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      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.

    

  


  
    
      “Not so innocent, Sir. The driver reversed back over her. Then sped away.”
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      “Royal Counties Bank? Nest of Spies and Vipers.”

      

      
        
        Colonel Muammar Ghaddafi,

        Brotherly Leader,

        Great Socialist Peoples’ Libyan Jamahiriya

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      A Move to London

      

      “Jess?”

      “What?”

      “You remember we said we’d stay here in New York at least until you got a promotion to Attending Physician?”

      “Of course. As I remember, it was my idea.”

      “Er, right. You’ve been a Resident for, what? Three years, now?”

      “Roughly, yes. What’s your point?”

      “Well, we also said that our parents would want to get involved in planning and organising our wedding – so that means it will need to be in England.”

      “Sure. Is this going to take long, Patrick? I need to go back to the hospital. I’ve got a patient who isn’t responding to treatment and I don’t know why.”

      Patrick sighed. He loved Jess more than he ever thought it was possible to love another human being. But her devotion to medicine was both enchanting and annoying, in equal measure. They met in Vanuatu when she was a newly-qualified doctor. Ever since, he'd admired her determination, imagination and willingness to try anything to improve the lives of her patients. He proposed to her during a brief period of holiday when they were both in the UK. She accepted with alacrity in the full knowledge that he was departing for some years to New York and she had only just landed a new job in the UK. After a year, she’d taken extra exams to be eligible for a job at the Mount Sinai Hospital in Manhattan. She flew out to join him when the job came through.

      “Ok. We’ll leave it until you get back. I want to talk about a UK visit to get married and have a bit of a honeymoon - make an honest woman of you!”

      That generated a smile, at least. “I’d like that. I’d better go.”

      “How long will you be? We can have dinner together.”

      “I have no clue, Patrick. As usual. The man might pull through; he might linger for days or crash in the next few hours. The hardest part is I have to talk to some relatives to see what they want to do.”

      “Ok. I know that’s hard. Good luck. Love you.”

      She favoured him with a grim smile and reached for her coat on the hook by the door. “Bye.”

      Patrick’s own injuries were mending well. He’d been kidnapped from this very apartment by Fawaz Damra, New York head of Al Sharika. Years before, in Vanuatu, that terrorist organisation had tried to recruit him to siphon money into their global movement. But he had resisted and done his best to reveal their activities to the authorities. Neither blackmail nor intimidation worked on him. Instead, he had become a problem, threatening their operations. They attempted twice to kill him during his posting to the Middle East. Then again while on leave in England and yet again a year ago right here in New York.

      To his surprise, Damra was not only an Imam at the local mosque, but also a Karate Black Belt. Al Sharika’s instructions to Damra had been to make Patrick’s death as slow and painful as possible. This would reflect the deal of trouble he had caused them. The F.B.I. raided the Brooklyn warehouse where he was being held in time to rescue him from drowning in the murky waters of New York harbour. But not in time to save him from a prolonged physical beating beforehand.

      A number of urgent surgical procedures had saved his life and an intensive programme of physiotherapy had restored most of his mobility.

      Moving from continent to continent had not shaken off the organisation’s determination to end Patrick’s life. Would they keep trying for ever? Right now, the danger was his burden alone. But he wanted to marry Dr Jessica, now his fiancée. It would not be fair to her, for ever to be on the lookout for assassination attempts and death threats. If he was to be a responsible husband and life partner, he needed to be around for the foreseeable future. He had already subjected her to enough emotional trauma for one lifetime.

      

      Much later, he reheated food for them, poured glasses of wine and wisely kept quiet until Jess herself broached the topic. She drained her wine glass and pushed it towards him for a refill.

      “I needed that. It was touch and go, today. That man I told you about has started to respond – I do believe we’ve pulled him back. But his relatives…” She shook her head. “Of course it’s an emotional time for them, but I have rarely met a more heartless lot.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “First, they were squabbling about who had the right to dictate the amount of life-prolonging treatment we give. Then who would get his car if he died. And then they asked me to ‘put him out of his misery’.”

      “You mean euthanasia?”

      She nodded. “I told them as firmly as I could that the practice isn’t legal here. Not only that, but, in my view, provided he showed some response to all the meds we’re pumping in, then we’d fight to get him well again.”

      “How did they react to that?”

      “Two walked out. They had a complete sense of humour failure.”

      “And those who stayed?”

      “There was one who stayed – his brother. He thanked me and asked if he could wait while I did what I could.”

      “Shame about the others. Did you think about the patient having to go home to face them as well as his brother?”

      Jess nodded. She wiped her hands across her eyes, as though scraping away the memory.

      “You wanted to talk about getting married.”

      This was Patrick’s moment. He’d rehearsed how to start the conversation but hadn’t settled on a good opening line. Better to just say it.

      “Um, we got the timing right for your twelve month house rental in Chislehurst before getting your job here. You said promotion to Attending Physician was workable in around four years if all went well. We both want to get married, so… I wanted to suggest we set our parents off making some of the arrangements.”

      “It’s a lovely idea, Patrick. I know this is what we planned, but the closer we get to being able to do it, the more daunting it is. There’s so much to line up. It’s not only getting holiday at the same time, but booking the wedding ceremony; the reception; finding somewhere to stay; flights, hiring a car. And a dress! Oh, God – my mother will want to hire a dress designer – I don’t want that. I want to make it myself. How are we going to do it all?”

      “We’ll get through it, Jess – together. It’s how we are going to do everything.”

      She threw her arms around him and gave him the biggest squeeze. She muttered something into his neck.

      “Sorry? I couldn’t hear that…”

      “I said, ‘You are the soppiest person sometimes’.”

      “Sorry about that. There was something else I wanted to say which has been weighing on my mind for a long time.”

      She pulled back and fixed him with what he had come to know as ‘The Look’.

      “What?”

      “These Al Sharika people I’ve told you about.”

      “Go on.”

      “You know they tried to force me to help them steal money and do money-laundering things.” She nodded. “They gave that up when I wouldn’t play ball and have been trying to kill me ever since I left Vanuatu. I am beginning to think they will never stop trying. Everywhere I go I run into people who are part of their network. You never met him, but I used to have a colleague here named Charley. He was passing inside information to Fawaz Damra. I played a part in the bank finding out that it was him. That was why Damra came after me.”

      “Are you trying to tell me that you have a burning need to put right any wrongdoing you come across?”

      As usual, Jess had diagnosed the problem while he flailed away, jumbled thoughts tumbling out of his head in no discernible order.

      “Well, I suppose so – yes. It’s…”

      “Yes..?”

      Patrick swallowed. This was it. “I’m worried that I am putting a burden on you which isn’t fair. I mean, what normal woman actually wants to marry a chap who keeps getting into trouble? I could end up dead, leaving you with, I dunno – kids, a mortgage, who knows what else?”

      Jess smiled at him and moved in for another, longer hug. “Maybe I’m not a normal woman – did you ever think of that? And, hey, who said anything about kids?”

      He gulped. This wasn’t a relationship area he’d planned on getting into – not right now, anyway. He realised she was shaking. This time, he pulled back.

      “Are you ok? What’s the matter?

      Jess was trying to stifle her laughter. “Your face. You should have seen it!”

      He knew he was easy to tease. Several people, usually girls, had told him so. But he found it hard to say in words exactly what he meant when it came to delicate or emotional topics. He took after his father in that respect, always sounding too earnest at best and clumsy at worst. He’d said the wrong thing to Jess several times during their relationship and had to work hard to gain forgiveness. His best friend from Bahrain, Barney, asserted that the best attitude to girlfriends was, ‘Treat ‘em mean and keep ‘em keen’. But Patrick didn’t think Barney honestly believed that and also, he reckoned that mantra more resembled how Jess treated him.

      He judged that Jess was teasing about having kids, this time. He felt safe to join her in embarrassed laughter.

      “Look, Patrick. I know these Sharika people are dangerous. Remember I was almost kidnapped by them – on my first day in New York, too – but even if they don’t give up, we can’t live our lives worrying about them all the time. And I’m not giving you up. So that’s that. Ok?”

      He nodded. Lots of words swirled in his head, but the lump in his throat prevented any of them making it into the open air.

      “Sorry I put you on the spot, talking about kids. There will be time for kids one day, if we are lucky. All the while we are executing Plan A, I’m staying on the Pill. And we ought to get married first, don’t forget.”

      Patrick hoped that hugging Jess tightly would convey the meaning he’d like to have said in words, but still couldn’t. She was the most extraordinary, wonderful human being.

      

      Part way through the next week, Patrick’s boss, Hank, called him in.

      “Patrick? Got a minute?”

      “Sure, Hank. What’s up?”

      “Coupl’a things. London asked me to let you go back there on secondment for six months or so. They hired McKinseys to figure out how to improve their client profitability and they want to have some client coverage models to work from.”

      “They want to know what I do?”

      “Something like that. Whatever it is, they wanna bottle it and sell it around the division.”

      Patrick smiled. “It isn’t hard, I don’t think. I listen to what people say, make some conclusions and introduce them to something which helps.”

      “Sounds like you were a consultant in a past life. The way they put it, you’d be flying to London on Sunday afternoons on the ‘Redeye’, reporting to Head Office as soon as the car can get through London traffic. Then leaving early on Fridays to arrive back here late on Friday nights. Would that be alright with your lady?”

      Patrick frowned. “That’s one issue. But who would look after my clients while I’m away? I expect this will impact my potential bonus this year, too.”

      “Spoken like an investment banker. Don’t forget we struggled through a lot of months when you were horizontal in a hospital bed, moaning and groaning. Whose fault was that?”

      Hank had a point. They’d managed without him for a prolonged period when he was stuck in a hospital bed, with no hope of travelling around the country, thanks to Fawaz Damra. At least he now had two dozen or so contacts in every bank with whom he could keep in touch on the telephone.

      “I guess it could work. I’ll have a chat to Jess tonight. Did they say when they want me to start?”

      “End of the month.”

      “You said there were a couple of things..?”

      “Yeah. There’s a slot opening in London for financial institution coverage of the Middle East – your old stomping ground. You might want to have a think about doing that. Then you can turn it down and come back here.”

      Patrick grinned at him. The immediate lure of promotion and more money flared in his head. The truth of the matter was that he was well-positioned for the post. He knew the region, spoke some Arabic, knew some of the players, too. But this wasn’t what he’d talked about with Jess.

      Patrick returned to his desk, deep in thought. Him going to London might work to their advantage, given what he’d told Jess he planned for their marriage.

      She was already in their apartment when he got home.

      “Hey there. Something smells good.”

      “I’ve warmed up that ragu sauce I made yesterday. You want pasta with it?”

      “Sure. Do we have any parmesan?”

      “We do. Go wash your hands and change. Oh, and I think there’s a bottle of red by the table.”

      Over the years since they met, Patrick had persuaded Jess that the addition of garlic to dishes helped the taste. It was ‘good for the blood’ and not as anti-social as she had assumed. Her initial sneers at the herb’s medicinal properties evaporated when she found learned studies listing benefits as wide-ranging as lowering blood pressure, reducing inflammation and curing Athletes’ Foot. It caused her to reverse her first position of negativity to becoming something of a devotee. But he reckoned she still wasn’t sure about how it tasted. He reasoned that she regarded it as a medicinal supplement which could get you a seat on the train in the morning.

      Sitting in the ‘fridge overnight had improved the sauce to a great extent. The flavours of its ingredients had softened and melted together. He knew she’d added chicken livers – a tip passed to him by old man Staubitz, owner of the wonderful butcher’s shop close by in Brooklyn.

      When they sat together, clinked glasses and began to eat, he found himself quite taken over by the depth of flavour.

      “Oh, Jess. This is glorious. Could you pass the black pepper?”

      She obliged. They ate in silence for a minute or two. Patrick laid down his fork and sipped his wine again.

      “Remember what we started talking about with weddings and timings and everything?”

      “Mmmmmph.” An especially long strand of linguine was making a bid for freedom. It slapped against her nose on the way to its final fate leaving a thin, brown dribble. She laughed and dabbed at it with a piece of kitchen roll.

      Now and again, Patrick found himself taking a mental snapshot of a situation he would treasure in his memory for ever. This was one of those occasions. Even wearing a faded T-shirt and jeans, her hair in what she’d claim to be a ‘mess’, Jess’ clumsiness with the pasta and sauce was utterly endearing.

      “Hank told me today that Head Office wants me to commute to London every week for about six months to work on some project. His idea is that I’ll return on Friday nights to be here for most of the weekend.”

      “So if our Mums and Dads begin wedding preparations now, they might even have most of them done by the time the project is over?”

      Patrick nodded. “That’s right. I have no real idea what is necessary, or how they’d split up the work, but I’m sure they’d love to do it.”

      “You can be there to answer their questions and brief me when you get back every week.”

      Patrick started to protest ignorance of the process by saying, ‘I don’t know because I’ve never been married before’. But that wasn’t true. He got as far as, “I don’t know because I’ve…” and finished, lamely, “…not, um, found out what has to happen.”

      He had never explained to Jess how he had helped Mary-Rose Mattiesson escape from Saudi Arabia. He had got her into the British Consulate, gone through a marriage ceremony so she could have a British passport and then divorced Mary-Rose by post when she was safely out of the country.

      He ought to tell her. But not today.

      “Don’t look so worried, Patrick. The parents managed to get married, so they have experience of it and know what’s involved. When I said you could answer their questions, it would be for things like what colour of flowers we’ll want, the menu for the wedding reception – stuff like that.”

      Patrick's face straight away radiated alarm. “Jess, I have no idea! I’m sure any flowers will be fine – won’t they?”

      “Patrick Field! You are the limit! Of course it matters.” She sighed and clattered her fork onto her plate. “I’ll write you a briefing list. And your job will be to report any arrangements to me. Like dress decisions..?”

      She had a way of somehow underlining words and phrases by the tone in which she said them. Maybe it helped when doctoring. In this case, he remembered, when he’d shared his idea, her immediate horror that Mrs Smithson would try to cajole a dress designer to make something unique for her only daughter. He’d have to pretend to be an ‘intelligent post office’.

      

      Royal Counties Bank's personnel department made the decision. Patrick would fly to London from New York every Sunday afternoon. He’d work in the Head Office with McKinsey and Co, the consultants designing the project, going back to Jess in New York on Fridays. Hank told him two things about what he’d be doing.

      The first was a little joke.

      “Consultants? Give ‘em a watch and they’ll tell you the time.”

      The second was rather more useful, Patrick thought.

      “Think of this as a brain-sucking exercise. Take the next few days to analyse what you do and why you think it is successful. Will it work in other parts of the world? That kind of thing. Ok?”

      “Alright. I can do that. Should I tell my clients that I’ll be away for a bit?”

      “Uh, uh. Tell Maddy to field the calls by saying you are not around right now, but will answer them as soon as you can.”

      “But I won’t be here.”

      “That’s right. What’s your point?”

      “I’ll be in London.”

      “Same question.”

      Wait. Did this mean Hank expected Patrick to keep up with his clients in America and take part in the UK Project?

      “I’m not sure how effective I can be if I’m thousands of miles away in a different time zone.”

      “You’ll figure it out. Remember: your bonus is at stake.”

      Hank’s phone rang. Patrick needed a large coffee and some time to think.
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      Falling out of Love

      

      Patrick began his reflection. He started by writing a list of all the things he liked about his job. This technique was recommended to him by no less a figure than Hank’s boss, Jerome Jackson III. That was the left-hand column and it stretched for two pages. Then he entered some things on the right which he disliked. There didn’t seem to be many. But there were a couple of quite serious ones.

      Chief among these was his worry that there wasn’t anything else left for him in investment banking. He smiled to himself as the sentiment expressed by Walt Disney's character King Louie came to mind. In ‘I wanna be like you’ from the 1967 film The Jungle Book, King Louie had pretty much summed up his feelings. Like Louie, self-proclaimed ‘King of the Swingers’, he’d ‘reached the top and had to stop’. Sure, he could take on more responsibility, learn new products, do bigger deals, attend more cocktail parties and travel more. But would he need things always to be ‘bigger’ and ‘larger’ to achieve the rewarding buzz? What good was he doing in the world, crafting financial solutions for banks? Did it help humanity?

      No answer came immediately to mind. ‘This is a bit philosophical, a bit ‘mumbo-jumbo’ and far too introspective’, he thought.

      He looked again at the left-hand column, but this time with a more jaundiced eye. It was true that he liked ‘meeting new people’. And ‘using his experience to help people’. There were other entries in the same vein. But they could all be describing a social worker. Or a policeman. Or a nurse. What individual skills and aptitudes did he have which could make a difference in the world as a whole? In short, what good was he doing as an investment banker?

      Another important entry in the Dislikes column was that so many of his co-workers seemed to have a flexible attitude to morality. He didn't want to risk infection with this malaise. Did that go hand-in-hand with the job? A recent example swam out of his memory and bubbled up to the top.

      He’d returned from a trip bringing an interest rate mismatch problem in one of his client banks which they wanted him to solve. As was his habit, he’d arranged a short meeting with a couple of the product specialists, so-called ‘professionals’. Together they might craft a solution and earn money for Royal Counties Bank.

      At the start of the meeting, he outlined the problem. Someone made a suggestion which he knew to be against State Laws. He declared it illegal and asked for more suggestions. Everyone stared. He asked again and somebody said that the legality of what they’d proposed was irrelevant. It was up to the customer bank to spot that. Their only point was that the first suggestion would earn them the most money.

      Patrick knew that the Royal Counties Bank he’d joined in the mid-1970s would never propose something to a customer knowing it to be illegal. This investment banking division was only interested in doing more deals at increasing profits. Loyalty to the customer? Pah…

      In a blinding flash of insight, he realised he had fallen out of love with his career.

      For a few minutes, he sat, stunned at this revelation. His brain had seized up and couldn’t progress past his chaotic conclusion. What else could he do? How could he support Jess? On its face, that was a stupid thought in itself. She earned plenty as a doctor and could support him with ease. But he’d promised Mr Smithson – Malcolm – that he’d look after his daughter.

      Supposing she became disabled? Or had an accident. Or fell out of love with medicine? Ok – that wasn’t likely, but still. He wanted to be able to look after her.

      What else could he do? This was all too confusing and going too fast for him to process. First, he ought to make up his mind that he had indeed lost interest in his current job. And he’d write a list of the skills he had. In case another opportunity came along - so he’d be ready.

      He started on a clean page, writing skills in the left-hand column. Later he’d try to enter skills which he didn’t have on the other side.

      

      During each week working in London, Patrick would live with his parents in Petts Wood. It was only a short train journey from there into the City. There were plenty of trains even at the ridiculously early hour when he would start work. He expected his mother would be delighted at the chance to look after him again and he looked forward to her cooking.

      The bank sent a car to collect him from his New York apartment. When the buzzer sounded, he gave Jess an extra long hug. Now the moment had arrived, he knew he was going to miss her. They wouldn’t have those quiet moments of blissful togetherness just before they fell asleep. Her hair wouldn’t tickle his nose early in the morning.

      “I’d better go. See you on Friday.”

      She didn’t want to let go of his hand. This was harder than they’d expected. She sniffed.

      “Ok. Safe flight. Love you.”

      He didn’t remember hauling his bag down to the lobby, or the ride out to La Guardia airport. Or even checking in with a fist full of ticket stubs. He was on auto-pilot. His first real recollection was settling back in his seat with tears running down his face as the pilot began to taxi to the runway.

      ‘This is like it was for me leaving Vanuatu’, he thought. ‘I doubt I will ever go back there. But I’m seeing Jess in five days’ time. Why am I crying?’

      Business class wasn’t crowded. But he kept mopping away the tears in case a stewardess should appear to check on seatbelts or something. He'd have to pretend a speck of dust had got into his eye.

      Take-off was uneventful and they climbed to cruising altitude. Shortly after the pilot turned off the seatbelt sign, another passenger came to sit in the seat beside him.

      “Hi, there. The name’s Grant. It was too crowded back there. You don’t mind, do you?”

      “No, no. It’s fine, I’m sure. Um …Patrick.”

      They shook hands.

      “Have you been here on a work trip?”

      “No. I live in New York. I’m visiting England for a short time.”

      “Huh. Well you sure don’t sound American. I’m from Missouri.”

      “Ah, yes. The ‘Show-me’ State.”

      “You know about that..? Well, I’ll be… Bet you don’t know where the name comes from.”

      “Wasn’t it after a senator who was so down-to-earth that he claimed mere argument and fancy words wouldn’t convince him?”

      “Yep. That’s one version. Willard Vandiver was his name. That’s the polite story. Another is some Missouri miners travelled to Colorado when the locals went on strike back at the start of the century. They were so dumb, they didn’t know much about mining, so people said you’ll have to ‘show ‘em’ everything.”

      “Who knows what the truth is, eh? Now do excuse me. I want to close my eyes for a bit.”

      Actually, if he had told the complete truth, Patrick would have said, ‘I need to get my emotions under control as I’m away from my fiancée for a while. I am missing her already.’ But even in a society which over-shares as a matter of habit, he wasn’t ready to say all that.

      “Sure, buddy. No problem. You’ll have to forgive me. I like talking to people, you know? Actually, it helps in my business. I work in recruitment – what folks call ‘head-hunting’.”

      Now, that changed things.

      Patrick began paying attention to his new seat mate. He postponed Operation Control Emotions. If this guy was any good, and taking trans-Atlantic plane trips suggested he operated at the upper end of the job spectrum, then it might be worthwhile exploring other openings with him.

      “That’s interesting, Grant. As it happens, I am at something of a career crossroads myself. What industry do you look after?”

      “Finance and construction. It’s a complete accident, ‘cos they’re different as all get out. I started in construction, but I keep running into bankers looking for something worthwhile to do.”

      Patrick tried, without success, not to laugh.

      Grant’s face fell. “I’m serious. It does happen. You wouldn’t believe how many people end up working in banks ‘cos they didn’t know what to do after college. It takes a few years to work that out.”

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t being rude. But you may have described me to a ‘T’.”

      “No kidding? You work in a bank?”

      “Royal Counties Bank. I’m in the Wall Street office at the moment, but I’ve just been seconded to London head office for a project.”

      “They wanna see how it’s done, I guess?”

      Patrick nodded.

      “It’s like you were in my boss’s office when he told me.”

      Now Grant’s face creased up into a grin.

      “Well, then. This is seren… something, isn’t it?”

      “Serendipity?”

      “Yeah. That.”

      They began talking. Patrick was so happy he’d prepared those lists Jerome Jackson III had recommended. He was able to regurgitate them to Grant’s satisfaction and he even finished with, “So, I’m wondering what it’s all for. Is there some activity I can do, better than other people, which actually makes a difference in the world?”

      Grant had been making notes in a tiny notebook from which he’d extracted an even smaller gold propelling pencil.

      “Is money important to you?”

      “Up to a point. I’d like to be ‘comfortably off’. By that I mean I could see a sofa in a shop and buy it without having to save for months. Or pay off a credit card debt over a year. An annual holiday somewhere sunny would be nice, but it wouldn’t have to be expensive.”

      “Uh huh. And schools for the kids? You Brits have them private schools which cost as much as an annual salary.”

      “Hmmn. I see your point. Jess and I haven’t had the ‘kids’ discussion yet.”

      “Here’s my card. Give me a call after work one day. I have something in mind.”

      “You do? Alright. I’ll show you the best pub in London. Do you know Leadenhall Market?”

      “Heard of it. It’s got a fish monger and a game butcher and a place that sells boxes of caviar.”

      Patrick smiled. Those shops were present in the market, it was true, but he had the Lamb public house in mind. And pints of Youngs beer.

      

      Patrick reported for duty at the Head Office building in Lombard Street. Traffic from Heathrow had been bad, so it was now almost ten o’clock in the morning. One of the team secretaries came down to fetch him.

      “How are you feeling? It’s grim, isn’t it, having to come straight to work after a long flight?”

      “Not too bad at the moment, thanks. We’ll see how I am doing come three o’clock.”

      “Come up and meet the team. You are the only man.”

      “I am? Gosh. There’s a surprise.”

      Two of the women turned out to be far more senior than Patrick. He didn’t know either Annabelleele or Diana as they were both from the investment bank in London. The fourth member, Judy, was quite a bit younger than him and had worked in one of the European departments. There were also half a dozen men from McKinsey and Company, the consultants who were running the project.

      It was quite noticeable to Patrick, even within the first hour, that his female colleagues had lots of friendly banter going. Each had their allotted tasks which they pursued with diligence. But quite often, one would exchange a few light words with another. If somebody fancied a drink, they’d enquire of the others before disappearing to buy one. But no such mood existed among the consultants. It was almost as if they were in perpetual competition with each other. Each desperate not to converse in case they let slip some detail which another could use to his advantage.

      Patrick had been set to work outlining what he felt he did which was different to his colleagues back in the New York office. It was a considerable relief that he’d thought this through in some detail before departing. By twelve thirty, he had produced a page and a half of typewritten guidance.

      His little team of four then broke off, together, for lunch.

      “In my view, we deserve a pub lunch today. Is that ok with you, Patrick?”

      “Oh yes. But I’m not sure how well my brain cell will manage this afternoon – it’s not had much sleep recently.”

      “We’ll keep you awake,” Diana winked. “Let’s come back around three and we can go through what you prepared.”
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      The London Project

      
      The three women had all chipped in for his lunch, refusing to let him pay for any food or drinks. “We’re breaking you in gently,” said Annabelle. “So you can be ‘one of the girls’.”

      Patrick wasn’t sure how he felt about that, but told himself he ought to adopt a collegiate attitude. It would be churlish to refuse such a welcome. He accepted, with grace.

      Back in the office, Diana looked around and said, “Let’s meet in the conference room in five minutes. Ok?”

      Everyone agreed.

      When they were all settled, Diana turned to Patrick. “I expect you’ve given some thought to the methods your New York colleagues use and how you do things in a different way?”

      He nodded. “I have.”

      She went on. “Both Annabelle and I have come from product areas in the investment bank so we don’t manage relationships, anyway. But Judy has been a relationship manager for European banks for some years and is very clear on what goes on here.”

      Judy chipped in. “It’s all pretty reactive. People wait for their main contact to call and ask for something.”

      “But your approach isn't the same, is it, Patrick?” Diana finished.

      “That's true. I’ve thought about this quite a bit and there’s nothing complicated about it, I reckon. It’s as much a credit assessment as a gathering of opportunities.”

      Judy produced a note book. “We’ll have to make some slides, but I’ll just take notes for now.”

      “All I’ve been doing is to spend a lot of time with each bank – I mean several days per visit, meeting everyone from the Chairman to the Doorman. I figure that if they all have roughly the same idea of the direction of the bank, it’s likely to do well. Some of my best deals came from discussions with rather junior people who told the truth about what they saw. It’s amazing what a coffee and a doughnut can reveal!”

      “Wait – did you say, ‘several days’?” asked Judy.

      “I did.” He replied. “Maybe it says more about me than anything. I find that if I can fill my head with everything about a single institution at a time, then I ask better questions – relevant questions. It makes it easier to tie things together when people answer.”

      “I see that,” Diana put in, “But it’s too expensive, staying in a hotel for such a long time for a single counterparty.” The others nodded.

      Patrick knew this was the conventional wisdom. Royal Counties Bank expected calling officers to fill up their schedules with as many clients as possible in as short a time as they could manage. He remembered having a little alarm in his pocket which vibrated after half an hour when first he began managing bank relationships. It was his reminder to wind up that meeting and speed onwards to the next. But he’d discovered he was not effective doing it that way.

      “I’m not sure how to convince our bosses of this, but all I can say is that it seems to be better to have half a dozen relaxed meetings in the same building. Bouncing around a town shaking hands with people, and little more, does not make them feel wanted. I also try to pick off key people outside the bank for coffees or lunch or dinner. They will tell you all you need to know. And it does save on taxi fares. There is time to explore what they need – whether they know it or not!”

      “Tell us about the credit assessment part,” Annabelle wanted to know.

      “I guess some of it is subjective,” Patrick started. “If you wander the corridors and sit in department after department, including processing areas, you get a feeling for where the bank places emphasis. You learn what’s important to it. I find talking to junior people can be quite revealing.” He paused.

      “Go on,” Diana encouraged. “I don’t understand why that would help - they aren’t decision-makers.”

      “I agree. They aren’t. But they tell you a lot about the way a bank does business. Are they any good, for starters. I unearthed a securitisation opportunity in Louisiana by buying coffee for a clerk in their credit card processing operation.”

      “Hang on,” interrupted Judy. “Let me get this down. What was the securitisation deal?”

      Patrick explained. He had presented it as a way of the troubled bank reducing its capital needs by moving assets off its balance sheet but retaining most of their earning power.

      Annabelle piped up, “We heard about that. But wasn’t there some fraudulent trading in the bonds which financed the transaction?”

      “Something like that. The SEC and FBI got involved. There were some money-laundering attempts at buying shares in the bank before the deal was public. It turned out that one of my colleagues was feeding confidential information to the Bad Guys. He got shot.”

      They all looked at him, horrified.

      “Sorry. American expression. He was ‘let go’ - although there was quite a bit of naughtiness surrounding the deal where gunfire was involved.” He sniffed.

      “Do you want to tell us about that?” Annabelle asked. She put her hand on his arm.

      “It’s not relevant, in my view, but my fiancée was caught up in it. They were trying to get at me, of course." He looked around at them all. "That’s a story for one evening when we share a bottle of wine.”

      The grilling proceeded in much the same fashion for another hour. Judy had half-filled her notebook, taking down what she thought were the main points of Patrick’s method.

      “Now - we should do a Mind Map,” Annabelle announced. “Why don’t you all take some of Judy’s notes, read them and then shout out a summarising word for the most recent bit you read.”

      “Me too?”

      “Of course, Patrick,” she added. “It’s all in your head and we need to extract the important parts.”

      They took turns shouting out words. Annabelle wrote them on a flip chart, tearing off each completed page as she went. She stuck them on the wall with BluTack. As the pace of new words from the others reduced, she had a chance to review what she’d written. She drew lines between some words and ringed others she thought most important.

      At last, having wound down like an exhausted clockwork mechanism, there were no more words to be had. The flow stopped. Annabelle had covered three sheets with her squiggly writing.

      “A spider’s web of ideas,” quipped Patrick. “It’s hard to believe all that was in my head only an hour ago.”

      “I’ll get coffee.” Diana said. “I reckon we all need it. Anybody want sugar?”

      “Ooh, let me,” said Patrick. “I know where there’s a great coffee shop around the corner.”

      “Alright – but I’m paying.” This went against the grain for him, but Patrick quashed his old-fashioned attitude and subsided. He accepted the £20 note she held out. They gave him their orders and he trotted out of the department, looking forward to a breath of fresh air.

      When he returned, bearing a papier-maché tray holding four tall coffees, Annabelle had started work on a fourth sheet. She had lined up some of the words in columnar fashion.

      “Which is my coffee?” she asked. Patrick passed them around. “Ok. While you were out, Patrick, we’ve started organising these. There are some important action words. We’ve grouped them according to when you use them and their importance.”

      His eyes roamed over the sheet. It felt odd. His relationship management technique was now represented by a mere series of words.

      “What are you thinking, Patrick?” Judy asked after letting him peruse the sheets for a while.

      He shook his head. “It looks so …professional and disconnected. It’s strange, seeing it expressed like this.”

      “We’re going to summarise it on to a series of slides and then come up with a single word to incorporate everything.” They all looked at Diana. “It will be the Central Premise.”

      
      At this point, Diana called over one of the McKinsey people.

      “We’ve been through Patrick’s general process. We’ve extracted the important actions and thoughts and are about to create some slides to present to the rest of the team tomorrow. Could you cast your eye over what we’ve done?”

      “Sure. What time is it?”

      “It’s four o’clock,” Patrick said.

      “Damn. Look, this will have to be brief. Ok?”

      They all nodded. Patrick saw the others were smiling at the man’s answer. Annabelle took him through the sheets they'd constructed together. He nodded in acknowledgement but made no other comment. When he had gone, Judy told him that all McKinsey people set their watches at least half an hour fast. That way, even if they overrun in meetings, they wouldn’t be so late for their next one. Patrick shook his head. ‘Two wrongs didn’t make a right’, he thought.

      It turned out that the supposed words of wisdom the McKinsey fellow had to impart were not so original after all. They were to sort through the terms extracted from everything Patrick had written and highlight the most important ones. These would become sub-headings or, in this case, slide titles for the presentation. They’d almost done this already by splitting the words into columns. All four shouted out their preferred force ranking and Annabelle tried to keep up, scribbling on another flip chart.

      “Could I have a first crack at the slides?” Judy asked.

      “Knock yourself out.” Diana said. She knew it was important for one team member to construct a ‘straw man’ ready for the others to pull apart in search of the best result. Judy was the youngest and most junior, but was the only other dedicated relationship manager. She’d likely do the best job anyway.

      “Would it be ok with you folks if I made a few calls …to my US clients? I don’t want them to think I have abandoned them.”

      “We know how that goes. You don’t want any of your colleagues making a move on your best clients, eh?” smiled Diana. She winked at him. “Dog eat dog.”

      “Something like that. Thanks.”

      In fact, Patrick’s first call was to Jess at the hospital. He expected she’d be on duty, but he hoped to catch her in her office. She was on the wards, though, and he left a voicemail. Next, he tried a couple of the junior dealers in customer banks. He got them to brief him on the major financial market events that morning. That way, he wouldn’t be so exposed talking to higher-ups later on. He moved on to more senior treasury folks and one or two senior management who were not yet ‘at lunch’. After an hour, nothing significant had emerged, but he’d achieved his aim of keeping in touch with them.

      
      The team spent the following morning agreeing and redrafting the slides they had been tasked to prepare. The most senior of the women was to present this package to the divisional director at the end of the week. Annabelle assured Patrick she understood all that he’d said.

      He believed her. She had no ingrained belief to unlearn about the proper ways to conduct relationship management. As she had said herself, she was a product specialist, interested in selling product. Nothing more, nothing less. Annabelle reckoned all that Patrick had told them sounded logical. Moreover, he had proved it worked. It was hard to argue against good results.

      Now the slides were complete, he was free to circulate among his new and old London colleagues. Among them was Elias Al Masri, the Egyptian who had interviewed him for his job in Bahrain a few years before.

      “Elias – kheif harlech?”

      “Kheif harlech inter? I see the Arabic specialist hasn’t lost his touch.”

      Patrick chuckled. “I can’t help liking the region, even if I kept getting into trouble there.”

      “I was thinking about you the other day, as a matter of fact. Are you busy for lunch?”

      “Not any more. It looks like my part in this London project may be over. I’m not sure what else I can add. Lunch sounds great. But it should be my treat.”

      They argued good-naturedly about who should pay. But Patrick clocked the important message he was conveying: Al Masri wanted to speak with him somewhere out of earshot from the office.

      They chose a fish restaurant a short walk away. Al Masri ordered a bottle of Sancerre. He waited until Patrick sank his teeth into the starter plate of scallops.

      “I’m looking for a rain-maker in the region. Someone who can make contacts or who has contacts already at the highest levels in the important institutions. The person might bring Wall Street to Jeddah, if you follow me. Do you know anyone who might find that challenge interesting?”

      The scallops smelt of the sea and were very fresh. The chef had cooked them fast in brown butter and served them with half a lemon, some pepper and several slices of wholemeal bread. Patrick’s taste buds were doing star jumps of appreciation.

      He stopped chewing and swirled a little of the chilled wine around his mouth. It was a perfect pairing. And he could see why Al Masri thought he too might be a perfect pairing for this job. As the Americans might say, he was a ‘shoo-in’.

      “I might. Can you expand a little on what you would expect? What freedoms this person might have?”

      Al Masri’s eyes formed tiny creases. He saw that the fish was nibbling at his bait.

      “I have persuaded the Board that some of the institutions there have enough sophistication to utilise investment banking products. I’m thinking structured solutions which Royal Counties Bank provides elsewhere but which we have not deployed in the Middle East. And nor has anyone else – yet.”

      “Do they understand there are still some …how to put it? Political roilings?”

      The eye creases Patrick had noted before disappeared.

      “Perhaps. Perhaps not.”

      “So it would be fair to suggest the sky is the limit – at least to begin with?”

      “I have already applied for increased country exposure limits. The person will need to structure products which use as little as possible of those limits.”

      Patrick nodded. “There must be some low-hanging fruit – some quick wins we can take before others wake up to the opportunity.”

      He saw that the eye creases had returned. It could be because Al Masri had begun to sample the scallops. But Patrick didn’t think that was the real reason.

      “Would it be helpful,” he asked, “If I put a few thoughts on paper for you? You know – to frame the sorts of things the successful applicant might try?”

      Now Al Masri actually smiled. “As you Americans say, ‘That would be optimal’.”

      
      He shook hands with Elias Al Masri on the steps of Head Office.

      “I have a couple of errands to run. Thanks for lunch. I’ll get you those thoughts by tomorrow.”

      Then he remembered Penny Baxter, his MI-6 handler. He dug out her business card from his wallet.

      “Baxter.”

      “Hi, Penny. It’s Patrick. I’ve flown all the way to London to say hello.”

      “Well, let me see. Which ‘Patrick’ might this be? I’ll run through the list.”

      “I’m the one who keeps getting shot at or drowned or abandoned in the desert.”

      She had the grace to snigger. “I was thinking about you, actually, this morning. Christopher was asking me where you are. Remember him?”

      How could Patrick forget Penny’s introduction to her boss, Sir Christopher Sherrif, at her favourite wine bar? He recalled his embarrassment at not knowing that the ‘FCO’ was actually the Foreign Office. Also how impressed he’d been to learn that Sir Christopher had been called to a meeting by the Foreign Secretary, Lord Carrington, when he left the wine bar.

      “I do. What made him think of me?”

      “He didn’t say. But he did want to know if I’d heard from you lately.”

      “Is this a good thing, Penny? Remembering he’s head of MI-6, I’m not sure it is. What did you say?”

      “I said you were ‘between jobs’. Which is accurate, isn’t it?”

      “Mmmn. Kind of. I’m on temporary attachment here in London. The bank thinks other relationship managers ought to copy my techniques.” He paused. Peals of girlish mirth echoed from the handset.

      “Penny?”

      She recovered herself. “Sorry, Patrick. I didn’t mean to laugh, but, well, you have to. Right?”

      “I don’t know what you mean. I told them there isn’t anything special about what I do. My secret is to spend a fair bit of time with each bank and ask questions of everyone I run into.” He sensed she was dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. He could hear muffled sighs and stifled snorts of amusement. “What’s so funny?”

      “I have this vision of you striding around on a stage, tie over your shoulder, waving your arms and shouting about sales techniques.”

      “That’s not what I do. I use more of the ‘personal’ touch.”

      That set her off again.

      “Look, are you free after work this week?” Penny got herself under control and agreed that she could fit him into her busy social schedule. Patrick persuaded her to come to the Lamb public house again, in Leadenhall Market. They met outside and went upstairs to the non-smoking bar.

      
      “I’m hoping that Jess and I can get married soon – we would like to make it this year.”

      “Congratulations, Patrick. I’m very happy for you. Dr Jessica has clearly
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