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    ‘I was looking for something hidden, for someone who didn’t want to be found, it was that oldest sort of trouble.’


  




  Falling Angel, William Hjortsberg




  (adapted into the film Angel Heart)




  ‘We had a dream, and the gangsters made a killing.’




  Tony Wilson,


  in conversation with Howard Marks
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  On the last day of 1996, less than two years after I had been released early for good behaviour from a twenty-five-year sentence in United States Penitentiary, Terre Haute,

  for drug smuggling, I found myself carrying a packet of extremely pure MDMA through an airport. Of course they had a sniffer dog on me as soon as I got to Customs at Palma de Mallorca. The decision

  as to who to search is usually made in advance on the basis of the passenger list and, as I was travelling from London under my own name, I had expected trouble. I had also watched the chaos that

  had unfolded that year as the airport was renovated and so, after I was waved through passport control I had snuck into a storage area I knew was accessible to the public. As I was ushered into a

  cubicle by a two-man search team, the packet of MDMA was in another part of the airport, stuck in beeswax on the inside of a cupboard door.




  After they’d searched me and found nothing, somewhat grudgingly they let me go. Some ground staff and cleaners were smoking in the doorways; they glanced at me as I made my way back

  between the sheds to where the buses were parked, but said nothing. I looked back at the main building, as if that was where I was going, and pulling on some overalls from my bag, doubled back, out

  of sight of the terminal windows.




  The packet was where I had left it, stuck on the inside of the cupboard door, in a building used by the Spanish charter line Aviaco. Putting it in my trouser pocket, I felt the sticky weight

  of it rubbing against my leg, and now the crowds through the windows in the transit lounge no longer troubled me. The open spaces seemed small and unintimidating. For the first time since leaving

  prison, I felt whole and in control again.




  It was futile to deny my true nature: as a true runner is born to run, and a writer to write, the smuggler’s buzz would always be there, deep in my being, like a retrovirus ready to be

  awoken, and any other life would probably never satisfy, and now it seemed important – though I cannot say exactly why – to mark this apparent moment of revelation in some indelible way

  and, as I drove out, passing a roadside Madonna, I pulled over.




  This was on one of the shortcuts through the outer suburbs of Palma. It was almost night now, and I could barely see her features. Getting out, crouching in the roadside, already feeling a

  little apprehensive as I did so, I made a solemn oath that I would return to being true to myself before the year was out; but hardly had I finished than the air around me seemed to be filled with

  coarse, cackling laughter, and strangely, looking around, I could not see its source, as though it emanated from the image itself. Probably it came from a neighbouring building, or a nearby car,

  but it felt as if it were directed at me alone.




  In town my daughters, Amber and Francesca, were waiting for me at a bar. The girls seemed as beautiful and assured as ever, no less so than in those first weeks after my return: both had come

  through my prison-years stronger and more knowing than I could ever have hoped, and sitting there, the weight of the oath hung over me, feeling, by the minute, more like a curse than something I

  really wanted.




  After eighteen months of trying to work out what sort of life, if any, was left for me after seven years in prison, I was returning from a series of events in Britain to publicize my

  memoir Mr Nice, and though it seemed in some ways as if my prospects were brightening, I couldn’t escape the sense that something important was missing.




  I must have been unusually quiet because the girls kept giving me concerned looks and were trying to break the ice with chat about music, the only topic which always got me talking. In

  prison, the music on the radio had been country, and in the black-dominated dayroom there had only been hip-hop, but now Francesca was trying to turn me onto trance and acid house. The point she

  kept returning to was that this music made no sense unless one was on ecstasy when one listened, and it was apparent from the way she talked that she was already familiar with the drug, and she

  told me that there was a rave – something I’d had no experience of – in the cave at Gal Dent, a forty-minute drive away from Palma, in the mountains near Llucmajor, and that was

  where we were heading.




  As the midnight hour was striking, with a glass of cava in one hand and a joint in the other, I kissed my children and, as is the Spanish custom, spat out a grape pip for each year of my life

  I had spent behind bars. As the moment came to make resolutions, my mind was still suffused with the Madonna, whose face I had not seen clearly. The words of my oath, and the cackling laughter that

  had followed, still echoed around my head.




  I knew my wish should be to undo the oath I had made. But the moment passed before I had wished, and it was too late. As we reached the mountains, the beauty of the place began to make me

  forget what had happened; the first hints of dawn-light filling the air; the winter sky seeming to burn with ethereal pinks and yellows gradually turning to the faintest of blues. Halfway up a

  muddy track sunglass-wearing people were just visible ahead, most of them seeming to glow with that same mysterious half-light. The car was stuck in the mud, as were most vehicles there, so we had

  to walk on to the cave enclosed by the mountains as the light slowly gave form to our surroundings. As we passed the last of the cars I swallowed a pill from my stash, and waited to see what would

  happen.




  There were probably a couple of hundred partygoers present, some wearing Smiley acid-face T-shirts, and the music was loud, but I had expected more people. I had been told that ecstasy made

  one want to dance and I danced to bring it on, and as I took another pill around a thousand people began emerging from a dark tunnel lined with local gypsies. As the crowd surged around me I was

  pulled down into a catacombed passageway where strangers began hugging me, relighting my joint and guiding me forward towards a faint light, which grew stronger as the space opened out.




  Around me people were weaving and dancing between arches that soared above us; as the strobes spun over the cave’s walls and the beats boomed them on, my body seemed almost weightless

  and it was as if I was merging with them, one cell of a giant being into which I was subsumed. I had read somewhere that the frequency of ecstasy-music was 140 beats per minute – the same as

  that of an embryonic heart rate – and in those moments it was as if I was suspended in a safe and deep womb-like space from which I never wanted to emerge again, so complete and perfect that

  when finally I did emerge, I was sure that it could only be as something different from what I had been before, something cleansed and reborn. Then Amber and Francesca were next to me again,

  laughing and dancing, and all too soon the experience began to ebb away, like the memory of a dream, as they guided me back through what now seemed a cold and blinding darkness to the car.




  





  1




  I’d never had much to do with ecstasy. Like quite a few people, I first heard of the drug at the end of the seventies, when there was talk about a new ‘love

  pill’ being used by Californian therapists to bring couples together. At around this time there was an article about it in Newsweek, and there were reports that Timothy Leary had

  married his wife Barbara after taking some, and he had predicted it would be the defining drug of the eighties. But I have to admit that I did not pay much attention to any of this talk. It seemed

  like just another fad in the background that was not going to be there for long. And when I had been offered it a few times at clubs in New York in the late seventies and early eighties, I’d

  always passed. I wasn’t sure how long the effect would last, and at the time I was negotiating a complicated marijuana scam with the Gambino family, who ran JFK airport, where the produce

  would be arriving. I felt I needed my wits about me and, in the circumstances, it was too risky to experiment with an unknown quantity.




  By the early eighties, when a gay friend took me one night to the Paradise Garage near Hudson Square, the drug was being called ‘ecstasy’ for the first time, not ‘Adam’

  or ‘love juice’ or ‘disco biscuit’ or any of the other names it had been known under up to this point. Of course, at the time I didn’t know this was the name that

  would stick. All the changes to its name made the drug feel, still, like something transient, just another passing craze rather than something that would stay around. This was at the start of the

  AIDS epidemic, and the club was already threatened with closure. Most gay venues were not having their licences renewed due to fear of contagion, and with all the scare-mongering at the time, I

  have to admit I was nervous of taking anything new. I am ashamed to say that I was rather apprehensive about being in that sort of club, and again steered clear of the little white pills when they

  were offered at the door.




  Upstairs, the legendary Larry Levan, who I already knew from Studio 54, was on the decks, dressed as he often was like a pirate in a baggy white shirt without a collar and braces. But the scene

  was different. Due to the heat inside, though it was the depths of winter, the crowd were wearing light summer clothes, and though there were no spirits on sale, everyone looked spaced out in a way

  I had never really seen before. This was not the rhythmic swaying of dancers on cocaine and Quaaludes, the staple disco drugs at this time, but something more abandoned and trance-like. Unlike at

  Studio, where the focus was on socializing and getting laid, here most of the dancers did not seem to be involved in anything sexual; it was more like a collective religious merging together of

  some sort. A gangway made from brilliant white lights led down into this heaving throng, and my impression was of a pleasure cruiser setting out on some final and wilfully fatal voyage. The band

  was playing on.




  My friend that night was called Ed Miles. He was known on the scene as Miles from Nowhere, one of a new generation of dealers who had grown up in the clubs, and he was just a kid, who looked

  like a cartoon Straw Peter with a mop of blond hair and gangling figure. All year he wore summer clothes and sunglasses in bright colours, the sort of get-up a children’s entertainer might

  wear, but despite appearances Miles was a canny businessman. For several years he had been the pet of Susan Dee, Manhattan society’s house dealer, and through Dee, Miles had got a line to

  Juan Royal down in Texas – the only volume ecstasy wholesaler at this time. From Royal, Miles was able to buy stock almost at cost, and with all the clubs getting closed down in New York, he

  was already shifting his operations to England: air-muling small amounts of ecstasy disguised as vitamin pills and distributing it into London’s West End clubs, places like Limelight,

  Legends, Browns and Heaven.




  The clientele in these places could afford to pay up to £25 a pill, and as Miles was the only real source at the time, he charged as much as he could get away with. He was making about a

  1,000 per cent return on his stock from Royal – double the return he had been getting back home. But as this was a relatively small market in comparison to New York, it was not long before

  Miles began expanding into other cities – those with scenes which already had networks of club dealers he could plug into and supply – like Manchester in the north of England, which had

  an active underground music scene going back to the post-punk era.




  It was not until late 1986 that I heard again from Miles. I was back in Britain, arranging for more Thai grass to come in by boat to Liverpool docks in a consignment of coconut matting from

  Laos. The truth was I had been missing Miles since I’d been back in Europe – his humour, the fresh way he looked at things, and his surprising business acumen – and so I was

  pleased to hear from him again. This time he was on one of his business trips to Manchester, a place he had probably barely even heard of while still working the Manhattan clubs, and about as far

  away from that glamorous world as one could imagine. And yet, surprisingly, he sounded excited on the phone. ‘Come up and see me,’ he said. ‘I’m going to show you the

  future.’ This was a difficult invitation to turn down, so the next night, with some misgivings, I headed over to see him from Liverpool, where I had been staying with friends.




  As Miles met me at the station and drove me down to the Hulme estate, one of the roughest neighbourhoods in the city, he kept losing his way. He wasn’t used to driving on the other side of

  the road, and was swerving from lane to lane and crashing the gears. He had probably never learned to drive, although he had licences from several different states, all as fake as his tan. Finally

  he took me up towards one of the tower blocks. It looked semi-derelict, and on the way we passed a walkway with a couple of would-be muggers waiting at the other end. The youths stared, spellbound,

  at this strange figure in beachwear and glasses; by the time they stopped staring we had already passed them, and Miles was conducting me through a maze of unlit passages that he seemed to know his

  way around.




  The flat at the end of this maze looked like a squat, like most of the others in the block. A couple of rooms had been knocked into a dance-floor, and I could see immediately that this was

  something new. The tracks on the decks were from the Paradise Garage, but now the dancers were of both sexes, and everyone was wearing baggy clothes and Converse trainers. Not much drinking was

  going on, and the dancing was crude and staccato, with everyone making up their own steps as they went along. This was the first time I had seen girls out dancing and not wearing any make-up, and

  sweating openly, and a scene where every single person in the room was grinning from ear to ear at the same time. Many were wearing those Smiley T-shirts that occasionally I’d seen on people

  in the New York clubs.




  It seemed Miles’s prediction about the future was accurate, because within only a few months this scene had already hit the over-ground Manchester clubs – most notably the Hacienda,

  where so much ecstasy was being consumed that no one was buying alcohol at the bar – and spread to London’s gay super-club, Heaven, to the Clink on the South Bank and to the parties

  organized at the Ministry of Sound nightclub. These were setting the scene for such events in the future by featuring funfair rides, guest DJs and light shows as the entertainment, instead of

  alcohol and pulling. As the scene began to blow up over the following summer, with acid house nights in clubs like Limelight and in pubs on Portobello Road, the same cartoon look of Smiley shorts

  and baggy outsize beachwear I had seen that night could be seen everywhere. It was as if Miles himself had become the new normal; and seeing this reminded me how Miles had suddenly disappeared from

  my life at the time, leaving a void which no one else could quite fill, because Miles was a true original, though he was probably still there, somewhere in the background, orchestrating things.




  By the spring and summer of 1987, there was already a lot of talk going around dealing-circles about the big money to be made in ecstasy. Friends of Miles’ had begun setting up labs in the

  jungles of Thailand and Laos, using the established marijuana and heroin routes to reach the markets in Europe. It was through these same friends of Miles that I heard about the major summit of

  dealers which had been held in Barcelona in 1986. With hindsight, it was already clear which way the wind was blowing: the old ways of doing things were changing in the face of the new drug’s

  temptations of quicker, larger and apparently safer returns. But like an ostrich, I had my head in the sand of my old ways, and at first I did not see what was coming. What started in a squat in

  Manchester in 1986, only three years later, through the heady second Summer of Love of 1989, had turned into the biggest clubbing scene in Europe, on a scale never witnessed before, and in 1995, as

  I left prison with a promise to clean up my life and go straight, fate would drop me – an ex-con who only knew the smuggling trade – into the heart of one of the most extravagant drug

  scenes on the planet. It would have taken Herculean willpower to resist getting mixed up in it.




  Only a couple of months before my trip to Manchester with Miles in 1986, a loosely knit group of major dealers had gathered to discuss the drug on the top floor of the Hotel

  Majestic on the Passeig de Gràcia in Barcelona. Although I did not attend, I got an accurate account of the proceedings from others who were there. The staff that day had been told that this

  was a meeting of high-level plastics manufacturers, and both the penthouse suites and the roof terrace overlooking the Sagrada Família cathedral were sealed by the security contingents from

  the various factions and closed to the public. There had been nothing quite like this event since Lucky Luciano and the other mafia bosses had met in the Hotel Nacional in Havana three decades

  earlier to carve up the heroin trade, but this time everyone present was focused on the impending illegality of the methamphetamine MDMA in the United States and its consequences.




  Although MDMA was at this time illegal in Canada and most of Europe, it had never been illegal in the United States, and many of those present had profited, handsomely and legally, by its

  manufacture and domestic distribution; none more so than the man who had called the meeting, the US national of Mexican origin known as Juan Royal. Royal was head of the Texas Group, which was

  already making multi-million-dollar profits from MDMA, and this was where Miles was sourcing his stock from. Its customers were able to procure the drug by calling a toll-free number and paying by

  credit card. Nightclubs in which Royal had a stake in Dallas, Fort Worth and Houston sold it openly over the counter. The group’s production had reached almost a million pills a month, and

  Royal had been careful always to ensure government taxes were duly paid.




  MDMA was being sold in these clubs as a dance drug, slotting into the evolution of a new type of music emerging from the last days of gay disco: house and garage from the Chicago and New York

  DJs, and techno from Detroit. Neighbouring Canada had been quick to catch on, and then Europe, mainly as a result of rising British rock stars like Boy George and Marc Almond indulging themselves

  in the MDMA-ridden scene of Studio 54 and Paradise Garage, and bringing the news back home. As this demand had grown overseas, the Texas Group had expanded its operations by supplying MDMA to

  countries where consumption and possession of the drug were illegal and where buyers were prepared to pay as much as $25 a pill. This had necessitated alliances between the group and powerful

  criminals in Canada and Europe.




  These were the men gathered around Juan Royal that evening in his Barcelona suite. Their agenda mainly comprised turf negotiations over who would control territories throughout the United States

  and Europe, and these had passed off largely without incident. Most of those present already had profitable local trades, and did not want to upset the status quo.




  The main terms of business that had been agreed by the time the meeting ended would define the global drug trade for a generation. As the heads of the syndicates readied themselves to leave, a

  man called Spencer Purse, seated at the table to the right of Royal, turned to him and gestured towards the sea. Purse, a British national with a long history of smuggling everything from South

  African diamonds to Afghan hashish, owned a series of successful front companies: an antique and art business in London; chemical-manufacturing plants in Switzerland, Germany and Taiwan; plus soft

  drink companies in Spain and Italy. He was a relative newcomer to MDMA, having been selling the drug for only a year, but he had already won the respect of those present for how quickly he was

  developing his turf within the Spanish club scene.




  ‘And the Balearic Islands?’ Purse asked casually, as if it was an afterthought.




  Most of the men around the table just shrugged. They had barely heard of the Balearic Islands, which lay a hundred miles east of where they sat, and were sparsely inhabited, apart from a few

  coastal resort towns popular with Northern European tourists in the summer. They had no significant drug market at that time, except a handful of gypsies and hippie leftovers selling Moroccan

  marijuana and acid. On the beaches were a few open-air nightclubs where visiting DJs did sets during the summer months, and ecstasy was consumed in small amounts, but not much else. There was no

  obvious reason for anyone to be interested in these islands, and when Purse sought the assurance of all present that they would continue to be part of his turf, Royal and the others agreed without

  hesitation.




  So was struck probably the most lucrative, and contentious, agreement in narco-history, as within months the Balearic island of Ibiza would erupt into the densest consumption of MDMA the world

  had ever known, generating a turnover of more than fifty million dollars a year in pill sales, and making Purse’s wealth and influence rival that of Royal and the original Texas Group. In the

  years that followed, that agreement was to have far-reaching consequences for the direction not only of the world drugs trade, but of popular culture and music throughout the world. Eventually, in

  the mid-nineties – by which time I would be on my way back to the Balearic island of Mallorca, only a few miles from Ibiza, and my family to rebuild my life in what had been, when I left, a

  sleepy outpost of the last days of the hippie age – it would also directly affect my life.




  But at this point, back in the late eighties, I felt it was safer to stick to what had always worked for me, and I was still focused on importing marijuana from Thailand into the eastern United

  States, where the returns were known and steady. I probably made the wrong decision, because in 1988 my life as I knew it abruptly came to an end when I was busted – along with seventeen

  associates in seven different countries – in what turned out to be one of the biggest and most complicated DEA stings of its kind in history. Most of my time was now spent with my lawyers as

  I fought extradition from Spain to Florida, where I was eventually sentenced in a federal court to a twenty-five-year stretch.




  During this period, I sometimes thought about Miles and wondered how he was doing, but less than I had expected; after a few months his face was already fading from my mind, and he seemed to

  belong to a world I might never see again. When I wrote to him, I didn’t get a reply. The few times I tried phoning his production office in Laurel Canyon, where he was apparently reinventing

  himself as a producer, it seemed he had become too respectable and grand to take my calls, and I tried not to be bitter about that. In my heart, I wished Miles well, and settled into my new life of

  trying to get through the weeks and months ahead without losing my mind.
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  In the seven years I was inside, ecstasy only once intruded into my life. Although it was in a way I would not understand until much later, looking back, I can see that the

  direction my life would take came from what happened that day, and from the hold that event would have on me. It would be no exaggeration to say that it became the formative moment of the second

  half of my life, and it would forever change the lives of everyone caught up in the gravitational pull of what was to come.




  I was four years into what I still thought would be a twenty-five-year stretch at the United States Federal Penitentiary of Terre Haute. One day, the guard came to my cell and told me I had an

  unscheduled visit, and that he would be back to collect me in ten minutes to take me to the interview room.




  I wasn’t expecting anyone that day; no member of the public was allowed to visit me without both my and the prison authorities’ permission. I supposed it could be the local Methodist

  preacher; he was an accredited visitor who would occasionally pop in every few months to see those imprisoned far from home. But he had visited me less than a week earlier, and he always let me

  know when he intended to show up; so this left the possibility that it was a foreign cop or intelligence officer.




  Although my plea agreement ruled out any obligation on my part to cooperate with United States law enforcement, it did not stop agents from other countries turning up to speak to me. Some months

  previously, German police had been seeking my cooperation in prosecuting alleged IRA terrorist James McCann for involvement in a Moroccan hashish deal. I wasn’t very helpful. I had sworn that

  I had nothing to do with any Moroccan hashish deal and that as far as I knew, neither had McCann; McCann had been acquitted, despite the German prosecution taking the extraordinary step of paying

  the DEA agent who had arrested me to make an eleventh-hour appearance at a German court to discredit my testimony.




  Finally, after much longer than the usual ten minutes, the guard returned, unlocked the cell door and led me to the warden’s office. After a thorough strip search, another guard took me to

  the empty visiting room, and I sat down as two senior Canadian officers in the uniforms of Mounties walked in. The one who spoke was a blond man with a weak chin and watery eyes; I felt there was

  something odd about him, but I couldn’t put my finger on what.




  It seemed the officers were on a fishing expedition for information about an ecstasy dealer who had slipped their net. One of my co-defendants, Gerald Wills, was already known to the DEA as an

  ecstasy smuggler, so I assumed this was related to him. However, the agents explained that it had nothing to do with Wills.




  ‘We’ve been tracking MDMA consignments from Europe into the east coast of the United States and Canada,’ Weak Chin said. ‘We believe these were masterminded by a

  lone-wolf operator, a major importer named Hebo.’ He watched me for a reaction. Neither the name nor the scam meant anything to me, but I kept listening with a cooperative air, as if perhaps

  I did know this Hebo.




  ‘Two months ago, our transponders ceased transmitting. Hebo and his operation appear to have dropped out of sight. There’s been no further sign of him, or of the drugs. We’ve

  invested significant time and money in this investigation, and at the present time we have nothing to show for it.’




  There was a short silence while both men continued to look at me expectantly. They were giving out a lot of information – more than usual – and I had no way of knowing how much of it

  was true. I sensed they were just doing the rounds of European smugglers, seeing what stones came loose, hoping to get lucky. They had probably spoken to a lot of others before they reached me, and

  covered a lot of miles. I held their stares and said nothing.




  Finally, they stood up. ‘If you have a change of heart, you can always contact us,’ Weak Chin said as they left; but even if I had wanted to (which I definitely didn’t), I

  couldn’t have helped them.




  Though I did not know it at the time, what the Canadians told me that day planted the seed of something – call it an obsession, if you like, though it always felt more deep-rooted and

  fundamental than that – something that would end up taking over my life entirely, and the one thing I was sure of from the start was that the Canadians would not have devoted a large budget

  to such an operation unless their target had been moving significant quantities of the drug.




  It is no secret that a drug smuggler does not like hard work, and is usually just that type of businessman who seeks the largest return on his investment for the briefest and least amount of

  work. If he can achieve even greater returns with virtually no outlay at all, then clearly that will be a tempting prospect for him. This probably explains why one of the abiding fascinations, or

  myths, in smuggling circles is not to trade in their own drugs, but to appropriate the stash of another dealer, something larger than they could ever hope to build up themselves – something

  truly epic, a score that will wipe away money worries forever and bestow complete freedom and confidence on the one who controls it. This myth, one of deliverance through cunning or sheer good

  fortune, holds the same appeal for them as that of buried treasure for a pirate, a bank heist for an ordinary criminal, or a lottery jackpot for straight people, in that it offers the chance to

  make big money quickly and to do this with minimum risk or effort




  Although what the Canadians told me was already fading from my mind, and soon I would begin to forget about it as the humdrum routines of my prison life resumed, in time the Mounties’

  story would offer me a real-life opportunity to realize this dream. In a quiet bar by the sea, I would come across a story which appeared to offer clues as to what might have happened to that

  missing consignment – along with the temptation to make more money than an average person could earn in thirty lifetimes. More importantly, it would offer me the chance to do the one thing

  that made me feel truly alive. But that wouldn’t be for a few years yet. Meanwhile, as the weeks, months and years passed in prison, I occasionally dreamed during the long hours of solitude

  that I might have the chance one day to make one last immense, life-changing deal – one that would set me and my family up for the rest of my life.
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  As much as possible, I followed a policy of keeping myself to myself in Terre Haute. Although I mixed with other prisoners when working in the library and using the gym and

  outside exercise yards, my former links with the Gambino family meant I was largely left alone by the Aryans, Hispanics and other prison gangs, and remained outside their communication networks.

  However, in March 1995, as the day of my release approached, it came home to me that I had little idea how the world on the outside might have changed. For some time I had closed my ears to rumours

  going round about drug deals on the outside, and I had been keeping away from any trouble that could lengthen my sentence. Most of what one heard inside was unreliable in any case – some of

  it wishful thinking, some deliberate misinformation, and most just plain old wrong, repeated around the place like Chinese whispers. My experience was that nothing good ever came from listening to

  it or taking it too seriously. But all this isolation had come at a cost.




  My access to the media during this entire period had been severely limited. The only television I had seen was in the black-gang-dominated dayroom, but this was always tuned to the hip-hop

  channel, and men in baggy shell suits and gold chains did not tell one much about the world beyond their own. The radio stations that I could just about hear in my cell offered no news broadcasts

  and instead churned out a variety of country music, which I have had trouble listening to ever since. The few newspapers I had come into contact with over the years were local ones, and the people

  mentioned in them had increasingly meant nothing to me; my letters were often rationed, and when people wrote to me, they never filled me in on what was happening out in the wider world. If you had

  asked me in the days before my release to stake my life on whether the queen was still on the throne, or who the current president was, I probably would not have taken that bet.




  I wondered how I would cope out in the real world, as I had no money and no profession to fall back on, and it was almost thirty years since I’d had any sort of straight job. Once upon a

  time they had called me the largest dope smuggler in the world, the man who controlled a fifth of the world’s hashish and marijuana traffic – probably something of an exaggeration, but

  it had provided an identity I had never argued with, and in those years I had always felt I was living the life I wanted to, and that I knew who I was. But who was I now? Probably no more, in the

  cold light of day, than a half-remembered name from the tabloids, a name from the past; and after so much time inside, I had begun to lose sight of the confident, self-assured person I had been

  when first imprisoned. During this time, every cell in my body had changed, and mentally I was no longer the same person at all; the simple truth was that I was probably not going to find out who

  this new person was until I got back into the world.




  It’s a strange thing, but what long-term prisoners yearn for most is probably not freedom itself, but the moments just beforehand when all the dreams you’ve had inside are still

  intact, nothing has disappointed yet and everything still seems possible; and certainly, in those first hours and days after my release, I saw nothing that clearly pointed the way my life should

  now take.




  On the flight back to the UK I ordered several bottles of red wine, as had been my habit in the old days. I was not expecting to remain a free man for long: the cabin crew had already told me my

  temporary passport was being withheld, and I was sure that I would be re-arrested on my arrival at Gatwick. There was nothing stopping Scotland Yard charging me on evidence that had not already

  been used to convict me. In ’81 I had been tried for importing several tons of hashish to Scotland, but the case had collapsed after dubious testimony that I was an agent of the Mexican

  government; it was known I had paid the Mexican official to give evidence at the trial. A senior officer, the head of the Thames Valley Police, had committed suicide in the chaotic aftermath

  – something they were unlikely to have forgiven or forgotten.




  But fortunately, and much to my surprise, there were no police waiting when the door of the plane opened or in the arrivals terminal. Maybe the US authorities had not given the right flight

  information, or not bothered to notify Gatwick in time, or more likely the police had just gone to the wrong gate, as it had apparently been changed at the last minute. So as quickly as I could,

  looking over my shoulder all the time, I bought a British Visitors’ Passport, valid for one year, at Gatwick airport’s post office, using a four-year-old book about me, Hunting Marco

  Polo by former Sunday Times Insight reporters Paul Eddy and Sara Walden, as identification. In the book were photographs of myself from the eighties in various disguises, taken from my

  false passports at the time. Somewhat bizarrely, the lady behind the counter accepted these as proof of my identity, without a birth certificate, driving licence or other corroborating ID. I booked

  myself onto the next flight out to Palma, Mallorca.




  I felt I’d had a narrow escape. My wife and our three children were waiting at Palma airport, not certain whether I would make it through. They drove me to our house in La Vileta, where

  they were still living despite various attempts to confiscate it by the DEA. Although the police in Britain almost certainly knew where I had gone – and I was now in contravention of the

  terms of my release from federal custody, which had stipulated that I remain on probation in the UK – I was no longer worried. As extradition arrest warrants from Britain to Spain had only

  come into effect the previous year, it was not at all a straightforward procedure, and the Spanish authorities could be expected to be far from cooperative. I felt I would be relatively safe as

  long as I remained in Spain and did nothing to come to the attention of the authorities – which was exactly what I intended to do.




  At that point, I could not see beyond resuming the family life that had been cut short, and did not want to see beyond it: I was in heaven, the children were mobbing me, and we could not get

  enough of each other. I had thought I would never know joy again, but now I did and it was overpowering. The happiness in those first days was so intense that I constantly felt close to tears. My

  wife also seemed genuinely happy to be with me again, and though there was a little awkwardness after so long, which was only natural, I was confident it would pass.




  A few days later I was also reunited with my parents, who had flown out from Wales. Both were in frail health, and had been holding out until the time of my release to see me one last time. So

  many times I had cursed myself inside for visiting worry upon them in their old age, and prayed that they would be able to forgive me, as they had already stood by me, and supported me through

  thick and thin. I felt I owed them so much. But there were no reproaches, and both seemed overwhelmed to see me and stressed that I should not blame myself for anything, though of course I did. As

  my father had been a highly decorated Merchant Navy convoy commodore during the Second World War, he was no stranger to smuggling, and he told me I had done nothing to be ashamed of. They kept

  reminding me that I was still relatively young, and that I should focus on making a fresh start.




  This was a time of immense relief for me. Inside me there had always been the lurking fear that I would not be forgiven. Now I felt myself being buoyed up by the love from all sides, and my

  senses were coming alive again. For so long I had been living an endless winter of solitary confinement blocks and half-subterranean cells, not seeing the sun for months at a time; my view had been

  other walls, or the block of death-row where they were building a new lethal injection execution chamber. Just to look out of the window now and see the sunlight over the grass felt like a

  privilege, and gave me hope. The simple food my wife and daughters cooked – pasta, stews, paella – tasted extraordinary, like manna from heaven, and just to smell it mingling with the

  fresh air through the patio windows seemed the greatest luxury. I hoped it would never end, but of course I knew it would.
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  The first signs that all was not well with my wife were subtle ones. At first, I think, she wanted to make sure I bonded with the children again, and did not want to risk

  spoiling the homecoming. We had been together for nearly three decades, and had shared almost everything during that time, so I took her loyalty for granted in the way one takes one’s right

  arm or one’s sight for granted. She felt part of me. But this shared history also had the effect of blinding me to how she might have changed. In hindsight, I should have thought more about

  what she had been through – about her own period of imprisonment, entirely undeserved, that had separated her from the children, and how this might have affected her – but my thoughts

  were always elsewhere, with the children, and daydreaming in the sunlight.




  Almost eight years, of course, was a long time for a husband and wife to be apart, and she confessed early on that she had been unfaithful, which did not exactly come as a surprise. Who could

  blame her? She had not expected I would ever be released, at least not before I was an old man. She had felt alone and vulnerable, and I could understand only too well why she had done it, but male

  jealousy is a strange worm, and I found I could not ignore what had happened, even though I wanted to, and the knowledge of her infidelities had put a flaw-line through something precious.




  The marriages of long-term inmates do not tend to fare well, and it seemed mine was going to be no exception; all the banalities of such situations soon began to apply to us, and though at first

  we had tried not to admit it to ourselves, there seemed little I could do to stop her stating what was now obvious to both of us. She told me we had grown apart, and after so long I was no longer

  the man she had once known. I seemed a stranger to her now. Part of me knew she was right, as I had become something of a stranger to myself.




  So, predictably enough, I began finding more and more excuses to get out of the house, and on one of these first trips out alone I went looking for a certain bar in the old town near Plaza

  Gomila called Chotis. It was a place where smugglers and career criminals of various sorts met – faces, as they were known – and it had often been in my mind while I was inside. I had

  promised myself a drink or two there when I was released, and many times I had imagined the moment of my entering; there would be a moment’s hush, then maybe a few old-timers would clap and

  raise their glasses, and I would know I had come home.




  I was fit after all my exercising inside; I had been pacing several miles a day, and working in the gym. I had noticed that I kept losing my balance and feeling dizzy whenever I passed a busy

  street, but I put it down to the uneven camber of the old lanes; something I was not used to after only flat surfaces and steps for so many years. I had heard of other prisoners having such

  problems so it didn’t worry me too much at first, but with all this attention on my balance problems, I passed the bar several times without recognizing it. The place looked as if it was

  under new management; the booths that had once been a hub of gossip and deal-making were all empty, the comforting semi-tropical decor of the old days had been replaced by neon Buddhas and beads;

  the young, bearded barman, a new fixture also, was wearing a lot more of those around his neck, and at the back I recognized only one face.
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