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To all those currently engaged in fighting on the losing side in the Third World War.


‘Religion is the opium of the people.’

KARL MARX

A contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (1843–4) introduction.

‘Opium is the religion of the people.’

ANDREW SINCLAIR

A contribution to Yallop’s Unholy Alliance (1999) chapter one.


‘Fiction reveals truths that reality obscures.’

JESSAMYN WEST

A contribution to The Book of Unusual Quotations (1959) ed. Rudolf Flesch.


PROLOGUE

Even on very cold days Richard Nixon had a tendency to sweat.

The newly elected President of the United States had learned painfully, from 1960, how awful it looked on television. It had cost him the debates against the ever cool Jack Kennedy. Ever since then, he had left nothing to chance, and, as he read over his speech for the ceremony, he dabbed repeatedly at his made-up face with a handkerchief sprayed with ammonium chloride.

The content of the speech was easy and familiar … peace with honour in Vietnam … sacrifice in a great cause … as President, expressing pride of the nation in an American hero … But he struggled, as usual, to remember the dead hero’s name. He tried it over and over again, encouraged by Mr Haldeman and Mr Ehrlichman. ‘Private Stanley Kubieski.’

The late private’s name was indeed of importance. It represented a major reason why the President of the United States was greeting his coffin at the windswept Air Force base: his name and his congressional district. The President had decided, at very short notice, to repay a campaign debt from 1968. The congressman had delivered an impressive number of votes to Mr Nixon, enough to win his state over Hubert Humphrey and wipe out the memory of Illinois in 1960. Now, in almost the first public ceremony since his inauguration, the new President would be honouring a dead soldier from the congressman’s district. Private Kubieski was chosen from a short-list of three candidates, at the request of the congressman’s staff, because he was white and bore a Polish name.

The choice had caused some embarrassment to the authorities responsible for flying home the remains of Private Kubieski. They had been forced at the last minute to transfer his coffin from an unmarked CIA Air America aircraft into a regular Air Force jet with a presidential seal. There was no time to remove the yellow labels with the sign ‘Do Not Open! Danger! Typhus!’, and these had been covered with the American flag.

For one last time the President rehearsed the name ‘Kubieski’, and glanced round at other participants in the ceremony. At eleven in the morning, the congressman was thoroughly fortified with bourbon. His staff were plying him with black coffee: the strongest of them hovered at his right shoulder, ready to grab him should he sway too far from the vertical. Cardinal Cody, a fat-faced, piggy-eyed man, who looked as though he might have given good service to the Borgias, plunged into conversation with Messrs Haldeman and Ehrlichman. He, too, was anxious for repayment of a campaign debt, and he reminded the two presidential aides of the powerful sermon he had preached on the last Sunday before the election. The deputy chiefs of staff for each service circled each other suspiciously. They had not let each other out of sight for a single second, and in consequence none of the three men had managed to secure a private audience with the President or to convince him that his service held the secret of winning the war in Vietnam.

More important than any of the military brass was the anonymous, dark-suited civilian, blinking behind his thick glasses. William Colby of the CIA was responsible for the ‘pacification’ of Vietnam. As such, he directed a series of covert programmes that would have attracted severe criminal penalties if carried out in the United States. Mr Colby was prepared to make use of corruption, racketeering, narcotics and even first-degree murder, all with an unshakeable belief that the end justified the means. By nature charming and gentle, he alone of all the high and mighty dignitaries had had the good manners to talk to Private Kubieski’s family.

Mr Kubieski was a retired steelworker on disability, Mrs Kubieski a tired, mousy woman who was a cashier in a supermarket. They were mystified by the summons to honour their dead elder son: in all honesty they had been glad when he shipped out to Vietnam after a lifetime of uninterrupted trouble. Their surviving son was far more promising: bright, dutiful and an altar boy at St Saviour’s. They were delighted when the congressman and the cardinal and the President had pulled him to the centre of their official photographs, and had some vague idea that these might be profitable to him later in his career.

The President was a big disappointment to all three of them. He was awkward and had mumbled their name. He had no glamour, and they were amazed that he was made-up like an actor, almost a clown, and smelt distinctly of ammonia.

The jet landed, and the flag-draped coffin descended slowly to the tarmac, carried by expert pallbearers. The band struck up the national anthem and the President crossed his right hand over to his heart.

His speech passed off very well indeed, except that he referred to the hero throughout as ‘Stanley Kowalski’, the Marlon Brando role in A Streetcar Named Desire. Television would edit out the mistake, and make the President refer to him simply as ‘Stanley’, giving a spurious impression of warmth and intimacy.

The mourners adjourned to the mess of the Air Force base, while the coffin was taken to a small side chapel where a most curious scene took place. Two men, one in an army colonel’s uniform, the other in a civilian suit, made themselves known to the captain of the honour guard. They produced a paper signed by Mr William Colby and asked to take possession of the coffin. The captain pointed out, reasonably, that the coffin had just been honoured by the President of the United States and was now due for release to its occupant’s family.

The colonel and the civilian at this point indicated that a mistake had been made: the President had honoured the wrong coffin. They drew attention to the signs warning of ‘Typhus’ that meant that this particular coffin could not be released until further medical tests had been carried out. The two men then pointed out to the captain the benefits to his career of accepting the order and of keeping his mouth shut. The captain directed the honour guard to release the coffin to a team of soldiers in white coats, who returned some minutes later with a second flag-draped coffin identical to that of Private Kubieski but without Typhus labels. The honour guard reformed, unaware of the substitution.

Private Stanley Kubieski, a high-school dropout, had never expected to be worth four million dollars when he died, still less to be honoured by his congressman, his cardinal and his President. He had not enlisted in the Army for the sake of wealth or distinction but because even Vietnam was better than home. When the mortar shell hit him, on his first patrol in the Central Highlands, he was beginning to change his mind. The shell tore away most of his upper body and his identifying dog tags.

The remaining parts of him were collected and delivered to a section of Tan Son Nhut airbase that was off-limits to all but a small staff of CIA personnel. They were buried in a silver aluminium coffin, with packets of heroin totalling fifteen kilos in weight. The coffin was plastered with yellow labels stating ‘Do Not Open! Danger! Typhus!’ and loaded into an unmarked CIA Air America aircraft.

The arrangement proved entirely satisfactory to all concerned, especially President Richard Nixon, who never discovered that he had saluted a consignment of narcotics.


CHAPTER 1

PROPOSAL

‘Brothers and sisters, do you want to be loved?’

‘Yes!’

‘Do you want to be loved by Jesus Christ?’

‘Yes!’

‘Do you want to be saved?’

‘Yes!’

‘Do you want to be saved by Jesus Christ?’

‘Yes!’

‘Then tell the Lord!’

‘Yes!’

‘The Lord can’t hear you! He can hear your lips but not your heart! So tell the Lord with your heart!’

‘Yes! Yes! YES!’

The evangelist joined their roar, and threw both arms upwards. He was six feet tall and the gesture emphasized his big chest and his athletic body. The searchlights picked out his face – immaculate teeth, wide mouth, deep-set eyes, high forehead – then followed his upraised arms. Their beams made the sign of the Cross on the dark sky. The orchestra and the choir delivered a mighty chord of E major. The huge congregation, still yelling ‘Yes!’, leaped to their feet and reached for heaven.

Adam Fraser flicked his remote control, and extinguished heaven and earth. The mighty chord gave way to the distant horn of a London taxi.

He was almost a match for the departed evangelist – a fit six-footer who might have been fifty but might also have been thirty-five. They both had strong jaws and regular features. But where the preacher’s face was pleasant, Adam’s was dramatically handsome, like a matinée idol, saved from vacuity by the lines around the eyes.

‘The Reverend Patrick Collins,’ he said, to the other man in the viewing room. ‘Eight million followers in the United States alone. His own cable channel, and a network TV show. Runs a billion dollar business, merchandising the Lord.’

‘What makes you think you can create not one, but two, ninety-minute-long documentaries about him? And why should the network spend money on them?’

Adam looked at his old friend and patron. Mitch was wearing his usual jacket, which would not button over the paunch and had never been fashionable or elegant even before it acquired the burn marks and the patina of nicotine. He represented the sole evidence of intelligent life among the executives of Network Enterprise Television.

‘You have just watched forty-five minutes of Patrick Collins, unedited, without smoking a cigarette.’

In a tiny room in the giant football stadium, two men and a woman watched the ecstatic congregation. The men wore business suits and security badges. The woman wore a short white dress, which showed off her legs and her shoulders and suggested everything in between. When she stood up, it moved with her, sculpting her marvellous body like the sea falling on soft sand.

She was twenty-two, but already a veteran of movies. Her best work was seen on the Internet, after many passwords. The screen revealed her conventional beauty, but live she was a force of nature, who could turn not only heads but minds, a stripper of souls.

She planted a long kiss on the Reverend Patrick Collins, until his screen image disappeared.

‘You’ll be meeting the real thing in about an hour. We should be moving,’ said one of the men.

‘Do you want to be saved, sister?’ said his companion.

‘Yes, yes, yes!’

‘And is he really without sin?’ said Mitch.

‘Unless you count hypocrisy,’ said Adam. ‘He preaches the virtues of poverty from a pulpit in his Florida estate, which is worth fourteen million dollars. He talks about how difficult it is for a rich man to enter heaven before flying to Boston and entering a little bit of heaven in Brookline worth another six million. He proclaims “Blessed are the meek”, and makes world leaders grovel for a slot on his TV show. Remember last year, he gave the prime minister second place behind a ventriloquist?’

‘That will do for Pride. Now give me Lust.’

It took nearly two hours before the last worshipper allowed Pat Collins to reach his hotel suite. The woman in the white dress had arranged herself on his couch, giving full value to her legs and offering a glimpse of black panties. She was reading the Gideon Bible.

He switched on the light and jumped. He stood in the doorway, frowning. She put down the Bible. ‘I want to be saved, Reverend.’

He smiled for a second. ‘I do not do private redemptions. But the church is open all night and no one who wishes to be saved and who truly repents their sins is turned away.’

She lay back on the couch and stretched. ‘But I have so many sins, Reverend. I cannot go to a church with these sins upon my soul. I need to tell you my sins, Reverend.’ He sidestepped towards the telephone. ‘Aren’t you interested in my sins, Reverend? I have more sins than the Bible. I’ve been in porno movies; I have let men express their sickest fantasies through me. Make me clean again, bless me. Bless me and heal my soul, put your hands upon me. I want you to baptize me.’

He picked up the telephone. ‘This is Pat Collins, give me Mr Podesta.’

She rose from the couch, and threw herself at his feet. ‘I want to wash your feet like Mary Magdalene. But I bet she didn’t do foot massage. I can do foot massage you wouldn’t believe and not just on feet …’ She fiddled unsuccessfully with the double knots in his lace-up shoes and then turned her attention to higher things.

‘If you don’t want my soul, Reverend, what about my body?’ She rose and stood in front of him. ‘Why do you think God made me? And why did He make you? You’re fifty-three, but why did God give you the body of a thirty-year-old? Why did He make you turn on women like an electric light? I need you, Pat, I want you.’ She grabbed his hands but he instantly broke free and spoke into the telephone.

‘Jack, would you and Chuck come here right away?’

‘This isn’t a set up. There is no hidden camera. There are no bugs on me. Feel for yourself. Take me anywhere you want. Give me one night, one hour. Your wife is two thousand miles away with the flu. She won’t know, cross my heart and may I go to hell … Don’t deny yourself, Pat. Listen to the message inside you …’

‘There is a bug in this room, because I asked for it. I am now telling the bug that I did not ask you to come here and you are not going to stay here. Security personnel will shortly escort you from this hotel. If you wish, they will take you to the church. I shall now recite the Lord’s Prayer until they arrive: I recommend that you join me. Our Father who art in heaven …’

Jack Podesta and Chuck Talbot arrived, with excellent timing, on ‘Lead us not into temptation’. The woman left with them quietly, showing no sign of recognition. They did not stop at the church, but dropped her at a black limousine and gave her a large brown envelope. The men returned to the hotel, and examined some photographs of their recent companion naked in a sauna with a well-known archbishop engaged in an unusual version of the baptism ceremony.

‘Married to Teresa for twenty-eight years, with two grown-up children. Not a rumour, not a hint that he’s ever looked at anyone else and I’m not surprised: she’s a beautiful woman and she’s said to be smart. She’s written three self-help manuals and has a syndicated advice column: she seems happy to travel with him, walk on the platform and hold hands. She missed her first crusade last year with a virus, he nearly cancelled. He wrote a hymn in her honour; it went platinum …’

‘Enough already.’ Mitch finally smoked a cigarette. ‘So where’s the dark side, the inner truth, the trademark of an Adam Fraser documentary?’

The patient arrived in an ambulance and was delivered to Jack and Chuck’s hotel suite, on a stretcher, swathed in bandages, with a large document envelope, which they opened and checked quickly. They put up the DO NOT DISTURB sign and made the patient comfortable. They woke him early and took him to a place in the woods not far from the hotel.

Pat Collins’s heart skipped a beat when he heard footsteps behind him on his early morning run. He looked round and relaxed when he saw that the pursuer was a teenage boy. ‘Reverend, wait up!’

Collins jogged on the spot until the boy caught up with him. He was slim and had floppy fair hair, and was wearing shorts and a T-shirt. The face showed no signs of hair or spots, and was quite beautiful. He was fifteen and already a veteran of movies. His best work was also seen on the Internet.

‘Gee, you’re fast, Reverend! I chased you all the way from the hotel. The TV said you were a runner. I waited up for you all night.’ He pulled off the T-shirt to mop his face, and loosened his shorts, revealing a glimpse of black underpants.

Collins stopped jogging. ‘We better get you home, son.’

‘No! I ran away! I ain’t got a home, just the institute. Don’t make me go back there. They make me … do things.’ The boy looked away and blushed. ‘Turn tricks. You’ve no idea of the tricks.’ He looked appealingly at Collins. ‘I watched you on TV. I waited and waited until you came to the city. I want to be with you, Reverend. I wouldn’t be any bother, I’d do anything for you.’

‘What’s your name, son?’

‘Tommy.’

‘Tommy, I can’t look after you, but the Church will. We care for thousands of children who run away, and they stay with us until we’re sure that they’ll be safe and loved somewhere else. What I want you to do now is to run back to the hotel while I make some calls on my mobile phone. Go to the front desk and wait for a Mrs Erzen, she’ll show you ID, she’s our children’s officer and she’ll take care of you.’

‘I … think I hurt my leg. Would you look at my leg, Reverend?’ The boy rubbed his thigh and looked over his shoulder at Collins.

‘The best thing for cramp is to run it off,’ said Collins firmly and he pulled out a mobile telephone from his tracksuit. ‘The front desk. Mrs Erzen.’

Tommy put his top back on and loped away towards the hotel. But he did not go to the front desk or meet Mrs Erzen. He turned away to a back road, where Jack and Chuck were waiting for him in a hired car. They gave him some clothes and a brown envelope. They dropped him close to the Greyhound bus station and said something that made him turn pale. Then they left him.

They studied more slowly the contents of the envelope the boy had brought with him. One photograph was fuzzy, but the other five showed a naked Tommy sitting on the lap of a completely bald man. Even without his trademark black wig, he could be identified clearly and unmistakably as the man tipped by many to be the future Speaker of the United States House of Representatives.

‘Now, I want you to think of those beautiful children of yours, Mr Sherborne. What you have to believe is that unless you spend just a few dollars a week on these encyclopedias, your kids could die mentally. Their minds would have nothing to eat …’

Twenty years gone, and Andrew Sinclair could remember his first sale. Encyclopedias. Door-to-door. The supreme assault course of selling. He had survived it, and tasted power and exhilaration.

He had learned how to make people value an acquisition, make them feel that they could not live without it. The discovery had financed his escape from a working-class home in Memphis, Tennessee, and the mother who drank herself into a blind rage and the father and brothers who hid from her.

He sold enough encyclopedias to pay his way through Stanford University. Then he sold the university. It gave him a job as a fund-raiser. He took rich alumni out to lunch. ‘They’re creating an illuminated list of honour called The Special Friends of Stanford. The entrance fee is rather high …’

A fee of half a million dollars for something less valuable than an encyclopedia. But the principle was the same: make the buyer value the acquisition, make him feel that his life would be incomplete without his name on an illuminated list.

One Special Friend of Stanford made a further acquisition: he bought Andrew Sinclair. He gave Sinclair a highly paid job in his management consultancy. A few years later he made him a junior partner. Less than a year after that, the junior partner took away his best staff and ten of his biggest accounts: the former Special Friend was now in a mental institution.

Andrew Sinclair had retained his boyish looks and helpful, eager-to-please manner into his late forties and through over a decade of power and wealth. He was now chief executive of the most powerful management consultancy in the United States. It did not even style itself a consultancy any more, but proclaimed itself, arrogantly but truthfully, Corporate America. It not only advised but nurtured and restructured the great, blue-chip companies of the United States. Sinclair thought nothing of persuading his clients to make billion-dollar plus acquisitions – but his sales techniques relied on precisely the same principle as that first sale of the encyclopedias.

Today Sinclair had to persuade his most important client to make a serious acquisition. The client was not well known to the public, but he took up far more of Sinclair’s time than any other. The acquisition was extremely well known, a household-name enterprise with an international reputation. It would represent the largest transfer of assets in human history. As he waited for his client, Sinclair saw the face of Mr Sherborne.

Adam Fraser left Mitch’s office. He paused to take a deep breath, and then gave a long victory punch. Twenty-one films in twenty-five years and still the buzz, in his late forties, when the new film went through its first green light.

He hurried down the corridor to his office, otherwise known as the phone box. As he entered, three heads turned and stared silently at him.

‘Green light. Assuming the preacher man gives us full co-operation.’

Susanna, his researcher/PA, clapped. Leon, his cameraman, and Barry, the sound recordist, struck the most dramatic poses the cramped walls would allow.

Leon, arms wide, demanded, ‘Do you want to be saved?’

Barry, on one knee, replied with a fervent ‘I do.’

‘My son, you can be saved today.’

‘Tell me how, Reverend, please tell me how.’

‘Take out your wallet, open it wide and repeat after me, “Help yourself.” ’

Susanna joined in the game. ‘Stop being bad boys, or the preacher man will throw Adam out of the Garden of Eden.’

Adam watched the three. He would not make this film without them, or any other film. In Hanoi in 1979, before Susanna, Barry had saved them from jail when he bribed a Customs official with a fake Rolex watch. In Beirut in 1989, after Susanna, Leon had saved them when he gave a member of Hezbollah who had been intent on kidnapping them his Manchester United shirt. Long live the consumer society. And Susanna loved him …

She ended the kidding with a serious question. ‘Is there any reason why we shouldn’t get full co-operation?’

Adam replied, straight-faced, ‘Only an act of God.’

‘I am obliged to you, Andrew, for coming to meet me in advance of the main board.’ Victor Rodriguez swivelled in his chair as Sinclair was admitted to his office. By comparison to Sinclair’s office high in the World Trade Center, this room was small and drab, as indeed was its occupant compared to Sinclair himself.

But it was Rodriguez who had the power – the power to buy what Sinclair had determined Rodriguez should buy. He was in no hurry. Sinclair listened patiently to an account of the bird sanctuary Rodriguez was building, and the rigorous measures he had taken to exclude poachers and chemicals. He listened, equally patiently, to a long-familiar account of his host’s children’s lives through Harvard, Yale and Princeton, their excellent marriages, their careers in law, accountancy and fine arts.

‘Your fax was encouraging, but its content as always had to be opaque.’ Holding the fax close to his face, Rodriguez read it aloud. ‘The product’s reputation is excellent and unblemished. It is a clear leader in a crowded market. Recently the product was tested in extreme conditions against reagents of opposite types. The product displayed no adverse reaction.’ Rodriguez placed the single sheet of paper on his desk. ‘Could you describe these tests more fully?’

‘Our security people working for Collins supplied him with an exceptionally alluring – and expensive – young woman. He declined her offer and had her removed without fuss or attention. They then supplied him with a beautiful – and even more expensive – boy. Again, removed with no difficulties. For the record, he was more interested in the woman than the boy. I could arrange other tests, but I am confident that if I went right through the animal kingdom he will lack the potential for a sexual scandal. Collins is smart. He’d actually bugged his own hotel suite. After the second test he fired both of our security people, and he now never stays in a hotel when he’s away from home, always with a Church member, with loyal witnesses to his behaviour on hand.’

Sinclair studied Victor’s impassive face for a moment, then continued. ‘Our people have looked over his business. It’s run competently and with total honesty. He’s got a very proficient team headed by his good buddy John Reilly. Collins pays his taxes, declares every last cent and none of the money from the collection plate sticks to his fingers.’

Sinclair’s voice rose very slightly. His pace quickened just a trifle. ‘He’s never used any cheap tricks to raise money, he doesn’t promise miracles or cures or salvation. He does not brainwash people into signing their money away. Victor, we are not dealing with Elmer Gantry. Or Oral Roberts, or Jimmy Bakker, or Jimmy Swaggert, some cheap salesman … This is an American of exceptional quality. He has the power to change the millennium for good. This is our man, Victor.’

Victor Rodriguez stirred faintly in his chair. Andrew Sinclair saw the movement and drew breath. He was close to the euphoric, climactic moment of a sale: years fell away from him as he switched on the smile that had charmed so many Special Friends of Stanford. ‘And he was your idea, Victor. You said, “Find me the man who will save our market.” This is him.’

‘But why will he listen to us? This is a man of God.’

‘Exactly so, Victor. That is the beauty of it. God would never let him spoil the market. Any other man might, one day, see reason. But this man will always follow God – and save the market.’

Remembering that Victor Rodriguez was himself a devout man, Sinclair hurried on to another argument. ‘We also, of course, have a powerful insurance. Everyone has something he cannot explain or excuse. We have found it for Patrick Collins – and kept it for ourselves. If he should ever threaten the market we can destroy him and we have something to control his successor.’

Rodriguez thoughtfully kneaded his chin with a knuckle. ‘My preference has always been for more conventional methods of control. They have brought us success with little cost and little risk. But you have taught us well, Andrew. Every business must be prepared to innovate. Businesses survive when they see the moment to change. This is the moment, Andrew. I will be putting your plan to the main board.’

‘Christmas in Florida. Good enough for you?’ Adam Fraser smiled at Susanna. He felt like a parent holding out an especially desired present.

‘I’ll pack my water-wings. But I still want you to hold me up every time I go into the water …’ She rolled on top of him under the duvet and guided his hands into position. ‘Breast stroke …’ She moved along his body, giggling. Presently she said, ‘Start in the shallows.’ And a little later, ‘Deeper. Take me deeper.’

They dived in rhythm through their imaginary sea, until they caught the same ultimate breaking wave and subsided, gasping, on to the sands.

They lay entwined for a while and then she said, ‘You’re somewhere else. With whom?’

The ‘whom’ made him ache with tenderness for her: to remember her grammar in the midst of love. She was a perfectionist. Since she had worked for him none of his documentaries had ever contained even a trivial error. She would stay up all night to weed out a single split infinitive. He gave her a long, roaming hug.

‘You’re still not with me.’

‘I’m sorry. Just a touch of pre-production terror. Every documentary we’ve ever made together, I always felt there was an inner truth and if we worked hard enough we’d find it. But now I don’t have that feeling … I actually think that the outer truth of Pat Collins and the inner truth are the same. There are things I dislike about him, especially the money and the merchandising, things where we can point the camera and the mike, but nothing that we didn’t know when we first started. And that scares me stiff.’

El Gordo was watching over them.

The location for the two-day conference had been chosen with great care. For Victor Rodriguez it was, of course, convenient to use his own headquarters in Cúcuta, Colombia, and for his visitors it was convenient to cross the Venezuelan border, unremarked, from San Cristobal. But one factor made the location irresistible: the presence of El Gordo.

El Gordo, the fat one, was the pet name for a computer regarded by its creator as ‘out of this world’. An apt description for a system based on NASA’s computer network. No-one made a phone call, sent a fax, used a computer, in either Cúcuta or San Cristobal, without ‘sharing’ the line with the fat one. No car arrived in or left the two cities without El Gordo knowing the owner. The fat one was linked to its brothers in Medellin, Cali, Bogotá, Caracas, Lima and La Paz. It had immediate access to every scrap of information contained on police and intelligence computers in Colombia and Venezuela, Peru and Bolivia: the criminal records, identification data, status of all criminal investigations.

Everything.

El Gordo explained the complete lack of curiosity in Cúcuta when a stranger appeared in town – particularly when Andino Incorporated, Latin America’s most successful multinational, held its annual general meeting. Andino Incorporated represents all that is good about Latin American business. The non-drug side. Its core industry is construction. Andino does not merely build for others, it also builds for itself. In Italy it owns seventeen of the country’s finest hotels, twenty-three major business centres and eleven industrial companies. In France Andino has built and leased a huge office block on the avenue des Champs Elysées, another in rue de Ponthieu and a third in rue de Berry. In Canada it owns three of the world’s tallest skyscrapers – the Three Towers in Montreal, the Harbor Tower, and a three-hundred-apartment block, plus a marina in Vancouver and a three-million-acre forest near Edmonton. In the United States it has five huge apartment blocks in Washington, including the Rutherford Hotel, and in New York a residential area of two hundred and fifty acres situated at Oyster Bay.

In Brazil in the Matto Grosso it owns an entire satellite city, Santa Maria. In Great Britain Andino has substantial holdings in Canary Wharf, Belgravia, May-fair, Hampstead and the City. It has a piece of the Channel Tunnel, a piece of the Japanese high-speed rail network, a piece of Sydney’s business centre, of two marinas in Auckland … The above list of holdings represents less than 20 per cent of Andino Incorporated’s assets.

This multinational derives most of its wealth from just three basic assets: people, paper and product – illegal drugs. All three are inexhaustible. Endlessly available. The product, whether cocaine, opium, heroin, marijuana or the range of chemical drugs such as amphetamines, PCP, LSD, generates the paper, the dollars, euro-currencies, sterling and the many others that feed the machine, the people.

With every mile that the heroin, the cocaine, the marijuana move from their production areas to their market their prices leap. If the annual supply of cocaine were to be packed into 1.5 kilo bags, the size of a regular bag of flour, the amount supplied to the United States would, if the bags were stood on top of each other, be four times as high as Mount Everest. If the amount supplied to the entire world were similarly stacked it would be thirteen times as high as Everest, the amount of opium fifty-two times as high.

In the world of narcotics there is a hard centre. At street level it is represented by the dealer, hustling drugs for a small margin, and at Cartel of Cartels level it is controlled by the board of directors of Andino Incorporated. Between those two poles exist all others who inhabit this particular world, from the humble mules to the high-profile players like the late Pablo Escobar, the Rodriguez-Orejuela brothers of Cali, President Assad’s brother Rifaat, the Burmese warlord Khun Sa, the Inzerillo and Spatola Sicilian Mafia families. These are known to the world’s intelligence agencies. The members of the board, the Cartel of Cartels, if they are known at all by those same intelligence agencies, are regarded as fine, honest businessmen, dedicated to all that is good in this life.

Its global turnover of narcotics would make it, in terms of gross domestic product, the eleventh biggest national economy in the world, ahead of the Netherlands, Australia, Russia and India. One year’s profit would be enough to buy the world’s three largest public companies.

Over drinks and canapés the twelve board members greeted each other like a family reunion. Markov from Russia hugged Sullivan from the United States. Victor Rodriguez from Colombia laughed with Pietro Pecolli from Italy. Each of the four, like every other member of the board, was responsible for a specific part of the world, their primary task to ensure that Andino’s business philosophies were implemented.

The simultaneous translation facilities included a bilingual sign-language interpreter for the board member from Brazil. A satellite link allowed not only contribution from senior Cartel members, but also live reports from the Golden Triangle – Burma, Laos and Thailand – the Golden Crescent of Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan, the Bekaa Valley, Tashkent, Wall Street and the City of London. The satellite was the exclusive property of Andino. Launched in 1994, it was built in the United States by a consortium of leading communication companies on behalf of the Colombian government. Its stated purpose was to enhance business between Colombia and the rest of the world through vastly improved communication links.

Like the stock exchanges of the world, the industry operated a twenty-four-hour market place in a multitude of tongues. Its annual report was written in thirty-three languages, including Hebrew to accommodate the Israeli board member, Rabbi Goldberg.

Moving casually through the chatting groups before the opening of the first session was Andrew Sinclair, consigliere to the Cartel of Cartels, the board. Although younger than most, he was greeted respectfully, almost deferentially. As the chief executive officer of a monumentally successful legitimate management consultancy business, Sinclair’s opinions and his counselling had been a crucial factor in Andino’s sustained growth.

Victor Rodriguez opened the formal meeting and summoned him to the podium. Most of Sinclair’s annual report sounded no different from that of an ordinary, legitimate company. ‘We now have one hundred and thirty tonnes of product one stockpiled in Europe. The warehouses are strategically located in Poland, the Netherlands and former Czechoslovakia. Forty-five tonnes of product two are also stored at these locations. These stockpiles over and above the year-on-year market demand and supply are the direct result of the new European Union legislation relaxing border controls … We would like to put on record our appreciation of the vigorous lobbying that has been done by Signor Pietro Pecolli in the corridors of government in Brussels. His continuing efforts with regard to a single European currency are on the brink of bringing to Andino tremendous trading advantages. In one stroke many of our banking problems will be eliminated and our profits will rise within the European market by a minimum of twenty per cent.’

The board members applauded their Italian colleague, who rose and bowed.

Despite the fact that Sinclair had personally supervised the electronic sweeping of the conference hall, pure force of habit ensured that he still spoke in partial code. Product one was cocaine. Product two was heroin. Product three marijuana. Banking problems were a reference to the difficulties of the drugs business in laundering its profits. (Andino has no banks in its massive portfolio of assets: the board believes that to own a bank directly would be to create a potential Achilles heel.)

‘I draw the board’s attention to two appendices. Appendix A gives details of the agreements reached with the Russian banking and business consortium concerning trade routes and banking.’

Sinclair looked up at those gathered in the room and, for a moment, a half-smile passed across his face. ‘More than one hundred and fifty years ago, Karl Marx famously observed that religion was the opium of the people. In the light of the information contained in that appendix, today, opium has become the religion of the people. In Appendix B* you will note the contrasting experiences of Mexico and Panama. During the past year we have dealt with the attempts by the Chinese government to prevent our Burmese colleagues from moving product into the south-western province of Yunan. Your board recommended the two or two solution.’

(The ‘two or two solution’ – ‘plata o plomo’, ‘silver or lead’ – has been applied throughout Latin America by the cartels with virtually 100 per cent success. It consists of asking a border guard or customs official one simple question: ‘Would you like two thousand dollars or two bullets?’)

Sinclair took a sip of orange juice, freshly squeezed, from the fruit of trees owned by Victor Rodriguez, and guaranteed by him to be free of chemicals. He then proceeded to a detailed analysis of the industry’s largest market. ‘Gross turnover across the board on all products in the United States for the year ended September thirtieth is one hundred and seventy billion dollars.’

As spontaneous applause began to erupt, Sinclair slapped the podium angrily with his fist. ‘There is no room for complacency. Sales of product one have plateaued at three hundred metric tonnes. Sales of product two have again failed to break into double figures and stand at nine tonnes. The number of hard-core users of both products has remained relatively unchanged since the late eighties and is failing to rise much above three million. Those among you who are in a mood for self-congratulation should compare that figure against the over seventy million who, according to US government official figures, have at one time or another sampled our products. There are therefore another sixty-seven million potential customers out there. Another sixty-seven million potential hard-core users. Your board wishes to see that potential become a reality. Your board wishes to see, for example, the price of product one rise again to its nineteen ninety high of two hundred dollars per gram and not languish as it currently does at below one hundred and fifty dollars per gram.’

Sinclair paused, allowing the points to sink home, and then defused the tension he had created. ‘To move on to more positive aspects within the United States. Dealerships. There has been a significant increase at all levels. Premier, first, second and third divisions. For every premier-division dealer quote removed unquote from the market place by government agencies, six would-be successors immediately appear, fighting to replace him.’

A premier-division dealer is an individual moving in excess of 200 kilos of cocaine per week.

Sinclair was about to move on, then checked himself to add a postscript. ‘Perhaps the reason above all others that makes these dealerships so attractive is the knowledge that the United States government agencies are demoralized and in total disarray, which is inevitable, bearing in mind that all of them are chronically underfunded and their efforts are severely disjointed. There are at least five United States government agencies working against our industry and, very fortunately, the CIA, the DEA, the State Department, Customs and the Treasury appear to spend more time fighting each other than they do fighting us.

‘However, within the past twelve months the United States has succeeded in bringing heavy sanctions to bear on our members from Cali. Their infrastructure, their assets, including their pharmaceutical chain Drogas La Rebaja, have all suffered from White House harassment. It is, therefore, a source of deep satisfaction for me to announce that despite these local difficulties their annual turnover is four times greater than that of General Motors. Perhaps that old maxim of what is good for General Motors should be rewritten – or perhaps General Motors should also arrange for its board of directors to work from prison.’

Sinclair paused for the laughs, and then deliberately gave the room a few moments of silence to build the importance of his next remarks. ‘However, the Cali experience leads me to believe that the activities of the United States government should become more predictable and more controlled. The chairman of the board will now present to you a proposal to achieve this.’

To warm applause, Rodriguez stood up. He made no move to the podium, thereby compelling all eyes to focus on him. Small, benign, in his early fifties, Rodriguez looked like someone’s favourite uncle. At five feet six, he was of average Colombian height. He was beginning to lose man’s middle-aged struggle with his waistline. Apart from a gold wedding ring and a gold and stainless steel Cartier watch, there were no outward signs of the extraordinary wealth he controlled. His only other piece of jewellery, a heavy gold crucifix, was hanging inside his Fifth Avenue shirt. Victor Rodriguez waited quietly, and bestowed a kindly smile upon the gathering. ‘Our annual global turnover in the past year was five hundred billion dollars. Gentlemen, we have yet again hit the magic five.’

New applause broke out, but Rodriguez killed it instantly and his smile disappeared. ‘Gentlemen, this is not a moment for complacency and congratulation. Businesses survive and grow only if they recognize the moment to change. This is such a moment. Our achievement should remind us of our responsibilities to our market.’

The stern sermon produced the desired effect. The faces before him were serious and intent.

‘Our market is driven by the United States. It not only supplies the greatest part of our turnover but it maintains the price structure of our products in all other markets. Despite our success in dividing and weakening each individual agency of the American government, our American market faces a permanent threat of extinction. I believe that there is a solution to this threat. I have given this solution a name. A name that will not attract any undue attention, although I ask you to excuse a pun. The Colombia Project. Its aim is to ensure that the board is not above the law but that it becomes the law.

‘Gentlemen, I propose that we buy the United States of America.’


CHAPTER 2

PARTNERSHIP

The First National Bank on Lasalle at Jackson in Chicago was packed with customers. The lunchtime clientele shuffled slowly forward. The mood was light, the air full of fragmented chatter. With the weekend beckoning, groups were discussing their various plans. The one thing that the many planned activities had in common was the need to draw out a little cash. No-one took any notice of a large package in the centre of the bank. No-one knew who had left it there. A couple of office workers were still leaning on it when the pipe bomb blew up.

There had been no warning. Five hours later no-one had claimed responsibility for the attack and the death toll stood at fifty-three and rising.

Homecoming from his New York office gave Andrew Sinclair the best moments of his life. Home was hundreds of miles and millions of dollars away from the childhood place in Memphis. It was big and gracious: Georgian colonial, in the model community of Hamilton-on-Hudson, in the model county of Westchester, New York, with twelve acres of ground. His acres. With his private dock on the Hudson river, his tennis court, his swimming pool, his summer house. His artificial lake. His rolling lawns, trees, shrubs and flower beds (on which no pesticides were allowed). His aviary, a gift from Victor Rodriguez.

His cameras, which patrolled every inch of his perimeter.

Home to his beautiful children, endless delights and total security, and to Mary, his beautiful wife. Mary was the only thing he found in any way wrong with his beautiful home …

The thought of her made him pause on the path from the private dock. He swung away through the woods, to savour his homecoming a little longer. To postpone the moment when he had to speak to her.

He let himself into the beautiful house, with the self-mocking cry, ‘Honey, I’m home!’ But only the butler answered him. Beach was the real thing, English and stately: Sinclair’s income was much higher than that of the Earl of Emsworth, and the wages he paid reflected that difference. ‘Mrs Sinclair is in the summer house, sir.’

‘And the children?’

‘In the basement, I believe, with Miss Keeble, sir.’

Left to himself, Sinclair might have headed straight to the basement but the butler’s impassive face reminded him of the power of convention. He turned away to the summer house.

It was still hot enough for her to be wearing a bikini, and her figure was good enough for the costume to be scanty. Even so, he was irritated that she was not dressed. He was certain that she had not dressed all day, or done anything with the children, or done anything except lie in the sun.

‘Did you have a nice day at the office, dear?’ she asked, with the same lazy, lopsided smile which had entranced him when he was young and susceptible.

Mary had been a surprise addition to a lunch at which Andrew Sinclair had been aiming to make her father a Special Friend of Stanford. He had found himself fluffing lines, missing cues. In his whole career, she was the only woman who had ever made him miss a sale.

Not content with sticking the hefty lunch bill on Sinclair, Daddy insisted he take her downtown in a taxi.

For once anger had made him sincere. ‘I’m not selling Stanford for the rest of my life. I’m going to sell me, and nothing else but me, for a terrific amount of money, and then one day I’ll stop and become a buyer.’ She had said nothing but had slipped her hand under his waistband, under his boxer shorts, right there in the back seat of the taxi.

She still did that at unexpected times and places, and once it had turned him on, but lately he found it irritating.

In their marriage, he had done all the travelling and she had stayed still. Beautiful, gracious, an excellent hostess, popular with the wives of important clients, she sat on many committees and took many lessons, which never taught her anything he found remotely interesting.

‘Well, did you have a nice day at the office, dear?’

He had missed her first question, which alarmed him: his autopilot had failed. ‘A problem with US Cola.’

‘That’s too bad.’

Lately he had been glad that she took so little interest in his work. So much of his time was taken up with the Colombia Project for the Cartel of Cartels that he would have found it difficult to talk to her about any of the legitimate business in his management consultancy. The reference to US Cola had been a mistake for that problem was also tied to the Colombia Project. But to his relief she demanded no further explanation.

‘I’m bushed,’ she announced. ‘I’d like to go to bed early.’ She reached for his waistband, but he stepped away to pour himself an orange juice.

‘Me too,’ he said on autopilot.

‘And I’d like to get up late tomorrow. The children are going to a picnic all day.’

‘All day? With whom?’ he said, with fierce interest.

‘The McKays.’

‘Oh.’ He frowned. The McKays were old money: he found them overbred and feckless. They let their children eat all kinds of chemical junk.

‘I would really love to get up late tomorrow,’ he smiled, ‘but I have to go to Omaha.’

‘Of course you do.’

He shifted uncomfortably. He was not certain that he needed to go to Omaha, but she had made him commit himself. He would hardly see the children. He placed the untouched glass of orange juice on the table. ‘I’m going to take the kids to the lake.’

‘That’ll be nice.’

He turned away, without meeting her lopsided smile.

The butler had been right. The children were in the basement rumpus room, which contained the biggest TV screen in the house. They were watching cartoons with Miss Keeble, stupid cartoons, badly drawn and violent. He felt a flash of fury at the expensive English governess, for letting this junk into his children’s minds. But at least it wasn’t a news programme. It was a rigid house rule. No newscasts in front of the children. He was determined to cocoon them from life’s realities for as long as possible. He relaxed as they both dived into his arms, with squeals of ‘Daddy!’

Peter was a tall ten and Kathy a short eight. They both took after their mother facially, but Kathy had her father’s energy. He adored them so utterly, wanted them to know nothing but love and safety, the sort of childhood he had seen only on television. He was the architect and sentinel of their magic kingdom.

‘It’s too hot to be in here,’ he declared, when the hugs had subsided. ‘We should be at the lake.’

‘All right!’ said both children, but their eyes strayed to the television screen.

As Miss Keeble helped them change into their bathing suits, Sinclair took charge of the towels and the life jackets, then smeared them with natural, organic insect-repellent. He led them towards the artificial lake.

‘Is Mommy coming?’ asked Peter.

‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘She’s busy with dinner.’

One section of the lake had been engineered into a swimming hole for the children, a dream place, full of things to swing in, jump off, float upon. ‘Put your life-jackets on,’ he said automatically. The rule was rigid, despite the careful design of the swimming hole and the expensive swimming lessons for the children. As usual, Kathy protested mildly but Peter had his jacket fastened before his father had finished the instruction. Sinclair felt it ought to be the other way round. He saw them grown-up, Kathy starting a new business, Peter living off his trust fund.

He watched the two sleek heads, bobbing up safely above the designer life jackets, then slid into the water himself. Instantly the children abandoned their toys to jump off Daddy.

[image: image]

Looking out on the patio, Adam Fraser saw Laura at the centre of a group. It was ever thus. If Laura had been standing in the middle of the Gobi Desert, it would not be long before she was at the centre of a group. Almost as tall as him, upswept red hair, a generous figure, she was always easy to find, even at parties like this one, crammed with luvvies and liggers. The host was an actor, a client she had originally taken on out of pity but who had suddenly become fashionable and profitable.

She broke and pounced on Adam, lifted him off his feet, and gave him a very public hug and kiss. Their schedules had kept them apart for weeks, and the party was a rare opening in both their diaries. Making sure she still had an audience, she asked, ‘How’s my favourite husband?’

They had met at a similar kind of party twenty-five years before. He had just left drama school, she had just started as an agent. She had taught him much more than the drama school had – some poise and grace to go with the spectacular good looks, how to open his mind as well as his mouth. She had propelled him into the West End play in which he had become an overnight sensation.

They had had a much-publicized wedding, at which jealous guests whispered bitchily that he had only married her to keep her percentage of his earnings. The play ran for an eternity, making them rich enough to buy a large house in Camden Town. She worked hard and made them richer, finding him commercials and a hospital soap opera. Then she found the perfect movie vehicle for him. She discarded her other clients, and started to talk about children.

But then, out of the blue, in their comfortable house in Camden, he said, ‘I want to make the world more real for people, not more of a fantasy.’ He retired from acting. Instead of playing the lead in the romantic comedy film (later to gross $150 million) he announced his intention to direct a documentary film about shanty towns in Brazil.

Since then, his work had won many awards, but it had also turned her into the main breadwinner. She had built up her agency again, and instead of mothering their children she mothered her actors, coping with tears, tantrums, and the terrors of failure and old age. She kept up the Camden house, polished his BAFTA awards and kept the garden looking nice, even when his films took him away for months on end.

Susanna had become part of his team and then his life, her flat more familiar to him than his house. But he remained married to Laura. She wanted it like that, and it was the least he could do for her, after taking away the rich actor who had been her husband.

‘Take me out for the evening,’ she ordered, ‘before all your sins are absolved by the Reverend Patrick Collins.’

As she drove him away from the party, more carefully than usual, she pumped him about the new documentary, his success with Mitch, the amazing access promised by the preacher and his entourage, his plans to look beyond the obvious targets of Collins’s money and commercialism to find the preacher’s dark secret, his inner life …

She stopped the car abruptly. ‘Adam, how many people believe in this man? You told me eight million, I see eighty million. These people do not want to lose Patrick Collins. They won’t thank you for showing them the inner life, the dark secret. They’ll think you’re an agent of the devil … Adam, I want a husband. I have another career for you. I would like you to make nature films about cute furry animals.’

They swam until it grew dark, and then Andrew Sinclair overrode Miss Keeble’s protests and took the children to dine with Mary and himself. The food was delicious and free of additives: Andrew Sinclair had bought the local grocery business that had supplied it.

He carried each child in turn to bed and read aloud from The Wind in the Willows for some time after each had fallen asleep. Finally he could postpone no longer the moment when he had to go to bed with his wife.

He had hoped that she might be asleep, but she grabbed him suddenly from behind and reached into his boxer shorts. ‘My big rich lover man,’ she said, as she worked around his groin. ‘My big rich lover man, who treats me so good, makes me feel so good, who works so hard, so hard, hard, hard!’

She pulled him on top and propelled him into her, kneading his buttocks. As she created the rhythm, he murmured suitable words while his mind stayed with the Colombia Project. It had reached a critical stage. The next morning in his office he had to have two answers …

‘Yes, yes!’

Sinclair woke up as usual at six a.m. without the help of an alarm. He slipped out of bed without waking Mary, showered and dressed, and then went to look at the children, beatifically asleep. After restoring two lost teddy bears he moved quietly downstairs to his usual breakfast of orange juice and wholewheat toast.

For once as Sinclair walked to the dock, he failed to pause to savour his possessions. He stepped on to his power launch and put the Colombia Project out of his mind while the boat captain pulled away from the dock and Sinclair reached for his morning papers. For the first time the horrific bank bombing in Chicago impinged on his consciousness. It had occurred while his launch was heading homewards on the previous day. Looking at the gruesome images on the front pages confirmed yet again the wisdom of his news ban in the home.

The launch roared downriver, past Dobbs Ferry, past Hastings-on-Hudson. Within twenty-five minutes, it tied up at Sinclair’s other private mooring, directly opposite the World Trade Center in downtown Manhattan.

The security check was much easier on Saturday mornings. On weekdays the guard would telephone his receptionist on the one-hundredth floor, who would then send out a tannoy announcement throughout the office suite of Corporate America: ‘The time is nine-oh-four and Andrew Sinclair has just entered the building.’

But on a Saturday that announcement was pointless. He forbade his employees to work in the office at weekends, unless at his personal request. He told them how important it was for them to relax, to maintain their personal and family lives – and come back full of new ideas on Monday mornings. They thought him an enlightened employer – and left him two days to enjoy all his wonderful office space on his own.

He had discovered much valuable information about his employees and his business by his solitary tours of the offices at the weekend, but that day he had no time for spying. Clare, his personal assistant and secretary, was waiting for him. After exchanging greetings, they discussed for a moment the shocking events at the First National in Chicago. Then he moved on into his inner office and, without pausing to enjoy the view across the river of the Staten Island skyline, sat at his desk.
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