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  Chapter 1




  Wisps of gentle breeze fade away. Ripples on the water slowly subside. The surface settles as if it were a pane of glass. Unusual for the early afternoon of a late summer’s day. By now the water would normally be bouncing under a hot sun. Nature provides an overcast window of cool calm, a glimpse into the autumn that will arrive soon.




  



  Silence falls on the crowd of spectators perched along the shore. All of the blades are dug and buried. The crews sit attentive towards the sterns of their boats. Arms forward, bodies in full compression with muscles flexed, the competitors are locked in traction with the water.




  



  Heads looking straight ahead, expressionless, waiting for the signal to blast over the docks.




  



  The horn goes off, unleashing the fury of the start. Each crew member rises slightly off their seats, hangs from the oars, and unloads all the power they can muster to explode from their foot boards. Pockets of white water mark where the blades crash through the stillness to propel the boats away from the staring line. Stroke rates erupt from nothing to over thirty per minute as brawn and desire accelerate the sculls frantically along the surface of the course.




  



  Anticipation turns to reality in an instant. Each rower’s battle to collect their thoughts, to race their plan at the frenetic pace of competition, must be won quickly. Every stroke has meaning. They all have to count. It only takes about one hundred and twenty strokes to complete a thousand meter sprint. One small mistake and the chance of winning will vanish, with finishing last a likely outcome.




  



  A few strokes into his first contest Fitzroy Noble realized that the experience was unfolding as he had been coached to believe. You cannot practice for this mayhem. You have to live it. Embrace the chaos. Trust that your body has enough energy to keep pounding away. Under the physical stress, psychology makes you think the other crews look bigger, faster, more determined. You must not give in.




  



  Fitz struggled to meet the demands of the moment. The race plan called for his boat to mark the crew from the Lancaster club side by side for the first quarter of the race. “We need to up the rate,” he gasped to his companion in the seat behind him. “Two more strokes.”




  



  The man in the bow seat had been here before. Many times. Like the motor of any seasoned racing machine the small change to a modestly higher power output was effortless. For him. What seemed like the slightest addition to boat speed required disproportionately more exertion from Fitz. He found the strength to push harder through the discomfort. Whether he could hold this pace for the duration was another question. The stroke rate climbed from thirty three to thirty five as the boat from East Shore matched the crew from Lancaster through the first quarter of the race, body for body and bow ball for bow ball.




  



  Chapter 2




  One Year Earlier Appalachian Spring is perfect accompaniment through the gentle bends and rolling countryside on the drive through the lower state. If you timed the trip towards the valley with precision, the final chime of the moderato coda would peacefully end as you reached the crest of Fox Ridge. The pulsating purr would become a growl as the throttle opened when you pitched over the edge. In an instant a different type of music would fill the cabin as you hurtled down the steep grade. The massive eight cylinder engine, mounted just behind you, bellowing merrily, would thrust you back firmly into the seat, as you navigated the serpentine curves that swerved steeply down the incline through the rocky scenery.




  



  There is no traction control, no fancy computer-aided decision making in this vehicle. Skill and wits perpetually wrestle the steering to keep the car firmly planted on the road as it barrels through the turns, inches away from the shear drop to the river below. It is in private moments like these that one can enjoy the thrill of being alive. At these speeds the undistracted joy never lasts long enough. The road quickly bottoms out into a short, flat stretch that ends with a dip that falls into the switchback. Brakes alone are not enough to bring the car under control. Downshifting through the gears makes the motor squeal as the tachometer launches towards the rev limiter. The frame shudders, the car shakes and is reluctantly tamed. It has no other choice but to slow down.




  



  With both hands locked on the wheel you open up the throttle and muscle the machine around the hundred and eighty degree corner, close enough to the adjacent rock wall to make eye contact with birds that nest in the craggy ledges. The engine roars ferociously as the car starts the long climb up the steep south side out of the valley. Mighty crescendos from the motor grow louder and louder, in a different key each time the gears shift.




  




  As the highway flattens at the top of the valley, drifting the car into the sharp turn at Long Ridge Road is a most enjoyable way to begin the gentle ascent that weaves through the forest on the trip to Nigel Mortley’s summer house. Just beyond the sixth corner you turn the steering wheel sharply to the left, engage the brakes and glide across the spacious driveway, coming to rest smoothly in the parking space by the front door.




  Pulling this stunt off requires more than just the right type of car. It would help if the massive iron gates were open ahead of time. You would not want to inadvertently distress anyone in the mansion with this boisterousdisplay of self-indulgence. That might provoke them to unleash the guard dogs who, after certifying that you were an intruder, would inevitably begin to devour you to the bone before you could even reach the front step.




  



  However, you are Jacob Worthing. You do have the right type of car, the newer cousin of the machine that ruled LeMans in the sixties. The gates are always open for you. Distress would only set in if you drove the car into the driveway placidly, like everyone else. That would invite some people to think that you had lost your mind.




  



  Not to worry about the ferocious canines. The instant they recognize you they merrily scamper to your side wagging their tails in search of affection. Why can you get away with all of this? Because you inspire performance. You are on the edge all of the time. Or at least you must present the image of being on the edge most of the time. People expect it because you are a storied captain of industry. Not just of any business. One of the world’s largest industrial conglomerates.




  



  So here you are, Mr. Vice President, an invited guest at the residence of higher authority. You are not just any Vice President. You are the Senior Vice President and Executive Director of Globalization. This meeting could have taken place in a boardroom or in private at a country club. It will have more meaning in the surroundings of this home.




  



  “Jacob,” the President’s daughter announced vivaciously as she opened the front door. “How nice to see you again.”




  



  “Marilyn. What a pleasant surprise,” Jacob replied as he embraced the only child of his friend and mentor. “I thought you would be on the road working with your flock.”




  “I am giving my constituents a few days off.”




  



  “Where is the old bear?” Jacob asked as he passed through the front door into the cavernous lobby. “I heard his trip to the Far East was a huge success.”




  



  Marilyn had always been fond of Jacob. Something about his perpetual forward motion, his inherent playful outlook and his shrewd acumen for achieving success captivated her long ago. She has grown to be more trusting of him than her judgement would normally allow for someone who wields so much power.




  “When did you get back?” Marilyn asked.




  “Last night,” Jacob replied as he took off his blazer.




  “Quite late.”




  “How are your boys?”




  “Fine, I guess. I haven’t seen them in a while.”




  



  “Have a seat,” Marilyn said, changing the subject and pointing to the high back arm chairs beside one of the windows by the kitchen. “I want a word with you before you see Dad.”




  



  Jacob sensed that the circumstances were even more serious than he believed.




  



  “Nigel is upstairs, in the room that overlooks the vineyard,” Marilyn started. “He can’t wait to see you.”




  “How is he?” Jacob inquired.




  



  “Stable, but not well, in spite of the brave face that he puts on,” Marilyn replied bluntly.




  “Is he about to leave us?” Jacob asked serenely.




  “No, nothing like that, if you believe the doctors,”




  



  Marilyn assured him. “With you being in South America and with Dad being in Asia I don’t think that you’ve seen each other in a couple of months.




  



  Prepare yourself. He looks older, weaker. That’s all I wanted to say,” as she stood up. “Off you go,” she motioned with a smile. “Brighten up his day.”




  



  As he strode up the staircase Jacob called out boisterously. “Your daughter tells me that the Far East was hard on you.”




  



  When he reached the top of the stairs, Jacob was shaken. Nigel clearly had to exert himself to rise slowly out of his chair and hobble over to greet his old friend.




  



  “Well Jacob, it’s comforting to know that whatever weight I have managed to lose over the past few weeks you have decided to put on,” Mortley declared, his face looking more drawn and worn out than ever. “Glad you could make it today,” he said as he reached out to shake Jacob’s hand. “Let’s step out into the fresh air.”




  



  Jacob reached out to steady Nigel as they walked slowly onto the open porch.




  



  “You must have had quite a trip,” Jacob proclaimed. “Two billion dollars in new contracts, half of them in China. Those are incredible results.”




  



  “It involved too much work, to be perfectly frank about it,” Nigel retorted. “But, thank you. Even I’m pleased with the outcome. Couldn’t have done it without the ground work that you put in first.”




  



  “What happened to you over there?” asked Jacob in a concerned tone.




  “Like I said,” Nigel replied, “it was too much work.




  First it was a string of twenty hour days. You wouldn’t believe how much civil disruption there was. It made everything from getting a meal to traveling even short distances more challenging. Then I had some kind of reaction to food. To make the trip truly memorable I came down with a rare flu just at the end.” He paused for a moment. “How do I look?”




  “Exhausted,” Jacob answered.




  “Good, because that’s how I feel,” Nigel confirmed.




  



  He turned to look out over the vastness of his lush estate. “I don’t feel sick,” he continued adamantly.




  



  “But these past few weeks have provided me with a wake up call about how much work is too much work.”




  



  Nigel paused to catch his breath. “Speaking of hard work, I like the deal you struck with the Brazilians. It’s going to work well for us. It’s going to work well for them. It should keep the competition out of the picture for a long time.”




  “Sure hope so,” Jacob acknowledged quietly.




  



  “The joint venture you’ve set up in Chile looks promising,” said Nigel. “If I understand the terms correctly, this new arrangement with the Argentinians is a little less beneficial for us in the short term, but you’ve completely changed the back-out provisions to be entirely in our favor, should we need to cut bait.”




  “That’s right,” Jacob confirmed.




  



  “It’s full of imagination,” said Nigel respectfully. “It reminds me of the campaign you started to take us private. You found a way to overcome all of the bally-hooing and hand-waving. Looking back, your timing was perfect.”




  



  “If I had to make a comparison, working with the South Americans on this trip was much easier than the effort required to take us private,” Jacob noted.




  “The night life was better too.”




  



  “What a godsend returning private has been in hindsight,” Nigel said with praise. “Our order books are full. We are flush with cash. We have no debt.” He pointed to the newspaper on the table beside his chair.




  ‘Markets in Turmoil’ read the headline.




  



  “Can you imagine how much stress and distraction we would have endured if the company had still been public over these past few years?” he asked rhetorically. “Equity markets have destroyed trillions. Banks operate like casinos. Sovereign debt is sinking Europe and parts of the Middle East. China’s debt is at record levels.”




  Politicians have no will to solve the problems of the day.”




  “Except for your daughter,” Jacob interjected.




  “Yes, of course. Except for my daughter.




  Occasionally,” Nigel acknowledged with a smile.




  Both men took a sip of water.




  



  “It’s such a different world than when the three of us really started to grow this tiny business,” Jacob mused.




  “Hard to believe that was forty years ago, isn’t it?”




  Nigel replied.




  



  Nigel Mortley needed a young, hungry salesman for his burgeoning power systems company. Soon after Worthing took that job Mortley needed to find someone who could run the operations side of the business. Terry Rankin was right for that challenge. About a year after Rankin joined, Mortley’s business enjoyed unprecedented growth. Worthing could sell. Rankin could deliver.




  



  Customers were plenty. Before they knew it the modest sized company owned an entire regional market.




  



  Mortley could not believe it. What he thought may take up to a decade had come true in less than eighteen months. One morning he called an impromptu meeting of his management team. He laid out a new plan. The ones who did not believe in it were fired. The ones who bought into Mortley’s intrepid plan of using new technologies tomunderpin a business that would rapidly seize global opportunities were given the responsibilities to make it happen. Worthing and Rankin were in the right place at the right time.




  Adding an electronics design centre to the power systems business was the first step. Winning major contracts to build components to generate and transmit electricity took the company to international markets.




  The advanced manufacturing group came next.




  



  Constructing public infrastructure presented opportunities to expand further around the globe. After the first fifteen years Mortley’s vision had taken the business to the point where it finally had reached a critical mass. Then came the acquisitions. Raultex Corporation had the power and capital to focus their business on a strategy to become one of the top three companies in all of their major markets. Power.




  Advanced Manufacturing. Construction. Robotics.




  



  Agriculture. Asset Management. Finance. The company became ubiquitous.




  



  “Sure is,” Jacob agreed as he reached for his glass of water again. “Is Terry going to join us today?”




  



  “No he’s not. This deal he’s working on in the Middle East is taking longer to close than he imagined.”




  



  “It is going to close,” Jacob qualified, as if the deal was done.




  



  “Of course it will.” Nigel’s glare sharpened as it often did when he and Jacob had one of those increasingly rare, extended periods of time together just to talk in private. “What do you think about this situation with Hollings Enterprises? The media has dug its teeth into them real deep.”




  



  Jacob sensed that the old man’s instincts to explore another deal were top of mind. “I think it’s an ugly mess.”




  



  “Would you buy it if the price were right? Nigel asked.




  



  Jacob drew a deep breath and looked away, thinking carefully about his answer for a few moments while slowing tapping his fingers on his chair. “Perhaps,” he replied. “But not to run as a business. I would raid it.”




  “Go on,” Nigel encouraged.




  



  “The laggards who run Hollings are a bunch of cheapskates who can’t be trusted.” Jacob’s tone grew firm. “This tactic with taking government money and then locking out a slew of plants to extort wage concessions is just wrong. They are in a cyclical business.




  



  They’ve made little effort to diversify. I would wait for the cycle to weaken. The whole sector will be devalued for a while. A patient man could buy Hollings and one of its up and coming competitors, like Grissom Industries.




  



  You could buy both companies for what you would pay today for Hollings alone. In that scenario the multiple for Hollings would be horrendous for them and a steal for us. I would buy them both. I would take the assets of value from Hollings, invest them in Grissom and close Hollings. I prefer Grissom’s style. They’re like us in some ways. No unions. They have a strong domestic base. Well run global operations in major markets. Hollings would be finished. Profitability in the whole sector would rise.




  We would make out like bandits.”




  



  “Impressive,” Nigel replied quietly, as he admired the hunter in his old friend and colleague. Worthing’s talents to make the right deals at the right time was the basis for what Mortley would say next. “When I got back last week I called Ray Huxton,” Nigel announced. “Told him that the board needed to meet.”




  



  “How is Ray these days,” Jacob inquired. “I haven’t seen him in a while.”




  



  “Fine,” Nigel replied. “He claims that his golf game is as good as ever.”




  “Last time I played with him he had a two handicap.




  



  Not bad for a guy your age,” Jacob remarked with a smile.




  “The board will meet tomorrow morning,” said Nigel.




  



  “Do you need anything prepared?” Jacob asked reflexively.




  “No, nothing like that.”




  



  “What’s on the agenda, anything important?” Jacob probed.




  



  “I’ve had a good run,” Nigel said. “I’ve given a lot to this business. This business has given me a lot in return. But, as I’ve learned recently, at sixty nine I don’t have the energy for this pace any more. Now it’s your turn.




  



  Tomorrow morning the Board of Directors will make it official. You will be the President and Chief Executive Officer.”




  



  Jacob sat back in his chair. “That’s it?” he asked. “Just like that? No contest? What about Rankin?”




  



  “You know as well as I do that Huxton doesn’t like appointing people to executive positions. He prefers a competition of some sort. He reluctantly agreed to my recommendation. Even he thinks that you are the only one who can step into the position immediately. Truth is he has been pestering me to come up with a time frame for my departure for a while. I just kept pushing him off.




  



  We finally agreed to deal with it before the end of the year. Now I’m out of time.”




  Jacob just nodded slowly.




  



  “I suspect Rankin won’t be happy when he hears about this,” Mortley added. “Your record of making deals is better than his. Simple as that. How he’ll take the news is anybody’s guess. But you two need to find a way to work together.”




  “When are you going to tell him?”




  “I’ll track him down after the meeting tomorrow,”




  Mortley confirmed.




  



  “Are you going to stick around? In some kind of oversight ...”




  



  “No,” Nigel replied. “From now on consider me to be Emeritus.”




  



  “What’s the plan? Am I just going to be filling in for a while, to give the board time to pick someone else?”




  “You need to corral Huxton to have the hard conversation about your tenure. Do it as soon as you can,”




  



  Nigel advised. “It’s no secret that the two of you don’t see the future state of our business the same way. Some people don’t like your style. They think it’s too controlling. Too much hubris. Too much swagger. You already know that. How you respond to those challenges will determine how long you last. That’s the best answer I can give you.”




  



  “Nice to know that I fit the bill,” Jacob remarked with a smile.




  “I don’t envy you one bit,” Nigel confirmed.




  



  “Why is that? Are there some bears in a closet that I don’t know about?” Jacob inquired.




  “It’s not bears in closets that should concern you,”




  



  Mortley noted. “It is the climate in which you will preside. China is the world’s leading economy. As the developed world recedes from economic dominance the leadership of our organization will be tested harder than ever. Capitalism and liberal democracy as we know them are under threat like never before in my view. My guess is that they will be superseded by different forms of corrupt state guided economies that subdue personal freedom. The rules will be new, as will be the measures of success.




  



  Jacob sat in silence contemplating what to say next. He had not thought of what his world would be like without Nigel as part of the company they had grown, along with Rankin, starting all those years ago. He often wondered what it would be like to run this business. Now he had the chance.




  



  “What are you going to do?” Jacob asked Nigel in a solemn tone.




  



  “First, I’m going to get healthy again,” Nigel replied quietly. “Then we’ll just have to see.”




  Worthing left Mortley’s mansion late in the afternoon.




  



  He rode the scenic forest backroads, foregoing the thrills of racing along the valley highway. He pondered the political calculus of his new position as he made the trip to his apartment in the city. The tentativeness of this promotion irked him. There are not many people who can adeptly take the reins of a company that generates more than one hundred and sixty billion dollars in revenue each year.




  



  All of his electronic devices were turned off. Jacob Worthing looked forward to a solitary dinner and a quiet walk by the river before turning in. It was rare for him to have a few hours on any day without interruption. It was just as well. Half a world away it was already tomorrow, where misfortune was beginning to unfold for Raultex.




  

  Chapter 3




  One moment a beautiful woman catches your eye. You take leave from the task at hand to appreciate her radiance. She stirs your imagination, making this instant that much more enjoyable. You glance in amazement, a little longer than intended, captivated by her aura of confidence. This young lady carries herself with an overt flare for independence, as if the freedom with which she lives each moment knows no bounds. The next moment you and your bicycle do battle with a fire hydrant.




  



  The subject of the distracted commuter’s attention sanguinely ascended the stone steps that extend up to a Manhattan office tower, oblivious to his misfortune.




  



  Marielle Royce was accustomed to heads turning her way whilst she conducted her affairs.




  She is stunningly attractive. She is remarkably intelligent. She is ambitious, but not slave to her aspirations.




  



  She has already encountered international success, in spite of her young age. Yet she conducts herself without pretense, without ego. Her disposition is always positive, her sense of humor engaging. She sees life as an opportunity to make a difference, to change the world for the better.




  



  Evan Crete sat stone-faced across from Morris Tall when Marielle arrived. It was that time of the year. The season when the zoo keepers start to choose who will be invited to join the inner circle in the executive group at the advertising and marketing agency of Lessing and Striker.




  



  “I’m not sure I see it your way,” Morris remarked quietly. “My group has posted the best numbers in the whole firm again for the fourth year in a row.”




  



  Crete sighed. “And we think this gives us priority in naming candidates, do we?” he asked rhetorically.




  Morris eyed his colleague carefully for a few moments, trying to establish which faction of the enterprise he truly represented. “Why would the most promising and capable individuals, those truly deserving for consideration as leaders of this business, not come from the most successful business units?”




  



  Crete relaxed and stared off into space. “What if the most successful people, by the numbers alone, were simply in the right place at the right time?” he countered.




  



  “Are we saying that working hard to post good results and leadership ability are the same thing?”




  “Yes, we are,” Morris replied.




  “Perhaps you are overlooking another important attribute,” Crete proposed.




  “Such as?”




  “Preferences,” Crete remarked.




  



  “Politics is what you really mean,” Morris said as he tried to determine what agenda Crete was trying to promote. “When economics and politics come into conflict, economics win. That’s my experience.”




  



  Crete grew frustrated with Morris’ unwillingness to compromise.




  “Except for Cuba,” Morris added.




  “Let’s try a different approach,” Crete remarked.




  “Be brief will you, I have a meeting in a few minutes,”




  



  Morris requested as he sensed that he was gaining the advantage.




  



  “We all agree that performance is important,” Crete declared. “But there are other factors that the committee will weigh differently this year.”




  



  “Like what?” Morris posed quietly to the newly appointed member of the promotion committee.




  



  “Take loyalty,” Crete replied. “The length of time that someone has been with the agency is more important to us this year.”




  “Go on,” Morris requested.




  “Then there is an intangible quality we’re looking for,”




  



  Crete began to explain. “We want to support members of our firm who are visible in certain sectors of the business community. People who can be identified within groups that we need to do more business with.”




  



  “I’m sure you’ll find a transparent way to address that particular topic so that there will be no odor of discrimination. Or suspicion of fraternizing with organized crime,” Morris noted. “I guess that part comes later.




  What else will be new this year?”




  



  “The number of positions has been cut,” Crete answered. “Substantially.”




  



  Morris sat in silence for a moment, waiting to see if Crete had finished. “Anything else on your mind?” he asked.




  



  Crete took a deep breath. “What do you think of Brooks?”




  “Arthur Brooks?” Morris confirmed.




  Crete nodded affirmatively.




  



  “A splendid performer,” Morris replied quietly. “If the low end of mediocrity is the highest goal that we set for ourselves.”




  “You can’t mean that,” Crete scoffed.




  



  “Marginally capable of handling easy clients. In need of constant supervision on large jobs. I have no idea how he’s managed to stick around for so long,” Morris answered directly. “Perhaps in your world he is, shall we say, up and coming.”




  



  Crete grew red in the face. How could he know? It was supposed to be a secret.




  “There is a rumor circulating that...”




  “A rumor?” Morris challenged.




  



  “Apparently we are not in the mood for subtlety today,” Crete replied in an agitated voice. “Fine. Brooks has been involved with the Managing Director’s daughter for a while.”




  “I would never have guessed,” Morris replied sarcastically. “Tell me something that I don’t already know.” He glanced up at the clock.




  “Apparently she’s pregnant. I’m sure you know that, although I don’t think you understand the implications,”




  Crete responded.




  



  “You can’t wait to tell me, now can you?” Morris remarked.




  



  “Brooks is at the top of the list for promotion this year,” Crete declared.




  



  “How amusing,” Morris concluded, as he sat back in his chair clasping his hands. “The chief wants to look after his girl by promoting Brooks. You’re here to do the dirty work. To make sure that mission control approves.”




  “Something like that,” Crete acknowledged.




  “Bending the rules, isn’t it?” Morris proposed.




  



  “A mere formality,” Crete quipped. “It could be changed with unanimous approval from you and the rest of the alpha males.”




  



  “I see,” Morris pondered. “I wonder what kind of message that would send our best people. Those with the real talent to take this business to new heights.”




  



  “You know as well as I do that the chief is going to retire sometime in the next couple of years,” Crete retorted. “He’s sacrificed a great deal for our firm in order to make a meaningful contribution. The message is that we wish to recognize extraordinary service in an extraordinary way.”




  “How sweet,” Morris commented, while shaking his head.




  “Isn’t it,” Crete replied.




  




  “What happens if the chief doesn’t step down in the short term?” Morris asked. “He’s not particularly old, you know.”




  Crete was silent. Baffled by a scenario he had not considered.




  



  “We would have a weaker leadership team with Brooks, is my guess.” Morris remarked. “Key people would disengage. Contrary to what you think, we would send the message to our own people that politics, as you call it, is more important than performance. Who knows, our clients may even begin to think we have lowered the bar. Especially given the exceptional achievements of some of our people.”




  



  “The chief will be gone in two years,” Crete began defensively. “He knows that...”




  “What if Brooks isn’t the father?” Morris interrupted.




  Crete fumed silently.




  “What does Bradford think of your proposal?”




  



  Morris continued. “Can’t imagine Harcourt or Smith approve of this little shenanigan either.”




  Crete was silent, again.




  “Oh my,” Morris remarked, feigning astonishment.




  “You haven’t asked them, have you?”




  Crete just scowled.




  



  “Of course not,” Morris continued.“Because, they would all ask the same question. “Have you spoken to Morris? Is he on board? Why would they ask that, I wonder?”




  



  Crete answered reluctantly. “Because without your support nothing happens around here.”




  “The reason for that,” Morris said, “is because performance is king, at least for those of us with an affinity for money and the commitment to run a business.




  Now, I think that you and I are finished.”




  



  “No we aren’t,” Crete shot back. “Brooks will be promoted this year whether you support it or not!”




  “I highly doubt that,” Morris replied dismissively.




  



  “What you are really asking is that I support weakening the talent pool. That’s not my style. Nor is it the Managing Director’s. Your making this rubbish up.”




  “Come on Morris. You know there is a limit as to how many of your allies the rest of us will tolerate in the group,” Crete said.




  “What political scheme are you referring to now?”




  Morris inquired.




  



  “Find a way to tone down your girl’s profile,” Crete said quietly.




  “What?” Morris replied incredulously.




  



  “You know what I mean,” Crete said dryly. “Manage her expectations. Just tell her it is not her time. Next year, maybe the year after at most. She’ll make it. Not this year, that’s all. It’s Brooks’ turn.”




  



  “Now we get to the real reason that you’ve chosen to pester me before nine o’clock on a Monday morning.




  



  Your little faction within our enterprise is afraid of the women,” Morris declared tauntingly. “Or at least the capable ones. How amusing.”




  



  “I’m doing you a favor,” Crete replied in a self-serving voice. “Maybe the fast track is gone. Maybe seniority counts. Maybe paying your dues is back in style. If we clear that up now we will be better off by avoiding misunderstandings later.”




  “Look’s like we are out of time,” Morris said.




  “Thankfully.”




  

  Chapter 4




  Morris’ assistant could see Adam Crete walking down the hall towards her when she got the call.




  “Carol, I need a favor,” Morris requested hurriedly.




  “Good morning,” she replied in her deep matronly voice.




  “I got ahead of myself Carol,” Morris backtracked.




  “Good Morning. I need a favor.”




  “Did you have a good weekend?” Carol inquired as she always did on Monday mornings.




  “Carol I had a splendid weekend, until I heard that Crete wanted to see me first thing today.”




  “If it’s any consolation that would have wrecked my weekend too. But don’t tell him I said so.”




  “I would never do that Morris,” replied.




  “Thank you,” Carol responded. “I would want to tell him that myself. If I ever needed to. What can I do for you?”




  “Get an important message out to the team, but it has to be subtle,” Morris remarked. “Please do it in person, no e-mails, no voice mails. Make sure Evan Crete is off all of our jobs in the next couple of weeks. Talk to the account managers individually. Ask them to deliver a short, simple message. Something like thank you for your hard work Evan, but our staff has enough capacity for these projects now. This frees you up to take on new work. You know, we want to be firm but nice at the same time.”




  “My, my, you can’t even wait until the official opening of business to get into the trenches and have a dust up,” Carol remarked.




  “There is something else,” Morris requested.




  “Harcourt and I are having lunch today. Please see to it that the rest of the executive group joins us. If Smith tries to bail tell him that he and I will need to have a closed door reckoning on the tactics of Mr. Crete at some time in the near future.”




  “Is that everything?” Carol inquired.




  “No, I need you to do one more thing. Tell Smith that he is buying. It’s the least he can do given that Crete is one of his pets,” Morris responded.




  “On a brighter note, Marielle is on her way to see you,” Carol announced.




  “Wonderful.”




  * * *




  Thirty five floors higher in the office tower Axel Harcourt began to brief Fitzroy Noble on a slight change in plans on one of their largest accounts.




  “You want me to do what?”, Fitz asked in disbelief.




  “No need to get worked up about it,” Axel replied calmly. “It’s their request. We simply need to accommodate it and see how things work out.”




  “It’s not the right fit at all,” Fitz declared in an agitated tone. “Raultex is a particularly delicate account to manage. They think they run the world. It’s a file for seasoned people, who have thick skins. It’s not for kids.




  This will make my life very difficult.”




  “Don’t get so worked up,” Axel remarked encouragingly. “Raultex is a long-standing account.




  They like the way you treat them. They don’t seem to want to make any major changes. Someone with influence saw the piece on Marielle and just wants to meet her. For all we know she’s extremely busy and won’t have the time or the interest in them.”




  “That’s my point,” said Fitz. “She is from the world of glamour marketing. Her interests are in consumer brands, fashion, that sort of stuff. She won’t want to get involved with marketing gears or reactors or...”




  “Like I said before, don’t get so worked up,” Axel repeated. “You need to get together with her. Bring her up to speed, go meet with Raultex and then see how it plays out.”




  “I don’t even know her,” Fitz announced in his flustered way. “How long has she been with us?” he asked as he reached over and picked the article up from Harcourt’s desk.




  “Just over four years,” Axel answered calmly.




  “She can’t be any older than, what, twenty eight or twenty nine?,” Fitz surmised as he glanced at the magazine piece.




  “Twenty nine,” Axel responded.




  “And she is already an Assistant Director,” Fitz remarked as he skimmed the text.




  “It took you, what, twelve years to reach that milestone,” Harcourt confirmed.




  Fitz ignored that comment. “Is there some new convention where the younger generation doesn’t need any experience? Kids these days, do they simply get a glide path into the executive ranks, leaving the rest of us to step aside and hope for the best?” 




  * * *




  Marielle Royce found Morris Tall more serious than usual when she walked into his corner of Lessing and Striker’s office.




  “How was Paris?” Morris asked as he leaned back in his chair.




  “I can’t possibly imagine any way in which that trip could have been better,” Marielle replied. “Paris was marvelous.”




  “Wonderful,” Morris remarked. “I scanned some of the e-mails over the weekend. A couple of old accounts renewed. Nice to see that. More new accounts signed on than we expected. Also very nice.” He leaned forward, resting on the top of his desk. Marielle sensed that Morris was struggling to contain himself in the stoic demeanor that he usually portrayed. “Folensa signed. I can’t believe it.” he said. “I thought you were working with domestic clients. Showing them a good time in Paris. I didn’t know that new prospects, especially European ones, were on the table.”




  “One must be opportunistic from time to time,”




  Marielle replied in her polite but vague manner.




  “Our people in Paris are going to be miffed about this.




  Yankees selling in their back yard behind their backs is what they’ll say.”




  “No they won’t,” Marielle replied confidently. “They’ll be grateful. You’ll see.”




  Morris still struggles to read Marielle well. He is getting better at sensing why and when she will likely withdraw when he probes for details. When he wants information that may reach into her personal affairs he knows it’s best to tread carefully. It’s the etiquette between them.




  They have very little in common other than the fact that they are each driven to pursue a common line of work, in spite of their different motivations. “How did you get this deal done so fast?”




  Marielle took a moment to consider her answer. He did not need to know about the impromptu book signing event. He didn’t need to know about the after party, where she was lavishly courted by those with power and influence. All Morris needed to know was how she applied initiative. “By flying to Milan and meeting Signor Barletti for lunch,” Marielle replied casually.




  Morris sat back. He was shocked. “You met Enrico Barletti. In private. For lunch. That’s incredible! Tell me how that works. How do you pull that off on short notice? Do you...”




  Marielle could sense that Morris was impressed with the outcome, but that he was starting to get ahead of himself, preparing to ask for details that were none of his business. “Mr. Barletti is a very pleasant man,” she interjected. “We met briefly in Paris. We had a conversation about ideas for his brand. I made the pitch. He promised to think about it.” She paused until she was certain that Morris understood what she was telling him.




  “He called me two days later. I flew to Italy that morning and presented him with a contract. We talked about it over lunch. Then he signed.”




  Morris came to a realization that he had anticipated for a few months. Even his network and his skills of persuasion could not have secured him access to a business leader as influential as Enrico Barletti, let alone negotiate such a great contract in a single meeting.




  “I am impressed more than I can put into words at the moment,” he remarked. “I could not have done what you did. Nobody else in our agency could have done that.”




  “Thank you,” Marielle replied respectfully.




  “What exactly is the assignment?”




  “Folensa signed us to prepare a marketing campaign for its new fashion collections that will launch next Autumn. The idea is to reflect a change in the company’s approach to building a foundation for future growth.”




  “All lines of its clothes?” Morris queried.




  “The new releases of its women’s fashions,” Marielle responded. “For now. The rest come later.”




  Morris sat back in his chair. His expression showed that he was rapidly exploring the opportunities for success and failure in his mind. “What specific changes are they planning to make?”




  “These will be the first clothing lines ever made by Folensa that have no net environmental impact,”




  Marielle said.




  Morris leaned forward. “Zero carbon footprint? Bold,”




  he mused. “That’s a tough goal for any business to pull off. What else?”




  “Signor Barletti has this idea that he calls an economy of inclusion. It is the main part of his new message.”




  Morris looked skeptical. “I don’t understand.”




  “Folensa wants to set a new standard for sharing the wealth that the business creates with the people who actually create it,” Marielle explained.




  Morris took a few moments to think about what he had heard. His initial skepticism grew deeper. “It sounds like fresh thinking,” he replied calmly, “in these tough times of low growth and increasing inequality. When does the work need to be finished?”




  “The first draft of the campaign needs to be ready by early November. I’ll present it in person to their executive group. Revisions will go into late January of next year. Focus group tests will take place in early spring.




  The campaign will launch late next summer in time for the fall.”




  “That’s pretty ambitious,” Morris observed in a cautious tone. “Are you sure that you can pull it off?”




  Marielle nodded affirmatively.




  Morris took a few moments to phrase his next question carefully. “Do beauty and fame get you those kinds of deals?”




  Marielle sensed that Morris’ question was genuine, not motivated by hierarchy or jealousy. In his world every outcome needed to have an assignable cause. She preferred more modest terms in responding to his question. “Familiarity is what draws people to a meeting.




  Personality is what engages them in conversation. Ideas are what make the conversation meaningful. A convincing message is what secures the deal.”




  “I see,” Morris said quietly, not exactly understanding what she meant. “Your whole portfolio seems to be doing well,” he remarked, changing the subject.




  “Rolling six month revenues were up. New account growth was up. Everything is on track,” Marielle answered quietly. “Carol is running the month end reports. I’ll share the specifics later this afternoon.”




  Morris realized that his role in Marielle’s life is solely to enable opportunities for her. He understood that her personal brand is now more powerful now than he had ever imagined. It is as portable as she is mobile.




  “I need to discuss where you and the agency go next,”




  Morris started.




  “I know,” Marielle replied.




  “The nominations for promotion start today.” He handed her an envelope. “Go ahead,” he gestured.




  Marielle opened the letter. Inside was a completed nomination form. The usual practice required that a sponsoring Vice President and another Vice President make a formal recommendation in writing. Marielle read the document carefully. When she was finished her eyes glanced up from the page. “Thank you,” she responded graciously.




  “Then you’re on board?” Morris asked.




  “Yes,” Marielle answered.




  “Very well,” Morris replied.




  He took a few minutes to describe the workings of the promotion committee for Marielle, to make it a little less mysterious. This year the four offices in Europe and the two in Asia would need to add more depth to their leadreship groups. The number of promotions in North America has been cut back. A small number of exceptional candidates dominate the list of nominees. Years of experience will be a more influential factor, as will be the ability of each candidate to demonstrate their ability to win new accounts that are strategically significant.




  “What are the chances?” she asked quietly.




  “I can’t answer that with certainty” Morris replied cautiously. “If you had asked me that question a month ago I would have said that your chances were good, based on your portfolio and how it is growing. But now, after landing Folensa, I don’t know what to say, except that everyone is very impressed.”




  “What about the second sponsor?” Marielle asked.




  “That part of the form is blank.”




  “I’ll look after that,” Morris replied confidently, in a manner that disguised the challenges that he knew would arise in getting the second signatory that Marielle required.




  “That’s the most you can tell me?” she probed quietly, trying to glean any reaction from Morris that would reveal his real thoughts on the matter.




  “I would not nominate you unless I felt that your chances were strong,” he replied. “You’ll need to wait and see.”




  Marielle sensed that her short tenure with the agency might be labeled as callow by those who favor other candidates.




  Chapter 5




  “I didn’t want to meet in person just to discuss the promotion process,” Morris shared enthusiastically.




  



  “Seems like a fairly prominent industrial account of ours took a liking to your interview in Vogue last month.




  They want to meet you.”




  “Industrial account?” Marielle questioned.




  “That’s right. Raultex Corporation, to be specific,”




  



  Morris answered. “A meeting with their representatives is set for Wednesday afternoon. I’ve arranged for you to meet with our account manager in your board room tomorrow afternoon, to get up to speed.”




  “What do they do?” Marielle asked.




  



  “It is one of the largest privately held conglomerates in existence. It operates in more than seventy countries. It’s everywhere. Power. Agriculture. Finance. Asset Management. Robotics. Advanced manufacturing. Construction.




  You must have heard of it.”




  “Drawing a blank,” Marielle replied.




  



  “Raultex prides itself on being the biggest company that you have likely never heard of,” Morris remarked. “I didn’t believe that slogan. Until now.”




  “Who’s the account manager?”




  “Fitz Noble,” Morris answered.




  “Fitz Noble. Fitz Noble,” Marielle repeated to herself.




  



  “I’ve never met him. How long has he been with the agency?”




  



  “Over twenty five years,” Morris replied. “He is an Assistant Director like you. He is an artifact of sorts, a historical treasure. I’ll be upfront about the fact that he can be a little quirky to work with from time to time.




  



  “Quirky?” Marielle repeated in a way that invited a better description.




  “One of my neighbors is a geologist,” Morris noted.




  



  “Wonderful guy. Great sense of humor. He has made the point to me, more than once, that if even a handful of dinosaurs had survived the extinction, understanding life in prehistoric times would be much simpler for scientists today.”




  



  “I’m not sure I follow, “ Marielle said, encouraging Morris to come up with a better answer.




  



  “Think of it this way. He represents some continuity to our ancient past. Just don’t tell him I said so,” Morris replied. “I trust you’ll find his idiosyncrasies as amusing as I do. He is exceptionally good at what he does. Take every opportunity to learn from him, should you two end up working together.”




  



  Fitzroy Noble had not frequented the eighth floor for many years. Not since the Christmas party of 1987. The one where excess and indulgence reached heights never since seen in the agency. Fitz himself was more of a spectator than an active participant, a new hire caught up in the revelry of an exuberant, bonus-infused posse who had dodged the effects of the market crash by landing one of the most lucrative accounts of the day. They were a group all to themselves, determined to define new limits in partying hard and celebrating large, grateful for missing out on a major routing of wealth and power.

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





OEBPS/Images/368271-the-gold-silk-lace_s.jpg





