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For ‘Two Livers’, wherever you are.


Author’s Note & Acknowledgements

ONCE AGAIN I am indebted to a number of people who contributed to Dave Hart’s further adventures. Lorne Forsyth, Jane Miller, Joanna Rice, Adam Shutkever, my oldest son Mark and my sister Margaret all contributed thoughts and comments, while my family put up with me while I was working on the latest instalment. But most of all I’m grateful to the investment bankers, hedge fund managers and others from the Square Mile who provide such extraordinary inspiration. And of course ‘Two Livers’, to whom this book is dedicated.


I’M DEAD.

I know I must be dead because I’m walking slowly up a long staircase in bare feet, wearing an old-fashioned nightgown, and I’m surrounded by puffy white clouds. Sitting or standing in the clouds are groups of beautiful young women, all dressed in long white gowns, all singing heavenly arias. I recognise Ilyana from Kiev, and Breathless Beth, and Fluffy and Thumper from the Pussycat Club, and there’s a stunning redhead from Warsaw whose name I’ve forgotten. Choruses of heavenly hookers, all serenading me as I ascend the final steps to a pair of huge iron gates, and standing in front of them a very ancient man with a long beard, who is staring at a book on a lectern.

‘Name?’ He has a deep, gravelly voice, commanding and stern, the sort of voice that makes me worry in case he somehow knows my guilty secrets. All of them.

‘H – Hart. Dave Hart.’ My mouth is dry and it’s an effort to get the words out. But at least I get a reaction as he looks up from the book.

‘Dave Hart? Are you kidding? You’re a fucking investment banker. Get out of here, you wanker!’

And suddenly a great wind is blasting through the railings of the gates and I’m tumbling, falling head over heels back down the stairs, and the girls have stopped singing and are all pointing at me and laughing, and I want to scream, need to scream, desperate to scream…

‘Aaaaaaargh!’

I open my eyes. I’m lying in bed in a small room with white painted walls.

An institutional room. The bed is narrow and uncomfortable and is surrounded by medical equipment with wires running under the covers and dials and flashing lights. I know I’m in hospital, but as I scream the door of my room bursts open and a policewoman runs in followed by a nurse.

A policewoman? In a hospital? Oh, for fuck’s sake. Now it’s coming back to me. I rest my head back on the pillow and try not to laugh.

I’m an investment banker. And not just any investment banker. I’m Dave Hart. I run the investment banking operations of the Erste Frankfurter Grossbank – ‘Grossbank’ to its friends – which I’ve turned from Sleepy Hollow into one of the most happening places in the City of London in a little over twelve months.

And most of my friends are investment bankers too. I still can’t recall exactly what I’m doing in hospital, but instinct takes over and I look at the policewoman and the nurse and grin.

My voice is croaky and it’s an effort to speak. ‘Don’t tell me – Dan Harriman sent you.’ Dan runs European equities at Hardman Stoney. He’s what passes in investment banking circles for one of my closest friends – which is to say that he’s always there when he needs you. But now it’s my turn and he’s done me a favour.

‘All right, get your kit off.’ I nod to the policewoman. ‘You first. I’ll start with a blow-job.’

They look at each other, pretending to be surprised, and neither of them undoes so much as a button. I stare at them. They’re not actually that pretty.

‘Come on, I don’t have all day.’ Actually I do have all day. I’m aching all over, and can feel wires attached by sticking plaster at strategic points all over my body. What’s going on?

The one who’s dressed as a policewoman speaks first. ‘Mister Hart – I’m Police Constable Hardy, attached to the Anti-Terrorist Squad.’

Now I’m impatient. You can take role-playing too far. ‘Honey, cut the bullshit – just get your top off.’ A thought is forming in my mind. I’m starting to blame that cheapskate Dan Harriman. Probably only paid for topless hand relief.

I close my eyes and sigh, half impatient, half exhausted, and am dimly aware of murmured voices, then something wet being rubbed on my bare arm, a sharp jab, and I drift off again.

*      *      *

VOICES ARE talking in my head. One of them is female, deep and husky, a measured, unhurried voice, oozing sexuality, the sort of voice that could hypnotise you. She’s talking to some kind of medic, a man, who seems nervous, almost intimidated by her.

‘So how long till he wakes up?’

‘Any time now. We’re letting him rest. Sleep is a great cure. The body needs to heal itself, but so does the mind. What he went through must have been extraordinary.’

A hand rests on my shoulder and I can smell the unmistakable scent of Un Bois Vanille by Serge Lutens. ‘He’s tough. He can take a lot more than most of us.’

Before I can feel a surge of manly pride, the medic cuts in.

‘Well, he certainly has. And our guess is that although he’s been taking it for years, he really maxed out in the past twelve months. He’s tested positive for opiates and cocaine – exceptionally high readings in both cases – his liver shows massive stress from alcohol abuse, and he seems to have been taking an enormous volume of drugs normally associated with penile erectile dysfunction.’

Penile erectile dysfunction? Me? Who does this guy think he is? Let him try shagging four hookers a night when he’s high on coke and plastered with cocktails and champagne. That’s it. I’ve had enough. My eyes pop open and I struggle to sit up in bed.

Standing next to me, wearing a pale grey Donna Karan trouser suit with a pashmina and huge diamond earrings, probably by Graff, is a vision of blonde loveliness. No, she’s not a hooker, though she could earn a fortune if she chose to be – film stars, Presidents and tycoons would sell their souls for an hour of her company. And Dan Harriman definitely didn’t send her. A woman this beautiful surely shouldn’t have a brain as well, but Laura ‘Two Livers’ MacKay is an investment banker, one of the most dedicated, focussed, over-achieving storm troopers in the Square Mile. We call her Two Livers because she has a biological advantage over the rest of us: she can drink for England, and frequently has done, giving her an advantage that mere intellect could never compete with. In fact, she’s not just any banker, she’s my number two running all corporate business at Grossbank, and suddenly a whole flood of memories return.

She sees my eyes open and leans close, so that I can feel her breath on my cheek.

‘Hi boss. You okay?’ I love it when a woman calls me boss. Especially a beautiful one.

She’s got a sexy half smile on her face. It’s the sort of wicked, ‘come to bed’ look that makes me want to tear the covers off, pull the wires off my body and… but instead I smile weakly and a pounding takes over in my head.

‘Boss – you’re not in great shape.’

‘Wh – what do you mean?’

‘There was a bomb under your car.’

I lie back and close my eyes. I remember. I’d just had a phone call from the love of my life, Sally ‘Perfectly White Panties’ Mills, mother of Toby, Jasper and Monty and wife of Trevor the underachieving teacher, a woman who can’t be bought, who comes from a planet in a different galaxy to investment banking, and who was finally leaving her husband and children to be with me.

And I blew it. I rushed out of the house, ignoring my bodyguard, leapt into the car and turned the key in the ignition. I’m not quite sure what happened next, but I never got to see those perfectly white panties.

There were bad guys circling. Grossbank had seized the funds of a string of dodgy institutions who seemed to be a bit too close to the terrorist finance action. It wasn’t that I wanted to be a hero, just that they sort of pissed me off, and events took on a momentum of their own. I got on the wrong side of them and I suppose they wanted to make an example.

Two Livers reaches across to a bedside table and holds up a newspaper. It’s the Post, and there’s a photograph of two figures illuminated by a huge explosion in the background as a fireball engulfs a car. Shit. That was my car, my Bentley, with the personalised number plate, H1 PAY. ‘Nine Lives Hart survives bomb, saves bodyguard’. I shake my head in bewilderment.

Two Livers touches my arm, reassuring, tender. ‘It didn’t go off properly.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The police have told us. When you turned the key in the ignition, you set off the detonator. There must have been a small explosion, but it didn’t set off the explosives under the fuel tank. At least not straight away. The bodyguard pulled you out and was dragging you away, when this happened.’

I look at the picture again. I vaguely recall being manhandled out of the car, leaning on someone strong, then another blast and we span around together – and were photographed. I take the newspaper and start reading despite the thumping in my head. We were photographed by a thirteen year old girl called Anna Mahaffey, who was walking along the street and just happened to have a camera on her mobile phone. She snapped what became the defining image of the Dave Hart car bombing, wired across the world to every newspaper and TV station. And she caught us spinning around with the force of the explosion in that split second when it appeared the bodyguard was on top of me, and that I was carrying him.

Damn, I’m a hero. Again.

‘You were pretty badly shaken up.’

‘Sh – shaken up? What do you mean?’ I point at the wires and the monitors. ‘Y – you mean I wasn’t injured?’

‘No. Nothing more than a few scratches. You’re in here now to deal with the drugs and the booze.’

*      *      *

I’VE OFTEN heard it said – mostly by me – that compromise is the enemy of achievement. When it comes to PR, the best firm in the business is Ball Taittinger. They are quite simply the most shit hot outfit there is with the best connections and the most clout. If what you are doing requires the very best, then you hire these guys. For everything else, use an ordinary firm. They’re reassuringly expensive, and I insist on paying top dollar. Or at least I insist on Grossbank paying top dollar. Naturally, I’m looked after by the super cool, sleek, grey-haired senior partner, a man in his early sixties with almost as many miles on the clock as I have myself – although I think my clock’s been round the dial once already – and whom I call the Silver Fox.

Today the Silver Fox is going to help me deal with my drug habit, my alcoholism, and my addiction to sex.

I’m staying at the Abbey, a super-expensive, ultra-chic private hospital for the rich and famous, that specialises in addiction. The Abbey doesn’t actually cure you of whatever it is you are addicted to – you have to do that yourself – but it’s great PR, and with the right spin you can turn a problem into an opportunity. You’re not weak, selfish, stupid and possibly criminal. You’re a victim. People don’t condemn you, they sympathise with you. And once you’ve done a few weeks out of the public eye, you can return once more to your normal abusive lifestyle.

The doctors here think I should be dead.

In a way that’s kind of flattering. They keep bringing along young interns who stare at the readings and look at me with awe. On the other hand, I see it differently. The way I see it, I’m probably not the first investment banker to have suffered from the occasional moment of stress. Naturally, we all have different ways of dealing with it. Some unwind over a glass or two of whisky. Others get into drugs, with cocaine probably still the number one choice. Some prefer the comforts they can find in the arms of a beautiful woman – or two, or sometimes more. Being a very senior investment banker, and extremely rich and powerful – not to mention both stressed and greedy – I prefer all three, preferably at the same time.

The problem is that eventually it catches up with you.

And so instead of finally getting together with the love of my life, the gorgeous Sally Mills – who has left me a tearful voicemail saying our love ‘is not to be’ (we’ll see about that) and that she has returned, distraught, to beg forgiveness from the under-achieving schoolteacher – I’m being prepped for an exclusive interview and a photo-shoot with Her Magazine.

I’m going to tell some dimwit airhead woman reporter that I wasn’t shagging hookers every night for fun, but because I needed a release; that I got into drugs out of casual curiosity and I was snared before I knew it, and now I want to share my experience with young people everywhere. That part is true. I’ve a lot of experience I’d like to share with blonde seventeen year olds, but I’ll be careful not to share that with the reporter. And finally I’ll talk about the evils of drink. I have a particularly evil fifty-year-old Scotch in my bedside cabinet, but I’ll keep it out of sight while we do the interview.

After that there’ll be more interviews, eventually a TV appearance on Dick and Julie, and once it’s all out in the open, I’ll get back to work. I’m desperate to get back to work. I need to before the board realise quite how redundant I was before all this happened.

*      *      *

FIVE TEDIOUS weeks have passed. Weeks that were boring beyond belief. The bastards took my whisky away. They wouldn’t let me buy drugs. And sex was out of the question.

Can you believe that? And I was actually paying to be deprived.

I ended up working out maniacally in the gym, if only to escape the boredom, lost weight, shaped up, and found after a while that the cravings started to fade – or at least that’s what I claimed with absolute sincerity in the group therapy sessions and the long conversations on a couch with my shrink. They say that addicts can be very cunning, but investment bankers are even smarter.

Yes, we’re plausible.

And now it’s over. The papers have all carried my story, the hero has sought and received redemption, and with the help of the Silver Fox, I’m going to make a triumphal return to Grossbank.

I’ve moved into an apartment in Whitehall Court, near the supposed safety of the heart of government, with well-patrolled streets and my own team of bodyguards. I still have Tom, my driver, well over six feet tall and built to impress, who drives me in an armoured S-class Mercedes. But we also have two other cars – Range Rovers – one of which drives ahead of us and one behind. In the Range Rovers are my bodyguards, whom I’ve called the Meat Factory. They are led by Scary Andy, a six-foot six-inch ex-Royal Marine weighing in at just over two hundred pounds. Arnie ‘the Terminator’ is not quite as tall, but even wider, and weighs in at two hundred and forty pounds. They are my regulars, but are supplemented by a whole team of human wardrobes.

Everywhere I go, I feel as if my little convoy creates its own hole in the ozone layer, three gas guzzlers complete with heavies to transport one greying, tired-looking, middle-aged man in a suit. How sad is that?

On the other hand, it works wonders for the ego, which is probably why politicians love it. On a good day it can feel totally Hollywood. Entering a room with a bunch of heavies wearing suits and dark glasses is rather like being in a scene from The Godfather. Better yet, it can feel positively Presidential. Sadly I won’t ever be President of the United States, but there are times when I feel that being Dave Hart is the next best thing. The only bit I miss is the bag man, the uniformed officer with a briefcase containing the nuclear launch codes. Imagine if I had access to the nuclear launch codes. Then we’d really have a party…

And the aphrodisiac effect on women is remarkable. When I walk into a room surrounded by my wardrobes, all of whom are taller, stronger and manlier than me, guess who the ladies look at? That’s right – the little guy in the middle, the one the heavies hold the door for.

But today is different. Today the heavies will stay in the background, as I stage-manage the final part of my rehabilitation: my triumphal return to the trading floor of the bank where I made my name.

We pull up outside the Grossbank building, and I pretend the press cameras and the TV crews aren’t there as Tom helps me out of the car, passes me my crutches – yes, crutches – and I make my way painfully and bravely to the foyer, where Two Livers and my loyal team are waiting for me.

I look around the eager, smiling faces of my heads of department. Bastards.

I know they’ll have been scheming. I’ll leave it a couple of days to make them feel safe, then have a couple taken out and shot to encourage the others.

We go up in the lift to the sixth floor, where the sales and trading teams are and where I keep my corner office, looking out towards the Bank of England.

As I emerge onto the floor there’s pandemonium, as all business stops and the traders cheer and whoop and high five each other. Isn’t it wonderful? My people love me. The fact is, they couldn’t have cared less about me, and why should they? Imagine the extra headroom in the bonus pool if I wasn’t around to take the first slice.

I struggle manfully to my office, where Maria, my longsuffering, loyal secretary is waiting for me. Maria is mid-forties, heavily built, half German and a Grossbank lifer. She understands me – well, sort of – and we get on well. When I’m ten yards from her, I pause. A hush descends on the trading floor as I drop the crutches and walk slowly, painfully towards my office. In my head I’m playing the theme tune from Chariots of Fire as I drag myself one painful step at a time. Only when I get there do I catch hold of the doorframe and turn to wave to the troops. A great cheer goes up. I’m back, and the cameras have caught it all.

Once I’m inside my office Maria draws the blinds so I can wander over to the desk in privacy, put my feet up and light a cigar, blowing smoke rings at the ‘No Smoking’ sign on the wall.

*      *      *

MY FIRST day back in the office passes slowly as I get up to speed with what’s happened to the business while I was away.

Just as I feared, it’s been going brilliantly, masterminded by my two key lieutenants, Two Livers, who handles all the corporate business, and Paul Ryan, the head of Markets, who looks after sales and trading. Paul is the Brad Pitt of Grossbank, tall, fit, good-looking, charming, but unlike Brad Pitt he’s gay. I’m very pleased about Paul’s sexual orientation. It means that out of the top three people running Grossbank in London, the only predatory heterosexual male is me.

Maria calls through on the intercom. I assume it’s another ‘welcome back’ call from someone senior at another firm. I’ve been getting a lot of them. All the heads of the major firms have called, and I even had a bunch of roses from Tripod Turner, the biggest swinging dick of them all, Chief Investment Officer at the Boston International Group, the world’s biggest investing institution. Herman Schwartz, the Frankfurt-based Chairman of Grossbank, has sent me a long, handwritten personal letter of welcome, and Two Livers has sent me an email saying she’s so pleased to have me back that if I’m free tonight she’d like to invite me round to her place for a special treat. I like it when she gives me special treats.

‘Who is it?’

‘Mister Hart, I have Wendy on line three.’

Shit. Wendy is my ex-wife. She wants something. She’ll have heard I’m back, and now she’ll expect to resume normal milking activities – briefly paused while I was in recovery – and the pretext will be Samantha, our daughter, who has recently celebrated her fourth birthday. I couldn’t actually make it in person, but I did send a van-load of presents, so this had better not be a complaint.

I flick the button on the speakerphone. ‘Darling, how are you?’

‘Wh – what? Dave, it’s me – Wendy.’

‘Wendy? Wendy who? But I thought – oh, shit…’ I hang up and grin. That’ll really piss her off.

Paul Ryan comes to see me. He’s looking incredibly elegant in a way that no straight Englishman could ever manage – in fact a straight guy would have to be Italian to look this good – but he’s come to say he’s concerned about me.

‘Dave – you can’t carry on the way you were… you know… before all this happened.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know what I mean. The whole lifestyle thing. You were killing yourself. It simply isn’t viable.’ He’s just a little wary, watching to see if he’s overstepped the mark and I’m going to explode. He doesn’t want to alienate the Golden Goose, but at the same time can’t allow it to carry on mainlining heroin. ‘I don’t know if anyone else is going to tell you this, but I am. You have to change. You have to get this stuff under control.’

Damn, he’s good. If I had a couple of scoring cards behind my desk I’d hold up ten points for sincerity. But then I check him out again and nobody’s that good. He actually means it. Or have I lost my touch and I just can’t read him anymore?

The problem for people who run investment banks is finding colleagues who are prepared to disagree with you – at least up to a point. This is why I like Paul and Two Livers so much. If you hand out tens of millions of pounds each year at bonus time, most people want to stay on the right side of you at all costs. Announce that you’re planning to open an investment banking operation in Antarctica, and most of them will convince you you’re a genius, a visionary who’s ahead of the game and will steal a march on the competition.

‘Paul, I know. I need to re-focus my priorities. Life isn’t just about money. What’s the point of having lots of money if all you do is count it?’

He’s nodding, agreeing with me. I’m not sure quite where this is going, but I’m feeling relaxed, so I decide to press on.

‘Sex is also important. And drugs. And of course alcohol and fast cars, even if most of us don’t know how to drive them properly.’

‘No, Dave, no – don’t go there. Dave, we’re bankers. This isn’t rock and roll.’

‘Really?’ I say this as if I kind of wish it was. Which maybe I do. He’s got up and he’s standing facing me. ‘Dave, those things were destroying you.’

‘Is that right?’ I thought they stopped me getting bored. I was planning to treat this as a light-hearted piss-take and have a laugh. But he could be right. ‘You may be right. Okay. Look – I’ll ease up on the drink.’

‘And the drugs.’

I nod. ‘And the drugs.’

‘And the hookers.’

‘Okay, okay – I promise.’ He strides round the desk and I get up quickly, wondering if he’s going to attack me for taking the piss. But instead he embraces me, a big bone-crunching hug, and I smile broadly and squeeze him back.

‘I give you my word, Paul. I’ll ease up on the drink, the drugs and the hookers.’

At least before lunch.

*      *      *

I’M BORED. This was always my problem in the past, and it’s even worse now. The thing about being in charge is that you don’t really have to do anything. Sure, you can fill your days with meetings, where your subordinates brief you on things and try to look good (but for what – so you can pay them more?), or you meet clients and shake their hands and mouth platitudes to convince them that their business is important to the bonus pool – I mean, the firm – or hold morale boosting ‘town hall’ meetings where you patronise junior employees by reading out ‘key corporate messages’ prepared by the Human Resources Department or the worker bees in Corporate Communications – ‘one dream, one team, one firm’ – or some such twaddle. It would all seem so futile, if it weren’t for the millions of pounds I get paid for doing it.

In an attempt to raise my spirits, Paul and Two Livers are taking me to the Berkmann Schliebowitz drinks party. It’s a modest bash hosted by one of Wall Street’s most successful firms for their five hundred closest friends in the London market. It’s being held at the Embalmers’ Hall, one of the oldest livery companies in the City of London, and anyone who is anyone in the Square Mile will be there. Champagne, ice sculptures, entertainers – I can hardly wait.

Tom drops us off about half an hour after the due time, mainly because they had to twist my arm to go. I’m in a foul mood. I haven’t had sex all day, my nose is running and my mouth is dry. I could fix all this in a couple of phone calls, but they won’t let me.

So instead we find ourselves waiting in line to collect our name badges from a pretty girl at the reception desk, behind a very tall, mid-thirties, balding American with a deep booming voice and a very athletic figure. He’s the sort of man who exudes certainty – you just know he was a college football star, got all the top grades, comes from a privileged family, probably ‘East Coast aristocracy’, and he has what the Americans call Big Verbal Presence: take him to a meeting, any meeting, even if he knows nothing at all about what’s being discussed, and he’ll talk a lot at great volume and Be Impressive. These days, this is what the American investment banks like – quiet, short, thoughtful people need not apply.

Right now, he’s being Verbally Massive with the receptionist, who is trying to be polite but is obviously flustered.

‘The name is Hurst. H – U – R – S – T. That’s G. Herbert Hurst the Third. From Schleppenheim. That’s Schleppenheim with an S. I’m head of Derivatives. That’s with a D.’

He says all this in a slowed down, ‘I’m talking to a moron’ manner. The receptionist blushes delightfully and looks flustered. I guess she’s about twenty-three, quite pretty with a trim figure and a cute butt, and from the sound of her accent, comes from Poland. She’s probably getting the minimum wage, working nights to earn money and putting up with shit from the likes of G. Herbert. She looks at him helplessly. There isn’t a name badge for him, although he is on the list.

‘I’m very sorry. This won’t take a moment.’

Exasperated, he turns to us as the next in line, does a double-take when he sees Two Livers and raises his eyes heavenwards, as if trying to elicit some sympathy at the nonsense that People Like Us sometimes have to suffer at the hands of the merely mortal. Two Livers stares right through him.

The receptionist goes to make him up a badge, but he ignores her and walks past.

‘I think most of the people here know who I am.’

Wanker. I look at Two Livers and Paul and we nod to each other. If they didn’t know who G. Herbert Hurst the Third was before tonight, they certainly will in about thirty minutes. As we take our badges, I growl to the others, ‘Let’s nail the motherfucker.’

We peel off in different directions, Paul seeking out the trading types while Two Livers and I head for the bar. She’s wearing a skirt and jacket by Chanel, flatteringly snug in all the right places, without being in any way revealing, shoes by Jimmy Choo and jewellery by Kiki McDonough. Heads turn as we pass, and they aren’t looking at me.

We get to the bar, where I catch the barman’s eye and nod towards Two Livers: ‘Fill her up.’ At first he doesn’t understand, then Two Livers leans forward and whispers something in his ear, and he scurries off, returning with two mojitos, and hands them both to her. She heads off into the crowd, doing the old ‘excuse me, I’m taking this drink to a friend’, so she can briefly mumble to the tedious, while staying on the move to nail down our prey.

I take a glass of champagne and wander over to the corner of the room, where some of the senior people are holding court.

Dan Harriman is talking to Clive Gunn, who runs the sales trading side of Prince’s, and a tall, early forties, fair-haired guy I don’t recognise.

‘Hey Dave – come on over. Let me introduce you.’

Dan is heavily overweight, sweating, and looks like he’s had about four martinis too many. ‘Dave Hart, from Grossbank, this is Vladimir Kommisarov, from First Siberian Bank.’

Vlad the Impaler is well-known in the markets, though I’ve never met him before. He gets his nickname not because he’s an aggressive trader, but from his alleged prowess with the ladies. He’s been sent by his masters in the Kremlin to set up a heavyweight investment banking operation in London. He has a firm grip and nods respectfully. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you, Mister Hart. You are truly an amazing man.’

Wow – how about that for an opening line? I like him already. And I like his bank. The Russians have hit London in force, and are setting up investment banking operations to take on all-comers. Amongst the Russians, OneSib, as they are known in the market, are the biggest. Vlad has deep pockets behind him and a serious game to play. They are planning to hire two hundred professionals for their London operation and he’s definitely in the market for talent. In no time at all we are getting on like a house on fire, talking the talk the way heads of investment banks do, swapping tales of business trips to the Ukraine – ‘Six in a bed – at the same time? Really? It must have been a huge bed’ – and sharing addresses and phone numbers in London – ‘Are they really twins? And they make you watch first? Hot candle wax where?’

And then across the room I spot G. Herbert, clutching an orange juice and sharing his wisdom with a couple of shorter guys from other firms. I point him out to the others.

‘Do you know him?’

Dan and Vlad don’t know him, but Clive does. ‘We deal with him a bit on the derivatives side. Seems sharp enough.’

I tap the side of my nose. ‘Not as sharp as he should be.

Word has it – and this could be complete bullshit – that Schleppenheim could make a third quarter loss on the back of some of his trades.’

‘Really?’

I nod knowingly. ‘They’re putting a brave face on it, running fast to make good their bad positions. It’s not impossible they’ll dig their way out and no one will ever know. But let’s just say he may not have a long term future round there.’ I snort. ‘Or anywhere.’

Vlad seems stunned. ‘But he is said to be very bright.’ Vlad obviously does know him after all, or at least the headhunter who’s been retained to hire OneSib’s two hundred new employees does.

I wink and pat him on the back. ‘All I’ll say is let the buyer beware.’ I tap the side of my nose again. ‘Trust me on this one.’

Behind me, Two Livers is standing by the bar, doing tequila slammers with a couple of corporate finance types from one of the US firms. The guys are already unsteady on their feet, perspiring and starting to slur their words. They have no idea who they are drinking with. As I pass, I see them looking at G. Herbert as she speaks.

‘…and I’ve heard there are three lawsuits in the process of being settled already. Quietly, obviously. No firm wants publicity like that. He just can’t keep it zipped up.’

They seem amazed. ‘But he always comes across as such a straight type. We go to the same gym. He works out pretty hard, plays golf at the weekend. Single, no girlfriend as far as I know. Pretty boring if you ask me. He’s certainly serious about his career.’

‘No girlfriend? Maybe that’s why he keeps misbehaving at work. But these days you just can’t do that stuff. Not unless you’re really senior.’

I head to the bar for a refill, and pass Paul Ryan talking to an obviously gay – which is to say incredibly good-looking and immaculately turned out – Asian guy who I remember as head of Debt Capital Markets at Samara Bank. They are also looking at G. Herbert.

‘…sure I’ve seen him cruising. He often comes to the Sugar Club late on a Friday night. He does this big thing at work about being straight, but once he’s done a few lines, well…’

‘So he’s a user?’ The Asian guy looks disdainful. He obviously doesn’t approve.

‘Big time.’ Paul sniffs theatrically. ‘Loves the stuff.’

And so it goes on. We work the crowd, pleased to have something worthwhile to do on what might otherwise have been a routine occasion. When we eventually leave, ten minutes after our deadline, G. Herbert is standing alone in the centre of the room. He’s somehow morphed into the social equivalent of the Invisible Man, finding it strangely hard to get anyone to catch his eye, despite seeing so many familiar faces in the crowd. He’s dimly aware that all around him huddled conversations are taking place and strange looks are coming his way. There’s a peculiar vibe tonight, and he can’t quite put his finger on it. In fact if he didn’t know better he’d be paranoid. Christ, I love my job.

*      *      *

TWO LIVERS is angry. I only made it into the office at three in the afternoon, after an all night party. I don’t feel exactly brilliant, though I have a feeling that if only I could remember where I went and what I was doing, I must have had a great time. I sit at my desk, trying to look as if I’m concentrating, while all the time resisting the urge to run to the bathroom and throw up.

‘Earth to Dave…hello? Is anyone there? Dave, be honest. You’re never going to change, are you?’

I shrug and try to look pitiful, which is not too hard with a brass band marching up and down in my head. ‘I might get worse.’

I’m not sure if I meant it as a joke, but if I did, it didn’t work.

‘Dave, you’re bored. You know it and I know it. You need a challenge, something to get you interested again, something to engage you.’

She’s right. I am incredibly bored. The investment banking business is doing fantastically well, Herman and the board keep sending me messages of congratulation and invitations to ever more boring celebratory dinners in Frankfurt, but I really have no interest. I keep thinking about Sally, the love of my life, who has changed her phone number, returns my letters unopened, and refuses all contact. Bloody women. You can’t live with them, but I certainly can’t live without this one – at least not until I finally get inside those perfectly white panties.

It’s strange how the mind works. Sometimes the subconscious makes connections in a way that the rational intellect would find impossible. Perfectly white panties make me think of the lingerie worn by the women I’ve slept with recently, all of which was dark coloured or black. I struggle to think of a non-G-string-wearing woman with traditional white cotton panties, and the last one I recall sleeping with was… French. And one thought

leads to another.

‘I’ve got an idea.’

‘What sort of idea?’ She has an expectant twinkle in her eye, and I don’t think it’s to do with sex. Sometimes I really can surprise her.

‘I’ve been thinking about it for a while.’ About five seconds, actually. ‘We’re going to do what Grossbank should have done long ago. A major strategic move. What the Germans do best.’

‘What’s that?’

‘We’re going to invade France.’

Two Livers’ eyes widen and she takes a sharp intake of breath. I love it when she does that.

I flick the switch on the intercom. ‘Maria – get me the Silver Fox!’

*      *      *

INVESTMENT BANKING is ninety per cent form and ten per cent substance. My rivals say I’ve always hired the best to deal with the form, taking care of the substances myself, but that’s just sour grapes. However, it is true that the most important events in life require the most meticulous stage management.

And nothing beats a good invasion.

We’re not actually going to invade the whole of France, just one of the bastions of its financial community, Société Financière de Paris, or SFP for short. SFP is a stock broking and investment banking business headquartered in a fantastic old building not far from the Louvre. It employs a couple of thousand people, and – very importantly for me – its shares are listed on the Paris Bourse. First thing Monday morning its share price goes haywire. Someone is in there buying SFP stock like it’s going out of fashion. It is what used to be called a dawn raid – we go in hard and early, taking everyone by surprise, acquire as big a position as we can manage, then announce we are there and see what happens.

When we disclose that Grossbank has a fifteen per cent stake in SFP, the price goes even higher. The financial press are all over us, demanding to know if taking this stake is a prelude to something bigger, and we actually intend to make a takeover bid for one of France’s oldest established financial institutions, a firm whose name is synonymous with the French establishment.

Naturally, guided by the Silver Fox, we say nothing. ‘Any comment at this time would be inappropriate. However, we look forward to fruitful discussions with the board of SFP in the coming days on matters of mutual interest.’ That sends the stock up another five per cent.

On the Wednesday morning I fly in to Paris with Two Livers and Paul Ryan. Grossbank has its own Paris-based operation, and the team there meet us and we head off in a convoy of black limousines for the SFP headquarters.

When we get there, even I’m impressed. The entrance hall is enormous, with marble floors, huge columns going up to a vaulted ceiling, and magnificent oils on the walls. It feels more like the Presidential palace than an investment bank. If the intention is to impress clients arriving here, it certainly works.

We are shown up to the fifth floor, to another enormous anteroom full of antique furniture, where the loudest noise is the ticking of ancient clocks. A pretty assistant sits at a desk in absolute silence, until a full fifteen minutes have passed, and then gets up – apparently without being signalled to do so – and invites us to follow her into the boardroom.

She opens massive double doors and we go into a large conference room with an oval table, around which fifteen elderly men are seated. The Chairman, Jean-Marie LeGrand, a portly, bald septuagenarian, remains seated, staring at us as if it’s 1940 all over again and we’ve arrived to take their surrender. I look around the room. None of the others will meet my glance. No one gets up to shake our hands or introduce themselves. There are three empty chairs at the far end of the table, and the assistant directs us to take a seat.

LeGrand clears his throat and speaks very slowly. ‘So, Monsieur ’art… welcome to Paris.’

Oh, the French do so love their irony. It’s about as chilly a welcome as he could give without actually throwing us out. I feel I should do something to break the ice, like telling a joke. ‘Gentlemen, do you know how many Frenchmen it takes to defend Paris? No? Neither do I. In fact no one does. Because they’ve never tried.’ On reflection, it wouldn’t be a great start. And I do want this to start well, even though it may end differently.

‘Thank you, Monsieur LeGrand. My colleagues and I are delighted to be here. Please let me introduce, on my left, Laura MacKay, head of Corporates at Grossbank…’ Being Frenchmen, they cannot help but scrutinise Two Livers and nod their approval. ‘…and on my right, Paul Ryan, head of Markets.’

Paul gets a cursory glance from a couple of them, but mostly they stay looking at Two Livers. I pause and look around the room, doing my ‘cheerfully optimistic, possibly just a little bit naive, but fundamentally has his heart in the right place’ impression. ‘Thank you for agreeing to see us today. May I say a few words?’

LeGrand nods and waves his hand casually, obviously comfortable sitting at the head of his own board table. ‘Of course, Monsieur – if you believe you ’ave something of interest or relevance to propose to us.’ He says this with utter contempt. How could we possibly have anything interesting to say? We’re foreigners, after all.

I look down at the table, pause to collect my thoughts and compose myself, because I need to keep a straight face. I look up.

‘Gentlemen, France is a great nation.’

You can hear a pin drop. All of them are staring at me. I have their full attention. I say the next part very slowly.

‘The reason that France is a great nation, is because the French are a great people.’

Now I’ve got them. They love me. Whatever I say next really does not matter. I could spend half an hour reading from the telephone directory and all they would remember would be the two opening lines. Gotcha.

I go on to say that because France is such a major nation, a centre of influence and power, a place of cultural sophistication punching well above its considerable weight, Grossbank needs not just a presence in the Paris market, but a leading position. We could grow our own business, but it would take years. Or we could buy into an existing firm and draw up a co-operation agreement that would work to our mutual benefit. We have chosen the latter course, and since we are only interested in the very best, we have come to SFP.

The way to a Frenchman’s heart is via his ego. Sometimes their egos are enormous, so pander to them. In the case of a very senior Establishment Frenchman like LeGrand, getting him and his ego in the room at the same time can be quite a challenge. But I think I’ve managed it.

LeGrand finally gets up, comes down to the far end of the table, and with a broad smile shakes my hand and embraces me. I can even smell his after-shave, which I disapprove of. I’m wearing Eau de Jade from the Armani Black Collection, and I hope he appreciates it. He then gives Paul a brief handshake, and Two Livers gets an even bigger embrace than I did. The other board members take their cue and get up to shake hands with Paul and me and line up to take turns embracing Two Livers, who makes sure she doesn’t make eye contact with me, in case we both crack up.

*      *      *

I WAS only partly bullshitting in what I said about France. I do in fact love the place. I love the mountains, the beaches, the vineyards, the wide open spaces. On an individual basis, I even like some of the people. Well, some of the women anyway. The problem is that collectively they are a pain in the arse, a bunch of absurdly strutting cockerels, who cling to past glories in a way that makes the Brits seem forward-looking, and assert their independence by being as difficult as they can about any issue you care to name.

Do you remember the neutron bomb? It was a Cold War invention, a ‘clean’ nuclear device that did not cause much physical blast damage, but could penetrate buildings and tank armour and irradiate the people inside. It was a nuclear weapon that might actually have been used, if the Soviet armies had ever rolled forward into West Germany, because the radiation decayed in a few days, leaving the countryside pristine, but rather quiet. The codename was ‘Instant Sunshine’. I have a theory about the neutron bomb. I don’t think it was meant for the Russians at all. France is the nation for which God gave us the neutron bomb.

Having sweet-talked the board, we now sit down at ‘working level’ and spend a couple of days thrashing out a co-operation agreement. We agree to raise Grossbank’s stake in SFP to twenty-five per cent, but on a friendly, pre-announced basis. At the same time we will merge Grossbank’s fledgling French business into SFP. I will join the SFP board, and the two firms will invest together in expanding the share trading business, under the new co-heads of French equities, Werner Grubmann from Grossbank, and Olivier Martin from SFP.

Mutual expressions of goodwill are exchanged between our two great firms, there is respect and trust on both sides, and we look forward to a bright future together based on a clear alignment of interests. Truly everything is for the best in the best of all possible worlds.

Yeah, right.

Werner Grubmann is hand-picked by me. He knows nothing about the Paris Bourse, but he could run a mean concentration camp. He has the look of a Hollywood villain straight from central casting. Shaven-headed, tall and muscular; even by German standards he has a limited sense of humour. He also has toxic halitosis, which is so bad he could be Germany’s secret weapon. Send him into the caves at Tora Bora and he’d clean out the Taliban in twenty minutes. And like everyone I’ve ever met who is afflicted in this way, he has no sense of personal space, but loves to crowd up close to you.

Olivier Martin on the other hand, is short, skinny, fastidious, intellectual and fancies that he has a superb sense of ironic humour. Clearly, they are a match made in heaven.

*      *      *

BACK IN the office in London, I feel as if I’ve lit the blue touch paper. Now all I have to do is stand back and wait for the explosion. But just in case, I hire in a specialist media consultant, Ed Black of Black Associates, to work quietly alongside the Silver Fox, doing the things that he wouldn’t.

That may have something to do with the French press somehow getting hold of the story that the SFP building has been earmarked by Grossbank’s real estate division for re-development. Somehow architectural drawings found their way into the hands of the media showing how much more valuable this prime site would be as a multi-storey car park.

Naturally the Mayor of Paris denies that this proposal even exists, and insists that if it did, he would never grant permission for the destruction and redevelopment of a historic landmark building. But then he would say that, wouldn’t he? And a couple of days later the real story breaks. SFP is to be cleared out to make way for a new American Embassy.

This one plays really well in the French press. The French just love the Americans. When the Mayor of Paris and the US Ambassador jointly deny that there is any such plan, everyone knows it must be true.

And then there’s the internet. On the internet, some wag has posted shots of what is claimed to be Grossbank’s fleet of corporate jets lined up at Orly Airport. We call them smokers, and we really do have a lot of them – I sometimes joke that I don’t have a jet, I have an entire air force.

The shots on the internet show a row of sleek, white Gulfstream jets with black crosses on their fuselages. As if Grossbank would actually paint black crosses on the sides of its planes – only a semi-hysterical, paranoid Frenchman could believe such a thing. But some of them do seem to be both paranoid and hysterical, and they are circulating by email shots of what they call the ‘Grossbank Luftwaffe’.

Meanwhile round at SFP the anti-German feeling is being fuelled by Werner Grubmann and the Grossbank team who are working with him on Projekt Adler – Project Eagle, as we have chosen to call it for friendly historical reasons.

On day three I get the first call from LeGrand. He’s hesitant about raising a delicate matter of personal style, but a number of his senior people have come to him to ask if he has noticed how Werner and the Grossbank team – who are all hand-picked from Frankfurt, and all of a similar build and stature to Werner – walk in step when they move around the building, and never knock before opening doors.

I play the innocent. ‘Jean-Marie, why are you people concerned? At Grossbank we don’t believe in knocking on people’s office doors. We believe in an open culture of trust and transparency. I told Werner myself, I said don’t be hesitant, just throw their doors open and smile, and say ‘We’re from Grossbank and we’re here to help you’. That’s our style. I always say my door is open for everyone. No one has anything to hide. Do your people have something to hide?’

‘Of course not,’ he blusters, ‘but it is like the old films of the Gestapo in the war. The door bursts open and they all come in. Sometimes six or eight of them at a time. My ’eads of department are not used to this.’

I assure him that these are minor teething problems, and the cultural fit will work itself out in no time. Germany and France have always been close, and are really a great natural match, aren’t they? I suggest he focuses more on fixing the press. Who is it, who is stirring up all this anti-German feeling?

His next call is more serious.

‘Dave, your people ’ere are too aggressive. This cannot continue. My best people will leave. ’alf of them already believe the firm is to be closed to make way for the new American Embassy, and now this – it is too much.’

‘Talk to me, Jean-Marie. Tell me what happened.’

He pauses, apparently flustered, collecting his thoughts. ‘It is Grubmann.’

‘You mean Werner? Isn’t he great? He’s a really good guy. I love him. And we’ve got lots like him. Thousands, in fact, and you’d be amazed how many are asking to be posted to Paris. This is so exciting.’

There’s a long pause at the other end, and I have the feeling that LeGrand is imagining thousands of shaven headed Germans marching in step down the Champs-Elysées, square-jawed and grim-faced, repeating over and over in strong, guttural accents: ‘Ve are from Grossbank and ve are here to help you.’

‘Dave – Werner has proposed that we sell the corporate art collection.’

There’s a long silence. He probably thinks I have to pick myself up from the floor after such a bombshell.

‘Not only that. He thinks we must sell the wine cellar too.’

Wow. Werner doesn’t mess around. Go in hard, and go for the jugular. Never forget, these guys invaded Russia.

‘Great, I think those are both really good ideas. I’ve heard you’ve got some real treasures on the walls there. And more in the cellars. Worth millions. We could make a real killing. Think of the bonus pool, Jean-Marie.’

I think I hear a gasp down the telephone, followed by an even longer silence.

‘Jean-Marie – are you there?’

‘Click. Brrrrr…’

Gotcha.

Now it’s only a matter of time.

*      *      *

THE PROBLEM with real life, is that things all happen at once. Just as I’m reaching the end game with my invasion of France, I’m brought down to earth with a bump. I’ve just hired a very expensive Head of Diversity for the Human Resources department in London, called Melissa Myers.

Melissa is a gorgeous mid-thirties brunette with a legal background and a fabulous figure with a sexy, hip-swinging walk that blows me away. She was previously at Prince’s, but as soon as I saw her I knew that I had to have her, so I doubled her money and gave her a three-year guarantee. Her role at Grossbank will be to ensure that all minorities in the workplace, but in particular women employees, are treated with appropriate dignity and respect at all levels of the organisation.

Today is her first day and I’m bending her over my desk – the blinds are closed and the little red ‘Do not disturb’ light is on over the door – and I’m trying her out from behind. Just as I’m about to explode, the door bursts open and Two Livers storms in. She’s furious.

‘Dave – get that thing off your penis and take a look at this.’

Beneath me, Melissa gasps, tenses, and I have a sudden fear of her going into spasm, clamping me tightly inside her and locking us together. I have client meetings today and even I couldn’t do them like this.

Most men would panic. I smile. ‘Have you two met? Melissa, this is Laura MacKay, Head of Corporates. Two Livers, this is Melissa…’

Two Livers ignores her. ‘Dave, cut the crap and look at this.’

She tosses a piece of paper on the desk next to the brunette, who is disengaging, mercifully allowing me to slide free, and pulls her skirt down, tries to straighten her hair and struggles to find something to say, but then realises that Two Livers and I are both ignoring her and takes flight from my office without saying a word. I turn away from Two Livers, remove my condom and zip myself up, then toss it in the bin under the desk. There are two others there already – it’s been a busy morning.

The paper is a Court Order, from the local sheriff’s court in Banffshire, where Sally Mills is living.

‘Compliance and Legal formally took receipt of it, but when they saw what it was they brought it to me. Dave, Sally Mills and her husband are saying you’ve been harassing her. And now the court are ordering you to have no further contact, direct or indirect. She’s a married woman and wants to stay that way.’

Damn. I flop down into my chair and pick up the Court Order again to read it through. ‘Harassment – what do they mean, harassment? I haven’t been harassing her.’

Two Livers takes a seat opposite me. ‘So what have you been doing?’

I shrug nonchalantly, but knowing that I won’t get away with lying. ‘I’ve been sending flowers.’

‘How often?’

I shrug again. ‘From time to time.’

‘How often?’

I get up and start to pace around the office. I hate it when she interrogates me. ‘Every day.’

‘Every day?’

‘That’s right. Every day. I wanted to keep the memory of me fresh in her mind.’

‘No wonder she feels harassed. Have you been doing anything else?’

‘Gifts.’

‘Gifts? What kind of gifts?’

I wave my hands helplessly. ‘You know the sort of thing – Tiffany, Bulgari, Chanel… the kind of things I imagined a woman wouldn’t necessarily find in Banffshire.’

‘What were they worth, these gifts?’

‘Don’t ask me – I didn’t count. I expensed them.’

‘But you must know roughly.’

‘Roughly? Oh, roughly… hundreds…’

‘Hundreds?’

‘…of thousands… More than a teacher makes, anyway.’

‘Jesus, Dave – you sent her flowers every day, and hundreds of thousands of pounds of gifts?’

‘All of which she returned.’

‘She returned them? What kind of whacko is she? Was there anything else?’

‘Not really. Well, except for the plane.’

‘The plane?’

‘I hired a plane.’

‘What for?’

‘To circle round her house with a sky sign.’

‘A sky sign? Dave, are you mad?’

I nod. ‘Madly in love, yes.’

‘What did the sign say?’

‘Oh, nothing very original. Sally I love you, Sally our love will never die, stuff like that. I heard it got into the local papers.’

‘You really are insane. No wonder she’s feeling harassed.’

‘What can I do?’

‘Draw a line, Dave. The past is the past. The moment’s gone.’ She gets up and stands close to me. I can smell her scent, and feel a stirring from the unfinished business she interrupted. I glance at my watch. My next meeting is in twenty minutes, but I don’t care if I’m late. ‘Oh, all right…’

*      *      *

I LOVE the Square Mile. It’s seven a.m. and I’m walking down Threadneedle Street, bodyguards on either side of me to part the crowds of pin stripes hurrying to their workstations. Take a deep breath and what can you smell? Money. It’s hanging in the air so thickly you can almost taste it. At times like this the City of London has to be the best place on earth.

I spent last night with Anya from Helsinki, a twenty-two year old student hoping one day to become an architect – yeah, right – and Anne from Sussex, an actress who’s between jobs – yeah, yeah. What they had in common, apart from working for the same escort agency and being great in bed, is a passably similar name. I’m finding it harder to remember their names these days, so my new approach is to call up girls with names that sound similar, or at least start with the same letter.

Do you think I’m wrong to pay for sex? Don’t kid yourself. We all pay for sex. One way or another. It’s just that I do it on my own terms, and I try to stay in control.

I’m running fifteen minutes later than planned. Tom got stuck in traffic, so I got out and walked. According to the radio some American banker called Hurst tried to end it all by jumping off Blackfriars Bridge. Loser couldn’t even get that right, and the river police had to fish him out, causing hold-ups all the way along the Embankment. His name rings a bell, but I can’t quite place it. They said on the radio he’d sent an email to his boss, who had recently given him notice to quit, claiming his life was in ruins, he’d lost all his friends, everyone had it in for him, and he just couldn’t take it anymore. Damned inconsiderate to hold up the early morning traffic.

I’m about to enter the bank, when my mobile phone goes off. It’s Jean-Marie LeGrand. He’s finally had it with the Germans. It didn’t take as long as I thought. The French never did have much stomach for a fight. I call Maria to change my plans and get a private jet organised to take me to Paris. It’s show time.

*      *      *

I’M MARCHING down the corridor towards LeGrand’s office. Werner and his team are flanking me, and yes, they do all march in step. Is this a natural German instinct? It’s kind of scary, and makes me walk faster, which in turn makes them speed up, until we are all hurtling down the corridor, throw open the doors, storm past the secretaries in the outer office and burst in on LeGrand, who leaps up from his desk, speechless with fear and surprise. I smile.

‘Jean-Marie – how good to see you.’ I hold out my hand, but he makes no move to shake it.

‘Dave – please ask your colleagues to leave my office immediately.’

I turn to Werner and the team and nod to them to leave. Werner doesn’t quite click his heels, but we can all tell that that’s what he wants to do. He does what I suppose he imagines is an impression of someone smiling and nods towards LeGrand, who steps back from the desk to avoid a wave of deadly, toxic halitosis. It was Jean-Paul Sartre who wrote that hell is other people. In Paris, it’s more specific than that. Hell is Werner Grubmann – Christ, he’s done a great job.

When the team have left, I sit down. ‘What is it, Jean-Marie?’

He looks beaten. ‘Dave, this strategic co-operation between SFP and Grossbank has been a catastrophe.’

‘Really? I thought it was going rather well. We have people queuing up to come over here.’

He shakes his head and stares at the blotter on his desk. ‘You ’ave to understand, Dave. We are a proud people with a great past.’ Yeah, right. I do the jokes around here. ‘Dave, it ’as not worked at all. And we cannot continue. I ’ave ’ad representations from the Finance Ministry, and from the regulatory authorities.’

‘What sort of representations, Jean-Marie?’

‘There are certain people… people who are very senior in the administration… people who prefer not to see SFP fall under the influence of a foreign bank.’

‘Really? Why on earth is that?’

He gives me a short, sharp look, checking to see if I’m taking the piss. ‘These people ’ave great influence. And they ’ave decided that there should be a merger between SFP and the Banque du Nord. It will be announced shortly. Both boards will sign today. Grossbank’s shares in SFP will be acquired by Banque du Nord for a substantial premium, but our co-operation must end.’

I sit back, amazed. ‘No – are you saying that someone high up in the government, in the French Establishment, has leant on Banque du Nord to buy out SFP just to keep the Germans away? And they’re paying for the privilege? You must be kidding. I thought the French wanted nothing more than to be in bed with the Germans.’

He squirms and I try not to grin. It’s the French way. Yes, they are open to foreigners coming into their markets, but only on their terms. Sure, they’d love to be in bed with the Germans, but guess who’d be biting the pillow and who’d be wearing the condom. It’s their patch and they call the shots, and who can blame them for that? Certainly not Grossbank’s shareholders. A quick back of the envelope calculation in the car on the way to the airport shows us looking at half a billion euros profit. I might even give Werner a bonus.

*      *      *

I’M BACK in London. The fact is that while it was fun to have a go at the French, and we made an enormous profit, I’m genuinely minded to take over another firm.

This is not to say that when banks buy one another, it’s necessarily good news for shareholders or the firms themselves. In fact when investment banks buy one another, it’s usually the most wasteful, shareholder value-destroying exercise seen in the corporate world.

The investment bankers themselves do well out of it, getting fat payouts, lock-ins, guarantees and early vestings of share-incentive schemes – getting rich, in other words – but within a couple of years it usually becomes apparent that there were no synergies, that the best people have left anyway, and the acquirer wasted its money. Fortunately by then the people who took the decisions will have moved on to other firms or retired to their yachts and their places in the sun.

In my particular case, I have a different reason to contemplate taking over another firm. The firm I have in mind is Bartons. We all have our demons to slay, and many of mine come from the years I spent working for Rory, my fair-haired, blue-eyed boy wonder of a boss at Bartons, and Sir Oliver Barton, the Chairman and controlling family shareholder. Without the fear and insecurity ingrained into me at Bartons, I could be a well-balanced human being. Well, almost.

So today I’m meeting Sir Oliver for lunch at the City of London Club. Sir Oliver doesn’t actually give a shit about me. He probably doesn’t even remember me from when I was at Bartons, though he has certainly heard about me since. He greets me in the bar of the Club like a long-lost friend, all smiles and bonhomie and two-handed handshakes.

The reason Sir Oliver is meeting me has nothing to do with Dave Hart, and everything to do with the Grossbank Panzer Division parked outside, engines idling, crews wondering where we’re going next. Are we off to invade Poland, or France, or Bartons?

I love my Panzer Division. In an ideal world, everyone would have one. Luckily we don’t have an ideal world. In the real world, I have a Panzer Division and Sir Oliver doesn’t.

The deal is done remarkably easily. A hundred and fifty years of British banking history are carved up before dessert. Sir Oliver wants out. So do the rest of the family. In the investment banking world, Bartons is neither fish nor fowl: too big to be a niche player, nimbly moving from one opportunity to another, and too small to compete with the big boys, like the Americans whose operations are underpinned by their hugely profitable domestic businesses, or the Europeans with their massive balance sheets.

And there’s another reason: Bartons own the freehold of their building near Liverpool Street Station. It’s a ten storey building built in the early eighties, and is exactly the kind of prime real estate that the Corporation of London would love to see re-developed into, say, a modern, landscape defining, thirty storey tower.

Forget struggling, low quality earnings from corporate finance and stock broking, with high overhead employees demanding ever greater bonuses. Think instead demolition and re-development. No Parisian scare stories here. This is the real deal. When Sir Oliver and I shake hands over coffee, I agree that he and the family keep a share of the profits from the re-development of the site. He agrees that I get to press the plunger.

The way these deals work is that the Big Guys – in this case Sir Oliver and myself – agree the headline terms, and then ‘our people’ – the little people, the lawyers and the accountants – get to make it happen. Making it happen in this case will take several months, but I’m nothing if not impatient, and I have one task that can’t wait several days, let alone several months. After lunch, I return with Sir Oliver to his office and he summons Rory.

It takes Rory all of five minutes to come bounding up to the tenth floor, tail wagging with puppy-like eagerness to please. I stand facing out over the City, as the door opens and Rory enters.

‘Sir Oliver – I understand you wanted to see me.’

Sir Oliver is seated at his enormous power desk, staring idly at some screens off to one side. He nods distractedly. ‘There’s someone I wanted you to meet. Your prospective new boss.’

On cue, I turn to Rory and smile. It’s a moment to treasure. He’s frozen, standing in the centre of the room, immaculate in his Savile Row suit and Hermes tie. As he sees me, the smile fades from his face.

‘D – Dave…’

‘Rory.’ My smile broadens, and I advance towards him, hand outstretched. We shake hands in the middle of Sir Oliver’s office, and I’m delighted to note that his handshake is weak and clammy. I lean forward so my face is close to his. ‘It’s been a while. How are you?’

He swallows and looks to Sir Oliver for some explanation. ‘I’m well, thank you. Sir Oliver, did you say my new boss?’ His voice seems to have risen a couple of octaves.

Sir Oliver is still looking at numbers on one of the screens by his desk, or at least pretending to. ‘Yes. But owner might be a better term. Grossbank are buying Bartons. Dave will be in charge.’

Rory stares at me, a mixture of disbelief, fear and hatred playing across his features. I smile. The vampire has returned.

*      *      *

THE SILVER Fox is chatting amiably to some City reporters in the large conference room at Bartons. I spent many unhappy hours here, squirming nervously while Rory or Sir Oliver or other members of senior management lectured us on the latest round of imminent job cuts, the new expenses policy for members of the firm not senior enough to sit on the Management Committee, or the decision to merge different parts of the business to achieve greater synergy, for which read cost – i.e. people – savings.

Today is different. Today the Bartons conference room is covered in the Grossbank livery. Our logos are everywhere, and Bartons’ have been airbrushed out.

The room is filling up nicely, as the big business story of the day is about to unfold. The last independent British investment bank is being bought by the Germans. Eight weeks have passed since Sir Oliver and I had lunch and the little people from Team Xerox have been working hard. This morning the official announcements went out, a collective gasp of horror came from the trading floor at Bartons, while high fives were exchanged on the floor at Grossbank, followed by an influx of phone calls to their opposite numbers at Bartons from our traders, explaining how many sugars they take in their coffee, and would they please say after me, ‘Grossbank rocks’.

I enjoy the theatrical aspects of occasions like this. When the room is full I wait a further five minutes, then Sir Oliver and I sweep into the conference room from the rear, flanked by Two Livers and Paul Ryan, and followed by Rory, who is carrying a pile of hard copies of the PowerPoint presentation we are about to deliver, and which somehow got left behind by the presentation team. In my mind, I can hear someone announcing ‘Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States’, and indeed, such is the power of theatre that the press do actually stand up as we come in.

We go up onto the podium, and Sir Oliver and I sit in centre stage, with Two Livers and Paul on either side of us. Rory steps up onto the stage last, carrying the presentations, only to find that there is not a chair for him, which we ignore while he finds a free space on the podium to leave the presentations, then awkwardly steps down and stands beside the stage, pretending not to hear the tittering from the hacks.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Grossbank.’ It’s crass, but I can’t resist it. ‘This morning Sir Oliver Barton and I jointly announced a major event in the development of London as the leading financial centre in the world. Grossbank, itself one of the world’s largest financial institutions, is merging its investment banking business with Bartons, taking over Bartons in its entirety, and at the same time planning significant moves to accelerate the growth and development of the two firms’ joint business.’ I pause and look out at a sea of scribbling hacks. I glance at Rory, who looks away nervously as I continue. ‘It will come as no surprise to you that the combined investment banking business of Grossbank and Bartons, the Grossbank-Bartons business, will be known in future as… Grossbank.’ The press pack stop writing and look up. They glance at me, then at Sir Oliver, who stares implacably ahead. As if he could give a shit. He’s done his deal. Some of them can’t resist smirking. ‘You will be aware that in many instances when two investment banking businesses are merged, the firms involved appoint co-heads of divisions, one from each firm, drawing on the experience and expertise of both sides to ensure a smooth and orderly transition.’ Heads are nodding sagely in the audience. Behind me on the big screen, two organograms appear side by side. One is the Bartons management structure, with the names of its heads of Equities, Corporate Finance, Fixed Income, Structured Finance and so on. Beside it is the equivalent for Grossbank. As I push a button, the two merge into one, but in each case only one name is left on the screen: the name of the Grossbank head of department. ‘We aren’t doing that. We believe it’s wasteful, lacking in clarity, and simply postpones the inevitable. We don’t shy away from tough decisions.’ Like the decision to fire the other firm’s people and keep the devils I know. I can hear tittering in the audience. ‘I’m going to hand over now to Sir Oliver, who will say a few words from Bartons’ side.’

Sir Oliver clears his throat and looks around the audience. ‘Thank you, Dave. Ladies and gentlemen, today is a great day. It represents the culmination of many years’ hard work, and the crystallisation of a vision that I have long cherished. No one could be more delighted than me today. For me this is the pinnacle of my career, and I shall be retiring shortly from banking a very happy man, knowing that my legacy is in safe hands. I’d like to pay particular tribute to two people who have worked harder than any others to make this happen.’ He points to Rory, still standing by the stage looking awkward. ‘Most of you know Rory, who has been my right hand here for many years. Rory is to become Deputy Chairman of Grossbank London, working directly for Dave Hart, much as he has been today. This underlines Grossbank’s commitment to maintaining the culture and traditions of Bartons.’ Rory knew nothing of this, but I’d swear I can see the colour draining from his face. Yes, pal, grease up, bend over, grasp your ankles and say stick it in and make it hurt. Every day from now until you finally give up and quit. Revenge, as they say in Spain, is a dish best eaten cold. ‘And of course I have to thank Dave Hart.’ He turns to me and we shake hands for the cameras with great beaming smiles on our faces. ‘Thank you, Dave, from the bottom of my heart.’ He leans away from the microphone and growls into my ear, ‘And from my wallet…’

*      *      *

THE MONDAY morning directors’ meeting at Bartons used to terrify me. We called it morning prayers, mainly because we needed to pray for those whom Rory would prey upon. We used to sit at an oval conference table and try to justify our presence on the team, bragging about all the deals we were planning, the chairmen and chief executives we were pitching to, and the revenues that would surely come our way. It was almost entirely bullshit, and it bred a climate of dishonesty, lies and fear, which I guess is what Rory wanted.

So this Monday I thought I’d join him round at Bartons for the first morning prayer meeting since the announcement – to encourage the troops. I’m bringing with me two colleagues from Grossbank: Werner Grubmann, who still hasn’t learnt to brush his teeth, and Dieter Kuntz, who is a new addition to my personal hit squad of stormtroopers.

Dieter Kuntz not only has a great name, but is physically huge, close to seven feet tall, broad shouldered and heavily overweight, with almost unnaturally huge hands, and large, coarse, pale features. His fingers are so fat that he can’t use a normal keyboard, and when he clutches a pen it looks like a toothpick in his hand. I call him the Mountain Troll. I don’t actually know what his skill-set is, but as soon as I spotted him, I had him seconded to London with a big pay rise. He barely speaks English, which is fine, because he has a deep, guttural, booming voice that seems to get him what he wants without actually mastering the relevant language. He’s a natural for my team, and his first assignment is Bartons. They’ll love him.

We arrive early, and sit at the head of the table with Rory. It doesn’t normally work like this. Usually the troops assemble, chat among themselves, exchange a little banter, and then Rory arrives when he’s ready. Today their faces tell the story as they arrive, smiles disappear and they glance anxiously at their watches. No, they aren’t late. Rory and the new owners are early.

The faces are different from my time – investment bankers are a pretty mobile bunch, moving from firm to firm before their bad deals catch up with them, leaving as soon as their two year guaranteed bonus periods expire to sign on somewhere else on what they hope will be better terms.

There are twelve men and three women, which seems pretty enlightened by City standards, but then I realise that one of the women is a secretary who is taking the minutes and another is there to pour the coffee.

Rory clears his throat. ‘Good morning. I’d like to introduce…’

‘Don’t bother.’ I cut across him before he can finish his sentence. ‘I think everybody knows me.’ A deathly hush descends. I like deathly hushes. They’re wondering if I’m about to hand out black bin-liners. They really have no idea. That would be far too quick.

Rory looks flustered. This is his territory, and he wants to re-assert himself. ‘Dave, perhaps we could go round the table and the team could introduce themselves and say a few words…’

‘Nah.’ I cut him off with a wave of my hand. There’s a long silence. I stare around the room, looking at each of them in turn. I like long silences even more than deathly hushes. Silences can be hugely productive. They give me the chance to work out who these people are. I spot the nervous ones, the no-hopers, the arrogant ones who couldn’t give a damn, and even one who seems to find it all slightly amusing – probably already has an offer from another firm.

I clear my throat. ‘Let me introduce two colleagues from Grossbank, Doktor Grubmann, on my left, and Doktor Kuntz on my right. They are going to assess the department’s work, its key client relationships, its skills, experience and track record, and then…’ I pause and look around the table again, ‘…and then they’ll make recommendations.’ I turn to the Mountain Troll, beside whom Rory looks like a primary schoolboy. ‘Doktor Kuntz, would you care to make a few remarks?’

Kuntz has barely understood a word I’ve said, but Werner has briefed him on what to do next. In his deep, booming, growling voice he launches into a twenty minute speech – all of it in German – that varies between the purely aggressive and the completely totalitarian, punctuated by periodic arm waving and fist-smashing on the conference room table to illustrate a point, while Rory and the team stare in disbelief. It’s 1940 all over again, only without the RAF.

When he finally finishes, I turn to him and nod my appreciation. ‘Thank you, Doktor Kuntz. I think that concludes the welcoming remarks.’

Christ, I love my job.

*      *      *

THERE IS a postscript, about three months later.

I stand watching lines of sad faces trooping out of the Bartons building. They are all carrying black bin-liners with their personal possessions, having cleared out their desks. Nice, discreet black bin-liners of the sort favoured by Human Resources people when they get to have their fifteen seconds of glory and finally nail the arrogant hot shots who have never respected them, and whom they are finally making redundant. ‘Here, take a black bin-liner and clear out your desk. Then off you go, out into the street. No one will notice. We all carry black bin-liners these days.’

When the last person leaves the building, around eight o’clock at night, I’m filmed standing in front of the main entrance, as someone flicks a switch and the lights go out all over the building. It’s a moment of great symbolism. A hundred and fifty years of British banking tradition. London’s last chance at a home-grown global investment banking player. Stripped of its capital, all I kept was the investment management business that was housed elsewhere. The investment banking business has been written down to nothing in what some in the press have unhelpfully called a scorched earth policy.

It’s a poignant moment, and I put a handkerchief to my cheek for the cameras, then – yeehaa! – off to celebrate in the private dining room at Colon, the in-place on the King’s Road, Chelsea, with Erica from Amsterdam and Eva from Hamburg.

A few months later I’ll be back, in the early hours of a Saturday morning, when the City is more or less empty, the whole area cordoned off, and the building swathed in thick plastic sheeting to prevent glass or debris dispersing around the area. That’s when I get to press the button.

We all have our demons to slay.

Me especially.

*      *      *

I’M WALKING down the King’s Road, after paying my semi-annual visit to the flat off Sloane Square where Wendy, my avaricious ex-wife, lives with Samantha, our daughter and her meal ticket.

By my rough calculation the visit has cost me about £300,000 – about half a peanut based on my last year’s compensation, but I’m not going to tell Wendy that. It needn’t have cost even this much, but I was always a soft touch, and I definitely don’t want Wendy and her lawyers finding out how much I’m making. Besides, it’s easier to write a cheque than actually do the whole ‘quality time’ thing. Or maybe I’m just lazier than I am greedy.

Anyway, Wendy obviously needs holidays in Verbier (Christmas), Klosters (February half-term), the Seychelles (Easter) and Tuscany (the school summer vacation) so that Samantha can learn to ski, swim, sail, ride, etc. And now that Samantha is four, Wendy needs more help in the flat, so a second housekeeper is going on the payroll, along with various part-time tutors, and of course she really ought to have her own driver. Then there’s the question of air travel. What with all the security scares, she has to take Samantha by private jet, and so on and so forth. After an hour of this, feeling irritated and vaguely bored, I need a break and some fresh air.

Tom is driving the Merc slowly along the pavement beside me, the Range Rovers are in convoy, and the Meat Factory are with me, Scary Andy on my left and Arnie the Terminator on my right, with the rest of the team around us. It’s a sunny day and we’re all wearing sunglasses to go with our suits and ties. It could be a scene straight from Reservoir Dogs.

Anywhere else in the world we’d get curious looks, but this is the King’s Road, Chelsea, and most of the people who live around here are just like me – they live in their own social exclusion zone. If a stranger isn’t famous or useful, they ignore him.

As we amble slowly along, we come to a series of pavement cafes. At the first one, a pretty young woman with strawberry blonde hair is trying to negotiate a path for her pushchair between the tables. She’s slim, with small breasts and she’s wearing a short denim skirt and a simple t-shirt. There’s a weedy management consultant type dressed in new media black, even down to his collarless shirt and dark glasses, sitting alone at a table, tapping into one of those neat, rinky-dink little laptops that people like that can never be without, and he’s blocking her path. Naturally, he carries on tapping, pausing only to sip his decaf espresso. Jerk. It gets worse. A waiter appears and waves to her. ‘No, madam. You can’t come in here with the pushchair. We don’t have room. You’ll have to collapse it.’

He’s an olive-skinned, vaguely handsome garlic belt European with a slightly dodgy accent and he really pisses me off.

I stop. We all stop. The Meat Factory follow my glance and stare at the waiter. I really don’t give a shit about the stupid woman and her pushchair, but it pisses me off when people piss me off. I remove my sunglasses and step forward so that I’m standing in front of the waiter and he can’t ignore me. I pause and look him in the eye, saying nothing. He looks uncertain. His uncertainty visibly increases when Arnie and Scary Andy step forward and stand on either side of me. I lean close to him, so close that he probably thinks I’m going to kiss him. The woman has stopped trying to get her pushchair past the management consultant and is watching what is going on. I whisper in the waiter’s ear.

‘Why don’t you go fold some napkins?’

It’s a wonderful moment. The Sopranos meet the King’s Road, Chelsea. Guess who blinks first. As the waiter scurries off to the back of the café, I hear the door of the Merc slam and Tom appears beside me.

I nod towards the management consultant, who is tapping into his little machine just a bit too studiously.

‘Tom, could you help this gentleman to get out of the lady’s way?’

Tom bends down and grasps the man’s chair on either side, and lifts it – and him – up into the air and places them on top of the table. The guy shouts ‘Hey, what are you doing?’ in a terrified, squeaky sort of voice, and hangs onto his laptop and the edge of the chair. Then he’s no longer sitting at the table, but on it. Strange how a few extra feet of elevation can change a man from Cool to Pratt. A couple of Sloane Ranger types walk past and laugh. I nod in their direction. ‘Installation art.’ This cracks them up even more.

The woman with the pushchair has decided it’s best to leave. I pass Tom a wad of notes. ‘See if you can get the lady a table at the place next door.’

She’s not sure how to respond. ‘It’s all right, actually I…’

‘I insist. You shouldn’t have to put up with crap like that. Let me buy you a coffee.’ I give her what I hope is a dazzling smile. She’s actually quite pretty, with definite possibilities. I look down at the child in the pushchair. ‘And what’s your name?’

The woman is flustered, unsure whether to get the hell out of Dodge or be charmed. ‘Her name’s Ruth. She’s nearly two.’

‘Fantastic age. Come on, let’s go next door and have that coffee. I’m gasping for one. My name’s Dave, by the way, Dave Hart.’

‘I’m Paula. Paula Hayes.’ We shake hands, and she has a delightfully powerful grip. I’m a sucker for a woman with a firm grip.

We leave the dork to climb down by himself and go next door for a coffee. Christ, I’m nice. If I was this nice all the time, even I might start to like me. I ask more about the baby, and coo and gurgle at her, and I ask about Paula, what she does (nothing, she lives in Chelsea), where in Chelsea she lives (just off Sloane Avenue) and finally, having spotted her wedding ring, what her husband does.

‘Sean’s a banker.’

‘Really? Small world. I’m in banking too. What area does he work in?’

‘Syndicated loans. Please don’t ask me to explain. I have no idea what it is he actually does.’

‘Syndicated loans? You’re kidding – is that the Sean Hayes?’ She shrugs, embarrassed, not sure how to respond. Actually I’ve never heard of Sean Hayes, and have no interest at all in syndicated loans. But I am interested in her. I reach into my jacket pocket and pull out a business card, which I slide across the table. ‘I run Grossbank in London, Sean will have heard of me. We’re desperate to hire a new head of syndicated loans.’ At least we will be as soon as I get into the office and fire whoever it is who runs syndicated loans at the moment. ‘We’re paying top dollar.’ She reaches out to pick up the card and I place my hand on hers. ‘You will promise to get him to call me, won’t you?’ She blushes and gently pulls her hand away.

‘Yes, I will.’

I smile and lean forward, looking her straight in the eye. ‘You see? We were meant to meet.’

Awesome. I try to imagine her face when she’s having an orgasm. I always do this with women. I think she’d be a screamer, or at least she would be once I’d had my way with her.

I signal the waitress to come over. ‘Check, please.’

The waitress is late teens, Eastern European, slightly dumpy with a spotty complexion. No possibilities there. I hold out my Grossbank corporate Amex card, and she plugs it into a portable credit card reader.

‘Two coffees, nine pounds fifty pence.’

I tap my PIN number into the machine, and when it prompts me to give a tip, I tap in ten thousand pounds, press Enter and hand it back to the waitress. She’s pressed the button and a receipt is printing out before she realises what I’ve done.

‘I’m sorry, sir, I think there is some mistake.’

I shake my head. ‘No mistake, just one condition.’

‘One condition?’ She looks dubious. I look her up and down. Nah, she must be kidding.

‘The condition is that you show it to the wanker who runs the place next door.’

Beside me, Paula Hayes can’t stop laughing.

*      *      *

I’M SITTING in traffic on Piccadilly, my little convoy half way to the bank, caught in another snarl-up that just goes to show how ineffective the congestion charge has been in clearing the riff-raff off the streets of London. It may surprise you to know that I’m a huge supporter of the Green agenda. I want road pricing, congestion charging and higher petrol prices, and all as soon as possible. Drive the poor off the roads. Motoring should be the privilege of the rich. And as for air travel, even more so. Half the problem at airports is all the tourists going on holiday, the vast fungible masses moving around the world, taking their lager swilling, fish-and-chip habits to ruin beautiful places. Why can’t they just stay at home and lie on the sofa watching day-time TV, ThickTalk with Jessy Swinger, or the latest reality zoo-show?

By the time I get to the bank I’m in a foul mood.

I’m worried that some people are starting to think I’m nuts. Or maybe I just think they do. Maybe I’m paranoid. It could be the drugs. And I think I’m getting predictable. In investment banking, predictable is dangerous. It means you’re losing your edge. The other day I was chairing a Management Committee – I had nothing better to do – and we were discussing what to do with operations staff who have been at Grossbank for twenty-five years. Fire them, I hear you say, but you’re wrong. Back office staff who stay in one place are good news. They give you continuity while all the hot shot front office revenue-generators come and go through the revolving doors.

Anyway, someone suggested we give them classy watches – Rolex or Patek, say – and someone else suggested we send them on holiday with their wives – a couple of weeks in a villa in Spain. Can you believe that I’m dealing with this stuff? Such is the burden of leadership.

Anyway, I said bullshit, we should hire a stretch limo full of hookers and champagne and send them off for a night on the town. At least they’d remember it – well, maybe. Paul Ryan objected.

‘Come on, Dave, we can’t do that. We’re a respectable firm.’

I looked at him and replied, ‘Yes we can. We’re Grossbank, and we can do anything.’ And do you know what? They all mouthed the words in time with me. Predictable, or what?

If I don’t re-invent myself soon, I’m toast.

Today I’m due to be briefed by some young guys who are working on a pitch for a major piece of business in the Middle East. We want to win the mandate for the stock market flotation of a state-owned oil producer controlled by the Sultan of Dahar. I’m doing this one personally, to show the bank’s commitment to the business. Or at least I’ll be wheeled in to perform some ceremonial, and with any luck as the Senior Resource on the deal, I won’t blow it – what investment bankers call a ‘blue on blue’ – by getting the name of the company wrong or thinking it’s a hotel business or a ball-bearing manufacturer.

The team are led by one of our young Turks, a Brit called Mike Hanlan, only five years out of university – a Cambridge rowing blue – and are all high-testosterone, pumped-up types except for a bookish, young woman with glasses, short sandy hair and freckles, who looks like she should be a librarian rather than an investment banker. Even sitting down she’s very tall – I guess over six feet – and somehow looks out of place with the guys. She’s slightly stooped, the way tall people sometimes are when they are too conscious of their height. There’s an undercurrent of tension in the room as I come in. We run through the presentation, I make appropriate noises, and she says very little, though whenever there’s some additional follow-up work to do, it seems to get pushed her way. When we’re done, I push back my chair and stare at them.

‘Good effort, guys, but you’ve forgotten one thing.’

Hanlan’s immediately on the defensive. ‘What’s that?’

‘The human element.’

Still they look dumbly back at me.

‘The Sultan’s got notorious… appetites.’

‘Appetites?’

I nod and gaze across at the librarian. I bet she doesn’t get laid that often. Maybe not at all. ‘When he comes over to London for the presentations, he’s going to want… entertaining. That’s where we have an opportunity to distinguish ourselves from the competition.’ I stare at her, poker-faced.

She blushes and the others nudge each other and try not to laugh. Finally she takes a deep breath and fixes me with an icy stare. I like her more this way. At least she has guts. ‘Exactly what sort of entertainment do you have in mind, Mister Hart?’

I look straight back at her, equally icy. ‘Whatever it takes.’ I turn and look at the guys. ‘We do this for the firm.’ They are nodding their agreement now, enjoying this unexpected turn of events. ‘We’re committed.’ I turn to Hanlan. ‘Aren’t we, Mike?’

He gives an emphatic ‘Yes, sir.’

‘We want to win and we’ll go the extra mile – or more…’

She looks as if she’s about to burst into tears. I put on a puzzled look.

‘You seem upset. What’s the problem?’

Far from crying, she’s bursting with anger. I like her more and more. ‘Mister Hart, I will not be used as some piece of corporate meat for the sake of winning this or any other business.’

Hanlan can’t resist. ‘But it’s for the firm. Think of the fees, the bonus…’

I nod my agreement. ‘Exactly. And besides, it’s not as if it’s you who’s being asked to make the sacrifice.’

She looks up, puzzled.

‘The Sultan’s gay. It’s Mike here who’ll be going the extra mile.’ I get up, smiling, and slap Hanlan on the shoulder. ‘Way to go, Mike. I’ll let you know when and where you’re needed.’

He’s staring at me, suddenly rather pale. I turn to the others. ‘We may need more of you than just Mike. Depends what the Sultan wants on the night. I’ll find out and let you know. Think of yourselves as Team Harem, and remember, you’re doing this for Grossbank. Think of the bonus, guys.’

I leave the room with an unaccustomed spring in my step. Christ, I’m good. The only question now is whether to get Dan Harriman to black up and tie a sheet around his head in a hotel suite in Mayfair, so we can film Mike and the guys doing the dance of the seven veils for the Christmas party.

*      *      *

HERMAN LOVES me. ‘Herman the German’ recently celebrated his 50th birthday, and he is by far the youngest Chairman ever of Grossbank. He is slim, trim, works out daily, dresses snappily, and has a pretty wife and a young family. Apparently he even goes to church. He’s been my biggest supporter at Grossbank, flying air cover whenever I stuck my neck out, defending me against the politics of the fossils on the board, who would have stopped the investment banking initiative that has turned into its main profit driver. I’ve often told him that he and I are joined at the hip. Well, the wallet anyway.

Naturally enough, in the finest traditions of investment banking, as the next step in my inevitable career progression, I’m going to knife him. I think he rather likes the idea of me joining him on the main board of the bank, which would be a first for a non-German. What he doesn’t have in mind is that I should join the board as Chairman.

I could be patient, wait my turn, serve my time, be a good corporate trooper and eventually prosper. Or I could go for it now. Guess which I’m going to do. I don’t believe in patience, and I don’t believe in give and take. I believe in take and take. Preferably immediately.

In order to help me raise my profile in Germany, Herman has suggested that I make a major policy announcement on behalf of the bank at the annual assembly of German University business and finance students. In the past this has been a bit of a poisoned chalice. Big business leaders have been invited to give keynote speeches in front of up to five thousand students, only to be heckled, sprayed with paint, hit with eggs, and all the other fun stuff that spoilt radical children do before they grow up. This year it’s taking place at the University of Freiburg, in the so-called Auditorium Maximum, or AudiMax, and the place will be packed.

The initiative that Herman wants me to announce is that the board have decided to set up the Grossbank Foundation. The Foundation will receive one per cent of the net profits of the bank, to be used to build up an endowment fund to support charitable causes not just in Germany but everywhere the bank operates. In these days of corporate social responsibility, the bank is going to do its bit. And if one per cent doesn’t sound like much, it is a multiple of what most financial services firms give to good causes (unlike the bonus pool, which is the ultimate good cause, and which typically gets ten to fifteen per cent).

Freiburg is a picturesque town in the Southwest corner of Germany, near to where Germany, France and Switzerland meet, and it has a convenient airfield just big enough to take a Grossbank private jet, which Two Livers and I fly out in with a couple of bodyguards on the Saturday afternoon before my speech.

We are met by the local branch manager, who has cars waiting to take us to our hotel. He wants to take us to dinner, but I explain that I’m tired and need to rehearse my speech, and if he doesn’t mind, I’d appreciate an early night. As soon as he’s gone, I get out my little black book, make a couple of calls, and leave Two Livers in the hotel bar, claiming I’m going to get my head down. Which in a manner of speaking I am.

It is only the next morning, Sunday, when the hammering on the door of my hotel room finally wakes me, that I wonder if it was an indulgence too far. As I struggle to open my eyes, I can hear the sound of people moaning and sighing, at least one man and several women. It’s typical of the fake pleasure sounds I associate with the kind of nights I’m used to having on these trips. But then I freak out – it’s morning, and who the hell is having sex in my room? I open my eyes. Phew. It’s the Pay TV. I must have left the porn channel on full volume all night. I wonder what the people in the neighbouring rooms made of it. They probably think I’m a stud, which of course I am, though not to that extent. But what about the people banging on the door now?

I look around. The real girls have gone, but there are empty bottles scattered around my suite, and traces of white powder on the dressing table and the bedside cabinet. Shit.

I look at myself in the mirror. My eyes are bloodshot, my hands are shaking and I have dark circles round my eyes. Even my crow’s feet have crow’s feet. Why didn’t I press my Stop button? I think I know the answer to that one. I don’t have a Stop button. At least that’s what I keep telling myself, so it isn’t my fault. I’m a victim too. I look about ten years older than the normal ten years older than my actual age which I generally look. I try to speak, to ask who is at the door, but my mouth is dry and tastes horrible.

I flick the remote control and silence the mega sex scene on the TV screen.

‘Dave, open up. It’s me.’ It’s Two Livers. Damn. ‘I’m here with Doktor Heinze.’ Heinze’s the branch manager. He’s not a real doctor, just a nerd with a PhD, so he won’t be much use. ‘It’s time we left for the conference.’

I need to do something fast, otherwise the bodyguards will kick the door down to see what’s happening. I close my eyes, take a few deep breaths to fight back a wave of nausea, and yell back, ‘Give me ten minutes. I’ll see you downstairs.’

I’ve been here before, and have a pretty good routine. First an ice cold shower that gets my heart racing, and one day might actually kill me, but in the meantime wakes me up and partially clears my head. Teeth, shave and dress, and twenty minutes later I join them in the lobby, where Heinze is fretting that we’re going to be late.

Two Livers knows at once. She sends Heinze out to the car and takes me on one side. ‘Dave, what did you do last night?’

I’m wearing sunglasses to hide my eyes. ‘Not enough. If I had I’d still be flying. I feel like shit.’

‘You look like shit. You going to be able to keep it together?’

I take off my sunglasses and give her a sideways look. She winces. ‘When have I ever let you down?’

*      *      *

IT’S ELEVEN o’clock on Sunday morning and the AudiMax lecture theatre is full with the conference delegates, mostly students and academics from all over Germany, but with a sprinkling of government ministers and business leader types, and of course the press. I don’t know quite what the building’s capacity is, but thousands of not particularly welcoming faces are staring at me as I ascend to the podium. Where do these kids come from? They have beards and long hair, and wear blue jeans and T-shirts. Has nobody told them the sixties are over?

Two Livers and I are seated with the other panel members at the back of the stage, looking out at the audience. I’m clutching my speech, which I still haven’t read, because my head is spinning and I keep getting hit by waves of nausea. I have a horrible feeling I’m going to throw up mid-way through. I’m sweating profusely, my shirt is sticking to my back beneath my jacket, and I keep wiping my face with my handkerchief. I definitely overdid it last night. I feel as if every pore of my body is oozing a toxic mixture of alcohol, cocaine and Viagra. I imagine it being sucked up into the air conditioning and circulated around the conference room among the delegates. Christ. This audience is bad enough already.

I’m introduced by a grey-haired professor of economics, and as I sway towards the lectern I drop a handful of papers. Fuck it, I toss the lot away. Two Livers looks worried – she’s been there before when I go off message – but all I’m focussing on is getting to the lectern and grabbing hold of it with both hands so I can keep myself upright.

There’s some desultory applause, then silence. I look around the hall. Oh, fuck, now I have to say something. Why am I here?

‘Focus.’ Who said that? It was me. Damn. I didn’t mean to say it out loud. Deep breath. ‘Distinguished professors, ministers, ladies and gentlemen – focus is the new word in banking.’ In the front row, some of the beardos are yawning ostentatiously, nudging each other. ‘Focus not only on our core business, but on our core values. What do we stand for as a firm?’ If only I knew. The beardos are definitely twitching. Stand by for a slow hand clap. In my mind’s eye some numbers are floating around in the air. There’s something I have to announce, but I’m suddenly so tired, so profoundly, utterly, deeply fatigued in a way that only an all night orgy or running six marathons can achieve. I feel as if I could fall asleep standing up. Would anyone notice? Probably – this isn’t one of those dull, academic conferences where people nod politely and the audience quietly dozes off. This is more like the Roman arena. These guys want blood. If only I had an idiot board in front of me as a prompt. Another deep breath. ‘That’s why today I have a major announcement to make on behalf of Grossbank. An announcement that will help shape the future course not only of our business, but of the communities in which we operate.’ Some of it’s coming back to me now. It’s just the figures I can’t remember. ‘Yes, Grossbank is big business. But big business can have a heart as well as a head. And big business can give back to society as well as drawing benefit from it.’ One point zero comes to mind, or is it zero point one? Or one and zero? ‘I’m proud to announce the establishment of a new Foundation, the Grossbank Foundation, that will manage a major new endowment fund supporting charitable and social causes both in Germany and throughout the world. The bank will fund this new Foundation by contributing a portion of its net profits each year.’ The beardos are getting ready for something. It must be an ambush. I can see things being passed from hand to hand in the first couple of rows. Eggs? Tomatoes? Paint bombs? ‘That percentage will be…’ Think, Hart, think. Oh, damn. If in doubt, go large. ‘…ten per cent of all net profits of Grossbank worldwide. We’ll be doing this with immediate effect, and we’re doing it because we want to change the world we live and work in. For our own sake, and for our children.’

There’s a stunned silence in the room. Everyone is looking at me. The professors, the panellists on the podium, Two Livers, even the beardos, are all open-mouthed. I glance down to check my flies aren’t undone. What have I said? All I want to do is get off this podium, run to the men’s room and throw up. Never again will I mix drink and drugs and hookers the night before a major speech. Well, not unless I’m really bored.

And then the applause starts. I look up and the beardos are all standing, and they are shouting at the tops of their voices, clapping and cheering like they want to raise the roof, and then some of them start chanting, ‘GROSSBANK… GROSSBANK… GROSSBANK…’

The grey-haired economics professor wants them to quieten down, but they won’t, so I take it as my cue to leave, waving to the audience, manage to step down from the podium without falling over, and Two Livers takes me by the arm and helps me out to the car, where she tells the driver to get us to the airport as fast as he can.

Only when I’m sitting in the car and we’ve put a full ten minutes between us and the conference hall does she turn to me, still shaking her head, eyes full of disbelief.

‘Christ, Dave, what have you done?’

I turn to her and try to work out what’s going on. My brain still isn’t fully engaged. ‘I’ve no idea. What have I done?’

*      *      *

‘DON’T YOU know the difference between one point zero and ten? There is a small matter of a decimal point. What kind of banker are you?’ It’s a good question. Herman is shouting so loud the words are distorted on the speakerphone. Two Livers and I are back in the office in London, and there’s a full scale crisis underway.

I’ve goofed. Sure, Grossbank wanted to be generous, and one per cent was huge compared to most firms, but ten per cent is ridiculous. It’s Sunday night, and the board has been assembled in Germany to work out what to do next. The news of Grossbank’s initiative has shocked the worldwide business community. The impact on shareholders – and therefore the share price – is too awful to contemplate. When our shares start trading again tomorrow, the world believes they will go into free-fall. So do I. No business can give so much of its profits away and not expect the market to react. And who do we think we are, anyway? Our job is to make profits, to pay dividends to shareholders. We’re a business, not a charity.

The problem is, the announcement has been made, and the board are too afraid to issue a correction: ‘What Mister Hart really meant was…’ It is particularly difficult in Germany, where many liberal commentators think this is a fantastic development, that finally a major financial institution is doing the right thing, making the right social commitment, showing the rest a fine example. So the board are like a rabbit caught in the headlights, and the only thing they know for sure is that this is my fault, and as soon as the noise dies down, I’m toast.

I do the only thing a man can do on an occasion like this, and call the Silver Fox. We – or at least I – have to have a strategy. I’ve got twelve hours to work out what to do, and how to dig myself out. For once I’m not bored.

He takes about half an hour to come to the office – he is always dining at some smart restaurant or other in the evenings, usually with a newly divorced or separated actress or model on his arm, but tonight when he arrives, he has a whole team with him: branding consultants, advertising people, speechwriters, you name it, he has them. They set up camp in some of the Grossbank meeting rooms, and I take him into my office.

‘Dave, this is about you. You are the story here…’

I hold up my hands to stop him before he goes any further. ‘You don’t have to win this business. It’s yours already, whatever the cost.’ I look at him imploringly. ‘Just save me…’

*      *      *

OUR STOCK closed Friday at seventy-five euros a share. On Monday morning the Frankfurt market opens and Grossbank shares are off ten per cent within minutes of the start of dealings. Not only are institutional investors bailing out of a stock that clearly can’t pay the sort of dividends the other German banks can – because they aren’t so dumb as to give away ten per cent of their profits to charity – but the hedge funds are shorting the hell out of Grossbank, opportunistically trying to drive us even further underwater, selling shares they don’t own, but have borrowed from elsewhere at seventy-five euros, hoping to buy them back in a few weeks at fifty, netting a fat profit out of our misery. Our share price hits sixty euros, it is the big story of the week, and some of the institutional shareholders are actually asking if the board will re-consider their decision on the Grossbank Foundation. Re-consider it? Hell, yes – they didn’t even make it. They’d love to re-consider.

At eleven o’clock, having been carefully coached by the Silver Fox, I fire my first salvo. I do a live interview for EuroBizTv, a satellite business channel carried all over the world, and syndicated to most of the German TV stations.

I do it from the trading floor at Grossbank in London, where a pretty woman reporter, a camera man and a sound guy have been prepped by the Silver Fox.

‘Mister Hart – what is your reaction to the fall in the Grossbank share price? Is giving to charity bad for business?’

Relaxed smile. ‘Absolutely not. If there are people out there who are uncomfortable with our business philosophy, I’d rather they didn’t own our shares. We’re taking a moral stand here, and that’s what matters to me.’

‘Even if your shares keep on falling?’

‘You can’t run a business of the scale of Grossbank – or any of the major German banks – and spend your life worrying about daily share price movements. We’re here for the long term, and people need to know where we stand. Grossbank is different from the other German banks, and proud to be so.’

‘How is Grossbank different?’

‘None of our competitors has given anything like the commitment that we have to putting something back into society. By banking with us, our customers are making a moral statement. They are saying we want to do business with a firm that believes in our moral values, that is prepared to sacrifice profit for the future benefit of society, for our children and our children’s children. That’s the difference.’

‘But do customers care?’

‘We’ll see. It’s easy to say you believe in moral values, but people need to demonstrate commitment, as we have done. If there are people listening to this interview in Germany, who bank elsewhere, they should think about that. Do they want to bank with a firm that doesn’t care, or one that does? It’s their choice.’

‘Dave Hart, head of investment banking at Grossbank, London, thank you…’

I do a whole series of similar interviews for the print media, a couple for radio, and some pre-records for late night business TV shows in Germany. Meanwhile our stock’s hit fifty euros. I call the Silver Fox, who says to stay calm. We’ve done all we can for today, tomorrow will be the acid test.

As I know I won’t sleep anyway, I call the Pussy-Cat Club and book Fluffy and Thumper in the private room…

*      *      *

THE NEXT day starts early, even by City standards. I get a text message from the Silver Fox – ‘It’s started’. What’s started? I’m early in the office and stay glued to one of the big TV screens on the trading floor. They are showing scenes from Freiburg, where I first gave the speech that started all this. There are lines of mostly young people outside the main Grossbank branch, waiting for it to open. Some of them are interviewed and explain how they are moving their accounts from other banks to Grossbank. Later they show other places. To begin with, it is particularly strong in university towns where there are lots of young people, but in the course of the day it starts to catch fire across the whole country. In no time Grossbank’s branch network is being overwhelmed by new account openings, and the internet banking site goes down under the volume of hits. The share price carries on falling for a time, then stabilises around forty-five euros. The business news channels carry interviews with hard-nosed analysts – twenty-five year olds who know nothing about anything – trying to work out whether increased market share might cancel out the negative effect of giving away ten per cent of profits. The prevailing view is that it won’t, and the stock starts to fall again.

The next couple of days are hell. In Germany, we’ve signed over three million new customers, but are losing momentum because the system simply cannot cope. The board are reserving their judgement and I stop getting calls from Herman. Now we fire the second salvo: a full-blown advertising campaign with some big shot TV stars, singers and comedians, saying on German TV, ‘I’m with Grossbank. Are you?’ The logo for the campaign is a thumbs up sign, and we’re printing millions of bumper stickers, badges and baseball caps. We want to create the New Cool, and the Silver Fox is masterminding a viral marketing campaign starting in the universities. By the end of the week, we’ve passed the five million new account openings mark, the system is in meltdown, and the stock is hovering just above forty euros a share. As we head into the weekend, we need to pull another rabbit out of the hat.

Luckily for me, that’s exactly what the Silver Fox does.

Late on Sunday evening, I do another interview, this time in a TV studio in Frankfurt, with a leading German business commentator.

‘Mister Hart, the Grossbank campaign has attracted over five million new account holders for your bank in a single week, but it still has not stopped your share price falling to a little more than forty euros a share. It has almost halved since you announced this new initiative. How can you say it has been a success?’

‘The Grossbank share price has been manipulated downwards. It’s being sold short artificially by mostly foreign institutions – hedge funds and speculators. These people have no understanding of business, let alone morality. For them this is all about short-term profit. And you’re right, what they’ve done has been to force our share price down to little more than half the level of a week ago. But that’s good news.’

‘Good news? I don’t think your shareholders would agree, Mister Hart.’

‘Right now, perhaps not. But when the benefit of five million new account holders works through to profits, there’ll be a different story. And in the meantime, the share price at such an artificially low level presents a huge opportunity.’

‘How so?’

‘Anyone who believes in Grossbank and what it’s doing should buy our shares. They’ve been forced down to this level by international manipulators and at forty euros they are a bargain. The people who voted with their feet by moving bank accounts should buy our shares too. Buy one share, buy two or three or five or whatever you can afford. Buy them for yourself, for your children or your grandchildren. Because you’re investing in an institution that will change the way business is done. This is not for now, it’s for the future. For all of our futures.’

In fact, the particular future I have uppermost in my mind is my own, but I say all this with my best ‘earnest conviction’ look, head tilted sympathetically to one side, leaning forward into the camera, smiling, relaxed and positive. Out of camera shot, the Silver Fox gives me a double thumbs-up.

I’ve done my bit, now we need to see what tomorrow brings. I leave the Silver Fox in the studio chatting to the presenter and head back to my hotel room to ponder my future with Inge, twenty-three, from Cologne, and Iona, twenty-one, from Athens. I try not to think too much about what will happen next.

*      *      *

TWICE IN the twentieth century the world learnt to tremble when the Germans went on tour. On Monday morning they do it again, only this time they do it peacefully.

From the trading floor at Grossbank in London, Paul Ryan is giving me a running commentary. ‘Massive retail buying, there’s been more volume in the first hour of trading than in the whole of Friday. Millions of individual orders. The Exchange are saying the shares may have to be suspended if it continues. They’re already close to capacity and the system could crash.’

‘But where are we on price?’ I’m still in my hotel near the Grossbank Tower in Frankfurt, preferring not to show my face to the board until I know what’s happening.

‘So far, we’re up two euros, hovering around the forty-three level. The hedgies are doubling up, going for quits, and some of the prop desks at the other banks are having a swing at us too.’ Damn. The proprietary trading teams at the major investment banks are effectively powerful hedge funds in their own right, swinging their firms’ capital around and sometimes moving markets regardless of what actual investors are doing. Soulless bastards, turning on one of their own – not that I wouldn’t do the same, of course.

‘What’s the outlook?’

‘Sorry to say it, but it’s not good, boss.’

Damn. I’m sending millions of foot soldiers over the top, ordinary Germans who are putting their savings where their mouths are and taking on the hedge funds and the prop desks. But these are the big battalions of the finance world and they are mowing my guys down like the first day of the Somme. Not that I could give a shit, but if it doesn’t work then it could be a disaster. I could lose my job, and that would be serious. I could be history. I watch as our share price starts to fall again, dropping through the forty-two level, and then through forty-one. I’ve only card left to play. I call Two Livers.

‘I need a favour.’

‘Boss, you need more than that. You need the Seventh Cavalry.’

‘I want you to call Tripod Turner.’

There’s a silence at the other end of the line. Tripod Turner and Two Livers were close once upon a time. He’s the London-based Chief Investment Officer of the Boston International Group, the world’s largest investing institution. Physically massive, he’s said to be the biggest swinging dick of all – hence the nickname – and we are sort of buddies, though not in the way that he and Two Livers once were. I have asked her if it’s true about his alleged sheer physical size, but she discreetly looked away and pretended not to hear.

‘I don’t want to pressurise you, but it’s now or never. We’ve got one shot at this. Leave it another hour and we’re done.’

Still there’s silence.

‘Are you there? Hello?’

The line’s gone dead. Damn. I misplayed that one. Should never have asked. Maybe I should call him myself. Ask for a favour. No, beg for a favour. Except that never works. Once the market knows you’re desperate, you’re history. Kindness is for girls.

Around mid-day I watch as the stock goes through forty euros. I turn off the TV and start drafting my resignation letter. I’m half-way through it when my cell phone goes. It’s Paul Ryan.

‘Boss – have you seen this? It’s amazing.’

‘Seen what?’

‘This interview – on EuroBizTv. Get yourself in front of a screen right now. It’s Tripod Turner!’

I flick the remote control and sure enough, there is the big man, sitting scratching himself in his office, tie undone, shirt sleeves rolled up, bright red braces with golden dollar signs and the initials ‘B.I.G.’ on them.

‘…and we perceive it as a major, indeed a permanent shift in the banking landscape, not just in Europe, but globally. Banks will have to do business differently in future. And Grossbank is leading the way. In the long run, we see it as very positive for Grossbank’s earnings and overall positioning. That’s why we’re moving to a heavily overweight position in their stock, while selling off others.’

I half scream into the mobile. ‘What’s going on in the market? Are they buying?’

‘Buying? They’re stampeding. There’s blood on the streets. It’s terrible – terribly good for us, that is.’

I feel like crying. In fact between you and me, I might have done. It was only afterwards, at the post-mortem that I got the whole story.

Boston International Group – ‘BIG by name, big by nature’ – is a trillion dollar monster. In stock market terms, they are like an elephant: when they decide to sit down, they sit down, and you’d better not be underneath when they do.

The people who were selling Grossbank shares short at forty-five euros, hoping to buy them back at a lower price, were suddenly faced with an avalanche of buying that drove the price back up. If it went above the price at which they had sold, they were looking at a money-losing trade, so they had better buy the shares they needed as soon as they could. Only BIG was in there first, hoovering up anything that moved, and doing so in the kind of size that dwarfed the rest of the market.

Three or four of the biggest hedge funds, reacting fastest to the change in circumstances, did the stock market equivalent of a handbrake turn. You could almost hear the screeching of brakes and the screaming of tortured tyres as people who were the biggest sellers suddenly became huge buyers.

For the retail buyers, the ordinary members of the public investing their savings, BIG’s arrival was like hearing the bugles and seeing the cavalry charging over the hill.

Only BIG isn’t the Seventh Cavalry. BIG is America’s – and the world’s – largest money manager. It’s the US Marine Corps, the Sixth Fleet and the 82nd Airborne all rolled into one. By the time the market closed, our share price was back through sixty euros and heading north. By the end of the week it hit a high for the year of ninety-five. And I’m a hero.

Phew.

*      *      *

THE THING about heroes is that they tend to be magnanimous in victory. Well, I’m not. Some devious, underhand individual has leaked to the press an internal Grossbank memo from a couple of weeks ago in which Herman states that the entire Grossbank Foundation fiasco is down to me, I should take responsibility, and in his view I should be sacked and the Foundation should be limited to one per cent of net profits.

He’s instantly transformed into the most hated man in Germany. I don’t mean just averagely disliked for a couple of days until the papers get bored and move onto something more important, like some actress’s boob job or a rock star’s latest divorce. This man is hated. It is not just the millions of members of the public who bought our shares – and profited handsomely – who hate him, but all those righteous individuals who want to see big business sharing more of the spoils. Wherever he turns, people are condemning him, and they want his scalp. He’s the lead in all the German papers, and politicians of all parties are competing to outdo each other in the Bundestag in the strength of their public damnation of this personification of evil. Some whackos even threaten to kill him. Poor fellow. Can you imagine what it must be like?

As an honourable man, he has no alternative but to offer his resignation, which is accepted. It takes the board less than an hour to put in a call to me inviting me to consider taking his place as Chairman of Grossbank. I need less than half a second to decide to accept, but I make a show of reflecting on it over the weekend and disappear with Breathless Beth and Beate for some R&R in Cap Ferrat.

*      *      *

Putting me in charge of Grossbank is like giving whisky and car keys to a seventeen year old boy.

I arrive in Frankfurt a week later for my first board meeting, and head up to my office on the fifty-fourth floor of the Grossbank Tower. I haven’t actually seen this office before, but it is suitably vast – nearly a hundred feet across – high tech, high spec, full of tasteless chrome and glass and generally excessive, resembling the headquarters of the chief villain in one of the early Bond movies.

Just to show how utterly vulgar they think I am, they’ve brought a Damon Hersh Elephant in Formaldehyde giant glass-tank from the bank’s contemporary art collection and installed it in the office, presumably as a conversation piece, or maybe because the ‘artist’ and I share the same initials.

When I travel to Frankfurt for board meetings, the Meat Factory come with me, along with Maria, and of course Two Livers and Paul Ryan, as my right hands, and Rory to carry the bags. Two Livers and Paul have been promoted. They are now co-heads of global investment banking. From a practical standpoint, it makes no difference, since between them they ran investment banking anyway. I was just the boss, and always took a ‘hands off’ stance – at least with regard to Paul – so that they could get on with the task of making things happen, while I concentrated on not fucking things up, which I’ve generally felt is the best contribution most heads of investment banks can make to their teams, leaving the markets to do the rest.

I’ve always believed that it is easier to seek forgiveness than permission, and on that basis intend to try to change things radically from the start, taking advantage of my honeymoon period as Chairman to force things through before the Grossbank bureaucracy smothers me and the walls close in the way they do in all large organisations and ultimately institutionalise me.

The first thing I’m going to change is the board. The only detail is that they don’t know it yet.

The only board member I’ve really known, other than Herman, is an old guy called Biedermann. When I first joined the bank, Biedermann led the opposition to the future direction of the firm, saying the investment banking strategy would waste the legacy of the bank, ruin its good name and ultimately serve only to line the pockets of the hot-shot foreigners who would come in and fleece them.

In principle, he was right, and I agreed with him, though I didn’t say so at the time. What he described is what investment bankers typically do to sleepy commercial banks. But I guess I just got lucky. Or at least I hired people who got lucky. It’s worked. And now Biedermann has retired, allegedly on grounds of ill health – presumably brought on by the prospect of calling me Chairman – and I’m left with a room full of ancient, fossilised strangers.

They are all seated round the board table when I arrive, and I instinctively go to the far end of the room, where I used to sit when I had to present myself to get approval for whatever nonsense I wanted to do in London.

Someone gives a meaningful cough, and I turn and see that they are all waiting for me to take my place at the head of the table.

Christ, I’m in charge. How terrifying. But it’s also exhilarating. They nod respectfully and I nod back. I assume they all speak English, but just in case I keep nodding and give them all a friendly smile. It’s the last bit of friendly they’ll be seeing from me.

An agenda and board pack were sent to me a week ago, but I didn’t bother to read them. I’ve got a different agenda in mind for today’s meeting.

‘Gentlemen, good morning.’

A few of them pick up earpieces from the table and insert them in their ears. Are they really that geriatric? No, they just don’t speak English.

‘First, let me say how honoured I feel to be sitting here today, and how privileged to assume such a great office. I look forward to great times ahead for the bank and for its employees and clients around the world. And of course for its shareholders.’ Particularly those with senior management share option packages. ‘I want this board meeting – my first – to follow a slightly unusual agenda, and propose to disregard the normal business items.’

This causes a stir. The fossils aren’t accustomed to change. Probably haven’t known change in decades – since they were alive in fact.

‘Today I want to focus on the community that is Grossbank.’ I hold my arms out wide to indicate how broad a community it is. ‘Our people.’

A few of them are frowning, and one or two are tapping their earpieces and glancing at each other.

‘We need to show leadership to this great organisation.’ This at least they can relate to, and nod their heads in agreement. ‘We need to reflect the values we claim to espouse at the highest level of the firm.’ More nodding. ‘There’s only one way to lead, and that’s from the front. Or should I say the top?’ They’re relaxing again now, it looks as if this is just another of those bullshit corporate values speeches.

I look down at some notes prepared for me by Paul Ryan. ‘Gentlemen, do you realise that there are over seventy thousand employees working for Grossbank worldwide?’

They smile indulgently. The new kid is just getting his head around quite how big the firm is.

‘Or that we have one-hundred-and-six different nationalities working for us?’ They nod again. I take a deep breath and look around the room. ‘But only two around this table.’

I’m expecting a long dramatic pause, but instead one of them pipes up.

‘Is zat correct? My grandfather was Sviss.’ It’s a fossil to my right, two places down, I think his name is Hagmann and he runs the bank’s business in Swabia.

‘Your grandfather?’

He nods. Typical fucking Swabian. I take another deep breath.

‘Okay, Doktor Hagmann, that’s very helpful, thank you. Let’s say two and a half. I don’t really count the Swiss.’ I look at my notes again. ‘And the average age of our employees is thirty-five.’ I stare meaningfully around the table. ‘The average age in this board room is sixty-eight. It dropped significantly when I joined.’ Now they are looking perplexed. What is the new boy getting at? ‘And forty per cent of our employees are women. There are no women here.’ Unless… no, none of these is a woman.

One of them laughs. ‘But are you suggesting we should put women on the board?’

‘Why not? Women are different.’ I should know. ‘They care. Granted, it can be a terrible weakness, but they do offer a different perspective.’

Now they’re really tapping their earpieces, looking at each other, wondering what’s coming next. Is it as they feared, and they’ve appointed a nutcase to the board? Of course not. It’s far more serious than that. Do you remember the movie Alien, when the crew of a spaceship were stuck in space with a ferocious man-eating monster that had acid for blood? This is going to be worse than Alien. I’m going to get them to eat each other.

‘None of us gets out of here alive.’ This really rocks them and I put my hand up in case they panic and their pacemakers overload. ‘It’s a figure of speech. Gentlemen, we pass this way but once, and it’s our duty, our obligation, to make the world a better place for our passing. We’re doing that with the Grossbank Foundation, and we need to do it with the way this mighty firm is run. We need to set the tone at the top, and if that means self-sacrifice, then so be it.’

Amazingly, they’re nodding their agreement. Honour, duty, self-sacrifice all play well with this generation of Germans. Which is why none of them is cut out for investment banking.

‘We need to bring down the average age of this board by twenty years, half the board should be women, and I want at least three more foreigners – don’t care if they come from Timbuktu, but I want them.’

Stunned silence, then one of the fossils has a brainwave.

‘But… we are the continuity of this organisation, its collective memory. That is part of the function of the board.’

It’s true. These guys provide decades worth of continuity. In fact collectively they provide centuries worth. But I’m not going to argue the toss with them.

‘Gentlemen, if I don’t get the changes I want, the fair, reasonable changes that will align the composition of the board with the people and interests it represents, and the modern society – the twenty-first century society – in which it operates, I will have to resign. This will be my first and last board meeting, and I will feel obliged to share with the world my reasons why. I was appointed to lead the board forward in the twenty-first century, not backwards in the nineteenth. Change is always challenging, but we must not be afraid. I’ve said enough, now I’m going to leave you to reflect on what I’ve said. I’ll be in my office.’

There’s an eruption of angry, puzzled, anxious voices as I leave the board room. You might think they’d be outraged by my impertinence, that they’d be vying for the opportunity to vote me off the board and fire me, but if you think that you don’t know the average major corporate board. Rather than uniting against the common foe, these guys are going to devour each other. Decades of jealousy, rivalry, real and imagined slights will erupt in a vicious frenzy of in-fighting. Thirty years compressed into a couple of hours, unexpected, unscripted, just the raw savagery that only monumental, fossilised egos are capable of achieving.

The key is that I said they didn’t all have to go, just some of them. If I went for the lot, they’d have taken me on. But just some? That’s different.

As I leave the room, I have a spring in my step and a smile on my face. I reckon it’ll take them at least an hour to accept the inevitable, maybe longer, which is plenty of time for me to get to know my new personal trainer who’ll be keeping me in shape when I’m in Frankfurt. Her name’s Eva and she’s blonde, well-built and athletic, as well as being very highly paid and extremely accommodating.

*      *      *

IN FACT it takes them nearly three hours, and Eva is in danger of wearing me out. But when I’m invited back into the board room they are the ones who look exhausted. They present me with a schedule of proposed retirements stretching out over the next twelve months. A few will go straight away and most of the remainder by year end. A couple of youngsters – which is to say late fifties, mere children by the standards of corporate Germany – will stay on for continuity and ‘tribal memory’ purposes. More of them could have stayed on, but I guess it got into one of those illogical and mutually destructive tit for tat debates. So much for grown men. And that’s it. They’ve raised the white flag.

I love the taste of victory. Especially one that involves more or less total annihilation of the enemy. Within a few months I’ll have the most exotic, best-looking board in German banking history. Naturally I’ll appoint Two Livers and Paul Ryan to the board, but not Rory, and then I’ll set about putting together the new look team, at least three quarters of them stunning women. My harem. They may not know much about banking, but boy will they be hot.

*      *      *

THE BLACK dogs of boredom are circling again. I’m back in London and I’m worried that even my usual pastimes are no longer keeping me entertained. Do you know how tedious it gets, screwing beautiful women, snorting coke and chugging cocktails relentlessly, night after night? No? You’ll just have to trust me on that one.

The highlight of my day was chairing a new internal think-tank that I’ve set up. I did it for Mike Hanlan’s librarian, whose real name is Caroline Connor. She’s six foot one, single, academically gifted, but terribly lonely. Normally I’d do something about that myself, but at that height she’s so much taller than me that I’d feel ridiculous. In case you didn’t know, we are not all the same height in bed – going head to toe with an Amazon like that would stretch even my ability.

But I want to get her laid.

So I’ve convened a new internal think-tank comprising junior and mid-ranking employees from all parts of the firm, to think the unthinkable. What exactly does that mean? God knows. If it was thinkable I could do it myself. So these Bright Young Things will get together regularly, including a series of off-site weekends in different locations around the world, and see what sparks fly.

They are a highly elite group.

Apart from Caroline Connor, all of them are men, hand-picked by me. All the guys are single, very bright, highly competitive, over six foot three inches tall, and by my reckoning, based on the photographs in their personnel files, good looking. If she were shorter, I’d do the job myself, but I’ve always believed that a job worth doing is worth delegating to someone competent.

When she came into the meeting room, she almost swooned. She thought she’d died and gone to heaven. Forget dating agencies. Think Grossbank.

Christ, I’m kind.

But also bored. Maybe that’s why I was kind – I had time to play with. Tonight, I’m actually feeling so jaded that I haven’t yet decided who to call. I’ve been debating whether to go for Ilyana again or Breathless Beth. Or maybe both. Why choose? Compromise, as I always say, is the enemy of achievement.

But perhaps neither – and anyway, they don’t have the same initials, and they’d probably realise when I got them mixed up.

It’s ten o’clock, I’ve been killing time in the office, and I’m feeling so lost that I’m only now on my way out. The trading floor is relatively empty, just a few dealers on the late shift sorting out trades with New York, and the cleaning staff getting the place ready for tomorrow.

As I pass one of the dealing desks, I see two cleaners sitting together at a workstation. They are young, black, probably late twenties or early thirties, full-bodied and large-breasted in a way that used to be called voluptuous. They look like a lot of the minimum wage migrant workers who somehow find their way into the City to perform menial tasks, their noses pressed against the glass while the rest of us are paid fortunes. They are wearing short, nylon one-piece uniforms and brightly coloured headscarves. One of them is crying.

I really don’t care if people cry. It’s not as if I haven’t cried myself on occasion, especially in the early part of my career, normally around bonus time. But why do they have to cry in front of me? Why does everyone always feel the need to share their personal suffering? Keep it bottled up, for fuck’s sake. I pause and look at the two of them. The one who’s sobbing tries to stop, and they both stare up at me. They have beautiful brown eyes, skin that glows naturally, and perfectly pouting lips. I feel a vague stirring of unexpected interest.

‘What’s the problem, ladies?’

They look at each other, uncertain what to say. The one who was crying pulls a tissue from her pocket to wipe her eyes.

‘Here.’ I pass her my bright yellow silk handkerchief from the breast pocket of my jacket, the one that perfectly matches my tie. She stares at it as if it’s gold, smoothing the material and looking up at me without actually using it to wipe her face. It probably cost more than she makes in a week.

‘I don’t mean to pry, but why were you crying?’ As I say this, I pull round a chair and sit beside them. I smile, trying to look friendly, as an interesting thought comes to me, and I imagine the three of us in bed, our bodies covered in oil, rolling over together, naked…

‘Please, boss…’ Perfect – a woman who knows how to address me. ‘Mary’s cousins are all dead. They all died, sir.’

I look at the woman who was crying. I’m taken aback. ‘You lost your cousins? I’m so sorry. What happened?’

She looks at me and her brown eyes are flashing with anger. She speaks with passion. ‘They were killed, sir. Four boys and two girls. Murdered by the gangs.’

‘Murdered? By the gangs? What gangs?’

‘The gangs come to our villages in the south of our country and do this to us. They come with guns and knives and we are so poor, we can do nothing to defend ourselves.’

I’m stunned. For once I don’t know what to say. Even in Brixton this doesn’t happen. ‘Where are you from?’

‘We are from Alambo, in the East of Africa.’

Alambo. I vaguely recall it. There’s been some heavy shit going on. The trouble is, I can’t recall exactly what. Something to do with thousands of people homeless, or dying, or starving, or whatever. Like everyone else, when it comes to Africa I have compassion fatigue. I’m good at feeling sorry for myself, just not for anyone else. And besides, whenever the African Tragedy comes on the television news, I flick over to MTV or the Adult Channel.

I’ve generally found in investment banking, the greater my ignorance on any given subject, the safer it is to stick to the old saying, ‘Less is more’.

‘I understand.’ They both look at me very directly, staring deep into my eyes. I’m not used to this kind of scrutiny, and in a way I kind of enjoy it. ‘What are you going to do?’

This brings back the tears. Mary’s friend, whose name I still don’t know, puts her arm around her shoulders. ‘She needs to return, sir. For the funerals. For the family.’

‘Sure – you have to be there for your family and be supportive…’

‘But she cannot.’

‘She can’t? What do you mean? It’s a family funeral.’

The friend shakes her head. ‘She cannot, because the money she earns here pays for her whole family – those that are left – it pays for them to live. And if she returned she might not have a job when she came back.’

Now even I’m shocked. ‘Are you serious? Who do you work for? Who’s your boss?’

Mary looks at me and seems to have a kind of fear in her eyes. ‘We work for Mister Skelton.’

Skelton. I vaguely recall the name. He’s Head of Premises, way down the food chain, somewhere in the semi-darkness with the tadpoles and the plankton.

‘Please, boss – do you know Mister Skelton? Can you help?’

Can I help? Of course I can fucking help. I’m Dave Hart. I can do anything. I lean forward, close enough to smell their scent, feel their breath, and when I speak, I whisper so they have to lean close. ‘You know the guys who run this place? The bosses?’

They shrug uncertainly. ‘We’ve seen some of them.’

‘Well, I’m their boss. The Boss of bosses. And there’s someone I want you to meet.’

I get out my cell phone, scroll down the numbers until I get to ‘S’, and dial the Silver Fox.

*      *      *

I LOVE it when a woman is grateful. I love it even more when two are. It’s four in the afternoon, and I’ve just arrived for the morning meeting with Two Livers and Paul Ryan. Nothing unusual in that. The early edition of the Evening News is on the conference room table. Two Livers kicks off.

‘Dave, you cannot be serious.’ She has the paper open on a full page spread about Grossbank paying for two cleaners to fly to Alambo in a private jet with a team of bodyguards. They’ve had relatives murdered, and now they are returning with funds to rebuild their village. Apparently it’s all down to me. The headline reads ‘Hart of kindness’.

I try not to sound defensive. ‘What’s wrong with it?’

‘Cleaners? In a smoker? To Alambo?’

‘So?’

‘But Dave – the cost…’

‘You know what it’s costing?’

‘How much?’

I smile triumphantly. ‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing?’

‘Nothing. The bank’s paying. You didn’t think I was picking up the tab myself, did you?’

They roll their eyes heavenwards.

‘And besides, we’ll cover it from what we’ll save by not having a Head of Premises.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Some guy called Skelton. Bad guy.’ I draw my forefinger symbolically across my throat. ‘He’s toast. Had him black-bagged this morning.’ They shrug indifferently. Survival Rule Number One for pond life: don’t attract the attention of a predator. Especially a great white. ‘Anyway, it’s great PR.’

Two Livers frowns and stares out the window, leaving Paul to take up the cudgel. ‘Dave, exactly what PR benefits are you talking about?’

‘The PR. It shows how kind we are. Well, how kind I am. With the bank’s money.’ I grin, hoping they’ll join in, but they don’t.

‘But Dave, it’s Africa. No one cares. People really couldn’t give a shit.’

He’s right. If it was something serious, like the search for drugs to cure obesity, or male-pattern hair loss, we’d throw billions at it. But Africa? That’s when some disconnected circuits in my brain spark briefly back to life.

‘Oh, yes – that’s the other thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I’ve decided to save Africa.’

*      *      *

TO GIVE them due credit, it takes a couple of hours to bring Paul and Two Livers round. Africa is a basket case. In fact much of it is so bad it could give basket cases a bad name. But that’s the opportunity. Everyone’s written it off, yet there are hundreds of billions to be made out of vast mineral wealth, agri-business, real estate and tourism, to name but a few. The problem is that most firms that could invest in Africa consign it to the ‘too difficult’ tray – there are plenty of easier places in the world to make money, where you don’t get shot or robbed or have the local bully-boys (I mean governments) running extortion rackets (I mean seeking participation in your business).

If only the place could be developed in a fair, transparent way, without most of the upside going to line the pockets of the ruling elite or being siphoned off in some sweetheart deal by bad foreign governments, rogue businessmen or Evil Empire multi-nationals, all the good guys could get involved – like our corporate clients – and think how much a firm like Grossbank could earn out of that.

That’s where my plan comes in. If you really want to change something, you need to start at the top, with the guys in charge. In Africa the ruling elite, like ruling elites everywhere, like to squirrel their money away. That’s where private bankers come in. Private bankers look after the money of the rich and the super-rich, politicians, businessmen, the famous and the infamous, offering discreet, private, confidential service away from the prying eyes of the great unwashed who might otherwise think they should get a slice, and certainly a long way from the regulators and the little people who make their living making sure other people pay their taxes.

If the investment banker is the social and intellectual superior of the commercial banker, the private banker is a breed apart: socially smooth and charming, well connected, mostly from old-established families, private bankers privately ooze venality and cunning. These guys have such a total lack of ethics that they make investment bankers and hedge fund managers look like paragons of moral virtue. Naturally, Grossbank has one of the biggest private banking operations in the world.

The US military used to say of ‘hearts and minds’ campaigns intended to win the support of indigenous peoples, forget the hearts and minds – just grab them by the balls. Grab a man’s balls and pull them wherever it is you want him to go, and he will follow, because he will always want to go everywhere his balls go. Well, I can’t squeeze these guys by the balls. I don’t have the power to do that. But I have something even more effective. I’m going to squeeze them by the wallet. And when they smile and say ‘Yes, Dave’, the Grossbank legions will pile into Africa. We’re going to finance mining projects, oil and gas, ranching, real estate, hotels, you name it, and we’re going to do it in the places that have been written off. With their support, with them actually holding the door open for us.

We’ll make billions, and it definitely won’t be boring.

Two hours after I start, even I’m amazed by my sheer audacity and brilliance. Two Livers isn’t so sure it will work, and we agree to our usual bet. If I win, I get a blow job. If she wins, she gets to give me a blow job. It’s the sort of bet you only get to place if you’re the Boss of bosses.

*      *      *

I’M BACK in Frankfurt, in my office on the fifty-fourth floor of the Grossbank Tower, staring at the elephant in formaldehyde, which seems to be staring back at me, possibly a little resentfully, which given our relative situations in life is understandable.

Whenever I visit the Fatherland, the Meat Factory get to carry real guns. It’s something to do with German firearms laws, and the fact that in the past other large German banks have had their top people murdered by whackos. So today I’m sitting at my desk playing with a Walther PPK that normally sits in an ankle holster around Scary Andy’s meaty lower leg. He doesn’t like me playing with it, and has thoughtfully removed the bullets, since he seems to have some kind of aversion to his enthusiastically amateur boss playing with real weapons.

A low chiming sound comes from a discreetly concealed speaker, and I hit the intercom button and say ‘Enter’. Then I turn my chair around so I’m facing away from the door and looking out over the Frankfurt skyline. Behind me I hear the thick oak doors swing open and footsteps getting closer. I wait until they have covered roughly three quarters of the distance to my desk before saying, half to myself, ‘Damn, this is a good weapon. But I need to fire some live rounds. I need to shoot someone. Who the hell can I shoot?’

Right on cue, I hear a discreet cough behind me, and spin the chair around, pointing the gun at an early fifties, fit-looking, tall guy in a conservative suit with silver grey hair and a too perfect suntan. His name is Neumann – ‘New Man’ – after his father, who was one of countless Germans who found themselves in 1945 lining up to be circumcised, prior to shipping out to Argentina with their brand new names and brand new passports, claiming their families were wiped out by the Nazis and how all they were seeking was a new start. Gerhard Neumann is head of private banking at Grossbank, and he’s meeting me today for the first time.

When he finds himself staring at the little black hole at the end of the barrel of the Walther he jumps. I pull the trigger.

‘Click.’

For a moment he stops breathing and turns deathly pale. I imagine brown adrenaline running freely down his legs beneath his perfectly pressed trousers. I smile.

‘Just joking.’

He lets out a huge sigh and when I indicate he should sit down, he flops into a large, low armchair, still staring at the empty revolver in my hand. I place it on the table and get up.

‘Doktor Neumann, how very good to meet you at last. I’ve heard so much about you.’

He goes to stand up to shake my outstretched hand, but I wave him back down in his seat, lean over in my friendliest fashion and give him a big two-handed welcome to my lair. ‘Have you met Fritz?’

‘Fritz?’

I wave across to the elephant, which seems to be staring at us both. It has the sort of eyes that follow you around the room. Or maybe I’m just getting paranoid.

‘N – nein. I mean, no.’

He seems really freaked out. I wonder if he actually thought I’d shoot him. I walk around behind his armchair, out of sight, then lean in suddenly so that my face is inches from his, and whisper so he can feel my breath on his cheek.

‘Coffee?’

The effect is almost as electrifying as the gun. He jumps and stutters, ‘Y – yes, please.’

‘Good.’ I smile, and lean in even closer. ‘Me too. It’s over there on the side. I take mine black.’ I get up and walk back to my chair, sit down and watch as he scurries off to pour us a couple of coffees, then brings them back, cups rattling in the saucers in the most gratifying way as his nerves reveal him.

He’s ready.

‘Doktor Neumann, I’ve been having some thoughts about the next private banking conference for super high net worth individuals.’ He looks perplexed. This is his area, and he isn’t used to the Chairman getting involved. Especially a Chairman like me. ‘I believe you call them ‘Rich Weekends’, unless I’m mistaken?’

He shrugs noncommittally. ‘We try to provide our clients with the service they require.’

It’s true. The rich are increasingly common, and not just because there are more of them. If they want fawning private bankers paying homage to them over a long weekend away, then that’s what they’ll get – for a price.

‘I think the next one’s in Monte Carlo next month, if my information is correct.’ He nods guardedly. ‘I have in mind something rather novel. I want to give it a theme. An African theme.’

‘Africa?’ Smooth as he is, he can’t hide his scepticism.

‘We look after a lot of African money.’ I have some papers on my desk, positioned so that he can’t actually see them. I can see him staring at them, wondering what they are – he doesn’t recognise the format, it’s not the usual management accounts or business area report, and he’s probably wondering what kind of analysis I’ve got hold of relating to his notoriously private business.
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