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			Dedication

			For Delilah and Fred

		

		
			Epigraph

			The most potent weapon in the hands of the

			oppressor is the mind of the oppressed

			Steve Biko

		

		
			Part I

			Living the dream

		

		
			One

			Hard-won truths

			———

			‘I’m glad this recording shows how heated I am because you are a dishonest journalist. There is no honesty in you at all. And I hope you will play this recording to your publishers as well, before they fucking publish a pack of lies.’

			Mohamed Amersi is extremely cross. I am not doing what he wants. Mohamed just wants everybody to do what he wants. To accept that what he says happened is what happened. That who he says he is is who he is. Then he can get back to his philanthropy.

			We are sitting across a boardroom table at the offices of Amersi’s lawyers in London. The mere name of the firm – Carter-Ruck – is enough to induce a jolt of anxious nausea in journalists. Nigel Tait, most formidable of the partners, once remarked that he gets a buzz from suppressing free speech. Letter after letter after letter (to the reporter but also to their editors, and sometimes only their editors, to make the point that the reporter is not to be trusted) threatening legal proceedings of scarcely imaginable expense. That usually does the trick. The book, the article, the documentary will vanish from view, if it ever made it into view in the first place. Should these muckrakers, these tittle-tattle merchants, these grubby hacks defy his clients, Tait will ensure they spend months, years, in court. The lawsuit he engineers will go to war on their reputation, their career, their sleep. Funding this is no problem: his clients tend to possess inexhaustible quantities of money.

			Nigel Tait is Mohamed Amersi’s lawyer. He’s somewhere in the building, I suppose. In this room, as agreed, it’s just me and Mohamed. Plus a piece of corporate art that looks like a hatching egg, a plate of deluxe chocolate biscuits and a dozen blue ring binders. In these, I have been told to expect, reside the proof that Mohamed Amersi is right about everything.

			For two and a half years I have been trying to figure out who this man really is. Since I first heard that a major donor to the ruling party – the Conservatives – had hired Nigel Tait to go after a former MP. Charlotte Leslie’s offence was to have raised questions about Amersi, about his past, about how he made the money with which he was now purchasing access to the most powerful people in the UK (yes, even to Boris). Amersi, on his charitable foundation’s website, is ‘an entrepreneur, philanthropist and thought leader’. Leslie googled around a bit and wrote a memo suggesting there might be some more chapters to this man. No bombshells, no skeletons or smoking guns, no allegations of the kind of great crimes that are said to lie behind many a great fortune, just some apparent gaps between his words and his deeds, plus some traces of business dealings – hardly uncommon – in the former Soviet Union. So why, I wondered, had she produced such an aggressive response in Amersi.

			From Mayfair to Kathmandu, I looked for the real Mohamed Amersi. And as I went, I felt his story connect with a bigger one. Once you spot it, it’s everywhere. The Chinese Communist Party bullying respected scientific journals into withdrawing research on the origins of Covid-19. A serving UK prime minister and recently departed US president respectively resigning for lying and facing jail for lying. Putin’s troops captured in Ukraine saying they came to free their fellow Russian-speakers from annihilation by the Nazis in Kyiv. Hannah Arendt would have recognised what is happening. Everywhere, the powerful are making a renewed claim to the greatest prize of all: to own the truth. The power to choose what you want reality to be and impose that reality on the world.

			A few days ago I sent Amersi a long list of what I’ve learned about him in these two and a half years. The letter that came back from Nigel Tait and his sidekicks invited me to their office. This morning, a sticky Friday in July 2023, I walked down Chancery Lane, past the glass towers of the law firms sparkling like pristine teeth in a perfect smile. On the way I listened to an interview with Andrew Malkinson. He’s just been freed after seventeen years in prison for a rape someone else committed. ‘I was in total shock for the first few years, not even weeks but years, trying to get my head around the fact that the world now thinks I’m this person, but I’m not that person. I contemplated suicide many times.’ Although his conviction was transparently wrong, the interviewer asked if he ever did what lots of prisoners who begin long sentences protesting their innocence do, and after a while just give up. ‘No. No, no, no. The truth is the most fundamental thing. I’ve always had an interest in science and mathematics and stuff. These are fundamental, hard-won truths.’

			I am, I’m told, about to see another injustice unravelled. What I have heard about Mohamed Amersi is wrong. If, as he explains, I’m not too fucking thick to understand, he will set the record straight. He wants to help me. So that when I sit down to write this book it won’t be full of lies and bias and hogshit and misinformation imparted by wankers.1 So that I will write the truth.

			———

				
					1 The word ‘hogshit’ appears to be a portmanteau, forged in fury, combining two of Mohamed’s other preferred terms for information that displeases him, bullshit and hogwash. At the back of this book are comprehensive notes explaining the basis of every significant fact herein, including what people say and think. Sources are either named or, to protect them, described as fully as possible short of making them identifiable. Corroborating documents are cited. When it comes to Amersi’s interjections, I’ve used footnotes, in case the reader is as fucking stupid as me and needs easily accessible assistance with his technical jargon and other challenging language.

			

		

		
			Two

			Take-off

			Who is it that Mohamed Amersi wants to be? He wants to be the man who is due aboard the private plane scheduled to depart RAF Northolt on Sunday January 20, 2013. A private plane carrying Mohamed Amersi to his well-earned place among the highest in the land.

			Everything has been arranged. Ben Elliot’s people have taken care of it.

			Amersi adores Ben. As a person: his decency, his warmth. His friendship. Ben understands what I’m trying to do, Amersi thinks. None of this would be happening without Ben. Mohamed says so himself. ‘Unless you have somebody like him who opens these doors for you, it’s not possible.’

			For Quintessentially clients, there is nothing Ben can’t provide. When Madonna’s mucous membrane cried out for the soothing properties of slippery elm, Elliot’s people airlifted teabags of the stuff to her in Los Angeles. Others have wanted penguins, false eyelashes (and a plastic surgeon to repair the mischief the St Tropez hostess had done herself by tearing out the originals), llamas, backstage passes to Beyoncé, a football signed by Lionel Messi, albino peacocks.

			Tall, handsome, his Eton accent customised to Mockney, Ben can get you into places others cannot go. If you want the Sydney Harbour Bridge to yourself, Ben’s people will get you the Sydney Harbour Bridge, and you can propose on it. They will have the doors to Shanghai’s couture boutiques closed to the public so that your wife is undisturbed while she shops on her birthday. Quintessentially’s clients party beside pyramids and dine on icebergs. If they want to stay at home but wish their home was the Batcave, a Batcave Ben’s people will build.

			Yet even Ben cannot control the weather. You’d have to be Vladimir Putin, sending jets to spike the clouds, and Ben’s not Putin. As Amersi makes ready the evening before take-off, the temperature falls below zero. After midnight, snowflakes fill the air. They carpet the runway at RAF Northolt.

			Needs must when the devil drives. When the devil drives, sometimes you just have to fly commercial. British Airways to Glasgow. Ben was going to come along but now he won’t. Amersi’s host, Ben’s aunt’s husband, will be there to welcome him.

			The plane flies north. How far he has come, Mohamed from Mombasa. The Amersis’ roots run through the old empire. His forebears, in Iran then in India, were in the business of moving commodities. A lot came from Africa. So it made commercial sense for Amersi’s grandfather to send his son to Kenya. To Mombasa, the port city where the Indian Ocean winds have carried centuries of traders, slavers, missionaries and invaders. When little Mohamed was born in 1960, Kenya was still a British colony. Three years later came independence. It had taken decades of rebellion to throw off colonial rule, but the British did not simply leave. Across the former colonies, there was oil to be drilled, mines to be dug, arms to be sold, markets to be opened. And the old motherland was willing, for a suitable fee, to take delivery of the promising offspring of thriving families from the former colonies such as the Amersis for moulding.

			Merchant Taylors’ School was founded by guildsmen five hundred years before the adolescent Amersi arrived in 1976. A generation earlier, it had been uprooted from central London and shifted to roomier grounds in the heartlands of English propriety, the Home Counties. The new pupil from Mombasa, with his accent and his pigment and his Islamic name, was not in the image of the bishops and generals and translators of bibles who had preceded him. This was the England of Paki-bashing and the National Front. On April 20, 1968 – young Mohamed’s eighth birthday – Enoch Powell had prophesied a river of blood. Sometimes Amersi has wondered what his life would be like if he were John Smith, white man.

			Because you can climb all the way to the top. But as you haul yourself onto the summit, you will find a wall, a wall that you couldn’t see before. And in the wall, a single door, oaken and locked. Entry is secured by birthright alone. You can’t buy your way in.

			Except that you can. This is what Ben Elliot has in his pocket: a key to the final door.

			And why not? Did the triumph of capitalism over communism not teach us that wealth is the badge of worth? That money gravitates towards merit? And Mohamed Amersi has made money. It might even be said – by no less an authority than Mohamed himself – that he has been the premier mergers and acquisitions adviser in the emerging markets telecommunications space. The master dealmaker.

			When they disembark in Glasgow, a chauffeur awaits Amersi and his partner. Not Annar, the Mombasa girl he married in 1981 when he was not yet twenty-one. At his side today is Nadia Rodicheva, a beauty seventeen years his junior. Mohamed, short and always smart, a neat greying plume above his hawkish features, takes his seat beside her in the car. No longer just some Kenyan and some Russian. They are about to become someone.

			Past picturesque Scottish farms they are carried, past the town Johnnie Walker comes from, past a hamlet called Moscow. Closer, closer …

			Ben’s people emailed the itinerary a few days ago. Arrive. Meet host. Host personally conducts tour of exquisite Georgian mansion, with its Chippendale furniture and the Gobelin tapestries that were a gift, according to a fictional passage in the old place’s history, from the Sun King, Louis XIV. Tea. Rest. Gather for dinner at half past six.

			The car enters the grounds. Through the trees, Dumfries House peeps like a pearl. The garden is an hors d’oeuvre of neat conifers and sculpted lawn. The gravel of the drive crunches under the wheels. A dozen solid steps wide enough for the fullest of retinues lead up to an ochre stone front topped with silvery chimneys. And within, all set to receive his guests, is Charles.

		

		
			Three

			A furnace for the past

			The other Mohamed Amersi – the Mohamed Amersi that Mohamed Amersi does not want to be – did not board the flight to Dumfries. He was left behind. Left behind in the past.

			The thing about the past, though, is that it’s forever ambushing the present, forever buzzing into the picture like a fly in the projector. It is an unceasing effort, keeping the past under control. Sometimes you can burn it. Sometimes you can buy it. Which is what one of Mohamed’s business partners is seeking to do right now, on September 6, 2004, behind the heavy velvet curtains of a private room at the Ritz.

			‘I will be around for forty-seven minutes,’ says Jeffrey Galmond. ‘One hour or so. And then running off to another meeting. I have got meetings tomorrow all day. And then I have got meetings on Wednesday. Thursday, I think, I am out of here. I keep moving. I stay in the same place for about two or three days and then move to another place. I don’t make any bookings in advance. I use a lot of private aeroplanes. They come from another country, come to pick me up and fly me out.’

			The previous day’s Observer has declared Jeffrey Galmond to be what he wants to be: ‘the newest conqueror of the Wild East’. A billionaire. ‘The 54-year-old built a modestly successful legal practice in Denmark before starting to advise numerous European clients on Russian investments in the early nineties. Details of his subsequent career are not widely known but he seems quickly to have become a serial investor himself, making canny plunges into Russia’s property and telecoms markets.’ The writer notes: ‘Galmond’s story is all the more remarkable for being so little recognised until now.’

			Jeffrey Galmond has revealed his remarkable story in the long witness statement he has been forced to make after a rich Russian accused him of not being who he says he is. Under oath, he’s described in this affidavit how he became a titan of the Russian telecommunications industry without anyone noticing. ‘I have been assisted in this process by the maintenance of a low profile,’ he states. ‘It is my firm belief, and I would suggest it is plain common sense, that if one trumpets one’s activities from the rooftops and signals one’s intentions when building up businesses in this way, one is asking for trouble. It will invite envy, animosity and competition.’

			Thankfully for Jeffrey, doing business with the man he says he is can be lucrative. Mohamed Amersi’s share will be four million dollars.

			It used to be easier, managing the past. Before information went digital. Paper was so much more flammable. Just look at the Russian before us now, on December 5, 1989, in a detached, custard-coloured house near the north bank of the Elbe, shovelling documents into a furnace.

			He has the thick neck of a judo champion, though four years of German beer have pudged him out. A stern parting bisects his soft hair. The way his lips twitch up at the sides, it’s like he’s suppressing a smirk. But there is no tarrying over the incineration, no time to relish a few of the secret words printed on these secret pages. Outside, crowds are pressing against the gates. Weeks ago, up in Berlin, the wall was breached. The Russian knows his time here in Dresden is over.

			Since he was a boy, he’d wanted this life, to belong to the Soviet Union’s most exclusive club: the KGB. It would deliver him from the Leningrad grind, the communal flat with the rats and the appalling toilet. It would make him an author of events. One spy, he said to himself, one spy can decide the fate of thousands. All through his law degree, he hoped for the call. For the tap on his shoulder. Eventually it came. And with it, the chance to be someone else.

			They all had pseudonyms, the recruits. Keeping just the first letter of their real name, like a memento of who you really were. Platov, that was his. These other people that they became, they could leave the commons behind, depart the realm of the many, enter the zone of the few. ‘Nobody can go here,’ he told a friend one day, when his KGB credentials gained them access to an antique church to see its magnificent altar. ‘But we can.’ Tickets to any theatre, no problem. You could even leave the country.

			Lyudmila was pregnant with their second when they left Leningrad. She has liked it here in Dresden. The driver, the picnics with the Stasi guys. The family’s apartment is next door to the KGB office. He goes home every day for lunch and sees her oval face, those big eyes accentuated by stark, dark lashes.

			The Russian’s professional performance is monitored like the output of a factory under a Five-Year Plan. It is measured in ‘the quantity of realised units of information’. Today, information is being unrealised. The most valuable documents have been sent to Moscow. They have buried some of the others. The rest, handful by handful, he and his colleagues are throwing into the flames. He must make an expert judgement of each file’s worth, set against its danger. A secret is like a hidden passage beneath your citadel. It could be your salvation. If your enemy discovers it, it could be your ruin.

			The crowd is growing. He can hear them. Here in Dresden, as across the Soviet empire, the prevailing reality is breaking down. The Russian has grown up in a system run on vranyo, a term defined thus: ‘You know I’m lying, and I know that you know, and you know that I know that you know, but I go ahead with a straight face, and you nod seriously and take notes.’ He has requested guidance from KGB headquarters. No answer comes. Moscow is silent.

			Vladimir Putin hurls more papers into the fire. More and more until the furnace bursts.

			Lyudmila hates the queues back in Leningrad. Chapters of history are said to be ending and beginning but everything is the same. The empty shelves, the coupons, the ration cards. They’ve no savings – in Dresden they spent his KGB salary on the car. At least they have the washing machine their German neighbours gave them before they left.

			Her husband has found a new way to make money: politics. He has established himself as a fixer for Anatoly Sobchak, leader of the city’s democrats. Putin is the liaison between this law professor and the security forces. When the Communist hardliners’ tanks approach the city, Putin negotiates with them through the night. Their coup fails; the transition to something called capitalism proceeds.

			Leningrad becomes St Petersburg once more. Sobchak is its mayor, Putin his deputy. They take offices in the old Soviet headquarters. Putin installs a KGB comrade called Igor Sechin, veteran of Cold War conflict in Angola, as his gatekeeper. On the hook where Lenin’s portrait hung, Putin chooses not the customary image of the newly elected president Boris Yeltsin but an engraving of an emperor, Peter the Great.

			When Putin is summoned to the capital, Lyudmila is still getting over the crash. The light was green. She didn’t see the car that smashed into them. Into the front, mercifully: Katya was asleep in the back. The child was only bruised. Lyudmila was knocked out. When she came to, she grabbed a bystander and gave them the number to call Sechin. The public hospital the ambulance took her to was full of the dead and dying. Corpses lay on stretchers, left there by a state that had fallen apart. Only when they brought her to the military clinic did an X-ray show the crack in her spine and a fractured skull. She was there for two months. It would be three years before she felt normal again.

			She falls in love with Moscow. It feels like a place where life is in full swing. Putin is getting a promotion a year. Into Yeltsin’s presidential administration, then back to the KGB – they call it the FSB now – as boss. Then secretary to the security council, then prime minister in 1999.

			How strange, Lyudmila thinks, I’m married to a man who yesterday was just an unknown deputy mayor of St Petersburg, and now he’s prime minister. A few months later, he is president. Putin takes Lyudmila to places others cannot go. They pop their New Year’s champagne in a helicopter over Chechnya. But she and the children see less of him. Like when the kids want him to watch that new movie they love with them. The one where you have to take a blue pill or else reality falls apart. The Matrix. He says he doesn’t have time.

			These days Putin keeps the highest company. ‘I found him to be very straightforward and trustworthy,’ George W. Bush declares after they meet. ‘We had a very good dialogue. I was able to get a sense of his soul; a man deeply committed to his country and the best interests of his country.’

			All the attention can be unpleasant for Lyudmila. It’s unpleasant when the media dig into their background. It’s unpleasant, she says, when they lie. The family’s life has gone on show. Her husband still has his secrets, of course. Everybody does. One of them features Lyudmila herself. For a while after they move to Moscow, she takes a job at a telecoms venture. She gives it up before Putin becomes president in 1999, but the company continues to enjoy the aura of association with the big man. Once Putin is in the Kremlin, it grows into one of the country’s most valuable. Its owner goes unnamed, hidden inside a shell company. Until, in 2004, the shell jiggles and cracks, and there emerges a hitherto unremarked Dane, the new conqueror of the Wild East, Jeffrey Galmond.

			Being the new conqueror of the Wild East has its perks. The private planes, the meetings at the Ritz.

			‘That’s very lovely,’ says James Hatt, listening to Jeffrey Galmond describe his jet-set existence.

			‘Pardon?’

			‘Lovely,’ repeats Hatt, who has arranged this private suite to allay Galmond’s concerns about eavesdroppers. He speaks with the sonorous precision of the English barrister he used to be. ‘I am very happy for you. You must be having a lovely life.’

			‘You would not like to be in my shoes,’ says Galmond, whose moustache, like the rest of his hair, is greyer than it was back in St Petersburg.

			‘That is true,’ Hatt says. ‘I wouldn’t. I don’t want to be in your shoes. And I was having a very happy, comfortable, quiet life. A very different life. And then, one day, my life got complicated.’

			Like a great many other western bankers and lawyers and management consultants, at the fall of the Soviet Union, James Hatt went to Russia to do business. He ended up in telecoms. After a decade, he moved to Massachusetts to do what he really wanted: train to be a psychoanalyst. He has been studying Jung’s concept of splitting, how we are able to be two people at once. And then, the other day, the past turned up at his door, in the form of a man called Tim asking Hatt to meet Kroll. Agents from the private intelligence industry do not track you down because they want to hear your thoughts on Jung. Kroll is on a mission from the rich Russian who’s trying to prove that Galmond is not who he says he is.

			I’ve read your affidavit, Hatt tells Galmond. Your big thick fucking affidavit. Jesus Christ, it’s full of holes. The Kroll spies are very interested in it. And they’ve found Tony Georgiou, another character from the past that Hatt and Galmond share. Tony Georgiou doesn’t believe Galmond’s story either. Georgiou’s review of Galmond’s account is even blunter than Hatt’s: he calls it ‘fabricated’. And he’s gone and written an affidavit of his own.

			The cigars-and-caviar heir to an Italian furniture business, Tony Georgiou had been in St Petersburg fitting out exclusive hotels in the late eighties when, waiting in the ten-hour queue to use a phone at the Astoria for four minutes at a cost of forty-five dollars, he saw an opportunity. Gorbachev was opening the economy. Georgiou decided to start a telecoms business. His associates made introductions to St Petersburg’s new rulers. Georgiou met Sobchak, the charismatic mayor, and his inscrutable deputy, Vladimir Putin. And he heard of a young official who everyone said was destined for great things.

			Leonid Reiman’s friendly face and congenial manner distinguished him from the stolid apparatchiks who disdained and distrusted the foreign capitalists. Reiman, by contrast, they could deal with. His mother taught English and Reiman’s was flawless; he caught nuances that would escape all but native speakers. Georgiou arranged to meet him at the Astoria. The young Russian’s intelligence, his ability to understand intricate corporate apparatus – these qualities, instantly apparent, demonstrated to Georgiou that he had found his man.

			Although he was not formally the boss of the officials who ran St Petersburg’s public telephone system, Reiman was clearly in charge. Georgiou cultivated him. An invitation to a Christmas gathering in London. The promise of proximity to western splendour that glimmered when Georgiou dropped a name, such as that of his personal friend Lord Beaverbrook, Conservative Party treasurer.

			In return, Georgiou was after a telecoms licence. The Soviet apparat had not so much been swept away as clunkily repurposed for capitalism. A telecoms licence required sixteen signatures. ‘Mr Reiman,’ Georgiou has written in his affidavit, ‘was able to take the document around the relevant ministry officials and to ensure that at each level those involved were persuaded to sign. Although I was not involved in this, I understand that this would have involved Mr Reiman paying an appropriate “fee” to each of the officials in return for their help. I should add, at this stage, that it is a fact of life of doing business in Russia that it is necessary to take care of everyone whom you need help from. Mr Reiman seemed an expert in “oiling the wheels” and had no compunction about doing it. He told me what it would cost and I provided the money.’

			Reiman himself, a civil servant in his thirties, got a million. On October 12, 1992, Georgiou wired the payment to Reiman’s Swiss bank account. ‘I queried whether Mr Reiman, as a State employee, could legally receive such a payment,’ Georgiou says in his affidavit, ‘and I was assured that this was a private arrangement and not prohibited by Russian law.’ The final payments were for ‘people without whose support the licence would not be forthcoming’. Georgiou didn’t know who all these shadowy powers were. His affidavit does not record whether there was any inducement for the senior official who approved a change to the shareholdings in PeterStar, his telecoms venture. The owners were originally to be Georgiou himself and the Russian people. But the Russian people’s interest was shifted into a private company incorporated on the Isle of Man, owned by just one of them, Leonid Reiman. Achieving this needed the consent of the chair of St Petersburg’s committee for foreign relations. The chair obligingly signed his name: Vladimir Putin.

			Putin has kept Reiman close. The telecoms venture where Lyudmila worked when the Putins moved to Moscow is the one Reiman founded. This venture has been acquiring more and more assets, becoming one of the biggest companies in Russian telecoms. To begin with, it belonged to the Russian people. But like their stake in PeterStar, this one too has quietly changed hands. It now belongs to a private company in Luxembourg called First National Holding. There is no public record of who owns it. But in his affidavit, Jeffrey Galmond has unmasked the human being behind First National Holding: it’s him, Jeffrey, conqueror of the Wild East. And this is rather bewildering for James Hatt, as he sits with Galmond behind the Ritz’s heavy velvet curtains.

			‘Leonid Reiman was always in control of First National Holding,’ Hatt says. ‘You and I know that to be true. The reality.’ And this reality is rather important now. Because these days Leonid Reiman is President Putin’s telecoms minister. He oversees an industry worth countless billions, the bedrock of Putin’s surveillance state, and in which, if Hatt is right, Reiman himself secretly holds an enormous illicit stake.

			‘When Leonid became a minister and went to Moscow,’ Hatt reminds Galmond, ‘you and I were sitting together in St Petersburg. Leonid would phone you at one in the fucking morning. And if he’d been in St Petersburg he used to come and see us at one in the fucking morning. Remember the nights we spent together? It’s no wonder I never got laid in St Petersburg. I was always in your fucking office.’

			‘On the small red couch,’ says Galmond.

			‘On the small red couch.’

			‘Yeah, yeah,’ says Galmond. ‘That’s true.’

			But if Jeffrey Galmond is not who he says he is, who is he? Tony Georgiou says in his affidavit that Galmond in the nineties was a mere lawyer – ‘arrogant and not that bright’ – whose wife happened to be close to Reiman’s. That’s what Hatt remembers too: that Jeff Galmond was one of the lawyers who helped Leonid Reiman covertly assemble and run his telecoms empire. You were there, Hatt tells Galmond. You were there when we drew up the paperwork to describe the owners of PeterStar in a way that would nicely disguise Reiman’s stake. The owners, Hatt points out, were described as ‘persons interested in telecommunications in north west Russia’. The paperwork did not, Hatt observes, say ‘I, Jeffrey Galmond, own it’.

			‘Right,’ says Galmond.

			This is just the sort of thing the Kroll spies are looking for. ‘They are unpicking your affidavit,’ Hatt tells Galmond. ‘This is a big issue.’

			‘For whom?’ Galmond asks.

			‘For you,’ says Hatt.

			It’s true, this scrutiny of the galaxy of companies Galmond purports to own is most incommoding. Even the authorities in Bermuda, usually one of the easiest places to maintain corporate camouflage, are examining the ones he’s set up there. They are constantly asking him questions. Why are you making this payment? Where does the money come from? I can’t move a dime, he complains, not a fucking dime, without producing a great big binder.

			The spies are closing in. They want to show that Jeffrey Galmond is a frontman concealing an immense corrupt scheme within Putin’s regime. Yet there are still those who take Galmond at his word, who will believe that he is who he says he is, and who are thus able to join him in his money-making. He’s recently met one such person, by the name of Mohamed Amersi.

			After Merchant Taylors, university at Sheffield and Cambridge, one prestigious law firm, Clifford Chance, another, Jones Day (a ‘star’ of its Swiss office, the trade press says), Mohamed Amersi is a most impressive character when he meets Jeff Galmond. And some experience in Russia: when Yeltsin sold off the Soviet economy in the nineties, Amersi worked on a bid for telecoms assets. He knows God and the devil and everybody, Galmond thinks; he’s shrewd, intelligent. They see each other again in London and Dubai and St Tropez.

			By now, Amersi has departed the law. There is a way to monetise this ability he possesses, the ability to make everyone feel he’s on their side. To be what they call a ‘dealmaker’. It’s how Mohamed has long seen himself. That has been the recent verdict of a High Court judge.

			Mr Justice Smith observed Amersi in his witness box. The case was brought by two former clients of Mohamed’s old firm Jones Day, the Saab brothers of Lebanon, who claimed that Amersi two-timed them. They thought he was their lawyer on a property deal but he was also working for the Saudi bank on the other side. No, Mohamed told the court, the Saabs are mistaken, there was no wrongdoing. His testimony, Mr Justice Smith concluded, was ‘unreliable’, ‘incredible’, ‘extraordinary’, ‘generally unsatisfactory’, detailed when it suited him but vague when it did not, and contradicted by contemporaneous correspondence. In Amersi’s sworn witness statement, the judge remarked, Mohamed denied that on September 14, 1994 he had discussed a retainer with one of the Saabs. The Saabs’ barrister pointed out that Amersi’s own case relied on this conversation having happened. Mohamed ‘therefore produced a fresh witness statement,’ the judgment recorded, ‘not only saying he now recalled a conversation on the 14 September but giving detailed evidence as to what was discussed about the retainer’.

			As he peered into the psyche of the man before him, the judge concluded that Amersi saw nothing amiss in his own conduct. The holes in his records, those were his secretary’s fault, he said – the incompetent woman struggled with the office computers. As for a conflict of interest, Mohamed made himself blind to it. ‘In reality,’ Mr Justice Smith found, ‘Mr Amersi saw himself as a dealmaker.’ He ‘was so attracted personally because of the success fee, because of the size of the transaction, that he lost a proper sense of objectivity’ and ‘forgot that he was a lawyer who owed duties to different clients that might cause conflict. It is clear that he purported to act for both sides at stages during this saga. Of that there is no doubt.’

			———

			‘He was a bloody farmer and he is a fucking farmer and he lost his job because he behaved like a farmer.’

			Mohamed and I are getting started. Fortified with a swift yoghurt en route to Carter-Ruck, I listen as his rage swells, subsides, then swells again.

			‘Sorry, can I just ask, I know this might seem like a strange question, but why farmer? I don’t understand the insult,’ I say. ‘Why’s being a farmer a bad thing?’

			‘They are generally seen as peasants.’

			‘I see what you mean.’

			And this peasant of
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