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Chapter 1 - Significance

[image: ]


“This is amazing!” Graham says as he steps out of the Time Cubicle. He feels a thrill and a lightness as he looks around.

There is a hustle and bustle in the city with all the accompanying sounds of people talking or hawking their wares. 

“The air seems electric,” Zarah says.

“What’s that smell?”

“It’s like a mixture of aniseed and garlic.”

"The briefing was nothing like this," Graham says. “It’s like something out of a dream.”

"You're not kidding," Zarah agrees.

“The buildings are a bit bizarre.”

“Yes, have you noticed? Nothing is square.”

Graham nods as he looks around at the rhomboids, domes and the rod shaped buildings.

*      *      *
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Graham lives with his parents on Alderson Road in Liverpool. He no longer sees his son. Another pain to add to his minced feelings. His ex-wife won't have any contact with him. The pain has been unbelievable and he is still hurting. He feels as though the bottom has dropped out of his world and he is drowning, trying to tread water. He hopes he isn't becoming depressed. Maybe I'll get some anti-depressants as a precaution, he thinks. Thankfully he checks it out on the internet. There are warnings that someone under acute stress could develop mania as a side effect. That is the last thing he needs.

On the other hand his job is a distraction, but he finds it hard to occupy his time after work. The house feels so empty. His parents are there but it’s not the same. He has already watched all the episodes of Star Wars four times and all of Pride and Prejudice twice. He has just bought a telescope. This is not the help he expected as every night has been cloudy, but he tries, unsuccessfully, not to get annoyed. Tonight he tries the distraction, in between cups of coffee, of reading 'A Brief History of the Aztecs'. 

Next day at the office there is the usual smell of coffee and the noise of conversations. He feels some comfort and safety in the known. Some departments talk so much and enjoy socialising such that he wonders how they do any work. You’re turning into a right sourpuss, he chides himself. The morning passes quickly and at lunch Graham sits at his normal table in the canteen and eats his corned beef hash slowly, looking at the plastic anemones and the mottled yellow and white melamine table.

"Do you mind if I join you?"

Graham snaps out of his daydream, takes in the orange hair, the oval face and green eyes, then realises he must make a response. "Oh, no...be my guest."

"Thanks," she says.

Graham finds himself drooling and it isn't due to the food. He tries to give his corned beef hash his attention and remember he loves his wife - ex-wife. Nevertheless, the canteen noises and the steamed cabbage smell pale into insignificance.

"I’m Zarah, haven't seen you around."

“Graham.”

“What do you do?”

"I'm an Applications Services Officer, Revenue and Benefits. I work on the fourth floor."

"That explains it. I work in Accounts on the third. What is it you do?"

"A bit like you, I guess. I make forecasts and estimates of costs and resources. I try to improve business performance by identifying and implementing opportunities for both service improvement and cost savings."

"Sounds brilliant."

Graham is impressed that she seems unfazed by the excessive spiel he has just given her. "I do enjoy it but..."

"You want to do something significant with your life?"

Graham's jaw drops. "Do you also read minds?"

"No, just speak as I find. So what do you do in your spare time?"

Graham's heart sinks. "Oh, you know, the usual."

"No. What?"

"I watch Sci-Fi, hope to use my telescope, read history."

"You have a telescope! How cool is that?"

"It would be if we had the weather for it."

"Oh. But you like history?"

"Yes, I did it to 'A' level. I'm reading about the Aztecs at the moment."

"Tell me something about them."

"They made clothes from a cactus."

"Sounds prickly."

"No really...oh." Graham stops when he notices Zarah smirking and realises it was a joke. 

"You could do with loosening up a bit, you know."

Graham feels this is getting a bit personal. "I...maybe."

Zarah looks serious. "Sorry Graham if I offended you."

"That's alright." Graham says, but it isn’t really.

With that they each eat their food in relative silence until it is time for Zarah to leave.

"Nice to meet you Graham. See you around."

"I...yes."

Days pass and Graham thinks less and less about Zarah. One Wednesday after lunch he is called into his boss's office. His boss, Ronald Renaud is tall and broad with an RAF style moustache and a military bearing. Graham can’t help hoping he hasn’t done anything wrong.

"Ah, Graham, please sit down."

Graham surveys the office. There are documents spread over every table. There are some on the floor. Strangely, his boss's desk is relatively clear. There is just a laptop in a docking station, a monitor and a yellow cup containing pens and pencils.

"Thank you Ronald."

"I've had an unusual request. I don't know what to make of it."

Graham sits and waits. When nothing is forthcoming, he prompts, "What is it?"

"It's official. Seems more like an order. You are to report to the Liver Buildings nine am prompt Friday morning."

"This is all a bit sudden." Graham feels confused and dislikes his routine being disrupted.

"Yes. All I can tell you is this could be a once in a lifetime opportunity."

"I suppose I'd better go."

"That would be my advice."

For the rest of Wednesday and all of Thursday Graham can't keep his mind on his work. He keeps wondering what this 'once in a lifetime opportunity' might be. Will he be an astronaut? Will he be allowed to photograph the Royals? Will he be given a dream job? With his luck he will probably be an Environmental Services Agent. Graham chuckles at that. He eventually comes to the conclusion that it is pointless to guess.

Friday morning at 8:50 am finds him approaching the Liver Buildings. He has eventually managed to park, but it has cost him an arm and a leg, as he doesn't know how long he will be parking so paid the maximum. 

He enters the building. Immediately he is impressed by the interior. There is a large, open plan ground floor, which gives an impression of space, with red and brown seating and there are palm plants dotted around. He approaches the Receptionist.

"Mr Potts?"

"Yes."

"Please report to Briefing Room B on the second floor. Someone will be with you soon."

"Thanks."

Graham takes a lift to the second floor. Inside the lift is gunmetal grey except for the floor controls and the overhead light. Graham easily finds the room marked ‘B’. It is of moderate size, easily accommodating eight people. There is an oval melamine table with imitation wood finish. There is a vertical blind on the window and a white board on the wall. The chairs are metal with black cloth covering cushioning and look comfortable. He sits down on one of them. His watch is approaching oh nine hundred.

On the dot of nine a woman walks in carrying a document folder.

"You!" Graham exclaims.

"Hello Graham."

"What has this to do with finance?"
"Absolutely nothing." She drops the document folder on the table for effect. The ‘slap’ echoes around the room.
"Zarah?"
"Yes."
"You were testing me out." Graham can feel his blood pressure rising.

"A little, yes. As you can see by these documents, we already know a great deal about you."

"What are you...MI5?"

"Nothing like it. You've signed the Official Secrets Act?"

"Yes." Graham wonders what is going on and feels a little uncomfortable.

"Good. If you join us you will be working under The Official Secrets Act. Can we trust you to keep our secrets?"

"That depends."

"This could be your chance to do something significant."
"I'm listening."
Zarah takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. "Can I have your promise you'll keep our secrets?"
"Alright."
"You have been selected as a possible candidate for a secret project of significance. Would you like to know more?"
"Yes."
"Good. There's a briefing here at the Top Floor Conference Room on Monday at eleven."

"That's it?"

"All your questions will be answered then."

Next Monday at eleven am, with excitement and anticipation, there are eight people assembled in the Conference Room. By contrast two men at the end of the room seem cool and confident. Graham surveys the room. The walls are a warm pink. There is a large composite table with plush beige seats for eighteen people. There is a large screen and ceiling mounted projector at one end and the plush carpet is dark red.
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