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    To all those who suffer the illness of drug addiction and alcoholism. Especially the millions who are wrongfully accused being criminals, when in fact they are sick people who need to be treated as such. 

      

    


The Mirage Cover Up.

Alcohol is legal, Drugs are not. 

The Truth we ignore. 

by Robert Tennant-Ralphs.

Investigative journalist Simon Way and addiction counsellor Anna Hernandez uncover how politicians and pharmaceutical giants manipulate public narratives while profiting from addiction in all its forms—including society’s most accepted drug: alcohol.

(Note: simplified sentence flow, reduced repetition) Their investigation leads them to the world’s fifth-largest alcohol beverage corporation and its ruthless, morally bankrupt chairman, Lord Mark Hindemith, whose influence reaches deep into government, media, and healthcare.

The Mirage Cover Up is a work of fiction. It is inspired by hypocritical facts surrounding international drug laws and the dishonesty of politicians who allow such policies. While certain real political figures may be referenced, any dialogue or conversations attributed to them are imagined and created for dramatic purposes and to expose the truth. The novel does not assert claims about any individual beyond matters already in the public domain. No portrayal is intended as an allegation of criminal conduct or wrongdoing by any real person.

Spanning the full spectrum of addictive substances—from legally sanctioned prescription opioids, tranquillisers, sleeping pills, antidepressants, alcohol, and nicotine to illicit drugs such as cocaine, heroin, cannabis, LSD, crystal meth, ecstasy, and crack- the novel lays bare the greed, misinformation, and calculated manipulation that shape global drug policy. As the truth emerges, Simon and Anna discover that the greatest illusion is not addiction itself, but who society chooses to blame; who it protects and who benefits from it!

The Mirage Cover Up reveals how misguided drug laws turn innocent people into criminals and warp society’s understanding of addiction. By portraying addicts and alcoholics not as moral failures but as people suffering from treatable illnesses, it argues forcefully for reform, suggesting that to ignore these truths is blatantly wrong.

Set across the United Kingdom, United States, Caribbean and Colombia, the book’s insights carry global relevance. Almost every reader will know someone lost to, or struggling with, alcoholism or drug dependency. Many would recover if the truth were told. The author’s mission is to give every addict and alcoholic the same chance to recover that he was given. This novel aims to help make that possible.
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Chapter One
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The Counsellor

Today’s midday is like any other hot, humid early autumn day at Union Island’s tiny Caribbean airport. The open-air bar at one end of the terminal is deserted except for a lone woman, a sunbaked, sleeping mongrel and a half-soaked, dark-skinned barman whose docile, wrinkled face tells its own story. Time seems to stop every late morning in the silence of this frequently enacted scene: the actors change daily, but the performance seldom does.

The woman has been visiting her daughter, who moved here four years ago. She has just ordered a second iced drink—there will be at least an hour’s wait for the twice-daily Barbados flight, which is, without exception, late. She stares out across the tarmac with the same far-away look she had the first time she sat at this bar. That was a little over twenty years ago, just days after she’d been released from Bogotá prison for drug dealing. One more extraordinary day in the extraordinary life she has lived—one she would never forget.

As she sits lost in thought, she recalls the first time she took cocaine—and the shock of its promise: a surge of superiority, grandiosity, raw energy, and power—the intoxicating illusion of ruling the world.

She had been fourteen then, and that same year she’d had sex for the first time. Four years later, she was among the most sought-after fashion models in Europe. Seven years after that, she was chronically addicted to alcohol and cocaine, unable to function either with drugs or without. She had no job, a criminal record, a ruined marriage, and hardly a friend left. Worst of all, her daughter and the rest of her family had turned their backs on her.

Now, gazing at the Tobago Cays shimmering across layers of turquoise and deep blue, she wonders how everything went so terribly wrong.

For seven glittering years, she had been the darling of the European catwalks, appearing in three films before addiction pulled her into the mire of depression, anorexia, suicide attempts, and prison. Yet here she is today, with twenty-two sober years behind her, on the cusp of another new chapter. She is travelling to England to begin a new career; not the doyenne of supermodels now, but a counsellor in London’s newest addiction clinic.

She thinks back to Bogotá, to the day, twenty-three years ago, when she finally reached the point where she desperately wanted to quit all drugs. Her father, a policeman, had been gunned down in a gang fight. She had vowed, as she had many times before, to fight for the truth, to avenge his death and her own loss of freedom—his life, her life, their family’s life. How many families across the world had been destroyed in the same way? If all drugs were legal like alcohol and prescription medication, she thinks, if society understood addiction as an illness, my father might still be alive. I might have been treated, not imprisoned. But governments had too much to lose, and politicians were too misinformed, too timid, or too corrupt to act.

Some nights, staring at the ceiling, she wonders what can of worms a little insider detective work might uncover. But how would I ever get the chance?

An hour later, she is seated at the back of a nineteen-seat SVG turboprop bound for Barbados, basking in the view of the Tobago Cays drifting a few hundred metres below. Each time she sees those exquisite, uninhabited coral atolls, the experience is the same: total rapture. Their beauty seems to silence the world’s troubles. Just yesterday, she had been down there with her daughter and granddaughter, swimming among green turtles and the iridescent fish of the reefs. She is grateful, every day, for the clear, sober mind she carries with her now, one that allows her to witness the natural world with unclouded awe.

As the plane climbs and veers away from the islands, her attention shifts to a man seated across the narrow cabin, no more than five feet from her. Sixteen years as a counsellor have sharpened her eye for faces and for what they betray. This one is drawn, haggard, carrying a depth of exhaustion that no sun-soaked holiday could leave behind. Though well dressed, he looks as if he hasn’t slept in days, and few people returning from the Caribbean are as pale as he is.

Sensing her glance, he turns his head, eyes dull and motionless. She offers a small smile; he gives nothing back. His mind is elsewhere, far, far away.

Anna ponders. She is still a beautiful woman and used to men responding to her smile. Not that she’d meant anything by it, but she feels a flicker of embarrassment at being caught staring. And yet, a part of her, natural curiosity, perhaps, or something maternal, wonders what weight he is carrying. His distant expression reminds her of the island dope-heads she has seen so often. Without meaning to, this unknown man has captured her attention.

As the plane begins its descent and her ears pop, she studies him again from the corner of her eye. He is handsome in a distinctly English, slightly aristocratic way, probably in his early sixties. Certainly British, only a Brit would wear a blazer and tie on a sweltering late-September afternoon. The flight had come from Mustique, then Bequia, both haunts of British high society; he was likely well-heeled, or at least connected. She notes the absence of a gold signet ring: divorced, perhaps, or gay.

Deciding she needs the distraction from her old fear of flying, she leans slightly toward him and raises her voice over the drone of the engines.

“Are you on holiday, or do you live here?” she asks.

Nothing. No reaction. She tries again, leaning a little farther across the aisle. He startles, as though she has pierced a bubble around him. His expression makes it clear the intrusion is unwelcome.

“I'm sorry, what did you say?” His voice is distant, unfocused.

“I asked if you’re on holiday.”

“I was,” he replies, almost sharply. “Now I’m on my way back to London.”

From that tiny opening, she presses gently. “Oh, I am as well. A late afternoon flight to Gatwick.”

He hesitates. If he tells her he’s on the same flight, privacy will evaporate for at least half an hour, and probably again at customs. But something in him yields.

“I'm booked on one of those flights as well,” he says. Then, almost against his own will, “Perhaps you’d like a drink while we wait?”

He can hardly believe he has said it. It isn’t like him. Especially not today.

She smiles, warm and open. “Thank you. I’d like that.” In her experience, he will now be putty in her hands. And if they are on the same flight, she thinks, by the time they reach London, she will know all she needs to know about this handsome, desperately sad man.

When they land in Barbados, she has learned only fragments: that he has a home on Mustique, bought twenty years ago, where he stays alone during the summers and at Christmas. She senses she should do most of the talking for now; his British reserve and sombre mood keep him closed. But she has confirmed they are on the same Virgin flight to London. There will be time.

They leave the plane through the rear door, collect their luggage at the foot of the stairs, and walk together toward the customs hall. Long queues snake from recent arrivals from Canada and London.

As they wait, she speaks lightly about her years as a model and the London parties of twenty-five years ago, hoping to find common ground. Nothing lands. His mind is too far away.

Then, unexpectedly, almost involuntarily, she blurts, “My career ended when I got into trouble with drugs. I was bulimic and then anorexic... and then I almost died.”

She winces inwardly. Why had she said that? Twenty years of recovery, and she has never casually revealed such things to a stranger. But instead of recoiling, he looks up, suddenly alert.

“Really? What happened? Please tell me. I’d be very interested.”

She hesitates, embarrassed, but asks, “Is there a reason you’re interested?”

A long pause, then with his head slightly lowered: “I recently heard about a friend’s daughter with similar problems. I thought, if I heard your story, it might help him help her.”

After years of counselling addicts and their families, Anna recognises this pattern immediately. When someone says a friend’s daughter, it is almost always closer to home. She suspects the same now, and this gives her confidence to continue.

She tells him about the worst of her years: the cocaine and alcohol, the chaos, the shame. Her middle-class upbringing with South American connections that made drugs and money easy; her addiction by nineteen; the European modelling scene where eating disorders were common and stimulants plentiful. How dealing became an easy way to make money, until she was caught. Twice.

He is startled. “I don’t believe it. Someone like you, in prison? How?”

She is used to the disbelief and grateful again for the healthy years of recovery. With humility, she explains the truth: two arrests, two sentences, and the slow dawning that she was an addict, no different whether the substance was alcohol, cocaine, cannabis, or heroin. She speaks of the lies, the loneliness, the nightmares.

He listens intently.

When he asks how she stopped, she tells him about the friend she wrote to from prison, the letter that changed everything, the visit from Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous, and the moment the light came on. How she walked out of prison and into her first meeting, and never used again.

She describes the long climb back: five years to rebuild her life, the psychology degree, the Master’s, the training in America, the years working in the Caribbean. And now she is moving to London to join the new Chelsea Addiction and Drugs Centre.

By the time they reach check-in, he has realised she is travelling in another class. If he wants to speak with her further, he will have to open up.

“I’d like you to travel with me first class,” he says, too firmly. “There is something I want to talk to you about. I used to be on the Board of this airline. I can arrange an upgrade.”

She stiffens. The assumption jars her. She has worked too hard to believe in equality to accept such a gesture lightly.

“Please don’t,” she says gently. “I’m quite happy in economy. Perhaps we can meet during the flight, or after.”

He realises he misjudged her. Embarrassed now, he decides to tell the truth.

“It wasn’t a friend’s daughter,” he says quietly. “It was my own. Last night I had a call from the Head of her college at Oxford. She’s almost certainly being expelled for drug use. I’m going home to try to sort it out. And I would be very grateful for any advice you can give.”

Anna’s heart tightens. She has encountered too many stories like this to dismiss them as a coincidence. She believes people cross her path for a reason, just as someone once crossed hers.

“I understand,” she says softly. “Of course, I’ll travel with you. I’ll help however I can.”

To arrange the upgrade, he must reveal his identity. At check-in, he hands over a letter. The supervisor glances at it, checks a screen, and says, “That’s fine, Lord Hindemith. Two seats near the front.”

He notices Anna’s raised eyebrow and, feeling steadier than he has in the past twenty-four hours, gently takes her arm and guides her toward immigration.

“By the way, my name is Mark.”

“Anna Hernandez.”

They walk in silence for a while, each absorbed in the sudden shift in their day. Seven hours ahead meant there was plenty of time to talk.

A warm thought lingers in Anna’s mind, one that makes her feel unexpectedly proud. 

For so much of her life, she had chased jet-set glamour, first-class travel, wealthy men who promised happiness they could never provide. She had grown up loved but restless, always feeling somehow unworthy despite her beauty. She had broken every moral code she knew, descending into manipulation, addiction, desperation, and worse! Now that was all behind her.

They walked into a small room to the right of the security scanners. A senior security officer sat behind a desk; two other senior officers stood nearby, their posture formal but not unfriendly. 

One of the standing officers stepped toward Anna. “May I look inside your bag, please, madam?”

“Yes, of course,” she said, surprised, trying not to let any fear show.

He unzipped the holdall, glanced through the contents without disturbing them, then nodded and closed it again.

“Thank you, madam. That’s fine.”

She thanked them, still unsure what the point of it all had been, and left. 

“What was that about?” she asked Mark once they were a short distance away.

“Oh, nothing really,” he said. “Just routine. They’re trained to take precautions if someone has a letter like the one I showed at the check-in desk. Another little inconvenience of life.”

She nodded, accepting this, though she wasn’t entirely convinced.

They passed through immigration without incident, then walked together toward the Virgin Atlantic lounge. Once there, the receptionist said,

“Good afternoon, sir.”

“Good afternoon,” he replied. “This is a guest of mine.”

“Of course. Please go ahead.”

Inside, the cool air and comfortable seating made a welcome relief from the heat outside. They took two seats near the front, side by side.

Mark settled back. “Thank you for earlier. I realise I wasn’t very sociable on the plane.”

“That’s understandable,” she replied. “It sounded as if you had a lot on your mind.”

He nodded. “Yes. The call from Oxford really shook me. I thought my daughter was doing fine. Now it seems she could be expelled for drug use.”

Anna waited, sensing there was more.

“She’s only twenty-two,” he went on. “Second year. She’s brilliant like her mother, always has been. But I knew something wasn’t right this past year. She’s been withdrawn, jumpy.”

Anna spoke gently. “Do you know what drugs she’s using?”

“No. They wouldn’t tell me. Just said it was serious.” He paused, rubbing his brow “Her mother and I divorced years ago. We hardly spoke. And our daughter, well, she’s become increasingly more distant. I feel as if I’m going home to deal with something I should have seen coming.”

“You mustn’t blame yourself,” Anna said. “Addiction doesn’t always show itself clearly. It often takes families, even the closest, by surprise.”

The announcement to board came over the speaker system. They gathered their bags and walked to the gate.

As they waited in the short priority line, he turned to her.
“Thank you for listening. I don’t usually talk about personal matters.”
“I understand,” she said softly. “But sometimes it helps.”

On board, they went to their seats. The flight attendant came and offered champagne; Anna declined. Mark looked at the glass he had taken for a moment, then handed it back untouched.

The aircraft taxied for take-off. Anna noticed Mark gripping the armrest slightly, tension visible in his shoulders.

When the plane lifted into the air and levelled out, he turned to her.
“Anna, would you consider speaking to my daughter when we get to London? I don’t know if she’ll listen to me, but she might listen to someone like you who understands.”
“Of course, if she’s willing. And even if she isn’t in the beginning, there are ways to help.”

Mark nodded, a faint relief softening his face.

She looked out of the window. The clouds drifted below them, the islands already fading into the haze. For a moment, she felt a quiet sense of déjà vu: twenty years ago, she had been on a plane just like this, leaving behind a life that had nearly destroyed her. Now, she thought, perhaps she could help someone else take their first step back. And she already believed that meeting Mark Hindemith today was no coincidence.
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The Addict

Even before Abbie opened her eyes that Sunday morning, she knew she would regret wherever she’d ended up. Her first thought was, Oh God, what have I done this time? Strange sounds murmured around her, but she didn’t dare look. She realised she was fully dressed, lying on a narrow, hard bed—or mattress—alone. That alone surprised her. Lately, whenever she woke up after getting smashed, there would be a naked body beside her: sometimes a man she couldn’t recall meeting!

Daylight pressed faintly against her eyelids. Without moving her head, she eased them open. One glance at the bare, pale-yellow wall and the iron bars opposite told her exactly where she was: a police cell. Not her first—but the first she’d ever woken up in. The musty air and the place's bleakness only heightened her dread. She remembered nothing from the night before. Not one single thing. And this was no dream.

It took fifteen minutes of staring at the wall for the horror to sink in. Finally, in a husky voice rasped raw by cigarettes and drink, she whispered, “Oh, Abbie... what the hell happened this time? Why can’t I die? Why me? What have I done to deserve this?” Similar questions followed, punctuated by the occasional expletive.

No answer came. Trying to piece together the previous twenty-four hours didn’t help. Yesterday morning, she had dragged herself out of another hangover and eaten a late, token brunch with Joanna, her roommate. She vaguely remembered tennis with friends, Pimms on the sidelines, then calling her latest boyfriend, Rupert. She’d gone to his flat for drinks and marijuana. After that, everything blurred. Maybe they’d shared bubbly and made love in the bath before heading to the pub. Or maybe that was another night entirely. Whatever had happened, it hadn’t ended well.

Tears pooled, then flowed. First soft, self-pitying sobs, then violent weeping driven by genuine terror. She knew—absolutely knew—that drugs and alcohol had her in their grip and weren’t letting go. Ever since her mother’s suicide, she’d believed the same fate waited for her. She wanted to die but lacked the courage to make it happen. She hoped she would drink herself into a final, oblivious sleep—unless some Prince Charming with a magic kiss came along to lift her out of her misery. And today, she was certain that wasn’t happening.

Eventually, she slid off the bed onto the cold floor. Her senses sharpened just enough for her to recognise the sharp smell of stale urine. She’d wet the bed again. A new development in her drinking, she loathed but was starting to accept. Kneeling, she buried her face in the sheets and whispered, “Please... please, God, if you exist, help me. I’ll do anything. Just stop this pain. I can’t stand it anymore.”

No one replied. She stayed where she was, her head resting sideways on the mattress, tears slowing as exhaustion claimed her. Her mind emptied, and at last she drifted into a dull, natural sleep.

About an hour later, she woke to the sound of a woman’s voice and the metallic tapping of a key against the bars. At first, the noises seemed distant; slowly, they filtered through her fogged mind.

“Hello, Abigail Hindemith. Are you awake? I’ve brought you a friend—and some tea.”

Abbie didn’t recognise the voice, but she welcomed the human presence. Lifting her head and pulling herself unsteadily onto the bed, she saw Joanna behind the uniformed woman. Relief spread over her. With a near-wail, she said, “Oh, Jo... I'm so glad to see you. I thought I was going to die.”

Joanna exhaled shakily, reassured to hear Abbie speak. She’d never been inside a jail before and had no idea what to say. Carefully, she managed, “It’s alright, Abbie. You’re going to be okay.” After a pause, she added, “Would you like a cigarette?” She glanced at the policewoman for permission.

“That’s fine,” the officer said. “Here’s some tea, too. Maybe light it for her—she’ll be a bit shaky, and she’s not allowed matches.”

Abbie turned slightly toward them. Joanna had never seen her so pale. Only Abbie’s lips held any colour—a sickly, chalk-pink shade—and misery consumed her features.

Jo lit the cigarette and held it through the bars. The officer set the tea just inside the door. Abbie stood for the first time, taking one unsteady step. Her legs buckled. She sank back onto the bed, reached for the cigarette, and inhaled greedily. Then she leaned forward again for the tea. Her hand trembled violently; she had to put the mug down at once, spilling a quarter of it. Her first real experience of “the shakes.”

Jo gasped, staring. “My God, Abbie—look at your hand!”

Humiliated, Abbie said nothing. The tremor had terrified her as much as it had her visitors. And worse was coming. A sudden, sharp thought pierced her fog. 

“How did you know I was here?” she asked, startlingly lucid.

“Veronica Appleby called early this morning,” Joanna said gently. “She asked me to come.” She knew the name would land heavily. Veronica Appleby was Abbie’s college principal.

Abbie’s mind lurched. Oh God—certain expulsion. She withdrew into herself, staring blankly at the cell wall. Why doesn’t the ground open up and swallow me? was her only thought.

The policewoman stepped in, her voice soft with practiced compassion. She had a younger sister who’d battled addiction, and it showed in her tone.

“I'm Sergeant Georgina Morris. You were picked up just after three this morning outside The Eagle and Child—you probably know it as the Bird and Babe—in St Giles. You had a quantity of white powder we believe is cocaine, and you may be charged with dealing. You were also very drunk, so we kept you overnight for your own safety. You had a student ID in your bag. After a few calls, we worked out who you were. The duty sergeant contacted Lady Appleby, who came with her husband, and asked us to call Joanna. A doctor examined you as well. His view was that you were drunk and incapable—and probably under the influence of cocaine.”

Abbie said nothing. None of it surprised her. And she knew it could have been worse. Damn the bloody drugs... Why can’t I give them up and be like Jo—and everyone else? Why do I always have to go so far? Seven years of chaos behind her, and she knew life without alcohol or cocaine would be unbearable—but life with them was becoming a horror she could no longer outrun. And then another thought hit her: her father. He adored her. More self-destruction—after her mother’s suicide—might be the thing that finally broke him.
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The Father

For the next few hours, Anna and Mark talked. By the time they finally decided to get some sleep, Mark had already formed a plan for how he would like Anna to help him with Abbie, though he chose, for now, to keep it to himself. This woman, whose existence he had been unaware of only hours earlier, seemed almost heaven-sent, perhaps in more ways than one, he reflected as his gaze lingered once again on the graceful outline of her face and the contours of her full, sumptuous figure. As he drifted toward sleep, he found himself thinking that perhaps the future might not be so bleak after all.

Then, suddenly, the memory of how he had first heard the news of Abbie’s latest escapade surged back into his mind, so vivid that he almost sat bolt upright.

He had been sitting on the veranda, overlooking manicured lawns, flowering trees heavy with colour, and the shimmering expanse of the Caribbean Sea. In his hands was The Guinness Affair by Nick Kochan, and he had been reflecting on the corruption of the business world. When the phone rang, he was privately admitting that the brewing industry, and the way he himself had conducted his affairs, was hardly as pure as the driven snow. He answered, and in an instant was wrenched from abstract contemplation of corporate skullduggery into the far grimmer, inescapable realities of his own family life.

“Hello, may I speak to Lord Hindemith, please?” a female voice said.

“Yes. Who’s calling? This is Hindemith speaking.”

“This is Veronica Appleby, Principal of St Hilda’s College, Oxford. We met at a drinks party last spring, do you remember?” Her tone was careful, measured. “I’m sorry to trouble you, but there has been an incident involving your daughter, Abigail. May I speak with you for a few minutes?”

Mark knew immediately that this would be very bad news. You did not hear from a college principal unless something serious had occurred. Bracing himself, he blurted out, “Oh no. What’s she done this time?”

“I’m afraid it’s quite serious,” Veronica continued. “It appears she has been taking cocaine, and there is also the possibility that she has been dealing. She was arrested last night. I was called to the police station to identify her. I hope you don’t mind my contacting you directly, but I wasn’t sure what else to do. She was in a very poor state, though I understand she’s improved considerably this morning. We obtained your number from your housekeeper, who said you were in the Caribbean.”

Mark was stunned. After a long moment, the only words he could manage were, “Where is she?”—though his unspoken thought was, Oh God, please don’t let her have tried to take her life again.

“She’s safe,” Veronica reassured him. “She’s here with me and my husband, John. One of her friends brought her over a short while ago. We’ve called our doctor, and he’ll see her as soon as possible. She’s still unwell, but I believe she’s past the worst.”

Guilt seeped in immediately, sharp and familiar. Mark took Abbie’s condition and behaviour personally, as he always did. “I’ll get the next flight home,” he said. “Thank you for everything you’ve done. I’m truly, truly, sorry.”

“Please don’t distress yourself,” Veronica replied. “Our youngest daughter, Jane, is at home, and she knows Abbie quite well. She can stay with us until you arrive.”

That helped him breathe a little more easily, even as the reality of what would follow settled heavily on him. Expulsion, most likely, or the polite fiction of being asked to “volunteer” to leave Oxford. “How do you know it was cocaine?” he asked.

“That was the opinion of the doctor who saw her in custody. Initially, he believed she was simply intoxicated. Later, the police found a substantial quantity of white powder in her bag, which is now being tested. Given the amount, they suspect she may also have been supplying it. This is not, I’m afraid, the first time she has been involved in something like this. The police doctor gave her a sedative to help her sleep.”

Mark knew there was little point in pressing further. Abbie was in serious trouble, but at least, for now, she was being cared for. “Are you quite sure you’re happy for her to stay with you? I could arrange a hotel.”

“I think she’ll be better with us,” Veronica said firmly. “She needs personal care.”

“I’ll take the first available flight,” Mark said. “I should land at Gatwick around seven in the morning and be with you by midday, if that’s acceptable.”

Veronica confirmed that her husband agreed and added that the doctor planned to return that evening and provide further medication if needed. “He has considerable experience with young people and substance abuse,” she said, hoping to reassure him.

Mark thanked her repeatedly. “I’ll be leaving in a few hours. Please call immediately if anything changes. Again, thank you. Thank you so much.”

When he put the phone down, his strength deserted him. He sank to his knees, buried his face in his hands, and closed his eyes. Never in his life had he felt so utterly defeated. Over the past seven years, he had endured as much as he believed he could bear. All he wanted was to crawl into a corner and disappear. This, he thought bleakly, was the final straw.

Twenty years earlier, he had taken the Alpha course at Holy Trinity Brompton in London, one of Caroline’s more hopeful ideas, as he recalled. Like so many things he had begun, he had walked away when nothing changed quickly enough. Now, more than ever before, he felt certain that no God of love could exist; yet despite himself, a broken, incoherent prayer slipped from his lips. He scarcely knew what he was saying; he only knew that despair and self-condemnation consumed him. He had tried so hard to make Abbie happy—perhaps too hard—and for all that had gone wrong, he blamed himself.

He looked again at Anna, sleeping peacefully beside him. Her lips were slightly parted, her breathing soft and even. For a moment, he wondered if she might be an angel, sent to rescue him, and perhaps even to save Abbie. And even if she was not, he knew she might be able to help more than anyone else he could think of. Had she somehow sensed, when she first spoke to him on the small plane, what he was enduring and what his family had suffered?

Some time ago, before everything unravelled, he had believed alcohol sustained his family rather than destroyed it. After all, it was alcohol on which the family fortune, and his own career, had been built. But what about alcohol now?
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[image: ]


The Arrest

Later that morning, policewoman Sergeant Morris charged Abbie with possession of cocaine and warned her, “This may become dealing too”. She had informed her of her rights and offered her legal representation, which she had declined. Abbie knew she had been caught red-handed with twenty-four grams of cocaine and saw no point in attempting a defence. Her only question was one she kept asking herself: where had she got the money to buy so much? She only remembered having two hundred pounds in her bag when she went out that night, no more than enough for at most four grams – so where had the rest of the money come from?

Abbie was a very attractive young woman. If her emotional state inside had matched the physical beauty of her outside, the sky would have been her limit.  The trouble was that it did not. She had the type of long, slender figure and exquisite face men dream about; medium-sized, perfectly shaped breasts, narrow waist, and well-proportioned hips that flowed curvaceously down to lovely legs.  At five feet eight with a well-sculptured face, she had no blemishes. She was also extremely intelligent, and when she put her mind to it, she got only A* grades. But it was the mess between Abbie’s ears that was the problem, not her IQ or her boobs!

A few weeks earlier, she had attended a party in Oxford given by one of its best-known academics. She had not known beforehand, but drugs and sex were all that were on the menu. She had been told to come alone. She had decided not to go; she knew it was only because of her looks that she had been invited, and in her sober, sane moments, she still knew when to say “no”. But by nine o’clock that night, she was as high as a kite from booze. A row with her boyfriend Rupert, the thought of free pure crack and of such dignified company helped change her mind. Her alcohol-induced view had been that the next day she would be the envy of her friends, and it would teach Rupert to shut up about her drinking too much! With that, she had called a taxi and was on her way.

It had turned out to be an orgy, the sort of thing that would have appalled her when she was sober. At the party, there were about a dozen men aged between forty-five and sixty, and the same number of young women, all of whom were less than twenty-five. Everyone had seemed wonderfully happy, and after several glasses of champagne on top of a bottle and a half of wine she had already drunk, Abbie felt at home. Then the host asked her if she would like “something else”.  As her glass had been filled for the fourth, fifth or sixth time, she said she would love “something else”. She was told it was the “finest crack”, and within minutes, the world was an even more heavenly place. 

She vaguely remembered dancing with just her pants and bra on and being fondled by a much older man. She knew he was a famous scientist, but could recall little else. At first, she had not been drunk or stoned enough to follow all his suggestions, but after another “line” and more champagne, when he offered her and another girl two thousand pounds each in cash to go with him to his home nearby “just for some fun”, she agreed.  She couldn’t recall much of what happened after that until she came to at around four pm the next day, back in her flat in Oxford, with over thirteen hundred pounds in her bag! 

Ever since that day, she had tried to remember the details of what had happened that night, but had failed miserably. In some ways, she was pleased she could not remember, but what she could recall pointed to only one fact: she had prostituted herself and three months later needed an abortion. Today and every day since then, chronic fear and shame have controlled her mind. She had been told that men who did this sort of thing loved to talk about their conquests, and that word was likely to get around the campus very quickly. Then the worst thought of all hit her: “What if there are photographs?”

From bitter experience, Abbie knew that what she had done once, when smashed, she might well do again. And if she thought before last night that life was bad, now the future looked simply horrendous. When her mother had died, and she had made love with Jo, when they were at Cheltenham Ladies College, the guilt then had been enough for her to take an overdose and “pretend” to take her own life. This latest episode brought her to the point where she believed death was the only way out. But that morning, at that precise moment, her only thought was, “Please, please, someone let me have a fix, one that will take away the pain forever.”

Policewoman Sergeant Morris brought her down to earth. “We have arranged with your Head of College for you to stay with her and her family tonight, and hopefully your father will come and pick you up tomorrow. We understand he may be in Barbados, and we have someone trying to contact him there right now.”

A few minutes and a few signatures later, and Abbie was in a police car. She could not believe that next on her agenda was a face-to-face meeting with the head of stuffy St Hilda’s: when would this nightmare end.........?

Jo was sitting by her side and guessing some of her thoughts. “Veronica Appleby already knows you were arrested.  She had to go to the police station last night to identify you. She rang me this morning and asked me to come and see you and to take you to her place instead of back to ours. She thought you would be safer there ... it was what the police suggested was best, too.”

Jo adored her friend. They had been at Cheltenham Ladies College together for five years. From the moment they met, they’d hit it off.  They had even had a short sexual liaison when they were fourteen, and had stayed close ever since. Their lesbian affair happened just after Abbie’s mother died, when she had been desperately lonely, and although she had enjoyed it at the time, the memory had always jagged at her. This was one of the lesser regrets Abbie had accumulated. 

Jo asked her if she remembered much about the night before. Abbie shook her head and said she could recall meeting Rupert and not much else. She suddenly realised that if she could speak to him, he might be able to fill in the gaps. She asked Jo for her mobile phone and, after several failed attempts, finally remembered his number. 

After three rings, Rupert answered.  Very quietly, terrified that anyone could hear his response, she said, “Hello Rupert; it’s Abbie.”

He immediately exclaimed, “Thank God! I wondered what had happened to you! You seemed so angry when you went out to buy cigarettes last night. Where the hell are you?”

“I’m sorry. I meant to come straight back. I was annoyed at the time, that was all. I’m in a police car being driven to Veronica Appleby’s. I can’t remember anything.”

“Well, you left here around midnight,” Rupert told her, “Saying, as you slammed the door, that you were going to get cigarettes. I had another couple of drinks and must have passed out. I woke up at about eight, and you hadn’t come back. What are you doing in a police car?”

“I got arrested for being drunk and incapable and in possession. I only woke up an hour or two ago,” she replied in a half-whisper.

“I guessed something must have happened as you left your phone here and most of your things. Are you alright?”

“No, I’m not. I think I’m going to be expelled. Apparently, Lady Appleby was called to identify me, and although she’s really nice, I’ve already been in trouble before, and the police think I was dealing too. I think I’m bound to get the heave-ho.”

Rupert went silent. Abbie was a great girl, and he had quite fallen for her. When she was sober, she was a joy to be with, and she clearly liked him too, but when she was drunk, she was a nightmare. 

After a pause, he said, “I’ll drop your things off this afternoon if you like. I’ll make sure nothing is incriminating in the bag. Is that okay?”

“Yes,” she said, “that’ll be fine. I’ll look forward to seeing you. Thanks, and I’m really sorry about last night.” 

He muttered that it was all right, and they hung up, Rupert having wished her the best of luck with the police and Lady Appleby.

Sadly, she was not much the wiser. Her guesses as to how she had filled the missing hours still ranged from the bleak to the extremely dire! 

Five minutes later, they were outside the Appleby home. By now, Georgina Morris had warmed to this young woman whose life in recent years had clearly been hell and, because of her addiction problems, was probably at risk. 

She said, “I’ll take you to the door. Here are my home and mobile numbers. I have a younger sister who used to have a drug problem, but now she has it sorted out. If ever you think I can help, don’t hesitate to give me a ring.” With that, she handed her a calling card, and they got out of the car. On the footpath, she added, “My sister has been going to Narcotics Anonymous for over two years; she says it saved her life.” 

As she said this, she and Abbie exchanged glances, and tears came into both their eyes: they knew it was life and death they were talking about, not just a night on the tiles!

On the first ring of the doorbell, a dog barked, and moments later, Veronica Appleby opened the door. She seemed even more nervous than Abbie, who was still slightly under the influence of her earlier sedation, although inside, she was a cauldron of fear. Veronica had had no idea what to expect and was reassured to see the policewoman and Jo just behind. 

“Please come in,” she said, greeting them with the biggest smile she could muster and with her head on one side, she shouted up the nearby stairs, “Jane! Abigail and Joanne are here.”

She ushered them into the living room and offered them tea or coffee. After some formal preliminaries, Georgina said she had to go. Veronica walked her to the door and thanked her; she could see that she had tried her hardest under the circumstances to not be too officious. For a few minutes, the three girls were all by themselves.

Jane had been thinking on and off all morning about what to say. “Abbie, I am so sorry to hear about what happened. My mother has said she will do all she can to help.” What Jane did not know about was the quantity of cocaine Abbie had had in her possession. She thought that if it was just a case of using, her mother might be able to get Abbie off.

Abbie said, “Thanks, but I think I’ve gone too far this time.  They found twenty-four grams of crack in my bag and are considering doing me for dealing. The trouble is, I have no idea where I got it from.” She did not add that she did not know how she had got the money to buy it.

A sombre mood descended. They knew that even Jane’s mother’s most persuasive powers could not pull that off. Nobody spoke but Dan, the Appleby’s” black and white Cocker Spaniel: he knew Abbie and was soon pestering her with a ball, and this helped break the silence.

“Give him a shove,” Jane said, adding, “What are you going to do?” hoping there might be a simple answer.

Abbie had no idea, and as she said so, the door opened, and Veronica walked in. She had half heard her reply and immediately said:

“I have spoken to your father, and he’s on his way here. He was in Barbados and will arrive tomorrow morning. He thinks he will be here by midday. I told him you would stay with us tonight, and he seemed very pleased. I also told him our doctor would see you later. I hope that was alright.”

“Thank you,” Abbie huskily replied, “that’s fine.” Then she went silent.  She was out of her depth and knew it.  Although she had often been rebellious in the past, she was now very afraid and thought it best to let others sort out her problems. 

Veronica assumed the girls would like to be on their own and made an excuse to leave. She told them to call if they needed anything. Needless to say, the girls had plenty to talk about and were delighted to have the opportunity to do so on their own.
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Chapter 5
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A Ploy

At about five forty-five a.m. Anna woke up. She had slept well for a few hours. She quickly adjusted to her surroundings and noted that Mark was fully awake. Within seconds, she had refreshed her memory as to all that had happened the day and the night before. Not wanting to disturb him, she lay there reflecting and wondering if there was any further way she could help.

Mark intuitively realised she had woken up – maybe he had noticed subconsciously that her breathing had changed. He looked at her, and she smiled. He tried to smile back, but it was harder than he thought. He had spent the night working out a plan involving Anna, and he was afraid she would say no.

Sheepishly, he opened the conversation. “I hope you had some sleep.  I decided not to bother. I’ve been thinking about what to do after I pick up Abbie, and I keep getting stuck. I wondered if you might have any bright ideas?”

Anna did. “I think you told me yesterday that Abbie was once in a treatment centre for eating disorders. Is that right?”

“Yes. It was not long after her mother’s suicide,” Mark replied.

“They probably deal with alcoholism and drug addiction there as well.  Maybe you could send her there for a few weeks to be detoxified and get some mental strength back, then consider your options after that,” she suggested.

Mark had thought of this, but he had what he thought was a better idea, so he moved the conversation in that direction.

“Where are you going after we arrive at Gatwick?” he asked.

“I’m getting a train to Victoria. I’m staying with friends in Kensington while I look around for somewhere to rent. I won’t start my new job for another week.”

This was almost exactly what Mark had hoped to hear, and without hesitation, he said, “Perfect. Why don’t you come and stay with us in Belgravia? We have lots of room and an empty flat in the basement. It’s ideal for one person.”

Nothing like this had entered Anna’s mind. She had thought she might be able to take Abbie to a few AA and NA meetings and - other than her treatment centre idea - that was as far as she had got. 

“I couldn’t do that,” she said automatically.

“Why not? It will not cost you a penny, and you would be the perfect person to help Abbie, and right on hand if she needed you.” Mark blurted out enthusiastically.

After a pause, she answered, “Thank you, it’s a most kind offer. It sounds too good to be true, but I suggest you let me meet Abigail first and see how we get on. Then, if we do get on, maybe I could try it for a few weeks whilst I settle in. The treatment centre is near the King’s Road. Is that anywhere near where you live?”

“It would be a ten-to-thirty-minute walk depending upon which end of the King’s Road it is,” replied Mark, adding, “and you would have your own entrance so you could come and go as you please.” 

Anna did not respond immediately. She had made too many hasty decisions in the past—especially where men were concerned.

Mark decided to take the bull by the horns.

“My driver is picking me up at Gatwick. Why don’t you let us take you and your things to where you are staying in Kensington, drop them off and then you could come with us to pick Abbie up in Oxford?  That way, we can talk some more, and you will meet her at the same time. If you don’t like the idea after that, we needn’t tell Abbie, and you can carry on as planned.”

This suggestion hit the laid-back Caribbean style Anna was used to for six.  She was not used to the corporate pushiness Mark exhibited. But she had learned that sometimes she needed to let other people do the thinking for her, or let circumstances naturally lead her to wherever she was meant to go next. She looked at Mark and inwardly said to herself, as she often did when unsure, “Please God guide me and help me make the right decision”. Then she asked: 

“Do you mind if I think more about your very kind offer while we are driving to London?” She asked. 

He said that was fine, and within less than an hour after landing, they were on the M25 motorway and, considering it was rush hour, making reasonable progress toward London. A little while later, having thought about the financial advantage to her, and recalling what she believed was her main purpose in life, she said: 

“There are two things I would like to ask you before I make up my mind.”

“Go on.”

“I believe you said that you are chairman of a large liquor business.  What exactly does that mean?” she asked as innocently as she could, as she thought her motive might not impress him.  

Mark looked at her slightly quizzically.  He guessed there was more to her question than met the eye, but he wanted her on his side, and that was enough for him to answer directly.

“I have been Chairman of English and London Breweries for a little over four years. My great, great, grandfather, Michael Hindemith, started a whisky distilling business in Scotland at the turn of the last century, and someone from my family has run it since. I took over in 2008.  Before that, I was Managing Director. In 1985, it was bought by a firm of venture capitalists and renamed Hindemith and Olds. Five years later, they floated it on the London and New York stock exchanges as English and London Breweries Plc. Since then, we have made several acquisitions, and we are now the sixth- or seventh-largest liquor business in the world. We have operations on every continent except Antarctica, though I’m sure there’s the odd bottle of our brandy or whisky drunk there too!”

Anna responded equally innocently: “Can I ask you ......do you see a difference between addiction to alcohol, and to drugs such as cocaine, heroin, and cannabis, or prescription drugs?”

Mark was stopped in his tracks. Often, since his wife died of an overdose of booze and pills and Abbie’s drunk-driving conviction, he had wondered about this and done his best to close his mind to its implications. Today, in light of the latest news about his only child, he answered: 

“At the moment, I’m confused. In the past, I’ve always said that I think only about the legalities and let the doctors, scientists and politicians work that stuff out.”  

It was not the first time he had been asked this awkward question, but the circumstances were very different now. Also, this time, the questioner knew her subject from back to front, and he doubted his former “head-in-the-sand” attitude would stand up.

In flashback, he remembered an alcoholic teenager’s mother’s question at English & London’s last Annual General Meeting, to which he had given his usual pat reply. 

The venue had been the Royal Festival Hall with an audience of over a thousand private shareholders, the press, major institutional investors and company analysts. It was the last question he took. When the woman in the front row was handed a microphone, she stood up and aimed her question directly at Mark.

“Lord Hindemith,” she said, “my family and I are longstanding shareholders in E & L. Can I ask you your view as to why alcohol should be legal whilst cocaine, heroin and cannabis are not?”

“Certainly. First of all, thank you for supporting us for so long and for your question.” Mark had replied automatically, expecting the lady to sit down. “As you know, my firm and I don’t make the law, but we do have to abide by it......”

When Mark finished, still standing, she continued, “Thank you, Lord Hindemith. If I remember correctly, two years ago your twenty-two-year-old daughter was in a drink-driving accident.  An innocent member of the public died, and she was prosecuted for manslaughter and got off. For your sake, I hope she doesn’t end up addicted to alcohol like my son. Three weeks ago, he was found dead in his flat. He had been lying there for five days. He died alone, from so-called alcoholism. I suspect if that happens to your daughter, you might change your views about alcohol as a killer drug, as I have done!” 

There was a momentous silence. The woman started to sit down but stopped, she added, “For your information, tomorrow I am selling every share, bar one hundred, that I own in England and London. That way, I can continue to come to your AGM every year and remind you of the destruction to families that your alcohol causes. You should know what I’m talking about...  I seem to remember that it was not the first time in your life alcohol has had a devastating effect on someone you loved, was it?” 

Never, ever, had anything so direct been said to him, and with such impeccable timing. The stark reality of what alcohol had done and was doing again to his own family stared back at him as he remembered his mother’s tearful eyes. He winced at the thought of a similar fate befalling his beloved Abbie. 

As Chairman of a big liquor company, he had often been contacted by health agencies asking for his cooperation in understanding alcohol’s role in addiction.  In line with his industry’s policy of turning “a blind eye”, he had pooh-poohed this, saying it was “utter nonsense”, just as he had done with anything that threatened to harm his financial empire and dishonour his family name.  

But Anna hadn’t finished. 

“From what you’ve told me, I am sure alcohol is Abbie’s ‘drug-of-choice’.  It is probably only after she’s drunk that she switches to so-called hard drugs. But the trouble now is that for these she can get up to eight years in prison; whereas for being drunk, which caused the real problem, all she got was a sore head and one night in jail.”

She waited a few moments to let this sink in; then added, grimacing as she spoke, “Does that make sense to you?”

Mark said nothing. By now, he was also reeling internally as he recalled the illegal shenanigans he had allowed within E & L in the past two years: shenanigans that would have led to a long imprisonment if they had been detected; plus, the disgrace of his removal from the House of Lords: the combination of everything made him too disturbed to discuss it.

But that did not stop Anna. She hated the hypocrisy of “the system” and its bureaucracy. She was on her hobby horse, and in Mark, she had a captive audience with influence! 

“Why do you think alcohol doesn’t have the same stigma attached to it as heroin or cocaine?” She asked. 

Mark did not attempt to answer; he just turned his head sideways to avoid her gaze.  

“Could it be because the industry has glamorised alcohol so much and governments make billions out of it? Ads for alcohol always portray romance, handsome men, beautiful women, festivals, Christmas, fast cars and a jet-set lifestyle. In recent years, what are your experiences of the effects of alcohol, Mark? Or have you changed your mind?”

Mark did not want to think about it and still did not answer; he hoped this attitude would stop her from harassing him with more gloomy portrayals of his alcohol-infested world.  But he could not keep it up. “Please change the subject!” he muttered in a whisper, angrily.

But to give up was not Anna’s style. As a South American cop’s daughter, she had been brought up as streetwise as any kid on the block.  From her father, she had learned: “When your prey is almost dead, it’s time to become a vulture and pick the victim to death.”

“Mark, why do you think alcohol producers are allowed to sell their addictive products legally, whilst the non-addictive drug producers in my country and Afghanistan have so-called drug wars fought over them and are branded criminals?” 

At that moment, Mark had no answer and doubted whether he would ever have one again. But given the situation with Abbie, he knew he had to say something. Again, he mumbled; 

“I don’t make the laws. I have always thought that what I did for a living was all right.”

“And now what do you think?”

“I am beginning to see it might be slightly flawed.” He said reluctantly after a long pause. 

“Good, that’s at least a start to your drug enlightenment. As a former addict and now an addiction counsellor, I am convinced that all mood-altering drugs, including alcohol, can be equally harmful and equally addictive to certain types of people, but not everyone.

For Anna, it was not a matter of trying to get at Mark personally; she had not thought that what he had been doing for a living was wrong. It was the ignorance and overall hypocrisy of the huge corporations and Western governments that made billions out of alcoholic beverages and medically prescribed drugs, while condemning all other drugs that she took issue with. Over the past few years, she had become convinced that one day the world would find a solution, that all mood-altering substances would be treated equally, and that exposing this would be her foremost ambition.

At that moment, Mark’s driver's voice came through on the car’s intercom. “Where off Kensington High Street do you want me to stop? We’re nearly there.” 

Anna looked at her watch and was surprised to see it was almost nine o’clock. The time had flown by. 

“Sheffield Terrace, please.” She answered.

Mark was surprised, too.  Even though the journey had caused him much angst, he still wanted Anna to come with him to Oxford, but she had not yet said she would or wouldn’t.

He asked her again, but now despair was etched in his tone. 

“I really would like you to come to Oxford with me. I promise, we’ll come straight back and drop you off. I’m afraid of seeing Abbie by myself.  But I think seeing me with you might be reassuring for her: she seems to hate me these days and hardly says a word.” His voice trailed off as he went into a trance; his mind spinning off once again into what was to come.

Anna automatically registered his air of desperation. Then she thought carefully about her own agenda. She knew she might only have one shot and that maybe this was it; therefore, she knew she had to get her next statements right:

“All right, I will, but on one condition.” 

Mark almost smiled with relief:  negotiating was something he was used to, and he took the view that she was almost on board: 

“And what’s that?” He said, turning to her for the first time in some minutes. 

Raising her voice slightly, and speaking with heartfelt firmness, looking directly into his eyes, she answered: 

“It is this. If ever you have the opportunity, you agree to help me to expose the hypocrisy between legal, alcohol, prescription, addictive drugs, and so-called hard and soft illegal drugs.” 

She paused, then added even more assertively, leaving no doubt in his mind where she was coming from:

“......however, it might affect your business or career.”

Mark was caught unawares, but he had not run an FT 100 company for years without learning some devious tricks of his own. After a long, audible sigh, deliberately aimed to give the impression he had come around to her side, he replied:

“Ok, it’s a deal. As long as it’s legal, I’ll do it. But with governments, major financial institutions, and the big pharmaceutical and alcohol companies on the other side, I suspect you don’t have a cat in hell's chance of changing anything. And, anyway, what would you plan to do?”  

Without hesitation, she answered:

“I’d start by educating the people, which is where your support, Mark, would come in. Your clout and experience on both sides of the coin would pave the way. I bet there isn’t an adult in the Western World who hasn’t had a mother, father, son, daughter, husband or wife, close friend or work colleague, who hasn’t died or is likely to die of drug addiction or alcoholism, exactly as you have. So, it would be your voice that would be the catalyst to expose this particular hypocrisy.”

As Mark heard her say “died or is likely to die,” he found himself too shocked to answer. But Anna hadn’t finished.

“Once there was a debate going on, it could start an advertising campaign. aimed at warnings about the addictive nature of prescription drugs on product labels, and warnings about the lethal aspects of alcohol on bottles, similar to those on cigarette packets. But I would always want the public to decide for themselves whether to use them. There are many known medicinal properties in the plant’s drugs that come from; some, such as morphine and cannabis, and those that alcohol is made from, have uses that are essential in the medical world. I would like to make sure the benefits of these are maximised. I am convinced that if there is a Creator of the universe, it means them to be used like this; not to have the stigma attached to them they have today.” 

Surprised at her informed response, and noting her support for alcohol, Mark interjected: 

“I must admit the more I listen to you, the more you are convincing me. I think you know more about addiction, the nature of drugs, and are more open-minded than anyone I’ve ever spoken to before. Maybe you should write a book based on your experience and thoughts one day.”

Full of confidence, she smiled and said: 

“I did it indirectly. It’s called “Surviving Addictions”. I wrote it with a friend who used the pseudonym Jack Llewellyn because he was a long-time sober member of Alcoholics Anonymous. I have no axe to grind. I know why people don’t understand addiction and drugs. Unless you have an addiction issue yourself, it’s impossible to understand. And these misunderstandings, allowed to flourish by the pharmaceutical and alcohol industry, are part of the reason why many alcoholics and pill-heads spend their lives in denial and die from their addiction. They ask themselves; how can it possibly be wrong to use these narcotics that are so openly supported by governments and allowed by the medical profession?”

****
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Anna had come to believe she had a Higher Power guiding her. She had become convinced during her last days in prison that if such exposure were meant to happen through her, it would and that she would be guided. Her smile when she finished speaking to Mark today was because she thought for the first time since her release from prison all those years ago that day may have arrived. After all, one of her favourite expressions was: the impossible we can do; it's miracles that take a little longer!” And so far, Whatever or Whoever, had guided her – be it a He, She or an It - had always got it right!
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