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			Prologue

			Welcome to my book. At times, the story you’re about to read might seem unbelievable, but it is all true. It has taken me years to find the strength to tell it, and I hope that in doing so, I might be able to help others who find themselves in similar situations. 

			Several names and details have been changed to protect the identity of the main protagonist, and especially, his children. That protagonist was, at one time, my closest friend and confidant. In this book, I’ve called him ‘Tom’. I embarked on a journey with him that would plummet me into the most confusing and darkest of times. 

			While writing this book, I decided to go and see Tom to try to understand more about why he did what he did, whether he felt any remorse, and to try to enlist his cooperation. You can read about this meeting towards the end of the book. To his credit, he didn’t deny anything, but he did try to underplay it.

			Important note: many people in this book are real people whom Tom impersonated. He had a relationship with them in his head, but they had nothing to do with him in real life. I have clearly stated who these individuals are in the story, noting each time that, in reality, they had no role in this tale at all.  

		

	
		
			Introduction

			As the UK celebrated the victories of the London 2012 Olympics, my nightmare was coming to an end – or so I thought. I remember sitting at my desk in my flat in Fulham, feeling numb and very lost. My first thought was to destroy everything to do with Tom; destroy the evidence and move on. 

			But something stopped me. 

			I knew there was an amazing story there and I knew that at some stage I would have to revisit it all so I could try and truly understand what happened and why. My hand hovered over the delete button, but I didn’t press it. Instead, I saved everything, putting it all on a disc and stashing it away in my drawer. I then tried as hard as I could to forget about it all. But I couldn’t. The memories still haunted me.

			Fast-forward to March 2020 and an unkempt Boris Johnson appears on our screens, telling us we are not allowed to go out any more. The hospitality business that I was in the process of setting up became a non-starter and, like most people in the country, I retreated to the sofa and started to watch lots of TV – and I mean a lot of TV.

			Programme after programme about fraudsters and conmen then started appearing, and I watched one after another, engrossed in these stories of deception. There was the documentary The Inventor: Out for Blood in Silicon Valley,  the story about Elizabeth Holmes and the Theranos scandal (which went on to form the basis for the drama The Dropout). McMillion$ was a documentary series about the McDonald’s monopoly game scam. At the beginning of lockdown there was one that really caught everyone’s imagination: Tiger King, the brilliant Netflix docuseries about Joe Exotic and the fraud and deception that engulfed his tiger park. Then there were shows such as The Tinder Swindler, Bad Vegan and Inventing Anna. 

			It was somewhat masochistic to watch them all, as the memories of what I endured resurfaced. But I was fascinated, watching these shows and trying to work out why these people had done what they had done. What had driven them to it? And more importantly, how did they compare to Tom?

			One show that was particularly poignant was The Puppet Master: Hunting the Ultimate Conman, Released in 2021, it is the story of Robert Hendy-Freegard, who masqueraded as a British spy and spent ten years conning unsuspecting victims. He persuaded them that their lives were in danger from the IRA, forcing them into hiding. 

			The beginning of a Guardian review of the show reads as follows:

			‘Just over a quarter of an hour into The Puppet Master: Hunting the Ultimate Conman, one of the contributors says something you cannot quite believe. She recalls how, in 1993, she chose to go on a road trip with two friends and a stranger called Rob: “That decision changed the next 10 years of my life.” At this point, we know we are watching a documentary about a fearsomely persuasive con artist, but even so: 10 years?

			‘By the end of this chilling, frequently astounding three-parter about how powerful lies can be when delivered with confidence – and specifically about the abusive behaviour known as coercive control – it makes perfect, awful sense.’ 

			Watching this programme made me wonder whether I was also a victim of coercive control. Tom delivered an amazing series of lies with remarkable confidence. I could certainly empathise with the plight of Hendy-Freegard’s victims, knowing how difficult it is to extract yourself from a situation when you are being emotionally coerced into believing something that isn’t true. Ten years of that kind of emotional turmoil would definitely have killed me.

			The bigger question also remained: what made him behave in the way he did? Perhaps it was coercive control – but that doesn’t explain what drove him to do it. How do you categorise such a person? I started to investigate personality disorders that might be associated with behaviours like his, and three words kept coming up. 

			Narcissist, sociopath and psychopath.

			All evocative words. It is worth bearing these in mind as you read the book. As the title of the book suggests, I believe Tom is a psychopath (well, 108 psychopaths). But first, let’s explore some definitions of these three terms.

			The Mayo Clinic (a renowned private health care clinic in London) offers the following description about narcissistic personality disorder: ‘a mental health condition in which people have an unreasonably high sense of their own importance. They need and seek too much attention and want people to admire them. People with this disorder may lack the ability to understand or care about the feelings of others. But behind this mask of extreme confidence, they are not sure of their self-worth and are easily upset by the slightest criticism. A narcissistic personality disorder causes problems in many areas of life, such as relationships, work, school or financial matters.’

			I suspect we have all come across plenty of these.  

			Mayo Clinic’s definition of a sociopath is someone with antisocial personality disorder (ASPD). ASPD is a mental health condition that causes people to disregard the feelings and rights of others. Symptoms include lack of empathy; irresponsibility: emotionally and financially; impulsivity; aggression; deceitfulness; recklessness; lack of remorse. 

			You are definitely going to see some of these symptoms as this tale unfolds.

			And finally, their definition of a psychopath: ‘a mental condition that impacts how people think, perceive situations, and relate to others. It’s also known as antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) or sociopathy. Symptoms include: lack of empathy; being manipulative, they may use charm  or wit to manipulate others for their own gain; irresponsible; law-breaking: they may have a history of criminal behaviour; aggressive; impulsive.’

			Again, many of these traits will be evident throughout the story you are about to read.

			There are clearly some similarities between narcissists, sociopaths and psychopaths. And there are a lot of crossovers with Tom’s behaviour.

			When researching these terms further, I came across Dr Ramani. Ramani Suryakantham Durvasula is an American clinical psychologist, professor emerita of psychology, media expert and author. She has a practice in Santa Monica.  

			According to Dr Ramani, every psychopath is a narcissist but not every narcissist is a psychopath.

			A narcissist lacks empathy and is grandiose; constantly seeking validation. But by and large it is a disorder of self-esteem. They feel guilt and shame – particularly the former – and they are concerned about how other people view them.

			A psychopath, however, feels no guilt or shame; they do not feel remorse. A serial killer or a hitman are good examples of occupations often associated with psychopathy. Interestingly, Dr Ramani uses the example of someone who sabotages and ruins a business. People often think of psychopaths as being violent, but that is not always the case. Many of the therapists I have watched and listened to say a lot of them use their tendencies to extort money.  

			A sociopath is much the same as a psychopath in that they don’t show remorse. Both display antisocial personality disorder; albeit in different degrees. As Dr Seth Meyers, a clinical psychologist who is known for his work on relationship dynamics, personality disorders and mental health, says, both sociopaths and psychopaths show a ‘callous disregard’ for what happens to other people. However, the key difference is that a psychopath is born a psychopath, and a sociopath is made. As Dr Ramani explains, a psychopath is born with a different autonomic nervous system. 

			They have no sense of consequence, or state of fear at things that would scare normal people. This is apparently why they are so good at passing lie-detector tests. 

			What also became very clear from my research is that a lot of people suffer at the hands of narcissists, sociopaths and psychopaths. I was staggered to discover when reading an article in the Sunday Times that the search term #narcissist has 11 billion views on TikTok (according to Style Magazine, 3 September 2023). It is also evident that these disorders both fascinate and intrigue people. Dr Ramani’s YouTube videos about the difference between all three of these conditions have also received up to 14 million views.

			I often find myself thinking about Tom and what has happened to him. 

			I wrote this book to try to find some catharsis. I hoped that by understanding what he did I may be able to move forward and not blame myself. 

			The process of writing it has not been an easy one – I started and abandoned the process several times. I had to relive everything, going through about 5,000 emails from Tom and his cast of supporting characters. This definitely affected my mental health (again) and I found myself only able to do a certain amount each day. I would have to go off for long walks just to try to quell the anger and anxiety which would start to swell within me. 

			But I persevered and got there in the end. I hope that this book will help anyone who may be struggling at the hands of a narcissist, sociopath or psychopath, and inspire you to take action and trust your gut. 

		

	
		
			PART 1
HELL

			 

		

	
		
			1
A Living Nightmare

			18 June 2013

			It’s 2am and I’m drunk and high. Just as my head hits the pillow after yet another pointless night of drink and drugs, the doorbell rings. 

			I freeze. Who the hell can it be? I stagger to the peephole and see two serious-looking men I don’t recognise. 

			‘Who is it?’

			‘The police. Open up.’

			I have reached the end of my tether. Ten months ago, Tom, my business partner and one of my oldest friends, came clean about intentionally tearing my world apart. Ever since, I’ve been trying to rebuild my life and self-esteem. I’ve dealt with bailiffs, debts, the Crown Prosecution Service, lawyers, the Inland Revenue, banks and accountants. It’s all taken a huge toll on my mental health. But I’m trying to plan and move forward. 

			And now this.

			My heart starts to beat faster, and panic begins to set in. My brain starts to search for innocent explanations. A burglary next door, a road accident or unfunny male stripograms that someone has sent over as a prank (I discount this one quite quickly). Surely, they are not here for me?

			I open the door. 

			‘Are you Mr James Phillips?’ 

			Only my mother calls me James. They know my name. My sense of foreboding increases.

			‘Are you a director of J&T Sports?’ 

			It was the name of the company that Tom and I ran together. The police using the company name at 2am is not a good sign. A shudder runs down my spine and panic emerges with venomous force.

			‘I am.’ 

			I can only just about get the words out. I contemplate making a run for it, but I wouldn’t get very far before unceremoniously hitting the pavement.

			They inform me that I need to come with them to the police station to be put into the cells. I would be taken to court the next morning to face trial. My mind explodes in a tsunami of dread. Why? What? 

			‘What the hell for?’ I ask, trying to conceal the extreme anxiety engulfing me. They don’t know, and neither do they seem to care. Their job is just to round me up and put me in the cells to make sure I turn up the next day to face trial. They must think I’m a flight risk. Who have they confused me with? El Chapo?

			The next thing I know I’m sitting in the back of a police car. I’ve no idea why, but what I do know is that it has something to do with Tom, my ex-friend and business partner. That man was capable of anything. He had impersonated over a hundred people, including bank CEOs, Chinese ministers, high-level TV executives, doctors and clients. He’d impersonated his own wife, invented millions of pounds and faked terminal cancer. He had left me on the brink of suicide, penniless and bereft. 

			As I sit in the police car, a terrifying thought comes to me. His deceit had all seemed quite pointless. I hadn’t been able to figure out why he’d done it, why he’d allowed it to go so far. Maybe I was about to find out. Perhaps this was the culmination of all his efforts. He had a bigger plan. He is a masterful manipulator. Blind panic starts to set in, and I start to hyperventilate. I am completely in the dark, literally and metaphorically. I worry about my parents. I worry about prison.

			I beg the policemen to try to find out more, but they are reluctant to wake their superiors at 2am. They tell me to wait until morning, but I don’t think I can. I ask to call a solicitor and they laugh. Surprisingly, after everything I have been through, I don’t have a solicitor on speed-dial.

			Time seems to stand still. What has he done? And why me? Was this his plan all along? How can I be going to trial and not know what for? Surely this is not how the legal system works? Tom was a master of manipulating communication, so, whatever it is, he’s hidden it from me. He’s been intercepting correspondence for years, so I didn’t see it. I come up with a thousand theories.

			After what seems like an eternity, we arrive at the station. The desk sergeant processes me while refusing to answer my quick-fire questions. 

			‘Do you have any mental illnesses?’ the sergeant asks. Well, that is a question. I pause to consider it. The events of the past four years have made me feel like I’m losing my mind. I’ve felt on the brink of insanity at times. But does that mean I’m mentally unwell? He looks slightly concerned at my pause. 

			I try again to tell them about Tom – I tell them that he is the one with a mental illness. But they don’t care, so I give up. They just want me processed and in the cell. I don’t blame them.

			After handing over my phone, keys, wallet and watch, they take me to the cells. It is a miserable cliché but the sound of the cell door closing behind you is a horrible foreboding sound.

			The cell is small and hot, and the combination of panic and claustrophobia brings more waves of desperation. If only I knew what I was dealing with, what I was here for, it would make it easier to cope. This is what he has done to me for several years. He’s played tricks with my mind and sent my emotions up and down like a sea trawler in a hurricane. He has lacerated me like a pack of wild dogs. 

			Life would have been a lot easier if he’d just taken my money and disappeared to a Caribbean island. I could have compartmentalised it and moved on. But he didn’t. His deception seemed to have no real purpose. He had gained little. It seemed I wasn’t dealing with a well man. He had some serious issues that made what he was doing impossible to decipher. He seemed to have no fear. Who would you rather fight? Someone mentally unstable with no fear, or someone who didn’t want to get hurt?

			On the upside, there is no one in the cell for me to fight with. I just have to fight with myself. I try to lie down on an apologetic-looking mattress. I shut my eyes, but I would have more chance of getting to sleep on a night out with Keith Richards and the whole of Led Zeppelin in the 1970s. 

			So I start to pace. Somewhat comically, I try some press-ups (I can barely manage them at the best of times). I wonder about banging my head against the wall so hard that they’ll have to let me out. I can’t take being drawn back into this vortex of hell.

			I ring the panic alarm. I desperately need water. I am dehydrated, and a hangover is starting to kick in. A shout comes back from down the corridor that I don’t get room service.

			I think of what Tom might be doing now, while I sit in a state of panic verging on delirium. Maybe he’s sitting on a beach or on a boat, smiling to himself that his grand plan has come to fruition. I can’t help thinking of the film Trading Places – sadly, with me cast as one of the Duke brothers. In the film, the once-wealthy Duke brothers end up bankrupt while Valentine (played by Eddie Murphy) swans around on a boat in the Caribbean having the time of his life. 

			I can’t stop pacing. Time is standing still. I attempt to narrow down the thousands of theories in my head. I settle on tax fraud. It seems the most likely explanation. Could that be five years behind bars? Compared to some of the theories flying around in my head, this would be a result.

			Finally, I see some slivers of light appear in the far reaches of the police station. An officer who comes to check on me sees that I am not in a good state. There is a certain amount of worry in his eyes, which does nothing to relax me. Mind you, the only thing that is going to relax me now is a shot of horse tranquiliser. And even that would have its work cut out.

			He takes pity on me and, after handcuffing me, takes me out to the yard. It’s possibly a decision that he immediately regrets. I can’t stop asking him questions. All he knows is that it has something to do with the company J&T Sports and that they are to transport me to the Old Bailey later in the morning.

			This revelation does nothing for my state of hysteria. Surely only serious shit happens at the Old Bailey. I am going to get sent down by bloody Rumpole.

			It has now just gone 6am. I have to make a phone call. As I don’t have a solicitor’s number, I call my well-connected friend Will, who, I think, is my greatest hope for getting me out of here. Not surprisingly, I get his answer machine. I leave a garbled message and am taken back to my cell.

			A key theme that you’ll notice crops up a few times in this book is my love of sport, and how it has helped me to get through the darkest of times. I call on this love now, attempting to kill time by naming all the FA Cup Final goal scorers since 1970. I do pretty well. It passes some time but not enough. So, I move on to counting the seconds… 1 potato, 2 potato, 3 potato. Before I know it, I am humming the theme tune to Banana Splits. Not helpful.

			Eventually, an officer comes to the cell to inform me that I have a phone call. They take me to the phone. It’s a huge relief to hear Will’s voice. I try to explain calmly what has happened. I feel there is so much to say; so much for people to understand. Will tells me he’s going to call his solicitor. I tell him I’m being taken to the Old Bailey. He gasps. It’s a strange feeling, finding yourself speaking to your friend from prison. Just as we are about to end the call, he informs me he is off to Royal Ascot for the day but will keep his phone on, which is nice. I try to construct a self-deprecating joke about us both being at her Majesty’s pleasure today, but I can’t pull it off. Neither one of us laughs.

			I return to my cell feeling slightly less panicked, and relieved to have shared the problem. Now I await my transportation to the Old Bailey. I am assuming it won’t be a limousine but I am clearly not a dangerous criminal so a squad car should suffice. 

			After another eternal wait, two officers arrive to transport me to the Old Bailey. Two! Jesus, they really do think I am Jean Claude van Dam or some kind of Houdini. I am handcuffed to both of them.

			My mind flashes back to visiting my father in hospital after he had had a heart attack. There was a convict in the opposite bed, handcuffed to a policeman on either side of him. I kept thinking someone was going to storm the hospital to bust him free like a scene from The Sweeney. I remember him asking to go to the toilet, and thinking that was all part of the escape plan. Nothing happened. 

			I think of my father and feel myself welling up. I’m relieved he can’t see me like this, but I’m worried about the impact this latest turn in my life might have on him and my mother. They are elderly and not in the best of health – just two of a long chain of people who have been hurt by Tom’s callous actions. Not that Tom would care. He doesn’t seem to think about how his actions affect others.  

			I am led out to the back of the police station. I look around for the squad car and all I see is one of those Serco prisoners’ vans. Surely this isn’t for me? This seems too much. My two escorts say that it is, and my brain starts to whir again, at a million miles an hour. This must be more serious than I thought – far worse than tax fraud. 

			The three of us manoeuvre ourselves into a sideways formation to get in the van. As I’m still a little drunk and have had no sleep, this is easier said than done. They uncuff me from themselves and, instead, just cuff my hands together – progress of sorts, I suppose. In case you’ve ever wondered what it’s like inside those vans; there are two doors at the back leading to another cell. In I go. The door slams. There is a tiny bench, so I take a pew and wait to be transported across London. 

			I sit and watch the world go by through a tiny window I can just about see out of. I see people rushing to work and think that I would give anything to trade places with them. My work was great before Tom destroyed it. I look out for people I know, I look out for landmarks and pubs. The van is sweltering, and the journey seems to go on forever.

			We eventually arrive at the Old Bailey, and I am once again handcuffed to my two guards. We awkwardly repeat the sideways penguin shuffle. As I emerge into the light, I half expect them to put a towel over my head to protect me from the baying paparazzi. They don’t.

			We walk slowly into the Old Bailey. It’s an intimidating building with massive ceilings that add to my impending sense of doom. The panic swarms over me again. Behind its dignified façade is a mass of activity, people rushing around. I think everyone is looking at me and then I am hit by a massive fear of bumping into someone I know who is just going about their business. I think of an old schoolfriend, Nick Terras, a barrister who had advised me when I was considering taking action against several key UK banking figures. Thanks to Tom, I falsely believed these figures had been grossly incompetent and negligent. 

			I am delivered to the Old Bailey cells.

			For the third time in eight hours, I hear the sound of a cell door closing behind me. I hopelessly beg the officer in charge for more information. I ask why I am here and if my solicitor is coming. I even ask for a book to read to take my mind off it all. I could’ve done with the Bible, in all honesty. The response? ‘This is not a fucking library.’

			More pacing, hyperventilating and imagining the worst. I think back to everything that has happened – all the hope, despair and lunacy. I swear to myself that one day I will tell this story properly, while simultaneously wondering whether anyone will believe it. I momentarily feel better.

			The guard arrives. ‘Mr Phillips, your solicitor is here.’

			Before he can say anything, I unleash a torrent of words telling him what has happened over the last four years. Try as he might, he cannot stop the words pouring out of my mouth. I plead my innocence, and that I have done nothing wrong. 

			Once he has calmed me down, he informs me that he hasn’t had much time to find out pertinent information but does talk me through the likely reasons that I am here. In short, he thinks it is due to me not carrying out my obligations as the director of a company in liquidation, which, quite frankly, is nowhere near as bad as the other thousand theories in my head. He immediately reiterates that he hasn’t seen the paperwork so he can’t be sure. So I feel relieved and then unrelieved in quick succession. He says that whatever happens, I should let the judge do the talking.

			And then he leaves. 

			My brain is still going overtime. Does he think I am insane and is he washing his hands of me? Is he just trying to placate me with the liquidation story? Quite frankly I wouldn’t blame him – I am doing a good impersonation of a wino sitting on a park bench howling at the wind.

			I am now alone again, back with my thoughts, which are like a pick ‘n’ mix of doom.

			After what seems like another interminable wait, the guards arrive and put me back into handcuffs. I am led to a courtroom, and all I can do is stare at the floor. I am led into the dock and the judge comes into view via a video screen. He is not even here.  

			I stand, about to discover my fate. He starts to speak but I can’t make sense of the words. I can see his mouth moving, but all I can hear is noise. And then there’s nothing. Everything goes black, and I hit the deck.
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backstory

		

	
		
			2
back to the beginning

			1966–1990

			Handcuffed in the Old Bailey awaiting my fate all seemed a long way from a rather idyllic upbringing. I like to tell people I grew up in a castle, but in reality it was a boarding school run by my parents, called Nevill Holt. On the outside, it looked magnificent, and the joy of bringing people to my ‘house’ never subsided.

			On the inside however, Nevill Holt was a mass of classrooms and badly decorated school facilities. My grandfather had been a schoolmaster at the school and somehow (no one really knows how) managed to buy it in 1927 for £30,000. Which was a hell of a lot of money back then, especially for a lowly schoolmaster. I suspect my grandfather was probably my first – but definitely not my last – encounter with a conman. He was known to have faked his qualifications, pretending to have got a degree at the Sorbonne, and I remember my father telling me how every year he would blow up the boiler so he could claim on the insurance and go and stay in the Savoy. Like most conmen, he liked the finer things in life. He would have got on well with Tom.

			The real joy of life came in the school holidays when my brother, my sister and I had the run of Nevill Holt to ourselves. It was every boy’s dream. We had cricket pitches, tennis courts, a gym and a shooting range. Days would go by where I would wander around the playing fields with a rugby ball in my hand, imagining I was going to win the Grand Slam for England like Dusty Hare in 1980. Unfortunately, this make-believe world didn’t prepare me for what was to come later. But it did ignite a love of sport; with years spent running around sports fields and creating fantasy matches in my head. This was where my passion for the sporting world was born; a passion that Tom would lean on heavily when we worked together. 

			In the rare moments that I wasn’t busy imagining winning the World Cup, I was listening to music. My Hitachi hi-fi system and record collection were my pride and joy and it wasn’t long before I was heading into Leicester to watch gig after gig at the De Montfort Hall. The first I saw, at the age of twelve, featured Joy Division supporting the Buzzcocks. A love of music was something that Tom and I would bond over further down the line; we would spend hours in an office going through songs and creating playlists on iTunes.

			It was a fantastic upbringing – but in that slightly repressed middle-class English fashion. Everything had to be in a neat and tidy box. With this attitude there are always casualties: those who do not fit within the box. In our family it was my half-brother, Simon. My father had been married briefly before he married my mother. Simon was about ten years older than I, and a bit of a hero. A punk rocker when punk first started in the ’70s and someone who lived on the edge. 

			I went with him on a trip to the 1986 World Cup in Mexico, where we watched Diego Maradona score the greatest goal in the history of the World Cup – or possibly the greatest goal ever – while all around us English and Argentinian fans went head-to-head over the sovereignty of the Falklands. It was only a few years after the Falklands War and emotions were still running high, fuelled by the fact that beer was delivered to your seat for the princely sum of 20p. 

			After decamping to Acapulco for a few days and watching a nightclub host try and curate a game of musical chairs with drunken football hooligans (boy, those chairs were musical!), we returned to Mexico City to watch the final with another 115,000 people. What this did was give me a real taste for watching sports events abroad, which would then form a large part of my career. So, thanks for that, Simon. Sport would also be another massive shared love I had with Tom.  

			Back in the less dramatic setting of sunny Leicestershire, my teenage years were a ball. I attended a senior boarding school with amazing sports facilities and my love of sport continued to grow. Academically, I did fine and breezed along, doing just enough to get by – an attitude that perhaps made me more susceptible to what came later. 

			Another
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