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Prologue

fter the echo of the slamming front door has faded away, it suddenly became quiet 

in the house. Is this what I want? Is this all worth it?

Then my phone rings. An unknown number. I reject the call. A few 

seconds later the phone rings again. I reject it again, but I get called back 

immediately. Ugh. Though I’m irritated, I decide to take the call. 

‘Hi, this is Ronald Park.’ On the other side, I hear some rumbling sound 

and music. I can’t make sense of it… until I hear a voice: ‘Hello, hello? This 

is me, can you hear me? Can you come to London? I need to speak to you 

urgently.’ I recognize that voice. It’s Hank, my company’s founder, and majority 

shareholder. He sounds confused and drunk. And panicked. I thought to 

myself, ‘Of course I will go. Through thick and thin, I’m always here for Hank.’ 

I get into my car quickly and drive to London, about an hour away.

I finally see him, and immediately notice that he’s in complete despair. 

‘I’ve worked very hard all these years. But it has been for nothing!’. Seeing 

him act from a place of anguish is very unlike him.

‘Hank, what do you mean? What’s the matter? Why are you panicking?’

‘Did you really not see this coming, Ronald?! My money has almost run 

out in the last few months. I’m close to bankruptcy. There is only money left 

for a few weeks. I kept depositing money from my own pocket, but we’re 

close to hitting rock bottom!’

He continues: ‘I can already foresee the headlines. From multi-

millionaire to a customer of social security.’ He becomes silent and stares 

straight ahead. I am puzzled and don’t know what to say. Then he suddenly 

looks at me and grabs my shoulders firmly. With his arms outstretched, he 

looks me in the eye as he begs me: 

‘You are the only one who can get us out of this, Ronnie. Will you please 

help? Only you can save us!’

After the echo of the slamming front door has faded away, it suddenly became quiet After the echo of the slamming front door has faded away, it suddenly became quiet 

in the house. Is this what I want? Is this all worth it?Ain the house. Is this what I want? Is this all worth it?
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Free Practice

Nine months earlier
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Quicky

Nine months earlier, on a 
Saturday afternoon in March

onald, why don’t you do anything about it? You are the managing director, 

aren’t you?’ My wife Emily shouts annoyedly from the living room couch. 

I’m in the kitchen making an espresso. She’s never been a big fan of our 

company’s commercials, but this time she especially hates it. ‘This is really 

unacceptable! That commercial is really very sexist! ‘

I met Emily when I studied logistics in London. We both lived in the 

same student apartment. The first time I saw her I was head over heels. It 

really was love at first sight from my side. But not for Emily. She had built 

a wall around her to counter all the advances of testosterone-rich students. 

I persisted for a long time. I sent her flowers, love letters, chocolate, and 

rose petals. Eventually, she gave in and went out with me. The same month 

we canceled our student apartments and rented a flat together. After we 

graduated, we became married.

Our founder, Hank Rapid, is the leading actor in our commercial. He 

is dressed like a cowboy: bare torso, brown boots underneath his jeans and 

he wears a large gray cowboy hat on his head. His long gray hair hangs 

down in a ponytail. In the commercial, he shows off his tanned and hairy 

chest. Hank is already in his late sixties, but I must admit that he looks a lot 

younger with his slender and muscular build. 

He has wrapped his arms around the waist of two sultry models. Both 

are dressed in workwear from our company but... let’s just say it was a 

short skirt version of our workwear. The girls look into the camera rather 

seductively, both with a hand on Hank’s bare chest.

‘Ronald, why don’t you do anything about it? You are the managing director, Ronald, why don’t you do anything about it? You are the managing director, 

aren’t you?’ My wife Emily shouts annoyedly from the living room couch. Raren’t you?’ My wife Emily shouts annoyedly from the living room couch. 

I’m in the kitchen making an espresso. She’s never been a big fan of our 
R
I’m in the kitchen making an espresso. She’s never been a big fan of our 
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With a big smile, he says: ‘Howdy! Here I am again: kitchen cowboy. Do 

you want a new kitchen but don’t have a lot of time? Then quickly go to the 

Kitchen Quick website. We specialize in fast and very satisfactory delivery. 

So fancy a quickie? Go to kitchen-quick.com!’ Hank gives a big smile, the 

models kiss on his cheek, and the commercial ends.

The commercial is designed to be annoying and borderline 

inappropriate. That’s why it stands out. I suggested to Hank to make it 

more professional, but he politely declined my suggestion. ‘It sells, right?’ 

Was his response. And... he’s right. The more media buzz about our ads, 

the more orders come in.

It’s been four years since Hank asked me to come and work for him 

at Kitchen Quick. I was ready for something new after having worked for 

more than eight years at a large supermarket chain in various management 

positions. There was constant pressure to climb the corporate ladder, and I 

grew fed up with its ‘up or out’ culture. 

So I hired a career coach. He advised me to look outside of the corporate 

world and consider joining smaller companies. He put me in touch with one 

of his business contacts: Kitchen Quick. Kitchen Quick is a British company 

with an American shareholder.

I decided to apply for the role of CEO. I think Hank took a bit of a risk to 

hire me: I was in my twenties and had no experience in the kitchen business. 

Hank is someone who looks at potential, and I’m fortunate he saw that in 

me.

In the beginning, I had to get used to him. He is a flamboyant man 

who gets what he wants. ‘I always do what others think is impossible’ is his 

motto. He is stubborn, smart and spry. A true entrepreneur. Someone who 

sees moneymaking opportunities everywhere. And with success. Before he 

was thirty he was a multi-millionaire. And he loves to brag about that. I 

believe that is because of his American roots. He usually wears extravagant 

and eye-catching clothes. He owns a large collection of shiny leather shoes 

in the craziest colors: bright pink, bright green. And I must admit: it looks 

good on him! Especially with his tanned face and a beautiful head of long 

gray hair.

Hank wanted to take a step back from the daily management of the 

company. The house (as he always calls it) pretty much ran itself. He didn’t 
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go to the office that much anymore, he was busy with all sorts of new start-

ups. I think he eventually got bored with running Kitchen Quick. ‘I want a 

managing director to look after my pension,’ was his main motivation to 

hire me.

To take this job we had to move from our apartment close to Holland 

Park in London to a house in the Kent Countryside. For Emily, moving 

was not such a problem. As an interim HR manager, she is used to having 

assignments throughout the country. And I was quite positive about living 

in a more rural area: a pleasant environment to raise children if we ever 

wanted to start a family.

Emily and I often have conversations about whether we should have 

children. Emily has always wanted two kids. She is just 31, a few years 

younger than me. And now that her younger sister had a baby, she has been 

talking more and more about raising a child. I also really want a family. 

But I also realize it is an irreversible decision. And we still have so many 

plans: traveling, building a successful career, maybe even living abroad 

for a few years. Also, just a few weeks ago, Emily has started a degree in 

organizational consulting. She notices that the role of an HR manager is 

changing considerably. Nowadays, there is a lot of demand for freelancers 

with knowledge of new ways of organizing. Therefore, I believe it is a good 

idea if she completes her career switch before we have children. I think she 

should first complete her education, because knowing Emily, both at the 

same time would be too much for her.

Anyway, back to my job as a managing director at Kitchen Quick. If I took the 

job, I’d have to accept a 30 percent drop in salary compared to my previous job. 

Therefore, I asked Hank if I could get stock options. In the long run, he would 

consider doing that, but not immediately from the start. ‘You have to earn it first,’ 

he said. And I respected that. We agreed to discuss it later.

I also find our ads quite annoying. I agree with Emily that they are rather 

sexist. I don’t have trouble with the intent of our ads: they stand out and 

generate business. What I have trouble with is what they promise.

The Kitchen Cowboy emphasizes that we can place a kitchen as 

a ‘quickie’, but that is not true at all! On average we install a kitchen in 

roughly 12 weeks. Sometimes a bit faster, but often longer as well. It’s not 
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a huge problem, given that our competitors have similar delivery times. But 

raising the expectations through this ad gives us zero benefits: we just make 

our customers disappointed.

Before I became CEO, Hank tried to shorten the delivery time but 

he failed. He achieved a few small improvements in the process, but the 

total delivery time remained to be roughly 3 months. This frustrated Hank 

immensely. And that is not surprising, as he is extremely impatient by 

nature.

If Hank has a new idea, he expects others to be able to implement 

it within a few hours. He has no sense of time at all. He doesn’t seem to 

want to understand that some things can take weeks to months before they 

have changed. That’s why many of his plans fail. By the time a new idea is 

implemented, he already has a new one. Long-term employees are used to 

this. Often when Hank proposes something, they initially do nothing, as 

they know it is a matter of time before Hank changes his mind again.

This makes my work more difficult because when I ask an employee 

something, I always have to check whether he or she actually does it. I really 

want to have faith in my people, but I learned through experience that that is 

not enough. I always tell my managers: ‘Trust is good but control is better!’

I would not suspect that that attitude would almost lead to our 

downfall...
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To the offi ce

Monday morning - a working day like so many

ecause I have an appointment in the evening, I drive my car to the office. In 

total, Kitchen Quick has four showrooms spread across the country. However, 

most of the time I can be found in our head office where the kitchens are also 

manufactured. I park my car in the parking lot behind the building. In the 

past, there were a few private parking lots for executives, right next to the 

front door. Hank liked to park his expensive cars there. ‘That’s to make sure 

people can see things are going very well here’, was his main argument. But I 

disagreed, I thought it was a sign for suppliers that they didn’t have to skimp 

on their prices. ‘Plenty of money here’ it radiated to me.

When I was just appointed as managing director, I asked for the results 

of the employee satisfaction survey. It turned out that the executive parking 

lots were an eyesore for several people. I could totally relate, as in my 

previous job I had always been annoyed by the privileges that executives 

were given. The board even had its own elevator that took them directly 

from the parking garage to their ‘executive’ floor. In other words: I don’t 

want executive parking places in my company. Hank didn’t like my decision 

at all but he didn’t interfere. After all, he promised to hand over the day-to-

day- decision making to me.

I walk the same walk every morning I arrive. I greet the receptionists 

at the entrance. Then I turn to the right into the production floor: the 

heart of our company. Here is where the kitchens are produced. It is full of 

sawing machines and all kinds of other equipment. It is a bit messy, there is 

sawdust everywhere and it always smells wonderfully of freshly sawn wood. 

Around 30 people work there. I recognize them all by face, and know most 

Because I have an appointment in the evening, I drive my car to the office. In Because I have an appointment in the evening, I drive my car to the office. In 

total, Kitchen Quick has four showrooms spread across the country. However, Btotal, Kitchen Quick has four showrooms spread across the country. However, 

most of the time I can be found in our head office where the kitchens are also 
B
most of the time I can be found in our head office where the kitchens are also 
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of their names. Yet they all look quite similar in their overalls. And they all 

talk similarly. It is often not easy to have a casual chat, because everyone is 

wearing ear protection to combat the sawing machine noise. 

In the middle of the production floor next to the coffee machine, is 

Thom’s office. He is the manager of the production floor. Thom has been 

trying for years to get an office on our second floor, but I don’t allow him. 

I believe the Head of Production should be on the production floor, among 

his people. As I walk past Thom’s office, I knock on the window and wave 

hi. Thom is busy.

Thom is as tall as a tree. Over two meters high, and he has a very large 

nose. He has recently turned 55 but he still looks quite young for his age. 

There is no trace of gray in his black curly hair. Rumor has it that he dyes it, 

but he firmly denies that.

When Kitchen Quick was founded over 30 years ago, Thom was one of 

the first employees. At the time he was nicknamed ‘The Saw’. Several years 

later he was promoted to manager. If you see him today, you wouldn’t guess 

that he started as a carpenter. For example, he always wears a suit. I think 

that’s at least a bit strange for a Head of Production. The production floor 

is very dusty, so I think it’s a waste of such good clothes. Although everyone 

should be able to decide what they want to wear I believe.

Thom is very hands-on with the people he manages. He believes workers 

are lazy by nature and a necessary evil. They don’t deliver the required quality 

level and they never do exactly what you have in mind. They always make a 

crucial mistake or call in sick just at the wrong time. I think that is nonsense 

and often argue with him about this mindset.

From the production floor, I walk to the other side of the building 

where I grab the elevator to the third floor. This is where customer service is 

seated, a large department that increasingly starts to look like a professional 

call center: a large room with people sitting behind computer screens, 

wearing a headset. Everyone is cackling all the time to the point where it 

eerily resembles a chicken coop. I often wonder how people are able to do 

their work, with so much noise around them. Fortunately, customers on the 

phone hear nothing of the ambient noise.

I run into Laura: the customer service manager. She is very good at 

her job and is often on the phone herself to help customers. Laura has 
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a high pitched voice that is friendly but also penetrating. She has long 

blond hair and black glasses. We hired her when she had just obtained her 

communication degree. She is super smart and was promoted to manager 

of her department within a few years. She is the definition of “customer 

obsessed.” When managing the day-to-day affairs, we are often focused 

on ourselves but Laura keeps everyone sharp to keep the customer at the 

center. Laura is also a bit of an iconoclast. She isn’t afraid to raise issues and 

often challenges other people’s opinions. I really love that we have someone 

with her character in our management team! 

Next to customer service is the canteen. It is a nice, spacious room with 

lots of daylight. Everyone fits in during lunch so we don’t have to break 

for lunch in shifts, which is convenient. We recently updated the furniture. 

We also often use the canteen when there is something to celebrate. For 

example, I recently put Thom in the spotlight when he had his 30 year job 

anniversary.

I walk through the canteen to the Installation department. Wilma is 

in charge here. Her department ensures that the kitchens are installed and 

fitted in the customers’ homes. Because every house and kitchen is different, 

the work involves a lot of customization.

Wilma is very friendly, a real ‘people person’. I’m not a huge fan of 

that expression, but ‘people person’ really suits her. She wants the best 

for everyone. She cares for her people incredibly well. She even keeps 

birthdays of all her employees and even their loved ones. Amazingly, she 

sends personalized gifts when an employee’s partner or kid has their 

birthday!

Although Placement is the largest department of our company, they 

have the least number of workplaces in the building. The installers are 

almost never in the office. When they do come to the office, it is to pick up 

kitchens and materials and load them in their vans. Then they are quickly 

gone again, on their way to the customer.

A while ago, Wilma moved her workplace to the production floor, right 

next to Thom. This way she could easily see her people when they walked in 

to load things. But that was a disaster. Wilma and Thom are really opposites. 

Within moments they were bickering about the smallest things, so Wilma 

decided to move back to the third.
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After a short conversation with Wilma about the ongoings of her 

department, I walk down the stairs to the second floor. There I have a chat 

with my two colleagues from Finance and HR.

I continue walking to see if Paul is present, our Sales & Planning 

director. He manages all salesmen in our showrooms. Paul is a slick guy, 

a true salesman. Always wears a tight suit and has product in his hair. He 

has a big smile with snow-white teeth. He is proud of his watch that is just 

a little too big and drives a caddish BMW. I know some colleagues call him 

‘Mr. Teflon’ behind his back. At the same time everyone respects Paul. 

Nobody calls him that when his present.

Paul isn’t here this morning. But his colleagues from the planning 

department are. They convert customer orders into workorders for 

production. They ensure all materials are on time and the production 

process runs smoothly. They also plan the installation of the kitchens. 

They regularly are in touch with the customer. This sometimes leads to 

discussions about who should be responsible for customer contact: Should 

it be planning or Laura’s customer service department?

I don’t mind that Paul isn’t in the office. His main responsibility is 

to ensure that sales go well, and that happens in the showrooms. When 

I see him in the office for two consecutive days, I tease him by saying that 

he apparently has already achieved his monthly target. He doesn’t mind, 

we joke around a lot. He is verbally sharp and witty. Those are important 

qualities for a salesman.

Paul believes that customers should give us as much money as possible 

and as quickly as possible. He doesn’t mind pressuring customers into 

closing the deal. Unfortunately, that has an impact on the customer 

experience. Buying a kitchen is really different from shopping in the 

supermarket. It is a considerable investment and it is a product that you 

want to enjoy for a long time. So not something you quickly decide on. At 

the same time, we know that if customers leave the showroom without 

ordering, it is likely they won’t return. Therefore when the customer is in 

our showroom, we try to tempt them to make a quick decision, with an extra 

discount or free kitchen equipment.

I heard Paul is currently working on a very special project. He can’t say 

much about it because he signed a non-disclosure agreement—one that’s 
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ten pages with major penalty clauses. This is because it concerns a possible 

order from the royal family. Hank had received the lead from a golf friend 

and passed it on to Paul. Exciting! It would be stellar if Paul is able to close 

this deal.

Next to Paul’s office is my spacious office. I have a large wooden desk and 

a private conference table with chairs. From my window, I look at a number 

of other office buildings so that’s not really inspiring. To compensate for 

that, I have a large photo with the New York skyline on my wall. I would love 

to live there someday.
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Kitchen Slow

he phone on my desk is ringing. I recognize the number. It is Hank, our 

sleeping shareholder. Well, at least that’s what he’s supposed to be. In 

practice, it is difficult for him to let go. He calls me a few times a week, and 

I’m also aware he regularly contacts other colleagues. Fortunately, he is often 

abroad, so most of our contact is over the phone.

I answer the phone. Hank immediately says: ‘Hey Ronnie, listen. A 

friend of mine spoke to me at the golf club last week. He told me that he 

bought a kitchen from us a few months ago for his new home. Because of 

our relationship, he decided we should be the first choice. Unfortunately, he 

told me a terrible story about what he experienced as a customer.’

That doesn’t sound good. I listen closely as he continues: ‘At first 

he and his wife were very impressed with the service. They were offered 

apple pie, soup, and sandwiches upon entering. It went down from there. 

Figuring out the kitchen wasn’t easy: endless possibilities and options. He 

then mentioned that he wanted to sleep on it, but the salesmen didn’t allow 

them to. They pressured them: if they would sign today they would get a 

30 percent discount and they would get the kitchen equipment for free. 

But the offer really was only valid today. This convinced them to go ahead. 

When they finally made all the choices and placed the order, they were very 

relieved. They were ready to get out of there after signing the papers. But 

then, he heard that the delivery time of the kitchen was over three months! 

Three f *cking months!! They didn’t anticipate this amount of time and it 

was a disaster because they were soon given the key to their new home and 

wanted to move in as quickly as possible.’

What Hank tells me is not really new to me. I’m aware that this often 

happens. Although I have to admit that when hearing it from the customer’s 

perspective, I understand why it sucks. 

The phone on my desk is ringing. I recognize the number. It is Hank, our The phone on my desk is ringing. I recognize the number. It is Hank, our 

sleeping shareholder. Well, at least that’s what he’s supposed to be. In Tsleeping shareholder. Well, at least that’s what he’s supposed to be. In 

practice, it is difficult for him to let go. He calls me a few times a week, and 
T

practice, it is difficult for him to let go. He calls me a few times a week, and 
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Before I can respond, Hank continues: ‘And that’s not all, Ronnie. 

After three months of waiting, they came to install the kitchen. After a day 

of working, the kitchen was assembled. But nothing worked: water and 

electricity were not connected at all! Our representative said casually that 

his job was done. The salesman appeared to have forgotten to include this 

in the contract. After a phone call to the planning department, it turned 

out that they had to wait another two weeks for an engineer to come over 

and finish the job. Isn’t it terrible? In the end, my friends moved into their 

new home much later than planned. He is now teasing me all the time with 

‘Kitchen Slow’ instead of Kitchen Quick! This is total bullcrap! How much 

time does it really take to install a kitchen? Three days?!? And they had to 

wait more than three months?!? We should be able to do this much faster, 

don’t we Ronnie?’

I feel attacked and I become defensive: ‘Listen, Hank, the placement 

only takes a few days. But there is a lot more work involved than just that. 

The room needs to be measured and the kitchen needs to be produced. We 

have to order all kitchen equipment and that often includes a delivery time. 

Moreover, your friend is not our only customer. A lot of kitchens are being 

sold, so he will just have to wait for his turn.’

Hank responds fiercely: ‘Bullshit! Why can’t we do it faster? This is 

bad advertising!’ I think about whether I should start talking about the 

time when Hank was managing director. In those days the delivery time 

wasn’t any better. In fact, it was much more unpredictable. Sometimes they 

delivered in six weeks, but there were also periods with a delivery time of 

almost half a year. Anyway, I’ve brought it up before, but I never win the 

argument. He always has good reasons why it was different back then and 

why it is possible now. I just let it go. Ultimately, the company is doing very 

well financially. And taking some occasional hits from Hank is part of my 

job.

Like most work days, the rest of the day is filled with a true meeting 

marathon. Apart from the morning session, I hardly ever have time to talk 

to my colleagues spontaneously. After the meetings I need at least another 

hour or two to respond to email: I receive at least two hundred emails every 

day. Sometimes it seems endless and I wonder how I could improve this.
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In the afternoon I have a meeting with a possible new supplier. A 

new player in the market, specialized in plastic kitchen tops. I have a nice 

conversation with the salesman and I promise that we will certainly do 

business. He invites me to have dinner with their CEO soon. I gladly accept 

his offer: I love good food.

In the evening I have a business appointment in a stylish restaurant. 

At my previous employer, the supermarket chain, we worked a lot with 

consulting firms. Even though I no longer work there, they like to keep in 

touch. They often send me invitations for speeches or roundtable sessions. 

Tonight there is a CEO dinner. I really enjoy learning from my fellow 

directors.

When I walk into the living room at 10:30 pm, Emily is already sleeping 

on the couch. She is holding a book: ‘The power of self-management’. This 

may be an interesting book for me to read after she is finished. I carefully 

grab the book from her hands and put it away. I cover her with a blanket, 

turn off the light and walk up the stairs to our bedroom. When I wake up 

the next morning, she lies in bed next to me. I didn’t notice she sneaked in.

The weeks and days fly by. Every day looks similar to the other. Everything is 

steady and under control.

I had no idea this was the proverbial calm before the storm.
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