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INTRODUCTION

WHEN BANCO POPULAR SUDDENLY COLLAPSED in the early hours of June 7, 2017, attention naturally turned to those caught up in what turned out to be one of the largest bank failures ever seen in Europe. Spanish television broadcast scenes of angry customers outside shuttered branches all over the country, brandishing placards, demanding answers—and prison for those responsible. Reporters interviewed tearful pensioners who had lost everything in the collapse: elderly men and women who had entrusted their life savings to a bank once hailed as one of the strongest and most profitable in the world. The financial press pursued another angle, focusing on supposedly savvy bond investors like Pimco and Anchorage Capital, who had lost hundreds of millions of dollars overnight. Around the world, everyone was asking the same question: How could a well-known Spanish lender, an institution with a proud ninety-year history, which owned another bank in the United States and had offices as far afield as Shanghai, Dubai, and Rio de Janeiro, just disappear overnight?

But, amid all the coverage, no mention was made of the biggest casualty of all. For more than sixty years, a shadowy group of men sworn to a life of celibacy and self-flagellation had secretly controlled the bank and taken advantage of their positions there to siphon off billions of dollars. This is the previously untold story of how these men hijacked Banco Popular and transformed it into a cash machine for Opus Dei, the controversial religious sect they belonged to—transforming this tiny, secretive religious movement into one of the most powerful forces in the Catholic Church, bankrolling the creation of a vast recruitment network targeting children and vulnerable teenagers, and creating a beachhead in the world of U.S. politics that would make Opus Dei a secret but critical force behind the recent erosion of reproductive rights and other civil liberties. In a world obsessed with conspiracy theories—of QAnon and Bilderberg—this is a real-life story of abuse, manipulation, and greed cloaked in the mantle of holiness.



I was one of the journalists who covered the collapse of Banco Popular and who—like everyone else, it now seems—missed the most important part of the story. I had spent much of the previous decade reporting on the rolling banking crises that had ripped through Europe in the years after the 2008 global financial collapse. My work had taken me to France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal, Russia, Spain, Sweden, and Turkey to write about the various crises, interviewing the people who ran the banks and building out the story through conversations with regulators, central bankers, lawyers, investors, and ordinary folk. I initially covered the Popular story in much the same way. At first, the collapse seemed all too familiar: the usual tale of unbridled ambition, poor decision-making, a hubristic belief that risks were being controlled, and an unwillingness to recognize mistakes until it was too late. But the deeper I dug into the story, the less sense it all seemed to make. Many aspects of Banco Popular’s rise and fall simply defied any logical explanation, even for a seasoned financial reporter. Gradually, it became clear that huge pieces of the puzzle were missing.

I moved to Madrid to investigate further. I had lived there as a correspondent for Bloomberg a decade earlier, reporting on the country’s spectacular boom and bust. Ten years on, the city looked just as I had left it—but with one notable difference. The Banco Popular name, once a fixture in every neighborhood, was now gone. The bank had once boasted more than two thousand branches across the country—including three hundred in Madrid alone—making it almost impossible to walk through any of the Spanish capital’s many barrios without seeing its purple logo, instantly recognizable to millions of Spaniards. But, while Popular had vanished from the streets, its name lived on in the newspapers. The bank’s collapse had become a legal quagmire, spawning more than a hundred lawsuits—most involving the 300,000 shareholders who had seen their investments turn to dust. Other lawsuits had been brought by the bank’s creditors, who were owed billions. One by one, I met with the disaffected groups. Keen for any coverage of their fight—especially in the international press—everyone seemed eager to talk.

Or almost everyone. Absent from these conversations was the most affected party of all: the bank’s biggest shareholder. Enigmatically named The Syndicate, the group traced its roots back to a gentlemen’s agreement in the 1940s and controlled almost 10 percent of the bank when it collapsed, a stake worth more than $2 billion at its peak. But, within weeks of the collapse, the main company at the heart of The Syndicate had quietly given notice to the authorities that it was to be dissolved. While the bank’s other shareholders were mounting a public battle to recoup their money, this shadowy group that had once controlled the bank seemed to be intent on exiting the scene. My curiosity piqued, I began to investigate further and soon discovered that there was much more to The Syndicate than met the eye. At the heart of the consortium was a company obliquely called the European Union of Investors, which turned out to be a nest of Russian dolls stacked in such a way as to hide the real beneficiary of this giant holding. Each of the dolls had innocent-enough-sounding names—the Fund for Social Action, the Institute for Education and Investigation, the Foundation for International Development and Cooperation, the Fund for Social Cooperation. But, as the dolls were unstacked and laid out beside each other, curious similarities began to emerge. Many of them shared the same shareholders. They were run by the same group of seemingly interchangeable men. As much as $100 million a year passed from the bank down through this network. I started to realize why The Syndicate had been so keen to remain silent, why the company behind it had applied for dissolution while others so publicly fought for justice: it had a secret to hide.

My reporting took me to the tiny Swiss municipality of Crans-Montana, a luxury resort in the Alps famous for its skiing and ultra-wealthy residents. I was there to interview Javier Valls-Taberner, who had spent more than forty years at the bank—including fifteen as chairman alongside his older brother Luis. If anyone could help me get to the bottom of the Banco Popular mystery, I figured, it was him. Javier greeted me at the door of his Alpine lodge with a beaming smile and a warm handshake. We had met briefly in Madrid a few months earlier, and he seemed genuinely grateful for my having come all this way to see him. He had agreed to spend the next three days being interviewed about his time at the bank.

It was clear from the start that he worshiped Luis, who had died some years earlier. He regaled me with stories of their youth—of how they had dressed as peasants to escape war-torn Barcelona, of their exile in Italy, and of the death of their father, a well-respected politician. At eighty-nine, his voice was weak, his health clearly in decline after the recent diagnosis of a rare blood disease. But his eyes glistened as he recalled how he and his brother had transformed Popular—a sleepy regional bank with just a handful of offices—into a global player. The two brothers were very different: while Luis was a devout member of Opus Dei, a conservative Catholic sect, sworn to a life of chastity, poverty, and obedience, Javier was well known in Madrid’s staid banking circles as a bon vivant who enjoyed travel, good food, good wine—and a good party. “They had nicknames for the two of us,” Javier told me, chuckling. “They called us Opus Dei and Opus Night.”

We reconvened early the next morning and got down to business. Top on my list was understanding what The Syndicate really was. I asked him straight out.

“Well, it was all fake,” Javier told me. “Previously, there had been a real syndicate—but we stripped it of any legal status. Later on, it was basically made up of anyone with shares who wanted in—the only condition being that you had to vote in favor of whatever the board proposed. There were loads of us. But it was one big ruse because they double-counted those of us in The Syndicate. All of the big shareholders were involved… it meant they got counted as individual investors and as members of The Syndicate.”

What Javier was telling me amounted to fraud on a massive scale. Here was a set of investors who had systematically clubbed together to swing important votes at the bank—in order to head off any real accountability about the way Banco Popular was being managed. But why? Now an old man, with his health in serious decline, Javier clearly had few qualms about admitting to this clear abuse of power. He also had an axe to grind. Back in 2006, just days after the death of his older brother, Javier had been unceremoniously ousted from the bank. After four decades at the helm of Popular, Opus Night had evidently outlived his usefulness to the real power brokers behind the bank.

His ouster coincided with the sudden emergence of the European Union of Investors, the enigmatic company that had first caught my eye back in Madrid.

“The Syndicate began to fall apart when they started to behave badly towards me and towards Luis, and a lot of people decided to pull out,” he told me. “So, they put together a company called the European Union of Investors.”

“Just a minute—who are they?” I asked.

“It was Opus Dei one hundred percent. It ended up taking the place of The Syndicate—which wasn’t really a syndicate.”

Javier then told me about his brother’s dying days.

“When Luis became really sick and was admitted to hospital, they tried to stop me seeing him,” he recalled, his eyes glazing over. “They tried to keep me away while he was still alive because—I think—there was already some kind of plan within Opus Dei stipulating that, as soon as Luis was dead, the other brother would be out.”

“But why didn’t they want you to visit him?”

“Because Opus Dei was controlling him. They didn’t want me telling him things—or him telling me things. Already, over the previous two years… I noticed… it was already decided… Opus Dei had a plan. They were controlling everything, more or less. I think they had decided that, as soon as he was gone, they would have it all for themselves.”

“Do you think Luis realized what was going on?”

“I don’t know whether he realized—or whether he knew but couldn’t say anything.”

The memory of his brother’s dying days—and of his dismissal from the bank—clearly pained Javier. He told me about how, at the time, he couldn’t help but think of Roberto Calvi, the Italian banker who had been murdered in the early 1980s—at the hands of people close to Opus Dei, according to legend. Fearing for his family’s safety, he decided to leave Spain, where the organization’s tentacles ran deep, and move to Switzerland. From his home in the Alps, he had watched with a mixture of sorrow and Schadenfreude as the bank he and his brother had propelled to prominence collapsed—taking down with it the web of Opus Dei interests that had knifed him in the back years earlier.



While my father had been raised as a Roman Catholic—his grandparents were from Ireland and he spent much of his childhood being looked after by nuns in a convalescent home for sick children—he gradually became disillusioned with the Church’s unrelenting fixation on guilt, and he resolved to raise his own children free to make their own moral judgments about the world. As a result, I knew next to nothing about the Church or about Opus Dei when I first set out investigating the collapse of Banco Popular—but I soon made it a priority to get up to speed. I read voraciously and spoke with current and former members to try to understand the organization. My first interactions threw me somewhat—after what Javier had told me about them, the members of Opus Dei who had worked and lived with Luis Valls-Taberner, the ones he had accused of manipulating his brother’s illness and death to wrest control of the bank, turned out to be amiable, forthcoming, and delighted that a journalist from England was taking an interest in the late banker, whom they clearly revered.

But one thing struck me as odd. Almost every conversation would begin the same way: with the member of Opus Dei explaining how everyone within the organization acted with complete freedom and that anything that any of them did—whether that be in business, politics, or more generally—was of their own initiative and nothing to do with Opus Dei. After the fourth or fifth rendition of this spiel, I began to wonder whether the men—and they were all men—had been told what to say. The weird thing was that they would each offer up this statement unprompted, before we had even begun to discuss what Luis Valls-Taberner had actually done. Why would they feel the need to preface our discussion with this disclaimer—before I had even asked anything? Little did I know, this disclaimer would become an almost constant refrain in my conversations with Opus Dei members over the next few years.

Newly alert for anything to do with Opus Dei, my attention was caught by an article from the Associated Press about a group of forty-two women in Argentina who alleged they had been recruited by Opus Dei as young girls and forced to work effectively as slaves—cooking, cleaning, and scrubbing the toilets for years without pay. They had filed a complaint at the Vatican for alleged labor exploitation, abuse of power—and abuse of conscience. They were demanding financial compensation, an acknowledgment of their suffering, disciplinary measures for those responsible, and a formal apology from Opus Dei. While I obviously felt sorry for the women, the story seemed unrelated to my own investigation. But all that changed on a subsequent visit to the Banco Popular archives, which had since fallen into the hands of a rival bank, which had bought up Popular’s assets following its collapse. This was my third visit to the archive, located in a business park off a coastal highway in northern Spain, since securing access the previous year. While sifting through towers of boxes, I happened upon an “unofficial” archive that had been kept quite separate from the main Popular collection, which had been discovered in a mansion up in the mountains outside Madrid that was once owned by the bank and where Luis Valls-Taberner had once lived. I learned about how one of the archivists had been sent to the mansion to recover this “stray” collection and to arrange for its transportation—only to discover that someone had been there before him to purge this mysterious cache. But it had been a rushed job and, buried in the stacks and stacks of seemingly unorganized piles of paper, he said there might be documents of interest to me.

For three days, I sifted through the piles. On my last day at the archive—that evening I was due to fly back home to London—I discovered a thick document with the words “Balance Sheet of International Cooperation” on the front. The report linked the bank to more than sixty seemingly innocuous companies around the world—including one connected to the alleged enslavement of the forty-two women in Argentina. During the late eighties and early nineties, tens of millions of dollars had been sent all over the world, with records of the transactions kept separate from the official Banco Popular archives—and seemingly missed by those sent to purge the hidden cache. As I checked off the list of recipients—in countries including Australia, Cameroon, Ireland, Nigeria, and the Philippines—I found that many of these companies ran “vocational schools” similar to the ones implicated in the scandal in Argentina. These schools actively recruited young girls living in some of the world’s poorest countries into a life of servitude. I had stumbled on a vast operation to entrap these young girls and then traffic them to work in the service of Opus Dei all around the world—and all of it financed by Banco Popular. On subsequent visits, I found other pieces of the puzzle—records of millions of dollars channeled through one of the bank’s subsidiaries in Switzerland to accounts in Panama, Liechtenstein, and Curacao, offshore havens for secrecy and money laundering, which were directly controlled by leading figures in Opus Dei in the United States, Mexico, and elsewhere. I soon began to realize that the story was about much more than a Spanish bank. Here was a network of hidden largesse that had been used to catapult Opus Dei onto the global stage. The strands would eventually stretch deep into the Vatican, into the world of American politics—and to the sudden disappearance of a man fifty years earlier.



On the morning of May 20, 2023, Father Charles Trullols proudly led the congregation of the Catholic Information Center through the streets of Washington, D.C., on the first of what he anticipated would be an annual tradition of a eucharistic procession in the heart of the nation’s capital. Elegantly dressed in the elaborately adorned vestments normally reserved for feast days, the Spanish priest gazed intensely up at the golden monstrance he carried before him as he made his way along K Street, over petals that had been scattered on the sidewalk, flanked by priests and altar boys who held a white canopy high above him. Trullols had envisioned the procession as an expression of faith and a reminder of the presence of God—even in this most ungodly town. “I have absolute faith in the many graces God will bestow onto our country when Christ’s real presence is carried through the streets of D.C.,” he said. “The procession will express our belief that Jesus is passing by and bestowing his love and help on all of us.”

Many of the regulars at the Catholic Information Center’s daily noontime Mass—the politicians, lawyers, and lobbyists who came to take communion during their lunchbreaks—had taken Father Charles’s words to heart. Almost five hundred people had taken time out of their weekend for this special event. As they made their way along the mile-long route, down Seventeenth Street, onto Connecticut Avenue and in front of the White House, the crowd trailed behind in reverent silence, stopping to kneel and pray at two altar stops along the route. Father Charles led their prayers, asking God to come to the aid of America.

This was the friendly, public, acceptable face of Opus Dei that Father Charles, as chaplain of the Catholic Information Center, had been tasked with projecting onto the politicians, the lawyers, and the lobbyists who came through its doors every day. Situated in the heart of the city—a virtue celebrated by the blue plaque outside boasting how it was the closest tabernacle to the White House—the unassuming chapel and bookstore was a shopwindow for Opus Dei in the most powerful city on earth. For thirty years, the Catholic Information Center had pushed the organization’s same uncontroversial message that had drawn countless Washingtonians into its bosom. This message—that Catholics best serve God by striving for holiness in everything they do, by offering up their everyday work and aiming for excellence in their professional lives—had struck a chord among the city’s believers, many of whom had long struggled with the question of how to live out their faith in this deeply transactional, amoral town. Members of Congress, Supreme Court Justices, and prominent figures from the worlds of finance, law, and journalism had been drawn to this simple message over the years. Its success had transformed the wider Washington metropolitan area into the largest Opus Dei community in the United States—made up of eight hundred members and countless sympathizers.

    From Colombia to Japan, Nigeria to Sri Lanka, this is the face that Opus Dei projects to the world: of an agglomeration of ordinary Catholics, the vast majority of whom are married with children, who are doctors and lawyers and teachers inspired to live out their faith in everyday life. Drawing on the legitimacy conferred upon it by the Church—Opus Dei was elevated to the unique status of personal prelature by Pope John Paul II in the eighties and its founder, the Spanish priest Josemaría Escrivá, was canonized and proclaimed the “saint of ordinary life” two decades later—the organization presents itself as nothing more than a spiritual guide for members of the faith searching for a way of serving God in their daily lives. Across the websites maintained by Opus Dei in the seventy-two countries in which it operates, and in the literature handed out at the Catholic Information Center and in hundreds of centers around the world, the testimonies of members underscore this message: of how the organization, and the teachings of Escrivá, have inspired them to live out their faith. “The Work, as the faithful of Opus Dei call it, is part of the Church, and the Church is a family and Mother,” relates one high-ranking Brazilian member. “Saint Josemaría spoke of the great family of the Work. I like to think of the Work as a family of families.” The organization talks about how almost ninety thousand people—from many different backgrounds, cultures, and languages—have been inspired to follow in the ways of Opus Dei, ways which were supposedly communicated to the founder directly from God during a retreat in Madrid in October 1928. Some share their testimonies of how, from heaven, Saint Josemaría has interceded in their daily lives to resolve problems, cure illness, and inspire them to become better Catholics.

    But, beneath this veneer of deep faith and inspiration, there is an underbelly to the organization that few—even among the most longstanding members—know anything about. While three-quarters of its members live respectable Christian lives, at home with their families, striving to live out their faith more deeply, at the heart of the organization lies an elite corps who live highly controlled existences. Having committed themselves to a life of chastity, poverty, and obedience, this elite group live according to a dystopian set of rules and regulations—an Orwellian blueprint for society laid down by the founder and kept hidden from authorities at the Vatican. Normal members are prohibited from reading these documents, which are kept under lock and key at the residences where the celibate members live together, to be consulted only by their superiors, who often abuse their authority to control the lives of those in their charge. Thousands of members live this tightly controlled existence of prayer and indoctrination, where almost every move is meticulously prescribed and watched over, where contact with friends and family is restricted and monitored, and where their personal and professional lives are subject to the whims and needs of the wider movement.

Living in closed, segregated communities, they operate as clandestine cells in almost every major city in the world, following a detailed playbook of surreptitious recruitment drawn up by the founder and geared toward a single aim: extending the movement’s influence among the rich and the powerful. Constantly pressured by their superiors to generate more and more “vocations,” these elite members are encouraged to follow a playbook common to many religious cults to generate more followers and expand Opus Dei’s power and reach. Potential recruits are targeted while they are still children and are enticed into friendships with current members through “love bombing,” who then collect and exchange information on the targets in order to whip them into a “vocational crisis” designed to push them into joining. Once inside, recruits are cut off from their families, and their lives are intricately controlled until they become pliable and submissive—at which point they are turned to recruiting more members.

This elite corps is aided in its task by a clandestine network of foundations and companies, which once counted Banco Popular at its core, that funnel millions of dollars around the world to initiatives aimed at recruitment and at expanding the influence of Opus Dei deeper into society. Opus Dei denies that it controls any of this network, but this is a legal fiction designed to protect the organization from any scandal or blowback—and to absolve it of any responsibility toward the thousands of individuals whose lives it controls and abuses. This hidden network of money, much of which can be traced back to the organization’s cozy relationship with the Spanish dictator Francisco Franco, has enabled Opus Dei to buy power and influence across six continents—from Santiago to Stockholm, Los Angeles to Lagos, and Mexico City to Manila. Publicly, it is officially affiliated with nineteen universities, twelve business schools, 275 elementary and high schools, 160 technical and hospitality schools, 228 university residences and countless youth clubs and summer camps. Covertly, its tentacles run much deeper—into the very fabric of our supposedly secular, civil society.

Opus Dei boasts special privileges enjoyed by no other organization within the Catholic Church that for years have allowed it to effectively function outside the usual hierarchy, giving it unprecedented freedom to operate wherever it likes—answerable to nobody but the pope. These special powers were granted in the early 1980s, at a time when the Vatican was mired in deep financial trouble and amid swirling rumors about Opus Dei’s role in a huge financial bailout for the Holy See. These privileges catapulted the group into the upper echelons of the Catholic Church, legitimizing it among the faithful, turbocharging its recruitment efforts, and facilitating the canonization of its founder.

Since the 1990s, Opus Dei has exploited this legitimacy to ally itself with conservative forces within the Church—especially in the United States. This has opened the door to billionaires and dark money, which in recent years—and especially following the collapse of Banco Popular in 2017—have become a critical means for Opus Dei to sustain this hidden network. For all its talk about allegiance to the Vatican, the Church, and the teachings of Jesus Christ, Opus Dei seems unconcerned that many of the conservative forces it now embraces in the United States are openly hostile to the pope—even going so far as to undermine his authority and plot against him. For the veneer presented to the vast majority of its members—of upholding Church doctrine and offering spiritual guidance for Catholics to live out their faith—is a false one. The principal things that drive Opus Dei are the cult-like worship of its founder and its own expansion. Its methods and practices have corrupted the outlook of even its own leadership, which has time and time again proven unwilling and unable to reform, even in the face of incontrovertible evidence of abuse and coercion in its ranks. Opus Dei is a danger to itself, its membership, the Church—and the world.

For decades, the organization has operated with effective impunity, but there are signs that the walls are beginning to close in. In July 2022, Pope Francis made his first tentative attempt to rein in the organization—through a motu proprio, effectively a personal decree, which downgraded the institution within the hierarchy of the Church and tasked it with “updating” its statutes. Few realized it at the time, but this was a delicate way of telling Opus Dei to put its house in order. When the organization failed to take heed, Francis issued a second motu proprio—this time severing the authority of the organization over its members and laying the ground for direct intervention by the Vatican if it fails to reform. A vicious fight looms between Opus Dei and the progressive forces of the Catholic Church.



Opus traces the origins of this secretive religious sect, challenging its official history and directly linking its ascent to the hijacking of Banco Popular. At the heart of this story is Luis Valls-Taberner, a prominent Spanish financier still widely regarded as one of the greatest bankers of his generation. As the man who ran Popular for almost fifty years, before his death in 2006, he is credited with transforming the bank from a small player with just a handful of branches into a global powerhouse that commanded the respect of its peers. But he was also a man with a double life. By day, he carefully cultivated his image as a tycoon, holding court in his opulent penthouse office where he received politicians and titans of industry. By night, he retired to his sparse room at the Opus Dei lodge just outside Madrid, where he changed out of his business suit into casual clothes and attached a cilice—a small, spiked chain—to his thigh to remind him of the suffering of Christ. There, he plotted how to defraud his own bank and the shareholders he supposedly served, running a network of companies that funneled billions from Spain to offshore accounts and onto Opus Dei operations around the world.

This book offers a window into the movement, its predatory recruitment techniques, the psychological abuse borne down on members, and the control over their daily lives. It explores the medieval practices of corporal mortification that members are instructed to perform, as well as the daily rites and rituals—from cold showers to sleeping on wooden planks—that they still observe today. It also casts a new light on the rushed canonization of the founder, despite huge resistance from many within the Church.

But this isn’t just a story about the past. The book also explores the vast empire that Opus Dei controls today. In New York, Murray Hill Place rises seventeen stories from the corner of Lexington Avenue and Thirty-fourth Street. There is no signage on the redbrick and limestone building, just a single discreet entrance onto each of the two adjoining streets—one for men and one for women, who are prohibited from mixing inside. Behind the walls of this nondescript building, a well-oiled brainwashing machine is at work: shut off from their families, dozens of young recruits are subjected to a grueling timetable of prayer, introspection, and corporal mortification. Those with university degrees are encouraged to seek well-paid jobs in law or finance, and to hand over all their earnings to the order. Lesser-educated men are usually not admitted—although the organization actively recruits lesser educated women—some only teenagers—who are pushed into a life of servitude, of punishing fifteen-hour days cleaning and cooking. It’s a scene repeated across the globe—in London, Nairobi, Sydney, Tokyo, and numerous other cities. These residential centers are fed by a network of schools and universities, where teenagers are educated using only those books approved by Opus Dei priests and where newspapers and magazines regularly have “inappropriate” content cut out. Television and the internet are censored. Meanwhile, in Rome, the leaders of the movement live a life of opulence at the palatial Villa Tevere, where followers of Saint Josemaría gather every day at noon to pray before his mortal remains.

Lastly, the book raises important questions about the forces that shape our society, shedding light on some of the hidden actors that lurk beneath the surface. As the organization approaches its centenary, it presents an opportunity to reassess Opus Dei, showing the cult to be the centerpiece of a real-life conspiracy.




1 THE SYNDICATE

Madrid, Spain—June 2004

ON THE MORNING OF JUNE 24, 2004, a skulk of gray-faced businessmen gathered in the basement of the Banco Popular headquarters in central Madrid to formally sign off on the previous year’s accounts. The annual shareholder meeting was a tedious but immutable affair in the business calendar, a legal requirement that was supposed to give the tens of thousands of investors who owned shares in the bank an opportunity to ask questions, to raise concerns—and generally to hold the men who ran Popular to account. For years, it had paid only lip service to such requirements, electing instead to hold the meeting effectively behind closed doors in the boardroom on the seventh floor, where the men in charge signed off on the accounts without debate. For years, regulators had turned a blind eye—but had recently begun to ask questions and enforce the rules more strictly. The clampdown mirrored a wider revolution sweeping through Spanish society triggered by events three months earlier, when—in a cynical attempt to stay in power—the ruling conservatives had lied to the country about a series of train bombings that had killed 193 people only days before a general election, blaming the atrocity on Basque terrorists rather than Islamists protesting the country’s role in the Iraq War. The gambit had backfired spectacularly, losing them an election they had been poised to win and unleashing widespread ire against the crooked elite. With the youthful new Socialist prime minister promising a new society based on transparency, the men assembled were apprehensive about what the coming revolution might mean for them—and the secret at the heart of Banco Popular that had been kept hidden for more than fifty years.

The shift in landscape could not have come at a worse time. Luis Valls-Taberner, the chairman and figurehead of Popular since the late fifties, hadn’t been seen in public for months. Don Luis, as he was respectfully known to everyone within the bank, had turned seventy-eight a few weeks earlier. Though he wasn’t one for birthdays—he preferred to congratulate people on their saint’s day rather than the anniversary of their birth—the last few had been ominous markers for the gradual decline in his health. The chairman had spent his seventy-sixth birthday recovering from emergency surgery on his stomach; his seventy-seventh had been spent preparing for another procedure to remove a growth above his left eye. The years were beginning to take their toll: more recently, his movement had become increasingly slow and awkward, and he had begun to suffer from dizzy spells and blurred vision—symptoms of advanced Parkinson’s disease. But, rather than step down or name a successor, Don Luis had elected to stay on and cover up his failing health. While he still came to the office religiously—arriving at nine each morning, often with a layer of fresh stubble (he preferred to shave at the office so he could spend more time at home reading the Bible)—Don Luis remained conspicuous by his absence. In years gone by, the chairman would frequently be seen around the building, stopping for chats with the rank-and-file, addressing employees by their first names, taking care to remember small details about a child’s communion, a sick relative, or the travails of their favorite football team—all the while gathering information about the bank, which departments were working hard, what needed attention, who was slacking. But those walks had all but ceased.

This charade went on for months. But more recently, things had begun to occur that threatened to transform the relatively benign problem of the chairman’s hermitic existence into a major crisis. The first sign that something was wrong came at the end of 2003 when, just a week before Christmas, eleven members of the board were suddenly dismissed en masse. The bank tried to spin the departures as being part of a long-planned reduction in the number of people on the board—a line swallowed hook, line, and sinker by the press. But then, a few weeks later, one of the bank’s biggest shareholders unexpectedly announced that it was selling its entire $400 million stake. The news came as a huge surprise, not least because the investor had only recently bought the stake—and had done so amid great fanfare, heralding the purchase as the beginning of a new alliance that promised an exciting future for both parties. Understandably, such an abrupt reversal set off intense speculation. Had the investor decided to sell after seeing what was really going on behind closed doors? Had he concluded that Don Luis was unfit to run the bank? The liquidation also cast a different light on the mass dismissal of more than a third of the board a few months earlier. There was now talk of a failed coup against the chairman, who refused to retire, who refused to listen to reason. Was a confused old man in charge of one of Spain’s largest banks? Why was he being allowed to stay on? Why hadn’t the rest of the board done something to remedy the situation?

Through the spring, speculation about Don Luis’s fitness to remain in his post had wiped more than a billion dollars off the value of Popular. In banking, a business built on instilling confidence in customers and convincing them their money is safe, uncertainty can be a very dangerous thing. For one, the bank’s depressed share price could make it an easy target, opening it up to a hostile takeover from a larger rival—or a vulture fund. Given the need to keep a lid on the bank’s secret beneficiary, such a scenario was clearly unacceptable. But more worryingly, if confidence among investors continued to evaporate and spread to the bank’s five million customers, Popular could very quickly have a major crisis on its hands—in that situation, a run on the bank couldn’t be ruled out.

The tightknit team around the chairman devised a plan to quash the rumors, to project an image of business as usual—and of solid support among the board members for Don Luis. Given the new requirements to hold an actual gathering of shareholders, rather than the closed meeting of board members up on the seventh floor, executives at the bank decided to kill two birds with one stone: by having the chairman give a speech to the annual gathering, which could be recorded and distributed to the media. The meeting was already on the calendar, so there was no need to invent a pretext for the sudden appearance of the chairman after so many months. In fact, it nicely reinforced the message they were trying to push—of business as usual. Given what was at stake, the team also decided to take a few precautions. They kept Don Luis’s speech as short as possible and printed it for him in an oversized font—double spaced—to help with his blurred vision.

That morning, they had held a rehearsal in the auditorium, just to be sure. Smartly dressed in a dark woolen suit, white shirt, and a patterned blue tie, Don Luis had delivered the speech without a hitch—to the great relief of everyone present. The guest list had also been kept to an absolute minimum. While the meeting had been moved from the boardroom to the auditorium, located in the basement, the cast of characters in attendance was much the same as always. In a clear breach of all the rules, the smaller shareholders—the ones who might cause a scene or ask difficult questions—had been kept away. The room was less than a quarter full—just twenty out of the more than seventy thousand shareholders were in attendance. The auditorium was a sea of friendly faces, of men personally appointed to the board by Don Luis over the years precisely because of their discretion and their willingness to turn a blind eye to the bank’s big secret.

But all those precautions were in vain—the meeting was a disaster from the start. On his way up onto the stage, Don Luis tripped and fell on the stairs. He seemed slightly shaken—embarrassed perhaps, but fine. The chairman was helped to his seat. For a while, there was silence—both on stage and in the audience. Nobody knew quite what to say.

The first to break the silence was Ángel Ron, seated immediately to the right of Don Luis. A portly Galician with thick bushy eyebrows, a cleft chin, and a roguish smile, Ron was chief executive of the bank, the man in charge of the day-to-day. Despite the difference in age, the two men had an excellent relationship. Ron was one of the few people at the bank who still saw Don Luis regularly—the two had lunch a couple of times a week. Ron had a soft spot for his boss, who had picked him out for greater things at a young age and, over the years, trusted him with some of the bank’s most difficult and delicate business matters—as a test of his competence and his discretion. Ron had passed with flying colors, and two years earlier had been named chief executive at the age of just thirty-nine.

“You need to start… look, we have it here in the script,” said Ron, attentively, pointing at the oversized words in the text laid out for Don Luis. “You start by welcoming everyone.”

“That’s right, you start by welcoming everyone,” chirped in a friendly voice from the other side. It was Francisco Aparicio, known to everyone as Paco. Aparicio had joined the bank’s board at the end of the previous year. A slight man with a prominent nose and small, piercing eyes, Paco was a lawyer by trade—although his area of expertise was something of a mystery. On the court circuit, he wasn’t well known. Instead, he seemed to spend most of his time working for enigmatic charitable foundations. He had no experience running a bank, but for some reason Don Luis had decided to name him not only secretary to the board but also secretary to the executive committee, both critical roles in the day-to-day running of the bank. Perhaps sensing surprise among those around him, Don Luis had asked people to treat Paco as one of their own. It wasn’t hard: helped by his disarmingly friendly demeanor and infectious smile, Paco had quickly become a popular figure.

But a certain mystery hung over the new board secretary. It was an open secret that Luis and Paco lived together. Neither man spoke openly about their life outside the bank, but it was known that both were members of Opus Dei, a secretive, ultra-conservative branch of the Catholic Church—and that they lived in an all-male lodge run by the movement, located just north of the capital. There, they led a hidden existence bound by their shared dedication to a life of celibacy, poverty, and obedience, and were expected to follow a strict timetable of Mass, rituals, and silences. The appointment of Paco as board secretary had been a risky move: for decades, Banco Popular had been branded by some in Madrid as the “Bank of Opus Dei,” owing to the religious allegiance of its chairman. Don Luis often laughed off such accusations, pointing to the many thousands of bank employees who had nothing to do with the religious movement. Keen to counter the rumors, he had even banned the few Opus Dei members who did work there from greeting each other in the traditional way—in Latin, with one person saying “Pax” (peace) and the other responding “In ætérnum” (for all eternity). Still, the reputation was hard to shake off and to some extent had become internalized. The canteen staff had stopped serving meat on Fridays during Lent—not because anyone had told them to but because they thought it might upset Opus Dei. If the staff were unsure about who was in charge, it was little wonder that the Madrid rumor mill was full of speculation about the links between Popular and the religious movement. The appointment of Paco risked fueling such talk. But given the urgency of a seamless transfer in power, such optics were no longer so important.

Luis picked up the script laid out before him, raised his left hand to adjust his glasses, and in his head, began to read through the first few lines of his speech. He signaled for Ron to turn on the microphone: he was ready to begin.

“A very good afternoon,” he began. Not a great start—it was still morning. Luckily, most of the audience hadn’t heard anything because Don Luis had grabbed the microphone right as he had begun speaking, provoking a deafening eruption of interference that filled the room. The assembled men raised their hands to their ears.

Clearly on edge, both Paco and Ron then grabbed the microphone and together dragged it closer to the chairman, placing it over some of the papers laid out in front of him. The moving of the equipment reverberated in a series of pops that rang out around the room.

“Can you all hear?” said Don Luis.

“And now?” A short pause.

“Welcome to the AGM,” Luis said at last. He smiled, paused, and slowly looked around the room, before returning his gaze to the script. He had been told to follow the script. “For many years, we have gathered in the final week of June….”

The chairman was quite clearly slurring his words.

The men gathered in the auditorium glanced around nervously at each other.

“We meet not just to… not just to obey the law but also to keep wider society informed… as we have been doing throughout the year… so that they can… can approve, censure—or stay silent—about the management of the bank.”

His words were slow, almost pained, and every few seconds he made a strange sideways movement with his jaw. Paco, seated to his left and clearly uncomfortable at what was happening, nervously took off his glasses and looked at Don Luis, ready to intervene. He knew the fragility of the chairman’s health. Back at the lodge, various modifications had been made to address his difficulties: an elevator had been installed and, following some recent falls, the exposed bricks on the staircase had been covered with thick padding for his safety.

“Given the fact that last year’s results were presented back in January,” continued Luis, “and have been analyzed and discussed for five months, right now in June—with our homework done”—he looked up from his glasses—“there is little to…”—a long pause—“…to discuss.”

Luis seemed to sense the unease in the room.

He leafed through the script nervously.

“Because these are short paragraphs, I’m pausing to help distinguish one section from another,” he offered as an odd explanation for his difficulty in finishing the previous sentence.

Among the men gathered in the auditorium, the embarrassment was palpable. While none of them were under any illusions that any part of the annual general meeting was actually about holding management to account, if word got out, their complicity in this entire charade could be damaging. They were scions of industry, top lawyers, the crème de la crème of the Spanish economic elite, who had their own reputations to think about. But they were also part of what Don Luis used to call his núcleo duro, a hard core of steadfast, unswerving allies who could be counted on to protect the interests of the bank—and the real power behind it.

While the chairman allowed—encouraged, some believed—Popular to be described in the media as the Valls-Taberner brothers’ bank, in truth he and his brother Javier owned only a few shares. The bank also liked to talk up a 9 percent stake owned by the German insurance giant Allianz, which had bought into the bank in the 1980s. But nobody really mentioned the real power behind Popular. Its biggest shareholder was actually a mysterious alliance of unidentified investors collectively known as The Syndicate. Various layers of companies—all registered at the same address as the bank, and all run by the same roster of faceless, enigmatic men—made it difficult to trace who exactly was the ultimate owner, the ultimate beneficiary of this huge stake. Over the past few years, the stake had generated hundreds of millions of dollars in dividends alone. Tracing the flow of money through the various layers of companies, it seemed the beneficiaries were charitable foundations with one thing in common—links to Opus Dei.

But after fifty years, this arrangement was under threat. Within Popular, a bitter struggle for power was now taking place that threatened to expose—and possibly close off—the steady flow of funds from the bank to Opus Dei. The slow decline of Don Luis’s health had awakened the long-dormant ambitions of some of the most senior executives at the bank. In the past couple of years alone, he had witnessed separate coup attempts from two of his closest lieutenants. With Don Luis aging, isolated in his office and cut off from the politics of the bank, they had made their move. Board members were beginning to think of succession, of who—and what—might come next, and fissures were beginning to appear in the fabric of the board. Those fissures risked eroding the power of The Syndicate and interrupting the flow of money to Opus Dei.

As Don Luis continued his speech, he turned to the delicate issue of succession, which hung menacingly over the room.

“We have to ensure that the essential unity of the bank doesn’t come under threat,” he said. “In business…”

Electrical feedback once again filled the room. Don Luis had hit his microphone while turning the page in his speech. After a few seconds it died down. The room waited for him to resume his speech. And waited. And waited. Up on stage, the chairman turned to the previous page of his speech and then leafed back. He looked lost. From either side of him, Ron and Paco turned toward the chairman, anxious looks on their faces.

“In business…”

He tried to resume, but again he lost his place. He looked blankly down at the script before him and moved his jaw nervously in a sideways motion. Paco leaned over and pointed out where he was. After a few seconds of awkward silence, the chairman resumed, before losing his place again. He was clearly struggling. Every word seemed a real effort. What was meant to be an assertion of power, a demonstration of unity, was rapidly descending into farce. His authority was ebbing away. It was clear that Don Luis was fast becoming a liability—to the men present, to the bank—and to Opus Dei.



Don Luis headed home early that afternoon, having excused himself from the long lunch for board members that traditionally followed the annual general meeting. From the Popular headquarters in central Madrid, it was a twenty-minute drive back to Mirasierra, an upscale neighborhood on the northern fringes of the city, where he shared a residence with about a dozen other men who, like him, lived as numerary members of Opus Dei. Tucked away on the corner where two quiet streets meet, the modern, red-brick, residential complex looked ordinary, unassuming. Perhaps its only distinguishing feature was its size: the house was the largest in the neighborhood. To the left, behind a fence, was a sixty-foot-long pool, a tennis court, and a separate padel court where the men living at the residence could blow off steam.

Numerary members were the elite corps of Opus Dei. While the vast majority of members—the supernumeraries—had ostensibly ordinary existences, living in an everyday family home with their spouse and children, a select group of members like Don Luis had decided to dedicate themselves fully to Opus Dei, committing themselves to lives of poverty, chastity, and obedience to the movement. The residence itself was split into two parts: the main building where the male numeraries lived, and a smaller building where the numerary assistants—the women who cooked and cleaned for the men—had their quarters, with its separate entrance around the corner next to the garbage. The two buildings were connected through a double set of internal doors, each fitted with a different lock. The director of the men’s residence had a key to unlock one door, while the directress in charge of the numerary assistants had the key for the other. It was a foolproof system designed to create a hermetic seal between the two residences. Mixing of genders was strictly prohibited—although they effectively lived in the same building, the founder had left specific instructions that they were to live as though they were miles apart. The doors were opened at fixed times for the women to serve dinner or clean, and then were locked all night long. During the daily cleaning of the male residence, the men were expected to vacate not just their own rooms but the entire floor of the house in order to avoid accidental encounters. Even the director and directress weren’t allowed to come into physical contact. Any conversations to coordinate mealtimes or cleaning had to be done over an internal telephone system. Even then they weren’t allowed to use each other’s name. For more complicated matters, it was permitted to pass a note under the door—although it had to be typed and unsigned as a safety measure to prevent any personal bonds from forming—from seeing the other person’s name or handwriting, for example.

The car pulled up at the residence, and Luis took the elevator up from the garage to the second floor. Once there, he walked along a short corridor and turned left. He opened the door to his room, which was sparsely furnished—containing a bed, a simple bedside table, a desk and chair, and an armchair. Over the bed was an image of the Virgin Mary, a mandatory decoration, which numeraries were required to greet—a simple movement of the eyes was enough—whenever they entered or left. After greeting the Virgin, Luis closed the door behind him and began to change out of his work clothes into something more comfortable. Before putting his trousers back on, he attached a cilice—a small, spiked chain—to his thigh. Numeraries were expected to wear the device for two hours each day, as a pious custom of chastisement designed to keep the body in a state of servitude and remind it of Christ’s suffering. The cilice often left small prick holes in the flesh, which could be embarrassing when swimming in public, and which made having a private pool all the more justifiable. Mortification was a central tenet of Opus Dei and regular acts—however small—were encouraged throughout the day, whether they be taking a cold shower or drinking coffee without milk. Once a week, the men were expected to sleep on the floor—female numeraries slept on wooden boards every night because they were considered more sensual and so needed to make an extra effort to ward off temptation. On Saturday, further mortification came in the form of the discipline, a cordlike whip that members struck over their shoulders against their back while chanting a prayer to the Virgin Mary, “Hail, holy Queen.” The practice occasionally left specks of blood on the wall.

After changing, Luis went down to the chapel. Thirty minutes of prayer in the afternoon were a fixed part of the “plan of life” that members were expected to follow, and Luis—even as the busy chairman of a large bank—was no exception. The norms, as they were known internally, had been laid down by the founder and were a critical part of life within Opus Dei. Members were instructed to follow them meticulously, and to honor and defend them as the irrefutable course of the path that God had laid down for them. The norms regulated the lives of every numerary from morning until night. Each of them was expected to wake at dawn and offer up to God the first minute of the day, which was done by kneeling, kissing the floor, and uttering Serviam—Latin for “I serve”—under their breath. Then there was a half hour of prayer in the morning, followed by Mass in Latin and communion. Even at work, the norms continued. Numeraries were expected to recite the Angelus Prayer at noon, take some time for personal introspection, and to pray the rosary. Ideally, they were expected to refrain from speaking for three hours after lunch—although that wasn’t always possible at the office. After work, there was another half hour of prayer, usually followed by religious study—a text specially chosen by the spiritual director, as well as something from the Bible. Then before sleep, members were expected to kneel beside their bed, arms stretched out, before saying three Hail Marys and then sprinkling holy water over their bed. Each of them was expected to then observe a strict silence until the next morning. So precise and demanding was the schedule that special cards were printed for members to tick off their compliance over the course of a month—which the director could check at any time. Every minute of the day seemed to be accounted for. Any spare moment was supposed to be dedicated to recruiting new members, progress on which was regularly checked by the director. Numeraries had barely a moment to think for themselves.

Evenings at the residence were quiet. On the few days like this when he arrived early back from work, Luis liked to stretch his legs a little, and would sometimes squeeze in a short walk between his “family” obligations. He was also an avid reader, a passion he tried to share with the other men he lived with. While it was prohibited for numerary members to give presents to each other, even small items, he had a habit of buying books for the residence and laying them out in the living room for other members. His benevolence was sometimes a source of frustration for the director, the nominal head of the residence and the one in charge of upholding the rules governing every aspect of everyday life.

Many of the director’s duties revolved simply around maintaining the apparatus of control over the residents—he was expected to go through the newspapers each morning to censor any sensitive material and also keep precise records about goings-on at the residence, which were shared with the regional Opus Dei headquarters in Madrid. Other duties had more to do with particular obsessions and paranoias of the founder, which—despite being dead for almost thirty years—still determined daily life in all Opus Dei residences around the world. The director was required to turn off the gas supply at the mains every night, to keep internal rulebooks under lock and key in his office lest they get into the wrong hands, and to compile regular reports for regional headquarters detailing how much was spent on food. There was an elaborate system for sending such reports. Regular mail deliveries were not to be trusted, meaning any communications with regional headquarters had to be delivered by hand. For residences in Madrid, that wasn’t such a big issue. But those farther afield had to send numeraries as couriers. As a nod to the founder’s paranoia over secure communications—and to ensure that nothing compromising ever got out—the guidelines had even been updated to specify that neither email nor telephone was to be used to communicate with the regional headquarters.

The books that Luis brought home frequently put the director in a difficult position. What numeraries could and couldn’t read was strictly controlled, with all books assigned a rating of between 1 and 6—1 designating that a book could be read by anyone, rising to 6 for a book prohibited unless special permission had been granted by the head of Opus Dei. Gustav Flaubert, James Joyce, Jack Kerouac, Stephen King, Doris Lessing, Karl Marx, Toni Morrison, Harold Pinter, Philip Roth, Bertrand Russell, Gore Vidal, and Tennessee Williams were among hundreds of 6s. A special department in Rome was in charge of issuing the ratings, which were recorded on a huge database and distributed by CD-ROM to all Opus Dei residences around the world. Unfortunately for the director, so new were the titles that Luis picked up at the bookstore that Rome hadn’t yet classified many of them—which left him in a quandary. Occasionally, the director had to “disappear” some of the books that Luis brought home so that other members wouldn’t be morally sullied. But it wasn’t Luis’s only act of subversion. Officially, numeraries were normally only allowed to watch one movie a month—and even then, it had to be something approved by Rome. But Luis regularly watched movies on the projector in his office. It was an open secret, and something which normally wouldn’t have been tolerated among the other residents, who were encouraged to inform on each other even for the most minor of infractions—as a loving act of “fraternal correction.”

But Luis was given a long leash. Other numeraries had been specifically told by their superiors to leave him be. There was a good reason for not antagonizing him. Years earlier, the oppression of daily life at the residence had become too much, prompting him to spend most of his week living alone in the mountains. Such an arrangement wasn’t usually permitted, but the regional commission had concluded that, given the importance of Luis to the financial operations of Opus Dei, it was wiser to turn a blind eye than to risk angering him and driving him out. But Luis had been forced to abandon his independence seven years earlier, after police raised the alarm about a suspected plot by Euskadi Ta Askatasuna, the Basque terrorist group known as ETA, to kidnap him from the mountain retreat. Since then, he’d reluctantly moved back into the residence.

On the second floor hung a painting of Saint Nicholas of Bari. Born into a wealthy Greek family in the third century, Nicholas was said to have performed many miracles—calming a storm at sea, saving soldiers from wrongful execution, and destroying a tree possessed by a demon. But he was perhaps best known for saving the virtue of three sisters, whose once-devout father had frittered away their dowry money after succumbing to the temptations of the devil, and who as a result faced a life of almost certain prostitution. Saint Nicholas, having heard of their situation, threw a bag of gold coins through the family’s window one evening—which the father used as a dowry to marry off his eldest daughter. Nicholas then repeated this generous act for her two sisters. He was caught by their father on the third attempt but had sworn the man to secrecy. Over the years, the story had grown into folklore, with Saint Nicholas eventually becoming better known as Santa Claus. Within Opus Dei, he had become a revered figure, too. Early on, the Opus Dei founder Escrivá had prayed to Nicholas for his intercession in the financial needs of the movement and had clearly stipulated that every residence hang a portrait of the saint. But Nicholas had a particular significance in the Mirasierra residence. Don Luis, who just like Saint Nicholas had been born into wealth, had made a pledge as a young man that he would make it his life’s mission to liberate the founder from any worries about money. So successful had he become in that endeavor that Escrivá would sometimes jokingly refer to Luis as “my Saint Nicholas.” The Opus Dei founder clearly didn’t see the irony that the bags of gold coins being generated by this modern-day Saint Nicholas were being used to entrap young women in lives of servitude rather than liberate them. Luis himself liked to bask in this moniker by spending his few weeks off in the summer visiting various shrines around Spain that were devoted to Saint Nicholas.

At nine or so in the evening, the men would congregate in the dining room for a simple dinner that had been laid out by the women who lived next door. As they ate, the men would share small tidbits from their day—although Luis barely spoke about his work at the bank. Certain topics were strictly off limits—under no circumstances was the governance of Opus Dei ever to be openly discussed among the numerary members themselves. This rule was another way of ensuring discipline among the ranks—of precluding open discussions about the meticulous regulations that governed every aspect of their common existence and of preventing any collective dissent from forming among the residents. The director was supposed to be the only person who knew about how the Opus Dei governance machine really worked. But things were different at the Mirasierra residence. Given his importance within the movement, Luis often knew more than the director. He traveled to Rome frequently to meet with members of the general council there.

Much of the conversation at dinner—and afterwards, in the sitting room—revolved around the recruitment of new members. All numeraries were expected to be constantly grooming new recruits to join the ranks. Each of them was expected to have about fifteen candidates they were actively working on, and every night around the dinner table they would update each other on how close each of these young men and boys were to “whistling”—the internal parlance for asking to join Opus Dei. Unlike the wider Catholic Church, which was open to anyone, Opus Dei was picky about its membership. It was important that prospective members projected the right image—not necessarily of piety or devotion, but of worldly success. Numeraries were specifically instructed to steer clear of anyone of a nervous disposition, including—curiously—anyone with a history of sleepwalking. They were also warned to exercise caution around anyone who might physically find it difficult to live as part of a “family.” This was code for avoiding anyone with an obvious disability, and it echoed comments made by the leader of Opus Dei a few years earlier at a gathering in Italy, during which he had said that 90 percent of disabled children were born to parents who had failed to keep their bodies “clean” before marriage. Medical check-ups were preferable before anyone was formally admitted—that way Opus Dei could be sure that nobody would become a financial burden. They were also advised against targeting anyone with bad grades—or anyone who was illegitimate. Numeraries were told that children could become “aspirant” members from as young as fourteen and a half, and reminded of the fact that it wasn’t compulsory to consult with their parents beforehand—such matters were to be referred to the regional commission for advice. Luis, for his part, liked to visit a nearby university residence, where he would often give the young men there a lecture on etiquette while he peeled an orange using a spoon. It is unclear how many new recruits he won this way, although given the impact that his work at the bank had on Opus Dei recruitment efforts around the world, he was under little pressure for results.

After dinner and the get-together in the sitting room, it was time for the final communal ritual of the day—the recitation of the Preces, a set of prayers written in Latin that had been devised by the founder and which were specific to Opus Dei. Once more, the men made their way downstairs to the chapel, took their positions in the pews, and knelt in unison.

“Ad Sanctum Iosephmaríam conditórem nostrum,” chanted the priest.

To Saint Josemaría, our founder.

“Intercéde pro fíliis tuis ut, fidéles spirítui Óperis Dei, labórem sanctificémus et ánimas Christo lucrifácere quærámus,” chanted the kneeling numeraries in unison.

Intercede for your children so that, being faithful to the spirit of Opus Dei, we may sanctify our work and seek to win souls for Christ.

After prayers for the pope and the local bishop, the numeraries sang a prayer whose purpose was clearly to underline the importance of unity—and obedience—within the ranks.

“Every kingdom divided against itself will be laid waste,” sang the priest.

“And no city or house divided against itself will stand,” the men chanted back.

“Let us pray for our benefactors,” sang the priest.

“Grant everlasting life, O Lord, to all those who do good to us on account of your name,” the kneeling numeraries sang in response. “Amen.”

The prayer, with its call for the everlasting life of Opus Dei benefactors, was particularly poignant for the Banco Popular chairman. Financially speaking, Luis was the greatest benefactor in the movement’s history—he had been the source of its financial stability for the best part of five decades. His claim to everlasting life was strong. But whether the system he had created, the hidden web of companies that generated
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