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Telos:

from the Ancient Greek τέλος:
an end, purpose or goal.

Fulfilment.

The belief that everything in nature
(specifically a person)
has a potential it can reach when it is most ‘itself’.

[image: logo]

finding fulfilment in the service of humankind.
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The Lab

‘One step closer,’ Rachel commanded.

Luke sighed and moved nearer. He was now standing directly across the desk.

Rachel paused as she made a small adjustment. ‘Okay. Ready.’

‘What do you want me to do?’

‘Make eye contact, for a start.’

Luke raised his head. His eyes were deep blue and fringed with thick, dark lashes. ‘Eye contact established. What now?’

‘I need you to be feeling a powerful emotion. Something recognisable. So think of something that you feel strongly about. Don’t say what it is.’

Luke’s gaze flicked to Rachel’s and then away again. She saw him draw a deep breath and then narrow his eyes in concentration. He stared, with electric intensity. Rachel observed him closely. He seemed to have forgotten to breathe. She saw his eyes flare. His pupils widened visibly and she heard a change in his breathing. His hands tightened into fists.

‘What do you see?’ she said.

The voice beside her was low and quiet. ‘Pupil dilation, respiration shortened and more rapid, up to twenty breaths per minute, heart rate increased by—’

‘Luke’s wristband is picking up his vital statistics and I can read them on my screen,’ Rachel said impatiently. ‘Tell me what he’s feeling. What do you sense?’

There was a long silence before the figure at Rachel’s side spoke again. ‘He is focused. Not agitated, but concentrating very hard.’

‘Good,’ said Rachel. ‘Keep going.’

‘He is frowning. His temperature is steady, and I see no signs of anger. I don’t believe I have made him angry.’

‘Not yet,’ said Luke.

‘He said “not yet” as if it were a warning, but I detect a smile. Was that a joke?’

‘As close to a joke as you’ll ever get from Luke,’ said Rachel.

‘Is this going to take long?’ said Luke.

‘I think I have it!’ The voice was excited. ‘He is impatient because we are taking up his time.’

‘Impatient,’ said Rachel. ‘Was that it, Luke? Was that the emotion you were expressing?’

Luke laughed and visibly relaxed. ‘I would have said irritated. But, yeah, impatient is close enough. Can we stop now?’

‘Don’t be a spoilsport,’ said Rachel. ‘It’s going so well. Just a few minutes more . . .’ She checked her watch. ‘Oh no! Look at the time. I must get away on time today – it’s our anniversary. Eighteen years. Can you believe it?’

‘I can,’ said Luke drily.

‘Aidan’s booked us in for dinner at the Old Saxon. I was so thrilled when he told me. You can’t get a table there for love or money. He must have organised it months ago.’ Her smile was wide with excitement.

‘Sounds like fun,’ said Luke. ‘Happy anniversary.’

‘Thanks.’

Rachel stood up from her chair and stretched. The last rays of sunlight slanted in through the windows, dappling the teetering stacks of paper on her chaotic desk. She moved over to the window and looked out at the smooth lawns which surrounded the laboratory building. It had been a beautiful spring day and it promised to be a lovely evening. She imagined holding Aidan’s hand across the restaurant table, sipping a cool glass of wine. She would put work out of her mind for once and relax. Yes, there was a tiny glitch she’d spotted in the experiment, and she’d have liked the time to run the sequence one more time and solve it, but not now. Now was the time to switch off.

She looked over to Luke’s side of the lab. He had crossed to one of his workbenches and was recording some data on a clipboard in his small, meticulous handwriting. She made fun of him for writing things out by hand before he entered the information into his computer, but he was insistent.

‘I like to form things manually,’ he’d say when challenged. ‘If it doesn’t exist physically, it isn’t real to me.’

She laughed at that – she could make mountains move and galaxies whirl with the keystrokes of her computer and that was as real as any column of handwritten figures. But Luke was adamant. ‘I think with my hands,’ he’d repeat insistently. And he did. She had never worked with such a fine mechanical engineer. If she could conceive of something, Luke could build it. His obsessive attention to detail equalled her own, and his creativity was boundless.

When she’d joined Telos she’d imagined she would be working in a large team. But the organisation’s policy was to pair scientists with complementary skills. They held excruciating meet-and-greet induction events to matchmake researchers.

Luke, who had joined at the same time as Rachel, had refused to participate in the speed-dating event. He’d sat alone at a table, working on his laptop, not talking to anyone. Passing behind him on her way to get coffee, Rachel had glimpsed a 3D diagram of a human hand. He was trying to model the motion of a finger and thumb pinching together. But there was an error somewhere and the movement had a judder which he couldn’t seem to remove. Rachel could sense his frustration, but his squared shoulders and fierce demeanour made her nervous to talk to him. She glanced around for something to write on and, finding nothing, took the sticky nametag label off her lab coat. ‘Try this:’ she wrote on it, and scribbled a few lines of code. She stuck the label to the table next to his clenched left fist and walked away.

Half an hour later, she was deep in conversation with a behavioural psychologist when Luke appeared and loomed over them. Her companion stopped speaking and looked up. Luke was holding his laptop. He spun it around so they could see the screen. The finger and thumb closed in a smooth, even motion.

‘I’ll work with you,’ he said abruptly.

Now, three years, countless arguments and some of the most fruitful research of her career later, Luke looked up and saw her watching him. He raised his eyebrows inquiringly.

‘One more go?’ he asked.

She shook her head. ‘I really had better get moving or I’ll be late.’ She took her mobile phone out of her lab-coat pocket to text her daughter.

[image: Icon] Hi honey. I left a pizza in the fridge for you. How’s chemistry?

Chloe’s reply was instant.

[image: Icon] Yeah cool. Thanks for pizza. Good. Just designing my study plan.

[image: Icon] ‘Designing’? Does that mean chatting to Amy on Snapchat?

[image: Icon] Snapchat? Ooh, get you, Mum, down with the kids with your social-media terms.

[image: Icon] I think you’ll find that’s ‘Down wit teh kidz’.

Chloe replied with a little image of a face, its eyes raised heavenwards.

[image: Icon] What does that mean?

[image: Icon] Eye-roll emoji. Lame Mum-joke.

Chloe added a face whose spectacles and grey hair in a bun suggested a pensioner.

Rachel laughed and went over to Luke’s desk to show the image to him. ‘This is how my daughter sees me,’ she said.

‘I see a certain resemblance.’

‘I get enough lip from her already, thank you. Aidan says she’s fifteen going on thirty-five. It’s my own fault, of course. I wanted a strong-willed daughter who could stand up for herself. I didn’t really think that through.’

Rachel imagined Chloe sitting cross-legged on her bed, her thumbs flying across the phone screen faster than she could speak, her long hair, so like Rachel’s own, falling to her shoulders like spun sugar. Her smile was more like Aidan’s, with a sardonic twist at the corners. Rachel felt a sudden swell of love.

[image: Icon] Cheeky (fierce mum-face emoji). I’m late to meet Dad. Got to go. Love you.

[image: Icon] Happy anniversary, you crazy lovebirds. Have fun.

Rachel pocketed her phone, logged out of her computer and headed to the cloakroom to collect her things. The room seemed empty without her. But then the voice spoke again, making Luke jump a little. He’d forgotten he was not alone.

‘Have we concluded our work for the day?’

‘It would appear so. Why?’ said Luke.

‘I sense a change in you. When Rachel checked her watch just now, your vital signs became more agitated. Were you responding to her announcement that she needed to leave on time to get to her anniversary dinner?’

‘Hardly,’ Luke said, and laughed.

‘Heightened colour in the face often signifies embarrassment or emotional stress,’ said the voice.

‘Who has heightened colour?’

‘You do. And your heart rate is beginning to speed up again, which is a sign of—’

Luke abruptly unbuckled the wristband which transmitted his physiological signs and tossed it among the chaos of Rachel’s desk.

‘You may choose not to participate further in the experiment, but the recorded data is incontrovertible. May I remind you that I registered your emotional upheaval?’

‘May I remind you that I know where your off button is?’ said Luke.

‘I don’t have an off button.’

‘I built your circuitry, so I know exactly which wire to snip.’

‘Another joke?’

‘I don’t make jokes. You should know that by now.’

Rachel came back into the room. She had shed her white lab coat and was wearing an emerald-green dress which reflected the unusual colour of her eyes. She had brushed out her long blonde hair.

‘Your ensemble is aesthetically pleasing,’ said the voice.

‘Thanks,’ said Rachel offhandedly. ‘Bye, Luke, I’ll see you tomorrow.’ She waved to him as she picked up her coat and headed for the door. ‘Can you put it in rest mode and onto charge?’

‘Sure. And by the way, you do look—’ he began, but Rachel was already gone. He sighed. He expected the voice to comment, but it was silent. As he moved around the room, tidying up and wrapping up for the day, he caught a trace of Rachel’s perfume in the air. Almost as soon as he recognised it, it was gone. Like Rachel herself, it seemed to slip away from him.
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Aidan

Rachel was late. No, thought Aidan. That wasn’t quite right. She was halfway late. It was fifteen minutes after the time they’d arranged to meet but still fifteen minutes before the time he could realistically expect her to arrive.

He’d arrived at the restaurant on the dot of seven and settled himself at a table by the window, with a view of the River Cam. He’d ordered a bottle of their favourite Sauvignon Blanc and a basket of bread. Sipping his wine, he gazed out at the tourists and students as they ambled along the towpath. Maybe he and Rachel could go for a stroll after dinner? It was a long time since they’d had time to walk aimlessly, holding hands, chatting. He’d like that.

He pulled his phone towards him. No message from her. He wasn’t surprised. She moved too fast to stop and send a text. ‘I’ll be there a minute sooner if I just come rather than stopping to tell you I’m on my way,’ she reasoned.

There was, however, a text from his boss, Fiona.

Can you get in a bit early to open up tomorrow morning, Aid? Need to do some work on the accounts and it’s quieter at home.

No prob, he fired back. He liked Fiona and was happy to help her out.

Fiona was posh – the sort of person he’d never encountered when he was growing up. Yet she was one of the kindest, most generous people he had ever met. She had started Foothold, a non-profit organisation, fifteen years before, using her expertise as a recruitment consultant to help people who had been out of work for a long time gain skills and confidence. She’d built the team organically, as she’d discovered what help people might need. Her first hire had been Lola, an energetic, bright-eyed actor who worked with the clients on interview and presentation skills. Thomas, a gentle, introverted writer, helped them to develop and refine CVs and write compelling covering letters. Aidan had come on board to teach clients about computers – some of them had never sent an email or accessed the internet, others wanted to gain a concrete skill such as data entry or basic web design. Fiona’s most recent hire was Kate, an occupational psychologist. Over time they’d come to realise that the burden of unemployment sometimes affected people’s mental health. Kate was there to work with them, build their self-esteem and get them professional assistance if they needed it.

Foothold was a good place to work. Sometimes it could be difficult and frustrating and clients could take one step forward and then two steps back, but Aidan loved it. He felt he was making a difference. It wasn’t glamorous or well paid, and there was no scope for promotion, but the job was enough for him.

He and Rachel had started in the same place – in fact in exactly the same place – meeting on the first day of their undergraduate degree course in computer science. Within a very few days he’d realised that Rachel outshone him in every way. Rachel graduated with a first and the best results of their year, by a mile. They took a year off to travel, and then she was accepted for postgraduate study at Cambridge, followed by a PhD. Aidan earned his own modest 2:2 and looked for the kind of job that would pay the bills, first in London and then up in Cambridge when it became clear Rachel would be there for some years. Marriage followed, then Chloe . . . and suddenly, here they were eighteen years later. And here he was, waiting for his wife once again.

Rachel crossed the restaurant to join him, moving so fast her hair lifted behind her like a streak of light. He barely registered the eyes that turned towards her as she passed. With her slender limbs, bright eyes and crackling energy, she often got a reaction, from women as well as men. He still felt a little prickle of excitement when he saw her, a mixture of love, desire, anticipation and exasperation. She came into his arms and they kissed.

‘Sorry,’ she said.

‘No worries.’ He drew her chair out for her.

She sat down and instantly took a piece of bread from the basket. ‘I’m starving,’ she said, biting off a chunk.

‘I thought you might be. No breakfast or lunch again?’

She shook her head, still chewing. ‘Problem in the heart-rate software. The sensors are too sensitive, if you can imagine such a thing. My readings were all over the place, and then I realised someone was cutting the lawn outside and I was picking up the vibrations from the mower.’

She kept talking, explaining the details of her experiment, tearing bits off the bread and eating it hungrily. Aidan was content to sit and listen, sipping his wine and watching the sunlight in her hair.

After a few minutes she broke off, reached across the table and took his hand. ‘Happy anniversary, handsome husband.’

‘Happy anniversary, beautiful wife. Was Chloe okay?’

‘Fine. Well, she said she was “designing her study plan”. She told us to have fun.’

‘That’s nice.’

Rachel let out a sigh. ‘I’m not sure she understands how important these exams are.’

‘Are they though? Year Ten exams? It’s not like it’s her GCSE year . . .’

‘What about her predicted grades? If she’s going to go to Cambridge . . .’ Rachel stopped short, staring at Aidan’s expression. ‘She is still talking about Cambridge, isn’t she?’

‘She said something the other day about a gap year . . .’

Rachel leaned back in her chair and folded her arms.

‘What?’ said Aidan defensively.

‘Typical. She would talk to you about that. She knows perfectly well I would never fall for it.’

‘Why is it such a bad idea for her to take a year and maybe do some travelling? We did it.’

‘After university.’

‘So? She doesn’t need to dive straight from A levels into massive academic pressure at university. There’s no rush.’

‘No rush?’ Rachel looked at him like he was crazy.

‘She doesn’t even know what she wants to study yet. Give her some time.’ Aidan reached over and took her hand again. ‘Hey,’ he said gently, ‘can we leave this for now? Chloe going to uni is still years away, for a start. And secondly, how often do I get a night out with my hot wife?’

She smiled at him and squeezed his hand. ‘You’re right. Of course. But Chloe’s so smart, I just want to see her reach her full potential.’

‘And she will. She may just take a slightly different path to yours, that’s all.’

Rachel narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Next thing you’ll be recommending I try a little mindfulness.’

‘Next thing I’ll be recommending you try a little pumpkin ravioli. It’s delicious here.’

She leaned across the table and kissed him sweetly and deeply. ‘Pumpkin ravioli, Mr Sawyer? You’ve got all the sexy talk.’

‘Wait till I tell you about the chocolate ganache brownies, Dr Prosper,’ he said, murmuring against her soft lips. ‘You’ll be entirely at my mercy.’

‘Oh no,’ she breathed, ‘whatever will I do?’
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Rachel

Twenty-four hours later, Rachel checked her watch. Somehow it was six-thirty again. Where had the day gone? Luke had set off for Oxfordshire at noon to meet with a supplier, leaving her alone in the lab, and she had not looked up from her screen since two.

Aidan would have dinner ready at home for seven and she wasn’t going to be there unless she hurried. She looked back at the screen, but the letters and numbers danced before her eyes. She must be very tired. The screen looked decidedly blurred and there was a sharp pain just above her left eye.

She logged off her computer and stood. The room swayed and bent around her and she felt the pain stab again. It was all catching up with her. She gathered her bag and keys and walked out to her car.

She was the last to leave the building – the only other person still on the premises was Errol, the security guard at the main gate. Her car was baking hot from having sat in the sun all day and she felt a lurch of nausea. Maybe it was more than tiredness. Maybe she was coming down with something? She started the car and cranked up the air conditioning. She waved goodbye to Errol as she pulled out onto the main road. A quarter to seven. If she drove fast along the winding country lane, she’d be home by ten past.

But as she drove, the nausea came in waves. The pain migrated from above her eye, around the side of her head, and became a growing ache in the base of her skull and neck.

It couldn’t be . . . ? No, of course not. That was a ridiculous thought; her deepest, darkest fear. Rachel pushed it away. She put her foot down and drove a little faster. She just needed to get home.

As she swung around the tight bend, the tree loomed ahead of her, its trunk wide and straight and strong. It was beautiful. There were so many shades of green in its spring foliage, from neon brightness to something deeper, was it called hunting green? So many greens and she didn’t have names for them all. She knew she should turn the wheel, should move her foot onto the brake. But somehow no messages were reaching her body. Her mind was filled with green. Just green. Then black, then a grinding, roaring crash. Then silence.
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