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        “They suck you in until you cross the line.

        Then, they’ve got you – for life – or death.”
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        "For this, you will die." 

      

      

      

      
        
        Muhammed Al Hassan,
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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            THE GULF BECKONS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh no, I reckon I’m safe, Mr Grey. The last time I saw Tai Nguyen, he was punted through the air and over a cliff edge by an angry bull.”

      Surprise rippled across Mr Grey’s stony countenance.

      “His name was ‘Oscar’.”

      “Sorry? I thought you said it was Tai Nguyen?”

      “I did. The bull’s name was ‘Oscar’.”

      Patrick watched Mr Grey blink - struggling, Patrick assumed, to comprehend the dual oddities of the farm animal’s name and Patrick knowing it.

      Mr Grey narrowed his eyes to emphasise his next point. “Until we identify both people for sure, you are at risk. One or both may have known you while in the New Hebrides – sorry, ‘Vanuatu’.” The man’s parchment face creased itself into something approaching a smile. “I keep forgetting the name changed after it became independent.”

      Patrick wondered if the man was attempting to put him at his ease by making a little verbal slip as a joke. Like all bank staff, Patrick was always apprehensive when dealing with Inspection department. It was their job to ensure that all transactions were carried out scrupulously – accurate to the penny. Also to uncover and investigate instances of fraud, whether by customers or staff. Even a rumoured visit by Inspection would prompt managers into frantic preparatory action. They'd double check all the accounts and cash under their control to ensure records were complete and accurate.

      Patrick was due to board a flight for Bahrain, his next posting, in a few days. He could hardly wait. The job would be promotion by two grades and carried a much more significant salary – tax free. His report of suspected money-laundering in his previous posting had prompted this visit to the interview room in the London headquarters of Royal Counties Bank’s Inspection Department

      Mr Grey had a thin and pale face, with very tight lips which hardly moved when he spoke. His rigid body language betrayed no emotion. How strange to have a surname which so suited him. Patrick sat on the single, wooden chair in front of Mr Grey’s desk, which was bare except for a telephone. Did it ever ring?

      “We have reviewed your report. The material which you have uncovered over the last two years with your Port Vila colleague, Kim is interesting. It points to very serious and prolonged money-laundering activity. We are pleased that you brought it to our attention. I can tell you we are working with certain government departments to track and explore the extent and sources of this activity.”

      There was a pause. Patrick took it that he was supposed to respond in some way. He said, “We tried to make the report as full as we could.”

      Unconsciously brushing some of the dandruff from his shoulder, the man went on. “Kim remains in Vanuatu for the time being. He will continue to report suspicious money flows to us. Moving on, we understand you have accepted a posting to Bahrain for your next job. Some of the individuals involved live in or come from the Middle East. It follows that you may be at heightened risk if they or their associates can identify you as the source of the leaked information. Do you understand this?”

      Patrick nodded. “Yes, I know that, but Tai Nguyen is dead.”

      “Indeed. You said ‘punted through the air’.”

      "That's right," Patrick prompted. “By Oscar.” The Inspector was not looking amused so he tried again. “Therefore, his attempts to blackmail me into working for his financial network are over.”

      Grey’s stare was unblinking. Patrick thought him unconvinced, judging by his stiff and formal posture and speech. It made him uncomfortable. Did the man think he wasn’t telling the truth?

      Clearing his throat, he plunged on. “That was the end of Tai Nguyen – you remember the report – he owned the big supermarket in Port Vila, ‘Bon Plats’. I should be fine and will be many miles away from Vanuatu.”

      Grey’s lips twitched in apparent acceptance of this, but the young man saw by the expression on the inspector’s face that there was more to say. He waited as the man sighed.

      Adopting the tone of a teacher explaining to a slow child, Grey began. “We will be leaving Andrew Cutlass in post as Chief Manager in Vanuatu for the time being, although it is clear he is involved. We believe Nguyen was his controller, so to speak. Of course, Nguyen too will have had a controller, although you may not have crossed paths with him. We expect another will take his place. In the meantime, we have asked Kim to report meetings Cutlass has with new individuals. Nguyen’s controller might step into the breach himself before the replacement arrives. So, you see, Nguyen’s probable death may not let you off the hook completely.”

      Patrick considered for a moment. “I’ll have to take my chances in Bahrain. We did say in our report that we feared telling the Chief Manager what we had discovered, because of his involvement. After much thought, we gave the information to the British Resident Commissioner until we could get a hard copy of our internal report to you. Actually, he and his wife will be leaving the islands shortly, as Vanuatu is now independent and won’t need his services. I expect whichever British government department he told will want to keep up to date. I hope they can deal with Nguyen’s network. How should Kim relay new information? I'm sure Cutlass suspects him already of passing the information to you.”

      “You can leave that question to us. For the moment, then, I hope you will accept the Bank’s thanks for your diligence in unearthing this wrongdoing. You must tell us if Cutlass or anyone else from Vanuatu attempts to contact you.”

      He stood, indicating to Patrick that the interview had come to an end.

      “Er, fine. You are welcome. Goodbye.”

      The open door signalled it was time for his departure.

      Patrick had taken advantage of this visit to London to arrange to meet up with Penny Baxter before his departure overseas. He had never narrowed down which part of the government Penny worked in. He had met her in the Woodman pub, after his last posting, apparently at random. But he was beginning to suspect there was nothing random about it. Having helped him carry drinks back to the table to his friends, waiting to learn all about his adventures in the New Hebrides, she’d sat down with them. Until her friends arrived, she had said – but they never did. She had dodged their gentle enquiries about her job as easily as a Premiership centre forward weaves through a Second Division defence. Later, when Patrick’s friends made their excuses and left them alone at the pub, he recalled doing all the talking. She had listened with great attention and asked lots of questions but revealed almost nothing of herself.

      She had made sure he had her business card and made him promise to call when he’d found out what would be his new job. But instead of being downcast that he would be leaving the UK again to go abroad, she was delighted. She even footed the bill for expensive wine and sandwiches in a London wine bar the next time they met to celebrate his new posting. Sadly, Patrick admitted to himself, she hadn’t wanted to get together again because she fancied him – otherwise why be happy that he was going away? Yet she did want to see him again. It must be for some other reason.

      And compounding this, her immediate boss, Sir Christopher Sherrif, treated them to a second bottle when he nipped into that wine bar by chance. By chance? Why had he come? It hadn’t been to meet anybody else that Patrick recalled. The man spoke about the New Hebrides Resident Commissioner as though he knew the man personally. He was also casual about mentioning that he was about to attend a meeting with the British Foreign Minister. If Penny was his immediate subordinate, and Sir Christopher occupied such an elevated position, it suggested that she was herself quite senior in Civil Service ranks. Oh, yes. There was also the matter of her bodyguard / chauffeur, Jonathan. He had bowled over a drunken oaf obstructing their path as they tried to leave the pub at the end of the evening. And then drove them in a Jaguar all the way back to Patrick’s parents’ house.

      If Penny was a part of some very select department in the British Government, what on earth did she want with him?

      This time, Penny had agreed to meet him in one of Patrick’s favourite haunts - the Lamb Tavern in Leadenhall Market in the City. Although it was still early, there were a few patrons leaning against the cherry red mouldings of the walls, pints perched on handy chest-high barrels. ‘Probably junior clerks or messengers’ thought Patrick, checking his watch.

      Penny wasn’t expected for another five minutes or so, but he thought he’d get in the queue for the steak sandwiches and then order her a pint of Youngs Ordinary while he waited.

      He walked up the stairs to the non-smoking bar and took his place behind a gaggle of hungry youngsters. His nose told him the standing rib roasts were out of their oven and were resting. They'd be served through the hatch beside the bar. He scanned the room behind. It was almost empty. There was a middle-aged couple nearest to him. To his annoyance, an older woman sat at his favourite table by the window, gazing out over the covered cross-roads of Leadenhall Market.

      At once, there was movement behind the counter. The lads in front of Patrick were asked what they’d like. All plumped for the slices of rib-eye beef served in a baguette – the Tavern’s speciality and what Patrick intended to buy for Penny. Soon it was his turn. “Two steak sandwiches, please.”

      The man swiped his carving knife across a steel, more for the ceremony of it, Patrick thought. But he almost dribbled as he watched the knife gliding through the under-done meat. Bite sized pieces were laid with care on the halved baguettes, their edges hanging artfully over the edges of the bread.

      “Help yourself to horseradish or mustard, Sir,” the man said, gesturing at the side table where Patrick had spotted serviettes, knives and forks.

      “Thank you very much,” Patrick enthused. He ladled horseradish sauce onto one plate and English mustard onto the other. He didn’t know which Penny would prefer and he liked both, so he’d let her choose. Picking up the plates, he turned to search for a table.

      To his surprise, there was Penny, sitting at his favourite table! The old woman must have left. He hurried over.

      “Amazing! Its lovely to see you, and you chose my favourite table, too. How did you know? Wait – don’t answer that – I’ll fetch some beers. Do dig in while it’s hot. You choose which sauce you want.”

      The barman had heard Patrick’s conversation and was pouring the first pint as Patrick got to the bar. He smiled back at Penny. She had taken him at his word and was about to take her first bite.

      She was still chewing when Patrick sat down with the beers. He waited as she swallowed and dabbed at her lips with a serviette.

      “Oh, Patrick – these are something else. Now I understand why you wanted to meet here. I thought it was a ‘my turn so I choose’ thing. But the beef is gorgeous!”

      Patrick raised his glass and she responded. “Cheers.”

      “I’ve never understood why people say eating together at mealtimes encourages conversation. How can a person talk when their mouth is full with this?”

      Penny might have answered, but she was working on her second mouthful. He beamed, indulgently. As one who enjoyed his food, it always made him happy to watch someone else deriving as much pleasure as he out of simple food, cooked perfectly. It occurred to him that the old woman seated at this table earlier had worn pretty much the same colour coat. But she had kept her hat on. Penny’s lovely blonde hair, cut in a fashionable bob was on full display.

      “Um, do you have a hat?”

      “Only sometimes,” she replied, peeping at him through her fringe. Her face hinted at an impish smile. She paused and took another pull at her beer. “This is all lovely, Patrick. I’m so pleased you said to come here. Now…” The serviette dabbed away some stray crumbs and meat juice. “You are off in a day or two, aren’t you?”

      “I am.”

      “There are a few things we need to talk about.”

      Patrick was trying to attend to his steak and concentrate on what Penny was saying at the same time. Both were compelling forces, but Penny won. He stopped chewing to listen.

      “Some of my colleagues have been doing a bit of digging, having received Andrew Stuart’s messages. You stumbled upon a network of some pretty nasty people.”

      “I’ll say,” affirmed Patrick. “Tai Nguyen was very unpleasant indeed.”

      “He’s a very minor player, Patrick. Have you ever heard of ‘Al Sharika’?”

      “Sounds like a pop singer – nope – I’ve not come across him.”

      “It’s not a ‘him’,” Penny said. “It’s one of the names used by a terrorist organisation which originated in the Middle East. You are about to go to Bahrain. That’s why we need to have this little talk.”

      “The man from Inspection department says the criminals who knew me in Vanuatu might track me there. He asked if I was aware of the risks. I said that Nguyen is dead so that broke any link with me.”

      She shook her head. “We know this organisation started in the far distant past, at the end of the 13th century. The originator was Sultan Qalawun in the area we now call Libya. He wanted to rebuild his country after the Crusaders had destroyed everything. His vision included not only rebuilding of his nation but bringing about the downfall of the West and all Crusader supporters. He hated them.”

      “Penny – that’s ridiculous! It was all so long ago.” But as Patrick said that, he remembered that a man named Bashir Saleh had visited his former Chief Manager in Port Vila. Afterwards, his branch performed lots of large money transfers for Saleh. These made his dealer colleague, Gilles, very happy because of the increased turnover and opportunities to make profits. But Gilles had said Saleh represented Libya’s sovereign funds. “Oh. Hang on. There was that man from Libya who did lots of the transfers.”

      “That is what alarmed us most of all,” Penny said. “We have no proof, but we understand that the man who runs Libya, Colonel Ghaddafi, is the current figurehead of Al Sharika.”

      Patrick tried to digest this. It sounded fanciful and to give himself time to think, he took another bite of his sandwich.

      “You described Ghaddafi as the ‘figurehead’ – does that mean he isn’t in charge?”

      Penny smiled and gave a little laugh. “As I thought, Patrick Field, you are quite perceptive. I’m going to have to be careful what I say to you.” Her eyes twinkled with mischief.

      This added to Patrick’s confusion about why she wanted to keep meeting him. His beer was almost drained and that and the easy atmosphere with Penny emboldened him. “I’ve wondered why you wanted to meet up. I guess it isn’t for my body, then?”

      Her continued light laughter wasn’t insulting, somehow. “You mean, is this work or pleasure?” she said. “Primarily, work.”

      “And secondarily..?” Patrick enquired, feeling entitled to raise one eyebrow.

      “We will have to see, won’t we?” Penny grinned.

      Preparing for his flight out to Bahrain was a little easier for him now. He’d had the experience of packing essentials for a couple of years away from the UK before, of course. He knew well that he’d be able to buy anything important which he had forgotten when he arrived. Upward promotion through Royal Counties Bank by a couple of grades entitled him to Business Class for his outward and return journeys. The larger and softer seat was almost luxurious. They’d distributed complimentary headphones so he could watch a movie while he ate the inflight meal.

      Immediately after the 747 jet had reached cruising altitude, the stewards and stewardesses brought out the drinks trolley. “Would you like some champagne, Sir?”

      ‘Golly’, thought Patrick. ‘I like Business Class’. “Yes, please.”

      His delight took a bit of a knock when the stewardess served the wine in a plastic glass. And he recoiled at eating salted peanuts from a foil wrapper. This was not the way to appreciate fine wine. But he sampled both. On reflection, a beer might have been a better choice.

      As passengers came to the end of their in-flight meals, a queue began to form ahead of Patrick for the toilets at the front of Business Class. He had been gazing out of the window, allowing his mind to wander. He reflected upon his overly exciting first posting abroad for the bank to the South West Pacific. The cautionary note struck by the Inspector who’d interviewed him in London still reverberated.

      He decided that it was no use worrying about what Andrew Stuart, the British Resident Commissioner, had called ‘Bad Hats’ – those running guns and drugs. Or shipping large amounts of money around in the banking system with no commercial reason for doing so. He’d take everyone as he found them in Bahrain. But he would write every so often to Penny in London and now and again to Kim back in Vanuatu. And Jess, of course. He’d promised and… Well, he had a soft spot for her.

      An announcement over the aeroplane’s intercom estimating the remaining flight time brought him back to the present. He looked up. Everyone in the toilet queue was facing forwards. Everyone except one man, who suddenly averted his gaze and pretended interest in the top of the seat next to him. Patrick felt sure the man had been staring at him. He took in the man’s appearance. Pretty non-descript - he had a loose jacket, pale green trousers and was of Arabic appearance.

      ‘Hardly surprising’, Patrick thought. ‘We are flying to Bahrain. I’m becoming paranoid.’

      When the flight landed at Bahrain airport on the island of Muharraq, it was early evening in the Arabian Gulf country. The last rays of the hot sun illuminated sandy-coloured buildings. A few streetlights and car headlamps outlined the coast road and larger streets leading into Manama, the capital city to the west. Bahrain had been the first stop on his journey to the South Pacific a couple of years back. Patrick remembered how hot and humid it had been, and had taken the precaution this time of dressing in light, casual clothing. But once again, when the jet’s door opened, the contrast between the air-conditioned passenger compartment and the outside wet heat shocked him.

      In contrast to his arrival on the island nation of Vanuatu that first time, Bahrain’s airport was tremendously efficient. His baggage arrived neatly stacked on the conveyor belt soon after he’d walked into the main building. He wheeled his luggage trolley out of Customs after a cursory sifting through his folded shirts and trailed after the other passengers into Immigration. As a British citizen, he didn’t need an entry visa. He would go later that week to the Employment Ministry to be given formal permission to work.

      He scanned around, casually, as he waited for his turn at the Immigration window. There was no sign of the man whose odd behaviour on the plane had so struck him. Patrick stepped up to the window where the Immigration official leafed through his passport. The man paused at the New Hebrides Entry stamp and compared it with the Vanuatu Exit stamp. Patrick watched as he switched his gaze from one to the other several times. At length he opened his mouth, perhaps to ask why he had never left the New Hebrides but never arrived in Vanuatu. But then the officer glanced at his watch.

      Instead of starting a line of questioning, he muttered, “Welcome to Bahrain, Mr Field.” He leafed past the previous stamps in the passport and found a virgin double page spread. The entry visa was smacked hard into the very middle of the second clean page. ‘Perhaps he was nearing the end of his shift.’ Patrick thought.

      Pocketing the document, he approached the glass doors behind the officials. They slid open silently. Behind a rope, local taxi drivers held signs with their allotted passengers’ names. Among them, two other men stood out - they had to be Britishers from Royal Counties Bank. This part of the experience pretty much mirrored his arrival in Port Vila for the first time.

      “You must be…” smiled one.

      “Almost certainly, I am.” Patrick replied. They shook hands warmly. This time, the older man reached for one suitcase.

      “I’m Mike, Patrick, and this is Gary.”

      “Hello - so you’re my Manager,” Patrick said. Mike nodded while Gary, who he assumed was the Accountant, helped him with his small carry-on bag.

      The boot of Mike’s Volvo saloon swallowed both suitcases easily.

      ‘We thought you’d like to have a spot of dinner first. We’ll drive to mine; Doreen’s got us something ready.”

      “Doreen?”

      “My wife. She’s got a stew going. It’s cold this time of year and a stew takes the edge off.”

      They all drove out to Mike’s house in Budaiya on the North west corner of Manama, the main island. Patrick attempted to fathom Mike’s notion of ‘cold’. It was 35 degrees here! Once they arrived at the house, he marvelled that they all sported cardigans to stay warm. He was sweating profusely and was grateful for Doreen’s offer of moving outside to take advantage of the gentle onshore breeze from the sea.

      “How long have you been here?” he asked Mike, busy preparing drinks.

      “Only a couple of years, so far,” he replied. “But I served in the British Army in Oman, keeping Sultan Qaboos safe.”

      Patrick raised his eyebrows. “Doesn’t he have his own troops?”

      “Of course. But we were there to train them, assist and show support for the Sultan. We helped him overthrow his father, Said, in 1970.”

      “When were you there?”

      “Oh, for quite some time. Can’t give details, you know. But I’ve been knocking around the Arab world for a while. Jungly buggers, if you ask me.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Patrick, thrown by this clear diversionary tactic.

      Mike paused for a second. “Well – let me describe how the Omani troops make tea when they’re up in the mountains. They light a fire under an old oil can – usually washed, I’m glad to report – and boil up some water. They throw in a whole packet of tea.”

      “Sounds makeshift to me, but straightforward – no?”

      “But then they puncture half a dozen cans of condensed milk and chuck them in too. Makes the resulting tea very sweet and gives it a slightly ‘off’ flavour.”

      “An acquired taste, I guess.”

      “I never did acquire it.”

      Patrick scooped up the last morsel of pudding from his bowl and replaced the spoon. “That was lovely, Doreen. Thank you very much.”

      She smiled in acknowledgement and gathered plates and empty glasses and took them back into the house. Mike put on a serious face. “Right. Doreen’s gone - repeat after me – Sabah al-khayer ya gemil. Khala malapsk – siddiqui saydeva al-thaman.”

      Patrick stumbled through it. “Saba hel keel yah gemeel. Kala Mal… what comes next?”

      Mike made him repeat several more times, offering minor corrections to the pronunciation. At last he was satisfied it was close enough. “But what does this mean?” Patrick asked.

      Mike broke into loud belly-laughs. Struggling to keep a straight face, he replied, “Good morning, beautiful. Take off your clothes - my friend will pay!” and rocked back in his chair, slapping his leg with mirth. Gary hadn’t followed at all until that point, but joined Patrick, roaring with laughter. It was a little while until Mike could bring himself to speak again. That was only when Doreen reappeared and scolded him for telling ‘one of his dirty jokes’. Mike was unrepentant.

      “I’m teaching Patrick some vital words and phrases, Love.”

      “I know your ‘words and phrases’, Michael. Now, look at the time – the poor lad is probably tired and needs some shut-eye. Gary? Would you drive him to the bank flat? It’s No 3, Shaikha Aisha Building in Mina Manama.”

      Still grinning, the three men shook hands again and Patrick thanked Doreen as graciously as he could. This had been a lovely welcome. He felt very comfortable with his new colleagues.
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            PATRICK’S NEW JOB

          

        

      

    

    
      His flat in the port area of Mina Sulman was far more plush than his modest accommodation had been in Vanuatu. The air conditioner worked, there was carpet on the floor, the paint on the walls was fresh and there was a television. Not that he could understand the local programmes broadcast in Arabic, but he noted there was a VHS machine hooked up to it for videos. Perhaps he could rent some nearby.

      When Gary picked him up the next morning, Patrick had already put his things away and lacked only breakfast, which he’d been told would be ‘on the bank’.

      “The flat’s great, Gary,” he observed, getting into the man’s small BMW car. “I couldn’t help noticing there are no cockroaches!”

      “I should hope not. The flat was only sprayed last week in preparation for your arrival.”

      “Ah. That was the odd smell, then. I put it down to the flat being shut up for so long.”

      “The bank retains a local pest company to spray our flats and houses every six months. Otherwise you’d be getting cockroaches for sure – and who knows what else,” Gary added, darkly.

      He accelerated out onto the coast road, slotting neatly into the passing traffic. “Nice car, Gary,” Patrick commented, listening to the straight six engine howl up the rev range. Ever since he was small, Patrick had loved the sounds and smells of engines. He had even learned to distinguish car makes from each other by the way they sounded.

      “Thank you,” acknowledged Gary. “I saved up for it for a couple of years and intend to ship it off to my next posting.”

      Patrick expressed surprise. “Does your departure have anything to do with my arrival? Was it something I said?”

      “Not at all! I’ve been here for almost five years and it’s high time I moved along. The reason you were needed most is to replace Jeanette. She's been an absolute stalwart for …golly …I actually don’t know when she was hired. But it’s been a long time, anyway. She announced that she is having a baby soon and so will have to go on maternity leave.”

      “She does loan administration, doesn’t she?”

      “She does. But you've got a wider role, I’m told. Covering financial institutions as well as corporates? One of the local staff will help with the loan administration.”

      “That’s good. I reckon I’d be a bit at sea with the admin. side of lending. A colleague did that job in Port Vila, where I was before. But I’m completely new to financial institution relationships. I was interviewed by Elias Al Masri in London. He obviously thinks I am suitable to do it but he was vague about what might be involved. I don’t believe he is familiar with our corporate customers at all. Is Mike in charge of those?”

      “He is. Al Masri will be your London boss. He is a bit of a mystery to us here. We never know when he is in the region on one of his trips. He is wont to pop into the OBU for coffee or when he needs a telex sent or to talk with the dealers. We’ve never tried to cover the banks and other institutions from here, so you’ll be breaking new ground.”

      Checking his mirror, Gary swooped across the traffic and into the entrance to the Manama Centre, where Royal Counties Bank had its office. There was a guard at the entrance who saluted and raised the barrier in time for Gary to drive through, still carrying some speed. He parked and they went inside.

      “We can go out for breakfast shortly, but let me introduce you to Jeanette first.” He took the steps two at a time up to the first floor.

      Jeanette’s desk was on the left-hand side of the double doors, behind a screen. She was already bent over some papers on her desk and glanced up as they appeared. “Well, good morning to you, Sunshine. Are we recovered from the journey, yet?”

      Patrick stuck out his hand and grinned. “Ask me again after I’ve had some breakfast, but, yes, I rather think I may be.”

      “After you two have introduced yourselves, Patrick – would you join me in Mike’s office?” said Gary, excusing himself.

      Jeanette was married to an oil company worker who’d been in Bahrain for fifteen years already. She turned out to be an unflappable, stoic, no-nonsense lass from Essex. Never one to be fazed by a customer shouting at her, she wasn't even put out by one of the dealers having a hissy fit. Sometimes her requested transactions didn’t fit their particular trading plan for the day. But Jeanette simply got on with the considerable volume of work. Several times every day, Patrick discovered over the next couple of weeks, she’d tell someone to, “Put it at the bottom of the pile. I’ll get to it soon.”

      Although she had one speed of working and never appeared flustered or in a hurry, that rate of work was deceptively quick. Patrick knew he’d have to bring his ‘A’ game to keep up with the flow yet avoid mistakes.

      He eyed with alarm the tottering pile of papers, vouchers and letters on their shared desk. “Gary said I’d also be working with one of the local staff to take care of this lot – it never stops, does it?”

      “Yes. I had a word with him about that. If you are going to be swanning around the Gulf visiting the banks, you’ll need someone here you can rely on. I suggested Ruqayya. But he may have other ideas.”

      Patrick’s tummy growled reminding him he hadn’t yet eaten. “I’d better go and see Mike - Gary said something about eating breakfast ‘out’.”

      Jeanette put on her faux-horrified face. “I heard they are taking you for a ‘Sunset Special’ downstairs. Lots of the staff eat them. I call them ‘Salmonella on a Stick’. I hope you have a strong stomach.”

      Patrick knocked on Mike’s office door.

      “Come!”

      Patrick pushed it open and went in. “Leave it open, would you? His Nibs shut it when he left just now.”

      “’His Nibs’? Who is that?” asked Patrick.

      “That would be His Most Excellent Highness, the Celebrated Nawab of Nowhere at All, our Chief Manager. Did you notice a small Yorkshireman striding about outside making lots of noise?”

      Patrick shook his head. Gary put in, “He means Harry Tester. He’s our Chief Manager. I’ll take you in to him later. First on the agenda, I’m sure Mike will agree, is to meet the staff.”

      “Quite right,” Mike said. “Then, you are going to have the best breakfast you have ever sampled!”

      Right outside Mike’s office sat Helen, another British ex-pat. She used to teach English as a Foreign Language at the main school in Manama. She had quit a year or so back, hoping for a change and for more regular hours. Helen was Mike’s secretary but would look after Patrick as well.

      She greeted him brightly. “I’m Helen. I’m told you are going to be spending a lot of time in aeroplanes and in hotels around here.”

      Patrick gave a mock-grimace. “So I’m told by Elias Masri. I’m not sure how we are going to organise these trips, but I expect we’ll work it out. I've been wondering how to schedule visits between people’s offices. I don't want to be late but I also don't want to sit around kicking my heels. Do you have street maps of the main cities in the Gulf countries?”

      “I do,” she replied, reaching around her computer and pointing to a selection of maps held between book ends. “They are right here. It’s all under control.”

      “You are ahead of me – thanks. Maybe we can have a chat about that this afternoon?”

      There were around twenty Bahraini staff, mostly women, for Patrick to try to remember. The local merchant families viewed it as prestigious to have their (usually very well educated) daughters working in a British bank. He shook hands with them all, except for a very old, bent-over man with a straggly beard. Mohammed Saleh, for that was his name, insisted upon placing his hand upon his own heart and bowing slightly. Patrick felt obliged to mimic the action. Mohammed Saleh strained to dip his head a little lower as though to outdo Patrick in conveying respect. Patrick felt he should try out the Arabic phrases of greeting he’d memorised while on the aeroplane.

      “Salaam aleikum. Saba hel-khaya” meaning ‘Peace be upon you. Good morning’. This delighted the old man. He erupted into a volley of conversational greetings and seized Patrick’s hand, wringing it vigorously for some time.

      “Very good,” congratulated Gary. “Sheikh Mohammed is our messenger and adviser. I’ll take you into the goldfish bowl later.” Patrick’s surprised expression led him to explain: “The dealing room at the end - there. Now, let’s have some breakfast. I could eat a camel with scabs on…”

      Gary led the way out of the double doors again, with Mike behind and Patrick trailing in their wake. Down the steps they went, out into the warm sunshine and then along the side of the Manama Centre building. There they found a small, brightly-painted kiosk with the name ‘Sunshine’ in enormous letters affixed above the entrance.

      The smell of hot oil and burned food made him wrinkle his nose. What had Jeanette called it? ‘Salmonella on a Stick’?

      “Three Sunset Specials, please!” Gary ordered.

      Several eggs were beaten for each of the orders and poured over pre-portioned chopped meats and vegetables. The server scraped up each mixture portion and slapped it onto a sizzling hot plate. Almost immediately, he scooped and scraped and flipped until they resembled three solid discs. These were then dusted with flour, dipped into batter and deep fried. Two minutes later the crispy results were drained and popped into brown paper bags with a couple of green chilli peppers and paper napkins.

      Gary handed over a five dinar note. He gave one of the twisted bags to Patrick. “Right. Back to the office we go for some coffee. You do like coffee, don’t you?”

      “Very much,” replied Patrick, and told them how prized were the coffee beans grown on the island of Tanna in Vanuatu where he had lived before.

      “You’ll have to try Mohammed Saleh’s coffee – but I warn you - it is strong.” Mike interjected. “There’s instant coffee too, if it's a bit too much.”

      Patrick knew already that Mike spoke some Gulf Arabic from his time in the army – ‘the rude bits’ as he put it – but rarely let the customers know this. It gave him an advantage when negotiating if the other side didn’t know he could understand their soto voce comments to each other, at least in part.

      Back in the branch but before they went to his office, Mike demonstrated this fluency. He asked Mohammed Saleh to bring three cups of coffee ‘medium sweet’. "Thalath gharwa, minfadlak - shwei sucre." They spread out their napkins on the coffee table in front of Mike’s desk as make-shift plates. “You can practise eating with your right hand only,” Mike advised. “Remember, Moslems use the left hand to wipe their bums, so to take food or eat it with your left hand is very insulting.”

      “Gee. That’s going to take a bit of time to become a habit. But …no time like the present.”

      The food was still piping hot inside its battered covering, so they all held their breakfasts with the paper bags. Patrick took a tentative nibble. “Mmmnnn. Not bad.”

      “Take care with your chilli pepper,” Gary warned.

      The greasiness was becoming noticeable to Patrick when Mohammed Saleh shuffled in with steaming cups of Turkish coffee.

      “Shukhran, yah Sheik - shukhran jezeelan!” Mike offered profuse thanks.

      ‘You are welcome’, said Mohammed. “Afwan.”

      With Mike’s cautionary, “Mind the sludge at the bottom,” echoing in his head, Patrick sipped the scalding liquid.

      “Ooh. That’s perfect. I’ve never had Turkish coffee before.” The taste was firm, clean and strong, but not over-powering, and the hint of sugar cut the edge from the bitter coffee. It was delicious. “I have to learn how to make this.”

      “Everything you need will be at Marhaba Market over the road. We could nip over at lunch, if you want.” Gary said. “I’m going to have to find out how to get hold of it when I leave here.”

      As they talked, Mike revealed his polarised view of the Gulf Arabs. On one hand, he respected their culture. He spoke of their amazing ability to negotiate and navigate complex business transactions with several parties, at the same time, in the same room. On the other, he reckoned only a ‘little people’ would have been pushed by competing tribes over the centuries into such an inhospitable environment.

      “Still, ever since oil was discovered here in 1929 by ‘BAPCO’, the whole area has found itself sitting on one of the most valuable natural resources there has ever been. Who’s laughing now?” he ended.

      Something had been bothering Patrick for a while, ever since he’d first learned about this posting to Bahrain. He knew that Elias Al Masri would be his London-based boss for the financial institution part of his job.

      “Mike, I’m a bit concerned about how things will work if I have two competing bosses - you locally, providing monthly salary and Elias Al Masri in London when I cover the Bank’s financial institution customers. I’m not clear what input he has to my annual report. I’ll do my best, of course, but I do worry a bit if there are conflicting orders.”

      “I understand your concern but leave that to me, Patrick. Al Masri is a bit of a pain sometimes as he uses our resource when he feels like it. With you here, it will be easier for me to manage what you do and how you split your time.”

      “Alright. That sounds sensible – thanks.”

      “One more thing before I wheel you in to meet the Grand Poobah next door. When you go off to the Ministry for your work visa, you might want to visit the Post Office as well to get a P.O.Box for private use. They cost hardly anything each month and it keeps your personal correspondence separate from bank stuff.” Mike winked at him.

      
        
        ----//-----

      

      

      Ceiling downlighters did little to illuminate the unrelieved dark wood panelling opposite Mike’s office. Patrick hadn’t even noticed the door to Harry Tester’s office when he visited Mike. They crossed the carpeted divide behind Helen and Jane, Tester’s Executive Secretary, and tapped on the closed door.

      “He’s out, Mike.” Jane said, looking around at them. “I’m not sure when he’ll be back. I understand Phoebe needed some new clothes and there was some other shopping he wanted to do.”

      “Right you are. I guess we can get back to work, then.” Mike rolled his eyes at Gary. “Will you take Patrick to the dealing room?”

      The two of them tramped the length of the bank, past all the other smiling staff. Gary pushed open the swing door of the glass-walled dealing room.

      Immediately, Patrick was assailed by disembodied voices calling impenetrable pricing information out of the speakers provided by the various broker firms. The four traders, two ex-pat and two Bahraini men, listened intently and gazed at their pairs of screens. Numbers peeled across the screens, occasionally blinking in green or red to show a change up or down.

      The oldest and most senior ex-pat was spinning his pen on top of his knuckles repeatedly. Patrick watched, fascinated, sure that he’d drop it. He did, but only to pick up one of the telephones on his desk. “Mark / Paris cross.” There was a short pause before one of the brokers yelled a pair of buying and selling rates out of his speaker. “Mine, small.” There followed a terse conversation with the broker to convey that Royal Counties Bank wished to buy German Marks and would pay in French Francs.

      Now that a deal had been done, Gary took advantage of the temporary lull in tension and introduced Patrick. “This is John, who did that trade. That’s Paul, this is George and Ringo is the one with the hair over there.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?” laughed Patrick, wondering what were the odds of the dealers having the same names as the Beatles.

      John finished writing his ticket and threw it into the tray on top of his dealing desk with a flourish. “I really am called John and he really is Paul. But ‘George’ is really Ghani and we call Reza, ‘Ringo’. He plays the drums too.”

      The two smiling Bahrainis pushed back their wheeled chairs and stood very politely to shake Patrick’s hand.

      “They’re called ‘tars’,” said Reza as he greeted Patrick.

      John and Paul were close to him so stayed seated, but shook his hand as well.

      “I’m going to start visiting the banks around the Gulf, hoping to push up the business we do with them. I need to learn everything you are doing – at some point, because I have a huge amount to learn!”

      Paul piped up, “It’s mainly cover operations for the corporate lending but also market making over the weekend.”

      John added, “I do some prop. trading using London’s limits now and again, but it’s just sniping, really.”

      “And I look forward to learning what all that means!” Patrick admitted.

      He went back to sit with Jeanette and to start to learn what her job involved. At her suggestion, they ordered in sandwiches from somewhere other than Sunshine, so kept at it. After lunch, the Bank driver, Ahmed, took him over to the Employment Ministry and to the Driving Directorate for a Bahraini Driving licence. His hope that the Ministry would accept his United Kingdom licence as sufficient evidence of his ability to drive was fulfilled. After his photograph had been taken and laminated, he looked on the reverse of the brand-new licence. Pre-printed on there were the three Rules of the Road. The first, presumably the most important, was to make way so that the Emir could drive by, unimpeded, on the highway. The second was to have some covering between the wheels and the road. Tyres, he assumed, pumped up or not, but it was not wholly clear. The final one was to obey orders from officers of the Bahrain Defence Force.

      Before returning to the bank, he asked Ahmed to help him sign up for a P.O. Box. They chose the Post office at Adliya as that was nearest to his Mina Sulman flat. Patrick resolved to write to his friends and former colleagues at least once per month. He remembered what a mental boost it had been to receive mail from home. If he wrote to his friends often enough, he hoped they'd reply. It would be good to stay abreast of whatever Kim uncovered back in Vila. He’d promised to report to Penny Baxter and – there was Dr Jess, too, of course.

      It was approaching five o’clock when they got back to the Manama Centre. As Ahmed pulled up in the reserved space by the entrance, a small man in an expensive suit stepped forward from the shade. “Where have you been?” he demanded of Ahmed.

      “Taking Patrick to the Employment Ministry and Driving Directorate, Sir.”

      “Well, come on – we are late now. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Patrick. Quickly, Ahmed – to the Gulf Hotel to collect Phoebe and then the Diplomat Hotel. I have a cocktail party to attend.”

      Patrick was left standing on the sidewalk, somehow feeling he had done something wrong, but not understanding what it was. He assumed this had been Harry Tester, but the man hadn’t introduced himself. Ahmed took off at speed, raising a slight dust cloud on his way to the car park barrier.

      He went upstairs, arriving at the doors to the branch as Jeanette was leaving. “You are off now? See you tomorrow, Jeanette.”

      “Oh yes,” she smiled. “Early if not bright.”

      Patrick went to Gary’s desk. He depended on Gary for a lift back to his flat.

      “Oh, hi, Patrick. Did you get everything done ok?”

      “Yes, thanks. I even got a P.O. Box for myself as Mike suggested. Now I do have to write letters to people. Which reminds me – where do I get stamps? I suppose I should have bought some at the Post Office?”

      “You could. Or Helen can get a roll of airmail stamps for you. And you can put your letters in with the Bank post she takes to the Post Office on her way home.”

      “Fair enough. I’d feel a bit awkward expecting her to post my letters though – we’ll work it out, I’m sure. Um, are you intending to leave any time soon?”

      Gary checked his watch. “Blimey. It’s five o’clock already. I’ll ask Barney upstairs in Traveller’s Cheques to give you a lift. He lives in the same building as you. I was going to show you Marhaba Market too, wasn’t I? Sorry, it’s been busy and I’ve got a few things I simply have to finish tonight. Is that ok?”

      “No problem for me. I was planning to go for a wander around the port this evening. Maybe Barney can give me a steer.”

      When Gary called upstairs, Barney had started packing up so this was perfect timing. He appeared by Gary’s desk a minute or two later.

      “Barney? This is Patrick Field. He is our replacement for Jeanette. We’ve given him Flat 3 in your building, so would it be ok if you gave him a lift home tonight?”

      “No, problem, Squire,” said Barney. A year or two older than Patrick, he sported a neatly-trimmed full set and proffered one of the firmest handshakes Patrick had come across. “When did you arrive?”

      “Only yesterday. I’m still finding my feet on everything. I was planning to go for a wander around Mina Sulman later on to check out the shops.”

      “Well let’s do that together. I’ve got a good idea: why don’t we take out a couple of films from Atlas Video, pick up some shopping from the supermarket down the road and I’m sure I have plenty of Fosters in the ‘fridge. How does that sound?”

      “Brilliant!” enthused Patrick. Mention of Fosters lager brought back happy memories of barbeques with his Australian friends in Vila. “I’ll teach you the ‘W.A. Tap’.”

      “Never heard of it,” said Barney. “Come on. See you tomorrow, Gary”.
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      “What’s this ‘W.A. Tap’, then?” asked Barney, extracting a couple of cold cans of Fosters from his ‘fridge.

      “It sounds like nonsense, right?” Patrick began. “But it really works. If you tap the top of the can twice, either side of the ring pull before opening it, you won’t spray foam on everyone around.”

      He could tell by the expression on Barney’s face he reckoned this was a wind-up. “It’s true! Watch.”

      Barney liked keeping his beer glasses cold too, so when he brought them over, Patrick tapped away on one of the cans. There was no excess foaming, as promised, and he poured the whole can into a glass and handed it to Barney. “See?”

      Patrick tapped his own can and poured it into the other glass. “Cheers. And thank you for inviting me.”

      “Cheers.”

      There was a brief pause while they both made half their beers disappear. “I’m not convinced,“ Barney opined, with a slight belch, ”About this W.A. Tap business. Is there any science behind it? I’m going to light the barbeque.” The flats all boasted a small balcony and Barney had invested in a kettle-style barbeque which they proceeded to put to good use.

      Patrick made up some science stuff which he knew to be pure nonsense. Barney remained dubious about the purported benefits of the West Australia tap. “I’ll understand better after I’ve drunk another of these. One for you?”

      Barney had rented a VHS video, ‘The Empire Strikes Back’ on the way home. They settled back on the couch after dinner to watch. They were much taken by a famous line from the film, spoken by Darth Vader: ‘Don’t fail me again, Admiral.’ To the puzzlement of many local staff, henceforth they incorporated it into their everyday speech, along with occasional lines from the Monty Python series which they both liked. Patrick was delighted to discover that Barney shared his sense of humour and dual passions for dinghy sailing and motor cars.

      Next morning, they climbed aboard Barney’s Suzuki Jeep again. “Let’s put the top down – it’s going to be dry, after all.” suggested Barney.

      “Great idea,” agreed Patrick and helped in folding the canvas top behind the rear seats.

      He found the vehicle was almost the complete opposite of Gary’s BMW. It was loud from the crashing suspension and wind noise where the BMW was smooth and quiet. It was painfully slow and needed to be driven flat out everywhere to keep up with traffic. The BMW left most vehicles for dead and had the acceleration and brakes to eat safely through the crowded dual carriageway coast road. But it was great fun and both men were grinning like lunatics when they bounced into the Manama Centre car park, waving to the gate guard as they did so.

      Patrick was so impressed, he made up his mind to buy a similar car and would make inquiries with the

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/studio-project---2024-05-16t160751142.jpg
Book 2 in the AL SHARIKA series
e

TN







OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





