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To Calum and Cara
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PROLOGUE

Texas, April 2008

I DON’T KNOW HOW TO EXPLAIN why I, your father, am sitting here in a dark cupboard, aged forty-six, alone. I don’t know how to explain that it’s my choice to do this, to prepare for what lies ahead. I don’t know how, but I must. I must find a way.

It’s 637 days since I last saw you, and tomorrow I start a three-year term in a Texas jail. That will make it even harder to find you, although none of it has been exactly easy since they extradited us here twenty-two months ago. It will also be so tough on your big brother Calum; he has endured so much already. He is twelve now and he still talks about you constantly. He misses you and he misses his mother, and he doesn’t understand why she doesn’t contact him – none of us do. No birthday cards, no Christmas cards, no phone calls, no letters; nothing. Julie is taking care of him now, giving him as much love as she can, but I wonder how he can cope with losing contact with his sister and his mother, and now having to watch his father go away.

Before I can get back to him, though, I have to get through this time in prison and hope that the American Government honours its promise to me; honours the shabby deal I made to get home; honours the deal I made so I could be with Calum again and find you before it’s all too late.

But to survive this prison I have to conquer so many fears. And the first, the oldest and the biggest one is this fear of darkness. Will they lock me up in the dark? What happens when the lights go out? I can’t bear darkness; it is my enemy and my tormentor. People keep telling me that I am so strong and so brave, but they don’t know that I am frightened. I am frightened of the dark. I have been since I was four years old. Who wouldn’t have been in that place?

I remember it as pitch-black, save for a small sliver of light from a narrow window at the top. Sometimes, when the moon wasn’t out, it seemed to me to be total darkness. Nothing. I would sit on an old chest, one of the few pieces of furniture in that dismal place, a garage at the back of a children’s home just outside Glasgow. It was full of old clothes that the Cottage Mother would get me and the other children to dress up in, to play our ‘pretend family’ games in. That’s what you do in those places – you play the pretend family you don’t have.

My bare feet would dangle from the chest, away from the concrete floor, so that the cold wouldn’t start creeping up my legs and aching in my calves. But the real reason I sat there was to try to keep that chest closed. I worried about what might come out as I peered towards the window, hoping for light, for the reassurance that nothing was there. Darkness then and darkness now.

I can’t count how many times the Cottage Mother stuck me in there to learn the error of my ways, how much time I spent sitting in terror in that garage. But I was in the Home for over two years, and by the time I was almost seven and returned to your grandmother (along with your uncles, Mark and Michael) my fear of the dark came with me. It has stayed with me, from then until now, and I’m once again sitting here in complete silence, in complete darkness. This time, the door is right beside me, I need only reach for the knob and turn it, but that would be failing you. That would make it less likely that I will see you again. I have to overcome this fear for your sake – and for mine.

We thought you might be in here in the US, in Ohio, and then perhaps in Paris, and now it seems like it might be Tunisia, with the man your mum married; a man we know only as Abdul. I hope he’s kind to you. The Foreign Office call what’s happened to you a ‘parental abduction’; in fact there is a whole department dedicated to working on cases such as yours, but they say if you are in Tunisia it will be very hard for us to find you and bring you back into our lives. Very hard. But I will. I’ll find you. Just as soon as I can get home.

Wherever you are, and whomever you are with, I hope they remember to cuddle you every day. I hope they know how to brush the curls out of your hair without hurting you, where exactly to put your hairclips and how to wrap you in your favourite bath towel, so you’re snuggled up and warm. I hope they carry you to your bed wrapped in your favourite blanket, and sing to you every night and tell you stories of princesses and kings and ponies. And I hope somewhere deep inside you know that we never forget you or stop loving you and missing you, and that the road I am on will lead me back to you.


1

WELCOME TO AMERICA

I TOOK THE TOWEL FROM THE foot of the cupboard as the light and sounds of another day in Houston started to drift in. Tomorrow I would surrender myself to Big Spring prison, just four hours from the Mexican border, in the middle of the Texan desert, and all this waiting and preparation would be over.

I looked at my grey suit hanging beside me in the cupboard. I fingered the material, as if the touch might soothe me in some way. There was a time when I had an array of suits to choose from. Now I had just the one – my court suit. The suit I’d worn when we lost the extradition hearings in England, the suit I wore when I changed my plea to guilty in America years later. It was a suit of setbacks and shame; a suit I wondered if I’d ever wear again.

Those last few days in England after the announcement of our imminent extradition had been chaos. The work of our friend Melanie Riley and her company Bell Yard had got us a level of publicity we probably didn’t deserve or anticipate: front-page coverage in nearly every newspaper; Prime Minister’s Questions, with Tony Blair under enormous pressure to postpone or cancel our extradition; a special debate in the House of Commons, with the result an overwhelming vote against the extradition, and then the unprecedented suspension of parliamentary business for the rest of the day. Then the suicide of Neil Coulbeck – a key witness against us – who rumours suggested had been so pressurised and hunted by the US Department of Justice (DoJ) that he’d taken his own life just two days before we were due to leave. Had he really been subjected to such pressures? Could we ever be that important to the Americans that a friend and colleague had to lose his life? It added a tangible sadness to what had until then had a surreal feel to it all.

Up until Neil’s death, I hadn’t paid much attention to the debates or looked at the newspapers and I had barely listened to whatever assurances Tony Blair was giving about how we would be treated. I’d lost hope some time before, and besides, I had more important things to do. I was by now a single father, living alone with Calum, and I had to tell my ten-year-old son that I was leaving him.

I had to tell him that I had got it wrong, that I had failed him in the worst way possible; that two years after having to endure the split from my ex-wife, his life was in complete turmoil again. Tell him that the promises that they wouldn’t ‘get me’ and that I would never, ever leave or abandon him, had all been empty and false. That I had failed at being his father.

How do you explain all of that to a ten-year-old boy? Where was the Oprah show that covers a single parent’s extradition? What words do you use when your son begins to cry uncontrollably as the realisation of what he’s being told begins to sink in? Who can prepare you for the rawness of how a ten-year-old can cry? No in-hibitions, no misgivings, just a pure unfettered pain. How the tremors and convulsions of his little body reverberated through me as I tried desperately to hold him, more painful than any physical blows could ever be. How he shook and whimpered as he began to calm down, the enormity of my words finally sinking in – the destruction of his last bit of security.

Would I ever be coming back to him? Our English QC, Alun Jones, had painted a pretty grim picture of the US Judicial System and our chances within it, but that, I’d told myself, was just posturing for the extradition hearings, right? Surely the success rate of the Department of Justice couldn’t actually be as high as 98% – with 95% of those indicted pleading guilty for a softer sentence? Even Soviet Russia wasn’t that successful; and this was America – land of the free, and home of Law and Order. I’d been raised to know that the Yanks were the good guys, who would go out of their way to do the right thing with dashing, good-looking actors, high-tech equipment and an even higher set of morals. That’s what I’d believed; at least I had until they came to extradite me.

Then the day of the extradition itself: media in helicopters, motorbikes and cars following us as we made our way to hand ourselves over to the Transport Police at Heathrow Airport. All that noise and chaos seemed to be happening around me, but not to me. By 7 a.m. I stood in a small waiting room with Giles and David – the other two members of the NatWest Three – and a plain-clothes policeman bemused by all the fuss. I was watching the live pictures on Sky News of our plane, sitting motionless on the tarmac, soon to be bound for America. I looked impassively at Giles, grim faced and stern, arms folded, listening to some ‘expert’ in the studio saying how if we lost we faced up to thirty-five years in prison, but most likely would only do about twenty. What a relief that was. David stood transfixed and smiling, correcting every factual error made, hanging on every word. Even now he was focused and working. I felt detached from them both, cut off from all of it. The commentator kept saying Enron. Over and over again it was Enron. We were heading to Texas because of Enron. We’d be going to trial because of Enron. We had defrauded Enron. Still that same basic mistake trotted out by supposed experts. We had sat through years of court sessions, of appeals, of judicial reviews, in which it was clearly NatWest I was supposed to have defrauded, not Enron. I had committed this act of fraud by breaching my employment contract, which was news to me and seemingly news to the newsmen – because still they went on about our role in the greatest corporate collapse in US history. By now it was a byword for greed and corruption – and that word was ‘Enron’.

I watched on, a live broadcast of the worst day of my life on national TV. ‘That’ll be something to tell the grandchildren,’ I thought, musing that they would be in university by the time I got the chance – if we lost. They replayed the tapes of me leaving my house over and over again, getting into the car with Julie, and my friends Vincent, Jane and Joe, heading towards Heathrow. It was about four o’clock in the morning and I had just briefly woken Calum to say goodbye. He’d said he wouldn’t sleep unless I promised to do that. Thankfully he was drowsy and didn’t start to cry again. He just held me tightly and I promised over and over again that I would see him soon, and that I would be back, even though I didn’t know if that was true. I’ve never hoped for something so much in my whole life and I felt such affection, such a powerful bond, as I cradled him in my arms. Had I ever felt such pain as when I had to let him go, stroking his head and kissing him gently for one last time?

The TV switched back to the helicopter view of the plane. They were focusing in on the food carts being loaded up and speculating on whether we’d be handcuffed on board and discussing how the US Marshals weren’t allowed to carry their guns with them. A brief thought of me escaping at 20,000 feet passed through my mind – replaced with the urge to scream at the TV, the anger, the frustration, the despair suddenly all welling up.

‘Has the whole FUCKING world gone mad?’ I shouted, much louder than I’d intended.

Giles looked at me and shook his head. ‘I know, mate, I know,’ he said, placing his hand on my shoulder.

David glanced sympathetically at me, then pulled up a chair and moved closer to the TV.

‘Right lads, time to go,’ the plain-clothes officer said. ‘We need to hand you over to the Yanks, I’m afraid.’

Two US Marshals were assigned to each of us. They didn’t introduce themselves or offer their names, as we were ‘handed over’ by the British Transport Police at the doorway to the plane. No fanfare, no speeches, just some paperwork and a few brief words, none of which I could hear.

As we boarded, the beefier of my two escorts took my elbow. ‘You have to turn right here. You won’t be used to that,’ he chuckled as we headed to the ‘cheap seats’ at the back of the plane. Apparently banker baiting was all the rage.

I was too depressed to make any reply. I sat at the bulkhead, the last seat on the plane, upright, impassive, and trying to be determined, while sandwiched between one middle-aged US Marshal and one young beefcake, chiselled type. In front of me was David, occupying a central seat with Giles in front of him, both trussed up between two marshals. David was talkative, confident and assured, and I took some comfort from that. The plane was full of journalists and some made open attempts to film us or to ask us questions, only to be brusquely moved away by the marshals. They wanted to know if we were handcuffed (we weren’t) and if we had any final comments to make. They made it sound like a one-way flight to the gallows.

The plane seemed to taxi for an age and then sat motionless on the runway for another thirty or forty minutes. A last-minute reprieve, perhaps? Tony Blair saves the day? Foolishly, I let such tempting thoughts creep into my mind. Hope can be a dangerous thing, but it was soon extinguished. The rumble of the engines gathered pace and we began to edge forward and then to pick up speed. I was off. Gone. Finished. The bastards had done it. There was nothing except my own thoughts to mark that moment of betrayal, when my own country handed me over to another and we became a minor footnote in Tony Blair’s sycophantic love affair with the US. I felt an acute sense of loss and momentary helplessness, as if a key plank of my life had been stripped from under me and being British meant nothing. I wondered if it would ever mean anything to me again. I wondered if I’d ever come home.

Other than an uncomfortable trip to the bathroom, when the beefcake marshal wouldn’t let me close the door (what did he think I was going to do?), I sat perfectly upright for the full ten hours and said and did nothing. My mind was still full of my goodbyes. Had I handled it properly with Calum? Could my daughter Cara, at five years old, understand? How would my girlfriend, Julie, be able to cope with Calum now along with her own children, Jamie and Issi, and then Cara if and when she visited? What were they doing now? I hoped they would be kept away from the TV; I didn’t want them to see me taken from them like this. And the worst thought of all – when would I see them again?

The beefcake made a point of openly reading The Smartest Guys in the Room, a story about the collapse of Enron, replete with references to the ‘NatWest Three’. He overtly earmarked certain pages – I guessed they must have referred to us, as he kept taking surreptitious glances while he folded the pages over. I think he felt good about doing his duty for America, bringing these bad guys back to face justice. Thankfully, he wouldn’t be on our jury, although the book and the man’s attitude confirmed to me the uphill struggle we were going to face in the States. We were going for trial when the history had already been written, the books published and the movies made. I should have seen the signs long before I got on that plane. Enron, a word synonymous with greed, was etched into the minds of all Texans. But I held onto the thought that I’d be alright if I told the truth.

When the plane finally taxied to a stop in Houston, the stewardess announced that there were some ‘dignitaries’ on board and that everyone else must remain seated until they were deplaned. Almost immediately, armed marshals appeared to help escort us ‘dignitaries’ off the plane and the existing six marshals were reunited with their weaponry. Still seated, I watched the curious relationship between American law enforcement and their guns. They seemed to relax visibly as soon as they were ‘packing heat’. I noticed Beefcake pat his gun about four or five times and then subconsciously, I hope, he began stroking it. It occurred to me just how much he would enjoy using it.

I had no luggage, nothing, no change of clothes, not even a toothbrush. Our lawyer, Mark Spragg, had advised us that anything we brought to America would get ‘lost’, so I had entered a whole new level in travelling light. In some ways the lack of any possessions added to the surreal feel of the experience. Getting off the plane was awkward, because they wanted two officers in front of us, then one on each side, gently leading us by the elbow, and then two behind. In the confined space of the aircraft bulkhead, this became somewhat farcical, but eventually we stumbled the length of the plane, submerged in marshals. Strangely and movingly, the UK press corps sitting towards the front and the middle of the plane began to applaud. Some stood up. ‘Good luck, lads!’, ‘Bloody disgrace!’, ‘Stay strong!’ were among the shouts I heard. Hearing those distinct regional British accents – some Cockney, some Northern and Scottish – really affected me. Maybe I hadn’t lost my country after all. I mouthed ‘thank you’ as I caught the eye of a reporter I recognised from a few articles he had written – there seemed to be genuine sympathy in his eyes.

When we reached the front exit of the plane, things became even more chaotic. We were told to wait just outside the plane door as suddenly shouts and instructions seemed to emanate from every direction. Out of the morass of bodies came one marshal, small and rotund with a ruddy complexion. He was carrying our handcuffs – the confirmation that our freedom was over; that we were theirs now and that they controlled our lives. He shook loose the first set and with minimal fuss clipped them straight onto David’s wrists. I noticed he made no eye contact with David and didn’t speak to him, turning his wrist one way then another, checking them quickly and brusquely to see if they were tight enough. No one else seemed to notice. Quickly, he moved onto Giles, as the shouts and noise continued around us. That was just in the background though; all I could hear was the rustle of the chains and a cricking sound as the second set of cuffs was attached to Giles’s wrists. David still stood transfixed, head bowed, staring at his cuffs. His earlier confidence had evaporated; he now looked frightened and I worried he might start to crack.

Next minute the marshal came to me and clipped mine on. ‘Hey, how was London, England?’ he said – not to me, but to the older of the two marshals who had been escorting me. They kept talking as he turned my wrists around and checked the tightness of the cuffs, still not looking at or talking to me.

‘Fuck you,’ I thought, enjoying my height advantage over him. ‘Fuck the lot of you.’ But then I chastised myself. I couldn’t allow myself to get angry or emotional. ‘Cuffs not too tight, Mr Mulgrew? Sorry about all this hassle!’ – that was the kind of polite consideration I still expected. But I should have known I wasn’t going to get it; I had to get a grip on myself.

A huge officer grabbed David by his elbow and started jogging down a long walkway with him. He looked like a linebacker, at least 350lb, and dwarfed David, who was pretty small to start with. I noticed David swallow hard as he peered up at the officer so brusquely guiding him along, but then I could see him reasserting himself as he stood upright and jogged along at pace, his army training no doubt coming to the fore. We were all jogging now. Someone had my elbow, also pulling me into a jog and shouting, ‘Clear, clear!’ to anyone foolish enough to come close. I counted twenty-seven officers in total, all armed, some with FBI jackets, some with ‘ICE’ (Immigration and Customs Enforcement) jackets, some marked ‘US Marshals’ and some just in plain police uniforms. The officer at the front of this entourage was clearing a path through the stunned onlookers as we jogged on. I looked at my guide, a youngish marshal, blonde, blue-eyed and serious.

‘Why are we running?’ I asked, as he continued to lead me by the elbow. He looked shocked, as if no one had told him in the briefing that I might speak; that I was capable of speech. I thought he was about to respond but then he faced resolutely forward again, keeping pace with the gradually strewn-out entourage. Some of the overweight officers were already lagging and out of breath but everyone seemed caught up in the bizarre spectacle, jogging past the departure gates of Houston’s George Bush International Airport, on a balmy Wednesday afternoon in mid July, 2006.

I caught the eye of one elderly woman. She was standing back in surprise, clutching her bag in front of her, her husband’s arm stretched before her in a protective, tender gesture. What was she thinking? I thought I saw something in her eyes – fear maybe, or was it something else? Her husband was saying something to her; I turned my head and evenly kept her gaze while I was whisked past. What was he saying? I doubted it was, ‘Oh look! That’s those three guys who breached their employment contract with NatWest in London. That’ll teach them.’ He probably thought we were terrorists.

A number of turns later and we eventually came to a wing not open to the public, which was controlled by Immigration. Entering a large office, we were positioned in three seats placed against the far wall and sat in silence as the various parties recovered from their exertions. There was an air of real excitement in the room, as some of the officers bent over and tried to catch their breath. They were smiling, laughing and insulting each other about their relative fitness or lack thereof. My despair deepened with the realisation that on one of the worst days of my life, these guys were actually enjoying themselves.

‘Who are these guys again?’ someone asked, drawing attention back to us.

‘The three Brits that collapsed Enron.’

‘Wow, the Enron guys?’ one, sweaty, red-faced FBI agent asked, looking at us intently as he approached.

‘Yup,’ said another, fitter specimen, joining him. You would think we were behind a glass wall and couldn’t hear, like specimens in a zoo.

‘How much did they get?’ asked the red-faced agent, peering intently at us.

‘Millions, hundreds of millions I think. They’re, like, famous in Britain.’

‘Wow,’ the agent said, still staring. We didn’t speak or move and the conversation continued as if we weren’t there. ‘What happens to them now?’

‘We book them in, lock ’em up and then they have a bail hearing tomorrow,’ interjected a silver-haired marshal, who seemed to be emerging as the leader of this rabble. He held a plastic bag with our three passports in it – our sole possessions.

‘They can’t get bail, can they Dave?’ asked a hitherto silent man sitting behind a desk with a sea of paperwork in front of him. He wore glasses and peered over them as he spoke. He had a cardigan on and looked more like your favourite grandad than a police officer.

‘Word is they’re gittin’ it,’ responded the same marshal, Marshal Dave, the would-be leader, who was now edging towards us, eyeing us ever more closely. I started to get a fix on Dave: definitely in charge, angry, a gun-stroker no doubt, and a Southerner. He’d probably claim to have invested his pension, his life savings, his house, and his kids’ school funds in Enron stock when he thought it was a sure-fire winner, just before it imploded. And now he blamed me.

‘How do they get bail? Surely they get locked up?’ the cuddly desk officer asked again, looking straight at Marshal Dave’s back as he crouched in front of us.

‘Nope, the Brits said it would be unfair.’ Dave grimaced. He definitely didn’t like us – probably invested some of his parents’ life savings as well.

‘But they ain’t legal in the US. They don’t have visas,’ the desk sergeant continued.

‘So?’ said Marshal Dave, rising back up, this comment clearly catching his attention. He started thumbing through our passports. I definitely hadn’t applied for a visa to facilitate any extradition. That was never on my to-do list.

‘So if they are released by the judge, Immigration will have to pick them up and impound them,’ said the desk sergeant. I sat up. This was getting interesting.

‘And then we would have to process them,’ added one of the immigration officers in the ICE jacket.

‘What do you mean, process them?’ asked Marshal Dave, as he threw the passport bag over to the beckoning desk sergeant.

‘Well, since they don’t have a proper visa, we’d have to deport them.’ Bingo, I liked that.

The FBI guy chipped in again; he had a real slow Southern drawl. ‘Hell, we took four years to git ’em here, we sure as hell ain’t gonna deport them. They’re fugitives, God dammit; we’d never find them again.’

Oh, how I wished one of our judges in the extradition hearings could have heard this farcical conversation. It was exactly as our expert witness had predicted, exactly what the judges had decided would never happen. David had an I-told-you-so look on his face.

By now the immigration officer had motioned to see the passports. ‘Nope, they don’t have visas,’ he said, thumbing through our passports. ‘These boys are illegals. Did you boys apply for visas?’ he shouted over at us. We all shook our heads.

‘So, if they get bail tomorrow, as soon as they step out of that courtroom, we’ll arrest them and lock ’em up for being illegals!’ he said forcefully.

‘They’ll git bail, then go straight to jail,’ the ICE officer summed up, delighted with his little rhyme, which threw the room into further turmoil. By now our passports, still in their clear plastic bag were being thrown around the room as the tussle between the various strands of US Law Enforcement continued.

‘I’ll hold those,’ said the FBI agent.

‘No, you won’t,’ responded Marshal Dave. ‘Those are coming with us. We’ll give them to the judge.’

‘Oh, no!’ interjected the immigration officer again, holding the bag over his head. ‘These men are here illegally. By rights we should be putting them straight back on the plane.’

This level of organisation didn’t bode well for our time in America. It might have been funny to see how the reality compared to the gritty, heroic and, above all, efficient picture of US justice delivered on our television screens. But these same people had taken me away from my kids. And if they got their way, they would keep me away until my kids weren’t kids any more.

The show broke up when Marshal Dave turned towards me and shouted, ‘You! Stand up and come with me.’

Expressionless, I rose from my seat and followed him and another marshal round the corner into a small side room. I immediately noticed it had no windows. The second marshal took up a position at the far end of this room with his back to the wall. Bizarrely, he was still wearing sunglasses. He was also chewing gum and wielding what seemed to be a truncheon.

‘Turn around and face the wall,’ Marshal Dave barked, clearly still angry about the discussion with Immigration. He sighed heavily as he started placing keys and other equipment on the small table in front of him. This guy oozed danger and intimidation. I sensed he needed only the barest of excuses.

‘Face me!’ he said briskly. I turned around. He stood right in front of me. He was much shorter than me.

‘Don’t you fuckin’ look at me. Did you fuckin’ look at me?’ he growled, as I quickly averted my eyes from his gaze.

‘He fuckin’ looked at you, boss,’ offered the irritant in the corner, tapping his stick gently in one hand.

‘Did you fuckin’ look at me?’ Dave asked again, moving ever close to me.

‘No, er, yes . . . I mean, I didn’t.’

‘Don’t fuckin’ talk to me like that!’ Dave screamed. What the hell was wrong with this guy?

‘You answer me, “Yes, sir,” or “No, sir.” You got that?’

‘Yes, sir, or no, sir,’ repeated the parrot in the corner.

‘Yes . . . sir,’ I replied haltingly. I’d walked into the wrong TV show.

‘Now,’ said Marshal Dave, breathing heavily. ‘Listen up and listen up good: here are the rules. Number one: you answer, “Yes, sir,” or “No, sir,” – nothing else. If you answer any other way I will deem that as an attempt to escape. You understand?’

‘Attempt to escape,’ murmured the parrot, as if the words tasted of chocolate.

‘Yes, sir,’ I said firmly, my eyes fixed to the floor.

‘Number two. You . . . do . . . not . . . eyeball . . . me . . .’ He stretched the words out for emphasis. ‘If you eyeball me, that is an attempt to escape. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, sir!’ I barked, feeling like a new army recruit.

‘Number three. You do not converse with me, or with anyone else. You speak only when spoken to, by me or another marshal. Otherwise that is also an attempt to escape. You got that?’

‘Yes, sir!’

‘Any attempt to escape will automatically result in a new indictment, the penalty for which is another five years!’

‘Another five years,’ confirmed his number two, almost salivating at the thought of an attempted escape, whereupon, no doubt, he would have the pleasure of clubbing me to death.

‘Do you understand?’

‘Yes, sir!’ I shouted a little too vigorously.

I sensed Marshal Dave tensing. After a moment’s pause, he spoke more softly than before. ‘You playing with me?’ he asked quietly, coming ever closer. This guy was menacing. He was standing way too close to me, close enough to feel his breath, and I had to suppress a sudden urge to head-butt him.

‘No . . .’ then more quietly, ‘sir,’ I responded, involuntarily raising my head a fraction to look at him.

‘Don’t look at me, boy!’ he yelled.

‘Don’t look at him!’ repeated the parrot, getting ever more excited.

‘Don’t you look at me. I warned you!’ he continued.

The room fell silent. I stared ever more intently at the floor. I could feel the marshal was waiting for a flicker, a reaction, anything. I didn’t move. Bizarrely, I felt complete calm; not intimidated or afraid. Instead in my mind I had one thought – Calum. The pain on his face; the way his body shuddered and trembled as he cried just those few short days earlier when I told him I had to go. There was nothing these people could do to me, nothing that would compare to that agony and the guilt that coruscated through my entire body, my heart, my soul. Looking back, I think I would have welcomed it if they had hit me – perhaps that would have numbed the pain I felt at being separated from Calum and Cara.

Then Marshal Dave spoke again, calmly, methodically, carefully. ‘Now, I’m going to ask you what you have on your person. Think hard before you answer. If you don’t tell me about something and I find something . . . then that will be an attempt to escape.’

The sinister tone was amplified by the failure of the parrot to repeat this. This must be the key bit, I thought. The denouement. The bit where people trip up.

But what did I have in my pockets? I panicked, trying desperately to think if I had anything from the plane or elsewhere. I had a desperate urge to rummage through, but my hands were still cuffed, and anyway I was sure rummaging through your pockets would be deemed an attempt to escape and punishable by another five years’ imprisonment.

‘Now,’ Marshal Dave continued, ‘what do you have on your person?’

I hesitated before responding, ‘Nothing, sir.’

‘Nothing, he said nothing,’ repeated the parrot, edging forward as if getting ready to start on me.

‘You come all the way from England – and you have . . . nothin’?’

I didn’t put anything in my pocket on the plane, did I? I was panicking, my head spinning trying to think of anything I might have accidentally put in my pockets when I went to the toilet or toyed with the plane food.

‘I am going to ask you one more time. Think carefully before you answer. If I find anything . . . any-thing,’ Dave pronounced it slowly for emphasis, ‘then you’re in deep shit.’

‘Deep shit,’ repeated the extremely annoying parrot. I hadn’t looked at him closely before, and couldn’t look at him now, but in my imagination he had become a RoboCop from an action movie.

‘Nothing, sir,’ I firmly repeated, not entirely believing it myself now.

‘Nothing,’ Marshal Dave said softly. ‘OK, I am going to uncuff you,’ he went on, ‘and you are going to remove each item of clothing as I instruct you. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘When you have removed said item of clothing, I want you to turn around, face the wall, and place your hands up against the wall, while I search your clothing. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘OK, I am removing the cuffs,’ he said, and did it quickly. ‘Firstly, I want your shoes, laces and belt. The latter two items will not be returned to you.’ He’d done this before.

I made a mental note to wear slip-ons and elasticated trousers the next time I got extradited as I quickly removed each item.

‘Remove your T-shirt, then face the wall.’

I duly obliged, the move to semi-nakedness making me feel suddenly exposed. Almost involuntarily, I puffed out my chest. I didn’t want to look like some poncey, flabby wanker-banker. I didn’t want to feel like Marshal Dave was dominating me.

‘Git your arms up.’ I lifted them up. ‘Higher!’ he barked.

What a twat! He was really annoying me. Better not think that way, I told myself. Don’t show a chink in the armour; don’t give these pricks the chance to do what they would clearly love to. I stared straight ahead at the wall. It all seemed so unnecessary, although I learned later this was just the standard fare – everyone extradited got to enjoy this experience. Although we had perhaps been the highest profile case, there was a conveyor belt of extradition cases from the UK to the US waiting behind us, and even then I wondered how Gary McKinnon, for example, a hacker with Asperger’s, would ever cope with such a welcome.

‘Remove your jeans.’

I removed them quickly, pressing the pockets as I did to see if I could feel anything in them. They felt empty. I turned again to face the wall as I listened intently to Marshal Dave working his way thoroughly through my jeans. All I could hear was his breathing and I grimaced as I imagined him finding a sugar sachet from the plane and suddenly shouting that I was trying to escape and beating me to the floor. But my pockets must have been empty as nothing happened, although the temptation to turn around and look was building and building.

I was starting to feel more self-conscious standing there with just my boxer shorts and socks on, facing the wall with my hands up in the air.

How far was this going to go? Hopefully not the whole way, I thought.

‘Remove your socks one by one,’ was the next instruction.

He seemed to take an age searching my socks as I stood naked apart from my boxers, facing the wall with my arms held high up on the ceiling.

‘Right,’ he began. ‘I am now going to begin a physical examination.’ The words plunged into me. I considered asking him whether he thought he’d find any documents up there, four years after my indictment. But my own jokes didn’t amuse me at that point.

‘Turn around, keeping your arms raised and look straight ahead.’ I obliged; my arms were getting increasingly heavy, but I decided it was too risky to ask for a rest.

‘Relax your arms and open your mouth.’ He had a swab or something and had a surprisingly good rummage around. I tried not to look directly at him. He tussled through my hair and checked behind my ears and under my armpits. ‘Turn around, remove your underwear and then raise your arms again above your head.’

‘Oh God,’ I thought, ‘he’s going for the bum.’

‘Spread your legs apart!’

I heard the unmistakable snap of surgical gloves. Each finger, snap, snap, snap. One by one those snaps resonated through the room as each finger became silicone wrapped.

‘Face the wall,’ he barked angrily as I glanced back at him. It wasn’t easy not to take a quick look in such circumstances.

The snapping had stopped, but despite listening intently, I couldn’t hear the swish of the lubricant being applied. I surmised he was going in lube-free. In what was turning out to be a really bad day for me, this was yet another setback. I braced myself.

‘Now, bend forward and slowly moving your hands back, clasp each buttock and spread your cheeks.’

I thought of England. Of Tony Blair. I remembered I had heard him saying how we would be well treated. How the magistrate and judges knew we would be well treated. I thought of my family, sitting at home wondering what was happening to me. Probably tuned into News at Ten by now, with some Labour puppet assuring everyone we were in the best possible hands. I wished they could switch over live from the studio to see exactly what good hands I was in.

I clenched my buttocks. Nothing happened. I was desperate to look round. I thought about what Billy Connolly had once said about how the prostate was like a doughnut and the doctor has to check it hasn’t become like a bagel. Marshal Dave was taking his time checking out my bakery status.

‘Lift your sac,’ he ordered. I duly complied, thinking maybe it was impeding his attack. Then he said the magical words, ‘Turn around and pull your foreskin back.’ I never thought I would be so happy to hear those words in all my life. Not from a man anyway. I turned around gleefully – too gleefully.

‘What the fuck are you smiling at?’ he asked, tippy-toeing up to my eye level. The smile was instantly off my face. ‘You think I’m funny, English boy?’ he spat.

I decided it wasn’t the time to point out I wasn’t English, and quickly answered, ‘No, sir.’

‘You think this whole thing’s a joke?’

‘He thinks it’s a joke, boss; he thinks it’s a joke.’ The RoboCop was back.

I made mistake number two by glaring at him.

‘Don’t you look at him, you hear me? Lookin’ at him is an attempt to escape! You trying to escape, boy?’

This was turning out badly. He was mad and I was naked. Naked in front of a marshal with anger issues.

‘No, sir; no, sir,’ I repeated quickly.

Dave paused for a second, staring intently at me and I stood there, arms aloft, bollock naked in front of these two lunatics.

‘Then I’ll ask you again.’ More controlled now, more menacing. ‘What were you smiling at?’ His voice was a sinister monotone. I had to tiptoe out of this one.

‘I . . . I . . .’ I began falteringly. ‘I was relieved, sir.’

‘Relieved? Relieved?’ he asked, as if in disbelief. ‘You’re naked in a room with two marshals!? How the hell were you relieved?’

I hesitated. Put that way, it did seem kind of strange.

‘Well?’ he demanded.

‘I thought, I thought you were going to put your finger up my arse, sir,’ I blurted out quickly, then clenched my teeth waiting for the fallout. It was immediate.

‘You what . . . you want . . .’ he stuttered. ‘You want my finger up your ass, boy?’ Dave exploded. Thrusting his face right into mine. The parrot was positively beside himself.

‘He wants your finger up his ass, boss. He wants it up his ass!’ he hollered as if he had just won the lottery.

‘You want my finger up your ass?’ Marshal Dave screeched again.

‘No, sir. No, sir,’ I repeated again, my aching arms still thrust up in the air.

‘’Cos I can put my finger up your ass, boy, if that’s what you’re wanting,’ he raged.

‘No, sir,’ I barked out. ‘I don’t want your finger up my arse!’

He stood very close to me. We were both breathing hard. I was still naked. I still had my hands above my head. My heart was pounding. I was desperately trying not to look at him or RoboCop in the corner. The silence seemed to last an age.

‘Git your boxers back on, then git dressed,’ he finally said, as he stormed towards the door, adding charmingly, ‘Let’s get these British faggots locked up.’ Gratefully, I started to reassemble my clothing, minus my belt and my laces, my welcoming party to America complete.

On the eve of my incarceration, my extradition and those first few hours in the United States already seemed a lifetime ago. Marshal Dave never did have the pleasure of locking me up, a political fix between the Blair and Bush governments ensuring we had the dubious pleasure of spending the next twenty-two months on tag and curfew whilst restricted to a small area of Houston. Now there was only one night left before the next stage, the worst stage, of my journey would begin. I wondered if that first experience of American Law Enforcement would be typical, and the thought made me shiver. I looked at the grey suit once more in the cupboard and decided I would leave it there tomorrow. I couldn’t eat and I didn’t want to drink. I didn’t want to call anyone at home in England or do anything other than just lie there and breathe. I closed my eyes to wait for tomorrow and tried not to think about how scared I felt.
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THE PROMISE

MY ALARM WENT OFF AT 4.30 A.M. I stumbled into the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror. Good, four days of growth, just what I had calculated as the optimum level. Long enough to give me an unkempt ‘hard man’ look, but short enough so the grey parts of my beard didn’t age me and diminish the impact. My hair was shaved very short – gone were the curls.

But who was I kidding? I didn’t look intimidating. In for fraud and feeling like a fraud. I’d get devoured as soon as I arrived. What the hell would they do with a British guy? Why did I have to get the tough prison when Giles and David got easier time? I breathed out slowly. ‘Come on,’ I said out loud, breaking the eerie silence of the last few days. ‘You can do this. You will do this.’ It felt strangely comforting to hear my own voice and I played around with some facial expressions, trying to look tough.

‘Fuck, who am I kidding?’ I thought, as my fearsome look revealed something more like suppressed terror. ‘They’re going to eat me alive.’

I pulled on an old pair of blue jeans, no belt, a white T-shirt and some slip-on shoes, clothes I never expected to see again and which wouldn’t reveal me for the banker I once was. The taxi would already be downstairs waiting for me. I looked again at the only things I would carry – my mobile phone and my wallet. I would call Calum for the last time before I went in; I didn’t want to but I knew I had to. It was Wednesday today, so Calum, six hours ahead of me, would be sitting in a lesson at school in England. Gazing out of the window, perhaps? Thinking about this moment? I hoped not. What do you tell your son just before you begin a thirty-seven month stretch inside? Stay in touch? I won’t be long?

At the end of the last of many trips he had made to see me, I’d told him I would definitely be going to prison for a while. Just eleven years old by then, he’d seemed so small, so fragile, as he boarded that plane to go home. That was the last time I’d seen him. So young, so innocent, so loving – it was all so unfair. His name was called first, being unescorted, and I walked him to the front of the British Airways check-in desk. The air stewardess smiled kindly at him and he turned to me, but didn’t raise his head. Getting taller but still a wee boy, he buried his head into my chest and held me extra tight. I tried desperately not to cry. I wanted to say something to him but I just couldn’t speak. I was too afraid my words would sound weak and that would frighten him more. I felt a small tremor run through him. Keeping his face pressed hard against me, he squeezed me harder still.

‘Hey, you’re getting much stronger there, kid,’ I said, in the daft American accent we sometimes played with, feigning shortness of breath. He laughed a little. I put my arms around him and lifted him up. His face rested into my neck and I could feel the wetness of his tears.

‘I love you, Calum. I love you more than life itself. Do you know that?’

‘Yes . . . Dad,’ he managed to say, squeezing me ever tighter. There were people milling around waiting to start boarding after Calum, but I didn’t want to let go of my son. I knew Troy, the lawyer sent to escort me to the airport, would give us as long as we needed. He wasn’t the most sentimental guy, but he understood the significance of this goodbye.

I gently lowered Calum down and lifted his chin so I could see his beautiful face. His sadness was crushing me, but I knew I had to be strong for him. Especially now.

‘Listen to me, Calum. Look at me,’ I said as he tried to turn his head, embarrassed by his own tears.

‘Uh, huh . . .’ he mumbled as he looked right at me. God, he was so young. Too young to have to deal with this. My heart was breaking.

‘I promise you I will be back. I will come back to you, Calum
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Cara, aged 5, buying flowers for her granny Crail, Scotland, May 2006.

POSTSCRIPT

JUST OVER A YEAR LATER, AFTER four more prisons in the United States and two in England, Gary Mulgrew walked free to return to his son Calum and to continue the search for his missing daughter, Cara Katrina. That search continues to this day.

A minimum of 60% of the author’s advance and royalty from sales of this edition will be donated to charities on Calum and Cara Katrina’s behalf.
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