’m sitting at a different
desk every day?”

She’s the only redhead in the team and she has a voice that can strip baked
on grease. I think she’s being unduly pessimistic. “Everyone will hot desk,”
I say.

“And how can I have an open door policy when I have no office?”

“If you’re sitting with your team you’ll be more available.”

Her eyes narrow. “Are you trying to be funny, Fisher? Don’t you realise
what you’re doing? Teams will no longer sit together to share problems.
That reduces morale and productivity.”

So does treating staff like incompetent idiots, but I keep that to myself.
“Meg, if you feel you should be treated differently to everyone else, talk to
Danni. It’s her project.”

“Says teacher’s pet.”

I wriggle past and head to the meeting, wondering what excuses others
will dream up to avoid agile working. Once we’re all present, we start with
a round of brief introductions. It’s all going fine until we get to Charlie. “I’m
Charles Priest,” he says, “and I’m usually in the chair. I run the Facilities
Management Team, which manages our facilities.”

“What does that involve?” Willie asks.

“We have facilities and we manage them.”

“What kind of facilities?”

“Everything’s a facility.”

“So, you manage everything?”

Charlie nods. “As long as it’s a facility.”

Deciding what we can and can’t do to introduce agile working proves less
clear. After a lot of heated debate, Willie raps his knuckles on the table.
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“Let me see if I’ve got this right,” he says when we fall silent. “There’s no
budget, no plan, no desire to agile work, no volunteers to trial any scheme
we develop. Is that a fair summary?”

“There’s no space for the new vending machines,” Susan says.

“And no thought’s been given to creating a facilities hub.”

“What’s that?” Willie asks, obviously not learning his lesson from earlier.

“A hub for facilities,” Kelly replies with a smile. “You put all your
facilities in a hub and facilitate them.”

“Shouldn’t these facilities be subject to agile principles too?” Susan asks.
“If no one’s allowed to have a fixed desk then why should facilities have a
fixed hub?”

“You want a hot hub?” I regret my remark when Susan gives me a sly
wink. Either she misheard me or she’s got some very strange ideas. “We
have no budget,” I add.

“We can still achieve plenty without money,” Susan says, clearly
undaunted. “Output hasn’t dropped because we stopped giving pay rises,
has it? It’s all about selling the concept and creating desire. People always
want what they think others have. All we have to do is make hot desking
desirable.”

I dread to think what she has in mind, but I have to ask.

“It’s simple, Kent. We make hot desking intimate. With hot desks we get to
share everything.”

Charlie looks aghast. “Even my chair?”

“Especially your chair,” she says in a low voice. “Call me picky, but I
want the back to be upright and rigid, not floppy as you seem to like it.
Think how many different positions we could create with a few tweaks.
Now tell me that wouldn’t excite others.”

Willie’s mops his sweating brow. “Where do we start?”

“We start by making our project different and exciting, even a bit racy.”

Kelly looks up from her notepad. “Hot desking and hot chairs – share the
heat.”
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Charlie shakes his head. “No, no no. That has implications for ventilation
and air conditioning. With no budget, we can’t create hot air with our hot
desks.” 

Unfortunately, the whole discussion is hot air. A racy title isn’t going to
convince anyone to accept something no one wants.

“People are wedded to their desks,” I say. “They personalise them and
treat them like home. They don’t see their desks as a place to work. We need
to change the culture.”

“Let’s start by giving our project a name that changes perceptions,” Susan
says, gripping her pen like a magic wand. “Project Agile. That sounds a
little mysterious, if not a little risqué. I’m tossing that thought grenade into
the arena. Project Agile Working.”

With a flourish she pretends to lob her idea onto the table. Unfortunately,
her pen flies out of her fingers and almost takes Willie’s eye out. But it gives
me an idea.

“Instead of Project Agile Working, why not shorten it to Projectile
Working?” I say, looking around the table. “It’s a contraction.”

Susan shudders. “I had enough of those with my first child, thank you.”

“We could throw ideas around,” Kelly says, making notes.

“What does projectile working have to do with hot desking?” Charlie
asks.

“Nothing,” I reply. “That’s the beauty of it. People won’t have a clue what
it means or what we’re up to.”

“Which means we could get away with doing nothing,” Willie says, his
eyes lighting up.

Susan almost quivers with excitement. “That’s almost perfect HR, Kent.
Let’s do it!”
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Failing	to	succeed
And that’s what we do in the Projectile Working group – nothing.

It works for months. We meet on the first Tuesday with an agenda, have a
few cups of coffee, and discuss all manner of exciting subjects like how to
align your employees to their workstations. We even look at some carpet
swatches in case we need to choose a colour scheme.

At the next meeting, Charles Chaplain from Facilities introduces a recent
study he’s downloaded from a Facilities Faculty, whatever that is. “It’s a
forum for facilities,” he replies as if I’m from another planet.

“So, it’s not a faculty, but a forum,” Kelly says as she makes notes.

“No, it’s a branch of the Facilities Fellowship. I’m a Fellow in Facilities,
which I was awarded by the faculty.”

“Where does the forum come in?” Susan Beaney asks, a film of foamed
milk feathering her feverish upper lip.

“The faculty is part of a forum, facilitated by the Federation of Facilities
Management. They brought out the study on Facilities Profiling.” He pauses,
presumably to facilitate another facile remark. “It offers a fool proof method
to determine whether your people fit the facilities you provide.”

The stunned silence suggests we either don’t understand or don’t care.

“It’s like a risk analysis without risk,” he says. “And there’s not much
analysis either, if I’m honest. Take the town hall we work in. There’s
virtually nothing you can do to change it. All the walls are solid, so you
can’t knock through to make large open plan offices without seriously
interrupting the facilities framework.”

Thankfully, no one asks what the framework is.

“Without the flexibility to facilitate a change in facilities, there’s no point
doing an analysis, is there?”

He sits back, arms folded, looking pleased.

Does he realise he’s just given me a way out of the Projectile Working
project? It’s time I clarified things.
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“You’re saying there’s no point carrying out a risk analysis that has no risk
or analysis involved because there’s a risk that further analysis would be
risky by showing it would achieve nothing.”

Charlie considers this for a moment and nods. “That’s right. We’re fuc …”

Susan Beaney coughs at this point, spewing latte across the table.

“We can’t change the building without screwing the facilities,” he says, in
case we didn’t understand his more succinct appraisal.

He pulls a report from his executive briefcase and holds it up. “We told
the council about this in our annual Facilities Review.” He pushes it across
the table towards me. “Everything you wanted to know about facilities but
were afraid to ask, Kent.”

I’m nervous about asking how much money and time it cost to produce the
report.

“Corporate Management Team approved the report a few months ago,” he
adds.

So, Danni knew about this report. She knew we couldn’t do anything to
create open plan offices with regimented rows of workstations.

“Why didn’t you mention this at the first meeting, Charlie?” I ask.

His cheeks redden. “No one invites me onto working groups anymore, so I
… well, I wanted to make the most of it. I don’t get many people stopping
by the boiler room.”

It turns out that Charlie blocks every project he gets involved with. It’s not
a good record for someone who’s supposed to facilitate. But at least he
produces the report that tells Danni she can’t have agile working.

“We have an inflexible infrastructure that can’t facilitate flexible
practices,” she says, looking up from the report. “Feedback, folks.”

It’s Team Talk in her office. Every Monday morning, she gathers her
managers together for coffee and cake. The aim is to bring everyone online
so that we all sing from the same hymn sheet, which is encouraging us to
think outside the box using the new standardised procedure for blue sky
thinking. Naturally, it’s stored on ‘The Cloud’.
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Roland Foot, who manages the Environmental Protection Team by
delegation, sighs in his world weary way and flattens his unruly grey hair.
“If we can’t change the building, why not change the people?”

Meg Collins, Waste Enforcement Manager, looks horrified. “Are you
suggesting we learn new skills?”

“No, we replace staff.”

As he lets his team manage themselves, he has plenty of time to write the
reports and produces the statistics that show his team to be exceptional
performers, always exceeding their targets. They also hold the record for
the most Ombudsman complaints, currently standing at 17. That said, they
have a 100% record of not acting on any of the ombudsman’s
recommendations.

“We replace the poorest performers,” he says, glancing in my direction.
“You’d like to shake your lot up, wouldn’t you, Kent? I bet you can’t wait to
get rid of Gemma after she was foisted on you by our esteemed leader.”

I’m aware that everyone’s looking at me. I should defend my team,
especially Gemma, who’s turned out to be quick learner and a hard worker.
But from the way the others are looking at me, I get the feeling they’ve
already discussed me and my team before. And not in a complimentary way,
I suspect.

“Surely we should shake up management,” I say. “Not frontline staff.”

Roland laughs. “Are you volunteering, Kent? I can understand why after
the Agile Working fiasco. Management blunder No 1 - no one who wants to
achieve anything invites Charlie Chaplain onto their team. He’s a clown.”

“Unless that was Kent’s aim,” Meg says, coming to my rescue. “To ensure
the project never succeeded, I mean.”

It’s a dangerous ploy, but I find myself nodding.

“In which case, you’ve achieved your goal,” she says. “At zero cost. How
many project managers can claim that?”

“Good point,” Danni says.

Then she gives me a smile that fills me with dread.
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Fate	delivers	a	fatality
I don’t find out what Danni has in mind until next Monday’s Team Talk.

“In times of austerity, we can reduce the burden on the public purse by
raising income,” she says. “Those departments that bring in a healthy
income are less likely to suffer cuts to their budgets.”

Based on the last project, where my failure was hailed as a success, I’m
not sure if she wants me to make a mess of this project too. That said, I can’t
think how we can make money when our job is to police food hygiene and
workplace health and safety. We can hardly charge for inspections, can we?

“Think outside the box,” she says, sensing my lack of enthusiasm.
“Roland’s already bringing in proposals to charge complainants who waste
our time with complaints that aren’t a statutory nuisance.”

“And I’m going to run training courses on how to deal with ombudsman
complaints, generating even more income,” he says. “I’ve booked you in the
first course in September, Kent. I’ve taken the fee by internal transfer to
save you having to raise an order.”

“We’re going to insist all managers in the council attend the training,
which will raise a not inconsiderable sum for the department,” Danni says.

“How does that save the council money?” I ask.

“It doesn’t, but it increases our income at everyone else’s expense. That’s
how you need to approach your new role, Kent. He who dares, wins,” she
says, pointing to her Motivational Pinboard. “If the SAS can do it, so can
we.”

“I didn’t know the SAS generated income,” Kelly says, looking up from
her notes. “I wish they could round up all the directors and bankers who get
millions in bonuses and force them to hand it back. They’d soon make some
money from that.”

“I think that would be extortion,” Roland says.

“A bit like your training course,” I almost tell him.
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“I want cutting edge thinking,” Danni says. “Make a list of everything we
do, and see what we can charge for, Kent. That should do it. Moving on with
the agenda, have we discovered who’s been stealing magic markers from
the stationery cupboard?”

After the meeting, I head back to my desk, wondering how I’m supposed
to make money from statutory functions. But first, I have the break the news
to the team. They won’t like the idea one bit.

To my surprise, they’re quite upbeat.

“I could sell my body,” Lucy says, pouting like a supermodel. As she
crosses one leg in front of the other, she almost topples over.

“I thought the knacker’s yard had closed,” Nigel says, ducking to avoid a
slap. “Anyway, only Gemma could make money selling her body. I’d pay
…”

He dries up and blushes as Gemma glares at him.

“I just meant you’re really attractive,” he mumbles. “I wasn’t offering to
pay for … you know. Not that you’d be interested in me. I know that. And
anyway, you can’t get it on the corporate credit card, can you?”

“That’s right, there’s no charge code for it,” Kelly says. “And if you want
to raise money from anything, you’ll need to add it to the charges book,
Kent.”

“Does that include internal courses?” I ask.

“Probably.” Kelly looks up and grins. “It’s only updated every April, so
you have at least six months before Roland can charge you for his new
course.”

Gemma gasps. “We only update the charges book once a year?”

“Yeah.”

“So, if we hit on a really good idea, we have to wait until April before we
can do anything? No wonder we’re in a mess.”

We’re in an even bigger mess when Danni instructs me to begin
negotiations with our neighbouring councils.
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“We’re going to carry out food inspections for them,” she tells me as we
sit cosily on the sofa in her office. “They’re struggling to meet their targets,
so we’ll do the inspections and charge them for the privilege.”

“We can’t complete our own inspection programme, Danni. How are we
supposed to do theirs as well? Take on contractors to do the work?”

She shakes her head at me like I’m a hopeless case. “Roland says we
shouldn’t worry if we fail to meet our inspection programme. Lots of
authorities don’t and nothing happens to them.”

“I don’t think our councillors will take such a relaxed view.”

“They will when they see the income we’ll generate.”

“So, every authority in East Sussex gets all their inspections done, thanks
to us, while we don’t do any of ours.”

She pushes a strand of blonde hair behind her ear while she considers
this. “I suppose we could get a cheap contractor in for our worst premises.”

“Or ask one of our neighbours to do them for us.”

Her eyes widen. “I like your thinking, Kent. Reciprocal charging. We
charge them twice what we pay them to do our visits and make a killing. I
still prefer to use a contract inspector though. If they’re rubbish, you can
refuse to pay them or get a rebate.”

I can’t believe I’m hearing this.

“Tough times,” she says, patting my knee, “demand tough measures. Now,
have you given any further thought to hiring out Gemma to Roland’s team?
He thinks she’d be perfect for nightime monitoring visits.”

“I’ll bet he does,” I say, with more venom than I intended.

“Do I detect a tinge of jealousy, Kent?” She chuckles and pats me on the
knee again. “Have you still got feelings for her?”

“Not really.”

“That kind of suggests you have. Didn’t she have a pair of your boxer
shorts?”

“They weren’t mine.”

Now I’ve really got her attention.
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“So, what happened?”

As I don’t know why Gemma’s mother claimed the boxer shorts were
mine, I can’t explain what happened.

“Gemma and I spent a week together a few years ago,” I say. “That’s all.”

“Clearly it’s not.” Danni studies me closely, making me twitch even more.
“You really are a rubbish liar when it comes to women, Kent. So, how long
ago was it? She’s a lot younger than you, so she must have been just out of
nappies when you knew her.”

“She was old enough to know what she wanted,” I say, my voice rising
despite my efforts to remain calm. “We had a laugh, we went our different
ways.”

“Until fate brought you back together,” she says in a simpering tone. “Or
was it the boxer shorts?”

When I say nothing, she sighs. “Seriously, Kent, you should tell her how
you feel.”

“What’s to tell?” I glance at my watch and get to my feet. “She’s a
colleague.”

“A very attractive colleague, who seems to think a lot of you, I’d say.”

I stop at the door and turn. “She’s engaged, Danni.”

“No wonder you’re so grumpy. Have you just found out?”

“She invited me to the engagement party yesterday.”

“Will you go?”

“Of course,” I reply, aware I’m fooling no one. “Why wouldn’t I? Now,
tell me you’re not serious about her working for Roland.”

She shakes her head. “I want her to do inspections in the other
authorities.”

Danni walks over and gives me a sympathetic smile. “I know you think it’s
a crazy idea, Kent, but if we streamline the process to the legal minimum,
ensure the other council deal with any problems we find, and we inspect
only their best rated premises, we can make it work.”

“Have you had any takers?”
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“They all hate the idea, but I’ve undercut the prices they were given by a
contractor, so how can they refuse?”

When she tells me how much we’re going to charge per inspection, I know
I’ll need a miracle to get out of this.

The following morning, I return home at six thirty after a night watching
badgers in nearby woodland. Tired, hot and sweaty, I need a cup of tea and
a shower before I go to bed. I’m just about to step into the bathroom when
the phone rings.

“There’s been a fatal work accident at Tombstone Adventure Park,” Danni
tells me, her voice full of urgency. “I need you out there now.”

“I’m not sure I’m the right person –”

“Nonsense,” she says, cutting me off. “You’re the best officer for the job.”

And the worst …
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The story continues in No Accident, the first Kent Fisher murder
mystery, available from Amazon and other online retailers.
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I	hope	you	enjoyed	the	book
Thank you for taking time to read this book. I hope you enjoyed it. If you can
spare a few minutes to leave a review on Amazon, it would be a great help.
Reviews are incredibly important to authors and help other readers to
choose books they might enjoy. I appreciate your support and look forward
to seeing your review.

If you want to learn more about Kent Fisher, the beautiful South Downs or
me, please visit http://robertcrouch.co.uk, where you will find information
on the murder mystery novels the Fisher’s Fables blog inspired.

You can also sign up to my mailing list on the website, or simply click
here. You’ll receive free copies of my case files, which feature interesting
and amusing investigations from my 39 years as an environmental health
officer.

You’ll also find behind the scenes information on the characters, settings
and stories, my monthly email newsletter, The Tollingdon Tribune, and
advance notice and previews of future Kent Fisher mysteries.

 

Robert Crouch
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