
  
    [image: Saved by the Gris-Gris]
  


  
    
      SAVED BY THE GRIS-GRIS

      
        AL SHARIKA

        BOOK 3

      

    

    
      
        RICHARD SEXTON

      

    

    
      RICHARD SEXTON

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by Panelman Sexton

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Cover Design by James, GoOnWrite.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. New York, New York

      

      
        2. The Coffee Pot

      

      
        3. The Double Date

      

      
        4. The Kermit Sandwich

      

      
        5. The Church Row Cottage

      

      
        6. Haysden Bridge

      

      
        7. Penny to the Rescue

      

      
        8. Essence of Violets

      

      
        9. The Proposal

      

      
        10. The Yellow Ford

      

      
        11. Jeremy’s Ale House

      

      
        12. The Ratings Wrap

      

      
        13. Stephen’s Blue-Eyed Boy

      

      
        14. ‘Gator Baiters

      

      
        15. The Gris-Gris

      

      
        16. Where’s Marty?

      

      
        17. The House of Voodoo

      

      
        18. Securitisation

      

      
        19. The Presentation

      

      
        20. Back in the Souk

      

      
        21. The Imam

      

      
        22. The Parking Garage

      

      
        23. Coney Island Hot Dog

      

      
        24. Was that Vinny?

      

      
        25. The Fishing Trip

      

      
        26. Carnies

      

      
        27. The S.E.C

      

      
        28. Vincent de Luca

      

      
        29. The F.B.I

      

      
        30. Brady Bishop

      

      
        31. The Price of a Camel

      

      
        32. The Sensei

      

      
        33. I’m a Soccer Ball

      

      
        34. Patrick has Visitors

      

      
        35. Is Jess in Danger?

      

      
        36. Saved by the Mafia

      

      
        37. The Mysterious Visitor

      

    

    
      
        Also by Richard Sexton

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      This novel is based on true events, but certain details, characters and timelines have been altered for dramatic purposes. While inspired by real events, this work is ultimately a fictionalized interpretation of those events. Certain long-standing institutions, agencies, public figures and public offices are mentioned, but the characters involved are wholly imaginary. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      “You were saved by travellers before and you will be saved by travellers again.”

      

      
        
        Marvin, Voduissant, New Orleans, Louisiana
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        * * *

      

      “You did not die before. This time will be different. And slower.”

      

      
        
        Unknown assailant, Brooklyn, New York

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            NEW YORK, NEW YORK

          

        

      

    

    
      He picked up the telephone in his parent’s hallway. “Patrick Field.”

      “Hank here. Can you be in New York on the 25th?”

      “Good afternoon, Hank. Er …I mean, good morning. The 25th? Of this month?”

      “Yes. Can you, or not?”

      “I’ll have to ask Staff Department…”

      “I need you here, so you had better tell them. Don’t ask.”

      “Ah. Yes. Righto. I expect that will be fine.”

      “Jeez! You Brits – can’t you say ‘Yes’ or ‘No’?”

      Patrick snickered with embarrassment. If he was going to make a success of his promotion to Calling Officer in Royal Counties Bank’s Wall Street office, he’d have to learn to be more direct. He had arrived back from Bahrain only a day before on temporary leave and was staying at his parents’ house before his next posting abroad.

      “I see what you mean, Hank. Um, I’ll be there.”

      “Great.” Hank rang off. Patrick checked his watch. New York was, what? Five hours behind London? So that made it – a little after seven in the morning. Lesson One - Hank Bagnato was an early starter. Patrick had heard that the more senior you became in the bank in America, the less attention was paid to the actual time you spent in the office. Not for them any Nine to Five core time as in the bank in London. American officers were expected to do the job and to spend whatever time in the office they considered necessary to achieve that.

      Before leaving Bahrain, Patrick had called in at the local Post Office. He hoped there might be a letter from Jess in his rented post box. His heart leapt when he spotted the blue airmail envelope with its familiar writing among a couple of other items. He put the envelope to his face. Was that a lingering trace of her perfume? Over the past months, he had come to the realisation that Jessica was The One. Yet neither had come close to declaring such feelings for the other.

      He always caught himself inferring amorous intent from little elements of her letters. The fact that she wrote at all, of course, was a big positive. He wasn’t sure, but if a girl finished her letters with ‘XXX’, were those kisses of undying love? Or a meaningless convention? Unlike Patrick himself, she would write about how she felt. Not a simple ‘I’m tired after being On-Call tonight’ but of her initial despair when someone appeared in A&E as a broken, bleeding body. She would give herself a bracing self-lecture every time, she reported. That enabled her to start some life-saving treatment. Patrick always wondered as he read such admissions. Did these tales mean she trusted him with her inner emotions? Was he imagining all this?

      He had met Jess in the New Hebrides. She was the doctor for the whole group of islands in the south west Pacific. She had remained there when he was posted by Royal Counties Bank to Bahrain in the Middle East.

      His friends in the flat upstairs, Barney and Jo, could see that Patrick was smitten by this girl and teased him about it without mercy.

      He was aware that her spell in Port Vila would end shortly. It was most likely that she would get another, more senior job somewhere in the UK. He didn’t have a forwarding address for her and desperately wanted one. In his last letter, he had asked how to keep in touch. He'd said Royal Counties Bank’s Bahrain office was closing and he’d be on the lookout for another overseas posting as well.

      After he left Port Vila, his colleague Kim wrote that Jess hooked up with someone called Max. That liaison came to a rapid end when a young woman was brought to the hospital with a broken arm having fallen off a balcony as she and Max were in flagrante delicto. “That’ll teach him to play away,” Kim crowed in his letter. Patrick imagined him hooting with laughter and schadenfreude. Jess had given Max the ‘Heave Ho’ in no uncertain terms when she heard how the girl’s injury was sustained.

      But far from reassuring Patrick, this news came as an unpleasant shock. It revealed that, even if it had fizzled out, Jess had agreed to date someone else, now that Patrick wasn’t around. Was this her looking elsewhere for comfort in his absence? Or moving on with her life having given up on him? Heightening his distress, he recalled how guilty he now felt every time he found himself in a social situation with a young woman. Even if the occasion was not set up to be romantic, it was painful to be aware that the woman might interpret it that way. Out of loyalty to Jess, he would have to call a halt and risk disappointing or hurting his current companion. He missed Jess and wanted very much to find out if she felt the same about him.

      “Why am I like this?” he asked the empty inside of his car. Yes. Barney and Jo were right: he was smitten.

      Using his penknife, he slit open the envelope. A huge grin of anticipation spread across his face. Every square centimetre was filled with Jess’s spidery doctors’ handwriting. He consumed it, hungrily. She was to take up a position as Registrar at a hospital in Sidcup, in Kent, very close to where Patrick had been to school. She needed to find somewhere to live and wondered if he might be able to help her. And - hooray! The all-important UK forwarding address for her was there. She would stay with her parents in Tunbridge Wells, some thirty miles to the south. The rest of the letter comprised chatty updates on local news and people they had both known in the New Hebrides.

      His own return date to the UK was not yet settled, but it would be soon. Buoyed by the ‘XXX’ sign off and imminent prospect of seeing Jess again - at her request, he reminded himself, he drove back to his flat.

      Turning into the parking area beneath the building, he pulled up behind Barney’s Suzuki. The man himself was there but wasn’t wearing his trademark smile.

      “What’s up, Barney?”

      “Bad news, Squire. After hearing about closure of your branch here, I thought our travellers’ cheques office would be safe. It’s just a service business, after all. But Regional Office have written and said we are downsizing – that means me. The office will stay open, for now, but with only the locals running it.”

      “So you are going back to the UK too?”

      Barney nodded. “I just told Jo. She’s quite upset.”

      “I’ve got some news which might cheer you both up.”

      “We need it.”

      “You always wanted to meet Jessica. Maybe we can all get together in the UK. Turns out she is going to a hospital in Sidcup and has asked me to help her find somewhere to live near there. We can try to fix a date to meet up.”

      Barney did look a little brighter. “Ok. That’s good.” A mischievous look crossed his face. “We’ll let you know if she’s good enough.”

      “Good enough for me? Cheeky bugger. Don’t let Jo hear you saying stuff like that, eh?”

      They went upstairs, Patrick to his flat and Barney up another flight of stairs to his.

      When next Patrick could corner the branch manager, Mike, in his office, he brought up the topic of what posting he wanted to try for when he left Bahrain.

      “Before coming here, I interviewed in London with a man named Hank Bagnato from New York. The job he outlined sounded like a more developed version of what I’ve been doing here with the regional banks. In the end, of course, he wasn’t able to get budget clearance, so the job wasn’t offered, but I’d like to see if it could be achieved this time.”

      “New York’s a big place, Patrick. Do you think you have enough treasury experience?”

      “No, I don’t. After Hank had set out roughly what I’d be doing, I asked if I could spend time in the New York dealing room. I’ve got a basic understanding of foreign exchange and deposits. But I know the instruments they trade there are quite complex, so I’d have a lot to learn. He said I could – in fact it would be a requirement.”

      “So they factored that in already. It’s ambitious, I’ll give you that.”

      “What do you think? I’d like to give it a go. Could you write me a supporting letter?”

      “Of course I will. And if ‘Is Nibs next door agrees, I'll suggest John and Paul in our dealing room put in a word for you too.”

      Harry Tester, the Chief Manager, was often absent from his office. Mike had to take on much of the managerial workload by himself. Tester never explained what he was doing or where he was going. This aloof behaviour prompted Mike to refer to him as ‘His Nibs’. Tester had been happy that Patrick’s joint efforts with the Bahrain dealing room had gained a lot of business and income from the larger banks in the Middle East. He also had other personal reasons to be grateful to Patrick, so would likely support a move to New York on promotion.

      “Great. As our instruction from London was to run this branch down as though to close it, when do you think I'll be released?”

      “I’ll discuss that with Harry. There’s plenty for you to do in the meantime, of course. I’ll start to draft something to this Hank Bagnato. Your Staff Department masters will have to agree as well, of course, but let’s take one thing at a time. Is there anything else?”

      “No. Thanks, Mike.”

      He was no longer trying to drum up new business for the Bahrain branch, so spent most of his time counselling and helping the local staff find other jobs. Many had been with Royal Counties Bank for years and might have hoped to spend their whole careers there. The decision taken in London by Head Office to close the branch was understandable, even expected. At least from a business point of view, after such a major loss to fraud. But the human side of the process was very hard to bear for all involved. The ex-pat staff would be flown back to the UK and new jobs found for them. On the other hand, for those who had been hired locally, this was a heavy blow.

      Patrick went over to the aged branch messenger, Mohammed Saleh. The man’s standing among Islamic scholars had enabled him to petition the Sharia Court in Riyadh. They had sought repayment of a one hundred million dollar loan to a supposedly wealthy merchant, Abdullah Al Hassan, in Saudi Arabia.

      To everyone’s surprise, the Court awarded judgement to Royal Counties Bank but Hassan’s failure to repay caused them to write off the entire balance. This prompted Head Office to shut down the branch altogether. Worse, for Abdullah Al Hassan himself, was the punishment meted out by the Court – his public execution.

      Penny Baxter, Patrick’s mysterious friend from the UK Government’s security services, told him that Hassan belonged to Al Sharika. This ancient society is dedicated to the takeover of the western world. She explained that signing for this enormous loan, ostensibly to help the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia expand its petrochemical processing facilities, was actually to raise funds for the movement. Al Sharika did not bail him out by making any repayment. They must have concluded he had outlived his usefulness.

      But this episode and Patrick’s previous lower level encounters with the group in the New Hebrides marked him out as a danger to them. The Al Sharika technique was to compromise or blackmail unsuspecting westerners who were or might become powerful enough to be a source of funding. He had dodged all attempts to recruit him and hoped that his move to Bahrain would drop him off Al Sharika’s radar. That did not happen. Optimistically, he clung to the belief that returning to London and then going to New York might obscure his trail. But in reality, he knew not to count on it.

      For now, he fancied a mug of Mohammed Saleh’s strong Turkish coffee. The old man always delighted to do this. They sat together by the window of the Royal Counties Bank office on the second floor of the Manama Centre. Unlike most of the ex-pat staff, Patrick had learned to speak a little Arabic. His efforts to communicate in the local language gave Mohammed Saleh much pleasure.

      Patrick knew the old man was most unlikely to find another job. Few other foreign employers had an Arabist ex-pat manager like Mike who valued Mohammed Salah for his Islamic learning and wisdom. Patrick feared that the kindly old soul would never again be able to doze beside a window until called upon to bring coffees or take important papers along the road.
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      Only a week later, Mike called him in and passed across a letter from Staff Department.

      “They wrote to Harry too – it’s your marching orders for the end of the month to go back to London.”

      “That was quick. Any mention of New York?”

      “Here - have a look.”

      Patrick scanned the memorandum. He was to report to an office in London for a series of interviews. The list of people he would see was still being finalised, it said, and an itinerary would be sent to him ‘in due course’.

      “They don’t give much away, do they?”

      “S.O.P., Patrick.” He looked blank.

      “Standard Operating Procedure.” Mike drew deeply on his cigarette. “In the Army we recognised that people given a little power for the first time can’t resist exercising it whenever they can. In this case…” he looked at the copy of the memorandum on his desk, “…Mister Arnold, Assistant Staff Manager, no less – knows very well what you want to achieve. But has it within his power to keep you dangling for a week or two.”

      Patrick started to get up. Mike held up a restraining hand.

      “Hang on. There’s more. Here’s a letter Harry got back from Hank Bagnato – I made a copy for you. I think you’ll like it.”

      He pushed across the piece of paper. It was also an internal memorandum, but styled, ‘From the Office of Hank Bagnato’. It was quite short. It read, ‘Field impressed me when we met in London. I would like to add him to our calling officer strength. There will be an opening this summer when our longest-serving VP retires. Advise when free.’

      “Gosh.” Patrick said. “So it might happen.”

      Mike nodded. “Looks like you made the right noises before you came here. Though you might have been overwhelmed if you’d gone to New York first. A stint here has rounded your corners off!”

      “Hah!” Patrick snorted as politely as possible with mild derision. Some of his recent escapades flashed through his mind. Narrowly avoiding a honey-trap in Jeddah shortly after he arrived in Bahrain. Then, escaping death, having been dumped in the Empty Quarter of Saudi Arabia only by the sheerest good fortune of finding a small group of wandering bedu. Was this what Mike called ‘rounding the corners off’?

      “Even though I’ve read that New York has more than a thousand murders every year, I’m thinking it will be safer than here. I mean – some of the attempts might be on other people instead of me!”

      “Quite so,” amended Mike. “You’d better start organising some packing if you are to leave at the end of the month.”

      His friend Barney also had his date of departure lined up a couple of weeks later on. It looked as if they might be able to arrange to meet with Dr Jessica after all.

      The days sped past. Patrick had made a point of not acquiring masses of possessions. He realised that he would likely be dragging them from country to country as Royal Counties Bank posted him to different offices every five years or so. One day, of course, he hoped to ‘settle down’, as his mother put it. Quite what that might entail was vague in his mind, but he’d tackle it when he got there. For the moment, certainly until Jess was confirmed in his heart as ‘The One’ – and providing she said, ‘Yes’, of course – then Patrick could travel lightly. He sold his windsurfer and Suzuki Jeep to one of the newer members of Bahrain Boardsailers. His music system, which he thought of as ‘Medium Fi’ rather than ‘HiFi’, he gave to a member of staff. Clothes and knickknacks went into a trunk he bought in the souk. It was handed over to a freight forwarding company for delivery to his parents’ address in the UK.

      When he stopped at the Post Office to cancel his P.O. Box agreement, he found a letter from Penny Baxter. She was inviting him to meet in London on the day he was to attend the interviews. How did she know even that he’d be in the UK, let alone when his interviews had been scheduled? Shaking his head in wonderment, he wrote back, accepting the invitation for some time that day. He pointed out that he didn’t have his meeting schedule yet.

      Patrick held a party in his flat for the whole staff and their spouses the night before he was to leave. There were many tears. Several told him that they were certain he would return to Bahrain one day. He smiled and hugged and waved, overcome with the depth of real affection the Bahrainis had for him. They had collected money and sent Mohammed Saleh into the souk to have made a special coffee pot engraved in Arabic with Patrick’s name. He wept openly when the old man himself shuffled forward and presented him humbly with the gift.

      Luckily there was just enough space in his suitcase to incorporate the precious pot.

      Royal Counties Bank provided a chauffeur-driven car to collect him from Heathrow airport and deliver him to his parents’ house. He’d be staying there during his period of leave between postings. He had not shared any of his dangerous escapades for fear of alarming them. Unsure whether to attribute this to youthful ignorance or bravado, Patrick reasoned that they would worry, yet be unable to assist. This was extra stress they need not experience, he believed.

      “Did you make lots of new friends, Patrick?” asked his mother, after he’d dragged his travel bags into the hallway.

      “I did,” he said. “I have been fortunate to meet a few really decent people – not just people who are fun to be around but truly fine human beings.”

      “Your father will be glad. Knowing that you work so hard, it’s important to relax, you know.” His mother stopped peeling carrots for a second. “Whatever happened to that nice girl you met in the New Hebrides?”

      He saw she was smiling. “You mean Jess?” She nodded. “Well, I’m hoping she and I can meet up here with my new friends from Bahrain, Barney and Jo.”

      “Joe?”

      “Ah – ‘Jo’ as in ‘Josephine’.” He furrowed his brow. “Or Joanne. Come to think of it, I never asked what her whole name is - everyone calls her ‘Jo’ – she’s Barney’s girlfriend. Maybe it’s ‘Joanne’. I don’t know. He worked in Travellers Cheques, upstairs from our office and is coming home in a week or twos’ time as well.”

      “Do you think they might all like to come here for dinner?”

      “That’s very kind, Mum. I’ll have to see whether we can get together at all, first.”

      His mother’s question forced Patrick to think again about Jess. Were he and she a couple? ‘Meeting the parents’ was a significant step in a budding relationship. More significant than he had a right to expect Jess to go along with, especially given that she might not be fully aware of his growing feelings for her.

      He went through the list of things he wanted to take care of in the next day or two. As had become his habit, he wrote them in a notebook and put them in order of importance by writing a number beside each. After a couple of crossings out, he was satisfied. He couldn’t decide whether contacting Jess ranked above finalising details of his upcoming day of interviews in London, but he’d get them both done right away, so the order didn’t matter. He went upstairs to unpack.

      He scribbled a letter to Jess at her parents’ home in Tunbridge Wells making sure he included the telephone number of his Mum and Dad in Petts Wood.

      “Mum?” he called. “Do you have a stamp?”

      The banging of pots and pans in the kitchen paused. “In my purse,” she replied. “There are First and Second class in there.”

      “Thanks,” he replied. He hunted through the capacious bag without success, eventually tipping out its contents on the hall table so he could see what was there. His mother had wedged the books of stamps into a tiny internal sleeve in the lining. He tore one out of the First-Class book, heaped everything back into the hand bag and headed out of the front door.

      “I’m going to the pillar box. Won’t be long.”

      “Dinner’s nearly ready,” his mother protested, as the door slammed shut.

      Other than the call from Hank Bagnato in New York, the first couple of days of his long leave went by unremarkably. He met up with some old friends, went for long walks through the Kent countryside and renewed his acquaintance with English beer. At length, Staff Department’s interview itinerary dropped onto his parents’ doormat. He looked through it eagerly to see what preparations he’d need to make.

      Most of the people who had asked to see him were predictable. There were senior individuals from his current geographic division. Elias Al Masri headed the list. He was the Egyptian in charge of Royal Counties Bank’s relationships with other financial institutions in the Middle East. During Patrick’s time in Bahrain, he had come to admire Al Masri’s ability to insert himself into high-ranking society in the Arabian Gulf and North Africa. Patrick supposed that navigating the political snakes and ladders of Royal Counties Bank’s managerial strata was childs' play in comparison. He’d be sorry to lose touch with the man. Others on his list were seeing him for form’s sake, he reckoned. The interviews would be scripted, brief and inconsequential for him. But they'd enable the interviewer to tick some sort of achievement box. A contribution towards progress in the constant time and motion studies in Head Office.

      He realised that his final meeting would be at 3pm, so he could arrange to see Penny Baxter at or soon after 5pm. Patrick extracted her business card from his wallet.

      “Mum? Is it alright if I make a call to someone I know in London? I want to arrange to get together after my bank interviews next week.”

      “Of course, Dear. You don’t have to ask. Which day are you going up to Town?”

      “Next Thursday.”

      He dialled Penny’s number.

      “Baxter.”

      Patrick could never quite get used to Penny’s abrupt manner on the telephone. He attributed her rapid-fire answering to a combination of seniority and busy-ness. Or perhaps these were the impressions she wished to give.

      “Penny, it’s Patrick – I’m back in England and have a date to come up to London for interviews.”

      “Lovely to hear from you, Patrick. When can we get together?”

      “It’s next Thursday – I reckon all my interviews will be over before five o’clock so could we meet around five thirty? I’ve got lots to tell you.”

      The sound of turning pages in her desk diary came through. “Thursday? Sure. And Christopher – remember him? He might want to join us for a bit. How about going to my favourite wine bar again?”

      “I’d love to, although, I’d like to treat you to dinner – after all, you paid everything last time.”

      She laughed lightly. “It’s the benefit of having an expense account – you should try getting a job with one of those.”

      Thursday dawned. Patrick boarded the 07:40 train from Petts Wood to Cannon Street station. But he deliberately got off early, at London Bridge. He wanted the pleasure of strolling across the River Thames and savouring the fresh air and early morning light. He let the gush of commuters carry him out of the railway station, through a tunnel and on to the approach to the bridge. Among the parade of shops on the righthand side was a shoe mender, a newsagent and a tiny café. Even though he had breakfasted well before leaving, the smell of frying bacon drifting from the café’s open door was hard to resist.

      Three minutes later, he continued his gentle amble north across the bridge, a black coffee in one hand and a hot bacon sarnie in the other. Feeling like a tourist, he propped himself against the stout balustrading. It overlooked HMS Belfast, moored downstream. He munched his sandwich, appreciatively. Beyond the ship, the sun had been rising over Tower Bridge for some time and was developing a little warmth. The massed ranks of besuited humanity pouring past him wouldn't notice that. Patrick studied their faces. None returned his gaze. All displayed the facial rigor of resignation. Resigned to performing uninspiring clerical tasks for eight hours with a strict one hour for lunch. The tide would turn around five o’clock. Those who ‘had to get home’ would all hurry back across the bridge, desperate to return to suburbia, for no real reason other than habit. Others might linger in pubs or bars, laughing with their office mates over beers and glasses of low-quality wine.

      Patrick sighed. He hadn’t realised when he first joined Royal Counties Bank that most people in London went through their working lives like this. He felt genuinely lucky that he had been selected by the bank to go abroad and could escape such drudgery. Sure, there were elements of all the jobs he had done which were boring but necessary. But for the most part, they were stimulating. Most of all, he had been gifted the wonder of living in cultures which were not his own. This might be the most valuable part of the whole experience, he knew. And shot through it all had been occasional terrifying occasions. Like coming into contact with Al Sharika – in their quest to reclaim lands and power in the Middle East and elsewhere, taken unjustly, they believed, by western Crusaders.

      Time for the first of today’s interviews. He screwed up the paper bag and put it in his pocket until he could find a waste bin.

      For the most part, the interviews went as Patrick had expected. ‘Little men’, he thought, ‘in little jobs with few prospects and a close horizon, all waiting for their pensions.’ But then he told himself off. He remembered that lots of people had interests outside banking. They needed a monthly salary to pay their household bills. Their more lofty ambitions might lie in cooking or horse riding or athletics or …well, anything else. The system as a whole depended upon such folks who managed to be content with the nine to five grind because of other freedoms it gave them.

      One of the interviews, though, contained a little excitement. It was with the Assistant Staff Manager who had penned the bland letter to Patrick’s bosses in Bahrain.

      “Ah, Patrick. Come in and sit down. My name is Mister Arnold.”

      It crossed Patrick’s mind that the gender clarification was superfluous, but he thought better of pointing it out. After all, he was about to try being somewhat direct and demanding, as recommended by Hank Bagnato. He should avoid annoying the man without reason.

      “Thank you.”

      “Now, we have received your final report from the Chief Manager of Bahrain Branch. He seems to have been quite impressed by your work.”

      “I tried my best, as always.”

      “We have reviewed your Recorded Sterling Salary in light of this performance. I am pleased to say that you will receive a pay increase of five percent. Next, we have to talk about where you go after your annual leave.”

      The man looked at Patrick, searching in vain for some reaction. But Patrick had learned from his negotiations with clients and others in Arabia to keep his expression neutral. This seemed to throw Arnold off course. “Ah, yes, well… Um. There have been – that is, we have received interest from certain parties…”

      Patrick maintained a stoic silence, raising an eyebrow slightly to convey mild interest.

      “We are thinking of sending you to America. How would you feel about that?”

      “That would suit me very well, thank you. I should like to arrive on the 25th of this month in New York, please.”

      “What? How do you know what will be required? I haven’t told you about the job yet. And what about the rest of your leave?”

      “That’s right.” Patrick deadpanned. “You haven’t. But Hank Bagnato has asked me to be available from that date. Some internal training will be needed before I am let loose on his customer base. I shall need to hit the ground running.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that. It’s all most irregular. We will have to sort out flights, accommodation, visas and, and… well, lots of things.”

      “Indeed. Could you forward the air ticket to my parents’ address, please? Is there anything else?”

      “I haven’t told you about your terms and conditions of employment there.”

      “Oh, I expect they will be satisfactory. Especially as this will be another promotion, won’t it?”

      “I was going to get to that. The Vice President job is two grades higher than you are at present, so your Recorded Sterling Salary will be …um …bigger.” Mr Arnold turned over several papers, searching for the information he needed. One skated off the desk and side-slipped to the floor. This was all going much too fast for Arnold’s liking. He had lost his thread, being more used to controlling such meetings. His eyes lit on the Sterling amount and grew wider. He looked up at Patrick.

      “Much bigger, actually.” He named a figure which was twice Patrick’s theoretical take home pay right now.

      Patrick permitted himself a light smile as it occurred to him that the figure was likely far north of Arnold’s own salary. “That sounds satisfactory to me. Do you have the actual dollar amount I’ll be paid?”

      Mr Arnold peered at the paperwork again. He shook his head in a confused manner. “There seems to be some mistake. It says ‘seventy five thousand dollars’.” He made an embarrassed gurgling noise. “I’ll have to check that.”

      “Right,” said Patrick. “If there’s nothing more..?”

      Arnold shook his head as though he had lost a competition he didn’t know he was in.
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      Patrick checked his watch as he left Mr Arnold’s office. There was plenty of time to get across London to meet with Penny Baxter at half past five. He straightened his tie and headed for the lift and the front doors, remembering to sign out at the reception desk.

      The experience of behaving in a more direct way than usual had emboldened him. It was an unaccustomed feeling of strength and capability. Patrick had never considered himself to be a shrinking violet, exactly. But the success of this new ‘Hank-approved’ approach might prompt him to be more forward in life generally.

      ‘Not that I need to be running at dangerous situations, exactly. They always seem to find me’, he thought, reflecting on some of his previous life-threatening adventures. ‘And anyway – it was only my first attempt at being direct and forceful’.

      But he couldn’t help grinning at how easy it had been to fluster poor Mr Arnold. He wondered if it would work on Americans?

      He walked up to Penny’s favourite wine bar a little bit early, thinking to pause on the opposite side of the street and people-watch for a while. It was an amusing way of passing the time and he’d be able to spot Penny when she arrived. The worker-bee river tide had begun to flow out to the suburban seas. There were plenty of people for him to play at guessing their occupations. Here was a secretary – no – more likely a personal assistant, who did more of her boss’s job than he did. A junior clerk, tie removed as soon as he’d left the office and stuffed into his pocket, hurrying off to some drinking den. And a more senior clerk with slicked-down hair, wearing an ill-fitting three-piece suit. It was shiny in places and the tiny knot in his tie spoke of the tiny, ordered world he inhabited. The man trod steadily towards the same railway station he’d frequented for the last thirty years. But his reverie was soon interrupted.

      “Hello, stranger!” said a quiet voice beside him. It was Penny, looking quite stunning in the late afternoon sun.

      “Gosh – you surprised me. I must have been miles away – how are you?”

      “Very well, thank you, Patrick. It’s lovely to see you. Shall we go in?”

      To Patrick’s surprise, she slipped her hand inside his arm as they turned to cross the road. Ever the gentleman, he couldn’t object. He allowed himself to be steered between an oncoming bus and a messenger weaving around on a fixed-wheel bicycle.

      “They do say there’s no true excitement without an element of danger, don’t they,” he told her, in mild alarm. He’d rather have waited for a bigger gap in the traffic.

      “Nonsense, silly. If you see an opening, you have to go for it before someone else does – as I believe you have done?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Going for the New York job, of course. You must have impressed Bagnato.”

      Every so often, when talking with Penny, Patrick remembered that she would say something which brought him up short with surprise. This time, he tried to remember if he had ever told Penny the name of his soon-to-be boss. He supposed he must have done so, but then she always seemed to have more knowledge than he expected. He asked, “Is your boss, Sir Christopher, going to come this evening? You did mention he might drop in.”

      “Oh, yes. He’s there already. Look – he’s saved us a table. And you don’t have to call him ‘Sir’.”

      “Ah, yes. And he has bought wine too, I see. If I am going to have any of that, I’ll have to make sure I update you both before I have too much. There’s quite a lot for me to relate.”

      They ducked into the darkened, wood-panelled interior of the wine bar. Penny waved to someone as they made their way to the table Sir Christopher had saved. “This is, indeed, your local,” Patrick remarked. “Someone you know?” Penny smiled but said nothing.

      “Patrick! Sit you down. How have you been? Have you recovered?” Sir Christopher half rose in greeting to Patrick.

      “Recovered? I’ve not been ill – oh – you mean, ‘from my posting in Bahrain’?”

      “Something like that. Here – have a glass.” He poured for them all.

      “Cheers.”

      As Patrick took an exploratory sip, Sir Christopher went on, “Shame about Al Hassan, but it was a good idea of yours to approach the Sharia Court.” His face lit up. “I bet they didn’t expect that!”

      “Er, no. I suppose it must have been something of a shock to Al Hassan’s masters in Al Sharika. But it was more of a surprise for Abdullah Al Hassan himself, of course - given what happened to him as a result.”

      “His execution. Yes. Barbaric lot, they are, but it couldn’t have happened to a nicer chap, what?”

      Sir Christopher’s expression hardened. “Just because they failed to kill you afterwards by dropping you into the Empty Quarter doesn’t mean they won’t try again. You’ve become something of a nuisance, you see.”

      “But I’m going to New York. Surely that’s far enough away from the Middle East for them to forget about me? And there are lots of far more powerful bankers and financiers there who could be forced into diverting money into the Al Sharika coffers.”

      Both Penny and Sir Christopher were shaking their heads. Penny put in, “The New Hebrides was far from the Middle East and that was where they first lit upon you, don’t forget.”

      “This is why I wanted to give you a fuller briefing, Patrick, when I heard from Penny that you would be in town today.”

      Patrick leaned back a little in his chair. The wine was really very good. It wasn’t the Nuits St George, ’67, which he and Penny had enjoyed the last time they met, but it was supple and fruity with a lovely long finish. He couldn’t quite see the label to confirm what he thought, but the principal grape was Gamay or something like it. “Am I being recruited for something?” he asked.

      “Recruited? Oh, I wouldn’t use such a vulgar term,” admonished his host. “Although we would very much appreciate your keeping your eyes and ears open while you are in New York and travelling around the US.”

      “Hmmn.” Patrick said. “Go on. What do I need to be briefed on?”

      Sir Christopher sat forward. “Penny has told you that Al Sharika has sought for centuries to restore lands and wealth taken away by the Crusaders. But we now believe that they have installed the current leader of Libya, Muammar Ghaddafi, as their figurehead.” He paused to sip at his wine. “It is our belief that their choice of the Libyan leader is coincidence, but can’t be sure. Al Sharika formed in what we now know as Libya in the late thirteenth century. Sultan Qalawun of the Moslem Mamluks of Cairo was the first leader. There may be some in the society who see Ghaddafi’s rise in the same geographic region as a sign that their time has come.”

      “I don’t know much about Ghaddafi. The head of the country’s sovereign fund, Bashir Saleh, used to call into our branch in Port Vila, New Hebrides. …Well, ‘Vanuatu’, now – and I am almost sure I saw him in Bahrain too. He was using a young woman to launder money through our Guernsey office.”

      “Your surmisal is spot on, Patrick. June Donnovan is no more.”

      “What? What happened to her?” Patrick knocked his wine glass in alarm, spilling a little of the precious liquid.

      “Oh, nothing awful. We know where she is, though. She now has a different name and managed to keep all her money. She has indeed retired.”

      June Donnovan had approached Patrick to open a deposit account into which she could pay what she earned working as an escort to wealthy Arabs. The men she went with paid her in cash. Until one day when she was told to pay it all to an account in the name of Bashir Saleh. An efficient laundering method, from Al Sharika’s point of view.

      June had been a straightforward and uncomplicated girl, whom Patrick quite liked. “I’m relieved. I’m glad she seems to have got away. Whatever one thinks about the moral position, she worked hard and took lots of risks for that money.”

      “Ghaddafi is a revolutionary. He has manoeuvred to keep himself de facto in power as ‘Brotherly Leader’ while appearing to have handed over the wealth of the country to its people. He has renamed the Libyan Arab Republic to the ‘Great Socialist People's Libyan Arab Jamahiriya’. The thing is, all he has to do is build some infrastructure projects – you know - roads, schools and housing and such like to keep everyone happy. He then diverts the majority of the country’s income into Al Sharika’s offshore accounts. He's very clever.”

      Patrick found himself listening intently. What Sir Christopher was saying was a serious accusation against the leader of a foreign country. But it fitted everything Patrick had experienced. There were the money-laundering transfers routed through his own bank’s Port Vila office. Also the unexplained large sums transacted by Bank of Credit and Commerce International, Pakistan, through the private account of the chairman of the largest Saudi Arabian Bank. When such enormous sums of money were at stake, no wonder the society did not hesitate to kill to achieve their twisted aims.

      “The methods they used to recruit or threaten people like me were pretty crude, weren’t they? I mean, taking pictures of someone in a compromising situation or catching them appearing to steal to blackmail them into cooperation. Isn't it too simple to work all the time?”

      “Those methods may be simple, Patrick, but they work. There may be more sophisticated methods used in the larger financial markets, though, and we’d like you to keep watch for them.”

      “Of course, I’m happy to do so, but I’m not sure I’m going to be senior enough or have enough knowledge to know what I’m looking at.”

      “You’ll learn soon enough!” Sir Christopher poured the last of the wine into Patrick’s glass. “Drink up. I’ll get another of these.”

      Patrick travelled back to his parents’ house much later that evening. His head spun with the extent of Al Sharika’s penetration into western money systems and the potential power it had given them. The stories told to him by Penny’s boss seemed fanciful. But if even half of what he’d said was true, the society had accrued many hundreds of millions of dollars and had secreted them in a wide variety of accounts and assets around the world. It had recruited westerners, like him, to, as Sir Christopher put it, ‘participate in their own demise’. Either through accident, ignorance or by force of blackmail, people like Patrick were stealing and laundering monies which would fund Al Sharika and their attacks on the west and its allies.

      Sir Christopher asked him to report financial oddities, irregularities and any suspicions he developed. He was to look out for the behaviour of individuals he came across in the course of his work for the next few years in New York. Of course, he'd been doing that already from his earliest years in the New Hebrides, as it gained independence and its new name of Vanuatu. And all through the time he spent in Bahrain, travelling around the Arabian Gulf. Driving him to start with was a profound sense of the difference between right and wrong. He naturally sought fairness and justice. But now he had been asked to do this, directly. It was still mystifying how Penny Baxter identified him in the first place. She must have planned in advance her approach in a pub in England while he caught up with his friends when home on leave. Since then, he had sent her regular airmail reports when he came across what his Bahrain manager, Mike, referred to as ‘naughtiness’.

      These reports must have conveyed matters serious enough to interest Penny’s boss, too. Patrick knew Sir Christopher Sherrif was very senior in one of the governmental security services – MI-6, he thought. Had it been gauche to ask straight out, ‘Am I being recruited’? He hadn’t been asked to sign anything. Not even the Official Secrets Act. But he was surely being wooed as an informant.

      The next day brought three pieces of news. The first was that Barney and Jo would land at Heathrow airport early the following week. The second was a call taken by Patrick’s father from Jessica – his girlfriend-in-waiting. She had left a telephone number where she could be reached now that she, too, had returned to the UK from Vanuatu. The third was a package for him.

      “She sounded very business-like, Patrick. Is she much older than you?”

      “No, Dad – but she’s a doctor and quite an organised person. She likes to be ‘in charge’.”

      “Probably just what you need after all your gallivanting around. When is she coming to see us?”

      “Steady on, Dad! You’ll be booking the church next…”

      “Not that! You know my view on those places, lad. If God was as all-seeing as your mother maintains, why do people have to meet in a particular place every Sunday to communicate with Him?”

      “It could be for the convenience of the people? I have no idea. I’m sure Mum could explain it better, though. Anyway, I’m trying to get her together with Barney and Jo, my friends from Bahrain when they return to the UK.”

      “Oh, yes. I nearly forgot. There’s a letter and also a parcel for you. The box was brought by a messenger fellow on a loud motorbike. He said it was urgent as well as heavy.” His father picked up a large box file covered with DHL labels. “Look – there are URGENT stamps all over it. The letter is on the table by the phone.”

      Patrick took the parcel as his father clumped back outside to the garden. “I want to put right what damage I can to my dahlias before lunch. It was that bloody dog from next door – again.”

      Patrick recognised Barney’s writing on the envelope. The letter itself was quite brief and announced their incoming flight into Heathrow. He frowned. It had been scribbled in haste and such brevity. Barney was unhappy about returning. He took out his penknife and began work on the wrapping around the box. It succumbed to his blade and he extracted all the papers inside. Stapled to the top of the pile was one of Hank Bagnato’s ‘From the Office of’ notes. It said, ‘Read these’.

      ‘Now there’s a Master of Brevity’, thought Patrick. He fanned through the first couple of inches of paper. There were annual reports of some regional banks in the US, call reports, economic reviews and sheets with all sorts of financial data and forecasts. Patrick puffed out his cheeks. These looked as though they’d be heavy going.

      To cheer himself up, he picked up the telephone on the hall table and dialled Jess’s number in Tunbridge Wells.

      Her mother answered right away and he overheard her call Jess to the phone. “Hello, Patrick. I wondered when you’d call back. How are you?”

      “Fine, thanks. Listen. My friends from Bahrain, Barney and his girlfriend, Jo, are coming back to the UK next week and I wanted to try to get us all together. I want to see you, of course and I’m sure you will get on with them too.”

      “Ok. But I have to do some house-hunting first. You went to school in Sidcup, didn’t you? I have loads of estate agent details of flats around the hospital and it would really help if you could guide me around the area.”

      “Sure. How about tomorrow? The bank is having a loaner car delivered to our house later today for me to use while on leave. We’ll be able to go to see several flats and have a general tour of the area.”

      “Great. Can you get here soon after nine in the morning?”

      “Yup. And I’ll figure out somewhere to stop for lunch and maybe we could go to see a film in the evening? What do you say? We have so much catching up to do.”

      “Fantastic, Patrick. I’m so pleased you are home. See you tomorrow.”
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      Patrick’s heart sank when he saw Royal Counties Bank‘s transport section had delivered a Vauxhall Carlton. He’d always disliked Vauxhalls. But – it was a courtesy car for which he didn’t have to pay and it would serve to ferry Jess around in some comfort, so he determined to be glad about it.

      “Try not to go over seventy on the motorway, Sir – any speeding tickets will go to Staff Department and you’ll have to pay them eventually. Please return it with a full fuel tank.”

      “Righto. I promise not to speed. Thanks very much. Do you need a lift to the station to get back?”

      He took the delivery driver down to the railway station. It was only about a mile, but it gave him an initial sense of how the car would feel to drive. ‘Not as soggy as I’d feared but not as lively as I’d hoped’, he told himself.

      Patrick borrowed last year’s ‘AA Book of the Road’ from his parents and set off into the commuter traffic for Tunbridge Wells the next morning. For once, he had tried to take some care over his appearance in preparation for meeting Jess. ‘And her parents’, he grimaced. He had a limited choice of clothes as most of his wardrobe from Bahrain was yet to arrive. So he’d dug around in his cupboard the night before and borrowed his Mum’s iron to freshen up the casual shirt he found.

      He made good time until he reached the outskirts of the town. Patrick kept checking his watch as the cars stop/started their way along the Pembury Road. He spotted a tempting shortcut on the left. He dived into Halls Hole Road but it quickly narrowed between steep stone walls. Maybe this was not the smartest idea. Opposing cars could manage to pass each other at low speed if both drivers held their nerve. The Vauxhall’s door mirrors gave a good rearward view but stuck out further than he liked. Patrick breathed a sigh of relief as the tarmac widened out.

      Not far now and it was almost nine o’clock.

      He pulled into Jess’s road and searched for her house number. The properties were all detached and set well back from the pavement with carefully-tended gardens. Most had prominent numbers which were visible from the road. He stopped outside number 6.

      Clearing his throat, he switched off the engine, locked the doors and walked with a confident stride up the driveway. When he reached the front door, he paused for a second to let his breathing settle. The driveway was uphill, sure, but that alone shouldn’t cause his pulse to quicken so much. He pressed the doorbell.

      Somewhere deep in the house he heard chimes, followed right away by a small dog yapping. A moment later there was a thump on the door indicating the canine guard was reporting for duty.

      “It’s probably Patrick,” he heard Jess say. “We’ll be off now.”

      “Bye, Love…” Her mother?

      The lock turned and Jess’s foot appeared in the tiny gap between the door and its jamb. “Luna – stay!” she said. “Staay…”

      The other foot joined it, followed by the rest of Jess herself inching her way out of the smallest gap she could manage so Luna couldn’t escape.

      “Crikey, Jess – you look lovely!” Patrick gasped. He held out his arms before he knew what he was doing.

      Jess clung to him tightly, her face pressed into his neck. “I’ve missed you so much,” she whispered. The emotion which arose in his chest was sudden and overwhelming.

      They both realised at the same time that their physical reunion was taking place in a very public location and pulled apart. “Sorry, I…”

      “No. Er, my fault. Sorry. We’d better, erm…”

      “Yes. Come on.”

      Patrick unlocked the car and opened the door on the passenger side for Jess.

      “Why, thank you, kind sir.”

      “Mon plaisir, Mademoiselle.”

      As Patrick opened the driver’s door, he was greeted by half-stifled giggles and Jess saying, “What will the neighbours think..? We forgot this is Tunbridge Wells – the Curtain-twitching centre of the Universe!”

      Patrick laughed too. It felt very good to be with Jessica again. He started the engine as she stacked all her house and flat details on her lap. “Where to, M’Lady?”

      “Can we just go to Sidcup, find somewhere for coffee and work out a plan of
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