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Ben  Lopez  was  born  in New  York and spent part of his childhood in Venezuela, where he witnessed first hand the devastating effects of Kidnap for Ransom (K&R). His work has taken him across the globe, from Mexico to Colombia to the Middle East. In more than twenty years in the K&R field he has never lost a hostage. Ben Lopez isn’t his real name. If he told you it, it would be too dangerous for him to travel to many countries ever again. He lives in London.
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Author’s Note

We live in dangerous times.

Terrorism, recession, the proliferation of cheap weapons and the globalisation of organised crime have made kidnapping one of the most lucrative growth markets in the criminal underworld. It’s an industry that is now worth more than $1 billion a year and that’s just the cases we know about. It’s the tip of the iceberg.

The business of ensuring the safe return of hostages  falls to the hands of a trusted few: hostage negotiators. These men and women work tirelessly to bring a peaceful end to hostile and potentially deadly crises. Their work is carried  out in the shadows: away from the media glare, in situation rooms and negotiator cells in some of the most desperate and desolate places on earth.

None of us seek out the limelight. But I believe it’s important the world knows the work we do and the sacrifices we make. The names of all the people and organisations have been changed, as have the locations. Dialogues are not verbatim and should not be treated as such.

Everything in this book, however, is based on actual events. May you be safe, well and happy.

Ben Lopez

London, June 2011


‘Kidnapping.

The deliberate creation and marketing of human grief, anguish and despair.’

 

Tom Hargrove, FARC Hostage

Day 325 of 334, 1994

Somewhere in the jungles of Colombia

 

 

‘He who saves one life,

saves the world entire.’

Talmud

 

 

‘Knowledge dispels fear.’

Motto  of the Parachute Training School,

Australian Army
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Kidnap for Ransom: A Snapshot

•  More than 20,000 kidnappings are reported each year.

•  Only 1 in 10 of these is reported to the authorities.

•  The  number of kidnappings around the world has increased by 100 per cent in the past twelve months.

•  Over 50 per cent of all kidnappings take place in Latin America.

•  70 per cent of kidnappings result in a ransom payment; only 10 per cent of hostages are rescued by force.

•  78 per cent of abductions occur within 200 metres of the victim’s home or workplace.

•  Most kidnaps happen on weekday mornings.

•  Ransom demands range from $5000 to $100 million.

•  Mexico experiences 7000 reported kidnappings each year. The real figure is much higher.

•  In Colombia there are ten kidnappings per day, with only 3 per cent of kidnappers prosecuted. By contrast, 95 per cent of kidnappings in the USA result in prosecution.

•  90 per cent of kidnappings globally are of locals, not expats or tourists.

•  In London, insurance premiums for K&R (kidnap for ransom) bring in over $130 million per annum.

•  21: the percentage of hostages in Latin America who survive rescue attempts.


Abduction  – Captivity – Proof of Life – Negotiation – Ransom Drop – Release

Part One

 

END GAME

‘Play any tricks and I will mutilate the package.’

Zeze


1

THE PACKAGE

‘I have the money.’    

‘Good.’

‘I have it here to the last cent.’

The voice on the other end of the line was tense. ‘Divide the money into two. Put half in a black bin bag and the other in an identical bag.’

‘Okay.’

‘No false or marked notes.’

The communicator said, ‘I guarantee the money isn’t marked.’

‘And I want you to buy a pre-paid cell phone.’ The kidnapper was barking orders in staccato bursts, anxious not to make the call last a second longer than necessary.

The communicator said, ‘Okay.’

‘The package has a chauffeur. His name is Henrique. You are to use him to deliver the money. Give him the cell phone then wait for my call. Try playing any tricks and I will mutilate the package.’

‘You have my—’

Click.

The communicator, Luis Feola, breathed out like he was coming up for air. He stared blankly at the screen of his BlackBerry Bold. The guy on the other end of the line was known only as ‘Zeze?. 
He was a professional kidnapper whose gang of toughs had abducted Luis’s 
brother, Diego, seven days previously, snatching him at gunpoint from his silver BMW E90 as he was clocking off work. Zeze was no fool. He’d played the kidnapping game for longer than a little while. But he was uneducated and greedy. And something about Zeze’s demands just did not seem right.

Luis lifted his eyes to meet mine. I removed the headphones and said, ‘We’re in the end game now. But this is very important. Next time he calls, you have to be absolutely clear and immovable on that point.’

Luis nodded at his shoes. He had been a cycling champion in a past life. Not that you could tell it by looking at him. The Luis of today sported a jowly face, pasty complexion, portly frame and a belly that betrayed a sedentary lifestyle of too many caipirinhas and tapas lunches. Luis had quit the road in his early thirties to go into business with his brother. They ran a shipping firm that exported luxury goods to Europe. Luis did the day-to-day stuff, younger brother Diego brokered the deals and ran the shipping. Now Luis was having to play the role of communicator in securing the release of his little brother.

They say the two most dangerous parts of any kidnap are the abduction and the exchange. I don’t own a gun and I can’t predict the future, so there’s not much I can do about somebody being abducted. But I’m plenty good at influencing the exchange. That was where I came in to help the Feola family.

‘When will he call?’

‘Soon,’ I said. ‘A couple of hours.’ I made for the meeting room door. ‘Hang by the phone. I’m going to brief the family. If he calls, you come get me.’

We were conducting negotiations from the brothers’ offices in the Campo Grande district of the West Zone,  an hour’s drive from Copacabana beach and the famous Rio de Janeiro nightlife. Not  that I’d seen any of it. Campo Grande had a bunch of modern offices and the Church of Our Lady of the Exile and a view overlooking the surfers’ beaches at Barra da Tijuca. It wasn’t a buzzing place, but then again, I wasn’t here for the sightseeing.

Brazil has the third highest number of kidnaps per year anywhere in the world. Rio  de Janeiro and Sao Paulo are the hotbeds. In recent years there has been a marked shift away from the overtly wealthy as the gangs instead target the middle classes, with ransom demands lowered so that they can secure a quick payday. In 2005 a new trend emerged: targeting the families of footballers.

‘Where are you going?’ Luis asked as I grabbed my coat.

‘The family home,’ I said. ‘I need to brief the committee.

’ Diego Feola lived in a palatial mansion located inside a gated community half a mile from Copacabana beach, the kind of place where wealth has insulated itself against the extreme poverty encircling it on all sides. In this case, the slum favelas and shanty towns that crawled up Rio’s hillside, where the drug gangs were engaged in a constant running battle with the police. In a country like Brazil, where the gap between rich and poor is more like a yawning gulf, there are dozens of such gated communities.

I drove my rented Chevrolet Corsa sedan straight to the house. Traffic was light; the drive took a little over thirty minutes. Flashing my identification papers  at the guard stationed at the bronze gates, I pointed the Chevrolet up the smooth blacktop flanked by manicured lawns and parked at the front of the Feola

place. I was greeted at the door by a maid. She led me down the marble-floored hallway to  the  living room,  where  I  found Diego’s wife, Lara, and his father, Humberto.

Lara was classically beautiful.  She had long dark hair, an hourglass figure shrinkwrapped inside a black knee-length dress with a plunging neckline, and alluring green eyes. I had never met the family before Diego’s  abduction, but I guessed Humberto  had looked a lot healthier a month ago. He was gaunt and pale, as if the colour had drained from his face into his feet. He was sitting up straight on the edge of the sofa alternately wringing his hands or running them through his cobweb-coloured hair. Lara paced up and down, wearing a groove into the floor. The clicking of her high heels echoed around the whitewashed room.

‘It’s almost time,’  I said, searching their eyes. Reading their body language. They were both anxious. Very anxious. But both were struggling to keep a lid on it.

Humberto asked, ‘How much?’

‘Half a million.’

‘That’s a lot of money,’ he grumbled. Half a million reals was equivalent to a touch under $400,000 US.

‘But a lot less than we might have paid,’ Lara said. She smiled a kind of tired, weary smile at me. I’d seen the same on the faces of dozens of hostages’ relatives.

‘You’re doing a great job,’ she said.

‘We’re  not out of the woods yet. There’s  an issue with the driver.’

Lara reached for a pack of Marlboro Reds on the coffee table. Humberto said, ‘What issue?’

‘The kidnappers are demanding that Diego’s chauffeur be the one to make the exchange. Name of Henrique?’ I raised my eyebrows at Lara. She appeared distracted. ‘I need to know we can trust this guy.’

‘What if we tell him no, someone else will deliver the money?’ Humberto asked, looking from me to Lara and back again.

I shook my head. ‘Won’t  work. The  kidnappers  might see you as another target.’

‘So let Henrique do it.’

I said to Lara, ‘How well do you know this guy?’

She jerked her shoulders and lit her cigarette. ‘He’s a driver. What else can I say?’

‘You can give me a reason to trust him or not,’ I said.

Lara took a long pull on her cigarette and blew smoke at the ceiling. The ornamental fan sliced and diced the smoke. ‘I was in Porto Alegre when I heard that my husband had been kidnapped. It was Henrique 
who called to tell me. He told me I should get on the next plane. You know that 
same day he personally came to pick up my car and drive it back all the way here.’ She looked away and added, ‘I trust him.’

‘Call him,’ I said, giving my back to Humberto and Lara and preparing to return to Campo Grande. I hadn’t slept in more than twenty-four hours. My bed at the Hilton Hotel had never seemed so inviting. But I had to stay focused. I needed to prepare briefing notes for what I hoped would be the next and final dialogue between Zeze and Luis. The clock was ticking.

Two hours later Humberto had sorted the money and divided it into the bin bags. I was drinking my sixth double espresso of the day at the company offices when Zeze called again. Luis answered. I put the headphones on and listened in as he read from my list of instructions.

Luis said, ‘I would like to speak with Diego.’

‘No!’ Zeze snapped. Dogs were barking and yapping in the background. I could hear two female voices shouting over each other. ‘Give me a question instead. You must trust me.’

‘Look, Zeze. I’m going to deliver a mountain of money to you. I need to speak to my brother.’

‘Doesn’t matter to me.’

Luis gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. Sweat percolated down his forehead, drops of it drip-dripping into his eyes. ‘Zeze, please. I need to speak to Diego. I want to do this but before we do business I need to know he’s okay.’

Zeze was giving us the silent treatment. I urged Luis to keep pressing. In kidnap-for-ransom cases the response consultant, the industry ter m for hostage negotiators, rarely communicates directly with the kidnapper. More often that task is left to a family member or a trusted co-worker. In this case, Zeze had demanded that Luis be the one taking his calls. Luis had done well under the extreme pressure, but he sometimes struggled to impose his will on the dialogue. More than ever, I needed him to stay strong now.

‘We’re ready to go ahead,’ Luis said, eyes flitting back and forth from me to the notes in front of him. ‘We’ve got the money, we’ve put it in the bin bags like you asked. This is a sign of good faith from us. Now let me hear my brother’s voice.’

We heard the dogs yap-yapping and the angry women bitchbitching, but not so much as a shallow breath came out of Zeze. Finally, he said, ‘Wait for a call. Then you can speak with him. There better not be any police.’

Zeze killed the line.

At 4.35 p.m. I was back at the Feola family home running through the exchange plan with Humberto and Lara and a friend of the family by the name of Jorge. On a family K&R case one of the first things I do is establish a committee made up of the lowest odd number of the hostage’s family members possible. This committee convenes to discuss the options on the table and votes to decide on how to manage the case, how much to offer at various points, etc. I want a small committee to minimise the number of egos I have to massage, nerves to soothe and asses to kick. I want an odd number so there can be no deadlocks. In this case, the other two members of the committee were Humberto and Jorge.

My iPhone buzzed. It was Luis. I tapped ACCEPT. He sounded ecstatic about something. He’d received a call from an unknown number and when he answered he immediately recognised the voice as Diego’s. The call, Luis said, lasted twenty seconds. Diego managed to say  that he was  okay and according to Luis he seemed to be in good spirits. This was a good sign. We were within touching distance of the finish line.

But something didn’t feel right.

Lara stubbed out another cigarette in the ashtray like she was tapping out Morse code and said to me, ‘Can I speak with you for a moment?’

‘Sure.’

She did a thing with her eyes that said, In private.

I checked my watch. It was 5.15 p.m. Zeze said he would call again at six-thirty with instructions for the ransom drop. I could feel each second ticking inside my head as  I followed Lara towards the kitchen and out through the rear doors into a garden that in a smaller country could easily double as a national park.

Rio de Janeiro is at its coldest in August. The city gets battered by coastal breezes blowing inshore, winding the temperature down to the low twenties. To make matters worse, Antarctica sends wave after wave of grey cloud and freezing rain over the city, often triggering fatal mudslides  in the surrounding mountainous areas. I stepped outside and felt the cold, wet air prick my skin.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked.

Lara put another Marlboro to her lips. ‘There’s something I need  to  tell you.’  Her  breathing  was  shallow and  erratic. Whatever she was hiding, I could see it was eating her up inside.

‘Go on,’ I said.

‘No one else is to know about this.’

Go on.’

‘It’s about Henrique.’

‘What about him?’ I asked, a tingling sensation working its way along my right thumb and forefinger.

‘My second marriage was a disaster. His name was Carlito. He was a bodyguard for a very important politician. This politician was corrupt and so were the men who worked for him.’ She exhaled heavily. ‘Including Carlito.’

‘And you think your ex-husband is involved in this somehow?’

‘I don’t know. Perhaps. He used to be a policeman too.’

‘Henrique?’

Lara nodded. ‘The bodyguards and the police used to go drinking together. People say, the police kidnap more than the kidnappers.’

I stayed quiet for a while as I soaked up this new information. I had no reason to doubt Lara’s suspicions about her ex-husband. Corruption  is the  nor m,  not  the  exception in many Latin American countries and the police are often responsible for, or complicit in, many, perhaps most kidnappings. This is the overriding reason why many families in Mexico or Colombia, for example, will not call the police when they learn that a relative has been abducted.

‘We need to tell the rest of the committee,’ I said.

She didn’t like that, but said nothing as she followed me into the living room where, at my behest, Lara revealed to both Humberto and Jorge the secret history of her second husband. Humberto took it well. As far as he was concerned, the past was past. What he – and all of us – were concerned about, was how this was going to affect the ransom drop.

Zeze’s request for Henrique to be the driver had puzzled me. How  did Zeze even know who Henrique was? The  demand was highly unusual, but it tallied with what Lara had just revealed about her ex.

I said, ‘It’s dollars to donuts that this is an inside job. Henrique would be the perfect inside man. Diego is his boss. He knows Diego’s  schedule, all his movements, the  weaknesses in  his security.’

‘And,’ Humberto added, ‘he was off work the day Diego was kidnapped.’

‘How convenient.’ I turned to Lara. She had found something utterly fascinating in her fingernails and was scrutinising them closely. ‘You still talk to your ex-husband?’

Lara laughed weakly and said, ‘It was a bad marriage and a worse divorce. We haven’t spoken in four years.’

‘But he still lives in Rio?’

‘As far as I’m aware.’

‘Then it’s clear. There’s no way we can let Henrique make that drop. If we do, chances are he’ll pretend he got jacked, lost the ransom and we’ll have to pay out twice. It’s a classic kidnap swindle. No, Henrique is out of the question. Someone else has to do it.’

Problem was, Zeze had specifically requested Henrique. We needed a way of pulling the wool over his eyes. An idea flashed across my brain. I said, ‘What does this Henrique guy look like?’

Lara dug her phone out of her purse and scrolled through the pictures gallery. ‘He’s  tall, about your height. Light-skinned. Same blue eyes as you. And the big shoulders. In fact,’ her voice drifted as her thumb paused on a camera shot, ‘have a look for yourself.’

‘What are you talking about?’

Lara handed me her BlackBerry Torch. I stared at a portrait shot of Henr ique  smiling into  the  camera. She was  r ight. Henrique was practically my twin brother.

‘Aw, hell,’ I said.

I called Luis immediately.

‘Where’s Henrique?’ I said. I felt everyone’s eyes boring holes into me.

‘I’m still about ten minutes from his house.’

‘Listen carefully. Park at the side of the road and call him. Say you’re stuck in traffic. Tell him that someone else will be along shortly to pick him up. Don’t stay on the phone and don’t invite any questions. I don’t want the guy getting suspicious. Got it?’

‘What’s going on, Ben?’

‘Henrique is dirty. We have to keep him away from here and occupied at all costs.’

‘But Zeze thinks he’s making the ransom drop.’

‘I know.’

I terminated the call and paced back into the living room, Lara trailing in my wake. Humberto was nervously tapping his foot up and down like he had a tic. Of the three, Jorge seemed the calmest and most at ease. I made a note to speak privately to Humberto about his anxiety. He was on the heart drug Zonor, a mild medication that he took once a day. Kidnaps are one of the most stressful experiences a person can go through – perhaps more true for the relatives than it is for the hostage.

First though,  I  had  to  figure out  a  way to  control  the exchange. The answer was staring me in the face. Problem was, I didn’t want to acknowledge it. You see, there are two golden rules that a negotiator should never, ever break. One, you don’t use guns. Two, you don’t do the exchange yourself.

I was about to break one of the two rules I swore I’d never break.

‘Do me a favour,’ I said to Humberto.

‘What’s that?’

‘Get me Henrique’s work uniform.’

At 6.31 p.m., Luis’s  BlackBerry sparked into life. He hit the green key while I stood close next to him to listen in. We were in Diego’s study, which afforded us some peace and quiet away from the nervous energy unsettling the rest of the family.

Zeze said, ‘Tell me what I want to hear.’

‘The money is ready. Henrique is going to make the drop.’

‘Let me speak to him.’

‘He’s on his way.’

Zeze seemed to accept this excuse without complaint. ‘What car will he be driving?’

‘A blue Honda Accord,’ Luis said.

‘And the cell phone?’

‘We have it.’

‘Give me the number.’

Luis cradled the BlackBerry on his shoulder as he frantically wrestled with the packaging on the burner. A burner is a prepaid mobile phone and SIM card used to make one or two calls before being thrown away and thus impossible to track. For that reason they’re popular with drug dealers.

I scribbled Luis a note.

Slow down and keep breathing, it read.

Switching on the phone, Luis located the number and recited it down the phone to Zeze. The kidnapper asked him to repeat it. ‘Good,’  Zeze said. ‘Tell  Henr ique to head north  on  the motorway. I will be in touch.’

The call ended.

There was no time to lose.

Dressed in a black suit and pristine white shirt and black tie, I threw the two bin bags loaded with the ransom money on the front passenger seat of the Accord and set off north out of the city, leaving Jorge with instructions to pick up Henrique and make sure he didn’t use his mobile phone. Luis was to be on standby beside his BlackBerry at all times. I would contact him immediately if anything seemed wrong, using my iPhone, which I would also be carrying. Lara was to keep a watchful eye on her father-in-law Humberto  and do everything in her power to manage his stress levels.

As I neared the motorway the burner belted out a cheap tune. I answered on the second ring. Zeze spoke first. His voice was wavering. The tension was getting to him. Me too.

‘Are you heading north?’

‘Sim. Yes,’ I said.

‘Make a U-turn and head south.’

I eased my foot down on to the brake pedal and U-turned in the middle of the street. Zeze had planned this well because there was  plenty of room  to  turn  around. A catcall of car horns shrieked inside my ears. Irate drivers were the least of my problems. I was about to make the exchange with the kidnapper I’d been manipulating for the past week. And to make matters worse, I was impersonating  someone who was part of the plot.

‘Are you driving south now?’ he asked.

I grunted, ‘Sim.’

‘Head south until you join the Avenue of the Americas,’ Zeze replied. ‘Take the road west. Once you are past Sepetiba Bay you will see a sign indicating the route to Itaguai. Take the road all the way to Itaguai. When you enter the city head towards the Engenho neighbourhood. There is a footbridge. Park underneath it.’

I drove a steady fifty towards Itaguai, following Zeze’s instructions to the letter. My hands gripped the wheel tight, like I was dangling over a precipice. I felt sweat leaking out of the palms of my hands and making the plastic wheel sticky. Sweat trickled down my spine. I’ve been doing hostage negotiations for the better part of twenty years, but nothing in the manual had prepared me for what I was about to do.

I hit Itaguai thirty-six minutes later and arrowed west towards Engenho. It was  a gr imy neighbourhood  with all the usual hallmarks of civic neglect. Crumbling brick façades, gloomy warehouses and barren streets. The only nice building in sight was the local church. After several minutes navigating my way through the streets I spotted the footbridge. No  sooner had I brought the Accord to a halt than Zeze was calling. He was obviously watching me. That’s what I would do. He had spotters at key points along my route, ensuring that I followed his every command and that I was alone.

‘Okay,’ I said, glancing down the street in my rear-view mirror.

‘Get out of the car. Take the bags and cross over the footbridge. When  you reach the other side you will see a man dressed in a red, black and white Botafogo football club hoodie. Do not look at or speak to him. Drop the bags at his feet and immediately return to your car. Do not look back. Understood?’

Again I grunted, ‘Sim.’

I grabbed a bin bag with each hand and hurried up the footbridge. My heart was beating so hard I could feel it moving my sweaty shirt. Blood was rushing inside my ears. I was walking into the unknown. The guy in the Botafogo hoodie was visible on the far side of the footbridge. He was facing east, his profile side-on to me. He was dressed in black jeans and the red, black and white hoodie with the hood up. He pretended not to notice me.

What the hell are you doing, Ben?

At ten metres’ distance the guy angled his body towards me and put his hands behind his back. He’s got a gun, a voice inside me said. He’s taking out his gun. He’s going to grab the bags and pop one right between your eyes.

Five metres away and my legs were numb. Like someone had injected them with Novocaine.

Then  I was two metres away, then one. I dumped the bin bags by his shoes. I noticed he was wearing scuffed Nike trainers. The white material had dirtied to a kind of arsenic grey. The man gave the bags a gentle tap with his left foot, as if testing their weight. I did a one-eighty and slowly paced back along the footbridge towards the Accord. My heart wasn’t in my mouth. It was on the floor. With every footstep I waited for the gunshot.

It never came.

I slumped in the Accord and fumbled to put the key in the ignition. The hole suddenly seemed like the eye of a needle and the key the size of a log. I was exhausted. Every muscle in my body seemed to be coiled up with tension, but I felt weak. Collecting my thoughts, and after taking a deep breath, I fired up the Accord and took the return route towards Rio  de Janeiro. Two minutes after I exited Itaguai, Zeze hit me on the burner.

‘Throw the phone into the field.’

Those were the last words I heard Zeze speak.

At a random point on the toll road east I rolled down my window, removed the SIM card from the burner and chucked the phone over a wire fence into farmland. Then I fished out my iPhone and called Luis on the Feola household landline, just in case Zeze tried to reach Luis on the BlackBerry.

‘It’s done,’ I said.

‘My father wants to know, what happens now?’

‘We wait,’ I said.

Forty minutes later I arrived at the mansion. Lara, Luis and Humberto were in the living room. No one made eye contact. No one said a word. Everyone stood and stared at the BlackBerry lying on the glass coffee table, as if willing it to flash up with the call. I called Jorge from my iPhone.  He  was  still escorting Henrique around town on a wild goose chase.

Two hours later and still no word from Diego.

‘He’s not calling,’ Humberto panicked. He fell short of breath and lifted a hand to his chest. ‘He’s not coming home. They’ve killed him.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Kidnapping is a transaction. They got what they wanted.’

‘Then why’s he taking so long to call?’

‘Maybe he’s been taken to a hospital,’ I said. That gave Lara an idea. She rang a special helpline that cross-checks every hospital and Red  Cross clinic in the city for admissions. Using a fake name, she put in a request for Diego Feola. The search came up empty-handed.

Three hours since the drop. Humberto was picking at the calluses on his hands. ‘Maybe they want more money.’

‘I doubt it. That doesn’t tie in with the final demand and the instructions to deliver the cash.’

One of my special skills is to make kidnappers feel like they have squeezed every red cent out of the victim’s family. If they believed there was no more money on the table, there would be little point in making another ransom demand as Humberto was suggesting.

And then, at 10.49 p.m., the phone rang.

Luis scrambled for it.

‘I’m on Copacabana, brother, all the way on the right end,’ the voice said. ‘I’m free.’

Twenty minutes later, Diego was reunited with his family. He had been blindfolded and handcuffed and taken from his cell into the back of a van that had dumped him on a side street in downtown Rio. He looked dishevelled, had a beard and sported a couple of bruises on his jaw and upper arms, but nothing serious.

As Luis, Humberto  and Lara lined up to embrace Diego, I quietly slipped away and returned to the Hilton. I doubt the family even knew I’d gone. That’s how it is for negotiators. We’re there to reunite families torn apart by criminal gangs. And we’ll do whatever it takes to bring the hostage back home safe.

Even if it means having to impersonate a chauffeur.


Abduction – Captivity – Proof of Life – Negotiation – Ransom Drop – Release

Part Two

 

THE BUSINESS

‘If you only have a hammer in your toolbox, every problem is a nail.’

Lt Larry Bridge, Ph.D. Commander (Ret.) NYPD Hostage Team


2

RUBBER CHICKEN

Police officers and soldiers carry guns to a hostage scene.

I carry a rubber chicken.

Several years ago I was invited by Scotland Yard to evaluate the national hostage negotiators’ course held at the Peel Centre in Hendon. The course is closely modelled 
on the NYPD original. The guys at Scotland Yard decided that I was qualified to 
observe and provide feedback on the Peel course because of the high regard that 
they had for the NYPD course, which I had completed and helped design.

On each of the four training programmes held each year, at least one student will be a currently serving SAS 
officer or soldier. This helps to facilitate liaison between the law-enforcement and military teams during a hostage crisis. The SAS need to be aware of how the negotiators operate so they can integrate their activities with those of the police, and vice versa. To carry out an effective and peaceful operation, you need your hostage negotiators and armed response units – the hats and bats guys – singing from the same hymn sheet.

On my evaluation I was introduced to an SAS student on the course. He had shoulders shaped like arrow bows and hard as bags of nails. His name was Danny. He was a Geordie, a fitness fanatic – and one of the best negotiators I’d ever seen. Even though he used to joke that the negotiator’s only job was to manoeuvre the perp 
in front of the window so a sniper could take him out, this guy absolutely got 
it. He understood the techniques and the mentality required of an expert negotiator. If I’m ever unfortunate enough to be taken hostage, Danny is the guy I’d want at the other end of the phone talking to the kidnappers.

I couldn’t help but notice that during breaks and lunch periods, Danny  produced  a delicate porcelain teacup from his rucksack. Everyone else would  be  lining up  at  the  coffee machine and filling up white styrofoam cups, while Danny would pour his into this dinky, feminine little teacup with pink and blue flowers painted around the sides.

‘Why do you use that cup?’ I asked him during a break.

‘Because it pisses people off,’ Danny replied.

‘You carry that on operations too?’

‘Don’t leave home without it, mate.’

‘You’ve gotta be kidding me!’

Whatever hellhole part of the world Danny inserted into, the teacup went with him. He’d be in the most uncivilised, backward part of the world, drenched in rain, covered in mud and filth, shitting into a plastic bag while manning an observation post for weeks at a time, and he’d be drinking his brew from the daintiest, most beautiful porcelain teacup you’d ever seen. The thing looked miniature and ridiculously fragile in his enormous granite hands. I was fascinated  by this teacup and what it meant: why would someone take such a thing into hellhole combat zones?

The answer  is that it allowed Danny to project a sense of complete mastery of his world to everyone else around him. You’ve got to be somebody to be able to cart this teacup safely round the globe and use it on a battlefield. It brings order to a situation that is, by definition, chaotic.

Danny then told me a story about a buddy in the same troop as  him. Name of Tyrone. This guy had a habit of stashing a comic rubber chicken in the webbing that overlaid his combat gear. I was mystified as to why the guy would carry a rubber chicken into combat. For the same reason, I asked, that Danny packed his teacup when he shipped out to whatever catastrophe needed fixing? Not quite, Danny replied.

‘Whenever things get a little dramatic, Ty looks at his webbing and thinks, It can’t be that bad, I have a rubber chicken.’

This is a stroke of genius.

On the corner of the street I live on in London there’s a magic store. That same day I popped inside and bought myself a rubber chicken. Ever since, that rubber chicken has been with me on every single hostage negotiation and kidnapping case I’ve worked on. I don’t carry it out of luck or superstition – I don’t believe in luck. It’s more a reminder for those stressful moments when you’ve got the blinkers on, you’re in tunnel-vision mode and focusing on how badly things are going with the case, the hostage is going to die and it’s going to be your fault and your life and everyone else’s will be ruined . . . in those dire moments, I look at my chicken and think to myself, You know what? Things can’t be that bad. I’ve got a rubber chicken. It’s a small thing, but it helps me get back to reality and appreciate the absurdity of the situation.

The atmosphere inside a negotiator’s cell can get incredibly tense. Sometimes it feels like everything is tight: the air you’re breathing, the chair you’re sitting on, the faces  of the people around you. Athletes who feel this way usually fail to perform when it comes to the big stage. Tension affects negotiators in a similar way. We can freeze up in our thinking. But like a great joke or a good night’s sleep, the chicken helps to keep me loose. When the kidnappers are giving you hell and the client is giving you hell, when you’re going back each night to an empty, lonely hotel room and you can’t sleep because you’re worried about the case, when you wake up the next day having barely slept a wink and the world seems darker because you’re sleep-deprived – that naked, comedy chicken loosens me up every time.

It’s also got an added benefit of coming in handy at checkpoints. It’s never failed to get me through. As a negotiator I’ve had to  cross over  from Israel to  Gaza or  Ramallah in  the Occupied Territories a million times. Getting into the Territories isn’t easy. Making the return trip to Israel is even more fraught. But IDF soldiers at the checkpoints always laugh when they find the chicken in my pack. It lightens the mood.

I’ve yet to meet a border guard who doesn’t laugh at the sight of the rubber chicken. There  are bombs that can bust open bunkers and assault rifles capable of firing a thousand rounds per minute. But no weapon on earth opens as many doors, and helps smooth the way as much as a rubber chicken.

It’s my totem. Indians have warrior feathers.

I have my chicken.

I became a hostage negotiator because I’m six-foot-five.

When  I was  an undergraduate and finally decided that I wanted to be a psychologist, a friend of mine said to me, ‘Why don’t you go to the psychology unit at the local hospital? They’ll give you a job. It’ll be a good opportunity to see if you like this psychology business.’

So I went, and to my surprise, they gave me the job on the spot.

It was only afterwards that I understood why they had given me the job so readily. The staff needed somebody to restrain the patients when they started throwing chairs and tables around the unit. Having someone as tall as a basketball player helped. The PA system would flare up with an alert, ‘Doctor Strong to the ACCEPT Unit, Doctor Strong to the ACCEPT Unit.’ Doctor Strong was the codename for me. I’d hear the alert, break into a run and jump on the patient.

Pretty fast I discovered that I liked the work. I didn’t like the violence particularly, but the adrenalin of the situation gave me a real kick. It was like being a fireman: when the alarm rings, you run.

But it was more than that. There were times when it seemed like I had a pipeline straight into the patients’ heads. After a while, I realised that I could get them to do what I wanted them to do just by talking to them. I didn’t have to physically restrain them.

I guess I had a special talent for de-escalating crises. I was even better at making things go my way. I’d say you can’t call yourself a hostage negotiator unless you have both these skills.

Hostage negotiation has been a part of my life in one way or another for more than twenty years. But my interest really began when I was a kid. While other boys dreamed of being a cop or a soldier or an astronaut, I wanted to be the guy talking people out of killing everybody on a commercial airliner.

In 1976 my family moved to Venezuela. My father was working for the International Monetary Fund at the time and had been transferred there for a long-term assignment, so he took us with him. Moving from New York to Caracas was something of a culture shock. At the time, Venezuela was enjoying a massive boom as a result of its oil deposits and the government had initiated a vast modernisation plan. The city was a mismatch of old Spanish colonial buildings alongside modern skyscrapers, huddled together in a yawning valley that stood three thousand feet above sea level, surrounded by the slopes of the Avila National Park on one side and a bunch of rundown settlements on the other.

Caracas might have had postcard sunsets, but scratch beneath the surface and you’d find lots of darkness. And it didn’t take a whole lot of scratching. At about the same time we moved there, Ilich Ramirez Sanchez, now better known as Carlos the Jackal,  was  coming to inter national attention. I was  only a school kid, but I followed all the reports of Carlos’s terrorist activities. He became a figure of huge interest to me. The fact that he was  a Venezuelan citizen by birth who’d studied in Caracas only made me even more curious about him. Like me, Carlos had a link to Cuba – he’d trained in Havana, and I had relatives from the island. But our similarities ended there. Carlos had gone on to join the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), best known for pioneering notorious airline hijackings by terrorists, and taken part in several terrorist attacks against Western and Israeli figures. Only months before, after several bungled bombing  operations, he  had  achieved the notoriety he craved by carrying out a raid on the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) headquarters in Vienna, in which three people were killed and seventy taken hostage.

I read with fascination  about the negotiations between the Austrian government and Carlos. How he had said that he would execute a hostage every fifteen minutes unless they agreed to read a communiqué about the Palestinian cause on local radio and TV stations at two-hour intervals. While I was still at school, Carlos remained on the lam.

It was at about this point that a hostage crisis unfolded even closer to home.

There was a kid in the American school I went to by the name of Niehaus. His father, William Frank Niehaus, was the president of the glassmaker Owens-Illinois, which was at the time – and in 2011 still is – one of the largest companies operating in South America. I was  sitting on  the school bus one morning and happened to spot this Niehaus kid on the seat to my left. It was a blisteringly hot morning, the kind of heat that makes you feel like you’ve got hot towels pressed against your skin. The bus was packed full of the usual crowd: boys horsing around, girls gossiping and screaming, everyone making a racket. Except Niehaus. He was sitting alone in what appeared to me an almost visible bubble of sad quiet. It isolated and separated him from us, as if he were stranded on an island of silence amid an ocean of screaming children. His shoulders were slumped and his head hung down. He rarely looked up. But when he did you could see that his face looked tired and worn, incongruous in a sixteen-year-old kid. Now, the other kids will often taunt a kid acting like that. But on this morning everyone left him alone. No one bothered him.

I turned to a friend of mine named Gary.

‘What’s this kid’s problem?’ I asked, nodding at Niehaus.

Gary shot me a wide-eyed look.

‘Haven’t you heard?’ he said. ‘His dad got kidnapped.’

I did a double take. ‘Kidnapped? You’re joking, right?’

Gary shook his head. ‘It’s on TV.’

Six Marxist guerrillas had stormed the home  of William Niehaus and bound and gagged his wife, daughter and maid in the drawing room. His wife managed to escape a short while later, but Niehaus himself was not so fortunate. The kidnappers injected him with a sedative and carted him off to their remote jungle base. As with many kidnappings that took place at the time, the motive wasn’t financial, but designed to get the group international exposure and oust the incumbent Venezuelan government. They also made populist demands, stating that OwensIllinois should raise the salaries of all their workers, distribute food packages to the poor and publish the kidnappers’ lengthy denunciation of Owens-Illinois and the Venezuelan government, in the national and foreign press.

The  kidnappers knew they had little or no chance of persuading the government to agree to its demands. But they were trying to curry favour with Venezuela’s poor, casting themselves as the heroes of the downtrodden. Venezuela’s very own Robin Hood and his merry men. Problem was, nobody on the street was buying it.

The episode with the Niehaus kid, and the actions of Carlos the Jackal, planted a seed in my mind. Maybe some kids thought Carlos was cool because he was this mysterious international terrorist in shades and people called him the Jackal in hushed tones. But I had a different opinion on the whole thing. To me, it just seemed that what Carlos was doing was fundamentally stupid.

His actions were never going to achieve his aims. These were not the actions of someone who really cared about other people, but rather those of someone who wanted the spotlight on himself. What I would later call my ‘clinical antennae’ had jumped to attention. Even though I didn’t know the psychological terms then, Carlos was justifying his behaviour in terms that Joseph Conrad described  as ‘personal impulses disguised into creeds’.

Later, as a professional negotiator, I came to call people like Carlos ‘a pathology in search of a cause’.

In other words, Carlos used Marxism  as a vehicle to satisfy his own personal agenda. He was  a narcissistic  personality who believed that he was somehow special and superior to ordinary people like you and me. Because he was superior, he felt entitled to special treatment and privileges. Rules are for other people, so he wasn’t bound by them. It was very important that he received recognition, praise and admiration, and equally so that others had no right to criticise him. He acted according to the fixed and rigid belief that ‘if others don’t respect my status, they should be punished because no one’s  needs and desires should interfere with my own’.

I thought to myself, This isn’t right. There’s something wrong with this guy, and he shouldn’t be allowed to get away with this stuff. And while the media focused on the persona of Carlos, I had witnessed myself the traumatic effect their actions had on innocent lives. Niehaus junior had done nothing wrong; the same goes for his father. Yet they had found themselves inextricably caught up in the malignant, twisted pathology of terrorists and kidnappers.

The consequences of the Niehaus kidnapping would have a direct influence on my future career. William Frank Niehaus was held hostage for more than three years. He was chained to a tree and lost sixty pounds during his captivity. He was freed after a shootout between the Venezuelan military and the guerrillas. But as  a result of the capture of such a high-profile Western figure, a lot of major companies began to build kidnap-forransom (K&R) insurance into the contracts of their executives. K&R would subsequently become standard for anyone deemed to be under threat of kidnap. In a strange way, my personal experiences of kidnapping and the  industry itself grew up together.

In the early 1980s my family’s Venezuelan adventure came to an end and we returned north to the US. My parents sent me to a private boarding school in a sleepy New England town, one of the many preppy-type institutions that had been established along the English public-school model, with class forms and everything. When each student graduated they were given a book. The choice of book was supposed to say something about who you were. On  my graduation I was given a book entitled A Dictionary  of Euphemisms   and Other Doubletalk  by a guy called Hugh Rawson. I’ve always been verbally adept. When I was in sixth grade I had a twelfth-grade reading level. I was a bright kid, but more importantly I had the ability to make a compelling case and argue like a lawyer could. So by giving me this book, my teachers were basically saying, ‘You should be thinking about a career in language.’

I took the book, read it in a couple of days, placed it on my bookshelf and forgot all about it. At college, I started off studying political science, but when it became clear it wasn’t going to answer my questions about why people did things, I switched to psychology.

In the late nineties I met my future wife, Emily. She was from London and in terms of family background she couldn’t be more different than me. I was brought up in New York in a Latino household. She was the wealthy European type with rich relatives sprinkled all over the continent. I was six-five. She had short hair and a spiky attitude and I guess she was a little different from the type of women I’d dated up to that point. She had a certain exotic quality that found expression in her alluring eyes, her charming, sophisticated English accent and the way she argued her point fiercely on any number of issues. In my naive American eyes, she was a world apart from your average American woman. After one date I was hooked. In the end I decided to move to London to live with Emily, reasoning that I could also balance life in a new city and country with the completion of my graduate school studies back in the US.

I had been studying psychology in one way or another for the best part of a decade. By now the years of research and seeing patients had convinced me of one thing: I did not want to spend the rest of my life as a conventional psychologist. However, I was damned if I was going to abandon my doctorate. I decided that I would complete my doctorate, get my ticket punched, and then do my own thing. The alternative – listening to the marital woes of middle-aged housewives – seemed too awful to contemplate. There has to be something else out there, I said to myself.

I was having dinner with Emily and her friends one night at a restaurant in Mayfair when my life changed for ever.

At the time I was  working in what’s  called a ‘locked’ or ‘secure’ unit at a famous psychiatric hospital. These are wards where literally the entrance doors are locked, controlling who enters and who leaves. There are pros and cons to the locked psych unit that are too numerous to get into here – but the bottom line is that there are people who need to be locked up. Trust me. Whichever way you look at it, locked units are among the most violent and difficult places a psychologist can operate.

The unit I worked at was one of the first of its kind in the UK.  With  typical British understatement it was  called the Challenging Behaviour Unit. Inside were rapists, arsonists and murderers. I guess it’s safe to say those are some pretty challenging behaviours.

I thrived on the work and loved trying to understand the patients’ violent behaviours. I was intrigued by violence. Its forms, its applications. But the pay was terrible and I was of a mind to jack it in. If I have to spend all day dealing with unpleasant, crazy people, I thought, then I should get a job in business. At least I’d be better paid.

At dinner the truffled chicken breast and cabernet merlot helped take my mind off things. I happened to be sitting next to a guy named Simon. He mentioned to me that he worked for an insurance company in the City. As soon as the words tumbled out of his mouth I began to switch off, thinking that this guy was another banker and therefore boring as hell. Except Simon had an interesting life story.

‘So old boy, I hear you’re looking to get out of the psychology gig,’ Simon said.

‘Yeah,’ I replied, sipping the merlot. ‘I’m not gonna be a shrink. No way.’

‘Any idea what kind of work you want to do?’

I shrugged and gestured to the waiter for a refill. ‘Maybe in business, something like that.’

Simon’s eyes narrowed. ‘You speak Spanish, right?’

‘Sure. My mother was Cuban and my father’s American. I grew up in a bilingual household.’

‘Well, you really ought to talk to these guys I know.’

Simon told me about a security firm called Forefront Security International (FSI). I had never heard of them before, but it turns out that they were a very big deal.

The K&R insurance industry was created when a guy from an insurance background, who I’ll call Brian, was drinking in a bar in Colombia in the mid-seventies with a friend I’ll call Paul, who came from a military background. At the time Paul was working as  a professional kidnap negotiator. Over drinks in the bar in Bogota, they suddenly hit upon a genius idea: why don’t we sell insurance against kidnap? Brian would sell the insurance and Paul would manage the cases.
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