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AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION





Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang!


“Tempe Police Department! We have a warrant!”





I leap up from my computer table. My insides clench. I rush to the door. The peephole’s blacked out. Feeling the threat from the other side, I flinch back. Through a window, I see police positioned behind cars and marksmen aiming rifles. Afraid of getting shot, I duck. Get the hell out! Blood surges to my head. Hide in the ceiling? Jump off the balcony? Nowhere to go! I’m trapped!


I’m halfway through the living room when—boom!—the door leaps off its hinges. Pointing huge guns, the SWAT team barricades me in with a wall of Plexiglas shields. Fear of getting shot paralyses me. My chest seizes up. The price has finally come for all of my wrongdoing.


“Get on the ground now!”


For committing numerous drug-related crimes over the years, I end up in the jail with the highest death rate in America, where gang members and even guards are murdering inmates, the food is a mystery-meat slop that sometimes has dead rats in it, and cockroaches tickle my limbs and try to crawl in my ears at night. The prosecutor labels me a drug lord, but as I stare at the blood-splattered cement-block wall in my cell it dawns on me that the only thing I’m the lord over is my own demise.


Looking back, I credit incarceration for saving my life. Before my arrest, my drug-crazed behaviour was so extreme, I once smashed my head through a plasterboard wall, just missing a lengthy nail by a few inches. I woke up caked in vomit and with no memory of it at all. The carpet cleaner couldn’t remove the stains due to the toxicity of the chemicals I’d puked. My biggest competitor in the Ecstasy market, the Mafia mass murderer “Sammy the Bull” Gravano had a hit team searching for me headed by his son, and I was under the protection of the New Mexican Mafia, the most dangerous criminal organization in Arizona.


Incarcerated, wondering how on earth I was still alive, I went on an amazing journey of self-discovery. Previously, having worked my way up from a penniless student to a stock-market millionaire and Ecstasy dealer, I’d rushed through life without any introspection. Getting pushed to the brink of suicidal madness while facing a maximum 200-year sentence changed the way I think. The intense suffering I brought on myself instilled me with an appreciation of the pain of others and the urge to help them. It opened my eyes to the value of small things. I saw how emotionally immature, selfish and foolish my behaviour had been. The pain I caused my family made both them and myself ill, but added extra motivation to my soul-searching. I regretted sending people down the road of drug use, which devastates so many.


Shocked, ashamed, I set out to try and make sense of my behaviour in the hope of becoming a better person. I read over 1000 books, and submerged myself in psychology, philosophy, yoga and meditation. I was fortunate enough to have counselling with a brilliant psychotherapist, Dr. Owen, and to be guided by Two Tonys, a Mafia mass murder who left a trail made up of the corpses of rival gangsters that stretched from Tucson to Alaska. After I started putting his stories on the Internet, Two Tonys, a self-taught philosopher serving 112 years, took me under his wing. To this day, I fall back on what I learned while incarcerated and what others, including my meditation teacher, Andrew, continue to teach me.


Since my release six years ago, I’ve been blessed to share my experiences as a motivational speaker with tens of thousands of students. My jail activism was featured in an episode of Locked-Up/Banged-Up Abroad televised worldwide on National Geographic Channel, and my story was published as a trilogy. But just as importantly, I wake up with a smile on my face because I feel at peace with myself and the world. In this book, I’m going to share the lessons I learned that transformed my life.
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“Make haste slowly.”


—Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus





At age 14, I set myself the goal of becoming a millionaire. In high school, I show an aptitude for Economics, so the teacher takes me under his wing. He gives me extra lessons on my own and explains how to understand the stock market. When I’m 16, I grow excited about TV commercials advertising the privatisation of British Telecom. The UK government is offering shares at 50p and I can smell money-making potential. After discussing the prospects with my teacher, I borrow £50 from my grandmother to invest. On the first day of dealings, BT shares double. I dance around the house yelling, “Yes! Yes! Yes!” I take an immediate profit. Hooked on the stock market, I invest in every privatization I can get my hands on. Each privatization is oversubscribed (meaning that more investors applied for shares/stock than are being offered). To ensure that I get plenty of shares, I submit applications in all of my family members’ names. I order dozens of books on the stock market from the library—with topics ranging from number crunching to crowd psychology—which I devour with fanaticism.
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Graduating from Liverpool University with a BA in Business Studies, 1990.


After graduating from The University of Liverpool with a BA in Business Studies, I leave my small industrial hometown in Northwest England for Phoenix, Arizona in May 1991. All I have to survive on are my student credit cards and an unshakeable belief that conquering the stock market is my destiny. I aim to get rich by using the skills I’ve acquired from studying and trading the stock market, and by applying my two favourite mottos:




“Greed is good.”


—Gordon Gekko in Wall Street







“It’s dog eat dog in the business world.”


—My aunt Mo whom I idolize





I fib to the immigration official at the airport that I’m only in America for a brief holiday to visit my Aunt Mo who’d settled in Arizona with her husband. I illegally apply for employment by mailing my résumé to all of the stockbrokerages listed in the phone book. Days later at Aunt Mo’s house, I receive a letter from a brokerage offering a job interview. As I don’t have a Social Security card that’s valid for employment, I seek Aunt Mo’s advice. She says to tell the brokerage that she keeps all of my important documents in her safe, and I’d be happy to bring them a photocopy. She shows me how to forge an H-1B professional-level job visa using a simple printing set from a stationery store.


At the interview, I’m offered a job on the spot. It’s commission only, so I won’t make any money until I start opening new accounts. I also have to obtain a Series 7 stockbrokerage license, which involves attending two months of classes, during which time I won’t get paid. Worried about running out of credit, I convince the branch manager that I don’t need the classes because of my education and stock-market experience. Two weeks later, I ace the Series 7 exam, igniting a sense of invincibility within me.


In the cutthroat world of rookie stockbroking, I must attend a 6am sales meeting and cold-call 500 numbers daily to build a pipeline of leads of potential investors. My first few months, I open no new accounts. Running out of credit, I’m reduced to living off cheese sandwiches and bananas. In the hope of increasing my chances of success, I enter a business partnership with another rookie, Matt. We pledge to watch each other’s backs.


Exhausted from months of relentless cold-calling, I suggest to Matt that we try dumpster-diving other brokerages for sales leads. He dismisses the idea as insane until I stick my hand in our trash and extract paperwork with our clients’ names, addresses and telephone numbers.


We buy garbage gloves, trash bags and box cutters. We target a rival firm because two of their brokers recently threatened to blow up Matt’s car over a mutual client. Matt drives us to the brokerage. The dumpster is enclosed by three walls and a gate at the front. We grab bags and slice them open. Eventually we find stacks of account paperwork, which we load into Matt’s car. Dumpster-diving boosts my commission. Now that I’m producing results, the branch manager starts cutting me in on the distributions of accounts from brokers who periodically quit the business. That’s how I rise up the ranks in my first two years.


Following a dumpster-diving mission, I’m pulled over by the police. They approach my car and shine their flashlights on the bags of trash. As they search through the bags, I fear I’m going to be arrested for industrial espionage. After they let me go with just a speeding ticket, I quit dumpster-diving.


My business partner, Matt, becomes addicted to crystal meth and loses his job, fiancée and health. Having run up a drug debt with the wrong people, he flees Arizona. I never hear from him again. Working long hours solo for two years, I get burnt out. Ignoring what happened to Matt, I start taking crystal meth to boost my energy and enhance my work performance. I tell myself, I’ll just take it a few times and never get addicted. On the drug, I don’t need any sleep. I feel super human. My telephone aggression surges. Finally, at 27-years old, I become the top producer in the office, grossing over $500,000 a year. The result is the culmination of 13 years of staying focussed on finance, but now I’m accelerating progress at all costs, unable to foresee the consequences.


Working at such a frantic pace, I need to let off steam on the weekends. I return to raving and taking Ecstasy, a habit that was my religion back in the UK during my student days. Having more money than common sense, I buy pills for all of my friends. Hanging out in the rave community, I see the business potential of throwing parties and selling Ecstasy. I decide to try a business experiment by purchasing bulk Ecstasy in LA and selling it to ravers in Phoenix.


Two carloads of us, including my big best friend from childhood, Wild Man, drive to an Ecstasy dealer’s house in West Hollywood. He isn’t home, so we sit for a few hours, fretting over whether we’re being set up or the police will eventually notice us parked there. My stress is peaking when the dealer finally arrives. Wild Man offers to beat him up and rob the Ecstasy as punishment for him keeping us waiting. “That’s not good business,” I say, and ask Wild Man to stay put for now, but to come and rescue me if I’m not out in fifteen minutes.


Walking to the house, I’m terrified of getting robbed at gunpoint, or kidnapped and held for ransom, or even shot. I fear the police may have the place under surveillance and maybe they’ll pull me over when I have the drugs in my car or track me all of the way back to Phoenix and arrest me there. I’m concerned about buying pills that are cut with something other than Ecstasy. Entering the house, not knowing what I’m getting into, I brace for someone to jump out and stick a gun in my face. I relax when I see a bag of pills with the Mitsubishi logo on them. As I’m familiar with the taste of Ecstasy, I insist on chewing one to avoid buying junk. It tastes right, so I leave satisfied, but wary of getting intercepted by the police on the journey home.


In Tempe, I host a party at Wild Man’s apartment. Over the weekend, the 500 pills sell fast. I get lavished with so much attention, I feel like a rock star. I also make $5000 in profit. The experiment has succeeded. Imagine how much money you could make if you apply your business knowledge to selling Ecstasy and how much fun you could have. High on drugs and the buzz of the party lifestyle, I think that quitting my job as a stockbroker to sell Ecstasy is a brilliant idea.


In 1999, with hundreds of people working for me, I become the biggest Ecstasy dealer in Arizona—until Sammy the Bull Gravano sets up an Ecstasy ring in competition with mine. A former underboss of the Gambino Crime Family under Teflon Don John Gotti, The Bull confessed to committing 19 Mafia-related murders. He was relocated to Tempe, Arizona as part of the US Federal Witness Protection Program. After The Bull’s thugs knock the teeth out of my top Ecstasy salesperson and offer a reward to anyone who can lead them to me, I flee to Tucson. I move into a million-dollar mountainside home in a gated guarded community, where I feel safer.


Hoping to have a peaceful night out in the last place my rivals would try to find me, I go to a gay club called The Crow Bar in downtown Phoenix. High on Ecstasy and relaxing with my friends, I’m soon enjoying the friendly atmosphere and the house music pumping from giant black speakers. The floor is packed with topless muscular men, some in yellow construction hats, dancing under flickering strobe lights. I dare any of my friends to dance topless with a construction hat. With a massive Ecstasy grin, Wild Man gets on the floor and shakes his stuff surrounded by hip-grinding hunks.


A strip-tease dancer partying in the Crow Bar recognizes me and calls Sammy the Bull’s crew—which I’m unaware of until Sammy the Bull’s son tells me in prison years later. The Bull dispatches his son as the head of an armed team with instructions to kidnap me from the Crow Bar. They’re going to hold me for ransom, and if the ransom isn’t paid, they’re going to take me out to the desert to eliminate their competition. Fortunately, Wild Man gets in a scuffle and we have to leave the Crow Bar in a hurry. The Gravano crew arrive too late.


In February 2000, the police wipe out my competition by arresting Sammy the Bull, his wife, daughter, son and 31 co-defendants. With them in jail, I assume the investigation of the rave scene will wind down, but the number of undercover agents increases. I decide to quit Ecstasy dealing and resume trading the stock market, but it’s too late. On May 16th 2002, the SWAT team smashes my door down.


To realize my dream of becoming a millionaire, I set out on the sure path of hard and conscientious work. But as I became more successful, my psychology altered until I no longer viewed the law as an obstacle. Every time I cut a corner and got away with it, my sense of invincibility grew. Over time, the magnitude of my law-breaking, drug consumption and Ecstasy dealing increased until I lost sight of why I was in America. Due to my bad choices, everything I ever earned, including my stockbroker’s pension, was confiscated by the State of Arizona. I wouldn’t have lost everything, including almost six years of my life, if I had maintained slow and careful progress instead of being sidetracked by the thrill of the party scene.


Reflecting on that lesson in prison, I swear never to repeat those mistakes. In 2004 when I’m starting to serve the balance of my sentence in a so-called supermax (or super-maximum security) prison in Florence, Arizona, the BBC runs a story about my jail blog and activism. The media attention produces positive feedback on my writing. I set a goal of becoming an author. With no English education beyond high school, I know it won’t be easy for a convicted Ecstasy dealer to get published. But I’m also driven by the belief that success is a function of effort and perseverance. There’ll be no cutting corners this time.


One of the difficulties of getting published is finding a literary agent. An agent is considered harder to get than a publisher, and most serious publishers won’t read a manuscript unless the author has a reputable agent. Luckily, an agent who’s read my blog contacts me, expressing interest in a potential autobiography. But as I’m clueless about the profession, I quickly burn that bridge by writing poorly and failing to understand her guidance. The agent tells my family that I’ll never be an author—which disappoints me at first, but later inspires me to try harder.


Learning the lingo of the literary profession is as difficult as studying a foreign language. In prison, I spend all day reading and writing, honing my skills. I’m told reading will improve my writing, so I set a goal of reading over 1000 books by my release, which I achieve in just under six years. Upon my release in December 2007, I set a goal of getting my story published within five years. By maintaining the work ethic I’d adhered to in prison, I manage to get the first instalment of the English Shaun trilogy, Hard Time, published in 2010. Book sales don’t come easy for an unpublished unknown ex-con. At my first book signing, only two people show up—and they’ve come to see the other author signing that day. I do manage to sell one copy to someone who feels sorry for me: the partner of the other author. Again, I know that perseverance is the key. Together with my mum—who quickly becomes my top salesperson—I recruit a team of helpers and dress them in the black-and-white bee stripes I wore in the Maricopa County jail. Within two years, I become the top selling local author at Waterstones, the biggest chain of bookstores in the UK, selling 100 to 150 copies at each signing. The majority of my sales now are Internet based and managing my social media is a full-time job.


The road to fast cash is full of danger. If I had remained satisfied with slow and steady progress as a stockbroker, I’d have gone on to higher success. I’d probably be worth about $10 million by now and not be banned from America for life. By taking my time and persevering in the face of numerous setbacks in the last decade, I’ve rebuilt my life on a solid platform. Knowing that it can’t be pulled from under my feet gives me a sense of peace and security. The success I’ve achieved so far has opened doors into other areas such as writing this book. The whole new positive direction my life is going in is a key ingredient in my happiness and it’s a credit to slow and careful progress. [image: image]
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“Those who are happiest are those who do the most for others.”


—Booker T. Washington





“Lockdown, everybody!” a guard announces at 8pm in the maximum-security Madison Street jail in May 2003.


We trudge back to our tiny two-man cells, slam our doors and rest on our bunks. A burly redneck guard enters our cell to perform a headcount. As part of a security procedure to check if an escape is in progress, he bangs a cane against the vent, the cement-block walls and a tiny bulletproof window caked in filth.


Just before lights out at 10pm, movement starts at the cracks in the decrepit walls, accompanied by rustling. American cockroaches the size of almonds are lining up like an army waiting to invade, shuffling against each other in the competition for space, with their long antennae protruding. They move ever so slightly back and forth as if they can barely wait. As soon as a guard hits the light switch, they flood the room. Every now and then, one drops from the ceiling and resumes crawling on the grimy cement floor. Having arrived before me, my cellmate wisely chose the top bunk to avoid the cockroaches pouring from the gaps around my bunk brackets, inches away from where I sleep. Walking to the toilet, I crunch a few cockroaches under my shower sandals. When I grab the toilet roll, a cockroach darts from it onto my hand, tickling my fingers. My arm jerks, losing both the cockroach and toilet roll.


Nauseous, I sit on a stool, wondering how on earth I’m going to get to sleep, disgusted yet in awe of how alive the walls look. Tired of flicking them off my feet, I cocoon myself in a sheet and lay down sideways on my bunk, crushing a few cockroaches. The only way they can crawl on me now is by entering a breathing hole I’ve left in the sheet. Inhaling their musty odour, I close my eyes, but I can’t sleep. Listening to the swamp-cooler vent—a metal grid at the top of a wall—hissing out tepid air, I feel cockroaches moving on the sheet around my feet. Am I imagining things? My eyes keep opening to see if they’ve infiltrated my breathing hole. With my body cramping, I rotate onto my other side. Facing the wall, I’m repulsed by the cockroaches zigging and zagging just inches away. I return to my original side. The sheet traps the heat of the Sonoran Desert to my body, coating me in sweat, aggravating my bleeding and itching skin infections and bedsores, some of which look as if I’ve spilt battery acid on myself. The ticklish sweat tricks my mind into thinking that the cockroaches are on me. I want to scratch myself, but I know better. From sweating constantly, the outer layers of my skin have turned soggy. Squirming on the bunk fails to stop the relentless itchiness of my skin. Eventually, I succumb to scratching myself. Clumps of moist skin detach under my nails. The heat trapped by the sheet is unbearable. I discard the sheet, resigned to offering my body to the cockroaches. They start out tickling my feet, limbs, palms…


Having not slept properly since my arrival in the cell several days ago, I start hallucinating and hearing voices whispering threats. Facing a maximum 200-year sentence, I’m at breaking point. Although I committed crimes and deserve to be punished, no one should have to live like this. I’m furious at myself for making the series of reckless decisions that put me in here and for losing absolutely everything. I remember what my life used to be like.


At the peak of my Ecstasy business, a typical day involved rising around noon in a million-dollar mountainside home in Tucson. When it rained, a beautiful waterfall would form behind the house and a stream would gargle past our little wooden gate. With the sun high in a usually cloudless sky above the desert, I would wake myself up by jumping in the pool with my now ex-wife, Amy—a bisexual chemistry undergraduate who became a strip-tease dancer in order to seduce a co-worker shortly before we met. After swimming, we’d head to our favourite Indian restaurant—where I once accidentally left $30,000 in drug money in a manila envelope, and the owner found it, contacted me and returned it. Later on, my right-hand man, Cody, would arrive to discuss my illegal business, including who needed more Ecstasy, who was having problems paying for drugs, and how much cash he’d collected and secured in an apartment I rented for that purpose. Hoping to avoid police detection, we only discussed these things in person. If everything was running smoothly, I’d splurge at a fancy restaurant with Amy, take drugs and have sex all night. If problems arose or key business associates such as the New Mexican Mafia wanted a face-to-face meeting, I’d head to Phoenix, pick up my two toughest friends, Wild Man and G Dog, and try to fix things.
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