The Walrus
Richard hated his office—but he loved his windows. 


His office was too big.  Too boring and sterile.  Six years ago it had all seemed like a good idea:  Glass Onion had recently taken over the old Hickman Bank building on Houndsditch and Richard, as power hungry CEO, had gone out of his way to claim the biggest and most pretentious office as his own.  Then, in a fit of completely uncalled for yet entirely too characteristic insanity he’d decided to strip the walls and redesign the entire southern half the thirty-third floor of Glass Onion Inc. From scratch. 


But it wasn’t all his fault.  Mrs. King had been just as excited about the project as he and between her enthusiasm and his chronic indecision it wasn’t long before the activity had deteriorated into the most time consuming and expensive endeavor of his entire life.  The interior designer had come highly recommended and with a great deal of fanfare and apparently armed with the belief that no joke was too obvious or too monstrous to be borne: as Richard had watched with astonishment the professional decorator had taken out all the dark, hearty, well built furniture and fixtures of the previous occupant and into the top-floor, top-notched offices of Glass Onion’s executive had come lots and lots of horribly cheap, pastel colored glass in the shape of Vidalia Onions. It had all been staggeringly inappropriate and much to his impotent fury Paul and Mrs. King had laughed, and even Armstrong, Paul’s workaholic best friend and the Co-Vice President of Glass Onion at the time, had stopped by for a snide remark.  


And so he’d started over.  He’d stripped the walls bare once again and he and Mrs. King had gone through catalogue after catalogue looking for just the right feeling, just the right furniture.  But just as they’d gotten close Things had Gotten Really Bad and now there he was, sitting in a very expensive, very bare and kind of cold office that he would have gladly abandoned as waste if it hadn’t been for the huge floor-to-ceiling windows that surrounded it on three sides.  


Ironically enough, he’d passionately disliked the windows in the beginning.  They’d been too distracting six years ago, and at the time Richard had had no time for distractions.  Hell, six years ago he’d barely had time to shave and shower, but thanks to economic windfalls of epic proportions and his earlier near psychotic devotion to being the best fucking investment banker in the Western World, he now had plenty of time. 


It was a shame, really, and quite ironic.  When Richard had been at Shrewsbury he would have killed for free time, but due to the regiment-like nature of English boarding schools this hadn’t been possible.  When he was sixteen he would have given anything to be able to retreat to a quiet corner for a year or two or however long it would have taken him to sort his shit out, but at the time his life had been constricted and constrained and filled with English composition and boxing practice and fucking speech therapy and all that other bullshit they’d been trying to force on him since he was six goddamn years old. 


But now he had plenty of time. Plenty of time to think, but nothing to think about.  He was too old for brutal self-contemplation, too old to sit around wondering where the fuck he’d gone wrong.  He was thirty-six and richer than god and he was too old to sit around trying to make it all fit, and furthermore he was too tired to care.  So when Richard sat at his windows he didn’t daydream or speculate.  Instead he sat there and kept his mind as blank as possible and just enjoyed looking out on hideously modern Lloyd’s of London and the grand dome of St. Paul’s and on summer days like that one he just liked to sit there and look at the fucking sun rise and set and at the way the Thames seemed to give off a sort of glowing blue energy and at the way the busses of tourists poured through the old Roman wall city.  And sometimes, if he was feeling brave and up for a bit of speculation, he liked to look over at the western portion of London where, if he tilted his head to the right and closed his left eye just a little bit he could almost see--


“What the hell are you doing here?”  Mrs. King stormed into the room and Richard turned from his windows just in time to see pure anger firing from his secretary’s steely blue eyes. 


“Ex-excuse me, Mrs. King?”  Richard had been waiting for this conversation for five months, but apparently even nearly a half-year of preparation wasn’t enough to stop him from stuttering. 


“What the hell are you doing here?” His elderly secretary repeated her self loudly as she scurried her short legs across the plush beige carpet.  “You were supposed to be out of the office until after lunch, sir.” 


“It is after lunch, Mrs. King.”  Mrs. King was now standing in front of him and Richard got to his feet, not out of deference for his secretary’s advanced age and allegedly fairer sex, but because he was at least a foot and a half taller than she was and he needed all the advantages he could get.  “I had an early lunch and for breakfast—“ 


“Sir, you know exactly what I mean.” Mrs. King broke in, apparently not interested in debating the technicalities of Richard’s meal schedule.  “We agreed that you’d—“ 


“You agreed, Mrs. King.” 


“We both agreed.” She snapped.  “We both agreed that you’d go to these—“ Mrs. King paused and Richard waited with great interest as she inserted that day’s euphemism.  During the past few months she’d politely tip-toed around the issue and referred to his Friday morning activities as meetings, visits, assemblies, encounters, bull-sessions, engagements, rendezvous, and trysts.  Richard had forced himself to remain outwardly annoyed, but in truth he’d been impressed and amused by this spontaneous synonym production—so much so that he was sure Mrs. King had a fully functional thesaurus in her brain, in addition to the calculator and events calendar he already depended on every goddamn day.  


“These—appointments.”  Mrs. King finished her thought, clearly annoyed at her bland word choice, her eyes falling in for half a second. Richard would have laughed aloud at her disappointment if she hadn’t been pinning him to the window with pure rage.  “We agreed that you’d keep going to these appointments and I’d stay on until you got a little better.” 


“F-first of all,” Please, Richard begged his tongue and throat and vocal chords and whatever the hell else was responsible, please don’t start stuttering.  It was going to be hard enough to convince Mrs. King of his okay-ness without also sputtering like fucking Porky Pig all over the goddamn place.  He took a deep breath and continued, much slower this time.  “First of all, I never agreed to this.” 


“You did—I was standing right here when you did.” She actually pointed to the carpet to refresh Richard’s memory.  “I handed you my resignation and you begged me to stay and I went out of my way and pulled a thousand strings to arrange these sessions with Dr. Luxen and, “ she took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Sir, I find this deception completely unacceptable. You must do better than this.”  Mrs. King was still shouting, but somewhere in her voice he could hear flickers of kindness, and that alarmed him more than anything else she could have possibly done.  She doted on her seven grandchildren and was Glass Onion’s most popular and best loved employee for the tenth year running, but with Richard she was never anything but testy and annoyed and out for blood. In the beginning he’d found her a little bit scary, but in the past five years he’d learned to expect and thrive on the acrimony of their relationship.  He’d been preparing for belligerence and perhaps a few foot stomps and some of her usual door slamming, but if she was going to be grandmotherly he was going to have to change battle tactics, and because he was who he was, that simply was not possible.  “How do you expect to improve if you don’t take a few steps in the proper direction?” 


“I have improved.” Mrs. King raised an eyebrow speculatively clearly no longer believing a word he said.  “I have,” he spoke rapidly to cover his shameful lies. “Last week I p-picked up some new ties on Bond street and just this morning I went to Tesco and—“ 


“I’m not talking about visiting your personal shopper and going to the grocer at two in the morning, sir.”  Mrs. King cut him down without so much as blinking an apology.  “I’m talking about real advances that will enable you to—“ 


“Please spare me this psychobabble bullshit.” Richard hated using such coarse language around his elderly employee, but he’d run out of ideas. Besides, it was all her fault anyway. If she hadn’t been so pushy and mean he wouldn’t have gotten so profane.  


“It’s not psychobabble, sir.”  She took a deep breath and took her voice down another couple notches.  “The police demanded that you go to counseling.  And if you don’t get proper help--“ 


“That was five fucking years ago, Mrs. King.  I th-think the police have probably forgotten all about me by now.”  Richard tried to keep his voice calm and professional, but he could feel himself starting to sweat and shake.  Only Mrs. King would be low enough to strike a blow exactly where she knew it hurt the most.  He’d almost managed to convince himself that the police had stopped keeping tabs on him as soon as he’d faded from the front pages of the Financial Times, but now all the old fears of arrest and public trials and prison time came roaring back with a vengeance.  “Besides, I haven’t done anything wrong.” 


“You’ve spent the last five years violating a direct order, sir.  They could march in here at any time and—“ 


“Yes, but they won’t.” Richard made a mental note to keep his fingers crossed.  The police had left him alone thus far, but Richard knew from too much experience that they could bust in at any moment and waltz him off to the pokey without more than a cursory explanation.  “After all, I really haven’t done anything wrong.” 


“Yet.” She was ominous. “But when they find out,” Mrs. King lowered her eyes for a second. “If you won’t do it for me, you should have at least considered going for your brother’s sake.  He’s tied up in this too and the police said they’d hold him responsible if you didn’t keep going to the doctor.”  


“Paul’s not going to get arrested.” He hoped.  


“He might.” 


“He w-won’t. If only because he’s not in the country. And besides, I’m okay now and there’s no real danger,” Richard trailed off, suddenly tired.  Too tired to think about the whole thing, too tired to keep his eyes open, too tired, even, to argue with Mrs. King.  His back hurt and his brain was throbbing and his palms were sweating and his fingers were shaking and all he wanted to do was close his eyes and sink down to the floor and wait until all of this was over and he could go back home and listen to the goddamn Beatles.  But he couldn’t. He was supposed to be okay now and people who were okay didn’t collapse on their office floors in the middle of the day.  

Or anyway, he didn’t think they did. 

“Have you talked to your brother about all of this?” 

“All of what?” Richard looked down at her, aware that his eyes were watery and itchy and probably bloodshot. They often turned red when he was feeling particularly jumbled.  

“All of your,” she paused. “When’s the last time you talked to Paul?” 

“Last week?  Or the week before.”  Or something like that.  It had been a while and it was summer and Richard always had trouble keeping track of time during the summer. He sat down in his brand new, state of the art, custom made aeron chair and looked out the window, hoping Mrs. King would take the hint and leave him the hell alone.   

“Well, which is it?” Mrs. King dragged last year’s version of state-of-the art chair design next to his and took a seat, apparently not interested in taking obvious hints.  

“I d-don’t know.” Richard’s voice was lower and filled with more despair than he’d wanted, but what the fuck was he supposed to do about that?  

“It’s beautiful up here, isn’t it?”  Mrs. King sighed as they both looked out the window. It had been raining for most of the last week, but earlier that morning the sun had broken through and filled the entire metropolis with a golden glow that would have looked great on a postcard.  

“I guess.” 

“Why haven’t you talked to Paul? Do you want me to call him?” 

“No.” 

“Why not?”  

“Because I don’t want you to.” They were both quiet for a while.  

“I’m going to have to retire soon, sir.” 

“I know.”  

“Warren is getting on in age and his arthritis is bothering him and—“ 

“I said I know.” Richard knew his response was inappropriately angry, but Jesus, what the fuck did she expect?  “I’m not stopping you, Mrs. King.”  At least not yet.  Richard knew it was selfish, but he intended to use every monetary tool at his disposal to make sure Mrs. King wouldn’t head off to the tropical beaches of the Bahamas until he was good and ready for her to leave.  But right then he was too tired to throw money at her or promise to donate another million pounds to the good people of Brixton.  “Just—leave me alone, okay?”  

“Okay.” Mrs. King rose regally and with a suddenness not at all congruent with her old age.  “I’m going upfront for a while.”  

“Fine.” 

“There’s a binder of numbers from this months’ Tokyo market on your desk.”  

“I s-saw it.” 

“Splendid.” She was polite.  Too polite.  “Is there anything else you need, sir?”  

“Nope.” She closed the door quietly behind her, leaving Richard alone with his brain, which was precisely the last thing he needed right then.  He shouldn’t have been so mean to her. This was clear now, much clearer than it had been even thirty seconds before.  Mrs. King was angry all the time, but at heart she was a sweet old soul and it wasn’t her fault he’d always had a problem with authority and shrinks and all those other kinds of fucking doctors.  

Although, truth be told, he’d always sort of liked physicians. When he was at Shrewsbury he’d spent most of his days hovering between the pediatrician and the psychologist and while neither type of doctor could ever really figure out what the hell was wrong with him at least the physicians would sometimes give him painkillers that would make him agreeably loopy and numb for a few days, which was much more than he could say for the fucking head doctors who never even bothered to try to make him feel better.  

In fact, they never tried anything.  He would go to their offices and they’d make him lay down on a poxy couch and talk about his feelings when all he wanted to do was pound their fucking faces in and run away. But at the time he hadn’t had any place to go, so he protested non-violently by sitting there in complete silence while the shrink of the week begged him to talk about his parents or his brother or the U.S. or his experience at Shrewsbury.  He was now able to think about it objectively and almost able to see the hilarity of it all, but at the time it had been horrific.  

But he didn’t want to think about any of his bad shit right now.  It was late summer and London was pretty great in the late summer and he had a nice view and so the fuck what if he was sitting thirty-three floors above most of the action?  There were too many people down there any way and besides he had a shit load of work to do and it wouldn’t have been right for him to play hooky and hang out at Hyde Park or something all day.  And anyway who the hell was he supposed to—

“Paul Ashton on line one, sir.” Mrs. King’s voice boomed through the intercom on Richard’s desk. 

“What?”  Richard shouted into the empty room, knowing full well that the intercom didn’t work two-ways, but also knowing that Mrs. King had ears like a lynx and could hear every word spoken within a two mile radius.  

“Paul Ashton on line one.  Sir.” She repeated on cue. 

“I thought we agreed you weren’t going to call him.” Silence.  Complete silence. 

Richard contemplated leaving or at least not picking up the phone.  He hadn’t talked to his brother in a long while and the thought of speaking to him right then made him want to throw up.  But he liked his brother. He really did. And that, plus the fact that Paul already knew he was in the office anyway thanks to Mrs. King’s defiant phone call, made him pick up the phone. 

“Richard Ashton.” 

“I know who the fuck this is.” Paul was growling and sounded sleepy. “What the fuck is going on up there?” 

“What do you mean?” Richard feigned innocence in an ill-advised last ditch effort to avoid the hell he knew was coming.  

“Vernice just called me and I—what the fuck are you thinking, Rich?”  

“Nothing I—“ 

“You’ve been skipping out on your goddamn therapy sessions again and probably listening to the Beatles and I don’t have time to—“ 

“You listen to the Beatles too.” 

“Yeah, but I’m not,” he sighed and Richard could picture Paul running his hands through his hair like he always did when he was frustrated and tired.  “Listen, Rich: Vernice is only there to help and there’s no reason for you to antagonize her like this.” 

“I know but—“ 

“No buts.  Go to your sessions.  I’m not going to be able to bail you out all the time.” 

“I know.” Richard tried a new tactic. “I’m fine, by the way.” 

“What?” 

“I said, I’m fine, by the way.” 

“Oh.” Paul thought for a second.  “That’s good to hear.”

“How are you?”

“Not too bad.” Paul’s voice shifted and somewhere in the back of Richard’s mind alarm bells began ringing.  “Not too bad at all.” 

“Meaning?” 

“Nothing.  Just—did you see me at the Justine premiere?”  Justine was the newest chick-flick offering from Victoria McNally, who was both Paul’s ex-girlfriend and the current darling of women’s fashion magazines.  They’d had one of those celebrity affairs that was never meant to last, but which wound up making both of them more famous than ever before.  

“No.” Richard had indeed seen the photos, but he wasn’t about to tell him that. Paul’s ego was already big enough.  

“Oh, well.” Paul took a deep breath and Richard realized with panicked surety that this conversation was in fact Going Somewhere.  “I was there with this woman and—“ 

“Really?” Richard broke in quickly, not exactly sure of what his brother was about to say but working overtime to prevent the inevitable. 

“Well, I wasn’t really there with her but—we were both there at the same time and—AP snapped a few photos and I was hoping you’d seen them.” 

“Well, I didn’t.” 

“Yeah, I know.  Anyway—she doesn’t like me at all but, I don’t know, you know?” 

“No, I really don’t.” Richard was trying to be funny but it came out kind of bitter. He quickly thought of a way to lighten his side of the conversation, but then he realized that Paul was on one of his rolls and hadn’t heard a damn thing Richard was saying. 

“She teaches Social Studies at the high school around the corner from Lincoln Center,” Richard’s older brother continued, “and every morning when I’m getting on the subway she’s getting off and—“ Paul sighed heavily. “But she won’t give me the time of day, you know?” 

“Sure.”  

“So what should I do?” 

“I have no idea.” 

“Well, the thing is she keeps popping up and every time I see her she looks better and better and—when’s the last time you got laid, Rich?” Paul braked quickly and changed conversational direction. He did that a lot.  It was part of his charm.  

“What?” 

“I’m asking when’s the last time you got laid.“ 

Richard thought of a witty retort, but had none at the ready. So he just sat there in cold silence, hoping his brother would confuse his inarticulateness with injured innocence.  

“Don’t get mad, I’m just asking.” Paul cleared his throat.  “It’s my duty as your big brother to make sure—“ 

“Don’t worry about me.” 

“Yeah, but you probably need—“ 

“You think I need you to tell me what I need?”  Richard needed to bang his head against his desk, but instead he changed the subject. “So you really like this girl, huh?”

“Yeah.” He paused. “Yeah, I like her a fucking lot.”  

“That’s great.” 

“Not it’s not.  It sucks.”  

“Why?” 

“Because she doesn’t want—I’ve got all these women and this one lady doesn’t want me and now I don’t know what to do.” Paul sighed.  “I feel so insecure.” 

“Join the fucking club, bro.”  They both chuckled.  

“I know. And I feel bad for even mentioning it to you but—it’s killing me.  I wait outside the subway every morning like a stalker waiting for her to go by and sometimes I stand there with—she likes these little mocha frappuccino things from Starbucks and there’s one across the street and,” he trailed off and Richard just sat there, completely dumbfounded.  Paul had always been confident—overconfident, really.  He’d always been good at sports and good with women and good at charming frosty, mean secretaries and it was absolutely shocking to her him sound so—pitiful.  “But she doesn’t like me and she probably hates me now because she didn’t want to be photographed with me and—“ 

“It’ll work out okay.” Richard said.  There was nothing else to say. It would work out okay for Paul because everything always worked out for Paul.  

“Well, thanks.” Paul breathed deeply, signifying the conversation was coming to an end.  “New York is beautiful in the summer, man. You should come visit.”  

“London is beautiful in the summer, man. You should come visit.”  

“I’m hanging up now and going back to sleep.” 

“Good for you.” 

“Hang tight, bro. And be nicer to Vernice.” 

“Of course.”  Richard hung up and turned back to his windows, ignoring the soft creak of the door as Mrs. King opened it.  

“Please go away.” 

“I had to do it, sir.” 

“You didn’t have to.  You just—“ 

“I had to.  You said yourself that you hadn’t talked to him in several weeks and I don’t think that’s good for either one of you.” 

“Mrs. King you deliberately inserted yourself into my personal life y-yet again and I don’t,” he sighed heavily and dramatically, and then completely lost his train of thought. “Please go away.”  

“I can’t sir.” She was standing right next to him now.  “At least not until you get a chance to read, initial and file this.” She handed him a piece of paper.  

“What the hell is this?” 

“My resignation. I wasn’t kidding.” Obviously.  

“But—“ 

“But nothing. We had a deal, you violated my trust and I see no reason to continue my employment here given the fact that you’re not improving and that Paul has given me such a beautiful retirement home in the Caribbean.”  Maybe she was bluffing.  Maybe she was trying to break his spirit or trying to bend his will and the thought of this speculated manipulation pissed him the hell off. 

“So quit then.  I’m not holding you here, goddamnit.”  

“Such language—“ 

“Why should I care? You’re on your way out anyway.” 

“I certainly am.” Mrs. King was furious again.  “I’ll be gone by the end of next week.” 

“Fucking f-fabulous.” He sputtered. “If you weren’t quitting I’d fucking fire you.”  

“Well, it’s a bit late for all that.”  She slid her letter along the window seal, apparently waiting for him to pick it up.  “If you need me I’ll be upfront.” 

“Great.”

“I’ll be searching for replacements starting on Monday morning.” She taunted him. 

“Fine.”  

“I’ll be sunning on the beach by the start of the fall.” 

“Send me a postcard.” 

“Not a chance in hell.” Hmph.  “I’ll be moving my stuff out of the outer office very soon unless—“ And here it came.  She had been bluffing.  A powerful wave of relief swept over Richard that threatened to knock him out of his chair. 

“Unless?” 

“Unless you agree to improve your behavior.” 

“Well, I’m not going to any more shrinks, if that’s what you mean.” 

“No that’s not what I mean.” She smiled a little. Mrs. King actually smiled.  If Richard had had a camera he would have taken a picture.  “I mean—you’ve been going to the grocer and out shopping for a while now and I think it’s time for you to graduate to a new level of social interaction.“ 

“No.” 

“Just hear me out.” 

“No.”  

“Sir, how can you improve if you don’t—you’re always saying you need a better grasp on the daily operations of G.O.I. and if you could somehow find a way to mingle with your employees I’d—“ Mrs. King looked at him and chuckled. 

“What?” 

“You’ve got this look on your face like—I’m just talking about a few parties, sir.  Nothing spectacular.”  

“Y-yeah, but.”  Richard had suddenly broken out in a cold sweat and he had to wipe his hands on his wool trousers to keep warm. “I’m not in any position to—“ 

“Sure you are.  I think you’re ready.” 

“No. You don’t—I’ve never been one for parties and stuff like that.  Even before Things Got Really Bad.” 

“I know, but I just thought—“ 

“No.” She took a deep breath, her wire rimmed glasses winking in the bright sunlight.  

“Then how about—there are a few KCBC meetings coming up and—“ 

“Hell no.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“I said hell no.”  

“You’ve been holding meetings for the past two years and—“ 

“Those were hardly meetings, Mrs. King.”  And he was right.  They hadn’t been meetings, they’d been massacres.  Once, when Mrs. King had been ill and he’d been forced to order his own lunch from the office cafeteria he’d had a thirty second conversation with the culinary intern who’d brought him his toasted turkey club.  And then, a few months ago, he’d had a late night ‘chat’ with the bathroom janitor that had mostly consisted of grunts and nods and a few suspicious glances. The intern had wound up with a sizable promotion and the janitor had wound up with a twenty thousand pound raise and Richard had had nightmares about both encounters for much longer than he cared to admit.  

“You did fine.” 

“I fumbled around and fucked them up.  They were emb-embarassments, Mrs. King.”  

“You just need practice.” 

“I just need to be left alone.”  

“Why don’t you—“ 

“Listen, I’m just n-not, okay?” 

“Okay. Then I insist that you go to the party, then.  Paul insisted that you go to the party.” 

“He didn’t say anything about it when we talked on the phone.” 

“Nevertheless.  We’ve been discussing this for several weeks now and—“ 

“Who’s been discussing what?” This was terrible.  This was more than terrible.  It was enough to have Mrs. King and Paul after him separately, but if they were going to gang up on him—fucking hell.  

“Paul and I.  And we decided—“ 

“Well, I’m not doing it.” 

“You are.” 

“I’m not.” 

“Then I’m retiring.” 

“I heard you the first time.” 

“I’m not kidding about this.” 

“I know.”  

