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Chapter 1


It was just after three o’clock when Vince Kingmyle arrived back at his office. It had, he reflected, been a worthwhile lunch break at the golf club: he’d had a pleasant meal; he’d booked the course for the party of tourists that were due in a couple of weeks; he’d also spent a worthwhile hour talking to that new member, Mike.


Mike seemed like a good fellow, thought Vince. The young man had certainly seemed impressed by the brief biography Vince had given him and had appeared eager to hear the story of Vince’s promising football career, so cruelly terminated by injury, and the subsequent success that had followed during his time in the Civil Service and now as a respected local businessman. He also had the impression that Mike would be keen to hear more about the many golf courses Vince had played.


Vince frowned for a moment as he thought of George McDougall. He’d been in the middle of describing the majestic round he’d played at the Celtic Manor course when that old duffer had butted in.


“You’re sure one remarkable man, Vince,” George had said.


“What do you mean?” Vince had replied, somewhat tetchily.


“Well, golfer, time traveller,” George went on, a little self-satisfied smirk on his lips.


Vince had glared at the old fool as he waddled back to his seat with his glass of malt. He found George irritating, but had regained his composure and continued his story.


Jealous as hell, Vince thought, as he paused at the front door of the office. He took out his handkerchief and gave the sign a little polish. It read ‘Golf King’, the letters of the two words intersected by a large ‘V’. Satisfied with its appearance, he went in.


“Good lunch?” asked Krystyna Czerniatynska as he strode to his desk.


Vince, wholly oblivious to the sarcasm in Krystyna’s question, said, “Excellent, thank you. I’ve booked the course for the party from Yorkshire, so put that on the spreadsheet if you don’t mind.”


Krystyna said, “There are also two other bookings. One group from London and one from Northern Ireland. I have emailed the details to you.”


“Tremendous,” said Vince, rubbing his hands together. “We’re cooking the gas.”


Krystyna frowned quizzically, but merely pointed across the room. “And those as well,” she said.


Vince looked over at three cardboard boxes. “And they are?” he asked.


“The polo shirts,” Krystyna told him. “The ‘King of Swing’ shirts you wanted.”


“Fantastic,” Vince said, jumping from his leather swivel chair and pouncing on the boxes in the manner of an overweight cat attempting to catch a woodpigeon. “Yes, yes, yes.”


He tore open a box and dug around until he found a large size. “Style with a capital S,” he said. He walked across to the door and said, “I will be the model. Excuse me, ladies.”


Krystyna glanced at her colleague, Anne, and shook her head. Moments later, Vince was back, wearing the shirt. He walked in front of the two women, performing a small pirouette as he did so. “Stylish, no?” he asked.


“Yeah, it’s okay,” Anne mumbled. Vince gave her a sharp look.


“Yes, good, very smart,” Krystyna said, hurriedly.


“We are literally on fire,” Vince said loudly.


Krystyna winced. It was a mental image that was disturbing.


“Perfect,” said Vince. “Everyone who books onto a Golf King tour gets one of these to keep. Is that not such a good promotion? It’s so brilliant, I don’t know why I never thought of it before. It’s advertising as well, you see? People will wear these when they get home, they’ll wear them at their golf clubs and people will see the ‘V’ logo and…” He tailed off. Krystyna was staring at him.


“What’s wrong?” asked Vince.


Krystyna scampered from behind her desk and grabbed a handful of shirts from the open box as Vince gawped at her in amazement. “Oh, my God,” she said.


“What?” Vince demanded.


Krystyna pointed to the lettering that crossed the distinctive ‘V’ on the shirt’s badge. The logo read ‘KING OF SWINE’.


Vince’s mouth opened, but nothing, other than one or two flecks of spittle, came out. He gaped like a stranded fish for several seconds before diving back into the box and pulling out more shirts. He pulled off the shirt he was wearing and surveyed the lettering. Anne let out a snigger at the sight of her boss’s less-than-athletic torso, but fortunately for her, Vince was too preoccupied to hear it.


Naked to the waist, he stormed across the room, flinging the shirt towards the window, where it caught on a plant and remained dangling. “Who,” he demanded, “is responsible for this? Who put the order in?”


Anne and Krystyna exchanged glances and Vince, hands on hips and resembling a badly designed teapot, waited for an answer. Krystyna took the plunge. “You did,” she said.


Vince, giving a good impression of a man about to be struck down by apoplexy, glared at her and shouted, “Me? Oh, I see. It’s my fault. I can’t spell the word ‘swing’, is that what you’re telling me?”


“No, I did not say that,” said Krystyna in measured tones. “The manufacturers, they must have got it wrong.” Vince continued to stare at her before realising his somewhat undignified state of undress and snatching his own shirt from his desk and putting it back on.


Anne, meanwhile, had put her jacket on and Vince looked at her. “Where are you going?” he asked.


“Home. I always go at half three.”


“Fine, good, go then.”


“Okay, see you tomorrow.”


Vince continued to stare at her as she left the office, before turning back to Krystyna. “Are you sure,” he asked in a calmer voice, “that it wasn’t her? Sometimes I think she’s not quite all there.”


Krystyna said, “No, sorry, it was definitely you. I remember it, you said that you would take care of it. But the manufacturers must be wrong. They must have made a mistake.”


Vince sat down and muttered, “Clowns. That’s what you get. Clowns, imbeciles. Can’t do anything right unless you do it yourself. When did we order them? I must have the email.”


“Four weeks ago, I think,” Krystyna told him.


Vince spun his chair around and unlocked a cupboard. He took out a red folder, which was full of email correspondence. Vince, to Krystyna’s secret fury, printed out every email that he received. He then placed the print into a clear plastic pocket and put them in a folder. The cupboard was packed with such folders.


He thumbed through the pages and suddenly exclaimed “Ah, got it. Right here. Here we are, email order to Inventive Designs Ltd.” He read down the page and suddenly snapped the folder shut before Krystyna, who had appeared beside him, could see the document.


“You found it…so it was the manufacturer?” she asked.


Vince, who had hurriedly rammed the folder back into the cupboard, said, “Yes, yes, of course, idiots, morons.” He slammed the cupboard shut and locked it again.


“Should I phone them?” Krystyna asked, tentatively.


“No, no, er, no, it’s best if I do it,” Vince said. “Why don’t you get going? It’s been a busy day and I’m not staying late tonight.”


“But I should work until five,” Krystyna replied.


Vince sat back and gave a grandiose sweep of an arm. “No, you get along. I’m going to ring these cretins and give them a piece of my mind. Anyway, you don’t want to hear me when I’m angry.”


“Fine,” Krystyna said. “I’ll go then. See you in the morning.”


“Tomorrow,” Vince said, “I’ll show you that new spreadsheet that I’ve designed.”


Krystyna gave him a slightly sickly smile and walked slowly to the front door. She closed it quietly behind her and leant back against the wall for a second. Then she started to giggle. She found that she couldn’t stop giggling and had to grasp hold of a drainpipe to support herself. Her eyes had become moist and she felt tears beginning to trickle over her cheeks. She wiped her eyes, took a deep breath of air and walked towards her bus stop.




Chapter 2


Sean Monaghan was in the kitchen, making tea, when the telephone rang. His partner, Carol Whelan, who was sitting in the living room doing the crossword in The Guardian, called, “Let it go,” which was Carol-speak for “leave it to the answerphone”. Sean, though, had already picked up the phone in the kitchen.


Carol, realising that the call was for Sean, took little notice of the conversation as she battled with a 15-letter anagram. She had worked it out just as Sean appeared with the tea. “Shopping centres,” she said.


Sean looked puzzled for a second as he sat down and then looked at the crossword she was holding. “Oh, I see,” he said. “You’re clever.”


“I know,” Carol said. “Who was that?”


“You’ll never guess,” Sean said.


Carol considered the possibilities and opted for one of the more obvious. “Right, don’t tell me. Some guy with an Indian accent calling himself Jimmy McTavish?”


“Not this time,” Sean said.


“Last two I’ve had called themselves Paul and John. Next one, I’m going to insist on speaking to George or Ringo.”


“It wasn’t pop royalty, but it was royalty. That was The King.”


Now it was Carol that looked baffled, but only for a moment. “Oh God,” she said, “what did that poltroon want?”


Sean hesitated for a second. “Only wants me to go and work for him.”


Carol snorted derisively. “Hope you told him to shove it up…”


“I said I’d think about it.”


“You were always more polite than me.”


Sean took a sip of tea, more to give himself a moment to think than anything else. “I could, though. Just for a few months.”


Carol looked hard at him and said, “Did you put something in that tea?”


“We could use the money, though. Have another little trip to Eastern Europe.”


“Well, yeah, I’m all for that. But Vince?”


“Why not? He’ll be out and about most of the time, hobnobbing and getting free lunches. I’ll be sitting in the office doing not much. Listening to the odd golf bore, knocking up a few spreadsheets, okay hundreds of spreadsheets, but it’s not exactly stressful.”


“You do all the work and he gets all the credit.”


“That won’t change, just we won’t be civil servants this time.”


Carol made a face. “Yeah, he’s not civil and you’ll be the servant. He won’t pay you much, either,” she said.


Sean nodded. “Of course, but even the great VK has to pay the minimum wage. Why not? Just until you finish your doctorate.”


“I suppose so,” Carol said, sounding a long distance from convinced.


“Anyway,” Sean added, “I can tell you all of the improbable things he claims to have done. All the new improbable things.”


Carol looked more enthused about this prospect. “Climbed Everest blindfold,” she suggested.


“And handcuffed. Why make it easy?”


“Turned down the coach’s job at Barcelona.”


“Only after he’d turned down Real Madrid and Bayern Munich.”


They sat and pondered for a while over Vince’s likely achievements. Carol asked “How many staff has he got now?”


Sean said, “A couple of young women. He was drooling on about this Polish girl he’s got there.”


Carol shuddered. “Creepy. He’s always got some girl he drools over.”


“All the time,” Sean agreed. “Always about half his age, as well. Not that he ever does anything, but it is creepy. Sounds like he’s smitten with this one, though. Kept telling me how good her English is.”


“More than you can say for his,” Carol said. “Has he really got so many customers that he needs extra staff?”


Sean shrugged. “Probably not,” he said, “but he seems to have customers, at least. You know what he’s like, though. He has to be a manager. He has to be in charge. He has to have staff. He’s a control freak.”


“I know,” Carol said. “That’s why I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”


“Vince doesn’t scare me,” Sean said. “He just makes me laugh. Not that he means to, obviously.”


“Go on then, Sergeant Wilson. Go and tell Captain Mainwaring that you’ll accept.” Carol folded her paper and swatted Sean gently on the head with it. “Just promise me one thing – you won’t put this on your CV. There’s only so much humiliation a person can take.”


Sean grimaced. “Dear God, no. I’m not giving anybody a CV that says ‘Golf King’. I’ll put something like ‘Drug Dealer’.”




Chapter 3


Vince Kingmyle followed the same routine each morning. His wife, Valerie, got up precisely half an hour before Vince, who then rose, showered, dressed and came downstairs for the breakfast that she had prepared. Afterwards, he drove her to the department store where she worked before going to his own office.


As he waited for Valerie this particular morning, Vince checked his appearance in the living-room mirror. He spotted an annoying tuft of hair sticking up just above his right ear, licked his fingers and smoothed it down. The dark hair at the side and back of his head was the only hair he possessed and it served to give him a slightly monkish appearance, set against the shiny dome of his head.


He tightened his tie and surveyed his reflection with satisfaction. He looked the part of the successful businessman, he felt, as he opened his briefcase. Into it, he placed his lunchbox, packed by Valerie the previous evening, and his copy of The Sun.


The sight of the paper made him think of Sean Monaghan, with whom he was soon to be reacquainted. Sean never bothered to disguise his contempt for that newspaper. Vince could not understand this, but there were lots of things he didn’t understand about Sean. When he’d been Sean’s boss in the Civil Service, he had constantly encouraged him to apply for promotion. Vince could not understand why Sean, who had a degree, was apparently content to do the work of a mere clerical officer.


Nor could Vince comprehend Sean’s complete lack of interest in the work he did. It wasn’t as if he was bad at his job – far from it – but he seemed to regard it with utter indifference. He put it down to Sean’s artistic temperament and the fact that he had studied English Literature. Vince could see no point in that. What was anybody going to learn about life by reading a load of old books that were of no relevance in the modern world.


Then there was art. Vince hated art. What was the use of it? Sean, though, kept going to all these strange places and when he came back, all he could talk about was art galleries, museums, architecture and boring rubbish like that. When Vince went on holiday, he went to enjoy himself. He, Valerie and their daughter Victoria went to Florida every year. Vince played golf for three weeks and the women did whatever it was that women do. Shopping, mostly, he assumed.


He was not, he prided himself, a creature of habit, though. Now and then they went to Tenerife, and one year they had even gone to the Algarve. The golf courses had been good there and Vince wondered if another visit was in order soon.


Sean, though, went to all these grim and dingy places in Eastern Europe, yet would come back enthusing about them. Romania, Bosnia, Croatia, Ukraine, Lithuania, Poland and all sorts of dumps that didn’t have a single golf course between them. Where, Vince wondered, was the fun in that?


Charitably, he came to the conclusion that it wasn’t all Sean’s fault. Most of it was down to that bloody woman he lived with, what was her name? Carol, that was it. Art historian, she called herself. Vince could think of plenty of other names for her.


Yes, thought Vince, take away her influence and Sean was a decent fellow. He couldn’t be that bad; after all, he liked football and even seemed to have a decent knowledge of the game. Of course, he could never have the same level of expertise as someone who had played at the kind of level Vince had, but he knew his stuff. Even so, Sean would start going on about these weird foreign coaches like Herrera and Lobanovskiy.


Still, if there was someone who could sort out the mess that Vince’s IT system had got into, it was Sean. The man had a very logical approach, Vince conceded, and that was exactly what was required. He needed somebody to come in and make the place run smoothly. True, Krystyna was very good and the clients liked her. It was those dark eyes and the husky Polish accent. Anne wasn’t exactly the brightest firework in the box, but she did what she was told and Vince liked that. Sean had a maverick streak, but Vince knew how to handle him. After all, he’d done it for eight years or so before, so he could do it now.


Vince picked up his briefcase as he heard Valerie coming down the stairs. She had been sceptical of his Golf King venture, as had others, but he had proved them all wrong. It had been a brilliant idea, he considered, on his part.


In fact, the idea had come about when Vince had been talking to a colleague about golf. Vince often talked about golf. The colleague had noted that an increasingly large number of tourists were coming to Scotland to play. “Someone could cash in there,” he’d said. And so Vince had.


“She still in bed?” Vince asked his wife.


“Fast asleep,” Valerie replied.


Vince shook his head. His daughter had recently left school and seemed to think she was entitled to stay in bed all day. That would change, he resolved, but for now, he had lots of work to do.




Chapter 4


When Sean boarded the eight o’clock train to Edinburgh on a Monday morning, he remembered why he’d left his Civil Service job in the first place. He saw the same – and just as unhappy – faces that he’d seen every day. He saw, with distaste, the people who insisted on sitting on the outside seats, even when the train was crowded, and who only moved with huge reluctance and even huger sighs if you asked them if you could sit down. He saw the increasingly vast rucksacks that people insisted on carrying every day. What on earth did they put in these things, he wondered.


He buried himself in his copy of The Guardian and consoled himself with the thought that he wouldn’t be doing this for long. It might be amusing for a while, but there was only so much of Vince that one could take.


Haymarket station was as busy as ever at quarter to nine in the morning. Vince had told him to come at ten o’clock and Sean suspected, correctly, that this was because Vince never got to the office before half past nine. He went to a coffee shop and drank a leisurely macchiato before he strolled to the office.


The office was in one of the Georgian terraces in Edinburgh’s New Town and Sean wondered how much the rent was. Either Vince was making a go of this business or he was living beyond his means. Not that he cared a great deal as long as he got paid. The building was shared with a few other businesses and Sean surveyed the ‘Golf King’ plaque on the outside of the building before he went in.


Vince greeted him like an old friend; Vince had always considered Sean to be a friend, though the feeling was hardly mutual. Vince introduced him to Krystyna and Anne, as well as the desk he would be using. Sean got the impression that Krystyna’s greeting was a little frosty, but some people were naturally reserved and he didn’t give it much thought.


“Get yourself a cup of tea and we’ll have a chat,” said Vince.


Sean boiled the kettle and made the tea with one of the cheap, bulk-buy teabags that were by the kettle, making a mental note to go to a shop at lunchtime to buy some decent tea. By the time he’d made something vaguely drinkable, Vince was standing beside him with an A4 pad in his hand.


After a few pleasantries, Vince got down to business. “We’re taking off,” he said. “That’s why I called you. I’m so busy with meeting people and being out of the office so much, I need someone to keep things organised. The girls do a grand job, but they’re not so great on IT stuff. I want you to get the IT system organised.”


Sean took a mouthful of insipid tea and asked, “You’ve got plenty of customers, then?”


Vince nodded. “Loads,” he said. “Lots from England and Ireland. Had some Germans as well and I’m meeting some Japanese people tomorrow. I’ve got some Americans interested as well. I want to crack the American market.”


“I see,” Sean said, calmly, as he saw the old evangelical zeal rising in his old boss. “So what’s my role? Do you want me to just do the IT or do I have to do other stuff?”


“We’ll see how it develops,” said Vince. “You don’t play golf, do you?”


“No,” said Sean.


“Pity,” Vince said. “It’s a good way of getting to know people. I do a lot of networking and a round of golf is good business practice. You could learn. You’ve played cricket, so I’m sure you could manage golf.”


Sean shook his head. “Don’t like the game,” he said.


“Oh well, never mind,” said Vince. “You stick to the IT and admin for now. The girls can answer the phones and speak to clients. You don’t need to worry about being on the phone all the time.”


“Good,” said Sean, with evident relief.


“What I’d like to start with is the spreadsheets,” said Vince, producing several sheets of paper covered in notes. “They need a bit of, er, tidying up. I want you to look at all of them and try to rationalise things a bit. We’ve got too much duplication of data.”


“How many spreadsheets have you got?” asked Sean, with some trepidation.


“About eighty or so,” said Vince. Receiving no reply, he added, “It might take you a while.”


“I’d imagine so,” Sean said, non-committally.


“I’ve listed most of the stuff here,” Vince said, spreading out his notes across the table. “What we’ve got, what we haven’t got, what we need, what we don’t need. I’d like you to go through all of them and make something more manageable.”


Sean glanced at the mass of hieroglyphs in front of him and said, “Why don’t we have a spreadsheet that tells us what all these spreadsheets are?”


Vince stared at him for a moment and said, “That’s it. You’ve got it. Brilliant idea – set one up.”




Chapter 5


Sean worked at the spreadsheets for the rest of the day and into the following morning. Vince, who had arrived at the relatively early time of half past nine, busied himself at his computer and sent his team an email, drafted in his own, idiosyncratic fashion. It read:




I have, made the decision to create a new spreadsheet which will contain information regarding all of the spreadsheets that we currently use. Sean will, compile this spreadsheet and when he has completed the task I will, give a presentation to explain how we will use it and the other spreadsheets that we have on the system.


Vince Kingmyle


Managing Director


Golf King Ltd





Aside from a slight grimace, Sean showed no reaction. He’d read plenty of emails of this nature before and he ploughed on with the spreadsheet project. Vince would be going to his meeting soon and he’d get a bit of peace. Anne never had much to say and Krystyna seemed to have taken a dislike to him, so he didn’t expect much interruption.


It came as a surprise then, when Vince asked him to come to the meeting with the Japanese clients. Sean’s initial thought was that he’d rather stay put, but he’d been staring at spreadsheets for the best part of a day and decided that getting out of the office for a while would not be the worst idea.


As they walked to Vince’s car, Vince said that the meeting was at a hotel in the West End. Sean couldn’t quite fathom why the booking couldn’t simply be done over the telephone, but assumed that sitting around in a swanky hotel was part of Vince’s desire to look important. Besides, there was a book he wanted to buy and once the meeting had finished, he could walk around the corner to Waterstone’s bookshop.


On the way, Vince gave him the lowdown. There was a party of twelve and they wanted to play not just one, but four golf courses. He was clearly excited by the prospect of the bookings. “We’ll be big in Japan,” he enthused.


Vince went to reception and was directed to the meeting room that he had booked. The two Japanese had not yet arrived at the hotel, but they were there within a few minutes. A waitress arrived, offering tea and coffee. Sean and the two Japanese, both middle-aged businessmen, took tea. Vince, who drank neither tea nor coffee, had a bottle of mineral water. The waitress also left a plate of biscuits.


It was all fairly straightforward, as Sean had suspected. There was really no need for this hotel stuff, he thought. If Vince had wanted to impress them, why not just use his own office? It was in a smart enough location. He could have understood it if the office had been in a rundown part of Leith, Granton, Sighthill or somewhere like that, but it wasn’t.


There was, one of the Japanese said, a minor problem.


“What’s that?” asked Vince.


“We have no clubs,” the man replied.


“Not a problem,” Vince said. “You can hire clubs.”


“From where?” the man asked.


“From me,” Vince told him. “I can arrange all that.” He gave a little smirk and adopted an unconvincing Far East accent. “I am the Loan Arranger,” he announced.


The Japanese stared at him as if fulfilling some contractual obligation to remain inscrutable. Sean closed his eyes and wished he were somewhere else, preferably on another continent.


After the Japanese had left, Vince, full of self-satisfaction, noticed that the biscuits had remained untouched. He unfolded a serviette, tipped the biscuits onto it, wrapped them and slipped them into his pocket. “No point in wasting things,” he said, cheerfully.


“Not coming back with me, Tonto?” asked Vince as they left the hotel.


“Just popping into town,” said Sean, who had planned to anyway, but was looking forward to getting away from Vince for a while. He decided to phone Carol to relay the dire events of the morning. Her reaction was what he expected.


“God,” she said, “he’s lucky you’re a pacifist. I’d have brained him.”


“Wouldn’t that require the presence of a brain?” Sean asked.


“Fair point,” Carol conceded.


Sean considered things for a moment and then said, “If he gets any Chinese clients, I’m going as Elvis.”


“Why?” Carol asked, already dreading the response.


“Because it’s yuan for the money,” Sean said. He only avoided a perforated eardrum by quickly removing the phone from the proximity of that organ.




Chapter 6


So things went on. Vince continued to drum up custom, at least in his own mind, by spending more and more time on the golf course. Anne continued to come in and do very little, say very little, then go home. Krystyna continued to answer the phone, make bookings and do a lot of typing. Sean continued his ascent of the spreadsheet mountain and even found time to write a couple of database applications.


One Friday lunchtime, Sean was eating a sandwich and reading the paper when the doorbell rang. Krystyna jumped up to answer the door and Sean continued reading. He heard Krystyna say, “He’s just gone out to the shops. You can wait for him here.”


“Hello there,” said a voice from across the desk. Sean looked up. It was Stuart Webster, who had been a colleague in the Civil Service. “Didn’t know you were working for Vince,” he said.


“Not long started,” said Sean, who didn’t know Stuart particularly well. He did, though, know that Stuart was a golfing partner of Vince’s and, like Vince, a Hearts fan.


They had a brief exchange of pleasantries before Vince returned carrying a plastic cup of soup and a copy of the Edinburgh Evening News. He did this every lunchtime when he was at the office. It transpired that Vince and Stuart were going to play golf in the afternoon, though Vince had neglected to mention that he was leaving early.


Sean finished his lunch and went back to the database he was toying with. For the best part of two hours, Vince and Stuart sat there talking about football. Not that Stuart actually said very much. Sean tried to concentrate on his work and blot out the continuous drone that was emanating from across the desk.


He was only partially successful. He discerned that Stuart had not made it to the last game at Tynecastle and Vince was giving him the full story. In fact, it was something more than the full story. Sean caught snippets of the monologue.


“They’ve got no leader, nobody who can organise…we need a centre forward who can hold the ball up…the midfield and defence are too far apart…if you’re playing a lone striker, he has to run the channels…you need midfield runners from deep…the full backs can’t defend…the goalkeeper doesn’t command his box…people don’t understand…I’ve played at the highest level…”


After an hour, Sean went and made a cup of tea. He took his time about it and prayed that it was time for Vince to go to his golf. It was a forlorn hope and when he got back to his desk, the one-man show was still in full flow. He wondered why Stuart put up with it.


Vince had played 90 minutes, plus a considerable amount of injury time. Eventually, he came to the end and stood up. “Okay, see you on Monday,” he said, and the pair departed for the golf course.


Sean exhaled heavily and muttered, “It would have been quicker to show a video of the match.” He hadn’t really been addressing it to anyone in particular and with Anne having a day off, there was only Krystyna left in the office. To his surprise, she laughed loudly.


“He does go on, doesn’t he?” she said.


“Just a bit,” Sean agreed.


Krystyna got up and walked round to Sean’s desk. She sat down and said, “And I thought you were of friend of Vince.”


Sean shook his head. “Not me. You’ve got the wrong man.”


Krystyna smiled and said, “He thinks you are his friend.”


“Vince thinks a lot of strange things,” Sean replied.


“But you know him from before,” said Krystyna.


“Yes,” Sean said. “That’s undeniable. But friends we are not.”


“Why did you come to work for him?” Krystyna asked.


“I was a bit hard up,” Sean admitted.


Krystyna smiled again and said, “Yes, me too. And I need to pay for my Open University course.”


“Which one are you doing?” Sean asked.


“I am doing twentieth-century literature.”


Sean laughed. Krystyna frowned and he quickly explained, “I looked at that when I did my OU degree. It looked a bit difficult to me. I did the nineteenth-century novel course instead.”


“How funny,” Krystyna said. “I looked at that course and thought it might be difficult. But maybe I could do that next year.”


“I didn’t fancy the twentieth-century literature course and it’s my first language,” Sean said. “I’m not being patronising, but that’s really impressive. I wouldn’t get very far if I had to do a course in Polish.”


“Yes, but I learned English from very early in school,” said Krystyna. “It’s not such a hard language. Polish is very difficult. Well, not for Poles, but for anybody else.”


“I can say ‘dzien dobry’ and ‘do widzenia’,” Sean offered.


“Very good,” Krystyna said approvingly.


“But they’re easy because they’re almost the same in lots of languages. Russian, Croatian, Slavic languages. I can probably say ‘good afternoon’ in about twenty languages, but I can’t speak any of them.”


Krystyna smiled and said, “But at least you can speak your own language correctly, which is more than Vince.”


Sean nodded in emphatic agreement. “I know,” he said. “His emails are embarrassing sometimes.”


“Only sometimes?” Krystyna said. “He gives me letters to send to clients and I have to rewrite them. Isn’t it so silly? I am Polish and I have to correct letters in English.”


They had given up on the idea of doing any more work today. Krystyna told Sean that Vince regarded her Open University course as pointless.


“Vince doesn’t like anything that even hints at academia,” Sean said. “He had the same attitude to my course. Same with anything remotely arty. That’s taboo, as well. He is, in a fact, a complete philistine. Do you know, he actually hoped his daughter would fail her exams so she wouldn’t be tempted to go to university.”


Krystyna wasn’t sure whether to laugh or be outraged. “He told me she had left school, but he said nothing about her grades, so I thought it best not to ask. I know he was complaining about her lying in bed half the day and not getting a job.”


“She could always start a band,” Sean said. Krystyna looked suitably puzzled. He said, “Well, she was named after a Spice Girl.”


Krystyna looked at him with a mixture of amusement and disbelief. “Please tell me you are joking,” she said.


Sean shook his head. “No, I’m deadly serious. She was born in 1996. Height of Spice Girl mania. And of course he had to give her a name that started with V. There has to be a ‘V’ everywhere with Vince.”


Now it was Krystyna who shook her head. “I know,” she said morosely. Then she grinned and said, “I would give him a ‘V’, though.” She put up two fingers and thrust them defiantly in the direction of Vince’s desk.




Chapter 7


The great campaign to attract American custom continued. Vince was a great admirer of all things American and had, at one stage, been certain that he was on the verge of retiring to Florida. The department for which he had worked had offered a number of early-retirement packages. Information had been published explaining the terms and conditions, with useful calculators to enable people to gauge their own, individual situations. Vince had spent an entire morning utilising an assortment of spreadsheets and calculators before arriving at a figure.
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