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Double Take 
 
 
 
Robert Symonds pulled his coat tightly around himself as he strode from car to 
office building. The weatherman had predicted snow for today but all they’d got so 
far was rain and sleet. A typical winter’s day in London town. 

 
“Morning, Mr. Symonds. Looking a bit dodgy out here.” 

 
Days like this Robert preferred not to converse unless it was strictly necessary. 
Nodding at the doorman he entered the marbled lobby and rode the executive 
elevator up to the tenth floor. Another blinding headache. He fumbled in the top 
drawer of his desk for a bottle of aspirin and a special something he kept around 
for days like today… 

 
Just before noon there came a knock at the door. The special stuff was working by 
then and Robert was feeling more sociable. 
 
“The bad Penny! Been waiting all morning for one to turn up, if you catch my drift.” 
Penny thought she did. She looked at him stonily. “I scheduled F&A for 2:00.  
The conference room on eight.” 

 
Penny was a Senior Executive Assistant with the firm, a woman in her mid-thirties. 
Sharp and efficient, and serious to the point of severity. In the more than six 
months they’d worked together Robert could not recall her once smiling, though she 
seemed friendly enough with some of the other women in the division. He sometimes 
wondered if she had a problem with men, or perhaps just with him. 

 
“Can’t it wait until tomorrow, sweetheart? Rather preoccupied with this other 
business right now, as you know. Bigger fish to fry.” 

 
“They only need fifteen minutes.” 
 
“Even so…” 
 
 Do you want me to call back and cancel?” 

 
Robert studied the woman for a moment. He thought she looked discomfited – even 
more so than usual. He stood up and attempted to offer a reassuring arm. Penny 
flinched at the touch and brushed it aside. Moved to the other side of the desk and 
handed over a thin sheaf of papers. 

 
“The agenda for the Board meeting and your schedule of appointments. Looks like 
you’ve got a busy afternoon. I’ll get out of your way.” 

 
*** 
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Sleazy banter and touching again. Penny didn’t linger there a second longer than 
necessary. It was all so tiresome. Mother would no doubt have advised that she 
play along, humor him. Men are such silly creatures dear… life is hard for a woman 
on her own… and most notorious of all – a girl needs to make the most of her 
advantages. But mother wasn’t here any more. 
 
Penny had never known her father but as a little girl, had idolized her mother. Used 
to dream of following in her footsteps and becoming an actress. (Had her mother ever 
actually told her that or did she invent it?) Her child brain conjured up images of a 
mansion in Hollywood, hordes of adoring fans, handsome princes in love with her, 
the works.  
 

The fantasy worked well – up until the time Penny began to suspect what her mother 
really did for a living. Suspected, she was never quite sure. One thing she knew for 
sure, mumsy had a lot of friends back then and they were all men. They came to the 
house at night wearing dark suits and frozen smiles and left before dawn. Like 
vampires. Left gifts as tokens of their appreciation – perfume, small items of jewelry, 
funny lacey clothes. Occasionally things for Penny. Coloring books, stuffed 
animals, funny shiny things that danced when you wound them up. Christmas every 
month of the year. If she was a good little girl. Did as she was told, kept her mouth 
shut afterwards… 

 
 

Penny didn’t feel much like a movie star these days. She’d fallen into a pit long ago 
and there were no handsome princes. The councilor said it would take time, that she 
needed to learn to trust again. She heard the clock ticking and the pulse throbbing in 
her throat as she lay awake at night and didn’t think she had that much – time or 
trust. 
 
A few weeks ago she’d met somebody, a new addition to the group. A shy, sad-
eyed man, looked to be around her age, perhaps a few years older. Social anxiety she 
heard, possible Asperger’s. His name was Bob something. They were discouraged 
from using surnames and he hadn’t gone out of his way to volunteer it. The man had 
awakened something in Penny, something she’d assumed was dead. She wasn’t sure 
how she felt about that. As a human being you were meant to be able to feel, or what 
was the point? And yet…  
 
Would he be there tonight, this man? What would they find to say to each other 
anyway? She wasn’t exactly the assertive type and he hadn’t shown much interest in 
her. 

 
*** 

 
It so happened that Robert had a major, possibly career changing, decision to make 
today. The Abernathy deal. A risky proposition, yet the payoff could be enormous. 
He was scheduled to meet with their reps in just a few hours. 
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 Robert’s rise to the tenth floor within three years of joining the firm had been 
nothing short of miraculous, all things considered. Nonetheless, he hadn’t made a 
major killing in months and the pressure from above was starting to build. In order to 
realize his goal of making Senior Partner before the age of forty, a feat unprecedented 
in the history of the firm, he would need to do something spectacular, and soon. Pull 
off some kind of major coup. This deal could be the one. 

 
Not if it blew up in his face. He ran the projections on his laptop for the umpteenth 
time and still couldn’t decide. 

 
The headache was back with a vengeance and Robert’s mood had taken a turn south. 
His mind started to wander, as it often seemed to do now, back to his days as a 
student in London. Why was he drawn to that time of all times at times like 
this? There was something in there that seemed important somehow, but for the life 
of him he couldn’t figure out what, or why. Broke, strung out, living on the edge, 
cheap booze and floozies and whatever else he could get hold of, just to make it 
through from one day to the next, to forget what had happened at home. And all the 
damn studying – Keynes and Hume and shit. Funny to think that once after a 
particularly rough night of it he’d been on the point of throwing the whole shebang in 
the crapper and taking up, of all things – bartending! He shuddered inwardly at the 
thought. 

 
Robert looked disgustedly at the list of afternoon appointments Penny had left. There  
was the conference call to Foster & Associates at 2:00 and the meeting with the 
Abernathy boys at 3:00. Then the Board meeting at 5:00 – at which he was 
expected to deliver a presentation, for God’s sake. The afternoon from hell! 

 
*** 

 
Bob peered through the widow at the man he’d dubbed the fat cat. Not that he 
was actually fat, a little pudgy maybe. The man was sitting at his desk, head raised and 
looking straight ahead. Bob could see his face very clearly in profile. Looking at the 
man from this angle he noticed something amusing. The fat cat looked a lot like 
him, or would do minus the Van Dyke, the fancy suit and about twenty pounds. He’d 
been working this floor for a couple of months and it seemed strange that he’d never 
noticed it before. 

 
 The wind was picking up and it was starting to snow. Bob had polished off the last o 

his thermos of coffee a half hour ago and it felt like his lips were starting to freeze.  
 

Up here, Bob had plenty of time to think. Days like this he mainly thought that 
he should have stayed in school. He could have become something, somebody. He 
was a student at the famous London School of Economics. The professors all told 
him he had the smarts. The world at his fingertips, the future his. Grab it, they 
said. How could he grab the future when he couldn’t even make sense of his past – 
of himself? One morning he dozed off on the bus after spending the whole night in 
the law library. Found his sorry self in South Kensington without a penny to get 
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home and decided then and there that he liked pulling pints more than he liked 
pulling all-nighters. Twenty years on and here he was…  
 
Bob studied the man more closely. Remarkable, really, the resemblance! Downright 
uncanny. Right down to the mole on the right side of his (their) face! He stared 
through the window, open mouthed and no longer amused… 
 

*** 
 

Something at the edge of Robert’s vision caught his attention and he looked towards the 
window. There was a window cleaner on a scaffold out there. The man was looking at 
him. Not looking – staring! 
 
The window cleaner looked away the instant they made eye contact. The prospect of 
corporate espionage reared its ugly head – perhaps the chap had one of those tiny high-
resolution cameras. He adjusted the position of his computer screen so that it faced 
away from the window. He would have closed the blinds only the way he felt right now 
he doubted he’d make it over there without falling flat on his face. 

 
*** 

 
 The man must have sensed he was being watched because he turned his head and looked 
in the direction of the window. Bob looked away. 

 
 Bob shrugged and glanced at his watch. Another fifteen minutes and it would be time to 
pack it in for the day. Just as well, not only was he freezing his balls off up here, he 
was seeing doubles! 

 
*** 

 
It was warm in the office and Robert was sweating. Spies posing as window cleaners! He 
wondered what his high priced shrink would make of that. Just because you happen to 
be paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you. He glanced at his laptop. The 
Abernathy figures were still on the screen. Taunting him. Pick us if you dare. The 
headache was killing him. Right now, he would trade places with the window cleaner in 
the blink of an eye. No market analyses, contingency tables, stock projections, senior 
partners, investors… 

 
Robert was finding it harder and harder to focus, though he badly needed to. Instead he 
thought about Penny the ice princess. Thought she was hot, or would be if she weren’t so 
freaking cold. No problem, he would thaw her out. Melt her. The intrepid Robert 
Symonds, knight in shining armor and master of his realm. He could do anything, right? 
In your dreams hot shot, he thought. In another universe… 

 
A symphony of pain was playing behind Robert’s eyeballs and a ringing had started in 
his ears. There was an unpleasant smell in the air, like a mixture of burning rubber and 
manure. Images from the movie Towering Inferno came spilling into his head. His father 
had taken him to see it when he was a kid. It was a Sunday afternoon, just before the 
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trouble at home when his mother had taken him away because his father had– He 
slammed his fist into the side of the desk. He wouldn’t think about that now… wouldn’t 
ever think about– 

 
Suddenly the pain in Robert’s head escalated to the level of scalding agony and his vision 
exploded in a blinding flash. He opened his mouth to scream and found he couldn’t. His 
eyes rolled back in his skull as the blackness washed over him and he was … free. 

 
*** 

 

Bob started to pack up and think about the day ahead. The first item of business was to go 
home and get some shuteye. Then he’d wander down to the pub for a pint and a spot of 
supper. Just like the night before and the night before that. Yet there was something special 
about tonight and in Bob’s exhausted state it took a moment to recall that it was… Tuesday. 
Later that evening was the weekly meeting of the support group he had recently started 
attending. There was a woman in the group that he was attracted to, though she was no 
doubt way out of his league. They’d only spoken a few times. She told him her name 
was Penny and that she lived alone since her mother died and worked as a secretary for 
an investment company in the City. And that she hated vampires. 

 
The fat cat was slumped over his desk now, taking a nap. Some sweet gig, paid through the 
nose to sleep half the day in his plush warm office. Bob didn’t envy the man, though. He 
liked this job well enough, sub-arctic conditions and all. Up here in the sky he felt free. 
No boss to push him around, no snotty customers to deal with, no young jerks messing 
with his mind. Just Bob Symonds, perched above the world like an eagle. 

 
 Bob’s thoughts returned to Penny. He sensed a kind of energy between them, wondered if 

he  was imagining it. It had been so long since he’d been with a woman. He’d been trying 
to work up the courage to ask her out. He’d do it tonight if the opportunity presented 
itself. Definitely tonight – he hoped. 

 
 


