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CHAPTER ONE


Edinburgh, 5 November 2004









I hate this time, the space between landing and getting off. At least usually I’m at the front of the plane, milling about first class as the stewardess finds my jacket and apologizes for the delay. These short hops just chuck everyone in together and all the hassle in Belfast had left me late to board and scrambling for a seat beside the toilets.




I’d been planning to go to Amsterdam until this morning when I called KLM’s central reservations desk while packing my Louis Vuitton duffel bag. I’m phoning from the Belfast Airport KLM desk, our servers are down, just checking a booking in the name of Elliot Castro, everything OK? And there it was, ‘There’s a problem with that one.’ So I’d hung up and swore and decided to come to Edinburgh.




Finally, there is a ping and people start clambering from their seats, pulling bags from the lockers and easing themselves into the aisle. I wait until most have departed before rising slowly and picking my bag from the emptied shelves. I smile at the stewardess as I pass but my eyes stay on the ground, I don’t give her a face to remember.




The concourse is a mess of passengers, workmen and ladders. A few years ago, when this all began, Edinburgh Airport was a joke. There were a handful of bars and shops and passengers were crowded into a long, depressing waiting area. It was perfect. Now they’re getting serious and it’s making me nervous as I scan the airline desks. I can’t stray within



 

 sight of the British Airways people and I need it to be a suitable . . . there.




‘Excuse me.’ I select a middle-class Scottish accent. The man is old and local, he needs to hear familiarity but also the impression of authority. He looks up from his newspaper and I smile. ‘Hi. I see you have a fax machine there,’ I slip the paper from my jacket pocket, ‘Could I possibly pay you to send this for me to the number at the top of the page?’




As the machine pushes out its confirmation I thank the man, sliding a twenty-pound note across the desk as I do so, and head for the telephones. I punch in the number and pause, setting myself into character. English, Home Counties. ‘Hello there, is that the Glasshouse Hotel? Good, it’s David Smith here from Shell Oil. I’ve just sent you a fax ... ah, great you’ve got it. Yes, well Elliot will be in touch I’m sure. Thank you.’




A week ago I called the Balmoral Hotel in Edinburgh from my rented flat in Belfast. The Balmoral is a famous and grand hotel but, more importantly, it’s very big. This means that when you call and ask to be put through to Mr Smith you have a decent chance there will be a Mr Smith for them to patch you through to. ‘Hello?’ he answered, and that’s when I became David Smith.




I pick up the receiver and hit redial. ‘Hello, the Glasshouse,’ chirps a voice. A different one, though that doesn’t matter. ‘Good morning, it’s Elliot Castro here.’ ‘Hello, Mr Castro, I believe you’re joining us today?’ ‘That’s correct, I was just hoping that I could have my usual...’ ‘Number eighty-one? I’ve already reserved it, sir. Do you require to be collected from the airport?’ ‘No, I’m already here. I’ll be with you shortly, thank you.’




As I walk to the taxi rank I pull out the fax sheets and rip them carefully into shreds, tearing through the middle of the proud Shell Oil logo. I don’t have to send these faxes but they help avoid doubt. Doubt is not something that I can afford. The taxi driver leaps from his cab, recognizing the tip potential of my £1,000 suit and fussy luggage set. He is heartened further as we speed across Edinburgh, and he asks the purpose of my trip. ‘To spend money,’ I answer blankly as I spot the castle behind the rooftops.




I like the Glasshouse Hotel. It’s what I’ve always wanted a five-star hotel to be – expensive, elegant, decadent and fun. Don’t get me wrong, I still enjoy the Ritz and the Plaza and the old money stench but I’m never fully relaxed in these environments. I’ve been humiliated by wine waiters from Toronto to Dubai and in Australia I heard a barman call me vulgar for leaving a $1,000 tip. All I want is somewhere I can spend money in peace.




‘Hello, Mr Castro.’ I’ve only ever used my own name here because I knew I’d return. Not just for the hotel but also for Edinburgh, close enough to home without having to go there, to go back. The receptionist’s smile is real. When smiles aren’t real the eyes are unaffected, you can see it very easily when you know how. My eyes, for example, never really change. ‘Can we show you to your suite?’




She hands me over to a small Spaniard in a black suit. ‘Mr Castro,’ he drawls and leads me to the lift. ‘Eighty-one, eh?’ He smiles knowingly. A porter had told me once that they call room eighty-one the Celebrity Suite. ‘Who’s been in there recently?’ I ask him, because I know that’s what he wants me to do. Along the corridor he lists pop stars and actors, as he opens the door he names a prince.




It is a beautiful hotel room. In the middle is a wooden frame that halves the space, dividing the king-size bed from a large living area. The outer wall is glass and a door leads onto a sprawling balcony that faces a wooded hill. I think about



 

 showering but I know I won’t. I can feel it grow inside me, the prickly sense of anticipation that quickens my breathing and turns my throat dry. I throw my luggage on the bed and take the stairs back down.




I exit the hotel and turn to my left. Immediately I pass a row of chain bars – Lloyds No. 1, Walkabout, The Slug and Lettuce. In my fledgling days, when every nicked quid sent me giddy, I used to love these chain pubs and their card machines. I’d pass them a card and ask for fifty pounds cashback in my most whimsical manner then listen for the wrong beep. If it came, I was out the door.




This is what has happened to me. Shop signs, restaurants and banks mean different things to me than they would to you. To me they mean a lot of things but I can probably boil it down to two, success and failure. In fact no, that’s being unfair. I never fail in the end, just sometimes it takes a little longer.




Some are like bumping into an old friend. Look, as I arrive at the top of Leith Walk I can see a cinema, a Bank of Scotland and the John Lewis department store. My reaction is warm, very warm, cold. Some cinema chains want to keep their queues moving so often cards will be swiped through unauthorized to save time. The Bank of Scotland and their competitors you’re going to hear a lot more of, and I once had to walk very briskly out of John Lewis.




I pass through John Lewis to enter the shopping centre, exiting through the perfume concessions. I’m going to stop here on the way back and pick up a bottle for posting to my mother. Usually I’d have got her something from the airport but I’d been distracted by the fax business. She follows me round the world from the postcodes on her perfume.




As I pass The Link phone shop I touch the shape in my





 pocket. Currently I’ve got three phones. I’ve sometimes had more but I’ve always got two. Next door is a computer shop, which sends a momentary panic as I recall exactly where in the flat I hid my encrypted zip disk. There are two computers back there. I use them for several hours each day and both have entirely empty memories.




Boots the chemist. I once ran from one of their shops in Glasgow after the card was flagged and the manager appeared at the till. His suspicion was understandable as the card belonged to a 75-year-old man who had dropped his wallet on a train, but I was still a thief back then. Ah, they were simple days. Before it became a job and then a life. Before I took these people and inhabited them. Before I realized that I could steal through the telephone, and money could come to me through thin air from the biggest credit card companies in the world.




I like this little street, Multrees Walk. It’s a short, zigzag affair behind Harvey Nichols and they built it more in hope than expectation. Now it’s nearly full as decent fashion houses, boutiques and other luxury-goods stores have arrived. It reminds me of Bond Street and stretches of Fifth Avenue. I see a jewellery shop has taken one of the remaining units.




The only piece of jewellery I have is a platinum bracelet I bought for £8,000 from Asprey in London. I don’t wear it because I don’t particularly like it but when you have a high-limit card a day away from being cancelled then you do things like that. Anyway, I don’t think you need jewellery if you have a nice watch, and I’ve always got a nice watch.




The Harvey Nichols doorman nods and steps to the side. I slip inside the double doors, spotting the first of the cameras, and move to the escalators. As I rise through the air above the sunglasses and handbags I try not to strain my neck as I



 

 wait for the desk to appear before me. A woman, early thirties. Generally speaking, that’s a good sign. I walk towards her and smile.




‘Hello there.’ Refined Cockney, I’m not sure why. ‘I’d like to buy £2,000 in gift vouchers please.’ She doesn’t really react, just begins to process the order and asks for payment details. I pull out my wallet and open it out of her line of vision. There they are, ranked and ready, but it’s not as strong a hand as it looks. I have some others saved in my mind but for this I select the card nearest to me. David Smith.




A beep. She reaches for the phone. David Smith’s card, my card, is a corporate American Express credit card. The security questions will be full name, address, place and date of birth and mother’s maiden name. This information is in my head, along with much more. To keep order in the mess the people are matched to fruit. David Smith is a large juicy pear. As I breathe and bring the pear forward it arrives soon enough, dragging with it names, addresses, dates ...




I thank the woman and slip the vouchers into my pocket as I make for the escalator. Back in Multrees Walk I wander into Louis Vuitton. ‘Hello, Mr Castro.’ I’ll be honest and say that this catches me by surprise. I’d only ever spent money in here once before, the last time I was in Edinburgh in August. As I consider this the surprise evaporates. That stay, four days in all, had been a blur. I had spent £42,000.




I leave and wander into the Armani shop next door. I’m wasting time here, the vouchers are burning in my pocket but I am trying hard to ignore them. I can go up a different escalator, she won’t see me, and even if she did then I can pay with another card. I pick up some T-shirts and underwear. I’m always buying underwear. I’m always buying.




At the counter I pull out a card from the back of the





 rack. It’s more humble than the rest, there’s no gold or platinum or CORPORATE stamp. It is a debit card from a well-known bank over in Belfast and belongs to my personal account, where my wages go. I like thinking about my wages. This is something I started recently, working as a DJ to fill the hours. They pay me £120 and I leave the bar walking on air.




It’s the only money I’ve ever truly earned and I deposit it in cash the next day into this account. I don’t have to, I just want to. My other bank account is in Switzerland and that’s not quite so cute. I don’t really like it when I send big chunks from the Swiss account to the Irish one, and the bad money dwarves the good. I still do it though. A man’s got to live. But that’s just bank accounts, they’re only a small part of the picture. Most of the money that I spend, that I have spent, comes and goes without record.




I can’t wait any longer and I walk round to the front of Harvey Nichols and enter through the other door. I pass quickly through the perfume, remembering again to buy a bottle for Mum, and take a side escalator up to the men’s department. As I enter I see Stewart and he sees me. This is why I bought the vouchers.




‘Hi, Elliot, good to see you, what can I show you today?’ I enjoy the personal shopper system (who wouldn’t, really, if they had the cash?) and I particularly like Stewart’s style. He doesn’t let me leave with anything that isn’t right, even if it costs him a few quid in commission. He laughed at me once, when I emerged from the dressing room in a cream suit. That’s when I decided that I liked him.




As we walk through the sections he yanks down jackets, shirts, trousers. Anything I dally over he demands a size and slings it over his arm with the rest. We get to the dressing



 

 room and it’s quite a pile, but first I need to go to the bathroom. I tell Stewart but he’s not listening, he’s frowning into the distance and mouthing ‘What?’ to someone else.




Just after I enter the cubicle I hear the bathroom door open and close and someone take a few steps inside. I presume they’re in front of the mirror, unaware of my presence. I prepare for a moment of fleeting awkwardness as I pull the door open.




The man is stocky, his face stern as he braces himself in front of me. He’s definitely police, even Harvey Nichols’ security would have better suits than that. This is genuinely my first thought as I see him, that his suit looks old and from a leaner time. The trousers strain across his thighs and the shoulders are badly pinched.




I move as if to pass him but I do it more to force the issue, the end. When it comes it’s with a swing of his arm and sharp pain as he snaps his hand around my wrist. His hand is large and hairy. His thumb is a couple of inches beyond the sleeve of my jacket, his pinkie stretches across the face of my Rolex Oyster President. It cost £12,110 and I bought it on the credit card of an American businessman whom I never met.




My name is Elliot Castro and I’m twenty-one years old.






 








CHAPTER TWO


The Pheasant Pub, Brill, September 2005


Neil Forsyth







If Hollywood wanted an English country pub with a horror twist, the Pheasant would win the part with something to spare. Little light seeps through the smudged windows and the wooden ceiling hangs low over a lounge of nooks and crannies, including the corner booth where Elliot Castro and I sit huddled over our sandwiches.




Through the doorway we can see a windmill glowering over the rolling fields that encircle the Buckinghamshire village of Brill, which is still recovering from last night’s storm. The landlord has been passing through the bar at regular intervals carrying creaking buckets of water from an unknown source and launching the contents into the gutter outside.




For much of the night, I had lain in bed in a small room above the pub as the sky lit up outside and the window frame rattled with the thunder. A few miles away Elliot had finished a game of chess against an inmate from the next hut. It had been a drawn-out affair but a victory all the same, stretching his unbeaten run to thirty-five. Afterwards he had run back to his hut, his trainers quickly drenched through the holes in the soles.




The landlord swoops upon us from behind a pillar and gathers our plates. Elliot orders coffee. On my side of the table sits a jumble of paperwork, on Elliot’s a solitary scrap of paper. It is crumpled from being secreted down his right sock and bears a list of questions, the end of which we have now reached. Now it was time for a decision.









*








I first encountered Elliot Castro five months ago while drinking a cup of tea, dressed only in my pants. As I lay on the couch in my Edinburgh flat reading that morning’s Scotsman I wasn’t too hopeful of stumbling across anything particularly life-altering. Certainly nothing that would later have me sitting at my nearby desk and writing the opening chapters of a book.


Yet buried nearly twenty pages into the paper I discovered a two-page spread entitled ‘Jet-Set Conman Checks into Prison’. There were five photos, one of the actor Leonardo Di Caprio in a scene from the movie Catch Me if You Can, shots of the Harrods department store, a Rolex, Sydney Harbour and a mugshot of a youthful-looking guy that was evidently Castro.




The story was incredible, even through the reserved prose of the Scotsman. Castro had duped and deceived and rattled his way around the world displaying an eye for the opulent. The article was patchy, based on official transcripts and quotes from several figures including a detective named Ralph Eastgate who had, apparently, tracked Castro down.




Nowhere in the piece was an answer to the most obvious question – why? It didn’t say. Had anyone asked? There wasn’t a word from Castro, only an old despairing quote from his mother, Jane. As others – police, the judge, security experts – chipped in all around, Castro sat silent in the middle of their words, staring from the page. And with that I closed the paper and went to get dressed.




A few hours later I was traipsing down Leith Walk. I passed the Glasshouse Hotel and a row of pubs then ducked into a petrol station concourse. In front of the station was a newspaper stand, dominated by the Scottish tabloid newspaper the Daily Record. As I passed it by my mind clicked and my feet stopped. Castro was looking at me again – ‘Catch Me if You Con’, blasted the front page beside that same steady gaze.







*





 




My first letter to Castro was tentative largely because I wasn’t sure if he’d receive it, let alone reply. I had no prisoner number for him and directed my letter to Wormwood Scrubs Prison only on the educated guess of a court clerk. Still, a week or so later arrived a similarly edgy response.




It was a short, noncommittal scribble on official prison notepaper. Although Castro was clearly interested in my proposed interview, he offered several reservations. He seemed suspicious of my intentions and what the end result might be. It was childlike in formation and ended with a claim that he was not ‘proud or boastful’ of what he had done.




Fleeting disappointment passed quickly as I twigged. The letter was written just days after the court case which had now left Castro in one of Britain’s most challenging prisons. He was speaking to me with the cagey deference that he would have been employing with lawyers, judges and prison governors. This was bullshit, worth as much in itself as his zero contribution to the case coverage that had by now zipped round the world.




The bare facts had gone out on the international wires and straight into the quirky sections of hundreds of newspapers and magazines. Some British papers had delved beyond the court documents to settle on contradictory accounts of Castro’s background and actions. But still there was nothing, not a single word, from Castro. I sent off my reply. Nothing came back.




Eventually: ‘I apologize for the delay in getting back to you, but as you can see, I have been transferred to another prison.’ Castro, a young man with a penchant for travel and deception, had been afforded Category D status and was now in an open prison. The official prison-issue notepaper had been swapped for a plain pad and Castro wrote in a tight, neat print instead of the cautious block capitals he’d sent from the Scrubs.




He was slowly coming round to the interview proposal but was unsure how we could proceed. I could see his point – with a month



 

 between letters the process of asserting visitation rights and photo access looked a thankless task. I did, however, give him my numbers and took this opportunity to notify Maxim magazine of my intentions.




When Castro called me, everything changed a little bit. In content the calls were not much more impressive than his letters. He was nervous, questioning, and seemed to place unnecessary importance on what I saw as minor issues whilst not asking questions that I would have considered essential. He stressed repeatedly that he would not want any payment for an interview.




But behind the words I saw two vital signs that drew me to him. In the gaps between his pre-prepared wanderings he would lighten and spark. It was in reaction to my questions that he approached a level of calmness, as if finding inspiration in the opportunity to think on his feet and rely on a natural intelligence. And, vitally, he knew how good his story was.




At first this would slip through – ‘I know that the story is maybe the kind of thing you’d be looking for.’ A couple of calls down the line he would chuckle, ‘There’s a lot of stuff that wasn’t in the papers.’ He was taunting me good-naturedly, and that’s when I knew I was in. When I came off the phone I called Maxim and then looked up exactly where Her Majesty’s Open Prison Ford actually was.




On a bright summer’s morning, in a car park in the Sussex countryside, I met Elliot Castro for the first time. He was bigger than I imagined, powerful and confident as he strode towards the photographer and me and extended his hand. We drove to Brighton and took him to a greasy spoon, where he devoured a fry-up and led me on a whistle-stop tour of the previous five years in a soft Scottish accent.




I knew I was getting only a sanitized, edited version but it was more than enough. With each twist and adventure I would be freshly astonished. It was hard to match the information with the boyish young man who sat opposite, excitedly slicing and scooping his



 

 £4.99 breakfast while the photographer clicked and whirred over our shoulders.




Afterwards we walked to Brighton Pier, which strained with its fair and the bustling weekend crowd. Castro asked for money to go on the rollercoaster, then the dodgems. He was killing time, this was his first day out of custody for months. He picked out a stall offering computer analysis of signatures. It came back – I swear – ‘Spending is something you enjoy doing even when you really cannot afford the indulgence.’









When the magazine came out a month later, it was painful for me to read. There was Elliot eating his fry-up and around him my 3,000-word sprint through his story. Wrestling it down to that size had been a depressing task. It had become a brief glance, serving only to hint at greater glories. I wrote to Castro and proposed a book. He replied vaguely and then all hell broke loose.




Castro had been clear that there were a raft of issues that had to be handled sensitively. There were topics that I could not include in the article and it was agreed that I would avoid sensationalizing events as much as possible, stressing his repentance. This had been achieved to his satisfaction and the book proposal was strengthening when I found myself in Heathrow Airport shortly afterwards.




Keen to read some Scottish football news, I picked up the Daily Record and boarded the Edinburgh plane. At 20,000 feet I turned a page and there was Elliot eating his fry-up. It was a splash, an exclusive, a syndication that was perfectly normal but now perfectly terrifying. My article had gone through the tabloid wringer and come out as a bullet-pointed boast of figures, names and places. I felt sick.




When Elliot called, his voice shook with anger. Extraordinarily, he accepted without question my innocence. ‘I can read people,’ he muttered. But the treatment the paper had given the story, which



 

 had been cast widely over his native Glasgow as a result, saddened him. Towards the end of the conversation he changed tack and mentioned that he was under a bit of pressure before signing off hurriedly.




I heard nothing for a few weeks before receiving an unexpected call from Jane Castro. After talking about the book proposal for a while she paused, as if in decision, then explained her son’s latest silence. The press attention had ignited tension between him and other prisoners. Elliot had wanted to sit it out but the governor had ordered an overnight move for his own safety.




He was now in HMP Spring Hill, an open prison in Buckinghamshire. He was quite low, Jane explained, owing to problems with his new roommate. ‘He’s a fucking smackhead,’ said Elliot when he called. ‘Night and day; it’s disgusting, man.’ I asked him about the prison, about his thoughts ... he interrupted. ‘Come down here, I’ve got to ask you a few things.’









The landlord is pottering about, opening curtains and plugging in the cigarette machine. Elliot is smoking steadily and leafing through my notes. He shakes his head, ‘A lot of this is wrong,’ he draws in, holds, exhales. ‘There’s so much not there.’ Suddenly he’s alert and involved. The balance has shifted as I watch him scan cuttings, transcripts, phone interviews with people whose lives have touched his.




Finally, he looks up. ‘It could be a big story, Neil. What I did, I don’t think anyone will have done it before. Not on the same scale, not every single day and not on their own. A lot of people will try and pretend I never happened, they won’t want this book to be written. And I’m going to have to tell you about the bad times, because I don’t want this to look like fun.’




He laughs, sits forward and rests his mug down. ‘I mean, sometimes it was fun, don’t get me wrong.’ I reach into my bag, and produce my Dictaphone. He sees me rest it on the table and



 

 instinctively we both glance at the clock. Two hours and then he has to return. Back to the hut, and the chess, and the waiting.




He leans back, the chair creaking quietly as he settles. He looks me in the eye as a smirk plays across his lips. Short silence, then a nod. ‘OK.’




 








CHAPTER THREE


Why did you buy this book? I’m interested, I really am. Every meeting we’ve had, every letter I’ve received, my first question has always been the same – why? It seems that ever since that last trip to Harvey Nichols people have wanted to speak to me. The first letter I got in prison was from a journalist and he was the first of many. I’ve had interest from television stations and film companies outside the nick and within the walls people who have heard whispers about my story want to know more. I’ll be playing chess with some guy whose name I don’t know and he’ll ask me how I did it. Sometimes a screw will do the same, they love a good crime as much as the next person. Back in Glasgow strangers have stopped my mum in the street and pointed at their newspaper. ‘He’s some boy, your Elliot,’ they say.




Do you want to steal money? You might have read the cover (the stuff I said about Rolex watches and so on) and thought that this could be it, the answer to your problems or the realization of your dreams. Free money. And, you know what? Perhaps it would be, I don’t know. You might feel differently by the end. Maybe you want to know about me, about why I did what I did. Well you’re not alone there. I’m kind of hoping that we’ll find that out together as we go along. Or do you know me? That’s the thing that worries me most, that makes me lie awake at night and stare at the cracks in the ceiling of my cell. All those people, all over the world. In bars, hotels, nightclubs and prisons. All those people, and all those lies.




 




I never meant to hurt you or to make you look foolish, I hope you can believe that. I took no enjoyment from tricking you but I had to do it to get where I wanted to go. Don’t be angry with yourselves because, as you will see, you weren’t alone. I lied to everyone around me and those closest to me were lied to the most.




I was good at what I did, some people have said that I was the best, and I worked harder at it than anything else in my life. That doesn’t make it right and it didn’t make it easy but it might mean that you’ll at least recognize the motivation behind the lies. What you’ll probably realize as well is that you didn’t really know me at all.




When people ask me where it all began I’m sometimes a bit uncertain what to say. With the police or lawyers it’s easy, we take out my charge sheet and run our fingers all the way to the bottom. With others it’s much harder, but now I’ve had a little bit of time to think about things I know where I would like to begin. It might help people understand when they see how long this has been going on, how long I have been doing these things. I’m going to start with the first lie that I ever told, and how I came to tell it.









The lie began with the birth of my father Carlos in Sicily in 1957. He was the fourth child of a couple from the island’s Romany community. As well as occasional persecution from the local authorities, the gypsies were not averse to some in-house bickering and the fact that my grandparents were from different clans was a point of contention that only worsened as the years passed. By the time that my father was four years old it was bad enough for the family to emigrate en masse to a new life in Chile.




They settled in a small town close to the Peruvian border





 and my grandfather set up a wine-trading business. If that sounds a little suspicious then that’s because it was, and there were reasons behind the proximity to the border. Some wine was getting traded but so was plenty of contraband, and I don’t think the Chilean taxman benefited quite as well as he might have done from the family’s enterprises. On the few occasions that my father has discussed my grandfather with me he has always lit up at the memory of these roguish endeavours. Along with the mischief came poor health, however, and Granddad Castro passed away just a few years after the move to Chile.




It might have been his father’s death that saw my dad leave Chile at such a young age, or maybe it was his nomadic gypsy blood. Whatever the motivation, when he reached the age of fourteen he decided he was ready to see the world and ran off to sea. For the next ten years he rode the ocean waves in a motley collection of rust buckets and creaking tankers, for a collection of hardy souls and ne’er-do-wells.




His temper, which remains very much intact today, would often cause him trouble. Once in Manilla harbour he finally snapped at one captain who was neglecting the cleanliness of the ship to the point of risking its seaworthiness. When the captain refused to listen to his complaints my father walked straight off the ship, leaving him to scour the harbour for days before finding another posting.




If he didn’t work then he didn’t eat, which meant he would sometimes find himself working smuggling runs around the Mediterranean, scuttling back and forth in the middle of the night with loads of booze and tobacco. Other times he would spend months inching across the Indian Ocean on mammoth oil tankers with only the fear of armed pirates to keep him occupied.




By 1980 he was hardened beyond his years, with long





 hair that snaked down his back and a face cracked and darkened from the wind and sun. One night in a distant bar he met some men who told him of the North Sea, a desolate stretch of water between Scotland and Norway where they had found huge oil reserves. Money was being made hand over fist and my father decided to work his way back across the world to the unlikely destination of Aberdeen, the closest Scottish city to the oil rigs that were springing up miles out to sea.




The discovery of North Sea oil had transformed Aberdeen. Almost overnight the factories and fishing industry had found themselves starved of young men as the oil companies called out for able bodies to man their rigs. They were offering weekly pay packets comparable to monthly salaries elsewhere in return for their tough ‘two weeks on, two weeks off working schedule where the men would work fourteen days straight before returning to the city with a pocket full of dough and an eye for diversion.




It meant that Aberdeen had a constant hedonistic subculture as the oil workers partied their way through their gains with increasing desperation as the next shift neared. As well as the lucky locals, the work had brought in labour from around the world – from Europe, the Middle East, America and, in my father’s case, from Chile. There were certain bars which every night would be rocking to international oil money and it was in these bars that you would find my mother, Jane.




She was wild herself back then, and much more of a drinker than she is today. She lived alone in a small flat in Aberdeen’s Logie area and the party would often spill back there at closing time. She befriended the foreign workers, drawn to the idea of an extended family unit, and they took to her as well. When on land they would room in bed and



 

 breakfasts, but the industry had yet to catch up with demand and some would always leave it too late. They would often end up sleeping in my mum’s front room.




One evening in the bar of the Bell’s Hotel a Chilean friend asked my mother if a couple of her compatriots could stay the night. Mum looked over to where she pointed and her eyes fell on a wiry, tanned man with hair strewn over his shoulders. ‘He certainly wasn’t from Aberdeen,’ she once summarized. When he approached he was polite and friendly, though my mum spoke more Spanish than he did English. He looked, she says now, like Robert Redford but as I said she used to drink a lot more back then.




Within a week they were together and so began my father’s daily ritual of asking my mother to marry him. She was cautious, having grown up in an area where marriages were made a mockery of, but she recognized that to my father it was much more than that. The clash of Romany and Latin roots made for a pretty intense pride. It was not an invitation he made lightly and he soon wore her down. By the time I arrived they were living in the flat together as husband and wife along with my brother Nicky.




I was born on 10 November 1982. The North Sea oil industry had by then been up and running for nearly ten years and prices were about to climb even higher. Fortunes had been made and Aberdeen wore its disposable income on its sleeve, with flotillas of expensive cars slipping through the suburbs and property prices unstoppable. We remained in Logie and survived comfortably on my dad’s generous wage. My mum wasn’t working and, anyway, she was busy being my teacher.




It wasn’t a post that she had volunteered for. My dad was happy to take the gringo pound but he believed strongly in the South American model of the male as provider and



 

 female as homemaker. Part of that role was to give the children their first taste of education, and so from the age of three my afternoons were spent in our living room with my mother and a collection of books. It was a revelation.









These are my first memories, my mother and I sitting cross-legged on the brown carpet with a mug of orange juice and a pile of books between us. Maths came quite quickly to me, writing even more so. It was when we began to work on spelling that things really happened. I can’t pinpoint the first occasion, and it was only later that I realized mine was not a normal development, but events unfolded a little bit like this.




I was doing a lot of reading from educational books and, being of a basic level, there would be a lot of repetition of short and common words – cat, dog, man, woman. After the reading sessions my mother would go through a spelling test and inevitably these same words would crop up every few days. When she said the words, and I mean almost the second she announced them, they would appear in my head. I don’t mean a vague picture, they would literally appear in my mind’s eye.




There they would be, written in the font, size, and colour I had last encountered them. I could see the shade of the paper on which they had been written, I could see the way the page would fade towards the paper’s edge. If I concentrated some more I could bring up other images, different occasions that I had come across the word; they would flit through my mind like a slide show. I would sit on the carpet watching in awe as these pictures flew through my head, and then I would look up at my mother and I would spell the word.




A photographic memory is a fascinating subject but it





 only really comes into play when it is matched with an inquisitive mind. Curiosity isn’t something I have ever lacked. Once my mother had kicked off my education, she found she had created something of a monster. I devoured the educational texts she used for the lessons with such a force that she added history books, encyclopaedias and an atlas to the pile.




The history books I struggled through. I liked the dates and the place names but they never really held my attention. The encyclopaedias I used for reference in my daily projects of discovery. My mum remembers car journeys with me at this age with little fondness owing to the constant stream of questions from the back seat – What’s that? How do you spell it? What’s it for? This was the gathering of ammunition for our arrival home when I could retire to the encyclopaedias for additional detail.




My books by now were kept in my bedroom piled beside my bed. In the mornings I would walk gravely downstairs with a stack of them tucked under my chin, announcing my arrival at the breakfast table by placing them with quiet reverence on the spare seat. At night I would lie under my blanket with a torch and open an atlas with my heart pounding.




It was always my favourite. The world had 174 nations. The largest was the Soviet Union. It had seven continents. The largest was Asia. There were nearly five billion people in the world. A billion was a thousand million. Chinese was the most popular language, then English, then Hindustani. These facts hit me hard. I had already gone through the common childhood horror of realizing that my parents would die, and now I was struck by the sheer enormity of the planet on which I lived. Aberdeen was a dot and place name on a single page. It wasn’t even the capital of Scotland, Edinburgh was. And Scotland itself was tiny when compared with the world



 

 map that only just squeezed across the central pages. I wanted to see the world, to cross those vast oceans and to meet some of these five billion people. Unfortunately I was only four years old, so I was forced to make do with my parents.




My father’s years at sea gave me access to a ream of far-flung adventures and these became another part of my daily schedule when he was onshore. He told me about the man-made miracles at Panama and Suez, and of trade winds and tankers that took a mile to turn round. I also had the television, with its Westerns and the weather sections that showed Britain sitting serenely above the European landmass. I used to try and sketch the English border with my finger before the image left the screen and developed a mild obsession with the English Channel.




As you’ve probably deduced by now I was a bit of an oddball, but this love of learning should have meant that when I arrived at Kaimhill Primary School in 1987 I hit the ground running. In actual fact it meant I was doomed from the start. Almost immediately the problems began. It didn’t matter what work the teacher set, I found it too easy. I would race through it and run to her desk for her to mark it and give me something further to do. At first she would laugh or praise me in front of the class but soon it became a distraction.




The school put me on the reading books that belonged to the year above but they were just as straightforward. The teacher encouraged me to help the other kids and for a while I was spending most of the day checking the work of my classmates but that caused resentment and I soon lost the few friends that I had made. To make matters worse my mum had been careful to regulate my accent, believing it would help me get a job when older, and this made me stand out to the extent I was afraid to open my mouth.




 




I began finishing my work and then sitting looking out the window, daydreaming about the bell ringing and releasing me back home to my books. The school complained to my mother about my attitude and she begged them to put me up a year but they refused to do it, claiming that it wasn’t in my best interests. In turn they were unhappy with her response and would take it out on me as a frosty relationship developed between my teacher and her star pupil. It didn’t help much that I knew the Seven Seas (North Atlantic, South Atlantic, North Pacific, South Pacific, Indian, Antarctic, and Arctic); in fact that probably didn’t help at all.




I became isolated and even now I can remember an overall air of despair from that first year of school. I couldn’t speak to the other pupils without them making fun of my accent, or my name, or my unashamed interest in any form of trivia. In turn I thought they were boring. All they ever wanted to do was to play games, or run about like headless chickens. None were interested in knowing the capital of Argentina, or the fact that Ceylon changed its name to Sri Lanka in 1972.




And then one day, a few months in, something happened. We were in the playground, and I was alone as usual. Those classmates who did talk to me were quiet kids who would sidle up when they knew they wouldn’t be spotted and tarred by the association. In corridors or storerooms they would approach me with their faces strained through a thirst for knowledge – ‘Tell me about dinosaurs, Elliot.’ ‘Tell me about cowboys, Elliot.’




But the playground was wide open and unforgiving, so I stood alone in the corner watching the rest of the school run, skip and play through this hour of daily solitude for myself. I saw them approaching but pretended I hadn’t. They came in a ragged line, nudging each other and giggling, pushing the



 

 weaker ones to the front. When they arrived they encircled me and began a scattergun goading.




‘I’m a wizard.’ I don’t know why I said it but it came from me in a strange voice. It was deep and authoritative, it sounded just like the voice of a teacher. The other children paused as I scanned their faces calmly, looking into their eyes in turn as I let the enormity of my declaration sink in. They looked shaken, nervous, but more than anything I realized that they were overcome with understanding. They believed me.




For the next few minutes we stood in reflection. They fidgeted, looked imploringly at their assumed leaders, asked a few half-questions that I batted away imperiously. I would catch the more impressionable gazing at me in undisguised wonder as I casually related the highlights of my short career in wizardry. Even when one of them, overcome with the occasion, meekly asked for evidence I did not falter.




Even as we decamped to an area of rough grass on the edge of the playground, with me marching them over like an infant Pied Piper, I saw nothing but success in what I was about to attempt. Even as they eventually began to snigger and joke as I ordered the grass for the tenth time to set itself alight, and was gradually left alone as they ran away hooting, I did not lose the rush of enlightenment.




As I stood in the grass watching them go I felt a prickly realization as I reviewed what had just occurred. I had taken the truth, my depressing reality, and twisted it into something incredible. The children’s reactions to me had switched from scorn to respect, I had become someone to be looked at and listened to. It sent me giddy with a sense of achievement, and the sudden arrival of possibility. And that was that, the first lie I ever told.





*







 




It was my father’s dream to return to Chile with his new Scottish family. The main obstacles to this were my mum’s parents, who lived near us in Aberdeen and were a major part of our lives. Both had worked as labourers in the fish industry, down in the cavernous warehouses at Aberdeen docks where the day’s catch is weighed, gutted and washed. Work came and went for them and they were victims of the city’s shortage of council housing in the 1960s.




This left my mother and the other children living with their grandparents in an Aberdeenshire village where my great-grandfather worked in the local knacker’s yard. When she was four, her grandparents retired to a small flat in the city and again my mum was on the move, this time to a children’s shelter in Aberdeen. For four years she and the others were shuttled round various children’s homes, much to my grandmother’s distress as she waited for the council to find them a family home.




Finally, she decided to take things into her own hands and went along to see Lady Tweedsmuir, the grand old Tory aristocrat who was an MP in Aberdeen for twenty years before being elevated to the House of Lords. The two of them talked for a while, then my grandmother went and caught her bus home. A few weeks later the council mysteriously stumbled across a large flat in the Woodside Estate and the family were finally united.




Woodside was a tough area. ‘No one had nothing here then, except for lice,’ my mum said to me once as we drove through it. The local school attendance officer would come to the doors and ask to see the children’s shoes. If they didn’t have any then they would be sent to a local school to collect a pair of what were called tacker shoes, remainders that the council would buy in bulk. Mum liked her tacker shoes so much she was disappointed when she grew out of them. She



 

 also grew out of Woodside and moved to Logie, to the flat that my father would ask to stay in.




My mother’s parents and my dad got on famously from the start. They were attracted to his exotic nature as much as she had been, and my grandfather enjoyed hearing about the offshore life. At the weekend he would often take me down to the docks and show me the foreign boats, testing me on their colourful flags. We would visit the dockers’ bars where he would have a rum with his friends and buy me a Coke and packet of crisps. Afterwards he would take me to the water’s edge and point to where my dad’s rig was. I would squeeze my eyes until they watered but I could never make it out, even though Granddad said he was waving to him.




By the time I was at school reinventing myself as a wizard, those days out had finished. My grandfather was suffering from thrombosis, a result of the rum and the hard work, and could hardly move his hands. My dad was the only person allowed to shave him, which he would do in the kitchen of their small flat while my mum and grandmother drank tea in the living room and watched Antiques Roadshow. My mum was caught between her husband’s yearning to take us to our Chilean family to try to carve ourselves a life out there, and the pain of leaving her parents as they began to falter. It must have been very hard for her but they reached a decision and one day she called me into the living room when I returned home from school. I remember the way her face was framed in the sunlight when she told me that we were moving to Chile and I remember walking away, up the stairs and into my room, to find my atlas.




 

 








CHAPTER FOUR


There were five of us by this point, my wee brother Dean having arrived two years before in 1986. I was fascinated by my new sibling from the start, always lurking about in the background trying to assist my mother in his care. Mum would arrive back in the kitchen to find me enthusiastically feeding him tablespoons of peanut butter, or come running out the house to stop me wheeling him off towards the horizon in his pram. As he grew into a toddler I recognized his coming potential as a captive companion, seeing as I had so few other options. Worried that he could grow up in Chile without knowing Scotland at all, I drew some pictures of the house and the area and put them in my bag to show him later. This was a more generous gesture than it might first seem as luggage space was very much at a premium.




Once my mother had agreed to our departure for South America she went at the project with a vengeance. The furniture was sold from around us, through postcards in the window of the local supermarket, and huge swathes of possessions would go missing each day to Oxfam or in the heap of binbags in the back garden. She probably took a bit of pleasure in informing Kaimhill Primary of my pending departure, and I wasn’t exactly disappointed by that aspect myself. When she explained to me that I would be going to school in Chile with the local children, I started following my father around the increasingly bare house prodding him for Spanish.




 




When we said goodbye to my grandparents it seemed that everyone was crying. I couldn’t understand why they weren’t as excited as we were. I thought they would visit us in our new Chilean home. My mum’s guilt at leaving was eased slightly by the fact that Granddad’s health had improved enough for him to assist with the clearing of the flat, and he even helped to test me on my pidgin Spanish. Still, that didn’t make the farewells any easier and it wasn’t just to my grandparents that I was saying goodbye.




Looking back, it should probably have struck me as strange that Nicky wasn’t going to be joining us, but Mum explained that he had decided that he didn’t want to come and, as he was now sixteen, it would be better for him to stay with my grandmother. Even at that age I had picked up that Nicky had a difficult relationship with Dad, and he and I only ever really interacted when we were fighting. Although I loved him as my brother, Nicky seemed to have a lot of anger and I wasn’t too unhappy to hear that he was staying behind.




Our first step towards Chile was taken at Aberdeen’s train station, where we boarded an early morning train to London. We took a table seat and I slid in beside the window, watching the North Sea glinting behind trees and fields as we raced down Scotland’s battered east coast. As we passed through the small town of Broughty Ferry I remember seeing a young boy standing with his bike between his legs watching us pass. I imagined if he knew where we were going, how impressive and impossible it would seem to him.




I watched the cities slip by – Dundee, Edinburgh, Newcastle – and crossed them off the small map on the back of my father’s timetable. Dean didn’t offer much in the way of entertainment other than occasionally asking questions that I would pounce upon before my parents could react. Still, there



 

 was only so much satisfaction in patronizing a two-year-old, and I soon went back to my atlas.




With little luggage allowed it was the only book that I had brought, after an agonizing selection process. I knew the profile of Chile inside out, but I wanted to keep check on our journey there and liked the idea of being able to look at Scotland’s profile from abroad. I had nothing else, no toys or suchlike, but that was largely through my own choice. I suppose it wasn’t much to start a new life but I was a happy little traveller when we finally rolled up at Heathrow Airport late that afternoon.




If I close my eyes now I can picture the main Departures Hall of Heathrow that day. I can see the bustling crowd, the people bent forwards as they steered their luggage trolleys, the row of airline desks that seemed to go on for ever. More than anything, I can see the departures board. Back then it seemed to be perched somewhere near the clouds, I had to lean back and squint to make out its winking lists.




Amsterdam, New York, Paris, Cape Town, Hong Kong. And on, and on. I laughed and clapped and pointed. My mum helped me find our flight, Lima via Madrid. I stood in utter, total awe. The cities, countries and capitals that had ruled my world, that I had pored over on the living-room carpet and under my bed covers, suddenly they were all within reach. I had thought of the airport as just another stop on our journey but now I could see it for what it truly was, an entry point for the entire world.




I looked upon the customers with undisguised admiration. The way they moved with such familiarity through this place of dreams, the way they could yawn and stretch as they waited in line to book their journey to the great unknown. For those who actually worked in the airport I reserved something approaching love. The girl that leant over the desk and asked if it was my first holiday left me beetroot and tying a tied lace until she disappeared. The uniformed security guards



 

 who half-heartedly prodded our bags received a muddled salute that my mum enjoys reminding me of to the day, and when my father pointed out a team of flight staff that strode past us in the corridor I looked upon them as I would have done an appearance by Jesus, Joseph and Mary. And all this was before we reached the departure gate and my father called me over to a large window. ‘There, Elliot,’ he said, pushing his thick finger against the glass, ‘That is ours.’




It was enormous. It dwarfed the building we stood in and at first I panicked that it was moving, rolling slowly towards us, before I saw that it had stops as big as buses placed in front of those gigantic wheels. There were people running round below it. Some were feeding a hose into its belly while others threw bags into a hatch that opened like a lower lip from its side. Stairs stretched down from the front and back and a thin strip of yellow circles ran all the way along the body. I gasped as my eyes followed the wings that ran dead straight and outwards above the heads of the brave men that worked down below. I remained at the window long enough for my father to wander off and then reappear. It was time to go.
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