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    To all altruistic souls campaigning to make the world a better place.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Everyone hates paying taxes, don't they?
 
Here at the agency, we think not.
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CHAPTER 1. AN EVENTFUL DAY OFF
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Mathew awoke with a familiar sense of dread which he recognised only too well as the residue of a frequent anxiety dream. He’d been chased by a malevolent female armed with garden sheers. The grotesque female entity appeared as a composite of his mother, sister and first love. But why the terrifying encounter? Although not always on the best of terms, he’d never had a complete falling out with any of the women in his life.

A cup of coffee and bowl of bran flakes later, he sat inertly on his favourite section of the sofa as the television disgorged the latest breakfast news. The chancellor had reaffirmed the government’s commitment not to raise taxes above twenty per cent. In recent years, this had become the sacred threshold over which no political party dared overstep for fear of electoral suicide. 

Mathew at last emerged from his inertia. The news report had reminded him to check his latest online payslip for that tax refund promised by His Majesty’s Revenue and Customs. Today was his mid-week day off, so he was free to while away as much of the morning as he wished on one of his favourite pastimes – reviewing his personal finances. 

To his relief, Mathew’s payslip showed the expected tax refund. Still in money mode, he logged on to his computer. A quick internet check confirmed the news report and the chancellor’s announcement that there were to be no tax rises in the foreseeable future. 

His internet search had brought up a number of finance-related ads and articles. One ad in particular caught his attention: Are you naturally good with money? Proud of your domestic accounting and budgeting? Do you feel you could use your talent to help others acquire financial acumen? Look no further – there could be a splendid career awaiting you just one click away on our web platform!

Mathew was in his early thirties and, like most of his moderately intelligent peers, had found little fulfilment in the world of work. On gaining an average degree in business studies and IT, he’d worked for a couple of firms including his current job analysing commercial data. After ten years in this field, he felt a growing urge to move on to something more interesting and, hopefully, better paid.

With so much time on his hands and little incentive to budge from his laptop screen, he followed the ad’s advice. As promised, with just one click, the HMRC government webpage loaded up with lightning speed. It was the predictable online aptitude test combining arithmetical with problem-style questions. He raced through these well within the twelve-minute time limit and received a ninety-five per cent score. The one he got wrong was purely down to misreading the question in his rush to finish. 

Seconds later, a table appeared inviting him to arrange his own interview. Giving himself no time to equivocate, he selected the first available slot at 15.30 that afternoon.  It was half nine now, so he’d have time to get washed and dressed, come down for his mid-morning snack, log back on to his computer and do a quick bit of research on brushing up interview techniques. An hour or so later, he was fully dressed and staring back at his laptop screen, returning to the HMRC website under career opportunities. He couldn’t find the original ad which had lured him thus far, but a number of jobs appeared which required similar qualities which he confidently believed he possessed. 

After a snack lunch and having quickly absorbed the top five tips for interview success, Mathew set off to the appointed venue in central Manchester. As a northerner, he was pleasantly surprised that a potential government job didn’t involve travelling down to London at his own expense. It was also a bonus to be able to use his monthly saver train ticket on the last day it was valid. After that, his plan was to rely more on bus transport.

As he stepped out onto the Piccadilly station platform, Mathew felt a glow of pride at having made one of the most impulsive and yet confident decisions of his life so far. He quickly located the interview venue in an office block on the city square and, with over half an hour to go before the interview, he sat down on a wooden memorial bench to collect himself. Focusing his mind on the persona he intended to project during the interview, he took several deep breaths and entered the building. 

Within minutes of signing in at reception, Mathew was greeted by a smart young lady who asked him to accompany her to the recruitment chief’s office. During their long walk down the corridor, he exchanged a few pleasantries with the lady who, though aesthetically appealing, wasn’t too attractive to distract him from the focused mindset and cool composure he was determined to maintain for the imminent interview. Mathew was ushered into a featureless office with a name plaque bearing the words Mr P Hudson, Head of Recruitment. 

‘Good afternoon, Mr Bryant, and thank you so much for coming in at such short notice. Do take a seat and let me get you a drink. Tea? Coffee?’ The niceties progressed smoothly with no social awkwardness and minutes later, Mathew’s interview began.  

Mr Hudson began by almost apologetically acknowledging the ease with which the initial selection process had been performed. The advertisement which had caught Mathew’s attention was targeted precisely at internet surfers who frequently logged onto their bank accounts, browsed for savings and investment products and checked the financial markets. In short, those displaying an above-average interest in money-related matters. 

As if observing Mathew’s mild embarrassment, Mr Hudson added, ‘There’s nothing shameful about wanting to make the best of one’s money in this uncertain day and age. Indeed, those of us who take our financial wellbeing seriously could be said to provide the backbone of the nation’s fiscal health. We are the one and only agency contracted by HMRC to maximise the government’s tax income. Over the past few months, we’ve been recruiting dozens of individuals like yourself with a keen interest in financial matters. I should point out that your interview today is not to establish whether you are suited to our kind of work, but rather how your particular qualities and aptitudes will best serve our purpose.’

It only now occurred to Mathew that he’d not even been asked to email his CV before coming to interview. Maybe the all-pervasive and grossly intrusive vehicle which the internet had long since become made this redundant.  But his immediate concern was to digest the enormity of his present situation. From a lazy awakening and casual internet browsing session just hours earlier, he was now on the verge of being offered a mystery new job.

Mr Hudson explained that he’d now hand Mathew over to another colleague who would begin the process of evaluating his capabilities, aptitudes and inclinations. He ushered Mathew into another equally characterless office which differed from Mr Hudson’s only in having no name plaque on the door. This fellow, who was closer to Mathew’s age, immediately stood up and shook hands, making him feel welcome and relaxed just as Mr Hudson had done. 

‘I’m Roger by the way. Hope you don’t mind being on first name terms, as we need a degree of informality to get the best out of this session. You could call me the psychologist in the works, but don’t let the mention of psyche put you off. We’re quite progressive here. We don’t interrogate people like fabled shrinks in the days of yore; we’d much prefer the people we employ to reveal themselves on their own terms. Here’s the smart way we do it. Instead of firing a list of questions at you about your personality, I’m going to show you half a dozen video clips of different people in interview situations. All you have to do is rate them in terms of which interviewers’ styles you prefer, which one is most like your own if you had to conduct a similar interview, and so on. There are just a few simple questions requiring tick box answers for each scenario. Please be honest and try to go with your first reaction rather than agonise too much about any of your responses.’

Mathew settled in front of the computer screen and did his best to relax. True, at the back of his mind was the nagging suspicion that, simple though the exercise was, there could be a few trick questions. Or perhaps some of the interviews were designed to tempt him to make obvious choices which he was actually meant to avoid. But then he recalled how he’d been assured a job was his whatever the outcome and tried to dismiss the notion of a ruse. 

He viewed about a dozen clips in total. It struck him as slightly odd that the interviews involved people applying for extremely varied jobs in the financial or tax field and he found himself giving most of the interviewers a good to very high score. For the question: If you were to conduct this interview, how similar do you think your own interview style would be? in all but two cases, he ticked option four quite similar or five very similar.

When the test was over after about half an hour, Roger beamed smugly and told Mathew the results would print out in a matter of minutes and they’d end the session discussing them. Sure enough, just as Roger finished speaking, the printer served up the first of two double-sided sheets. He picked them up excitedly, scanned them quickly and surprised Mathew with the speed and depth of his analysis. 

‘I’m afraid we weren’t completely honest with you over these tests. We certainly were interested in how you’d score the various interview approaches and you were spot on. In our view, all but a couple of the interviewers had sound techniques. You picked that up and gave most high scores. A less confident person would have given a wider range of scores, assuming they were meant to. We were also pleased to see you were troubled by the lack of range in performance, but stuck to your guns with the high scores anyway. You must have considered whether we were playing with a straight bat, decided we were and did the same yourself.

‘The other questions were really ballast. We were actually measuring your body language above all else, as that’s what tells us most about your personality and helps us point you to the right job in the right department. If you’d like to come in for the whole day sometime next week, we’ll give you a full induction and by the early evening you’ll know where you’ll be working to start off with. Do you mind my asking how much notice you’ll realistically need to give your current employer?’

Mathew answered after a slight pause, ‘I think the standard notice term is four weeks, but I can’t see leaving sooner would be a problem. I’ll raise it with my line manager first thing tomorrow.’ 

Roger confirmed that the Agency would be keen to have Mathew start at his earliest convenience, but that up to one month would be acceptable. The second induction session was agreed for the same time next week which in any case was his day off. 

‘Splendid,’ continued Roger, ‘And to pre-empt any concerns you may have about your prospective salary, I can assure you that our remuneration rates are generous.’ 

Barely two hours from entering the Agency building, Mathew was on his journey home, reflecting on the day’s events. Over the following twenty-four hours or so, his thoughts were dominated by a torrent of questions which it hadn’t occurred to him to ask his interviewers. He reproached himself for his lack of initiative and being lulled into a false sense of security. Maybe that was exactly what they’d wanted.

Why hadn’t they even given him a contact number in case he needed further information about something? Should he have asked for this before he left? Wasn’t the normal etiquette to give the interviewee a chance to ask questions before terminating the interview? The thought that he may have been assessed as having a super-compliant personality hurt his pride and it was a while before his racing mind quietened, allowing him to regain his mental and emotional equilibrium. 

Mathew now faced the next two days in the office to adjust to the reality that his career in business analysis was probably at an end. He decided to put off handing in his notice until after the weekend to think things over and formulate an approach which would avoid burning his bridges with HR in case his new post never materialised. If he played his cards right, his present employers might reveal how much he was actually worth to them and offer an enticing package to stay or at least return to the fold if his new job proved unsatisfactory. 

Mathew returned to work on Monday determined that these would be the last few days of tedium he would be spending with his current employer. He handed a note marked URGENT to the HR secretary on his way past reception and, to his relief, was summoned for a meeting later that morning. He found the HR chief unmoved at the prospect of losing a longstanding employee and only too eager to release him with immediate effect upon his appointment at the Agency being confirmed. He’d be paid to the end of the month. 

Returning to his office after a short coffee break, Mathew was met by an IT technician who told him he would no longer have access to his computer and that if he had any questions, he should raise them with his line manager. Mathew intuitively knew that this was all about his employers’ perceived need to closely guard their commercial secrets and so immediately dismissed any naïve notion about keeping the door open in case his new job didn’t work out. 

Mathew overcame his initial inclination to be super-compliant and insisted on remaining in his office while the IT man cleansed every last trace of him from the computer he’d worked on so conscientiously and loyally for over three years. He used the time to clear out his drawers and cupboards and collect any personal possessions. These amounted only to a chipped mug, a few of his personal stationery items and a packet of extra strong mints. His ex-company was welcome to all the rest. 

Barely fifteen minutes later, Mathew set off to his line manager’s office for what he hoped would be a fleeting visit. He’d got on passably well with his manager, but in his numbed auto-pilot state, his only goal was to be authorised to leave the premises with the minimum of fuss and awkwardness. His manager had already been advised of the situation and made things easy for Mathew by briefly apologising for the rush to wind up his account with the firm, as he put it, and wished him all the best for the future. He’d just need to pop in to the HR secretary’s office and sign off with the company. Then he was free to go.

Mathew walked hurriedly to his car. Among the confusing complex of emotions now welling up inside him was relief at it all being over, resentment at his former employers for such dismissive treatment and excitement at the prospect of beginning a new and exciting phase of his life. 
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CHAPTER 2.  EQUIVOCATION
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Mathew’s unexpected extra day off before induction into his new job had the effect of forcing him to review various aspects of his life. After his interview with the Agency the week before, there was no obvious person in his life to share his news with. Single for almost a year, he had no partner and he wasn’t particularly close to either his mother or sister.

There were just three people he could loosely call male friends, but none of them was a clear candidate to be first to hear about his career change. To phone his oldest friend, Frank, would be insensitive.  Frank had been made redundant from his dream job as a zoo keeper three years ago and had remained unemployed and suffering from severe depression ever since. 

Rory, the one person he’d kept in touch with from his university days, would be interested, but would interrogate him over every last detail. As details were something Mathew couldn’t yet provide, he’d only feel foolish and be bored by Rory’s competitive account of his own latest career achievements along with his recent romantic conquests. 

That left just Andrew, his sister’s ex-boyfriend. Mathew had got on well with him, for some reason especially after he and his sister split up. Despite not regarding Andrew as a friend in his own right, talking with him about everyday matters somehow seemed easier than with anyone else. Mathew decided that it’d be easiest to tell no one anything for the time being. 

His next thoughts turned to his general situation in life. His achievements so far had been limited to keeping down a couple of fairly well-paid jobs long enough to acquire a mortgage, hence a modest home in a fairly good area and decent second-hand car which he’d recently finished paying for. Besides that, he’d just enough disposable income to afford occasional holidays, a few other treats and put a little away for a rainy day. 

Though preoccupied with money as an abstract concept, Mathew wasn’t materialistic as such, but the prospect of a bigger salary excited him. He took pleasure in speculating about how much extra he would earn and whether new vistas would genuinely open up for him. Maybe he’d meet some interesting colleagues in his new post and even strike up a romantic relationship.

After dinner, he succeeded in blocking the impulse to delve any deeper into his psyche by anaesthetising himself with two cans of beer in front of the TV. The light intoxication also induced a mild sense of euphoria creating the illusion of a mini celebration which he felt fully entitled to despite having no one to celebrate with. 

He got to the news. An uneventful day in most parts of the world, it seemed. Another interview with a junior government minister reiterating the usual mantra that practically the whole populace needed to hear: no tax rises for the foreseeable future. Income taxes would remain at twenty per cent and be deducted at source at a blanket rate, but only on any earnings over £30 000 annual income. A simple and fair system which was easy to understand and straightforward to administer thereby preventing any more of working people’s hard-earned cash than absolutely necessary from being sacrificed to the machinery of State. The incumbent government, which enjoyed growing public satisfaction ratings, could also boast of an unbroken year-on-year rise in the nation’s wellbeing and happiness index. 

The general election just two weeks ago had not excited much media attention either in the run-up or immediate post-electoral period. Mathew took little interest in politics beyond voting in the annual online poll in local and national elections. Since exit polls predicting results had become so consistently accurate around forty years ago, any buzz of excitement across the country on election nights had been lost. A good many citizens awoke the following morning completely unaware that an election had even taken place and, of the rest, few cared about the result. 

Some political parties had retained traditional words in their names such as Liberal, Democratic or slightly adapted them to the modern era such as the Conservationist Party, but since the Democratic Reconfiguration of 2035, old concepts of left and right-wing along with the historical bitter rivalry between the parties had more or less disappeared from public life and few traces of the political culture which had prevailed at the turn of the century remained. There was little left of the generation that might have faintly recalled the ideological or philosophical debates which struggled on into the 1980s. 

While daydreaming about how to spend his extra disposable income, another nagging question occurred to Mathew about his prospective job. If all earners pay the same rate of tax at source on every pound earned after £30 000, why was an agency required to help the government collect this money? Surely this should be a simple task in today’s digital-technology-driven world. Perhaps there were still anomalies to clear up, like in his case when someone changed jobs or moved house. Surely, modern smart tracking systems would pick up any would-be tax dodgers.  

Mathew reproached himself for trying to second guess the inner workings of a realm of which he knew virtually nothing. The important thing was that the Agency recruitment team was satisfied he had the qualities required to master the tricks of the trade. All would no doubt be revealed during the induction beginning the day after tomorrow. 

After the news, he indulged in another pseudo-celebratory moment by ordering a home delivery meal. Tomorrow he’d be clearer about who to co-opt into marking the occasion with him. He was edging towards a decision to invite his mother and sister. They both lived quite nearby and giving lifts would be simple enough, as much as he’d prefer not to have to watch his alcohol units. Anyway, he’d sleep on it. No doubt his dreams would take an interesting turn tonight. 

However, on awaking on Tuesday morning, Mathew had no recall of any nocturnal experiences. He put this down to physical and mental exhaustion which had probably thrown him into a deep dreamless sleep. His subconscious must nevertheless have been at work, as he’d firmly made up his mind to call his mother and sister to invite them round on Wednesday evening to celebrate his first day at the new job. 

Before reaching for the phone, however, a sounder judgement caused him to reschedule to the weekend.  What if he came home on Wednesday too tired and distracted to play the good host? And by the weekend he’d have a little more to tell and, instead of dinner, he could arrange a lunch when everyone was more likely to be on their best form. In fact, how silly he’d been even to consider Wednesday evening in the first place.

He had a strange sense of this being his last day of freedom and that now was a buffer zone between two key phases of his life. He was torn between two contrary impulses. The first impulse was to sit back and enjoy the moment, clear his mind of past woes and future concerns and put off practical preparations for tomorrow for as long as possible. He defeated this temptation and instead obeyed a wiser inner voice telling him to get started right away.

Making a meaningful call to his mother was a matter of fine timing. Between nine and ten in the morning, she’d be up and about, but largely unresponsive and grouchy if engaged in conversation. Between ten thirty and midday was likely to be the most productive slot, as she’d be at her most alert and rational. By early afternoon, the loosening effect of the alcohol from her first couple of drinks risked turning any conversation into a minefield of potential slights, boasts and hollow promises.  By the evening, her speech delivery slowed down and the volume lowered as the mood became increasingly maudlin. From eight or nine onwards, he could expect anything from a violently aggressive diatribe to unconsciousness. 

After some minutes preparing what he intended to say and how to say it, Mathew picked up his mobile at exactly 11am and speed dialled mother. She answered within seconds. 

‘How nice of you to call, Mathew, there are one or two things I’ve been wanting to discuss with you,’ she began in her lucid matter-of-fact, though self-obsessed tone. Mathew knew he’d have to cut in quickly. ‘Yes, mother, I’m inviting you and Paula round to lunch on Saturday or Sunday, whichever suits you both best, so you can tell me all about it then. I’ll have something to celebrate, I hope...’

‘Well, that’ll be nice.’ She proceeded to outline the matters she had been wishing to discuss, ignoring Mathew’s suggestion to defer this part of their conversation. Her current preoccupation was with an imminent assessment to determine her eligibility for an enhanced citizen’s income on grounds of deteriorating health. 

With the conversation over nearly half an hour later, though mentally and emotionally fatigued, Mathew was relieved to have settled on a Saturday lunch. His mother had promised to confirm this with his sister and he would give them both a lift to his place. Mathew, however, had learned from bitter experience not to trust his mother to communicate anything concerning arrangements. Although she hadn’t yet reached sixty, he seriously worried about the toll the next few years would take on her health. 

Mathew’s call to his sister was much more straightforward. Although she was currently working for the council, he knew he’d be able catch her for a quick chat during her lunch break. Paula congratulated him on his prospect of a splendid new career and promised to be ready to be picked up in good time to arrive with her mother no later than half twelve on Saturday. She sounded quite cheerful and relaxed for a change, but Mathew restrained himself from extending their chat longer than necessary given the growing list of things to do which were crowding his mind. 

Having overcome the hurdle of arranging a social get-together with his mother and sister, Mathew decided to treat himself to his favourite home-cooked lunch of boiled brown rice fried up with a mixture of steamed vegetables and mushrooms. For dessert he settled for ice cream. He replaced his default cup of tea with a mango, pear and banana smoothie of his own mixing. 

By the time he’d done the washing up, it was already half past two. His thoughts drifted back to preparations for tomorrow. What should he wear? His smartest suit. Were the trousers properly creased? Should he prepare a packed lunch? How would he travel to work? He’d not enquired about a staff car park. Why hadn’t they mentioned that? Should he play safe and go by train like last week? 

No, he’d drive, but give himself plenty of time in case he had to find a parking space a little distance away. But that would be too unpredictable and stressful. No, he’d use public transport after all and enquire about a staff car park sometime during the day. He’d have time to research the routes and timetables for the bus – a mode of transport which he much preferred over the train for reasons he couldn’t explain.

Other trivial concerns crossed his mind such as whether to bring along his own stationery for the induction and training sessions, whether to shave this evening or in the morning and what aftershave to use. With most of these issues resolved and a few practical steps taken, he could now think about his evening meal. That was easy – finish the rice and veg fry-up he’d made for lunch and wash down with a glass of wine. It turned out he didn’t have any wine in, so he had to settle for beer. Just one bottle, as he didn’t want it oozing from his pores on his first day at the new job.

By mid-evening, he caught himself longing to talk to someone again, just for the sheer company and moral support, but he knew if he rang any of his friends without a specific reason, he’d feel awkward and it would be premature to talk about his new job tomorrow. Besides, any conversation along those lines would unnerve rather than reassure him. He gave in to the temptation to down another beer and allow the mild intoxication to assuage his vague sense of loneliness.

There was one last minor panic before turning in: he needed to decide which of his three bank accounts he wanted his salary paid into and have his bank details handy for the payroll people. A quick online check cost him a few more anxious minutes. The downside to having so many bank accounts was not being able to memorise his account numbers and bank codes. By 10pm he was sinking into a relatively untroubled sleep after dismissing a final self-reproach for allowing his last thought of the day to be money oriented.
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CHAPTER 3. INITIATION
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Mathew arrived at his new workplace in good time, congratulating himself on leaving his car at home. In recent years, the bus had become a more reliable, cheaper and comfortable means of transport. Even many private motorists had come to recognise this. So many factors now militated against cars and in favour of public transport. Steep road tax on all but the ‘greenest’ vehicles and prohibitive surcharges for driving in urban areas partly explained this.  Against this, trams, streetcars, buses and trains were heavily subsidised. Moreover, a political consensus had arisen over the need to green up transport in the face of unacceptable pollutions levels and the catastrophic technological and commercial failure of electric and driverless vehicles earlier in the century. 

Mathew was greeted at reception in much the same way as before, though this time he was led straight to Roger’s room and invited to sit down after helping himself to a coffee and croissant. He was the first to arrive and, on observing the single coffee pot next to a plate bearing just five croissants, he deduced the induction was to be a somewhat intimate affair. He appreciated having a few moments to collect himself before the next arrival. This was a tall ginger fellow, roughly his own age, who awkwardly helped himself to a croissant and struggled with the coffee pot before sitting down one desk away from Mathew. The two exchanged polite greetings, but Mathew didn’t yet feel sufficiently relaxed to begin a conversation with anyone. A minute later, Roger himself entered with the remaining two induction candidates. The last of these was an attractive lady, also of a similar age to Mathew. 

‘Lady and gentlemen,’ began Roger, ‘thank you so much all of you for getting here so punctually. We’re sticklers for that sort of thing here at the Agency, as I expect you may have guessed already!’

‘My role today is to introduce you to the Agency and explain the background to how we came into being, what our role is, our philosophy, our way of operating and our relation to the His Majesty’s Customs and Revenue. You’ll see we’re a cosy little group today, which is how we like it, so don’t hesitate to butt in and fire away questions at will. No need to put your hands up. This is an induction session - we’re not at school!’

Mathew admired Roger’s affable oratorial style and as at his previous encounter, at once felt at ease and confident he was going to enjoy the first day at his new job. 

Roger continued, ‘The first thing to note about our Agency is we have no name as such. We are the sole partner of HMRC in this field and hence have no need to distinguish ourselves from any other. You’re probably all too young to remember, but we’re not like those disreputable NHS and so-called teaching agencies of yesteryear which spent half their time pestering hospitals and schools for custom and the other half poaching staff and intelligence from each other, not to mention taxpayers’ money.’ Roger paused as if lost in thought for a moment. ‘Anyway, I’m not here today just to sing the Agency’s praises, but to explain, as I said earlier, how and why we came to be.

‘Until about twenty years ago, tax was a political hot potato. No one liked paying it whether income tax, value added tax or corporation tax and certainly no one wanted to pay any more than they already were. It was a huge source of resentment with so many press stories about how big corporations dodged paying it altogether and ordinary members of the public used every possible means to evade or avoid tax. This gave rise to a burgeoning industry employing various ruses to reduce their clients’ tax bills. For a large commission, of course.  

‘No government would stay in power for long if it so much as hinted at raising taxes by the slightest margin and no opposition party would ever gain power unless it promised to reduce them. But politicians across the ideological spectrum had to face growing demands on the State with overstretched budgets to provide more and better services and finance the Universal Citizen’s or Basic Income introduced in the late twenties. 

‘To cut a long story short, a coalition of the reformed political parties at last saw the wisdom of reaching a consensus on the need to set and then freeze income tax at the rate it is now, twenty per cent, and then look at alternative ways of filling the huge remaining hole in the State budget. 

‘Giant steps have been made in recent years to change the public perception of money. In a sense the seed of that change had been sown over a hundred years ago with Premium Bonds.  These provided the government with a steady and quite hefty source of income on loan from the public while offering in return security for their money along with a bit of excitement every month with the prize draw. But how many bond holders really understood the true function of Premium Bonds and how long did it take successive government treasuries to appreciate their full potential?

‘As you may recall, a few years ago, the government ran a campaign to raise their profile and urge all citizens with spare capital to invest in Premium Bonds. Why was the campaign so successful? Because it promised that the money on loan would be used to fund health, education and welfare services and subtly put across the message that this was a patriotic thing to do, as well as retaining the old excitement of the monthly draw. Who cared that the prize fund was a shade lower than inflation when banks were offering near zero interest rates and few citizens trusted the legislation promising to keep their money safe? 

‘The banning of any non-state-sponsored gambling in 2028 gave a terrific boost to the National Lottery and was timed nicely to coincide with Local Authorities setting up their own lotteries and community bonds to fund many services previously starved of investment. 

‘There have been many other creative ventures to get people enthusiastically parting with a larger portion of their cash than in previous generations when higher taxes were perceived as the only way.

‘Of course, today we have a much more powerful and diversified media to spread the word. By the end of the twentieth century, celebrity culture had become embedded in society and was set to become ever more influential. This enabled voluntary organisations and charities to use famous people from actors to sports personalities to pull at the public’s heart strings and guarantee a steady stream of regular and one-off donations. All the State needed to do was muster the courage to apply the same techniques in its own right and on a grander scale.’

Roger stopped at this point to take a sip of water. His delivery had become perceptibly more animated over the last minute or so, presumably to convince his small audience of his commitment to the cause. 

‘So, what about the Agency’s role in the latest government initiatives and where you come in? But, before that, and in case you think I’m too fond of my own voice, I’d like each of you to briefly introduce yourselves to the whole group. Later on, we’ll be doing some pair and group work where you’ll have a better chance to chat and learn more about each other.’

Mathew started the ball rolling, unconsciously prompted by a sense of entitlement at being the first to arrive. He confined his self-portrait to age, his geographical origin and career to date. He rounded off by apologising for having jumped in first and looked across at the female trainee, as if to nominate her to go next. She followed his cue by introducing herself as Emily, thirty-four, originally from Derby and having had at least five jobs since university, starting out as a financial adviser with a high street bank. She’d done a stint as a mortgage adviser and in her last job had specialised as a debt adviser for a charity before becoming thoroughly disillusioned with the role. 

The two gents then briefly introduced themselves. Peter, a short dark stocky young man, thirty-three, from Manchester, had worked in sales all his life.  And finally, Jonathan, the tall ginger chap, thirty-five, from Sheffield, who had started out as a bank cashier and progressed to the rank of mortgage adviser. Mathew hoped the other aspects of his fellow inductees’ lives were a little more interesting than their CVs, but it was unfair to judge them purely on the basis of their employment records. As Roger promised, he’d learn more about them during the breaks later on.

Despite his remark a few moments ago, Roger couldn’t have minded the sound of his own voice too much, as he swiftly moved on to outline at great length the Agency’s role, goals and policies.

He preluded this second speech with a joke about how the Agency functioned as a latter-day tax enhancement extractor or exactor for people who still knew hard words, as he put it. The government needed to siphon off approximately thirty per cent of the wealth its citizens generated in order to function and provide the services consensually expected of it. But the days of the taxman being seen as an enemy of the people had to become a thing of the past, Roger assured his audience. All but the very oldest generation nowadays had been taught in civics classes at school about the State’s vital role and how various taxes were essential to finance it. That battle was almost won. Still, psychologists agreed that owing to the dual nature of humankind – the selfish versus the altruistic – a good deal of work remained to be done. 

Roger continued, ‘Now for our first little role-playing activity. I want the person on your left to be a middle-income member of the public. The person on the right is, well, what you’re training to be – let’s call you a tax engagement officer. Your job is to persuade your partner to pay more tax voluntarily. I’ll give you a few minutes to think through your respective roles and then off we go. Four minutes prep time starting now!’ Roger set the timer on his phone. 

Mathew was sitting on the left, so he had to play the part of the innocent victim of Jonathan, the tax extractor man. Mathew let Jonathan initiate the conversation which began clumsily as most role-playing attempts do. Jonathan was very polite. He introduced himself in his official role before frantically searching for the right way to go about asking Mathew to pay more tax. Finally, he ventured, ‘Because the government needs it.... because ...its foreign investments have yielded lower returns than anticipated over the last quarter.... or rather last two years.’ 

‘Very good,’ Mathew slipped out of character to congratulate Jonathan on his commendable first effort before responding almost as uncertainly, ‘I suppose I could pay a little extra tax..., but before I agree to anything, can I just ask.... are you trying to get everyone to do the same?’ He could have bombarded his unconfident partner with more questions and challenges, but in the spirit of the exercise, graciously passed the baton back to Jonathan. 

The inductees were told to change roles and after about ten minutes in total, Roger called time. After a brief feedback session from the participants, Roger summed up some common themes. 

‘The sticking points always seem to be: how do you broach the subject of paying more tax with anyone these days? Can we make it any easier through a change in lexis? Can we avoid the word tax altogether to make the conversation easier? How do you explain why people should or may want to pay more? What do people want to know? At least two of you, for example, asked whether they were being singled out or were others being asked to do the same. You’ve observed in just a few minutes that people are likely to be more amenable when they feel part of something bigger.’

Roger made a few more key points arising from the role-playing before breaking up for coffee and a pain au chocolat. These had been discreetly brought in as an apparent upgrade to the earlier croissants and felt like a symbolic reward for getting through stage one of the induction programme. All the new employees appeared to have enjoyed Roger’s introductions and managed the role-playing reasonably well, though Mathew was disappointed at not being teamed up with the only female in the group and hoped there would be a chance to change partners later in the day. 

At this early stage, the trainees spent the break discussing the training so far rather than using the opportunity to get to know each other better. Mathew confessed to Jonathan that the moment he set eyes on the internet ad he somehow sensed this new career opportunity was meant for him and what he’d heard so far today confirmed that. Far from a tedious office-based role as a tax inspector or admin clerk, they’d be working with people in a meaningful way. Jonathan agreed, but said he doubted his own ability to make people warm to him and get them onside. Mathew slightly pitied Jonathan and wondered if his inferiority complex was connected with his being a redhead. 

The afternoon induction session provided an opportunity to get to know everyone a little better. Jonathan revealed he’d become disillusioned with his role as a mortgage adviser as he felt pressured to prioritise his bank’s profit over his clients’ best interests. Emily, who hadn’t paid Mathew any particular attention, said she’d enjoyed advising on ethical investments more than working with people in debt which she found depressing.  Peter was the only one who had apparently enjoyed his working life to date. He’d been entirely comfortable working in sales and only left the sector to take up a new challenge, as he put it. The glint in Peter’s eye as he uttered the word challenge suggested to Mathew this was a likely euphemism for financial gain. 

Roger finally broached the issue of pay which, as promised, was generous. The good news was that they’d all be earning up to twenty per cent more than in their previous employment. He also explained that the Agency had an equal pay policy for all employees. Increments were only paid for roles involving extra hours over and above the standard seven-hour working day. 

‘But the bad news,’ Roger paused for effect, ‘is that all employees agree to set a good example by, you’ve guessed it, making voluntary extra ‘tax’ contributions! But don’t worry too much; depending on your circumstances, you are free to set the rate anywhere between just two and five per cent of your gross salary. 

‘Now, before sending you home a little earlier than the end of the official working day, I’m going to set you a homework task. I’d like each of you to come up with alternatives to the word tax with all its negative historical connotations – Super tax in the 1930s game Monopoly, the 1990 Poll Tax, the 2013 Window Tax, the 2028 second home tax, and even everyday references to a taxing job, etc. I can guarantee you’ll have your work cut out this evening!

‘And finally, last week at your basic assessment I did promise to let you know at the end of your induction day what you’d be moving onto next. Tomorrow and Friday morning – yes, you’ll have the afternoon off if you behave – is for training in our basic techniques. Then on Monday you’ll be sent out on an assignment with one of our experienced agents to see how it all works in practice.’ 

On returning home, Mathew was surprised to feel so drained. After all, he’d spent most of the induction day passively listening to Roger talk and the only activities – role-plays and group discussions - had been quite relaxing. As he reviewed the day more thoroughly, however, he realised that his fatigue was more mental and emotional than physical. All the
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