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Money is a
singular thing. It ranks with love as man's greatest source of joy.
And with death as his greatest source of anxiety. Over all history
it has oppressed nearly all people in one of two ways: either it
has been abundant and very unreliable, or reliable and very
scarce.

 


John Kenneth
Galbraith

 


 



PROLOGUE

 


 


 


Islands,
whether they are separated from the world at large by seas,
mountains or deserts, have never ceased to impose their
geographical limits on those who live on them. Those, whose
aspirations exceed the limits imposed by their islands, have always
been pushed to fulfil their dreams and hopes in lands beyond their
shores.

This is a story
that tells of the ambitions of men, both great and small, seeking
to realise their brief dreams by whatever means fortune had given
them.

In the year
2000, economic forces, driven by a market frenzy caused by the
explosion of the Internet and information technologies, created
phenomenal gains in virtual money. At the same time inconceivably
sums of money derived from crime and drugs were generated by
criminal organisations, and then processed and legalised through
the world’s banking and financial institutions.

For those who
controlled that vast flood of money, virtual reality was never so
real, close to dreams of empires and palaces on far away beaches,
where the winners could profit from their gains, virtual or real,
but in any case ephemeral.

 


 



Chapter 1

 


HABANA

 


Cuba, 18 April
2000

 


 


Depending on how you looked at it, it may or may not
have been a good augur. For John Ennis it was nothing more than an
amusing anecdote that the baggage porter told to each new arrival.
Their rooms were located on the sixth floor, the whole of which
they were told had been rented year round by Al Capone at the
height of his infamous career. Capone had been just one of the many
figures of organised crime of his epoch who had been drawn to Cuba
by the lawlessness that then reigned.

That period was
known as Cuba’s age of decadence. It was presided by Fulgencia
Batista who until his election in 1940, as President of Cuba, had
been a major figure in Cuban politics behind a series of puppet
presidents. He stepped down four years later and after a period in
Florida he returned to Cuba, where he was elected again as
president in 1952 and 54, presiding over a brutally oppressive
regime. After provoking the Castro revolt, Batista fled the country
to the Dominican Republic the 31 December 1958. The following day
Castro took over Cuba.

Mobsters such
as ‘Lucky’ Luciano and his partner the Jewish godfather, Meyer
Lansky were also amongst the Mafiosi who had controlled hotels and
casinos in Havana, and what was to become the modern tourist resort
of Varedero.

Batista and
Lansky were said to have been so close that they were almost like
brothers. In 1953 Batista appointed Lansky as his personal advisor
on gambling reform, who then proceeded to transform Havana into a
tropical Las Vegas.

The reign of
corruption, gambling and prostitution ended with the flight of
Batista and the arrival of the young revolutionary Fidel Castro.
Castro installed forty years of fruitless revolution that bled dry
a country that was already in a calamitous situation.

At the end of
the millennium, impoverished and in a state of advanced decay, Cuba
was ready for the next infernal swing of fortune’s pendulum. From
the nearby mainland and islands, patiently watching and salivating,
a new deadlier version of organised crime prepared itself for the
feast, aided and abetted by the international banking system
equipped with the most modern technology and condoned by serious
government.

 


The Hotel
Sevilla was a splendid edifice built in 1908, near the historical
centre of Old Havana, just off the Prado. John Ennis browsed
through the hotel brochure as he sat on the toilet; it described
the recently renovated hotel in grand style. He had to agree, both
from the external appearance and that of the spacious lobby and
reception areas with their elegant Spanish colonial style
furnishings, and where the fine classic blue and yellow ceramic
floor tiles brilliantly reflected the light of the chandeliers. It
was certainly grand, although his initial experiences with the
plumbing seemed to indicate that it was not only the architecture
that was turn of the century Moorish style.

Their Air
France flight from Paris, Orly, had been uneventful. On arrival
they had been met by a smiling Havanatour representative, who had
them transferred efficiently to their hotel in a modern
air-conditioned taxi.

He and Paul
Carvin were a team of no-longer very young freelance journalists,
who, with nothing better on hand had accepted the reportage from
the Banque de Credit National, a leading Parisian bank, for its
quarterly magazine. John Ennis handled the journalistic content and
Paul Carvin the photography. They had worked as a team for more
years than they cared to remember, scrambling from one story to
another with a light to cynical vein to their reports, which had
won them a modest reputation.

They were
delighted, two weeks all paid in advance in the Caribbean sun,
after a bitterly cold Parisian winter and a miserably damp start to
the spring, it could not have been more welcome. Business had not
been exactly booming since the end of the Kosovo crisis and the
Indonesian elections. They had no desire to get involved in
Chechnya - much too dangerous. They preferred good hotels and bars,
and specialised in crisis development or redevelopment after the
crisis. The shooting part was for heroes and they had no desire to
be the subject of a first page tribute to a bloody and quickly
forgotten end.

They had two
objectives in Cuba, first and most important, as it paid the bills,
was a glossy reportage for the bank’s magazine, the BCN Quarterly
Review, published for its well heeled gold and platinum credit card
holders, seeking adventure in the comfort of five star hotels,
cocktails and cigars. Then, secondly, there was the somewhat remote
possibility of a pre-crisis story on the imminent downfall of the
Castrist Revolution.

A couple of
days collecting information from the Agence France Press and
Reuters databases in Paris had given them a good starting point.
They had heard all the usual stories of an exotic Cuba that had
become a fashionable destination not only for tourists, but also
writers and political observers as the end of Castro’s reign
inevitably approached. Fashionable it was. Its music, cocktails,
cigars, sunshine and easy sex. What was behind all that? What had
become of the revolution and its heroes? Was there something
brooding behind the Wim Wenders smiling images of indestructible
old men, improvising their wonderful Afro-Cuban rhythms in the
smooth style of the Buena Vista Social Club? That would really be
of interest to the national and international press. Maybe there
was a good story to be told!

 


Of course the
Cuban community of Miami, the gusanos or worms as Castro called
them, was informed daily of every event of political or economic
consequence that occurred back home in Cuba, the smallest or even
most secret piece of information filtered out, in spite of the fact
that practically all overseas contacts and communications had been
virtually impossible for ordinary Cubans.

Regular and
detailed information on the political situation reached Miami via
the privileged overseas Cubans, who travelled without restriction
regularly to and from the island, or, from the tragic boat-people
known as balseros, defectors from the revolutionaries paradise, who
came from every level of Cuban society, groups of individuals and
families, risking their lives in make-shift boats and rafts trying
to reach the promised land of the mighty dollar.

 


Paul was French
and liked to add the qualification ‘Pied-noir’. His family had been
French immigrants or colonists who after generations in Algeria had
been forced to quit after that country’s independence, first to
Morocco and then finally back to France, a country he new little
about when he arrived at the age of eleven years. He spoke not only
French, but also fluent Spanish, which had been one of the imported
languages of Europe’s North African colonies.

John Ennis, a
journalist, had long accepted Paris as his base from where he led a
nomadic life, the bane of his profession. He was a Dubliner who had
learnt to appreciate France and call it his home.

Although both
men were professionals with long careers behind them, travelling to
almost every corner of the world where news was in the making, they
had never made the kind of noteworthy scoop required to bring them
into the big league of star reporters. They were part of the
innumerable faceless men and women who made their precarious living
filling the pages of the myriads of newspapers and magazine that
lined the shelves of new-stands in shops, stations and airports
around the world.

In short,
except for a miracle - which was not about to happen - they were
not candidates for a Pulitzer, or any other prize for that matter.
Life had become for them an endless search for new experiences, new
horizons, and an incessant paper chase, which no longer had any
real sense, another country, another hotel, another bar, and
another story.

Before leaving
Paris, they had set out a rough plan for their trip, which
consisted of visiting typical tourist sites and resorts,
restaurants and bars, not forgetting sampling the country’s
celebrated cigars or listening to its music.

As Ennis
showered, he remembered the rocambolesque adventures of Jim
Wormold, the vacuum cleaner salesman in Graham Green’s ‘Our Man in
Havana’. The story had started in the very same hotel, named the
Biltmore-Seville, where Wormold met the spy Hawthorne in room 501.
Cuba had been the inspiration of more than one strange story, both
in the past and the present.

The water
temperature was uneven and as he attempted to adjust it, struggling
with the worn mixer, he heard phone ringing.

Fuck! he
thought, it’s Paul, who was in the next room, 619. He’s probably
got his fuckin camera in his hand and ready to go.


“Oiga!”

“Amigo, you’re
ready!”

“I’ve just got
in the putain shower!”

Paul laughed.
“Bon, in two minutes, I’ll knock at your door.”

Paul never
missed the least occasion to record on film for posterity an
unforgettable place or face. Photography was not just a job for
him, it was a passion, which came before almost all other things,
except as he insisted – friendship - and even that had to wait from
time to time.

They studied
the city map in the vast cool lobby, where they admired from a
distance the patio bar with its fountain, resisting the temptation
of a quick drink before leaving the hotel. Once out of the hotel
they turned right and following the map headed in the direction of
the cathedral.

In other
circumstances Paul Carvin could have been confused with a member of
an expedition, about to embark on a voyage of discovery, dressed in
khaki and wearing safari boots. The worn tunic, which fitted snugly
over his ample torso, was covered with pockets that bulged and
bristled with all the accessories of a photographer, it was a
uniform chosen to inform the casual observer that he was dealing
with a professional.

Having left the
hotel block, the two reporters were surprised by the crumbling
decay of what had been once elegant buildings, which at first
glance looked picturesque. In the streets, ancient, but gaily
painted American cars graciously glided past, rolling unevenly over
a maze of potholes, they were no less than wrecks, which by some
miracle were still in running order.

Smiling black
girls dressed in fluorescent Lycra shorts and body suits passed by,
their ample backsides swayed as they walked on ungainly platform
shoes. Most of the locals seemed to be particularly relaxed, some
tending to the repair of their cars, others lounging in their
doorways watching the world go by. They were much poorer, and
considerably less European than the two newly arrived visitors
would have expected.

It was 4
o’clock in the afternoon in Havana and in Europe 10 o’clock in the
evening.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Sonnen
Reisen

 


Frankfurt, 18
April 2000

 


At that same moment, John Ryan was checking into the
Sheraton Hotel at Frankfurt International Airport. He hauled a
regulation size carry-on bag on wheels. He paid cash in advance,
mumbling that he had misplaced his credit card. The stiff blonde
receptionist checked his passport and gave him a cold once over as
he signed the registration card. He shrugged and decided not to
waste his breath on any unlikely explanations. He knew only too
well that it was unusual for international travellers not to use
plastic in that class of hotel, but Frankfurt he reasoned was
accustomed to strange travellers. It would have been unwise to use
one of the several cards contained in an inside flap of his
wallet.

The next
morning he took breakfast early, checked out and headed across the
foot bridge into the passenger terminal. After a seemingly endless
series of check-in zones and shopping areas he found the desk he
was looking for.

‘Sonnen
Reisen’, Sun Travels, an airport travel agent specialised in cheap
last minute flights for tourists not particularly concerned about
their holiday destination. There was no crowd; the Easter holiday
rush was another few days away. He stood in line behind the only
two other travellers, a couple of young back-packers who were
discussing a flight to India with the sales girl. His eyes ran down
the list of destinations available that day, hand written in large
black letters with a marker pen on a white plastic notice
board.

Singapore…no,
that reminded him too much of the Barings scandal, Mike Leeson had
ended up with a three or four year trip to Changi Prison. New
York…not that either, the Yanks had put a lot of money into ‘Swap’.
Mexico…didn’t sound bad, he mused thinking of Mariachis, on second
thoughts he remembered having heard stories about it being
dangerous for tourists and foreigners.

Cuba…hmm, he
vaguely recalled being told that it had a certain run down charm
from Tony Arrowsmith back in Dublin, a business friend, more of an
acquaintance. He mentally rephrased ‘friend’ in the conditional, at
least he had been a friend. Arrowsmith was involved in the hotel
business in the Caribbean. Kavanagh recalled him talking of
beaches, cigars, rum and exotic women, but also and not least he
had mentioned it as being not far from those very useful offshore
banking havens.

“Cuba?” he said
aloud without thinking.

“Ya! It is
possible,” replied the sales girl with an encouraging smile, “One
thousand two hundred marks for the round trip - ten days, with two
nights and breakfast included in Santiago de Cuba.”

“Sounds good,”
he replied without consciously distinguishing the difference
between Havana and Santiago de Cuba. After all why not, he thought
to himself, it can’t be more than just a hop from there to meet
Martin Wender in person.

“You’ll need a
tourist card.”

“A tourist
card!” he replied snapping out of his reverie.

“Don’t worry,
you can get it on arrival, a few dollars will see to
everything.”

“What passport
do you have?”

“Irish.”

“No problem.
It’s a Lufthansa charter flight with Condor, leaving at 11.30 from
terminal B, check-in starts in half-an-hour. You’ll take it?”

“Okay,” he
nodded thinking it’s as good as anything I’ll find today.

She made out
the ticket and hotel voucher, then Kavanagh paid in cash and headed
towards terminal B to the check-in.

As he tried to
decipher the signs to his boarding gate, he suddenly had a
misgiving, remembering Arrowsmith’s link with Cuba. He was involved
in a tourist complex called the ‘Cayo’ something, near a place
called Holguin, or a name like that, financed by the BCN with
Castlemain, perhaps that could make a problem he thought. I’ll just
have to keep my wits about me, whatever happens I’d better avoid
that place, wherever it is - just in case.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


Siempre
Rebeldes

 


Cuba, 2000

 


Cuba was in a strange state of limbo. From appearances,
a casual observer could not be blamed for thinking that the country
looked as though it had just emerged from a ruinous period of war
and privation.

The enigmatic
revolutionary, El Lider Maximo, had brought his country to
economic collapse and disaster. He was no hero, just another
idealist who had backed the wrong horse. He was not the only one to
have believed in revolution, equality, communism and the Soviets
and he was not the only one to suffer its consequences.

He was born a
wealthy sugar plantation owner’s son. At first he became a lawyer
and then a revolutionary, overthrowing the corrupt, but typical
Latin American dictatorship of the fifties.

Fidel Castro
had not been a communist when he arrived in Havana in January 1959
as a young barbudo hot on the heels of the ousted Batista regime,
and perhaps he had never been a communist; that would remain a
question for future political analysts and historians. As events
developed in those early years, Castro had certainly imagined that
he could manipulate the Soviets against the Yankees. However,
Moscow saw Cuba at best as a symbol of revolutionary communist
fervour and in the worse case merely a Cold War pawn in their
struggle with the West.

In any case
Castro was drawn into the East-West confrontation where he had
little or no control of the events that were to result in the
Missile Crisis. He became the target of the Kennedy
administration’s wrath and that of successive presidents of the
USA. Castro was seen as the prime menace to the regimes dominated
by the United States in the war against communism in Central and
Latin America, where Castro’s lieutenant, the charismatic Che
Guevara, fomented trouble and idealistic revolutionary
struggle.

With the
development of ties to Moscow and the American embargo, Cuba became
totally reliant on the Soviet block for the export of its primary
product, sugar, as well as its imports of oil, industrial plant,
manufactured goods, services, technology and just about everything
else.

With the
collapse of communism the consequences for Cuba were in many ways
no different to that of the other Soviet satellites, but in certain
ways were worst as a result of the continued survival of El
Lider Maximo. There was no way Castro could be forgiven for the
lese majesty and the perceived treachery to the USA. Cuba had a
choice, either get rid of Castro or rot in its cane fields, before
any change of policy could come about.

The USA, it
seems, did not hold a permanent grudge against the Cuban people for
whom it offered asylum to those who braved the waves of the
Atlantic to reach Florida, across the 150 kilometres of sea that
separated Key West from the north coast of Cuba. The result was a
thriving community of six hundred thousand Cubans in the USA mainly
living in Southern Florida.

By 2000 Cuba
had become dependant on the yearly one billion dollars of
transmittals from its expatriates in Florida, twenty times as much
as it earned from the export of its celebrated cigars, the import
of which was forbidden in the USA.

Their other
industry was tourism, which counted on two million visitors for the
year 2000. The tourists were in preference parked in golden ghettos
with sun, sand and mojitos. Contacts between Cubans and tourists
were kept to a strict minimum.

It was a long
way from the revolutionary rhetoric of Che Guevara, who at the end
of the twentieth century had become a legend, on a par with John
Lennon - twenty dollar Tee shirt heroes. Whilst Fidel Castro,
sporting his beer belly, had become an ageing tyrant with
Parkinson’s or Alzheimer’s lurking in the background, ready to take
over at an opportune moment.

His succession
would be left to a struggle between second class socialist minded
politicians, doubtful Miami capitalists or the Mafiya, ready to
divide the carcass of the people’s revolution with the other
vultures that would be present at the meagre feast.

Che had the
good fortune to die a hero, he was still adored by Cubans and many
others, sacrificed at the symbolic age of 33 by Imperiums
Americana, worshipped as a people’s hero, a modern Christ.

Castro’s
greatest risk would be going the way of Ceausescu, if by chance a
wild spark carried by the wind inflamed the Cuban people, weary of
his oppressive regime and their continued privation.

 


 



Chapter
4

 


Santiago de
Cuba

 


Cuba, 18 April
2000

 


At first they gave the ‘Bodeguita del Medio’, a bar
famous for its celebrated literary and intellectual patrons such as
Hemingway, a cursory glance, it merited no more than that, now a
mere tourist trap according to the guide book. Then on second
thoughts curiosity got the better of them and they decided a quick
look and a Daiquiri would do no harm. Once installed in the bar
Paul could not resist the temptation of fixing the scene on film
with a couple of furtive camera shots.

An hour later
they arrived in the Plaza del Cathedral. It was still light but hot
and either the Daiquiris or the six hour time difference with Paris
were beginning to have its effect. They took a table on the terrace
of the nearest bar, which was situated on the corner of the square
and by all appearances another tourist trap, but the sound of music
had attracted them.

There was a
small group of musicians ensconced on a narrow podium in the corner
of the terrace; they were rendering their version of Compay
Segundo’s song ‘Chan Chan’, which for the two visitors just off the
plane had the effect of instantly transforming the tourist brochure
images into reality, as it had done for many others before
them.

Paul lifted his
hand and made a sign to the waiter and ordered “Dos mojitos!” in
his vaguely Castellian accent. He beamed when his order for the
popular cocktail was accepted without the slightest hesitation by
the waiter, who responded with a friendly smile. It was by no means
the first or last time that two pale faced Gallegos with cameras
would order mojitos. What was of more importance to the waiter was
the necessity to encourage a good tip in dollars from the freshly
arrived tourists.

The mojitos
arrived, cocktails of rum, in preference Havana Club, freshly
pressed lime juice, a spoon of sugar and a sprig of fresh mint
topped up by sparkling water in a tall glass. They quickly down the
drinks and ordered two more whilst listening to the music, which
only fuelled their ardour to further explore Old Habana before
dinner.

It was merely a
foretaste to them of what was to come, though it was not in a
tourist bar, however good, they would find the authentic Cuban
atmosphere of the legendary Trovas. They set off in the direction
of Plaza Vieja following an itinerary indicated in their guide
book. That would be enough to give them an idea of the attractions
of Old Havana before commencing some serious exploration the
following day.

 


Ryan
disembarked from the Condor flight and followed the crowd into the
terminal building. On the roof of the building the sign read
‘Aeropuerta de Santiago de Cuba’. He joined one of the lines, the
longest, which was forming before the passport control booths. A
little observation would be useful before he confronted the
official. At a first glance it looked rather similar to that he had
seen on a trip to Moscow.

He began to
vaguely understand that perhaps this was not Havana. He had been
seated next to an elderly German couple who spoke little or no
English, which had limited any exchange to polite smiles. After the
flight had left Frankfurt he had eaten the plastic meal and had
immediately fallen asleep, relieved after the built-up stress of
the previous forty eight hours.

As the line
slowly advanced, he tried to observe the procedure at the booths
from where he stood without being too obviously curious. After ten
or fifteen minutes he had almost reached the yellow line. A young
couple was having difficulties. A disembodied hand appeared from
the window of the passport control booth indicating to them they
should return to the line.

They were
smiling and shrugging their shoulders, signifying to those next in
line to proceed to the passport control. They offered a slightly
worried explanation to the others waiting in line.

Ryan strained
to listen. They spoke in German and his German was almost zero. He
got the words in English ‘tourist card’. A feeling of anxiety
started to manifest itself inside of him, he hoped the girl at
Sonnen Reisen had had her facts right.

What would
happen if he was put on the return flight? He tightened his grip on
the handle of his carry-on bag which reminded him of another
problem.

When a
uniformed official appeared a few moments later and took the
passports of the young couple, he spoke to them softly in an
accented but clear English.

“You have no
tourist card! Please follow me to the office, it will cost you
fifty dollars each!”

Ryan sighed
with relief. A question of dollars, he could soon fix that.

Twenty minutes
later he emerged from the same office, his passport with the
tourist card inside, firmly clasped in his hand. He headed past the
baggage delivery point towards the exit where he anticipated the
customs inspection. There was nothing, no customs control - nothing
- to his very great relief.

The automatic
doors slide open and he stepped into the sunshine where he was
surprised by a welcome committee in the form of a line of exotic
girls, dressed in feathers and high cut sequined body suits showing
off some of the longest legs he had ever seen, flashing their
toothy smiles at the new arrivals. One of them handed him a
brochure and he joined the other somewhat bewildered tourists who
were being dispatched to their different hotels.

He felt a new
chapter opening as he stepped into the minibus destination the
Hotel Casa Grande.

 


The airport was
not far from the city and as they entered the built up area he was
surprised by the scene that unrolled before his eyes, it resembled
that of a 1950 Humphrey Bogart film. The few cars that he saw were
mostly old American models from the very same period.

The houses and
buildings were seriously dilapidated Spanish-Mexican style. The
people had a South American look with which he was vaguely familiar
from TV news reports and films, though many of them seemed to be a
lot darker skinned.

The people they
passed on the streets seemed to be poor though they did not look
miserable or unhappy. Their clothing was correct and clean. There
seemed to be a lot of older people. He noted that the streets and
pavements were remarkably clean.

The hotel was a
turn of the century edifice recently renovated and operated by a
French chain. At the top of the steps that led up to the lobby he
saw a large terrace bar, overlooking a square, where people were
seated enjoying drinks amongst potted palms.

On arriving in
his room on the third floor, he opened the window overlooking the
leafy gardens of the square, the heart of the colonial city. He
checked the map in the tourist magazine he had found on the coffee
table identifying the square as Cespedes Park, renamed Plaza de la
Revoluccion, to the left was the Catedral de Santa Ifigenia with
its twin bell towers and Renaissance facade, opposite was the
sixteenth century house of Diego Velazquez.

The late
afternoon sun shone on the strollers. Here and there children ran
frivolously playing their games as do children all over the world.
A small collection of people listened to a group of musicians
seated in the shade projected by the broad trees. Older people sat
on the long stone benches that formed a low wall surrounding the
square.

The scene was
idyllic, peaceful and relaxed, evidently nothing of any great
importance was about to happen. It was an incredibly refreshing
change from the recent days and weeks. He knew almost nothing of
Cuba, in fact twenty four hours earlier he had never heard of
Santiago de Cuba or its recently celebrated musicians at the Casa
de la Trova.

He had a couple
of days to figure out his next destination and decided to use the
time to learn a little more about Cuba. After testing the room
safe, he locked his money securely away and then took the lift down
to the lobby to change some dollars for whatever money the Cubans
used.

He was politely
informed by the engaging receptionist, whom he had remarked
earlier, that only dollars were necessary for tourists, even
obligatory for almost any payment, for hotels, restaurants,
transport, cigars and even tips. He quickly learnt that Cuban pesos
were next to useless. Cubans preferred US dollars to any other form
of payment, a surprising fact that posed him no problem whatsoever,
as had plenty of those.

The next
morning he took breakfast in the roof top restaurant where a herd
of elderly tourists were attacking the buffet in a geriatric
bustle. He chose a table in the sunshine, a safe distance from the
group, with a clear view of the cathedral and the Angel Gabriel, or
whoever, standing balanced on the pediment with outstretch wings
and a trumpet in his hand, as if waiting for some sign.

He was
distracted from his second cup of coffee by the cathedrals bell, he
looked at his watch and then towards the tower, the bell was
striking ten, and to his great surprise he saw a young man striking
the bell with a hammer. Apparently there was nothing much of modern
technology in Santiago, it was the same as in bygone centuries, he
thought with a certain satisfaction.

Whilst he
marvelled at the scene a couple of young women in their twenties
installed themselves in the sunshine at an adjacent table. They
were evidently tourists and appeared to be French, which was
confirmed an instant latter when they nodded to him politely and
mouthed a bonjour. He smiled and returned the greeting.

The blond was
not bad he thought, regretting not for the first time, that he had
little better than a schoolboy French, not to speak of Spanish
where his vocabulary was limited to words such as Paella and
Marbella.

He sipped his
coffee and looking again saw the two girls had disappeared in the
direction of the breakfast buffet. He reached over and helped
himself to the guide book that lay on their table. On the inside
cover was a map of Cuba; he noted that Santiago de Cuba, without
any great surprise, was on the south west facade of the island.

He then spotted
Holguin, which was not that far away, about a hundred kilometres to
the north. He did not need to make a note to leave it out of his
plans. He replaced the book as the girls returned carrying their
glasses of orange juice and plates of sliced fruit.

“Vous pouvez le
regardez si vous voulez,” said the blond with a friendly smile.

“Merci,” he
replied.

“Vous parlez le
Français?” she said immediately detecting his hesitation and
English accent

“No, I’m
sorry.”

“Oh! You can
look at it. Please!”

“Thank you.” he
declined, becoming confused by his desire to talk and suddenly
aware of his awkward situation, which called for a certain degree
of caution.

“I must be
going,” he said standing up.

 


Having
definitely confirmed that he was not in the capital, Havana, Ryan
decided it was time to get a guide book of his own, which he found
in the makeshift lobby shop. He then took another coffee in the
lobby bar and applied himself to a thirty minute tourist course on
Cuba. Habana, as it was written, was about 700 kilometres to the
west.

At the travel
agent he found amongst the shops to the left of the hotel on the
main square, he checked out flights to the capital, car rentals and
hotels. He then spent the rest of the day exploring the city
centre, its places of interest and historical monuments with the
aid of his guide book.

It did not take
Ryan long to absorb a few of the essential Cuban realities, amongst
which was the confirmation of what he had suspected given the
quaint level of their bell ringing technology. The island’s
communications were poor, excessively poor, both internally and
externally. He realised that most of the telephone lines had
probably been installed before the Revolution. If mobile phones
existed, they were certainly far and few between. That news
instilled in him a certain sense of tranquillity.

He returned to
the hotel and after showering he installed himself in the terrace
bar at the only remaining table, overlooking the square where he
could watch the coming and going of the locals. He stirred his
Mojito with the plastic straw as he drew on the cigar that he had
just bought for three dollars at the small stand in the lobby,
where cigars were hand rolled by a talkative young woman. The
cigar, of an unclassifiable genre, was not bad, perhaps a tiny bit
hard to draw on, which was certainly due to it being too humid,
most probably because it was freshly rolled he mused to himself,
enjoying the very slight movement of the soft evening air.

He felt a huge
calm settling on him and could not help asking himself why he had
not taken more time relax in the past. Well, he thought in
consolation, it’s never too late.

The two French
girls walked into the bar looking around for a table without luck.
The blonde recognised him and smiled.


“Bonsoir!”


“Bonsoir,” he replied with a smile. He indicated the two
empty chairs at his table. To his surprise they accepted.

“What would you
like?”

The two girls
looked at each other and replied, “Un Daiquiri.”


“Deux?”

“Oui,
merci.”

“My name is
Sean!”

The blond
replied, “My friend is Natalie and I’m Marie-Paul.” She held out
her hand, which he looked at for an instant before he realised he
should shake hands.

“We’ve been in
Santiago for three days, tomorrow we’re going by bus to
Baracoa.”

“Baracoa!” he
exclaimed remembering the Arrowsmith’s tourist complex.

“Yes it’s on
the coast about 130 kilometres from here.”

“Oh!”

“Christophe
Colon landed there.”

“Who?”

She repeated
the name twice before the penny dropped.

“Oh I’m sorry,
Christopher Columbus.”

They
laughed.

“And you, what
are your plans, where are you going from here?”

“I’m going to
eat something,” he smiled, avoiding the question. “Can you
recommend somewhere?”

“Well the hotel
is a bit dull, a buffet. We’ve tried a couple of paladares.
We have another address we’re going to try tonight.”


“Pala…what!”

“They’re small
family run restaurants, only three or four tables in people’s
houses, but they are really Cuban, I mean it’s in a private house
and the family makes the meal.”

“It sounds
good.”

“Why don’t you
join us!” Marie-Paule laughed.

“Okay,” he
replied a little hesitantly. Then throwing off his doubts added
“With the greatest of pleasure.”

 


 



Chapter 5

 


A Side Trip

 


Havana, 19
April 2000

 


Ennis opened the door to his room. His mind was blurred
in a haze of alcohol. The rum and cigars that had not seemed to
have had any effect in the Trova were finally taking their toll.
The music, the atmosphere, the excitement of the conversation with
their newly found friends had stalled the reaction.

An envelope lay
on the floor. Inside it announced that a fax awaited him at the
reception.

Bollocks! he
thought dimly, throwing the fax on the table.

After a
struggle to undress he flopped onto the bed and almost immediately
fell into a deep sleep.

 


A series of
detonations awoke him. It took a couple of seconds to realise it
was not the overthrow of the revolution but the telephone.

“Buenos dias
Señor. We have a fax for you at the reception.”

Shit! he
thought looking at his watch. It was nine twenty and a dull
thumping resounded in his head.

Twenty minutes
later he picked up the fax. It was from Paris, the bank requesting
he call Daniel de Forsta, the press and PR manager of the BCN.

It had been
Daniel who had fixed them up with the reportage. He was a good
friend who had helped them a lot over the years in return for the
glamour and friendship of real reporters, even though their
reputation was modest. They enjoyed good living, eating and
drinking with friends, and night clubbing at the in-spots. Daniel
saw them as swashbuckling reporters compared to those he knew in
the financial press, or compared his own staid though very secure
well paid job as the PR manager at the bank’s Paris
headquarters.

He calculated
that with the time difference it was three twenty in the afternoon
in Paris. He called Paul, then checked with the operator to see if
he could make a phone call to Paris.

“Yes Sir, we
can open a line, if you deposit one hundred dollars or sign a
credit card authorisation.”

That took
fifteen minutes and the line was opened.

To his surprise
it was direct dialling and he had the bank online at once. De
Forsta got to the point speaking in French.

“No problem,
it’s just an extension to the job. The Chairman of the Irish Union
Bank, one of the members of the BCN group, is going to be in
Jamaica,”

“Jamaica!”
Ennis interrupted.

“Yes, Jamaica,
on a business trip, officially to inaugurate a new hotel and
tourist complex that the bank has jointly financed. I’d like you to
cover it.”

“When?”

“Next
weekend.”

“We’ve only
just got here!”

“Don’t worry it
will only take two or three days and then you can return to finish
the job.”

“It could be a
problem, I don’t know what else we’ve got on.” He knew a few days
extra would not be a problem.

“Look do it as
a favour for me,” de Forsta almost pleaded. Ennis was pleased to
turn the tables. Now de Forsta was asking him a favour.

“Okay, we’ll
fit it in, but just for you. When does he arrive?”

“Excellent,
David Castlemain arrives on Saturday, there’ll be a reception at
the new hotel on Sunday and the official inauguration with the
bigwigs. He then leaves for Guadeloupe on Monday.”

“Let me talk to
Paul. He should be okay. I’ll call you back when we’ve looked into
the travel arrangements and in case there any problems. Book us
into the new hotel if that’s possible.”

“Good.” De
Forsta rang off leaving Ennis to solve the problem of the other
arrangements.

 


“Don’t look but
doesn’t that face ring a bell,” Ennis whispered to Carvin.

Paul replied
with a shrug more interested in inspecting the plastic bags filled
with cigars and rum that he had bought in the airport shop. They
stood in line with the few passengers for the AeroCarribean flight
to Kingston, Jamaica.

“I’m serious,
take a look!”

“Okay, Okay,”
he glanced sideways, “No, not really.”

“Well he does
to me. I’m sure I know him, at least the face.”

At the passport
control he managed to get a glance at the passport the other
passenger was carrying. He saw it was a Bordeaux coloured European
Union type and he could make out what looked like a harp on the
cover. Then he saw in gold letters ‘Eire Ireland’.

Once aboard the
Gulfstream he tried to get a look at the small carry-on bag the
passenger was carrying. He twisted his head to see the name tag. He
made out the name, John Ryan.

It did not seem
to be familiar. He knew of nobody called John Ryan.

He pulled out
his Sony digital camera and caught their fellow traveller with a
sneak shot. It was not that good, Ryan was in half profile looking
out of the window. Ennis then forgot his curiosity settled down to
the drinks and the meal on the one hour flight to Kingston.

The last he saw
of Ryan was his back as he disappeared into the international
transit lounge. Once having been through the formalities he checked
on the departures screen and saw destinations to George Town,
London and Miami within the following hour or so. George Town
where? He took out the airline magazine and on the map of the
Caribbean saw it was the capital on Grand Cayman. Could be he
thought, but on the other hand George Town was a fairly common name
in ex-British territories. He would check it out on their arrival
at the resort.

 


They were
booked on a local helicopter flight to Montego Bay, just a short
hop across on the other side of the island. There they checked into
the Caribbean Palace where Ennis picked up a copy of the Times of
London of the previous day.

He flipped
through the pages, nothing special, politics and scandals. The
financial section was dominated by Internet and telecoms news. Swap
was in trouble its tycoon owner was unavailable for comment after
large losses were announced.

Swap! That was
it, Kavanagh! The man with the passport in the name of Ryan looked
a lot like Kavanagh. He remembered the face from the launch of a
start-up at the BCN branch in the City of London about a year or
two before.

A highly
leveraged introduction of an Internet New Technology start-up.
Kavanagh had rocketed from obscurity overnight to join the start-up
nouveaux riches. He, like them, had had the right idea at the right
time and also a background in the IT business. His firm, a fairly
typical small to middling IT services company had been specialised
in services for banks and investment firms in the City. The firm
was based in Dublin, it was not a very long established company,
that was to say by Old Economy standards, it had been around for
about five years or so if he remember the press blurb that had been
handed out at the launching. He thought wryly, five years was a
life-time in the so called New Economy.

The start-up he
had remembered was called Swap, it had shot to front page news when
Kavanagh and his partners signed a WAP agreement with a major
credit card company and airline.

Wireless
Applications Protocol. That was the name in the current net jargon.
A technique that would bring the stock market and trading to the
mobile phone.

It was
ambitious, the mobile phone could access internet for transport,
hotels and all the other services, to the mass of international
executives that worked in or jetted between both the major and
minor cities of Europe everyday.

It was to be a
real money spinner. As foreseen the money flowed in like an
unstoppable torrent. Swap was awash with almost one hundred million
pounds and its shares had shot into the stratosphere, multiplying
in value at every trading session.

Kavanagh had
rocketed from being just another fairly anonymous businessman,
owner of a modestly sized IT company with some 250 employees, to
becoming the owner of a huge fortune almost overnight - at least on
paper.

According to
The Times report that Ennis scrutinised, he was unavailable for
comments and a lot of questions were being raised about Swap, which
seemed to be in difficulties. According to the report profits
seemed to be distant and the share value had plunged over the last
two weeks. The investors and spokesmen for the company seemed to be
desperately trying to calm the market.

 


Later in his
room he downloaded the Sony digital image to his portable PC, then
zoomed it, selecting just Kavanagh’s profile, it was not too bad
for a sneak shot he thought. He then transferred it by email to
their office in Paris asking Juliette to do a search on the
mugshot.

Early Monday
morning, midnight in Paris, his mobile rang it was Juliette.

“It resembles a
person called Sean Kavanagh. We did a thing on him a couple of
years back.”

“Thanks I
remember now.”

“He made a
fortune on the Internet.”

“Right, but
there’s a problem. It seems like he’s disappeared. He could be
somewhere in the Caribbean. It looks like BCN stands to lose a lot
of money they’ve invested in his business."

“Where did you
get the picture?”

He dodged the
question.

“Look keep this
quiet, don’t speak to anybody, there could be a story for us. Try
and find out if he has any business or banking links out here. In
the Caymans for example, or one of those other places and call me
back as quick as possible.”

“Okay, no
problem,” she said ringing off. He could trust her to keep quiet.
She had worked with them for several years in their small agency
and knew the value of news. Being second was worthless.

 


The phone rang
again over breakfast. It was Juliette working very late as usual,
that was the lot of press agency staff.

“They’re saying
that he has a holding of some kind in the Bahamas. I’ve looked on
the map, it’s not far from where you are…”

“Yeah…not the
Caymans?

“It doesn’t
mention that here.”

“Okay,” he
replied a little puzzled.

“Not only that
but he’s disappeared. It looks like a good financial scandal in the
making. The BCN Group is a major creditor to his company.”

 


 



Chapter 6

 


The Cayman
Islands

 


Grand Cayman,
20 April 2000

 


It had taken only forty years to squander what it had
taken generations to build, to let the country to fall into a state
of almost irreparable ruin as a result of the utopian ideas of its
leader. A reference lesson for any Marxist minded politician to
learn what can happen when a state’s money is thrown away in
distant foreign wars in defence of an alien ideology, such as Cuba
undertook on behalf of the Soviets in Angola, Mozambique and other
lands.

It was true
that there was education and health for all in Cuba...when the
dollars existed to pay for drugs and specialist medical equipment.
But health and education were traded against poverty and fear. It
would take generations to erase those ideas and rebuild the country
in a democratic, non-egalitarian but pragmatic form.

Other countries
which had the same level of development as that of Cuba in 1958 had
done better and without the proximity of the USA and its markets or
tourism potential.

Some would
argue that in Cuba there was little pollution, that life was
simple, industry and mass production as known in developed nations
were almost nonexistent, as was the consumer society. Certain
pretended that Cuba was an egalitarian society, but how many would
exchange their recent model car, DVD, PC, beer and good food for
the daily lot of a Cuban….without doubt very few!

 


AeroCaribbean
flew to Kingston, Jamaica. There were two flights a week. From
there Kavanagh had been informed he could pick up a connecting
flight to George Town, Grand Cayman.

He booked a
return flight for the Friday of the following week. It seemed a
good idea, even if he eventually decided not to use the return
ticket. The advantage of Cuba was that the international press and
satellite TV were almost exclusively reserved for the upmarket
tourist hotels, news from outside circulated very slowly amongst
Cubans.

The arcane ups
and downs of capitalism and the change in fortune of its adepts
were not a priority for the Cuban authorities. The only news that
seemed to excite them was that of Elian.

As a result,
whoever he chose to be, Kavanagh or Ryan, he could fade into the
crowd without too much concern and without taking too many
complicated precautions.

How many times
he could do that was not certain. But he felt that dollars would in
any case smooth away the eventual difficulties. He would cross that
bridge when he came to it, in the meantime a tourist visa was valid
for sixty days, and he had even heard, it could be extended
indefinitely by friends and dollars.

 


The Cayman
Islands are situated 300 kilometres northwest of Jamaica and about
the same distance south of the Bay of Pigs in Cuba. There were
three islands, the largest being Grand Cayman with the capital
George Town, and two much smaller islands about 100 kilometres to
the east.

Grand Cayman
was a squiggly island lying in a turquoise sea, a mere 25
kilometres long with a population of only 27,000 or so inhabitants.
It was an island paradise with fine white coral sandy beaches and
clear waters protected by coral reefs from the ocean. Kavanagh was
pleased to note that it was expensive and catered mainly for the
rich, and was therefore exclusive.

No questions
were asked on arrival at Owen Roberts Airport, he presented his
John Ryan passport which was given a friendly but cursory
examination. He had now taken on the appearance of a first class
tourist. He took a taxi to the hotel which his guide book had
informed him was the best on the island.

The Hyatt was
located on West Bay Road on Seven Mile Beach, a district known for
its nightlife. The hotel was a luxury establishment for the first
class traveller, tastefully built in colonial style architecture.
The hotel was almost fully booked and Kavanagh accepted, without
the slightest hesitation, a three room suite on the fourth floor
overlooking the sea. He handed over his Gold Card and checked in,
in the name of John Ryan.

It was not
unusual that the hotel was almost fully booked, given the size of
the island, and the financial and business interest of a great many
of its visitors. The first class hotels had an almost year round
season with the possible exception of the hot and humid summer
months and even then demand could be heavy.

In the hotel
lobby he noted at once that most of the guests were English or
American. It would be necessary to keep his face as far away from
inquisitive eyes as possible.

After settling
in he decided a visit to the hotel barbers shop was on his
immediate program. He joked to the young hairdresser that he was on
holiday and needed a fashionable style that went with the light
beard that he was growing. He asked that his hair be cropped as
close as possible. In the lobby shop he then fitted himself out
with a smart pair of dark glasses. Looking at himself in the hotel
lift he felt very satisfied with his trendy new look, to the point
he almost failed to recognise himself.

He found it
somewhat amusing that he owned several companies on the island and
had a fortune deposited in its banks but had never set foot in the
place. His first task was to visit his lawyer, Martin Wender, who
would guide him through the maze of companies and accounts that had
been set up on Kavanagh's behalf, which ran from Grande Cayman, to
the Bahamas, passing through St Martin and the Virgin Islands.

With the help
of his guide he swotted up on what he already partially knew.
Caymans were British and the crown ensured the stability and
continuity of its institutions. The local money, the Cayman dollar,
followed the movement of the American dollar. He had known that
there were many law firms that could fix up shell companies as
vehicles for his financial operations and he had used one of these
firms, which is how he came to meet, be it virtually, Martin
Wender.

The governor of
Her Majesty, the Queen of England, had signed a treaty with the
United States of America to provide mutual assistance in order to
prevent crime linked financial transactions. The treaty entered
into force in 1992 but had remained to a great degree
ineffectual.

The treaty
foresaw the exchange of information on transactions related to
visible crime, such as laundering drug money, racketeering and the
like. Kavanagh’s investigations had indicated that most white
collar crime was virtually undetectable. In any case he had not
committed a crime other than provoke the ire of his investors. His
companies were sound and he had not stimulated the rise or fall in
the value of the shares of Swap by insider trading or in any other
way.

Perhaps he had
momentarily abandoned ship, but that was in the face of the storm
which had arisen over minor details at the outset of his rise to
riches, a storm created by the gutter press.

Business in
offshore tax havens was quite legal he reasoned, after all it was
no different to Foreign Sales Corporations, or FSC’s for short.
These were American owned companies in tax havens such as the
Virgin Islands, the Cayman Islands and Bermuda, to name a few.
Those companies were used for re-exportation of goods to the final
customer of the USA based parent company avoiding taxation on
profits. It was a loop hole in the US fiscal regulations that gave
an economic advantage through fiscal gains to companies such as
Boeing and other giants but also many less well know small and
medium sized businesses.

The authorities
in the Caymans pretended that it was impossible to deposit a
briefcase full of greenbacks in one of their banks. Kavanagh knew
that the reality was quite to the contrary. Of course officially,
anonymous transactions were no longer possible, but there was no
difficulty in creating the names of fictitious persons or specially
created companies, there existed a whole string of law firms
available for just that purpose.

Fiscal evasion
was not a problem since direct taxes did not exist on the islands
and of course there were no currency exchange controls, nor for
that matter were there taxes on revenues or profits.

The advantage
was of course, as in other tax havens, the penal code of the
Caymans punished severely the betrayal of account secrets or the
revelation of the identity of companies who invested in the
islands. There were no political parties, unions, or welfare
state.

At the end of
1999 the Cayman Islands’ banks held 600 billion dollars in their
accounts, quite a sum for a population of 27,000 inhabitants. There
were over 500 financial institutions, one for every 54 inhabitants,
plus 350 insurance companies, 30,000 business companies, and over
1000 investment funds registered there, including the Ryan
Investment Fund.

In addition
there were the most important international law and accounting
firms to serve the needs of so many wealthy customers. Many of the
major international banks were content to operate through a simple
letter box.

 


 



Chapter 7

 


Limerick

 


Limerick,
Ireland, June 1996

 


It had been almost four years since Tony Arrowsmith had
first visited Shannon in the County of Limerick on the west coast
of Ireland. He remembered it as though it was yesterday.

He recalled
looking out of the window of the Aer Lingus 737 as it had descended
towards Shannon Airport. The watery sun reflecting a silver sheen
off the broad Shannon River. In the bright green fields he could
make out the cows grazing and the small clusters of farm houses and
barns.

The plane
bounced on the patchy clouds as the motors whined and the pilot
lowered the undercarriage. A few moments later they landed with a
bump and the plane taxied towards what appeared to be a
surprisingly big terminal building. It was just after 9.30 in the
morning when he disembarked. There was a one hour time difference
with France.

His first
impression was the provincial air of the airport, a panel announced
Shannon Airport as the biggest duty free shop in the world,
curiously another sign indicated the way to US immigration
control.

Arrowsmith
showed his passport and collected his bag which he had checked in
at Paris Charles de Gaulle airport. He walked through the green
gate towards the exit from the customs area to the arrivals meeting
point. The automatic doors slide open and amongst the small waiting
crowd he saw his cousin Pat Kennedy who lifted his hand in a wave,
a broad smile on his face.

“Welcome to
Shannon Tony! It’s nice to see over here at last,” he said in a
firm voice lisping the s very slightly

“Nice to see
you Pat, I’m pleased to be here!”

Pat took Tony’s
bag and led him through the corridors towards the car park. The
airport crowd for the most part had the slightly shabby look of
country folk, many of the men had the prematurely grey hair of the
Irish that Arrowsmith recognised from his mother’s family, they
also seemed to be well built perhaps rather overweight.

“Sorry the
weather’s not better, they say it will be fine tomorrow.”

Arrowsmith
chuckled to himself, ever since he had been a kid on holiday in
Ireland, he remembered his aunts telling him the weather would
improve. It was a carefully concealed secret of the Irish Tourist
Board that it rained two days out of three in Ireland. That was a
statistical fact and that was why Ireland was so green...and
damp.

Pat showed him
to a top of the range black BMW, he put the bags in the boot and
then opened the front passenger door for Arrowsmith. He switched on
the CD player for some background music and then the
air-conditioning, as if to demonstrate the cars appointments.

“So how are
things then Pat?”

“Fine,
everything is fine. I’ve fixed up some meetings for you with the
National Investment Board.”

“Is that
necessary?” said Arrowsmith a little taken aback.

“Yesh,” he
replied. Arrowsmith noticed the lisp again.

“It’ll do no
harm, they’re good friends of mine.”

“Okay,” Tony
shrugged, as Pat said, it would not do any harm.

“What are we
going to do today Pat?”

“We’ll head out
to the house to drop off your bags then we’ll have some lunch.”

 


Kennedy’s house
stood about a mile back from the Shannon, the land falling away to
the river giving a magnificent view across to the low hills that
spread away to the south of County Limerick.

The house was a
late eighteenth century Georgian style gentleman farmer’s
residence. It was a splendid house partially covered with climbing
ivy. A fine gravel covered driveway led to the main door of the
house, the driveway was lined with tall dark conifers that were set
back from the well maintained grass borders of the lawn.

He parked the
BMW at the foot of the steps leading to the main door and led
Arrowsmith up, pausing and turning at the top to proudly show him
the view. Away to the left in the middle distance were the ruins of
what appeared to have been a fortified castle.

“What’s that?”
asked Arrowsmith pointing to the ruins.

“It’s an old
Norman castle, it’s supposed to be haunted,” replied Kennedy rather
seriously. Arrowsmith smiled to himself the Irish were
superstitious, they saw ghosts and banshees everywhere.

He opened the
door into the large entrance hall and showed the way into a large
lounge. There was a fire of logs and turf that burnt brightly in
the carved stone fire place. The house was warm and comfortable,
elegantly furnished with heavy period furniture.

“What can I get
you to drink John?”

“Oh! Let me
think, I’ll have a scotch and Perrier, no sorry, perhaps that
should be an Irish whisky,” he said with an apologetic smile.

“No problem,
have a Blackbush with Kerry spring water, that’s our Irish mineral
water.”

“Fine.”

An slight
elderly woman appeared at the door dressed in a blue house
coat.

“John, this is
Mrs Kelly, she’s our housekeeper, been with us for a long time.
She’ll show you up to your room.”

Mrs Kelly
smiled.

“Nice to meet
you Sir, Mr Kennedy has told me a lot about you. It must be nice to
be home after all those years,” she said in a soft Irish
brogue.

Arrowsmith
smiled, ‘home’ he thought to himself, he did not think of it as
home. He remembered his parents had always called it home, even
fifty years after they had left Ireland.

He had always
considered Ireland with mixed feelings, it was a place where the
country cousins lived, who were naive when they were not downright
backward, on the other hand there were the tender memories of his
grandparents who had been already very elderly when he was a child,
who had loved and spoilt him in their homely way. He remembered the
smell of his grandfather’s pipe tobacco, the turf burning in the
fire, the steaks his grandmother had fried for him with onions and
Irish potatoes she had freshly dug from her vegetable garden. He
recalled the smell of the fresh morning rain and the cows, yes the
smell of the cows, the taste of country butter and home-made
bread.

“So, Sláinte,”
said Pat lifting his glass, “That’s good health in Irish.”

Arrowsmith
lifted his glass and sipped his whisky, it had a rough edge as
Irish whisky always did. He stood with his back to the fire, it was
nearing the end of June, but the weather was cool with a damp
twinge in the air.

“Where’s
Susan?” asked Arrowsmith.

“She’s in town,
she’ll be home this evening,” Pat replied without any further
details.

“I’ve booked a
table at Brury Castle, you know the country club, for half-twelve,
so when we’ve had our drink and you’ve freshened up we can be on
our way over there.”

 


 



Chapter 8

 


A Caribbean
Cruise

 


Guadeloupe, 23
April 2000

 


Erikkson’s only thoughts were for Doudoune, he had
enough money squirreled away to ensure them both a comfortable life
for the rest of his days. He had managed to sequester over a
million dollars from the crooked deals he had managed to put
together for his Baltic and Russian friends.

However, it was
not his plan to start a new life with Doudoune in Guadeloupe, it
was far too expensive, further it was part of France, by extension
part of the European Union, of which Sweden was also a member. It
could become very uncomfortable for him when the Bottens
Handelsbank caught up with his fraudulent transactions, as it
inevitably would.

Cuba was his
dream, where they could live for a fraction of the cost of that in
Guadeloupe. Things were changing there; it was already ‘after
Fidel’. In Cuba he could live like a king and set up his own
business without too many questions being asked, he could drink
Cuba Libra’s and smoke fine cigars. He even saw himself as a latter
day Hemingway, cultivating a short white beard.

 


Marie-Jo’s
father was Cuban. It was twenty-five years since he had met her
mother at a Caribbean nations’ cultural exchange in Haiti. After
their marriage her mother, a Guadelopean, had lived in Cuba until
her daughter, who she had always called Doudoune, was fifteen. By
that time life in Cuba had become hard, very hard, with the decline
of communism and the penury of just about every essential and the
perpetual need for dollars to buy the vital necessities.

The situation
suddenly became worse when her mother fell ill and as her health
declined and she had no choice but to return Guadeloupe where she
could get the right kind of treatment, she left Cuba with Doudoune
leaving her husband in Havana.

They returned
to the grandparents in Pointe-à-Pitre and for a time life took a
turn for the better, then a little more than three years after
their return Marie-Jo’s mother died. Her grandparents persuaded her
to remain in Guadeloupe rather than return to her father and the
uncertainties of an impoverished Cuba.

Marie-Jo grew
into an attractive young woman and had no difficulty finding a job
at the casino, in nearby Gosier, as a croupier, where she was
expected to complete her salary with tips from the clients. Like
many casinos they decorated their tables with attractive young
women croupiers as a magnet for their male clients.

The problem was
that working in the casino she made the wrong kind of friends,
dazzled by money she mixed with French metropolitans and foreign
tourists who spent their evenings in the casino playing roulette
and blackjack. Many were not only after kicks at the tables but
also sought an exotic adventure with the attractive young French
black girls. Marie-Jo half reluctantly indulged them in their
fantasies in exchange for presents and money, enjoying the luxuries
her grandparents could not afford, fashionable clothes, perfumes
and jewellery.

In the
tradition of many Cubans, Marie-Jo had been brought up as a devotee
of the Santeros, believing in Chango and Santeria spirits. It was
said back in Cuba that her paternal great-grandfather had been a
babalawo, or a priest in an Abakua secret society. The Abakua
societies were religions, which had their origins in the Congo,
certain in Nigeria. These and others such as Regla de Ocha and Palo
Monte were called Santeria.

These religions
had been brought over in the ships from Africa by the slaves
transported by the Spaniards to work in the sugar plantations of
Cuba. The slaves continued to worship their Orishas, or gods, in
the secrecy of their wretched huts whilst praying in public to the
Christ in the splendour of the baroque catholic churches of their
Spanish masters.

Similar such
African religions had followers throughout the whole of the
Caribbean and Guadeloupe was not an exception, where the
descendants of the African slaves believed in everything that was
of a supernatural nature and continued their ancestral rites and
practices.

At the end of
the twentieth century the majority of Cubans were Catholics and
believed in the Virgin of Charity, but many followers of the
Afro-Cuban religions were the same Catholics who had turned in
desperation to the Santeros in their moments of need, in death and
sickness, matters of love and marriage, money or work, in school or
examinations, as well as in business and politics. It was even said
that Fidel Castro regularly consulted the Santeros.

In fact many
Cubans were said to believe in Santeria, Palo Monte, Abakua or
Christian spirits, all at the same time.

For many
babalawos, Elian a young Cuban boy shipwrecked and landed in
Florida, symbolised the child who possessed a mystical power. Elian
could give protection against sickness and death. Elian was the
chosen one.

The saga of the
shipwreck boy was of great interest to the Santeros. His survival
in the sea during two days and nights was miraculous and the family
drama surrounding his return to Cuba became a subject that enflamed
popular Cuban passions. Marie-Jo was not an exception; she followed
each turn in the legal and political drama avidly.

Elian had
unleashed an epidemic of prophecies, which announced his arrival as
a sign that a dramatic change in Cuba was about to happen, and many
hoped the end of Castro’s regime.

The Santero
followers amongst exiled Cubans, said that Castro was having
problems with Eleggua, the leading Orisha in the African Yoruba
pantheon, the one who opened and closed roads and who often
appeared as a child. Others said that child-saviours from universal
chaos always arrived by the sea.

Marie-Jo
believed that in any case Elian was predestined and was an omen
that would transform her life for the better. The moment was
propitious and she had decided to seize it before it was too late.
Erikkson had told her of his decision to start a new life in Cuba
the same day as Elian had been picked up by the American coast
guards, which was surely a sign.

The problem was
to untangle the meaning. Her Orisha had made a prophecy which told
her of a new life with a new man. Was the new man Stig? Was the new
life new because of the wealth he represented? Was the new life in
Cuba?

The Orisha had
told her to choose the right moment, to look for a sign.

She had been
recruited by Courtauld as a hostess for a party organised for
Erikkson twelve months earlier. It had been a great success,
Erikkson had been seduced by her charms, lavishing Marie-Jo with
money and gifts.

It was four
months since he announced he wanted her to live with him, she
agreed and they prepared their plans to settle in Cuba, they would
build a fine house in Marie-Jo’s name as required by Cuban law.
They planned to build the house a few kilometres outside Havana, in
a small town favoured by the privileged classes.

They would
disembark from the Marie Galante in the George Town in the Caymans,
where Erikkson planned to make transfers and withdraw money from
his bank accounts, they would then take a flight to Havana.
Erikkson insisted to Doudoune on the need to keep the plan their
own closely guarded secret.

Their cruise to
George Town was expected to take five or six days depending on
whether they sailed by night or not, or if they decided to make
stopovers along the route at Santo Domingo in the Dominican
Republic or at Castlemain’s hotel in Montego Bay, Jamaica before
the final run into George Town.

 


“What’s the
weather say?” asked Courtauld.

Barton shrugged
noncommittally.

“Depends.”

“Depends on
what?”

“That storm
over Caracas.”

“It’s not
coming in our direction.”

“Not really,
it’s heading west towards Central America but you can never tell,
it could swing around and head north to Cuba.”

“We’ll not be
far from shelter if it starts to look rough, don’t worry, we’re
going to have a great few days.”

The Marie
Galante was about one hundred or so miles south-west of Port Rico
when Barton informed the passengers that the weather report’s
latest forecast indicated that the tropical storm present to the
south-east over the southern Caribbean was veering westward in
their direction, he told them that according to his estimations
they had a good twenty four hour advance which gave a decent margin
of safety.

He nevertheless
quietly informed Castlemain, as the yacht’s owner, of the two
possibilities open to them. The first was to run ahead of the storm
directly to George Town, it would not be too difficult as there was
a good wind. The second was to head to Santo Domingo in the
Dominican Republic to hold up until the storm had passed, this
solution would lose them at least two days.

Castlemain did
not like the second solution suggesting that San Juan was nearer.
He was surprised by Barton’s point blank refusal, his excuse was
the difficulty with the US Customs. He nevertheless accepted
Barton’s proposal, counting on his experience, to head westwards in
the direction of Santo Domingo, he figured it would save them time.
Not only was Barton relieved at the decision, considering his
illicit cargo, but so were Doudoune and Erikkson, who unknown to
the others did not very relish the idea of landing on US territory.
They were in the majority more concerned to press ahead and settle
the business that awaited them in George Town.

That did not
prevent Doudoune from being very frightened by the thought of being
at sea in the storm, not only was she was superstitious, seeing a
bad omen in the storm that seemed to be pursuing them, but she was
also afraid of the sea, and with good reason, she like all other
inhabitants of the Caribbean islands knew the terrible damage a
tropical storm could wreak.

They felt the
heavy swell of the sea under the yacht, a forewarning of the coming
change in the weather, and decided to retire to their comfortable
cabin, leaving the questions of navigation to the seamen. Erikkson
tried to calm Doudoune, but his efforts at consolation were of
little success, finally he persuaded her to take a light sedative,
after which she slipped into an uneasy sleep whilst he turned to
the bottle of Absolute Vodka that he had in reserve in the cabin’s
bar.

 


 



Chapter 9

 


Pat Kennedy

 


Paris, France,
April 1996

 


Pat Kennedy had invited Tony Arrowsmith over to
Ireland, to visit the old country, as he had put it. It had been
nearing Easter when he had decided to pass through Paris for the
holiday weekend returning from one of his frequent trips to
Amsterdam. His wife Susan had planned to spend the holy weekend
with the Sisters of Mercy in a convent at Clonmel, leaving Pat to
fend for himself.

Out of the blue
Pat had called Tony, who figured that he must have got his number
from one of the family in London, since Arrowsmith had been listed
ex-directory ever since he had moved to Paris from London.

Kennedy had
never visited France before having given it a wide berth; it was
not that he was unattracted to the country, but more the fact that
he was afraid of the legendary difficulties that foreigners
encountered not being able to speak the language.

Pat Kennedy’s
uncle, Thomas Arrowsmith, had boasted in London of his son Tony who
had built up a successful business in Paris as a consultant and of
his extensive travels overseas. Armed with that information and a
telephone number, Pat had checked into the luxury Crillon Hotel on
Place de la Concorde in Paris after being severely overcharged by a
Parisian taxi driver, who knew a sucker when he saw one.

It had been at
least twenty years since Tony Arrowsmith had last met Pat, who must
have been ten or eleven years old at the time. Pat had been an only
child held on a tight rein by his mother, who was determined he
would be somebody in life, whether he liked it or not. He had been
put through a boarding school run by the Christian Brothers who had
a reputation for discipline and severity. He then went on to study
law at Trinity College, Dublin.

In that sense
his parents had been successful. Pat Kennedy’s hard work driven by
the fear of his parents had resulted in a first class honours
degree. He then spent three years as an articled clerk with an old
and prominent Dublin law firm specialised in company litigation and
taxation.

They were
associated with a Bostonian firm, where Kennedy spent another year
after having completed his articles. Seven years later Kennedy
became a junior partner in the Dublin firm and set up a branch of
the practice in Limerick City, where the business opportunities
were steadily growing with the foreign companies, which were
encouraged to invest in setting up operations in the region. The
incentives were part of a promotional scheme run by one of the
government-sponsored organisations created for that purpose, the
National Investment Board. Three years later he was rewarded and
made a full partner of the firm.

Arrowsmith had
invited Kennedy to dinner in Paris; he could not have refused,
after all Kennedy was his cousin. He was curious to see how he had
turned out, having heard of his achievements, his rise to
partnership in the law firm.

They had dinned
at Chez Pierre in the Latin Quarter, a small expensive restaurant,
frequented mostly by Parisians, often with their overseas visitors,
but also a sprinkling of up-market tourists. It had a certain
fifties air about it, the waiters in white aprons over black
trousers with waistcoats and bow ties. The food was excellent,
traditional French cuisine, which had the advantage of pleasing the
visitors and their French hosts alike.

They had
exchanged family news and childhood memories. Arrowsmith was ten
years older than Kennedy and could with honesty to himself only
vaguely remember him as a spoilt kid, whom his brother had slyly
thumped on more than couple of occasions.

“You know Tony,
Shannon has become one of the main centres of attraction for
foreign investment in Ireland,” Kennedy told him
enthusiastically.

“Really,”
replied Arrowsmith. It was strictly speaking of no great interest
to him. He considered Irish business at best as thoroughbred horses
and at the worst provincial grain merchants shouting over large
glasses of Guinness in country pubs on market days. But Kennedy was
insistent he was a born salesman, his enthusiasm bubbled over and
he was either too thick skinned or plain dumb not to see
Arrowsmith’s indifference, who listened in polite amusement to the
stories to pass the evening.

“You know Tony
the NIB, that’s the National Investment Board, offers incredible
financial assistance to attract new businesses into the
country.”

“Is that
so.”

“Yesh, they
give grants of up to 100% in certain cases.”

“100%!”
exclaimed Arrowsmith with genuine surprise.

“Yesh, 100%
plus the building and land.”

“Plus the
building and land!” said Arrowsmith in mock astonishment, realising
the absurdity of Kennedy’s story.

“That’s right,”
replied Kennedy with a look of naive surprise at the idea that
Arrowsmith could think that it was anything else but the truth.

“That’s quite
extraordinary,” Arrowsmith replied absently as he looked at his
Sole Meunière with relish, it was a welcome diversion from
Kennedy’s hard sell.

Kennedy finally
getting the message changed the subject.

“So how’s your
business Tony, I’ve heard you’ve been successful.”

“Well modestly
so, you know steady, I suppose I can say that I’m happy, content,
it gives me a decent living.”

“Where’s your
office.”

“Avenue
Franklin Roosevelt, you know just off the Champs Elysee.”

“Sounds
nice.”

“Yes it’s not
bad.”

“I believe
you’re a consultant.”

"Yes that’s
right, I’m an industrial consultant.

“That’s
interesting, what kind of industry?”

“Oh, a little
bit of everything, mostly construction industry, mainly from South
East Asia, South America. I advise companies who want to set up in
those countries, or bid for major projects anything from bridges to
hotels.

“You mean
European firms who want to get out there.”

“That’s
right.”

“It sounds
interesting.”

“What about you
Pat, I understand you haven’t been idle.”

“Well it’s a
little staid compared to your business, you know company litigation
and taxation. The only interesting point is that you could say I’m
broadening out, attracting foreign investment into Shannon.”

 


Pat
enthusiastically invited Arrowsmith to Limerick to revisit the old
country and meet the family again, take a short holiday. In spite
of Kennedy’s insistence on business the idea appealed to
Arrowsmith. Pat could show him around in style. He was drawn by his
childhood memories and curious to see if anything remained of
them.

It would
certainly not be a business trip; in any case the idea of expanding
his business was furthest from his preoccupations. The Swiss trust
that he had set up functioned perfectly, there was no reason to
make life complicated by creating new work and obligations.

Pat managed to
enjoy his dinner, he felt that he had convinced his cousin, Tony,
to pay him a visit, in the meantime the atmosphere of Paris excited
him and he decided to get to know a little more about France.

In spite of his
success he had never really managed to get away from Ireland and
its stifling provincial atmosphere, his only serious sojourn abroad
had been in Boston, where he had been laughed at for his Irish
accent and his unworldliness.

It had only
been recently in his dealings with continental businesses that he
had developed a taste for foreign travel and had started to spread
his wings. He was however handicapped by his lack of languages and
experience outside of his narrow professional world.

Pat was a fish
in an uncomfortably small pond; he desperately wanted to become
bigger fish. He was driven by a force that he did not understand,
in fact he did not even realise it, let alone understand it. It had
been drummed into him as a child to constantly seek to better
himself, in his work, in his relations with friends and
acquaintances, even his girl friends, and the need to push ahead
had become ingrained into his very being.

His mother had
closely supervised his meetings with the opposite sex, seeking a
suitable match. She had approved his meeting with Susan Butler, the
daughter of a wealthy landowner and gentleman farmer, an old
Anglo-Irish family. It was an ideal match, a young and successful
lawyer and the daughter of a wealthy family, the local society
event of the season.

Regretfully
after five years of marriage there were no children...a tragedy for
a good catholic Irish family. The women of the family prayed for
them and the men bowed their heads in embarrassment, hinting to Pat
to get on with it, with the crude analogies worthy of farm hands.
Soon there were whispers and gradually the young couple drew apart
pursuing their own individual interests to compensate for the
family life that their large house lacked.

Kennedy’s
business took him to Amsterdam for a Dutch electronics firm in
difficulties with an assemble plant in Shannon. There he discovered
the red light district and after studying it at a distance he
looked a little closer and discovered its illicit pleasure and a
world he had never suspected existed.

Pat was
attracted like a moth to the flame and on every possible occasion
found a suitable excuse to visit his Dutch clients in Amsterdam.
His new secret life excited him and he decided to explore further
afield, Hamburg and Frankfurt, he had no great problem finding his
way around, everybody spoke English.

He was
naturally a very talkative person striking up conversation with
other travellers he met, almost anywhere, in planes, in hotel bars
and in exhibitions and conferences, which he discovered were a mine
for making new acquaintances. He experimented his ideas by
describing the attractive conditions offered by the NIB, whose role
was to develop industry and international services in the country
that then desperately needed jobs and investment.

He was
persuasive and actually succeeded in bringing investors to Shannon.
However, the problem was that they did not need him except for his
services as legal counsel, and that aspect did not satisfy his
craving to get more involved, he wanted to go further and he was
frustrated in his efforts and through his lack of success.

Pat was not
really a very imaginative person beyond his own limited sphere of
experience, though he was exceptionally thick skinned and
persistent, and not easily discouraged from believing that a golden
opportunity was almost certainly waiting around the next corner. He
had an out of the ordinary tenacity and followed up every real or
imagined prospect until it was sucked dry of any potential.

 


 



Chapter
10

 


Free Money

 


Brury, Ireland,
June 1996

 


The country club was set in a magnificent park, the
club house surrounded by finely trimmed lawns and huge old trees.
It had been the residence of an Anglo-Irish titled family for two
centuries until it had been sold off by their descendants for the
comforts and amenities of Kensington, by a generation whose
fortunes were slowly declining and who had sought an escape from
the isolation of provincial Ireland. The estate had been
transformed into a country club hotel for the upper class county
people and wealthy visiting Americans searching for their
roots.

Kennedy parked
his car near the ornamental fountain and they walked the last fifty
yards or so to the reception, admiring the shrubs in full
blossom.

“Good morning
Mr Kennedy, Sir,” said the doorman lifting his peaked hat, “and how
are you today?”

“Hello there
Tom, fine and you?”

They walked to
the bar where three or four of the regulars nodded to him.

“Fine day Pat,”
one of them said through his tobacco stained teeth that clenched a
briar pipe.

“Meet Tony
Arrowsmith, over from Paris for a few days.”

“Nice to meet
you Tony, welcome to Limerick.”

Arrowsmith
returned the greeting and they walked over to a table and settled
themselves into a couple of heavy leather armchairs. The room had a
high carved ceiling, the walls were hung with old oil paintings in
heavy gilt frames of long gone country gentlemen, a clock chimed
the quarter. There was an air of timelessness, of a life style that
had barely moved in more than half a century.

Arrowsmith
admired the landscaped gardens from the window, above the sky was
still very patchy, the clouds moved quickly as if to escape from
the dark shadows of the showers that he could see slanting down a
few miles away over the green hills.

“I asked John
Mulligan to join us for a drink,” said Kennedy.

“Oh!”

“Yes, he’s with
the National Investment Board,” he replied innocently.

“He’s a friend
of yours?”

“Yes, we went
to the same school together in Limerick City, the Christian
Brothers’ school.”

“I suppose
everybody knows everybody here.”

“You could say
that.”

“What’ll you
have Tony.”

“I’ll stick
with the whisky.”

“Look here’s
John,” said Kennedy rising from his armchair as he saw Mulligan
enter with the doorman who pointed him in their direction.

Mulligan looked
about forty, perhaps a bit younger thought Arrowsmith remembering
he had been at school together with Pat. His hair had a boyish cut
and his face was open, maybe a little serious.

“Hallo there
John, let me introduce you to Tony Arrowsmith.”

“Nice to met
you Sir,” he replied with a friendly but somewhat stiff
professional smile.

He sat down and
Kennedy made a sign to the barman and ordered the drinks.

“So you’re over
for a few days then,” said Mulligan with an inquiring smile.

“That’s right,
call me Tony. Pat told me a lot of nice things about Limerick and
convinced me to come and taste the good life.”

“It’s your
first time in Limerick?”

“Yes, my
mother’s side of the family is from Dublin, well, further south,
Kilkenny to be exact.” Arrowsmith informed him, not to
knowledgeable on the details of Irish geography.

“Nice part of
the country.”

The chatted
exchanging background information sipping their drinks while Pat
sat back in self satisfaction pleased to let them get to know each
other.

“What are your
plans for the next few days then Tony?”

“Well Pat’s
looking after the organisation I’m just going to sit back and enjoy
myself,” Arrowsmith replied with a smile.

“Well if you’re
free tomorrow evening we’re organising an evening at Bunratty
Castle for some of our overseas visitors, it’s a mediaeval banquet,
why don’t you come along?” he said looking inquiringly from
Arrowsmith to Kennedy as if trying to seek his approval.

“It’s up to you
Tony,” said Kennedy.

“Why not, it
sounds different,” replied Arrowsmith.

“That’s
excellent,” said Mulligan, seemingly relieved. “I’ll add you both
to the list...what about Susan Pat?”

“She’s away for
the weekend, the retreat you know, Sisters of Mercy.”

Kennedy giving
a sign, stood up and led them to the restaurant. It was furnished
with dark traditional furniture, on the walls were hunting
trophies, the heads of long dead deer and fox amongst crossed
swords and shields.

The lunch was
served from a copper carver, a side of roast beef, by an elderly
waiter as the maitre d’hôte fussed around whispering
recommendations and advice in his soft Irish brogue. The beef was
excellent perhaps a trifle well done to Arrowsmith’s taste. Kennedy
chose the wine, to be certain he selected a Bordeaux Grande Cru,
one of the most expensive on the list - at the price it could not
be bad. Arrowsmith complemented him on his choice and his club,
which was assuredly in the style of the well to do Irish
gentry.

Arrowsmith
could not help comparing the comfort of the country club to the
drab poverty that he had remarked passing through the down town
areas of Limerick City and its main street. The town bore the
hallmarks of poverty, the greasy chip cafes, the young people
shivering in their cheap imitations of fashionable gear in the
chilly damp wind that swept though the town, the miserable pubs and
betting shops and the litter blown in the shabby side streets.

Mulligan bid
them good day after the lunch, returning to his office at the
National Investment Board. They had agreed to meet him at Durty
Nellies nearby Bunratty Castle the following evening at seven.

Pat Kennedy
then drove Arrowsmith into town for a visit to his offices that
were located at the top end of O’Connell Street. It was the old
upper class residential quarter of Limerick City; the houses were
three story Georgian style town houses. From the brass nameplates
on the doors Arrowsmith saw that most of the houses were the
offices of either law or accounting practices. It was surprising he
thought, as Kennedy looked for a parking spot, that such a small
town could provide a living for so many professional people.

Parking was in
short supply and finally Kennedy dropped the car in a back street
near the main shopping area in a dilapidated garage that rented
parking spaces by the hour. They walked the three or four blocks
back to the office.

In spite of the
much talked about economic growth of the country, Arrowsmith’s
first impressions were confirmed by the shabbiness of the people
they passed in the streets, young mothers with snotty young
children, teenagers dressed only in jeans and thin tee shirts in
spite of the cool sixteen degrees. The shop windows displayed cheap
goods and were decorated without taste, it was a far cry from the
better class high streets of England, not to speak of the smart
prosperity of similar sized towns on the continent.

He was
surprised by the number of buildings abandoned or derelict, it was
a contrast to the comfortable family homes he had passed on the
outskirts of the city, as though Limerick was suffering from the
same disease of inner cities of the UK such as Liverpool or
Glasgow. Three years previously he had remarked the same phenomena
during a short trip to Dublin.

There was more
than a fair share of get-rich-quick high street businesses. Mobile
telephones agencies, Internet and micro-computer shops, satellite
TV dish specialists, photocopy and reproduction equipment outlets,
a strange contrast to the run down appearance of the surroundings,
much more than the needy city could absorb, most of the businesses
were certainly destined to an untimely end.

They arrived at
number 43, George Street, it had a prosperous appearance, the door
was in a smooth ivy green lacquer with a polished period brass
doorknob and letterbox. Kennedy rang the bell and a voice replied
from the interphone.

“Good afternoon
can I help you?”

“It’s Pat with
Mr Arrowsmith,” he alerted them. There was an electric buzz and he
pushed the door open. They entered into a well-lit hallway, the
walls were lined with polished wood panelling and hung with framed
engravings that showed scenes of nineteenth century Limerick.

Kennedy opened
a door to the right where a secretary-receptionist sat in a stylish
office that blended the modern with the old.

“Hello Mary,
this is Mr Arrowsmith.”

“Nice to met
you Mr Arrowsmith,” Mary replied giving an immediate impression of
efficiency and organisation, though Arrowsmith saw that she blushed
very slightly.

“Anything
special?”

“No, the post
is on your desk and I’ve given the urgent business to Raymond,” she
replied.

He then showed
Arrowsmith to the other side of the hallway to a comfortably
furnished waiting room. He was getting a tour of the premises.
Kennedy then pointed to the stairway.

“My office is
on the first floor,” he said leading the way.

There was an
antechamber that led to the double doors of Kennedy’s office; he
opened them with a flourish.

“The inner
sanctum!” he laughed.

The office was
conceived to impress or intimidate Kennedy’s visitors. A hand
tooled leather-covered bureau, Chesterfield armchairs and the walls
lined with bookcases, filled with perfectly aligned volumes of
legal and fiscal works. Arrowsmith suspected it had been designed
on a model copied from a Perry Mason style television series.

On his bureau
there were the usual business souvenirs; an eagle in solid silver
in a petrified swoop stood on one corner, a gold plated globe on
the opposite corner. In the centre placed before a heavy
rectangular onyx penholder lay a leather bound document file. It
was obvious that Kennedy ran a tight office; everything was in its
place, just right.

“Sit down
Tony,” he said smiling with self-satisfaction and in anticipation
of the complement that he expected.

“Very
impressive office Pat,” Arrowsmith said not wishing to disappoint
him.

“Thank you,
I’ll show you the rest later, upstairs, where the people do all the
work,” he said with a slightly embarrassed smile.

He flipped open
the cover of the document file assuming an air of concentrated
importance.

“Excuse me a
moment Tony, I’ll just take a glance at my correspondence.”

Arrowsmith
nodded and looked around as Kennedy went through his papers. It was
evident that he had a good practice, he was making money,
everything seemed to be new or very near it, the wall panels, the
drapes, the wiring to his telephone and personal computer
equipment, the carpets, not a detail was out of place.

Kennedy closed
the file and looked up smiling.

“Paddy O’Brien
has invited us to his place for drinks tonight.”

Arrowsmith
smiled, he did not know who O’Brien was, but Pat would
unfortunately take care of that question.

“He’s the
regional director of the Anglo-Irish Union Bank,” he announced with
a self-satisfied grin.

“Is he!”

“Yesh, the
Irish Union is the second biggest bank in Ireland,” he explained
dropping the sensitive Anglo that had been added after the merger
with a British group. “Paddy’s an important man around these parts,
and they’re the leaders in this region of the country.”

Arrowsmith
smiled wanefully, “That’s very interesting.”

On the other
two floors of the building there were offices with clerks and legal
secretaries, the style simple but modern with the same impeccable
attention to detail. Arrowsmith had counted eleven persons
including Kennedy. He calculated at a guess that the practice
generated a good few hundred thousand pounds a year in fees. He
must have had some very decent accounts to justify such operating
expenses.

“Business must
be looking up Pat?”

“We can’t
complain,” he said a little smugly

“What kind of
clientele do you have?”

“Well there’s a
lot of small and medium clients, you know farmers and small
businesses.”

Arrowsmith
nodded.

“Then there’s
the bigger accounts, the foreign firms on the industrial estates,
the existing companies and the new ones just setting up,” he
paused, “there’s also those closing down and going home...not so
many recently.”

“It’s true
then, business in general is looking good.”

“Well I pleased
to say it’s really looking up for the country at the moment
compared to a few years back, it’s the Irish tiger, but as I said I
can’t complain, whether they’re setting up or closing down I do all
right,” he shrugged and then gave a loud laugh.

There was then
a silence, as the two seemed to reflect to themselves for a
moment.

“I’m also
handling a number of litigations for the Aviation Leasing Group,
nice business, complicated, but well paid. Look don’t let’s worry
about business for the moment, we’ll take a walk and I’ll show you
some of the town.”

 


It was the
river that Arrowsmith liked, it reminded him of Kilkenny where he
had spent many childhood holidays with his grandparents. The waters
were clear and fast flowing, he could see the green water plants
that waved and swirled in the eddies and the dark forms of river
trout weaving against the light coloured gravel of the river bed.
There was no pollution in the West of Ireland, industry had never
taken root, it was too far from the main stream of historical
British industry, the green island had lacked the natural
resources, no coal, no iron, just the almost mythical silver
mines.

As he stared
into the waters his thoughts wandered, for him the Irish were an
almost tragic race of people who had dreamed of greatness in the
past, but had been destined to live their lives in the misery of
the poor farms and villages, their hopes oppressed by history. The
only other alternative had been to escape, across the water,
whatever the direction. The ‘Pat Kennedy’s’ of Ireland still
dreamed of a great nation in the traditions of Irish mythology,
others like the Mulligans got on with the business at hand.

“Let’s be
getting along,” said Kennedy. Arrowsmith snapped out of his
daydream and they walked back to the garage to pick up the car.

As expected
Kennedy filled him in on Paddy O’Brien and the bank as they set out
in the direction of O’Brien’s place near Killaloe on Lough Derg. He
explained the Irish Union Bank was participating in a banking pool,
which was financing a tourist complex at Montego Bay in
Jamaica.

The bank’s
Chairman was interested in investing in up-market hotel development
in the Caribbean where he saw a very high growth potential. He was
looking into the possibility of setting up a services company in
Shannon as a vehicle.

“His name’s
David Castlemain, we think it might be interesting for you to meet
him.”

Arrowsmith
listened patiently. It was obvious that Kennedy was not going to
let him go without embarking him on one of his projects.

“Don’t let on
that I have said anything to you, we don’t want to upset the apple
tart, just listen to Paddy.”

Kennedy had a
stock of proverbs and metaphors, which he regularly mixed with
amusing variety.

 


O’Brien’s place
was a large modern single story house in an upper executive village
fifteen miles from the city centre. It stood on a small rise and
its panoramic windows faced to the south.

It was just
after six thirty when they arrived, the sun had finally made its
appearance and the last of the clouds formed a silver grey band
over the hills to the east.

Kennedy parked
the car in front of the double garage and as he stepped out a short
fair-haired man of about forty-five opened the house door.

“Hello there
Pat, nice evening.”

“To be sure it
is Paddy.”

“You must be
John Arrowsmith, welcome to Limerick.”

“Thank you,
nice to meet you.”

Paddy O’Brien
was still in his office suit and tie, he looked pale as he took out
a packet of Gold Flake pulling out a cigarette with his nicotine
stained fingers and with an automatic gesture flicked out his
lighter and lit up. Arrowsmith had observed that people still
smoked untipped cigarettes, it was old fashioned as were the brands
they smoked, the names of which had disappeared from the market in
England many years before.

He led them
into the house and showed them into the living room, the furniture
was modern without a great deal of taste giving a rather cold
appearance to the room, it was compensated by the fine view through
the panoramic window across Lough Derg.

“What can I
offer you lads to drink then?” he said going to a glass bar in one
corner of the living room.

He poured their
drinks and they stood facing the view that looked out towards the
Lough, it waters glistening under the clear sunlight.

“Nice place
you’ve got here Paddy, splendid view,” said Arrowsmith
complementing his host, as so many others had done before him in a
ritual that had become part of the preamble of every new comer’s
visit to the O’Brien’s.

“I hear from
Pat that you’re from Paris yourself, how do you like over
there.”

“Fine, I’m used
to it after all these years.”

“I understand
you have a business over there?”

"That’s right,
small, but that’s the way I like it.”

“Working with
the Japs.”

“Well, not
exactly, but I suppose you can say that I do quite a bit with Asia,
but I also work in other places like South America.”

“Those are the
places today, we’ve considered business opportunities in the
Caribbean, but I suppose we’re basically a conservative lot so
we’ve concentrated our efforts on Europe and the UK, now that we’ve
merged with the British group, we’ve got a whole network of
branches over there now.”

"Is that so,”
said Arrowsmith, listening politely.

“Yes, in the
past we were in traditional over the counter banking for our
customers, mostly personal accounts and small businesses, and also
home loans back here. But with the new policies developed by our
Chairman we’ve now become a little more adventurous,” he winked and
smiled to indicate an understatement.

“We’ve decided
to spread our wings and are going a little further afield, right
now we’re looking at some opportunities in the West Indies, but I
won’t go into detail on that,” he winked again, putting his finger
on his lips in a sign of secrecy.

“What I want to
tell you is that we’ve done a lot financing for the setting up of
new firms in the Shannon area for example.”

“I see.”

“Yes, you know
the NIB, that’s the National Investment Board, gives very
substantial assistance to new firms investing here, especially if
they fall in the priority categories, such as high tech
manufacturing and business services.”

“Do they!” he
replied feigning interest.

“Yes, there are
grants of up to one hundred percent.”

“One hundred
percent!” Arrowsmith was listening to a replay of Kennedy’s story
in Paris.

“Sure and we
advance the loans against Investment Board approved projects, that
enables the investors to acquire buildings and equipment as well as
pay salaries.”

“Sounds really
very interesting.” Arrowsmith sensed the first flicker of interest,
though it sounded too Irish to be true.

“Well we’re not
here to talk shop, tell you what John, why don’t you drop by at the
bank tomorrow, we can have lunch together if you’re free.”

“It sounds fine
with me.”

They
half-changed the subject chatting about the economy and then turned
to farming and horses as O’Brien’s wife and their two teenage
children joined them. O’Brien like many people in his position
owned a small farm where the children kept ponies.

 


It had been a
full day and returning to the Kennedy’s they found his wife Susan
in the kitchen helping Mrs Ryan with the dinner.

“Well hello
John, it’s so nice to met you, Pat’s talked so much about you, you
must be tired and hungry after such a long day.” She scolded Pat
giving him a wicked but only half playful look.

“Why didn’t you
call me and let me know you were on the way?”

The table was
laid out in style with cut glass and silver tableware under a
sparkling crystal chandelier that hung from the high ceiling in the
dinning room. Arrowsmith had difficulties in getting the enormous
meal down and his genuine compliments on Susan’s splendid dinner
only resulted in his plate being filled again. He turned into bed
that evening having eaten and drunk more than he could remember in
a very long time.

 


The following
morning he woke at nine and took a late breakfast with the
Kennedy’s before the three left, first dropping Susan off at her
parents stud farm to the west of Limerick City, where they raised
yearlings for the Dublin horse show. After visiting the farm the
two men left for the City and their appointment with O’Brien.

They lunched at
the George Hotel on O’Connell Street. It was an old hotel in need
of renovation with an unremarkable restaurant frequented by a very
mixed bag of customers, out of towners and local businessmen with
the odd American tourist.

“Well John, I
said we’d leave business until today,” said O’Brien with a forced
smile.

“No
problem.”

“Perhaps you
recall last night I mentioned we were considering looking at an
investment further afield, well it’s more than just an idea,” he
paused and joined his hands together on the table as if in prayer
then leaning forward he continued in a lower tone, “our Chairman
has visited Cuba, you know on his last trip to Jamaica, it’s just
an hour’s flight or so away I’m told.”

Arrowsmith
nodded waiting for him to continue.

“Now then, I
believe this is a very nice place, not in my style mind you, I’m
rather a stay at home type of fellow, a holiday on the Lough with
the family is my cup of tea. Well our chairman David Castlemain,
stayed at a place called Playa Esmeralda, near Holguin, if I’ve got
the names right,” he said mashing the words, “one of his friends
there is very big in tourist development, a friend of Castro’s, so
I believe. This friend is looking at a new tourist complex. Now
David Castlemain needs a consultant to advise him, somebody who
speaks Spanish and who is familiar that part of the world. To cut a
long story short, after speaking together with Pat, we thought that
maybe you could help us.”

Arrowsmith did
not know how to react. It was certainly true that he knew the
Caribbean fairly well, though not especially Cuba. His Spanish was
passable and though it would not qualify him for a literary prize
it was more than adequate for business. However, he was not really
interested in that kind of line, he was familiar the hotel
construction industry, but a tourist complex in Cuba with an Irish
investor would be a strange kind of mix to get involved with.

He had learnt
the hard way to be cautious in business, he was financially well
off and life was easy with very few problems, he had no need for
unnecessary complications, on the other hand he had felt an itch,
and he was not sure if it wasn’t from the need to do something more
exciting in his easy going life.

He was a long
way from thinking of pulling out of his business activities, which
were more a pleasurable way of keeping himself occupied than a
necessity. The snag was that he was not the kind of person content
to go plodding on, who would have been happy to let the next twenty
years slip away watching life drift by in monotonous comfort. It
was probably for that same reason he had agreed to visit Ireland,
knowing deep down that Kennedy was cooking up ideas other than a
nostalgic trip to the old country.

“What do you
have in mind then Paddy, I mean how could I help?”

“That’s the boy
Tony,” said O’Brien sensing he had won him over. “What we’ll do is
this, let me see...when are you going back now, well I’ll try and
fix up a meeting with David in Dublin, what about Thursday, how
does that suit you?”

“Suits me
fine.”

 


Bunratty
Castle, built in 1425, overlooked the Shannon River in County
Clare, just a few miles outside of Limerick City. It was
authentically restored in 1954 and over the years the Irish Folk
Park, a re-creation of 19th century Ireland, was added onto the
twenty-six acre site. The park included a village street, a church,
farmhouses, a watermill and a blacksmith’s forge.

They met at
Durty Nellies, a strange old pub that stood outside of the Castle
gates. Arrowsmith took the opportunity to knock back a couple of
good Bushmill whiskies to shake off the damp cold that hung in the
air.

Kennedy gave
Tony Arrowsmith the full tour, not missing out the least feature of
the Castle, and apart for the fine rain there was no doubt that it
was a first class tourist attraction, Arrowsmith thought in an
effort to convince himself.

Mulligan
enthusiastically described the other attractions, in the great barn
on the castle grounds Arrowsmith could see a show with an Irish
Ceili band and step dancers, then he could visit 19th century
Ireland completing the tour to the pubs, craft centres, souvenir
shops and restaurants that surrounded the castle. In short it was
the full mythical version of an Irish theme park designed to amuse
tourists from Boston and beyond.

Medieval
banquets were held for visitors in the Castle every night where
traditional dinner was served with honeyed mead. That evening it
was reserved for the Investment Board guests who were installed at
long tables and who noisily knocked back the mead to the music of
the harp and fiddle that accompanied a group of pretty young
singers dressed in traditional Irish costumes. The girls struggled
through their folk songs trying to make themselves heard through
the din and bawdy remarks.

By the time
they had finished the dinner the noise, the mead and tobacco smoke
were starting to have their effects. A dull throbbing was
developing in Arrowsmith’s head. He was worn out by the forced
gaiety, the music, and not least the endless hard sell of Mulligan
with Kennedy’s never ending dialogue on Irish folklore.

Arrowsmith
finally fell into his bed thoroughly greened off, believing he had
seen enough of Ireland for a long time to come.

 


 



Chapter
11

 


David
Castlemain

 


Dublin, June
1996

 


Kennedy’s secretary had booked him into the Shelbourne
Hotel facing St Stephens Green in Dublin. It was slightly run down
in a kind of worn out way, with Victorian comforts, but it was
practical and he had no desire to tempt fate at the Conrad.

It was an easy
walk down Grafton Street to the bank, he checked his watch, it was
eleven forty five, he took his time as there was no hurry, the
weather was fine and warm for the first time since he had stepped
off the plane in Shannon; the summer had finally seemed to have
arrived in Ireland.

Castlemain’s
office was at the bank’s headquarters, an imposing modern building
with a polished granite facade and smoked glass windows, facing
Trinity College on College Green. It was a contrast to the grim
dilapidated nearby back streets. His immediate thoughts, as he
admired the building, were that they must be making money, but on
second thoughts, he considered the possibility that they had loaned
themselves their customers deposits.

He was
carefully examined by the receptionist, who after checking with the
chairman’s personal assistant directed him to the eighth floor. He
was met as he stepped out of the lift and guided to Castlemain’s
office.

“Hello Mr
Arrowsmith, how nice to meet you.”

Castlemain was
quite unlike he had expected, he looked younger than his age, tall
and well built, but very slightly stooped and a little bookish
looking, at a guess in his mid-fifties. His face was lightly tanned
and he wore a soft friendly smile.

“Please sit
down Mr Arrowsmith, you wouldn’t mind if I called you Tony,”
Arrowsmith nodded his agreement, “good, what would you like tea or
coffee?”

He wore a dark
blue pin stripped suit and a regimental or college tie. He leaned
back in his chair relaxed, he was the result of good breeding and
education, he spoke with a touch of an English public school
accent. In front of him lay just a single folder which his
middle-aged secretary took as she left the office.

“Well are you
enjoying your stay in Ireland?”

“Fine, makes a
nice change from Paris,” said Arrowsmith politely.

“A little bit
quiet I would imagine,” he smiled. There was a pause, “So you met
Paddy?”

“Yes, a nice
chap, we had a long talk together.”

"Good, I
understand he outlined the NIB’s programme for attracting
international services and industries to Ireland.”

“That’s
correct.”

“As you know
then Tony, over the years we have supported the NIB’s programme
with banking facilities for investors, with of course our interests
always in mind, we’re a private bank, we don’t have any special
cause other than the well being of our shareholders,” he smiled.
“That in mind we do believe there is a big potential here in
Ireland for investors, however, our problem is not money but having
the right people!”

He looked like
he believed what he said, it was approximately the same line that
Arrowsmith had heard over the previous few days in Limerick, it was
company talk, as if Ireland was one big company and they were all
toeing the company line with minor variations.
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