
Table of Contents

Dedication

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

A LITTLE DRAMA | IN DUNSTER



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    With special thanks to Clark Jackson and Kevin Chan for their expertise on the world of professional golf; to Nick Boswell for his expertise on cameras; and to Laura Gow for answering my plethora of questions about Rusacks St. Andrews in Scotland.

      

    

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER ONE
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“I brought you the last cruller from the breakroom.”

Stuart Frye, the head of HR at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe, is filling the entrance to my cubicle and holding out a napkin with a sticky pastry I don’t really need. Still, the thought is awfully sweet and, let’s be honest, Stuart isn’t all that hard on the eyes with his sandy brown hair, puppy dog attentiveness and athletic physique. On Casual Friday—which this is—he’s wearing jeans and his favorite rugby shirt, a look I believe better fits his personality than a corporate grey suit and paisley tie from Marks and Spencer.

I owe a lot to Stuart, not the least of which was his sussing out the details of my being rehired with a generous bonus and extra vacation. (My being made redundant in the first place is something I refuse to reference as anything other than “The Incident.”) He knows I’m in a relationship of sorts and pleasantly respects boundaries that only ever slightly teeter on flirtation. I sometimes think the ambiguity of my status imbues him with quiet hope it will someday all unravel and he’ll be there in the wings, ready to make a strategic move. Bringing me breakroom sweets, occasional mochas and asking if I need anything from the office supply room are all part of the cunning plan. Which, of course, I always mention to Jon just to keep him jealous.

“Care to split?” I offer, pulling out a plate I keep on my credenza for microwaving Ready Meals from Sainsbury’s.

He waves off the invitation but parks himself in the chair opposite my desk. “Everything going all right?” he asks. There’s an earnestness about Stuart that almost makes me want to invent problems just so he’ll have something to trot off and solve. 

In honesty, everything is better than I expected after having left the company under a cloud of dark suspicion and being forced to hide out at a former B&B in Lynmouth. A few quizzical looks at first but shortly thereafter dispelled when they—especially my female coworkers—found out I’d been responsible for getting our nemesis, Drayden Wolffe, summarily packed off to Singapore. 

I assure Stuart I couldn’t be happier and am keeping on top of the diversified workload inherent in a worldwide import/export business.

“Would you still be interested in a travel assignment?” he casually asks. “I remember you mentioning it when we first talked about your coming back.”

“As long as it’s not to Singapore.” This has become a running joke between us and we both laugh.

“Well, it’s not definite yet,” he continues, “but the whisper in upper management is there might be something very important coming up this month.” 

It always amuses me how he drops his voice whenever he says “upper” and holds the palm of his hand parallel to the top of his head to indicate just how high up the food chain he’s talking. This would refer to the trio of senior partners in the firm whose combined ages would be about 238. They’re very hands-off as far as managers are concerned and this suits everyone just fine. To get singled out for special attention on their collective radar either means that one’s work performance is dazzlingly brill or s/he is about to be transferred to purgatory.

He is quick to assess by my expression I’m assuming it’s the latter. “Oh, it’s all a good thing, Rocky. Seriously. They’d like to talk to you about Scotland.”

I’ve only been to Scotland once. Edinburgh. It was a trip by train when I was a teenager and it seemed impossibly far away from my friends and everything familiar. My idea of a travel assignment with Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe would have been a glam destination, something along the order of the South of France or Milan or maybe even Tokyo. Which makes Scotland seem little more than a hop, skip and a jump.

“They want to meet with you at 10.”

Ten o’clock. Today. Less than an hour away and I’m sure I have unflattering cruller crumbs on my black jumper. I’m also sure all color has drained from my already ivory complexion. “You mean...in person?”

I’ve only seen the executive corridor from the distance of an open lift and never, ever the inner sanctum from which the elderly gents run their corporate empire. Even on the first day of my return, their greeting was via email with an apology their respective schedules couldn’t accommodate actual face-time.

Stuart is asking me if it’s a problem. I’d love to tell him that yes, it is a problem and could he please solve it for me by pushing it off until Monday. Instead I murmur that it’s awfully short notice. I also point out another obvious—that it’s Casual Friday and I’m not appropriately dressed for a meeting of this caliber.

He smiles as he stands to leave and gives me a thumbs-up. “You’ll do just fine. I know it.”

I could smack myself for as many times as I’ve said I should keep a smart change of clothes at the office. I know my male peers always hang a spare tie and a jacket on the back of their office doors in case they need to meet with clients. Me? I have no clients. I do cataloguing in my cubicle and talking on my mobile and no one has ever once noticed what I was wearing. Which is annoying because I do have some stylish outfits I really like and which should get properly noticed.

I glance at my watch. There’s no time to go home to my flat and change. There’s also no time to go shopping. Why did I take The Tube today instead of driving? My mind races with who in the office dresses well and would be keen to a very short-term swap. Cybbie, the receptionist, is one of my besties and always wears cute business suits. Unfortunately, Cybbie and I aren’t anywhere near the same size and today she’s wearing yellow which, frankly, looks horrible on me.

I go to the ladies room in the hope of finding inspiration. Or, even better, clothes that someone has left behind. Why anyone would do this, of course, is just silly but I’m feeling desperate. I check out my reflection and am pleased that at least my eye makeup and my hair in its pert black bob turned out rather well today. As I’m brushing crumbs off my jumper, I suddenly remember Jon said he’d swing by my flat with groceries for the dinner he wants to cook tonight. If he’s already there and wasn’t instead referring to sometime this afternoon, hope can still be restored.

He answers his mobile on the second ring and I hastily explain the situation. I’m trying not to picture him smirking in amusement. “What kind of clothes, luv?” he inquires, intrigued to have a task that requires him to go through my bedroom closet.

I tell him I think I can get by with my black jumper but could he please pull out a nice skirt and some boots. “And please hurry. My meeting is at 10.”

The anticipation of seeing him sooner than expected always gives me a bit of a hot rush. We’ve only been dating for four months but he’s oh-so-sexy, very buff, handsome and drives a zippy McLaren in Vermillion Red. When I stop to consider how I initially dismissed him because I thought he was just a lowly fishmonger—well, appearances are deceiving, aren’t they? Coupled with the fact he was purposely evasive because he didn’t want me to know his parents had the titles of Lord and Lady in front of their surname—Tapping—we might easily have gone separate ways. 

The decision to return to my former job in London forced his hand a bit to pursue me rather than simply wishing me a nice life. His commitment to come visit was one he made good on, so much so that he sometimes stays in my flat whenever he’s on business in the city. Not sure as yet if this will lead to a deeper commitment on his part. Am still wrapping my head around the whole idea of our coming from different classes. I’m lower-middle and Jon is upper-upper. If I were Stuart, I’d be putting the palm of my hand parallel to the top of my head to show just how upper these people are. It bothers me more than it bothers him, although he has yet to introduce me to a situation where I make the social gaffe of not knowing which fork to use at dinner.

He’s definitely no slug in the looks department—black hair, swoonworthy dark brown eyes, a perfect and charismatic smile wherein wicked wit lurks around the corner of every sentence. He has only visited me twice at the office but he’s already the stuff of legend among the females who have been lucky enough to catch a glimpse of him. I consider going down to the lobby to meet him as soon as he arrives but decide instead to stay in my cubicle. The latter escalates the number of sightings, right?

He arrives with a garment bag roguishly slung over his right shoulder and clutching a pair of black thigh-high boots in his left hand. “You’ll never guess who I shared the lift with—” he starts to tell me but I’m already grabbing the bag and hoping he’s brought me some options from which to choose. 

“No time to talk, sweetie. I need to change.” I eye the boots in dark suspicion as I take them. Certainly not my first choice.

“I thought they were your favorite,” he defends his choice.

I give him a quick kiss goodbye, tell him I’ll see him at dinner, and recheck my watch. Ten minutes to showtime.

How can I possibly stay mad at someone this cute who just saved the day?

Until I rush to the ladies room, unzip the bag and discover he has brought me a Black Watch tartan mini-skirt. Two choices. I either stay in my grey sweat pants and turquoise trainers or look like a Scottish hooker.

“Uh—interesting outfit,” Cybbie remarks as she sees me headed toward the lift. 

I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the chrome and glass walls of the executive corridor and take a deep breath. I remind myself that at least I have the legs and figure to rock this look. I just hope it doesn’t give any of the senior partners a heart attack.

Like Cybbie, the executive corridor receptionist gives me a strange look but tells me to go right in.

The last person I’m expecting to see is the first one who stands up to greet me with a welcoming smile.

*****
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“You’re looking very well, my dear,” he compliments me.

Clive Burroughs.

I haven’t seen Clive since I left Lynmouth. He, Jon and I were neighbors in a house where our former landlady met an untimely end. Clive is a tall, distinguished-looking widower and reminds me of either Jeremy Irons or Christopher Plummer. I like Clive but I admit I don’t know much about him beyond the chocolatey scent of his pipe tobacco and that he and one of the Schilling brothers started this business way back in the day. 

When Clive was subsequently bought out, he went to work for MI-5. Jon doesn’t see this being as much a ginormous career stretch as I do. Apparently there’s quite a lot of clandestine intrigue in the worldwide import/export business that someone like me isn’t privy to.

“Allow me to introduce Miss Reid,” he says. 

Leave it to Clive to appreciate that even though I’m on the Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe payroll, the senior partners wouldn’t know me from Lady Gaga. As he proceeds to explain how we’re acquainted, it gives me a moment to observe that the three gents who requested this meeting would be in good company with Statler and Waldorf, the curmudgeonly Muppets with a fondness for heckling everything they see from the balcony. 

So strong is the resemblance it catches me off guard when they start talking; I’d have expected them to have Muppet voices as well. “Are you a fan of professional golf, Miss Reid?” I’m asked. Since two of the three are Schillings, I think it’s one of the brothers but darned if I’ve already forgotten who’s who. Did Clive introduce them right to left, left to right or in hierarchical level of importance? I tend to only remember names if there’s a likelihood of seeing someone again. I should work on that.

Is this some sort of trick question? “What’s not to love about golf?” I breezily reply. I’ve played miniature golf a few times and done rather splendidly. I also remember my late Gran glued to the telly with a stem glass of lemonade whenever a tournament was on and not wanting anyone to interrupt her. I don’t volunteer either of these experiences, however, lest I sound like I’m twelve. I just hope they don’t ask me if I have a favorite player on the circuit or if I know the difference between birdies and bogeys.

“The Open is the week after next at St. Andrews,” the second of the partners informs me. “The purse this year is up to almost £10 million.”

I can’t hold back a gasp. Everyone, including Clive, finds my spontaneous reaction amusing.

“There’s obviously a lot riding on this one,” Clive says.

If this were a dream sequence—and, given my ensemble, I’m not so sure it isn’t—the next thing I’d hear is someone telling me I am England’s only chance of success on the links and could I please step up and play for Queen and Country.

Instead, the third partner starts waxing on about a rising star named Kevin Chan who has been breaking records at the Venetian Macau Open, the CIMB Classic and the WGC. Speculations in the golfing world are running high that Chan could easily dominate the four days of competition at The Old Course in his United Kingdom debut.

“Forgive me for being a smidge obtuse here,” I chime in, “but I’m not entirely sure how I fit into any of this.”

The three partners glance among themselves and it occurs to me that maybe Stuart heard the name “Reid” and just assumed they meant me. Epic embarrassment, right? I’ll just smile politely and let myself out.

The next voice I hear, though, is Clive praising my keen observation and deductive skills and how the company will be well served having me on the ground in St. Andrews as their eyes and ears. Flattering, yes, but I do believe he’s giving me far too much credit for what happened at Lynmouth. Truth be told, I was in the wrong place at the right time and nearly got myself taken hostage as a result. Not quite the stuff to list on my CV.

“As we all know,” he continues, “The Open is televised and scrutinized by every major sports channel in the world as well as videotaped by golf enthusiasts and reporters. Nearly a quarter of a million spectators will be in attendance which includes those who watch the pre-tournament practice. Security measures are among the tightest imaginable and, thus, making it virtually impossible for anyone to ‘fix’ the outcome of the tournament or abscond with the Claret Jug.”

His listeners chuckle at this. I have no idea what a Claret Jug even is. Something to do with wine perhaps? I should look this up if I’m to assume any misplaced title of Golf Girl.

“Our esteemed investors will be coming in from all over the world. It goes without saying, my dear, that some of the more recognizable faces will create a media swarm of sorts. Every precaution must be taken to not only ensure their privacy but also that they have an enjoyable time. We’ll be providing you with dossiers so you can be conversant in their personal tastes and interests.” He looks at me with a grandfatherly smile. “I don’t think I have to tell you how very much will be depending on your complete discretion and attention to their every need prior, during and after the tournament.”

I still have absolutely no idea what I’m being tasked to do here. Did he really say over a quarter million people are going to be milling about and yours truly is to keep exacting track of who likes Cheese Twists and who prefers Jaffa Cakes? It’s as if I’m in an actor’s worst nightmare of walking on stage where everyone else knows the lines and I don’t even know what play we’re doing. 

Clive is asking me if I have any questions. Yes. Gobs of them but I go with the obvious first.

“Um...do I need to put in a request to HR for time off?” 

It’s wicked knotty trying to get time off in the summer, especially when your competition is brides-to-be and parents with littles. I hope I don’t have to use any of my own vacation days for this. I’d already been making plans on how Jon and I might put them to use doing something fun and romantic. I should probably also ask whether I’ll get an advance for what is sure to be a boatload of expenses and where I’m supposed to stay. Hasn’t every hotel in the St. Andrews postcode been booked for July since last Christmas? Legitimate questions but I don’t want to come across as a whiner.

In his inimitable way, Clive has read my mind. “All the arrangements for your transportation, lodging and meals are being finalized this afternoon so you can leave on the dot Monday morning.”

“But if the tournament’s not until the week after—”

“There will be lots to keep you busy between now and then.” He winks. “Trust me.” He then turns to the trio. “I assume this satisfactorily concludes our meeting, lads?”

They proceed to talk among themselves in low voices as Clive and I step outside the conference room. Did they even thank me for coming? Did they think to ask if I even want to do any of this? If they did, I must have missed it.

“’Lads’?” I echo. That’s a bit informal, isn’t it?”

He finds this funny. “Have you never taken a close look at the company letterhead?”

I’m trying to remember if I’ve ever even seen the company letterhead. With everything emails, texts and Zooms these days, who knew such a thing still existed? “Color me confused but what are you doing here?”

That enigmatic smile again. “MI-5 has its fingers in quite a few corporate pies,” he coolly replies. “Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe has been one for some time.” If he told me more, I suspect he’d probably have to kill me.

“Oh by the by,” he adds, “we’ll be making arrangements for your young man as well.”

“Jon?” Clive has referred to Jon as my “young man” since before I even knew I was attracted to him. “What does he have to do with this?”

“We shared the lift together. He didn’t mention it? I told him I’d fill both of you in on more when I see you this evening.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “This evening? But we’ve already made plans!”

Just because he occasionally stays over, it’s pretty cheeky of Jon Tapping to start inviting people to dinner without asking me first. Although my new flat is much larger than what I had in Lynmouth, it’s not exactly spacious enough to be Party Central. The cute eat-in kitchen was definitely one of its selling points but not if there are more than two people and their respective place settings. Nor can guests spill out on the balcony; it’s a Juliet with a metal balustrade connected to the façade of the building and, thus, not having an actual deck.

He assures me Jon already told him about dinner. “I’ll just be coming ‘round for a cuppa—say, 8:30? It will give time for the two of you to enjoy the Italian meal he’s fixing...”

I’m quietly fuming by the time I get back to my floor. Is nothing about our private lives sacrosanct? I didn’t even know what Jon was cooking tonight and yet he apparently saw nothing wrong with freely blabbing it to our former neighbor.

Cybbie looks up as I cross by her desk. “Everything all right?”

“Just peachy,” I reply, not even trying to disguise any sarcasm. 

I really need someone to talk to about this. Then again, if MI-5 is in the mix, maybe I’m not supposed to talk to anyone. If it were a problem, wouldn’t they have cautioned against it before I got out the door? Before I can ask Cybbie if she’s doing anything for lunch, she has to catch a ringing phone. I casually glance down at her vertical desk tray. Tidy as always. Just like the rest of Cybbie’s desk accessories. 

What suddenly catches my eye is the open ream of cream-colored letterhead with the Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe logo. Funny I never paid attention to this before. I peer closely at the names printed in the left margin. There at the top is Clive Burroughs, Chairman Emeritus.

No wonder he felt jocularly comfortable calling them “lads.” His title on the letterhead suggests that if he doesn’t outrank the other three, he holds some pretty serious sway on how the company operates on the world stage.

Cybbie begs off my lunch invite. “Maybe next week?” She reaches to grab another call before I can tell her I’ll be gone for the next two.

Stuart is rounding the corner before I reach my cubicle. When last he saw me I was wearing sweatpants and trainers. His quick intake of breath precedes his eyes widening like proverbial saucers. He’s desperately trying to look everywhere except below my waist. He’s not being very successful at this.

I ask him if he knows about The British Open.

His eyes immediately dart to the ceiling as if he expects the answer to be written there.

“Erm...I’m more a Wimbledon and Invictus fan,” he replies. “But I do know we dropped the ‘British’ part a while back. Only the Yanks still call it that.”

I explain that what I meant was whether he knows the particulars of my new assignment and the time I’d need to be taking off.

“So that’s it!” he exclaims, still focusing on the ceiling tiles. “Good on you then. What a treat, right? Well done.”

I confess to him I feel out of my depth and am not sure what sort of “treat” Clive has gotten me into.

“Clive? Clive Burroughs?” I almost expect him to repeat it with a hushed The in front. “You’ve actually chatted him up?”

“He used to be my neighbor.” Perhaps I shouldn’t have said that, especially if it elevates me even higher in Stuart’s unrequited worship.

“Well, I’m sure if Mr. Burroughs is involved...” He lets his speculation go unfinished. Should I take this as a good thing or a bad thing? Though I’m sure Clive thinks it’s nothing my plucky self can’t handle, it does beg the question of why I’d need reinforcement in the form of my boyfriend.

Stuart and I have now reached the awkward juncture of who moves away first. If it’s Stuart and he’s still focused on the ceiling, he’ll likely either run into a wall or a coworker. If it’s me, I know exactly where his eyes will dart next.

Given my annoyance with the opposite sex in general this morning, I turn and walk away first. 

In your dreams, Stuart. In your dreams.

*****
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The combined aromas of garlic, onion and basil assault my nose the moment I step into my flat after work. With the cuffs of his shirt turned back above his wrists, he looks up with a grin as he chops vegetables for the hearty Italian stew he’s making. “Hope you brought your appetite, luv,” he greets me. “Already poured you some wine.”

I plop my purse on the coffee table along with the bag of travel cosmetics I picked up for the trip. I can tell he’s disappointed I’m wearing the same outfit he last saw me in when he was supposedly coming to my rescue with a wardrobe change. “Didn’t work, huh?” How deftly he feigns innocence that “skirt and boots” lacked enough specifics for him to make an informed choice. 

I can’t resist teasing him that Stuart liked it.

“Which one is Stuart again?”

I know he knows and he knows I know he knows. It’s a silly game we play and a bit like when he repeats the story of his teen crush on Jane Bjerklie that got him expelled from Eton. “You have soooo lost your closet privileges,” I inform him as I pop an olive into my mouth.

“For how long?”

“Quite possibly for the rest of your life.”

He stops his chopping to hand me a full glass of Chianti and clink it against his own. “To new adventures!”

“Yeah, about that—”

“About what?”

“How much did Clive tell you?”

He reminds me their shared ride in the lift didn’t lend itself to lengthy discourse. “He can fill us in tonight. Did I tell you he’s popping ‘round after dinner?”

“Would have been nice to know before I made plans...”

This catches him by surprise, primarily because I am probably the least plan-centric person on the planet and he knows this. The smoldering look he’s now giving me with his dreamy brown eyes is nothing short of covetous. “And what sort of plans might they be, luv?”

Memo to self: Learn to actually make plans before hinting they exist.

*****
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For all the occasions he drives me crazy, Jon is no slug when it comes to culinary capers. He’s a combination of self-taught and having spent time in the kitchen watching Isla, the family cook, while he was growing up. Family cook. I’m trying to imagine what that must have been like. He has also alluded to a family gardener, a family groundskeeper, and a family wine steward. He insists his parentals—Lord and Lady Tapping—are regular, salt-of-the-earth types. I’ve yet to be introduced to them but am anticipating it will be like stepping onto the set of Downton Abbey.

Clive arrives sharply at 8:30 and presents me with a small box from Maison du Chocolat. “A belated housewarming,” he explains. The quick glance I exchange with Jon prompts him to reassure me the only thing lethal about his gift is the calories. 

While Jon makes the three of us tea, our guest withdraws a black portfolio from his valise. Can this get more cloak and dagger or what? I think not.

“Your flight from Heathrow on Monday has a connection to Dundee. Once there, you’ll be met by a driver named Sandy Paterson who will be at your disposal throughout your stay at Rusacks St. Andrews.” The glossy brochure he now hands to me reveals one of those venerable old hotels which has probably been in existence ever since men in kilts first decided that whacking little white balls into holes would be a jolly sport. “All of your expenses,” he adds, “will be charged directly to Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe.”

The guest rooms look sumptuous, the rich woods of the One Under Bar give it as cozy an ambiance as any upscale pub should have, and there’s even a gift shop which, not surprisingly, seems to cater to “all golf, all the time.”

It’s Jon who gives voice to what has been niggling at me since this morning. “What is it, precisely, that Rocky and I will be doing?”

“And why,” I pipe up, “couldn’t MI-5 do it better? Isn’t that what you have all those trained professionals for?”

Clive smiles. “To answer the second question first, my dear, we have agents we can’t risk having recognized in an operation of this nature. That’s not to say MI-5 won’t have a presence during the tournament. It will just be a very discreet one and take the form of housekeeping, bellmen, van drivers and wait staff. In contrast, the two of you will be in a unique position to observe certain individuals more closely.”

“Well, I hate to break it to you, Clive, but do I look like have the energy to run around after over a quarter of a million people in four days?”

He laughs at this and hands me another folder he has withdrawn. “Only 11 of them, my dear, and six of them are golfers. The latter will be our Mr. Tapping’s concern.” He glances over at Jon. “You do play golf, don’t you?”

Why do I have the feeling Clive already knows the answer to every question before he even asks it?

Jon nods. “On occasion with my dad and uncle. Not too shabby but nowhere near what it takes to compete.”

I’m flipping through the 11 dossiers in the folder and am terribly disappointed this group doesn’t include Robert Downey, Jr., Colin Firth or Bon Jovi. Didn’t he say celebrities were going to be there? I’ve never even heard of these five who aren’t golfers. All right, for that matter, I’ve never heard of any of these golfers, either.

I’m only half-listening as Clive explains that Jon won’t actually be playing. “Arrangements are being made for you to be Mr. Chan’s caddy.”

“Why isn’t he using his own caddy?” Jon asks. “Wouldn’t someone new throw off his game?”

As Jon attempted to explain to me during dinner, golf is entirely a mental sport. Any little thing that messes with a player’s routine or concentration can be disastrous. I’d think that swapping out caddies at the last minute would decidedly fall into this category.

“Unfortunately,” Clive replies, “Mr. Chan’s regular caddy is going to be detained at Dundee and put in 10-day quarantine for Meningitis B.”

It’s not until a few hours later when I’m lying in Jon’s arms that I reflect on why Clive’s statement struck me as so odd. 

The caddy’s quarantine hasn’t happened yet.

So how did Clive Burroughs know that it would?
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CHAPTER TWO
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Whenever Jon stays over on a Friday night, my hope is always that it will extend through the weekend and allow us to do all manner of couple-y things. Things like reading The Times in bed. Making each other tea and toast for breakfast. Walking hand in hand through Hyde Park. Returning home to tumble about in my Laura Ashley sheets until dinner. 

Thus far, my expectations on that have not been met. 

Granted, my man’s been awfully busy working for his uncle who owns a fleet of fishing boats that stretches from here to Wales and Ireland. When he’s not negotiating contracts, checking out new boats or engaged in labor relations with local fisherman, he’s courting new vendors which means lots of schmoozing. Obviously my impressions that the habits of those to the manor borne involved smoking cigars in private gentlemen’s clubs and participating in spirited grouse hunts in the countryside are the stuff of an earlier century. Even his parents, he tells me, are much too involved with their business ventures and philanthropic works to sit about being well bred and looking decorative.

He did promise to come back Sunday evening so we can taxi it together to Heathrow the next morning. A part of me wished we were driving the motorways to St. Andrews in his McClaren. Jon, however, tells me that unless I planned to pack only a thong and some socks, there wouldn’t be room in the boot for the way I like to travel. Even my hair and makeup supplies require their own tote. I seriously doubt I’m alone in this approach to being prepared. 

That said, I’m hoping our assignment from Clive doesn’t take up so many waking hours we can’t enjoy ourselves a little in a setting as lovely as Rusacks.

With a whole weekend stretching ahead of me, I decide to start boning up on the people I’m supposed to be watching. To assist in this, Clive has not only underlined the important details but also made meticulous margin notes and attached photos and relevant press clippings. This strikes me as very old-school for MI-5. Shouldn’t all of this be on a nifty microchip that could be swallowed in case of emergency?

Yes, I’m getting ahead of myself. Clive and Jon have reiterated that nothing can impact the outcome of the tournament because it’s so closely watched. Whatever’s going to happen has something to do with these eleven individuals, five of whom are only attendees. My question—and there’s clearly no one to ask—is whether any of them might potentially be dangerous. A trained agent would take this in stride as part of the job. A trained agent I am definitely not.

The first person in the stack is T.R. Pagel, CEO and Owner of Pagel Pharmaceuticals in Spokane, Washington. I’m looking at a picture of a tall, stern-looking woman in her 60s with a Judi Dench haircut. She’s wearing a very mannish pinstripe suit with shoulder pads the likes of which haven’t been in vogue since the 1980s. If, however, those are her own shoulders filling out the seams of the jacket, I wonder how she gets through doorways without having to turn sideways.

The corporation’s mission statement touts their emphasis on the research, development, marketing and distribution of drugs and vitamins in the context of promoting smart healthcare. According to Clive’s notes, the dark side involves their manufacture two years ago of TriaxathonG38, a sports-enhancing derivation of a hormone called Erythropoietin which allows athletes to circumvent biological passports and evade blood doping infractions. 

While Pagel Pharmaceuticals maintains that cheaters have been finding creative ways to cheat since time immemorial, it drew unwanted attention eight months ago when a 14-year-old student got hold of some TG38 illegally. Not only did he experience violent seizures during a school track meet but subsequently went into a coma. Despite the corporation’s scramble to assert he was a minor whose system couldn’t handle the turbo-charge of artificial energy, it is currently being sued to the tune of two million dollars.

No wonder Ms. Pagel looks so angry. Is she a rat who has fled to Scotland to desert a sinking ship?

Next up are society page clippings about Marissa and Augie Sugarman. At first glance I thought it was a brunette about my age posing with her very ugly, bespectacled grandfather. Turns out instead it’s her very ugly husband who’s at least 40 years her senior. As a former flatmate might have described him, “He fell out of the ugly tree and hit every branch on the way down.” Curious that someone who reminds me of the creepy goblin bankers in the Harry Potter movies would attract such a young, pretty bride. Or was it his money which made it easier for her to look past this short little man’s disagreeable appearance? I’m leaning toward the latter.

Clive’s notes reveal Augie’s wealth comes from garment factories in Southeast Asia which produce pricey sports attire for professional athletes. Lately he has come under scrutiny from allegations that his factories are sweatshops with oppressive conditions, horrible pay and even hints of human trafficking. Augie’s response to press inquiries is always that he’ll “circle back” once he has had an opportunity to look in to it. Suffice it to say, this doesn’t seem to be a priority for him. 

Clive wants me to find out why the pair’s next destination after St. Andrews is Antwerp. Simply asking them would be the easiest, wouldn’t it? Somehow I don’t think this is what he means.

The next file is a single page with grainy photos of Prince Siraaj al-Masih. In his white Saudi robes and ghutrah, he’s very much channeling Omar Sharif. Traveling with him is “Elif (#19).” A wife? A bodyguard? A chauffeur? At the bottom of the page, Clive has cryptically scribbled, Wants to buy St. Andrews. Whether this means the golf course or the entire town, I’m quite sure neither one is up for sale.

He has listed my six golfers by name and country:

Sergio del Bosque – Spain

Liam MacGinnis – Ireland

Lachlann MacAlistair – Scotland

Ethan Kirby – United States

Jackson Clarke – United States

Rocco Monteleone – Italy

The photos of the first five are primarily action shots of them on golf courses and press releases with their stats and how they have fared in tournaments at home and abroad. It’s the sixth one, though—Rocco Monteleone—which causes my mouth to drop open. Talk about being caught by surprise.

It’s an 8x10 full color glossy of a tanned and handsome Rocco sitting in a gondola in Venice. Open shirt. Cropped pants. Barefoot. Wavy brown hair lightly touseled by the breeze. Bedroom eyes. Propped vertically between his knees is a cello. Instead of wielding a bow across its strings, however, he whimsically holds a golf club. 

Wow. Who cares if he even knows how to play golf? I’ve already forgotten whatever I read about the other five. Mr. Monteleone, I’ve decided, will likely require my undivided attention...

*****
[image: image]


When Jon returns on Sunday, I’m setting out Indian takeaway from a divine restaurant around the corner from my flat. Chicken Tikka, Mixed Lentils and Lamb Curry. I hope he’s hungry since there’s no way leftovers will keep until we get back from our working holiday.

He drops his black leather duffle bag inside the door and crosses to the kitchen to give me a kiss and a squeeze. One bag? Is that all he’s taking? Why is it that men can pack so economically whether they’re off for a weekend or six months at the South Pole? Me? I’ve got my hair/cosmetics tote, a garment bag with three long dresses and a 29-inch softside with spinner wheels. Yes, I know the airlines will charge me extra but the contents are all things I’ll really, really need. Really.

He reaches inside his jacket in preface to telling me he bought me something for our four-month anniversary. My breath catches in my lungs when I see it’s a small jewelry box. And here I thought only women marked week and month anniversaries of dating.

“Just a little something for our new adventure,” he describes it.

It’s a silver charm bracelet with three charms on it—a golf club, a golf bag and a golf ball.

“It called to me from a shop window,” he says as he fastens the clasp. “We can always add to it as you find other things you like.” He’s pretty sure the jewelry shops in St. Andrews carry similar merchandise.

Totally meltable. It’s how I feel whenever he indulges me in sentimental gifting. “It’s perfect,” I tell him, punctuating my appreciation with a kiss.
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